

“Wise men avoid falling in love because they know the risk.

Then I met you, and suddenly my life began.”
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FEBRUARY

It is early Tuesday evening in the second week of February. The clock is approaching eight and, damn it, everything inside my head hurts terribly, to freely quote poet Laine. At home I have been gulping down a few glasses of the cheapest Italian boxed red wine, stale-tasting stuff whose flavor improves only after the third glass. Both wine glasses inherited from my mother are dirty in the dishwasher. The missing four were hurled against the kitchen wall years ago by my ex-wife after she heard I had cheated on her. The shards never restored our happiness.

My head starts overflowing with supposedly logical thoughts born from a drunken mind. Obsessive thoughts, really. The wine pulled the plug loose. I can feel my joy for life disappearing down the dark sewer of jealousy. I feel nothing but pain and hatred.

When we met at the gym earlier today, my ex-woman’s thoughts were clearly somewhere else. Her behavior gave it away. The more I drink, the more the anger and bitterness born from uncertainty rise to the surface. Do I know my ex-woman at all? Is my suspicion, right? Damn it, I’m going to find out, rage forces me into motion. I love pain; it means the heart is still beating.

“It’s absolutely wonderful here in Seal Bay,” the woman said one summer morning at my home after a wild round of morning sex. For a moment the chick thought she was in her old home, making love with her ex. Realizing the present, she looked at me awkwardly for a second, then immediately took control.

“Jari, you’re allowed to say the wrong name sometimes too.”

That settled it. No point apologizing. These things happen? At its best, fucking takes you to nirvana. You forget who is doing the fucking. Do I fuck you the same way your ex did? No point thinking about it. Look at the bigger picture, Jari, I’ve learned. If you live, you experience things.

I blow into an uncalibrated lucky drunk’s breathalyzer: 0.36 per mille, nowhere near illegal. I live a few kilometers from my ex-woman’s apartment. A lovesick detective awakens inside me, forcing me to investigate whether the woman who left me has a new man — something I sensed today at the gym.

Who are you showing that light to now, the light I had ignited in you during the past year, as I often did. I cannot get into the woman’s apartment to check. I do not even want to. I have been blocked in every possible way. I understand the reasons for the blocking. The endless WhatsApp repetition of clichés like “I love you and you’re so wonderful” exhausted that beauty.

With tears in my throat, I head near her home to relive the months we shared together. It is 10 p.m. The alcohol level in my blood is still rising because my liver is no efficient drunkard’s furnace. I’ve lost count of the wine glasses. Completely normal. The investigation born from jealousy must continue at the crime scene. A little drunkenness will not ruin this stalking trip — unless the police do. Unlikely, since they have more important things to do, like hauling drunks to the drunk tank.

I arrive in my ex’s neighborhood and park my car a little farther away. It is a typical February evening: damp snow, windless frost. Silence surrounds me. The only sound I hear is the relentless humming wave inside my head, unleashed by overwhelming rage.

I stand at the edge of a small patch of forest, facing red-brick houses designed by a well-known architectural firm. Money buys individuality: flat-roofed boxes fitted with square windows. Lazy uniqueness. I stare relentlessly at the kitchen window of an apartment on the second floor of a three-story residential building in Westend. The venetian blinds are lowered and partly shut.

I want to know what is happening in that apartment right now. Is there some damn tomcat visiting her? Through the gaps in the blinds, I can make out the seagull-shaped lamp. I have lowered, raised, closed, and opened those blinds dozens of times. For different reasons. The view from the window is breathtaking and unobstructed, so there has always been a clear and special reason for closing them. The windows of the neighboring building in the same housing complex sit slightly diagonally to the right, so the blinds keep the third-floor neighbor from peeking inside when it is dark outside and the lights are on indoors.

I spent dozens of nights in that apartment, month after month. Usually, I sat on the couch in a T-shirt, wearing the light blue soft lounge shorts the woman had bought for me. No underwear. In the evenings we watched some streaming series together. The woman sat on the floor in front of me, between my legs, leaning against the couch. I often massaged her shoulders. Whenever she became excited, the owner of the apartment would turn toward me and pull my shorts down to my ankles, stretch both hands behind my back, and slowly take my gradually hardening cock deep into her mouth. The woman enjoyed giving me pleasure. We used the blinds to prevent the neighbor from spying on our games of love, the delicious little obscenities of everyday life.

Over the months we spent together, I learned that real desire increases the sexual potency of a sixty-five-year-old man like me. By nature’s own method. In the mornings, when I got out of bed, I would open the kitchen blinds slightly. Wearing boxer shorts and a T-shirt, I sat at the table with my morning coffee, bringing food over from the pale wooden kitchen counter.

A few weeks have passed since my last visit to the apartment — to its hallway. I came to collect the rest of my belongings. I had been thrown out of our relationship. As we exchanged shopping bags in the hallway, you still wanted one last kiss. You leaned casually against the edge of the hallway counter and received my kiss just as before. You pressed your hips against me. This was your way of saying goodbye. Teasing me with passionate kisses.

I can still feel that kiss, and the thousands before it. You cannot store kisses, embraces, fucking, or holding hands in a warehouse — only in memory, from where they gradually fade into the mixed-waste landfill of recollections. Without acts of love, kisses, touch, a human being begins to wither and decay. A man’s cock wilts from uselessness.

You and I lived for months on the same frequency of love. We nourished each other’s affection. It showed in us whenever we were together, and it could be sensed even when we were apart. We radiated happiness and pleasure. Your beautiful expressive face, capable of turning into a smile in an instant, was your natural state. I loved you with all my heart, and you in your own golden way, because I learned that showing genuine emotions is difficult for you.

I shiver in the bushes of Westend. Surely a man is allowed to behave foolishly when he is crazed by jealousy, not fully responsible for himself, drunk on wine, for fuck’s sake. Passion and the fever of longing are doing their work on me. Half my life has been taken away. I have been abandoned. Retired from a happy relationship. I want to know who the hell took my woman from me. Your new love — though a new man is probably nothing of the sort. He has simply been lucky enough to climb onto my woman. What kind of man entered my ex’s barn after me? Younger, at least, and I doubt there was any polite handshake in the hallway. Definitely not. Straight to bed — my imagination tortures me.

In my confused mind, a supposedly clever idea emerges. I go to the parking lot to see whether there is a strange car there, one I have never seen before. My car belongs there, for fuck’s sake. In the middle guest parking space stands an ancient BMW X5. Parked squarely in the center of the spot. I have never seen that car before. I have parked my own car in those spaces dozens of times overnight, sometimes even for several days. I know exactly which cars and brands have been stored there alongside my old Audi.

Marinated in poisonous jealousy, detective Jari Holmes takes a photo of the BMW’s license plate. The vehicle belongs to Sebastian, an intelligent marine engineering engineer. Social media reveals the handsome man is fifty-nine years old and still active in working life. Years younger than me. That is exactly what my woman calculated — there has to be potential to live an active life together for years ahead. Your obsession is trying out new men. I am too old. Though sometimes I wasn’t, back when you did not want to hang around dating apps advertising yourself.

I feel triumphant. I have uncovered something I wanted to know. I wonder what connects the owner of the BMW to my ex-woman. The housing company has dozens of apartments. What the hell is it to me what you, a grown woman, do with your life? Why am I behaving this sickly? I need treatment! Perhaps it should begin with a lobotomy, cutting out the center of my emotions. And if that does not help, then we can try something even stronger.

My ex-woman is more — better, sexier, more beautiful, more intelligent, more complete — than anything I had ever experienced before. The renewer of my life. A love carved deep into the soul cannot simply be switched off by the abandoned party. A total fury of frustration tightens around me; my heart pounds. Now truth itself has become synonymous with pain.

Earlier today I sensed that someone else will be closing your venetian blinds from now on, although blinds themselves were not on my mind at the time. I had seen you — now my ex-woman — cheerful at the gym. Your beautiful flawless face radiated happiness; it had been cared for.

When I drove into the parking garage, I noticed my ex had had her car washed — something that for her is a signal of an upcoming encounter. When we met at the gym, she cheerfully said, “Next I’m going for a foot treatment.”

That treatment affects every part of the body. I have tried it myself. You can feel it in your balls when the pedicurist presses the nerve endings in the soles of your feet.

As she left the gym, my ex-woman walked up to me and said, “Ciao and bye.” Her gym bag swung toward my crotch. She glanced at me, and on her face, there was a flicker of pity and superiority. The groomed, cheerful female figure disappeared energetically toward the exit. She does not care at all how I feel? She is thinking only: here comes spring and fun men. A newly available woman, ready for all kinds of pleasure.

When we broke up, I realized that a new experience awaited her tonight. During our months of intense togetherness, I had learned to read her moods, her feelings, her thoughts, her gaze; to listen to her speech and words and interpret their meanings; to observe her presence and behavior in different situations.

At the gym I continue grinding through chest exercises with clenched teeth, trying to suffocate the burning pain and loss inside me. I know that all the tenderness and physical intimacy we once shared will disappear into the fog of forgetfulness once my ex-woman has vanished from my life. Something light and new for her; the heaviness of abandonment for me.

The woman wants to enjoy you men one cock at a time, I imagine. These thoughts do nothing to warm my body as I stand completely alone in the freezing Westend night. I shiver from the cold. An aura migraine begins shaking my head.

The agonizing experiences of separation are nothing new to me, an aging man wallowing in bitterness and self-pity, chilled to the bone. Women have left me in every possible way. By text message, by email, by phone call, by blocking me, by saying it to my face, by disappearing without a word, and once, long ago in my youth, by letter. Without warning, out of spite, because of a spouse or a new partner, for revenge, or simply because that was how they felt.

My toes curl in pain, my fingers are numb. I continue the desperate and pointless surveillance of the apartment. The icy wind blowing from the sea freezes my balls. Let them drop uselessly into the snow. I need to piss more and more, and my mind roars: “Be a man. At your age you should have learned to endure life’s setbacks.”

I suppose I am neither an adult nor much of a man, because being abandoned only pisses me off more as I grow older. Adult dating games are a brutal world where people chase love — or something resembling it. To love and to be loved. The world is full of love that never meets its target, glances that pass by, cancelled encounters, abandonments, hopes of being embraced, accepted, receiving a morning kiss, sharing morning coffee, receiving tenderness or giving sex to a loved one from behind or from whatever angle the moment demands.

Everyone has their own love story. The story of my life ended a little while ago. My woman sawed me off from herself for good. Never say never, they say. But now there is no way back to what once was. Ahead lies total darkness, emptiness, and loneliness. Morning coffees forever alone.

I parked my car farther away because every resident in the housing company recognizes my faded yellow, worn-out Audi and knows how it is connected to the woman on the second floor.

Across from my ex’s home, on the third floor, lives my former supervisor Rauno, whom I often met out in the yard as we reminisced about our years working together. The encounters were nothing unusual, since I visited the woman frequently and we often went walking together. I still occasionally run into Rauno, a gifted intellectual in many ways, at the daytime coffee gatherings of retired old men reliving their youth.

I feel like I am standing on the outer edge of my own life, staring blankly at the woman’s illuminated window, holding back a scream of nighttime misery. My head is numb from longing and wine. My upper stomach cramps violently. Both my gut and my skull feel as though they are collapsing like dead stars.

All our wonderful, shared memories have been washed away. In their place, hopeless longing and poisonous jealousy burst from the folds of my brain. The woman left my side without warning. Shock, rage, and fury paralyzed me. As a special education teacher, she had thoroughly lectured me about feelings of anger and how one should learn to control them. With just a few words she shattered my life into pieces.

It feels as though a bone-dry breakup bun has lodged in my throat and I am beginning to choke. Help me now, for fuck’s sake. Doesn’t anyone know how to help? Therapy?

“How do you feel now, Jari? Could you share your sorrow with those of us present? Please, thank you.”

“No, I fucking can’t. There are no words.”

I do not know how to put this misery into language. Not in Finnish, not in any dictionary, are there words capable of describing this feeling.

I realize sorrow is not bottomless after all, because now, standing on trembling legs in the snowy bushes of Westend, I know I have reached absolute bottom. I must be a delusional criminal or something worse. The building stands far away, yet it feels like a massive weight collapsing on top of me, a confident and hostile beast ready to swallow a paranoid stalker whole while defending its resident. All the other windows in the building are dark, as they should be in a true sleeping suburb. In the neighboring building, Rauno is asleep, because at home he lives a very regular life. Business trips were something else entirely.

The woman is usually not active this late at night; the kitchen lights normally go out by 10:30 p.m. at the latest, after which the beauty who takes care of herself goes to bed. But tonight the lights are still on, even though it is already eleven. I have been shivering here for an hour. Staring at whether my ex’s lights remain on. Am I going crazy? I probably already am.

I stop reminiscing and spying in the woods and walk back to my car. I have been thrown out of a loving relationship. Once again, I am an old man living alone. I can feel an overwhelming wave of grief rising inside me; my body trembles, my upper stomach tightens. Where could I get help?

Cold and numbed by descending drunkenness, I drive home gripping the steering wheel with frozen hands. Snow falls one flake at a time. The weather does not make driving difficult. Then, as if from nowhere, a police car pulls out from a side street and begins following me.

Hell.

I am a drunk driver, only meters away from getting caught. Instantly I check my speed, the headlights, my lane position. I breathe deeply, keep both hands firmly on the wheel, and stare straight ahead.

I see myself on the front page of a tabloid:

“Blind drunk, jealousy-crazed stalker crashes into lamppost in Espoo.”

We drive one behind the other along the park road in Westend before the police car accelerates toward the motorway ramp while I turn left toward home. A DUI arrest would have crowned the entire hellish day. Maybe I would have gotten treatment that way, I think.

At home I pour a full glass of wine down my throat — the red wine on the table now warm and turning to vinegar — and collapse onto the bed.

I wake the next morning around six with my head pounding. Sleep came only in short fragments — tossing around, searching for the right position, which in a pre-psychotic state is pointless because no such position exists. Into the mind of the jealous and groggy detective pops yet another idea. I will drive to the sleeping suburb of Westend to see what is happening there now. When alone, the woman sleeps at least until eight or nine. The insane thought is to go and shadow whether my ex is already awake.

Pain pounds at my forehead trying to break into my hungover skull, but 600 milligrams of ibuprofen softens it and my body turns cottony. I pack my training clothes because there is a gym nearby where I can try to suffocate my emotions by tormenting myself physically.

Last night I suspected my former love had another man in her apartment. The jealousy triggered by that — the loss, defeat, abandonment, the forced suppression of passion — is the worst poison imaginable for this male. I wonder what kind of woman she really is. In thirty seconds, she traded our functioning love for a dating app and returned to the starting blocks of building relationships. Accepting this is impossible for me. I cannot swallow it no matter how hard I try. Too large a piece to gulp down at once. I feel myself choking. The thought tastes so awful I cannot even chew it. Spitting it out does not help because everything exists only inside my head, a hellish, immaterial feeling.

“Write it away,” someone once said.

But a litany of curse words would not be literature — only pure dadaism, subconscious chaos.

I dress warmly and as unrecognizably as possible. I park my car in the same place as during the night. It is a little after seven. The windows of all the nearby buildings are still dark, but lights burn in my ex’s kitchen and living room. Through the gap in the downward-tilted blinds I see a figure sitting beside the kitchen window. That is where she likes to spend time, writing work-related things and occasionally gazing outside.

My conscience babbles:

“Stop it, Jari. You lost. Why torture yourself? Go home. For months you got to ride this roller coaster of love, passion, breakups, and kisses coated in surprises. You were abandoned, yes, but you also experienced so much beauty in life.”

My conscience continues, trying to comfort me:

“Your life, your relationship, was filled with joy and happiness during those last three months. It is a shame that the execution of your emotional life happened so suddenly. You could not prepare for separation, just as no one in war can prepare for the bullet that kills them. It strikes without announcing the time beforehand.”

A person unexpectedly abandoned in a relationship sinks into a coma. Emotional life shuts down, but the heart keeps beating. And for absolutely nothing? Of course not, because life itself is nothing but pure suffering.

My reason, slowly stirring awake in the freezing air, keeps repeating:

“Jari, raise your eyes from your feet and look forward. Accept reality. Try to grow beyond this. Keep living. One day, you will find new love.”

I laugh quietly inside my head.

“My conscience, you do not know your master, and for fuck’s sake, be quiet. I must fight this one-man war against myself all the way to the end. The back wall of the hatred gnawing at me is nowhere near yet. I want to lean into the hatred. Feel its presence. I will stop only when hatred feels familiar and safe. At least it is something to feel, think about, despise. I enjoy bitterness. All of them are better than an empty, thoughtless head. The woman taught me to love hatred, and I want to be a model student.”

I walk from my spying place to the parking lot of my ex’s housing complex. Yesterday’s old BMW is gone. Fresh tire tracks in the lightly snow-covered ground reveal that my woman’s new cock has departed.

The cock left the building. Leaving behind the bed heated by the woman, where she remained alone dreaming.

You had drunk your morning coffees together, and your first night was probably pleasurable. Awareness of the events unleashes fury that surges through my body, washing over every cell. I am skiing down the pitch-black slope of lost love.

I slink away from the parking lot toward my car and, through the gap between the buildings, catch one final glimpse: the light goes out in the woman’s kitchen. I imagine my ex walking back to her warm bed perfumed with the scent of lovemaking. She stretches for a moment and tries to let sleep embrace her once again, with the fresh memory of morning sex lingering in her mind.

I sit down in my car. A light flashes on my phone screen. I have received an email. The time is 7:30 a.m.

“Jari, I have started seeing another man. You and I will never meet again or get back together. Take care. — E.”

My ex has written a self-assured summary of the love-filled night she just spent. The woman has found the right one. A new alpha male has entered her life. She tested — that is, fucked — the new man for one night and decided he would become a longer-term partner. My ex is infuriatingly open. You are seeing each other, making love, existing together.

I believed we had a shared future. We never cared about weekdays; we simply enjoyed being together. I trusted the woman’s word. With words, actions, smiles, and overwhelmingly wonderful sex she spun me around on her carousel of love. She promised she would not play games with me. In that, at least, she was fair. She blew the whistle and ended the game instantly, and I was hurled permanently off the carousel.

I understand my imbecilic behavior as I drive my old wreck away from the beautiful winter morning of Westend — beautiful on the outside, emotionally glacial within — toward a deserted home without love. I am in shock.

I wonder where the nearest sanatorium for lovesick men might be.




CHAPTER 2

I am at the noisy CDG airport in Paris with my wife. Somehow CDG symbolizes our marriage. Both are hopelessly chaotic. Amid the constant chatter at the airport, you cannot understand a thing — only a word here and there — which, in the opposite sense, reminds me of our marriage, where near silence prevails, or an overly polite and formal way of speaking. I had started talking to myself. That way I got exactly the answers I wanted.

In our marriage we have drifted far away from the promise given decades earlier at the altar of Kaleva Church, recited to us by a servant of God striving for a bishop’s position. He was full of himself while marrying an upper-class beauty, though unfortunately for him she was paired with a scatterbrained clown like me. Am I supposed to love my spouse even when the downhill slope that once carried our relationship through life’s muddy seasons has itself turned into mud? No, I am not, I think. The exhausted passion in our marriage no longer has the strength to lift the relationship back into the light, to the summit of love’s hill. The hill is vertical, and the wind at the top is too fierce.

In marriage we failed to find the right way to be together even as friends or siblings, roles in which we had limped along during the last years, maintaining a façade we had not always needed. Once we had a wonderful family. Things worked — until they simply sagged and collapsed. The real passion I longed for I had not experienced with the mother of my sons for nearly two decades. That is what I thirst for. I want to feel electrifying everyday eroticism, damp passion. I am ready to step away from the safety of marriage if the right woman sweeps me along with her — or if I get to lead her into my bedroom.

English greased with rolling r’s and strange sounds crackles from the loudspeakers. One must take care of the luggage. Love be damned. It will not explode — at least not our marriage. Are we returning from a romantic holiday? It may have been a secret secondary goal for my spouse, but not for me. We no longer ignite one another. Even “Love’s Saving Flame” lighter fluid cannot help. I cannot make myself function, let alone feel physical desire for my wife. In my case it is obvious: my 
cock does not stir, not through thought alone, much less through touch, if we ever happened to try. We have not tried in a long time. In the evenings, an e-book is enough to activate my brainwaves for a moment.

Our trip to France had been successful. I had met my long-time business partner, the Frenchman Joakim. My spouse attended an economics seminar. Science is her passion. I am not.

The trip was a miserable attempt by an emotionally estranged couple to rediscover some thread connecting us. We found no such thread. I had already given up before the journey even began. The only intimacy left between us is when one accidentally brushes against the other in a narrow hotel room.

“Sorry,” comes automatically.

Any other normal physical interaction between two adults would have needed to be reinvented from the beginning. Started over completely. We did not try. We did not want to. We were not interested. Why bother? Books have replaced sex, and they put me to sleep far more effectively.

“Your dick doesn’t even get hard,” my considerate wife once said to me. “Go see a doctor.”

In her own way she means well. But there is no gentle or acceptable way to tell a man he is impotent. A passionate thought can still make my cock rise for a moment — as long as I am thinking about someone else. A moment later it collapses onto my thigh like a demolished smokestack. I no longer have the energy to give oral sex to my wife because it awakens nothing in her. Science and research do that, which does not satisfy me.

We had our moments as a family. I have been crazy about my children from the very beginning and still am, even though they are adults now. We wanted two children, and we were given two. I spent my days working in my company while also taking care of the children. My hobby was driving them to their activities in the early evenings, going grocery shopping, preparing supper — whatever needed doing. Finally, reading bedtime stories. I tried to keep them alive, and I succeeded. Something concrete remained from the marriage.

The mother of my children, a gifted woman of science, conducts research and runs her own consulting business. She is hardworking, a master of time management. Secretly, I am proud of her.

I stepped away from full-time work, though I still tinker around as a senior partner and advisor. There is too much free time and too little love. I feel unnecessary. I want to renew myself and leap into the unknown. How is that done? Will someone take me into their arms?

The cozy lounge is filled with the lively murmur of mixed languages. People have things to say to one another. We have silence. My wife is focused on some scientific paper. Her hunger for learning is immense.

I take a sip of the Armagnac that appeared beside my coffee cup. I think I fetched it myself from the counter when I got the coffee. My head aches. An old problem. I cannot concentrate. I need a little encouragement and numbness.

We met in the Downstairs Café of the University of Tampere. We got married by standing stiffly at the altar, staring at a wooden bearded man nailed to the wall through his palms and feet. Now we are divorcing while staring at the Retina display of an iMac and informing the representatives of earthly authority — the district court — that we are ending this marriage. Blessings, love spells, and the gods of love were not on our side. Perhaps we did not believe strongly enough. Or perhaps we simply did not want it enough.

I google district court divorce application. I open the form on the screen and fill in our information. The reason given is that we have grown apart from one another — and indeed we have lived at separate addresses. Desire disappeared from our relationship before it had even properly ignited. Thankfully we still found enough shared time to make children.

We endured nearly thirty-five years of marriage. Both of us are now over sixty. Outwardly everything in our lives looked fine. We had freedom to come and go. We could focus on our own thoughts. But there was no love, and none of the physical, arousing touch that mattered so much to me. My wife is a good person, but the wrong one for me. And what use would my wife have for a crippled gelding like this anyway?

As a mutual decision, on the second-to-last day of the trip we came to the mature conclusion that there was no point continuing our marriage. We had lived at separate addresses for nearly twenty years. We had ended up circling the stone of love in opposite directions, and when we finally encountered each other again, we had become strangers.

The Armagnac, a drink favored by French yuppies, sends my thoughts wandering. Some time ago I became infatuated with a curly-haired, slim, charming woman after meeting her at a jazz club. I was there with my former colleague Rauno, a devoted jazz enthusiast. The beauty introduced herself as Minna. We danced a couple of dances, and I walked her to the bus stop. While walking we exchanged contact information. As a farewell, I gave her a quick kiss. For a couple of weeks, I wondered what to do. Finally, I gathered my courage and sent her a message.

“Could I come visit sometime?”

“Sure, come by.”

I drive to her place in the early evening. On the way I buy a packet of coffee. I punch in the entrance code she texted me and climb the stairs to the first floor. The name on the door reads Karjalainen. Minna opens the door, and she looks attractive. Her wonderfully slim waist sends a tingling sensation through my lower abdomen.

She has a small two-room apartment with no double bed, only a wide single bed. I flinch slightly when she tells me she has been married three times and has three adult daughters, one with each husband. While still married, her latest husband got a coworker pregnant. She had even given the newborn girl some of her daughters’ old clothes without knowing the coworker’s child was her own husband’s daughter. There had been shouting for a while, and finally a relieving divorce.

I never stay overnight at Minna’s place. After we make love, I leave for home. I do not want to sleep on a sofa bed — I slept on one far too often during my marriage.

“I just don’t sleep well on one. Sleep is important to me,” I explain.

For the first time in ages, I receive closeness. A few rounds of sex from behind, which I enjoy. I get to hold Minna’s small, exciting ass in my hands and climax quickly inside her. The connection between my brain and my cock still works. Claims about my impotence are premature. This stallion should not yet be taken to the slaughterhouse.

Once, while I lay on my back in the bedroom, Minna disappeared into the kitchen for a moment. When she returned, she took my cock in her hand, sprayed whipped cream onto it, and began licking. I felt like a single-candle birthday cake about to melt in Minna’s mouth.

Gradually I realize that Minna and I are from completely different planets. Not because she has been married three times, but because she tells me she believes in spiritual energies and supernatural things. People’s oddities reveal themselves little by little. Once, before a lovemaking session, she goes to the bathroom, and I wonder what hard object is under her pillow. I find a red crystal stone.

“The crystal brings energy and improves sleep quality,” Minna says seriously.

“Right,” I summarize, hoping she will not cancel the sex session.

Later I call her and tell her we are probably far too different.

“We should part as friends but not meet anymore. We live in different universes.”

Minna made me understand that my cock is still capable of giving an ordinary woman pleasure down below. Thank you, Minna, for the help — or was it the energy of the crystal stone.

The noise around me pulls me back into the lounge. I scroll through the district court form in front of me. As the reason for divorce, it is enough to state that my wife and I were simply incompatible. And as the cherry on top of the divorce cake, during our trip to France I blurted out my affair with beautiful Minna. Naturally while drunk.

I had already decided to divorce my spouse. Adultery ensures there will be no regrets afterward. We apply for divorce by mutual agreement. A beautiful divorce. I feel a slight sadness for the years together and for our sons. The woman is so intelligent. Something long-lasting is ending here at this crowded airport among countless other lonely travelers staring blankly at their phones, many perhaps not even knowing where in life they are headed.

I fill in the last few fields of the divorce application, and after our digital signatures I click the Send button. The district court receives yet another routine assignment, and we customers receive a bill for a few hundred euros. Marriage and divorce both cost money, like everything else in life.

My wife — soon my ex-wife — walks over to the counter to pour herself a full glass of red wine from the lounge’s self-serve bottle. I pour myself another Armagnac. We numb our emotions. Next, we will try to get back to Finland in peace so we can finally bring this miserable separation trip to an end.

Soon I will be drifting aimlessly.




CHAPTER 3

Early winter feels darker than usual. I feel my life is pointless; I am insignificant, alone, worn-out, leftover goods. I have very few friends because I keep in touch with no one. I still work because supposedly I remain an important link in certain special matters, especially with clients. I know my job. I am an academic, I have a doctorate, but university life was never for me.

Some time ago I stepped away from full-time work at the company to which I had sold my own business. My new superior became a civilian military man obsessed with collecting decorations for his chest — a narcissistic climber, a lying asshole desperate to become a leader, the kind of man who should never be allowed anywhere near management. Through connections he became my boss, and I walked away.

Retirement is deeply depressing for a thoroughbred workaholic who never truly calmed down. My adult sons bring moments of joy, but even they do not seem enough. I need a change of scenery, fresh air, sunshine, and alcohol beside the sound of the sea. It is mid-February and winter is at its ugliest: cold and dark.

I go to an online travel agency and buy a last-minute trip to Cape Verde. I want away — somewhere entirely new, not the Canary Islands. Cape Verde is part of Africa, a distant island group, an independent country. The flight lasts nine hours, meaning numbing torture in the cramped seats of a tourist charter plane, surrounded by screaming little darlings and drunken adults. Vacationers need to get into the holiday spirit. The trip is still a couple of weeks away.

I am lonely, but I do not have the energy to hang around bars. Maybe I could try a dating app. I want to find a woman with whom I can be close, have satisfying sex, and do all sorts of things together. I do not need a twenty-four-seven woman.

To me, “Pussy-Cock Service” would be a better name for a dating service, I chuckle to myself.

I am a man in my early sixties. I do not have the energy to discuss hobbies or dog care. I can handle a few phone conversations, meet once or twice, and after that we should get to sex, because that is supposedly the glue of relationships. I want proper love-keeper glue, a two-component adhesive to which both man and woman contribute their share. From dating to bed and action. I do not want to move in together, but we should meet weekly. I want a soulmate who continues my sentences while we talk, who learns what I enjoy in bed while I learn what you like. Political views and attitudes toward food do not shake me in the slightest. Eat whatever keeps you healthy, and so will I — and vote for whoever you want. Just do not bring either into bed.

I choose a suitable dating app and pay for a couple of months. Then I begin filling out the “tell us about yourself” section. I enter my height and weight honestly. I choose the photos carefully. Something sporty, plenty of smiling — I have that, almost like a lower-class “best smile boy.” In the text I try to sound believable. I am athletic, intelligent, academically educated, self-sufficient, an entrepreneur, a working man.

For my age I put sixty-one, even though I have already turned sixty-four and will soon be sixty-five. I also mark myself as divorced, though not quite officially yet. Both are close enough to the truth, but this way I get more clicks. And clicks are exactly what I am after, I think selfishly.

I consider myself remarkably youthful: upright posture, well-trained body, and the recent photographs match the text perfectly. I save the information and wait for the clicks to begin. And they do begin — the very same day.

Each woman is attractive in her own way, but none of them truly moves me. In the evening I watch a film and read a book until the iPad drops onto my chest. I sleep like a log.

In the morning I open my phone and notice that late the previous evening I received a like. I open the app and stare at an intoxicating photograph. What a smile. What a figure. The glowing photographs have been carefully taken and selected.

There is nothing especially provocative about the way you dress. Or perhaps there is everything provocative about it, because you radiate stylish, restrained sexuality. Your smile shines. A magnificent, perfect row of teeth, blue eyes framed with beautiful false eyelashes that emphasize their allure. Black hair frames your lovely oval-shaped face. You look like the very image of health. My morning coffee grows cold while I grow hot.

The profile text has clearly been written by someone who truly understands the nuances of the Finnish language. You are fifty-nine years old, divorced, and living in Espoo, close to me. The entire package sweeps me away. Your name is Emilia.

Beautiful Emilia — that is exactly what you are. You look fifteen years younger than your age. Would you desire me? Strangely, when I saw your photograph, I did not think about sex. Not really about anything specific at all. Whenever I feel that way, I know it means something deeper. The woman stopped me in my tracks.

You describe yourself as active in many ways: a special education teacher, a gym-goer, someone who enjoys art. You do not describe what you seek in a man, but I can sense it. Everything must function, and you want a man with physical appeal.

In many women’s profile texts, it says: “I am a cheerful, humorous, athletic woman.” Yet the photographs show a grim, overweight old lady who last laughed in elementary school when the boy in the neighboring desk farted. The text and the pictures should connect to one another and together communicate something positive about the person. If someone claims to be cheerful, they should at least try to grin in the photos.

I am so fucking picky. But everyone may create whatever profile they want. I click Emilia’s profile, and the acceptance comes almost instantly. This woman is actively searching for a partner, a companion, whatever one chooses to call it.

Emilia. Her face. Her presence. Her name. Everything harmonizes. We begin messaging. Very quickly we exchange phone numbers without ever having met and continue the conversation on WhatsApp.

It turns out we originally come from the same Eastern Finnish town, though she moved with her parents to Jyväskylä as a child. We belong to the same Karelian tribe, something we both feel genuinely proud of. We are eager to get to know one another.

I am breathlessly interested in this lady. A dim light flickers inside the dark tunnel of my will to live. A new relationship — even an imagined one — has lit it. For the first time in a long while, I feel joy.

My trip to Cape Verde is approaching. Emilia occasionally pauses messaging for several days at a time, and I assume I am not the only man she is evaluating and dating. A beauty like her.

I understand that in the adult dating world one must accept multidating. Morality and jealousy have to be thrown out the window if you ever hope to get a date into your home to listen to jazz, drink crémant, and exchange kisses.

I too have a few women with whom I try to message and invent conversation. I forget all of them because of Emilia. I invest myself in this woman.

I suggest meeting before my Cape Verde trip because I want to see this lady as soon as possible and hold her in my arms. I think a week is a very long time to wait before seeing someone again.

The fast devour the slow and dating apps are full of stylish men enjoying themselves in that confectionery shop of love and encounters.

“Let’s meet in Kamppi. There are plenty of cafés there.”

“Okay,” I reply.

A few days before my departure, I cancel the meeting.

“Emilia, could we reconnect immediately after my trip, when there’s more time? I’ll only be away for a week. I’m truly sorry about the change.”

“Works perfectly for me,” Emilia replies.

Because of travel fever — or some other unconscious reason — I completely forget about Emilia. Perhaps that is exactly what a holiday is supposed to do: make you forget everyday routines, and dating can certainly be considered one of those. I do not message Emilia at all.

After spending a couple of days in Cape Verde, I open my phone in the hotel, finally managing to connect to the slow Wi-Fi network. A concise message from Emilia is waiting.

“Send me a picture of the scenery, please.”

The scenery, I smile to myself. After a couple of gin and tonics, other kinds of “scenery” had crossed my mind as well.

I take a few photos of the beach’s weathered reed umbrellas and the ocean view. I try to capture some authentic holiday atmosphere, with poor success. I could just as easily have taken these photos in any beach, I think disappointedly. Emilia thanks me for the pictures with a smiling emoji.

So I am, in some way, on her mind. She returns to my thoughts and no longer leaves them during the rest of the trip. The smile. The presence. The clothes. The carefully maintained appearance. The slim, elegant posture. I look at her photographs repeatedly. I begin falling for Emilia, even though I am slow to become attached. Women have trained me to be cautious. Too many separations. Too many disappointments.

An overwhelming homesickness suddenly comes over me, a longing to return to Finland. Buying the trip had been a spontaneous reaction to loneliness, emotional darkness, and passivity — not because I was truly eager to travel. I have wandered through dozens of airports searching in lounge cocktails for the missing piece of my empty life.

I fell into depression.

In Cape Verde, the days pass by watching birds, something that has become my daily pastime until finally, at four in the afternoon, the first gin and tonic is in my hand and my empty gaze fixed toward the horizon. As evening falls, glasses of wine during terrace dinners, the hotel’s live African music, and the gentle sea breeze numb my thoughts.

A genuine tourist-Africa atmosphere.

I never go swimming during the trip. I want to swim instead in a shared sea of love with Emilia, I try to poetize under the influence of red wine. Ahead of me lies a numbing, exhausting nine-hour flight, and afterward I must see her.

On Friday morning I text her that I will be back in Finland early the next morning.

“When shall we meet?” I ask.

“Hi, how about next Monday? Nokkala Lighthouse at six?” Emilia replies immediately.

“Agreed,” I answer.

I am ecstatic. Now I have something to wait for. I move all my other matches aside. I want to meet that woman, see her smile, her presence, and feel her beside me.

Before returning to Finland, we exchange a few meaningless messages. I sense that Emilia wants to meet me as quickly as possible. Now it is time to move beyond texting and meet in real life.

In my messages I avoid clichés, misunderstandings, pointless drunken holiday declarations like “you are beautiful and wonderful,” double entendres, or direct suggestions concocted by an intoxicated mind pretending to be funny.

I am certain you have received every imaginable version of those messages more than enough times already — certain — because you enchant men.




CHAPTER 4

On Saturday I fly home. A numbing, restless journey that devours most of the restfulness of the holiday. The man sitting behind me spends the entire flight whispering sweet things to the woman beside him. An obvious holiday romance has flared up between them, though I sense it is already beginning to fade on the woman’s side.

Animals are not allowed to be tortured during transport, yet holiday travelers may be forced to sit for nine hours in cramped airplane seats. During the night flight I doze off a few times. By the time the plane finally lands in the early morning hours — thankfully on schedule — my brain is wrapped in fog. The trip did what it was supposed to do: it emptied my head of everything. All that remained was a vacant stare. I confirmed that myself in the airport restroom mirror. I look horrible, a zombie tanned only in the face. At home I take a long hot shower. It is early Saturday morning.

“Good morning, I’m home,” I message Emilia.

The answer comes immediately. A smiley face. The woman is awake. The early bird catches the worm.

I spend the weekend recovering from the holiday. I want to be sharp on Monday. I am investing in this woman. I know that when I am myself, it is enough. I have flirted with enough women in my life. I have completed both the beginners and advanced courses — not correspondence courses, but genuine hands-on study with ladies.

On Monday afternoon I wonder how to dress warmly yet stylishly. Outside the weather is brutally cold, the kind only a Finnish February can produce. Warm Cape Verde crosses my mind, although I would not recommend it to anyone.

Snow falls horizontally and an icy wind blows through my yard, even harsher by the seashore. I will have to walk several kilometers along the coast before reaching the meeting place. I do not take the car because I plan to drink sparkling wine, and Emilia can have whatever she wants.

The café is nearly six kilometers away. I intend to walk the entire distance because it wakes me up and puts color into my cheeks. I put on my outerwear and step into the storm. Immediately I change my mind and jump onto a bus heading toward the café. I ride for half the journey. I have to wear a wool cap because I do not want to freeze, but the damn hat ruins my hair.

Charm depends on small details; I curse to myself.

I get off at a suitable stop near the waterfront. Since I am early, I stop at a small seaside bar for reinforcement. I order a shot of Finnish brandy and throw it back in one gulp. I feel just the right amount of nervousness. That is when I am at my best — listening carefully, talking actively, fully present.

I head to the date in a good mood, openly curious and genuinely interested in seeing what kind of lady will arrive. At least she is exactly my type.

From the beach café I walk toward the meeting place in a hellish headwind. I wrap a thick scarf around my face for protection. Despite the freezing cold, it feels wonderful to finally meet the smiling lady who has brought a flutter back into my heart.

I arrive at the restaurant before six. I try to find a quiet table. One is available near the front door, where a draft sneaks in, but that does not bother me because I came prepared. I fetch a glass of sparkling wine, drink it quickly, and wait. Coat still on.

A drafty date location demands effort from both of us — the willingness to talk and to invest in the meeting. Then you appear at the door exactly at six o’clock. We notice each other immediately. The pictures match reality perfectly. You are unmistakably her — date-night Emilia.

You walk toward me while unzipping your fashionable ankle-length down coat. Underneath, you are wearing a beautiful fitted dark wool dress, thick wool tights, and a cute pom-pom beanie, which you remove without disturbing your jet-black hair. Your way of walking is brisk, slightly masculine, relaxed, yet smoothly swaying.

What a combination. You are radiant. You are even more attractive and elegant than in your photographs. Your face is more beautiful in person, and you have a sweet, angelic smile with dimples I fall into immediately. You are dressed perfectly for the occasion and the weather, even though you arrived by car.

We embrace properly. Your gaze sweeps across the café tables, and together we conclude that no quieter table is available except this drafty spot near the entrance.

“We’ll do just fine here,” you say.

Your presence feels like a glowing heater, I realize instantly. We introduce ourselves while standing.

“Jari.”

“Emilia, but you can call me Mila. Everyone does.”

“Okay,” I smile and sit down opposite you.

“Why don’t we sit on the same side of the table, here on the sofa by the wall?” you suggest.

“Well now, that suits just fine,” I answer in the dialect of my childhood.

I can hear that the dialect you learned as a child has long since washed away after thirty-five years in Espoo. From the very first moment, sitting beside you feels intoxicating.

“Mila, may I get you some sparkling wine?”

I am no longer nervous. The tension vanished in your company. You are direct and uncomplicated. You sell yourself to the person before you in a matter of seconds. You inspire trust and know how to maintain a connection in conversation.

A perfectly elegant presence. I fetch glasses of Prosecco from the counter. We clink them together and take a sip.

“It’s wonderful that we managed to arrange this meeting so quickly after my trip. Really lovely to see you. I had planned to walk here from my home in North Tapiola, but I spent most of the journey on the bus. Brutal weather. We were both born in North Karelia, though you moved to Jyväskylä when you were very young,” I say, trying to get the conversation flowing.

“I grew up in Jyväskylä. My parents moved there when I was in my early teens. I have a younger brother. He divorced his first wife and married a slightly older woman. A genuine cougar swept my little brother away,” Emilia smiles.

“They’re doing well. Two children together. I live near the sea, in Westend. After separating from my spouse, I had to buy my own apartment while he remained in the house we built together in Seal Bay. I joined the dating app a while ago. This is a new, exciting, and slightly addictive world,” Emilia says with a small laugh.

“Have you met anyone suitable?” I ask curiously.

“I’ve gone on walks, had coffee dates, and met a few men. Some of them became clingy because I made the mistake of giving them my phone number after a walk. After that came endless suggestive messages until I grew tired of them. I blocked them but sometimes calls still come through without caller identification. If I answer, there’s only silence. Sick behavior. I haven’t met the right one.”

I feel lucky, because I assume there is no shortage of men offering walks and coffee dates. I do not ask further. We all have our histories. Emilia is a jewel. I want her.

I understand that this woman knows exactly what she wants and is selective. Her self-esteem is firmly in place. A wealthy background certainly helps. Even now, life is treating her well. More than well.

Mila takes a sip of water.

“I work as a special education teacher in a primary school. I love my work and still do it one to three days a week. Financially, I could have left working life behind already, but I still want to work with children struggling with learning difficulties. It’s rewarding to see smiling, grateful children when they make progress in learning. Otherwise, I enjoy walking, gym training, and painting whenever inspiration strikes. I also read a lot, and Netflix series completely hook me,” Emilia confesses.

Your presence melts the thousand-degree ice that has been frozen inside me. You shatter the emotional locks inside my head into splinters. You radiate determined yet natural physical warmth. While speaking, you look directly into my eyes even though we are sitting side by side. You do not stare — quite the opposite. Your beautiful laughing blue eyes leave me pleasantly disarmed. You are extraordinarily attractive.

I feel like an awkward lower-grade schoolboy forced to sit beside the prettiest girl in class, the one he secretly has a crush on. I have not felt like this in a very long time, perhaps ever. You captured me completely with your heartfelt charm. I sense that you are interested in me — as a person, at least as a man — I ponder silently.

The best date ever?

Life pats me on the shoulder. Fate arranged a woman like this for me. It feels as though this woman is genuinely interested in the man sitting beside her, and I most certainly am interested in her. Love at first sight. Nature’s finest antidepressant. She touches me deeply and gently with her words and her gaze.

I realize that beneath the smiling exterior is an intelligent woman. You understand the depths of human nature. You have studied behavioral sciences. You know how to remain relaxed and entirely yourself anywhere because you reveal almost nothing of your true self to outsiders. I sense that, like an onion, you possess many intellectual layers, and your real inner self lies deep beneath them, shown only to those closest to you. Not on dates — at least not the first one.

You know exactly what you are doing. You have everything under control. Even me. I am completely under your spell, and I love sitting beside you.

I repeat to Mila my own slightly fabricated story about my divorce, the same version I wrote in the dating app profile. I do not dare risk anything. I have filed for divorce, but for several more months I am still a married man hanging by a thin thread connected to my future ex-wife. I lied about my age, claiming to be only about two years older than Emilia, when the difference between us is more than five years. My face has remained youthful, so Emilia cannot read my true age from my appearance. Now my facial features are framed by the warm tan of Cape Verde. Otherwise, I am pale white.

Dating apps are distribution stations for sex and tenderness for educated, well-groomed men living in good neighborhoods. A man gets dates if he invests a little in himself — because women over fifty-five crave sex. I did not think too deeply about the age issue because all my previous encounters had ended anyway. Or the meetings happened so rarely that there was room for others in between.

Multi-dating. Something Emilia probably practices too. She certainly has the tools for it; tools no shapeless wool dress can hide.

The age difference and my marital status lie at the core of whether this dating continues. If we ever get that far and I have to reveal the truth to Emilia, then her sense of humor will truly be tested. I consider myself a half-criminal acting in the best interest of both of us. The age gap is not dramatic, and the divorce process advances day by day.

In truth, I am almost an honest man, I calm myself. I am always serious on dates because I genuinely want a new relationship — even if only for a single evening.

“Would you like another glass of sparkling wine?” I ask, and Emilia nods, dimples appearing in her cheeks.

She is in no hurry to leave anywhere, I think as I walk toward the counter. I buy another bottle of Prosecco, slightly more expensive than the first and extremely dry. Perhaps it will make Emilia wet too, I fantasize privately. After a brief silence Emilia looks at me.

“I like closeness and sex,” Emilia says casually.

I stop and listen carefully. She trusts me — an educated, civilized entrepreneur. I avoid double meanings or even suggestive hints.

Emilia lifts her bubble glass and continues in her smiling voice: “During intercourse I can sometimes have as many as ten orgasms in a row. What do you think about that?”

She raises the sparkling wine to her beautiful lips. I realize we have arrived at the moist, tender core of relationship matters. I freeze on the bench and feel blood surging through my underwear and gathering at the only correct destination. I have never discussed one of the most intimate subjects for a woman this directly before: orgasms and the ability to reach them.

I have met women who could only orgasm with their own hand or with some buzzing device between their legs. Emilia says she can climax up to ten times in a normal sexual encounter, and even that probably is not enough. Who could even count them in the moment? Probably an underestimate, I think to myself. I look at Mila and smile.

“That’s completely fine with me. It’s nice that you speak about it so openly. It’s a sensitive subject. I like that we can be ourselves on a date. Be open and talk about absolutely anything. It doesn’t bother me at all — quite the opposite. It’s wonderful. Really arousing and it makes lovemaking a unique experience.”

It would never even occur to me to ask such a thing on a date.

“So, tell me, dear lady, during intercourse do you have one orgasm, several orgasms, or a whole avalanche of them? Oh, not even a single little shriek? What a shame.”

The angriest women would probably punch me immediately, the shyest would flee, someone might throw wine in my face, and another might call the police. With the rest, the atmosphere would freeze as completely as the weather outside tonight.

Only truly intelligent women can discuss orgasms this matter-of-factly. Or very willing women, the thought flashes through my mind.

Emilia studies me continuously with her blue eyes. She observes how I react to the fastball she has just thrown at me; one I barely manage to catch. I remain as composed as I can, and apparently, I answered Mila’s test question correctly.

I have experienced the multi-orgasm phenomenon once before. That partner had assisted herself with her fingers during intercourse. It had been unbelievably arousing. Later I mentioned it to a woman I knew. She looked at me incredulously. “Oh, come on, Jari. The stories you tell.” There was no point arguing further. She always had one orgasm and was perfectly satisfied with that. Perhaps it is not quantity but quality that matters.

My infatuation with Emilia rises vertically upward. I want to experience those legendary ten orgasms — or even just one real, screaming climax. And honestly, none would even be necessary if I could simply lie beside this enchanting woman and touch her.

“Since I started dating again, I’ve had a few partners,” Emilia continues. “None of them progressed very far. One interesting man turned out to have such a thick penis that it barely fit inside. It hurt far too much. And on top of that, it was so short it wouldn’t really have done much good anyway,” Mila describes awkwardly.

“So, the mating attempt failed completely?” I remark, slightly coolly, because my imagination is running wild.

“It sure did,” Mila says. “I got out of bed, got dressed, and told the man, ‘This really isn’t working, thank you very much, could you please leave?’ And he left.”

My throat suddenly feels dry. I take a large swallow of water and wash it down with Prosecco.

“Finding the right woman — or man, or partner in general — can be difficult,” I say thoughtfully to Mila, “because so many things must work at the same time. Don’t worry, if we ever get that far, my equipment will fit inside you. We might just have to be careful with the length — especially from behind. It could go quite deep.”

The moment the words leave my mouth, I regret them immediately.

“I don’t have erection problems,” I confess, “but sometimes climaxing can take a while — more because of overstimulation than anything else.”

After all, we have already discussed the most intimate things imaginable, though not yet our sexual fantasies.

“I like lovemaking for its own sake,” I continue. “Closeness and touch are wonderful. These days I want pleasure-centered lovemaking. That alone is enough. You don’t always have to climax.”

Mila smiles at me in a way that leaves me unsure how to behave whenever she looks into my eyes. I begin to think I have discovered the real reason she came on this date. She is looking for a sexual partner. Maybe that is why she is sitting beside me.

I decide not to ask whether she is multi-dating, something I occasionally practice. I do not dare. She clearly has a goal: to enjoy sex and reach ten orgasms, minimum. A deeply physical woman.

“I’m a doctor and a company executive,” I say, “and I live alone in a two-room apartment in North Tapiola. I have two adult sons.”

“I have an adult daughter and son,” Emilia says. “My son works in Stockholm as a consultant for an IT company and is married to a Swedish woman named Monica who works in the same field. They’re expecting my first grandchild, something this future grandmother has truly wished for. My daughter Sannamaria lives in Leppävaara with her lovely partner, though no children yet. She works in commercial business operations in the Helsinki region. Both of my children have their lives well in order,” Emilia explains.

We both arrived in southern Finland at roughly the same age. Mila moved to Espoo with her husband. I went through Helsinki to work in Stockholm before eventually ending up studying in Tampere, where I started a family. We talk about childhood dreams, careers, relationships, friends, life in general. Everything except politics and religion.

Mila has had only a few men in her life: youthful loves, a husband, and a handful of dates.

Where might this encounter lead? I wonder.

For the first time in a long while, I genuinely enjoy the company of a woman. A woman who was a stranger just moments ago but already feels almost like a close friend. I look directly into her eyes when I speak to her. Her eyes do not fear men. Quite the opposite. Emilia is pulling me back into the orbit of love and closeness, returning me to the same altitude.

Yet I still feel uncertainty about the future. I suspect she behaves this way with every man she meets. Appearance matters greatly to her. I hope she likes what she sees. I remain astonished by Mila’s relaxed manner and beauty.

I can feel our date nearing its end. We have talked about everything. The subjects begin to run out, though the glances between us do not. I glance at the clock.

“Well now, more than two hours passed quickly.”

Emilia leaves her third glass of sparkling wine almost untouched.

“So where does one wake up tomorrow morning?” I ask Emilia, relaxed by the wine and guided by the openness of our conversation.

I take a calculated risk because I believe this woman will not be offended by the question. I want to become the special-needs student of her love. I need care.

“For tonight, definitely in our own homes,” Mila replies immediately in her smiling voice.

“Fair enough,” I answer.

I feel no disappointment. It would have been too much for one evening if I had ended up kissing Mila as well while helping her into her winter coat.

“I think I’ll walk home,” I say. “The wine fumes will clear out, the Siberian wind builds character, and I enjoy walking — even if the weather feels like hell.”

“Jari, we’re heading partly in the same direction. I want to drive you home because the weather is awful. You’ll freeze yourself,” Emilia says with concern.

“All right,” I give in. “Thank you in advance for the trouble. The weather seems to have grown even stormier during the evening. Walking would probably become torture.”

I stop resisting and climb into the front seat of her red Honda CR-V. Mila searches for the Keijumäki address I gave her using the navigation system.

fasten my seatbelt. I detach myself from the past and begin looking ahead. Tonight restored my faith in myself. I steal glances at Mila whenever I can. Her profile is unbelievably cute — a delicate nose and that naturally charming, girlish
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