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1

There was no coffee left in her paper cup. Sonja stood still by the cir-
cular table and pretended to sip through the hole in the plastic lid, 
watching the check-in line for the flight to Iceland. Kåstrup Airport 
was quiet at this late hour with only a few airlines still having flights 
scheduled, so the sound of ‘Jingle Bells’ sung in Danish could be 
heard, tinkling from the café’s loudspeakers. The Samsonite suitcase 
brochure was on the table in front of her and she turned the pages 
occasionally, although there was no need. She knew it off by heart by 
now and clearly recalled those pictures she had marked the last time 
she had been through this airport.

There were still two hours until her flight departed, but Sonja was 
already mentally preparing herself to postpone travelling and use the 
seat she had booked for the next morning instead. That was plan B. 
It made no difference whether she travelled that night or the next 
morning, anyway; all the preparations remained in place. She always 
had a fallback position and often postponed travelling, or took another 
route when things didn’t work out, or if she had a hunch that some-
thing was wrong. There was never anybody waiting for her at the other 
end and she had become accustomed to staying at airport hotels.

She was just coming to terms with having to put plan B in action, 
when she saw the woman come into the terminal building. She was 
walking fast, but slowed her pace as she took in how short the line for 
check-in was. Sonja could almost hear her sigh of relief. The woman 
was tall, with typical Icelandic mousy-blonde hair, and as Sonja joined 
the line behind her, she felt a stab of guilt in her belly about what she 
had planned for her. This complete stranger had never done her any 
harm. Under other circumstances Sonja would have happily killed an 
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hour chatting to her while they waited at the airport. But this was no 
time for guilt. The woman was exactly right. No need for plan B now. It 
was her silver Samsonite case that made her so perfect, and the fact she 
had a smaller bag on her shoulder, which meant she would be checking 
in the case as hold luggage. It was just as well that Icelanders were so 
style conscious, even when it came to suitcases.

The line inched forward and Sonja watched the woman as a 
reminder not to leave luggage unattended echoed through the airport’s 
loudspeakers. The woman appeared to have her mind on other things, 
as she seemed either to have not heard the announcement or thought 
it didn’t apply to her. She didn’t even glance to one side to check on her 
case, as most people did instinctively in response to the announcement. 
Just as well she wasn’t the worrying type; it only made Sonja’s job easier.

Sonja smiled as a family joined the line behind her. This was going 
to be almost too easy.

‘Go in front if you like,’ she offered.
‘You’re sure?’ the man asked, already manoeuvring a pushchair con-

taining a child in front of Sonja.
‘People with kids ought to go first,’ she replied amiably. ‘How old 

are they?’
‘Two and seven,’ said the man, and his answer was accompanied by 

the fond smile that fathers invariably have when they mention their 
children. Sonja had often tried to analyse this smile and always came 
to the conclusion that its main ingredient was pride. She wondered if 
Adam still smiled that way when he spoke about Tómas. It was two 
years since she had last seen Adam, other than by chance. These days 
their only communications were short text messages concerning what 
time Tómas could be collected and when he should be returned.

She watched the family shift their baggage and children forwards as 
the line moved along. It felt like decades since she and Adam had trav-
elled abroad with Tómas as a small child, loaded down with luggage, 
and constantly concerned about finding somewhere with changing 
facilities or being the victim of some sharp-eyed pickpocket. Back 
then they had often been stressed by what now seemed trivial details; 
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they’d had no idea how precious it was to have nothing serious to worry 
about. The petty things they had allowed to worry them now seemed 
so unimportant – ever since Sonja had been caught in the snare. 

She was struck by how these past regrets were still so painful. Seeing 
children often sent her on a downward spiral like this. The older boy 
was seven, but was easily as big as Tómas – or the size he was when she 
had last seen him. He must have grown since. He seemed to add a few 
inches every month at the moment.

The blonde with the Samsonite case had reached the check-in desk. 
Having the family in front of her gave Sonja the chance to make sure 
that the woman’s silver case was checked in and slid onto the conveyor 
belt without a hitch. It was soon Sonja’s turn at the desk and she felt her 
heart begin to pound. When she had first been caught in the snare, she 
had felt guilty about how much she enjoyed the fluttering heartbeat, 
the tension, and then the feeling of well-being that followed, but now 
she knew there was no other way to do this than by riding the excite-
ment, harnessing the adrenaline rush and using it as a means to an end. 
It was those who couldn’t take the pressure who trembled, their eyes 
flashing from side to side, and this was what got them caught. Those 
who stayed the distance were the ones like Sonja: quiet people with 
middle-class looks and a high stress threshold. And it didn’t do any 
harm to be smart and cautious. Being cautious paid off.

‘No baggage?’ the check-in attendant asked. 
Sonja shook her head and smiled. She handed over her passport 

and once she had it back in her hand with her boarding pass, she could 
almost hear her own heartbeat in her ears, like the regular beat of a 
drum.

2

Tómas folded two T-shirts and put them in his bag. Then he decided to 
take the orange pullover his mother had given him as well. His father 
said it was a girly colour, but Tómas and his mother didn’t agree as 
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they both knew it was the colour that the Dutch football team always 
played in. Dad knew nothing about football, he was only interested in 
golf. Tómas was actually relieved about this, because the few times his 
father had come to football practice, right after his mother had moved 
to Reykjavík, he had stood on the touchline yelling ridiculous instruc-
tions: tackle this defender or that one; stop kicking like a cripple; and 
not to run like an old woman. So Tómas preferred to go on his own. 
Sometimes, when there was a tournament, he would see his mother 
among the spectators, waving and giving him a thumbs-up. He could 
see from her smile that she was proud of him and that she loved to 
see him running about the pitch, even though he never scored a goal. 
He hoped that one day Dad would let Mum go with him to football 
tournaments so she wouldn’t have to sneak in and watch him from a 
distance. She could be like all the other mums, with a snack in a box, 
and giving him a hug at half-time.

Tómas took his Yahtzee set and put it in his bag. He had asked his 
mother last month if she wanted to play, but she said that she didn’t 
have a set. Now he was going to fix that – he was going to leave it with 
her. Nobody at Dad’s house ever played it, anyway.

‘You’re not packing already?’ His father’s voice was irritable, as it 
always was when it was anything to do with his mother or weekends 
with her.

‘I just wanted to be ready,’ Tómas said, closing his case so that his 
father wouldn’t see the game or the orange pullover. Every time his 
father took an interest in the contents of his case, there was a problem. 
Tómas found it was easier to pack early, so that when his mother came 
to collect him, he could give Dad a quick kiss, say ‘I’m ready,’ and run 
for the car.

3

At the security gate Sonja took off her belt and coiled it into the 
tray with her overcoat and shoes. The belt buckle was the only piece 
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of metal in her clothing. She had already taken off her earrings and 
pulled off her rings and stowed them in the pocket of her overcoat. 
She knew there was no need for this but she wanted to avoid any 
risk of a body search, even though the packet was secured between 
her legs, and the security staff would never go as far as her crotch in a 
search. Being cautious paid off; no harm in being a hundred per cent 
certain. She held her breath as she went through the metal detector 
even though she knew it wouldn’t squeal. She gave the security staff 
a quick smile and then took her bag off the conveyor belt. There was 
nothing suspicious in there, just passport, boarding pass, lip salve, a 
powder compact, a comb, an open packet of chewing gum, a creased, 
dog-eared paperback, and the Samsonite brochure.

Sonja watched the family in front disappear into the departure 
lounge then hurried in the opposite direction, towards the luggage 
shop. The row of shops was quiet, and she had a moment’s panic as 
she saw that many of them were already closed. She knew that airport 
shops opened at odd times, depending on the number of travellers, 
but plan A was in motion now and there was no way back. This had to 
go smoothly. She walked as fast as the packet in her crotch would let 
her, taking a deep breath of relief and feeling an almost narcotic high 
sweep through her as she saw the luggage shop was still open. She said 
‘good evening’ to the sales girl and looked quickly over the shelves. 
There it was, in a corner at the bottom: the titanium Samsonite cabin 
case. Sonja lifted it from the shelf and shook her head as the sales girl 
pointed out that there was a newer model available at a better price. 
This case was the right one.

Once she’d paid for the case, Sonja took it to the ladies’ toilets and 
locked herself into a large cubicle intended for mothers and babies. She 
opened the case, scratched off the price sticker and put her handbag 
in the case, leaving everything inside it but her passport and boarding 
pass, the paperback and her wallet. That meant there was nothing in 
the case that could be linked to her. Then she pulled up her narrow 
skirt, rolled down her tights and pants, and retrieved the packet from 
between her legs. It was damp with sweat, so she wiped it off with a 

Snare.indd   7 19/09/2017   11:22



8   L i L j a  S i g u r ða r d ó T T i r

tissue before putting it into the case’s zipped side pocket. Now she just 
needed to fill it with junk.

Leaving the toilet, she headed back to the shops and walked along 
the row, looking out for bulky items to fill the case with. As usual, she 
thought of Tómas. There was always something Christmassy about 
Denmark, maybe because many Icelandic Christmas traditions came 
from there, but she wasn’t in the mood for the festivities yet, so she 
passed the decorations and special gifts by. Instead, she bought Tómas 
a teddy bear emblazoned with a Danish flag, a big tin of biscuits deco-
rated with pictures of the Danish royal family and a giant bag of little 
chocolates that he could give out to his friends at his birthday party. 
At the till she added a striped T-shirt and a magazine with footballer 
stickers she knew he’d like. 

Outside the shop she sat on a bench, and by the time she had 
packed everything in it, the case was full. Sonja stood up and wheeled 
it behind her to the perfume shop, as it went without saying that a 
woman passing through an airport should treat herself to something.

Sonja’s favourite moment on these trips was the aircraft roaring 
towards take-off. Maybe it was the awesome power of the engines as 
they forced her helplessly back into her seat, or the knowledge that she 
had made it safely through one more airport. Or maybe it was because 
ahead of her was a relaxed trip through the sky, outside anyone’s juris-
diction. She popped a piece of gum in her mouth and put the paperback 
into the pocket on the back of the seat in front before going through 
the options on the screen to see if the European flights were showing 
any new movies. The choice only changed once a month, and as she 
flew every couple of weeks, she’d often seen them all already. She had, 
so this time she’d read. The aircraft was quiet now; the flight attend-
ants hadn’t begun serving meals yet. Sonja leaned into the gangway to 
see how many hands were tightly gripping armrests. It was strange to 
think that she had once been scared of flying herself. But that had been 
before all this had started.
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4

Bragi pulled the knot of his tie tight and ran a comb through his 
stone-grey hair. He always relaxed when he arrived at work, as if a 
burden had been lifted from his shoulders. He couldn’t understand 
people who were reluctant to turn up for work, and he was always 
irritated by the younger customs officers’ eagerness for time off. He 
enjoyed every minute of his job. There was always plenty to be done, 
and even a late shift on a quiet night could spring a surprise. It was 
unbelievable, the things people tried to smuggle in. Just last week he 
had stopped a shifty character who turned out to have several hundred 
live frogs in plastic containers in his luggage; and last month there had 
been the woman with that huge cheese hidden under her clothes. The 
cheese was made from unpasteurised milk, so Bragi had no choice but 
to confiscate it, writing out a fine ticket for the woman, who made 
sure she gave him a piece of her mind as he did so. But those were 
just the weirdos, and they weren’t such a problem compared with the 
more serious, professional smugglers. Much had changed in his thirty 
years with the Directorate of Customs, though. Back when he started 
it had been mainly beer and a little hash that people tried to sneak 
past customs; that and ham sausage. It was as if Icelanders back then 
developed a collective madness for ham sausage as soon as they left the 
country.

These days you could buy Danish ham sausage in any supermar-
ket, it was legal to bring beer into the country and hash smuggling 
had given way to harder drugs. So now, much of their work involved 
working closely with the police and their analysts, who monitored the 
movements of suspects as they left and entered the country. Yet, despite 
all the infra-red gear, CCTV and sniffer dogs, the smugglers always 
seemed a step ahead. He couldn’t understand why people complained 
about the police using pre-emptive warrants to investigate potential 
criminal activity; he felt it was perfectly acceptable in the circum-
stances. He and all the customs officers were aware there were travellers 
who were constantly up to something dubious, but neither they nor 
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the police could nail them down. It seemed that the dope business was 
able to adjust to changing times. He had a strong feeling that these days 
the small-time mules were no longer trusted; instead they were used 
as decoys – sent through customs with a few grams, to draw attention 
away from the real carriers with the large amounts. And the people 
who were bringing in these serious shipments weren’t the junkie kids 
who were being served up as sacrifices; they had to be ordinary people. 
Bragi punched his card into the time clock and the click gave him a 
comfortable feeling of well-being. The time clock had come with them 
from the old airport building. It was a constant, while everything else 
around it had changed.

The airport was quiet, with only scheduled flights due to arrive 
that evening and into the night; Amsterdam, London, Copenhagen. 
However, an unusually virulent flu epidemic had left them short-
handed, so Bragi decided not to make any spot checks that night. 
There had been nothing flagged up as suspicious by the analysts, so it 
looked to be an ordinary Tuesday-night shift. There were two officers 
in the baggage hall, and he sent the young temporary girl, whose name 
he failed to remember, off to make coffee while he took his place by the 
window to watch the recent arrivals coming down the staircase.

The crowd walked past it in its usual way, and he reflected, not for 
the first time, how similar people were to sheep when they moved in a 
herd. He observed the flow without concentrating on anyone in par-
ticular, instead waiting for any warning signs – someone who stood 
out, who moved out of sync with the rest of the group; anyone looking 
anxious. As usual, the flow of people divided at the bottom of the 
steps, with around two-thirds heading for the duty-free shop and the 
rest going straight to the carousels. As people began to pick up their 
bags he tried to gauge how many there were for each person; but there 
didn’t seem to be anyone with too much luggage, apart from families 
with children, of course. With the state the economy had been in since 
the crash he couldn’t blame people for stocking up on cheap children’s 
clothes when they went abroad. One family had eight bags – heavy 
ones, clearly – but he let them pass through with their sleepy children. 
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If he were honest with himself, though, he just couldn’t be bothered 
to stop them.

Tonight nobody stood out from the crowd. The arrivals hall filled up 
– with tourists, mostly, and a few regular customers, too, people who 
travelled frequently. These were faces he recognised: the President’s 
wife; a violinist who flew to London every week; the good-looking 
woman with the overcoat, who must be working overseas as she trav-
elled several times a month. She always caught his eye – a petite woman 
with a glamorous quality about her, like a film star. Every time he saw 
her he wondered if that was why she was so smartly dressed or if there 
were some other reason.

It was all much as usual, there was nothing out of the ordinary. Bragi 
grunted to himself in satisfaction. He was exactly where he belonged 
and he had every intention of staying here as long as he possibly could. 
They could make all the fuss they wanted about retirement. He was 
going nowhere.

5

As soon as Sonja stepped off the aircraft at Keflavík, her heart began 
to pound. Having felt perfectly relaxed on the flight, she now had the 
feeling that her chest was ready to burst. She often wondered where the 
police would wait to pick her up if they were ever to find out about her. 
She always half expected that it would be right here, on the gangway, 
although customs would be a more likely place. In reality it wasn’t 
until you passed through customs that you entered the country. She 
had no idea why these thoughts flew through her mind every time she 
landed, as there was nobody who knew of her movements; she had told 
nobody when she would be arriving with the goods and she always 
worked alone; completely alone. Those were the terms she had insisted 
on when she had first become tangled up in all this, if they could be 
called terms. It wasn’t as if she had been in any position to set any 
terms. But she had told them that she had to do things her own way, 
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and, for more than a year now, they had been satisfied with the results. 
The goods were delivered in the required week, and nothing had ever 
gone wrong. And they knew they could trust her completely, because 
of Tómas. Because they knew where Tómas lived.

The walkway was important. This was where there was CCTV, so it 
was important to do nothing suspicious; no going to the toilets right 
after leaving the aircraft and no sitting down to rearrange any hand 
luggage. And there should definitely be no looking around or indi-
cating that you knew where the cameras might be. There was nothing 
wrong with being a little stressed before departure, but not after 
landing. And all this had to be achieved without looking too stiff or 
rushed. The best thing was to walk briskly along the walkway, yawn a 
few times to look suitably tired after the flight, stop maybe once to tie 
a shoelace, and be sure to greet happily any old friend you might meet 
along the way.

Sonja took on her persona on the walkway, and it was for this reason 
that it never seemed to her to be quite long enough. She glanced at 
the first advertising poster she came to, not to look at the advert itself, 
but to check her reflection in the glass. She ticked off the dark, narrow 
skirt, the white blouse and the woollen overcoat. She was an executive, 
a businesswoman, travelling for work. She bent over to adjust the right 
heel of her tights; it had twisted slightly when she had put her shoes 
back on, having kicked them off during the flight. These shoes were 
Italian leather, glamorous without being overly sexy, the kind that any 
woman in the business world would wear. 

She straightened up and continued walking, rehearsing her cover 
story as she went: she ran her own company, SG Software. It was small 
but was doing well – active both in Iceland and abroad. She mainly 
offered consultancy work, but also system maintenance – all this infor-
mation could be seen on her company website. When she was doing 
well, she could almost believe in the alter ego she had created for herself, 
but other times she wanted to stop at the end of the walkway and 
look into the eyes of her own unremarkable self, the woman who had 
never done any kind of business, the woman who had commissioned 
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someone to create a fake website, the woman who couldn’t, in fact, do 
anything.

Tonight, though, Sonja could feel the self-confident aura around 
her. Near the end of the long walkway she increased her pace in order 
to keep the blonde woman in sight, and was relieved to see her heading 
for the duty-free shop. Sonja took her place close to the start of the 
baggage carousel, knowing that soon enough there would be a crowd of 
people with trolleys and bags who would shield her from the customs 
window she knew overlooked the baggage hall.

The blonde woman’s Samsonite case didn’t show up until a crowd 
of people were already gathered, jostling to get to their baggage. Sonja 
pulled the case off the carousel and put it next to her own, identical 
case, as if trying to decide which was hers. Finally she put her own case 
back on the conveyor. Then she went to the duty-free shop and bought 
a few items – just for show, finding herself in the line, a few places 
behind the blonde woman, who seemed to be stocking up with a year’s 
worth of sweets.

While Sonja paid for her purchases, she saw that the blonde woman 
had had time to collect her bag. Sonja watched her stride purposefully 
towards the customs gate, untroubled by what she might be carrying. 
Sonja followed behind her, relaxed and secure knowing what wasn’t in 
her own luggage. The arrivals hall was crowded with people, as always 
at this time of night. Passengers crossing the Atlantic were increas-
ingly choosing to break their journey with a couple of days’ stopover 
in Iceland. Many Icelanders were amazed that travellers might want to 
spend a few days there in the depths of winter, but Sonja thought that 
clear, cold nights alive with dancing northern lights were the perfect 
reason.

Sonja couldn’t see the woman with the mousy-blonde hair anywhere 
in the crowd. She hurried as fast as she could through the building and 
out into the car park. The woman didn’t seem to have come through 
the left exit, so Sonja ran as fast as her shoes would let her around the 
building to the right exit. There she caught sight of her with a man who 
seemed to have come to collect her.
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‘Excuse me!’ Sonja called. ‘I’m sorry, but I think we have the wrong 
bags.’

The woman stared at her in surprise and then at the suitcase the man 
was pulling behind him for her. ‘What?’ she asked in confusion, not 
seeming to have understood.

‘I think you took my bag off the carousel, and I took yours,’ Sonja 
explained with a cheerful smile.

‘Oh my God!’ the woman yelped. ‘I’m so sorry!’
She took the handle of the case from the man and began a flus-

tered account of not having been thinking straight when she collected 
it from the carousel. Her boyfriend leaned forwards and looked at the 
label on the woman’s case before handing Sonja hers. 

He’s the same as I am, Sonja thought. He wants to be sure. 
She waved amicably to the couple as she walked towards the long-

term car park where her car was waiting for her, covered with a thin 
layer of the volcanic ash that still hung heavy in the air of southern 
Iceland following the Eyjafjallajökull eruption a few months before.

6

Tómas wept silently under his duvet. It was strange how intensely 
he missed his mother the closer he drew to meeting her again. The 
waiting was just so hard. It was only two days until Friday but it felt a 
whole lifetime away. Everything was ready. His packed bag was under 
the bed. He had even fetched his passport from the living room and 
hidden it under the false bottom of his case, just as she had shown 
him. It was their secret. He didn’t really know why his mother always 
wanted him to bring his passport; she just said she felt more secure if 
he had it with him. It was safer if his passport stayed with him, she 
said.

‘Good night, Tómas!’ his father called around the bedroom door, 
and Tómas mumbled a reply from beneath the bedclothes, hoping his 
father wouldn’t hear the catch in his voice. 
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Dad sat on the end of the bed and pulled the duvet from over his 
face.

‘You’re crying, son?’ he asked. ‘What’s the matter?’
‘Nothing,’ Tómas, answered, wiping his nose.
‘Is it a problem at school?’
‘No.’
‘Something wrong at football? Somebody been teasing you?’
‘No.’ 
Tómas shook his head and looked at the wall behind his father’s head 

in the hope that the questions would stop. Dad shouldn’t ask them; 
he certainly wouldn’t want to hear the truthful answer. He wouldn’t 
thank Tómas for saying that he missed his mother and wanted to be 
with her all the time. 

His father put a hand under the duvet and rubbed his leg, mutter-
ing that everything would be fine and he was just tired. He should get 
to sleep and everything would be better in the morning. Dad tried to 
do his best. He did pretty much everything that dads are supposed to 
do. But although he would sometimes rub his legs, it was as if he could 
never make real contact with him.

7

Sonja took a longer route home than was necessary, to be sure that 
nobody was following her on the drive into Reykjavík from the airport 
at Keflavík, past the featureless lava fields and the aluminium smelter 
on the edge of town. She went via the streets of Hafnarfjörður lined 
with old-fashioned, timber-framed houses, then headed back to the 
main road and took a right turn, which took her near IKEA. She had 
just passed Iceland’s favourite retail outlet, decked with Christmas 
lights, when a shower of hail rattled on the car’s roof. She wondered 
if this might be the precursor to a blizzard, but the downpour ended 
with the same suddenness as it had begun, and Sonja again turned 
off the main road, this time into the Heiðmörk Park. She drove 
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slowly along the narrow lanes, wondering idly how much damage the 
birch branches that scraped against the car’s sides were doing to the 
paintwork.

As Sonja pulled up outside the shabby block where she rented an 
apartment after her long round-about journey home, she saw Agla’s car 
was already there. She really had a knack for turning up at the wrong 
time. Sonja parked as Agla was getting out of her car and they met on 
the steps of the block.

‘I’ve missed you,’ Agla said, kissing her. 
Sonja could smell the booze on her breath. It was no surprise. Agla 

never showed up unless she’d had a drink or two.
‘You drove here drunk?’ Sonja asked as they climbed the stairs to 

her apartment.
‘I had a drink after work, and then I started to miss you.’
‘Drinks, you mean, judging by the smell,’ Sonja said, putting her key 

in the lock. 
Agla followed her in, shrugged off her coat and dropped it on the 

hall floor.
‘Come here.’ She pulled Sonja to her and her hands slipped inside 

Sonja’s clothes.
‘I need to sort stuff out after the trip…’ Sonja protested, but Agla 

interrupted.
‘Don’t talk shit,’ she ordered. ‘Kiss me.’
Sonja gave in and for a moment she wondered whether or not to 

break her routine and keep the case with her in the apartment over-
night. She could jump into bed with Agla right now and deal with it in 
the morning. Surely her rigid safety measures were overkill? They prob-
ably bolstered her feeling of security more than they reduced the chance 
of her being arrested. Just as she switched cars regularly and changed 
the way she carried the goods, so she had a rule of keeping nothing at 
home and showering and changing clothes straight after handling the 
gear. But she had promised herself to do everything to make sure this 
worked out. A careless slip because she couldn’t keep her hands off Agla 
wasn’t an option. She had burned her fingers once before, badly.
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