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Teach me, chile, and I shall Learn.


Take me, chile, and I shall Escape.


Focus my eyes, chile, and I shall See.


Consume more chiles.


I feel no pain, for the chile is my teacher.


I feel no pain, for the chile takes me beyond myself.


I feel no pain, for the chile gives me sight.


—Transcendental Capsaicinophilic Society,


“Litany Against Pain”


My boat is light and swift.


—Chukchi shaman Ukwun









PART I


The Cellar









VANNA/VERA


October 2016


I lift my skirt, pull aside the waistband of my underwear, and push my index finger in to test the sample.


The seller’s eyes go wide. The maple tree’s branches and sparse leaves splash shadows over his face, the whites of his eyes flash, and I can see his Adam’s apple jump as he swallows.


He exudes a sour smell, a mixture of tar and spirea blossoms. Fear, confusion, disbelief: he’s an amateur, probably a closet capso, hooked on capsaicin, trying to feed his addiction by dealing. He’s trying to keep his face neutral, but he flinches at this habit of mine. A beginner. Probably shocked by the glimpse of my pubic hair, too. Maybe that’s something he’s never seen before.


I pull my hand out of my panties and let the waistband spring back into place. Snap. I lower my skirt. Press my thighs together to let the sample take effect. Flash a calm smile.


The lower lip doesn’t lie.


“This will take a second,” I say, looking at the sky, or rather at the branches swaying above us. “Looks as though it might drizzle.”


The seller opens his mouth but no sound comes out. I can sense a whiff of hostility, the kind that happens when someone’s slightly anxious, when he’s lost control of a situation. Understandable. If you’re engaging in illegal activity in the wee hours of the night in a corner of a cemetery, you don’t want to run into surprises like me.


“I guess we should expect the first snow pretty soon,” I say. That’s when the stuff starts to kick in.


First the burn spreads across my lower body, my labia and vagina turning hot as glowing embers. The first drops of sweat form under my eyes, then along the edge of my scalp, then down my neck. The blood rushes in my ears. The stuff thrums a dredging bass note, almost an infrasound, with fantastic dark brown tones in its burn.


I take a deep breath and smile wider than I should. “I’ll take the whole load.”


The lower lip doesn’t lie.


This is the real stuff.


The seller has been holding the score in his hand the whole time and gives it to me now. About a hundred grams, and if it’s all like the stuff that’s in my coot right now, it’s incredibly strong. I twirl the transparent plastic bag in my hand and check to make sure the dried flakes aren’t cut with bits of plastic or crepe paper or red flower petals. It doesn’t look adulterated.


He claims it’s Naga Viper, but it could just as well be some variety I’ve never heard of. Judging by its potency, it’s about a million scovilles. This is one of the strongest scores ever.


The capsaicin is roaring so loudly through the blood vessels in my ears that it’s hard to concentrate on closing the deal. I fish the agreed-upon sum out of my bra. The seller stares at me as I do this, his eyes like saucers. The whole transaction is probably starting to seem to him like a cock tease, with me flashing first my pubes and now my bosom. But if he’s got any experience at all with this stuff and even a little sense in his head, he knows that under no circumstances should he try to go poking his dick into a vagina where Naga Viper is waiting to bite it. The nerve endings of a woman’s genitals are sparse for an erogenous zone—and, of course, I scrupulously avoid letting the sample touch my most sensitive spots—but if a man got a dose of capsaicin around his urethra it would be quite a jolt.


The seller takes the money, counts the bills out twice—­separating them with mind-numbing exactness—finally nods, and stuffs the cash into his breast pocket. I give my head a jerk: “Get lost.” He raises an eyebrow, runs his gaze up and down my body. He’s putting out a candy-flavored smell, a tinge of something almost like burnt sugar. I look him in the eye without blinking and cross my arms over my chest in a firm negative. He shrugs and leaves, pushing the branches out of his way and strolling down the gravel path toward the cemetery gates with purposeful slowness.


When I’m sure he’s far enough away, I stuff the bag into the waist of my skirt and tug the hem of my blouse over it. The blouse is a bit too tight to cover the lump, but it’s not likely to show up in a surveillance video.


I wait a few more seconds and then slip out of the grove of trees. I walk briskly down the path in the opposite direction. There aren’t many cameras at the cemetery, and they check the film only when they know something suspicious has happened. There are also rumors that most of the cameras are just empty cases. Still, I try to look as if I have a purpose. If someone asks what I’m doing in this particular cemetery, and why I’m here in the middle of the night, I have an excellent explanation.









Hearing Transcript (Extract)


October 9, 2016


Hearing supervisor [hereafter HS]: Let it be noted that FN-140699-NLP [Vanna Neulapää, hereafter V], owing to her legal status, was questioned in the presence of witness Jare Valkinen.


Questioner [hereafter Q]: Why did you come to Kalevan­kangas cemetery?


Jare Valkinen [hereafter J]: To watch my girlfriend, Vanna Neulapää. I knew she was going there to visit a grave.


Q:	Which grave?


V:	My sister’s.


Q:	Why did you go there?


V:	Well, um, she died just a short time ago. And I just can’t sleep because I keep turning it over in my mind! [witness begins to cry]


J:	Vanna’s sister’s death was a great shock to her. The grave is an important, beloved place for her.


Q:	Why were you watching Vanna?


J:	Elois are so easily led astray or pressured into things that I thought it best to be on the safe side and sort of look after her.


Q:	As well you should. Is the other witness able to speak now?


V:	Yeah. I think so.


Q:	Did you know the man who attacked you?


V:	I sure didn’t!


Q:	Did you know him, Valkinen?


J:	No. I suspect the man may have been following Vanna for a long time and saw her go into the cemetery and thought it a good opportunity.


Q:	Both the witness and the attacker spent several minutes in a location that is obscured in the surveillance footage. Was there at that time any kind of provocation or enticement?


V:	Of course not! I was . . . I needed [said in a whisper] to pee. Because I’d drunk at least six cups of a kind of herb thing that’s supposed to help you sleep, but it just made me . . . need to tinkle . . . sorry. So I wanted to sleep but I couldn’t, and I went to the cemetery, but then I really had to go.


Q:	So you purposely went out of sight because . . . you needed to do your business?


V:	The man who came up to me must have been spying on me from someplace while I was peeing! I should have tried to find a restroom, but it was awfully urgent! [witness begins to cry again]


Q:	So the attacker, having seen . . . this activity . . . followed the witness?


J:	I assume that’s what happened.


Q:	And you were hiding near the grave, because you wanted to know what your girlfriend was doing when she went out at night?


J:	Exactly. When the attacker got there, I thought at first that he had come there to meet her, but then he attacked her and tried to sexually assault her.


Q:	Right. From the tape we can see that the man tried to tear off the witness’s skirt.


J:	I went to help her, of course, and I struck the attacker in the face. I assumed that he had been knocked unconsciousness by the blow, and I turned to see if Vanna was all right. Then the attacker ran away. When I saw that Vanna wasn’t seriously injured, I quickly went to the nearest social disturbance alarm and pushed the button. Has the man been caught? If so, I can try to help identify him.


Q:	For investigative reasons we are unable to provide any information about the progress of the case at present.


V:	Can we go now?


Q:	Speak when you’re spoken to. I consider the matter settled. You may go, but first you must both sign the record of this hearing. Your name underneath, miss. Chop-chop. There’s no time for you to work out what the whole thing says. Your manfriend will get a copy later and tell you what it all means.









VANNA/VERA


October 2016


I buy a bouquet of chrysanthemums from the cemetery kiosk in the pale October morning light.


At the grave, I carefully unwrap the flowers from their paper. I try to still my trembling hands but the paper crackles like the frost under my feet. I put the paper down with feigned nonchalance next to the stone flower vase sunk into the ground. I shove the chrysanthemum stems deep into the pot and feel around the bottom of the vase with my fingertips.


A cold surge jolts through my stomach.


I try to move naturally, take more flowers from the bouquet, and pretend to arrange them. But no matter where I place my ­fingers against the cold, rough inner surface of the vase I can’t find the little plastic bag. The vase is empty.


Empty.


My heart starts to pound. The mere thought of ending up back in the Cellar makes my pulse race.


Just a few hours ago I had a bag of Naga Viper in my possession. My share of it would have been enough to last for weeks. Really potent stuff.


The thought is crushing.


I pretend to arrange the last of the chrysanthemums carefully in the pot. They’re purple and yellow, Manna’s favorite colors.


I wad the wrapper in my fist and stand up. I had planned to slip the stuff from the vase into the paper and carry it away as if I were going to throw it in the trash.


I lean against Jare and he wraps his right arm around me. I put my head on his shoulder as if I’m weak with grief. I don’t really have to pretend. I speak quietly, from the side of my mouth.


“It’s gone.”


Jare’s body stiffens. A slow breath seeps out of him into the air. “Shit.”


“It was that double-crossing dealer. It couldn’t be anyone else.”


“Not such a brilliant hiding place, then.”


“I was sure nobody would dare to come and search the grave. They go over the night footage with a magnifying glass after an alarm.”


“But somebody came and got the stuff without being seen. We wouldn’t be walking free if they’d caught the guy.”


True.


I look at the grave and the chrysanthemums. When I hid the bag the night before I had pretended to arrange some dried violets that were in the vase. They were scattered every which way over the grave in the tussle. Now there are only a few stray violet petals lying on the ground.


“The groundskeeper,” I whisper to Jare. “Somebody must have pretended to be him and cleaned up the grave. Took away the old flowers and picked up a little something else while he was at it.”


I take a deep breath.


“Let’s go.”


I pull carefully away from Jare’s consoling embrace and twist the paper in my hands until my fingers hurt. I stand for a moment to look at the gravestone and the text.


Manna Nissilä


(née Neulapää)


2001–2016


My knees give out. I don’t know whether it’s because of my mental anguish or my need for a fix. They’re all mixed together. Black water is rising in the Cellar, and it’s already reached the threshold, stretching its dark, wet fingers into my thoughts. It was supposed to be such a good idea to use Manna’s grave for a drop spot. A place where it would make sense for me to go often, even at unusual hours, because of emotional ties that the authorities have no interest in.


But coming to the grave is always so shattering that I need a much larger dose than usual afterward. It’s a vicious circle.


I turn away from the grave, my eyes wet. I take a handkerchief from my skirt pocket, remember the cameras, and carefully dab the corners of my eyes so I don’t smudge my makeup. I shouldn’t forget these little gestures even momentarily.


At the cemetery gates I drop the flower wrapper into the trash can. When we get to Jare’s work-issued car I bend over double and start shaking. There’s a rush of black in the back of my head. The Cellar door is starting to open.


“Can you make it home?” Jare asks worriedly.


I have to.


Dear sister!


There are things that are difficult to talk about with anyone. I don’t have Aulikki anymore. I have some girlfriends, but of course I can’t tell them everything. Aside from you there’s only one other person I can open up to who would probably listen, but he doesn’t have the same points of memory that I have, like you do. Mascos have a way of always trying to find a solution for any problem you present to them, even if all you want is to share your worries. And solutions to my problems aren’t that easy to find.


So I decided to write to you.


You’ll probably never see this letter. But I have to tell you what happened from my own point of view. I have no idea how much you even remember of all this, or how much your memories were colored by your own experiences. There are also a lot of things you didn’t necessarily know about. Or didn’t really understand. In many ways, we were sisters but we didn’t have the same childhood.


I’m so worried about you. I’d be glad to get news of you, however terrible it might be, if I could just know for sure. Once you’ve hit bottom, you’re at the bottom, after all; you just have to push off from there. I might get over the grief and pain as the years go by, I might even have the mercy of forgetting. But for now I have no way to heal, not when I don’t know for sure what’s happened to you.


You disappeared once before.


I remember it vividly, even though I was only six years old. Aulikki was in the garden and we were playing by the swing—the board swing that Aulikki had hung from a branch of the big birch tree. You loved swinging, and I was carefully building up your speed with pushes on your back. Your long blond hair was blowing and you were squealing and giggling because the swing made your stomach tingle. I remember I was a little upset that you didn’t know how to give me a push yet, even though you got to enjoy my help. But it didn’t matter. You were my little sister and Grandma Aulikki had left me to take care of you.


The phone rang inside. Aulikki straightened up from weeding the carrots, wiped her hands on her apron, and strode into the house. A bird flew into a young spruce tree on the other side of the vegetable garden. The unusual color of the bird aroused my curiosity. Later—quite a long time later—I looked in a book and learned that it was a jay. I’d never seen a bird like it at the time and I crept to the edge of the vegetable patch so I could see it better.


I got so close, in fact, that I could make out the fine turquoise stripe on its wings and grayish-red feathers and the black streaks like whiskers coming from its bill. I stood there for at least a minute watching it turn an acorn against the bend of the branch with its bill. I tried to get an even closer look, but I stepped on a twig and it snapped under my foot and the jay flew away with the acorn in its mouth.


I sighed and turned around.


The swing was empty, swaying faintly in the light and shadow of the birch leaves.


I didn’t see you anywhere.


I heard a muffled voice from the house that told me that Aulikki was still talking on the phone. I thought you had sneaked into the house. Aulikki wouldn’t want you to bother her during a telephone call. I ran to the door and peeked inside. You hadn’t gone to get Aulikki’s attention; she was still in the middle of a conversation about the potato harvest. I hurried to our room and looked inside. You weren’t there, either.


I went back out into the yard, my heart racing. Where could you have gone? I didn’t want Aulikki to know I’d been so terribly careless.


The yard at Neulapää didn’t have a fence, but it was surrounded by a thick stand of spruce on two sides, and I didn’t think you would have wanted to struggle through there. If you’d gone down the gravel driveway that led into the yard you would be visible. The only possibility was a little path that led behind the sauna to the woods and the spring.


You liked the spring. The clear stream of water bubbled up between the stones and formed a little pool with fine sand on the bottom. You liked to make your little hands swim in water that was ice-cold even in the hottest weather and to watch the narrow, gurgling spring that wound down to . . .


The swamp.


I took off running.


No sooner had I passed a couple of turns in the path than I heard your voice. It was a scream, telling me unequivocally that something was seriously wrong.


I tore down the path, oblivious of the roots and pinecones ripping the soles of my feet bloody. I could see a flash of Riihi Swamp through the trees, its surface covered with a bright blanket of sunbathed yellow-green moss, white tufts of cotton grass drifting on the wind. Riihi Swamp was a pond swallowed up by a bog. The layer of moss on its surface was a beautiful, deceptive shell hiding the airless black depths below.


I saw a flash of red—the red stripe around the collar of your dress—and then I saw you. Only your head and shoulders were above the layer of moss. The rest of you had sunk into the mouth of the bog that had suddenly opened up beneath your feet. You were holding on to the tufts of moss with both hands and yelling at the top of your lungs, and I saw that you were sinking a little more every moment as your weight sucked the sodden moss with you toward the bottom.


I was heavier than you, but I’d seen on television what to do in the winter if someone is on thin ice. Instead of trying to walk over the treacherous surface, I threw myself on my belly over the floating layer of moss and wriggled toward you. I tried to keep my voice steady, to calm you, but as I got closer you started to thrash and struggle, trying to get to me, your hope of rescue, and you lost hold of the moss and your head sank completely into the dark brown water.


I was quite close to you by that time. I thrust my hand into the black jaws of the swamp, felt something with my fingers, and wriggled backward, tugging with all my might, and I could feel, then see, that my fingers were gripping your hair, and your head popped up to the surface and you opened your mouth and let out a howl that stabbed my ears. I don’t know how I had the strength to do it, but I got you close enough to me to get my arm under your armpits, and then partly rolled and partly crawled back to the edge, tugging us both to where the moss was thick enough to support us.


We were both wet and dirty and muddy and you were still screaming like something was eating you alive as I led you back to the house. Aulikki came running around a bend in the path toward us with a horrified look on her face, the sour smell of fear swirling around her.


The entire time that she was washing us up in the sauna, putting our muddy clothes in a bucket to soak, checking to see if you were hurt anywhere, dabbing medicine onto the cuts on the soles of my feet, she muttered and grumbled, not just at you but at me, too. I know now that she was letting her fear out, but at the time I formed a crystal clear picture that I had to look out for you.


I always look out for you.


I don’t wonder at all that you went to explore the swamp. You just wanted to see the spring—it was a trip that had always fascinated you, although you didn’t much like walking in the woods otherwise—and when you saw the swamp shining in the rays of the sun with fairy-tale colors, an almost perfectly round field in the middle of the dark green of the forest, I’m sure you thought that it was like a golden meadow in a story, where fairies and princesses held their secret dances.


In your world, it’s always a surprise when there’s something deceptive, evil, destructive under the pretty surface.


That’s why I have to look out for you.


Aulikki built a gate in front of the path later, but it wasn’t necessary. You never wanted to go near the spring after that.


I’ll never leave you alone again.


Your sister,


Vanna (Vera)









VANNA/VERA


October 2016


When the door to my apartment closes behind us I kick off my high-heeled shoes and run—no, sprint—to the sleeping alcove, climb like a squirrel along the shelves (going to fetch the step stool would take too long), and pound at the top of the back wall with my fist until the board tilts and reveals the secret cache with its emergency stash. I grab a jar, jump down, get a jolt through my shins when I hit the floor, and start unscrewing the metal cap.


It’s stuck, immovable as death.


“Fucking hell!”


I flop onto the bed. Tears are pushing straight up from the Cellar and I don’t have anything to say about it, nothing to close it off, dam it up—it just gushes out like vomit.


Jare is beside me. He takes the jar from my limp fingers and twists the top with his deft masco fingers and strong hands; he turns it once and I hear the delicious click of the lid.


I tear the jar away from him, push a finger into the salt water and start scooping the green slices into my mouth. The top of the jar is too small to get my whole hand in so I pour the jalapeños straight into my mouth, letting the blessed broth pour over my face and down my chest and onto the pink bedspread. I swallow the peppers almost without chewing them. I know that the scovilles in jalapeños are pathetic, and they taste pretty much like dill pickles to me, but just knowing that there’s capsaicin in those scrunchy little slices makes my hands begin to stop trembling. A couple of minutes later the coal black of the Cellar has receded a little, lapping just barely below flood level in my brain now. The meager kick of the jalapeños is weak, blue-gray, a pale noise from between the stars at the edges of hearing.


I drop the jar onto the floor. It falls with a thud but doesn’t break—it’s strong glass, foreign made. I get up and go to the kitchen, turn on the tap, don’t bother to look for a glass, just shove my face under the cold, trickling column of water—my head half in the sink, my neck tilted painfully—and drink greedily, then stand up and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. It leaves two streaks of lipstick across my cheek.


“Good God those are salty,” I say to Jare. He looks at me and I can see the edge of his mouth twitch. Then he laughs himself almost into a knot.


“I’m—I’m sorry . . . I know there’s nothing funny about it, but . . . if somebody came in here . . . it would sure make them wonder.”


Now that I’ve had my fix, poor and basic as it is, a trace of a smile tries to find its way to my lips. I stroll to the full-length mirror with a purposely loose stride. Jare’s right. I look like a living caricature. Tears and jalapeño juice have smeared my mascara down my cheeks; my hair, carefully curled in the morning, hangs in two wet hanks on either side of my face; and the remains of my lipstick spread around my mouth look like some kind of awful rash. My foundation has failed, too, and the ugly traces of the struggle at Kalevankangas cemetery show through on my temple and cheek.


Jare comes out of the alcove with the wet bedspread and jar. “Should we mop the floor?”


I wipe up the splashes of salt water. Jare stuffs the bedspread into the washing machine. I hate the color of the bedspread—it’s garish and shows every spot—but the decor has to look right. I help Jare turn on the machine and point to the jar.


“What should we do with that?”


I look at the label. It looks like it came from Turkey. Jare turns on the tap and starts to fill the jar with warm water. I nod. I let the jar soak in the stream of water for a moment and then scratch off the label in pieces and carefully mix them into the compost.


I hand the clean jar to Jare. He gets the canvas shopping bag from the coat rack, puts the jar in the bag, and zips it closed. He slams the bag as hard as he can against the leg of the table. The glass cracks into pieces, the noise covering our speech.


“Do I know the guy you got that from?”


“I think it was before you came around. He’s dead now.”


“They’re thinning out.”


“That’s why I gave that guy a shot yesterday. It’s been such a long time since there’s been any new blood.”


“What if they catch him?”


“If he’s still got the stuff and they recognize him as the same guy, there could be problems. Otherwise no. It was just an attempted assault. Nobody’s going to waste society’s resources on that kind of investigation.”


Crunch. Crunch. Jare keeps knocking the bag against the table leg. “They wouldn’t tell us for investigative reasons whether the attacker was caught, which is another way of saying that nobody’s interested. There’s nothing about it that points to any other illegal activity. To the police it’s just a routine case. A stupid eloi in the wrong place at the wrong time, and luckily her boyfriend stepped in to rescue her.”


I form the words “Health Authority” with my lips.


Jare shakes his head. “Someone just wanted to have his cake and eat it, too.”


There’s no more crunching noise coming from the bag, just the tinkle of splinters of glass, but Jare keeps hammering it furiously against the wood, grunting with each blow.


It’s actually almost a miracle that this situation has never come up before. I know the screws are getting tighter all the time. It was inevitable somebody would eventually start playing dirty and sell the same stuff over and over, because there’s not enough of it to sell.


The black water in the Cellar sloshes and rises a millimeter higher again, licking at the threshold in the dark back of my mind. I sit down—almost fall—onto the flowered cushion of a kitchen chair.


“We might be in a tight spot.”


Part of the score was supposed to be for Jare. He was supposed to get a lot of money for it. Part of it was for me. For my own use.


Jare nods. He spreads a copy of State News on the table and pours cold, shining grains of glass out of the bag in a pile, then wraps the paper around it in a tight packet.









MODERN DICTIONARY ENTRY


eloi — A popular unofficial vernacular word, first entering the language in the 1940s, for what is now properly called a femiwoman. Refers to the sub-race of females who are active on the reproductive market and are distinguished by their dedication to the overall advancement of the male sex. The word has its roots in the works of H. G. Wells, an author who predicted that humanity would be evolutionarily divided into distinct sub-races, some dedicated to serving the social structure and others meant to enjoy those services. Plural: elois. Examples: “A typical eloi has light hair and a round head.” “Elois can legally reproduce.”


Manna,


I remember.


My sister of a different race. My fair-haired sister. My sweet-natured sister.


Round head covered in platinum curls, cute little turned-up nose, narrow shoulders, full breasts, curving waist. Tush like a peach.


When we were children we played children’s games. “Aa,” I said, when the block had a letter for that sound on it. “Aa-aa,” you said, rocking the block in your arms, lifting it gently to your breast.


I plucked the comb like an instrument; you drew it through your hair with flirty strokes. I painted a sunset with red water­colors; you smeared vermilion on your lips. I put the pail on my head as a helmet; you took it from me to make a play salad in. For me a pen was a conductor’s baton; you used it to poke a disobedient doll and then blew on the spot to make the pain go away.


Oh, my sweet, gentle sister. Your heart was made of chocolate, you hands were full of comfort, your brain was full of pink fluff.


Do you remember our games?


“I’m the princess.”


“I’m the shepherd girl.”


“The prince comes and proposes to the princess.”


“The shepherd girl puts on a disguise and carves a sword for herself out of stone. She tames a wolf and rides it into battle and conquers the kingdom and . . .”


Then you burst into tears.


“I’m afraid of wolves.”


“There isn’t any wolf. Not really. It’s just a story I made up.”


“Good. I’m the princess.”


“You were already the princess.”


“Now the princess is going to the ball and she is the most beautiful one of all. And everyone wants to marry her.”


“Didn’t the prince already propose?”


“Another prince comes, and he’s handsomer and richer.”


“The shepherd girl comes to the ball with her stone sword in her hand. And she challenges the prince to a battle for the kingdom!”


“I don’t like your sword.”


“It’s my turn to make it up.”


“I don’t want to have a sword. It’s not real. It’s just a story you made up.”


“Your prince isn’t real, either.”


“Grandma Aulikki. Vanna’s teasing me!”


You ran sniffling to your grandmother’s arms, and Aulikki looked at me over your flaxen hair, and she smelled angry and sad at the same time. She comforted you, my sweet sister, stroked your hair, hugged you, kissed you, let you go, and gave me a pointed look. I knew what that look meant. It wasn’t your fault that we were different.


You came back to me and the smile returned to your face, and it made me want to be the handsome prince and bring a jeweled gown to the princess as a present.


We played and we played and we danced a wedding waltz. You were the princess and I was the prince, and the evening sun came through the window and lit up your hair as if it were made of golden fire.


I miss you so much.


Vanna (Vera)
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The need for a fix is gnawing at my insides like a ferret. The door to the Cellar is open all the time, ready to swallow me up in its maw. After the incident at the cemetery the flow of the stuff has practically dried up completely.


We’ve heard about a lot of arrests. Even shots being fired.


Jare finds something every now and then—a jar of sambal oelek or some vindaloo paste—but all the real stuff is off-limits. You can’t open the jars—they have to be sold whole; you can’t take a cut for yourself.


It won’t kill me.


But the Cellar’s sucking blackness is seeping out, so greedy that I can hear its rustling, night-colored breath.


The Cellar was created by an explosion.


A blazing hot, violent nuclear charge that instantaneously melted a chamber in the gray matter of my head. It left a smooth-walled hollow, a ghostly, echoing cave with a darkness deeper than the space between the stars.


The darkness of the Cellar lives because it gets its strength from death. The Cellar is where my sister’s negation lives, wrapped in a swirl of ink and pitch and coal and soot and the stifling scent of earth.


The door to the Cellar is in the back of my head.


Sometimes the door to the Cellar is made of solid steel with clunking metal bolts and rusty, creaking hinges—heavy. Sometimes it’s made of rotten wood, sometimes gauze that flutters in the wind. Sometimes there’s no door at all, and the ice-cold wind blows out of it.


That wind brings with it a fist, wet with black fog, a crushing grip that clenches around my mind like the hand of a sadistic child, a cruel child who wants to hear the tortured squeak of a rubber toy when it’s squeezed again and again.


At the bottom of the Cellar, dark, ominous water splashes. It seeps out of openings the size of molecules through walls sealed with nuclear fire. I can bear the black wind, the merciless mist, but when the deep water starts to lap at the threshold of the Cellar and threatens to flood the rooms in my head, I know how close I am to drowning. The water’s pitch-black surface shining like molten metal rises, and soon a thin, horrible snake of liquid will trickle over the threshold.


I have only one way, one bag of sand to stave off the flood, one method of trying to shove that steel door closed, to slap temporary planks on the rotting wood.


Teach me, chile, and I shall Learn.


Take me, chile, and I shall Escape.


Focus my eyes, chile, and I shall See.


Consume more chiles.


I feel no pain, for the chile is my teacher.


I feel no pain, for the chile takes me beyond myself.


I feel no pain, for the chile gives me sight.


Dear sister!


Just today I felt a vast longing for you.


I’m sure you have no mental image of Spain, because you were so little then. I don’t remember much, either, but I do remember that one day our mother and father didn’t come home anymore, and everything was confusion and commotion and sadness. A drunken truck driver was driving too fast at an intersection and crushed our parents’ car. Things like that can happen only in hedonistic countries. Because we didn’t have any relatives in Spain, we were sent to Finland. I was four years old then. You were just a sweet little two-year-old.


I remember how you shrank from Neulapää on that first day, the new smells and strange furniture, the wrong kind of light, the trees in the yard that were too big. You were forlorn and teary-eyed and I tried to comfort you, even though I was worn out from homesickness and the hard journey and everything that was scary and new. It wasn’t a simple thing to move from a suburb of Madrid to a little farm in the middle of the Finnish woods.


Aulikki was probably nearly seventy then. She was our only close relative. We had almost no relatives because our father had been an illegitimate child. Aulikki had never married. Maybe our father’s father was a minus man or some other shady type. That would explain a lot. I never dared to ask Aulikki about it.


Many other things about Aulikki dawned on me only later. They probably never occurred to you. Aulikki was sent to Sweden as a war refugee in the 1940s, and that was why she was away from Finland when the final sex decree was made law. Her biological parents both became seriously ill when she was about twenty. Her father had kidney disease, her mother cancer. They were both about to die, because the Health Authority said that their illness came from unwholesome, wrong ways of living, so they weren’t allowed any treatment by the state. They didn’t have any money for a private doctor, and Aulikki returned to Finland in 1954 to help them. I don’t understand why she came back. They were both going to die anyway.


But she did come back. She had Swedish citizenship in addition to her Finnish citizenship, so when she decided to stay and take care of Neulapää, she was living under a strange sort of diplomatic immunity that reserved her full citizenship rights. She was even allowed to act as an employer. That’s why she was able to hire a young masco graduate from the agricultural school every summer.


Aulikki harvested enough from the vegetable garden to keep her own cellar full and also sell potatoes and other vegetables to a local farmer, who in turn sold them, along with his own berries and apples, at the Tammela Market. We got by as well as we could, and Aulikki got some state child-care money and did sewing in the winter for extra income.


The strongest of all my early Neulapää memories is from when we first got there. We had already started to get used to our new home, to the too-bright nights and the strange sounds of nature. We were playing in the yard when Aulikki came and led us over to the storage shed, and as we got near it she put her finger to her lips. She gestured for us to crouch down and peek under the shed. How delighted we were when we saw a pair of bright, startled eyes staring back at us. A stray cat had had kittens under the shed. Aulikki told us that she’d seen the homeless cat wandering around the edges of the property and thought that it would be good to keep the voles in check, but she hadn’t realized it was going to have kittens. The mother cat had managed to keep the litter a secret, but now the kittens were opening their eyes and learning to walk, and Aulikki had found them when she heard a scratching sound and a faint mewing from under the building. The mother cat was away, probably out hunting. One of the kittens stumbled toward us, curious. Its downy fur and clumsy walk, its trembling little tail stuck straight up like an antenna, and its round little head with its almost too-big ears and eyes—its whole soft and delicate and yet intensely energetic presence—flooded me with a deep, sweet anguish.


Later when I looked at you or remembered you, I would feel a splash of that same feeling.


Aulikki promised that we could keep one of the kittens, but just a couple of days after we found them, the litter and the mother cat disappeared. Aulikki said the mother must have become nervous after the nest was discovered and moved the kittens someplace else.


Of course when I got a little older I understood that there were also a lot of foxes in the woods at Neulapää.


Another very powerful early memory is from almost right after we got to Finland, when we had to have our final gender specified. I was already very late because they didn’t have rules like that in Spain, of course. The Health Authority sent two child welfare workers to test us.


First they examined our appearance. Round heads, small noses, large eyes, light hair—it all seemed clear. They took photos of us. Then they started the tests.


They showed us pairs of pictures. There would be a tractor and a baby, or an airplane and a flower, or a hammer and a kettle, and we were supposed to choose which picture we liked better. I remember very well how you grabbed the picture of the baby and made your voice even more soft and childish than it really was. “Ooh, ooh, baby, ooh,” you babbled. You glanced at me now and then, and I chose the baby, too, to encourage you. “Pretty baby, nice baby,” I cooed, more to you than to the social worker. I thought the tests must be to find out if we were good sisters. Maybe something bad would happen if we were too different, if we didn’t agree. So I chose some pictures even before you did, the ones I thought you would like better. I didn’t know at the time how pivotal this would be.


Then the social workers took some toys out of a big suitcase. There was a wooden fire truck painted shiny red that I loved at first sight. There was a doll the size of a real baby dressed in pink. There was a stuffed cat, and they put a tin train engine down next to it. There were blocks with letters and numbers on them and sparkly stickers with pictures of hearts and smiling wedding couples. There was a wonderful wooden wrench and a pretty little ladle decorated with roses. A conductor’s hat and a frilly apron. Little bright-colored rectangles that you could connect by pressing them together—the social worker showed us how to do it. You could build anything you wanted out of them, castles and cranes and airplanes.


They told us to choose the toys we liked. You immediately toddled over and hugged the cat—I’m sure your memory of the fluffy, adorable creature toddling out from under the shed was still quite fresh—and then you ran over with the cat in your pudgy little hand and pushed it into the arms of the baby doll and said happily that the baby liked the kitty. I was entranced with the fire truck, and I couldn’t help running over to it first and picking it up to look at it. Then I noticed the social workers’ response: as if a whiff of tar or smoke had drifted in on the air, like a distant forest fire somewhere off in the woods.


Something wasn’t right.


I let go of the fire truck and it fell to the floor with a thud. I even kicked it a little, as if I’d just realized that, in spite of its bright color, it was a cold, dull thing. The smoky smell cleared up immediately and started to change into something more like the smell of a warming sauna, pine soap and dried birch whisks. I noticed that the nice smell they were exuding grew stronger and lingered when I rejected the tools and trucks and put on the apron and picked up the ladle. I built a circle of letter blocks and threw the little plastic bricks in the middle and mixed them around with the ladle and said I was making oatmeal. I scooped up a ladleful of bricks and offered them to the doll you were holding and told her to be good and eat her porridge.


I saw how one social worker looked at the other one and there was a hint of metal in the air. One of them gathered up all the dolls and stuffed toys—you protested so loudly!—and left the fire truck and the wooden wrench and the bricks and the conductor’s hat.
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