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CHAPTER ONE

October 1988

BLESS.

Much later, when Óli was an American with an American name, that was the one Icelandic word that he would remember. Bless. Goodbye.

Bless, Mamma.

He followed his mother out of the church by his grandparents’ farm, trying desperately not to cry. Óli was ten and he was terrified. On one side of the tiny churchyard, right next to the turf wall that enclosed it, lurked an open hole. Óli had watched the men digging it two days before, struggling with the stone and the frost-hardened earth. The pallbearers carried his mother towards the hole.

The church was far too small to hold everyone who had come, but the priest’s booming voice had easily carried out to the gathering of the sad, the respectful and the curious who stood outside. The priest had a big beard, a big ruff around his neck, a big belly and a big rich voice of authority. He told everyone what a wonderful, beautiful and good person Óli’s mamma was. Óli knew all that to be true. But he was glad the priest didn’t mention the shouting, the falling, the slurring, the throwing up.

The crowd formed around the hole in the ground, Óli right at the front. He wanted to cry; he wanted so desperately to cry. He also wanted to pee; why hadn’t he gone to the toilet before? How had he been so stupid? He had wet his sheets for the previous two nights, as he knew he would. He couldn’t pee his pants at his own mother’s funeral, could he?

He reached for his big brother’s hand. Óli was too old to hold hands, but he didn’t care and, if he did it stealthily, Afi wouldn’t notice. Magnús gripped his brother’s fingers in his own. Óli looked up at him. Magnús was two years older and fifteen centimetres taller than Óli. He was standing straight, chin out, mouth firm, eyes dry.

Afi had told them not to cry and snivel. And Óli always, always, did what Afi said. Magnús disobeyed him sometimes and got beaten for it. Óli seemed to get beaten anyway.

The pallbearers, including Óli’s three uncles, were lining up his mother above the hole. A puffy black cloud rolled away from the sun, which shot pale beams onto the damp grass. A pair of eider sped low over the gathering, a duck and a drake, swerving and squawking in surprise at encountering so many humans in such an empty land. Óli glanced up at the farm, his home, his prison for the last four years, nestled against a steep snow-capped fell and a waterfall. The tiny wooden church lay between the farm and the sea, Breidafjördur – Broad Fjord – with its countless islands. And to the east lay the lava field, a kilometre wide. The fell, the fjord and the lava were the walls to Óli’s prison.

His mother was steady now, above the hole. The priest intoned some words. Óli glanced across at his afi. To Óli his grandfather was old – he was over sixty, after all – and his hair was thin and white. But the farmer stood up straight; he was sturdy and strong, as was his face, etched by the gales flung at him over decades by the Atlantic. The corners of his mouth pointed down and his flinty blue eyes stared at Óli’s mother.

Then Afi blinked, and Óli saw a tear, or half a tear, wriggle its way through the wrinkles on his grandfather’s cheek, and slink beneath his white shirt collar.

That was it; the tears flooded from the little boy’s eyes. But Óli stood straight. He sniffed, suppressed a sob, somehow managed to restrain himself from flinging his body on to the ground, or at his mother, or into the hole, from screaming, No, no, no!

Magnús squeezed Óli’s hand. His cheeks were still dry.

They lowered the coffin. The family threw handfuls of cold damp earth on top of Óli’s mother. Magnús stepped forward, but thankfully no one thought to force Óli to move. As Magnús returned to his position, Óli reached for his brother’s hand again, damp and gritty with the soil.

Magnús stiffened. He was facing the far side of the churchyard. There a man stood alone: a tall man with a fair beard.

‘It’s Pabbi!’ Magnús whispered.

Óli felt a surge of joy. He had noticed the man earlier, but he hadn’t recognized his own father. Óli hadn’t seen him for four years, since the age of six, when his father had disappeared to America, leaving his wife to the bottle and his sons to their grandparents. But in an instant the joy was replaced by fear. Afi would be cross. Afi would be furious.

‘Come on,’ Magnús said, tugging Óli’s hand.

Óli let Magnús go. He wasn’t that dumb.

Magnús walked over to the man, their father, and hugged him. The man’s face, which had been sombre, broke into a wide grin. The man’s glance turned up from his eldest son and searched out Óli. For a moment their eyes met, and Óli felt a warm feeling seep through him.

Then he turned away. The idiot! Didn’t Pabbi know what he was doing? There was going to be big trouble. Big, big trouble.

Sure enough, there was. Afi noticed Óli’s flinching. He spotted the stranger with his grandson. The lines by the side of Afi’s mouth plunged even further downwards, and his face set into a glare of pure hatred as he strode over to man and boy.

Óli sought out his biggest uncle, Kolbeinn, and stood behind him, watching in dread.

Afi grabbed Magnús and tore him away. He then began haranguing his son-in-law. The crowd fell silent, straining to hear, but the breeze was blowing away from them and they could make out very little. Óli thought he heard the words ‘killed my daughter’. That wasn’t right, surely? His mother had driven herself into a rock while drunk. Then he heard his own name and that of Magnús.

The man, the stranger, his father, said little. He stood firm, listening, and then shrugged and turned, hopping over the turf wall to avoid pushing his way through the crowd by the white churchyard gate.

Óli watched his father walk away, wondering when, if ever, he would see him again.

As soon as he got back to the farm at Bjarnarhöfn from school the next afternoon, Óli went out to the chickens. They were allowed the run of the farmyard, but they sheltered in an old Eimskip shipping container, around the back of the farmhouse. He liked all the chickens, but his favourite was a small black hen called Indiana. Or at least Óli called her Indiana, after Indiana Jones whom Óli had watched agog on two occasions at the cinema in Stykkishólmur. Amma thought Indiana was a stupid name for a chicken, and called the hen something else, but Óli stuck with Indiana. Óli knew and the chicken knew it was her name.

He was worried about Indiana. She hadn’t laid anything for several weeks now, and Amma had a strict rule: if a hen didn’t lay, it wasn’t worth feeding. Óli had started switching eggs around, but he knew that ploy wouldn’t last for long. His grandmother was sharp-eyed when it came to chickens, even if she didn’t seem to notice what happened to Óli and Magnús in her own house. And once she realized that Óli had been deceiving her, Indiana’s days were over.

Óli had felt lousy at school all day. Not that there was anything wrong with school; he much preferred being there to being home. The other kids occasionally teased him, but Óli could usually deflect their taunts with submissive charm. It was the anti-climax after the funeral. The knowledge that he would never see his mother again. Nor, so he believed, his father.

Afi had kept his anger under control during the reception after the funeral at the farmhouse, but once everyone had left, he yelled at Óli and Magnús, ordering them to ignore their father if he ever made an attempt to contact them. Óli had quickly agreed, but Magnús had said nothing and received a couple of hard clips around the ear as a result.

That night, in their bedroom, Magnús and Óli had talked. Since the dreadful time when they had been moved up to Bjarnarhöfn from their little white house with its blue roof in Reykjavík, Magnús had been firm in his belief that their father would come and rescue them eventually. Óli had believed him for a year, and then another year, but then he gave up. Magnús was an optimist; Óli was a realist. You couldn’t fight Afi and the life they were now living at the farm; you just had to learn to live it as painlessly as possible.

Their mother had been an intermittent visitor over those four years. They had been told that she couldn’t look after them because she was ill. After a year or so, Magnús had figured out it was because she was drunk. Then, that summer, she had finally moved up to Bjarnarhöfn to join them. The boys had been overjoyed, and for moments they did seem to have their mother back. But only moments. When their grandfather had told them, with tears in his eyes, that she had had a terrible car accident, Óli was shocked, but not surprised. It was as if he had always known something dreadful was going to happen to her. He remembered her face when he had seen her lying serene in her coffin three days before. Calm, less puffy than usual. Sober in death.

Now Óli knew he and his brother were alone.

After seeing his father at the funeral, Magnús was full of hope. He believed he had been vindicated, that their father hadn’t forgotten them after all. But Óli knew that Afi had scared him away. No one stood up to Afi. No one.

It was dusk. The sun dithered over the horizon beyond Cumberland Bay, its rays skimming off the surface of the grey fjord and throwing long shadows across the farm. Óli climbed into the shipping container and picked out an egg from one of the other hens to place under Indiana, who was sitting in her straw clucking gently to herself. He eased his hand underneath her body and, to his great surprise, his fingers touched something warm and round.

‘Yes!’ He grinned. ‘Well done, Indiana, clever girl!’ He risked a quick kiss on her crest, and dodged the resulting peck. Indiana squawked and settled herself proudly over her egg. Óli felt a surge of happiness run through him. Indiana could rely on him to look after her.

As Óli returned to the farmhouse with his basket of eggs, including the prize from Indiana, he heard the sound of a car. It was getting dark now, and he scanned the lava field in the evening gloom until he spotted two headlights and the shape of a vehicle. The approach to Bjarnarhöfn was across several kilometres of congealed lava that had been spewed over the landscape a few thousand years before. The nearest neighbouring farm, Hraun, lay on the other side of the field, and so if you saw a car, you knew it was coming to Bjarnarhöfn.

Óli waited. He didn’t recognize the car. It was a large blue estate, a Ford probably, and it pulled up right outside the farmhouse. But he did recognize the man who climbed out.

‘Hi, Óli, how are you?’ his father called to him, with a smile.

Óli took a step back and didn’t respond. But his heart was pounding with a mixture of joy and fear, and that warm feeling that had seeped through him at the funeral.

The farmhouse door flung open, and Afi stormed out. ‘Ragnar! What the hell are you doing here? I told you never to come here again!’

‘I’ve come to collect my sons,’ said Óli’s father calmly.

‘And as I told you yesterday, I forbid it,’ Afi said. ‘Now get off my land, you murdering fucker!’

‘I didn’t kill her, Hallgrímur, you know that,’ Óli’s father replied quietly. He reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a piece of paper. ‘After you refused to let me speak to my children yesterday, I went to the magistrate in Stykkishólmur. I have an injunction here compelling you to let me take them.’ He handed over the paper.

Afi grabbed it and started to read, the paper dancing in his shaking hands. Óli knew he wouldn’t be able to make out the words without his glasses.

‘Svenni gave you this! I’ll have a word with him. He’ll soon change his mind.’

‘He can’t. The law is very clear, Hallgrímur. I am their sole surviving parent. I have a legal right to take them.’

‘Bullshit! Anyway, where are you going to take them? To America?’

‘That’s right,’ said Óli’s father. ‘They are coming to live with me in Boston. There are good schools there. They are ten and twelve; I can look after them.’

‘But they are good Icelandic children. You would be making them Americans! That must be illegal.’

‘It’s not. It’s what is going to happen, Hallgrímur. Now, can I see my sons?’

Óli ran into the farmhouse to find Magnús and tell him what he had heard. He couldn’t believe it. He was going to leave Bjarnarhöfn, to live with his father.

And he was going to stop being an Icelander. He was going to become an American!


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

Sunday, 18 April 2010

‘HE’S LATE, JOE.’ Ollie looked at his watch. ‘I said eleven-thirty and it’s eleven-forty now.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Ollie’s companion said. ‘Icelanders are always late.’

Ollie looked along the cliff path to the point where the road came to an end above the small natural harbour. They had picked a good spot. The path wound through black lava from the tiny village of Hellnar to Arnarstapi a couple of kilometres away, where he and Jóhannes had parked their car.

They were waiting behind a lava pinnacle, which reared up just above an undulation in the path. From there they had an excellent view of the approach, and could see without being seen. Except perhaps by the hundreds of sea birds that yelled and squawked all around them.

‘I said hálftólf, right?’ Ollie said. ‘You heard me. Tólf means twelve. You told me that. And you’re sure hálftólf is half past eleven, not half past twelve?’

The conversation had been difficult. Ollie had forgotten all his Icelandic, and his grandfather spoke hardly any English. But with the help of prompting from Jóhannes, Ollie had eventually made himself understood on the phone.

‘It does,’ said Jóhannes. ‘I heard you. Eleven-thirty.’

‘You figure it’s an hour to here from Bjarnarhöfn?’

‘About that,’ said Jóhannes. ‘He’ll be here, Ólafur.’

Ollie was having second thoughts. Actually, they were more like third or fourth thoughts. His grandfather might be well into his eighties, but Ollie was still afraid of him. He hadn’t seen him for over twenty years, and he couldn’t rid from his mind the image of himself as a skinny ten-year-old, and his grandfather as a strong farmer. At thirty-two, Ollie was still skinny, but he must be stronger than his grandfather by now.

Ollie glanced at his companion. Jóhannes was probably in his fifties, but he was tall with a broad chest, and a powerful, determined jaw. Plus there was a tyre iron in the carrier bag he was carrying. And they would have the advantage of height and surprise from their hiding place above the cliff path.

He heard his phone beep in his pocket. An SMS. He checked it.

‘Hallgrímur?’ Jóhannes asked.

‘No,’ said Ollie, frowning. ‘Just someone from back home.’

‘You know Snaefellsjökull is up there in that cloud?’ Jóhannes said, pointing to the north. ‘Snow Fell Glacier. We could probably see it from here on a clear day.’

There was blue sky above them, and it was clear to the south over the gleaming sea. In the distance Ollie could make out the mountains they had passed on the drive up from Reykjavík, but to the north the ridge that formed the spine of the Snaefells Peninsula was shrouded in angry grey cloud.

‘The first settler round here in Viking times was a half-man half-troll called Bárdur,’ Jóhannes went on. ‘They say when it was time to die he walked into the glacier at Snow Fell. No one found him. But since then he has guarded the glacier with his magical powers.’

Jóhannes was a schoolteacher, and although Ollie had only known him for a few days, it was long enough to realize that he never stopped lecturing. Which Ollie liked. The two men had slipped into a student–teacher relationship, which Ollie found comforting, encouraging even.

But Ollie wasn’t sure he liked the sound of this Bárdur guy. ‘Does that mean he’s with us or against us, then?’

Jóhannes chuckled. ‘Oh, he’s with us. If there’s one thing those Vikings understood, it was revenge.’

Constable Páll Gylfason grinned to himself as he climbed into his police car. This was the third time he had been called by Gunnhildur to complain about the young couple from Reykjavík who liked to have sex in the living room with the curtains open on a Sunday morning. The couple had pointed out that they were perfectly entitled to do whatever they liked in the privacy of their own home; it was Gunnhildur’s problem if she insisted on spying on them. To Páll’s suggestion that they pull the curtains closed, they replied that in the heat of the moment there wasn’t time. Páll wasn’t convinced by this. It seemed to him that their Sunday morning passion was becoming predictable. The real point he wanted to get across was that in a small town like Grundarfjördur, you didn’t mess with women like Gunnhildur.

They were a nice couple, though. The woman, who was a new teacher at the school in town, had a foxy look about her, and had complimented Páll fulsomely on his bushy moustache, of which he was very proud.

He started the car and headed back home. The little police station near the harbour was left unoccupied on a Sunday. He turned on the car radio, looking for news on the Eyjafjallajökull volcano, which had erupted the previous week, chucking ash all over farms in the south and causing chaos to anyone trying to travel anywhere by air. Fortunately, because of the direction of the wind, most of Iceland had been spared. There was no sign of any ash on the Snaefells Peninsula.

But the wind direction could always change.

His police radio crackled into life. He recognized the voice of the dispatcher from Stykkishólmur.

‘A body has been reported at Bjarnarhöfn. Suspected homicide. Sergeant Magnús Ragnarsson called it in.’

‘I’m on my way.’

Páll whipped his Hyundai Santa Fe around and hit the accelerator, lights flashing, sirens blaring. A woman preparing to cross the main street, pushing a child in a buggy with another one holding her hand, stopped and stared. Bjarnarhöfn was about halfway between Grundarfjördur and regional headquarters at Stykkishólmur. Since Páll was already in his vehicle, he should get there first. If he hurried.

Páll remembered Magnus well. He was an American homicide detective who had been transferred to the Reykjavík Metropolitan Police, but he had been born in Iceland and spoke good Icelandic. They had worked together on a case involving a fisherman from Grundarfjördur the previous year, and Páll rated Magnus highly. He also knew that Magnus had family at Bjarnarhöfn.

Visibility was poor as mist pressed down on the road from the mountains above. The road was empty on a Sunday morning, and Páll took some risks he probably shouldn’t have. He turned left off the main Stykkishólmur road onto the dirt track that led through the Berserkjahraun lava field to Bjarnarhöfn. Three minutes later, he was rattling over the cattle grid into the farm.

There were a couple of cars parked in front of the nearest building, a cottage with white concrete walls and a red corrugated metal roof. Páll knew that was where old man Hallgrímur lived; his son, Kolbeinn, inhabited the main farmhouse with his family. The front door of Hallgrímur’s cottage was open. Páll slowed and scanned the farm. The cloud stooped low, embracing the lower flanks of the fell, from which fingers of snow stretched down to the fields. A waterfall spurted from a gash in the steep hill, feeding a stream that tumbled down towards the sea, hidden in the gloom. Páll could see one other dwelling – the main farmhouse – a large barn and a number of smaller farm buildings. The gaps between the buildings were cluttered with the usual farming bric-a-brac: machinery, fuel tanks, large circular hay bales wrapped in white plastic, and even a couple of old shipping containers.

Two red-and-white-coated Icelandic sheep dogs with tightly curled tails appeared, barking. But no people.

Then Páll remembered the little church, set a couple of hundred metres to the north of the farm towards the sea. He could just make it out through the mist, and he spotted Magnus, standing at the entrance to the churchyard, waving. A woman stood next to him, holding the bridle of a horse.

Páll considered driving over the field to the church, but common sense prevailed. If it was indeed a homicide, then chewing up the path to the crime scene was not a good option.

So he parked his car a few metres away from Hallgrímur’s cottage and took a direct route to the church. There was no path over the field, but it would be important later to ensure that everyone approached the crime scene by the same way. Páll recognized the woman Magnus was with as Aníta, the farmer’s wife, and therefore Hallgrímur’s daughter-in-law.

‘Hi, Páll, how are you?’ said Magnus. He was a tall, redhaired detective in his mid-thirties with broad shoulders. Last time Páll had seen him he remembered feeling in awe of the tough cop from Boston, with his air of calm competence. But now Magnus’s face was tense.

‘What have we got?’ Páll asked.

‘Take a look.’

The church was little more than a black wooden hut, with its own red metal roof and a small white cross at the peak of the gable above the entrance. The door was open, and Páll looked inside. There were only half a dozen rows of pews. An ancient oil painting hung behind the altar, which was fenced in by an ornate white wooden rail.

In front of the altar lay the body of an old man. Páll recognized him. Hallgrímur.

A pool of blood spread across the wooden floor around the old man’s head, reddening his wispy white hair, and licking his wrinkled face. His blue eyes were open.

‘I’m sorry, Magnús.’

Magnus shrugged. ‘I didn’t know him that well. But I’ve got to admit it was a shock to find him here.’

‘How long has he been dead?’ Páll asked.

‘Not for too long. He’s still warm and rigor hasn’t set in.’

‘There’s no chance he just fell, is there?’ There were at least three or four cuts in the old man’s scalp, and a dent high on his forehead.

Magnus shook his head. ‘When I first saw him on the floor, that’s what I assumed. But once I’d taken a closer look…’

Páll took a deep breath. ‘When did you find him?’

‘About twenty minutes ago.’

‘Did you see who did it?’

‘No. I didn’t seen anyone until Aníta arrived about ten minutes ago.’

Páll stood still at the entrance and scanned the church. No sign of an obvious murder weapon. There was a footprint in the blood next to Hallgrímur’s head, and a couple of red marks leading back to the entrance.

‘Was that you?’ He glanced down to Magnus’s shoes.

‘Yes. Sorry,’ Magnus said. ‘This is my grandfather. I was thinking more like a grandson than a detective. When I saw him lying there, I just went straight to him.’

‘Of course,’ said Páll. He surveyed the church. ‘We should secure the scene.’

‘Right,’ said Magnus. ‘If you get the tape, I’ll help you. I figure I’m more witness than investigating officer here.’

They left the church and Páll approached Aníta, still waiting patiently at the entrance to the churchyard. She was a tall woman in her late forties, with high, finely lined cheekbones, and long plaited blonde hair. Although Páll knew who she was, they had only spoken a couple of times in the past.

‘Did you see anything?’ he asked her. ‘Anyone leaving the church?’

‘No. The only person I saw was Magnús up at the cottage, and he took me down here to show me Hallgrímur.’

‘Who is at the farm now? Where’s Hallgrímur’s wife?’

‘Sylvía? I haven’t seen her today.’ Aníta looked over towards the cottage. ‘Her car isn’t there. It’s a Sunday – church, maybe? She goes more and more these days. My husband Kolbeinn is off at basketball practice with Krissi, our son. Tóta, my daughter, is probably in the main farmhouse. She’ll have only just got up. That’s everyone who lives here.’

‘What about you? What were you doing?’

‘I went out for a ride for at least an hour, probably an hour and a half. I went round the far side of the fell, so I couldn’t see the road over the lava field. It’s too misty anyway.’

Páll glanced at the horse, and more particularly at the horse’s hooves. They had churned up the damp grass just outside the gate to the churchyard. ‘OK, well you and your horse had better move right away from here. Follow a route directly back to my car over there. Then go back to the farmhouse. We’ll speak to you later.’

Aníta did as she was asked. As Páll and Magnus followed her and the horse, another two police cars screeched to a halt next to Páll’s vehicle. Rúnar, the chief superintendent of the Stykkishólmur area, and two colleagues also in uniform, hurried down towards Páll.

Rúnar was a bald, bouncy man who looked younger than his forty years. Although chief superintendent was a high rank, and the area he covered from Stykkishólmur was a large one, there were fewer than a dozen policemen reporting to him, including Páll. But there was also a population of only a few thousand for them to police, and the crime rate was low. Local knowledge and peer pressure made sure of that. A murder was virtually unheard of.

‘I’m surprised to see you here,’ said Rúnar. ‘I heard you were wrapping up that tourist case on the volcano.’

‘I’m here in a personal capacity,’ said Magnus. ‘This is my grandfather’s farm. I was just coming to visit him. And I found him dead.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Rúnar. ‘Show me.’

Páll left Magnus to show his boss the body, and opened up the boot of his car to dig out some tape. A raven croaked. And a telephone rang; it was coming from Hallgrímur’s cottage.

Páll dropped the tape, ran inside and picked up the phone in the living room.

‘Hello?’ he said, out of breath.

‘Afi? Is that Afi?’

Páll hesitated. Afi was the Icelandic word for grandfather, but the question was in English.

‘Afi?’ Again.

‘No, Hallgrímur isn’t here now,’ Páll replied in English. ‘This is the police. Something has happened to him. Who am I speaking to?’

Silence.

‘Is this his grandson?’

The line went dead.

Páll replaced the receiver, frowning. He crossed the field to join Magnus and Rúnar at the church.

‘I just took a phone call in the cottage,’ he said.

‘Who was it?’ asked Rúnar.

‘It was weird,’ Páll said. ‘Someone speaking English who asked for Afi. He hung up when I said Hallgrímur wasn’t here.’

‘His grandson?’ said Rúnar.

‘Must be,’ said Páll. They both turned to Magnus.

‘Do you have a brother?’ Rúnar asked him.

Magnus took a deep breath. ‘Yes, I do. Ollie. He’s lived in America since he was ten. He speaks English; he’s forgotten all his Icelandic. Hallgrímur has other grandchildren, but it must be him.’

‘Is he in Iceland now?’

‘Yeah. He’s been staying with me for the last few days. Here, I’ll give him a call.’ Magnus pulled out his phone.

‘Better not,’ said Rúnar, reaching for his own phone. ‘Páll, your English is better than mine. You call him back. What’s his number, Magnús?’

‘OK,’ said Magnus. He dictated some digits. Páll punched in the numbers. It was a US dialling code.

There was no reply. Páll left a message, in English. ‘Ollie, this is Páll from the police. We have some news about your grandfather. Please call me back on this number.’

Rúnar turned to Magnus. ‘Do you know where your brother is now?’

‘No, I don’t,’ said Magnus. ‘He took off from my place in Reykjavík this morning. I don’t know where he went.’

‘Let’s hope he calls back. All we can do now is secure the scene and wait for the Dumpling to arrive from Akranes.’

‘The Dumpling?’

‘Inspector Emil. He will be in charge of the investigation. I called him on my way. We’d better wait until he gets here.’

The Stykkishólmur police didn’t have a detective on the payroll, so they had to borrow one from Akranes, a hundred kilometres to the south.

‘Look, Rúnar,’ Magnus said. ‘I know I’m off duty, but do you want me to help with the case? It will take this Dumpling guy an hour and a half to get here.’

‘I’m sure we could use someone with your experience,’ said Rúnar. He blew air through his cheeks, thinking. ‘But you’re a witness on this one, and the victim is your own family. Better wait for Emil. He can decide whether it’s OK for you to help us.’

Magnus’s steady blue eyes examined the chief superintendent. He looked as if he was about to argue, but then he nodded. ‘OK, I guess that’s right. Have you requested the forensics unit from Reykjavík?’

‘Not yet. I’ll do that.’

‘Aníta said that Tóta was the only one at the farm. It might be worth checking to see whether she saw anything. And making sure that there really is no one else here. Maybe the farmer at Hraun over there saw something.’ Magnus pointed into the gloom to the east towards the lava field.

‘Don’t worry, Magnús,’ said Rúnar with a touch of impatience, struggling to assert his authority over the junior but more experienced officer. ‘We’ve got it covered. We’ll talk to you when we need you.’

Magnus held Rúnar’s gaze for a moment and then nodded again. Páll busied himself with tape as Magnus headed over to the farmhouse where Aníta was taking off her boots by the front door, watched by the two dogs. As she went on into the house, Páll saw Magnus hesitate, then pull out his mobile phone to make a call.

Páll respected Rúnar, and the Dumpling was no dummy, but neither of them had anything like Magnus’s experience. Procedure was procedure, but it seemed to Páll that they could use all the help from Magnus they could get.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

‘WHO WAS IT?’

Jóhannes and Ollie were on the cliffs heading back towards Arnarstapi, where they had left Jóhannes’s car.

‘The police. They want me to call them back.’

‘You should do that,’ Jóhannes said.

‘Are you out of your mind?’ Ollie checked his watch. ‘It’s quarter of one. Why don’t you just take me back to the airport? I can still make my flight.’

‘If it isn’t cancelled.’

‘I think flights to the States are still OK,’ Ollie said, increasing his stride. The birds were wheeling and yelling under the rim of the cliffs a few yards to their left.

‘They’ll be waiting for you at the airport,’ Jóhannes said.

‘They might not be.’

‘They almost certainly will be. And it will be a lot tougher explaining ourselves then than it would be now.’

‘We could hide,’ Ollie said. ‘C’mon, Joe. This is a massive area with hardly anyone around. We must be able to find a hiding place in those mountains up there. Like those outlaws from history you were telling me about on the way up here. Gretel the Strong.’

‘Grettir,’ Jóhannes corrected him. He smiled wistfully. Ollie knew the idea of following in the footsteps of a saga hero would appeal to the schoolteacher. ‘It took them twenty years, but they caught up with Grettir eventually. And they would catch up with us. No, Ólafur, you have to call them. We discussed this before. We knew we would be interviewed. We just have to stick to our stories.’ He paused. ‘Well, modify them a bit. We can discuss that now.’

The path emerged into the open. ‘Take a look at that,’ Jóhannes said. ‘Snaefellsjökull.’

Behind them and to the left the clouds had cleared above a perfect volcano-shaped mountain, with a soft white snowcap. A small pinnacle of rock thrust out of the glacier at the top, like a thorn or a question mark.

‘Isn’t it beautiful?’

Ollie looked. It was beautiful. And comforting, in some strange way. Stuck out here at the end of the Snaefells Peninsula, he felt safe. He really didn’t want to go back to Bjarnarhöfn, or even Reykjavík.

‘Are you sure there’s nowhere around there we can hole up? Up by that mountain, perhaps?’

‘Call him back, Ólafur.’ Jóhannes was firm.

Ollie felt like a school kid. A defiant school kid.

‘Ólafur?’

Ollie sighed and took out his phone. He was disappointed to see he had cell coverage. He called the number back.

Páll and one of the other constables had secured the scene. Magnus, Aníta and her daughter were in the farmhouse with the other constable. There was no sign yet of Kolbeinn, the farmer, or Sylvía, Hallgrímur’s wife. The ambulance was still parked behind the police cars, although Hallgrímur’s body wasn’t going anywhere soon. It had to wait for the local doctor from Stykkishólmur, who was on his way, but even then the body wouldn’t be moved for several hours, until the forensics team from Reykjavík had arrived.

And of course they were waiting for Inspector Emil, also on his way. Rúnar was finding it difficult to control his impatience, darting back and forth between the chapel and the farmhouse.

Páll’s phone rang. He checked the caller’s number.

The chief superintendent saw Páll take out his phone and trotted across the farmyard towards him.

‘Ollie? This is Paul.’ Páll used the English form of his name.

There was silence at the other end of the phone.

‘Ollie?’ Páll repeated. ‘We need to speak to you soon.’

‘Er, OK,’ came the reply. ‘Why?’

‘I am sorry to inform you that your grandfather Hallgrímur has been murdered. At Bjarnarhöfn. And we need to speak to you about it. Where are you now? Are you in Reykjavík?’

‘Er, no. I’m not too far away from you.’

‘OK. Can you come right over?’

‘To Bjarnarhöfn?’

‘Yes, that’s right. We must see you now.’

‘Er… OK. I’ll be there. About an hour, I guess.’

‘Good. An hour?’ Páll glanced at the chief superintendent to make sure he was following. ‘See you soon.’

Páll hung up. ‘He’s on his way.’

A BMW four-wheel-drive sped into the farmyard and stopped by the police cars. Páll recognized the duty doctor and followed Rúnar over to greet him.

The doctor was about sixty, lean, bald, with a neatly cropped greying beard on his chin. A livid purple burn mark spread across one side of his face and over his nose. His name was Ingvar. Ingvar Hallgrímsson.

‘I’m sorry about your father,’ Rúnar said.

‘They said it was murder?’ said the doctor, opening the back of his car. ‘I can’t believe that.’

‘It looks like it. Multiple head wounds. You can see for yourself.’

‘Where?’

‘In the church.’

‘The church? What the hell was he doing there? I’ll need forensic overalls presumably?’

‘We’ve set up a crime scene. It’s pretty badly messed up already, but do what you can to avoid making it worse.’

Ingvar grunted. Páll had worked with him several times before on a variety of untoward deaths, none of them murder. He was efficient and sharp-eyed. Despite his gruff exterior, he was a popular doctor. Patients loved him; when he told you what was wrong with you, you believed him. And when he told you he could fix it, you believed him too. When Páll’s wife had started getting mysterious headaches two years before, she had been scared. Ingvar had sent her off to Reykjavík for a brain scan, the results of which were inconclusive, at least according to the specialist at the National Hospital. Páll’s wife had been distraught, especially after she had spent a couple of hours on medical sites on the Internet.

Dr Ingvar had calmed her down. He had seen this kind of thing many times before. It was just a headache. It would go away. She believed him. It did.

‘Any idea who killed him?’ the doctor asked.

‘Not yet,’ Rúnar said. ‘Magnús found his body. His grandson.’

‘Magnús!’ Ingvar looked surprised. ‘I didn’t know he was up here.’

‘Well, he is. He’s in the farmhouse now.’

‘I understand he and his grandfather didn’t get on?’ Páll said.

‘No. My father was a tough bastard,’ Ingvar said. ‘Tough on his family. Especially Magnús and his little brother Óli. They stayed here for a few years in the nineteen eighties when they were kids. And now there is Krissi, his youngest grandson.’

‘Ollie’s floating around somewhere too,’ said Rúnar.

‘I thought he was in America. How about Kolbeinn? Is he here?’

‘I think he might be coming now.’ Páll pointed to the lights of another four-wheel-drive piercing the mist. In a moment Kolbeinn arrived, with his son in the front seat next to him. Kolbeinn was bigger and sturdier than Ingvar, with fair hair greying at the edges and sharp blue eyes darting out of a weather-beaten face. He had the square jaw of his father. Every inch an Icelandic sheep farmer.

He jumped out of his car. ‘What the hell’s going on?’ He glanced at the ambulance, the police chief, his brother now suited in forensic overalls. ‘Has someone been hurt?’

‘It’s Dad,’ Ingvar said. ‘He’s been murdered.’

‘No!’ said Kolbeinn, stunned. Páll noted he was the first member of Hallgrímur’s family who seemed genuinely distressed at the old man’s death.

Inspector Emil sped along the flat lava plain between the mountains and the sea. The dramatic crater of Eldborg rose in front of him. To his left, the glacier that capped Snaefellsjökull shimmered in the sun. Little black balls of cloud bounced around the sky, spraying quick showers here and there, occasionally ramming into the thick cushion of grey that covered the ridge of mountains along the spine of the peninsula to the north. Emil’s blue light was flashing but there was no one to see it.

He regretted not stopping at the N1 petrol station at Borgarnes on the way up for a hot dog. Or two. It would only have taken five minutes and would anyone have known? What was five minutes in ninety?

But Linda, his wife, would certainly have found out. Ever since he had stupidly shared the results of his conversation with his doctor a fortnight before, she had interrogated him every time he came home about the snacks he had had on the way. She could always tell when he was lying. Always.

She said she had his best interests at heart and no doubt she did. What the doctor had told him was scary. Emil was a heart attack waiting to happen. People had always been telling him this, but this time the look on the doctor’s face had been one of genuine concern. Cut down on the food. Cut down on the drink. Exercise.

Exercise! How could he exercise? He was barely able to walk these days. His knees were giving out, although he hadn’t mentioned that to the doctor. The poor man looked stressed enough as it was. Emil weighed close to a hundred and thirty kilos. Exercise would kill him.

Which maybe would be the best thing. At least Linda would get the insurance money and would be able to pay off the stupid loan they had taken out three years before to pay for the new barn. Ever since Linda had inherited her parents’ farm she had wanted a new barn for the horses, but they couldn’t afford it. Then one day she had come back from the bank brandishing an offer of a special foreign currency low-interest loan. He told her it was way too much, but she wouldn’t listen. Her sister was borrowing, his brothers had both bought new summerhouses; they could afford a new barn.

And now the debt was rising. It was linked to something strange like Swiss francs or yen, and when the kreppa came, the financial implosion of 2008, the value of the loan had ballooned. They were behind. So far behind they could never catch up.

And Emil knew there was no way that he would pass his next medical due in July. So then they would be living on his police pension. The farm broke even at best. Yes, maybe he should just have a heart attack. That would solve everything.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t another place to buy a hot dog before Bjarnarhöfn.

So, this was almost certainly Emil’s last major investigation. There had been very few of them since he had transferred from CID in Reykjavík to Akranes after his wife had inherited the farm. He had been a good investigator once. At least as good as his old colleague Snorri Gudmundsson, who was now National Police Commissioner. However badly his body was wearing out, Emil’s brain was still in good shape, he knew that. Although, if this was a homicide and the killer wasn’t right there waiting to confess at the farm, he would have to draft in help from Reykjavík. They would probably send that jerk Baldur.

But then there was Magnús Ragnarsson. He intrigued the inspector. Snorri and his wife still occasionally visited Emil and Linda for dinner at the farm, and Snorri had a lot of good things to say about the Icelandic American. He had really shaken things up in Reykjavík. Inspector Baldur, who ran the Violent Crimes Unit, didn’t like him much, which was a good thing as far as Emil was concerned. And now Magnus had found the body. Perhaps Emil could use him. That would be interesting.

He called the chief superintendent. ‘Hi, Rúnar, it’s Emil. I’ll be at Bjarnarhöfn in about half an hour. Anything to report?’

‘I’m keeping the family at the farmhouse until you arrive,’ said Rúnar. ‘The victim’s grandson Ollie called the victim’s house soon after he died. He’s somewhere in the area, I’m not sure where. I’ve asked him to come here as soon as possible.’

‘And forensics?’

‘An hour behind you, I think. They’ve just set off.’

The forensics team had to gather in Reykjavík before heading up to the Snaefells Peninsula, so that was quick going.

‘No obvious suspects, then?’

‘Not yet.’

Rúnar was waiting for Emil in the farmyard. He and Páll showed the inspector the crime scene and the victim’s body, then briefed him on what they knew so far. As Emil and Rúnar made their way back to the farmhouse they were stopped by a tall woman with long blonde hair.

Rúnar introduced Aníta, the farmer’s wife, Hallgrímur’s daughter-in-law. She seemed agitated.

‘I don’t know whether this is important, but I saw something that doesn’t seem right the more I think about it,’ she said to Rúnar, glancing back over her shoulder to the farmhouse.

‘What’s that?’ asked Rúnar.

‘Magnús. When I was riding back to the farm, I saw him through the window of Hallgrímur’s cottage. He was washing up a mug.’

‘Really?’ said Emil. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Quite sure. He saw me, and rushed outside to tell me that Hallgrímur had been killed in the church.’

‘Was Magnús staying in the cottage?’ Emil asked.

‘No. At least I don’t think so. I’ve only ever met him once before, over ten years ago. I had no idea he was coming today. No one mentioned it; not Hallgrímur, nor his wife Sylvía. And he and Hallgrímur hate each other, so I was surprised to see him here.’

‘Thank you,’ said Emil. ‘That’s very interesting. I was just going to speak to him now. Is there somewhere we can talk privately?’

There were two large men sitting in grim silence in the kitchen: Kolbeinn and Magnus. Kolbeinn was pale and shaken, Magnus calm. Clutching mugs of coffee, Emil, Rúnar and Magnus followed Aníta through to a small study, and she left them with promises of refills if they needed them.

‘We haven’t met yet, but I’ve heard a lot about you,’ Emil began with an amiable smile. ‘They tell me you cleared up that case last week, the tourist who was murdered on the volcano?’

‘That’s right,’ said Magnus. ‘Made some arrests yesterday.’

‘Good work. We don’t get that kind of case very often around here. Although you were up this way last year, weren’t you? With the fisherman from Grundarfjördur. And the murder today, of course.’

Magnus nodded.

‘Are you staying here at Bjarnarhöfn?’

‘No. I just came up by car from Reykjavík this morning. I was planning to drop in and see my grandfather. When I got here, I knocked on the door of his cottage. There was no answer, so I pushed the door and walked in. There was no one there. I saw that the church door was open and so I thought I would check it out. That’s when I found him.’

‘And you didn’t see anyone else around?’

‘No.’

‘What did you do after you discovered the body?’

‘Dialled 112. Then I went back to the cottage to see if I could find any evidence of someone visiting Hallgrímur.’

‘And did you find anything?’

‘No. Nothing obvious. But maybe forensics will spot something.’

The constable, Páll, had told Emil that Magnus had appeared tense when he first saw him, but he seemed cool now. Wary. Alert. Was this natural, Emil wondered? Possibly. Discovering a body would be very familiar to Magnus; discovering his grandfather’s body would be a shock. It was difficult to predict what a natural response to such a clash of professional detachment and private grief should be.

‘Aníta says that when she saw you through the kitchen window you were washing up a mug.’

‘Huh.’ Magnus thought a moment. ‘I could have been washing my hands. I had got some blood on them. That must have been what she saw.’

Emil paused. ‘Páll said he saw you make a phone call just after he and Rúnar arrived. Who were you calling?’

‘The station,’ Magnus said. ‘Just checking in.’

‘I see.’ Emil smiled. Magnus smiled too. There was a long period of silence. Emil fondled a wart on one of his chins, the middle one.

Eventually Emil spoke. ‘Do you have any idea who might have killed your grandfather?’

‘No. Absolutely none. I didn’t know him very well, and hardly know his family at all.’

‘You think they might be involved?’ Emil asked.

‘I’ve no idea,’ said Magnus. ‘But it’s a logical place to start.’

‘Indeed it is,’ said Emil thoughtfully. ‘I’m just worried about that mug.’

‘The mug?’

‘Yes. When you were looking for evidence in your grandfather’s cottage, did you find any?’

Magnus met Emil’s eyes with a steady gaze. ‘No. Only a Sudoku puzzle open on the table. I assume my grandfather was working on that.’

‘No mug?’

‘No, as I’ve explained, I wasn’t washing up a mug.’

‘There is a mug on the drainer by the kitchen sink,’ Rúnar said.

‘I’m sure there is. Maybe that’s how Aníta got confused.’

‘When we check the mug for fingerprints, which we will, will we find yours on it?’ Emil asked.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Magnus. Then he hesitated. ‘Wait. I might have taken a drink out of it. After washing my hands.’

Emil just looked at him. Magnus looked back. ‘If you’ve finished, Emil…’

But Emil hadn’t finished. ‘Why did you allow Aníta and her horse to mess up the approach to the church?’

‘I wanted to show her the body.’

Emil grunted. ‘Magnús, you must have seen dozens of murder victims in your time.’

‘That’s true,’ Magnus said. ‘Actually, that’s probably an underestimate.’

‘So you know how to examine a body without getting blood all over your shoes and traipsing it everywhere?’

‘Yeah. When I’m in detective mode. But this was my grandfather we’re talking about.’

‘Were you fond of your grandfather, Magnús?’

Magnus paused, but kept his gaze steady on Emil. ‘No. No, I wasn’t. He was pretty horrible to my brother and me when we lived here. And he ignored me when I came back to Iceland after my father died.’

‘When was that?’

‘Ninety-six. When I was twenty.’

‘And have you seen him since?’

‘Just six months ago. When I was working that case up here. Rúnar will remember that. I stopped in, just for five minutes. We had words.’

‘Harsh words?’

Magnus nodded slowly. ‘There weren’t many of them, but they weren’t exactly kind.’

Emil stared at Magnus in silence. Then he hauled himself to his feet. ‘Will you excuse me for a moment? I need to make a phone call.’

He left Magnus in the study and went outside into the yard. He pulled out his phone.

Rúnar followed him. ‘You don’t think Magnús has anything to do with this, do you? He’s one of our top detectives in Reykjavík.’

Emil took a deep breath. ‘I need to call the Police Commissioner.’


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

JÓHANNES DROVE ALONG the south shore of the Snaefells Peninsula in sunshine, with the volcano rising majestically behind them. Then he turned north, up into the mountains that ran along the peninsula, and into thick cloud.

He and Ollie spent half an hour or so discussing what they would say, then lapsed into silence. As they crossed the pass, a cloak of dread enveloped Ollie. It wasn’t just the forthcoming interview with the police. He was worried about that – the story they had concocted had some holes in it. That fear was a rational one. But there was a deeper, stronger terror that gripped him.

Bjarnarhöfn and the bleak landscape around it scared the hell out of him. It always had, and it always would.

A new road led up over the pass. But Ollie remembered the old mountain pass just to the east, presided over by a pinnacle of lava in the shape of an old woman with a sack of babies over her shoulder. The Kerlingin troll. The local legend was that if the children of Stykkishólmur were bad, then the troll would creep down to the town at night and steal them away. According to Afi, Ollie was always bad. And he had lived in constant fear of the troll.

Ollie couldn’t see her through the cloud, but he knew she was there still, ready to pounce.

There was another ghost up in the hills that his grandfather had told him about: Thórólfur Lame Foot, a saga chieftain from the area who had been killed by one of his rivals and had never rested quietly since.

Eventually they descended and emerged from the cloud right by the Berserkjahraun, the berserkers’ lava field. It had started to rain. The congealed lava twisted in a frozen tumult down to Breidafjördur, at a point between Bjarnarhöfn and the neighbouring farm of Hraun. Fantastic shapes writhed in the mist, nibbled at by moss.

‘You know my father and your grandfather used to play here?’ Jóhannes said. ‘I’m sure you know the story of the Swedish berserkers who cut a path across the lava between our two farms and were killed by the farmer at Hraun?’

‘Yeah,’ said Ollie in little more than a croak. The story had thrilled Afi, and Magnus for that matter, but it was just another thing that scared the shit out of Ollie. The Swedish warriors had been buried in a cairn in the middle of the lava field. You could still see it a thousand years later. And as a child, especially on foggy days, Ollie couldn’t help seeing them flitting between the lava pinnacles.

He felt a sudden yearning for the lush green of the Boston suburbs, his home. And a strong desire to see a tree. Just one fucking tree.

And there was the farm, coming ever closer through the rain.

Bjarnarhöfn.

The scene of the four most dreadful years of Ollie’s life. It wasn’t really the beating that stuck with him. It was the terror. The dark cold cellar half full of rotting potatoes. The fell looming above and lava field surrounding them. The wet pyjamas. The fear that his grandfather had drilled into him as a six-year-old, and which had grown deep inside him to eat up his soul. Hallgrímur’s rage primed to ignite at any moment. The inconsistency. The love glimpsed and then snatched away.

Ollie’s mother was buried there, in the little churchyard. Presumably Afi’s body was there somewhere too; the police wouldn’t have taken it away yet. And Ollie should be safe now that his grandfather was definitely dead.

Ollie didn’t believe in ghosts. At least not in America. But here, in the mists and loneliness of Iceland, how could he not believe in ghosts? How could he believe that now Hallgrímur was dead he would just rest quietly?

Jóhannes was slowing to cross the cattle grid at the entrance to the farm.

‘Turn around,’ Ollie said.

‘No, Ólafur, we have discussed this,’ Jóhannes said. ‘You have to talk to the police.’

‘Stop the car, then,’ Ollie said, pulling the handbrake.

Jóhannes’s car skidded on the dirt track and nearly went into a ditch.

‘You idiot!’ Jóhannes yelled. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

At that moment a police four-wheel-drive approached them from the farm. It slowed to pass. Ollie caught a glimpse of the large figure in the back seat. Magnus. They exchanged glances for an instant, and then the police car went on its way.

‘Shit! That was my brother,’ Ollie said. ‘They’ve arrested him.’

‘It looks like it,’ said Jóhannes.

‘Look, Joe. If they interview me at Bjarnarhöfn, I’ll screw it up. This place terrifies me. Let’s get out of here.’

‘And go where?’

‘I’ll call them,’ Ollie said. ‘I’ll tell them I’ll meet them at the police station in Sticky Town or whatever it’s called. They won’t argue. Seriously, man, I can’t handle this place.’

Jóhannes hesitated, examining Ollie. ‘OK. We’ll go on to Stykkishólmur. You call the police. I’ll go slow, give them time to do whatever they’re going to do to your brother before we get there.’

Detective Vigdís sighed as she straightened the piles of paper on her desk. She glanced at her computer screen. There were virtual piles much bigger than those in the police servers.

Murder always generated paper. Computers hadn’t made things better. They had just made it easier to produce more paper, cutting and pasting, copying, merging, collating, printing multiple copies. Computers could produce sheets of paper, but they couldn’t read them. You needed poor dumb detectives for that.

The case had involved the murder of one of the volunteers for Freeflow, a bunch of Internet activists. Thanks to Magnus, and Árni, it was pretty much wrapped up. Except for the paperwork.

Ordinarily, Vigdís would have been up for it. She was diligent and hard-working, and she understood that careful preparation of a case was vital if the suspect was to be put away. But at that precise moment she should have been in Paris with her boyfriend. He had got there, but the volcano, and the case, truth be told, had kept her in Reykjavík. He hadn’t been happy.

Where the hell was Magnus? Árni had a reasonable excuse – he had been injured making the arrests – but it was unlike Magnus not to be in bright and early. He was good at the paperwork. As he never ceased to tell them, in murder cases in the United States, you had to be.

Her phone rang. She picked it up. ‘Vigdís.’

‘Hey, Vigdís, how are you?’

Her heart leapt. ‘Davíd! Where are you?’

‘New York.’

‘So you got out of Paris?’

‘Got someone to drive me to Madrid and caught a flight from there. And I’m jet-lagged to hell.’

‘At least you can get to Chicago, then.’

Davíd was Icelandic but he worked for a TV company in New York. Last time he and Vigdís had spoken he had made a big deal about a conference in Chicago he was speaking at, and how important it was not to miss it.
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