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         Is this what it’s like to be dead?

         That was my first thought when I opened my eyes that morning.

         Everything was black.

         No light, no sound, no smell.

         Just a dark and odourless silence.

         I was pretty sure I’d opened my eyes, but it didn’t make any difference. I was still enveloped in the same deep darkness as before. I closed my eyes again. Lay still for a moment and then opened them wide. The same darkness. I was completely disoriented. It wasn’t just that I didn’t know whether I was still alive, I also had no idea where—or who—I was.

         My name had forsaken me.

         At first, this filled me with more fear than distress—I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to react to such a state of mind. And what could an imagined death be called, if not a state of mind? The fear felt like a powerful electrical current had sliced right through the middle of my body, paralysed me, left me breathless.

         It wasn’t until I pulled myself together, sat up in bed and shook myself out of my drowsy stupor that the light went on in my mind and my name returned to me.

         I sighed, relieved.

         Júlía, I said to myself. My name is Júlía.

         I reached behind me, and my hand smacked into the soft headboard. I pictured it in my mind—grey upholstery with grey buttons that had been sewn onto it in orderly, diagonal lines. 8

         I was hot.

         With my other hand, I flung off the thick duvet, fumbled on the nightstand for the remote control for the blinds and pushed the button.

         The motor buzzed softly in the morning stillness and snatches of light trickled through the floor-to-ceiling windows as the blinds drew up at a sedate pace.

         Outside, it was quiet. The day had not yet begun.

         That’s how I woke up that morning: a bit dazed and—hard as it may be for me to admit it now—pretty anxious, too.

         My head was pounding.

         I hadn’t slept well.
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         This is a fateful morning, I thought.

         It came to me suddenly, the idea that’s always slumbering in my subconscious and pops up whenever I discover just how unpredictable this world is: everything can change in an instant. The thing that shouldn’t have been able to happen, happened. The world had turned upside down and I wasn’t prepared for it.

         Gíó—my husband—was not in bed beside me. This fact had followed me into my restless sleep, woven itself into my dreams, and filled me with a terrified foreboding because I realized he could be alive, or dead, or somewhere in between.

         Alive or dead?

         Was this my new reality?

         Strange how shocking it can be when the unexpected occurs. We know that our lives stand on shaky ground, depend on caprice, luck, misfortune and strange coincidences. And still, we’re caught unawares.

         I threw myself out of bed. The minute I stood up, I could feel how bad a night I’d spent. My head was splitting, and I stumbled into the bathroom to splash cold water on my face. A weary-looking woman gazed at me from the mirror over the sink, her eyes filled with resignation and hopelessness. ‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself,’ I said out loud to my reflection.

         I grabbed my grey robe from its hook on the bedroom door, wrapped it around me and padded out of the bedroom. 10

         Although it was still dark, I didn’t turn on any lights, just slowly made my way down the stairs in the dim morning light.

         I looked out the living room window. Outside, an autumnal tree stood in the garden. The birds were singing with the voices of autumn. I could hear a car honking on the street. The driver was probably blocked in, because he was laying on the horn. Soon, it would be winter.

         A scrap of paper was lying on the windowsill. I picked it up and saw that at some point, long ago, I’d written a single sentence on it. The letters were faint, faded from the sun, and I could hardly make them out. I’d used a pencil, written lightly, like I wanted to be sure I could erase the words. ‘Together they went to sow the same field.’

         There was comfort in the line.

         An empty wine bottle stood in the middle of the coffee table and next to it, a glass with dregs of red wine in the bottom. The light from the living room window was shining through the green glass of the bottle. I gawped, walked over to the table and lifted it up to the light, trying to convince myself it really was empty.

         Did I drink the entire bottle when I came home yesterday?

         No, I couldn’t have.

         There was no way I’d had more than one glass.

         There was no way I’d had the whole bottle without realizing it. But it was empty, that much was certain. I couldn’t make sense of it.

         I ran through the events of the previous day as I went to make coffee. I’d opened the bottle of red wine in the kitchen when I got home from my trip down to the harbour. It had been late, and I was exhausted. 11
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         I was exhausted.

         That much I remembered.

         I was shaking with anxiety, and in my haste, I almost destroyed the cork with the corkscrew. Then I’d taken the bottle into the living room, poured myself a glass and put it on the table… Yes, I’d only had one glass before going to bed.

         I didn’t remember anything else.

         I shook my head at myself.

         How could the bottle be empty?

         Gíó and I had taken a trip to Hvalfjörður earlier that afternoon. I’d accepted a commission from a textbook publisher to write about a few female heroes in the Icelandic sagas. Among these remarkable women was Helga Haraldsdóttir, the daughter of a jarl, who’d swum the 1,600 metres from Geirshólmur, an islet deep at the base of Hvalfjörður, to a place on the shoreline called Helguvík. This act of heroism not only saved her own life but also those of her two young sons.

         I’d more or less forced Gíó to come with me. I wanted to sail out to Geirshólmur and had made the necessary arrangements.

         A farmer with whom I was friendly had lent me an inflatable boat—a ramshackle dinghy with a feeble outboard motor. I’d borrowed it from him once before. But I don’t have much experience sailing, so I’d asked Gíó to come with. He clearly wanted nothing to do with the expedition, though, and said, among any number of other excuses, that he didn’t have the time. 12

         In the end, he’d decided to join me, but he dragged his feet for the better part of the day. I’d started to wonder if we should postpone the outing because it was already so late. Night would be falling soon—I’d seen that sunset would be around six—and I didn’t want to sail out into the middle of a fjord in pitch darkness.

         There’d be no point.

         ‘Shouldn’t we get a move on before it gets too dark?’ I’d asked.

         Gíó hummed and hawed and sat a bit longer in his office, tapping away at his computer before getting to his feet and starting to put on his outdoor gear and shoes.

         ‘All right then, shall we?’ he said tiredly. He was standing in the front hall, ready to go out with his black hair tucked behind his ears and an aggrieved look on his face.

         Gíó was an attractive man: tall, straight-backed, broad-shouldered and muscular. He was an aikidoka.

         Something had clearly been weighing on Gíó, and he was surly because I’d been so pushy about him coming. Maybe he thought the project was boring and that there was no reason for me to mix him up in this fool’s errand. I was having a hard time reading him.

         ‘What’s the point of sailing out to some rock in the middle of a fjord, just because you’re writing about this woman?’ he asked, failing to hide the displeasure in his voice. ‘What are you going to do, exactly? Repeat her swim?’

         ‘No, Gíó, I’m not going to swim. Relax, would you? I just think it will give my writing more heft if I visit the island in person. I get a better feel for what I’m writing about if I can see the setting with my own eyes. It’ll make the piece more vibrant, more interesting.’

         ‘Then you ought to swim, too,’ said Gíó. ‘C’mon, get in there—be a real journalist.’

         ‘Ugh, Gíó, stop sulking like a child. I’m no journalist. I just thought we could go on a nice Sunday drive. I didn’t realize it was 13going to be such a big deal for you to spend a few hours of your weekend helping me out. Do you have somewhere better to be?’

         ‘I think you’re blowing this project out of proportion… There’s no reason to spend so much time on it. The pay isn’t that great, especially not if you’ve got to wrangle assistants to get it done. The farmer with the boat called me this morning. Me! Why’d you give him my number?’

         So it went that chilly October day when we started out for Geirshólmur.

         I was having a hard time making my peace with Gíó’s behaviour. He was usually fun, a straight talker. He could turn the most mundane events into an interesting anecdote. He eventually turned everything into a story, although not necessarily a funny one. Rather, he was able to build an engrossing world around everyday incidents. Gíó was a born storyteller.

         I’d felt on edge around him the past few days. I wasn’t sure what was going on with him, and I had good reason to suspect he had some mysterious secret hanging over him. I’d grown suspicious of his every action and explanation.

         Gíó had always been guarded in his manner—what you might call closed off—without ever giving the impression that he was hiding something. He’d played it close to his chest for as long as I’d known him.

      

   


   
      
         
14
            4

         

         The farmer told me the boat would be beached right next to the Miðsandur pier. I could just take it out and bring it back to the same place when I was done. He’d come and get it later. No problem.

         Gíó and I drove along the fjord in silence, him behind the wheel and me in the passenger seat. He’d been jumpy the whole drive. Flipped the windscreen wipers on and off, even though we hadn’t had a single drop of rain. Turned on the radio, switched stations, switched stations, switched stations, then turned it off again.

         At one point, in the middle of the drive, he stopped the car—pulled over to the side of the road and laid his head on the steering wheel. His shaggy hair fell forward, covering his face. I looked at him, not saying a word.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked finally.

         ‘Nothing,’ he said.

         ‘Nothing? That’s obviously not true. You can’t just suddenly pull over, bury your face, and say that everything’s fine. Something’s the matter, Gíó. Can’t you just tell me what’s…’ But I didn’t manage to finish the sentence because he interrupted me.

         ‘Everything’s just so awful,’ he said softly. He was talking more to himself than me. ‘Reality is exhausting, it’s utterly unbearable… and then you come to find out that reality is exhausted by you, too—and has been, for a very long time,’ he said, smiling a strange, grim smile that I’d never seen on his face before.

         It scared me. 15

         ‘Seriously, Gíó—what is wrong?’

         He put his head back down on the steering wheel and made no move to answer.

         I tried to understand what he was getting at. He never talked like this. I had a feeling it had something to do with the unsettling discovery I’d made last weekend. I tried to quash the lurid images that suddenly popped into my head, but they burst through all the same. I’d been agonizing over it, and I knew I had to talk to him. I had to have an explanation, or I’d lose my mind.

         ‘If there’s something on your mind, just tell me,’ I said simply.

         But Gíó didn’t answer. After another moment, he sat up, scratched his head and stared thoughtfully out the window. For a second, I thought he was going to make some sort of confession, but he just glanced in the wing mirror, flicked on the indicator and pulled away onto the road without a word.

         He grabbed a half-full bottle of Coke from between the seats, unscrewed the cap and took a sip. Then he wedged the bottle between his legs.

         We drove the rest of the way to Miðsandur in silence. There, he turned onto a gravel road right before the old oil pier that stretches into the fjord.

         Pebbles from the road clacked against the undercarriage as Gíó sped along the loose gravel at full speed, pulling off when we reached the shoreline.

         The orange rubber boat was moored to a heavy boulder, exactly where the farmer said it would be.

         Looking at the sad little vessel, I was suddenly of two minds about our expedition. It was a lot flimsier than I remembered.

         ‘It’s not exactly a yacht, is it?’ said Gíó as we inspected it. He kicked half-heartedly at the bulging rubber and gave a rueful sigh. ‘We’re taking this old tub over to the island?’ 16

         ‘It’s only a few minutes’ sail. It’s a bit choppy, but not too bad. There’s nothing to worry about,’ I said, trying to sound upbeat. ‘Let’s just get going before it’s dark.’

         We had no trouble getting the boat into the water, as it was extremely light and the motor very small. We sailed out into the fjord, towards the islet of Geirshólmur. The sea was a metallic grey and looked heavy as liquid lead.

         It was a calm day. The ominous black clouds dozing over the surrounding mountains could have easily struck fear into the heart of any inexperienced seafarer, but the easterly wind was so light I wasn’t particularly concerned by the gathering storm. It would only be a short trip.

         On our approach, we sailed all the way around Geirshólmur, a grassy scarp rising abruptly out of the fjord, to find the best place to land and make our ascent.

         We tethered the boat to a jagged outcrop with a thin rope.

         ‘Let’s keep the motor running,’ I said to Gíó before jumping ashore. ‘Just let it idle while we’re on the island. We won’t be long. It can be such a pain to get it started.’

         We climbed the path leading up the steep slope and I was surprised to find that the island was practically furry—covered in tall, green grass even though it was late autumn. Gíó walked ahead with one hand in his trouser pocket and the other holding the Coke. He took a seat on a grassy bank and looked around without interest.

         ‘You need to be a little more independent, gutsier,’ he said out of nowhere, without looking at me. As if he’d just come to this conclusion. He fiddled with the bottle cap, screwing and unscrewing it in turn. ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘You can’t fend for yourself. You need help with everything. Even these little, nothing projects.’ 17

         ‘Must you keep going on about this? That’s not true. I don’t need help. At all. I fend for myself all the time. And I make my own decisions about what projects I’m going to take on, regardless of how mundane they might seem to you. Seriously, what is wrong with you? I just thought it would be nice for you to get out into the countryside for a little while, take a break from all the pseudonature of the city, spend some time with me.’

         Gíó didn’t answer, rather lay down and closed his eyes. ‘Pseudonature?’ he scoffed.

         I shook my head and started picking my way down the slope, thinking about a trip we’d taken to a different island off the coast of Italy just before we’d moved to Iceland.

         When I turned and looked towards the whaling station tucked at the base of Mount Þyrill, I saw that Gíó was still lying on his back. His eyes were still closed. I walked over to him, stood looking down as the wind rustled his hair so that now it hid part of his face, now it didn’t. He was lying with his mouth half open, and I could see his nostril hair. He pretended not to notice me. That was the spark. Anger flared inside me, and I made a snap decision. Let him fend for himself for once.

         I strode purposefully down the sloping path, clambered into the boat, unknotted the rope and motored away.

         I’d sailed about twenty metres when I looked back and saw that Gíó had got to his feet. He was standing at the highest point of the island, his back ramrod straight and muscular after years of training. He watched in silence as I sailed towards the shore.
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         Gíó’s always thought of himself as a man who understands the secrets that hide deep in other people’s psyches. That’s one of the stories he tells about himself.

         And maybe he was right about that, but probably not.

         Who can truly comprehend another person’s psyche?

         Who can even comprehend their own?

         I, for one, lacked the insight to penetrate all the creases, crumples and tangles of my own psyche and discern the enormous turmoil that had been seething inside me all week. I hardly registered anything beyond the faintest vibrations within me, an unsettledness that I didn’t give a second thought to. I acted like everything was fine. But eventually, the embers became so incandescent they ignited, with these disastrous consequences.

         I didn’t look back again, rather sailed the straightest line back to land. Dragged the boat ashore, got in the car and drove towards home.

         I was furious. Boiling over. I burned. A devastating fire raged inside me.

         The sky was darkening, the road was empty, and I didn’t encounter any other cars as I raced along, not until I reached the crossroad where Hvalfjarðarvegur met Route 1, the Ring Road.

         I didn’t hesitate as I turned towards Reykjavík. My mind swirled with thoughts of Gíó, of me and Gíó.

         Was I really going to leave him out there to fend for himself, to rescue himself from that barren rock? 19

         No one on the road would see him out there, and certainly not now that it’d started getting dark.

         How long could he survive in this cold, with no food and no water?

         He didn’t even have his phone—it was lying in the console between the seats. Without thinking, I grabbed it and put it in my bag. The car hurtled along, and I’d gone down into Hvalfjörður tunnel and up out of it again before I shook myself out of my reverie and realized where I was.

         I pulled over and killed the engine. He should have to huddle out there on that rock until it got good and dark. He deserved to be a little scared, to have to deal with the reality he hated so much.

         I sat there for a few minutes, felt my anger well up inside me. But little by little, as the fire within me subsided, doubts took over and I started to worry.

         What if he tried to swim to land like the jarl’s daughter? He wasn’t a particularly keen swimmer. Could he manage it? He was probably no worse a swimmer than Helga Haraldsdóttir, and he was stronger. But did he have her grit?

         In an instant, I decided to turn around. There was no time to lose.

         The headlights illuminated the Ring Road, but the surrounding mountains were shrouded in darkness. I sped up, but the traffic on the narrow, single-lane road was unusually heavy and slow. I was getting nowhere fast, and trying to overtake was hopeless, because the oncoming traffic was just as bad.

         My anxiety was getting worse by the second; suddenly, I was out of my mind with despair. I pictured Gíó trying to paddle to shore, fighting to keep his head above water in the choppy sea. There was no way he’d make it.

         But no. He wouldn’t resort to swimming. He probably didn’t have the guts. 20

         What had I done? What was I thinking, leaving my husband alone on a deserted island for so long?

         I had to get back to him before he did something stupid.

         It wasn’t until I turned off the Ring Road and back onto Hvalfjarðarvegur that I could put my foot down and drive at full tilt along the little-travelled country road. I accelerated, driving so fast I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to keep the car on the road.

         It started to rain. Leaden drops fell from the heavens.

         I white-knuckled the steering wheel and leant closer to the windscreen.

         The high beams created a cone of light, tunnelling through the darkness that was rapidly descending, settling its full weight on the land. There wasn’t a soul to be seen. If it hadn’t been for the flickering lights in the windows of the few farms dotting the mountainside, you could easily have thought the area deserted.

         I could feel the seconds ticking by, the minutes, but it was still so far to Miðsandur. Hvalfjörður is such a long fjord.

         Onwards I raced, the car careening over uneven patches of road, and when I finally made it to the pier, I could make out the shape of the boat in the darkness. The rubber boat was still tied up where I’d left it.

         I got out of the car. The wind was sharp now and it was raining steadily. I squared my shoulders and strode into the wind, towards the dark mass of the boat on the shore. It was impossible to see the island, no matter how hard I peered into the darkness. I rushed to push off the boat and sailed back towards Geirshólmur, which the night seemed to have swallowed whole. But after a short sail across turbulent waters, I saw it cresting out of the sea like a black shadow. The little motor shrieked as I pushed it as hard as it would go. The boat hopped on the waves, and it was a struggle to keep from falling out. 21

         I approached the island from the north, slowed down and strained to see through the darkness and rain. There was no sign of life—nothing moved, nothing stirred at all except for the grass bending in the wind.

         Gíó was nowhere to be seen.

         Maybe he was lying down. Maybe he was hidden by the grass. I called out for him.

         ‘Gíó!’

         No answer. I could feel my voice being snatched away by the wind, swept across the barren landscape. No one could hear me. I shouted again at the top of my lungs.

         ‘Gíó! Hey!… Gíó!’

         But still, there was no answer. I sailed around to where we’d moored earlier in the day. I tied the boat to a crag, walked up the path, onto the grassy mound, and looked around.

         I was completely alone.

         I ran down the slope to the eastern side of the island, but there was no Gíó; he was nowhere to be seen.

         He couldn’t be hiding from me, could he? There was nowhere to hide on this little island, no shelter. And why would he hide?

         What on earth could have become of him?

         I scrambled up a hillock and looked all around. No two ways about it—there was no one here. There was no one on this little island but me.

         ‘Gíó!’ I screamed. ‘Gíó!’

         Again, my cry was carried away by the wind.

         I looked towards the shore. I saw nothing.

         There wasn’t much water traffic in the area, as the fjord is sparsely populated, and the only place to dock is along the whalers’ pier or the oil pier. Few people pleasure sail in Hvalfjörður, and it was very unlikely that someone had rescued him by boat. Wasn’t it? 22

         I’d heard tell of shadow ships gliding back and forth along the fjord at dusk or in the dead of night. The farmer said he’d often seen the comings and goings of the shadow ships in the moonlight. I had no idea what a shadow ship was. Could you hitch a ride on one? Was Gíó aboard one now? Where did they come from, these ships, and where were they going? But no, shadow ships were just an old folk tale. Weren’t they?

         He wouldn’t have risked swimming, would he?

         No, he wouldn’t have. Not unless he was certain he’d reach the shore. Right?

         It didn’t matter how long I stood on that island, turning the situation over in my mind. Gíó obviously wasn’t there any more. That was the reality and I found myself heartily agreeing with what he’d said earlier: reality can be utterly unbearable.

         There was no one on this island but me. Gíó wasn’t here. He’d vanished.
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         There was no question that I was alone, but I still ran a few despairing circuits around Geirshólmur before getting back in the boat and sailing swiftly towards land. I scanned all around for Gíó, zigged and zagged, circled back and hopped across the waves in the direction I thought he might have gone if he tried to swim. Even though the waves were neither high nor particularly powerful, I myself would have never even considered swimming across those murky, agitated depths. Surrounded by all that darkness.

         It was well into evening now and it had been completely dark for some time. The rain had dissipated and was now hanging over the fjord like a filmy veil. There was almost zero visibility, but I sailed back and forth, over and over, my eyes boring into the pitch-black sea. I didn’t see anyone in the water. No shadow ship on its night-time sail.

         In the end, I gave up, pulled the boat ashore and tied it to the same boulder it had been tethered to before.

         Then I walked along the beach towards the whaling station, shouting as loudly as I could: ‘Gíó!’

         No answer.

         Not a sound other than the heavy waves and wailing wind.

         I knew there was a cluster of old Nissen huts on the other side of the road. Tidy, corrugated-iron structures with arched frames and a scattering of little windows along the sides. There was definitely no one living there now, but I knew the huts had been built as barracks for the Allied soldiers who were stationed 24on the fjord during the Second World War. I had no idea what they were used for now—maybe bunks for the whaling station employees or workshops to repair old whaling gear. But if Gíó actually had swum across the fjord and come ashore soaking wet, that was the most likely place for him to go in search of shelter and help.

         It took me close to ten minutes to tramp down the shore, across the road and up to the barracks. I jogged up the wide gravel road that ran between them, panting and calling for Gíó.

         Some of the huts had lamps above the doors, and the weak shafts of light cast a ghostly glow on their windowless facades. There was all sorts of junk piled next to the buildings: barrels, pallets and stacks of timber that cast long shadows and lent an even eerier feel to the silence.

         It was so dark between the huts that I could hardly see more than five steps on either side, and it took all my courage to keep inching deeper into the blackness. I felt like I was completely alone in the world. It was a ghost town.

         I fumbled between the huts in the dark, opening doors and knocking on each one I found locked. There was no one there. The silence was heavy, oppressive. I was afraid of attracting the attention of anyone who might be hiding out here in the middle of nowhere.

         I was suddenly afraid that something would leap from the darkness, clasp me tightly in its sharp claws, bite my neck and suck my blood. Maybe that’s exactly what I deserved after the terrible thing I had done.

         But I pushed aside my fears, braced myself against a wall where a hanging lamp cast a faint smudge of light and shouted over and over for Gíó as loud as I possibly could.

         But it was the same as before. 25

         My cries dissolved in the wind. I held my breath, listened. At first, the only thing I could hear was the hum of silence, but then, a sound in the distance, an answer to my call. I yelled again, shouted as loud as I could, and again, I heard a strange noise from the darkness. Was it a cry of distress?

         Not daring to breathe, I went towards the sound. Again, the same pitiful howl. The shadows cast by a jumble of tall, dusty machinery reminded me of a creature in a sci-fi novel.

         I’d taken a few steps along the row of huts when I saw some movement ahead of me. My heart skipped a beat, and I leant back against the wall. After a moment’s hesitation, I decided to chase whatever had just rounded the corner.

         I could still hear the wretched keening, and I had no doubt about where it was coming from now. It was a deep sound, a sort of moaning. I ventured into the shadow cast by the huts, peeked around the corner. There, in a dark recess, stood a fat and woolly black sheep with savage horns. It gave me a cockeyed stare, an evil gleam in its eyes.

         Sheltered behind its big, fleecy belly were two snow-white lambs, both ready to bolt.

         I backed away, worried the belligerent mother would attack and stab me with her menacing horns. I retreated to the gravel path.

         I continued my search around the rest of the huts, calling out and knocking on doors until I was drained, hopeless and exhausted.

         It was pointless, I admitted to myself before heading back the way I’d come. Every so often, I stopped to look over my shoulder in the hope I’d see some movement or sign of life.

         There was no one here but a bedraggled family of sheep that was no longer bleating.

         I’d made my way back to the gravel road when I saw a car driving at some speed down the path between two of the huts, headed in 26the direction of Hvalfjarðarvegur. I ran after it, waving my arms in a frenzy. But the car drove on, and it was clear the driver either hadn’t seen me or had decided to ignore me and continue on their way.
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         So that’s why Gíó wasn’t lying next to me that morning. He’d vanished and I didn’t know if he was alive or dead.

         We are born, we grow and evolve, we accumulate what we can in this life—knowledge, talent, joy, food, time, affection, grudges—and then we go. Vanish. And when the people you love vanish, life seems pretty meaningless.

         Alive or dead? And if Gíó was alive, what did he intend to do? Start a new life? Avenge himself, make me pay for my malice? Isn’t that what love—that is, unrequited love—calls for? Malice, lies and rampant hatred? Yes: alive or dead?

         I once thought I’d seen Elvis Presley, the King of Rock and Roll.

         I was young and living in southern Italy, in a little town just north of Bari called Molfetta.

         The summers there are scorching.

         Elvis was thought to be dead when we met, was said to have died decades before.

         I put it like that because not everyone believes Elvis really died when they said he did. A rather large number of people, in fact, think that he’s still among the living. That he has a new life, maybe a better life—a life where he’s no longer the King of Rock and Roll, but rather footloose and fancy free, far away from the spotlight of fame.

         And yet.

         I found myself thinking about those who are still alive though they’ve been declared dead, and those who are dead, though people think they’re alive. 28

         Wandering restlessly around the house that fateful morning, I stopped to look out the living room window again.

         I was surprised it was still morning. Would it never end?

         I took the brisk progress of the rain clouds across the sky as confirmation that time was not standing still. Seconds ticked by, a dark grey cloud obscured the sun, a shadow fell across my face.

         An autumnal tree stood in the garden.

         Blood rushed through my veins with a deep roar, and my small, delicate heart was beating in my breast like a frightened baby bird’s.

         He wasn’t coming back.

         Gíó? The sea must be cold in the autumn, mustn’t it, or does it still hold summer’s warmth?

         Gíó, you’ll die if you try to do as Helga, the jarl’s daughter, did.

         Gíó, you’ll drown and die.

         Don’t drown, don’t die.
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         I mentioned that I woke alone in my bed after a restless night. For years—I no longer remember how many—Gíó has almost invariably been lying on my right every morning I’ve woken up in the bedroom of the little house we share.

         But not that morning.

         Gíó’s often told me that I overrate my own strength, that I miscalculate the consequences of my actions, that I don’t learn from my mistakes and thereby both make my life harder than it needs to be and get myself—and him—into unnecessary trouble.

         When he says this, I always act like he’s right.

         But I’ll admit I couldn’t sleep when I realized that he wouldn’t be coming home that night.

         I regretted what I’d done. Sorely regretted it.

         I’d thought about calling the police, but I was afraid they’d charge me with a crime, and I couldn’t see what good that would do Gíó. So I decided to wait. Maybe that was stupid.

         I’d abandoned my husband on a deserted island. That in itself could hardly be a crime, could it?

         After much thought, I concluded that I could get the police to help me figure out what happened to Gíó and to look into his disappearance without casting suspicion on myself. I could probably steer their investigation the direction I wanted it to go.

         But it was still much too early to get the police involved; I was tired. 30

         I kept pacing. Now and again, I paused in my rambling, stood by the window, closed my eyes, and let time pass. I tried to focus on figuring out what would be the best thing to do, the right thing to do in this moment.

         What was right?

         What was expected of me in this situation?

         Finally, I reached a conclusion: I’d call Gíó.

         I reached for my phone, called his number, and listened to the ringtone.

         Beep… beep… beep… beep… beep… beep…

         No answer.

         I let a few minutes pass and called again.

         Still no answer.

         I did this several times. It would have surprised me to hear Gíó’s voice on the other end of the line. It would have made my heart flip-flop, because I knew for a fact that his phone was lying on the bottom of the ocean. Where the only ones to wonder at its ringing would be the fish who’d strayed from the depths of the open sea to an unsightly wharf in the south-western corner of Iceland.
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         See, the previous night, after it all happened, I’d sneaked out under cover of darkness. It was just before midnight on Sunday.

         Gíó had vanished, and if he was gone for good, I didn’t intend to bear the blame for his disappearance.

         You get what you want, just not in the way you think, my mum always said.

         It gradually dawned on me that this turn of events on Geirshólmur wasn’t particularly fortuitous—not for me, certainly, and even less so for Gíó—and so I began to take steps to avoid being suspected of attempted murder or gross negligence. I had to be careful about phones—I’d read that phones are the criminal’s greatest enemy. Which is not to say that I’m some kind of criminal. But I wanted to get rid of Gíó’s phone, which I’d put in my bag on my way out of Hvalfjörður.

         After I was pretty sure that most of my neighbours had gone to bed, I crept out to my car with Gíó’s phone in my handbag. My own phone I left in our bed, hidden under my pillow. That seemed like a good idea.

         Outside, it was pouring.

         The rain fell in sheets from the coal-black night sky. There were deep puddles everywhere—on the pavement, the road—and the air was cold and humid. The streets appeared to be deserted, not a living soul to be seen and no lights in any of the windows.

         People go to bed early around here. 32

         I was sure I was being totally silent and that the drumming rain would drown out any noise I happened to make. I was positive no one would see me; I was practically invisible as I crept stealthily towards my car.

         The banger I drive was parked towards the end of the street and cowering like a kicked dog.

         Raindrops on the car roof glinted in the light from the lamp post on the corner, but other than that, the old rust bucket was cloaked in darkness.

         I got in and closed the door softly behind me. The cold from the driver’s seat seeped through my rain-soaked trousers and coursed through me. I’d managed to get soaked and frozen through on the short walk from my door to the car. The interior was clammy and unpleasant. I sighed. My breath came out in a cloud and mist curled from my wet clothes.

         I was a human steam engine.

         It’s in wretched moments like this—because it truly was a wretched moment—that I often find myself beset by a kind of helplessness, something akin to paralysis—so I sat there for a long time, watching as fog clouded the windows of the car.

         I knew I needed to get going, but I wasn’t capable of doing anything but sitting and staring, yawning and shuddering. My thoughts were as foggy as my breath, the condensation on the windows getting thicker by the moment. Gradually, the world outside disappeared, and I found myself tucked away inside a cottony cloud.

         Just as I’d managed to gather my thoughts and was about to start the car, I heard footsteps approaching and a man and woman bickering.

         I heard the voice of an older man speaking softly: ‘Is someone in that car?’ 33

         No answer.

         The footsteps fell silent, and I could feel four eyes—at least—staring at the car.

         I held my breath and sat completely still, careful not to move a muscle. I sat like a statue and pricked up my ears. Would they yank the door open to see if anyone was sleeping in the old wreck?

         ‘I can’t see in. There’s so much dew on the windows,’ said a woman’s voice. She sounded old.

         ‘Dew?’ snorted the man. ‘That isn’t dew, you can’t call that dew on the windows. That’s condensation…’

         ‘All right, condensation, then, if it makes so much of a difference… Let’s go, why don’t we? I’m dissolving in this rain. I’m soaked to the bone,’ said the old woman.

         ‘Pfft,’ said the man faintly and then whispered: ‘Someone might be in there… There’s either someone in that car, maybe asleep, or else someone just got out.’ There was an obstinacy in the man’s voice.

         ‘And what exactly does it have to do with you, even if there is a person in that car? Let’s go, come on… It’s none of your business. There’s not the slightest reason for you to stick your nose in,’ she scolded.

         I heard their footsteps fading in the distance, and I rolled down the side window a crack, the better to see the cantankerous couple. I watched them walk down the street, still nattering as they skirted deep mud puddles, dragging a rain-drenched dog behind them. The man, who was wearing a waterlogged cap on his head, was holding an umbrella over them both.

         Their soppy hound padded after them.
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         It wasn’t until the old couple with the dog had rounded the corner and I’d wiped clean the windscreen with the arm of my jacket that I turned the key in the ignition and started the car.

         I felt my whole body tense as the engine rumbled to life with an ear-splitting squeal.

         ‘God, what a racket this wreck makes,’ I muttered as I shifted into gear and pulled into the street.

         There was no question in my mind as to where I should go. It was a twenty-minute drive south to the town of Hafnarfjörður and I set off quickly.

         Traffic was light. Rain continued cascading from the heavens and the wipers struggled to sweep the deluge from the windscreen long enough for me to see the road.

         Suðurgata.

         Miklabraut.

         Kringlumýrarbraut.

         Hafnarfjarðarvegur.

         Strandgata.

         And then I turned onto Óseyrarbraut, into the industrial neighbourhood around Suðurhöfn, the South Harbour.

         No one had any business being here in the middle of the night.

         A few cars drove by on Strandgata, but no one took the same route as me. No other driver turned onto Óseyrarbraut.

         The wind moaned. Lighting on the street was minimal, just the occasional lamp dotting the walls of the tumbledown buildings 35and casting their dim yellow glow on the slovenly surroundings. I reduced my speed. There were warehouses along the road, giant industrial buildings, rows of tall, steel tanks, and all sorts of rusty machinery languishing in the most unlikely places—in a dyke, upside down in an old shipping container… Some of the industrial buildings looked abandoned—dilapidated, their windows smashed out, of no use to anyone.

         It was what you’d call a real wasteland.

         It gave me the creeps.

         There wasn’t a soul to be seen, no cars nor late-night pedestrians, and the wind howled like a wounded wolf.

         I had to get out of there as quickly as possible. But first, there was something I needed to do.

         Óseyri Harbour, where misery moors, I thought, and drove on.

         I had decided to survive. And it was for that exact reason that I’d come to this sinister place all by myself in the middle of the night. My excursion to this abject quay was part of my own, personal rescue mission, an attempt to save my own life.
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         There must have been something tentative or inept about my driving, because suddenly a flashing blue light illuminated the darkness behind me. I looked in the rear-view mirror to see a police motorcycle racing towards me.

         It was as if the motorcycle and its rider had just sprouted from the earth. Only seconds before, this place had been entirely devoid of human life—nothing but pouring rain, howling wind, tumbledown buildings and rusting junk. But now, I had this supercharged, bike-riding policeman on my heels.

         I slowed down even more and a dozen thoughts flitted through my head before I pulled over and stopped the car.

         I brushed my fringe out of my eyes and tried put on a genial expression. But I was sure nothing could fully hide the frustration and anxiety that I knew was written all over my face.

         The motorcycle pulled up alongside me. The glow of the flashing blue light lent an even more mournful ambiance to the surroundings. Long shadows and flickers of blue.

         The uniformed man took his sweet time dismounting. He carefully removed his gloves and laid them on the seat of the bike with great precision, as if trying to protect it from the rain.

         He walked around to the front of my car and then behind it. I watched in the rear-view mirror as he used a tiny pencil to write down the registration number in a black pocket notebook that he hunched over to shield from the downpour. A thought: is this my fall? Rather poetically worded, I thought. As 37if I were a statue atop a high pedestal poised to topple to the ground.

         The policeman milled around the car some more as if inspecting its condition and then stopped next to the driver’s-side door. He was wearing a ring with a black stone on his ring finger, and he used it like a knocker on my window.

         ‘Open the window. All the way,’ he commanded.

         I obeyed. A head in a dripping wet white helmet thrust itself through the aperture.

         The policeman’s red, rain-spattered face was far from friendly. Maybe he was peeved about being sent out to patrol in this godforsaken part of town in the middle of the night in this lunatic weather. He was quite chubby-cheeked, the policeman, and his cheeks bulged like a chipmunk’s. His eyes were small and malicious.

         He shoved his whole helmeted head through the window and peered behind me to see if anyone else was with me. I looked over my shoulder, too, to check what was in the back seat. Nothing. Then he looked me dead in the eye, his whole head still in the car. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was sniffing me. I saw his nostrils flaring slightly.

         ‘Are you… smelling me?’ I asked. Maybe that was unduly hostile.

         The policeman shot me an angry look but didn’t answer. It seemed like years passed before he finally said something.

         This guardian of the peace also knew the power of silence, I thought.

         ‘Is this your car?’ he finally asked. His voice was unusually thick and came from deep in his throat. It was like he hadn’t managed to swallow his last bite of food. Maybe he had something lodged down there?

         ‘My car…? Yeah, um…’ I cleared my throat on his behalf. 38

         I suddenly remembered that the vehicle was registered in Gíó’s name. I felt my heart hammering in my chest. What rotten luck to have crossed paths with this buffoon. But nervous as I was, I still managed a convincing response: ‘Yes, you could say it’s mine. That is, when does a person own a car and when don’t they?’

         I was on the verge of adding: ‘Mister Officer.’ It somehow felt right in this place, far removed from other people. I felt like a courteous and solemn form of address would act as a counterbalance to the decaying wasteland around us. ‘Yes, this is my vehicle, Mister Officer,’ had a nice ring to it.

         ‘Where are you coming from?’ he asked drily—before I’d even finished answering his last question. I hadn’t got the chance to tack on the ‘Mister Officer’ bit.

         ‘From home…’ I started.

         ‘From home?’ he interrupted. ‘You drove all the way from home?’

         He didn’t attempt to conceal the sarcasm in his voice.

         ‘Yes, well… I came from Reykjavík…’ I’d expected him to parrot my words back at me, but he was silent. I didn’t know if I was supposed to finish the sentence, so I just said the first thing that occurred to me: ‘… our fine metropolis, Mister Officer.’

         He gave me a quizzical look, unsure if I was mocking him.

         ‘Your licence, please?’ He held out the hand with the ring on it.

         It was like this man was incapable of listening—the police academy hadn’t done its duty in that respect. No, the police academy hadn’t successfully trained this dull and scowling officer of the law. Knowing how to listen is an important part of a policeman’s job. But this policeman wasn’t paying the slightest attention to what I was saying. Instead, he just dug words from the depths of his throat, flung them from the gap between his lips, and interrupted me.

         The beady-eyed man’s mouth was so close to my cheek that when he spoke, I could feel the sound waves on my face, or maybe 39not precisely sound waves, but rather the air that had squeezed out of his lungs and through his vibrating vocal cords such that I could make out minute barometric changes on his jowls.

         I found his proximity downright loathsome and was suddenly afraid he’d stick out his meaty, rain-sodden tongue and lick my cheek. I squirmed in my seat and tried to inch away from him.

         Again, he hurled his next question before I’d managed to fully answer the preceding one.

         ‘You do have a valid driver’s licence, don’t you?’

         I fumbled for my wallet and pawed through it. Instead of watching to see if I’d produce a valid licence, he withdrew from the window and put his policeman gloves back on. Maybe his hands were cold.
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         I fished my old licence out of my wallet.

         I looked at the photo of myself for a moment, at that bright, young face. My expression was all lightness and joy. My eyes were shining and full of life, my mouth wide, and there was a shy smile playing at my lips.

         Or no, a defiant smile.

         The face in the photograph was spirited.

         The face was full of self-confidence.

         I was young and happy.

         One thing’s for sure: I know myself less well now than I did when that picture was taken. Maybe I’d never really matured, I thought. Or rather, maybe I’d got less mature as I’d got older. I did some mental maths. Fifteen years.

         I speak fewer and fewer words.

         I understand less and less.

         These were the thoughts that darted through my head before I placed my pink licence on the black glove that was now extended in front of my nose. I smelt wet leather.

         Now, to be clear: This policeman gave me the creeps. And while he was freeing the flashlight from his belt and pointing the light at my licence, I buried my face in my hands. I was breathing rapidly, and I tried to calm down. Slow my heart rate by gulping down air and exhaling slowly.

         At first, the policeman didn’t notice this new posture of mine because it took him quite a long time to locate the necessary 41information on my licence. He seemed reluctant. I didn’t see if he jotted anything down with his little pencil.

         But he seemed shocked when he looked back into the car and saw me covering my face like that, slumped over the steering wheel.

         ‘Are you okay, ma’am?’ he said with some alarm. ‘Don’t cry, this is just routine stop. Driving in an industrial area at night is both unusual and ill-advised…’

         ‘Yes, yes, it’s fine… I’m fine, I mean… I’m not crying. I’m just so tired of all this.’ I let the last sentence sound as snappish as I felt.

         He hesitated for a moment before turning on his heel, reaching over to the handlebars of his bike, grabbing the radio and saying something quietly into the mic.

         It was almost a murmur, from deep in his throat again, and I couldn’t make out what he was saying. He looked thoughtfully up at the sky while he waited for a response from the other end.

         I also looked up but didn’t see anything of note. Just a black sky and that heavy rain still falling from it. My mind was a shambles, and I stopped trying to hear what he was saying on the radio.




OEBPS/images/title_online.png
Snaebjoérn
Arngrimsson

ONE
TRUEKE
WORD

TRANSLATED FROM THE ICELANDIC
BY LARISSA KYZER

puSHKIN VERTIGO





OEBPS/images/half_online.png





OEBPS/images/9781805335030_cover_epub.jpg
Sncebjorn
Arngrimsson






