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            When single mother Maríanna disappears from her home, leaving an apologetic note on the kitchen table, everyone assumes that she’s taken her own life … until her body is found in the Grábrók lava fields seven months later, clearly the victim of murder. Her neglected fifteen-year-old daughter Hekla has been placed in foster care, but is her perfect new life hiding something sinister?

            Fifteen years earlier, a desperate new mother lies in a maternity ward, unable to look at her own child, the start of an odd and broken relationship that leads to a shocking tragedy.

            Police officer Elma and her colleagues take on the case, which becomes increasingly complex, as the number of suspects grows and new light is shed on Maríanna’s past – and the childhood of a girl who never was like the others…

            Breathtakingly chilling and tantalisingly twisty, Girls Who Lie is at once a startling, tense psychological thriller and a sophisticated police procedural, marking Eva Björg Ægisdóttir as one of the most exciting new names in crime fiction.
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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 Anton, Begga and Elma, which are pronounced more or less as they would be in English, are not included on this list.

         
             

         

         Aðalheiður – AATH-al-HAYTH-oor

         Agnar Freyr Steinarsson – AK-narr FRAYR STAYN-ars-son

         Akranes – AA-kra-ness

         Bergrún – BAIR-kroon

         Bergur – BAIR-koor

         Birna – BIRRD-na

         Borgarnes – BORG-ar-ness

         Bryndís – BRIN-deess

         Dagný – DAAK-nee

         Davíð Sigurðarson – DAA-veeth SIK-oorth-ar-son

         Dísa – DEESS-a

         Elín (Ella) – ELL-een

         Fannar – FANN-arr

         Gígja – GYEE-ya

         Grábrók – GROW-brohk

         Guðlaug (Gulla) – GVOOTH-loig (GOOL-la)

         Guðrún – GVOOTH-roon

         Hafliði Björnsson – HAV-lith-ee BYUHS-son

         Hrafntinna (Tinna) – HRABN-tin-na

         Hvalfjörður – KVAAL-fyurth-oor

         Hörður Höskuldsson – HUR-thoor HUSK-oolds-son

         Jón – YOEN

         Jökull – YUR-kootl

         Kári – COW-rree

         Lára – LOW-rra

         Leifur – LAY-voor

         Lína – LEE-na

         Margrét – MARR-gryet

         Maríanna Þórsdóttir – MAR-ee-ann-a THOHRS-DOHT-teer

         Sigurður – SIK-oorth-oor

         Skagi – SKAA-yee

         Stefán – STEFF-own

         Sævar – SYE-vaar

         Sölvi – SERL-vee

         Unnar – OON-narr

         Viðar – VITH-aar

         Þór – THOHRR

         Þuríður – THOO-ree-thoor
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         The Birth

         The white sheets remind me of paper. They rustle every time I move, and my whole body itches. I don’t like white sheets and I don’t like paper. There’s something about the texture, about the way the stiff material sticks to my tender skin, that makes me shudder. It’s why I’ve hardly slept since I got here.

         My skin is almost the same colour as the sheets and also, ironically, paper-like. It is thin and white and stretches oddly when I move. I feel as if it might tear at any moment. The blue veins are clearly visible. I keep scratching, even though I know I shouldn’t. My nails leave red tracks and I have to force myself to stop before they start bleeding. If they did, it would only attract more sideways glances from the doctors and midwives, and I get enough of those already.

         They obviously think there’s something wrong with me.

         I wonder if they walk in without warning on the other women in my ward. I doubt it. I feel as if they’re just waiting for me to do something wrong. They ask me intrusive questions and examine my body, inspecting the scars on my wrists and exchanging grave glances. They criticise my weight, and I’m too tired to explain that I’ve always been like this. I’m not starving myself; I’ve just always been thin and had a small appetite. I can forget to eat for days on end and don’t even realise until my body is shaking from hunger. It’s not like I do it deliberately. If there was a pill containing the recommended daily dose of nutrients and calories, I’d take it like a shot.

         But I don’t say anything, and I try to ignore the doctor’s penetrating gaze and dilated nostrils as he looks at me. I don’t think he likes me much. Not after I was caught smoking in my room. Everyone behaved as if I’d gone and set fire to their bloody hospital, when all I did was throw the window open and blow the smoke out into the night. I hadn’t expected anyone to notice but they piled straight in, three or four of them, barking at me to put out the cigarette. Unlike me, they couldn’t see the funny side. They didn’t even smile when I flicked the cigarette out of the window and held up my hands like there was a gun pointing at me. I couldn’t help laughing.

         Since then I haven’t been left alone with the baby. I’m relieved, really, because I wouldn’t trust myself with it. They bring it in and put it on my breast, and when it latches on to my nipple and sucks, the feeling is like being stabbed by a thousand needles. I can’t see anything of myself in the creature lying on my chest. Its nose is too big for its face and there are clumps of dried blood still matting its dark strands of hair. It’s not a pretty sight. I flinch when, without warning, it stops sucking and looks up, straight into my eyes, as if it’s inspecting me. So there she is, my mother, I imagine it thinking.

         We stare at each other. Under the dark lashes, its eyes are a stony grey. The midwives say the colour will change with time, but I hope not. I’ve always found grey beautiful. My tears threaten to spill over and I turn my face away. When I look down again, the baby is still staring at me.

         ‘Sorry,’ I whisper. ‘Sorry you’ve got me for a mother.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Sunday

         

         ‘Not so fast.’ Elma quickened her pace but Alexander, ignoring his aunt, kept on running. His blond, slightly over-long hair gleamed in the December sun.

         ‘Try and catch me, Elma.’ He glanced back at her, his eyes shining, only to trip and fall flat on his face.

         ‘Alexander!’ Elma ran over and saw that he hadn’t injured himself, apart from a few grazes on his palms. ‘There, there, you’re all right. You’re not hurt. Not much, anyway.’ She picked him up, dusted the grit off his hands and dried the tear that had trickled down one red cheek. ‘Shall we see if we can find some interesting shells on the beach?’

         Alexander sniffed and nodded. ‘And crabs.’

         ‘Yes, maybe we’ll find some crabs too.’

         Alexander soon forgot his accident. Refusing to hold Elma’s hand, he went charging on ahead.

         ‘Be careful,’ she called after him.

         When he reached the black sand, Elma saw him stop and crouch down. Something had caught his eye.

         She followed him unhurriedly, breathing in the salt tang of the seashore. The sun was shining brightly in spite of the cold, and the thin sprinkling of snow that had covered everything when she woke up that morning had vanished. The waves rippled gently in the breeze. The scene was tranquil. Elma loosened her scarf and bent down beside Alexander.

         ‘Can I see what you’ve got there?’

         ‘A crab’s leg.’ He held up a small, red, jointed limb.

         ‘Wow,’ Elma said. ‘Hadn’t we better put it in the box?’

         Alexander nodded and placed it carefully in the Tupperware container Elma held out to him, then raced off again in search of more treasures.

         Alexander had just celebrated his sixth birthday and for him the world was packed with interest. Trips to the beach at Elínarhöfði came high on his list, as there were so many exciting things to find there. Elma had loved going to the seashore too as a child. She used to take along a box for shells and would become utterly absorbed in examining what the beach had to offer. There was something so soothing about the sounds and smells of the shore, as if all the world’s troubles receded into the background.

         She vaguely remembered hearing the legend of how Elínarhöfði had got its name. Something about Elín, whose brother was the medieval priest and sorcerer, Sæmundur the Wise. She had a sister too, named Halla, who lived on the other side of the fjord. When Elín wanted to talk to Halla, she would go to the headland and wave her handkerchief to her sister, who would sit on Höllubjarg, or Halla’s Rock, on the other side. Elma was thinking of sharing this story with Alexander but just as she caught up with him, the phone rang in her pocket.

         ‘Elma…’ It was Aðalheiður, sounding out of breath.

         ‘Is everything all right, Mum?’ Elma perched on a large rock beside her nephew.

         ‘Yes.’ Sounds of rustling and heavy breathing. ‘Yes, I’m just getting out the fairy lights. I’m finally going to put them up. I can’t understand why I didn’t get round to it sooner.’

         Her parents always put up way too many Christmas decorations, usually in November. Or, rather, her mother did. It wasn’t that her father didn’t want to help, but Aðalheiður never gave him the chance. She tended to seize the opportunity while he was at work, which gave her a free hand to decorate every inch of the house.

         ‘Want some help?’

         ‘Oh, no, I can manage. I was just thinking … your father will be seventy in two weeks. Couldn’t you and your sister go into Reykjavík together and find a present for him? I know he’d like some new waders.’

         ‘Just the two of us?’ Elma pulled a face. She and her sister had never been close, though there were only three years between them. ‘I don’t know, Mum…’

         ‘Dagný was really hoping the two of you could go.’

         ‘Why don’t you come as well?’

         ‘I’ve got too much else on,’ Aðalheiður said. ‘I thought you could go next weekend and make a day of it. I’ve got a gift voucher for the spa that your dad and I will never get round to using, but you two could go while you’re in town.’

         ‘The gift voucher I gave you for Christmas?’ Elma didn’t bother to disguise her indignation.

         ‘Yes, oh … Was it from you? Anyway, I’d really like you two to use it. Have a sisters’ outing.’

         ‘But I bought the voucher for you and Dad. You could both do with a bit of pampering. You never go anywhere.’

         ‘What nonsense. We’re going to Prague in the spring. You must be able to go…’

         ‘In other words, it’s already been decided?’

         ‘Don’t be like that, Elma—’

         Elma cut her off: ‘I’m only joking. Of course I’ll go. No problem.’

         She pocketed her phone and set off after Alexander, who was down by the water’s edge now. It was a long time since the sisters had last spent any time alone together. Elma sometimes looked after Alexander, especially as he tended to ring up himself and ask her to come and fetch him. Apart from that, she and Dagný mainly communicated through their parents. Elma sometimes wondered if they’d have a relationship at all if their mum and dad weren’t there.

         ‘Elma, look how many I’ve got.’ Alexander held out a fistful of multicoloured pebbles. He grew more like his father, Viðar, with every year that passed. The same delicate features and blue eyes; same easy temperament and soft heart.

         ‘They’re beautiful,’ she said. ‘I bet they’re wishing stones.’

         ‘Do you think so?’

         ‘I know so.’

         Alexander put the stones in the box that Elma held out to him.

         ‘I think so too,’ he said, and grinned, revealing the gap where he had lost his first tooth. Then he reached out and brushed a strand of hair from Elma’s face.

         She laughed. ‘Oh, thanks, Alexander. Is my hair a mess?’

         Alexander nodded. ‘Yes, actually.’

         ‘So, what are you going to wish for?’ She straightened up, dusting the sand from her trousers.

         ‘I’m giving them to you. So you can make a wish.’

         ‘Are you sure?’ Elma took his hand and they set off back towards the car. ‘You could wish for anything you liked. A spaceship, a submarine, Lego…’

         ‘Oh, I’ll get everything I want anyway. I’ll just write a list for Father Christmas. You need the stones much more than me because Father Christmas only listens to children, not to grown-ups.’

         ‘You know, you’re right.’ She unlocked the car and Alexander climbed into the back seat.

         ‘I know what you’re going to wish for.’ He gazed at Elma seriously as she helped him do up his seat belt.

         ‘Do you, now? Are you a mind reader?’

         ‘Yes. Well, no. But I know anyway,’ Alexander said. ‘You want a boy just like me. Mummy says that’s why you’re sad sometimes. Because you haven’t got a boy.’

         ‘But I’ve got you, haven’t I?’ Elma said, dropping a kiss on his head. ‘Why would I want anyone else?’

         The phone vibrated in her pocket before Alexander could answer.

         ‘Are you out and about?’ It was Sævar. Hearing how hoarse he sounded, Elma felt grateful that she hadn’t accepted his invitation to go to the dance last night. Akranes’s nightlife wasn’t exactly buzzing these days, with most people preferring to party in Reykjavík, but the town did host the odd social event, like the one the previous evening. Elma still hadn’t got round to going along. She imagined it would involve meeting loads of people she hadn’t spoken to for years and having to fend off questions that she had no wish to answer.

         ‘I woke up early and came out for a walk with my nephew,’ she said. ‘How are you doing? Was it fun last night?’

         Sævar replied with a groan, and Elma laughed. Despite his big build, Sævar was a complete lightweight when it came to drinking. It usually took him several days to recover from a hangover.

         ‘That’s not why I was calling, though I must tell you about it later…’ He cleared his throat and added in a graver tone: ‘A body’s been found.’

         Elma glanced at Alexander, who was sitting in the car, examining his pebbles. ‘What? Where?’

         ‘Where are you?’ Sævar asked, ignoring her question. There was a hiss of static on the phone.

         ‘Elínarhöfði.’

         ‘Can you come and pick me up? I don’t think I’m fit to drive yet…’

         ‘I’ll be there.’ Elma shoved the phone in her coat pocket and got into the driver’s seat, smiling at Alexander in the mirror. Smiling at the boy who wanted to give her his wishing stones so she wouldn’t be sad anymore.

         
             

         

         After dropping Alexander at home, Elma drove over to the blue block of flats where Sævar lived. There were only three detectives working at West Iceland CID, which was based in Akranes, and Elma counted herself very lucky to have a colleague like him. They had clicked from day one and, although the cases they had to deal with could be grim at times, with him laughter was never far away. Hörður, the head of CID, was a rather more serious type, but Elma wasn’t complaining. As a boss he was scrupulous and fair, and Elma was happy in her job.

         She had moved back to Akranes from Reykjavík more than a year ago now and the smallness of her old hometown no longer got to her. She had grown used to how close everything was, which meant she could walk or cycle everywhere she needed to go. She’d even started to enjoy being greeted by the same faces every day at the shop or swimming pool. The only thing she couldn’t get used to was going for walks in the town’s flat surroundings, where it felt as if all eyes were on her. So instead, she tended to head for the forestry plantation or the beach at Langisandur, where she felt less exposed. She had even caught herself pausing to admire the view of the town, Mount Akrafjall, the beach and the blue expanse of Faxaflói Bay, as if nowhere in the world could equal it for beauty. God, she was turning into her mother.

         Sævar was standing outside his building with his hands buried in his pockets and his shoulders hunched up to his ears against the cold. All he had on were light-grey tracksuit bottoms and a thin, black jacket. His dark hair was tousled and stuck up at the back of his head, and he was squinting as if the daylight was too much of a good thing.

         ‘You look summery,’ Elma commented as he got in the car.

         ‘I’m never cold.’ He put his freezing hands on Elma’s.

         ‘Ouch, Sævar!’ Elma jerked her arm back, shooting him a dirty look. She turned up the heater, shaking her head.

         ‘Thanks,’ Sævar said. ‘You know, it didn’t look that cold when I checked out of the window. All I saw was sun and blue sky.’

         ‘Classic “window weather”,’ Elma retorted. ‘I thought everyone in Iceland had learnt their lesson from that kind of mistake. You know perfectly well that the weather changes every fifteen minutes.’ She pulled out of the car park, adding: ‘Where are we going?’

         ‘Out of town, heading north.’ 

         ‘Do we know who it is?’

         ‘Not yet, but there aren’t many candidates, are there?’

         ‘Meaning?’

         ‘Remember the woman who went missing in the spring?’

         ‘Yes, of course. Maríanna. Do you think it’s her?’

         Sævar shrugged. ‘She lived in Borgarnes and the officer who was first on the scene was sure it was a woman. Apparently there’s still enough hair left.’

         Elma couldn’t imagine what state the body would be in if it was Maríanna. It was more than seven months since she had disappeared – on Friday, 4 May. She had left behind a note in which she begged her teenage daughter to forgive her. Maríanna had a date that night, so her daughter hadn’t been expecting her home. There was nothing strange about that as the girl was old enough to put herself to bed. But when Maríanna still hadn’t come home by the Saturday afternoon and wasn’t answering her phone, the girl had called her support family, a couple who looked after her every other weekend. They had rung the emergency number. It transpired that Maríanna hadn’t turned up for her date. After several days’ search, her car was discovered outside the hotel at Bifröst, an hour or so north of Akranes, but there was no sign of Maríanna herself. Her note gave them reason to believe she might have killed herself but, as no body had been found, the case remained open. There had been no new evidence until now.

         ‘Who found the body?’ Elma asked.

         ‘Some people staying in a nearby summer house.’

         ‘Where exactly was she?’

         ‘In a cave in the lava-field by Grábrók.’

         ‘Grábrók?’ Elma repeated.

         ‘You know, the volcanic crater. Near Bifröst.’

         ‘I know what Grábrók is.’ Elma took her eyes off the road to roll them at him. ‘But wasn’t it supposed to have been suicide? That was our assumption, wasn’t it?’

         ‘It’s still possible. I haven’t heard any different, though presumably we’ll need a pathologist to work out what happened. The body must be in a pretty bad state after all this time. It’s not that far from where her car turned up, so perhaps she crawled into the cave, hoping she wouldn’t be found.’

         ‘Strange way to…’

         ‘…kill yourself?’ Sævar finished.

         ‘Exactly.’ Elma put her foot down, pretending not to see the way Sævar was looking at her. It wasn’t that the subject was too sensitive for her to discuss. Not at all. Yet her thoughts couldn’t help flying to Davíð whenever suicide was mentioned.

         Elma had been in the second year of a psychology degree at the University of Iceland when she met Davíð, and had already decided that the course wasn’t for her. He had been taking business studies and had been full of big dreams and grand ideas about how he was going to build something up. Nine years later and nothing had come of those dreams, but in spite of that Elma had assumed things were OK. They both had good jobs, owned a flat, a car and everything they needed. Davíð seemed a bit down sometimes, but she hadn’t given it too much thought. She had just taken it for granted that he was asleep at night when she was, and that he would be there as usual when she came home that day in September. She had been wrong.

         ‘Maybe it isn’t her,’ Elma said, firmly pushing these thoughts to the back of her mind.

         ‘No, maybe not,’ Sævar agreed.

         They took the turning north to Borgarnes. Akrafjall, the distinctive dish-shaped mountain that formed Akranes’s main landmark, took on a completely different shape close up. The car in front of them slowed down and turned off onto a dirt track leading to the mountain. Probably someone planning to take advantage of the sun and clear skies to walk up to the summit at Háahnjúkur. Elma stole a look at Sævar. His eyes were bloodshot, and when he’d got in the car, even the smell of his aftershave and toothpaste couldn’t mask the alcohol fumes. 

         ‘Anyone would think you were still a bit pissed from last night,’ Elma said. ‘Or that you’d fallen into a bathtub full of landi.’ Landi was the name Icelanders gave to illegally distilled spirits. ‘Have a good time, did you?’

         Sævar stuck some chewing gum in his mouth. ‘Better?’ he asked, exhaling in her direction.

         ‘Do you really want me to answer that?’ She had every intention of rubbing his nose in the fact he’d overdone it. God knows, he did it to her every time she had a heavy night – most recently in the summer, when Begga, one of the uniformed officers, had invited her colleagues round for a party. Elma didn’t usually drink too much, but that evening something had gone wrong and she had ended up with her head down the toilet like a wasted teenager. She blamed the whisky that someone had brought out; at the time it had seemed such a good idea to try it. The bottle of red wine might have been partly to blame as well. She had a hazy memory of taking over the music and her DJing being greeted with a distinct lack of enthusiasm by her colleagues – well, apart from Begga, who had cheerfully bellowed along to the Backstreet Boys.

         Sævar opened the window a crack, with an apologetic glance at Elma. ‘Bit dizzy. Just need a quick blast of fresh air.’

         ‘Do you want me to stop?’

         ‘No, no. I’ll be fine.’ He rolled the window up again. ‘Elma, next time I get it into my head to go to a dance, will you please stop me?’

         ‘I’ll try but I’m not making any promises.’

         ‘I’m too old for this.’

         ‘Yes, you are.’

         Sævar frowned. ‘You were supposed to say: “Come off it, Sævar. You’re still so young.”’

         Elma grinned. ‘Thirty-five’s not so bad. You’ve got plenty of time left.’

         ‘Thirty-six.’ Sævar groaned. ‘It’s all downhill from now on.’ 

         Elma laughed. ‘Rubbish. If you’re going to get all self-pitying every time you go out, I’ll do my best to dissuade you next time. Or at least steer well clear of you the day after.’

         Sævar’s only answer was another groan.

         
             

         

         It was an hour’s drive up the west coast from Akranes to Grábrók. Sævar fell asleep on the way. His head rolled sideways and jerked to and fro for a while, before falling back onto the headrest again. Elma turned down the music and turned up the heating, still feeling chilled from her walk on the beach. She couldn’t help smiling as she thought of Alexander and the sweet thing he had said. If only she could pause time so that she could enjoy his innocence and candour for a little while longer. The years were passing far too quickly. It felt like only yesterday when she had first held him in her arms in the maternity ward, all crumpled and red, with that pure-white hair on his head. Since moving back to Akranes just over a year ago, she had been able to spend much more time with him and his little brother Jökull, who had turned two in September. As a result, they didn’t seem to be growing up quite so terrifyingly fast.

         She drove along the ring road, open sea to the west, mountains to the east, passing close to the brown, scree-skirted slopes of Mount Hafnarfjall, a notorious black spot for wind, where the road often had to be closed to traffic. Ahead, the landscape opened out into the flat, grassy country around Borgarfjörður, with its big skies and the odd white farmhouse reflected in the waters of the fjord. Halfway along, the road turned north across a bridge that brought them right into Borgarnes, a small town of mostly white buildings that nestled into the landscape, perching on low cliffs above the sea. Since the ring road ran straight through the town, summer and winter the local shops and petrol-station cafés tended to be crowded with tourists, giving it a very different feel to Akranes, which suffered from being a little off the beaten track, out at the end of its peninsula.

         After leaving Borgarnes, the road led them past red-roofed farmhouses and a few stands of trees, followed by endless fields of withered, tussocky grass. Directly ahead, a bump on the horizon marked the pyramidal form of Mount Baula, which rose out of the landscape just to the north of their destination, growing ever larger the closer they came. After twenty minutes, the grazing land gave way, first to rockier country clothed with pine plantations and native birch scrub, then to the lava fields with their piles of mossy stones, as they approached Grábrók. A collection of ultra-modern, geometric, black-and-white blocks and slightly older, red-roofed accommodation buildings marked the site of the university campus that had grown up here at Bifröst, its population swelling with students during the winter months. It was a popular area for summer houses too, and Elma could see cars parked outside most, suggesting that people were taking advantage of the good weather before the full weight of winter descended.

         Just beyond the university buildings rose the distinctive brown form of Grábrók, a small volcano that had last erupted a thousand years ago. It wasn’t high enough to be called a mountain but had a pleasingly conical shape and a large crater in the middle. In fact, there were three craters, but the two either side of the main cone were smaller and less conspicuous. Grábrók had smooth flanks of grey and rust-red cinders, with pale grass extending up the lower slopes here and there, in contrast to the surrounding jumble of moss-covered stones that made up the lava field. Elma caught sight of a police vehicle parked at the foot of the crater and turned off just before she reached the car park, which was usually full of tourists and buses. They bumped up the narrow gravel track and drew up beside the other police car.

         She nudged Sævar, who blinked several times and yawned.

         ‘Feeling better?’ Elma asked as she opened the door.

         Sævar answered with a nod, but his appearance suggested otherwise. If anything, he looked even more tired and drained than before. 

         A uniformed officer from the Borgarnes police force was standing by the other car, a middle-aged man who Elma didn’t remember seeing before. He had arrived at the scene before them and spoken to the people who’d found the body. These turned out to be two young boys, who were staying at a nearby summer house. They had been playing hide-and-seek in the lava field when they came across the remains. The policeman was shielding his eyes against the sun. Although there was hardly any wind, the cold was biting enough to make Elma shiver. She wrapped her scarf more tightly around her neck, noticing out of the corner of her eye that Sævar was hugging his thin jacket to his body.

         ‘It’s not a pretty sight,’ the policeman said. ‘But I suppose you’re used to anything in CID.’

         Elma smiled. Most of the cases that landed on her desk were traffic offences or burglaries. She could count on the fingers of one hand the times she had laid eyes on a corpse. When she left Reykjavík to join West Iceland CID, she had been prepared for a quiet life, despite the size of the region, but no more than a week had passed before a body had turned up by the old lighthouse in Akranes. The ensuing murder case had gripped the nation.

         ‘The terrain’s tricky up there,’ the officer continued. ‘The cave itself is pretty deep and narrow. You have to bend down to get inside. It gave the poor boys a horrible shock – they thought they’d seen a black elf or a goblin or something.’

         ‘A black elf?’ Elma raised her eyebrows, puzzled.

         ‘You’ll understand when you see it.’

         
             

         

         The scramble over the rough lava proved harder than it looked. It took all Elma’s concentration not to trip on the jagged snags of rock. She kept her eyes fixed to the ground in front of her, searching for safe footholds, but twice the moss gave way beneath her and she came close to losing her balance. She paused to catch her breath and take in the magnificent landscape. They were to the south of the crater, higher ground hiding them from the ring road and the members of the public using the car park.

         The officer from Borgarnes had marked the spot where the body had been found with a yellow hi-vis jacket, which was just as well, since it would have been impossible to locate it otherwise, given that every rock looked identical to the next. Even when they came to a halt, Elma couldn’t work out where the body was. It wasn’t until the officer pointed that she spotted the narrow opening concealed among the moss. In fact, she wasn’t sure whether to call it a cave or a fissure. The opening slanted down and didn’t look particularly large, but when she squatted in front of it, she saw that the cavity was much deeper and wider than she had initially thought. Once through the entrance, there would be room for a fully grown man to stand, if he ducked his head.

         Sævar borrowed a torch from the policeman and directed it into the gloom. The beam lit up the dark rock walls and roof as Elma squeezed through the opening, picking her way carefully over the uneven floor. The moment she was inside, all sounds faded to a hum. Perhaps it was just the noise of her own breathing, echoing from the rocky walls. She glanced back at Sævar, feeling a moment of shrinking fear in the cramped space. Then she steeled herself and peered towards the back of the cave. When the torch beam lit up the space, she gasped.

         No wonder the boys thought they’d seen a black elf. The body was dressed in dark clothes, its head lying a little higher than its torso. The skull wasn’t black but pale grey and brown, with tufts of hair here and there. There was nothing left of the face; no skin, just gaping eye sockets and grinning teeth.

         Sævar ran the torch beam down the body to reveal a black coat, blue top and jeans, all ragged looking and darkened by moisture from their long stay in the cave. Without warning, the circle of light vanished. Elma jerked her head round and saw Sævar’s chalk-white face for an instant before everything went dark as he turned away, took a few steps to one side and doubled over. Next moment she heard retching, followed by the sound of him vomiting into the lava.

      

   


   
      
         Two Months

         They said it was normal; that the feeling would go away with time. The baby blues, the curly-haired midwife said as I lay weeping in hospital for days after the birth. Most women get them, she added, looking at me sympathetically through her ugly chrome glasses. I felt an urge to rip them off her face, throw them on the floor and stamp on them. But I didn’t do it. I just dried my tears and smiled whenever the midwives came in. Pretended everything was fine and that I was over the moon about the child that I had never meant to have.

         They were all taken in. They stroked my daughter’s chubby cheeks and hugged me goodbye. They didn’t see how the smile vanished from my lips the instant I turned my back. How the tears trickled unchecked down my cheeks as I got into the taxi.

         Since I got home from hospital the darkness in my head has become ever blacker until I’m afraid it might swallow me up. There’s none of the promised joy or contentment, only emptiness. I sleep and wake. The days pass in a monotonous blur, and all the while she lies there, this little, dark-haired girl, who appeared after so many hours of pain. Even her crying has receded into a distant buzzing that I hardly notice.

         For the first few weeks I struggled with the desire to shake her when she cried. I just wanted her to stop so I could hear myself think. When her screaming was at its most ear-splitting I had to leave the room or I would probably have gone ahead and done it. I would have shaken her like a rag doll.

         It sounds terrible, but that’s how I felt. I was angry. Mostly with her for demanding so much from me, but also with the world for not caring. I pictured myself accidentally dropping her on the floor or putting a pillow over her face, and how it would all be over. I would be doing her a favour. The world is an ugly place, full of hateful people. These thoughts and visions came to me during the night when I hadn’t slept for days and felt as if I was neither living nor dead, just existing in some limbo state in between. Like a different person. Like there was nothing left of me.

         And to be completely honest – if such a thing is possible – I didn’t find her beautiful. She just wasn’t. Her face didn’t belong on a baby. Her features were too strong, her nose too big and her eyes so watchful that I was sure that inside the baby lurked an adult; someone who watched me all the time, just waiting for me to make a mistake. This couldn’t be my daughter, the child I had carried for nine months. During the pregnancy I had told myself it would all be worthwhile when she arrived, but I still don’t feel that. I just don’t.

         That’s why I avoid her eyes. I soon stopped breastfeeding and started giving her a bottle instead. I didn’t like the feeling of her sucking her nourishment from my body. I found it uncomfortable having her too close to me, seeing those little grey eyes flick open and stare up at my face while she was drinking. When she cried, I put her in the pram and rocked her to and fro until she stopped. Sometimes it took minutes; sometimes hours. But she always shut up in the end.

         Then I would get into bed and cry myself to sleep.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         By the time forensics arrived at the scene, Sævar had more or less recovered and was sitting in the police car. After a few minutes the interior had begun to smell like a nightclub at five in the morning so Elma had got out. She leant against the door, gazing over the lava field to where forensics were at work. The day turned abruptly darker. The sky, which had been blue only a short time ago, was now grey and overcast. A great bank of cloud overshadowed the sun and a chilly gust of wind swept across the landscape.

         Elma buried her nose in her scarf, trying not to dwell on how cold she was. Eventually, she spotted her boss Hörður’s SUV approaching up the gravel track towards Grábrók. He and his family had been at their summer house by the lake in Skorradalur, some forty minutes’ drive away, when the phone call had come in about the body. He greeted her briefly, donned his Russian fur hat, then set off to join forensics. To Elma’s surprise, Hörður negotiated the lava field with the swift surefootedness of an experienced hiker. When he came back, he opened the boot of his SUV.

         ‘Gígja insisted on sending this along for you two,’ he said, taking out a thermos flask and some disposable paper cups.

         ‘Darling Gígja. Do thank her from me,’ Elma said, gratefully accepting a cup. Hörður’s wife was the opposite of him. Where he was inclined to be stiffly formal, she was easy-going and friendly, treating Elma from the very first as if they’d known each other all their lives.

         Hörður poured coffee into the cup she was holding out, then nodded at the car. ‘What’s up with him?’

         ‘He’s a bit under the weather.’ 

         ‘Under the weather?’

         ‘Yes…’ Elma smiled ruefully. ‘Apparently he had a good time last night.’

         Hörður shook his head. ‘Isn’t he a bit old for that sort of nonsense?’

         ‘That’s what I said.’ Elma took a wary sip of coffee. It was still scalding hot.

         ‘It doesn’t look good,’ Hörður said after a short silence. He turned his gaze back to the lava field, where the forensic technicians were moving around in their blue overalls. Although it was still daylight, they had set up lights to illuminate the interior of the cave.

         ‘No, the body looks as if … well, as if it’s been lying there for months.’

         ‘Could the person have fallen?’

         ‘No, I don’t think so,’ Elma said. ‘Not given the angle of the cave. It wouldn’t be a long enough drop, would it? It’s more like she crawled in there, not wanting to be found. And perhaps she never would have been if the boys hadn’t thought the cave would make a good hiding place.’

         ‘So she might have gone in there to die?’

         ‘Exactly. Maybe she didn’t want anyone to have to stumble on her body.’

         ‘Are we sure it’s a woman?’

         ‘Yes, fairly sure,’ Elma said. The remaining tufts of hair on the skull had been long and the coat had looked like a woman’s. The trainers had been small too, probably no more than a size thirty-six. Elma wouldn’t have been able to squeeze into them herself. ‘But I don’t know if it’s Maríanna. It seems likely, though. I mean, it’s not like many women have gone missing in recent months or years.’

         ‘No, Maríanna’s the only one who hasn’t turned up.’ Hörður threw his cup in a litter bin that had been installed next to a bench. He adjusted his hat and rubbed his hands together.

         It felt like ages before they heard a distant cry and raised their eyes. A member of the forensics team was beckoning to them. Hörður hurried over while Elma rapped on the passenger window of the car. She nearly winced when she saw how awful Sævar looked. His face, which had been white as a corpse, now appeared positively grey. His eyes were red and puffy, and he was shaking. Nevertheless, he got out, making a pathetic effort to smile.

         ‘Do you want my scarf?’ she offered, though she was freezing herself.

         ‘No, I—’

         ‘Sure you do.’ She took it off and wrapped it round Sævar’s neck, trying to hide the shiver that assailed her as the wind clutched at her bare neck with icy fingers. ‘It suits you.’

         ‘Thanks.’ Again, he tried and failed to smile.

         ‘Come on. Not long now and you’ll be able to crawl back into bed,’ she said, giving him a nudge as they set off side by side.

         ‘You think so?’

         ‘No, actually.’ Elma laughed. ‘We’ll probably need to go back to the office afterwards. But I’ll stop off at a petrol station on the way home so you can buy yourself something deep fried.’

         ‘Oh, God. Don’t even talk about it.’

         ‘That bad, is it?’

         Sævar never normally turned down the offer of junk food. Elma had seen him put away two deep-fried hot dogs with cheese and chips, followed by crisps for pudding, and still have room for more.

         ‘I’m never going to drink again,’ Sævar announced with a groan.

         
             

         

         ‘They’ve found an ID,’ Hörður told them when they reached the cave. The man from forensics handed over a clear plastic bag containing an ID card that had obviously got wet in the damp cave. Although the black print had faded, the name was still visible: Maríanna Þórsdóttir. 

         ‘How long is it since she went missing?’ he asked.

         ‘She vanished at the beginning of May,’ Hörður replied. ‘That makes it more than seven months.’

         ‘Well, it looks to me as if the body’s pretty well preserved, all things considered,’ the man said. ‘Especially where it’s protected by the clothes. Everything, that’s to say, except the head and hands. Though there are still some patches of soft tissue on the skull – on the back of the head and neck, for example. We’ve had a look at them and we’re fairly sure there’s a fracture in the skull, so it’s probably best to call out the pathologist. There’ll be a post-mortem, I assume?’

         ‘Yes, of course,’ Hörður said. ‘Could the fractured skull have been caused by a fall?’

         The man grimaced a little. ‘Unlikely. You’ve seen the way the cave is angled. You have to crawl to get to where the body’s lying. If you ask me, the blow was caused by something else.’

         Hörður thought for a moment. ‘Yes, right,’ he said. ‘We’ll call out the pathologist.’

         Elma saw that Sævar was having difficulty swallowing his disappointment. Waiting for the pathologist to drive up from Reykjavík would mean hanging around for at least another two hours in this bitter cold.

         
             

         

         Darkness arrived from the east, reaching out with terrifying swiftness across the sky towards the setting sun. They had watched the forensics team at work all day. By the time the pathologist arrived, dusk was already falling. But, in the event, he required less than an hour to assess the situation and take a few samples before the body could be transported to Reykjavík, where the post-mortem would take place the following day.

         Both pathologist and forensics team were in agreement that the injuries to Maríanna’s skull could not have resulted from a fall. Moreover, there was a large, dark patch on the front of her shirt, which might well have been blood. The body was so badly decomposed that it was hard to be certain, but there were various indications that her death was suspicious. Nevertheless, it struck them as odd that Maríanna’s remains hadn’t been put in a bin bag or covered with a blanket. Or at least hidden with a pile of rocks. The person who had dumped her there had simply trusted that no one would find her.

         After what felt like an interminable day, Hörður, Elma and Sævar had headed back to the police station in Akranes to decide their next steps. Elma was now sitting in the meeting room cradling her fourth mug of coffee. She’d almost finished the packet of biscuits that had been lying unopened on the table when they arrived. Sævar sat opposite her and yawned as he pushed away his laptop. The colour had returned to his cheeks, though he had subsisted on nothing but fizzy drinks all day. He glanced at his watch and then at Elma. Feeling his gaze on her, she looked up.

         ‘What?’ In the yellow glow of the ceiling lights she suddenly felt sleepy too and had to smother a yawn with her hand.

         ‘Shouldn’t we talk to Maríanna’s daughter?’

         ‘I’ll take care of that,’ Elma said. The girl’s name was Hekla. She had been taken in after her mother’s disappearance by a couple called Bergrún and Fannar, who had fostered her when she was younger and later looked after her every other weekend. Elma didn’t know exactly how the girl had come to be fostered by them in the first place, though she was aware that Maríanna had had a few problems. Bergrún and Fannar had been very helpful during the search for her back in the spring and more than willing to provide Hekla with a permanent home.

         ‘Is there anyone else we should be in touch with?’ Sævar asked.

         ‘Well, Maríanna’s father lives in Reykjavík,’ Elma said, remembering. ‘But, as far as I can recall, her brother and mother are dead. She didn’t have any other close family.’

         Elma reached down to pat Birta, who was sitting at her feet. Sævar’s dog usually made a beeline for her when he brought her into the office, which had been pretty much every day since he’d split up with his girlfriend of seven years. He didn’t have the heart to leave the dog alone at home, so she had become almost part of the furniture at the police station. The ex-girlfriend had already got together with another man, and they were expecting a baby. Sævar claimed he was happy for them, but Elma doubted this was entirely genuine. He didn’t seem that pleased about Birta’s preference for Elma either, however much he joked about it. Elma had seen him staring fixedly at the dog lying at her feet, as if silently commanding her to come to him. But Birta ignored his summons, as she did any other orders he gave her in Elma’s presence. Instead, the dog would turn an enquiring gaze on Elma and wait for a command from her.

         ‘I’ll speak to her father,’ Sævar said, his eyes on Birta.

         ‘Whatever you think,’ Elma replied, and got up. Birta instantly sprang up too and followed Elma obediently into the office where she settled down again at her feet.

         
             

         

         Bergrún and Fannar certainly looked good on paper. She was a dentist, he an engineer, and they lived in a house in one of the newer suburbs of Akranes – a dark-grey, boxlike building with a concrete patio. In addition to Hekla, they had a son called Bergur, who they had originally fostered then subsequently adopted. He had just started school. The first time Elma met Bergrún, the woman had told her straight out that the decision to adopt had been taken as a result of repeated miscarriages. Not everyone could bring themselves to take in children who weren’t their own flesh and blood, but there was no sign that Bergrún and Fannar were any less fond of Bergur and Hekla than parents would be of their biological offspring. The couple both came out to greet Elma and Sævar, who’d decided to come along too, and led them into their home, which was covered in photos and artworks, the latter consisting of abstract splashes of paint and the names ‘Hekla’ or ‘Bergur’ spelled out in uneven letters in the corners.

         Hekla herself was sitting at the kitchen table with her school books spread out in front of her. The black hoodie she was wearing was several sizes too big, and her dark hair was caught up in a high pony-tail. She raised her head when they came in and removed the wireless earbud from one ear.

         Elma smiled at her and received a tentative answering smile.

         ‘Shall we take a seat through here?’ Bergrún suggested, gesturing to her right. She let the two detectives go into the living room ahead of her while she waited for Hekla, placing a reassuring hand on the girl’s shoulder as they followed. Bergrún was several centimetres taller than her husband and towered over Hekla, who was quite small for her age. She only came up to Elma’s shoulder, although Elma herself wasn’t particularly tall at a very average 168 centimetres.

         ‘Earlier today…’ Elma began, once they were all sitting down. She watched their expressions change as she reported the discovery of the body near Grábrók, avoiding going into details, just keeping it short and to the point. As she spoke, she tried not to think about the grisly remains that had long ago ceased to resemble the person they had once been.

         ‘Who found the body?’ Fannar asked, shifting to the edge of the sofa. He was a short, fairly nondescript man, with light-brown hair, grey eyes and glasses. From somewhere in the house came the sound of a television; the squeaky voices of cartoon characters.

         ‘Two boys who were playing in the lava field,’ Elma said. ‘Maríanna’s remains will be sent to the pathologist, who will carry out a more detailed analysis tomorrow. After that we’ll hopefully have a better idea of the cause of death.’

         ‘The cause of death? You said she’d…’ Bergrún glanced quickly at Hekla who was sitting beside her, then lowered her voice ‘…that she’d probably vanished of her own accord?’

         There was no sign that her words were having any effect on Hekla, but then the girl had probably heard all kinds of theories about her mother’s disappearance and had had a lot of time to think about them. It was impossible to tell what thoughts were passing through her head at the news. She stared at them impassively, her eyes wide, the corners of her mouth turned slightly down.

         ‘That’s what we guessed at the time,’ Sævar said. ‘But as we couldn’t find her body, it was impossible to confirm. It was just one theory.’

         Bergrún put an arm round Hekla’s shoulders, and the girl leant her head against her. Her gaze shifted away to fix on a glass bowl on the coffee table.

         ‘We’ll be in touch the moment we know any more,’ Elma said.

         ‘We’re reopening the investigation, of course,’ Sævar added. ‘So we wanted to ask you if there was anything you’d remembered – anything that didn’t come up in the spring – that might be important? Anything at all.’

         ‘I just … I don’t know.’ Bergrún looked at her husband. ‘Can you think of anything, Fannar?’

         Fannar shook his head slowly.

         ‘Hekla,’ Elma said gently. ‘You said you saw your mother last on the evening of Thursday, the third of May, am I right? Is there anything else you remember? Any reason she might have for being in Bifröst?’

         Hekla shook her head. ‘She was just like normal.’

         ‘What about in the days before that? Did your mother seem different at all?’

         ‘I don’t know.’ Hekla dropped her eyes to her black-painted nails and began to pick at the polish. ‘I mean, she was just, like, happy. I think she was excited about … that man. She was always on the phone.’

         This was exactly what Hekla had told them in the spring. When they examined Maríanna’s laptop, they had found countless messages between her and the man she had been planning to meet. Most had been sent via her social-media accounts, to which the police had been granted access.

         Elma studied Hekla. The girl was hard to read. She didn’t really respond much and didn’t speak unless asked a direct question. Elma had had the same impression of her during the original inquiry. It was hard to engage with the girl; hard to get her to reply to questions with anything more than the bare minimum. She had neither wept nor shown any other signs of distress. Of course, every child was different, and there was no one correct way to react in a traumatic situation. Clearly, Hekla wasn’t someone who showed her feelings. Besides, the circumstances around Maríanna’s disappearance had been a little unusual. They hadn’t been sure whether she was coming back or not. In some respects, a missing-person case was tougher on a family than the death of a loved one. The element of uncertainty complicated the grieving process, leaving friends and relatives in limbo, unsure if they would ever get closure.

         ‘What now?’ Bergrún asked.

         ‘As Sævar said, we’re reopening the investigation,’ Elma replied. ‘We’ll be in touch the moment anything new turns up or we need any further information from you.’

         They said goodbye and Bergrún accompanied them to the door.

         ‘I think Hekla would benefit from trauma counselling,’ she said, glancing round to check that the girl wasn’t within earshot. ‘It’s hit her hard.’

         ‘Of course,’ Elma said. ‘I’ll make sure someone gets in touch with you. That goes without saying.’

         Bergrún nodded.

         ‘How do you feel Hekla’s been getting on otherwise?’ Elma asked.

         ‘Getting on?’

         ‘In the last few months, I mean. Has she adjusted well to her new circumstances?’

         ‘Yes, very well, considering,’ Bergrún said. ‘But she doesn’t know how to deal with the whole thing, and I get the sense she’s a bit confused. That’s why I feel it wouldn’t hurt to seek professional help. Her relationship with Maríanna wasn’t like a normal parent-child relationship. Hekla often didn’t want to go home after her weekends with us, and we’d have to persuade her.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘Yes,’ Bergrún continued. ‘So in a way this has been good for Hekla. I’m not saying it’s good that Maríanna died – absolutely not. But Hekla’s circumstances have changed for the better, and I know she’s happy to be able to live with us permanently at last.’

         Elma smiled politely, though she found the comment a bit odd and inappropriate, to say the least. It was obvious that Bergrún and Fannar were more comfortably off than Maríanna: they had a bigger house and a nicer car. But, as far as Elma was aware, Maríanna hadn’t had a damaging effect on Hekla, although she’d needed a bit of support from social services.

         ‘When did you first foster her?’

         Bergrún smiled. ‘When she was three, just a tiny little thing. She was such an adorable child that all I wanted to do was cuddle her and never let her go.’

      

   


   
      
         Five Months

         I wasn’t always this empty. As a child I was full of emotions – anger, hate, love, sadness. Perhaps I had too many emotions and that’s why there are none left now. It’s the numbness in my body and soul that makes me do all kinds of things that other people might find horrible. But I don’t care. It’s like there’s no emotion left inside me except a boiling, churning, red rage that I can’t control. Just like when I was a child and my fingers would tremble and my face grow hot. I always felt like a balloon that would go on expanding and expanding until it burst with a loud bang. Sometimes I took my anger out on my parents, sometimes on a doll called Matthildur. She had no hair, and her eyelids closed when she was tipped up. I wasn’t interested in pushing her around in a doll’s pram like my friends, let alone in dressing her up and giving her a bottle full of white liquid that looked like milk.

         Once I flew into a terrible rage. I don’t know why. I expect it was connected to something my parents did or didn’t do. But that’s irrelevant. All I remember is slamming my bedroom door and trying in vain to fight back the tears of rage. As I stood in the middle of the room, my gaze fell on Matthildur, sitting on my bed in her smart dress. Her eyes were staring vacantly into space and she wore that stupid smile, as if she was always happy. I picked her up and, without stopping to think, smashed her head against the wall, over and over again until my hands hurt and I was out of breath with the effort. In the end I let go and she dropped to the floor. Then I stood there, feeling the numbness spreading through my body. I didn’t know if it felt good or bad. My anger had gone, but when I looked at the doll lying on the floor with a streak of pink paint on her forehead, I felt as if I had done something wrong. I stooped and picked her up and held her tightly, rocking her against me and chanting over and over: Sorry, sorry.

         It’s strange to be six years old and feel as if you’re a black stain on a white sheet. As if the world is in headlong flight and all you can do is grab hold and try not to fall off. My wickedness was something I tried to hide but I knew it was there – a little black creature with horns and a tail, perching on my shoulder, whispering orders and jabbing me with its sharp prongs. Although I couldn’t understand exactly why, it gave me pleasure. More pleasure than anything else. This isn’t something I came to realise as a teenager or an adult; no, I’ve known it ever since I was a child at nursery school and used to amuse myself by pinching Villa. Villa was an ugly, boring little girl who always smelt of wee. She was a year younger than me and used to talk in a whiny voice, regardless of what she was saying – even when she was happy. Whenever I think of her I picture her runny nose, her little tongue darting up to lick her top lip as if her snot was a sweetie. Every time the teacher left the room I would sneak over and pinch her on the back of the arm, making her flinch and cry. It was one of the few things that made me happy in those days. I think I must have been five years old.

         Of course, that was before my actions started having consequences. You see, children aren’t responsible for what they do, but adolescents are. Even though they don’t really know what they’re doing either and are still just children, however much their bodies are changing and their world is expanding. I discovered this when I was thirteen and took a photo in the changing rooms of this grotesquely fat girl, whose name I’ve forgotten. We just called her Lardy, which I have a feeling rhymed with her name. I showed the picture to the boys in my class during break. They laughed and made gagging noises, while the girl watched us from a distance, her plump cheeks as red as the jumper she wore every day of the week, every day of the year. When the whole thing came out, I was forced to apologise to her and attend a meeting with my parents and her parents, who looked at me as if I was something you’d find blocking a drain, while the school principal droned on about bullying and its consequences.

         After that I was clever enough not to get caught. Mostly, anyway. Of course, I grew up and realised the importance of making a good impression if you want to get on in the world. Don’t let anyone see what you’re really thinking, even when you know everyone else is thinking the same ugly thoughts that no one dares say aloud. I learnt pretty fast to keep quiet and smile. Be nice. Say yes.

         To most people, I appear perfectly ordinary. Perhaps a little hot-tempered, as my grandmother would have said. But recently I’ve had the feeling that I can’t control myself anymore. I’ve been imagining my soul changing colour; sometimes it’s yellow, at other times blue and occasionally a bright, screaming red.
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