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Years ago, I imagined how my life would end, heralded by a premonition as with the monks of old. I go back once more to the island where I spent my childhood holidays. I sit on the rocky shore, watching the shimmering, eternal sea. I get up and chop some firewood for heating the sauna. The thickest log is so knotty that I am unable to split it. I use a metal wedge, but it gets stuck. I strike again and again, dripping with sweat, until my eyes grow dim and I am gasping for breath. Finally I hear the final crunch as the log gives way, my last flash of consciousness in this world.


The end will come some other way. I realize planning it is not in my power.


A mole had appeared on my back; I spotted it by chance in a fitting room mirror. It resembled the forewing of a dead-nettle beetle, glittering in the colours of the rainbow. I willed it to rise up on its wings, but it did not.


A dermatologist removed the mole and sent it off to be diagnosed. It turned out to be a melanoma, although it was not clear whether it had metastasized. A larger tissue sample was then removed.


I had no symptoms, aside from occasional bouts of helplessness and anxiety. Nothing new there, however. Calm down, I told myself. To no avail. The wait for the results deprived me of sleep, and I sank into apathy, barely coping with my daily chores.


I was referred to follow-up examinations. A little later, I saw an oncologist. She patted my shoulder and said I had an aggressive type of cancer, with metastatic tumours that had spread via the lymph system all over my body.


I crumpled up in my chair, speechless. In that instant I realized my life had taken a new turn.


I had previously worried about diseases I might contract, although I knew my fear might increase the risk. Now it seemed as if providence was mocking me: my concern had not been unwarranted.


Surgery was possible, but apparently the risk of recurrence was particularly high in my case. Advanced melanoma is incurable; all that can be done is to slow down the advance of the disease and alleviate the symptoms with medication.


I did not dare ask how much time I had left. Neither did I have any desire to find out how the disease would progress, let alone when painful symptoms would set in and when my mind would start to disintegrate. I decided to follow the example of humankind by approaching the precipice back first.


I staggered out into the rush-hour roar. People were returning home from their day’s business. Somewhere in the distance, an ambulance siren howled. Everything was as before, although nothing was the same. A strange feeling.


The shadows of icicles glittering in the eaves showed up in sharp contrast against the pale wall, dripping slowly. Soon the icicles will collapse. The polar ice caps, too, will melt. My tumours will remain.


Instead of returning home, I wandered like a sleepwalker through Berlin’s Prenzlauer Berg, along streets to which I had become attached. There was no reason to do so, but neither was there any reason not to do so.


Dusk began to fall. I plunked myself down on the terrace of the Café Al Hamra, my regular haunt, picked up a blanket from the back of a chair, and wrapped it around my body. As usual, the waiter brought me a cappuccino without asking. She sensed my dejection and looked confused, but I said nothing.


If my friend Daniel had happened to come by, I would have been glad to play a game of chess. It would have given me something else to think about, a chance to shut off all other thoughts.


I leafed through the Berliner Zeitung until I realized I had not retained anything that I had read.


One would like ageing to be a merciful time, meekly accepting the inevitable ebb of the river of life. But my illness had interrupted its normal course. Nothing could be done to stop its meanders. I had no faith in miracle cures. I realized how fragile life is when fate pointed its finger at me. Its decree could not be appealed.


The departure of my closest friend Ilpo had already prepared me for the idea of the end. I had been sitting on a park bench on Helmholtzplatz when my phone beeped. A text from Ilpo’s former wife appeared on the screen: Ilpo had been found dead in his bed.


The message, in black letters on a grey background, blurred before my eyes. I had trouble understanding what it said. Later that evening, I deleted Ilpo’s contact information, setting the final seal on his departure.


I used to think there is a purpose to everything, including suffering, and to believe that adversity might be an augur of better things to come. But what purpose is served by a deadly disease?


A child does not have to learn to be happy; even a fool can enjoy happiness as an adult. Perhaps that is what created the need to embrace suffering. One has to learn to accept life’s inherent tragedy.


In one of the classic Russian novels, a dying man praises the joys of life. Reading the book, it struck me that this was not an observation someone who had succeeded in everything would make.


Joseph Brodsky wrote that he had felt solidarity with grief alone, but until his mouth was stuffed with clay, it would utter words of gratitude.


In Dostoevsky’s novel The Idiot, a priest arrives at the scaffold without the eucharist. The condemned men ask him why they have been deprived of their right to the last confession and absolution. They are told that they have been pardoned. They take this as an insult; they had mustered all their courage to meet death with dignity, all in vain.


If I were to be told now that the hospital had mixed up my x-rays with someone else’s and that my cancer had not metasta-sized, I would not feel insulted, let alone disappointed.


Art depends on despair and death, and flirts romantically with them. If this were not so, no such words would ever be written, no statues would be sculpted and no symphonies composed. The shelves of libraries sag under the weight of murders. Literature abounds with contradictory ideas about how to live with death lurking behind one’s back. Someone said I’m not afraid of dying, I just don’t want to be there when it happens.


It was reassuring to speak of sinking into an eternal sleep or shuffling off this mortal coil. In wars, the victims of bombings die, but heroes fall. People who die on the home front never earn the nimbus of a hero even if they have acted more altruistically than front-line soldiers. Death is a spectrum that reflects the many shades of life.


It is not likely that I can avoid self-pity, but I hope that it will not turn into bitterness. I do not wish to leave this life with fists clenched. Cynicism never saved anyone.


I realized the importance of basic security and the happiness brought by a stable everyday life when they ceased to exist. How should I use the time left to me? Whom should I tell about my illness, and how? Should I pretend to be strong and try to console my confidant, even as black misery gnawed at my mind?


I spooned up the rest of the whipped cream from my cup and licked the spoon clean. The waiter brought glasses of white wine to the neighbouring table and asked me if all was well. I nodded and thought that’s the only thing you could influence.


My next-door neighbour Marie appeared at my table. She pointed with her stick at the couple sipping white wine and said that we had also been young and beautiful once upon a time. I asked her if she missed those days. She smiled wanly and walked on.


Marie had once invited me to her flat for coffee and told me the story of her life. One morning in February 1942, her mother was arrested, and Marie had to go with her. The playground that she could see from her window was an Umschlagplatz, a collection point. A lorry crammed with the last Jews in the neighbourhood was waiting for them there.


At the gate to Birkenau concentration camp, Marie and her mother were dragged apart. They expected to be reunited later that day. Marie never heard from her mother again. Her father, a Wehrmacht officer, had been shot in Cracow one year earlier when he refused to execute a group of Polish officers taken as prisoners.


From Birkenau, Marie was taken to an educational institution for children at Sachsenhausen concentration camp. There she was trained as a nurse. After the war, she worked at the radiology department of Berlin-Buch Hospital. Following reunification, she was among the first batch of staff to be made redundant when Charité Hospital took over Berlin-Buch, which it saw as a rival. According to Marie, the age of the dictatorship of money had begun.


The red star in front of Al Hamra lit up. Returning home in the evenings, I could see it shining from a long way off. It made me feel at home. I could also see it from the windows of my flat. I had recently become aware that there was no birch tree in front of my house. Since a self-respecting Finn must have one, I had dug up a birch seedling in the forest and planted it in a metal bucket on my balcony.


I had built up a fine circle of friends in Berlin. Meanwhile, my ties with Finland had weakened, and my contacts with family and friends there had petered off. Now was my last opportunity to fix things. I also had inheritance issues and other practical arrangements to sort out. The mere thought made my forehead break out in a cold sweat.


There were many metres of literary masterpieces on my bookshelf. Many of these I would probably never re-read, even if I had enough years left to do so, but they still showed where my thoughts had wandered over the years. They would keep gathering dust even when I myself had turned into an urnful of ashes.


For sentimental reasons, I had brought to Berlin the collected works of Goethe inherited from my great-grandfather. I knew I would not read them, if only because the Fraktur type was so hard to read. Some of my more militant fellow students kept the collected works of Lenin on their bookshelves. A few even pretended to have read them.


Goethe’s last words are said to have been Mehr Licht, More light! Perhaps he saw, or hoped to see, a flash of light. Now I began to suspect that what he actually said was Mehr nicht, Nothing more.


Chekhov is supposed to have said Ich sterbe, I’m dying. If my original intention were to come true, I could cry out: “And yet it splits!”.


There was no trusting all these last words. They were often held to embody some crystallized wisdom that the speaker had never intended, even if he had spoken the words.


I began to take an interest in Sicily when I read that Goethe said that if you have not seen Sicily, you have not really seen Italy.


When going to Sicily, he intended to visit Syracuse, but never did so. I went there in his stead. Gazing at the shimmering Mediterranean from the terrace of a Baroque villa, I thought I could spend the twilight of my life there if something dramatic were to happen.


Perhaps a trip abroad might ease my distress now: no matter where to, but preferably somewhere near the sea. As a child, I had been given a globe. Spinning it, I immediately rejected all far - away lands. The globe showed the German Democratic Republic, a country to which no one can travel anymore.


On the Interrail trips of my youth, I gorged myself on new cities. In later years, I returned to those that brought back warm memories, highlights of my life. Now, however, my fond recollections of Paris or Prague might pale or turn painful if I went there.


Perhaps my existence and its looming end could be viewed with fresh, untainted eyes in some place with which I had no ties.


I had drifted to East Berlin by chance. Now I paced back and forth in my flat and wondered what would happen to my cult artefacts from the gdr period and my large compass flag. They chronicled a turning point in my life. In the eyes of my heirs, they would probably be entertaining relics of a defunct state.


The clink of two light metal ice cream bowls against each other produced a bright sound. If you had never experienced it first-hand, it was just background noise. For my East Berlin friend Leo, a serving of pink yoghurt in a bowl like this brought back his childhood.


In early 1989, the beloved comrade Erich Honecker vowed that the Wall would stand for at least another hundred years. Even he must have realized that there is no Eternal City for us down here.


I had booked an appointment with my dentist for an implant after an infected tooth had had to be removed. I cancelled the appointment, as well as another appointment with a urologist.


Even if I were to develop prostate cancer on top of everything else, I would not have time to die of it.


I could not postpone or forget everything, however. Death cleaning. The mere words brought a stab of pain. There were some horrors I would be spared. The ecosystem was about to collapse, but I would be gone before it happened. Perhaps living on the brink of disaster was a precondition for human life. I now looked at people, even young people, with this thought at the back of my mind.


I had shoeboxes full of photographs taken by my father and grandfather to sort. They recounted the lives of my parents and forefathers in the form of a happy string of pearls interspersed with war, disease and disasters. There were also thousands of my own photographs to catalogue and slides to scan. This task would enable me to relive my own years and the chain of generations that I would soon be taking leave of. But did I really wish to relive them?


In older years, I had come to think that life was too valuable to devote to topical matters. Now I had lost all residual interest in them. I still watched football, but this was by way of escape. Every match might be the last I could watch untroubled by symptoms and with senses intact.


Out in the wide world, wars were being fought, villages were being drowned by floods, fields were being devastated by drought, children were dying of hunger and disease. None of these tragic facts could match my death sentence. It was my last thought when I went to sleep and my first thought when I woke up.


I had had a brush with death once before, when I found myself in the eye of a storm in a small sailing boat. I had to tear down the sails. The raging waves threatened to smash my boat against the rocks. When the storm finally died down, I felt as though no earthly worry could ever touch me again. That feeling lasted a few months.









The long grey season of another Berlin winter was over. Spring, though long-awaited, still came as a surprise in the year 2021 of our Lord. The blackbird’s melodious flute chirped in the park on Helmholtzplatz. Purple crocuses rose from the dead. In Finland, this was the season of crusty spring snow that I missed in Berlin.


The scent of bird cherry blossom used to intoxicate me in spring.


Now I was afraid it would plunge me into instant melancholy.


At Al Hamra, a drab-looking man solved crossword puzzles, day after day. He was killing time. Life is so short that he will probably never tire of his meaningless task. I envied him. He seemed to have detached himself from the passage of time, and the repetitiveness of his days hardly bothered him; perhaps, indeed, it was a source of satisfaction.


What point was there in passion anymore? Or in seizing the day? Banal actions like filing one’s tax returns had been time-consuming chores. If only one could concentrate on them without the shadow of a cancer diagnosis, and detect the halo over a cast-iron frying pan, for example.


I slept poorly, and was exhausted during the day. I imagined that my fatigue was due to illness rather than sleeplessness. Whenever I had a headache, I feared that the disease had reached my brain.


Facebook sent me an advertisement for a Finnish birch coffin with tasselled corners. Perhaps the undertakers had made a deal with the oncologist. Deutsche Telekom sent me an e-mail offering a phone with an sos function. Someone wants what is best for you, right until the very end.


Before my diagnosis, I used to sit on the balcony, sipping classic Finnish vodka flavoured with my own plums, and thought I lacked for nothing. The flavour brought back memories of getting ready to go to a country dance. This sensation had freed me from the relentless yoke of time, producing an unthinking peace.


A plum tree grew by the cart path on the far shore of Lake Oberuckersee in Brandenburg. When I rowed back across the lake, drops of water glittered on the oars, and the squeaking oarlocks struck a childhood note. I thought of someone else rowing my boat when I would no longer be able to do so or would no longer be around.


Gusts of wind ruffled the lake surface, then the wind died down and the lake turned into a mirror of the sky. Deceits of lapwings were preparing to migrate. It was as though they were calling me to go south with them.


If you had to see some meaning in life, it was in moments like these. It was a good sign to have no need to seek such meaning.


Useless speculation and the need to understand merely chipped away at the lyrical undercurrent of life. Aimlessness had induced some people to dream of a career as a philosopher, as if that could clarify anything. Wishing to see the world, I had rejected philosophy.


My serenity was gone. Since there was no escape from the end of the line, all I could do was confront and accept it. I tried to detect some unique lustre in my shrinking life. I had lived a long, good life, and was not far off from reaching the average lifespan.


After a professional aberration, I had found a path to the source of my spiritual essence. In any case, the time to leave was drawing near.


The idea of eternal life was invented to ease the pain of life’s brevity. According to an old Finnish saying, people live as long as they are remembered. It is a lovely thought, but can only console those who are left behind. My life seemed to be fading away before reaching maturity.


I did not believe in relief brought by hard drinking; it could only make matters worse. I went back to the books that had once meant so much to me. I could see words and sentences on the paper, but not the thoughts behind them.


I feared that I would collapse under the weight of my chaotic thoughts. In my plight, I fled to the logical, organized world of chess, hoping to banish my visions of terror to a hazy horizon. The progression of moves obeyed my will; in the maze of variations, clarity of thought was crucial, and there was no room for chance.


Sitting face to face and conversing with my opponents had once been a key feature of my fascination with chess, but now it seemed natural to play blitz on the internet. On the basis of previous games, the portal knew every player’s level of skill, and picked an opponent of the same level in seconds. The opponent’s name was accompanied by a country flag. Whenever I saw the Russian flag, this brought a particular electric jolt and a spirit of revenge to the game.


Chess provided a moment of oblivion from the world outside.


I played endless series of games, only stopping when I became so tired that I began to make more and more losing blunders.


After moving to Berlin a decade ago, I used to sit at Al Hamra every day. The regular customers knew each other by name and shook hands when they met. Two men often played chess at a corner table. Once they caught me watching from the corner of my eye, and one of them challenged me to a game.


From that day, I used to play Daniel once a week. He had also learned the rules as a little boy. I trusted that the chess would not get out of hand, as it had when I was a child.


To begin with, Daniel played better, but I gradually attained the same level. My games with him were a duel between egos, an extension of our political debates. In chess, you could prove the superiority of your argument objectively.


I considered Daniel to be Putin’s mouthpiece. Our political views were so far apart that our arguments were merely frustrating. When we spoke about universal issues, however, we understood each other very well. We also had a similar skewed sense of humour.


I felt an urgent need to beat Daniel again. My melanoma diagnosis led me to a manic study of historical chess masterpieces, from which I learned some ingenious variations. By any sensible measure, this was a complete waste of my dwindling time, but in my plight I was unable to think sensibly.


Daniel’s father Rainer was involved in plotting the assassination of Hitler in 1943. He was caught, but the evidence was flimsy, and he got off with a two-year prison sentence.


Rainer was allowed to take with him a book containing some of the greatest games in chess history, but his chess set was taken from him. He hid slices of dark and white bread in his cell. When they dried, he used a pair of nail scissors to cut chess pieces out of them and a brick fragment to draw a chessboard on the floor.


He went over the games time and again, but realized that playing himself was a sure path to madness. One of the prison guards had a chess set in his booth. Rainer befriended him and persuaded him to play. The guard would make his move when he brought gruel and bread to the cell. On the next visit, Rainer would play his move, and so on. After the war, the two men happened to meet in a café and played one last game, which ended in a draw.


During the Cold War, Rainer was involved in setting up a network in West Berlin that searched for people arrested or missing in the Soviet zone and helped victims of persecution escape to the West. For the gdr leaders, he was a nightmare enemy. He thought it an irony of fate that if it had not been for Hitler, the gdr never would have existed, and the course of his life would have been completely different. Rainer later founded the Checkpoint Charlie Museum with cia support.


When Rainer died, Daniel inherited his father’s chess book. He studied the games in it and was often able to relate a position in our games to something he had learned from the book.


By the time I was eight years old, I had read to tatters the book 120 Short Masterpieces by the Finnish chess master Eero Böök. Ever since then, leafing through that book has brought back childhood memories. In those days, life seemed endless.


I was particularly impressed by a game in which the former child prodigy Samuel Reshevsky had the temerity to play Alekhine’s Defence against the world champion after whom this opening had been named. You can’t always win, even at chess, but Reshevsky’s audacity was enviable, and a dash of that swashbuckling attitude found its way into my playing style. I later hoped to emulate the same spirit in my lifestyle.


My engineer father stopped playing with me after he began to lose repeatedly. My grandfather, however, was not bothered by losing. He managed to avoid obvious errors, but his manoeuvres lacked a winning plan, and our games became monotonous.


I learned from him that the Russian equivalent for bishop meant ‘elephant’, whereas the French word meant ‘fool’. Whenever he threatened my Queen, he always said garde!, which was an old gentlemanly custom. He was the same age then as I am now.


I bought new chess books. I saw the chessboard grid pattern in Finnish crispbread, in the floor tiles at my school and in the Helsinki city map on the hallway wall at home. At school, I hid a thin volume of chess games between my schoolbooks.


At night I went over the games of masters in my mind for many wakeful hours. I had nightmares in which the pieces turned into demons and monsters. I could no longer distinguish between dream and reality. I was dead tired during the day.


After yet another sleepless night, I realized that I would have to give up chess. Soon I began to wake up well-rested in the mornings again. Crispbread became mere crispbread, made of God’s grain. A horse’s gentle gaze, hairy coat and warm breath stirred me more than a wooden knight on a chessboard. I tasted the joys of childhood again.


At the age of 17, I went to Minnesota as an exchange student, sailing on a ship called the Seven Seas. Onboard were seven hundred young people from all over Western Europe. A chess tournament in knockout format was arranged during the crossing. I made it to the semi-finals without any difficulty. There I played a Swedish opponent whom my fellow Finns considered to be a self-satisfied boor. My compatriots thought it was my patriotic duty to beat him, and I could not disappoint them. That game was more than just a game.


In the final, I faced a Dutch opponent who was known to be the youth champion of his country. I imagined that all I had to do was to avoid mistakes and follow well-proven strategies: I could not possibly lose.


A ring of spectators, including my previous opponents, gathered around the table, absorbed in the twists and turns of the game. This was a new experience for me, but I concentrated on the pieces and forgot my confusion. The situation was something like the game described in Stefan Zweig’s Chess Story, played on a ship travelling from New York to Buenos Aires.


I soon became aware of my opponent’s tactical superiority.


He played flawlessly, and induced me to make errors. From one move to the next, my defences began to crumble, until finally my position was hopeless, and I tipped my king to resign.


My opponent was an amiable fellow, which made my loss easier to bear. His superior skill was not just a gift from God, however.


I realized that if I wanted to achieve something in chess, I would have to devote my next years to it, without any guarantee of success.


At any rate, my opponent was miles ahead of me. In the worst case, I might eventually feel that I had wasted years of my life.


Minnesota was an intellectual desert. At the beginning of my return journey, I felt like tying the Statue of Liberty to the ship’s aft hook by the neck.


In many ways, that year was to shape the direction of my life.


My American family’s unwavering, stifling faith and theatrical piety had taxed my energy, and I leapt aside from that path. I thought damnation and salvation were just another form of intimidation and seduction used to control people. It was liberating to think that God neither exists nor does not exist. I became an atheist by the grace of God.


For many decades, I forgot about chess and only played occasionally, until I rediscovered the game in Berlin. The impetus came from a video clip in which Marcel Duchamp gave a poetic account of his own chess playing. He said chess was the part of his life he enjoyed most. It also provided him with a break from painting, making it possible for him to avoid repeating himself as an artist.


He had started playing in his youth, and said he would keep playing until his dying day. He was said to need chess like a small child needs a nursing bottle.


Watching that clip once more, I saw it with new eyes. If Duchamp wanted to take chess with him to the land of shadows, why should not I? Better to be kept awake by chess than by thoughts of death.


Night after night, my computer screen kept flashing. I sifted through games played by legendary grandmasters over more than a century, and listened to analyses of them. Capablanca, Alekhine, Botvinnik, Reshevsky, Smyslov, those household names from my childhood, along with the names of the opening variations they played, took on a magical resonance in my ears: the Spanish Four Knights’ Game, the Dragon Variation of the Sicilian Defence, the King’s Indian Attack. My imagination glided from one country to the next, and the chessboard kept the evil world outside far away.


In my ears, Capablanca became Casablanca, which only added to the name’s lustre. I remember Capablanca writing that he only calculated one move ahead, but it was the correct one. The claim illustrated the great master’s ego, but it could not possibly be true.


I saw myself as a child, moving the pieces in imitation of master games. I dreamed of a game in which I played myself at the age of eight. The present-day me would win, but only after a hard fight.


Perhaps I would have warned myself of the dangers of excessive playing.


I also went over the games of the dramatic match between Bobby Fischer and Boris Spassky, which the Russian world champion lost. Played in Reykjavik in 1972, this match reflected the Cold War and measured the credibility of the two superpowers.


That same year I married and got a job with the Bank of Finland, the country’s central bank. I built a house in Kirkkonummi, a rural community near Helsinki, cleared the alder thicket to make a garden, and built a chicken coop and an outdoor toilet at one end of the yard. All this was perhaps an instinctive attempt to capture something of the vanishing Finland of my childhood. Life was like the open sea, calling out to the sailor.









Late one evening, I chanced upon a photograph of a grey-haired man sitting on the lid of the seat in an accessible toilet and staring at the screen of a mobile phone. The photo was taken at an angle from above, evidently unbeknownst to the subject.


The accompanying caption said that the man in question was chess grandmaster Igors Rausis, and that the occasion was a tournament in Strasbourg in 2019. Rausis was the oldest grandmaster to be ranked among the top 100 players in the world at the time.


As soon as Rausis was shown the photo, he admitted to having used a computer chess application during the game. He withdrew from the tournament before he could be excluded. This marked a turning point in his life, and perhaps derailed it, or so I assumed.


He was stripped of his grandmaster title and banned from competition for six years.


If you are a sprinter, in practical terms a ban like this spells an end to your career. By the time his ban expired, Rausis, too, probably would have been too old to play at the top level. Perhaps an experience like that would make you want to stop playing altogether.


The humiliating photo haunted me. I dreamed of Rausis as a wild animal in a cage, awaiting slaughter, with nowhere to hide from the spectators’ gaze. In a vision generated by my excessive playing as a child, a rampant horse threatened to trample me under hoof.


Why did Rausis act as he did? Did he hope to improve his rating (a number indicating his relative status in the chess hierarchy) as his career was beginning to draw to a close? He must have realized that this might result in an ignominious end to a distinguished career. And was the insolent photographer ever charged with his crime?


An internet article revealed the broad facts of Rausis’s life.


Born in the Ukrainian province of Lugansk in the Soviet Union in 1961, he had grown up in Sevastopol. He had studied medicine, but had only worked in the profession for a few years. He was said to be seriously ill.


Throughout his adult life, Rausis had played and taught chess in various countries. He had gained the grandmaster title in 1992 and won the Latvian Championship in 1995. He had been living in Riga since 1984. Soon after moving to Latvia, he had enrolled in an elite academy in Moscow to study chess coaching.


I could not find any reference to what Rausis had been doing after the Strasbourg tournament. Had he made his last moves there? Had he also lost his self-respect? Was he even still alive? Could it be that the shame of the abrupt end to his career had resulted in his collapse?


Presumably he had been using an accessible toilet because of his illness. I found the very phrase ‘accessible toilet’ jarring. Would I be obliged to use one myself?


The photograph did not show any visible disability. He might have thought that the risk of getting caught in an accessible toilet was minimal. Had he already been cheating before he was caught? According to the article, there had been rumours.


In 2006, I had read about the ‘toiletgate’ controversy surrounding the world championship match between incumbent world champion Veselin Topalov and grandmaster Vladimir Kramnik.


Topalov’s manager complained to the organizers about Kramnik’s repeated visits to the toilet, and suggested that Kramnik had received computer assistance there. The episode was dismissed as psychological warfare by Topalov’s team in a hard-fought match.


No evidence of cheating was found.


If all the moves made by one of the two players turn out to be those recommended by a computer, the player may be found guilty of cheating, though this depends on whether they have played like a human being or like a computer. This kind of evidence is not conclusive, however. Grandmasters do not need the help of a computer for most of their moves, but at certain points in the game even one move may be decisive. By contrast, an amateur player will not get far with the help of just one brilliant move.


The inclination to cheat makes people inventive. Someone had taped a mobile phone to their leg and received assistance via a microscopic earphone. At all major tournaments, players were scanned for electronics. As Lenin taught, “trust is good, but control is better”. Was this why Rausis had only been playing in minor tournaments as the only participating grandmaster for years before he was caught?


Investigating Rausis’s fate became an obsession for me. I wanted to know if his cheating had been linked to his illness, whatever it was. What he had done was not strictly a crime, whereas photographing him in the toilet and publishing the result was.


What had been the outcome, or had the issue been played down? One would imagine that fide, the international chess federation, had been aware of the consequences of publishing that photograph. Could its action be explained by its being on the Kremlin’s leash?


A Finnish friend told me that Rausis had also played in a couple of tournaments in Finland. I contacted two Finnish top players who I assumed might have played in the same tournaments.


One of them had actually played against Rausis. He thought Rausis an agreeable person and said he had felt sorry for him because of the events in Strasbourg. He had heard rumours that Rausis was ill, but did not know what had become of him after the tournament. The other player I interviewed said that Rausis had ruined the reputation of the royal game, and that he should therefore have been clapped in the stocks in Riga’s Cathedral Square.


Neither of them had Rausis’s contact details. I wrote to the spokesperson of the Latvian Chess Federation as well as to the managing director of fide, who was one of Latvia’s strongest woman players and had studied in Finland. Neither of them answered my e-mails; perhaps Rausis had become persona non grata.


I was about to abandon my quest. However, thoughts of the horror of cancer came back to haunt me, and pondering Rausis’s fate seemed to keep them at bay. Again and again, I imagined the situation in which he had been shown the photograph. It was like the smoking gun after the crime, the moment the culprit soiling the reputation of chess had finally been caught red-handed.


The only way to get to the bottom of the affair was to go to Riga to try and find Rausis. Someone there was bound to know where he lived or worked. There was nothing to keep me in Berlin, and I did not believe that everyday routines would dull my pain.


Riga would be the first new city of the rest of my life, and probably the last. I imagined that the journey would free me from the vicious circle of speculation and fend off the fear of death, which I knew was the root of all evil. I had nothing to lose.


It also occurred to me that if I found Rausis, and if he agreed to cooperate, I could write an article about his life, my last contribution to the world of literature and my farewell to chess. We were fellow sufferers, and he was a trained physician. Perhaps he could help me in my distress.


All that I knew about Riga was based on my grandfather’s stories. In normal circumstances, that feeble link would not have sufficed to induce me to travel, but nothing was normal now.


I had tacked some old postcards to the cork noticeboard in my writer’s den. One had been sent from Jurmala and showed the Majorenhoff sea pavilion. My grandfather had sent it to my mother during the last summer before the war. He had sailed with his brother from their island holiday home via Tallinn to Riga. In the card, he praised this shining pearl of the Baltic and the seaside resort life in Jurmala.


I had inherited my grandfather’s travel diaries from my parents.


One contained descriptions of Riga. I dug them out and planned to follow in his footsteps there. Apparently one of Riga’s parks was famous for its chess players. Perhaps they would receive a tourist in their fold, and surely one of the players would know Rausis.


Since the Baltic Express rail connection from Warsaw to Tallinn no longer existed, the train trip from Berlin to Riga would last 24 hours. I browsed the web for flights to Riga and found a convenient one with Ryanair for the following week. It cost a third of what I had paid for a train trip from Berlin to Hamburg, where I had attended a tango festival. I booked a room for one week at the Hotel Monika.


I scrolled down the calendar on my phone. The future years flashed past, with no end in sight. By the time I got to the year 4000, I had had enough. The first day of that year will be Saturday – sauna evening for many Finns. The thought made me dizzy.


Whoever needed all those centuries? Would cockroaches finally have inherited the earth by then?


As a little boy I used to play chess with my grandfather on the sauna veranda. He would gaze seaward and grieve that the Baltic countries had been stranded behind the Iron Curtain. All the way to the horizon, all we could see was open sea, and I could not understand what he was talking about. Looking out from the triangulation tower at the highest point of the island with a pair of binoculars, one might catch a glimpse of the towers in Tallinn’s old town. It was a fairytale sight.


My brother had inherited my grandfather’s small yacht, which we sailed to Tallinn to watch the sailing competitions of the Moscow Olympics. It was an exceptional opportunity, as normally crossing the Gulf of Finland in one’s own boat was forbidden. A stiff side wind carried us across in just seven hours. We would have loved to continue to Riga after the races, but it was not permitted.


By then, I knew what the Iron Curtain meant.


Before going to trip to Riga, I studied Rausis’s games. He played in a clinically precise, classical style, avoiding risks. It was diametrically opposed to the style of Mikhail Tal, the Wizard of Riga, who often sacrificed material for positional compensation to confuse his opponent. Tal had a unique ability to judge when to sacrifice. As he said, “There are two types of sacrifices, correct ones and mine.” It was also said that he hypnotized opponents with his intense stare.


Many of Rausis’s games were short. Perhaps he proposed a draw at an early stage in order to save energy for the decisive games, or maybe his opponent did because Rausis was so difficult to beat. However, one of his games had lasted over two hundred moves.


Rausis had won a tournament in Jyväskylä a quarter of a century earlier. In his game against Finland’s No. 1 player Jouni Yrjölä, Rausis opened cautiously, but later played a surprising winning move. This was a departure from his usual prudent style.


I packed a couple of changes of clothes in a rucksack I had purchased in Tallinn long ago with rubles exchanged on the black market. I crammed my passport, flight tickets and a few books in a leather shoulder bag. Its bottom corner gaped at the seams, but I had not bothered to have it repaired. I thought it would last for what remained of my journey.


On the plane, a hundred souls or so sat, belted to their seats. It was too late to wonder whether my trip made any sense. The man sitting next to me was reading a Russian newspaper. His bony fingers, stained yellow with tobacco, looked like chicken claws.


He behaved like a Finn: he did not greet me when I sat down, nor did he even look at me once. Perhaps he suspected me of being a Russophobe fascist.


The safety announcement followed. The standard performance, with hardly anyone watching. Instructions on the location of the safety exits, how to use the oxygen mask and the life jacket. The flight attendant showed us how to take out the whistle in the life jacket. In what kind of situation would it be useful? When floating in our yellow life jackets in an icy sea that had just swallowed up our plane?


Eight emergency exits were marked in the diagram on the back of the seat. If there was smoke in the cabin, we were supposed to crawl towards one of them. If I saw that an engine was burning and the oxygen masks dropped from the ceiling panels, would my fear be any less acute than before I was diagnosed?


I could make out clusters of wind turbines below. I had heard that the turbine blades mutilated birds. That was the price to pay for being able to enjoy my beer chilled in summer.


I took out of my bag Garry Kasparov’s book How Life Imitates Chess. Kasparov ruled the roost in the chess world for nearly twenty years. I thought that besides chess, life also imitates chicken poop: one side is white and the other black.


According to Kasparov, chess was put on earth to deaden boredom, sharpen the wits, and fortify the spirit. He borrowed this rather obvious idea from Zweig’s Chess Story.
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