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Finland, 1902

Each winter there was an outbreak of fever at the House of Orphans. Each year Anna-Liisa took fright as the number of cases increased, and sent for Dr Eklund. He knew she had a terror of typhus, from living through an epidemic as a child. No matter how often he reassured her, she fired off notes with URGENT sprawled over them in a flourish of capitals.


So he came. Some matrons wouldn’t trouble to write those notes, or get a doctor to the children. Let sickness flourish, if it was God’s will. They’d rather balance the books than pay for medicine. He didn’t charge for his attendance; never had. It wasn’t charity, but plain good sense. A crowd of children, packed together, poorly fed even though Anna-Liisa did her best: of course they were wide open to infection.

He knew of orphanages where part of the children’s food was kept back to sell for profit, but Anna-Liisa was honest. The children had what belonged to them. They had porridge and black bread, skimmed milk and a bit of cheese, soup… In summer they foraged for berries and mushrooms, like everyone else.

It wasn’t enough to nourish them. The food was scant, and the weakest didn’t even get their share. A toddler with mouth ulcers needed his hard bread softened in hot water, but that wasn’t going to happen unless one of the big girls took a fancy to him. He’d be left to moan and cry and spit his bread away, and get a slap for waste. The big ones stole porridge from the little ones’ plates and got away with it. Anna-Liisa was decent enough but she wasn’t sharp. Or maybe she didn’t want to antagonize the big ones, who did most of the household work.

They had no one to look out for them, these kids with their flat, tired faces. Inheritors of TB and syphilis and God knows what else. The House of Orphans was as potent a site for infection as he could imagine, and set slap-bang in the middle of town too. They hadn’t hidden their orphanage away, like a dirty secret. Maybe they were proud of it. He was glad that he lived six miles outside town, in the forest. He didn’t have to pass the House of Orphans every day.

The children came in from miles around, off farms which had broken their parents’ health, from villages where you still had a chance of marrying off a girl as long as you could get rid of the product of her shame, and even from as far away as Helsingfors these days. The new theory was that if you removed a child from the tainted atmosphere of city life to the purity of the countryside, there was a better chance of that child turning out a well-trained, biddable domestic servant or farm worker, rather than a prostitute or a criminal.

And with so much emigration going on, families were in confusion as never before. A child might get left behind in Helsingfors with its grandmother. The plan might be to bring it over to America once the family was settled. But then the grandmother died, or things in America went wrong, or there was illness that couldn’t be paid for…

It was always a long story that brought a child here. The House of Orphans was a stone block of a building, gaunt, but solid and well maintained. He couldn’t stop himself looking it over appraisingly every time he visited, as if he were somehow responsible for a leaking roof or warped window frame.

The crust of snow was a foot thick, but it was softening and it had a greyish tinge. The first melt was ticking off the eaves, drop by drop. It would freeze again tonight, but the process had begun. The long thaw that’s half feared and half desired. All it would reveal at first was scoured brown grass and mud, but then everything would begin. Lilac buds would fatten and birds would shriek and squabble in the bushes, tumbling over and over in the tumult of mating. Sharp, sparse threads of green would push through the brown. You had to face it every year, and then you got used to it. The sight of everything that the snow hides; everything that’s flawed or damaged and needs work.

Well, it’s got to happen, he thought. Tick, tick, tick went the meltwater into the snow. Its surface was pitted all over where the drops had sunk in. He raised his hand to the bellpull.

It would be the first time he saw the girl, without even noticing her much. This is the way it happened.

He went upstairs to the long low attic room where Anna-Liisa had put the sick children together, away from the rest, for fear of contagion. There were eight beds in a row. Anna-Liisa swished into the room before him. ‘Hush now! Stop that crying! The doctor’s come to see you. He’ll make you better, if you’re good.’

But the crying didn’t stop. It came from a very young child who lay on her back, knees drawn up to her chest. Her eyes were shut. He went over to her, drew down the sheet, gently moved her knees. She cried harder as he examined the swollen stomach, the rash, the quick, low pulse in her wrist. Her skin was hot and dry and she had defecated onto the pad of flannel beneath her. Her faeces were no more than thin, evil-smelling liquid. Her eyes were set in shadowy hollows. Gently, he pinched her cheek.

‘She needs water,’ he said. ‘Will she drink?’

‘No,’ said Anna-Liisa. ‘She can’t hold her cup and there’s nobody to sit with her. I try when I’ve a moment.’

‘Bring me a spoon. A small one. A salt spoon is big enough.’

He lifted the child’s head. Her hair was matted and it smelled of mice. It ought to have been cut, but Anna-Liisa didn’t follow the practice of shearing orphans’ hair. He pushed the child’s hair back from her face and brought the salt spoon to her cracked lips. A little water went in, then rolled away from the corner of her mouth. Anna-Liisa was right, the child needed someone to sit with her. Without such help, she would probably die. But it wasn’t necessary for her to die.

He became aware of movement at the far end of the long room. He turned. A girl of twelve or thirteen was sweeping with a broom that was too long for her. She brushed energetically, in and out of the little beds.

‘What is that girl doing in here?’

‘You know, Dr Eklund, you told me it was important to keep everything clean –’

‘Yes, but that girl should not be here. She’ll fall sick herself.’

‘But she has already had the sickness. She was one of the first. She recovered in a couple of days. She doesn’t look it, but she’s strong.’

He looked at the girl more closely, and, as if she were aware of his interest, she began to brush even more vigorously. She stooped to a dish of water, took a handful and scattered drops onto the boards to settle the dust. She seized her broom again and thrust it under one of the beds. A thin child, but she seemed unusually energetic for an orphan.

‘I haven’t seen her before, have I?’

‘Surely you have. She’s been with us a year or more, since they sent her to us from Helsinki,’ added Anna-Liisa in her significant manner, which often turned out to mean nothing.

An idea struck him.

‘Come here,’ he called to the girl. ‘Yes, you. Put down that broom.’

She propped her broom against the wall, glancing at Anna-Liisa first to be sure she was doing the right thing. She came towards him, wiping her hands on her apron. Grey skirt, rough calico apron and cap, the heavy boots that Anna-Liisa got in bulk at a special price and which never fitted properly. The orphans wrapped rags around their feet like Russian soldiers. She looked just like the rest of them, but he’d known immediately that he hadn’t seen her before. It was the way she moved, which was quick and free, as if she hadn’t learned to walk like an orphan yet.

‘That’s right. Come closer. Don’t be afraid.’

But she didn’t look afraid at all. Her skin was pale, her nose and cheekbones sharp. She looked straight at him. Her eyes were pale green and without expression, as if she already knew how to mask herself against intrusion.

‘She can sit here, by the bed, and give water to this child,’ he said to Anna-Liisa. ‘Look,’ he told the girl, ‘this is what you must do.’ He lifted the sick child’s head again. ‘Hold the spoon like this. Touch her lips gently, just here. She will open her mouth. Give her a very small amount of water each time, or she’ll vomit. Can you do that? Are you patient enough?’

The girl nodded.

‘And she’s dirty. Can you change the flannel, and wash her?’

‘They’re all dirty,’ commented the girl. ‘All of them. They all need changing.’

He couldn’t tell if she meant that since all were dirty, there was no point cleaning just one, or if she was telling him that since one was to be cared for, then all should be. But he felt a power in her, as if he had to answer her.

‘I know,’ he said. ‘We’ll do what we can.’

‘They all had their flannels changed this morning,’ said Anna-Liisa defensively. ‘Sirkka is down there boiling them up in the copper. As fast as you wash their bedding, it’s dirty again.’

He nodded, pleased. He had told her last winter to boil the flannels and bedding, and she’d remembered.

‘She’s crying because it hurts,’ observed the girl suddenly, watching the sick child. ‘It’s her stomach, that’s where the pain grips her. I know what to do.’ And she bent down and began to rub the swollen stomach with a light, circular motion. ‘You rub like this, see, and it warms her. It doesn’t hurt so much then.’

‘Yes, do that too,’ he said. It was true, the child was growing calmer. Her cries sank to a thin moan. It wasn’t the warmth that soothed her, but the girl’s touch.

‘Give her water as often as you can. Keep her clean and rub her like that if it helps. Tomorrow we’ll try a little sugar-water.’

The girl nodded. She knelt beside the little bed, with the salt spoon in her hand.

‘Is there a stool that could be brought here?’ he asked Anna-Liisa. ‘If she’s going to nurse that child, she’ll need to sit by the bed.’

He went around the room, from one bed to the next. The rest of them would do, he thought. They were sick and wretched, but they would survive it. All of them were taking water. They seemed indifferent to each other, staring at the ceiling or curled up in a stupor. The same matted hair, the same crusts of yellow around the eyes, the same yellowish pallor.

‘They’ve had their porridge this morning, those that would take it,’ said Anna-Liisa.

‘Good. I’ll get a nurse sent in. There’s more work than you can manage here. The Board will cover the cost.’

She looked at him gratefully. Maybe she guessed that he would pay for the nurse out of his own pocket, but it was better if nothing was said. Anna-Liisa preferred the idea of the Board’s approval. She liked things to be done in a proper manner. And if you started to think of where your personal duty to these children might lie, where would it end?

It would end in my not visiting them, he thought. It would end in not seeing them at all, to save my fine feelings. Anna-Liisa works with them, eats with them, sleeps with them. She does what she can.

‘And how is Mrs Eklund?’ asked Anna-Liisa respectfully, as she saw him out.

‘She’s perfectly well, thank you,’ he said mechanically, but the words scratched in his mind as he said them, because he knew they were not true. In her angry way his wife was a brave woman. She said nothing to him, but sometimes he knew she was in pain. She wrote long letters to her daughter, their daughter; and she stared at him with challenging eyes if he came into the room while she was writing.

If they’d still slept in the same bed he would have known everything. He’d have smelled the nature of her sickness on her skin and in her sweat as she slept. He’d have seen the signs and changes that he knew she was keeping from him. She’d sent her clothes to be altered, he knew that. She had lost weight, these past months. Tendons stood out on her neck, and her wrists looked big and clumsy as her flesh shrank away.

She slept in the bedroom along the corridor now, in Minna’s old room. Sometimes at night he woke and went to his bedroom door and opened it silently, to stare down the corridor towards the room where Johanna now slept. He thought he heard her walking to and fro, to and fro. But the door of Minna’s old room stayed shut.

‘Did you sleep well, my dear?’ he’d asked her in the morning.

‘Of course. Haven’t I always slept well?’

‘You’d tell me if there was anything wrong?’

‘Of course. Why ever shouldn’t I? You’re a doctor, after all,’ she said with cold emphasis on the word ‘doctor’.

Why had he called her ‘my dear’? No wonder she looked at him like that. She was a brave woman. She had never cried out when Minna was born. He’d wanted her to cry out, to ease her suffering, but she wouldn’t. He’d never forgotten the way she glared at him when he came to stand at the bedside, impotent.

‘Yes, she’s well,’ he said to Anna-Liisa. ‘I’ll call again tomorrow morning. That girl you’ve got – the girl who was sweeping – what’s her name?’

‘Eeva.’

‘Give her a cup of coffee tonight, with plenty of sugar. She’ll need to keep awake. If that little one lasts the night, then she has a chance.’

‘They have no stamina,’ said Anna-Liisa.

‘They have no mothers,’ he said. ‘Excuse me, Anna-Liisa, that isn’t a criticism of you.’

‘We do what we can.’

‘I know. And if you’re worried tonight, send for me again.’
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‘You’ll take a house in town. Of course you will.’


Lotta sounded utterly confident. This was something he’d noticed since Johanna’s death. His friends seemed to know more about how he should live his life than he did. To him the future hung like one of those white sheets soaked in disinfectant over the doorway of a room where there is infectious disease. But Lotta saw a map with clear directions.

‘Will I?’

‘If you have any sense, you will. You’ll give up this barn of a place. Let it out, if anyone will take it, and find yourself a house in town.’

‘My dear Lotta, my house serves me perfectly well.’

She looked at him. ‘No, it doesn’t. You’re wretched here. Prowling from room to room, not knowing what to do with yourself. And no wonder.’

‘Well.’ He spread his hands on the table. ‘Lotta, Lotta.’ Sometimes it was good to say her name like that. His oldest friend, almost.

‘Yes, you’re wretched,’ she went on firmly. ‘And the question is, how many years of misery have you got planned for yourself? You might last twenty years, Thomas.’

‘It’s true, I might. Twenty years – or even forty. My heart’s perfect. My digestion’s good. What a prospect.’

She tapped her fingers on the wood. ‘You shouldn’t talk like that.’ She really was angry now, he could see that. She stood very upright, always the same Lotta, her shoulders back, her spine as straight as she could make it. Every morning, when she got out of bed, her pain began. The fire in her joints that he couldn’t do anything about, any more than any other doctor. It would go on and on like this and no matter how many spas she visited, no matter what medicines she took, it would keep on getting worse. She knew it. And here I am, he thought, with my perfect heart and my perfect digestion, and I can still walk twenty miles if I want to.

‘You ought to get out of this climate, Lotta. You’ve got the money. You could go to the south of France each winter. Take a house and sit in the sun, under the almond trees.’

She shook her head, as she always did.

‘No. My life is here, in Finland. Nobody can have two lives. What would I do in the south of France? Besides, this is where God has placed me.’

She really believed it, he knew that. It wasn’t lip service with Lotta, a bit of holy polish on a sleek life. Nor was religion, for Lotta, simply the most efficient way of stopping others from doing what they wished to do, and living the lives they might have wanted to live…

No. Don’t think of that.

‘Why do you think God has placed you here, Lotta?’ He’d never asked her that before, but after a sharp look she seemed to realize it was a genuine question.

‘To look after you,’ she said. ‘No, don’t start preening yourself. You’re not the only one. To look after you, and Erika, and Simon, and to make the house pleasant for the servants, and to raise money for charity, and to be bored, and to think that I can paint landscapes when I can’t, and to sit with people when they’re dying, and be tedious on the subject of where people choose to live and how they choose to waste their lives. And to be married to Karl.’

‘How is Erika?’ he asked, to divert her. Erika was her sister’s child, not very happily married, but very happily the mother of Simon.

‘Erika and Simon are going to St Petersburg. Frans has business there. He is being very lavish about Erika’s summer wardrobe, so all’s well for the time being.’

Lotta’s gift is to love people while knowing what they are like, he thought. Also, he’d never seen her plump up with pleasure at anyone’s misfortune.

‘But we were talking about you,’ said Lotta firmly. Her small, dark eyes were steady. Yes, she’d looked like that when she rose from Johanna’s bedside, after Johanna died. She’d folded Johanna’s hands over her breast. Minna had fallen to her knees at the bedside, her hands knotted into the sheets. She wouldn’t look, she wouldn’t see that her mother had died.

Thank God, Johanna’s eyes had been shut. There was no need to close them. He should have gone round to the other side of the bed, raised Minna up, put his arm around her shoulders, led her away. But the space between them had been as hard as iron.

‘Thomas. We were talking about you and this house. Why stay here? It’s too big for you, it’s in the middle of nowhere. Your friends can’t call round and take you out of yourself. It will make such a difference if you move into town. One of those houses by the church would suit you perfectly. So much better than being out here on your own.’

‘I like it here.’

‘I know you do. But it’s not good for you. You’ll become –’

‘What?’

‘Strange. Wrapped up in yourself. Who lives in that big old house in the forest? Oh, that’s Dr Eklund’s house. Nobody ever sees him. He wanders about when it’s dark sometimes.’

He laughed. ‘That’s not going to happen, Lotta. I’ve got my work. But you’re right that the house is too big for me. I’m going to shut up the top floor, and move my bedroom and study downstairs. Jenny doesn’t want to stay, and Kirstin’ll go with her. One girl can do all the work that’s necessary for a single man. The laundry will be sent out, and Matti will take care of the garden and stables as usual. There’s no need for anything more.’

‘It doesn’t sound very cheerful.’

‘I’m a widower, Lotta. It doesn’t have to sound very cheerful.’

‘What about Minna?’

He looked away. The catch on the window frame still hadn’t been mended. Johanna had asked him about it months ago, in her cool, crisp voice that expected results. He’d forgotten. Minna and Johanna didn’t forget such things.

‘I don’t imagine she’ll be here very often, now that her mother’s dead.’

Lotta was silent. She knew as well as he did that it was true.

Why has God placed you here, Lotta?

To look after you.

Lotta sat by Johanna until she died. She folded Johanna’s hands. I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t take her hands while they were still warm and soft, and feel them unresisting as I placed them on her breast. It was too final. I felt ashamed, that Johanna lay there while I could stand up and walk away.

Johanna’s breasts were beautiful. That day I came into the dining room of her father’s house, and she was placed beside me. She looked down. She was wearing a dark dress, with a high round neck. Every so often she caught her breath, and her breasts rose.

I didn’t know then that she caught her breath because she’d been crying upstairs for hours before dinner. She loved a little shit who’d made a fool of her, drawing her on, letting her show him her love, enjoying the excitement that not even Johanna could completely hide. He wanted her to show her love so that he could reject it. There are men like that, and women too. So she sat there with that catch in her breath, full of grief and fury that I didn’t understand until months later. As often as I dared, I would glance at the fullness of her breasts under that dark material that was a little bit shiny, not very, but just enough for the light to change on it as her breasts rose and fell.

And that’s why we married, Lotta, and is it any wonder that we were unhappy? I came along, and Johanna knew from the first day that I was completely crazy about those breasts and wouldn’t be happy until I’d got to them. Not that she would have put it to herself as crudely as that. She married me as fast as she could, so that he would never guess – that other one – he would never know how much he’d wounded her. No one would ever, ever know and Johanna would be smiling and beautiful in her wedding dress. She would have won her victory, even if the only person who suffered from it was herself. That was the guiding principle of Johanna’s life. To win, or if she couldn’t win, to refuse to let her losses be known.

No, I couldn’t have folded those hands on Johanna’s breast. I didn’t have the right, anyway. You think God has placed you here to look after me, Lotta, but you wouldn’t be so confident if you knew what kind of man I am.

‘So you’re going to keep this house on,’ said Lotta. ‘All right. And you need a girl to cook and clean. One girl’s going to do all that?’

‘I told you. Most of the house will be shut up. I won’t dine at home more than three or four times a week.’

‘How depressing… Well, never mind. Let’s think of the practicalities. Where’s this girl to come from?’

‘I haven’t thought that far ahead, Lotta.’

‘Hmm – what about the orphanage? They give them a good training there, and she won’t be homesick.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ he said slowly. That girl: Eeva. He heard the whisking of her broom on the boards. The sick child had lived. Anna-Liisa was surprised at the tenacity Eeva had shown. Not one night, but three she’d spent sitting on that little stool, spooning water into the child.

‘And do you know, Dr Eklund, you’ll scarcely believe it but that sick little girl has been adopted! Yes! By a good family – farmers. The wife has no children, although they’ve been married ten years, and she happened to see our little Annika in church one Sunday. Once the child recovered she turned out to be pretty, really very pretty. It’s always the way. The pretty little girls get taken, and the boys are left behind until they’re old enough to work.’

Anna-Liisa spoke with broad good humour, as if there were no questioning the ways of the world.

‘So Eeva doesn’t see the child any more?’ he asked.

‘Oh no! Bless you, why ever should she? Little Annika’s got her new life now and we don’t want to hold her back. They don’t like to think of the child as it was before, you see, Doctor, living in an orphanage and all that. They like to think of it as their own, and that’s fair enough, especially when it’s a pretty little thing like Annika turned out to be, that any mother would be proud of.’

‘I suppose you’re right.’

But the girl with the broom had gone, in all likelihood. She’d have been found a place. It must be a year ago or more now; yes, Johanna was just beginning to be ill.

‘There’s a girl who might be suitable,’ he said to Lotta. ‘She would be about the right age. She seemed to have plenty of energy, and to be teachable.’

‘That’s all you want,’ agreed Lotta. ‘Better to take a girl who hasn’t any experience, and shape her to your ways, than get some little madam who thinks she knows everything and won’t do what she’s told –’

He nodded, to stop Lotta launching into one of her favourite topics.

‘I’ll call on Anna-Liisa, and find out if the girl is available,’ he said.

‘What’s her name? The girl? I might have heard of her.’

‘Not very likely. She was sent up from Helsingfors under some new scheme they’ve got. Her first name is Eeva, but I didn’t hear the surname.’

‘Eeva?’ Lotta tasted the name. ‘Wouldn’t you rather have a Swedish-speaking girl?’

He thought back, surprised. Anna-Liisa had been speaking Swedish, out of courtesy to him. And the girl had spoken Swedish too, he was sure of it.

‘She speaks Swedish, and understands it too,’ he said. ‘Besides, I like to speak Finnish. It’s in keeping with the spirit of the times,’ he added, smiling. Lotta, he knew, spoke Finnish badly and was irritated by talk of fennicization. We are Swedish Finns, as we have always been, and that’s good enough for me, she would say.

Not quite always, he wanted to say. Didn’t our ancestors come over here from Sweden sometime? But if he joked on that subject, Lotta would flush with annoyance and retort, Everyone came from somewhere else at some time, if you go back far enough, Thomas, as you very well know. Didn’t the Finnish language itself originate in India? We belong here, as much as they do.

‘Anyway, the girl has probably got a place already,’ he said aloud.



But she had not, even though she was older than he’d thought. Sixteen past, said Anna-Liisa, as they sat drinking coffee. She’d turned sixteen in January. So that skinny child he’d seen sweeping the floor must have been at least fifteen. Strange that a place hadn’t been found for her already.


‘Yes, it is unusual,’ said Anna-Liisa, looking fat and comfortable with secrets. ‘Another cup of coffee, Dr Eklund? There are particular reasons why it was felt best for her to work for us, past the usual age. She’s a hard-working girl, on the whole.’ Anna-Liisa’s voice trailed off dubiously, and he wondered what the parts of that whole might be. ‘Yes, she’s hard-working and she’s quick,’ went on Anna-Liisa, more definitely now, surer of her ground. ‘You don’t have to explain things to her twice. This past year I’ve been teaching her to cook and put up preserves. She can dry and pickle mushrooms, pickle cucumbers, and make jam.’

‘Excellent.’

‘You’ll find sometimes… Well, Eeva likes to do things her own way. It’s not that she argues, but she has a way of looking back at you which isn’t right, and I’ve told her so many times.’

Obviously without result, he thought.

‘She likes the little ones. She helps them wash and dress and make their beds. It’s part of her duties.’

‘I hope she won’t find it too quiet. There’s only Matti for the garden and the stables, and old Agneta comes up from the village to char. But they don’t live in.’

‘Oh no, no. Too quiet, no, that won’t be a problem at all. It’s a great advantage for her, Doctor – a real opportunity. There aren’t many of our girls who can find a place like this, working for a doctor’s household. I sent off one of our girls this morning, younger than Eeva she was, to a farm with five children under six and mud traipsed in from dawn to dusk, as you know, and there’s no other servant kept. Well, it’s right and proper and it’s what has to be, but I’m glad to give Eeva her chance.’

‘Those “particular reasons”,’ he said carefully. ‘Is there anything I should know?’

Anna-Liisa picked out a cardamon biscuit. Her colour was high.

‘There was a question of her moral welfare, back where she was in Helsinki. Helsingfors, that is,’ she added hastily, deferring to his Swedishness. ‘You take my meaning. There were special considerations. It was thought best for her to leave the city and go right away from any influences there might be. When she was put here with us I was told she wasn’t to be sent out to a place until she was sixteen.’

‘She’s turned sixteen, you say.’

‘Oh, there’ll be no difficulty. Not with her going to you. It’s if they go off to a farm or even a town house where there are young men hanging about. They get taken advantage of and before you know it they’re bringing a baby back to mother.’ Anna-Liisa gave an unexpectedly loud laugh. ‘Or, since they’ve got no mothers, back they come to us, and the whole thing starts all over again. They say they want to keep the baby, they beg and promise all manner of things, but of course they can’t. And then you’ve a hard job to get them fixed up in a decent place a second time. And so they drift – and like as not it happens again. You don’t know whether to laugh or cry’

‘No,’ he said. He looked at Anna-Liisa thoughtfully. Whatever did she really make of all this? She wasn’t married. Presumably she was a virgin. And yet that laugh – as if everything that led to the making of those babies was an enormous joke in which she assumed he’d share.

‘You’ll be glad to know that Matti is close to fifty and has bow legs,’ he said.

‘She won’t try anything on under your roof. She’s an intelligent girl, I’ll say that for her, she won’t foul her own nest. I’ll ring for her now.’

‘Wait a moment,’ he said sharply. He wasn’t ready to see Eeva yet. Their talk of her hung in the room like dirty laundry. ‘Let’s get the practicalities out of the way. When she’ll come. Her wages. Does she need clothes? You’ll have to forgive me, I’m not used to all this. Johanna dealt with everything concerning the servants.’

‘Of course. I always say, it’s more difficult for the man when he finds himself alone. He’s like a babe unborn.’

He leaned back, wishing he could shut his eyes. Why did he still have that feeling – soiled, uneasy – as if he’d done something wrong and that if people knew the truth they would shun him? Anna-Liisa’s large, worn face was full of sympathy. She had spread a cloth on the table and offered him biscuits she’d baked herself. He knew that these half-hours taking coffee with him in the clean pallor of her little sitting room were precious to her.

Her life was work. The care of the children was only a part of it. She had to keep the Board happy, flatter her visitors, show herself loudly grateful to anyone in the town who sent a free load of wood or a bag of potatoes to the House of Orphans, make a fat farmer’s wife feel like a benefactress when she took on a child to slave from dawn to dusk for half-nothing, and carry her crew of souls to the Lutheran Church twice every Sunday so that the town could judge her by their clothing, cleanliness and behaviour.

But he understood her difficulties; or at least, for some reason she thought that he did. She could confide in him about ringworm and measles outbreaks, about a child who wouldn’t speak and looked away even when you framed her face with your hands, about a girl who knew every obscenity under the sun, about bereaved children who put up their arms to be carried every time they saw Anna-Liisa, when they first came. But she didn’t pick them up, and soon they abandoned the habit for ever. They have to learn, but it’s hard sometimes.



The wintry light fell on the polished wooden floor, the deep red rug, the tiled stove. Next month would be April, and spring would come. Already it was a year since he’d first known that Johanna would die. The year turns around and it can’t be stopped. This year, the thought of spring’s power was a relief. It would happen in spite of him. He could no more resist it than he could resist death. Its desire for new life would brush him aside, if it couldn’t sweep him up with it.


But maybe it could. He could begin again. He was not so guilty that he had to lock himself away. Johanna was dead. He would make a new life. He wouldn’t expect Minna to come and visit him.

He wanted to get up and walk about the room. Such a revelation, such a discovery. After death, there was life. What could be more obvious, more stupidly obvious? And yet he hadn’t seen it until now, until this very minute sitting in the House of Orphans.

He would travel more, take his part in life. He would write up his cases more systematically, read the medical journals, make his contribution. Why had he fallen into believing that all the fruits of life were for other people, who were somehow more active or more suitable to receive them?

He would work in the big back sitting room, with his desk in front of the window. That would be his new study. It had the best view in the house, over a slope of lilac and birch and cherry trees, down to the deep cleft where the stream ran in summer. Soon the stream would unfreeze. He’d be startled one morning to hear the sound of water running. The first rush of water sounded so loud, then you got used to it. And beyond the stream, the forest, rising again up towards the ridge where it made a shaggy horizon. Dark now, dusty with winter, but even the spruce and larch would push out sparks of brilliant green before long. And beyond the forest, the forest. Nothing but forest eastward, whether you walked for a day or a week or a year. How happy that made him.

Johanna didn’t like it. She wanted him to cut back the birches and cherry trees. They spoiled the view, she said. All these trees crowding up to the house made her feel closed in. Oppressed.

He’d taken Matti’s axe and made a notch in the skin of a young birch. He was twenty years younger and stronger then. The tree was full of sap, slippery with it. He swung at it badly, hacking the trunk. The mess of it stirred his temper and he lifted the axe again, too fast, not really seeing what he was doing. It missed the notch and skidded down the trunk. Pure luck that it didn’t embed itself in his foot.

‘Let me do that, Doctor,’ said Matti behind him. ‘You aren’t hardly dressed for it.’

‘I’ll finish it,’ said Thomas. He swung again and again, bludgeoning the thing open. He’d made a mess of it. A wet, splintered mess of unripe wood. No good to anyone, but he was almost through the trunk. The branches swished and crashed and it was done. The tree fell, staggering into the branches of another birch, smashing twigs as it settled. You couldn’t see where one tree ended and the other began.

‘Get some men up from the village,’ he said to Matti. ‘All this lot has to come down. They can have the wood and I’ll pay them well for the work. I’ll mark the trees which are to be cleared.’

He had taken a pail of whitewash and a brush, and gone from tree to tree, marking their trunks. When he’d finished the trees stood with their white slashes, their leaves fresh and shivering. They didn’t have the first idea what those white marks meant. He touched the dry bark of a cherry. Its sap was rising, it was pushing out growth with all its might, pouring energy into flower and leaf and fruit.

The raw stumps were dug up and the ground turfed over. Johanna had her vista.

He would work at his desk by the window. It would be quiet. He’d hear the scratch of his own pen, moving over the paper, making observations and striking them out again. There’d be Matti in the garden, calling to old Agneta. And maybe footsteps in the hallway, quick and light on the wooden floor. He would look up. He’d see the forest and his heart would grow calm again, because the forest went on for ever.

She’d find it quiet, but she might grow to like it.



Agneta had closed up the bedroom floor of the house, on his orders. The room that had once been his and Johanna’s; Minna’s room where Johanna had died; the ‘nursery’ next to their old bedroom, which had only ever had one inhabitant; the spare bedroom and his old study-dressing-room. Everything on that floor was sheeted and shut, apart from the bathroom he’d had made from a fourth bedroom. The best bathroom in the district, with its big, royal, claw-footed bath, its elegant little sofa where Johanna liked to sit after her bath. He preferred the sauna, but the bathroom was useful when he wanted to come home and strip and wash away the smell of a day of sickrooms from his skin.


The girl would sleep up in the attics, in what had been Kirstin’s room. He’d asked Agneta to clean and prepare it. It was a small room, but not cramped. He’d ordered a new mattress for the iron bedstead after Agneta told him Kirstin had left the old one soiled. There was a washstand, a rag rug, a table and chair, and a picture of St John the Baptist on the wall.

He walked upstairs to check that everything had been done, the day before the girl arrived. Yes, Agneta had done the job well. The bedding was clean, the boards scrubbed. The room looked east, like the downstairs sitting room. He hadn’t been up here for years. Strange how much closer the forest looked from up here. Johanna’s garden looked insignificant.

As long as she wasn’t one of those girls who takes fright at the sound of a mouse running in the attic. She wouldn’t have to mind being alone in the house at night, when he was called out.

He lifted the bedding to check the mattress. Yes, it was as he had ordered. Good quality. He’d told Agneta to make sure of that.

She would be living here. She would have her life here, this orphan who could have ended up more or less anywhere. She would look out of this window, and feel these boards under her bare feet. It was a long way from growing up in a city which was expanding so fast that now it bulged with more than eighty thousand souls.




3

It was hot and stuffy in the room where Brigitta Nordström lay. Thomas stood by her bed, taking her pulse. The room smelled of birth. The smell of blood was already staling.


He never noticed such things while he was with a patient. He’d only realized the smell because he’d been outside and then come back in. After the baby was born and the placenta delivered, he’d become aware of pressure in his bladder. It had been safe to leave her for a few minutes.

The air was cold and pure as he crossed the yard to the privy. He snuffed the sharp scent of pine, blown from the timber yard. At the mill, the saw squealed and whined. That sound had been there all through her labour. He’d become aware of it from time to time, a mechanical chorus to her grunts and moans.

He came in from outdoors and the smell of the bedroom hit him, almost making him gag. The iron of her spilled blood, the sweat of her effort, a smothered smell of the excrement that had been forced out of her with the child. She had still to be stitched. He drew in his breath. The reality of the birth room folded around him again.

There was no baby by the bed. It had been taken downstairs, out of the way It was another boy, now deeply asleep after the battering it had taken. The face was bruised, and the skull pointed. He’d been worried and had examined the child carefully, but there were no signs of serious harm. The baby flung out his arms and flexed and shrieked as he should. A big-boned child, like his father. What they call a fine boy. Those big bones had cost the mother a hard, dangerous labour, and she was too exhausted even to look at him.

Her husband stood behind Thomas now. He hadn’t changed position while the doctor was out of the room. His feet were planted apart, and he gaped at his wife as if wondering why she didn’t get up and make herself useful. She’d been working in the sawmill office when it started. A couple of days earlier she’d had a cough and a cold. She kept going, because the work had to be done.

It wasn’t as if she did heavy work these days. She kept house, minded the children, and looked after the figures. She even had Silja to help her with the scrubbing and laundry. She never had to lift anything heavier than a sack of flour for her baking. Those days were past. He was making money, yes, really making money at last after all the lean years of borrowing and building up the business and Brigitta lugging timber like a man when he was short-handed.

Their children were coming to them late. He’d been getting worried, starting to ask what was wrong with her. But now she’d had the three boys, pop pop pop, one after another. This year, last year and the year before. Three fine boys. Well, once you’ve got that settled, you can start fancying a girl.

‘Keep still, Mrs Nordström. Don’t try to move just yet.’

The woman’s eyelids remained shut. She was completely exhausted. A long, difficult delivery followed by a haemorrhage, fortunately not too serious and now safely contained. The baby had been breech. He could maybe have turned it if he’d been called earlier, but this was the first time he’d seen his patient since the previous birth. The man obviously wanted to save his money. It was going to take months for her to get her strength back. Thomas glanced behind him, at the husband. He would send him out of the room in a minute, while the stitching was done, but first there was something to be said, and in his wife’s hearing.

‘She mustn’t have another. She was lucky to get through it this time.’

The man looked at him as if he was crazy. ‘What do you mean, Doctor?’

‘Look at her.’

‘But she’ll be all right, won’t she, in a week or two?’

‘Not if she has another child.’

‘I don’t know what you’re saying to me.’

Oh yes you do, Thomas thought. Ten months between this boy and the last. You were in there even before she’d stopped bleeding. Rutting in her like a boar with a sow.

She was sunk back flat on the bed, her feet raised with pillows and the end of the bed raised too as he’d directed. She was grey-yellow in the face. But very likely she could hear them. He wanted her to hear. He wanted her to know.

‘Three fine healthy boys, that’s enough for anyone,’ he said, in a bluff manner that felt false.

‘But you need a girl to look after you when you grow old,’ said Nordström, as if pointing out that you needed a table to eat off.

‘You’ve got a wife,’ Thomas said. ‘If you carry on like this, you won’t have her, and then who’s going to look after those boys?’

The point sunk home. He saw it register, then the man’s selfishness elbowed it away. ‘Yes, but, Doctor, a man’s got his needs, hasn’t he?’

‘We can have a talk about that,’ said Thomas. ‘But not now. Get your girl – what’s her name, Silja? I’ll need her to help me. When I’ve gone, I want her to sit with your wife, and fetch the child to her when it wants feeding. Mrs Nordström is not to move off that bed until I say so, and you’re to send for me if there’s any change at all. If by some outside chance she starts bleeding again –’ Nordström’s face wrinkled as if asking why he was being forced to hear this – ‘then raise the foot of the bed higher, pack clean ice in a clean flannel as quick as you can and get Silja to hold it tight against the bleeding until I come. Send for me any time of night if that should happen.

‘I’ll be back tomorrow and I’ll know at once if your wife has so much as put a foot on the floor. Ask Silja to come up here now, and I’ll give her directions.’

It was the only way with a man like Nordström. You had to be firm. If his wife said she would go downstairs now and make his supper, he’d let her. Thomas felt a familiar helplessness and weariness. It would seize hold of him, if he let it. He could only do so much, and maybe it didn’t improve matters anyway. After he’d gone, what would happen? Nordström, angry and frustrated, would take it out on someone. And who better to bear the brunt than his wife, who’d been the cause of the doctor speaking to him like that?

‘Have you some brandy?’

‘What for?’

‘For your wife.’

‘She won’t take anything like that,’ said Nordström with satisfaction. ‘She’s Temperance.’

‘It’s for medicinal purposes. She’s very weak.’

‘She won’t touch it,’ said Nordström, shaking his head.

‘Ask your Silja to bring it up, all the same.’

‘Have a drop yourself, Doctor, if you like. You had heavy work with that boy of mine.’ Nordström spoke largely, as if the blood and pain of his wife’s labour was a credit to his own manhood. Another fine big boy, never mind if it had nearly killed his wife.

No, thought Thomas. He would not lose his temper with this man.

Thomas stitched the tear while Silja held the lamp close, as he directed. She was a blockish girl, stubborn-looking in the same way the man was stubborn-looking. She could have been his daughter.

‘Hold that lamp still,’ he said sharply. The girl was gaping at her mistress as if she were a cow in a field. But no doubt they worked her hard enough, these Nordströms. Silja’s hands were red and raw.

He finished the stitching. The husband was right, Mrs Nordström wouldn’t take the brandy even when he called it medicine. She turned her head aside mutely as he brought the glass to her lips. He wasn’t going to force her.

Thomas went downstairs. ‘I’ll call again tomorrow,’ he said to the husband. The man looked at him with his shrewd money-making eyes, and nodded. ‘All the same, Doctor,’ he said, ‘you don’t know my wife.’

Thomas knuckled his forehead to get rid of the tension there. His eyes closed briefly, wiping out the room and the man. Red sparks crowded into thick, velvety darkness. He wanted to stay there inside that darkness, but he must open them.

‘She won’t flinch, when it comes to it,’ said Nordström. ‘Remember what the Good Book says: “In sorrow shalt thou bring forth children.”’

Don’t send for me, then, when she’s in labour with the fourth, Thomas thought, but he would not say it. He could vent his anger, but once the words had passed this man would stick to them. Nordström would nurse the grudge. He would let his wife die in her bed without relief, and then say that the doctor wouldn’t come.

Outside the house, Thomas breathed in the smell of pine resin again.

I won’t take his money, he thought. I’ll tell him to make an offering of it to the church, to give thanks for his wife’s survival. That’ll make him angry. He walked fast, relishing the crunch of his boots on the shrivelling crusts of ice.

‘You ought not to walk when you visit patients,’ Johanna used to tell him. ‘It lessens their respect for you. You should always ride, or take the carriage.’

‘By the time the horse is saddled and out of the stable I could be halfway there.’

‘That’s not the point, Thomas. A doctor shouldn’t arrive with mud on his boots.’

But a patient had said to him once, ‘I can smell the spring, Doctor. It’s come in with you.’ No wonder, in those tightly sealed sickrooms that smelled of urine, sweat and medicine.



The sawmill was less than a mile from his house. He’d be home in quarter of an hour, if he walked fast. And he wanted to walk fast. Walking between patients was the only time he seemed to get to himself, when Johanna…


No. He was not going to think about Johanna.

The sun was dropping; it lay big and red between the trees. He kicked at a crust of ice and it splintered like glass. Beneath it, the snow was open and porous in texture. Late-winter snow. Soon it would be gone. Spring was coming, and this year he felt less afraid of it.

He’d repair Johanna’s garden swing-seat. It only needed new canvas webbing. He could do the job himself. He could sit out on summer evenings, reading, smoking to keep the midges away.

Suddenly an image assaulted him. He stood still. It was Johanna again, frowning with concentration as she smeared Minna’s plump wrists with citronella oil, so that the midges wouldn’t bite her. As her mother screwed back the top of the citronella bottle, Minna twisted free from where Johanna had been holding her firmly between her knees. The child ran to the swing-seat and plunged herself into it, head down, frilled underwear flapping, the plumpness of her calves bulging above her tight little boots.

‘I’m hiding!’ she screamed.

‘She thinks that because she can’t see us, we can’t see her,’ said Johanna. Her face was soft with pleasure. For a moment that pleasure bound them: their shared child, their shared life.

He shivered all over at the memory, like a dog, and began to walk home quickly, through the snow.
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Eeva in the kitchen. Eeva learning to be alone after the packed rooms of the House of Orphans.


The tap dripped. She watched the next drip gather, bulging at the tap’s mouth. It became full and it hung for a few seconds, as if it could hang there for as long as it chose. But of course it stretched itself out, and fell. Eeva picked up a ring of dried apple and ate it. Nobody saw, nobody knew.

She’d been stripped of her privacy for over two years. It was deliberate, part of changing her from what she was into an orphan, ready for service. No one was ever alone. Even their clothes were communal. When they came back from the wash there was always a scramble to find something that fitted.

When she’d first stood in the doctor’s kitchen she almost couldn’t remember what it was like to walk around a room and hear only the sounds of her own body, her own movement and voice. She raised her arms above her head, and let them fall. She stretched them as wide as she could, pointing her fingers until they ached. Nobody saw. Nobody asked what she was doing.

‘It’s quiet here,’ the doctor had said. ‘You may find it strange at first.’

She couldn’t tell from his voice if he was apologizing for the quietness or telling her that was the way things were and she must get used to it. So she hadn’t said anything.

Eeva lit the lamps. She loved to do this. Warm goldenness spilled around the room from the globes of the lamps. Light was plentiful here, she already knew that. She didn’t need to be careful of oil. He’d told her she mustn’t be afraid of lighting the lamps. She could take candles out of the store cupboard whenever she needed them. Anna-Liisa had said she’d be allowed to burn the stubs of candles in her room, but the doctor told her to take whole candles for her own use She had her own candlestick, made of pewter, and she burned the candles in it until they were halfway down, and then she hid them in her drawer, and took a fresh candle from the store cupboard. This way she would always have light to read by, even if the doctor changed his mind.

She held her candlestick high as she went upstairs, and made the wide corridors shine. Eeva wasn’t afraid of the quiet, or of the closed, sheeted rooms on the bedroom floor, below her attic. She liked to think of their emptiness beneath her as she slept. Nobody could interfere with her.

He has money, she thought. If you have money as he’s got money, you don’t even need to think of it. It’s there, like light, like heat. Like something natural. It’s been there since before he was born and it’ll be there after he dies. She could see it in the way he walked around. You could tell that he always felt private and independent, wherever he was.

She didn’t think he had ever been cold, unless he’d chosen to be outdoors in the frost for his own reasons. His skin had a close, fine texture that told her he’d always eaten well and always been warm. His eyes weren’t clouded and he didn’t peer at the newspaper. He could read perfectly well without glasses.

She knew exactly how old he was. He didn’t know she knew that. Anna-Liisa had told Eeva that she and the doctor were born in the same year.

‘But of course I didn’t know him then. We didn’t meet that sort of family. But I’ve come to know him quite well…’ She smoothed her apron, satisfied. Anna-Liisa, Eeva knew, was forty-seven. So the doctor was old, many years older than her father had been. But he wouldn’t die yet. He’d live for a long time, and when he died he’d be put in the Eklund family grave, with his wife. He would never be alone, or unknown.

Dr Eklund had a wife who was dead and a daughter who lived in Turku, which Dr Eklund called Åbo because he was a Swedish Finn. Swedish Finns were the top layer, and owned most of everything. The Russians hadn’t done anything to change that, even though they ruled Finland. Her father had explained to her the place of the Swedish Finns under Russian rule.

All the things her father had told her were like jewels which she kept in a box where no one could see them. His remembered anger flashed in her memory.

‘The Russians want to make serfs of us, Eevi, like they made of the peasants in Estonia. And those Swedes’ll help them to do it, just as long as it doesn’t hurt their own position. They’ve no loyalty to us, even though they’re supposed to be our fellow countrymen. You must understand, Eevi, that working people mean nothing to those high-up ones. We exist for their use.’

He was the only one who called her Eevi.

‘What’s a serf, Dad?’

‘Someone who doesn’t belong to himself. You should know that. That’s how they live in Russia, like slaves tied to the land. Serfdom’s been done away with, so they say, but I can tell you there’s not much change. The Russians said they wouldn’t bring their systems here, but now they’ve changed their minds, and the Swedes couldn’t stop them even if they wanted. Which they don’t. Russification, they call it.

‘Listen, Eevi, because this is important. The high-up ones, the ruling classes as we call them, they’ll even help a foreign power against their own nation, if it protects their personal interests. Or their class interests. You know what I mean by that?’

She nodded.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘The things I tell you, don’t forget them. Keep them inside yourself.’

He began to cough. He was huddled up by the stove, too close to it. She couldn’t have borne to be so close to the heat, but he was always cold. There was cold in his bones, he said, but as if it was a fact and not as a complaint. His bones were sharp under his shirt. If it hadn’t been for his TB they would have emigrated, the two of them. They would have gone away to America and had a different life. There were thousands of Finns in America now, whole towns full of them keeping their own language and customs. They had farmland such as they could never dream of here. Her father told her all about it when she was little, six or seven maybe, before his illness began, when he still thought they’d be able to leave.

‘You’ll learn English, Eevi. I don’t want you to live in a ghetto like the Jews. If Finns want to live in Finnish towns, why leave Finland? We’ll go to New York. You’ll learn English. You’ll get a proper education. Some people will tell you that America’s easy, you only have to stoop down to pick gold off the pavement. But that’s foolishness. Nowhere’s like that. There are systems everywhere. But in America, you belong to yourself. There’s no Tsar over there, no Grand Duchies.’

He’d paused, she remembered that. He’d laid his hand on her hair and gone on as if speaking to himself, not to her any more: ‘Even if it doesn’t happen for you, it can happen for your children.’

But there’s no use thinking of America, once you’ve got TB. They have doctors who examine everyone when the ships dock. They sound your chest and make you cough. You’ll be sent back if you have a communicable disease, they won’t even let you through Immigration. Back you go on the long journey home, with all your money gone and nothing to show for it. Her father knew all about it. He explained everything to her – that was his way. He’d brought her up like that, not hiding what life was like.

Her mother had died when Eeva couldn’t remember, and her aunt lived with them until she married. Eeva was seven then, and could manage the cooking. Her father worked in the shipbuilding yard. Casual work, most of the time. Sometimes there was money and sometimes there wasn’t. He’d had a permanent job, but the bosses didn’t like him.

Her father knew everyone. He was respected. There were meetings in their apartment, and people came and went and sometimes they paused as they came in, to look over Eeva’s shoulder where she
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