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. ' % like leather, like sawdust, like salt. The grav | allway | 0 i
— Aw;dson . K . Lhe gray hallway light comes in o the chesy
Valeﬂe M but the coat, like a hibernating beast, is dark brown and mysterious. You cannot

see the edges. You cannot sense its de pthi or fullness, Is there a body beneath the
it . i :

skin? You find an edge and feel the soft skin on the underside where the silk lin-

ing has torm away: No, it is not a bear. Seareh the fur. Run your hand over the

hairs so that they lie flar under your palm; travel with the grain, the way you pet
a cat or a dog. Feel the bones that might lie beneath it. The muscles thar wane
Allkin £-fuar to move. Your legs shiver. You feel more and more like a small child, a small girl.

You feel like you've met a sleeping wolf, that he might warm up and come alive.

You feel around. You find the collar. You find a butron. There are no ears, There
I- r. o \ - - ’
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Possessions

is no tail. There is not a mouth, open and wet. There are no slippery sharp reeth.
The fur is cool to the touch. It takes up the full length of the trunk. It would
cover you from head to toe like a cape. It would make you invisible.

It might be made of long fox pelts that have been dyed dark brown. It

could be made from rabbits. It could be mink or beaver. Sable, possum, or
muskrat. Many beasts combined to make one.
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You climb over the edge of the cedar chest. You pull the coat around you so
that one side is bencath you and the other side is on top of you. It smells unex-
pected, like a man, like an old book. Mot musty, not damp like mushrooms. Iris
like the smell of dry snow. It is sharp in your nose. Dry wind. It is crisp and ir is
clean. Your elbows and bones bump against the wooden box. You lie down. The
silk inside the coat is dry and cool like shaded dirr. You rest your face against the
soft collar of the coat. Your brown hair falls around you loose and shining. Your
breath warms the air around you. You are inside the belly of the beast. You are
inside your grandmother. They are holding you. You close your eyes and disap-
pear within the fur. No one is coming home for a long time.

The fuur belongs to your father’s mother. To your father's mother's mother.
The fur belongs ta you.

Cold Spell

Massachusetts, 1990
In my facher’s house, ar the end of the hallway on the second floor, sits a cedar : -
dlc::’u long as a casker. Lift the lid and hear it creak. Place the stick in the cor- Au!'it Magda has always been the kte:;‘er of lh;::ldh secrets. Sh:mlh
ner 5o the lid stays up. The trunk will appear to be dark and empty. It smells of recipes for kamfbuuurandpdmj;hn ¢ keeps &h‘m‘“&&w
wood and bergamor. It smells like the scent of fallen leaves. Reach your hand strange memories that no one ;hcm w mﬁ-ﬁu‘ i, w“ﬁﬂz
inside, decper. You fecl rough fur, cach individual hair, coarse and stiff. It smells trinkets, the diaries, the letters, the unopened
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I open my eyes to the soft cotton sheet covering my face. Warm, vellow
light filters through the fabric. 1 pull the sheer down and ook at the scuffed
ivory skates h g on the wall, They have black skid marks around the toes
They are mine. They were mine. Those were my skaredt | vell my cousing when
they rustle our of their cocoons. This confirms our suspicions abour Aunt Mag-
da. She 15 not o be wusted. She's the kind thar walks into a room and wanes
things—she walks into a room and looks for things she can snatch.

Bur later that day Aunt Magda canght me alone sitting on the couch in my
father's living room. 1 was drinking a glass of lemonade and falling, into a day-
dream. As soon as she began t.un-uni; I knew | had o listen and could not leave,

Ie was the way she gripped you with her eves, She never broke her gaze, She wold
me that her mother—my grandmorher, Aggic—saw the face of her dead brother
during a séance one day when she was a child living in Finland. This was juse
before the turn of the century, Magda said, about one-hundred years ago. 1899
was an important year; people believed the world could end, dhat wicked rhings
nlln___r“n ||.lppcn it lhcy did not pray.

Nevertheless all of Aggie's sisters, three in total, and a few neighborhood
girls, prepared to evoke the dead one wintry day, Magda said. While huddling in
an ice-hshing house atop the frozen lake called Langosunder, they did  séance
in order to see what spirits might come to them. The lake was a mile from the
center of their village in Gera: the northernmost pare of the Aland archipelago
berween Sweden and Finland, In the middle of the ice-hshing house, someone
had made a hole, perfectly round and perfectly blue (the color of mighefall).
Magda's eyes widened: it was like a doorway 1o another world.
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This is how it happened, The girls huddied in the we-fishing house, mock-
ing on their ice-blades in the middic of the day, Their ankle were numb And

purple with cold

despite the wool socks they wore to warm their foet
The girls called For the dead and began 1 sing an old Swedish chant.
Dig gabr wir Lingran vill mize!

Forngravars kummel i hangbjorkars shygd
tidifa din tusevudry saga

Alddrig forgiia vi fidernas bygd
ware vi i fidreded an draga
wetrd i i frirried in draga

As Aggie sang, a face appeared in the window,

You, we long o meet!

The anciens graves bemeath the birches

tell us of our past: one thousand years ago.
We will never forger the land of owr Fathers
No matter where we go

No mateer where we 0.

The face appeared as if it always existed in the window of the ice-fishing
house, It was part of the window and part of the 51(.? outside ar the same nme.
The face was sheer white like the face of a day-lic moon and looked engraved,
as if on a coin.

The face was as sheer and yet as hard as a fingernail. The ghost face grew
out from somewhere hidden. Like this, Magda said, holding my hand and press-
ing on my fingernail. Like the other half of a fingernail: the other end is tucked
neatly beneath the bed of your skin, connected to cartilage, connected 10 bone,
connected to teeth-like knuckles that would one day become beads on a string,
rartling songs, in the land of the dead.

The longer Aggic looked at the face the more it looked like it was her own
face, metallic almost, like an image made on a silver-coated plate; like the face
on a coin. Aggie stared and the longer she stared the more alive the face became.
It gained color. Mercury-red veins appeared around its eyes and cheeks. She
could see its eyes maving, looking for something, ! .

Stop, someone said, And there wasn't any screaming, there was just wild
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which soon bca_m:dzmp and then stiff wieh
which had been unfarmed and let go wilg
;hc island. The blue juniper l_mshes near the
of chalky yellow sand. Deeper into the woods
acidic. Atop the soil were layers of brown
stuck 10 her socks and created a soft and
along what she believed was the path chay

She looked for the trees shie knews tha tall golden birch with the quiver

ing yellow leaves The dwarf pine thar was dhaped like an old mans reddish
arm. She thought she saw these. She went deeper into the dense green woods,
She descended towards the rock caves. She ascended up into the meadows. She
began w worry that this was not the same island ar all. She could be an Diina,
or Loks, Hallo, or maybe Sandskdr, They all connecied in the winter because
the ice created natural bridges, She had skared quite far with the girls and the
ice-house was shightly closer to Diino than i was to home. Had she skaved wesy
instead of cant? She looked up ar the sky for the sun, but the ey was entively

white. A snow would come soon. Among the thousands of islands she fel she
could be anywhere. But she was certainly somewhere, somewhere thac had 1o
change, thar had to end. that had 1o lead w somewhere else thas was knowable

She might have been headed towards Echert, the Widow's Isle. This was
farther than she could travel in a day but she knew thay the water-spisits, pack-
en, would guide you toward the most dangerous places, making you think you
knew where you were until it was too late. Sometimes they'd play music to lure
one into the water. She had not heard any music, so she knew she was sill okay.

Magda continued: Aggic tried to remember all the spirits that could sry 1o
wrick her. The lykegubbar or Will o the Wisp, spirits of peaple who had drow ned
in the lakes or marshes: they would sometimes lead a lost wanderer w a death
similar to their own, But sometimes they could lead a person home. Fow would
you know if a spirit was good or evil? She thought about her brother and what
he had wanted. He showed his face to tell her something. Perhaps his face would
return, He had made her run. Perhaps he would guide her somewhere. In the
jand between life and death, he may have wanted a friend.

The trouble with being lost is that you begin t© lose trust of your own
mind, said Magda, tapping on her forehead. You begin to look for .-aigllas. for s}g—
nals. The trees you thought you knew turn out ta be doubles. The wind begins
to blow in the opposite dircction. The sun seems ta set in the East. :

Usually islands are knowable places because they have clear '::uundanes..
They are places that can be mapped and remembered. Butno istand in the archi-
pelago of Aland is ever so simple, Aland is a maze of skerrics, sandbanks, caves,
and muddy paths that morph with the tides in the summer and 'i'lfll.’l’?&t!?uﬂ?’
connect with the ice in the winter months. In some sn:cl;l()ﬂs. the Balac \m s
calm and gentle like wash water; people swim in these safe harbors afier heating
their bodies in the smoke saunas, On other islands that face out to the open sea.
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furs w line the fHoors. Tmagine how it would smell, Magda said. Warm and stale
like unwashed hair She'd make e from fish-dkin
Ax this point, Aggie knew she was seeing things that were not there and she
needed 1o find shelter and warmth before it was oo late. It wasn't the first time
she had become lost on the islands, so she knew how to fix up a \ean-to if she
needed it. Aggie realized she needed 1o make a fire, wo.
The sky was datkening and the snow was falling hasder, Magda said. Ag-
gic’s feet did not have any shoes 1o protect them and the pain of the cold was
startling, Her feet stung with the sawing veeth of the cold air, Fler wes went into
occasional waves of numbness. She slipped her hands into her vocks and bbed
her feet with her palms to create hear. With her hands and her feer rogether ke
this, rocking back and forth, she looked up 10 see a reindeer and a wolf stanng,
at one another across the expanse of the meadow, They were diagonal 1w one
another, both frozen in place, eyes locked, The reindeet was a young male. The
wolf looked older, grayer. Aggie knew neither of these creatures traveled slone
in the wintet. There were more in the woods behind her, watching the scene, s
she was. Could they see her, too? Was she part of this lock of garest She sat still,
pulling her limbs into her body, forming herself into a camouflaged rock. She
closed her eyes and thought of home.

Suddenly, an arm covered in thick fleece hooked around Aggies body and
dragged her backwards into the forest. Aggic opened her eyes and saw a wrinkded
hand, grey and bone-thin, holding a ]-Jgg:d blade made of a long up‘.\'-cﬁum
clamshell. The fAcecy arm was strong and smelled of old bread and fish smoke.
Or perhaps it was the smell of banes and moldy wool in the mmm‘ pasts of a
cave. Aggic’s small body tensed and shivered as the crone shung the child over het
back and lumbered towards her den. Aggie prayed that her ".s:tluhcr would find

her and protect her. She prayed that this had all been part of 'm.'- plan. Mt‘;\n\{gh

she could not be sure if he would send her home to mother or if he would bring
her to live with him forever in the world of placeless dead Chi"d““: the world
of locked windows and silver mirrors and cold, cold waterfalls rushing fast and

white as snow.
3
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What a white sheet hides: girls' waists and the way their hips just barely touch as
they both try to fit behind the sheet.

The white sheet is an unseen X-ray, a blank photograph, an overexposed idea.

An empty image and an image Hooded with light look the same. Whiteness reflects
everything and shows nothing.

The girls hold onto the white sheet that hides them. The white sheet is hanging
from the line with wooden clothespins. They pull down on the clothesline, like
children do.

They were playing when someone found them.

N I valerie marie arvidson
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The mind of a young girl is emp"

As the girl ages, the aperture of her mind begins to find edges, black spots. The
mind finds holes, the plaques and tangles of an old woman’s brain. It becomes more
difficult to understand the world. The mind opens and closes like the circular eye of
a camera, spiraling inward and outward in order to focus on anything.

Later, the girls sit in front of the sheet crossing their legs or their ankles. They hold
their hands in their laps. They sit in black wooden chairs. They tilt their heads
down and away from the sun. They work hard to keep themselves intact. To keep
themselves together. The pretty girl looks down at her hands, she turns a silver ring

around and around on her finger. It i . ) .
made of silver and chrome. ger. Itis smooth and cold. She thinks about a world




The white sheet is not a blanket. It is not a towel or a tablecloch. It lies too stiffly.
The white sheet is a children’s drawing drying on the line. The white sheet is a large
piece of paper. It's what they want to show; it’s what they want to hide. It shows a
contour line drawing of the house. It shows the line drawings they made of each
other’s faces. It shows the signatures that they just learned how to make in cursive
script. It shows a painting they made of the clouds. But you can't see what's on the
piece of paper. The house is whire, their faces are transparent, their signatures are
thin, and the clouds are evaporated in the flowering sun.

How much light to let into the eye, to wash out the faces of the children or to wash
out the drawing they've made of themselves?

5])0\\-’ us \-\'h;‘l[ }'0[1 ITI‘J(J.C. now Sllﬂ“’ us )c'OLll'SClVCS.
Years before, or years later, the ladies, the mothers, or the girls grown backwards

into time, find a shaded spot among the pine trees and the bushes. For an in-
stant, they become majestic.
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The ghost of her furure walks through the cemetery near the chapel that
has no steeple. She knows this place, the one by the sea. He walks past the
gravestones and the dead seulprures as if he is looking for something, or as if he
is leaving, The water in the cemetery well rests like a stone; the earth like iron
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che wind, like a string pulling (hing £ > MR |

ward its center. Yo
a snare, like a trap.

u hold your wrist, like CI'

The baby is cold. The baby must hold still. {4,
is crying. He is laughing. He is teething, He i
gnashing.

Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the
sin of the world. The sacrificial lamb. Agnus
Dei. The lion-like lamb. Saint Agnes of chas-
tity, of gardeners, of girls, of couples, of rape
victims, of virgins.

Cover me in black lambs wool. Cover me in
black. Cover my hands in leather so they will
not burn when | reach into the fire.

A naked St. Agnes was dragged through the
streets to a brothel. As she prayed during her
escape her hair grew and covered her body, She
was spared.
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