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PART ONE
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THE READER was at first surprised, then shocked, as the criminal Raskolnikov was abruptly slain in the middle of the street, right before her eyes. Sonya, the hooker with the heart of gold, shot him through the heart. It happened midway through an essay on the Dostoevsky classic.


The reader’s name was Ella Amanda Milana. She was twenty-six years old and the possessor of a pair of beautifully curving lips and a pair of defective ovaries, among other parts.


The assessment of her lips had been given to her that same Thursday, five minutes before the end of the lunch hour, by the biology teacher. She’d been told about the faulty ovary by a doctor fourteen months earlier. She’d left the doctor’s office a woman with something cold and defective at her core, though the day outside was still warm and sunny.


Three months after the diagnosis and a couple of days after Ella’s engagement was broken off, events had taken a turn for the better.


She’d made a mental inventory.


First off, she had good lips. Her fingers were said to be delicate and beautiful. Her face couldn’t be called beautiful, as she had sometimes been reminded, but it was a pleasant face, sensitive, even appealing. She could see that for herself in the mirror. And a lover had once detected something artistic in the colour of her nipples—he’d gone at once to gather up his oil paints from somewhere in his apartment and mixed the pigments for three hours before he’d got the hue just right.


Ella Amanda Milana stared at the page of notebook paper.


There were thirty-seven high school students sitting in front of her whose essays she was supposed to correct, and she was thinking about the colour of her nipples. The unexpected literary murder had taken away her focus. She could no longer maintain her abstract role as reader—not today, not in this class.


She looked up from the essay as if she’d seen a bug crawling across it and looked at the class, but the class didn’t look back. The students were writing, bent over their papers, pens scratching like busy little rodents.


The essay was written by the boy sitting in the third row near the windows.


Ella was a touch offended, but she couldn’t be angry with him. She wondered if a substitute teacher was expected to take such attempts at cheating seriously.


She had been a little bit angry for a long time, and she was angry now, but not at the boy. She was angry at her ovaries. The boy’s literature essay was a temporary side issue. Her ovaries, on the other hand, were attached to her permanently, and she to them. She would have preferred them not to be a part of what made up the person known as Ella Amanda Milana, who was sitting in front of that class holding the spurious essay in her hands.


When she had introduced the classics list to the students, she’d claimed that she had read Crime and Punishment for the first time in high school and again in college.


She realized now that she had been thinking of a different book.


She had never read Dostoevsky’s famous work in its entirety. She’d read the first twenty pages in high school, and got up to page fifty-two in college, but she hadn’t finished it. Someone had borrowed it from her and then sold it at the used book store.


Nevertheless, she was reasonably sure that Sonya, the hooker with the heart of gold, had not shot Raskolnikov in the heart at the end of the novel. And she would be willing to bet that Raskolnikov, contrary to what the essay claimed, had not killed the old woman who ran the pawn shop by strangling her with a piano wire. She’d been to lectures on Dostoevsky at the university and she’d seen the movie and the television show, so she did know something about the book, even if her own copy had gone to the used book store four years ago.


She ended the class and called the boy out from the flood of students. She made a sarcastic reference to his reading skills, and his morals.


He fished the book out of his bag and handed it to her.


“Check it yourself, ma’am,” he said. “That’s how the story goes.”


Ella let him leave, since he clearly had no desire to discuss it with her. She would deal with the matter later.


After she’d looked at the book for a moment, her cheeks began to burn. On the next to last page of the novel, Sonya shot two bullets into Raskolnikov’s heart. And at the beginning of the book, Raskolnikov really did strangle the pawn broker with a piece of piano wire.


Ella dug her cell phone out of her bag and called her literature professor.


She’d written her thesis on the mythological aspects of Laura White’s books for children. Professor Eljas Korpimäki had been her advisor, and had made no attempt to hide his pleasure: “An excellent choice. If you’re interested in further study of the subject, get in touch with me and I’ll see what I can do. There’s a lot to investigate in White’s work, and even I haven’t managed to take a look at all of her output.”


“Hello,” the professor said. “Korpimäki here.”


Ella identified herself and immediately asked him, breathing hard, “Does Sonya shoot Raskolnikov at the end?”


Her professor laughed.


Ella realized how peculiar her question sounded.


“Are you in literature class right now? You’re in Joensuu, right?”


“That was just a four-month stint,” she said with practised nonchalance. She tried to sound a bit more rational than she had a moment earlier. “I’m in Rabbit Back now. At the high school. And I just wanted to confirm this as fast as possible, since students will be students, and I’ve never … I mean, I don’t have the book in my hands at the moment, and I can’t seem to recall exactly how the story goes, but I need to check this plot point.”


“I understand,” the professor said. “Nobody shoots Raskolnikov, least of all Sonya.”


Ella stared at the book in her hands for a moment and then said, “What if I were to insist that I’ve seen a version of Crime and Punishment where Raskolnikov gets shot? Sonya shoots him because she believes the world would be a better place without him.”


The professor didn’t say anything.


Ella knew she was sounding irrational again. Whenever she spoke with certain people, of whom the professor was just one, she lost her usual firm feeling of control. At the university she and a friend had developed a two-part theory to explain the phenomenon.


According to the first part of the theory, she became nervous in the presence of strangers if she sensed that they had a genuine interest in her and her ideas. But she rarely got nervous, although she interacted with numerous people on a daily basis, some of whom were, in fact, attempting to form a relationship with her. This was explained by the second part of the theory, which held that all people have an inborn need to make their ideas and personality known to the world, but as a rule no one is interested in what is going on in anyone else’s head.


That also explained God. People need an interested listener. They thirst for the undivided attention of someone once they’ve left childhood, so they invented God, someone to watch them and listen to them all the time.


“Could it be from some new, postmodern version of the book?” the professor suggested. “Are you sure it was the work by Dostoevsky? I think you must have been looking at some other book that used the same characters as in the original novel, or something like that. Hey, Ella, do you happen to remember what exact book we’re talking about? I could use something like that in my Dostoevsky lectures. It sounds quite interesting. Could you maybe write a short piece on the subject? I’m editing a collection of articles, and a point of view like that would work quite well in it.”


He sounded excited. Ella regretted calling him.


Dostoevsky’s name was on the book, in its entirety. The title of the book seemed to be the standard—Crime and Punishment. It was published by Karisto in 1986, translated into Finnish by M. Vuori, and examined for complete linguistic accuracy by Lea Pyykkö. Ella stared at the cover.


“I guess it could be some sort of new version,” she said.


*   *   *


The Rabbit Back library was a red, three-storey fortress at the top of the hill above the school. Its main entrance was framed by two white marble columns.


The columns had been a gift to local cultural life from Mr Lindgren, the late owner of the stone works. Ella had seen a 1975 clipping about the donation of the columns in her mother’s scrapbook. The newspaper article included a black and white photo, with a crane in the background and a group of locals in the foreground—quite a large crowd, including Lindgren himself, and next to him a young Laura White. It was said that Lindgren had been trying to impress the authoress. Behind Laura White stood a group of children—the Rabbit Back Literature Society, a collection of gifted children who would, with White’s guidance, grow up to be writers.


Ella’s grandmother, when she was alive, had referred to the library as “a lousy mausoleum that sullies the whole centre of town”. She wasn’t the only one who thought the building was grim, cold, and much too large. Some locals had learned to hate the place as children. The children of Rabbit Back had to walk by the library every morning panting and sweaty, since the long, steep road to the school passed the building.


Ella thought the place radiated nobility. There were oaks growing around it, which gave it a formal look, like a painting, and in the summer the twittering of birds washed among the limbs of the trees and could be heard inside the library when the windows were open.


Some way from the library there was a small wooded area, and hidden among the trees was Mother Snow’s Book Café. When she was little, Ella would ride her bike there to buy ice cream on Sundays, and every time she went, she would stop at the library to try the locked doors and peek through the windows.


Ella found it difficult to stay away from papery dust of the library for any length of time. Even now, as she approached the place with the problematic Dostoevsky in her bag, she was overcome with the same veneration she’d felt as a child. She had been the kind of child you find in every library, lugging around stacks of books. Once, when she was sick in bed with pneumonia for two weeks, the librarian had called her house to ask if everything was all right. All the old ladies and gents in town used to greet her among the shelves: Hello, Ella! Find anything good today?


She’d read more than was healthy, hundreds of books every year. Some of them she read twice, or even three times, before returning them. Some of them she would check out again after letting them sink in a while. She’d thought at the time that books were at their best when you’d read them two or three times.


She walked between the massive pillars. She always felt a little tickle when she did it. A dog lying on the steps started awake and stared at her, then made a gruff noise and ran off. There was a sign on the door. Ella read it without stopping, opened the door, and went inside.


It was a cool, open space. She walked across the foyer towards the check-out desk through the familiar aroma of paper, dust, and old ink.


“I’d like to make a complaint,” she said to the librarian, whose brown eyes looked at her through horn-rimmed glasses.


The woman at the desk wore a name tag: Ingrid Katz.


“Excuse me, but are you Ingrid Katz, the author?” Ella asked in a friendly tone.


“No, I’m Ingrid Katz, the librarian,” the woman answered, just as friendly. A smoky smell wafted from her clothing. “You say you have a complaint?”


“Perhaps more of a notification,” Ella said. “I recently found myself in a strange situation with one of my students. He wrote an essay which seemed to me to be a bit … questionable.”


The librarian smiled. “Was it improper? They often are at that age. But it will pass. The age, and the impropriety. Luckily, everything does.”


Ella took the book out of her bag. “Let me explain. It turned out that it wasn’t the essay that was the problem, it was the book he was writing about. This book. Crime and Punishment, by Dostoevsky. It looks completely authentic, but strangely enough, it’s written wrong. It’s been changed. And he checked it out here. It has your stamp on it.”


She slid the book across the counter. Ingrid Katz didn’t seem particularly interested. She just smiled, got up from her chair, and turned around to the reference shelf behind her. The book lay on the the desk between them.


“Typographical errors sometimes happen,” she said, her back to Ella. “Sometimes whole pages are missing. Or sometimes there are even superfluous pages added. After all, they’re made by people, and when people make things, they always make mistakes. To err is human, and the whole history of humankind is a litany of various errors. I’m sure you’ve heard about the Christmas calendars.”


“What Christmas calendars?”


Ingrid Katz shook her head. Her swinging hair momentarily revealed her thin, graceful neck.


“Heavens. It was quite a while ago, but it seems there was an Advent calendar, the kind that has little doors with pictures behind, and somehow the pictures were anything but Christmassy. They were downright pornographic, in fact. There was an article about it in the paper.”


“I see,” Ella said. “But anyway, in this book, Sonya shoots Raskolnikov. And Raskolnikov strangles the pawn broker with a piano wire. That’s not how the story goes. I’m sure you’re familiar with it. I was thinking that it might be some sort of censored version, but it seems to be an ordinary edition.” She thought for a moment, made a restless movement, and smiled again. “It’s a bit odd, I suppose, to complain about such a small matter, but I think we ought to get to the bottom of it. Where would we be if anything at all could turn up in books?”


Ingrid Katz came back to the counter and looked Ella in the eye.


“I can assure you that the book in question will not be returned to circulation. These things happen sometimes. It’s not commonly spoken of, but there are quite a few pranksters working in publishing. Thank you for calling it to our attention.”


“Don’t mention it. Actually, I’d like to take it with me,” Ella said, reaching for the book. “I know a literature professor who would like to make copies of the inaccurate passages.”


Ingrid Katz’s eyes flashed and she snapped up the book before Ella could get hold of it.


“That would certainly be fine, normally,” she said, sliding the book under the counter, “within the restrictions of copyright, of course. But the book has been returned now, and I can’t allow it to return to circulation due to these discrepancies. It’s a matter of principle. We at the library must adhere to certain standards. I’m sorry, and thank you again for bringing this to our attention.”


She turned back to her work behind the counter. Ella looked at her profile, her neck and the crown of her head, thought for a moment, then nodded and headed towards the reading lounge.


The reading lounge was on the third floor, along with the poetry and plays. As she climbed the stairs, Ella could see all three floors at once. There was a cove in the centre of the building that the stairs wound around in a spiral. At the highest point of the cove was a skylight made up of nine panes of glass. On sunny days it lit up the books below with a cathedral-like light, but at the moment all that peeped through were the crows and jackdaws on the roof.


The first floor held the children’s books and adult literature. As Ella looked down she saw a group of statues standing in the first-floor lobby. According to the sign on the door it was the annual exhibition of the Rabbit Back Sculptors’ Association, which this year was titled “From Nixies to Water Sprites—Mythic Representations from the Works of Laura White”.


The second floor was non-fiction. Ella noticed that the dog book section, nearest the stairway, was marked with a yellow sign that read DOG LITERATURE. There were only a few books on the shelf.


When she got to the third floor, Ella picked up a copy of Rabbit Tracks from the rack and chose a table with a view of Ingrid Katz, who was still sitting behind the counter two floors below.


They called this area the reading lounge—at least there was a sign that exhorted her to PLEASE BE QUIET IN THE READING LOUNGE. The “lounge” consisted of six worn tables next to the stair railing.


Ella leafed through Rabbit Tracks, glancing now and then at the librarian. According to the newspaper, the harvest in Rabbit Back was going well, and young Virmasalo, a local running hopeful, had won the silver in a national competition. There were demands for stricter dog control. The regular column by dog psychologist A. Louniala was titled “Man’s Best and Oldest Friend”, and was filled with care and training advice. The town council was considering a remodel of the council building. The literary supplement presented new and up-and-coming authors.


Ella knew her short story hadn’t yet been printed. Perhaps later in the fall, the editor had told her. She shuddered as if someone had walked over her grave, and decided to call the editor and ask for the story back. She wasn’t ready to show it in public yet after all. It had been a bad idea from the beginning; she realized that now.


There was a small news item on page four about a farmer named P. Lahtinen who had found a potato in his field shaped like Mother Snow. He had promised the unusual potato to Laura White, should she want it for her collection, and his wife had promised to make coffee and sweet rolls if the authoress came to pick it up in person.


Ella lost interest in the newspaper. The yellow sign kept drawing her attention. DOG LITERATURE, in black capital letters, every time she looked at it. Eventually she started to ask herself why she didn’t leave.


She had finished all her classes for the day, but she had a large pile of papers to grade in the evening. And her mother was expecting her to bring home food and medicine. There was no way of knowing how confused her father had been that day. She had also been looking forward to a little afternoon nap.


But still she sat there, on the third floor of the library, leafing through the local paper and keeping the librarian under surveillance.


What she was doing was crazy, she understood that. On the other hand, Ingrid Katz was behaving suspiciously. She hadn’t taken the discovery of the inaccuracies in the book as lightly as she had pretended. She also hadn’t seemed surprised that the library might contain books with significant discrepancies in their contents.


Of course, Ella had run across a wide range of translations and outright translation errors, she’d read abridged versions of books, and books with missing pages, even one book with a missing ending. And sometimes official new versions of books were published when times changed and there was no longer a need to shelter readers from indecent language or dubious passages.


But she had never seen the very plot of a book consciously or unconsciously altered as it was in this version of Crime and Punishment. A prank like that would take a very unusual saboteur and it was hard to imagine what the motive would be. And how could such a book remain in circulation for nearly twenty years without anyone noticing anything strange about it?


Ella might have been behaving contrary to habit and to her own common sense that evening, but the existence of the irregular Dostoevsky deeply offended her, and when she was offended she could sometimes do impulsive, purely intuitive things.


*   *   *


The students’ papers in her bag were waiting to be graded, and her mother was waiting at home for groceries and her father’s medicine. People came and went.


Two hours went by. Ella Amanda Milana, substitute teacher of Finnish Language and Literature, sat in the library watching Ingrid Katz, librarian. She was starting to feel foolish, but she couldn’t give up, not yet.


Finally, the librarian left her desk and walked through the crowd of stone nixies and pixies to the book stacks.


Ella shifted on her perch to see better. Ingrid Katz was standing at the D shelves piling books onto a cart. She emptied at least a metre of shelf and pushed the cart into the back room.


The back room was where the librarians went to eat lunch and change clothes. The only entrance was behind the checkout desk. The door to the room was hung with a poster of C.S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. It had a picture of the magic wardrobe with its door opened invitingly.


Ingrid Katz came out of the back room and sat at the counter for a long time. Finally she went to the second floor to help a man in a hat with something.


Ella had already left her previous position and descended to the lower level. She approached the check-out desk. She browsed the shelf of honour set aside for Laura White’s books and their numerous translations.


Then she sprang into action.


She walked behind the counter, unhurried and nonchalant. She glanced around, touched her front teeth with her tongue, and slipped into the back room.


She formed a cover story in her mind in case Ingrid Katz found her there. She would say she was looking for Ingrid herself because she wanted to ask her a question and was in a hurry.


In any case, what could the librarian do to her, even if she did find her there? Kill her? Knock her unconscious?


Probably not, but she might very well call the police and file a criminal report on her.


What a hubbub that would cause. It would make headlines in Rabbit Tracks. SUBSTITUTE LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE TEACHER NABBED STEALING BOOKS. She would lose her reputation, and her job with it. She would have a criminal record that would follow her for the rest of her life.


Ella was getting scared. She realized now that she had better leave while she had the chance. She thanked herself for coming to her senses in time, before she’d done something really stupid.


Then she noticed the books on the table.


They were in three stacks. There was a bottle of Jaffa soda, a mandarin orange, and a bag of liquorice next to them. Ingrid Katz’s lunch. Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment was at the bottom of one stack. Ella’s heart started to race as she picked up the book. She took five other books, too—the first few she could find that were thin enough to fit in her bag.


Her fingers were as cold as magpies’ feet.


At the bottom of her bag was a comic book she’d confiscated during her morning class. Ella laid the comic over the stack of books and closed the bag.


Then she walked out of the library.
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PAAVO EMIL MILANA was named after two historic runners: Paavo Nurmi and Emil Zápotek. When he was in his twenties he had been a runner almost comparable to his namesakes, just as his late father had wished—if not in performance, then certainly in spirit. He had the heart of a runner, as light and quick as a dragonfly.


For thirty years he had run ten kilometres every day. He would go for a run in the morning before leaving for the office and then again as soon as he finished work, even on the windy night when his daughter was born. He wore out six pairs of running shoes every year, and was given a new tracksuit every Christmas. His family fondly called him the Rabbit Back Rocket, and the custom had spread to the rest of the town.


Now, at fifty-five, Paavo Emil Milana spent his days sitting in the back garden among the grass and daisies and nettles, the currants and apple trees, the frogs, hedgehogs, bugs and butterflies. His garden season started as soon as the snow melted and didn’t end until the first frost.


The change had come over the past six years.


It was no use offering him a book to read. It was no use trying to get him to go swimming, boating or visiting. He just wanted to look at the garden, to watch it grow—that’s how he explained it to his wife, Marjatta, who had begun to think of herself as a widow and sometimes suffered from a terrible feeling of guilt because of it. Old age doesn’t always wait till you’re old, was her way of answering him.


Every day seemed to break off another little piece of Paavo Emil Milana’s personality, and piece by piece he was less and less the Paavo Emil Milana she had married.


At the moment, Paavo Emil Milana was looking at his daughter over a wet pair of spectacles. “Can’t a person decide for himself where he wants to sit?” he said angrily. “Have we turned communist? Is that what you’re telling me? A communist country, where a man can’t sit where he wants to? Et tu? Show me your party card. You must have it in a pocket somewhere.”


Ella looked at his tense bearing. His grey, too-long hair flowed under the brim of his hat. Her mother would no doubt be tiptoeing into the garden with the scissors in her hand sometime soon. A tangle of chest hair lay under his plaid shirt.


“Anybody can sit wherever they like,” Ella said. “That’s your prerogative. It’s just that it’s raining out here.”


He looked at the sky in surprise.


“And Mum says to come inside,” Ella added.


Paavo Emil Milana tore his hat off his head. “If your mother says to come inside, then by all means do so. Children should obey their parents, contrary to what the Reds seem to think. Who exactly is your mother?”


“I mean she wants you to come inside.”


“Aha. Are you that teacher, then? My daughter?”


Ella admitted she was, for the third time that day.


He peered at her over his glasses, a flash of bewilderment in his eyes. Then he smiled slyly. “I’ll be right in. You go on ahead. I just have to listen for a moment.”


“I already went on ahead twice,” Ella said, “and you’re still sitting here. You’re not trying to trick me, are you?”


“I have some things to do here,” he explained vaguely. “I won’t be long. You go ahead, sweetheart.”


“You’re getting wet.”


He looked indignant. “Wet? Let’s think about the rain, shall we? Little spheres of water falling from the sky. They’re harmless. Do you think that water only belongs in lakes and ponds and rivers, in pipes and bathtubs? What troubles we go to, building ourselves waterproof roofs, clothes, umbrellas, all to keep from having anything to do with water. We try so hard to separate ourselves from it.”


He lifted his arms as if to embrace the rain.


“But we are made from water. You are, and so am I. Water is flowing through us all the time. The same water everywhere. Is water God? It is certainly life, at least. Life has its source in water. Just think about that.”


Ella stood for a moment longer with her father in the rain as he sank back into solitary silence. They looked in the same direction for a little while.


There was a meadow on the other side of the garden fence. In the middle was a gazebo, a picturesque but dilapidated structure surrounded by thistles and nettles. A dark figure stood inside it looking out.


Years ago, a party for the whole neighbourhood had been held there. The hosts were a family who had recently moved to town and wanted to make a good impression. As was the custom in Rabbit Back, they had been showered with gifts of mythological statuary—elves, forest nymphs, gnomes, and one life-sized goblin, as big as a man, a crystallization of the artist’s darkest impulses. The ecstatic party-givers had placed the statues around their house and garden, but the grim expression on the face of the goblin had so frightened their children that they had quietly carried it off to the gazebo. Ever since, it had made the gazebo a favoured place for the children of the town to test their bravery.


Now the goblin seemed to have company. Three dogs had gone under the gazebo roof to get out of the rain. Soon they, too, grew uneasy and trotted away.


Ella’s father rubbed the side of his nose. Ella’s gaze floated through the rain and fixed itself on her father’s unshaven cheek, and the scar visible under the stubble.


The garden was the only place where her father felt at peace anymore. He was almost happy there. Soon winter would force him to sit indoors for months.


Ella fetched an umbrella, placed it in his hand, and went back into the house.


*   *   *


A curved stairway led to Ella’s old room. The fifth and fourteenth steps squeaked when you stepped on them. Ella hadn’t stepped on those steps since the age of five.


A lot of her old things had been taken out of the room. Her mother had made it into a sewing room. Ella Milana didn’t remember her mother ever sewing anything but the flowered curtains that hung in the sewing room’s open window, wet with rain.


Her substitute job would soon end and she would be transferred to another district. Until then, she would sit at her old writing desk and grade literature papers. Her legs didn’t quite fit under the desk anymore.


There was a bag of sweets at a corner of the desktop. She paid herself one for each graded paper. After every fifth paper she went downstairs to clear her mind. Once she’d finished all twenty-five, her work for the evening would be done. Then she would take a look at those books.


Taking a break from the grading, she glanced at the Dostoevsky, which lay on the bed, waiting. She had read through Raskolnikov’s death as soon as she got home. She’d decided to save the rest for later.


She tried to forget about Dostoevsky and his companions and immerse herself in the literature assignments.


*   *   *


The essays blared through her consciousness with their insights, opinions, attitudes, misconstructions, confessions and justifications. Jokes, banalities and metaphors assaulted her sensibilities, and the floodgates of language standards creaked as dubious sentence structures and hyphenation errors dribbled through their cracks.


Every imperfect essay left a dent in Ella’s mind. Sometimes their incorrect formulations would stick in her mind for days, swirling and blocking her thoughts. A couple of weeks earlier she had made a count and discovered that during her lifetime she would read approximately 74,148 such essays. Then she would retire, her head permanently dented by these odd sentences.


*   *   *


When she had only seven papers left to her evening’s work, Ella stopped to admire one about the works of Agatha Christie. It struck her as above average, even exceptional. It was fresh, clear, and well organized. It wasn’t about any Dostoevsky or Kundera, but for a high school student it showed some rather mature thinking.


She gave the essay a perfect ten and drew a little parrot next to the number.


Then she started to wonder if she should submit the paper for the Laura White file. The principal had made it very clear that all work earning a perfect ten should be copied for Laura White’s file. But he had also urged caution in awarding perfect tens.


We enjoy a long and glorious tradition in our writing, so declaring a student’s linguistic creation perfect should not be taken lightly. As a young teacher, Ella, you would be wise to keep in mind that a text can be very good without being commendable, and that even a commendable text is not the same thing as an exceptional one. It’s terribly kind of Ms White to take notice of our school in her search for the new members she desires, and we should under no circumstances inflict any mediocrity on her.


The Laura White file was a brown leather portfolio that was kept behind the principal’s desk. Ella had heard that Laura White sometimes appeared at the school, drank coffee with the principal in the school office, and took the papers from the file with her to read. She wanted to see the work of any good new writers in order to consider them for membership in the Rabbit Back Literature Society.


But the Society hadn’t accepted any new members in three decades.


Ella read the Agatha Christie essay again, saw a hint of mediocrity in it, and wrote a minus after the ten.


*   *   *


Later that evening Ella was looking out her bedroom window and saw her mother leading her reluctant husband away from the garden. The wind was increasing, the stalks of grass and the limbs of the trees bending towards the glistening, wet earth.


“Library police. Good evening,” a voice said behind her.


Ella spun around.


Ingrid Katz, librarian, gestured towards the books lying on the bed and smiled.


“I just came to tell you that you forgot to fill out an official check-out form for those books. And all of them are, unfortunately, out of circulation. So I can’t loan them out anymore. It’s odd that they should have ended up being taken out. I thought I had taken them off the shelves. But it’s so easy to make mistakes, isn’t it?”


Ingrid Katz was standing in the middle of the floor in her socks with her head at a questioning tilt. Ella swallowed her excuse. She felt belligerent.


She managed to sound like the injured party as she asked how it was that the Rabbit Back library had happened to collect such a large number of defective works of literature.


Ella had spent half an hour looking through the books she’d stolen. There were many books in the pile that were unknown to her, so she couldn’t tell if they had any errors in them. But two of them were books she knew well, and she had found flagrant, bizarre, scandalous errors in them that would have had to be the work of an entire conspiracy of rogue printers.


Mersault, the main character in Albert Camus’s The Stranger, wasn’t convicted of murder, as he was in the official version of the novel. Instead, Josef K. broke into the prison, helped Mersault escape, and remained behind in his place. And while Aslan, the lion god in C.S. Lewis’s Narnia, had sacrificed himself for the human children, this Aslan made short work of the White Witch by taking her head between his teeth.


“This is ridiculous,” Ella said. “How in the world can something like this happen and not be in all the papers!”


Ingrid Katz shrugged.


“These things happen sometimes. What else can I say? There’s nothing in it to make a splash in the tabloids. Literature doesn’t interest a large audience. These are almost all old books. Somebody working at a printer’s just decided to have a little joke at the reader’s expense and did it to amuse himself.”


Ingrid paused for a moment and leaned down to pick the books up from the bed.


“Well,” she said. “I guess I’ll take these with me. I understand that you’re interested in them, and they would no doubt be collector’s items on the open market, but I’m sure you understand that I can’t let anyone have them.”


“Why not?”


“Oh, no. It’s against the rules. Any faulty copies must be destroyed.”


“There must be a lot of these pranksters at the printing houses,” Ella said. “All of these books were printed in different places. I checked. Unless there’s one malicious individual moving from one printer to the next.”


Ingrid Katz thought for a moment.


“Yes. It could be a conspiracy of printers’ employees, or one individual saboteur. In any case, it’s my job as a librarian to remove the offending copies from circulation. And I hope you won’t talk about this in public. I really wouldn’t want book collectors to descend on our libraries and try to steal these irregular books. I’m sure you understand.”


Ella didn’t say anything.


“What I mean to say,” Ingrid continued patiently, “is that if you can keep quiet about this, I won’t go blabbing about your behaviour today. I may not actually be the library police, but stealing books is indeed stealing, and it might be of as much interest to the authorities as the theft of an outboard motor, were they to hear of it.”


There was a moment of silence. The librarian’s threat was embarrassing to both of them.


“Were they to hear of it. Nice use of the subjunctive,” Ella said drily.


“It is, isn’t it?” Ingrid said.


They smiled at each other, ever so slightly charmed. Then the librarian went down the stairs with Ella behind her, pulled on her shoes, stepped out the door, and opened her umbrella, which was waiting on the porch.


Ella noticed her mother walking around in the garden, bent double. She looked up and waved. “He lost his glasses. Apparently the garden gnomes took them. Now I’m stuck looking for the silly things.”


“I’d stay and help,” Ingrid Katz said, “but I have to go and close up the library. We close at seven, and the new intern is there by herself.”


She walked to her bicycle, put the pile of books on the rack, and pedalled away, one hand holding the umbrella, which the wind tried to wrest away from her.


*   *   *


Ella looked up Ingrid Katz when she got back to her room. The librarian and the author were the same person.


It made her smile.


She contented herself with Ingrid’s explanation for the irregular books. Later she came to realize that under one reality there’s always another. And another one under that.
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ELLA WAS WATCHING her mother look at old slides.


The hum of the projector filled the living room. It smelled like old times. Colour photos of a happy family glowed on the white wall.


Click. A mother, young and thin, smiling shyly. Click. A father posing as a runner with a false French moustache under his nose and a little girl clinging to his leg. Click. The father with his arm around the mother, who looks small and happy. Click. The mother standing in the garden naked, young, the father spraying her with the hose. Click. The little girl sitting in the garden swing with a book in her hands, click, in the hammock, click, in a boat. The backgrounds changed, but the book remained. The lawns were pristine, no bugs creeping through them, the sky a deep blue, and although there were red sunsets, night never came.


Ella sat in the corner with her chin on her knees and tried to send her mind back to the living, original memories behind the slides. She breathed in the scent of the projector and tried to follow its trail to the traces of memory in her mind.


She remembered the smell of the grass when she lay on the lawn reading a book of fairy tales. She went back in her mind to how her father’s sweat smelled when he would sit down next to her on the sofa after a long run. She also found the scent of coffee and fresh cardamom rolls on Sunday afternoons, and the smell of the blue salve her mother spread on her back and chest when she was achy.


Ella Milana followed her memories as closely as she could. She tried to build these scents into a three-dimensional image around her and make it move. She pounded on her memory like a coffee machine on the blink, but her past returned only in small fragments. If all of her remembered images from birth to confirmation were laid end to end, they would have formed at most a short film of ten minutes, grainy, fuzzy and confused.


Ella couldn’t remember things that she knew about on her own. She had memories of memories, or of things she’d been told.


Her dwindling memories were copies of the originals, copies that she regularly made new copies from, blurrier than the previous ones, fading to invisibility. Maybe she herself was blurry, a partially altered copy of the Ella Amanda she had been yesterday.


She had always trusted that she would have some kind of past she could return to, re-examine. But lately her mother grew nervous whenever Ella tried to ask her about the good old days. Her mother didn’t want to waste her time dwelling on the past. All she was interested in were television shows and entering raffle drawings in the hope of winning a prize. It was no use asking her father about anything. Disease had nibbled Paavo Emil Milana’s memories to pieces.


It was horrible, the swathe decay could cut through a person’s memory. Swallowing up even the present moment. It was absolutely unbearable.


*   *   *


Paavo Emil Milana’s glasses were found in the end. The frames were broken into four pieces lying in different parts of the garden. The left lens was in the potato patch, the right one in the middle of the rose bushes. There were deep scratches on the left one.


“Paavo, honey, do you know how expensive glasses are? And you break your only pair and toss them around like a little child.”


Paavo Milana squinted at his wife.


“I didn’t break anything. The damned gnomes ambushed me. They didn’t like me looking at them.”


Marjatta Milana looked at her daughter.


“Old age doesn’t always wait till you’re old,” she said, stroking her husband’s hair. “Your hair needs a cut. It’s as ratty as a forest troll’s. People would hardly know you were a person if I didn’t look after you.”


*   *   *


When Ella Milana, substitute language and literature teacher, finished the last lesson of the day, one of the boys came up to her with a briefcase in his hand.


“May I have my comic book back?” he asked. When he saw the expression on her face he thought it best to swear that he would never bring a comic book to school again.


Ella dug through her bag and handed him the comic. He thanked her and started to leave, but then didn’t.


“Well, what is it?” Ella asked impatiently. “It may be a little torn, since it’s been lying in my bag for two weeks, but nobody told you to read it during the lesson.”


The boy shook his head. “Yeah, but … it’s not that. This isn’t my comic.”


Ella raised her eyebrows.


“Of course it is. I’m a literature teacher. I don’t carry comic books around in my bag. I have placed exactly one comic book in this bag in my entire life—the one I confiscated from you.”


The boy flipped through the comic book’s pages with his brow furrowed, then tossed it on the desk and pushed his hair back. “Interesting comic, but it’s not mine.”


Ella sighed.


“Well then you’ve caught me. I admit it. That comic is part of the secret comics stash that I carry with me at all times. Forgive me. I’ll give back your comic as soon as I can find it among my comics collection.”


She stared at the boy until he gave up and left the classroom. Once he had left, Ella put the comic back in her bag. As she turned her phone back on she noticed that she had two messages.


The first was from Ingrid Katz. She said that Laura White had seen Ella’s short story in the Rabbit Tracks literary supplement and liked it. Ingrid also added, in a peculiar tone, that she needed to meet with Ella sometime soon to talk to her about an important matter.


The other message was from Ella’s mother and was more howled than spoken.


Ella’s father had been taken to the hospital in an ambulance after some sort of accident in the garden. “Call me as soon as you get this message,” her mother’s keening voice pleaded. Then, remembering her phone manners, she added, “Thanks. I’ll talk to you later.”
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PAAVO EMIL MILANA WAS IN Room 4 of the overnight ward.


He was covered in cuts, scratches, scrapes and bruises. Ella and Marjatta Milana sat next to his bed. There were old people in the other three beds, staring at the ceiling, their mouths black holes.


He’ll live, the doctor had assured them. He hadn’t lost as much blood as they’d thought when he arrived, and his abrasions looked worse than they were. The old fellow had been quite confused when they brought him in, there was no denying that. They still didn’t have a cure for Alzheimer’s, at least not here at the health clinic, heh, and whatever shock he’d had would pass sooner or later. He might eventually be able to tell them what happened, or then again he might not. That was how it was. Sometimes you just had to accept that you would never know for sure—it could be one thing, could be another. But the sedative they’d given him ought to let him sleep through his injuries for a few hours.


The doctor said he didn’t want to speculate about the nature of his injuries, but he speculated anyway.


His wounds seemed to be partly gashes and partly animal bites. They could very well be self-inflicted. He could have hurt himself with sticks or stones. Maybe he had stumbled in the garden and panicked and hurt himself on the sticks and thorns. Did he, by chance, have any suicidal tendencies? A garden is a lovely thing, but it’s also full of sharp sticks. It was possible, too, that some small animal, a rat perhaps, had attacked him. In any case, he’d been given a tetanus shot.


“I don’t know what happened,” Marjatta Milana told her daughter. “I was washing the dishes. I had just been cutting out Reader’s Digest car sweepstakes coupons and your father had been sitting in the garden all morning. Then I had the idea to go out and cut his hair at last, make him look a little more human. I fetched the scissors and went outside, but he wasn’t in his chair.


“I was afraid that he might have got lost in the woods, although he’s always stayed in the garden before. I had sometimes wondered if he might take it into his head to go into the park and through there into the big woods, which go on for who knows how far. I was about to call the emergency number, and then I heard a voice from the raspberry patch. And there he was, covered in blood. Oh my Lord, my heart just leaped from my chest. I was afraid I’d have some kind of attack and both of us would be left lying there in the garden to rot.


“But he was still alive. He was lying in the bushes on his back and making this weak sound. I said, ‘Don’t worry, Paavo, help is coming,’ and then I ran inside and called the emergency number and then I guess I called you … I don’t remember what I did … and your sister, too—I’m embarrassed to say it, but I think I did call her, sputtered something…”


Ella thought her mother was going to start sniffling, but she just cast a weary glance at her husband.


“This is all just too much somehow. And the kitchen’s such a mess. The dishes just left to lie there … oh blast, I think I must have ruined my new porridge pan. I left it on the stove. If you could manage it at all, could you go to the house and clean up a little? There’s no reason we both have to stay here, and I’m sure you have your work to do.”


*   *   *


Ella had been scrubbing the pan for an hour and a half when her mother called. Ella’s father had woken up and recognized her, but he wasn’t saying anything sensible. “What am I going to do with him?” her mother sighed.


Ella wondered whether her mother wanted some kind of blessing from her to send him to a nursing home.


“Keep trying,” she said.


After several nights spent thinking about her father’s case, she had developed a theory that the problem was a mathematical rather than a moral one. It wasn’t right to drive your own husband or father from his home and put him in an institution unless it happened to be unavoidable. As time went on, however, the individual by the name of Paavo Emil Milana was less and less the Paavo Emil Milana that she and her mother knew, and more and more some other person that Ella wasn’t particularly eager to get to know. Once her father’s share dropped below a certain percentage, it would, according to Ella’s theory, be time for him to part with the rest of the family and move away.


It was already late in the evening. Light poured in through the west window and filled the room with the reddish brown colour of the curtains. Ella left the pan to soak and spread the local newspaper on the kitchen table.


Next to the paper sat a clay gnome that Ella glanced at now and then. Her mother had made it in the art club a couple of years earlier.


The sculpture wasn’t bad, but when you looked at it up close and turned it in the light, you could see its features in detail. At first Ella had found it hard to believe that it had been made by her mother, a woman who, like most people, normally made mashed potatoes, socks and lingonberry jam, not art.


The local ceramicists for the most part produced water sprites, pixies, elves, and gnomes. Laura White had made these creatures popular all over the world through her children’s books, but in Rabbit Back in particular you ran into them everywhere you looked. They were presented as prizes in raffles, given as presents, brought to dinner as hostess gifts. There was only one florist in Rabbit Back, but there were seven shops that sold mostly mythological figurines.


Ella thought the statues were tasteless and depressing. She had asked her mother what had possessed her to go to the art club and why her first and last project there would have been a gnome, of all things. Her mother had said something about how the idea had just popped into her head in the garden while she was digging the carrot bed.


She’d had her hands in the dirt up to the wrists and had gradually found herself falling into a kind of stupor. She completely forgot what she was doing and noticed that she was thinking about a gnome. She started to feel faint and dizzy, and had some difficulty getting back to the house to lie down.


“It made me worry that I was going to turn out like your father,” she said. “That there was something wrong with my head. Some brain malfunction. That gnome stayed in my mind, haunting me, and I had to get it out somehow. So I thought I’d try art, since I had a couple of friends in the club.”


Page three of Rabbit Tracks advertised a “mythological mapper”. It was the newest fad. ORDER NOW! MYTHOLOGICAL MAPPING FOR YOU OR A FRIEND! The service included an explanation of all the mythological creatures occupying your property. According to the ad, it cost eighty euros, and could be ordered through the Rabbit Back Mythological Heritage Society.


Every fourth issue of Rabbit Tracks included a pull-out literary supplement, with the pithy name Ten. Ella read the current supplement. She hadn’t called the editor to withdraw her submission. Her story had been published on page five.


The supplement published local amateur writers. Rabbit Back boasted not only Laura White and her protégés but also a large contingent of amateur authors. The town was known to have no less than six writers’ associations, and that was without counting the most noteworthy writers’ association, the Rabbit Back Literature Society, which accepted members only at Laura White’s invitation. The possibility of joining the Society was practically theoretical, since the entire present membership—nine lifetime member authors—had all joined in the first three years after the Society was established in 1968.
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