


[image: images]






[image: images]





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


THE END OF SUNSET GROVE




Chapter 1


Siiri Kettunen woke up to such a dreadful racket that she thought she was in hell. She heard booming overhead, banging from beyond the wall, and battering somewhere in the distance and remembered that Sunset Grove had been threatening its residents with a plumbing retrofit for some time now. Scaffolding had surrounded the retirement home in May, followed by a swathe of plastic; the only thing missing was a moat. Windows were to be kept shut, and that went for balcony doors, too; not a ray of sunshine made it inside. Spring had been sunny and unusually warm in Helsinki, but indoors it was pitch-dark and as stuffy as a studio-apartment sauna.


Siiri glanced at her clock radio. The time was seven minutes past six on a Monday morning, and her home was threatened with imminent ruin. Very dedicated they were, these construction workers, although some of Sunset Grove’s residents had had their doubts when they discovered that the contractor carrying out the retrofit was foreign and most of the workers were Polish, Russian, or Estonian.


The noise grew increasingly intolerable. Someone was hammering on the wall so violently that Siiri was afraid the building would come crashing down around her ears. Did these demolition men think all senior citizens were deaf? And that that gave them the right to run riot in the middle of the night like a bunch of lunatics, without a thought to the residents’ comfort? Slowly she pulled herself up, lowered her old feet to the grey linoleum, and paused to let the thrumming in her head subside. When she was a girl, her ankles had been so lovely that men had always paid her compliments, but age had turned her legs to fat stumps. She gazed at her feet and listened to the blood rushing through her head. Odd. One would think that the din from tearing down walls and drilling up floors would drown out the hum in her calcified veins, but, on the contrary, it seemed that her head wouldn’t be quietening down at all today.


She snatched her robe from the foot of the bed, jammed her feet into her slippers, and stood. She didn’t care for the slippers; it was Irma who had made her buy them. But if she went traipsing about in stockinged feet, she was bound to slip and bump her head, and Irma had no interest in tending a paraplegic. Thinking about Irma brought a smile to Siiri’s face, and she wished it were ten already. Then she could pop down the hall for a cup of instant coffee and the paper. But Irma wouldn’t be awake at this hour, demolition or no demolition, because she took the strongest sleeping pills money could buy.


‘They’re perfectly safe,’ Irma would say, gold bracelets jangling as she waved a hand dismissively through the air. ‘My bedtime candies. I never feel groggy; they just give me a good night’s rest. When you’re old, it’s important to get your rest and to be able to sleep soundly. I always wash them down with whisky; it has such a lovely calming effect, too.’


After stretching her aching limbs, Siiri padded into the kitchen and forced herself to drink two glasses of water. The second one proved a challenge. She drank three gulps, rested a moment, took a deep breath, and drank one more. It was important to get your liquids. Dehydration was an inevitable part of aging, which was why even seventy-year-olds, young as they were, couldn’t tolerate alcohol the way they used to. Dehydration also meant all sorts of cramps. Your gums swelled, your skin itched, and your bowels stopped up, and then doctors would prescribe you all sorts of pills instead of telling you to drink more water.


Today, her usual two glasses required Herculean effort. But at long last she completed the task and stood there panting for a moment, as if she had just performed some major athletic feat. The pounding and buzzing intensified. The noise was coming from all directions: from inside her head, outside it, and, now that she thought about it, from her front door, too.


She cast a doubtful eye at the door, as if it would be able to explain what was going on if she glared at it demandingly enough. Apparently, there truly was someone out there, trying to batter their way in with a sledgehammer. Siiri started looking around for her handbag. It wasn’t on the telephone table or in the living room, nor was it on her bed or nightstand. It turned up on the wicker chair in the entryway, right where it was supposed to be. She slipped it over her arm, a defence against any and all misfortune, and cautiously cracked the door.


‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’ rang out so high and shrill that the boring and bashing momentarily ceased. Irma was awake!


‘Isn’t it dreadful? It’s like we’ve gone to hell! Which is where we’ll find ourselves if this keeps up, since we refuse to die like decent people. A little mass euthanasia might be the just thing now. Döden, döden, döden.’


‘Irma! What are you doing up at this hour?’


‘Are you deaf? My apartment is being smashed to bits by a sledgehammer. A fellow with a beard showed up in the middle of the night, marched into my bathroom, and started work. I was so startled I just threw something on and dashed down here for refuge. Do you have any breakfast for me?’


Irma certainly was energetic. Despite the hour, she was wearing a stylish blue summer dress and a white crocheted shawl over her shoulders. Her footwear, however, was pink and peculiar. Plastic shower shoes of some sort.


‘Crocs. They’re the latest craze,’ Irma explained, as she opened Siiri’s fridge to see if there was any cake for breakfast. ‘Did you hear those construction workers talking to each other? Blathering like the Tower of Babel outside my front door before six in the morning. I’ll tell you, though, one of them could swear quite proficiently in Finnish. The “fucks” were flying; that’s what woke me up.’


Siiri had never heard the word cross Irma’s lips before. She looked in surprise at her friend, who blithely continued rummaging through the fridge, humming a song from her youth: ‘Life’s a gas and we’ll be fine, now that I’m yours, now that you’re mine . . .’


Siiri pointed Irma towards the foil-wrapped pound cake on the bottom shelf. It was two days old, or, rather, she had bought it two days ago. In all likelihood, it had been baked a month ago somewhere in the Baltic countryside. What difference did it make? It still tasted delicious. Siiri turned on the tap, but nothing happened. The water had been turned off, and without warning! Luckily there was still some in the kettle from yesterday. Siiri put it on to boil and took the instant coffee from the cupboard. She knew Irma thought cake tasted best when it was dipped in coffee.


‘Yum, cakesies,’ Irma said. ‘And cakesies always need a good dunking, that’s what makes them so good. Oh my, luckily noise doesn’t deafen the taste buds.’


They sat at Siiri’s table, enjoying their cake and coffee and browsing through the newspaper. An incessant thunder rumbled overhead, as if someone were jackhammering Siiri’s ceiling. A counterpoint was provided by arrhythmic blows from next door, where someone appeared to pounding on the floor or wall of Irma’s apartment. As usual for a summer Monday, there was precious little of interest in the paper. There were only two obituaries, both equally dull. They scanned the titles of the deceased: Beloved engineer, grandfather and brother. Dearly missed director of public sanitation.


‘Is Olavi Edvard’s family really trying to say they loved him for being an engineer?’ Irma said, and she cackled so hard that she choked on her cake. She coughed for a while, coughed and cackled, swatted the air and dabbed at her watering eyes with her handkerchief. ‘Oh my! Shall we put “beloved typist” in your obituary?’ She took a big swig of coffee and chuckled some more. Then she sighed deeply, eyed the grey plastic covering the window, and pulled a flat green object out of her handbag.


‘This is an iPad. It’s spelled little i big P-a-d and Anna-Liisa says you should pronounce it like you’re Swedish.’


‘You bought it?’ Siiri cried in horror. Irma had murmured vague threats about her intentions, but Siiri hadn’t imagined the day would actually come when a tablet computer would appear in Irma’s handbag. Or among the cake crumbs on Siiri’s kitchen table, for that matter. ‘Didn’t it cost a fortune?’


‘Not at all,’ Irma said, stroking the gadget as if it were a pet. The machine started purring, and pictures appeared on the screen. It really did come to life at a touch, a caress. ‘Actually, I haven’t the foggiest idea what it cost. I put it on my Stockmann card, and when I do that nothing ever seems to cost much. The bonus points just pour in. The salesperson assured me it was a good buy. Durable, high quality, and pretty to boot, don’t you think?’


Irma went back to petting her gadget. It obeyed her commands: a deck of playing cards appeared on the screen, and Irma demonstrated how handy it was to be able to play solitaire without actual cards. Siiri thought it was stupid. She had no interest in watching Irma fraternize with the contraption at her breakfast table. They were supposed to be finishing the newspaper and discussing current events, so they could keep up with the times.


‘The paper’s in here, too, in my tablet!’ Irma crowed, and her bright soprano rose above the cacophony of the demolition. She jabbed and swatted at the screen, which seemed to upset it. Now it was refusing to follow any of her orders.


‘I know I saw it here yesterday,’ Irma said, breaking into ‘The Robber’s Song’ and bossily tapping at her computer. ‘Listen here, you scamp!’


Her gesticulations took the form of increasingly expansive arcs, and Siiri was afraid that Irma would break her expensive toy. She folded up the paper and set it next to the front door in a paper bag. She could hear pounding from the corridor, too, not just from Irma’s apartment, and she caught snippets of Slavic grumbles amid the thuds.


‘Well, I can’t find today’s paper on this iPad now, but I know for a fact it’s stashed away in there somewhere. The boy at Stockmann showed me, one swoosh and you can read the same articles you have in that rubbish bag over there. Actually, I’m not sure about the obituaries. No, they must be there, since they’ve started publishing them on the Internet, too.’


‘Is that the Internet?’ Siiri asked sceptically. Irma had lowered her toy to her lap and was running a forefinger and thumb across it as if she were searching a cat for fleas.


‘No, you silly goose!’ Irma squawked, still swiping the screen. ‘This isn’t the Internet, it’s how you get to the Internet.’


‘Where is it, then?’


‘The Internet? Why, it’s . . . it’s everywhere . . . and nowhere, really, there’s a special word for it. I’m sure Anna-Liisa remembers . . .’


‘Outer space?’ Siiri suggested.


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake. This isn’t rocket science; a child can use a computer and so can I, now, although this machine doesn’t want to behave at the moment. I was going to show you something I knew would tickle you. They taught us in class that you can use a computer to track trams, but for the life of me I can’t find the app. These things are called apps, did you know that? I wonder if that’s it? Agh, now it wants to play Sudoku! Why didn’t you come to the computer class with me when you had the chance?’


The very thought had been enough to terrify Siiri. She had never cared for classes and hobbies that required a regression to the school desk. That’s why she hadn’t learned a thing during her French course at the community centre all those years ago. After that, she had given up, despite the fact that her friends had started taking classes of all descriptions once they retired, and it had been . . . goodness, almost thirty years since then. There was no end to the dance steps and knitting styles she could have learned in that time, if she had been so inclined. But Siiri had just ridden the tram, watched TV and read the same books over and over. She felt like a lazy underachiever, and stupid, too, as she observed the determination Irma brought to her battle with her recalcitrant gadget.


‘This is impossible. That’s it, I’m turning this thing off. Where’s the power button? Oops – OK, so that’s where it is. But believe you me, it has a map where you can see the location of every single tram in Helsinki at this very moment. In real time, as they say. You can plan your little jaunts much more handily. Or could, if you bothered to develop an interest in the conveniences modern life has to offer.’


Irma sounded so melodramatic that Siiri felt even guiltier about being such an underachiever. How had she let so many years of her life go to waste? Could she still make up for all the squandered moments?


Suddenly, there was a blood-curdling howl from the bathroom, followed by a smash. Then everything was dreadfully still. Siiri and Irma stared at each other in horror.


‘Saatana! Saatanan paska!’


The cursing was cut off by another crash. Irma clutched her green flaptop to her chest. Her eyes were as wide as plates and she tried to whisper as softly as possible: ‘I told you! They know how to swear in Finnish.’


An agonizingly long silence was followed by several sequential crashes and an unpleasant tinkling from the bathroom, as all the mirrors and glass objects tumbled to the floor and shattered. The bathroom door was ajar, and Siiri saw smoke billowing out into the living room. Irma started hacking and swatting it away; Siiri jumped up but was too panicked to move. Maybe the smoke was simply dust, yes, that was it. Demolition dust; there was so much of it around these days that several residents were afraid they’d contract asthma.


Then a brawny, bearded fellow wielding a sledgehammer emerged from the bathroom. He wasn’t wearing noise blockers or a neon vest, just a pair of overalls sprouting pockets and loops and other curious extremities. Irma squawked and gripped her flaptop more tightly, as if it were a shield against extraterrestrial invaders.


‘Perkele,’ the man said in unmistakable Finnish. He didn’t look their way; perhaps he thought he was alone. Siiri gawked at him, paralyzed with fear. She felt a stabbing pain in her head and didn’t dare breathe.


‘Vittu saatana,’ he continued, roughly slamming his sledgehammer into Siiri’s floor. Siiri was afraid it would punch a hole through to the apartment below. She couldn’t recall who had moved in after the fat lady had moved on – died, that is. And that had been a year ago, at least. Maybe more.


Siiri looked around and focused on breathing. The dirty, demolition-dusted ogre was standing stock still in her living room. Irma surreptitiously shifted her most precious possession into her handbag, which she then protectively lifted into her lap. When Siiri could breathe normally again and the stabbing pain in her head had subsided, she decided to get a grip on herself. She strode up to the man briskly and extended a hand.


‘Good morning, I’m Siiri Kettunen. Please excuse the robe, but I wasn’t expecting visitors this early.’


The man gaped at this white-haired ninety-five-year-old in her threadbare bathrobe, her faded, pale eyes taking him in with a cheerful curiosity. Uncertainly, he took Siiri’s hand in his grimy paw and started speaking in crude English. Scratching his gut, he explained that there had been a mistake. He wasn’t supposed to come through the wall into Siiri’s apartment. Then he told Siiri and Irma to calm down, although they felt they had behaved with admirable poise under the rather surreal circumstances, and looked around to determine where the exit was.


‘This way,’ Siiri said, opening the front door for the disoriented sledgehammerer. He stalked out in his big, filthy boots, leaving behind crumbs of concrete and a gaping hole in the wall between Siiri’s and Irma’s apartments. A faint whiff of perfume drifted from Irma’s bathroom into Siiri’s, which just a moment ago had been as neat as a pin.


‘Goodness gracious,’ Siiri said to herself as she examined her bathroom. The shower had a hole big enough for a man to walk through, rather round and beautiful, actually, and the floor was strewn with hunks of concrete, tile shards and other detritus. A pair of pipes and a length of electrical wiring protruded nastily from the jagged wall. The sink was still in place, but the cabinet above it hung askew and its contents had dashed to the floor. Broken bottles, jars, and the rest of Siiri’s toiletry paraphernalia were scattered among the wreckage.


‘How horrible!’ Irma wailed, peering over Siiri’s shoulder. She had finally roused herself from her chair to see what sort of destruction the devil of a demolition man had left in his wake. ‘Shameless!’


They could look right into Irma’s apartment. It was hard to make out much of anything because of the debris, but Siiri could see that Irma’s sink had been yanked up from the floor and lay just beyond the hole, cracked. They huffed and harrumphed until they wore themselves out. The fact was, no matter how much they cursed immigrant labourers and plumbing retrofits and Sunset Grove, where the staff was incapable of doing anything properly, it wasn’t going to change a thing. Irma was the first to step away from the threshold. She paced Siiri’s living room before collapsing to the sofa. And then she started to laugh in the lovely way only Irma Lännenleimu could laugh: starting from a high, tinkling chime and gradually dropping like a bel canto singer, gliding from falsetto to a chest-voice staccato. Soon she was slapping her thighs, and finally, after she had settled down, she still jiggled as she dabbed at her tears with a handkerchief. Siiri smiled at her friend, moved a couple of cushions aside, and plopped down next to her.


‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ Irma wailed, still laughing. ‘At least no one can say our lives are boring!’


‘Did you wet yourself?’


‘I did now!’ Irma squealed, starting over again from her high, tinkling chime. Siiri was laughing too, even though she wasn’t sure there was much to laugh about. But at least Irma knew how to have fun.


‘Döden, döden, döden,’ Irma said huskily and sighed. ‘Well, I have to say, this is one convenient remodel. A couple of sharp blows to the bathroom wall, and whoops, a studio and a one-bedroom are suddenly one big flat. We’re flatmates now, don’t you see? We don’t have to look for our keys for half an hour to pop over for a cup of coffee.’


‘I suppose you’re right,’ Siiri said, considering the possibilities presented by the new circumstances. ‘And when you use the bathroom, I’ll be able to hear everything in my kitchen.’ Irma squealed in delight and started laughing again. Siiri rose to dress. All the signs were that it was going to be a busy day, and she had no intention of receiving any more visitors in her nightshirt and bathrobe.


After waiting for what seemed like an eternity for the cursing sledgehammerer to return, as they were certain he’d promised to do, they grew restless. Irma wanted a glass of red wine, and Siiri wanted to go down to the office to see if anyone intended to do anything about the hole in her wall.


They collected their bits and bobs, which, in this case, meant their handbags and keys, and made for the stairs, having blissfully forgotten that it was still only a quarter to seven in the morning.




Chapter 2


The lobby at Sunset Grove was a seething hive of activity. The fluorescent lamps glared brightly, as no sunlight could penetrate the building. A crowd of elderly residents, each more disoriented than the last, shuffled through the stale air to the sounds of banging and drilling. Some, like Irma and Siiri, were dressed appropriately – if you didn’t count Irma’s ridiculous rubber shoes, that is – but many had sallied forth in their nightshirts. No one knew what time it was, or what season, or why they were there. Director Sinikka Sundström had not shown up for work yet, and the task of calming the restless residents fell to the young nurse who had worked the night shift and the Filipina foot masseuse, Elelibeth Bandong.


‘Is the Soviet Union attacking?’ a hunchbacked old man asked Irma and Siiri. He was the one who had moved into the fat lady’s apartment over a year ago: he wore a flat cap, day in day out, even indoors, and propelled himself along at a peculiar forward lean, rocking his arms at his sides and making little in the way of progress. Siiri laughed merrily at his joke, but the poor fellow was dead serious. He genuinely believed the time for digging foxholes had passed and he was needed at the front. He was followed by three women asking where the nearest bomb shelter was. Neither Elelibeth Bandong nor the Spanish night nurse understood what Soviet Union or bomb shelter meant.


‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ Siiri said, taking the Second World War veteran by the arm. ‘They’re just replacing the plumbing.’


‘Why, the Soviet Union doesn’t even exist any more!’ Irma cheerfully announced, to a look of disbelief from the man. The women still wanted to find the bomb shelter, but they didn’t believe the enemy was coming from the East this time. They thought living at Sunset Grove posed a risk to life and limb.


‘It even smells funny. Maybe someone used chemical weapons. Or a nuclear bomb went off,’ they mused. Irma and Siiri spent some time assuring them that the annihilation around them was the result of a mundane retrofit, not some catastrophe, but the women wouldn’t relent. Suddenly, Irma assumed an officious tone and raised a hand: ‘Ladies, I’m going to have to ask you to move on. You’ll find the temporary bomb shelter this way. Rations will be distributed there shortly.’


She indicated the dining room, where the doors had just opened. The women scurried along to await further orders as quickly as their walkers and osteoarthritis allowed.


‘That worked like a charm,’ Irma said in satisfaction, then scanned the chaos for familiar faces. The veteran was still clinging to Siiri’s arm and seemed to be waiting for orders, too. Even while standing in place, he fanned one arm and swayed so violently that he was on the verge of toppling over and taking Siiri with him. The more wildly he rocked, the more tightly he clamped down on Siiri’s bicep. Siiri patted him on the shoulder and tried to think of what to say. She had to remove herself from his clutches somehow, but giving orders didn’t come as naturally to her as it did to Irma.


‘Perhaps you . . . Sir . . . Perhaps you could also go over to the bomb shelter to wait for breakfast. You don’t want to be marching on an empty stomach.’


Three men in neon vests and noise blockers stomped past, hauling electricity cables on yellow spools. They bulldozed through the elderly residents as if they were heaps of rubbish and growled something which sounded Slavic and very beautiful. No wonder the more senile among them thought they were witnessing the continuation of the Continuation War with the Soviets. The decampment of the veteran and trio of bomb-shelter hopefuls prompted a mass exodus of sorts. Everyone made their way to the dining room, thinking it was a safe spot where field rations would be handed out. On normal days, breakfast wasn’t served until eight, but now the beleaguered Sunset Grove staff realized that they might want to start pouring the coffee early. Elelibeth Bandong and the Spanish night nurse shepherded the terrorized residents of Sunset Grove over to the canteen tables.


‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’ Irma trilled shrilly, waving a hand high in the air. She had spotted Sunset Grove’s young lovebirds, Anna-Liisa and the Ambassador, stepping out of the elevator. The Ambassador was snazzily dressed in his day-wear: grey trousers, a brown smoking jacket and a pair of nicely polished brown leather dress shoes. He was leading Anna-Liisa by the arm, as a gentleman should. In her right hand, Anna-Liisa carried her cane, a wedding present from her husband, as married life had proved so invigorating that she no longer used a walker. She had combed her hair up into a bun and donned a brown dress, even though she had generally favoured trousers during her decades as a bachelorette. A wedding ring adorned with ten brilliant-cut diamonds glittered on her left ring finger, and she had rather boldly tossed a green scarf around her neck. They looked happy and handsome as they made their dignified approach towards Irma and Siiri.


‘Isn’t it awful!’ Siiri huffed before Anna-Liisa and the Ambassador had even seated themselves at the card table.


‘How’s that?’ the Ambassador asked. The racket was ear-splitting.


They still gathered every day around the baize-topped mahogany table in the corner of the common room to play cards or simply enjoy each other’s company. Many of the original members of their canasta club had passed away, most recently Reino the printer, the Hat Lady, and the fat woman from wing A, but new people had taken their place. Margit joined them whenever she could spare the time.


‘This is worse than the Winter War!’ Irma shouted.


‘Let’s not exaggerate, Irma,’ Anna-Liisa said frostily, dropping her cane to the floor as she took her seat. She looked even more peevish than normal, rather fatigued, in fact. The Ambassador retrieved the cane with some effort and seated himself. ‘What do you know about the Winter War, anyway? Didn’t you spend it in indoor comfort arranged by your papa while the rest of us thawed out frozen bodies in jury-rigged saunas while the temperature dropped below—’


‘That’s enough, dear,’ said the Ambassador. He didn’t care for reminiscing about the war, although he happily pinned his oak-leaf veterans’ insignia to his tux.


‘I was in a military hospital. I cared for the wounded,’ Irma said, offended. ‘One man mistook me for an angel, since I was the first person he saw when he came to. I was rather pretty, you know, with blond curls like the girl on the oatmeal box, and when I wiped his brow with a cool rag he opened his eyes and thought he’d gone to heaven.’


‘That’s enough, Irma,’ Anna-Liisa said in turn. She was eager to get to the burning questions of the day.


‘Oh, have I told you that story before?’ Irma asked innocently, rummaging through her handbag for playing cards or a handkerchief. ‘I’m such an old fuddy-duddy, that’s what I always tell my darlings. They get so riled up if I tell the same story twice, although a good story never suffers from being retold, quite the opposite. Children like hearing the same bedtime story dozens of times. And they repeat the same news on the radio every hour on the hour, word for word. Besides, I tell my darlings, there are so many of you that there’s no way I could ever keep track of whom I’ve told a story to, and it’s perfectly natural to have to listen to the same story twice now and again.’ Irma had numerous children and grandchildren, whom she always referred to as her darlings. ‘Have I told you about the time my husband was drilling a bookshelf into the wall and the anchor gave, so the entire shelf came crashing down around his ears, books and all?’ she continued.


‘Yes!’ the others cried in unison.


‘Yes, well, all right. But then, perhaps, you can tell me why my husband was drilling a shelf into the wall, books and all. Wouldn’t that be impossible, as a matter of fact? My point is that I’ve probably been telling you made-up stories all these years, a little embellished, you know, but my mother always said, who can be bothered to tell a dull story? By which she meant—’


‘Irma!’ Anna-Liisa shouted with a force only accessible to the vocal cords of an experienced teacher, drawing a passing construction worker up short. ‘You may go,’ Anna-Liisa said to him benevolently, as if he were a well-loved butler at her manor. Then she rapped her knuckles in agitation against the baize tabletop, until she’d collected her thoughts and corralled them back onto their original path.


‘This plumbing replacement,’ she began, ‘is impossible.’


She was right, of course. The project had lasted less than two hours and Sunset Grove was in utter turmoil. What would happen when the bathrooms were off limits? Or when the dining hall closed its doors? Everyone had heard horror stories about plumbing retrofits; they were somehow in vogue these days. Irma’s cousin had been exiled to some cramped cubbyhole on the far side of town for eight months and the project still hadn’t gone as planned. The wrong tiles had appeared in her bathroom, and the shower had been installed sloppily, and far too high.


‘My cousin couldn’t reach the shower, and she’s an average-sized woman. Our family does tend to be short, too, but that’s on the eastern Finnish side, and I have nothing to do with them. Except for my cousin Greta, of course; she lives in Punavuori, and she’s the tiniest creature. Punavuori, or Rööperi, as they called it, used to be working class, but nowadays anyone at all can live there. The old buildings there are just lovely! Have you been to Punavuori? Siiri, you must have ridden through it on one of your tram rides. Have you noticed how many beautiful buildings there are?’


Irma inevitably started babbling when her nerves got the better of her and she didn’t know what to do with herself. But they all understood that this dreadful retrofit, reminiscent as it was of a bombing, had hurled them all into a state of discombobulation. Siiri was glad Irma was keeping spirits up with her chatter; it was soothing. But Anna-Liisa’s mouth had tautened into an impervious line, and her brilliant-cut diamonds flashed as she drummed her fingertips vigorously against the tabletop. It was only now that Siiri noticed Anna-Liisa had started using nail polish since joining the ranks of the wedded. Her nails were blood-red with a tinge of violet; in Siiri’s view a tad too dramatic for the decidedly mundane ambience of the retirement home.


‘Did you get a manicure? Or do you know how to paint your nails so neatly yourself?’ she asked Anna-Liisa.


‘Siiri, we’re in a crisis; can’t you think of anything else to say?’ Anna-Liisa wailed, her voice quivering with disappointment. ‘This cannot go on. I have tried discussing the matter with Director Sundström, but she claims that residents who are renting are responsible for making alternate living arrangements. She insists that she has her hands full with the residents from the dementia unit. She also had the gall to tell me that this is the normal practice in any building association. But Sunset Grove is far from a normal building association; it’s a retirement home. We pay through the nose because it’s supposed to be a . . . community where we’ll be safe. And the one time we need help, there’s none to be had.’


Siiri and Irma couldn’t quite figure out what sort of help Anna-Liisa expected. The residents of Sunset Grove had received numerous notices about the retrofit and its timetable, the type of work involved at every stage, and its effects on residents’ living conditions. As well, of course, about the costs, which were to be recovered through increased rents and service fees. The shrink-wrapping of the building had coincided with the emptying of the basements. The Ambassador was the only one of their little circle who had a basement storage unit, and he hadn’t cared to sift through its contents. He had hired a trusted friend to move them to a shipping container somewhere in the fields of Vantaa for the duration of the renovation. Anna-Liisa was convinced that the Ambassador’s belongings had been sold and would never been seen again. Next week, plastic sheeting would be distributed to every apartment so that residents could protect their belongings. Residents were encouraged to take down any pictures and pack small objects in boxes. The demolition dust got into everything, which was why it was recommended that furniture be covered in plastic. This reminded Irma of how they always used to go to the villa for the summer and how they covered the furniture to protect it from the sun, and she spent a considerable amount of time wondering out loud why no one ever did that any more. Didn’t people go to villas, or was upholstery more tolerant of sunlight these days?


Director Sundström had encouraged everyone to store their valuables in a secure place, for instance a safe deposit box, because, Anna-Liisa said, even though the contractor responsible for carrying out the project, Muhuväe Fix ’n’ Finish, was a reliable partner, you could never tell what sort of questionable thoughts were going through an individual construction worker’s head. Siiri thought this had sounded a little risqué coming out of Anna-Liisa’s mouth, and now she and Irma had started teasing each other: ‘You can never tell what’s going through a construction worker’s head.’


Many of them thought Muhuväe Fix ’n’ Finish had a familiar ring to it, and it had turned out to be the same company that used to provide Sunset Grove with janitorial services: the one whose invoicing was rife with irregularities and whose prices were scandalously high; the one they all imagined had ended up in receivership or its owners in prison in the aftermath of last year’s dramatic events at Sunset Grove, when financial improprieties were exposed in court and head nurse Virpi Hiukkanen resigned the moment she recovered from her nervous breakdown.


‘Focus!’ Anna-Liisa said emphatically, interrupting the others’ fumbling account of the information that had been disseminated. ‘These first two hours have already demonstrated that the line we were fed about dust-free methods and restricting noisy activities to daytime hours was pure poppy-cock. All of Sunset Grove was roused in the middle of the night by the thundering of drills while Director Sundström was snoozing away contentedly in her suburban home. There’s dust everywhere; it’s impossible to breathe.’


‘It’s always rough at the beginning, but the kinks will work themselves out,’ the Ambassador said gently, stroking Anna-Liisa’s clenched fist.


‘I’m getting this funny feeling that the name of the construction company isn’t Muhuväe Fix ’n’ Finish after all,’ Irma mused out loud, and she started digging through her handbag.


Siiri eagerly took up the gauntlet Irma had thrown down, since it was a simpler nut to crack than Anna-Liisa’s. ‘Yes, maybe it was just Fix ’n’ Finish? Sometimes these companies change names when they get into trouble.’


‘I’m sure my iPad knows what the name is. Give me a minute, while I warm it up.’ Irma started stroking her flaptop with big, arcing swipes.


Anna-Liisa disapproved of Irma’s theatrics. She sniffed so volubly that the Ambassador offered her his handkerchief and patted her comfortingly on the shoulders.


‘Everything’s going to be fine, dear,’ he said, following Irma’s manoeuvring out of the corner of his eye.


‘I’ll just type in “Sunset Grove plumbing”. No, I’ll put “Sunset Grove retrofit”. And you’ll see, in just a moment we’ll have the answer!’


Anna-Liisa stopped her audible sniffling and cast a dubious eye on Irma’s progress. Photographs and text appeared on the screen, and Irma jabbed at one box with a jangle of her bracelets. Voila, her tablet spit out the answer.


‘Demolition and construction is being carried out by the Estonian company Fix ’n’ Finish, that’s what it reads here. What did my instincts tell me?’


‘Yes, I already knew that,’ Anna-Liisa said sourly. ‘As far as I’m concerned, that’s of secondary interest.’


‘But it’s the same company that made a mess of everything before, just under a different name,’ Siiri reflected thoughtfully. Irma clenched the tablet to her bosom with both hands, her face glowing in jubilation.


‘My little gadget makes me smart and improves my memory. Whenever I forget something, I look it up here. And if a computer’s memory starts slowing down, you can buy more. It won’t be long before they’ll be able to do that for people, too. Just think, what fun! We won’t need communal homes and there won’t be any demented old ladies around, draining the country’s coffers, because the doctor will just insert a little more memory whenever you need it!’ Irma laughed, her round body jiggling, and paid no mind to the others’ disapproving silence. She tenderly slid her machine back into her handbag and laid the playing cards on the table.


Anna-Liisa looked at Irma, eyes flashing: ‘A computer’s memory is empty. Information is loaded into it; only then does it have anything to offer. That iPad isn’t going to make you one iota healthier or wiser.’ The retrofit had done a number on Anna-Liisa; she was typically quite indulgent when it came to Irma. Now she was agitated and peevish, which elicited an unusual solicitousness in the Ambassador.


‘Everything’s going to be fine, just fine, Anneli,’ he said in his soft baritone. Irma and Siiri exchanged glances at this novel term of endearment but didn’t laugh, because poor Anneli was so upset.


‘Be fine!? Do you actually believe that a few caresses from you are going to turn this purgatory into paradise?’ Anna-Liisa rose from her seat. She shot a look at her husband that he correctly interpreted as a command to offer her her cane, followed by his arm. ‘We’re going for a stroll. I’d prefer to rest for a moment, but it’s impossible in this hell-hole. Come, Onni.’


They turned and left; Anna-Liisa augustly and the Ambassador her stylish support; he briskly piloted his wife through the spools of electric cable, bags of cement and scaffolding. Irma announced that she had a class reunion today and was in a hurry to get to town.


‘Are you going to your class reunion in those beach slippers?’ Siiri asked in horror.


‘How many times do I have to tell you? These are Crocs. They’re perfectly acceptable for wearing to a restaurant on a summer day.’ And with that, Irma went, cheerfully and without a care in the world, as if the wholesale gutting of Sunset Grove were but a charming bagatelle in her amusing existence.


Siiri returned to her apartment and threw herself on her bed to listen to the sounds of the demolition echoing through the building. She mused that it might be nice to be in the dementia unit, because then she would be oblivious to the atrocities inflicted by this plumbing project. But then she came to her senses and decided she was happy, because she remembered who she was, could stand on her own two feet, and knew what she had to do today, which was nothing. And because she had friends who played with tablets and allowed their husbands to call them Anneli.




Chapter 3


Sinikka Sundström, managing director of Sunset Grove, had called an emergency meeting in the dining room, which was, for once, overflowing with residents. Director Sundström’s untamed mop was frizzy from the humidity, and although she wore nothing more than a gauzy, brightly coloured caftan with an ample neckline and loose sleeves, she appeared to be wilting in the heat. A wooden cross drew the eye to her glowing bosom, and she strained mightily to offer her residents a sunny smile. The gutting of a retirement home was not a project that she, with her degree in social services, had foreseen ever having to shoulder. Fortunately, she was able to rely on the assistance of Project Manager Jerry Siilinpää, who was responsible for managing the retrofit and who would be at hand in person today to update the seniors on the project’s progress.


‘. . . so now I’m going to need a positive attitude from each and every one of you,’ Sundström said, with a clap of her hands.


Nearly every ambulatory resident was in attendance, as Sunset Grove had suffered from drilling and banging for well over a week now. The protective plastic had not been delivered yet; water was liable to be cut off without warning; and rumours of disappearing belongings and damage to personal property were mounting by the day. The physiotherapist had shut her doors, and the activity centre displayed a distinct lack of activity.


‘Let’s reach into our positivity pouches and pull out a big fistful of good cheer, there we go, another fistful, and another! After all, we’re all in the same boat!’ Director Sundström cried, spreading her arms like Luciano Pavarotti receiving applause; the only thing missing was a handkerchief the size of a tablecloth dangling from her left hand. ‘A great big energizing hug to all of you!’


‘What’s that?’ shouted the veteran in the flat cap. He refused to sit, and flapped his arms in the doorway in his peculiar forward hunch. He couldn’t hear anything over the shrieking of the drills and could make neither head nor tail of the director’s gesticulations.


‘Grab some good cheer from your pouch and throw it around,’ Irma yelled at him, followed by a tinkling laugh. She reached into her handbag, pulled out fistful after fistful of good cheer, and flung it around. The others took inspiration from Irma’s play-acting, and before long the entire room was sprinkling good cheer, laughing heartily – everyone except Anna-Liisa and the Ambassador, that is, who sat, stunned, in the front row.


‘This place is a madhouse,’ Anna-Liisa said, fixing her baleful eyes on Director Sundström. The director was thoroughly discomfited. She hadn’t had the faintest idea that her inspirational speech would take such concrete manifestation. She wrung her perspiring hands, and when the mayhem showed no signs of abating, she started clapping rhythmically and raised her voice.


‘Eyes up here, my dears! Let’s remember that this retrofit is an opportunity we don’t want to slip through our fingers! Since the walls and the yard are going to be torn up anyway for the new pipes, we’re going to be fixing a lot of other things, too. The façade is being replastered as we speak, and when this is all over, each and every one of you will enjoy a brand-new bathroom and kitchen, complete rewiring, improved air conditioning, and the new bushes and trees which will be planted in the yard. We’re collecting funds for a garden swing, and you all have the opportunity to contribute to that, too. So if I could ask you . . .’


This speech did nothing to quell the prevailing restlessness, and Sundström’s voice stumbled here and then faded feebly into nothingness. All seemed lost. But then a young man in a tightly cut grey suit and rubber sneakers strode through the door. When she saw him, Director Sundström nearly sprouted wings of joy, and her pink cheeks burned even more brightly than before.


‘Jerry, thank God! Welcome, Jerry Siilinpää! Could everyone please . . . could you please listen to what Project Manager Jerry Siilinpää has to report on our shared adventure?’


‘Who the hell names their kid Jerry?’ asked a nearly bald woman, a new resident from C wing, from her wheelchair.


‘Siilinpää? Hedgehog Head? Do you suppose that’s a transliteration of a Swedish name?’ Siiri asked Irma.


‘What’s hedgehog in Swedish?’ Irma asked so loudly that many of the older people nearby started pondering the question. Someone suggested utter, but that was clearly the word for otter, as someone else pointed out. ‘Oh, how I wish I had my green flaptop; it would tell me in an instant.’


‘Igelkott,’ Anna-Liisa bellowed, to bring a stop to the babble. ‘But I rather doubt it’s a finnicized name.’ She shifted her penetrating eyes to the young man standing at Director Sundström’s side. ‘You may begin.’


‘Cool. Hey, everybody! Sinikka over there just said “adventure”, and adventure’s a great way to put it.’ The project manager’s unbuttoned collar was flopping about, and he wasn’t wearing a tie. An identification card with his name and photograph plastered to it hung around his neck. Such a thing might be useful in the locked unit, home to dementia patients who couldn’t remember their names, but for a healthy young man to be wandering about in public with a name tag looped around his neck, well, this struck Siiri and Irma as downright silly. Siilinpää’s hair looked greasy, but Irma knew this was because of the wax he’d smeared on his head.


‘My darlings tell me it’s quite typical these days for men to fuss over their hair and even use hairspray. And salts and gels are . . . how did they put it . . . “hella normal”, I think that was it.’


‘Our adventure has got off to a pretty exciting start, don’t you guys think? How’s everyone feeling here at the Sunrise Grove nursing home?’


‘Did you say Sunrise?’ Anna-Liisa asked in disbelief. Her hearing was very sharp. Margit was sitting on Anna-Liisa’s other side, but hadn’t heard a thing because she’d left her hearing aid on her nightstand again. Margit’s head nodded, and she struggled to stay awake.


‘Yup, exactly! Sunset. I said Sunset Grove,’ Siilinpää said, adjusting the tie that wasn’t there. His hands found his name tag and held it for a moment, apparently to soothe himself.


‘It’s like a pacifier, that name tag,’ Irma said.


‘He’ll be putting it in his mouth before long,’ Siiri added, and she and Irma chuckled inappropriately.


‘Sunset Grove is not a nursing home. This is a full-service retirement community,’ Anna-Liisa corrected the young Mr Siilinpää. She eyed him as if he were a student trying to fake his way through an oral report without the necessary preparation.


‘But there aren’t any services! What if this is a nursing home after all?’ shouted the veteran in the flat cap, rescuing Mr Siilinpää. He had advanced up the aisle and was now standing next to Anna-Liisa and the Ambassador.


‘Have a seat, Tauno dear,’ Director Sundström said in a low voice, giving the irate old man a pleading look. An enormous pearl of sweat ran down her forehead to the tip of her nose and hung there, refusing to drip to the floor.


‘I’m not your dear! Don’t you dear me!’ Tauno growled and he remained standing.


‘Jiminy!’ Irma squawked. Scattered titters were heard from around the room. Tauno’s arms were fanning faster than ever, but now he was standing still, like some aggressive question mark.


‘Why don’t you stop waving your arms about, dear, and sit down,’ Director Sundström said, her voice quivering. Her throat was blooming with red and white splotches, and the wooden cross at her bosom was bathed in sweat. You could hear a pin drop, until Margit let out a loud snore and started. Confused, she had no idea of where she was. The expectant silence continued.


‘I can’t,’ Tauno said finally. The room pricked up its ears; the old man’s voice was barely audible. ‘My spine is so twisted that it hurts to sit. A wound from the war. I can’t sit properly and even when I stand, it’s like this; I have to move my hands to keep my balance. So if you’ll please excuse it. The rocking.’ After a brief, effective pause he spat between his teeth in a voice so low that few heard: ‘Witch.’


At this point, Director Sundström tried to pass off responsibility to the project manager, who was still holding his name tag and couldn’t get a word out: ‘Yes, of course. Jerry, can you take over from here?’


But Tauno the twisted veteran was trembling. ‘Telling a sick man to sit down, ordering old people around like they’re children! Doesn’t even know who lives here, the bloody cow. And now she’s spoiling our final days with these war games. Goddamned bitch!’


Tauno’s arms fanned the air furiously as his croaking voice rose, and before long he was shouting such obscenities that his removal from the room proved necessary. Miisa Sievänen, the pro tem head of residents care, rushed off and returned with two fearsome-looking construction workers to escort Tauno out. They took hold of the gnarled, roaring man as if he were a length of concrete pipe and carried him off until the thunder of the demolition drowned out his raging. Jerry Siilinpää buried his face in his hands, and when finally he restarted his pep talk, it seemed to Siiri that he was holding back a smile. Or tears; it was hard to say which.


‘Yup, I see there’s lots of spirit here, that’s great.’


Siilinpää sighed deeply, took two brisk steps towards the flip chart and grabbed a fat marker. ‘OK, guys, so let’s say you have a pretty intense situation that’s gradually escalating. If we do a little survey of the challenges you’re facing here, what’s the first thing to come to mind?’


The residents of Sunset Grove stared silently at the boy with the waxed hair, who seemed to view the hellishness of their present circumstances as some semi-amusing challenge they could solve by drawing off-centred ovals on a flip chart with red and green marker pens.


‘This here is our project, exactly,’ Jerry Siilinpää said, scribbling a P in the middle of the big circle. ‘If you guys could just take a look up here at the flip chart, please. Let’s map these problems out together first, and then we’ll look for action items and paint in the desired landscape. So some of you already have the asbestos removal thing going on in your apartments. Did any critical interfaces emerge during that?’


‘Will you look at that; Anna-Liisa isn’t commenting on his language,’ Siiri said, and was rewarded with an irate glance from the front rows.


‘Why on earth is that easel called a flip chart?’ Irma asked.


‘Right. Excellent question. It comes from English. Flip because the paper flips over and chart because . . . umm, well. In any case. This is your, I mean our project, and you see these arrows here, these red ones, these are the critical risk clusters. Noise is probably the first one here. I’ll put a letter N here.’


Panicked cries echoed from around the room: ‘What? How’s that? What did you say?’ No one understood what the man at the flip chart was talking about.


‘Noise! I’m thinking it’s a buffer risk during the kick-off phase! But no prob, I can promise you that as the project continues, you’ll get used it.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Another – shall we say – critical challenge is dust. It’s being taken care of. I’ll put a D here. There we go. The moving boxes will arrive tomorrow and then you just pack your things in them and keep them safe and sound so they aren’t damaged by the dust, right? Of course it would always be better if the apartments were completely empty, but hey, come on, you guys have to live somewhere, right? So let’s just pack up what we can so it’s not in the way. This second arrow here is an action item. Let’s put A1 on the roadmap, and this box here under the arrow is a box, a moving box. It’s an action item. Another action item is plastic, transparent plastic and masking tape. Together these action items form a point, an action point. You guys wrap that plastic around your television and any other electronics you may have. And then tape it so tightly that the dust can’t get in and play dirty tricks on your devices. Pretty simple, right? Let’s just take it one step at a time, nice and easy, right?’


Jerry Siilinpää jabbed red dots around the arrow to represent dust that wasn’t getting into the box.


‘Who’s going to pack our stuff?’ shouted a woman in a purple tracksuit whom Siiri had never seen before.


‘Why moving boxes? Where are we moving to?’ asked the ancient woman from A wing who was strapped to her wheelchair.


‘I’m not packing anything myself, no way,’ said the tattooed woman sitting next to her, a recent retiree whom Irma had met over lunchtime porridge a couple of weeks earlier.


‘She’s perfectly healthy and only sixty-seven years old. Apparently, she’s a doctor. She could be my daughter!’ Irma whispered to Siiri, and the tattooed woman glared at them. ‘Just imagine if Tuula showed up at Sunset Grove, that would be something, wouldn’t it!’


‘Umm, well . . . the retirement centre is responsible for this task, the packing, so if you take it from here, Sinikka, and tell us what time and resources you have allocated for this,’ Jerry Siilinpää mumbled, gazing at his work of abstract art. He wrote SUNRISE GROVE PLUMBING RETROFIT in capital letters at the top of the flip chart.


The meeting was of absolutely no use, but Irma and Siiri found it a rather pleasant way to pass the morning and a refreshing change from the usual attempts to activate them. One woman with tangled hair thought she was at bingo and kept complaining that she couldn’t hear the numbers. Margit’s snoring was growing louder and louder, despite Anna-Liisa’s elbowing her in the ribs. But the Ambassador had little to say, which was peculiar, since he was typically alert and active on such occasions.


‘Maybe he doesn’t dare open his mouth, now that Anna-Liisa’s got him under her thumb,’ Irma suggested.


The young doctor with the tattoos demanded services every chance she got, such as a ride to her summer cottage, where the garden demanded regular attention, and there was no way she could travel alone, because she had kidney trouble that demanded heavy doses of daily medication. As she spoke, she threw in a smattering of medical jargon that no one understood but that made her garden and her kidneys sound like a matter of life and death. Gradually, the seniors lost interest, since neither Project Manager Siilinpää nor Director Sundström had the answers to the simplest of questions. No one even had any idea how long the retrofit would take and how long they would have to manage without water.


‘No one’s going to die of thirst,’ Director Sundström consoled her audience, with an unpleasant emphasis on the word ‘thirst’. ‘The plastic water jugs in the hallways will be filled as often as necessary, and meal service has been outsourced. Meals will be delivered directly to the apartments of those who want them. The service is subject to a supplementary fee, and you’ll find the price list in the folder in the common room, on the bulletin board outside my office, and online. You can sign up for the service in Pro Tem Head Sievänen’s office.’ The director smiled happily, as if this expensive temporary arrangement were emergency aid being provided free of charge by the Finnish Red Cross.


‘Our time window’s closing!’ shouted Jerry Siilinpää, pointing at his wrist where there was no watch. ‘Shall we say one last question and then on to bigger and better things?’


‘When and where is bingo being held?’ asked the woman with the tangled hair.


‘I can’t open the door to my balcony. Can someone come and open it?’ shouted the nearly bald woman.


‘There’s a hole the size of a grown man in the wall between our apartments, and no one seems to want to fix it. Who should we complain to?’ crowed Irma in a penetrating voice that rose above the din.


‘Is listening to the radio forbidden?’ asked someone from the back row. Then it was quiet.


‘Right, right,’ Jerry Siilinpää said, looking thoughtful. ‘Excellent food for thought, yup, yup. Thanks. Until next time!’


He ripped his explanatory illustration from the flip chart, threw it in the bin, grabbed the laptop he hadn’t opened once during the meeting and slipped it under his arm, then stalked from the room in long, tennis-shoe strides. Director Sundström fingered the damp wooden cross at her throat and tried to start a round of applause for Mr Siilinpää. The tattooed doctor and the bald woman clapped so furiously that Margit woke up and asked Anna-Liisa in a loud voice when the plumbing retrofit was supposed to begin. Then Siiri noticed a pause in the rumbling and drilling. Apparently, the demolition men were taking a lunch break; it was the only peaceful moment of the day. For a little while, life felt heavenly and no one had any aches or pains. In honour of this sliver of paradise, they decided to enjoy a peaceful game of canasta for the first time in ages. Only Anna-Liisa looked fatigued, and the Ambassador nearly had to force her to the baize-covered table. Irma shuffled the cards and dealt nimbly; she was very skilled.


‘I have a three!’ Irma tittered, and at that moment a horrendous bang came from the direction of C wing. The card table shook, Margit squawked, one old woman outside the dining room fell to the ground, Siiri’s head thrummed nastily, Anna-Liisa went white as a sheet, and over in the magazine nook, the doctor with the tattoos started cursing. She stood up and announced that she was heading out to the local pub, the Ukko-Munkki, for a pint.


‘Care to join me?’ the doctor asked, but none of their little circle of card players was in the habit of drinking beer in bars. They had only been to the Ukko-Munkki once, on the occasion of the Hat Lady’s funeral, when the pastor played the saw and the wine was flowing. But generally speaking, they didn’t feel such watering holes were appropriate places for old people. Especially at an hour like this – why, it was barely noon.


‘Jesus Christ, what a bunch,’ the doctor said. The old woman was still lying on the floor outside the dining room, and the doctor winced at the sight as she rushed past them and out the door. A couple of construction workers were entering the building at the same time and politely made way for the doctor by stepping over the old woman.


‘What is she doing here?’ Siiri asked as she watched the doctor leave. For the life of her she couldn’t understand why a sixty-seven-year-old would pay through the nose to live at Sunset Grove when she could have lived anywhere she wanted, like a normal person.


‘And why is she a doctor?’ Irma asked, and she started to laugh.


They went over to help the old woman up, because there was no sign of any personnel. Since the dismissal of Head Nurse Virpi Hiukkanen, the revolving doors of Sunset Grove staffing had spun faster than ever. Miisa Sievänen had been named pro tem head of residents care, and there was no more need for a head nurse. Ms Sievänen wasn’t a nurse by training; she was some sort of theoretical expert in the caregiving sciences. She had explained that no one in their right mind would come and work at a retirement home where there was a major construction project underway, which the residents had no trouble understanding.
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