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Quentin Bates escaped suburbia as a teenager and spent a decade in Iceland, before returning to his English roots with an Icelandic family and eventually turning to writing for a living.
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Thursday

Logi sneezed dust and wiped his nose. He had been working in the old house miles up country for three weeks and was already sick of it. There was no mobile signal and the nearest shop was a thirty-minute drive. The guys on the job were all right, although only Pétur the contractor who was running the job was Icelandic. That meant he had to struggle in English with the Polish boys and that weird Arab who stopped to pray a couple of times a day.

The house had once been a farmhouse, a solid concrete box that Pétur said had been built before the war, although he didn’t say which war that had been. The place hadn’t been a farm for years and nobody had lived there for a good long time, he guessed, not that anyone would want to live so far from WiFi, or at least a decent mobile network.

He checked his phone, spat into the dust as he did so, and saw with disgust that there were no bars on the screen.

Logi could hear the others banging away at a wall that needed to come down on the floor below. The new owner of the place, some musician from Reykjavík, planned to convert it into a retreat, with an apartment upstairs and a recording studio on the ground floor. Logi approved, but he couldn’t understand why anyone would want to move away from the city, unless maybe to go to a bigger city abroad.

He wrenched up another floorboard and placed his booted feet carefully on the exposed rafters as he slung the board out through the window and heard it clatter on the pile outside that would become a bonfire. With half of the floorboards of what had once been a bedroom up, he decided to start on the far side, so as to leave himself a walkway between the door and the window.

In the dim far corner of the room, he hammered the jemmy between two boards and felt the wood splinter as he levered the end up, hauling it free from the nails that had held it in place for sixty years. He stuck the jemmy under the next board, a short piece that spanned only two rafters close to the wall, and was surprised as it came up without needing to be forced. Bending down to lift it and looking closer, he saw a package in the dust, resting on the ceiling of the kitchen below.

Logi grinned at the thought of hidden valuables. It was what everyone working on these old buildings hoped to find, preferably some long-dead widow’s stash of inflation-proof gold coins. But he reflected that, knowing his lousy luck, it was more likely to be a pile of useless hidden love letters or some such junk.

He opened the thick paper bag and pulled out a leather case, the dark brown sheen of it still retaining a little of the shine it had been given a long time ago. Frowning to himself, Logi unfastened the buckle and his jaw dropped as the smooth brown wood of the pistol’s handle found its way into his hand as if it had sought him out. He felt the weight of it in his palm, delved back into the bag and found a heavy cardboard box, which he opened at one end to reveal rows of shiny bullets ready to be used.

A shout from outside snatched him from his reverie over the pistol and he quickly packed it back in its bag under the floorboards.

The shout from outside was soon repeated. ‘Hey! Logi!’

Logi looked out of what had been a window until the frame had been stripped out and added to the growing bonfire outside. ‘What’s up?’

‘Staying here all night are you? Some of us want to get home.’

Logi looked at his watch and realized it was later than he’d thought. He glanced at the corner of the room where his find was hidden beneath the boards.

‘Coming,’ he called out of the window.

Logi had hardly closed the vehicle door before the crazy Pole slipped the clutch and the van set off down the slope, spitting gravel behind it. Normally he tried not to be last as nobody wanted to sit in front while Tadeusz drove. He winced as the wheels fought to grip the road and the back of the van fishtailed wildly, the three of them in the back laughing and calling for Tadeusz to slow down.

When the van eventually hit the main road with its occasional police patrols, he slowed down to a comfortable speed, just over the limit but not enough to trigger a speed camera, while the pungent smell of grass wafted from the back and Logi cracked open the window. After a few minutes there was a tap on his shoulder and a joint was passed forward. Logi took a deep toke and made to pass it back, but Tadeusz whooped.

‘Logi, no! Pass it this way, man!’

Unwillingly, Logi passed it over. Tadeusz dragged deep on the joint without taking his eyes off the road and Logi felt himself relax at last as the scenery unrolled and he wondered what to do about his find under the floorboards. He knew that handguns were outlawed completely. The police had a few pistols, and one or two collectors had been able to acquire handguns, but those that he had occasionally seen flashed by men who wanted to be taken seriously were the illegal weapons that could get a man a long stretch behind bars without a shot having been fired.

Craning his neck over his shoulder, Logi saw that the three of them in the back were stretched out between the toolboxes.

‘Hey, Tadeusz. Were you in the army back in Polskiland?’

‘Yeah, two years,’ Tadeusz said proudly, ferreting in his pocket for a cigarette.

‘What did you do? Drive a tank or something?’

‘Hell, no. I was cook. Soup, soup and more soup, and potatoes, and cabbage. Same every day.’

‘But you must have fired a gun, though?’

‘Yes . . .’ Tadeusz began, as Logi’s phone started to buzz and he recognized a name he would have preferred not to see on the screen.

‘Yeah?’ he said uncertainly. ‘Danni, what can I do for you?’

‘What can you do for me?’ A throaty voice asked in return. ‘I like that. I like that a lot. Listen, Logi, my boy, I’ve a proposition for you. Where the hell are you?’

‘Er, somewhere near the tunnel. Doing a job out of town at the minute. Why?’

‘Like I told you. I’ve a proposition for you. It means cash in your pocket, tax free.’

Logi’s heart sank. Tax-free money would be a godsend, but the idea of working for Danni was no great temptation.

‘You haven’t paid me for that last job yet,’ he said, meaning it to sting, but Danni laughed.

‘Logi, man. Listen, give me a buzz when you’re in town. I’ll buy you a beer, pay you for the garage roof and give you a down payment on the new job. How does that sound?’

Logi rolled his eyes and looked at the ceiling. His former brother-in-law’s promises had always been an unknown quantity. Sometimes there would be cash on the nail and at other times it could take months to extract even a fraction of a job’s worth from him. On top of that was the nagging uncertainty that Danni might whisper to his sister that Logi was in funds, which would precipitate an instant, strident demand for some of the long backlog of unpaid maintenance he owed her.

‘Yeah, all right,’ he agreed. ‘Usual place around eight? I can’t stay out too late. Some of us have work to do,’ he added, to remind Danni that not everyone was able to spend his mornings asleep and his nights brokering dubious deals that rarely came to much.

‘More work?’ Tadeusz asked as Logi put his phone away. The lanky Polish boy understood more Icelandic than he’d imagined.

‘Maybe. My useless ex-brother-in-law wants a job done, which means he probably wants it done on the cheap. So I’m not going to hold my breath. Anyway, you were saying? About the army?’

‘Yeah, I was cook. Two years.’

‘You must have fired a gun a few times?’

‘Ach, not much. Basic training and then the cookhouse.’

‘So what guns did you get to fire? Rifles and things like that?’

‘AK-47,’ Tadeusz said, frowning. ‘And gun that fires up. I don’t know what it’s called in English. It fires a bomb up so it comes down on the bad guys. Very quick. Ten, twenty bombs in a minute. Hard work. Dangerous,’ he said with a downward twist of his mouth, as if suppressing a bad memory.

‘I know what you mean,’ Logi said. ‘How about pistols? You ever fire those?’

‘No. Never. That’s for officers, not for uniform slaves.’

‘Fair enough,’ Logi said and decided to let the matter drop.

Tadeusz was silent and Logi closed his eyes, feeling the long-awaited summer sunshine play over his face as the van hummed towards Reykjavík.

‘You want to get a gun?’ Tadeusz asked, breaking the silence.

‘Me? Hell, no.’ Logi laughed.

Tadeusz looked at him sideways. ‘You have a gun, maybe? I know people—’

‘No, not me. I was just being curious. That’s all.’

‘You let me know. You want a gun or sell one, I know who to go to,’ Tadeusz said, and winked. He looked over his shoulder into the back of the van. ‘You don’t say anything to the guys.’

‘Why?’

Tadeusz put out a hand, palm down, and moved it side to side with short movements.

‘Don’t trust them all. Bad friends.’

‘And your friends are good guys?’ Logi laughed again.

‘My friends can keep quiet. You ask me,’ Tadeusz said quietly as a yawn and a resounding fart was heard from the back. ‘Almost home,’ he said as he slowed down for the first of the roundabouts approaching the city limits, and gave Logi a conspiratorial wink that made him shiver. ‘Same time tomorrow?’

Logi was early and nursed a beer as he waited, knowing that Danni would be late anyway. It was a relief to relax for half an hour after a long day at the old farmhouse. It was harder work than he preferred to do these days, but hell, the money was good and he needed it, what with Sandra calling and texting that the kids needed this or that. He sipped his beer and watched with amusement, as a group of young women clustered around a table outside squawked and screeched as they got steadily drunker.

He was sick of being broke, of never having anything in the bank to fall back on, of constantly scraping a living from one just-in-time job to the next. As a competent carpenter with an apprenticeship behind him, he should be writing his own cheques, but a series of indiscretions and a failed business a few years ago had put people off taking him on for big jobs, and he knew that his sharp temper had been his undoing more than once.

His thoughts turned again to what he had found that morning and he wondered what to do with it. The thought of handing it in didn’t even occur to him, and he wondered how it could most easily be turned into cash. As a city boy, he had never had the easy familiarity with shotguns that his country cousins displayed on the rare cold, wet and largely boring expeditions they’d dragged him on as a boy to shoot geese and ptarmigan. Although he knew what was under the farmhouse’s floor was a pistol of some kind, his knowledge went no further than that.

He heard Danni before he saw him. His braying laugh and some off-colour joke had set the barman laughing while the woman behind the bar shook her head and pretended not to be offended as Danni laughed and made his way across to the window where Logi was watching the teenage group outside becoming steadily more raucous.

‘The brunette, I reckon,’ Danni said, sitting down and admiring the view. ‘And that skinny one for after.’

‘No chance. The redhead, I reckon,’ Logi replied, draining his glass. ‘You did get me a refill, didn’t you?’

‘Nothing wrong with a little fire in the engine room, I guess,’ Danni said dreamily, twisting round to catch the barmaid’s eye. ‘Miss! Another beer here, would you?’

‘What’s this job you’re on about?’ Logi asked, anxious to get down to business.

‘It’s a showroom, of sorts. Nothing fancy. It needs a suspended ceiling, a few stud walls to put up and generally tart the place up.’

‘How big?’

‘Three hundred square metres, roughly, a small showroom and a workshop behind. You don’t know a good electrician who needs some ready cash as well, do you?’

‘I might do. I can probably find someone easy enough. Where is this place?’

‘Hellnahraun. It’s been empty for a while. Used to be a car rental’s storage depot until they went bust.’

Logi sipped the beer the waitress put in front of him. ‘Cash?’

‘Cash,’ Danni agreed. ‘Fuck me, will you look at that?’

One of the girls at the table outside had stripped down to almost nothing, squawking while her friends poured water over her bare back.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Logi said. ‘Kids aren’t my thing. I’m not going to ask what this place is for. It sounds as dodgy as hell and I can make my own guesses. How soon does your mate want this done? I’m assuming it’s not on your account, is it?’

‘Soon as,’ Danni said, eyes on the group outside as another of the girls took off her T-shirt and was splashed with cold water that rapidly evaporated in the still summer heat. ‘When can you start?’

‘Not sure. I’m busy at the moment. Can’t walk off a job halfway through.’

‘You would if the price was right.’ Danni smirked. ‘And it will be, believe me.’

‘Go on.’

‘A million and a half. Maybe two, but that would have to include the electrics.’

Logi shrugged, trying not to be impressed. ‘It depends how long the job takes, doesn’t it? If there’s ceilings to do then it’ll have to be more than just me doing it.’

‘I’ll help you with it.’

‘No chance.’ Logi shook his head. ‘We’ve tried that before and it didn’t work out, remember? You don’t turn up on time and you’re always running off to see some bloke about a car or whatever. No, if it needs labour, then it had best be proper labour, and paid for. Otherwise no deal. And if there’s labour then it’s going to have to be two million.’

Danni smiled in triumph, sure that his persuasion had worked. ‘We’d better go and have a look, then.’

‘Now? You’re joking. I have to be up at five.’ He tipped half of his beer down his throat. ‘Listen, I can feel this has to be dodgy. I’ll start the day my current job’s finished. All right? Just tell whoever wants the job done that I want all the gear there to get started on the day, and that it’ll take as long as it takes. No questions and no comebacks. Happy with that?’

Danni looked longingly at the girls outside. ‘Yeah, I suppose so,’ he said finally. ‘Will you look at the legs on that one?’

‘Leave it, Danni. They’re out of your league and way below your age group.’

‘That’s what you think.’ He grinned. ‘Flash a wedge of cash and buy a few drinks, and they’re yours, my friend, every one of them.’

‘And what does your Gulla think about that?’ Logi asked and watched the mention of his wife wipe the smile from Danni’s face and be replaced with a petulant pout. Logi wondered if he had prodded him a little too hard. For someone ostensibly so easy-going, Danni had an occasionally volatile temper that had more than once landed him in trouble when a drink or three had been involved.

Danni never felt comfortable around these guys. It was nothing personal, he decided. He just didn’t like them and they scared him.

‘And?’ Rafn asked with that impassive look on his face that gave nothing away.

‘I’ve found a chippy who’ll do the job. I reckon he can do it in ten, twelve days, easy.’

‘Cash and no questions?’

‘If he’s paid to, he’ll keep quiet.’

‘I hope so, for his sake,’ Rafn said softly. ‘And yours,’ he added as an afterthought graced with a glacial smile. He handed over a wad of cash so thick that Danni tried and failed to fold it in two.

‘How much is that?’

‘Two. That’ll get you started, won’t it?’

Danni shook his head doubtfully. ‘I’m not sure. I have to give the chippy a down payment to keep him on the job, and he’ll need to give his labourer a few notes. Then I need to pay for all the gear upfront.’

‘I’m sure you can work it out, can’t you?’

‘Sure, Rafn,’ Danni said with a bravado he didn’t feel. ‘I’ll figure it out.’

‘There’s a deadline,’ Rafn said with the same impassive look from under his long forehead, the fair hair pulled back in a ponytail and thinning at the crown. ‘We want to open the shop in three weeks.’

‘Sure,’ Danni assured him as he stood up to leave.

Outside he made his way past a black van with tinted windows and three hulking motorcycles that squatted on the forecourt of what had been a small factory until the Undertakers had taken the place over and turned it into a clubhouse. His old car looked out of place parked in the street opposite, and he felt the sweat trickle down his back as he imagined Rafn looking out of the window at him.

Danni drove home through the evening traffic in a daze, the bundle of cash whispering to him that it was time to spend his cut right away on something smarter than the squeaky Fiat the traffic was currently whizzing past as he filtered off the main road and onto the slip road above the Fossvogur churchyard. The Fiat complained as he brought it to a halt at the lights and, still in a daze, he looked over the wheel at the stream of cars heading towards town. It was definitely worth looking at some of the car-sales places, he told himself. It wasn’t as if there was any harm in looking, and there’d be plenty of Rafn’s cash left over, especially if he could trade in the Fiat for something else. As if it could read his mind, the engine stalled as the lights turned green and was reluctant to restart. He turned the engine over a couple of times, and by the time it was running again, the lights had gone back to red.

Danni cursed and hammered the wheel with one fist, swearing at the useless piece of crap he was condemned to drive while everyone else he knew had a decent set of wheels. The throaty rumble of a bike engine shook him from his anger as a vast motorcycle pulled up in the lane next to him. Danni looked sideways at it and quailed as he recognized the machine. The bike’s owner looked slowly over at him, smiled and gave him a brief acknowledgement, two fingers lifted in a salute that sent shivers down his spine as the bike pulled away with an animal roar, leaving him stalled at the lights a second time, all thoughts of a replacement for the Fiat gone from his mind.
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