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            To J, finally!

I’m sorry—this one isn’t a spy novel either.
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            Ida

         

         The axe’s blade sank into my victim’s forehead as though it had finally found its place in the world. The wooden handle jutted out like an extra limb.

         How I loved the sight!

         And how skilfully I’d made it happen! The axe had arched through the air like a falling star. A single blow, and the victim was dead.

         Clean, considered, precise.

         My murders were works of art! And I was their conscious auteur. I never settled for compromises.

         If only you could have witnessed the magnificence of it all! But you can’t, so you’ll have to settle for my description.

         Over the years, I’ve sent an impressive number of suits to an early grave. The list is so long that if people knew how many victims I’d actually claimed, they wouldn’t believe it. How could I have killed so many people without getting caught?

         These men toppled into their graves like dominos, as though their sole purpose in life was to be murdered by me.

         Maybe it was.

         Why are murderers never rewarded for their achievements?

         I imagined myself on a podium—in first place, of course—taking a bow in front of a cheering crowd. Once the fanfares died down, I gave a speech. I thanked myself. I accepted the applause.12

         I snapped back to reality, to the victim’s bedroom. I’d grabbed the designer lamp on the bedside table and was gripping it in my hand like a microphone.

         I put the lamp back on the table, then raised my hands in front of my eyes and peered between my fingers. If you cropped the axe out of the picture, everything looked peaceful. My victim was lying in bed, relaxed. It was almost as though I’d put him out of a long, drawn-out misery.

         If only he knew how dignified his death had been. I’ll probably die of old age, ancient and worn-out. Unless I hire an assassin to take me out before I get there.

         If I could just take a selfie alongside my creation… I wanted to immortalize the body and the axe. But I didn’t want to fill my phone with incriminating evidence.

         I felt the urge to press my bloodied fingers into my victim’s cooling forehead, to leave my fingerprints as proof that it was me who had committed this murder, to make sure nobody else could take the credit for it or steal it from me.

         But I didn’t have time to hang around. I took a packet of disposable wipes from my bag, wiped down the foot of the lamp and the bedroom door handle. I hadn’t touched anything else, and even then, I’d been wearing a pair of nitrile gloves. But you can never be too careful. By sticking to this principle, I’d never been caught for my crimes, and I wasn’t planning on getting caught now either.

         I glanced out of the window. A drunken man staggered out of the door of the Watering Hole across the street. I could have easily picked up another victim from the pub if I’d wanted to.

         I hurried into the hallway.

         Only then did I see it.13

         There among the dirty boots and old, misshapen trainers was a pair of pink suede high heels.

         I only ever killed single men—and for good reason. I didn’t want anyone to surprise me halfway through the butchering.

         Was my victim married or just living with a girlfriend? Wife, lady friend—it didn’t matter. The burning question was: where was his sweetheart now?

         My jubilation was gone in an instant.

         What if she’d heard us coming into the victim’s apartment together? Or seen me take out the axe, got frightened and hidden somewhere?

         Sweat tingled on my brow.

         I’d never killed a woman.

         And I didn’t want to start now.

         But there might be no avoiding it.

         Was she hiding in the hallway? What if she was armed? A gun? Something heavy? An antique brass candlestick? A ten-kilo kettlebell that she could use to smash my kneecaps to a pulp?

         I had to find her. I couldn’t leave until I’d done so. What if she wasn’t at home after all? In that case, I needed to get out of here before she came back.

         Again, I took the axe out of my bag. I hadn’t wanted to leave the murder weapon at the scene for the police to pore over. No, though it suited my victim’s head perfectly.

         I looked around. My eyes lighted on an old walnut wardrobe, the kind that led to Narnia.

         I wrenched the door open. It was flimsier than I’d imagined, and I stumbled back at the lack of resistance. I gripped the door frame at the last minute and managed to stay upright.

         I pushed the raincoats and gabardines to one side.14

         There was nobody in the wardrobe.

         I moved on to the living room.

         The space was dominated by a large, luxurious Chippendale sofa upholstered in black velvet. It was so low to the floor that there wasn’t enough room underneath it for anybody to hide there. The peach-coloured curtains on either side of the windows were translucent. The bookcase was flush against the wall; no one could have squeezed in behind it. The room was empty.

         Next was the kitchen.

         The edge of the rose-decorated waxed tablecloth was short, so I didn’t have to peer under the table. There was only one possible hiding place in the room, but even in the cleaning cupboard there was just a vacuum cleaner, a mop and a bucket.

         The only place left was the bedroom. I clenched the axe in my sweaty hands and crept over the threshold.

         The lady friend couldn’t have been there either. Could she have witnessed her beau’s demise without a peep? My victim had bellowed in horror as he’d seen the axe above his head.

         But I had to inspect the room all the same.

         I cautiously gripped the bedspread.

         There was nobody under the bed.

         The danger was over. Still, the victim’s partner could turn up at any moment. I took out the wipes again and began hurriedly backing out of the apartment, quickly wiping all the surfaces I’d touched on my way.

         I ran out of the apartment, down the staircase and all the way to the front door. I carried on running until I reached the bus stop. I needed to get out of Vallila, fast. I took the first bus 15that appeared, walked right to the back seat and sat down. It was only then that I realized my hands were trembling.

         I’d never been that close to getting caught.

         I glanced around. The bus was almost empty. Apart from me, there was nobody else sitting at the back.

         From my bag, I took out a thick notebook and a ballpoint pen, and I started writing.

         The axe’s blade sank into my victim’s forehead as though it had finally found its place in the world.
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            Arto

         

         I’d been preparing for my task carefully like a professional criminal. I was dressed in black, so that Ida wouldn’t see me in the dark, and I was wearing a pair of woollen socks so I could move silently, like a rabbit. I’d got these socks for Christmas from my aunt, who had knitted them for me while she was in a home, but I’d bought the other clothes specifically for this purpose.

         I tried to creep along the dark hallway as quietly as possible, all the way to the door to Ida’s room.

         The realization of what I was doing made me shudder.

         Yet again, I had to convince myself, as I’d done many times before, that what I was doing was justified, that I didn’t have any other options. After all, I was only trying to protect Ida, though in doing so I had to invade her privacy.

         There was a mirror on the wall in the hallway. I automatically avoided it. I didn’t want to see my run-down old figure, let alone the feeling that had made me this run-down in the first place written across my face. A feeling I’d tried to keep at bay, but which kept washing over me again and again, like waves in a storm.

         Guilt, guilt, guilt.

         Apart from the mirror, the only thing decorating the wall was our wedding photo in a simple wooden frame. Why hadn’t I taken it down?17

         If Marja hadn’t died prematurely, our marriage would inevitably have ended in divorce. But I’d never touched the photo, because I thought Ida might have happy memories of her mother and that she might want Marja to remain present in her life, even if only in a photograph.

         My gaze fell on a faded paint stain on the floor.

         Marja had died of cancer when Ida was just a child, but just before her death, she almost experienced a miraculous recovery—or at least that’s what the doctor had predicted. Initially, the radiation therapy had seemed to work, and Marja was in such good condition that the doctor nearly sent her home from the hospital.

         Upon hearing the news, I’d bought a tin of paint, and I was standing in the hallway, brush in hand, ready to paint the walls in Marja’s favourite colour so she’d feel welcome when she returned to the battlefield of our marital disputes—and that’s when my phone rang.

         Marja’s condition had deteriorated, and there was no longer any talk of sending her home, neither during that phone call nor later on. Instead, the doctor said if I wanted to see my wife again, I should get to the hospital as quickly as possible.

         I dashed to the coat stand in the hallway and accidentally kicked over the tin of paint I’d just opened. The contents spilled over the threshold and into Ida’s room. The stain always reminded me of Marja’s death, but I’d never had the heart to get rid of it.

         But besides Marja’s death, the stain, which looked like a bunch of violets, reminded me that there was hope—unfounded hope, but hope all the same.

         It turned out I needn’t have hurried to the hospital after 18all. Marja would struggle on for a long while yet, but I couldn’t have known that.

         I carefully gripped the door handle. It squeaked like a hungry cat. I hadn’t oiled the hinges in years. My life was a series of things I should have taken care of but that I’d never got round to.

         I lived amidst all that chaos. And I’m not talking about the chaos that had overtaken my mind, but the everyday jobs I should have taken care of but hadn’t. Not since Marja had died.

         I froze in front of the door. Had Ida heard the hinges creak? When the steady sound of the shower from the bathroom continued unbroken, I dared to slip into the room. I held my breath, as though Ida could have heard the air entering my lungs.

         I stood in her room, and you can imagine I wasn’t proud of myself. But, as I said, I only had her best interests at heart, even if it didn’t quite seem that way.

         Ida lived like a vampire. She had a habit of keeping the curtains closed even during the day. Outside the sun was shining, but the thick blackout curtains stopped so much as a single ray of light from getting through. I wanted to open the curtains to let at least a bit of sunshine into the room, but of course, I couldn’t; that would have betrayed that I’d been there in the first place.

         The room was as bare as a prison cell. A desk, a chair and a bookshelf: the same battered old pieces of furniture that Ida had kept in the cramped studio apartment where she’d lived before moving back in with me. Her bedside table was nothing but a tattered cardboard box, its lid covered in the rings left from countless mugs of tea. There wasn’t even a 19bed, just a mattress on the floor. No posters, photographs or decorations that might reveal something about the character of the person who lived there.

         But there was one exception.

         On the wall above the mattress was a print.

         
            Live Love Laugh

         

         I hadn’t asked Ida why she’d picked that particular print. But I knew my daughter well enough to realize it was an ironic joke on her part.

         
            Live Love Laugh

         

         Not exactly Ida’s watchwords.

         I quickly set about my task.

         Razor blades. Scissors. Knives.

         Every morning, after Ida had woken up and gone to the shower, I checked her room. I’d timed her showers and knew they lasted an average of six to seven minutes. I had an egg timer, with the volume turned down very low, set to go off in five minutes. As the minutes ticked away, I examined the room. I ran my hand under the thin futon mattress and felt around in case there was anything hidden underneath. I rummaged through the desk drawers that she and I had painted turquoise when she was a child. I stood on the wooden chair and reached up to check the top of the bookcase.

         Nothing.

         No razor blades. No scissors. No knives.

         But I still didn’t believe she had stopped cutting herself.

         Or stopped contemplating suicide.20

         She and I had decided to move back in together four years ago. Her former therapist Clarissa Virtanen and her husband Pekka—or, as Ida called him, the Bastard—had recently been sentenced and imprisoned. With Clarissa as an accessory, the Bastard had first kidnapped Ida when she was only ten years old, and he did it again ten years later.

         After all that had happened, Ida and I realized that now we needed to take care of each other. I’d started going to AA meetings and stopped drinking, while Ida was trying to come to terms with her trauma. Our living arrangements raised some eyebrows—a twenty-four-year-old, still living with her father—but I didn’t care.

         The egg timer buzzed. I could hear Ida stepping out of the bathroom and heading to the toilet. I crept up to the toilet door and listened. Had she gone in there to make herself sick? She had started slowly recovering from her eating disorder, but I still didn’t believe she had put it behind her for good.

         I stood there with my ear tight against the bathroom door, and a shadow of dreadful guilt once again darkened my mind. Why couldn’t I trust my own daughter? She was trying her best to get better. I felt a pang in my chest at the thought that I wasn’t the only one with trust issues.

         Ida didn’t trust me any more than I did her.

         She was probably unaware of it, but I’d noticed she was in the habit of checking my room when I wasn’t there. The mattress. The desk. The bookcase. She examined all the same places that I did when I went through her room. It wasn’t hard to imagine that Ida knew I visited her room in precisely the same way.

         Instead of razor blades, scissors and knives, she was looking for bottles.21

         She flushed the toilet, and I hurried back into the kitchen.

         Ida glanced suspiciously at the porridge I’d made for her. Then she picked tiny spoonfuls from the edge of the bowl, avoiding the knob of butter, just as I’d expected.

         We ate breakfast in silence. Our employer, Helsinki Today, took care of the conversation on our behalf. The paper rustled as I turned the pages. The following week, we were both to start working there: I as a summer reporter and she as an intern. I must have been the only summer reporter in the paper’s history with a decades-long career to my name.

         Again, I wondered how it was possible to be so close to someone yet still unable to make any contact with them. It was as though we were two astronauts drifting in outer space, both unaware of the other’s existence. I wanted to put my arm around Ida’s shoulder and tell her how much she meant to me, but our relationship wasn’t like that, not any more, not since the Bastard had ruined everything.

         Would I have been able to settle for those moments that I spent alone with her, or even feel happiness, if I’d known what we were about to experience together?

         But I don’t want to think of any of that yet.

         Allow me to linger in the moment a while longer: Ida and I were sitting at the kitchen table in silence, and I missed her.

         Neither of us had the faintest idea that fate had resolved to tear our lives to shreds one more time.
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            Kerttu

         

         Police Chief Tiilihella’s expression was stern. Besides him, another five equally serious faces were staring at me. The portraits of Tiilihella’s predecessors hung on the walls in fifty dreary shades of grey, their style glumly realistic, as if the artists had taken pains to emphasise that police work was nothing but joyless drudgery. The models in the paintings seemed to be competing to see who could look the dourest. But none of them could outdo the grimness of Tiilihella himself, sitting in front of me in the flesh.

         Not even my father in his own portrait.

         The only two things my father and I shared were our last name and our profession. My parents had assumed without question that I, too, would become a police officer. In my youth, I had taken up an apprenticeship as a hairdresser just to annoy them. I nearly lopped off a client’s ear before admitting to myself that I had no choice but to follow in my father’s footsteps.

         Tiilihella’s expression left nothing to the imagination. I almost expected him to say, ‘Either agree, or I’ll make you agree’. But there was no need. For Tiilihella, no meant no, and I had to accept that. I knew there was no point negotiating with him.

         But I still tried.

         Or perhaps I should say, begged. That’s what my outburst sounded like, even to my own ears.23

         Tiilihella rammed his decision home by pounding his fist on the desk. A fist-shaped dent seemed to have appeared in the surface of the antique oak table that was Tiilihella’s command post, doubtless from decades of similar blows. Clearly, I wasn’t the only one who hadn’t taken no for an answer right away. We police officers can be a stubborn bunch.

         Tiilihella’s eyes searched for something on his desk and eventually found it. He handed me a packet of cigarettes. He’d forgotten I was trying to give up. When I shook my head, he pulled one out, lit it and took a deep drag. I couldn’t resist the temptation. I grabbed the pack, which he’d left on the desk, took a cigarette and asked him for a light.

         I sought solace by looking out the window. Clouds drifted across the pale blue sky, free. I imagined climbing onto the roof of the Pasila police station and from there hopping onto a cloud. I would leave Pasila behind, and all my unsolved cases too. Tiilihella would see me from the window and shout after me, in vain. I’d wave to him, tear off a piece of the cloud and let it melt in my mouth like fluffy candyfloss.

         Tiilihella had found me a quarter of an hour earlier in the dreary workplace canteen, where that day’s lunch special was sausage soup. I had been sitting in my usual lonely spot—as I often did—eating and doing the crossword.

         I’d just solved a clue: Nobel-winner, Pasternak, five letters. Literature wasn’t my strongest suit, but I’d come across this one before: Boris. They say doing crosswords prevents memory loss, but I don’t buy it. How could solving the same clues over and over help anyone at all?

         Tiilihella had strode up to me, asked me to come to his office after lunch, and now here I was, suffering. I was struck once again by the thought that my boss had a brilliant 24psychological eye. The armchair I sat down in instantly humbled its occupant, as it was significantly lower than his own chair. I felt like a naughty girl in the headmaster’s office. I had seen men much bigger than me sit in that chair with their knees up to their ears, while Tiilihella towered over them, his mouth set in a stern line. He certainly had his methods.

         But I wouldn’t back down.

         Next to Tiilihella’s desk was a bureau bearing a collection of framed photographs. In addition to his wife, the pictures showed his children and grandchildren. There were so many of them you might have thought Tiilihella belonged to some sect that forbade contraception. My bureau didn’t have a single picture on it. I was grateful to all those who reproduced and populated the earth because, though the birth rate was plummeting, I had never fulfilled my civic duty.

         Tiilihella began to write in his notebook, indicating that the matter was settled, and it was time for me to leave.

         But I didn’t budge.

         I turned to admire the canvas hanging above the bureau, which I had painted as a gift for his fiftieth birthday. It depicted his summer cottage, where he and his wife Arja invited me to spend Midsummer every year. In it, Tiilihella was lying in a hammock, smiling blissfully, reading a thriller. It was the first painting I had ever given as a gift. I was still proud of it, though my technique had since improved enough that now I would have been able to make Tiilihella’s eyes sparkle more brightly.

         Tiilihella looked up from his notebook and seemed surprised to see me still sitting there. When he realized I had no intention of giving up, he sighed.

         ‘Leppänen, my decision is final.’25

         His phone started to ring. It reminded me of an old trick people used to play on blind dates: ask a friend to call you half an hour in. If the date is a disaster, just lie and say you have to go, it’s an emergency. Tiilihella picked up the phone with such a look of relief that I suspected this might have been his strategy too.

         He was clearly pretending not to notice how furious I was about his decision.

         I turned to a familiar mental exercise to quell my anger. I imagined lying on a white sandy beach in my safe place, listening to the waves of the turquoise sea lapping at the shore. This clichéd image from a holiday advertisement did its job, and I calmed down a little.

         But only a little.

         I shouted as I struggled to get out of the chair:

         ‘You’re making a mistake!’

         If only I had known who would end up paying for that mistake.

         Not Tiilihella.

         But me.
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            Ida

         

         I heard my dad close the front door and rushed into his room.

         I gripped the lid of my grandfather’s old travelling chest, which bore the image of a mermaid, skilfully painted with a thin, delicate brush. The creature’s seaweed-green tail looked like it was thrashing, as though someone had given her an electric shock. There used to be a wooden copy of the Little Mermaid standing in the garden outside Clarissa’s surgery too.

         I’d had the same dream countless times. In the dream, the mermaid and I dived down to the bottom of a muddy pond, but I never came back up to the surface.

         Later on, I’d heard that the new owner of Clarissa and the Bastard’s former house had chopped up the statue for firewood.

         Whatever had happened to the outfit Clarissa had been wearing at the trial? It weirdly reminded me of Chanel’s iconic suit, the one Jackie had been wearing the day JFK was shot. Only the pink pillbox hat and white gloves were missing. Her choice of attire wasn’t a coincidence. Clarissa had wanted the reporters in the courtroom to think that her husband was an innocent victim and she was the long-suffering wife.

         But when she thought nobody was looking, she winked at my dad like a coquettish Betty Boop.

         That wink still wouldn’t leave me in peace.27

         I’d sat on the couch in Clarissa’s surgery numerous times, and I’d even believed she really wanted to help me. Instead, she and the Bastard had been plotting to kidnap me again.

         I still couldn’t believe it.

         The lid of the chest was heavy as sin.

         Or rather, heavy as all the sins I feared the chest might contain.

         When I was a child, my dad used to hide all his secrets in here.

         I lifted the lid with both hands. It banged against the wall.

         I threw the worn-out socks and threadbare underpants on the floor. My dad had put them in there years ago. He assumed that, if I ever managed to open the chest, I’d lose interest once I saw them. But he was wrong. I’d first rummaged through the contents before I even went to school. But I’d always come away disappointed. I hadn’t found jewels or golden coins. Back then, I hadn’t realized that the treasures hidden within were far more valuable than that.

         I took a porcelain cat out of the chest. My grandfather had brought it for my grandmother as a gift from one of his sea trips to Germany. The cat’s surface was scratched from my playing with it. The figurine almost slipped from my sweaty hands, but I managed to hold it tight at the last minute.

         Underneath the cat was a bundle of letters, tied together with a length of pink velvet ribbon. I’d been reading these letters since I was a teenager. At the time, I was shocked when I realized my parents had loved each other once.

         I don’t think even my dad remembered the warm feelings they used to have for each other. Or that he even wanted to remember them. I’d never heard him say a good word about my mother.28

         Maybe all that had existed between them was lust, not love at all. But how would I know? I’ve always had a hard time telling the two apart.

         Suddenly I was gripping the handle of the axe again.

         Its blade was red with blood.

         Someone laughed.

         It took a moment to realize that it was me.

         Nobody was safe from me.

         Not even my dad.

         In the past, I used to be worried about doing things I hadn’t actually done.

         Now I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to stop.

         As if of its own accord, my hand reached up to my collar and slipped under my shirt. I caressed the key hanging around my neck on a thin silver chain.

         I shook myself like a wet dog trying to dry its coat. That way, I was able to cling on to the here and now.

         The room fell silent, and the axe disappeared from my hand.

         I took an old photo album from the chest. I knew all the photos by heart. My dad as a young man. The girlfriends in his arms changed from picture to picture, and I could almost hear the sound of the old typewriter clacking away in his student digs.

         A photograph slipped from between the pages and fell to the floor. I picked it up and slid it back into the album: my mum and dad pushing a pram through the park.

         I wanted to find something that might tell me that my dad knew.

         That he’d found out long before I did.

         At the same time, I swore to God, to fate, to anyone. I swore I’d do anything for him not to know.29

         Underneath the photo album was a small parcel wrapped in tissue paper. The parcel contained a green silk dress. Next to this was a pair of electric-blue leather boots, their heels so tall that you could have seen into the neighbouring town while wearing them.

         I was grateful to my dad for keeping this memory of my mum: the outfit she’d liked, maybe one that she’d worn to their first date or on the day they got engaged.

         I wrapped the dress back in its silk paper.

         Next up was a pile of blue-covered schoolbooks. The jotters fell from my hands and spread across the floor like a fan.

         My dad had kept all his old school assignments. His stories were copies of the ones he’d read in the boys’ books of his childhood: wild adventures on land, at sea and in the air. Maybe even as a schoolboy he’d dreamt of becoming a writer. But my mum had got there first. And once she’d published her first novel, my dad felt blocked. He couldn’t write more than a sentence or two, let alone an entire book.

         The chest was empty now. Nothing new had appeared there.

         Relief washed over me like a tidal wave, but the sensation didn’t last long.

         I gave myself permission to take a deep breath, but my body refused to obey. Instead my breathing was shallow and shaky.

         I started to place things back in the chest.

         I felt the familiar rush. Enraged wasps bumping into one another inside me, waiting impatiently until they could sting me. I’d tried to tame them, but it was futile. They always ignored my commands.

         If they wanted to attack someone, there was nothing I could do about it.30

         Four years is a long time.

         In four years, our worst fears can come true.

         In four years, a mouse can become a cat.

         I no longer recognized my twenty-year-old self. How could such a timid creature have got the Bastard banged up for good?

         But now, that wouldn’t have been enough for me.

         Now, I wouldn’t have let him live.
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            Arto

         

         The chains on the swings creaked as two little girls started swinging faster, their laughter shrill and bright. Sheets hanging out to dry flapped in the breeze.

         The sun gently tickled my face. If only I’d put on a T-shirt instead of a thick terry top.

         I stood in the dimly lit park opposite an apartment block in Töölö and stared up at the window of the top-floor apartment as discreetly as I could.

         A woman stepped out of the stairwell carrying a plastic bag full of empty bottles. I took a few steps to the side and into the shadow of an old spruce tree. It had started to shed some of its needles, but its thick branches were still full enough that they protected me from the glare of the sun. I glanced at my watch and tutted, feigning annoyance, as though I were waiting for someone who was very late.

         I stepped out of the shadows to convince the woman I had nothing to hide, that I wasn’t loitering in the park and had a perfectly good reason be standing there passing time. I think my little performance worked, as she took a phone out of her pocket and started scrolling through it with her free hand.

         I turned and looked up at the window.

         Ida had lived in that apartment before moving into my place. I used to stand in the park and watch my daughter’s life through the windowpane. I couldn
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