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Pronunciation guide for character names

Agnar Grétarsson (Aggi) – AK-nar GRYET-ars-son (AGG-ghee)

Aldís Ellertsdóttir – AL-dees ELL-erts-DOE-teer

Andrea Logadóttir – AND-ray-a LOR-ga-DOE-teer

Baldur – BAL-door

Bríet Hannesdóttir – BREE-ett HAN-nes-DOE-teer

Dröfn – Drerbn

Droplaug Thórdardóttir – DROP-lohg THOHR-thar-DOE-teer

Einar Brjánsson – AY-narr BRYAUNS-son

Ellý Thórdardóttir – EL-lee THOHR-thar-DOE-teer

Erla – ED-la

Freyja – FRAY-a

Gudbjörg (Gudda) – GVOOTH-byerg (GOOD-da)

Gudlaugur – GVOOTH-lohg-oor

Hanna Lúdvíksdóttir – HAN-na LOOTH-veeks-DOE-teer

Huldar – HOOL-dar

Íris – EE-ris

Jói (Jóhannes) – YOE-ee (YOE-han-nes)

Kristbjörg – KRIST-byerg

Lína – LEE-na

Lúdvík Jónsson – LOOTH-veek YOHNS-son

Mía Stefánsdóttir – MEE-ya STEFF-auns-DOE-teer

Númi – NOO-mee

Ólína Traustadóttir – OH-lee-na TROES-ta-DOE-teer

Rögnvaldur Tryggvason – RERK-val-door TRIGG-va-son

Rósa – ROH-ssa

Sædís – SEYE-dees

Stefán (Stebbi) – STEFF-own (STEBB-bee)

Valgeir – VAHL-gyayr


Eleven years earlier


Prologue

The shower was far hotter than Númi was used to. He was someone who preferred to avoid extremes: he didn’t like overly spicy food, swimming in the sea, loud music, CrossFit, neon colours, tequila slammers or anything else outside his comfort zone. Including scenes. He hated scenes.

But the heat of the shower wasn’t a mistake; he had pushed the temperature controller as far into the red as he dared. While the water was heating up, he pulled off his clothes, dropping them in a pile on the floor as if he were fifteen again. As he stepped naked onto the cold tiles, he almost expected to hear his mother’s voice calling out of the past, yelling at him to pick his things up off the floor.

The clouds of steam in the shower cubicle gave a hint of what was in store. Númi braced himself, then ducked under the scalding jet. Some things were better got over with fast, and anyway he didn’t have much time. At first the heat was unbearable. His skin turned instantly scarlet and stung all over, but he stuck it out and the discomfort soon passed. Once the pain had receded, the boiling sensation felt good. He needed it.

Númi placed the flats of his hands on the tiled wall, leant forwards and let the water pummel his aching shoulders. His muscles weren’t sore from exercise as would once have been the case: running and sessions at the gym had taken a back seat in recent months, like so many other things that had been part of his life pre-Mía. The arrival of his daughter had opened a gulf between his old and his new existence, and so much had been left behind on the other side: sport, freedom from worry, overtime, eight hours’ sleep, dry-clean-only clothes, marathon TV sessions and a number of other things that Númi regularly reminded himself he could do without. Because life on this side, with Mía, was so much better than what he had been forced to give up.

He had to hold on to that thought. In spite of all the crap that was going down at the moment, he couldn’t complain. Apart from this recent temporary blip, life was good for him and Stebbi: new house, new baby, a new maturity in their marriage. All three required an effort, but then you couldn’t expect to have anything for nothing. The hassle over Mía would be worth it in the long run, and, if Stebbi was right, the ordeal would soon be over. The work on the outside of the house was finished too and the builders were finally packing up their tools – months behind schedule but, still, it was something to be celebrated. According to Stebbi, they were close to settling with the contractor over the bill too, though Númi had his doubts – doubts that he tried to push away. Sometimes it was good to allow oneself a few unrealistic expectations. He had enough other crap to put up with, like his boss grumbling about his paternity leave, which had unfortunately coincided with a collapse in the markets. And now all these scenes.

Stebbi didn’t think the drama would last much longer. Númi disagreed, but self-deception was a more comfortable option. Like when he compared weather forecasts and always chose to believe the most favourable one. These days Stebbi’s confidence suited him so much better than his own pessimism. In his heart of hearts, he didn’t believe it would ever end. No doubt they would eventually reach a settlement with the building contractor, but a conclusion to the Mía saga could take many years.

That mustn’t be allowed to happen. He and Stebbi had to be given a chance to look after her themselves, without interference. They were more than capable of it.

Thanks to the internet, with its bottomless well of information, there had been few big surprises. No one could say they hadn’t been prepared for Mía’s arrival. In the months leading up to her birth they had immersed themselves in reading everything they could lay their hands on, especially accounts and advice from couples in a similar position to their own: two men bringing up a child, and couples who had used surrogate mothers, whether legally or not – these had proved the most helpful.

Then, not content with that, they’d read everything from academic articles to badly organised and largely uninformative blog posts by parents, ranging from the ridiculously positive, through the over-the-top humorous, to the downright fear-mongering.

They had memorised every last thing, however unhelpful. Their knowledge ended up being so encyclopaedic that nothing about their child could take them by surprise: milk intolerance, being born with teeth, every kind of chromosomal or birth defect, ear problems, sleeping problems, jaundice, premature birth, chronic hiccups, super-sensitive skin, reflux . . . They knew all the basic advice in these cases, as well as in countless others.

But it’s one thing to be well informed, another to be confronted by the issues in real life, as they had been for just over four months now. They no longer lived in constant fear of losing or accidentally injuring her, but they were still learning. Mía changed by the week and you could say they were always absolutely confident about what to do – or, at least, they had been yesterday. Who knew what new things tomorrow would bring? She grew, put on weight, stayed awake longer, smiled and laughed as she discovered herself, the two of them and the world about her. She became conscious. It would still be a long time before she realised that her situation was different from that of most children, but for now everything was equally strange and new to her. Hopefully she would be allowed to go on feeling this way for a long time – preferably forever.

Númi stretched and wiped the water from his eyes, then reached for the soap and lathered himself all over. The shower immediately rinsed off the foam, so he went over himself a second and a third time to be sure. He could do with a good clean, stinking as he did of baby vomit and diarrhoea. Mía had an upset stomach and he had been caught in the firing line. The internet gurus had skipped the bit about how best to deal with projectile bodily fluids.

Luckily, Mía’s stomach seemed to have settled down and she was sleeping peacefully outside in her pram. Númi had grabbed the chance to jump in the shower, something he had been meaning to do the moment she dropped off. Instead, he’d been forced to stand arguing at the front door yet again, with vomit and worse on his face. As always, he had tried to be sympathetic and polite but had quickly lost his temper. There could be no compromise in a dispute in which one side – he and Stebbi – would not give an inch. But the fact was they were in the right.

His hair hadn’t been spared either. Númi put down the soap and fumbled for the shampoo. He didn’t have much time. Long showers were yet another thing that belonged to his old life.

The back of his hand brushed against the waterproof radio beside the shampoo. These days he no longer hummed along to music while having a leisurely wash. Instead, he kept an ear tuned to the silence from the baby monitor on the vanity unit, and stressed himself out by hurrying.

The transmitter was in Mía’s pram. As long as he didn’t hear anything, he could feel relatively relaxed. But the instant she made a noise, it meant she was waking up. Then he’d have under two minutes to dry himself, dress, run downstairs and out onto the terrace. If he didn’t pick Mía up within that time, she would start crying and it was astonishing the volume those tiny lungs could produce. None of the neighbours could fail to hear her. The girl would have a bright future as an opera singer – or an air-raid siren.

Númi squeezed the last drops of shampoo out of the bottle and started washing his hair. As he massaged his scalp, foam trickled into his ears, blocking his hearing. Or not quite, because just then he caught a faint sound from the baby monitor. He paused, wiped a hand across his face to get the soap out of his eyes, rubbed his ears and listened.

Then he froze.

The noise emerging in a burst of crackling from the monitor wasn’t Mía crying. It was a voice warily hushing her. Was it possible that she’d woken up and one of the neighbours had jumped over the low hedge to tend to her? Could the builders have returned? Or the postman have come round the back of the house? Númi deliberately ignored the most likely explanation.

There was a mumble of protest from his daughter. Then nothing. No shushing, crying or crackling. Either the battery had run out or the person standing by the pram had switched off the transmitter.

His hair still covered in shampoo, Númi leapt out of the shower, almost slipping and falling flat on the wet tiles in his panic. Flinging his dressing gown over his soaking body, he tore downstairs, taking them two at a time, sprinted to the French windows and peered out onto the terrace.

In his haste, he had left his glasses behind on the vanity unit, but he could see that the cover had been loosened and was hanging down beside the pram, still fastened by a popper. Númi peered at the white quilt inside and breathed easier as he made out the shape of Mía lying underneath it and a glimpse of her little hat.

His shock gave way to relief, then to fury. It must have been some stupid kids. What on earth had they been thinking? He opened the door to the terrace, feeling the cold stealing up his wet legs. Pausing to wrap his dressing gown more tightly around himself, he scanned the garden but there was no sign of any children.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. Perhaps it wasn’t safe to let Mía sleep outdoors any more. If so, he would have even less time to get anything else done during the day, because she slept so much better outside in the fresh air, Icelandic fashion, than she did in her nursery.

Then Númi noticed that someone had been tampering with the monitor. It wasn’t where he had left it. Instead, the aerial was sticking up between the side of the pram and the quilt. He picked up the monitor. It had been switched off.

Númi shivered. He didn’t know whether it was from the cold or the fact that some kids had been messing around with his baby. Both, no doubt. He decided to take Mía inside, though she was bound to stir if he moved her.

He drew the quilt gently back, hoping he could carry her indoors without waking her.

It took him a moment or two to work out what he was seeing. The baby’s face was grey, its small lips were cracked, its wide-open eyes dry and unseeing. It was dead.

But the dead child was not Mía.


Five months earlier


Chapter 1

The little white coffin could hardly be seen for all the flowers. The wreaths and bouquets came in a wealth of different colours: pink, red, white, yellow, and one made up mainly of green. It wasn’t as if people could have chosen their floral tributes according to his daughter’s favourite colour or flower, as Íris’s life had been too short for her to form a definite opinion on these things. And, anyway, she had spent a large part of it in a hospital ward. She’d had a favourite food: pizza, a favourite dessert: ice-cream, and a favourite animal: a panda. She’d had six favourite songs too, which formed the playlist he’d made for her and never had a chance to add to. Not that it had seemed to matter. She’d been perfectly content to listen to them on repeat, using the pink headphones with the pussy-cat ears that her grandparents had given her for Christmas.

Apart from that, Íris had had few treasured possessions, with the exception of a cuddly toy that she’d rarely let out of her grasp. This was the little penguin that was now lying on her chest under her crossed arms in the coffin.

At Rögnvaldur’s side, his wife, Aldís, was silently weeping, the tears running down her pale cheeks to drip onto her chest. Ever-expanding wet patches decorated the colourful top that she was wearing while everyone else, including him, was in black. When he’d found her sitting on their bed before they set off for church, he’d asked if she was going to put on the black dress that was laid out beside her. But she’d just sat there, staring into space, and shaken her head. So he’d nodded and let her come as she was, in the clothes she’d been wearing the night their daughter died. She had taken off the shirt when they got home, put it in a bag and shoved it in the wardrobe. He hadn’t asked any questions, just assumed she’d wanted to preserve the smell of Íris, who had been lying in her arms when she drew her last breath. By then she’d been in hospital for two weeks and to him barely any trace had remained of her own sweet, innocent scent. It had been replaced by the smell of hospital: a reek of drugs, disinfectant and dressings. A taint of impending death.

The vicar announced that they would now sing a hymn, then turned to the altar and started fiddling with ­something.

Rögnvaldur felt a sudden impulse to stand up and scream. To silence the choir and throw out the mourners. Although most of the congregation were genuinely upset by Íris’s death, their grief was nothing compared to what her parents were going through. He and Aldís were like zombies. They moved, breathed and ate without any need of oxygen or appetite for meals. Friends and family members regularly brought them offerings of food, but apart from those they went without. Once the supply of meals dried up, he supposed they would shrivel up and die. It was inevitable that people would withdraw their support. He and Aldís weren’t exactly easy company at the moment, answering if spoken to but contributing nothing to the conversation beyond that. They had nothing to say. Not yesterday, not today or tomorrow. Probably never again.

The hymn came to an end and the vicar turned to face the congregation. There was silence in the church apart from the odd polite sniff. He and Aldís were past trying to hide their weeping. Actually, he had no tears left, but she was crying openly, heedless of their surroundings.

The vicar began to talk about Íris’s life. He had come round to their flat to discuss the details of the funeral and elicit information for his eulogy, but they hadn’t been able to give him many pointers as their daughter had only been ten years old. They couldn’t list her sporting achievements, the clubs she’d belonged to, the different places she’d lived or her exam results. She hadn’t been a member of any club, had never played any sport or taken any major exams in her life; she’d never even got old enough to take her driving test. The only thing they could stammer out was that at seven she had been diagnosed with leukaemia and from then on had spent much of her time in hospital. Things had been looking up until her suppressed immune system had come into contact with the measles virus. Due to a recent bone-marrow transplant, she had lost the preventive immunity provided by her childhood vaccinations and it had taken the virus only two weeks to overwhelm her poor little body.

Of course, there were plenty of other things to be said about her that had meaning for her parents. Their daughter wasn’t defined by her time in hospital. But neither of them had wanted to share their memories with anyone else. Her first steps, her first words and first smile were nobody else’s business. Nor were the poignant stories they clung to at first and took it in turns to recall for each other between their sobs.

The vicar had got to hear none of this. After listing the basic facts of Íris’s life, they had sat there without speaking. It was fortunate that Rögnvaldur’s mother-in-law had been there to fill out their brief, dry contribution.

Rögnvaldur noticed out of the corner of his eye that Aldís’s head was drooping. Turning to her, he looked down at her greasy parting. He was in the same state. Although he had put on the black suit his parents had bought him for the occasion, he hadn’t had the energy to get in the shower, shave or wash his hair. His own appearance, and other people’s opinions, no longer mattered to him. Only one thing mattered. And it wasn’t pretty. He would probably be kicked out of the church if he were to share it with the vicar. Not that he’d care if that happened.

The vicar finished and the choir resumed. Yet another standard funeral hymn that the singers could no doubt have intoned backwards if required. He and Aldís had been invited to choose the music themselves – tunes Íris liked, for example – but he had hastily declined the offer and shut up his mother-in-law when she mentioned the playlist. Those six songs hadn’t been written for funerals; they had been written to make people smile and sing along. And he wasn’t sure he could bear to hear her favourite songs being played in the presence of her coffin. He had also vetoed the suggestion that his daughter’s prize-winning poem should be read out in church. Íris had been one of four winners in the children’s poetry competition held by the Reykjavík City Library, as his mother-in-law had informed the vicar. The poem had been written after her bone-marrow transplant, when everything had appeared to be looking up. It listed all the things she was planning to do once she’d got her strength back. A more inappropriate text for the occasion would be hard to imagine. Aldís had agreed with him, though not in words. She had simply broken down and wept. She had still been in floods of tears when the vicar finally decided he had got enough material and said his goodbyes.

Aldís’s shoulders were shaking now as they had been then. Her sobbing grew more violent, shaking her unwashed hair. It pierced his heart and he clenched his teeth to bite back the scream that was desperately seeking an outlet. It wasn’t that he wanted to spare the congregation; he was just afraid that if he started screaming, he wouldn’t be able to stop.

Rögnvaldur closed his eyes and two heavy tears ran down his cheeks. Instead of allowing himself to cry as his heart desired, however, he sniffed hard and squared his shoulders. He couldn’t let himself break down. He needed to be there for Aldís. He wanted to give her his arm as they followed the flower-decked coffin out of the church, but he wouldn’t be able to do that if he himself needed support. He had to be strong today. He had to be strong tomorrow. And the day after. Life hurtled on like a relentless juggernaut; a juggernaut that couldn’t care less about those that got in its way and were dragged along, more dead than alive. Like him and his wife.

Ever since Íris died he had been trying to deflect his grief by obsessing over who could have infected their daughter. No other thoughts worked as well. Rögnvaldur turned in his pew to survey the packed church. As he peered at people’s faces, most dropped their eyes. There were family members, both close and distant, friends and acquaintances, a few colleagues from work, the odd member of staff from the hospital, neighbours, and faces here and there that he recognised but couldn’t place. He assumed that the group at the back, whose faces he couldn’t see, were made up of a similar cross-section. There was every chance that the guilty party was lurking among those sitting here today. It wasn’t as if his daughter had had contact with that many people.

Aldís sniffed and Rögnvaldur turned to face the front again. As he did so, he was fairly sure that the people behind him all let out a sigh of relief. No one wanted to meet the eye of a father who had just lost his child. The infection carrier must have been most relieved of all – if the person in question was present.

There was no information to be had from the hospital. Rögnvaldur had asked various members of staff the same question after his daughter had been admitted with measles. The answers were always the same. At present they were not aware of any other case of measles in Iceland. Only one report had reached the Directorate of Health but that had come from abroad and wasn’t considered reliable. It had been an application for sick pay by a foreign labourer who had left the country. He claimed to have fallen ill with measles while he was in Iceland. The doctor who shared this information with Rögnvaldur had added that the case had been dismissed as attempted benefit fraud.

At the Directorate of Health, he had hit a brick wall. They told him that the infection would be investigated but that even if they discovered its origin, the results would not be shared with him. No investigative body was going to hand over to him and his wife the name of the person who had infected and killed their daughter. This became clear when a representative of the directorate came round to take a statement from him and Aldís. The conversation was one-way: the representative asked the questions and their job was to answer.

After Íris died, Rögnvaldur had sat down at his computer. It hadn’t taken him long to find out the relevant information. Measles was caused by a highly contagious virus that was transmitted by droplets in the air and collected in the nasal cavity and throat of the victim. If an infected person sneezed or coughed, the virus could survive without a host for two hours on surfaces or in the air of an enclosed room. One to two weeks after infection, a person would fall ill if they did not have immunity. Three to five days later a rash would appear. Four days before its appearance, the host could infect others and would remain infectious for eight days in total.

The information fitted with the period the man from the Directorate of Health had asked most of his questions about. Where had they taken Íris and who had she met during the two weeks before she fell ill? They had thought back and reported everything they could remember, though it wasn’t as if they had been out and about much, as Íris had been shielding. She had visited her cousin of the same age but no one had been ill there. They had gone for a short walk by the sea but hadn’t encountered anyone who was sneezing or looked otherwise suspicious. They had gone to the local playground but there hadn’t been any other children there since they were all at school or in day-care. They had twice taken her to hospital for check-ups but had been kept separate from the other patients. Apart from that, they had gone for a few drives, bought ice-creams and enjoyed the view of the sea or mountains. They couldn’t remember anything else, since Íris’s life post-treatment had consisted of taking it easy and being careful. Their daughter hadn’t gone to the shops with them or to the cinema, theatre, the swimming pool or to any sports matches. Because her immune system had been compromised, she had been supposed to shield as far as possible.

Nothing they could think of explained how she had been infected. Not yet, anyway. Perhaps it never would. Perhaps the carrier had been a tourist who had left the country before falling visibly ill. Except they hadn’t encountered any tourists. Or any foreign labourers. There hadn’t been any building work going on in their block of flats or anywhere else Íris had been.

The vicar recited the Lord’s Prayer but Rögnvaldur didn’t hear it. He was remembering Íris’s birth and the moment she was laid in the arms of her exhausted mother. All sticky and bloody, wrapped in something white, with clenched fists, a gaping mouth and tightly closed eyes. He and Aldís had both cried, but those had been very different tears from the ones they were shedding now.

He remembered the overpowering sense of responsibility and the promise he had made himself: that nothing bad would ever happen to mother and daughter while he still drew breath. The longed-for child had arrived at last, after the terrible ordeal of the previous few years. He’d meant to do everything he could to ensure that his daughter’s life would be easy. But look what had happened – he had failed her when it really mattered.

Yet another hymn. Then the vicar took over again. He recited a standard text designed to mark an end and a new beginning. Dismal words if you weren’t religious and didn’t believe the third line.

Dust thou art,

and unto dust shalt thou return,

and from dust shalt thou rise again.

Rögnvaldur didn’t weep. Instead, he felt an uncontrollable rage close around his heart like a fist. He couldn’t leave it like this. He wanted revenge. It was the only thing that mattered now. Once he had accomplished that, he couldn’t care less what happened to him.


Now


Chapter 2

Monday

Erla’s distended oval belly bumped into the edge of Huldar’s desk, rippling the cold coffee in his mug and sending a pencil rolling away to finish up against his keyboard. It wasn’t the first time she had collided with the office furniture, but then she didn’t seem to have adapted to the temporary change in her body shape. Nothing at navel height was safe: the edges of desks, doorposts, printers, shelves, chair backs – they had all got in the way of her bump. But Huldar and his colleagues in CID all tactfully turned a blind eye, though they couldn’t help noticing the protruding belly that appeared in advance of Erla whenever she rounded a corner. Apart from this, she had nothing in common with the other pregnant women Huldar had known. His five sisters’ baby bumps had formed a wide bulge all the way round, as if they were stuck through the middle of an exercise ball. Whereas Erla looked as if she shoved a ball down the front of her jumper every morning that was gradually expanding, first to the size of a handball, then a football and now an inflated beach ball. Seen from behind, she was exactly the same as before. In fact, if you ignored her bump, she still had the physique of a lean marathon runner – or would do if you put a bag over her head.

Because her face gave her away. It was adorned with puffy dark shadows, which made her eyes look as if they were resting in twin hammocks. Her skin was blotchy too and her short hair clung, dry and lifeless, to her head. Some women bloomed during pregnancy. Others didn’t.

Huldar hadn’t a clue how far along Erla was but assumed she must be about to drop any day now. On the few occasions he had tried asking her, the answers had been vague. He had stopped altogether after she bit his head off, accusing him of being impatient to warm her seat. The truth was, he had absolutely zero interest in the position of departmental manager that he had once held himself. And she, of all people, should know that.

He had no idea who the father was either. He had asked twice and got the same answer both times: No one you know. Her manner had discouraged any further discussion. For all he knew, Erla could be living with someone. But if he had to bet, it would be that she was about to become a single mother. She never received phone calls when they were working late, unlike the members of CID who had partners. And recently she had turned up to work with toilet paper sticking out of her trouser leg. There’s no way a live-in boyfriend wouldn’t have noticed and stopped her on her way out of the door.

‘Are you free?’ Her voice was strained, evocative of tiredness and sleepless nights. Huldar’s sisters had complained a lot about that sort of thing: lack of sleep, fatigue, water retention and endless trips to the loo. Bringing a child into the world certainly started with a bang but what followed didn’t seem to be much fun. He reckoned birds had worked out a far better system. If only Erla could have laid an egg and shoved it in the microwave on a low temperature for nine months, she would be standing in front of him now as perky as she had been on the day the child was conceived.

Huldar shoved himself away from the desk in his eagerness to escape his computer, so hard that his chair rolled backwards into the shelves behind him. ‘I’m free. Free as a bird.’ He hoped this was going to involve a trip outside in the fresh air. His eyes ached from staring at the screen, not helped by the useless office lighting. As part of the police’s new environmental policy, they had recently installed a smart lighting system. It was supposed to be self-adjusting, but by some miracle the designer had managed to ensure that the level of illumination was always inappropriate. The older members of CID had mostly resorted to bringing in desk lamps from home in order to be able to see to work. As a result, the energy saving was lower than envisaged and global warming continued apace.

Erla shot a glance at the empty workstation next to Huldar’s. ‘Where’s Gudlaugur?’

‘He got an invite to attend a course. Cultural sensitivity training or something like that.’ Huldar braced himself for a stream of invective.

But Erla merely nodded, then got to the point. ‘I’ve just had a phone call that should have gone to the switchboard but came to me by mistake. It’s no big deal but I need to get some fucking air, so I decided to grab the excuse. Any chance you could come with me and see if there’s anything to it or it’s just a load of time-wasting bullshit?’

Pregnancy had done nothing to temper Erla’s tongue, even though she hadn’t used the opportunity to spew expletives all over the course Gudlaugur was attending. It wouldn’t surprise Huldar if the baby emerged from the womb swearing like a trooper. ‘I’m up for it,’ he said. ‘What’s it about?’

‘An abandoned car. A woman rang to say it’s blocking her drive. It hasn’t been moved since it appeared there on Saturday night and she wants it towed away.’

‘Then why didn’t she ring a tow company?’

‘She spouted some crap about the car possibly being involved in organised crime and insisted it was a police matter.’

‘Eh? How did she work that out?’

‘She says she looked through the window and it’s full of rubbish. She even claims she saw a syringe. That’s where she got the idea it could be linked to a criminal gang. But of course that’s just a fucking pretext: she’s afraid of being charged to have it towed away.’

‘Did you get the number plate?’

‘Yes. It’s registered to a lab technician called Bríet Hannesdóttir. She doesn’t exactly sound like the head of an international crime ring.’ Erla hovered, looking impatient. ‘I tried her mobile but it’s switched off. Are you coming or not?’

‘Yep, I’m coming. Absolutely.’

Erla left Huldar and went to fetch her car keys and coat. She hadn’t bothered to buy any new, roomier, work clothes, just made do with her old official police jacket. As a result, she couldn’t zip it up, which made her bump even more conspicuous, if that were possible.

Huldar pulled on his own coat and they met by the exit. From there they descended the stairs to the car park, though Huldar would have considered the lift a more sensible option for Erla. But she’d been walking up and down the stairs ever since she joined the police and, typically bloody-minded, had no intention of breaking the habit, even temporarily. Then again, perhaps it was sensible of her, because changing one’s habits could be a bad idea. Even changing tiny details. If Erla ever took it easy, she would find out how nice it was, and then she might never rediscover her old spark – the one that kept her permanently stressed and in overdrive.

‘Would you like me to?’ Huldar held out a hand for the car key, since he seriously doubted Erla would be able to reach the steering wheel in her present condition. He received a filthy look in return.

‘I’m perfectly capable of driving, Huldar. I’m pregnant, not ill or handicapped.’ She glared at him over the roof of the unmarked police car. ‘How do you think I get to work in the mornings? On a scooter?’

Huldar got in and closed the door. When you didn’t have a clever riposte on the tip of your tongue, it was better to keep your mouth shut. Anything else was a recipe for trouble with Erla. And there was still a chance that this trip might prove tolerably pleasant.

Erla had to move the seat back before she could squeeze behind the wheel. While she was struggling with the mechanism, Huldar diplomatically gazed out of the passenger window. As a result, she kept her cool and the atmosphere grew less tense. Their chat didn’t touch on anything Huldar wanted to know, like when she was expecting, who the father was, or who would replace her while she was on maternity leave. Instead, they discussed the weather and politics. Only then did Erla really let rip.

It didn’t take them long to reach their destination. Apart from a teenager who dawdled over a pedestrian crossing, absorbed in his phone, and a narrowing of the lanes due to roadworks, there was nothing to delay them. The traffic was still comparatively light and the address they wanted was in a post-war housing estate that wasn’t too far away. The drivers they met didn’t seem to be in any hurry beyond catching the next green light. It would be different on their return journey, when they would hit the rush hour. Just as well they’d be heading back to the centre while most people were streaming out towards the suburbs. Huldar reflected that the traffic in Reykjavík behaved like the tides, flowing into town in the morning and out again eight hours later.

‘There’s the car.’ Erla pointed to a white Skoda that was noticeably badly parked. Apart from this aberration, you’d have thought the street was inhabited solely by driving instructors. Every other car was perfectly parallel and suitably close to the kerb. No one had parked too close to any fire hydrants and a decent amount of space had been left between each vehicle. Only the little white Skoda was parked right up against the car in front, leaving hardly a finger’s breadth between the bumpers. Ignoring the marked spaces, the driver had left it half blocking a drive and jutting out into the road. Huldar contemplated this evidence of careless driving. ‘Bet you anything the bloke who parked that was drunk.’

‘Woman, not bloke. The car’s registered to a woman, remember?’ Erla squeezed skilfully into a free space on the other side of the blocked drive. ‘But I agree. That could also explain why she hasn’t come to fetch the car. Maybe she can’t remember where she left it.’

Huldar got out and sucked in a lungful of fresh wintry air, only to be hit by a craving for a cigarette. He decided to ignore it out of consideration for his pregnant colleague. However hard he tried to direct the smoke away, it invariably sought out the nearest non-smoker. Even upwind. So instead of lighting up, he used the time Erla took to work her way out from behind the wheel to survey his surroundings.

He examined the house of the woman who had reported the car. It was small, with a corrugated-iron roof and an attic, identical to the other houses on the estate. It stood closely flanked by two others, separated by compact gardens. Behind them, he could glimpse the houses in the next street through the naked branches of the birch trees that lined the edges of the plots.

Huldar had always liked this estate, which was known as the small-residence district. In the post-war period when it was built, the housing shortage had been as dire as it was now, so an area of small plots had been designed for people to build their own houses. The government had provided the plans, built roads and laid pipes, then more or less handed a spade to the lucky owners of the plots and given them the go-ahead. To Huldar, the idea of all those families toiling away in their free time to build a roof over their heads was a brilliant one. He just wished they could come up with something similar to solve the current housing crisis. If they did, he would be the first on the scene with his tools. Not necessarily to build a place for himself, but to muck in and help out. To hammer nails into planks, dig ditches, cart building materials. Hard physical labour with a purpose – there was nothing to beat it.

Erla didn’t waste any time looking around or reflecting on the history of the estate. Instead, she marched straight over to the car and bent down to peer through the driver’s window. ‘It’s full of crap. The woman wasn’t making that up, at least. Though I can’t see any syringes.’

Huldar joined her and looked in the windows, front and back. He refrained from voicing the thought that immediately popped into his head concerning women and mess. In his opinion, most women were slobs by nature, and the clearest evidence of this was the state of their cars and their bathrooms. The Skoda wasn’t much worse than the cars that had belonged to the women in his life – although, on second thoughts, there was something different about this. It wasn’t just the usual chaos of packaging, plastic bags, torn magazines, hair ties and empty Coke bottles.

‘That’s not a handbag, is it?’ Huldar moved round to the other side to get a better look. ‘On the floor there, on the passenger side.’

Erla came to peer in beside him. ‘That black thing?’

‘Yes.’

Erla straightened up, pressing her hands to the small of her back and grimacing. ‘It’s definitely a handbag. Weird to dump it on all that rubbish on the floor. Perhaps she didn’t want passers-by to see it. Or she was too drunk to aim for the passenger seat when she put it down.’

Huldar was still peering through the window. He noticed that the rear-view mirror was askew. Perhaps the woman had twisted it round to check her face before she left the car. He’d done that himself a few times when he didn’t have a mirror in the sun visor. But he’d always, without exception, returned it to its original position. Then again, the mirror seemed very cloudy. Anyone who tried looking in it wouldn’t notice if they had two black eyes and both their front teeth missing. It was as if a dirty cloth had been smeared across it. On closer inspection, the surfaces of some of the other objects in the car looked as if they had been wiped with the same cloth. The dashboard was similarly smeary and covered in dark streaks. The woman who owned the car must be half blind if she thought this had had the effect of improving it. Unless she’d used the wrong cleaning fluid and only managed to make matters worse.

Huldar spotted another anomaly. ‘The car must be unlocked, Erla. The keys are in the ignition.’ He took a step backwards. Like the other cars in the city, the Skoda was filthy from the slush and grit that were an inevitable downside to winter driving. But the door handle and the area immediately around it were free from dirt. Huldar did a circuit of the car and observed that the same was true of the driver’s door and the boot, whereas the handles of both rear doors hadn’t been touched.

Erla worked out what he was looking at. ‘Isn’t that just proof that it’s a case of drink driving? She forgets the keys in the ignition and her bag on the floor. Drunks don’t necessarily think logically. Maybe she thought her fingerprints might give her away and so she wiped the door handles clean. Possibly the steering wheel too. She must have been pissed out of her skull to do something that pointless, seeing as her fingerprints would be all over the car anyway.’

‘You mean it isn’t linked to an international crime ring after all?’ Huldar grinned. ‘Too bad.’

Erla ignored him. She took out her phone, saying she was going to have another go at reaching the owner. At that moment, a woman appeared at the front door of the house. She didn’t smile but nor did she frown as she greeted them. She was small and appeared to be around retirement age, in spite of her youthful face. The knobbly veins on her hands gave her away, along with the badly thinning, dyed hair. Like so many others, she had tried to disguise its sparseness by blow-drying it into a bouffant style that wasn’t fooling anyone. She folded her arms against the icy winter air. ‘What’s happening? Aren’t you going to remove it?’ This was followed by a litany of complaints about the fact that the contractor responsible for digging up the water mains in the street kept blocking the parking spaces on weekdays, the city council wasn’t doing a good enough job of clearing snow from the road, and the free newspapers she had long ago cancelled just kept coming. The woman obviously had great faith in the powers of the police to sort out all these woes.

Huldar asked her politely to go inside again while they were finishing up, promising that they’d knock on her door before leaving. She seemed unconvinced, since she reappeared almost immediately in the window overlooking the drive. They wouldn’t be able to sneak away. Not that this was their intention. Or not his, anyway. He couldn’t answer for Erla.

While she was making phone calls, Huldar decided to step aside for a smoke, taking care to stand a good distance away from her and out of sight of the vigilant woman in the window. He guessed she would be disgusted by his behaviour.

As he savoured his cigarette, he tried to visualise the sequence of events that had led to the car being abandoned. He found it hard to reconcile the wiped-clean door handles with the idea of a drunk driver. He could easily imagine the bag and keys being left behind and the mirror being knocked askew, but not why the pissed woman would have taken the trouble to clean the door handles, particularly the one on the boot. Even if she’d had some confused idea about hiding the evidence of her drink driving, it was hard to see where the boot would fit in.

He still hadn’t come to any conclusions by the time he stubbed out his cigarette.

Erla was returning her phone to her pocket when he rejoined her. The owner of the Skoda wasn’t answering her landline and her mobile was still switched off. According to the Police Information System, she had never received a traffic fine or been picked up for public drunkenness. But even respectable citizens could do foolish things under the influence.

‘I suggest we take some pictures of the car in case we need them later,’ Huldar said. ‘Then I’ll move it, we’ll take the keys with us and everybody’ll be happy. Except the owner, who’ll have to pick them up from the station.’ He gestured to the empty space in front of the car that the white Skoda was nestled up against. ‘Of course, we won’t be able to prove it was a case of drink driving, but it’ll be enough of a punishment for the woman to have to explain herself to us.’

Erla made a face. ‘Yes. That’s probably the best idea. If we have it towed away, we’ll have to hang around here, waiting for the tow truck, then fill out a load of forms. And you can bet the owner will make a complaint and protest about the cost. I’ve got enough on my plate without that kind of bullshit. Not to mention the fact I’d have a tough job explaining why I decided to deal with this in person. There’s nothing in my job description about being responsible for badly parked cars.’

Huldar didn’t waste any more time. He had no wish to be dragged through the complaints system either. He opened the door of the Skoda and got in, then had to move the seat backwards. This didn’t surprise him. He was tall and the car belonged to a woman who had presumably been the last person to drive it.

He closed the door, took hold of the key and prepared to start the engine.

But the instant the fresh air had been shut out, he became aware of a familiar odour – the metallic stench of blood, much stronger than if it had come from a nosebleed or a minor graze. Immediately letting go of the steering wheel and key, he pulled his sleeve over his left hand, opened the door and got out. Before shutting it again, he fished a pair of latex gloves from his coat pocket, put them on, then pushed the button under the dashboard to open the boot. Under the watchful eyes of the woman in the window, he bent down to whisper in Erla’s ear.

Her expression hardened and she nodded to show that she had understood. They walked round the back of the car and Huldar lifted the door of the boot, releasing a pungent stench of blood. But rather than a dead body or severely injured person as he had feared, the boot contained a number of black bin bags. There couldn’t be a body inside them as the contents were too small. Both he and Erla emitted sighs of relief.

The door mechanism was broken and wouldn’t stay open, so Huldar had to hold it up while he was studying the bags. ‘I’m guessing that’s game – ptarmigan or reindeer.’

‘Or something from a freezer that’s broken down. Christ, can you smell vomit too?’ Erla took a step backwards, exhaling in disgust. ‘Imagine what the stench would be like if it was summer.’ She donned a pair of latex gloves as well, then bent down to the bags, finding one that was open and peering inside. It turned out to contain neither game nor food from a broken freezer.

The instant Erla had withdrawn her arm and moved back, Huldar dropped the door of the boot.

Erla sighed. ‘I’d better call it in.’

They stood side by side, leaning against the woman’s fence while they waited for back-up. ‘What are you going to say when we’re asked about this callout?’ Huldar knew Erla would be the one facing the music, not him. She was his boss, after all.

‘I’m just hoping I won’t be asked. There’s enough other stuff to think about. But if I am, I’ll just say I needed some fresh air. It’s true and I doubt anyone will comment on it, in the circumstances.’ Erla fell silent. The sun, which had been low in the sky when they arrived, had now vanished behind the nearby houses, and the twilight made the circles under her eyes less obvious. She wore the expression of someone who is resigned to what’s to come.

They were both silent for a while, contemplating the car. A very ordinary white Skoda with a far from ordinary cargo in the boot. Knowing what was in there made it hard to look at and Huldar averted his eyes, gazing down the street instead, at the rows of houses. There was an unusual number of them, due to their small size, and it was clear that CID would have their work cut out knocking on all those doors. And judging by all the cars parked here during the day, many of the residents were likely to be senior citizens, who were unlikely to have been out late on a Saturday night. So the car might well have arrived unseen at its unorthodox parking space.

Erla broke the companionable silence. ‘What about you, Huldar? Do you sometimes think about chucking all this in and finding something else to do?’

Huldar stared at the fenced-off trench at the end of the street where they’d been digging up the water mains; at the shabby Portakabin and yellow earth-moving machinery that had been parked on the verge beside it. He couldn’t deny that he felt an urge to roll up his sleeves and get stuck in. But the longing was like the wave of nostalgia that had hit him when he thought about the history of the estate. It was one thing to dream, another to commit yourself. If he started work as a carpenter again, he would soon miss CID. ‘I sometimes want to get back into carpentry,’ he said, ‘but not as a full-time job. As a sideline, maybe.’ He looked at Erla and smiled. ‘What about you?’

Erla folded her arms on top of her bump. ‘Me? What else would I be capable of? Cake decorating?’

Huldar couldn’t quite picture it. At least, not cakes for conventional occasions. For stag or hen parties, maybe, but clearly not for christenings, confirmations or weddings.

‘Being a cop is all I know. And I don’t want to do anything else.’

‘Great, then you can be content that you’re in the right job.’ But when Huldar looked back at Erla, he saw that she wasn’t. He checked the impulse to give her a good-humoured nudge. Erla was afraid her job in the police wouldn’t be compatible with single motherhood. The shifts, the long hours and heavy stress load. She wasn’t from Reykjavík, either, so she didn’t have the usual family support network nearby.

Before he could think of anything encouraging to say, their back-up arrived.
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