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Pronunciation guide for character names


(Nicknames in brackets)


Ódinn – Oh-thin


Rún – Roon


Lára – Lowh-rra


Heimir – Hame-irr


Róberta – Roh-berta


Krókur care home – Kroke-ur


Diljá – Dilly-oh


Thorbjörn (Tobbi) – Thor-byern (Tobbee)


Einar – Ay-nar


Lilja – Lili-yuh


Veigar – Vay-guh


Hákon – How-cun


Baldur – Bal-duh


Sigga – Sick-a


Eyjalín – Aya-leen


Nanna – Nunnah


Keli – Keh-lli


Logi – Loi-yee


Kalli – Kal-ee


Helena – Heh-lena


Halla – Had-lah


Kolfinnur (Pytti) – Kohl-finnur (Tehtti)




The End


Ódinn was jolted awake by a cough. How long had he been asleep? Perhaps he’d only nodded off for a moment. He chuckled to himself and was puzzled by how breathless he sounded, though he didn’t feel it. Sensing the drowsiness returning, he struggled against it. Where was he, again? An attempt to smile resulted in such a pathetic twitch of his lips that another laugh escaped him. Then there was silence – but no, he could hear the throbbing of an engine. The noise lulled him and his eyelids drooped again. He heard more coughing and half opened his eyes, looking round with some effort. He was still in the driver’s seat. Beside him sat his daughter Rún, head slumped forward, black hair hanging down and masking her delicate features. He started laughing as if it were the funniest thing he had ever seen. Something was wrong. Was he drunk? No, that wasn’t it: he was happy.


Rún coughed again, her head jerking up each time. Her fine hair swung gently to and fro as if in a breeze, and Ódinn almost burst out laughing again, yet beneath his weird elation he was aware that there was nothing funny about any of this.


They were in the car. Inside a garage. Ódinn’s chin had sunk onto his chest. Infinitely slowly he raised his head, as if it were made of glass. Whose garage was it? He ought to know but couldn’t remember. What are we doing here? Why do I feel so strange? He could sense the answers echoing at the back of his mind but they kept eluding him. It frustrated him because he knew they were desperately important.


Ódinn breathed feebly through his nose. When he blinked, his vision cleared for a moment, but with each blink it felt as if his eyes were closing for the last time. Overwhelmed now with hilarity, he managed a wide grin. He felt amazing. By a great effort of will he took hold of his daughter’s little hand, which was quite limp. His inexplicable mirth died down and he squeezed her damp palm. Rún didn’t stir, just hung there in her seatbelt.


A ray of rational thought pierced his haze of contentment. Something was very wrong. Why were they sitting in the car in this familiar-looking garage? He ought to know and made another effort to remember how they’d ended up here. But just as the clouds in his head seemed to be parting, the thought evaporated. Lára. Lára. Lára. His ex-wife – Rún’s mother. How did she come into this? She was long dead. He chuckled again.


Now it was his turn to cough until his chest ached. When he recovered he realised how odd the air tasted. Sour. Poisonous. Still smiling, he groped for the button to turn up the blower to full blast but his arm slumped heavily onto the gearstick. It should have hurt but the pain was so dull he didn’t even wince. It was as if he were wearing a thickly padded ski-suit. Glancing down, he saw that he was dressed in his ordinary clothes. Not his parka, though. That was odd. Wasn’t it freezing outside? It was winter, wasn’t it? Ódinn was unsure. Not that it mattered. Something – or someone? – was telling him everything was going to be all right. Perhaps it was Lára; it sounded like her voice.


God, it was depressing to see Rún hanging there beside him like that. It was spoiling his buzz. He looked away, infinitely slowly, his head still as fragile as glass. His chin touched his left shoulder and he drew back his lips in another grin. That was much better: now he could see that the window on the driver’s side was open. His heart missed a beat. Outside the car the air appeared grey and misty. Why did this jog his memory? Exhaust fumes. The engine’s poisonous exhalations. He knew about this, didn’t he? It was connected somehow to his work. Ódinn tried holding his breath and his head seemed to clear a little. His mirth gave way to despair as he remembered having heard or read that those who die of oxygen deprivation experience a rush of euphoria just before the end. The brain grants the unlucky victim one final mercy: to die happy.


Who had done this to them? Who? Ódinn could hear himself giggling but there were tears sliding down his cheeks. He must be able to remember. Where had they been? He thought he could taste burger, and dimly recalled getting a takeaway. With Rún. But where were they now? The fog descended again, only penetrated by the realisation that he had wasted precious energy thinking about something that no longer mattered, when he should have been trying to get himself and his daughter out of the car. Darling Rún, only eleven years old. He summoned the strength to turn and look at her again. He wanted to scream but didn’t have the energy. His daughter was dying before his very eyes, and he couldn’t even reach out to her.


Ódinn giggled, the tears pouring down his face. He hated this. Who wants to feel hilariously drunk at the moment of their death? Let alone their child’s. A rattle, half-cough, half-laughter, burst from his throat. This was the end; it was too late to change anything. He had failed his daughter. Other fathers might have succeeded in opening the door, dragging themselves along the floor to the passenger side and saving their child. All he need do to save their lives was open the garage door the merest crack. Or to save hers, at least. He didn’t care about himself, as long as she survived.


Laugh one more time, his brain commanded. Ódinn obeyed, guffawing helplessly, at the limits of his endurance. Then broke off when his befuddled thoughts suddenly crystallised. He remembered where they were, though not how they had got there. Remembered why Lára mattered, although she was dead. Remembered the two boys who had died in exactly the same way, long ago. And what was more, he knew now who was responsible for their current predicament. Anger stirred feebly but grief had taken hold now, displacing even the intoxicating merriment.


Ódinn couldn’t hold his breath any longer. This was the end. He opened his mouth and drank in the poisoned air.




Chapter 1



Ódinn Hafsteinsson missed the heft of a hammer in his hand, missed taking aim, raining down blows on a four-inch galvanised nail. As a student he’d never sat a minute longer over his studies than necessary, and after graduating he had quickly given up on his first position at an engineering firm because it had condemned him to spending his days hunched in front of a computer screen. Instead, he’d found his vocation preparing quotes for his brother’s contracting company. This too should have been an indoor job but he managed to wangle it so that he got his hands dirty on as many site visits as possible. It had been a dream job. Yet now here he was, a desk jockey once more, pale, bored and lethargic after three months’ incarceration in an office. And today was one of the bad ones: a gale raging outside, all the windows closed and a heaviness in his head that only intensified when he was summoned to see his boss.


As always, Heimir Tryggvason’s lazy eye was pointing off to one side, and Ódinn experienced the usual urge to follow it to see what it was looking at. ‘Come to me if there’s any problem,’ said Heimir. ‘I’m not too clued up on the background but I might be able to help.’


Ódinn just nodded, having already thanked him twice for the same offer.


‘The priority is to try and get a sense of the scale – find out whether we’re dealing with a ticking time-bomb here. I hope not, of course, but if we are we could at least get in ahead of the media – and the inevitable outpouring of public sympathy. It would make a nice change.’ Heimir’s lips stretched in a humourless smile, his lazy eye swivelling so far to the side that only half the pupil was visible.


‘Is that everything, then? I think I’m fairly clear about what’s expected of me – I’m to pick up where Róberta left off and complete the report.’


Heimir’s smile vanished. ‘To be honest, I’m not sure how much use her work will be to us. She was in a worse state than anyone realised.’


Ódinn opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it. No one could have failed to notice that Róberta had been in very poor health. She had sighed at every step, and was constantly clutching at her left arm and shoulder, her face twisted with pain. Though no one said as much, few were surprised when it was announced that she had died of a heart attack. Neither had they been particularly startled to hear that it had happened at the office, after hours; she was often the last to leave. Even so, it was horrible to think that their colleague had spent a whole night dead in their workplace. And depressing that no one had missed her when she failed to make it home. It had been a nasty shock for the first employees to arrive that morning, and Ódinn was profoundly grateful not to have been among them. Róberta had been found sprawled in her chair, arms trailing at her sides, head craned back, mouth gaping and features contorted with suffering.


Why Heimir had seen fit to assign her one of the office’s very few genuinely demanding projects was anybody’s guess. He was certainly no judge of character. Perhaps he’d used the same criterion he was now applying in transferring the case to Ódinn: as an engineer, Ódinn could be trusted to take a rational approach and remain emotionally detached when dealing with sensitive issues. 


‘I’ll start by checking how far she got. She may have achieved more than we think.’


‘Well, don’t get your hopes up.’ Heimir shot him a look intended to convey sympathy.


Ódinn rose to his feet, feeling a tingle of anticipation. At last he had been entrusted with a job he could really get his teeth into, and would no longer have to struggle to fill his days. This was a serious case, a report on the Krókur care home, which had operated as a residential home for delinquent boys in the 1970s. He was to find out whether the boys had suffered any lasting ill effects as a result of mistreatment or abuse and, if so, whether they had a right to demand damages. The home was unusually shrouded in silence; no former residents had come forward to ask for compensation or pour their hearts out in the media – with any luck because there was nothing to tell.


‘You’ll find Róberta’s files in her cubicle.’


Even a lowly entity like the State Supervisory Agency had its unofficial pecking order. All employees were allocated the same bland office furniture, but some got to sit by a window, while others faced a white, Artexed wall. Ódinn belonged to the latter group, yet considered himself a rung above Róberta, who had been stuck in a corner as far from the action as you could get. The only visitors she had were those who had specific business with her. But at least she’d had peace and quiet to work in, and, whereas others had been ordered to remove all personal touches, no one had made a fuss about the pictures that adorned her cubicle. Possibly no one had even noticed them. Now, faced with her wall, Ódinn could make no sense of the collage; it was like an intricate picture puzzle with no discernible connection between any two images.


‘Kind of crazy, don’t you think?’ Diljá Davídsdóttir, who occupied the neighbouring cubicle, was peering over the partition, glad of the distraction.


‘I don’t know. Better than a blank wall.’ Ódinn bent to examine one of the pictures, which, unlike the rest, was an original photograph rather than a printout. Judging by the clothes and faded colours, it was fairly old. A few more years and all that would remain would be a shiny white rectangle. ‘Are these relatives of hers?’ The photo was of two teenage boys in a grassy hollow, wearing jeans with turn-ups and rather grubby, threadbare jumpers. At first there seemed something vaguely familiar about the older boy, but, on second glance, this impression faded. He probably just had one of those standard-issue Icelandic faces. Also, Ódinn now realised, the boys looked so different that they could hardly be from the same family. 


‘Search me. She wouldn’t answer my questions and I wasn’t about to beg. I just left her to her cutting and pasting.’


Ódinn straightened up. It was pointless trying to work out the rationale behind the collage when the only person who knew it was lying in her coffin in Grafarvogur Cemetery. He decided to start with the paperwork. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed that Diljá was still watching. ‘Did she have some sort of filing system?’


‘God, yes. She was about the most organised person I know. Though whether it’ll make sense is anyone’s guess.’ She regarded Ódinn with wide blue eyes. ‘I bet it’s insanely complicated.’


‘I hope not.’


‘Why are you interested, anyway? Have you got to go through all her stuff?’ She grinned broadly. ‘Yay! I was sure I’d be lumbered with that.’


‘Don’t celebrate too soon.’ Ódinn opened a file and flicked through it. ‘I’m only supposed to focus on material relating to the Krókur care home. Presumably someone else’ll have to deal with the rest. You, maybe?’


That wiped the smile off Diljá’s face. Her red lips thinned into a straight line and her jaw clenched. ‘I wouldn’t touch that job, and if I were you I’d find a way to get out of it.’


The file he was holding did appear to relate to Krókur, so he put it on the desk and grabbed the next one. ‘Well, I’m not exactly drowning in exciting projects.’ Over the years the office had found itself increasingly sidelined. Others had proved perfectly capable of solving the cases that had once fallen within its domain, and all that remained were crumbs from the tables of more powerful government offices, or assignments that Heimir managed to cadge at his monthly meetings with the representatives of other agencies and ministries.


‘Still, you wouldn’t catch me investigating a load of juvenile delinquents,’ she replied. ‘Even if they were abused. It’s all water under the bridge, and it’s not like they were innocent victims like the kids at the other homes.’


‘Calling them juvenile delinquents is a bit harsh.’ Ódinn replaced the second file, which turned out to have no connection to Krókur, and took out a third. ‘From what I can gather their offences were pretty minor. After all, they were only in their early teens.’


Diljá snorted. ‘Like that means anything. Children are perfectly capable of committing crimes. The other day I saw a discussion on Kidsnet about a boy up north who’s supposed to have murdered two children. He wasn’t even a teenager. For all you know, there may have been one of those at Krókur. I’d pass.’


‘There weren’t any murderers there. It would have been mentioned.’


Diljá’s eyes strayed to Róberta’s desk. ‘She used to talk to herself all the time. Róberta, I mean.’ She hesitated, then continued: ‘Sometimes it was just muttering to herself. But now and then I couldn’t help hearing every word. And, I’m telling you, it was really weird shit.’


‘So?’ Ódinn said absently, his attention on the files. Diljá’s dark hints held no interest for him. They hardly knew each other but he’d never been impressed by the endless stream of gossip she produced over the coffee machine, about people he’d never heard of or politicians who pissed her off. Not for the first time he thanked his lucky stars that he hadn’t gone home with her from a work party two months ago. The offer had definitely been there, and at the time spending the night with her had seemed like an excellent idea. But he’d had to pay a visit to the gents and by the time he got back she’d turned her attention to the office’s only other single man. For the next few days the atmosphere between Diljá and this man had been so tense that it was a relief to everyone when one of them was absent. If Ódinn ever found himself a girlfriend, it wouldn’t be at work. Not that it was likely to happen anywhere else either. A single parent with an eleven-year-old daughter, not particularly handsome and far from loaded – a man like that was hardly going to be the hottest bachelor in town. But he couldn’t complain. Casually mentioning his daughter was often all it took to persuade a one-night stand to leave before breakfast.


‘You know what I think? I think that case was the death of her. There’s something creepy about it and I’d think twice before taking it on.’


‘I’ve already taken it on.’ Ódinn had no interest in prolonging the conversation by pointing out that Róberta’s illness had long predated her investigation into the fates of the boys at Krókur, though whether a demanding case had proved the final straw was another matter.


Personally, he was confident that it wouldn’t get to him; he had no intention of becoming emotionally involved with other people’s suffering as he had enough of his own. Unlike the wretched boys at Krókur, however, he had been responsible for his own fate. At twenty-four he’d met Lára, the future mother of his child, who had been two years older. They had moved in together, got married, and a year later had a daughter. Her arrival had finally brought home to him what should have been obvious long before: that he and Lára were hopelessly unsuited. When he walked out on Lára and their newly christened daughter, his wife hadn’t seemed unduly upset. They’d both adapted to the change and life had carried on as normal, though doubtless it had been much tougher for Lára than for him.


Then, less than six months ago, disaster had struck. Lára had fallen out of the window of her flat and his life had undergone a transformation. Ódinn the weekend dad was a thing of the past; fatherhood no longer consisted of a film and a visit to the Hamburger Factory every other weekend. He had changed jobs in order to be able to take proper care of his daughter, and his uncomplicated, cushy existence was history. Though still not used to the change, he was gradually finding his feet.


‘I’m not kidding. I often used to hear her groaning as if the stress were killing her.’ Seeing that Ódinn was unimpressed, Diljá added, with slightly less vehemence: ‘Sometimes it sounded like she was talking to someone. Though not to me, that’s for sure.’


‘I expect she was talking to herself or muttering under her breath. It’s not that unusual, especially when someone’s ill.’ As far as Ódinn was aware heart disease didn’t usually manifest itself in delirium or bipolar episodes, but what did he know? He regretted letting himself be drawn into gossiping: if he’d resisted, Diljá might have given up and left him to get on.


When she spoke again there was no trace of the little-girl voice she adopted to appeal to men; she sounded like an adult, albeit an indignant one. It was a distinct improvement. ‘I know what I’m talking about after listening to her for nearly two years. She wasn’t like that until recently. The change had something to do with that case. It’s up to you whether you believe me or not. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ She sat down again without waiting for his response. Although she’d be able to hear him over the flimsy partition, he decided not to answer. When it came to women, he had a tendency to put his foot in it. He went back to examining the files.


It was too late to resurrect the conversation when he finally came across a second folder of documents relating to Krókur. Oddly enough, he found himself missing Diljá’s chatter; it would have provided a comforting backdrop to what he now read. The first page was a photocopy of the picture on the wall of the cubicle that had caught his attention. Underneath, Róberta had written two names and placed a cross after each:


Thorbjörn (Tobbi) Jónasson †


Einar Allen †


Only now did Ódinn notice the cold draught blowing on him from the air-conditioning vent above his head. Goose bumps crept over his scalp and he snapped the folder shut. His own cubicle wasn’t as chilly; he would take a closer look at it there. But the clumsily drawn crosses hung vividly before his mind’s eye. Shaking off a feeling of unease, Ódinn quickly left the cubicle. He didn’t care for the way the boys in the photo were watching him. Maybe it was the knowledge that they must have looked on equally impassively during Róberta’s death throes. Perhaps they had welcomed her on the other side, finally able to tell someone what had happened at Krókur.





Chapter 2



January 1974


One of the washing-up gloves was leaking. Aldís gritted her teeth and carried on; it wasn’t worth changing the scummy water for the few things left to wash. Besides, she couldn’t face another lecture on extravagance and waste. She hadn’t a clue what washing-up liquid cost but from the fuss they made here you’d have thought it was liquid gold. She had to use it so sparingly that the bubbles disappeared as soon as she put the dirty dishes in the sink. And it wasn’t as if she was washing up for small numbers, either: seven boys for dinner, thank you very much, plus staff, not including herself. If the couple in charge had been in their right minds they’d have invested in a dishwasher long ago. But no, she’d be lucky if she got a new pair of gloves.


‘Why are you always so bloody slow?’ It was as if the mere thought of Lilja and Veigar had drawn the woman to her. She had crept up behind Aldís and was now breathing down her neck. ‘You know we’ve got a new boy arriving later and you’ve still got to make up his bed.’


‘No, I haven’t.’ Aldís was well aware this would be misunderstood; it was almost as if she wanted the woman to have a go at her. 


‘For goodness’ sake, we’ve been over this a hundred times. How could you forget? It’s not as if you’re required to use your brain much here.’ From her tone it was clear that Lilja relished this excuse to nag.


Aldís met her own eyes reflected in the window over the sink. It was pitch black outside as the snow had thawed in the unusually mild weather and none had fallen since. ‘I meant I haven’t got to make up his bed. I did it earlier.’ Her words were met with silence and she sensed that Lilja was casting around in vain for a put-down. ‘I knew I wouldn’t have time this evening, so I thought I’d better do it while the boys were out.’ The new boy had been allocated the top bunk in a twin room. No one had slept in it since his predecessor had left a month ago; a boy so quiet that although he had only been gone a short while, Aldís couldn’t for the life of her remember what he looked like. Perhaps it explained his success as a shoplifter before he came to Krókur: in that line of business invisibility was a definite plus.


‘So you actually showed some initiative for once.’ Lilja was incapable of praise. On the rare occasions she was pleased, it sounded no different from her scolding. For the first few weeks after Aldís had started her job, six months ago, she’d had no problem with the woman, but for the last two months Lilja had gone around looking like a thundercloud. It was hardly surprising under the circumstances. And she was especially bad when Veigar was away, as he was now, though fortunately this didn’t happen often. Absurd as it seemed, Aldís got the feeling Lilja didn’t trust her husband, though all he was doing was collecting the new boy. They were made for each other, really: she bitter and twisted; he in a perpetual bad mood. How could a woman fall for a man like that? Aldís couldn’t understand why Lilja would worry about him cheating on her; it must be due to her recent ordeal. Perhaps Veigar had lost interest in her after what happened. It occurred to Aldís that he might be confronted with the same image she was whenever Lilja appeared – a vision of horror that it was impossible to erase from one’s memory.


Aldís resumed the washing up. She didn’t want to think about that now; enough was enough. She banged the crockery to block out the woman’s heavy breathing behind her. There was no point suggesting Lilja go somewhere else; although the others were still working, she never stood over the male employees. They probably made her nervous.


Aldís felt uncomfortably aware of the clammy rubber glove as it occurred to her that Veigar might have started giving her the eye and that this was the explanation for Lilja’s behaviour. The thought was unbearable. The boys were bad enough. Their eyes followed every step she took, until at times she felt like a hen forced to walk past a pack of wolves. She wasn’t really afraid anything would happen but the sensation of being watched made her uneasy. They ranged in age from thirteen to sixteen and she was almost twenty-two, but the age gap didn’t bother them; it was enough that she was female. However hard she tried to disguise her figure under baggy clothes or neglect her appearance – hair scraped back into a ponytail, face bare of make-up – the boys’ eyes continued to track her every movement. And their number was about to increase.


To complete her discomfort, a deafening silence always fell when they started staring, as if they were waiting expectantly, though for what she neither knew nor wished to know. In the middle of the night she often started up from a recurring dream in which seven boys were gazing at her, wordless and unblinking. Although she could never remember the rest, when she tried to recall the dream the next morning her heart would start racing and all she could see were those lightless black eyes. Her half-hearted attempts to convince herself that her dream reflected the boys’ yearning for kindness and warmth were in vain, and eventually she’d learnt that it was best to dismiss it from her mind once she was awake. Just turn over and concentrate on something else. Like when would be a good time to hand in her notice and get out of here. Mentally calculate how much money she had managed to put aside each month and how much she had accumulated in savings stamps. If she wasn’t mistaken, she’d be able to move to Reykjavík before long, having saved enough to cover the rent of a room and her upkeep while she was looking for a job. A proper job. And she’d never set foot here again. Never in a million years. She wouldn’t miss a thing.


With the last plate finally in the rack, Aldís ripped off the gloves, releasing a foul smell of rubber. ‘We need new gloves. These are leaking.’ Lilja was still in the kitchen, no longer breathing down Aldís’s neck but inspecting the glasses in the cupboard for smears. She pretended not to hear. Rather than repeat herself, Aldís put down the gloves and said goodnight. It was probably just as well; if Lilja was ignoring her, she wouldn’t be able to come up with further chores for her to do. Aldís left the kitchen, fetched her anorak and went outside.


Her room was in a small bunkhouse, a stone’s throw from the main house. The farm consisted of three residential buildings, a cowshed and two smaller tumbledown sheds. The previous tenants had scraped a living from a handful of livestock, but when Veigar and Lilja took over they’d been faced with two choices: either throw in the towel or diversify. The upshot was a home for young offenders, with a little animal husbandry on the side. Not that the location in the remote south-west of the Reykjanes peninsula was particularly suited to farming, with its small pastures and barren, windswept terrain. Perhaps those who built the houses had planned to clear away the lava-field and sow grass for hay, but little had come of it. And it was too far from the sea to provide additional income from fishing. Maybe the original tenant had been after peace and quiet. There was certainly no shortage of either.


It was around half an hour’s drive to the nearest settlement, Keflavík, and over an hour to Reykjavík. To begin with, Aldís had planned to go into town as often as possible but in the event she was seldom offered a lift. She had no car herself and her requests to ride in with Lilja and Veigar had been greeted with a marked lack of enthusiasm. Either the car was full or they were unsure when they’d be coming back, and so on. As it was hardly the end of the world, she didn’t insist; it merely meant she spent less money and so would be able to leave all the sooner.


With every step she felt a lessening of the numbness that had slowly and inexorably taken up residence in her soul during the day. She started looking around for the poor bird that had been stranded here last autumn, left behind when the other migrants headed south. Perhaps it had realised when the others took to the air that it was too old for the journey, or perhaps it was injured in some way. Pitying the lonely, defenceless creature, Aldís had taken to slipping it crumbs and other leftovers from the kitchen, which had probably kept it alive, for now. Who knew what its future held?


The bird was nowhere to be seen but Aldís placed a dried crust in the usual place by the end wall of the main building. The spot was sheltered from the worst of the storms and as long as it didn’t start snowing heavily, the bird would be able to feed on it later. She quickened her pace, though it wasn’t as if she had anything to look forward to; she usually sat in bed and read after work, or listened to the evening radio serial before going to sleep. The story was seldom to Aldís’s taste, but she preferred it to the snores of the workmen who shared the bunkhouse.


There was a faint smell of smoke and the orange glow of a cigarette lit up Hákon’s face. The three men who boarded with her all chain-smoked. Usually they stank out the house, but from time to time even they would be driven out by the choking fug to sit on the steps instead. Hákon was staring into space and didn’t turn, though he must have been aware of her presence. He was a man of few words and, despite having slept under the same roof as him for six months, she knew little about him. The same was true of Malli and Steini who also had rooms in the dump that went by the grand title of ‘staff accommodation’. Among themselves they simply referred to it as ‘the little house’. There was a communal sitting room that none of them used much: the television was broken and there were two cards missing from the pack on the coffee table. It was better to sit in one’s room and daydream. 


‘Only just knocking off?’ The words were accompanied by puffs of smoke that Hákon couldn’t be bothered to exhale.


‘Yes. The boys took ages over the fencing and came in late for supper.’ The boys were expected to perform general chores around the farm, unpaid. Occasionally, they were lent out to other farms, and were allowed to keep the wages they earned from that, as well as for the odd bit of casual labour at one of the fish factories in the Sudurnes district. Yet for the amount of work they did, the poor creatures were paid a pittance. Like her.


‘There’s a new boy arriving later.’


‘Yes.’ There was little to talk about at Krókur and on a normal day Hákon would have made do with nodding at her and maybe saying goodnight. He was quite a bit older than her and, if Lilja was to be believed, had a criminal record as long as your arm for minor offences, such as forging cheques and committing burglaries to finance the unbridled drinking that he had, by his own admission, finally managed to get under control. Yet his eyes were still evasive and his hands couldn’t keep still. ‘Do you know anything about him?’ Aldís added, so as not to seem curt. Not that she had the slightest interest in the boy. They turned up, full of anger, creating all kinds of scenes, but their cockiness was quick to wear off. Even the most highly strung and violent were crushed in the end by the futility of the place. They received no visits and no letters. And nor did she.


‘He’s from Reykjavík, I think. Messed up big time, so the system kicked in. Seems he’s not one of the usual troublemakers who’ve burnt all their bridges.’


‘Oh? What exactly did he do?’ Aldís watched as the cigarette smoke vanished into the darkness, only to be lit up by the headlights that now appeared at the bottom of the drive.


‘Something bad. Really bad, by the sound of it.’ Hákon took a final drag. He rolled his own cigarettes and Aldís had often admired the way he could smoke them right down to his fingertips.


They lapsed into silence and watched the car, a large, battered American model, make its slow way up to the farmyard. The headlights were switched off and all was dark again until the car door opened and a light went on inside. They couldn’t see much but knew one of the figures must be Veigar. The other was slimmer and looked younger from the way it moved. When the doors closed, they appeared as silhouettes, making their way towards the main building, the boy’s progress hampered by a large suitcase that twisted his body as if he were crippled. But he must have been strong, since he kept pace with Veigar, who didn’t bother to lend him a hand. Perhaps the boy had declined his help.


‘Something tells me this is going to be interesting. To put it mildly.’ Hakón rose stiffly to his feet and flicked the butt into the darkness.


Aldís looked at the door that had closed behind Veigar and the boy. ‘He’ll be no different from any of the others. A pain in the arse at first, but he’ll learn to toe the line. They all knuckle down in the end.’


‘Maybe.’


‘You don’t agree?’


‘There are always exceptions. Sure, most of the poor buggers end up like sleepwalkers, as you say. But not all of them.’ Hákon spat on the gravel, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Some start out bad and end up worse. I’ve worked here long enough to see that. You’re lucky you haven’t had to witness it. I’d watch myself if I were you.’ He said goodnight, leaving Aldís on her own. She mulled over his words, unsure whether to dread or look forward to what was to come. She told herself any variety would make a nice change, but deep down she knew this wasn’t true.


That night she dreamt the familiar dream, but this time she woke up, sweating in terror. Something had changed; the staring eyes were more menacing than before and the circle the boys had formed round her was tighter. She gazed up at the ceiling, vainly trying to recapture the feeling of security that sleep had deprived her of. Closing her eyes tight again, she forced herself to think about something else. About Reykjavík and how she would decorate the room she was going to rent; the stereo she’d buy; the records she’d listen to. It almost worked but then she felt the bad thoughts coming back. She struggled to hold onto the image of the stereo by murmuring the names of the bands who would have a place in her record collection, but it was no good; instead she saw again the blood-spattered floor of Lilja and Veigar’s bedroom, the dark-red pools on the white sheets. Aldís wanted to scream. Why couldn’t she forget this, like she had forgotten so much that actually mattered? Like what year the Treaty of Kópavogur was signed, which had led to her failing her history test in the sixth form, though she’d done her best to memorise the date. Perhaps she should have tried to forget it. That way it might have stuck.


She rolled onto her right side, then back onto the left. Neither position felt comfortable, so she tried lying on her back. But that’s how Lilja had lain, screaming and bellowing in childbirth, so she hastily turned onto her stomach. If only the woman had kept her voice down, Aldís wouldn’t have been eavesdropping outside their house when Veigar appeared with the bundle in his arms, his face as white as the only part of the sheet that wasn’t soaked in blood and mucus. She had known at once that something was seriously wrong: towards the end Lilja’s cries had suggested not physical pain but a very different emotion, and people didn’t usually cover newborns with a sheet the way Veigar had done. Invisible in its wrappings, the baby was uncannily still and made no sound.


Aldís sat up. They had ordered her to clean the room and change the bed, and she could still smell the iron reek of blood. The smell alone would hardly have haunted her like this; she might have felt a little queasy at the memory for a few days afterwards, before forgetting all about it. But Veigar had tripped as he staggered away from the house and the sheet had slipped. Aldís expelled a breath and rubbed her eyes. If only she hadn’t seen that deformed, grey head. At first she had taken it for a plastic doll whose head had been bashed in. Then she had realised that it was a baby, covered in some kind of white grease. The head appeared to stop short just above the eyes, yet there was no sign of any injury. Fine black tendrils of hair were plastered to the skin and the skull appeared to have been squashed flat by natural causes. The eyes were closed but, as she gaped in horror, they opened, seeming to meet her gaze. Staring, black eyes, like those of the boys in her dream. Either she was mistaken or the eyelids had flipped open when Veigar tripped. Neither theory seemed plausible for more than a moment, but they were at least bearable, unlike the third possibility – that the child had not in fact been born dead.


Aldís pulled the pillow over her head and lay face down on the mattress, humming a tune her mother used to sing when she was absorbed in her knitting. Aldís didn’t want to think about her mother either, but even she was preferable to a deformed, dead baby. Thinking about her mother stirred up only hurt resentment, not horror.


As she was dropping off again, she was disturbed by a rustling outside the window. It wasn’t the noise itself that made her strain her ears but the thought that there might be someone out there. Was the window open or shut? The curtain didn’t appear to be moving, which was a good sign, but then the evening had been airless and still.


Aldís listened to the sound of her own breathing, prey to unsettling thoughts. No one knew what Veigar had done with the baby. He hadn’t left the farm for days after the birth and, as far as anyone was aware, no priest or doctor had taken the child away for burial. If Hákon was to be believed, Lilja and Veigar were too God-fearing to consider burying an unbaptised child in consecrated ground. He reckoned the infant had been shoved in a hole somewhere on the property or quite simply thrown in the dustbin. Aldís refused to believe that anyone could be so heartless as to treat the body of their own child like rubbish, so in the following days she had searched the area for any trace of a small grave. In the end she concluded that if the child had been buried on the farm it wasn’t anywhere obvious, as there was no sign that the soil had been disturbed. She had no idea what had become of the poor little mite.


The quiet scratching started up again and Aldís squashed the pillow over her ears. Hard as she tried, she couldn’t remember if she had closed the window. And absolutely nothing would induce her to get up and check.





Chapter 3



There were so many things Ódinn wished he had done differently in life; so many decisions he’d made that had seemed unimportant at the time but were to have far-reaching consequences. One was the impulse to stay in town that fateful night instead of heading home with his friends once the fun had begun to wear thin. It wasn’t the first or the last time, and as a rule it didn’t matter; he’d just wake up a bit more hungover than usual, having run his card through the machine once too often, but on this particular night his loitering downtown had cost him more than a sick headache.


He’d got chatting to a young woman in the taxi queue. Her name was Lára and she’d been as unsteady on her legs as he was. He couldn’t for the life of him recall what they had talked about but she had evidently fallen for his slurring, drunken chat-up lines, since they had ended up back at his place. The sex on that occasion had also failed to leave any impression on his memory, though if it had been anything like it became later on, that was no great loss. Unless the first time had been different. In any case, he had rung her a fortnight later after the woman at the dry cleaner’s had handed him a crumpled note with Lára’s phone number on it, which had turned up in his trouser pocket. Never before or since had a dry cleaner returned to him so much as an old credit-card receipt.


But it had happened and there was no going back. Ódinn had smoothed out the note and called to invite Lára out to dinner, setting in motion a chain of events that still showed no signs of ending, though her part in it was over. He’d had countless opportunities to extricate himself after that first proper date but instead they had moved in together and finally got married, despite all the evidence that they were unsuited. There were moments when Ódinn had been on the point of suggesting they go their separate ways, but each time she’d done something to charm the pants off him, and he’d abandoned the idea. Not until after the wedding did they realise the truth, and when the subject of divorce came up, they found themselves, almost for the first time, in agreement. But to their mutual surprise, Lára discovered she was pregnant, so nothing had come of it.


The arrival of their daughter had only made matters worse. She was a difficult baby from day one, constantly colicky and always crying, and although Ódinn adored the little creature, his love faded in inverse proportion to the growing bags under his eyes. Shortly after their wedding, he and Lára had purchased a small attic flat in the town centre, and this had gradually come to seem like a prison to him. It didn’t help that Lára suffered from postnatal depression, and even when awake was reluctant to talk. After four months he could take no more. When he walked out he left the flat to Lára, taking it for granted that she would take custody of their daughter, or he wouldn’t have left. To his mind, Lára had got by far the worse end of the bargain, so he didn’t like to demand back his half of their small deposit. She kept the child and the roof over their heads; he got his freedom.


What a shit he had been. He could see that now that everything had fallen apart in his hands. After moving out, he’d only needed to look after his daughter every other weekend or when things were difficult for Lára. Not that he’d even kept to this part of the deal. The more time passed after their divorce, the less often she turned to him for help, and ashamed as he was of the fact now, he’d justified it to himself at the time on the grounds that his job was so hectic, he needed to rest on his days off, et cetera. Lára had always got her child maintenance regularly, at the beginning of every month, which was surely what mattered most. Actually, the state had taken care of that before sending him the bill, but still … One thing was certain: he wasn’t proud of his conduct now.


He was sitting in his car outside the sports hall, waiting for Rún. Feeling a sudden icy chill, he reached out to turn up the heater, only to discover that it was on full. He pushed the blower up as high as it would go but nothing happened. Irritably he blew on his hands, consoling himself with the thought that the car had never gone wrong before. Perhaps it was a temporary glitch. But it would be impossible to drive with a broken heater in this freezing weather, so he tried banging the dashboard. Nothing happened. He raised his fist again, only to stiffen at a sudden creaking noise from the back seat. There was nothing inherently menacing in the sound, yet his heart began to pound. A series of news items about drug addicts and drunks attacking taxi drivers late at night ran through his mind, and implausible though it was, it occurred to Ódinn that a criminal might have hidden in his car. There was a rustling noise from the shopping bag he had chucked in the back earlier. Perhaps some undesirable had been lurking in the supermarket car park. But of course that was impossible because the car had been empty when he put the shopping in. Resisting the impulse to open the door and jump out, he forced himself to snatch a glance over his shoulder. The back seat was as empty as it had been when he got behind the wheel. It must have been the contents of the bag settling. He heaved a sigh of relief, grateful that no one had witnessed his foolish panic.


It was probably his conscience pricking him because he had been thinking about Lára. He’d never admit it, even to himself, but for a split second he’d had the feeling she was sitting there behind him, horribly mangled from her fall, gloating over his regrets. Absurd. Nevertheless, he switched on the radio to drown out any further sounds from the back.


A few minutes later he spotted Rún’s small figure emerging from the sports hall, and switched off the radio. Her name struck him now as rather an adolescent choice, but then he and Lára hadn’t been very old when they’d pored over the baby books in search of the perfect, unique name, after the ultrasound had revealed their child’s sex. She was eleven now, but had little in common with her age group. She walked out alone, head down, while the other girls had already left the car park in a chattering, giggling bunch. This didn’t necessarily mean there had been an incident; Rún was unsociable and subdued by nature. When she caught sight of the car, however, she smiled, waved and speeded up.


Considering his shortcomings as a father, it was amazing how she had always idolised him. At the end of her daddy weekends she had invariably asked why she couldn’t live with him instead, and, coward that he was, he had always told her that her mother wouldn’t allow it. He had done other things he was more ashamed of, but it stung to recall it now. Still, a white lie was better than admitting that he didn’t feel up to taking her on, or, if he was being honest, couldn’t be bothered. Well, that was no longer an option. She lived with him now and would do so until she left home.


‘Hi, sweetheart.’ Ódinn squeezed her thin shoulder and the shiny orange fabric of her anorak crackled. ‘How did it go?’


‘All right.’ Rún smiled thinly, not showing her teeth. ‘I want to give up handball.’


Ódinn bit back a comment. They’d had this discussion three times a week for months – after every single session, in other words. But he was adamant: she had promised to keep it up all winter, and she was to stick to her word. She hadn’t made any friends yet at her new school, and he’d hoped that handball practice would help bring her out of her shell. Not that he had a clue how little girls made friends. When he was her age they’d barely existed for him; sure, there were girls in his class, but he and the other boys hadn’t associated with them. What he did remember, though, was that the handball girls used to hang around together. ‘Give it time. Soon you’ll be furious with me if you have to miss a session.’ He squeezed her shoulder tighter as if by doing this he could toughen her up a little. ‘Remember the deal. You stick it out and we’ll go somewhere nice this summer.’


Rún chewed her upper lip and stared out of the window. Her eyes were filled with an inexpressible pain that Ódinn had no idea how to address. He felt guilty for not having sought professional grief-counselling for her, as their GP had urged. Instead he had trusted his gut instinct, which didn’t seem to have turned out particularly well. Suddenly, she turned to him, no longer looking sad. ‘Let’s go home. I’m hungry.’ She didn’t mention their deal, and neither did Ódinn. What was the point? She was going to the next handball session and they both knew it.


They didn’t speak much on the way home, but that wasn’t unusual. Neither was chatty by nature. They were alike in this, though so different in appearance. She was uncommonly petite and delicate, whereas he was big and burly; she had dark hair and eyes, and strikingly pale skin that never seemed to tan; he was fair and blue-eyed, and caught the sun the moment he set foot out of doors. Chalk and cheese.


Ódinn drove straight home. His brother Baldur, who had built their block of flats, liked to refer to it as a condominium, but even that wasn’t enough to shift the apartments. Apart from the old lady on the ground floor, and him and Rún on the second, the building was empty. Baldur had sold Ódinn the flat for a knockdown price when Rún unexpectedly came to live with him and he’d been forced to say goodbye to his bachelor pad in Hlídar. At the same time Ódinn had quit his demanding job with his brother’s firm and started at his current workplace. New flat, new job, new life.


He smiled as he drove up to their block. The advantage of their new home was that there was never any shortage of parking spaces. He generally used the ones outside because there was something so depressing about the empty underground garage. As the old lady didn’t own a car, the garage resembled the set of a disaster movie in which he and Rún were the sole survivors. He ignored the real reason for his reluctance: the vague fear that someone was lying in wait for them, lurking behind the rough grey concrete pillars. Ridiculous, of course.


They stepped over the pile of junk mail in the entrance hall and climbed up to the second floor. From the old lady’s flat came the faint sound of a radio; otherwise all was quiet. The lift had never worked, but father and daughter didn’t mind the stairs since the shopping bag was light, containing nothing but flat-cakes, butter and cheese for Rún’s packed lunch. Ódinn hadn’t yet got the hang of organising the food shopping for the week, so was forever having to pop out for small purchases and then again for things he had forgotten. He’d learn eventually, as he would in all the other areas of their life that required improvement.


Involuntarily he hesitated before turning the key in the lock. Rún looked at him in surprise. ‘Why don’t you open the door?’ She put down her sports bag as if prepared for a lengthy wait.


‘I don’t know.’ Ódinn gave her a foolish smile. ‘Just being silly.’ Silly was the word. He’d had a premonition that he shouldn’t open it, though he didn’t know why. Perhaps his nerves were still on edge after what he had imagined earlier in the car. But he sensed that something had changed. Not necessarily inside the house, but something was different or was about to overturn all his certainties. A year or so ago he would have laughed at this but now he knew better, for he had experienced the same sort of premonition the day Lára died. He had been lying in bed with a truly epic hangover when his phone lit up with an unknown number on the screen. And he hadn’t wanted to answer.


Don’t answer. Your life will never be the same. Don’t answer.


Only at the third call from the same number had he given in and picked up. Bye-bye, Weekend Daddy. 


But this time the message wasn’t as clear, as if it didn’t really matter whether he opened the door or not. So perhaps the premonition didn’t relate to what awaited them inside; at least, there was no incessant voice echoing in his head: Don’t open! He must still be jumpy from the bag rustling like that in the car. Ódinn shook off his feeling of trepidation and smiled at Rún. It was silly. And, come to think of it, the premonition about the phone call had been wrong. Though his life had undeniably become more complicated and restricted since Rún entered it, he had no desire to turn the clock back. He had been offered a chance to mend his ways and for that he was grateful. He turned the key in the lock.


They were met by a fresh breeze and Rún frowned. At first Ódinn didn’t understand her reaction, then he twigged.


‘Who opened a window?’ Her voice was even higher than usual and she looked terrified. It was an unspoken rule with them that no window should be opened unless for a specific reason. Once he was sure she was asleep, Ódinn would open his bedroom window a crack, but he was always careful to close it before waking her in the morning. It didn’t take a psychologist to guess what lay behind this phobia; her mother had died falling out of a window. The attic flat Ódinn had handed over to Lára had eventually cost her her life. To Rún, open windows were death traps, and Ódinn hadn’t even tried to explain the difference between the narrow gap of a slightly open sash window and a large, wide open dormer window like the one her mother had fallen from. Plenty of time for that later. Nor did he try to explain that her mother had not been irresistibly pulled to the open window by ungovernable forces. She had been perched smoking, as was her habit, half in and half out of the window. In the gutter at the bottom of the steep roof they had found a small flower pot and the household broom. The assumption was that Lára had knocked over the pot, which rolled down into the gutter, and in trying to fish for it with the broom she had lost her balance.


‘I must have forgotten to close the window in my room, sweetheart. I was boiling last night and opened it a teeny-tiny crack. A fly would have had difficulty squeezing through it.’ Ódinn tried to make light of the situation, concealing from Rún that this couldn’t possibly be the explanation. He distinctly remembered shutting the window, though he could conceivably be confusing this with another day. The faint whiff of cigarette smoke did nothing to help. He didn’t smoke, and Rún certainly didn’t. Had the old lady downstairs started sneaking the odd fag?


Rún sniffed the air, her face even more anxious. ‘I don’t want to go in.’


‘OK.’ Ódinn impressed himself with his new-found skill at handling their relationship. ‘I’ll go in and close the window. When I’ve done that and made sure everything’s absolutely fine, you’re to come in. You can’t stay out on the landing forever. I’m not lugging your bed out here. Remember what a job we had forcing it through the door in the first place?’
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