



  

  [image: cover]





  

  




  The Lavender Ladies




  Detective Agency:




  THE END OF SUNSET GROVE




  Translated by Kristian London




  Minna Lindgren




  PAN BOOKS




  





  Contents




  Chapter 1




  Chapter 2




  Chapter 3




  Chapter 4




  Chapter 5




  Chapter 6




  Chapter 7




  Chapter 8




  Chapter 9




  Chapter 10




  Chapter 11




  Chapter 12




  Chapter 13




  Chapter 14




  Chapter 15




  Chapter 16




  Chapter 17




  Chapter 18




  Chapter 19




  Chapter 20




  Chapter 21




  Chapter 22




  Chapter 23




  Chapter 24




  Chapter 25




  Chapter 26




  Chapter 27




  Chapter 28




  Chapter 29




  Chapter 30




  Chapter 31




  Chapter 32




  Chapter 33




  Chapter 34




  Chapter 35




  Chapter 36




  Chapter 37




  Chapter 38




  DEATH IN SUNSET GROVE




  ESCAPE FROM SUNSET GROVE




  





  Chapter 1




  Siiri Kettunen woke up and thought she was having a nightmare. She was standing next to her bed, swollen feet jammed stoutly into her slippers and grey hair a fright, staring at the glowing red wall before her. She could tell she was alive, because the familiar fifth-octave A was ringing in her ears.




  ‘Good morning, Siiri! Your caregivers today are: No staff on duty! For details on the past night, press 1!’




  Siiri tried to swipe at the animated digit, which danced and smiled next to a little goblin face. Siiri was communicating with her smartwall. It wasn’t a television or a computer, or even a tablet like Irma’s green flaptop, but a wall loaded with infinite amounts of intelligence. It brought security and meaning to an old person’s life. Her hand was trembling so furiously that initially the 1 didn’t react to her touch. In the end, she supported her swiping hand with her other hand, concentrated hard, and somehow managed to hit the dancing number with her forefinger. Upon being selected, it bowed in gratitude.




  ‘Time in bed 8 h 25 min. Sleep 7 h 5 min. Total amount of uninterrupted sleep 3 h 47 min. Sleep efficiency 88%. Intermittent snoring 27 min. Number of movements 229, duration 1060 sec. PLMD events 0. Pulse 52. Stress reactions 25%.’




  Siiri could make neither head nor tail of the significance of this cheerfully presented information. Was it cause for concern if one moved 229 times over a period of 8 hours and 25 minutes? Was that too little? Or too much? The snoring amused her. She had always grumbled about her husband’s snoring, and now she suffered from the same affliction herself. His had been constant, of course, not intermittent. He had always dropped off quickly, and the rumble started immediately and continued till morning. Siiri sighed deeply as she thought about her dearly departed husband, with whom she had shared a bed for fifty-seven happy years, despite the snoring.




  The smartwall roused her from her wistful reverie: ‘For personal updates, press 1!’




  The wall flashed so eagerly that apparently it had something important to tell her. Some sort of cartoon character was bouncing around the screen, perhaps a bear cub, or maybe a fish. It hopped there comically, trying to stimulate a drowsy old woman to take an interest in herself.




  Siiri concentrated so she would be able to catch the capering number 1. She wanted to know what the smartwall knew about her.




  ‘Today is your 97th birthday! Congratulations from Awaken Now!’




  As if she wouldn’t have known without being reminded. Ninety-seven was nearly one hundred. She and Irma had determined not to turn one hundred; doing so would only cause trouble. A lady from the A wing had received a reminder from the paediatric clinic on her 105th birthday. Evidently all five-year-olds were called in for tests to measure their motor skills and psychological development, and now that she had turned 105, the computer system thought she was a pre-schooler. Apparently it didn’t recognize numbers over one hundred. Siiri thought the lady should have gone in; she certainly would have. The tests were rather fun; you had to draw a triangle and walk in a straight line, which was no simple feat for a 105-year-old. But instead of going in, the lady made a huge fuss, sent off a barrage of complaints, and then died before the complaints arrived at the appropriate authority.




  ‘Thank you very much,’ Siiri said to the smartwall, which was pushing a virtual bouquet of flame-red roses at her in honour of her birthday.




  Siiri jabbed randomly at the smartwall, because she still hadn’t figured out where the controls were located and how to make it do what you wanted. But this was par for the course at Sunset Grove these days: one spent one’s days swiping and prodding surfaces. Intelligence was everywhere, gobs of it, a flick of the wrist and something terrifically smart happened. Siiri’s little one-bedroom flat was jam-packed with electrodes, sensors, chips, transmitters and cameras that tracked her existence. Somewhere in the depths of her mattress lurked that vigilant gadget that monitored her incessantly while she slept and counted every movement for lack of anything better to do. If she took a tumble and didn’t pick herself up in an allotted amount of time, smart-nodes in the floor would alert emergency services, and an ambulance carrying a brigade of medics would rush over to hoist her up. This ensured that old folks didn’t die on the floor. Finns were in unanimous agreement that dying on the floor of one’s home was more tragic than dying in a bed at the public health centre. An emotionally charged debate on the issue had even taken place during one of the plenary sessions in Parliament, which Siiri often watched with Anna-Liisa and Irma.




  Living in a smartflat was a gas if one maintained a receptive attitude towards the surprises the machines threw one’s way. A trip to the refrigerator, for instance, was always a grand adventure. One never knew what the appliance would get it in its head to say.




  ‘Remove. Half. Litre. Carton. Of. Spoiled. Milk. Immediately. Expires. Today.’




  Siiri’s fridge was a young woman, rather energetic but a little full of herself. Irma had insisted on an older man’s voice for her own icebox, which had proven funny indeed, as her refrigerator turned out to be the former announcer for public radio, whom they all knew from the foreign exchange rates and maritime weather conditions over the years. Irma had immediately started calling her refrigerator ‘her cavalier’, and she had hopelessly tried to teach it to say ‘cakesies’ instead of ‘cake’.




  ‘I’d have more luck with a parrot,’ she had huffed angrily when her painstaking instruction didn’t generate results.




  Initially a talking fridge had seemed like nothing more than a day-brightener, the sort that put one in a good mood when one had neither a cat nor a spouse, but the fact of the matter was that it saved old people from food poisoning and diarrhoea: so many of them ate spoiled food as a result of not checking expiry dates. Or they forgot that bit of salmon from last week at the back of the fridge that eventually turned to green slime. Such lapses smelled so foul that one woman’s odour alarm had started blaring, and Siiri and Irma thought they were in the middle of an air raid.




  To put her refrigerator’s mind at ease, Siiri started her breakfast with the expiring half-litre of milk. If she tried to put something in the fridge that should have been eaten the day before last, it launched into an unpleasant tirade, and Siiri didn’t know how to soothe it. She was having constant problems with her liver casseroles.




  ‘You did not follow instructions. You did not follow instructions. You did not follow instructions,’ the fridge might repeat for hours on end in an unvarying tone, over-stressing the beginning of each word. It was torture, enough to put an end to an old person’s life, drain her of her will to live as she numbly suffered the refrigerator’s sermon in her dining room chair, while the barely spoiled liver casserole she had bought on special offer warmed up in the frying pan.




  ‘But I’d rather listen to a sermon from my cavalier than these volunteers,’ Irma would have said if she had been participating in the present conversation ‘online’ and ‘in real-time’. Sunset Grove’s sprouting army of volunteer caregivers used such terms when helping residents adjust to their new environment. There were no longer any staff per se. No exercise teachers or activity leaders, no kitchen staff, social workers, directors, caregivers, or even interns in theoretical caregiving or immigrants temporarily employed to further the integration process, only machines and an ambiguous band of volunteer helpers who indoctrinated residents into the pleasures of a machine-centred life.




  Although still at its former location in Helsinki’s Munkkiniemi district, Sunset Grove was no longer your average terminal centre for the elderly. The renovation, which had lasted well over a year, had proved much more extensive than anyone could have imagined. The place had been gutted and rebuilt, and the end result sold off to an international conglomerate. Now the retirement home was a pilot project in monitored elder-care, its establishment and operation funded by three ministries. Politicians and businessmen believed that turning the elderly into laboratory animals would save society in the future and serve as the global solution to one of the world’s most pressing problems: old people. Finland would rise out of economic distress when various health and caregiving technologies conquered the world and demonstrated yet again the sort of miracles Finnish engineers were capable of working.




  ‘This is our last service to society,’ Siiri said to herself, wiping the remnants of her breakfast from the table top with the leg of her old pyjamas. She had forced down one hard-boiled egg and some crispbread, as she no longer felt hungry and ate primarily out of a sense of duty.




  While Siiri was so occupied, Irma’s head appeared in gargantuan size on her smartwall, as if Irma had heard her mumbling to herself amid the sensors and devices. Irma’s curly white hair flopped untidily this way and that; she had cakesie crumbs in the corners of her mouth and enormous diamonds in her ears.




  ‘Dratted contraption!’ Irma shouted, not looking at Siiri but glaring angrily off to the side somewhere. ‘I’m at my wits’ end! Say your name and press enter . . . fiddlesticks! . . .’




  There was a peculiar clatter and Irma vanished from Siiri’s wall. The Marriage of Figaro blared in the background. Siiri listened for a moment and decided it was the first act. Count Almaviva had found the pageboy Cherubino under a dress in the chambermaid Susanna’s room. Then Irma reappeared and fixed her penetrating gaze on the centre of the screen, as if she were furious with Siiri.




  ‘Ir-ma Län-nen-lei-mu. Enter! How does this ridiculous wall work? Open Sesame! Let me out! I can’t get out of my apartment! For God’s sake, will someone help me? Is there a single one of the institutional caretakers formerly known as maintenance men still left in this world? Can anyone hear me?’




  Irma had wandered out of view of the camera, but Siiri had no trouble hearing her muttering and the consternation the discovery of Cherubino in the wrong room inspired in Almaviva’s court. The bray of the gossiping music teacher’s tenor rose above the other sounds. Irma grew increasingly panicked, she squealed and swore, sighed and moaned, and intermittently flashed past the camera, hair straggling. Suddenly the music ended. All was still, rather dreadfully silent, until Irma began trilling Alessandro Stradella’s ‘Pietà, Signore’ high and loud.




  Siiri threw on her robe and rushed to the rescue.




  





  Chapter 2




  Irma was stunned when Siiri materialized in her flat with her own key. Or actually it was no key; it was a small oval fob that magically opened doors and signed off on purchases in the canteen and the MeDoc kiosk downstairs. The fob knew everything about them, more than they did themselves. One no longer needed to even remember one’s social security number, which was undeniably a relief for many residents. One simply had to flash the fob at the blob on the wall at the door to one’s apartment. But of course you had to find the dratted thing first. Many residents hung their fob around their neck, some didn’t know the difference between the fob and their medical alert bracelet, Irma’s was generally misplaced, and Siiri had attached hers to the strap of her wristwatch. Flashing the fob was always a time-consuming process, as the door-blob couldn’t be bothered to obey the first time, and one had to coax it to life by waving the fob around in various trajectories. When successful, a green light lit on the blob and the door opened slowly and impolitely right into the face of the person trying to enter. Doors that opened with a simple push or pull of a handle no longer existed.




  ‘Yes, just imagine those poor people who earned a livelihood making signs for doors, the ones that tell you whether you’re supposed to push or pull. Do you suppose they’ve all lost their jobs? I must say I find it peculiar. Inventing one contraption after the other that take people’s jobs from them. And what about those poor souls who glued the stickers to the doors?’ Irma said, bustling about the kitchen looking as if she meant to offer Siiri something but couldn’t think what.




  Siiri offered a helping hand: ‘Cakesies would be nice. Or did you already finish it with your breakfast?’




  Irma whirled towards Siiri in alarm and snapped almost angrily: ‘How did you know I had cakesies for breakfast? Was it announced on some smart-alec wall for the whole world to see? This place is driving me mad. According to the wall, my sleep efficiency was 78 per cent, even though I clearly remember I didn’t sleep a wink.’




  Irma couldn’t stand the thought of being under constant surveillance. That was why the antennas and cameras had been set up: someone was sitting somewhere monitoring their every move, even when they were asleep. At this very moment, some bored surveillance officer out there – perhaps some former Push sticker-gluer or stick-exercise class leader who had been let go – was observing their morning rituals. Irma was sure the electronic jungle cost the residents of Sunset Grove a pretty penny; after all, who would be paying for it if not the residents? The government’s funds only covered start-up and construction. The ultimate intent was to launch new elder-care monitoring centres in India and South America with export subsidies from the Ministry of Economic Affairs.




  Irma took a breath, and Siiri said with a smile: ‘You have cakesie crumbs in the corner of your mouth.’




  ‘Hmm, well. Does that offend your sensibilities? I’ll get my serviette; it should be here on the table. Why isn’t my serviette on the table . . . the pink one with my initials appliquéd on it so beautifully? An engagement present, lovely durable linen. I don’t like putting it in the laundry, which is why I keep it here on the table where I eat. Why did you have to start talking about cakesie crumbs now? Oh, I’ll just use my hand, there. Better now? Where were we?’




  Siiri couldn’t be bothered to explain to Irma that she and her cakesie crumbs had accidentally appeared on Siiri’s wall. Some sort of ethereal connection had been established between their apartments so they could contact, as the idiom was, each other without getting up from the couch. Presumably one could establish such a connection with any of the residents’ walls if one had the skill and the interest. Irma’s and Siiri’s fobs allowed them to enter each other’s apartments, and Anna-Liisa’s, too, in case an electrode dozed off and one of them happened to die at that very moment. Every resident had been asked to choose two ‘safety buddies’ whose locks were programmed into the fobs. The residents looked after each other in this fashion; it was called ‘communal caretaking’.




  But now they were at Irma’s breakfast table, stimulatingly simultaneously and in real time, discussing how awful it looked when so many residents went around with a three-week menu on their shirt-fronts. Couldn’t they see the mess themselves? Now that there were no nurses, there was no one around to tell these residents that they might want to wear a bib while they ate or at the very least change their shirt once a week. Irma remembered a cousin who was paralysed on one side of his face, so a steady trickle of food dribbled out of the corner of his mouth onto his shirt. No matter how gargantuan a bib was tied around his neck, a mess was inevitable. It had been very embarrassing, especially at family gatherings, which people had still had the energy to organize back then. Irma spent a moment reminiscing about her amusing cousins, all those spirited girls and boys who loved card games and proposing toasts and inviting the entire family over on Sundays to dine on delicacies.




  ‘Oh dear, oh dear, I’ve had a lovely life,’ she said, trilling and clapping her hands. Then she looked at Siiri and grew serious. ‘But they’re all dead, my high-spirited cousins.’ She sighed dramatically twice, breath quivering. ‘I have no one left but you, Siiri.’




  ‘You poor thing.’ Siiri said, gathering that she was cold comfort in comparison to Irma’s countless cousins.




  They ate their cakesies and drank their instant coffee in silence. Both of them wished they had a newspaper, but complaining about that no longer felt invigorating. They had been outraged for months when all the newspapers moved to the Internet. They had written to the editor-in-chief of Helsingin Sanomat, the director of the Sanoma Group, all the CEOs, even those in the Netherlands, the head of customer service, the chair of the board of directors, and the corporate social responsibility officer, but had only received one response to their painstaking missives. It read: ‘We’ve streamlined our customer service feedback to Twitter. Remember to use the hashtags @sanoma #feedback #bouquetsandbrickbats #satisfiedclient.’




  Irma’s green flaptop contained the daily paper as well as all the archive clouds and special issues one could ever want, but no matter how hard they tried reading the newspaper from the tiny screen, it simply wasn’t fun. The flaptop got sticky when you tried to swipe the pages with cakesie-moistened fingers – not that they were real pages, they were graphics that looked like newspaper pages.




  ‘“Graphics”, that’s a beautiful word,’ Irma said, savouring it. ‘It has a certain gravitas and solidness to it, like “gravestone”. Graphics. Do you suppose Anna-Liisa has got a gravestone for Onni yet? Wasn’t she having all sorts of trouble with it?’




  ‘You’d never believe how much!’




  Due to his bevy of ex-wives, Onni’s name hadn’t fitted on the original gravestone, and so Anna-Liisa had been forced to purchase her husband a new, larger one, in beautiful black granite. She had had her own name engraved on it in golden letters as well, which Siiri and Irma found slightly comical and above all pointlessly costly.




  ‘Jesus, Mary and Jehoshaphat!’ Irma suddenly squawked, nearly frightening Siiri to death.




  A rat had emerged from behind the curtains. A real, live, sleek-coated rat that scanned its surroundings for a moment and then scampered off purposefully, its paws clacking against the plastic flooring. They gasped, unsure of how to react. Siiri felt a horrific stabbing at her temple, and Irma splashed coffee on her blue dress. When the rat jogged between their legs, they both screamed so loudly that the creature disappeared without a trace and the smartwall woke up.




  ‘Unidentified alarm! Check your smoke alarm!’




  Try as she might, Siiri couldn’t catch her breath. She felt as if she’d run eight hundred metres backwards, followed by three somersaults. Her heart was pounding ferociously, paused for a frighteningly long time, and then started pounding again. She couldn’t get a word out; she just gaped in turn at Irma and the smartwall, which once again was of absolutely no use.




  ‘It went over there!’ Irma screeched, pointing towards the kitchen. Her diamond ring flashed as if it were also on alert.




  The smartwall was as vigilant as Irma: ‘Danger over! No smoke!’




  Irma bravely rose and rushed into the kitchen. She clanked and clattered, shooed and shouted to frighten the rat, but the animal had vanished without a trace. Siiri laboriously pulled herself up and out of her chair and slowly made her way to join Irma in the kitchen. The blood was rushing through her ears as if she were standing under a waterfall. Her eyes went dark.




  ‘You’re fainting! Siiri, don’t – oh for Pete’s sake!’




  Irma caught Siiri before she collapsed to the floor and dragged her friend over to the small floral couch, where she raised Siiri’s legs onto the armrest. Siiri didn’t believe she lost consciousness, but she was too immobilized to do anything sensible. Irma was remarkably calm and collected and went to fetch Siiri something to drink from the kitchen. As she passed the smartwall, she gave it a peevish punch.




  ‘What are you staring at, with those stupid exclamation marks?’




  ‘Press 1 for ambulance 2 for customer service 3 for building maintenance,’ the wall replied amiably, dropping the exclamation marks. The yellow ball marking each option had eyes and a smiling mouth.




  Over on the sofa, Siiri caught a whiff of Irma’s cloying perfume mingled with a hint of light menthol cigarettes and Mynthon mints. She understood she couldn’t be smelling all of this, but one smell reminded her of another, and eventually an image emerged of Irma sitting on her 1930s Stockmann sofa upholstered in Sanderson fabric, a mint in her mouth and a cigarette in her hand, which she smoked solely to open up her blocked nostrils. The vein at Siiri’s temples was throbbing, but the rushing in her head had faded so that the fifth-octave A rang clearly again in her left ear. She felt vaguely nauseous. Was it the rat that had caused all of this? How was that possible? She didn’t remember ever having been afraid of rats, and in her youth they had been a common occurrence in Helsinki’s streets, courtyards and cellars. Rumour had it that some people had trapped and eaten them during the worst years of famine.




  ‘Drink this, you skittish city girl,’ Irma said cheerfully and handed Siiri a coffee cup decorated with pink songbirds and filled with red wine. ‘You’ll feel stronger. Skål!’ She had filled her own glass to the brim but slurped it masterfully from the side so that not a single drop splashed onto the flowered sofa or her blue dress.




  Irma was right. A couple of swigs of the slightly sour red wine worked wonders. Siiri felt her blood circulating again, from her humming head to her stiff legs, and she wanted to sit up at Irma’s side. Irma had her work cut out, hoisting Siiri’s old limbs from the armrest to the floor, but the moment passed cheerfully with Irma singing her favourite Schlager, ‘Siribiribim’.




  ‘So we have rats,’ Irma said in satisfaction, since the day hadn’t turned out to be a typically dull one, of which they had far too many. ‘Is this the beginning of the end now? Like in Camus’ The Plague?’




  This rat was healthy and alive, unlike in Camus’ book, where rats spat up blood, died in the streets and spread the plague. They spent a moment pondering if the rat had come looking for food, but decided that was improbable. Surely more tempting victuals were to be found in the skips of Munkkiniemi, enough for a rat to feed on to its heart’s content. What if the creature had smelled a body? Had someone died again?




  ‘Trained rats could be a good solution to the problem of old people dying in their retirement-home flats without anyone noticing,’ Siiri said.




  Such things happened on occasion, an old person might languish dead for weeks before some cleaner or light-bulb changer noticed them. There had recently been talk on the radio about the dangers of dying alone. One of the city’s bureaucrats had suggested that retirement homes and assisted living centres be required to check on each resident’s state once a week.




  ‘To see whether they’re alive or dead!’ Irma said, and started cackling. She wiped the tears from her eyes with a lace handkerchief and couldn’t stop laughing. They pictured some caregiving trainee, some seventeen-year-old Jemina, knocking timidly at the residents’ doors asking whether they were alive or dead and reporting the result with her smartphone. A trained rat would be much better suited to the task.




  ‘Or we could volunteer to do it ourselves. I might be rather good at it; I’d rap on the door and ask if there are any good dead boys or girls at home.’




  Irma emptied her handbag onto the porcelain table she had painted herself in a floral pattern, found her pack of cigarettes and had just managed to light her first nasal-opener of the day when there was strident throat-clearing at the door. Someone had entered Irma’s flat.




  ‘We’re alive!’ Irma crowed in her piercing falsetto, developed during the private singing lessons of her youth.




  A tall, slim woman appeared before them. Her age was hard to determine, because she was by no means young, but compared to Siiri and Irma she couldn’t be considered old. She had shiny hair, dyed black, large plastic spectacles, and beady eyes that scanned the apartment inquisitively.




  ‘Hi, I’m Sirkka.’




  Their visitor didn’t have a last name; no one did, these days. She was just Sirkka. Bewildered, they studied the intruder, who offered no explanation for popping by. She was wearing a blousy turquoise knit top, tight trousers cut from upholstery fabric, and bright green heels.




  ‘At least ten centimetres. How can she keep from toppling over?’ Irma said to Siiri, as if they were watching a television programme and not a living person.




  ‘Did you come to check if we’re dead?’ Siiri asked, hoisting herself up from Irma’s low sofa to greet their guest. Sirkka’s grip felt alarmingly cold and bony.




  ‘My name is Siiri Kettunen; I live next door,’ Siiri said, looking Sirkka warmly in the eyes. They had a peculiarly penetrating gaze. ‘How can we help you?’




  ‘If you’re collecting money, I don’t have any. I can’t find my magic button anywhere. All I have is a debit card, and I don’t know if it has any money, either,’ Irma added, still puffing away on the sofa.




  She was right of course. There was no point collecting money, even for a worthy cause, the Red Cross or the Disabled War Veterans Association, because no one carried cash, and one couldn’t even get it from the bank any more.




  ‘I understood an alarm went off here,’ Sirkka said in a high, reedy voice. She was wearing an abundance of make-up, and her carefully drawn eyebrows rose above her spectacles.




  ‘No, that was me,’ Irma said, waving the cigarette smoke out of her face with a jangle of her gold bracelets. Siiri loved the sound. She looked at her friend happily, who began explaining at length to their uninvited guest how shrilly she could squeal, or sing if necessary. She offered a couple of masterful samples of her vocal skills, and when she arrived at the Queen of the Night’s staccatos, the smartwall popped on, once again imagining that there was a fire in the kitchen.




  ‘Look! That wall has lost its mind!’ Irma pointed accusingly at the screen, which once again suggested three solutions to the problem: 1 Fire blanket 2 Emergency services 3 Maintenance company. Sirkka furrowed her foundation-caked brow, looking like nothing more than Snow White in ugly clothes.




  ‘Have you heard about the Holy Spirit?’ she then asked. That was the only option the smartwall hadn’t yet proposed that morning.




  Irma burst out laughing, but Siiri tried to be polite and look engaged, because she didn’t like judging people on the basis of their religion. Who knew, perhaps this Sirkka had something interesting to tell them? But Sirkka didn’t wait for their reaction. She had already reached into her green shoulder bag and pulled out brochures and pamphlets, which she now laid out on Irma’s porcelain table like lures to tempt them into conversation. Upon seeing the Prayer Clinic brochures, Irma got upset. She popped up angrily and announced that she was offended that someone would trespass on her home in this fashion simply because her singing was mistaken for a fire alarm and that someone was monitoring her life with espionage equipment of every description.




  ‘Are you the one who saw me raise my voice a little, cooped up in the bowels of the cellar monitoring us? I know you have a surveillance centre down there, where you spy on us more eagerly than the Stasi and the KGB put together ever dreamed of? Did my squealing bring you rushing up here with a handbag full of the Holy Spirit? Are you completely out of your mind?’




  Sirkka rose to a threatening height and ran a hand across her sleek hair. Siiri sincerely hoped she wouldn’t start asking them about the meaning of life. They were far too old to be interested in such poppycock.




  ‘I heal in Jesus’s name; I drive out evil spirits. When you receive the Holy Ghost as the wellspring of your life, you are reborn and no longer try to rule your own life. It’s that simple. In order to take yourself over to divinity, all you have to do is allow the Holy Spirit into your heart. It will be granted to you as long as you stay close to Jesus. I free you from the powers of Satan. I’m here to listen to you and pray for you. It’s that simple.’




  Irma took a step backwards so she wouldn’t be standing too close to the strange woman, who emanated strength and animosity. Siiri could see that Irma was on the verge of bursting with rage but couldn’t figure out how to address this creature. She looked at Siiri, eyes boiling with anger.




  ‘Maybe you could pray for us that the rats would leave us alone,’ Siiri said.




  This caught Sirkka off guard, even though she must have been a seasoned itinerant preacher. In all likelihood she had grown accustomed to hearing about violence, rape, alcoholism, insomnia, drugs, unemployment, loneliness and paedophilia, but no one had ever turned to her for assistance with rats. As she hesitated as to how to react, Irma had an inspiration.




  ‘We’re also fine with you praying for the rats and leaving us in peace. Feel free to pick a side depending on which of us is more possessed by the Devil, the rats or us. It’s that simple!’




  Irma walked into the hallway so Sirkka would take a hint and skedaddle. When she didn’t budge, Siiri took her by the elbow and escorted her to the door. Sirkka fidgeted with the strap of her shoulder bag but couldn’t find the right words for the moment. Irma winked at Siiri and gave the door a push. As the door opened painfully slowly, they spied a fat rat in the corridor, bathing in the autumn sun.




  ‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’ Irma crowed. It came instinctively from her repertoire, and in this instance was rather appropriate. The rat dashed off, the smartwall in the living room came on, and Sirkka the Saver of Souls collapsed to the floor.




  





  Chapter 3




  The swooning volunteer preacher attracted well-deserved attention in the lobby of Sunset Grove as she was escorted over to the sofa, still in a state of discombobulation. Looking dignified in her black dress, as straight-backed and august as ever, Anna-Liisa wasted no time placing pillows under Sirkka’s neck. Then she posed the patient a few questions the others found puzzling and to which Sirkka the Saver of Souls did not respond.




  ‘I am going to survey your neurological status,’ Anna-Liisa announced. ‘Can you stick your tongue out? Make a face? What is your favourite colour?’




  The sudden appearance of a meaningful task vitalized Tauno. Back hunched and cap teetering on his head, he rocked about, hands fanning at his sides, and commanded the troops as effectively as only a front-line officer accustomed to wartime exigencies could.




  ‘Water! Bring water! Lift her legs – make way; I’ll take her pulse.’




  Tauno couldn’t find a pulse, which didn’t surprise anyone. Sirkka gave off such a frigid air when she was in full fettle that her pulse must have been nearly imperceptible after major athletic exertion, let alone on the brink of consciousness.




  Margit attempted to abort her session in the automated massage chair, but to no avail. She spent time every day in the ugly black artificial leather contraption; its iron fists pounded one’s bones and muscles so brutally that Siiri felt like she’d been dragged off and beaten from head to toe after her one and only treatment. Each mauling cost five euros, paid for with a wave of one’s fob, but Margit wasn’t one to count her pennies when the chair’s vibrators were kneading her vast carcass. She let out such moans that the others couldn’t help but be reminded of her dear departed husband Eino’s virile years and the echo of the couple’s afternoon lovemaking down the corridors of Sunset Grove, now but a distant memory.




  Sirkka the Saver of Souls started coming round. ‘Holy Spirit . . . Gift of the Spirit . . . God’s strength in me . . .’ Tauno slapped her pale cheeks a couple of times, prompting her to open her eyes.




  ‘I’ve been touched by the Holy Spirit! The moment of clarity has come!’ Sirkka rose to sitting, an entranced look on her face, and no longer seemed the least bit frail. ‘I was reborn Tuesday, 29 April 1997. My prayers have finally been answered. Thanks be to God!’




  Then she returned to earth, scanned the crowd of concerned nonagenarian faces surrounding her, and was overcome with a girlish shyness. ‘Tell me . . . How did I . . . Did I speak in tongues?’




  Sirkka the Saver of Souls didn’t seem to grasp that she had fainted. She believed a gift of the spirit had been visited upon her due to the steadfastness of her faith, that her loss of consciousness had been a sign of some sort of anointment – the sort that, among neo-charismatic revivalist movements, was anticipated more feverishly than death was in retirement homes.




  ‘You didn’t speak any Swedish, I can tell you that much,’ Irma said. ‘You just fainted. This time your Holy Spirit was a rat, a very plump and healthy specimen. I’ve seen much skinnier. The ones that overran cellars and rubbish bins in the 1940s were often terribly malnourished, seeing as how there wasn’t enough food for humans at the time, not to mention rats. They had mangy fur and funny tails longer than the poor rats themselves. But this rat of ours was very handsome; its fur had a beautiful sheen.’




  Sirkka didn’t hear any of what was said to her. She lifted both of her hands and raised her voice to a dreadful volume.




  ‘And these signs shall follow them that believe: in my name shall they cast out devils; they shall speak with new tongues; they shall take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing, it shall not hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall recover. The Gospel according to St Mark, chapter sixteen, verses seventeen and eighteen.’




  ‘For heaven’s sake, drink!’ Anna-Liisa ordered Sirkka the Saver of Souls so brusquely that the other woman stopped blathering, lowered her hands, and accepted a glass of water. She downed it in one swig without looking at the contents. But she believed she was immortal, and took superhuman courage from the fact.




  Anna-Liisa fixed her flinty gaze on Sirkka. With her mourning wear, dark, flashing eyes, and hand clawed around her cane, Anna-Liisa was a spooky sight, and not only to the volunteer. Since her husband’s death, Anna-Liisa had dressed exclusively in black, refusing to compromise on this principle in even the most scorching weather. It was insanity, but Anna-Liisa was resolute. Black drained the colour from her face, making her look pale and frail.




  Sirkka handed the glass back to Anna-Liisa and wiped her mouth on her sleeve, leaving behind an unpleasant smear of lipstick. Siiri knew the stain would be hard to get out in the wash.




  ‘Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits. Psalms, chapter one hundred and three, verse two.’




  ‘No need to involve anyone else; I’m the one who brought you the water. Now perhaps you can walk out of here on your own two feet, as, to my understanding, we no longer require your assistance,’ Anna-Liisa said, pointing her cane at the main door. Sirkka ran a hand across her black coiffure, tugged at her loosely knit top until it offered some semblance of coverage for her shoulders, rose briskly, and exited with a clack of her high heels.




  ‘God bless you all,’ she intoned upon arriving at the door. Her smile was beautiful, as blissful and happy as only that of a bride of Christ who has witnessed a miracle could be.




  ‘Did we get rid of her yet?’ bellowed the tattooed drunk of a doctor who always wanted to go to the Ukko-Munkki for a pint and sit on her balcony in the sun without any knickers. During the renovation, every apartment at Sunset Grove had been outfitted with an external glass cubicle that served as a balcony, and from hers Siiri could see everything the doctor and the other residents did in their display windows. It was far from pleasant. Ritva Lehtinen, that was the doctor’s name. Now Ritva walked over in sandals, ripped dungarees, and a summer top. She always went around in a sun visor these days, rain or shine, and lately it had been shining. She smelled powerfully of tobacco after having fled the swooning saver of souls for a smoke in the courtyard.




  ‘That’s right, you’re a doctor, aren’t you?’ Anna-Liisa said sternly, fixing an accusing eye on Ritva.




  ‘Medical examiner, how many times do I have to tell you? Nothing but corpses for me, thanks,’ Ritva replied, hacking up a cigarette-roughened laugh.




  Whenever she ran into Ritva, Siiri reflected that the other woman was young enough to be her daughter. Both of Siiri’s sons had died so long ago of affluenza-related diseases that she had stopped counting the years. And with her daughter unreachable at a French nunnery somewhere, Siiri had, for all intents and purposes, become childless in her old age. But she had no interest in adopting Ritva, peculiar as she was, as a foster child.




  ‘She certainly recovered fast,’ Tauno marvelled, twisting himself around awkwardly onto the sofa. It was the same old couch that had served as the centrepiece for the communal area since the beginning of time, a massive and rather uncomfortable National Romantic behemoth that some dead resident had left behind. At least the furniture hadn’t been replaced with virtual substitutes during the renovation. The baize-covered table had been allowed to remain in its spot in the corner, with its motley collection of chairs that deceased residents’ heirs had turned up their noses at.




  ‘The Holy Spirit healed her,’ Irma remarked cheerfully and crossed her hands, pretending to pray for fresh miracles from above. ‘Perhaps the spirit will heal my digestive tract, too. Sometimes my stomach stews so badly I think I’ll die from the pain. Do any of you ever experience that?’




  ‘My digestion works regularly and effectively,’ Margit brayed, cheeks glowing after her treatment in the massage chair. ‘You should try this chair sometime, too.’




  ‘What you’ve got stewing in there is the Devil. An evil spirit, that’s why it smells so horrible!’ Siiri said. Everyone burst out laughing.




  ‘You’re saying it’s that abusive chair that keeps your intestines in line?’ Irma asked Margit while rummaging around in her bag for a pack of cards.




  ‘Diverticula,’ Ritva said laconically, coughing up a rather large glob of phlegm. She clearly was at a loss what to do with it; apparently it was too large to swallow and she had too much presence of mind to spit it out, despite her general lack of decorum. After a moment’s consideration, Irma sacrificed her lace handkerchief to Ritva’s sputum.




  ‘I can always throw it in the wash,’ she whispered to Siiri so loudly that Tauno smiled from the sofa.




  ‘We actually did see a rat,’ Siiri said, to steer the conversation elsewhere. Everyone was very interested in the animal, and Siiri had to recount over and over how it had appeared like the saviour’s son or a volunteer staff member out of nowhere and inspired Sirkka the Saver of Souls to fall into a neo-charismatic trance.




  ‘They’re everywhere around here. I’m lucky if I can go to the toilet in peace,’ Tauno said. He declined to participate in the card game, as did Ritva.




  ‘I’ve never seen a single one!’ Irma cried.




  ‘They’re here to convert us. To take the few last pennies we have. There’s always an account number at the end of every prayer,’ Tauno continued.




  ‘Wait a minute!’ Anna-Liisa’s resonant voice cracked like a whip, for the first time in ages. Siiri was overjoyed, because most days Anna-Liisa no longer bothered to upset herself over illogical leaps in topic the way she used to. ‘Are we talking about rats or the volunteers from Awaken Now! Association?’




  None of them knew what they ought to be talking about or if they were to blame for confusing the flow of conversation. Ritva started explaining that diverticula were harmless yet painful sacs that formed in the intestines, particularly common among women, and could be treated with an operation. Irma pulled out her living will with surprising agility and pronounced that she was prepared to fight to the last fart to avoid surgical procedures. Tauno slouched against a stack of pillows on the sofa and didn’t understand a word of what was going on. He had a difficult time sitting normally, since his spine had been so badly mangled in the war. Anna-Liisa frowned in frustration and ordered Irma to deal.




  ‘Canasta,’ she said, rapping the baize table top with her knuckles.




  ‘I had a very interesting conversation with one of the volunteers yesterday,’ Margit said, as she sorted her hand. ‘It was a man, nearly our age, although he must have been a little younger, but he had impressive whiskers, like a walrus, and the same kind of glasses as President Paasikivi in the 1950s. Have you met him?’




  ‘President Paasikivi?’




  ‘He’s not a volunteer!’ Tauno shouted with surprising fury. Irma was so startled that her cards fell to her lap and her box of pastilles to the floor.




  ‘President Paasikivi?’




  ‘But . . . he doesn’t even live here,’ Margit said.




  ‘Ha! He must be the one who spies on us from the basement!’ Irma exclaimed. She tried to bend down, but her rotund frame refused to cooperate. ‘Dratted pastilles!’




  Siiri picked up the box from the floor and laid out her first canasta. The others were dumbfounded; they’d barely had time to organize their cards.




  ‘You’re cheating!’ Irma crowed.




  ‘You can avoid diverticula by eating a handful of seeds every day,’ Ritva said.




  ‘Why would you want to feed rats seeds?’ Margit asked, a little anxiously. Her hearing wasn’t the best.




  ‘He’s my friend,’ Tauno said.




  ‘A rat?’




  ‘For heaven’s sake, this conversation,’ Anna-Liisa roared, slapping her cards back onto the pack, hands trembling. ‘Could you please try to concentrate for a moment! Who exactly is your friend, Tauno?’




  ‘We all are, aren’t we?’




  ‘Silence, Irma. During the course of this conversation we have spoken about intestinal sacs, digestive tracts, volunteers, President Paasikivi and rats, and then Tauno said some specific individual, if not a rodent, was his friend. I’m eager to hear clarification on the matter from Tauno.’




  ‘I’ve heard rats are kept as pets these days. Snakes are also popular,’ Irma interjected, before Tauno could get a word in edgeways.




  ‘Are you saying the rat escaped from a resident?’




  ‘Oiva is my friend,’ Tauno said, with an unexpected reverence.




  ‘You named the rat Oiva?’ Margit asked. Apparently, to her mind, some other name would have been more fitting.




  ‘If I had a rat, I’d name it Musk. Then it would be Musk Rat, like in the Moomins,’ Irma said with a laugh.




  ‘Oiva is no rat,’ Tauno said very softly.




  ‘I’m happy to hear that. My cousin was married to an Oiva for a while, but he was quite the scoundrel, bounced cheques and jumped into bed with any girl to cross his path, so although divorce doesn’t generally sit with me, in my cousin’s case it was the only sensible solution. She was left alone with an enormous brood of children. We did what we could to help her, baked pulla for the poor dears and gave them our hand-me-downs. Is it my turn now?’




  Siiri wondered what was upsetting Irma so. She always babbled uncontrollably when she found a situation unpleasant or embarrassing. But they were just playing cards. There was absolutely nothing out of the ordinary about their confounding conversation.




  ‘No, Irma. It’s my turn. And I meld,’ Anna-Liisa sighed, face pale as death. She had decided to continue playing, by force if necessary. ‘And when it comes to these volunteers, I find their activity entirely unacceptable – if, indeed, it is even legal.’




  





  Chapter 4




  ‘First you must become an empty vessel, as you can accomplish nothing with your own flesh.’




  The pleasant-voiced man mildly looked every member of his audience in the eye before leafing through the Bible in his hand. It made an amusing sound, a soft rustle-crackle, as his nimble fingers sought the right page. Three old women were sleeping in wheelchairs, confounding the Holy Spirit’s efforts to enter their flesh. But the new resident of the C wing, a Somali-Finnish woman barely seventy years old, hearkened attentively, as did Siiri’s widowed neighbour Eila, a few residents Siiri didn’t recognize, and Margit. Siiri and Irma sat at a safe distance to avoid being counted as part of the silken-voiced man’s congregation, despite being curious to hear what he had to say. It was a normal Thursday, but the volunteer was dressed in a dark suit; he had left his Sunday shoes at the door and was now standing in his stockinged feet in one corner of the communal area. His voice echoed in the lobby, which was mostly deserted. One old woman who’d forgotten a curler in the back of her head was parked in her wheelchair in the middle of the walkway, holding a robot seal – or rather, a seal pup. It was white and had long black lashes, and if held in human hands, would purr like a cat. If you looked it in the eye or spoke to it in a tender voice, it wagged its tail adorably. But other than this, there were no signs of life in the communal area. No hurried slap of nurses’ sandals, no ponytailed stick-exercise leaders bouncing around fishing for residents to rehabilitate, no chipper-voiced activity directors calling out bingo numbers.




  ‘Romans, chapter eight, verse eleven, is important here. The idea is that if the Spirit of God resides within you, he will quicken your mortal body. If the Spirit of God lives inside you, he will bring you life.’




  One of the women sleeping in front of the preacher coughed, started, and slipped into an even deeper sleep, accompanied by a snore. The speaker’s compassionate gaze lingered on the row of wheelchairs for a moment and then moved on to more fertile pastures.




  ‘He who does not believe in the gospel is damned. Those who believe speak in tongues and lay their hands on the sick so as to heal them. They do not work these miracles themselves; they are worked by the Holy Spirit within them. The Holy Spirit. The same Holy Spirit that raised Jesus from the dead. The same Holy Spirit that has been poured into us. All we have to do is allow the Holy Spirit to fill our lives and guide us and deny our own will. It’s that simple.’




  ‘Deny our own will? This one is a real blockhead,’ Irma said tactlessly, as there was no call to disturb the others’ contemplatory convocation. The man looked Irma dead in the eye. ‘Oh dear!’ Irma said in a panic, and started touching up her lipstick without a mirror. Thanks to decades of solid experience, she managed it flawlessly. She pinched her lips together to put the finishing touch on her maquillage and flirtatiously returned the preacher’s gaze, but he refused to be unsettled by her feminine wiles.




  ‘Your will is in the Devil’s hands if it prevents you from allowing the Holy Spirit to enter you and fill you. When you are guided by the will of God, you are reborn. The will of God. It is the fulfilment of the Holy Spirit. It is the beginning of a new life and abundance, of salvation and repentance. It all begins with allowing the Holy Spirit in. The Holy Spirit. It’s that simple. Believe, and you shall be blessed with health and strength.’
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