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THE DESERT




1


ICELANDIC FLORA


Hrafn


Over the highlands all was still. The shadows on the horizon darkened, growing sharper against the sky, before dissolving into the night.


All four of them were silent. The only sound was a low murmur coming from the radio. On the back seat, Vigdís was reading a book, while Anna, awake after a brief nap, had just opened a beer. Between them lay Trigger, Anna’s Icelandic sheepdog, which she had acquired a few months before.


‘Let’s play I Spy,’ said Anna, breaking the silence. ‘I think of a thing, inside or outside the jeep, on the road or the sands . . .’


‘Yeah, I’d forgotten that one,’ Egill broke in, his voice oozing a childlike eagerness after three beers and a dozen swigs from his hip flask.


‘Interesting,’ said Hrafn, ignoring Egill. He glanced at Anna in the rear-view mirror, her dark silhouette and the faint glimmer of her eyes. ‘What do you mean by “thing”? Would it count if I thought of your boyfriend’s integrity, or of blood?’


‘Sicko,’ replied Anna mockingly.


Egill gazed out of the passenger window, and it occurred to Hrafn that he might be looking in the wing mirror, at Vigdís, who was sitting behind him.


‘No, blood doesn’t count. Only things you can see around you are allowed.’


‘What are you talking about?’ asked Vigdís, closing the book she had been immersed in: Icelandic Flora. Anna explained the rules of the game to her and announced that she would start.


‘Go for it!’ said Egill, and the game commenced.


Hrafn kept his eyes on the road, which was becoming increasingly difficult to see as darkness set in. The summer evenings were no longer as light, and the sky grew dim for a few hours now at night. Winter was starting to impinge on his thoughts, rising like a huge wave on the horizon, fuelling the anxiety he had been experiencing in recent days. Since noon, he had felt an overwhelming urge to drive back to town as fast as he could.


‘The driver’s eyes?’ asked Vigdís, as the jeep rolled between the marker posts that glowed in the dark.


Hrafn pressed the button to open his window, poked his head out and saw that the sky was filled with unusually low, thick clouds. But then they were in the highlands.


‘Do you think you’ll find the answer up in the clouds?’ Anna’s voice rang out behind him, laughing.


‘You’ve got to help me here, guys,’ said Vigdís. ‘I’ve run out of ideas.’


‘Marker posts,’ Hrafn suggested, closing the window again. Anna said no. Arctic winter, he thought. Was that a thing? They could see signs of it all around them, at any rate. Rocks cleaved apart by ice, no greenery, no colours, no flora. Only sand and gravel in varying shades of black and grey.


Soon the clouds sank to the ground, and they drove straight into them. The jeep’s headlights cut two cones in the fog, which turned white but remained dark grey to the sides across the black sands. Visibility was only ten or twenty metres, and Hrafn’s eyes began to smart from staring into the fog. He wouldn’t have minded a rest from driving, but Egill was too drunk to take the wheel, and as for the girls, he scarcely trusted them in town let alone out there on the sands.


He stopped to take a piss outside and wake himself up, and stared into the thickening fog as its cold moistness settled on his face. None of them had any experience of travelling in the mountains, or the remotest idea what to do if the jeep broke down. Vigdís had pointed that out when they were planning the trip, but he and Egill had reassured her with some nonsense they couldn’t deliver on, and had installed a satnav, which went on the blink soon after they left Askja, although they couldn’t be sure as none of them really knew how it worked.


Hrafn imagined how long a person might survive out there on the sands. A few days in summer, providing they had access to water and shelter from the wind, but in winter at most a few hours, or even minutes. The fear of being lost would increase blood flow to the skin, cooling the body; they would become disoriented, the tension would be too much for their system and they would basically die of fright.


He climbed back into the driver’s seat and set off again. The marker posts shone blankly through the fog like deep-sea fish eyes. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Egill light a cigarette then thrust the hip flask into his face yet again, and heard him laugh. They were still absorbed in their game, and it struck him how absurd this was, the four of them gliding across the sands north of Vatnajökull, through darkness and fog, as if nothing were more natural; swigging Mexican beer, dressed in summer clothes in the heat they controlled by turning a knob on the dashboard, to the sound of music; borne along, motionless, across the landscape, oblivious to the crunch and rasp of tyres rolling over gravel, without a care. Not about the trip at any rate, but rather about something completely different: their relationships, what someone said or did to them once, yesterday or twenty years ago, or about their bank balance, as they watched the landscape go by outside . . .


Emerging from his reverie, Hrafn tried to focus on the road, but sensed instantly that something had changed. He drove on for a few minutes, steering in one direction then the other, before slowing down and finally coming to a halt.


‘What’s wrong?’ asked Egill.


‘Can you lot see any marker posts?’


Hrafn tried to remember when he last saw one, but couldn’t. For a while now, they had started to become more spaced out as the fog thickened.


‘Fuck,’ said Egill, sitting up in his seat and staring through the window. Anna appeared between the front seats and asked if they were lost.


‘I wouldn’t mind if we were,’ she added. ‘Lost in the fog, like in an adventure story.’


‘How long is it since we saw a post?’ Hrafn asked, looking at Vigdís in the rear-view mirror. She raised an eyebrow.


‘No idea,’ she said. ‘I was busy playing the game.’


Hrafn gazed ahead into the lights at the pale wisps of fog, stepped on the accelerator and moved off again slowly.


‘How did you manage to lose the road?’ asked Egill.


‘I’m sure we’ll find it again,’ said Anna, leaning through the seats.


The smell of alcohol on her breath was pungent, overpowering. They couldn’t have left the road that long ago. Hrafn had the vague impression that he had turned a bit too far to the left, which meant the road had to be on their right.


He swung the wheel to the right and tried to hold his course. Vigdís asked what he was doing and he explained.


‘Then we’ll just have to hope the road doesn’t also bend to the right,’ she said, and Anna giggled.


Hrafn kept driving until he was sure he had gone too far for the road to be on their right. What’s more, he had doubtless turned the wheel so sharply that they had gone round in a circle, albeit a smallish one – possibly several. The others were too drunk to notice, or they didn’t care.


He stopped the car again, switching off the radio so that he could concentrate better, and reached for the compass in the glove compartment.


‘That’s that, then,’ drawled Egill. ‘No mercy.’


Hrafn placed the compass in his lap and set off towards the east.


‘Why are you doing that?’ asked Anna.


‘So that we don’t drive round in circles,’ he said, looking alternately at the compass and at the sands ahead of them.


‘But are we driving in the right direction?’ asked Vigdís.


‘The road we were on was north–south,’ he said. ‘I know we didn’t veer off to the east. That means we are to the west of the road, and we’re heading east to find it again. Do you agree?’


Vigdís raised her eyebrows again, and Hrafn had the impression that she was irritated.


‘It sounds logical,’ she said. ‘Unless of course we drive back across the road between two marker posts without realizing it . . .’


‘Then we’d better keep our eyes peeled, hadn’t we? You two look to the right and we’ll look the other way.’


His old despair was starting to resurface, his claustrophobia. He wound his window down and saw the fog continuing to thicken, as the stench of alcohol congealed . . .


‘How did you manage to lose the fucking road?’


Aware of Egill whingeing beside him, Hrafn decided he was fed up with ignoring him.


‘Why did you lose it? Aren’t you sitting next to me staring out of the same fucking window?’


‘Yeah, but I’m not driving, am I?’


‘Now, boys,’ said Vigdís, touching Hrafn’s shoulder, ‘let’s calm down, take a deep breath or something. It’ll all work out, and sooner than we think.’


They fell silent. The dog was sitting up on its haunches, and occasionally gave a low whimper as the hiss of sand beneath the tyres reached them through the open window. Hrafn scanned the darkness on his side, but saw nothing. After driving east for ten minutes, he no longer knew what to do for the best. Remembering his first instinct, it occurred to him that he hadn’t driven far enough west, and he glanced down at the compass to make sure they were heading in the right direction. Surely if they stayed on course they would end up finding the road again.


‘Are there any ravines or crevasses around here?’ said Anna. ‘Shouldn’t you put your seat belt on, Egill?


‘Or quicksand,’ said Vigdís.


‘Ugh. You mean the ground might swallow us up?’


‘Yes. They dug up some horses around here dating back to the Middle Ages, perfectly preserved. And men too.’


‘A jeep would be a great haul. With four passengers, a dog, mobile phones, text messages and fillings. A specimen of twenty-first-century life preserved for later generations.’ They laughed.


There was no sign of the marker posts or the road. Rather than turn round and risk being questioned about whether he was doing the right thing, Hrafn decided to keep going east; they should probably stop and wait for a couple of hours until it got light, or until the fog lifted. On the other hand, that would be incredibly stupid if the road was only a few metres away. He drove on. He didn’t want to give up too soon, or perhaps he had he lost all sense of time, was caught up in his thoughts – either that or he didn’t care. Perhaps none of them did, he reflected, as they stared silently into the fog, which was grey at the edges and illuminated in the centre, giving Hrafn the impression that he was driving through a shiny white opening, an ever-deepening tunnel.


At some point he glimpsed a faint, golden light through the fog. Almost instinctively, he turned towards it, gripping the wheel tightly. The darkness began to swirl about them, and he murmured to himself, squinting at the light, which disappeared suddenly as something came hurtling out of the fog and crashed into the jeep.
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ON ALL FOURS


Hrafn


The windscreen shattered, cracks spreading across its surface, as a white bubble expanded over the world, swallowing up his head. Inside the bubble were luminous fish – whole banks of tiny fish with piercing red eyes fixed on him. Ejected from the bubble, Hrafn saw Egill hit the passenger window; a red trickle ran down his cheek as he flew out of his seat, a grin on his face.


Now there is blood, Hrafn thought as the car listed to one side, and he felt the shock absorbers judder before everything went quiet. He took a deep breath, blinked and was aware of a pain in his chest where the seat belt was cutting into him. The air bubble had vanished. The jeep was filled with a grey vapour that tasted of petrol, and white specks floated in the air. Raising his hands to his face, he felt for any shards of glass, and found none. Then he undid his seat belt and all at once found himself outside the car, the fresh air flowing into his lungs.


The first thing he did was reach into the back seat and help Vigdís out. She assured him she was all right. Anna was screaming out Egill’s name as he lay, now slumped over the driver’s seat. The window on his side was also broken.


Beyond the car, the darkness had congealed, like a great rock stretching up to the sky, looming over them, sinister and silent. Hrafn wondered when the sun would come up, whether it would manage to scale this black colossus, as he dragged Egill from the jeep and laid him out flat on the sand. The dog ran yelping in circles around them.


Vigdís knelt beside Egill and shouted at Hrafn to fetch the first-aid kit from the boot. A light went on in the upper part of the rock, one light then two.


‘He’s only been knocked out,’ he heard Vigdís say as he passed her a bottle of surgical spirit. Anna cradled Egill’s head while Vigdís wound a piece of gauze around it and staunched the blood.


The headlights were smashed and had gone out. The grey vapour inside the car had dissolved and was now pouring out from under the crumpled bonnet. Hrafn crouched down beside the front tyre that wasn’t plunged into darkness, and heard a faint, steady hiss, as though an animal had crawled beneath the car to hide.


The fog in his head began to clear, and he glimpsed the outline of a house, a black house on the black sands, into which they had driven. He heard the sound of soft, unsteady footsteps and saw a beam of light dart across the sand. The dog barked. Someone appeared from behind the corner of the house and shone a torch at them.


‘Who’s there?’ a woman’s voice enquired out of the darkness.


Vigdís replied, saying they needed help. The beam alighted on Egill’s bloody head, and then a second torch appeared out of the darkness. The woman’s voice gave a groan, and Hrafn could make out her shape against the light – hunched back, wispy hair – and behind her a scrawny old man, smiling the way Egill had when he hit the window.


‘Into the house,’ a voice said.


‘Into the house,’ the crone repeated and told them to hurry, swinging her torch and scolding the old man. Anna was sobbing. Hrafn picked Egill up under the arms while Vigdís held his ankles. Between them they carried him round the corner, up a steep flight of stone steps and into the house.


The old woman beckoned them into the front room, where they laid Egill out on the floor. He started to come round, mumbling incoherently and smiling with his eyes closed. Anna called out his name.


Hrafn felt Vigdís loom close to his face, almost as if the world had become two-dimensional, and she asked him if he was all right.


‘I think so, a bit dazed,’ he said, and they clutched hold of one another. Over Vigdís’s shoulder he could see the old woman tottering around what looked like a kitchen.


‘How about you?’


Vigdís told him that she was fine as far as she knew, disentangled herself from his arms and said she was going out to the car to fetch the first-aid kit and the whisky to perk Egill up.


Soon afterwards, there was a commotion, and Hrafn went through to the hallway where he found Vigdís arguing with the old woman, who was standing in front of the door, barring her way.


‘I need to get some things from the car,’ said Vigdís.


‘Are you locking us in?’ asked Hrafn. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’


The old woman didn’t reply. She shook her head and gazed at them with wide-open, pleading eyes.


‘Let’s keep calm,’ said Vigdís, clasping Hrafn’s hand. ‘I understand that you and your husband are upset. We drive into your house in the middle of the night, make an almighty din and scare you half to death . . .’


‘Will you open this door!’ said Hrafn, sounding to himself as if he were on the verge of laughter. A strange atmosphere of hostility hung in the house; where it came from, or why, he didn’t know.


‘We’re all perfectly calm,’ said Vigdís, and Hrafn was astonished to see that she was looking at him not at the old woman.


Then he found himself back in the front room. Anna was leaning over Egill, speaking to him in hushed tones and gazing down at him like a lovesick girl . . . Sick, sick people, thought Hrafn. Somewhere in the house he heard the sound of hammering.


Vigdís appeared in the front room, dragging the dog behind her; it clearly wanted to go back outside. She passed Anna a plastic bag containing a blanket and a bottle of whisky. Anna spread the blanket over Egill, who had opened his eyes, and poured some whisky into the lid, which she placed to his lips.


Hrafn felt the old craving wash over him, and heard Egill cry out, pointing a finger at him and yelling angrily:


‘You did this on purpose! But you forgot the air balloon!’


He carried on babbling – drivel to which Hrafn turned a deaf ear. Anna leaned across Egill, preventing him and Hrafn from looking each other in the eye.


Appearing once more, Vigdís asked: ‘Are you sure you’re all right? You look rather pale.’


Hrafn nodded.


‘I’m positive. It was an accident, an unfortunate accident.’


He lit a cigarette, inhaled deeply, and watched Anna tip more whisky into Egill’s mouth, before lifting the lid to her own lips.


‘But clearly it’s crazy and preposterous that we should be in this house, in this room.’


He remembered his mobile phone, fished it out of his shirt pocket and checked the reception.


‘Do you have a signal?’ asked Vigdís.


He shook his head and something told him that the thing they called a signal no longer meant anything, not after this – that it belonged to his former life, concerns of a previous existence. He could make no sense of his thoughts, which seemed to fuse with the buzz from the nicotine, and he decided to sit down and rest. He slumped onto the sofa, and heard Trigger the dog whining somewhere in the house.


Vigdís brought him a glass of water, which he gulped down. His eyes followed her into the kitchen where she started to chat with the old woman. He glanced about the room, at the brown lino and the red blanket they had spread over Egill. There was a shelf lined with books, and a framed photograph hung on the wall. On a table next to the sofa was a vase of red, green and blue glass, with a pattern that seemed familiar.


They weren’t guests there, he reflected as the ash from his cigarette dropped onto the blanket. Despite her insistence on locking them in, the old woman wanted to be rid of them as soon as possible. They weren’t welcome.


He needed an ashtray, and, walking out of the room to find one, he noticed that the front door had been bolted.


‘They’ve said we can stay,’ said Vigdís when he came to a halt in the kitchen doorway. She and the old woman were sitting at a table. ‘We’ll spend the night here so that Egill can rest. And anyway, we can’t see about the jeep until it gets light.’


‘That’s kind of you,’ said Hrafn, beaming at the woman.


He introduced himself and she mumbled something in turn which sounded like Ása. When he asked her if that was an abbreviation of a longer name, she didn’t reply. The old man seemed to have vanished.


‘I assure you we won’t hang around, Ása,’ he said. ‘I understand that we have to leave here as soon as possible.’


‘Make yourselves at home,’ said Ása. Her voice sounded elderly and shrill, and yet Hrafn had difficulty guessing her age. Her face was wrinkled and leathery, and her dark hair, which hung in a ponytail down her back, was streaked with grey. She could have been sixty, although her eyes possessed a sly watchfulness more appropriate to someone younger. ‘You’ll spend the night here,’ she went on, nodding as if to convince herself. ‘It’s best for all. There’s no other choice. I’ll show you to your rooms, and in the morning all will be well and you can move on.’


‘It must be awkward for you to have unexpected guests like this,’ Vigdís said. ‘You must have had a shock.’


‘Possibly,’ said Ása, rising from the table. ‘That was an almighty bang.’


The old woman had what looked like eczema in the corners of her eyes, a raised patch of redness that ran down the sides of her nose to the corners of her mouth.


The rooms they were allotted were on the top floor, facing each other at the end of a long corridor. As instructed by Ása, Hrafn and Vigdís fetched a mattress from the cupboard, and put it in their room, which was empty apart from a small table and an oil lamp. Anna and Egill’s room contained a chair, a table and a double bed for the patient to sleep in.


While the girls helped Egill upstairs, Hrafn waited in the kitchen. Finally, his dizziness was beginning to wear off. Ása told him that if their jeep wouldn’t start the next day, there was one at the farm they could use to drive to the nearest village. Hrafn perked up even more when he heard this. Everything was going to be all right.


Ása provided them with blankets and pillows, lit the lamp in Hrafn and Vigdís’s room, and told Anna she could keep Trigger in the room overnight, adding that she would be down in the kitchen if they needed anything.


Hrafn lay on the mattress on the floor, lit a cigarette and stared up at the ceiling. The mattress had a musty smell, but the lamp cast a warm glow on the walls. Out in the corridor, Anna and Vigdís discussed how safe it was for Egill to sleep after being knocked out, and why the front door had so many locks and bolts.


‘Four. As if she were expecting . . .’ Anna started to say, then lowered her voice.


Hrafn closed his eyes and heard Vigdís enter the room. She walked across the creaky wooden floor and lay down beside him on the mattress, put her arms around him and nestled her head in the crook of his neck. He stubbed his cigarette out on a cork on the floor and turned towards her.


‘I don’t mind if you have a drink,’ he said.


‘I know, but I don’t feel like it – I’m too sleepy,’ she said, after a brief silence. ‘Of course I know you don’t mind. Do you want one?’


Hrafn shook his head. With hindsight, it seemed odd that the old woman hadn’t asked them about events leading up to the accident, or offered them refreshments: coffee, biscuits, a sandwich, even. What had happened to the time-honoured hospitality of country folk? On the other hand she had agreed they could stay the night, and yet it was obvious she was up to something, he could see it in her eyes. The old woman was hiding something, obliged to shelter them against her will.


He opened his mouth to discuss it with Vigdís, but thought better of it. She undressed, spread the blanket over them and snuggled up to him. They started kissing; he told her he loved her, but she didn’t reply. She gave a sigh, and before he knew it, he had unzipped his trousers and pressed himself into her. After a moment, she turned over onto her stomach, and he raised himself to his knees, holding onto the windowsill to steady himself.


Glancing out of the window, he noticed that the fog had lifted. Every now and then, the moon broke through the clouds, casting its pale light onto the sands. Towards the horizon, the glacier rose up from the plain, heavy, motionless and white, like an unexposed photograph.


Their bodies were moving faster, and somewhere far below him Vigdís let out a wail. As he came, Hrafn glimpsed someone streak across the sands outside: the misshapen, hunched figure of a man running from the house, stumbling and then disappearing into the night, on all fours.


Hrafn lay on his back on the mattress; the room was spinning before his eyes and his heart was pounding. On all fours, he thought, and soon afterwards he fell asleep.
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THE CARCASS


Hrafn


When Hrafn woke up he was alone in the room. He lay still for a while, trying to order the previous night’s events, which were jumbled in his head. It reminded him of the old days, back when he drank.


Down in the kitchen Vigdís sat poring over a map. On the table was some sliced meat, cheese and bread, along with three used plates. Vigdís told him that the others were up and had eaten breakfast.


‘Egill and Anna went for a walk, to take a look around . . . The jeep’s a write-off.’


‘Says who? Egill?’


‘See for yourself.’


Hrafn went outside, descended the steps, which were broader than he remembered, and rounded the corner of the house to where they had abandoned the jeep. The bonnet on the passenger side was buried in the wall, and both the front tyres had burst. They were probably lucky the wall hadn’t collapsed on top of them. Hrafn reached inside the car and turned the key in the ignition to try to start the engine, but nothing happened. The windscreen had shattered, as had the window on the passenger side; a deflated airbag hung over the steering wheel and another over the glove compartment. On Egill’s seat was a patch of congealed blood.


The engine was flooded with oil, as was the sand underneath the car. The sleeping bags, tents and fishing tackle on the roof rack were undisturbed.


Hrafn went back inside, sat down at the table and buttered a piece of bread which he ate with some cheese.


‘Ása is going to lend us a jeep,’ said Vigdís. ‘There should be a road going north from here to Askja.’


‘Do you know where we are?’ He gestured with his head at the map, and she nodded.


‘Sort of . . . The old couple were both here just now. I reckon he must have late-stage Alzheimer’s. What do you suppose they do?’


‘No idea. Farmers, I expect.’


For some reason he remembered the eczema on the old woman’s face. Someone had told him that country folk age more quickly, their skin weathered by the sun, frost and rain.


‘I didn’t like to ask.’ Vigdís frowned. ‘But, farming out here on the sands doesn’t seem plausible, does it?’


Hrafn poured himself some coffee from the pot on the table.


‘Did we check to see if they have a telephone?’


‘I did ask. She said the line was down.’


‘Down!’ He cursed. ‘How close are we exactly to a proper road?’


‘I’ve no idea . . . That depends how far we strayed yesterday. I can’t work it out. We left Mývatn just after two. Drove for a couple of hours, stopped for two hours to buy provisions, then drove south for another three or four hours, I think.’


‘More like four, I reckon,’ said Hrafn. ‘And we were driving round in circles for about an hour. We missed the shortcut east, which would have taken us to Askja. Wouldn’t that put us about an hour or two south of there? In which case we should be able to see the glacier.’


‘I showed Ása the map, and she seemed unsure of their or our location.’ Vigdís grinned. ‘Either that or she’s never seen a map before – which is quite possible, judging by her expression.’


Hrafn pushed the plate away, took his coffee over to the window and lit a cigarette. The advantages of country life: people still smoked indoors – they didn’t worry about the walls turning yellow after a couple of decades. He had started smoking again the day after they left town, and instantly regretted every single day he had given up.


The sky outside was blue. He felt the numbness flow out of the cigarette and down his body. The kitchen was on the same side of the house as the bedroom, and yet he saw no sign of the glacier anywhere.


Egill and Anna appeared in the yard, the dog sniffing at the ground around them. Hrafn went out onto the steps to greet them. They carried on laughing about something they had been discussing.


‘What’s so funny?’ said Hrafn. ‘Have I missed something?’


‘They’re waiting for us,’ said Anna. ‘In the barn.’


‘The jeep is ready,’ said Egill. ‘Also a six-hundred-litre barrel of moonshine, which the old woman rations out to the old boy.’


Anna hurried into the house to use the toilet and pack her things, leaving the two men standing there. Egill’s head was still bandaged.


‘Are you OK?’ Hrafn asked as he sat down on the steps and lit another cigarette.


‘A slight headache . . . Forgive my behaviour yesterday. Anna told me I yelled at you. I don’t know what came over me, maybe the blow to the head mixed with something else, the beer . . . I should have put my seat belt on, like Anna asked me to do. I know you’re a good driver, it was the fog, of course, and the poor visibility . . .’


‘It doesn’t matter. Let’s just forget it.’


They shook hands, in what should have been a playful gesture, Hrafn realized, but it felt clumsy, awkward and foolish.


They walked over to the jeep, and Hrafn packed his clothes and cigarettes in his rucksack. Then he knelt down beside the hole in the wall, but it was too dark for him to see inside the house. He climbed into the driver’s seat, turned on the satnav and tried to make it work, but, as before, couldn’t get anything but a map of downtown Reykjavík.


Egill gathered his stuff together from the back of the car, then appeared at the broken passenger window and leaned inside, holding a bottle of beer.


‘What’s up, man, what are you doing?’


‘Checking out this crappy satnav. I’ve followed the instructions, done everything it tells me to do, but it keeps saying we’re in Austurvöllur.’


‘Exactly my sentiments,’ said Egill, raising the beer bottle and gesturing towards the house. ‘Outside Hotel Borg.’


‘Already on the juice?’


Hrafn wanted to draw Egill’s attention to his own blood on the seat and the dashboard – which he seemed not to have noticed, or was ignoring – but he resisted the temptation and climbed back out of the jeep.


‘We all have to work together as a team now – we need to travel light,’ said Egill, and grinned at him.


The girls were ready in the yard. They pulled on their rucksacks and set off towards an outhouse two hundred metres to their left – a peeling wooden structure with a battered corrugated-iron roof – and next to it another, taller building, probably the barn.


The weather was calm, the visibility couldn’t be better, and Hrafn was amazed that they still couldn’t see the glacier. Being two floors up could scarcely have made that much difference.


‘Do you think they keep cows or sheep?’ he asked no one in particular.


‘I haven’t seen a single animal here,’ said Egill. ‘But they must do something with the hay. They can hardly eat it themselves.’


‘Aren’t cattle sheds empty during the summer? Don’t farmers put animals out to pasture to fatten them up?’


‘Assuming there is any grass up here. If you ask me, there isn’t a field within miles. But then, wouldn’t they have to buy hay from other farmers?’


‘You two don’t really know much about anything, do you?’ remarked Anna, showing that mischievous streak which, as the trip wore on, Hrafn had quickly realized could become increasingly unbearable or delightful. He had never understood what made Anna tick, or who she was, even. She seemed full of contradictions: when you first met her she gave the impression of being perfectly charming, almost childlike; someone who functioned on a purely emotional level. And yet when she felt that her light-heartedness was preventing her being taken seriously, or that she wasn’t being shown the respect she was due, she was liable to turn prickly, aggressive and coldly analytical to the point where Hrafn scarcely recognized her as the same person.


‘What’s that?’ said Vigdís, pointing in the distance. They veered off the path, and a few minutes later came to a streetlamp, which rose up out of the sand.


‘A streetlamp! There’s no working phone on this farm but plenty of streetlamps,’ said Anna, chuckling.


The pole was somehow rooted in the sand, and stood straight up, before arching over the ground, with no apparent purpose. Gathering round the streetlamp, they gazed up at it. The light was switched off.


‘Do you suppose it works?’ asked Vigdís. ‘Could this be the light we saw yesterday, before we drove into the house?’


‘It’s too far away,’ said Hrafn. ‘Besides, why would they keep it on in the middle of the night?’


‘Perhaps it’s here so that dogs have something to piss on,’ said Anna, as Trigger trotted over, lifted his back leg and sprayed the lamppost with urine. They burst out laughing and the dog started to bark, looking about dumbly, until Egill scolded him.


‘No, we could have strayed further from the path than we thought,’ said Hrafn, after a brief silence. ‘This reminds me of another streetlamp, in another faraway place – called Narnia. When they stepped out of the wardrobe, they gathered round a streetlamp in the snow . . .’


‘There were four of them, too,’ said Vigdís. ‘Two girls and two boys.’


Anna had strolled on ahead and was calling to them to join her. She was standing over a dead animal on the sand; bloody shreds of flesh hung from the creature’s thick, powerful bones. Bluish-green entrails spilled from its belly, and tufts of light-brown fur lay scattered about the carcass. From its head protruded a small pair of antlers.


‘How disgusting,’ said Anna, but remained rooted to the spot.


‘A reindeer,’ said Hrafn, and he had the impression that the carcass was relatively fresh, possibly from the night before. The animal’s eyes were still intact, and it hadn’t started to smell yet. Crouching over the carcass, he saw that there was plenty of meat left on it. Some of the bones bore traces of what looked like teeth marks. He touched the body, which was cold, then examined the chest and shoulders for any signs that the animal had been shot, but found none. When he was younger and lived in Suðurnes, he had shot hundreds of seagulls, a few geese and the odd swan. He had never come across a reindeer.


‘It’s been ripped to shreds,’ said Vigdís. ‘The animal must have died and foxes picked up the scent. Foxes didn’t kill it, did they?’


‘There’s no evidence of it having been shot,’ said Hrafn, rising to his feet and glancing about. ‘Did you see anyone running away?’ he asked Anna, who shook her head.


‘“Anyone”, you make it sound like a person . . .’


‘I meant anything.’ He smiled. ‘Perhaps we startled something in the middle of eating . . . Even so, it’s strange that the deer would come this close to the farm to die, assuming it wasn’t killed.’


They set off again.
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THE BABY RAM


Vigdís


Through the open door of the barn they glimpsed bales of hay wrapped in green and white plastic. In the yard in front of the barn stood a sand-blown Willys jeep. The old woman was crouching beside one of the wheels in a pair of grubby overalls, poking a tool under the body of the vehicle. Clearly she was in charge of more than just the housework on the farm.


Clouds of blue smoke billowed from the exhaust pipe, and Vigdís had the impression the jeep was quaking under the strain of keeping its engine running. It had doubtless once been roadworthy, but was now covered in rust and even a few holes, moss grew on the rims of the windows, one of the headlights was smashed and the tyres were so worn that the cord showed through in places.


Next to the barn door stood a big, grey iron barrel that reeked of brennivín – the moonshine Anna and Egill had mentioned. A padlock had been fitted to the spigot.


The old woman stood up and Hrafn asked her whether she and her husband drove much on the sands.


‘Less as the years go by,’ she replied.


‘By the way, thanks a lot for lending us the jeep,’ Egill boomed. ‘Of course, the distances here aren’t exactly normal – it must take years to muster the energy to pop out . . .’


‘Do you have sheep?’ Anna broke in, gesturing discreetly to Egill to be quiet.


Ása nodded.


‘Cows and sheep,’ she said, gazing out across the sands. ‘Sheep are unpleasant creatures, sluggish and dull-witted.’


‘I once knew a man who grew up in the highlands,’ said Anna. ‘His father was a land surveyor, in charge of power cables and fencing – enclosures to stop the spread of scrapie. I guess there must be many different kinds of farmer. Have you lived here long?’


‘Oh yes, a very long time,’ said Ása, nodding without looking up.


‘We saw the streetlamp. And we found a dead animal nearby. A reindeer – or that’s what we thought it was anyway.’


Ása didn’t answer. She walked round to the front of the jeep, opened the bonnet and leaned over the engine.


‘Not in the least surprised,’ Egill snorted. ‘A dead reindeer near the farm!’


Anna hissed, and dragged him to the far side of the jeep where Vigdís could hear her pleading with him to stop drinking; she was scared, she said, and tired of seeing him drawling and bleary-eyed in the middle of the day. Soon afterwards, he sloped off to the barn. They would probably give each other the silent treatment for a while, which didn’t mean much; they were quick to fall out, and even quicker to patch things up. Anna usually made the first move, acting like a lost little girl, which she wasn’t, and asking Egill to help her with something stupid like opening a tin or a bottle, and before anyone knew it they were kissing.


In some ways Vigdís admired her ability to manipulate, and yet she felt like a sexless, prudish old woman when Anna turned on the charm, flirting with both men, making them so puffed-up they did whatever she wanted without realizing it. Sometimes it was just a matter of fluttering her eyelids a bit faster than usual and pouting imperceptibly. Doubtless it had become second nature to her, and Vigdís would do better to imitate rather than to criticize. And yet, Hrafn’s willingness – ever since the trip started – to envelop Anna with his manliness, his warmth, his protectiveness, irritated her. She couldn’t stand his cheerfulness when he was around Anna, the fact that he didn’t even notice these changes in himself.


Trigger began to bark again. They saw something move on the horizon, two rust-coloured blobs, which drew closer, stopping near the barn.


‘Foxes?’ cried Vigdís, unable to conceal her astonishment. Anna grabbed hold of Trigger, pulled a leash out of her rucksack and fastened it to his collar. The foxes sat motionless, gazing at them, their fur glistening in the sun; they had long, bushy tails, and their ears were pricked. Every now and then, Vigdís thought she saw them bare their teeth slightly and snarl, but she wasn’t sure.


‘What’s going on? Do they usually come this close?’ Hrafn said to the old woman, who appeared unsurprised by the foxes. ‘They feed on a dead animal a hundred metres from the farm, and then they come here? Have you seen them do this before? How did the reindeer die?’


‘Do you feed the foxes?’ asked Vigdís, but the old woman didn’t reply.


They stared at the creatures in silence until Egill emerged whistling from the barn and opened another can of beer, which frothed over. The foxes took fright and vanished across the sands. Anna and Egill resumed their bickering and Vigdís decided to find somewhere secluded where she could have a pee before they set off. She slipped round the corner of the barn, where she discovered another, longer, lower building adjoining it: the cattle shed. Outside the shed stood a tractor and a trailer containing a pile of sand.


The central doors were open, and despite the stench, which in her mind Vigdís equated with the smell of the countryside, she ventured inside. As her eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, she made out row upon row of empty stalls. The floor was covered with muck – cow dung, she assumed – and she heard a mooing sound coming from somewhere further inside the shed. The dung was smooth and wet, not unlike a carpet, and she glimpsed wooden boards underneath.


Penetrating deeper into the shed, she was surprised to see a toilet in one of the stalls. The white bowl was pristine and the seat relatively clean. Vigdís peered inside and instead of water saw that it opened directly onto the dung-covered floor . . . One more spurt won’t make any difference, she thought and felt a sudden thrill. She wouldn’t take long, the toilet was hidden from view, and this was doubtless what country folk did when they were caught short.


She hurriedly pulled down her trousers and sat on the toilet. As she relieved herself with a soft tinkle onto the floor below, she glimpsed a figure close by her in the shadows. Stemming the flow, she sprang to her feet and fastened her trousers. Over by the wall, the old man was standing, smiling at her.


‘Hello,’ she said, as a door opened, seemingly from the adjoining barn. The old woman appeared in the doorway and asked her gruffly what she was doing there.


‘I needed a pee,’ said Vigdís, apologetically.


The old woman walked towards her and the old man fell in behind her. His features were delicate and he had a tremor; he smiled a lot but seemed unable to speak. The skin under his eyes sagged in startling folds, revealing the glistening flesh beneath his eyeballs, which threatened to pop out of their sockets if he leaned too far forward.


‘Was he bothering you?’ asked Ása. The old man drew nearer and gaped at Vigdís. ‘He hasn’t been well. He gets confused sometimes. I hope you won’t take it to heart. We don’t get many visitors here.’


‘Of course not. I quite understand,’ replied Vigdís, doing her best to ignore the old man without appearing rude. The old woman was relatively tall, but seemed to have a habitual stoop; her spine was crooked, and the vertebrae stood out, not unlike on a hunchback. ‘Don’t you get tourists passing through?’


Ása shook her head.


‘Not so many. They deliver provisions, and hay for the animals in spring and autumn. And his medication,’ she nodded towards the old man, ‘they bring it by plane. But I wouldn’t call people visitors when they don’t stop.’ She emitted a sound that reminded Vigdís of a rusty door opening slowly.


Vigdís became aware of something moving and looked down even as she felt the old man’s palm pressing firmly against her belly, inches from her crotch. She gasped, recoiling, but the old woman leapt forward, seizing his hand, and addressed him in hushed tones.


She apologized to Vigdís:


‘You needn’t worry. It’s just his way of saying hello.’


The old man extended his arm once more and Vigdís laughed uneasily before shaking his hand. His skin felt rough, his nails were dirty and his clasp unpleasantly tight. Vigdís introduced herself as the old man looked straight at her and tried with great difficulty, it seemed, to say something. His brow wrinkled with the effort, and his grip on her hand remained firm.


‘What is he trying to say?’


‘He wants to sing for you,’ said Ása.


The old man straightened up, and his face relaxed as he sang in a bright, childlike voice:




Baby ram, my little lamb,


Fatten up as quick as you can.


For the lamb has no clue,


That it’s bound for the stew.




He fell silent, and without taking his eyes off Vigdís, he smiled. His gaze was absent, but in a sly rather than a gentle way, unlike most old people she had known. She withdrew her hand, almost wrenching it from him, and at that moment the old man lost interest in her and walked away.
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THE GARDEN


Vigdís


They drove slowly across the sands, on a road that was sometimes visible, sometimes not. Hrafn stared straight ahead in front of the jeep, occasionally glancing sideways through the open windows, and he stayed mostly in second gear, despite the engine’s sputters and screeches. Trigger lay whining in Anna’s arms, as if he didn’t want to be in the jalopy.
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