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1
            April 2017

         

         1

         The cell door shut behind Agla’s back with a smooth click. All the doors and walls in the new Hólmsheiði Prison were sound-insulated, so the women’s wing was quiet in the evenings. There was no slamming, and no calls or mutter of televisions carried through from the cells of the other women serving their sentences there. Instead there was a heavy silence, which seemed to engulf her like water – and she was sinking slowly and gently to the bottom.

         She had known that being locked up wasn’t going to be a pleasant experience. A few years earlier she had been on remand for a couple of days while the market-manipulation case against her was being investigated, so she had been expecting something similar. But this was unlike anything she had anticipated. It was one thing to spend two or three days in a cell, at the end of which her lawyer had appeared like a guardian angel, sweeping her away to dinner; it was quite another to walk into this building that still smelled of damp cement and filler, knowing that it would be her world for the next year.

         Now she had a month to go before she was eligible for parole. In her mind she had divided her sentence into sections: she had to complete half of her time and then the rest would be on probation. But now that the second section was within sight, she was consumed with trepidation. Somehow she had become the animal in the zoo that dared not leave its cage for fear of looking freedom in the eye.

         As her time in prison had passed, she had found the cage an increasingly comfortable place to be; to the point where she was numbed by it. There was now something reassuring about having all her power taken 2away from her. The more she had complained about the hard mattress and the piss-warm shower, the more a simple fact had filtered through into her consciousness: whatever she did or said in here made no difference. Her own will was of no consequence.

         She had the impression that life was progressing evermore slowly, and she was finding it increasingly difficult to make decisions. The warders would often suggest she played games or did some handiwork, or brought her books from the library; but she could no longer be bothered to play, work or read. The same seemed to apply to the other women. She’d seen those whose sentences had begun after hers turn up furious and bristling with pain, just as she had; but after three months all their fury had dried up, and now they hardly even spoke to each other.

         Two of the Icelandic prisoners had arrived at the same time as Agla. With the justice system overloaded, like Agla and many others convicted of non-violent offences, they had had to wait a long time before they could start serving their sentences. Another woman had come here from a prison in the north, and one had joined them some time later. The foreign women were on the other corridor, so they had come and gone without Agla noticing. All of them had been mules – young women from Eastern Europe, dressed in track suits, with dyed hair and poor English. Like the Icelandic prisoners, they kept to their own corridor, but somehow their community seemed to be livelier, although the gales of laughter and the songs could sometimes turn into screams and fights.

         At the beginning of her sentence, Agla had made daily visits to the fitness room, accepted interviews with the prison chaplain – if only to have someone to talk to – and made an effort when it was her turn to cook. Now, though, she no longer had the energy for any of this, and her fellow prisoners were lucky to get rice pudding and meat soup, as she couldn’t summon the energy to cook anything more demanding. Not that they complained; they had probably stopped tasting any flavour in the food long ago.

         She took the nail clippers from her vanity bag, then used them 3to pick tiny holes in a sheet, so that she could tear it into strips. Two strips would definitely be needed, twisted together so they were strong enough. She had planned this a long time ago – when she had been informed that her probation was coming up, but she hadn’t made a decision about a precise day. Earlier, though, just after the evening news on TV, she had had the feeling that it was now time. Her decision was accompanied by neither sorrow nor fear, but instead by a kind of epiphany, as if a fog in her mind had lifted and for the first time in many months she could clearly see that this was the right thing to do.

         It took longer than she had expected to rip up the sheet, and when she wound the two strips together, they lost half of their length, and became a short piece of rope. She looked around and immediately saw the solution, as if, now that the moment was near, new possibilities were appearing that she had not seen before. She unplugged the power cable for the TV and unwound it from its coil at the back of the set. It would work fine; it wouldn’t fail.

         She made the sheet rope into a loop that would tighten around her neck, and then tied the loop to the cable. She got to her feet and went over to the radiator on the wall by the door. It was just about the only thing in her cell that anything could be tied to. Agla hoped it was high enough up the wall. She tied the cable to the top of the radiator and pulled at it – gingerly at first, afraid that the makeshift noose would give way, and then with all her strength. It seemed secure. She hoped that her body would not let her down at the last moment, responding with some self-preservation instinct and trying to keep her on her feet.

         For a second the silence was broken by a blackbird’s song, as it made its nest somewhere nearby. The thick walls were not able to stifle the cheerful birdsong, and it triggered in Agla an immediate desire to step outside into the fresh air and inhale the scent of the blossoming birch trees. But this urge disappeared the second the birdsong came to an end, and images of her mother and Sonja passed through her mind.

         The pain and the regret that came with these thoughts were so bitter, her heart ached; but at the same time she felt a sense of relief that this would be the very last time she would be tormented like this. Never 4again would she be outside these walls, having to stand alone, wondering why Sonja had abandoned her. Never again would she have to face the endless choices that freedom offered, and that, up to now, had mainly brought her misfortune. It came as a relief that her life was over.

         She stood with her back to the radiator, pulled a plastic bag over her head and looped the noose about her neck. The moment she had tightened the noose, she sighed once, with satisfaction, and then sat down.

         2

         The chill evening breeze left Anton shivering. He zipped up his coat and checked the time on his phone. Eight minutes had passed since Gunnar had taken the moped they had brought to where they had decided to hide it. The only reason he had brought Gunnar in was because of his moped. At one point he had considered taking his dad’s car, because he could drive just fine, even if he was only fifteen and didn’t even have a provisional licence yet. But taking the car would have been risky – especially if they were pulled over by the police – and if anyone was about, a car would be more noticeable than a moped with no lights.

         He heard quick footsteps approaching him from behind, and he spun around. It was Gunnar, running towards him with his white helmet on his head like a giant mushroom. They had agreed to wear helmets the whole time, both to reduce the likelihood of the police stopping them and so that any security cameras wouldn’t pick up images of their faces. Fortunately, though, there didn’t appear to be any cameras here. He had been checking the area out over the past few days, and knew that the roadworks guys used a diesel generator for the lights and heating in their shed. But now everything was dark – so dark that the green hue of the northern lights dancing in the eastern sky was unusually bright.

         Anton shouldered the backpack containing their tools, and they hurried on quiet feet over to the fence, where Gunnar took the wire 5cutters from the bag and started making a hole big enough for them to crawl through.

         ‘That’s just a catflap,’ Anton said. ‘The hole has to be bigger. We need to get back through it with full backpacks.’

         ‘OK,’ Gunnar agreed, snipping a few more wires, but he was obviously tired already, so Anton took the cutters from his hand and continued the work. Even though these were decent cutters, brand new and sharp, the mesh was still unbelievably hard to cut. He had to use all his strength to break each strand.

         To begin with they had planned to go over the fence, but the coils of razor wire at the top put an end to that idea – they would have had to cut through that anyway, so it was as well to forget climbing and make a hole down here. It was also safer, as there was less chance of them being seen at ground level.

         ‘Give it a pull now,’ Anton said.

         Gunnar twisted the tongue of mesh upwards so that Anton could crawl through, then Gunnar followed behind him. They jogged past the workmen’s cabin to the storage shed behind it. Anton shook off his backpack, and they took out the head torches and fixed them to their helmets. He was pleased with this idea; they could see what they were doing without having to hold torches or a lamp.

         ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Let’s do it.’

         Gunnar did not need to be told twice. He took out a hammer and began battering the padlock, while Anton set to work with a screwdriver, trying to unscrew the hinges. This was one aspect of the job they had not agreed on. They had spent time lying in the scrub, looking down on the place with a pair of binoculars, watching to see how the shed was closed and arguing about the best way to open it. It didn’t seem to be a proper door, more a homemade job with a sheet of plywood that had been cut to fit the opening and fixed with hinges on the outside. After racking their brains for a while, they decided on both approaches; they’d see which was the one that got them inside the shed first. Anton knew that the method didn’t matter. It was the objective that was important. But Gunnar seemed to think there was a principle 6at stake, and insisted on smashing open the padlock, so Anton had accepted this compromise.

         ‘There!’ Gunnar whooped as the first of the three padlocks gave way and hung open.

         ‘Cool,’ Anton grunted, concentrating on the screws. He had removed them all from one hinge and was almost there with the second.

         As he pulled out the last screw, Gunnar was still getting his breath back after the battle with the padlock.

         Anton took the hammer from him, slid the claw into the opening and put his weight behind it. The door dropped out of the frame and hung on the remaining two locks on the other side.

         ‘Yesss!’ Gunnar crowed, his excitement obvious. ‘You win. Ice cream on me after. You’re the meanest gangster in town, man.’

         He was clearly enjoying every moment.

         Anton, on the other hand, was surprised at how calm he felt. He had been sure he would be more nervous. But now a warm feeling of achievement swept through him as he stepped inside the shed and the light on his helmet flickered over the boxes.

         This was the first step towards his objective. He knelt down and opened the first box and began stacking sticks of dynamite in his backpack.

         3

         ‘I’m on the visitor list,’ María said, her resentment growing deeper and stronger the longer she spent talking to the prison officer responsible for dealing with visitors.

         She had booked this visit a good few days before, and refused to believe that Agla had now taken her off the list. As far as María was aware, she was the only visitor Agla ever had. Yes, the visits did seem to trouble Agla, but each one always lasted the full allotted time, even though it invariably descended into arguments and quibbling. And yes, María always had a long list of questions, which Agla usually avoided 7answering, but her visits had to be about the only variation in the routine of being locked up. At least, María assumed that this was why Agla had put her name on the visitor list in the first place. It seemed to her highly unlikely that Agla had now changed her mind.

         ‘You can call tomorrow to book another visit,’ the prison officer said, tugging his shirt down over his paunch and stuffing it into his waistband. ‘Agla can’t have visitors today.’

         ‘Why not?’ María asked, leaning forwards, elbows on the table, driving home the point that she wasn’t about to leave.

         ‘She’s indisposed,’ the prison officer said, peering at the visitor list and scribbling a note on it.

         ‘I want to know why,’ María said. ‘Or let me call her myself, so she can tell me in person that she doesn’t want a visit.’

         The prison officer sighed deeply.

         ‘Agla can’t see any visitors today. Try calling tomorrow.’

         ‘I’m an investigative journalist and I demand to know why prisoner Agla Margeirsdóttir isn’t available for a previously agreed visit. If I don’t get an explanation then I’ll have no choice but to take this to the Prison and Probation Administration.’

         The prison officer sighed again, deeper this time, and his eyes rolled towards the ceiling.

         ‘Sweetheart, this isn’t Guantanamo Bay. We have a duty of confidentiality regarding the health of inmates, so all I can tell you is that Agla is unwell today, and that you can call tomorrow and book another visit.’

         Now it was María’s turn to sigh. This was as far as she was going to get for the moment. There was no point in taking out her frustration on the prison officer. In reality, she didn’t suspect there was anything untoward about Agla’s absence; she was simply impatient. This time the questions on her list were all unusually urgent – she wanted to know about Agla’s links to Ingimar Magnússon and William Tedd, the Paris-based markets guru. She had come across both names during her investigation into Agla back when she had worked on economic crime for the special prosecutor. That had been in a previous life, before Agla had, indirectly, caused her to be sacked.8

         María let her thoughts wander as she made her way back to her car. Although the days had begun to lengthen, the April sun was still low in the sky, and she squinted into the brightness. It would be more pleasant when these knife-edged, blue-white rays gave way to mild spring sunshine. In this light everything seemed to be grey and forlorn after the harshness of winter. There was no sign yet of any growth and the sunshine beat down mercilessly on the dry moorland that replaced the bare earth as she left the prison behind her. Not that the time of year made any difference. She wouldn’t be taking a summer holiday to enjoy the weather. She couldn’t afford one. Her online news service, The Squirrel, just about made ends meet, but only because of the income from the handful of advertisements she had been able to secure. So far she hadn’t been able to sell her material to any of the larger media outlets. Now, though, she suspected she was on the trail of something juicy. Just the names Ingimar Magnússon and William Tedd were enough to tell her she was on the right track.

         María sat behind the wheel. Her heart skipped a beat when she noticed, hanging from the mirror, the little crystal angel that Maggi had given her. That had been a year before he had left her, saying that she wasn’t the person he thought he had married. If she were to trace everything back to its origins, then the divorce could also be laid at Agla’s door. Her whole life had been wrecked when she had been sacked by the special prosecutor, and for many months she had been in a kind of angry, disbelieving limbo. Finally Maggi had given up, saying that he no longer recognised her. If she were completely honest, she no longer recognised herself either.

         It didn’t do to think too much about Maggi – it would wreck her day completely. If she didn’t take care and let herself drift too far, she would end up in tears on the steps outside his place. The worst of it was that, although she couldn’t help hoping that he would ask her in and then would hold her tight, she knew full well that he would actually just look at her with a mixture of disgust and pity, before shutting the door in her face.

         She started the engine and wondered whether she ought to rip the 9angel from the mirror and throw it out onto the moor. But she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Maybe she would do it tomorrow. In the morning she would call the prison and book another visit. And since she wasn’t able to ask Agla her questions right away, she would have to start on Ingimar.

         4

         She had been more heavy-handed than usual today – to Ingimar’s satisfaction. He was exhausted after being whipped, and he had needed her help to reach the bed afterwards. This was the best part of it, exactly why he came to her; the hour he spent in her bed on the borderline between sleep and wakefulness, overwhelmed by the adrenaline that his body automatically pumped into his bloodstream as the first lash of the whip burned into his back, and the endorphins that accumulated the longer the treatment lasted, leaving him in a daze.

         In his younger years he had believed that what he craved was the humiliation – of being tied, manacled, hung from a hook and whipped; of being completely in her power. But now he knew better. The key to it was the vulnerability that came afterwards; his defencelessness as she helped him, sobbing and bruised, to the bed, where she would apply a soothing balm to his back, tuck him in and whisper sweet words that were both calming and encouraging, just like a mother with her child. This was when he felt he was truly loved; he revelled in lying in bed without having had to do anything to deserve it, not one single thing.

         ‘You’re a good boy,’ she whispered, kissing the top of his head and leaving the room as he began to doze. He lay there in a dreamless state for a while, he had no idea how long, until his thoughts were again clear and linear, and he felt there was no longer any need to lie still. The time for rest was over. He got to his feet, pulled on his trousers and took his shirt with him to the kitchen where she was waiting for him with a smile.10

         ‘Let’s take a look at you,’ she said, examining his back. ‘You’re fine,’ she added, handing him his singlet and helping him into it. It stung like hell, but he liked that. He would feel the pain for the next few days, every time he dressed, took a shower or leaned back in a chair, and that was the way he wanted it. This reminder was something he needed; the reminder that he was human. It was the same as the Roman emperors who had a slave walking behind them, whispering ‘remember you are mortal, remember you are mortal’.

         ‘I’ll make a transfer to your account,’ he said as he buttoned his shirt.

         She stepped closer and helped him with the top button and knotted his tie for him.

         ‘Not too much,’ she said. ‘You always pay me too much.’

         ‘I’m grateful,’ he said.

         ‘You’re still in a state when you make the transfer, so you make it too much.’

         ‘It’s no more than you deserve,’ he said, kissing her cheek.

         ‘Now you be a good little worm and do as you’re told.’ She smiled and winked as she teased him. ‘Otherwise you’ll feel it…’

         He gave her an exaggerated bow.

         ‘Yes, madame!’

         They understood each other instinctively. She knew precisely when it was safe to inject a little humour into the game they played, and when things had to be kept serious as it was crucial to not lose the momentum.

         ‘Call me whenever you want,’ she said, holding the front door open for him.

         He blew her a kiss on his way down the steps, and as was so often the case, he was astonished at the change he’d undergone since he had turned up here a couple of hours ago. He had walked in tense with stress and with his mind in overdrive, but now he was relaxed and his thoughts had clarified, as if his soul had been cleansed.

         He started his car and turned up the heater. It wasn’t particularly cold, but a whipping always left him with a chill that lasted a few hours. His phone showed one missed call and two text messages, all from the 11same number. He opened the first message. It was a long one, from an investigative journalist called María. He sighed. He knew who María was: a former investigator at the special prosecutor’s office who had fallen badly out of favour and who now ran her own online news outlet, an effort driven forwards more by determination than ability. She was the type who saw conspiracy everywhere she looked and who could make the most innocent thing look suspicious. The message was a series of questions concerning himself and Agla, and any business connections they might have.

         That was something he could answer easily. Right now there were none. They had ended their joint business affairs some years before and since then had taken care to avoid each other.

         He opened the second message and the flood of questions continued. This demonstrated an incredible optimism on her part. Surely she didn’t expect him to answer all these questions by text message? Normally he kept clear of journalists and wouldn’t have hesitated to delete these messages right away.

         But the last question in the series troubled him:

         What is the nature of the business conducted by yourself and William Tedd with Icelandic aluminium producers?

         5

         If she had imagined during the weeks before she’d sat down in front of the radiator with the noose around her neck that she couldn’t possibly have felt worse, she was wrong. Those days had been a walk in the park compared to waking up after trying to kill herself.

         The pain of renewing her acquaintance with life, having already waved it a final goodbye, was so unreal, she wasn’t even able to feel angry with herself for making a mess of it. She opened her eyes and saw that everything around her was white, which told her she had to be in hospital. She closed her eyes again and hoped that she might slip back into unconsciousness. But it was hopeless. She was awake and a prison 12officer she knew was called Guðrún was in a chair at her side, leafing through a magazine.

         ‘How are you feeling?’ Guðrún asked, ringing a bell.

         Under the circumstances, this was a bizarre question, and there was only one possible reply: bad. Agla tried to form the word but all that came out of her throat was an indistinct growl that could have been made by a wild animal. That would have to be a wounded, angry animal.

         A woman in white scrubs came in and looked her over.

         ‘Don’t try to talk,’ she said. ‘Just rest and drink cold water. Your throat is still swollen and you’ve not long come off the ventilator, which will have left your throat sore as well. I’ll get you some water and painkillers, and the doctor will be along to talk to you.’

         She looked into Agla’s eyes, and laid a hand on her arm, squeezing it briefly. Then she smiled and left the room. This tiny sign of human warmth was like a punch to the stomach, and Agla could feel tears flowing from her eyes and down onto the pillow. Self-pity wasn’t something she made a habit of, regardless of how tough things might be, but somehow this was pushing humiliation to a new level. A screwed-up attempt at death had become the perfect summation of a screwed-up life.

         The nurse returned with a painkiller that she pumped through the cannula in the back of Agla’s hand. Then she spooned up an ice cube from the water glass at Agla’s side and lifted it to her lips. Agla opened her mouth like an obedient child and took the ice cube just as she felt the morphine take over. In a second, everything became a little better. The tears stopped flowing from her eyes, and she felt there was a security in having Guðrún at her side, again deep in a magazine.

         Agla came round to the sound of the doctor’s deep voice, which somehow had seemed to grow louder inside the void of her unconsciousness. Maybe he had been standing there talking for a while.

         ‘You were lucky,’ he said. ‘You were extremely fortunate that the rope stretched almost enough to let you sit; it meant your bodyweight wasn’t concentrated entirely on your neck. Otherwise you’d have broken it, 13and damaged your spinal cord too. But as the rope stretched and you weren’t hanging there for long, we’re only looking at damage to your airway, and some swelling and bruises. Even your larynx is in pretty good condition. So you’ll be in here overnight and then you should be able to go home tomorrow,’ he said. Then he glanced at Guðrún, who coughed gently. ‘I mean, you can be discharged tomorrow.’

         Agla blinked slowly instead of trying to nod her head, as her neck was still too stiff.

         The doctor turned to leave.

         ‘There’ll be a psychiatrist coming to see you later today. That’s the rule when this kind of thing happens,’ he added from the doorway.

         When this kind of thing happens, Agla thought to herself. Why doesn’t he just say when people try to kill themselves?

         6

         Júlía tiptoed up to the school steps, where Anton stood with his back to her, and slipped her little finger into his hand. He responded by twisting his little finger around hers. This was their special thing, an expression of what passed between them and their main physical connection. Anything further had been forbidden, which in itself had been unbelievably embarrassing, but hadn’t actually changed things much. They could still spend all the time they wanted together, her father had said when he had visited Anton’s father to ‘talk things over’, and they could go to each other’s houses and see each other, just as long as their bedroom doors remained open.

         Anton had seen how his father had been taken by surprise by this visit, and how he had tried to hide it. To begin with he had used small talk, and had filled the old man with coffee and biscuits to stifle any serious conversation. Then, much to Anton’s surprise, he had agreed with Júlía’s father. Anton had expected him to go along with what his son was doing without saying a word. But instead he had announced to Anton in his grave voice that if he was serious about the girl, then he 14could wait. And Anton could wait. Everyone at school knew they were together, so none of the other boys dared go anywhere near her, which meant that he could be sure she was his; the prettiest girl in the school. In fact, she was easily the prettiest girl he had ever seen. Of course they broke the rules; they kissed and cuddled when nobody could see them, but it wasn’t often, as he could sense that she was uncomfortable with disobeying her father, and he didn’t want to pressure her. As his father had spelled out to him, if he wanted to hold on to the girl, then he would have to behave in a way that made her feel safe around him.

         So he tried to do everything he possibly could to make sure that she had a feeling of security when she was near him.

         He gently squeezed her little finger and turned his head towards her.

         She smiled.

         ‘Shall we go to the pictures tomorrow?’ she asked.

         ‘Dinner and a movie?’ he suggested with a wink. That had to mean a burger or a kebab, followed by a bus ride to the cinema. It would be her birthday soon, and he had decided he would take her out somewhere smart, a shirt-and-tie place, and he’d have to do a deal with his father to cover transport and some extra finance.

         By then he would also have given her the birthday present. This was what he had dreamed of for so many weeks. He was certain that it would be the best moment of their whole lives.

         ‘Talk to you this evening,’ she said as Gunnar cruised up to the school steps on his moped, which was still muddy from the night before.

         ‘Talk to you this evening,’ Anton said, squeezing her little finger again. There was no need to say it, as they talked every evening and sent each other endless messages and chatted online. As well as being the prettiest, she was the most fun girl he had ever met.

         He hopped onto the moped and held on tight to Gunnar’s coat as he set off. They had agreed to meet after school to find a better place to store the dynamite, and to think over the problem of detonators. He had been sure that they would find detonators in the shed as well, but there hadn’t been any. They had searched everywhere to be certain. They would just have to find some other way to set the dynamite off.15

         7

         ‘If you get a call from a journalist called María, phoning from Iceland, then don’t give her any chance to ask you anything,’ Ingimar said once he and William had exchanged the usual greetings.

         The background music he could hear down the line told him that William was out enjoying himself somewhere. The man was a well-known party animal who never let a celebration or a gathering pass him by. He reminded Ingimar of a younger version of himself. Back in his younger days he had the same kind of energy that allowed him to spend a night on the town and be awake and ready for a tough day’s work after only three hours’ sleep. As far as he was concerned, that was now all in the past. But the same didn’t apply to William.

         ‘I’m at a friend’s birthday party,’ he said, his strong American accent coming across clearly. ‘You’d have had a great time.’

         Ingimar knew what that meant: fine wines and fine women. He leaned forwards and used the car’s mirror to inspect the grey in his hair. For a second he felt a touch of regret for that life – but in fact he did not miss it. These days he could knock back wine at whatever time of the day he wanted to without feeling it, and he had pretty much given up chasing women. She didn’t count. That wasn’t chasing skirt. That was something different.

         ‘Everything looks good,’ Ingimar said. ‘This María is just fishing, but I wanted to warn you anyway. She’s one of those annoying people who doesn’t understand when to lay off. She’s trying to connect Agla with our project, and we need to be careful, we don’t want her getting mixed up in this.’

         ‘Why? Don’t you like Agla?’ William laughed, and, as if to underscore the glamour of his party, an up-tempo salsa number struck up in the background.

         ‘It’s not that I don’t like Agla. Quite the opposite. It’s just that if she gets the slightest inkling of what we’re up to, before we know it half the profits will end up in her pocket,’ he said.

         William roared with laughter.16

         ‘That’s her, right enough,’ he said. ‘Now get yourself to Paris, mon cher Ingimar. I’m on the trail of a sweet little thing here who has a twin sister. So we could be up for a memorable double date!’

         Ingimar smiled to himself. He enjoyed William’s zest for life. Americans were so delightfully shameless about their pursuit of pleasure.

         ‘Speak soon,’ he said, and ended the call.

         He would certainly have enjoyed a trip to Paris, where he could have had William entertain him. But over the last few years it was as if life itself had tracked him down, and responsibility, which was something he had never worried much about, had become an increasing burden. Anton needed him close by, especially considering what his mother was like.

         He took a deep breath and got out of the car. As he walked up to the house, his feet seemed unusually heavy. He slipped the key into the lock and opened the door silently. Inside there was silence, and all of his senses seemed to detect the stale aura of unhappiness that filled the house.

         8

         María felt the same stab of shame every time she entered the building where The Squirrel had its office, because on the other side of the corridor was her landlord, the nationalistically inclined Radio Edda, which played bad Icelandic music and appeared, according to the quality of its discussion programmes, to place a particular emphasis on removing rights for minorities. She would have preferred to locate The Squirrel somewhere else, but she couldn’t afford it. The rent at Radio Edda was well below the market rate for this central area of the city, but being here saved her a great deal of driving compared to an office somewhere on the outskirts. Still, even though it was cheap, she always felt the urge to hide her face every time she entered or left the building. Over the doorway hung the station’s slogan: Iceland for Icelanders.

         She was hardly inside the office when Marteinn came hurrying in behind her.17

         ‘Brown envelopes, María. Brown envelopes, stuffed with cash that change hands at Freemasons’ meetings. Freemasons, María!’

         She stared at him questioningly. He had that peculiar glint in his eyes that made him look like a startled horse and that indicated he was heading for a psychotic episode.

         ‘My dear Marteinn,’ she said. ‘Don’t you think you ought to be on your way to the doctor?’

         ‘No,’ he said, sitting at his desk.

         It would have been an exaggeration to say that Marteinn was her colleague. He was more like an adopted pet who came and went, always on his own terms. She let him write a daily column in The Squirrel with the title ‘The Voice of Truth’, and in between he helped by digging out information. When his health was in good shape, he was remarkably skilled at searching out all kinds of oddities on the internet, although María suspected that he occasionally hacked into secure computer systems to get what he wanted. She had long since given up trying to manage him. He wasn’t exactly staff, as he never asked to be paid. Having someone on board who made an effort without invoicing for it was a real positive, though he wrote pleasantly barbed articles that often attracted attention, and it made a difference to not be a completely solo operation. It was almost like having a proper job when she sat down and had a cup of coffee with him while they talked over his latest conspiracy theory.

         ‘Don’t you think you ought to get your medication checked?’ she said now. ‘Shouldn’t you go to the clinic before they close for the day?’

         ‘No,’ he said with determination, hunching over the computer that sat among the piles of junk on his desk like a fledgling in a nest. ‘I need to write this article first.’

         ‘You’ve already given me enough for the whole of next week,’ she said.

         ‘But this is about the bribes that are paid to ensure that the pollution readings around the smelter are always within limits. This is what happens when the Freemasons meet, María. And people need to know about it!’18

         She sighed. He seemed to come up with a new conspiracy theory twice a day, most of them involving the Freemasons in some way or other. She had to admit that most of the time she enjoyed his presence, and occasionally he would pick up something that wasn’t too far-fetched and that sparked her interest enough to make it worth checking out. But the sources of his theories weren’t always the most reliable.

         ‘Where did you hear about it?’ she asked.

         ‘What?’ He looked up and stared at her, his eyes blank. ‘Hear about what?’

         ‘Brown envelopes changing hands to ensure that pollution readings are always acceptable.’

         ‘Oh, that,’ he said, turning back to the computer, his fingers hammering the keys. ‘I had a dream about it.’

         María groaned. She stood up and went out into the corridor to go to the toilet, promising herself that today she would count how many times she needed to go. It wasn’t normal how frequently she needed to pee, and how quickly the urge to go would grow. Only a minute or so had passed since she knew she had to go, and now she was so desperate that she was afraid she might wet herself, particularly as this damned metal door wouldn’t shut behind her. She kicked it so that it settled into its frame and then squatted on the toilet with relief.

         Marteinn was a worry. If he didn’t agree to go to the mental health clinic by himself, then she would have to take him. It wouldn’t be the first time. More than once she had spent a day trying to keep him calm in the waiting room until it was his turn to see the doctor. It would be worthwhile trying to get him to go before he became even more of a mess, suspecting everyone and everything around him, her included.
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         ‘Oh, Agla,’ said Ewa, the prison officer with the Polish roots, when Agla appeared in the reception suite accompanied by Guðrún, who was carrying the bag of medication Agla was supposed to take.19

         Guðrún handed the bag to Ewa to deal with, but Agla was still finding it difficult to speak, so she just nodded to Ewa and looked away. She was consumed by a sudden desire to apologise to Ewa, as if she owed her a debt for the friendliness she had shown her since she had started work at the prison, but she was still in too much of a daze. Ewa took her arm and led Agla – cautiously, as if she were fragile – along to the female corridor.

         ‘Let me know if you need anything,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Whatever it is. There’s nothing so big or so small that I can’t try and fix it.’

         Agla smiled weakly. Although Ewa was always ready to help, she couldn’t give her back her life, take those bad decisions back, neatly tie up the loose ends, or rewind a couple of decades. And she couldn’t assuage the pain of losing Sonja, which still only left her for a few moments at a time.

         More than four years had passed since Sonja had vanished from her life, leaving only a short text message that simply stated that she couldn’t do this any longer. Agla had sat numb on the unopened boxes in the huge house she had bought for them and replayed their every conversation over and over in her mind as she searched for an explanation. Now, all these years later, she still had no understanding of why Sonja had left her, and the rejection still seared.

         Ewa squeezed her arm gently as she left her at the entrance to the female wing. Agla went straight to her cell. The door stood open, and she was panicked by a thought: would the noose still be hanging from the radiator? But then she saw someone lying in her bed.

         ‘Hæ,’ the girl said, sitting up. ‘You’re supposed to be on suicide watch, so you’re in the security cell and I’m in here now.’

         Agla stared at her and her eyes scanned the cell. It was as if she was in a dream – reality had been shoved to one side and twisted. She recognised the place, but didn’t. There were clothes all over the floor, a suitcase was open on the desk and the girl on the bed was surrounded by scattered sweet wrappers.

         ‘Did you try and top yourself?’ she asked, putting a piece of chocolate in her mouth. ‘Sorry, I was in rehab right after I was sent home 20from Holland to finish my sentence here, and now I’m completely hooked on sugar.’

         Agla opened her mouth to ask who she was, but stopped. There was still no sound coming from her larynx, and it was even painful to whisper. It was no business of hers who this skinny, scruffy bitch who had stolen her cell might be. She turned in the doorway and went to the cell at the end, next to the door to the communal area, and there she found her things. One of the warders had laid out her personal stuff on the shelf in the bathroom and stacked her books on the table, but her clothes were still folded up in a cardboard box.

         Agla let herself fall back on the bed and stared up at the all-seeing eye of the security camera that glinted in its glass dome in the middle of the ceiling. There seemed to be no end to this fuck-up. For the coming days and weeks, she would have to put up with being streamed live.
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         Ingimar sat for a long while at Rebekka’s bedside, watching her sleep. She was lying just as she had been the night before when he had come to check on her – on her left side with her right hand under her cheek, her left hand oddly stretched out and resting on the bedside table. The wedding ring had twisted around on her finger so that the diamonds were on the palm side. This was not what he had foreseen eighteen years before, when he slipped that ring onto her finger. But that’s the problem with passion; it blinds you to what would actually be better for you. It would have been better for him to have remained unmarried.

         There would undoubtedly be several hours before she would emerge from her drugged mist, and it was just as likely that she would reach out for the box of tablets on the bedside table and go back to sleep instead of getting up. With one finger he steered a stray lock of hair from her face and let it rest behind her ear. She did not stir, but muttered something unintelligible, and a thin bead of saliva leaked from her mouth into the pillow.21

         Ingimar stood up and went to his own bathroom, which had originally been a guest bathroom, until they had started to sleep separately. There had been no decision to sleep in different rooms, but he had not been able to sleep next to her when she was so heavily drugged. It seemed as if her complete immobility woke him repeatedly during the night, and every time, when he saw that she had not moved at all, he was struck by a deep discomfort. Before he could go back to sleep, he felt he had to put an ear to her mouth to be sure that she was still breathing. This feeling of unease ultimately became something he could no longer tolerate.

         One night he had moved to the divan in the guest bedroom and had slept like a log, as if her shallow breaths in the next room were no longer any business of his. Within a few weeks the divan had been replaced by a bed. So the guest bedroom had become his bedroom, and the guest bathroom had become his personal space. Not that it mattered, as they no longer ever had guests.

         He went downstairs, switched on the coffee machine and then made cocoa for Anton, carried it upstairs and sat by his bedside until he began to stir. Since he had entered his teens the boy seemed able to sleep around the clock. Ingimar had never needed much sleep; all his life he had been a morning person, awake and active. But people are different. He reflected that at Anton’s age, he had already been a fisherman.

         Once Anton was sitting up in bed, Ingimar went to the bathroom and turned the shower on, lathering his face with shaving soap as the hot water began to run. As always, he shaved as he stood under the flow of water. The skin on his back stung under the heat of the water, so he finished with a blast of water so cold it made him gasp.

         He dressed and said goodbye to Anton, then went into the kitchen and poured coffee into a paper cup to take with him. He put on his overcoat and looped his scarf around his neck, closing the door behind him on his way out. There was something special about taking a breath of the fresh outdoor air, and for a moment he felt as if he had surfaced from a long dive underwater, lungs thirsty for oxygen. He felt a new lightness now that he was out under the open sky.22

         What was so peculiar was that around the time of the financial crash, his life had also fallen apart. It hadn’t been the collapsing banks that had hurt; the opposite was the case, as there were more business opportunities than ever before, and the profits were in excess of anything he could have dreamed of. There had been a crisis of another kind. An inner one. In the wake of this turmoil, he had found himself caught up in woman trouble, having made the mistake of sleeping with the same girl several times, in the process becoming captivated by her. He had taken the decision to ask for a divorce, but it became clear to him that there could be no such thing. He could not part with Rebekka now that she was in the state that he, admittedly indirectly, had got her into. And he couldn’t leave Anton behind. Although Anton didn’t conceal his disdain for his mother from her, Ingimar knew that if it came to the crunch, the boy would rather live with her than with him. Anton was in the same position as Ingimar, not daring to leave Rebekka on her own.

         Ingimar walked with steady strides, but slowed his pace when he heard his phone buzz in his coat pocket. He took it out, glanced at the screen, and saw that this wretched journalist woman wasn’t going to give up. Now her questions were about how high the bribes had been to ensure that the pollution readings for the smelter remained within acceptable limits. He smiled. This was a weird kind of journalism; it was as if the woman was churning out endless conspiracy theories in the hope that one day she might accidentally hit on a true one.
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         Anton always heard his father going downstairs in the mornings, but there was something so comforting about getting to spend a little longer in a warm bed. He lay still, pretended to be asleep, and waited for the cocoa to arrive. The routine was always the same. First he heard the clack of the letterbox as his father fetched the newspaper, then there would be the sound of running water and that would soon be followed by the muttering of the coffee machine. Once the microwave 23had pinged, it wouldn’t be long before there were footsteps on the stairs. Then the door would open, his father would place the mug of cocoa at his side and would perch by his feet on the bed.

         ‘Good morning, young man,’ he would say. He always said the same thing: Good morning, young man, and then he’d massage his shins. After a moment, he’d tell him the time.

         ‘Time you were on your feet,’ he would say, still with his hand on the boy’s shin, as if there was nothing to hurry for.

         Sometimes Anton greeted his father with a hæ, but if he was lazy, which was most of the time, he’d silently extend the other foot from under the duvet to be massaged as well. Then his father would quickly pat his shoulder, still wrapped in the duvet, and would go to his own room. A moment later there would be the sound of the shower running, and then he would reach for the mug of cocoa.

         It was always his father who woke him in the mornings – for as far back as he could recall, at least. He had a few fragments of memories about playing with his mother in his pyjamas back when he had been small, but her waking hours seemed to have become increasingly fewer as she had grown older. Last night she had been miserable over dinner – which had in fact just been pizza – and gave him a roasting for his bad grammar. He would certainly like to improve it, but he hadn’t understood what was wrong with what he had said. Shortly after that she had gone up to bed and was unlikely to emerge before midday. Her day had shortened to just a few hours, while the night had become longer and longer as the darkness within her grew.

         It took Anton as long to drink his cocoa as it took his father to shower, shave and dress. Just as he was stretching his tongue into the mug, trying to reach the sweet, thick residue at the bottom, his father appeared in the doorway, looking at him as he knotted his tie.

         ‘Have a good day,’ he said.

         ‘And you,’ Anton replied, swinging his legs out of bed. He knew it would be better to say ‘you too’, but he enjoyed the fact that his father never corrected his grammar. That was something only his mother ever took the trouble to do.24

         He lifted his hands high above his head and stretched. Today he was going to go down to the cellar to look at the dynamite for a moment before going to school. He wanted to see if the strange feeling that had come over him the previous day would return. The feeling that he could do anything; that he alone was capable of changing the world.
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         ‘I knew I was a kind of decoy, y’know. But I didn’t dare disobey the Boss. In this business you just do what you’re told. I had a little less than a hundred grams of some cut gear taped up in my crotch. Nothing much at all. I reckon I was supposed to be pulled. There must’ve been another mule on the same flight with a kilo or more that was properly hidden, and in all the fuss they were making when they pulled me, he walked straight through.’

         The girl sat and talked while the other women sat in a daze, listening to her chatter. Agla squeezed past the table to the cupboards to fetch herself a cup for her morning coffee. She liked it black. She didn’t bother eating breakfast, even though her fellow prisoners and the warders constantly reminded her how unhealthy that was.

         ‘I could have ditched the package at the airport in Panama and tried to disappear there, but that didn’t have a hope of working out.’

         As the girl continued to talk, Agla sat at the far end of the table with her coffee and tried to concentrate on the book she had brought with her.

         ‘I heard about one guy who tried to make a run for it like that,’ the girl said, ‘but he came to a bad end. A stretch in prison’s better than being chopped up for dog food!’

         The other women muttered their agreement, and two of them stood up, saying that they were going to the laundry to work. There were no cars to be polished today, so the bookkeeper from up north, who for some reason preferred washing cars to doing laundry, stayed where she was. Normally there was at least one car a day to be washed, but 25now that spring was coming and there was no salt on the roads, people found it easier to give their car a wash themselves. For much of April the prison officers had taken turns bringing in their own cars to be washed and polished, so that there was some activity, but now that well had run dry. It would have been ridiculous for the staff to bring in cars so clean they sparkled and have them washed again.

         The new girl, who so far still hadn’t seen a reason to apply a brush to her mop of hair, stood up, then planted herself in a chair next to Agla; she was uncomfortably close.

         ‘What do you want?’ Agla whispered without looking up.

         ‘I want to sit next to someone who smells nice,’ the girl whispered back, as if whispering was some kind of game and not a necessity for someone with a damaged larynx. ‘You smell nice. The bookkeeper’s Chanel stink was suffocating me. What year is it? Nineteen sixty-five? There are more modern fragrances, y’know.’

         The girl giggled to herself. Agla sipped her coffee. This person’s over-familiar attitude was seriously starting to irritate her. She inched her chair closer to Agla all the time. Agla shifted her chair in the opposite direction, a signal that enough was enough. But the girl apparently failed to notice.

         ‘What did you do?’ she asked, as if that was a perfectly normal question to ask in a prison.

         Agla had used her computer time to search for the other women on the internet, trying to find out about their backgrounds, but none of them had actually asked her anything. Maybe that was because they all knew who she was. The fact that this girl knew nothing about her told its own tale; she couldn’t have read any newspapers or followed the news.

         ‘Nothing,’ Agla hissed.

         ‘Sure,’ the girl giggled. ‘Just like everyone else in here.’

         She’d taken her impertinence a step too far.

         ‘I worked in finance, like plenty of other people,’ Agla snapped, louder than her sore vocal cords could manage, so that she had to gulp, then dissolved into a bout of coughing.26

         ‘And I smuggled dope, just like loads of other people,’ the girl said with a broad smile.

         Agla quickly got to her feet and left the kitchen. She had no intention of allowing herself to be compared to a drug smuggler. Coffee could wait until later.

         She had only just entered her cell when the girl appeared in the doorway.

         ‘Sorry! I didn’t mean to piss you off. I just wanted to talk. I’m still so happy to have people to talk to in Icelandic. Dutch just sounds so weird.’

         The smile had disappeared from the girl’s face, and now she stared at Agla with her eyes wide open, her expression apparently sincere.

         ‘Hmm,’ Agla grunted, not knowing what to say. Her anger had now left her, and she stood awkwardly and stared at the girl.

         She wasn’t as young as she had first appeared; she had to be somewhere close to thirty. Her hair was no less of a mess than it had been when she got up that morning.

         ‘Have you never seen a comb?’ Agla said in a lame attempt at an insult.

         The girl simply laughed.

         ‘It’s supposed to look like that,’ she said. ‘It’s a style. By the way, my name’s Elísa.’

         ‘Agla,’ she muttered in return.

         She was struggling to come up with something else to say to this odd person when one of the prison officers appeared, reminding her that she had a visit booked.
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         ‘Yes, I know him,’ Agla had said two weeks ago, and she had signed the visit request, even though she had never heard of this man before. Her curiosity had been sparked by the email in which he requested a visit. He had stated that there was an important business matter they should meet to discuss. She had forgotten about it until now.27

         Although she was in no mood for a visit, she grabbed the opportunity to escape from the girl, who still stood and stared at her with such irritating curiosity.

         When the man she had never heard of appeared behind the glass screen in the visiting room, she hoped he wasn’t yet another journalist who had sneaked in under a false flag. So far only journalists had shown any interest in visiting her.

         ‘George Beck,’ he said in introduction. He was a middle-aged man – an American, going by his accent – in a black suit and with a bundle of papers under one arm. ‘I apologise for being late,’ he added. ‘But they found it necessary to search me twice, even though I don’t have anything but paperwork with me and I’m behind this glass screen.’

         He smiled and Agla returned it, knowing that a visit to Hólmsheiði was always an experience. First the weapons search, then the X-ray, occasionally the sniffer dog and finally the glass cage.

         ‘The first two visits are always behind glass,’ Agla explained. Not that she needed to; this man was hardly likely to become a regular visitor.

         ‘As we don’t have a great deal of time, I’ll get straight to the point,’ he said. ‘I represent a major drinks manufacturer and I have an offer to make.’

         He stood up and held his business card up to the glass. She could see a little picture of him in one corner, under the company’s logo. Agla raised an eyebrow. International companies didn’t make a habit of searching out convicts in Icelandic prisons to offer them work. She pointed to her throat under her roll-neck sweater.

         ‘I’m sorry, but I have a sore throat. Could you explain?’

         ‘Of course,’ George laughed and sat down again. ‘This may sound strange, but we’re interested in certain connections that you may have.’ He took a slim plastic folder from the stack of papers and held it up to the glass as he had the card. ‘On this first page the graph shows the world market price for aluminium over the last few years.’

         Agla glanced at it. The line showed a gradually increasing price.

         ‘The next page shows what my company has had to pay for aluminium for its cans over the same period.’28

         He pressed this against the glass and Agla compared the two graphs.

         ‘You’re paying way over the market price,’ she said.

         ‘That’s right,’ George agreed. ‘The problem is that there’s no aluminium to be had at the world market price, but there’s plenty on the open market, which is where we’ve had to buy it these last few years. We’ve had no choice.’

         ‘I’m not familiar with the metals business, so you’ll have to tell me where this is going,’ she whispered, forgetting her surroundings for the first time in longer than she could remember, and without even thinking to ask what it was that this man wanted from her. George leaned forwards, lowering his voice, as if he thought they were having a confidential conversation here in the Hólmsheiði prison’s glass cage.

         ‘The situation is this,’ he said. ‘There are two aluminium markets; registered and unregistered. LME, the London Metals Exchange, handles all the business with registered aluminium worldwide, and it sets a market price based on production volumes. But they don’t register all aluminium production, as part of it is sold on the open market, outside the system. Normally large buyers, as we are, don’t buy on the open market as there’s enough available on the registered world market. But over the last three years there has been practically no registered aluminium available, so the price of aluminium on the unregistered, open market has been shooting up.’

         ‘I assume that you or your company have complained to LME?’ Agla said.

         ‘Frequently,’ George replied. ‘But they can’t do anything. They tell us that worldwide aluminium production is in balance, and that there’s more than enough produced. But they say they can’t interfere with who buys it.’

         ‘And who is buying all the registered aluminium?’

         ‘That’s what we don’t know. There’s a complete wall of silence around the whole thing,’ he said. ‘That’s where you come in.’

         Agla lifted a questioning eyebrow and waited for him to continue.

         ‘We’re co-operating with several other major aluminium consumers and we want to offer you – what should we call it? – a consulting role. 29We’d like you to check things out for us and pull a few strings. Find out who is buying all the LME-registered production. You have links with a gentleman who has brokered deals for those purchasing this massively expensive, unregistered aluminium that we have also had to buy. He organises direct sales from aluminium producers in Iceland, Norway and Russia. So he ought to know what’s happening to all the LME-registered production from the same smelters.’

         ‘Ah.’

         Agla knew instantly who he was referring to. There was only one man who could fit such a description. Ingimar.
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         ‘Politicians, the media and police forces across Europe have closed their eyes to the fact that radical Muslim groups have been able to establish themselves here, and it’s a question of when and not if they take action,’ the voice on the radio said. ‘And what are we going to do about this? Are we just going to sit and wait until it’s too late?’ the voice demanded.

         A meaningful look passed between Anton and Gunnar.

         ‘This guy’s a high-school teacher,’ Gunnar said.

         ‘And there was some lawyer on there yesterday being interviewed and saying the same thing,’ Anton replied. ‘He said that people need to wake up and do something.’ He could feel the return of the disquiet, the feeling that had plagued him ever since he had promised Júlía’s father that he would take care of her. ‘Shit,’ he said. ‘Someone’s got to take a stand against these bastards.’

         ‘Yep,’ Gunnar agreed, switching off the radio. ‘But how are we going to do it?’

         Anton looked at the stack of dynamite they had placed in a black sack on the floor of the basement room his parents referred to as the boiler room. It had once housed a cylinder that had been part of some ancient heating system, but now it was just a storage space.30

         Gunnar was impatient. He didn’t want to spend time listening to Radio Edda or talking things over. He was desperate to try setting off some explosions. Anton was starting to doubt that he was part of this because of deeply held convictions, instead suspecting that for Gunnar it was more about the excitement.

         ‘We need to see what we can use as detonators,’ Anton said.

         ‘How about a little petrol bomb in the middle that sets the dynamite off?’

         ‘Hmm,’ Anton hummed, indicating that he was thinking seriously about it. ‘But then we can’t control the explosion,’ he added, and Gunnar stared at him with blank eyes. He clearly didn’t have any better ideas.

         ‘We could Google it?’ he suggested, and Anton had to agree that this was their best strategy. There had to be videos on the internet that would show them how to make real explosions – and not just in Minecraft. It was just a question of coming up with the right search terms.

         ‘Yeah. Good idea,’ he said, getting to his feet.

         ‘Let’s go upstairs and look it up on your computer. But first we need to take a look at Big Boob Babes on Pornhub,’ Gunnar said.

         Anton laughed.

         ‘Not now. I’m going to the cinema with Júlía.’

         ‘Shit, you’re so pussy-whipped,’ Gunnar said.

         Anton punched his shoulder.

         ‘Shut the fuck up,’ he said with a grin.

         He knew that Gunnar was jealous and that he would give anything for the opportunity to go to the movies with Júlía.
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         They were offering a ridiculous amount of money for her to check things out for them. For that price, they could have employed an army of private investigators to find out far more easily what was happening 31to all the aluminium. She was well aware, however, what the term consulting, as the man had put it, meant for a company like this. They intended her to become involved. For the same reason, she would be paid by a sub-contractor to a sub-contractor to the big drinks company – making the trail harder for any interested party to follow.

         She accepted the offer instantly. She snatched at it as if it were a lifeline thrown to a drowning man, because she could feel her interest spark as she thought how she would get to grips with this. Behind such a situation there had to be a tangle of threads, and at the back of such a tangle there was always a big bank; and if anyone could see past the surface of the banking business, it was her. That was exactly why she was right here, sitting out a sentence for financial crimes. It wasn’t because she had made mistakes. Just the opposite: she had done extremely well. She had actually admitted to a few minor misdemeanours so as to distract the prosecutor from other, much larger ones. Her former partners from the bank were sitting out much longer sentences at the white-collar prison at Kvíabryggja, whereas she seemed to have landed on her feet, like a cat. Taking into consideration her unsuccessful suicide attempt, it looked as if she might have a few extra lives as well.

         An unusual aroma was coming from the kitchen. Agla frowned in surprise; she was expecting the mince Vigdís usually cooked when it was her turn.

         ‘I swapped with Vigdís,’ announced the new girl, Elísa, as Agla made her appearance in the kitchen. ‘I just felt like cooking for everyone.’

         Vigdís, Gunna and Bogga were sitting at the dining table, staring at Elísa as if mesmerised. Agla sat with them and looked her up and down. Elísa had now encountered a hairbrush, parting her dark hair on one side and tucking it behind her ear. She wore dark make-up around her eyes and a pair of skull earrings. Agla had to admit that the girl had good looks, despite her peculiar style. She wore a singlet underneath the apron; Agla could see a screed of reading material tattooed on her slim arms.

         ‘There you go!’ she announced in triumph, placing the pan on the table next to a bowl of rice. ‘Pad-ped – genuine Thai street food.’32

         Vigdís left the room to fetch the bookkeeper, who had a habit of arriving for dinner on the dot of seven, while the time was now only just six-thirty. They all sat a little shyly around the table as Elísa heaped food onto their plates as if they were children.

         ‘Are you going to tell us the rest of the story?’ Vigdís asked as she took her seat. This humble request confirmed Agla’s feeling that they were just small children who had been placed in a home, and Elísa was the exciting new kid in the group.

         ‘Where was I? Sure, that’s right. Well, I was on another job before and I’d swallowed around fifty bags and I thought I was going to burst! It’s true, I looked down at my belly and thought I had to be pregnant. There was this massive bump there. Then I started retching and crying, and the Boss said I had to get down another ten. That was way too much for me. I suppose I’m too small to carry that much, cos some of it went right through me and ended up in the toilet on the plane. I couldn’t bring myself to hook it out, wash it off and swallow it again, like we’d been told to, so I just flushed it away. The Boss wasn’t impressed with that.’

         ‘Is this something we should be talking about at a meal time?’ Agla asked. Her voice was hoarse and low, but it was enough to stop Elísa’s tale.

         ‘Don’t ruin the story!’ Vigdís said.

         ‘No, don’t stop,’ Gunna echoed.

         The bookkeeper and Bogga said nothing, but glared at Agla. She was well on the way to ruining the most excitement they had experienced for a long time.

         ‘Anyway,’ Elísa continued, ‘I reckon that was when they decided I could be sacrificed. At any rate, that last time they sent me with not very much, and with it packed really badly, from Panama to Holland.’

         She fell silent and ate silently for a while, and Agla regretted having snapped at her.

         ‘I’ll wash up,’ Agla said, as a way of making amends.

         Elísa looked up at her in surprise.

         ‘Thanks,’ she said with a smile, and somehow Agla found herself wincing at the sight of the smile and the look that accompanied it.33

         Long after Agla had finished washing up and was back in her cell, she still felt the heat in her face. It was either due to the food, which had been as spicy as proper Thai food should be, or because of the awkwardness with Elísa. The others had disappeared after dinner, leaving the two of them to clear up the kitchen. Elísa seemed almost in awe of her, while Agla cursed herself for criticising the girl.

         ‘What, are you some kind of bankster?’ she had asked as Agla dried the last of the plates.

         ‘You can call it what you like,’ she said, placidly. But then her temper caught up with her. ‘And you? What are you? A junkie?’

         Elísa giggled quietly, almost apologetically.

         ‘Yeah, I suppose so. But I’ve been through rehab. Again. I think … or let’s say I hope I can stay straight this time. I’m free of the Boss and all that smuggling crowd now, and I hardly owe them anything anymore. I’m taking it a day at a time, and all that. But then I’m so easily tempted, I’m not sure I’ll be able to stay straight once I’m out of here.’

         Her sincerity triggered Agla’s regret a second time, and she muttered something along the lines of, sure, things would work out for her this time, and then she left the kitchen.

         She was back in her cell, her face flushed, when she realised that she had forgotten to thank Elísa for the meal. This young woman aroused some strange emotions in her, a longing to either hit her, or else crush her in her arms. It had been a few years since she had wanted to hug anyone. There had been nobody she had wanted to embrace since Sonja’s departure. She growled to herself over her own ineptness. Tomorrow she would make it up; she would make time to talk to her, thank her for the meal and apologise for calling her a junkie.

         In the bathroom she splashed cold water on her hot face and as she peered at herself, she noticed her perfume. Chanel. She picked it up and dropped it in the bin; 1965 was indeed a long time ago.34
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         Hunger forced María out of The Squirrel’s office as the normal working day was coming to an end. Marteinn hadn’t been seen all day, and she hoped that he had done as she had told him and gone to the clinic to make sure his prescription was correct.

         The day had been spent prioritising the unpaid bills and calling a few companies, begging them to place advertisements with The Squirrel. After that she had got lost in the internet, feeling like she was in an aimless daze, which was maybe no bad thing. It was better than being miserable and thinking about Maggi all day long, and then being caught up in studying his Facebook page in fine detail, as she had done right after the divorce.

         ‘Just the person I wanted to see!’ announced the voice of Radio Edda’s producer, appearing in the corridor that separated their offices just as María was on her way out. ‘I read your last article about disability and I’d really like to get you on to the morning programme for an interview,’ he said, his voice slightly slurred.

         ‘I don’t do radio,’ María said. ‘The written word is my thing.’

         That was her standard response to the man’s endless behests to join him for an interview. He seemed certain that, because she rented office space from them, she had to agree with their standpoint, despite the wealth of material published in The Squirrel that should have made the opposite plain.

         ‘We’re working towards a common aim,’ he said, moving closer, as if to corner her, so that she would be unable to escape his booze-laden breath as he blathered on about everything they had in common. María knew his tactics and made smartly for the door, holding it open for him with an amiable smile. This was not the time for listening to the old guy holding forth.

         ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’d say that our social outlooks are polar opposites. You are on the far right and I’m on the far left.’

         The producer navigated his way out through the doors, which were barely wide enough for a man of his generous build.35

         ‘Left and right are obsolete concepts,’ he gasped as he set off towards the door of the shop next door. ‘These days it’s all about north and south.’

         María had been on the way to the same shop to pick up a ready meal, but when she saw the old boy go in there, she decided she had no desire to stand in a queue, listening to him going on about how the government was stealing from the disabled so that it could provide luxuries for Islamic immigrants instead.

         She got in her car and was about to start the engine when her phone pinged an alert. She had received an email. She had to read the message a couple of times to make sure that Agla was genuinely asking her to pay her a visit.

         I have important business to discuss with you, the message read.

         María opened a new message to the visits co-ordinator to confirm the date and time.
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         Júlía stood up when their number was called and went to fetch their kebabs, while Anton worked his way through the process of buying cinema tickets on his phone. She had wanted to see a romantic comedy, which he wasn’t excited about, but he said nothing. She had gone with him to see action movies that he knew she didn’t much enjoy, so naturally he should show her the same consideration.

         With the tickets paid for, he looked up to see what was keeping Júlía, and his heart lurched. She was standing in conversation with the cook, who was still holding their food. What was so special about a kebab that it called for a discussion? Júlía had her back to him, but he saw the long hair hanging down her back shiver as she laughed. What could this burger-flipping cook in a stained apron have to say that was so funny? The man had black hair and there was a dark, Arab look about him, something that applied to practically all the staff in this place. He had to be a Muslim.36

         Anton felt the anger swell inside him and rush to his head as he marched over to the counter.

         ‘Are we going to eat this before it gets cold?’ he demanded, snatching the baskets from the man’s hands and turning to bang them down on the table.

         Júlía followed and took her time sitting down, taking off her coat and hanging it over the back of her chair.

         ‘Are you all right?’ she asked, giving him a searching look.

         Anton stuffed a handful of chips into his mouth, chewed but then struggled to swallow as his throat had suddenly gone dry. He took a gulp of his drink to help it down, almost choked, and finally managed to swallow, by which time she had been waiting for an answer for a while.

         ‘What’s the matter, Anton?’

         ‘Why were you talking to the cook?’ he demanded.

         ‘Because I know him a bit.’

         Júlía pulled her basket closer and began salting her food. She always salted before tasting.

         ‘And how do you know him?’ he asked.

         ‘He’s a friend of a friend,’ she said and smiled.

         Anton was in no mood to smile back.

         ‘And what was so funny?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘What was so funny that he made you laugh so much?’

         ‘Nothing special. Just chat, y’know,’ she said, her eyes questioning.

         He could no longer hold back.

         ‘No, I don’t know what you could have been talking to that guy about. How old is he, anyway?’

         There was a stronger note of accusation in Anton’s voice than he had intended.

         Júlía pushed her food from her and folded her arms.

         ‘How should I know how old he is? Twenty-something, probably.’

         ‘And where’s he from?’

         ‘He’s from Syria.’37

         ‘I knew it,’ Anton hissed. ‘You’ll end up married to some Muslim.’

         He could hear that his voice sounded angry, furious, even, but in reality he was struggling to hold back tears. Júlía stood up, took her coat from the back of the chair and walked out. Anton sat still for a moment, took a couple of deep breaths, and leaped to his feet to hurry out after her.

         ‘I’m sorry, Júlía,’ he said as he caught her up. ‘Sorry, sorry, sorry.’

         She walked in silence, staring straight ahead. He reached for her hand, but she didn’t do it – didn’t give him her little finger to hook into. Instead she pulled her hand away and wrapped her coat more tightly around her.

         ‘Let’s just go see the film and forget this, OK?’

         His voice was wheedling.

         She stopped and faced him.

         ‘You’re going to have to stop this,’ she said as tears streamed from both eyes, down her cheeks and onto her upper lip. She wiped them away with a swipe of her coat sleeve. ‘Stop going on about me ending up married to a Muslim. I don’t know who I’ll get married to. In any case, it won’t be you if you behave like this.’

         Anton felt his heart melt inside him as he was consumed by regret. He couldn’t stand it when she cried.

         ‘Sorry, sorry,’ he mumbled, and could feel tears on his own cheeks. ‘Let’s go see the movie,’ he said. ‘I’ll buy loads of sweets.’

         Now Júlía’s face broke into a smile and he laughed with relief. She extended her hand with the little finger cocked at an angle to hook it into his.

         18

         ‘Look at the dog,’ Agla said, leaning forwards to speak, as her voice still felt strange, as if she had a throat infection. ‘Back in the past the dog and the wolf were cousins who were starving because man was catching all their prey. The wolf continued to compete with man, trying to beat 38him to the best food. But the dog decided to join with man, to follow him and get the bones when man had finished with them. Gradually, the dog started helping the man hunt, and was rewarded with better pieces of meat, and now he gets fed and petted, and sleeps at the man’s feet. Wolves are dying out all over the world while the dog is the evolutionary winner as there have never been as many dogs as there are now.’

         María had sat and listened to Agla’s speech in silence, and now she stared at her with eyes wide.

         ‘And you’re comparing me to the dog?’

         ‘Not at all,’ Agla said calmly. ‘I’m comparing you to the wolf.’

         ‘Meaning that I and those like me are dying out?’

         ‘I’m pointing out that in this instance, it might be more to your advantage for us to be on the same side.’

         María smiled bitterly. Now all that remained for her was to become Agla’s ally. This was the Agla who had prompted the disaster that had engulfed her. This was the Agla she had dreamed of nailing, the Agla who deserved to spend the next hundred years behind prison walls but who would undoubtedly waltz out of here in a few weeks with an ankle tag, leaving her free to go back to her usual tricks.

         ‘You could get an explosive story out of this. I’ll pay all the costs and whatever you ask for on top.’

         Under normal circumstances María would have stood up and walked out, ignoring the temptation. It wasn’t the offer of cash that triggered her curiosity, more the hint of supplication in the last sentence. After that arrogant lecture about the animal kingdom, it was as if all the wind had been taken from Agla’s sails, leaving her adrift. There was a vulnerability in her eyes that María had never seen before and the hand that held the paper coffee cup trembled slightly.

         Agla was wearing a blue-grey cashmere sweater that María had seen before and been envious of; this time she wore it over a roll-neck top and tracksuit bottoms, and the sweater was creased and stretched, as if it had been slept in.

         ‘I’m looking for information,’ Agla said. ‘Information that could be useful to both of us.’39

         ‘Information that you want me to get hold of illegally,’ María said firmly.

         ‘You must still have contacts at the special prosecutor’s office,’ Agla said. ‘All I’m talking about is someone doing you a small favour by getting hold of data that’s partly in the public domain already.’

         ‘I’m not interested in hearing more unless you tell me honestly why you need to know this,’ María said.

         ‘That should be obvious,’ Agla said. ‘I’m in prison. So my ability to find out what I need to know is limited.’

         ‘I mean, what are you going to do with this information? It surely doesn’t happen that all of a sudden, up here in Hólmsheiði, you decide that you need information about the financial status of particular companies.’

         Agla sighed and stared searchingly at her for a moment. María could tell from the look in her eyes that she was turning things over in her mind.

         Eventually Agla sighed again and sat up straight in her chair.

         ‘You have to give me your word that you won’t publish anything until I give the word. And you have to keep my name completely separate from any media coverage of all this. OK?’

         ‘Then this has to be something juicy,’ María said. It would have to be something big to make up for sacrificing an opportunity to write about Agla.

         Agla looked her in the eye, and María saw a smile appearing a little at a time on her face, until it reached her eyes.

         ‘Believe me,’ she said, giving María a conspiratorial wink. ‘This is as juicy as it gets.’
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         ‘This is fucking ace!’ Gunnar crowed in delight at the sight of the boy’s stock of fireworks.

         They had sneaked out of gym class to meet the boy who called himself Mr Firecracker online, and who seemed to stock up on 40fireworks around New Year and then sell them at triple the price over the subsequent months. He was a head shorter than either of them and at least a year younger. He must attend another school as Anton had never seen him before.

         ‘What school do you go to?’ Anton asked.

         The little guy shook his head.

         ‘No names,’ he said gruffly and folded his arms. ‘I don’t ask for names or which school you go to, and you don’t ask me.’

         Anton wasn’t sure whether to laugh or let his temper show. The boy kept the fireworks in a shed in a garden in the Hlíðar district, so Anton guessed that he lived in the house in front of them, and went to school somewhere close by. The boy was just playing at being the big man.

         ‘It’s brilliant, isn’t it?’ Gunnar said, weighing a large cherry bomb in his hand.

         Anton grunted without answering. He couldn’t see why Gunnar was so excited about a few fireworks when the dynamite in his basement at home easily had a thousand times more explosive power.

         ‘It’s too big,’ he said, taking the cherry bomb from Gunnar’s hand and showing him an ordinary rocket. ‘We need a few of these.’ Gunnar’s excitement dried up as he picked up a few similar rockets.

         ‘Would you like a bag?’ the boy asked, as if he was serving in a shop.

         Anton shook his head, laid the rockets out in his backpack and handed the boy the money.

         ‘Special celebration?’ the boy asked cheerfully, stuffing the bundle of notes into a back pocket without bothering to count them.

         ‘We’re going to use them as—’ Gunnar began.

         Anton quickly interrupted him.

         ‘My girlfriend’s birthday,’ he said and Gunnar immediately nodded in agreement, as this was in fact true. The explosion was supposed to be a birthday present for Júlía.

         ‘Where next?’ Gunnar asked on the pavement outside as he started the moped.

         ‘A builders’ merchant,’ Anton said, taking his place behind him. ‘Or an electrical place.’41

         This was the serious stuff. He had watched a few videos on the internet that showed how to make a detonator. He needed some wire and other components. This fireworks business was just indulging Gunnar, who really thought that it would be cool to set off the dynamite using a firework. They would do a few trial runs to figure out what the best method would be, and they would only have to sacrifice a few sticks of dynamite doing tests. There would be more than enough left for a powerful explosion; a seriously big bang.
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         Presumably, George Beck and his associates expected her to go straight to Ingimar. But that would have been precisely the wrong approach. Ingimar would do everything in his power to keep her away from this. She needed a clearer picture of what was going on before going anywhere near him. She needed more background. Maybe it hadn’t been all that clever to come over all David Attenborough on María, but that TV programme about the development of species had sprung into her mind as she watched María in the visitor’s room, howling like a wolf about the world’s corruption. So it was a good comparison.

         ‘You’re working?’ asked Elísa, who all of a sudden appeared in the library with a questioning look on her face.

         ‘Yes. I can work through the computer.’

         The girl’s eyebrows rose in surprise.

         ‘So you get unlimited computer time? On the net?’

         ‘Yes. Or rather, no. I have an exemption: I can have a couple of hours a day. But they track all my online traffic so I can’t go on Facebook and things like that.’

         Agla didn’t understand why she felt she needed to be apologetic; maybe it was because of the endless debate in the media about financial criminals getting better treatment in prison than other convicts.

         ‘Too posh for the laundry, are you?’

         Elísa had undoubtedly heard the same debate at some point.42

         ‘I work for an accountancy firm, completing tax returns for individuals and small companies. Just tax returns. It’s not exactly exciting.’

         ‘Hey, then you can do my tax return!’

         Agla shook her head in surprise. In a matter of seconds this person could go from downright accusatory to amiable. She couldn’t figure her out. Perhaps she was simply the kind of person who came out with the first thing that entered her head.

         ‘I could do that,’ Agla said. ‘But then you’d have to be nice to me.’

         A broad grin spread across Elísa’s face and she leaned against the bookshelf, tugged her T-shirt free of her waistband and lifted it to reveal a strip of bare belly, rocking her hips provocatively.

         ‘Mmm,’ she said, fluttering her eyelashes. ‘How nice do you want?’

         Agla shot to her feet, hurried to the door and rang the bell repeatedly.

         After the warder had come to take Elísa back to the female wing, Agla sat back down at the computer, wracked with sobs. Somehow Elísa’s joke had hit her badly, like a punch to an already sore belly. Thoughts that she had long kept in check flew through her mind in a series of flashing images – all showing a tangle of sorrow and suppressed desires. Underneath it all, like a deep bass note, was the hollow, echoing emptiness that had filled her heart ever since the day she sat on a box in the empty house, trying to understand Sonja’s message.

         I’m sorry. I can’t do this <3.

         After the numbness of the first few days had come the disbelief that made her want to laugh the whole thing off; laugh at her own foolishness in buying a house for them; laugh at the joy she had allowed to grow in her heart; and laugh coldly and cruelly at her own stupidity. Then there had been the time when the heart Sonja had tacked onto the end of her message – a clumsy left arrow and a three – began to take on new meaning. Agla had begun to wonder if one day Sonja would call her from the airport, as she had once done, begging to be fetched. Then there had been the time when Agla searched for Sonja. It had ended with the terrible moment when she found her in London.

         Elísa’s provocative joke had stirred up this emotional turmoil, and her thoughts again turned to the noose.43

         The computer pinged an alert to let her know that a message had arrived in her inbox. Agla wiped her face with her sleeve and took a couple of deep breaths to bring her sobs to an end. The email was from María, and Agla felt relief as she read it, as well as the spark of excitement that always took root inside her when she had a complex piece of work ahead. María agreed to her offer to co-operate. So maybe there were alternatives to the noose – other ways to free herself from this misery.
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         Ingimar relished taking Jón, the smelter’s financial director, to places outside his comfort zone. Kaffivagninn had long been one of Ingimar’s favourites, with its view over the Reykjavík harbourside, small fishing boats at the pontoons, the city skyline beyond, and the fishermen around the tables sipping coffee through lumps of hard sugar brought back pleasant memories. Jón looked thoroughly ill at ease in these surroundings, however. He ran a finger along the back of a chair, as if checking it was clean before he laid his neatly folded overcoat over it. Ingimar got to his feet and pointed to the counter, and Jón followed hesitatingly.

         While he wasn’t exactly hungry and didn’t make a habit of eating at this time of day, Ingimar couldn’t resist treating himself to an open shrimp sandwich, if only to see Jón’s reaction. This vulgar Icelandic version of a Danish smørrebrød appeared to upset this bony man’s sensibilities to such an extent that he could hardly bring himself to look at the sandwich, instead glancing at it occasionally from the corner of an eye, seeming to be deciding what to say.

         ‘That’s a mountain of mayonnaise,’ he observed.

         Ingimar reached for the pepper, shaking it generously over the contents of his plate. Jón ordered an espresso from the new machine that looked to have been installed more for tourists than locals. Ingimar would also have liked a stronger brew, but he helped himself to filter coffee from the urn just to get a reaction from Jón.44
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