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Vesku Teräsvuori ............ The King of Karaoke, Nieminen family stalker
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PROLOGUE
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The crossbow was pointed straight at the girl’s heart. Her eyes were wide in terror, pleading with the Huntsman to spare her life. The man’s expression remained hard for only a moment before he broke down and lowered his weapon. The girl spun to flee, skates speeding to the far edge of the frozen forest as dancing animals filled the glade.

But the girl’s suffering was not over yet. Forest beasts set upon her, and even safe in the dwarfs’ home, she met only brusqueness at first. Then the evil stepmother appeared, disguised as an old woman, and fed Snow White the poison apple.

Who had done the performers’ makeup? It must have been a real professional. Not just anyone could have transformed the lovely Silja Taskinen into a wrinkled hag in the ten minutes she was off the ice, and Noora Nieminen’s Snow White was straight from the animated feature film. Of course it helped that both girls really threw themselves into their roles.

I’ve always liked the way figure skating balances right on the knife edge between good melodrama and utter tastelessness. Grand emotions evoked to the accompaniment of tired musical clichés. Because of the strict rules, original moves are challenging, but even so, every so often someone develops something we’ve never seen before. And occasionally a skater comes along with a real gift for drama. That’s why I watch figure skating.

In the end, of course, Snow White got her prince. I tried to hide my tears because my boss, Jyrki Taskinen, and his wife, Terttu, were sitting next to me and I didn’t want them to see. Even though I could blame my blubbering on being seven months pregnant, adults aren’t supposed to cry watching fairy tales on ice. Jyrki, who was usually fairly restrained, let out a whoop when the evil stepmother, his daughter, Silja, took her bow. I clapped and stomped too, but I made even more noise for Noora Nieminen.

Really, the roles should have been reversed. Silja Taskinen was the beauty; with her wide hips, Noora was more ordinary looking. But looks weren’t why she had landed the part of Snow White in the Espoo Figure-Skating Association’s spring show. Noora Nieminen was an international-level pairs skater, whose short program the previous season had been an homage to Disney’s Snow White. Noora’s partner, Janne Kivi, was practically made to play the prince. Tonight, as it was every time he performed, the Matinkylä Ice Arena was bursting with little girls eager to get his autograph and see him up close. Without a doubt, he was handsome as hell: thick blond hair just long enough for a ponytail, a well-proportioned body just a little too tall for a figure skater, and uncommonly bright-green feline eyes. I was right there with the little girls sighing whenever the television camera zoomed in on Janne’s high cheekbones and wide mouth. Watching beautiful men was one of my favorite hobbies.

Noora and Janne skated out one more time, giving the screaming crowd a final triple Salchow jump and a death spiral. The baby inside me kicked—maybe the noise had woken it up.

Suddenly I heard an intake of breath from Taskinen. A man with a black mustache and blond dyed streaks in his dark hair had appeared at the edge of the ice and tossed Noora a bouquet of crimson roses. She made no attempt to retrieve the flowers, though, and soon the petals were shredded by the skates of the forest creatures, courtiers, and dwarfs as they came out to thank the audience.

“Is that the stalker?” I asked Taskinen. Although the case didn’t belong to our unit, I knew someone had been bothering the Nieminen family for the past couple of years. The man had made repeated threats against Noora’s mother and ultimately was fined for trespassing and disturbing the peace.

“Yes. Vesku Teräsvuori, ‘the King of Karaoke.’” Taskinen shrugged in frustration. The police couldn’t prevent Teräsvuori from coming to a public event or throwing flowers to Noora. Legally, it was just a nice gesture.

Once the tiny skaters who played the dwarfs and forest creatures finally glided away, the rink was traced with dotted trails of crushed rose petals—as if blood had sprayed across the ice.

“Let’s pick up Silja from the dressing room, and you can get a ride home with us,” Terttu said.

When Jyrki came around the department selling tickets to his daughter’s performance, I’d bought two without a moment’s hesitation, but my husband, Antti, wasn’t able to come. I didn’t know I would be sitting rink side with the performers’ families. Everyone else from work watched the performance from the other side of the cramped arena.

“I’m fine taking the bus,” I said, but it was no use. Of course getting to peek into the dressing rooms was fun. Maybe I should have joined the crowd of girls waiting for Janne Kivi’s autograph. But first I had to find the women’s restroom. After arranging to meet the Taskinens outside the dressing room doors, I slipped down one of the bare concrete hallways.

There was only one women’s restroom compared to three men’s rooms, and of course it was crammed with a dozen little girls, so I decided to use the bathroom with Staff Only stenciled on the door. I was seven months pregnant and a police officer after all.

I was fighting with the complicated fasteners of my maternity pants when I heard the door violently flung open. Based on the footsteps, there were two people.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” said a furious voice, its gender difficult to determine because it was so raspy. Based on the noises, the speaker was attacking the other person. The sounds of struggle, a bang of a leg against the sink, and the crash of the trash can tipping over drowned out the response. As soon as I could get my pants back up, I would have to intervene.

“Get out of my sight! I never want to see you again!”

Following these words came the sound of the door opening, as if the one with the raspy voice had shoved the other one out into the hall. By the time I finally succeeded in getting the clasp on my pants fastened, the restroom was empty. The pile of trash on the floor and the crooked mirror on the wall proved I hadn’t just been hearing things.

I decided to forget the whole incident and set off weaving through the crowd to the performers’ dressing rooms. Inside was total chaos, with dozens of little skaters looking for their parents and wiping off their fox whiskers, squirrel noses, and rabbit teeth. The twelve-year-old girl who played Sneezy the Dwarf was trying to wash her red-painted nose, and the prince’s men-at-arms were fighting with their toy swords. A woman with heavy makeup dressed in an ankle-length fur coat tried without success to get the children to listen to her.

“Quiet, everyone!” a deep female voice suddenly bellowed with so much authority the speaker didn’t really even need to raise it. In an instant the entire raucous mob fell silent and the trainer, Elena Grigorieva, thanked her skaters for a successful performance and a good season.

I listened too, but more to Grigorieva’s voice than her words. Was this the same voice I had just heard issuing threats in the restroom? Just then Taskinen tugged me by the sleeve.

“This is still going to take a little while. Rami and Elena ordered juice and cookies to celebrate the end of the season.”

“At least we could have champagne,” another male voice said behind me. Turning my head, I met Janne Kivi’s green, bored-looking eyes.

“You drank quite enough champagne in Edmonton,” Silja Taskinen, who was standing next to him, said with a laugh.

“But it’s been two months since then!” Janne said.

Finland’s young figure-skating team had done quite well in competition in Edmonton, Canada. After Mila Kajas fell ill, the Figure-Skating Federation sent Silja Taskinen in her place, and she had surprised everyone by placing twelfth overall. Our men’s and ice-dancing showings had been weaker, but Noora Nieminen and Janne Kivi’s ninth-place result in the pairs had been a real sensation. Finland hadn’t been able to field an internationally competitive pair in decades. The Eurosport announcers had even gone so far as to float the possibility of a world championship for Noora and Janne within the next few years.

“Let’s go, Dad,” Silja said to Taskinen. “We don’t have any reason to celebrate. Our next season has already started.”

After the World Championships, Silja, Janne, and Noora had given themselves a couple of weeks of vacation before beginning rehearsals for the ice show. When Silja and Noora’s high school semester ended, the team and their coaches, Elena Grigorieva and Rami Luoto, would travel to Canada for two months of training camp.

“Janne, you probably haven’t met Maria yet,” Terttu Taskinen said kindly. “Maria Kallio is one of Jyrki’s best friends from work.”

“Hi,” Janne said politely, although he clearly wasn’t the slightest bit interested in who I was. Suddenly I felt someone pushing between Janne and me, and then I saw Noora Nieminen.

I’m barely five foot three, but Noora was at least two inches shorter than me, and at sixteen years old, she was a funny mixture of little girl and mature woman. Her gray eyes were those of an adult, as if she had already seen too much for her age.

“Hi, Noora. Good job out there tonight. I hope Teräsvuori’s flowers didn’t bother you,” Taskinen said protectively.

“I wish that jerk would leave us alone already!” Noora said with a dramatic sigh. “He should know I would never touch anything from him! Mom probably went hysterical when she saw him. Speaking of, have you seen my parents?”

Noora tried to see over the crowd.

“Your dad is over there by the front door,” Janne said from his vantage point of six feet one inches. On the ice Noora and Janne looked like a well-proportioned pair, but off the ice their difference in height and age was stark, although Janne was only twenty-one.

“Well, I’m leaving,” Janne announced and started pushing his way toward the door.

“See you tomorrow, Silja,” Noora whispered and set off in the other direction, toward the front door where a balding, red-faced man, obviously her father, was waving. Not bothering to offer to carry Noora’s enormous bag, he barged out the door as if he were angry. The door almost crushed Noora.

That was the only time I ever met Noora Nieminen alive.
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Kati Järvenperä parked her ancient, dark-blue Mercedes on the mostly deserted upper level of the Matinkylä Shopping Center parking garage. There had been space lower down, but Kati wasn’t in the mood to squeeze the boat of a car into one of the free spots. It was twenty minutes to eight, leaving her just barely enough time to buy her groceries before the supermarket closed. She had spent more than two hours with Olli at the ear doctor. She would have to take the boys with her into the store, and of course Jussi would start whining for her to buy them treats, using the excuse that Olli was sick.

Kati opened the trunk and took out Olli’s umbrella stroller and a crate of empty bottles for recycling. Once the boys were asleep, she definitely deserved a couple of cold ciders. She didn’t bother locking the trunk. It was unlocked most of the time, and nothing had ever disappeared. The car was beat up enough that no one would think they’d find anything worth stealing. Kati sat twenty-one-month-old Olli in the stroller, ordered four-year-old Jussi to hold the other side of the crate, sighed, and dragged herself off to shop.

They managed to get out of the store one minute before eight. Jussi had succeeded in pestering her into buying them chocolate pudding cups and a big bag of xylitol gum. Kati didn’t have the energy to argue. Work at the Helsinki Summer University had been hell that day, and then, when the day care called to say Olli was complaining about his ear again, the catastrophe was complete. Her husband had lectures from six to eight, so Kati had had to take both boys to wait in line at the health center.

Kati planted Olli in his car seat in back and Jussi on his booster, then fastened both boys’ seat belts. She folded the stroller and opened the trunk.

For a moment all she could do was stare. The eyes of the girl crammed in the trunk did not look back; a stream of blood veiled them. Kati felt her legs buckling under her and the world going dark. Not until Jussi yelled, “Come on, Mom!” did she snap out of it.

Gingerly, she checked the girl’s wrist for a pulse. That was what her first-aid course had taught. The hand was still warm, and she easily found the vein, but she felt no pulse.

Kato closed and locked the trunk.

Opening Olli’s door, she told the boys, “Climb back out. The car is broken. We have to call the police.”

“No, we need a mechanic,” Jussi said in protest. “Police officers don’t fix cars.”

“I’m sure the police know a good mechanic,” Kati said. It was strange how steady her voice sounded. The boys didn’t notice anything. Where was her phone? And how the hell was she going to explain the girl’s body in her trunk to the police?


I couldn’t remember such a cold May. As I turned my bike down into the tunnel under the Turku Highway, a chill wind assailed me. The morning temperature was barely fifty degrees, and the finches trying to sing just seemed pathetic. Two weeks until June and the weather felt like October. Heavy rain had fallen all night, and clouds the color of yesterday’s bruise were rising in the eastern sky.

My breasts felt cold, and my nose was running by the time I finally coasted into the Espoo Police Department parking lot. Being seven months pregnant made running difficult, so I was trying to keep myself in some sort of shape by biking and lifting weights. Otherwise everything was going well, and sometimes I barely remembered I was expecting. Maybe that was some kind of protective mechanism. The pregnancy hadn’t been planned; my IUD had failed.

I worked as a detective for the Espoo Police in the Violent Crime and Repeat Offender Unit. Generally I liked my job, but I couldn’t deny occasionally relishing the thought of my upcoming maternity leave. A good break from all the murders and beatings was long overdue. Besides a few months of unemployment, I had been working like a madwoman ever since graduating from high school thirteen years earlier.

“Taskinen wants to see you right now!” our secretary yelled as soon as I stepped into the hall where our unit was housed. I stopped by my office to take off my jacket and switch out of my running shoes.

Detective Lieutenant Jyrki Taskinen sat behind his desk speaking urgently on the phone. When he saw me, he cut short the call. I could tell my boss had barely slept the night before: his usually pale, narrow face was gray as stone, he had bags under his eyes, and his face was covered in blond stubble. Taskinen waved for me to sit. He seemed to have a hard time finding words.

“Morning, Jyrki. What’s new?”

“Well, we had a murder last night, and I want you to investigate. You can have Pihko and Koivu to help, and whoever else you need. I don’t want to give this to Ström because . . .” Taskinen spread his hands. Sergeant Pertti Ström was famous for his lack of tact and his coarse language.

“What kind of case is it?” I asked, hesitating slightly. My maternity leave was supposed to start in barely a month, so I was approaching each new case knowing that someone else would probably have to solve it in the end.

“You remember that ice skating show a couple of weeks ago . . . ?” Taskinen had to force each word out of his mouth. “Noora Nieminen was found beaten and dead in the trunk of a car yesterday.”

“Oh my God! Whose car was she found in?”

Taskinen glanced at his papers.

“A woman named Kati Järvenperä. She’s an instructional designer for the Helsinki Summer University and lives out by the bird refuge in Tiistilä. She says she left the trunk unlocked at about 7:40 p.m. while she was in the supermarket with her kids. When she got back, at one minute to eight according to her report, she found Noora’s body in the trunk.”

I tried to banish the image of Noora’s frightened, pleading eyes—Snow White’s eyes—as she begged the Huntsman to spare her life. Noora’s look of concentration before a jump, her exuberant smile after the program ended . . .

Heartburn rose in my throat, as it had started to do lately, and my pulse sped up. I forced myself to continue asking questions, the answers to which I didn’t want to hear.

“What had been done to her?”

“Beaten in the head and upper body with an object, still unidentified. But the ultimate cause of death was a blow that crushed the back of her skull. They found dirt, moss, and some chips of rock in her skull, so she may have fallen and hit her head on a sharp rock. The body was wet because it was raining yesterday. She was probably killed outside, on her way home from the ice rink. She left around seven, apparently intending to walk home. It’s right across from the marina, less than a mile and a half away.”

Taskinen’s voice trembled. I had only seen him cry once before, when an officer in our unit was killed by a shotgun blast from a man who had taken him hostage.

“What’s happened so far? Has the family been notified?”

Taskinen related that the patrol who initially responded to the call didn’t recognize Noora. Her face was scratched and stained with blood, and she didn’t have a purse or wallet with her. The doctor at the hospital who declared her dead was an avid figure-skating fan and realized who she was. By then Lähde from our department had arrived and had the sense to call Taskinen to verify the identification. Then Taskinen had to go tell Noora’s parents, who had already started to wonder where their eldest was.

“You’ve probably been up all night. Does Silja know?”

“I stopped by home an hour ago to tell her. She completely went to pieces. Terttu had a meeting she had to get to, so she couldn’t stay to calm her down either. She was at practice at the ice rink yesterday too, but she left earlier and was home by six thirty. Our neighbor, Mirjam, was just stopping by our place and saw Silja. Janne and Noora stayed behind with Rami and Elena to practice a new jump combination.”

There was relief in addition to the pain in Taskinen’s voice. Although Silja would hardly be at the top of the list of suspects for Noora’s murder, the investigation’s chain of command would be much simpler if the lieutenant’s daughter had a solid alibi for the time of the incident. But we would have to interview her. Taskinen’s position was tricky because a family member had been a friend of the victim.

I stood up and walked over to the map of Espoo hanging on the wall behind Taskinen’s desk. South of the ice arena in Matinkylä was a park that extended all way to Noora’s neighborhood. On a clear night the half-mile walk would have been pleasant, but why would Noora want to slog her way home in the pouring rain?

“Has the area between the ice rink and her house been searched already?”

“Forensics headed that way at six this morning, and Koivu and a couple of others are interviewing all the regular users of the parking garage. They’ll put up notices on the bulletin boards in the shopping center, and if that doesn’t help, we can use the radio and newspapers. We’re already having a look at the garage surveillance tape, but the camera only covers the entrance and exit. Of course we can check every car that went in or out between seven thirty and eight if we have to. That’s just a hell of a lot of work.”

Taskinen already had the investigation off to a good start. And it didn’t take much thought to realize the only reason he hadn’t called me to come in during the night was because I was so pregnant. It was both touching and annoying. Once my pregnancy became common knowledge, I constantly had to assure relatives and colleagues that I could continue working at my previous pace. Mostly I sat behind a desk anyway, interviewing people and doing paperwork. During my entire career as a police officer, I’d only ended up in a few tight spots.

“Maybe it’s best to leave Noora’s parents alone for the morning. I’ll probably start with the three who were at the rink when Noora left,” I said.

“Actually, there were other people there besides Janne and the coaches, at least when Silja left. Elena Grigorieva’s husband, Tomi Liikanen, was still there, and Ulrika Weissenberg from the Espoo Figure-Skating Association was there too. And we can’t rule out Vesku Teräsvuori either. Noora’s parents are already blaming him.”

“I’ll probably need to ask for the file on the stalking case, then. Teräsvuori is definitely suspect number one. But one thing at a time.”

“Ström suggested it could also be the same guy that’s been molesting little girls around that neighborhood for the last couple of months.”

“Those girls were all younger than Noora, though, more like ten years old. Ström is handling that case, isn’t he?” It was more a statement than a question. Maybe Ström could finagle Noora’s murder investigation for himself if he could convince everyone the perpetrator was the same prowler he’d been hunting. The professional competition between Ström and me was already bad enough, and I didn’t want to get into some sort of pissing contest about what case was whose.

“Ström’s case has been stalled for a while now. And I don’t think the connection is very credible, but of course we have to consider the possibility.” Taskinen’s voice was half an octave lower than normal from the exhaustion. He yawned.

“Of course. Jyrki, shouldn’t you go get some sleep? Silja needs you at home.”

“No good. I have that interview with the county police commission today.”

Now that the chief of police was retiring, a major hole was opening up in the career ladder. Taskinen was one of the strongest candidates to head up the Criminal Division, but unfortunately he wasn’t a card-carrying member of any political party. Some of the police commissioners seemed to think that was more important than his impeccable service record. If Taskinen was chosen, our unit would be in an interesting position because two people with basically identical credentials would be competing for the job: Ström and me. We both had law degrees, and while I had better grades, Ström had wider experience as a cop. The biggest obstacle to my selection would be that I would have to start my new job while on maternity leave.

I didn’t know whether I should wish Taskinen good luck with his interview or not. He would definitely be a good captain, but I couldn’t stand to have Ström as a boss.

“Is the interview report from the woman who found the body ready yet?” I asked, my hand on the doorknob.

“No. She hasn’t even been questioned properly. When the first patrol arrived on scene, Järvenperä was completely calm, told them what had happened, organized her groceries, and started calling a taxi. The patrol offered to take her and the kids home. When they finally got her there and she passed off the children to her husband, the shock hit. They ended up having to call an ambulance.”

I nodded. I had found a body once too. Even though I’d seen several bodies in the course of my work, the experience was still awful. And apparently Noora had been badly beaten. I would need to head over to the Institute of Forensic Medicine to have a look. But by then the blood would have been washed away, her limbs placed in a resting position, and the fear of death gone from her eyes.

The realization started to set in that someone had killed Noora Nieminen, one of our country’s most promising young athletes. I would have preferred not to think about the implications, to simply be able to operate on routine. Although that rarely worked for me in a murder investigation, no matter who the victim was. The irreversibility of death always affected the investigation whether I wanted it to or not.

“Maybe I’ll start with Elena Grigorieva,” I said to Taskinen, and got to work.

I knocked on the door to Koivu and Pihko’s office, which I had dubbed the Little Boys’ Room. Fortunately Pihko was around and available to go with me to conduct interviews. We would take official statements later. I glanced at my canvas shoes, which looked far too thin for the chilly weather, but I didn’t want to wear running shoes to visit people in mourning.

Elena Grigorieva lived in a high-rise apartment building. It would have made sense to call ahead to make sure she was home, but I didn’t know whether she had heard about Noora’s death yet or not. That wasn’t news I wanted to break over the phone.

I let Pihko drive while I tried to assemble the puzzle that was Elena Grigorieva. She had to be about forty; more than two decades had passed since her own days as a figure skater. Grigorieva and her husband Anton had belonged to the Soviet skating team around the same time as Irina Rodnina and Alexander Zaitsev. The Grigorievs had been very good technically, but their performances had lacked the personal sparkle of their more successful teammates. Still, they had won medals in the European and World Championships. Anton Grigoriev had died in some sort of accident about eight years ago. The couple had a daughter, Irina, who was about eleven now, and from everything I had heard, she had huge promise as a figure skater.

I didn’t know where Elena had met her second husband, a fitness center entrepreneur named Tomi Liikanen. They had married a few years earlier, and Elena and her daughter had moved to Finland. The Espoo Figure-Skating Association had hired her as a coach, and the results were already starting to show. Silja Taskinen would probably be able to tell me a lot about Grigorieva. My own impression was of a purposeful and intense, perhaps even slightly intimidating, skater who rarely smiled. She had retained her old name and its Anglicized spelling even after moving to Finland.

I had met Tomi Liikanen a few times. Even though the police station had its own gym, and we had permission to use it once a week during work hours, I preferred to train somewhere I wasn’t surrounded by coworkers. Working out gave me a break from thinking about my job. Sometimes I trained at the public gyms in Tapiola or Kamppi and sometimes at Tommy’s Gym. You could get in any time you wanted with a key card, and at times I was only the person there. Tomi was a bit of a meathead and took pleasure in showing off his muscles to the women who visited the gym.

“Here we are.” Pihko parked the car next to a soccer field. Some junior high–aged boys were playing a leisurely game while their teacher tried to enforce some semblance of the rules. I remembered my own time playing when I was in school and how it felt to be the only girl in a group of boys. I had done alright, but it felt good to think that if the child growing inside me was a girl and wanted to play soccer, we had girls’ teams now. Soccer was still mostly considered a guy thing, while figure skating and gymnastics were probably the only sports where the athletes and audience were mostly female.

We took the elevator to the eighth floor. Pihko kept as far away as he could from my belly, which stuck out noticeably. I had managed to conceal my pregnancy around the station until early April, although Ström had guessed all the way back in January. I was shocked he kept his mouth shut despite constantly ribbing me about it when we were alone. I’d told Taskinen in April, if only so he could start finding someone to fill in for me while I was gone. By that point I was round enough that hiding it wouldn’t have been possible much longer anyway.

The door that said “Grigorieva and Liikanen” looked thrashed, almost as if someone had tried to break in. Pihko rang the doorbell, and it opened instantly, as if Elena Grigorieva had been waiting for us on the other side.

“Hello. I’m Sergeant Kallio and this is Officer Pihko from the Espoo Police. Are you Elena Grigorieva?”

Grigorieva’s expression turned from confused to furious, a dangerous flame flaring in her dark-brown eyes.

“Are you really coming to check my visa again? How many times do I have to show you that everything is in order? I can’t believe that even in this country people aren’t allowed to live and work in peace!” Grigorieva tried to close the door, but I pushed my body in the way.

“We aren’t here about your visa. We should probably come inside. This is about Noora Nieminen.”

“Noora? What about her? That lunatic hasn’t done something to her, has he?” Grigorieva’s rage turned to fear, and quickly she motioned us into her cramped living room, which was filled with small tables with lace doilies and knickknacks.

“So you haven’t heard yet. I’m sorry, but Noora is dead.”

Pihko and I both jumped at Grigorieva’s shriek.

“Nyet! Nyet! It can’t be true! I was going to make Noora my world champion!”

I barely managed to dodge the crystal vase that flew past my head and exploded into a hail of shards against the balcony door. Pihko grabbed Grigorieva and shoved her down onto the couch. Shaking the worst of the pieces of glass out of my hair, I picked through the dangerous mess on the floor over to her side. Grigorieva had burst into tears. Looking unhappy, Pihko brought a paper towel and a glass of water from the kitchen, but she waved them away. After a few minutes of wailing, she put her head between her hands and took a few deep breaths. Then she held her breath, let it out, raised her head, and dried her tears.

“You probably came to question me, not to watch me cry. Go ahead. Ask you questions.”

I thought it was strange that Grigorieva didn’t ask how Noora had died. Still it was premature to suspect that meant anything. Despite the calm of her voice, she was anything but OK. I knew we had to take the opportunity while we had it; Grigorieva could lose it again at any moment.

“You were at a training session last night at the Matinkylä Arena with Noora. What time did practice end and when did Noora leave?”

“Well . . . we stopped at about seven. Noora probably took a shower and changed her clothes. We were at the doors around ten after.”

“‘We’ who?”

“Noora, Janne Kivi, my husband, Tomi, and I. Rami Luoto, the other coach, must have left earlier. Wait—you’re from the Espoo Police? Do you know Lieutenant Jyrki Taskinen?”

“He’s our immediate superior,” Pihko replied.

“Why didn’t he come to tell me about Noora?” The rage glinted in her small brown eyes again.

“I’m sure you’ll talk to him too. We’re just conducting a preliminary interview,” I said to calm her down.

“Interview? What do you need to interview anyone for? Don’t you know who ran her down?”

Now it was my turn to be surprised.

“Um . . . she didn’t die in a traffic accident. Why did you think that?”

Grigorieva shook her head and stared vacantly past me. She was clearly battling to keep control of herself. Fortunately there weren’t any vases on the coffee table, just an empty wooden fruit bowl.

“I’m sorry. I’m confusing things. Anton, my first husband, was run down by a car. But not Noora. How did she die, then?”

“The precise cause of death is still unknown,” I replied evasively. Was there really any sense in interviewing Grigorieva right now? She was obviously extremely upset. I decided to continue the conversation anyway. “Was there anything strange last night, or was your practice normal? What state of mind was Noora in?”

“Normal!” Grigorieva exclaimed. “The situation was anything but normal. That damn Weissenberg. Stupid bitch . . . excuse me.” Grigorieva took a deep breath as if she were counting to ten to regain her composure. “Ulrika Weissenberg and Noora were fighting about sponsorship money again. I don’t know exactly what it was about. Rami must have been talking to Janne and Noora about it with Ulrika. But Noora wasn’t satisfied with the contract.”

“Did Noora make her own contracts? Wasn’t she only sixteen?”

“Noora isn’t a normal sixteen-year-old. She is very talented but also horribly stubborn. I mean she was . . . She even participated in her own choreography. And you should have heard the way she would yell at Janne if he made a mistake.” Grigorieva buried her face in her hands, but the weeping this time was calmer, almost healing. Pihko shot me a questioning glance, and I shrugged. Let her cry. Maybe she would be able to talk again soon.

For something to do, I stood up and started making a pile of the biggest chunks of crystal. I was lucky she’d missed my head. And it was good I had someone calm and discreet like Pihko with me. Ström would have demanded we arrest Grigorieva for assaulting an officer. Now where did Grigorieva keep her broom and dustpan? Actually a vacuum would be best for getting the tiny pieces of glass out of the rug.

Grigorieva lifted her head when she realized what I was doing, irritation in her tear-blurred eyes.

“For God’s sake, don’t start cleaning! Don’t the police usually make messes, not clean them up? At least that was how it worked at home in Moscow. Do you still have anything left to ask?”

“If you feel up to talking, then tell us a little about yesterday’s practice. So Janne, Noora, and Silja were all on the ice?” I said.

“Exactly. How much do you know about figure skating?”

“I watch it pretty regularly. I was with Lieutenant Taskinen at your spring show.”

“Ah. Well, so you may know that our competitive season ended at the World Championships in late March. That means now is our basic conditioning season. We only practice on the ice once a day two or three days a week, and that’s almost all new movements. For Silja, that means difficult combination jumps and polishing her triple Lutz. Noora and Janne are learning the triple Salchow, two lifts, and a new kind of death spiral.”

Grigorieva winced. To herself she said, “That was the very last thing they practiced before their cooldown: the death spiral. Noora’s position kept getting better and better. The back of her head was so close to the ice . . .”

“Did Mrs. Weissenberg interrupt your practice?”

“Yes. That woman is always marching around giving orders as if her business is more important than anything else. And of course she takes credit for any success we have. Noora and Janne were just stretching, and Silja was trying out a triple Lutz, triple toe loop combination. No woman can land a combination harder than that,” Grigorieva said proudly.

“And Weissenberg interrupted,” Pihko said. He clearly wasn’t interested in listening to a lecture on figure-skating techniques.

“A horrible noise came from the dressing room. Noora was screaming at the top of her lungs at Ulrika. I was concentrating on Silja’s performance, so I couldn’t tell what Noora was saying.”

“And you didn’t learn what the fight was about later, other than that it had something to do with a sponsorship?”

“Right. Noora didn’t like Ulrika. And that woman doesn’t like anyone who doesn’t obey her without question.”

“But Weissenberg left the arena before Noora?”

“Yes, she was only there for a few minutes. Silja left around six, and we stayed to practice the death spiral. I had the impression that Janne was going to drive Noora home. Noora had a lot of things with her, since she was trying out new skates.”

“So you remember Noora having her bag with her when she left the skating rink?”

Grigorieva nodded. Unfortunately she hadn’t seen whether Noora got in Janne’s car or walked home. Her husband had been waiting in their own car, urging her to hurry. It looked as though the only person who would be able to tell us where Noora had gone was Janne Kivi himself.

“What happened to Noora?”

Grigorieva’s question surprised me, and I didn’t have time to answer before she continued.

“Was Noora raped?”

Taskinen hadn’t mentioned anything about that, not even when he told me about Ström’s child-molester theory. So I said no, simply stating briefly that Noora had been beaten to death and there was no way it was an accident.

“When did Noora die? Right after practice?” Grigorieva asked.

“She never went home. The body was found around eight o’clock.”

A strange expression appeared on Grigorieva’s face that I couldn’t interpret. It was a mixture of anger, fear, and something else.

“Then she wasn’t at ballet practice this morning! Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

Grigorieva’s voice began to rise again, so I asked quickly whether she came straight home from the arena. The answer was slow in coming.

“Yes, we came home. On the way we stopped at the corner store, and then I started making food. Fish solyanka.”

There were still a lot of things I wanted to ask Elena Grigorieva. But first I wanted to meet with everyone else who had been at the ice rink last night. As we left, I hinted to Grigorieva that it wasn’t a good idea for her to be alone, but she just started listing off all the work she had to do.

“At four we have a juniors group practice I still have to plan. I know from experience that work can help even the worst agony.”

“Yep, arbeit macht frei,” Pihko muttered as we crammed into the elevator. Within a couple of weeks he would be leaving the department, initially on summer vacation, which he intended to spend studying for his law entrance exams. Pihko was an ambitious guy who wanted to make at least detective sergeant. He didn’t blow his own trumpet much, but he was sharp. If he passed the exams, which I had no doubt he would, he would only be around the department as a summer stand-in for the next few years.

“I’ll see if Rami Luoto is home,” I said. “He’s been Noora and Janne’s trainer for years. I’m sure the Nieminens have told him already.”

I couldn’t reach Luoto, just his answering machine. A pleasant, youthful voice asked me to leave a message, but I didn’t.

“Janne Kivi or Ulrika Weissenberg?” Pihko asked when we reached the intersection with the main road. But before I could answer, the phone rang to tell me that Noora’s equipment bag had been found in the forest near her home. And the weapon Noora had been beaten with was apparent now. In the bag they had found a pair of figure skates covered in blood.
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The damp, forested strip of land between Noora’s neighborhood and the hilly park that extended to the sports complex was swarming with police. Even Koivu was there. Apparently he had finished his rounds of the shopping center and parking garage.

“You’ll probably want to see this before they send it to the lab,” Karttunen from Forensics said. When I nodded, he continued. “The bag was shoved back there behind that rock so it wouldn’t be easy to find unless you knew what to look for. The skates were on top. Look.”

Karttunen opened the bag, which reeked of sweaty sports equipment. But under that I could make out the faintly metallic, nauseating smell of dried blood coming from the skates, which were covered in rust-colored gunk. Elena Grigorieva had said that Noora was trying out new skates. An image flashed through my mind of Noora’s expression as she played Snow White begging the Huntsman not to kill her. Had she looked at her killer the same way?

“Until the lab runs their tests, we can’t be sure Noora was beaten with these, but it seems likely,” I said more to myself than to Pihko or Koivu, who had walked up behind me. “Send it all off ASAP. We can have a look at the rest of the contents of the bag once the skates have been analyzed. Was there anything else left around, like signs of a struggle or maybe a rock with blood on it?”

“No. But it rained hard last night. The Man Upstairs did a pretty good job of cleaning up, but we’ll keep looking,” Karttunen said with a sigh.

“That’s one hell of a murder weapon,” said a voice behind me. Turning, I found myself staring straight into Pertti Ström’s acne-scarred face. His nose, which had been broken multiple times, shone a violet red like an overcooked beet.

“What are you doing here, Ström? This isn’t your case.”

“I just happened to be going past on the West Highway when I heard Dispatch calling you. I thought I’d come have a look, just for curiosity’s sake. So, ice skates . . . pretty goddamn sharp. I remember once as a kid I got a blade in the cheek playing hockey. I still have the scar right here. And don’t figure skates have those spikes on them too? You could definitely off somebody with those.”

“Shut up, you idiot. I can imagine how this nice girl was murdered just fine without your help, thank you very much!”

Things between Ström and I had become nearly impossible since it came out we were both aiming for Taskinen’s job if it opened up. Ström was resentful that my being a woman might put me in a better position now that affirmative action was finally becoming a priority for the police force. If I did succeed Taskinen, I had no doubt Ström would complain I had only won the job because of my sex.

“Shit. We had crazy skinheads in Joensuu, but here in Espoo it’s the police too,” muttered Koivu, who had only joined our department a couple of months ago. I had worked with Pekka Koivu a few years before when I was filling a summer vacancy in the Helsinki PD. Then Koivu had moved up north to join the Joensuu force. A couple of summers ago, I had ended up nearby, acting as sheriff for the summer in my hometown of Arpikylä. While I was there we had solved the murder of a local artist together. After moving to Espoo I’d missed Koivu, and I was happy to be working with him again. He was more like the brother I never had than just a friend from work. I loved my two sisters, but I never related to them.

“Did you find anything out at the shopping center?” I asked Koivu.

Koivu thought our best hope was focusing on contacting people who used the parking garage. Maybe someone would remember another car parked near the Mercedes Noora was found in. Noora’s body had to have been transported to the garage in a car, although the killer had taken a huge risk transferring the body in public. Kati Järvenperä, the woman who found the body, was also a key figure. It was probable that the killer had been in the parking garage when she arrived and seen her leave the trunk of her car unlocked.

“This forest seems like the probable scene of the murder,” I said contemplatively. There were no houses on the north side of the nearest street, and the mushy ground of the pine forest ended in a dense willow thicket. Behind it was a tall hill overgrown with grass and crisscrossed with walking paths. The willows partially obscured the view into the forest, which was shaded by the tall pines. Noora’s home was on the south side of a street that wound along the seashore, just a few blocks away. How would Noora’s parents feel, seeing the police cars parked in the lot next to the forest and the red-and-yellow-and-black-striped tape cordoning off the area where we were combing for signs of their daughter’s murderer? Would they ever be able to walk through this park again without remembering that their daughter was beaten to death here?

I had to stop thinking so much about people’s feelings. I would do them far more good by concentrating on things like how the murderer had got hold of Noora’s ice skates. Top figure skaters like Noora had their boots and blades custom made and took good care of their equipment. No way would Noora have been carrying a brand-new pair of skates bare—they would have been stored in soft cloth bags. The plastic guards used when wearing the skates off the ice caused the blades to rust. So why were the skates out of Noora’s equipment bag at all? Did Noora take them out or did the murderer? And where were the bags they should have been in?

I moved off to the side to call Taskinen. He’d decided to check in on Silja at home before his interview after all.

“Ulrika Weissenberg? I don’t know her very well. We were invited to her place once, but she doesn’t seem to think that a police officer and a day-care administrator are very glitzy people.” Taskinen’s voice contained a surprising edge—clearly he didn’t like the chairwoman of the figure-skating association any more than Elena Grigorieva did. He did give some basic background, though.

Ulrika Weissenberg was the chairwoman of the Espoo Figure-Skating Association and vice chair of the Finnish Figure-Skating Federation. She didn’t hold a steady job, devoting herself instead to the organizations she’d become attached to twenty years before when her own daughter was a figure skater. The daughter had given up the sport relatively quickly, but Ulrika remained involved. As I understood it, the Finnish Figure-Skating Federation was one of the most contentious sporting organizations in the country, and the power-hungry Weissenberg was no peacemaker. She was happy to be in charge, but she often crossed skates with the athletes.

Taskinen mentioned that Weissenberg’s husband was an important division head at Nokia. Ulrika Weissenberg didn’t sound like an easy interviewee, but I really wanted to know what she had been arguing with Noora about the night before.

“Koivu, will you do me a favor and call Ulrika Weissenberg? Pretend you’re from some charity or something. I want to know whether she’s home but not let her know I’m coming.”

“Why me? Why not you or Pihko?”

“Because we’re going over there right now if she’s home.”

Koivu muttered something and went to the car to make the call, but he came back almost immediately, his bearish face in a grin.

“That lady’s hard as nails. She went off like a siren yelling at me. Apparently she already donates to the children’s hospital and Church Aid, so she doesn’t have time for any other panhandlers.”

“Well, what did you ask for a donation for?” Pihko asked.

“A shelter for retired police dogs . . . No, actually I said I was from an AIDS Council. That was the first thing that came to mind, but based on the reception I don’t think it was a very good choice.”

“Thanks, Koivu,” I said. “We’ll see you later today. How about we meet up around two and compare notes? Pihko, come on, let’s go!”

I didn’t want to hang around the earthy-smelling forest looking for signs of murder any longer. The baby was bored of being in one place too and was swimming around inside me restlessly. Although I would have preferred to climb the grassy hill and stare at the clouds while I felt the movements in my belly, trying to calm down and concentrate on the interviews ahead of me, I knew direct action was the best medicine for the angry pain that was blazing inside of me. I wanted to nail the son of a bitch who had beaten this gifted young girl with her own figure skates.

The Weissenbergs lived in an expensive old Swedish residential area filled with single-family homes. The yards were big, and each house was more attractive than the last. The Weissenberg’s house seemed to be one story until you noticed how it rambled cleverly down a sloping hill in back. The front door was hard to find among all the rose bushes. I rang the doorbell, but no one answered. We were just about to leave when we heard scratching and then barking, which was cut off by a snapped command. The door swung open, and I found myself staring at the woman from the performance of Snow White, who had been wearing the fur coat and trying in vain to get the kids to be quiet after their performance.

She was wearing a thick coat of carefully applied makeup and her dark-brown hair was pulled back in a large bun. Gold jewelry framed a tanned, aquiline profile. Her black suit with white trim looked simple but had probably cost a cop’s monthly salary. The heels of her black pumps were at least four inches tall. Ulrika Weissenberg was just the kind of woman who always made me notice the unruliness of my hair and the wrinkles in my shirt. I hadn’t bothered to put on makeup that morning either, since I had biked to work.

“Hello. I’m Sergeant Kallio and this is Officer Pihko from the Espoo Police. May we come in?”

Weissenberg ordered the white poodle yapping at her feet to back off. Her gaze scanned me and then Pihko.

“I imagine you’re here about Noora Nieminen’s death,” she said.

“So you’ve heard?” I asked as I stepped next to Weissenberg in the entryway, even though no invitation had come.

“Noora’s father called me an hour ago. Yes, of course, come in. I’ll try to be of any assistance I can, although I don’t know much about the incident. Let’s go to my office.” Weissenberg turned, and I followed in the jasmine-smelling perfume wake she left.

Weissenberg’s home was just as neatly groomed as its owner. Her office was located at the north end of the house, with a view of a forest growing from exposed bedrock. Separated by only half a mile, the contrast with the bare concrete walls of Elena Grigorieva’s apartment was striking. The furniture was Italian, with delicate lines. Pihko gingerly sat in a tripod chair, as if expecting it to fall over. I sank into a black leather couch.

“Hopefully this won’t take long. I need to visit Noora’s parents, then prepare some sort of press release. I’ve been trying to reach Lieutenant Taskinen. You may know him. His daughter is also a member of our figure-skating association. But Jyrki wasn’t in, so perhaps you can tell me how investigation has proceeded so far. Has the maniac who murdered poor Noora been apprehended yet?”

Weissenberg clearly didn’t know which of us was higher in the hierarchy, which of us she should address her questions to. I was older and had been doing all the talking, but on the other hand, I was a woman and pregnant. Ever since my belly had started showing, I’d noticed how some people treated a pregnant woman like some sort of half-wit. Maybe a police detective who was pregnant was a strange sight. While Pihko was a man, he was younger and more reticent. He didn’t open his mouth now either, letting me answer.

“No one has been arrested yet. What do you mean about a press release?”

“The Espoo Figure-Skating Association and the Finnish Figure-Skating Federation must make an official announcement! The press will be very interested in the death of an athlete of Noora’s caliber. Noora’s parents certainly won’t be able to handle this sort of publicity, so it will be up to me to deal with it.”

“You would do best to coordinate the content of your press release with the police,” I said sternly. Weissenberg going solo could easily interfere with our investigation.

“That was precisely what I intended to confer with Lieutenant Taskinen about.” Weissenberg’s voice rang like an icicle falling on metal, and her inch-long nails drummed the table in irritation. I noticed the nail of her right index finger was short but was also coated with polish the color of dried blood.

“Could we get to the questions please, Officer?”

I didn’t bother correcting my title, even though she clearly meant to offend. It didn’t matter what she called me; I still had the power to make her life difficult. I began in an accusatory tone.

“You were one of the last people to see Noora Nieminen alive. I’ve heard the two of you argued yesterday at the ice rink. You didn’t hang around to continue the argument, did you, say, in your car?”

Pihko took a quick intake of breath, apparently shocked by my interrogation technique.

The smell of Weissenberg’s perfume intensified, and a genuine, dark color rose beneath her rouge. “Are you implying that I—listen, Officer Whatever-your-name-is, I won’t say another word if I’m treated in this fashion! I won’t speak to anyone but Jyrki Taskinen. I demand that you leave immediately!”

Pihko drew another breath and with surprising authority in his voice said, “Sergeant Kallio had no intention of accusing you of anything.” Pihko’s eyes flitted to mine as if encouraging me to apologize so we could continue the interview. My pride resisted, but the cop in me won out.

“I apologize if I expressed myself in a way that could be interpreted as an insult. I’d simply like to hear what your disagreement with Noora Nieminen was about. Could an argument on the same topic have continued with anyone else?” I could feel my own cheeks flush now. I hated groveling like this, but I only had myself to blame.

Weissenberg hesitated for a moment but decided to accept my apology.

“The argument had to do with a commercial for Valio. I just arranged a very lucrative marketing contract for the Skating Federation to endorse their dairy products, and Noora, Janne Kivi, and Silja Taskinen were supposed to be the stars. Now that will have to be canceled too. Or at least the script will have to change. Maybe Silja and Janne could . . .”

I could almost see the money symbols in Weissenberg’s eyes, and I started getting angry again. “Yes, the commercial?”

“Noora didn’t like the advertising agency’s idea. Valio is coming out with a new kind of frozen yogurt. The idea for the commercial was that Noora is so focused on licking a frozen yogurt bar that she doesn’t notice while Janne skates off with Silja. It was supposed to be funny, and I think we really succeeded.”

“But Noora didn’t?”

“Who does that girl think she is?” The anger of the night before flared again, and it took Weissenberg a moment to remember that Noora was dead. “Or ‘did,’ I guess I should have said. I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but Noora could be a real piece of work. Everything had to go just the way she wanted. But I saw through her. She didn’t want the commercial because she would have had to compete with Silja for Janne’s attention. And in reality it was perfectly obvious who Janne liked better! Noora really wasn’t much of a beauty. Her backside was as wide as they come.”

“Isn’t that a bit cruel?” I knew how much appearances mattered in figure skating, but Weissenberg’s words still felt inappropriate. What had Noora done to make this woman so angry?

“Cruel? Yes. But it’s also a fact that has to be taken into consideration. It was strange that with that face and body type, Noora made it so far in figure skating. Her legs were far too short and her hips were too wide for singles, which was why she ended up as Janne’s partner.”

“So Noora was refusing to do the commercial?”

“She was trying to refuse. But I can’t allow things like that when so much money is at stake! And everything was already arranged, even the shooting schedule. Of course Noora had no concept of how difficult finding sponsors can be. And I don’t want to bother the skaters with it. Let them do their work, let me do mine.”

Weissenberg’s poodle bounded into the room and started whining. Without a word Weissenberg stood up and disappeared after the animal. Maybe it had needed to be let out. Attempting to banish the distaste I felt for Ulrika Weissenberg, I tried to come up with some sensible questions. Elena Grigorieva had said that Weissenberg left the ice rink long before practice ended. Could Weissenberg have hung around waiting for Noora to pressure her again to do the commercial? Could the killing have occurred in her car?

“So the others had agreed to the commercial?” I asked when Weissenberg returned, still without any explanation.

“Of course! Silja and Janne understood the realities. Training camps and trips to competitions aren’t free!”

“And you weren’t able to settle your disagreement with Noora?”

Weissenberg shook her head, not a single hair coming loose from her tight bun.

“What time did you leave the ice rink, and what did you do afterward?”

“I’d say around six. And I came home. But how is that any of your business? And why are you bothering me in the first place? Why don’t you go and arrest that stalker who’s always bothering Noora’s family? He’s the one who killed Noora!”

Pihko glanced at me in confusion. Obviously he didn’t know what Weissenberg was talking about. Pihko hadn’t been at the department when Vesku Teräsvuori’s harassment of the Nieminen family had been at its worst, and I’d only just arrived. I’d have to fill him in on the way back.

“Can anyone confirm when you arrived home?” I asked.

“No. My husband was at work. What’s going on here? Are you accusing me of Noora’s murder?”

“I’m not accusing anyone of anything. These questions are simply a routine part of our investigation, and we’ll probably have to go over them again with you sometime later. Thank you for your time, though. And please do make sure you coordinate with Lieutenant Taskinen about that press release.”

I felt like I might blow up at Weissenberg again if I didn’t get out of that house soon. For some reason I’d thought pregnancy would soften my disposition, but I was still the same hothead I had always been, and I was already getting worried about how my nerves would deal with a screaming baby. The spring had flown by, and I hadn’t had much chance to think about my impending motherhood. Maybe I was avoiding thinking about it.

Relieved once we were out of Weissenberg’s house, I jumped behind the wheel of our police car and floored it out past the lush front yard. At the next hill I had to brake hard, though, because a group consisting of a dachshund, four little kids on foot, a double stroller packed full of babies and groceries, and one adult woman filled the road. The children were well trained, because they quickly moved almost into the gutter and stood staring at us. The smallest, a cute thing of indeterminate gender with golden curls and big round eyes excitedly yelled, “Beep, beep!”

“Are all six of those hers?” I asked myself. Pihko wasn’t interested. The instant he’d climbed into the car he had pulled his law entrance exam prep book out of his bag. After deciding to go to the university, he had spent the whole previous winter taking courses at the community college. Apparently the fear of ending up as Ström’s subordinate was an incredible incentive to study hard. I interrupted his reading to explain what the stalking case was all about.

As we drove back to the station, rain started pelting the windshield again. My stomach was growling. Food was now the first order of business.

In the police station cafeteria, I wolfed down my bowl of Thursday pea soup and was just starting into a pancake when Ström showed up.

“Eating for two, are we, Kallio?”

“That’s real original, Ström. Why don’t you have a seat, though, since you’re here. I wanted to talk to you about those child-molestation cases.”

“Oh, you thought of that too?”

“No, but Taskinen told me you suspect the Noora Nieminen murder could be the same perp. Tell me a little about the cases. How old were the girls?”

“Eight to eleven.”

“So kids? Who looked like little girls, not teenagers?”

“Right.”

“What happened to them?”

Ström grimaced. Picking up a toothpick off the table, he started digging at his cuticles. “Two of the girls were forced to perform oral sex. He groped three others. Threatened them with a knife.”

Suddenly I didn’t feel like finishing my food. I pushed my plate aside.

“Noora’s murder doesn’t fit the profile at all. I think the suggestion the two cases have some sort of connection is a pretty big stretch.”

“Yeah, because you don’t want me getting involved in your case! A star athlete gets murdered—this is your big chance to get into the tabloids! And don’t even try denying it, Kallio. I can see right through you, even if you are so fat.” Ström stood up with a bang of his chair and went out for a smoke.

I didn’t have the energy to worry about Ström, so I just cleared my tray. I threw two pieces of xylitol gum in my mouth as I headed off to the archives to look up Vesku Teräsvuori’s file. The report had been written by Palo, who had died in the line of duty during the winter. Seeing his name still made me feel strange. It was pure chance that had led that psychopath to abduct him instead of me. The report was typical Palo, terse and to the point, only reporting the essentials of the case.

Vesa “Vesku” Teräsvuori, whose profession was recorded as “karaoke king,” had fallen in love with Noora’s mother Hanna Nieminen two-and-a-half years earlier. Their relationship had lasted a few months, during which Hanna had moved in with Teräsvuori. However, after only a couple of months, Hanna had chosen her family and returned home.

The harassment began a couple of months after Mrs. Nieminen left. Teräsvuori had apparently realized she wasn’t intending to come back. He started with phone calls, and when the Nieminens switched to an unlisted number, he moved on to calling Hanna Nieminen’s husband’s trucking company, where Hanna also worked. Of course the company couldn’t use an unlisted number without hurting business. Teräsvuori also started sending threatening letters and hanging around outside the Nieminens’ house. Sometimes he even followed the Nieminen children, Noora and her brother, Sami, who was now thirteen.

Hanna delayed calling the police, perhaps because she was ashamed of her infidelity. And there wasn’t much the police could have done anyway. Finnish law didn’t prevent one person from approaching another. Once the harassment had gone on for a year, Kauko Nieminen, Hanna’s husband, sued Vesku Teräsvuori. The judgment had been astonishingly light, just a couple of thousand marks in fines.

The report described few details of the harassment. According to the Nieminens, in his phone messages, Teräsvuori had threatened to hurt Hanna and other family members if Hanna didn’t come back to him. There were copies of a few letters. The material Palo gathered had been used as evidence in the trial against Teräsvuori. The language of the letters seemed incriminating enough for at least a suspended jail sentence.

 

My dearest Hanna!

 

You are the woman of my dreams and I can’t live without you! Without you the world is as desolate as the Sahara! I don’t need water, and I don’t need food, but I can’t live without your love. If I can’t have you, I don’t want to give you to anyone else either, so I will have to take you with me across the River Styx where we can be together forever.

 

Hanna, my dearest love,

 

Why did you hang up when you heard my voice? I don’t wish you any ill; I just want to be close to you. But I’m jealous of your husband. What can you see in that bald tub of lard? You were the one who said his heart lacks tenderness. If you don’t have the strength to get rid of him, just leave that to me. Just give the word and Kauko will be history. He will never hurt you again.

 

I read the rest of the report carefully. There was no lack of threats, and because the last entries were from November, the harassment seemed to have continued even after the trial. Two weeks earlier I had seen Teräsvuori throw roses to Noora at the ice arena for myself. Had the Nieminens just resigned themselves to the situation? Maybe Vesku Teräsvuori had finally gone off the rails and decided to take revenge on Hanna by killing Noora, her greatest source of pride?

Even if the solution were that simple and Vesku Teräsvuori was Noora’s murderer, there was something extra revolting about the case. Theoretically, unpleasant cases were just another day on the job for me—what did detectives do other than root around in other people’s trash?—but I still felt sick to my stomach.

Vesku Teräsvuori, “the King of Karaoke.” A few years earlier he had won a karaoke singing competition on TV and spent a little while as a B-list celebrity. Now he made a living as an MC in restaurants and on cruise ships. I had unintentionally ended up at one myself for a bachelor party for one of Antti’s old school friends. The groom had done a karaoke serenade to all the women present, and his take on Al Green’s “Let’s Stay Together” was one of the most beautiful things I had ever heard. That seemed to irritate Teräsvuori.

“Best choirboy crooning I’ve heard all day,” he had joked from the microphone. “But how about some rock ’n’ roll? Next up, ‘Blue Suede Shoes.’”

The groom handled Elvis magnificently too, but after that our group was decidedly out of favor with the karaoke jockey. Antti had to wait for more than an hour to get a chance to sing what he always did after his fifth pint—Kirka’s hit Finnish version of the McCoys’ “Beat The Clock.” Just when his turn was coming up, Teräsvuori shut down the karaoke machine. I almost put on my cop hat and threw my weight around a little, but I had just downed my seventh shot of anise vodka and realized I only would have seemed silly. In the end, Vesku Teräsvuori’s oversized ego hadn’t ruined the party. Antti and I woke up the next morning with the hangover of the century, and the groom barely recovered enough to walk down the aisle.

Elena Grigorieva, Ulrika Weissenberg, Vesku Teräsvuori . . . not the cheeriest lineup I’d ever interrogated. When I looked up Teräsvuori’s address, I discovered he lived across the bay in Helsinki. We definitely needed to interview him next. The King of Karaoke would have to come to the police station, though—this one needed to be handled officially.

“This is Vesku’s answering machine,” a husky tenor voice sang. “Leave a message or try my cell.”

He hadn’t left his mobile phone number, but I got it from Information. On the second try Vesku Teräsvuori answered.

“Espoo Police? It’s nice to hear a female voice from you guys for a change. What’s going on?”

“We’d like to interview you as soon as possible. Could you come to the Espoo Police Station today at four o’clock?”

A vague rustling came from the phone, and the connection seemed to have gone dead for a second, but then he was back.

“Unfortunately there’s no way. I have a gig in Vaasa tonight, and I’m already on my way. What is this about?”

“You said you’re on your way to Vaasa? Where were you last night?”

“Come on, baby. Driving and talking on a cell phone is dangerous, right? I’ll be back in Helsinki tomorrow. You can get a hold of me after twelve. Call me then if it’s important!”

Teräsvuori hung up.

I called back on his home phone and left a message with my number. Then Taskinen marched into my office. He had shaved and changed his shirt while he was home and maybe slept a little, since the pallor was gone from his face.

“Hi, Maria. How’s it going?”

“I just talked to Vesku Teräsvuori. He’s on his way to Vaasa. Should I have him picked up when he gets back?”

“Yeah, go ahead. He’s our most likely suspect. But Silja wants to talk to you. She doesn’t think this case is as simple as it seems.”

“Oh, why?”

“Go ask her yourself. This will be hard on her, but I want everything run by the book.”

“Silja isn’t eighteen yet. Can I just interview her?”

“Her mom is home, so you don’t need a child-welfare officer. Just take someone else with you. Silja is ready to make a statement.”

Taskinen’s tone was serious, which made me wonder what could be going on. I knew my boss well enough not to ask for an explanation. His private life crossing into his official role was probably weighing on him. I was surprised he hadn’t requested that another unit take over the case.

“Ulrika Weissenberg called too. Take it easy with her. Ulrika is pretty conceited, but we may need her help.”

I nodded. This wasn’t the first time Taskinen had felt the need to step between me and someone else. My usual sparring partner was the current head of the Criminal Division, who couldn’t stand me.

“I was thinking of contacting Janne Kivi and Rami Luoto next.”

“You should go to our place first. You’ll be able to find Janne and Rami at the ice rink tonight if you’re up to pulling some overtime.”

“Yeah, I’m up to it.” I tried to grin, but something in Taskinen’s expression frightened me. What on earth did Silja have to tell me that was so horrible?

Koivu had just arrived back from the shopping center, so I took him with me. He and Lähde had managed to find two people who were in the parking garage last night just before eight. Lähde promised to call Koivu’s cell phone if anything relevant to the investigation came out of it. But I was more interested in what Silja Taskinen had to say. Did she know who Noora’s murderer was?
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“Are you nervous about interviewing the boss’s daughter?” Koivu asked as we turned off the Ring I beltway.

“It’s a strange situation, but I’ve dealt with something like it before. You remember the Meritta Flöjt murder? Almost all of the suspects were my old school friends.”

“Didn’t you meet Antti during a murder investigation?”

“Yep. Actually, he was a pretty strong suspect at one point. It’s a little silly now, thinking I ever suspected him. He doesn’t even like killing the fish he catches. It’s that building there, behind the church.”

The apartment building looked a little worse for wear. It was relatively new but built quickly out of poor materials. Most of the Taskinen family’s income went to supporting Silja’s skating, but I had never heard Taskinen complain. Although the Taskinens definitely needed the sponsorship money Ulrika Weissenberg had mentioned, Noora’s death wouldn’t necessarily affect Silja’s position. At number twelve in the world, a beautiful ice princess like her would see many more advertising opportunities come along.

Terttu Taskinen answered the door.

“Silja insisted on talking to you today, but I have to tell you, I’m not sure I think it’s a good idea.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “We can stop if we need to. It would be good for you to stay with us, though.”

“Silja wants to see you without me. I’ll wait in the kitchen. She is in her room. Go on through.”

Silja’s bedroom was narrow, with only room for a bed, desk, and a small armchair. We found her sitting curled up on her bed surrounded by a flock of stuffed animals. In her arms she clutched a life-sized raccoon. Her eyes were swollen, and a fresh-looking coat of lip balm couldn’t conceal how chapped her lips were. She didn’t look like she was in any shape for an interview, but she responded to my greeting surprisingly energetically. I didn’t really know how to start. Koivu sat down in the chair at the desk and started setting up the tape recorder. I thought about whether I should sit in the armchair or on the bed next to Silja. I didn’t know her very well, so I chose the chair.

“We’re going to make this official,” I told Silja, then started reciting the time and location for the tape. The familiarity of routine helped me slip back into my professional role and forget, at least partially, that Silja Taskinen was more than just another witness.

“You must have known Noora Nieminen pretty well, since you practiced together a lot and went to the same school. She was your friend. Do you have any idea who could have killed her?”

“Well, she wasn’t actually my friend. But we’ve spent years around each other because we had to.”

“You both went to school at TYK, right?”

“Yeah. Noora was one grade below me. She was going to be a second year.” Silja pulled a handkerchief out of the pocket of her hoodie and blew her nose before continuing. “She must have started school when she was six or something, since she was actually two years younger than me. She was a really unique girl. Sometimes she seemed a lot older than me, but sometimes she seemed like a little kid. She was so intense about everything.”

“I heard about the issue with the commercial. What did you think about that?”

“Well, I didn’t think it was the greatest idea in the world, and Janne didn’t either, but what were we supposed to do? All three of us are basically right at the edge of breaking through, but you don’t get on the medal stand without money. Maybe Noora could turn up her nose at it, since her dad’s company makes so much, but me and Janne . . .”

“Were you angry at Noora?”

“I didn’t want to get between her and Ulrika. Noora was always fighting with someone. Janne was the only one she ever listened to. But they’ve been having a really hard time the last couple of weeks too. After how well they did in Edmonton, I think Noora decided she was going to be world champion someday, and she didn’t think Janne was invested enough. But Noora didn’t have another choice for a partner because there isn’t anyone else as good as Janne in Finland.”

“And Noora didn’t have any prospects as a singles skater?”

“No, and neither did Janne. See, look at me. I represent the ideal skating body type,” Silja said without conceit. “A good figure skater has a slender, short build. Being too tall just makes jumps harder. Janne is just over six feet, which is like a couple inches too tall for a good triple axel. And Noora’s legs are too short and her hips are too wide, and she puts on weight easily. But she’s crazy flexible and so talented. Wait, what am I saying?”

Silja realized she had been using the wrong tense and started crying. I’d been surprised how well she had controlled her nerves up to that point. I asked whether she wanted to stop the interview, but she said she could continue.

“Rami and Elena were pretty tired of Noora’s tantrums too. I know Rami’s been trying to calm her down, but it hasn’t helped.” Silja choked on another sob. Koivu handed her a packet of tissues that was lying on the table, and I noticed he was blushing. Silja was gorgeous even when she was blubbering.

“So, things have been pretty tense on the team lately, despite all the success. How did Elena Grigorieva and Rami Luoto divide up their work?”

“Elena just moved to Finland a couple of years ago. In Russia she specialized in training pairs skaters, but now she also trains singles because there just aren’t very many pairs here. Rami has been coaching all of us since we were kids, and it was his idea that Janne and Noora should try pairs skating. He got pretty far with them, and now he’s started doing choreography for juniors and beginners competitions. I think he’s more interested in that than coaching. How they divide things up can be pretty confusing, though. Sometimes Rami handles things and sometimes Elena does, and I think that irritates her. But their results have been good.”

Talking about skating instead of relationships was clearly helping Silja calm down. But we needed to get back to that.

“And Rami and Elena’s relationship? Did they fight? Whose side did Noora take?”

“No, they didn’t actually fight. Rami is sort of . . . he always gives in. I think he’s a little afraid of Elena. And Noora definitely trusted Elena more than him. Janne says Rami’s style fits him better, though.”

Silja took another nose-blowing break and sat quietly as if considering something.

Then she straightened her shoulders and looked at the wall as she said, “I’m really afraid Janne killed Noora. He was totally pissed last night. I’m surprised he didn’t throw Noora down on the ice in the middle of a lift. When I was leaving the rink, he came into the box where I was taking a drink. Elena was just showing Noora a free-foot position for the death spiral. Janne was furious. He said, ‘Stupid bitch, I could kill her right now.’”

Silja burst out crying again, and I leaned forward in my chair to pat her on the shoulder, since I didn’t know what else to do. Koivu looked as if he would have liked to caress Silja’s hair pulled back in its ballerina bun.

“Plenty of people say things like that without meaning anything by it,” I said. “I understand you feel like you’re betraying Janne by telling us, but don’t worry. We don’t go around arresting people just because of words. Is this the only reason you wanted to meet with us?”

“No, not just that. Dad didn’t tell me how Noora was murdered, but I heard him talking to Mom . . . I don’t think they knew I could hear. Was Noora really beaten to death with her own skates?”

I didn’t know what to say. Silja looked from Koivu to me with hopeless pleading in her eyes.

“Please tell me the truth! If I don’t know what happened, I’m just going to imagine something worse!”

“Noora was beaten with her skates, but the cause of death was a smashed skull,” I said quietly.

“How long did it last? How much did Noora suffer?”

“I don’t know exactly, but everything must have happened pretty quickly if Noora left the rink around seven and was found just before eight.”

I had been trying to comfort myself all day by telling myself that at least Noora hadn’t had to suffer much. But who could measure another person’s pain and fear, and did it really matter in the end how long the fear of death lasted? I remembered Noora’s gaze again as she played a girl looking her own death in the eyes. I didn’t want to imagine how she had looked in the actual situation, so I quickly asked another question.

“You left the ice rink around six, right? Had Ulrika Weissenberg already left too? Did you see anyone around the building who wasn’t usually there?”

“Ulrika’s gold BMW was still in the parking lot. I remember because it had started raining and I wondered whether she could drop me off at the bus stop. When I didn’t see her, though, I just ran. Tomi, Elena’s husband, drove up while I was leaving.”

“So you didn’t see Vesku Teräsvuori?” I asked directly.

“No, although he does hang around the rink sometimes, waiting for Noora and her mom. I didn’t notice him yesterday, though.”

Silja went quiet again and grabbed a furry teddy bear to hold too. The pile of animals seemed strange in the otherwise grown-up girl’s room, but maybe they were presents from fans. Nothing in the room indicated that a top-level figure skater lived in it. On the walls there were a couple of posters of calming forest landscapes, and the dried bouquet of roses on top of the bookshelf looked more like a confirmation gift than anything from an admirer. A trophy case wouldn’t have fit in the room. Maybe the cups and medals were in the living room.

Silja blew her nose loudly but still managed to look elegant while doing it. She squeezed the bear and the raccoon tightly.

Suddenly she looked up and almost yelled. “You know the skates are a really important piece of evidence, right? Whoever killed Noora knew that she had the perfect murder weapon in her bag. It had to be someone who knew her!”

“Since Edmonton, a lot of people know Noora,” I replied, although I had been thinking the same thing. “But yes, whoever killed Noora may well have been someone who knew her, even if she didn’t know them. And it wouldn’t have been hard to guess that Noora had skates in her bag, since she was coming out of the ice rink.”

“But how would a stranger have been able to get the skates in the first place? Actually, though, I can imagine exactly how it happened.” Silja blew her nose again before continuing. “Noora had a really deep hollow sharpened in her blades so she could get a really tight, low arc on her death spiral. We were all looking at it yesterday at the rink. Someone must have asked Noora to show it to them on the way home. Someone Noora trusted . . .”

Silja started sobbing so hard it was difficult to understand her. “Instead of looking at the blades, whoever it was started hitting her with them . . .” Silja buried her face in the raccoon.

Koivu glanced at me. He clearly wanted to stop the tape and end the interview. Terttu Taskinen came to the door, but she didn’t say anything. She just sat down next to her daughter and wrapped her arms around her.

“Let’s stop now, Silja. I respect your theory, but try not to think too much about Noora’s murderer being one of your friends. It’s more likely it was someone else. You’re very brave for talking to us.” I gingerly patted her trembling shoulder.

After wrapping up the interview tape, I nodded to Koivu that we should go.

“One more thing,” Silja said as we were leaving. “Noora had this big blow up because she couldn’t find her skate bags. Her mom must have left them on her old ones. Because her skates were in her bag with everything else, she put blade guards on them. She was worried about them rusting even though they were brand new.”

Rubber skate guards were soft and porous, so fingerprints would stick to them. Where were they now?

In the car my blond bear cub of a partner was strangely quiet.

“Have you seen Silja skate?” he finally asked, glancing at me as if ashamed.

“Yes, in person and on TV. I like her style. A lot of female skaters are too sugary for my taste, but Silja has just the right edge.”

“Yeah, even though she looks like that princess from Monaco when she was young.”

“Yeah, you’re right. She’s just like Grace Kelly in Rear Window! But Koivu, Silja is ten years younger than you.”

“So what! Age isn’t everything,” Koivu said, blushing disarmingly. He had a serious crush on Silja Taskinen. “Is Silja dating this Janne Kivi character?” Koivu continued. “I just mean, Noora might have been jealous. And Silja was so worried about him . . .” Koivu tripped over his words, but his clumsy inquiry felt refreshing in the midst of all the darkness. The rain had started falling again, and the blanket of gray clouds had fallen almost to tree level. Tiny droplets drizzled on the windshield.

“I haven’t heard anything like that. As far as I know Silja is single. I promise, I’ll let you go get her signature for the affidavit on the interview transcript.”

Koivu blushed even worse, and I mussed his hair as if he really were my little brother.

Then I took my phone out and called Antti to let him know he shouldn’t expect me for a few more hours.

“Something bad?” Antti asked cautiously. He was used to me not saying much about my work.

“A murder.”

I heard Antti sigh on the other side of the line. He hadn’t dared tell me directly that he was afraid of my work since my coworker’s death that winter. Of course he was also afraid for the baby I was carrying. I didn’t quite know what to think about his anxiety. It was true that I often acted impulsively, and it was also true that a pregnant woman had to think about her baby too. But avoiding emotionally taxing jobs at work was entirely different than quitting drinking. I didn’t want anyone mollycoddling me because I was pregnant.

From the Taskinens’ apartment we drove to the parking garage where Noora’s body had been found, following a narrow, winding ramp to the upper level.

According to the patrol officers who responded the night before to the initial call, the upper level had been nearly deserted. Now the afternoon rush was on because people were trying to get their shopping in before The Bold and the Beautiful came on. Why our entire country practically shut down at five thirty every day for an American soap opera was beyond me, but it was a reality we frequently had to take into consideration when setting appointments with people. There were only a couple of empty stalls in the low, echoing parking structure. None of them had been cordoned off for the investigation because a search of the area had revealed no evidence of Noora’s murderer or car. The more important thing was interviewing the people who had been in the area.

I asked Koivu whether he’d heard anything new, at which point he realized his phone was turned off.

“Crap . . . sorry . . . Lähde was handling it. I’ll call him. Should I check how it’s going with the video from the surveillance camera?”

“Sure.”

“This damn cell phone doesn’t want to work in here. I’m going to have to go outside. Wait here.”

Koivu climbed out of the car, and I got out to wait in the middle of the crowded, bleak garage. Where did Noora’s murderer get the idea to dump her body here? He must have transported her body here in his car and then noticed that Kati Järvenperä had left her trunk unlocked. But the risk of being seen was so great. The killer’s actions didn’t seem terribly premeditated. Maybe we would find the person we were looking for by interviewing the other people who had used the parking garage the night before. Someone must have seen him.

Then it occurred to me how little attention I had paid to the cars parked around me in the garage, and my mood darkened. Even so, I decided to call the Department of Motor Vehicles and get the license plate numbers of all of Noora’s close acquaintances. A gray Volvo station wagon started up next to me, and it made me wonder how Järvenperä had parked her Mercedes. If she had backed in and the murderer had too, then the raised trunk lids would have mostly sheltered the body transfer from view.

But where was Noora killed? In the forest near her house? If so, how did the killer get the body in his car without anyone noticing? Did he kill Noora in his car? There was no way I was going to get warrants to search all six or seven possible cars without any evidence that the murder was actually committed in one of them.

Koivu returned, and I could tell from his expression there wasn’t any news.

“Lähde and Puupponen are still interviewing the people from the garage last night. They found at least one person who parked on the upper level around seven thirty. But there was no luck with the security camera. The tape was almost black. Come look and you can see why.”

The security camera was located on the lower level above the entrance. Some enterprising person had sprayed the lens with black paint. Probably the same genius who had covered the walls and ceiling with illegible tags. I didn’t usually get too upset about taggers, since they rarely destroyed anything beautiful, but now I was irked.

“When did that happen?”

“Apparently last week. They wash the camera once a month, but the graffiti artists around here always take it out before doing their thing. And the owners have given up caring. Parking here is free, so the cameras are just to protect customers’ cars. Usually there’s enough traffic that break-ins don’t happen anyway.”

“I still don’t understand how the body could have gotten into Järvenperä’s car without anyone noticing! Hopefully she recovers enough to talk to us soon. And Noora’s parents. That’s going to be fun.”

“When are you going on maternity leave, by the way?” Koivu asked.

“At Midsummer. So I have a few weeks left to get this case figured out. Didn’t Järvenperä say there were only a couple of cars here when she came? We need to find them. Put a notice in the papers, and if that doesn’t work, use Police TV too, even though I hate that program. What are you laughing at?”

“You’re so worked up about this case. You really are trying to show everyone you’re boss material, aren’t you?”

“Come on, it isn’t that. I . . . I don’t know. You asked whether I’d seen Silja skate. She definitely made an impression, but Noora was the one that really affected me. That girl was something special.”

As a pair, Noora and Janne had started making waves at the European Championships in Sofia, Bulgaria. Janne did fall during a triple toe loop, and the pair’s pirouette was slightly out of sync. Their free skate, set to the soundtrack of the movie Hair, went better, despite Janne landing on his backside during a combination jump and Noora coming out of a triple Salchow on two feet. They still placed tenth, which was very good for first-timers coming from outside of one of the figure-skating powerhouse countries. The Eurosport commentators gushed about Noora’s temperament and personality.

The World Championships in Edmonton went even better. Their routines were more polished, with Noora playing a brilliant Snow White in the short program and Janne sticking his triple toe loop, even though his free leg did graze the ice. I thought their free skate was fantastic, although Janne did botch one of his combination jumps again. According to the commentators, the pair’s death spiral was the best of the entire competition. Not all of the judges were thrilled about the Hair music or the skaters’ costumes, and their points for artistic presentation hurt their score. Ninth place was still fantastic for Finland, and I had listened almost with tears in my eyes as the commentators from Eurosport hailed Noora as the most promising female pairs skater since Irina Rodnina and Ekaterina Gordeeva. And now she was dead.

“We should have time to stop for coffee before their practice starts. I’ll buy,” Koivu said.

“OK, but make mine half milk. This damn heartburn is killing me,” I said, which seemed to embarrass Koivu. He was clearly having a hard time figuring out how to act naturally around pregnant me. Any deviation from the sweet expectant mother routine totally threw him off, even if it was just a single swearword. He should have known me better than that. One pregnancy wasn’t going to suddenly change somebody’s personality.

At the coffee shop I kicked off my shoes because despite the cool weather, my feet were swollen. Maybe no one would show up at the ice rink and I would get to go home. The coffee was bitter, so I added some sugar cubes, but I still couldn’t get it down. It seemed like the baby didn’t like it either, because it turned from side to side as if offended by the horrible taste being passed through the umbilical cord. I had to drink a big glass of buttermilk to wash away the coffee. We didn’t make it to the ice arena until six thirty. Koivu’s cell phone started ringing at the door, so he stayed outside to talk.

The rink was almost dark without a single light on in the stands. The floodlights focused on the ice. As I walked toward the light, music suddenly started playing: “Aquarius” from Hair, the opening of Noora and Janne’s free skate.

Janne came speeding out onto the ice. I had seen their routine enough times that I knew to expect a combination jump. This time Janne landed it upright, with just the slightest stutter coming down out of a double toe loop when the bottom toe pick of one blade grabbed the ice.

Watching Janne skate the routine alone was eerie; he seemed to be constantly looking at an invisible partner. During the first lift, he was clearly bearing someone’s weight, and in the side-by-side solo pirouette, he checked to make sure he was in sync with her. The tune changed to “Hair,” and Janne touched his own free-flowing locks, which really were unusually long for a male skater. He grinned mischievously at the place in the program that had reportedly offended some of the conservative judges at the World Championships. I remembered how Noora had looked during that part, her brown ponytail swinging around her spinning head. Give me a head with hair, long beautiful hair . . . Next would have come a double-axel throw, but Janne just glided with arms outstretched until launching off to meet his shadow partner for a series of steps and the transition to the next song. The pain on his face during the death spiral was part of the program, but now it was so genuine that I almost ran out onto the ice to stop him.

“Don’t interrupt him,” a voice whispered behind me. I could barely make out Rami Luoto’s silhouette and thought I saw his hand move as if wiping away a tear. With my eyes glued back on Janne, I could almost see Noora’s skates glinting during the star lift. Janne’s arms lowered the emptiness they held calmly and surely, and then the tempo of the music increased toward the finale, “Let the Sunshine In.” I had seen Miloš Forman’s film at least four times over the years, and the end always made me bawl. That was probably why I blubbered when I saw Noora and Janne skating to it in competition. Janne’s double axel was flawless, a long glide, a dramatic plunge on the ice like a dying soldier, and then a rise into the vaunted final death spiral, which I only saw as dim motion in the wavering light.

Rami Luoto shifted behind me and then almost ran to the edge of the ice. I wished someone would turn on the lights to break the ethereal mood. I wiped my face on my sleeve, since I didn’t have a handkerchief in my pocket. Then the rink brightened. I saw Koivu weaving through the rows of seats toward me.

“A red Nissan Micra, license plate starting with an A, and a white Renault Clio!” Koivu said loudly as he approached, but for a second I didn’t have any idea what he meant.

“Lähde found a guy who was on the upper level of the parking garage at seven forty-five and actually knows something about cars. Those were the ones that were there besides Järvenperä’s!”

“Really? Great! Let’s get to work,” I said, feigning excitement. I would prefer to do anything but see Janne Kivi right now. Even though their relationship had been stormy, after seeing Janne skate, there was no doubt he was out of his mind with grief over Noora’s death.

Janne sat with his head between his hands in the player’s box. He hadn’t even bothered putting guards on his skates, their blades slicing deep gouges in the black rubber flooring. Rami Luoto stood next to him with his hand on Janne’s shoulder, and I got the feeling that seeing us was a relief.

“Sergeant Kallio and Senior Officer Koivu from the Espoo Police. We’ve been trying to reach both of you all day. We’re sorry we had to come and interrupt your practice.”

“We aren’t going to be training today,” Rami said and then extended his hand. “Rami Luoto, Noora and Janne’s coach. How can I help?”

Rami Luoto was about forty-five, and a bit of gray tinged his carefully trimmed black hair and the sideburns that curled beneath surprisingly small ears. He was short, barely five foot seven, and he still had the lithe, muscular frame of a ballet dancer. Once, Rami had been Finland’s top skater, but he never quite managed to win a medal in one of the majors. His skating style had emphasized dance over acrobatics—the speed of his pirouettes was amazing, but he had trouble on the jumping side. My sister Helena, our family’s most enthusiastic skating fan, had a serious crush on Rami back in the day. I’d always thought he was effeminate and not very handsome, but age had narrowed his face, seeming to draw his eyes closer together and adding a nice softness to his lips.

“The police have reason to believe that Noora was killed soon after she left here yesterday. We’re trying to retrace her movements as precisely as possible. Elena Grigorieva said that you two were the last at the rink.”

Rami Luoto listened to me quietly, but then nodded to Janne.

“I don’t think you should try to talk to Janne right now. He should really go home. He just heard about Noora’s death. When no one was here at the rink, he called the Nieminens to see what was going on.”

I remembered that Elena Grigorieva had said something about a ballet class and wondered if Janne was supposed to attend that too, but I didn’t say anything about it now.

“Can you drive home, Janne, or should I drop you off?” Luoto asked. The young man didn’t answer, just sat with his face in his hands. The shoulders under his black T-shirt heaved, but it was hard to tell whether he was crying or breathing heavily after skating.

“Could you still answer a few questions?” I asked. “Did you see Noora leave the rink?”

Luoto nodded.

“I did . . . Let me think . . . It’s the same every day, so remembering what happened when is hard. But yesterday was an unusually difficult training session. I was probably the last one to go because I talked with the custodian. The ice hasn’t been quite how we like it the past few days. I saw Noora go out, though. Didn’t you leave together, Janne?”

No answer.

“Were you driving or walking?” I asked Luoto.

“Me? Walking. I live right near here. The rain started almost immediately, so I had to run the whole way. I still got soaked, though.”

“You said practice yesterday was unusually difficult. Would you mind if we recorded this conversation? You’ll have to repeat the answers you just gave, maybe a little more specifically, and tell us whatever else you remember about yesterday and Noora.”

Luoto nodded and suggested that we go sit in the dressing room because it was warmer. On the outside he appeared calm, but when he touched Janne on the shoulder again, I noticed his hand tremble. Rami Luoto was used to soothing his athletes’ emotional turmoil; maybe taking care of other people forced him to forget his own feelings.

“Janne, let’s go. It’s cold in here.”

Luoto’s voice was quiet, but his words still echoed strangely in the empty arena. Even though people complained about how small the facility was, I felt strangely small and alone surrounded by the rows of empty seats.

“If you want to take Janne home, we can meet tomorrow at the police station,” I suggested. Actually I was wondering whether we should take Janne to a doctor. But then he raised his head just enough to hiss at Luoto.

“Leave me alone, Rami! I’m fine.”

Still not looking at us, Janne started unlacing his skates.

Apparently Rami Luoto took this as a sign that Janne was in good enough shape to leave alone, because he started walking down the hall toward the locker room. Koivu and I followed, but when the hallway turned, I glanced back. Janne’s hands were frozen over his skates, and he was staring out at the ice again as if he could still see Noora there, in motion and alive.

Luoto opened the door into a small dressing room where a single red towel hung on a hook, looking forgotten.

“We can talk in here. Janne will probably join us when he can.”

Koivu set up the recorder again, and I rattled off information into the microphone as if I were a recording too. Luoto answered the questions I posed. He hadn’t seen anything or anyone outside either, and when he left, Weissenberg’s car had been gone, as had Tomi Liikanen’s. Noora and Janne were already gone too.

“You said practice yesterday was unusually difficult. Why? Was it because of Noora and Ulrika Weissenberg’s disagreement?”

Luoto nodded.

“Noora was sort of . . . strong willed. If she had a bad day, that day was bad for everyone else too. As a coach, you really had to work to keep her emotions in check. And besides, the commercial idea was pretty stupid. I told Ulrika as much. I knew Noora wasn’t going to approve it, but no one believed me. And when Noora heard that I had known about it but didn’t make a bigger stink, she got angry at me too. She was furious at Janne, though, because he was fine with the idea.”

“And Janne was furious back, right? What about you?”

“A coach’s job isn’t to get angry, it’s to smooth things over. I tried to calm the situation so we could have practice, and in the end it worked.”

“So Noora was difficult to coach?”

I was a little surprised when Luoto burst out laughing, but he quickly stopped.

“Terribly difficult and also perfectly lovely! She was so talented and extremely disciplined. Skating was her life. She had a really hard time when puberty started messing with her body, though. She had serious problems with her jumps and her endurance. We had to tell her she probably wasn’t going to be competitive as a singles skater.”

“Why? Because of her jumps?”

“Among other things. Skating mechanics are complicated. But she was so incredibly talented every other way, and when Janne had the same kinds of problems—he’s too tall for some of the hard jumps, like a triple axel—I had the idea to try turning them into a couple. And that turned out to be the right decision. I’m still proud of it.”

“So you coached them for a couple of years and then Elena Grigorieva came last winter?”

“Right.”

“I’ve heard claims that Noora might have only wanted one coach,” I said directly, even though I didn’t believe that Luoto would have murdered Noora just because he didn’t want to stop coaching her. But Luoto went silent for a few moments before answering.

“It isn’t any secret that Noora wanted Elena to take over all their training. And it’s true that the most progress has come since Elena joined the team. But I think I was still needed. Elena’s and Noora’s temperaments are too similar. They can’t calm each other down. Without me between them, there would be bodies.” Luoto started to grin at his own joke, but then he realized what he had said and blushed.

“We even saw that yesterday,” he said suddenly. “It was like a contest to see who could yell the loudest. And I think Elena is too authoritarian with Noora, like she’s still back at the figure-skating academy in Moscow. There a coach is like a demigod. In terms of technique, she’s fantastic. I fully admit she’s better than me.”

“So who was arguing with who yesterday and why?” Koivu interjected, apparently tired of hearing about the ins and outs of figure skating.

“Well, yesterday’s practice wasn’t a very good example of either of our coaching skills. We should have taken a real vacation, but the ice show got in the way. The season was good, but it was hard on all of us,” Luoto said as if to himself, and Koivu started showing signs of impatience again.

“So Noora was fighting with everyone here?” he said, interrupting again.

“Not exactly everyone. For some reason she left Silja alone. And Silja left earlier while we stayed to work on some new pairs moves. Noora was able to concentrate well despite it all, but she still seemed irritated when she left. I wouldn’t be the slightest bit surprised if she accidentally walked into the middle of the street and got run over by a car.”

Koivu and I stared at each other for a second in surprise, and then I remembered what Elena Grigorieva had said about Noora getting run over like her first husband. Even though I told her that wasn’t the case, in her shock Grigorieva must have misunderstood and told Rami Luoto the same thing.

“Noora wasn’t run over,” I said, “and it wasn’t an accident. She was murdered.”

Luoto’s face went an icy gray, and his whole body started shaking. Collapsing on the bench, he wept like a child.

Koivu was a traditional Finnish man, and seeing other men cry irritated him. He turned his head away while I made a notation in the recording that we were taking a break. Then I let Luoto cry.

“I’m going to find Kivi,” Koivu said, clearly trying to escape. I fetched a stack of rough paper towels from the restroom and handed them to Luoto.

Luoto stopped crying suddenly. In a couple of minutes he was himself again and asked what had happened. I didn’t say anything about the skates, but I did say she had been beaten and found in the trunk of a car.

“Do you have any idea who did it?” Luoto asked, but I didn’t have time to answer before Koivu returned with the janitor.

“I can’t find Kivi anywhere.”

We rushed out into the hall as if it were an emergency. The janitor and Luoto yelled for Janne and checked the other dressing rooms. Finally we went out to the parking lot, but he wasn’t there either. Rami Luoto frowned.

“Janne probably just went home. I don’t see his car anywhere, do you? It’s a little Nissan Micra.”
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“Where does Janne live?” I asked Luoto, who clearly didn’t realize why we were staring at him like he was a ghost.

“Across town in Otaniemi, by the university campus.”

I wanted to talk to Janne Kivi. Immediately. I took off at a jog for our car, and Koivu sprinted after. Opening the door, I wedged myself into the driver’s seat. My belly was already getting in the way, and it was hard getting used to not moving as easily as usual. Luoto grabbed the car door.

“You can’t really suspect Janne! You saw how distraught he is. If you barge in there making wild accusations, it will just make it worse. Who knows what he might do!”

Koivu jumped into the passenger seat, and I almost slammed the door on Luoto’s fingers as I hit the gas.

“Call the DMV and check the plate on Janne’s Nissan so we aren’t jumping to any conclusions,” I panted as I swung through an intersection onto the West Highway. I wondered whether I should turn on the siren, since we were in a blue-and-white for once, but I decided not to bother. People moved over when they saw a police car coming up behind them regardless. I scared myself a little with how fast I went through a construction zone with narrowed lanes, but we needed to hurry. I didn’t even know whether Janne had gone home. Maybe we were hot-rodding across the city for no reason.

“Red Nissan 1994 Micra, AZG-577. Janne’s car, that is. We can ask him to drive it over to the parking garage and get that witness to take a look. And order a fiber analysis, of course.”

“Yeah. But let’s talk to him first.”

When we arrived at the parking lot of Janne’s apartment building, there was the bright-red Nissan. He had clearly been in a hurry, because the car was parked askew across a stall line.

Janne lived on the third floor. Usually I could climb that many stairs without getting out of breath, but this time I started running out of oxygen by the second flight. Koivu reached the door first and rang the bell furiously. On the third set of rings, a shout came from inside.

“Leave me alone, Rami!”

“Open up, Janne, it’s the police!” I yelled back. Where did the manager live? How hard would it be to get a master key? But I didn’t need to pursue the thought, because Janne opened the door.

His forehead glistened with sweat, and his breath reeked of vomit. His skin was as white as Noora’s skates.

“Get lost! I don’t have anything to say to you.”

Janne didn’t have the nerve to push me out of the doorway, though, probably thanks to my belly. He disappeared into the bathroom, and a moment later we heard the sound of retching, which made my own stomach turn. I moved out of the entryway so I wouldn’t have to listen to him throwing up. On the right was a kitchen with only enough space for a small table and two chairs. It was spotless other than a flattened juice carton and half-eaten cup of yogurt on the table.

The other room was a combined living and bedroom. The double futon was opened to the sleeping position, the sheets bunched messily under the comforter. Koivu flopped into the only armchair. Sitting down on the edge of the bed, I started organizing my thoughts. Koivu fidgeted in his chair and then stood up to check whether the bathroom door was locked.

“Did you fall in?” he yelled at Janne, who was still retching. The reply was incomprehensible muttering, but a few seconds later we heard a bang and a flush. Janne appeared in the doorway, drying his face with his T-shirt, which he had pulled off. Involuntarily my eyes wandered to his beautifully muscled upper body and washboard abs, which trembled from the vomiting. Then I started feeling like a dirty old woman and turned my eyes away.

Janne collapsed next to me on the futon and hid his face in his shirt. I glanced at Koivu, who started the questioning.

“Rami Luoto says you left the ice rink at the same time Noora did. Where did you leave her?”

No answer. His face remained hidden under the black fabric, and his muscles continued shaking. Koivu met my eyes, lifting his eyebrows and shaking his head. I wondered whether this could really be Noora’s murderer huddled here.

“Janne, this isn’t helping anything. Tell us what happened yesterday and we’ll leave you alone.”

Still no answer. Koivu stood up restlessly, walking to the bookcase, which held significantly more music and random junk than books. He bent down to pick up a large, framed picture with jagged shards of glass protruding from it. Without a word he handed it to me. Based on the costumes and the background, it was from the Edmonton World Championships. The skaters had their arms around each other’s necks and wore wide smiles. Janne was looking at the camera, and Noora was looking at Janne with an expression that was impossible to mistake. She worshipped him.

“When did you break this?” I asked.

“Can’t you understand I don’t have anything to say!” Janne screamed so loudly that the picture slipped from my hand and the broken glass made a superficial cut on my palm between the thumb and index finger. Janne jumped up, looked around, but then collapsed back to sit on the bed. Sweat still beaded on his face, and his eyes were glued to the floor.

There was no point trying to get him to answer any questions. The only thing he was willing to say was that he had nothing to say. I didn’t know what to do. Even though I had a hard time believing Janne was guilty of Noora’s murder, he was acting exactly as if he were guilty. And he was clearly disturbed—leaving him alone could be dangerous. Should we call Taskinen and ask how to proceed? No. I had to make these decisions myself. If I ever became head of the unit, I wouldn’t be able to lean on anyone else. We were going to need an arrest warrant from a detective lieutenant, though.

“Gather your things,” I finally told Janne. “We’re going to the police station to continue this.”

“Did you hear what Sergeant Kallio said?” Koivu snapped when Janne didn’t react. “We also need your car keys to send them for analysis.”

Now Janne looked me straight in the eyes for the first time. “What’s going on? Are you arresting me? I’m not going anywhere unless you carry me.”

“You have the right to counsel during your interrogation. Would you like to call a lawyer now?” I asked, trying to stay calm. I didn’t want to drag Janne off to jail by force. I preferred to scare him into talking.

When he didn’t make a move to stand up and get dressed, I opened a wardrobe door, where I found socks and shirts. I handed Janne a green sweater and black socks and ordered him to dress. Not answering, he just sat motionless and stared at the floor.

During my entire police career, there had been only a couple of situations in which I’d been this at a loss. Part of me said that arresting Janne was an extremely bad idea, since there wasn’t really any evidence he’d played a part in Noora’s death. But refusing to cooperate at all was strange, although it could have been a result of the shock at hearing the news of Noora’s death.

But I was getting angry and I wanted to go home.

“Then we’ll dress you. I’ll count it as practice, although you’re a bit big for a baby,” I said and started pulling the socks onto Janne’s long-toed feet. The situation was absurd. Of course I had undressed drunks and conducted strip searches on all manner of misfits, but Janne was handsome enough that touching him embarrassed me. Fortunately Koivu came over and put Janne’s sweater over his head while I grabbed a pair of deck shoes and a jacket from the entryway.

“The car keys,” I said. “And anything else you want to take with you.”

Janne didn’t react, so I told Koivu to search Janne’s jacket pockets, and there were the keys, along with the keys to the apartment, which I also collected. I asked Janne to stand, but he had been serious about not leaving without being carried.

“Should I get the handcuffs from the car?” Koivu finally asked. Luckily no one else was present to witness the sorriest arrest I had ever made. Koivu sometimes trusted a little too much in my ability to handle things.

“Oh, we can manage him without,” I said and lifted Janne by the shoulders.

“Goddamn it, don’t try to lift him in your condition!” Koivu bellowed with surprising anger in his voice, then grabbed Janne and jerked him to his feet. Koivu was a couple of inches taller than Janne and thirty pounds heavier, and although I was small and pregnant, lifting a third of Janne’s weight was not an issue. Ultimately he gave in enough that he started moving his legs, and we were able to get him down to the car with some of his—and our—dignity intact. Koivu sat next to him in the backseat. When we turned onto the Turku Highway, to my surprise Janne started to talk.

“On what basis am I being arrested and my car being searched?”

I told him about the red Nissan Micra that had been seen in the parking garage around the time Noora’s body was dumped. When he heard this, he gave an involuntary groan, and in the rearview mirror I saw how his head fell between his hands. I felt as if a lump of ice was stuck in my throat. I wanted to solve Noora’s murder quickly, but not this way.

That was all Janne was willing to say. Once at the station, I left him to wait with Koivu while I asked the lieutenant on duty in a neighboring unit for an arrest warrant. He carped a little at first but then signed the paperwork. Fortunately Ström wasn’t on shift, or he would have wanted to grill Janne through the night. Now the kid could spend that time thinking about whether it wouldn’t be better to start talking in the morning.

Despite everything, I felt sorry for Janne as I handed him over for processing. I asked him whether he needed a doctor, a psychologist, or a legal advisor, but he still didn’t say anything. He didn’t even ask me to notify anyone about his arrest.

Lähde was still in his office typing up his report about the parking garage interviews. He dug out the phone number for the witness who had seen the Micra and arranged for him to come in at eight the next morning to have a look at Janne’s car. That was when I realized the car was still at Janne’s apartment.

“I can get it in the morning,” I suggested. Koivu lived on the opposite side of town. “Or should we take it to the lab right now? We need to have them check the trunk ASAP. If they find blood there—”

“Nah, let’s call it a day!” Koivu said, but when I said I would go alone, he came along with some grumbling. I took an unmarked car so I could keep it overnight. My bike would have to wait at the station.

“Don’t pregnant women need a lot of sleep?” Koivu asked once we were back on the Turku Highway.

“Was that some kind of hint? I wouldn’t be able to sleep anyway as long as that car hasn’t been tested. To tell you the truth, I’m not sure how smart it was to arrest Janne.”

“He sure did everything he could to make himself look guilty. How did you stay so calm? I thought I might blow a gasket when he just kept sitting there staring at the floor!”

“It’s the miraculous influence of pregnancy. You wouldn’t believe how calm and tender I am now.”

“Are you scared?” Koivu asked. Up until now he had completely avoided the whole baby issue. “Having a baby’s supposed to hurt a lot.”

“I’m not so afraid of the birth as what comes after it. Being a mother. I guess plenty of people have figured it out, but . . . I think I’m going to be one of those women who can barely wait until their maternity leave is over and they can go back to work.”

Two brown hares stood watch on the grass outside the university as we passed but took off when a jogger appeared. The Nissan was still parked askew in the lot at Janne’s building, and some irate neighbor had already left a note under a windshield wiper encouraging the owner to learn how to drive.

We’d brought a crime-scene investigation field kit with us, and we put on gloves and took out flashlights, although fortunately the clouds had cleared a little, so we could see without them.

I don’t know what I was expecting when I opened the trunk, maybe a pool of blood. But there was nothing in it, not even a spare tire or a floor mat. Only a traffic triangle and a bottle of motor oil lay on the black metal surface.

The rest of the car was perfectly clean too, as if it had just been vacuumed that day. That seemed bad for Janne.

“Remember to cover the seats in the morning. I’ll try to talk to Kati Järvenperä and Noora’s parents, but let’s stay in touch.”

“How about I drive it over to the station right now? I’ve got time,” Koivu said and then started spreading a plastic bag from the crime scene investigation kit out over the driver’s seat.

“Well, that looks professional.” I was joking but inside I felt sick. It was nine o’clock. I had long since burned through the pea soup I’d had for lunch, and my blood sugar had dropped through the floor. Luckily in the bottom of my backpack, I found an emergency chocolate bar Antti had bought me two weeks before. I’d exercised amazing self-control, given the chocolate was still there. After shoving three pieces in my mouth, I started driving home.

For the last year we’d been living in a run-down wooden house rented from Antti’s coworker’s parents. The windows on the east side had a view onto fields of grain that had just sprouted. Although we lived in Finland’s second-largest city, we were almost in the country, far from any store and with limited public transportation. We loved the property, but most of its charm would soon be ruined by freeway construction. My husband, Antti, was still fuming about that.

I found him sitting in the downstairs living room reading. Einstein, our cat, was lounging on the couch. He barely bothered cracking an eye in greeting. Apparently he had already had his evening tuna fish.

Taking off the uncomfortable pumps I had been suffering in all day, I crawled into Antti’s arms.

“Bad day?” he asked and kissed my neck.

“Very. Yours?”

“OK. Mostly grading exams. The end of the semester is always horrible.”

Antti was an assistant in the math department at the University of Helsinki and often worked long, irregular hours just like I did. According to all the baby books, a child was going to force us to bend our lifestyle into a more normal shape.

“A little neck rub would do me good, or maybe my whole back,” I said.

“How’s our little Creature doing?” Antti had made up a working title for our baby.

“It’s still rolling around in there. Here, feel. Apparently it’s part dolphin.”

Antti pressed his ear against my belly and laughed when the baby kicked his head.

“Have you eaten? There’s fresh bread in the kitchen. I took it out of the oven fifteen minutes ago.”

“Fantastic. Maybe I’ll have some before that massage . . .” With that, I broke away from Antti’s long arms, took off my coat, and went into the kitchen. Suddenly awake, Einstein zipped after me, butting his mottled white head against my legs, but to no avail. The tuna fish can was already empty.

Antti had to rub my shoulders for a long time before I was calm enough to sleep. But even half conscious, I thought of Noora lying in cold storage at the morgue, and Janne, deposited in a cell for the night.

The next morning I had barely reached my office before Taskinen’s familiar knock came at the door.

“Come on in, Jyrki!”

Taskinen looked significantly better than the previous morning. His skin was its normal pale, wheat-bread color, his straight hair was combed, and his shirt was pressed. But his expression didn’t look promising.

“You arrested Janne Kivi last night,” he said without greeting.

“Yeah. He was acting really strangely,” I said and started relating the events of the previous evening. Taskinen nodded but didn’t look terribly convinced. I seemed to have messed up again.

“You could have called me first,” he said, interrupting my description of how we finally had to dress Janne.

“It was late. I didn’t want to bother you, and it was easy to get hold of the lieutenant on duty. I was really afraid Janne would do something to himself.”

“Probably a well-founded fear. But do you really think Janne is guilty? We haven’t even checked Teräsvuori’s movements yet!”

Jyrki was abnormally agitated. I remembered Koivu’s suspicions about Silja and Janne dating, so I asked him directly.

“No, there isn’t anything like that between them, although I don’t think Janne would have anything against it. Silja isn’t interested, thank God! This is hard enough as it is. Yesterday I spent an hour on the phone with Ulrika Weissenberg to convince her to wait on issuing a press release.”

Taskinen’s tone had softened, but his gaze was still stern. He clearly didn’t like what I’d done.

“Have you talked with Noora’s parents this morning? Can we interview them today?” I asked hopefully.

“No, but I’m going to call them soon. Handle Janne first, though. Unless he confesses to murder, I think letting him go would be best. I’d prefer you concentrated on Vesku Teräsvuori. You’ve read the case file on the stalking, right?”

“Yes, yes. Don’t you remember I talked to him yesterday? He’s off somewhere in flipping Vaasa. I’m going to send a patrol over to his place to pick him up as soon as he gets back.”

“Good.”

“Do you want to come in for Janne’s interview?” I asked pointedly, which made Taskinen glance at me in amusement.

“I’m sure you can handle that without me. I think Pihko is free.”

“Can you ask the Nieminens how they told Janne Noora was dead? Then call me in Interrogation Room 2.”

The officer manning the holding cells said the night had gone peacefully, although Janne probably hadn’t slept. He hadn’t eaten any breakfast either. I asked for coffee, tea, and sandwiches for the interrogation room and called Pihko to join me. Then I requested the patrol team for Teräsvuori’s apartment. Just in case, I visited the restroom before going into the interrogation room. We might be with Janne for a while, and my current pace of bathroom breaks was about one every hour. There was no denying that being pregnant impeded my ability to handle my duties to some degree.

In the restroom, I added a fresh coat of brown mascara to my eyelashes. I had even needed blush this morning. My red hair was as unruly as ever, and my bangs were too long. According to my sisters, I was expecting a boy because my snub nose hadn’t swollen during my pregnancy. The cold spring hadn’t brought out the freckles on it yet. My eyes looked back a grayish green from the mirror. My lipstick was too orange, which made my lower lip look extra pouty, and I wiped most of it off so I would seem more credible. Then I headed for the interrogation room.

Janne hadn’t arrived yet, but Pihko was devouring a sandwich as if he’d missed breakfast.

“Have you heard yet?” he asked excitedly. “Yesterday we found a witness who claims he saw Nieminen and Kivi walking away from the ice rink together into the park at about seven fifteen. This guy was out walking his Rottweiler.”

Janne’s situation was looking worse by the minute. I asked how reliable the witness was and how he had recognized Noora and Janne. Apparently the man watched Sports Update every night and even paid attention to the figure-skating segments.

Before I had time to fully digest this, Janne was escorted in. Apparently he had resisted, because he was wearing handcuffs.

“Morning, Janne,” I said as nicely as I could. Maybe now it was time to put to work that maternal tenderness I had just been advertising to Koivu. I wasn’t exactly surprised when Janne remained silent.

“What’s with the cuffs?” I asked the guard who had come with Janne.

“Shit, there was no other way to get him to move!”

There were all kinds of guards in the department, and this one happened to be one of the more heavy handed.

“Let’s take them off now so he can sit more comfortably. Then you can go.”

Surprise flashed in Janne’s eyes. After the handcuffs were removed, he looked at his wrists for a moment as if expecting them to have changed.

“Sit down, Janne. There’s sandwiches, tea, and coffee. Have some if you want.”

Janne sat in the corner of the room, at the same table as me, but that was all I got out of him once again. I poured myself a cup of tea, which wouldn’t cause nearly as much heartburn as the coffee. The sandwiches looked good, but achieving the proper authority as an interrogator would be difficult with a mouth full of food.

“We found a witness who saw you walking away from the rink with Noora. Come on, tell me what happened the other night.”

“There’s nothing to tell.”

At least that was a complete sentence, so this was going well. I decided to have a piece of rye bread topped with cheese and lettuce after all, and offered the platter to Janne too. No reaction. He leaned his head back against the wall and closed his eyes. His cheek muscles clenched as he ground his teeth.

Then, without opening his eyes, he said, “You were there at our Snow White performance, weren’t you?”

I quickly swallowed. “I was. That was a great show.”

“Send that other cop out and I’ll tell you what really happened.”

I motioned for Pihko to go but leave the recorder running. Once the door had closed, Janne poured himself a cup of coffee. His hands weren’t quite obeying, so some ended up on the tray too, and he stared at it helplessly, not knowing what to do. I tossed a napkin on the worst of it. Janne drank a couple of gulps and then closed his eyes again as if to gather strength. I felt my abdominal muscles clenching and my pulse rising. Was he about to confess?

“Rami probably told you about that last practice. What’s your name, by the way?”

“Maria Kallio. Yes, Mr. Luoto told us it was a brawl.”

“Noora was being completely impossible. She wouldn’t agree to that stupid commercial, and she couldn’t understand how Rami was explaining a trajectory. I held her hand the wrong way and on and on and on. Finally I’d had enough. I decided to tell Noora we were done skating together. I was such an idiot . . .”

Janne buried his face in his hands again. I looked at the attractive curve of his neck and his thick blond hair. And waited for what he would say next.

“I waited in the hall for Noora to come out of the shower. When she finally came out, I offered to drive her home, since it was raining so hard. I said I had something I wanted to talk about too. Noora screamed that she wasn’t going to ride home with a bastard like me and took off running like a crazy person through the rain with that big bag of hers over her shoulder. I ran after her and yelled for her to wait. But she just went. Then I yelled that I was going to quit skating. That was enough to make her stop, even though the rain was dumping on us. Guess what she said.”

For the first time that whole morning Janne looked at me, his green eyes shining like a cat with a hurt paw.

“What?”

“‘Go ahead, quit. I give that decision about two days, max.’ And then she just took off running again. The worst thing was she was right. I don’t know how to do anything but skate, but I can’t get anywhere alone. And finding a new partner would be impossible. But now that’s all done and gone because Noora is dead!”

The emotions that Janne had only dared express when he was skating were clear on his face again. I was sure he was going to cry, but although his face contorted, no tears came.

Then my stupid cell phone trilled. It was Taskinen.

“I got hold of the Nieminens, at least Kauko. Noora’s father is willing to talk to you today.”

“What about what I asked?”

“Kauko said they didn’t say anything but that Noora was dead, because I had asked them not to reveal any details.”

I turned the phone off, worried that the call might have broken the delicate trust that had developed between Janne and me. He had himself under control again, and his face, which rested in his right hand, was impassive.

“What happened then?” I asked when he didn’t continue.

“Nothing. Or a lot, but I didn’t see Noora again. I was totally pissed. I jumped in my car and drove home and emptied the rest of a bottle of whiskey. Then I headed out to get shitfaced. Based on my debit card receipts, I had at least seven beers, but I don’t really remember. That’s why I didn’t wake up for ballet practice, and I wouldn’t have gone anyway. My phone was off until at least four. Then I went out for a drive—even though I didn’t really know whether I was in any shape for it. I wasn’t sure I should go to practice but then I decided to go anyway. That was where I heard, when I called the Nieminens, wondering why no one was at the rink.”

Janne’s story sounded believable. On the other hand, the best lie is the one that’s almost true. Maybe Janne had just left out the part about killing Noora before going out drinking.

“So how do you explain that your car was seen in the parking garage at the Matinkylä Shopping Center at seven forty-five?”

“I don’t. I wasn’t there!”

“Your car is being searched right now. We’ll need your finger-prints in order to eliminate them from any others in the car.”

“Is it supposed to mean something if you find Noora’s fingerprints in my car? Don’t be stupid. She rode with me all the time.”

I nodded. But we weren’t just looking for fingerprints. I asked Janne whether he had any witnesses of his movements, and he defiantly told me to ask his neighbors and the bartender at the bar he’d been drinking at.

“Why didn’t you tell us all this yesterday?” I asked as I poured myself another cup of tea. My abdominal muscles had relaxed again, but I felt strangely lackluster.

“So you think I spent last night making all that up?” Janne said, sneering mirthlessly. “I didn’t think you’d believe me anyway. Even though I don’t even know what I’m being accused of. How did Noora . . . how did she . . . how did she die?” Saying the last word was clearly difficult for him.

“I can’t actually tell you.”

“Of course not. The police don’t answer questions, they just ask them.”

“Right. And now I’m going to have to ask you to repeat what you said about leaving the ice rink and your conversation with Noora while I have a witness here to make it all official. Then you can go.”

“Go? Back to a cell?”

“Home, or wherever you want, just so long as you don’t go far. May I call Officer Pihko back in now?”

Janne was so floored that he agreed immediately. When he retold the story, his voice was tired and dull. Taking the statement only lasted a few minutes. Then I escorted him to Holding to retrieve his few belongings, his belt and keys.

“You didn’t bring your wallet. Do you have a way to get home? I can arrange a ride with one of our officers. Unfortunately you won’t get your car back for a few days.”

“So I’m still a suspect.” Janne’s smile was narrow and bitter. “I don’t want to go anywhere in a police car. I’d rather walk. Hopefully we don’t meet again.”

I wasn’t thrilled to let Janne leave alone. I was sure he hadn’t told us everything. But I was secretly glad that the arrest had induced him to talk. Maybe I hadn’t screwed up as badly as Taskinen thought.
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The Nieminens’ house was located on a blunt peninsula overlooking the Baltic Sea and the islands off Espoo. The rough white brick clumsily mimicked the houses of the Mediterranean coast. The landscaping had a careful elegance that was shattered by an enormous red truck with the words “FinnTransport, Inc.” stenciled on the door in gold letters. I’d read in an interview with Noora that her father owned a trucking company that had grown from a two-man operation to a medium-sized company after the opening of the border with Russia. Noora had one brother, Sami, who played ice hockey. The Nieminens hadn’t lost their only child, but the violent death of any family member was crushing. Instinctively I patted my belly, and Pihko shot me a surprised glance.

The nameplate on the Nieminens’ door was made of handsome forged copper. The doorbell played a cheery tune. The man who answered was fat with a shiny, bald head and bushy mustache—the same man I’d seen picking up Noora after the ice show. He was on his cell phone in the middle of a heated conversation.

“What the hell is going on at that border crossing? Of course the paperwork is right. There shouldn’t be any problem! Fucking Russians. They’re just trying to squeeze more money out of us again, but we aren’t paying. Try to handle the situation. I’m not going to be able to make it into work today either. The police just showed up.”

Kauko Nieminen listened for a moment and then swore again and hung up.

“I’m sorry. Work won’t leave me alone,” he said and wiped his brow with a striped handkerchief he’d pulled from his pocket. He was wearing black slacks and a tight white shirt. The open top button revealed a hairy chest. It was easy to see that Noora had inherited her pursing lips and rounded face from her father, but their eyes were not the same. Kauko Nieminen’s eyes were small and light blue, while Noora’s had been round and a dark blue-gray.

“Kauko Nieminen.” He extended his hand.

I introduced myself and Pihko and said that we wanted to talk about Noora’s normal routes to and from the ice arena. Nieminen led us to the living room, where the decorating was far too frilly and flowery for my taste. Even the piano was white. On top of it was a smiling picture of Noora with a burning candle on either side. Her skating trophies were on display on a bookshelf at the rear of the room. Carefully placed on the shelf was also an elk rifle, which appeared to be in working order but was completely at odds with the romantic decor of the rest of the room. On the coffee table was an enormous bouquet of white and pink carnations with a black-bordered card accompanying them.

“Please, sit. I’ll go tell my wife you’re here. Hanna is quite upset, but she promised to come speak with you.” Nieminen glanced at my belly, which protruded prominently when I sat. He seemed like he might say something, but then he went to fetch his wife.

Hanna Nieminen was younger than I’d expected; she couldn’t have been over twenty when she had Noora. Kauko seemed about ten years older, but his weight might have been a factor. Hanna was also plump, but in a pleasant, feminine way. Noora had clearly inherited her wide hips and eyes from her mother. Hanna’s face was puffy from crying, and her faltering lipstick and blue mascara only emphasized the redness. Her black dress looked a couple of sizes too small and a few years out of style. Sherlock Maria deduced that it had probably been purchased for a previous funeral.

“We’re extremely sorry for your daughter’s death. If you can just bear with a few questions, your help will be extremely valuable to our investigation,” I began cautiously.

Mrs. Nieminen glanced at my belly too, where the Creature had begun its midday rampage.

“Is it your first child?” she asked. In her voice was a slight thickness. I guessed she was taking sedatives to keep herself together.

“Yes,” I replied. Unlike Janne Kivi had asserted, police work wasn’t all about asking questions. Sometimes answering them was the key to building trust.

“Then there’s no way you can understand how we feel! And I don’t understand why you’re here asking questions at all. It’s as clear as day who murdered Noora!”

Mrs. Nieminen broke into sobs, and her husband patted her leg. This gesture, intended to comfort, seemed strangely like groping.

“Of course my wife means Vesku Teräsvuori. He’s been a constant nuisance to our family for years, and now he finally carried out his threats. Has he been arrested yet?”

“We haven’t found him, but the police are waiting at his apartment. He’ll be brought in for questioning as soon as we get him,” I said.

“Well, good! You know the background, the threats and stalking and all that, right?” Mr. Nieminen demanded.

“I’ve read the files, but it would help if you reviewed the main details.”

“It was ridiculous that Teräsvuori got off with such a small fine! All the police could do was shake their heads. As if crank calls in the middle of the night and following our kids around weren’t serious enough. And now look what happened! If I could, I’d sue the whole judicial system and the Espoo Police!”

I understood Mr. Nieminen’s anger. Stalking cases were difficult because Finnish law didn’t have any provision for restraining orders. The copies of Teräsvuori’s letters in the files seemed to me to be dangerous enough to warrant more serious action than they’d received. Teräsvuori had mostly threatened Hanna, so I wasn’t ready to arrest him for Noora’s murder without more investigation, but perhaps his intentions had changed following the publicity surrounding Noora’s performance in Edmonton. Maybe Teräsvuori had thought the best way to take revenge on Hanna was to murder her rising star of a daughter.

“So the harassment began after Mrs. Nieminen moved back home?” My instincts told me we needed to get past Hanna Nieminen and Vesku Teräsvuori’s relationship quickly.

“Right. Teräsvuori couldn’t accept that my wife didn’t want to have anything to do with him. At first it was just letters and flowers, calls late at night and the like. Then the letters turned threatening and the flowers turned into funeral wreaths. And he seemed to be everywhere. When we left for work, he would be standing out on the road. He would come into our office asking about transporting karaoke equipment to Russia or Germany. As if he would have needed a tractor trailer to move a pile of CDs! He was waiting at the ice rink when Hanna took Noora for practice. The fucking prick was everywhere!”

Mr. Nieminen patted his brow and the top of his head, which was red with anger now. Hanna sat on the couch silently as a single tear rolled down her cheek, leaving a streak of blue mascara. Her hair was dyed blond, and her dark roots were showing. It was pulled back in the same kind of tight bun Ulrika Weissenberg had.

“So Teräsvuori was in the habit of waiting for Noora at the ice rink?”

“Now and then. A couple of weeks ago, on Mother’s Day, there was the Espoo Figure-Skating show. Noora was playing the lead role, and Teräsvuori showed up and threw flowers to her.”

“I was there. Noora skated wonderfully,” I said, but that was exactly the wrong thing to say, because Mrs. Nieminen started weeping uncontrollably again. In an instant her cheeks had turned blue. Mr. Nieminen frantically pushed his handkerchief at her.

“I’m sorry she’s like this,” Mr. Nieminen muttered, clearly at a loss as to how to calm his wife down.

“There’s no need to apologize. Would it be better to let your wife rest?”

Just then the cell phone bulging at Mr. Nieminen’s belt rang again. He was clearly glad for the interruption.

“What the hell? That can’t be right! Wait, I need to go in the other room to talk. The police are here.”

Nieminen covered the phone and whispered that it was an important business matter. Disappearing, he left us alone with his wife and the now-blue handkerchief.

Once he was gone, Hanna suddenly started talking.

“Of course Kauko blames himself for Noora’s death,” she said quickly, as if she had to say her piece before her husband returned. “It was his own fault I started seeing Vesku. I was only nineteen when we got married, and Noora came almost immediately. I didn’t get to live much. For the past few years, Kauko hasn’t had much on his mind but expanding his business.”

“How did you meet Vesku Teräsvuori?”

“Well, at a karaoke night, of course! I was with some girls at the Garden—I have to get out sometimes too—and after a few glasses of wine I decided to get up to sing. I did ‘These Boots Are Made for Walking’ and Vesku loved it. He said my voice was almost as beautiful as I was. Kauko hadn’t said anything like that to me in years,” she whispered as if afraid her husband would hear.

The small spaces between the lines of the police report had told what happened next. First a short, intense secret relationship, and then Hanna decided to leave her family. After living together for a couple of months, she found that Vesku wasn’t the man of her dreams after all and returned to her family.

“Of course I didn’t want to break Vesku’s heart—” She shut her mouth instantly when her husband returned.

“Work is really piling up. Those girls don’t know how to handle anything without me! Tomorrow I’m going to have to go in. You should come too, Hanna. It’ll give you something else to think about.”

“You both work for the family business?” I asked.

“Yeah. It was just the two of us when we started. We had two trucks and our office was in our two-room apartment. Now we have fifty trucks and our turnover is forty million marks a year,” Kauko Nieminen said proudly. I remembered Silja Taskinen mentioning that money wasn’t an issue for Noora as a skater. The business was obviously quite profitable.

I asked how Noora usually walked home from practice. According to Janne, the night of the murder, she went off along the walking path through the park. Her parents reported that Noora only went that way when practice was during daylight, which was rare. During the winter season, hockey dominated the skating rink, so the figure skaters either practiced at six in the morning or ten at night. Sometimes Hanna drove Noora, sometimes Janne brought her home, and sometimes Elena Grigorieva or her husband, Tomi, did.

“So you didn’t have any arrangement to pick her up on Wednesday night? It was raining almost all day.”

“No. It wasn’t very late and the walk isn’t far. I guess we underestimated how dangerous Teräsvuori was,” Mr. Nieminen said angrily. “I was still at work. We’ve been having issues with shipments to Russia all spring . . .”

“Of course we should have gone to get her,” Mrs. Nieminen sniffed. “If only I had known, I—”

“How could you have known that maniac would decide to strike that night?” Mr. Nieminen said angrily. “There’s no point what-if-ing. You should have thought before you started cheating with him in the first place!”

Hanna Nieminen shook as if she’d been slapped and then started crying again. I was incensed at what Kauko Nieminen had just said to his wife but screamed silently to myself that it was none of my business. It was common for people to look for someone to blame in situations like these, and of course his wife’s affair had damaged Nieminen’s self-respect—but I still wanted to scream at him. Instead, I marched over to Mrs. Nieminen, dug a crumpled piece of paper towel out of my pocket, and handed it to her.

At least Noora’s death was being mourned. The only person I’d interviewed who wasn’t insane with grief was Ulrika Weissenberg.

After his outburst Mr. Nieminen had walked to the window to stare out into the yard as if wanting to make sure his truck was still there. I wondered how to continue. Maybe it would be best to leave. Teräsvuori would probably be back soon. Kauko Nieminen’s phone rang again.

“Nieminen. Oh, hi, Ulrika. Thanks for the flowers.” Something Weissenberg said caused the red that had left Nieminen’s face to quickly return. For a full minute he tried to interject questions between the words flooding from the earpiece before he succeeded.

“The officer investigating the case is sitting right here, but she hasn’t said anything about arresting Janne! What the hell is going on?” Now Nieminen was shouting at me.

“Janne Kivi was released this morning.”

“What? No, they haven’t arrested Teräsvuori. They probably aren’t even trying. It’s almost like they’re trying to protect him!” Nieminen yelled into the phone.

I sighed and sat down next to Mrs. Nieminen on the couch. She had stopped crying after hearing about Janne’s arrest.

Ignoring her husband, she asked me, “Was it Janne instead of Vesku?”

“We don’t know yet. It wasn’t necessarily either of them. Listen, you were home when Noora left practice, right? Did anything strange happen? Did Vesku Teräsvuori contact you?”

Hanna tried to think. Her husband had gone to the back of the room to continue his conversation, which seemed to have turned to the funeral.

“No, Vesku didn’t call. Actually, I haven’t heard from him since the ice show. I thought he had finally decided to give up and leave us in peace.” Hanna dried her cheeks. No blue was left on her eyelashes, and her powder and foundation had collected in tiny lumps in the large pores of her skin.

“But Ulrika called to say how furious she was with Noora. They had been fighting because Noora didn’t want to appear in the commercial Ulrika had arranged. She said she was going to come later to talk some sense into Noora, but she never showed up. And a little before seven, Tomi called. Elena Grigorieva’s husband, that is. He said he had just found Noora’s necklace at his gym. She must have dropped it a couple of days earlier.”

This was starting to sound interesting. Ulrika Weissenberg had said she was coming over but didn’t. And Tomi Liikanen had called—was it really from the gym? Hanna was sure that Tomi had been at the gym, but Grigorieva had claimed she went straight home with her husband. What reason did she have for lying about something like that?

“But your husband was still at work? What time did he get home?”

“I called him at work around nine because I was surprised Noora wasn’t home yet. He left work almost immediately and dropped by the rink to see if she was still there. At first I wasn’t very worried because I just thought she wanted to be alone for a little while after her fight with Ulrika. She’s gone off walking for hours in the rain before.”

Mr. Nieminen had finished his call with Ulrika, but just as he was about to continue talking to us, his phone rang again. Apparently he was one of those people who didn’t know how to use the ignore button. He listened for a few seconds and then irritably said to us, “I’m sorry, but I have to go to the office to deal with something. They can’t do anything without me there. And I don’t think the police need my help. Arrest Teräsvuori, that’s my advice. Hanna, is my suit coat in the bedroom or on the hook in the hall?”

“In the hall.”

Without saying good-bye, Kauko Nieminen waddled out the door. A moment later came the sound of a car starting. I glanced out the window curiously. Ford Scorpion, dark blue. I hadn’t expected him to drive a Nissan Micra or a Renault Clio.

“Could I see Noora’s room?”

“Of course, if it will help with the investigation.”

Now that her husband had left, Hanna Nieminen seemed more relaxed. I wondered whether he had blamed her for their daughter’s death right after hearing about it or whether what we’d heard was the first time. We would have to talk to Kauko Nieminen again. Maybe one of these days I would pay him a surprise visit at his office.

Noora’s room was large and well lit, almost as big as Janne Kivi’s entire apartment. In addition to the bed, there was a desk, a couch, and a bookshelf with a complete stereo system, television, and VCR. In the corner behind the couch was even an exercise bike. This room was obviously a figure skater’s. Above the couch hung a tiny pair of skates, probably Noora’s first. Dozens of pictures and posters showed top skaters from around the world, along with Noora and Janne. Above the bed hung an enlargement of the same picture I had seen smashed at Janne’s place.

Noora’s book collection was interesting. Anne of Green Gables, the Emily series and all the Little Women books in order, then books by Jane Austen and Virginia Woolf. Between these were a couple of figure-skating books in English, poems from Riina Katajavuori and Heidi Liehu, and a biography of Susanna Rahkamo and Petri Kokko, the Finnish ice dancers. On a shelf with a glass door there were also a couple dozen books, many with locks on them, presumably diaries.

“It’s a bit of a mess in here, but I haven’t had time to think about cleaning,” Mrs. Nieminen said behind me.

“Mess?” I asked, because Noora’s room was in almost perfect order. A couple of books were sitting on the table, a bottle of hairspray lay on its side next to them On the couch lay a pair of thick black tights and a dark-purple sweater. A black-and-orange sweater was crumpled on the coffee table, where there was also a stack of sheet music. Apparently Noora had stopped by home between school and skating practice. Her school bag was behind the desk chair. The bag was overflowing with books, with French and math on top.

“I don’t know if I even want to touch her room. With it like this, it’s almost like Noora is still alive . . .” Hanna said. I glanced at her in concern, but there was no hysteria in her voice. Pihko hadn’t come in the room. He was waiting in the hall.

“Skating was Noora’s whole life. But she still did wonderfully in school and was even taking singing lessons. Rami has always said that a figure skater has to be a bit pedantic, and that’s how Noora was. Just look at that.”

Mrs. Nieminen motioned to a piece of paper tacked to the wall above the desk that read “Menu.” It was two weeks of meals, carefully constructed to be well balanced and nutritious, but only twelve hundred calories per day. That seemed crazy for a sixteen-year-old girl competing at the top of her sport.

“Noora was trying to lose a few pounds. The poor thing inherited Kauko’s and my builds. All I have to do is look at a cake and I gain half a pound. Janne must have complained about lifting Noora, and Elena immediately put her on a diet.”

Four ounces grilled chicken breast and one tomato. One half-cup plain yogurt and one piece of whole-grain crisp bread without butter—I hoped Noora hadn’t spent her final days alive starving.

“Are those Noora’s diaries?” I asked, indicating the locked books.

Mrs. Nieminen nodded. When I asked whether I could read them, she hesitated.

“She never let anyone touch them . . . I don’t even know where the keys are.”

“I’m sure I can get them open without breaking the locks. They may contain something important, like entries about someone following her or something she didn’t tell her parents or coaches.”

“OK, take them, but bring them back! The current one won’t be on the shelf. She always kept it with her.”

Then it would be in the equipment bag, which had hopefully come back from the lab and was sitting in the evidence room. I would have to check.

Mrs. Nieminen brought a plastic bag for the diaries. Each book was identical, black with a number written in gold marker. The highest number was XV, so sixteen should be in her sports bag. I checked her school bag to be sure, but there was no diary there.

I hadn’t kept a diary since I was a teenager. My last, sporadic entries were probably from the police academy. Antti, who was a faithful journal keeper, had started a pregnancy diary, in which we were writing down our feelings and what was happening in the world. Maybe the Creature would have fun reading it twenty years from now.

Hanna Nieminen seemed calmer now, and I thought I might take advantage of the opportunity to ask more questions, but then I noticed my phone display blinking. It was Mononen from Patrol, who said he was sitting in Vesku Teräsvuori’s apartment.

“Bring him to the station, and please get us an interrogation room if you wouldn’t mind,” I told him. “Number two would be best.” That was the least cramped room, and the interviewer looked at a painting of a nice lake scene instead of a blank wall.

“We’ve found Vesku Teräsvuori,” I told Mrs. Nieminen.

“Has he confessed?” There was agony in Hanna’s expression; the guilt must have been unbearable. I hoped she had a good therapist. Or a therapist at all. Even a good friend would help.

“I’m going to question him right now,” I said, just as the baby kicked me in the bladder. I had to find the nearest toilet fast, so I asked Mrs. Nieminen. As a mother of two, she understood my distress.

Pihko started the car in the driveway. We’d had to take the department’s dreaded Saab that had a habit of dying in the most surprising places. This time it complied after a little coaxing.

It was 12:23 and my stomach had already told me we were past lunchtime.

“Let’s hit Mickey D’s on the way. I’m not going to be able to handle a murder suspect without a Big Mac,” I said as I shoehorned myself into the car. The car had lower seats than normal, and the seat belt dug into my neck.

Koivu called as I was shoving my mouth full of French fries.

“How is your parking garage witness doing?” I asked.

“You aren’t going to like this . . . he’s a hick from Savo!”

“What do you have against people from Savo? That’s the Finnish heartland, pal. I’m one-fourth Savo myself.”

“Yeah, but this guy was really Savo. He couldn’t commit to anything. The Micra he saw might have been Janne’s, ‘but gee, I dunno, maybe it wasn’t.’ In other words, we got nothing. I sent the car to the lab.”

“OK.” I was about to hang up but Koivu continued. “Um . . . I wrote up the interview with Silja Taskinen. I still have time to go get her signature today. Apparently she liked us. Taskinen said that Silja couldn’t imagine any nicer cops to have talked to her.” From Koivu’s voice I could tell he was blushing.

“Did Silja also say the policeman who interviewed her was the most handsome at the station?” I asked. Koivu was cute when he had a crush. Of course his infatuation with Silja was probably hopeless, but I was the last person to say that to him.

The fast food perked me up, and by the time we arrived at the station I felt fighting fit. Vesku Teräsvuori was waiting for us in Interrogation Room 2. I would have a couple of hours to interview him before Kati Järvenperä, the woman who’d found the body, showed up. And Teräsvuori could always wait. My attitude toward him was already negative, and I wasn’t anticipating an easy interrogation.

Pihko, who had tried to drive while eating a salad and chicken nuggets, followed me into the interrogation room. Teräsvuori sat there with Mononen as if he owned the place. When he saw me he stood up and approached with his hand outstretched, a friendly look on his face.

“Hi, I’m Vesku Teräsvuori. Do I have the honor of speaking with the lead investigator on this case?”

“Yes. I’m Sergeant Maria Kallio. We spoke on the phone yester-day. Please sit. Would you like some coffee?”

“Thank you, I’d love some. May I ask why I was dragged down to the police station after an exhausting business trip?”

I could see how some people might think Teräsvuori was handsome. His broad shoulders were straight out of an old Finnish movie, and the blond highlights in his hair might have been radical sometime back in the eighties. His face wore an easy smile, and a narrow black mustache framed his upper lip. He had a husky tenor, although everything he sang sounded the same.

“Noora Nieminen was killed. You can hardly be surprised we’d want to talk to you.”

“Yes, I am surprised. Why would you?” Emotions ran across Teräsvuori’s face, and I didn’t know whether he was searching for an appropriate reaction or whether this was a real conflict of emotions. “Noora dead . . . Hanna’s daughter! What is Hanna going to do?”

“Where were you the night before last?”

“Maria, wait, can I make a call? I have to send Hanna flowers. This is horrible!”

“As soon as we’re done here, Mr. Teräsvuori. Let’s get to the questions.”

“Maria, Maria, Maria! Call me Vesku, you beautiful, fecund woman!”

Pihko started coughing over in his corner, trying not to laugh out loud, I assumed. I felt both amusement and revulsion at Teräsvuori’s theatrical posturing. To top it all off, he started singing “Maria” from West Side Story.

“Shut up,” I snapped as if to a dog. “I’m not a musical. You’ve been harassing the Nieminen family for the last year and a half. I know the case. I’ve read your hate mail. You’re under arrest as the prime suspect in Noora Nieminen’s murder.”

Teräsvuori spread his arms like an operatic diva.

“Why would I kill Noora? She was such a lovely girl. And such a talented skater. Did you ever see her perform, Maria? When—”

“Where were you the night before last, Wednesday night?” I asked coldly. The man disgusted me. For once I missed having Ström along to play the bad cop. He would have flattened this character.

“Wednesday? Is that when little Noora was murdered? Hmm . . . Wednesday night I was DJing and leading karaoke at the Fishmaid. The gig started at six and went ’til one. I was there the whole night.”

Ice cubes tumbled down my spine, and for a moment I was speechless. Of course. Vesku Teräsvuori had a bulletproof alibi for the time of the murder. I immediately sent Pihko out to check. Teräsvuori could be lying to my face.

“Is this why you dragged me in here?” Teräsvuori continued, his tone confident.

“We’ll see how your alibi holds up.”

“Don’t you believe me, baby?”

“In homicide cases we always check everything. And I would advise you to leave the Nieminen family alone once and for all. They have enough troubles right now without you. The fact that you’ve been fined once for harassment doesn’t mean we can’t reopen the case.”

“Harassment? Come one, can’t a guy send letters and flowers to the woman of his dreams? I can’t understand why Hanna went back to that fat oaf. Hanna is so sensitive and feminine. She’ll wither away in an environment like that! The place reeks of diesel fumes, and every night it’s just hockey on TV.”

I was having a hard time not laughing. I had to stand up and turn my back on Teräsvuori. Maybe Hanna really had sought food for her sensitive soul in Vesku Teräsvuori’s karaoke ballads. Apparently his ridiculous brand of smooth talk had worked on her.

Pihko came back and pulled me outside.

“The restaurant just opened, and I got the bartender who worked Wednesday. He confirmed Teräsvuori’s alibi.”

“Go do some interviews anyway. It’s less than ten minutes from that restaurant to where Noora was killed,” I said hopefully. “We’re probably going to have to cut Teräsvuori loose, though.”

Kauko Nieminen wouldn’t be happy to hear that.

But the interrogation wasn’t over yet. Vesku Teräsvuori had tracked the Nieminen family’s life closely for more than a year. He might know something about Noora that could help us solve the crime.

Teräsvuori was happy to talk about the Nieminens.

“Noora was about thirteen when I met Hanna. She was just a little slip of a girl. She had been skating with that Janne kid for maybe a year, and I think they’d already won some sort of youth competitions. Right about the time Hanna moved in with me, Noora started to turn into a woman. In just a few months she grew breasts and her hips widened. Hanna was worried she was overeating because she was depressed about her mom leaving, but it was just normal development. But skaters are supposed to be thin. Like most normal men, I’m not into flat-chested chicks. A pregnant woman like you, on the other hand, is as beautiful as a woman can be, so round and fruitful . . .”

Teräsvuori’s chatter was irritating, but I let him drivel on, inserting a question here and there.

“You sometimes wait outside the ice rink for Hanna to pick up Noora from practice. Did Noora ever walk home alone?”

Teräsvuori grinned, obviously understanding what I was getting at.

“I wasn’t interested in Noora! A few times I did offer to take her home when the weather was bad and no one was coming for her. She wouldn’t go with me, though. Her dad had probably told her not to.”

“How did Noora react when Hanna moved in with you?”

“She didn’t like it, and neither did Sami, which was understandable. But Noora didn’t need a mother so much as someone to pay the bills and drive her around. At least that’s what Hanna said. Noora didn’t have any room in her head for anything but skating. Kauko just wanted Hanna as a secretary and gofer, and the dude was pathetic in the sack. Hanna did miss Sami sometimes, but the kid was happy because his dad bought him a new game console. Hanna still left me and went back to them, even though I was offering her so much more than those selfish monsters!”

Insider information about the Nieminens or not, I couldn’t stand listening to Teräsvuori’s bombast anymore. I let him go, even though it irked me.

I asked Pihko to gather everyone working Noora’s case at four. We needed a meeting to update everyone before the weekend.

I ran into Taskinen in the hall.

“How did it go with Teräsvuori?” he asked immediately.

“Catch and release.”

“What?”

Taskinen’s expression turned contemplative when I told him about Vesku Teräsvuori’s Wednesday night. Pihko was at the restaurant trying to poke holes in Teräsvuori’s alibi, but I didn’t believe he would find any. The case was adrift again, and I was starting to think our perpetrator could just be some random psycho.

“Meeting at four in the conference room. Can you make it? We’re going to pull together everything we have so far.”

“Yeah, I’ll be there. At least for a little while. I’m taking Silja to a movie tonight. She’s supposed to leave for Canada in two weeks, but I don’t know what’s going to happen with that now. We don’t have the money to pay for Rami and Elena by ourselves. So far we’ve been able to scrape by, since the costs have been shared by Janne and Noora too. And of course the commercial deal is off now too. But I shouldn’t burden you with all of that.”

I wondered whether to tell Taskinen about the contradictory information I’d received about Elena Grigorieva’s and Tomi Liikanen’s movements on the night of the murder, but I decided it could wait for the meeting. It bothered me that he was obviously dissatisfied with the progress of the investigation. I knew I couldn’t make any screwups if I wanted to beat out Ström for Taskinen’s position.

Kati Järvenperä arrived at three as arranged. She was a short woman, with tousled brown hair pulled back in a hasty ponytail. She wore black jeans and a loose black jacket, apparently trying to conceal several extra pounds. I began the interview carefully, as I assumed Järvenperä would still be upset about discovering the body. Although she did seem to struggle to keep herself calm, she was a very precise witness.

“When I drove in, there were only three cars besides mine on the top floor of the garage. One was a gray van and one was a red station wagon. I don’t remember the third, so it was probably pretty small. Our Mercedes is pretty old and stiff on turns, so I always try to park it somewhere easy. Because there was so much free space, I backed in against the wall. I thought that would make it easier when we left.”

“There were no cars right next to yours?”

“Right. The van was a couple of spaces away, and the red station wagon was on the other side of the parking garage.”

The red station wagon was the Volvo whose owner had told us about the Nissan Micra and Renault Clio. I asked whether Järvenperä remembered the makes and models of the cars, or maybe even their license plate numbers, but she shook her head.

“I don’t know anything about cars. And at the store with both kids, I was only thinking about survival.”

“And you opened the trunk before going in the store?”

“Yes, I took out an empty-bottle crate and Jussi’s stroller. I remember leaving the trunk unlocked. I’ve never had anything taken from it.”

“Did anything remarkable happen in the store?”

“No. We bought milk, cat food, and chocolate pudding, and some gum so the boys would keep quiet on the way home.”

“And then when you came back out of the store? What did you see?”

“I was just feeling relieved to be heading home. If I remember right, the van was gone and another car had come, but none of them were in my way, so I didn’t pay much attention. Our car’s such a pain, so that’s the first thing I look for. When we got to the car, I put the boys in their car seats and buckled them in. Then . . .” Kati’s expression contorted, but she continued bravely. “Then I opened the trunk. At first I didn’t realize what had happened, what the girl was doing in there. My next thought was that I couldn’t let the boys know. I slammed the trunk and locked it.”

Järvenperä told her sons that the car was broken and went to call the police. According to her, there was no one else in the parking garage. She didn’t have her cell phone with her, so she’d had to go back to the store to call the police.

“I guess I was in some sort of shock. I don’t remember much about what happened after I found her. But I’ve been thinking a lot about something my son Jussi said. He’s almost five and has an active imagination. Yesterday he asked me if it was the Sneaky Rascal who broke our car at the store. It’s sort of a game we have. Whenever someone litters in the woods or throws gravel on a good sledding hill, we say the Sneaky Rascal did it. I asked Jussi if he saw the Sneaky Rascal in the parking garage. He said yes, he’d seen him looking in the back of his car for tools to break things.”
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I couldn’t sleep that night because the Creature was kicking and the terrible wind blowing outside had me expecting one of the pine trees outside to snap and crash in on our heads. I thought about the Sneaky Rascal four-year-old Jussi Järvenperä had seen and then about our afternoon meeting, which had been pretty depressing. Officers had gone door to door around the presumed site of the murder, and we had interviewed hundreds of people at the shopping center, but the result was little more than disjointed scraps of information, dubious tips, and only two reliable eye-witness reports, both of which pointed to Janne Kivi. Pihko had failed to find even a needle-eye-sized hole in Vesku Teräsvuori’s alibi.

The entire unit had gathered in the conference room, along with the officers on loan from a neighboring unit who had conducted the interviews around the murder scene. Taskinen let me do the talking. He clearly wanted to show everyone what meetings would be like if I became unit commander. But his own promotion was anything but certain—apparently the police chief had found a candidate from Turku with a better “background” than Taskinen. Which probably meant he was a Mason and a member of the chief’s political party.

“I think we should continue canvassing,” Ström said as soon as I started talking about next steps. “There are all kinds of creeps who skulk around that park, and even if you don’t believe it, I still think this could be the same child molester from before.”

“But Noora Nieminen wasn’t attacked sexually.”

“Maybe he forced her to have oral sex,” Ström suggested. One of the young officers tittered but instantly stifled it.

“The pathologist didn’t find sperm or abrasions in her throat,” I responded coldly. “Koivu, do we have any results from Janne Kivi’s car?”

“No, they need the weekend. We got fingerprints from the trunk of Järvenperä’s Mercedes, though, which are being run through the database. We’ll get the family’s fingerprints on Monday so we can eliminate them.”

I had asked Kati Järvenperä to try to talk with Jussi about the Sneaky Rascal. The word of a four-year-old wouldn’t hold up in court, but if he could provide some sort of description, that might spark other ideas. Jussi had said something about a big bag, which might have been Noora’s equipment bag. I still hadn’t seen it.

Despite my trying to play the efficient police sergeant with the investigation easily in the bag, no one left the meeting with any ambiguity about how open the case still was, particularly not Ström, who had taken every opportunity to draw attention to himself.

When I finally drifted off, my sleep was jerky and restless, with Noora’s eyes constantly appearing in my dreams.

The phone woke me up at eight thirty, and the morning began drearily. Ström’s tired voice was on the other end of the line.

“Have a job for you, Kallio. Apparently they need your famous feminine empathy.”

“Oh. What and where?”

“Dead kid. Pihko and Puupponen are there, but they need backup.”

“Dead kid? Can you tell me anything more? Are we talking SIDS?” I asked. I had just been reading about that in a parenting book.

“They didn’t say. I’ve been up all night dealing with a stabbing, so this one’s on you!”

Ström gave the address, and I reluctantly started dressing. Antti was already downstairs making coffee. We’d planned to take a hike in Nuuksio National Park that morning, but it would have to wait now.

After cramming down a relatively good breakfast, I headed out. The morning was gray, and my wool sweater and denim jacket were barely enough. Wagtails darted around above the car, and the fields around our house were empty. I tried not to think about the tiny body waiting for me, but there was a nasty shrieking in my head just beyond the edge of consciousness. I was lucky I’d only run into a couple of dead kids during my career. The first, a crib death, had happened right out of the police academy. I’d been on the responding patrol. I still remembered the desperate sobbing of the baby’s parents. It had been their first child.

The second case had been the previous summer. A six-year-old boy had fallen off a rock at his family’s summer cabin, hit his head, and drowned. The prosecutor considered neglect charges because the parents had left the child unsupervised, but eventually he decided the parents had already received their punishment. The family had a couple of younger children, who certainly wouldn’t have benefited from their parents being dragged through the legal process.

I wasn’t in the habit of dwelling on old deaths, but not every memory could be tamped down. Especially during my pregnancy, experiences with kids and things from my own childhood had tended to rise to the surface. Even for professionals like cops, doctors, and nurses who dealt with death all the time, child deaths were hard. It was perfectly natural that I was agitated. Ström could have at least told me what to expect.

Two police cruisers and an ambulance were parked in front of the eight-story apartment building. Neighbors were gathered in the yard and stairwell to gawk, and I had to wait for a long time for the elevator to take me to the sixth floor. The name on the door said “Markkanen.”

“Maria?” Pihko said in surprise when he opened the door. “Wasn’t Ström supposed to come?”

“He has some other case. What’s going on here?” I asked as I walked into the one-bedroom apartment, which was full of people in uniform.

“Jaana Markkanen is in the living room. The child, Minni, nine months old, was found dead in her bed in the morning.”

“Who found her?”

“Markkanen, a little after seven. She called the ambulance immediately, but it was already too late. The ambulance crew called us.”

“Why?”

“Come look at the kid,” Pihko said uncomfortably.

The bedroom was cramped and sparsely decorated, with just a narrow mattress on the floor and against the other wall a white crib with peeling paint. In it lay the dead child. Her mouth was open, her eyes bulging, her small body convulsed in a silent scream.

“Suffocated,” said one of the paramedics.

“By a pillow in her sleep?” I asked, because that was the first possibility that came to mind.

“Babies that age don’t use pillows,” the paramedic said. “And we haven’t seen one anyway. Do you see those bruises? An adult hand suffocated her.”

The apartment was hot, and the smells of aftershave, old booze, and vomit intermingled in the air. The child’s teddy bear pajamas had a rip in one knee, and there were porridge stains on their faded front. The baby girl had delicate blond curls, and the fingers of one pudgy hand extended between two of the crib slats. The bed started swaying in front of me like a rocking horse. I had to lean against the wall for support and close my eyes for a few seconds.

The doorbell rang again. It was the forensic photographer. His arrival snapped me back to reality.

“So the mother called the ambulance?” I said. “What did she say?”

“According to the dispatcher, she was screaming hysterically that her baby wasn’t breathing. Took a while before she came to her senses enough to say her name and address. When we arrived, it was far too late. The child had already been dead for several hours.”

“Was anyone here besides the mother?”

“No,” Pihko replied. “She lives alone. And she’s seriously hungover, or maybe she’s even still drunk. I don’t know. Not in her right mind, anyway.”

And for the second time within two days I had to face a mother mourning her child. Leaving the bedroom for the small living room, I found that it was also modestly furnished. The only thing that caught my eye was the thirty-two-inch television under the window, which seemed too expensive for its surroundings.

Jaana Markkanen was a young woman, really still a girl. She was very slim, with thin legs extending below her nightgown and a dragon tattoo on her ankle. Jaana was crying, shaking silently, tears and mucus running down her face. Near the balcony door I noticed a brownish puddle as if she had tried to rush out to vomit but hadn’t made it in time.

“Jaana?” I asked carefully and sat down next to her on the dull-green plush sofa, the kind you can get at a flea market for fifty marks.

“My baby is dead,” Jaana whispered. “Minni . . .”

“Get us a doctor,” I said to Puupponen, who was staring at Jaana from by the TV. “And clean up that puke. We can’t work with that stench.”

“She tried to get out to the balcony saying she was going to jump, and when I wouldn’t let her, she almost threw up on me,” Puupponen said miserably.

Jaana grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled my face close to hers. Her raisin-colored eyes blinked, looking first into my eyes and then at my belly.

“You’re having a baby?”

“Yes.”

“When is it due? Give it to me. My baby died!”

And then a fresh crying fit. Jaana lifted the hem of her nightgown to wipe her face. She wasn’t wearing underwear, and a mottled purple C-section scar ran across her lower abdomen.

“I didn’t mean it,” she said between her sobs. “I just couldn’t stand her screaming, and I was so fucking drunk and I just wanted to sleep. You believe me, you’re pregnant too! I didn’t want to kill her. I just pressed down and she stopped screaming.”

The photographer had stopped snapping pictures, and Puupponen’s finger was frozen on the phone keypad. Jaana Markkanen collapsed in my lap and screamed as I stroked her messy, dyed-black hair and muttered meaningless words. Puupponen started cleaning up the vomit, as if thankful to have something he could do. I wished I could cover my ears, but instead I listened as a still-inebriated Jaana Markkanen repeated over and over that she didn’t mean to kill her baby, she just needed to sleep. The paramedic offered her diazepam, and between the two of us we convinced her to swallow it, although she suspected we were trying to poison her.

“Please let this kill me!” she whimpered. “Then I can be with Minni in heaven.”

The doorbell rang again, this time a shrill neighbor inquiring what had happened.

“Did Jaana hurt herself? She was so drunk when she came home last night. I was here watching Minni. I like little ones so much . . .”

“So Ms. Markkanen was out partying last night?” I heard Pihko asking.

“Partying? Drinking and trolling for men more like! She promised to come home at one, but it was almost two when she finally showed up. I was looking out the window. She barely made it out of the taxi. What happened to her? I can take care of Minni. I’m closer to her than her own granny . . .”

I didn’t hear how Pihko replied, because the paramedics brought in a sheet to wrap Minni in now that the photographs had been taken and the cause of death was clear. The curious neighbor must have realized that the victim was little Minni, because she started to scream. Jaana lifted her head out of my lap just as the baby was being carried out.

“Don’t take my baby!” she cried and tried to tear herself away. The paramedic who was carrying Minni’s body stared at me questioningly. Puupponen had rushed over to help me hold Jaana back as she continued to beg that her baby not be taken away.

“Let her hold the baby for a second,” I said quietly and let Jaana go. I couldn’t watch as the paramedic hesitantly released the tiny bundle into the mother’s arms. Jaana started humming something reminiscent of a lullaby.

Then she flatly refused to give her child’s body back. Ultimately I convinced her to get dressed, promising she could travel with Minni. The doctor showed up just in time to give her more diazepam, straight into a vein this time.

“Where do you intend to take her?” Pihko whispered to me as Janna slowly pulled on her shoes.

“If she doesn’t calm down, we’ll go to the hospital first. With any luck, she’ll fall asleep on the way. Then we’ll have to arrest her. This is open and shut. Could you do me a favor and call Antti and ask him to pick up our Fiat here? I’ll take Markkanen to the hospital and then to Holding.”

As I had hoped, Jaana fell asleep in the ambulance. I wished I could go home and take the same sedatives as Jaana or maybe get good and drunk. Instead, I helped the doctor walk Jaana to the police station’s medical cell. The Creature was doing somersaults in my belly like a pinwheel, apparently realizing that the world outside wasn’t that safe after all.

“Let her rest today. I’ll come tomorrow to take a statement,” I said to the officer on duty in Holding, who was a little more pleasant than the last joker I had had to deal with there. “Take it seriously if she asks for a doctor or anything like that. I’ll have Ström send over an arrest warrant.”

With that I started walking back to our department, running into Ström in the lobby as he came from the other direction with two uniformed officers.

“Hi, Pertti. Good I bumped into you. Will you drop by and confirm an arrest warrant? For the child homicide you called about.”

“Open-and-shut case? No need for the famous Kallio feminine touch?”

Ström knew that his weak interpersonal skills were the greatest obstacle to his selection as unit commander. I was considered somewhat better in that regard, although the police chief himself had complained I didn’t have sufficient respect for authority.

“The mother confessed,” I said. “The paramedics already suspected her. You’re pampering me, giving me such easy cases.”

“I was just thinking of your delicate condition,” Ström said, smiling with feigned sweetness.

“Yes, you really were,” I said and continued on back to my office.

On my desk I saw phone messages from Ulrika Weissenberg and Kauko Nieminen. Turning the sticky notes over in my fingers, I decided that I didn’t have the energy. They could wait until tomorrow or Monday. Or could they have something important to tell me?

Even so, I dialed our home number first.

“Oh, hi!” Antti said, panting. “I just came from getting the car. What on earth happened over there? The people in the yard said something about a child being killed. Maria, are you OK?”

I hadn’t dared call Antti earlier because I was afraid that hearing his voice would trigger the tears I’d been fending off all morning. Apparently I was right, because I started sobbing violently into the receiver. The attack didn’t last long, and within a couple of minutes I was able to tell Antti what had happened.

“I’m going to punch Ström in the teeth the next time I see him!” Antti hissed.

“Let it go. I know how to take care of myself. And in a way, Ström’s right. If I want to keep this job, I can’t be turning down assignments.

Maybe I would have a chat with Eva Jensen, Antti’s coworker’s psychologist wife. I didn’t want to turn into one of those cops who never feel anything.

“Come pick me up and let’s go out to eat somewhere fun. I think it’s time for that once-every-other-week drink.”

Antti promised to come immediately, and I moved back to the phone messages. Kauko Nieminen . . . I hadn’t bothered to check the Nieminens’ alibis, since I had a hard time believing the parents would kill their own child. But whose car would Noora have climbed into as trustingly as her own parents? Could Hanna have gone to the ice rink to meet her, or did Kauko pick her up on his way home from work?

Sometimes a parent’s rage could spin out of control. My own mother had a terrible temper when I was little. A few times she’d nearly torn the hair out of my head. My sisters and I thought it was normal—a lot of our friends received full-on beatings. It wasn’t until I was an adult that I realized my mother’s tantrums were usually out of proportion.

I feared the same tendency in myself. At the police academy I had almost broken another student’s arm because he was such an asshole, and once during a fight I’d tried to bash in the brains of a two-time murderer with bronze statue. I had verbal outbursts almost daily. What if my baby screamed day and night like my sister Helena’s first one did? What would that do to my self-control? The baby books talked about hormones and maternal instincts that made mothers treat their children gently regardless of the situation, but I had seen too many examples where that failed. Abusive parents weren’t really all that different from anyone else most of the time.

Maybe I should check the Nieminens’ alibis.

Antti was waiting in our Fiat in the parking lot outside. A rip had formed in the gray sky, exposing blue with fluffy white clouds racing by. It was like peeking into an alternate reality. But then a gust of wind sprayed my eyes with grit from the asphalt. Taking refuge in the car, where it was actually too warm, I threw myself into Antti’s arms.

“Where should we go?” he finally asked after I had burrowed long enough into his old leather jacket.

“Away. Somewhere I can calm down.”

Antti drove to a cafe overlooking the sea. I ate so much ham-and-onion quiche that felt like I might burst. The Creature seemed to like the food and finally quieted down. My single glass of white wine felt utterly sinful, and I was sure the other patrons in the restaurant were staring at me disapprovingly.

“When are you going to hear about all that promotion business?” Antti asked with his mouth full of raspberry mousse.

“If only I knew. First they have to choose the new police chief. Right now the current captain of the Criminal Division is the strongest candidate. If they do tap him, then they need a new boss for Criminal. If they choose someone other than Taskinen for that, then the whole thing ends there. Nothing’s going to be final before I go on maternity leave, though.”

“And what if they do make you unit commander?”

“Detective Lieutenant Maria Kallio . . . it does have a nice ring to it. But of course, then work will be even worse than it has been so far. The changeover would probably happen around the first of the year, so I’d have to either find a substitute at first or not take the parental leave part of my maternity leave.”

“I can take that leave, can’t I?” Antti looked almost excited. A month earlier the math department had named a new assistant professor who had been opposed by almost everyone working in the department. The mood there was even tenser than at my workplace, and Antti, who had been toiling like a slave the five years I had known him, was starting to want out. A couple of years earlier he had done a postdoc in Chicago, and we were toying with the idea of going abroad again for my maternity leave, this time to England. But I had a hard time imagining myself sitting around in Oxford alone with a baby.

“That would be a good solution,” I said delightedly. We hadn’t planned for me to get pregnant yet—my IUD had failed. While Antti had been instantly excited about the baby, I had taken a couple of weeks to warm up to the idea. Before Antti I had never even imagined getting married. Life seemed to be tossing me from one new situation to another, but at least I didn’t have time to get bored.

After eating we walked out onto Seurasaari Island and strolled around the museum made up of relocated farm buildings. We admired the budding leaves of the trees and watched the squirrels, which were clearly disappointed we didn’t have any nuts to offer them. When we returned to the car, I glanced at my cell phone. There was another message from Ulrika Weissenberg.

“Hello, this is Ulrika Weissenberg.” The voice was as cold as the blade of a skate just lifted from the ice. “Could you please call me as soon as possible, Sergeant Kallio?”

“I’m off duty right now,” I groused at the phone, but then I called back anyway. Ulrika didn’t sound the slightest bit pleased to hear from me.

“The Nieminens told me you let Vesku Teräsvuori go,” she said, getting straight to the point.

“How could they even know?” I asked.

“Teräsvuori brought them flowers to express his condolences about Noora’s death. Can’t the police do anything about that man? Can he just murder one of the most promising figure skaters in the country and then go around gloating about it like that?”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Weissenberg, but Teräsvuori has a solid alibi for the time Noora was killed.”

“So who do I have to call to get that man arrested, the chief of police?”

For a moment I considered siccing Weissenberg and the police chief on each other. It would serve both of them right. Instead, I behaved like a responsible adult and asked whether Weissenberg had spoken with Lieutenant Taskinen.

“Yes, I have, but he said you were in charge of the investigation. As Silja’s father he can’t be too involved.”

The phone connection crackled threateningly as we reentered Espoo from Helsinki. Janne Kivi popped into my mind as we passed his neighborhood. How was he doing? As if in answer to my thought, Weissenberg started chewing me out for arresting him.

“Are you home now?” I asked once the yelling had finally subsided. “Could I come speak with you informally? Maybe we can clear some of this up.”

Antti glanced at me in surprise. Weissenberg was silent for a moment, but then she agreed. I got off the phone and gave Antti directions. He started to say something, but then changed his mind.

“You probably want this case solved before you go on leave,” he said as we pulled up to Weissenberg’s house. I nodded in reply and left the phone with Antti, who said he would head to the nearby community garden and read while I was busy, assuming the drizzle that had just started didn’t get any worse.

The tranquil beauty of the Weissenbergs’ neighborhood still amazed me. No case had brought me here before. Since the Bandidos motorcycle gang had moved their headquarters nearby, we spent plenty of time in the area, but that was still a good mile away. Espoo was full of these quiet little corners, small forests and clusters of homes where you would never end up by accident.

Ulrika Weissenberg opened the door so quickly she must have been waiting behind it. Today’s suit was violet, and her perfume was classic Chanel No. 5—the only perfume I could actually name by smell. Once again I felt sweaty and disheveled next to Weissenberg’s flawless elegance. Apparently she dressed and did her makeup carefully even when she was home.

She led me to her office. The poodle was in the yard on the end of a leash, yapping at a thin black cat sneaking through the bushes.

“There’s that horrid animal in our yard again! Can’t the police do something? The city ordinances forbid letting cats run free.”

“You have the right to catch it and kill it,” I said. Our Einstein broke that ordinance constantly too. There simply wasn’t any practical way to keep a cat in your own yard.

“Well, I wouldn’t expect the police to do anything about cats, since they can’t even solve murders. I hear you arrested Janne Kivi. Why on earth?”

“Have you seen Janne since his arrest?” I asked, avoiding the question.

“He was here last night for dinner. The poor boy. He barely touched his food. How could you think he would kill Noora? They had the same common goal, a world championship.”

I wondered how old Ulrika Weissenberg really was. Beyond laugh lines, she didn’t have a single wrinkle, and her makeup made her skin much clearer than my own. The black of her hair was definitely enhanced, her body that of a former gymnast or skater. Only her hands betrayed that Ulrika had already celebrated her fiftieth birthday. I wondered how she could do anything with such long fingernails. Or maybe she didn’t have to do housework. Imagining Ulrika Weissenberg cleaning a toilet was next to impossible.

“What state of mind was Janne in?”

Weissenberg’s eyes narrowed. She clearly hadn’t expected me to ask that.

“Janne? Tired and very sad. I offered to let him stay here, but he said he wanted to go home. I’ve been like a foster mother to him for years, since his parents divorced. His mother lives in Paris with her new family, and Janne’s father doesn’t care about figure skating. He thinks it isn’t manly.”

“Who was paying for Janne’s skating, then?”

“His mother has helped, and of course the figure-skating association has done what we can, but he’s had to scrape and scrounge. Last year he made some money modeling, even though he didn’t like it.”

Compared to the tone Weissenberg had used when talking about Noora, her attachment to Janne was more than obvious. Janne didn’t have any money to spare . . . cancellation of the commercial deal because of Noora’s capriciousness would have been a setback.

“The night of Noora’s death, you called the Nieminens and said you were going to come over to try to convince Noora to agree to the commercial. But you never made it. Did you run into Noora on the way?”

“What are you talking about?” Weissenberg’s cold exterior was not easy to crack. “Why are you harassing innocent people and letting the real murderer walk around free? What is this supposed alibi of Teräsvuori’s? Are you sure he didn’t pay off some disgusting animals like himself to lie for him?”

“Then he would have had to pay a whole restaurant of people for his alibi. Now let’s talk about your movements, Mrs. Weissenberg. Do you deny going out Wednesday night to see Noora?”

“I never left home!”

“But your car was seen just before seven thirty in Noora’s neighborhood. A gold BMW,” I lied.

“Who says they saw me? That’s impossible! I already told you I wasn’t there. I was here at home! Who do you think you are going around accusing innocent people? Are you even competent to be leading this investigation?” Weissenberg glanced dubiously at my round belly and my shirt, which had wrinkled over the course of the day.

“You’ve known the Nieminen family for a long time. What did Noora think about her mother moving in with Vesku Teräsvuori?”

This question surprised Weissenberg, who had to stop to remember and search for the right words.

“That whole episode was strange,” she finally said. “Before, Hanna was the model skater’s mother. She took care of everything and was ready to make all the sacrifices necessary for Noora’s career. It was a huge surprise when she took off like that with another man. Although Kauko Nieminen isn’t what you’d call romantic. Actually he’s quite vulgar . . .”

This case was turning into such a soap opera that I had to smile. But Weissenberg was surprisingly in the know about the Nieminens’ family life, which was helpful.

Hanna’s wild infatuation with the King of Karaoke had been a shock to her husband and children. At first Sami responded by isolating himself, while Noora vented the anger and confusion over her mother’s departure by throwing herself into her skating.

“I had to help to keep Noora’s affairs in order while her mother was away. Figure skating demands great sacrifices, so a skater’s support network has to be rock solid. I thought Hanna was terribly irresponsible leaving like that. And I told her as much.”

Weissenberg seemed to be deeply mixed up in Nieminen family business. She had sent her own cleaning lady to take care of the house while Hanna was away, and she claimed to be the one who eventually convinced Hanna to leave Teräsvuori and move back home.

“Of course it was a difficult time for Kauko. The trucking company’s revenue tripled when the border with Russia opened. Expecting him to drive Noora to practices would have been unreasonable. He doesn’t understand much about skating anyway. His support has always been more financial than moral.”

Weissenberg seemed to enjoy talking about how much influence she had over other people. I let her run at the mouth, listening as she criticized Elena Grigorieva as a person even while she clearly respected her as a coach. Rami Luoto in turn was good at dealing with young people but simply didn’t have the qualifications to take skaters of Noora’s, Janne’s, and Silja’s caliber to the top. Apparently Weissenberg had decided it was time for Rami to step back and only train junior-level skaters.

But when I tried to move back to Weissenberg’s movements the night of Noora’s murder, I hit a brick wall. She flatly denied ever leaving home.

“I decided it was best to wait until the next day when Noora would have had time to calm down and think things over,” Weissenberg said.

And that was where I had to leave it. No one had really seen a gold BMW near the scene of the crime.

I called Antti to tell him I was finished and walked to a gas station to wait for him. The wind bit at me through my jacket. I was definitely going to have a sauna before bed so I could finally get warm. I had assumed I’d be too hot as my body grew, but in fact I had spent most of the pregnancy feeling cold.

I asked Antti to drive to the industrial park where Noora’s father’s business was located. I wanted to test how long it took to drive from there to Noora’s house. The trucking company office was easy to find with showy gold letters placed prominently atop the service building. I thought it was strange how Ulrika Weissenberg called Kauko Nieminen “vulgar” but also seemed to admire him. Apparently in Weissenberg’s mind, a person’s value correlated with their tax bracket.

Even though the drive required winding along surface streets to get under the freeway, the trip still barely took ten minutes. Had there been anyone at the trucking company office the night of the murder who could confirm Kauko Nieminen’s alibi?

Antti didn’t ask why I wanted to drive this route in particular. When I asked him to stop in the parking lot next to the forest where Noora was murdered, he frowned.

“Are you expecting me to play chauffeur for the rest of the day?”

“Sorry. I was just thinking about how to get a dead body out of those woods and into a car without anyone noticing.”

“You’re always thinking about the cheeriest things,” Antti said with a snort. He was less interested in my work than its effects on me and our relationship. We had both accepted that there would be times when competing with the other’s work obligations was pointless. But Antti wasn’t my coworker. I shouldn’t make him participate in an investigation.

After our sauna, I collapsed in front of the TV and turned on Sports Update. They were covering a rally car race, which I couldn’t have cared less about, and I was about to change the channel to look for a cop show when the reporter’s expression turned grave.

“Figure skater Noora Nieminen died on Wednesday of this week. Police are investigating the incident as a homicide. Noora Nieminen and her partner, Janne Kivi, placed tenth at this year’s European Championships and ninth at the World Championships. To end the show and in memory of Noora, we’re going to watch a clip of the two skating.”

Noora’s face appeared on the screen. Her expression before her double Lutz was determined, her eyes focused. A smile flashed on Janne’s lips when they landed the jump, but Noora’s expression didn’t change, keeping the mood of the program’s serious music. Then the music changed to the exuberance of “Hair,” and Noora began to sparkle. Her performance would have been a credit to any professional actor. The final freeze frame zoomed in on Noora’s face, her deep round eyes laughing as Janne lifted her toward the sky. I watched those eyes on my television screen and vowed I would find the person who took her life.
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Sunday morning I opened my office door, wishing I were anywhere else. The thought of interviewing Jaana Markkanen gave me no joy, but I wanted to get it done as quickly as possible. Minni had visited my dreams during the night: I had dreamed I was giving birth, and the baby girl who squeezed out between my legs wasn’t breathing. In the dream I knew the child was Minni, and someone had beaten her to death with a figure skate. Antti woke up to my screaming and shook me awake, and it had taken me a long time to get back to sleep again.

Koivu was going to help me with the interview because both Puupponen and Pihko were off duty. Besides, I intended to spend the afternoon at the skating rink where Rami and Elena would be training with Silja. Of course Koivu wanted to come along. I felt like an old auntie with nothing to do but meddle at matchmaking.

When we’d met four years before, Koivu had tried to hit on me, but then he fell in love with a bossy nurse who in the end left him for a neo-Nazi. That had been followed by a couple of short-term romances that were doomed from the start, first a lady who was almost forty and was using Koivu to get revenge on her husband for an affair, and then an economist, who had disappeared to Brussels a month ago. I had watched all this, simultaneously concerned and amused, and hoping that my adopted little brother would finally find a good woman.

I was prepared for a tough interrogation, but Jaana Markkanen was in even worse shape than I had expected. According to the duty officer, after recovering from her stupor sometime early that morning she had just howled, refusing any sleeping aids or sedatives. Now, as she sat in the interrogation room across from me, her eyes looked as if they had dozens of sleepless nights behind them.

Markkanen was easy to interview in the sense that she admitted to smothering her child, although she didn’t remember the chain of events terribly clearly. She had spent the night at the Fishmaid, the same restaurant where Vesku Teräsvuori led karaoke. Over the course of the evening she had thrown back at least seven salmiakki vodkas and a few highballs. Jaana didn’t quite remember how she got home, and her memory of smothering the baby was fuzzy. Her internal clock had woken her up in the morning expecting Minni to demand her morning milk. But the girl just lay there, and when Jaana bent down to listen to her breathing, she realized Minni was dead.

“She was all blue and wasn’t breathing. I didn’t know what to do. But on the phone there was this sticker that said to dial one-one-two,” Jaana said, stuttering. “Do you get that I’ve done the worst thing anyone can do? I killed my own baby! I want to die! Why wouldn’t you let me jump off the balcony?”

Jaana Markkanen desperately needed to talk, to explain to the police and to herself why she had killed her daughter. She was only twenty. Minni’s father had been a one-night stand, but Jaana had wanted to keep the baby anyway. Because she was pregnant, she’d received an apartment from the city and could move out of her expensive studio apartment. But motherhood hadn’t been the sweet symbiosis she’d hoped for.

“For the first few months she was on my tits all the time. I could barely go to the bathroom without her screaming for more. But when she was asleep she was so cute. Just like a little angel. I got her weaned when she was five months, and I could finally get out again sometimes. I couldn’t just sit in that gerbil cage all the time, and the old lady next door liked watching her.”

Koivu and I mostly listened in silence. The case was simple. All we had to do was have Jaana sign an affidavit of her confession and ask the court to remand her for trial. We would probably have that back within a day, and then Jaana would be sent to the women’s prison in Hämeenlinna to wait for her sentencing hearing. Hopefully Jaana’s court-appointed attorney would be competent enough to call attention to the details embedded in the flood of words she was spewing: the childhood in an alcoholic family, the unemployment, the lack of education, the untreated postpartum depression. Jaana’s story was abysmally common, perfectly foreshadowing the tragedy that was to come. There was nothing I could do to stop it from getting even worse. Jaana had drunk heavily since she was a teenager, and in prison she was almost guaranteed to get hooked on pills and who knew what else. I almost hoped some religious group would get to her first.

“What will happen to me now?” Jaana asked when I began to wrap up the interview. I advised her to get a lawyer and explained she’d be remanded to prison to await sentencing. When she finally realized she was going to be locked up in prison for a long time, she started to wail again. I didn’t want to order her back to her cell, but what else could I do? I was just a police officer conducting an interview, not a social worker.

“Do you want to talk to a psychologist?” I asked clumsily.

“Why, do you think I’m crazy? Do you think that’s why I killed Minni?” Jaana screamed, her slender body convulsing as if in pain. Jaana was no longer listening to me. She had killed her child and she was going to prison. She would have preferred to die, which was what she repeated over and over as she was led back to her holding cell.

“Poor kid,” Koivu sighed once Jaana’s cries had stopped echoing from the hallway. “How does that happen? For a split second you do something stupid and then the rest of your life is ruined. People don’t recover from that, do they, from killing their own child?”

“It’s hard enough when a kid dies from cancer or an accident,” I said. “Yeah, I’ve thought about it. Like what if my baby dies during the birth or is so disabled that it can’t survive? Just the thought of it hurts, even though it isn’t even born yet.”

The Creature had become real for me when it started to kick. When I’d first felt it, it had been so strange I wasn’t sure whether I was imagining it or not. Like a little fish cautiously wiggling its tail in a pool of water I didn’t know existed inside of me. I had slowly become used to the movements, and gradually they grew stronger. Now I worried if the Creature dozed too long.

“Skating practice is at two,” I said to Koivu to get my mind off my own fears. “Before that let’s check the reports of cars people saw near the park and skating rink on Wednesday night. Maybe we’ll find a gold BMW.”

But it was in vain. I still didn’t have any evidence that Ulrika Weissenberg had gone back to meet Noora that night. Still, some strange sense told me she had. I tried to visualize the area—Matinkylä—with its boxy redbrick apartment buildings in the center of the neighborhood and the trees that softened the otherwise bleak urban landscape. A gold BMW would have stood out there. Maybe we should have a chat with the boys who hung around in the yards playing soccer.

Before going to the skating rink, Koivu dragged me to a nearby pizza joint. After perusing the nutritional information, I ordered a small vegetarian pie. Koivu got an anchovy-salami pizza but couldn’t seem to get it down.

“Isn’t it a bit dumb going and interrupting their practice?” he finally said, visibly agitated. “Silja is a top athlete, so I’m sure every practice is important . . .”

“I don’t want to interrupt either, but I think it will be better to interview Rami and Elena somewhere they feel comfortable rather than the police station. They aren’t even really suspects at this point.”

Koivu muttered something else—he clearly didn’t want Silja thinking he was a jerk.

“Eat your pizza and let’s go,” I said in a sisterly tone. But Koivu just pushed pieces of anchovy around with his fork and barely managed to finish his milk. All that was left of my pizza were some crusts, and I felt stuffed and sweaty. I found a piece of gum in my pocket, which got rid of the worst of the greasy flavor in my mouth.

When I pulled the car into the parking lot of the ice rink, I noticed some sort of fuss around the front doors. A gaggle of little girls were bustling out to meet parents waiting in their cars, but it seemed as though the custodian was also trying to drive someone out. Koivu and I jogged over to the door and, closer up, I saw that the men trying to barge their way in were carrying microphones and cameras. Reporters.

The news that had broken the night before about Noora’s homicide had apparently set off the tabloids. The identity of the girl found dead at the shopping center had not been publicized, but the reporters had put two and two together. The parents of the young figure skaters seemed alarmed by the incident, and even from a distance I could hear two voices trying to shout down the reporters’ questions.

It was hard to tell who was more furious, Elena or Janne.

“You have a lot of nerve to barge in here and interrupt our practice!” Elena bellowed. “We don’t know anything about Noora’s death other than that it happened after she left here! Go away!”

“It must be horrible for you, Janne,” one of the reporters said, feigning empathy. “You’re still here, though. Do you intend to keep skating?”

“Go to hell!” There was nothing fake about Janne’s rage, and for a second I thought he might attack the reporter. Then he noticed me and Koivu. “There are the police officers investigating Noora’s death. Go bother them!”

It was too late to retreat. Janne grinned maliciously as the wave of questions turned toward us. I felt like sticking my tongue out at him.

“Is it true that Noora Nieminen’s body was found in the trunk of a car just like the drug dealer Jack Daniel Morre last year? Whose car was it? Is the owner a suspect? No? Who is, then?”

I didn’t have authority to be handing out information to the press, but I also didn’t want to call Taskinen on a Sunday afternoon. Some of the parents had turned around when they heard the word “police,” and they gathered around me in a wall of demands.

I told them that Noora Nieminen had indeed been found dead in the trunk of a car in a nearby parking garage and that the police were investigating the incident as a homicide. I could not give any further details because the investigation was still ongoing. I didn’t reveal the identity of the car’s owner, and fortunately Kati Järvenperä wasn’t the kind of woman to go looking for cheap publicity. Taking advantage of the opportunity to talk to the press, I appealed to anyone who had been in the area that night, especially around the parking garage:

“Please contact the Espoo Police if you remember seeing anything suspicious. Every clue is important.”

One of the little figure skaters had started to cry—Noora had been an important role model for all of them.

“But you’re here to interview Noora’s coaches and her partner, aren’t you?” asked the reporter from the local radio station. I’m sure he thought he was very clever.

“Noora Nieminen was killed on her way home from this ice rink. We’re just trying to get the lay of the land,” I said as patiently as I could. “That’s all we can say at this stage in the investigation.”

It was so easy to say “we” or “the police,” as if I didn’t have any personal responsibility in how the investigation was going. Surprisingly, the reporters moved aside politely when I started marching toward the door with Koivu on my heels. Ten-year-old girls were still tumbling out after what was obviously a group lesson. Elena Grigorieva was talking to one of the little girls, but when she saw me she immediately abandoned the girl and strode my way.

“You drove those reporters off? Good! They came right in the middle of beginners’ level practice! And of course Ulrika wasn’t here, even though we needed her for once!”

Since my first interaction with her, I’d been surprised by how well Elena spoke Finnish. The words came without her having to pause and search, her conjugation and declension were nearly perfect, and even though her l’s were a little too singsong and her s’s too hissing, her accent in no way prevented understanding what she meant. I knew she had only lived in the country for a couple of years, so she must have been gifted with languages.

“And what do the police need here?” she asked. “Is it your turn to torment us now? We’re still practicing.”

“I know. But in your description of your movements Wednesday night—”

Suddenly a little girl as delicate as a bird interrupted and rushed into Elena’s arms.

“Mama, mamochka! Gde Tomi? Ya hazu . . .”

“Irina, speak Finnish! We aren’t in Russia anymore.”

“Mama, where is Tomi? I want to go home. There’s a movie on TV . . .”

“Tomi can’t come get you now, dear. He’s busy. You’ll need to wait with me until Silja is finished.”

“Mama . . .”

“No whining! Fetch your homework and go to the dressing room.”

Irina muttered something but then took off down the hallway, her nonexistent rear end sashaying angrily. The graceful self-assertiveness in the girl’s movements was unusual for a child. Rami came down the hall to meet Irina, and the girl said something to him as he passed, dramatically spreading her arms wide. Rami patted her on the shoulder. Irina Grigorieva was probably doomed to be a top figure skater. Maybe in five years she would be the one scooping up world championships. By then the Grigorievas would have earned Finnish citizenship too.

Rami Luoto looked harassed. It almost looked as if there were more gray in his sideburns than a few days before.

“Did the reporters leave? Well, good. I was afraid Janne would punch one of them. Since that arrest he’s been a completely different person,” Luoto pointedly said to me. “What did you do to him at the police station?”

“Just talked. That’s all.”

“I hear you have his car too. Is he really a suspect?”

“Everyone is a suspect,” Koivu shot back.

We had been promised preliminary results on Janne’s car by tomorrow and would also have to go see Noora’s body, along with the equipment bag the lab had returned.

It was four weeks until Midsummer and the start of my maternity leave, although you wouldn’t have thought so based on the weather. There was no use talking about how light the nights were getting, because the sun couldn’t force its way through the damp gray that blanketed the sky. I wondered if the suicide statistics were up this year with spring not keeping its promises again.

Without any particular agreement, we had moved into the building, Rami and Elena leading, Koivu and I following as if we actually knew what we were doing there. Janna and Silja were sitting in the hockey players’ box, Janne talking excitedly. Silja’s hand was on his shoulder and her expression was surprisingly similar to Lieutenant Taskinen’s when he was listening to a subordinate’s woes. Even if Silja and Janne weren’t dating, they were obviously good friends. I could sense Koivu shifting next to me, and I felt like giving him a sympathetic clap on the shoulder, but of course I didn’t. I wasn’t concerned about the skaters—Elena Grigorieva was the one I wanted to talk to.

“Janne, if you want time on the ice, get to it,” Grigorieva said sternly. “And Silja, start warming up. We don’t have any time to waste before Canada.”

“I don’t think I feel like skating today,” Janne said evasively and brushed his hair off his forehead. A small gold ring seemed too thin for his large, nicely shaped right ear.

“You don’t feel like it? Sitting around wallowing in self-pity isn’t going to move you forward. Get up and into the dressing room, or are you intending to throw away years of work just like that? You know your skating career doesn’t have to end with Noora’s death. So get moving!” Elena spoke so quickly that the echo off the arena walls muddled her orders.

Elena’s words worked on Janne, who stood up, threw his large sports bag over his shoulder, and started off toward the dressing rooms. Rami Luoto was rapidly sorting through a stack of CDs, apparently looking for warm-up music for Silja.

“Hi, Maria,” Silja said, walking over in her skates. The blade guards made her movements awkward. “Hi, Pekka. What’s up?”

“Nothing much. We just came to sniff the air,” Koivu said, trying not to gawk at Silja.

“Did you arrest Janne because I told you he said he wanted to kill Noora?”

“No, absolutely not,” I said. “But have you thought of anything else? What about at school? Did Noora have any enemies there?”

“At school? We were in different grades, so I don’t really know. I don’t think Noora had many friends, though. She spent most of her time skating. She was the only one who didn’t complain about showing up to practice at six o’clock in the morning to practice in this freezer. She was so fanatical. I guess she kind of thought she was a little better than everyone, that she always knew everything. Sometimes that was a little irritating.”

Silja stretched as she spoke. Placing her right leg up on the boards of the rink, she bent her upper body toward her foot. I’ve never been particularly flexible, and I couldn’t imagine doing the splits even before I was pregnant, but Silja seemed to bend every direction. If I remembered right, she even did a Biellmann spin in her free skate.

“How would Noora have reacted if someone she didn’t know attacked her?” I asked. “Would she have tried to defend herself or run away?”

“Oh, so you’re thinking Noora pulled the skates out of her bag herself and tried to hit her attacker with them?” Silja asked, completing my thought. “Yeah, Noora could have done that.”

“Silja, on the ice!” Elena Grigorieva shouted from the north end of the arena. A terrible instrumental version of a Queen song, which had been playing in the background, grew louder. Silja shrugged, swept the guards off her skates, and stepped onto the ice.

Quickly leaning over to us, she said, “Elena knows no mercy. She would keep us skating even if the sky was falling in.”

Then she accelerated across the rink. At first she just warmed up, getting a feel for the ice. Crossovers, rocker turns, three turns—Silja made the basic figure-skating steps look dulcet. I glanced at Koivu standing next to me as his eyes wistfully chased Silja in her gray tights and sweatshirt around the ice. Poor Koivu’s heart was in serious danger yet again.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” I said gently.

“Amazing. But I swear I’ll kill you if you even hint about this to anyone at the station,” he croaked.

I’ll kill you. How easily those words came, and they didn’t mean anything more than “please keep your mouth shut.” Janne had said he could kill Noora, but he probably hadn’t meant anything by it either.

It would be best to go chat with Grigorieva while Silja was still just warming up. Janne appeared on the ice too, sliding along alone, tentatively at first. He probably hadn’t skated since Thursday. What was he going to do? Try his luck as a singles skater? Or were they already looking for a new partner for Janne?

Koivu and I edged our way over to Grigorieva, who was leaning on the boards. Her thick brown overcoat was very necessary in the eternal winter of the skating arena. The grandiloquent string music accompanied the hissing of the skates on the ice, with the occasional stop sending ice crystals flying.

“Mrs. Grigorieva, we’d like to speak with you regarding Wednesday night . . .”

“Go away! Can’t you see I’m working?”

“As are we. You said you went to the store with your husband and then home. However, according to a witness statement, your husband was still at his gym just prior to seven o’clock Wednesday night.”

Having stared at the ice until now, Elena angrily turned toward us.

“When did I say that?”

“Thursday, when Officer Pihko and I visited you.”

“Thursday! That was when you came to tell me Noora was dead. I was upset. I could have said anything.”

“So you admit you didn’t tell the truth?”

“I didn’t lie on purpose, if that’s what you mean! You can’t hold me responsible for anything I said then. Think about it. Did I seem rational to you?”

And she was right. I remembered the crying fits, the thrown vase, and the stubborn impression that Noora had been run down by a car. She had even said as much to Rami Luoto, as if she didn’t understand what we had told her. But was that all just a well-planned smoke screen?

Rami was out on the ice now too, skating the same sorts of warm-up steps as Silja and Janne. He still moved as smoothly as a younger person, and it was sort of funny seeing this gray-haired man out there, since skaters were usually in their teens and twenties. All three built up tremendous speed with their skates, seeming to fill the ice even more completely than two full hockey teams. Maybe they found the gelatinous version of Queen’s “Radio Ga Ga” playing over the loudspeakers inspiring. I would have preferred to listen to Freddie than these tremulous violins.

“Janne! Head up!” Grigorieva yelled at Janne as he flitted past. The right head position was critical in figure skating, determining not only the general character of the skating but also the success of jumps and pirouettes. Silja stopped at the edge of the ice to stretch, opening her shoulder blades and upper body, then flexing her fingers like a pianist might. This winter the music for Silja’s free skate had been a medley of old blues standards. Hopefully their choices would be as successful next year—the wrong music ruined a lot of programs. Although on the surface Silja looked like a cool blond perfectly made for classical music, there was a pizazz to her skating that demanded more of a rock ’n’ roll sound.

“What really happened Wednesday night?” I asked Elena, who seemed to have completely forgotten us as she concentrated on her skaters.

“Tomi took me and Irina to the store and then home. Then I guess he stopped by the gym, but he wasn’t long. Half an hour, maybe an hour. When he came back, the fish solyanka was already done.”

Elena’s eyes followed Silja, as did Koivu’s, who I doubted was even hearing what I was saying to Grigorieva.

“Did your husband drive to the gym?”

Grigorieva just nodded. Apparently she thought she had already said enough to us, because she started briskly walking away. And what else did she have to say to us? Elena Grigorieva had been at home making soup when Noora was killed. I would have to ask Tomi Liikanen about his movements himself.

Elena turned off the Queen song. For a moment the only sound under the dome of the arena was the hissing of skates cutting the ice, but then a new tune started echoing from the speakers. Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto in B-flat Minor. They weren’t going to make Silja skate to that old rag, were they?

But this was just more warm-ups. And Janne was getting into the rhythm now too. Sometimes skating alone called attention to the angularity of some of his movements, and he looked too big for a figure skater, an impression that was only strengthened when he stopped next to Rami to ask something. If Rami looked like a former ballet dancer, beside him Janne was like a sprinter. When he skated with his partner, you didn’t notice the awkwardness because quick, temperamental Noora had been the half of the pair who drew the attention, even though Janne was more than enough eye candy for anyone with a taste for masculinity. Alone, Janne was unlikely to be anything but part of the anonymous mass that was cut from the big competitions after the short program.

As Elena stepped out onto the ice to speak with Silja, Rami circled over to us. Janne followed, looking reluctant. Fortunately I wasn’t twenty anymore; back then I was powerless against men with Janne’s brand of morose charisma. Now I could just admire without my heart lurching.

“Do you still need me and Janne?” Rami Luoto clearly wanted us to see he was treating the police with respect. Maybe he believed we were doing our best to catch Noora’s murderer. Or at least I hoped he thought so. Next to Silja, Rami seemed to be the most sensible of the figure skaters. He could be useful in profiling Noora, although we had to remember he was one of the suspects.

“You’ll probably get your car back tomorrow,” I told Janne.

“So you haven’t found anything in it you can use to convict me of Noora’s murder?” Janne said.

“It’s too early to say, so don’t start celebrating.” Koivu’s voice was too brusque, and I almost had to laugh. We were veritable paragons of objectivity in law enforcement: one of us was jealous of a suspect, and the other kept confusing suspicion with likeability.

“We don’t want to disturb your practice too much,” I said. “As far as I’m concerned, Janne, you can return to the ice. We’ll contact you when the forensic investigators are finished with your car.”

Janne pushed back out onto the ice, seeming relieved. Silja had just begun practicing a combination jump. First came a Lutz: Silja slid backward in a wide arc then sort of squatted on her right leg and pulled her left leg and arm back. The tip of her left skate struck the ice, and she took off.

“Left shoulder down,” Rami said just before Silja came down, not quite making three revolutions in the air and collapsing nastily on the ice. She slid for a long way on her rear end before standing up.

“That must have hurt,” Koivu whispered next to me.

I knew a few people who didn’t dare watch figure skating or ski jumping because they were always afraid someone would fall. To me, the attraction of skating was precisely that the tiniest mistake could ruin a whole jump: the wrong arm position, a head held down, poor timing of the takeoff. Even when it looked like skaters threw triple axels as if they were child’s play, every jump was preceded by years of relentless work.

Silja stood up, shook out her legs, skated around for a moment, and then started again. Again the preparation: weight on the outside edge of the skate, free leg back, and up! Now she took off in a completely different way than before, flying high and long, and Silja even followed it up with a double toe loop.

“She’ll get the third one soon,” I heard Rami say to himself. Then he noticed Koivu’s expression. “She’s good, isn’t she? Good technique and fantastic lines. Once she learns to really get everything out in terms of her expression, she’ll be in medal contention, at least in Europe. Although Silja could use some of Noora’s drama. Noora never held back her feelings. Her problem was keeping them in check.”

According to the DMV, Rami Luoto didn’t own a car or motorcycle. I hadn’t checked whether he had a license or not. What if he had rushed out into the rain after Janne and Noora, let them have their fight, and then went to comfort Noora, killing her instead? But how would Luoto have transported Noora’s body to the parking garage? I didn’t have a clue.

Rami had heard about Teräsvuori going free and expressed his surprise that the King of Karaoke wasn’t guilty.

“If Noora hated anyone, it was that man. I could definitely imagine Noora attacking him and him hitting back too hard in self-defense. Hanna moving out was a hard time for Noora, even though she tried not to let it show. All of us had to pitch in to make sure Noora could keep up with skating and with school. There aren’t many girls who could have done that, but Noora—Noora was a skater!”

I didn’t have anything else to ask Rami. His story about leaving the ice rink and going home had been simple enough. I nudged Koivu to signal that we should leave, but he just kept staring at Silja. Rami suddenly grinned at me conspiratorially; he must have realized where Koivu’s surprising interest in the finer points of the triple Lutz–triple toe loop combination was really coming from. He looked Koivu up and down curiously, registering the wide shoulders, dimples, and general appearance of a tame teddy bear. A dark-blue police uniform actually suited Koivu, but he didn’t look so bad in jeans either.

“Good-looking fellow,” Rami said sotto voce.

“Good guy too,” I replied. We had switched from the roles of suspect and police investigator to friends again. There was something about Rami Luoto that invited me to confide in him. That was probably why he did so well with teenagers—he never gave the impression that he was trying to show off or boss the skaters around.

Once I finally managed to drag Koivu out of the ice arena, we drove back to the station. I picked up Noora’s diaries to take home. Maybe I’d find some sort of hint about what had really happened the night of her death.

Koivu dropped me off at home, and on the way he asked shyly, “Maria, do you think I could ask Silja out after this case is over?”

“I guess it’s nice there are two of us who want to wrap this thing up quickly,” I said and laughed. “But she’s only seventeen. If I remember right, she doesn’t turn eighteen until sometime in July.”

“Oh, so you’re saying she’ll think I’m hopelessly old?”

“Well, maybe not hopelessly . . . It’s always a complete mystery what attracts people to each other, so there’s no point trying to predict it,” I said in my best advice-columnist voice. Koivu blushed disarmingly again and then didn’t say another word the rest of the way to my house.

That night I skimmed Noora’s diaries. The first six were the notes of a little girl about school and skating practice, with nothing significant about them other than the handwriting, which was incredibly meticulous for a girl under ten. She had carefully recorded her test scores, as well as tracking her practice time and her scores in her first figure-skating competitions. The tone of the diaries also conveyed that Noora hadn’t had very many friends. The pages even recorded a few adolescent girl dramas. Noora thought her heart would break when someone name Tinja didn’t want to be her BFF anymore. Tinja said Noora thought too much about skating and not enough about horses.

 

I think horses are totally stupid. I don’t get what Tinja and all the others see in sitting on some big nag like a sack of potatoes. You only get to do jumps after like a year of riding. I can already do double jumps on my skates.

 

The next two diaries were devoted entirely to skating and a few schoolgirl crushes, which Noora had taken to with a passion.

In the ninth diary, Noora turned twelve, and the entries took on a more contemplative and searching tone. Noora questioned why she went to school, why she skated, why she was in love again, now with a boy one grade older than her. Rami had returned from Canada and taken over as Noora’s coach, and Noora felt as if she had learned more from him in a month than from every trainer up to that point. Other familiar characters also appeared on the pages of the diary.

 

Ulrika Weissenberg is totally disgusting. She’s always bossing all the skaters around, even though she’s probably never even tied on a pair. Mom thinks Ulrika is sooo beautiful and sophisticated, but I think she looks like an old witch with too much makeup. Like the stepmother in Snow White.

 

The adolescent angst grew worse with Noora criticizing her parents more and more rudely. It was like looking at my own journals. In them my parents almost appeared like monsters during the teenage sections. Was that how it had to be? In ten or so years would the Creature, who was currently playing soccer inside my uterus, hate me and Antti for being fossil dictators?

 

Mom and Dad had this stupid work party here. Mom was all nervous for like three days cleaning and cooking and trying to lose weight so her ass would fit in some old dress. Dad doesn’t care how he looks, though. All he ever does is sit on the couch drinking beer and eating chips and watching car racing. He usually doesn’t even notice Mom or what she’s wearing, except sometimes when he touches her boobs or ass even in the grocery store like she is some piece of meat or something. They’re both totally gross.

At the party Dad got drunk and Mom was screaming at him for ruining the whole party. I don’t know what happened, though, because I was in my room all night watching tape from Albertville. Viktor Petrenko is amazing. Nancy Kerrigan smiles like a monster. Susanna and Petri were really awesome. Sixth place was good, but they deserved better. There’s only a year until Lillehammer. In five years the Olympics are in Nagano, Japan. I’m going to skate there.

 

I closed Noora’s tenth diary, since I was having a hard time keeping my eyes open. The Creature was still in the second half of its soccer match, and my pubic symphysis shuddered as it practiced heading the ball. Had Noora’s parents read her diaries, or did they have the self-control to leave them alone? I remembered my attempts to conceal my scribblings from my two curious little sisters. During junior high, one of my precautionary measures had been indecipherable handwriting. Noora’s letters were clear, though, the lines flowing evenly. The first arch of her m was much higher than the next; I had read that indicated self-centeredness. The density of the handwriting varied, and the gradual shift from the rounded lettering of a little girl to the intense script of a teenager was apparent in a few of the diaries.

Something bothered me, though. How had Noora reacted to the suggestion she move into pairs skating? Maybe the eleventh diary would have the answer. Skimming rapidly, I soon found a page dated to November two-and-a-half years earlier. The crosses on the t’s plunged furiously downward.

 

Today Rami said I don’t know how to jump. Or he didn’t say exactly that, but he said I might be a better pairs skater than a single. Supposedly my expressiveness and fluidity would be expressed best skating with some boy, and I wouldn’t have to stress about triple jumps anymore because in pairs all you need are toe loops and Salchows.

He said he already found me a good partner and asked how I like Janne Kivi. That pompous hack! I can’t stand how he thinks he’s sooo handsome! I know all the girls drool over his green eyes, but he can’t skate. That’s for sure.

 

The irritation was short lived, though; by January Noora had changed her mind.

 

Janne is so nice! Becoming partners was the best thing that ever happened to me. Maybe Rami wanted to sort of make things up to me. The girls are all so jealous, since I get to skate with Janne and we have our very own training sessions and programs. Of course we have problems with timing, and Janne is slow sometimes, but he’s really strong. I was superafraid the first time he lifted me. I weigh way too much these days, almost a hundred pounds. I should probably lose some weight so Janne doesn’t think I’m a fat cow.

 

After that the entries were more about Janne than anything else. Janne and skating intertwined, with Noora interpreting the hugs after their first successful competition as something more than a friendly gesture. The five-year age gap didn’t seem to bother her one bit, but who was interested in their own classmates at fourteen anyway? I thought of my own first love, Johnny, the dashing guitarist, and could relate perfectly to Noora’s infatuation.

Janne was also important during the period when Hanna announced she was moving out.

 

I can’t understand it! Mom says she’s found some new guy and she’s going to divorce Dad and move in with him. She says she’s sick of working for free at Dad’s company and as a servant for me and Sami. The guy is some sort of karaoke singer, so what does he see in my ancient, fat, boring mom?

Janne dropped me off at school and asked why I’d been so down at practice, and I told him. He said he knew what it was like because his parents got a divorce when he was twelve and they’re both married again now. No one understands me like Janne does. Rami tried to say something, but what right does he have to talk to me about anything?

 

“What are you reading?” Antti asked standing in the doorway of our bedroom holding Einstein. “Is it time for the Creature’s evening riot? I thought the cat might want to listen.”

Antti gently set the cat on my belly where the Creature was still in high gear. Now it seemed to have moved on to basketball, because it was bouncing and pushing as if it were trying to shove a ball through my abdominal wall. Einstein tracked the movements curiously for a couple of minutes but then decided he preferred my feet. He knew from experience it would be calmer down there. Curling up in Antti’s arms, I had an odd sensation of closeness with these three beings—the man, the cat, and the gradually quieting child—and quickly fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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The next morning my first order of business was a trip over to the morgue to see Noora’s body and have a talk with the pathologist who performed the autopsy. Kervinen was an old acquaintance, close to me in age, who changed aftershave brands once a month at a minimum. Maybe it was a way of keeping away the smells of death that dominated the morgue despite the cold.

I didn’t particularly like looking at bodies, but I had become used to it. I rarely knew the victims when they were alive, and even seeing them as corpses somehow made them feel more real. Bodies couldn’t talk, but they still told a lot about how these people had died. Ideally we got to see the scene of the crime because it usually provided indications of what had really happened. In Noora’s case we didn’t know where that was.

“The report is ready. I just faxed it over,” Kervinen said casually when I met him in the hall. Today’s aftershave smelled of sandalwood and leather, and for an artificial scent, it was relatively pleasant. Kervinen enjoyed trying to guess at criminals’ MOs, although his reports themselves were always direct and matter of fact. Once in court I had heard him testify at length about how the scrapes on a victim’s back and dents in her ankles indicated that she had been dragged unconscious through a forest. Once the presentation had gone on for fifteen minutes, the judge lost his temper. But in the end, the judgment came down based significantly on Kervinen’s testimony.

“Noora Nieminen is here. I’ve never heard of anyone being beaten to death with ice skates, even though I guess they are pretty sharp. Wasn’t there a hockey match where a skate hit a player in the neck and opened up his jugular and he almost bled out? Stupid sport. I prefer watching golf.”

“These were figure skates.”

“Yeah, the ones that have spikes. Now those leave a mark. Come and see.”

Noora’s body lay naked on the stainless-steel table. She was covered with bruises and cuts from the blades of the skates and the pathologist’s scalpel. She had been hit with a skate so hard on the eyebrow that her left eyeball had popped partially out of the socket. There were also nasty gashes on her neck and wrists. Clothing had mostly protected her breasts and thighs, but apparently the points of the skates had torn parts of her clothes, so there were also some slashes on her chest. Noora looked so young and fragile lying there on the examination table, I felt as if I should pull a blanket over her to warm her up.

“Those gashes would have bled quite a bit, but they weren’t enough to kill her by themselves. The hit to the back of the head was what did it. I’d say our attacker first hit her on the top of the head with a skate and then slammed her against something hard, probably a rock, which broke her skull.”

“Was she conscious up until then?”

“Probably, unless the blow to her forehead knocked her out momentarily.”

“Can you say anything about the attacker from the victim’s wounds?”

“Just that the attacker was taller than her, but that isn’t much, since she was only five foot one. Strong little thing, though, very developed musculature for a sixteen-year-old. She was some sort of star skater, right? The only sports I watch are golf and soccer. Aren’t they supposed to try to stay skinny? That would explain the phentermine in her urine, since she wasn’t overweight.”

“What is phentermine?”

“An appetite suppressant you find in weight-loss drugs like Mirapront. It’s a close relative of amphetamine. Judging from the phentermine content in her urine, I’d say she took it at most twenty-four hours before her death.”

“Is it on the doping list?”

“I’ll have to check. Hang on . . .” Kervinen took a thick tome from a shelf and flipped through it. “Yes.”

I looked at Noora. The muscles at her torso were slack in death, and she wasn’t bony but also wasn’t pudgy by any means. Her pert round breasts would probably have sagged more if she weren’t such an athlete, but heavy training had removed all the extra fat. No doctor would have prescribed weight-loss medication for a normal-weight sixteen-year-old girl, would they? And why on earth would Noora endanger her career by doping? Maybe she didn’t know what she was being fed. Had one of her coaches given her the phentermine?

“Anything else strange?”

“Not really. She probably wasn’t a virgin, but you know kids these days . . .” Kervinen blushed. I had noticed before that anything having to do with sexuality was somehow foreign to him. That seemed odd, given that he studied bodies for a living.

“I imagine you already knew there weren’t any signs of sexual assault. The only obvious clue we found about the attacker was the piece of fingernail caught in her hair, and that indicates a female.”

Instantly my mouth went dry, and it took me a few seconds before I could get any sound out.

“A fingernail? What? I hadn’t heard anything about that.”

“It was in the report. But of course you haven’t read that yet. Anyway, in the girl’s hair on the left side, we found a piece of fingernail with dark-red nail polish. The color was close to the same as dried blood, which is why we didn’t notice it immediately. The nail is at the lab,” Kervinen continued.

He probably realized from my expression that I had already identified its owner. Ulrika Weissenberg would have some explaining to do.

“The girl’s own nails were unfortunately short, so we didn’t get much from under them,” Kervinen complained. “It was almost like she didn’t get a real chance to defend herself. But everyone responds instinctively if someone starts hitting them.”

I thought of the rage that must have been behind the blows directed at Noora, and fury flared in my own mind too. What right did this killer have to shatter the dreams of Noora and so many others? My eyes began to water from the sheer anger. Kervinen noticed.

“This isn’t nice to look at,” he said, embarrassed. “And you’re in a tender state anyway.”

“Pregnancy is a good excuse for acting like a human for once,” I said testily. “Otherwise cops aren’t allowed to cry, right?”

“Come on. We’d never get anywhere if we started bawling over every carcass.”

“Carcass? Is that what you have to call them to stand what you do? Just be careful not to end up as dead inside as those carcasses of yours, you bastard!” I yelled. Kervinen’s distressed expression told me I was venting something at him that wasn’t his fault. I needed to get out of there.

I looked at Noora one more time, her skin the color of raw bread dough, sliced by dry wounds; her whole eye; and her calves and their short, black stubble. Gently I brushed her leg as if in farewell and then I left without a word.

Somehow I made it back to work. Of course Kervinen was right. No one could survive half a lifetime in a morgue if they let emotion take over. I too had developed my own self-defense mechanisms over the years that helped me deal with my job and all the pain and violence it involved. Usually I just barreled forward without thinking about what I was doing. Last winter an escaped convict had abducted one of my colleagues, Palo, and they had both died in the siege. I could have just as easily ended up being the one kidnapped, since it had been Palo and I who had sent the kidnapper to prison. That case had made me consider my chances of survival in this job. Because I was also a lawyer, I could just as easily have gone looking for something to do that involved reading books and shuffling paper instead of dodging psychopaths. But that wasn’t me. Maternity leave would be enough of a break from police work. I was sure that after a few months, I would be raring to get back to work. I guess I was even a little afraid of stopping. In a way, it was good that I didn’t have any experience with babies. This would thrust me into a new world where hopefully there wouldn’t be too much extra time to brood on past sorrows.

The sun showed part of its face through a break in the clouds but took fright at what it saw and went back into hiding. Making a call down to the evidence room, I learned that Noora’s bag and clothes had come back from the lab, as had Janne’s car. I went to have a look at the bag and the skates, which apparently had five different sets of fingerprints on them. Someone would have to return Janne’s car, so I thought about doing it myself.

At the door to the evidence room, I ran into Ström, whose acne-scarred face was redder than normal. I guessed he must have spent the previous night hunched over a glass somewhere. I didn’t have the impression that alcohol was a problem for Ström. He got good and drunk maybe once a month, but otherwise he just had the occasional beer. I asked whether something had happened over the weekend that I hadn’t heard about, and Ström grunted before replying.

“Another attack on a little girl. This time farther west. Tried to make her perform oral sex on him, but a passerby caught him in the act. He got away again. There’s a big headline in one of the tabloids about how useless we are.”

“This molester has gotten awfully active. Any description?”

“The sketch artist is going to be doing a picture this afternoon based on what the passerby saw. The girl was in shock and can’t remember anything. The bastard dropped a glove, but I went and looked and it’s worthless.”

Ström was clearly irritated. This molester had become an obsession for him. Maybe he thought that catching him would guarantee him the promotion.

Playing magnanimous, I said, “If you get a good drawing, you could have it printed in the local papers and maybe have it shown on Police TV. Since he’s been so active lately, maybe he’s getting cocky and will make a slip. Was the MO the same as before?”

The molester had asked the little girls whether they had seen his missing puppy and described the dog in detail, sometimes even showing a picture of a cute little collie. When the girl got excited about the dog, the man attacked her.

“We haven’t been able to interview the girl yet. Koivu can handle it, though. We’ll just have to line up a social worker again. I can’t deal with these blubbering little girls any more,” Ström said irritably. He had a ten-year-old daughter, Jenna, who lived with her mother. The Ströms had divorced a few years earlier. I was certain he thought of his own daughter every time he interviewed one of these victims. I didn’t say that out loud, though. Ström would just deny it anyway. He thought cops were better off feeling nothing, and if you did have any inklings of human emotion, it was best to keep them to yourself.

I was happy when Ström moved on and I could get back to work. Even though he constantly complained about how busy he was, he seemed to have a surprising amount of time to meddle in my cases or just come and stand in my door making wisecracks, usually under the guise of inquiring after the expecting mother’s health. I generally got rid of him by complaining about having to go to the bathroom every ten minutes, which wasn’t even true.

“Can I take this upstairs? It’s easier to take notes in my office,” I asked the officer covering the evidence room, who was so engrossed in his betting tip sheets that he barely noticed me enter. When no answer came, I took the bag of clothing and the big sack that had Noora’s equipment bag inside and headed for my office. I wanted to be alone with Noora’s belongings, so I turned on the red light outside my door, grinned at the photo of Hugh Grant in the collage on my wall, and started inspecting Noora’s clothes.

The underwear was gray heathered cotton. The pants were undamaged but smeared with dirt, the bra torn and bloody. The blow that hit between her breasts must have been a hard one. Noora had been wearing a violet cotton pullover and an orange anorak, which were now tattered. I found it odd that there weren’t any rips in the backs of the arms. If Noora had lifted her hands to defend herself, that was where the blows would have landed.

The anorak was the same style you saw on every third kid these days. I had an olive-green version myself, but I hadn’t been wearing it this spring because pulling it over my belly was nearly impossible. The back of the orange coat was smeared with dirt and stiff with dried blood. Blood had also spread onto the faded purple jeans and thick-soled ankle boots. Noora’s clothes were typical for a girl her age. Around her neck she had been wearing a silver Kalevala Jewelry confirmation cross.

The contents of the sports bag still smelled of blood and dried sweat. I opened the report from the forensic expert who had inspected the bag. The bloody skates had been on top; under them was a wet towel, which was also smeared with blood. The towel also had Noora’s hair on it, as if the killer had tried to wipe the blood off her.

The rest of the bag was full of more training equipment: a sweater, thick tights, thin cotton socks and sports bra, all carefully folded and ready for the washing machine. The contents of the makeup bag included shower gel and moisturizer, both organic cosmetics not tested on animals. I remembered what Ström had been saying about his child molester who enticed little girls with pictures of a puppy. Although in many ways Noora handled her life like an adult, she still could have fallen for that trick. Maybe I shouldn’t completely rule out the child molester theory.

Noora’s wallet contained a debit card, sixty marks in cash, a health insurance card with a picture from a couple of years ago showing a very thin-faced and somber-eyed version of her, a library card, a bus pass, and various photographs. The only familiar people in the pictures were Silja and Janne. If this hadn’t been official evidence, I might have nicked the picture of Silja and given it to Koivu. The picture was taken in half profile, her clean features and brilliant smile like a movie star. Janne looked straight at the camera as in a passport picture, his expression serious. But in another, a crumpled newspaper image shoved in a plastic protector, Janne smiled a smile I had never seen on him even after a successful skating performance. Who had that smile been directed at? Janne sort of looked to the side, past the camera. He was the only person with two pictures in Noora’s wallet. She didn’t carry her parents’ photos with her.

In the bag there was also a calendar, a couple of schoolbooks, and then on the bottom what I’d most been hoping to see: Noora’s sixteenth diary, this one covered in blue fabric with an oriental pattern. Opening it at random, I came across blank pages—Noora had only filled it halfway. I flipped back toward the beginning until a string of capital letters on one page caught my eye.

 

I CAN’T LIVE WITHOUT HAVING SOMEONE TO LOVE ME!

 

Reading on through the normal-sized text, I learned of Noora’s pain that Janne didn’t think of her as anything more than a skating partner. Noora felt alone everywhere except when she was skating with Janne. Skating kept her alive. Skating and Janne gave her life meaning. But Noora would have been ready to give up skating if only Janne . . . but no, it was not to be. Even so, Noora loved Janne and proclaimed it over and over in capital letters.

It is so easy to dismiss overwrought teenagers, to belittle their concerns, which seem so small from an adult perspective: low test scores, acne, unrequited infatuations. These problems will pass, we adults say, forgotten in a matter of weeks. I had spent a lot of time learning not to dismiss my own emotions as a teenager—the feeling of strangeness in my own body and with my family and my hometown, my unrequited first love, my distress over my inability to act like a typical girl. Now I could read my old diaries without any shame, and sometimes I wished I could pull the fourteen-year-old who scribbled them into my arms and assure her that life would be good someday. I had probably written just like Noora, in almost identical words:

 

If only there were someone who accepted me for who I am. Who would let me cry when I want to cry and laugh when I want to laugh, instead of criticizing my clothes and hair like Mom and Dad, and nagging me about a few extra points like Rami, that stupid bastard. I can’t stand listening to the girls at school. All they ever talk about is makeup. Maybe they should, you know, read a book someday. I feel so DIFFERENT everywhere I go. If only I had some kindred spirit I could confide in. Back when Mom and Dad were maybe getting divorced I thought Janne could be that for me, but I was wrong. He’s so handsome and so nice when he wants to be, but he doesn’t care about me.

IF ONLY SOMEBODY LOVED ME!

 

The narrow lines written in black felt-tipped pen began trembling and tangling together. The words turned unrecognizable as tears blurred my eyes. It was so damn unfair that Noora was never given the opportunity to live out that dream. I didn’t even try not to cry, although I felt I’d done little else the past few days. I was glad I was hidden in my office behind that red light. I didn’t want any more comments about the “delicate condition” all the men in the department thought I was in.

Once I had cried myself out, I picked up the plastic bag containing the skates. Near the toe picks the boot leather was splattered with blood, which reminded me of Snow White’s mother pricking her finger at the windowsill. The skates obviously hadn’t been used much yet, because the uppers of the boots were still smooth without any spots worn from rubbing. The blades were black with blood, even though the forensic lab technicians had tried to scrape off most of it.

According to the report, they had also found hair, skin, pieces of bone, mud, and grass on the blades. The last two, along with the dirt and chips of rock found embedded in her skull, indicated that the crime had occurred somewhere outdoors. I continued reading the report. The fibers and dust vacuumed from the clothes were still being analyzed, and we would have those results in a few days. In one of the lace hooks of her boots, the technicians had found a scrap of black plastic, the kind used for garbage bags. If she was transported wrapped in plastic, tracking down the vehicle might be difficult. But why hadn’t the murderer left Noora in the garbage bag? Why had they gone to the trouble of ripping it off when they shoved Noora in the trunk of Kati Järvenperä’s car? Could there have been some sort of symbol on the garbage bag that would have revealed the murderer’s identity?

And that dark-red fingernail . . . I wanted Ulrika Weissenberg at the station pronto. I wasn’t going to settle for playing the uninvited guest at her posh house again. Now I would be the one with the home court advantage.

“Hi. This is Sergeant Maria Kallio from the Espoo Police. I’d like to meet with you at the main police station as soon as possible.”

“And why is that?” Weissenberg asked. “I assume it has something to do with Noora’s murder.”

“Exactly. Would two o’clock work?”

I was surprised when Ulrika Weissenberg agreed. I considered the fingernail. Asking for a sample for comparison would require strong evidence. I also wanted Ulrika Weissenberg’s fingerprints. In my mind I listed all the people who could have touched Noora’s new skates. In addition to the salesperson and Janne, there were both of the coaches, Rami and Elena; Silja; Noora’s family; and maybe Ulrika. We would have to get prints from all of them. Pihko could work with Forensics on that, since he probably had the most tact of all of us. Although surely Koivu would want to go along to collect Silja Taskinen’s fingerprints.

I was just going to give Pihko a buzz when my phone rang.

“Hello, this is Kauko Nieminen. How is my daughter’s murder investigation progressing?”

“It’s progressing. The forensic laboratory is currently analyzing material found on the body,” I said stiffly. The word “body” felt strange, but what else could I have said? Deceased?

“My wife is extremely upset you set Teräsvuori free. She’s afraid he’ll do something to our son, Sami, next.”

“Teräsvuori happens to have an extremely good alibi for the time of the murder.”

“You don’t know that man! He’s a snake who can get people to say anything for him!”

What did Kauko Nieminen really think about Vesku Teräsvuori and his wife’s affair? Did he still blame Hanna, and did he actually think she was indirectly responsible for Noora’s death?

“Has Teräsvuori been in contact with you over the past few days?” I asked.

“He had the nerve to send flowers, a really pricy bouquet of carnations. I don’t understand where he gets money for things like that. He’s always sending Hanna expensive jewelry and things too. He can’t be making very much doing his karaoke thing.”

“What was the message with the flowers?”

“Just your usual sappy condolences. ‘My dearest Hanna and her family.’” There was genuine loathing in Kauko Nieminen’s voice, which was justified. First Teräsvuori had seduced his wife and then stolen his family’s peace of mind. Maybe Nieminen loved his wife deeply. How were any of us to know? Maybe Hanna’s romance with Teräsvuori had been a real tragedy for Kauko.

“So if it’s not Teräsvuori, you still don’t know who killed our Noora? What about her funeral? Ulrika wanted to reserve the Espoo Cathedral, but we have to know when because I guess the summer wedding season is about to start.”

“The autopsy and other tests are already complete. We can probably release the body to you immediately. I also have Noora’s things she had with her that night. Clothes, wallet, and such. Do you want them back? We’ll have to keep the skates, though.”

“I never want to see those again!” Nieminen spat, sorrow welling up under his facade of self-control.

“I can have someone bring over the rest of her belongings,” I said quickly, then explained I also needed the family’s fingerprints.

“Were you the one who interrogated Teräsvuori?” Nieminen asked as I was ending the call. When I confirmed that I was, he said pointedly, “He’s quite the Casanova, isn’t he? Maybe you should put a man on the job.”

Nieminen could not have said more clearly that he didn’t trust my abilities as a police investigator. The beginnings of sympathy I had momentarily felt were instantly snuffed out, and I barely managed to keep myself from slamming the phone down in his ear. People said all kinds of things when they were mourning. If the officer investigating Noora’s death had been a man, Kauko Nieminen would have just found some other fault in him. But it still riled me, this surprisingly ingrained assumption that women didn’t have any business in this line of work, other than as secretaries and social workers. My own group of friends was mostly made up of people for whom gender was not a person’s defining characteristic, so prejudice surprised and irritated me.

What kind of world would my little Creature live in when it was my age? I didn’t know what the baby’s sex was, and I didn’t want to know. I had been a disappointment because I was a girl—something repeated to me many times as a child—and my parents’ disappointment only multiplied as their following children were also the wrong sex. In a way, my childhood had become more real for me over the course of this pregnancy. No longer was it like a translucent veil of memory but instead more like a mole or scar I carried with me throughout my life. That was precisely what made having a baby so frightening, the knowledge that there were so many thousands of mistakes I could make. In thirty years this child would be lying on a psychiatrist’s couch blubbering about all the neuroses I had heaped on him or her. Or drinking them away at a local bar.

Shaking off these unpleasant thoughts, I headed for lunch. The sausage soup was tasteless stomach filler, and I wanted some rye bread with it, but I’d left my heartburn medication at home.

Pihko happened to be lunching at the same time, so I was able to delegate the fingerprinting to him. He would start with Ulrika Weissenberg, who we both expected to resist.

“When you talk to Janne Kivi, tell him his car is free too. And check into the trash bag thing.”

Pihko’s eyes went wide, but as a well-bred person he emptied his mouth before asking why.

“The shopping center garbage will have been emptied ages ago, and that’s where we would have hunted for the bloody trash bag, but maybe there’s still a way to connect the piece of plastic Forensics found on Noora to a certain store or company. Oh, and by the way . . . the gold BMW might not be Weissenberg’s only car. Maybe they have a Renault Clio too. Will you check that?”

I knew these were disjointed ideas, but we had to branch out in more directions with this investigation.

Just then Puupponen came by to ask me about another case, and ended up dragging me to his office to thrash it out. He was a talkative kid from Savo, and at two, the time of my interview with Ulrika Weissenberg, I had my work cut out tearing myself away from him.

By then Pihko was able to report that Weissenberg did have another car, a black Volvo station wagon. Unfortunately that would have melted into the mass of traffic much more easily than the BMW. Pihko promised to do a quick review of the eyewitness reports.

The piece of fingernail I had requested had come over from Forensics. It was maybe an eighth of an inch long, and the tip had broken unevenly. The polish looked the same color as Weissenberg’s, but you couldn’t base an investigation simply on a visual evaluation.

Weissenberg arrived two minutes early. She had obviously come straight from the hairdresser, her black hair piled in a curly beehive. Her makeup was in purple hues, nicely matching the dark violet of her skirt suit and silk sweater. How long did she spend every morning doing herself up? I glanced at Weissenberg’s nails. They were long and painted flawlessly in crimson. None of them was any shorter than the others, although I was sure I had seen one of them broken during our previous meetings.

Pihko began with the fingerprinting. Weissenberg was surprisingly accommodating once we told her why we needed them, although she did demand to visit the ladies’ room to wash her hands afterward. I led her to the end of the hall and waited. She took an amazingly long time just to wash her hands. When she came out of the bathroom, her cheeks were more purple than before, and the color had spread nearly to the tips of her large ear lobes. One more brush of the rouge and she would have looked more like someone who had just received a beat down than a woman with too much makeup.

“I hear you’ve taken over arrangements for Noora’s funeral,” I said, shooting for a conversational tone. I knew it didn’t sound natural, though.

“Yes. Poor Hanna isn’t up to it, and Kauko has enough on his hands with his business. When will the body be released?”

Saying the word “body” in connection to Noora seemed significantly easier for Weissenberg than for me. No doubt she would arrange a marvelous funeral for Noora, but hopefully no saber arch of ice skates for the casket. I told Weissenberg that Noora could be released immediately.

“I understand you happened along just as some reporters were interrupting practice,” Weissenberg said in an almost friendly tone as I opened my office door for her.

Pihko was still gone taking the fingerprint package downstairs, so I tried to keep the conversation going. “I’m actually surprised they’ve done such a good job leaving the skating team alone. Noora’s death is a hard enough experience for Janne and Silja without being interviewed about it on TV. But we need the public’s help solving this case, which is why we announced that Noora had been killed. How many requests have you gotten from the press?”

“Many. But couldn’t we write some sort of remembrance about Noora now, or do you still have something against that?”

“Of course not. Please just avoid sharing any details we haven’t released about the case.” Then, as Pihko returned to the room, I moved back into interrogation mode. “Has anything new occurred to you about last Wednesday evening?

“Is that all this is about?” Ulrika said. “Harping on the same things over and over?”

“You said you had a fight with Noora. Where in the ice arena did this fight occur?”

“In the dressing room hallway.”

“Was anyone else there?”

“No. Silja and Noora came out of the dressing room at the same time, but she didn’t stay to listen to our conversation. Although I imagine everyone could hear us.”

“How was Noora’s hair during your conversation? Was it in a bun, a ponytail, or down?”

Confusion spread across Weissenberg’s face, followed by misgiving. She was clearly trying to figure out where my questions were aiming. When she was found, Noora’s shoulder-length hair was down, but when she was skating she probably had it pulled back with something. How easy was it for a nail covered in several layers of polish to split? I had never learned to wear my nails long, because the few times I had tried, they were constantly breaking.

“Wait . . . I think she had her hair in two silly pigtails on either side of her head. That’s the fashion right now apparently.”

The piece of fingernail had caught about three inches back from her hairline on the left side, so if Noora had her hair in pigtails, the nail could have caught at the ice rink. Maybe Noora and Ulrika’s fight had been so heated that they’d laid hands on each other. I looked at the fingers on Ulrika’s right hand. The nail of her index finger looked a bit narrower than the others. Of course there were fake nails. Maybe Ulrika couldn’t condone any faults in her appearance and had put an artificial nail over the broken one. I pulled the piece of fingernail out of my desk so that Weissenberg couldn’t see. The color appeared to be the same as that of Weissenberg’s nails.

“As I just mentioned, the analysis of Noora’s body is complete. We found a piece of fingernail in her hair. Does this color of polish look familiar to you?”

I lifted the small plastic bag with the piece of fingernail inside. Weissenberg looked for a second, and then suddenly a hand with long fingernails like the crooked foot of a bird of prey shot out to grab the bag. A scraping sound came from Pihko’s direction as he shot up, expecting Weissenberg to attack me.

“How did your fingernail end up in Noora Nieminen’s hair?” I asked.

Ulrika Weissenberg’s face contorted in rage, but I thought I also saw fear peering out from deep within her dark-brown eyes.

“I didn’t kill Noora!” she hissed. “Noora just used such offensive language that I slapped her on the cheek. My nail broke. It felt beastly.”

“Did this happen at the ice rink or later?”

“At the ice rink, of course! I’ve told you a dozen times I didn’t see Noora any more that night.”

“What did Noora say that made you lose your temper to the point that you struck her?”

“That’s none of your business! It doesn’t have anything to do with her death.”

“I think I’ll be the judge of that,” I said tiredly. I detested dragging people down to the station to bully them, but apparently that was the only approach that would get Ulrika Weissenberg talking. What hole in her life was she trying to fill by running the figure-skating association? Did she receive some sort of pay for her position or did she do it just to make herself feel important?

“She said I was a bossy old witch,” Weissenberg blurted. “And I had done so much work to get that commercial deal. I thought her behavior was extremely ungrateful. Are you satisfied now, Sergeant Kallio?”

This time my title came out right. Maybe it was a tactical move. However, the most important thing was that Weissenberg had been able to provide a credible explanation for how a piece of her fingernail ended up in Noora’s hair. I didn’t have anything else to ask, so I just reminded her again to not reveal to the media the means of Noora’s death.

Once Weissenberg and Pihko were gone, I grabbed Noora’s diary again. An entry from a month back caught my eye almost immediately.

 

Ulrika is HILARIOUS. How can she drool over Janne like she’s in love with him or something? She could be his mother. Or actually she’s almost too old for that. She’s over fifty! Everyone knows what she’s doing whenever she touches him, as if she were just fixing his hair and clothes. It’s a wonder she doesn’t grab his crotch!

Isn’t Ulrika’s own husband enough for her? Or does this happen to everyone? Even my own mom fell for that stupid crap karaoke singer. If I can’t have Janne, I’m not just going to settle, though.

Today Ulrika really outdid herself. In Edmonton she promised to put on a fancy dinner for Silja, Janne, and me to celebrate. We went to her house, supposedly because we could drink wine there, even though Silja and me are underage. Ulrika thinks a glass of wine never hurt anyone, but Elena would have killed us if she’d seen that Silja and I had two and Janne drank at least three. Janne is just like that. He’s always trying to get away with things. Skating isn’t as serious for him as me.

Ulrika had bought all of us jewelry, these really nice silver Kalevala crosses for me and Silja. I’d love it if it had come from anyone but Ulrika. She could have got Janne a cross too—boys wear them too—but Ulrika didn’t think it suited him. She’s always complaining, saying his hair is too long too. Well, she had bought Janne this tie clip with diamonds and emeralds—Ulrika said the emeralds were the same color as Janne’s eyes. That thing must have cost thousands! She hugged us all and gave us the jewelry—wow, her perfume was so strong! She held Janne for a long time and kept kissing him on the cheek, and when her husband came home she put a record on and wanted to dance. Her husband danced with me and Silja. We weren’t really into it, but Ulrika just latched on to Janne. In the end Silja said she had to go because we had school in the morning. Ulrika said Janne didn’t need to hurry, but he managed to get away in the same taxi as us. He didn’t say anything but he hid the tie clip in his pocket as soon as we got in the car. Poor Janne. It must be horrible having a harpy like that practically molesting him. But I LOVE JANNE!

 

Was that why Ulrika Weissenberg hit Noora? Because Noora had mocked her infatuation with Janne? I wondered. But had Ulrika been angry enough to come back later to beat Noora bloody with her skates and finally bash her brains in on a rock? Right now that theory was surprisingly believable.
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Just as I was preparing to leave work, Ström opened my door.

“Two of those figure-skating fags are wandering around the halls looking for you. The older one shook my hand. I’ll have to go wash it now.”

“No, you should definitely go get an AIDS test immediately. Did you leave them out in the hall?”

“They ran into Taskinen. How can he let his daughter run around with people like that? ‘Could you possibly direct me to Sergeant Kallio’s office?’” Ström parroted with a clichéd gay lisp. Where did Ström get it into his head that Janne and Rami were gay? Maybe figure skaters just had that reputation, like ballet dancers. Figure skating was nearly the only sport where men had to express sensitivity as well as strength. But I had never spent much time wondering about Janne or Rami’s sexual orientations. I would have assumed Noora would have said something about it in her diaries if Janne were gay.

A moment later Rami Luoto, Janne Kivi, and Lieutenant Taskinen walked into my office. Taskinen held the door, looking as if he couldn’t quite decide whether to come in or not. Perhaps he still wasn’t sure how active he should be in the investigation.

“Hello. We came to get Janne’s car, since we heard it was ready,” Luoto said.

“So you got the message. Good. We also need your fingerprints. We already have Janne’s, since he spent that night here.”

“What do you need my fingerprints for?” Luoto asked in confusion.

“Mostly just to eliminate yours from the others we’ve found, since it’s likely we would find your prints in Janne’s car and on Noora’s skates anyway.”

Janne had been keeping quiet in the background. Now a look of horror struck his face.

“Noora’s skates? What do those have to do with anything?”

I was getting a little confused myself about how many of my suspects knew the truth about how Noora had died. At first I had tried to keep it secret, only telling Silja and the Nieminens, but Rami and Ulrika also seemed to know. Based on his expression, Janne was in the dark. On the other hand, I knew he was a relatively competent actor, even if Noora had called him a hack.

“The skates were used to beat Noora,” I said as gently as I could.

Janne collapsed on the couch and didn’t say anything for a long time. Rami Luoto and Taskinen glanced at each other, but I couldn’t interpret what the look meant.

“You probably realize not just anyone would have known Noora had skates in her bag,” Janne finally said and then for once looked straight at me, his eyes narrowed.

“Actually, quite a lot of people would have known,” Taskinen said. “You don’t know how famous you and Noora are, Janne.”

“Let’s do the fingerprint thing and get out of here,” Rami said. Through the whole discussion he had been shifting on his feet and moving his arms around as if he were somehow short on his daily dose of exercise.

Pihko had already left for home, so I took Rami and Janne downstairs to the fingerprinting room myself.

“This really makes you feel like a criminal,” Rami said, trying to joke, although rolling his fingers in the printer’s ink and then pressing them to the paper cards obviously made him uncomfortable, judging from the way his hands trembled.

Janne was leaning against the wall. “I’m the real criminal; I even got to go to jail,” he shot back. Then he pulled a dirty-looking tissue out of the pocket of his faded brown leather jacket and tossed it to Rami so he could wipe his fingers. The paper didn’t fly far enough, though, and fell at my feet, along with something else that clinked on the floor. I bent down to pick up both items, and even though my belly hit my thighs, I was still faster than Janne. Our heads collided when I started standing back up, making me topple to the floor. I swore emphatically. Janne maintained his balance but bent over to pull me up.

“Are you hurt?” Rami asked, pushing me up from behind.

I burst out laughing. Apparently they thought a woman seven months pregnant was like a tottering battle tank that couldn’t right itself under its own power.

“No, I’m fine,” I said, even though my head was ringing and the jolt had woken up the Creature, who was now wriggling uncomfortably underneath my rib cage. Once I was up, I opened my hand, which held the object Janne had lunged to grab.

It was a thick gold tie pin with a line of glittering stones, diamonds and emeralds, set in a slightly winding pattern. It must have been the one Noora described that Ulrika Weissenberg had given Janne. I’m no jewelry expert, but I had to guess the piece had cost something in the five figures. And Janne was just casually carrying it around in his pocket.

I handed the pin back to him without any questions, and he shoved it in his pocket, looking embarrassed. Then I led Janne and Rami to the impound area.

“Check to make sure nothing is missing and then sign here,” I said to Janne. He looked at his car as if he’d never seen it before, stuck his head in, and then opened the trunk. Was I mistaken, or was there fear in his eyes? Inside there was nothing but a dented oilcan.

“Everything is fine,” Janne said, ignoring the fingerprint dusting powder still on the dash. “So I can take it?”

“Yeah. We’ll contact you if the analysis gives us a reason to. Don’t go far from Espoo in the next few days without notifying the police.”

“Can I go to Helsinki?” There was amusement in Janne’s voice.

“Sure, but think twice about Sipoo,” I said with a wink and then fled the stench of gasoline in the garage, which had already started making my headache worse. I decided walking home would help me feel better. The north lanes of the Turku Highway were still noisy, but once I crossed over and got into the fields and forest on the other side, things calmed down. This landscape had been the same for decades, now dominated by the green of the shoots in the fields, which were late because of the weather. Some of the other fields were brown from having just been plowed and smelled of horse manure. The grain planted in the furrows would grow with my child, and by late August both would be ripe. The thought of giving birth during harvest season was fantastic—that whole spring I’d felt more like a part of nature than I ever had. I felt the Creature’s first kicks around the same time the blackbird first trilled in the birch tree in our yard, and by the time the first coltsfoot appeared, I had learned to tell which part of my womb the baby was in at any given time. In late summer I would nourish it with strawberries and turnips, growing round like them from their nutrients. And then, like ripened grain falling from the ear, my child would begin its own life and tell us who he or she really was.

But late summer still felt so far away as this foray into spring spattered my cheeks with rain—nearly sleet—as I turned onto our road. Our yellow one-and-a-half-story house crouched on the hillside. Einstein was on the steps, meowing to be let in out of the rain.

I opened the front door to chaos. Apparently Antti was searching for something in the upper closets.

“What’s missing?”

“My spare bicycle chain. I put it up here somewhere last fall, didn’t I?”

“I have no idea. Let me through.”

Instead Antti scooped me into his arms. He had chain grease on his face, and he stank of it. The Creature decided to start kicking Antti through my stomach, and we both laughed. Ultimately we ended up making love on top of the mess of clothing on the floor, my round belly forcing a more traditional choice of position.

“Do you know what your sister’s husband said he was afraid of when Eeva was pregnant and they had sex?” Antti asked suddenly, grinning and stopping the rocking of our motion.

“What?” I asked, wanting to get back to business.

Antti laughed. “That the baby was watching!”

“Well, of course, it’s been doing that the whole time! Is that the kind of thing you and Jarmo talk about when there aren’t any women around?”

Then Antti’s laughing lips met mine, and his tongue entered my mouth, his stomach arching back against my roundness, and three became one.

Almost nothing could have torn me from Antti’s arms, but I had already decided to go back out and pay a visit to Tommy’s Gym. In addition to getting a workout, I could have a chat with Tomi Liikanen.

“Wasn’t that enough exercise for you just now?” Antti asked, looking up from oiling his bike, which was upturned in the middle of the living room.

“Oh, yeah, you totally wore me out, baby. But I’m still going to drag myself over there with my last shreds of strength,” I replied.

Because of the rain, I did something I almost never did: I took the car and drove to the gym.

Tommy’s Gym was only about ten minutes away, in the basement of a six-story apartment building. The entrance wasn’t particularly inviting, and the door was locked up tight. I pulled my keycard out of my bag. It was still good for another month. The gym was open from six in the morning to midnight, so it was a good fit for someone with a schedule like mine. Theoretically a staff member was only on duty at the gym from eleven to three, but the owner was often around. A couple of times I had been the only person there, and the place was so rambling you didn’t necessarily see the other people who were there. Right now there were only a few people around, but one of them was Tomi Liikanen. His undivided attention was on his right bicep, which he stared at in the mirror as he worked a forty-five-pound dumbbell up and down. I said hi and headed for the modest dressing room, which smelled of cleaning chemicals. I was just pulling my tank top on when I heard a familiar voice behind me.

“Hi, Maria. What are you doing here?”

Silja Taskinen stood behind me, drinking from a water bottle. I hadn’t noticed her in the gym, so maybe she had been on one of the leg machines hidden around a corner.

“I came for a workout,” I said a little embarrassed, as if I were doing something I shouldn’t be. “I come here sometimes because it’s the closest place to our house.”

“Of course. The figure-skating association uses this gym because Tomi gives us such a good discount. Actually I’m a little surprised I haven’t seen anyone else here today. At least Rami and Janne should have come.”

“They were at the police station a couple of hours ago picking up Janne’s car. Listen, Silja, you remember that night you were with Noora and Janne at the Weissenbergs’ for dinner, don’t you?” I asked as I tied my shoes. This was a little harder than usual because the Creature was in a strange sideways position.

“Of course I remember. I thought it was weird Ulrika didn’t invite Rami and Elena too. Our coaches are such an important part of the team.”

“And Ulrika gave you all nice pieces of jewelry . . .”

“Yeah, it was so strange!”

Silja told how she was more embarrassed than flattered by the evening. Dressed in a long cyclamen-red evening gown, Ulrika had served them a four-course meal with wine, presented them the jewelry with an oddly formal speech, and then wanted to dance. Paul Weissenberg, Noora, and Silja all watched awkwardly as Ulrika glued herself to Janne.

So Noora hadn’t exaggerated in her diary. Strange how suspicious I had become of everything I read or heard. I never believed one person’s word without corroboration. You usually thought of people being at their most naked and genuine in their diaries, at least the kind that teenage girls kept hidden away behind gilded locks. But even those were just one person’s truth, narrow and colored.

So I asked Silja, “Do you think Ulrika Weissenberg was in love with Janne?”

“Janne is a handsome guy,” Silja said. “And love knows no age limits, even if it seems a little crazy. Ulrika is over fifty years old and married. Her children are older than Janne.”

“How did Janne react to it?”

“He does his best to navigate it. He tries to be friendly but out of reach, like he was with Noora. Ulrika isn’t someone you want as an enemy.” Silja took another gulp of water, and I decided to leave the gossiping at that and head into the gym, but Silja continued talking.

“The police took our fingerprints. Dad took me down today. If it helps at all, everyone touched Noora’s new skates, including Ulrika. And Janne drove me and Noora to school all the time after morning practice and ballet class on Thursdays.”

I nodded, opened the door to the gym area, and almost walked right into Irina Grigorieva. Right behind her came her mother, Elena, whose eyebrows went up when she saw me. Connecting that I was the same person who was handling Noora’s murder investigation obviously took a few beats.

I said a quick hello to Grigorieva and retreated to the exercise bikes. I hadn’t taken into account that the whole Espoo Figure-Skating Association competition team might show up. That would make talking to Tomi Liikanen much more complicated. But I didn’t feel like leaving either, having already gone to the effort to come. Adjusting the bike resistance and setting the timer for twenty minutes, I started pedaling. The mirror showed my tousled ponytail and the same muscly shoulders and arms I’d had for years, but my wide stomach peeked around either side of the handlebars. How much of that was going to be left after the baby? Would my stomach sag like on a fixed tomcat? I’d already gained thirty-five pounds during my pregnancy, but I wasn’t too worried about that; it was all part of the deal. I was simultaneously proud of and unnerved by my round belly. My body was more real than ever yet foreign, a hiding place for secret things.

In the mirror I could also see Silja placing a bar on her back with maybe thirty pounds of plates. Then she started squatting and jumping with the barbell on her shoulders, apparently working on gaining more thrusting force in her slender legs. Tomi Liikanen watched for a while and then came over and with expert movements corrected Silja’s grip on the bar. Next to slim Silja, Liikanen looked like a refrigerator. He was only about five foot nine but must have weighed 220 pounds with only a little extra in his stomach. A dragon tattoo snaked around Liikanen’s upper arm. His tobacco-brown hair was short and very curly, and the curls continued in his mat of chest hair, which he undoubtedly had to shave before bodybuilding competitions. His ears protruded a little, and the hair on them glistened.

Elena appeared next to Silja and her husband, told them something, and then she and Tomi started walking toward me.

“Here’s my husband. Now you can ask him yourself whether I went home the night of Silja’s accident,” Elena Grigorieva said belligerently.

“You’ve been here before. I remember you. It’s Maria, right?” Tomi Liikanen said curiously. “I didn’t know you were a cop. What do you want to know? I’d be glad to help.”

Apparently Liikanen belonged to the ever-growing mass of humanity that felt no need for formality with the police.

I didn’t stop pedaling, but turned to Tomi. “When I first talked to your wife, she remembered leaving the ice rink with you Wednesday night, going to the store, and then going home together to make food. She claimed you were together the whole time and that neither of you left your apartment all night. But then Noora’s mother said you called her that night a little before seven. You wanted to tell her you had found a piece of jewelry Noora lost. So where exactly were you and when did you get home that night?”

“What night are you talking about?” Tomi’s neckless face looked genuinely confused.

“Last Wednesday. Don’t you remember? I got angry at practice that night because of the argument over that commercial!” Elena interjected.

I would have far preferred to talk to Liikanen without Elena there, but there was no good alternative.

“Wednesday . . . this guy named Lindroos called when we were leaving the store. Don’t you remember, Elena? He wanted to buy some Trioxin Power, and I promised to drop some by. It’s an energy drink. I run a nutritional supplements importing business along with the gym,” Tomi added, even though I already knew that. The gym walls were decorated with advertisements for all kinds of protein drinks and supplements I had never bothered with. “I dropped you off at home and came here, and while I was messing around behind the counter, I found Noora’s necklace. I remembered her looking for it one night when she was leaving the gym. That’s why I called. Noora’s mom told me to give the necklace to you, since you guys were supposed to have practice on Thursday.”

So Tomi Liikanen had visited the gym and wasn’t trying to conceal it. When I asked how long he was away from home, he said about half an hour. Theoretically that was also enough time to make a detour through Noora’s neighborhood.

“Could I have that customer’s phone number? You said his name was Lindroos?” I asked as innocently as I was able given my panting. I had been pedaling the whole time we were talking, which somehow felt more natural.

“What do you mean? I didn’t do anything!”

“Just give it to her,” Elena said testily. “I remembered a little wrong. Does that matter so much? I was making food at home. Irina can testify. She was in her room doing homework. She’s over there stretching. You can ask her right now.”

“Forget about it,” I said quickly. I knew their family had two cars, a van registered to Tommy’s Gym and Elena’s old Saab. Elena also would have had time to drive to Noora’s neighborhood and back in half an hour. But because there wasn’t any evidence against her, I didn’t want to needlessly interview eleven-year-old Irina, who was bending herself into improbable positions on a ballet bar on the wall near the reception desk. The ballet bar looked out of place in the weight room and had probably only been installed at Elena’s insistence.

I rode my last five minutes at a higher resistance setting and worked up a proper sweat. I had to wipe my face on the hem of my shirt. When the timer finally beeped and I was free, I was ready for some water from the fountain in the women’s restroom. As I turned toward the door, I saw Rami Luoto and Janne Kivi coming down the stairs. My first reaction was to beat a hasty retreat. But instead I lifted my head, straightened my back, and marched off to get my water as if I owned the world. Rami said a proper hello, and Janne moved his head just enough that it could be interpreted as a nod. I understood his antipathy. Every time he saw me, I reminded him of Noora’s violent death, something that would haunt Janne and everyone else involved for the rest of their lives.

The water tasted like dirt, which Antti said was a sign of spring in Espoo. Something about the water system. I took my plastic cup with me into the gym and headed for the hip adductor machine. Movements that had to be completed lying on my stomach had become impossible several weeks before, so now I was focusing on strengthening the parts of my body that were being taxed the most, such as my thighs, back, and my horribly stretched abdominals. I could see Janne in the mirror. He was warming up on the bike I had just vacated. Rami was using a treadmill. Even with his active career over, he kept himself in good shape, which was obvious from the muscularity of his frame and the ease of his movements. Snooping on them using the mirror amused me. I felt like a secret agent who was cleverly spying on her suspects using an improvised periscope system. With the way my thigh muscles were performing, I was almost in a good mood again.

Silja seemed to be having a lower body day, since after she finished her jumping she came over next to me on the abductor machine. Thankfully she started talking about something besides Noora’s murder.

“That guy Pekka must be new in your unit. I haven’t seen him before,” she said. It was funny hearing her talk about Koivu as Pekka. At work no one used his first name. In a male-dominated organization, it was par for the course that everyone was referred to by last names. Around the station I was always Kallio instead of Maria.

“Yeah, he joined us a couple of months ago. I’ve known him for years, though, since we worked together in Helsinki.” As I related Koivu’s history, I tried to put my best matchmaker’s spin on it. The girl was clearly interested. We traded machines and continued talking until I felt my abductors screaming. I assumed those were some of the muscles needed during childbirth, since you could end up with your legs spread for hours if things didn’t go well.

The endorphin high that working out caused sent me flying like a kite, and I ended up spending much longer at the gym than I’d intended. The place was pleasantly empty, just the skating group and a couple of people who left after about an hour, at the same time the Grigorieva women did. Two men stopped to buy some supplements from Tomi, and both of them looked as though they could have held their own in a car-lifting contest. Now and then I found myself glancing at Janne as he trained. He really was pretty delicious to look at, and I didn’t wonder in the slightest how he had stolen Noora and Ulrika Weissenberg’s hearts. A sleeveless muscle shirt allowed light to sparkle on the beads of perspiration on his shoulder muscles, which I found myself staring at an embarrassingly long time before I forced myself to get back to working my obliques. Rami Luoto appeared at my side, and it was his turn to stare as I panted away.

“Isn’t that bad for the baby?” he finally asked uncertainly. As I remembered, Luoto didn’t have a family, so maybe what you could and couldn’t do during pregnancy was a mystery for him.

“No. I’m trying to prevent my muscles from turning into a hammock after the birth,” I explained. Luoto laughed at the metaphor, which was straight out of one of the more sensible baby books I had read.

“Um . . . there was something I didn’t say at the police station,” Luoto said. “I did several test lacings of Noora’s boots last Wednesday, so they’re going to be covered with my fingerprints.”

“Of course,” I grunted. The top of my left obliques had just started hurting, but I didn’t want to stop prematurely while Luoto was watching. I suffered through the set, and Luoto just kept staring.

Since it felt unnatural to keep silent, I asked him, “Did you coaches know that Noora was taking appetite suppressants with an ingredient on the doping list? Phentermine. Where could she have gotten that?” I stood up, wiping the sweat from my face. I could still feel the stitch in my side. Should I be worried?

“Appetite suppressants? Doping?” Luoto exclaimed, and then lowered his voice to a whisper. “I didn’t know, but I was worried about something like that. When I asked Noora, she denied it. I don’t know where she got it. Certainly no self-respecting doctor would prescribe that for a growing girl of normal weight.”

Luoto and I had sat down side by side on a weight bench. He was careful not to touch me. To anyone else our conversation would have looked chummy, but even though the physical distance between us was only a dozen inches, there was a wall as high as my police rank.

“I don’t know what kind of things she might have been able to get from Tomi,” Luoto continued in a whisper. “He has connections in Russia, and who knows what’s available there. I highly doubt Tomi’s own body was built on oatmeal.”

“Hardly,” I said, writing a mental note to check whether Tommy’s Gym had ever been raided. The fact that Noora’s necklace had been found behind the reception desk at the gym, where a nonemployee shouldn’t have been, was bothering me.

“Did Noora undergo any doping tests last season?”

“Not a one. There hasn’t really been much talk about doping in figure skating lately. What did Noora go and do?” There was fear in Luoto’s eyes. Had he really not known about the diet pills?

“Rami, I’m done with my workout. I’m going to stretch and leave,” Silja came to say. “Maria, say hi to Pekka.”

“Absolutely. He’ll like that.” I decided to move to the rower and did ten minutes at low resistance. As I was finishing up, I saw Silja going out the door. Only Janne, Rami Luoto, Tomi Liikanen, and I were left in the gym.

It didn’t actually feel very good. One of those three easily could have been Noora Nieminen’s murderer. Although no one was likely to try to hurt me, it was probably clear to everyone that the investigation hadn’t really made any progress. Sorting through the forensic evidence and the dozens of interviews would take time. I moved to the back area and spent another half hour working on various machines until I started to feel my energy reserves flagging. I decided to head to the warmth of the sauna to stretch.

The sauna was tiny—three women would have been a crowd—but competition in the gym business was intense so Tommy’s Gym had to have a sauna too. According to Antti there was a little more room on the men’s side. He had been there with me a few times, even though he didn’t really enjoy spending time in gyms, preferring useful exercise such as riding his bike to work and chopping wood.

After stretching out, I continued lounging for a while, even though the thermometer read 195 degrees. I took my time showering and dressing, and was just putting my shoes on when suddenly the lights went off.

The darkness was intense. The only points of light I could make out were the phosphorescent hands of my watch. I thought for a moment before groping for the light switch, which I assumed was next to the dressing room door. Finding it was difficult, and I banged my elbow on the drinking fountain and my knee on something else before I found it. I flipped the switch, but the lights didn’t come on.

Probably a power outage. If I just waited for a couple of minutes, the lights would come back on. Maybe someone out in the weight room would know. I opened the door and found the same darkness.

“Tomi?” I yelled.

No answer, as if the place was empty. Maybe they were all in the men’s dressing room. Now what was the layout of this place again? The door to the men’s dressing room would be a few yards to the left. Setting off tracing the wall toward it, I tripped on a dumbbell some goddamn idiot had left on the floor and lost my balance, hitting my forehead on a bar on the leg press machine and almost ending up on the floor. I felt my forehead, which luckily wasn’t bleeding, but I’d have one hell of a lump in the morning.

Finally I found the door to the other dressing room and opened it without hesitation. Even if there were a whole troop of naked men in there, I wouldn’t see anything in the dark.

“Tomi?” I yelled. “Is anyone here?”

No answer, no other light than from the clock on the wall, which ticked off its monotonous song in the silence. What the hell had happened? Where had everyone gone? And why wasn’t the power outage over yet?

I guessed it would be best to open the front door—it was only eight o’clock, so enough light would shine in from outside that I would be able to collect my things. The route to the stairs was relatively clear, and now I even managed to avoid the devious dumbbell. Holding fast to the railing, I stepped up and pushed on the door handle. It moved easily, and I expected the door to open, but nothing happened.

I pressed again, leaning my hips against the door and pushing. It didn’t budge. Feeling for the lock, I rotated it, to no effect. The door was locked up tight. A key card opened it from outside, but from inside the door should have opened just by pressing on the handle. Apparently someone had activated the security system that prevented anyone from entering or leaving between midnight and six. Maybe the same system automatically turned off the lights.

But who—Tomi Liikanen? Why hadn’t he checked to make sure the gym was really empty? Wouldn’t that be a normal part of his routine? And why would he close up when the gym should still be open for another four hours?

The situation was ludicrous. I tried the lock one more time, now more calmly and carefully, but nothing helped. The door had a keypad on the inside, but no slot I could have tried my card in. For a while I pounded and kicked the door with my tired legs, but it was no use. Although Tommy’s Gym was in the basement of an apartment building, the door faced a forest, so few people just walked by. My only hope was that someone out for a smoke on their balcony despite the chilly weather would hear my pounding.

But I didn’t have to hang around waiting. We did have something called a telephone. Damn, I’d left my cell phone at home. It was in my work bag, which was probably still sitting there in the entryway in the middle of Antti’s mess. But there would be a phone in the gym. At the reception desk or somewhere nearby. I headed back down to look.

Descending the stairs was frightening, given the way my belly affected my balance. I groped my way along slowly, one step at a time, feeling for possible traps, trying to feel the vibrations of my surroundings like the blind did. Fresh air was coming from somewhere. Was a fan blowing? Was someone else moving around downstairs? It almost sounded like a weight moved on the floor—maybe the same one I’d tripped on. I had to stay alert.

The darkness was complete except for a green strip glowing on one of the switches. It cast a narrow band of light along the wall, creating a point of reference to use in navigating. I found the reception desk and ran my hand along the top. I was sure I had seen a phone.

My hand hit a stack of paper. It fell to the floor, taking with it something glass, which shattered. Instinctively I closed my eyes to protect them from the shards, but apparently whatever it was fell on the other side of the desk. I continued searching the desktop more carefully but systematically—nothing. Circling to the other side, I began feeling around—paper and pieces of glass scratched under my shoes. Boxes, pens, rubber bands, Velcro wrist weights.

Suddenly a dragging sound came from somewhere in the direction of the green light.

“Hi! Is someone here?”

No answer, and the sound stopped. An unpleasant feeling came over me that I might not be alone in the dark after all. But why would someone play games with me? I thought, just as my hand hit something hard and metal in a drawer. A pistol. A revolver. The shape was unmistakable, and I was able to confirm that it wasn’t loaded. Even so, leaving a gun lying around like that was incredibly irresponsible! Did Tomi Liikanen even have a permit?

Setting the revolver on the desk, I continued my search, but I couldn’t find the phone. It had to be here somewhere! I didn’t intend to spend the whole damn night in a pitch-black weight room. Antti knew where I had gone, and he’d start worrying by midnight at the latest if he didn’t hear from me—or would he? He was used to work unexpectedly messing up my plans. Usually I let him know if I was going to be late, but I wasn’t always able to. I couldn’t count on Antti’s help.

I felt the wall behind the counter and my fingers found a door handle. I remembered that behind the desk was a small office. That was probably where the phone was. I practically ripped the door open and rushed in.

I was completely unprepared for the blow that landed between my shoulder blades. The force of it sent me flying forward, into a desk, which my chest and shoulders hit painfully. The air above me was in motion, and I could tell that something heavy was swinging over me. My upper stomach hurt, along with the back of my shoulders, and there was just as much fear as pain in my tears.

“Who the hell is in here?” I screamed at the darkness, to no reply. I crouched to take the next blow, wrapping one arm around to protect my belly while I fumbled on the table for something heavy—and found a box of matches.

Without time to fear my silent attacker, I grabbed the box and lit a match. I had just enough time to perceive the outlines of a telephone on the desk and the punching bag above me before the flame went out. Lighting another, I stood up. Apparently the bottom of the bag had been rigged to the door so it would swing down violently when someone walked in. Was Tomi serious?

The third match burned long enough to dial our home number. Fortunately Antti was home. I asked him to call Tomi Liikanen and the duty officer at the police station and explain the situation. Only two matches were left in the box, and I hadn’t found anything in the room I could safely burn.

Antti didn’t waste any time on pointless questions and kept the call short, promising to get help. I collapsed in the chair behind Liikanen’s desk and tried to figure out if anything felt strange about my body. My head hurt where I had hit the bar on the leg press, and I would probably have quite the bruise between my shoulders. But my belly didn’t hurt anymore. I felt the skin at the top, which didn’t feel broken. Oh, please, whatever gods were listening, let my little Creature be OK . . .

The sound of the telephone ringing broke the silence, and I fumbled for the receiver.

“Hello?”

“Hi, this is Tomi! Is someone stuck in the gym?”

“Yes, yes! The doors are locked and the lights won’t come on!”

“Oh, shit. I’ll be right there. The janitor doesn’t even have a key. Hang on for five minutes.”

I spent that five minutes letting my thoughts wander in the darkness, with images of both Noora and my own baby drifting through my mind. The strength of my relief when I heard the front door open took me by surprise. When the lights flipped on, I had to close my eyes for a second and then squint while they adjusted to the brightness.

Tomi Liikanen was appalled by what had happened and couldn’t stop apologizing. Apparently there had been a malfunction in the security system. He would give me a year’s membership free to make up for the incident. Oh, I’d broken the banana vase on the front desk in the dark. Not to worry. The important thing was I was safe.

Antti arrived on his bike at the same time the patrol from the police station showed up, and I was almost ashamed of all the ruckus I had caused. And yet: What if the punching bag had hit my head instead of my shoulders? I would have lost consciousness and could have hit my head even worse when I fell. What if . . . I didn’t want to think about that, and I also didn’t want to think about whether my confinement in the gym was really an accident. I wanted to go home and crawl under the covers on my bed.

Feigning nonchalance, I asked Tomi Liikanen about the gun, and he assured me he had a permit. When I asked why he kept it under the front desk, he answered evasively that he was afraid someone might try to rob the cash register; apparently that had happened at another gym. Of course an unloaded gun was only a ruse.

I didn’t have the energy for more than that. Antti took the front wheel off his bike and loaded it into the backseat of our Fiat, and I sat in the passenger seat, sending thanks to an unknown god that the Creature had started wriggling again. But I still couldn’t get my mind off of what I would have to do first thing the next morning.

It was high time to take a closer look at Tomi Liikanen’s businesses.
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An impressive bump graced my forehead the next morning. I had taken three acetaminophens, but my head was still splitting when I started digging into Tomi Liikanen and Tommy’s Gym. The results were disappointing. Both the gym and Liikanen’s import business seemed to have all their ducks in a row. And besides, Liikanen wouldn’t have shut me in his gym if I could have found something like anabolic steroids in there. I almost believed his story about the security system malfunction. Or was it Rami Luoto or Janne Kivi who was to blame? Janne was a student at the Helsinki University of Technology. Maybe he had the practical engineering experience to reprogram a timer lock.

Noora’s diaries were still stacked on my desk, so I opened number thirteen again at random, the one Noora had been writing around the time when her mom left home.

 

Mom flipped out again today like she always does now. She hit Sami in the face with a kitchen towel because he forgot to put his plate in the dishwasher and left it on the table. Then she yelled at me because she said I hung my workout clothes on the line in the utility room too messily. She tried to hit me too, but I grabbed her arm before she could and that seemed to snap her out of it. Dad told her straight to her face that she was being a crazy bitch.

Dad isn’t much better, though. All he does is sit around watching Eurosport, drinking beer, and getting even fatter. How am I ever going to be skinny when I inherited nothing but fat cells from both sides? If it weren’t for skating and Janne, I wouldn’t be able to stand living here and going to school. This is the most intense part of our training season, so we meet every day. Janne is so nice. I just love the way he looks at me. And his smile . . .

I don’t know if it makes me want to laugh or cry when someone like Ulrika gets on her soapbox about how important the support of our families is. Yeah, they drive me to practice, that’s true, but the “emotional environment” at home isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Dad is always at work or drunk, and Mom is all neurotic about trying to seem more sophisticated than she really is. She bought the same kind of suit Ulrika wears and got mad at me when I said purple isn’t her color.

 

Then came pages of praise for Janne, detailed reports about what Janne had said at any given time and how he had looked at her. Reading it was annoying, so I skipped forward. Noora clearly hadn’t intended for anyone to read these diaries. Turning to the end of the book, I found references to Hanna and Vesku Teräsvuori.

 

Today after school I went to visit Mom and the guy she’s living with. The whole place was a mess—Mom never would have stood for anything like that at home—but maybe she really has started a new life. Mom just sat there in this gross low-cut minidress that made her big butt and thighs look even worse than normal, trying to convince us that she had to start thinking about herself for once since so far she’s just been living for Dad and us kids. “Your father has plenty of money to hire a maid. That’s what you need, not me. He’s always bragging about how much money he makes, so now’s his chance to use it, if that’s all that’s important to him.” Mom was making goo-goo eyes at Vesku, who was on the other side of the room practicing his sappy karaoke songs. It’s ridiculous seeing your own mother trying to pretend she’s young and in love—she’s thirty-four! Mom says she’s started the divorce. Dad can keep the house and everything, but she’s going to demand that he pay her for all the work she’s done for his company over the years.

When I left, she kept telling me how much she loves me and Sami, but she wants something more out of life than being a mother. They were going out to a movie and then dinner. Dad never took Mom anywhere but company parties. And Mom says Vesku buys her fresh red roses every day. I guess being pampered like that would be nice. It’s hard to imagine Mom in bed with Vesku, but I couldn’t imagine her in bed with Dad either, even though I could hear sometimes and pulled my pillow over my ears. Just thinking about it makes me want to puke.

Janne picked me up and I felt like crying, but Janne started joking about something, and I forgot about everything. He’s the best.

 

What had finally convinced Hanna to leave Vesku Teräsvuori? Would Noora’s diaries have the answer? The Nieminen family was at once so ordinary and so grotesque. What was so intriguing about them? Did I think I was going to find the solution to the mystery of Noora’s death deep in one of her diaries?

To my surprise, my office door buzzer rang. I hadn’t arranged a meeting with anyone, and my coworkers usually just knocked. When I pressed the button to turn on the green light, Hanna Nieminen walked in. Her face was red and swollen, and the makeup meant to hide that she had been crying couldn’t conceal the bags under her eyes. Bright-pink lipstick was clotted in the crevices of her chapped lips.

“I came to collect Noora’s things.” Her voice was hoarse and sort of thick—in a matter of only a couple of days, Hanna had lost enough weight that her black dress fit her.

“They aren’t here anymore. I think someone’s supposed to drop them off at your house today. If you can wait just a second, I’ll check. Please, have a seat.”

Hanna sat down in the armchair across from me, seeming self-conscious of every movement she made. I called the evidence room, where I had returned Noora’s belongings. They were still there. I offered to escort Hanna down, but she just sat there.

Finally, obviously uncomfortable, she asked, “Do you have a few minutes, Detective Kallio? I’ve been thinking of some things that might help you solve Noora’s murder.”

Suddenly Hanna noticed Noora’s diary on my desk. Her face froze, and her hand extended toward the book.

“That’s Noora’s, isn’t it? I feel wrong that I gave them to you to read. Noora wouldn’t have wanted that. She was so strict about making sure no one ever got to peek at what she wrote. Kauko tried once, and that was why Noora started buying ones with locks. Maybe I should take them back and . . . and burn them.”

“How about I keep them for now? We may find some crucial piece of information in them that none of us has thought of yet. But you had something you wanted to talk about, Mrs. Nieminen. I’m happy to listen.”

Hanna’s index fingers rubbed the skin around her thumbnails. It was already raw, the angry red flesh making the light pink of her nail polish look artificial. I felt like telling her to stop picking at her fingers, but I didn’t.

“Has it occurred to you that even if Vesku didn’t kill Noora himself, he could have paid someone else to do it?” Hanna finally asked, her fingers clawing at her thumbs so hard that it made an unpleasant scratching sound. “He knows lots of people who have been in prison . . .”

I nodded. This scenario seemed absurd, but we had to take every suggestion seriously in a case that didn’t have any sensible leads—except for the red Nissan Micra that had been seen in the parking garage at the same time Noora’s body was dumped in Kati Järvenperä’s car.

“When I moved in with Vesku, Kauko was pretty threatening. He almost didn’t let me leave the house once when I went back to get more clothes. Vesku said he knew some guys who could go over and teach Kauko a little lesson if I needed. That was the first time I was frightened—I didn’t want to get mixed up in anything like that.”

“Can you give me any names of people Teräsvuori might have used?”

Hanna’s fingernails moved faster; she didn’t seem to realize what she was doing.

“I didn’t even know his friends! The weeks I lived with him it was always just the two of us. I was usually with Vesku at work. We went and put on karaoke nights in Hyvinkää, Hämeenlinna, and Kouvola. We slept in fancy hotel rooms and drank Champagne, even though it turned out Vesku didn’t have the money for that. I thought he was a completely different man than he turned out to be. You can go ahead and laugh at me, but I thought he was genuinely sensitive and romantic, not a womanizer and a petty criminal.”

Could Noora’s death have been a beating meant to be nothing more than a threat that had spun out of control? It wasn’t completely out of the question—and it would explain the body being dumped in the trunk of the car like a drug hit.

Blood had started running from Hanna’s left thumb, but she just continued digging at it regardless of the pain. I wondered if there were any Band-Aids left in the box in my desk drawer.

“Did Teräsvuori ever act violently toward you?” I asked as I rummaged in my desk. As I had guessed, the box was empty. Koivu had taken the last one a few days earlier after cutting his middle finger with a pocketknife while trying to peel an unusually hard orange.

“Not exactly. It was the eighteen-year-olds calling in the middle of the night that got me to go back home. One woman was never enough for Vesku. There was a high school girl in Karis he had promised to make a singer, and there was another one in Hamina. That one was married too. He kept visiting them, even though he said he was working. He told me I was the woman of his dreams. What a joke. I kept finding new sides of him I didn’t like. He had all kinds of debts, so I don’t know where he got the money to buy me all those presents and flowers. Kauko might not be handsome or the most exciting man in the world, but at least he takes care of our finances. His company makes honest money.”

A red droplet fell onto Hanna’s black dress. Maybe Pihko should have a closer look at Vesku Teräsvuori’s activities, since he had already checked his alibi. Teräsvuori didn’t have a rap sheet beyond a few speeding tickets and some overdue taxes, but his little brother had done a couple of stretches for fraud. Maybe Teräsvuori had hired some muscle through him.

“It wouldn’t surprise me at all if Vesku was trying to harass me by having someone beat up Noora. That wouldn’t take much imagination; they did the same thing to Nancy Kerrigan in the States. Stupid me, I told Vesku about how I wanted to be a figure skater when I was little, but there weren’t any opportunities for that in the sixties in a place like I was from.”

Hanna’s eyes had turned to the wall, where I was sure she was seeing something completely different than the images that actually hung there.

“Dad froze the front yard for a skating rink. It was small and bumpy, but it was enough for us kids. I dragged our old record player to the window and skated to my parents’ tango songs. My brother had a Beatles record too, but he wouldn’t let me play it. I wanted a real skating costume, one with fur and everything, like Marja in my class had, but Mom didn’t want to make it. That was when I decided if I ever had a daughter, she would be a figure skater.”

I had heard the same sort of story far too many times, and it usually ended badly. But apparently Noora had accepted her role of living out her mother’s dreams, adopting them as her own.

Hanna was sure that Teräsvuori was responsible for Noora’s death in one way or another, and she was trying to convince me too. It made me suspicious. Laying the blame on Vesku or some imaginary thugs was easy, but what if the truth was something else entirely?

“We will definitely look into the possibility that Teräsvuori could have hired someone else to attack Noora. Did he ever threaten to do something like that?”

Hanna shook her head, but then immediately told me about someone named Karttunen who had owed Vesku five grand and claimed he didn’t have the money to pay him back. That same night someone jumped Karttunen, and the next day he showed up at the door with a broken nose and the five thousand marks. Hanna had been home alone and wondered at the fat, grubby envelope shoved in her hands.

“I didn’t dare ask about it, especially since I knew Vesku needed the money to cover his debts. It made me realize that Vesku wasn’t a safe person to be with, and besides—”

A knock at the door interrupted Hanna—of course I had forgotten to turn the red light back on. Puupponen was bringing me the latest results from the door-to-door canvassing of Noora’s neighborhood.

“When will you be free?” he asked, looking as if he had something important.

“I was just leaving,” Hanna said quickly. Blood oozed from her left thumb.

“Let’s go get Noora’s things,” I said, thinking of the torn, bloody clothing waiting downstairs. Would it be better for Hanna not to see them? And what was I going to do with the diaries? Not that it was any of my business, but I doubted Hanna and Kauko would want to see the disgust and anger toward her parents they would find in Noora’s diary entries.

Hanna walked in front of me down the hall. She was having trouble managing her four-inch heels. I opened the elevator door for her, then the door to the evidence room without either of us saying a word. When Hanna saw Noora’s sports bag, now vacuumed clean, she took a deep breath but didn’t say anything. But when I asked whether she also wanted Noora’s clothes, she almost shouted.

“No! Keep them here.”

“The bag has everything in it except for the skates and her latest diary,” I said to Hanna, who was holding the duffel bag by the handle as if weighing it.

“Yes, her skates. That’s why this feels so light,” Hanna said, absentminded and focused on something far away. Then tears began flooding down her face as she desperately tried to wipe them away. Her fingers smeared streaks of blood in with her makeup.

I did my best to comfort her and led her to the ladies’ room to wash her face. I wasn’t remotely convinced she was in any shape to drive when she finally left for home, but I couldn’t supervise everything, could I?

When I returned to my office, Puupponen was still lurking in the hall. His red hair blazed against the white wall and spring freckles glowed on his light skin. Puupponen was from Kuopio in central Finland and caught flack about being a country boy every once in a while from the native Espoo cops, who thought they were so urban. Fortunately he had the grace to take their idiocy with humor. Occasionally he really stretched his dialect just to irritate them.

“I hear you’re missing some guards for some ice skate blades,” he said mysteriously and then slipped into my office behind me.

“Yeah,” I said and collapsed on the couch. My back was aching, and I needed to put my legs up.

“I think Ström found them.”

“What the hell?”

“He and Lähde were with a couple of guys from Forensics at an intersection not too far from the ice rink in Matinkylä because that’s one of the places that child molester has been. You know how obsessed Ström is with that case. They thought the molester dropped that picture of his dog between some rocks the last time he struck, so I think they were looking for that. They didn’t find it, but Ström ended up sticking his hand right on these bloody blade guards that had been shoved under a loose rock.”

“This happened this morning?”

“No, yesterday afternoon.”

“Where is Ström? Why didn’t he tell me about this? Where did you hear?”

“The guys from Forensics were talking about it in the john . . . something about Ström messing up the fingerprints, so he didn’t want anyone to know.” Puupponen’s face glowed—he hated Ström possibly more than anyone else in our unit and loved having the chance to stick it to him.

“So you only heard about it by accident? Who was it you overheard from Forensics?”

“I didn’t know one of them, but the other one was Hirvonen, the short one with the pointy beard. He’s one of Ström’s drinking buddies.”

“Goddamn Ström! It’s good you told me,” I said, irritated and thankful to Puupponen. Things like this had happened before. Someone ruined evidence through negligence or ineptitude, and their coworkers hushed it up so nobody higher up heard. Sometimes evidence even just disappeared—the police chief had managed to protect friends of his that way a couple of times, one from speeding tickets and the other from a forgery charge. These cases traveled as rumors around the department, but everyone knew the score and watched their step.

But this wasn’t just a case of accidentally damaging evidence. Ström was intentionally hindering a criminal investigation. And of course he wasn’t in the office and wouldn’t answer his cell phone. Lähde, who shared an office with Ström, was also out of the building. The duty officer said that Ström was in court, so I left a message for him to call me and marched over to Forensics, where I found Hannu Hirvonen. Hirvonen was in the middle of reading a report. When he saw me his eyes narrowed behind his thick glasses, and the end of his pointy beard started trembling. He obviously guessed what I was there for.

“I hear you found Noora Nieminen’s ice skate blade guards in Matinkylä,” I said, sitting down at the table with Hirvonen, so close that my belly almost touched him. As a general rule, forensic investigation was handled by the National Bureau of Investigation Forensic Laboratory in Vantaa, but we also had a few in-house technicians for routine tasks like fingerprinting and blood typing.

“Yeah, we found some pieces of plastic. They didn’t have anyone’s name on them, though,” Hirvonen replied evasively. He tried in vain to continue reading his report.

“What did Ström promise you for keeping quiet? A bottle of vodka or was a six-pack enough? Where are the skate guards now?”

“Ström didn’t promise me anything. Were they important? Ström kept them. Ask him.”

“He isn’t here. Tell me where you found them.”

“I wasn’t right there.”

Hirvonen was trying to hide behind the report, his face bright red like a fifteen-year-old kid caught riding a souped-up moped.

Apparently pregnancy hadn’t managed to pump enough of those tender mothering hormones into my blood yet, because I completely lost it. Hirvonen’s ridiculous pointy beard was waggling there right at hand height, so I grabbed it and pulled his face level with mine.

“Start talking! Don’t you get that only losers side with Ström? He isn’t going to get that promotion, I am. When I do, you’re going to be in for it if you don’t tell me what I want to know.”

Evidently the combination of my threatening behavior and maternal condition threw Hirvonen so completely off guard that he started talking. When he ran out of words, he grabbed a piece of paper to draw a map. The skate guards had been found in a small patch of forest next to the West Highway where construction was underway on a new on-ramp for the Ring II freeway. There was a temporary bus stop there, and that was where the child molester had waited for his most recent victim.

Where the skate guards were now, Hirvonen didn’t know. His best guess was Ström’s office. So I went and asked the secretary to open Ström and Lähde’s door.

“Ström promised to leave a report for me on his desk, but he must have accidentally locked the door,” I lied. The secretary didn’t bat an eye. Our offices weren’t off limits to each other, and most of us didn’t bother locking our doors when we were out.

Lähde and Ström were both smokers, and even though smoking was outlawed in public buildings, the two of them continued smoking in their shared office by mutual agreement. Because both of them were satisfied with the arrangement, the rest of us didn’t bother making a stink about it, even though smoke did escape into the hallway sometimes. On the contrary, the other smokers in the unit preferred to gather in their colleagues’ office than go all the way downstairs. How often the guardians of the law were the first to violate the very thing they protected.

The air inside was bluish and thick even now. A screen divided the room in two. On Lähde’s side a jubilant chaos reigned, but on Ström’s side all the papers were neatly ordered in their boxes. Incoming, outgoing, in process. A couple of crumpled cigarette packets broke the meticulous scene, and the ashtray hadn’t been emptied in ages. The screen had a map of Espoo hanging on it, and the blue pins scattered around Matinkylä probably indicated where the child molester had struck. Next to the map hung smiling pictures of Ström’s children, Jenna and Jani. They were both still in school, and Ström complained often about not getting to see them enough.

A desk drawer would be the natural hiding place for an object the size of the skate guards. Pulling on the latex gloves I’d brought with me, I got to work. I felt a strange guilt rummaging in Ström’s drawers, even though he was the villain here. The top drawer contained only some papers and a couple of full cigarette packets, apparently Ström’s emergency supply. The next drawer was empty, and the third had a pair of dirty socks and a brown leather right-hand glove with a hole in the index finger.

In the bottom drawer was a plastic Alko liquor store bag that seemed to have a bottle of booze in it. Hell’s bells, Ström wasn’t drinking at work, was he? I quickly pulled the bag out. The contents turned out to be an empty half-liter vodka bottle. But I was less interested in that than what else was in the bag.

Scuffed gray rubber figure-skate blade guards with dull dark stains, as if someone had tried to clean them off. The initials NN were clearly visible on the base of one of them. These had to be Noora’s guards.

But how had they ended up at the on-ramp construction site? And why hadn’t Ström just thrown them away if he wanted to conceal their existence?

Just then the door banged. All I had time to do was arduously straighten up and Ström was standing in front of me.

“What are you doing in here?” he asked gruffly.

“I heard you had evidence about my investigation. I wanted to get it to the lab as fast as possible, so I didn’t wait for you,” I said as coldly as I could, holding up the guards.

The red that flushed Ström’s face started from his amorphous nose and spread to his cheeks and low, thick-skinned brow. Finally his slightly protruding ears blushed.

“Who talked?” His voice was barely more than a rasp. Ström must have wanted to snatch the guards away from me, but he didn’t have the nerve.

“You know word gets around. You should have gotten rid of them a bit faster. These are going to the NBI lab. I imagine they already have your fingerprints there so they can eliminate them.”

I pushed my way past him, but as I reached the door, he grabbed my arm. The color of his eyes was like unfiltered beer, and there was a bitter taste in his gaze. He was about a foot taller than me, but I stared back at him. I was so furious I didn’t even feel the pain in my arm from Ström’s vice grip.

“And tomorrow the whole department will know about this. Is that it?”

There was an odd edge to his voice. Good God, he was afraid! I shook myself free and slipped through the door, saying, “You just think about that, buddy boy.”

Koivu was just walking down the hall, so I recruited him to join me. We would take the skate guards to the lab in Vantaa ourselves—I didn’t want to let them out of my sight until they were safe.

It wasn’t until we were cruising down the freeway that I told Koivu where they had come from.

Koivu whistled, rolling his blue eyes. “Are you going to tell Taskinen?”

“No. He’s sure to hear from someone else. If we were going by the book, I would tell him myself, but in the game Ström’s playing, there aren’t any rules.”

We dropped the guards off at the National Forensic Laboratory. Since Ström had fouled any fingerprints, possibly on purpose, it was doubtful they would find anything definitive, but it was worth a try. We made a quick stop at a diner for a bowl of soup, which made me feel like taking a nap, but there wasn’t time for that. We headed back along the boring, ugly, and constantly under-construction Ring III beltway toward the West Highway and the Matinkylä interchange construction site. I wanted to see for myself where the skate guards had been hidden. Maybe it would tell me something.

Work at the site was at a standstill as it always seemed to be—the earth ripped open and then left as a reminder of the insanity of humanity. The landscape looked brutalized with gashes drilled in the rock and the gravel spread for the roadbed gleaming like a bruise at the edge of the forest.

Hirvonen had drawn a good map, so I easily found the hiding place. It was a boulder about four feet tall with a gap about the size of my foot underneath. It was the kind of hole where you might shove banana peels, toilet paper wads, and other biodegradable waste into when camping. From the ice rink, it would be natural to cut across here to get to the temporary bus stop. No one would have paid any attention to someone stopping here to shove the guards under this rock.

“Let’s walk toward the ice rink. I need to think,” I said.

“Should we leave the car there? They might haul it off to a junkyard,” Koivu said, indicating our rust-orange, Soviet-made Lada, which should have been retired a decade earlier.

“The head of the motor pool would be happy if someone stole it. OK, look. The ice rink is over there and the shopping center is over there,” I said, pointing through the stands of trees. “What if Noora’s murderer panicked, dumped the body the first place he thought of, and then realized he still had the skate guards? He must have known this area, how to get around.”

The path through the stands of willow was muddy, and my running shoes quickly were soaked through. We walked carefully and in silence. An excavator had started growling over toward the West Highway, and neither of us felt like yelling over the noise. I was just about to turn back when I heard steps on the other side of the thicket and then a gentle male voice.

“Excuse me for bothering you, little girl. Are you coming from the school? Good. Did you happen to see my dog there, a cocker spaniel puppy?”

I didn’t hear the girl’s answer, but Koivu and I had both frozen in place. We could barely see through the willows to the other side. I could only make out something dark blue, maybe a coat or a track-suit jacket. Strange that our steps hadn’t been audible on the other side of the thicket. The noise of traffic must have drowned them out.

“Are you sure you didn’t? Come over here and look at this picture. She’s so cute. Her name is Princess. She ran away this morning, and I’m so worried.”

There was no way through the willows without making a noise, so Koivu started creeping back to look for an opening. When his foot made a squelching sound in the mud, I expected the man on the other side of the trees to make a run for it. But he was focused on the girl and continued his coaxing.

“You have such beautiful hair, and so soft. Just like Princess’s fur. Do you like dogs?”

Now I heard a shy “yeah” and could also make out a pair of pink shoes with white laces.

“You could help me look for her.” The man’s voice was still sounded gentle and kind.

“But I need to go home.”

“Oh, don’t go yet. Just let me pet your hair a little. It’s just like Princess’s, and I miss my little doggy so much. Don’t be afraid, I won’t do anything bad . . .”

When I heard the girl’s frightened exclamation, I couldn’t wait for Koivu anymore and barreled through the willow thicket, ignoring the branches whipping my face. The two figures on the other side of the thicket froze. A short, thin man held a slender little girl by the arm, and both of them looked at me with eyes round in fear. Koivu broke the silence as he charged over too. The man dropped the girl’s arm and took off running, but I charged and put my foot out in front in a tackle that matched any I had made on the soccer field in the old days. The man flew face-first into the mud, and I collapsed on him with all my extra pregnancy weight.

“Police!” I yelled, in case he had any doubt as I yanked his arms behind his back and hoped that Koivu had his handcuffs with him. But of course he didn’t, so I stayed on top of the man while Koivu began comforting the girl, explaining that we really were police officers and that she was safe now.

“Grab my phone out of my pocket and call for backup,” I gasped. The man whimpered under me, the pathetic little shit.

Although these kinds of lone degenerates received a lot of attention in the press, I reserved the depth of my hatred for the big fish—the ones who flew abroad a couple times a year and bought a child or two for a week, the ones who protected their sick indulgences through official hierarchies.

Together, Koivu and I pulled the man up out of the mud. His face wasn’t familiar. It was small and angular, strangely featureless. The picture of the dog had fallen to the ground. The mottled brown spaniel pup stared up with big, wet eyes. Was that really this man’s dog? The little girl was still standing bewildered, her pink-and-violet jacket half open, a school backpack with flowers on it lying at her feet. I asked her name and address, but she couldn’t speak. She was lucky to get away with only a scare, but how long would the scare haunt her?

The backup patrol seemed to take forever in coming, though my watch claimed only six minutes had passed. Koivu held the child molester, who looked at least as frightened as the little girl, and he whined pitifully when the uniformed officers finally showed up and roughly handcuffed him.

“Take him to the station and notify Sergeant Ström that we collared the guy he’s been looking for,” I said. Koivu and I would take Laura, who had finally managed to tell us her name, to her mother’s workplace, which was where she had been headed.

“Is that man going to jail now?” Laura asked shyly as I fastened her seat belt in the back of the Lada.

“Yes, for a long time. He’s done a lot of other bad things too,” I said reassuringly. Laura didn’t show any external signs of injury, but maybe we would still run her by the health center once we found her mother. She worked at a pharmacy five miles away in Tapiola and was horrified when she heard what had happened. The child molester had been a general topic of conversation and fear in the area, and Laura’s mother blamed herself for letting her little girl walk alone after school. We took Laura and her mother to the health center—if nothing else, the mother seemed like she might need a sedative. Ström would interview them in the next couple of days.

I understood the alarm Laura’s mother was experiencing. Letting children walk to and from school was normal in Finland, and most people only worried about busy streets. How else was a working parent supposed to handle school drop-offs and pickups anyway? Were they supposed to hire someone? With what money? Those were the questions Laura’s mother kept repeating, probably afraid she would be charged for neglecting her eight-year-old.

“Are you satisfied?” Koivu asked as we finally headed back to the station.

“Oh, because we nabbed the child molester instead of Ström? I don’t know. I just feel sort of empty.”

Koivu grinned at the metaphor, since my belly seemed anything but empty. But I didn’t feel any sense of triumph. It was pure luck that we were in the right place at the right time, not a result of our brilliant police skills. We could just as soon thank Laura’s guardian angel for catching the child molester.

We were approaching the Matinkylä exit, where the ice rink was located. “Let’s not go back to work quite yet. Let’s go back and have a look at the forest where they found Noora’s bag,” I said. “Our little tour of the neighborhood got interrupted.”

Koivu shrugged and took the exit. Just then a familiar white van passed us. Tommy’s Gym was printed on the side in green letters. In all the excitement of the day, I had completely forgotten about my adventure the previous night. Who was driving? Liikanen or Grigorieva? I wondered if they were they on their way to the ice rink.

“Pull up next to them,” I told Koivu when the van turned into the lane for the gas station and stopped for a red light. Elena Grigorieva sat behind the wheel, her daughter, Irina, next to her. They didn’t look down at our Lada, talking heatedly to each other, Irina shaking her head and Elena gesticulating wildly. When the light changed they turned into the service station.

“Follow them. I have something I want to ask her about those skate guards.”

We pulled into the service station, where Grigorieva was filling up the van at one of the automatic pumps. She seemed to be having a hard time with it, as if she couldn’t stand the smell.

“Hello, Mrs. Grigorieva,” I said, although I didn’t quite know how I should be addressing her. “Mrs. Grigorieva” sounded somehow belittling, as if she weren’t one of the best figure-skating trainers in the world. Hearing my voice, Grigorieva started so violently that she almost dropped the gas hose, and the reeking liquid splashed on the ground and her left shoe.

“Oh my God! You frightened me!”

“I’m sorry. I just wanted to ask you a question. Were you the one who gave Noora the weight-loss pills?”

“What?” Elena Grigorieva placed the gas hose nozzle back in the pump, pulled a paper tissue out of her pocket, and used it to protect her hand as she screwed the gas cap on. Then she turned back to me with a strange expression on her face. “What are you talking about? I don’t know anything about any pills! Noora didn’t need anything like that!”

“Maybe not, but in her urine we found phentermine, which is used as an appetite suppressant. And it counts as doping.”

“Doping! I would have killed Noora if she—”

Grigorieva realized too late what had escaped her lips. A hand flew to her mouth as if to pull the words back. Was that what had happened? Had Grigorieva found out that Noora was experimenting with drugs and they’d fought about it? But I knew how easily words like that slipped out, meaning nothing.

“You would have killed Noora if you you’d known she was risking her skating career by doping?” I said probingly.

Elena Grigorieva didn’t answer, instead glancing at the van window, where her daughter was staring at us in surprise.

“But I didn’t know! I swear! I would have intervened.” Grigorieva was already lifting her hand to the door handle, but then she continued talking. “Were you the one who got caught in the gym last night?” she asked, obviously trying to change the subject.

“Yes, that was me.”

“That security system has caused problems before.” Whenever Grigorieva got mad, her Russian accent came to the fore, her l’s softening and her s’s hissing, but her Finnish was still impeccable. “Tomi should have had it fixed already, even if it meant taking out a loan! Who knows what could happen?”

Elena Grigorieva’s anxiety seemed genuine, but it was strange how worked up she was. I thought I’d looked into Tomi Liikanen’s businesses carefully enough; now I got the feeling I had missed something. But what?

Grigorieva said she had to go and jumped into the van. Once I was back in the Lada, Koivu headed for the forest, but we didn’t make it far before the phone rang.

One of my old “clients,” a low-level dealer named Tirkkonen, who had just been released from prison a couple of weeks earlier, had been picked up selling marijuana outside a school. They needed me back at the station to question him, since I had handled his first arrest as one of my first jobs after joining the Espoo PD. That time the drug deal had been accompanied by aggravated assault, but as a first-time offender, Tirkkonen had only served six months. On the inside he’d had plenty of time to build relationships with new distributors. I no longer believed prison reformed anyone. It certainly didn’t turn Tirkkonen into an upstanding member of society. It wasn’t going to do that to the pedophile either, or to whoever killed Noora.

But was there a better system? I didn’t have the energy to think about that, so I just headed off to put one more crook behind bars for a few months.
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“Let’s go out to eat,” I suggested to Antti almost as soon as I arrived home. Einstein butted my legs expectantly—he had smelled the salmon in the grocery bag I was carrying and wanted his share. In our family, all meat and fish was subject to a cat tax of approximately ten percent of total weight. Shooing him away, I put the salmon in the freezer.

“Go out to eat? Why not. You worked all weekend. Do you have something specific in mind?”

“All I’ve had today is one bowl of lousy soup at a diner. Tex-Mex would hit the spot. I hear the Fishmaid has good enchiladas.”

“The Fishmaid? Do they even serve food there? Isn’t that more of a bar and karaoke joint?”

“Pihko says they have good food, and he’s a lot pickier than I am. Come on, let’s go. Pretty soon we won’t ever be able to go out together without a babysitter. And besides, I have a reason to celebrate. I solved one of Ström’s cases,” I said, grimacing bitterly at the memory of Ström bursting into the room in the middle of my interrogation with Tirkkonen, the drug dealer.

“You must be pretty goddamn pleased with yourself!” he had growled before the clerk even had a chance to turn off the recorder.

“Shouldn’t you be thanking me?”

“Eat shit, Kallio. Pretty soon I’m going to start believing God is a woman just like you feminazis think. There’s no other explanation for that kind of luck.”

“It was just luck, Ström. Like you finding those skate guards. Now beat it, I’m in the middle of something. We can talk later if you want.”

Once I had finished Tirkkonen’s interrogation, Ström had already left. The duty officer suspected he’d headed over to his usual bar to celebrate wringing a confession of sorts out of the guy we’d caught. I didn’t want to think about Ström—I knew things were going to be difficult with him for a while.

Lieutenant Taskinen was leaving work at the same time as I was. He asked about the Noora Nieminen investigation and congratulated me for nabbing the child molester.

“The most important thing is that we got him, not who actually made the collar,” he added, as if trying to convince himself.

“Tell that to Ström.”

“Oh, didn’t I hear you got trapped somewhere in a gym or something? What happened there?”

I told Taskinen about the incident and then asked a few questions about Tomi Liikanen. Taskinen didn’t know much about him, had only met him a few times in passing. According to Silja, Liikanen didn’t talk much but did plenty of looking. Taskinen’s voice contained a hint of paternal irritation.

My boss hadn’t heard about the skate guard episode, and even though I hadn’t planned to, I told him. Taskinen’s usually pale face turned red with anger. After we stepped off the elevator, he cornered me in the parking garage and asked if I wanted anything done about it.

I shrugged. “Fate handled it for us already. Let’s just see what we can get from the guards.”

Taskinen rotated his thick wedding band and seemed to think. “I wasn’t going to say anything about this, but . . . it’s looking like you and Ström won’t have any reason to compete after all. My position isn’t opening up.”

I swallowed. Taskinen was obviously trying to hide his disappointment, but his tone was still bleak and a couple of notes lower than normal. I didn’t quite know what I felt. I liked Taskinen a lot, and it would have been a shame to only see him a few times a month. On the other hand, he would have been good at the job, and of course I was hungry for a promotion myself.

“What happened?”

“A detective superintendent from Turku, an old friend of the police chief, has said he’s interested in the position. And of course they want someone who’s never going to investigate his predecessor’s mismanagement. They’re shitting their pants about that,” Taskinen said. I had never heard him swear before—he was always so restrained. “And so Ström and I are going to stay here in our old jobs while you go on maternity leave and then hopefully come back soon,” Taskinen continued.

“Why wouldn’t I come back?” I opened my car door and then slapped Taskinen on the back in farewell.

On the way home, I had realized I was starving. That often happened to me after something spiked my adrenaline, as if my metabolism had quadrupled while we were stalking the child molester.

At seven o’clock we were sitting in the Fishmaid with menus in hand. The restaurant had reopened under this name the previous fall, but the same space had previously housed a Chinese restaurant, a pizzeria, and a brewpub, at the least. The Fishmaid seemed to be a sort of Tex-Mex karaoke bar, with live music on Fridays. Vesku Teräsvuori MC’d karaoke nights here on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays, from six to eleven, according to the poster.

The large dining area was mostly deserted, and nostalgic dance music was playing over the speakers. I felt like eating something spicy, even though I knew the heartburn afterward would be terrible. Before my pregnancy I hadn’t even known what heartburn was, but now it was a daily companion. Interesting to see what other new things I would learn about my own body before my baby popped.

I took the risk and ordered the vegetarian enchiladas while Antti settled for tacos. Once we had our beers in front of us, Antti a Sol and me a nonalcoholic beer, I told him what I’d heard from Taskinen about the whole promotion situation.

“Oh. That’s lame. I’m sorry. I know you really wanted it,” Antti said.

He was in an abnormally good mood because he had just finished grading the last of his exams. Once he finished working through a few late assignments, he would have several months of blissful, uninterrupted research time ahead of him. We chatted about this and that, and planned our summer vacation. I would have liked to go sailing, but that wasn’t exactly recommended for women in their third trimester.

“We could just stick close to shore near a town with a hospital. Like Tammisaari,” Antti suggested.

“I was thinking about going there anyway for the birth. Remember when we visited the Jensens there? It was so relaxed and unhospital-like. And Eva said they never got bossed around.”

“So you’re not going to let the midwives tell you what to do either? Look, there’s karaoke tonight. Isn’t that the guy from that bachelor party?”

“Yeah, you feel like singing?” I said quickly so Antti wouldn’t realize Vesku was also one of the people I was investigating. But Antti wasn’t so easily fooled.

“Wasn’t there some karaoke guy who was stalking Noora Nieminen? Is that why we came here, Maria? You didn’t want to spend time with me; you just wanted to work!”

Antti’s good mood vanished. We had had this same conversation too many times before, arguing over what the right balance should be between work and our private lives. Of course Antti brought work home sometimes too. When he was working on his dissertation, he’d spent hours sitting in front of the computer. But because I didn’t understand the mathematical category theory he was researching, we didn’t talk much about what he was doing. I didn’t tell him much about my work either, but sometimes I did vent about something that was stressing me or some stupid thing Ström had done. A police officer’s job was so different from a mathematician’s, although both were about solving complex problems. Antti had never learned to accept the element of danger in my work, which was why I’d given him redacted accounts of both the previous evening’s adventure at the gym and that day’s capture of the child molester.

“I just wanted to follow up on this guy’s alibi,” I finally admitted, a little embarrassed. “It’s a little too airtight for comfort.”

Of course Antti had every right to be hurt that I wasn’t concentrating on him alone, even though I had made it out that way.

“Actually, you could do me a favor,” I said. “Go ask the bartender when they’re going to start karaoke.”

“Ask yourself. Here comes the waiter with our food,” Antti said.

The waiter said the karaoke show would start as soon as someone wanted to sing. Perhaps we were interested . . .

Antti grimaced, and I said no, definitely not. Apparently Teräsvuori was in the back waiting for singers to show up. Theoretically his shift started at six, but what if he had managed to slip away last Wednesday night? It wasn’t impossible. He could have just said he had an upset stomach and pretended to ensconce himself in the restroom.

My enchiladas were spicy and filling, and I set a speed-eating record gobbling them down. Afterward I felt as if I were expecting triplets. I was just thinking about having a look around to see where Teräsvuori was hiding out when I noticed another familiar face at the door. Was Tomi Liikanen into karaoke?

Liikanen marched straight to the bar, asked something, and then disappeared into the kitchen. It seemed as if he knew the restaurant staff quite well. He wasn’t looking for Vesku Teräsvuori, was he? But why?

After a while Liikanen and Teräsvuori came out of the kitchen together and sat down at a corner table. I turned my chair so they wouldn’t recognize me and pulled out my makeup bag. Using the mirror in my compact, I could see at least a little of what they were up to. Although no one was paying any attention to me, I pretended to fix my mascara. Antti glanced at me in confusion but then just shrugged. Apparently he was used to coming in second place married to a police detective.

Tomi Liikanen seemed to be drinking coffee, and Teräsvuori was emptying a bottle of beer. Based on the way Teräsvuori was waving his arms around, they were having an intense conversation. Liikanen sat stiffly, just shaking his head occasionally.

How did these two know each other? It was strange that Hanna Nieminen never mentioned a friendship between Teräsvuori and Elena Grigorieva’s husband. Or hadn’t she known? Maybe the two men only met after Teräsvuori became a nightmare for the Nieminen family?

I was seriously confused. In the mirror I saw the waiter come over and say something to Teräsvuori, who then headed up to the karaoke microphone. Apparently his first victim had arrived. Liikanen stayed sitting at the table and after a moment took out his phone and started tapping at it. I was starting to think I might pee my pants. Where was the ladies’ room? Could I get there from our table without Liikanen or Teräsvuori noticing? My need to escape increased when a shrill female voice started warbling “A Million Roses.”

I slipped out into the lobby, which was where the restrooms were. Relieved, I hurried in, but getting myself into a stall required some considerable acrobatics, since the door opened inward. I felt fat and clumsy and like my brain was turning to mush. What did it mean that Teräsvuori and Liikanen knew each other?

After wriggling back out of the stall and powdering my nose, where the first freckles of spring had finally appeared, despite the lack of sun, I walked out of the restaurant, curious if there was another entrance. The Fishmaid was located in a building in the shape of an angular U. There was an accounting firm and a cleaning business in the other wing. The restaurant entrance was on the outside of the bottom of the U. I walked around to the interior courtyard, where the only light was a single lamp swaying in the wind. The wet asphalt shone and the wind blew shreds of plastic bags around and grabbed my hair and flung it in my eyes. It penetrated my thin blouse as if it had never heard that May winds were supposed to be gentle caresses. I kicked a beer can that was in such bad shape no recycling machine was ever going to accept it.

The lights from the restaurant kitchen cast a half moon on a loading dock. There had to be a door there . . . I wondered who Pihko had interviewed. I would have to check his report first thing in the morning. I had a feeling that Teräsvuori’s alibi wasn’t as solid as we had first assumed.

Hanna Nieminen had said something about Teräsvuori and blackmail. What if Teräsvuori was blackmailing Tomi Liikanen? I jumped when the door to the loading dock opened. Someone pushed out a crate of empty beer bottles and then another. I slipped behind a bush just in case it was Teräsvuori. Then I heard voices.

“What the fuck are you doing here? We agreed we wouldn’t be seen together!” The speaker was whispering angrily.

“My money is late! And I’m getting nervous with the cops sniffing around about Noora’s murder. That happened at a bad time.”

The angry voice turned playful. “So did you do it? Was the girl making trouble for you?”

“Hey, you’re the prime suspect!”

The voice, apparently Tomi Liikanen’s, was drowned out by Teräsvuori’s laughter.

“I have an alibi. I can never get away from here when I’ve got a line of idiots jonesing to make fools of themselves. But what about you and the missus? Got your stories straight? Oh, don’t get mad. I’m just kidding! I think we can both guess who killed Noora and why. Don’t you think? Don’t worry. You’ll have your money the day after tomorrow. Now get out of here. I have to get back to work!”

As Tomi Liikanen tromped by, I tried to squeeze farther back into the bushes. He wouldn’t have noticed me anyway. His eyes had an inward look to them, and his lips were moving in their own silent, indecipherable language. What money were they talking about? For a second I wished I’d never come to the Fishmaid; my head was more mixed up than ever. It would have been more logical for Teräsvuori to be demanding money from Liikanen than the other way around.

Finally I headed back toward the front door. At the corner I ran into Antti.

“Maria! Where did you go? I was starting to think something might have happened to you!”

“The cigarette smoke was making me a little dizzy, so I thought I’d come outside for some fresh air.”

“Dizzy? You? Come on, what are you up to?”

When I didn’t reply, Antti gave me a hurt look and said he’d paid the check. Then he handed me my jacket. The evening was obviously a failure. Just then someone opened the restaurant door and from inside echoed a stuffy tenor trying to mimic the quality of Juice Leskinen’s voice singing about nestling into a lover’s arms for the night. I felt far away from Antti, even though he was only walking two feet away.

Without a word we climbed into the car, and in the rearview mirror I saw the white Tommy’s Gym van pulling out of the restaurant parking lot. Maybe I was wasting my time trying to fit all the people I had met and all the stories I had heard into one puzzle with the belief I would find the truth about Noora’s murder in the final picture. Maybe the random, irrational-seeming order to the pieces was actually right. Maybe it was a stereogram. Maybe somewhere under the surface there was a three-dimensional picture if I could just look at it the right way.


I’d planned to dig into any connections between Liikanen and Teräsvuori first thing Wednesday morning, but on my desk I found a summons waiting for Tirkkonen’s sentencing hearing at ten o’clock. Even though it was an open-and-shut case, I spent the rest of the morning testifying. After quickly scarfing down meatballs for lunch, it was time to head for my appointment at the OB clinic.

I’d gradually become accustomed to the routine: urine sample, weight, baby’s heartbeat . . . The throbbing sounds relayed by the ultrasound machine were like an opaque window into my womb. I could feel the baby moving inside of me, and I could hear the sounds of that tiny heart. This baby was as close to me as another person could be, but it was still a stranger, still faceless.

“Your blood pressure is a little high,” the nurse said. “Has anything special been happening in the last few days?”

I thought about getting stuck in the gym and the chase yesterday, wondering whether I should mention them. The nurse was a few years younger than me, a very sensible type who didn’t consider pregnancy a sickness.

“There’s some stuff at work I need to get done before I go on leave. That’s been stressful,” I said.

“If you don’t get your blood pressure down, you’re going to end up on sick leave before then anyway,” the nurse said. Even though her tone was friendly, it sounded like a threat. “Come back in on Monday and we’ll see if things have improved. How would eight work?”

I said I’d make it work, even though my brain didn’t run at full capacity that early in the morning. I decided to keep working instead of going home to rest. I felt guilty about it, but I doubted my blood pressure was going to fall from resting. I would still be thinking about the work I had left to do.

I was relatively close to Tommy’s Gym and the Liikanen-Grigorieva apartment. Would it make sense to stop by for a visit? I decided to try my luck—I could always make up some excuse about Noora or getting stuck in the gym.

Irina Grigorieva opened the door. She was short for her age with the tensely focused and simultaneously dreamy expression of a little ballerina on her face.

“Mom is home,” she said in answer to my question.

I wondered what it had been like for Irina to move to a new country as a seven-year-old, to go to school without understanding the language or Finnish social habits.

“You again? What is it this time?” Elena Grigorieva appeared at the kitchen door, drying her hands on a dish towel. “I don’t have much time. Our beginner class starts at three fifteen.”

The features of Grigorieva’s face seemed even more sharply defined than before, her large nose and high cheekbones making her look exotic.

I decided not to beat around the bush.

“You didn’t tell me your husband knows Vesku Teräsvuori.”

There was a flash in Grigorieva’s eyes, but then she composed her expression.

“Knows who?”

“Don’t play games. You know perfectly well who Vesku Teräsvuori is. The Nieminen family’s stalker.”

“Oh, him! Where did you get the idea that he and Tomi know each other?”

Rather than answering, I just stared at Grigorieva, who wrung the dish towel in her hands.

“I don’t know all of Tomi’s friends! He has his life, and I have mine.”

I continued staring. They would have discussed both Hanna Nieminen moving out of her house and Teräsvuori’s subsequent stalking. I didn’t believe for a second that Liikanen and Teräsvuori’s acquaintance could have remained a secret from Elena—unless Tomi was specifically trying to keep it secret.

“Where did you meet your current husband?” I asked. My back hurt, so I leaned against the doorjamb. I wished I could sit down, but Grigorieva made no indication of asking me in.

“Tomi? In Moscow. Anton, my first husband, was still alive. He met Tomi at a party. Tomi built a new weight-training room for our ice rink. Back then the state still had money for things like that, but now I doubt they even have ice worth skating on . . .” Grigorieva glanced at the dishrag as if wondering what it was doing in her hands and then threw it into the kitchen. “Do you have any other questions? I need to go soon.”

“You didn’t tell me how you got to know Tomi.”

“Police or militsiya, it’s always the same! Nothing else matters when they want to ask their questions!” Grigorieva spat. I remembered how at our first meeting she had remarked on me cleaning up. “At home in Moscow” the police usually just made messes.

“Did the militia harass you back in the Soviet times?”

“Militsiya! Then it was the KGB. Of course we went abroad for competitions and so we had too many American contacts. The KGB was always worried we would defect at the first chance that came along.” With a concerned look, Elena glanced toward the door behind which Irina had disappeared. “But we knew our families’ lives would be hell if we did.”

“You first husband died in an automobile accident . . . Is that right, that he was run down?”

Grigorieva nodded, then suddenly motioned toward the living room. “You’re alone. So this isn’t an official interrogation? Come, sit. Would you like tea? I thought I would have a cup before leaving.”

“Thank you, yes.” My back was even more thankful as I sat down in the thick padding of an upholstered armchair. I hadn’t had time to think about what I was going to ask Elena Grigorieva, so I let her lead the conversation. She appeared in the room carrying a decorative tea tray that looked like real silver and offered me a cup whose handle also looked like silver. A spoonful of raspberry jam floated in the pitch-colored brown liquid.

Elena sat down in the other armchair and stirred her own cup.

“Anton was hit by a car one night on the way home from a meeting. He wasn’t coaching—he said he’d enough of skating—but he worked for the Ministry of Sports.”

“How long has it been since then?”

“In August it will be five years. It happened just before the generals’ coup attempt.”

“Did they ever catch the driver?”

Elena Grigorieva sighed. According to her, it was at night, and no one had even reported seeing the incident, even though it occurred on a relatively busy street. The militia dropped the investigation within a month. Elena had heard all sorts of innuendo about the KGB and maneuvering inside the Sports Ministry, but she never knew what theory to believe.

“Tomi came to Anton’s funeral. Almost immediately he offered to marry me so I could get out of the country. Then came the coup attempt, and conditions at the skating rinks started getting worse. There was no money to pay salaries and no decent ice.”

Although Elena didn’t state it directly, my impression was that she hadn’t married Tomi Liikanen out of all-consuming love but out of a need for security. This two-bedroom apartment wasn’t the lap of luxury by any means, so maybe there was more to the story than a simple economic calculation. I wondered if there was any connection between Tomi Liikanen and Anton Grigoriev’s death.

“So your first husband and Tomi were good friends?”

“Friends? I imagine so. Anton made friendships easily. He was like that. He hadn’t known many Finns before. You didn’t have very many international-level skaters during our peak. Rami Luoto was really the only one. Anton had even started learning Finnish. We both had.”

“You speak amazingly well.”

“I have to. I train ten-year-olds, and they don’t speak English yet. Oh, by the way, about the pills Noora was taking . . . Do you have any more information about that? Where did she get them?”

I shook my head and took a sip of tea. The strong flavor created an odd sensation in my nose. New doubts were running through my mind. There were a lot of connections to Russia in this case. The Grigorievs, Tomi Liikanen, and Kauko Nieminen, whose company did most of its business hauling freight to and from Russia. Over the winter the Helsinki narcotics division had solved a heroin-smuggling case in which the courier had been a high-level basketball coach who was constantly traveling between Riga and Helsinki. He had played on the Soviet national team and testified that during the bad old days, athletes who traveled abroad had been used to smuggle drugs and money. The Grigorievs could have been involved in that, but it had been more than fifteen years since their prime. Maybe as a ministry official, Anton Grigoriev had organized some sort of smuggling operation and met Tomi Liikanen . . .

Noora could have learned something that was so dangerous they had to kill her. But that meant that Tomi Liikanen was likely also involved in Anton Grigoriev’s death. I couldn’t imagine that Liikanen would have married the wife of the man he killed, but maybe Elena Grigorieva had been in on the plot too.

If Tomi Liikanen was mixed up in Noora’s and Grigoriev’s deaths, my getting locked in the gym might not have been an accident . . .

Just then Irina walked into the living room and asked her mother something in Russian.

“Da, da, Irinotska, idjom . . . We really do have to go now.”

Emptying my teacup, I hauled myself out of my chair. I desperately needed someone I could talk through these new ideas with. Probably best to head back to the station. Maybe Taskinen would still be there. I wanted to talk to him and with his daughter, Silja.

“Will Silja be practicing today?” I asked Elena in the stairwell.

“At five. If you have some business with her, please don’t interrupt practice, though. Our Canada trip is coming up, and we need all the ice time we can get. Life must go on even though Noora is dead.”

Maybe Grigorieva had thought the same thing after her husband’s death. Life must go on. Elena deciding to continue her life in Espoo, Finland, had been an amazing stroke of luck for many young skaters. And maybe she really loved Tomi Liikanen. What did I know? Who was I to judge other people’s relationships?

When I reached our unit, the duty officer rushed up to me.

“Where have you been? Ström almost had us call out the dogs looking for you.”

I realized I’d turned off my cell phone when I went to the clinic, worrying it might interfere with the ultrasound machine.

“Ström is in Interrogation Room 3 with Koivu and the perv you picked up yesterday.”

“What do they need me for?” I muttered to myself and then threw my coat in my office and changed my shoes. My back was hurting again, maybe a result of the bumps I’d received at the gym. I sat down for a second on the couch in my office, and a wave of exhaustion hit me like a blackout shade thrown over a parrot cage. I didn’t want to go listen to Ström’s carping, and I didn’t want to see a grubby child molester whose worst punishment wouldn’t be his loss of freedom but his position as a pariah in the prison hierarchy.

As I reached the hallway with the interrogation rooms, I found Koivu standing at the soda machine.

“Good you came,” he said with a sigh. “This interrogation is a living hell. Right now I’m cursing myself for not becoming a kindergarten teacher.”

“Yeah?”

Koivu wasn’t one for outbursts of frustration—his sense of humor generally kept him on an even keel in even the worst situations. I suspected he had somehow managed to maintain some degree of idealism about police work even after five years on the job. He probably still thought we could really do something about criminals.

“Try spending all day in a room with three maniacs! Ström is on a tear. On his last smoke break he said the best punishment for this guy would be locking him in a cellar and letting all the dads of the little girls have a go at him with baseball bats. Sariola, our little sicko, just keeps crying and whining. And his lawyer is denying everything.”

“Have a Coke. The ads say it helps. And get me one too,” I said, shoving a ten-mark coin into Koivu’s hand. Ström was just coming in from the balcony, and his shiny face didn’t brighten when he saw me.

“Have you written up the report on yesterday’s arrest?” he asked without saying hello.

“I haven’t had time.”

“The sentencing hearing is tomorrow at three. We need it there, and you too.”

“Don’t you have enough evidence otherwise? Has he admitted anything?”

“He’d talk more without that lawyer who keeps acting like I’m the criminal instead of that fucking prick!”

“So what do you need me for?”

“Because the lineup is in the morning. The first girls are coming at ten. They’ll probably feel better having a woman around—”

I burst out laughing.

“Come off it, Ström! Compared to me you’re an expert on kids. You have two of your own! And Jenna is the same age as most of the victims. My baby is still in here,” I said, patting my belly, “so don’t ask me for help. Getting along with kids doesn’t have anything to do with your gender. And the social worker will probably be a woman anyway. Was there anything else?”

I wondered why Ström was trying to give me the runaround. After the incident with the skate guards, I’d have thought he’d keep as far away as possible. At least I had hoped he would. Maybe this was just an attempt to boss me around under cover of asking for help. But I had no intention of dancing to Ström’s lead.

The door to the interrogation room opened and a legal aid counselor I knew vaguely—we’d been in some of the same lectures at law school—came out and asked Ström irritably when the interrogation would continue. His client was tired.

“I’m fucking tired too,” Ström said to me and headed back into the room.

Grabbing Koivu by the sleeve, I asked him if he had any time to meet that night.

“I want to do a little brainstorming with Taskinen and Silja if Taskinen agrees. We could pick Silja up from practice at seven and go over to their house.”

“Silja? Then I have time . . . I was going to work out in the weight room here, but that can wait,” Koivu said, grinning. Back in my office, I called Taskinen and arranged everything. Then I brushed my teeth in the women’s restroom, locked my office door, and crawled under a blanket on the couch. For once being short did me some good because I could stretch out all the way.

The nurse had told me to rest, and I didn’t have time to go home. I started doing relaxation exercises, and even though the Creature was kicking up a fuss because my movements weren’t rocking it anymore, I fell asleep in under a minute.
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I dumped the dregs of chamomile tea down my throat and rocked my hips back and forth. I was trying to get the baby wriggling in my womb to calm down before it put a foot through my rib cage. The Creature was bored: it was after ten and we had been rehashing Noora’s case and all the associated oddness for almost three hours. We were getting close to something, though.

“I’m starting to feel there’s a lot more going on in the background than we thought at first,” I said, and explained my suspicions about Teräsvuori’s connections in Russia, Tomi Liikanen and Anton Grigoriev’s friendship, and Grigoriev’s strange death.

This wasn’t a formal meeting, and even Silja had been helping us. Although she had a hard time imagining Elena could have had anything to do with Noora’s death, she knew a surprising amount about Elena’s family life. Koivu suggested all sorts of imaginative theories, probably trying to seem funny and intelligent in front of the girl he liked. Now and then Taskinen and I just sat back and let the two of them speculate.

We would have to investigate Tomi Liikanen and Vesku Teräsvuori’s connections to Russia. The suspicions about links to the drug trade weren’t implausible—according to Silja, Tomi Liikanen visited Saint Petersburg almost every month. I remembered Teräsvuori’s inquiries about shipping karaoke equipment to Russia and the Baltic. Silja thought it was likely Noora had got the diet pills from Tomi Liikanen.

“Elena could have ordered Noora to take them even though she denies it,” Silja said a little reluctantly. “They were all worried about Noora gaining weight. For the last couple of weeks, Janne had been complaining about lifting her. Noora just screamed at him that he should spend more time in the gym if he wasn’t up to it. But in the dressing room she would cry even though she didn’t want me to see.”

Noora’s relationship with Silja had been conflicted. On one hand, Noora had been jealous of Silja’s beauty, and she competed with her for Janne’s attention. On the other hand, she couldn’t help liking Silja because she was generous and took figure skating just as seriously as Noora did. Maybe becoming star athletes as teenagers had turned both girls into adults before their time. Although I had been an adult at seventeen too, oh so mature and serious and knowledgeable about how the world should be. Nowadays I was sure of much less.

“There are some pretty weird people who go to Tommy’s Gym,” Silja said. “Tomi always takes the biggest ones into his office. Who knows what he’s selling them.”

“Damn, I wish I’d had a better look around that office,” I said. “So it doesn’t surprise you Noora was taking appetite suppressants? Were you ever offered anything illegal?”

“I doubt anyone would dare give me anything like that, since they know my dad is a policeman,” Silja said with a smile. “I think Janne might have tried something a few years ago . . . that would have been around the time Elena started coaching us. Everything was a little topsy-turvy back then. I think Rami realized Janne was taking something, because it caused him to break out so bad, and he talked some sense into him. Ask Rami.”

“Elena has never even hinted that Tomi might know Vesku Teräsvuori,” Taskinen said pensively. “Rami and Elena were both interviewed when the police gathered evidence against Teräsvuori, because they could testify he had been hanging around outside the ice rink waiting for Noora. Maybe Elena really didn’t know.”

It felt good to talk about the case in such a comfortable environment. Usually I spent too much time in my head, often because I felt my questions were too stupid to ask anyone else. We agreed that Koivu, whom Teräsvuori wouldn’t recognize, would keep an eye on him for a couple of days. Taskinen had some old acquaintances in the Moscow militia, so he would look into Tomi Liikanen and Anton Grigoriev’s relationship. Even though Taskinen wasn’t a card-carrying anything politically, in the early seventies he had stumbled into the Finland–Soviet Union Peace and Friendship Society. I wondered if that was still considered a mark against him in terms of his prospects for promotion.

The next morning I drove to the Nieminens’ house. It was as gray as a squirrel’s winter coat again, and raindrops crisscrossed the windshield. The dandelions that had brazenly broken the surface of the ground were closed up tight, and a wagtail in a tree looked as if he’d been cheated.

Hanna answered the door. Her makeup was just as smudgy as on the previous days, and her eyes looked at me through a haze.

“Oh, you again . . .” she said absentmindedly. “I don’t have time to talk right now. Ulrika is here. We’re planning Noora’s funeral.”

Hanna marched toward the kitchen. Today she was wearing a gray knitted dress, which she had tried in vain to make look fitted with the aid of a narrow black belt. Her black heels were high enough to be awkward, her rear end jutting out and her gait unsteady. Ulrika Weissenberg sat in the kitchen, and her carefully plucked eyebrows went up when she saw me. Catering brochures and recipe lists were piled on the table. Under one I could see a hymnal.

“Hello,” I said to Weissenberg, whose presence didn’t really fit with my plan. Hanna certainly wasn’t going to speak openly with her around.

“Have the police finally made some progress? It’s been a week already,” Ulrika replied brusquely.

“We’re learning more every day.” My voice sounded strong and confident, and I asked Hanna if we could speak privately.

She shifted uncertainly, picking up a glass from the counter and looking at the bottom of it as if an unseen world might open up through it. It was as if she hadn’t heard my request at all. After a moment she sighed, opened the cupboard, and put the glass away with a trembling hand.

“I’ll add up the total while the two of you talk,” Ulrika said to Hanna reassuringly, and for the first time I considered whether she might really be helping the Nieminens out of friendship rather than a simple desire for control. It was apparent that Hanna was in no shape to arrange a funeral by herself. She seemed to be slipping into an increasingly incoherent state with every passing day. She was obviously taking sedatives, but maybe what she really needed was a psychiatrist.

Hanna took me to Noora’s room. Nothing had changed there since my previous visit: the purple sweater and black tights were still lying on the couch, the black-and-orange sweater collecting dust on the coffee table. I sat down on the couch, careful not to move anything. Hanna hesitated for a moment and then sat down on Noora’s bed. She stroked the pale-violet satin blanket that peeked out from under the edge of the white bedspread.

“I wanted to talk about Vesku Teräsvuori again. Last time you mentioned all the different people he knew. Did he ever mention knowing Tomi Liikanen?”

The flesh around Hanna’s fingernails was raw and red, her right little finger so swollen that it must have hurt terribly when Hanna started picking at it again.

“Tomi . . . Elena’s husband? No . . . or, yeah, I guess they met a couple of times when we were picking Noora up from the rink and Tomi was getting Elena.”

I nodded. Of course it was perfectly possible that the two men had met that way, but now they were definitely more than passing acquaintances.

“Vesku has to travel quite a lot around Finland for work, right?”

Hanna nodded. “Sometimes he hosts karaoke on the Tallinn ferries too.”

“Does Vesku do any sports? Does he visit a gym?”

“Not when I knew him. He said that singing and working with people kept him active without having to work up a sweat. Vesku thought exercising was sort of strange. He said it was ridiculous to work so hard for no money.”

For a second Hanna stopped to think and an odd, amused smile crept onto her lips.

“I’ve always thought Kauko and Vesku didn’t have anything in common. But they do. Kauko says exactly the same thing about exercise. That it doesn’t make any sense. He only drives Sami to hockey practice so he can play in the NHL and be a millionaire someday like Teemu Selänne. ‘If the girl is good at figure skating, then the boy must be talented too,’” Hanna said, imitating her husband’s voice. “Why are you asking about Vesku again, though? You said he had an alibi for the time Noora was killed. Doesn’t he?”

The haze was starting to disappear from Hanna’s eyes, and a bright, grim gaze flared in them. I didn’t answer because I didn’t want to drive her into a new rage, but not saying anything was enough of an admission for her.

“Why don’t you arrest him already! What are you waiting for? Do you want him to kill my son next? Or me? I saw the other side of Vesku, the one that didn’t hesitate to hit a woman or threaten people. Why don’t the police believe me?”

“We believe you,” I said, although my assurance sounded feeble.

What had Teräsvuori meant when he said that he and Liikanen knew who had killed Noora and why? For some reason I had the feeling that it would be easier to get Tomi Liikanen to admit their acquaintance than Teräsvuori.

“How well did Noora and Vesku know each other? Your children lived here with your husband while you were with Teräsvuori, right?”

“Yes, of course. I’m sure you think I’m a monster for leaving my children and thinking about myself for a while! Do you think it’s been fun for me all these years, living as Kauko’s secretary and his children’s maid? Mom this and mom that, where is the cereal and where are my socks? Of course I could never dream of saying that sometimes I hated Noora’s damn prima donna routine. Our little diva never had time to think about everyday things like washing dishes or ironing her own clothes, since she had to concentrate on finding just the right position for her little finger during some spin. Playing ice princess is easy when someone else has been driving you to the rink since you were four! She never said thank you for anything and just talked about how wonderful her coaches were, but never her mother, not even by accident . . .” Hanna’s voice began to tremble, the light gone from her eyes again, replaced by a flow of tears. “But now I can say whatever I want. I don’t care what anyone thinks! I’ve already been punished for it . . .”

Hanna burst out weeping, which called Ulrika Weissenberg to the door of Noora’s room.

“Are you trying to drive her out of her mind?” Weissenberg snapped at me. “Can’t the police at least show a little respect to a grieving mother and not barge in like this with no notice? You should—”

A crash from the direction of the kitchen cut off Ulrika.

“Vesku is outside! He’s going to kill us all!” Hanna shrieked. She also said something about getting the rifle from the living room, but instead of hanging around to listen I rushed into the kitchen as quickly as possible, given my belly. I was ready for a scene from a Rambo movie, but there was no Teräsvuori. All of the windows were unbroken, but shards of glass covered the floor. Apparently Hanna had left the cupboard door open and the glass she had placed on the shelf had fallen, taking with it a couple of empty vases that had been sitting on the counter.

“Nothing to worry about!” I yelled back toward the wailing. “A glass just fell.”

But the vases breaking was a catastrophe for Hanna, who became completely hysterical. From the screaming I deduced they had been awards Noora had received. Ulrika and I barely managed to keep Hanna away from the shards of green and clear glass because she wanted to reassemble the vases.

“Where are the broom and dust pan?” I yelled to Ulrika over Hanna’s howls. Ulrika moved with familiarity around the Nieminen’s house, instantly opening just the right cupboard, but instead of cleaning, she handed the tools to me. So I started sweeping. This wasn’t the first time I had done this during this investigation. Ulrika tried in vain to calm down Hanna. Finally she used the old-fashioned method: she slapped Hanna hard across the cheek. This just made Hanna shriek even worse.

“Do you know if Hanna has been to the doctor since Noora’s death?” I yelled to Ulrika, who seemed furious that she wasn’t in control of the situation anymore.

“Kauko didn’t think it was necessary.” Ulrika hissed.

“But she’s taking sedatives?”

“They’re probably left over from Teräsvuori’s trial.”

Sidling up as close to Hanna as I could, I grabbed her by the shoulders and tried to catch her wandering gaze.

“Hanna, calm down! Nothing’s wrong,” I said as if talking to a child who had had a bad dream. After a bit more coaxing, I managed to stop the shrieking and even got her to go look for her lorazepam and take a tablet.

“If you care so much about this family, then you need to get Hanna some help. Slapping isn’t going to help, and she only has two pills left,” I said to Ulrika when I got back.

“Shouldn’t you be concentrating on catching Noora’s killer? That would be the best therapy for Hanna,” Ulrika said antagonistically and nearly shoved me out the door. I felt like kicking the gold BMW standing in the backyard, but I settled for making a face at the closed door.

But Hanna’s distress had caught hold of me like an airborne infection. The Creature was going to add so many new worries to my life. Of course people were built to expect their children to outlive them. And no, it hadn’t been very smart asking Hanna about Vesku Teräsvuori. That only provoked her fears. But now it was looking possible that he had actually killed Noora. I hoped Koivu’s stakeout would yield some evidence.

In order to get my mind off things, I turned on the radio, and fortunately Die Toten Hosen’s “Bonnie und Clyde” was playing. Immediately I felt better. Apparently the Christian Conservatives were right when they said punk music was corrupting the youth or our country, because I instantly felt like having a whiskey in a smoky dive bar. According to the baby books, expectant mothers were supposed to listen to Mozart and Vivaldi.

I was just crossing an overpass when I noticed a car below me on the Turku Highway speeding wildly, a Black Maria with lights flashing in hot pursuit. At the same time my police radio crackled into life: “Red Nissan Micra, license number AZG-577.”

The number sounded familiar, but it took me a few seconds to realize it was Janne Kivi’s car. What had the boy gone and done now?

Even though charging after my colleagues down the Turku Highway wasn’t even a little bit smart, I did a U-turn just before the road that branched off to the police station and took the on-ramp. Janne and his pursuers would already be a mile ahead of me. Even so I managed to make contact with the patrol, Haikala and Akkila.

“This driver’s out of his mind!” Akkila yelled. “He hasn’t gone below a hundred and forty the whole time. Must be a stolen car, or he’s drunk. OK, we’ve got a straightaway. We’re pulling up alongside. Haikala, give me the megaphone!”

The connection went dead as I passed a Lada and two vans crawling along. I tried not to press on the gas too hard, even though a feeling of panic had overtaken me. Maybe Janne was trying to kill himself. Maybe he was flooring his little Nissan hoping it would go out of control under a logging truck or into a rock wall. I didn’t quite trust Akkila and Haikala’s ability to handle the situation. I could easily imagine them chasing Janne, thinking they were on the heels of a dangerous drug dealer in Los Angeles. Both of them were new to the force and far too enthusiastic about using force—Akkila carried a pistol constantly. Haikala was a kickboxing expert and more than happy to demonstrate his skills during arrests even when it wasn’t necessary. Keeping them together was a mistake in my opinion; both of them needed someone older and calmer to partner with.

I realized I was driving dangerously fast myself, but I didn’t bother braking or moving out of the left lane. I had to find out what had happened to Janne.

I had just reached the hill before the downtown Espoo exit when Akkila announced that they had managed to make the stop. From the top of the hill I could see the police van pulled over on the shoulder, almost concealing the smaller red car. Moving into the right lane, to the irritation of everyone behind me, I braked and pulled up behind the other two vehicles. Even while I was concentrating on parking, I saw Haikala roughly drag Janne out of the Nissan. Janne resisted as much as he could. When Akkila slammed him against the hood, Janne tried to kick Akkila in the groin, but he dodged. Haikala leaned all his weight on Janne’s back and started handcuffing him.

“What the hell is going on here?” I yelled, levering myself out of the car.

“Hey, Kallio,” Akkila said, looking irritated. “We’ve got this. OK, kid, let’s see your ID.”

Haikala turned his head toward me, showing off the red scrape on his jaw. Had Janne punched him? That would explain why they were being so heavy handed.

“Show us your driver’s license—or do you even have one?” Akkila said. “And your registration. Or isn’t this your car?”

Haikala pulled out a Breathalyzer and roughly shoved it between Janne’s lips. “Blow in this. So where is that driver’s license? Come on, blow!”

They were obviously disappointed when the needle didn’t move. Janne lifted his head off of the hood just enough to notice me. I didn’t quite know how to interpret his expression, which changed quickly from anger to relief, then to embarrassment and finally back to moroseness.

“I must have left my wallet at home,” Janne said, straightening up.

“Don’t bullshit me! Left it at home, my ass! You don’t have a license, and this definitely isn’t your car,” Akkila said.

Janne’s eyes flashed, and a look of satisfaction appeared on his face. “Ask her. Detective Kallio knows me.”

Akkila and Haikala turned to me, so I nodded.

“His name is Janne Kivi, he has a valid driver’s license, and this is his car.” The situation was almost amusing. “So what happened here? I heard the license plate on the radio and followed because I recognized it.”

“We were just coming through the Ring I intersection when we saw this dude zig-zagging in and out of traffic like a kamikaze at ninety in an fifty zone. Of course we were going to stop him,” Akkila said.

“Ninety miles an hour? Pretty good for a Nissan this size,” I said, trying to make a joke of it.

Janne didn’t answer, but Akkila continued. “And then he wouldn’t stop until we pulled up next to him. Said he couldn’t hear the sirens because he had the music up so loud.”

“And then he wouldn’t come out of the car until we dragged him out, and then he hit me,” Haikala added like a six-year-old tattling on a playmate. I was just glad Janne was still in one piece. I felt like laughing. Even though I bit my lip, I couldn’t help letting out a little giggle, which made Janne’s eyes flash again.

“So you’re sure this car is his?” Akkila asked suspiciously.

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

“You can understand how we thought it was stolen. But in any case, we’ve got him at least for aggravated reckless driving and resisting arrest,” Akkila said. He still wanted excitement and action. He hadn’t learned yet that for a cop, the best days were the boring, uneventful ones.

Theoretically Janne’s little escapade was none of my business. The smartest thing would have been to leave him to Haikala and Akkila and scram. But I was sure the incident was a result of Noora’s death. And besides, I had something I needed to talk to Janne about.

Janne had been at Tommy’s Gym the night I got trapped. Maybe he’d wanted to teach me a little lesson for snooping around.

“Does he have a record?” Akkila asked curiously. Even though I understood his desire to learn where I knew Janne from, the assumption that he must be a criminal annoyed me. In Akkila’s world the police were “us” and everyone we arrested was “them.”

“His figure-skating partner was murdered last week,” I said in a tone I hoped would curb Akkila. “I’m investigating the case. Actually, I have a few questions to ask him on that theme, so I can take him to the station if one of you can bring my car. Then I can hand him over to Traffic for questioning.

“If I were you, I’d forget about the resisting arrest,” I told Haikala. “The force I just saw you using wasn’t exactly by the book.”

Haikala avoided my eyes, but it was easy to see he was peeved.

“Just go back to whatever you were doing before,” I said in my most authoritative voice. “And take those bracelets off. I can handle him.”

Akkila glowered at me and then roughly jerked Janne up off the hood of the car and took off the handcuffs.

A telephone ringing in the patrol van saved all of us from an embarrassing situation as the guys were called to the other side of town. Akkila threw the Nissan keys at my feet. I thought I caught the words “fucking bitch” on Haikala’s lips as he was climbing into the van.

Janne rubbed his wrists, where the overly tight handcuffs had left red marks.

“You’re probably going to end up in traffic court over this speeding ticket. Pretty stupid. What’s got into you that you have to go speeding around like a maniac?”

“What the hell does it matter?”

“You’re the only one who can answer that.” Bending down I picked up the Nissan keys and handed them to Janne. “Can I trust you? Will you follow me to the police station if I let you drive alone?”

Janne nodded, looking taciturn. He obviously understood that running away didn’t make any sense. Still I carefully watched the little red car in my rearview mirror, and the tension in my shoulders didn’t release until we met again at the front doors of the station.

I led Janne to my office and after grabbing a couple of coffees, I dug my emergency chocolate cookies out of my desk drawer. Janne had collapsed on the couch. Exhaustion replaced his expression of defiance, and the milk I had brought didn’t quite hit his cup and some splashed on the table. Instead of sitting behind the desk, I pulled a chair over next to the couch and started playing kaffeeklatch.

“So, what’s bugging you?” I asked as if addressing a friend.

Janne snorted. “That’s a stupid question. Maybe I’m bugged because my whole life has gone to shit and everything I’ve worked for is gone!”

Sounded logical. Everyone agreed that Janne had no future as a skater without a talented partner, and finding another partner wouldn’t be easy, at least not in Finland. But I was sure something else was going on. Since I didn’t know how to get him to open up, I started talking about other people.

“How well do you know Tomi Liikanen?”

“Tomi? I don’t really know him at all. I just go to his gym, which you already know.”

At least Janne wasn’t refusing to talk today. Maybe my maternal solicitude was finally starting to work.

“I think you also know Vesku Teräsvuori, the man Noora’s mother was dating for a while. Have you ever seen Teräsvuori at Tommy’s Gym?”

“I think he stopped by there a couple of times after they split up, but Tomi banned him. He was bothering Noora, so he was blacklisted.”

“Really? I didn’t know that. Tell me more.”

According to Janne, Teräsvuori had started training at Tommy’s Gym the previous fall. The first time he’d showed up, the figure-skating team had just been leaving, so Noora didn’t make a big deal about it. The next time Rami and Janne had been there along with Noora. Teräsvuori hadn’t said anything to Noora, but kept getting on machines next to her. Noora complained to Tomi, who ordered Teräsvuori to beat it without any further argument.

“Did it seem to you like Teräsvuori and Tomi already knew each other?”

Janne couldn’t say, since he hadn’t given it any thought before. The whole group had met Teräsvuori after Hanna moved in with him, but Janne never liked him.

“I chased him out of the ice rink more than once after he and Noora’s mom broke things off. I’m sure Tomi and Elena would have talked some sense into him if they had known him. They definitely didn’t seem like friends at the gym, though.”

Shifting the topic of conversation away from himself had helped relax Janne. Propping his back against the arm of the couch he put his legs on the coffee table. This handsome young man was a perfect addition to the collage on my wall.

“How do you think Tomi and Elena’s relationship is?”

Janne frowned, looking as if this was the first time he had considered it.

“I don’t really know. Elena doesn’t talk about herself. She’s more of a distant kind of coach. She doesn’t hang around with us or invite us over.”

“Unlike maybe Rami Luoto?”

Exactly. According to Janne, Rami was completely different. For Janne, Rami had always been more of a friend than a coach. Ulrika thought that was Rami’s weak point, that he didn’t have enough authority. But Janne’s warm tone of voice revealed how much he liked Rami as a person. When I tried to turn the conversation to Ulrika Weissenberg, Janne’s answers were more evasive.

“Are you dating?” I finally asked, and for some reason my question made Janne flush.

“When would I have time for that?” he asked angrily but was saved from my follow-up question when a knock came at the door.

“Hi, Janne,” Jyrki Taskinen said after opening the door a crack. “Maria, do you have a second . . .”

“We’re just finishing up. Thanks, Janne. You do still need to go turn yourself in to the Traffic Division.”

First Taskinen wanted to know what Janne was doing at the police station. After I told him, he looked concerned, but hurried on to his own business.

“This morning I called my old friend Boris Harlamov in Moscow about Anton Grigoriev’s death. Boris promised to check the case file and then just called back.” Taskinen paused, intentionally baiting me, and I fell for it.

“Well?”

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing?”

“There isn’t a case file. It’s missing.”

“What?”

According to Boris, a missing case file wasn’t all that out of the ordinary. During the political upheaval, the Russian militia had undergone several reorganizations, and attempts had been made to conceal previous abuses of power by destroying evidence and archival records. Anton Grigoriev’s file had been in a storage facility where an explosion had occurred a couple of years ago, and it was likely that the papers disappeared then.

“But don’t they have any kind of backup copy system? And there has to be someone there who remembers the case, like the police officers who investigated it?”

Taskinen sighed. “Boris said he’d keep digging, but he was pretty skeptical about ever finding anything. Even though we’re talking about a Sports Ministry official and a European bronze medalist—or maybe precisely because of that—the investigation was limited and sloppy, so there wasn’t much material to begin with.”

“But that has to point to something big!” I said. During my years as a cop I had been involved with a few international drug investigations, but now it was looking like Noora’s murder might have connections to something even bigger. What could she have learned and about whom?

“Yes, it might, but it also might mean that they never caught the driver who hit Grigoriev because it was some big Communist Party muckety-muck or the cop in charge of the investigation was too drunk to do the investigation.” Taskinen thought my sudden excitement was amusing.

“What else can we do besides wait for information from Boris? Should we give Elena a good raking over the coals?” I asked.

“I think we should actually try Rami Luoto. He was competing at the same time as the Grigorievs, so he’s known them for more than fifteen years. And Silja has always trusted Rami as a coach. It’s possible Noora told Rami what she knew about the Grigorievs.”

I nodded. Then we talked about my maternity leave stand-in, Anu Wang, who was the first woman of Vietnamese descent who had ever graduated from the Finnish police academy. Anu would start a week before I left, so she would have a chance to get up to speed with the cases I was working on.

“You haven’t said whether you’re taking your full leave,” Taskinen said.

I had to admit I still didn’t know. I’d been watching my friends’ and sisters’ lives with their little children, but I still didn’t have any idea what it would really be like. My conversations with my sisters had made me feel like a bad mother before I’d even given birth. My sister, Eeva, had asked straight out why I wanted to have children at all if work was the most important thing in my life.

“Your priorities are going to have to change after the baby comes,” she said, after first complaining that she hadn’t read a single book or even been out for a beer with her girlfriends in the two and a half years since Saku was born.

Taskinen invited me to lunch, but I said I would catch up with him after I contacted Rami Luoto. When I did, he sounded as if he had just woken up and said he was busy. Ultimately we agreed that I would pick him up after juniors practice at the ice rink around five thirty. We could chat at his apartment.

Five thirty . . . exhaustion washed over me, reminding me that these ten-hour days were insane. Surely now I had a legitimate reason to rest. Stretching out on the couch, which now held the crisp lemon scent of Janne’s aftershave, I watched the Creature’s rear end make the skin of my stomach ripple. Everyone seemed so interested in whether the baby would be a boy or a girl. Antti’s parents were hoping for a girl as their third grandchild; Antti’s sister had twin boys. I only allowed myself the tiniest selfish hope of a daughter, as if by giving birth to a girl I could somehow make up for the fact that, for my parents, I was only ever a poor substitute for the boy they never had. But at the same time, I was terrified I was already passing down these distorted gender expectations to a child who wasn’t even born yet. How was hoping for a girl any better than hoping for a boy?

My eyes closed, and the Creature’s movements became even more vigorous. I wrapped my arm around my belly as if my embrace would assure this child that it was welcome in either case, no matter what its gender was.

The sound of the phone pierced my tender thoughts. Koivu sounded agitated. He had spent the morning sitting in his car outside Vesku Teräsvuori’s apartment.

“I’m on Lauttasaari Island,” he said. “About ten minutes ago a white van came and picked Teräsvuori up.”

“I think I can guess what it says on the back,” I interjected. “Tommy’s Gym?”

“Yep. Short guy driving with a flat top and chest like a refrigerator.”

Tomi Liikanen.

“What are they up to?”

“They went in an apartment building. I’m outside. Kind of a funny coincidence. A few years ago when we were still working in Helsinki, somebody was selling drugs out of this building. You remember the Mattinen gang? One of their main dudes lived in the B stairwell of this building. He got out of prison last year. I already checked if this is still his address. And guess what, it is. Something gives me the feeling Teräsvuori and Liikanen are paying a visit to unit B 22. Are you in a betting mood, Maria?”
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The rain that had been drizzling for weeks gave no sign of letting up as I drove toward the Matinkylä ice rink that night. In the cafeteria the main topic of conversation among my coworkers had been where in the Canary Islands each of them was going on vacation. No one had any faith in the weather changing before Midsummer. Even though it was the end of May, the stores were still selling rubber boots instead of bikinis.

“You’re probably happy it isn’t hot,” Pihko had said to me almost accusingly.

“At least as long as I fit in my rain coat,” I responded, my thoughts elsewhere entirely than on the day’s weather. Even though I hadn’t been as excited about Koivu’s news as he’d probably hoped I would be, my head was still buzzing. Koivu had promised to stick to Teräsvuori for the rest of the day despite Ström’s loud demands for his help with one of his own cases. Even at midday Ström had still stunk suspiciously of old booze. I was almost worried; I didn’t want Ström ending up as one more name on the list of cops the job had driven to drink. He definitely fit the risk profile: over thirty-five, divorced, few friends.

The wheels of the semi driving in front of me kept splashing mud, so I turned up the windshield wipers. An unlucky pedestrian was soaked up to his waist when the semi sped through a puddle on a crosswalk to make it through a yellow light.

The ice rink parking lot was full of parents waiting in idling cars. I understood after what had happened to Noora why parents would drive their children to practice, but otherwise I had a hard time understanding all the people who drove to the gym to work out or complained if they couldn’t find a spot right in front of the supermarket. But I was from the country originally, and even after the two years I’d lived in Espoo, I still wasn’t quite used to the local customs.

The skating association’s schedule must have been thrown off, because the juniors training session was still in full swing when I walked in. Apparently hockey was up next, since the hall was swarming with irritated fathers and pimple-faced fourteen-year-olds looking like aliens in their pads.

On the ice, delicate, flat-chested girls glided around, among them Irina Grigorieva. Watching an eleven-year-old lightly throw one triple toe loop after another was amazing. Skates cut sharp slashes in the already abused-looking ice.

In their training tights and tight ballerina buns, they were practically carbon copies of each other. Only the way they moved varied. It was clear that most would never be in medal contention at even the county level. Next to Irina Grigorieva, they looked clumsy and stiff.

“Remember your knees!” an imperious female voice yelled from the edge of the ice. “More flex, Johanna, bend, bend!” came as a girl who was practically skating on wooden legs bumped to the ground with a resigned expression on her face.

The coaches stood in a line rinkside, Rami in skinny jeans and a sweatshirt, Elena in a track suit jacket and tights, and Ulrika Weissenberg in a shiny black vinyl raincoat, lecturing Rami about something. Elena’s attention was on the ice, though, where most of the girls were just turning pirouettes. She glided over to one girl who looked about ten and corrected her posture, pointing to Irina, who, at least to my eye, was doing the pirouette perfectly.

“Listen everyone! Knees. If you want any movement, especially your jump landings, to look and feel soft, you have to bend more at the knees. Flexible knees are the foundation of beautiful skating at any level. Jumping high is not enough if you thump back down on the ice with your jumping leg straight. Watch the difference between a straight-leg jump,” Elena said as she did an easy double toe loop, “and this one with a flexible knee.”

As I watched Elena’s jumps, I thought of Noora’s jumping leg, which bent incredibly deep especially in her throw jumps. That had made her landings look solid and effortless, even though those flexible knees must have required highly trained thigh muscles.

“Everyone remember the extra funeral practice on Saturday morning,” Ulrika said as the girls began skating around the rink. The music, which had been classical strings during their movement practice, changed to a brisk techno beat. Funeral practice? They weren’t going to have pallbearers wearing figure skates, were they? But what did I know? Maybe Ulrika had organized a memorial service in the ice arena. Although the practice seemed to be running smoothly, Noora’s death must have cast a shadow over everything the skating association did. For the younger skaters, Noora had been an idol they could relate to—one of them. The violent death of a figure like that would be distressing for anyone. Hopefully the parents and coaches realized how these little ice princesses were feeling; maybe a big funeral all of them could attend would be a cathartic experience.

Rami had moved out onto the ice and was helping one of the girls find the right closed position for her jump rotation. I remembered myself as a prepubescent, how uncomfortable I had been to have anyone touch me, but of course skaters would be used to smelling their partners’ sweat and the garlic on their breaths, and feeling their coaches’ cold hands on their waists.

Then Rami started guiding the group through their cool-down routine. I wished I could join them—my back was stiff from sitting and driving and could have used some limbering up. Just then Ulrika noticed me and started walking over. Her heels clicked sharply against the concrete floor.

There was acid in her eyes, and I steeled myself for yet another scolding, but the first words out of her mouth floored me.

“Thank you for saving Janne from those impertinent police officers.”

Apparently Janne had called Ulrika immediately after getting out of the police station and asked her for legal advice in case he had to go to court. Chairwoman of the Espoo Figure-Skating Association seemed to be a full-time job, or at least Ulrika Weissenberg had turned it into one.

“Noora’s funeral will be next Tuesday,” Ulrika continued. “It will do Hanna good to get past at least one of the stages of grieving. But what exactly did you say to her about Teräsvuori? She seems to be convinced he’s guilty now.”

“There aren’t any grounds for that,” I replied evasively, because Elena Grigorieva was also approaching now. She didn’t have anything for me, though, and just walked past with nothing more than a brusque nod of her head.

To Ulrika she said, “I don’t think it’s a good idea to make Irina skate Snow White. She doesn’t know the role properly yet. And . . . I’m afraid it will bring bad luck.”

Elena Grigorieva’s features looked sharper today than before; the depressions below her high cheekbones were like small graves, the skin of her large nose stretched tight as if by a facelift.

“I think doing Snow White would be a little tasteless too. Perhaps we should settle for the group dance after all,” said Ulrika.

What on earth was Ulrika Weissenberg planning? I didn’t have time to ask, though, because the music stopped and Rami Luoto announced that practice was over. Glancing around, he noticed me and then quickly skated over to us. He moved so differently than the blocky hockey players now barging onto the ice. He was almost catlike.

The trip to Rami’s took only a few minutes, so I understood why Rami usually walked. I guessed he also usually climbed the stairs up to the fourth floor. Now he politely opened the narrow door of the three-person elevator, probably thinking that I wouldn’t be up to hauling my mass that far. At the last second a third person stepped in with us, a middle-aged woman wet from the rain and carrying a shopping bag. Her presence forced Rami to lean against my belly. A strange emotion, which he obviously tried to suppress, flashed across his face. Like disgust. Rami could barely restrain his sigh of relief when the woman got out on the third floor.

Two of the doors on the fourth floor said Luoto.

“My sister lives next door,” Rami said without me asking. Inside he offered me a glass of mineral water, and then said he was going to shower and change. Because I knew he had skated on the North American ice-dancing circuit for more than a decade, I had expected his home to be somehow gaudy, but I was wrong. His neutrally painted one-bedroom apartment was completely different than I had imagined. It didn’t reveal anything about its owner’s profession. The only object that suggested figure skating was an International Skating Union rulebook lying open cover side up on the corner of the coffee table.

I guess our house didn’t reveal much about Antti’s or my professions either. Someone might expect to find a gun collection or shelves full of true crime books in a cop’s house. You wouldn’t be able to tell Antti was a mathematician unless you peeked in his little office next to the kitchen, which was dominated by two computers, shelves full of math books, and colorful fractal prints on the walls. Based on the mass of books in the living room and bedroom, you probably would have guessed the residents were more literary people. The French poetry and other more abstruse things were Antti’s, while I contributed a nice pile of mystery novels and my girlhood books. My idol, Pippi Longstocking, graced the wall of the downstairs bathroom, and the lined face of Antti’s hero, Samuel Beckett, stared from the wall of the front hall into the eyes of everyone who entered from the wall of the front hall. Our house also probably communicated that neither of us had much time for interior decorating or cleaning. The comfortable burgundy flea market armchairs and functional sofa were constantly covered with cat hair, and more than once a book had turned up in the refrigerator. Although Antti hadn’t received his mathematics assistant professorship, he showed serious symptoms of absentmindedness.

In a spirit of conciliation, my old electric bass leaned against Antti’s piano, which, according to the tuner, was just a few steps away from being firewood. The area around the stereo receiver and amplifiers was piled with records. After we moved, Antti had organized our vinyl, classical according to composer, rock according to performer, although sometimes Alanis Morissette and Mozart’s “Requiem” ended up lying next to one another.

So far the upstairs bedroom had served as a storage closet and occasional guest room. My first project for maternity leave would be decorating it as a nursery, which meant setting up the bassinette and changing table we’d inherited from Antti’s sister and the big red rocking horse that had been Antti’s dad’s.

It seemed as if Rami Luoto had done everything he could to remove any sign of his personality from his apartment. The milky-white leather furniture was stylish enough but boring. On the blond birch shelves were the standard television, VCR, and stereo, but all the media was hidden somewhere. There were hardly any books—maybe they were in the bedroom—and there weren’t any skating trophies. My water glass was a green Iittala tumbler like most Finnish homes had, probably purchased on sale at a local supermarket. Actually the only personal object was a black-and-white photograph of a ballerina hanging above the couch. Judging from her outfit, she was dancing Odette in Swan Lake. Who was she? An old lover? That would refute Ström’s notion of Luoto being gay.

“Well, what can I tell you about Noora?” It was hard to believe Luoto had just gotten out of shower. His silver-streaked hair was perfectly combed, and his gray sweater and slacks looked as if they had been ironed. But his apparent relaxation was like that of a resting cat. He was carrying a second glass, ice, and a half-liter bottle of lemon mineral water.

“I actually wasn’t thinking of talking about Noora but about the Grigorievs. You met them in the early seventies, didn’t you, Mr. Luoto?”

I usually tried to address clients who were older than me a little formally. Calling him Mr. Luoto emphasized my official position, creating distance and authority. I used first names when I wanted to play the part of the woman you could confide in. Rami and I had used first names since we met, which may have been a carryover from his years in Canada.

“The Grigorievs?” Rami asked, creases dancing around his mouth. “What about them? Anton died years ago.”

“Under more than slightly suspicious circumstances. What was he like? Did their marriage seem happy?”

Rami poured himself a glass of water, emptied half, and then turned it in his hand.

“Happy . . . how do you measure that? A lot of Russian skating pairs got married back in those days. Elena and Anton were just kids when they started skating together, and they got married young too, in their early twenties. Elena had dreams of a career in the ballet, and Anton was supposed to be a hockey player, but you remember the Soviet system—not everyone had a choice. They produced top figure skaters like widgets in a factory, and one of the coaches must have realized what a perfect match they were. Of course it was a big opportunity for them. They got to travel and represent their country, and they had enough money to buy things the average person in Moscow couldn’t dream of . . . But they lacked that certain something that would have taken them to the very pinnacle of the sport.”

“What was that?”

“A sort of final emotional kick. Technically, they were nearly perfect. But Elena—how can I put this gently—lacked expression, and Anton only really fit comic routines. Back then the Russian style was very classical and tragic.”

“What happened when they ended their amateur careers?”

“Actually we skated in the same ice show for a while, ‘The Magic Skate.’ It wasn’t nearly as well known as ‘Holiday on Ice,’ but we still got to travel and make some money. But then Elena got pregnant and they went back to Moscow.”

“You mean pregnant with Irina?”

“No, this was earlier. That was when I landed my first big role in the program. I’d never quite mastered a triple Lutz but was good at making the audience laugh, so I became an entertainer . . .” Melancholy crept over Luoto’s face. Maybe the tepid success of his competition career still ate at him, even twenty years later. “But we weren’t supposed to be talking about me. Elena had a miscarriage and then a serious infection. Hospital hygiene was never one of the Soviets’ strong suits. That was the end of their skating. Luckily, Anton was able to get a job in the Sports Ministry.”

“And a few years later Elena got pregnant again?”

“Exactly. And as I understand it, having a baby completely revitalized her. Elena had never studied anything because she’d been skating professionally since she was ten. What else could she do than start coaching? And they started Irina skating before she could walk properly. And that girl is going to be the first Finnish world champion in more than sixty years now that . . . now that Noora and Janne won’t.”

Rami stood and walked to the window, which rain covered like drops of tears. A couple of minutes passed before he could talk again.

“That was a possibility, you know. Noora had all the right psychological traits. She was brave, open, evocative, musical, creative. Everything! Her low center of gravity wouldn’t have ruined the overall package. All Janne had to do was land his jumps and follow her lead.”

Had Rami felt that Noora and Janne’s success would make up for his own disappointment? That probably wasn’t a terribly good basis for coaching.

“Which one of you lured Elena to Finland, you or Tomi Liikanen?”

“Tomi started it, but I finished the job.” Stepping away from the window, Rami put on some music. The strains of a harpsichord trickled through the room. The music was distantly familiar, maybe Vivaldi.

“I met Elena again years later at a juniors world championship in Bulgaria. We had a very promising boy in the club at the time. He unfortunately quit later because he was getting teased too much. But that doesn’t have anything to do with this. Back then most top coaches stayed in the Soviet Union. When we met, Elena had the feeling she wasn’t going to make it any higher in her coaching career than she had as a skater, always coming in third behind Moskvin, Tarasov, and the like. But here in Finland, we lack international-level coaches. I suggested she move here back then, but it wouldn’t have been very easy. Anton had a good job in the Ministry, and he had even voluntarily joined the Communist Party. Elena didn’t talk about their personal business, but I had the impression their marriage was fairly broken.”

“Have you ever been married?” I asked.

“Me? No! Do you mean I’m not the right person to evaluate other people’s marriages? I’m probably not. But anyone could have seen it: Elena and Anton were married almost out of necessity, far too young.”

“And then Anton died . . .”

“Anton was hit by a car. The whole thing was strange, and they never found the driver. You already know all that. I was at the funeral as part of the delegation from the Finnish Figure-Skating Federation.”

According to Rami, the mood at the funeral had been strange. No one had cried. Elena had been the only next-of-kin because Anton’s parents had died the previous spring and his only sister was on assignment somewhere in Uzbekistan. Irina wasn’t there. The memorial was held in a building in the center of a construction site and the speeches were barely audible over the sound of drilling outside.

“Tomi was there too, which was the first time I met him. I immediately thought he was interested in Elena.”

“Tomi Liikanen was in love?”

Rami looked uncomfortable. “Not in love. Interested.”

“Sexually?”

“I can’t explain it! Interested in having Elena for himself, I guess. Tomi was the one who really started the idea of Elena coming to Finland. I just coaxed it along.”

I thought for a second. What benefit could Elena Grigorieva’s move to Finland have been for Tomi Liikanen? Or had he thought Elena was in danger too if she stayed in Moscow? I would probably have to ask him. According to Rami, it took almost no convincing for Ulrika to hire Elena, and once she was involved, arranging a work permit and visa was easy. Elena and Tomi married the same week Elena started working in Finland. Now both mother and daughter were waiting for Finnish citizenship so Irina could represent Finland at the Olympics.

“They’re shooting for 2002 in Salt Lake City when Irina will be seventeen, which is the perfect age. Next year she’ll go to the World Juniors.”

I wanted to move away from the Russian angle for a while, so I turned the conversation to Janne’s adventures.

“You and Janne seem to be good friends. Why do you think he’s acting the way he is?” I asked as Rami poured me another glass of mineral water.

“What do you mean?”

I told him about that morning’s high-speed chase. The laugh lines around Rami’s eyes deepened in concern, and his slender fingers ran through his hair.

“It’s normal he’s messed up. And he’s done that before when something was hard to deal with. Jumping in his car and speeding off, I mean.”

“Athletes at this level usually have access to a sports psychologist. Does your team? Would that help Janne?”

Rami nodded, seeming to file this away to think about later.

“I think Janne’s behavior is an expression of guilt,” I continued, and when Rami’s face tensed even more, I hurried to add, “I don’t mean he’s necessarily guilty of Noora’s murder. He might just be blaming himself for fighting with her before she died. He could be thinking that if he hadn’t been angry and let Noora walk home alone instead of driving her, she would still be alive.”

The melancholy bowing of a viola da gamba had replaced the tinkling of the harpsichord. Rami looked out the window at the sky, which was the color of a wool sock and barely visible through the downpour. He opened his mouth as if to say something but then closed it again.

“I’ve read Noora’s diaries,” I said. “According to them, she was head over heels for Janne, but he didn’t return her feelings. Why was that? Is Janne more interested in men than women?”

To my surprise, Rami burst out laughing.

“How did you get that in your head? Yes, I know male figure skaters are generally assumed to be gay, but Janne is a perfectly normal, boring hetero.” Rami’s laughing ended in a sigh.

That was all he needed to say. Apparently Janne Kivi had broken the heart of a third member of the Espoo Figure-Skating team. So I continued on that theme.

“Janne seems to be Ulrika Weissenberg’s special favorite. Do you think Ulrika could have been jealous of Noora?”

“About Janne? Hardly. Janne wasn’t interested in Noora, and to tell the truth it was better that way. Skating together is easier if there aren’t any serious personal involvements. Noora would have got over her teenage infatuation once she grew up a little. In a lot of ways Noora was mature for her age, but not when it came to Janne.”

“Did she have any boyfriends?” I asked, remembering the pathologist’s statement that Noora probably wasn’t a virgin. That could have just been the result of a one-night stand, though. Strange that in the diaries I’d read so far, she hadn’t written about losing her virginity.

“Not to my knowledge. But Noora didn’t tell me everything about her life, even though I always tried to be a friend as well as a coach.”

Ultimately it was hard for a coach to be a friend, though, especially when their gender and almost thirty years separated them. I seemed to be wasting my time with Rami Luoto, who hadn’t been able to tell me anything decisive about the Grigorievs. I still tried asking about Teräsvuori. Rami’s reaction to my claim that Vesku and Tomi knew each other was shock.

“That can’t be right! Teräsvuori has been like a biblical plague. I’m sure that if Tomi knew him, he would have tried to straighten Teräsvuori out.” Luoto clapped shut the rulebook, which was quite like a bible in thickness and appearance.

I didn’t bother explaining that Liikanen and Teräsvuori had been seen together several times. Rami seemed genuinely anxious to help solve Noora’s murder but a touch naive. Maybe he thought people were really what they seemed on the surface. It was hard to believe he could have survived years as a competitive athlete and entertainer with that kind of credulity. Maybe it was just an act.

Thinking about Teräsvuori, I realized I hadn’t heard from Koivu since before lunch. Was he still on the stakeout? He might have followed Teräsvuori somewhere without cell service. I was just about to get up to leave when Rami asked, “You mentioned you’d read Noora’s diaries. Have they been any help solving the case?”

I didn’t know how to answer. The few passages in the diaries that talked about Rami were rather bitter, although I didn’t know why Noora felt that way. Of course Noora had thrived on drama and conflict, and in her world, Rami had been the bad coach and Elena the good.

“I think that’s all for now,” I said and heaved myself off the couch.

“Getting around with a big belly like that must be hard,” Rami said. The comment was clearly intended to be sympathetic, but it made me feel like a lumbering tank. The more I showed, the more people’s view of me seemed to change. Coworkers irritatingly patted my belly, and on crowded buses people avoided me, looking concerned I might go into labor at any second. People were constantly asking me how I felt. My youngest sister Helena, who had been sick and anemic through her whole pregnancy, seemed practically disappointed when I said I was feeling fine.

I muttered a vague response and decided not to ask to use Rami’s bathroom, even though I needed to. Starting my car, I backed out of the parking spot so fast I almost ran into a Renault spattered with mud. The dark-haired woman driving scowled angrily. The shock of such a near miss made me sick to my stomach, and my heart was still pounding as I drove past the ice rink and under the West Highway. Usually I was a confident driver. I spent a lot of time sitting behind the wheel for work. The close call reminded me once again that nothing in life was sure. Even if I followed every single traffic law for decades on end, a drunk driver could still broadside me at any second and turn my car and everyone in it to mashed potatoes.

As I turned onto our street, I realized that somewhere deep inside I was starting to believe pretty strongly that Noora’s death had been random too, unpremeditated and maybe even an accident. The drugs and Russian mafia scenario was just me reading too much into a bunch of coincidences. Noora couldn’t have known anything about anything like that. She had probably been beaten to death by a complete stranger, maybe because she didn’t have a smoke to share or had said the wrong thing. Maybe it had been an attempted rape. But how could we even start searching for a rapist without a witness?

The lab promised more results by tomorrow. Maybe that would be more help than talking to people. I was probably fooling myself, expecting Noora’s skate guards to have some registered criminal’s fingerprints on them, but you never knew. It wouldn’t be the first time I had caught a crook based only on forensic evidence. It had happened several times with robberies.

The lights from our house twinkled through the rain, creating a feeling of security. The yellowish-brown paint on the wood siding was flaking a bit, and the yard looked tired after the winter, only patches of grass had started turning green, but I liked our house. This was our first real home. We still had three years left on our lease, and so far it seemed as if we’d be here at least that long. Neither of us was particularly thrilled about the idea of taking on a mortgage. We felt like that would limit our options too much.

“Has your cell phone been off? Koivu’s called here at least three times because he couldn’t get hold of you,” Antti yelled from the living room where he was playing the piano.

I crammed down half a banana before I even looked at my phone. My stomach had started rumbling loudly on the way home. No big surprise that the battery was dead again; I always forgot to charge it.

“Finally!” said Koivu.

“What’s new?”

“Oh, nothing. I’m sitting here in the parking lot of the Fishmaid. It’s cold as hell and I have to pee.” Koivu sounded irritated. Apparently he had expected that after the early revelation about Teräsvuori and Liikanen meeting at the apartment on Lauttasaari Island, something exciting would start happening.

“Teräsvuori went to work?”

“Yeah. And don’t say I have to go in there and sing karaoke.”

“It would be warmer at least. And you could practice serenading Silja,” I said as I shoved the rest of the banana in my mouth.

“Eat—”

“Where did Teräsvuori go after Lauttasaari?” I interrupted him.

“The guy driving the van from Tommy’s Gym dropped him off back at home. Then he just stayed there while I sat in the car. Ström called every hour swearing at me because I couldn’t do any interviews for him.”

“Ignore Ström. Just go home.”

“I was pissed enough that I called Koskinen. The guy from the Mattinen gang who lives in the apartment in Lauttasaari. I asked him if Vesku was still there.”

“What the hell? Who did you say you were?”

“Well, Pekka, of course,” replied Koivu, whose first name was about as generic as they came. “He didn’t ask anything else. He just said Vesku had left ten minutes ago. So we know where they went. And don’t say the three of them are just old school friends.”

I didn’t; instead I heaped enough praise on Koivu that he agreed to continue the stakeout the next morning. I was going to have words with Tomi Liikanen.

In order to get work out of my mind, I returned to the living room where Antti was improvising a C blues scale. About three years before, when we were first living together, he’d decided that the classical piano he’d been studying for twenty-five years wasn’t enough. The move from sheet music to free composition and improvisation hadn’t been easy, but now his blues sounded unforced. And with the blues, I could play along.

Plugging my bass into the amplifier, I threw the strap over my shoulder and started plucking a lazy boogie woogie. Finding a common rhythm took a few measures, but then the music carried us away.

Blues was a perfect fit for the rainy spring evening. I danced into the entryway to turn off the light—in the darkness I didn’t have to see the cat hair and the fingerprints on the TV screen. In the light of the piano lamp, the room looked like a cave tinged with red, and I could almost imagine a curl of smoke rising from Antti’s lips, even though he never touched tobacco. The piano walked up and down the blues scale as my bass progressions intersected sometimes caressingly, sometimes in dissonance.

Playing together was a lot like making love. A solo could never produce the pleasure that came from finding harmonies together. Improvising together required trust, surrendering to the music. Sometimes we sang too; with the blues scale, improvising lyrics was fairly easy. I probably had seventeen different versions of “The Pertti Ström Blues.” Singing was a surprisingly good way to blow off steam. But this time we just played, and after a while the Creature started dancing in my belly along with the vibrations of the rhythm. With the music we wove ourselves a home, a warm melodic cave that shut the world outside.





14

[image: images]

My home is on the ice. Everywhere else I’m always a stranger. But on the ice I know who I am. Sometimes I wish I could skate alone with Janne with the autumn ice of a newly frozen pond singing mournfully beneath our blades. It would bend ever so slightly but still carry our weight as long as we moved fast enough. I would gaze at our reflection in the clear black surface, not seeing the ugly me that is but who I truly wish to become.

 

I flipped through Noora’s last complete diary as I tried to call Tomi Liikanen. Noora had read Peter Høeg’s Smilla’s Sense of Snow, which got her thinking about her relationship with ice.

 

Of course at times I fight with the ice. Sometimes it’s far too soft and won’t lift me in the air. At other times I feel how hard it is when I fall. Sometimes I dream that I’m too heavy for its surface. The ice can’t support me, and I sink as laughter erupts all around. The ice consumes me, and no one rushes to my aid. But usually we are one, the ice and I. I grow from the ice, and the ice continues in me.

 

The handwriting was no longer rounded and childlike. The first lines of the capital letter m were still exaggerated, and the descenders of the lowercase letters like g and y almost went past the next line. The ends of the lines almost took flight, as if Noora had been writing in some sort of ecstasy. I turned to the next page where the handwriting was even more inconsistent.

 

The ice is unfriendly to Janne more often than me. It doesn’t hold him up and leaves bruises on his knees. Once it slashed a cut in his jaw, and he still bears the scar. Sometimes it dances with him happily, like a third being joining between us. The ice loves Silja, as does everyone else, and I am jealous of my ice. Rami is the same as me. He fears the ice will show everyone how ugly he really is. Elena’s relationship with the ice is the strangest of all. For her it has no personality, is only a tool, important when it has a use. Elena wants to tame everything, including the ice, but the ice has never consented to that.

Ulrika fears the ice. Once I saw her trip when she came to give the awards for a synchronized skating competition, and ever since she always creeps along the side of the ice holding the boards or hanging on to Janne’s arm. Stupid, ridiculous Ulrika!

 

Then Noora started in again, dissecting Ulrika’s infatuation with Janne as cruelly as any sixteen-year-old who thinks anyone over the age of thirty is on their deathbed.

 

It’s like Ulrika is trying to suck the youth out of Janne for herself. Rami is the same. I can see that more clearly now. It’s disgusting and dirty. I understand how horrible Janne must feel. If only I could tell him everything. If only I could open up to him. But then he would hate me.

 

The next page had an opera ticket pasted to it. Ulrika had taken their three star skaters to see Tosca and drunk sherry with Janne during intermission, which irritated Noora to no end. I almost felt sympathy for Ulrika Weissenberg. She could be infatuated with whoever she wanted, even if that person was decades younger than her. Hell, if Janne was a girl and Ulrika was a man, no one would have said a thing.

After a couple of pages of enthusiastic slander, Noora returned to the ice theme:

 

It’s hard imaging that Mom ever had any relationship with the ice. I can sort of imagine her on skates, since she’s the one who taught me when I was little, but she stopped soon after. I can still remember the horrible clunky skates she bought when she was a kid. They’re probably still here at the bottom of some box. She couldn’t bear to throw them away. Thank God she had the sense to buy me good boots and blades right from the beginning.

Mom’s pictures from when she was a girl are funny. The frozen puddle in the yard is supposed to be a rink, and there’s this dumpy girl in a white fur hat doing a crooked arabesque. It isn’t Mom’s doing that I’m fulfilling her dreams. OK, she let me get to know the ice, but it isn’t because of her that the ice accepted me. I did that.

For Sami, the ice is a battlefield. Sticks and pucks are what’s important to him, not the ice. But because he doesn’t understand anything about the ice, he will never be Teemu Selänne. And he’ll never understand why.

The only relationship Dad could have with the ice would be as a Zamboni driver. And he would definitely make the ice too lumpy and rough.

 

I realized I was lost in Noora’s diaries, even though I was supposed to be dialing the number for Tommy’s Gym. No one had answered at the Liikanen-Grigorieva home number. I was just reaching for the phone when Pihko stuck his head in.

“I’ve checked and rechecked Teräsvuori’s alibi for the night of Noora Nieminen’s murder.” Pihko’s shoulders were tense, his expression conveying frustration.

“Yeah?”

“He definitely didn’t leave the Fishmaid that night. There was a bachelorette party, some sort of student choir, and they started doing karaoke right at six. They told me that the first time but not in as much detail. Usually Wednesday nights are quiet, but this was an exception. I’ve interviewed almost every woman in the choir, Dominatrix or whatever it was—”

“Dominante. They’re from the Helsinki University of Technology.”

“Around nine their leader, who is a man, showed up, and apparently the bride had to practice how to treat her husband properly by singing all the goopiest love songs on the list. Teräsvuori was tired of them, but he was there except for one thirty-second bathroom break. At least that’s what thirty college girls said.”

“Thanks, Pihko. I didn’t ask you to do this because I doubted your competence,” I said, but the last words bounced off a closed door. Pihko’s nose was out of joint. Crap. Maybe working too closely with Ström had affected my interpersonal skills too. Pihko’s summer vacation would be starting any day, and after vacation he would be going to law school full time. It would be a pity if his final memories of me were bitter.

We had to admit once and for all that Vesku Teräsvuori wasn’t Noora’s murderer. The possibility that Teräsvuori had roped someone else into beating up Noora for him, someone like Tomi Liikanen, was a long shot, but we had to check everything. It was time to get Liikanen talking. I reached for the phone, but it rang right as I did so. When I picked up the receiver, Koivu was on the other end, sounding agitated.

“Hi, Maria. I’m outside Teräsvuori’s apartment again. I think he has a visitor. At least I just saw the Nieminen lady, Noora’s mother, go into the stairwell.”

“Hanna Nieminen? Are you positive?”

“I noticed her because she parked her Ford Scorpio over the crosswalk. Her coat was buttoned all wrong and her makeup was smeared, so I thought she was drunk. Then I realized it was Noora’s mother.”

Why would Hanna be visiting Teräsvuori? No, I knew the answer to that. There could only be one reason. I groped for my shoes as I continued talking.

“Did she have anything with her?”

“A duffel bag like hockey players use. She was carrying it kind of carefully like it was heavy, even though it looked almost empty.”

A duffel bag. I remembered the elk rifle on the Nieminens’ living room wall and almost dropped the phone.

“Koivu! Listen very carefully. Call for backup from the nearest Helsinki patrol and then try to get into Teräsvuori’s apartment. He might be in danger. I’ll be right there.”

Pulling my coat on, I grabbed my phone and ran into the hall. Luckily Pihko was in his office.

“Come on. Now! Emergency, I need a driver!” I yelled in a voice that didn’t leave any doubt about the seriousness of the situation. Then I dialed the Motor Pool and told them to get a car ready.

Pihko didn’t ask any questions, and there was no more sign of sulking. As we rushed to the stairs, the elevator happened to arrive and we literally dragged Lähde out to speed things up. When we stepped out of the elevator, frightened by how fast my heart was racing, the Creature kicked me so hard I thought my liver and pancreas might dislodge and come up through my throat. I barely managed to keep from vomiting on Pihko’s freshly laundered brown slacks.

Still, I hopped in the car like in an American cop show and told Pihko to drive. He still hadn’t asked for an explanation, which was good because I had calls to make.

Kauko Nieminen’s office said he was on his way to a business meeting. The secretary didn’t agree to connect me to his cell phone until I started screaming that I was the detective working Noora’s murder case and that another person might be about to die. Thankfully Kauko answered. I cut off his “what’s new” with my own questions.

“The rifle in your living room. Does it work?”

“I hunted with it last fall. Hanna wanted to keep it out in case Teräsvuori made a surprise attack. Why?”

“Do you keep cartridges at home?”

“Yes, a few boxes. In a locked cabinet in the closet in our bedroom. What—”

“Does Hanna have a key?”

“We both have a key. There are other important—”

“Does your wife know how to load a gun?”

“Of course! She asked me to teach her when Teräsvuori was at his worst. Why are you asking this? What happened?”

I tried not to exaggerate, but he must have heard the fear in my voice as I told him what I knew.

“I’m going now!” Kauko Nieminen yelled into the phone and then hung up before I could say anything else. Having him there probably wouldn’t hurt.

Pihko had the sirens going and was driving at least ninety miles per hour. We quickly reached the end of Ring I and were close to the turnoff onto the West Highway. He blasted through the red lights at the intersection and an ancient blue-and-white Corolla barely squeaked past without us hitting it. My heart was skipping beats, but not because of the speed. Don’t let this be what I think it is, I pleaded to a god I didn’t even know I believed in.

The sky over the West Highway was a strange color. Threatening violet-gray clouds covered the shores, but the fluffy blanket over the sea was the slate color of a Finnish army uniform. Strips of blue shone through rips in the clouds here and there. Maybe the sun would condescend to make a quick appearance for the first time in days, I thought as Pihko pulled into the bus lane to pass a line of cars.

Outside Teräsvuori’s apartment were two patrol cars, one occupied. Koivu’s unmarked Lada Samara was empty. I identified myself to the Helsinki patrol officers.

“Koivu is in the hallway outside the apartment trying to hear what’s going on inside. Another patrol is downstairs.”

“Has anyone tried Teräsvuori’s phone?” The reply was negative, so I dialed his cell number. No one answered. At the home number, an answering machine picked up.

“Hi, it’s Vesku,” a husky voice began. As I hung up I realized that Teräsvuori had an old-fashioned machine that would echo the message through the apartment. I pressed redial and listened to the same litany again.

“Hi, Vesku. This is Sergeant Maria Kallio from the Espoo Police. And hi, Hanna. We know you’re in there. Listen, Hanna! There’s no way Vesku could have killed Noora. He has an alibi. We checked again. Come out of there, Hanna. I—”

Beep! went the machine. The time was up. Should I bother trying again? Maybe it would be better to go ring the doorbell.

There didn’t seem to be an elevator. I probably set the world’s record for climbing stairs while seven months pregnant on my way to the third floor. Koivu was waiting by the door looking small and uncertain despite his six feet three inches and almost two hundred and twenty pounds.

“This is my fault, Maria,” he said. “I should have realized I should stop Mrs. Nieminen. Listen!”

The screaming was easy to make out. Hanna’s voice sounded shrill, and Teräsvuori’s piercing cries made it clear he feared for his life.

“Vesku, Hanna, open up! This is the police!” I yelled through the mail slot. “Hanna! Vesku isn’t guilty!”

Neighbors started coming out into the hallway, but Pihko was there to shoo them away.

“Is that the police?” Teräsvuori screamed from somewhere inside the apartment. “Help me! She’s going to kill me!”

“Keys?” I wasn’t sure any sound came out of my throat, but Koivu must have read my lips and nodded. The building manager was on his way, but he was coming from twenty minutes away in East Pasila, where the property management firm had its headquarters.

Koivu and the Helsinki cops talked to the student couple in the neighboring apartment, who agreed to allow them onto their balcony. There was a thin concrete divider between the two balconies, but climbing around it wouldn’t be much of a trick. One of the Helsinki cops offered to do it. Maybe just seeing a police officer would make Hanna give up her plan.

I continued yelling, trying to calm the situation, but it didn’t seem to be working. Hanna’s teary, piping voice kept threatening, and I could almost see the rifle in her hands and the barrel to Teräsvuori’s chest. Why did I have to go and give Hanna the impression that Teräsvuori’s alibi might not have stood up after all? I had driven Hanna to this.

Footsteps echoed below. The building manager arrived, with a panting Kauko Nieminen following behind. An entire regiment of police came next.

I grabbed the key. There was no time to stand around figuring out if one of the Helsinki cops outranked me.

“Helmet and vest?” Koivu whispered as I inserted the key in the lock. I shook my head. The less threatening equipment, the better. And a bulletproof vest probably wouldn’t have fit around me anyway.

“Hanna! Put the gun away. We’re coming in!”

Nothing in the entryway looked out of the ordinary.

Hanna and Teräsvuori were in the living room. Teräsvuori sat in an armchair and Hanna stood in front of him swaying a little but with the rifle muzzle held solidly against Teräsvuori’s sternum. Terror had turned Teräsvuori’s face into a carving, and there were tears in his eyes. When he saw us, he barely dared to lift his eyes from the barrel of the gun.

“Hanna! Put the gun away,” I said from the living room door. “Teräsvuori didn’t kill Noora. He has an airtight alibi.”

“That’s a lie,” Hanna cried. “Everyone is on his side, even the police. You’re protecting him, and he’s going to kill all of us soon if I don’t . . . I have to . . .”

The sound of the shot deafened everyone in the apartment and stairwell. Even though the crowd of people muffled the echo, my ears still rang so badly I could barely recognize the sound that followed the bang.

Shrill, inconsolable weeping.

Blue droplets ran from Hanna’s eyes, the rifle slipped from her hands to the floor, and she faltered back away from the body. There was only a small hole in Teräsvuori’s chest, but blood sprayed from his back, and the body slowly slid down the chair. The Creature thrashed inside me as if she had been hit, and Hanna collapsed against me. From behind came the sound of Kauko Nieminen vomiting on his shoes.

I hadn’t heard the ambulance come, but now men in white suits barged in, checking Vesku’s pulse as a matter of routine, as if there were any hope after that butchery. I wrapped one arm around Hanna’s sobbing frame while trying to massage the Creature through my belly.

No one seemed to know what to do except the paramedics, who headed back into the stairwell. They weren’t needed anymore. What was left of Vesku wouldn’t be carried away until the crime scene investigation was complete.

The stench of vomit grew, and instinctively I started breathing through my mouth. Kauko Nieminen’s eyes were frightened, and his bald head sweated as if he had just sprinted a full 5K.

“Hanna?” His voice was a strange thin bleating. “Hanna shot . . .”

Hanna didn’t seem to hear her husband’s voice, but Kauko’s touch made her slowly turn. Her eyes stared ahead, unseeing. We didn’t need a doctor to tell us she was in shock.

It was a relief when my former boss, Lieutenant Nuotio from the Helsinki PD Violent Crime office, showed up and started issuing orders. His pompousness was oddly calming, reminding me of the normal world of police hierarchy within which I usually worked. I asked them to call Hanna a doctor. In the sea of strange male faces in Teräsvuori’s apartment, I searched for Koivu and Pihko but didn’t find them. Maybe they had been sent outside.

I released my grip on Hanna, but that was a mistake. She nearly collapsed to the floor before Kauko managed to grab hold of her. No one else dared to approach Hanna, as if what she had done had released a contagious disease that everyone feared.

I knew I should stay to give my version of events, but I wanted out of there as fast as I could. I felt an insane anxiety that Koivu and Pihko had left me alone in enemy territory. Soon they’d arrest me too. In reality, I was the one who had killed Teräsvuori, my careless mouth, my dithering about the strength of his alibi. I had wanted Teräsvuori to be guilty and that was why he’d received the death penalty for a murder he didn’t commit.

I walked down and out into the yard where the sun actually had torn away a piece of the sky for itself. Everything was still oddly muffled, and the roar of traffic from the West Highway was only the slightest murmuring. The gulls overhead opened their mouths but made no sound.

I felt my heart curling up like a hedgehog threatened by a dog. Inside me, where that heart should have been open, was an enormous empty space, hollow, desolate, and frighteningly black. Only one thing fit there, the knowledge that I had made the greatest mistake of my life, one I could never fix.

In the middle of the yard was an empty playground. The children had probably been taken inside during all the commotion. The first reporters were rushing to the scene, and I crawled up the stairs to the slide to hide, since with my big belly I would be easy to recognize. I sat under the little roof at the top, wrapping my arms around my belly and thinking of the baby smelling of milk who I would comfort in my arms and rock to sleep. I didn’t realize I was rocking too until someone touched my shoulder.

“Maria? Are you OK?”

Pihko. And in the background Koivu with red eyes.

“No,” I said, but I still tried to get up. I had to grab Pihko’s outstretched arm.

“Taskinen just got here. And Nuotio wants to talk to you.”

“But I can’t right now,” I said, hoping I would even be able to cry. “This is all my fault.”

“It’s just as much mine,” Koivu said, and not just because he wanted to calm me down. “I shouldn’t have let her in there!”

“She wouldn’t have come here at all if I hadn’t blabbed about Teräsvuori’s alibi.”

“And you wouldn’t have blabbed about it if I’d handled that job a little more carefully the first time,” Pihko said without any anger.

“But we should have been able to stop her,” I said. “We should have been able to talk her down.”

We stood there helpless under the spring sun, which now felt cruel. There were no comforting words.

“My vacation starts tomorrow, and then I’m not coming back,” Pihko said suddenly. We had been planning to throw a party on Saturday night, but now that probably wouldn’t happen. I wished I could drink myself into a stupor and forget everything for a few hours. One bender wouldn’t hurt the Creature, would it? Immediately I rejected the idea along with an even stronger feeling of guilt.

A uniformed Helsinki officer came to tell us Lieutenant Nuotio wanted to talk to us. I had to force myself to go back inside, even though I wanted to run in the other direction. I could always go on sick leave. I only had three weeks left until my maternity leave started, so I didn’t have to work any more at all. And then after the baby? Maybe I could find a job in a law office again, preferably one that only handled consumer protection cases and other nonviolent things like that.

Officers were restraining a few eager reporters outside Teräsvuori’s apartment, and Nuotio was giving a statement about the incident. Vesku would be famous again for a day. Writing stories about his death would be easy without the main character around to check their accuracy. When the newspapers realized that the King of Karaoke’s killer was Noora Nieminen’s mother, the headlines would get even juicier.

The Nieminens sat in Teräsvuori’s bedroom with Lieutenant Taskinen and a woman who seemed like a doctor. The apartment was in one of the newer residential buildings in this former industrial area, and the layout was standard issue. The bedroom was cramped, with room for little more than a double bed, nightstand, and armchair, which was piled with clothes. The only choice was sitting on the bed. The bed covering must have been expensive, but it was also extraordinarily tacky, black leather and white fur. And to top it all off, there was a mirror on the ceiling. When I glanced up, it reflected Kauko Nieminen’s sweating head. Kauko and Hanna huddled on the edge of the bed, holding each other by the hand. Someone had tried to wipe the blue makeup smears from Hanna’s face but had only made a worse mess. My ears were starting to hear normally again, because I was able to make out the shutter of a camera snapping in the living room. The police photographer had another pretty scene to capture.

Kauko Nieminen pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket with his free hand and wiped his head. The handkerchief left blue streaks. Hanna seemed strangely listless—maybe she had already been given a sedative. Kauko jumped up, apparently done with the silence and waiting.

“The police couldn’t keep Teräsvuori away from us, and this is what happened,” he snapped at Taskinen. “Hanna decided to take matters into her own hands. And you even tried to blame her, you . . . If the police would have done their job and caught Noora’s killer, none of this would have happened!”

I remembered Ulrika Weissenberg saying that Kauko hadn’t wanted Hanna to go to therapy. Rage boiled inside of me. I wanted to find a scapegoat too.

“Are you sure you’re so innocent?” I said. “Couldn’t you see your wife needed help after Noora’s death? You denied her that! Look in the mirror. That’s right, up at the ceiling! Look at yourself and then start pointing fingers!”

“Maria,” Taskinen said in a voice meant to silence me. “Sergeant Kallio is naturally upset about what just happened and doesn’t realize what she’s saying.”

I was just about to give a forced apology when Hanna started screaming again. Lieutenant Nuotio, who had just been walking in, decided to turn back, and Taskinen followed. Fortunately the doctor was there, otherwise calming Hanna down would have fallen to me.

“It would be best to get her out of here as soon as possible,” the doctor said, and Taskinen nodded. Where would they take Hanna? To the psychiatric ward at the hospital? Noora’s funeral was set for next Tuesday. Ulrika would probably have to handle the spectacle she had planned herself.

“Do you know if your wife has been sleeping lately?” the doctor, a thin woman with blond braids, asked Kauko.

“Neither of us has been sleeping! Our daughter died nine days ago, and I haven’t slept for more than half an hour at a time since then. Hanna hasn’t been getting that much!”

That was the first time I felt sympathy for Kauko Nieminen. First a murdered daughter, and now his wife was a killer. Did Kauko have the power to face this situation in any way other than the traditional Finnish male method of two-fisted drinking? And what would happen to Sami?

Hanna’s departure was underway, to the psychiatric ward, as I had guessed. It was better that way; Hanna didn’t belong in prison. Unless, a strange voice whispered in my head, unless shooting Teräsvuori was part of a plan. Maybe Hanna had actually killed her own daughter and wanted to cover her tracks.

I almost started laughing at myself. Hanna Nieminen was anything but a calculating killing machine. I had seen how genuine her fear was with my own eyes just the previous night. But that fear would make her awfully easy to manipulate. What if someone had fed her the idea of Teräsvuori’s guilt to draw attention away from them?

Only two real alternatives came to mind: Kauko Nieminen and Ulrika Weissenberg. Ulrika, who had acted as the Nieminen family’s life preserver after Noora’s death. But that idea felt pretty crazy too. In real life people didn’t really play with each other’s minds like they did in psychological thrillers. It was my own guilt that I was trying to escape here.

As Hanna teetered between Kauko and the doctor into the ambulance waiting below, I felt a terrible need to yell after them and apologize.

“Well, that’s that,” Lieutenant Nuotio said sitting on Teräsvuori’s bed. “Lucky the case is pretty simple, right, Taskinen? No doubt about the perpetrator or the motive. The police did what they could, but Mrs. Nieminen had decided to kill Teräsvuori. If anyone had tried to rush Mrs. Nieminen, the results could have been even worse. Bystanders’ lives could have been in danger.”

“But . . .” I stammered, and because the words didn’t want to come, I had to yell. “We should have stopped it. I should have been able to talk the gun away from her!”

“Maria, you tried!” Taskinen had stepped over to me, and now he took me by the shoulders and almost shook me. “Koivu and Pihko said you did your best—”

“But if we hadn’t rushed in like that—”

“Maria! You didn’t pull that trigger. Hanna did,” Taskinen said, pulling me to him. I smelled the ocean scent of his aftershave and felt the rough fabric of his sports coat against my cheek. Taskinen stroked my hair as the tears finally started flowing and sobs rose from my throat.

“We’ll come back to this at a better time, Sergeant Kallio,” I heard Lieutenant Nuotio say, and soon the apartment door shut after him.

When I could finally stop crying, Vesku had already been carried away. Dark-red spots still stained the floor, and a fly that had slipped through the window was feasting at one. Blood had also spattered on the glass table, where a picture of Hanna Nieminen in a heart-shaped frame stood. At least it remained unblemished.

Taskinen told me to take the rest of the day off and offered to drive me straight home, but I wanted to stop by the station. I was afraid that if I went home, I would never come back to work.

I had screwed up before, but no one had ever lost their life because of me—at least not directly. I felt like I owed it to Hanna and Vesku to catch Noora’s murderer.

“I want the lab results before the weekend. They were supposed to come in before noon,” I told Taskinen. “And if anyone has time, Tomi Liikanen needs to be interrogated. Maybe he’ll talk about his relationship with Teräsvuori now that he’s dead.”

“You should try not to think about work now,” Taskinen said, almost angrily. “I’m giving you the next week off in any case, and we’ll arrange for the staff doctor to see you today. You just watched a person die, Maria. You can go ahead and be upset about that for more than a couple hours.”

“And what about you?” I asked. “You’ve known Hanna for years. You aren’t going to be working at one hundred percent either.”

“I’m not actually worried about that,” Taskinen said with a sigh. “But what am I going to say to Silja?”

We drove the rest of the way in silence, Koivu and Pihko driving behind us. When we arrived at the station, Pihko said a little sheepishly that he was hungry and offered to buy me lunch in honor of our last day working together. The others nodded. We had to eat. The thought of food revolted me, but the Creature probably thought differently. So I followed the men to the cafeteria. Thankfully one of the options was a vegetarian soup and potatoes.

Koivu and Pihko promised to track down Tomi Liikanen for questioning that afternoon. When I saw they had no intention of leaving in the middle of the day, even though they’d seen the same thing I had, I started regretting my decision to go home and rest.

Then I felt my belly go hard, the tight yet soft surface turning to a rigid ball. It wasn’t painful, just strange, and it passed quickly. But still, I’d received a warning. The Creature wasn’t supposed to be born yet—that wasn’t for ten more weeks. Maybe it would be best to take the contractions seriously and rest so I didn’t end up on my back in the hospital for the next two months.

The forensic reports were waiting in my office. Both powder-blue and dark-green cotton fibers had turned up on Noora’s clothes, although Noora’s other clothing and the furniture in her home would have to be ruled out before any conclusions could be drawn from these findings. The dark-red fibers found on the back of her jacket, however, were a perfect match for the seats in Janne’s car. They had also found Noora’s fingerprints in the car. But that didn’t prove anything, especially since they hadn’t found any of Noora’s blood in the car. But the investigators hadn’t actually found anything in the trunk, not even Janne’s own finger-prints. That was a serious indication that the trunk had been cleaned and vacuumed just before the forensic tests were run.

I really wanted to know why. It seemed like quite the coincidence that Janne had caught the car-cleaning bug on exactly the night Noora died, especially since he hadn’t mentioned it.

The piece of fingernail from Noora’s hair was confirmed to be Ulrika Weissenberg’s. Her fingerprints had also been found on Noora’s skates, as well as Noora’s own, Janne’s, Rami’s, and Silja’s. They had all said they touched the new skates at practice that night. In contrast, the skate guards didn’t have any fingerprints but Ström’s. Not even Noora’s. Someone had wiped them clean.

My brain refused to try to solve any more riddles, and the strange squeezing sensation clenched my belly again. It was time to go home. As I was pulling out of the garage, Koivu and Pihko were just coming in with Tomi Liikanen in the back of their car. I didn’t even mind being left out of the interrogation.

At home I made some chamomile tea and ran a bath. I would clean up and then call my friend Eva Jensen, who was a professional therapist. Maybe I could stop by her house that night to chat and see her four-month-old baby.

I had never felt so helpless as at the moment Hanna pulled the trigger. Usually I buried feelings of helplessness in exercise and hard work. But why the hell did I always have to be so tough? The reason wasn’t just because that as a woman working in the masculine world of a police station, I had to succeed one hundred and twenty percent to be taken seriously. Apparently it took pregnancy—the knowledge that it affected another person—for me to be weak even for half a day. Maybe I should learn to like myself a little more. Learn to forgive myself.

After getting out of the bath, I started sorting through several sacks of hand-me-down baby clothes, which my younger sister Helena’s husband had dropped off a few weeks before. My sister Eeva’s youngest, Aliisa, was only a month and a half old, but she’d sent me all of her son Saku’s old blue rompers. Of course she would only dress her daughter in pink and canary yellow.

I separated the ridiculously small coats and pants and socks, which I never would have believed would fit anyone’s feet, as well as frilly dresses and lace caps, into six-month, twelve-month, and eighteen-month piles. It was silly that even baby clothes were so gender segregated. One of the tiny nightgowns had Bonne Nuit embroidered on it. It gave off an oddly sour smell. The clothes had been washed with unscented detergent, so a hint of the baby who had worn them remained.

The Creature was bouncing around inside me, and I started talking to it, telling it what pretty clothes were waiting in the world outside. I promised it could wear the lovely blue sailor overalls, no matter what sex it was. The Creature wriggled more strongly than normal, as though overjoyed, and I felt for a second as if ten weeks was far too long to wait. I wanted so badly to meet the baby swimming inside of me.
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The next day I entertained myself with shopping and chocolate cake. I had arranged a shopping date with my college friend Leena. We were meeting at Stockmann under the clock at eleven thirty. I desperately needed new underwear.

“And none of that grandmother stuff,” Leena said on the escalator. She was a regular lace lingerie freak, who wouldn’t have pulled on a pair of powder-pink cotton panties if someone paid her to. Out of habit I made my way to the sports bra shelf, but Leena called me away. She almost squealed with joy after finding my size in a black lace nursing bra.

“You have to buy this,” she said. “When I was pregnant they didn’t even have these, just plain white ones. No, you should buy two. Milk stains so fast.”

I guess I had to believe a mother of two. I splurged for matching panties too. Then I remembered that my mascara tube had only been giving dry clumps the last couple of days. So we headed for the cosmetics counter. Along with the mascara, I grabbed an eye shadow palette with a shimmery gold and violet, and Leena bought three lipsticks to match her moods.

“Now for hats,” she said when I was ready to put my feet up.

“A hat? I only wear a wool cap in the winter and only when I’m skiing,” I groused as she pushed me back to the escalator.

“What you need is a really elegant straw hat for summer.” Leena plopped a wide-brimmed hat on my head that made me look like a mushroom. We giggled in front of the mirror like schoolgirls and didn’t end up buying anything.

I was feeling so spry, I decided I would attend Pihko’s going-away party that night. I liked Pihko, and I was going to miss his seriousness and the occasional glimpse of his dry sense of humor. I didn’t need to stay there long. Just the time it took to drink a couple of low-alcohol beers. But what would I wear? We marched to the dress department, where we found an ankle-length number vaguely reminiscent of a tent, perfect for an expectant mother. I didn’t usually splurge, but I let my Visa sing. Maybe I’d be able to sell the dress at a consignment store after the pregnancy.

Then we made our way to a corner table at a nearby café for a lunch of chocolate cake and man watching. Pickings were slim, though, so we soon ended up talking about work. Leena was the only lawyer I knew who was afraid of even seeing a cop when she was driving, but she fought like a lion as defense counsel. Although our views on crime and the justice of the punishments handed down were often at odds, it was nice to talk with an expert who looked at it from a different perspective.

“I couldn’t handle being around violence like that,” Leena said with a sigh when I told her about Teräsvuori’s and Noora’s deaths and then about Jaana Markkanen, the girl who killed her baby. “There’s enough to deal with in the police reports and affidavits I have to read.”

“I’ll admit, I’m liking the idea of a long vacation. Maybe I’ll have some time to think about what I want to be when I grow up,” I said with a grin and then turned the conversation to exercising while pregnant. It was nice to chat about fun, inconsequential things like makeup, recipes, and the new wines I still couldn’t drink.

A late afternoon sauna after I got home topped off the pampering. I was used to working as many as ten days straight, which was unavoidable sometimes as a detective. I hadn’t realized how exhausted I was until I talked to Leena about it. I was leaning back against the wall with my feet up on the railing around the sauna stove, almost nodding off, when something strange started happening.

All through the pregnancy my breasts had been hypersensitive to cold. But now they started to ache despite the heat of the sauna, a strange feeling of pressure spread through them, and I started to feel like something besides sweat was running down my skin.

I gave a bewildered laugh. “Antti, look! Milk!”

Actually, it wasn’t milk, just some sort of clear whey sort of stuff that dripped from mysterious, invisible ducts in my nipples. The painful feeling turned warm, and even though I tried to stop my breasts from running, they wouldn’t until I went out to cool off in the dressing room.

“That was strange. The books said it was supposed to happen, though,” said Antti, who had read every book on childbirth and baby care he could find. “What were you thinking about? Nursing?”

“Nothing. I wasn’t thinking anything. I didn’t realize my milk could come in so soon. What a weird feeling.”

“The heat probably did it,” Antti said and caressed my breasts, which had grown to one-and-a-half times their normal size. Then he moved his hand down the dark-purple line pregnancy had drawn on my stomach. The wood in the sauna stove was only embers by the time we went back in to wash up, sweaty now from making love.

After the sauna I put on my new dress, did my makeup, and put my hair up in a sort of half topknot.

“You look like the lady of the manor,” Antti said when I went to show off my outfit. I took it as a compliment.

Pihko’s going-away party was being held near the police station, in the private room of the restaurant at Hotel Espoo. The men from our unit, which meant everyone besides me, had started with a sauna at six, and at least Puupponen and Lähde seemed to be in high spirits already. They were planning the after-party at Fanny Hill, a strip club in Helsinki that Puupponen and I had visited once to interview one of the girls. The boys claimed Puupponen had become a regular after that visit.

My arrival at the restaurant set off a wave of whistles and catcalls, which I answered by calmly blowing kisses all around. I didn’t go out with coworkers much, and especially not now that I couldn’t stand tobacco smoke. Lieutenant Taskinen appeared next to me, his eyes looking brighter than normal and a glass of cognac in his hand. Usually when I’d seen him drunk, at Christmas parties and the like, I’d also been too tipsy to evaluate anyone else’s inebriation.

“It’s nice you came. Now we can give Pihko his present.” Taskinen seemed to think that if anyone was going to help him present a gift, it would be me. Exactly the same thing had happened at our colleague’s funeral, where I had been one of the wreath bearers. And it wasn’t because I was a woman; it was because Taskinen considered me a confidant.

Taskinen went to the cloakroom and grabbed the suitcase we had packed with our law school survival kit. Laws of Finland, handcuffs from an adult novelty shop, an American police-style MagLite; a bottle of Koskenkorva vodka, antinausea medication, and ibuprofen; and condoms, stylish black socks, and Donald Duck long johns. It also included a collection of sappy love poems a boring jurisprudent could use to woo women. We’d made Ström buy that, which was hilarious.

After the gifting ceremony, everyone did their best to get their blood alcohol level up to at least 0.2. The noise was intense, and I retreated to a side table with Koivu. He looked more sober than the others and explained that he hadn’t made it in time for the sauna because he had to finish typing up Tomi Liikanen’s interrogation report.

“Dude crumbled like a house of cards when he heard Teräsvuori was dead. We didn’t tell him who had killed him, just that he had been shot.”

“Well, who does he think did it? What did you find out?” I’d resolved to avoid shoptalk, but my curiosity was piqued. Koivu laid out the whole thing, clearly pleased with himself.

Liikanen hadn’t needed any real pressure to admit that he and Teräsvuori had been working together for a while. Teräsvuori had met some minor players in the drug business through his brother, and he’d always sold small amount of cannabis while he was traveling around the country running karaoke events. In recent years, he’d sold heroin as well. For his part, Liikanen had started importing cheap steroids way back in the Soviet era while he was doing gym construction consulting. Anton Grigoriev had been one of his best contacts.

“Did Liikanen have anything to say about Grigoriev’s death?”

“Plenty. Liikanen was in Moscow when it happened. And man, what a convoluted story, which is why I’m ready to believe it’s true.”

On the night of Anton Grigoriev’s death, he and Tomi Liikanen had been out drinking vodka in celebration of a successful deal. Anton had his own Lada, which he decided to drive home despite his inebriated state. Liikanen had a bad conscience about it, and he pulled Grigoriev out of the Lada just after he had started it. Grigoriev was agitated, and a struggle ensued with the men falling to the ground. Apparently Grigoriev had left the car in neutral and already released the hand break, because suddenly it started rolling straight toward them. Liikanen just barely managed to roll out of the way, but Grigoriev didn’t. He died instantly.

Drunk, Tomi didn’t know what to do. The Lada had stopped in a slight depression in the parking lot after crushing Grigoriev’s body. Liikanen put on the parking break and closed the doors, and according to his own account, dragged Grigoriev’s body into the middle of the road so that someone would find him. As for himself, he walked a few blocks and then took a taxi to his hotel, followed by a quick exit from the country.

“And the missing police reports? Did he know anything about that?”

“He didn’t admit to anything. Do you know why he said he married Elena Grigorieva?”

“I think I can guess. Out of guilt. To try to make up for what he did.”

“Exactly. Strange guy. But not a cold-blooded criminal. My guess is that somehow Teräsvuori found out what happened to Grigoriev and used that to blackmail Liikanen into helping him. But he isn’t willing to admit anything about that.”

“And what about killing Noora Nieminen?”

“No. He claims he thought it was Teräsvuori the whole time.”

“But why?” I yelled over the racket. “Teräsvuori didn’t admit anything to him, did he?”

“Not directly, but Teräsvuori hinted in that direction.”

Then one of the women from a neighboring unit, who clearly had her eye on our big teddy bear, came over to pull Koivu onto the dance floor. Pihko bowed to me in turn. As we danced, it was amusing how hard he tried to avoid touching my belly. We talked about law school and all the possibilities it could open up for him as a police officer. Now, after his fifth pint, Pihko admitted that his big dream was to be the chief director of the national police force someday.

After a few dances I headed for the restroom. When I got back, Ström took me by the arm and led me to an empty table for two.

“Do you have a drink? I can buy you a beer.”

This was strangely generous for Ström and probably had to do with the fact that he knew all I could drink was the mild stuff. For himself he ordered a stout. A man like him wouldn’t dream of touching anything below six percent in a restaurant.

“Pretty shitty day yesterday,” Ström said when our drinks finally arrived.

“Not one of the most fun of my life.”

“So your famous human-relations skills weren’t enough to stop the Nieminen broad from splattering her old boyfriend’s guts all over the wall? Well, that’s a mother’s love for you. Now you know what to expect when you have a baby of your own.”

I stared at Ström in disbelief. One of the unwritten rules of policing was that you never picked on anyone else about a botched job, because it could be your turn next. Apparently these rules didn’t apply to Ström.

“Think about it, Kallio. Do you really think you did the right thing yesterday? Couldn’t you have saved Teräsvuori’s life if you’d just had the patience to negotiate and play for time? But you have so much faith in your own charm that you just barged in and waltzed up to a bitch waving a rifle around. You probably thought she’d just throw the gun at your feet when you looked at her.”

I didn’t have a response for Ström, which was rare for me.

“Just consider it. The whole operation was under your command yesterday. And what did you do? You made the wrong decision and a person died. Do you really think you’re cut out to be a leader?”

Now my brain started working again. Ström obviously knew more about the promotion situation than I did. “Have you heard some new rumors?”

Ström lit a cigarette before answering, blowing smoke straight into my face. “Well, I hear all sorts of things. For example, that Taskinen’s promotion is almost a sure thing. And of course he’ll get to ram through his own little favorite to take his place—”

“Taskinen’s promotion is almost a sure thing?” I said in confusion. “But didn’t some guy from Turku have it all sewn up?”

“Turns out they don’t want the Turku guy anymore because he was one of the guys who got shelved after that real estate investigation scandal. That’s why he wants to change jobs. He’s so dirty, it doesn’t matter that he’s the police chief’s old pal. Taskinen’s going to be named before Midsummer.”

“How do you know?”

“You just hear things when you hang around the shooting range with the right people,” Ström said coldly. “Think about your options, Kallio. If you try for Taskinen’s place, I’ll make sure Teräsvuori’s family sues to have you relieved of duty for misconduct. Do you really want to go through that meat grinder?”

When I get angry enough, I don’t feel hot or see red—ice runs through me, and my voice lowers to a lynx’s growl.

“You can’t afford to do this, Pertti Ström. Don’t forget a certain pair of ice skate guards. The only fingerprints that turned up on them were yours. Think about that.”

“But it isn’t fucking fair for some pregnant bitch to get a job that belongs to me!” Ström bellowed, and the buzz in the room suddenly died. “And don’t think I don’t know you spread your legs to get where you are. Who’s really that baby’s daddy, huh? Your husband or the boss—or do you even know?”

Usually the last comment would have just made me laugh, but the previous ones had ripped apart the self-confidence and professional pride I’d just started stitching back together.

I picked up Ström’s drink and dumped it on his head. And then I followed it with my own. From the next table I grabbed a bottle of ketchup and started squirting it at Ström before he had the sense to get up and make his retreat. Koivu stood next to me, guffawing, and then offered me a mustard bottle. The waitress just watched in horror. The room was full of police officers, so she probably expected someone to step in. On the other hand, I was obviously pregnant, and it was clear no one quite had the nerve to confront me, even if I had left a huge puddle of beer and ketchup on the restaurant floor.

“What’s going on here?” Taskinen asked, plowing his way through the gawking crowd.

“Ström and I had a little disagreement. He feels threatened. I imagine you’ve heard about the turn in the promotion drama?” I was surprised at how calm I was, even though a few seconds before I had been ready to kill Ström.

“I heard yesterday morning,” Taskinen said. “I just haven’t had the right opportunity to talk to you about it.”

“Congratulations,” I said.

How much of Ström’s insults had Taskinen heard? The truth was that I liked Taskinen a lot and probably could have developed deeper feelings if I let myself. And I knew Taskinen enjoyed my company and wasn’t afraid of a friendly touch when we both needed a reassuring connection. The fact that we both had great relationships with our own spouses didn’t make us immune from being attracted to someone else.

“I should probably have a talk with Ström,” Taskinen said with a sigh.

“Don’t bother. I can take care of myself.”

“Yes, but that was about me too.” Taskinen avoided my gaze, thankfully. Half of our unit was leaning in to hear our hushed conversation.

“If your position did come open, and I was picked, would Ström be my replacement during maternity leave?” I asked, ignoring that Lähde, Ström’s most faithful ally, was standing right behind Taskinen.

“Are you worried it would be like twisting the knife in the wound? That’s a hard one,” Taskinen admitted.

I wasn’t only thinking of Ström’s feelings. If he did my job for six months before I did, he was sure to make coming back to work a living hell.

I wasn’t in the party spirit anymore. I just wanted to get home as soon as possible, away from the stale tobacco stench of the stuffy room where everyone would be watching me for the rest of the night. I was sure some of my other colleagues would want to talk about what happened yesterday too. Even if they were friendlier than Ström, I didn’t have the energy for it.

I grabbed Pihko. Thankfully my fight with Ström hadn’t ruined his party, quite the opposite. Pihko had probably spent a lot of time wanting to slug Ström too.

“Have a good rest of the night. I’m taking off. Thanks for questioning Liikanen. I’m sure that’s going to help the case move forward.”

“I feel bad about leaving in the middle of all that,” Pihko said.

“Koivu and I can call you and tell you how it turns out in the end,” I said with a laugh, although I was sure within a few days, Pihko wouldn’t remember anything about Noora Nieminen’s murder case or Tomi Liikanen’s Russian connections.

As I drove home, I thought about Pertti Ström. I had known him for years. Although we were in the same class at the police academy, I’d gone right after high school while Ström had been held back a couple of grades in school, served in the army, and worked as a guard for a while. After a few years as a cop, he had also gone to law school, in Turku. At that point he already had a wife and his first child. I’d deduced at the time that, between work and studying, Ström hadn’t had much time for his family. Three years ago his wife had kicked him out of their house and filed for divorce. The biggest blow to his self-confidence, though, was that his wife had already had her eye on someone new.

I’d met Ström again when I was working as a lawyer, defending a man he had jailed. Over the course of that case, Ström kept telling me that I belonged with the police, not in a courtroom, and in the end I had to admit he was right. When I went behind his back to solve the case, I was sure he would hate me, but it was Ström who recommended me to Lieutenant Taskinen when the Espoo Police was looking for a female detective for a new unit. Although Ström was a nasty person to work with in most ways, at least he did his job.

But apparently the idea that I’d end up as his boss was too much for him. He had assumed my pregnancy would move me out of the Violent Crime and Repeat Offender Unit. Clearly he didn’t think investigating murders was appropriate work for a mother, and it irritated him that I didn’t have any intention of going anywhere, other than on maternity leave. And yet he had wanted them to hire me. Ström’s logic was a mystery.

I switched on the car radio, which was playing “Police and Thieves” by the Clash. Turning the stereo up, I belted the chorus along with Joe Strummer and wondered why Ström was such a hard-boiled macho jerk. Did he really feel so inferior to women that he had to beat his chest like that all the time? And his hostility wasn’t just directed at women—it was the whole world.

But still: Ström wasn’t stupid. Maybe he was right that I didn’t know how to give orders in difficult situations. I’d always had a tendency to act before I thought. But I did know how to delegate! Pihko and Koivu had got Tomi Liikanen talking. I hadn’t thought to ask whether they had arrested him for the steroids or whether they had cut him loose after questioning. Narcotics would probably want to question him, but I still had a few things on my mind too. Hopefully the boys had the good sense to give him a travel ban.

And where was Hanna spending this night? Probably still in the hospital. Her psychiatric assessment might well show she had been mentally incompetent at the time of the crime, which would mean she’d up in a hospital instead of a prison. In any case, I would have to testify. As long as that trial was ongoing, I would receive regular reminders of my own culpability.

There were three weeks left to solve Noora’s case, I remembered as I opened our front door. The house was quiet. Einstein nuzzled my legs, whining for food, and he started yowling angrily when I didn’t immediately rush into the kitchen to open a can of tuna fish. Antti’s office door was closed, and light shone through the gap. A closed door was our signal that he was working and didn’t want to be bothered. I’d wanted to tell him about my fight with Ström so he could buck up my terrible self-confidence, but I’d survive. Maybe it would be a good idea to do some brainwork.

Almost without thinking about it, I’d grabbed Noora’s last diaries when I was leaving work the previous day. Retrieving them from my bag, I moved an armchair so I could see the fields outside with their rows of green shoots and the birds fluttering about in the trees. The wagtails had only showed up a week before, almost a month later than normal. Now they teased silly Einstein, flying within a couple of feet and waving their tails before speeding off as soon as he tried to charge at them. The previous summer at my in-laws’ cabin, Einstein had been stalking a sandpiper chick that its panicked, twittering mother was trying to lead to safety. I was just about to grab the cat when a clever wagtail showed up on the scene. It landed almost on Einstein’s nose, teasing and bouncing around, leading the cat along the rocks as far away from the sandpiper chick as possible. The stupid cat still hadn’t learned that wagtails were smarter than he was.

A strong east wind bowed the maple trees in the yard and then the spruce stand lining the field. It was as if the wind had hundreds of invisible hands that shook the trees. I felt like waving back. Instead, I turned to Noora’s diary number sixteen, the one with most of the pages still blank.

I forced myself to read methodically, even though the entries for the final weeks were full of heartbreak. It was as if Noora had expected that after their international success, Janne would be hers. She was sorely disappointed. Suddenly I ran into Tomi Liikanen’s name.

 

Today I got some Mirapront from Tomi. He made me swear not to tell anyone and was really rude, saying he knew how much I needed it. They cost a ton too, almost two hundred marks. They’re from Estonia, so hopefully they work. According to Elena, one of the girls she coached in the Soviet Union got this really nasty rash from some hormone-regulating diet pills. Elena didn’t want to give them to her, but an official in the Sports Ministry ordered her to. But that girl never even won a European Championship medal.

 

Why hadn’t I noticed this before! Now I had at least one concrete piece of evidence against Tomi Liikanen. How had Noora known to ask Tomi Liikanen for weight-loss pills? Did she know about his steroid business? Wait . . . the call from Tomi the night of Noora’s death about a necklace turning up behind the desk at his gym. What had Noora actually been doing there? Had she been going through Liikanen’s papers?

“I think we both know who killed Noora and why.” That was what Vesku Teräsvuori had said to Tomi Liikanen behind the Fishmaid. On Monday I would finally get the chance to question Tomi Liikanen. He was going have some explaining to do.

Noora definitely had not been at her happiest during her last weeks of life. School testing was weighing her down. Noora wanted to be first in her class. I’d read that figure skaters were usually perfectionists. The last entry in the diary was made two days before Noora’s death.

 

Ulrika is such a stupid idiot! How dare she promise we’d do such a moronic ad! I’m just surprised she didn’t say I should play a cow and have Janne milk me!

I can’t stand it anymore. I do my own part more than well enough, and everyone else just makes fun of me and wants to use me. I thought that after Edmonton everything would change, but nothing has changed at all. All the worst things just keep repeating over and over again.

I want to blow up the whole shit show and expose all the lies and facades everyone builds up around me. Maybe then Janne would understand me, although I’m sure he would hate me too. Like I hate myself.

But I’m never going to be the best skater in the world if I’m a prisoner to stupid people and my own fears. And only I can free myself. Not Janne, not some therapist, and not a coach. Only I can stop this horrible chain from continuing.

 

It seemed like Noora was going off the rails. What doses of that medication had she been taking, and how had it affected her? Now that I knew what the exact product was, I could find out what else besides phentermine it contained. Maybe it had mood-altering substances that had such a short half-life they hadn’t showed in her system later the same day.

I’d watched Sports Update religiously during the Edmonton World Championships, mostly waiting for Silja’s parts, of course. Noora and Janne’s interview after their fantastic free skate had been fun to watch. Noora had been so bubbly and radiant, saying that in a few years they would be on the medal platform. I wanted to read Noora’s entries from Edmonton. They couldn’t be as negative. Diary number sixteen began on the third of April, so Edmonton would be toward the end of fifteen. I opened the book. I remembered that Edmonton had been pretty soon after my birthday . . . March sixteenth.

 

On an airplane over the Atlantic.

 

This is what I’ve been waiting for! My stomach is all in knots with excitement and joy. It’s amazing to be competing in the Senior Division. EVERYONE will be in Edmonton and the audience will be the best in the world. On the outside, of course, I’m trying to look as cool as possible, even though everyone knows how happy I am. And Silja is happy too, of course, since she got to come at the last minute. Luckily the Federation had her as the backup skater for Mila. Apparently Ulrika rammed that through. And it’s thanks to Ulrika that we’re all here on this plane right now. At least sometimes that stupid bitch looks out for her own.

 

Monday, March 18

 

I don’t have time to write much, since there’s so much to do all the time. Feelings are high. Silja made it through the qualifying round. She was third best in her group! It’s so amazing, although the jealous part of me keeps reminding me that it’ll be totally different in the real competition. The whole country’s hopes are focused on the Espoo skaters now (so solemn . . .).

Practices have been going well, and the ice has been so incredibly friendly here. It’s hard just the way I like it. Janne and I were interviewed for Japanese television!

Rami is nervous because all his Canadian friends are here. One wanted to talk with me today, but I didn’t have time before the short.

Janne was a little grumpy yesterday, but he was better today since he’s getting over the flight and said he’s never liked skating as much as he does right now. And there’s more: “It’s skating with you I like, Noora. You’re the difference.” I’m so happy. Tomorrow I’m going to be Snow White, not Noora, and I’m sure I’ll get my prince in the end.

 

Tuesday, March 19

 

After the short we’re in tenth! Oh my God! There’re ten pairs behind us, Ukrainians and Americans and English and Japanese . . . Everything went as well as it possibly could, almost perfectly. The only real fault was that Janne’s free foot just barely touched the ice on his double axel. Yeah, I know our technical side isn’t as solid as the top pairs. Our lifts and jumps are easier, but the judges didn’t give us anything less than a four seven!!! The best for presentation was five four!

It’s so hard to calm down after all of this, but I have to think about tomorrow. Everyone always says that you can’t win with the short but you sure can lose. That happens all the time. If we hadn’t screwed up in the short at the European Championships, we would have been in the top seven.

Silja is telling me to turn off the lights and go to sleep, but one more thing. Janne’s kisses after the program weren’t just for show. I didn’t even bother scolding him for that axel because WE’RE SO DAMN GOOD TOGETHER!

 

Tuesday, March 20

 

Or, actually, it’s Wednesday and Silja needs to get to sleep, but I just have to write a little so I’m sitting in our bathroom in our room.

WE CAME IN NINTH! Actually in the free skate we were eighth! The mood is fantastic, like we had gold medals around our necks or something. Rami was crying when the results came in, and we were all just screaming and kissing each other.

Apparently the whole competition has been full of mistakes. Nobody has skated a clean program, so the fact that Janne fell on his triple toe loop combination was pretty small. One of the Eurosport announcers said that our death spiral was the best the whole week, so maybe that will become our trademark. And everyone’s been talking about my knees, saying I’m just as flexible as any of the Russians.

Why am I supposed to go to sleep? I’m sure Janne and Rami are sitting in a restaurant somewhere. They just tricked me to get me to go to my room. Why can’t I spend the night with Janne? Everything we achieved we did together. I was hugging and kissing him all night and he was hugging and kissing me back.

I’ve never been this happy. Never. I never want to go to sleep. I don’t want this day to end. Ever.
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Monday morning was just as cold and gray as the rest of the spring had been, even though the calendar said it was June. I woke up to a wet blanket. My breasts had leaked during the night, leaving a puddle of sour milk. When I looked at the sheets more carefully, I noticed several stiff, dried stains. Laughing, I told Antti now I knew how boys felt going through puberty.

Trudging to the bus through the muddy forest, I had to watch my step. My visit to the maternity clinic was a relief, since my blood pressure had fallen to normal. The police station was deserted, and the duty officer said he thought about half the force had stretched Pihko’s going away party all the way to Sunday evening. Koivu had made it to his office, but he bore all the signs of a rough weekend. Sunglasses shielded his eyes, and he had tried to cover the smell of old booze with a double dose of aftershave. Sprawled in his chair behind his desk, he rested his head against the wall. His chest rose and fell steadily. Sleeping.

“Are you alive or dead?”

Koivu awoke with a start and lifted his sunglasses, but then he lowered them again. I wondered aloud why he needed glasses when the sun wasn’t shining.

“Right now I wish I was dead,” he muttered. “I can’t do any driving today. There’s no way I’m legal yet. And Maria, I made the worst mistake of my life!”

“That’s been going around. What did you do?”

“Puupponen and me got totally wasted Saturday. At midnight when we started moving to another restaurant, I had already had at least ten pints. I ended up in the coat room next to Taskinen and started jabbering . . . Oh my God!”

Koivu buried his face in his hands, and his shoe kicked the leg of the desk.

“You started telling him what a fine daughter he has? Is that it?”

“Yep, that’s it. How could I be such an idiot! And I even asked him if I could ask her out on a date . . .”

“Yeah, that was pretty stupid. Girls these days make those decisions themselves. Don’t worry, though. Taskinen is a smart guy. He won’t tell Silja. By the way, have you seen him today?”

“No, he isn’t here. Thank God. The chief called in all the unit commanders for a Monday meeting. They’re probably settling all the promotions.”

“Interesting. I’m sorry for bothering you with work on such a bad morning, but where is Liikanen right now? Is he in a cell or on the street?”

“Narcotics started questioning him Saturday night, but I don’t know what they decided. Oh, man, I feel like shit! We kept going all day yesterday since we had such bad hangovers in the morning.”

I left Koivu to recover and returned to my office to figure out Tomi Liikanen’s whereabouts. The Narcotics Division had detained him for questioning, but they were releasing him on bail. He would be out by afternoon.

I reserved Interrogation Room 2 and dragged Koivu’s stinking corpse over there, promising a pepperoni pizza and a big glass of milk as soon as he could eat. Escorted by two uniformed officers, Liikanen looked at least as miserable as Koivu. His tanning-bed skin was yellowish, and his two days of stubble grew in funny tufts with small hairless patches. The tufts of hair continued onto the backs of his hands. The hair on his head, however, was an even one-inch crew cut.

“Hi again, Tomi. I hear you’ve been pretty talkative lately. Teräsvuori’s death have you all shook up?”

Liikanen didn’t answer, just stared at the worn tips of his deck shoes. His short thighs stretched the legs of his sweatpants, and when he rubbed his hands on them, they left dark marks.

“How long are you going to keep me here?”

“That depends on what you have for me. I’m only interested in Vesku Teräsvuori’s part in your steroid business. As for Anton Grigoriev’s death, I only want to know whether Elena knew how her husband died.”

Expressing himself verbally clearly wasn’t Liikanen’s strong point. He just rubbed his thighs and didn’t say anything. Koivu leaned against the wall, his eyes still concealed behind his sunglasses. I wasn’t going to get any help from him.

“Tomi, did Elena know the truth about Anton’s death?”

His head turned slowly back and forth on his thick neck. A voice that was too reedy for such a massive frame answered reluctantly. “No, she didn’t know. I never told her. But she knew I was out with Anton that night, and she never told the police. Maybe she guessed something.”

“What was Anton’s role in your business?”

“He organized my first contact, like I’ve already said a dozen times,” Liikanen said with a sigh. “There was a lot of doping going on over there. Like in a lot of other countries. Some just had better drugs. Anton asked me once whether Finland needed something a little stronger than protein supplements. I’d had people ask me at the gym.”

“So Grigoriev drew you into the drug trade? Was he the only Russian who knew what you were up to?”

Tomi shrugged, the movement taking longer than normal. Apparently explosive speed wasn’t one of his strengths either. “I wasn’t concerned as long as distribution worked.”

“And it kept working after Grigoriev’s death?”

When Liikanen nodded, I asked about Teräsvuori’s part in the scheme. Stammering, Tomi said that after the Soviet Union switched over to a free-market economy, his steroid source started selling much more expensive stuff, mostly marijuana and heroin. Moving stuff was easy these days, and the same couriers that brought Tomi’s relatively innocent drugs over the border also brought harder things.

Coincidentally, it was the same Mattinen gang I’d nabbed during a murder investigation about four years earlier that handled Liikanen’s trafficking. When the gang broke up, the dealers had to look for new importers, and that was how Liikanen met Teräsvuori. He didn’t handle any big deals either, mostly just marijuana for bored kids out in the countryside.

“They tried to push heroin on me and Vesku too, but we didn’t dare take it. Or I didn’t anyway. I don’t see anything wrong with trying to grow your muscles a little. You can’t get addicted to it like real drugs, and no one forces you to do it,” Liikanen said in his own defense.

“Do you think it’s morally right to give doping drugs to a sixteen-year-old? You were also Noora’s dealer. And don’t deny it. I read all about it in her diary. Were you afraid of her talking? Is that why you killed her?”

“I didn’t kill her! I didn’t even see her that night!”

“Your friend did back up your story about delivering the energy drinks, but you still could have had time to go beat Noora to death, and you have the muscles for it.”

“But I didn’t do it!”

“But you know who did, don’t you?”

That sentence made Koivu stand up straight and Liikanen rub his thighs in agitation.

“How should I know who killed her?”

“Last Tuesday behind the Fishmaid Restaurant, Teräsvuori said you both knew who killed Noora and why. Don’t you remember?”

Liikanen stared at me, dumbfounded. I wondered whether I might have made a mistake. Maybe the person on the loading dock with Teräsvuori hadn’t been him.

“How you do you know what we were talking about?” he finally asked.

“Teräsvuori was under surveillance,” I said, lying. “So tell me what Vesku meant.”

“What do I get if I do?” Liikanen asked greedily.

I sighed. I didn’t have the desire or the authority to cut a deal with Liikanen—Narcotics was handling him. And since Teräsvuori wasn’t around to contradict him, Liikanen could give us any name he wanted.

I wasn’t surprised when Tomi said, “I thought Vesku was talking about himself. He wanted revenge on Hanna. The police know that.”

There was no way I could prove Teräsvuori meant anyone else. But was there anyone other than Elena Grigorieva that Liikanen might want to protect? I moved on.

“How did Noora know she could get diet pills from you?”

Tomi Liikanen stood up and started pacing around the room.

Ten feet from wall to wall, only three steps in either direction, even with Liikanen’s short legs. Of course sitting hunched in a cell with nothing to do was difficult for a man who was used to training hard six times a week. What kind of pills did Liikanen take to maintain his physique? Was it possible to get addicted to them?

“She just guessed! This one day she just came up and asked about supplements for appetite control. She said she wanted to lose the fat on her ass without dropping any muscle. Me the idiot suggested Mirapront, since I was having a hard time selling them otherwise.”

“And Noora wanted to buy? Did Elena know Noora was taking weight-loss pills?”

“No! Elena would have blown her top if she heard I was messing with Noora.”

There was no doubt Liikanen was a little afraid of his wife. But had Elena Grigorieva known about Liikanen’s side business? Tomi denied this strenuously. Elena didn’t approve of doping. She had seen enough of its consequences during her active skating career. I wondered if she would leave Tomi after she learned about his illicit business and his role in Anton’s death. The Russians would get to decide whether to press charges for that. And really no one had any information about that fight other than Liikanen’s own account. For some reason I believed it because it was too simple to be made up.

“Why did Noora think she could get away with taking phentermine? It’s on the antidoping list.”

Liikanen shook his head. “Noora wasn’t going to take them during the competition season. She just wanted to lose a few pounds before Canada.”

Was Tomi Liikanen really as stupid as he seemed? An athlete at Noora’s level was subject to testing at any time. It was hard to imagine that Liikanen having a cool enough head to hide Noora’s body in a stranger’s trunk. But maybe that was just dumb luck.

“Were you the one who locked me in your gym?” I finally asked Liikanen, sure he would admit he had.

“No! No way! The last thing I wanted was a cop rummaging through my office. Those locks have acted up before . . .” Liikanen looked like a little boy who was trying to convince a neighbor that it wasn’t his hockey puck that just went through the window.

Now I stood up too and walked right up to Liikanen. We were probably an amusing pair, a five-foot-three pregnant woman confronting a massive body builder four inches taller. To my surprise, I realized that Liikanen was afraid of me. Poor man. Arnold Schwarzenegger’s muscles didn’t help much without the nerve to shoot any higher in life than selling pills to teenage girls.

“Who did Noora threaten to tell about the Mirapront?”

“You’ve got it all wrong. Noora didn’t threaten me. She was afraid I would tell.”

“Tell who?”

“Elena, of course . . . and the others. As if I would do that.”

Of course Liikanen was brave enough to kick around people smaller than himself.

“But you still teased Noora about her weight when you got the chance. You bastard! What right did you have to judge Noora?”

I was surprised at the rage that suddenly overcame me. Turning away from Liikanen, I walked out into the hall and kicked the wall. Luckily it worked and I was able to get myself under control before sending Liikanen back to his cell. Narcotics could do what they wanted with him, since I didn’t have any reason to throw him in jail.

Not yet, at least.

In the elevator I felt as if I might suffocate on Koivu’s cocktail of overpowering aromas. I asked him to get the records from Liikanen’s weekend interrogation and all the Noora Nieminen murder material, starting from the door-to-door canvassing. There had to be something that would shed some light on the case. Antti had spent all day Sunday trying rebuild my confidence in my policing abilities, but there was some part of me saying I would never figure out who killed Noora. In order to show the crow derisively cawing on my shoulder, I would have to solve this case before I left on maternity leave.

But I didn’t have the chance to escape to my office to theorize. In front of the duty officer’s cubicle in the little waiting area sat Kauko Nieminen and Ulrika Weissenberg.

“Maria, you have guests,” the duty officer told me needlessly, adding in hushed tones, “Taskinen wants the unit together at one in the break room.”

“Hello, Mrs. Weissenberg and Mr. Nieminen. You obviously have some business for me.”

Kauko Nieminen stood up to shake my hand. His black suit looked brand new. Maybe he had bought it last week at the big-and-tall store for Noora’s funeral. Nieminen’s mustache hung down between his round cheeks like two drooping fir tree branches, and his small eyes were watery. Ulrika Weissenberg was impeccably stylish, as usual. The only accent for her black velvet suit was a white silk scarf, and even her pearl earrings were restrained.

“We’ve been trying to see Lieutenant Taskinen, but we were told he isn’t here. Do you have a moment for us, Sergeant Kallio?” Weissenberg asked.

I invited them into my office. Nieminen collapsed onto the couch as if he didn’t quite realize where he was. Weissenberg glanced significantly at the folder I had left on my desk in haste when I left Friday and at the photos hanging on my wall before she deigned to sit next to Nieminen on the couch.

“We just came from visiting Hanna at the hospital,” said Weissenberg.

“How is she?”

“Not very well, as you might imagine. She’s still terribly upset and won’t even be able to participate in Noora’s funeral. Kauko and I have decided to proceed with the service anyway. The invitations have already gone out, the obituary is in the newspaper, and the skaters have prepared for the memorial service. Have you seen this?”

Weissenberg tossed the latest tabloids on the desk in front of me. SLAIN FIGURE SKATER’S MOTHER SHOOTS KILLER claimed one paper. Another headline was even more brazen: A MOTHER’S REVENGE—WOMAN KILLS DAUGHTER’S SUSPECTED MURDERER. Both papers had devoted an entire spread to Teräsvuori’s shooting. Taskinen had given a statement to one of the papers emphasizing that Noora’s murder investigation was still ongoing, but that at this stage, it appeared likely that Teräsvuori was not guilty.

The story was definitely juicy and would supply copy for days. Ulrika’s indignation was easy to understand, but I doubted she was here to complain to me about newspaper stories.

“We demand that you increase the priority of Noora’s murder investigation. If the police had solved the case, Friday’s tragedy never would have happened.”

Of course Weissenberg was right. But she was also still a suspect. On the other hand, I had never come up with a reason Kauko Nieminen would have murdered his daughter, even though several incest scenarios had occurred to me over the weekend.

“I can assure you we’ve had every available resource focused on this case from the beginning,” I replied hopelessly.

“Do you call making nonsensical arrests using every available resource? Do you still consider Janne Kivi your prime suspect? You’ve dragged him in here twice already! Haven’t the results from his car come in yet? Certainly they demonstrate his innocence.”

“The second arrest was for speeding and perfectly justified. Janne was driving ninety miles an hour in a fifty zone. As far as the lab results are concerned . . .” I swallowed. I had almost told them the truth, that the forensic investigation hadn’t produced anything helpful. Foreign fibers had been found on Noora’s clothing and bag, but we didn’t have anything to compare them to. The most incriminating evidence was actually Ulrika Weissenberg’s fingernail, which the pathologist had found in Noora’s hair.

“The success rate for solving homicide cases in our country is excellent,” I said, trying to convince all of us.

“I’m prepared to offer a reward for information leading to the capture of my daughter’s murderer,” Kauko Nieminen suddenly said. “Do you think one hundred thousand marks would be enough? What newspapers do I need to put the announcement in? I’ll contact Police TV too. And if hiring a private investigator will help, I can find money for that.”

Kauko’s offer was very serious. He obviously thought money could solve this problem too.

“Thank you, Mr. Nieminen. If I were you, I would wait just a little longer before offering a reward. Of course it could help, but you know how mercenary people are. You can certainly hire as many private investigators as you want. And we’ve been thinking about Police TV too,” I said, not entirely truthfully, since the topic had only come up once. Although the show could help our work, I wasn’t sure Noora’s murder was really the right kind of crime for them to deal with. The show was so voyeuristic.

“Are you completely sure Teräsvuori didn’t murder my daughter? Hanna believed that bastard did it,” Nieminen said almost pleadingly. That would have been easy. Teräsvuori could be proclaimed guilty, the police crime fighting statistics would go up, and a clear justification would exist for Hanna’s act.

But Teräsvuori hadn’t killed Noora.

“Teräsvuori couldn’t have killed Noora. Both we and the Helsinki police are investigating Teräsvuori’s movements, and the picture that’s emerging is pretty interesting.”

“Do you mean that bastard could have hired someone to kill my daughter?” Kauko Nieminen yelled, his fist slamming down on my desk so hard it knocked the teacup that had been growing mold all weekend onto the floor.

“We can’t rule that out.”

Kauko Nieminen’s self-control failed entirely, and he railed about how lazy and ineffective the police and the justice system were, letting Teräsvuori get off with fines for harassing his family.

“You made Hanna a murderer! If Hanna goes to jail, I’ll . . . I’ll . . .” Nieminen tried in vain to invent a sufficiently grotesque threat. Hide a bomb under the Minister of Justice’s chair? Sue the Espoo Police? Write to the president to beg for a pardon?

“How soon do you go on maternity leave?” Ulrika Weissenberg asked, glancing at my belly. Just then the Creature wriggled visibly, which made Ulrika look away.

I should have answered that it was none of her business, but instead I muttered humbly that I was leaving at Midsummer.

“If the case isn’t solved by then, who will be in charge of the investigation?”

“Lieutenant Taskinen has been lead investigator the whole time. The questioning has only been delegated to me due to conflict of interest reasons.” My head was throbbing now and kicking the wall wasn’t going to help. “Since you appear to have time, maybe we could review how your fingernail ended up in Noora Nieminen’s hair. After we get to the interrogation room, I’ll get an officer to come serve as witness. Mr. Nieminen can come along if he likes.”

This worked. Of course Ulrika hadn’t told the Nieminens the truth about her fight with Noora. Kauko Nieminen glanced at his companion in confusion, but then despair spread over his face. He couldn’t lose his only source of support.

“Your fingernail . . . in Noora’s hair? Ulrika, what’s going on?”

For once Ulrika Weissenberg seemed to be at a loss. When she spoke she didn’t look at Nieminen, staring instead at her nails, which were a shiny silver today. I listened to her explanation with a strange satisfaction. Unfortunately Weissenberg’s story was the same as before. Maybe it would still be worth a call to Silja to see if she’d overheard the argument, though. I’d forgotten to check that too. I definitely wasn’t a supercop. And yet, I assured Kauko we would do our best and ratchet up the investigation even more.
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When I finally got the pair out of my office, I felt tired, impotent, and small, even given my appearance. I felt like I would crumble, peeling away from around the Creature into pieces on the rug. I was too fragile to handle a single nasty word.

And I was surely in for buckets of them that day. I could guess what Taskinen’s meeting would be about.

I decided to correct at least one omission and call Silja Taskinen. At the same time I could hear how her life was going. School had ended the previous Saturday. Silja was unlikely to have a summer job, since she was leaving soon for her training camp in Canada.

“Hi, Maria. I was just cleaning out my closet. I have to do something to keep from thinking.”

Another needle in my heart: the pair who just left weren’t the only ones who needed the peace of mind solving Noora’s case would bring. We chatted for a minute about Hanna and the upcoming funeral. Silja said she felt horrible playing Snow White’s stepmother in the memorial performance, but somehow Ulrika had talked her into it. According to Ulrika, putting on the Snow White piece would be a tribute to Noora and therapy for all of them because, in a way, Noora would be present with them on the ice. The only one she hadn’t convinced to skate was Janne, so the performance would be half baked.

“I’ll probably have a sore throat or twist my ankle. I can go to the funeral, but I can’t skate.”

When I inquired whether Silja had heard Ulrika and Noora’s fight at the ice rink, she sighed.

“Yes, I heard it, as I probably already said, but I didn’t hang around to watch. I’d heard them fight enough times before. And it probably wasn’t the first time Ulrika hit Noora. I don’t like talking about this, though, like I’m blaming Ulrika.”

“It’s just good you’re talking. Did you hear what Noora said to Ulrika? What could have made her hit Noora?”

“It was probably what Noora shouted about Janne. Something about Ulrika thinking she could buy Janne, a horny old postmenopausal harpy like her. Noora could be pretty crude.”

“Bossy old witch” was what Ulrika had claimed Noora said. I should have guessed Noora would have used something more expressive. Postmenopausal and horny was an amusing contradiction, but Ulrika Weissenberg probably hadn’t laughed.

“By the way, how well do you remember spring two years ago?”

“Um, you mean when I was in ninth grade? Why do you ask?”

“Did anything special happen to Noora then? Take your time to think about it and maybe tell me tomorrow if you don’t remember right now. If you have a diary from then, check there.”

“Well I can’t think of anything off the top of my head. That was around the same time Noora’s mom started dating that Teräsvuori guy, though. Are you coming to the funeral, Maria?”

“I guess so.”

I really had no desire to go. I was sure to start crying. Pregnancy had made me so prone to tears that I even bawled like a baby during movies now.

“We have practice at the ice rink at eight. Before that is a hockey clinic being taught by some big hockey coach, so even Ulrika couldn’t get it moved. Stanley Cup champions always beat figure skating in Espoo.”

Ulrika wouldn’t have been able to stop Hanna from pulling that trigger either, I thought after hanging up the phone. That was only a slight comfort. Next I made an appointment to meet Kati Järvenperä that afternoon at the Summer University office. Interviewing the woman whose car Noora’s body was found in had also ended up on the back burner.

Koivu brought the material I’d requested but instead of letting me jump into it, he announced that the pepperoni pizza I’d promised would hit the spot about now. So we drove to a nearby pizzeria. When the waiter arrived, Koivu thought for a second and then ordered a beer.

He grinned. “Homeopathic medicine. Isn’t that the idea, that you remove the disease with the thing that caused it?” he asked.

After eating half of his pizza, he started recounting his escapades with Puupponen and Pihko. Even though Koivu didn’t admit it, I got the feeling that one of the reasons he and Pihko had gone on such a bender was the bad aftertaste of Teräsvuori’s killing.

“That was definitely the highlight of the year when you dumped that beer and ketchup on Ström’s head,” Koivu said after wolfing down the rest of his pizza. I had only managed to work through half of my sweet-basil pasta, and I was stuffed.

“Yeah . . . did Ström ever come back to the party?”

“No, he left. That’s why we had such a good time.”

Koivu’s phone rang before I could tell him why I gave Ström a bath—someone wanted him at the station. It was probably for the best.

I spent the rest of the time until Taskinen’s meeting with my head in case notes. The reading was so interesting that I almost forgot the time and then had to go to the bathroom. When I finally arrived in the break room, the others, all ten men from our unit, were already there. Taskinen was aglow.

“OK, people. We can probably start now that Maria is here.”

“Maria and guest,” Lähde murmured and then made space next to him. A bit timidly I sat down—the only person who’d be worse to sit with in this situation was Ström himself.

“As you know, the department is undergoing a major shakeup. Our boss, the chief of police, I mean, is retiring in October. The head of the Criminal Division, Captain Vainionpää, has been selected as his successor. There’s been a lot of speculation about who will take that job. For a while we thought they might bring in someone from Turku or Pori, but now the decision has been made to name someone from in-house . . .”

Taskinen paused for dramatic effect, even though we all knew what he was about to say.

“This morning the police commission decided to appoint me. I’ll be moving on starting October first, so this unit will need a new commander. The preference is for making that appointment in-house as well. They want someone who already knows what we do and how we operate. The qualification requirement is a master’s degree or better in law.”

Silence. I stared at the table, feeling everyone else’s eyes staring at me. To lighten the mood, Taskinen continued:

“But don’t breathe a sigh of relief just yet. You aren’t getting rid of me. I’m just moving up a rung, so I’ll still be your boss, and you’ll have to fear me just that much more.”

Puupponen was the only one who had the sense to laugh.

“Even though I’ll also be leading Narcotics, Robbery, and White-collar Crime, and of course Violent Crime II, you’ll still be close to my hearts. This unit has done great work for the two years it’s existed in its present form. We’re undergoing a lot of change, though. Pihko is leaving and his replacement will be starting in July. Maria is going on maternity leave—”

Taskinen shouldn’t have mentioned my name. The murmuring began instantly.

“While you’re on maternity leave, you’ll have plenty of time to come up with new plans for the unit,” Lähde whispered to me.

“Yeah, and organize all my pictures,” I replied with feigned playfulness. That was what my sisters had recommended I do with my time until the baby came.

“Does anyone have any questions?” Taskinen asked to put an end to the buzz. Puupponen was first on the ball again and took the hint to congratulate Taskinen, after which everyone got up to shake his hand. I intentionally avoided a hug so it wouldn’t be misinterpreted.

“Now, let’s get back to business,” said Taskinen. “Where do we stand with our major ongoing cases?”

Taskinen began with the interrogation of the child molester. Ström was happy to report that the pretrial investigation was almost in the bag. Even though the suspect hadn’t confessed, they had enough positive identifications to put him away. Then came a couple of battery cases: routine disagreements over vodka bottles, the sort we dealt with every week. After that quick review, Noora Nieminen’s case was up.

“Where are we with this, Maria?” Taskinen asked, even though he knew we weren’t really anywhere.

“We’re still questioning witnesses. Teräsvuori’s shooting on Friday didn’t have any significant effect on the investigation because we’d just eliminated him from our list of suspects.”

“And why is that?” Ström practically yelled.

So I told him about Teräsvuori’s alibi. “The forensic investigation still hasn’t given us a clear answer on where Noora was killed or told us anything about the perp. This afternoon I’m interviewing the person who found the body. Next we’re going to—”

Ström interrupted again. “Can I ask why Sergeant Kallio is leading this investigation, even though a lieutenant should have responsibility for a homicide case?”

Taskinen sighed. “I’m the lead investigator, but I also have personal relationships with most of the main players in the case, so I wouldn’t be able to question them impartially. Maria didn’t happen to have anything terribly complicated on her plate, unlike you, for example, Ström. Do you have any other questions, or can Maria continue?”

I felt as if I were stuttering worse than a seventh-grader giving her first public speech. I explained the progress of the forensic investigation: Janne’s and Järvenperä’s cars had been checked, and fibers had been found in the latter that didn’t match anything in Noora’s wardrobe or anything in the Järvenperäs’ house. I listed the people whose fingerprints had been found on Noora’s skates, but I didn’t mention the blade guards. Even though everything was still depressingly preliminary, summing up everything we’d had turned up so far also did me good. I realized I already knew quite a lot and discovered something was solidifying from Noora’s diaries and the conversations I had conducted with the suspects. I had some new questions for the department’s central server and certain individuals.

When the meeting ended, I was actually pretty pleased with myself. I had answered Ström’s irritating questions with confidence and convinced everyone else that the case was progressing. I was even starting to believe that myself.

But maybe I had felt relief too soon. When I turned toward my office, Ström was right on my tail. When I opened my door, he stopped, clearly intending to chat. I was prepared for him to demand that I pay his dry cleaning bill, but to my surprise he was almost friendly.

“Have you already been to your birthing classes?”

“Um, yeah. They only do two nowadays. The second one is tonight.” What was going on here?

“Your husband’s coming to the birth, right?”

At first I was going to tell him it was none of his business, but then I reconsidered. “Of course. The baby is his just as much as mine.”

“Now you’re a bad dad if you don’t go. When Jenna was born ten years ago, they wouldn’t even let me in the delivery room. We lived in Turku back then, and they were strict as hell. Dads only got in the way, fainting or paying more attention to all the interesting tools in the room instead of their wives. That’s what they said to me. I had to wait in the hall for hours. They didn’t even bother telling me Marja was going into emergency surgery because Jenna’s cord was wrapped around her neck. When Jani was born, though, they let me come in. It was pretty great. You never forget something like that. They say it brings a family together, but it didn’t help us. That’s water under the bridge, though,” Ström said, then turned and walked out of my office.

I stared dumbfounded as he left. What was I supposed to conclude from that little monologue? And they say women are unpredictable. I shook my head and returned to my reports.

When I finally finished reading, every muscle in my neck ached, and my right leg kept cramping up. Over the past few weeks, I’d been having an increasingly hard time finding any comfortable way to rest, and the thought of ten more weeks of that wasn’t exactly cheery. Hopefully the Creature wouldn’t draw things out much past the due date. Any extra waiting would be a serious trial of my natural impatience.

To limber up my mind and body, I walked to the train station. My walking pace wasn’t very brisk, and at the end I had to sprint to make the train. Even though my belly got in the way, running felt surprisingly good. How soon after the birth would I be able to get moving again?

The Helsinki Regional Summer University office was located in an old, gilded building in downtown Helsinki. The lobby was full of students signing up for classes. Squeezing through the crowd, I made my way to Kati Järvenperä’s office. Next to the chaos in Järvenperä’s office, my own looked pristine. Hers overflowed with stacks of folders on the floor, and the pile of course descriptions next to her computer looked as though they went all the way back to the founding of the school. But Järvenperä didn’t make any apologies for the mess, she just moved a stack of binders off the chair onto the floor and asked whether I wanted anything to drink. The Jaffa orange soda she gave me was perfect after my run for the train. Kati had heard about Vesku Teräsvuori’s shooting and asked about it before I started my questioning. I was surprised I could already talk about it as if it had happened to someone else. I didn’t really like it.

“Earlier today I reread my notes from our discussion and the report from your very first interview. A few things stood out to me I wanted to ask about. You said you backed your car up right up to the wall?”

“Yes.”

I didn’t know whether this information was significant, but it meant that the person who had put Noora’s body in Järvenperä’s car probably had to try several trunks before finding one that was unlocked. Maybe it would be worth checking for fingerprints on the other cars that were in the parking garage at the same time. Although it was probably too late now. People washed their cars more often than normal during muddy weather like this. Our technicians hadn’t found any fingerprints to speak of even on Järvenperä’s car. But there was always the possibility that Noora’s killer hadn’t thought of avoiding leaving fingerprints until after finding a place to dump the body.

“Your older son talked about a ‘sneaky rascal’ he saw in the parking garage the night of the murder. How did that go again?”

“Sneaky Rascal is sort of an imaginary character in our family. He’s the one who does things like knocking down sand castles at the playground.”

“Has Jussi ever described him? Does he have any distinguishing features?”

“Well, no . . . or, well, maybe. Once in this toy ad, there was a Ken doll waving a sword, and Jussi thought he was the Sneaky Rascal. But that doesn’t really mean anything. If you have any experience with children, you know their logic can be pretty random.”

“I wouldn’t know much about that. What else could seeing the Sneaky Rascal mean?”

“Jussi thinks the Sneaky Rascal has a white BMW. Once a car like that made a really dangerous pass on the highway. Of course Jussi thought it must be the Sneaky Rascal driving.”

“Would the BMW have to be white? Would gold work?” I asked, remembering Ulrika Weissenberg’s car. But there was no way to turn Ulrika into the Sneaky Rascal if he was supposed to be a man.

“No, I don’t think so. Children can be awfully precise about the craziest things. I really think that Jussi just made up the Sneaky Rascal being in the parking garage after the fact. There had to be some reason for the police coming and how strange all the adults were acting.”

Sometimes I feel as though police work is just repetition. All I could do was ask Järvenperä over and over about what had happened in the parking garage, as if my questions could make her see something that she hadn’t.

When I stepped back out onto the street, it was raining again. There wasn’t any point going home before the birthing class, so I walked a few blocks to the Fazer Café and ordered an ice cream sundae. Pregnant women need their calcium.

Focused on the chocolate syrup, pears, and whipped cream, all I cared about was how good the whole thing tasted. The men at the neighboring table, however, were having a heated discussion about the latest tabloids. Teräsvuori’s killing had sparked complaints about the ineffectiveness of the police. Hanna seemed to have public opinion on her side. The men were also commenting on some bitter statements made by a fifty-year-old woman who had lost her husband to a recent beauty queen.

“I can’t believe these bitches! Sure, it’s fine for them to be dykes or crossdressers or whatever, but if a man wants someone a little younger, not even jail bait, they can’t shut up about it.”

Spotting a free table farther back, I moved my ice cream indulgence there. I got enough of bullies at work. During my free time, I wanted peace and quiet.

I’d brought one of Noora’s diaries from about two years ago. In it I’d found something very interesting, namely a hole. Noora had made regular entries since she was twelve years old, not daily, but at least three times a week. But two years ago in the spring, there was a break of almost three months, from April into June.

At first I hadn’t noticed because I was only giving it a cursory reading, searching for names. Then I had realized that the narrative suddenly jumped from winter to summer, and I checked the dates.

Noora could have just been busy. She didn’t give any explanation for the missing entries. Just before the break Noora had been looking forward to a training camp and writing that Janne was “like, so incredibly hot.” After the break came a dismayed entry about her mother’s boyfriend and plans to leave the family.

I was sure the break was important. What had Noora left out?

Now and then Noora had pasted pictures into her diaries. One of them was right before the break, the photograph likely one of the first of Noora and Janne skating together. Janne had a funny short haircut and was generally more angular than now. Noora was still a child, but she held her head up high, and her eyes sparkled like a champion. I placed my hand on the photo as if it could connect me to Noora.

But it didn’t help. I stood up, used the restroom, and brushed my teeth. Then I started trudging through the endless rain.
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Covered in blood and sticky whiteness, the head of the baby squeezed out of its mother. Along with a bout of excretions came the mottled body, and the child screamed its first, demanding cry.

“Yuck,” someone said behind me, and someone else giggled nervously. I mostly just wanted to cry, watching the bewildered, happy father and the mother who had just been moaning in pain. Next to me Antti was taking notes about the breathing instructions.

I tried to focus on the information flooding through my ears. Epidurals, birthing positions, episiotomies. Of course I had read the same things in books and noticed how differently the various birthing gurus viewed the simplest of things. Even in the birthing video, the woman lay on her back panting, even though all the active birthing books said there wasn’t any worse position for pushing, except maybe standing on your head. I was already raising my hand to ask why when a raft of completely different questions popped into my mind. I had to talk to Silja as soon as possible. That hole in Noora’s diary might be more important than I had thought.

I had to force myself to listen to the instructions about nursing, even though I knew I was going to need them. Neither the Creature nor I had any previous practice. But concentrating was difficult. Part of me was rushing to the office to check my notes and then to the ice rink to question Silja. Finally the Creature started jostling around in my belly as if to remind me how important it was. That brought me to my senses. For the rest of the hour, I filled my brain with the mysteries of newborn care.

“Is it OK if I drop you off at home and then take care of a couple of work things?” I asked Antti after the class was done.

“More work?” Antti asked in confusion and maybe a little irritation, and then offered to come with me to the ice rink.

“I wouldn’t recommend it. They’re practicing for Noora Nieminen’s memorial service.”

That was all I needed to say. Antti’s best friend, Tommi, had been killed about four years earlier. They had sung in the same choir, and the choir had performed at Tommi’s funeral. That performance and the rehearsals leading up to it had been some of the most trying experiences of Antti’s life. He still had nightmares about Tommi’s drowned body and the killer, who had also been his friend. Watching the practice for Noora’s memorial would probably lead to another sleepless night. The passage of time hadn’t dulled his feeling that he could have prevented Tommi’s death if he had just intervened in time. I didn’t know whether that was true, and I hadn’t performed particularly brilliantly as I solved that case either.

When I pulled into our driveway, I thought about staying. I was so exhausted. But instead, I drove to the ice rink after stopping by the police station to pick up my notes.

Our unit was silent. Maybe whoever was on call had been sent out into the field for some reason. I felt a strange, biting feeling when I thought of my upcoming maternity leave.

I needed a break so badly, and I couldn’t wait for my baby to come, but still . . . how long would I be able to stay at home? My sisters said you never got bored with little kids around. Would that happen to me too? Would I be too exhausted to think about anything but doing laundry and keeping up with the latest soaps? Somehow I didn’t think so.

I opened my office door. Having my own office was an incredible luxury. Whenever the men in the unit were too much to bear, I always had somewhere to retreat, and I could interview people informally without being interrupted constantly. When I came back, I probably wouldn’t have the same level of peace and quiet. I didn’t know whether I could handle working in a unit led by Pertti Ström. And if they made me the unit commander, that would really be the end of any semblance of serenity. Still, I desperately wanted the promotion to lieutenant. I’d never been afraid of new challenges before.

I grabbed my notes and a couple of Noora’s diaries. Then I drove to the now-familiar parking lot of the ice rink and walked in through the concessions entrance. I sat down in the bottom stands of section E, on the opposite of the arena from where the figure skaters usually congregated, because I didn’t feel like climbing over the barriers separating the seating areas.

The arena was almost dark again, with only the emergency exit signs glowing green. Then from the darkness came the swooshing of skates and the first candle flame appeared on the ice. Twenty or so more followed, and a string version of Harry Nilsson’s “Without You” began echoing in the hall. Apparently the Espoo Figure-Skating Association synchronized skating team had adapted their spring competition program for the memorial service.

It was actually quite grotesque: the hall illuminated by candles, the most saccharine possible version of a song that had already been violated by countless third-class singers, and a bunch of little girls with stiff faces trying to get their patterns right on the ice. Fortunately the music stopped frequently, and the voice of the synchronized skating team’s coach brought me back to reality. I doubted whether the performance would have Ulrika Weissenberg’s much-vaunted therapeutic effect on the skaters or the audience.

When the candle procession finally glided off the ice and the lights came up, I saw everyone I’d expected to see over by the entry to the dressing rooms. Wearing a tracksuit and holding her skates, Silja Taskinen stood talking to Elena. Rami Luoto was adjusting Irina Grigorieva’s crooked skating tights. I remembered that she had played Bashful in Snow White and skated her short solo perfectly. Maybe they were putting that in the memorial show too, or did they really intend to make Irina take on Noora’s starring role? Janne lounged in one of the plastic chairs in section A, his legs up on the back of the row in front of him. He wasn’t wearing skates, but Ulrika Weissenberg seemed to be calling him out onto the ice. I started edging closer so I could hear their conversation.

“You could at least say something about Noora if you don’t want to skate.”

“I’ll lay my flowers on her casket in the church, and that’s all. There’s no way I’m taking any part in this farce.”

“We’re doing this for Noora. She would have liked it.”

“Yeah, she would have, the effing little drama queen. But she isn’t here to see it, is she?” Janne stood up and brought his face right up to Weissenberg’s, taking her by the shoulders. For half a second I thought he was going to hug her, but instead he yelled, “She’s dead, Ulrika. She’s dead! Don’t you get that? Noora is dead! Damn your stupid show to hell!”

Janne shook Ulrika, and for a moment it looked as though he meant to shove her down the stairs onto the ice, but then he realized what he was doing, let go of Ulrika, and rushed up into the stands where the lights couldn’t reach him.

Irina Grigorieva skated her solo confidently but without much of the expression she showed in the spring. I wondered why Elena and Rami were going along with Ulrika’s idea of a memorial performance. Even though figure skating was a very disciplined pursuit, it had to be a bit much to ask little children to play happy forest creatures when Snow White had actually been killed. I remembered again Noora’s eyes pleading with the Huntsman for mercy, then little Minni’s body dead in her squalid crib. I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to think about them. I just couldn’t. I forced myself to think about the things the birthing class had taught. Dilation stage, pushing stage, recovery stage. Then something strange happened.

I’d heard of it happening to other people. Someone brooded over a problem for weeks, constantly thinking about it and contemplating various solutions without success. And then suddenly there’s a big flash, and a clear picture emerges from the chaos.

That was exactly what happened to me as I tried to repeat in my mind the stages of giving birth. I realized who had killed Noora Nieminen and why. Even the how started forming in my mind. The answers had been practically crashing into me, crying out for the right questions. It was as if I’d heard them at random from the mouths of chance passersby.

I stood up and walked to the hall. I had to call the Department of Motor Vehicles. They confirmed my suspicion. Next I checked a few details from my notes and Noora’s diaries. In my excitement I nearly couldn’t find the right pages. The joy of knowing did battle in my head with the fury I felt toward Noora’s killer. But I still didn’t quite know what I should do. The person I wanted wasn’t exactly going anywhere, so the arrest could wait until tomorrow. I had to calm down before reentering the arena so I wouldn’t walk up and punch the murderer in the face. A few minutes passed before I was able to go back in.

Now Silja was on the ice. Her violet tights and tracksuit jacket didn’t exactly fit the evil stepmother solo. Her skating was effortless from start to finish. As Silja prepared for her triple Salchow, it was immediately obvious she didn’t have enough speed. Her jump took off low out of the curve, and Silja crashed painfully to the ice. Her ankle ended up strangely under her body, even though skaters at her level usually knew how to fall without injury. And instead of standing up, Silja remained sitting on the ice holding her ankle. Rami was the first to realize what had happened and rushed out onto the ice.

“Turn off the music!” I heard him yell. Helping Silja up, he supported her by the shoulder so she could use her healthy foot to glide back to the stands.

I descended the stairs and heaved myself over the barrier so I could make my way through the upper stands to Silja. Her leg was elevated, and Rami and Elena were bustling about in concern.

“Irina, get some ice from the concessions,” Elena ordered.

“It isn’t broken. Just a sprain. And it doesn’t feel swollen,” Rami said as he inspected the injury. “Does it hurt much?”

“Ow! Don’t do that,” Silja moaned.

“Hi, Silja. Is it bad?” I asked from higher up in the stands.

No one seemed particularly surprised to see me, and Silja almost smiled.

“Hi, Maria! I don’t know. I don’t think I’ll be able to skate tomorrow, though.”

Remembering our conversation that morning, I had to struggle not to grin. Of course Silja had fallen on purpose. Now she could get out of skating in the memorial program.

“You can’t skate?” Ulrika’s voice was suddenly shrill. It was easy to see that the past two weeks had worn her down. I expected her to finally break down, but she managed to compose herself.

Elena Grigorieva took control of the situation and ordered all the forest creatures watching from the passageway back onto the ice. I offered to take Silja home, but she said her mom was coming to get her anyway.

“I’m going to take my driving test when we get back from Canada. Then getting around will be a lot easier,” Silja said.

I sat down next to her and we watched the forest creatures dance, trading a few little comments about the skaters’ technique. The music had woken up my own Creature, who seemed to be trying to swim in time with the tune.

Elena Grigorieva took the group through the practice with astounding energy, given that she must have been exhausted. Tomi Liikanen had been set free, but the investigation into his activities was really just beginning. He was sure to face charges for drug trafficking, and Elena would be questioned about that too.

Eventually the practice ended. The parents picked up their children, and Terttu Taskinen came to fetch Silja, who gave me a wink as she hobbled out of the arena with her mother’s arm around her. In the hallway I ran into the person I had just realized killed Noora. I wasn’t able to keep quiet after all. I wanted to be done with this.

“I have a few things to talk to you about. Do you have a minute?” I was sure my voice sounded hysterical.

“Sure,” he said as if without a clue what was going on. And maybe he didn’t know. Maybe he thought he was beyond suspicion.

Climbing to the upper seats of section A, I sat down on an uncomfortable plastic bench. The Matinkylä Ice Arena was small and homey, but even on a summer night, it could be terribly cold. I pulled my jacket tighter around me and shoved my hands in my pockets.

The janitor closed the six-foot-high iron gate between the stands and the public entrance. He glanced at me in surprise but didn’t say anything. The lights in the arena dimmed. The person I was waiting for returned to the arena and ascended the stairs toward me. Despite still wearing skates, he walked nimbly.

“Can I leave now?” the janitor yelled from the door to the concession area.

“Go ahead,” my companion replied.

“I’m closing this since you have keys!”

The janitor closed the thick glass door.

Suddenly the arena was strangely quiet, with only the air conditioning faintly whirring. What was I doing? Until then the idea that he could be any danger to me hadn’t crossed my mind. Was it wise to be locked into an empty ice rink with him? But the janitor was probably still around, and they couldn’t leave the building completely empty all night. It wasn’t a problem. I’d just ask a couple of questions and go, leaving Noora’s killer to wonder how much I really knew. Unnerving him would probably be the best tactic.

“Do you want to talk here?” he asked, pulling his own coat tighter around himself too. “You aren’t cold, are you?”

I shook my head and looked into Rami Luoto’s blueberry-colored eyes. They glittered almost black in the dim light of the arena. The laugh lines of his boyish face were clearly visible this close up, and frost-colored hairs grew on his ears.

“The last time we met, I asked you about Noora’s boyfriends. She was so infatuated with Janne, but the feeling wasn’t mutual. The autopsy indicated that Noora may not have been a virgin. Do you know who she might have had a sexual relationship with?”

Rami’s gaze lowered. Place Your Bets! proclaimed one of the advertisements on the boards. And I did.

“It happened two years ago, didn’t it? In the winter, around the time Noora’s mother started dating Vesku Teräsvuori. You’ve always liked little girls, haven’t you?”

“Did Noora write about it in her diary?” Luoto asked. Then he shivered.

I nodded. What did it matter whether I was lying or not? Luoto opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He had done that a lot when I was interviewing him. Maybe he had wanted to admit to killing Noora before, but he couldn’t do it, and I hadn’t known to ask.

“Noora wasn’t even fourteen. She was a child and you were her coach. How did it happen?”

I didn’t believe Luoto had forcibly raped Noora. It must have at least started voluntarily.

But Luoto wasn’t willing to talk. So we just looked at the white surface of the ice broken by hockey markings and the blue-and-red letters of the advertisements. Karjala Beer. Sisu Salmiakki. Rautaruukki Construction.

“I barely even suspected you. You didn’t seem to have any kind of motive for killing Noora. I’m sure you realize the situation is very different now.”

“Has anyone else read Noora’s diaries?” Luoto’s voice had turned almost unrecognizable, low and tense.

“Police investigations are group work,” I said, lying again because I was the one getting nervous now. If Luoto had lost control with Noora, he might be capable of the same kind of outburst now.

“Of course I knew it was wrong. It was the greatest mistake of my life,” Luoto forced himself to say. “It was at a camp. Janne and Silja had brought some wine and gave some to Noora too. Too much. Things like that don’t usually happen. When she was drunk, Noora had a fit of jealousy about Janne. I took her to my room to calm her down. And . . . and . . . she was so beautiful. It just happened.”

I remembered the picture of the adolescent ballerina on Luoto’s wall and Noora’s diaries’ repeated entries about Rami harping on her for gaining weight.

“So you play gay so no one will wonder about your lack of relationships with adult women,” I said.

“People think men like me are gay anyway.” Luoto tried to laugh without success.

“As far as that goes, I don’t think you’ve been able to fool everyone, at least not Elena,” I said, remembering the way Elena had pulled her daughter out of Luoto’s reach. “And that’s why you like coaching little girls. You get to touch them legally. That’s why you were perfectly willing to give up coaching the seniors.”

Luoto didn’t reply. I was beginning to lose my temper. Rami Luoto had been so easy to like, which was probably why the other adults on the team had closed their eyes to his tendency.

“Luckily for you, Noora was so ashamed of what happened, she couldn’t tell anyone about it for years. Did you tell her no one would believe her? Or did you make her believe Janne would hate her?”

Luoto looked at me as if I were a total stranger. “I’m not that kind of person. I asked her forgiveness. Over and over again. I thought she’d already forgotten it.”

“Forgotten? Because you weren’t interested in her sexually anymore? Maybe she had tried to put it out of her mind, but then it came back to her when she saw how you were treating Irina. Now there’s a girl you must really like.”

Luoto swallowed. He was shaking and he opened his mouth, but no sound escaped his throat. I was having a hard time talking too. I was the last to condemn anyone for their sexual proclivities, but meddling with children was the line where my sympathy ended. Luoto wasn’t even some pathetic flasher lurking in the bushes; he was an adult into whose care children were entrusted.

“Noora probably thought it was all her fault, that she had been dirty somehow and that was why you came after her,” I said. “But then in Edmonton she met another one of your old students, a young Canadian woman, and she realized she wasn’t the only one and that the fault was really in you. And then she started to see your interest in Irina with new eyes. Which was why she decided to expose that you had molested her.”

Imagining the events of Noora’s last day alive wasn’t difficult. Everyone said that Noora had a penchant for the dramatic. The argument over the commercial had made her mad, and maybe in her rage she had screamed at Rami and said she was going to tell everyone what he’d done two years ago.

“So you didn’t walk home at all,” I continued. “It was raining, so you had your sister’s car. You weren’t lying when you said you don’t own one of your own. You just failed to mention that you just borrow your sister’s Renault Clio.”

Luoto rubbed his upper lip with his left hand. Even though his body was shivering with cold, beads of sweat had broken out on his forehead. It would be easier if he just told me what had happened. Described how he picked Noora up. I still didn’t know where he’d killed her. Had he stopped the car in the parking lot near the forest and then followed Noora to where her bag was found? Or had he beaten Noora to death in the car? Why had he decided to take the body to the parking garage at the shopping center?

Maybe he would explain during his interrogation. He had already admitted enough through his silence. There wasn’t any point continuing this conversation.

It crossed my mind that leaving him alone for the night wasn’t the best idea, that he might try to do something to himself. But what did I care? Luoto had already managed to ruin so many lives. I knew I shouldn’t think that way, but I was too exhausted to feel any empathy for Rami Luoto. Rami, that bastard, Noora had written, and now I thought exactly the same thing.

Standing, I picked up my bag and started to leave. Luoto grabbed me by the arm.

“What’s going to happen to me now?” he asked in the same tense whisper. “I didn’t kill Noora on purpose. Do you understand? It was an accident. I didn’t know that . . . that a person could die so easily.”

Luoto had to force the last words out of his mouth. His eyes stared into mine like two hollow, bottomless chasms. Then I saw my own face in them, full of anger and disbelief. I don’t know how Luoto interpreted my expression.

Suddenly his grip on my arm tightened. “Tell me what happens now. Did you come to arrest me?”

“Let me go!”

But Luoto didn’t obey. I realized that he must have stared at Noora with exactly the same eyes. Like a cornered dog. The only option was to attack.

“You didn’t come to arrest me. You don’t have enough evidence yet. You lied about the diary too. Noora told me she never wrote about it. That what I did to her was too horrible to write down.”

“I’m not the only one who knows you killed Noora,” I said as calmly as I could. “Let me go. You’re under arrest.”

I had never imagined that Luoto would really attack me. I started trying to shake myself free, but Luoto wouldn’t let go of my arm. On the contrary. Suddenly he wrapped his other arm around my neck and tried to get me in a headlock.

Of course they taught us how to get out of that at the police academy. And under normal circumstances it wouldn’t have been any trick at all. Normal circumstances, meaning I wasn’t in my twenty-eighth week of pregnancy and my opponent wasn’t a professional athlete. So now I just thrashed. I felt my lungs bursting for lack of air and imagined the Creature struggling as the umbilical cord no longer brought it oxygen. That thought made me struggle just enough that Luoto’s grip failed.

As fast as I dared in the darkness, I charged down the stairs. Falling would be catastrophic. As soon as my lungs had enough air again, I started screaming. The arena couldn’t be empty yet. At least the janitor must still be around. My bag contained at least my keys and a small knife, which I could have used to defend myself, but it was lost somewhere in the darkness. Along with my phone.

Hearing steps clacking behind me, I tried the impossible, climbing over the six-foot fence that separated the stands from the lobby area. But that was a mistake. Luoto was on me in a second and pulled me down off the fence. I thudded to the ground, and Luoto collapsed on top of me. The impact was tremendous, but the pain I feared didn’t come, at least not yet, and I didn’t feel blood running from between my legs.

Luoto tried to sit on top of me, but I managed to roll out from under him. I had almost made it to my feet when a glint of light on metal cut through the gloom.

Rami had slipped the guard off of his right skate and was trying to kick me with it. Not in the face, in the stomach. At the last instant I dodged, but I didn’t manage to run before he dove at my legs to try to bring me down again.

I knew what he intended, and it made me shriek in a way I had never dreamed I could. He was going to stomp me to death with his skates. As another kick aimed at me, I just had time to lift my arm to protect my belly, and the blade only hit the loose sleeve of my jacket. The punch I aimed at his face hit him in the nose, but it didn’t even start bleeding.

I had to get out of here! The easiest way would be through the concessions door. Luoto wouldn’t be able to keep up on the concrete steps with bare skates.

Bolting up the stairs into the stands, I succeeded once again in awkwardly rolling myself over the railing between the D and C sections as I sobbed. Now I just had to get down the stairs and I would be at the door. It had to open from the inside.

I didn’t hear Luoto’s steps behind me. I don’t know what I’d thought. Either that he would put the guards back on or take his skates off entirely. But instead, he jumped on the ice, sped across it, and attacked me again just as I grabbed the glass door. It didn’t open.

Luoto’s foot came up for a kick, and I dove to the floor. The dressing room doors were my only hope—maybe they would be open. I wriggled under the railing to the stairs for section F like an overfed snake. With his skates Luoto was slower than me, and I made it all the way up to the guest box where I’d sat with the Taskinens during the performance of Snow White before he caught up with me again.

Dodging the furious right kick that came at me, I ran into a chair and staggered. I was sandwiched between the railing and Rami Luoto.

The drop to the ice wasn’t huge, maybe ten feet. In a normal situation I would have tried to jump even at the danger of breaking a leg. Now the risk was too great. I could kill myself and the Creature. I lifted my hands to protect my belly and waited for the next kick. I had to get him off balance. I heard my own panting, felt how my breath steamed even as I smelled Rami Luoto’s sweat.

But the kick didn’t come. When I lifted my eyes from Luoto’s skates, I saw his face quivering.

“I . . . I can’t . . .” he groaned and dissolved into tears.

At first I couldn’t believe the danger had passed. When Rami Luoto collapsed in the nearest chair and hid his face in his hands, I realized he didn’t have it in him to kill me and the Creature. Then I must have broken down too, because a few minutes passed before either of us said anything.

“It just happened,” Luoto finally said, coughing and blowing his nose on the sleeve of his coat. “I drove to the parking lot at the elementary school and tried to talk sense into Noora. I promised her I wouldn’t touch Irina or anyone else ever again. Noora just kept cursing, calling me a pervert, and then she spat in my face. She had her bag open in her lap, and she was fidgeting with the laces of her skates. So I grabbed a skate and hit her. Noora opened the car door, and I hit her again, and she fell and hit her head on a rock . . . I can’t even remember it all.”

Rami’s story was confused, as if by forgetting what had happened, he’d hoped to undo what he’d done. Noora lay in the rain at the edge of the parking lot, and Rami tried to wipe the blood from her face. Then he thought he should try to cover her. He opened the trunk of the car where there was usually a blanket and found a black garbage bag. He crammed Noora’s body into it, apparently thinking the girl was one hundred and ten pounds of household waste. Then he stuffed the garbage bag in the trunk of the car.

“I don’t know why I went to that parking garage. I guess at first I thought I’d abandon the car and say it was stolen. Then I wanted to get rid of the body. When that woman came in her Mercedes, I realized she’d left her trunk open. I just carried the bag over and slipped Noora out of it into the other car. I don’t think I really thought about what I was doing.”

With his face red from crying, Rami Luoto didn’t look like a Ken doll, but it was easy to see why Jussi Järvenperä had made the connection. Luoto’s haircut and the shape of his face were just like an aging Ken. As it turned out, that had been one of the important clues in identifying the murderer. But this hadn’t been a carefully planned, complex crime. Luoto had just had amazingly good luck. His sister had been on vacation, so he’d had plenty of time to take the car to the nearest gas station to clean it after throwing Noora’s equipment bag into the forest. The skate guards were still in the car, so Luoto had taken them to the construction site near the bus stop a couple of days later.

“The whole time I was waiting to be caught. And I tried to tell. I wanted to . . . but I couldn’t do it. Not even when Hanna killed Teräsvuori.”

I listened to Luoto’s story and his intermittent sobbing in a daze. I couldn’t feel anger anymore, or even disgust. Actually Luoto was irrelevant to me now. I wasn’t even thinking about Noora.

My Creature and I had survived, even though I’d acted like an idiot and endangered both of our lives. The time for idiocy was over now, at least for a few months. I really wasn’t responsible only for my own life anymore. If something had happened to the Creature, I would’ve been no better than Rami Luoto.

I stood up, and this time Luoto didn’t stop me. After taking my time climbing back over the railings, I found my bag and phone, which I used to call the nearest patrol car to pick up Rami. He was still sobbing. Maybe there was also a hint of relief in it. He said he wanted to make amends for Noora’s death, and he followed me around the arena asking for my forgiveness too.

We sat in section D to wait for the police patrol. I wasn’t climbing over any more railings—I was lucky I could stay in my seat. Then a clattering came from the concessions area, and the door opened. I expected to see two uniformed officers, but instead Janne Kivi walked in. His expression turned to one of surprise when he noticed me and Luoto, who was still crying.

“What the hell’s going on?” he yelled from the door. Easily bounding over the boards and onto the ice, he ran toward us. In the middle of the rink his steps slowed and he stopped in the center of the Gothic German s of the Sisu Salmiakki advertisement.

“Rami?” Janne said in alarm, and his face turned desolate when he realized what was happening. “Rami? No, Rami!” His voice was shrill like that of a frightened child, and I thought for a second he would start crying too.

But no. He started running toward us again, and before I could do anything, he had attacked Rami Luoto. Janne pulled Luoto up off the bench and hit him in the face, causing blood to spurt from his already battered nose.

“You fucking piece of shit, I knew it was you!” Janne screamed and hit him again, this time in the jaw. Luoto flew between the benches from the force of the blow.

“I’m going to kill you! I’m going to fucking kill you!”

“Janne, stop!” I screamed, but because he was deaf to everything but his own rage, I had to pull him away from Luoto. It was almost amusing that I was now saving the person who fifteen minutes before had been ready to kill me and my child. I didn’t dare throw myself completely into the fray, so I just tried to get a grip on Janne’s arms as he pummeled Luoto. He started pushing me out of the way but then realized who I was and let his arms drop. Luoto, whose face was covered in blood, tried to crawl away. When Janne moved toward Luoto again, I grabbed his shoulder.

“No, Janne. He isn’t worth it. No matter how hard you hit him, it won’t help anything. You’ll just make things worse!”

Janne stopped for a second and then kicked the nearest plastic bench so violently that it bent, and then he collapsed with his head between his hands. His knuckles were bloody. Just then the janitor walked in with the patrol officers, Jukka Airaksinen and Mira Saastamoinen. I briefly explained the situation and ordered them to arrest Luoto. As they escorted him away, he left a dark-red trail on the ice, which the janitor stared at in astonishment.

I thought I should call Antti. I needed to pay a visit to the maternity ward to have them check on the Creature.

“Let’s go, Janne,” I said.

Stubbornly refusing to raise his head and look at his coach as he disappeared, from between his hands Janne asked, “Are you going to take me to jail again?”

“No.” I sat down next to him. “You said you had guessed Rami killed Noora. How much did you know?”

Janne stood up and walked down a few steps, and then leaned his head against the Plexiglas of the goal judge’s box.

“I guess I sensed that something had happened that shouldn’t have way back at that camp. I was the one who got Noora drunk, because I was stupid. Such a fucking idiot! And Noora indirectly tried to tell me what had happened. But I didn’t want to listen. I didn’t want to hear anything bad about Rami!” Janne slapped the Plexiglas with his hand, making it vibrate so loudly that the janitor looked at us in concern.

I walked down to the ice, but crossing it frightened me. I felt like I would fall instantly and hurt my baby. My legs were shaking and I was starving.

“Let’s go, Janne. We need to clean your hand. We can talk about this later.”

Janne turned to look at me. His green eyes were misty, and his face looked so young and afraid.

“Can you get across alone?” he suddenly asked. Without waiting for a response, he took my arm and started escorting me to the other side of the ice. It felt good to lean on someone. I sensed Janne felt the same way because he didn’t let go of my arm when we reached the boards, walking me to the parking lot where only the janitor’s van and my little Fiat remained.

“Don’t you have your car?” I asked Janne.

“I haven’t dared drive since I got arrested for speeding. For some reason I just keep pressing on the gas, and every oncoming truck looks like an invitation. It would be so easy.”

I nodded, but then I asked Janne to drive me to the hospital. I promised to pay for a taxi to get him home. I didn’t want to drive anywhere tonight. I barely had the strength to dial our home number and ask Antti to meet me. Of course he was worried, even though I tried to calm him down. There wasn’t any pain, and the Creature had just started kicking.

“I should have told the police right away,” Janne said as he drove. “But I wasn’t sure. When you arrested me . . . if I’d blamed Rami then, you wouldn’t have believed me anyway.”

“Maybe we would have, maybe we wouldn’t have. There’s no sense blaming yourself, Janne. It won’t change anything.”

“But Noora’s mom might not have shot Teräsvuori if I had talked.”

“Welcome to the club,” I said bitterly.

Janne glanced at me in surprise. I told him how many people already felt guilty for Teräsvuori’s death and why. Janne didn’t answer. He just wiped his cheeks now and then. He probably wasn’t in any better condition to drive than I was.

Antti was nowhere to be seen in the parking lot at the hospital where we had agreed to meet. I looked in my bag for money for Janne’s taxi and thought that in some other world and maybe at a slightly different age, I really would have fallen for him.

“It stays—the guilt. You don’t get past it,” I told Janne. “You just have to live with it, even though there’ll be mornings when you can’t look yourself in the mirror.”

I wished I could say something more encouraging, but there weren’t words. So instead I hugged him tight, and the Creature participated in the ceremony with a few swift kicks.





EPILOGUE
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The ruddy brown trunks of the pine trees visible through the window sparkled in the morning sun. Roses bloomed on the grounds of the Tammisaari Hospital, and the temperature outside was at least eighty-two degrees.

The delivery room was cooler. I leaned against the beanbag chair, waiting for the next contraction. They were coming at three-minute intervals. The Creature was unlikely to make its appearance for several more hours.

I had woken up around five that morning in a puddle of amniotic fluid. Collecting our bags, we set off in the quiet of the morning as the late summer birdsong was just beginning. It was finally happening. The Creature was coming into the world.

I’d spent the past few weeks lounging in lakes and seawater. A heatwave had hit in late July, sprinkling my face with new freckles and raising my blood pressure to worrying levels. Still, I had been present at the trial when Hanna Nieminen was found not guilty of Teräsvuori’s murder by reason of insanity. She’d been ordered to undergo hospital treatment. I’d heard Teräsvuori’s brother intended to contest the verdict.

The trial for Noora Nieminen’s murder would begin in September. Rami Luoto had confessed, and charges had been filed for second-degree murder and statutory rape. I’d managed to complete the preliminary investigation before maternity leave. Throughout the interrogations, Rami had begged for forgiveness. It was as if knowing he was going to prison was a relief. He was probably lucky he didn’t fully understand what prison would mean for him. Even though Noora hadn’t been very young when she was killed, child rapists and killers were the lowest of the low in the prison pecking order. Someone like Rami would never be able to defend himself. Even though I hated what he had done, I pitied him.

I had brought along the complete works of Jane Austen as hospital reading, but trying to concentrate between contractions wasn’t working. They were already strong enough to block out any other thoughts. I rocked my hips back and forth until the pain subsided again.

Janne, Silja, Irina, and Elena Grigorieva had left for training camp in Canada just after Midsummer. Ulrika had followed a couple of weeks later. They were all relieved to escape the publicity circus that had followed Noora’s murder investigation. A coach turning out to be a pedophile was a juicy story, just the kind of thing people loved to read—especially when the bad guy had already been caught.

Not surprisingly, there hadn’t been anything wrong with Silja’s ankle. A week before her trip, Koivu had finally worked up the courage to ask her out, and she had agreed to dinner and a movie. They had seen each other a time or two after Silja’s return from Canada, but it wasn’t what you could call dating. Apparently the ten-year age gap did mean something to Silja. Poor Koivu was still infatuated, though.

In the end Janne decided to go to Canada too, probably at Ulrika’s urging. Every summer, skaters gathered there from all over the world, and the Espoo Figure-Skating Association had every intention of finding Janne a new partner there. There was no one else on the horizon in Finland. One American girl had already expressed interest, and she would be visiting Finland in September to see the facility in Espoo and get a feel for the country. I had received a postcard from Silja and Janne from Canada. Silja talked about all the sights they’d seen. Janne only wrote one line. Still alive. Sometimes I can look in the mirror, thanks to you. Reading that had helped me through a few sleepless nights.

Another contraction hit, and it felt as if my entire spine were compressing. Strange that I felt the pain more in my back than my belly. I tried to pick at the yogurt they had brought for breakfast. I knew I was going to need the energy, but I couldn’t eat. The midwife came in to hook me up to the CTG machine. The Creature’s heart beat in a steady rhythm, faster than my own. It sounded like it was trying to keep time with the Scarlatti playing on the delivery room stereo.

I’d been really worried about the baby after the confrontation with Rami. However, the ultrasound and heart monitor at the hospital had showed that nothing was wrong. Of course Antti had been furious about it, and for once I admitted he was right.

The midwife disconnected me from the machine and checked my cervix. Five centimeters already.

“We can’t put you in a bath because your water already broke, but I recommend a warm shower. That should help some with the pain,” she said encouragingly. I decide to try it if the pain got really bad. I wanted to try to get through this without drugs, even though I’d had nightmares in which I begged them to give me anything, even just aspirin for the pain.

Elena had thrown Tomi out on the street, and a divorce was already in the works. Ulrika was pressuring the Ministry of the Interior to award Elena and Irina Finnish citizenship as soon as possible. She must have been afraid of losing Elena to America, where not everyone would know the unfortunate details of her two marriages. The Russian militia didn’t intend to charge Tomi for Anton Grigoriev’s accidental death, but there were other possible charges rattling around.

Another contraction, sharp and intense. Now they were coming every two minutes. I tried to think of them as friends that were bringing the Creature closer to me and Antti.

“Time for the shower?” Antti asked as he saw my face contort in pain. I tried to stay relaxed, but it wasn’t easy when I felt as if my abdomen was being crushed in a steel vice.

“Soon. Put on some more music,” I said, and continued my rocking walk back and forth across the room. The world around was quiet, just the random rustling of the summer breeze in the trees and the call of a bird flying by above the tops of the pines.

I had filed my official application for the lieutenant spot. No one else in the department besides Ström and I had applied, and a couple of weeks ago I’d been selected. Of course Ström had filed a complaint, and that was still under review, but I was relatively certain I would be returning from my maternity leave as unit commander.

“Let’s try that shower now, but first I have to throw up,” I told Antti when the pain got too bad to bear alone. Stripping down naked, we climbed into the cramped stall. I felt as if I’d entered a different world, one ruled by pain and waiting.

There was no longer any reality beyond the three-by-three-foot space, its white walls and the rushing of the water. There was only my body, which vomited and defecated as if trying to push everything out of itself. Only Antti’s soothing words and tanned, naked body. Only the pain, each time tightening the corset around my belly and the small of my back, pain like a mountain I had to climb one step at a time: one, two, three . . . At twenty-five I arrived at the top, and on the downhill side the pain eased until fifty when it was gone, but for such a short time that the only option was to wait for its return. Sometimes I screamed, sometimes I only whimpered. Making noises helped.

I don’t know how long I’d been in the shower. Afterward Antti said it was almost two hours before I started to feel the urge to push. The pain in my cervix was so intense. Antti called the midwife, who declared that the Creature and I were ready; my cervix was completely open. I sat naked in the birthing chair, and Antti sat behind me with his arms wrapped around me so I could lean on him. The midwife closed the blinds and brought a mirror so I could see the baby come out. The burning pain surged, and I pushed as my baby and I opened a path from one world to the next.

Then the burning went away again, but the pressure between my legs grew. Exhausted, I smiled at the midwife, who smiled back, and I asked for a glass of water. I managed to take one gulp before the pain started again and the pressure pulled me apart. This continued for about ten minutes, and I panted and screamed and pushed with all my might whenever another contraction came.

“Just a little more . . . you can see the head already,” the midwife said, lifting the mirror to a slightly better angle. There was the delicate head between my own coarse pubic hairs, my child’s head appearing from inside of me like a nut coming out of its shell. Gently I touched it, and when the pain came again, I growled as women have always done, growling like animals pushing their cubs out of themselves. That was the same way I gave birth to my child.

When I took her in my arms, I saw that she was a girl, a beautiful person covered in blood and vernix, who looked at us silently with wide eyes. I heard Antti weeping, but I didn’t cry, I just babbled gentle nonsense words to tell our daughter how welcome she was with us. The baby replied in her own language, making silly little sounds. Then I pressed her little fishy body against my own sweating chest so she could hear the beating of my heart and know that she was safe.
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