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      Kaisa’s heart skipped a beat. She’d never been inside an embassy before nor attended a cocktail party. The invite, with its official English writing, seemed too glamorous to be real. She dug out the card and showed it to her friend, Tuuli. Kaisa glanced at her friend, wondering if she was as nervous about the evening as Kaisa was.

      

      ‘Her Britannic Majesty’s Ambassador and Mrs Farquhar request the pleasure of the company of Miss Niemi and guest for Buffet and Dancing on Thursday 2 October 1980 at 8.15 pm.’

      

      ‘You look great,’ Tuuli said.

      ‘I keep thinking I should have worn a long dress,’ Kaisa said in a low tone, so as not to be heard by the other guests gathering outside the impressive embassy building.

      Kaisa’s university friend looked down at her own turquoise satin blouse, which fitted tightly to her slim body. She’d tucked the shirt into her smart, navy trousers. On her feet, Tuuli wore a pair of light-brown pumps with low heels. Kaisa’s courts for once made her the same height as Tuuli.

      ‘What did the woman at the bank say, exactly, about the dress code?’ Tuuli asked. Her blue eyes matched the hue of her blouse. Students and staff at Hanken, the Swedish language university Kaisa had gained entry to a year ago, thought the two blondes were sisters, but Kaisa didn’t think she looked anything like Tuuli. As well as being much taller, her friend also had larger breasts, which made men turn and stare.

      ‘Nothing really, but I assumed a cocktail dress would be fine.’ She looked around her. ‘But look at these women. They’re all in fancy gowns.’

      Tuuli glanced behind her at the small queue of people.

      ‘Well, I don’t wear dresses. Ever.’

      Her friend had a way of stating her opinion so definitely that it excluded all future conversations on the matter.

      ‘I didn’t mean that. You look fantastic. It’s just that she was so vague...’ Kaisa continued to speak in an almost whisper, even though the chatter around them was mostly conducted in English.

      She told her the conversation with her boss at the bank, where she worked as a summer intern.

      ‘The woman who invited me is married to the Finnish naval officer. He organised for the British Royal Navy to visit Helsinki. She told me it’s a very important occasion, as this is the first time the English fleet have been to Finland since the Second World War. Apparently the Russians are here all the time, so this occasion makes a nice change. It is 1980 after all, and a long time since the war. I guess they needed some Finnish girls at this cocktail party to keep the officers company. She knew I spoke English because I’d studied it since primary school.’

      ‘Oh, I remember you telling me now,’ said Tuuli. ‘But she said nothing about the dress code?’

      ‘No.’ Kaisa sighed. ‘I guess she thought I’d know what to wear.’

      

      The British Embassy was a grand house on a tree-lined street in the old part of Helsinki. The chandeliers were shining, the parquet floors polished, the antique furniture gleaming. The ambassador and his wife, who wore a long velvet skirt and a frilly white blouse, stood in the doorway to the main reception room, officially greeting all guests. When it was Kaisa’s turn she held out the invitation, with its ornate gold writing, but the woman didn’t even glance at it. Instead she took Kaisa’s hand and smiled briefly, before she did the same to Tuuli, and then to the next person in line. Kaisa tugged on the hem of her black-and-white crepe dress. When a waiter in a white waistcoat appeared out of nowhere and offered her a glass of sherry from a silver tray, Kaisa grabbed two. She and Tuuli settled into the corner of a brightly-lit room and sipped their sweet drinks.

      A few people were scattered around the room, speaking English in small groups, but the space seemed too large for so few of them. One woman in a cream evening gown glanced at the Finnish girls and smiled, but most of the guests paid them no attention standing alone in a corner, staring at their shoes, in a vain attempt not to look out of place.

      Kaisa touched the hem of her dress once more.

      ‘Perhaps I should have borrowed a more formal frock?’ she said almost to herself. The dress suited her well, but she still felt underdressed.

      ‘Whatever, this will be fun,’ Tuuli said determinedly and scanned the room. ‘Relax!’ She linked Kaisa’s arm.

      Kaisa looked around and tried to spot her boss from the bank, but she was nowhere to be seen. There were a few men whose Finnish naval uniforms she recognised. They stood by themselves, laughing and drinking beer.

      ‘Couldn’t we have beer instead of this?’ Tuuli held up her sherry.

      Kaisa glanced at the women in evening gowns. None of them were holding anything but sherry.

      ‘Don’t think it’s very ladylike,’ she said.

      Tuuli sighed.

      Watching her friend standing next to her with a straight back and relaxed shoulders, Kaisa wondered how Tuuli always managed to look more confident than she did. They’d both turned nineteen earlier that year, and had both started at the same university a month ago. During that short time their friendship had grown rapidly, and now they told each other everything.

      Kaisa knew that Tuuli hadn’t travelled much; she’d grown up in a small town just north of Helsinki. Kaisa had attended many different schools and even lived in another country: Sweden. Yet she was always more nervous than Tuuli about meeting new people or being in different situations.

      An hour later, when no one had spoken to Kaisa or Tuuli, and after they’d had three glasses of the sickly-sweet sherry, they decided it was time to leave.

      ‘We could go to the university disco?’ Tuuli said turning towards Kaisa. She smiled wickedly. ‘Tom and the rest of them might be there.’

      ‘I don’t think...’ Kaisa began, but she was interrupted by a commotion.

      A large group of men, all wearing dark Navy uniforms with flashes of gold braid, burst through the door, laughing and chatting. They went straight for the makeshift bar at the end of the large room. The quiet space filled with noise and Kaisa and Tuuli were pushed deeper into their corner.

      A tall, slim man in a British Navy uniform walked over suddenly and stood in front of Kaisa. He had the darkest eyes she’d ever seen. He took her hand and shook it. ‘How do you do?’

      His touch gave her an electric shock.

      ‘Ouch,’ Kaisa said, pulling her hand back quickly. He smiled and his eyes sparkled.

      ‘Sorry!’ he said staring at Kaisa. She looked down at the floor then at Tuuli, who seemed unconcerned by this sudden invasion of foreign, uniformed men around them.

      ‘What’s your name?’ the man asked.

      She looked up at him. ‘Kaisa Niemi.’

      He cocked his ear. ‘Sorry?’ She repeated the name. It took the Englishman a while to pronounce Kaisa’s Finnish name. She laughed at his failed attempts to make it sound at all authentic, but he didn’t give up.

      When happy with his pronunciation, he introduced himself to Kaisa and Tuuli. ‘Peter Williams.’

      He then tapped the shoulders of two of his shipmates. One was as tall as him but with fair hair, the other a much shorter, older man. They all shook hands awkwardly, while the dark-haired Englishman continued to stare at Kaisa. She didn’t know what to say or where to look. She smoothed down her dress. Peter took a swig out of a large glass of beer, suddenly noticing Kaisa’s empty hands.

      ‘Can I get you a drink? What will you have?’

      ‘Sherry,’ Kaisa said.

      She couldn’t think of what else to ask for.

      Peter watched Kaisa intensely.

      ‘Stay here, promise? I’m going to put this old man in charge of not letting you get away.’ The shorter guy gave an embarrassed laugh as Peter disappeared into the now-crowded room.

      ‘So is it always this cold in Helsinki?’ the short man asked after he’d introduced himself as Charles Collins. Kaisa explained that in the winter it was worse, there’d be snow soon, but that in summer it was really warm. He nodded, but didn’t seem to be listening to her. They stood in silence, both glancing around the room. Kaisa tried to get her friend’s attention but Tuuli was in the middle of a conversation with the blond British officer.

      When the dark Englishman returned, Kaisa’s breath caught in her throat at the sight of him. He was carrying a tray full of drinks, and very nearly spilled them all when someone knocked him from behind. Everyone laughed.

      Peter’s eyes met Kaisa’s and he smiled.

      ‘You’re still here!’ He handed her a drink.

      He sounded surprised, like he’d expected her to leave. Disappointment flooded through her body. Didn’t he want her to stay? Even if she’d decided to go, it would have been difficult to fight her way to the door.

      The throng of people pushed Peter closer to Kaisa. The rough fabric of his uniform touched her bare arm. He gazed down at her.

      ‘And what do you do?’ He winced and added, ‘Sorry, that sounds like such a cliché. But I really want to know.’

      She laughed and told him about her studies at Hanken University. He said he was a sub-lieutenant on the British ship. She could tell he was proud of his rank and position.

      Kaisa found it easy to talk to this foreign man. Even though her English faltered at times, they seemed to understand each other straightaway. They even laughed at the same jokes. Kaisa looked at Peter’s lips when he spoke, and she suddenly found herself wondering what it would be like to kiss him. She shrugged the thought away.

      ‘What?’ Peter said softly, making those lips look even more inviting. His eyes twinkled with mischief.

      Kaisa looked down at her hands feeling her cheeks redden, sure he’d read her mind.

      ‘Nothing.’

      They talked about books next, and Peter asked her if she’d read Thomas Hardy.

      Kaisa shook her head.

      ‘You must!’ he said and, without his gaze leaving Kaisa’s face, added, ‘I believe character is fate.’

      Is it fate that we met tonight? Kaisa wanted to ask but didn’t dare. Instead she nodded, and decided to borrow a book by this Hardy person as soon as she could.

      ‘You see, who you are determines what happens to you,’ Peter continued. His tone was full of passion and he looked keenly at Kaisa.

      She didn’t know how to respond. She couldn’t speak. Peter was so close to her now that she could see the stubble on his chin. He opened his mouth to say something else, but closed it again.

      She lowered her head and bit her lower lip.

      Peter surprised Kaisa by taking her hand and kissing the back of it.

      ‘You’re quite lovely, do you know that?’

      She lifted her eyes up and for a moment they stood there, quite still, looking at each other. It was as if the whole room had emptied and the other guests had disappeared. To regain control, she pulled her hand from Peter’s grip and turned back to the room. It surprised her to see that what had been a group was now just her and Peter, in one corner of the large space.

      Feeling guilty, she remembered Tuuli.

      ‘Do you know where my friend went?’

      Peter took hold of her arm and pointed at a group of Finnish naval officers. ‘Don’t worry, I think she’s OK.’

      Tuuli was among them, drinking beer and laughing.

      The music started and Peter asked Kaisa to dance. There were only two other couples on the small parquet floor. One was a government minister and his famous wife. Her long, black curls bounced gently against her tanned skin as she pushed her head back and laughed at something her husband said.

      Peter held Kaisa’s waist and she felt the heat of his touch through the thin fabric of her dress. She lifted her eyes to his, and for a moment they stood still in the middle of the dance floor. Slowly he started to move. Kaisa felt giddy with happiness. The room spun before her eyes in a delightful way and she relaxed in Peter’s arms.

      ‘You dance beautifully,’ he said.

      Kaisa smiled. ‘So do you.’

      He shifted his hands lower down Kaisa’s back and squeezed her bottom.

      ‘Naughty,’ Kaisa said with a giggle. She removed them and whispered, ‘That’s the Foreign Minister and his famous wife. They’ll see!’

      ‘Sorry.’ He looked sheepishly at the other couples on the dance floor.

      After a few steps, his hands dropped to her backside for a second time. She tutted and moved them back up. His warm touch through her dress lingered, as if he’d branded her with his mark.

      When the music stopped, Peter placed her hand in the crook of his arm and led her away from the dance floor. She noticed he had long fingers, and that his grip was strong. Surprised at her behaviour, Kaisa wished for this night to never end. She pushed back thoughts of the life waiting for her outside this party. Or, rather, who might be waiting for her back in her flat.

      Peter found two plush chairs by a fireplace in a smaller room. It had windows overlooking a groomed, lit-up garden. As soon as they sat down a gong rang for food.

      ‘You must be hungry,’ Peter said and not waiting for a reply, got up.

      ‘I’ll get you a selection,’ he added.

      ‘OK,’ Kaisa said.

      ‘Promise not to move from this spot?’

      Kaisa laughed and made a pledge not to move a muscle. She watched Peter disappear into the throng of people. As soon as he was gone she felt awkward sitting there, marking the time until Peter’s return. She felt the eyes of the ladies she’d seen earlier in the evening upon her.

      Kaisa fixed her dress again and looked at her watch: it was ten past eleven already. She saw Tuuli in the doorway to the larger room. She was holding hands with a Finnish naval officer, smiling up at him.

      As if spotting her friend had awoken Kaisa to reality, she got up and walked towards them. ‘Are you going? Wait, I’ll come with you.’

      Tuuli looked at the Finnish guy, then at Kaisa. ‘Umm, I’ll call you tomorrow?’

      Kaisa flushed red. ‘Ah, yes, of course.’ She waved her friend goodbye and scanned the large room for Peter. It would be impolite to leave without saying goodbye.

      Just then Peter reappeared, balancing two glasses of wine and two huge platefuls of food in his hands.

      ‘I didn’t know what you liked,’ he said grinning.

      Kaisa followed him back to the plush chairs. She watched him wolf down cocktail sausages, slices of ham and potato salad, as if he’d never been fed. He emptied his plate and said, ‘Aren’t you hungry?’

      She shook her head. She wasn’t sure if it was the formal surroundings or all the sherry she’d drunk, but she couldn’t even think about food. All she could do was sip the wine. She leaned back in her chair. Peter sat forward in his. He placed his hand on her knee. His touch sent a current running through her body.

      ‘You OK?’

      Kaisa felt like she could sink into the dark pools of Peter’s eyes. She shook her head, to shake off the spell this foreigner had cast over her.

      ‘A bit drunk, I think.’

      Peter laughed. He pushed the empty plate away and lit a cigarette. He studied her for a moment.

      ‘I’m glad we met.’

      ‘Me too,’ Kaisa said, and felt herself blush. What was she doing? She should be telling Peter to go, not encouraging him.

      But she couldn’t tear herself away.

      They sat and talked by the fireplace. The heat of the flames warmed the side of Kaisa’s arm too much, but she didn’t want to move an inch. While they talked, Peter gazed at her intently, as if trying to commit all of her to memory. She found this both flattering and frightening.

      It was dangerous being here with Peter like this.

      Once or twice during their chat, one of his shipmates came over and they exchanged a few words. There was a woman he seemed to know very well. She touched his arm and laughed at something he said. But when Peter turned back to Kaisa, the woman huffed and moved away.

      Kaisa liked the feeling of owning Peter, of having all his attention on her. She found it easy to tell him her life story. He talked about his family in southwest England. He had a brother and a sister, both a lot older than him.

      He smiled. ‘My birth wasn’t exactly planned.’

      ‘Neither was mine! My parents made two mistakes: first my sister, then me,’ Kaisa said and laughed.

      Peter looked surprised, as if she’d told him something bad.

      ‘It’s OK,’ she said.

      He took her hands in his and asked, ‘Can I see you again? After tonight, I mean?’

      ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’ She eased away from him.

      An older officer, with fair, thinning hair, entered the room and Peter got rapidly to his feet.

      ‘Good evening,’ he said to the officer.

      The man nodded to Kaisa and muttered something to Peter.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Peter replied.

      ‘Who was that?’ Kaisa asked when the man walked away.

      ‘Listen, something’s happened. I have to go back to the ship.’

      Kaisa looked at her watch; it was nearly midnight.

      Peter held her hands.

      ‘I must see you again.’

      ‘It’s not possible.’

      She lowered her face to escape the intensity in his eyes.

      ‘I’m only in Helsinki for another three days,’ Peter insisted.

      She didn’t reply. Peter’s hands around hers felt strong and she didn’t want to pull away.

      ‘Look, I have to go. Can I at least phone you?’ Peter asked.

      She hesitated. ‘No.’

      His eyes widened. ‘Why not?’

      ‘It’s impossible.’

      Kaisa didn’t know what else to say.

      Peter leaned closer to her. She felt his warm breath on her cheek when he whispered into her ear, ‘Nothing is impossible.’

      People were leaving. The older officer, Collins, came over to tell Peter he had to go.

      Turning to Kaisa again Peter said, ‘Please?’

      Kaisa bit her lip, ‘Do you have a pen?’

      Peter tapped his pockets, before scanning the now-empty tables. He looked everywhere, even asked a waiter carrying a tray full of empty glasses, but no one had a pen. Kaisa dug in her handbag and found a pink lipstick.

      ‘You can use this, I guess.’

      Peter handed her a paper napkin from a table and she scrawled her number on it. Then, with the final bits of lipstick, he wrote his name and his address on HMS Newcastle on the back of Kaisa’s invitation to the party.

      Outside, on the steps of the embassy, all the officers from Peter’s ship were gathered, waiting for something. The blond guy, who Peter had introduced to her and Tuuli earlier, touched his cap and smiled knowingly at them. She wondered if he thought she and Peter were now an item. Other officers also gave her sly glances. It was as if outside, on the steps of the embassy, she’d entered another world – the domain of their ship. As the only woman among the men, she felt shy and stood closer to Peter. Before she could stop him, he took off his cap and bent down to kiss her lips. He tasted of coconut and cigarettes. For a moment Kaisa kissed him back; she didn’t want to pull away.

      When Peter finally let go, everybody on the steps cheered. Kaisa was both embarrassed and breathless.

      ‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ she whispered.

      Peter smiled at her. ‘Don’t worry, they’re just jealous.’

      He led her through the throng of uniformed men and down the steps towards a waiting taxi.

      ‘I’ll call you tomorrow,’ he whispered and opened the car door.

      When the taxi moved away, Peter waved his cap at her. She told the driver her address and leaned back in the seat, touching her lips.
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      The dark Helsinki streets whizzed past the window. The city looked different at night; it had taken on a magical air. The taxi seemed to fly through the neighbourhoods. As they left the Esplanade Park behind them, the driver crossed the normally busy Mannerheim Street, now deserted, and, rattling over the tramlines, began the climb up the hill on Lönnrot Street. Kaisa loved the Jugendstil buildings in and around the centre of Helsinki. Their ornate facades and pale-coloured walls, built at the turn of the century, dominated the landscape. She wished all of Helsinki was built in the same style, instead of ugly, modern structures made of glass and steel. Turning into a small street the taxi slowed, and Kaisa wound down the window to get some air. On the top of the hill, even though she couldn’t yet see the sea surrounding the city, she could smell it.

      As the taxi crossed the bridge to Lauttasaari Island and made its way towards Kaisa’s flat, she wondered how she was going to explain her actions to Matti. Even she didn’t know what had happened during the magical evening she’d just spent with the British Officer.

      Peter.

      She looked out of the window, no longer seeing the passing scenery but his face and that smile. The white cap, which had accentuated his features, made him even more handsome. She grinned, remembering his hand on her backside when they’d danced to a slow piece. She wished now she’d let him keep his hand there for longer!

      Kaisa shook her head. No, she mustn’t think like that. She’d done a terrible thing and now she must pay for it.

      She’d kissed another man, a foreign man. That was wrong, she knew that, but it was the feeling in her body from the tips of her toes to her fingertips that scared her. It made her feel like she was floating. Even though she’d betrayed her fiancé, it had felt so utterly right to respond to Peter’s kiss when he’d grabbed her and lowered his lips to hers.

      Whatever the reckoning with Matti, one thing she knew for certain: she had to see Peter again.

      Kaisa unlocked the door to her flat and listened out for sounds. But she only heard the noise of the traffic outside. She blew a breath out that she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. Her heart was still pounding by the time she got undressed and climbed into bed. The streetlight shone through the venetian blinds and formed a familiar zigzag pattern on the walls of her bedroom.

      Remembering something, she jumped up and put the chain across the front door. Sometimes Matti came over without letting her know first, and tonight Kaisa didn’t want see him. At the very least she wanted some warning of his arrival. She listened for the sound of steps outside in the hallway. When she heard nothing, she got back into bed and pulled the covers up to her chin.

      What had she done? She’d given a man – a foreigner – her telephone number, and she’d let him kiss her. Feeling sober, Kaisa knew she couldn’t see him again. Not only had she let him think she was free, but she’d also betrayed her fiancé. A cold shiver went through her when she imagined what Matti’s mother would say if she found out.

      

      Peter had hardly slept. The divers hadn’t finished searching under the hull of the ship until the early hours of the morning. The excitement sobered him up pretty quickly after the party at the British Embassy. Perhaps the Duty Officer had been a little jumpy calling them back when it was probably only seagulls fighting over pieces of bread in the water. But, as the Captain had told them, any suspicious activity must be taken very seriously during this visit. By all accounts, the Russians had a more-or-less free hand in Helsinki, so who knew what they might try. Peter knew he shouldn’t have had so much to drink on the first night ashore, but what could he do when he was required to attend three cocktail parties in one evening?

      He stretched his legs over the narrow bunk and smiled. Someone had to do it. Who’d have thought the cuts in the Navy’s budget would have such an effect on his personal life? The first visit to Finland by the Royal Navy since the Cold War started was supposed to include three ships, but in the end only Peter’s had been sent to this small country bordering the Soviet Union. It was pathetic – and embarrassing.

      I bet the Russians are laughing into their samovars this morning, Peter thought.

      All the same, this was the closest Peter would ever get to visiting a country behind the Iron Curtain, so he planned to make the most of it. It wasn’t that he hadn’t heard the Captain’s talk about honey traps, but Peter believed in the old proverb: you only live once. This was the most exciting trip of his naval career so far and he was sure he’d spot a KGB agent a mile off, however beautiful she was. And he could keep his mouth shut, he was sure of that too.

      Peter’s thoughts went to the girl last night. There was something irresistible about her. Those pale-blue eyes and the shiver of her body whenever he touched her. And she was intelligent. She’d kept Peter on his toes. Her ability to chat in a language not native to her was a huge turn on. He found himself wanting to impress Kaisa after only spending one evening with her.

      Last night Peter almost wished the Russians had planted something – one of those minisubs they kept hearing about – under HMS Newcastle. He could see the newspaper headline ‘Brave Royal Navy officer Peter Williams discovers Soviet minisub in the Baltic’ with a picture of him from his early Dartmouth days.

      Of course, it would not have been him – as a sub-lieutenant, he was one of the lowest ranking officers on board. He’d only left Dartmouth a few weeks ago. And he wasn’t even a diver. But the image of him as a hero was irresistible. Something like that would have impressed Kaisa.

      He got up swiftly and found his mess undress jacket. The napkin was still there in the pocket, with the telephone number scrawled on it. Still legible – just. He took a long, deep drag on his cigarette and blew smoke to the side, away from his bunk.

      Peter waited until noon to call Kaisa. He had nearly an hour until he was on duty again. He left his cabin and walked along the gangway to the wardroom.

      ‘It’s the lover boy!’ A grinning Collins was sitting in the wardroom. He’d spoken to Kaisa for a while at the party, and witnessed much of their evening together. Collins was only jealous; he’d been married for years. But Peter liked the guy.

      He smiled back at the lieutenant, and waited until the older officer had left before lifting the receiver. He felt a twinge in his groin when he heard the phone ringing at the other end. Kaisa had really been quite lovely and he could tell she’d been smitten by him too. The phone kept ringing at the other end.

      ‘Your bit of foreign fluff not at home?’ Collins said from the passageway.

      Peter ignored him and dialled again, making sure he got each digit right. Pulling the long cord with him, he stepped into the mess and out of earshot of the older man. He tried the number four times, but there was no answer. He was standing in the gangway and was about to dial again when Collins passed him a second time and gave him a knowing look. He guessed everyone on board was talking about him and the pretty Finnish girl. There was nothing to be done now – he’d try ringing again after his four-hour watch on the quarterdeck.

      As he spent the long hours of his shift thinking about Kaisa, Peter wondered if she’d already forgotten about him. A girl like that would have a queue of admirers. She was probably with another guy at this moment. No, Peter thought. She didn’t seem that kind of girl. If anything, it was as if she’d never been kissed before when he’d taken her into his arms. She shivered but didn’t pull back. Although, her reactions spoke of her having more experience, not less.

      He hadn’t planned on spending a long time at the British Embassy. Earlier in the evening, the Chinese had well and truly oiled them, probably hoping to gain vital information from a drunk officer. As if any of them would be that stupid!

      But as soon as he’d seen the pretty, blonde girl standing in the corner, he knew he had to talk to her. And when they started talking, even with her accented English – which was so sexy – it was as if they’d met before. She was sweet, funny and clever. All he’d wanted to do was take her in his arms and kiss her. And perhaps, if he ever got hold of her before they sailed, he might take her to bed. Peter smiled and took a drag out of his cigarette, feeling confident that, somehow, he would meet Kaisa again.

      

      ‘You must have it bad, old chap.’ Collins slapped Peter on the shoulder as he passed. He’d lost count of how many times over the last two days he’d tried Kaisa’s number. He’d called it all day yesterday and now, on a Saturday, it still kept ringing and ringing at the other end.

      ‘Plenty more fish in the sea!’ Collins shouted and, turning around, cupped his pretend breasts and pursed his lips in a mock kiss. There was dirty laughter all around him. Peter wanted to tell him to fuck off but he was senior to him, so he just laughed half-heartedly.

      After about ten rings he replaced the receiver on the wall and slumped into an empty sofa in the officers’ mess. Nick, the other sub-lieutenant onboard, sat in a chair opposite him, reading a magazine. A young steward was clearing away the dishes from a table, littered with half-filled cups of milky tea and cake crumbs.

      Peter ran his fingers through his thick hair. He frowned at the paper napkin, trying to see if he’d missed something in the numbers.

      ‘Still no answer?’ said Nick.

      He and Nick had graduated from Dartmouth at the same time, but it was really only during the last few weeks on the ship that they’d become firm friends. Peter waited until the steward, balancing a tray full of cups and saucers, left them.

      ‘I don’t get it – why would she give me a wrong number?’

      ‘To shut you up?’ Nick grinned at him.

      Peter ignored his friend. With a sigh, he leaned back against the hard edge of the wardroom sofa, and flicked the now-tattered piece of napkin onto the table. He took a packet of cigarettes out of his breast pocket and lit one. Blowing the smoke upwards, he wondered why he was so keen to get in touch with this girl anyway. They were going to sail tomorrow, so there’d be no time to really get to know her, to have her. Still, there was something about her, something different.

      The way she’d reacted when he’d touched her. The passion hidden beneath that cool exterior.

      He wanted to know how she looked with the dress pulled down to her waist. She’d worn no bra and he’d clearly seen the outline of her breasts.

      God, he mustn’t think about it now.

      ‘She was into me, wasn’t she?’ he asked Nick.

      His friend nodded.

      ‘She was more interested in you than her friend was in me, if I can put it that way. Her friend made a slip as soon as my back was turned.’

      ‘You didn’t mind, did you?’ Peter said. He knew Nick had a serious girlfriend back at home.

      Nick smiled. ‘No, of course not. Still, it’s nice to have a harmless flirt, but she didn’t even want to do that!’

      ‘Yeah.’ Peter stumped out his cigarette.

      ‘Here, let me have a look at that number.’ Nick picked up the napkin and began studying it. He turned it this way and that. ‘That last number – is it a seven?’

      Peter nodded; he could recount the number by heart now, ‘2-4-5-5-2-7’.

      ‘Have you tried it as a one? You know, Europeans put that little slash across a seven and this hasn’t got one, so...’
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      Two days after the embassy party was a cold autumn day. The single tree outside Kaisa’s block of flats had long since lost its leaves – it stood there, desolate, trying to survive the stormy winds from the Baltic that beat its tender trunk. She sighed as she watched its struggle from the narrow window of her kitchenette.

      Living alone in a flat in Helsinki had seemed glamorous a year ago. Now the beige walls of the one-bedroomed place in Lauttasaari felt restricting. The flat, which belonged to her fiancé’s family, wasn’t even in Helsinki proper. There was a bus service but it took almost an hour to reach the city centre. While Tuuli could walk to Hanken from her place, Kaisa was forced to memorise bus schedules and carefully plan her trips into the city. She was always late for lectures.

      When the phone rang suddenly, she jumped.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hello Kaisa, how are you?’

      The familiar voice left her feeling a mixture of emotions. She sat down on a chair next to the hall table, battling her guilt at what she had done, and the overwhelming sense of disappointment when she heard it was Matti.

      Why had Peter not phoned as he promised?

      ‘I’m not feeling any better,’ she replied.

      Matti had phoned twice the day before, and she’d put on a throaty voice to stop him from coming over. Kaisa couldn’t see him, not yet. She’d never lied to Matti like this before. She stared at her reflection in the mirror above the table. The face of a cheat stared back at her.

      She listened to her fiancé talk about the British ship he could see from his office window. Matti worked as a Customs officer at the South Harbour.

      Her heart beat faster at the mention of it.

      ‘You can see the English people coming and going?’ she asked trying to sound nonchalant.

      ‘Yes, their uniforms are very smart.’

      Kaisa’s mouth felt dry. She couldn’t speak. The thought of Matti looking at the deck of the British ship and possibly seeing Peter walk along it made her feel dizzy.

      ‘You still there?’ Matti said. She could hear the irritation in his voice.

      He’d been desperately jealous of her invite to the party and would have forbidden her to go, if he’d been able to. Oh, what a mess she’d got herself into. Perhaps Matti had been right: perhaps she should never have gone to the embassy party.

      ‘I am feeling really poorly.’

      She tried to make her voice sound croaky. She forced a cough and swallowed loudly.

      ‘I’ll come over. I’m sure I can make you feel better,’ Matti said. Kaisa heard the smile in his voice and guessed the double entendre. She shivered. Feeling how she did, she couldn’t be close to Matti now. She needed to buy more time.

      ‘You don’t want to catch whatever I have, do you?’ she asked.

      Matti hated being sick.

      ‘No, and neither do I wish to pass it on to Mother,’ Matti said, adding, ‘I’ll call you tomorrow.’

      When she heard the line go dead, she replaced the receiver. Sitting there, Kaisa realised the embassy party had been the first time she’d been out without her fiancé since they got engaged. And that hadn’t really been going out either – not according to her friend. When Kaisa first met Tuuli, on the first day of term in the autumn of last year, her friend had been surprised to see the ring on her finger.

      ‘But you’re the same age as me!’ Tuuli had said. Of course, Kaisa was used to that kind of reaction – not many girls got engaged at the age of sixteen – so she just laughed.

      Now sitting in the hall, next to the silent telephone, Kaisa looked at the invitation from the British Embassy. She traced the gold lettering with her fingertips and turned it over, gazing at the smudged lipstick on the back.

      His name and address.

      Like a fool Kaisa had sat in her flat for two days, waiting for Peter’s phone call. During that time, she’d made only short calls to her friend and tried to get her fiancé off the line as quickly as possible. She was supposed to be studying, before her university lectures restarted next Monday, but all she could think about was Peter. Kaisa was furious with herself. At least Matti didn’t know how dumb she’d been, so completely taken in by a foreign sailor. Thank goodness all he’d got out of her was a quick, stolen kiss.

      She dialled Tuuli’s number.

      ‘No call?’ her friend said with a sigh.

      Was Tuuli getting bored with her talking about Peter?

      ‘No,’ she said.

      ‘Forget about him. It was a bit of fun, that’s all.’

      Of course, Tuuli was right.

      Kaisa changed the subject. ‘Are you going to see your guy again?’

      Her Finnish sailor had gone back to his barracks at Santahamina, a few miles down the coast of the Gulf of Bothnia.

      ‘I don’t know. He was a bit too – correct. You know what I mean?’

      Kaisa said she did, but didn’t really understand. Matti was very ‘correct’. Peter wasn’t at all like that, although he was serving in the armed forces, like Tuuli’s sailor. He didn’t seem to take anything seriously, he was always laughing. Perhaps that was why he hadn’t called; perhaps Kaisa was a great big joke too? Or was it some kind of a game? Was he one of those boys who liked to conquer, and then chuck you as soon as they’ve won you over? But they hadn’t done anything; all he’d got from her was a hasty kiss.

      It didn’t matter now, Kaisa told herself.

      So why was she still waiting for a call from some foreign stranger when she was engaged to be married? It wasn’t right. Sooner or later she’d have to come clean to Matti. But first, she needed to get over her own embarrassment. Matti’s incessant questions about the party, the embassy, the foreign officers and the food and drink could wait.

      

      Kaisa was putting on coffee and scanning her near-empty fridge for something to eat when her doorbell rang. She froze hoping, praying it wasn’t Matti. But he was at work and only got half an hour for lunch. She glanced at her watch and saw it was a quarter past one. Perhaps he’d left work early?

      The doorbell sounded again, this time more forcefully. Could she pretend she wasn’t at home? No, that wouldn’t work. She’d already told Matti she was ill and needed to rest.

      Slowly, Kaisa made her way to the door and looked through the spy hole. She took a step back in surprise and opened the door.

      ‘Dad!’

      Her father smiled.

      ‘Aren’t you going to invite me in?’

      Kaisa nodded and let him in to the flat. She hadn’t seen him in over a month. They hadn’t exactly been close since her parents’ divorce, five years earlier. Unannounced home visits were a rarity.

      He gave Kaisa one of his bear hugs, which always made Kaisa feel like a little girl. They reminded her of happier times when her dad used to call her his Best Girl, and joked and made up funny stories for her and her sister, Sirkka.

      ‘This is nice,’ her father said as he walked into Kaisa’s living room. His large bulk seemed to dwarf the space. She nodded to the sofa, indicating he should sit down, and asked, ‘Coffee?’

      Her dad looked at her, as if he were surprised by the offer and went out to her small balcony instead.

      ‘Sea view!’ he said and smiled at Kaisa, standing in the doorway.

      But it was still raining.

      She nodded and stepped back inside, wondering how long it was going to take him to tell her what he wanted.

      Her dad closed the balcony door behind him and said, ‘I need new clothes.’

      Kaisa sat down on the sofa. Since the divorce from her mother, Pirjo, her dad’s appearance had slowly become more dishevelled. Kaisa remembered the old black-and-white pictures of a young handsome man, with wide shoulders and narrow hips, smiling widely below his light-brown hair. Nowadays he wore saggy pants with white shirts, which had long since turned a nasty shade of grey. He’d often sneer at the interest his daughters and wife showed in fashion; clothes were a waste of money in his opinion.

      ‘And I want you to help me find a new outfit,’ he added.

      ‘But...’

      ‘No buts. I’ll buy you lunch afterwards.’

      She was reluctant to leave her flat in case Peter called, but her dad looked so disappointed when she hesitated. It didn’t help that she was slowly going mad waiting for a call that might never come, so she put on her coat and agreed to go shopping with him.

      

      After her weird outing with her father, Kaisa decided to make bread rolls.

      Turns out she’d really enjoyed the trip. Her dad had been his old self. He’d joked and teased her, and even flirted with one of the sales assistants. Looking at him in his new dark-blue cords and a Marimekko shirt she’d convinced him to buy at Stockmann’s, she’d seen the return of that good-looking man from the old photos. The sales assistant clearly thought the same, judging by the smile she’d given him when he’d paid for his purchases. During lunch, her father had given her another surprise.

      ‘I have a girlfriend. She’s not much to look at, but she’s nice. An artist.’

      ‘That’s good,’ Kaisa had said, ignoring her father’s unfavourable description of the poor woman.

      She was glad that her dad was finally moving on. When the divorce became final, he’d vowed to, ‘never let a woman run rings around me ever again.’ Both Sirkka and Kaisa figured this statement included his two daughters and, true to his word, he’d hardly been in touch with either of them. Pirjo complained often about his lack of contributions towards the children’s education and upkeep, but what Kaisa missed most was the simple presence of her father, the man he used to be before he started drinking and hitting their mother. He’d been the one person she could rely upon. Perhaps he’d stopped drinking? He’d even had low-alcohol beer during their lunch saying, ‘Got to keep a clear head for later.’

      When they’d parted, her dad had given Kaisa a bear hug and thanked her for the help with the shopping.

      She looked out the window of her kitchenette. The temperatures had dropped and it was now snowing; the first fall of the year. Light flecks dropped slowly to the asphalt below and melted as they landed. She turned away from the cold scene and started mixing flour with water and yeast.

      The loud, urgent ringing of the phone filled the flat.

      Not Matti again, please, Kaisa prayed.

      She picked up the receiver with her floured hands.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Kaisa, is it really you?’ a familiar voice said. Her heart lifted and her legs felt as if they might give way.

      ‘Peter,’ Kaisa whispered.

      ‘I told you I’d call.’

      ‘You’re late.’

      ‘Sorry?’ He sounded serious.

      ‘Exactly two days late.’

      Kaisa was surprised by the anger in her voice. She no longer felt breathless or weak.

      ‘Let me explain...’

      Peter talked fast and Kaisa listened. Even when he was being serious she could hear the smile in his voice. He’d rung the wrong number. The digit ‘one’ that she’d written in lipstick on his napkin looked like a seven, he said.

      ‘Nick, you remember Nick, the tall, blond guy, don’t you?’ Peter asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well, he told me that you Europeans write numbers differently.

      ‘I see.’ She tried to hold on to her anger, but in truth she was melting.

      ‘Please, please come and meet me!’ Peter said.

      Could Kaisa believe this foreign sailor’s words? Everyone knew foreigners, and sailors in particular, had loose morals. She thought about her fiancé. How could she explain to Matti why she’d met up with the Englishman, twice? If they met up just as friends and didn’t do anything, was it still wrong? Could she trust herself not to kiss him again? If Matti found out, he might leave her. Was she really prepared for that? She might lose the flat, owned by his aunt. Then there was Matti’s mother. How could she face her?

      ‘I would love to see you again,’ Peter said, adding, ‘We sail tomorrow.’

      Kaisa heard the sincerity in his words. She closed her eyes and thought about the kiss.

      ‘But it’s impossible,’ she whispered.

      She sat down and held on tightly to the receiver, not caring about the dough sticking to the plastic handle.

      There was another short pause. Kaisa held her breath. Was he giving up on her?

      Peter said, ‘If I phone again in half an hour, will you promise to think about it?’
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      Peter arrived ten minutes late. Kaisa was early as usual; a Finn was always on time or early for a rendezvous. But as soon as she saw him walking towards her, wearing a dark navy mac, she forgave him for his lateness. He probably didn’t know Helsinki that well. His hair was darker than she remembered, as were his eyes.

      When he spotted her he opened his arms, scooped Kaisa up inside his coat and quickly released her. She looked around nervously; hugging wasn’t something people in Finland did on the street, in public. What if some of her fiancé’s family saw her? Kaisa dreaded to think what would happen if Matti’s aunt spotted her with this dark-haired man. The old bat would know he was foreign straight away, with his features and the way he dressed – in a summer mac in October! Luckily it was a cold, windy evening and very few people had braved the outdoors.

      ‘So,’ Peter said, ‘you’re here.’

      They were standing opposite each other. His dark eyes were, again, boring into Kaisa.

      She looked down shyly at her boots and said, ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well, I’m glad.’ He took her hand.

      They walked long the deserted North Esplanade, their steps matching easily, as if they’d done this for years and years. Together, they sauntered along the streets of Helsinki, looking into the bright and inviting shop windows. But it was well past seven in the evening and everywhere was shut. Kaisa suddenly realised she hadn’t given a thought to where they should go.

      As if he’d read her mind, Peter said, ‘Shall we go and have a drink?’

      Kaisa looked up at him.

      ‘A pub, perhaps?’ he said.

      She took him to the only place she knew none of her fiancé’s family would go: Kaarle XII. ‘Kalle’, as the students called the place, was popular with young drinkers. There was a disco on Thursday nights that made it difficult to get in. Matti hated new music; he only liked the old-fashioned dances, such as tango, Finnish humppa or the waltz. Kaisa knew he’d never set foot in a bar like Kalle.

      For a Saturday evening, the place wasn’t too full. They found a table in the corner and Kaisa went to get two beers from the bar. When she handed the bottle and glass to Peter, he glanced behind him. A group of guys were whistling and pointing in their direction.

      ‘Sailors from my ship,’ Peter said and poured beer into his glass. He laughed as if it were a joke.

      Peter put his hand on Kaisa’s and smiled. She was bursting with happiness. Here she was, sitting opposite a man she’d met only once before. He was good-looking in an obvious way, which usually would make Kaisa mistrustful. Yet she didn’t want to move even slightly in case he let go of her hand. She smiled at him, and he pulled her fingers to his lips and kissed them.

      ‘I’m so happy you’re here.’

      The noise from the other patrons and the music grew louder, until they couldn’t hear each other. One of the sailors came over to the table and, looking at Kaisa, said, ‘Aren’t you going to introduce me to the lovely lady, sir?’

      Peter mumbled his reply, finished his beer quickly and said, ‘Could we go somewhere else?’

      Kaisa brought him to another place near the Helsinki train station, where they ordered some food. Peter ate a steak while she picked at a salad.

      Over the meal he told her about his childhood, how he didn’t do as well at school as he should have done.

      ‘I was very lazy,’ he said. ‘My father wanted me to join the Navy, and I did it as soon as I could after school.’ Peter smiled. ‘And I love it.’

      Kaisa told him about her childhood, about all the schools she’d been to, about how her family moved to Stockholm when she was eleven, after which she’d hardly spent more than a year in one school.

      ‘How many languages do you speak?’ said Peter.

      ‘Just Swedish and English, and a little bit of French and German. And Finnish, obviously.’

      ‘Wow.’

      ‘But my English isn’t so good.’

      ‘You speak English wonderfully – I love your accent.’

      Kaisa felt her face grow hot. She lowered her eyes.

      Peter took hold of her hands and leaned closer to her.

      ‘I love everything about you.’

      ‘You mustn’t say that.’

      He rubbed the ring on her left hand.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I’m engaged to be married.’

      He glanced down at her left finger, with the white and yellow gold band on it, and let go of her hands.

      A silence followed. Kaisa held her breath. This would surely be the end. Next he’ll say he has to get back to the ship.

      Kaisa stared at a piece of lettuce on her plate. It had gone brown at the edges.

      At last Peter said, ‘But you’re not married.’

      She looked into his dark eyes, again feeling like she could sink into them.

      ‘No.’

      She knew she should be strong, leave Peter and return home, but something drew her to this foreign man. He’d be gone soon and she would never see him again. Still she didn’t move, fiddling with her engagement band, rooted to her seat.

      ‘So...you could come and see me in England?’ Peter said.

      ‘No, that’s impossible,’ Kaisa replied without thinking.

      Peter took her hands in his again. His lips turned up at the corners into a bright smile.

      ‘I told you – nothing is impossible!’

      Kaisa smiled too. A waiter came over and, looking at her half-full plate of salad, asked if they’d finished.

      ‘Yes,’ she said.

      The waiter pointed at Peter’s empty glass of beer and asked in Finnish if he wanted another one. Kaisa exchanged glances with Peter. The waiter was being rude on purpose; surely he’d heard them speaking English.

      ‘We’re fine – just the bill please,’ Kaisa snapped in Finnish.

      After the meal, they did all the things would-be lovers with nowhere to go would do. They walked along the Esplanade under the steel-coloured sky, then flitted from one Helsinki bar to another. Kaisa was petrified that they’d meet someone she knew, especially as Peter insisted on holding her close to him. So she steered him to more places where her fiancé’s posh family were unlikely to go. Of course, they bumped into his shipmates everywhere they went, inducing hilarity and cheering.

      In Happy Days, a large bar that had opened only a few weeks earlier, Peter told Kaisa his commanding officer had warned him about her.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘There are honey traps, you know.’ When Kaisa frowned at him, he added, ‘KGB agents posing as beautiful young women to trap young officers.’

      Kaisa laughed. Her – a KGB agent? In Helsinki?

      ‘But I’m not,’ she said touching his arm.

      ‘I know you’re not. Very few of these honey traps wear an engagement ring, for one.’

      He laughed and the sound made Kaisa smile.

      ‘So you noticed the ring from the start?’ she said.

      He nodded.

      Kaisa stared at him. ‘But why call if you knew...’

      Peter shrugged and took her hand between his.

      ‘I couldn’t help myself. You’re very beautiful.’

      She whispered, ‘Thank you.’

      ‘And we sail tomorrow.’

      His eyes had grown even darker; Kaisa had to look away to stop from leaning over to kiss him.

      With no more food or drink left, they braved the cold weather in Esplanade Park. At least it had stopped snowing. They sheltered from the chill wind by the statue of Eino Leino, the Finnish poet. Kaisa tried to remember some of his romantic works, but all she could recall was a verse from a poem about old age that she’d had to study at school, ‘Haihtuvi nuoruus niinkuin vierivä virta’. Kaisa translated for Peter: ‘Youth disappears as fast as a river flows.’ She looked up at the imposing figure, with its heavy cape, and wondered if the great man was trying to tell her something. In the deserted park, they stood in the shadow of the statue. Happy no one could see them Kaisa relaxed a little.

      ‘You’re lovely,’ Peter said, and hugged her.

      She forgot all about the poem, or being cold, or her fiancé’s family. She felt safe in Peter’s arms. He took Kaisa’s face between his hands and kissed her. She kissed him back. His lips moved to her neck and back to her lips again. His hands, now warm, roamed beneath Kaisa’s jumper. She didn’t tell him to stop. She couldn’t resist him. His desire was hard against her thigh; she wanted him so much, her body ached.

      ‘Can we go to your flat?’ Peter asked breathlessly.

      ‘My fiancé might be there.’ Kaisa freed herself a little from his grip. ‘He has a key.’

      ‘This is our last chance to be together,’ Peter said, his voice hoarse.

      He kissed her again, this time more deeply and afterwards, looking into her eyes, he whispered, ‘I know you want me too.’

      She had no choice but to tell him her fiancé had a dangerous hobby.

      ‘He has a favourite handgun, which he sometimes carries.’

      Peter stared at her, and didn’t ask about the flat again.

      Kaisa’s last bus was due to leave soon and Peter said he would walk her to the stop.

      ‘I’ll write, and you must promise to write back to me,’ he said holding Kaisa’s hand.

      They walked slowly along the Boulevard, huddling for warmth. The hard wind swept along the tree-lined street, forcing them to hold each other even closer. When Kaisa saw her bus turn a corner from Mannerheim Street she felt tearful, but she swallowed her emotions and forced a smile.

      Peter took hold of her chin and, looking into her eyes, said, ‘We’ll see each other again, I promise.’

      He pulled something out of his coat pocket and gave it to her.

      ‘It’s a tape of a band I really like, the Pretenders. The best track is “Brass in Pocket”. I want you to have this.’

      Kaisa couldn’t speak; she held the cassette tightly.

      ‘Something to remember me by,’ he said and kissed her again.

      The bus stopped and Peter kept her hand in his. Kaisa tried to pull away but he wouldn’t let go.

      ‘One more kiss,’ he said and they embraced again.

      Over Peter’s shoulder Kaisa saw the bus driver shrug, close the doors and pull away.

      ‘That was the last one!’ she said and they both laughed.

      Past midnight, when Peter put her into a taxi and Kaisa was alone, she finally let herself cry. She knew she’d never see the Englishman again.
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      Kaisa dreaded going back to her flat. She considered asking the taxi driver to take her to her friend’s place in town instead. But it was nearly one o’clock in the morning; she couldn’t wake up Tuuli now. But she wanted to remember Peter, to preserve the feel of his kisses and not lose the smell of him on her. Yet she knew she had to come clean to her fiancé at some point.

      The taxi dropped her off at home. When Kaisa opened the front door and saw no lights on, she sighed with relief. She put the chain across the door and leaned against it. She had another free night to dream about Peter before having to talk to her fiancé.

      Someone called her name, making Kaisa jump. She moved farther into the flat and saw Matti, sitting on her bed in the dark, wearing a pair of brown cords and an Icelandic sweater that Kaisa had knitted last Christmas. She hung back in the doorway to the bedroom, not knowing what to say or do.

      Matti stood up and strode towards her. He grabbed her arm demanding, ‘Where have you been?’

      His brown hair was neatly combed to one side and his eyes looked darker than usual. He wasn’t smiling.

      When Kaisa told Matti about Peter he fell quiet. She talked more, trying to explain. ‘I know he’s a stranger, but it feels like I’ve known him all my life.’

      Matti slumped onto the bed. He groaned, as if she’d stabbed him.

      Kaisa sat beside him and carried on. ‘I didn’t go to the cocktail party in order to meet someone. It was just an accident.’

      ‘Accident!’ Matti’s voice was sharp and loud.

      Her fiancé, who’d been a calm and controlled man for the four years she’d known him, was suddenly shouting at her.

      ‘You saw him again!’ he bellowed. ‘You’re no better than those girls who hang around ports, prostituting themselves to sailors. How much did he pay you?’

      ‘We didn’t do anything!’

      ‘Oh yeah? You expect me to believe you?’

      Kaisa shrank back from his verbal attack. She’d never seen her fiancé like this. Despite his love of guns he was not a violent man. He was seven years older than Kaisa, and she guessed that had been part of her attraction to him. While the boys at school had drunk too much and hardly remembered what they’d done with a girl the night before, Matti would cook wonderful meals, or take Kaisa for long walks in the forest or read her poems. He’d never been in a hurry and he’d never done anything without considering the consequences. And he’d never said a cross word to her.

      Until now.

      ‘You know he has a girl like you in every port.’

      Kaisa felt sick. She was so tired that tears ran down her face. It felt like ages that she and Matti had been sitting there on her bed.

      ‘And what do you know about him – nothing!’ Matti said. ‘I bet you’ll never set eyes on him again.’

      Kaisa sobbed. She couldn’t look at him.

      ‘So what are you going to do?’ Matti’s tone was suddenly gentle.

      Relieved, Kaisa looked into his brown eyes. It was as if the man she knew so well was back again.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      They were both silent for a long time. Kaisa heard a solitary car somewhere in the distance. She wished she was in it. She wished she was anywhere else but here.

      Matti put his arm around Kaisa’s shoulders.

      ‘Let’s get into bed.’

      His tone was demanding.

      Kaisa nodded. It was late. She grabbed her nightdress and went into the bathroom, needing to be alone. Matti’s fury had only validated her own worries. What did she know about the Englishman? Peter was young, the same age as her. She remembered him telling her at the embassy party that he didn’t have a girlfriend, but was writing to someone at home. Someone he’d been to school with.

      Kaisa hated the girl already.

      Peter was tall, dark and handsome. He loved books and believed that character was fate. He’d told Kaisa to read Thomas Hardy. His lips were the softest and strongest she’d ever kissed. He laughed a lot, and when he did his eyes sparkled. He looked at Kaisa as if he wanted to wrap her up, protect her and devour her – all at once.

      Kaisa realised she’d never felt love like this before, not even with Matti. This was the stuff she’d been reading about in books since she was a teenager; hoping for in the films she’d watched. This was how Ali MacGraw had felt about Ryan O’Neal in Love Story, and Barbra Streisand about Robert Redford in The Way We Were. Kaisa grinned. She’d wanted to pose the same question to Peter that Katie had to Hubbell, ‘Do you smile ALL the time?’

      As she sat on the toilet seat, shivering in her thin nightwear, she couldn’t get Peter out of her head. His smile, his dark eyes, his warm mouth. She sighed, flushed the empty toilet and ran the water in the sink for a second or two. She didn’t want her fiancé to guess what she’d been doing in here – daydreaming about Peter.

      Matti was already in bed. When Kaisa lay beside him, he turned so his face was close to hers. His breath was hot on her cheek and she knew what he wanted.

      ‘I’m really tired,’ she said as gently as she could, and turned her back to him.

      Kaisa felt the tension in Matti’s body. She curled herself into a ball and forced her eyes shut. He moved, pressed himself against her, but she remained still until his breathing steadied and she knew he was asleep.

      In the morning, Kaisa woke early and went to make some coffee. She felt as if she hadn’t slept a wink. The scene outside the little kitchen window was miserable; the first snow had melted and a hard drizzle was beating against the window pane. It was almost sleet. The street below was empty and only a few lights shone brightly from the block of flats opposite. It was too early on a Saturday morning for life.

      She thought about Peter on board his ship. Had they sailed already? He’d said they’d be leaving early but not at what time.

      For a mad second, Kaisa thought about getting dressed and going to the harbour to wave him goodbye. How wonderful it would be to see him once more – she imagined his surprise when he spotted her on the quayside. Then she remembered her fiancé, asleep in the next room. All her clothes were on the floor. If she woke Matti, he’d demand to know where she was off to.

      Kaisa shivered when she remembered how he had woken up in the middle of the night, and seeing her awake had said, ‘You know if I ever set my eyes on that sailor, I’ll kill him.’

      The coffee machine made gurgling noises. She turned, startled by Matti’s large, looming figure in the open doorway to the kitchenette. Fully dressed, he walked over to her and slid his hands around Kaisa’s waist.

      ‘Coffee’s nearly ready,’ she said, turning away from him. His strong hand gripped her tighter and she felt sick. What was happening to her? It was as if she’d morphed into another person overnight; a stupid girl who believed a foreign man loved her.

      Kaisa pushed his hands away gently.

      ‘I’m going to get dressed.’ She fled to the bedroom.

      Returning to the lounge ten minutes later, she saw Matti standing with his arms crossed over his chest, facing the window.

      ‘Breakfast?’ she tried to sound normal, cheerful even.

      He didn’t reply. He didn’t even move. Kaisa put out some ham and cheese and sliced the last piece of cucumber she had in the fridge. She’d bought some wheaten rolls from the small bakery opposite the bank a couple of days ago, and decided they were still soft enough to eat. She sat down and waited for Matti. He turned slowly and sat at the small table in one corner of the room, in his usual seat opposite Kaisa.

      ‘So, are you still coming to the cottage with us?’

      She looked at him holding half a roll in his hand, delicately balancing the cheese and two pieces of cucumber on top with his index finger. His face was serious, as if he was asking whether, with her new-found career as the local harlot, she’d given up all decent activities, such as taking his mother to the summer place. Every weekend between May and October – if the weather wasn’t too bad – Matti would drive to Haapamäki, two hours north, where they’d spend the weekend in the cottage.

      Kaisa frowned at her plate. She’d forgotten all about the trip.

      When she didn’t reply, Matti said, ‘What shall I tell Mother?’

      Kaisa shivered. ‘OK. I’ll go.’

      All she wanted to do was stay at home and think about Peter, or go and see Tuuli and tell her all about the wonderful evening she’d spent with him. But she knew that if she didn’t go to the cottage she’d never hear the end of it. She thought about asking him to say she was ill, but Matti never lied to his mother. (Although she truly didn’t feel well.)

      Kaisa shook the fantasy from her head. What did she think was going to happen with Peter anyway? He was in the British Royal Navy and she lived in Finland. He sailed all over the world, probably meeting many pretty girls. Kaisa needed to be realistic, to get back to normal. The cottage had to be made ready for the winter, when no one visited. She’d promised to help her fiancé rake up the leaves, and had told his mother she’d help pack away the fine china and glasses. Every spring his mother brought a box of ‘her things’ to the cabin, and every autumn she’d make Matti carry the same box back again.

      This weekend was the last one they’d spend in the cottage. She had to keep her promise.
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      The three of them drove up north in almost total silence. As usual Kaisa was in the back seat, while Matti’s mother sat in the front. Kaisa didn’t know how to make conversation with her; all she wanted to do was stare out of the window at the greying landscape. The autumn colours were almost gone; on the road out of Helsinki, a few trees by the roadside had crops of yellow leaves still clutching to the branches. The sight of them added to Kaisa’s sense of hopelessness.

      For the first few minutes of the journey, Matti’s mother had tried to make conversation. ‘How are your studies going?’

      ‘I’m not back at university yet.’

      She knew this; why did she always ask questions she knows the answer to?

      ‘That’s a very long summer holiday!’ Matti’s mother tried to turn to face Kaisa, but could only bend her fair-haired head slightly towards the back seat.

      Mother wasn’t a well woman; she had rheumatism and made few trips without her son. She was also quite large, but had very thin ankles and wrists. Her hair was carefully coiffured but sparse; through the few strands of the up-do Kaisa saw the pink of her skull. Today she was wearing very little makeup: only dusty pink lipstick and black eyeliner that had been shakily applied. Kaisa often wondered if she should help Mother with her makeup, but was afraid to offer in case she got angry. She was a very proud woman with a quick temper.

      She also held the purse strings tightly, something Matti was always privately complaining to Kaisa about.

      ‘I’m an adult, for goodness sake. You’d think she’d let me have some kind of allowance.’

      After their engagement, his mother had even insisted Kaisa call her ‘Mother’. Matti had said it made his mother very happy to know she finally had the daughter she’d always longed for. To Kaisa it didn’t seem right and she never called her that to her face.

      

      At last the narrow country lane leading to the cottage appeared, and Matti drove onto the cleared bit of land in front of the one-storey building. It was a typical Finnish summer cottage construction: planks of timber cladding and each corner of the cabin perching on blocks of concrete. Kaisa hated the dark recesses below the house and was sure creepy crawlies, perhaps even snakes, lived in the damp soil. The cabin was painted pale yellow and had large windows looking out onto the lake.

      The main room had doors for two small bedrooms on one side, and a small kitchen on the other. The front door led directly to the kitchen, so if anyone was cooking at the old electric stove and someone came in, they’d have to move to let them pass. Washing-up was equally problematic, but Matti’s mother wouldn’t hear of using disposable dinnerware. Kaisa had often stood at the sink after lunch, while the sun was beaming down outside, wishing she could sunbathe instead of taking dirty plates from Matti’s mother. Mother’s hands were swollen from rheumatism, but her long fingernails were always perfectly manicured and painted with pink polish. Her arthritis made her clumsy, but she never let Kaisa do the washing-up on her own. During the whole, drawn-out procedure, Kaisa often worried there’d be a broken plate or glass to clear up from the floor.

      But today, Kaisa didn’t want to help prepare the food. Matti never had to do anything in the kitchen. She’d promised to help him rake the leaves; maybe she could use that as an excuse. Besides, they were here to clear up for winter, not to have a normal summer weekend.

      She helped to unpack the car, noticing there was a cold lunch of mushroom pie and salad already prepared. Mother carried it inside and started to set the table, spreading out a white tablecloth. Not seeing how she could get out of it, Kaisa sighed and began to help her.

      When the food was ready, Kaisa sat at the table. Matti’s mother shouted out from the kitchen, ‘Lunch is served!’ But there was no sign of Matti.

      ‘I’ll go and see where he is,’ Kaisa said standing up from her chair.

      Mother gripped her bare arm; she was surprisingly strong.

      Her nails dug into Kaisa’s flesh.

      ‘No, he should come when called!’

      She couldn’t see Matti from the windows. He must be at the back of the house raking leaves or clearing stuff from the space underneath the house, where the lilos and collapsible garden chairs were kept. Or perhaps he’d gone to the separate sauna cabin, where Kaisa usually slept.

      ‘He might be getting the boat ready for winter,’ Kaisa said in what she hoped was a soothing tone. She pulled her arm away, forcing Mother to let go of her, and walked out of the cottage.

      She looked over to the sauna, but couldn’t see her fiancé. By the cabin there was a long jetty to the lake and a rowing boat pulled up on the shore. Kaisa recalled how Matti used to take her to the opposite shore to pick blueberries in the late summer, and mushrooms in the autumn. After they’d filled the baskets, he would spread a blanket on a sunny cliff and make love to Kaisa. She shuddered when she thought about the times she’d been certain someone was watching from the other shore.

      ‘All they need is a good pair of binoculars,’ she’d tell Matti each time he started to undress her.

      ‘Nah, there’s no one here,’ he’d reply and carry on.

      ‘Where is that boy!’ Mother shouted in a shrill voice behind her. Kaisa turned to see her at the kitchen door, her pupils dilated. With a large serving spoon in her hand, she shuffled past Kaisa and out into the garden, shouting her son’s name at the deserted lake.

      From the lounge window Kaisa saw a shape appear from behind the sauna. Matti slowly approached the house. For this trip, he’d chosen to wear the brown sweater she’d knitted him. As usual, he was unperturbed by his mother’s outburst.

      Every now and then during lunch, Matti’s mother would mutter under her breath, ‘I cook and clean but no one appreciates how much I do,’ followed by, ‘When I was a girl my mother never did anything – we had servants then, but oh no, not anymore. Not today.’

      Kaisa was glad Mother was making a fuss; that way she wouldn’t notice Kaisa wasn’t eating anything. Her appetite had disappeared.

      Matti muttered, ‘We’re not in tsarist Russia now.’

      The fact that Matti’s mother had never even been to Russia didn’t matter. The tales her parents had told her of the place were enough for her to boast; the grand palaces, the acres of woodland the family had owned, the fine china and silver – ‘All of it, left to the Bolsheviks.’ But Matti’s mother still appeared rich. She wore a mink coat in winter; she lived in a large house in Munkkiniemi, the good part of Helsinki, with a huge chandelier adorning the lounge. Kaisa never asked how her fiancé’s maternal grandparents had come to Finland nor where the money had really come from. Matti had tried to tell her about it once, but she hadn’t been interested.

      As a Finn, Kaisa didn’t want to think about the fact that Matti was half-Russian. She was just grateful that when her own father asked, she could say her fiancé’s father had been Finnish.

      When the light faded in the lounge, Matti took Kaisa’s hand and said, ‘I’ll take you to the cabin.’

      She looked into his eyes; they betrayed none of the anger he’d shown her earlier. This was their usual routine. He’d walk her the few hundred metres to the sauna and, unless Kaisa had her period, they’d make love. Sometimes he’d fall asleep next to her afterwards and not go back to his bedroom until four, or five, in the morning. On those mornings Kaisa would dread going into the house for breakfast. But Mother never mentioned her son’s nocturnal escapades. It was as if sex didn’t exist for her, or for her son.

      ‘Goodnight, dear,’ Matti’s mother said and hugged her.

      Matti led her outside.

      ‘I’m really tired,’ Kaisa said when he closed the kitchen door behind him.

      He made no reply, and they walked in silence down the path towards the lake. The sauna was a much more recent addition to the summer place. Similar to the cottage it was also built on concrete stilts, and had steps leading up to a small veranda. It was a traditional log cabin, stained dark green.

      Kaisa remembered watching Matti paint it on a late summer’s day. She was sixteen and they’d been together for just over two months. It was only her second visit to the summer place. Matti told her later his mother had bought the cabin especially so that Kaisa would have somewhere to stay overnight. It never occurred to Mother that Kaisa would end up sharing her fiancé’s bed in the main house and the cabin would go unused. At the time, this old-fashioned way to keep her and Matti separate had been endearing, even flattering. Now it seemed excessive to build a cottage, to stop your son and his girlfriend from sleeping together.

      The cabin had a separate shower room next to it, and a dressing room with a single sofa bed. Apart from the sauna, there was no heating. The room chilled Kaisa when she opened the door. Quickly, she pulled out the trunk from underneath the sofa, where the sheets for her bed were kept. The duvet cover was also flower-patterned and pink, like the sheets.

      ‘I’m really, really tired,’ she said again, hoping he would take the hint. She turned around in the small space to see Matti was staring at the floor.

      He lifted his eyes to hers. His face was so close to Kaisa that she could make out the slight wrinkles around his serious mouth. He breathed in deeply and his nostrils flared, as though he were angry.

      Matti turned and left without saying a word. Kaisa locked the door. She lay awake that night, listening to the pine trees sway in the brisk autumn wind.

      When they drove home on Monday back through the desolate landscape, Mother was quiet. Kaisa asked to be dropped off first. Matti stared at her through the rear-view mirror, as if to challenge her.

      ‘We’re both working early tomorrow,’ Kaisa said, as nonchalantly as she could. She couldn’t wait to be alone with her thoughts.

      Matti turned his gaze back to the road and nodded.

      Kaisa’s stomach flipped. She’d lied to him again.

      For the rest of the day Kaisa curled up on the sofa, listening to the Pretenders tape Peter had given her. She played it over and over, until she knew the lyrics by heart. Kaisa was sick of thinking about Matti, about the lies she’d told him, about his mother, about the future. She just wanted to relive the wonderful few hours she’d spent with Peter.

      Kaisa longed for his touch, for his lips on hers. She wondered if he was thinking about her while he carried out whatever duties he had on that ship. She wished she’d gone to see him off now; instead she’d been forced to spend the Sunday at the stupid summer cottage with her stupid fiancé and his stupid mother.
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      When Kaisa entered through the glass doors of the Hanken building at the start of her second year at university, she felt almost as nervous as she had on her first day. The vast lecture theatre was barely full, with no familiar faces she could see. The high ceiling turned the hushed voices of the students into an echo. The first lecture was on employment law. The professor spoke too quietly and rushed through his notes at breakneck speed. Kaisa struggled to concentrate on the finer points of workers’ rights and employers’ duties. All she could think about was her handsome Englishman.

      Kaisa had agreed to meet Tuuli in the Hanken canteen for coffee during the first break.

      ‘Back here again,’ Tuuli said, biting a large piece out of her doughnut.

      They both loved the Berlin buns, freshly baked doughnuts filled with strawberry jam and covered with pink icing. The canteen only got a delivery once a week and they usually ran out by lunchtime.

      Kaisa felt like an old timer, watching the first-year students queue up at the counter, umming and ahhing over whether to pick up a bun or not.

      ‘They don’t know how rare these are,’ Kaisa said. Tuuli, with a mouthful of doughnut, nodded.

      A group of boys walked into the canteen. Kaisa and Tuuli exchanged glances with them. She recognised two of the guys who had hit on them during their first week at Hanken, a year ago. The leader of the gang was a tall guy with long, light-brown hair. He and his friend had said they were in their final year, but Tuuli later found out that the pair had first started studying at Hanken in the early seventies, which meant they’d already been there for six years. All the boys in the group had rich parents. Maybe they didn’t need to finish their studies and find work.

      In their first week at Hanken, and knowing little of the whispers surrounding these boys, Tuuli and Kaisa had plucked up the courage to sit at a table in the Students’ Union bar. Quickly they’d been joined by two of the four boys. Both girls had been surprised, and quite flattered, by the attention. The light-brown haired guy, who seemed the loudest in the group, had introduced himself as Tom and asked whether Kaisa ever went to the student disco.

      ‘No, I don’t,’ Kaisa said and glanced over to her friend, who was accepting a cigarette from the blonde guy, Ricky, her head bent down to where his hand was cupped around a lit matchstick. Kaisa ignored the looks from people at other tables and from those standing about, smoking and chatting. Everyone at Hanken seemed to know one another, so when two first years had started talking to these two boys, it created a stir.

      Kaisa and Tuuli chatted to Tom and Ricky for a while, smoking the cigarettes they offered. Kaisa avoided the hungry look in Tom’s eyes that both scared and fascinated her. When she got up to leave, he gave her a wolfish look. Walking away, she felt his eyes on her backside.

      Tuuli later found out that most of the boys in the group were rich and titled, and that they were often on the lookout for ‘fresh meat’. Tuuli had been out with Ricky once and Kaisa had exchanged a few words with Tom earlier that summer when she’d bumped into him on holiday in the archipelago.

      The rich boys now made their way noisily past Kaisa and Tuuli in the middle of the canteen, not even making eye contact. They spoke to everyone but them. Only when Ricky passed their table did he give the slightest of nods in Tuuli’s direction, but when Tom passed by, he studiously ignored Kaisa. She widened her eyes at Tuuli when the group finally settled on a table on the other side of the room, but her friend’s face was expressionless.

      ‘So, have you heard from the Englishman?’

      Kaisa had told her all about the wonderful evening she’d spent with Peter in Helsinki.

      She shook her head. ‘I don’t think they’re back in England yet.’

      ‘What about your fiancé – you’re still wearing the ring, I see?’

      Tuuli said with raised eyebrows.

      The twisted gold band had been on Kaisa’s finger for four years now. Even though she’d thought about taking it off since meeting Peter and began having doubts about Matti, she hadn’t.

      ‘I don’t know what to do,’ she said.

      ‘Are you still, you know, going to bed with him?’ Tuuli asked quietly.

      Kaisa lowered her eyes. She fiddled with a napkin.

      ‘I don’t want to hurt Matti.’

      ‘Of course you don’t.’ Tuuli took Kaisa’s hands in hers. ‘You were too young when you started going out with him. And he knows that.’

      Kaisa nodded. She knew her friend was right.

      ‘If it’s just sex you want,’ Tuuli said nodding towards the rich boys, ‘I’m sure someone else would oblige.’

      The pair giggled.

      Tuuli said, serious again, ‘Honestly, you should have more fun – you can’t go from being with one guy since you were sixteen straight into another serious relationship!’

      

      On the following Friday, as usual, Matti used his key to enter Kaisa’s apartment after his evening shift at the Customs office in the South Harbour. They hadn’t spoken all week and she was surprised to see him. But he came in as if nothing had happened, took off his coat as usual and walked into the lounge. He was full of stories of the havoc the English destroyer had caused.

      ‘I was there the morning they arrived. I saw the Finnish girls throw themselves at the foreign sailors. And they were well received, I can tell you!’

      Kaisa said nothing. She knew what Matti was doing. Had Peter been tempted by those girls? Of course he had. When foreign ships arrived at the harbour women always went to the quayside, although Peter had never mentioned it.

      Kaisa busied herself with spooning coffee into the percolator so that she didn’t have to look at Matti. He sat down on the sofa Mother had given Kaisa when she’d moved into his auntie’s flat. It was an old-fashioned rococo-style thing covered in green satin with carved wooden legs that perched on the floor, like some large bird’s claws. When Kaisa had first seen the thing she’d recoiled. She preferred her mother’s modern Asko furniture. Of course, Kaisa didn’t say how she felt about the foul monstrosity; Matti’s mother had been kind to give her the three-piece suite.

      He stretched his arms across the complicated wooden carving on the back of the sofa and said, ‘I bet your Englishman sailor took advantage of those girls too.’

      Kaisa walked slowly out of the alcove kitchen, crossed the small living space and sat on one of the green satin-covered chairs opposite him.

      They were both quiet. The only sound was the water dripping into the empty coffee jug in the percolator.

      ‘I can’t do this,’ she said quietly, looking down at her lap.

      ‘Do what?’

      ‘I need to sort out what I want.’

      She peeked up at him.

      His face was paler than usual and his mouth was slightly open. For the first time, he looked untidy in the pale shirt and dark trousers of his Customs uniform. His tie was loose and the top button of his shirt was undone. He moved his hands to his lap and formed them into fists. A sudden fear flared up inside Kaisa and her throat went dry. Was he going to hit her?

      She thought about her father.

      ‘It’s not fair on you, or on me, if I don’t know what I want,’ Kaisa said quickly.

      ‘Don’t do this, please.’

      Matti’s pleading surprised Kaisa. His brown eyes had filled with tears. She got up and sat next to him. She unfurled his hands and took them in hers.

      ‘I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you.’

      They hugged each other for a long time. Matti didn’t cry, not really, but Kaisa did. Tears dripped down her face and onto his work shirt. She wondered briefly if she could live on her own without Matti. Would his aunt throw her out of the flat if she broke off the engagement? And would she have the nerve to break it off? If Kaisa didn’t hear from Peter, could she love Matti in the same way she had before all this?

      She held her breath. Was she really in love with Peter and not Matti? Is that how easily it happened? She’d only met Peter twice – how could Kaisa possibly know he was the man for her?

      Matti had his head against Kaisa’s chest. She stroked his hair, inhaling the familiar scent of his shampoo.

      Now, here with her fiancé, she was certain of only one thing.

      ‘I think you’d better go.’

      He sat up and pressed his lips to hers.

      ‘No,’ she said and pulled away.

      ‘Please, I love you.’

      Matti kissed her neck. His body was so familiar to her. His hands roaming her body seemed natural. They made love, but after she asked him to leave.

      ‘I’ll see you soon,’ he shouted from the hall.

      When Kaisa heard the door slam shut she buried her face in her pillow and cried.

      

      Peter sat in the wardroom with his pen poised over a blank piece of airmail paper. He was alone for now; a state of affairs that he knew would be temporary. He had to get on with it – and sharpish. Peter didn’t want an audience for what he wanted to say. For this letter he’d chosen his fountain pen, which he’d bought for writing the official Navy correspondence. ‘It was what was expected of an officer’, one of his tutors at Dartmouth Naval College had told the whole class. Most guys had later sniggered at the comment, but Peter had taken it seriously.

      He enjoyed the feel of the ink flowing from the tip of the fountain pen; it needed control to make the letters on the page legible. He liked to think it took some skill to write a beautiful letter. Now, however, he couldn’t begin. As he sat there staring at the blank piece of paper, he wasn’t even sure he should write it at all.

      ‘A love letter, is it?’ Lieutenant Collins said and plonked himself on the bunk opposite Peter.

      Peter looked at the older officer’s grinning face and forced a smile. ‘No, I just thought I should write to my mother and father.’

      He screwed the top back onto the pen and closed the writing pad. He needed to be alone to compose the words he wanted to say to Kaisa. The fact was, he did need to write to his parents, and more importantly reply to Jilly. It was over a week since he’d received her latest letter in which she’d asked when he was next going to be home in Wiltshire. Even though she hadn’t expressly said it, she’d made it clear she was not seeing anyone else. She was saving herself for Peter.

      Peter bit his lower lip as he watched Collins pick up an old Sunday Times off the table and begin to read it. The situation with Jilly was turning into a bloody disaster.

      His mother had told him in her letter that, ‘As a lovely surprise, Jilly popped over for coffee with me last week. She’s such a nice girl.’

      It’d been a mistake to ask Jilly to the Dartmouth Ball, Peter realised that now. But there’d been no one else to ask, and he had honestly thought she understood it was just a one off. He – in fact both of them – were far too young to tie themselves down. And surely she knew how he felt about the small town he’d spent all his life in? He’d told her over and over that the last thing he wanted to do was to settle down in Wiltshire.

      Peter and Jilly had known each other since forever, but it had never been serious. Before he left to join the Navy, Jilly had cried so much that Peter promised to write. Now after the one evening (and a night, he had to concede), at Dartmouth, she was keener than ever.

      Peter opened the pad of airmail paper again and began writing.

      

      ‘Dear Jilly,

      It was very kind of you to accompany me to the Dartmouth Ball. I had a great time, but you know my life is devoted to the Navy now.

      Your friend,

      Peter.’

      

      Reading back the words, Peter shook his head, tore the piece of paper off the pad, scrunched it up and put it into his pocket.

      

      The first letter from Peter arrived ten days after Kaisa had said goodbye to him and twelve days after she’d met him at the embassy cocktail party. When she saw the blue air mail envelope on the doormat, she nearly screamed.

      She held the envelope in her hand for a moment before opening it. The paper was thick and silky, and she recognised the handwriting immediately. It was the same upright style as on the cassette Peter had left with her. She ripped the envelope open. The first paragraph took her breath away.

      

      ‘It rained when we sailed from Helsinki and the weather seemed to echo my mood. I am sure I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. I miss you so much.’

      

      Peter’s words were like poetry. Kaisa read the pages over and over. Then, carefully, she folded the three full sheets of writing back into the envelope and pressed it to her chest. She thought about the grey weekend after that wonderful night with Peter in Helsinki. About the awful hours that followed which she’d spent awake lying next to her fiancé, listening to his steady breathing, too afraid to sleep. The days afterwards had been equally hard.

      Kaisa read the letter over and over until the words became engraved on her mind. Peter wrote that he lived in a house in Portsmouth, which he shared with three friends, all from the Navy. He asked if he could phone Kaisa some evening.

      She nearly danced to the bus stop and to her lectures in Hanken that day.

      She and Tuuli were standing in the queue for the canteen. Tuuli frowned at the blackboard. Kaisa knew she was on a budget and had been contemplating whether to have the day’s dish of fish soup (the cheapest option) or one of the more expensive rye bread sandwiches displayed in the glass cabinet. There were no Berlin buns today.

      ‘Guess what arrived today?’

      Kaisa showed Tuuli the blue envelope.

      ‘Wow!’

      Kaisa smiled and picked up a rye sandwich. Tuuli ordered the fish soup.

      ‘So, what does it say?’

      They carried their trays of food to the table.

      Kaisa leaned over the table and whispered, ‘He misses me and wants to phone me!’

      Tuuli squeezed her arm. ‘So have you replied to him yet?’

      ‘Of course I did – I posted it on the way here. Imagine that he might call! What will I say to him?’

      Her friend spooned some of the grey-looking soup into her mouth. ‘You’ll know what to say when he does.’

      For the rest of the day, Kaisa couldn’t concentrate on the lectures. Instead she took out Peter’s letter and reread it. He used such beautiful words, but what she kept returning to over and over was the last sentence, ‘Missing you. Yours, Peter’. Kaisa had replied to him in such a rush that morning that she didn’t check for spelling mistakes. She hoped he wouldn’t mind.

      When Kaisa finally put the letter down she noticed the other students around her were writing notes. This lecture was on international law, the part of her new course she’d been most looking forward to. Yet, Kaisa’s mind wouldn’t focus and she barely heard the professor. She was beginning to regret her choice of subject for second year. Business law was reputed to be one of the hardest courses in Hanken. A labyrinth of rules and regulations determined how society worked. Kaisa had wanted so bad to become an expert on something, and to be a lawyer in a top company had appealed to her. But the study material seemed frighteningly complicated to her now. There were entire paragraphs on employment law alone that she didn’t comprehend. On top of that, Kaisa found it hard to remember the names of legal cases – they sounded so similar.

      It didn’t help that she would listen to the Pretenders’ tape while trying to study at home. And instead of memorising the legal cases, her mind would wander to the day in Esplanade Park and Peter’s kisses. Like a woman obsessed, she couldn’t stop listening to the songs, seeking meaning in the lyrics. Was there something Peter had wanted to convey to her? She knew the words to most of the tracks by heart and couldn’t wait to discuss them with him. He was all she thought about, and the longing to see him again grew stronger with each passing day.
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      Weeks went by without another letter from Peter, but Kaisa dreamt about him nightly. The dreams were not all good. One night she woke with a start. As if it had been real, she’d seen Peter in the arms of another girl. He’d been laughing and looking into the dark-haired girl’s eyes, telling her how lovely she was, just as he had said to Kaisa. She’d woken in a panic and screamed into the dark, empty bedroom.

      Later that morning she woke up feeling groggy. It was a Saturday but she had a lot studying to do; she was falling badly behind in her studies. As she got up and dressed, she ignored the the Pretenders tape and got the books out. After a couple of hours’ hard work, the doorbell rang.

      Matti stood on the doorstep. She hadn’t seen him since she’d told him to go. He’d phoned a couple of times and asked if he could come over, but Kaisa had told him she was busy studying.

      Which was partly true.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ Kaisa asked.

      The man she’d known for four years looked different to her. He was unshaven, and his dark leather coat was open, showing the brown jumper Kaisa had knitted for him.

      ‘Can I come in?’ he said in a low voice.

      Kaisa felt sorry for him. She touched the ring on her left hand and opened the door to let Matti in. He stepped gingerly over the threshold and put his arms around her. At first she stiffened in his embrace, but then his familiar scent of pine cones and shampoo soothed her into submission. She relaxed and put her arms around Matti’s neck. It was comforting to be held again, to feel safe. Then slowly, she moved away from him.

      ‘You OK?’ he said.

      Kaisa smiled without answering. ‘Would you like some coffee?’

      Matti stayed the night. All through their lovemaking, Kaisa felt as if she wasn’t there – as if all the things that Matti was doing, kissing her mouth, her ears, moving slowly but methodically down her body, were meant for someone else. Afterwards in the bathroom she looked at her flushed face in the mirror, trying to work out how she felt about it. Making love to Matti seemed right – they were still engaged – but she felt guilty about Peter, even though she hadn’t promised him anything.

      And that was ridiculous too; for all she knew he could be in bed right now with his old girlfriend – or a new one. The memory of Peter’s face was fading by the day. Even with the letter contact, she started to doubt whether she’d ever see him again.

      Matti’s body was so familiar to her that their intimacy came easy. Yet, it was different from before. Kaisa didn’t want to cuddle or kiss Matti afterwards; she no longer felt the closeness they once had. Studying her sad reflection, Kaisa made a decision. It wouldn’t be fair on anyone if she carried on taking Matti into her bed.

      

      The next morning, while she and Matti sat at the table having breakfast, he reached his hand out and said, ‘I love you and forgive you.’

      Kaisa looked at him, unable to tell him what he wanted to hear. Excusing herself, she fled to the kitchenette, where she gazed out of the narrow window at the bleak late autumn scene, wondering how her life had become so complicated. She needed to tell Matti that she couldn’t go on as before.

      When Kaisa returned to the table, Matti asked if he could stay another night.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Kaisa said with a shake of her head.

      He got up and knelt in front of her. He placed his hands on her waist, but she removed them and said, ‘Please don’t. I can’t do this anymore.’

      Matti stayed on his knees, neither of them speaking.

      When he got up, he said, ‘You need time to think, I get that. But don’t do anything rash.’ He lifted Kaisa’s chin with one finger. ‘I am willing to carry on as if nothing had happened. I haven’t told Mother – or my aunt – anything, so for your own sake, I’d think carefully about what you do next.’

      

      Kaisa skipped Monday’s lectures and stayed at home. Again, she avoided the Pretenders tape and managed to study. She hadn’t heard anything from Peter for over three weeks after his first, wonderful letter. She decided he must have forgotten about her.

      Kaisa touched the thick, gold band on her left finger. The weight felt so familiar, yet heavy and overbearing. She couldn’t imagine life without Matti; at the same time she couldn’t bear the thought of being married to him. She no longer wanted to be tied down by anybody. But how was she going to tell Matti? And what would his mother and aunt think?

      It was notoriously difficult to find rental accommodation in Helsinki. The student flats went like hotcakes and were usually snapped up as soon as the universities announced their intakes. But her home, just like the ring on her finger, came with a price tag that was too high: Kaisa’s freedom.

      It was past one o’clock in the morning when the shrill ring of the telephone woke Kaisa up. As if in a trance she clambered out of bed and into the hall. It sounded ten times louder than it did during the day.

      ‘Hullo?’ she said, rubbing sleep out of her eyes.

      ‘It’s me, Peter.’

      ‘Oh,’ Kaisa said.

      For a second she thought she was dreaming.

      ‘Did I wake you?’

      Peter’s voice, low and manly, broke her out of her trance. He was real, and talking to her.

      ‘Yes, but it’s OK. What time is it there?’ Kaisa asked.

      ‘Just gone eleven. We’re just back from the pub.’

      ‘We?’ The dream where Peter had a girl in his arms hit her.

      ‘Me and my friends,’ He paused. ‘I miss you.’

      Kaisa nearly fainted with happiness hearing Peter’s last words. She pressed the receiver to her ear.

      ‘I miss you too,’ she whispered.

      Until this moment and hearing his voice again, Kaisa hadn’t realised how meeting Peter had thoroughly changed her.

      Peter was quiet for a moment. Kaisa could hear his breathing, as if he were next to her in the cold, dark hall.

      ‘I wish you were here right now. The things I’d do to you...’ Peter’s voice deepened more. And then he said, ‘I think I’m falling in love with you.’

      Kaisa tried to control her voice, to keep it from faltering.

      ‘Me too,’ she whispered.

      What she really wanted to do was shout those words.

      Peter ended the call with a promise to phone again soon. Kaisa replaced the receiver and climbed back into bed. The streetlight cast the familiar zigzag shadows into her bedroom. It took her a long time to get back to sleep. When she did, she dreamt of Peter.

      

      On the following Saturday, just after six in the evening, Kaisa heard the front door open. She was in the kitchen making coffee when Matti called out to her. Kaisa met him in the hall and kissed him on the cheek. He smelt of the outside and his green jacket was damp with drizzle. Unlike other weekends they’d spent together, Kaisa hadn’t bought any food. Since Peter’s phone call she’d lost her appetite. Her clothes were hanging off her, including the black-and-white dress she’d worn when she’d met Peter. Kaisa now wore a pair of jeans that hadn’t fitted her for years.

      Matti took off his jacket and came close to Kaisa. She turned her face away when he tried to kiss her.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ Matti said.

      ‘Nothing, I’m just not in the mood tonight.’

      ‘Have you eaten?’ he asked and went to open the fridge door.

      ‘I haven’t had time to shop,’ Kaisa lied.

      ‘Let’s go out, my treat,’ Matti said.

      Kaisa stared at her fiancé. It wasn’t like him to spend money. Matti was saving money to buy a new car. He currently drove an old, green Opel Kadett belonging to his mother, even though she didn’t have a driving licence. Between that and Kaisa’s student loan that she lived on, the two of them rarely went out to eat.

      

      They sat opposite each other at a local café, close to Kaisa’s flat.‘Why doesn’t your mother just buy the car for you?’ Kaisa asked him.

      She pushed the food around on her plate. They’d both ordered minute steaks with French fries. Kaisa had eaten half of hers and was playing with the side salad. She knew Matti would be upset if she didn’t finish the expensive dish.

      ‘Because I want to buy this one myself,’ Matti said. Seeing her half-eaten dish, he added, ‘Are you going to eat that?’ His voice was tight with anger.

      Kaisa lifted her eyes to him and shook her head. ‘Sorry.’

      He exhaled heavily and asked for the bill, which he paid with a crisp one-hundred-Mark note. The waitress, wearing a pink apron, smiled seductively at Matti, wiggling her bum as she walked away from the table. But Matti didn’t even notice.

      Why can’t he be interested in her? Kaisa wondered.

      ‘Why did you come out and eat if you weren’t hungry?’ Matti said.

      He was putting on his coat and standing up when the girl brought coffee, which was included in the meal.

      ‘You’ve paid for it. It’s part of the deal,’ she said and flashed a hopeful smile at Matti. He sat back down. The place was almost empty; only one other table was taken, by a man nursing a large pint of beer.

      Kaisa looked around. This was the same café Matti had taken her on their first date. It looked dreary now, but back then it had been a sunny, hot Midsummer’s Eve and Kaisa had been so flattered by the attentions of this older boy – or man. She’d just turned fifteen that same April. He was twenty-two and doing his conscript service in the army. He’d behaved like a grown up opening car doors for her, and fixing her cardigan over her shoulders when it slipped down.

      Kaisa looked at her fiancé now. His face looked strained, like he was tired from work.

      She cast her mind back to when they’d first met. She’d been surprised – and flattered – to discover this older boy, a man, was interested in her. On Midsummer’s Eve, while everyone else in the city was spending the holiday weekend by a lake somewhere in the country, Matti had turned up at the kiosk where Kaisa was working for the summer.

      Everyone said that she was too young. Even Kaisa’s mother had had her doubts, despite Matti coming from a good, wealthy family. One evening, after Kaisa had brought Matti home for coffee, her mother had expressed those concerns.

      ‘He is very much older than you,’ she’d said.

      ‘I know, but he’s very kind.’

      Her mother had sighed and hugged Kaisa hard.

      But six months later, when Matti had asked if he and Kaisa could get engaged after Kaisa turned sixteen, her mother had replied, ‘Over my dead body.’

      Matti had proposed anyway, ten months after their first midsummer’s night together.

      It had been a sunny and warm Sunday in late April. She remembered her mother being away at a conference, and Matti had taken Kaisa to Suomenlinna, an historic island off the coast of Helsinki.

      On the ferry ride over, she wore a beige mac over the sky-blue dress Matti had bought for the occasion. It was only when they arrived on the former military island and Kaisa saw the old battlements with the guns pointing towards them, she sensed this was a momentous occasion. She knew she should be excited, but all she felt was a strange sense of numbness.

      For a while they walked along a path that ran around the island. Matti said he wanted to find the ideal spot. Not too crowded by the groups of youngsters who, buoyed by the warm weather, had come out to drink their vodka in the open, yet beautiful enough for the pictures he wished to take. Matti said he wanted the images to look romantic.

      ‘Our three children will want to see where their parents got engaged, don’t you think?’

      He took Kaisa’s arm in his. For some reason Kaisa couldn’t stop shivering.

      ‘You’re not cold, my little bird, are you?’

      ‘Just a bit,’ she said.

      Matti settled on a place high up on a hill, from where they could see the outline of South Harbour. The riggings of the few sailing boats moored there after winter rocked back and forth, mirroring Kaisa’s own shaking, which had got worse.

      ‘You can’t be cold – it’s boiling here!’ he said, looking annoyed.

      She tried to stop.

      ‘Take your mac off so that I can see the lovely dress,’ he said.

      ‘I’m cold.’

      ‘You’re imagining it. It’s a beautiful day.’ Matti frowned, as if annoyed. ‘A coat will spoil the impression of a happy, sunny occasion.’

      She breathed in and out slowly, and took off her mac.

      ‘That’s a good girl,’ he said. ‘Sit there on the stone wall and try to look pretty.’

      To this day, Kaisa hated looking at the pictures Matti had taken. Her smile had been forced due to the goose pimples all along her bare arms. It also hadn’t been boiling, as Matti had suggested.

      Now, watching her fiancé slurp his coffee, Kaisa remembered her mother hitting the roof when she’d seen the ring on Kaisa’s hand. She’d even thrown crockery and threatened to call Matti’s mother.

      ‘But it was she who insisted we get engaged,’ Kaisa had said to her in tears.

      Pirjo had stared at her daughter for a moment, ending the tense moment with a hug.

      ‘As long as you’re sure it’s what you want,’ she’d said.

      Kaisa and Pirjo never spoke about the incident again, but to this day her mother and Matti still didn’t get on. It was, of course, easier after her mother moved to Stockholm and Kaisa lived alone in the flat of Matti’s aunt.

      ‘Ready?’ Matti now asked in that same manly tone that had impressed Kaisa when she was younger. He was staring at her plate, muttering something about wasted food under his breath.

      Back in the flat, Matti tried to kiss Kaisa again. She moved away from his embrace, suddenly unable be close to him.

      ‘What’s up with you?’ he asked walking into the living room.

      Outside, the light had faded. Without turning on the light, Matti sat down on the sofa. He patted the space next to him.

      ‘Come here.’ In the dark living room his shadowy presence seemed haunting, threatening even.

      ‘Look, I need to go to bed,’ Kaisa said.

      Matti got up quickly and said, ‘That’s a good idea.’

      She shook her head. ‘No...’ He had to understand they couldn’t keep pretending things were the same as before – that Kaisa couldn’t just forget about Peter.

      ‘Look, I need to sleep – alone. I’ll call you tomorrow.’

      Kaisa watched and waited in silence, rooted to the spot in the middle of the narrow hall as Matti slowly put his coat on, fastening each button of his Ulster carefully, as if he were a child learning how to get dressed. He picked up his leather gloves from inside the brown flat cap and held on to them. On the spur of the moment, Kaisa took her ring off and offered it to him.

      At first Matti stared at her outstretched hand, not moving to take the ring pinched between her thumb and forefinger. Kaisa pushed it closer so it touched his coat.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she breathed.

      ‘So this is it, then?’ Matti asked.

      She lowered her head and tried to stop the tears, glad the hall was dark.

      Matti snatched the ring from her, as if he’d never wanted her to have it in the first place.

      ‘If you think anything will ever come out of you and that English sailor you must be dafter than I thought,’ he said. His low voice had a bitter edge to it that Kaisa didn’t like.

      She lifted her head and said, ‘It’s not just that, you know it isn’t. I was too young when we met.’

      ‘Nonsense! Historically girls of fifteen –’

      ‘Don’t,’ Kaisa interrupted him.

      Why wouldn’t he just go?

      She suddenly thought of something.

      ‘Can I have your key to this flat, please?’

      Matti dug inside his pocket and began to unwind the silver key from a bunch of them. Fussing with it appeared to calm him down.

      Finally, the thing came loose and he handed it to Kaisa. It felt hot in her hand.

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Well, goodnight then.’ Matti kissed Kaisa stiffly on the cheek and left.

      

      The next day, Kaisa called Matti and asked him to collect his things from the flat. There were a few of his LPs left, some shaving cream and deodorant she found in the bathroom, plus the brown jumper he liked to wear. Looking at the pile of things on the floor, she couldn’t remember her feelings for Matti before meeting Peter. She couldn’t understand how she’d been with another man so easily. Had she ever truly loved Matti?

      Kaisa put on some coffee while waiting for him to arrive. The sound of the phone ringing interrupted her.

      ‘Hello,’ a grave female voice on the other line said.

      Kaisa’s blood turned to ice when she recognised the caller. When she didn’t reply, Mother went on. ‘Didn’t think you’d hear from me, did you?’

      Kaisa couldn’t get any words out; her heart was racing too fast.

      ‘So, what have you got to say for yourself?’ Mother said.

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘You’re a nasty young woman. First you seduce my son, then, when it suits, you cast him out like a used dishcloth. But I knew this from the beginning. Your mother’s divorced, after all.’

      Kaisa was speechless. She imagined the short, round woman, with piercing brown eyes and carefully coiffured hair sitting in her pink hall in the house in Munkkiniemi. The villa had high ceilings and the pink telephone was set on a dark, antique table with a pale-pink satin padded seat next to it. Pink was Matti’s mother’s favourite colour. She wore the shade nearly every day.

      ‘Well?’ Matti’s mother demanded.

      ‘I’m sorry, it’s how I feel,’ Kaisa said.

      ‘Why? You don’t think the sailor is ever going to marry you, do you?’

      Kaisa opened her mouth to speak. What right had Matti’s mother to interfere in her son’s relationship?

      ‘Well –’

      Mother cut her off.

      ‘You are a very silly girl. If you have any sense, you’ll stick that expensive ring on your finger again and accept that life with my son is the best you can hope for. And as far as the apartment goes, let’s just say my sister doesn’t like whores living in her property.’

      Kaisa’s face grew hot.

      Mother stopped talking. Kaisa heard her sniff down the line. How she’d pitied Matti’s mother before now. Matti was all she had left after her husband died, many years before.

      ‘I’m really sorry,’ Kaisa said as calmly as she could. With shaking hands, she hung up.

      A few moments later, the doorbell rang. Kaisa took the pile of Matti’s things and handed them to him over the doorstep.

      ‘Your mother called,’ she said sharply.

      ‘Oh,’ Matti said and tried to step inside. She blocked him.

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t ask her to call,’ he said.

      Kaisa kissed Matti on the cheek. ‘Goodbye.’

      She closed the door and sighed with relief. It was as if a weight had been lifted from her chest. She was free! Free of Matti and his mother’s oppressive judgement.

      The coffee percolator made gurgling noises. From the kitchenette window, Kaisa watched her old life walk towards his moss-green Opel Kadett. He was holding the pile of things in front of him, like a robot. The sky looked dark, as though it were about to rain. Sure enough, the first drops fell as soon as his car disappeared from view.
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      For five months Kaisa had been exchanging letters with the handsome Englishman, but there were times when she doubted his sincerity. Showing affection came easily to him. Yet they hardly knew each other.

      The fights and recriminations with Matti and his mother had finally come to an end. Kaisa had returned the mink coat Matti’s mother had gifted her the winter before. The engagement ring her son had given her was no longer on Kaisa’s finger. At the end of every month, when the rental bill dropped through the letterbox, Kaisa feared it would include a notice to leave. But so far, she’d been allowed to stay in the flat. Kaisa knew they had no right to evict her just because she’d broken the engagement, but Matti’s rich family might find a way.

      During the lonely months following the break-up, Kaisa began to worry the affair with the English naval officer could also soon become a memory. Perhaps he’d just been a trigger, making her see the relationship with Matti for what it was. He, and the poet Eino Leino, whose statue she now made a point of visiting whenever she was in Helsinki centre, made Kaisa realise she was far too young to settle down. What she needed now was to concentrate on her studies at Hanken and forget about men for a while. On a crackly phone line from Stockholm, Kaisa’s mother had reminded her she was still only twenty years old.

      ‘You’ll have many, many lovers yet,’ she said. Not usual motherly advice, but Kaisa knew she was right.

      In the middle of the stormy spring Peter called late, two o’clock in the morning in Helsinki.

      ‘I’ve done it!’ he said.

      ‘Sorry?’ Still drowsy with sleep Kaisa struggled to focus.

      ‘I’m coming to Helsinki. I picked up the tickets from the travel agent today.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘Only twenty-one days from today!’ Peter said triumphantly. ‘And I’m staying for a week, if that’s OK?’ Doubt crept into his voice.

      Kaisa gripped the receiver, fully awake now.

      ‘Oh that’s wonderful.’

      In only three weeks’ time Peter would be in Helsinki!

      ‘I can’t wait to take you to bed,’ Peter said, his voice low and deep.

      Kaisa caressed the phone as if she were holding Peter. She wanted to tell him she’d left Matti, but Peter had never asked about her fiancé. It was as if Matti didn’t exist.

      The second Kaisa put down the phone and caught her reflection in the mirror, she panicked. She plucked at her pyjama bottoms that cut into her skin. Kaisa must have put on at least three kilos since she’d broken off the engagement. And what would she wear for Peter’s visit? A new wardrobe was out of the question; her funds were at an all-time low.

      Kaisa looked around and her eyes settled on the bed. What if...they didn’t get on? She’d only ever had one boyfriend. She couldn’t bear the embarrassment. What would she do with Peter for a whole seven days and nights if it all turned sour?

      At the Hanken canteen the next day, Tuuli was much more pragmatic and calmed her fears.

      ‘Throw him out if you don’t like him.’ She smiled. ‘But I know you will.’

      

      On the day Peter was due to arrive, Kaisa agonised in her flat over what to wear to the airport to meet him. In his letters, Peter had told her he liked women who wore skirts and dresses. She lived in jeans and trousers. In her wardrobe she had one skirt and one dress – the summer one she’d worn to the embassy cocktail party. She’d made the skirt from a silky fabric, with a print of a mountain scene at the hem. In the end, she settled on the skirt with a pair of new high-heeled beige boots, and a cardigan with small pearly buttons that her mother had given her for Christmas. Standing in front of the mirror, Kaisa sighed with relief. She almost looked like a proper girly girl rather than the boyish, lanky thing who wore old jeans and an oversized jumper to lectures.

      Sitting on the shiny air-conditioned Finnair bus to the Helsinki-Vantaa airport, Kaisa was full of nerves. The sky was grey and it was a cold and rainy April day. A few patches of dirty snow were still visible on the side of the road.

      When the bus pulled up to the terminal, Kaisa rushed out the door. She couldn’t wait to see Peter. Would she still recognise him after five months? And would she still like him – love him? What if he was disappointed when he saw her?

      Her fears left her when she spotted Peter through the glass wall. The man of her dreams stood a few metres from her, impatiently changing position and staring at the empty baggage conveyor belt. She’d forgotten how handsome the naval officer was. It relieved her to learn she hadn’t faked affection for this man so she could end her relationship with another. It pleased her that she hadn’t fought with her ex-fiancé and his mother for nothing.

      Peter had his back to her. She was grateful for a few moments to observe him without his intense gaze on her. At the same time, she was desperate to see that look of burning desire.

      

      Peter’s nerves were so unsteady on the flight he’d needed a gin and tonic to settle them. He could have done with another, but decided against it. He wanted to be sober to meet Kaisa. He could hardly believe he was doing this – going back to see a girl he’d met only twice. What if she’d changed her mind about him? Perhaps she wouldn’t find him as fetching out of uniform as she did in it?

      During the flight he’d listened to two middle-aged men behind him speak in Finnish – a language that was completely incomprehensible to him. The thought occurred to him that without Kaisa he’d be quite helpless on his own. New fears crept in. What had he done? If things didn’t turn out well with Kaisa, how would he manage in this strange country? What if the warnings about KGB agents running riot in Helsinki were true and he was in real danger?

      If this were the case, surely his Captain wouldn’t have approved the trip?

      Looking out the window as the plane approached Helsinki, he’d been shocked to see snow on the ground, and patches of grey landscape interspersed with tall, dark-green pine trees. Inhospitable was the word that came to mind as his panic rose. But when the tyres touched down and some passengers clapped, his stomach danced with similar excitement.

      After his last visit to Finland, Peter had been teased mercilessly, but Lieutenant Collins had been a surprise ally to Peter.

      ‘Give a chap a break,’ he’d said to the others. ‘You’re only jealous because none of you scored like Peter did.’

      During an onboard cocktail party, Collins had even asked him about Kaisa.

      ‘I can’t stop thinking about her,’ Peter had admitted.

      Collins put his hand on Peter’s shoulder and smiled, creating lines in his high forehead. ‘Well then, Williams, it’s probably best you go see her. You’re only young once.’

      ‘I do have some leave coming up,’ Peter said.

      ‘What are you waiting for then? If I was you, I’d go straight to the travel agents tomorrow.’

      And now he was here, waiting for his luggage in the near-deserted arrivals lounge. The stark difference to busy Heathrow, where people rushed along the long corridors, was palpable. As was the silence from his fellow passengers. Everyone looked sombre, gazing at the unmoving belt of the luggage carousel, as if trying to make it to move by sheer, collective willpower.

      Peter didn’t see Kaisa until he walked past Customs Control and through the automatic doors.

      He swallowed. She was standing to one side of the arrivals lounge, wearing a Russian-looking fur hat. Her blonde hair was longer than he remembered, and the ends curled attractively on her shoulders. Then, her blue eyes met his and he knew he’d been right to come. Peter walked quickly towards her, dropped his luggage and kissed Kaisa.

      She melted in his arms.

      

      Kaisa brought Peter back to her flat where she had planned a celebratory dinner of prawn cocktail, followed by chicken fricassee. Peter ate heartily praising Kaisa’s cooking, but she could hardly eat anything. Her appetite had again vanished. Peter’s presence seemed to have that effect on her. When Kaisa served coffee with the small Pepe cakes she’d bought in the bakery that morning, Peter asked if they could move to the sofa.

      Instead of coffee, they kissed and kissed.

      ‘You haven’t had any cake,’ Kaisa said emerging for breath.

      Peter gave her an intense look and asked, ‘Can we go to bed?’

      With a nod she took his hand, worried she wouldn’t relax in the bed where she and Matti had made love so many times. But when Peter put his hand under her jumper and undid her bra, all thoughts went to his fingers running over her body. It was as if his touch was burning her, sparking a heat that lifted her desire in a way she’d never known before. First he caressed her back, then pulled her jumper over her head. He stood in front of her, watching while she lowered the straps of her bra and revealed her breasts.

      ‘You’re beautiful,’ Peter said hoarsely and bent down to kiss her again, while gently cupping her breasts.

      They undressed and Peter lowered her onto the bed.

      

      For three days, they made love everywhere they could in the flat, often because they didn’t make it to the bed in time. Kaisa had never felt such love before, the way she did for Peter. It was as if their hunger for each other could not be satiated. They even experimented, something she never did with Matti. Sex with Matti was good, but mechanical.

      ‘I love you,’ Peter said and kissed her eyelids.

      They were panting and lying naked on the rug in the living room, where they’d ended up after realising the sofa, with its carved back, was too uncomfortable.

      Kaisa giggled. What would Matti’s mother say if she knew what they’d just done on her precious gift? She should be feeling guilty, but being with Peter felt so right, guilt didn’t factor into it.

      ‘Oh, you find that funny, do you?’

      Peter lifted himself onto his elbow and traced the contours of her left breast with his fingers. Kaisa’s nipples were still erect and sensitive to his touch.

      ‘Never,’ Kaisa said and looked into his dark eyes.

      Desire rose in her again. Lust reached her inner core and she turned her body towards Peter.

      

      Two days passed and Kaisa and Peter didn’t leave the flat.

      On the third morning of their seven days together, Kaisa said, ‘We have to go for a walk.’

      With Peter’s arm around Kaisa, they walked along the shores of Lauttasaari Island. The sea was stormy. Spring was late that year and the chilly wind blew against Kaisa’s face. She didn’t feel the cold in her winter coat, but Peter had not brought the right clothes for the Baltic spring storms.

      They took the bus to the centre of Helsinki and Peter bought a waterproof coat from Stockmann’s. On the way home, it started snowing and he pulled out his sunglasses. Everyone on the street stared. Kaisa laughed.

      ‘What?’

      ‘There’s no sun,’ she said.

      ‘The snow flecks hurt my eyes.’

      ‘Are all Englishmen sensitive like you?’

      ‘They might be, but I hope you never find out.’ He squeezed her closer to him.

      Kaisa hadn’t known happiness like this. They walked and talked. Peter told her about his childhood, about his parents in Wiltshire, about his love of music. She was hungry to know everything about him.

      Peter had brought mixed tapes with him. Finnish radio played just domestic hits or a few foreign tracks by Elvis or Frank Sinatra. Kaisa had worn down the Pretenders tape Peter had given her on his first visit. His latest tapes included Billy Joel’s “Just The Way You Are” and “She’s Always A Woman” and The Isley Brothers’ “Harvest For The World”. They listened to the music and Peter sang along.

      Kaisa told Peter about her love of opera.

      ‘My mother took me and my older sister, Sirkka, to see Tosca in Stockholm when I was only eleven years old. And I loved it!’

      On that night Kaisa had fallen in love with Italian opera. The tragic circumstances of Mimi in La Bohème, Violetta in La Traviata, or Tosca spoke to Kaisa in a way no modern film or TV series could. But the opera house in Helsinki was so tiny it was hard to get tickets. And she was always broke.

      They lay in bed later, exhausted after a long and sublime lovemaking session. Peter stroked her face and kissed her lips gently.

      ‘I’ve never seen an opera, but if you love it I’m sure I will too. You must take me next time.’

      The words ‘next time’ rang in her ears. They hadn’t discussed the future. Did his words mean he was planning another visit?

      Kaisa burrowed deeper into Peter’s arms and inhaled his manly scent. She loved the smell of the coconut shaving cream Peter used, often standing behind him in the bathroom and watching him run the razor over his square jaw.

      They made love several times each day, and couldn’t keep their hands off each other wherever they went. In Finland, public shows of emotion were rare, but Kaisa no longer cared if people on the bus or tram stared.

      The day of Peter’s departure loomed. While their time together seemed endless, it also felt too short. Kaisa tried not to think about being in the flat on her own again. With Peter leaving soon, her longing for him would be multiplied by a thousand percent. Could she manage it?

      

      Peter watched Kaisa prepare food in the little kitchenette off from the lounge. They’d been to the centre of Helsinki that morning after sleepily making love. Peter had never known a girl like Kaisa before. Everything she did excited him. Just thinking about how she’d taken him in her mouth that morning made his groin ache with desire. Trying to control his thoughts, he turned back to the paper that he’d been reading. It was a two-day-old copy of The Times, which he’d found at a department store in town earlier.

      He was also kicking himself because Kaisa had only just told her it was her twenty-first birthday today. He should have known – they’d talked about their age difference, eighteen days apart – but it had completely slipped his mind. Kaisa was so quiet, but he liked this about her. Now though, he wished she’d been more forthcoming. To make matters worse, Kaisa’s mother would be making an appearance today. Peter had to be on his best behaviour.

      Not that meeting Kaisa’s mum worried him. His past girlfriends’ mothers had always loved him. His naval career made him a good prospect, and he knew to be polite and respectful, like his own mother had taught him. But the language barrier worried him. Kaisa had told him that her mother didn’t speak English. Still, she would no doubt ask what present he’d brought Kaisa. Would Kaisa complain to her that he’d forgotten?

      

      Kaisa couldn’t believe it when she got a surprise call from her mother to say she would be visiting from Stockholm. She’d only called the day before and although delighted, Kaisa was also nervous. Would Peter think she’d planned it? When Kaisa told him he seemed relaxed about it, but she worried it was too early to meet the parents. Pirjo was staying with friends in the centre of Helsinki as usual. She often popped over whenever she visited, but usually gave Kaisa a little more notice.

      While they were waiting for her, Peter said, ‘She’s come to see if I’m good enough for her daughter.’

      Kaisa looked at him and laughed. ‘No, it’s my birthday!’

      Peter had apologised – again – for not getting her a present, but Kaisa didn’t care. She didn’t tell him, but having Peter in Helsinki was the only gift she wanted.

      

      Pirjo brought a Princess Tårta, a layered Swedish sponge cake, and Kaisa’s favourite. It had lots of cream in the middle and was topped with green icing and a pink marzipan rose.

      Kaisa put out some bread, ham, cheese, slices of tomato and cucumber to have with coffee before the cake. She’d bought some white bread for Peter in town earlier. Kaisa didn’t think he’d like the Finnish dark rye.

      When they sat around the small table and Kaisa saw Pirjo assessing Peter, she wondered if he’d been right. Had her mother planned this visit?

      There was an awkward silence.

      ‘Please,’ Kaisa said and nodded at Peter to start.

      Both he and her mother took two slices of white bread, buttered them both and filled one side with ham and cucumber. But when Peter put the other slice on top, pressed it down and cut it in half diagonally, Kaisa giggled.

      Peter looked up from his plate and smiled. ‘What?’

      ‘What’s that?’ Kaisa said pointing.

      He grinned. ‘It’s a sandwich. It’s what we do in England.’

      ‘Oh.’ Kaisa translated for her mother.

      She showed Peter how they made sandwiches in Finland, filling just one side, and balancing the contents while she ate it. They all laughed, and the tense atmosphere lightened.

      Kaisa relaxed in her chair.

      When Peter sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to her, Kaisa squeezed his knee under the table. It made her happy to see that her mum liked Peter. When he excused himself and visited the bathroom, her mother whispered to her, ‘He’s so handsome!’

      Kaisa nodded.

      ‘When’s he going back?’ she said.

      ‘Tomorrow.’

      ‘So soon?’

      Her mother knew her too well. The week coming to an end had been on Kaisa’s mind since their first evening together. Like a ticking bomb, the last day loomed. How could she go back to living in the flat on her own? How would she sleep in the bed alone? The longing for him would kill her.

      Tears filled Kaisa’s eyes. Pirjo put her arm around her. When Kaisa heard the bathroom door open, she rushed to the kitchen to dry her eyes.

      

      The day when Peter was due to leave came far too soon.

      At the airport Kaisa felt a horrible dread. She’d been quiet on the airport bus while Peter held her hand.

      ‘It’ll be alright, you’ll see. You’ll come to England in August, promise?’

      Peter’s gaze was gentle and loving, his fingers tight around her hand.

      August was four months away.

      After Peter checked in his bag they had half an hour before the flight boarded. They stood looking up at the large display of flights. The white characters moved up the board, flicking old flights on and adding new ones. Only three destinations remained before London.

      Peter said suddenly, ‘Wait here, I’ll be back.’

      Kaisa stood and watched as Peter’s flight moved forward once more. An awful emptiness filled her. Every molecule in her body felt Peter’s absence. Why did he have to leave her now when they had spent so little time together?

      Peter returned and handed Kaisa a red rose.

      ‘This is for you.’

      Kaisa inhaled the delicious scent of the deep-ruby coloured flower and started to cry.

      Peter thumbed away her tears.

      ‘I love you. Don’t ever forget it.’ He held her close and whispered, ‘I have to go now.’

      Kaisa nodded.

      Peter kissed her one last time and was gone. She ran blindly down the stairs, clutching the rose, unable to watch him walk through to passport control.

      The flat felt empty and was quiet – too quiet – when Kaisa returned from the airport. She put on the tapes Peter had left behind and loaded the coffee machine. She closed her eyes and listened to the music.

      Kaisa could hear Peter’s voice when Billy Joel sang “I love you just the way you are”. How would she get through the night alone, in the bed they’d shared? Peter’s scent was everywhere in the flat. In the bathroom, she found traces of his shaving foam on the basin. He’d told her he had the coconut-scented product shipped to him from America.

      She scooped some up with her finger and inhaled. How was it possible to miss someone this much?
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      The flight to Heathrow was almost empty. There were two air hostesses and one steward, who all kept Kaisa topped up with orange juice and water. She was nervous. The steward appeared to pick up on it.

      He smiled at her, flashing a row of white teeth.

      ‘First time in London?’ he asked.

      Kaisa nodded. She was used to travelling on her own, but London was a big city, the largest she’d ever visited. As the plane swung over the Thames she saw Big Ben and the wide River Thames, snaking across the vast city littered with tall buildings.

      A new worry took hold. What if Peter wasn’t there to meet her?

      They’d exchanged letters, several per week, during the four months that they hadn’t seen each other. Peter had phoned Kaisa several times, confessing his love for her. He told her how much he loved her and was looking forward to seeing her again. Still, Kaisa worried. It had taken just one night for her to fall in love with someone else after a four-year relationship, something she still carried a huge amount of guilt over. Tuuli told her that Matti had taken advantage of her, that she had been too young when they’d met. But Kaisa had chosen to stay with him when she could have left any time. She now knew she hadn’t loved Matti, hadn’t known what real love was. But that was hardly his fault.

      As the plane approached Heathrow, Kaisa looked out of the small window and saw rows and rows of houses below. There appeared to be no end to them. She closed her eyes and thought of Peter touching her skin. Soon, she would be able to press her body to his, look into those dark eyes and kiss his soft lips. And more...

      It took forever to walk from the plane, queue up at passport control and get her luggage from the busy arrivals hall. A nervous Kaisa scanned the expectant faces on the other side of the double doors, beyond Customs Control.

      At last she saw Peter. Tall and slim, and wearing a pair of jeans and a navy jumper, he stood on the other side of a steel barrier. She dodged reuniting families and passed an old couple walking too slow in front of her to reach him. He put his arms around Kaisa and gave her a long kiss. She inhaled his scent, feeling safe and happy for the first time in months.

      As they turned to leave the airport, the steward from the plane walked past and waved to her. She waved back.

      ‘Who was that?’ asked Peter.

      ‘Just the steward from the plane. He was nice.’

      ‘I bet,’ he said frowning.

      It was the first time she’d seen Peter jealous and it felt good. Kaisa pushed closer to him as they walked out to the car park. The air beyond the airport terminal doors was warm and smelt of sour milk and traffic fumes. There were so many more people here than at Helsinki airport, all walking fast, all pushing past each other.

      Peter opened the car door and handed Kaisa a Red Sox baseball cap. ‘Here, put this on. It’ll keep your hair in place.’

      He’d told her in his letters that he owned an open-top Triumph Spitfire. ‘The yellow colour isn’t my favourite, but it does mean I won’t be missed on the road!’

      The car looked tiny compared to the other vehicles in the dark, multi-storey building. The seats were black leather and very low down. She sank into the passenger seat. Peter slid into the driver’s side and rolled the top down.

      ‘The cap suits you.’ He smiled and kissed her again. Then, he turned the engine over. ‘It’ll take us a couple of hours to get to Pompey.’

      She smiled at the nickname Peter used for the coastal city he lived in – another detail she’d learnt from his letters. She’d never heard of the place before, but had looked it up on a map from the Hanken library afterwards. She’d memorised the entire map of England, including the place where his parents lived.

      As Peter drove out of the car park and turned onto a motorway, the warm air brushed against her face. Rolling green hills, with the occasional cows grazing by the side of the road, followed the busy concrete spaghetti junctions. Kaisa felt so happy she could burst. With the Spitfire top down, they had to shout, but occasionally Peter would lean over, take Kaisa’s hand and squeeze it. He’d smile and press it to his lips.

      Suddenly, there was water on either side of the road.

      ‘This is Southsea, the part of Portsmouth where I live,’ Peter said and slowed down. He pointed out the Common, a large green space dotted with trees. At one end of the space was a large Ferris wheel. Then, the pale-blue sea opened up in front of them.

      ‘Take in that sea air!’ Peter said and inhaled loudly.

      She smiled at him and turned her face to the water. A few sailing boats were moving fast across the glittering surface; a large passenger ferry was approaching in the distance. The sky was strewn with thin, fluffy clouds. Kaisa had always loved the sea, even the cold and inhospitable shoreline of the Lauttasaari Island in winter. She couldn’t imagine the Pompey seafront ever being that uninviting.

      There was a long promenade running alongside the sea. People in ones and twos, some with children or dogs, strolled along the pavement. The couples and families laughed and chatted to each other.

      As Peter steered the car away from the water, Kaisa grew nervous again. They must be nearly at the house Peter shared with his Navy friends. What if they didn’t like her? She’d chosen her outfit very carefully, but now she felt shabby and old-fashioned. What if his friends dressed smarter than her?

      

      During the entire drive to Pompey, Peter kept glancing at Kaisa. He could hardly believe she was here. The two months they’d been apart had felt endless. He’d missed her far more than he’d expected. Every time he went out with his friends, he wished Kaisa were there by his side. In bed at night, the longing for her had been almost unbearable.

      He looked at her again. The cap he’d given her really suited her. She was even more beautiful than he’d remembered. He touched her knee and smiled at her, and she beamed back at him.

      He’d got to the airport ridiculously early, well ahead of the scheduled landing time, and had a long wait before she appeared through the automatic doors. His body had ached for her the whole time, and now, so close to home, he was nervous. Would the sex still be as passionate as it had been in Helsinki? What if she’d changed her mind about him when he saw where he lived?

      His best friend Jeff’s investment rental belonging to his parents was a small terraced house, which Peter shared with three other people. They wouldn’t be able go to bed whenever they wanted, not the way they had in her Helsinki flat. Portsmouth wasn’t exactly pretty or metropolitan, like London.

      Peter had planned a busy schedule for Kaisa’s stay. He wanted to show her how beautiful England was.

      He turned to her and shouted over the wind whipping around their ears, ‘Nearly there!’

      Looking back at the road again, he knew his worries were unfounded. He was going to spend the next two weeks with the girl of his dreams. He could see in Kaisa’s eyes that she, too, was on cloud nine.

      

      From the seafront, Peter drove down one street and turned into another, then another. The streets all looked alike, with rows and rows of the same type of houses Kaisa had seen from the plane. The street names were displayed on white signs attached to low, brick walls. They passed by Canterbury Road, Devonshire Avenue, and Winter Road before Peter stopped on a tree-lined street and announced, ‘We’re here.’

      The door to the house was ajar. Peter took Kaisa’s hand and led her inside to the first room.

      ‘Wait here,’ he said.

      Kaisa stood in a shabby-looking room with a worn-out sofa, a large TV and a stereo with speakers on either side. A stack of LPs were on the floor. A wooden staircase next to a narrow hall had a strip of carpet on it. Peter leapt up the stairs taking two or three steps at a time.

      A guy with light-coloured hair in a faded T-shirt walked in from the dark, narrow hallway. He was barefoot.

      ‘You must be the Finnish girlfriend.’

      Kaisa shook his outstretched hand and smiled.

      ‘Jeff,’ he said and grinned at Kaisa. He was followed by a shorter man called Oliver, with tidy dark hair and well-pressed trousers, then a girl called Sandra. She had short, fair hair and dark eyes, and was Oliver’s girlfriend. They both smiled and shook Kaisa’s hand.

      Peter pounded down the stairs.

      ‘Here you all are.’

      They stood in a circle, and for a while no one spoke.

      ‘I’ll show you my room,’ Peter finally said.

      The men sniggered until the English girl, Sandra, looked sternly at them. Embarrassed, Kaisa allowed Peter to lead her upstairs.

      His bedroom was at the top of the stairs. It overlooked an overgrown garden with a patio area at its centre. Peter had a poster of a tennis player with half of her buttock showing, and a calendar with half-naked women above his bed.

      Kaisa stared at the images. She’d seen similar – and worse – in the books Matti had at home, so she wasn’t shocked. But she didn’t want to be looking at them while she and Peter were in bed.

      ‘Don’t worry about those,’ Peter said, coming up behind her.

      As soon as he kissed her and began to unclasp her bra, Kaisa forgot about the posters. All she needed was Peter, to be close to him, to feel him inside of her.
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      The two weeks Kaisa spent in the UK, in the late summer of 1981, were the best. The sun never stopped shining and the music never stopped playing. Hearing Radio One for the first time, it sounded very American to her; all laughter and superficial chatter. But it played the hits that she never heard on the airways in Finland. The station was the only one Peter listened to, either in his car or in the house. He sang along to all the hits.

      Every day while in Southsea, they would visit the beach and swim in the sea. Afterwards, Peter would drive them back to the house, which was empty during the day, and they would make love all afternoon in Peter’s small, single bed. Every evening, they would meet various friends in the pub around the corner from the house, or in the centre of Pompey. Jeff’s parents owned a pub in Old Portsmouth, where there’d often be a ‘lock-in’ and drinking until the small hours.

      Halfway through the first week of Kaisa’s stay, Peter drove her to the country to see his parents. She wore the Red Sox cap to keep her hair in place.

      ‘How far is it?’ Kaisa asked when they pulled into a large-looking town called Salisbury. She knew where it was on the map she’d studied, but not how long the drive from Portsmouth would take.

      Peter must have noticed her nerves, because he squeezed her thigh and smiled. ‘I’ll let you know when we’re ten minutes away.’

      The image of Matti’s mother flashed in her mind as they left the town behind and sped past green fields. She thought about what she had said to her during their awful last telephone conversation. Kaisa gazed sideways at Peter. He looked tanned and relaxed, holding the wheel with one hand, and his elbow resting on the open side of the car. She hoped a nice guy like him would have a nicer mother.

      Instead of thinking about meeting the parents, she sat back and tried to enjoy the scenery. Peter drove past wooded hills and valleys, where tree branches hung over the road, nearly touching the tops of their heads. After Salisbury, there were small villages with pretty gingerbread houses. Kaisa felt like a character in a TV drama or an old English film. Her head filled with images from Coronation Street and Mary Poppins, both of which she’d seen in Finland. Kaisa almost expected a nanny with a large black umbrella to emerge at any moment from one of the chimneys, stacked on top of the red-brick houses.

      

      When they arrived, Peter’s mother was in the front garden of a pink house, attending to a flowerbed. She laughed lightly as she kissed her son and shook Kaisa’s hand.

      ‘Hello, I’m Evie. It’s so nice to meet you at last.’

      Evie had short, greying hair arranged in an old-fashioned hairdo, and large-framed glasses. She didn’t look as scary as Matti’s mother; but still Kaisa wanted to be careful. Not wanting to upset her from the start, she smiled and said as little as possible.

      It was Wednesday lunchtime and Peter’s father was at work. His mother cooked home-made chips and served them with thick slices of ham. Peter and Kaisa ate in a large kitchen overlooking a green lawn at the back of the house. Peter told his mother what they had been up to during Kaisa’s two days in Portsmouth. She asked when Kaisa had arrived, when she was going home and where she lived in Helsinki. When Kaisa told her she lived alone in a flat, Evie raised an eyebrow. Kaisa wondered if Peter had mentioned that Kaisa’s parents were divorced.

      ‘I’ve put you in the blue room,’ Evie said after lunch. She turned to her son. ‘And you can sleep in the yellow one.’

      Kaisa couldn’t look at Peter. It was like a scene from a Jane Austen novel. She thought about the tennis girl’s bare bottom, and the Pirelli calendar on his bedroom wall in Southsea. What would his mother say if she saw them?

      Peter’s father arrived home later. He was a charming man with a mop of white hair. His dark eyes fixed on Kaisa.

      ‘Hello,’ he said simply. He shook her hand.

      The older man put on an LP of Sibelius in the long lounge, which had a green velour three-piece suite. He told Kaisa to sit down and told her how he admired the Finnish composer, as well as the soldiers in the Winter War.

      ‘Brave men. You stood up to the Russians, eh?’

      He smiled and nodded, as if to show her his approval.

      That evening, Peter took Kaisa out to a pub in a pretty village called Lacock. The place was dark, with low rustic beams. They met Peter’s school friends and chatted around a large, unlit fireplace. His friends gave Kaisa furtive glances, looking surprised that she could speak English.

      Later in the evening, as they tiptoed inside the dark house, Peter kissed Kaisa softly and said, ‘I’ll come to your room in the morning, after my parents have gone to work.’

      The next day, after they’d spent the morning in bed, Peter took Kaisa to Stourhead, a National Trust garden. He said it was prettier in May, when the rhododendrons were in bloom, but Kaisa couldn’t see how the gardens, with deep ponds and sweeping lawns, could look any more beautiful. Another day’s excursion was to an old English stately home called Longleat. They wandered hand in hand through the ancient Manor House. And they spent a full day in Bath. Kaisa fell in love with the Roman Baths, the Georgian architecture and the fancy shopping streets. She wondered cautiously if one day she might live there.

      At the end of the visit, Kaisa thanked Peter’s mother.

      Evie said, ‘It’s my pleasure, dear. I try look after all the girlfriends my son brings home.’

      Peter laughed nervously.

      Kaisa pulled in a tight breath. It was something Mother might say. She searched Evie’s face for signs of malice, but found only a kind, smiling woman. She hugged Kaisa warmly. As Peter drove away from the house, Kaisa turned back. Evie was standing by the door to the pink house, waving to them. She waved back.

      On the drive back to Portsmouth, Kaisa looked at Peter’s handsome profile as he negotiated a large roundabout. How many girlfriends have there been? she wondered. Was his mother trying to warn her? Was Kaisa taking this relationship too seriously – more seriously than Peter?

      Perhaps the sightseeing, the introductions to various friends and the love letters were something he did for all his women. He certainly seemed practiced at making a girl feel special. The car sped up and the wind rushing past made it impossible to talk. Kaisa was grateful for the silence. She wiped the tears away gently, so they didn’t smudge her makeup.

      

      Peter concentrated on the driving, afraid to catch Kaisa’s eye. Only after they’d been on the road for over half an hour, not speaking, did he dare to look over at her. Her head was high, but it worried him she hadn’t said a word since they’d left his parent’s house. Peter desperately wanted a cigarette, but it was impossible to smoke at this speed with the roof down. Outside Salisbury, the heavy traffic slowed the car to a stop. He peered over at Kaisa and touched her thigh.

      ‘You OK?’

      She turned briefly and nodded.

      So, he’d been right, she was upset. Shit. What had his mum been thinking saying that? Perhaps she was trying to warn Kaisa that her son was fickle and not to be trusted? Or trying to tell him that he was too young to settle down? Of course the latter was true – but he had no intention of that, and neither had Kaisa.

      As far as he knew.

      When they cleared the town with its endless roundabouts and were once again speeding along the A31, Peter sighed with relief. As soon as they returned to Pompey, he would take her into his arms and remind her how much he loved her. He knew how to make her feel better. Just the thought of what he’d do to Kaisa later made his groin stir with longing.

      They arrived back in Portsmouth to find the house was empty. It was midday on Monday and Peter and Kaisa had six more days together. As soon as they were inside, Peter pulled her close and kissed her mouth, moving to her neck and putting his had inside her jeans. She didn’t resist, rather, she placed her fingers on his crotch, feeling his erection.

      ‘Let’s go upstairs,’ Peter said hoarsely and Kaisa nodded.

      

      Now and then during Kaisa’s last week in the UK, the words of Peter’s mother ‘all of my son’s girlfriends’ replayed in her head. But as soon as Peter took her into his arms, or simply touched her, she convinced herself there was nothing to worry about.

      She could talk. Kaisa had been engaged to be married when they’d met. Peter could have had serious girlfriends before her. Wasn’t there a girl he’d been writing to? Maybe Peter’s mum had wanted him to settle with her instead of a foreign girl.

      But Peter’s attentiveness during her two-week stay in England couldn’t be misinterpreted. He had been eager to show his country off to her. For her last weekend, he took Kaisa to visit his older brother and his wife in Surrey, near London.

      ‘I heard my mother put you in separate bedrooms in Wiltshire,’ Simon said with a smile. Kaisa blushed. ‘Don’t worry, the same sleeping arrangements won’t apply in this house.’

      Simon, shorter in height than Peter, had the same dark features as his brother, but his hair had gone grey around the temples. Kaisa knew he was ten years older than Peter. His wife, Miriam, a wiry woman with cropped brown hair, kissed Kaisa warmly on both cheeks.

      ‘You must be hungry,’ she said and led Kaisa into the kitchen. Four plates, filled with ham and salad, were on the counter, ready to be served.

      Kaisa smiled. ‘Starving.’

      They were lying in the guest bedroom later, decorated with Laura Ashley wallpaper and matching bedding. The bed squeaked too much, so their lovemaking had to be careful and slow. After, Peter surprised her with tickets for the English National Opera the following night. Kaisa was so touched tears welled up in her eyes.

      ‘I remembered that you love Puccini,’ he whispered.

      Kaisa couldn’t speak. The tickets were for Tosca, her absolute favourite.

      

      The Opera House in London was larger than the one in Helsinki, but more modern, less classic. While drinking gin and tonics in the bar, Kaisa studied the programme.

      ‘You must tell me what happens,’ Peter said.

      Kaisa recounted the sad story of Floria Tosca, the tempestuous singer, and her lover, Cavaradossi, who was imprisoned by the sadistic police chief, Scarpia.

      ‘Scarpia is in love with Tosca, and she decides to use her power over him to save Cavaradossi. Of course, she fails and it all ends in tragedy.’

      After taking their seats, the lights dimmed and the first notes of the opera were played. Kaisa squeezed Peter’s hand. Bringing her to the opera made her fall in love with him again. He could not have given her a better gift than a live performance of Tosca. On cue, she cried during several of the arias, and let out a shriek when, in the final scene, Tosca jumps to her death from a castle wall.

      On the way to the Tube station, Kaisa asked Peter what he thought of the opera.

      ‘I loved it!’ he said.

      ‘Really?’

      Peter stopped walking and turned towards her.

      ‘Really. It was incredible. The music, the singing – everything.’ He kissed Kaisa on the mouth. ‘Thank you for introducing me to opera.’

      Her heart filled with a happiness she had difficulty defining. Matti had never wanted to go and see an opera, however much Kaisa had asked him to. He’d always thought it was a waste of money.

      While waiting for the train at Piccadilly Tube station, Peter said, ‘You cried.’

      Kaisa looked down. Her cheeks felt hot. ‘Sorry, I couldn’t help it. Every time I see Tosca, I hope that they’ve changed the ending. That they’ll live happily ever after. It’s silly, I know.’

      Peter held Kaisa tightly and said, ‘No it’s sweet. You’re sweet.’ He looked deeply into her eyes. ‘You’ve no idea how much I love you.’

      He kissed Kaisa long and hard. Then whispered, ‘I love everything about you.’

      She melted into his arms and tried not to think about how they had less than forty-eight hours before they had to part again.

      

      On Sunday, the day before her flight back to Helsinki, Peter planned a picnic in Hyde Park. It was a windy but sunny day. Before lunch, he drove Kaisa around the sights. The streets of London were quiet. From the passenger seat of the little yellow Spitfire, she took pictures of Big Ben, the Houses of Parliament and Buckingham Palace. It felt like a dream to see places and buildings Kaisa had only ever read about.

      In Hyde Park, they spread a blanket under a large elm. A few boys were playing football in the distance. The vast lawns were incredibly green and even. Peter’s ever-efficient sister-in-law had prepared a picnic of sandwiches, neatly cut into triangles and arranged in a Tupperware dish. There was a Thermos of tea and one of coffee. Peter ate heartily, but Kaisa just nibbled on one sandwich. Whenever she was close to Peter, Kaisa lost her appetite. Especially now, when their time together was ticking down so fast.

      Lying on the blanket next to the man she loved Kaisa tried not to think about the future, although it was hard not to. This was their last day together and they hadn’t made plans for their next meeting. Peter couldn’t pin down his schedule in the Navy, Kaisa knew that much. But when he gave her a kiss and whispered hoarsely into her ear, ‘I’m going to miss you so much’, Kaisa couldn’t delay the talk any longer.

      She took a deep breath and said, ‘So, what are we going to do? About the future, I mean.’

      Peter released her and lay down on the blanket, breaking the spell between them. She wished suddenly that she hadn’t said anything. It was as if she’d veered off the written libretto and brought the opera down to earth, down to reality, down to the present day. But Kaisa couldn’t bear the uncertainty of not knowing.

      She watched Peter put his sunglasses on and speak to the blue sky above him, ‘I didn’t tell you, but I’m joining a submarine up in Scotland next week.’

      He turned to Kaisa; she couldn’t read his expression behind the dark glasses.

      ‘And you’ve got two more years at university?’ he continued.

      ‘Yes,’ Kaisa muttered. She was beginning to feel sick.

      Peter put his arms around her.

      ‘If only Finland was in the EEC, then you wouldn’t need a stupid work permit. You could just come and work here – in a pub or something. I’m sure someone would take you on.’

      Kaisa moved away from him. She shivered.

      ‘Are you cold?’

      Peter removed his glasses. She saw concern in his eyes. He handed Kaisa his jumper. It smelled of his American coconut shaving foam and cigarettes. He retrieved a packet of Silk Cut cigarettes from the pocket of his jacket and lit one.

      Kaisa was grateful for the interlude. Blood was rushing in her head and her heart was beating so hard, she could hardly breathe.

      Peter blew smoke out the side of his mouth. Kaisa looked at his long legs. They were crossed at the ankles, and his white trainers looked shabbier than usual. She couldn’t see his eyes.

      ‘We’ll just have to be friends,’ he said.

      ‘What do you mean?’ she squeaked.

      ‘When we’re not together, we can be free to do whatever we want.’

      Peter’s tone was casual, as if he was talking about changing the make of cigarettes he smoked.

      It was as if he’d hit Kaisa in the face.

      ‘You mean we’ll be free to see other people?’

      Her words came out in a faint whisper, but she knew Peter had heard them.

      There was a brief silence.

      Peter took a long, final drag on his cigarette. He stumped it out on a small stone near the trunk of the tree and flicked the end away from them.

      He faced Kaisa again and said, ‘You know I love you.’

      ‘So you say.’

      Kaisa turned away. She started tidying the uneaten sandwiches back into the container. More anger rose inside of her. She’d been right all along: making a girl feel special came easily to Peter.

      ‘Come here,’ Peter pleaded.

      ‘No,’ Kaisa said.

      She was no fool. She needed to keep her composure and keep away from Peter. Tears welled up behind her closed eyelids, but she could not – would not – let Peter see how upset she was. She opened her eyes and, from the corner of one, saw him sit up. She turned to face him properly. His long arms hugged his knees and he’d put his sunglasses back on. He spoke to her, while looking at his fingers.

      ‘Look, this has happened to me before.’

      Kaisa froze. So she was right! He did this sort of thing all the time. She’d been an idiot, a stupid girl thinking she was special to him.

      Her heart was beating so hard against her ribcage that she thought she might faint. She slowed her breaths, tried to steady her heartbeat and went back to putting the sandwiches back into the plastic containers.

      Peter continued, ‘When I was on a commission in the Canadian Navy I met this girl. She...well, we fell in love. But it didn’t last. She couldn’t work in Britain and I couldn’t afford to go to Canada all the time. So we slowly drifted apart. It was very hard.’

      Kaisa felt dizzy. She dropped the Tupperware box onto the blanket and sat back down.

      Peter took his sunglasses off again and put his arms around her. Kaisa didn’t have the strength to resist.

      In a low whisper he said, ‘I just don’t want that to happen to us.’

      Kaisa looked into his dark eyes, at the straight line of his mouth. She couldn’t be angry with Peter. If this was all she was going get, she’d have to be happy with that. She rested her head on his shoulder and twined her fingers with his strong, long ones. She wanted the world to stop here.

      They sat like that while Kaisa waited for the tears to come, but there weren’t any.

      ‘You OK?’ Peter said.

      Kaisa looked up at him and heard herself say, ‘Yes.’
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