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The police decided to enter the flat, but rather than break down the door they called a locksmith, figuring that a few minutes either way were unlikely to make a difference.

A neighbour had raised the alarm. She didn’t dial the police emergency number but instead rang the main switchboard and informed the officer who took her call that she was a little worried as she hadn’t seen her next-door neighbour for several days.

‘He tends to drop in before he goes shopping,’ she said. ‘And I usually hear him coming and going, or spot him from my window walking to the shop, but I haven’t seen him or heard him at all in the last few days.’

‘Could he have gone out of town?’

‘Out of town? He never leaves town.’

‘Or to visit friends or relatives?’

‘I don’t think he has many friends, and he’s never mentioned any relatives.’

‘How old is he?’

‘About ninety. But fit. He looks after himself, runs all his own errands.’

‘Could he be in hospital?’

‘No, I … I’d have noticed. I live right across the landing from him.’

‘Or could he have moved into a home? Sounds like it wouldn’t be before time.’

‘I … goodness, what a lot of questions. I can’t answer them all. But not everyone wants to just shuffle off into a home, you know. He’s in very good health.’

‘All right, thank you for ringing, dear. We’d better send someone round.’

Now there were two police officers standing outside the old man’s door, waiting for the locksmith. The neighbour, whose name was Birgitta, was there as well. One of the officers had a prominent paunch; the other was much younger and so thin his uniform hung off him. They looked almost comical as they stood there chatting on the landing. The fat man, who was older, was the more experienced of the pair. This wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to enter the home of a vulnerable elderly person who lived alone. Several times a year the police received requests to check up on people who had fallen through the gaps in the welfare system. The locksmith, Ómar, was one of his cousins and could pick a lock in seconds.

Ómar appeared on the landing and they exchanged cousinly greetings. All it took was a quick tinker with the lock and the door opened without a hitch.

‘Hello!’ the fat cop called into the flat.

There was no answer. Telling his cousin and the woman from next door to wait outside, he beckoned his partner to follow him in.

‘Hello!’ he called again. Still no reply.

The policemen made their way cautiously into the flat. The fat cop sniffed the air. The smell that greeted them was bad enough for both men to clamp their hands over their noses. All the curtains were drawn and the lights were on in the hall, kitchen and sitting room.

‘Hello!’ called the thin officer, a little shrilly. ‘Anybody home?’

No answer. The locksmith and Birgitta waited obediently outside the door.

The kitchen was small but tidy. There was a table with two chairs drawn up to it, and a coffee maker on the counter by the sink, its jug half full. It was switched off. In the sink were a bowl and two cups. There was a small fridge at one end of the room, and an old electric cooker with three hobs. A glance into the sitting room revealed a sofa and matching chairs, a coffee table and a desk by the south-facing window. There were books on the shelves but few ornaments. The sitting room was as neat and tidy as the kitchen.

The flat was carpeted throughout, with the exception of the lavatory and kitchen, and the wear and tear on the paths between the rooms was obvious. In one place the carpet was worn right through to the white threads that held it together. Next, the policemen opened the door to the bedroom and there, stretched out on top of a single bed, lay a man with eyes half closed, his arms down by his sides. He was dressed in shirt, trousers and socks, and looked for all the world as if he had decided to take a nap in the middle of the day and never got up again. Flat on his back like that, he didn’t look ninety. The older officer went over to the bed and felt for a pulse in his neck and wrist. You could hardly imagine a more polite death, was the first thought that crossed his mind.

‘Is he dead?’ asked the skinny cop.

‘Looks like it,’ said his partner.

Birgitta, unable to restrain herself any longer, tiptoed inside and peered into the bedroom where her neighbour was lying in tranquil solitude.

‘Is he … dead?’

‘I think we can be confident of that,’ said the older officer.

‘The poor, dear man, he must be glad to be at peace,’ she said quietly.

Later that day the body was transferred to the National Hospital morgue where it was received and duly registered by the pathologist. According to procedure, the district physician had been called to the flat and pronounced the man dead at the scene. His death was not being treated as suspicious and no police inquiry would be judged necessary unless something untoward came to light during the post-mortem. In the meantime the flat was secured and the door would remain sealed until the pathologist’s report was available.

The pathologist, whose name was Svanhildur, put off the post-mortem until later in the week. The matter wasn’t urgent, and she had more than enough to do as it was before her upcoming three-week holiday to an attractive Florida golf course.

Two days later she slid the body out of the refrigeration unit and transferred it to the dissection table. A small group of medical students was there to observe the post-mortem and she went over the examination with them point by point. She filled them in on the circumstances: the body had been found after a neighbour notified the police; everything indicated that the man had died of natural causes. Nevertheless, she managed to engage the students’ interest to the extent that one even briefly stopped listening to his iPod while she was talking.

Svanhildur was working on the assumption that the cause of death was cardiac arrest, and it turned out that she was right. The man had died of a heart attack. The problem was that she couldn’t see any reason for it.

She examined his eyes.

Took a look down his throat.

‘Aha,’ she murmured, and the students leaned in closer over the table.
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They hurried past the sandbagged sentry post in front of the National Theatre. She tried not to make it obvious that they were together, at least not while they were walking down the busier streets. Her parents had been furious when they learnt of the relationship and demanded that she break it off immediately. Her father had actually threatened to throw her out of the house, and she knew he would be as good as his word. She had been unprepared for such a violent reaction. Yet, unwilling as she was to defy her parents, she stubbornly resisted ending the relationship. Instead, she stopped talking about him and let them think it was over, but she carried on meeting him in secret.

There were few places to go if they wanted to be together. Back in late autumn, when they had first started courting, they had gone to Öskjuhlíd hill when the weather was fine. But now, in the depths of winter, their options were very limited. Checking into a hotel was out of the question, and so were the barracks. Once before they had resorted to the back of the National Theatre after nightfall. The building loomed darkly over Hverfisgata like the huge outcrop of columnar basalt it was designed to resemble, though it was in fact no more than a hollow shell. Work had halted on the ambitious project ten years ago with the onset of the Depression, and when the British occupied Iceland in 1940 they had requisitioned it as a supply depot, a role it had retained when the Americans took over in 1941. Now it was a popular meeting place for illicit lovers.

‘You’re never to see that man again!’ her father had roared, beside himself with rage, and for the first time in her life he would have raised his hand to her if her mother hadn’t intervened.

She had given him her word, only to go back on it straight away. Her lover’s name was Frank, he came from Illinois, and he was always clean and neat and smelt nice, and he had beautiful white teeth. And such gentlemanly, polite manners. They had talked of moving to the States together when the war was over. She was convinced her father would approve of him, if only the old man could be persuaded to meet him.

It wasn’t as though she was the only one, as though their relationship was unique. At the beginning of the war Reykjavík had had a population of forty thousand, but since then tens of thousands of servicemen had poured into the town. Liaisons between soldiers and Icelandic women were inevitable with the arrival of the Tommies, and they rapidly increased in number when the Tommies were succeeded by the Yanks who, with smarter uniforms, more money and better manners, were almost like film stars to the locals. Language was no barrier – the language of romance was universal. But such was the resulting moral panic that a committee was set up to deal with this scandalous state of affairs which came to be known, in all its manifestations, as the Situation.

She didn’t give two hoots about committees and the Situation as she dashed across Hverfisgata with Frank from Illinois. It was a chilly evening in the middle of February. The wind whistled around the manmade castle of rock designed to resemble the elf palaces of Icelandic folklore. On entering the imposing theatre building, audiences were supposed to imagine that they were stepping inside a mountain, being transported to the gleaming halls of fairy tale. But for now, the sentries, huddled behind their barricade of sandbags, paid little attention to the pair who hastened round the corner, taking refuge from the street lights. She was wearing the warm coat she had been given for Christmas; he wore his army greatcoat over the uniform she found so glamorous. He was a sergeant with men under his command, though she didn’t know exactly what this entailed. Her knowledge of English didn’t go much beyond ‘yes’, ‘no’ and ‘darling’, and his Icelandic was no better. Yet in spite of this they managed to understand each other quite well, and right now she needed to talk to him about a matter that was weighing heavily on her mind.

The instant they were out of the wind, Frank began kissing her hungrily. She felt his hands fumbling under her coat and her thoughts flew to her father. If he could see her now. She heard Frank whispering endearments in her ear: ‘Oh, my darling.’ Felt his icy hands through the blouse that she had bought from Jacobsen after New Year. He stroked her breasts through the thin material, then unbuttoned her blouse, touching bare flesh. She remained passive, inexperienced in the ways of lovemaking, though she usually enjoyed kissing him and felt a hot frisson run through her body when he touched her. Now, though, it was freezing cold and she wasn’t in the mood; her father’s fury loomed over her, and the thing she had to say to Frank was preying on her mind.

‘Frank, there’s something I have to tell you …’

‘My darling.’

He was so ardent that she lost her balance, stumbled and almost fell. He caught her and made to carry on but she insisted he stop. They were sheltering in a small doorway and something had tripped her up. She saw that it was a large, broken-up cardboard box and some other rubbish that she assumed must have come from the depot. She hadn’t noticed it when they slipped hand in hand into the doorway. And only now did she realise that sticking out from the debris were two slender legs.

‘Jesus,’ groaned Frank.

‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘Who is it?’

They stared down at the legs: at the shoes with a strap over the instep, the ankle socks and above them the bare, blue-white skin. Nothing else was visible. Frank hesitated a second, then bent down and tugged at the cardboard.

‘What are you doing?’ she whispered.

He dragged the broken box out of the doorway, uncovering a young woman of no more than twenty, who lay on her side against the wall. It was immediately obvious to both of them that she was dead.

‘Oh my God!’ she gasped, clutching at Frank, who couldn’t take his eyes off the body.

‘What the hell?’ he muttered under his breath as he squatted down beside the girl. He took hold of her wrist but couldn’t feel a pulse, then put his fingers to her neck, though he knew it was futile. A shudder ran through him. He had not yet seen combat and was unused to dead bodies, but he could tell at once that nothing could be done for the young woman. He searched quickly for signs of how she had died, but couldn’t immediately see any.

‘What are we going to do?’

Frank rose to his feet, putting his arm round his Icelandic girl. He liked her fine and understood only too well why she had never invited him home to meet her family. A lot of doors were closed to soldiers.

‘Let’s get the hell out of here,’ he said, peering round to see if the coast was clear.

‘Shouldn’t we fetch the police?’ she asked. ‘Get police.’

He couldn’t spot anyone nearby. Sneaking a look round the corner, he saw that the sentries were still at their post behind the sandbags.

‘No police. No. Let’s go. Go!’

‘Yes, police.’ She said, struggling to resist him.

Pulling her by the arm, he hustled her in the direction of Lindargata, then along the road towards the grassy mound of Arnarhóll. As he was quicker on his feet, he almost dragged her along, and their progress attracted the attention of an older woman who was walking down Lindargata. She was on her way to Hverfisgata, on a route that would take her past the National Theatre. They didn’t notice her, but she had seen them fleeing from a dark recess behind the building. The way these girls carried on, she thought. Why, she had a feeling she recognised this one, used to teach her at one time. Didn’t realise she was caught up in the Situation.

As the woman passed the theatre, she peered into the doorway from which the couple had emerged and spotted the rubbish from the depot. She paused, then caught sight of the legs. Moving closer, she saw the girl’s body, which somebody had obviously tried to conceal among the scraps of old cardboard and other refuse. What immediately drew her attention was how inadequately the girl was dressed for the time of year, in nothing but a thin slip of a dress.

The wind howled around the building.

The girl was beautiful, even in death, staring up with glazed eyes at the forbidding edifice above her, as if her spirit had departed into the elf castle evoked by the theatre walls.
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Rivulets of sweat were pouring down Marta’s cheeks. She had ordered number seven, the pork curry, described as the hottest dish on the menu. Konrád, who had tried a little of hers and could taste nothing but chilli, was frantically gulping down lemon water to soothe his scorched mouth and lips. He had ordered a chicken dish that actually tasted of something; in fact, it was pretty good.

The restaurant, a Thai place situated in an industrial zone on the outskirts of Reykjavík, looked rather uninviting at first glance, its frontage more like a garage than an eatery. It was the kind of place Marta liked: cheap, with fast service, good food, and no danger of any yuppies wandering in off the street.

When Marta had rung Konrád from the police station to ask if he felt like coming out for a meal, he had jumped at the chance. It was a while since he’d heard from her, and, besides, he had nothing better to do now that he was retired. Despite the age gap they had worked well together in CID, but since Konrád left their relationship had changed and lost its easy intimacy. Meeting up felt different somehow, as if they were no longer on the same team: Konrád had clocked off for good; Marta was still immersed in police work, her caseload heavier than ever.

‘Bit hot for you, is it?’ asked Konrád, watching the streams of sweat coursing down Marta’s cheeks.

‘I wouldn’t say that. It’s good, and I’ve eaten hotter.’

‘I’m sure you have.’ Konrád let it drop. It was too easy to get a rise out of Marta. She could never let anyone get the better of her, never admit she was in the wrong; she always had to have the final word.

‘How are things with you?’ she asked.

‘Not bad. You?’

‘Surviving.’

Marta finished her curry and mopped her face. She was on the plump side, with thick fingers, a large double chin and heavy eyelids that had a tendency to droop, especially after a big meal. Her hair was usually a mess and she wore an unvarying costume of baggy shirts and trousers. She didn’t see the point in tarting herself up – didn’t know who it would be for. She was known in the force, with typical irony, as Smart Marta. She had shacked up with a woman from the Westman Islands for a while, but the woman had eventually taken the boat home. Since then Marta had lived alone.

‘Heard from Svanhildur at all?’ Marta asked, picking her teeth, a habit that got on Konrád’s nerves, especially when she started sucking air through them and blowing it out with loud smacking sounds.

‘No,’ said Konrád. It was a while since he had caught up with his old friend from the National Hospital.

‘She’s just been on the phone to us about a man who was found dead in his flat. A pensioner who lived alone. We assumed he’d died in his sleep. His name was Stefán Thórdarson. Maybe you heard about it?’

Konrád nodded. He recalled a report in the newspaper several days earlier. A pensioner had been found dead in his bed. He had lived by himself and appeared to have passed away alone and neglected. A neighbour had alerted the police after she hadn’t seen him for several days.

‘What about him?’

‘Doesn’t Svanhildur keep you posted on the interesting stuff?’

‘I don’t know where people get that idea.’

‘Well, she discovered something that had completely escaped the doctor we called to the scene.’

‘Not much gets by her,’ said Konrád.

‘She thinks this Stefán was smothered. With his own pillow, probably.’

‘Really?’

‘She reckons he was murdered.’

‘Why, for Christ’s sake? He was ancient, wasn’t he?’

‘What do you mean?’ countered Marta. ‘Why was he murdered or why does Svanhildur think he was?’

She regarded Konrád with heavy-lidded, sated eyes, jabbing at her teeth with the toothpick. Konrád smiled, regretting that he had passed up the chance to needle her earlier.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Let’s start with the first question: why was he murdered?’

‘We don’t know.’

‘Then what makes Svanhildur think he was murdered?’

‘Traces in his throat and upper respiratory tract,’ recited Marta. ‘Tiny broken blood vessels in his eyes. The usual.’

‘What sort of traces? Fibres from his pillow?’

‘Yeah. Svanhildur says someone must have held the pillow over his face until he breathed his last. Quite literally. He wasn’t capable of putting up much of a fight. The poor old boy was over ninety, after all. It would have been over in no time, but even so those telltale fibres remained.’

‘That old, was he?’

‘Yes, it wouldn’t have taken much to smother him. The officers who found the body didn’t suspect a thing. There were two pillows, one under his head, the other beside it. He … It looked like he’d died in his sleep.’

‘In other words, someone wanted it to look like that. Like he’d died of old age?’

‘So it seems.’

‘And it had you lot fooled?’ Konrád couldn’t resist a little dig. ‘Were you there?’

Marta sucked her teeth. ‘The medic who was called in to examine him didn’t notice anything suspicious. And we’re not doctors – it wasn’t our job to go poking around in his throat.’

‘So what made Svanhildur check?’

‘Why don’t you talk to her?’

‘Maybe I will.’

‘You do that.’

‘Who was he? Anyone you know?’

‘You mean was he an old friend of the police? No, he wasn’t. He lived alone, like I said. Not a single brush with the law, at least not in the last twenty years. We still haven’t managed to track down anyone who knew him, apart from the woman next door.’

‘No friends or family?’

‘None that we know of. Not yet. No one’s laid claim to him. Though maybe that’ll change now. The news’ll break online this evening. It’ll be in the papers by morning. We’ll see if that has any effect.’

‘Was it a burglary? Any sign of a forced entry?’

‘None. We’ve carried out a thorough investigation of the flat. Forensics have been there all day.’

‘So he knew the guy who did it? Opened the door to him? Invited him in?’

‘I thought you’d retired?’

‘I have,’ said Konrád. ‘Thank God.’
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When Konrád got home that evening he put on a record of Icelandic pop hits from the sixties, uncorked a bottle of red wine – Dead Arm, a favourite of his – and sat down at the kitchen table. The window faced west and the room was bathed in a soft pink glow. He loved to listen to golden oldies, knew all the lyrics by heart. They would run through his head at odd moments, reawakening memories warm with nostalgia. He had only to hear Ingimar Eydal’s band playing the opening bars of ‘Spring in Vaglaskógur’ for his mind to fly back to the summer of 1966 when he had first heard the song.

His reverie was interrupted by the ringing of the phone in the sitting room and he got up to answer the call. It was past 11 p.m., so it could only be Marta. She would pick up the phone at any hour of the day or night for the most trivial of excuses. Often just for a chat. She’d been lonely since her girlfriend moved back to the Westman Islands.

‘Were you asleep?’ asked Marta, not sounding in the least concerned.

‘No.’

‘What are you up to?’

‘Nothing. Any developments in the dead pensioner case?’

‘We’ve finished searching his flat.’

‘And?’

‘We didn’t find much. He lived alone and we still haven’t established whether he had any living relatives. There were no family photos on the walls, no albums. Though he did keep a photo of a young man in a drawer by his bed. He had a few books, but apart from that hardly any personal possessions. The only items of interest were some old newspaper cuttings he must have hung on to for years.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yes. Not that there’s much to be gained from them. I don’t remember ever hearing about the case.’

‘The case?’

‘The one in the cuttings. There are three of them, probably from the same paper, but they’re not dated or anything. There’s no indication that the case was ever solved or taken over by the Americans. The last article says the investigation’s ongoing but the police are reporting little progress.’

‘What are you talking about? The Americans?’

‘I’m talking about a murder inquiry,’ said Marta. ‘During the Second World War. A girl found strangled behind the National Theatre in 1944. Wasn’t that the year you were born?’

‘Yes.’

‘The case seems to have sunk without trace. I can’t find any record of it in the police files. We had to track it down in the newspaper archives.’

‘The body of a girl, found behind the National Theatre?’

‘Yes. What?’

‘Nothing …’

‘Does it ring a bell?’

Konrád hesitated. ‘No, I don’t know.’

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Why are you being so mysterious?’

‘I’m just sleepy,’ said Konrád distractedly. ‘It’s rude to ring people this late. Let’s talk tomorrow.’

He said goodbye, drained his glass and got ready for bed. But sleep eluded him. Thoughts about his father and the dead girl behind the theatre kept him awake into the early hours. Although he had been reluctant to share the fact with Marta, he was actually familiar with the case because of his father’s rather bizarre connection to it. Konrád didn’t much like talking about his dad, who had at one time dabbled in spiritualism, in partnership with a variety of psychics whose reputations didn’t bear close scrutiny. A few months after her death, the murdered girl’s parents had contacted one of these mediums and asked him to hold a seance for them. Konrád’s father had assisted. What happened at the seance had subsequently ended up in the papers.

Konrád stroked his left arm absently, wondering whether he should pay Marta a visit or let sleeping dogs lie. He had been born with a slightly withered limb, a defect that seldom bothered him; after all, no one would really notice that his left arm and hand were weaker than his right. Unable to get comfortable, he went on tossing and turning until somewhere in the no-man’s-land between waking and dreaming the notes of ‘Spring in Vaglaskógur’ stole into his mind and he drifted off to sleep at last, accompanied by a fair memory of yellow sand at Nauthólsvík Cove, children playing by the water’s edge, and a flower-scented kiss.
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She nearly jumped out of her skin when she heard someone knocking at the front door. It was late and she instinctively knew it must be the police, and that they had come for her.

She and Frank had fled over Arnarhóll in the teeth of a vicious north wind, down onto Kalkofnsvegur, and from there had walked towards Lækjargata and the centre of town, trying to act as if nothing had happened. In her mind’s eye she could still see the girl lying in the doorway behind the theatre, and knew she would never be able to wipe the image from her mind. She couldn’t understand Frank’s reaction, their idiotic flight from the scene. His decision to run had been spontaneous; she had wanted to fetch the police. When they finally slowed down he had tried to communicate his reasons. It was none of their business. The girl was dead. They couldn’t help her now. Someone else was bound to find her soon and then the problem would go away.

People were scurrying out of the icy wind into cinemas, into cafes or off to visit friends. Jeeps full of troops roared past along Lækjargata and up Bankastræti. Frank thought they had better split up right away. They could meet again in a few days’ time, in their usual spot behind the cathedral. By then the fuss should have died down. He kissed her goodbye and she hurried home through the centre of town.

Although she knew it was wrong of them to run off and leave the girl like that, part of her was relieved. Perhaps Frank had done the sensible thing after all. She didn’t relish the thought of having to explain to the police, or anyone else for that matter, just what she had been doing with him behind the theatre, why she had been sneaking off into dark corners with a GI. If the news ever got back to her father he would go berserk.

There was another round of knocking on the door downstairs, more insistent this time. Her parents had retired for the night and her two younger brothers were asleep. She had slipped into the house and up to her room as unobtrusively as possible, changed into her nightdress and climbed into bed, but sleep wouldn’t come. She had tried to read a romance but couldn’t tear her thoughts away from the dead girl and Frank.

Damn her, she caught herself thinking, as if it were all the poor girl’s fault.

She heard her father moving about, then every step creaking as he went downstairs. She slid out of bed and pressed her ear to her bedroom door. Perhaps it wasn’t the police after all. Perhaps it was somebody else.

No such luck. Hearing her father call her name, she shrank back and retreated across her room.

‘Ingiborg!’ she heard him shout again. Then a third time, his impatience growing.

Her door opened and her mother poked her head in.

‘Your father’s calling you, dear,’ she said. ‘Didn’t you hear him? The police want to talk to you. What on earth have you been up to?’

‘Nothing,’ she said, aware how miserably unconvincing it sounded.

‘Downstairs with you this minute,’ snapped her mother. ‘Come along. On the double. Goodness, what a to-do!’

She followed her mother out onto the landing and down the first few steps until she could see two men standing in the hall with her father, their faces turned expectantly towards the staircase.

‘There you are,’ said her father in an agitated voice. ‘These gentlemen are from the police.’ He turned to one of them. ‘I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.’

‘Flóvent, sir,’ replied the man. ‘And this is Thorson,’ he added, indicating his companion. ‘He’s here on behalf of the American military police, though strictly speaking he’s Canadian Army. I daresay his Icelandic is better than mine.’

‘I’m Canadian. From Manitoba,’ explained Thorson. ‘My parents emigrated from Iceland.’

Neither man was in uniform. The Icelandic policeman, who looked to be in his thirties, was tall, thin and wiry. Thorson, shorter and stockier, was about ten years his junior. They were both wearing heavy winter coats but had removed their hats when they entered the house.

‘Ah, yes, Manitoba,’ said her father. ‘You don’t say?’ Then he rounded angrily on his daughter. ‘They want to talk to you, Ingiborg, about an incident that took place behind the National Theatre. They won’t tell me what it’s about – they insist on speaking to you first. I want to know what happened. What in God’s name were you doing there?’

She hardly dared look at her father, let alone answer him. The policemen apparently sensed her discomfort.

‘If it’s all the same to you, sir,’ said Flóvent, ‘we’d appreciate a word with your daughter in private.’

‘In private?’ barked her father. ‘Why is that necessary?’

‘If you wouldn’t mind, sir. We can discuss it with you afterwards, if you’d like, together with the young lady.’

‘What is the meaning of this, Ingiborg? Why won’t you answer me?’ Her father raised his voice. ‘Would you mind explaining to me why a representative of the American military police is standing in my hall? Surely, you’re not still carrying on with that soldier? Didn’t I expressly forbid it?’

‘Yes,’ she admitted timidly, not knowing how else to answer.

‘Yet you’re still seeing him? In spite of …!’

For a moment it looked as though he was going to reach up and drag her the rest of the way down the stairs.

‘Calm down, Ísleifur,’ said his wife sharply from where she was standing beside their daughter. ‘I’d rather you didn’t speak like that in front of visitors.’

Her husband got hold of himself. He shot a look at his wife, then at the two policemen who were still standing there holding their hats, growing uncomfortably hot in their thick winter coats. It had been snowing outside and their shoulders were beaded with moisture.

‘I beg your pardon,’ he said.

‘That’s quite all right, sir,’ said Thorson. ‘It’s never pleasant receiving a visit late at night like this. Especially not from the police.’

‘I’ve strictly forbidden her to fraternise with soldiers but it seems she’s determined to disobey me. Doesn’t listen to a word I say. Her mother encourages it – this wilfulness.’

‘If we might … if you would show us to a quiet place where we could have a word with Ingiborg, sir, we’d be very grateful,’ said Flóvent. ‘I assure you it won’t take long. And please excuse us again for disturbing you at such a late hour. We felt it couldn’t wait until morning.’

‘You can use the drawing room,’ said the girl’s mother, coming down the stairs with Ingiborg following on her heels. She cast fearful glances at her father. The last thing she wanted was to anger him; in spite of everything she respected him. She knew she had put him in an awkward position by stubbornly persisting in meeting Frank, and now there were two policemen in their house and it was all her fault.

Her mother showed the men into the drawing room and pushed Ingiborg in after them. Ísleifur made to follow but she stopped him.

‘We can talk to them afterwards,’ she said firmly, closing the door.

‘And her,’ said her husband grimly. ‘She’ll have to answer for her actions, the silly little slut.’

‘That’s enough,’ said his wife, now angry herself. ‘I won’t let you talk about our daughter like that.’

‘But it’s intolerable,’ her husband snapped at her. ‘Don’t you understand? The girl’s up to her neck in the Situation! The police here in our house! How could she do this to me? What do you think people will say? You know there’ll be gossip. I have to think of my reputation. Do you have any idea what that means for a man in my position? It doesn’t even cross your mind, does it? My reputation?’
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Gratefully, they removed their heavy coats and hung them over the back of a chair in the drawing room. Having waited politely for Ingiborg to take a seat, Flóvent sat down himself, but Thorson remained standing behind him. The notification had reached Flóvent almost two hours earlier: a woman passing through the area known as the Shadow District had come across the body of a young woman behind the National Theatre building. On learning that the witness had seen two figures hurrying away from the scene in the direction of Arnarhóll, one of them unmistakably an American serviceman, Flóvent had put out a call for Thorson. The two men had worked together on other cases that fell within the jurisdictions of both the Icelandic police and the US Military Police Corps.

When war broke out Thorson had enlisted with the Canadian Army and, following the British occupation of Iceland, quickly found himself posted there as an interpreter. He had initially served with the British military police, then with the Americans when they took over the defence of the country. Born in Canada to Icelandic parents, he spoke the language fluently and was employed as a liaison officer between the occupying force and the Icelandic police. Although Thorson had never worked as a detective, he had taken a keen interest in the investigations right from the start, and he and Flóvent had come to collaborate on all the more serious cases involving servicemen and local civilians. The two men got on well and both preferred to solve cases with a minimum of red tape, sidestepping, where possible, the inevitable delays that would result from using the labyrinthine official channels.

When the report came in that a body had been found, Flóvent had been alone in the offices of Reykjavík’s fledgling Criminal Investigation Department, which was housed in the large building at number 11 Fríkirkjuvegur. This property, which stood near the small lake in the centre of town and resembled an Italianate villa with its ornamental columns and balconies, had once belonged to the wealthiest family in Iceland. Before the war it had passed into the hands of the Temperance Movement, who now rented out office space to the Criminal Investigation Department, among others. Flóvent enjoyed working there, though the rest of the small plain-clothes team had been seconded to other assignments as part of the war effort, and detective work had been largely suspended.

When the phone rang he had just returned to the office after a conversation with his father and had been intending to dedicate a few hours to the fingerprint archive. Their conversation had revolved once again around the plot in the cemetery on Sudurgata. His father wanted him to look into the possibility of locating and disinterring the remains of his mother and sister, and moving them to a new plot where father and son could also be buried in due course, but Flóvent was less than enthusiastic. He felt it would be better to leave well alone, but in the end he had half promised to find out who else shared the mass grave with his mother and sister and look into the possibility of opening it up. The grave had been dug at the height of the Spanish flu epidemic in 1918.

Flóvent strode briskly along Lækjargata in the blisteringly cold north wind, past the statue of the old poet laureate, Jónas Hallgrímsson. There was hardly anyone about. He had got into the habit of greeting Jónas whenever he walked by. Over time this had developed into a superstitious compulsion to raise a hand to him or silently recite a line of his verse, for fear it would call down bad luck if he neglected the ritual. ‘No one mourns an Icelander / Lying in his lonely grave …’

A small knot of people had gathered by the National Theatre: the woman who had discovered the body, a couple of passers-by and the sentries who had now ventured out from behind their barricade of sandbags.

Thorson was over at the US naval air station at Nauthólsvík Cove when he belatedly received the summons. He jumped into the military jeep at his disposal and tore into town, reaching the theatre just as they were about to remove the body. After greeting Flóvent, he knelt down beside the girl.

‘Injuries to the neck?’ he asked.

‘Yes, she appears to have been strangled.’

Judging by her clothes, the young woman must have been killed elsewhere, then dumped in the doorway. She could hardly have been outside wearing a flimsy dress and nothing else in that weather. It appeared that someone had tried to conceal her body under pieces of cardboard and other rubbish.

‘Not a very good hiding place,’ remarked Thorson, looking up at the gloomy building.

‘No, indeed.’

‘There are sentries out front.’

Flóvent shrugged. ‘You can drive a vehicle right up to the back of the building. It would’ve taken next to no time to dispose of the body.’

‘But why here, why the National Theatre?’

‘Good question.’

‘Perhaps the murderer was making a dramatic gesture,’ said Thorson. ‘By leaving her here.’

‘What about the soldiers manning the depot?’ asked Flóvent. ‘Could she have been inside? Did she know someone here?’

‘How come the witness is so sure the man she saw was American?’ asked Thorson, glancing over at the older woman who had found the body. She was standing a little way off with two uniformed policemen, complaining that she didn’t have time for all this and needed to be getting home.

‘She’s positive.’

‘There are still some British troops around. Canadians too. And Norwegians.’

‘She recognised the young woman with him as well.’

‘Oh?’

‘Says she used to teach her at Reykjavík College.’

‘It’s not exactly a tough job,’ said Thorson, wrapping his greatcoat more tightly around himself.

‘What isn’t?’

‘Being a cop in Reykjavík.’

‘Maybe not,’ said Flóvent. ‘Right, I’m going to get a photographer out here. We need pictures of the scene.’

Ingiborg looked mortified as she sat hunched in the chair, her thoughts focused on her father waiting out in the hall. Both men sensed they would have to go easy on her if they didn’t want her to break down.

‘You’re not the only girl meeting soldiers in secret, miss,’ said Thorson in a friendly voice. ‘Not the first and you won’t be the last either.’

She tried to smile.

‘What’s his name, miss?’ asked Flóvent. ‘The soldier you were with.’

‘Please, there’s no need to call me “miss”.’

‘All right,’ said Flóvent.

‘Frank,’ she replied. ‘His name’s Frank. Have you spoken to him?’

‘No. Frank what – do you know his surname?’ asked Thorson.

‘Of course I do. Frank Carroll. He’s a sergeant. How did you know I was there? Did somebody see me?’

‘It’s a small town,’ said Thorson drily.

‘You were spotted by a woman who recognised you,’ Flóvent elaborated. ‘It doesn’t matter who she is, but she saw you with a soldier, an American, and assumed you two must have hurt the girl, then made a run for it. Was she right?’

‘No!’ exclaimed Ingiborg vehemently. ‘I’ve never seen the girl before. Never in my life. Frank and I were … we only went there to … you know …’

‘Neck?’ suggested Thorson.

‘Daddy doesn’t want me seeing him. You heard what he said. He’s forbidden me to meet him. There are so few places we can go. I don’t like being around the other soldiers, and I don’t want to ask my friends to lend us their rooms, so really all we can do is meet out of doors. We’ve been there once before.’

‘What is he? Infantry? Artillery?’

‘All I know is that he’s a sergeant. We don’t talk much about the army. He hates it and he’s afraid of being sent to Europe.’

‘Where did you two meet?’

‘At Hótel Borg. Last autumn. He’s ever such a nice man. So polite and considerate.’

‘So you mainly meet at dances?’

‘Yes. He’s … he’s a terrific dancer.’

‘You like the jitterbug?’ asked Thorson, trying to lighten the atmosphere a little.

‘Yes.’

‘What else do you know about Frank?’

‘He’s from Illinois. He’s five years older than me. He’s going to start a car dealership when he gets out of the army. Everyone owns a car in America. He likes going to the movies, but I haven’t dared go with him since Daddy banned me from meeting him. He has two brothers and lives with his mother. His father’s dead.’

‘Did he strangle the girl in the doorway of the theatre?’ asked Flóvent with sudden brutality.

Ingiborg recoiled in shock. ‘No! He didn’t lay a finger on her. I don’t know who the girl was. Oh my goodness, you mustn’t say things like that. Was she strangled?’

‘Did you watch him do it?’

‘Me? No, I … no, how could you say such a terrible thing?’

‘Afterwards did you take her and dump her behind the theatre like a worthless piece of rubbish?’

‘My goodness … how can you talk like that …?’ She began to whimper.

‘Then why did you two run away?’

‘Because he insisted. Frank did. He thought it was the most sensible thing to do. Said it was none of our business. And … he was right. We had nothing to do with it. Nothing at all. It’s terrible. Absolutely terrible. Of course, I know we shouldn’t have run off but …’

‘Is Frank aware of your father’s position at the ministry?’

‘No.’

‘That he’s chief adviser to the government on the inauguration of the republic this summer?’

Ingiborg looked at Flóvent. ‘All Frank knows about Daddy is that Daddy despises him and won’t have anything to do with him.’

‘Have you seen the girl before?’

‘No, never. I’ve never seen her before and I don’t have a clue who she is. Do you know who she is?’

‘Why did Frank say that running off and leaving her was the most sensible thing to do?’ asked Thorson, ignoring her question.

‘Because it was none of our business,’ said Ingiborg. ‘And it’s true. We only found her. We didn’t do anything to harm her. Honestly. We never touched her.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘What?’

‘That it was none of your business?’

‘Because I don’t know who she is. I’ve never seen her before.’

‘What about your boyfriend, Frank?’

‘What about him?’

‘Had he seen her before?’

‘Frank? No.’

‘How can you be so sure of that?’

‘Because … I just know. Why are you saying that? Why would you think he knew her?’

‘Because he fled the scene,’ said Thorson. ‘That might be why he ran away. Because he knew her.’

Ingiborg stared at him aghast as she realised what he was insinuating.

‘But she was a complete stranger to him,’ she said, with less conviction this time, because now she stopped to think about it, she didn’t really know much at all about Sergeant Frank Carroll from Illinois.

‘All right, Ingiborg, I think that’ll do for now,’ said Flóvent.

‘Are you going to arrest me?’

‘No,’ said Flóvent. ‘We’re not going to arrest you. But we may need to speak to you again, possibly even tomorrow. I hope that’ll be convenient.’

She nodded.

‘Perhaps you should fetch her parents now,’ Flóvent said, turning to Thorson. He noticed a fresh look of dismay cross the young woman’s features.

The following afternoon, once Thorson had combed through the lists of all the US servicemen in Iceland, made a few phone calls to confirm his suspicions, and also checked the lists of other nationals, he rang Flóvent at the Fríkirkjuvegur offices.

‘She’s lying to us,’ he said, when Flóvent picked up.

‘What makes you so sure?’

‘We can’t trace that sergeant of hers.’

‘You can’t find Frank?’

‘We can’t find any sergeant by the name of Frank Carroll stationed here. He doesn’t exist.’

‘Are you absolutely sure?’

‘Yup. The guy doesn’t exist.’

‘Then what are the odds he’s not from Illinois either?’

‘I’m willing to bet that’s a lie too,’ said Thorson.
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Marta was in the middle of trying to do ten things at once when Konrád dropped in to see her at the CID offices. He rarely went in now that he was retired, and he paid little attention to what was going on there, except for what he heard on the news.

‘I wanted to ask if you could use any help with the murder inquiry into the old man’s death,’ he said when Marta had a momentary break between calls. They were sitting in her office, surrounded by piles of documents, folders, newspapers and other junk that Marta had accumulated over the years, much of it unrelated to work. Amid the clutter was a handsome sword that had belonged to a Danish lieutenant around the turn of the twentieth century. She had picked it up in an antiques shop, and now it lay in its scabbard atop a tide of paper on the windowsill. Konrád had never asked why she’d bought it but vaguely remembered hearing that her grandfather had been an officer in the Icelandic Coast Guard.

‘You what?’ said Marta.

‘Aren’t you permanently short-staffed?’

‘I thought you’d retired.’

‘Yes, and you can rest assured that I have absolutely no intention of coming back. But I’d like to help out with the case, if you’d let me.’

‘Why?’

‘Boredom, simple as that. You wouldn’t even need to tell anyone. I’d report my findings to you and if I uncovered anything significant I’d let you know at once.’

‘Konrád … I … you’re supposed to be retired,’ said Marta. ‘Shouldn’t we just keep things the way they are? You can’t start trying to make private deals with me. It’s out of the question. Honestly, what are you like?’

‘Fair enough, you’re the boss,’ said Konrád.

‘Yes, I am, and don’t you forget it.’

‘Fine.’

‘Right, we’ll be in touch.’ Marta picked up her mobile phone.

‘It’s just that …’

‘What?’

‘I grew up in that neighbourhood,’ he said. ‘In the Shadow District. I remember hearing about the girl you mentioned, back when I lived there, so …’

‘You’re interested?’

‘I want to know why the old man kept cuttings about her. I don’t believe the case was ever solved.’

‘Konrád −’

‘You’d be doing me a big favour, Marta. All I need is access to his flat. I can take it from there. Anyway, you can hardly stop me gathering information about a seventy-year-old murder. And Forensics have already been over the place. It’s not like I’d be compromising any evidence.’

‘We can always use more hands,’ Marta admitted, after a long pause. ‘Are you seriously intending to look into that old case anyway?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then you’ll have to promise me something.’

‘What?’

‘The second you discover anything, you’ll get on the phone to me. The very second.’

Two days later Konrád received the green light to enter the dead man’s flat. Since Forensics had already conducted a thorough examination of the crime scene, there was no need for a seal on the door. Konrád opened it with the key he had picked up from Marta’s office and closed it carefully behind him.

Exactly what he was looking for he didn’t know. He had brought along photocopies of the three newspaper cuttings that Marta had handed over with the key. He’d read them in the car. According to Marta, they’d been found inside a book on the man’s desk. The cuttings contained three separate reports about the girl whose body had turned up in a doorway behind the National Theatre. They were undated but all appeared to have come from the same paper, Tíminn. The first reported that a young woman had been found murdered; she was thought to have been strangled, and then moved to the spot behind the theatre. The detective leading the inquiry, a man called Flóvent, was quoted as saying that it was a heinous crime, a deliberate act intentionally concealed. The second story reported that the inquiry was making good progress. A post-mortem had revealed death by asphyxiation; pressure had been applied to the victim’s neck until she died and the injuries indicated that the killer had strangled her with his bare hands. But the motive was unknown and the girl had yet to be identified, so anyone who
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