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Chapter 1


The wind changed, blowing the reek of oil from the noisy engine forward over the deck of the little fishing boat. The smell almost did for Dísa. She pulled the neck of her jumper over her nose, preferring the cloying perfume of wool detergent to the poisonous fumes. But the others didn’t seem to mind. Dísa’s eleven-year-old daughter, Rósa, was leaning over the gunwale with Frikki, the boat owner, their attention fixed on the water where the net was submerged. Dísa, meanwhile, stayed close to the wheelhouse, her back pressed against its reassuring bulk. She tried to make it look as if this had nothing to do with seasickness or a fear of drowning, but she knew Frikki saw through her. Although he didn’t say anything, he kept glancing over his shoulder, his face concerned. Rósa didn’t notice. She was still too young to let any worries cloud this rare chance of adventure.


Dísa had been carefree once. But it was a long time since she had been able to summon up that youthful recklessness. Instead of enjoying the moment – the taste of salt on her lips, the wind in her hair – all she could think about was the icy clutches of the sea.


She forced her mind away from this unhealthy preoccupation. Surely, fate couldn’t have a watery grave in store for her and her daughter, not after what had happened in the past. The coincidence would be too great. Instead, she tried to concentrate on her surroundings. When she raised her eyes to the horizon, there was nothing to see but the grey surface of the ocean, almost merging with the overcast sky. So she looked up instead, watching the gulls that had been patiently circling the boat ever since they’d left the quay, undeterred by the meagre catch. All they’d pulled up so far were two lumpfish and a handful of small fry. They had started out fishing with a line until it had become inextricably tangled with some unseen obstacle below. After several futile attempts to free it, Frikki had resigned himself to cutting the line. He had suggested to Rósa that they try the net instead, but as yet the change of tackle had produced no results.


Perhaps the failure was Dísa’s fault for begging Frikki not to sail too far from the shore. Even here, mother and daughter were unlikely to survive if the boat sank, but she kidded herself that they would be able to swim to land, Rósa with the help of the lifebelt, and she because of all those years of swimming lessons at school. In fact, the only lifebelt on board had seen better days; it was a dirty, cumbersome object that looked unlikely to float if they went down. But she mustn’t let herself think like that. If she did, she might give in to panic and start shrieking at Frikki to turn back.


Turning to look at the shore, Dísa realised to her dismay that they were much further out than she’d thought. Distance had almost flattened out the city skyline; the smaller buildings were invisible, the high-rises no more than huts. She hadn’t been paying enough attention, and, because she hadn’t objected, Frikki had probably thought it was all right to sail further out in search of a better catch. Unless the boat had drifted with the current? That wouldn’t surprise her.


‘Mum! There’s something in the net!’ Rósa looked round, her face radiant with excitement. The grey woollen hat hiding her unruly hair was the same colour as the brooding sky, creating a momentary optical illusion that the top of her head was missing. Her jeans-clad legs looked almost comically spindly below the grubby, oversized lifebelt, while her arms, in the puffy sleeves of her jacket, seemed totally out of proportion. But, like a true fisherman, Rósa gave no thought to her appearance. ‘It might be a salmon!’


Dísa smiled back, not wishing to dampen her daughter’s unrealistic expectations. Ever since she had first heard about the trip several days ago, Rósa’s descriptions of what they might catch had been growing increasingly fanciful. What had started out as a single haddock for the pot had ended up as enough lobsters to provide a feast for her mother, her grandparents and all her friends at school. And Frikki too, of course – you couldn’t leave out the captain, though Rósa barely knew him. Her daughter was very concerned about doing the right thing. From a very young age, her character had been defined by sweetness and a kind heart. She was such a dear child – yet Dísa worried about what would become of her. Worrying was her speciality. In her opinion, character traits like Rósa’s were rarely valued by an uncaring world. She lacked courage, drive and boldness – the very qualities necessary to get ahead nowadays. Dísa was afraid that life would chew her daughter up and spit out the mangled remains. She blamed their personal circumstances for this: her fatherless daughter needed a boost in self-confidence that Dísa was unable to provide.


It was this that had motivated Dísa to accept Frikki’s offer to take them out fishing on the boat he co-owned with his brother, father and uncle. For Rósa’s sake, Dísa had suppressed her own anxiety about the trip. She had thought the experience might toughen her daughter up a bit or, if nothing else, at least force her out into the fresh air. While everyone else was bewailing the fact that fewer and fewer children were reading these days, Rósa had her nose permanently buried in a book. Of course, books were good and even necessary, but life wasn’t only to be found between their covers. Children needed to experience things first hand as well, or so Dísa believed. She didn’t want her daughter to turn out like her: forever prey to fears about things that other people simply shrugged off.


Frikki glanced back and smiled. Unlike Rósa, he was bareheaded, his curly hair blowing around in the wind. It suited him. So did being in the open air and in charge of the boat. He was far more at home here than in the government office where they both worked, Dísa registering changes of car ownership, Frikki registering fishermen. Neither job was particularly exciting or rewarding, but the hours suited Dísa as a single mother. She had never discovered why Frikki had chosen that line of work, though. He didn’t exactly radiate satisfaction whenever she bumped into him in the cafeteria. In the office he came across as clumsy, distracted and socially awkward, whereas at sea everything seemed to come naturally to him and his movements were sure and easy. He seemed positively daring and manly. Perhaps that was why he had invited her out on the boat – and suggested she bring Rósa along when she’d said she couldn’t get a babysitter. He must have known he would cut a better figure on deck than he would in a café surrounded by breakable cups and wobbly tables. And there was no mistaking the fact that he was interested in her.


‘Aren’t you going to come and see, Mum?’ Rósa beckoned her mother over.


‘Yes, sure,’ Dísa said with feigned enthusiasm, prepared for yet another disappointment. She was afraid Rósa would expect her to cook the undersized specimens that were already lying in the battered old fish tub. Pushing herself off the wheelhouse, she made her way unsteadily to the side and stood beside her daughter, gripping the gunwale and peering down at the blue rope which vanished into the depths. The restless sea seemed in no hurry to let go of its spoils and Frikki, hauling hand over hand, had to redouble his efforts.


At last the net rose to the surface and Frikki dragged it in, dropping it with a thud on the deck. It wasn’t as flat as it had been last time. Down at the bottom, there was a more respectable-sized bulge, but it wasn’t wriggling like the smaller fish had done and Dísa wondered if they’d caught a rock, if such a thing were possible. But when she took a closer look at it through the mesh, she gasped. She could have sworn she’d seen a tiny hand, like that of a baby. She clutched Rósa tight against her before her daughter could bend down to see for herself. 


‘What the hell’s that, Frikki?’ Dísa had been unable to sleep before the trip, plagued by a succession of fearful images: of drowning, of a gull crapping on her head, of being seasick, losing a finger in the winch, getting caught up in the propeller, being capsized by a whale, or crushed between boat and quay … but the possibility of finding a baby in the net had never entered even her darkest dreams.


Frikki’s puzzled frown did nothing to lessen her alarm. She hung on to Rósa who was struggling to see what it was. It was futile trying to prevent her, though: the deck space was so cramped that they wouldn’t be able to avoid catching sight of it.


Frikki squatted down beside the net. He appeared calm but Dísa thought his fingers were trembling as he reached out to the object sticking through the mesh. She grimaced and screwed up her eyes, torn between two conflicting urges: to watch or look away. When Frikki looked up he was smiling, visibly relieved. ‘It’s a doll.’ He stood up and began to shake the contents out of the net.


Dísa let go of Rósa who darted over to join Frikki. She watched in suspense as the catch rolled out on deck: two small fry, a clump of seaweed and finally the doll.


‘Ugh!’ Dísa made a face. ‘What a horrible thing!’ She took the three steps over to stand beside her daughter and Frikki. All three were silent as they took in the extraordinary sight. It was a toy doll, no question; the kind that is designed to look like a baby. Its legs were in a sitting position, extending in a V from the pink torso. One of the arms was outstretched, the other lay against the doll’s side. The plastic lips were slightly parted, the face forever frozen on the verge of asking a question. Just like millions of other dolls. But in every other respect it was as far as you could imagine from anything you’d find on display in a toy shop.


The doll had obviously been in the sea for a long time. It was covered in barnacles, white worms and other nameless organisms. Around its neck was a delicate chain but it was impossible to see what was hanging from it because of the shells and other creatures that clustered over the doll’s chest like a breastplate. One eye was nothing but an empty hole; the other stared at them glassily from under a lid that looked as if it would close if the doll was tilted. Most of the eyelashes were missing. The doll had lost part of its hair as well, revealing neat rows of holes over its scalp. The remaining tangled mess of hair was dark. There was nothing sweet or cuddly about it.


‘Whose is she?’ Rósa was the first to break the silence.


‘No one’s. Not any more.’ Frikki was transfixed by the hideous vision at his feet. ‘Perhaps it belonged to some little girl, a long time ago.’


‘What was she doing in the sea?’ Rósa was still young enough to believe that grown-ups had all the answers. She would soon be disillusioned.


‘Maybe the girl who owned it was on a boat and dropped it overboard. Or perhaps she dropped it off the quay and the current carried it here. The line must have dislodged it from the seabed earlier and then it floated into the net.’ Frikki was rising to the occasion pretty well, in Dísa’s opinion. There was no need for her to intervene.


‘Oh. Poor girl.’ Rósa face was a picture of sadness and sympathy. ‘And poor doll.’


Frikki bent down and made as if to put his hand in his sleeve before touching the doll. But then he changed his mind, no doubt keen to avoid coming across as a wimp. When he picked the doll up, streams of seawater began to pour out of its hip joints. ‘I reckon we should throw it back.’


‘No!’ Rósa cried out. ‘I want her.’


Dísa made a face again. ‘It’s a bit grim, Rósa. Look at all the horrible muck on it. Some of it’s bound to be alive.’


But now that the fishing trip had produced a result, Rósa proved uncharacteristically stubborn. ‘I want her anyway.’


Frikki’s embarrassment made him suddenly revert to his familiar office persona. He glanced from Rósa to Dísa, racking his brain for a compromise. His suggestion, when it finally came, was feeble. ‘I could put it in a bag?’ It sounded like a question.


Before Dísa could refuse his offer, Rósa forestalled her: ‘Yes. Put her in a bag. I can wash her when we get home.’ She looked up at her mother with a hopeful smile. ‘Maybe we can find the girl she used to belong to.’


Judging by the ecosystem that had made its home on the doll, it must have been at the bottom of the sea for years. ‘I’m sure the little girl who owned it will have grown out of toys by now,’ Dísa reasoned. ‘She’s probably forgotten all about it.’


‘She might have belonged to a boy. You can’t be sure it was a girl.’ Not for the first time, Rósa proved more broad-minded and modern than her mother. ‘And I’m sure the owner is still sad about losing her. I would be. Even if I was a hundred.’


Dísa didn’t doubt it for a minute. Rósa wasn’t the only child who thought of her toys as alive. Dísa herself still had several boxes of teddy bears and dolls in her parents’ basement that she didn’t have the heart to throw out.


Mother and daughter argued while Frikki stood by awkwardly. In the end, Rósa got her way and was allowed to keep the doll. Frikki’s relief was palpable. He clapped his hands and suggested they eat their picnic.


But when they sat down to their packed lunches, it turned out that none of them felt like Dísa’s flatcakes or the cheap, shop-bought sponge cake. Although the doll was now hidden away in a bag, they couldn’t forget the gruesome sight, which would have been enough to rob anyone of their appetite. Even the gulls had disappeared.


When Frikki suggested they call it a day, neither mother nor daughter raised any objections, so he put about and headed for shore.


In the end, Rósa’s interest didn’t last much beyond taking the doll out of the bag – wearing rubber gloves, at her mother’s insistence – and putting it in the bath, where she quickly forgot about it. Her enthusiasm didn’t extend to washing it or scrubbing off the barnacles. So there the doll sat, staring at Dísa out of its single eye when she went to the loo and, later, when she brushed her teeth before bed. Instead of replacing the plastic bag over the hideous object, Dísa took a photo and posted it on Facebook.


It wasn’t often that she had anything unusual to report.


Her laptop was still busy alerting her to comments and likes when she put it down on the coffee table without bothering to close the lid and went to bed.


Dísa awoke with a jerk. As she sat up, she registered through her disorientation that she’d been disturbed by a strange noise, a loud crash that was totally out of keeping with the quiet of their home at night. Sleepily, she pushed back the duvet and got up to see what was going on.


As her head cleared, Dísa remembered the empty tins she had piled up behind the curtain on the windowsill in the little dining area that she rarely used. The window faced onto the back garden. The Greater Reykjavík area had recently suffered a spate of burglaries and Dísa had thought this the most likely place for thieves to try to get in. The noise of the falling tins was supposed to frighten them away – to some other house.


If the news was to be believed, the crime wave was over, but Dísa had left the tins there, though she didn’t always check any more that the window was closed. Had it been open when she went to bed? She couldn’t remember, and her suspicion now grew that the noise had come from the tins. What else could it have been? She paused, frozen in her bedroom doorway, trying to come up with a less alarming explanation than a burglary. A cat had got in. A glass vase had fallen on the floor in the neighbours’ flat upstairs. There had been a collision in the street outside the house. A large bird had flown into the windowpane. The TV had switched itself on of its own accord. There had been an earthquake. There were any number of harmless possibilities.


Dísa relaxed a little. As she did so, she realised she was desperate for a pee.


She decided to buy herself a little time by going to the loo first to relieve her bladder. She wasn’t exactly keen to undertake a patrol of the flat, convinced she would have a heart attack if she so much as bumped into a cat. And yet it struck her that, considering the circumstances, she was peculiarly calm. Normally she was a bag of nerves over nothing more alarming than a gale forecast, even though they didn’t have a trampoline in the garden or loose tiles on the roof. She sat on the loo, feeling rather pleased with herself for keeping her cool. But the feeling didn’t last long. From the sitting room came the familiar sound of the laptop starting up. Her heart lurched, until she remembered that the computer had a habit of restarting once its automatic updates had finished. That must be it. After all, what kind of burglar would sit down to surf the web in the middle of a break-in?


That monstrous doll was watching her from the bathtub. Dísa averted her eyes and concentrated on peeing, but her gaze was drawn back irresistibly to the doll. She stared, mesmerised, at the plastic eye that seemed to be following her movements as she reached for the loo paper. It was an optical illusion, of course, like one of those portraits whose eyes seem to be watching you. There was nothing to be afraid of.


Another noise drove the doll from Dísa’s mind. It wasn’t the clatter of tins. Or a cat. Or a collision. Or a vase smashing to smithereens. And it certainly wasn’t an earthquake. It was a familiar, everyday sound.


It was the loose block of parquet creaking in the hallway just outside the bathroom.


Dísa stood up, her pyjama bottoms round her ankles, and took a step towards the door that she had closed from habit. Before she could reach the lock, the handle was turned from the other side. The door opened slowly inwards and, as she saw the person standing there, Dísa could have sworn that the doll in the bathtub grinned.
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Chapter 2


The zip tore into the quiet of the night as Abby opened the tent flap. Earlier that day, the silence had seemed pleasant, with only the birdsong to remind her that she and her boyfriend weren’t completely alone in this unfamiliar land. But now it felt oppressive. The birds had stopped singing and were no doubt asleep somewhere among the tussocks or in the knee-high birch scrub next to the tent. Ever since she and Lenny had left the city, it was as if nature had been given a crew-cut: nothing grew higher than a foot or so off the ground. It had taken a bit of getting used to, but before long she had come to appreciate the landscape. You could see for miles in every direction and she soon found that she didn’t miss trees one bit. She had always been a little afraid of woods after all the fairytales she had grown up with about children losing their way among the endless, identical trees, never to be seen again in some cases. Mind you, the tourist website she had read before the trip had made it abundantly clear that you could also get lost in a country with no forests. And, as in the tales from her childhood, you might never be seen again.


The wind changed, carrying the smell of ashes over to Abby. They had built a small, round hearth of stones next to the tent. There may have been no trees here but you certainly couldn’t complain of a shortage of rocks. For kindling they had used some dry sticks that Lenny had gathered among the scrub. These had burnt up so fast that the sausages had been charred on the outside and cold in the middle, but they had eaten them anyway. In fact, they had both been secretly relieved that the fire had died down so quickly. The moment the twigs caught, it had dawned on them that if the flames escaped from the rough stone circle they could set fire to the pasture, taking their tent and the two of them with it. This wasn’t the first time they had belatedly become aware of their own foolishness. The trip itself was the best evidence of that. If they had only stopped to think beforehand, Abby wouldn’t have been about to crawl into a cold, dank tent on a chilly spring night in a country that made up for its lack of trees with an overabundance of rocks and gusts of wind. Abby forced her mind back to the unbearable heat of Spain; to their fiery red shoulders, peeling from the merciless sun, and the sweat that had poured off them after any exertion greater than reaching for a water bottle. To be fair, Lenny had tolerated the heat better than she had as his skin wasn’t as pale and he’d found it easier to ignore the discomfort. He had even managed to venture out from under the sunshade. Their budget hotel had so few intact sun loungers or umbrellas that they’d had to wake up at the crack of dawn if they wanted to secure both. While Abby languished in the shade beside the swimming pool, trying not to pass out, Lenny had chatted a bit to the other guests or brought her food and drinks. She hadn’t been able to move an inch until evening. Even then it had been unbearably hot, but at least she’d been spared the cruel sun.


When Lenny, returning from a stroll, had perched on her sun lounger and suggested giving up on Spain as a bad job and going to Iceland instead, she had almost burst into tears with relief. The very name had sounded like a cooling lotion. She had only just noticed that her toes had been poking out from under the towel that she had draped over her legs, and now they resembled angry little cocktail sausages.


Once evening came and the sun had gone down, the idea lost some of its appeal. All sorts of practical considerations reared their heads but like cheap fireworks, they appeared with a crack but fizzled out almost immediately as she chose to ignore them. If she and Lenny had stopped to give it a moment’s proper thought, the idea would have been nipped in the bud. Initially she had been a bit worried about where they were going to stay and how they were supposed to get around, as hotels and travel in Iceland were bound to be way over their budget. Even Spain had been a luxury they couldn’t really afford. They could pay their rent at the beginning of every month, but the further they got from pay-day, the more pinched their circumstances became. Their credit cards were already way over the limit and their debit cards nothing more than a gateway to their overdrafts. The supply of euros they had brought along as travel money was fast being depleted. All of this made a trip to Iceland an absurd proposition. But they had gone for it anyway; Lenny had talked her into it.


He’d said he could sort them a couple of free airline tickets from a man he had got chatting to at the swimming-pool bar. The man couldn’t use the tickets himself and had told Lenny they were his if he wanted. It would cost them a small fee to change the names on the tickets, if they really felt that was necessary, but that was all. The man added that he’d rented two bicycles as well and couldn’t get a refund on those, so he’d throw them in too if they liked.


It was a pity he hadn’t booked non-refundable accommodation as well. Instead, he had given Lenny a tent and two sleeping bags he had bought for the trip. It was only later, when they got the camping gear out and saw what cheap tat it was, that they realised the gesture hadn’t been as generous as it sounded.


Who needs hotels? Camping’s way cooler and you’re allowed to pitch your tent anywhere in Iceland. We can just head off wherever we like on the bikes. Iceland’s so awesome that I’m sure we won’t have to go far to see something amazing. We’ll just bring food with us. After all, we’d have to buy it anyway if we stayed in Spain.


This is what they had told themselves, but many of their assumptions had turned out to be doubtful, if not wholly misinformed. For example, before making up their minds, they had read online that according to ancient laws, you were free to camp almost anywhere in Iceland. This had turned out to be only partly true. In practice, as references to these old laws were laughed off by angry landowners, they realised that the internet had interpreted them rather loosely. That first evening it had taken them hours to find a spot to pitch their tent. They had eventually opted for some mossy moorland on the outskirts of the city, only to be chased off at the crack of dawn the following morning. Hopefully things would improve now that they had crossed the mountains east of the capital and descended to the lowlands again. No one had objected to their new campsite yet.


Lenny had been insistent that they should get out beyond the city limits and wouldn’t hear of taking things easy and spending the first night in Reykjavík as they had originally discussed. The plan had been to stay at the campsite in Laugardalur, to give them a chance to try out the famous open-air geothermal swimming pool. But Lenny had changed his mind and was adamant that they should get straight out of the city. This surprised her, since he’d never given the impression of being a nature lover before. Not until the built-up area was left behind did he relax and start to enjoy himself. She didn’t comment on this about-face, just felt grateful that he was himself again. She had been afraid the trip would be ruined by his having second thoughts. To be fair, he had tried to hide his worries from her, but she knew him too well.


Abby crawled into the tent and zipped the flap shut behind her. They had eventually turned off the road and hunkered down among the absurdly large tussocks of a rough, dun-coloured pasture, beside some low birch scrub. Behind them rose a mountain that hadn’t initially appeared that high or that steep, but had turned out to be a much tougher climb than they’d anticipated.


It was unlikely that anyone would chase them off this patch, in spite of the sign on the fence they had clambered over, which had warned that it was private property and camping was forbidden. They had decided to risk it anyway, as there seemed to be so few locals around. Apart from in the small town they had cycled past, most of the other people they had seen were tourists like them. It was almost as though the roads were reserved for the use of tour buses and rental cars. It appeared that none of the locals and hardly any of the other tourists were crazy enough to try and get around by bike, apart from one couple who had overtaken them without so much as a glance.


It was even colder inside the tent, if such a thing were possible. Although the weather was dry down here in the lowlands, it had rained while they were crossing the mountains and there was a strong smell emanating from the wet waterproofs that they had hung up on the poles inside. Abby was sure the clothes were just as wet now as when they had taken them off. The smell didn’t improve when she removed her shoes, but she didn’t care. Her aching body had been crying out for a rest all day and now at last she could lie down. Putting in her little Bluetooth earbuds, she selected her favourite song on her phone. She ought to be saving the battery but one more track wouldn’t hurt.


With the poignant melody playing in her ears, Abby reached for the lantern at the foot of her sleeping bag and switched it on. It was shoddily made and she had to bang it several times before it would cast a weak glow over the chaos inside the tent. She frowned as she contemplated the mess. It looked somehow different from when she and Lenny had set out earlier that evening. But perhaps it was just the effect of the peculiar semi-darkness of the Arctic night.


Abby exhaled, her breath forming white clouds that disappeared almost immediately, unlike the thick, fragrant smoke of her Vape, which was buried somewhere under the mound of clothes and empty food packaging. She had a sour taste in her mouth but was too tired to root around for her toothbrush and water bottle. She’d make it her first task when she woke up in the morning.


Abby braced herself, then quickly pulled off her coat and began to undress. She had discovered the previous evening that the sleeping bag was more effective if you were almost naked. Her thighs and calves felt as if they were on fire once she had taken off her trousers. She couldn’t bring herself to remove her socks as well, since her toes were still sore from the sunburn, so she would just have to sleep in them. The hard day’s ride, topped off with a spot of impromptu mountaineering that evening, had just about finished her off. She was no cyclist – neither was Lenny, for that matter. They didn’t even have a gym membership between them at home. It’ll only take us a day to break ourselves in, he had said with unfounded optimism. How wrong he had been. She felt worse now than she had this morning.


She was aware, suddenly, of a desperate urge to pee. With a groan, Abby reached for the shoes at her feet. If Lenny could walk up the mountain in nothing but a thin pair of shorts, she should be able to survive a quick dash outside in her knickers. She aimed the lantern at the groundsheet in search of the toilet roll. Just then, the track she was listening to finished and she heard something that sounded like a cry. Taking out her earbuds, she listened. ‘Lenny?’ Could he have fallen over and broken his leg and be calling for help? She’d had the music turned up so high, he could have been shouting for a couple of minutes for all she knew.


She heard rustling outside as if someone was moving quickly through the dry scrub behind the tent. Abby relaxed. It must be Lenny. He had lagged behind on the walk back, having drunk most of the cheap red wine they had carried up the mountain with them. The climb had been his idea, conceived when he was halfway down a flask of the vile local schnapps that they’d picked up in Duty Free. It had tasted like cough mixture to Abby. Thick, dark, heavy, like one of those bitter medicines in which menthol is used to disguise the taste. A single sip had been enough for her, and nothing Lenny could say about schnapps keeping you warm had changed her mind. He’d had the flask to himself; not that he had seemed any warmer than her on the hike. If anything, the opposite appeared to be true. Certainly, red wine didn’t possess any warming properties – after they had finished the bottle on top of the mountain, she had felt as if her whole body was encased in a sheath of ice.


She should have talked Lenny out of the climb. But, if she was honest, Abby had been tempted by the thought of the spectacular photos they’d get from the top: their feet in battered trainers, plastic cups half full of red wine and the scenery stretching out below. Unfortunately, she’d forgotten about the dusk, which had gradually crept up on them. By the time they were finally perched at the top of the steep slope, the light was too poor and the photos she did take, like most of the others on this trip, weren’t good enough for social media. So far all her efforts had been spoilt by rain or grey skies or strangers blundering into her carefully chosen frame. If things went on like this, she wouldn’t have anything worth posting. She’d be the first visitor to Iceland who hadn’t filled her social media pages with enviable images.


To make matters worse, they only had one portable charger between them and once that ran out of juice, their phone batteries would die and there would be no more photos. There were no electric sockets out here to plug their phones into. So far, they had saved their batteries by keeping their phones switched to flight mode and turning them off when they weren’t using them as cameras. But, even so, every time she switched on her phone, the battery had lost a little more power. Just as well tomorrow was supposed to provide some good opportunities for cool pictures. One of the things that had kept her going was the thought of getting to tell the world about the trip once it was over, by which time it would be too late for her family to be pissed off at their recklessness and extravagance. She had started getting cold feet as soon as the sweltering heat of Spain was behind them and she and Lenny were sitting in the chilly, air-conditioned plane. Mistake. Big mistake. She knew Lenny felt the same. As they took off, he had seemed nervous, as if he too were having regrets. But neither had said anything; they had just exchanged weak smiles, then stared in silence at the seatbacks in front of them.


In fact, Lenny had started having second thoughts before they’d even boarded the plane. The night before they set off she had woken to see him fiddling with the camping gear. She had raised her head and told him everything would be fine; they’d manage. Apparently embarrassed at being caught red-handed having doubts about their ability to survive a camping trip in Iceland, Lenny had told her he was going out for a vape and would take out their rubbish while he was there. She had fallen asleep again by the time he came back.


The rustling stopped and she wondered if Lenny had paused to take a leak. She strained her ears but couldn’t hear any sound of trickling. Besides, it was unlikely given how often he’d already had to stop on the way down the mountain. That’s why he had lagged so far behind. She had been too cold to hang around waiting for him.


Perhaps he was just catching his breath. The rustling had approached the tent fast, as if Lenny had been running. He must be in a hurry to get inside and lie down. She hoped to God he wasn’t in the mood for sex. That definitely wasn’t on the agenda, not after the chafing her inner thighs had suffered from the bike saddle.


The sounds had stopped altogether. ‘Lenny!’ Abby called at the top of her lungs, in the hope that her shout would rouse him if he was falling into a booze-induced sleep. Spending the night outside in 4°C couldn’t be a good idea. After all, no one would dream of taking a nap inside a fridge, especially not in shorts.


Lenny didn’t answer. The silence was so complete that for a split second Abby wondered if she’d gone deaf. But then the rustling started up again, moving rapidly closer, as if Lenny were running towards the tent. He hadn’t passed out then. But why wasn’t he answering?


She called out again.


No reply.


As before, the sounds stopped the moment she shouted, as if Lenny paused every time she called his name. What was wrong with him? She waited until the swishing and crackling started up again, then yelled: ‘Lenny!’ No answer, just a sudden silence. When she heard the noise again it was right behind the tent. Abby slipped one foot into her shoe, wincing with pain as her blisters rubbed against the toe.


The lantern chose that moment to conk out, leaving Abby crouching there in the gloom, shivering in her knickers, T-shirt and one shoe. Her hearing was more sensitive now she couldn’t see anything and she could make out every footstep Lenny took in the dry grass beside the tent until he was standing outside the door.


‘Lenny!’


No answer.


‘Lenny?’ Abby didn’t like this at all.


The harsh tearing of the zip was as unsettlingly loud as before, if not louder. It sounded like someone ripping through leather. Abby peered at the faint outline of Lenny outside the tent opening. He paused for a moment, then bent to come inside.


It was only then that Abby realised.


It wasn’t Lenny at all.


It was a complete stranger.


The following morning, the farmer happened to be passing when he spotted a tent out in the pasture. Pulling over, he jumped out of the car, climbed over the fence and stormed across the rough, tussocky ground until he was standing in front of what turned out to be a cheap, rickety tent that would no doubt be blown out to sea the moment the wind picked up properly. He got ready to give the occupants a bollocking. From the bikes lying beside it, he assumed there must be two of them. But he hesitated when he noticed that the tent flap was open. There was no sound from inside and no one answered when he called out. He bent down to look in.


The tent was empty. There was camping gear and clutter everywhere, but no people. Seeing what a tip it was, he wasn’t surprised the campers had ignored his sign. You couldn’t see the groundsheet for their belongings, and everything, including the walls of the tent, was splattered with dark stains. It looked as if a tin of something inedible had exploded in there. How was it possible to make such a disgusting mess?


The farmer stood up and looked around. Anger began to course through his veins when he spotted the blackened remains of a fire not far from the tent. But he couldn’t see any sign of the occupants. Not in the field, or in the birch scrub, on the mountainside or on the road. He dithered, irritated, wondering if they had maybe caught a bus to one of the popular tourist attractions in the region, like the Gullfoss Falls or the hot springs at Geysir.


Well, wherever they’d gone, there was no way he was going to hang around waiting for them, so he turned and went back to his car. The breeze was growing stronger and he could hear the open tent door flapping behind him.


Bloody foreigners.


That evening he passed the same way again but by then the tent and the bicycles had gone. All that remained to show that anyone had ever been there was the patch where the fire had been, ringed with blackened stones.
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Chapter 3


Friday


There were a number of things Huldar could have happily done without in this life, top of the list being corpses and boat rides, which made the present double whammy seem particularly unfair. He had been struggling manfully to hide his distress and was managing OK until the boat stopped its forward momentum and began rocking gently from side to side, up and down. Then, to his great dismay, his nausea began to rise and fall in sympathy.


The voyage out hadn’t been nearly as bad: as long as the boat was ploughing through the waves he’d been able to cope, but now that it had stopped, everything was in motion inside him; an unhappy reminder of his one-off spell as a deckhand in his youth. That trip had begun well too but ended badly, with the result that he hadn’t been invited back. Not that he would ever in a million years have accepted the offer. There had to be more to life than hanging over a rail, clinging desperately to the hope that he wouldn’t lose his guts as well as his breakfast during the next bout of vomiting. When he disembarked he had promised himself that he would never again set foot on a boat.


But fate had other ideas. Since being a fisherman was out, he had trained as a carpenter, before subsequently joining the police, both of which had seemed safe bets if you wanted to avoid the sea. How ironic. You never could tell where life was going to take you.


‘There you are.’


Huldar glanced round. He had taken up position by the rail, concentrating hard on the thin dark strip of solid ground visible between sea and sky. During his brief, abortive career as a deckhand, his crewmates had told him that focusing on a fixed point would help combat seasickness. But it hadn’t worked then and time had done nothing to increase its efficacy. He was feeling just as bad now as he had been before he left the group by the other rail on the pretext that he wanted a smoke. Nothing could be further from his mind, but it had sounded better than saying: ‘Excuse me while I go and throw up.’


‘Feeling a bit under the weather?’ Erla stopped beside Huldar, her head tilted to one side, examining his face. He didn’t need a mirror to tell him that he was as white as a corpse. Now that he saw her close up, he thought she was looking a bit peaky too, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. No one in Iceland could boast a healthy tan after the wettest summer in a hundred years.


‘No. I’m fine.’ Huldar knew she wouldn’t believe him but he didn’t care. He’d been brought up never to betray any sign of weakness and it was too late to change now. That was why he hadn’t hesitated for a moment when Erla asked him to accompany her on this trip – in spite of his old vow; in spite of the fact that he knew what the voyage would do to him. He wasn’t only trying to save face: things between him and Erla had improved recently and he wanted to keep it like that. If he’d said no, she was bound to have taken it the wrong way, and he was fed up with constantly having to patch up their relationship. If only she were a man, he could have turned down the job without her reading anything into it beyond the simple fact that he didn’t want to go. At least he was straightforward like that, he reasoned, whereas his five sisters never took anything at face value and were capable of interpreting the most innocent of comments in the worst possible way.


‘What about you?’ Huldar retorted. He’d seen her looking better.


‘Nothing wrong with me.’ Drawing slightly away, Erla blinked and swallowed. Her eyelids stayed closed a beat too long for her answer to be believable. So they were both in the same boat, so to speak. ‘You’re missing all the fun,’ she continued, through clenched jaws. ‘The submarine’s found the spot. We saw something that looked like bones on the screen. Maybe from a finger or wrist. Small, anyway. It’s possible they were carried off by a crustacean or something and that the rest of the skeleton’s further away, but at least we’re on the right track.’


A heavy cable had been paid out over the opposite rail down into the choppy sea. It was connected to a small, remote-controlled submarine that was busy scouring the seabed for human remains and sending back information via the cable. Huldar gathered that police searches of the seabed were usually conducted in deeper waters, which was a more laborious operation involving sonar and submarines that could only take stills which couldn’t be viewed until the vessel had resurfaced. This was the first time the new sub had been deployed and, despite the inherent grimness of the situation, few of them could hide their excitement as footage of the seabed was instantly relayed to deck.


Apparently Huldar was the only person on board who wasn’t riveted by the visuals on screen. Before nausea had threatened to unman him, he had stood with the others, underwhelmed by the footage of murky water and the uneven seabed, with the occasional small marine creature darting or scuttling out of view and the odd tuft of billowing seaweed; a drab, colourless world.


Even if Erla was suffering, it had apparently done nothing to dampen her interest. She was a real trouper. Normally Huldar would have claimed he was too, but there were limits. He had seen photos of the leg that had turned up in a fishing net at these coordinates and that had been quite enough for him. He felt absolutely no need to see the other one, should the submarine blunder across it on the seabed.


When Erla had shown him the photos he had been in better shape, capable of holding it together enough to scrutinise them carefully. A faded, lace-up Nike trainer, with two leg bones projecting from it, and a glimpse of something grisly in the shoe. He hadn’t lingered on the picture taken after the shoe had been removed, since he had already seen enough to grasp the situation. A bare foot, size forty-one, belonging either to a woman with big feet or a man with small ones – or possibly to an adolescent.


Erla balanced nimbly as the boat took a sudden, vigorous plunge. For a moment she looked as if she were going to win her battle with the motion but then she gave up and grabbed the rail with both hands, sticking her head over it, closing her eyes and heaving a deep, gasping breath, as if she’d been underwater too long. There was no longer any doubt: she was seasick too. But Erla toughed it out. She turned her head back to Huldar and carried on as if nothing had happened. ‘Anyway, hopefully there’ll be other body parts nearby.’


‘Yes, hopefully.’ Huldar tried to force his lips into a smile. Of course he was hoping the rest of the skeleton would be found but his mind was busy working out the best way to avoid having to see it, particularly if they managed to bring it up. For this purpose, they had a second, specially equipped, unmanned submarine, since the sea here was still too deep for a diver, even though they were over a ridge on the continental shelf. The last depth reading Huldar had heard before he abandoned the others was eighty-three metres.


‘It would be great if we found some that were intact enough to help us make a quick identification. I’d welcome a skull with a complete set of teeth.’


Huldar chipped in with what he would rather they found: ‘Or a coat or other clothing with some form of waterproof ID or a credit card in the pocket.’


‘Yes. Or that.’ Erla didn’t seem optimistic about the chances. The colour drained from her face again and she exhaled with a grimace. ‘The real bugger is not having a clue how fast a body decomposes on the Icelandic seabed.’


‘Yes. That is a bugger.’ Or not. On their way to the harbour Huldar had forced himself to skim through the conclusions of the few existing studies on the subject. Before getting in the car, Erla had given him a printout of an article detailing the results of a foreign experiment on the decomposition of pigs’ carcases that had been placed on the seabed in order to observe the process. According to the researchers, pigs resembled humans in that they were large, hairless and had the same bacterial flora in their digestive tracts. The decomposition rate of the carcases was therefore thought to be similar to that of the body of an adult human. In the event, two of the pigs had been reduced to skeletons within a month, while the third had taken considerably longer. Just reading about it had made Huldar so queasy that he had failed to take in exactly what it was that had caused the discrepancy. All he had grasped was that it related to the differing amounts of oxygen present in the water where the carcases were located. He hadn’t a clue about the oxygen content of the sea off Iceland, or indeed of any other variables that, according to the study, could make a difference.


‘The bones on screen looked completely clean, like the ones sticking out of the shoe. So we probably won’t find any soft tissue, assuming we find anything else apart from those finger or wrist bones. Perhaps the rest of the skeleton is buried in the sand.’ Erla’s short hair was being whipped around by the wind and she tried in vain to tuck it behind her ears. ‘It’s bloody lucky the shoe had preserved some flesh. That should simplify the DNA analysis.’


‘Yes.’ Huldar turned his gaze towards land again in the hope that it would finally prove to be a fixed point. The thought of the rotting flesh in the shoe wasn’t helping matters.


Erla’s stomach seemed to be unaffected by the subject, judging by the way she persisted in discussing it. ‘Let’s hope the deceased’s clothes were thick enough to delay the sea creatures’ activity, like the shoe did. Though we’re still left with the problem that the head has probably been picked clean. Unless part of the scalp has survived. I gather that hair works a bit like clothes in that way.’


Huldar took a deep breath. He had to change the subject if he wasn’t going to lose his breakfast. ‘Who do you think it is?’ he asked desperately. ‘A suicide? A tourist who was washed out to sea from some popular destination like the beach at Reynisfjara?’


Erla shrugged. ‘Haven’t a clue. Until we know how long the body’s been in the sea, there’s no point speculating. It’ll go before the Identification Commission anyway. If anything suspicious turns up, they’ll call us in to investigate. But that’s unlikely.’


The commission had been set up to identify the victims of major accidents and natural disasters, as well as any random human remains that turned up, as in this case. Huldar had recently been offered a position on the board as deputy representative of the Police Commissioner, but had turned it down without a moment’s pause. He had absolutely no desire to expose himself to any more corpses than the ones he already encountered in the line of duty.


Erla released her grip on the rail, enough to give Huldar a nudge. ‘Anyway, come on. I didn’t put myself through this to miss all the fun.’


Huldar mumbled that he’d come in a minute, and turned back to the rail the instant Erla had gone. He stared fixedly at the distant shore, trying to picture himself there, with both feet planted on terra firma. Then he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, as Erla had done. Slowly but surely it worked and he felt well enough to rejoin the others. 


No sooner had he reached them than the little group poring over the screen emitted a yelp of excitement. Apparently they had spotted the other leg. More clean bones emerging from a shoe that was mostly buried in sand.


The mood of the group quickly became subdued again when they remembered why they were there. This reaction wasn’t uncommon in their job: successes or victories were no occasion for celebration when you were dealing with the dead.


Erla was the first to notice that Huldar was hanging back. Looking round, she gave him a genuine smile, the colour returned to her cheeks. It suited her and he responded with a pale smile of his own. ‘You’ll miss the whole thing if you don’t come over. We’ve obviously hit exactly the right spot.’ Clearly, the body parts hadn’t been scattered far and wide by an army of crustaceans as she had feared. ‘Don’t you want to see?’


‘I’m good.’ Huldar’s worry that Erla would insist proved groundless. Something else had appeared on screen to capture the group’s attention.


‘Those look like arm bones to me.’ The representative of the Coast Guard tapped the screen. ‘Don’t you think?’


The man in charge of the submarine fiddled with the remote control as the group pressed in for a closer look.


Erla stretched, tried and failed to fold her arms over the bulky lifebelt, then let them drop to her sides. ‘Yes. They can’t be anything else. Aren’t those fingers lying beside the bigger arm bones?’


‘Possibly, though there are lots of other small bones that connect the arm to the hand and fingers, so it’s hard to tell. There aren’t enough there for a whole hand.’ The diving expert appeared to be well up on human anatomy. Noticing everyone looking at him, he added in explanation: ‘I worked as a paramedic for several years.’


They all turned back to the screen and the search continued. But despite circling the spot for some time, they didn’t see much more. A few more finger bones and a single bone from an upper arm, poking out of the sand. No coat or other item of clothing, let alone any form of ID or credit card.


After that, there was nothing but sand and more sand, the odd stone and, finally, the murky void. Eventually, Erla agreed to the captain’s suggestion that they should abandon the quest for the moment and bring up what they had found so far. A deterioration in the weather had been forecast for that evening and the captain advised turning back as soon as possible.


Huldar knew Erla well enough to be sure that she would have preferred to carry on searching – to hell with seasickness and rough weather – until they all keeled over with exhaustion. Thank God, the decision wasn’t entirely hers. Huldar had managed to soldier on so far, but if the sea got any rougher, he’d be lost.


The first submarine was hauled up on deck and the second one, which was equipped to collect the human remains, was lowered in its place. As the bones began to come up, one after the other, dread of seeing rotting flesh made it harder and harder for Huldar to control his stomach. The pitching of the bloody boat was to blame; the wind had picked up and the swell with it.


When the last batch, consisting of the other leg plus shoe, arrived on deck, Huldar was too late to look away. But what he saw surprised him so much that he temporarily forgot his curdling insides. He even bent closer to check he wasn’t mistaken, then called from where he was crouching: ‘Erla, have a look at this.’


She came up beside him. ‘What?’


Huldar pointed at the shoe. ‘It’s not a Nike. It’s an Adidas.’


Erla instantly squatted down beside him and inspected it. ‘Shit, that’s weird. Could the person have been in such a state that they jumped in the sea with odd shoes on? I suppose what you’re wearing isn’t going to be the first thing on your mind when you’re about to end it all.’


Huldar disagreed. He had attended a number of suicide scenes over the years and some of the deceased had actually dressed up for the occasion. He didn’t once remember having seen anyone in odd shoes. ‘I’m pretty sure this shoe isn’t a size forty-one either. It looks smaller to me.’


Erla, who hated to be proved wrong, persisted in contradicting him. ‘If they were in a total state they could easily have put on different-sized shoes.’


‘Maybe.’ Huldar stood up, frowning and forcing himself to recall the image of the other foot. Then he got out his phone and searched for a picture of a skeleton. He handed it to Erla. ‘See, the thick leg bones face inwards and the thin ones face out. If this was someone wearing odd shoes, the bones should be mirror images of one another. But they’re not. These are both right feet, Erla.’


There was no way to put that down to someone being in a total state.


Erla raked her fingers through her salt-crusted hair and sighed. Then she turned to the representative of the Coast Guard and told him that she wanted to extend the search. Unfortunately for Huldar, the request didn’t meet with any opposition when the man heard her reasons. If there were two bodies on the seabed, it was almost impossible that they were dealing with a suicide. Of course, this didn’t rule out an accident, but there was a very real chance that the bodies had ended up there through the actions of a third party. If that was the case, their priority was to find as many bones or other remains as possible. What they’d found so far wouldn’t be nearly enough to establish the cause of death.


The Coast Guard representative announced that the return to shore would be postponed for as long as could be considered safe. Meanwhile, the search submarine would be relaunched to continue scouring the seabed. 


Anyone would have thought the sea was delighted at the chance to toy with them for a little while longer. The boat immediately started rocking and pitching more than ever and Huldar took himself smartly back to the opposite rail.










Chapter 4


Monday


Freyja Styrmisdóttir stretched her shirt under the hand dryer in the ladies’ and waited for the dark patch to dry. She had been trying to wash off the stain that she’d spotted in the mirror at the most inconvenient moment. She was about to be late for a meeting and had nipped into the ladies’ in the lobby of the building to touch up her appearance, fluff up her hair, check her mascara and practise smiling at the mirror. But there had been no time for any of that.


She had been in the firing line that morning as she tried to force porridge down her little niece, Saga, who was staying with her while her mother was off sunning herself in Bali with a new boyfriend, and her father, Freyja’s brother Baldur, was guiding a group of tourists on a ten-day trip around Iceland. He had only recently got out of the Vernd halfway house and Freyja didn’t like to think what sort of guide he might turn out to be. He wasn’t particularly well informed about Iceland’s geography or history, as far as she was aware, let alone an enthusiast for outdoor pursuits like riding or hiking. But he looked good in a traditional lopapeysa jumper and would no doubt make a convincing impression on the tourists. At least this job was on the right side of the law too – as far as she knew – though where Baldur was concerned, you could never take anything for granted.


When he was assigned the tour, Freyja had happily agreed to look after her little niece, even though her summer holiday hadn’t yet begun. Things were quiet at the Children’s House, the centre for the investigation of crimes involving children, where she worked as a psychologist, and the only other people around were unlikely to comment if she spent fewer hours at the office for a week or two. After all, they hadn’t raised any objections when she was seconded to work on the special project that today’s meeting was about, although it would mean temporarily neglecting her duties at the Children’s House. Sometimes, she reflected, there were advantages to not being indispensable.


Saga had recently started at nursery school, which meant that Freyja would just have to get up that little bit earlier and leave work earlier in the afternoon. Nothing too complicated about that. She was well aware, however, that her role as auntie wouldn’t consist solely of trips to the ice-cream parlour or to feed the ducks on Tjörnin, the little lake in the centre of Reykjavík. She knew exactly what she was letting herself in for. Her niece wasn’t like other children, but that didn’t make her any harder to deal with, just different.


That morning Freyja had made porridge for Saga. Since this had appealed to the child about as much as a bowl of worms would have done, Freyja had resorted to putting jam on it. Saga had clumsily scraped off and eaten the jam, then started energetically hurling porridge around the room. One splat had obviously landed on Freyja without her noticing, but then she’d had her hands full trying to limit the damage at the time.


The hot air switched off automatically and Freyja set it going again. The wet patch was fading but still visible. She sighed. She simply didn’t have time to wait for it to dry properly. The choice was between arriving late or arriving punctually with a big wet patch on her front. Oh well. She could always keep her coat zipped up to the neck throughout the meeting, as if it were being held outdoors at the North Pole. If only she’d worn a thinner jacket, but the unusually cold, wet summer had made that impossible.


The dryer cut out again. Freyja tucked her shirt into her trousers, reminding herself that not everything had to be perfect. Not always. This was part of her ongoing campaign to sort out her life, which involved a thirty-day sex ban and three ground rules: one, enjoy what every day has to offer; two, don’t set your goals too high; and three, take a break from the search for a partner. The last of these had proved the hardest to stick to and she kept having to remind herself that she wasn’t alone, even if she wasn’t in a relationship. She had her brother Baldur, and little Saga too. And the dog, Molly, whom she looked after for her brother when required.


Not to mention the snake that went with her flat.


She shuddered at the thought of this ‘pet’, which belonged to the flat’s owner, who was currently doing time for crimes unspecified. Since moving in she’d had trouble sleeping, knowing that the python was in the flat, even though it was safely locked away. Every night when she closed her eyes she pictured the snake coiling its way across the floor towards the bedroom. The worst nights were the ones when Saga was staying. When she first moved in, Freyja had splashed out on a sweet little child’s bed for her niece, but Saga still hadn’t spent the whole night in it because Freyja invariably ended up fetching the sleeping child and putting her in her own bed. Only with the little girl safely in her arms could she relax, telling herself that if, by some unlucky miracle, the python escaped, she would be able to save her niece.


This was by no means a given, however. There was every chance the python would get the better of her.


On her way up in the lift, Freyja examined her shirt in the mirror. It was still wet. Clearly, unless some pop singer armed with a wind machine suddenly materialised in the lift with her, the stain would be glaringly obvious at the meeting.


But her first sight of the man she’d come to meet instantly put Freyja at her ease. He had a huge ink stain under his shirt pocket. Since the offending pen was still there, he presumably wasn’t aware of the accident. Freyja carefully averted her gaze.


He was a thin man, fiftyish, with tired eyes and a notable absence of smile lines. His handshake, when he greeted her, was firm and purposeful, his palm smooth and uncallused, as befitted a true office worker. Freyja returned his greeting with her own equally soft hand, wearing a confident smile. He introduced himself as Yngvi, which was unnecessary since they already knew each other slightly through work. He was employed by the Child Protection Agency, she by the Children’s House, which came under its aegis. Their paths had crossed a few times, at crowded meetings, workshops, Christmas drinks and annual parties.


Freyja wasn’t disconcerted when Yngvi didn’t return her smile. The little she had seen of him had suggested that he wasn’t exactly a ray of sunlight. Even at the annual children’s services knees-up she’d seen him sitting on his own, apparently wringing his hands over the state of the world. Since Freyja had been there to enjoy herself, she had quickly gone into reverse and sought out more entertaining company.


‘Thanks for coming along at such short notice. We’re really up against it at the moment as so many people are on their summer holidays. I don’t know what I’d have done if you hadn’t been willing. The case can’t wait until the autumn.’ Yngvi’s eyes strayed from Freyja’s face to the corridor containing the offices. It was clear that he wanted to get the meeting over with as soon as possible, so he could attend to other matters. It was no secret how much pressure the Child Protection Agency was under. ‘If you’d like to follow me, we can get started. There’s no reason to hang about.’


Freyja followed him into a meeting room which boasted little more than a table, some chairs and a projector screen drooping crookedly from the ceiling. She doubted it would be required on this particular occasion.


It had emerged that an employee of Reykjavík children’s services, one Bergur Alvarsson, was being investigated by the police, suspected of inflicting sexual abuse on children – children in his care; children he was supposed to be nurturing and protecting. To make matters worse, the police had neglected to report the allegations against him, with the result that the man had continued working for a further three months. The matter only reached the ears of the Child Protection Agency when one of his alleged victims gave an anonymous interview in the press. Unsurprisingly, this had caused an outcry. It was a PR disaster for the police, the city council and the Child Protection Agency. Never mind that the man had been employed by the City of Reykjavík and was therefore unconnected to the agency. In the eyes of the public, however unfairly, the agency was held jointly responsible whenever anything went wrong.


Freyja wasn’t offered any coffee. Instead, they got straight down to business. She and Yngvi took seats facing each other across the table. Freyja removed her coat and hung it over the back of her chair, repeating to herself the mantra: not everything has to be perfect. Yngvi’s eyes were immediately drawn to the stain but he quickly lowered them when he realised he was staring. Freyja merely smiled and allowed herself a moment of schadenfreude when she imagined him going to the gents later and spotting the ink blot on his own shirt. She wished she could be a fly on the wall at that moment.


‘Is it just the two of us?’


Yngvi nodded. Freyja had been hoping there would be others present but, then again, if it was just the two of them, she could focus on their conversation instead of feeling self-conscious about her wet shirt.


‘My assistant’s pulling together the files for you. They cover everything relating to the children in our care, from when they were first sent to the home in question, and include material handed over by the city council. You’ll get them on a memory stick – we’re trying to go paperless and we’re discouraged from printing things out unless it’s unavoidable.’


‘No problem. I’ve got a printer at the Children’s House.’ Seeing his face tighten with disapproval, Freyja added hastily: ‘I’ll go through most of it on screen but I might have to print the odd page. We’re being encouraged to cut costs too.’ Her workplace came under the agency and was therefore subject to the same measures, which almost invariably involved cost-cutting.


Yngvi reminded her that she would have to follow standard procedure and, for reasons of confidentiality, destroy any documents she printed out. He also warned her not to make copies of the files. As far as she was concerned, this was basic stuff, but instead of pointing this out, she just nodded. ‘You’ll also be granted access to the shared files on our system about the young people concerned. It’ll be either tomorrow or the day after. The IT department is understaffed because of the holidays, so I’m afraid it hasn’t been sorted out yet.’


The new data privacy laws required more stringent control of documents relating to the agency’s wards. Previously, staff in her position had enjoyed almost unfettered access to the material, but now it was secured behind digital lock and key. Freyja nodded and Yngvi continued.


‘Right, as I told you on the phone, the police have asked us to provide a child psychologist to sit in on their interviews with any witnesses who are under eighteen. Since Bergur has been running the home for thirteen years, many of his former charges are now older than that, so you won’t need to attend every single interview. But I understand that they’re planning to start with the kids who stayed there recently, all of whom are juveniles. If anything emerges from these interviews to back up the abuse claims, they’ll carry on down the list of names.’


‘I see.’


He went on: ‘The arrangement requires that the psychologist in question should not have had any previous contact with the juveniles, either before, during or after their time at the home, since – understandably in the circumstances – neither the young people themselves nor their guardians have much faith in the professionals who have been handling their cases up to now. You fulfil that condition. And you aren’t on holiday. Am I right in assuming that you’re not about to take your annual leave in the next couple of weeks?’


‘That’s right, I’m not.’ Freyja still hadn’t decided when she would take her holiday, but it certainly wouldn’t be any time soon. As she had no plans to go abroad, she had decided to wait until the weather improved here at home, but there was no sign of that happening yet. The forecast showed solid rain for the foreseeable future. If it went on like this, she would be left with a double allowance of leave this time next year.


Yngvi resumed: ‘The job also involves checking to see if there’s been any cock-up by us or by Reykjavík children’s services. Obviously, they blundered by appointing Bergur in the first place, but it’s hard to see how that could have been avoided. He had a clean record and there was nothing to suggest that he was struggling with paedophile urges. But we need to find out if the children in his care raised the alarm and were ignored, or if the social workers failed to take appropriate action. If so, the hole in the system needs to be plugged to avoid similar incidents in future. On no account must this be allowed to happen again; once is bad enough.’


He paused but didn’t seem to be waiting for a response from Freyja so she remained silent. After sighing heavily, he went on.


‘As you know, Bergur ran a temporary placement home for juveniles in the care of Reykjavík children’s services. His charges were mainly adolescents, a number of whom had issues with drugs. They were placed with him for varying periods, some for longer than can strictly be regarded as a temporary placement, which doesn’t usually exceed three months. Some only stayed with him once, others more often, when their home circumstances continued to deteriorate. As I said, he ran the home for thirteen years, right up until he was removed from the post last week. Naturally, they got rid of him the moment the news broke.’


You don’t say, Freyja thought, but all she said aloud was: ‘What about the staff who worked for him? He can’t have run the place alone.’


‘No, there were other staff there as well. There were always two people on duty morning and evening, but only one during school hours and at night. The city council has spoken to the staff currently working there and they claim not to have been aware of anything untoward. In fact, they speak well of Bergur. The police have started calling them in for interview, as well as any staff who’ve retired or moved on.’


‘Did Bergur take the night shifts himself?’


It was clear from Yngvi’s expression that he knew what she was implying. ‘Yes, he did. About as regularly as the others.’


Freyja nodded. ‘And in all those thirteen years there’s never been a blot on his record, as far as we know?’


‘Apparently not. I spoke to his manager at Reykjavík city council and she told me his record was almost perfect. Of course, like anyone working in the profession, he’s been the subject of the odd complaint over the years, but never in connection with inappropriate behaviour or sexual abuse. Just complaints from children or parents who were unhappy about their situation in general. That’s nothing new.’


‘What about his private life? Is he a family man?’


‘No. He’s single. He was married but got divorced more than a decade ago. The marriage was childless.’


Freyja opened her mouth to ask another question but Yngvi interrupted. ‘Let me save you the effort. There’s nothing in the man’s background or behaviour to give the slightest suspicion of wrongdoing. His boss described him as a model employee who never had a day’s illness. The only leave of absence he’s taken in the last thirteen years was when he went into rehab about ten years ago to get his drinking under control. He informed his employers and requested some time off, making no secret of the reason for it, and took it out of his summer holiday allowance, like many other people. But, according to her, he wasn’t a daytime drinker or anything like that. She reckoned he was one of those rare individuals who recognise in time that they’ve got a problem and take action before it’s too late. So you can imagine how surprised and shocked his colleagues are over these accusations.’


‘Is he still in custody?’ Freyja didn’t remember hearing that he’d been released, but her attention had been taken up with other aspects of the story. 


‘Yes, he is. For now. But that’s irrelevant for our purposes because you’re not expected to attend interviews with him. Your role is to be available to the police when required, and also to comb through the files on the juveniles who spent time in his care, not just from the periods when they lived with him but also to check if anything significant cropped up after they were moved to alternative accommodation or sent back to their families. You never know when they might have disclosed what happened. If they ever did.’


At this point Freyja felt compelled to interrupt: ‘What about the possibility that the children did speak up, but their allegations were never recorded or acted on?’ There were precedents. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time in Iceland that adults had let down children in similar situations. Often this was down to ignorance or poor judgement, but there had been cases in which the perpetrators had been protected due to their connections or position. ‘Perhaps the adults thought they were making it up.’


‘It’s possible. Though anyone working in this area ought to know better than to ignore that kind of accusation. Still, who knows?’ Yngvi hesitated, then said: ‘They’re considering whether to allow you access to recordings of the children’s sessions with therapists employed by the City of Reykjavík from the period in question, as well as with our own people. Most of the kids attended one or more sessions during their time in care. As you’re a psychologist employed by us to work on these types of cases, the request should hopefully be approved, but it’s possible the powers that be will decide that the therapists who originally took the interviews should go through them. I hope not, because the interviews were taken over a long period and many of those involved have since moved on or left the profession. The thing is, I suspect these interviews are going to provide our best evidence. It’s not unlikely that the children will have hinted at what was going on, and only someone motivated by criminal intent would have deleted that from a recording.’


‘I see. How many children are we talking about?’


‘The first batch consists of teenagers who were resident at the home over the last four years. Thirty-three of them are still under eighteen. The second batch are mostly over eighteen, so your presence won’t be required much if the police decide to interview that group as well.’


Thirty-three adolescents. Freyja felt a pang. She was lucky she hadn’t been numbed by repeated exposure to these kinds of cases. Not yet, anyway. ‘So my role is basically to listen to the interviews I’m asked to attend and, in addition, to check whether any of these thirty-three children have previously tried to raise the alarm?’


‘Exactly.’ Yngvi laid his hands flat on the table as if he was about to stand up. But he remained sitting.


‘I hope you won’t come across any evidence of mistakes on our part. I dug up the name of the boy responsible for the original accusation – the one who came forward anonymously in the press – and ran through his file.’ Yngvi removed his hands from the table and cleared his throat. ‘He claims in the interview that he reported the abuse at the time, but I can’t find anything to support that. I did go through it in a bit of a hurry, though, so it’s always possible you’ll come across something I missed.’


‘What’s his name? It would make sense for me to know that when I’m going through the records.’


‘Tristan. Tristan Berglindarson.’
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