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FAROESE PRONUNCIATION


THE FAROESE LANGUAGE IS RELATED TO OLD NORSE AND Icelandic and is spoken by fewer than eighty thousand people worldwide. Its grammar is complicated and many words are pronounced far differently to the way they appear to an English-speaker. As a general rule, ø is a “uh” sound, and the Ð or ð is usually silent, so Fríða would be pronounced “Free-a”. V is generally pronounced as w; j as a y. Hjalti is pronounced “Yalti”. In Faroese harra means “Mr” and frú is “Mrs”.




PRELUDE


BY THE TIME HERI KALSØ HAD PAID FOR HIS COFFEE, ANNIKA Mortensen was already outside, leaning on the wing of the patrol car to smoke a cigarette. She sipped her tea between drags and kept her back turned. It could not have been plainer that she did not want or expect Heri to join her.


Watching her through the window of the filling-station shop, Heri Kalsø decided he would stay inside. It was a little after 7 a.m. and in another half an hour they could head back to Tórshavn – in silence, of course – and at last put an end to the shift. Nearly eight hours was a long time to sit in the freezer.


For want of anything better to do, he made a desultory survey of the postcards in a rack by the door: the ubiquitous puffins and sheep and brightly coloured houses against mountainous backdrops. He wondered if he should buy one and write something to Annika. Would she see it as a romantic and contrite gesture? Perhaps not in her current mood. Besides, he had no idea what he would write.


If he was honest, Heri still didn’t really see what all the fuss was about. It was only one photograph, after all. Annika looked good in it, and it wasn’t like he’d been showing it round the entire station – only to Arne, although in retrospect that probably hadn’t been wise. Still, a week should be enough time to get over it, surely.


Outside, Annika Mortensen was unperturbed by the blustery, damp wind, or by the fact that she knew Heri was still feeling unfairly done by. Good. Simply blanking him whenever they passed in the station was satisfying, but being partnered together for the Sunday–Monday night shift gave far more opportunity to make her feelings clear. After this she’d let it go on for a couple more days and then maybe – maybe – she’d reconsider.


“Unit 6, receiving?”


It was Tina, over the radio. Annika answered it before Heri could jump in. “Yes, Tina, we’re here.”


“Can you go to Tjørnuvík – to the lay-by next to the radio mast on the headland? We’ve had a 112 call from a Jacob Nybo concerning an unconscious man in a car there. An ambulance is on its way but it’s coming from Leirvík, so you’re closer.”


“Is there a crime?”


“That’s unknown at the moment.”


Annika exhaled a final plume of smoke, then crushed out her cigarette. “Okay, we’ll get there as soon as possible,” she told Tina. “Leaving now.”


As she discarded her cup in the bin, Heri was coming out of the shop. “I’ll drive if you like,” he called as he approached. “Give you a break?”


Annika shook her head but said nothing.


Heri gave an exasperated sigh. “For helviti, Annika…”


But by then Annika Mortensen was already getting into the driver’s seat, leaving no room for discussion.


A little under ten minutes later they pulled in at the lay-by on the eastern headland of Tjørnuvík bay. It was high here – a forty-metre drop more or less straight down to the sea – and the hard-gusting wind rocked a rusty Toyota pickup parked on the gravel.


Annika stopped the patrol car behind the Toyota and saw that it was empty. However, when she and Heri got out of the car there was a shout from a man twenty metres away. He was standing beside the open door of a dark blue BMW 5 Series, parked part way down a slope beneath the level of the road.


What the man had shouted was lost on the stiff breeze, but his gesturing was clear enough and Annika and Heri headed towards him.


The first thing Annika noted was that although the glass from the driver’s side window lay in cubes on the gravel, the BMW showed no sign of a collision or accident. The second thing she saw was a white-haired figure slumped, apparently lifeless, over the car’s steering wheel.


“Harra Nybo? I’m Officer Mortensen, this is Officer Kalsø. Is this the casualty?”


“Ja,” Nybo nodded vigorously. “I can’t tell what’s wrong with him. He’s unconscious.”


Nybo was in his early sixties, wearing work clothes and a woollen hat. Now that police officers had arrived he moved away from the car with some relief, Annika thought.


“I’ll check him out,” Heri said. He’d brought the first-aid kit, so Annika didn’t object. She stepped aside with Jacob Nybo instead.


“Can you tell me how you found him?” she asked. “How long ago?”


“Twenty minutes, not much more,” Nybo said. “I saw the car here as I came past and I thought it was strange – you know, for this time of the morning. So I stopped to see if it was a breakdown or something, and that’s when I saw him. I thought he was asleep but when I banged on the window he still didn’t move. I tried the door but it was locked.”


“So you broke the window?”


Nybo nodded, slightly reluctant to make the admission. “I wasn’t sure if I should, but I didn’t know what else to do. I thought he might be dead.”


The unconscious man was in his seventies, Heri estimated, with white stubble and slack skin around his jowls. There was a faint carotid pulse and under a suede jacket the man’s shoulders moved almost imperceptibly with slow, shallow breaths. On his left temple there was a small graze over a discoloured lump, but nothing serious.


Heri shook the man’s shoulder again, a bit more firmly this time, but still not too hard in case there was some injury. “Hello? Can you hear me? I’m a police officer.”


Nothing.


By now Annika had approached. She examined the outside of the car for a moment, then bent down for a closer look inside.


“Has he any injuries?” she asked Heri, quickly surveying the man’s torso before her eye was caught by the polished walnut stock of a shotgun. It was propped against the passenger seat, barrels pointing down into the footwell.


“Looks like a bump on his head: nothing much,” Heri said. “Why?”


Annika Mortensen stepped back to look at the driver’s door again. “Because there’s blood here,” she said.


“Are you sure?”


Annika cast him a look then keyed her radio. “Control, from Unit 6, do we have anyone from CID free to attend at Tjørnuvík?”


* * *


After Haldarsvík the road climbed with the contours of the hillside and afforded Detective Hjalti Hentze a better view across the choppy waters in Sundini Sound. The wind was stronger up here and it broke up the clouds, letting shafts of sunlight race across the far landscape around Eiði and turn the sea a dirty turquoise where it touched.


Hentze was an unpolished man, at least in appearance. Beneath his parka he wore a thick traditional sweater, jeans and solid boots. His hair was cropped short, thinning a little on the crown, and his hands were square and stubby on the steering wheel. Hjalti Hentze had a stolidness and an unhurried temperament which suggested he was someone who would be most at home in a boat or a field, rather than dealing with the subtleties of police investigations.


But Hentze had been a police officer for the last twenty-one years, and in many ways the fact that he didn’t look like one was his greatest asset. Many people didn’t like talking to the police, but, if they had to, they often preferred speaking to someone like Hentze. Here was a man who wasn’t so very different to them, at least on the surface; here was a man who would understand their sensibilities and proceed in a calm, straightforward manner, which – for the most part – Hjalti Hentze did.


Ahead he saw the radio mast and slowed his Volvo before letting it run on to the gravel and come to a halt behind the patrol car. Inside it he saw Annika Mortensen turn her head to look and when she recognised him she raised a hand in greeting and then spoke into her radio.


Hentze forced his door open against the breeze and got out of the car. The wind whistled and moaned discordantly through the rigging and spars of the radio mast, rattling the solar panel and whipping at his coat.


The wind also swirled Annika Mortensen’s blonde hair back from her face as she left her own vehicle and came back to meet Hentze. She moved easily and with some grace, despite the bulk of her utility jacket and belt.


“Hey, Hjalti,” she said, raising her voice over the wind.


“Hey,” Hentze said. “How come you’re on your own?”


Annika made a pained expression. “I told Heri to go in the ambulance with the victim. I didn’t want him just sitting out here with a face like a cod.”


Hentze chuckled. “Things are no better between you two then?”


“No. He’s still an arsehole,” Annika told him decidedly. She tugged a stray strand of hair from her mouth.


“You’ll never change him.”


“Who said I want to?”


Hentze laughed again, then turned to look round. “So, what have we got?”


“Over here,” Annika said and gestured towards the BMW. “You know whose it is, right?” she asked.


Hentze nodded. “Signar Ravnsfjall. So Ári’s very keen that we get the full picture.”


Ári Niclasen, the inspector, was a decent guy, although not necessarily the bravest. And because old man Ravnsfjall wasn’t without significance in the islands, Niclasen had been keen to impress on Hentze the importance of getting things just right. They needed to be discreet in case the situation turned out to be entirely beyond reproach, but at the same time they should demonstrate an appropriate level of concern in case it was not.


Annika and Hentze walked across to the BMW together as Annika explained how Jacob Nybo had found the car and its occupant and had broken the window with a rock. When she’d finished she waited as Hentze assessed the shattered window glass on the gravel chippings in front of them.


“The doors were locked?” he asked. “I mean, he did try them before he smashed the window?”


“So he said.”


“Right,” Hentze nodded. Then: “What about the blood?”


“Here,” Annika said, stepping forward to indicate a pattern of smooth, reddish-brown splashes across the upper part of the door panel. Hentze moved in to look more closely, squatted down and squinted until he remembered his new reading glasses. He dug them out of his coat and perched them on his nose, then looked again.


The largest splash marks were near the top of the panel, but none of them was bigger than a one-króna coin. Lower down on the door the splashes were smaller, angled downwards towards the back of the car. Hentze was pretty sure the splashes were blood, though there was always a chance that it wasn’t human.


For a moment he considered the car as it stood, then he asked, “Who identified the casualty as Signar Ravnsfjall?”


“I found a wallet in his pocket before the paramedics took him away,” Annika said. “And I’ve checked the car registration. It’s his.”


“Did he have any injuries?”


“He has a graze on his head and also on a knee where his trousers are torn, but nothing that would have left blood splashes like that. The paramedics think he could have fallen out here, then had a stroke or maybe a heart attack once he got back in the car. He could have been here all night.”


“Will he live, do they think?”


Annika shrugged. “Sounded as if it might be touch and go.”


Hentze nodded, digesting that, then searched his pockets for latex gloves and pulled them on before moving to look inside the car.


Of course, the paramedics as well as Jacob Nybo had all been in contact with the interior and exterior of the car to varying degrees, but just the same Hentze was careful to disturb things as little as possible before he’d decided what they were dealing with.


He opened the driver’s door and looked around, noting the fact that Signar Ravnsfjall kept the interior of his car spotlessly clean. The cream-leather driver’s seat was stained by urine and faeces now, though, and the footwell was littered with cubes of broken window glass.


Changing position, Hentze reached for the ignition key and checked its position: off. He turned it to first position and the console lit up. The fuel warning sign was illuminated, too, and when he looked at the petrol gauge it was on empty.


“Was the ignition on or off when you got here?”


“On. Heri turned it off for safety, but there’s no fuel. I thought maybe the engine had ticked over all night until it ran out.”


“Or he pulled in here because he ran out of fuel,” Hentze said, although he was inclined to think Annika’s was the more likely scenario.


Extricating himself from the car, Hentze moved round to the passenger side and checked the glove box – mints, a packet of tissues – and then opened the back door to look at the shotgun which lay, broken open, on the seat. Two cartridges were still in place and when he looked more closely he saw the indentation of the firing pin in one of the brass caps but not the other.


“You said the gun was in the front when you got here?” he asked Annika.


“Yeah, in the passenger footwell. I made it safe and moved it into the back,” she told him. “I used gloves.”


“Good. We’ll bag it up for Technical. Has anyone checked the boot?”


“Not that I know of.”


Hentze moved round to the rear of the car, searched for the boot catch for a moment, then sprang the lid. Inside, the carpeted lining was as spotless as the rest of the car, the only contents a cheap, faux-leather attaché case with a plastic handle. Hentze drew it towards him, then flicked the catches open. When he lifted the lid he saw several neat bundles of thousand-krónur notes held together with paper bands. There were at least twenty of them.


By his shoulder Annika Mortensen let out a low whistle. “Bloody hell,” she said. “I knew the Ravnsfjalls were loaded, but to drive around with that much in the boot… There could be over a million there.”


Hjalti Hentze had made the same calculation. He looked for a moment longer, then closed the lid of the attaché case and snapped the catches. He thought about Ári Niclasen’s desire to play it safe.


“We’ll need some evidence bags,” he said. “And we’d better get the car taken in so it can be properly examined.”


“You think there was a crime?”


“Do you?”


Annika Mortensen assessed the car for a moment. “I don’t know. But it’s bloody strange, whatever happened.”


Hentze nodded. “I think so, too. So for the time being I think we’ll do this by the book.”




PART ONE
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Tuesday/týsdagur


I DIDN’T SEE MUCH AS THE PLANE CAME IN TO VÁGAR AIRPORT. There was low cloud and I was seated over a wing. Once we’d landed I filed along the aisle with everyone else, down the metal steps and across to the terminal. There was no hurry.


Most of the other passengers seemed to be Faroese or Danish; dressed for business, or at least as if air travel was still a reason to turn out smartly. I hadn’t gone that far, and I wondered if it set me apart to a passing glance, or whether the layers of foreignness I’d accrued over thirty-odd years were enough to cover the base metal beneath.


When I was a teenager it had been a conscious effort to adopt all those layers, taking on a new skin, covering any differentness. But it went back further than that, went deeper.


According to Ketty – my aunt – I’d refused to speak for the first three months I was with them. I was five years old – just – and when I finally broke my silence it was only in English, refusing to acknowledge Faroese, or even Danish.


This was a product of trauma, the child psychologist had told Ketty and Peter, apparently. I don’t remember, but I’d always thought it was probably more simple than that. Even aged five I’d have known I would never go back, so why cling to the language? Why single myself out with a name no one would pronounce in the right way? Only Ketty still sounded my first name with a Y, and who in England could be bothered to put an accent on Reyná?


Jan Reyna was easier. Jan Reyna was who I was.


* * *


When I’d arrived at their house, the day before I’d flown back to the Faroes, Ketty was on the phone. She was speaking Faroese and only looked up for a moment – enough to register I was there – before looking away to write something on a pad.


In the kitchen I found Peter. We shook hands, hugged and stepped back. Always the way.


Peter Sherland was sixty-eight, still a vigorous man with a grey-black goatee. Daily Telegraph crossword, Radio 4, three swims a week and the first signs of Parkinson’s in the slight tremor of his left hand.


“I’m glad you came,” he said. “Ketty’s trying to find out more from the hospital – in Tórshavn,” he added, although it was unnecessary.


I nodded – acknowledgement, but also a way of showing I didn’t want to get into it yet. Peter took the hint.


“Coffee?” he asked.


“Yeah, thanks.”


He moved to the coffee maker. This was the way Peter dealt with situations of whatever size – taking his time, never rushing into an opinion or judgement – unlike Ketty, who was always one for instinctive direct action. She made up her mind and spoke it, rarely backing down afterwards.


I knew I’d acquired a mixture of these traits, but it was Peter’s way I’d always admired and aspired to, even when I heard myself speaking as Ketty would do. Maybe seeking to be like Peter was just a way of trying to show my appreciation for what he’d done: taking me in, the adoption, and then putting up with all the shit that came later. I still didn’t know what it had cost him to suddenly have that troubled boy as part of his life. I’d never been able to ask, either. Instead I just tried to be measured.


“Did you have any trouble getting away?” Peter asked. He ferried two espressos to the kitchen table – one at a time because of his tremor.


“No, they can manage,” I told him, momentarily regretting the lie.


He nodded, sat down. “Anything you can say?” Ever the solicitor.


I made a half shrug. “Not much. They made an arrest but there’s not enough to charge yet.”


He sipped his coffee.


“So listen—” he began, changing tone. But before he could finish, Ketty came into the kitchen.


I went over and kissed her on the cheek. She was still a striking woman – high cheekbones, grey-blonde hair cut on an angle, blue eyes given to smiling, although they were serious now. She kissed me back, then stepped away.


“You have to go, Jan,” she said without any preamble.


I wondered if I heard more of an accent now because she’d just been speaking her own language on the phone.


“What did they say?”


I moved back to my seat: a way to distance myself from the response.


“That he’s seriously ill. It was a large stroke.”


“Will he die?”


“They won’t say that.” She shook her head. “But when I said I was ringing for his son they said that they think his relatives should come.”


I wondered if all hospitals adopted the same standard euphemisms.


“I can’t do anything,” I said.


“That’s not the point.” For a second her tone was annoyed, as if I was being wilfully stupid. “Not to go now…”


She was still standing and I knew she wouldn’t sit down. That was what she was like. She’d stand firm until she got what she wanted or I left. There wouldn’t be any compromise.


“I can’t just pick up and leave,” I said. Another lie.


“They won’t let you go even if your father might die?” Her turn to be wilfully obtuse.


“Ketty—” Then I shook my head, negating it. “You can’t bully me into going,” I said. “Why the hell would I? I wouldn’t even be thinking about it if he’d died.”


That was true. Why go back, just to stand at a graveside?


But Signar Ravnsfjall wasn’t dead. He was in limbo; at some halfway point on the scale, like the questions that had always been there, not yet asked or answered. The “yet” implied there was still time for it, but I doubted that. So why go back just to stand at a bedside?


“If Signar was dead it would be too late,” Ketty said. “It would be different. Now you have a choice.”


“I can live with that.”


“Good. You’ll have to.” She said it with a decided nod: flat.


“Ketty…” Peter’s tone was mildly reproachful.


But Ketty wouldn’t shift. “You’ll never know unless you see him.”


“I don’t need to know.”


“Yes, you do. You don’t see it – maybe you don’t want to see it – but I do.”


I drew a slow breath. In an interview room I usually know when the suspect across the table has reached the turning point. There will be a pause – the moment of balance – and if their next words are anything other than “no comment” you know that the truth will come out. It might still be slow or grudging, but the path has been chosen.


My own “no comment” would be to turn away now, pick up and go.


“I tried before,” I said.


She shook her head. “You were seventeen,” she said. “Try again.”


* * *


Once the baggage carousel started to move my holdall appeared relatively quickly and I towed it past non-existent passport control and customs checks, then through the entrance hall to emerge from the low terminal building. Outside, people were already dispersing to cars and minibuses, but I paused under the overhanging shelter, wanting to give myself a moment of adjustment before moving on.


There was a sense of altitude here, and between breaks in the low, rolling grey cloud the sun glistened off the car park’s wet tarmac. The air was cool, cold even, after the unseasonal September heat I’d been used to in England. The wind shepherded the clouds quickly across the bowl of sky between the undulating, rounded peaks of the surrounding mountains and fells. The landscape was treeless, brown-green. In places it was traced out by black strata of rock, as if the long-buried bones of the hills were gradually being exposed by erosion. I knew the feeling.


The second taxi I approached – a minivan – was free and I sat in the back behind the driver as a signal that I didn’t want to talk. Instead I checked my phone as the van pulled out of the airport, then settled to watch the passing terrain: sculpted and weathered, often crossed by water in streams and cascades.


The smooth, sweeping road gave a sense of plunging through the landscape as if on a theme-park ride and I got the same feeling of make-believe when I looked at the villages and settlements as they passed, laid out in the valleys and inlets. The buildings were painted in primary colours, saturated by the patchy sunlight, as simple and angular as illustrations from a child’s storybook. There was an underlying otherness to it all, it felt to me then – a vague foreignness that was hard to define, but a sense of uneasy familiarity, too.


Where from?


Was it a real recollection, or a memory of a childhood picture book? Either would have to have come from the time before Lýdia took me away from the islands, but now, as ever, I couldn’t penetrate the void of childhood – not of living here, not of the first years in England. It was too far away and in the end I left it alone and simply watched the landscape going past, with no fixed point of reference and no sense of home. Because it wasn’t.
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BY THE TIME THE TAXI REACHED TÓRSHAVN THE BRIGHT PATCHES of sunshine had given way to a grey drizzle. I persuaded the driver to wait while I dropped off my bags at the Hotel Streym, and then to take me on to the hospital. When we pulled up outside the block-like building I paid the driver off with crisp Danish notes from a bureau de change envelope and went in through sliding glass doors to look for the main desk.


The visiting hour had just started, I was told, and after getting directions, I took the lift to the third floor, navigating the Faroese signs as best I could until I reached a nurses’ station and asked where I could find Signar Ravnsfjall.


The nurse was in her late twenties and took a moment to think herself into English. “I’m sorry, the visiting hour is for the family only,” she said.


“I’m his son,” I told her. “From England.”


I knew that the last bit was clumsy: an attempt to distance myself from the claim of kinship and hold it at arm’s length for a little while longer. “Ah. Okay,” the nurse said. “At the moment the family are with him. Perhaps I can tell them you’re here. You can come to the visiting room.”


I followed her round a corner on to a corridor where she showed me into a glass-fronted room with firm-looking sofas and a view of the harbour. Leaving me there she went off, further along the corridor, but after a moment I returned to the doorway and waited. I didn’t want to sit.


A couple of minutes later the nurse came out of a side room and returned along the corridor, passing me with a smile. Behind her I saw a man emerge from the room she’d just left. He cast a glance around, then headed towards me.


I knew without doubt who the man was. Magnus Ravnsfjall was in his late thirties and his resemblance to Signar was unmistakable. Father and son shared the same heavy-set, square build, the same slightly broad features and coarse hair, and watching him now I realised that Magnus was only a few years younger than Signar had been the last time I saw him. It gave me an odd sense that somehow time had sprung outwards, as if it had been compressed under pressure until now.


“Eg eiti Magnus Ravnsfjall. Hvat vilt tú her?”


Even though I didn’t know what he was saying, the brisk, businesslike tone left no doubt that Magnus Ravnsfjall felt he was here to confront a disagreeable task.


I shook my head. “Sorry, I don’t understand.”


Coming to a halt Magnus looked at me more suspiciously. “I’m Magnus Ravnsfjall,” he said.


“Jan Reyna.” I held out my hand but Magnus ignored it.


“What is it you want here?”


For a moment I let the question hang, just long enough to show I wasn’t impressed by the hostility. “I came to see your father,” I said.


He frowned then, as if finally pinning down a deceit. “He is your father also,” he said.


“Not really.”


I shook my head, but if I’d hoped it might allay some of his suspicion, I was wrong. Instead it seemed to have the opposite effect as he set his shoulders, like an icebreaker that would plough its way through any opposition. And again I was struck by the similarity between him and his father. My lasting impression of Signar was as a bull of a man.


“There is nothing for you here,” Magnus said then, as if he wanted to put the matter to rest once and for all.


Again, I shook my head, trying to get out of this groove and to relocate the exchange somewhere more neutral. “I don’t want anything,” I told him. “I got a message that he was seriously ill and—”


“Who was that from?”


“The message?”


“Yes.”


“Does it matter?”


Along the corridor I became aware of another person – a woman, blonde, seemingly hesitant to intrude. That was all I saw in the short glance I made before turning back to Magnus.


“Listen, I don’t want to interfere – that wasn’t why I came.”


“So I ask again,” Magnus insisted. “What is it you want?”


“Just to visit, that’s all.”


“You don’t see him for more than twenty years and now you arrive from nowhere? Why?” It was insistent and stubborn.


I started to draw a breath, but even as I did so I’d suddenly had enough of him. His intransigence made no sense, but more than that it was ridiculous, self-defeating. So instead I made a gesture, dismissive. “Okay, forget it,” I said, turning away. “I’ll come back later.”


As I turned and started down the corridor Magnus said something in Faroese but I took no notice and kept going. At the end of the corridor I rounded the corner to the desk where the nurse was speaking on the phone.


While I waited for her to finish I made a conscious effort to settle my annoyance – as much at myself for not handling it better as at Magnus Ravnsfjall’s obstinacy. But what had I expected – just to walk into a hospital room, take a look at Signar, lying there unconscious, and then simply walk away? Or had I had some child-like belief that there would have been a miraculous recovery, enabling him to… what?


The nurse hung up the phone.


“I’d like to speak to Sig— to my father’s doctor about his condition,” I said. “Is that possible?”


“I’m sorry, Dr Heinason isn’t here now. Tomorrow, perhaps, you could call?”


“Could you give me the number?”


“Sure, of course.”


She found a pad and wrote out a number, then handed it to me. “We think he is better today,” she added, as if in consolation. “A little.”


I nodded. “Thank you. Takk.”


I put the slip of paper in my wallet and headed away towards the lifts. When I got there I pressed the call button, then crossed to a window overlooking the car park below.


“Jan?” A woman’s voice.


I turned, but not quickly.


“Yes?”


She was watching me with a faint crease of concern between her eyebrows, something that didn’t lift entirely as I faced her. She was tall – maybe five ten – and dressed mostly in black and grey – trousers, boots, a large chunky-knit cardigan. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her features were strikingly Scandinavian with something of a determined set to her jaw. I guessed she was a little older than me, but knew it would take a while to be sure.


“I’m Fríða,” she said, clearly expecting the name to be familiar to me.


“I’m sorry, I—”


“Fríða Sólsker,” she said. Then by way of explanation: “My mother is Signar’s sister, Estur.”


I made the connection then. Estur Sólsker was the name Ketty most often quoted as her source of news or information from the Faroes, telling me despite my unwillingness to listen. And it had been Estur Sólsker who had called Ketty with the news of Signar’s stroke.


“Yes, sorry. Of course,” I said.


Fríða shook her head, dismissing the apology as unnecessary. She held out a slim hand, two silver rings, and her handshake was firm and warm.


“I remember you a little from when you lived here,” she said. “Not much, just – er – bits and pieces.”


“I don’t remember any of it,” I said. “Not really.”


She nodded, as if she thought that was possible. “You were a little younger than me,” she said. “And it was a long time ago.”


“Yeah.”


She looked at me for a second, again as if she was assessing something, then she said, “I saw you speaking to Magnus.”


“Right.” Flat and dry.


“This is difficult for him. He’s close to Signar and this has happened suddenly. They thought he might die.”


“You don’t need to explain,” I said. It came out more pointed than I’d intended but Fríða just nodded.


“Do you know how he is?” I asked then. “Have you seen him?”


“Yes, for a short time. He’s very sick, but maybe not so much as before. He has strength.”


“Right.” Again.


Beside us the lift arrived and as the doors opened Fríða seemed to decide something. “There’s a café here,” she said. “Would you like to have coffee?”


I hesitated, then nodded. “Sure.”


The café was only moderately busy, a double-height space with a right-angle wall of glass which looked inland, over functional buildings on a hillside. We took our drinks to a circular aluminium table near the windows and sat on pale wood and steel chairs.


It seemed that, like me, Fríða Sólsker had decided to wait until we were seated before saying anything meaningful. It suited me. I wasn’t used to thinking in terms of family connections and I needed time to adjust to thinking of Fríða Sólsker as my cousin.


She poured a single sachet of sugar into her black coffee and stirred it before looking up at me with a faintly apologetic smile. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I think I have the advantage.”


“How do you mean?”


“I think I might know more about you than the other way round. My mother told me you were coming but I didn’t think you would arrive until later or I would have warned Magnus.”


“Did he need to be warned?”


Fríða had an agile face and I saw the reaction to my abrasiveness. “Maybe that isn’t the right word,” she said. “I meant so he could get used to the idea. I don’t think it’s easy to meet a brother for the first time.”


“Half-brother.”


“Yes. Of course.”


She conceded the point without issue and I knew I’d sounded unnecessarily pedantic. I made another effort to rein in my mood. Fríða had done nothing to deserve my poor mood, and she didn’t have to be sitting across from me now.


“So, how long can you stay?” she asked. I knew she was giving me a way out.


“A few days – it depends. I’m not sure it was a good idea to come at all, though.”


She shook her head. “Of course you should see him.”


“You think I should fight my way in past Magnus?”


She seemed to consider that as a serious idea for a moment, then said, “Maybe I can help. I work here in the hospital some of the time, so if you would like to see Signar outside the visiting hours I think I can arrange it.”


“What do you do?” The easy way to put off an acceptance or commitment.


“I’m a counsellor, mostly with children and young people,” she said, but I hadn’t distracted her from her original proposal. “So if you like I can ask Dr Heinason to meet you. He’s Signar’s consultant.”


I knew I should accept the offer, not least because it would deal with everything at one time. The doctor could tell me the medical diagnosis, I could stand at the bedside and then I could leave. I’d have done what I came to do and there would be no need to cross paths with anyone else.


“Maybe that would be better,” I said in the end. “If it’s not a problem for you.”


“No, not at all. Let me see what I can arrange with Hans – Dr Heinason – and then I can call you. Do you have a mobile phone number?”


“Sure.” I searched out my wallet and took a card from it: work issue, but the only sort I had. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”


Fríða looked at the card, but then seemed to decide to leave closer scrutiny until later. She put it away.


“So what else do you know?” I said then, leaving it open.


“About you?” She made a self-deprecating shrug. “Not really so much. My mother talks to Ketty and they tell each other their news. Some of it she tells me, but I don’t always pay as much attention as she’d like.”


She smiled as she said it and I nodded, letting myself relax a little. “I don’t pay any attention,” I said. “That’s why Ketty stopped bothering years ago.”


“We must disappoint them.”


“I know I do.”


I sipped my coffee and used it as a way to change the subject. “Do you know Magnus well?” I asked. “Are you friends?”


“No, I wouldn’t say that,” Fríða said, considering it seriously. “Of course, we are cousins, but I know Kristian a little better. His younger brother?” She looked at me to gauge my reaction, as if realising she’d made an assumption about how familiar I was with the family tree.


“Yeah, I know,” I said, then I let a trace of amusement show through. “You can’t help absorbing some information even if you’re not interested.”


“You’re not interested in your family?”


She handled it deftly, with just the right lightness of tone. But I spent too much of my life planting my own leading questions to walk into that one. Unwilling to sound pedantic again I left my reflex answer unspoken. Instead I just shrugged and said, “How much did you hear of what Magnus said in the corridor?”


If she was disappointed that I’d dodged her question she didn’t show it. “A little.”


“So do you know what he meant when he said, ‘There’s nothing for you here’?”


“Perhaps.” She hesitated, for the first time seemingly less at ease. “Do you know of Four Fjords?”


I shook my head. “No, what is it?”


“It’s Signar’s business. Fishing, salmon farms, fish processing, that sort of thing.”


“I never thought about what he does or did for a living,” I told her. “I knew it was something to do with fishing, but that’s all. Is it a big company?”


“Ja, one of the biggest here. Signar is a wealthy man.”


It was a new perspective on him – one that I hadn’t even considered before. “So you think Magnus is worried that I came here to try and – what? Get money from Signar? Grab an inheritance if he dies?”


“No, I don’t know that,” Fríða said, quickly. “But as I said, this hasn’t been an easy time for him. I’m sure he was surprised to see you, and after the way that Signar was found…”


“What way?”


Her hand paused on its way to her cup. “Oh. I thought you knew. He was found unconscious in his car at a place called Tjørnuvík. The police think he was there all night after his stroke, but no one knows why.”


“Why he’d gone there?”


She nodded and because she didn’t speak I knew that wasn’t all of it.


“What else?” I asked.


She hesitated for a moment longer. “I was told there was a large amount of money in the car. Also a shotgun, and someone’s blood.”


It wasn’t the answer I’d expected, although I didn’t know what I had been expecting. Just not that.


Fríða watched me, as if she was concerned about what I might do with the information.


“Are the police investigating?” I asked, sitting back in my chair.


“Ja, I think so. Yesterday Magnus told me they had asked if anyone in the family knew why Signar was at Tjørnuvík, but I don’t know more than that.”


I nodded, still thinking it through, but before I could take it any further Fríða shifted and looked at her watch.


“I’m sorry, I have an appointment in a few minutes.”


“No, of course,” I said. “I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me.”


“It’s no problem.” She said it as if it was to be expected and I believed her. “I will call you when I’ve talked to Hans about Signar. It will probably be the morning. Is that okay?”


“Sure,” I said. “Thank you.”


We stood up together. I picked up my coat but as I made to step aside Fríða hung back for a second. “Can I ask why you didn’t tell Magnus how you knew Signar was ill?” she said.


I shrugged. “I didn’t think it was any of his business.”


“And you were annoyed with him.”


“Yeah, that too.”


She dipped her head, as if that much was cleared up. “I’ll show you the way out,” she said.
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OUTSIDE THE HOSPITAL I GOT LUCKY AND PICKED UP A TAXI that had just dropped off a pair of elderly women with fixed chins and woollen coats. They linked arms and clung to each other as they went towards the building’s entrance.


Back at the Hotel Streym I reclaimed my bags from the office and the manager – a neatly bearded guy in his thirties – waved away any need for form filling: my online booking was enough. He gave me a room key. “And there is a message for you,” he said, handing me a slip of paper. “It was left by telephone about ten minutes ago.”


I hadn’t told anyone where I was staying, so getting a message was odd and I frowned at the paper: Mr Reyna, please contact Kristian Ravnsfjall. Beneath that there was a phone number and the time of the call.


News obviously travelled fast in the Ravnsfjall family – at least between my half-brothers – and I wondered if Kristian wanted to pick up where Magnus had left off with the warm welcome.


I thanked the manager, shoving the note in my pocket, then I hauled my bag round the corner and up the tiled stairs.


My room was on the second floor along a windowless corridor. Inside it was clean and neat, two single beds and an Ikea-style desk. I hadn’t wanted any more.


I hefted my holdall on to the bed nearest the window and dropped my coat next to it. The travelling had left me tired and the instinct to give in to the weariness – to simply stop the progress of the day – was strong. But I knew I wouldn’t settle yet. Instead I sat down at the desk and used my mobile to dial the number on the message.


“Ja? Kristian Ravnsfjall.” His voice sounded brisk.


“This is Jan Reyna. You left a message for me at my hotel.”


There was a moment’s hesitation, then Kristian Ravnsfjall’s voice shifted from neutral to more upbeat. “Jan, yes. Thank you for calling. When I knew you were here I thought I should make contact. I was hoping we could meet. Would that be all right?”


“Sure, if you like,” I said.


If he registered the ambivalence in my voice he didn’t let it show. Instead his tone seemed determinedly enthusiastic. After Magnus, it wasn’t what I expected. “Great,” he said. “Tonight? For a drink? Would that be okay?”


For a second I debated whether I wanted to meet two Ravnsfjall half-brothers in the same day, but in the end I said, “Fine. When and where?”


I jotted down the name of the place he told me and when he rang off I sat back, rubbed my eyes and looked out of the window. I ought to let Ketty know I’d arrived, but it would wait – an email, later; show I was a big boy, off on my own.


Beyond the road and the thin margin of land directly in front of the hotel there was a light blue sky over the choppy waters of a sound. In the distance a cluster of houses in the hollow back of a low island caught broken shreds of sunshine ahead of a more threatening sky. I had no idea what the island was called but I watched the light travel over the pretty-as-a-picture, make-believe little houses and wondered if the occupants knew that in reality they lived on a God-forsaken, rain-driven grey speck in the middle of the ocean that no one in the real world even knew existed, let alone gave a shit about…


And then, like a vignette round the edge of my thoughts, I recognised the faint loss of colour and nuance in what I was thinking and seeing. Usually I was ready to catch it at the first signs and portents, but this time it had come out of nowhere, or else I’d just been too distracted to notice the deepening greyness closing in. It had found a crack or a crevice to seep in through and now it was already spreading like a stain.


With a physical effort I made myself move then, standing and turning away from the window, knowing that if I didn’t do it now I’d lose my chance. I needed an anchor to pull myself out; something I could fix on. I needed movement, and even as I recognised that, I was taking up my coat again, leaving the room and quickening my pace to try to step ahead of the black dog.


* * *


Hjalti Hentze was the only detective in CID who didn’t have to share an office. His room was small – perhaps originally intended to be a store of some kind – but he’d been lucky enough to bag it when the station had transferred from the old building on Jónas Broncks gøta four years ago.


The plan for the reorganisation had been to put two CID officers in each of the new departmental offices, which all led off the same corridor. But this neat doubling up had not taken account of the fact that when the move occurred there was an odd number of detectives, which meant someone would be left alone in an office designed for two.


This mismatch had caused some upset to the plans of Inspector Remi Syderbø – who generally liked things as tidy as possible within his department – until Hentze had nobly volunteered to occupy the smaller space that no one else wanted. And wouldn’t that also leave the larger office to serve a better purpose – a conference room, say? Weren’t they a little short of those on the third floor?


So Hentze ended up with a small office to himself, and because the space was restricted he knew no one could be put in there with him at some later date. What did they call it – future-proofing? Hentze was the odd man out and that was how he preferred it. All this modern sharing was fine as far as it went, but he always suspected that it led to a certain uniformity of thinking and a naturally conservative consensus. A good way to keep your organisation running smoothly, perhaps, but a crap way of doing police work.


“Hjalti, are you busy?”


Ári Niclasen stood in the doorway of Hentze’s office, a slightly harried expression on his face. The inspector was a tall man – a fishing rod – with a heavy lick of dark hair that always threatened to fall forward. Unlike Hentze, Ári Niclasen usually wore a suit – as he was doing today – or else something neatly casual but conservative. He was ten years younger than Hentze and occupied a spacious office with a view towards Nólsoy. He had also installed a new espresso machine, Hentze had noted somewhat enviously on his last visit there.


“No, just the usual,” Hentze said, turning away from his keyboard. “Is there a problem?”


“I’m not sure. Hendrik has a British detective inspector called Reyna downstairs. He showed Hendrik his ID – he’s on their homicide squad – and he’s asking to see the officer in charge of the Ravnsfjall case.”


“Is it official business?” Hentze asked, though he couldn’t see how it would be.


Niclasen shook his head. “No. He says he’s Signar Ravnsfjall’s son.”


Hentze sensed the discomfort this caused Ári, but couldn’t tell whether it was because the man Reyna was a homicide detective or because he was related to Signar Ravnsfjall.


“I thought there were only two sons,” Hentze said.


“So did I,” Ári nodded. “And he doesn’t speak Faroese apparently, but that’s what he said.”


He shifted uneasily, then made a vague gesture to Hentze’s computer. “How are we doing on that – the Signar Ravnsfjall case? Did you turn up anything more?”


Hentze shook his head. “No one knows what he was doing out at Tjørnuvík and he’s still in no condition to tell us what happened. But with no direct evidence of a crime taking place – and certainly none of robbery – I don’t think there’s much more we can do.”


“Anything from Technical?”


“Not yet.”


Still clearly uncomfortable, Niclasen pushed his hair lick back and made a decision. “Okay, will you do me a favour and talk to this guy Reyna? Give him the facts as you’ve just outlined them and see if there’s anything we should – consider? Is that okay?”


Hentze nodded and stood up. “Sure,” he said. “I don’t mind that.”


It might be an interesting insight on the Ravnsfjall family, too, he decided, but he didn’t say so to Ári. The man looked unsettled enough as it was.


* * *


A uniformed officer with a square jaw and equally square shoulders showed me into a conference room on the second floor of the anonymous, flat-faced office block and asked me to wait. I’d walked past the building twice before spotting the small Politi logo on a sign by the uninviting front door. From the outside the place looked more like a tax office in Doncaster.


The conference room was furnished with two beech-effect tables pushed together in the centre, surrounded by half a dozen padded chairs. The partition walls were bare except for a poster-sized map of the islands and the place had the depersonalised feel of a space that didn’t belong to anyone. There was no indication that it even belonged to a police station except for the two marked patrol cars in the car park outside.


I stood beside the window looking out at the cars for a while after the uniformed officer had left but there wasn’t much to keep my attention. I didn’t want to sit down, I didn’t even want to be standing still, so when I’d taken all the distraction the car park had to offer I moved to study the map instead.


Set out brown-green against the sea’s blue, the islands looked somehow Palaeolithic, like a shattered flint arrowhead laid out on a cloth, partially reconstructed. The names were all unfamiliar, leaving me to guess how to pronounce them in some cases, but even so I examined them all, traced roads and coastline. Anything to distract myself. I could feel the greying vignette withdrawing a little, but it wasn’t gone yet.


Just as I was starting to get restless again, the door opened and this time a man in a dark-blue sweater and jeans came in. My first impression was that he was nearing fifty – if he hadn’t already passed it – and although he came into the room with a casual familiarity, I also got the sense that it wasn’t an entirely natural environment for him.


“Inspector Reyna? I’m Hjalti Hentze, CID.”


I moved away from the map and shook the hand he offered: square and dry. “Thanks for seeing me,” I said. “Is it Inspector or Sergeant…?”


Hentze waved the question away. “Here we don’t worry so much about the ranks. In Denmark, yes, but in the Faroes no one is concerned. You are ein politistur – a police officer – and it’s enough. Please.”


He gestured me to sit, then moved to take the seat opposite, dropping heavily into the chair. His English wasn’t bad – not quite as fluent as Fríða Sólsker’s, but good enough that I knew he’d sidestepped the question about rank rather than just misunderstood it.


“I am told you wish to ask about Signar Ravnsfjall. He’s your father?”


I nodded, wondering how many more times I’d have to reaffirm the connection. “Yes.”


“But your last name is Reyna?”


“My mother’s maiden name, except she used to spell it with an accent,” I told him. “We left here when I was three.”


“Ah. Okay,” Hentze said, as if that put it out of the way. “So, what can I tell you?”


I made an effort to sound relaxed rather than inquisitorial. “I was told there was an investigation into the way Signar was found, so I wanted to ask about that – why you thought it was necessary. Is that possible?”


Hentze nodded. “Sure, I don’t see why not.”


He looked away for a moment, as if to order the information in his head, then started in on a chronological account of the incident as he’d dealt with it. He told it concisely, occasionally slowing when he searched for a phrase in English, but as far as I could tell he didn’t seem to be withholding any salient details as he described the presence of the shotgun and cash – the equivalent of about a hundred thousand pounds sterling – and the possible bloodstains. “We have sent forensic samples to be examined in Copenhagen,” he said. “But there are no results yet. Perhaps tomorrow.”


“What about fingerprints? Were any found?”


“Ja, but so far they are only your father’s.”


Hentze sat back slightly, as if to signal that there was no more to say, and left me to absorb what I’d heard. He seemed in no hurry.


“The place he was found – Tjørnuvík? – what’s it like?” I asked.


“Chu-nu-wik,” he said, gently correcting my very poor pronunciation without making a big deal of doing so. “It’s about thirty kilometres from here, at the north of this island.” He cast round the room, then stood up and moved to the map. “Here.”


I rose and followed him, looked at the place indicated by his finger.


“The village is small,” Hentze told me. “But the car was in a— I don’t know the English word: a place to stop by the road.”


“A lay-by?”


“Ja. Here, on the headland. It isn’t close to the village.”


“And no one knows what he was doing there?”


As if the map had served its purpose Hentze stepped away and leaned on a table. “No. I’ve asked his sons – the other sons – but no one in the family can think of a reason.”


The implication was obvious, even though Hentze had been careful not to state it, and I thought back to my encounter with Magnus Ravnsfjall at the hospital. I wondered how he’d reacted to that line of questioning. Not well, I suspected.


“So do you think it was suspicious – that he was there doing something illegal?” I asked to clear up the ambiguity.


Hentze considered. “No, we can’t say so for sure. There could be other explanations.”


I nodded. Faced by a complete stranger, it was fair enough for Hentze to play it conservatively. I’d probably have done the same thing, but even so, I still wanted to get some indication of what he really thought and he was making me work hard to get it.


“You said the shotgun had been fired recently?”


“Ja, I think so. One shot only. The barrel was dirty and the used – cartridge – had not been removed.”


Still neutral.


“And he had a graze on his head and knee from a fall of some kind. Or a push, or a fight,” I added. It didn’t prompt any greater response though, just a nod.


“So do you have a theory – a guess – about what happened?” I asked.


Hentze rubbed a hand over his chin, as if to indicate he thought it was a valid question, without necessarily endorsing it. Finally he said, “My police eye tells me the situation isn’t usual, but without your father to explain I don’t think I can say more.”


He made an open-handed gesture and I knew it was as much of an answer as I was going to get. I couldn’t tell whether he was maintaining a professional neutrality in order to conceal what he really thought, or because he didn’t have a clue. He didn’t come across as obtuse, but I recognised what was effectively a “no comment”.


Time to go.


“Okay, well thanks for your time,” I said. “If you get any more information will you let me know?”


I took a card from my wallet and handed it to him.


“Of course.” Hentze nodded, then pushed himself upright from the table. “I’m walking outside. Let me take you.”


I followed him along the modern, featureless corridor and through a heavy grey door which led out on to a landing and wooden stairs. Three flights below, the stairwell gave access to the main entrance and I expected Hentze to let me find my own way out. Instead, he set off down the stairs without reference to me, then along the ground floor corridor to the exit. He pushed the door open and stepped outside on to a concrete ramp, holding the door and waiting for me to join him.


“Do you smoke?” he asked when I stepped out. There was a breeze, but bright sunlight was reflected off the damp road in front of us.


“Not often now. I used to.”


“I also stopped,” Hentze said, slightly rueful. “But sometimes it is – useful – to have a reason to stand outside, you know?”


When he cast me a sideways glance I knew what was going on. “Yeah, I think so,” I said


He nodded, considered the view for a moment. “You said you left here when you were three years old?”


On the surface it was conversational, but I knew it was an invitation to provide a final confirmation that he hadn’t stepped outside for nothing. I said, “My mother left Signar and took me to Denmark, then England. I haven’t been back since.” Not the entire truth, but enough for the moment.


“Ah. Okay.” Hentze nodded. “I have been to the UK – to Scotland – for seminars. Just two times. The speeches weren’t so interesting, but there was a word I can’t remember, for a guess – a feeling about an investigation. Do you know it?”


“A hunch?”


“Yes, that was it.”


I took the cue. “You have a hunch about Signar?”


Hentze glanced up at the building behind us, as if to confirm he had left it. “Unofficially? For myself? Yes, of course.” He turned to look at me. “The same as you, I think.”


“If it was my case I’d think it was blackmail,” I said baldly. “I can’t think of another reason why anyone would go to an isolated spot with a briefcase full of cash and a gun. And if the gun’s been fired and there’s evidence of a struggle I’d think it was blackmail gone wrong.”


“Ja, I think so.” Hentze made an affirming gesture. “But I have nothing to prove it and the hospitals have seen no one with a shotgun injury, so I have a dead end.”


He’d anticipated my next question so I reconsidered for a moment.


“Have you asked the family about blackmail? I mean, directly.”


He looked off across the road, as if debating his reply. “It’s a difficult thing,” he said in the end. “If you say, ‘I think there was blackmail,’ you are also saying you think there is something a person wants to keep secret. It could be anything: personal or business – you understand what I mean? So it’s difficult. Especially with harra Ravnsfjall.”


“Why especially?”


Before Hentze could answer a man in a waterproof jacket approached. He climbed the steps and passed into the building with a nod towards Hentze and a mildly curious look at me. Hentze waited until he’d gone inside before speaking again.


“Signar Ravnsfjall has a large business. He knows many people in many places.” He turned back to see if I understood. I did.


“So for now – until he can tell me what happened, or unless I discover something else – I have to wait.”


Of course he did. If you’ve been told not to ask the obvious question, and if the family don’t want to cooperate, it’s bound to be a dead end.


“I understand,” I said.


Hentze shrugged, as if he’d said nothing at all. “Where are you staying?” he asked.


“Just there. The Hotel Streym.” I gestured to the long, modern building, half clad in timber, half in silver grey steel, ten yards away. It still struck me as an unlikely, even ironic coincidence that the hotel had turned out to be next door to the police station.


“For how long?”


“I don’t know yet. I only got here this afternoon. A few days, probably.”


“Okay,” Hentze said. “So it will be easy to contact you if there is news. And if there is anything you think of to help…”
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