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In a quiet little town, down a narrow backstreet,
stand three tall wooden houses: one red, one
yellow, and one grey. In these houses live a

busy bunch children and hard-working grown-
ups, cats and dogs, and no doubt a few smaller
creatures as well.

On the roof of the red house nest the seagulls. In
that same house, in the attic flat, lives Professor
Manivald M&tus, an emeritus professor of

art history, whose wall hangings are said to

be worth as much as the house itself. Hardly
anyone knows about these tapestries—except
the professor, his orphaned grandson Raivo, and
their housekeeper Piret.

But one day, when the tapestries mysteriously
disappear, the whole street is thrown into a
flutter. Even the seagulls seem unable to keep
calm. The courtyard children rally to help their
friend Raivo and his grandfather.

“We'll catch those thieves, don’t you worry,
Grandpa,” Raivo assures him
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Chapter 7
Oh, This Earthly Life!

Nearly every one of the neighborhood’s courtyards nestled between the two- or
three-story wooden apartment buildings includes a row of storage sheds where
residents keep their firewood in the winter and store bicycles, strollers, gardening
tools, and a variety of other odds and ends in the summer. Several of the houses
have switched to gas- or electric heating, but wood-burning stoves still provide heat
in many apartments and the people who live there often meet by the sheds on frigid
winter evenings. They say hello to warm up their tongues, tug at the tough-to-open
padlocks, disappear into the darkness of their shed, reach out at just the right height
without fail every time to pull fresh logs from the stack, and exit with their quarry in
a basket, a net, or their arms. Holding their free arm out for balance, they haul the
firewood to the back door and climb the stairs with some degree of effort. Soon after,
pillars of smoke start to rise from the chimneys one after another—the frostier the
weather, the straighter and taller they stand.

In the olden days, however, about a hundred years ago, there was one more
tiny chimney above a tiny building that was usually right next to the woodsheds in
every courtyard. Many have been turned into saunas or even separate apartments
since then, but they served an important purpose of their own way back when: they
were laundries where dirty clothes and linens were washed. Every Saturday, all the
women or maids from the houses would take turns using it. Water was heated in a
huge cauldron with a wood-burning stove and then poured out into wooden tubs.
Fabric was scrubbed with soap, rubbed against a wavy washing board, and beaten
with clubs, not to mention all kinds of other peculiar rituals that people thought were
best for cleaning dirty laundry back in those times.

A laundry like those could still be found in the courtyard on Acorn Street, too: a
low building with a tiny window and a squeaking door, built with old-fashioned bricks.
It hadn’t been used in ages and ages: even the stove was demolished and the hole in
the roof where the chimney had been was patched over. That courtyard’s old laundry
is now the building management’s shed for all kinds of shared equipment like shovels,
rakes, a wheelbarrow, a ladder, and even the national flag. And on that little building’s
roof is the courtyard kids’ station.

What do you mean by “station”? Are they soldiers or criminal detectives?

No, they’re neither of those things and the youngest members of the gang might
not even know what a real station should be like. It’s just where the courtyard kids
can be found most frequently. And because it’s nestled behind the taller woodsheds
and a little out of sight of any adult, one of the bigger kids decided one day to dub it
their “station”. Who might that have been? No idea. Maybe Nelli, who’s sixteen and
no longer hangs out on the roof, or maybe even Kaarel, who's eighteen already and
started setting up an open-air gym just the other day.

The station has one simple rule: anyone who can manage to climb up to it
is allowed to be there. Still, far from just anybody has the guts and gumption to
complete the three-meter-high journey. The process resembles a rudimentary old
video game. Or even the opposite: a wildly groundbreaking video game of the future
where everything’s just like reality—where everything is reality!

First, you scale the stack of bricks that was once the laundry’s chimney and has
been lying by the picket fence for years, slowly collecting moss. The pile is unfinished
at one end and forms a set of stairs that provide firm and sturdy footing.

But that’s just the beginning. After summiting the meter-high stack, the
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climber’s next couple of steps are along the top of a picket fence, a fall from which
certainly wouldn’t kill you (as has been proven time and again) but would make you
start your journey again from square one. A tumble into the neighboring courtyard
is even more disheartening because the only way back is by following a huge detour.
Those two steps are also extremely risky because the board running along the top of
the pickets is often slippery and there’s nothing to hold on to.

After successfully balancing, the climber faces the next stage: an ancient
chestnut tree right by the fence, the trunk of which splits in a way that you must
squeeze through the fork to continue.

Higher up the tree, one branch juts off straight in the direction of the roof. And
a little above that, another branch provides a convenient handrail. Kids find this to be
the most pleasant part of the journey.

Yet, then comes the most decisive moment of the climb: stepping from the
branch to the roof. The distance isn’t very large, barely over a meter, and bigger kids
have no problem crossing it at all, but even so, it makes your heart race because
growing right next to the laundry’s wall is a dense thicket of plumb trees. Their
branches reach higher than the roof and bristle with sharp thorns. Right between
them is a narrow opening like a portal and there, the climber must decide if maybe or
not they’re a little too big to try to squeeze through. Toddlers certainly can’t get to the
station, but grown-up have no business being there, either.

*

A grinning dinosaur head pokes up from behind the stack of bricks, followed by the
rest of the historical creature. A tiny hand places the plump stuffed toy on its side at
the top of the pile and grabs the upper bricks to pull himself up. Raivo is only in first
grade and nearly a head shorter than the other courtyard kids. Simply getting to the
top of the stack is a feat for him, unlike for the others who scamper up and down

as if it were a staircase. What kind of a staircase has steps higher than your knees!?
Raivo grunts and gets his right leg up next to the dinosaur, jams his fingers into a crack
between the bricks, and heaves the rest of his body onto the pile by swinging his left
leg around.

“Attaboy... Oh, this earthly life,” the boy murmurs as he studies the next step.

Raivo’s name actually isn’t Raivo. It’s Rico, but two of the bigger boys—Mati
and Fredi—decided one day that Raivo suited him better. Their reasoning was that
Raivo is an old person’s name and despite being just seven years old, Rico reminds
them more of a little old geezer. In every way. He speaks like an old person, using
expressions that kids never hear from one another’s mouths. He sits and stands like
an old person, head tucked between his shoulders, back slightly hunched, bottom
lip bit between his teeth. He walks like an old person, breathing loudly and slightly
swaying from side to side. And who can say—maybe Raivo thinks like an old person,
too, at least when he’s focused on his favorite hobby: dinosaurs and every aspect of
their ancient lives and era.

Whenever he’s reading a book on the steps, drawing prehistoric creatures, or
doing archaeological digs in the sandbox, little Raivo really does resemble a dedicated
old professor of archaeology.

Raivo’s grandpa is a professor, too: Manivald Motus, Professor Emeritus of Art
History. And it’s no wonder that Raivo acts a little like him, as the two of them have
lived together on the third, uppermost floor of the red building ever since he was a
baby. Raivo’s mom and dad are dead; the boy doesn’t remember them at all. Well,
maybe he does remember something—his mom’s sly smile, his dad’s scruffy reddish
beard—but that could also be a false memory from the photo on the bookshelf in
their living room. In the picture, his mom is holding him when he’s a baby while his
dad stands behind her, arms wrapped around them.
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Raivo picks up Stego (his dinosaur) and stands up on of the stack. He knows
that four pairs of eyes are watching him from the roof of the laundry but because
he’s not quite sure what the kids up there think about his big undertaking, he tries
to look as casual as possible while facing the next challenge. Might they encourage
him, tell him to stop, or yell at him? And if he falls off the fence... will they come down
to comfort him? Or stay up on the roof and jeer? Liisa would definitely come down
to make sure he was okay, maybe Sofia and Mati, too, but Fred...? It doesn’t actually
matter at all because the rule is the rule: anyone who makes it up onto the roof may
join the gang. And on this day, Raivo has decided that the time is ripe. “Yep, attaboy.”

Raivo sizes up the distance between the pile of bricks and the tree. How many
steps will it take to cross? Three? Four? Maybe even five just in case, because shorter
steps are probably steadier. Or wait, could he also just sit cross-legged on the fence
and use his arms to slide forward? No, no... it’d be less scary, of course, but then he
wouldn’t be able to reach the chestnut branch. The crossing had to be done standing.
And he shouldn’t look down, not even right in front of his toes, but at a slightly higher
point. Then, he wouldn’t fall. He already practiced on the railing by the flowerbeds
when no one was looking.

And what do you know, he doesn’t fall! Exactly five steps take Raivo to the
chestnut tree. Now, he’s got to squeeze through the split somehow. But goodness
gracious—the tree looked much thinner from a distance! He has to cling on tight
to heave himself into the right position. Again, Stego goes first. Dinosaurs did go
everywhere long before humans did. Though they’ve all gone extinct by now. Raivo
feels around the trunk, finds the right grip, and pulls himself up next to Stego.

Excitement sparks on the roof of the laundry. The kids probably didn’t bet that
Raivo would get so far. Liisa and Fredi are on their feet; Sofia and Mati are sitting on
the edge of the roof, swinging their legs back and forth. “Check out your fingers,” Mati
says to Sofia with a laugh, and the girl is shocked to find her fingernails are totally
black from tar. In all the excited anticipation, she dug her fingernails right into the tar
paper.

Raivo now needs both hands to hold onto the upper chestnut branch as he
continues along the lower one. What’s he to do with Stego? Without hesitating for a
second, he bites into the stuffed toy and holds it between his teeth.

“What a baby...” Fredi murmurs on the roof a few meters away. He looks aside
to keep anyone from hearing the comment, but Liisa does anyway.

“Give him a break!” she snaps. “You're the baby. It’s even harder for him to
climb with that stuffed animal!”

That made Raivo realize he’d been called a baby, but he ignored the comment.
It wasn’t the first time he’d heard that word coming from Fredi’s mouth.

After shuffling a little further along the branch, he reaches the place where you
need to take a long step through the plum trees. But oh, woe is he! Raivo’s legs aren’t
long enough to extend from the branch to the roof. He'll need to jump and abandon
any hand- or foothold for the first time on that journey. The idea makes his stomach
churn. Would he really have to give up his conquest? Now that the laundry’s roof, the
big-kids’ station, and big-boy status were right here in front of him? It was almost in
reach!

But what do you know—suddenly, someone else’s hand is also in reach of his.
Liisa’s, of course.

“You’re not allowed to help,” Fredi mumbles. Liisa curtly replies, “You just shut
up-”

She takes a firm grip on Raivo’s wrist and bam—he’s on the roof with the
others!

“You’re absolutely amazing!” Liisa praises. Mati and Sofia have also stood up
and start clapping. Raivo feels proud and awkward.
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“Wasn’t all that hard, really. I'll make it all by myself next time.”

Raivo manages to get down off the roof without any trouble. He mastered
jumping off the swing ages ago and free-falling three meters into a clump of freshly
sprouted weeds doesn’t terrify him one bit.

Chapter 8
A Dance to the Music of Time

Ever since Manivald was left to raise his daughter’s baby son on his own, he’s done
everything in his power to make sure Rico grows up just like any other modern
21st-century kid. Or like any modern kid would want to grow up, rather. Which
means Manivald has never forbidden Rico from doing anything. What’s more, he’s
encouraged Rico to do things that parents aren’t especially keen on letting kids do.

Rico is allowed to watch cartoons, snack on potato chips, and sip soft drinks as
much as his heart desires. He may stay up late, pick whatever toys he wants from the
store, and invite friends over every day. Seems like a first-grader’s dream, right? True,
though there is one catch. The older Rico gets, the clearer it is to his grandpa that the
boy isn’t quite an ordinary first-grader.

You see, Rico doesn’t want to stay up till midnight or get new toys every other
day. He doesn’t long for cartoons, potato chips, or soft drinks. Manivald started
noticing when little Rico began trying to read all on his own at the age of three and
learned how to conjure a National Geographic program on the TV in place of cartoons.
Grandpa Manivald had to admit that the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. And it was
around that same time that Rico became Raivo to the other courtyard kids.

A couple years earlier, Rico discovered a children’s book about prehistoric
dinosaurs on the shelf at his preschool. It was wildly fascinating! After just a few
weeks, the boy had the whole book more or less memorized. He knew all the ancient
creatures’ Latin names, what their diets were, and how big they grew. He knew where
and when they lived, how they raised their young, and so forth. Watching seagulls
wheel above the rooftops from his bedroom window, he knew they were related to
ancient birds. He studied the book’s photograph-like illustrations and tried to copy
them on paper. Stego, the stuffed dinosaur his grandpa gave him, became his most
precious toy and the happiest day of his life to date was when his babysitter Piret took
him to see a dinosaur exhibit at the museum. There were his prehistoric friends in all
their life-sized glory. Rico knew they weren’t really alive, that their massive jaws and
tails weren’t moved by muscles but by motors, and that their booming roars actually
came from hidden speakers, but so what! The beasts made him feel enchanted,
enthralled, and over the moon regardless. “Geeze!” Rico says with a sigh whenever
he reminisces about that day, using his grandpa’s favorite word to describe something
incredible.

Rico has since learned another difficult word to describe his future career:
“archaeologist”. It comes from the Greek language, in which it means “ancient
history”. Grandpa Manivald is also interested in ancient times, though compared to
the prehistoric era, they’re just as recent as yesterday.

Professor Manivald Md&tus’s main focus in art history is the imitation of
great masters’ works in the applied arts of their day. That means when a painter
accomplished an outstandingly beautiful painting centuries ago, something that was
naturally one of a kind and which very few other eyes had the chance to glimpse in
their lifetime, then there were always masters from other areas—porcelain painters,
furnlturemakers and tapestry weavers—who would use their own tools to copy that
wondrous sight and delight many more people. Whereas nowadays you can see,
for example, the Mona Lisa on thousands of t-shirts, mugs, posters, puzzles, and
elsewhere because modern technology makes reproducing images as easy as pie,
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there weren’t even cameras four or five centuries ago. Therefore, copies like those
were seen as valuable works of art instead of cheap fakes.

Manivald Motus discovered the fascinating subject when he visited the
Gobelins Tapestry Manufactory in Paris many years before Rico was born. That’s
where he saw, for the very first time, enormous tapestries woven to show images
from paintings made by famous artists centuries earlier. He was particularly in awe
of the clear lines, expressive movement, and exciting color combinations that the
craftsmen tried to include in their tapestries based on paintings by the French artist
Nicolas Poussin. Upon closer inspection, Manivald realized that in addition to simply
copying the paintings, tapestry artists gradually began adding dozens of their own
designs to the dishes, ceramic platters, fabrics, and even grand pieces of furniture
portrayed. Many different biblical characters, classical gods, nymphs, and satyrs
became engraved on silverware, stitched into capes, carved into cupboard doors,
et cetera. Together with his French and German colleagues, Professor Motus wrote
several exquisitely illustrated books that are ideal reading for anyone interested in
reproductions of paintings by the old masters.

Five years ago, Manivald’s foreign friends gave him a priceless gift for his
retirement. As a show of great respect for his research, they pooled their money
together and managed to buy from an art auction three pieces (or ‘fragments’) of a
tapestry based on Poussin’s painting A Dance to the Music of Time. The incredible
silk tapestry was made in 1670, three and a half centuries in the past, in the very
same Gobelins Manufactory that Manivald visited at the start of his great career.

But why did they purchase the tapestry in pieces? You see, before the Second World
War, it belonged to a wealthy German industrialist and art enthusiast whose house
was bombed in February 1945 along with all its treasures. Almost every one of his
valuables was destroyed. The only that were saved from the rubble included some
sooty sculptures, singed paintings, and A Dance to the Music of Time, which was
badly damaged by the fire.

Now, three restored pieces of the tapestry hang in Manivald M&tus’s living
room. The first shows a little bare-naked, chubby-faced boy blowing bubbles. In
the second, a young woman wearing a bright, light-blue cloak and a garland of rose
blossoms on her head is smiling at the observer. She symbolizes spring and is the only
one of the dancers who remains. Rico has seen the other three—Summer, Autumn,
and Winter—in one of his grandpa’s illustrated books. The third fragment shows Time
itself as a winged, bearded old man playing a lyre. Ever since he was a tot, Rico has
thought that the old man looks like Grandpa Manivald himself. They really do share a
striking resemblance, especially now that Grandpa is almost totally bald.

“Sure, why not?” Manivald chuckles whenever Rico compares him to the old
man woven into the tapestry. “Only | certainly wouldn’t want anyone to dance to my
music that way. Oh, this earthly life...”

Rico and his grandpa get along swimmingly. Neither has to dance to the other’s
music. Even so, they can’t quite manage all on their own. The third person who makes
Manivald and little Rico’s afternoons brighter with her youthfulness and cheer is Piret.
Piret is studying to be a veterinarian, and she is their housekeeper. Or babysitter. Or
just a friend or a big sister or a mother or a daughter—whatever either of them needs
at any given moment.

Manivald hired Piret a few years earlier after realizing that he couldn’t take
care of all the household chores on his own. He hoped it’d be good for Rico to enjoy
a younger person’s company, too; otherwise, the boy would turn into a “little old
man” like the other courtyard kids apparently already called him. And Piret didn’t
disappoint. She is as warm and sparkling as a ray of sunlight. She buys groceries,
cooks, does laundry, cleans, and most importantly of all, takes Rico to do all kinds
of fun activities. Could Manivald have the strength to go climbing all around the
playground with the boy? Could he come up with the idea to look up instructions
online for how to make origami of every dinosaur known to man? Could he be able to
read Astrid Lindgren’s The Six Bullerby Children aloud and give every character their
own unique voice? Unlikely at best. Could Manivald ever surprise his grandson with
the feat that Piret pulled off one afternoon when he asked her to make them chicken
soup?
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Here’s how it went: Piret went to the market, bought a whole chicken, and
boiled it to get all the meat off the bones. There was enough chicken to make soup,
ragu, and pies. Piret didn’t just toss the bones into the compost bin, however, but
painstakingly scrubbed them clean with dishwashing soap. She made sure not to
lose even one: the breastbone, ribs, neckbones, leg bones, and wing bones were all
there. Only the skull was missing because chicken sold at the market already comes
headless, but that didn’t matter. Piret then dug a deep hole in the sandbox, arranged
the bones at the bottom just like they should be inside of a living chicken, and
carefully filled the hole back up.

For two afternoons straight, Rico performed an archaeological sandbox dig.
Using a toy spade, a teaspoon, and a brush, he unearthed the ancient bird Gallus
gallus domesticus. He did it just the way he’d seen on TV and how his grandpa
explained the process. Rico roped off the site with ribbon tied to wooden stakes and
pulled a tarp over it at night.

Unfortunately, something no one could’ve prevented happened before the boy
could make his final conclusions, measurements, and photographs: Murka, whose
owner hadn’t been warned about the excavation, caught a whiff of the ancient bird’s
smell and carried its bones off to every corner of the courtyard.

“I’'m sorry,” Sofia sighed as she gathered them up. “Shall we bury it again?”

“No, that’s okay,” Raivo said understandingly. “I already got most of the job
done, anyway.”

Grandpa shook his head at the archaeological sandbox dig. He didn’t quite
approve, but he had to admit that Piret’s idea was amazing. Yes, Piret was a real prize!

Chapter 12
Calmly Tell Me What Happened

“Calmly tell me what happened,” the police detective says after sitting down across
from Piret. The request seems strange. Firstly, she’s already totally calm in her
opinion. And secondly, she hasn’t the slightest clue what happened.

At one o’clock or shortly after, she had, as usual, arrived at Professor
Manivald’s apartment to be there when Rico came home from school, drink hot cocoa
with him, spend a little time waiting for his grandpa, and cook dinner for them all.
When she entered the living room from the kitchen, she felt as if something was off
but couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Only a while later, after Rico was already home,
did she realize with a start: the tapestries! Manivald’s previous tapestries were gone!
Three darker-colored blotches of wallpaper yawned in place of the historical fabrics;
over the years, the wall around them had been bleached in the sunlight. That was
what happened but how, Piret had no idea.

“Come look, Rico!” she called out to the boy, who hadn’t noticed anything
different when he came in either.

Only then did Rico also realize what was no longer there; what had vanished
from the living room wall.

“Geeze, our tapestries!” he gasped. “Does Gramps know?”

No, Grandpa didn’t know. Not unless he took them along when he left home
for some reason. But that was also ruled out a few minutes later when Manivald
himself returned home from the library.

“Have we been robbed?” Rico asked Manivald, the wisest of the bunch, after
he’d recovered from the shock.

“I... 'm afraid so,” Manivald acknowledged, because how can you hide
something like that from a kid?

“Did they break the door down with an axe? Or come in through the chimney
like Santa does?” Rico pressed him, but Manivald just shook his head sadly.

“No, Ricky. Certainly not like that.” He rested his head in his hands and slumped
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over on the couch. “Oh, what a tragedy!”

“The door was unlocked,” Piret reminded Rico softly. “Remember?”

“Oh, right. Of course,” he recalled, crushed. He couldn’t fathom there being
thieves who could simply stroll through someone’s apartment and take something so
dear to them without even having to bust down a door. It seemed absolutely heinous.
And why had they left the door unlocked? Because Rico lost his apartment key a few
weeks back. And he often got home before Piret arrived. Therefore, the two agreed to
leave the apartment door unlocked until they had a new key made. The building door
was always locked, but Rico knew the code to open it. He felt a little guilty thinking
about it.

“But we’ll nab them, won’t we, Gramps?”

“Certainly, Ricky,” Grandpa assured him. “We’re sure to nab them. But first, we
must call the police.”

And that’s everything that happened after Piret arrived. Those are the things
she knows, and she’s happy to share that knowledge with the police. There are two
officers: a female detective questioning the girl and a male detective measuring the
dark spots on the wall where the tapestries used to be.

“That’s unnecessary,” Manivald says, interrupting the latter. “The fragments’
measurements, motifs, and origin—that’s all been documented. | have photographs,
too, of course.”

“At least that’s something,” the officer says, nodding and letting his measuring
tape click shut. “At least we know what we’re looking for.”

The female officer continues her questioning.

“What time did you arrive at the apartment?”

“Around one o’clock,” Piret replies.

“And what were you doing before that?”

“I...  was at class.”

The detective crosses her arms over chest and eyes Piret with a degree of
suspicion. At least that’s how it seems to Piret. She’s flabbergasted: could they really
suspect her of the theft? She begins to stutter and can’t even remember what lecture
she attended that morning. Knowing that stuttering will only make the detective’s
suspicion increase, she gets flustered... which only makes the stuttering worse.

“I was... um... in my clinical pharmacology lecture,” she says, visibly fraught and
nodding vigorously as if that might improve the situation. Piret herself now feels as if
she does have something to hide; as if she is the thief!

“Mm-hm,” the detective hums, narrowing her eyes. Luckily, Manivald steps in.

“You can’t suspect Piret, can you? She’s like a member of our family!”

“We don’t suspect anyone yet; these are just procedural questions. All
protocol,” the officer replies. “So, go ahead and speak calmly,” she says, turning back
to Piret.

This time, there really is reason for her to calm the girl down. The detective
doesn’t use a recorder or a notebook because it isn’t an official interrogation, and
that gives Piret a dose of courage. One after another, she answers a whole range of
guestions about her studies, income, and time working for Professor Mdtus. Manivald
sits next to her and holds her hand.

“You don’t have to say anything,” he murmurs occasionally, repeating a
line he’s heard from detective shows. Even though he’s sure Piret isn’t guilty, he
also remembers from TV that the blame for criminal acts usually falls on domestic
servants, maids, and babysitters. So, it’s only natural that they suspect her and are
trying to pry out who-knows-what information. And that can naturally make her feel
uncomfortable or humiliated.

Nevertheless, Piret is brave. She composes herself and answers without
faltering until the detective says, “Thank you, that’ll do,” and stands up from the table
resolutely.

“I’'m going to make myself a procedural cup of tea now if you haven’t any
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objection. Would you care for one, too?”

The officers decline; Manivald says he’d like one. He’s next in line for
guestioning.

“Hey, Ricky,” Professor Motus says, remembering what he wanted to suggest
before the officers questioned Piret, “what do you say you go outside for a bit? Or you
know what, looks like it might rain. How about going downstairs and playing a couple
games of checkers with Ants instead.”

Rico doesn’t feel like doing either. He’s intrigued by what’s going on in the
apartment. Still, he doesn’t argue with his grandpa.

“You can manage alright here, Gramps? Without me?” he asks worriedly.

“Reckon I can,” Grandpa says, giving the boy a melancholy smile and taking a
deep breath. He already knows what the detectives’ first question is going to be: how
the heck can you keep the door unlocked to an apartment where there are tapestries
worth tens of thousands of euros hanging right there on the wall?

Now, it’s Piret’s turn to hold Manivald’s hand.
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