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            PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

         

         Icelandic has a couple of letters that don’t exist in other European languages and which are not always easy to replicate. The letter ð is generally replaced with a d in English, but we have decided to use the Icelandic letter to remain closer to the original names. Its sound is closest to the voiced th in English, as found in then and bathe.

         The Icelandic letter þ is reproduced as th, as in Thorgeir, and is equivalent to an unvoiced th in English, as in thing or thump.

         The letter r is generally rolled hard with the tongue against the roof of the mouth.

         In pronouncing Icelandic personal and place names, the emphasis is always placed on the first syllable.

         Names like Elma, Begga and Hendrik, which are pronounced more or less as they would be in English, are not included on the list.

         
            Aðalheiður – AATH-al-HAYTH-oor

            Akranes – AA-kra-ness

            Aldís – AAL-deess

            Andrés – AND-ryess

            Arnar Arnarsson – ARD-naar ARD-naarsson

            Arnar Helgi Árnason – ARD-naar HEL-kee OWRD-nasson

            Ása – OW-ssa

            Ásdís Sigurðardóttir (Dísa) – OWS-deess SIK-oorthar-DOEH-teer (DEE-ssa)

            Bergþóra – BERG-thoera

            Bjarni – BJAARD-nee

            Björg – BYURRG

            Dagný – DAAK-nee

            Davíð – DAA-veeth

            Eiríkur – AY-reek-oor

            Elísabet Hölludóttir – ELL-eessa-bet HURT-loo-DOEH-teer

            Ernir – ERD-neer

            Fjalar – FYAAL-aar

            Gígja – GYEE-ya

            Gréta – GRYET-a

            Grétar – GRYET-aar

            Guðlaug – GVOOTH-loig

            Guðrún – GVOOTH-roon

            Halla Snæbjörnsdóttir – HAT-la SNYE-byurs-DOEH-teer

            Hrafn (Krummi) – HRAPN (KROOM-mi)

            Hvalfjörður – KVAAL-fyurth-oor

            Hörður – HURTH-thoor

            Ingibjörn Grétarsson – ING-ibjurdn GRYET-arsson

            Jón – YOEN

            Jökull – YUR-kootl

            Kári – COW-rree

            Magnea Arngrímsdóttir – MAG-naya ARD-greems-DOEH-teer

            Nói – NOE-ee

            Rúnar – ROO-naar

            Sara – SAA-ra

            Silja – SILL-ya

            Skagi – SKAA-yee

            Sólveig – SOEL-vayg

            Sævar – SYE-vaar

            Tómas – TOE-maas

            Viðar – VITH-aar

            Þórný – THOERD-nee

         

      

   


   
      
          

         
      She hears him long before she sees him. Hears the creaking as he climbs the stairs, one cautious step at a time. He tries to tread softly as he doesn’t want to wake anyone – not yet. If it was her climbing the stairs late at night she would make it all the way up to the top without anyone hearing a thing. But he can’t do it. He doesn’t know them like she does, doesn’t know where best to tread.
    

         
      She shuts her eyes, clenching them so tight that the muscles around them ache. And she takes deep, slow breaths, hoping he won’t be able to hear how fast her heart is beating. Because a heart only beats that fast when you’re awake – awake and terribly afraid. She remembers the time her father had her listen to his heart. He must have run up and down the stairs a thousand times before he’d stopped and called her over. ‘Listen!’ he’d said. ‘Listen to how fast my heart’s beating. That’s because our bodies need more oxygen when we move, and it’s our heart’s job to provide it.’ But now, although she’s lying perfectly still, her heart is pounding much faster than her father’s was then.
    

         
      He’s getting closer.
    

         
      She recognises the creaking of the last stair, just as she recognises the rattling the roof makes when there’s a gale blowing outside, or the squeaking of the door downstairs when her mother comes home. Tiny stars appear and float across her eyelids. They’re not like the stars in the sky: those hardly ever move, and you can only catch them at it if you watch them for a long time and you’re very lucky. She’s not lucky, though. She’s never been lucky.
    

         
      She can sense him standing over her now, wheezing like an old man. The stink of cigarettes fills her nose. If she looked up she would see those dark-grey eyes staring down at her. Instinctively, she pulls the duvet a fraction higher over her face. But she can’t hide. The tiny movement will have given her away: he’ll know she’s only pretending to be asleep. Not that it will make any difference.
    

         
      It’s never made any difference.
      
    

         
             

         

         Elma wasn’t afraid, though the feeling was similar to fear: sweaty palms, rapid heartbeat. She wasn’t nervous either. She got nervous when she had to stand up and speak in front of people. Then the blood would rise into her skin; not only on her face, where she could disguise the flush with a thick layer of make-up, but on her neck and chest as well, where it formed unsightly red-and-white blotches.

         She’d been nervous that time she had gone out on a date with Steinar in year ten. A fifteen-year-old girl with a blotchy chest and far too much mascara, who had tiptoed out of the house, praying that her parents wouldn’t hear the front door closing behind her. She had waited for him to pick her up on the corner. He’d been sitting in the back of the car – he wasn’t old enough to drive yet, but he had a friend who was. They’d not driven far, and had barely exchanged a word, when he leant over and stuck his tongue down her throat. She’d never kissed anyone before but, although his tongue felt very large and invasive, she hadn’t drawn away. His friend had driven calmly around while they were kissing, though from time to time she’d caught him watching them in the rear-view mirror. She’d let Steinar touch her through her clothes too and pretended to enjoy it. They had been driving down the same road she was on now. Back then they had Lifehouse on the speakers, bass pounding from the boot. She shuddered at the memory.

         There were cracks in the pavement outside her parents’ house. She parked the car and sat staring at them for a minute or two. Pictured them widening and deepening until her old Volvo was swallowed up. The cracks had been there ever since she was a little girl. They’d been less obvious then, but not much. Silja used to live in the blue house opposite, and they’d often played games on this pavement. They used to pretend that the biggest crack was a huge volcanic fissure, full of red-hot lava, and that the tongues of flame were licking up towards them.

         The blue house – which wasn’t blue anymore but white – was home these days to a family with two young boys, both blond, with identical Prince Valiant pageboy haircuts. She didn’t know where Silja lived now. It must be four years since she’d last talked to her. Longer, perhaps.

         She got out of the car and walked up to her parents’ house. Before opening the door, she glanced back down at the cracks in the pavement. Now, more than twenty years later, the thought of being swallowed up by them didn’t seem so bad.

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Several Weeks Later – Saturday, 18 November 2017
      

         

         Elma was woken by the wind. She lay there for a long time, listening to it keening outside her window as she stared up at the white ceiling of her flat. When she finally got out of bed it was too late to do anything but mindlessly pull on some clothes and grab a blackened banana on her way out of the door. The bitter wind cut into her cheeks the moment she stepped outside. She zipped her coat to the neck, pulled up her hood and set off through the darkness at a brisk pace. The glow of the streetlights lit up the pavement, striking a sparkle from the grey tarmac. The frost creaked under her shoes, echoing in the silence – there were few people about on a Saturday morning in mid-November.

         A few minutes after leaving the warmth of her flat, she was standing in front of the plain, pale-green building that housed Akranes Police Station. Elma tried to breathe calmly as she took hold of the icy door handle. Inside, she found herself in front of a reception desk where an older woman with curly blonde hair and a tanned, leathery face was talking on the phone. She held up a finger with a red-varnished nail as a sign for Elma to wait.

         ‘All right, Jói, I’ll tell him. I know it’s unacceptable, but it’s hardly a police matter – they’re feral cats, so I recommend you get in touch with the pest controller … Anyway, Jói…’ The woman held the telephone receiver a fraction away from her ear and smiled apologetically at Elma. ‘Listen, Jói, there’s not much I can do about that now. Just remember to close the window next time you go to the shops … Yes, I know those Moroccan rugs cost a fortune. Listen, Jói, we’ll have to discuss it later. I’ve got to go now. Bye.’

         She put down the receiver with a sigh. ‘The feral-cat problem in Neðri-Skagi is beyond a joke. The poor man only left his window open while he popped out to the shop, and one of the little beasts got in there and peed and crapped on the antique rug in his sitting room. Poor old boy,’ the woman said, shaking her head. ‘Anyway, enough about that, what can I do for you, dear?’

         ‘Er, hello.’ Elma cleared her throat, remembering as she did so that she hadn’t brushed her teeth: she could still taste the banana she’d eaten on her walk. ‘My name’s Elma. I’ve got an appointment with Hörður.’

         ‘Oh, yes, I know who you are,’ the woman said, standing up and holding out her hand. ‘I’m Guðlaug, but please call me Gulla. Come on in. I’d advise you to keep your coat on. It’s freezing in reception. I’ve been on at them for weeks to repair that radiator, but apparently it’s not a priority for a cash-strapped police force.’ She sounded fed up about this, but then went straight on in a brighter voice: ‘How are your parents, by the way? They must be so pleased to have you home again, but then that’s how it is with Akranes: you just can’t beat it, and most people come back once they realise the grass isn’t greener down south in Reykjavík.’ She produced all this in a rush, barely pausing for breath. Elma waited patiently for her to finish.

         ‘They’re fine,’ she said as soon as she could get a word in, all the while racking her brains to remember if Gulla was someone she ought to know. Ever since she’d moved back to Akranes five weeks earlier, people she didn’t recognise had been stopping her in the street for a chat. Usually it was enough to nod and smile.

         ‘Sorry,’ Gulla added. ‘I tend to let my tongue run away with me. You’ll get used to it. You won’t remember me, but I used to live in the same terrace as you when you were a little thing, only six years old. I still remember how sweet you looked weighed down by that great big backpack on your first day at school.’ She laughed at the memory.

         ‘Oh, yes … that sounds vaguely familiar – the backpack, I mean,’ Elma said. She dimly recalled a big yellow burden being loaded onto her shoulders. It can’t have weighed less than a quarter of her bodyweight at the time.

         ‘And now you’re back,’ Gulla went on, beaming.

         ‘Yes, it looks like it,’ Elma said awkwardly. She hadn’t been prepared for such a warm welcome.

         ‘Right, well, I suppose I’d better take you straight through to see Hörður; he told me he was expecting you.’ Gulla beckoned her to follow, and they walked down a linoleum-floored corridor and came to a halt outside a door where ‘Hörður Höskuldsson’ was engraved on a discreet metal nameplate.

         ‘If I know Hörður, he’ll be listening to the radio with his headphones on and won’t be able to hear us. The man can’t work without those things in his ears. I’ve never understood how he can concentrate.’ Gulla gave a loud sigh, rapped smartly on the door, and opened it without waiting for a response.

         Inside, a man was sitting behind a desk, staring intently at his computer screen. The headphones were in place, as Gulla had predicted. Noticing movement, he looked up and quickly took them off.

         ‘Hello, Elma. Welcome,’ he said with a friendly smile. Rising to his feet, he extended a hand across his desk, then gestured to her to take a seat. He looked to be well over fifty, with greying hair hanging in untidy locks on either side of his long face. In contrast, his fingers were elegant, with neatly manicured nails. Elma pictured him sitting in front of the TV in the evenings, wielding a nail file, and instinctively hid her own hands in her lap so he wouldn’t see her bitten-down cuticles.

         ‘So, you’ve decided to move back to Akranes and give us the benefit of your expertise,’ he said, leaning back with his fingers clasped across his chest as he studied her. He had a deep voice and unusually pale blue eyes.

         ‘Well, I suppose you could put it like that,’ Elma said, straightening her shoulders. She felt like a little girl who had done something naughty and been summoned to the headmaster’s office. Feeling her cheeks growing hot, she hoped he wouldn’t notice their betraying flush. There was every chance he would though, as she hadn’t had time to slap on any foundation before coming out.

         ‘I’m aware you’ve been working for Reykjavík CID. As luck would have it, one of our boys has decided to try his chances in the big city, so you’ll be taking over his desk.’ Hörður leant forwards, propping his cheek on one hand. ‘I have to admit I was quite surprised when I got the call from your father. What made you decide to come back here after so many years in the city, if you don’t mind my asking?’

         ‘I suppose I was missing Akranes,’ Elma replied, trying to make it sound convincing. ‘I’d been thinking about moving home for ages,’ she elaborated. ‘My whole family’s here. Then a flat I liked the look of came on the market, and I jumped at the chance.’ She smiled, hoping this answer would do.

         ‘I see,’ Hörður said, nodding slowly. ‘Of course, we can’t offer you quite the same facilities or fast pace as you’re used to in town,’ he continued, ‘but I can promise you that, although Akranes seems quiet, we’ve actually got more than enough on our plate. There’s plenty going on under the surface, so you won’t be sitting around twiddling your thumbs. Sound good to you?’

         Elma nodded, unsure if he was being serious. In her opinion Akranes was every bit as quiet as it appeared to be.

         ‘As you probably know,’ Hörður said, ‘I’m head of CID here, so you’ll be working under me. We operate a shift system, with four officers on duty at any given time, and a duty officer in charge of every shift. Here at Akranes CID we’re responsible for the entire Western Region. We operate the usual day-shift rota that you’ll be used to from Reykjavík. Shall I give you a quick tour of the station?’ He got up, went over to the door and, opening it, beckoned Elma to follow him.

         Apart from being considerably smaller, Akranes Police Station was much like her old workplace in the city. It had the same institutional air as other public-sector offices: beige linoleum on the floor, white roller blinds in the windows, light-coloured curtains, blond birchwood furniture.

         Hörður pointed out the four holding cells at the other end of the station. ‘One of them’s occupied at the moment. Yesterday seems to have been a bit lively for some people, but hopefully the guy will wake up soon, and we can send him home.’ He smiled absently, stroking the thick, neatly trimmed stubble on his jaw. Then he opened the door to reveal an empty cell, which looked pretty much like the cells in Reykjavík: a small, rectangular room containing a narrow bed.

         ‘The standard set-up, nothing that exciting,’ he said.

         Elma nodded again. She’d lost count of the times she’d seen the same kind of cells in the city: grey walls and hard beds that few people would want to spend more than one night on. She followed Hörður back down the corridor, which now gave way to offices. He stopped by a door, opened it and ushered her inside. She glanced around. Although the desk was small, it had plenty of room for a computer and anything else she might need, and had lockable drawers too. Someone had put a pot plant on it. Fortunately it appeared to be some kind of cactus that would require little care. Then again, she’d managed to kill even cactuses before now.

         ‘This is where you’ll be kicking your heels,’ Hörður said with a hint of humour. ‘Gulla cleaned it out a few days ago. Pétur, your predecessor, left behind a mountain of files and other junk, but I think it should be ready for you to start work on Monday.’

         ‘Looks good,’ Elma said, smiling at him.

         She went over to the window and stared out. A chill came off the glass and she could feel the goose bumps prickling her arms. The view was depressing: a row of dreary modern blocks of flats. When she was small she used to play in the basements of those buildings. The corridors had been wide and empty, and smelled of stale air and the rubber of the car tyres stored in the bike sheds. A perfect playground for kids.

         ‘Right, well, that’s pretty much everything,’ Hörður said, rubbing his hands. ‘Shall we check if the coffee’s ready? You must have a cup with us before you go.’

         They went into the kitchen, where a man, who introduced himself as Kári, one of the regular uniformed officers, was sitting at a small table. He explained that the other members of his shift were on a callout – a party at one of the residential blocks had gone on until morning, to the dismay of the neighbours.

         ‘Welcome to the peace and quiet of the countryside,’ Kári said. When he grinned, his dark eyes creased up until all that could be glimpsed of them were his glittering black pupils. ‘Not that you can really call it the countryside anymore, after all the development we’ve seen around here. Houses are flying off the market. Apparently everyone wants to live in Akranes these days.’ He gave a loud bark of laughter.

         ‘It’ll make a change, anyway,’ Elma replied, and couldn’t help grinning back. The man looked like a cartoon character when he laughed.

         ‘It’ll be good to have you on the team,’ Hörður said. ‘To be honest, we were a bit worried about losing Pétur, as he was one of the old hands. But he wanted a change of scene after more than twenty years here. He’s got a wife in Reykjavík now, and both his children have flown the nest.’ Hörður filled two cups with coffee and handed one to her. ‘Do you take milk or sugar?’ he asked, holding out a purple carton.

      

   


   
      
         

             Akranes 1989

         

         Her daddy hadn’t come home for days and days. She had given up asking where he was. Her mummy got so sad when she did. Anyway, she knew he wasn’t coming back. For days she had watched people coming and going, heard them talking to each other, but no one told her anything. They looked at her and patted her on the head, but avoided meeting her eye. She could guess what had happened, though, from the little she had overheard. She knew her daddy had gone out on the boat the day he left. She had heard people talking about the shipwreck and the storm; the storm that had taken her daddy away.

         The night he vanished she had been woken by the wind tearing at the corrugated-iron sheets on the roof as if it wanted to rip them off. Her daddy had been in her dream, as large as life, with a big smile on his face and beads of sweat on his forehead. Just like in the summer, when he’d invited her to come out on the boat with him. She had been thinking about him before she went to sleep. Once, her daddy had told her that if you think nice thoughts before you go to bed, you’ll have nice dreams. That’s why she’d been thinking about him: he was the nicest thing she could imagine.

         Days passed and people stopped coming round. In the end it was just the two of them, just her and her mummy. Her mummy still wouldn’t tell her anything, no matter how often she asked. She would answer at random, waving her away and telling her to go out and play. Sometimes her mummy sat for a long time, just staring out of the window at the sea, while she smoked an awful lot of cigarettes. Lots more than she used to. She wanted to say something nice to her mummy, say that perhaps Daddy was only lost and would find his way home. But she didn’t dare. She was afraid her mummy would get cross. So she stayed quiet and did as she was told, like a good little girl. Went out to play, spoke as little as possible and tried to be invisible at home so her mummy wouldn’t be annoyed.

         And all the while her mummy’s tummy kept growing bigger and bigger. 

         
             

         

         The sky was growing perceptibly paler by the time Elma re-emerged from the police station, though the streetlights were still on. There were more cars on the roads now and the wind had dropped. Since returning to her old hometown on the Skagi Peninsula, she had been struck by how flat and exposed it seemed in comparison to Reykjavík. Walking through its quiet streets, she felt as if there was nowhere to hide from prying eyes. Unlike the capital, where trees and gardens had grown up over the years to soften the urban landscape and shelter the inhabitants from Iceland’s fierce winds, Akranes had little in the way of vegetation, and the impression of bleakness was made worse by the fact that many of the houses and streets were in poor repair. No doubt the recent closure of one of the local fish factories had contributed to the air of decline. But the surrounding scenery still took Elma’s breath away: the sea on three sides; Mount Akranes, with its distinctive dip in the middle, dominating the fourth. Ranks of mountains marching away up the coast to the north; the glow of Reykjavík’s lights visible across Faxaflói Bay to the south.

         Akranes had changed since she was a little girl. It had spread and its population had grown, yet in spite of that she felt it was fundamentally the same. It was still a small town of only seven thousand or so inhabitants, and you encountered the same faces day in, day out. Once she had found the idea stifling, like being trapped in a tiny bubble when there was so much more out there to discover. But now the prospect had the opposite effect: she had nothing against the idea of retreating into a bubble and forgetting the outside world.

         She walked slowly, thinking of all the jobs that awaited her at home. She was still getting settled in, having only picked up the keys to her flat the previous weekend. It was in a small block with seven other apartments on two floors. When Elma was a girl, there hadn’t been any buildings there, just a large field that sometimes contained horses, which she used to feed with stale bread. But since then a whole new neighbourhood had sprung up, consisting of houses and apartment blocks and even a nursery school. Her flat was on the ground floor and had a large deck out front. There were two staircases in the building, with four flats sharing the small communal area on each. Elma hadn’t met her neighbours properly, though she did know that there was a young man living opposite her, who she hadn’t yet seen. Upstairs was an older man called Bárður, chairman of the residents’ association, and a childless, middle-aged couple who gave her friendly nods whenever they met.

         She had spent the week decorating the flat, and now most of the furniture was in place. The contents were a bit of a mixed bag. She’d picked up all kinds of stuff from a charity shop, including an old chest with a carved floral pattern, a gold-plated floor lamp, and four kitchen chairs that she had arranged around her parents’ old dining table. She’d thought the flat was looking quite cosy, but when her mother came round, her expression had indicated that she didn’t agree. ‘Oh, Elma, it’s a bit … colourful,’ she had said in an accusatory tone. ‘What happened to all the furniture from your old flat? It was so lovely and tasteful.’

         Elma had shrugged and pretended not to see her mother’s face when she announced casually that she’d sold it when she moved. ‘Well, I hope you at least got a decent price for it,’ her mother had said. Elma had merely smiled, as this couldn’t have been further from the truth. Besides, she liked being surrounded by these old, mismatched pieces; some were familiar from her childhood, others felt as if they probably came with a story attached.

         Before moving here, she had lived with Davíð, her boyfriend of many years, in the desirable west end of Reykjavík. Their flat, which was small but cosy, had been in the Melar area, on the middle floor of a three-storey building. She missed the tall rowan tree outside the window. It had been like a painting that changed colour with the seasons, bright green in summer, reddish-orange in autumn and either brown or white in winter. She missed the flat too, but most of all she missed Davíð.

         She stopped outside the door of her flat, took out her phone and wrote a text message. Deleted it, then wrote the same message again. Stood there without moving for a moment, then selected Davíð’s number. She knew it wouldn’t do any good but she sent the message anyway, then went inside.

         
            [image: ]

         

         It was Saturday evening and Akranes’s most popular restaurant was packed out, but then there wasn’t much competition. Despite the unpromising exterior, it was contemporary and chic inside, with black furniture, grey walls and flattering lighting. Magnea sat up a little straighter as she surveyed the other diners. She knew she was looking her best this evening in a figure-hugging black jumpsuit and was conscious of all the eyes straying inadvertently to her cleavage. Bjarni was sitting opposite her, and whenever their gazes met she read the promise in his eyes about what would happen once they got home. She would have given anything to be dining alone with him instead of having his parents seated either side of her.

         They were celebrating the fact that Bjarni was finally taking over the family firm. He had been employed there ever since he finished school, but despite being the boss’s son, he had been forced to work hard for the title of managing director. He’d put in a huge number of hours, often working evenings and weekends, and had, in practice, been running the firm alongside his father for several years. But now, at last, it was official: he was formally taking over as managing director. This meant double the salary and double the responsibility, but this evening, at least, he was determined to relax.

         The waiter brought a bottle of red wine and poured a splash into Bjarni’s glass. After he had tasted it and signalled his approval, the waiter filled their glasses, then retreated, leaving the bottle behind on the table.

         ‘Skál!’ Bjarni’s father, Hendrik, raised his glass. ‘To Bjarni and his unstoppable energy. Now he can add the title of managing director to his list of achievements. As his parents, we’re hugely proud of him, as we always have been.’

         They clinked glasses and tasted the expensive wine. Magnea was careful to take only a tiny sip, allowing no more than a few drops to pass between her red-painted lips.

         ‘I wouldn’t have got where I am today without this gorgeous girl beside me,’ Bjarni said, his voice slurring a little. He’d had a whisky while they were waiting for his parents and, as always when he drank spirits, the alcohol had gone straight to his head. ‘I’ve lost count of the times I’ve come home late from the office and never, not once, has my darling wife complained, although she has more than enough to do at work herself.’ He gazed adoringly at Magnea and she blew him a kiss over the table.

         Hendrik turned an indulgent look on Ása but, instead of returning his smile, she averted her eyes, her mouth tight with disapproval. Magnea sighed under her breath. She had given up trying to win her mother-in-law round. These days she didn’t really care anymore. When she and Bjarni had first moved in together she had made a real effort to impress Ása, making sure the house was immaculate whenever his parents were coming over, baking specially for them and generally bending over backwards to earn her mother-in-law’s approval. But it had been a lost cause. Her efforts were invariably rewarded with the same critical look; the look that said the cake was too dry, the bathroom wasn’t sufficiently sparkling clean and the floors could have done with another going over. The message was clear: however hard she tried, Magnea would never be good enough for Bjarni.

         ‘How’s the teaching going, Magnea?’ Hendrik asked. ‘Are those brats behaving themselves?’ Unlike his wife he had always had a soft spot for his daughter-in-law. Perhaps that was one reason for Ása’s hostility. Hendrik never missed a chance to touch Magnea, put an arm round her shoulders or waist, or kiss her on the cheek. He was a big man, in contrast to his dainty wife, and had a reputation in Akranes as a bit of a shark when it came to business. He had a charming smile that Bjarni had inherited, and a powerful, slightly husky, voice. Regular drinking had turned his features coarse and red, yet Magnea liked him better than Ása, so she put up with the wandering hands and the flirtation, which all seemed harmless enough to her.

         ‘They usually behave themselves for me,’ Magnea replied, smiling at him. At that moment the waiter came back to take their order.

         The evening went pretty smoothly: Bjarni and Hendrik chatted about work and football; Ása sat in silence, apparently sunk in her own thoughts, and Magnea smiled at the two men from time to time, contributing the odd word, but otherwise sat quietly like Ása. It was a relief when the meal was over and they could leave. The cold night air sneaked inside her thin coat once they were outside and she took Bjarni’s arm, pressing close to him.

         They had the rest of the evening to themselves.

         It wasn’t until Bjarni had fallen asleep beside her in bed that she remembered the face. She saw again the pair of dark eyes that had met hers when she glanced across the restaurant. For much of the night she lay wide awake, trying to ward off the memories that flashed into her mind with a stark clarity every time she closed her eyes.

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Monday, 20 November 2017
      

         

         Elma sat at her new desk in her new office, on her first day, trying to keep her eyes open. Conscious that she was slouching, she straightened up and forced herself to focus on the computer screen. She had spent the previous evening wandering restlessly around her flat before deciding on an impulse to paint the sitting room. The tins of emulsion had been sitting there untouched ever since she moved in. As a result, she hadn’t crashed out until the early hours, too exhausted to scrub the paint spots off her arms.

         Remembering the text message she had sent Davíð, she pictured him opening it and the faintest smile touching his lips before he sent a reply. But that was wishful thinking; she knew he wouldn’t answer. She briefly closed her eyes, feeling her breath coming fast and shallow, and experiencing again that suffocating sensation as if the walls were closing in on her. She concentrated on taking deep, slow breaths.

         ‘Ahem.’

         She opened her eyes. A man was standing in front of her, holding out his hand. ‘Sævar,’ he said.

         Elma hastily pulled herself together and shook his large, hairy hand, which turned out to be unexpectedly soft.

         ‘I see they’ve found a home for you.’ Sævar smiled at her. He was wearing dark-blue jeans and a short-sleeved shirt that revealed the thick fur on his arms. The overall impression – dark hair, dense stubble, heavy eyebrows and coarse features – was that of a caveman, but this was belied by a pleasant hint of aftershave.

         ‘Yes, it’s not bad. Pretty good, actually,’ Elma said, brushing her hair back from her face.

         ‘How are you enjoying life out here in the sticks?’ Sævar asked, still smiling. He must be the other detective Hörður had mentioned. Elma knew he’d been working for the Akranes force since he was twenty but didn’t recall seeing his face before, though he couldn’t have been more than a few years older than her. The town only had two schools and one community college, and the smallness of the place meant that you generally encountered all your contemporaries sooner or later – or so Elma had thought.

         ‘Very much,’ she replied, trying to sound upbeat but afraid she was coming across as a bit of an idiot. She hoped the black circles under her eyes weren’t too obvious but knew the unforgiving fluorescent lights would only exaggerate any signs of weariness.

         ‘I hear you were in Reykjavík CID,’ Sævar continued. ‘What made you decide to have a change of scene and come here?’

         ‘Well, I grew up here,’ Elma said, ‘so … I suppose I was missing my family.’

         ‘Yes, that’s the most important thing in life,’ Sævar said. ‘You realise when you start to get old that family’s what it’s all about.’

         ‘Old?’ Elma looked at him in surprise. ‘You can’t be that old.’

         ‘No, maybe not.’ Sævar grinned. ‘Thirty-five. Best years still to come.’

         ‘I certainly hope so,’ Elma said. As a rule, she tried not to dwell on her age. She knew she was still young, and yet she was uncomfortably aware of how fast the years were winging by. If anyone asked how old she was, she almost always had to stop and think, so she tended just to give the year of her birth – her vintage. As if she were a car or a wine.

         ‘That makes two of us,’ Sævar said. ‘Anyway, the reason I’m here is that we got a callout at the weekend after some people heard a woman screaming in the flat upstairs, and a lot of shouting and banging. When we got there, it was a mess. The man had beaten his girlfriend so badly his knuckles were bleeding. The woman insisted she didn’t want to take it any further, but I expect charges will be brought anyway. Still, it helps if the victim’s prepared to testify, even when we have a medical report and other evidence to back up our case. She’s home from hospital now, and I was thinking of having a chat with her, but I reckon it would be better to have a female officer present. And it wouldn’t hurt if she’d studied psychology as well,’ he added, with a twinkle in his eye.

         ‘It was only for two years,’ Elma muttered, wondering how he knew about the psychology degree she had been taking before she dropped out of university and enrolled at the Police College instead. She didn’t remember the subject coming up in conversation, so presumably he must have read her CV. ‘Sure, I’ll go with you but I can’t promise my knowledge of psychology will be any use.’

         ‘Oh, come on – I have complete faith in you.’
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         They were met by a strong smell of cooking when they knocked on the door of the house. After a bit of a wait they heard signs of life inside. Sævar had told Elma on the way there that the woman they wanted to see was currently staying with her elderly grandmother.

         A few moments later the door opened with a feeble creak, and a small, wizened woman with a deeply lined face appeared in the gap. Her skin was covered in brown liver spots but the pale-grey, shoulder-length hair, drawn back in a clip, was unusually thick and handsome for her age. She raised her eyebrows inquiringly.

         ‘We’re looking for Ásdís Sigurðardóttir. Is she in?’ Sævar asked. The old woman turned round without a word, beckoning them to follow her.

         Elma guessed the house hadn’t changed much since it was built, probably in the seventies. There was a carpet on the floor – a rare sight in Iceland where they were considered old-fashioned and unhygienic – and the walls were clad in dark wood panelling. The smell of meat stew was even more overpowering inside.

         ‘That arsehole,’ the old woman burst out, startling Elma. ‘That pathetic bastard can rot in hell for all I care. But Dísa won’t listen to me. Won’t even discuss it. So I told her she could pack her bags. If she won’t listen, she can get out of my house.’ The old woman turned without warning and took hold of Elma’s arm. ‘But I can’t talk – I’ve always been a soft touch myself, so she probably got it from me. I can’t throw her out, not after what’s happened. But maybe you can get through to her. She’s in there, in her old room.’ She pointed down the hallway with a knobbly, brown-splotched hand, then shuffled off and left them to it, muttering under her breath.

         Elma and Sævar stood there for a moment, trying to work out which door she had meant. There were four rooms opening off the hallway and Elma wondered how the old woman could afford such a large house when, as far as they knew, she usually lived there alone. After a moment, Sævar tapped tentatively on one of the doors. When there was no response, he opened it warily.

         The girl sitting on the bed was considerably younger than Elma had been expecting. She was hunched over the computer in her lap but raised her head as they entered. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, and her dark-blue hoodie and white pyjamas with a pink pattern contributed to the impression of youth. Her eyebrows were pencilled black and looked much darker than her brown hair, which was scraped back in a lank pony-tail. But it was hard to take in anything apart from her battered face. Her lips had split and the swelling round her eyes was mottled blue, green and brown.

         ‘May I?’ Elma asked, gesturing to the office chair at the end of the bed. She and Sævar had agreed beforehand that she would do most of the talking. The girl was bound to find it easier to speak to a woman after what that man had done to her. When the girl nodded, Elma sat down.

         ‘Do you know who I am?’ she asked.

         ‘No, how should I know that?’

         ‘I’m from the police. We’re assisting the prosecutor with the case against your boyfriend.’ 

         ‘I’m not pressing charges. I told them that at the hospital.’ Her voice was firm and uncompromising. As she spoke, she sat up a little straighter.

         ‘I’m afraid it’s out of your hands,’ Elma said, trying to sound friendly, and explained: ‘When the police are involved, they have the power to investigate the incident and prosecute if they deem it necessary.’

         ‘But you don’t understand … I don’t want to prosecute,’ the girl said angrily. ‘Tommi’s just … he’s been having a hard time. He didn’t mean to do it.’

         ‘I see, but that’s still no excuse for what he did to you. Lots of us have problems but we don’t all react like that.’ Elma leant forward in her chair, holding Ásdís’s gaze with her own. ‘Has he done it before?’

         ‘No,’ the girl answered quickly, before qualifying in a low voice: ‘He’s never hit me before.’

         ‘The doctor found old bruises on you. Bruises from about a month ago.’

         ‘I don’t know what can have caused them, but then I’m always falling over,’ Ásdís retorted.

         Elma studied her searchingly, reluctant to put too much pressure on her. She looked so small and vulnerable as she sat there in bed, in clothes that seemed far too big for her.

         ‘He’s almost forty years older than you, isn’t he?’

         ‘No, he’s sixty. I’m nearly twenty-nine,’ the girl corrected her.

         ‘It would really help if you’d come down to the station with us so we could take a formal statement from you,’ Elma said. ‘Then you’d get a chance to put your side of the story.’

         Ásdís shook her head, stroking the initials embroidered on the duvet cover. They looked to Elma like Á.H.S.

         ‘You know, there’s all kinds of help available to women in your situation,’ Elma continued. ‘We’ve got a counsellor you could talk to and there’s a women’s refuge in Reykjavík that’s helped lots of…’ Elma trailed off when she caught the look on Ásdís’s face. 

         ‘What does the H stand for?’ she asked instead, after a brief pause.

         ‘Harpa. Ásdís Harpa. But I’ve always hated the name. My mother was called Harpa.’

         Elma didn’t pursue the subject. There must be some reason why Ásdís couldn’t stand being named after her mother, even though the woman was dead. And why, at nearly thirty, she was still living sometimes with her grandmother, sometimes with a much older man who treated her like a punch bag. But sadly Elma had seen many worse cases and could tell straight away that there was little to be done until Ásdís was prepared to take action herself. Elma just hoped she wouldn’t leave it too late. Ásdís had turned her attention back to her laptop as if there was no one else in the room. Elma raised her eyebrows at Sævar with a defeated look and got to her feet. There was no more to be said.

         Nevertheless, as they were leaving she paused in the doorway and turned: ‘Are you going back to him?’

         ‘Yes,’ Ásdís replied, without looking up from the screen.

         ‘Well, good luck. Don’t hesitate to call if … if you need us,’ Elma said, putting out a hand to close the door.

         ‘You lot don’t understand anything,’ Ásdís muttered angrily. Elma stopped and looked round again. Ásdís hesitated, then added in a low voice: ‘I can’t press charges; I’m pregnant.’

         ‘All the more reason to stay out of his way, then,’ Elma said, meeting her eye. She spoke slowly and deliberately, stressing every syllable in the hope that her words would sink in. But she didn’t really believe they would.
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         It was past four and already getting dark outside when Elma wandered into the kitchen. The coffee in the thermos turned out to be lukewarm and tasted as if it had been sitting there since that morning. She tipped the contents of her mug down the sink and started opening the cupboards in search of tea. 

         ‘The tea’s in the drawer,’ said a voice behind her, making her jump. It was the young female officer Elma had been introduced to earlier that day. Elma struggled for her name: Begga, that was it. She looked quite a bit younger than Elma herself; well under thirty, anyway. She was tall and big-boned, with shoulder-length, mousy hair and a nose that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a Roman emperor. Elma noticed that she had dimples even when she wasn’t smiling.

         ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,’ Begga said. She pulled open a drawer and showed Elma a box of tea bags.

         ‘Thanks,’ Elma said. ‘Would you like some too?’

         ‘Yes, please. I may as well join you.’ Begga sat down at the little table. Elma waited for the kettle to boil, then filled two mugs with hot water. She fetched a carton of milk from the fridge and put it on the table along with a bowl of sugar-lumps.

         ‘I know you from somewhere.’ Begga studied Elma thoughtfully as she stirred her tea. ‘Were you at Grundi School?’

         Elma nodded. She’d attended the school, which was on the southern side of town.

         ‘I think I remember you. You must have been a couple of years above me. Were you born in 1985?’

         ‘Yes, I was,’ Elma said, sipping from her steaming mug. Begga was much older than she’d guessed; almost as old as her.

         ‘I do remember you,’ Begga said, her dimples becoming more pronounced as she smiled. ‘I was so pleased to hear there was another woman joining us. As you may have noticed, we’re in a serious minority here. It’s a bit of a man’s world.’

         ‘It certainly is. But I like working with these guys so far,’ Elma said. ‘They seem really easy to get along with.’

         ‘Yes, most of them. I’m happy here anyway,’ Begga said. She was one of those people who appear to be perpetually smiling, even when they aren’t. She had that sort of face.

         ‘Have you always lived here?’ Elma asked.

         ‘Yes, always,’ Begga replied. ‘I love it here. The locals are great, there’s no traffic and everything’s within reach. I’ve no reason to go anywhere else. And I’m absolutely sure my friends who’ve moved away will come back eventually. Most people who leave come back sooner or later,’ she added confidently. ‘Like you, for example.’

         ‘Like me, for example,’ Elma repeated, dropping her gaze to her mug.

         ‘Why did you decide to move back?’ Begga prompted.

         Elma wondered how often she would have to answer this question. She was about to trot out the usual story when she paused. Begga had the sort of comfortable manner that invited confidences. ‘I was missing my family, and it’s good to get away from the traffic, of course, but…’ She hesitated. ‘Actually, I’ve just come out of a relationship.’

         ‘I see.’ Begga pushed over a basket of biscuits, taking one herself as she did so. ‘Had you been together long?’

         ‘I suppose so – nine years.’

         ‘Wow, I’ve never managed more than six months,’ Begga exclaimed with an infectious giggle. ‘Though I am closely involved with a gorgeous guy at the moment. He’s very fluffy and loves cuddling up to me in the evenings.’

         ‘A dog?’ Elma guessed.

         ‘Nearly.’ Begga grinned. ‘A cat.’

         Elma smiled back. She had taken an instant liking to Begga, who didn’t seem to care what other people thought of her. She was different, without making any conscious effort to be.

         ‘So, what happened?’ Begga asked.

         ‘When?’

         ‘With you and the nine-year guy.’

         Elma sighed. She didn’t want to have to think about Davíð now. ‘He changed,’ she said. ‘Or maybe I did. I don’t know.’

         ‘Did he cheat on you? The guy I was seeing for six months cheated on me. Well, he didn’t actually shag someone else, but I found out he was using dating sites and had a Tinder profile. I came across it by chance.’ 

         Elma caught her eye. ‘So you were on there yourself?’

         ‘Yeah, but only for research purposes. It was purely academic interest,’ Begga said with mock seriousness. ‘You should try it. It’s brilliant. I’ve already been on two Tinder dates.’

         ‘How did they go?’

         ‘It worked the second time – if you know what I mean.’ Begga winked at her and Elma laughed in spite of herself. ‘But I’m not actually looking for anyone,’ Begga went on. ‘I enjoy the single life. For the moment, anyway. And my heart belongs to my liddle baby.’

         ‘Your baby?’

         ‘Yeah, my boy cat,’ Begga explained and burst out laughing.

         Elma rolled her eyes and smiled. Begga was one of a kind all right. 

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Akranes 1989
      

         

         
      The baby came in May. The day it was born was beautiful and sunny, with barely a cloud in the sky. When she went outside the air was damp from the night’s rain and the spicy scent of fresh greenery hung over the garden, tickling her nose. The sea stirred idly and far beyond the bay she could see the white dome of the Snæfellsjökull glacier rising on the horizon. Closer at hand, the reefs peeped up from the waves every now and then. She was wearing a pair of snow-washed jeans and a yellow T-shirt with a rainbow on the front. Her hair was tied back in a loose pony-tail but her curls kept escaping from the elastic band, so she was constantly having to brush strands of hair from her face.
    

         
      It was a Saturday and they had woken early, then eaten toast and jam for breakfast while listening to the radio. The weather was so good that they decided they would go for a walk on the beach to look for shells. They found an empty ice-cream tub to take with them and she sat on the swing while waiting for her mummy to finish her chores. As her mummy hung out the washing, she swung back and forth, reaching her toes up to the sky. They were chatting and her mummy was just smiling at her and stretching her arms to hang up a white sheet when suddenly she clutched at her stomach and doubled over. She stopped her swinging and watched her mummy anxiously.
    

         
      ‘It’s all right. Just a bit of a twinge,’ her mummy said, trying to smile. But when she stood up, the pain started again and she had to sit down on the wet grass.
    

         
      ‘Mummy?’ she said anxiously, going over to her.
    

         
      ‘Run next door to Solla’s and ask her to come over.’ Her mother took a deep breath and made a face. Drops of sweat trickled down her forehead. ‘Hurry.’
    

         
      Without waiting to be told again, she ran as fast as she could across the road to Solla’s house. She knocked on the door, then opened it without waiting for an answer.
      
    

         
      ‘Hello! Solla!’ she shouted. She could hear voices coming from the radio, then a figure appeared in the kitchen doorway.
    

         
      ‘What’s up?’ Solla asked, regarding her in surprise.
    

         
      ‘The baby…’ she panted. ‘It’s coming.’
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      Several days later her mummy came home with a small bundle wrapped in a blue blanket. He was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen, with his dark hair and plump, unbelievably soft cheeks. Cautiously, she stroked the tiny fingers and marvelled that anything could be that small. But best of all was the smell. He smelled of milk and something sweet that she couldn’t put a name to. Even the little white pimples on his cheeks were so tiny and delicate that it was a sheer pleasure to run your finger over them. He was to be called Arnar, just like her daddy.
    

         
      But her beautiful little brother only lived for two weeks in their house by the sea. One day he wouldn’t wake up, however hard her mummy tried to rouse him. 
    

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Saturday, 25 November 2017
      

         

         The only sounds in the house were the ticking of the sitting-room clock and the regular clicking of her knitting needles as they turned out the smooth, pale loops. The little jumper was almost finished. Once Ása had cast off and woven in the loose ends, she laid the jumper on the sofa and smoothed it out. The yarn, a mix of alpaca and silk, was as soft and light as thistledown. She tried out several different kinds of buttons against the jumper before opting for some white mother-of-pearl ones that went well with the light-coloured wool. She would sew them on later, once she had washed it. After putting the little garment in the washing machine, she switched on the kettle, scooped up some tea leaves in the strainer, poured the boiling water over them and added sugar and a dash of milk. Then she sat down at the kitchen table. The weekend paper lay there unopened, but instead of leafing through it, she cradled the hot cup in both hands and stared unseeingly out of the window.

         Her hands always got so cold when she was knitting. She wound the yarn so tightly round her index finger that it was bloodless and numb by the time she put down her needles. But knitting was her hobby, and numb fingers were a small price to pay for the pleasure she derived from seeing the yarn transformed into a succession of pretty garments. Pretty garments to add to the pile in the wardrobe. Hendrik was always grumbling about her extravagance. The yarn didn’t come cheap, especially the finest-quality soft wool, spun with silk. But she carried on regardless, ignoring Hendrik’s nagging. It wasn’t as if they couldn’t afford it. All her life she had been thrifty and watched every penny. It was how she had been brought up. But these days they had plenty of money; so much more than they needed, in fact, that she didn’t know what to do with it all. So she bought wool. She wondered at times if she should sell the clothes or give them away so others could make use of them, but something always held her back.

         She gazed out at the garden, where the blackbirds were hopping among the shrubs, attracted by the apples she had hung out for them. Time seemed to stand still. Ever since she had given up work, the days had become so long and drawn out that it was as if they would never end.

         Ása heard the front door open and close, then Hendrik walked into the kitchen without a word of greeting. He was still going into the office every day, and Ása doubted he would ever give up work entirely, though he was intending to cut down now that Bjarni was taking over. When not at work, he spent most of his time on the golf course, but golf had always bored her rigid.

         ‘What’s the matter with you?’ Hendrik sat down at the table and picked up the paper, not looking at her as he spoke.

         Ása didn’t answer but went on staring out of the window. The blackbirds were noisy now, singing shrill warning notes from the bushes. Ever louder and more insistent.

         Hendrik shook his head and snorted, as if to say that it didn’t matter how she was feeling or what she was thinking.

         Without a word, she slammed down her cup so violently that the tea splashed onto the table. Then she stood up and walked quickly into the bedroom, pretending not to notice Hendrik’s astonished expression. Sitting down on the bed, she concentrated on getting her breathing under control. She wasn’t accustomed to losing her temper like that. She had always been so docile, so self-effacing, first as a little girl growing up in the countryside out east and later as a woman working in the fish factory in Akranes. She had moved young to Reykjavík and, like so many country girls, attended the Home Economics School. While boarding there she had soon discovered that life in the city offered all kinds of attractions that the countryside didn’t, like new people, work and a variety of entertainment. Shops, schools and streets that hardly ever emptied. Lights that lit up the night and a harbour full of ships. It was meeting Hendrik that had brought her to Akranes. He had been working on a fishing boat that put into Reykjavík harbour one August night. The crew had gone out on the town where Ása was partying with her friends from the Home Economics School. She had met him as he walked in through the door of the nightclub.

         Ása had known from the first instant that she had found her husband, the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with – Him with a capital H. He was tall and dark, and the other girls had gazed at him enviously. This was hardly surprising as she had never been considered much to look at herself, with her ginger hair and her complexion that burst out in freckles at the first hint of summer.

         Thinking about it later, she was convinced it was her vulnerability that had attracted him. He had seen that she was a girl who wouldn’t stand up for herself. Instead, she smiled shyly and folded her arms meekly across her stomach; she always laid the table and never walked ahead of him when they were out; she ironed his shirts without having to be asked or ever being thanked. When she and Hendrik had first got to know each other, he had said that her timidity was one of the things that had captivated him. He couldn’t stand strident women, referring to them as ‘pushy cows’, but she was a girl after his own heart, who knew when to keep quiet and let others do the talking. Who was nice and submissive. Who would make a good mother.

         She wiped away the tears as they spilled over. What on earth was the matter with her? Why was she suddenly so easily upset? After all, she had coped with so much over the years. And she had Bjarni. He hadn’t been a bad son to her – quite the opposite. Although he took after his father in appearance, his expression was gentler, lacking all hardness. Despite being nearly forty, he had held on to his boyish looks. When he smiled, her world seemed brighter, but when Ása saw him with the boys he coached at football, something seemed to break inside her.

         She knew he wanted children. Not that he’d mentioned it, of course, but she knew. She was his mother, after all, and knew him better than anyone else. The only thing standing in the way was her. She was too self-centred to have children. And because of her, the family line would die out with Bjarni. Ása didn’t know if she could bear it, but what choice did she have?

         She drew the curtains, changed into her nightie and got into bed, pulling the duvet over herself, though it wasn’t yet evening. It wasn’t Bjarni’s childlessness that had caused her to react so violently just now, but the visit she had received that morning. What had happened then had distressed her so much that she needed to lie down. She was too old to start reopening old wounds. She’d been through enough suffering. Now all she wanted was to go to sleep. To sleep and never to wake up again.
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         The wardrobe was crammed to bursting with clothes. Old dresses and coats were tightly packed on the hangers and there was a heap of shoes and bags on the floor. Elma couldn’t picture herself ever wearing anything in there again.

         ‘For some reason I’ve never got round to going through it all.’ Her mother, Aðalheiður, stood there in her loose shirt, hands on her hips, glasses perched on the tip of her nose. She was a small, slightly plump woman, with short, blonde hair. To Elma, she never seemed to change.

         They were standing in Elma’s old room, contemplating the over-stuffed wardrobe that had been used for storage in recent years. The task seemed hopeless.

         ‘Still, it’s a good thing you hung on to it all. I mean, I could wear this at Christmas,’ Elma said, holding up a shiny red dress with frilly sleeves. ‘And this would look great with it,’ she added, pulling out a beige velvet jacket.

         ‘Oh, you looked so smart in that jacket,’ Aðalheiður said wistfully, taking it from her. ‘Try it on for me. Go on. Please.’

         ‘Mum, I wore that to my confirmation,’ Elma said, laughing. ‘I doubt I’d be able to squeeze into it now.’ 

         ‘You’ve lost so much weight over the last few weeks,’ Aðalheiður said accusingly.

         Elma rolled her eyes but didn’t reply. She knew it was true from the way her clothes hung off her, though she hadn’t dared to get on the scales.

         ‘Oh, please, try it on,’ her mother persisted, pushing the jacket at her. ‘Wait a sec, I’ll find the trousers that go with it.’ Turning to the wardrobe, she started pulling out garments willy-nilly and chucking them on the floor, not stopping until she emerged triumphantly with a pair of flared beige trousers. ‘I knew they were in here somewhere. Come on, try them on.’

         ‘No way!’ Elma retorted. ‘What were you thinking of, making me wear that? A fourteen-year-old girl in a beige trouser suit? Why couldn’t I just have worn a pink dress?’

         ‘You chose it yourself, Elma. Don’t you remember?’

         ‘I can’t possibly have worn that voluntarily.’

         ‘You and your friends all had them. Silja and Kristín both came along to your confirmation in the same kind of outfit. I’ve got a photo somewhere. Hang on, I’ll find it.’

         ‘No, for God’s sake, Mum. Please, don’t bother.’

         ‘Well, anyway, I thought you all looked very smart,’ Aðalheiður insisted, flicking invisible dust off the jacket. ‘Have you heard from Kristín or Silja at all recently?’

         ‘No, not a word.’

         ‘You should get in touch with them. They still live here, you know. They didn’t run away like you.’ Although Aðalheiður’s tone was light as she said this, Elma knew her mother had never been a fan of Reykjavík, dismissing it as too congested, too crowded and too far away. In fact, it only took forty-five minutes to drive there now that the Hvalfjörður tunnel had been opened, but it still seemed a long way to her parents, who were used to never having to drive for more than five minutes to get anywhere they wanted.

         ‘I haven’t spoken to them for years. It would be weird if I suddenly rang them out of the blue, just because I’ve moved back home.’

         ‘It doesn’t have to be weird. People call their old friends. Who knows, they might be thinking the same thing?’

         ‘Somehow I seriously doubt they’re thinking the same thing.’

         ‘Well, anyway, you were the one who took off. You moved away. They tried to stay in touch, didn’t they? How good were you about ringing them back?’

         Elma shrugged. She’d hardly given any thought to Silja and Kristín for years. The three of them had been inseparable all the way through school, but they had gradually grown apart after Elma moved to Reykjavík. ‘I don’t suppose I was good enough about returning their calls,’ she admitted sheepishly, smiling at her mother. Sitting down on the bed, she started folding the clothes that Aðalheiður had thrown on the floor while searching for the trousers.

         ‘It’s never too late, Elma,’ Aðalheiður said, gently stroking her shoulder. ‘And now I insist you pop on the suit without another word. It cost me a fortune and you only wore it once. You owe it to me.’

         A few minutes later, Elma was standing before the mirror in the beige velvet suit. The trouser legs and sleeves were too short and although she could just about button up the jacket, she couldn’t zip up the flies at all.

         ‘You haven’t changed a bit,’ Aðalheiður said, mouth twitching as she struggled to keep a straight face. Elma threw her an incredulous glance and they both exploded with laughter.

         ‘What’s going on?’ Jón, Elma’s father, put his head round the door and stared in surprise at his wife and daughter, who were wiping the tears from their eyes. ‘Are you trying on clothes for your new job?’ he asked Elma. When neither of them answered, he shook his head, muttering, ‘Good, good,’ and headed off in the direction of the TV room, where he would shortly nod off in his armchair with a book of sudoku puzzles on his lap. 

         ‘Right, we’ll never get this done if we don’t get started,’ Aðalheiður said, once they had recovered. ‘It’s nice to see you laugh,’ she added, with a good-natured glance at her daughter. ‘I’ve missed that.’

         Just over an hour later Elma stood there alone, surveying her handiwork. She had finished sorting through most of the clothes. One pile was to go to the Red Cross, another belonged to her sister Dagný, who was three years older than her and whose clothes had somehow found their way into the wardrobe as well.

         Elma lay down on the bed and pulled the cover over her. The room had barely changed since she moved out. Still the same furniture and her old books on the shelves.

         It was a peculiar feeling to be home again. After all those years in Reykjavík she felt as if she was back where she had started. But she wasn’t angry, not anymore. The anger had only lasted a few days. Now she was just sad. And lonely. So desperately lonely. Would she ever get used to being single?

         She sighed quietly and rolled over in bed. Anyway, here she was, having got through her first week at work. It was Saturday evening and, like so many other evenings before, she was lying in bed, waiting to hear her mother’s voice calling to tell her that supper was ready. Somehow, time kept on passing.

         She turned on her side and felt her eyelids growing heavy. There was something so comforting about the smell of the bedclothes and the familiar sounds of the house: her parents’ voices, the groaning of the plumbing when a tap was turned on, the creaking of the parquet floors.

         She was finding it hard to sleep in the new flat. It took her ages to drop off and she kept starting awake in the middle of the night for no reason. It had nothing to do with her neighbours since the building was extremely quiet. Come to think of it, perhaps that was the problem. The silence. No sound of breathing at her side. No one turning over in bed.

         Her old fear of the dark had reared its head again since she had moved into her new home. When she woke up in the night she invariably needed a pee, and on the way to the bathroom she couldn’t shake off the feeling that someone was watching her. That someone was standing at the end of the hallway in the dark corner where no streetlights shone in. It took all her willpower not to run back to her room and pull the duvet over her head.

         She had to remind herself that she wasn’t a little girl anymore.

         That the real evil wasn’t to be found lurking in dark corners but in the human soul.
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         Magnea had got the email – she just hadn’t read it. When she saw who had sent it, she knew immediately what it would contain. So she had deleted it without giving it a second glance. She didn’t know how many emails that was now. They’d been arriving for weeks and they always said the same thing. Always contained the same plea. At first, the tone had been friendly, almost too polite, and she had begun to remember things that she had absolutely no desire to rake up. But now the tone had changed and the messages were despairing and increasingly aggressive. She hadn’t met her since they were both little girls. That’s why she had been so shocked when she saw her at the restaurant. Anyway, what could they possibly have to say to each other?

         Magnea had come out for a run to clear her head, but it wasn’t working. As she jogged, her thoughts kept returning to the messages, to what they had done. She just couldn’t see the point of dragging it all up again. The past was past and nothing could change it now. She had done well for herself: she was happily married, lived in a beautiful house and went on regular foreign holidays – just for pleasure, because she could. She had no desire to change anything simply in order to achieve some kind of peace of mind, for which she felt no need.

         Besides, Magnea knew that it would mean losing Bjarni and that was unthinkable. That’s why she had deleted the messages without answering them, and hoped against hope that the woman would give up in the end.

         She paused a moment to catch her breath, then carried on running. She needed to drop by the shop to buy a couple of ingredients for this evening’s dessert. Bjarni was in charge of the roast; it was his speciality. Gylfi, Bjarni’s childhood friend, and his wife, Drífa, were coming round for supper. Taking it in turns to invite one another to dinner was something they had done regularly over the years, though the invitations used to be much more frequent before Gylfi and Drífa had the twins, who were now five years old.

         After picking up what they needed from the shop, she walked the rest of the way home. Physical tiredness sent currents of well-being through her body. She rarely felt as contented as she did after a good run. According to her watch, she had been going for nearly an hour at a brisk pace.

         Bjarni was standing at the kitchen island when she came in, concentrating on cutting fine slices in the tops of the potatoes. The joint of beef was on the table, seasoned and ready to go in the oven.

         ‘That looks good, love,’ she said, kissing him on the cheek. Bjarni was so tall she had to stand on tiptoe to reach. She loved that about him. It made him seem so manly, so masterful.

         ‘Good run?’ he asked, without looking up from his task.

         ‘Yes. I did a circuit of the town, past the forestry plantation, then down Innnesvegur. There was a fantastic view from the beach at Langisandur. It’s perfect running weather – you should have come with me.’ She turned on the tap and filled a glass, then drank it down in one go and leant back against the kitchen counter. ‘Can I do anything to help?’

         ‘No, I’m just going to stick these in.’ Bjarni seasoned the potatoes and put them in the oven. ‘Then I’m going to do this.’ Turning to her, he gripped her by the thighs and lifted her up to sit on the counter. 

         ‘Well, well,’ she said, laughing, and kissed him back eagerly, making no objection as he pulled down his trousers.

         Afterwards she took a long, leisurely shower. Everything was more or less ready so she had plenty of time. The home help had come earlier and the place was shining clean. Not that she really understood why she needed a cleaner since there were only the two of them living there and the house rarely got dirty. There were no children to spill things or to tidy up after. But Bjarni insisted on the help. He had grown up with that arrangement and wanted everything cleaned once a week but saw no reason why Magnea should have to do it. She didn’t object, but then she rarely did. After all, it was up to him how he spent his money – he was the main breadwinner, not her on her teacher’s salary.

         Magnea’s thoughts returned to the email. She was so contented with her life, so perfectly happy with what she had. Why couldn’t the woman understand that and leave her alone? Feeling the irritation building up inside her, she inhaled deeply several times. It didn’t matter. The woman would give up in the end and go away and get on with her own life. It would be in her interest, after all.

         By the time Magnea stepped out of the shower, she had succeeded in pushing away any unpleasant thoughts. First the run, then Bjarni, had left her feeling unusually relaxed, so she was quick to get into the right mood for the dinner party. While doing her hair and make-up she hummed along to the music Bjarni had put on. Then she dressed in a white chiffon shirt, black trousers and high stiletto heels. She swayed her hips to the music as she laid the table in the living room and lit the candles.

         Shortly afterwards, the doorbell rang.

         ‘I’ll get it,’ Magnea called to Bjarni and checked her appearance in the mirror before going into the hall. Putting on a wide smile, she opened the door, ready to show their guests her best side. But when she saw who was standing there, the smile was wiped off her face. A pair of dark-brown eyes stared at her anxiously. 

         ‘You didn’t answer any of my emails,’ the woman said, with a quick, on-off smile. ‘You know we need to talk.’ She sounded obstinate, as if determined to get her own way.

         Magnea froze, staring at her, and prayed that Bjarni wouldn’t come out. She didn’t want to have to explain to him how she knew this woman. She had to get rid of her before he came to the door, but she knew the woman wasn’t going anywhere until she had got what she wanted.

         ‘All right, fine,’ Magnea whispered. ‘I’ll meet you. We can talk. But not now, later. I’ll meet you later this evening, but only if you leave now.’ A car drove past and Magnea started to close the door. She didn’t want the guests to arrive while she was standing here with this woman on the doorstep.

         ‘Where can we meet?’ the woman asked, wrapping her black coat tightly around herself.

         ‘I’ll be in touch,’ Magnea hissed.

         ‘You don’t have my number. Do you want to write it down?’ The woman’s desperation was so palpable that Magnea almost felt sorry for her.

         ‘By the lighthouse,’ Magnea whispered. ‘I’ll meet you by the lighthouse.’

         ‘By the lighthouse,’ the woman agreed and walked away. She was still holding her coat tightly around her as she got into her car and drove off.

         ‘Was that Mum?’ Bjarni called from the bathroom.

         ‘No, it was … just some kids collecting bottles for the deposits,’ Magnea replied, trying to sound normal. ‘To raise money for the swimming club.’ There was very little that could shake her composure these days, and this visit must be no exception.

      

   


   
      
         

             Akranes 1989

         

         She never knew exactly when it started. It happened so slowly. Like something you don’t notice until afterwards, when you look back and realise that everything has changed. That’s how Elísabet experienced it, at least. She remembered the time before everything went wrong, when her daddy was alive and she wasn’t afraid. But the memory was so distant, it was like a dream.

         If she were to try to pinpoint the time or place, it would probably be the day her little brother died. She remembered it so well. Her mother’s screams and the people who came round afterwards; the same people as had come round after her daddy went away. Everyone in a hurry, their voices low, their eyes wet with tears. And she remembered the tiny body lying so still in the big bed.

         But perhaps she had remembered wrong. Perhaps it had begun the day her daddy disappeared. Elísabet wasn’t sure, and anyway it didn’t really matter. Everything had changed because her mother had changed.

         At first she thought her mother was ill. When she wouldn’t get out of bed and just slept all day. All day and all night. Elísabet didn’t know what she was supposed to do, and at first she had tried knocking on her mother’s bedroom door and asking questions. What was for lunch? What clothes should she put on? Could she go out and play? But when there were no replies, she gave up knocking. When she was hungry and there was no food in the house, she simply went over to Solla’s.

         Then one day her mother got out of bed. Elísabet sat on the floor and played with her dolls while she watched her mother dressing up, combing her hair and putting on red lipstick. She was in a good mood, swaying to the music and winking at her. If Elísabet had known what this would lead to, she wouldn’t have smiled back. After her mother had put her to bed and whispered to her to go to sleep, she had heard the front door slam downstairs. She had lain there quite still for a long time, listening. Had her mother gone out? Elísabet had wriggled out from under the duvet and tiptoed downstairs, peeping into one room after the other, until in the end she was standing in the sitting room, calling her mother. First in a low voice, then louder and louder. No one answered: she was alone.

         That was before she learnt that sometimes it was better to be on your own. Now she would give almost anything to be left alone. 

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Sunday, 26 November 2017
      

         

         Aðalheiður sat hunched over the wheel, staring intently at the road in front of her. She held stubbornly to a sedate pace, ignoring the other cars that kept overtaking.

         ‘Mum, you know the speed limit’s ninety kilometres an hour here,’ Elma protested and sighed as yet another car passed them, the driver flashing them an angry grimace as he swept by. ‘Driving too slowly can be dangerous too, you know,’ she added, but couldn’t help being amused by her mother’s look of fierce concentration.

         ‘Ninety’s the maximum speed in optimum conditions, Elma,’ Aðalheiður replied, unfazed. ‘Rain and wind don’t count as optimum conditions, as you should know, being a police officer.’

         Elma turned to look out of the window. Her mother was right. As so often, the weather, which had been fine back in Akranes, had deteriorated now that they were rounding the Kjalarnes Peninsula, in one of those bewilderingly fast changes for which the Icelandic climate was famous. Violent gusts kept battering the car, making her mother grip the wheel and slow to a crawl. Apparently this phenomenon had something to do with the way the mountains funnelled the wind. When Elma got up that morning a hard frost had covered the road outside her flat with glittering ice, yet now big, fat raindrops were falling out of a suddenly overcast sky and exploding on the windscreen.

         Elma had woken early, despite having come home late the night before. To her surprise, Begga had rung her in the afternoon and invited her round to check out Tinder, as if this was a perfectly normal way to spend a Saturday evening. Unable to come up with an excuse, Elma had let herself be persuaded. Maybe it was all the wine they had got through, but she hadn’t laughed so much in ages. She could remember little after crawling into bed later that night and had woken with a pounding heart, a heavy head and a churning stomach. She wasn’t usually a big drinker and as she had sat on the side of her bed, trying to summon the strength to stand up, she’d remembered why.

         It had been a beautiful morning and she had taken her hangover for a walk around town, stopping to buy a doughnut from the bakery, which she ate while strolling along the quay, reading the names of the fishing boats rocking gently on the calm sea. From there, her walk had taken her along Langisandur. It was low tide and the sun had come out, striking a glitter from the expanse of pale golden sand. If there was anything the town could be proud of, she had thought, it was this: the fine beach that on sunny days took on an almost Mediterranean atmosphere, with the townspeople basking on the sand and their children paddling in the sea. At the end of the bay, the cement factory stood idle, its white chimney towering above the town, while far away across the sea to the south, there was a glimpse of Reykjavík and, beyond it, the long, low line of the Reykjanes Peninsula, its mountains flattened out by the distance.

         Elma was just passing her old school when her mother rang, telling her to be ready in ten minutes as they were going on a shopping expedition to Reykjavík. She had agreed reluctantly.

         ‘Shall we grab a late lunch once we get there? It’s no good shopping on an empty stomach,’ Aðalheiður said cheerfully as they drove south. ‘The shop has such a good restaurant these days – it’s really excellent. We could even treat ourselves to a glass of wine.’

         ‘That’s the last thing I feel like right now,’ Elma said ruefully. Her mother was in unusually high spirits that morning, humming along to the radio and shooting frequent glances at her daughter in the passenger seat beside her.

         ‘So, you had a good night, did you?’ Aðalheiður asked with a twinkle in her eye.

         Elma shrugged. ‘It was OK.’

         ‘Well, I’m glad you had fun.’

         Elma didn’t answer. The thought of buying new furniture felt overwhelming, as if it marked the beginning of a new chapter in her life. It wasn’t that long since she and Davíð used to go almost every weekend to buy something nice for their flat. Elma had moved to the capital at twenty, eager to stand on her own two feet, with no intention of ever returning home. Small-town life had never appealed to her. She had longed for the variety Reykjavík had to offer; the opportunity to meet new people and start again with a clean slate. But now here she was, back in Akranes and on her way to buy furniture for her new home. Or her old one, depending on how you looked at it.

         ‘You’re awfully quiet today,’ her mother said, darting her another glance.

         ‘I was just thinking.’

         ‘I’ve heard that’s a good thing. Thinking, I mean.’

         ‘Maybe you should try it some time.’ Elma grinned. ‘I’m tired too. I didn’t sleep well last night.’

         ‘How’s work going?’ Aðalheiður asked.

         She asked the same question every day but Elma never had much to say in reply. The majority of the cases that landed on the desks of West Iceland CID were road accidents, though she had been called out to a break-in on Wednesday. An elderly couple had noticed that the window of their garage had been forced open. Elma had gone to the scene with Sævar and met the couple, who were well into their eighties. Since nothing turned out to be missing from their garage, the case remained unsolved and would probably stay that way. All Elma could think was that the husband had forgotten that he had forced the window himself, judging by the way he seemed incapable of remembering anything for more than five minutes and kept repeating the same questions.

         ‘Fine, nothing to report,’ she replied.

         ‘I hope Hörður’s treating you well,’ Aðalheiður said. ‘It was kind of him to wangle this job for you. He and your father were good friends way back. Mind you, he was quite different in those days and could have drunk anybody under the table. But when he joined the police, he became a reformed character.’

         ‘Hörður?’ Elma exclaimed. She couldn’t picture her boss drinking anyone under the table.

         ‘Yes, indeed. He had quite a weakness for the bottle. But he’s changed beyond recognition since he got the police job. Don’t repeat this, but your father thinks he’s become a bit of a pushover these days. He doesn’t dare take on the more difficult cases because he’s so terrified of putting people’s backs up.’ Aðalheiður grinned. ‘Anyway, I’m glad to hear it’s going well. You’ll soon be one of the team. After all, it’s not like you’re an outsider.’

         ‘It’s OK, just a bit quiet. Very different from my job in Reykjavík. I just hope there’ll be enough to do.’ Elma gazed out over the island-dotted waters of Kollafjörður Bay. The grey sea was flecked with white where its surface was being whipped up by the wind.

         ‘There’s always something to do,’ her mother said with a shrug. ‘I expect you’ll just have to get used to a different sort of case.’

         Elma nodded. Perhaps something different was exactly what she needed.
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         ‘It stinks here.’ Arna buried her nose in the big scarf she wore round her neck, trying to filter out the stench from the fish factory, which was blowing in their direction.

         ‘You’ll get used to it. Have a fag, then you won’t notice it.’ Reynir smiled and handed her a cigarette. Arna hesitated. She didn’t really smoke. She’d tried once when her friend had stolen a cigarette from her grandmother, who smoked like a chimney. They had taken it down to the beach, where they’d had trouble lighting the thing, but in the end they had succeeded in inhaling a bit of smoke, before collapsing in coughing fits. After this experience, they had agreed that cigarettes were disgusting and promised each other they would never take up smoking. 

         But now, deciding to go for it, Arna accepted the cigarette. Reynir lit it for her and she puffed until it started burning properly. The car filled with smoke in no time. Arna did her best to suck it down into her lungs without coughing, then handed the cigarette back to Reynir.

         He opened the window, letting in even more of the fishy smell, then turned up the volume and reclined in his seat. Arna watched entranced as he inhaled with his eyes closed, surrendering himself to the rhythm of the music. She didn’t usually listen to this kind of stuff herself. She was a big Taylor Swift fan, though she’d never admit it to Reynir. He was so cool. She had butterflies in her stomach. It was so unlike her to be here with a boy she hardly knew. Her parents thought she was watching a film at Hafdís’s house. They hadn’t a clue that she was out with Reynir, who was three years older than her and had been a heart-throb all the way through school. All the girls had been crazy about him ever since the first year and, if anything, he’d seemed even cooler since he’d started at college. Anyway, he’d never so much as looked at any of them. That’s why her heart had missed a beat when she’d seen the friend request from him on Facebook. Trembling with excitement, she had called Hafdís at once to tell her the news. Hafdís had been pleased for her, but at the same time Arna had heard a hint of jealousy in her voice. After all, it was Hafdís who had always had the biggest crush on Reynir.

         ‘I’m going inside the lighthouse. You coming?’ Reynir chucked the butt out of the window and got out of the car before Arna had time to answer. She hastily followed his example.

         Although it couldn’t have been more than 8.00 p.m., it was pitch dark outside. The last few days had been so wet and windy that Arna found it oddly quiet now that there was a temporary lull; the sighing of the waves seemed almost soporific. There was the odd spot of rain and a tang of salt in the air.

         Reynir waited for her at the edge of the car park by the tall, new lighthouse, where the concrete ended and the rocks began. The old lighthouse stood a little further off and to reach it they would have to clamber along the shore over the rocks. In contrast to the smooth, cylindrical lines of the new building, the old one consisted of a stumpy, square tower with peeling paint on the walls and a railing around the lantern room at the top.

         ‘Hold on to me. It’s slippery here,’ Reynir ordered.

         Arna obeyed, shyly taking his arm, and they picked their way together over the grey boulders with their clumps of yellow grass and unexpected, water-filled fissures, to the old lighthouse near the tip of the point.

         Arna had often been out here with her father. He was a keen photographer and his enthusiasm had rubbed off on her. She enjoyed going out into nature and taking pictures herself and had developed quite an eye, but couldn’t yet afford a camera of her own. Last summer, like so many Icelandic teenagers, she had taken part in a youth work programme, and her wages were now sitting untouched in her bank account, waiting until she had saved up enough for her dream camera. For now, though, she borrowed her father’s. She and her dad would race outside when the Northern Lights were dancing across the night sky to try and capture their splendour on film, and the old lighthouse was an ideal spot for this. It made a brilliant subject, silhouetted against a background of sea and aurora. Her father had told her it was built in 1918, the first modern concrete lighthouse in Iceland. Recently it had attracted international interest and been voted one of the most picturesque lighthouses in the world. She was considering whether to share this information with Reynir when she lost her footing on the wet rocks.

         ‘I warned you it was slippery!’ Reynir grabbed her, flashing his gorgeous smile, and Arna, blushing, concentrated on looking at the ground in front of her until they reached the lighthouse.

         The steel door was unlocked as always. The moment they stepped inside Reynir turned and pushed her up against the wall. Arna was taken aback but didn’t say anything. His hands began roaming over her body. Breathing heavily in her ear, he squeezed her breast.

         ‘Are you a virgin?’ he whispered.

         Arna nodded, unsure how to answer such a direct question, but Reynir seemed pleased and started kissing her on the mouth. One of his hands was propped against the wall above her head for support while the other stroked lower and lower, and his kiss became wetter and more urgent. Arna, unable to breathe, wasn’t sure if she was enjoying this.

         Of course she had been hoping to be kissed, but in her imagination, the kiss had been gentle and romantic. She had pictured it happening at the end of the evening, just before she got out of the car. Before that, they would talk about everything under the sun. Then he would give her a lift home (stopping at a discreet distance up the street, obviously) and she would open the car door, saying something like: ‘Thanks for the drive.’ He would seize her hand and say: ‘Shall we do it again tomorrow?’ And she would say: ‘Maybe’ – just to tease him. Then he might say: ‘Do I get a kiss before you go?’ She pictured herself hesitating, then giving in to persuasion, leaning towards him until their lips touched. Slowly, tentatively, perhaps with a little tongue at the end. Then she would break off the kiss and get out of the car without another word. She imagined him leaning back in his seat with his eyes shut, thinking about her, just like when he had been listening to the music earlier.

         But this kiss was nothing like that. Instead, she was standing crushed uncomfortably against the icy wall while he groped her and stuck his tongue down her throat so she couldn’t breathe. She was cold and wet, and it stank in the lighthouse.

         ‘Did you hear that?’ she asked, momentarily freeing her mouth. She thought she had heard a noise from inside the lighthouse but wasn’t sure. It was probably her imagination, but she seized on this excuse to move away from Reynir.

         ‘What?’ 

         ‘I think there’s somebody up there.’ Arna peered up the staircase. She knew that kids often came here in the evenings, but they hadn’t seen any other vehicles in the car park so had assumed they were alone.

         ‘I didn’t hear anything,’ Reynir said, moving in to resume his wet kiss.

         ‘I’m sure I heard something.’ Arna quickly ducked her head to avoid another tongue-assault. Her jaws were already aching. Before he could start again, she wriggled away, pulled out her phone and switched on the torch. Then she started swiftly climbing the spiral staircase with its peeling green paint, the metal stairs clanging under her feet. She could see where the paint was flaking off the white walls. From the Coke cans and cigarette butts littering the place, it was obvious that this was a popular haunt for the town’s teenagers.

         Once she was at the top she opened the door out to the narrow gallery and leant against the hand rail. There was nobody there. Yet she could have sworn she had heard a noise. The moon cast a dim glow on the waves as they rose and fell against the rocks. Arna wrapped her jacket more tightly around herself and gazed down at the surface of the sea.

         ‘I told you it was nothing, didn’t I?’ Reynir said, emerging at the top after climbing the staircase unhurriedly behind her.

         ‘What on earth’s that?’ Arna peered into the darkness, pointing at the line of rocks that extended into the sea in the direction of the reef.

         ‘What? I can’t see anything.’ Reynir followed her pointing finger.

         ‘It looks like fur.’ Arna shuddered. ‘Do you think it could be an animal? We’d better go and see.’

         ‘No way am I touching a dead cat.’ Reynir pulled a face but Arna ignored him and ran down the stairs, then started picking her way carefully over the rocks to the place where she thought the animal was lying. Perhaps they could rescue the poor thing. She had seen a movement, hadn’t she? Or had it simply been the waves moving the fur? She wasn’t sure. The only source of light was the moon and the air was full of a cold spray that leaked down her neck inside her thin jacket.

         Once Arna had clambered over the rocks to the shore, she stopped and peered down at the waterline just below. She could hear Reynir calling from some way off but his words were drowned out by the restless noise of the sea around her.

         What she saw there was not the fur of an animal but a woman’s hair, stirring gently with the waves.
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         The furniture shop was heaving. They trudged up and down the aisles, examining the showrooms. Aðalheiður paused by every display, picking things up and testing the sofas. A couple of hours later they had found a new sofa that hadn’t been on Elma’s list but which her mother had talked her into buying. Until then, Elma had been intending to make do with the old sofa bed from her parents’ spare room. Other additions to the list included a bedside table and various other small items that her mother promised would make the little flat more homely. When it came to paying, Aðalheiður grabbed Elma’s hand and held out her own card instead.

         ‘Think of it as a small advance on your inheritance,’ she said with a wink.

         Elma felt herself welling up and quickly averted her eyes. She wasn’t usually this sensitive but now she was having trouble swallowing the lump in her throat.

         Her voice was still a little wobbly a few minutes later when she answered her phone. She was standing by the exit, loaded down with bags, waiting for her mother to reverse the car up to the door. It was past 8.00 p.m.

         ‘Hi,’ she said in an unnaturally reedy voice, having extracted her phone with difficulty from her pocket.

         It was Hörður. ‘Hello, Elma, something’s come up. How quickly can you get yourself out to Breiðin?’

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Akranes 1989
      

         

         
      Elísabet had often seen the school before but it had never looked as imposing as it did now when she stood by the entrance, gazing up at the white building. On either side, the playgrounds and sports fields stretched out over what seemed like a vast area.
    

         
      Gripping the red straps of her schoolbag, she entered the hall, where a crowd of children her own age were standing with their parents. She looked around her. Everyone seemed to be busy chatting. No one took any notice of her as she stood watching them. Then she met the eye of a little girl who was standing huddled beside her mother and she smiled at her, but the little girl turned her face away and took hold of her mother’s hand. She was probably just shy. That was all right. Lots of the kids were shy like her. But some of the others were messing about and making such a racket that their parents had to turn round and shush them.
    

         
      When the bell rang, the teacher came out and told the parents to say goodbye to their children. The pupils were to line up in front of him. Elísabet saw the shy girl resisting as her mother firmly pushed her into line. The girl wasn’t crying but she bit her lip and stared down at her pink shoes that looked as if they had never come into contact with any dirt.
    

         
      Elísabet’s shoes were old and had once been white but were now more like grey or brown. They still had red stripes on them, though. Red was her favourite colour. She had got the shoes from the women who had come round the day before with some bags of clothes. The backpack had come from them too. Elísabet had been very impressed with it. Admittedly, it had a broken shoulder strap but that was all right because one of the helpful women had sewn it back on again. It was bright red with black seams and lots of pockets. But Elísabet had to admit that the other girl’s bag was way cooler. It looked brand-new as well, like her shoes.
    

         
      The teacher, an older man with small glasses, told the children to sit down in front of him in a carpeted corner of the classroom. 
      
      He started by reading out their names, and the children had to answer when it was their turn. While they were answering one after the other, Elísabet noticed two of the girls whispering and staring at her. Instantly guessing what they had seen, she tugged the sleeves of her jumper down over the bleeding sores on her fingers. She felt herself grow hot all over, and when the teacher called out her name, she couldn’t make a sound. ‘Elísabet?’ the teacher said again, surveying the class. ‘Yes,’ she managed to croak, and the teacher nodded and put a tick by her name. Elísabet lowered her eyes to the grey carpet, oblivious to what the teacher was saying. When she finally raised her head, she saw the shy girl watching her. As their eyes met, the other girl smiled, showing milk-white teeth.
    

         
      The girl’s name was Sara, and when she smiled at her Elísabet knew that everything was going to be all right. 
    

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
             

         

         The building was almost empty, but Hendrik was still sitting in his office, contemplating his surroundings with a sense of satisfaction. He relished having all this space to himself, where he could close the door and even take a nap when he felt like it. Where he could work in peace, among the good furniture and expensive paintings, with an uninterrupted view of the ocean; nothing but blue as far as the eye could see. Though in fact it was black out there now – the Icelandic winter was so relentlessly dark. He leant back, his leather chair creaking, and stretched his legs.

         Although he had finished the day’s tasks, he couldn’t face going home just yet. It was a pleasure to sit here alone and undisturbed for a while. And there was nothing waiting for him at home but Ása. Besides, this office would soon belong to Bjarni. Of course, it was high time. Hendrik had no intention of withdrawing entirely from the firm, despite having reached retirement age, but he would have to resign himself to handing over the management to his son.

         Hendrik took a deep breath, then sat upright again. He heard a door opening. Footsteps. It must be the cleaners. Or cleaner, rather: the Asian woman who came in every day, after hours. He stood up, went into the kitchen and found the woman with her back to him, bending over and wringing out the mop over a bucket.

         ‘Good evening,’ he said blandly, reaching for a mug on the top shelf of the cupboard.

         The woman returned his greeting in broken Icelandic, avoiding his eye. She was small and timid, like most of them. It was as if they instinctively recognised power when they saw it. Smiling to himself, he waited patiently for the coffee to percolate, his eyes resting absent-mindedly on the woman as she carried on mopping the floor. Then he took a seat at the table and unhurriedly drank his coffee.

         He had certainly found his niche in life. In fact, you could say he’d had the good luck to be born in the right niche. Growing up in a small rural community had turned out to be a blessing in his case. He knew most of the locals. There were only around seven thousand inhabitants in the town even now, and the population had been much smaller in his youth. He could hardly go out to the shops without having to greet half the people he met. Sometimes he wondered what would have happened if he had given in to the urge to leave and try his luck somewhere else. But he generally came to the same conclusion: nowhere else would he have managed to make as good a life for himself as here. He’d been popular at school, a good student and a good sportsman too; a promising footballer, though it hadn’t led to anything, but then he’d never been particularly interested in that sort of fame. While he enjoyed the comradeship associated with the sport, he wasn’t prepared to make the kind of commitment necessary to achieve success as a footballer. Nor had it ever crossed his mind to abandon his local team. Akranes was his town. Here he was popular and well regarded. That was the advantage of living in a small community; those who had a good reputation reaped the benefits. Others were not so lucky.

         He finished his coffee and got to his feet. His entire life up until now had been close to perfect. His schooldays had been carefree and fun. He had met Ása when he was in his mid-twenties and she three years his junior. As a young woman she had been a pretty, sensitive creature, who allowed him to wear the trousers. Women like that were hard to find these days.

         Everything would have been perfect if it hadn’t been for the little girl. She haunted him like a shadow. If he so much as thought about her, it was as if the wind had been knocked out of him – not that he let it show. To the outside world he was strong; powerful. But when dusk fell, the darkness took up residence in his soul and nothing seemed to matter anymore.
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         Elma drove past the quay where she had walked earlier that day. The boats that had been rocking gently against the dockside then were now being tossed violently back and forth by the churning waves. Turning right, she drove past the white buildings of the fish factory that had recently closed down, with the loss of so many jobs, then swung off the main road onto a gravel track. The streetlights illuminated part of the way but she had to drive the final stretch in darkness, guided only by her headlights. Breiðin, the westernmost point of Akranes, stretched out into the sea before her, the old lighthouse rising from the rocks near the very tip.

         Elma drove to the end of the track and pulled up beside the police vehicles that were already parked there, along with an ambulance, a big four-by-four and a black BMW with its engine running. A yellow plastic tape marked ‘Police’ hung fluttering wildly across the car park by the new lighthouse, and in the distance she could glimpse members of the forensics team at work on the rocky point.

         As she buttoned up her coat, she examined the smart new lighthouse that towered over the car park. The old one looked shabby and dilapidated by comparison. Almost sinister. Elma felt a familiar shiver run down her spine. She had been out there more times than she could remember, first as a little girl with her parents, and later as a teenager with friends who used to do their best to scare the hell out of each other with ghost stories. There was something so eerie about a building that had once performed such an important role but now stood derelict, abandoned to the elements.

         As soon as he saw her arrive, Sævar came over to meet her, his black down jacket zipped up to the neck, his dark hair hidden under a thick woollen hat.

         ‘Forensics are examining the scene,’ he told her, sniffing, his nose running in the cold. He had to raise his voice to be heard over the gale. 

         ‘Have they been here long?’ Elma asked. She’d driven back to Akranes as fast as she dared, her mother a bag of nerves in the passenger seat beside her, repeatedly grabbing her arm with terrified gasps.

         ‘No, they’re just setting up,’ Sævar told her. ‘They had to be called out from Reykjavík too.’

         ‘Do we know anything yet?’

         ‘It’s a woman. Aged somewhere between thirty and forty. The officers who responded to the callout spotted the injuries as soon as they reached the scene, which is why we’ve got the whole shooting match out here now. That’s all I know.’ He nodded in the direction of the BMW. ‘It was them that found the body. I told them to hang around so we could have a chat. I didn’t want to do it alone. Hörður’s only just got here as well. He was spending the weekend at his summer house in Skorradalur.’

         Sævar walked over to the BMW and, bending down, tapped on the window. The door opened and a lanky boy stepped out. His dark hair flopped either side of his face, and he was wearing ripped skinny jeans and a baggy, pale-grey hoodie pulled up over his head. His hands were buried deep in the pockets of his black-leather jacket. The girl stayed in the car.

         ‘Won’t your friend come out and talk to us too?’ asked Sævar.

         ‘She’s cold,’ the boy answered. ‘She hasn’t stopped shivering since…’

         Sævar bent down and tapped the window again. The girl, who was sitting staring into space, jumped as if she’d been in a trance. She looked up, hesitated, then opened the door and got out. Her blonde hair hung right down her back over her thin jacket. She was hugging herself and burying her chin in her big scarf in a futile attempt to keep out the cold.

         ‘You lot had better hurry up before she’s washed away,’ the boy said, waving towards the old lighthouse.

         Sævar opened the rear door of the police car, ignoring this unsolicited advice, and gestured to the two youngsters to get in. 

         ‘What were you doing out here?’ Elma asked once they were all in the car, twisting round in the passenger seat to study them.

         The boy lowered his eyes, then glanced up shiftily as he replied: ‘Us? We were just sightseeing, you know. Checking out the lighthouse.’

         ‘Were you alone?’ Sævar asked.

         The boy nodded, shooting a look at the girl, who just sniffed without saying anything.

         ‘So, Reynir, you weren’t aware of anyone else around – no cars, nothing like that?’

         ‘No, nothing.’ Reynir shook his head emphatically.

         ‘I thought I heard something, though,’ the girl said, suddenly finding her voice. ‘That’s why I climbed up the stairs and that’s when I … when I saw her.’

         Sævar and Elma exchanged glances. ‘What sort of noise did you hear?’ Sævar asked.

         ‘A thud. Like someone was upstairs in the lighthouse. But there was nobody there,’ she replied, shuddering at the memory.

         ‘Yeah, we only spotted her when we got to the top,’ Reynir added. ‘That is, Arna thought she saw something. I didn’t.’

         ‘What was it you saw?’ Elma asked the girl. ‘It must have been dark, and you can’t see very far in these conditions. Could you really make out the body from up there?’

         ‘Just the hair. I thought it was moving but that was probably the waves.’ The girl’s voice was so low that Elma had to lean closer to hear her over the noise of the wind that was walloping the car windows. ‘I thought it was an animal. The fur of an animal.’

         ‘And what did you do then?’ Sævar asked.

         ‘I just wanted to see if I could, you know, help it or something,’ Arna said.

         When she showed no signs of continuing, Reynir took over:

         ‘We didn’t have to get that close before we realised it wasn’t an animal.’

         ‘Did you touch anything on the rocks?’ Sævar asked. 

         ‘No, we just got the hell out of there and called the cops. It’s not the kind of thing you want to touch, you know.’ The boy made a face.

         The girl remained silent, her attention focused on scratching at the fabric of the seatback with her finger. Sævar looked at Elma, then took down their phone numbers and told them to go home and get warm.

         Elma watched them drive away. ‘Shouldn’t we have kept them here a bit longer in case they were involved somehow? Do you think there’s any chance they were?’

         ‘Well, the woman’s body was half submerged,’ Sævar said, ‘but their clothes were perfectly dry. So I didn’t think there was any reason to keep them here.’

         Elma nodded. ‘OK.’

         ‘The body’s over there, right out on the point,’ Sævar said. ‘We’ll have a bit of a scramble to get to it.’

         Elma set off after him, almost losing her balance on the slippery rocks and inadvertently grabbing hold of him.

         As they got closer, she spotted Hörður standing a little way off, his hands deep in his pockets, watching forensics at work. The technicians were dressed in blue overalls and one of them was holding up an LED light to illuminate the area. Under normal circumstances they would have mounted the light on a tripod, but Elma doubted this was possible on the rough terrain. Besides, the wind would have snatched it away in a matter of seconds.

         The body lay at the foot of the rocks, caught between two boulders. Forensics had made no attempt to shield it with plastic sheeting or to erect a tent over it, presumably since it wasn’t visible from the shore unless someone was right out on the point. Elma couldn’t see the woman’s face, just her hair, which was loose and swaying with the movement of the waves. She was wearing a black coat but her lower half was submerged in the water. Elma was so absorbed in examining the body that she jumped when a hand was laid on her shoulder. 

         ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,’ Hörður said. ‘It’s not looking good. Seems like we’re going to have quite a job on our hands.’

         ‘Is there anything suspicious about it?’ Elma asked, trying to ignore the cold. Her thin coat provided no protection and her hair was whipping around wildly in the wind. She looked enviously at Hörður, whose curly locks were neatly confined under his fur hat.

         ‘It certainly looks like it, yes,’ he replied. ‘Unless she had a bloody bad fall.’

         The technicians turned the body over, revealing a swollen face. The woman’s eyes were closed and her skin was white, apart from patches of blue discolouration on her face and neck. Elma had seen enough corpses by now to know that the bruising was caused by lividity, or the pooling of blood after death, which meant she must have been dead for some time. One of the technicians brushed the dark hair aside, revealing conspicuous contusions on her throat.

         ‘It doesn’t look as if she fell,’ Elma observed quietly.

         ‘She can’t have been in the water long, judging by the state of her body,’ Hörður said. ‘The sea fleas are pretty voracious around here.’

         ‘Do you suppose there’s any chance of finding evidence?’ Elma peered around at the wet rocks, trying in vain to brush her hair from her eyes.

         ‘It could prove tricky,’ Hörður said. ‘I’m afraid the location isn’t going to make life any easier for forensics.’

         After they’d been watching for a while, one of the technicians came over. ‘We want to move the body as soon as possible,’ he told them. ‘There’s no point trying to conduct any further examination out here. We need to shift her before the tide comes in.’

         Some of the men brought over a body bag and helped to lift the woman carefully inside it. Once this was done, they set off, carrying her inert weight between them, picking their way precariously over the slimy rocks to the ambulance. Hörður, Elma and Sævar followed. The LED light had been moved, plunging the rocky point into darkness.

         ‘Can you say anything else at this stage?’ Hörður asked one of the technicians as they were making their way back towards the car park.

         ‘I’m guessing she hadn’t been there long,’ the man replied. ‘Her body must have been hidden by the sea and rocks for at least part of the time. Rigor mortis would have set in quickly as a result of the cold conditions and lasted longer than usual, so my guess is about twenty-four hours. The lividity on her face and neck indicates that she was lying face down the whole time. I don’t think she’s shifted or been washed up here from somewhere else. We’ll have to let the pathologist establish the cause of death, but of course the marks on her neck suggest that she was dead before she ended up in the sea. One thing’s for sure: it was no drowning.’

         ‘Were there any other injuries?’ Elma asked.

         ‘Her left leg’s broken. That’s definite. And there’s a cut on the right side of her head that could indicate a fall or a blow. It’s impossible to say which at this stage or to state the actual cause of death.’

         ‘Did she have any ID on her?’ Hörður asked.

         ‘No, we haven’t found any clues to her identity,’ the man said. ‘Or anything of interest on the rocks around here either. The question now is how large an area we need to search. Seeing as there are a number of factors suggesting that she didn’t die of natural causes, we’ll need to cordon off a larger area.’ They stopped in front of the new lighthouse, and the man turned to survey the scene. Judging by his expression, he wasn’t looking forward to the task ahead. ‘We’ll be here for a while yet,’ he added, wiping his forehead with his blue sleeve. ‘I’m going to call out more officers from Reykjavík. There’s nothing else for it.’

         ‘Could she have been a tourist?’ Elma asked, watching as the technician got into one of the nearby cars. ‘Seeing as you don’t recognise her.’

         ‘Maybe…’ Sævar furrowed his brow. ‘But I find it unlikely, though I don’t really know why. I can’t put my finger on it but somehow she doesn’t look like a foreign tourist.’

         ‘It’s impossible to tell at this stage whether she’s a foreigner or an Icelander, but you can be sure she’s not from Akranes,’ Hörður said. ‘I’d recognise her if she was.’

         They were interrupted by a sudden squall that whipped up the waves, thickening the mist of spray with cold raindrops.

         ‘Looks like we’re in for a downpour,’ Hörður said. ‘I don’t think we can do any more here for now. Let’s get indoors before the wind really picks up.’

         He considered the scene. The forensics team was still combing the area, and Elma noticed from the flickering lights in the windows that some of the technicians must be busy inside the old lighthouse. The ambulance drove off and they watched until it was out of sight. Elma had long ago given up trying to hold down her hair, which had been blown into a salty tangle, and her coat was now wet through.

         ‘See you back at the station,’ Hörður called as he climbed into the big four-by-four. Elma got into the car she had borrowed from her parents and switched on the ignition, rubbing her hands together and turning the heater on full blast. Water trickled down her face and the car shook, buffeted by gusts of wind. Although the seat soon started warming up, Elma knew it would be a long while before the chill left her body. It was getting on for 10.00 p.m. and the darkness beyond the lights was impenetrable as she peered towards the point, past the old lighthouse. The spot where the woman had been lying was now awash, the surf breaking over the rocks, no doubt snatching away anything loose that remained.

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Akranes 1989
      

         

         
      As the school week drew to a close and the weekend loomed ahead, Elísabet began to get pains in her stomach. Sometimes they were so bad that she had to go and hide in the toilets. She never told her teacher. She didn’t like him much. He was strict and unwilling to talk about anything except what was in their textbooks, yet Elísabet enjoyed school in spite of this. She liked reading and had already graduated to thicker books than most of the other kids – books with fewer illustrations and more words. Books she could lose herself in, so she didn’t even hear when the teacher spoke to her or the bell rang.
    

         
      But what she enjoyed most was the time she spent playing with Sara. Ever since that first day at school they had been best friends. Elísabet had never had a friend before and she looked forward to school every day because it meant seeing Sara.
    

         
      Sometimes, if she was lucky, she would be left to her own devices at the weekend. Her mother might or might not be home, but Elísabet would run over to Solla’s house when she was hungry and be given supper and even biscuits if she asked nicely. She would play down on the shore or at the playground with Sara. At other times, she would spend the weekend hiding in her room while the people downstairs drank their disgusting booze. On those occasions she avoided going downstairs. She didn’t like the look of her mother’s friends or the things they got up to. One minute there would be loud quarrels, the next bursts of raucous laughter, and people would end up passing out on the sofa or floor. Anyway, her mother banned her from going downstairs when she had friends round, ordering her to stay in her room.
    

         
      One woman, who was often there at weekends, used to come up to see her and would cuddle her and say all kinds of things that Elísabet didn’t quite understand. She didn’t mind, though. Sometimes, when she went downstairs, the guests would pull her over and ask her to sit beside them, and laugh at whatever she said, 
      
      even though she wasn’t trying to be funny. But when they started smashing things and raising their voices, she didn’t dare venture out of her room. Then she would lurk upstairs until they quietened down and she could be sure they had fallen asleep.
    

         
      One night she was woken by the squeaking of her door. When she looked up, she saw an unfamiliar face. It was a man who came and sat on her bed and started stroking the duvet. His breath was sour and his eyes seemed menacingly large as he stared at her in the gloom. When she woke up next morning, her nails were bitten down to the quick and there were streaks of blood on her pillow.
    

         
      After that she stopped sleeping in her bed at weekends. Instead, she would drag her duvet and pillow into the cupboard under the sloping roof and sleep in there with the door shut. Although the cupboard smelled musty and she was sure there must be creepy-crawlies inside it, she felt safe; sure that no one could get to her in there. 
    

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Monday, 27 November 2017
      

         

         Elma opened the fridge and took out a pot of skyr, then buttered herself a flat cake and topped it with a slice of smoked lamb. She took her snack over to the sofa, turned on the TV and started watching a programme without really taking it in.

         It had been a long day. Despite having worked late the previous night due to the discovery of the body, she had gone into the station early this morning, as had Hörður and Sævar. It was rare for dead bodies to turn up in suspicious circumstances in Iceland, let alone in Akranes, and in most cases it was easy to work out what had happened. Murders were almost invariably committed at home, under the influence of alcohol or drugs, by someone close to the victim, who immediately confessed to the crime. But this was different, and the phones had been ringing incessantly with reporters on the hunt for information.

         The problem was that the police had almost no information to give. They didn’t even know the woman’s name as she’d had no ID on her and didn’t appear to have travelled to the scene by car, since no abandoned vehicle had been discovered in the vicinity. As a result, they were considering the possibility that the body had been dumped there; that someone had tried unsuccessfully to dispose of it in the sea. To lend support to this theory, forensics had discovered traces of blood at the scene. When they’d illuminated the area, the trail had been evident, leading from the gravel road by the new lighthouse and out across the rocks to the shore. The bloodstain-pattern analyst called in to examine the photographs was confident that the woman had been dragged from the car park to the shore where she had been found. For a more precise analysis of the cause of death, they would have to wait for the conclusions of the pathologist, who was due back in the country tomorrow. All in all, they had achieved little today other than to speculate about where the woman had come from and who she might be. No one had rung in to say she had disappeared. Currently, the only such notifications related to teenage girls who hadn’t returned home since the weekend and had been reported missing by their anxious parents.

         Elma put down the empty skyr pot and tucked the throw around herself. Everything had happened so fast: new job, new town, new life. It was at times like this that the longing to ring Davíð was almost unbearable. She yearned to hear his voice, to sense his presence. The evening he had gone was like a distant dream, and she kept having to remind herself that it had really happened – that he had really been capable of doing that to her. She was so preoccupied that she started when the phone rang.

         ‘I hope you weren’t asleep because I’ll be outside your house in a couple of minutes.’ It was Sævar. ‘It looks like we’ve got a name.’
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         ‘A phone call came through this evening, reporting the disappearance of Elísabet Hölludóttir, a professional pilot, born in 1983. Apparently the reason we weren’t notified earlier is that her husband thought she was in Canada for work. But when she didn’t come home today, he began to get worried and rang the airline. It turns out she didn’t actually take her flight; in fact she called in sick on Friday morning. No one knows where she’s been since then.’ Sævar slowed down as he reached the roundabout at the edge of town. They were on their way to visit the husband who lived right at the head of Hvalfjörður fjord, about half an hour’s drive east of Akranes.

         ‘It sounds like she had some kind of plan – to leave him, maybe?’ Elma rubbed her hands together and checked that the heater was definitely on. She had dashed out of the house wearing only her cardigan, which wasn’t nearly warm enough.

         ‘Yes, that’s what it sounds like, but you never know.’ Sævar shrugged. 

         ‘Could someone else have made the call to say she was sick?’

         ‘Good question,’ Sævar said. ‘We’ll be able to contact her phone provider now we’ve got her name. They should have records of all the calls made to or from her phone. If it turns out she did make the call herself, that naturally raises certain suspicions.’

         ‘An affair that ended badly?’ Elma glanced sideways at him.

         ‘Possibly,’ Sævar replied. ‘Apparently she lived in Akranes as a child, though I doubt that’s relevant.’

         ‘In that case I should recognise her, shouldn’t I? Or, even if I don’t, Hörður definitely should,’ Elma said, remembering how the previous evening her boss had claimed to know all the inhabitants of Akranes by sight.

         ‘Not necessarily. She moved away when she was about nine, according to her husband. He wasn’t sure of the year. She’s a pilot and he’s a lawyer with an insurance firm in Reykjavík. Apart from that, he seemed to know next to nothing about her early life.’ Sævar overtook a car that was crawling along the road at a snail’s pace. ‘But we’ll soon know more.

         ‘Are we sure it’s the same woman?’

         ‘Well, the age and description match. There aren’t many women in their thirties who have recently gone missing in Iceland.’

         They were both silent as they drove past the foot of Mount Akrafjall, then, leaving the Skagi Peninsula behind, turned off east to follow the great fjord inland. It was a long time since Elma had taken the road around Hvalfjörður. Until the tunnel under the mouth of the fjord was opened in 1998, cutting some forty-five kilometres off the ring road, getting from Akranes to Reykjavík used to be a far more time-consuming business. The townspeople had to choose between taking the ferry direct to the capital across the choppy waters of Faxaflói Bay or driving the long, slow loop around the fjord. Hvalfjörður was stunningly picturesque by daylight, but now, on a moonless winter night, the water was black and the mountains no more than dark shadows looming in the distance on either side. For much of the way, the drive was enlivened only by the occasional lights of a farm.
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         When they finally reached the head of the fjord, the house turned out to be a white, single-storey building with a flat roof and floor-to-ceiling windows. There wasn’t much of a garden, just a lawn and some low posts that lit up the path to the front door. Unlike the other places they had passed along the way, there was no barn or cowshed to suggest that farming went on there. Instead, the house looked as if it had been designed for the upmarket suburb of Garðabær but then been plonked down in the depths of the Icelandic countryside. They parked in the drive behind a black Lexus SUV.

         Elma rang the doorbell and, while they were waiting, read the small metal plaque on the letterbox, on which four names were engraved: Eiríkur, Elísabet, Fjalar and Ernir.

         The man who came to the door was tall with short fair hair. The buttons of his white shirt were straining a little over his stomach and there were large patches of sweat under his arms. After introducing himself as Eiríkur and shaking them by the hand, he showed them into a sitting room that was as starkly modern as the house itself, with its blond-oak parquet flooring, black-and-white furnishings and several pieces Elma recognised from lifestyle magazines, which had probably cost more than all her furniture put together. Eiríkur invited them to take a seat on some armless black-leather chairs and sat down on the sofa facing them. From his expression, they could tell that he was in a bad way. He seemed to be waiting for them to start things off.

         ‘Nice home you’ve got here,’ Sævar said, looking around.

         ‘Thanks,’ Eiríkur replied distractedly. ‘We got in an interior designer.’ It didn’t sound as if he was particularly happy with the result. 

         ‘Is that her?’ Elma pointed to a photo on the sideboard behind them, of a heavily pregnant woman standing with her hands resting on her protruding stomach. She had long, dark, wavy hair, luminous dark eyes and a faint, almost invisible, smile on her lips.

         ‘Yes, that’s Beta. Do you think it was her they found?’ Eiríkur’s voice cracked and he coughed.

         Sævar and Elma exchanged glances. It was hard to tell from the picture whether it was the same woman, as it had obviously been taken several years ago, but her long dark hair looked right.

         ‘We’ll soon find out, with your help,’ Sævar said. ‘It would be good if you could begin by telling us what happened. That’s to say, when you last saw her and if anything unusual happened in the days leading up to her disappearance. I know you’ve already spoken on the phone to Hörður, the head of CID, but it would be great if you could repeat for us what you told him.’

         ‘Of course. As I explained to him, Beta was due home this morning. She’s usually back by seven or eight, but she hadn’t arrived by the time I said goodbye to the boys. That wasn’t particularly unusual, though, as flights are often delayed. I’m used to her working irregular hours. You can never rely on her being back by a certain time – that’s just the way it is. I tried to call her during the day but her phone was switched off, which isn’t out of the ordinary either as she generally sleeps until we get back. So I didn’t think anything of it until I got home at around six and discovered that she wasn’t here. That’s when I started to get worried.’ He leant forward on the sofa, his elbows on his knees, and Elma caught a powerful whiff of sweat under his aftershave. ‘I rang the airline at suppertime, and that’s when they told me she’d never turned up to work. That she’d called in sick.’

         ‘Could she have been taken ill? Did you see her leave for work?’

         ‘No, she didn’t leave until after lunch, so we said goodbye to her on Friday morning. She hadn’t been ill and looked fine when I left to go to the office. You don’t think there’s any chance someone attacked her here, at our house?’ Eiríkur asked, tensing up for a moment, then sagging again as he realised: ‘No, that’s impossible. Her car’s gone and so’s the suitcase she always takes with her on flights.’

         ‘Did you notice anything unusual when you got home on Friday?’

         ‘No,’ said Eiríkur. ‘The boys were home. Fjalar has a key. On the days when Beta’s working, they’re often alone here for half an hour or so until I get back. The only thing that was different was that Beta wasn’t here when I came home today.’

         ‘Did she usually drive to work in her own car?’ Elma asked.

         ‘Yes, it’s a grey Ford Focus.’

         ‘And I’m assuming she had a phone?’

         ‘Yes, of course, she always has it on her. That’s why I was so worried when I got home and she wasn’t here. She always gives me a call before she goes to bed but I just assumed she must have forgotten because she was so tired. There’s nothing strange about the fact she didn’t call during her trip either. She’s often exhausted and the time difference … But I should have guessed earlier that something was wrong – she always rings on her way home.’

         Elma felt for Eiríkur as he sat there facing them, looking so bewildered. His eyes were unfocused, his face was pale and shiny, and there were red flecks on his cheeks. She wanted to give him an encouraging smile but was afraid it might seem inappropriate in the circumstances.

         ‘I’m going to show you a picture,’ Sævar said. ‘This is the woman who was found by the lighthouse.’ He drew a photo from an envelope and handed it to Eiríkur. ‘Just take your time. Have a good look at it, then tell us if it could be Elísabet.’

         The photo showed the woman lying with her eyes closed, her body covered with a white sheet, her dark hair forming a stark contrast to her pale face. She could have been asleep and, to Elma’s relief, neither the marks on her neck nor the wound on her head were visible.

         Eiríkur took it and sat there examining it for a moment. Then he got up and put the picture down on the table, saying hoarsely: ‘Yes, that’s her. Please excuse me.’ He disappeared into what Elma guessed must be the bathroom. Her eyes met Sævar’s again. Breaking bad news like this was the hardest part of their job.

         When Eiríkur came back he sat down on the sofa again and stared unseeingly in front of him, his jaw muscles clenched, his eyes red. ‘I … the whole thing’s so unreal, I feel as if I’ll wake up any minute,’ he said in a hollow voice. ‘Who … what do you think happened?’

         ‘We don’t know yet but the nature of her injuries suggests we may be dealing with a suspicious death.’

         ‘Suspicious?’ Eiríkur gaped at them. ‘Injuries? You mean … you mean somebody deliberately killed her?’

         ‘Like I said, we don’t know yet,’ Sævar replied in a level voice. ‘But it’s unlikely her injuries were self-inflicted. You can rest assured that we’ll do all we can to find out what happened.’

         Eiríkur frowned as if he was trying to process the information. When he raised his eyes again, his expression was angry.

         ‘I thought…’ He broke off and was silent for a while. When he started speaking again, his voice was shrill: ‘Are you telling me she was murdered? It just doesn’t make sense. Who would…?’

         ‘Daddy…?’ A small boy was standing in the hall in a pair of pyjamas decorated with yellow cartoon characters, blinking in the bright lights from the sitting room. ‘I need to do a wee-wee.’

         ‘Go ahead, son.’

         No one said anything until the little boy had finished and scampered barefoot back to his room at the end of the hallway.

         ‘We don’t know,’ Sævar said, when they were alone again. ‘Were you aware of anything unusual in the days leading up to Elísabet’s departure? Any phone calls? Did she seem different at all? Was she having problems at work? Anything you can remember?’ 

         Eiríkur thought. ‘No,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I can’t think of anything. Not a single thing.’

         ‘Can you think of any reason why she should have failed to turn up to work and gone to Akranes instead?’

         ‘No, that doesn’t sound like Beta at all. She’s so conscientious. She’d go to work even if she hadn’t slept well, regardless of anything I said. There were times when I didn’t think she was in any fit state to do her job but apparently it can’t be helped in her line of business. Irregular or too little sleep is par for the course.’

         ‘Did she know anyone in Akranes?’

         ‘No. Nobody.’ Eiríkur shook his head emphatically. ‘But she lived there for several years when she was a girl.’ He paused, then went on: ‘She couldn’t stand the place. Flatly refused to go there. We used to do our shopping in Reykjavík or Borgarnes, even though they’re much less convenient. In fact, it was bizarre how much she hated the town. That’s why … that’s why I just can’t understand what she was doing there, of all places.’

         ‘Do you have any idea why she hated the town so much? Do you think there was a specific reason?’

         ‘To be honest, I don’t know. She never explained, just said she had absolutely no desire to go there. She had bad memories of the place. I thought maybe it had something to do with being bullied at school, but I didn’t ask. She made it clear she didn’t want to discuss it.’

         ‘Who did she mainly associate with? Apart from her colleagues at work.’

         ‘Us,’ Eiríkur said immediately. ‘She doesn’t have any contact with her family. Her mother died many years ago, before I came on the scene. There was an aunt, Guðrún, who she lived with after her mother died, but they’re not on speaking terms anymore. And there’s only one friend who visits regularly. Her name’s Aldís. Apart from that, it’s just me and the boys.’

         ‘What about you? Where were you over the weekend?’

         ‘Here at home with the boys. We didn’t do much.’ 

         ‘Can anyone confirm that?’

         Eiríkur sighed and stared into space: ‘Let’s see … on Friday I was at work and my colleagues should be able to confirm that. The boys had friends round in the afternoon and their mother picked them up at around seven. They live on a farm about ten minutes from here. On Saturday we stayed at home. No, actually, I gave the boys a lift to see their friends, and while they were there I did a food shop for the weekend. In the evening we had supper here, and Sunday was more or less the same, except that we went for a bit of a drive and got ourselves some ice-creams in Borgarnes.’ He looked at them, adding wearily: ‘Will that do, or do you want me to wake the kids to confirm my story?’

         ‘No, there’s absolutely no need for that,’ Elma said quickly. ‘But I’m afraid we will need to confirm your alibi. It’s just a formality, though.’ She gave him a brief smile.

         ‘Right, well, I’m sure that’s quite enough for you to be thinking about. We’ll head off shortly and leave you in peace to deal with what’s happened. But tomorrow it would be good if you could come and do a formal identification of…’ Sævar hesitated. He had been about to say ‘the body’ but it sounded so cold. ‘We offer trauma counselling for circumstances like this and I recommend you accept it. In the meantime, we’ve asked the local vicar to come round and see you, if you don’t object. I’m afraid, given the nature of the case, we’ll have to ask you further questions, so it would be helpful if you could keep your phone on you at all times. Also, do you have a recent photo of Elísabet you could give us?’

         Eiríkur didn’t immediately react, but after a few seconds he got up and found a photo of his wife for them. Elma wasn’t sure he’d taken in everything Sævar had said but they both knew there was little point trying to ask him any more questions now.

         Fortunately, they didn’t have to wait long before the bell rang to announce the arrival of the vicar. Sævar went and opened the door for him. Elma hoped Eiríkur’s family would be able to come and keep him company as well, despite the late hour. She got a lump in her throat when she thought about the two little boys sleeping, unsuspecting in their beds. Eiríkur was still sitting there, staring down at his hands, as she rose to her feet.

         ‘Don’t hesitate to get in touch if you think of anything,’ Elma said before they took their leave, and she wrote down their phone numbers for him. She added, as she handed him the piece of paper: ‘I’m really very sorry.’ Eiríkur took the note in silence. They had started walking back to their car, leaving him with the vicar, when they heard his voice behind them.

         ‘What am I to tell the boys?’ he asked, looking from one of them to the other, his mouth hanging open in an expression of bewildered despair.

         They had no answer to that.

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Akranes 1990
      

         

         
      Her daddy used to tell her stories. She knew most of them weren’t true but that was what made them so fun. In her daddy’s stories, anything could happen. The most unlikely things could come to life and her daddy was always getting into the funniest scrapes. He told her stories from when he was a little boy and used to get up to all kinds of mischief. He had been brought up on a farm, with sheep, cows, horses and hens. She used to listen enthralled, wishing that she could have grown up in the countryside like him, surrounded by all those animals. He promised to take her to the farm one day to visit them. Yet another promise he would never be able to keep.
    

         
      One story kept running through her head. She didn’t know if it was true or made up – perhaps nobody knew, as it had happened such a long time ago. He had told it to her as they were walking along the beach one mild, sunny day. The surface of the sea had been almost perfectly smooth and the Snæfellsjökull glacier had been clearly visible far away to the north-west.
    

         
      ‘Do you know who lives in Snæfellsjökull?’ her daddy had asked, smiling down at her. She had been writing in the sand with a long stick but paused to look at him, screwing up her eyes against the dazzling sunlight.
    

         
      ‘Father Christmas?’ she had guessed.
    

         
      ‘No, not him,’ her daddy had said. ‘Bárður – Bárður Snæfellsás. They say he was so big that he must have been descended from both giants and trolls.’
    

         
      ‘Was he dangerous?’
    

         
      ‘Not at first, but then something happened to change him.’
    

         
      ‘What happened?’ she had asked and stopped writing in the sand. She knew he was going to tell her a story and she loved his stories.
    

         
      He cleared his throat and sat down beside her on the sand.
    

         
      ‘Well, you see Bárður had a daughter called Helga, who he loved 
      
      very much. And one day Helga was playing with her friends, Sölvi and Rauðfeldur.’
    

         
      ‘Rauðfeldur,’ she repeated, giggling.
    

         
      ‘Yes, Rauðfeldur, because he had red skin. Don’t you think it’s a good name?’
    

         
      She shook her head, laughing.
    

         
      ‘Anyway, they were outside playing on the shore at Arnarstapi, near the boys’ home. It was a foggy, windy day and the sea ice had come in close to land. They were having a competition, which turned into a fight, and it ended with Rauðfeldur pushing Helga out to sea on an iceberg. The wind was so strong that the iceberg floated away from shore, taking Helga with it.’ He paused a moment before continuing: ‘Do you know the name of the country that’s our neighbour to the west? It’s called Greenland. Well, the wind was so strong that it only took seven days for Helga to float all the way to Greenland on the iceberg.’
    

         
      ‘Wow, seven days is a very long time,’ she said.
    

         
      ‘Yes, I suppose it is quite a long time,’ her daddy agreed. ‘But the story’s not finished, because when Bárður heard what had happened to his daughter he went mad with rage. And that was bad, because he was from a family of trolls and giants, remember?’
    

         
      She nodded.
    

         
      ‘So, he went to Arnarstapi, picked up Rauðfeldur and Sölvi, one under each arm, and carried them up to the mountain. First, he threw Rauðfeldur into the big, deep fissure that’s called Rauðfeldsgjá today – that means Redskin’s Cleft. Then, he threw Sölvi off the high cliff which has been known as Sölvahamar, or Sölvi’s Cliff, ever since. After that Bárður changed, and became silent and bad-tempered. He didn’t feel he belonged in the world of men anymore so he went to live in the Snæfellsjökull glacier and that’s how he got his name – Snæfellsás, the god of Snæfell. They say that he rescues people who get into trouble when they’re climbing the glacier.’
    

         
      ‘A bit like Superman?’ 
      
    

         
      ‘Yes, a bit like Superman,’ her father had said, laughing.
    

         
      Sometimes, when she gazed at the glacier, rising from the sea like a pyramid on the horizon, she wished she could copy Helga – float on an iceberg to another country in only seven days. She knew now that seven days wasn’t a very long time. And sometimes she told herself that if Bárður was the guardian spirit of the glacier, maybe her daddy was the guardian spirit of the sea. And, because of that, nothing bad would happen to her if she went to sea on an iceberg. She used to sit there for hours, remembering that day on the beach and daydreaming of a future in another country and of her daddy living under the sea. Soon she would be seven and then it would be a whole year since she had last seen him. She made up stories in her head about all the adventures she would have on her voyage. They were all nice stories, with happy endings. 
    

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Tuesday, 28 November 2017
      

         

         By 9.00 a.m. Elma and Sævar were sitting at the table in the little meeting room, waiting for Hörður. He arrived a few minutes later, panting, his cycle helmet still on his head. He took it off and wiped the sweat from his forehead with a white handkerchief that he stuck back in his pocket. His hair was flattened down to his ears, below which it kinked out again in bushy curls. Drawing his glasses from his pocket, he stuck them on his nose.

         ‘Beautiful morning,’ he said, smiling at them as he took a folder out of his satchel and placed it on the table. He sat down, leafed quickly through the papers it contained, then got up again, asking them to hang on a minute. Sævar grinned at Elma, who raised her eyebrows. When Hörður came back, he was carrying a white cup that he put down carefully on the table to avoid spilling any tea.

         ‘Right,’ he said, having recovered his habitual composure, ‘we’ve received confirmation that the body is that of Elísabet Hölludóttir, born 1983.’ He wrote the victim’s name on the shiny whiteboard with a red marker pen. ‘Her husband Eiríkur formally identified her this morning. The verdict of the Identification Commission should be available in a couple of days.’ Hörður turned, his face grave, and adjusted his glasses. ‘The pathologist is due back in the country today and will start the post-mortem immediately, but the doctors who have already examined her are fairly sure that she was hit by a car.’

         ‘Hit by a car?’ Sævar asked, looking up from the picture he had been doodling on his pad. Elma, who had leant over to see what it was, also turned to Hörður with renewed interest.

         ‘Yes, that’s what the injuries to her legs and head suggest. The doctors don’t believe they can have been caused by anything else. That doesn’t necessarily mean she was run over at the scene. It’s more likely that the culprit knocked her down, then moved her to the place where she was found in an attempt to dispose of her body.’

         ‘Did she die as a result of the impact?’

         ‘We don’t know yet. As I said, I’m expecting the pathologist to get in touch as soon as he’s completed the post-mortem. But we all saw the marks on her neck, which show that someone tried to strangle her, either before or after the collision. So the odds are that we’re dealing with direct intention to kill.’

         ‘So it can’t have been an accident,’ Sævar said.

         ‘I sincerely doubt it.’

         ‘She could have been chased there,’ Elma suggested.

         ‘Chased?’ Sævar turned to her.

         ‘Yes, given that she was found such a long way from the road. Maybe she was knocked down and tried to run away.’

         ‘Towards the sea?’ Sævar queried. ‘It’s not much of an escape route.’

         ‘I doubt anyone would be thinking straight in circumstances like that,’ Elma said, feeling that she was having to point out the obvious.

         ‘Is it possible that someone could have knocked her down by accident, then panicked and tried to get rid of the body?’ Sævar sat back in his chair. ‘Then, when they realised she was still alive, they freaked out and finished her off?’

         Elma shuddered. It sounded like a scene from a bad film.

         ‘As we heard yesterday, forensics found blood on the gravel near the car park and on the rocks as well, so we know she received the injuries before she was moved. And don’t forget that, according to the bloodstain-pattern analyst, she was dragged over the rocks.’ Hörður sat down again. He fished the teabag out of his cup and put it on the saucer before continuing. ‘You went round to see the husband yesterday. Anything of interest there?’

         ‘He seemed shocked and told us he’d been at home all weekend with their sons,’ Elma said, looking away from the greenish liquid that was leaking from the teabag to form a puddle on the saucer. ‘But there’s no one really to confirm his alibi, except maybe the parents of the kids who played with his boys at the weekend. Though of course Eiríkur could have gone out without the boys noticing. When they were asleep, for example.’

         ‘Yes, that’s possible. We’d better take a good look at the husband.’ Hörður frowned. ‘We’ll need to ring his employer and check whether he turned up to work on Friday – and, if he did, when. The guys in forensics reckon Elísabet couldn’t have been in the sea for more than twenty-four hours but we’ll have to wait for the pathologist to confirm that.’ Hörður broke off to leaf through the papers that lay in a neat pile in front of him. ‘As you know, she called in sick on Friday, but Eiríkur claims he had no idea about that. Could she have been intending to stay somewhere else over the weekend while her family thought she was abroad on a flight?’

         Elma leant back in her chair. ‘Could she have been having an affair?’

         ‘With someone here in Akranes, you mean?’ Sævar asked.

         ‘Not necessarily,’ Elma said, ‘though if her body was moved to the lighthouse, we can assume that it must have been done by someone who was familiar with the town. Or at least knew where to find somewhere quiet and off the beaten track.’

         ‘Would you really describe Breiðin as quiet and off the beaten track?’ Hörður sounded sceptical.

         ‘Well, late in the evening or at night, yes, I would,’ Elma said. ‘According to Eiríkur, Elísabet couldn’t stand Akranes and went out of her way to avoid coming here. He was also quite sure she didn’t know anyone in the town, despite having lived here as a child. Which makes it extremely odd that her body should have turned up where it did. If she came here of her own accord, the question is what was she doing or who was she meeting?’

         ‘Yes, she used to live here, apparently.’ Hörður nodded thoughtfully.

         ‘We know she had a car, a grey Ford Focus,’ Sævar said. ‘Since it hasn’t turned up yet, the chances are she was driving it, so it’s vital to track it down as soon as possible. We could start by checking if a car of that make is parked anywhere in or near the town.’

         ‘Yes, that has to be our absolute priority. I’ll get the officers on duty to start looking for it,’ Hörður said. ‘It could have been parked just outside the town, at one of the recreation areas like Elínarhöfði or Garðalundur. We’ll need to check the local garages as well – see if anyone’s brought in a vehicle with damage to the bodywork that matches the victim’s injuries. It’s unlikely the perpetrator would have taken it straight to a garage, but you never know. Sævar, you come out to Breiðin with me. I’d like to take a better look at the area now we know she was knocked down.’

         ‘Did Forensics find any broken glass or other material from a car to indicate that the collision happened near the lighthouse?’ Sævar asked.

         ‘No, they didn’t find anything like that at the scene. But conditions were so bad that I’d like to have the area carefully combed again by daylight, now that the weather’s better, with the specific aim of searching for possible debris from a vehicle. The question is whether the boys from Reykjavík will agree.’ Hörður turned to Elma. ‘I’d like you to gather together all the information you can find about Elísabet and her past. Try to talk to the people she associated with. Someone must be sitting on information.’

         ‘What about her phone?’ Elma asked.

         ‘I’ve sent a request to her provider for her phone records. Then we’ll be able to see whether the call to the airline when she rang in sick definitely came from her phone.’ Hörður replaced the papers in the folder and rose to his feet. ‘See you back here this afternoon.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         Breiðargata had once been Akranes’s main street, but the focus of the town had shifted away, relegating it to the outskirts. They drove past the abandoned fish-processing sheds and old wooden racks that had once been used for drying fish but now mostly served as climbing frames for the local children. Sævar parked by the information board next to the new lighthouse. A wooden walkway had recently been built out to the rocks and the paths had been surfaced with concrete. He wasn’t sure what he thought of these developments. The place had lost some of its charm now that the lighthouse had become a tourist attraction.

         They got out of the car and slammed the doors, breathing in the fresh sea air. The weather had improved since Sunday night, and by daylight it was much easier to see the rocks around the old lighthouse, which tapered into a long narrow reef at the very tip of the Skagi Peninsula. In rough conditions the surf could come right up to break against the old lighthouse. Here, at the westernmost point of Akranes, land, sea and sky seemed to converge. Looking back in the other direction, they could view the town at a slight remove. The foreground was dominated by disused oil tanks and the tall chimney of the derelict cement factory, which had once been white but was now showing its age. There was talk of demolishing it. Beyond it, the yellow curve of Langisandur stretched away towards the steep slopes of Mount Akrafjall, which looked like a crater that had collapsed in the middle. To the south, dimly visible across Faxaflói Bay, they could make out the buildings of the capital, while far off on the horizon the long line of the Reykjanes Peninsula reached away to the south-west.

         Nearer at hand, a flock of seagulls was swooping and screeching over the rocks, as if they’d found something edible. In summer the birdlife was more varied, with sandpipers, turnstones, oyster catchers and eider ducks. Sævar liked to go for walks along the shore to watch them, though he wouldn’t describe himself as a serious birdwatcher. Still, he found it soothing and his dog, Birta, enjoyed their outings too. The apartment block where he lived made him claustrophobic. The walls were thin, and there were families with children both above and below. One of the couples had such noisy rows that the sound of their shouting often kept him awake at night. When this happened, he would flee the building and walk down to the harbour, sometimes coming all the way out here to Breiðin. Telma was so used to it that she didn’t make a fuss when he slipped out of bed in the middle of the night.

         ‘Look at this,’ Hörður called. ‘These marks could have been made by someone braking hard.’ He had been walking around the car park, taking photos. ‘Mind you, it’s hard to tell on this gravel.’

         Sævar examined the marks Hörður had pointed out. He was right. The tyre tracks were just off the road, as if someone had swerved to the side and braked suddenly. The area had been cordoned off and kept under guard ever since forensics had undertaken the crime-scene investigation on Sunday evening, so it was unlikely that the marks could have been made since then. On the other hand, it was impossible to tell how old they were.

         Hörður snapped a few more pictures. ‘Perhaps there are fragments from the car around here. Forensics have scoured the area by the rocks where the body was found, but I’m not sure they’ve given the car park enough attention.’

         ‘They extended the search area quite a long way,’ Sævar pointed out. He straightened up from where he had been squatting over the tracks and scanned their surroundings. The area cordoned off by forensics stretched some way along the gravel road and down to the rocky shoreline around the two lighthouses. The technicians must have been working half the night to cover all that ground.

         The two men wandered around without speaking for a while, peering at the ground without finding anything. Hörður put an empty beer can in a plastic bag. The wintry sun could do little to mitigate the chilly breeze blowing from the north. A car approached along the gravel road. Sævar held up a hand to shield his eyes and made out a grey jeep with a man and woman in the front and two children in the back.

         ‘We won’t find anything here now,’ Hörður said. ‘Let’s get going.’

         Sævar nodded and got into the car. He looked back towards the two lighthouses. The family had climbed out of their jeep and were staring curiously at the roped-off area. The man was carrying a large camera and the woman was holding the hands of the boys, who couldn’t have been more than six or seven. By daylight the place had a tranquil, innocent air, but Sævar knew that once darkness fell it took on a creepier atmosphere. Not that he had ever been easily spooked. He was the down-to-earth type, who trusted in the evidence of his own eyes and nothing else. But even so he couldn’t help seeing the woman’s face every time he looked out towards the rocks.
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         Elma had been sitting at her computer, gathering all the information she could find about Elísabet Hölludóttir. From what she had discovered so far, Elísabet had been born in Akranes and lived there as a child, attending Brekkubær School. In 1992 she had moved to Reykjavík with her mother, Halla Snæbjörnsdóttir, who had died of cancer that same year, leaving her daughter behind to be cared for by her sister, Guðrún Snæbjörnsdóttir. Elma looked up the aunt and saw that she lived in the Reykjavík suburb of Breiðholt. She noted down her phone number.

         Next, Elma rang Brekkubær School and asked them to email her a list of the children who were in Elísabet’s form during the years she was a pupil there. Wondering what could have brought Elísabet back to Akranes, she’d thought perhaps it had had something to do with one of her former schoolmates. The helpful secretary sent over a scan of the file within minutes of her hanging up. The form had been called 1.IG, after the initials of the teacher, Ingibjörn Grétarsson, who had taught at the school throughout Elísabet’s time there. Elma tried typing 1.IG into the Akranes Museum of Photography website and several images popped up, including a group shot of the entire class. Other photos showed the children engaged in a variety of activities, but frustratingly few of the captions included any names. Excited six-year-olds on their way to school, wearing over-sized anoraks and big backpacks; kids building a tower out of wooden bricks; two girls sitting at a square table, colouring in pictures. The caption of this last photo said: ‘Pupils of Brekkubær School. Photo taken 1989’. One of the girls was looking straight into the lens with a happy smile; the other had strikingly dark hair and solemn brown eyes.

         Elma peered at the picture, then held up a photo of the adult Elísabet to the computer screen. It wasn’t the one provided by the pathologist but another, given to her by Elísabet’s husband Eiríkur; a headshot, presumably a passport photo. There could be no doubt that the little girl on screen and the woman in the photo were the same person. Two pairs of arrestingly dark-brown eyes stared back at Elma.

         She found two more images of Elísabet on the website. One was a group photo in which the children had been lined up in the classroom with their teacher beside them. The other showed a group of children in aprons, kneading dough. Four of them were splaying out flour-covered fingers. It was the only picture in which Elísabet was smiling.

         Elma’s thoughts went to the little boy who had emerged from his bedroom to go to the toilet when they were talking to Eiríkur. He had been the image of his mother, with his dark hair and eyebrows, differing from her only in that his expression had been far less grave. Elísabet didn’t appear to have been a very cheerful child, but then you couldn’t really judge from pictures. Perhaps the photographer had been a stranger, someone she found intimidating. Many children were shy about having their picture taken. Elma remembered that she hadn’t been particularly keen on it herself. The photos in her parents’ thick albums almost invariably showed a little girl with a sulky expression, while her sister beside her was beaming like a child model. The only shots in which Elma was smiling were those when she had been taken unawares, before she’d had time to put on a scowl.

         Elma wondered if she should try to track down Elísabet’s old teacher but decided that it could wait. Talking to her husband and anyone else she had interacted with recently was far more urgent than interviewing people from her past. Although Eiríkur’s shock and grief had appeared genuine, murders were often committed by partners or other close family members, and there weren’t many to choose from in Elísabet’s case. None of her close relatives were alive apart from her aunt Guðrún, with whom she’d had little contact, if Eiríkur was to be believed. For the moment, the police weren’t aware of any other family members.

         Elma picked up the phone and dialled Guðrún’s number. A hoarse voice answered almost immediately. ‘Hello, is that Guðrún Snæbjörnsdóttir?’ Elma asked.

         ‘Yes, that’s me?’ It sounded like a question.

         ‘My name’s Elma and I’m calling from Akranes Police Station. I wondered if I could possibly meet you tomorrow for a chat?’

         There was a brief silence at the other end. ‘If it’s about Elísabet, I’ve got very little to say. I haven’t seen her for years, not since she walked out of here without so much as saying goodbye, let alone thank you.’

         ‘Please accept my condolences for the loss of your niece,’ Elma said, in spite of the cold indifference in Guðrún’s voice. She hesitated, then said: ‘If you don’t mind my asking, how did you know I was ringing about Elísabet? Since you say you hadn’t seen much of each other in recent years…’

         ‘We certainly hadn’t,’ Guðrún said loudly. ‘But her husband still had the manners to ring and let me know. At least my niece had the sense to marry well – that Eiríkur seems a very decent man. But I can’t see why you want to meet me: I’ve nothing to tell.’ 

         Elma paused. ‘Nevertheless, it would be good if I could come round. I wouldn’t take up much of your time. Would eleven o’clock tomorrow morning work for you?’

         Again there was a silence, before Guðrún said grudgingly: ‘Well, I don’t know what good it’ll do you, but you can come round. I’m busy until two, though, so you’ll have to come after that.’ She broke into a rattling cough.

         Elma thanked her and rang off. It looked as if Eiríkur had been right about the strained relationship between aunt and niece. She put her finger against the second number he had supplied, which belonged to Aldís Helgadóttir, the only friend Elísabet had kept in touch with.

         The phone rang and rang, and Elma was about to give up and end the call when a breathless voice answered.

         ‘Yes,’ the woman said brusquely, as if the call had interrupted something important. But her tone changed as soon as Elma explained what it was about. ‘Of course I can meet you. God, if there’s anything I can do…’ She trailed off and Elma thought she heard a sob.

         ‘Tomorrow, just after noon?’ she asked, when Aldís didn’t say anything.

         ‘I’ve got a meeting at one, so midday would be good.’

         Elma said goodbye after taking down the address of the hotel where Aldís worked as a manager. Then she sat there, phone in hand, thinking for a minute, before dialling the number of the National Register. An electronic voice informed her she would be put through to a customer-service representative as soon as one was available. She waited for several minutes before her call was finally answered, then she was put through to a woman who introduced herself as Auður.

         ‘Let’s see,’ said Auður, and Elma heard the rattle of a keyboard. ‘Yes, here it is. The address the mother and daughter were registered at in Akranes was number eight, Krókatún.’

         ‘Thank you,’ Elma said. ‘I also wondered if you could possibly check if she ever had a patronymic and, if so, when she changed her name.’ It had struck her as unusual that, where most Icelanders took their second names from their father, Elísabet had gone by her matronymic, ‘Halla’s daughter’.

         ‘Let’s see.’ Again, Elma heard the sound of typing. ‘Elísabet Hölludóttir never changed her second name. She’s registered under her mother’s name on her birth certificate. Her father was called Arnar Helgi Árnason. He died in 1989.’

         ‘Is there any record of how he died?’

         ‘All it says here is “accidental death”, but it shouldn’t be hard to find out the details by other means.’

         Elma thanked her and rang off. Turning to the computer again, she opened the website of the newspaper archives and typed in Elísabet’s father’s name. The report came up almost instantly. It was dated 1989. Two men were reported missing after their fishing boat had sunk in a storm not far from the entrance to Akranes harbour on the evening of 16 February. A wave was thought to have broken over the boat, causing the five-tonne vessel to capsize with both crew members on board. Apparently, an area of low pressure had caused a sudden, unexpected deterioration in the weather, and conditions had been severe on the shallow coastal fishing grounds and in Faxaflói Bay. The report stated that Arnar was survived by his common-law wife and daughter.

         Elma wrote the details in her notepad, then leant back in her chair. Elísabet had only been six years old when her father died, and it looked as if her parents had been cohabiting. So why had she been named after her mother instead of her father in the usual Icelandic manner?

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Akranes 1990
      

         

         
      The frost bit into her cheeks as she waded through the snow, trying to keep up with her mother. When she looked down she was momentarily dazzled; the snow was so incredibly white and sparkled in the sun like glitter. But it was bitterly cold too and it collected inside her boots, where it melted, soaking her tights. Raising her face to the sky, she put out her tongue, trying to catch the big flakes that were floating down lazily in the still weather.
    

         
      ‘What are you doing? Hurry up!’ her mother snapped.
    

         
      Elísabet ran after her. Her mother was in a bad mood; her eyes were small and red.
    

         
      A few snowflakes found their way into the neck of Elísabet’s anorak and she felt them trickling down her spine.
    

         
      ‘Mummy, I’m cold,’ she complained, then immediately regretted it. Her mother had little patience for whining and, turning, she seized her arm and started pulling her along. Elísabet tripped and fell in the snow but, instead of stopping, her mother kept going, almost yanking her arm out of its socket as she dragged her along the ground. Elísabet could feel the tears squeezing out of the corners of her eyes but fought to hold them back. She didn’t dare cry. Her mother had been in a foul mood recently. Often, Elísabet hadn’t a clue what she’d done wrong: the blows arrived completely without warning.
    

         
      Her nose was running and she tried to wipe it on the sleeve of her anorak with her free arm. She hoped nobody would see them. She could just imagine what the other kids at school would say if they saw her now, soaked to the skin, with snot leaking out of her nose. It was all her daddy’s fault, she thought. If he hadn’t gone out on the boat, her mother wouldn’t be so angry and everything would be better.
    

         
      They stopped outside a red-and-white block of flats and went to the middle entrance, where her mother rang one of the bells. There was no answer. Her mother didn’t wait long before pressing the 
      
      button again, holding it down for a long time. Drips were falling from Elísabet’s hair down her red anorak.
    

         
      ‘Yes,’ a man’s voice answered gruffly.
    

         
      ‘It’s me,’ her mother said in a low voice.
    

         
      Apparently the man knew her mother, because there was a loud buzzing. Her mother opened the door, then paused in the gap to look back. Bending down to Elísabet, she fixed her eyes on hers.
    

         
      ‘Stay here,’ she said firmly. Elísabet nodded and sniffed. Then the door slammed shut and her mother disappeared. She sat down to wait.
    

         
      While she was sitting there, she saw Magnea coming out of the neighbouring stairwell with her mother. Magnea was in her class at school but they weren’t friends. Elísabet sniffed hard, clenching her toes to get the blood flowing. Mother and daughter went straight over to a large, new-looking SUV and climbed in – no wading through snowdrifts for Magnea. She probably never got freezing toes. Elísabet watched enviously as the other girl put on her seatbelt, then sat there, cuddling a blonde doll on her lap.
    

         
      Elísabet promised herself then and there that when she was grown up she would have a big car like that so her children would never have to suffer from frozen toes.
    

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
             

         

         The day had passed with aching slowness. Magnea sat watching the clock on the wall, waiting for the hands to creep round. The children, sensing her indifference, were talking louder than usual and paying less attention to their work, but she couldn’t be bothered to raise her voice to restore discipline. Instead, she sat at her desk, staring absently out of the window at the playing field, the sports hall with its mismatched roof panels, and the sea beyond. Visibility was clear enough today to make out Reykjavík on the other side of the bay. From time to time she dropped her eyes to the papers in front of her, read the simple answers and marked them right or wrong.

         She laid a hand on her belly. It was still flat. No one would have guessed that there was a life growing inside it, however tiny. As tiny as a bean. She smiled to herself. They had been trying for so long, and now, all of a sudden, as if by magic, it had happened. It couldn’t be a coincidence. She must have done the right thing. Somehow she must have done something right.

         ‘Magnea, I’ve finished.’ Agla was standing in front of her wearing a smarmy smile and holding out her white exercise book. She was the pupil most likely to sit there quietly obeying instructions and doing her tasks without complaint. Magnea took the exercise book with a perfunctory smile.

         ‘What should I do now?’ the girl asked after a moment, puzzled at receiving no further instructions.

         Magnea sighed under her breath. ‘Just sit down and read until the others have finished.’

         Agla nodded obediently and returned to her seat, where she pulled out a book that looked far too thick for a nine-year-old and began to read. Magnea shook her head. Her own daughter was unlikely to turn out like that if she took after her parents. Of course, she didn’t actually know the baby’s sex yet but she was sure it would be a girl. A girl who was bound to be more like Gréta and Anna, who sat side by side, whispering together whenever they thought their teacher wasn’t looking. 

         Magnea glanced round the class. Groups like this soon established an internal pecking order. She could point to the handful of children the others looked up to, the natural leaders, who dictated what the others should do and what was or wasn’t cool. Most of the rest fell into the category of follower – the children who usually looked up to the leaders with admiration. Then there were the outsiders, the ones nobody wanted to be seen with, who were often the butt of whispers and bullying. Like Þórður, who was staring out of the window, in trousers that were too short, exposing his bony shins. Or Agla, who sat there immersed in her book when she wasn’t glancing up to try and catch Magnea’s eye.

         Yes, it was a cruel world, even for nine-year-olds. Magnea was perfectly aware of the position she herself had occupied in the pecking order at school. She had been at the top. How she had revelled in her status and loved being in control. She missed that sense of power now. Life had become increasingly complicated over the years. She had watched impotently as her old power gradually slipped through her fingers and people became increasingly indifferent to who she had once been and what she had been capable of doing.

         She stole a peek at the clock again. The day was almost over and she had a meeting after work; a meeting she had long been looking forward to.

         
            [image: ]

         

         A thermos of coffee and three mugs had been placed in the middle of the table, together with a basket containing piparkökur neatly arranged on a red napkin, which reminded Elma that Christmas was just around the corner. If this had been America they’d have had doughnuts, but here they had to make do with gingerbread biscuits, she thought, letting one dissolve in her mouth with the hot coffee. She was starving as she hadn’t had time to go out and get lunch, and for once there had been no pastries in the kitchen. Hörður still wasn’t back, though it was past five. Elma was gradually learning that, although her new boss possessed a number of virtues, punctuality wasn’t one of them.

         ‘Sorry! Apologies for keeping you waiting,’ Hörður said when he finally arrived. ‘I’ve just had the press on the phone.’ Elma saw that Sævar was having trouble hiding a grin, but Hörður carried on oblivious: ‘Eiríkur’s employer has confirmed that he got into work at nine a.m. and left at half past four. In other words, there’s nothing to suggest that he lied about that.’

         ‘But that only covers Friday,’ Sævar chipped in. ‘If he found out that Elísabet had been seeing someone else, either later that day or at the weekend…’

         ‘Exactly,’ Hörður said, before continuing with what he had been planning to say. Elma noticed that he had made a neat list of bullet points in preparation for the meeting. ‘None of the local garages say they’ve had any cars brought in with suspicious damage, either to the front or the back. But as Sævar and I spotted some deep brake marks on the gravel road in front of the lighthouse, I rang forensics in Reykjavík and they’re going to go over the area again tomorrow. So it’ll remain blocked off for now, and the officers on duty will just have to make sure that no one enters the area.’

         ‘Does that mean we can work on the basis that Elísabet was knocked down by the lighthouse?’ Elma asked.

         ‘No, not at this stage,’ Hörður said. ‘We’ll discuss it again after forensics have done a more thorough sweep of the area and, if we’re lucky, found some evidence to confirm what happened there.’

         Elma nodded and flicked a glance at Sævar. When he smiled at her, she felt inexplicably embarrassed and averted her gaze, though not before noticing that his brown eyes were like Davíð’s.

         ‘I’ve printed out Elísabet’s phone records for us to go over.’ Hörður picked up a few pages stapled together at the corner and laid them on the table in front of them. ‘Here we can see all the calls made to or from her mobile phone over the last few weeks.’

         Elma bent forwards over the table to try and read the telephone numbers and dates on the top page. It didn’t look as if there were that many numbers. And Elísabet hadn’t used her phone much during her last few days of life. Skimming the rest of the printout, Elma noticed that, in fact, her phone had been used very little during the entire period. The same two mobile numbers cropped up again and again. Elma guessed that one belonged to Eiríkur; the other was presumably the airline.

         Sævar came round to sit beside her, and she could feel the warmth radiating from his body as he leant over her to pick up the printout. ‘We need a computer,’ he said after a moment and left the room, returning almost immediately with a laptop.

         ‘Check these two numbers first,’ Elma said, pointing to the top page. Sævar tapped them into the directory. The first produced no results but when he entered the second, Eiríkur’s name popped up. Elma marked it on the list.

         ‘Could the other number be the airline?’ Elma asked. ‘If it’s a work extension that’s only for staff use, it’s unlikely to be listed.’

         ‘Let’s give it a quick check.’ Hörður took out his mobile and punched in the number. ‘Sorry, wrong number,’ he said when someone answered, and hung up. ‘Yes, that was the airline.’

         ‘Right,’ Elma said, marking that number as well. ‘So the records show that she rang the airline at nine on Friday morning. That’s shortly after Eiríkur left for work and the kids went to school.’

         ‘She doesn’t make any further calls after that,’ Sævar said. He was still so close to Elma that she could smell the faint tang of his aftershave. ‘It looks as if the last time she used her phone was on Friday.’

         Elma sighed. It would have been too easy if the records had shown the perpetrator’s number. But if Elísabet had got in touch with someone, she clearly hadn’t used this phone. Turning the pages, Elma checked the phone calls further back in time but couldn’t see anything of interest. There was also a list of text messages sent and received.

         ‘There are a few old messages here,’ she said. ‘Most of them your standard sort of stuff: a reminder about a dental appointment, messages from Elísabet’s friend Aldís and from Eiríkur. Nothing out of the ordinary.’

         ‘What are the messages between her and Eiríkur like?’ Hörður asked.

         ‘Just the usual,’ Elma said, reading them. ‘Can you collect the boys; when will you be home; I’ll pick up supper on the way. Nothing very personal. Nothing affectionate, no kisses.’

         ‘Text messages tell you very little about the state of someone’s relationship,’ Sævar interjected. He couldn’t remember the last time he had sent Telma anything but brief, impersonal texts. ‘Especially when couples have been together for years,’ he added, thinking that in fact they probably did tell you quite a lot about a relationship. After all, he couldn’t claim that things were particularly good between him and Telma.

         ‘Hang on, here’s something,’ Elma said. ‘A message from Eiríkur. Listen to this: “I love you far more than you realise. But I don’t believe you love me at all.”’

         ‘Well, well, well.’ Sævar gave a low whistle. Now he read aloud: ‘“If you leave, you’re on your own. The boys are staying with me.”’

         They exchanged meaningful glances.

         ‘So she was planning to leave him,’ Elma said. ‘Though if you look at the date, you’ll see that those messages are almost six months old.’

         ‘Maybe she only went through with it now,’ Hörður said. ‘Maybe something happened to help her make up her mind. The question is, did Eiríkur find out?’

         ‘But there’s nothing to suggest that Eiríkur saw Elísabet on Friday,’ Sævar pointed out. ‘We’ve already examined that possibility, and there’s no evidence that he followed Elísabet to Akranes. On the contrary, he has a pretty solid alibi for that day.’

         Hörður sighed and appeared to be thinking hard. ‘We can’t be sure about Friday evening or Saturday. We need to take a better look at his movements; get a water-tight alibi.’

         Next, he turned to Elma and asked her to report back on what her research had uncovered.

         Elma cleared her throat and glanced down at her notes. ‘Right. Most of what Eiríkur told us turned out to be correct. Elísabet attended Brekkubær School during her time in Akranes, and she and her mother were registered as living at eight, Krókatún. Apart from that, Elísabet had virtually no social-media presence. She wasn’t on Facebook, Twitter or any of the usual platforms, which fits with what we know of her character: that’s to say, she was a very reserved person. I got in touch with her maternal aunt, Guðrún, who’s agreed to meet me tomorrow. I also rang her friend, Aldís Helgadóttir. Although Elísabet doesn’t seem to have had many friends, she’d kept in touch with Aldís since they were at sixth-form college. I was thinking of going into Reykjavík tomorrow to meet both the friend and the aunt. Perhaps they might have some idea about what Elísabet was up to on Friday.’ Elma looked up from her notebook, adding: ‘Or who she was meeting.’

         ‘Fine, but wasn’t she estranged from her aunt?’ Hörður asked.

         ‘Yes, that’s right – according to Eiríkur, anyway. But maybe the aunt will be able to flesh out our picture of Elísabet and give us some background. I think it’s important to get other opinions of her apart from her husband’s, but there aren’t many people we can ask. Eiríkur seems to know next to nothing about Elísabet’s childhood in Akranes. Perhaps Guðrún can fill in some of the blanks.’

         ‘Yes, I suppose that makes sense,’ Hörður conceded, though he sounded unconvinced. ‘OK, you go and talk to Guðrún and the friend tomorrow. Take Sævar with you and have another chat with Eiríkur on the way. Try to get more out of him – ask what their relationship was like. He must know more than he’s letting on.’

         ‘And there’s another thing,’ Elma said. ‘I found out who Elísabet’s father was. His name was Arnar Helgi Árnason and he died when the fishing boat he was working on went down in a storm in 1989.’

         ‘In eighty-nine, you say?’ Hörður sat up. ‘I remember that. The whole town was in mourning. I was aware that one of the men had a child, though fortunately the other one was single and not that young. How strange.’ He was momentarily silent, as if thinking back to those days, then said: ‘As far as I remember, Arnar’s girlfriend was heavily pregnant. Was there no information anywhere about Elísabet having a brother or sister?’
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         When she got home, Magnea saw that all the lights were off. Bjarni wasn’t back from work yet and their big house was devoid of life. She parked in the drive and hurried inside. She still hadn’t got used to living in a detached house. They’d lived in a terrace before, and there had been a degree of comfort in knowing that their neighbours were just the other side of the wall when she was alone at home in the evenings. She and Bjarni had long dreamt of building a place of their own, and their dreams had finally come true when they moved in during the summer. The house was exactly as they had planned, down to the last detail: it was light and airy, with big windows, high ceilings and a stylish white interior, furnished with expensive, quality pieces. In the summer Magnea had barely noticed how isolated she was, but now that the nights were drawing in, the house seemed suddenly cavernous. The keys echoed as she dropped them on the chest of drawers in the hall, and she quickly switched on the lights to banish her feeling of unease. Walking over to the high windows, she jerked the curtains across them, wishing they hadn’t opted for such a large expanse of glass. There were no trees outside to shield them from prying eyes and she constantly felt exposed, as if someone was standing out there, watching her.

         She turned on the television to drown out the overwhelming silence that filled the house. Then, with the comforting sound of voices babbling away in the background, she went through the bedroom to the walk-in wardrobe. After running her fingers along the row of clothes hanging there, she eventually pulled out a red nightdress with black lace at the hem and neck. To go with it she chose a black silk negligee and hung both on a hook in the bathroom. While the bath was filling, she studied her reflection in the mirror. Her face had hardly changed at all over the last decade or so. Her eyes were still beautiful, though the creases at the corners had deepened over the years; nothing that obvious, just a fan of fine lines. Her full upper lip still jutted a little over the lower one in a sensual pout. And there wasn’t so much as a hint of grey in her long, blonde mane since she made sure she had the colour topped up regularly. She looked after herself and knew that Bjarni appreciated the fact. She loved it when he slipped his arm round her waist when introducing her to people, sensing his pride in having such a glamorous wife.

         Winding her hair up in a knot, she pinned it on top of her head then dipped her toes cautiously into the hot, foamy water. As she lay back, closing her eyes, she tried not to dwell on the thought of how alone she was in this big empty house. Sometimes she imagined what would happen if an intruder came in and dragged her out of the bath. She played out the entire sequence of events in her mind, feeling every nerve in her body grow tense. There were times when she was so afraid that she prowled around, checking that all the doors and windows were definitely locked. Of course, locks gave one a false sense of security, but she tried not to think about that. If someone was determined enough to get in, they could easily break a window and no one but her would hear the crash. They were too secluded here; too far from their nearest neighbours. 

         After a while she heard the click of the front door opening, followed by footsteps. When she opened her eyes, Bjarni was standing there. He bent down and started kissing her, and she wrapped her arms round his neck, pulling him to her. Then she pushed him gently away and held him at arm’s length for a moment, studying him. He was still just as handsome as he had been at school; the same boyish face, same clear-eyed gaze.

         ‘I’ve got a little something for you,’ she said, pointing to the sink.

         He picked up the white plastic stick that lay on the bathroom unit beside the sink. The window in the stick showed two blue lines.

         ‘Does this mean…?’ He broke off to look at her.

         A small smile curved her lips and she nodded serenely. Those two dark-blue lines would change everything. She could already hear the sound of childish laughter filling the house.
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         It was oddly peaceful wandering among the graves. The evening was foggy and the damp air hung perfectly still. The cemetery was situated on the opposite side of town from Akranes Church and had its own tall, pinkish-brown clock tower, built in the 1950s. This was a modern structure, designed to look like a spire pointing heavenwards, with jutting triangular windows on all four sides and, below each of these, three smaller windows with white frames. Rows of decorative pillars stood out in relief along two sides of the base. Elma could remember being slim enough as a child to squeeze into the gaps between them. The tower dominated the upper part of the cemetery, where the odd stunted tree grew in an otherwise bare field. The gravestones in this area were noticeably weathered and many of the names had been worn away by frost, wind and rain. The dates, where they could be read, were so old that the closest relatives of those lying there were probably dead themselves, which meant there was no one to tend to their graves. 

         ‘I should do this more often,’ Aðalheiður panted at Elma’s side. She was wearing a white raincoat and a black woollen hat bearing the logo of the Akranes Football Association. The town was proud of its local team, though Elma could never be bothered to follow its fortunes like her parents did. They still loyally attended all the home matches, sporting their yellow-and-black scarves and hats, although the team’s heyday appeared to be behind it and recently it had been languishing near the bottom of the league.

         ‘Yes, it blows away the cobwebs,’ Elma agreed. She had been about to head over here alone on a specific mission, but when she opened her door she had come face to face with her mother outside, so she had invited her along for the walk.

         ‘How’s the investigation going?’ Aðalheiður asked breathlessly. Elma had set a brisk pace on the way to the cemetery.

         ‘We’ve not got very far as yet,’ Elma replied. Frustrated by their lack of progress, her mind was like a broken record, constantly going over the same facts without being able to make any sense of them.

         ‘It’s strange that no one reported her missing earlier. Was the woman a bit odd? Had she been suffering from a mental illness?’

         ‘No, not as far as we’re aware. She was a pilot. She was supposed to be on a flight but rang in sick instead.’

         ‘Really?’ Aðalheiður exclaimed. ‘Do you think it was the husband? Sadly, an awful lot of them batter their wives. Which reminds me: did you hear about Tómas Larsen? But what am I saying? Of course you’ll have heard. Apparently, he beat the girl he’s living with to a pulp. Do you think that kind of behaviour’s acceptable?’

         Elma shook her head. Given the Akranes rumour mill, the incident would be all over town by now.

         ‘But then it was hardly unexpected,’ Aðalheiður continued. ‘That couple are nothing but trouble. Tómas has driven at least three families out of the block they’re living in. Apparently, it’s impossible to live next door to him, what with the rubbish and the constant noise. I’m surprised Hendrik didn’t do something about it years ago.’

         ‘Hendrik? Why should he intervene?’

         ‘Because Tómas is his brother. Didn’t you know? They’re partners in the family business – the estate agent’s – though I doubt Tómas has been involved in the management, not directly, anyway. He used to be responsible for collecting the rent, in his own unscrupulous way.’

         ‘I didn’t know that. I don’t remember ever having seen Tómas,’ Elma said. Her mind conjured up the bruised face of Ásdís, the young woman she’d met at her grandmother’s house a few days earlier. But she didn’t mention this to her mother, having trained herself to be discreet about her job.

         ‘I’m sure you’ll recognise him when you see him. He’s very like his brother,’ Aðalheiður said. Elma nodded, preoccupied. She had found what she was looking for. There it was, the grave of Elísabet’s baby brother. A simple search had confirmed what Hörður had said: Elísabet’s mother had been pregnant when Arnar died at sea, and had given birth to a boy a couple of months later. But the baby hadn’t lived long. Elma had found the whereabouts of his grave by searching the cemetery website. He had been called Arnar Arnarsson and only lived for two weeks. She located the torch on her phone and shone it on the cross.

         ‘It’s always so tragic,’ her mother said. ‘Still, luckily there are very few cot deaths nowadays.’

         Elma didn’t answer. She bent down and picked up a small, black lantern that had been propped against the white cross. It looked fairly new: the glass was still clear and clean. ‘He only lived two weeks,’ she murmured, as if to herself.

         ‘Is it anyone you know?’ Aðalheiður asked.

         Shaking her head, Elma straightened up. They moved on, making for the gravel track above the cemetery and the cluster of historical buildings belonging to the open-air folk museum, which were floodlit in the winter darkness. The first they reached was a yellow, late-nineteenth-century vicarage, which, despite its traditional appearance, had been the first residential house in Iceland to be built of concrete. Just beyond it was a red house, dating from around the same time, which was the oldest surviving timber building in Akranes. It used to be known as ‘the Crystal Palace’ on account of the unusual amount of glass in its windows, in contrast to the dark, poky turf houses in which most Icelanders had lived at the time. Although it was a little ironic to refer to such a tiny house as a palace, it was a charming building nonetheless. Mother and daughter walked on in the direction of the golf course, then turned into a street called Jörundarholt.

         ‘Do you remember living here?’ Aðalheiður asked as they passed a row of terraced houses, then immediately answered her own question: ‘No, of course you don’t; you were so young, you can’t have been more than two.’

         ‘I was seven when we moved out.’ Elma smiled at her mother. She had good memories of the neighbourhood and had continued to play there even after they moved. Their new house wasn’t far away, and this area had long been a popular spot for kids to congregate for outdoor games like ‘it’ or baseball, until they outgrew such pursuits and preferred to rove around town or hang out at the shops.

         Her mother seemed to read her mind. ‘It was a good place to live,’ she said and Elma nodded. ‘It’ll be New Year soon, Elma love,’ Aðalheiður went on, sounding suddenly serious. ‘Time to put the old one behind you.’

         Elma nodded again, well aware of what her mother was getting at. If only it was that simple. If only she could just forget, everything would be so much easier. But, although she had no intention of burdening her mother with the fact, she doubted she would ever be happy again.

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Akranes 1990
      

         

         
      ‘Shall we have a sleepover?’ Elísabet suggested to Sara one day. They were sitting with their dolls in Sara’s bedroom, digging into a large bowl of popcorn.
    

         
      Sara smiled and nodded eagerly. ‘But I need to ask Mummy first,’ she said, getting up and running out of the room. A minute or two later Sara’s mother came in. She was small and kind but much older than Elísabet’s mother, so old that Elísabet thought she could just as well be Sara’s grandmother. She must be getting on for forty.
    

         
      ‘Do you think your mother would let you stay over?’ she asked.
    

         
      Elísabet nodded. ‘I’m sure she wouldn’t care,’ she said. She knew this was true, and the thought made her sad for a moment.
    

         
      ‘Then I’d better give her a call,’ Sara’s mother said and asked for their telephone number.
    

         
      ‘We don’t have a phone,’ Elísabet said quickly. ‘I’ll just ask her.’
    

         
      Sara’s mother didn’t seem entirely happy with this suggestion. ‘I’d rather talk to her myself,’ she said, in a kind but firm voice, and Elísabet knew there was no point arguing. Sara’s mother was strict. She always insisted Sara was home by a certain hour and that she finished her homework before going out to play. Sara envied Elísabet because she never had to ask permission for anything and could stay out as late as she liked. Elísabet just smiled and pretended that this was a good thing.
    

         
      ‘But…’ she began.
    

         
      Before she could say any more, Sara’s mother interrupted: ‘Why don’t we go round to your house now?’ she said. Elísabet nodded reluctantly. She normally avoided inviting Sara round to play.
    

         
      They put on their coats and shoes and set off in the direction of Elísabet’s house. She walked slowly, lagging several paces behind Sara and her mother. She wasn’t sure if her mother would be home – or who would be there with her.
    

         
      ‘What a beautiful house!’ Sara’s mother exclaimed when they got there.
      
    

         
      It was true: their house was beautiful – in Elísabet’s opinion, anyway. It was big, with three storeys and a triangular dormer window in the roof where her bedroom was. There was a pretty garden round the house too, with trees and a swing she played on a lot in summer, and a pink rosebush.
    

         
      ‘I’ll go and check if Mummy’s in,’ she said and took the steps in a couple of bounds.
    

         
      ‘I’ll come and say hello as well,’ Sara’s mother said, following her.
    

         
      Elísabet sighed. She opened the door and was met by a stale fug. She was so inured to the smell that she rarely noticed it, but after spending all day round at Sara’s, with its faint, pervading scent of soap, she couldn’t help but be conscious of the difference.
    

         
      ‘Mummy!’ she called out apprehensively once she was inside. There was no answer. Sara and her mother stood in the hall, silently taking in the state of the place. Elísabet knew what they were thinking. Why did her house always have to be such a mess?
    

         
      She went upstairs and knocked tentatively on her mother’s bedroom door. When no one answered, she opened it and went in. There she lay, sound asleep, her chest slowly rising and falling, and her hair in a wild tangle on the white pillow.
    

         
      ‘Mummy,’ she whispered, gently pushing at her shoulder. Her mother stirred and opened her eyes to slits. ‘Can I go for a sleepover at Sara’s house?’ Elísabet asked.
    

         
      Her mother waved her away and turned over on her side. Elísabet stood there for a while, at a loss, then crept out and closed the door.
    

         
      ‘Mummy’s asleep but I’m allowed to stay over,’ she announced when she rejoined the others.
    

         
      ‘Are you sure?’ Sara’s mother asked. ‘I’d rather talk to her myself.’
    

         
      ‘She’s asleep,’ Elísabet said stubbornly. ‘She doesn’t want to be disturbed.’
    

         
      ‘I see.’ Sara’s mother wrinkled her brow. She hovered uncertainly in the kitchen for a moment or two before eventually smiling. ‘All right, we’d better go then. We can stop and buy some ice-cream on the way home. How would you both like that?’ 
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      ‘Are you asleep?’ Sara whispered later that evening. They were sharing a mattress on the floor of Sara’s room.
    

         
      The mattress was supposed to be for Elísabet, but Sara had insisted on joining her, saying it was much more fun than sleeping in a bed.
    

         
      ‘No,’ Elísabet whispered back and giggled. The duvet smelled so nice that she pulled it right up to her nose until all that could be seen of her was her dark hair and brown eyes.
    

         
      Sara stopped laughing and turned her big, blue gaze on Elísabet. ‘Why does your house smell so funny?’ she asked.
    

         
      ‘I don’t know.’ Elísabet couldn’t understand why her mother never cleaned and hardly ever opened a window although she smoked all the time.
    

         
      ‘Where’s your daddy?’ Sara asked.
    

         
      ‘He’s under the sea,’ Elísabet answered. ‘He was in a boat at sea when a storm came.’
    

         Sara was quiet for a while, gazing pensively at the ceiling. ‘I wish he’d been on the boat instead,’ she said, just as Elísabet was dropping off. ‘I wish he’d died instead of your daddy.’

         
      Elísabet turned her head to stare at her friend in surprise. Who was she talking about? Whoever it was, that wasn’t a very nice thing to say. She was about to respond when Sara turned over, pulling more of the duvet over herself. Not long afterwards they were both sound asleep.
    

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Wednesday, 29 November 2017
      

         

         From the pronounced purple shadows under his eyes, it appeared that Eiríkur had hardly slept. But, in spite of that, his hair was carefully styled with gel and he was neatly dressed, in jeans and T-shirt. Rather too neatly, Elma thought. She couldn’t imagine having the patience to stand in front of the mirror and style her hair at a time like that. Her own appearance certainly wouldn’t have been top of her list of priorities. Studying him in daylight, she was also fairly sure he had applied fake tan to his face, as there was a conspicuous yellowish-brown line under his chin.

         Eiríkur showed them into the kitchen, where the older boy sat eating his cereal. Elma was struck yet again by his close resemblance to his mother: the same dark hair and naturally dark lashes. He was the complete opposite of his father, who was so fair that his eyelashes and brows were almost invisible.

         ‘Fjalar’s off school today,’ Eiríkur said. ‘I know I should probably have kept both boys at home but Ernir asked if he could go in and I thought it would do him good to get out of the house. It’ll distract him. Otherwise they’ll both be stuck here with me all day, and I’m not exactly a bundle of laughs at the moment.’ His smile was almost a grimace. ‘My younger boy can’t really grasp what’s happened,’ he added. Fjalar looked up, eyeing Elma and Sævar suspiciously. Elma gave him a reassuring smile, but he averted his gaze and went back to studying the picture on the cereal packet.

         They took seats at the breakfast bar in the kitchen and Eiríkur offered them coffee. Elma accepted; Sævar asked for a glass of water. Once Eiríkur had given them their drinks, he leant over to Fjalar. ‘Go and get dressed now, there’s a good boy.’ His son put down his spoon, rose to his feet and walked reluctantly to his room without giving them another glance.

         ‘They seem to be taking it very differently,’ Eiríkur said, once the boy was out of sight. ‘Fjalar’s so quiet; it’s as if a light has gone out inside him. Ernir keeps asking what’s happened: where’s Mummy now, why isn’t she coming home?’ Eiríkur’s eyes strayed to the window, then returned to them. ‘I don’t know which is worse.’

         ‘I think they’d both benefit from talking to someone,’ Elma said. ‘To a professional.’

         ‘Well, we’ve talked to the vicar, and it’s the same thing then: Ernir keeps asking questions; Fjalar won’t say a word. I’m more worried about Fjalar, actually. He and Elísabet had a special bond – a bond I never really understood. That’s not to say she didn’t love them both equally, but she and Fjalar were so alike. They had that same aloof manner that can seem off-puttingly cold to people who don’t know them.’

         ‘Do you have family who can support you? I know that everyday tasks probably seem beyond you right now: shopping for food, doing the school run…’

         ‘Yes, my parents have been coming round every day. My mother seems to think we can eat our way out of our grief.’ Eiríkur gave them a faint smile.

         Sævar took out a small notebook and cleared his throat. ‘All the same, we’d like to ask you a few questions about Elísabet, if that’s OK?’ he said. When Eiríkur nodded, he went on: ‘Did she have any contact with her aunt? Or her cousins?’

         Eiríkur snorted. ‘No, none at all. Her aunt, Guðrún, is a total cow, but I rang her anyway to let her know what had happened, because I felt it was only right to break the news to Elísabet’s remaining family members. But the truth is she never cared about Elísabet; she only took her in out of a sense of duty. I don’t know if she had any children herself, as Elísabet never mentioned them.’

         ‘Elísabet went to live with Guðrún after her mother died, didn’t she?’

         ‘Yes. She was nine or ten at the time.’ 

         ‘Cancer, wasn’t it?’

         ‘Yes,’ Eiríkur said, pulling a face. ‘Horrible disease, but I gather Halla didn’t exactly live a healthy life; she was a heavy smoker and drank a lot. In fact, from the little Elísabet let slip, it sounds as if she had a serious drink problem. Apparently, there were always people partying round at their house when Elísabet was small. And Halla can’t have been more than thirty when she was diagnosed.’

         ‘Was that why she took Elísabet to live in Reykjavík?’ Elma asked. ‘To be closer to family when she found out she was ill?’

         ‘Yes, I suppose so.’ Eiríkur scratched his head. ‘Though I don’t actually know much about it. Maybe Guðrún could tell you more. I suppose Halla wanted to give Elísabet a chance to get to know her aunt before she died, as she knew Guðrún would take her in. But Elísabet never wanted to talk about it.’

         They heard a sudden blast of music from one of the bedrooms and a singer’s voice started booming out. Eiríkur stood up with a sigh and left the room. The volume was abruptly turned down and he came back to the kitchen and took a seat at the breakfast bar again.

         ‘Was Elísabet still in touch with anyone in Akranes?’ Sævar resumed.

         ‘No, not really,’ Eiríkur replied. ‘Like I said, she never wanted to go to Akranes. The only time she did was to meet some old woman, and that was very rarely.’

         ‘Some old woman?’ Elma repeated. ‘Would you happen to know her name?’

         ‘No, I’m afraid I’ve totally forgotten.’ Eiríkur shook his head. ‘Actually, I don’t think her name ever came up.’

         ‘Any idea how Elísabet knew her?’

         ‘No, I asked her once but she would never properly explain, just said she’d been a friend of the family. That was all.’ He was silent for a moment or two, then said: ‘I just don’t understand it. Don’t understand who could have done this to her.’ He looked at them both in turn. ‘I’ve been trying to think who could have had a grudge against her; who could have wanted to harm her, but I can’t come up with a single name. The only person I know Elísabet definitely didn’t like was her aunt Guðrún, but she’s so old and frail that she could hardly have attacked her.’

         ‘We’re doing our best to find out what happened,’ Sævar assured him.

         ‘How was your relationship?’ Elma asked. ‘Had you had any problems recently?’

         Eiríkur appeared disconcerted and a note of irritation entered his voice as he answered: ‘We had a perfectly normal relationship. Of course we had our disagreements but nothing major.’

         ‘We read a text message you sent her,’ Sævar said, fixing Eiríkur with a stern look. ‘A message sent about six months ago, which suggests that your problems were a bit more serious than that.’

         Eiríkur glanced towards the children’s room, then said in a lower voice: ‘For God’s sake, that was just a row. We’ve been fine since then.’

         ‘And you’re quite sure Elísabet wasn’t seeing someone else?’ Elma asked, not taking her eyes off him.

         He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. When he eventually answered, he sounded defeated: ‘To tell you the truth, I don’t know. I never really knew what Elísabet was thinking. We’d been together for nine years but there were times when I felt I didn’t know her at all.’
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         Elísabet’s friend Aldís was a big woman, tall and heavily built. She wore a slash of bright-red lipstick and her dark hair was drawn back severely in a high bun. She sat at the desk in her office at the hotel, very erect in her black trouser suit, fixing her large, round eyes on Elma and Sævar in turn.

         ‘When I first heard that it was Beta…’ Shaking her head slowly, she closed her eyes for a moment. ‘I literally couldn’t move. I was on my way to a meeting that I couldn’t postpone, so I just had to sit there in total shock. I didn’t take in a word, don’t remember a single thing that was said.’ She leant towards them and Elma caught a powerful waft of perfume. ‘I mean, who would do something like that? You hear about that sort of thing on the news and read about horrible murders happening abroad, but that’s all so far away, so unreal.’ Her lips pursed, she straightened up again, still staring at them with those wide, unblinking eyes.

         ‘So you knew each other well?’ Elma prompted.

         ‘Yes. We met at sixth-form college and stayed in touch, though less so over the years.’

         ‘Did you meet up often?’

         ‘No, I wouldn’t say that. Elísabet had a family, of course, and lived in the middle of nowhere. I haven’t had time for that yet … starting a family, I mean. I work too hard.’

         ‘Do you remember the last time you met?’

         ‘Let’s see.’ She thought. ‘Yes, it must have been a couple of weeks ago – no, three, I think – when I went round to see her one evening. We had some wine and chatted. Nothing out of the ordinary.’

         ‘Do you know what her relationship with Eiríkur was like?’

         ‘Oh, I always got the impression it wasn’t that close. As if Beta was never really in love with him. I mean, look at them: Beta was gorgeous; she could have had any man she wanted, but she went and settled for Eiríkur – Mr Average. I could never understand what she saw in him.’

         ‘Did she ever talk about leaving him?’

         ‘No, never.’ Aldís examined her red fingernails, then raised her eyes to them again with a defiant expression. ‘Look, you have to understand one thing about Beta: she was an extremely reserved person; it was hard to read her. She could come across as a bit arrogant, but I always thought she was very misunderstood and that’s why not many people liked her. Not that they actively disliked her, but it was difficult to get close to her. Being Beta’s friend was always a challenge because she never let you into her innermost thoughts. It was like you were always opening up far more than she did.’

         ‘Do you know what made her like that?’

         ‘No, I don’t. People are just different.’ Aldís shrugged. ‘Beta was your classic introvert. She never had much need for company. Never needed recognition from other people.’

         ‘Do you think Eiríkur was like that too?’

         ‘I think Eiríkur was just happy that someone as stunning as Beta so much as looked at him,’ Aldís retorted a little sharply, then went on: ‘Look, I’m not saying Eiríkur was a bad husband, just that I never understood their relationship. It was so lacking in chemistry. If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought their parents had set them up, like in one of those Muslim marriages.’

         ‘One of those Muslim marriages?’ Elma repeated, raising her eyebrows, and Aldís made a dismissive gesture and laughed apologetically.

         ‘Don’t get me wrong. I just mean it was like an arranged marriage – on Elísabet’s side, anyway. Eiríkur was absolutely crazy about her. But she never even mentioned him, then suddenly they were a couple, and next minute they were married and she was expecting a baby.’ Aldís shook her head in disgust. ‘They didn’t even have a proper wedding, just went to the magistrate and got hitched, just like that.’

         Elma nodded. ‘So there was nothing that struck you last time you talked? Nothing that suggested their relationship had changed?’

         Aldís thought again. ‘No, nothing like that. It was all just the usual stuff.’

         ‘Do you know if she had any friends or acquaintances in Akranes?’

         ‘No, though of course she used to live there. But surely you must have known that already?’ Aldís asked in a tone of disbelief, her large eyes opening even wider. When they nodded, she continued: ‘She never said much about Akranes. Just that she had no interest in moving back there. Though she did mention something about going to visit the house she grew up in. Apparently it came on the market recently.’

         ‘Do you think that could have been what took her back to Akranes? To see her old house?’

         ‘I haven’t a clue what she was doing there. Maybe she did go to see the house. Who knows? All I can tell you is that she didn’t have any friends there anymore. But then she never did have many friends, full stop,’ Aldís added impatiently, then glanced at her watch and announced that she was going to be late for a meeting. She got to her feet and picked up her bag with her manicured hand, then paused, as if struck by an afterthought: ‘But … to be honest, it wouldn’t surprise me if she had been seeing someone else. I would quite understand.’ She gave them a brief, impersonal smile before showing them out of her office.

         
            [image: ]

         

         There was silence in the car as they drove out of Reykjavík, heading north. It was past four and the rush-hour congestion was predictably bad, with car after car stretching into the distance in an unbroken line. Elma closed her eyes, feeling drowsiness creeping up on her.

         Little of interest had emerged from their conversation with Elísabet’s maternal aunt, Guðrún. The old woman had invited them into her tidy flat, in special housing for pensioners, which was located in the eastern suburb of Breiðholt, an area of big apartment blocks stretching up the hillside overlooking the city. The flat was full of heavy, dark furniture and the walls were hung with embroidered artworks. Everywhere they looked there were wooden carvings of cats in all shapes and sizes, so Elma shouldn’t have been as shocked as she was when a tabby suddenly jumped down from one of the cupboards, landing right in front of her. 

         Guðrún had little to say about her niece except that she had been a bit of a loner, preferring to spend her time shut up in her room rather than with the rest of the family. Guðrún’s own two boys, who were older than Elísabet, hadn’t been particularly interested in getting to know their little cousin when she had suddenly been foisted on them. ‘And I don’t blame them,’ Guðrún said, her face screwed up with distaste. ‘The girl didn’t exactly encourage friendship. She was sullen and standoffish, and spent most of her time reading books. If you ask me, she was just bone idle and that’s all there was to it.’ She muttered the last sentence, as if afraid Elísabet might overhear her from beyond the grave. Elma noticed that she didn’t seem in the least distressed by her niece’s untimely end. She spoke of it matter-of-factly, as if it had nothing to do with her.

         ‘What sort of relationship did Elísabet have with her mother, Halla – your sister?’ Elma asked. ‘For instance, do you know why she took her second name from her mother rather than her father?’

         Guðrún sighed disapprovingly. ‘Yes, then there was that too. They never wanted to get married and, as far as I know, they weren’t even officially living together. I’d always assumed Halla was registered as a single parent so she could claim benefits. But of course it backfired on her later, when he died.’ Elma could have sworn that the old woman was actually gloating a little as she said this.

         Guðrún had made coffee and laid the table when they arrived, so they felt they had no choice but to sit down and accept the cake she offered them, a traditional randalína made of layers of sponge and jam. When they asked if she thought someone might have had it in for Elísabet and wanted to harm her, she exclaimed and looked at them in astonishment. ‘Harm her? No, what on earth do you mean? The only person who might have wanted to harm her was Elísabet herself.’ When they asked her to explain, she went off on a rant about Elísabet’s antisocial behaviour and how some people just chose to cut themselves off.

         ‘Claiming it’s some kind of illness – that shutting yourself in your room for days on end is anything other than sheer bloody idleness – it’s beyond belief,’ she said, her voice harsh. ‘No – if I know Elísabet, she just gave up. Typical. I always had the feeling that she’d simply throw in the towel one day. It was as if nothing could make her happy. How she managed to hold down a job as a pilot is beyond me,’ she said scornfully, slurping her coffee while watching them over the rim of her cup.

         Elma had left the flat with a bad taste in her mouth, which wasn’t entirely due to the stale randalína. Several times she’d had to take a deep breath and bite her lip to stop herself from contradicting Guðrún’s ignorant comments about depression or her implication that women had no place on a flight deck.

         They had learnt almost nothing of interest from the interview, and Elma hadn’t even bothered to point out to Guðrún that Elísabet’s injuries were totally inconsistent with her theory that her niece had killed herself.

         Elma thought back over what they had discovered. Guðrún and her sister Halla had grown up in the countryside in the East Fjords, where their parents, Snæbjörn and Gerða, had a farm. They were born only a year apart and, as teenagers, the sisters had moved across the country together to study in Reykjavík and had never returned to live in the east. Guðrún had met a man who she had later married and had two sons with, while Halla had a daughter, Elísabet, and the little boy who had died at two weeks’ old. Halla had been employed at the Haraldur Böðvarsson and Co. fish factory in Akranes until Arnar, the father of her children, had died in the accident. After the loss of her baby boy, Halla had never gone back to work, just lived on benefits, as far as Guðrún knew. The sisters had fallen out not long after they moved to Reykjavík, but Guðrún flatly refused to discuss the reason why, saying it was none of their business and that there was no need to reopen old wounds.

         Elma was so lost in thought that she didn’t hear what Sævar said until he turned down the radio and repeated his question. 

         ‘I said: are you hungry?’ He threw her a glance. ‘Or just tired, maybe?’

         ‘Can I say both?’ Elma asked, yawning.

         Sævar smiled. ‘Why don’t you get a bit of shut-eye while we’re driving back to Akranes, then we can go and get something to eat.’

         ‘After the meeting?’

         ‘Yes, of course, after the meeting,’ Sævar said. ‘Can you wait that long?’

         ‘Sure.’ Elma yawned again and closed her eyes.

         Next thing she knew, the car was pulling up in front of Akranes Police Station and she became aware of a draught of cold air as the window rolled down. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked through her yawn, hugging her coat around herself.

         ‘Time to wake up: we’re here,’ Sævar replied.

         ‘Why do I always sleep so well in cars?’ Elma rubbed her eyes and tried to stretch her limbs in the cramped space.

         ‘It’s the noise,’ Sævar said. ‘That’s why you sleep well in planes too. The noise is on the same frequency as your mother’s heartbeat when you were in the womb.’

         Elma looked at him in surprise and started laughing. ‘I wasn’t actually expecting a scientific explanation but I’m glad to know there is one.’
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         ‘Right, so, we’ve got the preliminary findings from the pathologist. Our case was given top priority.’ Hörður’s gaze moved from Sævar to Elma and back as he sat facing them, the deep lines in his forehead accentuated by the fluorescent ceiling lights. His pale-blue eyes seemed to have sunk deep into his face. He ran a hand through his hair, flattening his curls which immediately sprang up again. ‘Elísabet was dead before she was dumped in the sea. According to the pathologist’s report, the cause of death was a heavy blow to the head and she died sometime between ten and twelve on Saturday night. An unsuccessful attempt had also been made to strangle her. Her injuries confirm that she was hit by a car with considerable force, which may explain the braking marks that Sævar and I found yesterday, which forensics analysed this morning. Her left leg had been smashed, and her hip may have left a dent in the car’s bodywork, judging by the point at which the bumper caught her legs. The trauma to her head probably occurred not when she landed on the car but when she bounced off and hit the ground. At that point she sustained a fractured skull and a brain haemorrhage.’ Hörður took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes before continuing. ‘Other than that, there were no injuries on her body apart from the marks on her neck. The pathologist confirmed what forensics said: the body couldn’t have been in the sea long and would only have been submerged for part of that time. That rules out the theory that she was thrown in the sea somewhere else and drifted to where she was found. According to the experts, it would have taken several days for the currents to carry her to land if she’d been dropped in the sea in, well … in Hvalfjörður, for example, or on Langisandur.’

         ‘So we’re working on the basis that she was knocked down by a car in the vicinity of the lighthouse?’ Sævar asked.

         Hörður nodded. ‘Everything points to that. Forensics took samples of blood and hair found at the scene and sent them for analysis. But no fragments of glass turned up, so the car’s headlights are unlikely to have been damaged.’

         ‘She must have been dragged to the sea after the car hit her, then,’ Elma said, picturing the slippery rocks. ‘That can’t have been easy.’

         ‘No,’ said Hörður.

         ‘But why would the perpetrator have tried to strangle her if she’d died from the blow to her head? Could the strangling have happened before she was knocked down?’ Elma asked.

         ‘It’s possible she didn’t die instantly but showed signs of life following the collision,’ Hörður said. 

         There was a brief interval of silence while they considered the implications of this.

         ‘Has her phone been traced yet?’ Elma asked at last, unzipping her coat, which she still hadn’t taken off. She was feeling invigorated after her nap in the car and listened with interest to what Hörður had to say. Not that the information came as much of a surprise: it merely confirmed what they already knew.

         ‘Her phone was switched on until around eight o’clock on Saturday night,’ Hörður answered. ‘No further signals were received from it after that.’

         ‘Could her killer have taken it?’

         ‘Yes, I did wonder about that,’ Hörður said, ‘so we’ll carry on monitoring it in case it’s switched on. But my guess is that it’s at the bottom of the sea. Either that or in her car. At present they’re going through Elísabet’s laptop and we’re hoping something useful will emerge from that. In the meantime, we’ll make every effort to find her car. Cars don’t just disappear, damn it – it has to be somewhere.’ Hörður stroked his chin, then lowered his eyes to the papers on the table in front of him. ‘The marks on her neck are believed to have been made by a small pair of hands.’

         ‘A woman’s hands?’ Sævar asked in surprise.

         ‘Or a man with small hands,’ Hörður said. ‘Did you happen to notice her husband’s?’ They shook their heads. ‘No, you wouldn’t have had any reason to.’

         Having ascertained that nothing earth-shattering had emerged from their interviews with Guðrún and Aldís, Hörður asked them to postpone their report until the following day’s progress meeting as he had an urgent phone call to make.

         After the meeting was over, Elma couldn’t help thinking that it hadn’t provided many answers. Though at least they now knew that someone had run Elísabet down with their car, then tried to strangle her before leaving her in the sea to die. Who, she wondered, could possibly have hated her that much? 
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         ‘I can always walk home,’ Elma told Sævar as they were on their way out. ‘You’re going in the opposite direction, aren’t you?’

         ‘Hey, don’t be like that – I promised to buy you supper, remember?’ Sævar pointed firmly to the car. Elma dithered on the pavement, aware that if she went home she’d probably end up eating nothing at all. It was days since she had last been to the shops, and the only things in her fridge were bound to be well past their sell-by date. ‘OK, I’ll come,’ she said at last. ‘But isn’t there a takeaway nearby where we can grab something quick?’

         ‘You do realise there’s a top fast-food place right next door?’ Sævar nodded towards the kiosk in the neighbouring building. ‘I’m sure I heard the “yacht-dogs” calling me just now. Didn’t you?’

         Elma laughed. ‘God, I haven’t had a yacht-dog for … You know, I can’t even remember the last time. Probably not since I was in my teens.’

         ‘Elma, Elma, you’re missing out.’ Sævar shook his head in mock ruefulness. ‘What a good thing I’m here to educate you.’ Elma grinned but let herself be persuaded and got in the car, and they drove the short distance to the kiosk.

         The Akranes speciality, a deep-fried hot dog, tasted exactly as she had remembered. And the melted cheese, chips and burger sauce more than satisfied all her junk-food cravings. Then, almost before she knew it, they were pulling up outside her flat.

         ‘Well, thanks,’ she said, wiping the sauce from the corners of her mouth.

         ‘You’re welcome. Thanks for letting me educate you,’ Sævar said with fake solemnity.

         Elma hesitated before getting out. ‘I’ve got a couple of beers if you’d like a night cap.’ She tried to sound casual but could feel herself blushing. She didn’t really know what she wanted but told herself that she was just after a bit of company. She was always alone in her flat; her parents were her only visitors, though it wasn’t as if she didn’t have any friends. Over the last few weeks she had found herself thinking a lot about the girls who had once been such a big part of her life; the friends she had made at university and later at police college. She realised now that she could have been better at keeping in touch with them in recent years, but then most of the friends she did have were so busy with their husbands and children that they hardly had any time left for her. Of course, she had talked to some of them after what happened with Davíð, but they hadn’t called her first: she’d had to ring them. To be fair, they’d probably thought she wanted to be left alone, especially since she’d left town and moved to Akranes. But Elma knew it wasn’t only that. Their relationship had changed since they were twenty and used to meet up every weekend and ring each other on a daily basis to chat about everything under the sun. It was more impersonal these days – just a coffee now and then or dinner with their partners. She no longer shared her secrets with them, but that hadn’t bothered her because she’d had Davíð. But now that she was alone, she sometimes felt as if she’d burst with all the things she wanted to say. Often she just wanted to ring him and tell him everything that had happened, how she was feeling and how much she missed him. But then, with a jolt, she would remember that he wouldn’t answer her calls.

         She noticed Sævar’s hesitation, but after a moment he switched off the engine and got out of the car.

         ‘So this is where you live,’ he said once they were inside. Elma was relieved that the flat smelled OK and there weren’t any knickers lying on the floor. Sometimes she came home from work to be met by the stink of neglected rubbish or sour milk. Just to be sure, she went into the bathroom, snatched up the clothes that were lying on the floor and chucked them into the bedroom.

         Sævar walked around, examining the flat. ‘You’ve certainly made yourself comfortable. It’s not that long since you moved in, is it?’ 

         ‘No, only a few weeks,’ she said, fetching the beer from the fridge.

         ‘You should see my place.’ Sævar ran an appreciative hand over the decorative carving on the chest. ‘I’ve lived there for three years but haven’t managed to make it nearly as homely as this.’

         He sat down on the sofa and Elma covertly studied him as he sipped his beer. His dark hair, usually so neatly combed at work, was dishevelled from where he had run his hands through it, and his eyebrows almost met in the middle.

         ‘We must have come across each other before,’ she said suddenly. ‘There can’t be a single person in Akranes that I haven’t run into at some time or another, and I’m very good at faces. I never forget them,’ she added, when he looked at her in surprise.

         ‘I’m not,’ he said, grinning. ‘I couldn’t remember a face if you paid me. I once went to a job interview and was in there nearly an hour and was feeling pretty good about it. Afterwards I bumped into a man outside the building and asked him the way without realising it was the same guy who had been interviewing me five minutes earlier. You should have seen the look on his face when I didn’t recognise him.’

         Elma burst out laughing.

         ‘Needless to say, I never heard from him again.’

         She was still laughing.

         ‘It must be strange,’ Sævar said, when she had finished.

         ‘What?’

         ‘Being back here.’

         ‘A bit, I suppose.’ She shrugged. ‘Not as strange as I’d expected, actually.’

         ‘You can’t kid me that you missed Akranes that much,’ Sævar said. His smile was infectious.

         ‘What do you mean?’ she asked with mock indignation. ‘Are you implying that there’s no chance I could have missed the flat landscape, the cracked pavements, the potholed streets and the lovely smell of fish?’ 

         ‘Oh, when you put it like that…’

         ‘No, you’re right,’ she said, dropping her gaze. Sævar waited. She couldn’t make up her mind. She hadn’t said it aloud once since she’d got here. She hadn’t even discussed it with her parents. Her heart started pounding and she could feel herself breaking out in a sweat. No doubt the red blotches were spreading under her jumper. But then she chickened out and just said: ‘I … my relationship ended,’ and shrugged as if it didn’t really matter.

         ‘Ah.’

         Before Sævar could say any more, Elma interrupted. ‘What about you? Any dirty secrets?’

         ‘No, I don’t have anything to hide. I like living in Akranes. I know the people here and they know me. I reckon I’d feel a bit lost anywhere else.’

         ‘Does your family live here?’

         ‘My brother,’ Sævar said, taking another sip of beer. He seemed distracted and glanced at his watch. ‘Anyway, I should probably get going. Big day tomorrow and all that. You can drive the car back to work in the morning, can’t you?’

         Sævar passed her the keys, then opened the door to the deck, grimacing when a chilly gust of wind tried to snatch it out of his hand. After zipping up his jacket and ramming his hat firmly over his ears, he raised a hand to her in parting. Elma got up to close the door and watched him dash across the road and disappear behind the houses on the other side.
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         The cake looked good but didn’t actually taste of anything. Magnea ate some of the cream filling and felt overwhelmed by nausea. Putting down her fork, she pushed the plate away. Even the soda water couldn’t get rid of the buttery taste.

         ‘How are your studies going, Karen?’ Sigrún asked, pouring milk into her tea and stirring it. The four friends were sitting at the white varnished table in Karen’s kitchen. From the sitting room came the unmistakeable sounds of a football match, punctuated from time to time by cheers or curses from her husband.

         ‘Oh, don’t even mention it,’ Karen said, rolling her eyes. That autumn she had enrolled in a distance-learning course in business studies at the University of Bifröst. ‘I should be finishing a report this evening. I’d forgotten how awful studying is – there’s always something hanging over you. Not to mention when you’re working more or less full time and have children as well.’

         ‘God, I don’t blame you for finding it too much,’ Brynja said. ‘Still, I think you were amazingly brave to try.’

         ‘I haven’t given up,’ Karen said, rather huffily. ‘I’m just going to ask for an extension for this project. The good thing is that the teachers are very flexible, especially when you’re stuck at home with a sick child – like I am this evening.’ She winked at them and they laughed. ‘This is just what I needed,’ she continued. ‘This week has been unbelievable. We found silverfish in the bathroom on Monday.’ Her friends gasped. ‘I mean, we’ve only just put in a new bathroom and now these pests turn up. We’d have done better to build a new place from scratch than try and restore an old house.’

         ‘But you’ve got it looking so beautiful,’ Brynja protested. ‘And silverfish are perfectly harmless; you just need to put down some insecticide.’

         ‘There’s no point.’ Sigrún finished her tea in one gulp. ‘They turn up where there’s damp and won’t go until you’re rid of it.’

         ‘We should have gone for a new-build, like you, Magnea.’ Karen sighed. ‘You must be free from all creepy-crawlies and other problems.’

         Magnea nodded without listening.

         ‘Are you all right, Magnea? You’re awfully quiet.’ Karen was looking at her searchingly.

         ‘Yes, I’m fine,’ she said, smiling. ‘Really,’ she added, when her friends appeared unconvinced.

         ‘Apparently there’s some horrible bug going round,’ Brynja said. 

         ‘There’s always something going round,’ Sigrún retorted.

         Cheers were heard from the sitting room, followed almost immediately by swearing and loud exclamations that it wasn’t bloody offside. The women exchanged grins.

         ‘Christ, he’ll wake the kids.’ Karen glanced anxiously towards the children’s rooms. ‘Well, they’re his problem if he does.’

         The friends all knew this was a lie. Karen took care of the children and the house while her husband, Guðmundur, looked after nothing but himself. They had witnessed this during the various visits to summer houses and camping trips that the group of friends had undertaken over the years. He invariably lounged on his backside, beer in hand, while the children ran around shrieking or bawling, with Karen on their heels.

         ‘I’ve never understood how they can get so worked up over football,’ Sigrún said disgustedly, shaking her head. ‘It’s only a game.’

         ‘Don’t let Gummi hear you say that,’ Karen said. ‘Seriously, I tried it once and I’m not doing that again in a hurry.’

         They all laughed.

         ‘By the way, did you hear that they found a body by the lighthouse?’ Karen looked round at the others, her expression part scandalised, part excited. ‘Apparently they’ve identified the woman and she was local. Or, at least, she lived here as a child.’

         ‘Seriously?’ The other women leant forwards eager to hear more. ‘Who was she? It’s so awful. I heard she’d been murdered. Is that true? It seems unbelievable.’

         Magnea could feel herself beginning to sweat. She took another sip of water and ate some chocolate raisins, but it didn’t help.

         ‘Yes, apparently. She’s … or rather she was called Elísabet. She went to Brekkubær School, but recently she’d been living in the Hvalfjörður area with her husband and kids. Two boys.’

         ‘Elísabet…’ Sigrún lingered over the name. ‘I don’t remember any Elísabet. Was she our sort of age?’ 

         ‘Yes, she was in our year. I looked up a picture of her and recognised her face, though I don’t remember much about her. Apparently she was very young when she moved away.’

         When the noise from next door suddenly ceased, Karen glanced at the clock. The game was over and the TV had been switched off. Shortly afterwards they heard the sound of the shower.

         ‘It’s absolutely terrible. Her poor children.’ Brynja put a hand to her cheek. ‘I just can’t understand what sort of person would do a thing like that. Was it the husband? It often is, isn’t it?’

         ‘Would her body have turned up here in Akranes if it was him?’ Karen asked. ‘I don’t understand why she was here. What on earth could she have been doing out by the lighthouse?’

         ‘Maybe she was drunk and wandered out there, and was unlucky enough to run into the wrong guy.’ Sigrún yawned.

         ‘Who, though? Wouldn’t we know if there was somebody living in Akranes who was capable of doing a thing like that?’ Karen asked.

         ‘You think so? Would it be that obvious?’ Sigrún looked doubtful. ‘Mind you, there are some pretty dodgy types living in this town.’

         ‘Yes, dodgy, sure, but murderers … I doubt it,’ Karen said.

         Magnea bent forwards and took a deep breath.

         ‘Are you sure you’re all right, Magnea?’ Karen looked concerned.

         Magnea raised her head. Her breathing was coming fast, she felt dizzy and could smell herself sweating under her perfume.

         ‘No,’ she said finally. ‘No, I’m not feeling too good.’ She hoped they wouldn’t notice that she swayed slightly when she stood up. Saying a hasty goodbye, she headed for the door. Karen got up and followed her.

         ‘You must be coming down with something, darling. You’re as white as a sheet,’ she said, fetching Magnea’s coat from the cupboard. ‘Shall I give you a lift home?’ 

         ‘No, there’s really no need.’ Magnea tried to smile, then said goodbye and hurried out, avoiding Karen’s eye as she closed the front door.

         She felt better as soon as she was out in the cold, damp air and her nausea receded further with every step she took away from the house. She drew a few deep breaths, then stroked her belly. It was becoming a habit, although her stomach was still flat. It was so reassuring to sense the life growing inside her and know that she was no longer alone. But now, as she placed a hand on her belly, all she could feel was emptiness, and she had a sudden premonition that it would all go wrong; that the child would be made to pay for what she had done.
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      She had a premonition that something was going to happen before she even opened the door. Every step she had taken away from school and closer to home had amplified the feeling. Although it was only April, the sun was shining brightly, the breeze caressed her cheek and there was a sweet smell in the air – the scent of new grass peeping up through the soil. But she was numb to these harbingers of spring. The sounds around her receded into a distant hum. She was no longer aware of the cars, people’s voices, doors opening and shutting or the cries of the birds. All were drowned out by the deafening silence inside her. She could sense that something was going to happen.
    

         
      The concrete steps leading up to their house were crisscrossed with cracks and there was moss sprouting in the gaps. She sat down and started tearing it up until she had reopened the sores on her fingers. Her hair fell forwards, almost covering her face. She was wearing the brown anorak and red-and-white trainers given to her by the women who sometimes came and visited her mother.
    

         
      The women were OK. They brought her clothes and looked her in the eye when they spoke to her. How are you feeling? they asked. How are you getting on at school? Do you have many friends? What happened to your hands? All questions to which she had answers. Well – I’m getting on well, I’ve got a friend called Sara, I fell over when I was playing. Yes, Mummy’s good to me. They took her hands and their faces grew concerned as they examined her nails, or what was left of them. She rarely noticed until they started bleeding. She had bitten her nails ever since she could remember. And she scratched at things too. Clawed at stones or concrete until the skin of her fingers split and they bled even more.
    

         
      Like now. Blood mingled with the dirt and moss on the concrete steps. The wounds on her fingers were swollen and angry. Sometimes they developed a white or greenish tinge. At school she went around with her fists clenched so no one would see what she 
      
      had been doing. She couldn’t stand the looks on the other children’s faces when they saw her hands. After the first day at school, she had been careful always to hide her fingers, but sometimes it just wasn’t possible. Disgusting, she read in the other kids’ faces. But the expressions on the adults’ faces were even worse. In them she could read pity. Concern.
    

         
      There was nothing for it. Elísabet opened the front door and was relieved to find there was nobody home. The floorboards creaked as she went into the kitchen. Their house was old. This had never occurred to her until she started going round to Sara’s. She hadn’t noticed before how dirty everything was either. Perhaps she had ceased to see it because it had always been like that, ever since she was a little girl. She didn’t feel like a little girl any more, though. Soon she would be seven but she had long ago stopped thinking of herself as a child.
    

         
      Their house was big too; they had all three storeys to themselves. She had never stopped to wonder how they could afford to live there until one evening her mother told her they would have to move. That the rent was too high. But something must have changed, because they hadn’t moved out after all, although her mother never had a job and there was never any money.
    

         
      She found a yoghurt in the fridge and mixed it with breakfast cereal and brown sugar – lots and lots of brown sugar. Then she sat down at the kitchen table and gazed out of the window as she ate. The sea was calm and the sun cast a yellow-white streak across its blue surface. As always when she looked out to sea, her thoughts drifted to her father.
    

         
      She was still thinking about him when the front door opened and she heard her mother’s voice. It was shrill and she was laughing loudly. Too loudly. Elísabet heard a deep male voice too and immediately started glancing around for somewhere to hide. There was a larder leading off the kitchen and she stood up, but before she could dart in there, they were both standing in front of her.
    

         
      ‘Elísabet,’ said her mother. Her expression was remote, her eyes 
      
      glazed. She was so thin that her jeans hung off her. ‘Go up to your room. Now.’ There was a man beside her. Unlike the other men who sometimes came to visit her mother, he was neatly dressed, in a shirt and tie.
    

         
      ‘What’s your name?’ he asked. His eyes were a stony grey, his hair dark.
    

         
      ‘That’s Elísabet,’ said her mother. She took him by the hand and tried to pull him away. ‘And she’s to go to her room,’ she added in a stern voice, narrowing her eyes.
    

         
      But the man lingered.
    

         
      ‘You’re a pretty girl, Elísabet,’ he said. He smelled nice and he was smiling at her.
    

         
      ‘Say thank you,’ said her mother.
    

         
      ‘Thank you,’ Elísabet said, her head drooping.
    

         
      ‘He owns our house,’ her mother added, smiling up at him. ‘So you’d better be nice to him.’
    

         
      Elísabet nodded. She could feel the man’s eyes following her as she climbed the stairs.
    

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Thursday, 30 November 2017
      

         

         Elma got to work early the following morning. She had lain awake for much of the night, her mind buzzing with thoughts about the case, the people she had met that day, and Sævar. She was troubled by a nagging sense of guilt because of Davíð. It was too soon. Too soon to be interested in someone else. Yet her thoughts kept returning to Sævar. She got up, fetched a cup of coffee and tried to clear her head and focus on the case. Chewing the cap of her pen, she stared at the wall, going back over the conversations she’d had the day before.

         Guðrún had done little other than confirm what Eiríkur had said. Nothing she had told them could explain why Elísabet had been found dead by the old lighthouse in Akranes.

         Elísabet puzzled Elma. She had been beautiful in spite of her sombre, verging on sullen, air. With that dark, almost black, hair and luminous skin. Why had she been so serious? Was she naturally made that way? Just as some people were always smiling for no obvious reason, wasn’t the opposite possible as well? She seemed to have been well set up in life, with a husband and two children; both she and Eiríkur had had good jobs, and it was a long time since she had broken all ties with Akranes. Apparently she hadn’t been in contact with anyone who lived there, apart from an old woman whose identity had not yet been established. Yet her body had turned up there. Nearly thirty years after she had sat in a classroom in Akranes, gazing solemnly into the camera, she had been found on the shore near the town. Murdered.

         Had she been meeting a man? Had Eiríkur found out? Statistically speaking, the average Icelandic murder victim was not a mother of two in her thirties. Since 2000, around twenty men and ten women had been murdered. Most of the male-on-male killings were linked to alcohol. When the victims were women, on the other hand, it was usually the result of domestic abuse. Elma knew that violence in the home was often well hidden, existing even among the expensive designer furniture in luxury apartments, so it would make sense to take a closer look at Eiríkur.

         Elma recalled the look on his face as they were leaving. She didn’t for a minute doubt that his grief was genuine, but there had been something else there too: anger. Elma was sure that was what she had seen. For some reason he had been angry.

         Eiríkur hadn’t made a particularly good impression on her. He was far too slickly presented, too conscious of his own behaviour and appearance. It made him come across as insincere. All his movements had a rehearsed quality, as if he were putting on a performance. Yet there was nothing to suggest he had wished Elísabet any harm. On the contrary, he had clearly been crazy about her. But what if she had been planning to leave him? The police hadn’t found any confirmation of this other than the text messages, but then Elísabet didn’t seem to have had any confidantes, apart from her friend Aldís. Perhaps her computer would provide more clues. Forensics were currently going through the contents, searching for anything that might hint at what had happened. Elísabet could have entered some search term, for example, that would demonstrate conclusively that she had been considering leaving her husband.

         Then there was the house. Aldís had mentioned that Elísabet had talked of wanting to visit her childhood home on Krókatún, so it was perfectly possible that this was what had drawn Elísabet back to Akranes. Perhaps it had been part of an attempt to come to terms with her past. From the descriptions they had been given, it sounded as if there had been something weighing on Elísabet. Perhaps something had happened at school or at home that had caused her to become so withdrawn and unsociable.

         Elma closed her eyes and tried to think logically. It didn’t help that ever since Elísabet’s body had turned up, the town had been alive with curiosity. People kept dropping into the police station on the off-chance, sniffing around for information on the pretence of having some other business. The phones were constantly ringing too, with reporters asking for information. The fact was, the clock was ticking and it wouldn’t look good if the police didn’t throw the press a titbit soon. It was understandable at first, but as time wore on it would begin to look as if they were clueless. Which was right, of course. It was more than three days since the body had been found but they still had no leads.

         All they had so far was a report from the pathologist, but they still didn’t have a suspect. The progress meeting was due to start in a few minutes, and Elma wasn’t holding out hope that anything substantial would emerge from it.
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         Hörður’s grey-streaked fringe was standing on end and his eyes, peering over his glasses, were weary.

         ‘They’ve gone through her computer but her search history doesn’t show anything of interest. Just the usual browsing; no suspicious search terms or anything like that. In fact, she doesn’t seem to have spent much time online at all.’ He paused and lowered his eyes to his notes. ‘But what they did find was an email showing that she had an appointment with a lawyer last Friday. His name’s Sigurpáll G. Hannesson and he works at a solicitor’s office in Reykjavík. We’ll need to get in touch with him and find out what she wanted.’

         ‘Do you think she was applying for a divorce?’ Sævar asked, arching his spine in the hope that it would alleviate his backache. He was tired and stiff from having sat hugging Telma all evening until she had finally fallen asleep. Despite his cramped position, he hadn’t dared move for fear of disturbing her and, as a result, he had woken up in the middle of the night with a numb arm and a crick in his neck. At that point he had taken her to bed, where she had gone back to sleep, pressed against him. Her sobs had continued sporadically even after she had dropped off, keeping him awake for hours.

         ‘Yes, I was wondering that too,’ Hörður said. ‘Eiríkur could have discovered that she was cheating on him. Or just that she was seeking a divorce. Though, of course, that doesn’t necessarily mean there was another man involved.’

         ‘When Sævar and I talked to Eiríkur, he insisted they weren’t having any problems,’ Elma pointed out.

         ‘Of course he did,’ Sævar said.

         ‘What about the aunt, Guðrún?’ Hörður asked. ‘Did she know more than the husband’s letting on?’

         ‘Guðrún was no help,’ Elma said, picturing again the shrunken little woman who had seemed so devoid of feeling or pity. ‘I got the feeling that Guðrún wasn’t particularly happy about having to take Elísabet in back then. She described her as ungrateful and insisted that she was antisocial and lazy. They hadn’t spoken for years, so she could tell us next to nothing about her recent circumstances. Whereas Elísabet’s friend, Aldís, gave us the impression that Eiríkur was a bit obsessed with her. That he was much more in love with Elísabet than she was with him. I don’t know how much weight we should place on her opinion but I think we should take a closer look at him anyway.’

         ‘He’s got an alibi, if his kids are to be believed.’

         ‘Is it watertight, though?’ Sævar asked. ‘How long would it have taken him to drive to Akranes? Half an hour? If the boys were asleep, they wouldn’t have noticed him going out.’

         ‘Is there anything to indicate that she was planning to leave him?’ Hörður asked. ‘We have very little real evidence to support that theory.’

         ‘There’s the fact she called in sick without telling Eiríkur and then stayed away overnight,’ Elma pointed out. ‘We still have no idea where she was. Not only that but she had a meeting with a lawyer. Mind you, I think that could have been connected to something completely different. To events in her childhood maybe, or to someone she knew before she moved away. According to her friend Aldís, she was talking about going to see her childhood home, which had recently come on the market.’

         ‘The house on Krókatún?’

         ‘That’s right. It’s been sold but I think we should drop round and see the new owners. Find out if they had a visit from her at the weekend.’

         Hörður nodded. ‘OK, you take a look at the house, Elma. Sævar, you check what kind of car Eiríkur owns and see if you can find any holes in his alibi: was he caught on CCTV somewhere he shouldn’t have been? That sort of thing.’

         Elma stood up and glanced at Sævar, who gave her a brief smile. She got the impression he’d been avoiding looking at her ever since they arrived. She noticed the dark circles under his eyes. He had left so abruptly the previous evening that she was worried she’d done something to scare him off.
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         Elma pulled up outside the house in the west of town. There was a bare lawn around it; no fence, just wind-blown trees and a lone swing rocking gently to and fro in the breeze. The front of the house facing the road was clad in white-painted timber and had triple-casement windows. The other side looked out over the sea, and in good visibility it would have a clear view of the Snæfellsnes Peninsula to the north-west. The place was obviously in need of maintenance as the concrete at the base of the walls was crumbling, and stained here and there with streaks of rust.

         Elma climbed the cracked concrete steps to the front door, thinking that it was exactly the sort of old house that Davíð would have appreciated. She knocked at the door. After a short interval it opened and a woman in a baggy light-blue shirt and torn jeans gave her a cheerful welcome. Her fair hair was tied back in a pony-tail with a few strands hanging loose around her face. 

         ‘Do come in,’ the woman said after Elma had explained what she wanted. She introduced herself as Gréta. Elma followed her into the kitchen while she was talking. There were cardboard boxes all over the place, some open, others yet to be unpacked. ‘We’ve just moved in,’ Gréta explained. ‘We’re going to do the place up and convert it into an Airbnb. It’s far too big for the two of us and I’ve been dreaming of opening a guesthouse for ages, so I finally decided to go for it.’ She motioned to Elma to sit down at the small kitchen table. ‘I’ve recently got divorced,’ she added.

         ‘I hear that Akranes is becoming ever more popular with tourists,’ Elma remarked, accepting the cup of coffee Gréta offered her.

         ‘Exactly,’ said Gréta. ‘Anyway, you were asking if I’d had any visitors, weren’t you?’

         ‘Yes, it’s to do with a case we’re investigating,’ Elma said. ‘This may sound a bit strange but you didn’t by any chance have a visit last weekend from a woman who used to live in this house as a child?’

         ‘Yes, I did,’ said Gréta, nodding eagerly. ‘She was very nice. Not pushy at all. She just asked politely if she could take a look round. She’d been meaning to come earlier, when the house was on the market, but hadn’t been able to for some reason.’

         ‘Was she alone?’

         ‘Yes, it was just her. I spotted her from the window. It was quite odd, actually.’ Gréta laughed. ‘I’d just got out of the shower and saw her standing behind the house, on the wild bit of garden down by the sea, just staring at the view. When I came out to see what she wanted, she was rather embarrassed and apologised. But as soon as she explained what she was doing there, I understood perfectly. You often feel a strong connection to the place where you lived as a child. I myself grew up in a blue house in Hafnarfjörður and I sometimes take a detour past it just to say hello, if you know what I mean.’

         ‘What did she say?’ Elma interrupted quickly, before Gréta could go off on a tangent about her own childhood. It was clear she enjoyed talking.

         ‘Oh, she didn’t say very much, actually. Just mentioned that she’d lived here with her mother and had always wanted to see the house again. She asked if she could be alone for a minute in her old room in the attic, which is Nói’s room now. I let her, of course, but you can picture Nói’s face when he was forced to look up from his computer for once. Then she just wandered round the house. I offered her a coffee but she said no thanks. She was very enthusiastic about the changes we’re planning to make. Very enthusiastic…’ She trailed off and Elma waited patiently for her to resume.

         Gréta coughed and laughed awkwardly. ‘Sorry, it’s just … after she came downstairs from the attic she seemed in a strange mood. I got the feeling it had stirred up bad memories or something because she seemed so … sad. I asked if she’d been happy here. You know, it matters to us. Every owner leaves an aura behind, which helps to create a good atmosphere in the house. But she didn’t answer, just said thanks and left almost at once.’

         Elma was sceptical about auras, good or bad, but nodded anyway. ‘I couldn’t possibly take a look at the attic myself, could I?’ she asked.

         Gréta shrugged. ‘Sure, but there’s nothing there now except Nói’s stuff. He’s hardly lifted a finger since we moved in. The only thing he’s unpacked is his games console.’ She rolled her eyes, then yelled ‘Nói!’, so suddenly that Elma jumped. She looked towards the stairs and after a minute or two a gangly teenage boy appeared at the top of them, in skinny jeans and a baggy hoodie that reached almost to his knees. He came slowly downstairs in obedience to his mother’s impatient summons.

         ‘Nói, this is Elma. She works for the police and just wants to take a quick look at your room.’ Gréta put a hand on his shoulder. Nói looked at Elma then back at his mother. He opened his mouth to protest, then groaned and flopped down on the sofa. 

         Gréta went upstairs, beckoning Elma to follow her. ‘It’s such an old house that everything’s a bit cramped, but that’s part of its charm,’ she said, once they were on the landing.

         Elma examined the attic room. She didn’t know exactly what she was doing up there or what she hoped to find. There was old parquet on the floor and a built-in cupboard running the length of the wall at the foot of the sloping ceiling. The floor was stacked with boxes. On one side of the room was a bed and opposite it a table had been set up with a TV and games console. Remote controls littered the crumpled duvet and on the bedside table was a half-full glass of some fizzy drink. Gréta reached up to the skylight and opened it wide.

         ‘Phew, it’s a bit stuffy in here,’ she exclaimed. ‘That cupboard would be good for storage but I can’t bring myself to put Nói’s clothes in there.’ She opened the door of the cupboard under the sloping roof. ‘Look how filthy it is. I still haven’t got round to cleaning it out.’

         ‘Mind if I have a look?’ Elma asked.

         Gréta shrugged. ‘There’s nothing in there. At least, I hope not. Though I wouldn’t be surprised to find a dead mouse or even a rat.’

         Elma used the small torch on her key ring to illuminate the interior. She had to crouch down to see inside as the cupboard roof was low and the space became more cramped the further back it went. The walls inside were grimy and sticky. There was a thin layer of dust on the floor and as it was stirred up Elma had to pinch her nose to suppress a sneeze. But there was nothing inside the dark cubbyhole. No sign of a dead rat or anything that could have belonged to the former owners. She was about to shut the door again when she noticed marks on the inside of it. She ran her fingertips over the rough wood.

         ‘Yes, I’d noticed that,’ Gréta said. ‘There must have been a mouse problem. It’ll take a while to restore the cupboard.’

         Elma nodded absently. The inside of the door was covered in irregular scratches: circles and lines and something that looked like a picture or letters, which made it impossible that the marks could have been made by an animal. In places the wood was stained by something that had dripped down it. Although the scratches were shallow, the dark streaks were conspicuous on the light-coloured wood.

         ‘What do you think that is?’ Gréta bent down and peered at the marks.

         ‘Nothing in particular,’ Elma answered as she stood up again. She banged the dust from her trousers. ‘This must have been a child’s room.’

         ‘That would have been a while ago then, because the couple who lived here before us didn’t have any kids.’

         ‘Yes, I expect the marks are old,’ Elma agreed. She felt suddenly overwhelmed with depression. Perhaps it was the effect of the airless room but, whatever it was, she needed to get out of there as quickly as possible.
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         Hendrik had decided that they should meet at the office as it seemed more appropriate in the circumstances. His brother was late as usual, and Hendrik reclined in his chair, waiting patiently.

         He had always felt protective towards his little brother. Ever since they were boys it had always been Tómas who got into trouble. He went looking for fights and quarrels, never happier than when he was in the thick of the fray. And it was always Hendrik who had to bail Tómas out when he’d managed to turn everyone else against him. Hendrik had always been popular and enjoyed respect from the group, and Tómas had reaped the benefits. If it hadn’t been for Hendrik, Tómas would probably have had a rough ride.

         Their father was Danish. He had met their mother when she was studying at the Folk High School in Denmark, and moved to Iceland with her, where they had eventually settled in Akranes. When Hendrik was ten, however, their father had moved back to Denmark and met a Danish woman with whom he went on to have three children. He never came back to visit his sons in Iceland. Tómas had only been six at the time, and Hendrik was sure that his younger brother had been much worse affected by their father leaving than he had been himself. Hendrik had always been their mother’s favourite, whereas Tómas and their father had been very alike. They had understood each other. Their mother hadn’t been particularly surprised when their father walked out on them. He was just made that way – impulsive, thinking only of himself – and Tómas was the same. Sometimes their mother had looked wearily at Tómas, shaking her head, and said that it was as if their father had never left: Tómas was the spitting image of him.

         But Hendrik wasn’t sure that all Tómas’s faults could be blamed on their father. He had been the same as far back as Hendrik could remember: mischievous, restless and irresponsible – and their father couldn’t be blamed for bringing him up that way. Nowadays he would probably have been diagnosed with some kind of behavioural disorder but at that time such things were unheard of. Nevertheless, Hendrik couldn’t go on letting Tómas off the hook forever; his youthful escapades had given way to crimes that were far more serious.

         Hendrik was not happy about the rumours currently doing the rounds: it seemed that everyone had heard about the way Tómas had treated that girl. Hendrik had forgiven his brother a lot over the years; he’d even turned a blind eye to his methods of collecting the rent on their properties, reasoning that at least it meant the women didn’t have to pay and could use the money for something else instead. Yet his conscience had always bothered him and belatedly he had put a stop to it. By then, people had started talking too. Those rumours were never proved, but it was different in this case, with the girl’s injuries so glaringly obvious. 

         ‘Hiya,’ Tómas said, sauntering into his office without knocking, as usual.

         Hendrik didn’t answer, just nodded and motioned to him to sit down.

         ‘What’s up?’ Tómas asked. His shirt could have done with an iron and he was unshaven. The rank smell of stale sweat carried to Hendrik across the desk. Once, Tómas had played an active role in running the company. He used to turn up to work every day, neatly presented, and had been an active business partner. But that was long ago and it had ended badly. When the company had gone through a rough patch, Tómas had skipped off so quickly that he couldn’t be seen for dust, and Hendrik had the feeling that he had never truly come back.

         ‘There’s no easy way to say this,’ Hendrik began, his face grim, ‘so I’ll just go ahead: I want to buy you out.’

         ‘Out of the company?’ Tómas asked.

         Hendrik nodded.

         Tómas looked grave for a moment or two, then, to Hendrik’s consternation, he began to smile. The smile widened until his yellowing teeth were exposed and he burst out laughing, his guffaws booming around the office.

         ‘I thought you’d never ask,’ Tómas said, once he’d finally got himself under control again. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to say that for years but you never did. You don’t need to worry about me any longer, big brother; I can take care of myself.’

         Hendrik was speechless. He had already prepared the contract, so he silently pushed it across the desk, showing his brother the sum of money he had in mind. Tómas merely nodded and signed without bothering to read the rest of the document.

         As Tómas was leaving, he turned in the doorway, his face momentarily grave. ‘Are we quits now, bro?’

         ‘What do you mean?’ As he stared, frowning, at his brother, Hendrik was transported back to the days when they were little boys. When Tómas was always getting into scrapes and Hendrik had to clear up the mess. He could still remember his little brother’s guileless gaze as he said he was sorry. But he never apologised to his victims: he always left that to Hendrik.

         Instead of explaining, Tómas merely smiled enigmatically and left. Hendrik sat in his office, his eyes resting unseeingly on the door, recalling long-forgotten memories of two little boys who had once been inseparable.
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         Elma decided to have a coffee while she was waiting for Sævar and Hörður. In the kitchen, she found Begga and Kári sitting round the table with Grétar, a uniformed officer Elma had only met in passing. She noticed that Begga was conspicuously less smiley than usual. She was staring out of the window but glanced round when Elma came in. Elma assumed her sombre mood was due to the case until Begga heaved a sigh and explained that her cat had got out two days ago and still hadn’t come home. ‘You haven’t seen him, have you?’ She held out her phone to show a large, ginger cat curled up in a brown armchair. Elma remembered the animal from when she had gone round to Begga’s flat. She had tried to push him away as politely as possible when the cat had rubbed against her legs, then jumped onto her lap uninvited. As soon as she got home, she had chucked her fur-covered clothes in the washing machine.

         Elma shook her head. ‘No, sorry.’ In fact, she was fairly sure she wouldn’t recognise it if she encountered it on her way to work as she didn’t usually pay any attention to the cats that crossed her path. But she couldn’t say this to Begga when she was looking so dejected.

         ‘Pass me the picture, Begga.’ Kári leant over the table, holding out his hand. He examined the photo closely. ‘I think I saw a cat like that in my garden yesterday. Since we both live on Vesturgata, it could well have been him. If I were you, I’d check the area around the barber’s shop. I live behind it, as you know.’ 

         Begga’s face brightened. ‘I’ll go and give Dad a call and ask him to drive past just in case. Thanks, Kári.’

         ‘You’re welcome.’ Kári posted an entire biscuit into his mouth.

         ‘It’s so awful,’ Grétar remarked, after they’d been silent for a while.

         ‘About Begga’s cat?’ Elma enquired, finding it hard not to smile.

         ‘No, about Elísabet,’ he said, frowning. ‘I remember her from school – we’re around the same age; she was in the year below me. I didn’t even know she lived just down the road in Hvalfjörður. I thought she’d moved away years ago. To be honest, I’d totally forgotten about her. She’s not on Facebook, so I didn’t really come across her at all.’

         ‘Why didn’t you mention this earlier?’ Elma asked, taking a proper look at Grétar. He had joined the police fairly recently, in spite of being older than her. She wondered why he had decided on the career change and what he had done previously. Perhaps she’d ask him when she got a chance.

         Grétar shrugged. ‘I didn’t realise at first, but then it didn’t matter. It’s not like I really knew her.’

         ‘Do you remember what she was like at school?’ Elma asked. ‘Who she hung around with and so on?’

         ‘I can hardly remember who I hung around with myself,’ Grétar said with a laugh, but quickly grew serious again when he saw Elma’s impatient expression. ‘But I do remember that Elísabet was a bit strange.’

         ‘How do you mean?’

         ‘Only that she wasn’t like the other kids. She was different, somehow.’

         ‘There’s nothing wrong with being different,’ Elma snapped. It came out rather more sharply than she’d intended. ‘We get the impression she didn’t have much support at home.’

         Grétar thought for a moment. ‘I remember that her mother was a headcase.’

         ‘A headcase?’ Elma repeated, taken aback by his choice of language. She wondered what had prompted him to use such a word about Elísabet’s mother. Was that how people had talked about Halla in Akranes? If everyone knew she had mental problems, why had nobody intervened?

         ‘Yes, she was a bit mental,’ Grétar said, looking rather shamefaced. Reddening slightly, he added: ‘Some kids just never have a chance.’

         ‘You can say that again,’ Elma agreed. She drank the rest of her coffee, ignoring her rumbling stomach, and left the kitchen in a thoughtful frame of mind. Her phone began vibrating in her pocket the moment she sat down at her desk. The number that flashed up on the screen didn’t ring any bells but she answered anyway. She’d hardly had any calls in the last few weeks, except from her parents or on work-related business. She had the feeling people were avoiding her after what had happened.

         ‘Elma?’

         She recognised the voice immediately.

         ‘Hi, Lára. What can I do for you?’ She could hear how cold her voice sounded; how distant, as if it didn’t belong to her.

         There was a brief silence.

         ‘Oh, Elma … I should have rung before.’

         ‘Don’t be silly, I’m fine,’ Elma said, trying to force herself to sound breezy.

         ‘I can’t believe what happened.’ Lára hesitated. ‘The thing is, I heard you’d left town and I wanted to give you time … Maybe it was wrong of me. But it’s been difficult for me too. I wish there was something I could say…’

         Elma was silent. She could feel a lump forming in her throat and knew if she said anything her voice would break. Damn it, she’d become far too sensitive.

         ‘You may not want to talk to me but I’m here when you’re ready. Call this number, Elma. Any time.’ She sounded sincere. ‘I’m so sorry.’

         Elma mumbled a reply and hung up. 
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         ‘I got hold of the lawyer,’ Sævar announced. Elma looked up from her desk. ‘He couldn’t tell me much because of the duty of confidentiality but he did say that Elísabet had a lot on her mind when she came to see him.’

         Elma nodded. ‘So now we know. On Friday she leaves home, calls in sick at work, then goes to meet a lawyer in Reykjavík.’

         ‘Right,’ said Sævar. ‘The fact she hid it from her husband has to mean that the meeting had something to do with him.’

         ‘Yes.’ Elma paused. ‘Unless it was about something else, something she’d been keeping quiet about, which may not have had anything to do with her husband.’

         Sævar came and sat down facing her, his eyes fixed on her face. As she carried on talking, Elma tried to ignore the blush that she could feel stealing across her cheeks. ‘We still don’t know where she spent Friday night, but I’ve established that she visited the house on Krókatún on Saturday. You know, the house where she used to live with her mother.’

         ‘Ah, so she did, did she?’

         ‘Yes, and apparently she behaved quite oddly, according to the woman who lives there. Especially after she’d been up to the attic to see her old bedroom. Perhaps something bad had happened to her up there.’

         ‘Like what?’

         ‘There were some strange scratches inside the bedroom cupboard. Of course, I can’t be sure, but it looked as if someone had been clawing at the door. There were dark streaks, like … well, as if blood had dripped down from the scratches.’

         Sævar frowned. ‘There could—’ he began, but Elma interrupted.

         ‘I know there could be any number of other explanations for them but I was just wondering if we should widen our focus beyond the husband. Nothing’s emerged yet to suggest he’s done anything wrong and we haven’t found any proof that Elísabet had a lover. Whereas it does appear that she had a difficult childhood and that she overcame her distaste for Akranes enough to go and visit her old home.’ Elma paused again. When voiced aloud, the idea sounded more far-fetched than it had in her head. In her opinion, what they’d learnt about Elísabet’s behaviour seemed a strong indication that she’d suffered some kind of trauma in her youth. Whether that had any bearing on her death, however, was another matter.

         ‘Why did she go and see a lawyer, then?’ asked Sævar. ‘Surely it must be linked to her husband?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Elma. ‘She could have been checking her legal situation in relation to some incident in her youth.’

         ‘If you’re talking about sex abuse, it would probably still be within the statute of limitations. But, remember, there was no man in the house when she was growing up.’

         ‘No, that’s true,’ Elma conceded. ‘But if her mother was an alcoholic, who knows how many strange men were coming and going?’

         Sævar sighed heavily. ‘Well, if she was going to report a crime, I suppose it’s possible that someone wanted to silence her. I can’t believe it was just a case of bad luck – that she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. But why now, after all these years?’

         Elma shrugged. ‘It’s common for victims of sexual abuse to tell their story long after the event. Especially if the incidents happened when they were kids. I’d like to build up a better picture of her childhood. I could talk to her old teachers, classmates and neighbours. That way we might also find out if she’d been meeting someone here in Akranes.’

         ‘Would you be doing that purely from curiosity or do you really think it’s relevant to the case?’ Sævar asked with a grin.

         ‘I admit I’m curious,’ Elma said, returning his grin. ‘But I still think it could be relevant or I wouldn’t have brought it up. Don’t you find it a bit suspicious that she’d always avoided the town, and then, when she does finally come back, someone kills her? Was it the town she was avoiding or somebody who lives here?’

         Sævar shrugged.

         ‘I doubt the murder was premeditated,’ Elma went on. ‘It was too messy – too amateurish. But I do think she knew her killer. The location’s too out of the way. Someone has to have known that she’d be at the lighthouse.’

         ‘Yes, I’ll give you that. It certainly doesn’t look well organised,’ Sævar said. ‘But…’

         Before he could finish, Hörður stuck his head round the office door: ‘The car’s turned up.’

      

   


   
      
         

             Akranes 1990

         

         The man owned their house and Elísabet was to be nice to him. That’s what her mother had said. He came round regularly but never stayed long. Elísabet didn’t know what he did while he was there, but her mother always told her to go up to her room. Or to go outside and, better still, stay out.

         Her mother always dressed up for his visits. Put on lipstick, drank out of a long-stemmed glass and smoked one cigarette after another. Elísabet liked to sit and watch her getting ready but her mother couldn’t stand it. ‘What are you gawping at?’ she used to ask, blowing smoke in her direction.

         Although Elísabet was only seven, she knew her mother didn’t love her. She’d read about mothers in the books she borrowed from the school library and knew what they were supposed to be like; how they were supposed to behave. They were supposed to be like Sara’s mother: telling you to do your homework, making sure you had a bath, brushing your hair. Mothers were supposed to be kind and loving. Her mother wasn’t like that. She did none of those things. Elísabet couldn’t even remember her mother cuddling her, back before everything changed. It had always been her daddy, never her mother.

         One day in December her mother drank too much. Elísabet found her lying on the floor in the sitting room, a broken bottle and a large wet patch beside her. At first Elísabet was frightened, but then she saw that her mother’s ribcage was moving. She stood there at a loss, staring at her, wondering if she should fetch Solla or leave her mother alone. She had just decided to leave her to sleep it off when the doorbell rang. Elísabet answered it to find that it was him: the man who sometimes came round, the man who owned their house.

         ‘Hello, Elísabet,’ he said.

         Elísabet didn’t answer. She didn’t know why he was always visiting her mother but she did know that it had a bad effect on her.   After he left, her mother would sit there for ages, smoking and staring vacantly at the wall. Her eyes and face seemed to change with every month that passed, and Elísabet was sure that in the end there would be nothing left of her; nothing resembling the mother she had once known.

         ‘Is your mum home?’ the man asked, peering inside.

         Elísabet shook her head and made to close the door, but the man put out a hand to hold it open. Then he came in and closed the door behind him.

         ‘Elísabet,’ he said gently and squatted down. He stroked a strand of dark hair back from her face and gazed into her eyes. ‘You’re a beautiful girl. Did you know that?’

         Elísabet was silent. He owned their house. She had to be nice.

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
             

         

         ‘I can’t for the life of me understand how the car got in here.’ The man was standing, looking perplexed, one hand on his hip, the other scratching his head. Beside him was his wife, dark-haired and tanned, in a white chiffon top and tight jeans. They ran a fashion boutique in town and had just returned from Tenerife, where they regularly spent time in November, before the Christmas rush began at the shop.

         ‘Were the garage doors closed when you got back?’ Hörður asked.

         ‘Definitely. Closed and locked,’ the man confirmed.

         The woman pursed her lips, shooting her husband an irritated glance. ‘You must have forgotten to lock them. I just hope nothing’s missing.’

         The man snorted. ‘There’s not exactly much of value in there. I doubt burglars would be interested in stealing tools or old children’s clothes.’

         ‘Does anyone else have keys to the house?’ Hörður asked.

         ‘No,’ said the woman. ‘Well, except for the kids, but I doubt they’d have left a strange car in there.’

         ‘Perhaps they came round and forgot to lock up after themselves,’ Hörður said. ‘Can you get into the house from the garage?’

         ‘Yes, but that door was locked and we can’t see any sign that an intruder’s been in the house.’

         Hörður nodded, surveying the garage. ‘Has anything else been touched?’

         ‘No, not as far as we can tell.’ The woman tried and failed to hold back a yawn. ‘It just doesn’t make any sense. What was the owner thinking of, parking their car in our garage? I mean, was it snowing outside and they couldn’t be bothered to scrape their windows or something?’

         Hörður didn’t reply. He picked up a cloth and used it to try the car door.

         ‘We’ve already tried to open it. It’s locked,’ the man said. 

         Hörður sighed but didn’t comment. How were they to know that the car was linked to a murder investigation?

         ‘There’s sand on the tyres,’ Elma pointed out. She had been hanging back with Sævar, letting Hörður take charge of interviewing the couple. Hörður bent down and peered under the dirty car.

         ‘Can’t we push it out?’ the man asked. ‘I can’t be doing with a strange car in my garage. There’s supposed to be a frost tonight and I need to get the jeep under cover.’

         Hörður straightened up and gave the man a level look. ‘We need to investigate further so I’m afraid your jeep will just have to remain outside for the moment.’

         ‘Investigate…?’ the man asked, annoyed. ‘What kind of bullshit is this, Hörður? Can’t you just tow the car away?’

         ‘No, I’m afraid not. Though I hope we’ll be able to soon.’ Hörður didn’t elaborate.

         ‘Well, in that case I’m off to bed,’ the wife said in a resigned voice. ‘Come on.’ She took her husband by the hand and led him away before he could say another word.

         ‘The number plate matches,’ Hörður said, once the couple had gone indoors. ‘The car’s registered as belonging to Elísabet.’ He took out his phone to call forensics, walking off to one side.

         ‘There’s something inside the car,’ Elma said. She pressed her face against the window. ‘Clothes of some sort, rubbish and a pile of papers. She must have been quite a slob, which is odd when you think of how spotless their house was.’

         ‘She didn’t have any car keys on her when she was found,’ Sævar said thoughtfully. ‘Which suggests someone else hid her car here.’

         ‘But why here?’ Elma said. ‘It’s not like it wouldn’t be discovered eventually.’

         ‘Yes, but it’s hard to hide something as big as a car. The killer must have known that the couple who lived here were abroad.’

         ‘And had a key to their garage?’ Elma asked sceptically. Could the killer simply have been buying time? She had to admit that the trick had succeeded in holding up the investigation for several days. Could he or she have used the time to disappear – to leave the country, even?

         ‘Maybe.’ Sævar shrugged. ‘Unless the wife was right and her husband simply forgot to lock it.’

         ‘Forensics will be here in an hour,’ Hörður announced once he’d finished his phone call, ‘so we can examine the car then.’

         It began to rain. Heavy drops started landing on the roof with a loud drumming that echoed around the garage.

         ‘Well, we don’t all need to wait here,’ Hörður said, zipping his coat up to the neck and pulling on his fur-lined hat. ‘I’m going to nip back to the office, but call me when forensics turn up.’

         Once Hörður had gone, Elma pulled out a small stool from by the garage wall. She yawned and huddled into her coat, saying: ‘What I wouldn’t give for a coffee right now.’

         ‘Hey, why don’t I run out and buy us some?’ Sævar offered. ‘It’s not far to the Olís garage.’ He pulled up his hood and dashed out to the car.

         Elma remained behind in the garage, listening to the booming of the rain and the hissing of the hot-water pipes. Sævar was his usual self again and she felt silly for thinking that yesterday evening could have affected their relationship. It wasn’t as if anything had happened. There was no reason to believe his hurried departure had had anything to do with her. After all, she was hardly the sort of temptress who was constantly having to push men away.

         A cold draught sneaked under the garage door as the wind gained strength. When she walked to work that morning, it had been perfectly still and there had hardly been a cloud in the sky. You certainly couldn’t complain about the monotony of the weather at the moment. She got to her feet and began pacing around the garage to keep warm.

         The place was a mess. Stuff was crammed into shelves, cupboards and boxes, as if the owners never threw anything away. Few of the boxes were labelled. Elma opened a large cupboard and discovered that it was filled with what looked like dozens of shoes and coats. The place was littered with outdoor gear too: skis, snowboards, fishing rods and waders. None of it showed much wear and it had clearly been lying there untouched for a long time.

         What must all this gear have cost? Millions, no doubt. She knew the couple who lived there were well off. In addition to fashionwear, the wife sold all kinds of designer goods, sports gear and so on. This was often the way in country towns: shops couldn’t afford to specialise too much as the market wasn’t large enough to support outlets for individual types of goods. The couple had two kids, one of whom, the son, was the same age as Elma and had been at school with her. Yet there had been no sign that they recognised her – not that she had expected them to. She hadn’t exactly been friends with their son. He’d been one of the cool gang, always dressed in the latest fashions and tanned from frequent holidays abroad. The family had never made any attempt to hide their wealth; in fact, she suspected them of acting as if they had more money than they really did.

         The son’s name was Hrafn, but he had always been known as Krummi. When she was younger, she’d had a crush on him, like most of the other girls in her class, but as she grew older she had begun to see him with new eyes. She’d realised he was arrogant and incredibly cruel to the vulnerable kids in their class. Thinking back now, she remembered how he used to talk about one of the other boys, a shy, unattractive kid. Krummi used to go on loudly about what an ugly loser he was, even when the kid was only sitting a few feet away, and Elma had watched the boy slumping ever lower in his seat until eventually he had leapt up and run out of the classroom, followed by the jeering laughter of Krummi and his mates. She also recalled the time he had befriended Eyrún, a girl who was generally considered a bit weird, and promised that, if she sang a song she had made up herself in front of the whole class, he would invite her to the school disco. Naturally, he hadn’t been serious. The girl’s performance had brought the house down. Even the teacher had struggled to hide a smile. Elma could still remember the girl’s expression when she realised that everyone was laughing at her; that her fairy-tale prince would never take her to the dance.

         By the time Sævar returned, Elma’s stomach was tied up in knots and she felt as if a black fog had descended over everything. It was the effect that remembering her schooldays always had on her.

         ‘Coffee for the lady,’ Sævar announced, handing her a paper cup. ‘Black and sugarless. I’m getting to know your requirements.’

         Smiling at him, she took a sip. It felt good standing there in the garage with Sævar while the raindrops drummed on the roof. When she was younger, she used to fantasise about living in a cave, like the character from an Icelandic folktale. She would gaze dreamily towards Mount Akrafjall and imagine how she would live there all alone in her dark lair, observing the world from a safe distance.

         ‘Why do you think Elísabet didn’t want to come back?’ she asked, after they’d stood there in companionable silence for a while, sipping their coffee.

         Sævar raised his brows enquiringly: ‘Where?’

         ‘Here – to Akranes.’

         ‘I don’t know. Maybe she was unhappy at school – got bullied. Or suffered some kind of abuse at home, like we discussed. Or perhaps she just had no reason to come here.’

         ‘It’s got to have been more than that. Her husband said she hated the town. What would make a person hate a whole community? That’s putting it quite strongly, isn’t it?’

         ‘Yes, hate’s quite a strong word. Maybe she connected the town with something bad that had happened to her as a child. Perhaps there are people here she didn’t want to meet. I don’t know – it could be so many things. People tend to associate bad experiences with particular places.’

         Elma glanced up at him, raising an amused eyebrow.

         ‘I’m not joking,’ Sævar said, reluctantly giving way to laughter. ‘There’s a name for it. What is it again? You know, like the child and the cat? Or the dog being made to drool?’

         ‘The child and the rat, you mean?’

         ‘Yes, or the rat. You studied psychology, you should know.’

         ‘You mean the Little Albert experiment. They managed to associate a rat with fear in the baby’s mind by making a scary loud noise every time he touched it. In the end the presence of the rat alone was enough to make the baby cry. He associated his fear of the noise with the rat and ended up being afraid of all furry animals. It’s called classical conditioning.’

         ‘That’s it. Isn’t that often the reason why people develop phobias?’

         ‘Yes, possibly. Though it’s a bit far-fetched to feel fear or hatred for a whole town.’ Still, Elma thought, Sævar’s idea was actually quite plausible. She thought about her own reaction to her old school building. About how she was filled with the same sense of dread every time she passed it or set foot inside. About how she felt when she bumped into any of those people – Krummi and his gang, her former classmates.

         ‘Well, I wouldn’t know. People often behave irrationally and Elísabet seems to have had a number of issues.’ Sævar drained his paper cup and put it down on one of the shelves. ‘But it stands to reason she must have had a friend or acquaintance in Akranes, given that she was here. She has to have spent the night somewhere and it’s pretty suspicious that no one’s come forward.’

         Elma nodded. He was right. Someone knew something but was keeping quiet. Over the booming of the rain they heard the slam of a car door: forensics had arrived. 
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         Hörður was holding up a clear plastic bag between finger and thumb, inspecting its contents. Elma had watched for a while as the forensic technicians got down to work. Her stomach had stopped rumbling and she was fairly sure that she had started digesting her own insides, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that Elísabet’s car had turned up and forensics were busy combing through it. With any luck they would soon find out if there had been another person in the car with the victim.

         ‘I’m still thinking,’ Sævar murmured in her ear, ‘that someone must have been aware that the couple who live here were abroad. The person who hid the car in their garage knew they were away and when they’d be back.’

         ‘In other words, it must have been someone who knew them well,’ Elma said, still watching Hörður as he squinted at the small plastic bag. The rain had temporarily eased up and the garage door was open. The street consisted of detached houses, many of them new-builds of grey concrete and dark wood, with double garages and large decks. Now that darkness was falling, the neighbours were clearly visible, silhouetted against the light, as they watched curiously from their windows. A few had come out to speak to Hörður.

         ‘That’s the trouble with Akranes – everybody knows everyone else’s business,’ Sævar said. ‘That’s why it’s no good just checking the neighbours or close family members. Most people in town are acquainted with this couple since so many of them shop at their boutique, so any number of them would have been aware that they spend time abroad every year. On top of that, he plays golf and she teaches spinning, which means an even wider group would have known they were away that weekend.’

         Elma had to admit he was right. On the other hand, there couldn’t be many people in town who had a key to the garage, and there was no evidence of a break-in. 

         ‘Anyway, perhaps none of that matters,’ Sævar said. ‘We’re bound to find something in the car.’ But he didn’t seem any more optimistic than Elma was about the chances of that happening.

         ‘Hörður,’ Elma said, going over to her boss.

         ‘Hmm?’ Hörður looked up. He appeared bemused, as if he’d been lost in thought. Elma nodded towards the bag he was holding.

         ‘Did they find anything?’

         ‘Well…’ Hörður hesitated. ‘This note. I don’t really know how I’m to…’ He broke off and they both glanced round at a sudden blast of loud music.

         The music, which was booming from a car that had just drawn up by the pavement, was abruptly cut off. Out stepped a man who Elma immediately recognised as Krummi. He was oddly unchanged, almost as if time had stood still: as boyish as ever, with the same nonchalant walk and piercing stare. All that had changed were his clothes and hair. He no longer wore ripped jeans that hung low on his hips and his hair no longer had blond highlights. Today he was dressed in a black shirt, dark-blue trousers and a black coat. He gave Elma a brief once-over as he walked up to Hörður. Seeing from his expression that he didn’t recognise her, she emitted a silent sigh of relief.

         ‘What’s up?’ he asked, slapping Hörður on the shoulder. It was obvious they knew each other. ‘I hear the police have taken over our garage.’

         Hörður smiled, slipping the plastic bag unobtrusively into his pocket. ‘Nothing to worry about. It’s just a precaution as the car may be linked to a case we’re investigating.’

         ‘The murder case?’ Krummi asked, bending to see inside the garage.

         Hörður nodded. ‘Tell me, do you have a key to your parents’ house?’

         ‘Yes, of course,’ Krummi said. ‘But I didn’t come here while they were away. I’ve had too much on.’ 

         ‘Yes, right, I’m sure,’ Hörður said. ‘Still coaching the football team? I only ask because it doesn’t look as if anyone has broken in or tampered with the garage door. So maybe it was left unlocked. You haven’t by any chance mislaid the keys or forgotten them somewhere?’

         ‘No, they’re where they should be. The door must have been unlocked,’ Krummi said, frowning. ‘I’d be surprised, though. Mum’s always so anal about locking everything. There’s enough junk in there, after all. Of course, you never used to have to lock your doors but times have changed.’

         ‘Do you know if anyone else had keys to the house?’

         ‘No, you’d have to ask the old folks. As far as I know, it’s only us kids – me and my sister Hanna – who have keys,’ Krummi said. ‘Anyway, mate, I won’t hold you up. I just came round to catch up with my mum and dad.’ He waved and went into the house. As he passed he threw Elma another glance and this time grinned in a way that caused her stomach to lurch. Against her will, she dropped her eyes, feeling the red blood rising to her cheeks.
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         Hörður wasn’t himself when they got back to the police station. He seemed distracted and there was an uncharacteristically deep furrow between his brows. Elma had never seen him out of his depth before. He’d always given the appearance of having everything under control. Although at times she felt like an awkward teenager in his presence, she appreciated his positive attitude and imperturbable manner. Her boss in Reykjavík had been a very different type, the kind who believed that a man in his position should maintain a certain distance from his subordinates. She had always been a little scared of him and insecure about how to behave in his presence, and was sure that had been exactly the way he wanted it. Much as she missed her old colleagues, she didn’t miss her boss at all. 

         ‘Gulla, would you be a dear and make us some fresh coffee? It would be great to have a thermos in here,’ Hörður said, holding open the door for Sævar and Elma. As soon as forensics had finished going over the car, they had gone straight back to the station, where their colleagues in uniform were eagerly awaiting news. Hörður wouldn’t answer any questions right away, however, merely told them that he’d hold a progress meeting later. He, Sævar and Elma took seats in the small meeting room, placing the box forensics had given them in the middle of the table.

         ‘Right,’ Hörður said, stroking his chin pensively before taking out the small plastic evidence bag that Elma had seen him studying earlier. ‘This was found in Elísabet’s car.’ He put it on the table and Elma and Sævar leant over to examine it.

         The bag contained a small note with only two things written on it: an address and a telephone number.

         ‘This is a lead, isn’t it?’ Sævar asked, looking enquiringly at his boss. ‘Presumably it’s someone Elísabet was intending to meet.’

         Hörður nodded but Elma got the feeling he wasn’t happy about the contents of the note. There was a knock on the door and Gulla came in carrying a large thermos of coffee and a bowl of biscuits. ‘Don’t mind me,’ she said, but none of them uttered another word until she had left the room.

         ‘This is the address of Bjarni Hendriksson and his wife Magnea,’ Hörður said, once the door had closed and they were alone again.

         ‘The number belongs to Bjarni too,’ said Elma, who had quickly looked it up on her phone. ‘What do we know about Bjarni Hendriksson? I mean, obviously I’m aware that he and his father run an estate agent’s here. I remember him from school, of course, but otherwise I don’t know much about him.’

         ‘Yes, the business belongs to the brothers, Hendrik and Tómas, though I understand Bjarni’s about to take over the management,’ Hörður said. ‘Surely you must know who Bjarni Hendriksson is? How long is it since you lived here?’ 

         ‘Quite a while.’

         ‘Everyone here knows Bjarni,’ Sævar explained. ‘He’s a prominent figure in local business and politics, and used to be a promising footballer too.’

         ‘Like Hendrik,’ Hörður chipped in.

         ‘He’s married to Magnea, who teaches the younger classes at Grundi School,’ Sævar added. ‘Happily married, I’d always assumed.’

         ‘Now, now, don’t let’s jump to conclusions,’ Hörður said. ‘There has to be some reasonable explanation – I’m sure of it.’

         ‘But Elísabet didn’t make any calls to Bjarni,’ Elma said. Bjarni’s number hadn’t been listed in Elísabet’s phone records, and Elma doubted she would have called him from any other phone.

         ‘If she wrote down his address and phone number, there’s a chance she went to see him,’ Sævar reasoned. ‘Won’t we have to talk to them?’

         He and Elma both looked at Hörður, who nodded reluctantly.

         ‘Yes. I suppose we have no choice,’ he said heavily, then coughed and rose to his feet without another word. He went out, leaving them alone in the room.
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         Hörður sat in his office, his arms folded, staring out at the rain that had started falling again after a brief let-up. Taking a deep breath, he picked up his desk phone, but at that moment his mobile started vibrating in his pocket and he put down the receiver with a sigh of relief.

         ‘I just wanted to check when you’re coming home.’ It was his wife Gígja. There was a lot of noise going on in the background. He glanced at the clock: it was almost six, so she must be at the supermarket.

         ‘I’m not sure. Late, probably.’ But, then again, perhaps the call to Bjarni could wait until tomorrow morning. He longed to go home and take a shower. Relax in front of the news. 

         ‘You won’t be back for supper, then,’ Gígja said, without waiting for an answer. ‘You can just eat the leftovers when you get home.’

         He rumbled something that sounded like agreement and said goodbye.

         Hörður picked up his work phone again and tapped in the number he had scribbled down on a piece of paper. He didn’t have to wait long for it to be answered.

         ‘Magnea,’ said a woman’s voice.

         Hörður was a little flustered as he’d been expecting Bjarni. ‘Is Bjarni there?’

         ‘Hang on, he’s around here somewhere,’ Magnea said. He heard rustling and a muffled conversation, then a deep voice at the other end said:

         ‘Bjarni.’

         ‘Hello, Bjarni, it’s Hörður.’ He knew Bjarni would immediately realise who it was.

         ‘Oh, hi, Hörður. How are you doing?’ The deep voice sounded warmer.

         ‘Good. I’m well,’ Hörður said, then hesitated.

         ‘How’s the little girl? It was a girl, wasn’t it? Magnea said she was a bit premature.’

         ‘Yes, that’s right. Both mother and daughter are doing very well, thank you. She arrived four weeks early but it all went smoothly.’ He coughed. ‘Actually, I’m ringing about another matter. I need you to pop round to the station. You see, your name’s come up in connection with a case we’re investigating.’

         There was silence at the other end.

         ‘If you could make it soon that would be very helpful,’ Hörður added.

         ‘Of course, if there’s something I can help you with. Which case is it regarding, if you don’t mind my asking?’ Bjarni’s tone was still light, but he couldn’t hide his curiosity.

         ‘I’ll tell you all about it when you get here,’ Hörður said. ‘But don’t worry, it’s just an informal chat and I can always come round to yours if that would be more convenient.’

         ‘No need. I’ll come over,’ Bjarni replied quickly.

         ‘Good, then I’ll see you in a minute,’ Hörður said and rang off.
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         ‘Wouldn’t it be more usual to go round to his?’ Elma asked, when Hörður rejoined them.

         ‘No, it’s better like this,’ Hörður said firmly. I’d rather not involve his wife in the unlikely event that there was something going on between him and Elísabet. That wouldn’t do anyone any good.’

         Elma refrained from comment. It was better not to ask why Hörður regarded the possibility as so unlikely. Or why he wanted to protect Bjarni. She remembered her mother saying that Hörður was too concerned about being liked by the locals. No doubt it was like that in most small communities, she thought. The intimacy of small-town life made conducting investigations like this fraught with difficulty since the police had to tread carefully to avoid arousing hostility.

         When Bjarni arrived, Elma could immediately see why he was so popular. His charm extended to both his manners and his appearance: he had grown up to be tall and muscular, with fair hair and neatly trimmed stubble on his otherwise clean-shaven face. Under his thick, well-defined eyebrows, his gaze was good-natured but determined. He bestowed a polite smile on Elma and Sævar when he entered the room, then greeted Hörður like an old friend. Elma found herself instinctively returning his smile when he shook her hand and introduced himself.

         ‘Well, what’s it all about?’ Bjarni asked, once they were seated. ‘I’m dying of curiosity.’

         ‘This is your number, isn’t it?’ Hörður asked in a casually friendly voice and read it out. 

         ‘No, that’s Magnea’s number,’ Bjarni replied in surprise. ‘She answered when you rang earlier, didn’t she?’

         ‘But … the number’s registered in your name,’ Hörður said.

         ‘Yes, true. But that’s the phone Magnea uses. Is that why you wanted to talk to me? What’s this all about?’

         Hörður cleared his throat and lowered his eyes to the paper he was holding.

         ‘The phone number turned up in the course of an inquiry,’ he said after a moment. ‘And your address too.’

         ‘The murder at the lighthouse?’ Bjarni was quick to make the connection.

         Hörður nodded.

         ‘And you think … what? That my wife had something to do with that?’ Bjarni laughed incredulously.

         Seeing Hörður’s awkwardness, Elma intervened. ‘Naturally, we need to talk to everyone the victim may have been in contact with in the days leading up to her death,’ she said in a reasonable voice. She didn’t like the way the balance of power had shifted in the room: Hörður was tiptoeing around this man as if terrified of offending him. Whereas she couldn’t care less about his status in the town.

         ‘This is a pretty strange way of going about things, Hörður,’ Bjarni said, as if Elma hadn’t spoken. ‘It’s like I’m under suspicion.’ He laughed again. ‘You can hardly think there was anything going on between me and that woman?’

         ‘We’re simply trying to find out what happened,’ Hörður said in a placatory tone.

         Bjarni got to his feet without once taking his eyes off Hörður. His smile had turned distinctly chilly.

         ‘Well, it’s obviously silly season for the police,’ he said. ‘Are you seriously telling me that’s all you’ve got to go on?’
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