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Prologue


They sat on the bench as if arranged in order of size; the girl, who was the youngest, at one end, her two brothers next to her. One, three and four years old. Their thin legs dangled from the hard seat, but unlike normal children they didn’t swing them or wriggle about, and their new shoes hung motionless over the shiny linoleum. There was no curiosity, boredom or impatience in their faces. All three stared at the blank white wall in front of them as if watching a Tom and Jerry cartoon. Viewed through the glass, the scene resembled a photograph – a study of three children on a bench.


They had been sitting there for nearly half an hour. Soon they would be allowed to get up but none of the adults watching them were particularly keen to reach that point. The recent upheaval in the children’s lives would seem insignificant compared to what lay ahead. Once they walked out of here nothing would ever be the same again. This time the change would probably be for the better but it had potential drawbacks, which might in the end outweigh the benefits. That was the dilemma confronting the group gathered around the table.


‘I’m afraid so. We’ve considered all the other options but this is what the experts recommend. The children need to be settled in permanent homes as soon as possible. The older they are, the smaller their chances of being adopted. Just look at how much harder it’s been to find a home for the boys than the girl. Prospective parents are well aware that the younger children are, the more successfully they adapt to a new life. In two years the girl will be as old as the younger brother is now, and then we’ll be facing the same problem with her.’ The man took a deep breath and brandished a sheaf of papers to lend weight to his words. These were reports and psychiatric assessments by the experts who had examined the children. The others nodded, their faces sombre; all, that is, except the youngest woman there, who had been the most vocal in her opposition to the proposal. She had the least experience of child-protection cases and still harboured a spark of hope that repeated disillusionment had long since extinguished in the rest of them.


‘Shouldn’t we hang on a little longer? You never know, we might still manage to find a couple prepared to take on all three.’ She glanced over at the children, who were sitting on the bench as if turned to stone. Her arms were clamped tight across her chest as if she were trying to prevent her kindly instincts and innate optimism from draining away. She could vividly recall the way the siblings had looked when their case first came to the attention of the authorities: their dirty, tangled dark hair, filthy clothes and emaciated bodies. Their eyes bright in their grimy faces; their cheeks streaked with tears. The young woman turned back to the other social workers, her expression full of sadness. ‘There has to be a chance.’


‘I’ve just been over this.’ The man with the reports sounded exasperated. He checked his watch for the third time; he’d promised to take his children to the cinema. ‘We’ve got couples fighting over the little girl, but very few are interested in the boys. We should be grateful to have found this solution; it would be futile to go on hunting for some hypothetical perfect couple. All prospective adopters come to us and we’ve been through the list with a fine-tooth comb. In the circumstances this is by far the most satisfactory outcome.’


There wasn’t much that could be said to this and they nodded gravely, all except the young woman. Her eyes radiated desperation. ‘But they seem so close. I’m worried being separated could damage them for life.’


This time the reports were shaken so vigorously that the resulting draught lifted the hair of those present. ‘Two different psychiatrists have stated in no uncertain terms that it would be in the best interests of the younger two to be parted. The boy has assumed the role of protector for his little sister. He’s smothering her with all the love and care he’s missed out on himself, even though he’s only a small child. He won’t leave her alone; he’s tormented with stress and anxiety on her account. The boy’s only three years old, for God’s sake.’ The man paused for breath. ‘It’s not a question of having to read between the lines – the reports are explicit. Being separated would be best for both of them. His relationship with her isn’t healthy. In fact, both boys have been worse affected than their sister. They’re older, after all.’


There was a movement on the bench. The younger boy had shifted nearer to his sister. He put his arm round her shoulders and pulled her close. You would have thought he’d heard them through the glass.


‘I for one don’t think we can afford to cast doubt on their professional opinion.’ The woman who said this had also intimated that her time was limited. She spoke quickly, impatiently tapping her foot. ‘They’re the experts. We can’t begin to imagine what the children’s lives have been like. For what it’s worth, I think we should hurry up and get it over with. It would be naive to go on searching for a fairy-tale solution. It doesn’t exist.’ 


‘But what’ll happen when they’re older and realise that breaking them up was avoidable?’ The oldest member of the team now weighed in. ‘Most of us here are familiar with what happens when people are filled with bitterness against the system. It can take over their lives.’ He was fast approaching retirement and hoped against hope that this would be the last difficult case to land on his desk. Surely that wasn’t too much to ask? His hair had long since turned white, he was on medication for his blood pressure and his face was deeply scored with lines.


‘The adoptive parents will keep their background secret. It would be in all their interests, especially the younger two. It shouldn’t be too difficult either, since they’re unlikely to remember anything. The girl’s barely one. I suppose there’s a risk the eldest boy might retain some memories, but we can’t be sure. And even if he does, they’ll be muddled and fade over time. I mean, how much do you remember from when you were four?’


‘Plenty.’ It seemed the young woman was alone in retaining such early memories. The others could recall only vague, dreamlike fragments. But even she couldn’t remember anything from when she was one. The little girl, who was so much in demand, would come out of it best and not only because she was adorable. The boys had been harder hit by the events of the last couple of years and were already displaying the signs: the younger by his excessive love and solicitude for his sister; the elder by his indifference towards the world. The brief report from the police officers who had gone to the scene in response to the mother’s phone call had been so shocking that none of those present wished to recall the details.


It would be a mercy if time obliterated all trace of the events from the children’s minds.


Sadly, though, the young woman doubted this would happen. The trauma would have been too great. ‘My memories are generally associated with bad experiences, like when I shut my finger in the door of the bakery, aged three, or saw my friend hit by a car when I was five. But those are nothing compared to what these kids have been through. I’m worried the boys will be able to remember. Their sister too, though that’s unlikely.’


‘What about their relationship, has that been established?’ The woman who was strapped for time changed the subject before they could digress any further into childhood reminiscences. ‘Surely there’s a limit to how much effort we need to make trying to keep them together when they’re probably not even full siblings?’


At this point the man with the reports finally went up in the estimation of the emotional young woman. ‘In my view the question of their paternity is irrelevant. They’re siblings as far as they’re concerned, though whether that’s only through their mother is anyone’s guess. The younger two have no known father. But the older boy’s different. In the opinion of the doctor who examined them, the younger boy and girl are probably full siblings and the eldest is only their half-brother. Though admittedly that’s based on the statement of the man alleged to be the elder boy’s father; he swears blind he had no further sexual relations with the mother after their son was born – after she was forced to move back in with her father.’ The man made a face and swallowed before continuing. ‘But it would require a DNA test to establish the children’s relationship and there’s no time or money for that. And, quite frankly, nobody wants to know the results. It’s preferable for all concerned to assume they have “normal” fathers. All three, not just the eldest.’


Nobody spoke. They were all familiar with the story. About the children and their mother. About their grandfather and the unspeakable crime he was suspected of committing against his daughter. Now the fate of three little children with scars on their souls was in their hands. What were they to do?


‘What about the father, this Thorgeir?’ The younger woman broke the silence. ‘Isn’t there any chance he’ll have a change of heart?’ 


‘We’ve tried everything. He neither can nor will take on his son, let alone all three of them. He’s had no contact with the boy and isn’t even certain he’s the father. According to him, he agreed to give the boy his name because he’d had a brief fling with the mother, but he was never sure she hadn’t been sleeping around. If we put pressure on him to take responsibility for his son he’ll demand a paternity test. That’ll delay things and whatever the outcome, I don’t see him as a particularly desirable option. If he turns out not to be the father, there’s no point even discussing his adopting the boy. And if he is, he doesn’t want him. Would that be a happy situation for his son? I very much doubt it.’ The men present exchanged glances, showing more sympathy for the alleged father’s decision than the women, who kept their eyes lowered.


‘It’s the best solution.’ This time, instead of brandishing the reports, the man tapped them with his fingers. ‘Unfortunately, we don’t have a time machine to tell us how well they’ll turn out. All we’ve got to go on is the opinion of the experts. The prospective parents have all been vetted and received first-class references. I suggest we finalise things. The children’s records will be altered in the system and in time their horrendous background will be consigned to oblivion. It’s best they never find out their history, and being split up will help them forget. The sooner they start a new life, the better for everyone. Are we all agreed?’ 


The young woman opened her mouth but thought better of it. The others murmured their assent as if to suppress any further objections from her side. Turning her head, she looked through the glass at the three children on the bench. The little girl was trying in vain to break free of her brother but he only clutched her tighter, seeming almost to hurt her. Perhaps the experts were right after all. Turning back to the group, she nodded despondently. 


With that it was decided.


The group split up to take care of the formalities. The young woman lingered in the corridor, so she was the sole witness when the children embarked on their new lives. They didn’t give up their old one without a fight. The younger boy, especially, took it badly. He wept and screamed as he watched his sister disappear down the corridor in the arms of a paediatrician. The little girl gazed at him over the doctor’s shoulder, waving bye-bye, her face blank. Then all hell broke loose. A man in a white coat had to restrain the little boy by force. When he realised he was overpowered, his screams dissolved into sobs.


The young woman couldn’t tear her eyes from the scene. Given that she was partly responsible, she felt she should have the guts to face up to the consequences. The elder boy made a marginally less harrowing sight. But although he didn’t struggle or cry, the terror in his eyes said it all. The children had probably never been parted before.


The young woman didn’t shed any tears as she stood and watched the two little boys disappear the same way as their sister. When finally she made a move, she saw no sign of the children anywhere in the hospital corridors. They weren’t in the foyer or in the half-empty car park outside.


Their new life had swallowed them up without a trace.
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Chapter 1


Thursday


It takes Elísa a moment or two to work out where she is. She’s lying on her side, the duvet tangled between her legs, the pillow creased under her cheek. It’s dark in the room but through the gap in the curtains a star winks at her from the vastness of space. On the other side of the bed the duvet is smooth and flat, the pillow undented. The silence is alien too; for all the times it has kept her lying irritably awake she misses the sound of snoring. And she misses the warmth that radiates from her permanently superheated husband, which requires her to sleep with one leg sticking out from under the covers.


Out of habit she’s adopted that position now, and she’s cold.


As she pulls the duvet over her again she can feel the gooseflesh on her legs. It reminds her of when Sigvaldi was on night shifts, only this time she’s not expecting him home in the morning, yawning, hollow-eyed, smelling of the hospital. He won’t be back from the conference for a week. When he kissed her goodbye at the central bus station yesterday he had been more impatient than her to get their farewells over with. If she knows him he’ll come back reeking of new aftershave from duty-free and she’ll have to sleep with her nose in her elbow until she gets used to the smell.


Although she misses him a little, the feeling is mingled with pleasure at the thought of a few days to herself. The prospect of evenings in sole command of the TV remote control; of not having to give in to the superior claims of football matches. Evenings when she can make do with flatbread and cheese for supper and not have to listen to his stomach rumbling for the rest of the night.


But a week’s holiday from her husband has its downsides too; she’ll be alone in charge of their three children, alone to cope with all that entails: waking them, getting them out of bed, dropping them off and picking them up, helping with their homework, keeping them entertained, monitoring their computer use, feeding them, bathing them, brushing their teeth, putting them to bed. Twice a week Margrét has to be taken to ballet and Stefán and Bárdur to karate, and she has to sit through their classes. This is one of her least rewarding tasks, as it forces her to face the fact that her offspring display neither talent for nor enjoyment of these hobbies, although they don’t come cheap. As far as she can tell her kids are bored, never in time with the rest, forever caught out facing the wrong way, gaping in red-cheeked astonishment at the others who always do everything right. Or perhaps it’s the other way round: perhaps her kids are the only ones getting it right.


She waits for her drowsiness to recede, aware of the radioactive green glow of the alarm clock on the bedside table. She normally begins the day by hating it, but doesn’t experience the usual longing to fling it across the room as the luminous numbers show that she’s got several more hours to sleep. Her tired brain refuses to calculate exactly how many. A more important question is niggling at her: why has she woken up?


To avoid the fluorescent glare of the clock, Elísa turns over, only to choke back a scream when she makes out a dark figure standing by the bed. But it’s only Margrét, her firstborn, the daughter who has always been a little out of step with other children, never really happy. So that’s what woke her. 


‘Margrét, sweetie, why aren’t you asleep?’ she asks huskily, peering searchingly into her daughter’s eyes. They appear black in the gloom. The mass of curly hair that frames her pale face is standing on end.


The child clambers over the smooth duvet to Elísa’s side. Bending down she whispers, her hot breath tickling her mother’s ear and smelling faintly of toothpaste. ‘There’s a man in the house.’


Elísa sits up, her heart beating faster, though she knows there’s nothing wrong. ‘You were dreaming, darling. Remember what we talked about? The things you dream about aren’t real. Dreams and reality are two different worlds.’ 


Ever since she was small, Margrét has suffered from nightmares. Her two brothers conk out the moment their heads hit the pillow, like their father, and don’t stir until morning. But the night seldom brings their sister this kind of peace. It’s rare that Elísa and her husband aren’t jolted awake by the girl’s piercing screams. The doctors said she would grow out of it, but that was two years ago and there has been little sign of improvement.


The girl’s wild locks swing to and fro as she shakes her head. ‘I wasn’t asleep. I was awake.’ She’s still whispering and raises her finger to her lips as a sign that her mother should keep her voice down. ‘I went for a wee-wee and saw him. He’s in the sitting room.’


‘We all get muddled sometimes. I know I do—’ Elísa breaks off mid-sentence. ‘Shh …’ This is more for her own benefit. There’s no sound from the hallway; she must have imagined it. The door is ajar and she strains her eyes towards it but can’t see anything except darkness. Of course. Who’d be out there, anyway? Their possessions are nothing special and their badly painted house is unlikely to tempt burglars, though their home is one of the few in the street that doesn’t have all its windows marked with stickers advertising a security system.


Margrét bends down to her mother’s ear again. ‘I’m not muddled. There’s a man in the house. I saw him from the hall.’ The girl’s low voice sounds wide awake, betraying no hint of sleepiness or confusion.


Elísa switches on the bedside light and gropes for her mobile phone. Could her alarm clock have stopped? It’s had to put up with all kinds of rough treatment over the years and she’s lost count of the times it’s ended up on the floor. It’s probably not worth putting Margrét back to bed; probably time to start the morning chores, pour out three bowls of buttermilk, shovel over some brown sugar, and hope she’ll be given a chance to rinse the shampoo out of her hair while they’re eating. But the phone’s not on the bedside table or on the floor, though she could have sworn she’d brought it in with her last night before turning off the lights. She wanted it to hand in case Sigvaldi rang in the early hours to let her know he’d arrived safely. 


‘What time is it, Margrét?’ The girl has never wanted to be called Magga.


‘I don’t know.’ Margrét peers out into the dark hallway. Then, turning back, she whispers: ‘Who comes round in the middle of the night? It can’t be a nice man.’


‘No. It can’t be anyone at all.’ Elísa can hear how unconvincing she sounds. What if the child’s right and someone has broken in? She gets out of bed. Her toes curl up as they encounter the icy floor. All she’s got on is one of Sigvaldi’s T-shirts and her bare legs prickle with gooseflesh again. ‘Stay here. I’m going to check on things. When I come back, we won’t have to worry any more and we can go back to sleep. Agreed?’


Margrét nods. She pulls her mother’s duvet up to her eyes. From under it she mutters: ‘Be careful. He’s not a nice man.’


The words echo in Elísa’s ears as she goes out into the hallway, making an effort to appear unconcerned, confident that there’s no intruder. But Margrét has sown a seed of doubt in her mind. Oh, why couldn’t this have happened last night when Sigvaldi was home? Would that have been too much to ask? Elísa hugs herself against the cold, but it doesn’t help. When she turns on the light, the brightness hurts her eyes.


The door of the boys’ room emits a faint creak as she looks in to check that they’re sleeping peacefully. They’re lying in their bunks, eyes closed, mouths open. She pulls the door quietly to behind her.


There’s no one in the bathroom. In Margrét’s room her gaze is met by a row of dolls and teddy bears lined up on a shelf. Their eyes seem to follow her as she hastily closes the door again. She wonders if this arrangement might explain Margrét’s nightmares. Personally if she woke up in the night she wouldn’t want to be confronted by those rigid stares. In the gloom there seems to be an air of malevolence behind their cuddliness. It might be worth moving them to see if that would help Margrét sleep any better. She’ll do it after work this evening.


There’s nobody in the bedroom hallway or in the rooms opening off it; no sign of any mysterious intruder. But what was she expecting? Footprints? A cigarette butt on the floor? A broken flower pot in one corner? By the time she approaches the sitting room and kitchen she is feeling much calmer. The illumination from the streetlights is enough to convince her that it must have been another of Margrét’s fantasies. The dark always sends one’s imagination into overdrive. Now she can see that there’s no one in the sitting room, just the empty popcorn bowl in front of the television and swathes of Lego round the coffee table. Everything is exactly as it was when she went to bed. How silly to get in such a flap. 


The smile that curls her lips disappears abruptly from her face. The sliding door dividing the dining area from the kitchen has been pulled shut.


But it’s never shut.


Slowly, warily, Elísa tiptoes towards it. Her bare soles stick to the cold parquet, her fear rising with every step. She presses her ear to the white door. At first there is silence, then she recoils violently at the sound of chairs being scraped back in the kitchen. 


What is she to do? Her immediate instinct is to sprint back to bed and pull the covers over her head. Whoever is in there is bound to come out soon. Elísa couldn’t care less about their belongings. The burglar can take anything he likes, just so long as he goes away again. But what the hell is he doing in the kitchen? It sounds as if he’s sitting at the table, and for a moment she wonders if Margrét or one of the boys could have slipped past without her noticing. But no, that’s impossible.


To her horror, she hears the intruder getting up. All she can think of is to press her ear to the door again. A drawer is opened and closed, then another and another, until she hears a rattle of cutlery. Or knives. Then the silence is broken by the sound of the little sliding door to the larder opening. What kind of burglar would be interested in tinned food and packets of cereal? In a broom, dustpan and cloths, bucket and vacuum cleaner? Instead of being reassured by this development, Elísa’s terror intensifies. People who behave irrationally are far more dangerous than those who abide by conventional rules. Backing away from the door she retreats noiselessly across the sitting room. Her phone must be on the coffee table. Or in the bathroom. They decided to give up the landline two years ago and for the first time she misses it. Glancing into the entrance hall, she considers running outside, screaming for help and praying she’ll manage to rouse the neighbours in time. But that would mean leaving the children behind. With a man who may have armed himself with a kitchen knife. She takes a single step towards the front door, then stops; she can’t abandon the children. Instead she turns and heads for the bedroom hallway. She’s almost there when she hears the sliding door to the kitchen opening. Instantly she dashes into the hallway, pulls the door closed behind her and switches off the light. She doesn’t dare to pause and check if the man is coming after her.


Frantically, feeling as if her head’s going to explode with the strain, Elísa tries to work out what to do. How is she to get away? Her bedroom door won’t lock; most of the keys were missing when they moved in and they’ve never seen any reason to replace them. The bathroom locks but barricading herself in there would be as bad as fleeing the house: the children would be left unprotected. She darts into the bathroom anyway in search of her phone, flinging aside towels and pulling out drawers with shaking hands. But it’s futile, the bloody thing’s not there. Tears well up in her eyes as she surveys the mess. When’s she supposed to tidy this lot up? As if she didn’t have enough on her plate already.


She returns to the hallway, aware that she’s losing her grip. All she can think about is the time she’s wasted searching for the phone when she should have been trying to get the children out of here. Though she’s not sure how she could have done so, and it’s too late now anyway. She can’t bite back a scream when she sees the door at the end beginning to open. But her cry is neither loud nor piercing, more like the thin sound a rabbit might emit in extremis. She can’t bear to see the intruder, so she dashes into her bedroom and closes the door behind her. She hears the man’s footsteps, then a clatter, as though he’s dragging something behind him. But what? Her heart is hammering.


‘Margrét?’


Her daughter is nowhere to be seen.


‘Margrét?’


Her voice cracks, which does nothing to boost her courage. She simply cannot decide which to hunt for first, the phone or Margrét. Before she can make up her mind the door behind her opens and the man comes in. He pauses and the clatter sounds louder, as if he’s jerking something over the threshold. She can’t look round; her body is paralysed. She feels an overwhelming urge to close her eyes. Though the rattling noise is familiar Elísa can’t for the life of her remember what it is. Her brain is rapidly shutting down all its vital nerve centres, the ones she has most need of right now.


Rigid with fear, Elísa hears her name whispered behind her. The whisper is muffled, as if the man has a scarf over his mouth. She doesn’t think she recognises his voice, but what do people sound like when they whisper? Quite different from normal, surely? Margrét didn’t sound like herself when she whispered to her earlier. But the warm, sweet breath that tickled Elísa’s ear then is a million miles from the hoarse rasp that fills her with blind terror now.


Who is he? What does he want? He must know her, or her name anyway. Did he see it in the kitchen? On an envelope, or the postcard on the fridge from her friend Gunna?


Elísa feels a strong, apparently gloved, hand seize her neck, then something sharp sticking into her back. A knife. ‘Please,’ she whispers. She leaves the rest unsaid: please don’t hurt me. Please don’t rape me. Please don’t kill me. Please, please, please don’t hurt my children. The point of the knife is withdrawn, he releases his grip on her neck and before she knows what’s happening he’s blindfolding her. Her panic increases when she realises that he’s using strong, thick adhesive tape, winding it round and round her head. As in the bathroom earlier, logic deserts her and her fears for her own and her children’s safety momentarily recede before the worry about how she is to get the tape off again. It’s stuck on so tightly that it’s bound to rip out her eyebrows and lashes when she tries to remove it. Her tears well up with nowhere to go, dissolving the glue, which stings her eyes. 


‘Please, please. I won’t tell anyone. You can take what you like. Anything. Take everything.’


‘Thanks but no thanks,’ she hears him whisper behind her.


Elísa’s knees buckle. ‘Please. Take it all!’ The tape is wound round her head yet again and she jerks as he cuts it. He runs his hand roughly over the back of her neck to stick down the loose end. Then she is spun round and flung down on the bed. The mattress yields as the man sits down beside her and she ducks her head instinctively as he strokes her hair. Suddenly his gentle caress changes, he grabs a fistful of hair and wrenches her head towards him.


He whispers again, a little louder this time. She doesn’t recognise his muffled voice. 


‘I’m going to tell you something. A little story. A tragic tale. I advise you to listen carefully.’ 


Elísa nods. He tightens his grip on her hair so it hurts. Why does he want to tell her a story? Why doesn’t he demand to know her PIN number or where she keeps the valuables? She would tell him anything. He can have all her cards and access to the bank accounts. He can have the silver she inherited from her grandparents. The few pieces of jewellery she has acquired during her lifetime. Anything. So long as he spares her and the children. Nothing else matters. 


Through her sobs she manages to ask if he’s going to hurt the children. She misses his reply and this only increases her anguish. Then he relapses into silence. The promised story doesn’t come and they sit there together without speaking, Elísa blindfolded, her heart pounding fit to burst. She hears and feels the man stand up, and experiences a flicker of hope that he might be about to leave; go no further. She daren’t entertain this hope. She needs to stay alert; perhaps he’s going to attack her from behind. She hears clattering again and thinks she detects a clunk like something being plugged in over by the door. Mentally she runs through all the electric appliances in the house that could inflict damage: the drill she gave Sigvaldi for Christmas, the hand whisk, the hedge clippers, her curling tongs, the iron, the sandwich toaster, the kettle. Which would be the worst? Which would be the least frightening? Elísa is breathing so fast and shallowly she thinks she’s going to faint. Then she remembers that most of these horrible gadgets have too short a lead to reach the bed, which reassures her slightly. But the feeling doesn’t last long.


Hearing the man approach the bed again she loses control and makes a last-ditch attempt to escape, an attempt she knows is doomed to failure. He can see; she can’t. He’s bigger and stronger. Even so, she flings herself across the bed in an effort to reach the floor on the other side. She hears an angry exclamation and feels the man’s weight land on top of her as she lies on her stomach, half on, half off the bed. One arm is bent underneath her; the other is hanging down to the floor, her hand groping under the bed. The man delivers a heavy blow to her back. Her spine judders and she is momentarily winded. He straddles her, pinning her down, and she hears him tearing more tape off the roll. Vainly she fumbles on the floor for a weapon. Her fingers crawl spiderlike under the bed. An unexpected but familiar obstacle gives her a moment’s pause. She gropes at the warm, soft entity and suddenly twigs. Elísa just has time to raise her finger to her lips and mouth ‘Shh’ before her arms are jerked roughly upwards and her wrists are taped together behind her back.


The man drags her up and shakes her until her brain feels loose inside her head. Everything is black and she’s afraid that this is no longer due to the tape; that her eyes have stopped working and her ears are going the same way. The small sounds that accompany the man’s violence seem to fade, then grow louder again when he hauls her close and starts to pour out the promised – threatened – story.


When he has finished, he stands up, rolls her over on to her back and jams a knee on her chest to prevent any further attempts at escape. Then he picks up the roll of tape and winds it tightly round her ears and nose. Round and round. She can hear the roaring in her ears but the desperate snuffling in her nose is far more worrying. And painful. The pressure on her chest lifts. Through the tape she hears a faint noise and finally it dawns on her what it was that the man dragged into the bedroom. Of all things, she hadn’t been afraid of that. When he grabs her again she realises how foolishly optimistic she had been.




Chapter 2


Friday


Helgi was running late. He had slept badly, repeatedly disturbed by odd noises that had ceased when he sat up. Once he had finally dropped off he thought he would never be able to surface again. He had hit the snooze button on his phone four times, but when he tried it a fifth, his mobile refused to stop its shrilling.


He was supposed to be chairing a meeting at work; perhaps not the most significant of his career but pretty important nonetheless. He worked for a security company. The government purchasing department had recently invited bids for the installation of a security system at a large retirement home, and the purpose of the meeting was to put the finishing touches on their tender by the midday deadline. Yesterday evening he had read over the text, and the papers he was carrying now were covered in his scribbled comments.


There was a fierce gust of wind as Helgi turned in the doorway to call goodbye to his wife. Védís wasn’t due in until ten today; she taught Danish and the school probably didn’t think it reasonable to expect sixth-formers to grapple with grammar at the crack of dawn on a Friday. The door slammed before she could answer, and anyway Helgi didn’t have time to wait for her to shuffle out in her slippers to kiss him goodbye. He clutched the bundle of papers to him as he dashed to the car, and breathed easier once he was inside, the documents safely deposited on the passenger seat. If the traffic was no worse than usual, he should just make it.


The engine emitted its friendly purr and he relaxed as the wheels began to turn. He was going to get away with it. But no sooner had he left his drive than he had to slam on the brakes: Stefán and Bárdur, the little boys from next door, were standing in the middle of the road. Leaning forwards, Helgi noticed that they were barefoot and wearing their pyjamas. The temperature was freezing and there was a vicious wind. What were their parents thinking? The boys stood there apparently at a loss, huddled together, staring at him helplessly. This must be some kind of bad joke. He couldn’t be this unlucky. Not today. He glanced over at his neighbours’ house in the faint hope of seeing Sigvaldi or Elísa come running out, but the front door was closed and there was no sign of life. Their cars were parked in the drive, so they must be home. Perhaps they’d had a bad night too and overslept.


Helgi considered easing the car carefully around the children and continuing on his way. He could ring Védís afterwards and ask her to check what was going on; claim he thought he’d spotted the boys in the rear-view mirror but wasn’t sure. Suddenly the younger boy began to howl. Hell. He couldn’t drive away from a weeping kid. Could he? The meeting mattered more than he cared to admit. Business had been going through a bad patch recently and it was clear there would be redundancies if they couldn’t attract new, more promising clients. If he messed up this bid, it was obvious who would be first for the chop.


Swinging the wheel to the right, he drove off as slowly as he could. As he eased the car past the brothers they stood and gaped. The younger boy was so incredulous he paused in his howling. They were still young enough to be under the illusion that all grown-ups were good. Except the bad guys, of course, but then the bad guys didn’t look ordinary like their neighbour. They had a lot to learn.


Once Helgi was safely past the boys he put his foot down and simultaneously rang his wife.


The police officer obviously wasn’t having the best of days. He kept sighing heavily, though he was no longer young and must have witnessed his share of grim sights over the years. The broken veins that spread in a thick band from his nose across his cheeks made it appear as if he was blushing. He and his partner had been first on the scene after the notification had come in from a woman saying she was stuck with her neighbours’ children and needed help restoring them to their parents. It had sounded like a job for no more than a couple of officers. There was every reason to believe the parents had overslept and the little wretches had locked themselves out. But this had turned out to be far from the truth, as the officer was attempting to explain to the detectives. His partner, a rookie in his first month on the force, had been sent back to the station. The garden path still stank of his vomit.


‘The woman in question escorted the boys round to the property and proceeded to ring the bell several times and knock on the door. She could hear the bell inside but assumed the ringing was too weak to rouse their parents. She was sure they must be asleep because their vehicles were parked outside.’ The policeman rested his hands on his heavy hips and shook his head. ‘Sadly that wasn’t the case. The boys knew nothing; they said they’d woken up to find themselves locked in their room. When they realised no one was going to open the door, they climbed out of the window.’


‘Go on.’ The detective, Huldar, stood as far away from the older officer as he could in the narrow hall, without making it too obvious. The gusts of hot air created by the man’s constant huffing and sighing gave the impression that he had breakfasted on garlic and little else. Huldar would have opened a window were it not necessary to seal off the scene. It wouldn’t help much anyway: the younger officer had disgraced himself just outside.


Through the glass Huldar watched his partner and closest colleague Ríkhardur repeatedly raising a hand to his nose as if he wanted to pinch it shut but knew it was against the unwritten rules. He was wise to resist the temptation; his detractors on the force didn’t need any more ammunition against him. Huldar watched him pick his way painstakingly along the withered hedge, prodding with a pole in search of evidence, and wondered yet again why the man had ever joined the police.


Ríkhardur belonged in some government ministry, not halfway under a bush at a crime scene. His elegant suit and overlong coat were completely out of place. He could just about get away with his sartorial style at the station, but only just. The same applied to the immaculate haircut that was never permitted to grow out, and his perfectly manicured hands. Of course a certain standard of neatness was encouraged at the station – they were not permitted to dye their hair or beards bright orange, for example – but Ríkhardur went a step further than required. The fault of his upbringing, no doubt. Both his parents were judges and he had completed all but the final year of a law degree when he underwent a change of heart and enrolled at the police training college instead. He explained that he had needed a break but had every intention of finishing his legal studies eventually. That seemed unlikely to happen any time soon. Ríkhardur showed no signs of quitting, despite the endless sidelong glances he had to endure and the hard time he had coping with all the ugliness that went with the job.


In circumstances like the present he invariably opted to perform the tasks that would take him furthest away from any gruesome sights, which was why he was now busy combing the garden, inadequately dressed for the cold. Huldar wouldn’t be surprised to see him pull out a wet-wipe any moment to clean off the dirt.


Lately, though, Ríkhardur’s standards had been slipping. This morning, for instance, he had come to work with a tiny scrap of loo paper on his neck. Huldar couldn’t help raising his eyebrows, though he wouldn’t have turned a hair if anyone else had cut himself shaving.


The mess in Ríkhardur’s private life was evidently taking its toll. His wife had left him, shortly after suffering her third miscarriage, and their perfect marriage was in ruins. A blow like that would affect anyone, of course. Perhaps Ríkhardur had reached the end of his tether and cracks would begin to appear in the flawless surface. But that was unlikely. He had weathered a number of storms in his personal life without breaking down and this would probably be no different. Three times he had proudly announced to his colleagues that he was going to be a father; three times he had subsequently whispered to Huldar that his wife had lost the baby. On two of the occasions Huldar had felt sorry for him. The third time he had experienced pure relief.


Huldar watched Ríkhardur pause to clean some leaves from his shoes with the pole. A picture of Ríkhardur’s equally perfect ex-wife sprang unbidden to Huldar’s mind and he flushed slightly as he turned back to the uniformed officer with the foul breath.


‘After speaking to the woman next door, we went round to the property and attempted to rouse the occupants. No one answered the bell and we were unable to hear any sounds from inside. While Dóri waited by the door, I made a circuit of the property, looking in the windows where the curtains were open. I didn’t observe anything untoward – or any people either. The curtains were drawn in the couple’s bedroom, so I couldn’t rule out the possibility that they were sound asleep inside. But I began to have my doubts when banging on the glass had no effect. I could see where the boys had climbed out of their room. Their window was still open but there was no way Dóri or I could squeeze inside.’


‘I see.’ Huldar didn’t look up from his notebook. ‘What then?’


The older man frowned, trying to be sure that he had the sequence of events right. ‘We rang the two mobile phones registered at this address as there doesn’t appear to be a landline. One was listed as belonging to Elísa Bjarnadóttir and the other to her husband, Sigvaldi Freysteinsson. Neither answered. Sigvaldi’s went straight to voicemail but Elísa’s just kept ringing. I tried phoning again but couldn’t hear any ringtone through the bedroom window. At this point I became concerned, because you would usually expect people to be in the same place as their phones, wouldn’t you?’ Huldar didn’t dignify this with a reply, so the man went on: ‘My main thought was that one of the cars must have broken down and that either the husband or the wife had gone to work by taxi and the other had stayed behind and overslept. All I could think of was that the battery must have run out in the phone of whoever was at home, so their alarm hadn’t gone off. Either that or something must have happened to him or her and maybe to the phone too. Slipped over in the shower with the phone in their hand, that sort of thing.’


‘I see.’ Huldar was lying: who would take their phone into the shower? And why didn’t the woman’s voicemail kick in if her phone had run out of juice or was broken?


‘The neighbour had mentioned a daughter who should be in the house as well, so I began to think maybe she’d gone in the taxi too – to school.’ The girl wasn’t in the house; her bed was empty and although they had called her name repeatedly, they had received no reply. When a call to her school confirmed that she had not gone in that morning, a search was ordered. Some of the officers called to the scene were now combing the neighbourhood in case she had wandered off like her brothers. They could only hope that this would prove to be the case. Huldar didn’t like to think of the alternatives.


The policeman resumed his account. ‘The more we banged on the doors and windows, the more likely it seemed to me that whoever was inside must be unconscious. I was increasingly inclined to believe that the girl and one of the parents had gone off somewhere and that something had happened to the parent left at home. It was hard to credit that anyone could sleep through the racket we were making. It just didn’t seem possible.’


‘Was that when you decided to force an entry?’


‘Yes. I made the decision to act. By that point I suspected that one of the parents must be lying unconscious inside, or worse. I’d even begun to suspect suicide. But not this.’


The man heaved another sigh, emitting a blast of garlic that caused Huldar to lean backwards. He was tempted to offer the man some of the nicotine gum he carried everywhere these days in a bid to quit smoking. ‘No. No one could have anticipated this.’ He couldn’t be bothered to reprimand the officer for failing to ring the couple’s workplaces before leaping to conclusions. One call to the National Hospital would have established that the husband was abroad at a conference. Then the search for the little girl could have started sooner.


‘I returned to the neighbour’s house while Dóri was waiting for the locksmith. The woman seemed more curious than worried – she kept grilling me. I managed to fob her off and didn’t mention what I was afraid of because the little boys were in the kitchen having their breakfast.’ He described how the boys had stared at him with big eyes over their cereal bowls and how bewildered they had looked later when they were driven away in a police car. He could cheerfully have punched the woman when she fuelled the boys’ fears by pursuing them out to the car, demanding to know what was going on. In the end they had managed to shoo her back indoors. Now she was glued to the sitting-room window. No doubt the sight of Ríkhardur would confuse her since no one would take him for a policeman. 


‘After the locksmith had finished, I tried calling out again before entering but received no answer. I knocked on the door to the hallway as it was closed, like the door to the couple’s bedroom.’


‘Were you wearing gloves?’


The colour deepened in the man’s cheeks. ‘No.’ In his defence, at least he didn’t try to make excuses.


‘I’m assuming we have your fingerprints on record? And your partner Dóri’s too?’


‘Yes. Well, mine, at any rate. I can’t answer for Dóri. They should have been taken when he joined the force.’


‘Right.’ Huldar looked up from his notebook. ‘What did you two do after you’d opened the door and seen what was inside? Did you touch anything?’


The man shook his head. ‘No. Dóri put his hand over his mouth and ran out. I went over to the woman to check if she was still alive, though I was fairly certain she couldn’t be. While I was doing that I rang the station to notify them.’


‘Did you check her pulse?’


‘Yes.’


‘Where?’


‘On her neck. I couldn’t find one. She felt cold to the touch too, so I assumed she was dead. It wasn’t really possible to come to any other conclusion. I didn’t need to check her pulse but I did it out of habit. Just in case.’


‘Did you touch her anywhere else?’


The man reddened again, the flush spreading down into his collar. ‘Yes.’


‘You’d better go in and show the pathologist exactly what you did. He’ll be checking the body for fingerprints.’ Huldar snapped his notebook shut. ‘Come with me.’


They entered the master bedroom together. The smell that hit them in the doorway was so bad that Huldar almost missed the garlic.


Elísa was lying across the double bed. Her head was wound like a mummy in duct tape which obscured her eyes, nose and mouth. Only the upper part of her forehead was visible and the hair sticking up wildly above it. Most disturbing of all, though, was what had happened to her mouth. The metal tube of the vacuum cleaner had been forced down her throat and secured with more tape. The hose snaked down to the vacuum cleaner itself on the floor by the bed. No wonder the rookie officer had gagged and fled.


It was all too plain that the woman’s end had been far from easy. In the circumstances it was a mercy that so little of her face could be seen. The grimace of agony concealed by the wide strips of shiny silver tape must be truly horrifying.


The pathologist was bending over the woman. He had just arrived and hadn’t yet put on the outfit he usually wore on such occasions. His assistant was standing in one corner, screwing a lens into a camera.


The pathologist shook his head. ‘This doesn’t look good.’


‘No.’ Huldar had nothing to add. He moved further inside to reveal the police officer behind him in the doorway. ‘This guy was first on the scene. His prints’ll be all over the victim’s neck. Would you like him to show you where he touched her?’


‘No. Not now. I don’t want anyone else in here while we’re conducting the preliminary examination. It’ll have to wait. You’d better go back into the passage yourself.’


Huldar obeyed with alacrity, cursing himself for his thoughtlessness. He was no better than the old beat cop, though at least his breath wasn’t as rank. While the pathologist was pulling on his protective suit, his assistant began photographing Elísa from all angles. The flash dazzled them until their eyes grew used to it. Once he had finished with the victim, the photographer turned his attention to the rest of the room, including the walls and floor. He disappeared from view as he bent down to take pictures under the bed, only to leap to his feet, white as a sheet. ‘Shit!’ He gesticulated downwards. ‘There’s a child under there.’


Forgetting the pathologist’s orders, Huldar charged into the room. He tore aside the white valance and peered under the bed. A small girl in a nightie was lying huddled in a ball underneath, eyes shut tight, chin buried in her chest, hands clamped over her ears. To Huldar’s intense relief the thin body moved. This must be Elísa’s and Sigvaldi’s daughter; the girl they were currently scouring the neighbourhood for. They hadn’t searched the room yet for fear of compromising the crime-scene investigation. It simply hadn’t occurred to anyone that the child might not emerge from hiding when her name was called and it became evident that the police had arrived.


Before Huldar could open his mouth, another member of the team called from the hall. ‘We’ve found something in the kitchen that you need to see.’


He couldn’t imagine that anything could be more important than the child under the bed. The kitchen would have to wait.




Chapter 3


A housefly was bashing against the little window high up by the basement ceiling. Its strength was waning, the buzzing and knocking on the glass were growing gradually more sporadic, its struggle was almost over. Goodness knows what the fly was so desperate to reach outside that it was worth sacrificing its life for. The garden lay under a blanket of snow, bordered by skeletal bushes. The fly wouldn’t stand a chance out there. At least it was warm here in the basement. Yet it persisted, caring nothing for the corpses of other flies littering the dusty windowsill after failed attempts to escape the same way. Perhaps it was time to give the sill a clean. Karl decided to wait until this fly joined its fallen comrades or he would only have to repeat the exercise, and picking up a duster wasn’t really his thing.


He was finding it hard to adjust to the quiet. Before, he wouldn’t even have noticed the buzzing. Raising his eyes, he studied the yellowing ceiling tiles. No sounds filtered through them from the floor above. How often had he longed for this? To be able to sit in complete silence and concentrate on listening without constant disturbances from upstairs. Without having to put on the battered headphones that always made his ears ache. Now, apart from the fly, there was nothing to disturb him; his wish had been granted. But strangely this didn’t bring him the anticipated pleasure. No celebratory fireworks went off in his head; no smile of satisfaction rose to his lips. It shouldn’t really have come as a surprise since his dreams had a habit of falling flat on the rare occasions when they came true. But the anticlimax was unusually intense this time, as he had been craving silence for so long.


Ever since he’d caught the amateur radio bug in his teens he had been driven spare by the constant low-level intrusions. To begin with he had set up a simple CB radio set designed for general users to communicate on a 27 megahertz band, but his flimsy bedroom door had proved hopeless at insulating him from the everyday noises outside. It was about as much use as a sheet hanging over the doorway. His mother had refused to let him use noise-cancelling headphones, so he didn’t even have the choice of putting up with the interruptions or enjoying peace and quiet at the price of sore ears. She had got it into her head that it was dangerous for him to be unaware of background noises. She used to lecture him on the risks of house fires and all manner of other potential hazards to which he would be oblivious if he couldn’t hear what was going on in the house. She was particularly eloquent on the possibility of a burglar murdering her in cold blood while Karl failed to register her screams. Needless to say, none of these doom-laden predictions had come true, apart from a break-in in the middle of November. All the thief had got for his pains was half a bottle of brandy and some small change from the bowl on the chest in the hall. And since neither Karl nor his mother was home at the time, there had been no chance to test whether the intruder would have been seized by a killing frenzy mid-burglary.


After his elder brother moved out, Karl had taken over the basement. By then his original interest in CB radio had developed into a serious amateur radio hobby, with the consequence that his equipment had proliferated and took up a good deal more space than the original little set he had acquired as a teenager. He had learnt Morse code and passed the exam for an entry-level licence that permitted him to transmit in Morse on a limited, low-power frequency. In due course he had taken the exam for the long-desired full licence, which allowed him to use voice transmissions and operate on higher-power frequencies. His small bedroom was crammed to bursting with equipment, books and files related to his hobby, so Arnar’s departure was a heaven-sent opportunity to move his gear down to the basement. Until he left home, Arnar had had the place to himself so he could study in peace. The new arrangement was a significant improvement, but the racket from upstairs still drove Karl up the wall. It was amazing how much noise one person could generate. Arnar, morose and taciturn, his nose perpetually buried in his school books, had never been any trouble, but their mother was a different story. She seemed incapable of staying still and was constantly bustling from room to room, fetching or tidying. If she stayed put for any length of time it was only because she was on the phone, and that did nothing to reduce the noise level.


The sounds that accompanied her presence had been as mundane as the rest of her existence: the creaking of floorboards; the clatter of crockery in the kitchen sink as she washed up by hand instead of using the dishwasher that she insisted on saving for special occasions. Snatches of ancient, forgettable Icelandic pop songs. The metallic clicking of needles busy knitting clothes that nobody wanted. Endless enquiries from the top of the stairs about whether he’d like a snack or a drink. That had been particularly annoying as he was over twenty, for Christ’s sake, and hardly likely to starve. Or die of thirst. Though there was no denying that he hadn’t had a square meal in the three months and more since he finished the leftovers from the funeral reception. If he went on like this he would have to invest in a smaller belt. He had started using the innermost hole some time ago but his trousers were loose at the waist again and dragged on the ground like those of the teenage boys who spent their evenings hanging around the neighbourhood’s little nucleus of shops. For the first time in his life he was inadvertently trendy.


The buzzing ceased and all he could hear was his own breathing. If he listened hard enough he’d be able to hear his heart beating. Again he was surprised at how little pleasure the long-desired peace had brought him. He actually missed the noise associated with his mother. Perhaps it was his conscience nagging at him since her death had been rather sudden. She had been three months short of her seventieth birthday, which she had been intending to celebrate with a coffee party that she had spent ages planning, without much enthusiasm from Karl. If he had known what was going to happen he could at least have faked an interest in the cake recipes that she was forever cutting out of the papers and asking his opinion about. In hindsight, he should have realised something was wrong. She’d been under the weather for a while, though not in a way to ring any alarm bells. Then suddenly one day she could barely stand, and only then did she go and see a doctor. He sent her for tests and she came home with the news that a malignant cancer had taken up residence in her body. She had tried to put a good face on things but in the end she was admitted to hospital.


Karl was just beginning to grasp the severity of the situation when she passed away one night during Advent, alone in a bleak hospital ward. Had the cancer not been in such a hurry, Karl would have had more warning and could have treated her better. Visited her more often and taken her more chocolates and flowers. Looking back, the pathetic bunch he had grabbed from the local supermarket for one of his last visits was a disgrace. Even he wouldn’t have wanted that before his eyes as he lay dying.


Mind you, Karl hadn’t behaved any worse than Arnar, who hadn’t even bothered to come home to Iceland to be at their mother’s deathbed. Karl had had to do everything: sort out the affairs she was so insistent should be taken care of, return all kinds of crap she’d borrowed, post her farewell letters and procure an overview of her finances so she could figure out the details of her estate. All of which he had performed with bad grace. He had traipsed to the post office with one letter after the other, knocked on countless doors and handed the occupants a variety of Tupperware, books and DVDs. From the astonished looks he received, Karl suspected his mother of using this as a means of breaking the news to friends and relatives that she was at death’s door. That way she didn’t have to do it herself. Oh no, that was Karl’s job. And of course it greatly increased the risk of receiving return visits, or so he had thought at the time, which made him even more resentful about being lumbered with the task. Now, though, he wished he had been more generous when fulfilling her last requests.


He would be feeling better now, no question, if he’d let his own desires take a back seat during those few weeks; if he’d run her errands and sat at her bedside the rest of the time. Because in spite of all her messages, visitors had been few and far between.


To be honest, though, he doubted he would have behaved much better even with more warning. What could he have said? What words were adequate to explain to someone that you loved her really, in spite of years of behaviour that indicated the opposite? Wouldn’t she have stared at him sceptically from her sickbed, remembering all the times he had been ashamed of her and refused to be seen with her?


Until he was six it had never dawned on him that his family circumstances were any different from other people’s; it didn’t occur to him that his mother was unusually old or that there was no father in the picture. The realisation had hit him like an icy wave. It began with an innocent question – was that his grandmother? – followed by an embarrassed giggle when he answered no, it was his mother. This quickly developed into teasing; infinite variations on the theme that his mother was really his grandmother and that he had no father. The children’s words caused a deep wound that was constantly being reopened and never really healed. The odd part was that the other kids didn’t realise how much this hurt him. It never occurred to them that he didn’t find it as funny as they did, or so it seemed to Karl.


Strange how a single incident could blight your life, force it on to a course from which it would never deviate. The mocking of the other kids on his first day at school had set the tone for his future relations with them. He was never popular. His fellow pupils were indifferent to him. He was never bullied, though, remaining under the mean kids’ radar throughout his time at school, and for that he was grateful. Arnar, who had experienced much the same eight years earlier, had no advice for his little brother. Or at least no interest in sharing any with Karl. Besides, their situations were different: Arnar had never skulked around but walked tall, like the one in a position of power, however hollow this illusion. His attitude must have been provoking but the other kids left him alone, though few wanted to be his friend in any case. Karl suspected they had already sensed what it took him several years to discover – that Arnar wasn’t like other people, so it was best to leave him alone. The arrangement suited both brothers: Arnar had a very limited need for human contact, and Karl found him boring company.


The move to sixth-form college and a new environment did little to alter Karl’s existence; he continued to plough his lonely furrow. He made few acquaintances and rarely took part in social events. The fear of being left out was usually enough to keep him at home. Unfortunately, he didn’t make proper use of the resulting free time; he passed his final exams with a decent enough grade but his average was nowhere near the heights achieved by Arnar. After that he wasted a year; instead of going on the trip to Asia with his classmates, he stayed at home twiddling his thumbs, pretending to be busy contemplating his future. Eventually, no longer able to justify his idleness to his mother, he enrolled in a chemistry degree at the university and embarked on his higher education, still in the role of class outsider. He had never left home, never had a girlfriend and still had very few friends. Most of the people he associated with fell somewhere on the spectrum between acquaintance and complete stranger. There were two exceptions, though: Halli and Börkur. They weren’t what he would have wanted in an ideal world, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.


For the most part, he satisfied his need for human contact through his radio. This type of interaction worked for him, though the uninitiated would probably regard it as remote and impersonal. You spoke and you received an answer. And when Karl wasn’t in the mood to talk, he could listen instead, or transmit in Morse.


A welcome crackling from the transceiver caught his attention. Karl put on his headphones and rested his fingers gently on the fine-tuner. As he did so, he surveyed the wall above his desk. It was papered in framed QSL-cards that he had collected over the years. They were proof of his contacts with other radio amateurs in far-flung parts of the world that he would never visit in person. Only the cards he was most proud of were given this place of honour; the rest he kept in a drawer. It was a long time since he had bothered to request confirmation via QSL-card since by now he had made contact with operators in most countries and it was rare that he came across a transmission from a new region. The last time he had actively sought the cards was during a competition to form as many connections as possible within a given time limit. That had been a year and a half ago. Although these competitions were still held, he could no longer be bothered to take part in them.


He didn’t like to admit to himself that this was because he never won. Never came close. Even when he took part in team competitions he seemed to act as a jinx – a jinx that the other radio hams couldn’t fail to notice. Like in dodgeball games at school, he soon ended up being the last person to be picked for a team. The rejection hurt, like it had at school, but he didn’t betray the fact. He didn’t know why, since all his pride achieved was to make the others feel less guilty about ditching him. Going off in a huff would probably have been a better policy, but it was too late now.


Karl bent towards the microphone. ‘Charlie Quebec Delta X-ray, this is Tango Foxtrot Three Kilo Papa standing by.’ The code CQDX signalled that he wanted to make contact with amateur radio operators abroad, while TF3KP was his call-sign: TF for Iceland, 3 for the Reykjavík area and KP – Karl Pétursson. Not that he had any real claim to this patronymic: Pétur had been his maternal grandfather. He was adopted and had never known the names of his real parents. Apparently their story had not been a happy one, and his mother took the view that there was no call to rake up the past. If she was to be believed, they were both dead, so there was no point trying to trace them. It had quickly become apparent to him as a child that questions about his biological parents were unwelcome and achieved nothing. So Karl had stopped asking; ceased to give them any thought. It was a different story with Arnar, who never stopped asking questions. He was adopted too, and although the brothers had the same patronymic they were no more related than two strangers who happened to sit next to each other on the bus. Different in appearance; different in their habits. ‘Tango Foxtrot Three Kilo Papa. Standing by.’


He listened but there was no reply. Perhaps he had just caught the tail end of a transmission. He tried again, anyway. ‘Tango Foxtrot Three Kilo Papa. Standing by.’ Nothing.


He remembered his old ambition to collect a card from every state in the US. Maybe he should revive the idea? It wouldn’t take long as he had already picked up quite a few. Now that he was alone he had nothing to do outside his classes except pursue his hobby. But he couldn’t decide if he could be bothered. Any more than he could decide whether or not to attend the amateur radio club meeting that was due to start in forty minutes. He would have to make up his mind soon. Probably best to skip it and get down to some studying instead. He was falling behind; the vague interest he’d had in chemistry when he enrolled was fast disappearing. His desk at the other end of the basement was gathering dust and the poster of the periodic table on the wall above it was peeling off at one corner.


Perhaps his interest would rematerialise if he knuckled down. The club meeting wasn’t important. He had nothing special to say and doubted the others had either. Membership was dropping off every year and almost the only hams left were old men who didn’t share his interest in making contact with foreign amateurs. They mostly operated on channels in the 14 and 21 to 28 megahertz frequency range, while Karl preferred to listen to amateurs transmitting in Morse or used three and a half megahertz. Perhaps it was an age thing. There weren’t many hams transmitting on 28, and those who did tended to be too philosophical for his taste. The old blokes were also more interested than Karl in hardware and building sets; very few shared his enthusiasm for more recherché pursuits, such as listening to numbers stations. In fact, since Börkur and Halli stopped coming along to club meetings, he was the only one left who was into that. 


Karl unplugged the headphones from the transceiver and plugged them into the old Collins shortwave receiver instead. Then he carefully scanned the low-frequency spectrum until he reached a numbers station he knew of, in the hope of catching a transmission. He could make no more sense of the broadcasts than anyone else, yet he found them utterly compelling. They consisted of long strings of numbers and letters read out by synthesised female or sometimes children’s voices, or sequences in Morse code, static and interference, and even folk melodies. The broadcasts would have had limited appeal were it not for the mystery of their origins and purpose. No one knew for certain what they meant or who operated on the high-frequency shortwave bands between 3 and 30 megahertz, which used waves reflected off the ionosphere, thus achieving a far wider dispersal than conventional radio broadcasts. The most popular theory was that the transmissions were coded messages from government intelligence services to their agents in the field, though some may have been communications between drugs networks and the smugglers they employed. Phone calls could be tapped, letters and e-mails could be read and traced, but it was impossible to track the recipients of a radio broadcast.


Therein lay the fascination. The number sequences recited by those coldly dispassionate yet innocent-sounding voices might be orders for executions or attacks. Like the other hobbyists drawn to them, Karl dreamt of successfully cracking one of the codes used by the stations, though cleverer people than him had been forced to admit defeat. Even Arnar had given up, after finally condescending to take notice of Karl’s hobby. He had pored over the number groups for hours, pencil in hand, only to throw it down and declare angrily that it was a load of bloody gibberish. But Karl knew better. It was code: code that was impossible to crack without the key. But that didn’t stop people from wrestling with the problem. 


He was in luck. The stations usually broadcast on the hour or half-hour, and it was now just gone half past seven. He stumbled upon a familiar transmission from a station popularly known as ‘the Russian Man’. A harsh male voice recited a string of numbers in Russian, repeating them over and over, embellished with static interference. ‘A-deen, a-deen, pyat, syem, pyat, null, null.’ Most of the stations followed a set template: the broadcast began with a characteristic prelude that could be a specific word like ‘Ready? Ready?’, ‘Achtung!’ or ‘¡Atención!’; a melody, or a series of letters or numbers. This was an identifier and in some cases probably also indicated the intended recipient. Usually this opening routine was repeated several times before the body of the message itself was transmitted. This consisted of sequences of numbers or letters, often preceded by an announcement about how many number groups there would be, also repeated several times. After this came the sign-off, which was individual to each station, though more often than not it simply consisted of the words ‘end’ or ‘end of message’ in the relevant language. There were also cases where the end of a broadcast was marked by music or a series of zeros.


This was how the Russian Man ended, for example. Karl listened to him signing off: ‘Null, null, null, null.’ Silence and crackling. ‘Null, null, null, null.’ Silence again, then finally: ‘Null, null, null, null.’ The broadcast went off air.


Karl quickly searched for another station and this time encountered one he didn’t recall having heard before. He pricked up his ears when he realised that the language sounded Nordic. After adjusting the fine-tuner, he was able to hear the speech quite clearly, which only intensified his astonishment: ‘… nine, two, zero, five, six, nine.’ The number group was repeated and this time he caught the whole thing. ‘One, seven, zero, three, nine, two, zero, five, six, nine.’ The voice was female and, as usual, machine-generated. ‘One, seven, zero, three, nine, two, zero, five, six, nine.’ The voice fell silent. Karl leant back in his chair, ran his fingers wonderingly over his forehead, then clasped his hands over his head. ‘One, seven, zero, three, nine, two, zero, five, six, nine.’ Dropping his hands he reached for the notepad and pen, which he always kept close by. As he was about to write the numbers down the voice began to recite another group: ‘Two, four, one, two, seven, nine, seven, three, one, nine.’
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