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        In loving memory of my grandfather,

        Guðgeir Sumarliðason

        Without you, I would not have written this story.

      

      

      

      
        
        A special dedication to the girl

        on the mountain road.

        Rest in Peace.
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      This story has been years in the making. From a concept, to a short film, a screenplay to a novel. Many people have had to live with my babbling on about it. Here are a few that are worth a mention.

      

      First, the adorable Anna Brynja Baldursdóttir. She played the lead role in the short, is featured on the cover and never lost faith during years of not finishing this thing (she says). Same for Jóel Sæmundsson, who shaped Pétur in the short film. Thanks to Rob Ceccarelli for reading the book and coming up with tons of suggestions. Anna Wiazemsky held my hand through the final stages. Great thanks to my favourite author, William Kowalski, for reading a very early film draft and influencing the whole story.

      

      And all the others that helped make the short film at the time, read the various drafts and versions and suggested changes or encouraged me to go on. You not being mentioned does not mean I don’t remember and appreciate you.

      

      And finally, a massive thanks to Hjálmar Einarsson for stating the obvious when he told me to write the screenplay into a novel.
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      Under the Black Sand takes place in Iceland. Therefore all names are Icelandic, even if the text is not. Icelanders usually do not have surnames. Children are generally named after their fathers. Sometimes mothers. It is therefore perfectly logical for all members of a family to have different last names. Pétur’s daughter would therefore be called Péturdóttir and his son Pétursson.

      To help those not overly familiar with the Icelandic language and have no clue how to pronounce the strange characters we use, here is a guide to how to read the names:

      
        
        Pétur - Pyetur

        Emilía - Emilia

        Brynja - Brynya

        Jóhann - Yohan

        Daníel - Daniel

        Jónas - Yonas

        Björn - Bjorn

        Fjóla - Fjoula

        Halla - Hadla

        Stefán - Stefaun

        Georg - G like in gear

        Tryggvi - Tryggvi

        Margrét - Margraet

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Each night, when I go to sleep, I die.

        And the next morning, when I wake up, I am reborn.”

        - Mahatma Gandhi -

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            Moment

          

        

      

    

    
      The hotel room was nice enough. Curtains open, he looked at the city, sipping his whisky. Time for bed, but he dreaded sleep. The nightmares were relentless, brutal, and he didn’t understand them. Pétur wasn’t afraid of anything. Life was a game and you won by playing, but sleep was becoming unbearable. The alarm was set for five o’clock. He needed to catch a plane in the morning, but he expected anything but rest. The dreams frightened him, like nothing else in this world could.

      

      ~ 1947 ~

      Never. Not in a thousand years. How could she possibly have imagined that it would end this way?

      The storm was raging as it had all night, and sleep didn’t come easy. Thunderstorms were rare in Iceland, but tonight the world was alight. Like God wanted to show His rage. Like it should be absolutely clear that He wasn’t ready for the sacrifice about to be offered. But nobody was listening.

      The house was dark, except for a couple of table lamps casting shadows on the walls. The entrance was grand. Heavy furniture, picked for style rather than function. Emilía was standing on the top of a central staircase, ghostlike in her bathrobe. One nostril bleeding, soiling the perfectly white silk. She looked back quickly, saw him approaching. Stumbling down the stairs, she managed to stay on her feet by holding onto the heavy wooden railing. He followed slowly like a zombie, a dreamlike demon that always caught up with you. She reached the ground floor and looked back again. He was standing at the top of the stairs, the smoking silver-coloured gun hanging by his side. He took the first step down and wiped the sweat from his face. She ran towards the large front door, attacking it frantically. It was locked. The keys weren’t hanging where they always had. Mere hours earlier, she had hung her keys by the door, but they were nowhere in sight.

      She realised this was a setup, not a momentary lapse of reason by a man who had temporarily lost a grip of his senses. This was planned. But it couldn’t be. Not him. How could he even think about it, let alone do it? It would ruin everything they had worked for. This was bigger than a murder. He must understand that? This was the end for them both. Pulling the trigger would be suicide.

      She tried frantically to open the door, but there was no point. This house was a fortress, and it would have taken an army to force it open.

      She slowly turned around. Pétur was at the bottom of the stairs now, holding the gun at his hip like a gunslinger from a bad Western. It didn’t suit him, she thought. He wasn’t the gangster type. He looked at the antique bowl on the dresser and she followed his eyes. He had bought it for her at an auction a few years back. She never liked it. She wasn’t into over-decorated gold-and-flowers garbage, but now she wanted it more than anything. She needed the contents. The keys. They were just out of reach. Probably meant to be. What was he thinking? He wasn’t just going to kill her. He was making a game of it. If she’d run for it, he might panic or use it as an excuse for whatever he was planning. If he’d wanted her to use the keys to get away, he would have left them where they were supposed to be. Right next to the door. This made no sense.

      She drew a plan in her head, but knew she would never make it. Get the keys, back to the door, key in the keyhole, turn, open the door, go outside, run through the garden and onto the street. All he had to do was pull the trigger. He was obviously setting her up. She had to use reason. See what he wanted. She had to know why he was doing this. Was it for the slender silhouette? The one that was now at the top of the stairs, smoking a cigarette and looking down at them? The beautiful nymph that he liked to play with, the teenage girl who shared his bed? Nothing had been the same since the little girl had decided - prematurely - that she was a grownup.

      He looked at the keys and smiled. It was a nervous smile, a frantic, sweaty smile that looked more like tightened facial muscles than a sign of happiness. He moved closer to her. Was it tears in his eyes? It was hard to tell as his face was soaking wet already. He wouldn’t cry for me, she thought. He wouldn’t cry for anything. Not anymore. He was different. Not the man she had fallen in love with.

      She slowly straightened, arms by her side. The game was up. She would give him what he wanted. Her hand slipped into her pocket. He moved closer, raising the gun. She felt something. The only thing that could save her now. Relieved, she smiled as her fingers followed the contours on the stone. The engraved rune.

      ‘Are you looking for this, dear?’ she said and raised her hand.

      A single shot echoed through the hallway.

      

      She was dead. Finally, the old hag was gone, and not a moment too soon. ‘Have you found him yet? Pétur, have you found Pétur?’ It was the only time Margrét mentioned him.

      ‘No, I haven’t,’ Brynja lied to her sister.

      Margrét had never been close to anyone. The sisters had hardly seen each other for fifty years, but there was no happy catch-up or making up for lost time when Brynja returned. Margrét was ill, but it made no difference. She had been little fun in full health, anyway. She hadn’t said a word about the marriage with Pétur Halldórsson. Not a thing about their life together after his first wife vanished in the late forties. Nothing about living as a widow after he drowned. She complained about the boxes still being in the basement and how she should have thrown that junk away years ago. ‘You wouldn’t let me,’ Margrét said to her sister, sounding slightly bitter. She had desperately wanted to get rid of all the old artefacts. All the junk Pétur and Emilía had collected through the ages. They were dead, and the boxes were taking up space. Why she had never done it was beyond her. Guilt?

      Margrét was a hermit in the middle of a city. Brynja had been abroad most of the time. Jóhann and Georg hadn’t paid her much attention. Nobody ever came for a visit. Who was going to stop her from disposing of the boxes? Nobody. She had lived in the shadow of two people. Two dead people. The house was never hers, except in name. Her life had never been hers. She had been a supporting character in a Greek tragedy. And she knew the exact moment when she’d lost the lead role. That stormy night decades ago had never left her. Never left this house. Never allowed her to be herself. She was that woman, the one that ruined everything. The dark cloud that blocked the sunlight and cast a shadow across the decades.

      No amount of wealth and power had been enough to erase the past. No matter if nobody knew what happened. She was there, she knew, and it haunted her until death set her free. She had realised that life, even her own, wasn’t about her. And so she had thrown nothing away. It wasn’t hers to do. She had done enough damage as it was. She would be gone one day and they would be back to sort through the mess. Pétur and his Emilía. Pétur and bloody Emilía.

      She wanted to scream out. Tell the world what had happened that night. What decades of self-imposed isolation had taught her. She wanted to lie down on Emilía’s grave and die there like a dog that mourns its master. But she didn’t. She didn’t have the strength to go out to where Emilía lay and, like always, the words wouldn’t come. Brynja would probably take her there, but Margrét never asked. She was under a spell. The words simply refused to come out of her mouth, and she had accepted the fact that her secret would die with her.

      It would remain forgotten until they returned, and then she would be hated for centuries to come. On her deathbed, Margrét wished she’d never been born.

      All she ever did was complain, Brynja had said. Never a happy, positive thought.

      Margrét struggled to move her head, to look at her sister one last time. What did she know? The perfect person living her perfect life. What the hell did she know?

      

      Pétur looked through the dirty aeroplane window, down at the glowing city. The evening sun had a way of making the landscape look like a fantasy painting. He wasn’t one to fall in love, but he almost missed his toy girl. Miss Bikini. He relived their last night together in his head. How they had promised to stay in touch, both knowing that it wouldn’t happen. How the warm morning breeze had aroused them. How the curtains had moved slowly, how the waves outside had soothed them and the people walking past the open window had no idea what was happening right above their heads.

      It would pass. She was just a holiday fling. Something to spice up a few days in the sun. Pétur had a busy time ahead of him. Landsvirkjun was the owner and developer of almost all the hydro- and geothermal plants in Iceland, and it was being privatised. He would have to work hard to make it his, but it would happen. The Prime Minister, of all people, was hellbent on preventing Pétur from gaining ownership, but elections were around the corner and time was on his side. She would have to be dealt with it, quickly and decisively.

      He would have to keep his head clear. Try not to let the nightmares mess with his head. Hopefully, tonight would allow him a bit of sleep. Home sweet home had a way of messing with his head once darkness fell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            Burials

          

        

      

    

    
      Þingholtin was a pretty Reykjavík neighbourhood, built in the late 1920s. The houses on the slope below the cathedral were large, fit for the rich and powerful of the era. It wasn’t just the houses that were nice. The city planners at the time had put serious thought into designing a city on the northern edge of the habitable world. The streets stretched around the hill in an arch to minimise the wind, and the gardens all faced south to make the most of the limited sunlight.

      A path lay through the deep garden up to the house. It had once dominated the street view but was now obscured by tall trees. Still grand and beautiful, the once-white colour had faded and the naked concrete walls looked gloomy. It was decades since the last large renovation and the house was slightly run down. Margrét had made sure that the house was structurally sound, but that was all. She hired workers when the roof and windows started leaking, but that was because she hated the cold and damp. She made no effort to keep it pretty. It was her prison and prisons were ugly.

      The only signs of life through the years would have been a flickering glow from the television in a single window. Other than that, the house looked almost abandoned. Like a dark aura covered it, preventing people from even noticing it was there. While the other houses in the street had changed hands, been bought and renovated by bankers and business people, this house had quietly stood there unnoticed.

      Inside was the same. Everything was neat, with a thin layer of dust covering the decades-old furniture and objects. The heavy black Bakelite telephones were unused relics of a bygone era. The only reason they were still here was that Margrét had never bothered to disconnect them. If they rang, it was someone trying to sell her something. She never answered. The only person she occasionally called was Jóhann. He knew better than to ring her back. He dropped by if he needed something, which wasn’t often.

      She had made a gurgling sound a few minutes earlier. No last words. Nothing. Brynja simply sat there, waiting for it to stop. She had expected some emotions, but they never came. Death was something they needed to get over with. The sooner, the better.

      Her mind wandered back in time, remembering how life had become unbearable around Margrét and Pétur after their simple and pointless wedding. When had it been? 1948 or thereabouts? Brynja left for America shortly afterwards and never looked back. She had found her handsome pilot while he was still stationed here. A decorated war hero. After being shot down over the English Channel in 1944, he was stationed in Reykjavík. They had met at a dance, been attracted to each other, but nothing came of it. They orbited each other for months, but both were too shy to take the leap. She loved how a man used to flying over enemy territory without breaking sweat didn’t seem to have the nerve to ask a girl out. Made him positively adorable. He was about to be sent back in the summer of 1949. She still remembered the lunch he bought her at Hótel Borg. They sat there, staring at each other. Tearing apart inside. Not saying a word.

      He was leaving. She would never see him again. It was now or never. She had to get out of here, away from her sister and her middle-aged husband. Away from the memories, from this country that had taken Emilía away from her. He seemed like the perfect escape route. A perfectly handsome man, ready to take on the world, but too shy to take this girl into his arms and sweep her off her feet. Brynja had used all the charms of a twenty-year-old and he fell for it. She had taken his hand and looked into his eyes. The world had become irrelevant. There was nothing else. No turning back.

      A simple wedding attended by a few army personnel took place a week later. She felt relieved as they arrived in Keflavík. He took her hand, led her up the steps, and they boarded the plane together. She was nervous as the propellers started up and shook the plane, but the excitement of moving away was stronger. The moss-grown lava looked rough from the runway, but as the Dakota ascended, the island lost its grip on her. Would she ever return? Time would tell, but she was in no hurry.

      They lived everywhere while he was still with the air force and finally settled in New York in the mid-fifties where she had played the part of an American housewife. After his retirement as a commercial pilot in 1975, they moved to Sarasota. They were the American Dream. Florida was very much his thing, but she tolerated the good life. Her Icelandic self never really got used to the heat and mosquitoes. After his death in 2002, she moved back to New York. She loved the cafes and the art galleries more than the endless sun and pharmacies.

      Life treated her well, and her sister never really crossed her mind. Brynja called her regularly. First a couple of times a year, but it had been at least a decade since the last phone call. Probably more. It was while she was still in Florida, she thought. They would never have seen each other again if Jóhann hadn’t called and begged for her to come back. Just this once. One last time.

      ‘Margrét is sick.’

      ‘Give her a painkiller,’ Brynja advised.

      ‘No, she’s really sick. This won’t last long. I think you should come over.’

      Brynja jumped on a plane and arrived just in time for the last shower of complaints and the gurgle. Bless her troubled soul.

      Her mind was filled with fragments. Images of their difficult youth. Their father, the fisherman. The hardships before the war. She remembered the day the storm had taken him and how their mother had worked so hard to keep them alive. How they had been placed in this house, with the rich people. Her father hadn’t lived to see that. He hated the pretentious snobs, as he called them. The white fingernails and pale skin, a proof that they never worked a day in their life.

      The war was a strange time. Everyone moved from the countryside to the city. There wasn’t enough space, and the newcomers were living in sheds. Authorities forced people with spare rooms to rent them out. Their mother had been lucky, if you can call it that. She moved into the basement with the two girls. They were comfortable, if not welcome. They were warm, but life was hard. Soon, she lost the battle with life and was taken away from them. Back in those days, they called it insanity and locked people away in enormous buildings filled with sadness. That’s how Brynja had described it after her only visit to see her mother. Locked away in a cold room with little more than a black cross on the wall. The thing didn’t seem to radiate any warmth or comfort. It worked more like a thing to fixate on. It marked the spot, and the unfortunate did nothing but stare at it all day, every day. Nowadays, they would have helped her to deal with the stress and anxiety, but back then she was locked away.

      She remembered how Emilía had taken the sisters. Rightfully, she should have sent them out into the street and rented the basement to another family. They should have ended in an orphanage. Another large building filled with sadness and broken souls. Or a farm where they would have to slave away all day, every day. Two adorable girls on the road to hell, waiting for the big bad world to take advantage of them.

      Brynja knew how their mother felt her sanity slipping away, how she appealed to Emilía to take the girls. She knew what was happening to her mind, saw the insanity coming, and she used her last moments of clear thinking to save her girls. She fought the disease as long as she could, but it was a losing battle. Such a brave soul. And yet they only visited once. The image of a white ghost engraved in Brynja’s mind. A ghost, sitting on a hard bed, looking up at the black cross. No words, no smiles, no eye contact.

      Emilía kept them here, in this very house. She gave them clothes, food, and a bed. Made sure they got the education they needed. Nurtured them and gave them a fighting chance. Brynja loved her. She still did, after all those years. She still considered Emilía the best friend she’d ever had.

      She fell in love with the stories of centuries past. All the secrets Emilía had to share. The stories she told sounded as if she’d experienced them herself. Stories of love, loss, heroics and two people that were destined to be together until the end of time. Brynja imagined Emilía like a mythical creature that had lived forever. A child’s imagination, surely.

      Margrét had other plans. She always dreamed of finding a rich bachelor and marrying him for his wealth, and she got exactly what she wished for. Pétur wasn’t exactly a bachelor, but that could be arranged. Margrét was exceptionally beautiful, and she was quick to learn how to use it. Her body was her currency in a world that couldn’t get enough of pretty young things.

      With the threat of bombs dropping on the city, Emilía had suggested the girls be moved to their house in the country. The sisters refused to leave. Brynja would rather die with Emilía than go away. Margrét had found her rich man and was going nowhere.

      Margrét was 13 when they moved in. At 15, she shared his bed. They were married by the time she was 20 and he 48. She was a mother at 24 and widowed at 35. It hadn’t been a good marriage by any standards. As soon as the sex became routine, it stopped. Brynja wasn’t sure, but she assumed they had found their pleasures outside the marriage. That’s how they were. The couple had hardly spoken after the initial excitement wore off. He spent much of the 1950s in the house in the country. Under the volcano, as he used to say.

      Not that their conversations ever had any substance. They shared an obsession with wealth and power and they would plan strategies together. They were business partners with a bit of sex thrown in to spice things up. Love had nothing to do with it. Two miserable people, trapped with each other.

      Margrét got everything she wished for and then realised it wasn’t worth a thing. And here she was. Dead.

      Who is going to cry for you, dear?

      Emilía disappeared in 1947, and Brynja wanted to find out what had become of her. It would not be easy after all the decades, but she was determined. Her husband was gone, Margrét was dead, and she had nothing else to do. And she wasn’t getting any younger. Nobody seemed to know what had happened, and it wasn’t fair that someone like Emilía would simply disappear. Be erased from existence. Brynja saw it as her duty to close this chapter for her dear friend.

      She picked up the heavy receiver next to Margrét’s bed and turned the dial. It felt like a scene from a film noir, with the faint streetlights shining through the gently moving curtains. The dead body and the heavy black telephone made it authentic.

      ‘She’s gone.’

      ‘Time to get the wheels in motion.’ Jóhann tried to sound firm, but failed. ‘Right after the funeral.’

      ‘Absolutely. We get the funeral out of the way before I show up at the office.’ Brynja almost felt ashamed at her lack of emotions. ‘I have a photo of them. I’ll show that to him and see what it does, if it triggers anything. We can push it a bit, but they have to do this themselves.’

      

      Jóhann and Brynja stood silently by the grave as they lowered the coffin into the ground. She leaned against him and he put his arm around her. How long had they known each other? She had been away most of her adult life, but distances make no difference. She had disliked him for being involved with Pétur and he had disliked her for being the sister of the woman that destroyed Pétur. But that was all a long time ago and the footprints of the past were long blown over. Pétur and Emilía were long gone and Margrét was now lying in a coffin in a grave that would soon be filled with soil. Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust. The two people standing by the grave were the only ones left, and the future lay in their hands.

      Today, it felt as if the world with all its taboos, rules, and innuendos had fallen away, leaving the two people alone. Like the ghosts of the past had finally loosened their grip and would allow them to put things to rest.

      The priest disrupted their thoughts as he began to speak.

      

      A single shot echoed through the hallway.

      

      How predictable, Pétur thought. He was back at home and the dreams had returned.

      They were getting worse. He tried not to let the nightmares get to him and tried to forget the details as he woke up. Life was busy enough, without having fantasy to occupy the mind. He would watch the news while getting dressed, listen to loud music in the car, and keep a busy schedule in the mornings. Most of the dreams would be forgotten by the time he was in the office, but a handful refused to let go. They ranged from a happy couple in medieval attire running over grassy hills like a cheesy musical, to accidents and less pleasant things. Tonight was a particularly bad one. Murder? What the hell was that all about?

      Pétur stood naked in front of the large window, overlooking the city and the moonlit bay. He finished the single malt whisky and put the tumbler away. Tomorrow was a busy day, and he needed to sleep. Hoping that his mind would leave him alone, he went back to bed.

      

      The world was furious. If there was a God, he was screaming down on the petty little murderer and the rotten little sex toy that was accompanying him. Pétur was soaking wet, cold and miserable, but this had to happen. Couldn’t wait. The soil was like quicksand and filled the grave almost as fast as he dug it out. He imagined it like being in the trenches, except that he wasn’t facing an enemy that wanted to blow him up. He was facing something far worse.

      His feet were knee deep in the dirty water and he was shivering. Maybe it wasn’t the cold. Maybe it was this thing he had just done. Murder. He had broken the code, the promise they made. It hadn’t settled yet. He knew it had happened, but didn’t quite understand the consequences. The realisation would come later. He was in no doubt about that.

      It would have been totally dark, but the headlights of the car blinded him. They shone right in his face, not into this hole he was digging. He looked up at the small house. She was standing there, a silhouette in the door frame. The dim light from the inside escaped around her, like it wanted nothing more than to disappear into the night. Away from them. What was she doing here, anyway? They had driven for hours to get here. Why did she bother to come along? Emilía had suggested they buy a house here, and it had nothing to do with Margrét.

      A thousand years in the breaking, his affair with Emilía was over. The queen is dead. Long live the new queen.

      The universe was right in protesting, in not wanting to have anything to do with the new arrangement and the people behind it. Margrét was holding a cigarette, posing like a pin-up girl in a magazine. She probably wasn’t posing on purpose, but it looked like it to him. The little girl, so full of herself, so perfect, so unbelievably beautiful on the outside. Pétur, nothing more than a bad guy in a bad movie.

      This was all her doing, wasn’t it? He wasn’t sure. He had pulled the trigger. He was the one that was fed up with Emilía’s whining, the endless talking of making the world a better place, the past, the future, all that they had together. Sure, he had helped Emilía set up the girls in the basement, but she had forced him, hadn’t she? She had always wanted children and they couldn’t have any, so he didn’t object when she decided the girls would stay. He wasn’t keen on filling the house with screaming kids, but he had seen what happens to rejected orphans. He had witnessed the cream of society taking advantage of them, and that was worse than poverty and starvation ever could be.

      Of course he wanted to make the world a better place, but some things can’t be helped and she was driving him mad with her obsessions.

      The girls had grown up. They had always been in the basement, never taken in as part of the family. Or maybe he had been rejected, and the family had moved downstairs. Emilía had spent most of her time there, with them. Not with him.

      The world was different after the war. He was sick of her always being around, the buzzing, the activity, but she hadn’t bothered him much. Pétur was minding his own business and nothing much was going on, so what had gone wrong tonight?

      He wasn’t thinking straight. He had his reasons. It had to be. He just couldn’t think about it now. Maybe she had to go. Maybe it had nothing to do with the woman in the doorway. Maybe it had gone out of hand and he had overreacted. He was also entitled to a bit of happiness, right? Not the endless comments of someone that knew all his weaknesses and could use them to her advantage. Emilía belonged to the past. Now she was dead and soon she’d be buried right here. Alone, in the middle of nowhere. A perfectly unfitting end for someone like her. He would have loved to give her a decent burial, but how could he?

      She was heavier than expected. He wondered if it was her physical weight. She would be like a millstone around his neck for the rest of his life. An albatross that would never fly again. He might as well get used to carrying her weight. He lifted her out of the boot of the car, careful that her head wouldn’t bump against anything. He held her like a baby, a fragile little thing. Her head hung over his shoulders, the long hair flying in his face. He remembered how he had buried himself in her silky hair all those years ago. How perfect she had been. It seemed like such a long time. Centuries, another lifetime. Now her beautiful hair was wet and felt more like a whip, lashing his face and scarring his soul forever. The pain was welcome. He had earned it.

      They got to the ditch and he let himself slide down, careful that she wouldn’t move in his arms. He lay her down gently, lowering her head slowly. She could have been sleeping. The rain washed the blood from her face and she lay there like someone who was enjoying a warm bath. He fixed her hair as well as he could and wiped the rain off her face. He took her hand and kissed her on the cheek. Lay down beside her in the ditch. Shivering in the ice cold grave. The two of them were together for the last time. He wasn’t sure if he was crying. His face was wet with rain and sweat and he wasn’t feeling anything.

      He crossed her arms, removed the stone from his neck, and hung it around hers. The two stones together. He climbed out, grabbed the shovel and filled the grave. Blood drained from his head and he had trouble standing on his feet. He couldn’t feel the rain hitting his face like tiny bullets.

      This had been their place, their retreat from the world. The small house at the foot of the volcano where nobody could find them except for the birds and the odd fox. Their private retreat where the ugliness of the world had no place. It was hers now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            Jaguar

          

        

      

    

    
      The black Jaguar slid smoothly into the parking lot. Pétur got out, locked it, and dashed into the office building. Always a fast mover, yet with the feathery dignity of a confident man at the top of his game. He smiled at someone in the lobby and went for the stairs. He always took the stairs. Jóhann, the ageing company owner, and his son Björn were having a quiet argument. Halla, the beautiful receptionist, focused on her work, trying hard to ignore them.

      ‘I’m just saying that he needs to go.’ Björn was uneasy, sweeping the floor with his expensive Italian shoes.

      ‘Pétur isn’t going anywhere.’ Jóhann stood firm. Eighty years had detracted nothing from his authority.

      ‘He is a disaster zone. We’ll all go to hell if we let him continue.’

      ‘I love you. You’re my only son and you know I’ll do anything for you, but Pétur isn’t going anywhere. I need him. Without him, this company is nothing.’

      ‘Dad...’

      ‘What do you suggest? I don’t see you filling his shoes.’ Jóhann glanced at his watch.

      Halla looked up from the computer screen. ‘Guys, Stefán is waiting in Pétur’s office. Can’t you argue somewhere else?’

      ‘Says his blow-up doll.’ Björn looked at Halla.

      ‘Go to hell,’ she mumbled at the computer.

      ‘As I said, we’re all going there.’

      Jóhann hit the reception desk a bit harder than he had intended. ‘Can you two please behave like grownups?’

      ‘No, can’t play a grown-up with her. She’s screwing somebody else.’

      Pétur opened the door and entered the reception. He looked at the three people, one after the other. ‘Meeting? A tough one? Anyone have a knife to cut through the atmosphere so that I can get into my office, or are you using it to stab someone in the back?’ Nobody said a word. ‘I really did miss something, didn’t I?’ Pétur laughed. It was about him. That was obvious. When Björn was upset, it usually involved Pétur.

      Halla smiled. ‘Stefán is waiting for you.’

      ‘How was the funeral, Jóhann?’ Pétur laid a hand on the old man’s shoulder.

      ‘Beautiful.’

      ‘Good. What was the name again? Someone I know?’

      ‘Margrét. You didn’t know her.’

      ‘Good.’ Pétur smiled at them and got into his office. Stefán was looking at a framed aerial photograph of a construction site. Pétur slipped past him and sat down at his desk. He ran his fingers along its edge, like he was enjoying the quality of the materials. It was old and predated any environmental standards, so it must have been made of some thousand-year-old rain forest wood.

      Leaning back in the large leather chair, he put his hands on the back of his head. ‘Beautiful, don’t you think? This was our largest project. Up till now.’

      ‘Good morning, Pétur.’ Stefán stretched his hand towards his host, but there was no reaction. Pétur seemed to be in another world. ‘We need to discuss this.’

      Pétur lowered his arms and looked at Stefán, showing no emotions. ‘Right you are.’ He leaned forward and looked his guest straight in the eyes. ‘How is the work going?’

      ‘There are complications.’

      ‘Complications?’

      ‘It does not thrill the Committee on Privatisation that some of your investors are the aluminium companies, Landsvirkjun’s biggest clients. They are concerned about the same people being on both sides of the table.’

      ‘You are the head of the committee. Make them see our way.’

      ‘It’s not that simple. As I said, the investors…’

      ‘I can use whatever investors I please. We will pay the state this time, unlike when you privatised the banks and nobody paid anything.’

      ‘We are not talking about the banks here.’

      ‘No, we are not talking about privatising the profits and nationalising the blunder. What we have here is a solid basket of companies that are in this to make money in the long run. Not set up a silly Ponzi scheme and run away when the whole thing collapses.’

      ‘We did a thorough assessment of the deal.’ Stefán put a briefcase on the desk and opened it while looking at Pétur. ‘You know I want to help you, but we need different investors before going ahead with this.’

      ‘More papers?’ Pétur sounded annoyed as he shot back in his chair. ‘I’ve read your reports and there is nothing there that we didn’t anticipate ourselves. You’re repeating yourself. There is nothing wrong with what we’re doing.’ He opened a drawer, took out a thick envelope, and threw it on the desk. ‘I know this is not a very elegant way of doing things, but I can’t be bothered by subtleties.’

      ‘What is this?’

      ‘You know what this is. Take it and enjoy yourself. Buy a summer house or something. And make sure that your friends make the right decision.’

      ‘Pétur, we have discussed...’

      ‘I need the Ministries of Industry and Environment to be on my side. I’ll deal with the Prime Minister myself.’

      ‘I have no power there. We are the opposition.’

      ‘When are the elections?’

      ‘In the spring.’

      ‘Right. Either this government seals the deal or the next. I really don’t care. You are the head of the Committee on Privatisation. Influence your colleagues. That’s why you’re there.’

      ‘I can’t just change their minds.’

      ‘No, but you can try. What I can do is pick the next government. And I will select one that will work with me.’

      ‘You can’t just pick a government.’

      ‘Oh, please. You know how this game works, just as well as I do. We have a few months to shape public opinion. You want to get back in government? Work with me. You want to be out, oppose me.’

      ‘I’m not playing this game.’ Stefán tried to look firm, but failed.

      ‘What time is it?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m late for a meeting and I never wear a watch. Some of us actually need to earn our salaries. We can’t all be politicians. See that this gets through your processes, committees or whatever. You know what happens if you fail.’ Pétur waved his hand casually, as to hint that the conversation was over.

      ‘Happens? What are you suggesting?’

      ‘I’m not suggesting anything. I don’t need to suggest. You just think about your political career and how you’re going to earn enough to feed your baby. How old is he?’ Pétur pushed the envelope across the desk to Stefán. ‘Just think about where you want to be in two years, ten, twenty, whatever. Where do you want to be after the elections? I’m telling you, the moment the Landsvirkjun deal is secured, you will have won the elections and you’ll have a pleasant office to come to when you’re done with politics. You’ll set your own salary and decide what you do for us.’

      ‘I can’t promise that the deal will be sealed before the spring.’

      ‘No, but you can get it going. If I see that we’re on the right track, you will win the elections and your new government can finish it. I promise.’

      ‘Are you trying to buy me?’

      ‘I’m just speculating about your future prospects. Working for us has benefits, but you have to decide yourself what you want in the future. When you’ve thought it through, come back here and tell me how we are going to finish the deal.’

      ‘No, Pétur.’ Stefán pushed the envelope back. ‘I will not be bribed.’

      ‘Come on, Stefán. Don’t pretend to be some kind of bloody saint.’ Pétur stood up and walked around the desk. He placed himself behind Stefán and started massaging his guest’s shoulders. Stefán was uneasy, but didn’t move. ‘Who got you into office? Who got your dad elected? Or shall we say, who made sure that the opponents didn’t have a chance? You think it was your charisma? Your agenda? The matters of the heart or your finger on the pulse? It’s not as if your ideas and promises were any different from anything the others were saying.’

      ‘I have ideals and I fought my way into office.’

      ‘Sure you did. You had ideals, everybody does. Everyone is going to fix the economy and create the perfect society right before elections. Ideals that are forgotten the moment you feel the soft chair against your bum.’

      ‘I tried to keep my promises.’

      ‘Of course you did. They all did. I’m sure your father had the best of intentions when we made him a Finance Minister. But things happen and he left the treasury
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