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            MEIKE ZIERVOGEL

PEIRENE PRESS     

            Reading this book was like embarking on a gentle journey – with music in my ears and wind in my hair. Yes, there is some darkness in the tales, and not every character is happy. But the story is told with such empathy that I couldn’t help but smile and forgive the flaws that make us human.

         

      

   


   
      
         

             It Comes in off the Sea…

         

         The mist. It comes in off the sea and slides along the spit. Every summer’s day, it creeps up the fjord as evening approaches, noses around the slopes and foothills and slips into the village, where it curls around the boats in the harbour and licks the corners of the houses, before lifting itself just enough for me to be able to peep through people’s windows.

         I see the secrets. I see people cooking, peeing, pottering or skulking about. Some weep, some listen, some stare. I see people silent, or screaming into their pillows. I see people throwing out rubbish and useless memories, and I don’t look away. I never look away. I see all.

         Jósa is on her own, sipping lukewarm beer from a can as she scans her old school photos, to put them up on Facebook. Kalli is relaxing in the barn, following a wagtail with his eyes. Dr Jónas sits, head drooping. Lalli Puffin has gone for a walk and is about to bump into his sister, Lára, to whom he hasn’t spoken for years and years… And here’s Sveinsína, scratching herself between the shoulder blades with a wooden spoon; she is going to pop over to Jósa’s to celebrate the day. But by then I will have vanished with the grey mist.

         We creep on around the corner of a house. The mist hurries ahead of me as if it should be somewhere else by now, impatient with my loitering. Yet we both linger by the red house with the grey roof, where the children are getting over their colds and little Una has at last stopped crying. The secrets of a village – not all of them are important. Still, we peep through windows like an inquisitive god who wants to reassure himself that daily life continues to take its course, even though he has bestowed free will unto man.

         The mist. It comes in off the sea and slides along the spit. Accompanied by a chill, and welcomed by nobody. Nonetheless, as we approach Smyrill the poet feels inspired. He stands up from his toils and takes out his battered brown notebook, goes into the kitchen and gazes through the window into the blue yonder. Then he scribbles down some ideas for his cycle of poems Aroma of Ashes.

         The mist. It comes in off the sea and slides along the spit, and the villagers see in it everything that is grey – the cold silence that sometimes creeps into life here, just as it has now draped Svarri, the mountain that stands guard over everything. And then evening comes. And then night. And with night comes the rain.

         Passions wake and flowers die. People lose heart halfway up the hill as headlights disappear into the blackness. A candle flickers in the breeze. Moments remain in the mind, while days pass, weeks pass, months pass. Seasons and years pass. I see the blue of the April sky and the green of the grass in May. I see the beating of wings as the south draws near, hear a new resonance in the swishing of the grass. I see the red in the children’s cheeks in summer, after they’ve been outside playing all day. I see the autumn weather in closed faces. I sense the smell of winter, before death spreads across the land. Fuel pumps stand alone in snowdrifts. Boats creak against their moorings. The silence of the village during white, dark days. The silence of the mountain, the bleakness between the houses.

         I have seen love awaken in a glance and die in deeds. I have seen an abandoned child stop crying. I have seen men drown and boys hang themselves. I have seen a pregnant woman with ice-blue eyes murdered and buried.

         I too am long since dead. I should have been extinguished years back and perhaps have been, without having realized it yet. I am but a consciousness. I come in off the sea and slide along the spit, and soon I will have vanished with the mist. I am the afternoon breeze; I visit at around half past four and an hour later slip away to my dwelling, made of the past: of the grass that stirred a moment ago, the dandelion seeds that have floated to a new place, the folds of Kata’s dress as she cycles down Strandgata on her way to the village hall.

      

   


   
      
         

             The Clarinet and the Double Bass

         

         The babble of children at play mingles with the afternoon sun. The air is heavy with the smell of food, the clattering of a motorboat out at sea is echoed by lawnmowers in the gardens. Shore birds hover silently, waders skitter about, dandelion seeds drift to the ground. The afternoon pulsates and gives her rhythm and momentum and hope as she pedals through the village. The houses are watching her, but that’s all right. Old men with garden shears wave and call out ‘Hello, Kata!’, and that is good too. Children squeal and bounce on the trampolines that bulge next to every house, and shout ‘Hello’, and in the distance women kneel in flowerbeds and raise their soilcaked yellow gloves in greeting. Sidda, sitting in a group with Andrés and Fríða and others, also waves to her. And there’s the man from the bass section, nicknamed Árni Going Places, standing on the steps of the old doctor’s house with a pipe in his mouth and watching her. But he doesn’t wave.

         In two minutes she will be at the village hall. The Valeyri Choir is giving a concert tonight, an ambitious programme: they will be singing Icelandic choral songs such as ‘Night’ and ‘Fair Little Friends’ and favourites such as ‘Be Ready When Springtime Calls’ and the Swedish folk song ‘Och jungfrun går i ringen’, but also ‘Locus iste’ by Bruckner and ‘Sicut locutus est’ from Bach’s Magnificat. Nothing must go wrong, it can’t turn into a shambles.

         All those endless Monday evening rehearsals where she has patiently sat at the piano going over the different parts again and again – repeated ‘and again’ in Icelandic so broken that you couldn’t help but take notice of what she said. At times, with the Bach, it felt as if she was trying to juggle fifteen balls at once, and if one falls they all fall. At other times, it’s been hard to get the fifteen balls in the air at all. There they’ve sat, these eager musicians, Valeyri villagers from the fish factory, the hairdresser’s, the bank and the sea, from horse riding, unemployment and all the rest – each laden with a nickname and a history known to all, each labouring to synchronize their own locu-hu-hu-hu-tu-hus with all the others. But she has managed to get them to sing – loudly and firmly, and then ever so softly. She has felt that delicate sound between the palms of her hands. The Valeyri sound.

         Now Kata plans to get there a bit early, before Sidda, Fríða and Anna arrive to set up the chairs. She wants to have a moment to herself, try out the piano, sit down somewhere, shut her eyes and feel a great, spacious C major chord resonate inside her. Then the others will come, smelling of horses and fish and earth and sun, weary from the day’s labours. They will put on the gowns that Sidda has made and which will transform them into musicians. Then Kata will ask them to stand in a tight circle in the dark changing room, hold hands and hum ‘Sleep, My Little Darling’. Afterwards they’ll walk into the hall and arrange themselves on the platform the way they’ve practised. Kata will enter last, take a bow, turn to the choir, lift her hands and look into the eyes of each and every one of them. And then the choir will become one being. She’ll give the signal and they’ll begin to sing as one, create a new place: Locus iste a Deo factus est…

         Everything is so bright. The evening is still to come and yet the day is gone. Existence pulsates at the edges. Kata is bare-legged and barefoot in her sandals, and she feels a little cool from the afternoon breeze that just passed by – not an uncomfortable coolness, rather an invigorating one, in the same way that the houses’ eyes are not staring but encouraging. Everything is singing in the bright light. The sun sings, the sea, fish, telegraph poles, cows, flies, horses, dogs, the old red bicycle Kalli and Sidda gave her. She feels the day will come when her brown hair will once again have its red lustre. Once again her eyes will sparkle. Once again she’ll sing inside herself as she plays the clarinet. Once again there will be life in her existence. Once again she will be loved.

         
             

         

         She is wearing the white dress with blue polka dots she’d bought the day she was loved.

         That day, she knew Andreas was going to propose to her in the evening, in the pavilion in the big park in the centre of Trnava. It’s her best dress, the only one she will ever have. She hasn’t taken it out since that evening. Carefully folded, it has waited inside her red suitcase in countless wardrobes for this June evening. It has accompanied her around the world on her travels through the labyrinths of purgatory. From her street in Trnava to Bratislava, to Prague, Cologne, Rotterdam, Moscow, Copenhagen, Hamburg and Reykjavík, it has stayed there in its patient folds, at the bottom of the red case beside her silent clarinet.

         She would have been loved. After the rehearsal she was just going to slip back to her flat with her clarinet and change – put on the new dress – and Andreas was going to take his double bass home, and then they were going to meet at ten o’clock under the old poplar in the park, where they had always met after school, ever since they were youngsters: the clarinet and the double bass.

         He would tell her that she gave meaning to his life. She would believe him. He would ask whether she felt ready to marry him and share her life with him. She would say yes, because she would believe him. And the evening would pass and the night, days and weeks, and within a few months they would be living together in the old town. He would play his double bass in the symphony orchestra and with the Trnava Stompers, the school jazz band they’d kept going, the old friends. She would play her clarinet in the orchestra and do a bit of teaching and would deliver mail in the mornings to supplement their income, as her mother had done before her. Days would pass, months. They would practise in separate rooms until lunchtime and then go out for a bite to eat because they couldn’t be bothered to cook just yet – not until the children arrived, one, two, three. Days would pass, months and years. Little by little they would have fewer idle hours in which to dream; little by little their tiny flat would grow too small for them, sometimes food would be scarce and sometimes she would find it difficult to practise the clarinet in the mornings because of the children, but she would nevertheless press on, because her mother would help her with the children so that she could keep her job with the orchestra. Andreas would manage it as well, despite drinking too much and coming home tipsy in the evenings after having played with the Trnava Stompers in bars all over town. He would say that she gave meaning to his life. And she would believe him. Life was like that, after all – this is how his father had been and her father and their grandfathers, these men were like that. The years would pass, grey days, weary moments. They would argue because too much money was spent on beer, because the small flat was too cramped, because he did not pay enough attention to the children. But that was how it would be. It would work and she would believe him. She would still keep the red tinge in her brown hair that was reflected in the sparkle of her brown eyes, and her radiant smile that Andreas always said gave him strength to wake up in the mornings. And he would always look just as handsome in his red jumpers. Even if his belly got bigger with every beer-filled evening with the Trnava Stompers. They would sometimes be merry on Sundays, the whole family, while lunch was cooking on the stove and the vacuum cleaner danced through the rooms. And they would have their own private moments, the two of them, during quiet walks in the old park, where they always sat under the old poplar as they had done when they were youngsters, and as they would also have done that evening when he would have asked her to marry him, and where in the future, holding hands, they would have sometimes had a sandwich that he would have smothered in much too much butter, and a spicy sausage. He would tell her that she gave him the strength to wake up in the mornings and she would believe him. The clarinet and the double bass. She would have been loved.

         
             

         

         After the rehearsal she was just going to slip back to her flat with her clarinet and change – put on the new dress – and Andreas was going to take his double bass home, and then they were going to meet at ten o’clock under the old poplar in the park, where they had always met after school, ever since they were youngsters.

      

   


   
      
         
             The Valeyri Waltz

         

         Last night, once the sun had set and the wind abated, and the eider ducks had tucked their beaks under their wings, while a lone seagull soared towards its cliff, and the timeless waves burbled on seaweed and stones, and seals yawned peacefully on reefs, and the people slept and there was no one about except him and the sheep and a few mice and perhaps a woman out on a farm who couldn’t sleep, Smyrill the poet sensed how vast poetry is, how open the world, and how immeasurably far and high his own mind soared. He sensed restless creation within himself, the sky and the earth, the wind and the sun – the grace of it. He sensed, in the vaults of his mind, flickers of light come alive, flashing between eternities. He sat on a rock and with his eyes closed watched the pictures gliding across his mind. All kinds of people he had never seen and would never see, who had no meaning for him, slipped almost carelessly into his consciousness. He didn’t know where they came from, whether they existed, whether they had existed; he let them slip away again, unattended, and brought his senses back to the night, the sky, the sea, the rippling grass, the swish of the breeze and the birds. He heard a resonance. He sat on a rock and watched the sandpipers scamper along the seashore like words dropped by God. His mind was immeasurable and for everything that existed at this moment there was a response. He could perceive all that was happening. In his mind everything became poetry: the gliding of the seagull a sonnet, the pit-pat of the ringed plover a quick, free verse, the rippling of grass falling dactyls, the maroon sky a hexameter. He heard a resonance. When the sun had set and the wind abated, Smyrill the poet heard and sensed that the poem was on its way to call on him. It came in from the sea and slid along the spit, it was the most beautiful poem he had ever written. It was about the shoots, the buds and the joy. It was about all that must be. It was about the tide on the shore, he felt it turning with the poem. It was about the gliding of the birds, the grasses of the earth and the gurgling of the waves. It was about the shape of the conch shells and God’s living sleep. It was about the spirit that keeps vigil in the waves of the sea and makes the sandhopper hop, the bird soar and the bluebell droop. It was about the women who had touched him, softly and gently, with hands that cared and lips that opened and breasts that kept him warm during cold nights: it was about Unnur. It was about the power of grace. He heard a resonance. He worked quickly to carry the entire stream of his thoughts over into his little brown book, sensing and hearing that the poem was about to come to him – it would wing its way to him, the most beautiful poem he had ever written. He was both excited and calm, like an old hunter who knows that things can go either way but that the time for action is now. He sat on a rock and watched the sentences scamper along the shoreline, busily finding their place, trying to settle into the right molecular structure in order for a poem to emerge. He scribbled quickly. The words flowed from his pen, the letters forming pictures that did not look like the words they referred to and yet were. He wrote ‘grass’, he wrote ‘sea’, he wrote ‘shore’. Writing these words, he created grass by a sea, on a shore. He wrote ‘hands’ and ‘mine’ and ‘open’. He wrote ‘bird’. He drew a bird. He watched the seagull glide about in the arc of a sonnet, the waves heavy with the ocean currents’ thousand-year schemes, the clouds that on the deep-blue sky suggested white yearning. He watched the wind, watched the grass waving in the wind, saw the wind in the grass. He put the pen down for a moment, while he waited for the poem to come to him in its right form with the right words in the right structure. He began again to write, quickly and indistinctly, the words creeping forward like flightless birds tied to the book. He wrote ‘her hair’ and ‘in a mountain cave alone’ and ‘in woods I watched at dead of night’. He wrote ‘Unnur’. He wrote ‘you’ and ‘from the south’ and ‘breathe’ and then he wrote ‘grass’ and ‘shore’ and ‘blue’ and ‘lands’. He wrote ‘be you’. He sat for a long time, continued to write and look inside himself at people who floated there promising nothing, continued to look at the sea and the sky and at his own sense of loss. He thought about what had happened to him during his time, some of it beautiful, some of it ugly. He thought about the people with whom he had made, then lost, connection – the tender women, the good friends. He wrote ‘grass’ and ‘shore’ and ‘sea’ and these words described everything he had lost. The sea was deep, the shore was deserted, the grass was long. The sea was loss, the shore was loneliness, the grass was pain. The sea was cold, the shore was rocky, the grass was rooted. The sea was here and there, the shore was here but not there, the grass would not be here and never there. He heard a resonance. The tide had turned.

         
             

         

         He stands at his desk in the kitchen, raises his pen and waits. In front of him lies a folder with his poetry cycle Aroma of Ashes, to which he wants to add a poem to read out at the concert later. He wants to read something new and he waits for it to come. When it arrives, it will feel at home. He has everything here. His books that cover every wall, including the basement’s. His old harmonium, at which he used to compose when he was still doing that sort of thing – including ‘The Valeyri Waltz’, which continues to earn him royalties. The postcards he collects. The stones he brings back from the shore. His paints, pens, a pocket knife, some beautiful dead leaves. All his past shadows. He has turned into a barnacle here, as he’ll tell anybody who asks why he doesn’t move back south. Here he has his own life – and Unnur’s too, even though she passed away long ago. When it flutters onto this white sheet of paper, the poem will feel at home.

         He lifts his pen expectantly, takes a sip of cold coffee, puts his mug back down and looks up, stroking his beard. From the window he sees Kata Choir gliding past on her bike, her forehead wrinkled in concentration, wearing a white dress with blue polka dots. He smiles and scribbles something in the notebook lying next to the white sheet of paper. He writes ‘sea’, ‘shore’, ‘grass’.

         
             

         

         The poem has fluttered away into tomorrow, it has abandoned him. It has disappeared into the lands of limpid blue. He knew it had wings, sails, time, direction and tone. Everything flows. And tonight, when the sun has set and the wind abated, and the eider ducks have tucked their beaks under their wings, while a lone seagull soars towards its cliff like a sonnet, Smyrill the poet will return to the shore, sit on a rock with pen and notebook and wait patiently for his poem. He will hear a resonance. The song of the stars that sounds across the seven seas.

      

   


   
      
         

             When I’m Sixty-Four

         

         The afternoon teems with life. Standing on the steps outside his house after his daily nap, Árni puts his unlit pipe in his mouth and watches the dandelion seeds wafting in search of somewhere to take root. He hears the distant squeals of children playing on trampolines, the screeches of birds over the sea, the clattering of a motorboat returning to shore, lawnmowers, the burbling of a radio – and here comes Kata Choir on her bike, wearing a white dress with blue polka dots. He watches her pass and lifts his pipe, but she doesn’t seem to notice him.

         He goes back inside, pees, washes the slumber dreams from his face, brushes his teeth – taking his time, as if it were morning – and gazes into the mirror for a while without seeing himself or anyone else. He goes to his bedroom, feeling the old, worn wooden floor shift warmly under his bare feet, a welcome sensation – for a moment he feels his own childhood feet on this floor, when he stayed here with his grandparents. He digs out a stripy blue T-shirt and blue-patterned pyjama bottoms, thinking: No reason I shouldn’t wear these.

         He wanders into the kitchen, heats a pan of water on the stove and pours ground coffee into a filter, guessing the amount – although he knows it’s right, down to the last grain. He takes the pan off the stove and tips water over the coffee, filling the kitchen with its aroma. He pours himself a cup, lifts it to his lips – but suddenly it’s as if he can hear something; his eyes light up, he gets to his feet and goes back outside. He stands on the steps for a while, surveying the scene. He looks up at the church directly opposite his house, severe in its black wood panelling, he sees the mountain, feels the warm breeze on his cheeks, catches a glimpse of life in the village.

         And goes back in, closing the door behind him.

         He sits at the kitchen table and carefully takes a sip of his coffee, staring into the void in front of him. He doesn’t listen to the radio or read the papers. He is swaddled in many layers of silence. He returns his pipe to its place in the rack that he’d brought down from the attic when he moved here. It holds four other pipes and he chooses a new one with the same care that he applied to sipping his coffee. He has a packet of Edgeworth tobacco that he has sent specially from England (using old connections). He keeps the tobacco in the fridge with a potato in the packet to stop it from drying out. He enjoys the fumbling around that goes with pipe smoking, and thinks: No reason I shouldn’t smoke. He stuffs the pipe slowly – loosely at the bottom, tightly round the middle, loosely at the top. The zip as he strikes a match temporarily breaks the silence, and a moment later he is wreathed in the warm scent of tobacco and feels his mouth filling with its bittersweet taste. He watches the scented wisps of smoke wafting around the old timber-framed house.

         Slowly he gets to his feet. Hanging on the back of his chair there’s a blue cardigan, with brown elbow patches he sewed on one winter’s evening last year; he puts it on, stretches and moves off to his study, pipe in mouth and hands in cardigan pockets.

         
             

         

         When he came here two years ago, most of the villagers recognized him, wondered why he had come and concluded that he wanted to be alone. They all remembered his father, the world-famous champion trawlerman Tolli Tonne, for many years a Valeyri skipper before he moved south – cheated and moved south to become a herring king in west Reykjavík. Andrés from the museum said he remembered him as a boy visiting his grandparents in the old doctor’s house every summer, but people still didn’t understand why he’d bought the house – for a lot of money, as rumour had it, although the figures were somewhat fluid and became larger by the day as the story made its rounds. Most people thought that he was going to use it as a summer house, but autumn came and then winter and he was still there. He could sometimes be seen in a tracksuit, jogging around the village. Many found this strange, and Kalli said that he always ran as if he was on his way somewhere, so he promptly acquired the new name Árni Going Places and they stopped calling him Árni Moneybags, as before. Soon, he also started going to the swimming pool in the mornings and attending church on Sundays. Then, when the local choir’s first rehearsal was held in the autumn, he showed up to sing bass. During the break, he talked to the others and happily answered their questions about anything and everything, and also asked them his own friendly questions. Regularly, at six o’clock sharp, he appeared at the Puffin, the little restaurant in the centre of the village, where he read the papers and chatted sociably with the manager, Fríða, and anyone else who happened to fall into conversation with him. He would sit for a while over a glass of wine before eating supper, which was almost always the same: a dish of cod with garlic, fennel and white wine that he had taught the chef – a former hairdresser and drunkard from down south in Hafnarfjörður – how to prepare; except on Thursdays, when he had a pasta dish with anchovies that he’d also taught the man to make. The odd thing was that he never actually seemed to go anywhere at all. He knew few people, despite having once worked a bit for Jói in the Valeyri Fish Factory; he occasionally visited Jói at home and played whist with him and his beautiful wife, the mayor and her husband, and old Lára, Lalli Lár’s daughter, and other pillars of the community – but not Lalli Puffin, Lára’s brother, because those two were not on speaking terms. He liked it here.
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