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‘If you’re a fan of Swedish crime queen Camilla Läckberg, you’ll love Hiekkapelto’ Kaleva
            

‘An exceptionally promising debut’ Seura
            

‘Hiekkapelto knows how to get into people’s skin’ MTV3

‘Extremely promising Northern noir’ Helsingin Sanomat
            

‘Here is an author who, with her first detective novel, trounces the Swedes. Läckberg & Co. feel clunky once you’ve had a chance to devour the realistic, engrossing and vitally topical story about Yugoslav Hungarian Anna Fekete, a criminal investigator from a northern Finnish coastal town’ Viva
            

‘The Hummingbird is a confident, thrilling crime novel, which credibly depicts the everyday life of the Finnish police’ Me Naiset
            

‘When you’re reading The Hummingbird, it’s hard to believe that the book you’re holding in your hands is a debut. Absolutely everything comes together: the police work is described realistically, as are the problems faced by immigrants; the plot is skilfully constructed; the characters are lifelike and engaging’ Literary Blog, Kirsin Kirjanurkka
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That night the Sandman arrived like a Gestapo henchman. When he went on his rounds, hush now, hush, he stuffed the blue clothes in the laundry and pulled on a long leather jacket and a pair of shiny boots, threw me in the car and took me away. His belt had a buckle that he could open quickly. Three guesses why. And I didn’t dare fall asleep, though the drive seemed to take forever.
         

I’ve seen mutilated bodies as a kid, women stoned to death, honest, and I suppose I should be traumatised, but I’m not. But I know what my own body looks like dead and I’ve heard about girls that have fallen from balconies, the Angels of Rinkeby and Clichy-sous-Bois, angels that didn’t know how to fly. And I know another girl that just vanished, wallahi. Everyone knew she’d been sent back home to be married off to some pervert with a pot belly, a golden tooth and fingers like sausages. In that way the family’s honour was restored, phew, the whole fucking family could sigh with relief and smile those everything’s-just-fine smiles for the rest of their lives. All except for the girl, that is. And the pervert bagged himself a nice little plaything, something to stick his dirty fingers into.
         

The Sandman drove me to my aunt and uncle’s place in another city, in another suburb, dumped me on the living-room sofa, and I lay there, numb, listening to every sound, wondering when they were going to come in and kill me. I heard my aunt turning on the tap in the kitchen, whispering into the phone, chatting with my uncle, rustling something. I don’t know how they were related to me, at least not in Finnish terms. As far as I know Mum’s cousins still live in Sweden and my dad’s only brother died ages ago. These were an aunt and uncle in our terms: age-old friends of my parents, some distant relation to Dad. They never slept and they probably never ate anything either, but they left me bits of bread on the living-room table. It’s like they were constantly at the ready. What were they waiting for? Waiting for someone to say, shove her off the balcony, go on, whoops, it was all a tragic accident. Or was it: your plane’s leaving in two hours; we’ve got you your ticket!
         

 The sofa stank of Kurdistan. I don’t understand how they manage to carry the smell with them and preserve it in everything they own: sofas, rugs, curtains, clothes and textiles, kitchen cupboards, beds, sheets, wall-paper, the television, bars of soap, hair, skin. What do they store it in? A jar? And how does it survive for hundreds of years, across thousands of kilometres? Or is it really like they say in that old song, that Kurdistan is the air that we breathe?
         

This aunt and uncle watched every move I made; they wouldn’t even let me lock the bathroom door when I went for a pee. As if I could have disappeared down the drain or through the air vent. There was no way I could run away. I counted the steps to see how long it would take me to sneak into the hallway, rattle open the locks and dash into the stairwell screaming for help and make a run for freedom. But this aunt and uncle were keeping watch in the kitchen, which was situated along that route that felt like an eternity, the open kitchen door like a gaping mouth in the hallway, right next to the front door. They would have stopped me before I’d have been able to get out. And I knew they’d double-bolted the door and that my uncle had the key. They’d explained this to me loud and clear as they’d locked all the bolts and security chains and closed the living-room door, as though they were locking me into a cell. And in Finland I was supposed to be safe. But right now I was more frightened than I’d ever been as a little kid; although there were sometimes pools of blood in the street back home, at least it was a time when Mum and Dad still used to laugh.
         

I couldn’t just lie there and wait for the KGB Sandman to creep in the door and say NOW and let them start doing something really bad to me. I had to act. I pulled my mobile out of my handbag. That was the first miracle: they’d forgotten to confiscate it. That was a really stupid mistake. They must have been nervous too.
         

I dialled the number they’d taught us on the first day at school – safety first, yeah, that’s Finland for you. I remember as a kid I’d been petrified at the thought of actually having to call that number, if I had to report a fire or something or if Mum had a heart attack and I was unable to explain what was wrong, if they couldn’t understand what I was saying.    That number did nothing to increase my sense of safety; on the contrary, it loosened it, making it sway and crack and rattle. I had nightmares about all kinds of emergencies. I always thought I’d run to the neighbours’ house, the way we would have done back home, but even that didn’t feel right when after a few weeks I realised I didn’t know any of the people living next door. All I knew was that there was a woman on the ground floor who spat at us.
         

Now I know the right words. I know a whole new language and I can speak it better than my old one; I could call anyone, the National Forestry Commission, and they wouldn’t hear the faintest hint of Kurdistan in my voice. All they would hear would be the hum of the great northern pine forests.
         

And I know that here you can trust the police, at least in theory, unless you’re a Dublin Case, that is, or faulty goods that dictators at the Immigration Bureau decide must be sent back to where they came from. I’m not one of them. I’ve got citizenship. OMG, it makes me laugh to say it, but I’ve just got to: I’m a bona fide Finnish citizen, officially. It’s like winning the lottery, though I wasn’t born here. Okay, not quite seven right numbers. More like six plus the bonus. I had no other option but to believe in miracles. I called 112. 
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THE THICKET FOREST around the running track was silent. The shadows of the branches disappeared into the deepening dusk. A pair of light-coloured trainers struck the sawdust of the running path with dull, regular thumps. Her legs pounded the earth, their strong, pumped muscles working efficiently, her pulse beating at the optimum rate. She didn’t need a heart-rate monitor to feel it; she would never buy one. She knew her body well and knew what it required at any given time. After the first kilometre the initial stiffness began to recede, her legs felt lighter and her breathing steadied, and her running achieved that relaxed rhythm which could carry her to the ends of the earth.
         

It was easy to breathe in the damp, oxygenated air, fresh from the rain. Her lungs drew it in and pushed it out again like a set of bellows that today, at least, wouldn’t be tired. Sweat had covered the full length of her body. If I stopped now and stripped off, she thought, I’d glisten like the damp forest. Her toes felt warm. She had long since taken off her gloves and stuffed them in her pockets, though her hands had felt the chill when she’d set out. The sweatband round her head absorbed the droplets trickling down into her face, and her thick dark head of hair was soaked at the root. Her feet hit the ground in steady paces; the world shrank around their monotonous rhythm, and her thoughts seemed to empty themselves for a moment. There was just one step after another, step, step, step, nothing more in this malignant world.

She felt a twinge in her knee. Her breathing turned shallower, faster; she was becoming tired after all. She slowed down a notch, just to have the strength to walk up to the front door. Not far now. She could make out the figure of the fallen tree that marked the start of the final straight. As it had fallen, its thick, foreboding trunk had taken a couple of slender birches with it. Now its roots jutted into the air like a troll. She’d often thought how easy it would be for someone to lurk behind them.
         

 

On another running track the stillness was broken only by the rhythmic hiss of a solitary jogger’s tracksuit. The forest was silent, not even the rush of the sea could be heard. Surely the birds haven’t left already. Perhaps they’ve already gone to sleep, the jogger thought just as a crow squawked right next to her ear. The noise took her by surprise, her heart jumped with fright, and immediately afterwards came the sound of rustling, as though the branches had been pulled away and flipped back into place. Someone was moving through the woods. No, not someone, something – a bird, a hedgehog, an insect. For crying out loud, what kind of insect would make a sound like that? A fox, perhaps, or a badger, forests are always full of different creatures; there’s no need to be frightened, she nervously repeated to herself, trying to calm herself but not really succeeding. She sped up and started running too fast. All the crises in her life were whirling in her head in a single cacophonous clamour, and she ran to try and empty them from her mind; all summer until this very evening she’d been running like one possessed. If only term would start again soon, she thought, I can get away from here, away from the past. This she had repeated to herself since the day the letter of acceptance to the university had arrived. Still, she felt as though she might never make it.

 

She was already on the second floor by the time the downstairs door clicked shut. This was her final spurt: up the stairs to the fifth floor at full speed, and though it felt as though her calf muscles were ablaze, she knew she’d make it. Tonight’s run was one of the gentler ones in her weekly regime, less than an hour’s light jogging at a comfortable pace, unadulterated pleasure and enjoyment. She pulled off her sweaty clothes and threw them in a pile on the hallway floor, stepped into the shower, turned on the tap and let the warm water sprinkle down across her ruddy, pulsing skin, washing the beads of sweat and foaming soap down into the network of drains beneath the city, now the concern of the workers at the water purification plant. The idea amused her. As she stepped out of the shower, she wrapped herself in a thick white dressing gown, twisted her black hair into a towel, cracked open a can of beer and went out on to the balcony for a cigarette. Nothing but bleak concrete and floor upon floor of dark windows. Suburbia. What the hell had made her want to move back here? She laughed out loud at a suburb that, true to form, was trying to trick her. Now it was pretending to be asleep, but she knew it for what it was. She had seen everything that lay hidden behind those concrete walls. Thankfully after a good run it didn’t bother her, and strangely enough neither did the challenges of tomorrow. Endorphins were racing through her body, turning her nerves into an amusement park, and the feeling of exhilaration remained with her until she went to bed. Jó éjszakát, she whispered to herself and drifted to sleep.
         

 

Gasping for breath, the runner jogged through the now silent, darkening woods. Raindrops glistened on the dark-green foliage, water that hadn’t made it to the ground. Behind her came a loud crackle. It must be a moose, she thought, or a fox, but still didn’t quite believe it herself.

She scanned the area around her. It’s too quiet, she thought, unnaturally muted. She cursed to herself that she’d run so fast, couldn’t run another step, and though she was genuinely afraid and wanted to get out of the woods quickly, she had to slow to walking pace. This is no way to burn fat, she thought. It’ll only turn to lactic acid, and tomorrow I won’t have the energy to do anything. But I have to get my body into shape. I must. Everything had to change, she kept reprimanding herself, trying to take her thoughts away from the threatening woods around her, whose shadows seemed to be watching her. This is crazy, she muttered under her breath. I’m going crazy – and it serves me right. I just need to forget everything, put an end to all this sin and lick my wounds. What bloody stupid clichés, at least try to come up with something original. Her voice was drowned out by the sound of rustling from the trees.
         

Breathing heavily she walked the final half kilometre back to the car, feeling as though she didn’t have the energy, that the journey would never end. Just as she made out the shape of the yellow car behind the bushes and was smirking at her overactive imagination, she saw a dark figure in front of her. Someone was crouching down on the running track. The figure stood up and started walking briskly towards her.
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THE HEAVY RAINCLOUDS that had hidden the sky from view for four days in a row were once again lashing the city with water. The air was grey and chilly. Pedestrians with umbrellas dodged the spray whipped up by cars in the morning rush hour. The smartest people were wearing rubber boots. It seemed that summer had finally come to an end, though the skin yearned to cling to the warmth and the touch of seawater for just a moment longer. The school term had started, the summer holidays had ended, people had returned to work and society was gradually regaining its momentum: work, home, work, home, no more lazing around by the water blowing out dandelion clocks.
         

At a quarter to eight, Anna opened the main door of the imposing, towering office block in the centre of the city that had once been her home, and stepped into the foyer of the building that never sleeps. She glanced at her watch and noted that her new boss was late. She dug a jar of powder from her handbag, tugged her fringe into a better position, added a little lip gloss. She tried to take deep breaths. She had butterflies in her stomach. She needed the toilet.

Neon lights flickered behind a set of venetian blinds. Anna had slept badly after all. She’d woken in the early hours and started fretting. Despite this she wasn’t especially tired. Adrenalin sharpened the morning stiffness of her senses.

A week earlier the past had once again become the present as Anna had rented a van, and with the help of a few colleagues packed up what little she had in the way of furniture and belongings and moved them many hundreds of kilometres from the city where she had studied and where she had lived, working a string of temporary positions, ever since graduating. The majority of her belongings were the same ones she’d had when she began studying ten years earlier.
         

Anna had rented an apartment in Koivuharju, the same suburb where she had spent her youth and where Ákos still lived. The area’s reputation was anything but attractive, but the rent was reasonable. The appearance of Anna’s surname on the letter box in uneven block lettering hadn’t aroused the slightest interest among the other residents. Even her relatively high level of education was nothing out of the ordinary, as Koivuharju was home to a surprising number of teachers, doctors, engineers and physicists from immigrant backgrounds. The only statistical difference was that Anna was actually in work, gainfully employed in a position worthy of her education. The physicists of Koivuharju would have been pleased to get a job as a part-time cleaner.

Koivuharju wouldn’t be considered a place where people wanted to live; they simply ended up there. Those who lived in and around the downtown area certainly knew its name and reputation, but they didn’t know what it looked like. The spectrum of surnames, each more difficult to pronounce than the next, might have intimidated them.
         

Anna hadn’t even looked at the high-end, high-ceilinged downtown apartments. She had always felt more at home on the flipside of these façades – in the shadows and alleyways.

Perhaps this is why she’d become a police officer.

 

Chief Superintendent Pertti Virkkunen arrived almost ten minutes late. The short, moustachioed man in his fifties seemed in excellent condition. He greeted her with an enthusiastic smile and shook her hand so that her joints cracked.

‘We’re very pleased to have you here,’ said Virkkunen. ‘It’s great to get an officer from an immigrant background on our team. They’ve been banging on about it in national strategy directives for years, but until now we haven’t seen a single one of you, not even a junior constable – immigrants, you know. Though, of course, we’ve met plenty of you in other circumstances. I mean…’

Virkkunen was embarrassed. Anna felt like saying something snappy, making him squirm with shame, but because nothing sprang to mind she let it pass.
         

‘You can take it easy for a few days, get to know people and find your bearings. There’s nothing particularly pressing going on at the moment, so you can get organised in peace and quiet,’ he said as he accompanied Anna from one department to another.

‘After all, this is your first job and your first position in the Crime Unit, so we’ll give you plenty of time to settle and learn how things work around here. We meet each morning at eight o’clock, assess ongoing cases and delegate work. The analysis team meets once a week. The secretary will be able to give you your rota and more specific timetables.’

Anna nodded and followed Virkkunen, trying to commit the location of various departments and corridors to memory, to construct some kind of mental floor map. The summer after finishing high school she’d done a stint as a seasonal worker in the documentation department on the ground floor of the daunting police station; she had helped in the processing of hundreds of urgent passport applications as people realised, just before going on holiday, that their passport had expired; she had stamped and filed documents, organised shelves and made coffee, and towards the end of her contract she’d even become acquainted with how passports were manufactured. The rest of the building was a mystery to her. It felt labyrinthine, the way large buildings always seem at first.

Virkkunen led Anna up to the Crime Unit and her new office on the fourth floor. The room was spacious and well lit and was situated halfway down the corridor opposite the staffroom. Folders and paperwork were neatly filed on shelves that covered the walls and the computer on the desk was switched off. Three flower baskets hung in the window and a yucca plant the size of a tree stood in the corner. On the wall was a picture of a blonde woman and three blonde children. They were smiling against the backdrop of an exotic sandy beach, sea and sunshine, the way any happy family would on holiday.

Coffee mugs and a Thermos flask were stacked in the room on a steel trolley. A batch of the mandatory office buns lay beneath a cloth. Anna wondered whether she dared decline. The room was so large that there was room for another table for meetings. Sitting around the table were three people, all plain-clothed police officers.
         

‘Morning all,’ said Virkkunen. ‘Allow me to introduce our new senior detective constable, Anna Fekete.’

Two of the officers stood up immediately and came over to greet her.

‘Good morning and a very warm welcome to our team. It’s so nice to get another woman on board – the guys here can really get on your nerves sometimes. I’m Sari, Sari Jokikokko-Pennanen – I know, what a mouthful.’

The tall, fair-haired woman, around Anna’s age, reached out a slender hand and took Anna’s in a firm, warm grip. It seemed as though her entire body was smiling.

‘Hello, everyone. I’m very excited to come and work here, though it’s all a bit nerve-wracking.’

‘No need for that. A little bird tells me you’re a damn good officer – we’re really pleased to have you. You speak really good Finnish; I can’t hear any accent,’ said Sari.

‘Thanks. I’ve lived here a long time.’

‘Oh, how long?’

‘Twenty years.’

‘You must have been just a child when you came here?’

‘I was nine, because we arrived in the spring. I turned ten that summer.’

‘You’ll have to tell me all about it sometime. This is Rauno Forsman.’

Also in his thirties, the funny-looking man extended his hand and greeted Anna with a look of curiosity in his blue eyes.

‘Morning. Welcome to the team.’

‘Good morning. Nice to meet you,’ said Anna as the thousands of butterflies in her stomach stopped beating their wings and the tension in her neck gradually began to relent. She liked these people, Sari in particular.
         

The third person at the table had remained seated. Virkkunen was just about to turn to him, a note of irritation in his eyes, when the man opened his mouth.

‘Hello,’ the man mumbled in Anna’s direction, then turned to Virkkunen. ‘Emergency Services took a call last night. Some refugee or whatever we’re supposed to call them these days, rang up and said someone was going to kill her. So, should we get to work?’

Virkkunen cleared his throat.

‘Esko Niemi,’ he said to Anna. ‘Your partner.’

A stifled snort came from behind Esko’s sagging cheeks, peppered with rosacea. Either that, or the man had a cold, thought Anna and greeted her new partner. He stood up and held out his hand. It was large and rough, the kind of hand that you could imagine hurling criminals into jail with a steely swipe of the wrist, but his grip felt unpleasantly limp. Anna hated handshakes like this; they gave a strangely suspicious impression of people. And still the man wouldn’t look her in the eye. Virkkunen invited everyone to have some coffee and the officers filed towards the trolley from which an enticing aroma was now wafting. The slightly strained atmosphere in the room seemed to relax, and Anna was enveloped in a buzz of friendly conversation. Still warm, the fresh buns tasted good.

Once everyone had drunk their coffee and eaten their buns, Virkkunen asked Esko to brief the team on the events of the previous night.

‘The girl gave her home address, somewhere in Rajapuro. A couple of officers went round there, but the girl wasn’t at home after all. There was the father, mother and two younger siblings, but not the girl who made the call. Kurdish family, kicked up a right hullabaloo, woke the whole house, I’m sure.’

‘A girl? The person who received the death threat was a girl?’

‘That’s what I just said,’ Esko replied without looking at Anna, then continued. ‘The girl’s father said she was visiting relatives in Vantaa. The father did all the talking, by the way. The fourteen-year-old son … I’ll be damned if I can remember their names,’ he muttered and fidgeted with a bunch of papers looking for the boy’s name. ‘Mehvan. Fourteen-year-old Mehvan interpreted.’
         

‘Nobody called an official interpreter?’ asked Anna. ‘You can’t use a child as an interpreter, especially in such a serious matter.’

‘Of course we asked for one, but the interpreter on duty was at the hospital on another call. There wasn’t time to get another interpreter with all the fuss going on – it would have been a waste of public money, paying overtime and what have you for two interpreters. The officers on site were told to sort things out as best they could, there and then. And that’s what they did. You can’t shilly-shally around with important matters. Our boys were simply following orders.’

‘Like in Bosnia, I suppose?’ Anna muttered.

‘What?’ Esko retorted.

Finally he turned and looked at Anna with his swollen, reddened eyes. Anna tried to stare back without blinking. The man already disgusted her, though she’d only known him a matter of minutes.

‘Nothing. I didn’t say a word.’

Anna eventually lowered her glare.

Esko poured himself more coffee, a satisfied smirk on his face.

‘Well, everything in the apartment seemed to be as it should,’ Rauno continued in an attempt to calm things down. ‘Nobody in the house knew anything of what the girl had done or why. A couple of officers in Vantaa checked the girl’s supposed whereabouts. The girl – her name was … just a minute – Bihar was found to be in good health and was precisely where her parents said she was. She told the Vantaa police that perhaps someone had made a prank call and given her name. Either that or she’d had a nightmare and must have made the call herself while half asleep. Apparently she sometimes walks – and talks – in her sleep and can’t remember anything about it the next morning.’

‘Sounds suspicious,’ said Anna.

‘Very,’ said Sari.

‘What’s suspicious about that? The girl admitted she made the call by mistake,’ said Esko.
         

‘Who calls the emergency services by mistake?’ asked Sari.

‘Christ, people call 112 when they lock themselves out of the house or when their pet poodle gets something stuck in its eye,’ said Esko.

‘That’s different. This call was placed by mistake,’ said Sari.

‘How old is Bihar?’ asked Anna.

‘Seventeen,’ Rauno replied.

‘A seventeen-year-old girl calls 112 and says someone’s threatening to kill her. Sounds like a real-life nightmare to me,’ said Anna.

‘And why was she was allowed to travel all the way to Vantaa by herself?’ asked Sari.

Esko said nothing.

‘I want to hear that call,’ said Virkkunen. ‘Esko, let’s hear it.’

 

A few seconds of background noise. The operator’s matter-of-fact voice. Then, very hushed, the girl’s whispers: ‘They’re gonna kill me. Help me. My dad’s gonna kill me.’

The operator asks her to repeat.

The girl says nothing.

The operator asks where the girl is. The girl gives her address and hangs up.

‘She was petrified,’ said Anna.

‘I agree,’ said Sari. ‘Scared to death that someone might hear.’

‘Why didn’t she say where she was?’ asked Rauno.

‘Maybe she didn’t know,’ Sari suggested.

‘Or maybe she wanted to bring the police straight into the hornets’ nest,’ said Rauno.

‘She probably didn’t know the exact address, and her home address was the only one she could remember. And she was in a hurry; this was a matter of life and death,’ said Anna.

‘Maybe she just wanted to give Daddy a few grey hairs,’ scoffed Esko.

‘Did anyone speak to the mother?’ asked Anna.

‘They tried. The report says in bold that the husband did all the talking. Through Mehvan,’ said Rauno.
         

‘But of course.’

‘So what are we going to do about this?’

‘Let’s get this investigation underway. Finnish law doesn’t recognise honour violence as a crime, but we might be able to bring a charge of unlawful threat or even false imprisonment. It’s Monday morning and the girl is in Vantaa. Shouldn’t a girl that age be in school?’ asked Virkkunen.

Esko yawned noisily in his chair and started playing with his mobile, a look of boredom on his face.

‘I believe compulsory education ends at seventeen,’ he commented.

‘Esko, I want you to call these people in for an interview by the end of the day,’ Virkkunen ordered.

Esko gave a snort and wiped the crumbs from the edge of his mouth with an air of indifference.

‘Yes. Bihar, father, mother, brother and little sister. I want them all here as quickly as possible. And book an interpreter – two if necessary. Rauno and Sari, find out about the relatives in Vantaa, ask the local unit for assistance. Anna, establish what has happened in previous cases.’

‘Okay,’ Anna responded.

‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this,’ said Sari. ‘It’s as though a premonition has come knocking.’

At that very moment, there came a knock at the door. A woman poked her head around and nodded by way of a greeting.

‘They’ve found a body. On the running track near Selkämaa in Saloinen,’ she informed the group.

Everyone fell silent and froze on the spot. Sari and Rauno looked at one another in confusion and disbelief. Esko’s coffee cup stopped in mid-air on its journey to his lips. Virkkunen’s voice broke the silence.

‘So much for a quiet start, Anna,’ he sighed.
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ANNA FEKETE sniffed at the air. The rain had strengthened the natural scents of the forest. The detritus decomposing beneath the boughs of trees was mixed with the smell of sawdust. Mould had begun its annual autumnal feast, but still the air was fresh. Wind rustled in the branches of dwarf birches and in the tangle of thicket, the remaining green leaves flittering in the rain.
         

The twenty-kilometre journey to Saloinen had taken them south through heavy traffic heading out of the city. Before reaching the rapidly expanding village, Anna turned on to a dirt track leading towards the shore. For about three kilometres the track wound its way through the woods and ploughed fields and came to an end at a rectangular, overgrown parking area. A slimy cluster of slippery Jack mushrooms had popped up along the edge of the car park. Parked in front of the mushrooms were a blue-and-white police Saab, a yellow Fiat Uno and the civilian vehicle used by Esko Niemi. Beside the cars stood a row of uniformed patrol officers.

I’ve got interval training tonight, Anna found herself thinking as she saw the running track that started behind the yellow police tape. It disappeared into the woods, just like the strands of yellow tape cordoning off the area. The body lay only two hundred metres away, said the policemen, but she couldn’t see that far through the woods.

The body had been discovered just before nine o’clock that morning by local resident Aune Toivola, an 86-year-old widow out on her morning walk. She was in the habit of getting up at seven o’clock every morning, making a pot of coffee and drinking half before and half after her daily walk. And as usual, her walk had taken her to the running track winding its way along the shoreline. Aune always kept her mobile phone, given to her by concerned relatives, in her pocket, and this she had used to raise the alarm.
         

Esko had driven by himself, in his own car. This had irritated Anna, though she had no inclination to spend time alone with the man. Still…

Anna got out of the car, greeted the police officers and approached the patrol car. Aune Toivola was sitting there with Esko. The patrol officers were chatting amongst themselves, waiting for permission to leave the scene. Anna noted the gaze of the younger, more handsome of the two officers; he had stared her as she’d arrived and now scanned down towards her bottom as she leant over to talk to the elderly lady.

Aune’s wrinkled face was tinged with a look of frustration. Anna didn’t even have a chance to introduce herself.

‘I’ve already told these nice young men everything,’ she said pointedly. ‘I want to go home now. My coffee will be getting cold, and I can feel a headache coming on. My home help will be arriving soon – she’ll start to worry if I’m not there.’

The lady was clearly tired and distressed at the disruption to her morning routine.

Esko smiled in the front seat. ‘Aune and I have already gone through everything. It’s all in here,’ he said, tapping the blue-covered jotter in his hand.

You can’t have, thought Anna; you were here at most ten minutes before me.

‘Nonetheless, there are still a few questions I’d like to ask,’ said Anna, addressing her question to Aune directly. ‘Then you can go home. It won’t take long.’

The old lady scoffed, but didn’t say anything. Esko stopped smiling.

‘Do you live nearby?’

‘About a kilometre away. 55 Selkämaantie, the same dirt track that runs from the main road out here,’ Aune replied crisply and waved her hand in the direction of the path leading away from the car park.

‘Have you seen any traffic around here? People coming and going along the running track?’
         

‘I haven’t seen a thing. My house isn’t quite on the path. Besides, I don’t sit around spying on people, never have done,’ said the old woman.

‘And did you hear anything?’

‘Pardon?’ she replied, raising her voice so that it thinned almost to a whinny.

‘Did you hear anything out of the ordinary this morning? Yesterday evening? Or during the night? The sound of a car, perhaps, or a shot?’

Anna noticed the woman’s bony fingers fidgeting with her right ear, behind which she saw the bulge of a hearing aid.

‘I didn’t hear anything. I was watching television last night – the volume was up quite loud.’

‘And have you ever seen the woman you found this morning around here before?’

‘There’s never anybody around here in the mornings. There might be the odd person in the evenings, but I wouldn’t know about that – I don’t come out here in the evening. Can I go now, please? The carer will be worried and she’ll call my son.’

‘Just a few more questions. Does anybody else live in the vicinity?’

‘There’s old Yki Raappana, but this man here has already asked all about him.’

‘What about that car over there? Have you seen it before?’

‘I’m not sure. Cars do drive up here from time to time. There must be other people here apart from me, what with the road being lit and all that,’ said Aune.

‘Thank you. You can go home now, but we’ll come and visit you in the next few days and have another chat. If you feel worried about any of this and need to talk to someone, there are people at the church who are trained to help. Here’s their telephone number.’

‘As long as I can get home to my coffee, I’ll be fine,’ she muttered. ‘This was nothing compared to what I saw in Karelia during the war. That was genuine pain and suffering, men coming in on trucks, howling and wailing, some with legs missing, some with shrapnel in their heads.’
         

‘Maybe you could talk about that with them too. It might do you good,’ said Anna politely and asked the patrol officers to take the old lady home.

‘Let the vicar know too, okay?’ she added and winked at the younger and more handsome of the officers. He was visibly taken aback.

 

Should I have stayed in patrol after all, thought Anna as she watched Esko Niemi getting out of the car.

The figure was of a man well past the cusp of middle age. The greasy hair on his brow was thinning and lank. His wrinkled shirt was stuffed inside a pair of un-ironed trousers. The buttons of his shirt had stretched into a grimace around his belly, revealing a strip of hairy stomach. Presumably he was unable to button up his threadbare jacket. Esko Niemi hadn’t grown old with dignity, as men are purported to. Women were past their prime by the age of forty, but men simply turned more handsome until the end of their lives. So Anna had often heard; she couldn’t believe the rubbish that people – women – held to be true.

After stepping out of the car, Esko straightened his stiff back and was overcome by a rasping coughing fit. Having composed himself again, he lit a cigarette.

How can anyone communicate with a man like that, Anna thought and felt herself gripped by a wave of uncertainty.

With one hand Esko shielded his cigarette from the rain, then loudly cleared his throat and spat a lump of green phlegm on the ground in front of his feet.

Bassza meg, what a pig.
         

‘I’m going to examine the scene and take a look at the body,’ Esko informed her.

‘Yes, let’s go,’ said Anna.

‘No, you wait in the car. Show Forensics where to go when they turn up. Can you manage that in Finnish?’
         

‘Esko, I’m certainly not going to…’

‘Are we on first-name terms? That was an order, by the way. Meanwhile, find out who that car belongs to, and careful you don’t contaminate any evidence.’

With that said Esko threw her a set of car keys, dropped his cigarette butt into the globule of phlegm and crushed it beneath his shoe. Anna felt sick.

‘The boys from patrol checked the body for any paperwork – that’s ID to you and me. They didn’t find any, but they did find this set of car keys. Make sure you don’t mess the place up,’ he repeated as though he was talking to a child. Then he lifted the yellow ribbon, puffed as he crouched beneath it and slowly walked off down the dirt track. Anna stood on the spot. She looked at Esko as he disappeared into the thicket, and she knew that she hated him. She clasped her hand into a tight fist and resisted the urge to scream. The sharp edge of the car keys dug a red mark into the palm of her hand.

Anna turned her attention to the lonely Fiat. Just calm down and do your job thoroughly, she commanded herself. The cold, abandoned car was like a premonition of the horrors that awaited them at the end of the track. Anna pulled on a pair of latex gloves and gently tried the Fiat’s door. The metal lent her a sense of self-assurance. This was familiar; she could do this. Back in patrol she had had plenty of opportunities to carry out forensic examinations of cars written off at the side of the road, their engines still warm, to look for fleeing drink-drivers and junkies, to confiscate stolen goods stashed in the boot. A car was the most mundane of crime scenes.

But this time Anna wasn’t going to carry out a forensic investigation. The forensics team would go over the car with a fine-tooth comb. If there was anything to find, they would find it. Anna was looking for something else.

The door was locked. Anna pressed a raised button on the key ring with the smudged picture of a padlock. The Fiat gave a click. She opened the passenger door. The first impression of the car was its cleanliness. The dark-grey seat covers were spotless and there was no rubbish or grit on the floor beneath the seat. There have been no children in this car – or drunks, for that matter. Anna resisted the temptation to sit in the car, to listen to what it wanted to tell her. Instead she carefully opened the glove compartment and took out the registration form.
         

The car was registered to one Juhani Rautio of 17 Vaahterapolku, Saloinen.

The address was nearby. Very near indeed. Anna felt a rush of excitement in her chest.

Reluctantly she returned to her own car and sat down. She wanted to see what had happened on the running track.

Her daydream was broken by a tap at the window. Esko had returned. Again he was puffing on a cigarette and gestured Anna out of the car. Anna felt a chill. Damp from the rain, her clothes now intensified the bite of the wind.

‘Forensics are going to be a while. I called the pathologist too. You can go and look now.’

‘What?’

‘Go and have a look at what’s there – and no funny business, mind.’

For a moment Anna felt like refusing, like obstinately saying she had no desire to examine the scene, and behaving like the child Esko considered her to be. But what would it matter to him if she refused? She would only shoot herself in the foot with that sort of behaviour. She had to see the victim with her own eyes so that she could fully take part in the investigation. Anna felt livid, but managed to control herself as she saw a satisfied smirk creep across Esko’s face. This is one game we’re not going to play by your rules, she decided.

 

The yellow police ribbons fluttered in the wind, as though they were marking the route for a marathon.

Anna began walking down the path. Her hands were tacky with sweat and her heart was beating hard. The first hundred metres gently curved deeper into the woods, and as the path straightened out Anna saw something resembling the shape of a human being lying on the ground. You didn’t make it to the finish line, thought Anna, and felt the power momentarily drain from her limbs. She felt faint. The rain and wind chilled her.
         

Anna pulled on another pair of gloves and carefully began to inspect the body. White female, around 165 centimetres tall, weight approximately 70 kilos. Shot with a rifle at close range. Dead instantly. Her head had been quite literally blasted off, and much of her neck too. She’d been here for some time. The body was cold and damp after a night outdoors, and was now stiff and hard with rigor mortis. It looked almost like a gritty, realistic installation, lying motionless on the dirt track, otherwise intact except for the head, which was now an unidentifiable tangle of flesh. It made Anna feel ill to look at the bloody mess that only yesterday had been a face.

The lime-green tracksuit bottoms had darkened from the rain, the legs inside them were still intact but had twisted grotesquely as death had knocked her to the ground. The hands were like those of any young woman out for a run, clean and well looked after. Her fingernails, painted in a plum varnish, were bitten.

Above the waist was where things looked different. The boundary wasn’t clear. Dark spots and red strips were splattered across the tracksuit; by now their edges had soaked into the wet fabric. Around the chest and shoulders the tracksuit was no longer green but decorated in various shades of rust and red. Here too, thankfully, the rain had softened the most shocking contrasts. Finally there was the head. In reality it barely existed any more, nothing but spatter that extended some way along the path. On closer inspection the spatter contained grey strands of brain matter. Mush. The unpleasant word reminded her of porridge or baby food, but it was an effective simile. The brain had literally turned to mush as it had come gushing out of the skull.

The woman was young; there was no doubt about that. Thirty at most. Probably much younger. Anna could tell from the childish smoothness of the skin on the back of her hands, the innocent fragility of her chubby fingers, and an inexplicable gut feeling that she couldn’t quite put into words. The body exuded youth and vitality, something not even death had been able to snuff out. Anna examined the jagged edges of the victim’s nails. Were you worried about something, she asked herself. Or were you still so young that you hadn’t yet put such bad habits behind you? How old are you?
         

Her tracksuit was trendy and smart, but clearly supermarket quality. Perhaps you’d only just got into running, Anna thought. The trainers revealed that the girl had been out running when she was killed. They weren’t the most expensive ones available, but they were a quality brand with shock absorbers specially designed for running. Someone out for a light Sunday jog wouldn’t buy these. The soles of the shoes were dirty and slightly worn. You weren’t an absolute beginner, then? Some level of addiction had probably already set in. That, if anything, was something Anna knew all about.

But what did any of this matter now? Running or walking, beginner or marathon runner? There you lie now, and you’ll never take another step again, Anna whispered and struggled against the anxiety welling up inside her.

Anna gently touched the dead woman’s skin at the point where a patch of flesh was revealed between her pulled-up trouser leg and her reinforced tennis sock. The skin was tanned, smooth and cold, in perfect condition. Not even the first signs of stubble scraped against Anna’s hand as she cautiously stroked the woman’s leg. Did you shave your legs just before going running? Why? I always do it in the shower afterwards. Anna wrote down the observation in her notebook.

She knew that the patrol officers would have gone through the victim’s tracksuit pocket, and presumably Esko would have done so too. Forensics would do the same. But Anna wanted to see what the dead woman was carrying with her. She carefully opened the zips. Front-door keys, wet handkerchiefs. Tied at the end of a thin leather strap was a brooch of some sort, a bead that looked like a stone and featuring a strange figure decorated with feathers. A mobile phone with a couple of bars of battery power left.
         

Anna glanced behind her to make sure nobody was coming, and quickly flicked through the messages and calls. The last outgoing call was made on 21 August at 11.15 a.m. to Mum. The last incoming call was on the same day at 6.27 p.m., an unknown number. Anna felt a chill in her heart. Message inbox: empty. Sent messages: empty. Who called you last night? And why have all your messages been deleted?

Anna examined the ground around the body. The blood spatter had extended over a wide area. On the ground close to the body the detail of the spatter was clearly visible, while further off it merged with the brown of the sawdust and undergrowth and gradually dissolved into the rain. Forensics would have their work cut out. Amid all this mess, would they be able to identify anything from the killer? A hair? A drop of saliva? A fibre? With the naked eye it was impossible to make out any individual footprints in the sawdust. Anna lifted her head and gazed at the sky. She licked a few raindrops from her lips. Go ahead, rinse all our evidence away, she whispered to the rain. Erase all the prints. She let her eyes scan the woods extending out around the scene, unperturbed. Silent landscape. You witnessed everything and now you’re holding your tongue.

 

‘What kind of madman kills someone with a rifle?’ Anna commented to Esko once she returned to the car park. She’d decided to try her best. To talk, communicate. To carry on as if nothing had happened.

Esko’s cheeks dimpled as he drew smoke through his cigarette, and he stared past Anna into the forest.

‘It would have made an almighty bang,’ she continued, trying to sound amiable.

‘What day is it today?’ asked Esko.

Anna was almost startled. He’s talking to me.

‘The twenty-second,’ she replied.

‘What month?’
         

‘What, have you got Alzheimer’s all of a sudden?’

‘Just tell me what month it is and don’t take the piss.’

‘It’s August, of course.’

‘Right.’

‘Right. And…?’

‘For Christ’s sake,’ said Esko, exasperated, and flicked his cigarette butt to the ground. Anna noticed at least five butts by his feet.

‘The shooting season started on the twentieth, the day before yesterday. And do you know what people use to shoot ducks, lass?’

Anna was silent for a moment, then responded: ‘Yes, I do.’

‘Now think where this godforsaken track is exactly.’

‘True,’ said Anna and turned to look west. The faint breeze didn’t carry the sound through the trees, but you could sense the proximity of the sea in the salty odour of the damp air, in the low-lying juniper bushes growing here and there and in the impenetrable green wall of dense thicket.

‘So yeah, if I wanted to bump someone off near the shore, at night and at the height of the duck-shooting season, I’d consider using a rifle. Nobody living round here would pay the slightest attention, no matter how many shots they heard,’ said Esko, and as if to confirm the veracity of his words a series of three shots echoed from the direction of the shore.

‘Missed. If you don’t get it with the first or second shot, you won’t hit it at all. Pointless contraptions if you ask me, these semi-automatics.’

‘Do you hunt?’ asked Anna. ‘It’s considered quite an elitist sport back home – I mean, where I come from.’

Esko said nothing, just stared at the yellow car in the car park, a mosaic of yellowing leaves glued to its windscreen.

‘Last night it was raining harder than it is now,’ he eventually stated.

‘It was raining quite hard all day yesterday. And in the evening a fair wind whipped up.’

‘What kind of idiot goes out jogging in weather like that?’ asked Esko and lit another cigarette.
         

‘Not you, that’s for sure,’ Anna whispered so quietly that Esko couldn’t have heard.
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THE LATE SUMMER LANDSCAPE, betraying the onset of autumn, seemed a blur through the car windows as they drove back towards the city, Esko in front, Anna following behind. As the forensics team arrived at the scene, the rainclouds had suddenly dispersed, proving that the blue sky was still there after all. The cloud had split into long threads and drifted into the distance, much to the satisfaction of the team whose job it was to examine the scene and photograph the body. The sun shone down in all its splendour and the forest began to dry out. Although the leaves hadn’t yet yellowed, they already carried a hint of their approaching demise. Only a few weeks now, and summer would finally cede to autumn. Anna had long since given up hope of an Indian summer. At this latitude, even thinking of such a thing was futile. Soon the woods and the patches of garden around the isolated houses would curl up in the long embrace of the winter darkness. The city would try to fight against it with neon lights and fluorescent strips. Everyone would be eagerly awaiting the return of light from the first snow. But nowadays the snow fell late in the year. The boundary between autumn and winter was imperceptible amid the surrounding grey slush.
         

Don’t think about that now, Anna irritably chided herself and jerkily pulled the car straight after noticing it had drifted out towards the right. An approaching lorry sounded its horn at her.

The sun is shining; it’s still summer – for now. Concentrate on driving and don’t fret about the future.

 

The coroner gave the approximate time of death as around ten o’clock the previous evening. She too was puzzled by the relatively late hour of the victim’s jog and in such poor weather. Anna didn’t say anything, though for her it seemed utterly unremarkable. She always jogged in the evenings. And the weather was never a reason to miss a run. The forensics officers had promised to submit their reports as quickly as possible, and the coroner invited Esko and Anna to the autopsy, which was to take place the following day. Anna flinched. This was new. She worried about maintaining her professional poise, though the mere thought of the morgue made her feel sick. No, not the morgue itself, but the thought that the girl lying on the running track would be chopped up there tomorrow like an animal in an abattoir. As if there were no end to her denigration, the authorities would continue to mutilate her where the killer had stopped.
         

One after the other Anna and Esko parked their cars outside the police station, slammed the doors shut, walked inside and made their way up to the fourth floor, Anna by the stairs, Esko in the lift. Each withdrew to their own office, as though the other didn’t exist, as though the tragic scene they had just witnessed was but an illusion.

This is ridiculous, Anna sighed. We need to talk about this, analyse the situation, plan what steps to take next, find Juhani Rautio, examine the girl’s phone records and her final movements before going on that run. Where had she been yesterday, and in whose company? Who was she? What had Aune Toivola told Esko and the patrol officers? And what about the Kurdish girl? Who was looking into that? What should they do next? I should at least try to get to know Esko, have lunch with him or something. This is no way to work. And for a sinking moment, the thought occurred to Anna that she had already failed.

 

Anna spent her lunch break alone in the station cafeteria, where she ate a depressing meal of overcooked spaghetti with bland mincemeat sauce and a salad of mandarin slices and grated red cabbage. This was winter food, though the harvest season was at its peak. Bitter home-brewed beer and stale bread buns. The cafeteria food had gone downhill since her high-school internship; here, too, the object was simply to save money. In future she would go into town for lunch, she decided.
         

Just as she was taking her tray and dirty dishes to the kitchen trolley, a group of people appeared in animated conversation. Esko, Sari, Rauno and Chief Inspector Virkkunen. Blood rushed to Anna’s cheeks.

‘Anna, there you are! Have you already eaten?’ exclaimed Sari in disappointment.

‘We have to talk about the case,’ said Anna, pointedly delivering her words to Esko.

‘We just did, shame you couldn’t join us. Everything’s in order. You just take care of your own duties, okay,’ he replied, noisily placing cutlery on his tray.

‘How should I know what my duties are if nobody tells me?’ Anna replied, struggling to control the tone of her voice.

‘Anna, we were expecting you at the meeting just now,’ Virkkunen explained.

‘I don’t have telepathic skills, and I don’t remember ever claiming such a thing on my CV either.’

Virkkunen gave Esko a puzzled look.

‘Esko said he’d told you that there would be a meeting in my office as soon as you got back to the station,’ he said.

‘He said nothing of the kind.’

‘I told you when we got back from Saloinen,’ said Esko.

‘We didn’t exchange a single word. And I do have a phone – why didn’t anyone call me?’

The group was silent. Virkkunen seemed at a loss. Rauno and Sari took a few polite steps to one side. Esko was scrutinising the lunch menu on the board with a look of nonchalant satisfaction. He looks like a drunk, thought Anna.

‘I’m sure this is just an unfortunate misunderstanding,’ said Virkkunen. ‘I’m very sorry things seem to have got off to a bad start.’

‘So am I,’ was Anna’s clipped response.

She wasn’t far from tears.
         

‘I’ll have the spaghetti – it’s the only grub with meat today,’ said Esko.

 

That afternoon was almost as warm as summer. The thermometer outside Anna’s office window said 22°c. Moisture shimmered from the streets and slate roofs. The weather had taken a U-turn, its brakes wailing; suddenly it was summer again. Such rapid, dramatic shifts had increased in recent years.

Anna opened the window. A faint breeze carried in the stench of exhaust fumes. Anna let the sunshine warm her face. She closed her eyes for a moment and listened to the noise of the traffic from below.

The police station was located next to the train and bus stations, nestled between restaurants, department stores, office blocks and housing complexes in one of the busiest areas of the city. It was an ugly, high-rise building erected in the late sixties.

Anna tried to pluck something familiar from amid the cacophony, a sound that might have awoken a forgotten memory or reminded her of an event from her childhood or her teenage years, of her former life in this city. But the sounds could have been from any city, and the events of the past remained hidden.

My first day on the job isn’t even over yet and I’m dealing with a case of suspected honour violence, a brutal homicide and a real arsehole of a partner, thought Anna, opening her eyes. It doesn’t look good. Nothing here will be easy. But is that really what I was expecting? Her thoughts drifted to the subject of Ákos.

Before long she would have to confront him. She pressed herself tight against the bay windows and squinted into the bright sunshine. She was nervous. She felt a powerful urge to go out for a cigarette.

So much evil took place last night, she pondered. My job is to find out who committed it and why, to find the guilty parties and the evidence to convict them. That’s what I’m paid for. It doesn’t matter whether it’s my first or my 500th day at work; my job is still my job. I’m good at this job. Well, back in the Guides I was. I don’t know about this one yet, but surely it can’t be all that different. And I’ve never yet let bullies get the better of me.
         

Reluctantly she let her craving for nicotine waft out of the window and into the exhaust fumes in the alley below. There was no point getting into a bad habit like that; one a day was all she permitted herself, and never while she was on duty. She sighed and closed the window. The city bustle was muted behind the panes of glass. In the quiet of the room she could hear the dull ticking of a wall clock.

She turned away from the window.

A tall, ominous figure was standing behind her.

‘Úr Isten!’ Anna screamed. The shock coursed through her veins like poison.
         

‘We’ve tracked down Juhani Rautio. Pack your tampons and lipstick, we’re heading back to the same village we visited this morning,’ said Esko.

‘What the hell are you thinking? Don’t ever creep up on me again…’

But Esko had already disappeared into the corridor.

‘Get a move on!’ he shouted from the lift.
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JUHANI RAUTIO was just finishing an extended lunch break, during which he had brokered a lucrative deal, when his telephone rang. Juhani cursed his own absent-mindedness. Ten years ago, answering your telephone anywhere and everywhere had been the hallmark of a successful businessman, but nowadays it was considered downright uncouth. Juhani wasn’t uncouth, at least he didn’t think he was. In dealing with clients, he took pains to focus only on them, to make them feel that he was there for them and them alone. Children didn’t like it either, if Mum and Dad were on the phone or reading the newspaper while they were trying to explain something important. You had to be there for them.
         

Juhani was about to press the reject button and present an embarrassed apology to his client when something made him answer after all. With hindsight, he saw this as a portentous sign of a father’s instinct.

The phone call was from the police. He was asked to return home as soon as possible. His wife Irmeli had also been summoned.

 

This time Esko took Anna in his car; Virkkunen must have been watching them from the window. Still, they didn’t exchange a word throughout the journey. Maybe I can get used to working like this, thought Anna bitterly: we sulk, don’t talk to one another, and if we do talk, it’s only to take the piss.

The first impression of her new workplace had already begun to crack like an old oil painting. Have I just made the biggest mistake of my life, she pondered.

The red-brick house belonging to Juhani and Irmeli Rautio was located in the centre of Saloinen in an area of old detached houses with spacious yards and gardens, each better pruned than the next. The tall trees, fulgent hedgerows and abundant flower beds made this a pleasant area. Almost every garden featured bushes of berries and vegetable patches, heavy with the late-summer harvest. Anna thought of the panorama opening up from her own balcony. She tried to remember whether she could see even a single balcony with hanging baskets. Her mother had always filled the balcony with troughs of flowers. She recalled the buzz of activity on the balcony each spring, her mother’s hands caked with mud, fragile plant cuttings standing in long, slender boxes, the cool of the balcony’s concrete floor, the bamboo mats rolled up waiting for shoots to be replanted. Above all, she remembered the pride with which her mother looked at her balcony on her way back from town. It really was beautiful, particularly in late summer when a sea of flowers spilled over the railings. After moving away from home, Anna had never planted a single flower. She found herself wondering why.
         

Juhani arrived home at the same time as Anna and Esko. They shook hands in the driveway, introduced themselves and stepped inside. The house was calm and tidy. The family’s affluence wasn’t obvious, but was perceptible in the tastefully designed interior. Either the couple had employed a professional interior designer or Mrs Rautio was exceptionally gifted, thought Anna as Juhani gestured them through to the stylish living room where every detail seemed to be just right.

‘You are the owner of a yellow Fiat Punto, is that correct?’ Esko didn’t beat around the bush.

‘That’s right,’ Juhani replied, a note of concern in his voice.

‘With the registration number AKR-643?’

‘Yes, yes.’

‘Do you know where your car is right now?’

‘What’s going on? Has it been stolen?’

‘Just answer the question, please, and we’ll see whether this is a matter for your concern,’ said Esko calmly.

‘Has Riikka been in a crash? Is she okay? Tell me this minute she’s okay,’ Juhani shouted.
         

Anna and Esko glanced at one another. Just then there came a click as the front door opened and Mrs Rautio stepped inside, her face red and sweaty as she took off her cycling helmet.

‘Juhani, what’s going on? Why do we have to come home?’ Her voice was taut with worry.

‘Please take a seat, both of you,’ said Esko gently but firmly.

So he does know how to behave appropriately, thought Anna.

‘We found this car parked by a running track some distance from here. There are a few questions we’d like to ask.’

‘Our daughter Riikka uses that car, has done for about a year now, ever since she turned eighteen. We originally got it as a second car for my wife, but we realised we didn’t really need it.’

‘I prefer to cycle,’ said Irmeli. ‘Means I don’t need to work out separately. Where is Riikka? Let me call her right now,’ she continued and made to stand up.

‘Please, just sit down,’ Esko ordered. Irmeli remained seated.

‘Where should your daughter be right now?’ asked Anna.

‘In town, I should think,’ said Irmeli, glanced questioningly at her husband.

‘Is that where she lives?’

‘Well, she lives here actually. Officially, this is her address, but she spends most of her time at her boyfriend’s place downtown.’

‘She’s nineteen years old, is that right?’

‘Yes,’ replied Juhani.

‘Did she come home yesterday?’

‘No. We haven’t seen her for a few days. When was it she was here, Irmeli?’

‘She popped round to do some washing – was it Wednesday? Jere – her boyfriend, that is – doesn’t have a washing machine. There’s a laundry in the basement, but Riikka doesn’t like using it,’ Irmeli gave a forced giggle.

‘When did you last speak on the telephone?’

‘Riikka called us yesterday. Nothing in particular, just asked if she could take an antique chest of drawers with her to Jyväskylä. She was moving there to study. Psychology. The move’s pretty soon.’
         

‘Does your daughter jog a lot?’ asked Anna and felt a slight tensing of her shoulders.

Irmeli and Juhani sat for a moment in silence. What had so far remained unsaid flickered through the couple’s consciousness.

‘Yes,’ replied Irmeli. ‘She got into it in June. I bought her a decent pair of running shoes to get her started. They’re quite expensive, proper running shoes, especially on a student budget. She … she seems to think she’s overweight. But it’s nothing obsessive; it’s not as if she’s anorexic or anything like that, just a young woman’s normal concern for her own body. She wanted to look good.’

Irmeli’s restless fingers began plaiting the tassels of a woollen shawl on the sofa. She peered up alternately at Anna and Esko, her eyes now alert with fear, a deep furrow of concern pressed into her brow.

‘What make of shoes were they?’ asked Anna.

When Irmeli gave the name of the brand, Esko turned towards the window and clenched his fist so that his knuckles gleamed white. Anna tried to swallow the dried saliva in her throat.

‘What about her tracksuit? What kind of running clothes did she wear?’

‘I think she had several. At least one dark-blue Adidas tracksuit and a bright green one – that one was brand new. Why are you asking these things? Just tell us what’s happened!’ Irmeli begged, now unable to conceal her anguish.

Anna looked at Esko. We should have talked about this beforehand, she thought. Who should say what? Is it now up to me to tell these people the worst possible news? What should I do?

Esko cleared his throat.

‘We’ve found the body of a young woman on the running track near where your car was parked,’ he said in his gravelly voice.
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