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1

Suomussalmi was set ablaze on December 7, after all four thousand inhabitants had been evacuated, except for me, I was born here, had lived here all my life and couldn’t imagine living anywhere else – so when I became aware of a figure in a white uniform standing in front of me, reading from a piece of paper and telling me I had to get out, I dug my heels into the snow and refused to budge. I suppose it is like that all over the world, there is always one, at least one, who doesn’t follow the crowd, he doesn’t even need to know why, and here in Suomussalmi it was me.

Strangely enough, standing there, a lonely pillar of salt, watching the vast sea of flames in the freezing forests was both terrible and exhilarating, because it had been a fine town, my town, the only one I knew that was more than a collection of roofs and walls. And now there were only a few houses left; I could not count more than twenty when it was all over.

Even Antti, the grocer, had said to me before he left, you can’t stay here, Timo, the Russians will be here at any time, and they will kill you.

“They don’t kill idiots,” I had answered. “I know the Russians.”

“Come on, Timo, they kill everyone, whether they know them or not. This is war.”

Then I had no choice but to repeat what I had said, no-one would touch me, but it seemed unnecessary, instead I looked at Antti the way I usually did when words were unnecessary – Antti, the man I have worked for since my parents died and who has never called me any names, even though maybe sometimes he hasn’t been happy with either my behaviour or my work.

“The logs should be shorter,” he would say.

“You said they should be half a metre long,” I would reply, sometimes getting out my metre rule and slapping it against my palm as a kind of threat to prove the truth unless he retracted his words.

“The church hasn’t got a tunnel stove,” he might go on, “and now the priest won’t buy the wood.”

“Sell it to Marja, then.”

“Her café’s deserted these days.”

“What about if I chop the logs in half, so they’re twenty-five centimetres. Then you can sell them to Mäkinen. His school has got small stoves, hasn’t it?”

“That’s double the work,” Antti would say, “and you earn almost nothing as it is.”

But that is beside the point. Because your personal circumstances are usually your own business, most people would agree, so it’s strange that it has to be repeated so often; in any case, I didn’t need money, I had the farm and land and the forest, I could fish and hunt, I got free milk and flour and also a few tins of food from Antti, or he deducted the cost from the pay I got for the wood. It didn’t make any difference, as long as he set the price for both milk and wood, it would stay low, as he was not only tight-fisted, but also felt sorry for me – most people in the district feel sorry for me unless my appearance annoys them or they make fun of me for some other reason. But it didn’t bother me because the same people who feel sorry for me one minute often make fun of me the next, as if their compassion wears them down; one day they call me an idiot and the next they give me milk or pork, I don’t often get both at the same time, I’m the kind of person who gets bits at a time, which means I’ve had to learn to save the little I have, even though it might be worth nothing in other people’s eyes.

*

Now I was helping Antti and his two young sons to pack. There was no end to what he felt they had to take with them.

“Aren’t you planning to come back?” I asked, carrying out the spinning wheel and the massive sewing machine he hadn’t found any use for since Anna, his wife, died.

“Yes,” he answered, “but the house will be burned down, and I don’t want to see that. Get a move on.”

“Aren’t you going to build a new house when you get back?”

“Yes, and it’s going to be built right here. This land’s not going anywhere.”

“I’ll look after it.”

But Antti didn’t smile that day. He said it was the saddest he had experienced in all his forty-five years, perhaps with the exception of the time Anna died – that happened almost a year ago to the day.

We filled both the large sled and the two small ones with furniture and bedlinen and clothes and cutlery, as well as Anna’s things, and we emptied the shop of tins and dried food, the rest we destroyed. The stoves were all that remained in the unfamiliar, gaping rooms. It had turned into a house with echoes and grey dustballs sweeping along the skirting boards like terrified rats.

“Can I live here?” I asked, nodding towards the back room where I had a bed and also kept a few of my things.

“It’ll be burned down!” Antti shouted. “Can’t you get that into your thick skull!”

“If I stay here perhaps I’ll be able to save it,” I said. “Then you don’t have to build a new one when you get back.”

Antti looked as if he felt sorry for me and despised me at the same time. But then he put a hand on my shoulder and sadly looked away, that was one of his habits, to look away when he knew that just the sight of me could strain our fragile friendship.

“You’ll be shot,” he said. “The order’s from Mannerheim himself.”

“That’s my business,” I said.

And that was that, inasmuch as we had both got what we wanted, as we usually did, without either of us deriving any satisfaction from it.

*

We agreed that Antti should also take Kävi, my horse. Then, with a groan, he manoeuvred his huge body into the first sled and took the reins of the horse behind, which was pulling the sled in which Harri, his oldest son, was sitting, holding the reins of the horse harnessed to the last sled, where Jussi was sitting, and bringing up the rear was Kävi, trotting along as free as the wind, which made them look like a little train, a locomotive with two small carriages, as they slid off on creaking runners towards Hulkonniemi bridge, and not one of them looked back, as far as I could see, because I stood on the steps and waved until they had disappeared, together with hundreds of other sleds and cars and animals, and some tractors too, every living thing left Suomussalmi on this, the darkest day in Antti’s life, December 7, 1939.

*

No town has ever been so quiet. No lights anywhere, no steps to be heard on the dry, powdery snow, no voices, no cows lowing, no dogs barking, no horses or cattle stamping and snorting in their stalls, the sounds of the town were gone, and most of all – no smoke from the chimneys; what had been a town of four thousand inhabitants and as many animals, if not more, had been transformed in the course of a few hours into a hotchpotch of empty wooden shells, holding their breath in the freezing winter that had wrought havoc in these forests since the time before animals and humans had even thought of being created.

I left the shop and roamed the sudden emptiness, as if to touch and feel it. But then I noticed that many of the doors were unlocked, indeed open, and that a few people had gathered small piles of straw and wood so that it would be easier for the soldiers to set fire to their houses, and I recognised a lot of the wood, it was mine, the way it had been cut and split, I almost have my own trademark when it comes to wood. Some people had even carried the wood indoors, scattered it with straw and newspaper over the floors, and stacked it on staircases and in cupboards. And it was obvious that not everyone had taken as many of their belongings as Antti had done. In one house only the bedroom furniture had gone, in another the kitchen had apparently been the most valued possession, in a third it looked as if thieves had been at work, or a kind of panic had set in – an unholy mess, as if they had deliberately wrecked the furniture and everything else.

But in a cottage belonging to old Luukas and his wife, whom we called Aunt Roosa, nothing appeared to have been touched – quite the contrary, every room smelled clean, the beds were carefully made, and it was as tidy as if they had prepared the house for Christmas. On the walls hung photographs of their three sons and the old couple’s family in Raatevaara, the small town close to the border where it was said the Russians broke through less than a week ago, the troops that were now on their way to Suomussalmi.

I had often delivered wood to Luukas and Roosa, and the old man had taken a photograph of me once too, standing next to Kävi and the wood-cart, like some kind of chieftain. But as a rule only photographs of the family are put on walls, so I was safely tucked away in a drawer somewhere. But I didn’t touch anything, just walked around and gazed at this strange, newly cleaned scene of orderliness – all anyone could need, memories to boot, but it was all dead, as dead as snow.

*

But this made me determined to save the house, as well as Antti’s, so I found a hayfork and went to work on the pile of straw Luukas had left outside the door, raked it into the barn and down to the dung cellar. There I found half a slaughtered pig, which the old couple must have forgotten, or else they had intended it to go up in smoke with the barn.

Without a second thought – it was the obvious thing to do – I started to cut up the half-frozen pig, wrapped the pieces of meat in a tarpaulin and hung them in a spruce tree some way into the forest, where they would keep in the sub-zero temperatures for weeks and months on end, if left in peace by the animals. And it was while I stood wondering whether I should set a marten trap that I heard the war for the first time, a distant drone of engines slowly approaching through the windless winter, from the same direction in which the evacuees had disappeared, then the sound of firing in the far distance, from the east, the boom of artillery.

I walked back through the dark streets and came to Antti’s shop as the first military vehicles rolled over the bridge, and a jeep stopped right in front of me – while the others continued into town, full of white-uniformed soldiers, who jumped out and forced their way into the defenceless houses, carrying straw, firewood and cans of kerosene.

A man in his thirties got out of the jeep and looked me up and down with disbelief, a living human being in a town that was about to be annihilated.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“I live here,” I said.

“This town has to be evacuated,” he said. “The Russians will be here in . . . maybe even tomorrow.”

“That doesn’t bother me.”

Again, he gave the impression of being completely bemused by the man standing before him. His driver jumped out and they started to talk in low voices, but there has never been anything wrong with my hearing, and the man who had spoken to me, and who was obviously an officer, returned and asked if I was the village idiot. He said it without the slightest hint of all the nasty sneers that existed, as if he was asking a completely normal question, about, say, how old I was, so I answered, quite simply, yes, I suppose I was, and that I was staying here even if he threatened to shoot me, for I would never leave Suomussalmi, there are more important things in life than just a miserable human life.

That certainly made him smile, albeit reluctantly.

“Have you got a gun?” he asked after a while, chewing on the slivers of ice that dangled from his ragged moustache.

I went into the back room, to Antti’s stores where I had also stacked my tools and the food I had, came out again and showed him the rifle.

“A Moisin,” he said thoughtfully, stroking the old gem with his bare hands, and I could sense that he was impressed at how well kept it was. “An army rifle?”

“Yes. My father’s.”

“Have you got ammunition, too?”

I gave him the ammunition, too. He put it and the rifle in the car, and half turned to me again, still apparently pondering the matter that had caused him so much trouble he was unable to get on with what he was doing.

Through the windows of the houses closest to us the flames could be seen rising, and men ran back and forth, shouting, between the cars and the buildings. As the first windowpanes exploded, the houses on either side of Antti’s cottage were fully ablaze, after what sounded like a double explosion. We had to retreat from the intense heat. The officer signalled to the driver to move the car to a safe distance and he himself walked slowly behind while I remained where I was, the heat on my back like a searing sun.

After just a few steps he stopped and walked back, took me down the street towards the bridge, pulled out a tobacco pouch and asked if I wanted a cigarette.

I said no.

“We have to burn down that one, too,” he said with a nod towards Antti’s shop as two white columns of smoke emerged from his quivering nostrils.

“I can do that,” I offered. And again this thoughtful expression came over his face and led nowhere. “I’m not scared,” I added. “Not of anything.”

Now the heat had become so intense that we could no longer remain even in the street. I had seen fires before, but that was from a distance, and a single house, and what I was now unable to grasp was not so much this unbearable heat, but the sounds, one explosion after another, like a massive volcanic eruption, and where did the terrible wind come from? There was a full-blown storm raging through the windless inferno.

“A war without fires is like a sausage without mustard,” the officer screamed in my ear. “Come on.”

He set off towards the bridge. And all I could do was run after him, I did catch him up too, and ran at his side for some time. It was no problem keeping up, although it is difficult to say whether he was making an effort to leave me behind, he ran at quite a relaxed pace, yet it still seemed to annoy him that I could keep up so easily, all the way down to the bridge where the vehicles had gathered to await new orders – Suomussalmi is built on a headland jutting into Lake Kiantajärvi, which stretches for many miles and winds its way around the town like a rough-edged serpent, and now I could see that the houses on the opposite headland were on fire as well, but there were far fewer of them, so I presumed the regiment would be able to get through unscathed, unless, that is, they had planned to cross the ice to the southern side of the lake, which I would have done, had I been in command of these troops and had plans to recapture a town which, for tactical reasons, I had originally reduced to ashes.

But I didn’t say that, and now the officer stared at me again with his winter-weary eyes before he finally seemed annoyed enough to make a decision.

“I can’t let you keep the rifle,” he said. “It would just make matters even worse . . . for you.”

I nodded.

“Look after it for me,” I said.

He mumbled a tetchy yes, absent-minded now, whereupon the tiny smile reappeared. And only after he had barked a number of orders at his soldiers and the cars had started to roll over the bridge did I realise that for the last time he was weighing up the chances of removing me by brute force, or possibly whether he could even be bothered to be concerned about me at all.

“You haven’t slept for a long time,” I said.

He looked up in surprise.

“Not since last week, no, why?”

I stepped back a few paces.

“You won’t get me out of here, no matter what,” I shouted. “I’ll just run into the flames, finish it all.”

Eventually he seemed to understand that I meant what I said. Then his car pulled up, he opened the door, said something to the driver, turned to me, holding a white anorak, and mumbled something about it protecting me against the cold – at least against being spotted if I did decide to escape. But I didn’t move a muscle.

“Are the Russians white or black?” I asked.

He began to laugh, slung the anorak back in the car and shouted:

“Black! As black as the devil himself!”

Then he slurred a “Good luck”, so low that I couldn’t hear it, either that or he unleashed a stream of abuse, I preferred to think he had wished me luck before he got in, and the car drove off behind the others, over the bridge towards Hulkonniemi, westwards, away from the advancing Russians.

I would meet this officer again; his name was Olli, and at this stage he had the rank of lieutenant, the same as my father had. When the war was over, Olli would still have the rank of lieutenant, as opposed to my father, who rose to become a captain in the course of his war.
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I ran back to the town and saw that Antti’s house was not yet ablaze, at least it wasn’t burning the way it was meant to, the kitchen was only smouldering, and the smoke, like thick curdled milk, pressed against the windows in the sitting room and bedrooms. But because of the flames from the neighbour’s house it was impossible to approach from the front, so I ran around and was about to kick in the back door, the entrance I used when Antti didn’t want to see me, when it occurred to me that this was probably all it needed, a sudden draught, so instead I set about cramming snow into gaps and cellar windows to seal the house even more effectively.

Yet another explosion ripped through what was already a deafening roar – it was the bridge going up – and in the unreal flashes of light over by Hulkonniemi I could see the ice in the sound breaking up, the lake looking like a river in the spring thaw. In the background, in the gradually lightening wall of shadow from the forest, I spotted many tiny water-like ripples which combined to form a grey river running gently across the ice towards the ferry berth on Lake Haukiperä, the route I would have taken with my soldiers if I had been Olli or his commanding officer.

But I don’t know whether it had a calming effect on me, you don’t think clearly at moments like these, I really wasn’t thinking at all, I only did what I was doing, stuffing snow into gaps and crevices as I watched the last route to the west go up in flames.

Now the smoke in Antti’s house looked like a dense wall behind the rime-frosted windows, but it was still grey, fortunately, not yellow, not red, and I realised that it would survive, both the living area and the shop.

*

I walked around the shop and into the storeroom, found my tools and my food-bag and took refuge in the forest – and I stood there for hours watching everything the people of Suomussalmi had created and accumulated over the years going up in black smoke, set alight by the very same people or their leaders, and, oddly enough, what hit me hardest was the sight of the burning school, which I had often dreamed of setting fire to myself when I was a pupil there; there went my childhood, my memories and friends, good and bad, and the little church, which seemed to burn better than anything else, whatever the reason for that might be, and which only now I realised was possibly the most beautiful building in the whole town, that was where I was christened and confirmed and where I had also assumed I would be buried, like my parents – at first the sea of flames looked like a gigantic, ruptured star, its untamed arms reaching out to cover the whole town, then a hissing snake, then a sack of storm clouds, billowing back and forth in this insane windless storm, building up to a climax and subsiding again in the course of moments, just like when a mountain-side collapses, I thought, that was what it was, a landslide.

*

I had to stay in the forest until late into the night. The snow on the trees was melting, drops of water fell through the biting frost, becoming hail and white pebbles before hitting the soot-blackened soil with the sound of a horse being branded. The foundation walls were smouldering, bare earth had appeared everywhere, covered in soot and mud, looking like festering sores, gangrene, before the frost froze them again and transformed house-less streets and alleys into forlorn, grey concrete. But when the morning came, in so far as morning can come after a night like this, the atmosphere was, oddly enough, not as unreal as when everything was quiet and the houses still stood quaking like defenceless children. This is how a burnt-out town should look, like a festering crater in white skin, this is what you expect of a burnt-out town, it is horrible, it is inconceivable, and yet it is still exactly as it should be.

*

But I did discover around twenty buildings were still standing, large and small, burnt and half burnt, and among them not only Antti’s shop, but also Luukas and Aunt Roosa’s cottage, which I had locked as a precaution. Only the porch and part of the eaves had been destroyed by the fire, so I could go straight through the green kitchen door and see the photographs of the sons and the relatives from Raatevaara still hanging on the wall, and I knew immediately that I was going to live here, and not in Antti’s empty, smoke-damaged shop, here in Roosa and Luukas’ house I had everything, chairs and tables and beds, plates and cutlery, everything except for food, but I had the pig in the tree and the little I had grabbed when we were loading Antti’s sleds.

In the pantry I also found a jar of lard, a bucket of frozen milk and a sack of coarse salt. The barn had been burned, but not to the ground. I started to pull down the blackened remains and chop them into firewood. The walls had been made of timber, dry spruce, and by evening I had a sizeable pile of wood that would last at least three to four weeks.

I walked back to the forest, fetched the pig, salted half of the meat and hung the rest in the freezing-cold pantry. Then I made myself a meal as though I lived there, and ate, and thought that if only I’d had some coffee I would almost have been comfortable. And with that thought in my mind, I fell asleep – with my head between the scraps left on the table, dreaming that I was standing before a locked door, unable to find my name – I wouldn’t be let in unless I found my name, but where was it? I rubbed my eyes until my eyesight went, still without having found a name – I didn’t wake until I had totally given up, and by then I was exhausted.

*

In a mirror on the wall above the slop sink I saw that my eyes were as red as crushed lingonberries, brimful of smoke and water, my eyebrows and hair were singed, my cheeks flaming red, and the skin on my nose as thin as flies’ wings. But there was no option but to get dressed and go out to have a closer look at the town, there was no way round it, and I have often been asked since whether I felt any regret at having stayed behind, but the answer is always no, not even at that moment, and I never will.

It had been snowing during the however many hours I had slept, and the silence was deeper than I have ever known, not even gunfire could be heard in the forests, only a winter at its deadest, both in heaven and on earth.

There wasn’t much to be found in the smouldering ruins, apart from swirling soot and some blue scrap metal that I poked out with an iron bar and began to scrape together as it cooled down in the snow, once again without asking myself why – it is as if you see a mess and you have to try to tidy up, especially things you like, and I have always had a liking for tools and things; I found handle-less spades and forks, crowbars, saw-blades, bits of chain, harnesses and tools with handles and tools minus the leather and the grip, all amputated limbs which I spent the brunt of the day collecting and putting in a pile outside Luukas and Roosa’s house.
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“An inventive wordsmith and a great storyteller. .. The Burnt-out
Town of Miracles is a gem of a novel” TONE SUTTERUD, INDEPENDENT





