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NB: The stress always falls on the first syllable in Icelandic


Character names (nicknames in brackets)
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Ívar – Eee-var


Nína – Nee-na


Thröstur – Thros-dur


Nói – Noh-wee


Vala – Vaa-la


Tumi – Tu-mee 


Púki – Poo-kee


Berglind – Berg-lint


Örvar – Err-var


Stefán (Stebbi) – Ste-fown (Stebbee) 


Thorbjörg (Tobba) – Thor-byerg (Tobba)


Dóri – Doh-ree


Bylgja – Bil-gya


Steini – Stain-ee


Lárus (Lalli) – Lao-roos (Lal-lee)


Aldís – Al-dees 


Places


Thrídrangar – Three-drown-gar


Stóridrangur – Stohree-drown-goor


Skerjafjördur – Scare-ya-fyerth-oor 




Prologue


28 January 2014


Control: TF-LÍF, report your progress.


TF-LÍF: Visual with the Thrídrangar stacks. Overhead in five minutes.


Control: Keep your eyes peeled. Since visibility’s good, scan the surface of the sea; see if you can spot the missing man.


TF-LÍF: Roger. Is he wearing a life jacket?


Control: Negative, unlikely. He’s believed dead.


TF-LÍF: Roger. Negative visual. Looking. Could he have sunk?


Control: Possible. He’s been in the sea long enough for the air to have left the body by now. It’s too early for him to float up again. The sea’s so damn cold – it’s unlikely gases will have formed yet.


TF-LÍF: Have they checked the currents?


Control: Affirm. They think he could wash up near Hafnarvík. But Landeyjasandur’s also a possibility. Precise information about the time he entered the water is unavailable.


TF-LÍF: Roger.


Control: We have an update: the police car’s arrived at the hangar so there’ll be a reception committee waiting when you get back to base.


TF-LÍF: [Static, inaudible.]


Control: Say again last message, TF-LÍF; you’re breaking up.


TF-LÍF: You didn’t miss much. We’ve only got three nautical miles to go and have a very clear visual on the stack.


Control: Can you see the ground party?


TF-LÍF: Negative. Perhaps when we get closer.


Control: How’s the policeman doing? Bearing up?


TF-LÍF: Fine, I believe. Conditions could hardly be better. I’ll ask. [Static, inaudible.] Yes, he’s doing OK. Not looking too queasy yet. We’ll see after the descent.


Control: Yes. [Laughter.]


TF-LÍF: We’re reducing speed. There’s an object floating less than one nautical mile to the west of the stack. We’re going to check it out.


Control: Roger. Though I’d be surprised if it’s the missing man. He should have drifted much further by now.


TF-LÍF: I’m looking through the binoculars. [Interference, crackling.] It’s a body. Damn.


Control: Any chance he’s still alive?


TF-LÍF: Negative. Floating face down. No normal movement.


Control: Roger. That was to be expected. It must be the missing man. You’ll have to fetch him after you’ve picked up the ground party. Those were the orders. How do you read me?


TF-LÍF: Loud and clear. We’re turning back. He’s not going anywhere. [Interference.] What the hell … Control, control, are you still there?


Control: Affirm. Go ahead.


TF-LÍF: We’ve spotted another body. By the foot of the cliff; probably snagged on a rock.


Control: What? Are you sure?


TF-LÍF: Quite sure. It’s a person. Dead.


Control: Christ. You’ve only got one body bag, haven’t you?


TF-LÍF: Roger. We understood there was only one casualty. How should we proceed?


Control: Pick up both. Use the stretcher for the second body and cover it with a blanket. I’ll get confirmation while you’re evacuating the ground party. You may have to return to base and make another trip if the passengers object. But two trips would cost more; the finance department will want it done in one.


TF-LÍF: Wilco. Overhead the stack now. I don’t know how to tell you this, but there’s another body lying on the steps outside the lighthouse. And a second figure kneeling over it. The person on the ground appears to be male; the other’s almost certainly the woman. It’s not looking good.


Control: Is the man all right?


TF-LÍF: No sign of movement. But he could be asleep. Shit. [More expletives, interference.]


Control: TF-LÍF, this is control. Report your situation.


TF-LÍF: The woman’s got a knife. She appears to have stabbed the man in the side or chest. I can’t get a proper visual. He’s still not moving.


Control: When ready, start winching. Lower our man first, the police officer second.


TF-LÍF: Wilco. Stand by; I need to help get the men ready. Holy shit.


Control: What now?


TF-LÍF: There’s something seriously wrong with the woman. She’s screaming at the sky – at us, apparently. No, hang on. I think she’s laughing.


Control: Tell our man to be careful when he lands. To unhook himself immediately and be prepared for the woman to attack. If she’s got a knife, he’ll need to take extra care. Brief him that he’s cleared to use force if necessary. And remind him that there’s very little room for manoeuvre down there. We don’t want him falling off. It’s vital that he sits tight as long as she shows no sign of approaching. He’s not to move from the helipad until the cop’s been lowered.


TF-LÍF: Wilco. Gaui’s going down first. Then the cop. I’ll pass on the rest of the briefing.


Control: Good luck.


TF-LÍF: Thanks. This is seriously fucked up. [Interference. Communication breaks off.]




Chapter 1


26 January 2014


Helgi has a sense of déjà vu, as if he has made this journey before. He can only remember snatches of his dream but as the flight progresses more comes back to him. Nothing too weird; just predictable details that his subconscious must have anticipated last night: the sinking in his stomach as the helicopter takes off, the numbness in the soles of his feet caused by the vibration of the metal fuselage, the uneasy feeling that he’s forgotten something important at home. But other details don’t fit: his fellow passengers, for example, are quite different from those in his dream, though he can’t for the life of him recall what they had looked like. Nor can he remember how the adventure ended just before the alarm clock jarred him into wakefulness, still tired and groggy from his restless night. He’s not used to rising this early in winter, as there’s not much point in a photographer getting up before first light. And it turned out he could have enjoyed a lie-in after all since the flight was delayed several times before they finally got the green light around midday. But his dream still troubles him, perhaps because when he went to bed he had been under the impression that only the two of them would be going – himself and Ívar, the man who had told him about this adventure in the first place. Only at the airport had he learnt that there would be two additional passengers. This odd coincidence following on from his dream bothered him more than he cared to admit.


Now Helgi leans closer to the window and stares out. The noise inside the helicopter has been deafening since the rotors started up in Reykjavík and the ear protectors on the bulky helmet do little to muffle it. He suspects the helmet would be as good as useless in an accident, too; the impact of a fall would be far too great. He fiddles with it in a vain attempt to reduce the din. Perhaps the purpose of the ear protectors is not to keep noise to a minimum but to enable crew and passengers to communicate. Not that there has been much attempt at that so far. The four passengers can hear the pilots exchanging the odd word but none of them have joined in. Helgi hopes they will all feel chattier once they land, but he isn’t really that bothered; it’ll be such a mind-blowing experience to find themselves on a small rock in the middle of the vast ocean that there will be no need for small talk about the weather.


There’s a crackling sound inside his helmet, followed by a faint, tinny voice: ‘If you want to take some aerial shots, you’d better get ready.’


Helgi mumbles something that neither he nor the others can hear. He feels self-conscious about his voice carrying over the intercom to everyone on board. He’s already had to speak once, just after take-off. The pilot had offered to fly over Skerjafjördur, on Reykjavík’s south coast, so Helgi could photograph a police operation that was under way there. Helgi had wanted to decline the offer and ask the man to keep going but he hadn’t dared; it would have sounded like ingratitude. The coastguard had already been incredibly accommodating to him. In the end he took a few shots of the flashing lights through the window while the pilot tilted the helicopter for him, and now he’s stuck with a bunch of more or less useless aerial photos that he intends to discreetly delete at the first opportunity.


Helgi fumbles for the heavy case on the floor, wishing he hadn’t put the camera away earlier. Every time he leans forward the seat strap tugs at his shoulder, as if to warn him that it’s safer not to move around. Meanwhile his brain is telling him that if the helicopter goes down, the strap will offer no more protection than the helmet. Yet despite his doubts about the strap’s efficacy, he misses the security it offers when the co-pilot clambers back to him, undoes it, hooks him onto a life-line, then opens the door. With unsteady legs he props himself against the doorframe, aiming the camera with trembling hands while trying to hide his fear from the watchful eyes of his fellow passengers. He is profoundly grateful that he didn’t have to take pictures through an open door over land. At least he can kid himself that it might be possible to survive a fall into the sea.


Helgi feels a rush of vertigo and at first even drawing breath is an effort. The knowledge that he can’t fall out is no help. Looking down at the choppy surface far below, he experiences a hypnotic urge to undo the life-line and let himself fall. The sea would welcome him. But he’s not going to give in to it. The blast of the wind and sting of salt on his lips are an unpleasant reminder of what would actually await him – brutal cold, followed by certain death. Helgi gulps and closes his eyes briefly. All he wants is to beg the co-pilot to close the door so he can be back safely in his seat.


He’ll just have to tough it out. If he shows any sign of weakness, there’s a risk they’ll send him straight home with the helicopter. Maybe his fear will get the better of him and he won’t have the courage to make the descent. But if he chickens out now, he’s convinced there will be no second chance. It’s now or never. Resolute, he releases his hold on the doorframe and raises his camera. Viewed through the lens, the things that so frightened him a moment earlier are tamed somehow, converted into the subject of a picture he must capture. His hands recover their strength and the solid bulk of the camera is steady in his grip. Now he can see only what he chooses to frame.


His anxiety forgotten, Helgi deftly focuses on the pillars of rock that appear to be rushing towards him, as if they can’t wait for him to arrive. He takes several shots of all four, then zooms in until the tallest stack fills the viewfinder.


‘Have you noticed that there are four? Not three.’


The words wrench Helgi back into a world of noise and peril; he clings to the doorframe and nods at the man who is smiling at him from the pilot’s seat.


‘Someone couldn’t count.’


Helgi smiles awkwardly, then returns to his task.


How could they have been christened Thrídrangar, ‘the Three Stacks’, these four claws of rock thrusting up from the waves? Perhaps only three were visible from the Westman Islands or south coast, yet at some point people must have realised their mistake because each stack has its own name: Kúludrangur, Thúfudrangur, Klofadrangur and Stóridrangur. There’s no mistaking Stóridrangur, ‘the Big Stack’, but Helgi hasn’t a clue which of the others is which.


Stóridrangur rears out of the sea, sheer on all sides, like a slightly lopsided pillar. Helgi wonders how it has managed to withstand the relentless battering of the waves down the ages, not to mention past earthquakes. The rock it’s composed of must be incredibly hard – unless the part now visible is the remains of a much larger, more substantial island that the elements have whittled down to its present size and will in the fullness of time utterly destroy.


‘I can fly around the rocks and over the lighthouse, if you like. We’re in no big hurry.’ Again the pilot has turned to see Helgi’s reaction, having clearly given up hope of persuading any of the passengers to use the intercom.


Helgi nods again, then concentrates once more on the subject matter. The soft light is perfect; the sea a greeny-blue, decorated with white surf around the feet of the stacks. The surface resembles a velvet cloth with lace at the edges, though nothing could be further from the truth. The lighthouse, which has brought them to these parts, was built there to prevent these rocks from costing seafarers their lives in storms and darkness. It beggars belief that they ever managed to construct the building on top of Stóridrangur. From what Helgi has read about it, work began around the outbreak of the Second World War. There were no helicopters in those days, so all the building materials and workforce had to be transported to the islet by sea, then hauled up the forty-metre-high precipice. Helgi wonders, not for the first time, whether men were made of sterner stuff in those days. Maybe modern men are equally capable of such feats but are simply never called upon to prove it. Up ahead he can see a chain hanging down the rock face. Only under extreme duress could he be persuaded to climb up the cliff with only that for support.


Just when he’s thinking that he’s got enough good shots to make this whole extraordinary journey worthwhile, the pilot’s voice blares again in his helmet. ‘Are you sure there’s space for all four of you down there? There’s not much standing room.’ Helgi doesn’t react but concentrates on his photography. He hears mumbling from the other passengers.


The helicopter is hovering over the lighthouse now and there’s no denying that it was a reasonable question. Apart from the little tower and the square helipad, built much later, Stóridrangur consists of nothing but sheer drops. On either side of the manmade structures the rock juts out, steep, jagged and apparently inaccessible. The photos Helgi had found online were only a pale reflection of the reality. Yet again, the real world has trumped the two-dimensional hands down, leaving him feeling hopelessly discouraged. How is he to capture this heart-stopping grandeur? To cause people’s jaws to drop as his is doing now? He turns the camera slightly to compensate for the tilting of the helicopter and snaps away. He has in the past lost heart in the face of smaller challenges than the one confronting him now, but this time he resolves to push away his fears and let himself by guided by his photographer’s instincts. If he messes up, that’s tough; he’ll still be in possession of a photo series that few others could boast of. The coastguard rarely allows photographers along on trips like this, and who could afford to hire a private helicopter for the purpose? He’d been so astonished when his request was granted that he’d stared, stunned, at the receiver long after the person at the other end had hung up. Things never usually go his way, so this is great news. As long as the pictures turn out well.


The helicopter is hovering over the islet, obscuring their view of the landing pad directly beneath them. The only window of the small white building below has been blocked up, so it looks as if it is staring at them with a blind eye.


‘Welcome to Thrídrangar lighthouse.’ The pilots look round, grinning as if at some private joke. Then, catching each other’s eye, they fiddle with various controls on the instrument panel. They almost seem to be suppressing laughter at the thought of the conditions awaiting their passengers. And maybe they’re right; the other four stare down intently at this extraordinary place which is to be their home for the next twenty-four hours, and none of them appears to relish the thought of leaving the helicopter. Especially not given that the only available route is straight down. Helgi takes a few shots of the lighthouse but the helicopter is wobbling more than before and he finds it hard to keep the subject steady in the viewfinder.


‘We’re ready to deploy the winch, so you’d better finish up and return to your seat.’ The pilot sounds more authoritative than before. Helgi takes two more pictures, aware, without bothering to check, that he’s botched them, then squeezes back into his seat and only then does he unclip himself from the life-line. In its place he fastens the seat strap.


The co-pilot clambers back to them, closes the door and starts busying himself with winch, cables and strops. He slaps the knee of the passenger nearest the door and gets the man to stand up while he fastens the equipment around him. They talk together while the pilot jerks hard on all the ropes of the harness to test them. Then they take up position by the door, which the co-pilot reopens without batting an eyelid. The passenger takes a small, involuntary step backwards and the other man explains what to do with a good deal of gesturing. The next thing they know, the man is sitting in the doorway, his legs dangling. The others avoid looking at each other but all three press themselves instinctively as far back in their seats as they can. Soon it’ll be their turn.


The other man goes next, then the woman. Helgi admires the way she copes with her nerves, which are betrayed by the trembling of her slim hands and her pale, hollow-eyed profile. He gives in to the temptation to take some pictures of her preparations and regrets not having done the same for the men. It would have been amusing to compare their reactions. They had puffed out their chests and held their heads high, filling their lungs with air and their minds with imaginary courage. Their playacting didn’t end until they began their descent and the last that could be seen of them was a terrified scarlet face and bulging eyes. The woman’s expression shows a healthy respect for her fear coupled with a stoical calm that he wishes he himself possessed. Especially as he’s next.


Once the strop and cable have been winched up again, the pilot beckons him over and Helgi stands up, knees trembling. Like a condemned man on his way to the scaffold, he allows the other man to truss him in ropes and push his legs into the strop, then flinches as he checks his handiwork. He is overwhelmed by a familiar sense of shame at being fat as the man touches his body, and wonders if the equipment is calibrated for a lighter weight than his. What if he plummets out of control because he’s too heavy? But he says nothing, reluctant to discuss his weight with a stranger, and positions himself like the others in the opening, legs dangling above the pillar of rock. Craning forwards, he looks down at the faces of the other three on the helipad. They gaze up at him, waving cheerily as if to beckon him and let him know that the descent is not as bad as expected. They survived it and he will too. Like passengers climbing off a rollercoaster and waving to the next in line.


Then of course the rollercoaster flies off the rails on a sharp bend because one of the passengers is too heavy.


Helgi lets go and starts his descent. He feels the wind rushing up his body and the line seems terribly thin and inadequate. The only thought in his head is whether he’s far enough down to survive a fall, when quite suddenly he feels a hard bump and a jerk that runs up his spine like a pianist running his fingers over the keys. He straightens up, grins at the other three and hurriedly undoes the clips on his harness so he won’t be dragged back into the air. The worst moment is when he has released all bar one and knows that if he’s pulled upwards now, the fastening is bound to give halfway. But at last he’s free and watches the empty harness jerking back up to the helicopter.


The noise of the rotors is too loud for conversation, so they all stand staring upwards. No one wants to be on the receiving end of the next consignment to be lowered. From what Helgi could gather before they boarded, the plan is to renew the lighthouse radio transmitter, replace a broken solar panel and touch up the exterior paintwork. They’re also going to measure the area around the helipad and gauge the potential for enlarging and strengthening it to make it fit for purpose again. How this is to be done without loss of life is a mystery to Helgi. The platform is built on a foundation of stone and in order to assess the terrain around it, someone will have to climb down and cling by his toes if he is to find a foothold on the sharp, wind-eroded snags. Helgi hopes fervently that no one will ask him to help.


Together they labour to free each consignment as it is lowered, then push it aside so it won’t get in the way of the next. Helgi can no longer feel his arms by the time the co-pilot finally winches down to signal that the drop is complete. He is nonchalant on the descent, smiling and waving at them. His breeziness in no way abates once he has landed.


‘That’s the lot, then!’ the man bellows and Helgi can’t help wondering if he ever accidentally yells at his wife like that at the end of a day’s work. ‘You’re all sorted, aren’t you?’ Helgi nods, awkwardly, and the others follow suit. ‘The forecast’s good so we assume we’ll be picking you up tomorrow evening unless we hear from you first. You’ve got double rations, so if you think you’ll need to spend another night, just let us know. Be careful and, you know, try not to get agoraphobia.’ The man grins, revealing teeth as white as his helmet. ‘And no going for an early-morning jog. It could end nastily.’ Still smiling, he signals to the pilot to winch him up and shortly afterwards pops his head out to wave goodbye. The door closes, the helicopter tilts slightly, then describes a swift arc away from them. As it recedes into the distance, the thunder of the rotors fades until finally they can no longer hear it.


They look at each other self-consciously and no one says anything. It is Helgi’s acquaintance Ívar who finally makes a move, muttering that they had better stow the gear. The younger man follows him. They search among the small piles on the platform until they find what they’re looking for and break open some boxes. Both seem completely unaffected by vertigo, though to Helgi it looks as if they are stepping dangerously close to the edge and it wouldn’t take much to lose one’s footing on the rough concrete. He considers making another attempt to talk to the two men, but decides against it. Ívar was reluctant to speak to him at the airport; he doesn’t seem to remember him, which isn’t really that surprising. A few days ago Helgi had struck up a conversation with him in a bar that seemed mainly to attract lonely, friendless types like himself, plus the odd tourist who appeared horrified at the idea that this might be the fabled Icelandic nightlife.


Ívar had been pretty wasted, bragging about a perilous trip he was about to make. After letting him ramble on for a while, Helgi asked if there was any chance he might be allowed to go along to take pictures. Ívar had thumped him on the back, so hard it hurt, and said it might well be possible. Helgi seemed like a good bloke and he would be glad of the company. Helgi should just ring and ask the coastguard, making sure to mention that Ívar was OK with it. Which he had done.


He watches the men laying aside tools in a neat row. They work in silence, having no apparent need for words. Both clearly know what they’re doing and their movements are practised and confident. Helgi thanks his lucky stars he doesn’t have to participate in the repairs to the lighthouse or measurements of the helipad. He finds it hard to imagine how there can be any room for manoeuvre in these confined conditions and is sure any activity must be extremely dangerous, whatever security measures are taken. He’d be only too happy to stay out of the way – the only condition for his being permitted to go along – but easy as it was to make such a promise, he sees now that it will be almost impossible to aim the camera without bumping into his companions while they work. If he can ever actually summon up the courage to make the move from the helipad to the lighthouse, that is.


It’s hardly any distance but that doesn’t make it any less daunting. Involuntarily Helgi grabs hold of a pile of equipment to combat his dizziness. Out of the corner of his eye he catches sight of the young woman who is also searching for something to hold on to, and feels ashamed of himself for not being a proper man like the others. To mask his embarrassment, he starts taking photos completely at random until the men seem to have finished their task.


Gingerly he inches after them as they stride, sure-footed, over to the lighthouse. He is aware of the woman behind him but doesn’t dare look round. A rattle of loose gravel and unnaturally rapid breathing indicate that she is following close on his heels. He concentrates on the lighthouse, which looks so small you would have thought it had been built for one of Snow White’s seven dwarfs. Once there, he heaves a sigh of relief and presses himself against the rough wall. The woman stations herself beside him, her cheeks ruddy, her eyes betraying a hint of anxiety, as if she has been brought here against her will – or her better judgement. She’s kitted out like a veteran, in drab green outdoor gear, designed with an eye to protecting her from the cold rather than enhancing her feminine charms. But the clothes are brand new and she looks about as pleased to be there as him.


Helgi opens his mouth to offer comfort, partly as a means of bolstering his own courage, but can’t find the right words. Together they gaze in silence at the view from the rock, at the heaving, glittering surface of the sea and almost cloudless vault of the sky. Helgi shoots a glance at the woman whose name, he now remembers, is Heida. He guesses that she is the technician who has been sent, in a last-minute decision, to update the radio transmitter and GPS equipment in the lighthouse. Tóti, the man with Ívar, must be the other carpenter, as no manual worker would have long pink nails like Heida’s.


Ívar sticks his head inside the lighthouse, turns and looks at Heida and Helgi for a moment then climbs onto the step in front of the door and stamps imaginary dirt off his shoes. Tóti follows on his heels. Ívar puts his hands on his hips and sighs, then shoves a knife in the leather sheath attached to his belt. Helgi regrets not having brought along his hunting knife to fit in better.


‘Right,’ says Ívar. ‘No point hanging about. There’s no time to lose if we’re going to finish by tomorrow evening.’


Slowly Helgi detaches himself from the wall and feels as if he’s reeling. ‘If you like, I might be able to help. I won’t be taking pictures all the time.’


The men barely react, though Ívar mutters that he’ll bear it in mind. They enter the lighthouse and Heida follows, but the space is so tiny that one person is forced to stand in the doorway. Helgi allows his rapid heartbeat to slow as he listens to the sound of their voices inside. This is incredible. Here he is, standing on a pillar of rock hardly any bigger in area than his flat, surrounded on all sides by the freezing ocean, which seems to be just waiting for one of them to lose their footing. This is no place for a human being to spend an hour, let alone the whole night.


His thoughts return to his dream and although he can remember little about it, he’s pretty sure his imagination fell far short of the reality. He tries to pick out the helicopter on the horizon but it has gone. There’s nothing to see for the moment, so he moves slowly over to join the others, clinging onto the wall all the while, and peers in through the doorway over Tóti’s shoulder.


Inside, Heida and Ívar are bending over something he can’t see. But his attention is drawn not to the people but to the whitewashed walls of this tiny space. More snatches of his dream flash into his mind. Whitewashed concrete, spattered all over with blood. Shiny black pools on a stone floor. All of a sudden he remembers how the dream ended.


There were four people to begin with.


Two returned to land.


It’s a pity he can’t remember if he was one of them.




Chapter 2


20 January 2014


Few people had any business down in the bowels of the police station. Because of its low ceiling the windowless basement was used solely for storage, not for stuff that was needed but for useless things that no one could decide whether to throw away. Nína switched on the light and one fluorescent tube after another clicked and flickered to life as she descended the stairs. As a rule only the caretaker came down here, but a faint smell of cigarette smoke suggested that other employees used it on occasion. Nína wrinkled her nose and sighed. She would get used to the stale fug; it wasn’t the worst thing she’d smelt in the line of duty. She surveyed the assorted junk that covered the floor, then picked her way through it along the zigzagging path created by the caretaker. She pitied the poor man having to sift through this worthless rubbish in preparation for the force’s move to a new, more modern headquarters. But it wasn’t all junk; somewhere in here lurked filing cabinets crammed with documents that Nína’s superiors felt it would be more appropriate for a police officer to empty. The information they contained might still be sensitive.


Dust danced in the air, refusing to settle. Nína rubbed her nose. The silence was total; she couldn’t hear the faintest echo of the roar of traffic from Hverfisgata and Hlemmur Square, which constantly got on her nerves upstairs. Extraordinary how much difference a single layer of concrete could make. Down here it was like entering another world, far from noisy distractions and the light of day. She shrugged off her initial disgust at the stale air, pushing away the memory of all those recent newspaper articles about the dangers of mould spores. Not that she was particularly worried about her health. She didn’t really care about anything these days. Lately she had gone about her work like an automaton, doing only what was strictly necessary. Her colleagues treated her as if she were made of porcelain or else a hand grenade primed to go off, and her boss seemed incapable of dealing with the situation. That probably explained why she was down here in the basement. He couldn’t send Nína back out on the beat because of the furore that had broken out at the station when she’d lodged a formal complaint about the conduct of a colleague – although such matters were supposed to be handled in the strictest confidence.


They had received a report of a disturbance and possible domestic at a block of flats in the east end of town. Nína had been sent with another officer to restore the peace and arrest the troublemaker if it turned out he had beaten up his wife badly enough for her to press charges. On the way there her fellow officer had been grumbling about a recent report that had revealed the shitty conditions endured by policewomen and the prejudice they experienced from male members of the force. Nína had stood up for her female colleagues; after all, she had firsthand experience of the problem. Women still made up a small minority in the police but apparently even that was too much for some of the men. Her male colleague had tried to argue that men were better at the job than women and started regaling her with exactly the kind of bigotry the survey had exposed. It was a pity, really, that they had wasted their money on research when speaking to him would have told them all they needed to know.


Nína had refrained from comment during most of his rant but her patience snapped when he started using chess to prove his point. She asked if he was really that expert at the noble game himself. Extrapolating from the genius of Russian grandmasters wouldn’t wash. If chess was a standard of male intelligence, then he and his fellow officers in the police must be singularly unrepresentative; at least, the less-than-enthusiastic participation in the Christmas chess tournament hadn’t pointed to the existence of many grandmasters on the force. This and more in the same vein accompanied their progress up the stairs and by the time the door was opened in response to their banging, they were both red in the face and fuming.


The man standing in the doorway didn’t look like much of a chess player. Behind him they could hear his wife whimpering. The flat stank of alcohol and old cigarette smoke. The man let them in as if nothing had happened, as if beating up your wife was standard practice. Nína followed the noise to where his wife was curled up weeping. When she looked up, the crimson mark of a blow was visible on one cheek and her face was streaked with mascara. Her top was torn, revealing a red lace bra, and when she loosened her arms from round her knees, it was apparent that her trousers had been dragged down to her pubic bone. The flies hadn’t been undone and the skin around her jutting hipbones was badly grazed.


At this point the caveman entered the room with Nína’s colleague. The husband drawled that there was no need to get excited – they were married and could do as they liked. Neither Nína nor her fellow officer bothered to try and correct this misconception. Then he offered them a drink, adding that they shouldn’t waste time on that bitch, she was a frigiddirtyfuckingboringwhingingcunt. He must have taken exception to the expression on Nína’s face because the next thing she knew he was behind her, pressing hard against her back, thrusting his hands inside her open jacket and grabbing at her breasts. He slurred in her ear, asking if she liked it, and to her disgust she realised he had a hard-on. Then he released one breast and forcing her face round, licked her cheek. The foul stench from his mouth must have been caused by a rotten tooth. Out of the corner of her eye she could see that her colleague was not lifting a finger to help. A mocking smile played over his lips. Her attempts to twist round and stamp on the man’s toes were in vain; she couldn’t free herself. This seemed only to increase her colleague’s amusement.


Suddenly the wife rose from the sofa, roaring like a lion, claws out. At first, so bizarre were the circumstances, Nína feared she was going to attack her for trying to steal her husband. But the woman’s fury was directed at him. He loosened his grip as his wife’s nails raked across his fleshy cheeks. When Nína turned, the man looked as if he’d tried to disguise himself as a Native American: four bright red parallel lines scored each cheek from ear to ear.


The visit ended with them handcuffing the man for assaulting his wife and resisting arrest. On the way back to the station Nína asked her colleague what the hell he had been thinking of and he retorted that if she was equal to a man surely she should have been strong enough to look after herself. He didn’t see how he could have helped.


Her first action on reaching the station was to make a formal complaint about his conduct and demand that he should receive a reprimand. How could he work as a police officer if he couldn’t be trusted to come to the aid of a colleague? If a crazed woman had attacked him, Nína wouldn’t have stood by and watched. Bickering in the car was one thing, but the dangerous situations arising from their work were quite another. Then officers had to back each other up. Or so she had always believed.


The following day there had been a huge fuss. Nína was asked to withdraw her complaint as it would seriously damage the man’s career prospects in the force. Instead, he would receive an informal dressing-down. She was also asked to delete the description of the husband’s assault on her from the report. It was for her own good, she was told; she would hardly want the incident to become common knowledge. As if she had willingly colluded in it or been at fault! Nína had refused both requests and threatened to take the matter further if it wasn’t handled properly in-house.


Suddenly she was a pariah: no one wanted to work with her; she couldn’t be trusted. Even the other female officers gave her the cold shoulder, one commenting that now she had really made their lives unbearable; now they would all be branded as snitches. And she had let them down by not being able to free herself unaided. Nína had been speechless.


When she was taken off the beat until further notice and assigned special duties instead, she hadn’t raised any protest. In fact it had been a huge relief. The assault by the drunk had shaken her more than she was willing to admit to herself or her superiors. She had no desire to risk winding up in the same situation again, so she welcomed the monotonous but safe chores that were now dumped on her. Her calm reaction disconcerted the duty sergeant who had obviously been ready for a showdown. Instead she had stood before him, nodding meekly as he outlined her latest assignment, which was even duller than the last.


And now her fortunes had undergone an even greater transformation. Her superiors must have congratulated themselves when they had the brainwave of removing her uncomfortable presence from the office by dispatching her down to the basement. The archives were apparently so extensive that she could expect to be stuck down there for days, even weeks. Meanwhile they could put off making any decision about her future in the force. Her complaint was still being passed from pillar to post and no action had been taken over her accusation against the husband, as it would only expose her fellow officer’s breach of conduct. As a result, it looked as if the wife-beater would get away with it, and this made Nína even more determined to stick to her guns, despite the developments in her personal life that had been the final straw. These days she walked around in a daze and would no longer trust herself to behave responsibly at the scene of a crime even if she was returned to ordinary duties. She was well out of the way down here, in her own opinion as well as that of the male chauvinist pigs upstairs.


Nína picked up a heavy roll of black bin bags and struggled to fit as many flat cardboard boxes under her arm as possible. Though thin, she had always been strong, but recently she had become positively haggard. Her cheekbones jutted out of her face and her ribs were like a washboard. At least there were no mirrors in the basement.


Staggering under her load, she made her way towards the archives. Long ago someone had hung a sign, now yellowed with age, on the door, which read: ‘Old Sins’. After a struggle Nína managed to open the door without putting down the bags or boxes. She entered the corridor, laid down her load and stood there panting. There were six doors, each of which, the caretaker had told her, led to a separate archive. She spotted a switch but before she could turn on the overhead lights the door swung shut behind her and all at once she was standing in pitch blackness. Nína cursed herself aloud for not anticipating this but the walls seemed to absorb her words.


It was a long time since Nína had been in total darkness; there wasn’t even a faint gleam from the cracks around the door. She felt for the wall, then fumbled her way back towards the entrance. As she did so she tried closing her eyes and discovered that it made no difference.


She thought about her husband, Thröstur. Was he aware of the lightless world in which he now existed? As she groped her way along, she hoped fervently that he wasn’t. Perhaps he could still see, and everything would be all right, in spite of the pessimistic prognosis. But she had been standing beside the doctor when he’d aimed his torch at her husband’s eye and the black pupil had continued to stare blankly at the ceiling.


The doctor had told her that if Thröstur could see, his pupils would contract, adding – as if to rub salt in the wound – that his other senses had probably failed as well. Although he didn’t come right out and say it, the implication was that her husband was no better than a living corpse.


When Nína pressed him, the doctor wouldn’t confirm that this was a hundred per cent certain, so she had allowed herself the tiny hope that Thröstur was in some way aware of his surroundings. But a more likely explanation was that there was no such thing as certainty in medical science, any more than in other areas of life. If you weren’t dead, you were alive. But if the doctors’ dire predictions proved correct, she ought really to hope with all her heart that Thröstur wasn’t aware of the changes that had taken place in his life. It would be more merciful if he could sense nothing at all, but just felt as if he was sleeping, floating on the wings of beautiful dreams. But her innate pessimism told her that his dreams were probably as bleak as his prospects.


Gripping the cold handle, Nína opened the door again, trying to suppress this line of thought. Yet she couldn’t shut out the questions: how could she ensure that Thröstur never found out what sort of state he was in? Never woke up to find himself trapped in a useless body? The only way, in the end, would be to follow the doctors’ advice and switch off his life support. Nína felt the blood rushing to her cheeks. Why the hell did she have to make this decision? What were the hospital staff, with all their specialist training, for? Couldn’t they just tell her what to do? Light spilled in from the corridor and Nína took a deep breath. Don’t think too much; that was best. Activate cruise control and go about your life without thinking. That hurt less.


Almost every other fluorescent bulb in the corridor turned out to be working. The walls, once brilliant white, were now discoloured and grubby, and the doorframe was chipped from where people had carelessly bashed it when carrying objects through. The unforgiving glare also revealed how filthy her trouser legs were, and she automatically tried to brush off the worst of the dirt. She had waded heedlessly through the slush on her way to work this morning, after spending the night in a chair by Thröstur’s hospital bed. Nowadays the nursing staff had given up shaking her and telling her to go home for a rest; they knew better than anyone when it was best to say nothing. It wasn’t difficult, after all. It was always best to keep one’s mouth shut. No words were capable of dulling her pain. The silent sympathy she sensed from the doctors and nurses was enough for her, and it was a relief not to have to explain anything; they understood that she would not go home unless compelled to. The flat was an empty shell of what it had once been. All that remained, it seemed, were things whose sole purpose was to remind her of what she had lost.


Nína stood with her hand on the light switch, lost in thought, while the door swung slowly shut as if guided by an invisible hand. As if it wasn’t bad enough that the ceiling was so low, the floor sloped as well. She didn’t turn away until the door had finally closed. It must have been her imagination but she could have sworn she had seen the handle move.


In front of her were the rows of doors leading to the archives, three on each side. There was no need to waste effort on wondering where to start as all the storerooms were presumably full of old files. The obvious course would be to begin at the back or front and work systematically to the other end. Yet it was to one of the doors in the middle that she headed first. She didn’t know why; there was nothing behind her decision but an inexplicable certainty that this was where she should start. The door handle was warm, as if welcoming her, as if inside she would receive long-desired peace. Odd. She hadn’t been paying much attention but as far as she could remember the handle of the door leading to the corridor had felt cold to the touch.


She was met by a smell of dust and old paper. Mindful of what had happened before, Nína took care to switch on the light before entering. As she’d suspected, it was crammed with files, the rows of shelves packed in so tightly that there was barely space to squeeze between them.


She decided to take a better look around before embarking on the sorting and throwing away. The idea was to scan in anything important, then destroy the hard copy, so the task mainly consisted of assessing what should go straight into the bin and what should be digitised. If this job wasn’t the most exciting, the scanning would be absolute hell. Nína wouldn’t be at all surprised to learn that it was her next assignment once she had finished clearing the basement.


She wandered around, reading the labels on folders and boxes at eye level. Traffic Offences: January 1979, Burglaries: May – September 1980. Her movements were stirring up dust and again she rubbed her nose to stop herself sneezing. The further inside she went, the dimmer the light, thanks to the high shelves, and she resolved to bring a floor lamp down with her next time.


Nína was about to worm her way out again when her gaze fell on an open file lying on top of a row of upright folders at the back of the room. She blew on it carefully, then noticed there was no dust. Turning it over, leaving it open at the same page, she read the spine: Suicides: February 1982 – October 1985. Her blood ran cold and her heart beat with slow, heavy strokes, so insistently she could almost hear it in the silence. She gave herself a moment to recover. Of course she had known suicide was a police matter; she had been on both sides of the desk herself.


Before Thröstur decided his life was meaningless, Nína had been involved in the investigation of such incidents. And lately her thoughts had kept returning to a widow she had spoken to more than two years ago. The woman had gazed at Nína with wide eyes, muttering repeatedly that there had been nothing wrong, her husband would never have done anything thing like that; he had no reason to take his own life. Nína had been filled with sympathy mingled with doubts about the woman’s sanity. It had never entered her head that she herself might one day gaze, face puffy with weeping, into the eyes of a police officer and make an almost identical speech. The only difference was that Thröstur had survived his suicide attempt. He was still alive, if you could call it living.


The folder weighed heavier and heavier in her hands. Nína tried to see where it belonged but there were no gaps in the neighbouring shelves. She found one completely empty shelf in another row but the square, dust-free patch on it indicated that it had contained a box or some other object much larger than a folder. She wondered whether to leave the file open on top of the others but thought no, chucking it straight into the bin bag would be a good start. Reports of suicides from thirty years ago could hardly be considered relevant now, as she knew from personal experience. It was only eight weeks since Thröstur had tried to kill himself, yet few shared her interest in finding out why. Apart from his father and sister, no one wanted to know. She could read in the eyes of her close friends that they wished Thröstur could be allowed to go so they wouldn’t have to keep pussyfooting around the question of how he was doing or why it had happened. In thirty years’ time they would barely remember the incident. She hoped the same would be true of her.


Nevertheless, once she had moved back into the light, Nína couldn’t resist the temptation to take a closer look at the contents of the folder. Without wanting or intending to, she began reading the text from the point where she had found it open. There would be no going back.


It turned out to be the final page of a report about a case that had presumably been described in the previous pages since it was impossible to work out the circumstances from the paragraph in front of her. The date was in the top right-hand corner: 18 April 1985. Nína turned back to see how it began, only to discover that the previous pages were missing. It was preceded by a completely unrelated report, which was complete and stapled together. The single page showed evidence of having once been attached to others; the small, triangular scrap of paper left under the staple suggested that the previous pages had been torn away carelessly. She leafed through the file but couldn’t find the first part of the report anywhere. Turning back to the paragraph that had shaken her so badly, she stared at the black typewritten letters as if she expected them to have changed. But they hadn’t. It was the same concluding paragraph stating that Milla Gautadóttir had signed on behalf of her underage son to witness that his statement was true and correct. This was followed by a brief note confirming that the taking of the statement had been concluded at 10.39 a.m. The name of the son was printed under the mother’s name: Thröstur Magnason, born 1 March 1978. Her husband.


Nína closed the file and clutched it to her chest. There was no question that it was her Thröstur. His mother’s name was uncommon and it was impossible that she could have had a namesake with a son of exactly the same name and age, and a husband called Magni to boot. Impossible. Closing her eyes, she tried to breathe calmly. Someone must have left the folder out so she would find it. Someone who wanted to hurt her. Her friends – if she had any left on the force – would never have done such a thing. To slip a report dating from her husband’s childhood into a file on suicides … Nína squeezed her eyes tighter shut and streaks of light, ghosts of the former brightness, danced before her. She didn’t want to see anything, didn’t want to think at all. If she let herself, she would start tuning into the noises she thought she could hear at the back of the storeroom, from the shelves she hadn’t yet examined. As if someone was standing there, breathing heavily. Perhaps the person who had left the folder out was still down there. She could only assume that sound would carry as poorly out of the basement as it did into it. If she screamed, it was unlikely anyone would hear her. Except the person hiding behind her, among the dusty old archives.




Chapter 3


23 January 2014


The weather seemed unable to make up its mind whether to rain, sleet or snow, and the Reykjanes highway gleamed blackly in the glow of the headlights that could do little to penetrate the spray. The family members were using the drive home from the airport to ruminate on their holiday. They sat in silence, Nói behind the wheel, Vala beside him and their teenage son Tumi in the back, staring out at the endless lava-field. Two large suitcases had been stowed beside him since the boot didn’t have room for all their baggage. They hadn’t planned to do much shopping but, carried away by the low prices in America, had ended up lugging a mountain of stuff home across the Atlantic. Only time would tell how wise some of these purchases had been. They had got no further than the Leifsstöd terminal before Vala remarked that their new clothes didn’t look quite as smart as they had in the States; somehow they didn’t go with the miserable grey weather. Nói had to bite his lip to stop himself exploding.


‘Strange to think we’ve got to go to work tomorrow.’ He focused on the road ahead through the frantically labouring windscreen wipers.


‘You were going to go in today, remember? Just be grateful I talked you out of it.’ Vala twisted round. ‘Are you asleep?’


‘No.’ Tumi continued to watch the world outside the windows.


Vala opened her mouth to add something, then turned back. Nói understood her change of heart; Tumi was taciturn by nature and when he was tired you might as well try to hold a conversation with the radio.


‘God, it’ll be so good to be back in our own bed.’ Vala closed her eyes and put her hand on Nói’s thigh. He wanted to ask if she’d forgotten how much she had been looking forward to leaving home only two weeks ago but checked the impulse. It was best for him to say as little as possible when he was tired as he had a tendency to come out with something regrettable.


‘Weird to think strangers have been sleeping in our beds.’


They had done a house swap with an American couple who had been staying at their place while they were using their summer house in Florida. The money they had saved had gone on the contents of their suitcases. And more. Their credit card bill was going to be eye-watering, but then Nói had been aware of what would happen as soon as he let himself be cajoled into agreeing to this trip. It was lucky they were comfortably off; he ran a small software company that turned over a decent profit and Vala, who was a sought-after personal trainer, also earned a decent salary.


‘Hope they were satisfied. It’s a bugger about the barbecue.’


The American couple had also had access to their holiday chalet and had sent an e-mail mentioning that the barbecue wasn’t working. Nói had answered immediately, running through every solution to the problem he could think of. He had received no reply. Vala interpreted the silence as meaning that the couple had got it working again, but Nói was worried they had been offended.


‘Oh, it can’t have made any difference to them.’


‘Unless they turned up at the chalet with a pile of steaks.’


‘They could have chucked them in a frying pan. It doesn’t matter now, anyway.’ As usual, Vala’s attempt to stop him worrying had the opposite effect.


Nói tried to pretend he wasn’t particularly bothered but his tone emerged sounding aggrieved. ‘Maybe not. But I’d have preferred it if they’d sent us a final e-mail to say thanks and goodbye. We did.’


‘We’re not them. Perhaps they were too busy sightseeing to send us a message. Or the internet’s stopped working at home.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with the internet.’ Nói the IT expert couldn’t stand any interference in his domain.


‘OK, fine. There’s nothing wrong with it.’


They spoke little for the rest of the drive. Not because they were angry with each other but because when their conversation descended into sniping like this it was better to shut up. Besides, there was nothing to discuss. Nothing more to be said about the internet or the foreigners’ behaviour. There’d be time enough for that later. Fortunately they had always been able to sit in companionable silence, even when first getting to know each other; a time when people usually dread running out of things to say.


Predictably, they hit heavy morning traffic in Hafnarfjördur and had to crawl all the way into Reykjavík. Only when they reached Sudurgata in the west of town did they escape the rush-hour congestion and turn off to their own suburb of Skerjafjördur, which lay by the sea, almost at the end of the domestic airport runway. By the time they got there the heavens had emptied themselves. Nói turned off the squeaking windscreen wipers and the absence of noise left a strange emptiness in the car for the last few hundred metres home. The sight of their familiar street evoked an odd mixture of happiness and gloom in their hearts: they were home; their holiday was over. Nói suspected that all the happiness lay on his side and the gloom on his wife and son’s. Now it was back to school for Tumi and work for him and Vala. The sultry heat and retail frenzy were a thing of the past.


Nói parked in the drive beside Vala’s car, which they had lent to the Americans. Climbing out, they inhaled the bracingly cold, fresh air.


Tumi stood like a spare part, staring vacantly at nothing, while his tired and irritable parents busied themselves unloading the car. He made no move to help until snapped at by Nói, at which point the boy came to. If anything, he seemed even dreamier than usual. Nói put this and his clumsy movements down to tiredness, yet he suspected that something else was troubling his son. After all, he was the only one of them who had managed to sleep all the way across the Atlantic, dead to the world in a long-legged huddle before they had even taken off. There was something odd, too, about the way he kept staring up at the house. As if he expected to see the American couple waving at them from the windows: Welcome home! We’re thinking of staying put!


‘Are you OK, Tumi?’ Vala had halted behind her son, who was blocking her way. He stood as if rooted to the spot, suitcase in hand, gazing at the upstairs windows.


‘Mm? Yeah.’ Tumi shook himself as if he had fallen asleep on his feet.


‘Something wrong with the house?’ Nói looked up, searching in vain for anything out of the ordinary. The curtains were in place; in fact the couple seemed to have drawn them all, even in the sitting room where the window dressings were only really for decoration. Home, sweet home. Nói smiled at the thought that popped into his head as he inspected the two-storey wooden house. When they bought it the intention had been to tear it down and replace it with a modern structure of concrete and glass, with door handles and cupboard fittings of brushed steel. But the homely atmosphere of the old house had won Nói over and in the end he had managed to persuade Vala to abandon her vision of a tastefully grey-toned interior. Instead they had done up the old place, extended the kitchen and knocked through some of the rooms. The result was a triumph in Nói’s opinion; his childhood dream of a cosy home come true. Vala had seemed content too and Tumi didn’t let the upheaval bother him. As long as the house had an internet connection, nothing else mattered to him.


‘I can’t see anything. What’s the matter?’


‘No. Yeah. I don’t know.’ Tumi lowered his gaze and started walking.


‘You’re just dazed from the journey. It’s hardly surprising.’ Nói wished his son could have pointed to something concrete – a broken window or a bird on the roof. Anything. He scanned the house again but still couldn’t see anything amiss. Lethargy and fatigue gave way to an inexplicable sense of dread.


Together they managed to ferry all the luggage from the car to the front door. Their suitcases seemed to have grown heavier on the trip and as they stood there in a heap they gave the impression of containing an infinite amount of stuff that would now have to be found a home. Nói shook his head; they hadn’t needed anything to start with, so they would probably end up having to throw away perfectly good stuff they already owned to make room for all this new gear. He sighed under his breath, then reminded himself that he was home at last and that this was a reason to celebrate.


When they went inside, Nói’s pleasure faded slightly. There was an unfamiliar smell in the air and their home seemed indefinably alien, as if the foreign couple had made it their own during the two weeks they’d been living there. Perhaps the same was true of their place in Florida; perhaps there was a lingering trace there of his family’s presence. If so, he wished he could go back, fling open all the windows and give it an even more thorough clean.


Nói fumbled for the light switch in the hope that the brightness would dispel his unease. The entrance hall was lit up and he saw the familiar cupboards and shoe rack, looking unnaturally tidy. Before leaving they had blitzed the entire house, including the chaos in the hall. The pairs of shoes were placed neatly in a row, side by side, as if to show that an unusually tidy family lived there. Which was not so far from the truth, if you ignored Tumi’s room.


Vala gathered up the pile of letters and newspapers that they had stepped over on their way in, and, yawning, handed them to Nói. She often said that good news never came in the post. He flicked quickly through the envelopes and placed a late Christmas card on top of the pile. Vala bent over him, trying unsuccessfully to identify the handwriting. It didn’t actually matter who the card was from as they hadn’t sent any this year because they had been too busy preparing for their trip. No doubt they would be crossed off several people’s lists as a result.


Before leaving, they had taken down only some of the Christmas decorations. This had been a source of concern to Nói as he was afraid the couple weren’t Christian and might be offended. Besides, Christmas was over and it seemed tasteless to leave them up. Vala had asked if he was all right in the head: who on earth would be offended by Christmas decorations? She wouldn’t mind the decorations of other religions herself. Anyway, it looked much more homely with them up and the couple would enjoy that. There hadn’t been so much as a pine needle in their house in Florida.


‘Puss, puss, puss!’ Vala hung up her new jacket, which looked shockingly garish among the sober coats in the cupboard. ‘Kitty, kitty, kit!’
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