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  Prologue




  ‘Is that a new blouse?’ Irma asked, fiddling with the fabric of Siiri’s old shirt. ‘It’s a pretty lavender. I once had a sofa this

  colour.’




  ‘Is it lavender? I thought it was violet,’ Siiri said, and only then did she notice the lovely shawl that Anna-Liisa was wearing. ‘Your throw is violet too, isn’t

  it?’




  ‘Well,’ Anna-Liisa said, straightening the scarf and looking as if she were about to begin a long lecture on colour definitions. But all she said was that she felt her wrap was more

  of a pale shade of purple. ‘Irma’s dress, on the other hand, might be called lavender, if there even is such a colour.’




  ‘You are such a ninny, Anna-Liisa. This dress is blue. Or is it? Maybe it does tend more towards purple. Did you notice how all of us happen to be wearing something this colour

  today?’




  They laughed at the coincidence, and soon none of them could remember whose turn it was to start the next hand of cards. It hardly mattered, though, since they had been playing the same game for

  much too long already. Irma let out a deep sigh and Siiri took her lace handkerchief out of her handbag and wiped her eyes. For a moment it was terribly quiet, until Anna-Liisa started to drum her

  fingers on the cloth-covered card table. But that didn’t do much to lighten the mood. Life at Sunset Grove was certainly dull, if their only bright moment was when they noticed that they were

  all wearing the same colour, and they all called it by a different name.




  ‘I’ve finessed it!’ Irma suddenly crowed, her voice so high and loud that Siiri jumped. ‘Listen, you know how there are all sorts of things happening here at Sunset

  Grove? We could start snooping around, do some meddling.’




  ‘What exactly do you feel is happening?’ Anna-Liisa asked, but Irma was undaunted.




  ‘We’ll start a detective agency. I think that’s what I’m thinking.’




  ‘So you reckon you’re Miss Marple? Lord above, you are childish,’ Anna-Liisa said, and fumbled for her Zimmer frame to indicate that she’d had quite enough nonsense for

  one day.




  ‘It might be fun,’ Siiri said helpfully. ‘We certainly could use a little play in our lives.’




  ‘Exactly! There’s no harm in having some fun. And I already know what the name should be: The Lavender Ladies Detective Agency.’




  Irma pronounced this ceremoniously, her voice trembling as if it were a stroke of genius. Siiri laughed approvingly, but Anna-Liisa didn’t say anything. She headed towards the cafeteria,

  shoving her Zimmer frame so forcefully that her purple shawl swung from side to side.




  





  Chapter 1




  Every morning Siiri Kettunen woke up and realized that she wasn’t dead yet. Then she got out of bed, washed, dressed and ate something for breakfast. It took her a while,

  but she had the time. She read the newspaper diligently and listened to the morning radio shows. It made her feel like she belonged in this world. She often went for a ride on the tram around

  eleven o’clock, but she didn’t feel like it today.




  The bright institutional lighting gave the common room of Sunset Grove retirement home the atmosphere of a dentist’s waiting room. Several residents dozed on the sofas, waiting for lunch.

  In the corner Anna-Liisa, Irma and the Ambassador were playing rummy at the cloth-covered card table. The Ambassador was absorbed in his own cards, Anna-Liisa was keeping up a running commentary on

  the other players’ hands, and Irma was looking impatient at the slow progress of the game. Then she saw Siiri and her eyes brightened.




  ‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’ she crowed in a high falsetto, waving with a broad sweep of her arm like a train conductor. Irma Lännenleimu had taken singing lessons in her youth and had

  once sung the Cherubino aria to piano accompaniment at the conservatory matinee, and since student performances were reviewed back then, a newspaper music critic had praised her voice as supple and

  resonant. This crowing call was Irma and Siiri’s customary greeting. It always worked, even in the middle of a noisy conversation or on a busy street.




  ‘Guess what?’ Irma said, before Siiri had even sat down at the table. ‘The Hat Lady in C wing isn’t dead after all. And we’d practically finished grieving for

  her!’ She laughed until her plump body jiggled and her voice rang even higher. Irma always wore a dress, preferably dark in colour, and even on ordinary days wore earrings with many-faceted

  stones, a string of pearls around her neck and two gold bracelets on her left wrist. When she spoke, her exuberant gestures made the bracelets jangle pleasantly.




  Last week the flag at Sunset Grove had been flown at half mast, and since they hadn’t seen the Hat Lady for several days, they’d thought she had died. But yesterday she had

  reappeared, wearing her broad-brimmed turquoise hat and playing bingo like she always did. She’d just been out getting a spare part for her heart, and in the process had nearly died of a

  cardiac infarction.




  ‘She says she may live for ten more years, poor thing,’ Irma said.




  Siiri laughed, her grey eyes twinkling. Irma made the woman’s medical recovery sound like an extended sentence, which, of course, it was.




  ‘It wasn’t a spare part for her heart, strictly speaking,’ Anna-Liisa said in that no-nonsense way she had of correcting any errors or discrepancies of meaning. It was an

  obsession with her. Siiri and Irma thought it was due to the fact that Anna-Liisa had once been a Finnish language and literature teacher.




  ‘I got a red three!’ the Ambassador shouted but that didn’t stop Anna-Liisa.




  ‘Angioplasty is the vernacular, the most commonly used term for it. They use a thing called a stent, a sort of mesh tube, to hold the artery open.’




  Anna-Liisa was a tall woman with a deep, full-throated voice. She knew everything you could possibly know about angioplasty, replacement parts, local anaesthetic and arthroscopic surgery, but

  they never paid any attention to her explanations. Having worked as a teacher, however, Anna-Liisa was used to not being listened to.




  ‘It’s sheer lunacy to get spare parts at the age of ninety,’ Siiri said. Everyone else agreed.




  ‘Do you think you’ll live to be a hundred, girls?’ the Ambassador asked, laying his cards down on the table and straightening his tie. He always dressed correctly, as befitted

  a former diplomat, in a smart shirt, tie, brown smoking jacket and straight-legged trousers, which was nice, since many of the men at Sunset Grove shambled around in ugly tracksuits. On important

  days and Sundays the Ambassador wore a tidy suit with an oak-leaf veteran’s insignia on the lapel.




  ‘It’s not as if it matters what we think,’ Siiri said, because that’s what she thought. ‘I wouldn’t want to be that old, though.’




  ‘If it wasn’t the Hat Lady who died last week, I wonder who it was,’ Irma said. She was very curious and always on the lookout for gossip at Sunset Grove. Her information on

  this event had been proved wrong, and so, understandably, she was a little upset about it.




  ‘It was that boy, the cook. Tero, I think his name was,’ Anna-Liisa said, laying down three sevens.




  Siiri’s head buzzed and her throat felt dry. She stared at Anna-Liisa. She couldn’t believe that Tero could be dead. Irma, on the other hand, looked delighted at the news because she

  remembered that she had heard about it before, and then promptly forgotten about it.




  ‘That’s right! You really liked Tero, didn’t you, Siiri? Was his name Tero? Have you noticed how young men nowadays all have two-syllable names: Tero, Pasi, Vesa,

  Tomi? Imagine my not telling you about it right away. I heard about it yesterday from the masseuse, but after all her pummelling I was so worn out that I just had a whisky and went to bed.

  My doctor has prescribed whisky for my . . . my everything. Look, I’ve got two sevens for you, Anna-Liisa!’




  Suddenly Siiri felt sad. She missed Tero so much that her stomach hurt. How was it possible that such a healthy young man could die while ninety-four-year-olds never seemed to? Siiri had read in

  the paper that once you lived to be ninety you stopped ageing. How horrible. That meant that over-aged people like her were late for their death. First everybody died – friends, spouses

  – then nobody did. Two of Siiri’s children were already dead: her eldest son from too much alcohol and her youngest from too much food. He’d been the baby of the family – a

  handsome, athletic boy when he was young. But then he ate himself to such a girth, doing nothing outside work, driving everywhere he went, eating pizza and crisps and smoking cigarettes. It was

  called affluenza – when a person reaches such a high standard of living that they die from it at the age of sixty-five.




  But Tero, the cook at Sunset Grove, was thirty-five if he was a day, and he hadn’t looked sick at all. On the contrary, he’d been glowing with good health, the way only a healthy

  young man can. Broad shoulders, strong hands, good colour in his face – that was the kind of person he was. And when he smiled he had dimples in both cheeks.




  Their friendship had begun over the mashed potatoes. The Sunset Grove cafeteria served mashed potatoes altogether too often. They never offered rice. They thought that old people didn’t

  have any teeth and mashed potatoes would go down easily, like baby food. None of the food was ever salted, and unminced meat was something they could only dream of. Siiri didn’t like mashed

  potatoes, so Tero kindly arranged to have some other side dish for her under the counter, some carrots or beetroot or something. After lunch he would come over to her table for a cup of coffee and

  when Siiri asked if he had a girlfriend he said that he didn’t need one because he had her. They had a way of flirting like that – and it was fun. A kind of harmless, happy chatter,

  which there wasn’t much of at Sunset Grove.




  The card game seemed to be over. The Ambassador asked Irma how old she was. No one except Siiri really seemed to care about the young cook’s death.




  ‘Ninety-two?’ the Ambassador marvelled. ‘So you don’t have a driver’s licence any more? You’re welcome to my taxis, Irma, dear. I have so many taxi coupons

  that I would have to ride around in a taxi all day long to use them up.’




  ‘Of course I have a driver’s licence!’ Irma puffed, resenting the suggestion. ‘I have an old classmate who’s a gynaecologist and she writes out

  driver’s-licence certificates at every alumni meeting. But then my children took my car away, just like that, and me a grown woman, with the right to go where I please! I’m sure you

  remember my little red car?’




  Siiri was the only one who remembered it; she had been friends with Irma for a long time. She had been in it when Irma drove the wrong way down Mannerheimintie, the busiest thoroughfare in

  Helsinki, and the police pulled her over in front of the Swedish Theatre. That was enough for her children to take the little red car back to the dealer’s. The Ambassador thought taking the

  car away was too severe a punishment. It was no great sin to drive a bit crazily past the Swedish Theatre; they were always doing roadworks on that corner, and even a tenth-generation Helsinki

  resident like Irma couldn’t be sure which way you were supposed to go on any given day.




  ‘But that’s the way it is,’ Irma said. ‘Old people have every little thing decided for them.’




  Irma’s children and grandchildren, of which there were many, whom she referred to as her darlings, had sold her apartment in Töölö and put her in a one-bedroom flat at

  Sunset Grove without further discussion. They’d said it was for her own good, and it was safer, and this way they would know that she was getting up and taking her medicine every morning and

  wasn’t running around the city in her nightgown.




  ‘And then they installed a surveillance camera in my apartment so that they can get on the computer whenever they like and watch what I’m doing. As if I were a three-toed sloth at

  the zoo! I moon the camera every night before I go to bed.’




  The Ambassador sat with his shoulders slumped and stared glumly at the worn tabletop.




  ‘At least you have someone who bothers to look after you,’ he said. ‘Someone to moon.’




  ‘Don’t worry, we loners have people watching us, too, I can assure you,’ Anna-Liisa said. ‘The nurses have their own keys and go snooping around in our homes all the

  time.’




  ‘Yeah! The other day a man came into my apartment at seven a.m., when I was still lying in bed!’ Irma shouted.




  ‘Really?’ the Ambassador said with delight, picking up the deck of cards to start a new game.




  ‘He was looking for my will, of course. Döden, döden, döden.’




  Siiri smiled when Irma said that. It was Swedish for ‘death’, and she said it with a sound of doom in her voice. Irma had a lot of words of her own and tired refrains that she

  repeated constantly, but Siiri liked this one, especially when Irma said it at just the right moment.




  Then Anna-Liisa started to talk about her missing silver hand mirror again. She was sure it had been stolen, just like the Ambassador’s beautiful ryijy wall rug, while they had

  been out attending a memory group, a session of chair aerobics and an accordion concert. Siiri didn’t go to those sorts of scheduled events, especially not the accordion concert, although

  there was one every week. Why did it always have to be the accordion? Didn’t anyone know how to play a real instrument any more? There were three pianos sitting unused at Sunset Grove.




  There were other useless items scattered around the halls, too, left when residents died and no one came to get their belongings. Pianos, books and dining tables and chairs that nobody wanted

  were scattered here and there to create a cosy atmosphere, although they didn’t fit the decor since Sunset Grove was a modern building, the rooms low-ceilinged and the walls made of thin

  plasterboard. Somebody had probably even left the mahogany table they were sitting at.




  ‘They do it on purpose,’ Anna-Liisa said. ‘They leave an old art nouveau table, a couple of pianos, and six metres of encyclopaedias in the hallways so nobody will think

  they’re stealing from the residents. Though that, of course, is by no means certain.’




  ‘It’s thievery enough the way they charge us for every little thing without us even seeing the money zipping from one account to the other,’ Irma said. ‘But my darlings

  take care of my money matters, because the banks have all been moved to computers. Direct deposit! I finessed it!’




  ‘What do you mean you “finessed” it? Isn’t that a bridge term?’ Anna-Liisa said indignantly.




  ‘Do you know how to play bridge?’ the Ambassador asked enthusiastically.




  ‘I mean I remembered the word. Isn’t that what they call that kind of stealing – direct deposit?’




  Irma didn’t trust her memory. If she surprised herself by remembering something she thought she’d forgotten, she said she’d finessed it, or said that ‘some odd

  instinct’ had told her that her beret was on top of the television. Anna-Liisa found it extremely annoying.




  But Irma was right. At Sunset Grove the money went straight from the residents’ bank accounts into the accounts of various providers of treatments and services, and no one noticed a thing.

  Just the rent for a small one-bedroom apartment was a thousand euros a month, and on top of that were assorted service fees and other costs. The prices were constantly changing, based on the

  assumption that the residents didn’t understand the value of money. Many of them still calculated their purchases in the old marks that hadn’t been used since 1963. The residents’

  relatives felt too guilty to quibble about the prices and convinced themselves that the more the place cost, the better it must be.




  ‘Pants down, fourteen euros. Pants up, sixteen euros,’ Anna-Liisa said, reading from the Sunset Grove price list. ‘That’s a high price for a single service.’




  ‘Thirty euros. Holy smoke, that’s a hundred and eighty marks!’ Irma calculated.




  ‘Incontinence pads are cheaper,’ Siiri said, although she didn’t know how much incontinence pads cost or where to buy them. In Spain you could get them at the regular

  supermarket. There were a few returnees at Sunset Grove, people who had retired to Spain and the sunshine and, now that they had incontinence, cataracts and a hip condition, had hurried back to the

  safety of a retirement home in Finland. Like the new couple in A wing, who had such noisy sex every afternoon that their neighbours complained. They were thrifty, too. They’d brought cheap

  incontinence pads from Spain home with them.




  Irma happened to know that they had a balcony stuffed with boxes of them. ‘It looks terrible,’ she said. ‘There’s not even room for a geranium. Can you

  imagine?’




  Irma’s daughter had ordered government-issue incontinence pads for her through the geriatric workers’ union, but Irma had returned them, because she had no place to store them. She

  preferred to keep flowers on her balcony.




  ‘I think the woman’s name is Margit. Is that possible? And I have a feeling her husband’s name is Eino. Eino and Margit? What does your intuition tell you?’




  They couldn’t decide what the new couple’s names were.




  ‘Why does it cost more to pull pants up than to pull them down?’ asked Anna-Liisa, trying to get the conversation back on track.




  ‘Would a skirt be cheaper?’ the Ambassador wondered.




  ‘It’s always easier to take your trousers off than it is to put them on again!’ Reino the Printer shouted, coming over from the drinks machine. He was a greedy-eyed man who

  always called Siiri ‘the most beautiful girl at Sunset Grove’. Irma claimed that he’d tried to kiss her once in the lift, but Irma said all sorts of nonsense. Reino, pushing his

  Zimmer frame, rushed upon them with surprising speed. He was wearing hospital slippers and a loose tracksuit. He had a bib around his neck, although it wasn’t a mealtime.




  ‘Isn’t it because of the belt?’ Siiri said, smoothing down her trousers and getting up to leave. ‘It’s harder to do up a belt and buttons than it is to undo them. I

  mean if the person’s properly dressed.’




  She gathered up her things and put them in her handbag – glasses, handkerchief and mints – and Irma started to do the same. They thought it was a bit revolting that Reino was so

  dirty; he was always poorly shaven, with gunk between his teeth, hairs poking out of his ears and eyebrows like briar bushes.




  ‘I think a woman’s shirt buttons and bra hooks are easier to open than to close,’ Reino said. ‘It’s the gravitational pull.’




  ‘Rubbish, Reino,’ Anna-Liisa said frostily. ‘You’ve never fastened a woman’s hooks in your life.’




  ‘It has been quite a while. Want to come up to my place? Take a little ride in the lift?’




  That was enough for Anna-Liisa. She snorted glumly and said she was going to the auditorium for a presentation on ‘A Varied Diet for Increasing the Performance of the Aged’. The

  Ambassador liked the idea, and offered to escort her. He stood up, came gallantly over to her chair with his Zimmer frame, and offered his arm like a cavalier at a ball. Irma winked at Siiri and

  they headed to the lift together, Irma keen to get away, Siiri still sad and mystified at the news of Tero’s death.




  Reino was left alone at the card table, wondering where everyone was going, and why he had a bib around his neck.




  ‘Nurse! Nurse! Miss! Hello? Help me!’




  But it was no use shouting for the nurses because they didn’t have time to come running to see what was troubling a perfectly healthy person. He tried to take the bib off himself. It was

  difficult. The string was tightly knotted in the back. The harder he pulled on it, the tighter the knot became. He rose to a standing position and tore the bib free, cursing bitterly, and threw it

  on the floor. Then he slumped onto the common room sofa, hoping that Siiri Kettunen or one of the other queens of Sunset Grove would appear and entertain him, and fell asleep.




  





  Chapter 2




  Siiri went down to the ground floor to look for Pasi, the social worker, who was usually in his office. She wanted to talk to him about Tero’s death. Pasi and Tero got

  along well; she’d often seen them chatting in the kitchen. But now Pasi’s office door was locked and there was a sign taped to it that read: ‘The social worker’s duties will

  be temporarily performed by the head nurse, Virpi Hiukkanen.’




  Virpi Hiukkanen was a confidante of the managing director, Sinikka Sundström, her right and left hand, a dedicated member of staff who was responsible not just for the residents’ care

  but also for employee welfare and recruitment. Virpi was a lifesaver, because although the director was a sweet, friendly woman, she was very disorganized.




  A situation like this required cunning. If Siiri asked Sinikka Sundström directly about the cook’s death and the social worker’s absence, Sinikka might think she was accusing

  her of something. Straightforward communication with the director was sometimes difficult because she carried all the troubles of the world on her shoulders and blamed herself first in every

  situation. Siiri would have to think up some other excuse for speaking to her.




  She went back to her apartment, watched an episode of Poirot on television, and lay down on her bed for a rest. She imagined that she lived in a 1930s house as beautiful as

  Poirot’s house in London, surrounded by sleek modern furniture, and was about to fall asleep with Poirot stroking his whiskers, smiling at her with his friendly brown eyes, and lifting a hand

  to the brim of his hat, when the telephone rang.




  Siiri had to get up because the phone was on a small table near the front door. Many people keep the telephone next to the bed, but Siiri was accustomed to having a telephone table and a chair

  next to the front door. It was a better place to talk than sitting on the edge of the bed swinging her feet. Plus it was good exercise getting out of bed. But she couldn’t get up very quickly

  because once she was upright she had to wait a few moments to let the dizziness and the buzzing in her head pass. The phone rang for a long time.




  ‘Hi, it’s Tuukka. You got a cleaning bill that’s a bit peculiar.’




  Siiri had long ago asked if one of her grandchildren could handle her banking on the computer, since she didn’t know how, and her great granddaughter’s boyfriend had kindly agreed to

  do it. Tuukka was a very pleasant boy who was studying something weird at university.




  ‘Microbial and environmental technology,’ he always said, which didn’t mean a thing to anyone.




  Now he was saying that he’d seen on his computer that seventy-six euros had been taken out of Siiri’s bank account for cleaning. Just for a girl in a black dress to come by and give

  the middle of the floor a once-over the week before last. Even her lips were painted black, and her hair was dyed blacker than the night sky.




  ‘She didn’t say a word to me, standing there leaning on her mop.’




  ‘The bill says it’s for two hours,’ Tuukka said. Being a businesslike man, he didn’t comment on the cleaner’s appearance or behaviour.




  ‘That creature was only here for half an hour, if that. I was here the whole time, looking at the clock.’




  Siiri felt pleased after the call. The unreasonable cleaning bill was a stroke of luck, just the excuse she needed to go and talk to the director. She decided to file a written complaint, too,

  so that she had some sort of official documentation. She had to write it by hand, though, in ballpoint pen on notebook paper, and it didn’t look very persuasive. This from a former typist

  who’d worked for decades at the National Public Health Institute, touch-typing other people’s scribbles. She knew how to make clean documents with the proper margins, line spacing, and

  layout, never making an error. She could still remember how upset she used to be when she’d got a letter on paper perfectly only to have the office manager decide to change his greeting, so

  she’d have to do the whole thing all over again. But typing was a skill that was no longer needed or appreciated.




  When she finished writing her complaint she thought about the title for a moment, then wrote: ‘Doesn’t anybody know how to clean any more?’ and left to take the paper to

  Sinikka Sundström’s office. On the way there she started regretting the title, since the point was to complain about the bill, not about poor cleaning, although she certainly had reason

  to discuss that as well. She and the other residents had wondered many times why somebody didn’t take the housekeepers by the hand and teach them how to sweep the dust from behind a radiator

  and wipe a door frame with a damp cloth.




  The director’s office was on the ground floor at the front of the hallway, right next to the waiting room. Many people thought she had her office there so that she could monitor and spy on

  the residents. Anna-Liisa insisted that the staff at Sunset Grove had an obsessive need to control everything. From what Siiri had heard, Virpi Hiukkanen’s husband was the worst snoop of them

  all.




  Erkki Hiukkanen was noticeably older than his wife, a somewhat stupid, lazy man who was referred to as the caretaker, although his official title was probably something like Unit Operations

  Manager. Erkki had grey hair and would sometimes come in uninvited to change a lightbulb, even though there was nothing wrong with the old one. Or he might come to check the pipes or the ventilator

  ducts, which seemed to be continually acting up. Everyone had learned that if someone surprised you with a knock on the door it was probably Erkki Hiukkanen in his blue overalls – the only

  service at Sunset Grove that didn’t cost anything.




  But regardless of what the residents said, Siiri liked Sinikka Sundström. She thought Sinikka sincerely cared about the residents and wanted to do everything she could to keep the place

  running smoothly. Director Sundström was a typical career-oriented woman who enjoyed making other people feel good.




  Siiri made her way to the director’s office. She found Sundström sitting at her desk, absorbed in something on her computer screen. The room was dimly lit, the dark curtains drawn

  over the window, an unpleasant-smelling candle burning on the desk. Siiri saw what looked like playing cards on the director’s computer screen, but that couldn’t be right –

  playing cards on a computer? When she saw Siiri, the director smiled warmly and hurried to give her a hug. Siiri felt swallowed up in the too-deep embrace, lost in folds of clothing and strong

  perfume. She worried that she might have a sneezing attack. But Sinikka Sundström had studied the science of caregiving and she knew that old people needed physical contact.




  ‘Siiri, dear! How are you?’ she asked, once she had let go. Siiri could once again breathe freely.




  She got straight to the point and handed Sinikka the complaint. She apologized that it was written on notebook paper. ‘Oh, that’s all right. You have lovely handwriting. Just like my

  grandmother’s. Of course, she died years ago, when I was just a little girl.’




  Sundström read the complaint, raised her plucked eyebrows, and looked worried. She was terribly sorry that such a thing had happened to Siiri and promised to look into the matter

  immediately, although housekeeping wasn’t actually the responsibility of her office, since it was contracted out. She asked Siiri to sit down and explained briefly that they used a private

  cleaning company, that Sunset Grove had taken bids from several companies and Muhuv Su Putz and Planck had been far and away the most reasonable and reliable, and that all matters regarding

  subcontractors were the responsibility of Pertti Sundström in Quality Control.




  ‘Pertti Sundström? Is he a relative of yours?’ Siiri asked, not having ever heard of Quality Control, despite having lived at Sunset Grove for twelve years.




  Pertti Sundström was Sinikka’s husband, and Sinikka said she would be happy to introduce Siiri to him but, unfortunately, he was on a business trip so Siiri would just have to drop

  her complaint in the suggestion box there in the hallway by the big picture of the rose. That was the wisest course of action, since Pertti took care of all the quality-control issues through his

  limited partnership.




  ‘His office is in the new development at Fish Harbour, but I can certainly bring this to his attention,’ Sinikka said with a smile, and thanked Siiri for her active interest, because

  the facility could only improve itself if the residents provided feedback. ‘Even if we do have a five-star quality rating, there’s always room for improvement!’ she added.




  Siiri used the desk for support as she stood up, and then she noticed a folder on the director’s desk with Tero the cook’s name on it. What a lucky coincidence! If she hadn’t

  seen it, she would have forgotten why she had really come here in the first place.




  ‘Tero Lehtinen. He was a nice man, and a good cook. I wonder, can you tell me what he died of, so suddenly, a young man like him?’




  Sinikka was already on her way out of the room, waving Siiri’s slip of notebook paper, but when she heard Tero’s name she stopped, turned quickly around, closed the door behind her,

  and hurried over to give Siiri another hug. Her large, wooden necklace pressed unpleasantly against Siiri’s cheek.




  ‘We’re all grieving for Tero,’ Sinikka sputtered. ‘What a tragedy. He was very dear to us.’ She patted Siiri like a beloved pet. When she was finished consoling

  her, she escorted her out of the door and excused herself, explaining that she had a meeting to attend in town. She continued her lament about Tero’s tragic end as she put on her coat, and

  Siiri started to wonder if she ought to do something to help the poor woman. But she didn’t know what.




  ‘We’re organizing a therapy group for anyone who feels they need help in dealing with Tero’s death. Would you like to participate, dear Siiri?’ She tossed her colourful

  scarf over her shoulder with such flair that the fringe brushed Siiri’s face.




  ‘No, thank you. We old people don’t need anything like that, but I’m sure it will be helpful to the staff,’ Siiri said, trying to give the director a reassuring

  smile.




  ‘Don’t call yourself old! It’s such an ugly word. Well, I’m off. Bye-bye!’




  But Siiri wasn’t satisfied with Sinikka’s response. She was determined to get to the bottom of what had happened to Tero. She must speak to Irma about it.




  





  Chapter 3




  Irma and Siiri lived in neighbouring one-bedrooms on the second floor of the A wing of Sunset Grove. Their apartments were identical and yet completely different. Siiri had

  furnished hers very sparsely, while Irma had wanted to bring all the beloved things from her former large apartment into her much smaller one. She had rugs all over the floor, pictures, shelves,

  ryijy tapestries on the walls, bookcases full of books, a sofa in the living room and a low porcelain-topped table with flowers painted on it that she had done herself in a community

  education course. There was also a rocking chair, a piano bench in memory of her piano, two zany-looking stools, a dining table and chairs, a television and, of course, rose-printed Sanderson

  fabric on everything – the curtains, cushions, wallpaper and chair covers.




  The two friends enjoyed a cup of instant coffee and some bundt cake together almost every day at Irma’s place. Irma sat in the armchair in the light of the floor lamp and Siiri sat on the

  sofa, where none of the lamps from Irma’s childhood home cast any light. Sometimes they popped over to each other’s places in their nightgowns, on a whim. That was the best part of old

  age – being able to walk around in your nightie, eating whatever you wanted, doing whatever you felt like doing. They’d never eaten so much cake when they were younger.




  ‘Caaake,’ Irma corrected Siiri. ‘It should have a lot of As, so it sounds as good as it tastes. Have some more caaake while I get my pillies.’




  Irma believed that if she took her diabetes pills at the same time she ate her cake, she wouldn’t have to worry about her blood sugar. She could eat three ice-cream cones, one after the

  other, so long as she popped a pill and drank a little whisky. Siiri took diabetes pills, but she didn’t worry about what a little cake would do to her blood sugar and she’d never

  stopped to think about whether Irma’s method made any sense.




  Siiri decided that now was the time to voice her concerns to Irma.




  ‘Irma, do you think there’s more to Tero’s death than meets the eye?’




  Irma finished a mouthful of cake and licked her lips before replying. ‘I know you’re upset about it, but we have to get used to people dying at our age.’




  ‘Yes, at our age. But not at Tero’s age. He was far too young.’




  Irma nodded thoughtfully, and Siiri took this as her cue to continue.




  ‘There’s something suspicious going on and I want to find out what happened to Tero. Someone has to.’ Siiri was slightly red in the face; she was getting herself worked up.




  ‘Now dear, there’s no need to get in a state,’ Irma said kindly. ‘What are you planning to do about it?’




  ‘I’m going to investigate!’ Siiri said decisively. ‘And you’re going to help me,’ she said with a twinkle in her eyes.




  Irma laughed. ‘Help you? How? Do you want me to turn into Miss Marple, at my age?’




  ‘Yes, that’s exactly it! Why not? It would give us something to put our minds to. And the police don’t seem to be acting very fast. We owe it to Tero.’




  Irma beamed; Siiri’s enthusiasm was catching. ‘Count me in!’ she cried.




  ‘We’ll solve the mystery. Just leave it to us: The Lavender Ladies Detective Agency.’




  Irma crowed with joy. The name seemed appropriate as Siiri sat there in her mauve jumper. ‘OK, so where shall we start?’ she asked.




  ‘Do you think Pasi’s been on sick leave, since Tero died like that?’ Siiri said.




  But Irma didn’t think Sunset Grove would give anyone sick leave just because a member of staff had died. She said that Virpi Hiukkanen, the head nurse, ran a tight ship, drove the staff to

  work long shifts back to back, paid poorly and never acknowledged anyone for their work. That was why the young people who worked there were worn out with entertaining and taking care of old

  people. In a place where nobody else was in any hurry to do anything and nothing ever happened, the staff were always in a dreadful rush. So the nurses got burned out and ended up quitting to find

  a job that was more fun. Or they went on state sabbatical. Siiri had no idea what state sabbatical was.




  ‘That’s when an employer pays a worker to do nothing for a year,’ Irma explained, but Siiri didn’t believe her. You couldn’t always trust Irma’s stories. She

  was a bit batty sometimes.




  ‘Sure they do. The employer fills the position with a refugee or somebody who’s unemployed and they get money from the state,’ Irma said. Siiri decided to look it up later.




  Irma had been diligent and found out that there was a funeral service for Tero in two weeks at the old chapel at Hietaniemi cemetery. They both decided to go to the funeral – to pay their

  respects, and also because they might learn something about Tero’s unexpected death there.




  ‘We can do some of our Lavender Ladies Detecting!’ Irma said. Siiri didn’t like funerals, but Irma always looked forward to social events.




  ‘Let’s invite everyone to Tero’s funeral!’ she said excitedly. ‘We can make it a real autumn outing. We can take the scram, so even you’ll enjoy

  it.’ By scram, she meant the tram. ‘Where have you been lately on your travel card?’




  Siiri told her she’d taken the number 3 and number 7 trams yesterday, and of course the 4, to get to and from Sunset Grove. At the stop by the Aurora Hospital a nutcase had got on again,

  yelling to herself, and as the buildings in that neighbourhood were so ugly, it had made for a very oppressive mood. But when the tram had reached the greener, narrower streets of Vallila, the mood

  had brightened up. Siiri had noticed a restaurant on the corner of Mäkelänkatu and Sturenkatu where they served breakfast in the middle of the day for three euros, which amused them

  both.




  ‘We should go there sometime, instead of always having our coffee here,’ Irma said.




  ‘There isn’t really a corner at the corner of Mäkelänkatu and Sturenkatu, just one of those round things like they have in Central Europe. But you probably don’t know

  that because you’ve never been there.’




  Irma was one of those women who’d never been to the wrong side of Pitkäsilta, the bridge that separated the southern half of Helsinki from the working-class northern half. But she had

  been to Vallila at some point, of course, and she remembered that it had a lovely aroma of coffee.




  ‘Veikko told me that there are whole blocks of 1920s buildings in Vallila with courtyards that you ought to see because you look in and it’s like you’re suddenly in a lovely

  park.’




  Veikko was Irma’s husband. He had died long ago of lung cancer after smoking two packs a day for years. Irma talked about her husband occasionally, but didn’t seem to miss him the

  way Siiri missed her husband, yearning for him every day.




  ‘It would be terrible if Veikko was still alive. I’m sure he would be very sick and I would have to take care of him. Or he’d be batty and get put in the closed

  unit.’




  The official name of the unit for patients with severe dementia was the Group Home. It was in a low building off the common area, and its door was always locked, so they often called it

  ‘the closed unit’. None of the residents were allowed to go there and a mystique of secrecy hovered over the place, a combination of fear and fascination. The nurses ran in and out of

  the door with their keys jangling, always in a hurry, with worry lines on their foreheads.




  Every so often the Hat Lady reported that someone from the apartments had been moved to the closed unit. When the fat woman from the ground floor of A wing was sent there, Irma had suggested

  that they go and sing to her and read her stories, but Nurse Hiukkanen had absolutely forbidden it. She said caregiving required professional skills and training. They couldn’t let just

  anyone drop in to play. So Siiri and Irma had never seen inside the closed unit.




  ‘It’s an awful bustle in there,’ Irma said. ‘They wake you up at eight every evening and give you a sleeping pill. Then they wake you up at eight in the morning and give

  you a pep pill. That’s no way to live. Veikko was smart to smoke cigarettes and die on time. What do you think – should we start smoking? Otherwise we’re never going to die.

  Döden, döden, döden.’




  The doctor at the health clinic had told Siiri that she should take a sleeping pill every night at eight thirty because that was a good time for an old person to be asleep. That amused them both

  tremendously.




  ‘Eight thirty? In the middle of the news?’ Irma said, and crowed so hard that her cake went down the wrong way and she started coughing.




  ‘Don’t choke! I’ll get you something to drink!’




  Siiri went to the kitchen and found the bottle of red wine that always stood by the sink next to the bottle of washing-up liquid. Irma had a rule that she never drank anything but red wine. She

  said water was for washing and milk was for growing children. She often had a couple of glasses of wine with lunch, plus the whisky her doctor prescribed in the evening. Sometimes she

  couldn’t remember if it was evening, or morning, or afternoon, and the wine and the whisky got mixed up.




  The wine worked wonders. Irma was able to speak again after a couple of swallows.




  ‘It’s just that I was thinking you don’t really need a sleeping pill to fall asleep while the news is on.’




  





  Chapter 4




  A few days later, Siiri and Irma were enjoying a very peaceful, ordinary afternoon at Sunset Grove. Everyone had had their lunch and their midday rest, and around 3 p.m. they

  came down to the common room to play cards. The afternoon card game wasn’t one of Sunset Grove’s services; it had sprung up spontaneously when they realized how many of them liked to

  play.




  Irma shuffled the deck and dealt everyone eleven cards. It was something she enjoyed immensely; she was a skilful shuffler and a nimble dealer. They didn’t play in teams because it only

  caused arguments and there wouldn’t have been a partner for everyone. The ritual they performed after the cards were dealt was always the same: Irma would show her hand and crow over the twos

  and jokers, which made Anna-Liisa tense, while Siiri, Reino and the Ambassador calmly and quietly arranged their hands. The Ambassador sat to Irma’s left, so that he could start the play.




  ‘I’m on the table,’ he said, laying down three jacks. Irma praised this achievement and Anna-Liisa coughed nervously – she had probably been hoping to collect jacks

  herself. Siiri drew a joker on her turn, tried not to smile, and discarded a four of diamonds.




  ‘Did you get something nice?’ Irma asked. ‘It’s your turn, Reino.’




  But Reino didn’t draw a card. He looked like he wasn’t following the game. He was just staring straight ahead, muttering to himself and holding the cards unsorted in his hand.

  Everyone looked at him expectantly.




  ‘Olavi Raudanheimo . . . a war veteran! In a wheelchair! If he hadn’t told me himself, I wouldn’t . . . ! My God! How the hell could this happen?’




  He shook his head and shouted so that the spit flew out of his mouth and his cards flew onto the floor. He waved his arms and wailed, then slumped in a lifeless heap and started to cry. He was a

  big man, and usually so happy, but he was crying like a child, sobbing and whimpering, his whole body shaking. It was frightening. Irma offered him her handkerchief. Siiri took his hand, leaned

  towards him, and asked him what the matter was. Anna-Liisa pushed her chair half a metre further from the table and watched him sniffle and sputter with a severe look on her face.




  ‘Speak up,’ she said. ‘Articulate. We can’t understand you.’ She was right, of course. His weeping had grown to a howl, and no one could make out a word he was

  saying.




  Olavi Raudanheimo was Reino’s neighbour in C wing. He lived in a studio apartment and got around in a wheelchair, but they rarely saw him. Sometimes Reino took him out to the nearest park,

  but he didn’t participate in the Sunset Grove activities. Olavi was more of a bookish man who kept himself to himself. He enjoyed solving crossword puzzles and listening to the news on the

  radio. He had lost both legs in the war and lived in Sunset Grove on a state pension.




  ‘Is Olavi dead?’ Irma asked excitedly.




  ‘No, no. If only . . .’ Reino said, blowing his nose loudly into her lace handkerchief. ‘That’s something an old man could take, damn it.’




  ‘That’s my mother’s old handkerchief,’ Irma said, looking worriedly at the wet wad in his hand. ‘But it doesn’t matter,’ she said, smiling. ‘Just

  an old rag.’ She always tried to keep her spirits up, whatever the situation. ‘It seems we’ll never die! Döden, döden, döden. Now what was that card . . .

  drat, it’s a king! Did Olavi have a fall in his apartment? Did he have a heart attack? Or is it that his children have started dying? Is it my turn? To play a card, I mean.’




  ‘Assaulted! Olavi was assaulted, yesterday evening, in his own home!’ Reino shouted, and everyone went quiet. Then he sniffed and started to bawl again. Irma dropped her cards into

  her lap and Siiri looked helplessly at Anna-Liisa and continued clutching Reino’s hand. The Ambassador stared at his cards as if nothing had happened.




  Reino stood up to his full height, knocking his chair over with a clatter.




  ‘Olavi Raudanheimo was assaulted yesterday in the shower!’ he shouted, even louder than before. He looked dreadful bellowing like that, his face covered in tears and anger, his chin

  half unshaven. A large man in tracksuit bottoms with his dirty shirt hem flapping.




  ‘We heard you the first time,’ Anna-Liisa said calmly. ‘What exactly do you mean by assaulted? You must remember that assault is a way of wielding power. It doesn’t

  necessarily have anything to do with pleasure or desire, if you get my meaning. It’s an act of subjugation and humiliation.’




  ‘Whose turn is it?’ the Ambassador asked restlessly. He wanted the game to continue because he had a good hand.




  Reino tried to pick up his chair but grew flustered when he couldn’t get it upright, and started to wail again.




  ‘That damned male nurse . . . that fag! He was supposed to be giving him a shower . . . Olavi told me himself, damn it all!’




  ‘Sit down, Reino,’ Anna-Liisa said. ‘And please watch your language. Was this in the morning or the evening? Could somebody help him with his chair?’




  As a language and literature teacher, Anna-Liisa was clearly used to handling the unruly and shepherding the restless. Irma was first to obey, picking up Reino’s chair and trying to get

  him to sit down. It wasn’t easy; Reino resisted, trembling and rubbing his face compulsively with his sleeve.




  ‘An, auf, hinter, in – I just drew a nice red ten,’ the Ambassador trilled, continuing the game by himself. He had a habit of reciting the

  German prepositions he’d learned in grammar school while he sorted his cards. Irma and Reino’s cards were on the floor but Siiri gripped hers in one hand until her fingers hurt.




  ‘I don’t know when it happened. I don’t remember. It doesn’t matter,’ Reino said, finally sitting back down, slightly calmer. He tried to take a deep breath and

  blew his nose again into Irma’s handkerchief, which looked smaller than before. ‘But Good God! A war veteran . . . can’t even wash himself.’




  ‘What are you all worked up about, Mr Reino?’




  Head nurse Virpi Hiukkanen had appeared. None of them had ever seen her run before, but now she was moving so fast that her nurse’s shoes were flapping. She took hold of Reino’s

  shoulder with a firm grip, which only made him angrier. Now he started to really throw a fit. His walker took off on its own, the deck of cards flew into the air, and the chair fell over again, and

  even Virpi was frightened. A flock of startled members of staff gathered around them, all of them strangers except for Virpi, whose thin, sharp voice pierced through the general hubbub.




  ‘Get this patient to the dementia ward and sedate him!’




  Four Russian women grabbed hold of Reino, who had suddenly changed from a resident to a patient, and gave him an injection. Reino yelled some choice obscenities and thrashed around. His voice

  echoed down the hall all the way to the locked ward. Irma started picking the cards up off the floor although it was hard to bend over because she was somewhat plump and very busty. The Ambassador

  hurried to help her, peeping down her blouse all the while.




  ‘I don’t think damn is such a terrible word,’ Irma puffed, putting the red stack of cards down on the table.




  Then she told the story of the time her husband Veikko was screwing a bookshelf to the wall and the shelf fell with all the books on it onto the back of his neck and he shouted ‘damn

  it’, and Irma’s mother heard it and was horrified, because she thought a son-in-law of hers should have just said ‘hell’.




  ‘But I don’t think so. Hell is just as strong a word as damn,’ she said, which was how she always ended the story.




  They started a new game, at the Ambassador’s request. Irma shuffled and dealt the cards. The Ambassador was upset because Reino’s outburst had cost him a good hand.




  





  Chapter 5




  After she heard about Tero’s death, Siiri stopped going to the cafeteria to eat. At her age she didn’t need much food as long as she remembered to drink something

  other than red wine. The supermarket was selling liver casseroles that were nearing their sell-by date for 30 per cent off. Siiri always paid for her purchases in cash because she didn’t

  trust the machines at the supermarket. She preferred getting cash ‘from the wall’. It was easier. She had a trick for remembering her PIN: the second number was the first number cubed,

  the third number was the first and second numbers multiplied and then divided by three, and the fourth number was the sum of the first two minus three.




  Irma could never remember her number. ‘Should I punch in zero six six eight?’ she asked as she and Siiri brought a liver casserole up to the counter at Low Price Market on the high

  street and the cashier put her card into the little machine.




  ‘It’s asking for your PIN,’ the cashier said, but that didn’t help.




  ‘Is my PIN zero six six eight? Or is that my state identity number?’




  ‘You don’t need your state ID number,’ the young woman said, glancing at the queue forming behind them.




  ‘I don’t even know what my state ID number is,’ Irma said nervously. ‘Maybe I should just put in zero six six eight. I think my state identity number ends in one three

  two H, but this machine doesn’t have any letters on the keys, or maybe I’m just not seeing it because I—’




  ‘You don’t need any letters,’ the cashier interrupted.




  The machine didn’t accept 0668. The people in the queue shook their heads and craned their necks, trying to see how long this was going to take. Siiri took Irma’s wallet and found a

  piece of paper in it with ‘7245’ written in large numbers.




  ‘There it is!’ Irma said, as if it were a friend she hadn’t seen in years. She remembered why it was written so large, too. ‘So I can see it without my glasses, you know.

  But what the heck is zero six six eight, then?’




  They would never know, unless some day they did, as Irma always said. They took the liver casserole and went back to Irma’s apartment to eat lunch and get ready for Tero’s

  funeral.




  Irma’s plan for a large autumn outing was coming true; even the new couple in A wing had announced that they would be attending the funeral. Irma and Anna-Liisa were so nervous that

  they’d ordered a bag of tranquillizers from the health clinic. The newest on their ever-changing roster of ‘personal physicians’ had been a foreigner this time, with an African

  name that didn’t tell them whether he was a man or a woman.




  ‘Do you play basketball?’ Anna-Liisa asked the physician in her resonant, crisply articulated voice, but he didn’t know what she meant. Irma silenced her and hastened to

  explain why they had come, and Anna-Liisa continued to interrupt whenever she felt a need to correct her.




  ‘. . . and this boy, Pasi, has been our cook for at least ten years, so I’m sure you understand what the loss means to us—’




  ‘The cook’s name was Tero. And he can’t have been at Sunset Grove for ten years, Irma. Even we haven’t been there that long.’




  ‘You see how upset we all are?’ Irma exclaimed. The doctor, clearly keen to get rid of them, wrote out two prescriptions and asked them to come separately on their next visit.




  Siiri didn’t intend to touch Irma’s and Anna-Liisa’s pills, not even at the funeral, although she was mourning Tero’s death even more than she had that of her cat,

  who’d died two years before. She regretted now that she hadn’t got a new cat. She had been sure at the time that she was going to die within a week, which would have been hard on a cat,

  although Irma had suggested that she could provide for it in her will.
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