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Prologue


December 2004


He didn’t see the carnage for himself. Afterwards he thought back to it whenever the past kept sleep at bay, convincing himself that he had experienced the fear as the savage blue sea crashed onto the beachfront houses and hotels, sweeping cars, people, shacks and stalls before it and then sucking them back in its grasp as it retreated. He was sure he could hear the screams, the frantic calls, the wailing as people’s homes and loved ones vanished in the churning water.


He had seen it all, but from the comfort of a bar, watching it on the tinny TV set fixed high on the wall, wondering if it was a hoax and then recognising on the screen the hotel where he had left his family: wife, three children and the mother-in-law he had always disliked from a not always polite distance.


She was the real reason he hadn’t been sober for three days and was in the bar a dozen miles from the beach. Katla had made it plain that a holiday was needed for them to bond as a family, the unmistakable subtext to the demand being that if there were no holiday then Ingvar might as well start looking for love elsewhere, as she certainly would. So he arranged the three-week break, and then found that Katla’s mother had also booked the same three weeks at the same hotel. They had even been on the same flight, for crying out loud.


It was more than a man could stand. Every day he spent less time with the family, leaving the children to romp in the pool or laze in front of the TV and his wife and her mother to shop and bask in the sun, while he snatched a holiday of his own, drinking with a couple of German guys who had found themselves in much the same situation.


He ordered another beer, having to call to the barman, who, like the rest of the handful of people in the place, stood mesmerised by the grainy footage being replayed over and over and the manic non-stop commentary.


As the scale of the disaster unfolded in snatches of news bulletins, he felt a warm surge of anticipation; the chance he had already been planning for.


He raised a silent glass to himself.


Happy New Year to me.


It was time to start walking.


December 2010


Erik Petter Tallaksen didn’t struggle as the strong hand covered his nose and mouth for far longer than was needed to end his life, but the man in the white coat wanted to be absolutely certain. He reflected that the unfortunate man had probably only had at most a week or two to live, and he was doing him a favour by cutting short the painful process.


It didn’t do any harm that there was a handsome bonus coming his way for helping this wreck of a man out of this world so his name could live on without him.


The hostel was silent. At three o’clock on a rain-battered winter Tuesday night few people were about, and the grey van was parked out of sight at the back of the hostel where the CCTV couldn’t quite make out the number.


‘That’s everything?’ asked the pale-faced man with the accent and the sharp eyes, scanning both Jens and the back door of the hostel.


‘Belongings, such as they are. Birth certificate. Danish passport. Social security paperwork … his identification number’s there,’ Jens said, a finger pointing to the ten-digit code. ‘That’s all there is.’


‘No family? No visitors?’


Jens shook his head.


‘He’s been in here on and off for the last eight months. No pals other than a few other junkies. He’s never had a visitor and nobody has ever asked about him.’


‘Criminal record?’


‘Sorry. Can’t help you there. At any rate, the police haven’t been to see him so I guess he’s as clean as any lifelong smackhead’s ever likely to be.’


‘He’s only in his thirties?’ the man said in surprise, riffling the pages of the dog-eared passport.


‘Yeah. He looks twice that. But that’s what twenty years of smack and speed do to you. I’m amazed he lasted as long as he did.’


The pale man shivered in his thick coat and nodded to his broad-shouldered friend, who effortlessly swung the zipped grey bag containing Erik Petter Tallaksen’s earthly remains into the back of the van. Now it was Jens’s turn to shiver at the scant respect shown to the dead man, but the bulging envelope that he stuffed into his trouser pocket overcame any qualms.


‘You need any more?’ he asked hopefully.


‘Yeah,’ the pale man said after a moment’s pause. ‘Not right away. Give me a call when there’s a suitable candidate, someone who’s not going to be missed.’


Jens wondered if he should put out a hand to be shaken at the conclusion of a business deal they were both satisfied with, but decided against it.


The van disappeared into the rain and he made his way back to the warden’s office to pour himself a celebratory mug of coffee and wait for his shift to be over.


‘Anything exciting?’ Evabritt asked when she turned up at six to take over.


‘Not much,’ Jens yawned. ‘Oh, Erik Petter left.’


‘He left?’ She frowned. ‘He’s in no condition to be out on his own.’


‘I tried to convince him he was better off here, at least until daylight,’ Jens said sadly. ‘But he wouldn’t have it. He was adamant he was getting the train over to Copenhagen for Christmas.’


‘Home to Denmark?’


‘I guess so.’


‘He didn’t have any money. How was he going to get home if he didn’t even have the train fare?’


‘I don’t know,’ Jens said, injecting as much regret as he could into his voice. ‘Maybe he’ll be back if he gets chucked out of the station.’


‘You didn’t lend him the train fare, did you?’ Evabritt asked, head cocked on one side.


Jens made himself look guilty.


‘You shouldn’t, you know.’ She tousled his hair fondly and sighed. ‘You know what these people are like. Well, I’ll get his room cleaned today and I don’t suppose it’ll be long before there’ll be some other lost soul needing it.’


‘Let’s hope not,’ Jens said.


The sea and the dawn sky melded into an enfolding grey blanket as the boat shoved its way through the chop of the waves. The skipper sat in the wheelhouse chair and gnawed his fingernails, eyes on the screens in front of him. It wasn’t likely, but considering the nature of the bundle nestling under the gunwale where it couldn’t be easily seen, a chance visit right now from the Coast Guard or those busybodies from the fisheries patrol would at best be hard to explain and at worst disastrous. He had no business being here, far outside his usual fishing grounds, and that in itself was suspicious. In fact, he was away from anyone’s fishing grounds, in a patch of the Baltic where the mustard gas and explosives dumped after a couple of wars had ensured that any kind of fishing was out of the question.


He brooded that if he hadn’t had debts, he’d have told them to go and fuck themselves sideways.


Eventually he eased back the throttle and the engine’s rumble died away to a throaty mutter beneath his feet, the boat rocking in the unpredictable Baltic swell. He unzipped the bag, tried not to look at the emaciated face that gazed back at him, its eyes half closed, and hurriedly dropped a couple of yards of chain inside, adding some worn shackles for good measure. He zipped the bag shut and punched holes in it, surprised at how its tough fabric resisted his knife. It was also a surprise how little the bag and its contents weighed as he rolled it over the gunwale and watched it disappear from sight to join the rusting shells and canisters of poison far below.


He shuddered to himself, put the boat back into gear and felt a surge of relief as he pushed the throttle lever forward as far as it would go. That was a debt paid, one of many, but he wondered how long it would be before another favour he could hardly refuse would be requested.









Chapter One




Stiff south-westerly wind, veering north-westerly later in the day. Mainly fair with some light cloud cover, moderate precipitation by evening. Snow showers or sleet overnight on high ground. Temperatures around 0°C.





Winter 2020


‘It was the neighbour who cut him down and called the ambulance,’ the young police officer with ginger stubble sprouting from his chin said apologetically, as if he should have been there to stop it happening.


The breeze hardly rippled the surface of the lake, a translucent shade alternating between grey and pale blue as the cloud cover broke to let in shafts of the late afternoon sunlight before re-forming to blot them out. Gunna shut the car door and didn’t bother to lock it.


‘Not to worry. Suicide, right?’


‘Looks like it. He was hanging from a rope slung over a beam in the barn and there was a chair that had been kicked away. Classic stuff, isn’t it?’


Gunna shivered. Violent crimes were invariably deeply unpleasant to deal with, but there was a depth of sadness about someone taking their own life, as if the misery that could drive a person to such an extreme permeated the walls and the ground where it had happened. This tranquil spot would never be a happy one as long as that rootless ghost was around.


The place felt mournful on this icy day with the chill stealing down from the hills. The wooden house was set back from the track that ran along the shoreline, half hidden behind spindly trees, and the young officer ushered Gunna past it to a barn tucked away behind, the curved metal sheets of its walls faded and rusted to the same shade as the scrub grass that surrounded it.


The corpse lay where it had been taken down, a blanket draped over it. A second young officer, his face pale, tried to look as if he knew what he was doing.


It was the contents of the barn that took her by surprise. One long bench was scattered with brushes, palette knives and screwed-up tubes of paint among other debris, and canvases were stacked carelessly against one wall. Gunna made out landscapes and upside-down human figures among them before she turned her attention to the blanket.


‘It’s not very nice,’ the young officer told her needlessly.


‘They never are,’ she said, drawing back the cover to see lank dark hair, thin at the crown, and a face that looked deeply weary. She had no desire to see the man’s neck, the makeshift noose still around it.


‘What’s the neighbour’s name?’


‘I don’t know. I haven’t asked.’


‘Always get the names,’ Gunna told him gently as the other officer nodded morbid agreement from the doorway. ‘Always.’


‘He’s in the house,’ the young officer said. ‘With the doctor.’


Gunna carefully replaced the blanket. ‘We have an identity for this poor guy, do we?’


‘His name’s Áskell Hafberg,’ the young man said. ‘The artist.’


‘I’d never have guessed. Now, the doctor and the neighbour. Lead me to them.’


A squat man in a matching camouflage hat and waistcoat over a traditional patterned sweater sat in an armchair with a glass of something amber cradled in his hands while the doctor scribbled on a pad.


‘G’day, Ingólfur.’ Gunna greeted the doctor and held out a hand to the shocked neighbour, who put down his whisky and jumped to his feet. ‘I’m Gunnhildur Gísladóttir from CID. You’re the gentleman who raised the alarm?’


‘Good morning,’ he said, teeth chattering. ‘That’s me. Jónatan Bjarnason. I live next door during the summer.’


Gunna drew up a hard kitchen chair and they both sat down. ‘You found Áskell?’


Jónatan shuddered. ‘I was only going to ask him if I could borrow a can of petrol for my outboard. I wanted to catch a few fish for dinner. Normally he’d lend me a few litres of fuel and I’d pay him in fish. He wasn’t in the house, and I figured he wasn’t home. I knew he wouldn’t mind, so I went out to the barn to get the can, and there he was.’


He shuddered again and sipped his whisky.


‘So you cut him down?’


‘I did. I had no idea how long he’d been there, all night or just a few seconds. When he was on the ground I realised he was stone cold, so he must have been there a long time. Christ, what a sight,’ he said, shoulders shaking at the recollection.


‘You knew him well?’


‘As well as anyone round here. Áskell knew damn all about insurance – that was my business before I retired, by the way – and I know nothing about art. So we talked mostly about fishing and books and occasionally we’d play a game of chess. He didn’t much like people with an opinion on art, so I suppose that’s why we got on so well.’


‘He fished as well, I suppose?’


‘He used to. Until his wife died.’


‘When was that?’ Gunna asked, and the doctor looked up enquiringly.


‘About five years ago. She drowned, just out there by the end of the jetty. He’d never fish in the lake again after that. He was happy to swim in it sometimes, said it brought them closer together. But he wouldn’t put a hook in there again.’


‘But he didn’t mind you doing it?’


‘That was different, he said.’


Gunna nodded and looked through the window to the stubby jetty with its rickety planks.


‘When did you last see him?’


‘The day before yesterday.’


‘And how was he?’


‘Miserable. Drunk and miserable. He still missed Birna terribly. He’d miss her more than usual, have a drink, miss her some more and that would go on for a week every now and again. I always thought he should have gone to the doctor, but he wouldn’t have it.’


‘Birna was his wife?’ Gunna asked, the sound of the name chiming with a memory somewhere deep inside as Jónatan nodded. ‘Had he been drinking steadily these last few days, do you know?’


‘He had.’ Jónatan coughed as the last of the whisky hit the back of his throat. ‘He wasn’t a happy man.’


Gunna flipped through her notebook and extracted a card.


‘That’s me and where to find me if there’s anything you want to talk about or anything you might remember. I need your name and a contact number and I’ll have to get a full statement from you later. You’re going to be out here all week, are you?’


Jónatan shrugged and stood up. His shoulders sagged and he shook his head doubtfully. ‘I was going to be, but I’m not so sure now. At any rate, I don’t live far from the police station, so if I’m not here, you can find me in town.’


Gunna followed him to the door and watched as he stumped down the track, shoulders hunched and hands deep in the pockets of his waistcoat, without looking back.


‘What do you reckon, Ingólfur?’


The doctor looked up from his notes. ‘Time of death around midnight, I’d guess. I’m sure the post-mortem will tell us he had been drinking.’


‘Cause of death? Not that I need to ask.’


‘Broken neck. Very quick and efficient. So many people manage to screw this up and end up strangling themselves, but this fellow did a good job of it.’


Helgi felt hot and even more uncomfortable as he waited at the bar, his patience wearing thin, until the barman finally approached, his expression asking wordlessly what sir would like to drink. Helgi opened his mouth to speak, but the voice was someone else’s.


‘A brandy. Double.’


The gruff voice at his side ordered with the authority of someone used to being listened to, and Helgi turned, ready to argue that he had been waiting for what felt like the best part of the day for the last beer of the exhausting holiday that had left him longing to get back to the familiarity of work.


‘Hey, pal …’ he began, as the barman took a glass from the rack overhead and poured.


‘What? Were you waiting?’ said a bronzed man with a face that looked as if it had been chipped from rock, glancing down at Helgi, who felt suddenly inadequate in his baggy shirt and with the skin peeling from the top of his sunburned head.


‘I was waiting,’ Helgi said. ‘Until you jumped in.’


‘Sorry, bud,’ the man said, dropping a twenty-euro note on the bar and placing a finger on it. He nodded his head sideways in Helgi’s direction. ‘Get this gentleman a drink as well, would you?’


Disarmed, Helgi’s frustration evaporated.


‘Thanks. I’ll have a brandy as well.’


‘Make it a double,’ the stranger ordered, lifting his glass in salutation. ‘Your health,’ he said in a grave voice. He sipped, rolled the spirit across his tongue for a moment, savouring it, then threw the rest down his throat in one smooth motion. He replaced the glass on the bar, nodded, and walked away without waiting for his change.


The name nagged at her all the way back to town from Áskell Hafberg’s house overlooking the lake at Hafravatn. It was still nagging at her as she parked in the yard behind the police station at Hverfisgata, and by the time she was halfway up the stairs, she was cursing her own inability to remember why it rang a bell.


‘Busy, Gunnhildur?’ Ívar Laxdal asked, striding towards her, trench coat belted over his barrel frame.


‘A suicide up by Hafravatn. Helgi’s still on holiday and Eiríkur’s busy, so I thought I’d have a little drive in the country,’ she said, and watched his eyebrows close up into a single dark bar of a frown. ‘Not a pretty sight,’ she added. ‘I drew the short straw on this one.’


Ívar Laxdal nodded sagely. ‘One has to do that sometimes and let the youngsters have the exciting stuff.’


Gunna wondered how Helgi, still stricken with panic at the onset of deep middle age, could be described as a youngster, but let it pass.


‘Anyone we know?’


‘Áskell Hafberg. He was an artist, apparently, although I’ve never heard of him. Hanged himself from a beam in his workshop.’


‘Hafberg?’ Ívar Laxdal asked, gaping for a moment then quickly recovering his composure. ‘I didn’t even know he still lived in Iceland.’


‘You seem to know more about him than I do. Would you like to fill in the gaps in my knowledge?’ Gunna invited, getting over the shock of having seen Ívar Laxdal lost for words, albeit fleetingly, for the first time.


He pursed his lips and looked into the distance through windows that could have done with a wash, or at least a decent shower of rain.


‘Áskell Hafberg. Well I never,’ he said quietly, half to himself, before returning to reality. ‘A truly fine artist, deeply talented in my view and scandalously overlooked. At an artistic level he never fitted in with the establishment, if that’s what you can call it, and he rubbed them badly up the wrong way because he simply didn’t care. His paintings had a unique passion and a depth to them, and they sold, which is why I suppose the cultural mafia never liked him, however much they pretended to.’ He paused. ‘I have two pieces of Áskell Hafberg’s work at home,’ he added with a touch of shyness, and this time Gunna was astonished to hear the inscrutable Ívar Laxdal talk with such knowledge and feeling about art.


‘You collect art?’ she asked finally.


‘I do,’ Ívar Laxdal replied seriously. ‘When I can afford it. I have two of Hafberg’s early works. One of them I bought from the artist something like thirty-five years ago. I always knew it would be worth something.’


‘And the price has probably gone up now, or it will when news gets out that he’s dead.’


‘And suicide, Gunnhildur? No sign of anything suspicious?’


Gunna shook her head. ‘Nothing that I could see. He’d been drinking for a few days, apparently.’


‘The curse of the artistic temperament. Look after it, will you? I’d appreciate it if you’d do it sensitively,’ he added in a bleak tone. ‘One of Iceland’s finer artists, and maybe his death is what’s needed to get him greater recognition.’ He carried on towards the top of the stairs, waving a gloved hand in farewell.


Gunna had her hand on the office door when she realised what she should have done and hurried for the lift, emerging at the ground floor and making for the car park. She waved as Ívar Laxdal’s black Volvo rolled towards her and came to a halt.


‘Sorry,’ she panted as the window hissed down. ‘I should have asked you upstairs. Since you know about his art, do you know anything about Áskell Hafberg’s private life?’


‘He was something of a hell-raiser by all accounts, at least as a young man,’ Ívar Laxdal said slowly. ‘An enfant terrible, as the French would say. Children, I believe; several wives, including other men’s. He lived abroad for a long time and I thought he still did.’


‘And Birna? Does that name mean anything to you?’


Ívar Laxdal shook his head and frowned.


‘I can tell you about his work, but not much about the man, I’m afraid, other than that his wife died in tragic circumstances a few years ago.’


They had the aisle between them, Halla with the boys securely strapped in and their iPads in their hands in one row of seats, and Helgi sitting opposite, watching as Halla tried to make herself comfortable, folding her hands across her swelling belly. Pregnancy suited her, Helgi thought, feeling pleasantly fuzzy courtesy of the windfall double brandy in the departure lounge. The aircraft was ready to go and the plane bumped across the tarmac. Helgi felt Halla’s hand on his arm and for a moment they clasped hands across the aisle until the acceleration pressed them back into their seats and she turned away to make sure that Nonni and Svavar were still engrossed in their games.


It hadn’t been a wonderful holiday, Helgi thought. If Halla’s parents had just let them use the villa in Portugal, it would have been great, but the interfering old busybodies had insisted on being there as well, which would have been fine for a day or two but was far from all right for a whole two weeks. The villa was large and comfortable, close to the golf course that was so dear to the old man’s heart, but the walls were paper-thin and Helgi reflected that while he could live with a chaste goodnight kiss on the cheek, every night for two weeks was too much for a grown man.


He felt the brandy’s effects and wondered if he dared order another one once the drinks trolley appeared, or if that would prompt tutting and a frown from across the aisle.


He closed his eyes as the aircraft lifted off, and his thoughts drifted back to the brandy, and the bar, and the slab-shouldered man who had walked away without picking up the handful of coins that were his change.


There was something there that irritated him, a resemblance to someone he had once known, and being unable to call the name to mind infuriated him. The line of the man’s jaw and the slight cleft in his chin, the abrupt tone and the eyes narrowing as he realised he had been challenged for jumping the queue were somehow familiar. He tried to recall the few words the man had spoken, in easy, clipped English. There was an accent there behind the gravel in his voice that tugged at Helgi’s memory, and he settled into a troubled doze.


The brandy had worn off by the time they landed and found there was a delay and a couple of hours to wait for their evening connecting flight to Iceland. Halla settled herself and the two sleepy boys in a snack bar in a quiet corner of the departure lounge. Helgi reflected that it would be a late arrival, and Halla’s sister would be less than cheerful when she came to collect them from the airport. He shrugged mentally. That could be Halla’s problem. Standing in yet another queue, this time for coffee and fizzy drinks for the boys, he wondered idly if he had picked the right girl. He had slept with Stella a couple of times in his restless single years, but somehow had ended up with the warm, maternal Halla instead of her career-minded and resolutely childless sister, who would probably have suited him better.


He sighed as he carried a tray back to the table. Halla had become pregnant almost immediately, mirroring his first marriage, and Nonni and Svavar had arrived in quick succession, adding to the three sons they collectively already had between them: Halla’s boy and Helgi’s two from his first marriage. It nagged at him that this latest pregnancy hadn’t been discussed, it had just happened; as if it was meant to be, as Halla had happily told him.


Halla slept placidly through the second flight. This time Helgi sat with the boys, trying to read a paperback as they chattered at his side. He realised as the aircraft came in to land at Keflavík airport that for at least half an hour he had been turning the pages without taking in a single thing that had happened in the book. He sighed to himself, glanced out of the window and shivered as he saw below the long floodlit strip of Reykjanesbraut, the highway leading through the lava fields from the airport at Keflavík to Reykjavík. He told himself that he’d need to brace himself for the coming cold shock waiting for them outside the terminal building.


While Halla had been restored by three hours of slumber on the flight, Helgi took a deep breath at the carousel, telling himself that the third airport of the day was the last one and in less than an hour he could climb into his own bed. He hauled the cases from the carousel, cursed at the weight as he stacked them on a trolley and steered them towards the Nothing to Declare sign, just as a broad-shouldered figure strode past him, a leather bag hung on one shoulder and a modest case on wheels at his heels.


Helgi stopped dead for a second, and then pushed the trolley as hard as he could, the boys scampering behind him as he tried to catch a glimpse of the man again, ransacking his memory to recall the name that ought to go with the face that had suddenly appeared first at a busy Portuguese airport, and then striding confidently into the Icelandic night.


He dropped Erik Petter Tallaksen’s passport on the table and wondered why he was there.


He had brooded all the way from Vigo to the airport across the border in Porto and during the stopover at Schiphol. He knew it was dangerous, that this was the worst place in the world for him to be. This was precisely where some long-lost schoolmate or relative could run into him in the street with a smile, innocently asking where he had been all these years. Then they’d remember the rest of the story and any chance of staying under the radar would be gone if he wasn’t able to bluff it out by sticking to English.


But it had to be done. It had been too long. Fifteen years was a big chunk of any lifetime, during which his parents had died, his siblings had become grandparents and his wife had married someone new. With the whole world online these days, it hadn’t been hard to keep track of people and events back home. Now he would have to do his best to not attract any attention to himself.


Once he had walked out of the airport into the chill outside and taken his place on the bus with the tourists, he had felt vulnerable. He longed to turn around, walk back into the terminal building and buy himself a one-way ticket right back to the sunshine and the place he now thought of as home.


He hadn’t set foot in his native country in fifteen years, had hardly spoken a word of his own language for just as long. Occasionally he had heard snatches of conversation, especially when he had been in Denmark or Norway, and had grinned to himself as these Icelanders abroad blithely assumed that they could drink and argue at the tops of their voices without fear of being understood.


Sitting in this bare and ruinously expensive hotel room with its view of a lot more city lights than he remembered from the old days, he felt the walls closing in on him, the doubts tugging at his conscience. It had been a mad decision, made on the spur of the moment. But there were things he had to attend to, people he needed to see – even if he dared not let them see him.


It was past midnight when Halla finally put the key in the lock and pushed the door open. Helgi followed with Svavar in his arms. Still on his feet but practically asleep, Nonni shuffled in a daze towards the room he shared with his brother.


‘Shoes off, Nonni,’ Helgi said quietly.


He took the sleeping Svavar straight to the boys’ bedroom and laid him in the bunk bed. He gently pulled off his shoes and tucked the duvet around him, while Nonni shambled in, yawning, and crawled gratefully into his own bunk.


‘Good lad,’ Helgi said, kissing the top of his head. ‘My turn in five minutes,’ he muttered to himself as he switched off the light.


Halla leaned against the counter, one hand on her belly and the other cradling a steaming mug.


‘There’s hot water if you want some tea,’ she said as Helgi dropped into one of the kitchen chairs. ‘You’re going to work tomorrow, aren’t you?’


‘Anxious to get rid of me, are you?’


‘Idiot,’ she said fondly, sitting opposite him and taking his hand. ‘Was that a terrible holiday?’


‘Much as I’m fond of your parents, you can have too much of a good thing.’ Helgi yawned. ‘The only moment we had to ourselves was when they took the kids to the market and left us behind.’


‘Yeah. That was a fun couple of hours.’


‘They weren’t out of the drive before we had our clothes off,’ Helgi said. ‘We could try a rerun?’


‘In your dreams, old man. Five months gone and we’ve been travelling all day. Do you really imagine I have the energy for that kind of stuff?’


‘A man can live in hope,’ he said seriously. ‘And yes. I have to go back to work tomorrow. Twelve till eight.’


‘I’m quite proud of you, Helgi. You know that?’


Helgi sent her a suspicious look.


‘Why?’


‘Because we spent almost two weeks with my parents in the same house and you didn’t complain. Well, not all that much. But on top of that, you didn’t call Gunna once to find out how she was doing.’


‘Gunna’s a big girl. She can look after herself.’


Halla sipped her tea and sighed. ‘It was a lovely break, and I suppose it’ll be the last one for a while.’


‘It’ll be the last one we can afford, especially if we’re going to try and move to somewhere bigger next year.’


‘I know. I haven’t even wanted to think about house prices while we’ve been away. I’ll bet they’ve gone up another five per cent while we were in Portugal.’


‘Let’s hope the underworld has been busy and there’s some overtime to be had. We could do with it.’


Halla gave him a tired smile.


‘You’re back at work already, Helgi. I can tell. What was all that at the airport?’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘You went right into cop mode at the airport in Porto. Don’t think I can’t tell. What was that all about?’


‘Oh, nothing,’ Helgi said, stretching his arms over his head and then reaching out to place one hand on the bulge that touched the kitchen table. ‘Just a face in the crowd. Someone I thought I recognised, but I can’t put a name to the face. It’s frustrating.’


‘It comes with age, old man.’


‘Maturity, you mean, young lady.’


‘Whatever.’ Halla yawned. ‘Come on. Old people like you need their sleep.’


Halla slept on her side, a hand by her face and a curl of her hair wrapped around one finger. Helgi drifted between sleep and half wakefulness as the trials of the day seeped out of his bones and faces flashed through his mind.


He sat up in bed with a start.


‘Ingvar,’ he said, his voice urgent. ‘It was Ingvar Sturlaugsson.’


‘What’s the matter?’ Halla asked sleepily as Helgi lay back on the pillow.


‘Nothing, love. Just a face from the past,’ he said absently, patting the bulge, his mind elsewhere. ‘Go back to sleep.’









Chapter Two




Moderate southerly wind veering south-westerly, later gaining strength and backing easterly overnight. Clear skies, cloud cover by evening with possible rain or snow showers. Temperatures 0°–5°C.





Áskell Hafberg’s neighbour sat on the bench by his back door looking morosely out over the lake.


‘It’s a beautiful place on a summer’s day,’ he said in a mournful voice. A fresher wind had left the dull grey water scarred with sharp-edged wavelets and the trees swung their leafless heads in sympathy. The hills were hidden behind banks of grey cloud that seemed to hover hardly clear of the rooftop of Jónatan’s one-room summer house.


‘Next of kin? Any ideas?’ Gunna asked.


‘If you go in the house, there’s a number on a scrap of paper pinned to the wall by the phone,’ Jónatan said. ‘I think it’s Ursula’s number. That’s Birna’s daughter, lives in Sweden.’


‘She’s the only one? She’s not Áskell’s daughter?’


‘To be honest, I never asked. I don’t think so. I know Áskell has, or had, a son. But he hasn’t been seen for years.’


‘How long had Áskell lived here?’


‘Longer than I have, at any rate, and I inherited this place almost thirty years ago. It was a wreck then. My uncle used it for a week now and then when he went shooting ptarmigan, but he never looked after it. When he died, it came to us. My brothers and sisters weren’t interested in it, so they sold me their shares and I fixed the place up. Since I retired, I’ve spent more time out here than at home.’


‘And Áskell was already here?’


Jónatan sipped coffee from a thick earthenware mug and Gunna cradled a similar one in her hands.


‘Yeah. Áskell lived here. Not all the time, but back then he was here a few months a year. He’d be abroad for weeks and months at a time, but these last few years he was here more and more, and after Birna died he hardly left the place. I used to go shopping for him so he didn’t have to go into town more than he had to. Dear God, but she was lovely.’


‘Remind me again, what exactly happened to her?’ Gunna asked. She had already looked it up, but wanted to hear Jónatan’s opinion.


‘Who knows? I certainly don’t. Like I told you, she drowned. Just down there,’ he said, pointing. He looked away to hide the fact that he needed to brush away a tear. ‘Under the jetty.’


‘And how did Áskell cope?’


‘He didn’t cope,’ Jónatan said. ‘The pair of them argued and fought, but I’ve never seen two people who were as much in each other’s pockets as they were. Birna was always sweet to me, never a cross word, always polite and friendly.’


‘Was she like that with everyone?’


‘Everyone except Áskell. They needled each other. It stoked him up, got him going. He always said he did his best work when they’d had a shouting match about who had hung the front door key on the wrong hook. They’d have a row about whose turn it was to cut the grass, and then he’d sneak off to the barn, fire up the stove and work for thirty hours straight.’


‘And after she died? Was he still able to paint?’


‘In fits and starts. Sometimes I’d see him sitting on the end of the jetty down there with his feet in the water. That meant he was psyching himself up and he’d be in the barn for days on end. I normally knew when he was working because I’d smell the woodsmoke from that old stove in there.’


‘When did you see him last?’


‘Three days ago,’ Jónatan said. ‘I got a whiff of woodsmoke in the morning so I decided I’d leave him to it. He never made a fuss if he was disturbed, and I’m not sure it worried him. If his head was full of ideas, he’d just ignore you.’ He coughed and sipped. ‘Well. Not ignore. That’s not quite right. He’d get so absorbed in what he was doing that I’m sure he just didn’t notice when somebody went in there.’


‘And yesterday, no smoke?’


‘Exactly. I reckoned he’d worked himself to a standstill and would take it easy for a day or two.’ Jónatan shifted on the seat and folded his arms around himself, his empty mug tucked in his embrace. ‘So tell me, what do you make of it all?’


Gunna shrugged. ‘I don’t know yet. I’ll have to conclude my investigation. But I have to say it seems clear enough that he took his own life.’


‘He wasn’t a happy man. But I hope you do a better job than that fuckwit who was here a few years ago.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘The idiot who investigated Birna’s death,’ Jónatan said, unable to hide the bitterness in his voice. ‘I don’t know the name of the guy who was in charge; to be honest, I only saw him the once. Let’s just say that he didn’t tire himself out asking too many questions.’


‘Why do you say that?’ Gunna asked, her curiosity aroused. ‘Was there any question about Birna’s death?’


‘I don’t want to say too much.’ Jónatan sighed. ‘And I probably already have. But what the hell, they’re both dead now.’


‘Go on.’


He pulled off his hat and scratched his head nervously. ‘It’s like this,’ he said. ‘Áskell was always certain that she didn’t drown. Birna knew the lake well and people used to think she was crazy because she swam regularly, a couple of times a week at least. She wouldn’t just drown, and especially not in water that’s knee-deep. You get my meaning? It was something that only ever came up when he’d had more to drink than usual. But there was never any doubt in his mind, and now he’s gone as well.’


There was no need for them, but Gunna pulled on a pair of latex gloves from force of habit. She watched her breath turn to clouds in the cold air of Áskell Hafberg’s workshop. It was one of the old military sheds of the kind the British army had erected everywhere they had been stationed eighty years ago, sheets of heavy corrugated iron that curved in a half-moon to form the body of the building, the ends finished with sheets of plywood nailed to a timber frame. This one had presumably been used as a garage at some point, as it had heavy double doors that looked out over the lake beyond.


She searched through drawers, finding nothing but artist’s materials, empty cigarette packets, a few carpentry tools in a deep bottom drawer under the bench, pencils sharpened to needle-like points and slotted into a case, and empty bottles everywhere. She went slowly through the canvases stacked against the back wall, admiring them. Many of the landscapes, in pale shades and clean lines, showed the lake outside in its many moods, from emerald summer to grey, angry winter. Those at the front of the stacks were darker, with sharper, more jagged lines. Winter seemed to be more in evidence as the artist had slashed at the canvas with his brushes, in contrast to the detail and care that appeared to have gone into the earlier canvases. Sometimes they were pure lake-scapes, the hillsides on the far side setting a distant backdrop, while in others there would be an indistinct figure or even two in the picture.


At the back of the workshop a pile of roughly framed canvases leaned against the wall and Gunna lifted them one by one, turning them around as she did so, arranging them so that a series of paintings of a snub-nosed dark-haired woman appeared. There were head-and-shoulders portraits, hurried sketches in charcoal, several formal portraits of the woman seated in a chair and one of her cross-legged on lush grass with the slope-shouldered hills across the lake in the background. Gunna lifted this one up and held it to let the light fall on it better, examining the woman’s laughing face with the curtain of dark hair around it, rendered in shades of black and grey that up close looked contrived but that fell into place as she put the painting down and stepped back.


She shook her head, perplexed, as she stared at the picture, troubled by something that felt familiar but which she could not identify.


Looking at one picture, a portrait in a formal pose, she had the unsettling feeling of being watched, until she realised that a pair of half-concealed eyes and an indistinct face were hidden in the waves of the sitter’s cascade of dark hair that filled more than half of the canvas.


She put it down, facing the wall, and picked up another, this one a charcoal drawing different from the others, not in quick, dashing strokes, but in painstaking detail, so precise that from arm’s length it looked as lifelike as a photograph. The woman looked back at her out of the frame, head tilted knowingly, as if the artist had caught her with a snapshot just as she was looking around to respond to a joke that had taken her pleasantly by surprise. In one corner was a signature, Á. Hafb., Birna, and a date so recent that it had to have been painted only a few weeks before.


Opening the barn’s door as far as it would go to let in light, Gunna propped the portrait against a bench and took a photograph of it with her phone. She replaced it with another, and put the phone back in her pocket with half a dozen images of the mysterious woman with the enigmatic smile.


Erik Petter Tallaksen’s shiny passport, a driving licence that had seen better days and a gold credit card were enough to secure him a rental car. He was almost tempted to take the offered upgrade, but decided that flashy wasn’t going to be his style for the next few days.


He started with a few old haunts, through the centre of the city and the western end where he had lived as a young man, first as a hard-up student making his way to navigation college every day and later as a working seaman with pockets full of cash during the occasional trip off. The narrow streets seemed more cramped now, even though the city had been smartened up. The sight of the harbour was a shock, with only a handful of boats to be seen, and most of those looked to have been rocking at their moorings for a long time. So much had gone, and there was so much more that was new. What had once been bare ground had been built over as shopping centres, and warehouses had sprung up, but he was relieved to see that a couple of cafés he remembered were still there and promised himself lunch at one or the other before reminding himself that wasn’t going to be a smart idea for someone who wanted to stay off the radar.


The city’s Shadow District was what took him by surprise. He’d known the place had changed, but the reality of it was a shock. Practically the whole of Lindargata had gone, the rambling timber houses clad in their distinctive corrugated iron sheets swept away and replaced by high-rises dwarfing the old Ministry building on Skúlagata that had for so many years been the area’s largest landmark. The ramshackle old houses containing odd-shaped apartments and bedsits carved from once grand residences had disappeared. All the places where there had always been moonshine, dope or girls to be found had gone, and he guessed that the fun had moved away from the city centre to a suburb somewhere.


He managed to lose himself in the new one-way streets that had replaced the old narrow alleys, and found his way eventually to Hlemmur to discover that the bus station where the drunks used to hang out had become a smart food hall populated by chattering youngsters sharing plates of pasta. He wondered where the dubious characters who had previously huddled on benches a stone’s throw from the central police station had gone.


He shook off his regret for the vanished city and cruised through as if he were just another tourist, following the satnav to cope with the network of new roads and housing estates that had risen from the rocks since he had last been there.


Without meaning to, he found himself in the suburb where he and Katla had lived, and where his former wife now lived with her new guy and, as far as he was aware, the two younger children. He took the turns almost unconsciously along what had been his habitual route, until he stopped fifty metres from the house he had built. Back then it had been on the edge of the city, backed by lava fields. Now the rocks and the wilderness had given way to another estate, leaving what had once been the silent periphery firmly in central suburbia.


He wondered if anyone might be at home, not that he had any intention of knocking on what he still thought of as his own front door.


He had easily been able to follow the family’s progress from a distance, thanks to the social media that chronicled every aspect of life in Iceland. He had known when his parents had died, when his brothers and sisters had become parents and finally grandparents, when his own children had started a new school or been on holiday, when his eldest son had graduated from college and then when the boy had been sent to prison, first for a moment’s foolishness and then a second time for something worse. He had watched with an interest that he found disturbing as Katla had eventually moved his replacement into the house that his disappearance had paid off.


He wondered what her reaction would be if he were to walk in through the door, shrug his jacket off onto the back of the kitchen chair as he had always done all those years ago, pour himself a mug of coffee to sip as he leafed through the paper with his feet up on a stool. That had always driven her to distraction back then. If he were to do it now, she’d be reaching for the sharpest knife in the kitchen drawer.


The house echoed and the floorboards creaked as Gunna made her way inside. It was an old place, built in the fifties, she guessed, probably as a summer cottage back when Hafravatn would have been far outside the city’s limits. It had been panelled in wood that had darkened with age and nicotine, and there were pools of darkness in the corners that were hardly banished when she clicked on the two working lights of the dim hall.


A dialling tone buzzed in her ear as she listened to the distant phone ring in Sweden, wondering if the number on the slip of paper tacked to the wall by a mirror gradually losing its silver backing meant anything, or even if it was still Ursula’s number.


‘Hallo,’ sang a voice, deep but female, when the phone was finally picked up.


‘Hallo, am I speaking to Ursula?’ Gunna asked in English, and there was a sudden silence, the sound of something being swallowed hurriedly.


‘This is Ursula.’ The voice was cool and suspicious.


‘My name’s Gunnhildur Gísladóttir and I’m a police officer with the Reykjavík CID. Do you speak Icelandic or is English better?’


‘Let’s just stick to English, shall we?’ Ursula decided. ‘What’s the problem? What are you looking for?’


‘Can you tell me what your relationship is with Áskell Hafberg?’


‘He’s my sort-of stepfather, I guess. Why? What’s he done now?’


‘In that case, my condolences. He passed away yesterday.’


This time the silence was a longer one.


‘Hello?’ Gunna asked finally. ‘Still there?’


‘Er … yeah. I’m still here.’


‘I understand it must be a shock for you. Were you close?’


Ursula sighed. ‘What happened? Finally drank himself to death?’


‘No. I’m afraid not. There’s no easy way to break this, but he committed suicide.’


‘Shit. Look, OK, thanks for letting me know. But why are you calling me?’


‘This is the only number I have for anyone who may have been related to him. You said he was your stepfather. He was married to your mother, I take it?’


‘Yeah. She died a few years ago.’


‘That was Birna?’


‘That’s her. I don’t know if they ever did get married, but they lived together for years … Don’t do that!’ Ursula called. ‘Listen, I’m sorry. This really is a bad time and the kids will rip the place apart if I take my eyes off them for five minutes. Can we speak later?’


Gunna heard the first note of concern in her voice, a half-stifled sob.


‘No problem. I’m at the house now and I’m going back to the station. I’ll give you a call when I get there.’


‘Fine. In an hour?’


The place had been practically in the countryside when he had bought the land, an oblong plot that had seemed vast back then. That was when he had been a single man and the patch of building land had been a spur-of-the-moment investment. He didn’t have to build on it right away, but he had been doing well for himself as the only Icelander in the crew of a trawler from Greenland that had called in at Reykjavík with an injured crewman. A replacement had been needed, and that single trip had turned into years as he had worked up to occasional relief skipper on one of the same company’s older trawlers.


The concrete base of the house had been laid one spring. Even then he still hadn’t intended to continue with it, convinced that sooner or later he’d sell it as it was to some young couple looking to build their own home.


Then he had met Katla and everything changed. They hadn’t been able to keep their hands off each other, and within a few months they were living together in the cheapest rented flat they could find while every trip off and every spare penny he could earn or land a loan for had been swallowed up as the house rapidly took shape. Within a year they’d moved into one end of it while the other end remained a shell with plastic sheeting nailed across the windows as he earned to pay the plasterer to polish the walls to a shine and the electrician to finish wiring the place. Meanwhile Katla produced three children in the space of a few years during which it seemed they only saw each other for long enough for her to get pregnant yet again.


He parked the car at the end of the street. He hadn’t meant to come here at all. In fact, he had been determined to keep well away, but he had been unerringly drawn to the place, trying to get his bearings now that the suburbs had sprawled beyond their old limits instead of being bordered by an undulating expanse of moss-grown rock and tussocks of grass.


His Greenland job had come to an end when he had moved in with Katla and the first child was on the way. Eight-week absences weren’t acceptable for a man with a young family, so he had regretfully left and taken a berth closer to home, and before long was sailing as the chief mate on a local boat.


It had been a refit that had changed everything. The old man had left it to Ingvar to steam the ship across to Gdynia where a planned five weeks of repairs and maintenance had turned into eighteen by the time he gave up in desperation and jumped at the offer of a berth on a trawler working off West Africa. The money was erratic but generous when it came through; the downside was the longer absences. The surprise was that he enjoyed everything about it: the heat and the strange spicy food, the oddball people he had to work with, the Russians, the Norwegians, the Spanish and the Moroccans who respected him as the muscular skipper who could effortlessly splice a warp and who always found fish, but who could also turn on the charm when he needed to. After that, when he had stepped into the fleet manager’s role, he had revelled in the intrigue, the cat-and-mouse of bribing the right person just enough over a lavish dinner and a visit to an expensive brothel to get the licences that would keep the ships working, or just the bustle and buzz of making sure the boats got to sea, that everything came together and nobody who needed a quiet backhander went unpaid, that the fuel guy was slipped enough to not dilute the diesel with too much water.


One of the breaks between seasons took him home with a stack of cash that had been easily enough to pay for the last of the work on the house and get the plot around it landscaped, but by then a tired coldness had crept between him and Katla.


He fought the impulse to duck down, recognising one of his former neighbours driving past, taken aback to see how grey Sigvaldi had grown in the intervening years. Thinking about it, he was just surprised that Sigvaldi hadn’t moved in those years, and he wondered how many of the other neighbours were still there. Then there was that flash bastard Valgeir, with whom Katla had conducted an on-off affair, and who had then moved in permanently after she had been so tragically widowed.


He sighed. He could hardly blame her, an attractive and demanding woman with three lively children, no shortage of cash and a husband who had been making increasingly infrequent appearances. It wasn’t as if he’d been blameless either. The lure of raucous bars and young women in not many tight clothes had been more than he had been able to resist. He told himself that he had made an effort, but once he was aware of what had been going on with Valgeir in the next street, he hadn’t let it bother his conscience too much.


The house looked good, neat and freshly painted. The garden was tidy behind the hedge he had planted as a row of thin sticks, now a bushy barrier to prying eyes. He wondered if Katla had been keeping it maintained, or if her new guy had seen to all that.


The real money had come with the joint venture between himself and a Spanish group who had seen his success in securing licences to fish where nobody else could. The venture had been their idea, running old but well-maintained trawlers that landed catches every few days to a new factory in a dust-blown port that appeared to have grown out of the dunes. There had even been enough to buy an apartment in Cangas, across the water from Vigo, where his new employers had their surprisingly modest office, although he had never bothered to tell Katla about the place.
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