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This book is dedicated to my grandson,

Reginn Freyr Mánason

The author is aware that no pelagic fishing vessels are based in the port of Grindavík and no capelin are landed there. The fishing company and ships mentioned in this book are entirely the invention of the author, along with all the characters.

Heartfelt thanks for their assistance in providing information are due to:

Jón Atli Gunnarsson, skipper of the Gullberg VE-292, and his crew

VSV Iceland

Kristín Jóhannsdóttir, museum curator

Sævar Gudmundsson at the Directorate of Fisheries

My late uncle, Gudni Thorsteinsson, 

author of Veiðar og veiðarfæri

Lillý Óladóttir, police officer

Any mistakes are entirely the responsibility of the author.

Translator’s note

Huge thanks to Quentin Bates for his help with the fishing-related vocabulary in this book. Any mistakes are the translator’s own.





Pronunciation Guide for Icelandic Character and Place Names

NB: the stress always falls on the first syllable in Icelandic.

Árný – OWRD-nee

Áskell Reynisson – OWS-kedl RAIN-ee-sson

Berglind – BAIRK-lind

Bogi – BOY-yee

Breidafjördur – BRAITH-a-FYURTH-ur

Breidholt – BRAITH-holt

Bryggjan – BRIGG-yan

Dadi – DAA-thee

Egill Ásbjörnsson – AY-idl OWS-byur-sson

Einar – AY-nar

Elínborg Atladóttir – EL-een-borg AT-la-DOE-teer

Elli – ELL-lee

Erla – AIRD-la

Fagradalsfjall – FAG-ra-dals-FYADL

Fannar – FAN-nar

Gauti – GOAT-ee

Geir – GAYR

Gríma – GREE-ma

Grindavík – GRIND-a-veek



Gudrún – GVOOTH-roon

Gunndís – GOON-dees

Hafnarfjördur – HAB-nar-FYURTH-ur

Hlíf – HLEEV

Hróbjartur (Hrói) – HROH-byar-tur (HROH-wee)

Idunn – ITH-un

Jón – YOHN

Karó (Karólína) – KAA-roh (KAA-roh-LEE-na)

Ketill – KYET-idl

Lísa – LEE-sa

Lóa – LOH-wa

Meradalir – MARE-a-DAL-eer

Messíana – MESS-ee-an-a

Mosi – MORS-ee

Olgeir – OLL-gayr

Ómar – OH-mar

Reykjanesbær – RAYK-ya-nes-BYRE

Reykjavík– RAY-kya-veek

Sigrídur – SIG-ree-thur

Snæfellsjökull – SNYE-fells-YUR-koodl

Snæfellsnes – SNYE-fells-nes

Stefán – STEH-fown

Stjáni – STYOW-nee

Stykkishólmur – STIK-kiss-HOHLM-ur

Sudurnes – SOOTH-oor-nes

Svartsengi – SVARTS-enk-ee

Thórdur – THOHR-thur

Thorrablót – THORR-a-bloat

Týr – TEER
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Prologue

People were a bunch of idiots. This was the conclusion Einar had come to following the introduction of Sorpa Waste Management’s new classification system. He was only a humble employee; it wasn’t as though he was responsible for making important decisions or managing publicity campaigns. He worked on the ground, taking samples of rubbish and recording the approximate percentages of what had been correctly or wrongly sorted. It was the depressing results of this endeavour that had led him to his cynical conclusion.

It wasn’t as if the system was that complicated for the ­average citizen. Paper, plastic, food leftovers and general domestic waste – they were all supposed to be sorted into the appropriate bins at home. Waste from other, more specialised categories could be disposed of at people’s local rubbish and recycling facilities throughout the capital area. A major advertising campaign, online instructions and leaflets delivered to the door had been designed to hammer this message home, with little success. Aluminium tins with leftovers found their way into the paper recycling, food into the plastic bins, and garden waste into the mixed household rubbish. Even worse was the hazardous waste, such as electronic appliances and batteries, which regularly turned up in all categories. Of course there were citizens who sorted their rubbish conscientiously – they did exist – but, in spite of that, only a small percentage of the day’s random samples had stood up to scrutiny.

What depressed Einar most was that the situation was getting worse, not better. If they’d managed to generate any kind of enthusiasm for the new system at the outset, this had quickly waned.

He walked further into the shed. Either side of the conveyor belt, women were busy picking glass, plastic, metal and other inorganic waste out of the kitchen scraps that were intended for the production of methane. He nodded to them in passing but none returned his greeting. The women’s attention was focused on the rubbish that flowed past them like an infernal river through the bowels of hell.

Einar wasn’t squeamish – not any more. Before the introduction of the new classification system, he had worked on the company’s annual report on household waste, which had involved analysing and recording the composition of whole wheelie bins full of mixed refuse from the Reykjavík area. This had included sorting dirty nappies into their own ­special category, but even they hadn’t been the most unpleasant ­discovery. One year it had been a dead cat, another a rat, and the third time a large, unidentifiable and very rotten fish. Then there were the waxing strips used for hair removal, resembling shaggy little rugs. And the endless needles. And, of course, used condoms – they were a classic.

After his first week on the job, he had told himself that you could get used to anything. If surgeons could learn to cut people open without turning a hair, he must be capable of this. And it turned out he was right. These days, unusual objects were more likely to rouse his curiosity than disgust. A piece from a jigsaw puzzle that the owners had probably ransacked the house in search of; a wedding ring that he suspected – on no evidence at all – had been deliberately thrown away. It was simply more entertaining to imagine that Gudmundur had badly let down his spouse than to think that a ring with a name engraved on it might have ended up in the bin by accident. Another time, in a sack that must have been filled during a beach clean-up, he’d come across a bottle containing a message from a young Icelandic girl, expressing the hope that it would wash up on some foreign shore. He had taken a photo of the message and promised himself that next time he went abroad he would send her a postcard from someone with a made-up foreign name.

Most affecting of all had been the bag full of unused baby clothes and nappies for newborns. It didn’t take much imagination to work out what had happened in that case.

Interesting rubbish was the exception, however. And today would almost certainly be no different from yesterday in that respect, and so on ad infinitum.

Einar stopped and turned to the assistant who was ­following on his heels. He pointed to a mountain of large transparent sacks in the reception area. ‘Garden waste? At this time of year?’ They didn’t normally get much of that at Sorpa’s waste-collection points in winter. Spring, summer and autumn were a different story; then, garden waste was spread over landfill. It was futile trying to do this in winter, though. One strong gale and the layer of organic waste would be blown to kingdom come.

The assistant shrugged. ‘Something to do with the thaw, maybe? I expect people who didn’t finish clearing out their gardens in the autumn will have grabbed the chance to do it now.’

‘But why’s it all bagged up? They’re supposed to empty the bags into the container.’ The question was rhetorical; Einar didn’t expect his new assistant to be able to answer it.



‘Maybe there were some bags in the container already and the next people to turn up just assumed it must be OK.’

It was a pretty good answer, Einar had to admit. ‘Possibly. But that doesn’t alter the fact that the staff should have spotted what was happening and intervened.’

They examined the pile. Spot checks would have to be done on these too. Einar pointed to a bag at random. ‘That one.’

The young assistant pulled on his gloves and dragged out the sack. He hooked it on to a handheld scales and Einar recorded the weight. This done, they both donned masks, then upended the sack on the concrete floor. Out tumbled bare twigs and branches, clumps of brown leaf mould, soil and grass cuttings, all in line with the sorting instructions. Except that this busy gardener hadn’t quite followed the rules to the letter. The organic waste also included withered summer flowers, still in their plastic pots; several stones; a filthy hand towel of indeterminate colour; a bunch of tattered rags, apparently made from scraps of fabric; and some advertising leaflets that appeared to be fairly recent, judging by the rest of the contents.

The assistant busied himself weighing the foreign objects, and Einar noted down the results. A pot containing a dead plant seemed to give the assistant pause. He looked at Einar. ‘Should both the flower pot and its contents be counted as wrongly sorted or just the pot?’

‘Just the pot. The flower and compost count as garden waste.’

‘What about the stones?’

The assistant was new to the job, so naturally he wasn’t quite up to speed with everything yet. Even so, he was a lot more clued-up than the person responsible for filling the sack, who had classed a towel as organic waste. 



‘The stones don’t count as garden waste,’ Einar explained. ‘They’re not organic.’

‘Oh. OK.’ The boy bent down and picked up one of the branches. ‘What about this?’

Perhaps Einar had overestimated the lad’s intelligence. ‘Try to picture a garden,’ he said patiently. ‘Everything in it that is green or grows out of the ground counts as organic waste. The compost too. Trees and branches fit that definition, don’t they?’

‘But this isn’t a branch. Or at least I don’t think so.’ The assistant turned over the indeterminate object in his hands. ‘I think it’s a bone.’

‘A bone?’ Einar went over to take a closer look. Bones weren’t uncommon in domestic waste – legs and racks of lamb, chicken bones, and, in summer, an increased number of spare ribs from barbecues – but you didn’t usually find them in the green bin. And if the thing the boy was holding was a bone, it couldn’t be from any of the usual animals: it was far too big.

The object the boy handed Einar was a grubby brown rather than white, but it was indisputably a bone. Although Einar was no expert, his first thought was that it must belong to a cow or horse. But who would cook the thigh bone of an animal that large, should such a thing be possible? And it was unquestionably a thigh bone; the ball of the hip removed all doubt of that.

A horse or a cow . . . or the only other large mammal in Iceland that it could conceivably be: a human being. 

The colour drained from Einar’s face. Despite the fact he was a veteran at this job and wearing gloves, he almost dropped the bone.

‘There are more of them,’ the assistant said.



Einar got his features under control and placed the thigh bone carefully on the ground. Taking a deep breath, he began to help the assistant sort the bones from the branches. By the end, they had emptied all the bags from the heap and been rewarded for their pains with quite a collection. Since it was impossible to tell which bags had come from the same source, it had been necessary to examine the lot. Then, with reference to a diagram of a skeleton they found online, the two men were able to arrange the bones on the ground. 

Once they were all in place, they stepped back to survey the result.

There, in front of them, lay a brown human skeleton. The odd piece was missing here and there, chief among them the skull and a few fingers and toes. But most of the larger bones were present. As they stood there, staring aghast at their ­discovery, the thought flew through Einar’s head that he would have to look for a new assistant.

The moment he rediscovered his voice, the boy was bound to hand in his notice.





Chapter 1

The early hours of Saturday morning

It was a cold, windless night and the docks were deserted in the moonlight. The silence was almost complete, apart from the idle lapping of the waves and the creaking of the fishing boats as they ground up against the fenders lining the quay. The overall impression was one of peace. There was none of the bustle or excitement, the sense of urgency, that would transform the scene after daybreak.

Yet Gunndís was in a hurry. She grabbed her sports bag from the boot of her little car, trying not to worry about what she’d forgotten. As always, the call had come at short notice. She didn’t have a permanent berth on a boat yet, so she had to make do with trips where the cook had dropped out at the last minute. When the skipper had more notice, the position would inevitably go to someone else. She had long ago resigned herself to the fact and simply welcomed the opportunities she was offered. Being a ship’s cook had been her dream job ever since she could remember, and she was prepared for it to be an uphill struggle at first. The main thing was to climb the slope slowly and steadily, by doing a decent job and proving that she was dependable, then just hope that her good reputation would spread.

Locating the right vessel proved easy: it was the only one lit up like a Christmas tree. The other crew members must already be aboard. No one would want to miss out on this trip, since the capelin were on the point of spawning and this would be the last chance to catch them when they were at their most valuable. The evening news had carried an item about the capelin stocks, reporting that the roe content was at its peak and the percentage of females in the shoals off the west coast of Iceland ideal. From this, Gunndís had gathered that the trip was likely to prove lucrative, as the ship had a capacity of around two thousand tonnes and the crew would each get a share of the catch. If they returned with full tanks, she calculated that she would get more for a few days’ work than she would for three months as a cook at the school canteen where she normally worked. That was neither her dream job nor well paid, but it did have the advantage of flexible hours, so she could arrange to take a short break whenever she needed time off to go on a fishing trip, like now. This didn’t exactly make her popular with the rest of the staff, but that was tough. The cook who worked alongside her was perfectly capable of filling in for her when necessary, so it wasn’t the end of the world if she was absent from time to time. Besides, she got offered so few trips that in practice she missed less work than she would have done if she’d used up all her sick days. As it was, she never used any of them.

On reaching the ship, Gunndís paused and took out her phone. She needed to send two messages before going aboard, to make sure she wouldn’t forget. One was to notify the school that she would be absent at the beginning of next week; the other was to Gauti, her ex-husband. They’d separated more than a year ago but were still inextricably linked through their two-year-old son, Dadi. Since it was a daddy weekend, Dadi was due to stay with his father until Monday morning. Then Gauti would drop him off at the nursery and Gunndís was supposed to pick him up in the afternoon. She’d better let Gauti know she wouldn’t be able to, so that Dadi didn’t end up among the lost property at the end of the day when no one came to collect him. Gauti would grumble when he woke up in the morning and saw her message, but that was nothing to worry about. He might not have been the partner she had hoped for, but he was an excellent father, keen to spend as much time as possible with their son. As a rule, capelin trips were short, so if all went to plan she should be home by Monday evening, or Tuesday at the latest. Two extra days of childminding wouldn’t kill Gauti. If he kicked up a fuss, she would offer to take the next daddy weekend to make up for it. It was safe to do this without checking her calendar, as for one thing she knew Gauti would never accept her offer, and, for another, she had nothing special planned, any more than she had for any other weekend. She was naturally unsociable, whereas Gauti was outgoing. Which had played its part in their break-up. Along with other things there was no point dwelling on now.

Gunndís glimpsed the silhouette of a figure in the illuminated wheelhouse windows and assumed it must be ­Hróbjartur, the skipper who had woken her up to offer her this trip. During the short phone call, he had informed her that the ship, a purse seiner, had a crew of thirteen: six deckhands, three engineers, three mates, and him. ­Fourteen, including her. They were heading to ­Breidafjördur, the large bay in the west of Iceland where the western migration of capelin was currently located. The skipper had asked if she had a valid certificate from the Maritime Safety and ­Survival Training Centre and she had confirmed that she had. Then he’d asked if she could be on board within the next hour. Again, she had answered ‘yes’, though not with quite the same confidence. After that there had been no further questions, and once she had ascertained which port they were sailing from she had leapt out of bed, chucked her things in a bag and jumped in the car. It was a forty-minute drive from the Reykjavík suburb of Breidholt to the port of Grindavík on the south coast, which meant she’d had less than ten minutes to pack. She was bound to have forgotten something, though she knew the essentials were all there: her toothbrush, a change of clothes, and the set of kitchen knives that accompanied her on all her jobs.

Gunndís shoved her phone in her pocket, then clambered over the rail on to the deck. As she did so, the sports bag on her shoulder pulled her off balance and she almost fell between the ship and the dock. The gap wasn’t wide enough for her to have ended up in the harbour, but she could have injured herself, even broken her leg and had to be taken away in an ambulance. News of her ineptitude would have spread like wildfire, and the wait for another job would have been a long one – if not permanent. She thanked her lucky stars that no one appeared to have witnessed it: the deck was deserted, though cluttered. She had to thread her way through a labyrinth of equipment – reels, chains, cranes, winches and masts – to reach the door to the superstructure.

The moment she stepped inside, she heard voices coming from the end of the passageway. She followed the sound, hoping to find someone who could show her to her cabin to drop off her bag, before escorting her up to the wheelhouse to meet the skipper.

She found four men sitting in a room behind a door marked ‘Oilskin Store’. It appeared to function as a cloakroom for overalls and helmets, a storeroom for miscellaneous small objects, a sitting room and a smoking area, all rolled into one. The men glanced up when she appeared in the doorway, showing no surprise at seeing a woman. They welcomed her on board but didn’t introduce themselves, just waited for her to make the next move. When she asked if they knew which berth she had been allocated, a short, skinny man, who appeared to be in his early twenties, jumped to his feet and said he’d show her.

Gunndís hadn’t been on board this particular vessel before, so, although much of the layout was familiar, nothing was exactly as it had been on the boats she had previously sailed on. But, to her dismay the area below decks did have one thing in common with the others: the ominous sense of claustrophobia it triggered in her. If she didn’t nip the feeling in the bud, she knew it could quickly become so ­crippling that she wouldn’t be able to breathe. With an effort, she tore her mind away from the images of passageways filling with seawater, the ship tipping on its side, a raging inferno blasting through the cabins. The mere thought sent her pulse into overdrive; if she wasn’t going to have a full-blown panic attack in front of the young man, she would have to get a grip. In the past, it had helped to remind herself that it could be worse; at least she wasn’t a cook on board a submarine or a spaceship.

It would be all right. Of course it would. In Icelandic waters, marine disasters of the kind that haunted her imagination had been more or less relegated to history. Gunndís drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. She felt a sense of calm reasserting itself and her heartbeat slowing to normal. The relief was so great that she wanted to let out a gasp of laughter, but she was afraid the young man would think she was crazy.



To ward off another incipient panic attack, she focused on her surroundings. Her gaze fell on a drying rack for the crew’s work gloves that was fixed to the bulkhead by the exit to deck two. A stiff waterproof glove was threaded on to every peg, thick fingers protruding into the passageway, the whole thing looking oddly like a modern art installation. She hoped there would be at least one smaller pair that would fit her. Tomorrow she would be expected to don gloves and set to work alongside the rest of the crew, for the cook’s responsibilities weren’t limited to preparing food. If the crew weren’t to starve, she would have to be the last out on deck and the first to go in again, but in all other respects she would have to pull her weight whenever they were fishing.

Her guide led her down a steep, narrow companionway with handrails on either side. Without them, even an acrobat would have trouble negotiating the stairs in rough seas. At the bottom there was a passage lined with cabins, and the young man stopped at a door halfway along. It seemed ­Gunndís was in luck; she had dreaded ending up in the berth furthest inside, closest to the din of the engine. Painful experience had taught her that lying awake in a dark cabin below sea level only exacerbated her fears. In fact, she reflected, it was extraordinary that she hadn’t given up on this sailing lark long ago. She never had panic attacks in the school canteen when chopping vegetables to make yet another healthy meal for kids who wanted nothing but pizza.

The young man opened the door, stepped inside and switched on the light. ‘This is the cook’s cabin – our usual cook’s, I mean. I hope his gear won’t be in your way.’ He gestured at the lower bunk. ‘There are clean sheets on the bed. And clean towels in the bathroom.’



Gunndís gave him a nod and a friendly smile. ‘Great, thanks.’ Glancing around the cabin, she saw that there wasn’t too much of the former owner’s stuff in there: a few books, a laptop, a games console and a small, wall-mounted TV. There were some papers on the desk that she resolved to put away in a drawer, in case they were sensitive or personal. She noticed a plastic supermarket bag too, and hoped it contained fizzy drinks or snacks – nothing perishable. Apart from that, the cabin was tidy. Its absent occupant hadn’t left his dirty socks on the floor or any other rubbish lying around. 

She put down her bag by the bunk. ‘Would you mind showing me up to the wheelhouse? I should let the skipper know I’ve arrived.’

‘I’m sure he already knows. But no problem. Come with me.’

As Gunndís was shutting the door behind her, it occurred to her that she hadn’t been given a key. The door had been unlocked when the young man opened it. ‘Have you got the key?’ she asked. ‘Or can you tell me where to find it?’

‘Oh. I don’t think there is one. We leave the cabins unlocked.’ His eyes flickered away from hers in embarrassment. ‘Nothing’s going to happen.’

‘No, of course not. No worries.’ Gunndís wished she hadn’t asked. It would have been better to bring it up with the skipper. Since most of his waking hours were spent in the wheelhouse, he wouldn’t have many opportunities to gossip with the crew. But now word was bound to get around that the new cook was afraid somebody might try to sneak into her bed.

The young man smiled. ‘I’m Geir, by the way. I forgot to introduce myself. I’m one of the deckhands.’



She smiled back and held out her hand. ‘Gunndís.’ She had probably been getting all worked up about nothing. Geir came across as genuine and friendly, hopefully not the type to spread malicious gossip.

After shaking hands, they stood there awkwardly for a moment, then Geir left the cabin and she followed. He pointed out the galley and mess on the way up to the wheelhouse and she tried to memorise the layout. Although the ship wasn’t that large, the narrow passageways and countless doors were confusing. She wanted to be able to head straight to the ­galley when it was time for her to cook, not be found wandering around, lost.

In contrast to the cramped quarters below decks, the wheelhouse seemed vast, with windows all the way round. Not that much could be seen out of them at the moment, since it was dark and the glass was encrusted with salt. In addition to two skipper’s chairs and a massive instrument console, the space contained a sofa and armchairs, two desks, and a side table with numerous drawers. Everywhere Gunndís looked, there were flickering computer screens, all with a role to play either in guiding the boat safely to its destination or in tracking down the marks of fish.

The skipper was seated at a desk, his back to them, staring, absorbed, at one of the screens. Geir coughed and announced, ‘The relief cook is here. She wanted to introduce herself.’

Gunndís hadn’t intended to do anything that formal. All she’d wanted was to let the skipper know she’d arrived, in case he was waiting for her before setting off. When the skipper turned, she smiled, concealing her irritation. She knew she was far too sensitive and quick to get flustered. Life couldn’t always go exactly the way she wanted it; that should have been clear to her by now.



‘Welcome on board. Excuse the rush. And thanks for dropping everything.’ The man gripped Gunndís’s hand in a firm grasp. He wore a serious expression, like most skippers ­Gunndís had met, and had dark hair and bright blue eyes that were now regarding her searchingly from under thick, black brows. ‘I’m Hróbjartur. We spoke earlier.’

Once the small talk was out of the way, Hróbjartur told her they would be leaving harbour shortly and, all going well, they should reach the fishing grounds just after midday. It would be great if she could have breakfast ready from eight, and serve lunch before they started the first shot – if they started, that is. The weather forecast was deteriorating, so it was looking increasingly doubtful. At this rate they might not be able to start fishing until Sunday at the earliest, but the crew would still need to be fed. Hróbjartur added that he had no idea what the regular cook had ordered in, but the fridge and larder should be full. He was sure she could work something out.

Breakfast was still a few hours away. Gunndís meant to grab some sleep in the meantime but, before she did, she wanted to get an idea of what stores they had on board. Then she could use the time while she was drifting off to plan the next couple of meals. Safely preoccupied with the practical problem of what to cook, her mind would have less time to catastrophise about sea disasters.

She assured Geir that she could find her own way back to her cabin, but he followed her into the galley anyway. Her fear that he might be a gossip returned, as it seemed he was there to satisfy his own curiosity. While she was scanning the shelves, he plied her with questions about where she was from, which boats she had been on before, and whether she knew this or that cook – presumably people he had sailed with. When he had run out of general enquiries, he moved on to more ­personal stuff. Was she married? Did she have children? How old was she?

She answered all his questions conscientiously. She didn’t know many of the cooks he mentioned but had no problem providing the names of the boats she’d worked on. She was a single mother and had just turned twenty-eight. But then came the question she found harder to answer: what made you decide to become a cook on a fishing boat? She wondered if she should tell him some lie, afraid that the true answer would only give rise to more questions. In the end, though, she took a chance and told him the truth. ‘My dad was a cook. He worked at sea and I’ve always wanted to follow in his footsteps.’

As she’d feared, Geir perked up at this, eyeing the possibility of common ground for conversation. ‘Might I know him? What’s his name?’

‘No. I’m sure you don’t. He died years ago.’ Gunndís could feel her smile stiffening into a grimace. She had no intention of discussing her father’s death with Geir. ‘Do you think there might be a meal plan somewhere?’

Geir seemed relieved by the change of subject. No one wanted to discuss death and grief with a stranger, even those of a nosy nature. ‘Yes. Maybe.’ 

He pointed to a drawer in the kitchen unit where the cook apparently kept various papers. Gunndís opened it and rooted around but couldn’t find any meal plans, only receipts and brochures from various suppliers.

‘I think he keeps some recipes in here, if that would help.’ Geir bent down and opened one of the cupboards. Straightening up, he handed her a book. ‘I know the recipes from this have proved popular.’



Gunndís took the book from him. She stared at the ­familiar cover, feeling her heart constrict as she was overwhelmed by bittersweet memories from when she was ten. She had given her father the same book for Christmas eighteen years ago. And for the same purpose too: to cook good food for his crewmates. Catering for Groups: delicious meals for big appetites. She had chosen the book herself, wrapped it and eagerly watched as her dad opened it. But her excitement had been so great that she had blurted out what it was before he could even get the paper off.

It was the last Christmas present she had given him. A month later he was dead. 

Gunndís felt a momentary longing to close her eyes and hug the book to her, but of course she didn’t give in to it. She didn’t want to share the story with the inquisitive Geir; it was way too personal. Besides, it was only a coincidence: this copy of the book could have no direct link to her father. Any more than the packets of Winston she sometimes spotted that also unfailingly reminded her of him.

‘The big favourite with most of us is the Wiener schnitzel.’ Geir beamed. ‘With fried onions.’

Gunndís was grateful for this remark, as it dragged her back to the present. ‘I should be able to make Wiener ­schnitzel. I think I spotted some veal in the fridge and I was wondering what it was for. Here’s the explanation.’ She turned to the book to look up the recipe. It fell open at the title page. ­Gunndís froze.

On it was a handwritten message:

To Daddy

Now you can cook yummy food for all your ­fishermen.

Love, Gunndís



For a moment her head swam and she wondered if she was dreaming. The book she’d given her father for Christmas eighteen years ago had been lost with him on his last trip. When his trawler had gone down, with all hands on board.







Chapter 2

Thursday

‘Oi, you there!’ The call came from the door of Erla’s office. Týr automatically glanced around the open-plan area. Realising there was no one else there but him and Karó at the neighbouring desk, he looked over at Erla, who beckoned to them impatiently.

Although Erla wouldn’t qualify as anyone’s ideal boss, like it or not, they were stuck with her. Their time was better spent getting annoyed about the things they could influence than about management appointments that were decided several rungs above them in the hierarchy. Besides, abrasive and useless at human relations though Erla was, she did have some redeeming features. She was fair, and could be relied on to back up her staff whenever senior management showed their teeth.

‘What are your names again?’ Erla ushered them into her office and resumed her seat behind her desk as they introduced themselves for the hundredth time. She would have forgotten them by the time they were outside her door – like the names of most of their other colleagues who didn’t count among her favourites. The situation was unlikely to change. Before you could tackle a problem you had to admit it existed, but Erla had shot down the suggestion that they all wear name badges – inevitably, since it had been made by someone who was out of favour. Erla had said she couldn’t see the point, oblivious to the fact that the suggestion had been entirely for her benefit.

She fixed them with a glare and Týr braced himself for a reprimand. He wondered what on earth they’d done wrong. He wasn’t aware of any missteps; in fact, things had been pretty uneventful lately. The only big case, if you could call it that, was the discovery of some human bones at the Sorpa Waste Management Centre a couple of weeks ago. And that investigation had been allocated to more favoured members of the department, whose names Erla could remember.

‘Do you know any childminders? Any female relatives, friends, neighbours – I don’t care who.’

The question was unexpected but didn’t come entirely out of nowhere. Týr hadn’t been able to avoid overhearing Erla grumbling about the shortage of childcare in the Greater Reykjavík area, since she was constantly ranting on about it. She was having a nightmare trying to find a place for her little boy.

Týr got in first. ‘No, sorry.’

A second later Karó chimed in. ‘No. I’m afraid I don’t know anyone.’

Erla tightened her lips and fixed them with a silent glare, like a school principal regarding two naughty kids who’d been caught stuffing toilet rolls down the loos. The dark circles round her eyes were so entrenched that it looked to Týr as if her eyes were resting in twin hammocks. She must be spending a lot of nights lying awake over her childminding dilemma.

‘Well, there’s a surprise.’ Erla heaved a sigh, then the ­tension in her face eased slightly. ‘Moving on, we’ve had a request for help from Grindavík. Some pretty minor shit but we’ve got to respond. The neighbour dispute from hell.’



This time Karó got in first. ‘Why do they need back-up from Reykjavík? Why can’t the local Sudurnes force deal with it? There’s a police station in Grindavík, isn’t there?’ Then she added quickly, ‘But of course we can swing by, no problem. It just seems a bit strange, that’s all.’

‘The bloody neighbours are threatening to sue the arses off almost everyone in the local force. And not just them, but other local officials too. They’ve accused them of discrimination, bias and God knows what. Which is a load of crap, but these people are total fruitcakes. They’ve even filed a complaint against the buildings inspector and the local council. They take it in turns: every time one couple lodges a complaint, the other follows suit, complaining about the same thing for the opposite reason. As I said, complete crap, but understandably no one from the Grindavík station wants any more to do with them. Not while the complaints are being processed. Every new complaint creates another delay in trying to sort things out.’

‘So, our job is to go down there and have complaints brought against us instead?’ Týr said cynically.

Erla adopted a poker face and thought for a moment before answering. ‘Yes. Pretty much.’

‘Great.’ Karó didn’t sound any more enthusiastic than Týr.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll deal with any resulting shit. That’s my job. I assume neither of you have any links to Grindavík, so you can hardly be accused of bias in favour of either of the parties? Am I right?’

They both nodded.

Still feeling cynical, Týr thought that if it was really that easy to deal with the feuding couples’ threats to sue, there would have been no need for him and Karó to go to ­Grindavík: the matter could have been handled by the local police. In reality, the complaints process was a stringent one, and a phone call from Erla wouldn’t have any effect, regardless of the fact they had no links to the town. He and Karó would be dragged through the disciplinary process, even if it was blindingly obvious that there was no substance to it. That was how the system worked, and they were part of it. He didn’t bother to point this out, though; not because he knew it was futile but because he didn’t care. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to carry on working for CID – or living in Iceland, for that matter.

It wasn’t the job itself that made him feel like this, so much as the mess his life was in. He’d been lonely after moving from Sweden, where he’d grown up, to his childhood homeland without stopping to consider that he had no friendship group to fall back on in Iceland. Sure, he had relatives, but there were limits to how far he could expect them to fulfil his social needs. He’d signed up to a dating site and met a few women but it had quickly become apparent that they didn’t hit it off. And now he’d got himself into yet another doomed relationship that he was psyching himself up to end. The sooner he bit the bullet, the better it would be for both of them. His hope that she would beat him to it was looking increasingly unrealistic – which was a pity. Tough as it was to be dumped, it was a hundred times better than having to be the dumper.

The doomed relationship wasn’t the only thing troubling him. He’d grown up knowing that he’d been adopted at the age of four by his maternal aunt and her husband. His mother had died of cancer and his father hadn’t been willing to take him on. Týr had had no reason to doubt this version of events, since he’d been too young to remember his mother’s death. Only after moving to Iceland had he discovered the truth, and now he would have given anything to be able to go back to living in ignorance. It had been a shattering blow to learn that his mother had in fact been murdered by his biological father, who had subsequently killed himself in prison. Týr had still been picking up the pieces after this revelation when the pathologist, Idunn, had confided in him that the description of the incident in the files was inconsistent with the evidence. From this, she’d concluded that his biological father almost certainly hadn’t been the killer after all. It had been a relief, to say the least, to learn that he wasn’t the son of a murderer. But that relief had almost immediately been replaced by an all-consuming desire to find out the truth.

The chances of that were slim. Týr’s biological father had hanged himself, his mother was dead, and there was no one else left to testify. The police were satisfied with the conclusion they’d come to at the time. Týr hadn’t made any attempt to get the case reopened since he doubted he had the stamina to pursue it. The police were short-staffed as it was, and there would be little enthusiasm for using their limited resources to re-examine a cold case. His request would no doubt be pushed from pillar to post for years in the hope that he would eventually drop it. And anyway, Týr wasn’t particularly eager to bring his past to the attention of his colleagues. He didn’t like the thought that if the investigation was reopened, the guy at the next desk might be grubbing around in his parents’ dirty laundry, examining photos of their corpses and maybe even reading old psychiatric reports about Týr as a child. That would just about finish him off.

Then again, perhaps it would be preferable to this gnawing desire for answers. He’d abandoned any hope that the feeling would abate; it was as strong now as it had been when he’d first learnt the truth. It didn’t help that every time he looked in the mirror he was confronted by the scar on his forehead that he’d carried ever since the day his mother was murdered. A scar he’d always been told had resulted from a fall from his tricycle as a small boy, but which was actually from an axe blow. What kind of person would attack a four-year-old with an axe? After seeing the horrific pictures of his mother’s injuries, he was also puzzled by the question of why the murderer had refrained from giving him any more than a single, glancing blow. His mother must have been the target, because if it had been a random attack by some maniac, the perpetrator would hardly have stopped there. Yet no similar axe attacks had taken place in Iceland in the immediate aftermath, or indeed in the three decades that had passed since then – apart from one recent case, where the culprit couldn’t have been responsible for the earlier murder. Of course, there was always the possibility that the killer was dead, had been sectioned or received a string of prison sentences that were keeping him more or less permanently behind bars.

Týr would probably never get any answers, but the questions continued to torment him. The courses he’d taken in criminology didn’t help. He couldn’t stop himself obsessing over the identity of the perpetrator and his possible motives. Recently he’d been having intrusive thoughts about it at work, as things were so quiet. Anyone would have thought Iceland’s criminals had gone into hibernation while waiting for spring.

He snapped back to the present as Karó accepted a stack of printed reports that Erla recommended they skim through on the way to Grindavík. They were all connected to the feud between the nuisance neighbours. Then, just as Týr and Karó were about to walk out of the office, Erla called after them. ‘One more thing. You – Karen.’

‘Karó.’

‘Yeah, right, Karó.’



Týr, who had also turned, didn’t know whether to stay or go. While he was hesitating in the doorway, he got to overhear their conversation.

‘Look, you’re happy with things here, aren’t you?’ Erla asked. ‘I mean, is there anything you’d like to discuss – in relation to your colleagues or anything else?’

Karó looked baffled. ‘Yes, sure. I’m good. The coffee could be better, but apart from that I’ve no complaints.’

‘That’s not what I meant. Look, have you experienced any . . . oh, you know?’

Karó’s face hardened. ‘No, I don’t know.’

Erla waved a hand in the air. ‘You know. Racism. Have you experienced any prejudice? Because I want to know if you have. I won’t tolerate that kind of crap on my watch.’

Týr’s self-pity about his own problems gave way to sympathy for Karó. She was as Icelandic as skyr, born and brought up there: she watched Eurovision, let off fireworks on New Year’s Eve, grumbled about politics and the weather, and grabbed any opportunity to go scrambling around in the mountains or in Iceland’s wild interior, equipped with rye pancakes, smoked lamb and cans of Nocco. In other words, she was far more typically Icelandic than he was. But, unlike him, she was black, and therefore often mistaken by her countrymen for an immigrant or tourist. Too short a time had elapsed since the Icelanders had ceased to be the homogeneous society they’d been since the Viking age. The incidents to which these misunderstandings gave rise tended to be stupid rather than malicious. Racism was another matter. Týr hadn’t witnessed any incidents involving Karó, but then he only associated with her at work, and not many people were stupid enough to out themselves as racists in front of the police. 



Then again, Iceland was no more immune to the problem than anywhere else, so Erla’s concern hadn’t come out of thin air.

‘I’d have made a complaint if I had.’

Týr detected a hint of irritation in Karó’s voice, though he didn’t suppose Erla would pick up on it. After all, Karó sat at the desk next to his and they’d got to know each other pretty well after working on several cases together.

‘Yes, OK. Promise me you’ll do that.’ Erla gave a small, self-satisfied smile. She picked up a pen and Týr wondered if she was going to put a tick by measures against racism on one of the management forms she was always griping about having to fill in. Instead, she used the pen to scratch behind her ear. ‘Right, get your arses over to Grindavík before those sodding neighbours can wring each other’s necks.’

It wasn’t until they had driven through the commuter towns south of Reykjavík and were passing the huge sheds of the aluminium-smelting factory at Straumsvík that Karó recovered her usual spirits. They had exchanged the odd word but Karó’s mood had been subdued, and Týr, realising she didn’t want to talk, had switched on the radio. He avoided the subject of what was bothering her, though he could imagine how infuriating it must be to put up with constant reminders about one’s skin colour. Although Erla had meant well, that didn’t really help. It was a relief when Karó suddenly looked up from the reports, turned down the radio and appeared to be her normal self again.

‘This is going to be “interesting”.’ Karó looked out of the window at the wide, treeless expanse of old lava fields, their covering of moss now a muted winter grey. ‘This is no ordinary tiff between neighbours; it’s more like outright war. If these reports are to be believed, there’s been some crazy shit going down.’

Týr had no personal experience of this type of conflict. The flat he lived in belonged to his adoptive parents, who were based in Sweden but had kept it as a pied-à-terre in Iceland. It was the middle flat of three, and his upstairs and downstairs neighbours were as quiet as mice. It helped that he had no opinion on the communal garden or the colour the house should be painted, and agreed to any maintenance work ­without objection. Even if he gave free rein to his imagination, he wouldn’t be able to visualise a scenario that would cause their relationship to go up in flames; they were all equally committed to keeping the peace.

Týr knew that wasn’t always the case. As part of his police training in Sweden, he had taken a few psychology courses, designed to provide a basic understanding of people and the circumstances that could cause them to go off the rails. They didn’t have to be living in close proximity like neighbours; in the right conditions, people could fall out over pretty much anything. 

‘Does it say what the dispute is about?’ he asked.

‘No. Not really. It’s a bit of a smorgasbord, to be ­honest: property boundaries, a caravan blocking the view, noise, ­dandelions, obligations, a bad smell from the compost heap, a loose dog. Unnecessarily bright Christmas lights on the roof. You name it.’

‘That doesn’t sound serious enough to justify writing reports.’

‘No. I’m with you there. It’s not the grievances themselves that are odd so much as their responses. They’re completely over the top.’

‘Such as?’



‘Going by what it says here, they include: slashing each other’s car tyres; vandalising a caravan; emptying bins over next door’s lawn; undoing the fastenings of a trampoline; ­poisoning pets; throwing stones through windows; putting sugar in petrol tanks; salting the lawn of one house and scorching the lawn of the other by pouring scalding water on it; vandalising security cameras; sending anonymous letters to all the other residents in the street, full of slander about one of the couples; stealing a package containing an order from an online store; and trampling on a takeaway left by a delivery man. Generally running amok, in other words.’

‘What, both couples?’

‘Yes. As far as I can tell from what I’ve read, neither is innocent. But they deny all responsibility when questioned, and there’s no way of telling from their statements what’s true and what’s false.’ Karó shrugged. ‘Perhaps one ­couple is completely innocent and the other lot have jumped up and down on their own takeaway and vandalised their own belongings to make themselves look like victims. Who knows? From what I’ve read, all four of them sound deranged enough.’

‘What do these people do for a living? Are they employed, or is fighting each other a full-time job?’

‘One of the men is a fisherman on a boat based in ­Grindavík. His wife works for a trade union in the town. The other woman is a tour guide and her husband is employed by a car rental company at Keflavík airport.’ Karó glanced at Týr with exaggeratedly raised eyebrows. ‘It’d be interesting to know whether they have trouble at work too, or if the craziness is limited to their private life.’

Whatever the truth, it was clear that, as Karó had said, this was going to be ‘interesting’.



They drove on through the seemingly endless, moss-clad lava fields, past the turn-off to the Blue Lagoon and the geothermal power station at Svartsengi. Shortly after that, they reached Grindavík. It was immediately obvious from the clean streets and well-maintained houses that this fishing port at least was still thriving. Detached and terraced houses far outnumbered the blocks of flats, a sign of the general prosperity associated with abundant fish stocks. And it could hardly hurt the local economy to have the Blue Lagoon, one of the most popular tourist spots in the country, on its doorstep. The town gave the impression of being an excellent place to live. Nevertheless, Týr found himself thinking about the ancient lava fields that surrounded it, in light of the recent eruptions at Fagradalsfjall and Meradalir. Few would have dreamt that volcanic activity would suddenly resume on the Reykjanes ­Peninsula after an eight-hundred-year hiatus, but that was exactly what had happened. The few people Týr saw out and about in the streets looked untroubled, though, perhaps because the eruptions had caused little disruption to the town, apart from the swarm of earthquakes that had preceded them. But it was possible that under the quiet surface all was not as it seemed – at least not in the case of the neighbours involved in the vicious dispute.

The war zone, when they entered it, turned out to be an ordinary suburban street that appeared to be occupied by perfectly normal families. The houses were typically Icelandic in design: medium-sized, built of concrete, most of them two-storey and painted in muted colours. One house formed a stark contrast to the rest. It stood towards the end of the street and had plainly been destroyed in a fire. The upstairs windows were boarded up and surrounded by soot stains. The roof gaped like a sieve; a large part of the cladding was missing and scorched timbers showed through the gaps. Týr guessed that the flames must have taken hold in the roof and the fire brigade had torn off the cladding to get at them.

He stared at the burnt-out shell. ‘How come the house has been left in that state? Why hasn’t it been torn down?’

‘Don’t ask me.’ Karó looked away with a brief shudder. ‘But I think I know which house it is. I remember hearing about a fire in Grindavík, maybe a year ago. Two children and their father were trapped inside. The mother escaped. Utterly horrific. It has to be that house.’

‘Yes, of course. Christ.’ News of the fire in Grindavík had come to Týr’s attention too; as a rule he took little interest in the Icelandic news, but some stories were so harrowing that you couldn’t help reading beyond the headlines. The tragic fire was one of these, and now, with the charred ruin before his eyes, the neighbourhood feud seemed suddenly trivial.

Týr turned his attention from the grim sight to the cul-de-sac they were now entering. It contained three houses, also of two storeys each. As he drove up to the house in the middle, the GPS announced that they had reached their ­destination.

The announcement was redundant, since the scene before their eyes removed any doubt: they had arrived at the ­battleground.







Chapter 3

Thursday

Týr perked up, forgetting the blackened ruin. The improvement in his spirits wasn’t due to Grindavík’s bracing sea air so much as to the arresting sight that now met his eyes. It was undeniably cheering to see other people in a much worse mess than him. He might be wrestling with difficult questions about his past and present, but at least he had peace in which to do so. No one was screaming at him or pelting him with any loose objects that came to hand – unlike the couples he and Karó were now watching. Instead of working out their differences through dialogue, it seemed they had chosen to approach them in the spirit of cavemen.

Clearly these people had serious issues. Týr and Karó would have to tread extremely carefully. If they did, there was a faint chance they would be able to walk away from this callout without their intervention resulting in threats to sue. The faintest of chances – if luck was on their side. Týr activated his body camera and saw out of the corner of his eye that Karó was doing the same. It would be foolish to trust to luck. At least the recordings would provide a defence if they needed one. From all he’d heard, he wouldn’t be surprised if these arch-enemies suddenly decided to forget their differences and join forces against the police instead.



‘Ready?’ Karó didn’t seem as eager for engagement as he was. She zipped up her coat, muttering something inaudible, which probably wasn’t intended for his ears.

Týr nodded, hoping his eagerness didn’t show. It was far too long since he had done any regular police work. Though really it was ironic that he should look forward to the fray so much now, given how relieved he had been to get behind a desk not so long ago. He’d been fed up with dealing with ­people who were off their heads on drink or drugs, and ­burglaries that would never be solved. But the grass was always greener and all that – and suddenly the disgraceful scene in front of him appeared in a glow.

None of the warring parties had noticed their arrival in the cul-de-sac. Not even when they got out of the police car. It was only when they walked right up to them that the couples finally clocked them.

Karó spoke sharply. ‘What exactly is going on here?’

The neighbours stopped shouting and all whirled round in unison, like synchronised swimmers. Their faces turned from crimson and twisted with rage into pictures of astonishment at the sight of two police officers in the garden. The couples were standing either side of a hedge that seemed to be the only thing hindering them from bloodshed. On closer inspection, though, Týr noticed that both men were sporting facial injuries: one had dried blood on his upper lip and chin, the other an ugly scratch on his cheek.

Apart from the husbands’ superficial injuries, neither ­couple looked in any way out of the ordinary. They appeared to be in their late thirties or early forties; the kind of people who conscientiously paid their ever-rising mortgage instalments every month, had regular haircuts, went for short breaks in Tenerife in January, and made sure they were home in good time for the sports club’s annual thorrablót dinner in February.

After a beat, one of the women recovered the power of speech. Her eyes were wild and her cheeks flushed from shouting. ‘What?’ Her tone was rude, as if Týr and Karó were participants in the acrimonious feud rather than police ­officers. The other three piled in as well.

‘Who the fuck asked you to interfere?’

‘Haven’t you lot got anything better to do?’

‘Who the hell called you?’

Týr and Karó allowed the insults to wash over them. It could have been worse: Týr had half expected Karó to become the butt of racist abuse, and he guessed the possibility had occurred to her as well. He relaxed, glad he wouldn’t have to leap to her defence, regardless of their bodycams. It would only have earned him a bollocking, not just from Erla but from Karó too. She would have been as furious with him as he was with these people, preferring, as she did, to fight her own battles.

When the couples finally shut up, Týr replied
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