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            PRAISE FOR SNARE

         

         
            ‘Snare is a smart, ambitious, and hugely satisfying thriller, striking in its originality and written with all the style and poise of an old hand. Lilja is destined for Scandi super stardom’ Eva Dolan

            ‘Clear your diary. As soon as you begin reading Snare, you won’t be able to stop until the final page’ Michael Wood

            ‘An emotional suspense rollercoaster on a par with The Firm, as desperate, resourceful, profoundly lovable characters scheme against impossible odds’ Alexandra Sokoloff

            ‘For a small island, Iceland produces some extraordinary writers, and Lilja is one of the best. Snare is an enthralling tale of love and crime that stays with you long after you have turned the last page’ Michael Ridpath

            ‘Zips along, with tension building and building … thoroughly recommended’ James Oswald

            ‘Crisp, assured and nail-bitingly tense, Snare is an exceptional read, cementing Lilja’s place as one of Iceland’s most outstanding crime writers’ Yrsa Sigurðardóttir

            ‘Sleek and taut, Snare delivers a breathtaking blend of Nordic Noir and high-stakes thriller. Not to be missed!’ Crime by the Book

            ‘Snare will ensnare you’ Marie Claire

            ‘Lilja Sigurdardottir delivers a diabolically efficient thriller with an ultrarealistic plot … We cannot wait for Sonja’s next adventure’ L’Express

            ‘The suspense is gripping’ Avantages

            ‘Quite unlike anything I’ve read before. The tension, being part of a drugs run … I feel nervous going through customs … so when this woman does it knowing she has something illegal in her bag – I can’t imagine! The tricks that both sides use – the smugglers and the officials – are quite the eye opener, but the conditions that have led this woman to do it are also part of the story … The novel reads effortlessly thanks to the work of Translator Extraordinaire Quentin Bates and the tension builds and twists until a very fitting ending’ The Book Trail

            ‘Blown away by the author’s clever pen, we end up falling into the snare too … making me think that the Nordics have “thriller” in their DNA’ Version Femina

            ‘Suspense and tenderness against the backdrop of … the Icelandic capital sunk in a volcanic winter’ Notre Temps

            ‘An absolute revelation’ Côté Caen

            ‘A virtuosic, winning thriller’ Air France Madame
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            Pronunciation guide

         

         Atli Thór – Atli Thor

         Austurvöllur – Oyst-uur-voet-luur

         Breiðholt – Breith-holt

         Davíð – Dav-ith

         Dísa – Die-sa

         Eyjafjallajökull – Ey-ya-fyat-la-jeok-utl

         Glerártorg – Gler-owr-tirg

         Guðrún – Guth-ruun

         Gunnarsdóttir – Gunnar-s-dottir

         Hallgrímur – Hatl-griem-oor

         Hljómskálagarður – Hl-yowmscowla gar-thur

         Húni Thór Gunnarsson – Hueni Thor Gunnar-son

         Iðnó – Ith-no

         Jói – Yo-ee

         Jón Jónsson – Joen Joen-son

         Jón Sigurðsson – Joen Sig-urth-son

         José – As in Spanish

         Kauphöllin – Koyp-hoet-lin

         Keflavík – Kepla- viek

         Kópasker – Keop-a-sker

         Krummahólar – Krumma-hoel-ar

         Lágmúli – Low-muel-ee

         Libbý – Libb-ee

         Listhús – List-huus

         Margeirsdóttir – Mar-gayr-sdottir

         María – Maria

         Mjódd – Mjow-dd

         Ólafur – Ow-laf-oor

         Öskjuhlíð – Usk-yu-hlith

         Reykjavík – Reyk-ya-viek

         Ríkharður Rúnarsson – Riekharthuur Ruenar-son

         Smáíbúðir – Smow-ieb-uuth-ir

         Tómas – Teo-mas

         Valdís – Val-dees

         
             

         

         Icelandic has a couple of letters that don’t exist in other European languages and which are not always easy to replicate. The letter ð is generally replaced with a d in English, but we have decided to use the Icelandic letter to remain closer to the original names. Its sound is closest to the hard th in English, as found in thus and bathe.

         Icelandic’s letter þ is reproduced as th, as in Thorgeir, and is equivalent to a soft th in English, as in thing or thump.

         The letter r is generally rolled hard with the tongue against the roof of the mouth.

         In pronouncing Icelandic personal and place names, the emphasis is placed on the first syllable.
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         There was no coffee left in her paper cup. Sonja stood still by the circular table and pretended to sip through the hole in the plastic lid, watching the check-in line for the flight to Iceland. Kåstrup Airport was quiet at this late hour with only a few airlines still having flights scheduled, so the sound of ‘Jingle Bells’ sung in Danish could be heard, tinkling from the café’s loudspeakers. The Samsonite suitcase brochure was on the table in front of her and she turned the pages occasionally, although there was no need. She knew it off by heart by now and clearly recalled those pictures she had marked the last time she had been through this airport.

         There were still two hours until her flight departed, but Sonja was already mentally preparing herself to postpone travelling and use the seat she had booked for the next morning instead. That was plan B. It made no difference whether she travelled that night or the next morning, anyway; all the preparations remained in place. She always had a fallback position and often postponed travelling, or took another route when things didn’t work out, or if she had a hunch that something was wrong. There was never anybody waiting for her at the other end and she had become accustomed to staying at airport hotels.

         She was just coming to terms with having to put plan B in action, when she saw the woman come into the terminal building. She was walking fast, but slowed her pace as she took in how short the line for check-in was. Sonja could almost hear her sigh of relief. The woman was tall, with typical Icelandic mousy-blonde hair, and as Sonja joined the line behind her, she felt a stab of guilt in her belly about what she had planned for her. This complete stranger had never done her any harm. Under other circumstances Sonja would have happily killed an 2hour chatting to her while they waited at the airport. But this was no time for guilt. The woman was exactly right. No need for plan B now. It was her silver Samsonite case that made her so perfect, and the fact she had a smaller bag on her shoulder, which meant she would be checking in the case as hold luggage. It was just as well that Icelanders were so style conscious, even when it came to suitcases.

         The line inched forward and Sonja watched the woman as a reminder not to leave luggage unattended echoed through the airport’s loudspeakers. The woman appeared to have her mind on other things, as she seemed either to have not heard the announcement or thought it didn’t apply to her. She didn’t even glance to one side to check on her case, as most people did instinctively in response to the announcement. Just as well she wasn’t the worrying type; it only made Sonja’s job easier.

         Sonja smiled as a family joined the line behind her. This was going to be almost too easy.

         ‘Go in front if you like,’ she offered.

         ‘You’re sure?’ the man asked, already manoeuvring a pushchair containing a child in front of Sonja.

         ‘People with kids ought to go first,’ she replied amiably. ‘How old are they?’

         ‘Two and seven,’ said the man, and his answer was accompanied by the fond smile that fathers invariably have when they mention their children. Sonja had often tried to analyse this smile and always came to the conclusion that its main ingredient was pride. She wondered if Adam still smiled that way when he spoke about Tómas. It was two years since she had last seen Adam, other than by chance. These days their only communications were short text messages concerning what time Tómas could be collected and when he should be returned.

         She watched the family shift their baggage and children forwards as the line moved along. It felt like decades since she and Adam had travelled abroad with Tómas as a small child, loaded down with luggage, and constantly concerned about finding somewhere with changing facilities or being the victim of some sharp-eyed pickpocket. Back then they had often been stressed by what now seemed trivial details; 3they’d had no idea how precious it was to have nothing serious to worry about. The petty things they had allowed to worry them now seemed so unimportant – ever since Sonja had been caught in the snare.

         She was struck by how these past regrets were still so painful. Seeing children often sent her on a downward spiral like this. The older boy was seven, but was easily as big as Tómas – or the size he was when she had last seen him. He must have grown since. He seemed to add a few inches every month at the moment.

         The blonde with the Samsonite case had reached the check-in desk. Having the family in front of her gave Sonja the chance to make sure that the woman’s silver case was checked in and slid onto the conveyor belt without a hitch. It was soon Sonja’s turn at the desk and she felt her heart begin to pound. When she had first been caught in the snare, she had felt guilty about how much she enjoyed the fluttering heartbeat, the tension, and then the feeling of well-being that followed, but now she knew there was no other way to do this than by riding the excitement, harnessing the adrenaline rush and using it as a means to an end. It was those who couldn’t take the pressure who trembled, their eyes flashing from side to side, and this was what got them caught. Those who stayed the distance were the ones like Sonja: quiet people with middle-class looks and a high stress threshold. And it didn’t do any harm to be smart and cautious. Being cautious paid off.

         ‘No baggage?’ the check-in attendant asked.

         Sonja shook her head and smiled. She handed over her passport and once she had it back in her hand with her boarding pass, she could almost hear her own heartbeat in her ears, like the regular beat of a drum.

         2

         Tómas folded two T-shirts and put them in his bag. Then he decided to take the orange pullover his mother had given him as well. His father said it was a girly colour, but Tómas and his mother didn’t agree as 4they both knew it was the colour that the Dutch football team always played in. Dad knew nothing about football, he was only interested in golf. Tómas was actually relieved about this, because the few times his father had come to football practice, right after his mother had moved to Reykjavík, he had stood on the touchline yelling ridiculous instructions: tackle this defender or that one; stop kicking like a cripple; and not to run like an old woman. So Tómas preferred to go on his own. Sometimes, when there was a tournament, he would see his mother among the spectators, waving and giving him a thumbs-up. He could see from her smile that she was proud of him and that she loved to see him running about the pitch, even though he never scored a goal. He hoped that one day Dad would let Mum go with him to football tournaments so she wouldn’t have to sneak in and watch him from a distance. She could be like all the other mums, with a snack in a box, and giving him a hug at half-time.

         Tómas took his Yahtzee set and put it in his bag. He had asked his mother last month if she wanted to play, but she said that she didn’t have a set. Now he was going to fix that – he was going to leave it with her. Nobody at Dad’s house ever played it, anyway.

         ‘You’re not packing already?’ His father’s voice was irritable, as it always was when it was anything to do with his mother or weekends with her.

         ‘I just wanted to be ready,’ Tómas said, closing his case so that his father wouldn’t see the game or the orange pullover. Every time his father took an interest in the contents of his case, there was a problem. Tómas found it was easier to pack early, so that when his mother came to collect him, he could give Dad a quick kiss, say ‘I’m ready,’ and run for the car.

         3

         At the security gate Sonja took off her belt and coiled it into the tray with her overcoat and shoes. The belt buckle was the only piece 5 of metal in her clothing. She had already taken off her earrings and pulled off her rings and stowed them in the pocket of her overcoat. She knew there was no need for this but she wanted to avoid any risk of a body search, even though the packet was secured between her legs, and the security staff would never go as far as her crotch in a search. Being cautious paid off; no harm in being a hundred per cent certain. She held her breath as she went through the metal detector even though she knew it wouldn’t squeal. She gave the security staff a quick smile and then took her bag off the conveyor belt. There was nothing suspicious in there, just passport, boarding pass, lip salve, a powder compact, a comb, an open packet of chewing gum, a creased, dog-eared paperback, and the Samsonite brochure.

         Sonja watched the family in front disappear into the departure lounge then hurried in the opposite direction, towards the luggage shop. The row of shops was quiet, and she had a moment’s panic as she saw that many of them were already closed. She knew that airport shops opened at odd times, depending on the number of travellers, but plan A was in motion now and there was no way back. This had to go smoothly. She walked as fast as the packet in her crotch would let her, taking a deep breath of relief and feeling an almost narcotic high sweep through her as she saw the luggage shop was still open. She said ‘good evening’ to the sales girl and looked quickly over the shelves. There it was, in a corner at the bottom: the titanium Samsonite cabin case. Sonja lifted it from the shelf and shook her head as the sales girl pointed out that there was a newer model available at a better price. This case was the right one.

         Once she’d paid for the case, Sonja took it to the ladies’ toilets and locked herself into a large cubicle intended for mothers and babies. She opened the case, scratched off the price sticker and put her handbag in the case, leaving everything inside it but her passport and boarding pass, the paperback and her wallet. That meant there was nothing in the case that could be linked to her. Then she pulled up her narrow skirt, rolled down her tights and pants, and retrieved the packet from between her legs. It was damp with sweat, so she wiped it off with a 6 tissue before putting it into the case’s zipped side pocket. Now she just needed to fill it with junk.

         Leaving the toilet, she headed back to the shops and walked along the row, looking out for bulky items to fill the case with. As usual, she thought of Tómas. There was always something Christmassy about Denmark, maybe because many Icelandic Christmas traditions came from there, but she wasn’t in the mood for the festivities yet, so she passed the decorations and special gifts by. Instead, she bought Tómas a teddy bear emblazoned with a Danish flag, a big tin of biscuits decorated with pictures of the Danish royal family and a giant bag of little chocolates that he could give out to his friends at his birthday party. At the till she added a striped T-shirt and a magazine with footballer stickers she knew he’d like.

         Outside the shop she sat on a bench, and by the time she had packed everything in it, the case was full. Sonja stood up and wheeled it behind her to the perfume shop, as it went without saying that a woman passing through an airport should treat herself to something.

         Sonja’s favourite moment on these trips was the aircraft roaring towards take-off. Maybe it was the awesome power of the engines as they forced her helplessly back into her seat, or the knowledge that she had made it safely through one more airport. Or maybe it was because ahead of her was a relaxed trip through the sky, outside anyone’s jurisdiction. She popped a piece of gum in her mouth and put the paperback into the pocket on the back of the seat in front before going through the options on the screen to see if the European flights were showing any new movies. The choice only changed once a month, and as she flew every couple of weeks, she’d often seen them all already. She had, so this time she’d read. The aircraft was quiet now; the flight attendants hadn’t begun serving meals yet. Sonja leaned into the gangway to see how many hands were tightly gripping armrests. It was strange to think that she had once been scared of flying herself. But that had been before all this had started. 7

         4

         Bragi pulled the knot of his tie tight and ran a comb through his stone-grey hair. He always relaxed when he arrived at work, as if a burden had been lifted from his shoulders. He couldn’t understand people who were reluctant to turn up for work, and he was always irritated by the younger customs officers’ eagerness for time off. He enjoyed every minute of his job. There was always plenty to be done, and even a late shift on a quiet night could spring a surprise. It was unbelievable, the things people tried to smuggle in. Just last week he had stopped a shifty character who turned out to have several hundred live frogs in plastic containers in his luggage; and last month there had been the woman with that huge cheese hidden under her clothes. The cheese was made from unpasteurised milk, so Bragi had no choice but to confiscate it, writing out a fine ticket for the woman, who made sure she gave him a piece of her mind as he did so. But those were just the weirdos, and they weren’t such a problem compared with the more serious, professional smugglers. Much had changed in his thirty years with the Directorate of Customs, though. Back when he started it had been mainly beer and a little hash that people tried to sneak past customs; that and ham sausage. It was as if Icelanders back then developed a collective madness for ham sausage as soon as they left the country.

         These days you could buy Danish ham sausage in any supermarket, it was legal to bring beer into the country and hash smuggling had given way to harder drugs. So now, much of their work involved working closely with the police and their analysts, who monitored the movements of suspects as they left and entered the country. Yet, despite all the infra-red gear, CCTV and sniffer dogs, the smugglers always seemed a step ahead. He couldn’t understand why people complained about the police using pre-emptive warrants to investigate potential criminal activity; he felt it was perfectly acceptable in the circumstances. He and all the customs officers were aware there were travellers who were constantly up to something dubious, but neither they nor 8the police could nail them down. It seemed that the dope business was able to adjust to changing times. He had a strong feeling that these days the small-time mules were no longer trusted; instead they were used as decoys – sent through customs with a few grams, to draw attention away from the real carriers with the large amounts. And the people who were bringing in these serious shipments weren’t the junkie kids who were being served up as sacrifices; they had to be ordinary people. Bragi punched his card into the time clock and the click gave him a comfortable feeling of well-being. The time clock had come with them from the old airport building. It was a constant, while everything else around it had changed.

         The airport was quiet, with only scheduled flights due to arrive that evening and into the night; Amsterdam, London, Copenhagen. However, an unusually virulent flu epidemic had left them short-handed, so Bragi decided not to make any spot checks that night. There had been nothing flagged up as suspicious by the analysts, so it looked to be an ordinary Tuesday-night shift. There were two officers in the baggage hall, and he sent the young temporary girl, whose name he failed to remember, off to make coffee while he took his place by the window to watch the recent arrivals coming down the staircase.

         The crowd walked past it in its usual way, and he reflected, not for the first time, how similar people were to sheep when they moved in a herd. He observed the flow without concentrating on anyone in particular, instead waiting for any warning signs – someone who stood out, who moved out of sync with the rest of the group; anyone looking anxious. As usual, the flow of people divided at the bottom of the steps, with around two-thirds heading for the duty-free shop and the rest going straight to the carousels. As people began to pick up their bags he tried to gauge how many there were for each person; but there didn’t seem to be anyone with too much luggage, apart from families with children, of course. With the state the economy had been in since the crash he couldn’t blame people for stocking up on cheap children’s clothes when they went abroad. One family had eight bags – heavy ones, clearly – but he let them pass through with their sleepy children. 9 If he were honest with himself, though, he just couldn’t be bothered to stop them.

         Tonight nobody stood out from the crowd. The arrivals hall filled up – with tourists, mostly, and a few regular customers, too, people who travelled frequently. These were faces he recognised: the President’s wife; a violinist who flew to London every week; the good-looking woman with the overcoat, who must be working overseas as she travelled several times a month. She always caught his eye – a petite woman with a glamorous quality about her, like a film star. Every time he saw her he wondered if that was why she was so smartly dressed or if there were some other reason.

         It was all much as usual, there was nothing out of the ordinary. Bragi grunted to himself in satisfaction. He was exactly where he belonged and he had every intention of staying here as long as he possibly could. They could make all the fuss they wanted about retirement. He was going nowhere.

         5

         As soon as Sonja stepped off the aircraft at Keflavík, her heart began to pound. Having felt perfectly relaxed on the flight, she now had the feeling that her chest was ready to burst. She often wondered where the police would wait to pick her up if they were ever to find out about her. She always half expected that it would be right here, on the gangway, although customs would be a more likely place. In reality it wasn’t until you passed through customs that you entered the country. She had no idea why these thoughts flew through her mind every time she landed, as there was nobody who knew of her movements; she had told nobody when she would be arriving with the goods and she always worked alone; completely alone. Those were the terms she had insisted on when she had first become tangled up in all this, if they could be called terms. It wasn’t as if she had been in any position to set any terms. But she had told them that she had to do things her own way, 10and, for more than a year now, they had been satisfied with the results. The goods were delivered in the required week, and nothing had ever gone wrong. And they knew they could trust her completely, because of Tómas. Because they knew where Tómas lived.

         The walkway was important. This was where there was CCTV, so it was important to do nothing suspicious; no going to the toilets right after leaving the aircraft and no sitting down to rearrange any hand luggage. And there should definitely be no looking around or indicating that you knew where the cameras might be. There was nothing wrong with being a little stressed before departure, but not after landing. And all this had to be achieved without looking too stiff or rushed. The best thing was to walk briskly along the walkway, yawn a few times to look suitably tired after the flight, stop maybe once to tie a shoelace, and be sure to greet happily any old friend you might meet along the way.

         Sonja took on her persona on the walkway, and it was for this reason that it never seemed to her to be quite long enough. She glanced at the first advertising poster she came to, not to look at the advert itself, but to check her reflection in the glass. She ticked off the dark, narrow skirt, the white blouse and the woollen overcoat. She was an executive, a businesswoman, travelling for work. She bent over to adjust the right heel of her tights; it had twisted slightly when she had put her shoes back on, having kicked them off during the flight. These shoes were Italian leather, glamorous without being overly sexy, the kind that any woman in the business world would wear.

         She straightened up and continued walking, rehearsing her cover story as she went: she ran her own company, SG Software. It was small but was doing well – active both in Iceland and abroad. She mainly offered consultancy work, but also system maintenance – all this information could be seen on her company website. When she was doing well, she could almost believe in the alter ego she had created for herself, but other times she wanted to stop at the end of the walkway and look into the eyes of her own unremarkable self, the woman who had never done any kind of business, the woman who had commissioned 11someone to create a fake website, the woman who couldn’t, in fact, do anything.

         Tonight, though, Sonja could feel the self-confident aura around her. Near the end of the long walkway she increased her pace in order to keep the blonde woman in sight, and was relieved to see her heading for the duty-free shop. Sonja took her place close to the start of the baggage carousel, knowing that soon enough there would be a crowd of people with trolleys and bags who would shield her from the customs window she knew overlooked the baggage hall.

         The blonde woman’s Samsonite case didn’t show up until a crowd of people were already gathered, jostling to get to their baggage. Sonja pulled the case off the carousel and put it next to her own, identical case, as if trying to decide which was hers. Finally she put her own case back on the conveyor. Then she went to the duty-free shop and bought a few items – just for show, finding herself in the line, a few places behind the blonde woman, who seemed to be stocking up with a year’s worth of sweets.

         While Sonja paid for her purchases, she saw that the blonde woman had had time to collect her bag. Sonja watched her stride purposefully towards the customs gate, untroubled by what she might be carrying. Sonja followed behind her, relaxed and secure knowing what wasn’t in her own luggage. The arrivals hall was crowded with people, as always at this time of night. Passengers crossing the Atlantic were increasingly choosing to break their journey with a couple of days’ stopover in Iceland. Many Icelanders were amazed that travellers might want to spend a few days there in the depths of winter, but Sonja thought that clear, cold nights alive with dancing northern lights were the perfect reason.

         Sonja couldn’t see the woman with the mousy-blonde hair anywhere in the crowd. She hurried as fast as she could through the building and out into the car park. The woman didn’t seem to have come through the left exit, so Sonja ran as fast as her shoes would let her around the building to the right exit. There she caught sight of her with a man who seemed to have come to collect her. 12

         ‘Excuse me!’ Sonja called. ‘I’m sorry, but I think we have the wrong bags.’

         The woman stared at her in surprise and then at the suitcase the man was pulling behind him for her. ‘What?’ she asked in confusion, not seeming to have understood.

         ‘I think you took my bag off the carousel, and I took yours,’ Sonja explained with a cheerful smile.

         ‘Oh my God!’ the woman yelped. ‘I’m so sorry!’

         She took the handle of the case from the man and began a flustered account of not having been thinking straight when she collected it from the carousel. Her boyfriend leaned forwards and looked at the label on the woman’s case before handing Sonja hers.

         He’s the same as I am, Sonja thought. He wants to be sure.

         She waved amicably to the couple as she walked towards the long-term car park where her car was waiting for her, covered with a thin layer of the volcanic ash that still hung heavy in the air of southern Iceland following the Eyjafjallajökull eruption a few months before.

         6

         Tómas wept silently under his duvet. It was strange how intensely he missed his mother the closer he drew to meeting her again. The waiting was just so hard. It was only two days until Friday but it felt a whole lifetime away. Everything was ready. His packed bag was under the bed. He had even fetched his passport from the living room and hidden it under the false bottom of his case, just as she had shown him. It was their secret. He didn’t really know why his mother always wanted him to bring his passport; she just said she felt more secure if he had it with him. It was safer if his passport stayed with him, she said.

         ‘Good night, Tómas!’ his father called around the bedroom door, and Tómas mumbled a reply from beneath the bedclothes, hoping his father wouldn’t hear the catch in his voice. 13

         Dad sat on the end of the bed and pulled the duvet from over his face.

         ‘You’re crying, son?’ he asked. ‘What’s the matter?’

         ‘Nothing,’ Tómas, answered, wiping his nose.

         ‘Is it a problem at school?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Something wrong at football? Somebody been teasing you?’

         ‘No.’

         Tómas shook his head and looked at the wall behind his father’s head in the hope that the questions would stop. Dad shouldn’t ask them; he certainly wouldn’t want to hear the truthful answer. He wouldn’t thank Tómas for saying that he missed his mother and wanted to be with her all the time.

         His father put a hand under the duvet and rubbed his leg, muttering that everything would be fine and he was just tired. He should get to sleep and everything would be better in the morning. Dad tried to do his best. He did pretty much everything that dads are supposed to do. But although he would sometimes rub his legs, it was as if he could never make real contact with him.

         7

         Sonja took a longer route home than was necessary, to be sure that nobody was following her on the drive into Reykjavík from the airport at Keflavík, past the featureless lava fields and the aluminium smelter on the edge of town. She went via the streets of Hafnarfjörður lined with old-fashioned, timber-framed houses, then headed back to the main road and took a right turn, which took her near IKEA. She had just passed Iceland’s favourite retail outlet, decked with Christmas lights, when a shower of hail rattled on the car’s roof. She wondered if this might be the precursor to a blizzard, but the downpour ended with the same suddenness as it had begun, and Sonja again turned off the main road, this time into the Heiðmörk Park. She drove 14slowly along the narrow lanes, wondering idly how much damage the birch branches that scraped against the car’s sides were doing to the paintwork.

         As Sonja pulled up outside the shabby block where she rented an apartment after her long round-about journey home, she saw Agla’s car was already there. She really had a knack for turning up at the wrong time. Sonja parked as Agla was getting out of her car and they met on the steps of the block.

         ‘I’ve missed you,’ Agla said, kissing her.

         Sonja could smell the booze on her breath. It was no surprise. Agla never showed up unless she’d had a drink or two.

         ‘You drove here drunk?’ Sonja asked as they climbed the stairs to her apartment.

         ‘I had a drink after work, and then I started to miss you.’

         ‘Drinks, you mean, judging by the smell,’ Sonja said, putting her key in the lock.

         Agla followed her in, shrugged off her coat and dropped it on the hall floor.

         ‘Come here.’ She pulled Sonja to her and her hands slipped inside Sonja’s clothes.

         ‘I need to sort stuff out after the trip…’ Sonja protested, but Agla interrupted.

         ‘Don’t talk shit,’ she ordered. ‘Kiss me.’

         Sonja gave in and for a moment she wondered whether or not to break her routine and keep the case with her in the apartment overnight. She could jump into bed with Agla right now and deal with it in the morning. Surely her rigid safety measures were overkill? They probably bolstered her feeling of security more than they reduced the chance of her being arrested. Just as she switched cars regularly and changed the way she carried the goods, so she had a rule of keeping nothing at home and showering and changing clothes straight after handling the gear. But she had promised herself to do everything to make sure this worked out. A careless slip because she couldn’t keep her hands off Agla wasn’t an option. She had burned her fingers once before, badly. 15

         ‘Get into bed and wait for me,’ she said, pushing Agla away. ‘I need a quick shower.’

         Once Agla had disappeared into the bedroom, Sonja picked up her keys and the Samsonite case and quietly opened the flat door. On tiptoes, she descended the carpeted stairs to the basement, where the flats’ storage areas were. However, once there, she walked past her own storage area, and moved on to the one owned by the couple from the third floor who were spending the year in Spain. The smallest key on her ring opened the lock. She pushed the case into the full-to-bursting space and clicked the lock shut again. This was another of her precautions to minimise risk. If the police were to call that night, then there would be no case to be found in her flat or in her basement storage. It had been convenient when the people up on the third floor had rented out their flat but not the storage space. Sonja had sawn off their padlock and replaced it with a new one, giving her a safe hiding place not directly linked to her.

         She jogged softly back up the stairs and into her flat, shutting the door quietly behind her. She undressed quickly in the bathroom and stood under the shower. By the time she crawled into bed, Agla was lying on her side, already snoring. Sonja made herself comfortable against the warmth of her body and closed her eyes. This was as good as it could get, lying close to her, deeply breathing in the aroma of her hair.

         8

         Sonja woke suddenly the next morning to find Agla trying to slide out of bed without waking her.

         ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ she asked, catching her arm and pulling Agla towards her. She wasn’t going to let her get away with this. She had done it too many times – turning up in the evening drunk and full of passion, and sneaking off in the morning without a word.

         Sonja put out a hand and smoothed down Agla’s hair, which stuck 16 out in all directions. It was coarse, unlike her own hair, and Sonja wondered if that was because Agla dyed it blonde or if it had always been that way. Agla always denied that her hair was dyed, although there was no mistaking those roots. But Sonja had no intention of having an argument about it, forcing Agla to admit that her genuine hair colour was anything other than what it first seemed. There was so much else that she would have liked Agla to be more open about than the trivial matter of her genuine hair colour: being more willing to display some feelings, for example – lower her defences and show the depth of emotion that had to be somewhere inside her. She had to have some feelings, although she kept them quiet, otherwise she wouldn’t keep climbing into Sonja’s bed, bringing her gifts and calling at night to find out where she was.

         On the other hand, there were the clues that hinted Agla was less than serious about their relationship: the shamefaced looks in the mornings; the days when Sonja heard nothing from her; the snort of derision she’d give every time Sonja suggested that Agla might be a lesbian as well.

         Sonja hated the pattern that had developed, but since she had been caught in the snare she had no option but to live her life differently. So it was convenient, in fact, that Agla had no interest in anything permanent – remained unwilling to commit to a proper relationship. For Sonja it was a relief not to have to be mindful of anyone’s welfare but her son’s. The snare was wound round her tightly enough, without Agla adding further complications to her life.

         Sonja rolled onto her back and pulled Agla down on top of her. She liked it that Agla was bigger and heavier than she was, pressing her down into the mattress.

         ‘Wait,’ Agla said, reaching to twitch the curtain closed, shutting out the little light that made its way in. She never liked to have light in the bedroom, preferring darkness for their lovemaking. Sonja had once lit a candle on the nightstand, but noticed that Agla avoided looking into her eyes. After that she accepted the need for darkness. It was a refuge of sorts, from the shame that she knew plagued Agla, as well as from her own fear. 17

         9

         Bragi was enjoying his walk in the cool morning. A rare tranquillity seemed to have settled over the western district of the city, and he wished that Valdís could be there to enjoy it with him. The dark-grey render on the walls of the houses in this part of town glittered as the lights of passing cars flashed across them, their studded winter tyres rattling on the street as they swept past. Most people were at work by now, even though it was still dark. At this time of year mornings were depressingly gloomy and there was little hope of much daylight before midday.

         He and Valdís had walked a great deal together in the last few years, even after she had started to lose her way. Then he had guided her through the streets, pointing out details that caught his eye – an intriguing moss pattern on a wall, a cat hiding under a car, rust-red leaves that filled the streets on gusty autumn days.

         Today he would be able to see her twice. By visiting early it shouldn’t be too obvious that he was returning again later in the day, as by then the shifts would have changed. Nobody would look at him with those pitying glances that said there was no need to come more than once a day, that there was no need to be there so often. He knew well enough that he didn’t need to; he simply wanted to come. He wanted to be either at work or with her. He hated being alone at home.

         When he arrived she was sitting at the breakfast table. He sat next to her, helping himself to a cup of coffee.

         ‘Hæ, my love,’ he said.

         ‘Hello,’ she mumbled back, looking up sharply.

         It was an ordinary conversation between a normal couple – almost. Maybe a little dry, between a couple with a long history; it was not the way it had been between them before her illness had taken hold. She had never greeted him without a smile, without an endearment, without ‘my sweet’, ‘my darling’, ‘my heart’ added to her words. She had called him every one of those names in the fifty years they had shared.

         Bragi picked up the bowl of porridge that was already on the table in front of her and fed her, a spoonful at a time. She looked at him with 18 a flicker of gratitude in her eyes and he hoped that she still had a little tenderness for him inside her. He hoped that she was still able to register his affection, even though she didn’t recognise him any longer. She finished the porridge, but Bragi knew better than to ask if she wanted more, now that she had lost the ability to know if she was still hungry or not; she simply ate what was put in front of her regardless of how much food there might be. He gently wiped her mouth and took off the bib, the sight of which infuriated him. It was a child’s bib, decorated with smiling baby elephants, and although he knew it protected her clothes, he felt that there were better ways to do this than to put a child’s bib on a grown woman. There was a great deal about this institution that infuriated him, in fact, especially since he had discovered the bruise. But he was in no position to let his anger show. His only option was to be grateful; grateful that she was safe, in a secure place where her needs were catered to. The healthcare system had no interest in the fact that he missed her.

         ‘Now we’ll go for a walk,’ he said, and helped her to her feet. She allowed herself to be led without any change to her expression, completely docile, with no sign of expectation or dismay. She was easily handled now. In some ways it had been a relief when she had turned entirely inwards and stopped crying when he left her, stopped feeling frustration at her own weakness, when the occasional outbursts of anger had stopped, even though it meant that she no longer knew him.

         They took the lift down to the ground floor and went out into the garden. He draped his jacket over her shoulders and they walked a few circuits. He no longer dared take her further than the garden, he never knew when she would be overcome by fatigue, so they walked round and round the garden, three little steps of hers to one of his. For a while, for the time they were there together, the loneliness left him, even if neither of them spoke. They didn’t need to say anything, there was nothing that hadn’t already been said between them. The only thing that had any meaning now was her touch, the warmth of her hand on his arm. That was all that remained, the only thing there could never be enough of. 19

         10

         Agla searched hurriedly through her handbag for something that would disguise the flush on her face. She couldn’t control it. Just the thought of what had taken place in the bed a moment before was enough to set her cheeks glowing. The pounding of her heart was accompanied by the same guilt that had plagued her as a child. She had thought she’d grown out of it, but since she had got to know Sonja it had returned to her life, taking up residence like a guest outstaying their welcome. To start with there had been no hint of shame, only an overwhelming excitement that took root deep in her belly every time she thought about Sonja and then found its way to every part of her when they met. It was a burning excitement that set them both alight, producing kisses that had no end, touches that seemed to live on long after they had parted. But when Sonja’s husband, Adam, had walked in on them in the heat of passion, leading little Tómas by the hand, Agla felt as if the reality of what they had done had been poured over her like shit from a bucket. She had hardly felt clean since. Their whole relationship had been poisoned by that moment: the questions in the child’s expression, the devastation on the husband’s face, the confusion in Sonja’s eyes, which had shown she knew that her life would never be the same again.

         ‘Toast?’ Sonja called from the kitchen.

         Agla cleared her throat and shook her head. ‘No thanks.’

         ‘Coffee? Surely you want some coffee?’

         ‘No, I’ll keep that for later.’

         ‘Come here and have some coffee. You’re not in a hurry. I know for a fact that you’re not in any rush.’

         Agla shuffled awkwardly into the kitchen, and as her eyes met Sonja’s for a moment, her heart jumped that extra beat, as it always did when they looked at each other. But this heartbeat came with a wrench in her belly, her conscience gnawing at her – the shame that coloured everything. It was incredible how matter-of-fact Sonja could be. A few minutes ago they had been in each other’s arms, and now Sonja was 20munching toast and reading the paper as if it were the most enthralling thing in the world.

         ‘He’s an absolute bastard,’ Sonja said, tapping her finger on a full-page advert placed by supporters of Húni Thór Gunnarsson, the young MP who had sailed into Parliament on the strength of his father’s reputation, a man who had been an MP himself for decades.

         ‘Yeah?’ Agla said absently, her face still burning.

         ‘He and Adam, my ex, are friends. So I know what kind of a guy he is.’

         If there was anything bound to unsettle Agla even further, it was a mention of Adam. The ‘my ex’ qualifier, as if she didn’t know who they were talking about, made it even more aggravating. She had known Adam well, long before he had walked in on them in bed together. She had worked with Adam at the bank for several years, and now, after the financial crash, their shared fate was that they were both being investigated by the Special Prosecutor. Adam had been the one who had introduced her to Sonja.

         11

         He always chose the place, she the time. Sonja had only just switched on the pay-as-you-go mobile when he called and suggested a particular clearing in Heiðmörk, the thickly wooded stretch of National Park surrounding the Elliðavatn lake on the edge of the city. They had used the place before, so Sonja knew she would not need much time to check things out. On a weekday at this time of year she could be almost certain that the area would be deserted; the Heiðmörk woods seemed to fall into a trance during working hours, only coming alive again at weekends when people walked their dogs there.

         ‘Two o’clock,’ she said. That would give her four hours to dilute the powder and then find a good hiding place for the case in the undergrowth around the clearing.

         ‘See you then, sweetheart,’ he said smoothly, the sound of his voice making Sonja’s skin crawl. 21

         She would have liked to have had a day off, but she knew she would be unable to relax until the handover took place. Until the shipment was in the right hands, she would remain a bag of nerves.

         She pulled on jeans and a T-shirt, and twisted her hair into a knot. It was too much trouble to comb it out; she had fallen asleep with wet hair the night before, and this morning’s passion with Agla hadn’t helped matters. The memory brought a smile to her face and she promised herself that she’d have to manoeuvre Agla into bed sober more often. There was a seriousness to it that way, reminding her of when they had been just starting out together, before everything had changed. She grabbed her coat and stepped into the stairwell outside her flat, and found herself facing the woman from next door, who was standing there in her dressing gown. She had a towel wrapped around her head as if she had just stepped out of the shower, and her face was red and puffy. She was a pleasant neighbour, although Sonja found that she could often be trying.

         ‘I’m sorry to trouble you again,’ she said in the wheedling tone that always meant yet another laptop problem she needed solving.

         ‘The computer again?’ Sonja asked with a polite smile, hoping that today’s tale of electronic woe wouldn’t be too involved.

         ‘It’s just confuzzled itself.’

         ‘Confuzzled?’ She wondered how this odd expression could be applied to a sick computer.

         ‘Yeah. It doesn’t matter which buttons I press, nothing happens. And I can’t even switch it off.’

         ‘Let me have a look.’

         Sonja knew from bitter experience that there was no point explaining yet again to the woman that she didn’t repair computers. It was quicker to just take the laptop, fiddle with it for a little while and then hand it back. Normally it was enough simply to restart it, and her neighbour would imagine that she had spent an hour or two working some magic on the sick machine. She had no idea how the woman had stumbled across the website for her fake software development company, as Sonja had taken care to keep it off any search engines. 22 Nevertheless, the woman was firmly of the opinion that anything Sonja didn’t know about computers wasn’t worth knowing.

         ‘You’re an angel!’ the woman cried, reappearing in the corridor with the computer. ‘If only all computer people were as helpful as you are.’

         Sonja took the laptop and swiftly disappeared into her apartment, clicking the door shut behind her, realising that her neighbour had begun to hurry after her, clearly looking for an opportunity to follow her inside. Under normal circumstances it would have been a pleasure to have a garrulous neighbour to share coffee with, and Sonja hoped that one day she would be a warm-hearted woman, happy to invite visitors in. But not now. There were a few things that needed to be sorted first and merchandise to be handed over to its owner.

         12

         The lifts doors opened and Agla swept straight past reception and into her office, shutting the door behind her. She had a killer hangover. Sonja was right, she had been hitting the bottle harder than she should. But without a drink, she was struggling to sleep. Ever since the financial crash she had felt she was hanging in thin air, waiting for some sort of a resolution to take place, without a clue as to what that might be.

         She had kept her job, shifting over to the new bank that was built on the ruins of the old one, but she had practically nothing to do. Nobody trusted her. She signed things off, authorising loans for small businesses almost as if she was working on a conveyor belt, but apart from that she was given nothing to do, nothing challenging, nothing at her skill levels. And there was nothing that sparked her enthusiasm. Everyone was waiting for the Special Prosecutor, appointed in the wake of the financial crash, to publish his findings. Until he reached his conclusions, the resolution committee that had taken over the bank to manage its bankruptcy would keep her as far as possible from any real business. Not a word was said to her about all this, but she could see the blend 23 of disappointment and loathing in her colleagues’ eyes, as if she, along with the other senior staff at the bank, had been personally responsible for the misery that many Icelandic families were now having to endure. The only thing that made her turn up at the bank every day and submit to the judgemental gaze of her fellow workers, rather than handing in her notice, was that stubborn streak deep inside her.

         Agla hung up her coat, and, seeing how creased it was, wondered if the reception staff had noticed that she was still wearing yesterday’s clothes. She sat at her desk, started up her computer and went through her emails. By the time she had deleted the usual announcements, junk and adverts, there were just three messages left. It was so little, she couldn’t be bothered to deal with it. Before the crash she had been in a constant race to keep up with her emails and in those last few years she had even had a secretary who would keep on top of everything. Agla pulled open her desk drawer and stretched for the bottle of Jägermeister – the morning hair of the dog she was always careful to have ready for when it was needed. She unscrewed the cap and took a swig. The bitterness of it burned its way down to her stomach with an agreeable warmth. Once she had enjoyed the feeling for a short while, she was ready to go out and meet her colleagues’ gaze.

         She went into the bathroom to touch up her lipstick, not that it made much of an improvement, and she had to admit to herself that she wasn’t looking her best. The last few years had taken their toll on her. The drinking was having an effect, although she needed it to calm her nerves. The anxiety over where the Special Prosecutor’s investigation would lead was making the atmosphere at the bank unbearable; and then there was Sonja. Sonja was driving her crazy.

         The two resolution committee guys, Gummi and Palli, were standing by the coffee machine when she reappeared from the bathroom. These two were so alike that it had taken Agla the best part of a year to tell them apart; she could still hardly believe they weren’t related. What’s more, they dressed exactly the same. Today they were wearing identical pastel-shade pullovers over open-necked shirts. This was one of the meaningless changes the crash had brought about. Before, men 24 had worn ties; now it was all open-necked shirts. Gummi put a paper cup in the machine and punched the latte button. The machine’s latte was undrinkable – instant coffee with powdered milk dissolved in piss-warm water, another glaring symbol of the bank’s fall from grace. Before the crash the top floor had its own barista, who drew hearts and clover leaves in the froth.

         ‘You heard about Jóhann?’ Palli asked, putting a copy of the Fréttablaðið tabloid newspaper under her nose.

         The face of the former chief executive of the old bank jumped off the page at her. ‘Jóhann Jóhannsson’s status is now officially that of a suspect in the Special Prosecutor’s investigation’, the caption announced.

         The circle was closing in. Tightening ominously around her.

         13

         Sonja placed the package on the kitchen table and opened it cautiously. There were three plastic wrappings; two vacuum-packed layers and one outer layer, securely taped. She cut through each covering in turn with the kitchen knife and then spooned the contents into a Tupperware box. She took care to scrape all the powder from inside the wrappers and then used a dry paintbrush to make sure she had extracted every grain. She put the box on the kitchen scales and noted the reading: one kilo, one hundred and twenty grams. The box weighed a hundred and eighty grams, so that left a little short of a kilo. That meant she could take fifty grams for herself. She spooned it into a small plastic bag. That went into the freezer where it would stay until she could put it safely in her bank deposit box. She used baking powder to make up the weight to a kilo and then carefully stirred the contents. The last thing she wanted was an accidental sniff of coke, followed by a sneezing fit and a buzz. It was strange, but smuggling cocaine had killed any interest she had in getting high. Occasionally she’d have a glass of white wine with Agla, but that was rare, and it was more than a year since she had snorted anything. Being caught in the 25 snare had given her a definite need to be in control of herself, to keep her judgement unimpaired. It wouldn’t be smart to get hooked on the stuff; the feeling of invincibility that came with a coke buzz wasn’t conducive to successful smuggling trips. A good few people had been burned that way.

         Sonja closed the Tupperware box, secured the lid with lengths of broad tape and put it back in the Samsonite case, which she then filled up with all the newspapers that had collected in her post box while she had been away.

         She was in Heiðmörk just after twelve. It was later than she would have liked so she scanned the woodland around her, to make sure that there was nobody about. This was a convenient spot. While the deciduous trees stood bare, having shed their leaves, there were a few evergreens among them, and the dense tangles of birch wood were thick enough to screen what she was about to do from any curious eyes that might be passing. It wasn’t as if there was a shortage of lonely spots to be found in Iceland, but going far beyond the city limits to find places that hardly anyone ever visited would require a four-wheel drive.

         She parked the car a kilometre from the meeting place, took out the suitcase then walked briskly towards the clearing with it. When she was close, she stepped onto a narrow dirt track that led into the bushes and followed it in the shadow of the trees parallel to the road until she was alongside the clearing. She found a space for the case in the bushes, took a length of red ribbon from her pocket and tied it in a bow to a branch over the hiding place. Then she took long strides towards the clearing, counting one, two, three … She counted thirty-two long paces to the clearing. Then she walked back along the road, got into the car, drove to the clearing and waited.

         Waiting was the worst part. All the same, she never dared to be just in time. There was a certain security in being there early, being there first, the merchandise hidden away. Her meticulous preparation made her feel she had at least a semblance of control over the situation. But it was still difficult to wait. She had done this more times than she could count over the last year, yet it was still something she couldn’t get used 26to. She found it hardest of all to deal with Ríkharður – the man she always met. Several times she had suggested to Thorgeir – the lawyer who took care of the cash side of the business – that she could make the handover to someone else, or stow the goods away somewhere to be collected, but he wouldn’t hear of it. For some reason, she always had to make the handover to Ríkharður. She wondered if this was their way of reminding her of her position. Reminding her that such decisions weren’t hers to take. Every time they met, Ríkharður did his best to scare and shock her. The first time, she had been so frightened that she had vomited after meeting him. Now she was able to contain herself, keeping her fears hidden. She was determined not to let him see that she was scared of him; she had no intention of giving him that power over her.

         It was four minutes to two when a car drove into the clearing. He was punctual, you could say that for the bastard. Sonja took a deep breath, got out of the car and took a few steps towards Ríkharður and his apprentice. He had a different accomplice every time, but somehow they were always the same: young, muscle-bound, nervous and too well dressed for such youngsters.

         ‘Hi, honey,’ Ríkharður said and his eyes scanned her leisurely, from top to toe, as if he were a feline predator and she were the unwitting prey he had decided to tear apart.

         ‘Good afternoon,’ Sonja answered, stiff and formal. It was a question of sticking it out, keeping her eyes on his face the whole time, not leaving him an opening and showing no weakness. She didn’t even look at the toy soldier beside him, acting as if he wasn’t there.

         ‘Got some sweeties for us?’ Ríkharður asked, licking his thick lips so that they shone. It was such an overplayed performance, exaggerated to the point of ridiculousness, she would have laughed if she hadn’t been so frightened. She’d have loved to have a fit of giggles, right there in front of him, dropping to her haunches and wetting herself laughing. He was the complete gangster stereotype, so much so that at the beginning she had sometimes wondered if he was simply playing a part, had been brought in to make sure she stayed scared. His head was closely 27 shaved, and he had a thick neck, tattooed knuckles and eyes set so deep in his head that the whites of them could only just be glimpsed. His face was pitted with scars, and his body was so swollen with muscle and his thighs were so thick, he had no option but to stand with his legs spread wide.

         Sonja’s expression remained impassive. She sighed to indicate her irritation at the usual reception. ‘Thirty paces, that way. There’s a red ribbon on the tree.’

         ‘The same old parlour games,’ Ríkharður sneered. ‘You couldn’t just say “here you go” and hand me the fucking packet?’

         ‘No,’ Sonja replied. ‘It didn’t even cross my mind.’

         ‘And don’t you think it’d be an idea to suck my dick as a little bonus? There are plenty of girls who do.’

         ‘There’s even less chance of that,’ Sonja told him, but her eyes dropped of their own accord to where his hands were provocatively cupping his balls. He grinned and she felt cold sweat trickle down her back. It had taken the snare to convince her that cold sweat was more than just a myth.

         ‘Get the gear, boy,’ Ríkharður said, and his accomplice set off into the scrub, returning a moment later with the Samsonite case.

         ‘Call Thorgeir,’ she said, staring, unblinking, at Ríkharður’s face.

         ‘I should check the merchandise first,’ he replied, running his tongue over his lips again.

         ‘That’s just great. You go sticking your nose into the stuff the moment you get your hands on it,’ Sonja said, squeezing out a humourless smile. ‘Call Thorgeir.’

         Ríkharður took his phone from his pocket, slowly selected a number, and put it to his ear.

         ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘She’s delivered. All good.’

         Sonja turned on her heel, forcing herself to take measured steps back to her car. She got in and drove away. But it wasn’t until twenty minutes later, when she was already in the Skeifan shopping district that her heart rate started to slow down. 28

         14

         Bragi was pushing one of the big trolleys around the Mela-market, in spite of the difficulty of manoeuvring it down the shop’s narrow aisles. Once a week he went there and bought precisely what was on his shopping list – the same items every week. He had discovered when Valdís’s illness became increasingly debilitating that if he wasn’t going to starve, he’d have to learn to cook for himself, so he had learned to prepare six recipes. Monday was boiled haddock and potatoes, Tuesday was lamb chops in breadcrumbs. On Wednesday he treated himself to a seared sheep’s head that he could buy ready to eat. On Thursday he fried some salmon, on Fridays he’d make some French toast and tea. Saturday was roast lamb, and the leftovers would then last through Sunday. When he was on night shifts he cooked in the evenings before work, and when he had day shifts he’d take leftovers with him or buy himself something for lunch. The menu at the airport wasn’t tempting. Normally he tried to buy everything on his weekly shopping trip, apart from fish or milk, which he’d fetch as he needed them.

         The sheep heads were piping hot, straight from the pot, and Bragi felt his mouth watering at the prospect. He took a carton of ready-mashed swede to go with his meal and filled the trolley with the items on his list. There was something comforting about shopping at the small Mela-market. He knew the staff, and this place was one of the few shops left in the city that were reminiscent of the typical grocer’s shops he remembered from the old days. Here there were people serving at the meat and fish counters who were happy to give him exactly the weight he asked for, meaning he didn’t have to pluck pre-packaged portions in polystyrene cartons from the chiller cabinets like in the modern supermarkets. The Mela-market always had food that matched the time of year, too. There was hot liver and blood sausage, and soon the aroma of smoked lamb would fill the place. In the spring he could look forward to cod roe and cod liver with his haddock fillets, and there would be guillemot eggs in May. Bragi stuck firmly to the food he had grown up with – the kind of fare he and Valdís had always preferred 29 to eat. He had never acquired a taste for the pasta and pizza that the younger generation were so fond of. In fact, he wasn’t even sure it was healthy for Icelanders to live on a diet heavy in wheat.

         There were two people ahead of him at the till, so he reached for a magazine and thumbed through the pages. It never ceased to amaze him that such a tiny country should have so insatiable a market for glossy magazines, which to him seemed to all be more or less the same. He flipped through the pages without paying much attention until it was his turn at the till, where he carefully stowed his purchases in one carrier, putting the hot food in a smaller bag.

         He had only taken a few steps from the shop door when a strange idea occurred to him. It wasn’t a conscious thought, more an unconscious impulse, the result of who knew how many unrelated images that all of a sudden coalesced into something whole. He turned round, went back to the shop and bought the magazine. On a bench outside the store he sat down, his bags beside him, and scanned the pages a second time.

         There it was: ‘How to dress for business and pleasure this winter’.

         It wasn’t so much the article that attracted his attention as the photographs – pictures of elegant beauties, as always in these magazines. According to the article, they were all dressed in fashions designed to allow them to head directly from work and out for a night on the town; presumably it was some kind of office work they all did, as these weren’t the kind of clothes that would be much use for anything else. Bragi examined the pictures closely, and gradually the thought crystallised in his mind. The beautiful lady in the overcoat – the one he felt had a star quality about her as she so often passed through the airport terminal – dressed in the same way as these girls on the pages in front of him; precisely the same, as if she had followed the magazine’s instructions to the letter. She wore the same trousers, the same style of shoes, alternating a blue or a grey overcoat. Occasionally there would be a chequered cashmere scarf folded over one arm. Of course, this was the style that a certain type of woman affected, but the odd thing was that the woman he had noticed at the terminal 30never deviated from the script. There was nothing about her that he generally saw other passengers carrying with them: shabby scarves, maybe, or an old but comfortable jumper; shoes that were perfect for walking those long airport corridors on sore feet. She was always perfectly turned out, as if she had prepared for a fashion shoot, or, as the article pointed out, was ready to head for the bright lights. The truth of it was that nobody was ever that perfect. It had to be a disguise. This had to be a particular persona she wanted to display. And if that was the case, then she had been very successful.

         15

         Jóhann was a changed man; it was a shock to see him. He had always been so solid, but now he looked as if his torso had gone soft, the flesh flabby under his tight shirt. He had also lost most of his hair; just a few straggling strands remained on top, and the strips above his ears weren’t looking good either. He was someone who still wore a tie with his shirt, though, and when Agla hugged him she recognised the familiar aroma of the aftershave he always used.

         ‘It’s a real bastard,’ Agla said, taking a seat opposite him.

         Lunch at a quiet downtown restaurant had been his suggestion, and he had found a table in a corner, half hidden behind a large potted plant. The man who had once taken every opportunity to hog the limelight was now avoiding attention, the result of being one of the most recognisable faces behind the financial crash. Agla thanked her lucky stars she wasn’t in the same position. The sideways looks she got at the bank and the way her colleagues treated her like a pariah seemed a walk in the park compared to being spat at in the street like Jóhann was.

         ‘Yeah. It’s a pain in the arse,’ Jóhann said. ‘Lousy for the kids, seeing all this stuff about me on the front pages. It doesn’t make anything worse for me though. Now at least I can refuse to answer questions.’

         ‘I was told when I was being interviewed that I couldn’t refuse to answer unless I had been formally charged.’ 31

         ‘Every job has its perks.’ Jóhann raised his glass, and Agla saw he was drinking water.

         ‘You’re not going to join me for a proper drink?’ she asked, waving to the waiter.

         ‘No.’ Jóhann smiled apologetically. ‘My health’s already too screwed up for any more drinking.’

         ‘Unlike me,’ Agla said, ordering a large beer and a chaser to go with it. They both ordered the fish of the day – pan-fried cod with shrimp and potatoes.

         While they ate Agla enquired after Jóhann’s children, and he asked what had been happening at the bank. When the waiter came to take their empty plates, Jóhann fell silent, waiting for him to leave them alone.

         ‘We have to make sure our stories tally,’ he said at last in a low voice.

         Agla nodded her agreement. ‘Just enough,’ she said. ‘They mustn’t tie up too closely. Too perfect looks suspicious.’

         ‘It’s no good if we’re at cross purposes, though, and contradict each other’s versions.’

         ‘My version of events is all worked out,’ Agla said, hoping to sound suitably sharp. It felt as if Jóhann were checking up on her. ‘Nothing’s changed at my end,’ she added, making her voice gentler and adding a smile.

         ‘Of course. Of course,’ Jóhann mumbled apologetically. ‘We can’t be too cautious.’

         ‘Never too cautious,’ Agla agreed and stifled her longing for another beer. It wouldn’t do to be hammered right after lunch.

         ‘It would be useful if you could outline for me the route … y’know … that the money took. I never looked too closely at that offshore fund. And now … I’m at a disadvantage not knowing.’

         ‘Believe me, my friend. Not knowing is bad, but knowing is worse. The best defence is to know nothing. While we each have just a piece of the puzzle, there’s no way to see the overall picture. And the reality is there’s no picture to see.’

         ‘But to avoid casting suspicion, it would be useful to know which fund not to mention.’ 32

         ‘There’s nothing you need to avoid mentioning,’ Agla said. ‘I’m … I was good at what I did. There’s no way it can be traced. And as long as it was an ordinary deposit, as far as I’m aware, you don’t know through what fund the cash left the country. And as long as neither of us knows how the money made its way back, there’s nothing to be worried about.’

         ‘You’re right,’ Jóhann sighed. ‘Quite right. I reckon my nerves are starting to fray at the edges. My blood pressure’s off the scale these days.’

         ‘I reckon you need a stiffener,’ Agla said, catching the waiter’s eye.
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         There was a bitter smile on Sonja’s face as she ascended the twelve steps to Thorgeir’s legal practice in Lágmúli. The practice was located on the eastern side of Reykjavík, in one of the many architecturally dubious 1970s buildings in the area that had not aged well. The steps were worn, the linoleum was cracked, as if it had been polished too many times over the years, and the air of the building had a slight whiff of mould about it, which Sonja felt was entirely fitting. She had been such an innocent the first time she came here, so full of hope. She had quite simply believed that Thorgeir wanted to help her. Now though, if there was anything she was determined to teach Tómas, it was that, when you’re in trouble and someone comes to you offering to help, it’s best to send them packing. She would teach Tómas to rely on himself, to learn to deal with his own problems and, above all, not to get into any kind of a fix that he’d need help to extricate himself from.

         She had first come here a few weeks after she and Adam had parted company. Thorgeir had called her out of the blue, and to begin with she hadn’t realised who he was. They had been only vague acquaintances – Thorgeir and Adam had studied law together, and she had met him once or twice at their reunions. The call should have aroused her suspicions, she realised now. Lawyers don’t usually call to offer their help.

         ‘I hear Adam’s playing dirty over your divorce,’ he had said, offering his sympathy. ‘Let me help you out.’ 33

         He had a warm voice with a comforting tone to it, so, without thinking twice, she had put her fate in his hands. On reflection, this was typical of the way she had lived her life – going with the flow, letting the tide carry her along with it.

         Sonja wasn’t able to judge just how well or badly Thorgeir had acquitted himself as a divorce lawyer. Adam’s and her debts combined had been roughly equal to their assets, so Adam took on both. She therefore found it fair that he got to keep the house in Akranes and the car, while she moved out, which was what he wanted. She was the guilty party, after all. She was the one who had screwed up. She was satisfied coming away with zero, owning nothing and owing nothing, but it had hurt to leave Tómas behind with Adam. She had been unable to demonstrate that she could provide Tómas with a decent home, so Thorgeir had advised her to agree to Adam having custody for the first two years – giving her time to get back on her feet and his anger to run its course. Then there might be a way to negotiate joint custody, Thorgeir had said. Until that point she would have access of the kind that divorced fathers usually have: every second weekend and part of the Christmas and summer holidays.

         She wasn’t angered by Thorgeir’s advice, thinking back then that he was probably right. She had nothing and nobody. Agla had made herself scarce the moment things started to get nasty with Adam, and Sonja herself was half paralysed with fear. The opportunities for earning her own living were looking increasingly rare, and it didn’t help that Adam was threatening to shout from the rooftops exactly how he – and their son – had found out about her affair. She didn’t think she had actually broken any laws, but, it was still a potent threat; one that she didn’t dare ignore.

         She rented the cheapest flat she could find and found a secretarial job with a wholesaler. The wages weren’t enough to cover both the rent and the child support, but that stopped being a problem when she was let go once her probation period was over. That was when she found herself sitting in Thorgeir’s office in tears, unable to pay his legal bills. That was when he mentioned that he had an idea. She recalled having 34 a moment’s doubt, but it was instantly swept aside by her gratitude. In hindsight, she’d been far too grateful.

         Thorgeir’s idea was that she could travel to Denmark on behalf of an acquaintance of his who needed a favour. This man was stuck with a pile of foreign currency that he couldn’t get out of the country due to the money exchange restrictions that had been imposed after the financial crash. For her efforts she would be paid enough to keep her afloat while she was looking for work. Sonja went home, ostensibly to think about the offer for a couple of hours before calling Thorgeir back. She had actually made her mind up to say yes before she had even left his office but hadn’t wanted to appear too keen. If only she hadn’t been so gullible. If only she had known that this was how people were trapped in this business.
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         Sonja filled in an SG Software payment form for half of her fee for the shipment and handed it to Thorgeir. He took it and nodded, before swinging his office chair around in a half-circle to open the safe behind him. His quick movements and slim build were at odds with his lined face and thinning hair. He was one of those men who become old in their mid-twenties and stay that way.

         ‘And the rest in cold, hard cash?’

         ‘You don’t need to ask, Thorgeir. Always the same. Unless you want to make it more.’

         Thorgeir turned back with a smile and handed her a thin wad of five thousand-krónur notes. She didn’t need to count it. The amount would be correct; as far as money was concerned, Thorgeir was always straight with her.

         She was about to stand up when he gestured to her to stay in her chair. ‘Wait a minute, my friend,’ he said.

         Sonja snorted. She was no friend of his, and he was certainly not hers. He had put himself out of the running for that relationship when 35he sent her to Denmark with a suitcase full of cash to be met by men in suits who, it subsequently turned out, were not the right men in suits – or so Thorgeir had said afterwards. Of course, she knew now that the whole thing had been carefully stage-managed. It had been a play performed to ensnare her. Thorgeir’s fury that she had delivered the case to the wrong people and Ríkharður’s lurid threats, which then turned into a suggestion that she could work off some of the debt by taking a few trips to fetch coke, had all been scripted beforehand.

         ‘I’m not your friend,’ Sonja said drily. ‘What do you want?’

         Thorgeir looked at her with a broad smile, and once again she saw that sincerity in his eyes, an expression he seemed to be able to summon at will.

         ‘I reckon it’s time for you to take a big shipment,’ he said.

         ‘How big?’ Sonja asked, her heart lurching inside her chest.

         ‘Two or three Ks.’

         ‘That’s on a completely different scale,’ Sonja said, alarmed. ‘How am I going to bring three kilos into the country?’

         ‘You’ve been resourceful up to now,’ Thorgeir said, the smile reappearing, as if they were simply chatting about the weather. ‘Imagination is your strong point. You’ll think of something.’

         Sonja said nothing. She had been half expecting that a proposal like this would come her way. She’d long had the feeling that she was being put through a series of trial runs, that they wanted to find out if she would mess up with a one-kilo shipment before giving her something bigger.

         ‘I don’t have to tell you that the remuneration for your efforts is in proportion to the volume. But it has to happen next week.’

         ‘Send me the contact numbers,’ Sonja said, standing up.

         More money would do her no harm, as well as more white powder to skim off. That would bring her target closer, along with the day she could be free. 36
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         Sonja held the handles of the shopping trolley tight and made an effort to control herself. Her heart was hammering as if she had sprinted from Thorgeir’s office, when in reality all she had done was get in her car and get out again at the shop. Shifting three kilos seemed to require a change of strategy. Perhaps there wasn’t a great deal of difference, though; maybe she could simply adjust her methods to suit the larger amount. As she went through the shop dropping items into her trolley, her mind was working overtime to find a solution. She knew that the largest amounts came in by sea, but this delivery had to happen next week, and she had no time to organise anything that would involve a ferry crossing. And anyway, she knew little about the ferries, except that they didn’t run in the dead of winter. Apart from that, she had no shipping contacts that could be of any use. She’d have to work things out for herself, as usual.

         She picked up buttermilk and bananas for Tómas’s breakfast and dropped them in the basket, along with a frozen pizza that they could share tomorrow night and coffee to replenish her stocks. She had no idea what to have for dinner on Saturday; maybe she and Tómas could go out somewhere to eat. He liked fish, so they could go to the Sægreifinn fish bar down by the harbour for grilled fish on skewers and paper cups of creamy langoustine bisque. She knew he would enjoy that. He loved Reykjavík harbour; it was so much livelier than the harbour in Akranes, where he lived – out of town, on the other side of the bay. It was a long time since they last went downtown together and he always seemed to enjoy everything she suggested. He had always been an exceptionally agreeable child, in fact, and since the divorce he had been even easier to be around, never asking for anything or making demands. Sonja knew that he wanted for nothing, living with his father, and she wondered if, by never asking for anything from her, he thought he was protecting her. Thinking about Tómas gave her a stab of anguish, making her force her mind elsewhere. Somehow it was easier to concentrate on how she was going to bring a suitcase full of 37cocaine into the country than to consider what impact the divorce had had on her son.

         The pain in her belly had gone by the time she reached the checkout, her heartbeat had returned to a reasonable rhythm, and she was calm again. While there was no doubt that more kilos were going to be less easy to carry, and the risks would be greater, she felt a certain security in carrying the larger quantity. It meant that she could be sure she wasn’t being used as a decoy. Decoys always carried the small amounts. A big shipment meant there was more at stake for everyone concerned.
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         Tómas was almost sick with anticipation. It was Thursday. Tomorrow, after lunch, his mother would collect him and he would spend the whole weekend with her. He never expected her to give him anything special or take him out. Normally they just spent time at her place, maybe going for a walk around the district, and sometimes all the way up to the slopes at Öskjuhlíð, which Tómas called ‘the forest’ because of the birch scrub covering the slopes leading up to the glass dome of the Pearl building. Sometimes they went for a drive, and saw how many yellow cars they could count. Today’s excitement was even greater because weekends with her were perfect. Mum simply did everything just right. On Friday evening they’d put some lively music on and dance around the living room. The movement and the loudness of it all was just what he needed to release the tension, having spent so long anticipating his time with her. After that she always made popcorn and then they’d watch a movie. At Dad’s place he was allowed to watch any cable movie he wanted, but Mum always chose films she thought would be good for him – educational ones. Even though these films weren’t always particularly fun, it was still something to be able to sit on the sofa, munch popcorn and watch a movie with her. It was the same with breakfast. Dad always bought Honey Nut Cheerios or 38Lucky Charms, and he did try to get the right mix of buttermilk, but it was never quite the way it should be, however much Tómas tried to tell him how to do it right. Mum could do it perfectly, though. She’d pour the buttermilk first, sprinkle it with just the right amount of brown sugar and then slice a banana on top. Somehow she got the banana slices the ideal thickness; not so heavy that the banana flavour overwhelmed the buttermilk, and not so thin that the slices turned slimy. Mum’s version was always just so.

         Now there was one more sleep and one day at school before Mum would collect him, and he would sit shyly in the car on the way through the tunnel that connected Akranes village to the capital, while she asked him about school and football. Later, when they had closed the front door of her flat behind them, the tears of joy would be free to roll and that’s when they’d crank up the volume and turn the living room into their own dance floor.
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         Sonja tapped on her neighbour’s door, half hoping that there would be nobody home, in which case she could just hang the laptop in a bag on the door handle. She had restarted it, and the machine seemed to be more lively now. If it didn’t improve its mysterious reluctance to perform, though, she would have to pay for it to be mended herself; she couldn’t let the secret out that she wasn’t able to fix it herself, and that she in fact knew nothing at all about computers.

         ‘Thank you, darling!’ her neighbour whooped as the door opened.

         ‘It should be better now,’ Sonja told her. ‘But maybe you ought to think about replacing it with something newer.’

         ‘I thought about it after what you said the other day, but I can’t get over how quickly this stuff wears out.’

         ‘This one’s three years old,’ Sonja said. ‘They don’t last much longer than that.’

         This was no special wisdom she was imparting, but her neighbour 39 looked at her as if she was a rocket scientist. ‘And I though this one would last me out!’
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