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Pakila, Helsinki





The woman said her name to her reflection: ‘Sirje’.


Her mouth moved in exaggerated emphasis, as though she were talking to a deaf person. She applied a swipe of lip balm, then pressed her lips together, pursing and releasing them in turn.


She was a dark-haired, almost beautiful woman. When they met her, men never knew whether to call her a girl or a woman, though she was already old enough to be the kind who enjoyed reading glossy women’s interior-design magazines.


Sirje brushed her smooth, shoulder-length hair, finally seemed content after the umpteenth stroke of the brush, then hid her hair in a thin, green woollen scarf. She buttoned up her coat, rocked back and forth from her toes to the heels of her boots, flicking the buckle on her satchel open and shut in the same tempo.


Then Sirje let out a sigh, pulled on her leather gloves, working the sheaths of each finger into place until they sat snugly, and made to leave. At the door she took one last glance in the mirror, but didn’t look back around the hallway or the house that had become so familiar; she didn’t inhale its scent, didn’t pause in concentration until her ear finally homed in on the low clack of the grandfather clock in the living room and the hum of the fridge-freezer in the kitchen.


No; she merely smiled at the mirror, mouth slightly askew, as though she were smirking at a private joke. She carefully clicked the door shut, locked it, shutting off the house’s dry, centrally heated air from the sharp, damp cold outside, and walked across the garden to the street, her boots crunching in the snow.









Kesälahti, Eastern Finland





Yura’s job was simple: stay awake. That was it. That’s what Karpov had told him to do, and Yura had given his word. Maybe the job was just too easy. Even Yura yearned for something a bit more demanding.


A portable worksite cabin had been brought inside the industrial warehouse to form a makeshift office; that’s where Yura was to sit. To sit and drink tea from a Thermos flask, eat bread, tinned meat and chocolate. And smoke. ‘There’s plenty of smokes in there, so long as you don’t torch the building,’ Karpov had smirked.


Funny boss, Karpov. Sometimes he chatted and rambled in Finnish, of which Yura couldn’t understand a word. Still, even in Russian he made peculiar jokes and laughed too much. He was an odd character. And besides, a place like this, nothing but sheet metal and concrete – how could this place go up in flames?


‘If something happens, Yura, then you call me. But remember: stay awake, all the time, all night, all day, all evening.’


Karpov had harped on, repeating the same thing over and over, and Yura had nearly snapped at him: ‘Yes, all right! Got it.’


Needless to say, Yura had dozed off. And when he woke up, he knew at once that things had turned sour – very sour. The frozen air had pushed its way into the office, and his sleepy skin felt the chill.


The warehouse doors are open, Yura thought, though his mind was as stiff with sleep as the gearbox of a truck jumpstarted in a snowdrift, beating the engine oil into motion one cog at a time. Is oil an amorphous material? Surprised that he even knew such a word, Yura shook off the thought, which was to be his last.


As a child, Yura hadn’t dreamed of becoming a cosmonaut or a teacher or even an engine driver or a successful criminal. Other kids had always been faster, stronger, smarter, and Yura knew this only too well. He was happy as long as he could eat a decent meal regularly, drink himself into oblivion, get laid every now and then and find a mattress and a blanket for the night in a relatively warm room. Karpov had taken good care of him these last few years, and Yura didn’t have any great plans for the future.


But he had certainly imagined living longer than twenty-six years. This was not good, not at all. A man was standing a metre in front of him, a tall man in a blue Adidas tracksuit, a hat on his head, his hand raised and pointed steadily at Yura. And in his hand, fifty centimetres from Yura’s forehead, was a black pistol.









Tallinn, Estonia





The room was tidy, open and brightly lit, though it had originally been built as a storage space, a garage or workshop. The walls had been plastered and smoothed, then painted white; the grey steel shelves were sturdy but unremarkable, and the tidy concrete floor sloped gently and immaculately towards the floor drains.


Working around a set of melamine tables, wearing white coats, were five men and one woman, each weighing measures of white powder into plastic bags, sealing the mouths of the bags and wrapping them in aluminium foil. They worked as though at a conveyor belt in a production line, silently and efficiently.


In the middle of the room stood a man, his posture guarded and calculated, doling out commands. ‘Move the boxes of mobile phones over there. Tidy up that package, lads, and let’s be bloody careful with that powder.’


The man was neither old nor tall, and his voice wasn’t loud; but he was used to ordering people around, and he clearly relished it.


His employees were happy to obey him. They knew their boss was sensible and wise, cunning even. He had been loyal to his people – something pretty rare in this business. Many bosses took a cut for themselves and stabbed their business partners in the back or took unwise, insane risks – and many ended up abusing the stuff themselves.


But not this boss. He had dealt in women, copper, tin and firearms as well as passports and visas. But it was just business, services and merchandise for sale, nothing more, he was keen to remind them. His own wife, pistols and papers were for his exclusive use. He had never even tried drugs, and didn’t find anything strange about this in the slightest.


Sometimes he gave a contented sigh at the thought of how nice and clear-cut it was, dealing with money and stolen goods. As for women with whips, hormones to make your muscles bulge and substances that mess with your head – he didn’t like that. Money kept flowing in, much more than he would earn in small-time petty theft.


Transportation, packaging and storage, logistics right the way from Afghanistan to Russia, onwards to Tallinn and from there into Finland, the entire chain of command rolled, smooth and slick, from one cog to the next. And on the way, the opium of the poppy fields was refined into pure, high-end heroin.


The small man with the upright posture was proud of his business.









Sortavala, Russian Karelia





Anna Gornostayeva tested the soil with her finger, then watered the geranium. She nattered away to herself, though she’d often noted sardonically that around here you only needed your mouth for eating. There was nobody to hear her chitchat except the flowers and the photographs, no dogs or cats in the old house – and no mice either, thank goodness.


She straightened the curtains and ran her hand along the smooth, embroidered tablecloths, then wondered whether or not to give the rugs a shake; but she knew there was no dust in them to shake off. Why, I’ve got to keep a tidy house, Anna Gornostayeva thought. Life needs a structure, a rhythm to hold on to.


From the large pot on the stove, which was always warm, she ladled some hot water into a bucket, cooled it with water from the pail, dampened a threadbare cotton towel that had now been designated a rag and began wiping away the imaginary dust from the photographs in the bedroom.


‘Niilo, Nikolai, my little Kolya,’ she whispered, tenderly caressing her husband’s photograph. She berated him gently: ‘Why do you still insist on turning up in my dreams…? Stay away, will you?’ Then she replaced the photograph atop the chest of drawers. The man in the image had a straight nose, and his face was soft even without airbrushing. His eyes – she remembered them above everything else. She could remember them even without the photograph: eyes like those of an innocent forest animal.


Those same heavy eyes appeared in the boys’ photographs too, images taken during their time in the army. The shine of the visors on their peaked caps and the stiffness of the thick fabric of their uniforms recurred through the decades. Their chests were laden with medals and accolades – their father had the most impressive collection – and, although the photographs were black-and-white, you could sense the deep, festive red of the stars on each of those medals.


Anna Gornostayeva didn’t complain. At this age, she was used to being alone; she even enjoyed it, though dizziness and a strange chest pain often took her by surprise and gave her a fright. But now she felt strangely restless, and didn’t know why.


Of course, the boys usually telephoned her and worried about her: ‘Don’t chop firewood by yourself, and don’t go climbing up that ladder either. Why can’t you just heat the house with the electric radiators?’ They chided her and bossed her around as they would a child. They meant well, of course, but you couldn’t take them all that seriously, Anna chuckled to herself. After all, she was a grown woman, her mind intact, a woman who had lived through the war and all that had followed.


But nothing terrible could have happened to the boys, she reasoned. Alexei will surely get on well enough in Moscow; he has a good wife, his son is grown up and things at work seem fine. Viktor has been used to looking after himself from a young age. Finland is a foreign country, of course, but that’s where he wanted to go. He managed to get in, and it always seems that his life there is fine and dandy.


Don’t worry, Anna told herself. There’s no point spending the spring worrying about the autumn rains. And if you spill the milk, you can milk the cows again tomorrow… Proverbs started popping into her mind, so much so that she lost her train of thought and told herself out loud not to be so silly.


She started to polish Viktor’s prizes: small gleaming cups, spoons and round medallions attached to ribbons. Her left arm ached. Have I been sleeping awkwardly and caught a chill? Anna Gornostayeva wondered.
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I noticed the man some way off. He was striding towards my office with shallow steps, like an orienteer whose next flag was on the edge of my desk. I took my feet off the desk, squinted and tried to follow the dark, featureless figure. Against the light, Hakaniemi Square looked bright. The sun shone across the square; the sight was like a faded photograph in a family album titled The family on a square in Agadir.


Many of my clients hesitate at the corner of the square or the narrow strip of park – nothing but sand, a few benches and a tree – and meander round to my office. They often wear a fur hat and a dark overcoat, and need help with a nationalization application or with filling in housing-benefit forms. I help them.


Then there are those who are Finnish builders, truck drivers or fitters, men whose wives, fifteen years their junior, have had enough of their red-bricked semi-detached prisons in deepest suburbia. Irina or Natasha or whatever their names were had packed up their things, taken the kids and headed back to their families in the Verkhoyansk district. It’s my job to track down the runaways.


A few clients might pull up on Viherniemenkatu in their Mercedes and BMWs without the slightest care. They leave the engines running on the double-yellow lines and leave their girls in leather skirts to keep an eye on the furry dice. These are businessmen whose staff have been seized, deported or taken into rehab. They might need a courier service or someone trustworthy to go over their purchase conditions. I have an honest face.


This client was something else. I didn’t have time to give the matter much thought before he was inside, without knocking, striding the few steps from the street into my office.


‘Viktor Kärppä…’


The sentence was left unfinished, without a question mark, and hung in the air like a haiku.


‘That’s me,’ I nodded and tried to look grateful and businesslike. The man’s appearance was neat and clinical: pressed, dark-grey trousers, the kind of black shoes that fashion magazines called ‘sensible’ and a green oilskin trenchcoat that had probably never seen a sea breeze. The man clasped his cap and gloves in one hand and set his rectangular briefcase on the floor between a chair and his leg. Ex-military, I guessed, but which army? A visiting businessman? A solicitor from an entrepreneurial organization, or an inspector from the city council?


I was hoping the man might be a client. I tried to have as little to do with society as possible. The police were the only state officials I had any contact with, and a regular policeman wouldn’t have come alone. The man was too old to be a field officer for the intelligence services, and besides, there was no stripped, modest trademark Volkswagen Golf parked outside.


‘Aarne Larsson,’ he introduced himself. ‘I understand you can take care of certain, shall we say, problems.’


Even his voice was dry. It wheezed in his parched throat like the grate of snow beneath a set of unwaxed skis. His presumption was more or less factually correct, I suppose. I decided not to bother giving him any specifics.


‘I’ve got a problem, a rather unfortunate situation… Well, to be blunt: my wife has disappeared.’


Larsson was eyeing up my office. From the bookshelf he picked up The Concise History of Finland and volumes V and VI of the red-covered Encyclopaedia of General Knowledge. I was annoyed that I’d just returned the first volume of Pentti Saarikoski’s biography to the library; now that would have looked sophisticated lying open on my desk.


‘You might be able to help me, using your… contacts. You see, my wife is Estonian. She moved to Finland in the early Nineties,’ the man explained, his speech slow but deliberate.


‘I hear you have an extensive network among people who have moved here from the former Soviet Union,’ he said, his grey expression fixed on my eyes. I couldn’t tell whether he meant this as an accusation or a compliment, so I said nothing.


Larsson sat down in the better of my client chairs. Spring sunshine gleamed on the linoleum floor, baking old stains that refused to be wiped away. The previous tenant of my office had been from a local trade-union division, and I’d bought the union secretary’s desk and filing cabinets after realizing they had left permanent dents in the flooring. The generous trade unionists had thrown a few more bits of ancient paraphernalia into the deal for posterity. The shoes of hundreds of visitors had scuffed the linoleum in precisely the same spot and left indelible black streaks across the floor.


I looked back at Larsson, trying to appear honest and expressionless, and waited. The silence heightened the tick-tock of the Chinese alarm clock on my desk. A voice on the radio was reading the shipping forecast in humble, mellow tones. When it reached the island of Gotska Sandön, I decided to speak.


‘Perhaps you could give me a few basics first, then we’ll see whether or not I can help you. This is all confidential, of course. I won’t use this information for anything else, even if you decide not to hire me.’ It was my standard opening line, and I knew it by heart. I opened my notebook.


‘I’ve already made notes of all relevant events and background information,’ Larsson cut in. He had obviously decided to take control of the situation from the outset. He flicked open his briefcase and handed me a sheet of paper, neatly printed out and protected by a brightly coloured plastic sheath.


‘This should give you all the facts,’ he said, and took out his glasses.


I read the lines of justified text very carefully. Larsson was no civil servant; he owned a second-hand bookshop on Stenbäckinkatu in the Töölö neighbourhood. ‘Near the old sporting association building. Well, it was probably before your time…’


‘Not at all, I go swimming there sometimes,’ I said.


‘I specialize in historical literature, political movements, that sort of thing. I don’t deal in prose at all, or any other modern fiction for that matter,’ Larsson continued unwaveringly, studying my face as though trying to discern which section of his text I had reached. He didn’t say this in mockery or disdain – but it was clear that he respected facts, not fiction.


From his date of birth I calculated that Larsson was in his sixties, and that Sirje, his missing wife whose name I now read for the first time, was thirty-five years old. They had been married for six years and had no children. Larsson had been married before, but this had ended in divorce. His ex-wife and high-school-aged son lived in Lahti.


Larsson had dutifully provided his home address. I tried to place the street, and judging by the door number – without a letter to indicate a stairwell – I concluded that he lived in a detached house in the Pakila area of Helsinki. There was also mention of a summer cottage in Asikkala, and he had listed a small group of relatives and business contacts. The document was a typed-up version of the notes I had been ready to take.


Larsson bent down and took another white envelope from his briefcase. From it, he produced a photograph. For the first time he seemed slightly wary. ‘This is Sirje. It was taken last summer…’


I took the photograph. The dark-haired woman was looking directly at the camera. The wind had blown her hair in front of her face, and she was about to brush the loose curls from her cheek. Her mouth was set in a half-smile. Behind her you could see rocks, the shoreline and the crashing of waves. Sirje’s face was pleasant, her eyes dark; but her gaze was somewhat downcast, unassuming and modest rather than self-assured.


A memory from the past caught me off-guard, bored its way through my concentration and pricked my mind, leaving me unsteady, wired, light-headed. Pine needles on the path through the island in Lake Ladoga, the grey sand on the shore, the girls in bare feet. Everything seemed fresh and crisp, as though these emotions and sensations had been suddenly taken from a freezer and left to thaw. I tried to clip the memories before they had a chance to focus, to join together and find the coordinates in my mind, then tug at my chest with longing. I forced myself to return to the matter of Aarne Larsson and the photograph of Sirje Larsson.


‘An attractive woman.’


Larsson’s look of bewildered satisfaction took me by surprise. I placed the photograph on the table and reread the paperwork he had drawn up.


‘When did your wife disappear and when did you realize she was missing? Were there any particular circumstances under which she disappeared? I assume you’ve been in contact with the police?’


‘Sirje disappeared on 6 January. I was at the bookshop. She’d left home some time that afternoon without mentioning anything in particular. And she didn’t take anything out of the ordinary with her. I waited that evening, asked friends if they’d seen her, called her family in Tallinn, then called the police and reported her missing. No one seems to have seen her. I’ve tried hotels, border controls, ferry terminals, the airport. There’s nothing; not a trace.’


Larsson spoke as though he were reciting a prepared statement. He sat quietly, upright; only his voice seemed reticent.


‘And the police simply called off their investigation. I tried to reason with them and lay down the law, but they all but laughed in my face. They made it abundantly clear that a missing Estonian woman was not worth their time. They didn’t say as much, but that’s what they meant.’ Larsson’s voice tightened. ‘Let the criminals sort out their own mess – that’s what they were thinking. But I know Sirje wouldn’t ever get involved in anything illegal. And that’s why I’ve come here. I hope you can find her.’


Larsson could see me staring at Sirje’s details in the paperwork he’d provided. At first I’d just glanced over it. Now I understood why the police had reacted the way they did. As though reading my thoughts, Larsson said, ‘Yes, Sirje’s maiden name is Lillepuu. Her brother is Jaak Lillepuu.’
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Gennady Ryshkov waved Sirje’s photograph and shook his head. ‘Jaak Lillepuu’s sister? Never met her. But I don’t use the Estonian girls, and I don’t know them. I’ve never seen this one working the streets in Helsinki.’


I snatched the photograph from Gennady’s fingers and put it back in the folder. Ryshkov lit a cigarette and flicked the ash neatly into a round, copper-coloured ashtray with the words lahti special embossed on the bottom. This, too, I had inherited from the trade unionists when I’d moved into the office. The chain round Ryshkov’s wrist jangled with the motion of his cigarette, and other flashes of gold came from two rings, his watch and one of his incisors.


‘I’d still do her, though. I mean, if I had to, I’d give her one,’ Ryshkov proclaimed. ‘Only problem is, she’s Lillepuu’s sister. I wouldn’t lay a finger on her. I wouldn’t even touch his sister’s best mate.’


‘Don’t mock my client. You’ve put on weight, Genya,’ I said, teasing my employer like an elder brother. ‘You must have either a good memory or a vivid imagination to talk about getting laid. Or do you test your goods first? Get the lay of the land, if you know what I mean? You certainly don’t get any for free…’


Ryshkov smoked quietly, then stood up and walked towards me, stretching like a hundred-kilo cat. Only the purr was missing. His belly sagged over his belt; he was the sort of fellow who had eaten whatever he pleased as a young man, but now, in middle age, his stomach protruded outwards – though the rest of his body was relatively slender.


He approached me and stared at me with his deep, black, perpetually dark eyes. I was worried I might have miscalculated his tolerance for a spot of humour. You never really knew what kind of mood Ryshkov was in. He always spoke in the same monotonous way, three words at a time, his face fixed in a single expression.


‘Then I’ll stop screwing them altogether – if I can’t get any on the free market,’ he scoffed, talkative by his own standards. He stubbed out his cigarette and lifted his smart suede jacket, then yawned. A bluish tinge of stubble peppered his cheeks. I’d never seen him looking energetic.


I did a lot of work for Ryshkov. I drove cars from Helsinki to Vyborg and St Petersburg, brought women to work in Finland, rented apartments and acquired goods for his various companies. I was always paid on time, and Ryshkov always kept his word. But I never understood what made him tick. I couldn’t quite trust him.


Perhaps ‘trust’ sounds too grand. Even a crook can be trustworthy when you get to know him and reckon with his shortcomings. All I knew about Ryshkov was that he came from Moscow, never talked about his parents, couldn’t remember his siblings or his home, never mentioned his school or his time in the army. I’d tried to ask, but he never offered any kind of explanation. I didn’t really know what he thought of my nosy questions – or of me, for that matter. Now I got the feeling he was thinking about the disappearance of Sirje Lillepuu and drawing his conclusions.


‘It’s been the same for the last twenty years.’ When he realized I hadn’t quite understood, he added: ‘My weight.’ He shook my hand as he left, and said he needed to pop into one of his restaurants downtown before heading off for the border crossing at Vaalimaa, then on to St Petersburg. I didn’t ask what he was going for.


Ryshkov stopped at the door and turned towards me. He was playing with his car keys, letting them glide between his fingers, dangling the Mercedes star insignia on its golden chain like a cross on a rosary.


‘Listen up, country boy. Be bloody careful. I’ve had my disagreements with Jaak Lillepuu, but we’ve sorted them out. It was a heavy case, pretty nasty too. Lillepuu is in a different league from your Karelian pimps and drunken petty criminals.’


I couldn’t remember Ryshkov ever warning me of anything before.
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I turned the sign hanging from a chain on the door and locked the office. In my absence, the sign asked clients to call me and gave my mobile-phone number. I walked across to the corner of the market and went down into the metro station.


Ryshkov had been keen for me to take care of a small bit of business for him. It seemed harmless enough, but perhaps that was why it was making me nervous. I was to fetch a bag from a luggage locker and take it to an address in Töölö. I didn’t ask why he couldn’t take it himself.


I took the metro to the Central Railway Station, winding my way through the underpass and trying not to make eye contact with the junkies and gangs of Somali youths; then I took the escalator up to the arrivals hall. A group of young men loitered by the kiosk on the corner. They looked at me a fraction too long, then guiltily glanced away. I recognized at least three Ingrian boys among them.


The boys’ relatives had opened up about their suspicions of mobile-phone theft, pickpocketing, drug dealing and getting into fights. I could see the boys’ sagging trousers were top-of-the-range, and their snowboarding bags were high-end and exclusive; their uncomfortable-looking shoes were too expensive, and their mobiles too small. It was all too much, given what I knew of their parents’ jobs, salaries and state benefits.


I tried to steer well clear of the mess; this was no time to start playing social worker. I looked right past the boys’ stares; I didn’t nod at them and didn’t raise a hand, just headed for the luggage lockers. I handed over the ticket I’d been given and was presented with a black bag with the name diadora emblazoned on its side. I slung the bag over my shoulder as if it were my own, walked between the Post Office and the Sokos department store and headed for the tram stop.


I waited for almost ten minutes, trying to look like an average-sized, averagely well-dressed man carrying an average-looking sports bag. The number three rattled to a halt, and I bought a single ticket. I knew it would have been cheaper to get a ten-journey ticket, but I didn’t want to carry anything around in my pockets that could reveal all my comings and goings. I stood right at the back of the tram, rode past the Olympic Stadium and stepped off as the dual-language announcement came for Sallinkatu–Salligatan.


There was a key in the bag’s side pocket. I unlocked the iron gate out front and stepped into the courtyard, then from there into the stairwell. I walked up to the first-floor landing and waited there. It was quiet, dim and hot. I waited first three minutes, then another three. Nobody had followed me inside. I took the lift up to the sixth floor and walked back down to the fifth. The name on the door was ‘Kyllönen’, and beneath that was a sticker that read: no advertisements. I rang the doorbell, but nobody opened the door: nobody was supposed to. I unlocked the door. The one-room apartment was small and uninhabited but neatly furnished. I peered into the fridge and bathroom: both were warm and empty.


I left the bag on the sofa bed, and the keys on the draining board in the kitchenette. I had no idea what was in the bag, and I didn’t want to know. It might have contained anything from steroids for distribution around the city’s gyms, red knickers and dildos or made-to-order passports, for all I knew. Ryshkov had sworn flippantly on his mother’s life that the bag didn’t contain drugs or human limbs, and that was good enough for me. I had no problem carrying the less serious stuff.


The ring of my mobile phone startled me. ruuskanen calling, flashed the screen. Ruuskanen ran a car dealership by the ring road on the outskirts of the city. He had a Russian buyer for a tax-free Mercedes, and he needed an interpreter and someone to fill in the paperwork. We agreed on a time and hung up. I gave the apartment the once over, peered into the corridor through the peephole to check the stairwell was still empty, and left.


I didn’t go back along Mannerheimintie, but strolled down the street towards Urheilukatu and walked to the Olympic Stadium. Construction work was underway on a new football stadium on a strip of land that had once been an old ballpark. I stopped to look at the site. A group of pensioners had congregated by the fence to bemoan the achievements of modern architecture.


Inside the Olympic Stadium a security guard the size of a sumo wrestler was slouching in a chair inside the glass entrance booth and deigned to wave me through when I told him I was only going to talk to a friend and wasn’t planning on paying the 10-euro entrance fee for the privilege. I instantly regretted it. I should have simply plodded in casually instead of drawing attention to myself with explanations, and answered only if he’d asked me directly what I thought I was doing.


A seemingly endless game was in progress on the volleyball court; at the end of the basketball court, a couple of kids were dummying past a succession of virtual opponents, and on the upper level the boxers and table-tennis players were sweating away as they worked out. The Olympic Stadium always made me feel good. The building itself, its sounds and smells, gave the promise of post-exercise intoxication, just as a liquor store promised a good fix for an alcoholic. In truth, the place reminded me of former days at the courts and halls of the sports academy in Leningrad. Sunlight heralding the arrival of spring glinted in the high-set windows, and the white of the walls intensified the brightness; across the open space, young girls practised their gymnastics programmes in time to imagined music, and the clatter of the weight machines rang throughout the hall, the sound gaining fresh momentum as it echoed off the walls.


Anatoly Stepashin was lifting weights on the bench. I waited quietly. Anatoly stood up, dried his face and draped a towel around his neck. He shook my hand but didn’t say anything – he merely gulped water from his bottle. I took a step away from the bench, and Stepashin followed me. A tattooed man in tracksuit bottoms began a new set in his place.


‘You’re certainly all talk today, Tolya,’ I smiled at him. I was able to see the top of Stepashin’s head. His black hair was sprouting upwards like a hedgehog’s spikes. Stepashin said nothing, and he didn’t smile back.


‘Listen, straight up, I need some information. How well do you know Jaak Lillepuu and, more to the point, do you know anything about his sister, Sirje Lillepuu? Kosher, in her early thirties, no funny business, married to a Finnish guy called Larsson.’


I spoke quietly in Russian, but tried to pronounce the names carefully. Stepashin took another gulp from his water bottle and watched one of the gymnastics girls executing her floor routine. She overextended on a series of somersaults, and Stepashin’s shoulders tensed in empathy as she came crashing to her knees.


I knew Anatoly from my time in Leningrad. He had once been a decent gymnast, taken his diploma at the academy and then toured with the circus all the way from Minsk to Ulan Bator, from Kishinev to Omsk. He had travelled with acrobats, magicians, trapeze artists, bears and dogs right across the Soviet Union. He had stood in the sawdust, the sturdy foundation of a human pyramid, his face hidden behind a mask, though his sad face needed no clown make-up whatsoever.


In Finland, he worked in business that was almost legitimate. At Ryshkov’s gyms he drew up workout routines and led exercise and acrobatics classes for theatre students. Anatoly was originally one of the Russian diaspora living in Tallinn. As a student, he had spoken only a few words of Estonian or Finnish. Three years in Helsinki had changed things. And I knew he had contact with the Estonians in Helsinki.


‘Jaak Lillepuu? He’s a bad man,’ Anatoly said soberly. He looked me directly in the eyes and repeated the words in Finnish. ‘A very bad man! But I don’t know his sister. I’ve seen her once or twice, but I don’t think she’s got anything to do with Jaak’s business dealings. Still, once a mummy’s boy, always a mummy’s boy. Jaak went off on his own when he was young. He did time inside back in the Soviet days.’


I showed Anatoly the photograph of Sirje.


‘Yep, that looks like her. But like I said, I don’t know anything about her. Why are you interested?’


‘She’s gone missing; her husband doesn’t know where she is. I’m just trying to find her.’


‘Well, I can ask around. But don’t hold your breath. I’ll have to be careful who I ask.’


I thanked him and started walking towards the exit and the tram stop outside. Though I might not get anything useful out of Anatoly Stepashin, word was out around town now that I was looking for Sirje Larsson – Sirje Lillepuu.


That night I had a dream.


I am at home in Sortavala. It’s the afternoon. I am standing in front of the radio. Its polished wood surfaces are gleaming, and lights and the names of cities glow in the front glass panel, the tubes and reels giving off warmth and a smell unlike that of any other appliance we have. The sun lights a spot on the rug and dust hangs in the air. Mother sits in the rocking chair, swinging gently back and forth, a book in her lap. I’ve just come back from school, that much I know; my satchel is on the floor and I am wearing my Pioneer scarf. Father walks in. He’s wearing a greenish uniform. My fingers remember the shapes of the badges on his chest and the thick material of his military uniform, the cigarettes in his pocket. This time he doesn’t hug me: You’re a big boy now. Without taking off his officer’s cap, he tells Mother to follow him, commanding her in a voice that I can’t recall. ‘Father, no, no,’ I shout, panicked. The dead can’t shout out orders, I try to tell myself, and Mother turns to look at me. She wears a pair of dark sunglasses, like a blind woman in an old film.
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