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Friday 1st June


Sheesh!

Finally time to switch off this lousy computer and stand up.

A long and tiring day at Stella Blómkvist Legal in my red town house in Reykjavík’s Thingholt district is coming to an end, at last.

Or so I thought. Lísa Björk bustles in. She leaves the door half open.

‘A good friend of mine is in trouble,’ she says in a low voice. ‘I’ve strongly advised her to seek your help.’

‘What sort of trouble?’

‘I’m sure you’ll be interested.’

‘What’s this friend’s name?’

‘It’s Díana Vilhelmsdóttir,’ Lísa Björk replies, as if she expects me to know who she is. I have to admit the name rings a bell. ‘You must have seen her on TV,’ she adds, and the connection is made.

‘She’s a TV journalist at RÚV, isn’t she?’

‘She’s been working in the newsroom for about two years.’

‘Is this trouble connected to her work?’

‘It is. But shouldn’t she tell you about this herself?’

I gaze at my tireless blonde colleague who has been at my side at the legal practice for a couple of years. She’s already handling cases of her own at the district court.

She knows me better than most.

‘Díana’s in the meeting room,’ Lísa Björk explains.

I sit down again and lean back in the new, white boss chair.

‘OK, show her in.’

I immediately recognise Díana’s neatly made-up face. I’ve seen her on the screen a few times. But she rarely reports on the kind of news I’m interested in.

She’s tall and slim, and wears a low-cut white blouse with a dark jacket, and trousers in a pale colour. She looks as if she’s on the way to a live broadcast.

A crucifix dangles on a chain to nestle between enticing breasts.

‘Take a seat,’ I offer.

I take the opportunity to observe the long red hair, and the pink lips. Totally kissable.

Mmmm!

‘Everything I have to say must be completely confidential,’ she says firmly, her deep brown eyes fixed on me. ‘If they find out I’ve been to see you, I’ll be fired on the spot.’

Wow!

She’s clearly a bundle of nerves, and stares at me with concern.

‘That’s no problem,’ I say, and pass her a form. ‘As soon as you’ve signed this, everything that’s said between us becomes entirely confidential. Until you decide to the contrary.’

She glances over the text and signs her name. Her handwriting is clear and regular.

I add the date to the document and slip it into a drawer.

‘What’s the problem?’

Díana takes a deep breath and passes me a white handbag.

‘To begin with, I would ask you to keep this in a safe place.’

I take the bag, open it and look inside. There’s a black external hard drive, and a red memory stick.

‘Keeping this kind of thing isn’t what I usually do,’ I remark.

‘The hard drive contains copies of important documents relating to a news story I’ve been working on for some time, and which is of the greatest importance to me,’ Díana says.

‘And?’

‘The news editor told me to forget the story,’ she continues breathlessly. ‘When I arrived at work this morning, everything related to this had disappeared from my desk.’

‘Who removed it?’

‘The news editor pretends to know nothing. But I don’t believe that. He knows everything that’s going on.’

‘Aha.’

‘I often work from home when I’m preparing material and interviews, and a few days ago I took the opportunity to make copies of all this material.’

‘And this is the copied material?’

‘Exactly. I want to be sure these recordings are in a safe place.’

I watch Díana for a moment.

She hunches slightly forward on the red sofa and folds her hands in her lap. She’s clearly very nervous, even though she’s trying to rein in her emotions.

‘Is it definite that you won’t be able to run this story?’

‘Yes. The news editor said the story’s dead and buried, and he makes the decisions.’

‘I see.’

‘It occurred to me that you could use a roundabout route to get this case moving again, force him to think again.’

‘How?’

‘With an attempt to reopen the case.’

‘Reopen?’ I ask. ‘It’s an old criminal case?’

Díana straightens her back.

‘I was going to run with an interview. A girl who was raped at a conference she attended at a hotel outside the city,’ Díana replies. ‘The police dropped the case after a very cursory investigation.’

‘Well, the cops know how to kill that kind of case stone dead.’

‘This happened two years ago, but I first heard of it a few weeks ago,’ she continues. ‘After many attempts, I finally got the victim to tell the whole story on camera and copies of those files are on the hard drive.’

‘OK.’

‘There are also copies of pictures.’

I sit up in my chair.

‘Surely not of the rape itself?’

‘No. These are pictures taken at the conference that show the victim and the perpetrator together. I’m sure the cops almost had a collective heart attack as soon as they saw his name.’

‘Someone well known?’

‘When the rape took place, he was already pretty well known. But he’s become even more visible since the latest government was formed.’

‘Who’s the guy?’

‘Ólafur Bjarni Hreggviðsson.’

Wow!

I lean forward over the desk.

‘You’re telling me the big-mouthed chauvinist pig the Minister of Foreign Affairs picked as his adviser is a rapist?’

Díana nods. She pushes a lock of red hair behind her ear.

‘You’re certain the victim is telling the truth?’

‘Yes, I believe her a hundred per cent. I’ve also spoken to other girls in the party’s youth movement who have suffered harassment, but escaped with nothing more than that. They believe her as well, but don’t dare speak out.’

‘Was the victim part of the youth movement at the time the crime was committed?’

‘Yes. She was even on the management committee and was highly active.’

‘Is she still?’

‘No. She had no place in the youth movement after she went to the police and made a formal rape allegation against Ólafur Bjarni. There are plenty of people in the party who are ready to run to his aid, and that unfortunately includes some who know perfectly well how he behaves around young women.’

I think it over for a moment.

‘Is the victim aware we’re having this conversation?’

‘Nobody else knows I’ve come to you, except Lísa Björk, of course.’

‘How do you two know each other?’

‘We were in the same year at Reykjavík Junior College, and we were both in the youth movement of the party.’

‘So you were there as well?’

‘I quit as soon as I got the job with the state broadcaster.’

‘And did Ólafur Bjarni grope you as well?’

‘I’ve had to put up with endless wandering hands, and not just him.’

‘Nothing more?’

She looks down and takes a deep breath.

‘Nothing I’m prepared to discuss now.’

I weigh her words.

‘If I’m to apply pressure for this rape accusation to be investigated further, then I’ll need to speak to the victim in person and have her go-ahead.’

Díana nods.

‘I’m meeting her at the weekend to let her know about the news editor’s decision to ditch the interview,’ she says. ‘I’d prefer to tell her myself before you speak to her.’

‘In that case I’ll keep all this material here until I hear from you again.’

Díana pauses in the doorway on the way out. She looks over her shoulder.

‘Remember, this is a secret,’ she says.


I love that long red hair. Mmm!


On the way home I wonder about everything Díana had to say. A ministerial adviser guilty of rape?

Well, why not?

I’ve extensive experience of people in politics and I’m aware that they’re either vultures or hyenas. So this kind of accusation doesn’t take me by surprise. It’s also no surprise that the city’s finest have buried this case deep.


Mankind is controlled by big shots and their henchmen, as Mother ​said​.



2


Saturday 2nd June


In the silver Merc we cruise out of the sunshine and into the tunnel beneath the expanse of Hvalfjörður. Rannveig is elegant and toned. She has long, dark hair, and delightful lips that often have me moaning in ecstasy around midnight.

She angles her seat back and lets her eyes close. She’s obviously tired after a tough week. That fruitless visit to the doctor hasn’t helped.

‘He wants to take more than one biopsy,’ Rannveig said last night.

All the same, she didn’t want to miss out on the trip to Borgarfjörður. It’s her weekend trip. I’m just there as her assistant, or something like that.


For the last few months Rannveig has been working on a new documentary with the working title of Judicial Murder.


‘I’ve spoken to three women who claim to have been imprisoned for serious crimes they didn’t commit,’ she said last week. ‘I want to base this new film on their experiences and how their lives were turned upside down by the mistakes of a justice system in which men make all the decisions.’

‘You believe them?’ I asked.

‘I’m convinced that two have told me the truth,’ Rannveig replied. ‘I’m not so sure about Hjördís.’

I concentrate on the Borgarfjörður road on the way to Reykholt. Rannveig can rest in the passenger seat.

My daughter’s staying with Cora and my cousin Sissi out on Álftanes, just like all the other times I’ve had to work at weekends. There’s been a lot of that recently.

I’m struggling to get out of the habit of allowing work to take priority. I’m also still learning how to live in a household with two loved ones, Rannveig and Sóley Árdís.

I’m very much aware how unbelievably fortunate I am to have Rannveig at my side. That’s not just because she loves me, but also because in so many ways she’s my opposite. She’s warm and calm, and always takes the sensible option. That’s not always my style.

When she was released from prison, Hjördís Sigurlásdóttir went to live in the countryside, far from the city’s steamy fleshpots. She spends her days working as a translator at Reykholt.

Before the weekend I agreed to go with Rannveig up to Borgarfjörður and give her an independent opinion of Hjördís’s account.

‘If you don’t find her convincing, then I’ll have to leave her out,’ she said. ‘That would be a shame, as her story is genuinely gripping.’

Rannveig booked us a hotel room at Reykholt.

Last night she gave me the gist of the case against Hjördís, who spent a few years in prison for attempted murder.

The thread of the account came across as very familiar. Part one: love and lust. Part two: jealousy, possibly morphing into hatred. Part three: bloody vengeance.

Hjördís was a married woman. She had two children with Sigurður, her husband. First a daughter, Úrsúla, followed by their son Gunnar. The children were eight and ten years old when disaster struck.

This typical family appears to have lived a very mundane existence of work and play, right up to the turn of the century when Hjördís started going to the gym. That’s where she fell for a hot personal trainer.

Ingi Dóri was a young, muscular stud, well known at the gym for taking whatever opportunities came his way. But three months after he got to know Hjördís, he was found lying in a pool of his own blood in the street not far from his home in Garðabær.

He was in a bad way, but still alive.

The doctors somehow managed to pull him through and save his life. But that was all they could do for the horny personal trainer. Ingi Dóri’s spine had been ruptured and his brains scrambled. He’s still disabled, reliant on a wheelchair.

So he no longer picks up hot chicks.

The police considered it obvious that someone in a car had run Ingi Dóri down under cover of darkness. A hit-and-run.

Just an accident? Or attempted murder?

The boys in black traced his movements and asked questions, and heard about his amorous adventures. After that they impounded a few cars belonging to the gym’s regular customers for examination. One of these was Hjördís’s little runabout.

Traces of the guy’s blood were found on the bumper and the grille. And Hjördís had no alibi.

She said she had been alone in Ingi Dóri’s apartment in Garðabær, waiting for her lover to arrive, just as he had been run down.

The children had been staying with their grandparents in Selfoss. Her husband was working downtown all night as a security guard.

Hjördís claimed to have tried to call her lover several times around midnight. She also sent him text messages, but didn’t get a reply. Around one o’clock, when the stud had neither replied nor shown his face, she gave up waiting and drove home, more disappointed than angry.

The cops considered it obvious that Hjördís’s car had been used to run Ingi Dóri down, probably around half-past midnight.

They said there was no doubt that Hjördís had been behind the wheel, and that she had driven calmly home after the collision.

Despite her repeated assertions of her innocence, Hjördís was convicted of attempted murder and spent some years in prison. Since her release, she has repeatedly made attempts to get the investigation reopened, without success.

I park the silver Merc outside the hotel at Reykholt, step out into the sunshine, stretch and look around at this peaceful country village.

We leave our luggage at the hotel and head out into the bright summer’s day to search for Hjördís, who lives in a little, black-painted house with two storeys.

She’s on the plump side, short, her face practically free of make-up. She’s neatly dressed in light-coloured jeans, a red sweater and black slippers.

The tragedy of the past years has left an indelible impression in the deep lines on her face. Greying hair reaches her shoulders, framing her face.

Hjördís greets Rannveig, but there’s suspicion in her blue eyes when it comes to me.

‘I’ve good reason to be dubious of lawyers,’ she says.

There’s a firmness to her voice.

‘And many of them fully deserve to be distrusted,’ I reply with a smile.

Hjördís is around fifty, but looks a good deal older. She’s weighed down by the pain of wasted years.

I look around the living room.

One end of the room is clearly her workspace. A computer screen stands on a brown desk along with a stack of folders and documents, and there’s a printer on the floor.

Bookcases stand each side of the old desk. But the glass-fronted cabinet containing plates, cups, bowls and mugs at the end of the pale wood coffee table is clearly from Ikea.

Most of the apartment’s furnishings are simple and cheap. It looks like a place to stay for just a few nights.

There’s not much personal stuff to be seen. A single framed family picture stands on top of one bookcase. It’s a smiling couple with two children in their arms. That’s Hjördís with her husband and children, before her fall from grace.

‘Take a seat,’ Hjördís says. ‘I’ll get the coffee.’

She’s already placed white cups and sweet cakes on the long coffee table. Rannveig sits beside me on the green three-seater sofa.

Hjördís pours coffee and sits down in the armchair facing us.

‘I’m only participating in this film because I’m innocent, even though nobody has been prepared to believe me so far,’ Hjördís says.

‘What about your defence lawyer?’ Rannveig asks.

‘He didn’t believe me either,’ she replies bitterly. ‘He wanted me to confess to hitting Ingi Dóri accidentally, in the hope of a milder sentence, but I refused. My conscience wouldn’t allow me to admit to a crime I’ve always known someone else committed.’

‘How about this love affair with the personal trainer?’ I ask.

Hjördís looks without a word into her coffee cup.

‘I want you to know that I loved Siggi when we got married,’ she says quietly. ‘We got on well together, were devoted to our children and we were happy. I expected we’d spend our lives together. It never occurred to me it would be any other way.’

‘Until you met Ingi Dóri?’

Hjördís looks up with an unexpected gleam in her eye.

‘It was like being caught up in a whirlwind,’ she says. ‘He came over to me to show me how to use the gym equipment. When he touched my shoulder, I turned round and looked into his eyes, and it took my breath away. Something happened inside me that I had never felt before. This awesome inner power, whether it’s love or lust, just took hold. At the end of the session, he said he’d meet me in the car park and he had me drive him up to his place in Garðabær. We did it on the floor in the hall and it was like nothing else, as if I was in a different world to the one I knew.’

‘Aha.’

‘For days and weeks after that I was possessed with this crazy passion. All I could think of all day long was our next time together.’

‘Even though he was seeing others?’

‘I didn’t care because I thought what we had was totally special, something he couldn’t experience with other women, any more than I could have the same thing with Siggi, because that was just routine and that didn’t matter. Our relationship was unique.’

‘Did he say that?’

‘He didn’t need to say anything,’ Hjördís replies. ‘I could feel it when we were together, as if we were holding each other tight, heading into paradise.’ She wets her lips. ‘I know it was wrong,’ she says, blue eyes full of regret. ‘But that madness with Ingi Dóri still keeps me awake when I’m alone in the evenings.’

‘And that particular night you drove to Garðabær?’

‘Yes. I parked on the street side of the building, as I normally did when I went to meet him. I went home at around one o’clock and the key was still in the ignition where I’d forgotten to take it with me. So the car was unlocked while I was upstairs at Ingi Dóri’s place. Anyone could have taken the car and put it back in the same place.’

‘The cops naturally thought that was unlikely?’

‘If the police evidence is accurate, considering they found Ingi Dóri’s blood on the front of my car, then that’s the only possible explanation. Because I didn’t run him down.’

‘Is there anyone you suspect?’

Hjördís shakes her head.

‘The police investigation was a farce,’ she replies. ‘The court documents demonstrate that as soon as they found traces of Ingi Dóri’s blood on the bumper of my car, they decided I had to be guilty. They never looked for any other perpetrator.’

‘What about your ex-husband?’

‘Siggi was at work that night.’

‘Did he know about the affair?’

‘He said he hadn’t suspected anything.’

‘You believe that?’

‘Yes. I could tell it took him very much by surprise.’

‘Where does he live now?’

‘Siggi moved with Gunnar and Úrsúla to his parents in Selfoss when I was convicted. He still lives there.’

‘With the children?’

Hjördís’s eyes are heavy with tears.

‘I didn’t just lose my freedom, but my family as well,’ she replies with bitterness. ‘The only brightness in my life now is that Gunnar is here with me in Reykholt. Úrsúla has never forgiven me and only wants to be with her father.’

‘We need to take a look at the case documents,’ Rannveig says after a pause.

Hjördís fetches a black document case.

‘Here are copies of all the files,’ she says.

‘We’ll check them and bring them back,’ Rannveig says, and Hjördís nods.

‘I know I won’t get my life back. But I long for a little justice,’ she says. ‘But that can only happen if the case is reopened, and that’s why I’m prepared to be a part of your documentary.’

‘If I decide to go ahead, then it would be ideal to start recording interviews in a month or so.’

After the conversation with Hjördís, Rannveig and I walk out into the evening twilight. A waxing moon is rising in a clear sky.

‘What do you make of that?’ she asks.

‘Hjördís was naturally overcome with lust that night,’ I reply. ‘That’s liable to affect anyone’s judgement.’

‘Tell me about it. But she could still be innocent.’

I shrug.

‘I’d like you to go through the documents with me,’ she continues. ‘You’re a genius at seeing what the rest of us don’t.’

She knows that I haven’t yet learned to say no to her.


Love is a hard taskmaster, as Mother ​said​.
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Sunday, 3rd June


Rannveig fell asleep around one o’clock.

We spent the whole evening going through the paperwork in the black case, the documents presented in the state’s prosecution.

The reports from the forensic examination remove all doubt that her car had been used to run down the horny personal trainer.

But who was behind the wheel?

Hjördís Sigurlásdóttir, according to both the district court and the supreme court.

The cops questioned Hjördís’s husband, who claimed to have had no idea of his wife’s infidelity until her arrest. That night he had been at work as a security guard at a hotel downtown.

The police didn’t appear to have done much to check Sigurður’s alibi. But by that time they were convinced of Hjördís’s guilt.

According to her account, she waited for an hour or so in the personal trainer’s apartment. She admitted freely that she had driven there in her own car. Afterwards she drove back home, without the slightest idea that Ingi Dóri was lying helpless in a pool of his own blood close by the apartment block.

It was checkmate for Hjördís from the moment the trial began. Her defence lawyer couldn’t find any way around the evidence the cops presented. Although the court documents didn’t indicate that he made much of an effort to open the cops’ eyes to other possibilities. Maybe that’s easier said than done.

‘What do you think?’ Rannveig asked, exhausted, just after midnight.

‘Nobody saw Hjördís run Ingi Dóri down and he wasn’t able to give evidence himself, so it’s clear that she was convicted on circumstantial evidence. But as the case stands in these documents, the circumstantial evidence is as convincing as hell. The only thing that supports her account is the text messages she sent to the stud around the time he was run down. The cops found the messages on his phone, but the prosecution managed to convince the judges that this was a strategy by Hjördís to generate a false alibi.’

‘So you’re not convinced of her guilt?’

I shrugged.

‘She could have done it,’ I replied after a moment’s thought. ‘But her lawyer should have made use of the text messages to get the court to have serious doubts concerning her guilt.’

‘Which he didn’t.’

I shook my head.

‘If it wasn’t Hjördís, then who?’ I added. ‘I see no mention of that anywhere in the files.’

‘Sigurður could have known of his wife’s adventures and followed her to Ingi Dóri’s home, mad with jealousy and a thirst for revenge, or something like that,’ Rannveig suggested.

‘Yes, and there’s an opportunity there if Hjördís left the key in the ignition, as she claims. I can see the cops didn’t make much of an effort to check Ingi Dóri’s track record of intimacy with numerous married women who trained at the gym. It could conceivably be possible to find some other furious husband who could have been after revenge, but finding a needle in that haystack costs time and effort.’

‘No doubt.’

‘I don’t see anything to indicate that her lawyer drew attention to this possibility in his defence, and it doesn’t appear to be something the police have investigated particularly.’

Rannveig wasn’t ready to give up.

‘I really want to believe Hjördís,’ she said.

‘Have you spoken to Sigurður?’

‘No.’

‘What about Ingi Dóri? Is he capable of being interviewed?’

‘I’m told he’s like a helpless child.’

‘This tragic affair seems to have wrecked the lives of quite a few individuals,’ I said. ‘But it’s virtually impossible to use Hjördís’s conviction as an example of a miscarriage of justice unless something new comes to light.’

‘I’ll speak to Sigurður, and then think it over for a few days.’

‘I have the feeling he won’t thank you for reopening old wounds, but don’t let that put you off.’

We set about finishing the bottle of red wine, but Rannveig’s mind was still on Hjördís.

‘She seems to have sailed through life without incident, until she clapped eyes on Ingi Dóri at the gym. After that she was lovestruck for a few months, and then deprived of her freedom and reputation. Was it really worth it?’

‘What’s an acceptable sacrifice in exchange for a few weeks of crazy passion?’

‘They say that some people live more in a day or a week than others do in a whole lifetime. I’d like to ask her on camera if that’s her experience, or if she now sees that affair as a momentary madness that ruined her life.’

‘In our conversation earlier it seemed to me that she’s holding on tight to that memory.’

Rannveig nodded.

‘I can understand that.’ She emptied her glass. ‘Unexpected love that takes you by storm is the pinnacle of existence.’

She pushed me to the bed. Then she removed my underwear, and gave in to her wildest passions.

Afterwards I watched her fall asleep in my arms.

Before we fell for each other, Rannveig was a married woman, while I haunted the city’s nightspots looking for yet another orgasm with some fresh hook-up.

We’ve been together for around two years. All the same, it always feels as if we’re making love for the very first time.

How long will the power of this passion last?

I fear the answer to that question. I toss and turn beneath the duvet for a good while. Eventually I get out of bed and look out of the hotel room window.

The bright moonlight is like floodlighting over the community at Reykholt, where Snorri Sturluson, a man of wealth and a historian, became famous in the thirteenth century. That was before the Norwegian king had him murdered in his home for failing to be sufficiently obedient to the royal power across the sea.

Walk off this insomnia? I pull on my clothes.

There’s nobody in the lobby, or in the car park.

Despite having two churches, Reykholt is a small village. One church is new and the other’s a monument to past times. There’s also an academic centre for Snorri enthusiasts who are adamant that the old guy was some kind of master among masters. Then there are also a few houses of varying shapes and sizes.

I take brisk steps over the greensward below the hotel. The moon is practically full. There’s hardly a cloud in the sky.

A truck driving down the valley below the settlement briefly interrupts the stillness of the night. Once it has disappeared into the distance, the peace returns.

Tranquillity and stillness. Like in some remote mausoleum.

I make my way down to the old church, but that’s locked up tight.

Then I pause for a moment and look around restlessly. Next I glance over at Snorri’s Pool where the hot water trickles day and night.

How about soaking my feet? Like old Snorri must have done so many times after a long day seven hundred or so years ago.

So I march over to the pool.

A midnight footbath in Snorri’s Pool feels like a crazily cool idea. That’s right up until I notice that someone else has had the same idea before me.

So I come to a sudden stop and my eyes widen.

More than a foot bath, it seems, as the guy looks to be sitting right in the pool. He appears to be dressed, wearing a light brown overcoat.

Or is that just a dressing gown?

I can’t make it out properly at this distance.

The man’s head is tilted back. It’s as if he’s staring up at the sky, captivated by the magic of the moon, or searching for distant stars.

A full-bellied sparkling wine bottle stands on the stones of the pool’s edge, along with two glasses.

I look away. I’ll give Snorri’s Pool a miss. I head back to the slope leading up to the hotel, and much-needed sleep.

But then I stop. Something’s not right. That’s for sure.

But what?

I turn back. Squint again to see the man in the coat in Snorri’s Pool. He’s not moving, just staring up.

Could someone be so mesmerised by the beauty of the heavens? Or just dead drunk?

‘Are you all right?’ I call out.

He should hear me in the stillness of the night. But there’s no response.

I march back down to the pool. And stop when I catch sight of the axe. It’s a black axe with a dark brown haft.

It’s solidly embedded in the man’s chest.

I’m stunned at the sight and take a few steps back, then stop again.

Could the man be alive?

Hesitating, I sidle closer to the pool. I put a hand over my nose and mouth before leaning in to the pudgy face.

He’s obviously stone dead. And not of his own volition.

I hurry up to the door leading to the tunnel above Snorri’s Pool, fish my phone from the pocket of my russet-brown leather jacket and call the emergency line.

‘This is Stella Blómkvist, the lawyer,’ I tell the girl who picks up. ‘I’m at Reykholt in Borgarfjörður and thought I’d let you know there’s a dead man in Snorri’s Pool.’

‘He’s definitely dead?’

‘Yes, there’s no doubt about that.’

‘A heart attack, do you reckon?’

‘It looks to me like he’s been murdered.’

‘Why do you think that?’

‘Because there’s an axe in his chest.’

‘Is this a joke?’

‘Of course not. Let the cops know that some unknown axe murderer has been at work in Reykholt tonight​.​’
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Monday 4th June


Lísa Björk is already busy when I arrive at the office in the red town house at eight on Monday morning. That’s after rousing Rannveig, who complained of fatigue and discomfort, knocking back the first ink-black espresso of the day and dropping Sóley Árdís off at daycare. All part of the daily routine at our new home in the Skerjafjörður district of Reykjavík.

My blonde poppet had read the early news online about the murder at Snorri’s Pool, so she knows that I’d stumbled across a corpse in the depths of the night.

‘Weren’t you shocked?’

I shrug. I admit that it wasn’t exactly a barrel of fun.

‘There’s naturally nothing pleasant about finding a body in the ghostly moonlight,’ I reply after some thought. ‘I just tried to keep my attention on anything but that while I waited for the cops to show up. It wasn’t a pretty sight, a dead fat man with an axe buried in his chest.’

‘Kristinn Ófeigsson was a very well-known artist.’

‘Both well known and expensive, I’m told. That kind of stuff isn’t my thing.’


I sit at the computer and run through News Blog’s account, which displays a pretty picture of the deceased. In this he’s meeting the President at Bessastaðir, dressed to the nines in a morning coat and white tie to be awarded the Order of the Falcon for his skill with the paintbrush.


Máki, the old newshound, a long-term ally of mine, has written the account of the murder and quotes a source inside the police force as saying that while no arrest has been made, detectives are already on the killer’s trail.

That means the media won’t be able to make much of a party of it. But that’s not my concern, even though I was the one who came across the body.

I make a start on the day’s list of jobs – starting with the Stella Fund. I check the stock market and decide what to sell or buy.

It’s not until lunchtime that I see Lísa Björk again. There’s no hiding her real concern for her friend.

‘It was Díana’s dream for so long to be on TV,’ she says. ‘But now that she and the news editor are at loggerheads, she could find herself out in the cold.’

‘Tell me more about how you know her.’

‘We were in the same year at Reykjavík Junior College,’ Lísa Björk replies. ‘She got me to join her in the party’s youth movement, but it wasn’t for me.’

‘Why not?’

‘The lads were always in charge, and all they thought about was getting to a position of power, making as much money as they could and getting through as many girls as possible.’

‘Lads like the rapist, Ólafur Bjarni Hreggviðsson?’

‘Precisely. It wasn’t company that suited me. But Díana and I continued to be good friends and still are.’

‘Is she married?’

‘No. Díana has focused on her career and getting ahead in TV. She says women shouldn’t think seriously about husbands and children until they’re thirty.’

‘Smart girl.’

Lísa Björk nods agreement.

That afternoon Máki calls, curious about the body in Snorri’s Pool.

‘How come you’re so often the first on the scene when a murder has been committed?’ he asks with a sardonic laugh.

‘It’s probably all to do with the global Freemasons conspiracy,’ I reply in the same tone.


Máki and I have been allies for many years now in the unending battle against ruthless and overbearing apparatchiks who always want their own way. He’s an old-school journalist, first in print and more recently online, editing News Blog. He’s doing well, holding his own against the media big boys.


It’s incredibly useful to me that Máki knows all kinds of people. He specialises in gossip about things that are supposed to be kept under wraps. Whispers about politicians, bureaucrats, financiers, artists and criminals, and all those people who are famous just for being famous. I got to know him when he was fishing for information about a client of mine, and I took the opportunity to fish for information about him instead.

’You know there’s a long tradition of murder with an axe at Reykholt,’ Máki says.

‘Meaning what?’


‘Didn’t you read about the death of Snorri Sturluson when you were at school? Thou shalt not strike! and all that. The chieftain was murdered with an axe, and in much the same place as this painter.’


I decline to give him an interview about finding the body. I’ve done the same with every other media outlet that’s come to me for the same thing.

‘Otherwise, I’ve just written a story about the positive side of all this,’ he adds.

‘There are positive sides to murder?’

‘Yeah, someone always comes out on top. I’m told the price tags for his work have gone through the roof, and that’s good news for collectors and his heirs. You don’t happen to have anything by the Splasher on your living room wall?’

‘The Splasher?’

‘That’s the derogatory term Kristinn Ófeigsson’s enemies and competitors came up with when he was starting to show his coarser works, and the nickname stuck, even after he became rich and famous.’

‘Is it true that the cops know who finished him off?’

‘I’m told they have certain suspicions that aren’t yet grounds for arrest,’ Máki replies. ‘They’re waiting for the forensic results.’

‘Some friend or acquaintance?’

‘That’s all I know at the moment.’

‘All right.’

I can’t get the dead man in Snorri’s Pool out of my mind. Regardless of how I try to concentrate on the routine work of a legal practice, I get one flashback after another of those wide-open eyes, the puffy face, the robust axe and the bloodstained white shirt.

Sheesh!

But I have to focus on the Stella Fund and other matters that demand my attention. So I keep plugging away.

It’s mid-afternoon when I decide I can’t stand it any longer.

I pull on my new russet-brown leather jacket and head off downtown to clear my head. I nod to familiar faces as I march along Austurstræti. I call in at Café París where Máki the newshound is at his usual table with his laptop and a coffee in front of him.

He’s small in stature and so bony it’s as if he never finds the time to eat. He has mousy hair that really wants to be long again.

‘What can you tell me about Ólafur Bjarni Hreggviðsson?’ I ask, sipping an ink-black espresso.

‘Why would you be interested in the adviser to the Minister of Foreign Affairs?’ he replies.

‘Isn’t he a rising star in the party?’

‘Well, Ólafur Bjarni is very much in favour with the Minister of Foreign Affairs and his friends here in the city, but he’s pissed off others in the party.’

‘How so?’

‘Two reasons,’ Máki replies. ‘Ólafur Bjarni likes to get hammered, and when that happens he gets grabby with women. He also proves that drink brings out the inner man, as when he’s had a few he lets fly with his true opinions, and there are some in the party who are uncomfortable with that since his opinions are on the old-fashioned side.’

‘Old-fashioned in what respect?’

‘He’s apt to say that the only use for women in the party is to serve at table, and to serve between the sheets, to put it in polite terms.’

‘A chauvinist pig of the old school?’

‘Once he sobers up, he’s normally apologetic and gets a lot of people to forgive him, or at least say they do.’

I glance at my watch: it’s time to head back to the office.

Shortly afterwards I’m on my way in the Merc to fetch Sóley Árdís. We’re heading home when Rannveig calls.

‘I was speaking to Hjördís Sigurlásdóttir a moment ago,’ she says.

‘What did you tell her?’

‘Nothing about the film. I’m still thinking it over. She called about something else.’

‘OK, what’s that?’

‘She said history’s repeating itself.’

‘How so?’

‘It seems the police are hounding her son,’ Rannveig replies.

‘On what grounds?’

‘The body you found in Snorri’s Pool.’

Wow!

‘Is Hjördís’s son really suspected of being the axe murderer?’

‘Gunnar has been questioned twice since this morning about his dealings with the painter. She’s very concerned they’re going to arrest the boy.’

‘Does he have a lawyer?’

‘No. That’s just it,’ Rannveig replies. ‘She asked if you would be prepared to help her boy.’

‘Tell her to call me.’

I’ve just reached home in Skerjafjörður with Sóley Árdís when Hjördís calls.

‘I’m experiencing a terrible feeling of déjà vu,’ she says through her sobs. ‘It’s as if this misfortune won’t leave me alone.’

‘Did your son know Kristinn Ófeigsson?’

‘I don’t know,’ Hjördís replies. ‘Gunnar has never mentioned him to me.’

‘Where’s the boy now?’

‘Gunnar is with the police in Akranes.’

‘Have you spoken to him?’

‘My boy was allowed to call around midday, but now his phone’s switched off and I don’t know why.’

‘You want me to take this on?’

‘Yes. And as soon as possible,’ she says beseechingly. ‘The police could treat him as badly as they treated me.’

‘OK. I’m on it​.​’
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The Western District’s Commissioner is playing hard to get. I end up speaking to a young office droid instead, who’s aware that Gunnar Sigurðsson is still there with them at the Akranes police station.

‘He’s assisting with enquiries into a serious crime,’ he says.

‘Gunnar is my client,’ I reply.

‘I haven’t been made aware that he has appointed representation.’

‘You know now. Have you questioned Gunnar as a witness?’

‘Hold on. I’ll put you through to the chief superintendent.’

‘Guttormur Sveinbjörnsson speaking.’

I immediately recognise the deep, hoarse voice of the dapper gentleman who took charge of the scene at Reykholt on Sunday night.

‘I’m enquiring about the status of my client who appears to be in your custody, Gunnar Sigurðsson.’

‘As far as I’m aware, he hasn’t requested a lawyer.’

‘He spoke to his mother earlier today and she requested my services.’

‘That’s news to me.’

‘Has Gunnar been questioned as a witness, or have you arrested him?’

‘He’s here as a witness, as things stand.’

‘Are you telling me his status is likely to change?’

‘I can’t answer that at the moment. We’re waiting for certain information.’

‘Will he be in your custody tonight?’

‘Could be. We haven’t taken a decision.’

Sheesh!

Tight-lipped apparatchiks really get on my nerves.

‘I need to meet Gunnar as soon as possible,’ I say.

‘I don’t see any reason why you shouldn’t have an opportunity to speak to the lad here at the station.’

‘I’m on the way.’

Once Rannveig is home to look after Sóley Árdís I hurtle out of town in the silver Merc, heading once again for the Hvalfjörður tunnel, past Akrafjall, the pocket version of Esja, Reykjavík’s pride, and down to Akranes.

This little port town was best known in Iceland for its towering cement factory and outstandingly nimble footballers. But these days nobody here makes cement and the town’s team has stopped scoring.

The Akranes police are next door to the state booze shop, in a bland two-storey building. It’s not far for the guardians of law and order to go when their thirst gets the better of them.


Gunnar Sigurðsson is reported to be nineteen years old, but looks younger. He’s slightly built, with long fair hair and blue eyes. He has a delicate look, almost feminine. A face from a movie Rannveig showed me in her studio in Seltjarnarnes comes unbidden to mind. That’s the good-looking Polish boy in Death in Venice, every closet gay’s dreamboat.


I saw in the online news that the painter Kristinn Ófeigsson had a family in Reykholt. But maybe the father of two also had an eye for young, good-looking lads?

‘Do you know how long I have to stay here?’ he asks in a reedy young voice.

‘Possibly until tomorrow, I’m given to understand.’

‘Why?’ he asks, gazing back with his youthful eyes. ‘I don’t know who attacked Kristinn at the pool.’

‘What have the cops asked you?’

‘They say they’re taking statements from everyone who met Kristinn in Reykholt on the last day of his life.’

‘Were you one of them?’

‘Yes. I often called in at his studio.’

‘Were you studying art?’

Gunnar shakes his head.
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