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            Epigraph

         
         
            if you have but

            a forest

            and

            a stream

            close by you,

            you’ll get yourself

            food!

            Sara Lidman, from Kropp och skäl (translated by Nichola Smalley)
            

            In order to understand nature, we must allow nature to be born inwardly in its full sequence.

            Novalis, from The Novices of Sais (translated by Ralph Manheim)
            

            Naked and steaming, they entered the house, bodies aglow like the sun-baked bark of a cherry birch.

            Aleksis Kivi, from Seven Brothers (translated by Dr. Richard Impola)
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            Chapter One

         
         You noticed them straightaway. From a distance they looked like anybody else selling wood, mushrooms, and dried hare meat
            at the market. Mostly, they would turn up in twos or threes, wearing flannel shirts and black leather jackets. It was the
            smell that accompanied them that stood out and made its presence known. A mix of resin, sweat, and unwashed genitals.
         

         
         On the backs of their jackets was a drawing of a predator’s eye, and above it, a gun. Under the eye was the number seven in
            roman numerals. Were they triplets? They looked the same: wide foreheads, unkempt, auburn hair that had never known a hairdresser’s
            hand and probably hadn’t seen shampoo in a long while. The only thing that differentiated these three was that one of them
            had a nose that looked deformed in left profile, probably a frostbite injury.
         

         
         A cheerful murmur hung over the marketplace on the football pitch; a vegetable seller was trying to convince skeptical customers that mustard leaf really was the same thing as rocket. A young couple were mooching around, curious to know how the local bakery made the popular bark bread the older people turned their nose up at—they’d had enough during the war. I couldn’t take my eyes off the sisters—I was drawn to them, circulating around their stall as discreetly as I was able. As they held out paper bags full of mushrooms, I noted rough, wound-gashed hands, long fingers, and dirt under nails. I wondered how many of the town’s increasingly dedicated animal lovers they’d lost as customers by decorating their stall with the gleaming tails of beasts they’d recently shot. They flourished foxtails in the crowd’s faces before demonstrating possible uses: slinging them around their hips and making obscene motions with their pudenda. Men who’d been persuaded by their wives to come along wore amused expressions that indicated the trip hadn’t been a complete waste of time from their point of view. 

         
         The girls’ signs were written in a spidery hand with poor spelling, as if they’d hired a seven-year-old for the task. Bear meet. Sweet forrest raspberies. I photographed them from a distance as they arranged bearskins, pointing my lens at the glow; their thin, hand-rolled cigarettes
            hopped about in the corners of their mouths. Sometimes they kept puffing on the stumps so long they could’ve burned their
            lips off. I stood by their stall, peering between two men who wanted the stallholders to confirm that the bear population
            had grown in the last few years. When I asked what they were charging for the wood and if they had a card reader I got a brusque
            reply about cash payments, without them ever taking their eyes off the men’s hairy arms. The notes and coins from each sale
            were stuffed in a brown leather pouch they fastened with a cord. When everything was sold, they would each take out a hip
            flask from which they drank great gulps with a theatrical grimace. The onlookers laughed. It became a gimmick. Sometimes they
            offered the men at the front a drink.
         

         
         The sisters’ stall always had the most customers, the volume was always high: whistles and applause. At last, I stood alongside the broad-shouldered men and raised my camera to get the picture of the year, honing in on a scar that snaked from the corner of one of the girls’ eyes to the corner of her mouth. In a flash the convivial mood switched to hostility. Their eyes moved from the men to my face: I remember the turning of heads as if in slow motion, how sparkle turned to deepest black, switched from coquetry to enmity. Six black holes turned on me. The one with the scar drew a finger across her throat. My legs trembled, my heart pounded, why hadn’t I asked their permission? I usually do before taking pictures of people. I replaced the lens cap and hung the camera to one side. The girls went back to entertaining their audience, drained the last drops from their flasks, and without having asked I was unexpectedly offered a knockdown price for the last foxtail. A cloud of the stallholders’ snarling energy engulfed me, invisible yet quite tangible, and to my astonishment my trembling hand held out a note. 

         
         I couldn’t stop thinking about how they lived. They occupied my mind. What did they have for breakfast? What did they do if they got a toothache? I bought a notebook and wrote down my observations—when you write by hand the words are for real. I began to dig deeper, asking acquaintances and people around town. I bought another notebook, and mildly obsessed, I went further, inquiring with various members of staff at the local council. What did they know about the sisters? The answers were contradictory. Poor souls who couldn’t function in society was the most common response. Christ, they’ve grown up without TV, computers, cell phones. For the last ten years no landline either. In all likelihood they could barely read, since they’d never gone to school. It was said that a teacher—who’d lost her job when someone found her threatening a pupil with a knife—had somehow been able to engage them, gaining the sisters’ trust to the extent that the youngest at least accepted an ABC book. The girl was thirsty for knowledge and quick of mind, but after she’d learned to read, the teacher lost contact with her and was unable to reach her again. 

         
         Everyone agreed that things began to go really wrong after the girls dealt with their father’s dismembered body when he was
            killed by a bear. That must have been an unholy sight. The animal lay mortally wounded, blood pouring from its mouth but still
            with a pulse, alongside the dead hunter. The father’s mangled body and unrecognizable face bore witness to the battle that
            had taken place. The oldest daughter shot the bear, saving the animal from prolonged suffering.
         

         
         The father had earned a reputation as a skilled bear hunter. People were perplexed by his endurance in making his long treks
            through the forest: he carried many extra pounds, growing larger and larger as the years passed. The few people who’d observed
            him in action described how the man’s ungainly body moved like that of a sprightly orienteer over roots, logs, and stones.
            In the end, fame became a poison. Their father was accused of poaching, and the police were after him on several occasions,
            but he never showed up in court. The oldest girl had started attending school, something both her parents soon put a stop
            to. The whole family avoided contact with society, and their neighbor, the widow Niskanpää, whose farm lay six or seven miles
            from the girls’, agreed to do their errands, buying necessary items, filling gas cans, and assisting with births. She’d been
            taught by her mother, who’d had a little healthcare training and later worked as a rural district Samaritan.
         

         
         Periodically their father would hide in the forest from real or imagined pursuers. It’s likely he came home at night and then set off deep into the woods again in the morning. After his death, his daughters found traces of him in tumbledown cabins and the spacious caves of the mountainous old-growth forest. 

         
         When death came, bringing with it great dismay, existence became unbearable for the single mother and the daughters still
            grieving their father; their loathing was mutual, aggression turned to violence. Not even Mrs. Niskanpää was admitted. A few
            forestry workers had seen the sisters roving about the forest, skinny and battered.
         

         
         At the father’s funeral, where the mother, Louhi, the girls’ uncle Veikko Huovinen, and the neighbor Niskanpää, along with
            her son John, joined the seven daughters in saying their last goodbyes, Simone was the only one to fold her hands in prayer
            and sing along with the psalms, which she knew by heart. As each of them went up and laid a sprig of blue chicory on the coffin,
            not a single one cried, though it was impossible to mistake their deep sorrow. The oldest daughter, Johanna, stayed by the
            coffin longest, stroking the lid with her hand and making a guttural sound. When the ceremony was over, the pastor took Johanna
            and her sister Tanja to one side and said: Think of your good fortune. You have a mother and a farm. Over the years I’ve heard of fatherless children living like scruffy
               rodents in the forest. You have a lot going for you.

         
         But little did those warning words help, the pastor told me as I sat before him with my notebook upon being invited to the rectory. After the father’s death, he’d had some contact with the mother and one of the daughters, who wanted to keep their meeting secret from the rest of the family. During this time, trench warfare had broken out between the mother and her daughters. The pastor spoke of violence, and the otherwise tranquil man’s lively body language showed that he was just as fascinated as me by the seven sisters. A mystery that could be illuminated from various angles. Just when we thought we’d pinpointed their pitiable social position, they dodged the pin and slipped through our fingers. 

         
         The mother loosened her grip on her offspring and lived at times with her brother, twenty miles from the farm. She was at
            home when she passed, leaving the girls to their fate in their father’s poorly maintained, damp-ravaged farm with its damaged
            roof. It’s hard to avoid un’s and negations when describing the girls’ lives. Many un-paid. Much un-repaired. The stove was
            full of debt-collection demands and threats of seizure from the bailiffs.
         

         
         The pastor had knocked on the door and stoically tried to get them to pull themselves together and get on with their mother’s
            funeral. When he set foot in the large farm kitchen, he was met by a sight that would pursue him through life. The dead woman
            lay on the kitchen bench. There were buckets set out to catch raindrops. Bowls of dried-up porridge and macaroni formed a
            mountain by the sink. Pizza boxes from floor to ceiling in one corner. Two hens pecked around on the rug of dog hair covering
            the wide planks of a wooden floor that had almost certainly been beautiful once.
         

         
         The stench would have been even worse had not a pleasant fog of pipe tobacco and cigarette smoke hung over the kitchen. It
            put the pastor in mind of a pleasant puff he’d once savored before his breathing troubles started and his doctor told him
            how injurious to his health it would be to continue to draw down smoke into his afflicted lungs.
         

         
         

         Through the fog could be seen seven pale faces and seven tangled auburn manes that looked, from a distance, rather like a field of swaying bent grass. They sat around the kitchen table, in the center of which was a rifle. 

         
         Then suddenly, the pastor was in the kitchen.

         
         “The fuck did you come from?” Tiina yelled.

         
         Simone was considerably more polite.

         
         “Good day, Father, please do come in and take a seat. Would you like a North State? They’re the strong ones—we managed to
            get hold of the forbidden stuff.”
         

         
         She held out a green cigarette packet.

         
         The pastor eyed it covetously, his arm twitched, but he resisted the temptation. He looked at the dead mother’s body. Her
            face mild, mouth frozen in a vague smile. The few times he’d met her, her face had been heavy, her body weighed down. Now,
            for once, she seemed amused.
         

         
         Gently, he lifted a cupped hand toward the sisters, saying, “You must have your mother casketed and laid in consecrated ground.”

         
         The sisters glared at each other. Took deep drags on their cigarettes. Aune took the floor.

         
         “We’ll carry her into the forest and lay her to rest by the swamp. Our mother’s last wishes are the first thing we intend
            to fulfill.”
         

         
         “Then you must have her cremated,” said the pastor.

         
         Johanna exhaled smoke and looked at him with a wrinkled brow. “Cremated?”

         
         “Burn the body and scatter the ashes. Anything else would be illegal.”

         
         “Do you burn it?” Tiina asked.
         

         
         The pastor shook his head.

         
         “That’s done by the people at the crematorium.”

         
         Johanna grew blunt: “We burn things when we feel like it. In this house we take care of our own business.”

         
         “And that’s going well, you think?”

         
         Elga let out a peal of laughter and gave the pastor an appreciative look. Tiina glared at her, with not a clue why she was
            grinning. Johanna interrupted, “You can come for the body in the morning, so we have time to bid farewell.”
         

         
         “Ten o’clock. Thanks for the coffee,” the pastor said from sheer force of habit, and fled that terrifying place fast and with
            a sharp longing for coffee.
         

         
         After he’d related the conversation to me from memory, he looked very pleased with his acting ability and his detailed recall,
            and I resolved to record all my interviews from that point on. I wanted to have the words as authentic and vivid as possible,
            otherwise I would be forced to add color. There was one sister at least I hoped and believed I could persuade to cooperate
            and talk to me. She was astonishingly articulate, given she’d never been to school, but after our conversations it became
            clear to me that she hadn’t conveyed anything specific that would bring my tale closer to the truth. You know, the kind of
            details that make a story come to life.
         

         
         Inspired by the sisters, I’ve had a few porters as I sit here at my desk, delving into my imagination. Trying to formulate the heart of the tale in a captivating prologue. How can I put into words the physical violence, the sisters’ coarseness, or for that matter, the beauty and capriciousness of nature? How will I handle the conflicting accounts? Many of the people I ask tell me a version of the story that is completely at odds with an “underprivileged children” narrative. In their accounts, the girls were unscrupulous characters embroiled in dubious dealings—so hardened they didn’t hesitate to resort to brutal violence, even killing if they felt threatened. Everyone I ask warns me about them, telling me how handy they are with firearms. There are rumors, too, of two muscular dogs. Some report that the beasts were trained to attack—below the belt. 

         
         Why did the authorities give up? The answers I get are like legends. The rumors say that two social workers, who tried to
            contact the girls after their father the bear hunter’s death, were locked in an outhouse that functioned as an abattoir. There
            they were chained up and ill-treated with medieval torture implements. It is said that the girls even barbecued a man’s amputated
            member and ate it for dinner.
         

         
         

         So, the authorities have abandoned their efforts to try to get them to engage with the local council. In doing so, they’ve
            accepted the loss of much-needed tax income to this depopulated, impoverished small town, where empty shops have lined the
            high street since the paper mill shut down.
         

         
         So far, the girls haven’t been arrested while laying out the treasures of the forest on their market stall. Why? Probably
            a mix of the authorities’ fear, empathy, and the need we all have for titillation.
         

         
         You’ll never see anyone in this small town come to life as they do when speaking of the seven sisters and their ways. The
            interest is such that I’d be a fool not to fulfill my dream of becoming a writer by committing the details of their lives
            to the page.
         

         
         

         To gain a fundamental understanding of a person, it’s crucial to get a sense of their upbringing. How can anyone think they possess knowledge of a human being with no notion of who their parents were, the family’s living conditions, their position in society? You can’t get away from your childhood—all your life it nips at your heels with a wolf pup’s sharp fangs. During certain phases of your life, you look back to find a glow lighting you up from within, in others, everything seems wrapped in a darkness deep as the abyss. You understand, I’m sure, that the sisters’ childhood years were a difficult puzzle for me to piece together, since the family had lived in isolation, and the girls’ beloved uncle, Veikko Huovinen, who, with the irony of fate, was the namesake of that famous author, died just after the only interview I managed to get with him. The sisters’ uncle was widely spoken of as a talented storyteller. In his dotage he was invited to speak at the coffee mornings held in conjunction with the annual general meeting of the local history association. 

         
         What can I, an amateur ethnologist, say with any certainty about the childhood world of these seven girl children? Not a lot.
            Well, this perhaps: it was surrounded by forest. High pines and thick spruces. Slender birches with chalk-white trunks close
            to the farm. The deep forest was their main home, not their small rye field. They abhorred every moment of plowing, harrowing,
            sowing, and harvesting: drudgery they associated with their mother’s heavy step, swollen calves, and bad-tempered demeanor.
         

         
         Badgers went fearlessly about their business as the girls bathed in forest tarns, romped in remote bogs, and quenched their
            thirst in the clear water of streams. The wood pigeon and the squirrel, on the other hand—not to mention the otter and the
            pine marten—learned, in time, to keep their distance.
         

         
         Now let me at last introduce the sisters to you. It’s impossible to present them as types: Grumpy, Bashful, Happy. You see, all seven of them are sulky and unsociable. They’re happiest when gleefully pouring moonshine and home brew down their throats. Which, if I’m honest, is a frequent occurrence. Brännvin, the only vino worth the name, they chorus, as though it were their very own drinking song. Johanna crows loudest of all—her body tolerates the largest
            quantity of alcohol before she crashes headlong to the floor. The oldest of the siblings, she has just turned twenty. And
            though she can certainly handle her drink, she can best be described as lucid and with a somewhat caring nature. That’s not
            to say the younger ones don’t find her self-righteous, or even censorious. They are filled with loathing every time she shouts:
            Now, girls, let’s do this properly. Together we can sort it out. They find it especially galling since Johanna is not a particularly quick thinker. The youngest, the sharp-witted Elga, once
            told her as much, in her pert, prepubescent cocksure manner. This started a feud, an ongoing tumult between the two of them.
            And even today, the firstborn and the last one out have still not partaken of a much-needed peace pipe.
         

         
         Tanja and Aune are not as alike as single-egg twins tend to be. Tanja is confident in practical matters, while Aune’s hands
            fumble at their work, because she lives in her head and tells stories in the tradition of Uncle Veikko: both stories of her
            own and famous folktales. The twins Tiina and Laura are also very different, though they both have a tendency to clumsiness.
            Of course, Tiina is strong as a boxer, her body full of fire but seemingly lacking in motor skills. She sprawls wherever she
            goes, while Laura wavers along nearsightedly on paths known only to her, with the look of a somnambulist. It was Laura who
            pushed hardest for them to leave the farm and move out into the wilderness after both parents departed this life. She relates
            to the spruces as though they were her real parents.
         

         
         Wait a moment. I forgot about Simone. She’s the only one who believes, in a literal sense, in the Bible and in God the Holy Father. The only one who would turn, in secret, to their mother. It makes the other girls’ skin crawl to hear Simone fling the Word of God around, claiming to have seen Jesus and even the devil himself in all his glory. When it comes to Biblical tales, however, they all pay keen attention, viewing them as stories full of violence and adventure—where women are treated particularly poorly. 

         
         There’s little to be said about the parents’ childhoods. Hunger and hard labor from the age of ten. How on earth Heikki and
            Louhi met and got the urge to rub their naked bodies against one another’s is a mystery to most. That the whole shebang was
            apparently repeated at least five times remains an even greater enigma. Although, don’t most romantic couplings have screeching
            question marks hanging over them? Heikki and Louhi shared a home, yes, but they did nothing side by side and in harmony. Their
            duties were strictly divided as they undertook small-scale agroforestry with grazing cattle and farmed the fertile valley
            with its rye fields. Had it not been for the daughters, life would have been lived in complete silence.
         

         
         The girls’ howls and raucous laughter could be heard over the tops of the pines, yes—the cries really did carry more than
            seven miles, all the way to the bus station in town. Agile as cats, they rolled in the grass, in wrestling matches so rough
            that tufts of red hair flew into the air as noses ran with blood. When the neighbor’s boy John Niskanpää lived at home, he’d
            sneak over to the sisters’ farm, hiding in a thicket and watching them with binoculars through the hedge. John’s observations
            have been invaluable to my work.
         

         
         The trick to getting the girls to stop their earsplitting cries was the same as with dogs: diversion. The father would go into the porch, get a rifle down from the wall, walk outside, and stand beside his daughters as they pounded each other, apart from the youngest, whose job it was to keep score and declare the winner. The father aimed for the treetops and nailed a squirrel in one, and the animal fell from branch to branch to the ground, in a kind of slow motion. Six sweat-steaming, muddy sisters got up, all blood-streaked arms and lumps on foreheads. They followed their father, jostling for space closest to the powerful man-body, arms around him in conspiratorial intimacy, leaning their heads against their father’s round belly and broad chest as he gently pushed the muddy girl-bodies aside, bent down, and grabbed the dead creature by the tail to lift its still-warm animal-body up into the sunlight. 

         
         “If ever there’s a war or famine, this is what you can eat. Not a lot of meat on it, but squirrel brain is fatty and delicious.”

         
         Forming a ring around him, the girls listened carefully, paying heed to every movement; they aped everything their father
            did, like seven fox cubs. No, six. Laura walked alongside, as usual, listening distractedly and gazing at the sky as though
            she’d spotted something interesting in the treetops, though in reality everything blurred together. Their father would whistle
            for her when it was lesson time, and with apathetic posture and blasé countenance, she would obey. It’s good to practice on squirrels, they’re hardest. Squirrels are never still.

         
         Each of them got to hold the rifle and aim at the branch where the rodent had sat—even the youngest got to have a go, needing
            help to hold the heavy gun. Aim a little lower, said their father, in his calm, paternal voice, or you’ll overshoot. But not so low you pepper the body.
         

         
         The skin had to be intact, otherwise it wouldn’t be salable. Elga fired off a shot. A magpie dropped out of the sky.

         
         Occasionally their mother would appear, seething with suppressed rage, to commandeer her daughters for help with the milking. In vain. Their mother spoke in scattered sentences, odd words stuttering from her mouth, and was met with seven tones of sneering laughter and their father’s Dammit, bitch, I’m teaching the girls to survive!

         
         

         Over the years their mother resorted to ever-cruder and more violent tools to compel her children to take part in the farm’s
            daily chores—at the very least, freeing the cows of their milk. One time, with their father gone off to the forest on a bear
            hunt, Laura had answered her mother’s pleas with a snarled Crone’s work. I’m going to be an artist, not a dairy maid, she bellowed, stamping her foot. Elga repeated what her sister had said about women’s chores, and said she was going to be
            a professor. At that point the devil got the better of their mother and she grabbed hold of Elga, forced her down onto the
            floor, then got down on her knees and struck the girl’s rump hard seven times with a piece of wood. The mother’s cheeks were
            flushed and she was panting, apparently high on her own severity. Then she got up, and with a decidedly musical rhythm, beat
            the older children about the face with a wooden ladle: quick, hard blows until the handle broke and blood ran from Laura’s
            ear. Johanna and Tiina remained stoic from sheer malice, and persisted in laughing in their mother’s face, while Elga was
            not yet able to hold back her tears.
         

         
         The day would come when they’d all possess the mental fortitude to push their consciousness beyond pain.

         

            He’s coming, Father’s home! Johanna called out from the porch, called out across the miles, and six sisters came running with sparkling eyes. Their father
               gave off the exquisite scent of pine forest, sweat, and bear blood. He walked straight into the kitchen, sat down in the wobbly
               armchair by the fireplace, threw his jacket and sweater on a chair, and pulled off his boots, shaking out gravel, pine needles,
               and birch leaves onto the kitchen floor. The littlest, Elga, climbed up onto his lap and snuggled into the bloody trousers.
               She leaned her little head against the sweat-yellow string vest through which bristled coarse chest hair, and inhaled the
               soothing scent of sweat from his armpit mixed with the sharp leather smell of his boots. Her father filled a pipe and sucked
               on it merrily as he brought the match to the tobacco. He took hold of his little one and placed her on his right foot, lifting
               his leg to form a swing. Now, as she bounced up and down in the air, Elga could hardly feel the ache in her bottom caused
               by her mother’s cruel blows.
            

         
         Ride, ride, ride the wild horse, this wee rider’s got no spurs yet of course.

         
         And with that, the killjoy mother’s tricks were forgotten for a while.

         
         

         Every morning, as soon as she woke, Johanna went out to the terrace where her father sat, shrouded in pipe smoke, gaze fixed over the treetops out toward the blue-gray mountain. He would take the pipe from his mouth and sniff the air in different directions like a predator, then nod at Johanna. She knew he had an inner radar that could sense from miles away where the bear was. Can I come with you? Can I come with you? Yes, of course you can. On these occasions, when they each packed a hunting bag and Johanna waved goodbye to six jealous sisters, she felt a dizzy
            rush as her power over her siblings grew. As the oldest, Johanna saw herself as suited to the role of leader, of top dog,
            well placed to learn her father’s hunting secrets and telepathic connection with the bears. Her father came home with a bear
            so often that the coarse, flavorsome meat built the girls’ strong bodies, their arms powerful, shoulders broad. The only one
            the protein and beer didn’t rub off on at all was Elga, who remained a skinny thing. Perhaps it would change in a year or
            two, but she seemed to be of a different ilk, if graced with the same hair color. Did she even have the same father?
         

         
         

         The father’s hunting prowess meant his whole world revolved around the hunt and its practical and mental preparations: strategies
            for outwitting a taunted beast. Would he come home at the weekend with yet another felled animal? Increasingly he forgot about
            his beloved girl children during the little time he spent at home on the farm. He neither saw nor heard them, even when they
            were sitting in a ring around him, watching as he cleaned his rifles, greased them with lynx fat, and gulped porter. The next
            day, he’d be gone.
         

         
         At night the girls lay on their bearskins, longing, whinnying, and calling out for their father in their dreams. In these dreams he would come home riding a gigantic brown bear. Tanja and Aune lay close together, holding hands. When Johanna felt sleep evading her, she would lie in her father’s bed and breathe in the scent from his pillow. Their parents had long since begun to sleep in separate rooms—their mother in her own nook up in the attic. No one wanted to go up there—the attic room smelled of her nauseating, sour body odor. Muffled sounds drifted down. Was she shouting in her sleep? 

         
         On Elga’s twelfth birthday, her father was out hunting. He’d informed the girls he was about to take on the most enormous
            bear he’d ever set eyes on, under such dangerous circumstances he didn’t want a companion, particularly given the way they
            instinctively imitated him. Back on the farm they slouched around. Each day their games became more brutal from the pain of
            anticipation. Elga found herself being tripped, shoved, gashed, and trapped in snares. When she opened the door to the cowshed,
            she got a bucket of water over her head. Soaked and freezing, she was humiliated by the sisters’ laughter and Johanna’s You had it coming, you disgusting little bitch!

         
         After their father’s death, the shrieks of delight fell silent: no wrestling matches, no cow bingo. The hunting rifle lay
            in the center of the table like a relic—the gun’s central presence replaced the father’s spirit in the room. No one wanted
            the bear meat from their father’s final fight, as though to eat it would be to eat of his body; instead, it was sold at the
            market. They kept the bearskin impregnated with their father’s blood. The great head with its bloodthirsty glare and sharp
            fangs and the long, curved claws of its paws embodied the greatest loss of their lives. The bear’s enraged expression lent
            a new purpose to the tatters of the sisters’ lives.
         

         
         After this defeat, nothing bad could ever happen to them.

         

            Sorrow burned in their breasts for a couple of dark years. They moved like somnambulists around the farm, nothing left over for fun and games. The only time the girls paid attention, the only time they ever allowed the corners of their mouths to twitch, was when Uncle Veikko came to visit—he even made their mother soften. A short ceasefire would endure between mother and daughters. 


         Veikko was well over sixty, and almost blind. He walked with a limp, supporting himself with a heavy stick. He recognized
            his nieces’ voices, the way they spoke over one another, mostly without listening. He greeted them all in turn, from oldest
            to youngest: Johanna, the twins Tanja and Aune, Simone, and then the twins Tiina and Laura, and young Elga. Their uncle’s
            voice was clear as he sat at ease in his usual storytelling spot, the firewood chest draped in beaver skin.
         

         
         Castor, he said, stroking the skin. Castor was the Latin name for beaver. Important to know.
         

         
         The sisters put wood in the stove and Tanja got a quiet, spark-free fire going. The bearskins were laid out, and they sat in a semicircle around their uncle. Then he began, and it sounded like a song come from a young man’s throat. The well-modulated baritone of his voice, the rhythm, the pleasure he found in words, and then there it was: the story. They were transported. 

         
         Aune radiated concentration; she always sat nearest, right opposite her uncle, to be sure of catching every word, every emphasis,
            and every tension-building pause for effect. She carefully watched the gestures made by his veiny hand with its black thumbnail
            and its stump of a middle finger. Johanna listened with her eyes closed. Was she asleep? Tiina sat cross-legged, cracking
            her finger joints, then she stretched out her legs before lying on her front. Elga looked at her, irritated. When Tiina started
            doing press-ups she got a dressing-down from Tanja.
         

         
         From his coat pocket, the girls’ uncle took a stick of birch as thick as his wrist, which he cut into as he talked. Bears
            and elk emerged from his hands’ memory of scale and form as he spun a yarn the sisters had heard before. The myth of young
            Aino, who drowned herself so she wouldn’t have to marry the bearded old bard Väinämöinen. The girls wanted to hear that one
            every time, just like children asking for the same story. Though this group of listeners were teenagers, aside from Elga who
            hadn’t yet turned thirteen, and Johanna who was twenty. If Veikko started with a brand-new story, he would normally be asked
            to tell an old favorite before he left. The girls would put in requests. We want to hear about when Hagar was forced to go out into the Sinai desert. Their favorite was the tale of Lemminkäinen’s mother who patches up her son’s drowned body and brings it back to life. On
            the bank of the Tuonela River she sits with her healing mother’s hands on his naked, lifeless body . . . Then their real mother
            came into the kitchen and broke the spell. Louhi, won’t you sit with us a while? said the silken-voiced Veikko to his sister. She shook her head, the stern lines of her face softening when she looked at her brother. The milk truck will be here soon, she said abruptly.
         

         
         After two days of their uncle’s rhythmic voice in their ears—tales that lasted from morning till evening with breaks for grilled
            sausages and saunas—they accompanied him home via a shortcut through the forest. A hesitant, slow journey: you couldn’t make
            an old man take bigger steps. Here and there, the paths were crisscrossed with roots to stumble over and slopes steep and
            slippery from the rain, and they took turns carrying him over the obstacles. Each time they sat down on stumps and tussocks
            in the swamp to let him rest, he’d pick up from where he’d left off. Tales about the holes in moss-topped boulders where people
            had once lived. Fugitives, tramps, and unmarried women lived in these caves with their illegitimate children. He himself had
            played with the son of the forest whore, and he had a keen memory of how they’d sat in the depths of the cave’s cold, moist
            darkness and competed at telling the most terrifying ghost story. It was all about imagining the most horrifying details.
            The boy’s mother wasn’t called the forest whore because she entertained men for money, but because she’d got pregnant by the
            headmaster of the village school: she was lady’s maid to his wife. After that she was thrown out and met with nothing but
            no, no, no when she tried to rent a place to live nearby. No one wanted to be neighbors with a woman like that, because the
            bastard might carry a contagion that would spread to other children. So she took up residence, like many unmarried mothers,
            with her son in a cave.
         

         
         If you want to nourish your stories, you must gather in caves, Veikko said as he rode like a boy on Tiina’s strong shoulders and continued, in a jumpy, breathless voice, the tale of the friendly spirits of the forest: sprites, elves, pixies. They’re rare, but those who become close friends with the forest sometimes meet them. Yes, the forest can kill, if there’s a fire or a storm, or a bear attacks, but one thing is for sure: it speaks ill of no one. 

         
         On the long way home from their uncle’s Aune tried to mimic his storytelling and was shamed into silence. By the time they’d
            walked a few miles, the internal drum kits of seven uneasy stomachs were protesting. They’d had no sustenance since breakfast,
            which had consisted of a boiled egg and a piece of rock-hard bread. The thought of the long journey ahead was torturous. Was
            their mother trying to starve them? She’d become even touchier since she became a widow. When they got back, the animals were
            mooing anxiously and stamping around in their own dung; in the kitchen, unwashed dishes were piled haphazardly, and tall ferns
            were growing all over the farm. A long-unwatered, yellowing monstera on the windowsill clutched at the moist windowpane as
            though trying to press its way out through the glass, out to lap up rain and fresh air. Their father’s home felt abandoned,
            strange, even threatening.
         

         
         Laura, who rarely ventured an opinion, had a compelling suggestion, “The old hag’s nagging is poisoning our bodies. Let’s
            head for the forest.”
         

         
         “She’s dragging us down into her depravity,” Tanja said. “Let’s stand together and resist. If we plan carefully, we can live . . .”

         
         Tiina banged her fist on the table.

         
         “Yeeaah, let’s move!”

         
         “What would Veikko have said?” Aune said cautiously.

         
         “Maybe we’ll f-find traces of the old man out there,” said Johanna, who’d been suffering from a stammer since their father’s
            passing. “He drew me a m-map where he m-marked our rest stops.”
         

         
         The stammer vexed her, undermined the authority of her leadership. She realized immediately that the collective respect of her tribe was threatened. Elga’s damn sneer. 

         
         “He’s there in the forest to protect us,” Simone said eagerly. “I can feel he’s left signs. He’s gazing down on us. Father,
            send us divine power!”
         

         
         As usual, Elga made sure to have the last word.

         
         “I reckon it’s up to us to win power.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         You know nothing of Finland until you’ve wandered through the deep forests, where the trunks of beautifully aged gray pines
            are clustered high up with bracket fungus. So the sisters dreamed of seeing the lush forests of the north, where only those
            with an intimate knowledge of the forest or adventurers with no self-preservation instincts dared set foot. Personally, I’m
            too much at home in my urban comforts to aspire to the sisters’ spartan, physically demanding lifestyle—especially that which
            lay ahead of them. In order to write about it, I read up on flora and fauna, and studied the life writing of older Sámi people
            particularly carefully; they knew everything about harnessing the treasures of the forest, knew everything about surviving
            snow and cold and, of course, about hunting animals for food and being friends with them.
         

         
         Johanna had packed her rucksack with a water bottle and some rice pirogs; Tanja carried a thermos of coffee, a wooden guksi,
            and some crispbread. Tiina had a hip flask, matches, strips of birch bark, and some snares.
         

         
         A few miles from home, they approached the Niskanpää family’s henhouse, and Johanna ordered the youngest, Elga, to slip her lithe little body in among the cackling bundles of feathers and stifling stench of chicken shit to gather as many eggs as she could while the older girls kept watch. There were cartons in a shed that adjoined the henhouse. 

         
         In the thick spruce forest you could almost touch the late summer heat. The sisters were tormented by mosquitoes, even though
            they’d covered themselves in beck oil. They walked and walked, until Laura and Elga started whining, wanting to rest. Sweat
            was running down their foreheads and Elga moaned that her legs felt like two broom handles. At just that moment, a forest
            glade opened up, at its center a large, sunlit stone that seemed to call out to them: Girls, let me be your hearth! The heat of the stone was a saving grace, since a fire would betray them to anyone on their trail. Aune broke the eggs on
            one side of the stone, which had a depression with a smooth, flat surface. Surely they would be fairly filling if fried in
            gun grease? Johanna seemed to expect the others to clean part of the stone of gravel, prepare the eggs, and serve her, while
            she trimmed the branches from a spruce and arranged them to form an impressive bed. She seemed to be under the impression
            that she, as troop leader, was working double and therefore deserved extra rest. Reclining, she watched the clouds scudding
            over the spruce tops as she waited for her fried egg and crispbread.
         

         
         When they’d gobbled it all up and Tiina had burped her loudest, they heard a distant barking and their names floated over the trees: their mother’s piercing voice echoed over muted male voices. They sat bolt upright and listened. It sounded like a whole crowd of people were out looking for them, but it was hard to determine how close they were. Johanna hid the heap of branches beneath a thick spruce, cleared away all trace of their presence, and ordered the sisters to ready themselves for flight. Then they jogged, one after the other, straight into the cool, dark forest. They passed swamps and made a detour around a marsh just as a heron rose, gliding off, with its straight body, to a less threatening place. 

         
         Fourteen feeble legs, fourteen bare feet beyond all imaginable function. After four hours, Elga fell whimpering to her knees
            and Tiina collapsed on a bed of moss. Black woodpecker. Jay. Not a peep from anyone trailing. Had they heard wrong earlier?
            Surely seven pairs of young ears couldn’t mistake an owl for their mother’s booming voice.
         

         
         Tanja and Johanna staggered around, trying to find a suitable place to rest, and realized they were a few hundred yards from
            a forest tarn. They made for the lake, threw down their packs, tore off their clothes, and jumped in. Seven fountains. Tiina
            freestyled her way over to Simone. The girls splashed around and let out loud sounds of contentment. Even Laura got caught
            up in the games.
         

         
         Renewed, they built a shelter and shared out pirogs as dusk fell and nocturnal animals rustled in the bushes. The hip flask
            passed from mouth to mouth, the drink burned and warmed them, the half-moon shone and was reflected in the water’s surface.
            White bodies floated once again in the coal-black water, all apart from Aune and Laura, who thought it a little too cold.
            Elga held her nose and jumped in, and Tiina pretended to save her life before taking a hard grip on her little sister’s head
            and holding it for a long time under the surface. Coarse laughter over terrified coughing and gasping for breath.
         

         
         Afterward they huddled together, shivering, before bedding down their exhausted bodies, tightly packed in the sphagnum: head on stomach, head on shoulder, entwined like puppies seeking warmth from their littermates. The sisters fell into a kind of deep sleep they hadn’t experienced since their father departed. Is there a sleep so deep it borders on death? Not all of them were slumbering. Laura had trimmed a spruce with her whittling knife and made a bed for herself at the foot of the dense-growing tree’s thick, sheltering branches, which hung down over a bed of Taylor’s flapwort. She listened to the comforting sounds of the night: the squeaking of bats and the rustling of what she assumed to be foxes and roe deer. 

         
         Johanna was awoken by the sound of someone knocking on the door. It was a lesser-spotted woodpecker hacking a large hole in
            a pine, with a smaller nursery hole below the adult nest. It seemed the older birds wanted to sleep in peace. Half-asleep,
            Johanna stretched, straightened her aching legs, and realized that she was in the forest, right next to a wheezing Tiina whose
            armpits stank to high heaven. Woody’s tapping went on; aside from that, she could hear nothing but her siblings’ slumber and
            Tiina’s grunts—she sounded like an old man when she slept. Johanna searched her rucksack for the last two rice pirogs. She
            munched one and looked out over the lake, where the dragonflies played and the morning mist had yet to lift. She gazed hungrily
            at the other pirog as it lay there looking delicious, but checked herself, experiencing an unusual, rather pleasing sense
            of equanimity. The others could share the last one. Hunger was their only concern in this beautiful place. Johanna took the
            snares out of the rucksack. If they followed their father’s method, and set the traps in the morning, they would, in the best
            of worlds, have food for the evening. Though then, of course, they’d be forced to light a fire, and that might give them away.
         

         
         Johanna dived into the lake, her morning swim waking the others. Tanja and Aune yawned loudly and gave Simone a shake. Elga, who loathed early mornings, slumbered on, while Tanja and Aune slid down into the water and swam over to Johanna. Simone sat outside the shelter and folded her hands in a mumbled prayer. Laura crept out of her own, neighboring shelter, looking out over the tarn and her splashing siblings. She pulled on her boots, lit a cigarette, and walked into the forest, where she mooched about by herself—occasionally bending down and feeling the moss. She found some dark clay, which she dug around in, taking off her T-shirt and packing it full, pressing out the water before carrying the bundle a short distance and sitting down on an obliging stone. With careful fingers, she kneaded the lump of clay into a girl with a fox’s snout. 

         
         The late summer day’s tasks of setting snares and preparing for the evening’s fire carried on without concern. Johanna’s optimistic
            early morning plan worked out well. Some pigeons had wandered into cleverly concealed snares and without a word, the girls
            thought gratefully of their father in his heaven. Johanna lay down on a bed of moss and gazed up at the treetops; she found
            a comfortable position and hummed a pop song. Tanja trilled along as they plucked the feathers from the dead birds. Simone
            was building a bivouac of thin spruce branches, and a few yards away a fire was burning. Aune and Simone cooked the birds
            on spits over the embers, they had soot on their cheeks and their clothes were in tatters. A little apart from her sisters,
            lost in her own world, sat Laura, modeling a donkey.
         

         
         The mosquitoes attacked. The sisters slapped and swore. Simone set light to a conk from a birch bracket, which gave off smoke that dispersed the swarms somewhat. While they waited for the meat to cook through, Aune told the story of the girl Aino, who was forced to marry the old man Väinämöinen: the tragic tale Veikko always returned to. They lusted after new details. Aino was told that it would be an honor to marry such a widely renowned man, one equal to the gods, who furthermore had a spellbinding, darkly sonorous singing voice that drew hordes of listeners. But young Aino preferred to drown herself rather than let a wrinkly old man’s member inside her. Väinämöinen mourned his wife-to-be with her long, shining hair. He rowed out onto the lake where the girl had taken her own life and was met by a strong beam of light on the surface of the water. He glimpsed the young Aino, who turned into a silvery, shining fish, right down in the deep. The boat was close to capsizing when . . . 

         
         “Did she exist in reality?” Tiina interrupted.

         
         “Of course,” Aune replied softly.

         
         “But she didn’t turn into a fish. . . . You can’t believe that, surely,” Elga said.

         
         “There are too many tales of that kind for me not to believe in them,” Simone said. “Take the one about . . .”
         

         
         It was clear fall was on its way. Dusk fell early, and the forest tarn was wreathed in swirls of mist. The sisters stared
            into the white air. Would they be given a sign? Was Aino down there, in the black water? Every damselfly that made patterns
            on the clear surface was a greeting from her. A dull whine could be heard as dusk brought down more thick swarms of mosquitoes
            over the sisters.
         

         
         “D-d-don’t scratch . . . blood . . . they’ll all come,” Johanna commanded.

         
         “You might as well tell us to stop smoking,” Tiina said.

         
         The sisters scratched their bites, and their mouths watered as the game sizzled on the fire. Simone shared out the pieces of meat, which they grasped at hungrily with their fingers, burning their tongues and thumbs. When they’d devoured the pigeons they thought they’d never again be able to eat a bird’s meat, never again be hungry. Johanna sent round the flask of brännvin. Tiina burped and farted a melody, challenging the others to guess the tune, while Elga wore a teenage expression conveying boundless incomprehension. She was keen to distance herself from the group. 

         
         “Right, I’m going to freshen my mouth up.”

         
         Elga tore off her clothes, jumped in the water, and blew great glittering bubbles, the tarn’s very own jacuzzi.

         
         Tiina followed her.

         
         “I’m going to cool my ass down.”

         
         She vanished, swimming underwater so long that Johanna was worried she’d got caught in the water-lily stalks. Laura hopped
            up onto a stone and sat, dipping her feet in the cool water. When the others had finished bathing, she lowered herself in
            and swam slowly over to the opposite shore. The exciting thing about drifting across a forest tarn is that you never know
            what’s beneath you as you go. A few Stone Age craniums, the odd human skeleton from a suicide, you can be sure of that. Bear
            skulls. A horse that went through the ice one winter when Veikko was young. Now the water was cleaning the girls’ filthy clothes,
            which they hung up around the fire afterward to dry.
         

         
         After bathing, they all stood naked in a ring around the flames, warming themselves. The older girls noticed that Elga’s pubic hair had grown bushy over the summer and that Tanja’s breasts had swelled. Johanna sent the flask wandering. When it was empty they fell silent and Johanna sighed. They all knew what that meant. They’d been waiting for the signal, and they sat down around the fire. Johanna climbed up onto a rocky mound and stood above the others. Laura angled herself away with her legs outside the ring. 

         
         “Wouldn’t it be nice to be free of that c-crazy old bag back home?” Johanna said, entreating her band of sisters with her
            eyes.
         

         
         “Thinking of killing her?” Elga asked with a lopsided grin.

         
         “Nah, running away for good,” Johanna replied.

         
         The sisters in chorus: “Yeeeeaaaaah!”

         
         Johanna hushed their cries and turned serious.

         
         “Question is, will we survive the nomad’s life in the long term?”

         
         “Homeless people sleep under the open sky,” Aune said gently. “Their skin is toughened by fall’s storms and winter’s brutality.
            We’ll adapt to the conditions. We’re no church mice. Our noble parents made sure of that. Veikko has taught us what he knows.”
         

         
         “The frosty nights are almost here,” Tanja said. “The fall rains. We have to agree on a solution.”

         
         “The spruces are our shields. Imagine getting to live here with wolves and bears as neighbors,” said Aune.

         
         Johanna sat on her haunches and grew pensive.

         
         “I b-believe . . . our dear father . . . up there on the mountaintops, smoking his pipe, has angels around him. You know what
            he s-said to me when we were out hunting and we slept in the hunter’s lodge?”
         

         
         “Noo-oo.”

         
         “I’ll live forever. I’m with you always. Our empire is eternal.”

         
         “But can he protect us in a snowstorm?” Elga interjected, breaking the spell.

         
         “The Holy Spirit protects us always,” Simone said. “I at least know that, but our dear mother is surely scared to death right
            now.”
         

         
         “That old bag wants nothing more than to break all the bones in our bodies.” Tanja spat.

         
         “The stones in the forest are more tender than our bitch of a mother has ever been,” Tiina said.

         
         “A g-goddamn wh-whipping is what awaits us if we head back home,” Johanna said. “She’ll beat us to beef hash if she gets her
            claws into us.”
         

         
         Even gentle Aune grew coarse: “That hag is the very opposite of Lemminkäinen’s sweet mother.”

         
         “Though of course, that mother had a son, not seven d-daughters,” said Johanna.

         
         The seven-headed troop fell silent and drifted into melancholy, letting the sounds of the night take over. The cold got to
            them, they shivered, and their lips turned blue, though of course that couldn’t be seen in the dark.
         

         
         Simone picked nervously at her toenails, doubt in her voice. “Time is running out. The nights are already frosty. We won’t
            get hardened to the cold before fall. I can feel it in my bones: the devil will come for us if we stay out here. We’d do just
            as well to head home and get it over with, take our punishment. We’ll head off at dawn tomorrow after sleep and a morning
            dip.”
         

         
         “We live p-pretty well at home with the river and the streams in the valley,” Johanna said. “We have all the paraphernalia
            there for b-beer and brännvin. Good p-people, we’ll plan to move next spring.”
         

         
         “Cellar-cold porter,” Tiina added. “That’s home for me.”

         
         “We can ask Veikko to live with us, then even Mother will soften up,” Aune said. “Let these days in the forest’s embrace be
            something to remember and to speak of when we grow old.”
         

         
         Simone looked up to the sky and clasped her hands piously. She said, “What does our poor mother intend to do? Has she gone back home and assembled a search party?” 

         
         “We won’t get away with this,” said Aune.

         
         “We’re robust. Together we’re resilient,” said Johanna.

         
         “We’ll make our way home at a leisurely pace, take the blows with dignity,” said Simone.

         
         “And we won’t have to lie here like a bunch of sheep,” said Tiina.

         
         “But the sheep never goes vooo . . . luntarily to the slaughter,” Johanna pointed out.

         
         “We weren’t exactly born with fur coats on our backs,” said Aune.

         
         “Let’s clench our teeth and head back steadfastly. Every one of our arguments leads to that decision,” said Simone.

         
         Elga cleared her throat.

         
         “My suggestion is that we mull it over for another day or so with our as-yet-unwhipped backs. What do you think, Laura, over
            there in the puddle with your mud bears?”
         

         
         “I’m staying. I can work well here. You guys go home.”

         
         “You planning to eat mud?” Elga asked.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “And what will you eat when the frosts come,” Elga went on.

         
         “Snow and old man’s beard.”

         
         “Okay. One more day,” Johanna said. “What have you squished together now then?”

         
         Laura looked up at Johanna.

         
         “Girl with bear.”

         

            In the middle of the night, Johanna woke up with Aune’s dirty foot against her mouth. Her shin was itching where the mosquitoes had sucked her blood. She heard rustling. Far off or close? Bears? Wolverines? Maybe wolves, scenting blood. Their old man had warned them about sleeping out with blood in their trousers. Tanja and Aune always bled at the same time. Their legs had been running with it while they were eating the barbecued meat. She sat up and listened tensely, but it was only Laura, coming out to pee. She was tricksy, Laura, but not the worst. In the nightmare Johanna had just woken from in a panic, all her siblings were like Elga: intractably pert. Was this how it was going to be? An unrelenting blood sport? Her nose was ice cold and she laid a hand on her rumbling stomach. It would be hard to wake up without bread and coffee, hard to get all the way home on an empty stomach. Here and there were sparse bilberry bushes with a few berries. The lingonberries weren’t yet ripe. Uncle Veikko often told of Marjatta, who ate an over-fermented lingonberry, got pregnant, and gave birth to her son Suomi. Having children is not something for us, Johanna had long ago concluded. All that blood. Giving birth was not something she was planning on; Mom had done that for her in abundance. There was no way she was taking care of any more screaming brats. 

         
         How could God, if he indeed existed, punish a mother with seven daughters? What had Louhi done to deserve that?

         
         Full of self-pity, Johanna talked silently to herself about her siblings’ sense of entitlement—they did as they pleased and
            ridiculed her for what little order she tried to keep. Someone has to take the role of leader, otherwise the group will break up and it’ll be our downfall. People have treated
               us very badly, saying we live wrongly, but we’re hungry for battle.

         
         There are weak spots, she conceded. One crack
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