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About the Book

One cold autumn night, a woman is found hanging from a beam at her holiday cottage. At first sight, it appears like a straightforward case of suicide; María had never recovered from the death of her mother two years previously and she had a history of depression. But then the friend who found her body approaches Detective Erlendur with a tape of a séance that María attended before her death and his curiosity is aroused . . .

Driven by a need to find answers, Erlendur begins an unofficial investigation into María’s death. But he is also haunted by another unsolved mystery – the disappearance of two young people thirty years ago – and by his own quest to find the body of his brother, who died in a blizzard when he was a boy. Hypothermia is Indriðason’s most compelling novel yet.


About the Author

Arnaldur Indriðason worked for many years as a journalist and critic before he began writing novels. His crime novels featuring Erlendur and Sigurdur Óli are consistent bestsellers across Europe. The series has won numerous awards, including the Nordic Glass Key (both for Jar City and Silence of the Grave) and the CWA Gold Dagger (for Silence of the Grave).
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THE EMERGENCY LINE received a call from a mobile phone shortly after midnight. An agitated female voice cried:

‘She’s . . . María’s killed herself . . . I . . . it’s horrible . . . horrible!’

‘What’s your name, please?’

‘Ka – Karen.’

‘Where are you calling from?’ the emergency operator asked.

‘I’m at . . . It’s . . . Her holiday cottage . . .’

‘Where? Where is it?’

‘. . . At Lake Thingvallavatn. At . . . Ather holidaycottage. Please hurry . . . I . . . I’ll be here . . .’

Karen thought she would never find the cottage. It had been a long time, nearly four years, since her last visit. María had given her detailed directions just to be on the safe side, but they had more or less gone in one ear and out the other because Karen had assumed she would remember the way.

It was past eight in the evening and pitch dark by the time she left Reykjavík. She drove over Mosfellsheidi moor where there was little traffic, just the odd pair of headlights passing by on their way to town. Only one other car was travelling east and she hung on its red rear lights, grateful for the company. She didn’t like driving alone in the dark and would have set off earlier if she hadn’t been held up. She worked in the public-relations department of a large bank and it had seemed as if the meetings and phone calls would never let up.

Karen was aware of the mountain Grímannsfell to her right, although she couldn’t see it, and Skálafell to her left. Next she drove past the turning to Vindáshlíd where she had once spent a two-week summer holiday as a child. She followed the red tail lights at a comfortable speed until they drove down through the Kerlingarhraun lava field, and there their ways parted. The red lights accelerated and disappeared into the darkness. She wondered if they were heading for the pass at Uxahryggir and north over the Kaldidalur mountain road. She had often taken that route herself. It was a beautiful drive down the Lundarreykjadalur valley to Borgarfjördur fjord. The memory of a lovely summer’s day once spent at Lake Sandkluftavatn came back to her.

Karen herself turned right and drove on into the blackness of the Thingvellir national park. She had difficulty identifying the landmarks in the gloom. Should she have turned off sooner? Was this the right turning down to the lake? Or was it the next? Had she come too far?

Twice she went wrong and had to turn round. It was a Thursday evening and most of the cottages were empty. She had brought along a supply of food and reading material, and María had told her that they had recently installed a television in the cottage. But Karen’s main intention was to try to sleep, to get some rest. The bank was like a madhouse after the recent abortive takeover. She had reached the point where she could no longer make any sense of the infighting between the different factions among the major shareholders. Press releases were issued at two-hourly intervals and, to make matters worse, it transpired that a severance payment of a hundred million krónur had been promised to one of the bank’s partners, someone whom a particular faction wanted to fire. The board had succeeded in stirring up public outrage, and it was Karen’s job to smooth things over. It had been like this for weeks now and she was at the end of her tether by the time it occurred to her to escape from town. María had often offered to lend her the cottage for a few days, so Karen decided to give her a call. ‘Of course,’ María had said at once.

Karen made her way slowly along a primitive track through low-growing scrub until her headlights lit up the cottage down by the water. María had given her a key and told her where they kept a spare. It was sometimes useful to have an extra key hidden at the cottage.

She was looking forward to waking up tomorrow morning amidst the autumn colours of Thingvellir. For as long as she could remember people had flocked to the national park in the autumn, since few places in the country could boast such a brilliant display of colour as here by the lake where the rust-red and orange shades of the dying leaves extended as far as the eye could see.

She started to ferry her luggage from the car to the sun deck beside the door. Then, putting the key in the lock, she opened the door and groped for the light switch. The light came on in the hallway leading to the kitchen and she took her little suitcase inside and placed it in the master bedroom. To her surprise, the bed was unmade. That was not like María. A towel was lying on the floor of the lavatory. When she turned on the light in the kitchen she became aware of a strange presence. Although she was not afraid of the dark, she felt a sudden sensation of physical unease. The living room was in darkness. By daylight there was a superb view of the lake from its windows.

Karen turned on the living-room light.

Four solid beams extended across the ceiling, and from one of them a body was hanging, its back turned to her.

Shock sent her crashing back against the wall and her head slammed into the wood panelling. Everything went black. The body hung from the beam by a thin blue cord, mirrored in the dark living-room window. She didn’t know how long it was before she dared to inch closer. The tranquil surroundings of the lake had in an instant been converted into the setting for a horror story that she would never forget. Every detail was etched on her memory. The kitchen stool, out of place in the minimalist living room, lying on its side under the body; the blue of the rope; the reflection in the window; the darkness of Thingvellir; the motionless human body suspended from the beam.

Karen approached cautiously and caught sight of the swollen blue face. Her ghastly suspicion proved correct. It was her friend María.
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AN EXTRAORDINARILY SHORT space of time seemed to pass between Karen’s phone call and the arrival on the scene of the paramedics, accompanied by a doctor and some police officers from the neighbouring town of Selfoss. The Selfoss CID, who had been assigned the case, knew only that the woman who had committed suicide was from Reykjavík, lived in the suburb of Grafarvogur and was married but childless.

The cottage was full of people conversing in low voices. They stood around like awkward strangers.

‘Was it you who called?’ a young detective asked.

The woman who had found the body had been pointed out to him where she sat in the kitchen, staring dejectedly at the floor.

‘Yes. My name’s Karen.’

‘We can get you a trauma counsellor if you—’

‘No, I think . . . It’s all right.’

‘Did you know her well?’

‘I’ve known María ever since we were children. She lent me the cottage. I was going to spend the weekend here.’

‘You didn’t see her car behind the cottage?’ the detective asked.

‘No. I didn’t think there was anyone here. Then I noticed that the bed hadn’t been made and when I went into the living room . . . I’ve never seen anything like it before. Oh God, poor María! Poor thing!’

‘When did you last speak to her?’

‘Only a few days ago. When she lent me the cottage.’

‘Did she say that she intended to be here herself?’

‘No. She didn’t mention it. She said of course she’d lend me the place for a few days. No problem.’

‘And was she . . . On good form?’

‘Yes, I thought so. She seemed her usual self when I went round to pick up the key.’

‘She’d have known you were coming here?’

‘Yes. What do you mean?’

‘She knew that you’d find her,’ the detective said.

He had pulled up a stool when he’d started talking to Karen. She grabbed his arm, staring at him.

‘Do you mean . . .?’

‘Maybe you were meant to find her,’ the detective said. ‘Not that I know anything about it.’

‘Why would she have wanted that?’

‘It’s only a guess.’

‘But it’s true; she knew I’d be here over the weekend. She knew I was coming here. When . . . when did she do it?’

‘We haven’t been given an exact time of death yet but the doctor thinks it can’t have been much later than yesterday evening. So probably about twenty-four hours ago.’

Karen hid her face in her hands.

‘God, it’s so . . . it’s so unreal. I should never have asked to borrow the cottage. Have you spoken to her husband?’

‘The police are on their way to see him now. They live in Grafarvogur, don’t they?’

‘Yes. How could she do this? How could anyone do a thing like this?’

‘From sheer despair,’ the detective said, beckoning the doctor over. ‘Mental torment. You weren’t aware of anything like that in her case?’

‘Maria lost her mother two years ago – to cancer,’ Karen said. ‘It was a terrible blow to her.’

‘I see,’ the detective said.

Karen’s lips trembled. The detective asked if the doctor could do anything to help her. She shook her head, saying she was all right but would like to go home if that was allowed. It was not a problem. They would talk to her later if necessary.

The detective escorted her out to the drive in front of the cottage and opened the car door for her.

‘Will you be all right?’ he asked.

‘Yes, I think so,’ Karen answered. ‘Thank you.’

The detective watched her turn the car and drive away. By the time he went back into the cottage they had cut down the body and laid it on the floor. He knelt down beside it. The dead woman was dressed in a white T-shirt and blue jeans but was wearing no socks. She was slim and had a thin face and short dark hair. He could see no signs of a struggle, either on her body or in the house; only the overturned kitchen stool on which the woman must have stood to tie the noose round the beam. The blue rope could have been bought from any DIY shop. It had cut deep into her slender neck.

‘Lack of oxygen,’ announced the district medical officer, who had been talking to the paramedics. ‘Unfortunately for her, her neck’s not broken. That would have been quicker. She suffocated when the noose tightened round her neck. It would have taken some time. They’re asking when they can take her away.’

‘How long would it have taken?’ the detective asked.

‘Two minutes – maybe less – before she lost consciousness.’

The detective stood up and looked around the cottage. From what he could see it was a very ordinary Icelandic holiday home with its leather three-piece suite, handsome dining table and newly fitted kitchen. The walls of the living room were lined with books. He walked over to the shelving unit and noticed the brown leather spines of five volumes of Jón Árnason’s Collected Folk Tales. Ghost stories, he thought to himself. Other shelves contained French literature titles and Icelandic novels, interspersed with china or ceramic ornaments and framed photos, including three of the same woman at different ages as far as he could tell. The walls were hung with graphic prints, a small oil painting and watercolours.

The detective went through to what he assumed was the master bedroom. There was a body-shaped indentation in the bedclothes, on one side. There was a pile of books on the bedside table, with a volume of poetry by Davíd Stefánsson from Fagriskógur on top. Beside them was a small bottle of perfume.

His tour of the cottage was not motivated by mere curiosity. He was searching for signs of a struggle, any clue that the woman had not gone voluntarily into the kitchen, fetched the stool, positioned it under the beam, climbed on to it and put the rope round her own neck. All he found were the signs of a terribly quiet – almost polite – death.

He was interrupted by a colleague from the Selfoss CID.

‘Found anything?’ the man asked.

‘Nothing. It’s suicide. Pure and simple. There’s no indication of anything else. She must have killed herself.’

‘It certainly looks that way.’

‘Hadn’t I better cut down the rope before we leave? She’s got a husband, hasn’t she?’

‘Yes, please take it down. He’ll have to come here at some point.’

The detective picked up the noose from the floor and turned it over in his fingers. It was not a very professional effort: the knot had been tied inexpertly and the rope did not slide smoothly through the loop. It occurred to him that he could have done a better job himself, but perhaps it was unreasonable to expect a superior noose from an ordinary housewife from Grafarvogur. It was not as if she would have made a special study of the method and prepared for her suicide in detail. It had probably been the result of a moment of madness rather than a carefully premeditated act.

He opened the door on to the decking. It was only two steps down and a couple more yards to the edge of the lake. There had been a freeze over the past few days and a thin film of ice covered the water nearest the shore. In some places it had frozen to the rocks, like a paper-thin sheet of glass beneath which the water swirled.
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ERLENDUR DROVE UP to an unassuming detached house in the suburb of Grafarvogur. It stood on its own at the end of a cul-de-sac in a street of handsome villas. Most of them were identical, painted white, blue or red, with a garage and two cars per house. The street was well lit and clean, the gardens were neatly tended, the lawns mown, and the trees and bushes tidily pruned. There were box-trimmed hedges wherever you looked. The house in question appeared older than the other buildings in the street; it was built in a different style, with no bay windows or conservatory and with no pretentious columns flanking the front door. It was a white building with a flat roof and a large picture window in the sitting room that faced on to Kollafjördur fjord and Mount Esja. Around the house there was an extensive, beautifully lit garden that was clearly well tended. The shrubby potentilla and alpine cinquefoil, as well as the Hansa roses and pansies had all died back with the autumn.

It had been unusually cold recently, with a northerly wind and bitter temperatures. A dry gust blew the leaves along the road to the end of the cul-de-sac. Erlendur parked his car and looked up at the house. He took a deep breath before going inside. This was the second suicide in a week. Perhaps it was due to the onset of autumn and the thought of the long dark winter ahead.

It had fallen to him to contact the man on behalf of the Reykjavík police, as was the custom. The Selfoss force had already decided to transfer the case to Reykjavík for ‘appropriate handling’, as they called it. A priest had been sent to see the man. They were sitting in the kitchen when Erlendur arrived. The priest opened the door to him and showed him into the kitchen, explaining that he was the vicar of Grafarvogur. María had attended a different church but they had been unable to contact her vicar.

The husband, a lean, strongly built man wearing a white shirt and jeans, was sitting very still at the kitchen table. Erlendur introduced himself and they shook hands. The man’s name was Baldvin. The vicar stood by the kitchen door.

‘I must go to the cottage,’ Baldvin said.

‘Yes, the body has been—’ Erlendur started, but got no further.

‘I was told that . . .’ Baldvin began.

‘We’ll go with you if you like. Though the body has in fact been transferred to Reykjavík. To the morgue on Barónsstígur. We thought you would prefer that to the hospital in Selfoss.’

‘Thank you.’

‘We’ll need you to identify her.’

‘Naturally. Of course.’

‘Was she alone at Thingvellir?’

‘Yes, she went there two days ago to do some work and was due back in town this evening. She said she’d be late. She’d lent the cottage to a friend for the weekend. Or that’s what she told me. Said she might hang around and wait for her.’

‘It was her friend Karen who found her. Do you know her?’

‘Yes.’

‘Were you here at home?’

‘Yes.’

‘When did you last speak to your wife?’

‘Yesterday evening. Before she went to bed. She had her mobile phone at the cottage.’

‘So you hadn’t heard from her at all today?’

‘No, not at all.’

‘She wasn’t expecting you at Thingvellir?’

‘No. We were going to spend the weekend in town.’

‘But she was expecting her friend this evening?’

‘Yes, so I gathered. The vicar told me that María probably . . . did it . . . yesterday evening?’

‘The pathologist hasn’t given us a more accurate time of death yet.’

Baldvin was silent.

‘Had she tried to do this before?’ Erlendur asked.

‘This? Suicide? No, never.’

‘Did you know she was in a bad way?’

‘She’s been a bit depressed and down,’ Baldvin said. ‘But not so . . . this is . . .’

He broke down in tears.

The vicar met Erlendur’s eye and signalled that that was enough for the moment.

‘I’m sorry,’ Erlendur said and rose from the kitchen table. ‘We’ll talk more another time. Do you want to call someone to come and be with you? Or a grief counsellor? We can . . .’

‘No, it’s . . . Thank you.’

On his way out Erlendur walked through the sitting room, which was lined with large bookcases. He had noticed a smart SUV in front of the garage when he parked in the drive.

Why die and leave a home like this? he wondered. Is there really nothing here to live for?

He knew that such thoughts were futile. Experience showed that motives for suicide could be unpredictable and unrelated to a person’s financial situation. The act itself frequently came as a total shock and could be committed by people of all ages: adolescents, the middle-aged and elderly, people who decided one day to end it all. Sometimes there was a long history of depression and failed attempts. In other cases the act took friends and family completely by surprise. ‘We hadn’t a clue he was feeling like that.’ ‘She never said anything.’ ‘How were we to know?’ The family were left devastated, their eyes full of questions, their voices full of disbelief and horror: ‘Why? Should I have seen it coming? Is there something I could have done better?’

The husband accompanied Erlendur to the hall.

‘I gather she lost her mother not long ago.’

‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘Was María badly affected by her death?’

‘It hit her very hard,’ the man said. ‘But this is incomprehensible. Even though she’s been depressed lately it’s still utterly incomprehensible.’

‘Of course,’ Erlendur said.

‘I expect the police deal with a lot of cases?’ Baldvin said. ‘Of suicide, I mean?’

‘Sadly, it’s always happening,’ Erlendur said.

‘Was she . . . Did she suffer?’

‘No,’ Erlendur said firmly. ‘She didn’t.’

‘I’m a doctor,’ Baldvin said. ‘You don’t have to lie to me.’

‘I’m not,’ Erlendur said.

‘She’d been depressed for quite some time,’ Baldvin said, ‘but she didn’t try to get any help. Maybe she should have done. Maybe I should have been more aware of what she was going through. She and her mother were very close. María had difficulty reconciling herself to her loss. Leonóra was only sixty-five; she died far too young. Of cancer. María nursed her and I’m not sure she had got over her death. She was Leonóra’s only child.’

‘I imagine that would be hard to bear.’

‘It’s probably difficult to put oneself in her shoes,’ Baldvin said.

‘Yes, of course,’ Erlendur replied. ‘And her father?’

‘He’s dead.’

‘Was María religious?’ Erlendur asked, seeing a statue of Jesus on the chest of drawers in the hall. There was a Bible beside it.

‘Yes, she was,’ the other man said. ‘She went to church. Much more religious than me. More so with age.’

‘You’re not religious?’

‘I can’t say I am.’

Baldvin sighed heavily.

‘It’s . . . It’s so unreal, you must excuse me, I . . .’

‘Yes, I’m sorry,’ Erlendur said. ‘I’m done.’

‘I’ll go down to Barónsstígur then.’

‘Good,’ Erlendur said. ‘The police pathologist will need to examine her. It has to be done in circumstances like these.’

‘I understand,’ Baldvin said.

Soon the house was empty. Erlendur followed a little way behind the vicar and Baldvin. As he was turning out of the drive he glanced in the rear-view mirror and thought he saw the sitting-room curtains move. He braked and stared in the mirror. He could see no movement at the window and by the time he took his foot off the brake and continued on his way he was sure that he must have been mistaken.
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ERLENDUR TURNED ON the light in the kitchen when he got home to his apartment-block flat. A heavy bass beat was pounding from the floor above. A young couple had recently moved in and they blasted out loud music every evening, sometimes deafeningly loud, and threw parties every weekend. Their visitors tramped up and down the stairs well into the early hours, often making an appalling noise. The couple had received complaints from the residents on their staircase and had promised to mend their ways but so far had not kept their word. To Erlendur’s mind, what the couple played was not really music so much as the relentless repetition of the same heavy bass beat, interspersed with raucous wailing.

He heard a knock on the door.

‘I saw your light on,’ his son Sindri Snaer said, when Erlendur opened the door.

‘Come in,’ Erlendur said. ‘I’ve just got back from Grafarvogur.’

‘Anything interesting?’ Sindri asked, closing the door behind him.

‘It’s always interesting,’ Erlendur said. ‘Coffee? Something else?’

‘Just water,’ Sindri said, taking out a packet of cigarettes. ‘I’m on holiday. I’m taking two weeks off.’ He looked up at the ceiling, listening to the thudding rock music upstairs that Erlendur had already ceased to notice. ‘What’s that racket?’

‘New neighbours,’ Erlendur called from the kitchen. ‘Have you heard from Eva Lind at all?’

‘Not recently. She had a fight with Mum the other day.’

‘A fight with your mother?’ Erlendur said, coming to the kitchen door. ‘What about?’

‘You, from what I could hear.’

‘What can they be fighting about me for?’

‘Talk to her.’

‘Is she working?’

‘Yes.’

‘On drugs?’

‘No, I don’t think so. But she still won’t come to any meetings with me.’

Erlendur knew that Sindri attended AA meetings and found them helpful. Despite his tender years, Sindri had suffered from major drink and drug problems, but had single-handedly turned over a new leaf and taken the steps necessary to master his addiction. His sister Eva had not been using recently but refused to consider rehab and meetings in the belief that she could stand on her own two feet.

‘What was going on in Grafarvogur?’ Sindri asked. ‘Some incident?’

‘A suicide,’ Erlendur said.

‘Is that a crime, or . . .?

‘No, suicide’s not a crime,’ Erlendur said. ‘Except perhaps to the living.’

‘I knew a bloke who killed himself,’ Sindri commented.

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, Simmi.’

‘Who was he?’

‘He was all right. We worked together for the council. Very easygoing bloke, never said a word. Then he just went and hanged himself. Did it at work. We had a shed and he hanged himself in it. The foreman found him and cut him down.’

‘Do you know why he did it?’

‘No. He lived with his mother. I went out on the piss with him once. He’d never touched alcohol before, just puked up.’

Sindri shook his head.

‘Simmi,’ he said. ‘Weird bloke.’

It seemed as if the pounding bass line upstairs would never let up.

‘Aren’t you going to do anything about that?’ Sindri asked, glancing up at the ceiling.

‘That lot won’t listen to anyone,’ Erlendur said.

‘Do you want me to talk to them?’

‘You?’

‘I could ask them to turn off that crap. If you like.’

Erlendur considered.

‘You can certainly try,’ he said. ‘I haven’t bothered to go up. What did you say they were fighting about, Eva and your mother?’

‘I didn’t get involved,’ Sindri said. ‘Was there something strange about this suicide? The one in Grafarvogur?’

‘No, just a tragedy. The worst kind. The husband was at home in town when his wife killed herself at their holiday cottage.’

‘And he didn’t have a clue?’

‘No.’

Shortly after Sindri left, the rock music upstairs ceased its pounding. Erlendur looked up at the ceiling. Then he went and opened the front door. He called out to Sindri Snaer but Sindri had gone.

A few days later Erlendur received the pathologist’s report on the body from Thingvellir. It showed nothing unnatural apart from death by hanging: no physical injuries or foreign bodies in the blood. María had been healthy and free from disease. There were no biological explanations for why she had chosen to put an end to her own life.

Erlendur went back to see the husband, Baldvin, to inform him of the findings. He drove up to Grafarvogur after lunch and knocked at the door. Elínborg had come along for moral support. She almost couldn’t be bothered, claiming that she had enough on her plate. Sigurdur Óli was on sick leave, at home in bed with flu. Erlendur glanced at his watch.

Baldvin invited them into the sitting room. He had taken leave from work for an unspecified period. His mother had stayed with him for a couple of days but had now left. Colleagues and friends had come round or sent messages of condolence. He had arranged the funeral and was aware that some people were planning to write obituaries. He told Erlendur and Elínborg all this as he was making coffee. He was subdued and went about everything slowly but seemed to have himself well under control. Erlendur explained the results of the post-mortem. His wife’s death had been registered as suicide. He reiterated his condolences. Elínborg hardly spoke.

‘It can be a good idea to have somebody with you,’ Erlendur said. ‘In circumstances like these.’

‘My sister and mother are taking good care of me,’ Baldvin said. ‘But it’s good to be alone sometimes, too.’

‘God, yes,’ Erlendur said. ‘For some people that’s the best therapy.’

Elínborg darted a glance at him. Erlendur prized solitude above anything else in life. She wondered what she was doing with him at this house. All he had said was that he had to deliver the pathologist’s report. It would take no time. Yet now he was chatting to the man as if they were old friends.

‘You blame yourself,’ Baldvin said. ‘I feel as if I should have done something. As if I could have done something better.’

‘That’s a natural reaction,’ Erlendur said. ‘We come across it a lot in our line of work. The family have usually already done everything or nearly everything in their power by the time something like this happens.’

‘I didn’t see it coming,’ the man said, ‘I can assure you. I’ve never been so shocked in my life as when I heard what she’d done. You can’t imagine how I felt. I’m used to all sorts of things as a doctor, but when . . . when something like this happens . . . I don’t believe anyone could be prepared for it.’

Baldvin seemed to feel the need to talk and informed them that he and his wife had met at the university. María had read history and French. He had dabbled in acting in the sixth form and had attended the drama school for a while before deciding to change tack and take up medicine.

‘Was María a professional academic?’ Elínborg asked. She herself had a degree in geology but had never worked in the field.

‘Yes, she was,’ Baldvin said. ‘She worked from home. We have a study in the basement. She taught a bit and undertook history projects for institutions and businesses. She did her own research and wrote articles.’

‘When did you move to Grafarvogur?’ Erlendur asked.

‘We’ve always lived in this house,’ Baldvin said, looking round the sitting room. ‘I moved in with her and Leonóra while I was still a student. María was an only child and inherited the house when her mother died. It was built before plans were drawn up for the area and they started building here on a large scale. You’ll have noticed that the house is set back a little from the others.’

‘It looks older than the rest,’ Elínborg remarked.

‘Leonóra died here,’ Baldvin continued. ‘In one of the bedrooms. It took three years from when she was diagnosed with cancer until she died. She really didn’t want to go into hospital. She wanted to die at home. María nursed her throughout.’

‘That must have been tough on your wife,’ Erlendur said. ‘You told me that she was religious.’

He caught Elínborg sneaking a glance at the clock.

‘Yes, she was. She held on to her childhood beliefs. She and her mother used to talk a lot about religion after Leonóra fell ill. Leonóra was like that. Open. She wasn’t shy about discussing her illness and death. I think it must have helped a lot with the grief. I think she was resigned to dying in the end. Or as resigned as anyone can be in the circumstances. I’m familiar with it from my job. Of course, no one’s truly reconciled to having to die like that, but it is possible to die feeling reconciled to yourself and your family.’

‘Are you saying that her daughter was reconciled to dying as well?’ Erlendur asked.

Baldvin thought.

‘I don’t know,’ he said eventually. ‘I doubt whether anyone who does what she did can be truly reconciled.’

‘But she thought about death a lot.’

‘All the time, I think,’ Baldvin said.

‘What about her father?’

‘He died a long time ago.’

‘Yes, you told me.’

‘I never met him. She was only a little girl when it happened.’

‘How did he die?’

‘He drowned at their summer cottage. At Thingvellir. He fell out of a small boat. Apparently it was very cold and he was a heavy smoker and led a sedentary lifestyle and . . . he drowned.’

‘Tragic to lose a parent that young,’ Elínborg said.

‘María was there,’ Baldvin said.

‘Your wife was?’ Erlendur asked.

‘She was only ten. It had an enormous impact on her. I don’t think she ever really got over it. So when her mother developed cancer and died, it hit her doubly hard.’

‘She had a lot to bear, then,’ Elínborg said.

‘Yes, she had a lot to bear,’ Baldvin agreed, bowing his head.
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SEVERAL DAYS LATER Erlendur was sitting in his office with a cup of coffee, going over an old missing-person file, when he was informed that someone was asking for him at the front desk: a woman called Karen. Recalling that this was the name of the friend who had found María’s body at Thingvellir, Erlendur went down to reception where a woman wearing a brown leather jacket and jeans was waiting. Under her jacket she wore a thick white roll-neck jumper.

‘I wanted to talk to you about María,’ she said after they had exchanged greetings. ‘You are the one handling the case, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, but it’s hardly a case as such, it’s been—’

‘Could I have a quick word with you?’

‘How did you know each other, again?’

‘We were childhood friends,’ Karen said.

‘Oh yes, of course.’

Erlendur showed her into his office where she took a seat opposite him. She did not remove her leather jacket despite the heat in the room.

‘We didn’t find anything out of the ordinary,’ he said, ‘if you’re after information of that sort.’

‘I can’t get her out of my head,’ Karen said. ‘I keep seeing her in front of me the whole time. You can’t imagine what a shock it was that she should do this. That I should find her like that. She used to tell me everything but she never talked about anything like this. We confided in each other. If anyone knew María, it was me.’

‘And what? You don’t think she could have committed suicide?’

‘Exactly,’ Karen said.

‘Then what did happen?’

‘I don’t know – but she could never have done that.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘I’m just sure. I knew her and I’m certain she would never have committed suicide.’

‘Suicide generally takes people by surprise. The fact that she didn’t tell you anything doesn’t make it impossible that she could have killed herself. There’s no indication to the contrary.’

‘Also, I find it a bit strange that Baldvin should have had her cremated,’ Karen added.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Her funeral’s already been held. Didn’t you know?’

‘No,’ Erlendur said, mentally counting the days since he had first visited the house in Grafarvogur.

‘I never heard her say that she wanted to be cremated,’ the woman said. ‘Never.’

‘Would she have told you?’

‘I think so.’

‘Did you and María ever discuss your funerals – what you wanted done with your remains?’

‘No,’ Karen said stubbornly.

‘So you don’t really have any proof of whether she wanted to be cremated or not?’

‘No, but I just know. I knew María.’

‘You knew María. Have you come to this office to put it on record that you believe there’s something suspicious about her death?’

Karen considered for a moment.

‘I find the whole thing very odd.’

‘But you have no actual evidence to back up your suspicion that something strange occurred.’

‘No.’

‘Then there’s very little we can do,’ Erlendur said. ‘Do you know anything about María’s relationship with her husband?’

‘Yes.’

‘And?’

‘It was okay,’ Karen said reluctantly.

‘So you don’t think her husband had anything to do with what happened?’

‘No. Perhaps someone came to the door of the cottage at Thingvellir. There are all sorts wandering about there. Foreign tourists, for example. Have you checked up on that angle at all?’

‘There’s nothing to suggest it,’ Erlendur said. ‘Did María intend to be at the cottage when you arrived?’

‘No,’ Karen said. ‘Not that we discussed.’

‘She told Baldvin she was going to wait for you.’

‘Why should she have told him that?’

‘Perhaps to be left in peace,’ Erlendur said.

‘Did Baldvin tell you about Leonóra, her mother?’

‘Yes,’ Erlendur said. ‘He said her death had been a terrible loss to her daughter.’

‘Leonóra and María had a special bond,’ Karen said. ‘I’ve never known such a close relationship, ever. Do you believe dreams can tell the truth?’

‘I don’t know if that’s any of your business,’ Erlendur said. ‘With all due respect.’

The woman’s vehemence had taken him by surprise. Yet he understood what drove her. A dear friend had committed an act that she found impossible to understand and accept. If María had been in such a bad way, Karen felt that she, Karen, ought to have known and done something about it. Now, even though it was too late, she still wanted to do something – if nothing else, then at least to have an opinion about the tragic event.

‘What about life after death?’ the woman asked.

Erlendur shook his head.

‘I don’t know what you—’

‘María believed in it. She believed in dreams, that they could tell her something, guide her. And she believed in life after death.’

Erlendur was silent.

‘Her mother was going to send her a message,’ Karen said. ‘You know, if there was an afterlife.’

‘No, I’m not quite sure I follow,’ Erlendur said.

‘María told me that Leonóra was going to let her know if what they talked about so much towards the end turned out to be true. If there was life after death. She was going to send her a sign from the next world.’

Erlendur cleared his throat.

‘A sign from the next world?’

‘Yes. If there turned out to be an afterlife.’

‘Do you know what it was? What sort of sign she was going to give her?’

Karen didn’t answer.

‘Did she do it?’ Erlendur asked.

‘What?’

‘Did she send her daughter a message from the next world?’

Karen gave Erlendur a long look.

‘You think I’m a fool, don’t you?’

‘I really couldn’t say,’ Erlendur said. ‘I don’t know you at all.’

‘You think I’m talking a load of gibberish!’

‘No, but I don’t know how all this concerns the police. Would you care to explain? A message from the afterlife! How are we supposed to investigate something like that?’

‘I think the least you could do is to listen to what I have to say.’

‘I am listening,’ Erlendur said.

‘No, you’re not.’ Karen opened her bag, took out a cassette and laid it on his desk. ‘Maybe this will help you,’ she said.

‘What is it?’

‘Listen to it and then talk to me. Listen to it and tell me what you think.’

‘I can’t . . .’

‘Don’t do it for me,’ Karen said. ‘Do it for María. Then you’ll know how she felt.’

She stood up.

‘Do it for María,’ Karen said, and left.

Erlendur took the tape home with him that evening. It was an ordinary, unmarked cassette tape. Erlendur had an old radio cassette player. He had never used it to play a tape and didn’t know if it worked. He stood for a long time with the tape in his hand, wondering if he should listen to it.

He found the machine, pressed ‘open’, inserted the cassette, then pressed ‘play’. At first he heard nothing. Several more seconds passed and still nothing happened. Erlendur expected to hear the dead woman’s favourite music, probably church music, since María was religious. Then there was a tiny click and the tape began to hiss.

‘. . . After falling into a trance,’ he heard a deep masculine voice say.

He turned up the volume.

‘After that I won’t be aware of myself,’ the man’s voice continued. ‘It’s the dead who choose either to speak through me or to reveal things to me. I am merely their channel for making contact with their loved ones. How long it lasts varies according to the nature of the contact.’

‘Yes, I see,’ a high female voice replied.

‘Did you bring what I asked?’

‘I’ve got a jumper that she was very fond of and a ring Dad gave her that she always wore.’

‘Thank you. I’d better take that.’

‘Here you are.’

‘Remind me to give you the tape afterwards. You forgot to take it the other day. It’s easy to forget oneself.’

‘Yes.’

‘Right, let’s see what happens. You’re not afraid, are you? You told me at first that you were a little nervous. Some people are anxious about what might come out in these sessions.’

‘No, not any more. I wasn’t really afraid, just a little uncertain. I’ve never done anything like this before.’

Long pause.

‘There’s a gleam of water.’

Silence.

‘It’s summer and there are bushes and the gleam of water. Like sunlight on a lake.’

‘Yes.’

‘There’s a boat by the lake – does that sound familiar?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s a small boat.’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s empty.’

‘Yes.’

‘Does that sound familiar? Do you know this boat?’

‘Dad had a small boat. We have a holiday cottage by Lake Thingvallavatn.’

Erlendur turned off the cassette player. He realised that the recording was of a seance and he was certain that the high voice belonged to the woman who had killed herself. Not that he knew anything about it, beyond remembering her husband saying that her father had drowned in Lake Thingvallavatn. Hearing her voice felt peculiar somehow, as if he were prying into someone else’s private life. He stood by the cassette player for a long time without moving, until curiosity overcame his doubt and he pressed ‘play’ again.

‘I can smell cigar smoke,’ he heard the medium say. ‘Did he smoke?’

‘Yes. A lot.’

‘He wants you to take care.’

‘Thank you.’

A long pause followed the woman’s words. Erlendur listened to the silence. The hissing of the tape was the only sound audible. Then suddenly the medium began to speak again but now in a completely different voice, deep, harsh and gruff.

‘Be careful! . . . You don’t know what you’re doing!’

Erlendur was startled by the anger in the voice. But in the next breath it had changed.

‘Was that all right?’ the medium asked.

‘I think so,’ said the high-voiced woman. ‘What was . . .?’

She hesitated.

‘Did anyone you recognise make contact?’ the medium asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Good, I . . . Why am I so cold . . .? My teeth are chattering.’

‘There was a different voice . . .’

‘Different?’

‘Yes, not yours.’

‘What did
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