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NOTES ON ICELANDIC



People in Iceland generally refer to each other by first name, even in formal circumstances, so in this story characters such as the mayor, the ambassador, and the police officer are usually referred to in this way, and not using a surname.


The Westman Islands, where this story takes place, are located just off the south coast of Iceland. They are known as Vestmannaeyjar in Icelandic (literally “Westman Islands”), and this word is used in the book except when two English speakers, who would use the foreign term, are talking together. The main island of the archipelago, and the only inhabited one, is called “Heimaey” (“Home Island”) and the island’s community is called “Vestmannaeyjabær” (“Westman Islands Town”), although, to add to a visitor’s confusion, the community is usually referred to simply as “Eyjar” or “the islands.” I have attempted to keep these references as close as possible to how they would really be used, unless to do so would cause undue confusion for the reader.
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PROLOGUE


Kristján’s world went dark on a sunny Wednesday.


But before that, there was light. Common snipes were calling cheerfully to each other, their long beaks popping in and out of damp grasses in search of a fat worm. Children squealed in delight as they chased each other around a playground. Tourists in hiking boots ambled along the community’s sidewalks, gazing into store windows. At the entrance to the folklore museum and town archive, the summer breeze swirled ocher leaves on the ground. Kristján crunched his way through them.


Once inside, he hurried down the building’s main hall, past the sepia photos of early twentieth-century fishermen, faces worn and serious, aprons stained with fish entrails and blood.


He came across it at the end of the hall. The body was on the hard stone floor, arms splayed to the side. The dead man was wearing expensive fitted jeans, brown leather oxfords, a tailored pale-pink shirt, now partially untucked, a white undershirt peeking out near the undone top button. The dead man’s cell phone was a few feet away from him, its screen cracked. The head of hair was still as impressive as it had been in life—plentiful, wavy, salt-and-pepper—except for a patch above the right ear, matted with congealing blood.


The still face was remarkably smooth for someone of middle age. That single, perfect cleft on the chin, the light stubble. But now, his eyes were glassy, his blue lips parted, as if his soul had left his body via the softest exhale. Still, whatever had immediately preceded death had not come painlessly.


Kristján looked down at the corpse on the floor. He dropped to his knees. He laid his head on the familiar torso, picked up the cool and stiffening hand and held it in his, stroking the palm with his thumb. Was he allowed to do this? Touch a body? Caress it? He didn’t care. He would stay this way until someone told him he couldn’t.


A chasm opened in his heart, like the volcanic rifts that had devastated this tiny community half a century ago, spouting ash and fire from the earth’s belly. And like that real fissure, the one within him would cause untold damage. There was no coming back now, no words of sorrow or regret or forgiveness or love that could change anything. There was only shock, and that brief, final text sent only half an hour ago.


Komdu. Come.









PART ONE









ONE


Jane Shearer took a large swig of white wine, hoping it would mask the strong anise flavor of the angelica in the appetizer. Skel restaurant was known for creating dishes that showcased plants native to Vestmannaeyjar, and in her single day here she had already seen plenty of angelica growing on the nearby hillsides. Its local allure did nothing to increase her interest in the dish, though. Nothing could taste appealing after the day she’d had.


This two-day trip to the photogenic Vestmannaeyjar, the archipelago that lay just a few nautical miles south of the “mainland” of Iceland, was officially to open an art exhibition with a Canadian connection. But Jane knew the real reason her husband, Graeme, was here: to carefully influence the largest employer on the islands to open its next facility in Canada’s Maritime Provinces.


It was always like this with diplomacy. Graeme’s missions appeared to be about one thing on the surface but were often about something else. As she grew older and more cynical, this two-facedness galled Jane more than ever.


It’s not that she had been dreading this trip. Vestmannaeyjar had been on her wish list ever since she, Graeme, and their teenage twins had moved to Iceland just over fourteen months ago, when Graeme began his post as Canada’s ambassador to the small island nation.


Jane had read about the beauty of the grass-topped mountain islands that encircled Heimaey, the only populated one, like a verdant shield. She had learned about the name, Vestmannaeyjar, or Westman Islands, so given because the main seventeen-square-kilometer isle was where enslaved Celts—known as “Westmen”—had fled from attacks in Iceland during the area’s settlement in the late ninth century. And she knew about the devastating volcanic eruption fifty years ago that had destroyed much of the town.


Despite the increasingly treacherous autumnal weather, the beauty and history of the islands had exceeded her expectations. Still, Jane could not enjoy it. Until a few hours ago, she could think only of how this might be her last trip with Graeme, their conversation on the ferry over replaying in her head like one of those Instagram videos her children were forever watching. Then there had been the argument just before this dinner—Graeme and his deputy screaming at each other like a married couple in full view of the hotel bar—and the threats that followed. Now it wasn’t just Jane’s marriage that seemed balanced on a knife edge. The tension in the dining room was stretched so taut it felt like it might snap at any moment.


Two seats away from her at the large table in Skel’s private dining room (why was it protocol to separate couples at working dinners?), Graeme was locked in conversation with the community’s mayor, Kristján Gunnarsson. Graeme’s balding head nodded in agreement with whatever the dapper mayor was saying. The mayor seemed cheerful enough, but Jane suspected this was a front. It was common knowledge that Kristján’s husband had died suddenly only eight weeks ago. Kristján gave little away with his demeanor, but Jane had to wonder whether running a town was a noble distraction or one stress too many.


“What is this, some kind of trout?”


Jane glanced at the man to her right, who was prodding tentatively at the delicate cut of fish in front of him, and grinned. Given everything that had happened this afternoon, she was particularly grateful that she’d had the good sense to invite her friend Ben Rafdal along.


His dinner small talk left something to be desired, but he added some cultural glamour to their delegation. It wasn’t every day that an internationally famous author, especially one with a strand of Icelandic ancestry, visited a tiny town on a remote island.


“It’s arctic char,” Jane replied.


“Why does it taste like celery?”


“I think that’s the angelica.”


Ben gave a shrug and put a forkful into his mouth. Jane returned her attention to the assembly gathered about the table.


Across from Jane, Graeme’s deputy at the Canadian embassy, Kavita Banerjee, was staring intently at her boss and draining her wineglass fast. Sip, stare, sip, stare. Jane knew Kavita harbored grievances against Graeme, but she feared that after today’s events, the feeling was mutual. And though Jane couldn’t blame the deputy ambassador for her antagonism toward Graeme (after this morning Jane’s own emotional pendulum had swung violently away from affection for her husband), she also didn’t trust Kavita.


Kavita, her long, dark hair fixed in a tight bun, was accompanied by her husband, Rahul, along for his first overnight diplomatic visit. Naturally, he wasn’t seated next to his wife but two places to her right. Jane had noticed that Kavita often treated her other half as no more than a well-dressed accessory and Jane respected his ability to refrain from escalating tensions. But something was up between them now; throughout the day he had been casting troubled glances in his wife’s direction. Not, Jane thought, that she was in any position to be casting aspersions on other people’s marriages.


Rahul was in conversation with Linda Jónsdóttir, the wife of the CEO of Bláhafid Seafood Products, Thór Magnússon. She was an attractive, middle-aged woman in a figure-hugging black dress, shades of gray in artistic patterns adding lift and texture to its darkness. Her shoulder-length blond hair, perfectly tinted with three complementary highlights, was full and thick. Jane couldn’t make out what they were saying, but Rahul’s face showed an earnestness that Jane hadn’t seen before. Rahul was clearly trying to get an important message across, but Jane had no idea what that could possibly be. After all, Rahul had only just met the woman.


Meanwhile, Linda’s husband was the person Graeme most needed to impress on this visit. Thór was smiling at the Canadian envoy to his left, his six-and-a-half-foot frame radiating confidence.


And the person who this dinner was supposed to be about, the one who should have been attracting the most attention because her exhibition was opening in the morning, was the artist seated to Jane’s left, Hanna Kovacic. Jane was struggling to mask her dislike of the woman.


“That angelica is quite an assertive flavor,” Jane commented to Hanna as she nudged the food on her plate with her fork to make it appear as if she had eaten more than she really had.


“That’s what this is for,” Hanna said, lifting her wineglass with a smile. Jane pasted an identical grin on her face and lifted hers too.


Rain began to pound against the windows, hitting the glass diagonally as the wind blew it in great whooshes.


“Fall in Iceland,” Hanna commented. “When I lived in this town, it once poured nonstop for forty-eight hours.”


“How bad is this storm going to get?” Jane asked.


Hanna shrugged. “That’s out of our control.”


Graeme delicately tapped his water glass and cleared his throat. Conversation stopped as the ambassador stood.


“Good evening, everyone. I wanted to give a few words of thanks to our host for this evening, Mayor Kristján Gunnarsson.” He launched into generic lines about the beautiful Vestmannaeyjar, the value of art, and the importance of the strong bilateral relationship between Iceland and his home country, Canada. Jane was relieved that official visits such as this one usually followed the same cookie-cutter format: a mix of cultural tour, visit to local business, and dinner with speech to cement friendship. Graeme could mostly perform his duties on autopilot despite the shock Jane had delivered to him earlier.


Jane caught Kavita rolling her eyes as her boss spoke. The diplomat’s impatient nature had gotten the better of her at various points during the day. Jane used to have more sympathy for her than many. How many times had Jane herself stifled an identical gesture during her husband’s boilerplate discourse? Now it was difficult to feel any sympathy for Kavita.


“Mayor Kristján”—Ambassador Graeme nodded in the man’s direction—“it is a joy to visit this special town and to get to know its special people. To my new good friend, Thór Magnússon, I was immeasurably impressed by Bláhafid’s cutting-edge technologies and your approach to sustainability. You are a true visionary in your field. I am told that the word bláhafid is Icelandic for ‘the blue sea,’ and I know that protecting our oceans and their resources is a guiding principle of your organization.”


Thór nodded in the practiced manner of someone used to such tributes. On the other side of Graeme, Mayor Kristján looked down at his plate. Did Jane imagine it, or did a muscle in his jaw twitch as Graeme praised the fishing company?


“So let us raise our glasses and toast to Hanna Kovacic and her art, to the people of the Westman Islands, and to friendship.” Graeme lifted his glass, prompting the group to take sips, some more enthusiastically than others. He sat down, and conversation picked up once again.


Ben leaned across Jane to Hanna. “Nervous about the exhibition opening tomorrow?” he asked and arched an eyebrow.


Jane groaned inwardly. Ben began all conversations with women flirtatiously, and his cavalier charm sometimes rankled her, maybe because, even now in her early forties, she could never speak to strangers or even acquaintances with the same confidence.


Hanna did not appear in the mood for coy games, though.


“I’m not nervous about my work,” she answered Ben calmly. “I’m looking forward to tomorrow. And I’m grateful for the embassy’s support, for Graeme’s—Ambassador Shearer’s—hard work.”


“I bet,” said Ben. “I can’t imagine what it was like to live here like you did. Since we came over on the ferry today, I’ve already met several people who know others I know. It must be impossible to keep secrets.”


“Not if you know how to do it,” Hanna replied.


Was it the candles flickering, or did Jane notice Hanna wink at Ben as she said that?


Ten minutes later, as staff brought around the meal’s next course, Skel’s owner and head chef, Piotr Tómasson, stumbled slightly as he rounded the corner, and some sour cream from a side dish dribbled onto Hanna’s thigh. She gave him a sharp look and began dabbing at the stain with her napkin.


“Sorry,” he blurted. “The sous-chef made the emulsion too runny.”


Hanna waved him off. “It’ll be fine.”


The chef moved on to the other side of the table and Ben turned to Jane. “That was no accident. Some men can’t handle a breakup.”


Jane raised her eyebrows. “I saw them together earlier today,” Ben explained. “I’ve attuned myself to human chemistry and nonverbal signals with all my research.” If he was attempting to look modest, he was failing. “It’s totally obvious with them, believe me.” He took a sip of his drink. “No question they’ve seen each other naked.”


Jane’s jaw clenched. How could Ben possibly know that? She recalled what she’d seen on the boat that morning and tried to keep her revulsion at bay. The less time she spent thinking about Hanna’s private life, the better.


She looked across to her husband, but Graeme and Thór were still talking, lost in some nitty-gritty details about fisheries, dual taxation agreements, and terms of trade.


“Yes, yes, exactly!” exclaimed Thór. “Then, after you conclude the second agreement, there’s even more scope for long-term investment and expansion.”


The two men looked up, surprised to see that others in the group were paying attention to their dialogue. Kavita set down her utensils with an audible clunk. Spots of color blossomed on her cheeks.


The rain continued to pound against the windows. The candles flickered on the table, and the electric light remained dim. Was that hail hitting the building like bullets? Wineglasses were refilled. No one declined.


Kavita finished her drink and turned to Kristján. Her eyes were glassy as she spoke at a volume that made the rest of the diners fall silent. “So, Kristján, how has this evening been for you? I heard this used to be your husband’s favorite restaurant. Losing him must be hard.”


Jane cringed at the diplomatic misstep. Those gulps of wine the deputy had been taking had added up.


Kristján looked at the deputy ambassador in shock. People had been tiptoeing around the subject of the mayor’s husband’s sudden demise. All Jane and the other visitors knew was that Kristján’s husband had been found dead by the mayor himself at the very museum they had visited earlier in the day. The official report concluded he’d died from cardiac arrest, a result of the cardiomyopathy he’d been living with for years.


The mayor stammered. “I–I…” He took a deep breath. The others watched him.


“It’s as if all the warmth, all the light, all the laughter that I kept with me has been taken away. I don’t know how it will ever return.” Kristján’s eyes filled with tears. He dabbed them with his napkin.


Jane’s eyes welled in sympathy. It was refreshing to see how close the mayor’s emotions were to the surface. No matter how many self-help articles advised men to speak openly of their feelings, to share their emotions, tears, and fears, the real world adhered to different norms. Even in Iceland.


Ben leaned close to Jane and whispered, “God, this is the worst, isn’t it?”


It was. In fact, Jane couldn’t remember the last time she’d been at a diplomatic dinner this fraught.


Meanwhile, across the table, Graeme made a vague grunt of commiseration, but Jane knew that tone and all it implied. Kristján had crossed a line of masculinity, and her husband did not approve.


“A tragedy,” muttered Thór gruffly, in a tone that suggested he was keen to move the conversation on as quickly as possible.


A glint of something Jane couldn’t put her finger on appeared in Mayor Kristján’s eyes.


“A tragedy,” he sniffed. “Yes, so everyone keeps saying.”


“Kristján.” Was Jane imagining it, or was there a strange tone of warning in Thór’s voice? “Now is not the time or the place.”


An uncomfortable silence descended upon the table. Linda, Thór’s demure wife, stared down at her plate and looked as though she wished she were anywhere else.


Hanna was the first to break the tension. “Ari was a lovely man, and we all miss him,” she said.


Chef Piotr walked in then and whispered something in the mayor’s ear. The mayor straightened, his eyes suddenly clear and focused again, as though none of the previous exchange had happened. He cleared his throat, and when he spoke his voice was even and composed.


“Dear guests,” he said. “I’m afraid to say that our weather forecast is not improving. All flights and ferries to and from our island have been canceled. We’re staying here until further notice.”









TWO


“We can’t return late!” cried Kavita. “Isn’t there a way to take a helicopter tomorrow after the exhibition opens? I have to get back to Reykjavík.”


There were murmurs of agreement, though none as strident as the deputy ambassador’s.


Chef Piotr shrugged his shoulders. “We cannot control the weather. But—” He paused dramatically. “We can control how we wait it out. Dear guests, our other patrons have now left. May I invite you into the main dining area for our special after-dinner cocktail?”


He glanced at Kristján, whose eyes brightened.


The main room of Skel was decorated in similar fashion to the private dining area, with unfinished plaster walls and a few paintings hanging from them, so eclectic that Jane could only presume they were family heirlooms. The tables were minimally adorned, and small pots of wildflowers and local herbs stood in the windowsills. At the far end from where they entered, a large table was arranged with bottles of rum, brandy, and an Icelandic schnapps. A large punch bowl of ice stood to the side along with several empty whiskey tumblers. One completed cocktail, full of crushed ice and elegantly garnished with a large sprig of angelica, sat near the front, ready to be captured for a viral Instagram story. Jane’s heart sank a little at the sight of the herb.


“You’re in for quite a show,” Linda confided to Jane as they walked toward where the generously tattooed chef had relocated to get a few final details ready behind the bar. “The chef and the mayor have this routine down to an art. It’s the same every time but somehow never gets boring. Piotr loves to mix this cocktail in front of guests. And Kristján loves to drink it.”


She reached for a teacup. “I think I’m at my limit, though.”


Jane gazed into the pitch-darkness out the window. “This isn’t getting any better, is it?”


“No, but I’ve seen worse. Just Westman Islands weather. It’s been like this my whole life, all half century of it.”


Jane looked up as Ben strode into the room toward the group. He appeared flushed. It seemed everyone had been enjoying the alcohol this evening.


Standing next to the long table, Kristján picked up the completed cocktail, lifting it to his lips and twitching his nose. “That garnish always tickles.” He laughed and took a sip. “Aah,” he sighed to no one in particular. “Just as potent as ever.”


Piotr smiled. “Do you think the others dare to try this?”


“Many people don’t have the stomach,” Kristján replied. “But I think you’ll find this group amenable.”


“We certainly are!” exclaimed Graeme in a burst of enthusiasm. “Can you make one for each of us? We’re all brave. Aren’t we?” He looked from Jane to Ben.


“I thought you’d never ask,” exclaimed Piotr in a tone that implied he had been waiting for this exact request. “Come closer, everyone, please. Kristján, can you help me with this?”


The mayor put down his glass, ready to assist, and the group clustered tightly around them.


“You won’t find it on our menu. This drink is only for our most exclusive guests. And it’s Mayor Kristján’s favorite! Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen, I present to you Skel’s signature drink, the Flaming Viking!”


“Why is it called the Flaming Viking?” asked Graeme. “Does it burn one’s insides?” He laughed at his own joke.


“Just watch and see,” replied Piotr. “This drink is a secret combination of my own house-spiced rum, birch-bark liqueur, and traditional Icelandic brennevín, or ‘burning wine.’ You need to be strong as a Viking to enjoy it!”


He laughed heartily as he stirred and shook various components. On occasion he wordlessly held his open palm out, like a surgeon in the operating theater, and the mayor handed the chef whatever bottle or spice was next needed. It was indeed a finely choreographed performance, and after a minute, Piotr poured the concoction into a row of waiting glasses. Several members of the group had their phones out, snapping photos and taking videos.


“And now, the pièce de résistance,” the bald chef announced with a flourish. “Lights, please!” Kristján dashed to the opposite wall of the room to turn off the lights, and the room was engulfed in darkness. Small tea lights flickered in one corner. The shift in illumination caused the group to go quiet, the wind howling outside. Jane had to squint to watch the chef at work.


Suddenly, a loud clatter shattered the silence.


“What was that?” someone shouted. Jane looked around. Her eyes had not yet adjusted to the darkness and she couldn’t see who had spoken, or even where the sound had come from. Instinctively, she reached her hand out to grab the arm of the person nearest her. Was that Ben? He didn’t seem so nearby anymore. Jane felt the soft fabric of a blouse and jerked her arm away.


“Don’t worry, only me,” Hanna said to her. “I’m just trying to get a good angle for this. Hard to get the right shot in this light.”


“Sorry, everyone. I dropped my phone!” called Linda. “Didn’t mean to startle you. Keep going, please, Piotr.”


Piotr threw some more herbs into a metal jug, pouring liquid from a bottle over it. Something smelled spicy. Was that aroma cinnamon? Orange peel? Jane couldn’t see all the drink’s components. Piotr struck a match to set the alcohol on fire and poured it over the drinks one by one. A bright-blue flame lit a path from glass to glass.


“He’s like a teenager showing off a new car,” Hanna muttered to Jane, who forced herself to laugh out loud. Jane lifted her phone and took a picture, the flash exploding light into the room.


There were oohs and aahs, more camera flashes. Jane felt woozy, just as she had on the ferry ride to get here. But this time she knew the cause was the wine, not the sea. In a few moments, the flame subsided, and the lights went back on. The chef sprinkled some chopped chervil over each glass.


“Gerið þið svo vel,” Piotr said triumphantly, gesturing grandly to the row of cocktails. “Be my guest.”


Hands quickly reached out to the table with the row of Flaming Vikings. Hanna grabbed the glass in front of her and turned to Jane. “I think we need to capture this moment. Linda, can you take a photo of us?” Hanna handed her phone to Linda, who looked put out, but accepted the device.


Jane picked up a glass and stood rigidly as she felt the artist’s arm draped sloppily around her shoulders. Hanna was the last person Jane wanted to appear online next to.


“I think this deserves a toast,” announced Graeme.


“I agree,” said Thór. He picked up a drink in front of him while Graeme handed the remaining glasses around to the group. Kavita and Ben both took large swigs of theirs.


“To art, to friendship, to Canadian-Icelandic relations!” proclaimed Graeme.


The ambassador raised his glass and took a sip. He blinked, and then coughed as he swallowed. “Wow, that burns on the way down!”


The others all sampled their Flaming Vikings. Kristján pursed his lips through the pungency, while Ben gave the mayor a look of surprised admiration.


“Reminds me of my undergrad days,” remarked Jane as she slowly worked her way through the cocktail. She could taste the wintry spices and the rum, warm and gentle, but before she knew it, the subtleties were obliterated with a sinus-clearing blast of strong alcohol. That must be the Icelandic schnapps. Tiny fronds of the chopped chervil lingered on her tongue. Next to Jane, Hanna downed hers in two efficient gulps.


“Excuse me a moment,” Linda turned away from Hanna and Jane and spoke to her husband, lowering her voice a notch and looking pointedly at his already empty glass. “I thought you weren’t drinking tonight?” Jane didn’t catch his reply but saw him glare at Linda.


“Cheers,” Rahul said as he lifted his glass and looked into his wife’s eyes. “Kavita, darling. Well done today.” Something was off about his tone. It had no warmth.


“Cheers!” Kavita replied, lifting her near-empty glass to her lips. Jane saw her mouthing what looked like “I’m sorry.”


Kavita tossed back the dregs of her Flaming Viking and began to cough. Jane wasn’t surprised; she couldn’t imagine the earnest deputy ambassador was used to this kind of concoction. Tears appeared in Kavita’s eyes. She blinked them away and, with an air of determination, swallowed the last drops of liquid in her glass. She coughed again, more violently this time, her mouth gaping. Jane was reminded of the fish they had seen earlier in the day at Bláhafid. Something was wrong. The deputy ambassador’s eyes were bulging, as though invisible hands were pressing at her neck. Then she dropped her glass, which shattered on the floor.


That caught everyone’s attention.


“Kavita?” Rahul said. He put a hand on her back.


“Kavita, are you all right?” Graeme stood next to her, looking concerned.


Kavita collapsed, seizing and foaming at the mouth.


“Somebody do something!” Rahul cried.


“Call an ambulance!” Jane shouted. She looked around her to see who could help. Linda picked up her phone.


Ben knelt to Kavita, two fingers pressed against her convulsing neck. “There’s a pulse. It’s rapid and faint, but it’s there!” he cried.


“The ambulance is on its way,” said Linda. “Three minutes out.”


But within two minutes the diplomat had no pulse. The small group helplessly watched as Kavita lay still, her lips blue and eyes glassy.









THREE


THIRTEEN HOURS BEFORE SHE DIED


Mayor Kristján Gunnarsson stood in front of the art deco mirror in his front hall, lifted his chin, and straightened his tie. It wasn’t every day that a man wore a tie in Vestmannaeyjar. Come to think of it, the last time was probably forty-seven days ago, that tempestuous Tuesday when the clouds draped themselves low over the hills, and the chill of the sea permeated deep into his bones. The day when he and most of the community bid a formal farewell to the love of his life.


Today’s was a different tie, though. Softer, less expensive, equally professional yet simpler, brighter. A tie for a happier occasion. And indeed this was—or at least, it should be.


Kristján had been looking forward to meeting Ambassador Graeme Shearer again, this time on home turf. It wasn’t all that uncommon for ambassadors resident in Reykjavík to pay one visit, or more, to the islands during their tenure. Usual postings were four years, and the trip involved only a ninety-minute car ride and the forty-five-minute ferry or, in a pinch, a twenty-minute flight. The prospect of inclement weather dissuaded some of the less hardy. No one wanted to be stranded on Vestmannaeyjar or forced to endure a three-hour ferry ride in rough seas if the regular route was considered too dangerous.


But now it was autumn. Winter’s unreliability had not yet arrived, the days not yet depressingly short. As the seasonal darkness and the unpredictable weather encroached, this was the perfect time to invite the ambassador to the islands. And what better occasion than to officially open his compatriot Hanna Kovacic’s new exhibition of images inspired by Icelandic nature. During the winter, people would begin to look inward, to stay inside and away from the elements, and they grew more culturally alert, seeking theater, readings, song.


Vestmannaeyjar had a rich cultural life for its size, but with only a few thousand inhabitants it was inevitably limited. With shorter days, people would be thirsty for art. And Hanna’s images showcased the birth of an island, the infinite power of life to find a toehold everywhere. The way her light was beginning to shine in the art world, it would not be long before this town would be far too provincial for her talents, though Kristján doubted Hanna would ever treat these townspeople with such conceit. After all, she had spent years living on Vestmannaeyjar as a scientist. Even though she had moved away rather abruptly three years ago, its landscape and its people were surely now part of her soul. He thought she must be excited about her much anticipated return.


Tie in its proper place, Kristján sat down on the smooth wooden bench next to the mirror and turned his attention to his shoes. For the second time in forty-seven days, he took out the black polish and began to burnish them to a shine. He was still shaken after what happened at the budget meeting the previous morning. When his assistant had swept all the papers into a briefcase, without even tidying them first, Kristján felt as if he had been slapped. That carefree, disorganized motion. It was as if Ari had been chairing the meeting himself. For a moment, he could see his dead husband’s face, crooked smile, dimpled chin. As if Ari were about to gently chastise him for fretting over a minor detail.


All the books on grief cautioned about this. Grief had no end point. It was like floating on the sea for eternity. Sometimes, it came in waves and knocked you off course. The only way to deal with it was to accept it, to try and remember that those waves would gradually reduce in both severity and frequency, though never entirely disappear. Thank God for that. He couldn’t face the thought that life without Ari could ever be normal.


While his grief never came at a convenient moment, Kristján knew he couldn’t postpone the Canadian ambassador’s tour. Kristján couldn’t say, “Excuse me, Your Excellency, can we take the folklore museum off the schedule? I fear I’ll have a panic attack if I walk into that building where eight weeks ago I discovered my husband’s dead body.”


For the millionth time, Kristján allowed his mind to wander to the period immediately following Ari’s demise. The local doctor told him it was a “sudden cardiac event.” Nothing anyone could do. She was very sorry, she said with shoulders almost shrugging. Ari had been on the right meds for cardiomyopathy, but sudden death was still a risk. Ari may have felt acutely unwell in the moments leading up to the event. The doctor suggested this might be why Ari had summoned him with a one-word text. But Kristján wasn’t sure. The doctor didn’t know about Ari’s work and the enemies he may have made from it. They didn’t know how many secrets Ari had uncovered about this community’s inhabitants. And while Kristján was unaware of precisely what Ari had been working on before his untimely demise, he was sure of one thing: his husband’s death could not have been from natural causes. His death had been a murder.


The mayor heard something being pushed through the letter box of the front door, disrupting his train of thought. He snatched the thin envelope from the floor. Who even received real mail anymore? Tearing it open, he read in haste and exhaled a sigh of relief. The letter finally confirmed some of his suspicions. He was on the right track. A little more detective work, some digging through the mountains of documents Ari had left behind, and he could blow the lid off corruption in his community. The next two days would not really be about art and diplomacy. They would be about finishing what Ari had set out to prove.


Kristján already knew that he would have to stomach a few encounters with one of his least favorite people in the country. But this letter confirmed his suspicions that he would also need to have words with Canada’s deputy ambassador to Iceland. She had a lot to answer for.









FOUR


TWELVE HOURS BEFORE SHE DIED


Jane felt seasick. She hoped the nausea would not last long into their two-day visit to Vestmannaeyjar.


She was sitting upright, her low-heeled leather boots crossed at the ankles, gently twisting the ferry’s rotating chair from side to side to distract herself from the unpleasant sensation of the ferry riding the waves. When she focused out the triple-glazed window to the horizon, the Herjólfur’s rhythmic lurches through the churning North Atlantic were more bearable. Jane wore a tailored but unremarkable gray suit, a pastel-shaded patterned silk blouse, and small hoop earrings. A single strand of pearls encircled her slim neck, while simple diamond engagement and wedding rings completed her jewelry. She looked her part, with no extra fuss. Her companions—Graeme, Kavita, Rahul, Ben, and Hanna—sat in identical chairs near her.


Outside, it was cloudy and winds were increasing. It had been an unusually sunny summer, and the autumn weather, some felt, was nature’s way of evening the scales. Iceland’s national meteorological station had issued nearly daily weather warnings for some part of the country or another. Daylight each day shrank by many minutes, a visual noose tightening around their chances to experience the outdoors.


Jane silently chided herself for allowing self-pity to creep into her thoughts; only a landlubber like her would feel overcome by what was surely no more than a sea breeze. The locals around her were oblivious. They played on their phones, chatted with each other, or queued to order fries or even a pint of lager, despite the morning hour. Jane unzipped her purse and popped a mint into her mouth to help the nausea pass.


She shifted her glance away from the sea to Graeme. As usual, he was impervious to discomfort. He had ridden ten agonizing kilometers on the back of a camel in Mongolia, landed in rainstorms with airlines that no longer had accreditation to fly into Europe, even put the finishing touches on a visiting deputy minister’s policy statement in a 4x4 bumping next to a field strewn with land mines. She knew that Graeme would never complain about a few waves. He was intently studying the speech he would be delivering at the exhibition opening the next day, his blue eyes sharply focused. On occasion he paused, scribbling a note or two in the margins with a blue-ink fountain pen that Jane thought both impractical and ostentatious.


The briefing documents the Canadian team had received were vital to an understanding of, as the Global Affairs parlance had it, the key stakeholders for the visit. As usual, Jane had committed the memo to memory. She knew all about Hanna, from her groundbreaking research to her art to the unofficial rumors that she’d temporarily shacked up with a married local. Now that Hanna was sitting directly across from her and next to the ambassador, Jane took a moment to size up the woman to whom her husband had been referring as “remarkably talented” for several weeks now. She appeared to be in her midthirties—and that would fit, given that those same briefing notes mentioned a child she was raising on her own. Like Jane’s, her hair was short, but while Jane’s was a straight silver gray, Hanna sported lush curls in a deep auburn. Each ear was pierced three times. She wore Doc Martens with a fashionable black top and pants, both of which made her cherry-red raincoat pop.


Graeme shifted in his seat, his knee brushing Hanna’s. The artist looked up from her phone, smiled at the ambassador, and languidly crossed her legs. Graeme glanced up at his wife and shifted his reading glasses so he could see her.


“Is the sea getting to you?” he inquired.


“I’ll be fine.” Jane forced a tight smile. “You should focus on those remarks. Hopefully this weather will calm down soon.”


But the Herjólfur continued to lurch, while heavy clouds limited the view and only the sea, topped with frothy waves, was a deeper gray than the sky.


As Graeme focused on his notes, on Jane’s other side Kavita also appeared unaffected by the Herjólfur’s movement. The embassy deputy was talking loudly into her phone, seemingly without a care as to whether she might distract her boss. Rahul sat placidly next to her.


“Of course,” she barked into the handset. “We discussed this earlier.” She glanced at Jane and rolled her eyes as if to say, Is there no one competent who lives on that island?


Graeme looked up from his notes. “Do you think you could take that elsewhere?”


Kavita merely turned her back to him and continued speaking. “No, the ambassador is very aware of the situation. He has given me full authority to insist that—” Kavita stared at her phone in disbelief as if the person had hung up. “Great,” she muttered. “What a way to start the day.”


“Kavita, we’ve discussed this,” Graeme said. “I know how important your side project is, and I support that, but this trip is about other things. Let’s try to calm down, shall we?”


“I’m getting a coffee. Thirsty?” Rahul asked his wife. He then turned to Jane with a look that said I need a break from the tension here.


“Get me a sparkling water, thanks. That one with lemon,” Kavita replied.


“Black coffee, one sugar. Thanks, mate,” called Ben. Rahul rounded the corner to the small bar on the other side of the cabin.


“At least he’s being useful,” Kavita said to Jane. “I don’t really know why he wanted to tag along here, of all places. Computer programmers aren’t known for their love of the great outdoors and posting images of puffins on Instagram. He has no real role to play, but he was so insistent on coming, I didn’t want to say no.”


“Icelanders love the optics of a man trailing his wife, don’t worry,” replied Hanna. Jane thought that despite the stereotypes of Rahul’s profession, he had scrubbed up quite suitably. Classically tall, dark, and handsome, he resembled more a brooding film star than a vitamin D–deprived computer nerd. Especially when he wore a perfectly tailored suit, as he did now.


A few minutes later, Rahul dutifully handed his wife an opened can of lemon-flavored sparkling water and returned to his seat with a small sigh.


“Do you feel the waves too?” Jane asked him.


Rahul shook his head. “No, I spent a lot of time on the water when I was younger. But I confess this day is starting out a little differently than I had expected.” He looked pointedly at his wife, who ignored the gesture and busied herself on her phone.


“How so?” Jane asked.


“I’ve never joined Kavita on one of these official tours. I mean, I’ve been to some cocktail receptions with her, but usually she does her thing and I do mine.” He looked around him. “It’s a bit more mundane than I expected.”


“You ain’t seen nothing yet!” Jane said teasingly. “Glamorous it is not. But, from one spouse to another, I’m sure you’ll find something interesting about today and tomorrow. What appealed to you about this trip?”


Rahul paused for a moment, as if debating whether he knew Jane well enough to give her more than a boilerplate answer. “I’ve never been inside a fish factory before, yet they are ubiquitous in this country. Plus, it’s an opportunity to get to meet the legendary Thór Magnússon.”


Kavita looked up from her phone and raised her eyebrows. Clearly, she was not expecting this response from her handsome husband.


“Also your new exhibition, Hanna, obviously. And I’m looking forward to eating at Skel. I’ve heard excellent things,” Rahul added as an afterthought.


Curious, thought Jane. Was Rahul going to say more about Iceland’s leading “fish baron,” and was Kavita’s raised eyebrow her attempt to stop him? Was the beauty of these islands really enough to entice a very busy computer engineer from his own job, or was there another reason Rahul wanted to make this trip with his wife?


“You don’t have anything to drink,” Graeme commented to Hanna as the others sipped their beverages. “Let me get you something. Tea, perhaps?”


“That’s very kind of you, but you’re busy with your speech,” Hanna replied. Jane bristled as she saw how Hanna, who had hardly spoken with any of them on the drive to the ferry or since they had begun sailing, was now smiling and engaged.


“It’s no trouble. I need to stand up anyway.” The ambassador rose, his arm lightly brushing Hanna’s as he maneuvered his way out of the seat and around the corner.


Jane tightened her grip on the seat’s armrest. Surely it couldn’t be happening, not again, not after last time. Graeme had promised. But she’d just heard the tenderness in his voice and saw the “accidental” physical contact with the attractive artist.
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