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        To those who have gone before.
      

            
        To those who are here now.
      

            
        To those who have yet to come.
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            THE MOST BEAUTIFUL OF ALL WORDS

         

         In 2013, Icelanders voted for the most beautiful word in their language. They chose a nine-lettered one, the job title of a healthcare worker, the Icelandic term for midwife: ljósmóðir. In its reasoning, the jury stated that the word is a composite of the two most beautiful words: móðir (mother) and ljós (light). In Icelandic midwives are also called yfirsetukona, náverukona, jóðmóðir, léttakona, nærkona and ljósa. In Danish a midwife is a jordemor, in Norwegian jordmor, Swedish barnmorska, Finnish kätilö, German Hebamme, Dutch verloskundige, Polish położna, French sage-femme, Italian ostetrica, Spanish comadrona, Portuguese parteira, Estonian ämmaemand, Latvian vecmāte, Lithuanian akušerė, Russian акушерка, Yiddish אַקושערקע, Irish cnáimhseach, Welsh bydwraig, Arabic قابلة, Hebrew מיילדת, Catalan llevadora, Hungarian szülésznő, Albanian mami, Basque emagina, Croatian primalja, Czech porodní asistentka, Chinese 助产士, Romanian moaşă and Greek μαία. The meanings and origins of these words are not always clear, but in most cases they refer to a woman who helps another woman to deliver a baby into the world. The etymology in numerous languages indicates that it refers to an older woman who could be the child’s maternal grandmother.
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            Mother of Light

         

      

   


   
      
         
            “I know not who put me into the world, nor what the world is,

nor what I myself am. I am in terrible ignorance of everything.

I know not what my body is, nor my senses, nor my soul,

not even that part of me which thinks what I say,

which reflects on all and on itself,

and knows itself no more than the rest.”

            
                

            

            blaise pascal

         

      

   


   
      
         
            I receive the baby when it is born, raise it up from the ground and present it to the world

         

         In order to be able to die, a human first has to be born.

         
             

         

         It is almost noon when the Arctic night finally begins to dissolve and the ball of fire rises over the horizon, or just about, a pink streak piercing through a slit in the curtains of the delivery room, barely wider than a pocket comb, landing on the suffering woman on the bed. She raises one arm, opens her palm and grabs the light, then lets her arm sink again. She has half a kiwi, laden with seeds, tattooed onto her taut belly, as if the fruit had been sliced in two with a sharp knife, but cracks have appeared in the ink and the inscription under the image has also started to stretch: Yours eternally. When the baby is born, the hairy fruit will shrivel up.

         I slip on a mask and put on my protective gown.

         The moment has arrived.

         A human’s most difficult experience.

         To be born.

         The crown emerges and shortly after I’m holding a small, slithery body covered in blood.

         It’s a boy.

         He doesn’t know who he is, or who delivered him into this world, or what this world is.

         The father puts down his phone to cut the umbilical cord; with trembling hands he severs the thread between mother and child.

         The mother turns her head to the side and watches.

         Is he drawing a breath?

         The baby draws a breath.

         And I think: From now on he will draw a breath twenty-three thousand times a day.

         I place the bundle of bawling flesh on the scales. The baby waves its arms about, there are no walls any more, no borders, nothing that delimits the world—it has become an unknown vastness, infinite space, unexplored land mass—it plummets through it in free fall, then calms down, its face is wrinkled, transfigured by anxieties.

         The thermometer on the window ledge outside reads minus four degrees and the most vulnerable animal on earth lies in the balance, naked and helpless; it has no feathers or fur to cover itself, no scales, no body hair, only soft down on the crown of its head where the blue fluorescent light shines through.

         The baby opens its eyes for the first time.

         And sees the light.

         It doesn’t know it was being born.

         I say, Welcome, mister.

         I dry his wet head and wrap him in a towel, then I place him in the arms of his father, who wears a T-shirt inscribed World’s Best Dad.

         He’s in turmoil and crying. It’s done. The mother is exhausted and cries as well.

         The man bends down with the newborn and places it carefully in the bed beside the woman. The baby turns its head towards the mother and looks at her, his eyes are still full of darkness from the depths of the earth.

         He doesn’t know yet that she is his mother.

         The mother looks at the child and strokes its cheek with her finger. It opens its mouth. It doesn’t know why it is here any more than anywhere else.

         “He’s got red hair like Mom,” I hear the woman say.

         It’s their third son.

         “They were all born in December,” says the father.

         I receive the baby when it is born, raise it up from the ground and present it to the world. I’m the mother of light. I’m the most beautiful word in our language—ljósmóðir.

         
            Three minutes

         

         When I’ve sewn two stitches I leave the parents alone with the baby for a while. If it isn’t too windy to open the door at the end of the corridor, sometimes, between births, I step out onto the small balcony that overlooks the Miklubraut road. There are nine delivery rooms on the ward and I normally deliver one baby a day, although it can sometimes be as many as three in the peak season. They are sometimes born in the cafeteria, in the waiting room, even in the elevator up to the maternity ward. I once ran out to the parking lot and delivered the child of a terrified young couple on the passenger seat of an old Volvo. When I’ve spent a long day handling blood and flesh, I’m grateful for the celestial vault when I step onto the balcony.

         I take a deep breath and fill my lungs with cold air. “She’s getting some fresh air,” my colleagues tell each other.

         Over the past weeks the weather has fluctuated a great deal.

         At the beginning of the month, temperatures were in the double digits, nature had started to reawaken, buds were appearing in the trees. On the fourth of December, nineteen degrees were measured at the northernmost meteorological station in the country, then it rapidly cooled; the temperature dropped by twenty degrees in a single day, and it started to snow heavily. Ploughs struggled with the snowdrifts that have piled up; the sky was heavy with snow and tree branches buckled under its weight. Cars vanished under a thick coat of whiteness and one had to wade, knee-deep, through it to get to the bins. Then it started to rain, causing immense thaws. Dams of slush formed in the rivers, which changed course and gushed over roads and meadows, leaving mud and rocks in their wake. Just a few days ago, there had been a television report about twenty horses in the south that had been trapped in the floods. The accompanying footage revealed patches of farmland like islands in the middle of the water and bedraggled horses, which one farmer said he had reached across the flooded pasture by boat. It remained to be seen what would be in the water when the flooding subsided, whether more animals would be found there.

         “Nothing is the way it ought to be any more,” said the farmer to the reporter in the interview.

         My sister, the meteorologist, says the same.

         “One hopes everything will soon get back to normal again,” said the farmer.

         In Ljósvallagata, the drains couldn’t cope with the water from the rainstorms and several storage rooms in the basement were inundated. When I examined the damage in my cellar, I found an artificial Christmas tree and a box full of decorations from my maternal grandaunt’s belongings, which I carried back up to the third floor. Following the floods, there was a severe frost and treacherously slippy black ice, and this week two women gave birth, their arms in plaster casts after stumbling. The only thing that has been constant all month is the wind. And the darkness. When I go to work it’s dark and when I get home from work it’s dark.

         When I return inside, the new father is standing by the coffee machine in the corridor. He signals that he wants to talk to me. They’re both electrical engineers, this couple. As a colleague of mine has pointed out, there is a growing tendency now for couples to be members of the same profession: two vets, two sports newscasters, two priests, two police officers, two coaches, two poets. While the engineer chooses his coffee mix, he explains that the little one was actually scheduled to be born on the twelfth of the twelfth, on his paternal grandfather’s birthday, but he delayed his arrival by over a week.

         He sips at the coffee and stares down at the lino, and I sense there is something weighing upon him. When he is finished with the cup he turns to the time of birth and asks exactly how it is calculated.

         “It’s based on when the baby comes out,” I say.

         “Not when the umbilical cord is cut? Or when the baby cries?”

         “No,” I say and think to myself not every baby cries. Or draws a breath.

         “No, the thing is I was just wondering whether it would be possible to write that he was born twelve minutes after twelve on the birth certificate instead of nine minutes after twelve. It’s a difference of three minutes.”

         I study him.

         They had arrived at the maternity ward last night and he hasn’t slept much.

         “It would compensate for the twelfth of the twelfth,” he adds, crushing the paper cup.

         I give this some thought.

         The man is suggesting the child was unborn for the first three minutes of its life.

         “I would really appreciate it,” he ends up saying.

         “I might have looked at the clock wrong,” I say.

         He throws the cup into the bin and together we walk back towards the room where the mother and son are waiting.

         He halts in front of the door.

         “I know Gerður wanted a daughter, even though she never let on. Women want daughters.” He hesitates and then says that they had read an article about how it was possible to control the sex of the child but it was too late by then.

         “It went the way it went,” he says, holding out his hand and thanking me for the help. “When you think about it,” the statistics buff adds, “twenty million people share the same birthday as my son.”

         
            Few things under the sun can surprise a woman with my work experience.

            Except perhaps the being himself.

         

         It is not uncommon for the profession of midwife to run in families, from woman to woman, and I myself descend from four generations of midwives. My great-grandmother was a midwife in the north of the country in the first half of the twentieth century and my maternal grandaunt worked in the maternity ward for almost half a century. Then I have a maternal aunt who is a midwife in a small village in Jutland. According to sources, a forefather of ours, Gísli Raymond Guðrúnarson, also worked as a male midwife and delivered two hundred children. It is said that Gísli, known as Nonni, not only had good hands, but was also a highly skilled blacksmith and made his own forceps and various other useful tools.

         My grandaunt’s spirit still hovered in the air when I started working at the maternity ward sixteen years ago. The oldest midwives remembered her well, although the number of those who worked with her is dwindling. There are still stories about her, even among those who never met her. She was known for dropping various remarks such as Any idiot can have a baby. More as if she were talking to herself, it was said. One of her colleagues claimed she hadn’t used such harsh words, quoting her instead as having said it’s not everyone who can be a parent. Or even that she’d said it’s not everyone who has the mettle to become a parent. Another person alleged that she’d worded it differently and said that a difficult individual doesn’t stop being a difficult individual just because they’ve had a baby. Another said that she hadn’t spoken about a difficult individual but a flawed one and that she regarded self-pity as the worst fault of all. I’m told she looked for signs of it in the future parents and said that self-pity can be visible or hidden, but it’s deeply rooted in a person’s nature.

         It was also said that she predicted the future of relationships, sat down with half a coffee cup in the air and a sugar cube clenched between her teeth, and swirled the hand that held the cup so that ripples formed in the liquid and said:

         “They’ll have another child and then divorce.”

         Sometimes the message was more cryptic such as It’s a weird web what they call a family. Her fellow midwives claimed that she had little faith in relationships and none at all in marriage. One of them went even further and said that she had no faith in man. “Those were her exact words,” the colleague claimed, “I don’t think she had much faith in man except when he was fifty centimetres long, helpless and speechless.”

         If a problem arose it was said that my grandaunt’s refrain was:

         Few things under the sun can surprise a woman with my work experience. Except perhaps the being himself.

         Those were the words she used.

         It was no secret that she had a hard time accepting the radical changes in the work of midwives, as she put it, when she was middle-aged and fathers started to attend the births of their children. It must be considered quite remarkable given that it seemed natural and normal to her that men had worked as midwives in the past.

         Decades of work experience tell me otherwise was her way of protesting against the organizational changes in the maternity ward. One of her colleagues told me that she had said it was an extra burden to handle the men in the room. In the period in which my grandaunt worked on the ward, women’s partners would only be men and the men of her generation often came straight from their offices in their suits and ties, not knowing where to hang up their coats or put down their hats, instead handing them to the midwife. Others came directly from their workshops with their hands still smeared in oil. There were complaints that she left the fathers to their own devices and preferred to concentrate on the future mothers. It was also said that a certain obstetrician had been protective of her. When I asked former colleagues of hers why my grandaunt had needed protection, I got no clear answers. I later heard rumours that she’d had an affair with this same obstetrician for decades, but I’ve never been able to get this confirmed.

         In my experience partners often find it difficult to witness the suffering of childbirth and feel useless watching.

         They stroke the woman’s arm and occasionally say:

         “You’re doing great.”

         The woman in labour says the same to her partner:

         “You’re doing great.”

         The partner tells me there’s nothing he can do. Or he finds it so difficult not to be able to do anything. “I don’t know what I can do,” he says or “I can’t take it any more.” Or “I didn’t know that she would suffer this much.” Or “I didn’t know that a birth could take seventy-eight hours.” And he adds, “I can never be a part of her life’s experience.” The woman thinks “he will never be a part of my suffering. He doesn’t know what it’s like to be locked in a vice with glistening forceps clamped to your spine.”

         Sometimes a partner will also have fits of nausea or dizzy spells.

         The women then encourage them and tell them to go out and buy a sandwich. Then they pop into the staffroom to tell us the sandwich vending machine needs refilling and I answer that it’s not part of our job description to refill them. Or they order pizzas and have them delivered to delivery room 23B. A number of things would surprise my grandaunt today, such as a pizza box on the bed of a woman in labour. If the labour drags on, the partner might have to collect the older siblings from one set of grandparents and take them to the other.

         To shorten the time that women spend in the ward and minimize their partners’ snacking and coming and going, we advise the women to come only when there are five-minute intervals between the contractions.

         I think when my grandaunt spoke about there being no room for full-grown men in the delivery room, she was in fact referring to their size, as one of her female colleagues put it, that she felt that these big full-grown men didn’t fit into this world of suffering women and whinging, suckling babies; that the issue revolved around the size difference between a full-grown man and a newborn.

         
            Mammals always search for the teat

         

         Despite these rumoured quirks, being assigned to a shift with my grandaunt nevertheless proved to be popular. Her colleagues remember her not least for two reasons: her handiwork and the cakes she baked and brought into work. I recognize the descriptions of multi-tier meringue tarts which she crammed with boiled pears and peaches and cream. At the bottom there was a sponge base which she drenched in sherry. After the women had given birth, she cut a generous slice for them, made some strong coffee and served it to them on a tray. The practice back then was for women to come into the ward considerably earlier or at the first sign of contractions and to stay in the hospital for a week after a normal birth. When my grandaunt started working in the maternity ward in the middle of the last century, the midwife’s main task was to tend to the baby while the mother was resting. I have met many older women who speak of births as a pleasant rest from the toils of household chores and who in particular remember being served meals in bed; one of them used the word pampered. They got to know the women who lay with them on the ward and friendships were formed; they put curlers into each other’s hair and smoked cigarettes together and left the hospital made-up and in high heels.

         While the mothers were resting, my grandaunt spent a great deal of time in the nursery with the newborns. She would take the babies there once the mothers had finished breastfeeding. She would lay them on her shoulder and pace the floor, shake burps out of them, stroke their backs and speak to them in hushed tones. Then she would put them down, change their nappies and pull the blankets over them. She would then pick up the next suckling and take it to its mother, after which she put it back in its cradle, picked up another and another after another, in turn. Her old colleagues concur that she spent a lot of time in the nursery and also spoke to the newborns. As one of them put it, she prepared them for life. There were various accounts of what she said. Someone heard her say you’ve come to stay here for a while. And she is said to have added brace yourself, it’s a steep climb ahead. Another believed she had put the baby down in the cradle and said you will be led astray many times along the way and wondered whether she was quoting from the Bible. One of her colleagues claimed that she was quoting poets she personally knew and heard her say we don’t know much except that soon it darkens. And also, we don’t know much except that soon it brightens. The latter half of the sentence varied according to the time of the year in which the child was born, depending on whether the days were lengthening or shortening, whether the nights were bright or pitch black.

         One thing my grandaunt’s so-called light sisters all agreed on was that before the mother was discharged, my grandaunt would stoop over the cradle, bid farewell to the newborn and wish it sunshine, light and warmth. To be more precise she said may you experience many dawns and many sunsets. Those words actually formed the core of an obituary which one of her colleagues wrote about her.

         Midwives of my grandaunt’s generation often spent a long time at the bedside of the future mothers while waiting for a child to be born. Most of them used the time to knit or sew. I’ve heard women say that the clicking of the needles had a calming effect on them. It is also said that my grandaunt gave every baby she delivered a knitted garment. According to her co-workers, it was the premature babies who got her best-quality items with the most intricate patterns; she knitted with zeal, juggling several needles at once.

         When she carried the smallest newborns to their mothers with her best wishes before they were dispatched into the unknown or God and the four winds, as she is said to have put it, they were packed in her handiwork from head to toe, leggings, socks, a sweater and a bonnet.

         
            Breastfeeding advisor

         

         After my grandaunt retired she continued to work at the maternity ward on various specialized tasks. Her main one was to assist women with breastfeeding advice. She would make the women comfortable, pull up a chair beside the bed and sit. There are few accounts of what happened after that, because she wanted to be left alone with the new mothers and would close the door behind her. The rumour was that she told them not to worry because mammals always search for the teat. I later met some older women who told me that she mainly spoke about the light. They think of her with great affection and say she said beautiful things. But also sad things. One said that she spoke about some Pascal fellow.

         Even though she had stopped delivering babies, she was sometimes fetched when a birth was beginning to drag on, then she would pull out her old stethoscope, slip it on her ears, place her hands on the woman’s belly and adjust her legs, and then speak in a low, barely audible, voice. She was talking to the child. Telling it it could be born.

         And that is what it did.

         It was born.

         “It was my handwork that did it,” said my grandaunt.

         Like many midwives, she decided not to bring any children of her own into this world.

         My colleagues know that I was christened after my grandaunt and that I live in her apartment, that she was Dómhildur the first and that I am Dómhildur the second; Fífa and Dýja.

         There is a long tradition of being named after unmarried midwives in the family, but when my sister decided to baptize her daughter as Dómhildur, she specifically pointed out that she was not being named after me but our grandaunt.

         When my grandaunt died, it transpired that she had bequeathed me half of her apartment on the third floor of Ljósvallagata and left the other half of her estate to the Icelandic Association for the Protection of Animals.

         “It’s a logical continuation,” said Mom.

         What she had left in her deposit account was earmarked for the recovery unit of the Children’s Hospital and was to go towards the purchase of three lamps for the treatment of jaundiced newborns and two incubators for premature babies, as it was written in the will.

         In the sideboard which the television stands on in Ljósvallagata, there are bottles of Bristol Cream sherry, which my grandaunt received from colleagues and some mothers when she retired. I’m told she had hinted that she wouldn’t have minded a bottle of sherry but instead received ten. Thank you for all the sherry tarts, it says on a card tied around the neck of one of the bottles. I inherited nine of them.

         
            Man grows in the dark like a potato

         

         When I was in secondary school I liked to study at my grandaunt’s and often went to Ljósvallagata after school. I would stay over, first on weekends, then, eventually, weekdays too. During my midwifery studies I kept one foot in her place, eventually moving in with her for my last winter at college. I was supposedly keeping an eye on her after she’d once forgotten a coffee pot on a glowing hotplate while she went out to the graveyard to tend to the family plot. I accompanied her to the stores and hairdresser’s and shuttled her between places in a twenty-year-old light brown Lada Sport, which she owned but no longer drove herself. Sometimes I didn’t come home at night and would forget to let her know. When I’d show up the next day she’d pronounce her verdict:

         “Nothing will come of it.”

         On the other hand, she showed considerable interest in my curriculum or what she called newfangled theories.

         “What do they mean that the partner’s odour helps the woman through painful contractions?” she once asked.

         This was followed by a story about how it wasn’t uncommon for future fathers to turn up at the ward with the stench of alcohol on their breath. “They used aftershave to drown the whiff of the booze,” she said. Old Spice. That reminds me that she would also talk about the scent of newborn babies, which she said was not unlike the smell of potatoes in a potato larder: a blend of soil and a slightly sweet musty smell.

         I once flaunted an old textbook example where different species of fish were used as a yardstick to draw a picture of foetal growth and spoke about tiddlers, herring, then small haddock and finally cod. I can still hear my aunt’s voice as she shook her head and said, “a foetus is a foetus, man is a mammal and bipedal.” Her refrain was, “I’m a midwife and I know that man grows in the dark like a potato.”

         When I was doing my internship in the maternity ward, she wanted to know how many babies had been born on my watch, whether there had been any natural births, assisted deliveries or C-sections. I gave her a report. When I told her of the parents who’d had twins the year before and were having another set of twins that same morning, she said:

         “Then there will be four babies in nappies in that household.”

         I also liked to get advice from her; I’d ask and she’d answer. But the answers could be ambivalent and weren’t necessarily answers to what I’d asked, for instance:

         “Woman is the only mammal, Dýja dear, who isn’t fertile throughout her life.”

         I remember her once comparing a difficult birth to prolonged torture and saying that many women would give up if they could.

         “Under other circumstances you’d confess to anything just to get away from it,” she added.

         When women are given gas they let go and sometimes talk about things, such as how many bones they’ve broken, a wrist, finger or two toes, and also the circumstances under which the breaking of the bones occurred. Although they don’t mention the existence of God, conception can take on a supernatural dimension and has often occurred in unusual circumstances or at a time when it wasn’t supposed to be possible for a child to be conceived; sperm might have survived for a whole week waiting for ovulation, while its parents were at opposite ends of the country, with one working in the north and the other studying in the south, or one at sea and the other on land.

         I remember a woman who said she longed to be a mother and to make that happen, she’d had to find a man who wanted her to be the mother of his child. She pressed the mask against her face and swallowed the nitrous oxide, then lifted the mask and said in a slurring voice:

         “It took longer than I expected. In the end, it was my fellow chemistry teacher who procured me the sperm. I’d discussed the problem with him and one night he came for a visit and I put on some coffee. He went to the bathroom and when he came back he handed me the semen in a cup.

         “‘There you go,’ he said.”

         The women would talk and I would nod.

         The gas can cause memory loss and when I discharged the woman, she asked “Did I mention Héðin?”

         Do I concern myself with the conception?

         The answer to that is I don’t. My job starts after the fertilization has taken place.

         Nevertheless, a simple calculation proves that the babies who are born in the greatest darkness are conceived in the spring equinox when the days and night are equally long and the children who are conceived at Christmas and the New Year are born when the shadows begin to lengthen at the beginning of October.

         
            Born to…

         

         Before I started to work at the maternity ward, whale-singing recordings were played to help women breathe through the pain and relax between contractions. At first, cassette players were used and the midwives dealt with taking the tapes out of their cases and putting them into the devices. Then CD players replaced the cassette players in the delivery rooms, and when I graduated, there was still a considerable selection of CDs with whale singing in the maternity ward. A number of these appliances are now gathering dust in the hospital’s storage room. Instead, women compile their own playlists before coming to the ward and listen to the songs on their phones through headphones. Not long ago, I delivered a wonderful eight-pound baby girl to the echo of Born to Die with Lana Del Rey. I couldn’t help noticing that Icelandic songwriters are far less preoccupied than those of many other nations, not least the Anglo-Saxons, with the idea of man being allotted a specific fate at birth, that man’s birth has a purpose, that he is born to live, to escape, to love, to lose, to fight and, last but not least, to die. When I’ve taken three night shifts in a row, I often can’t sleep on the fourth night. Sometimes I sit at my desk and turn on the computer. One night I made a list that I printed out and hung on the fridge:

         
            Born to Die by Lana Del Rey.

            Born in a Burial Gown by Cradle of Filth.

            Dyin’ Since the Day I Was Born by Leslie West.

            A Star is Born by Jay-Z.

            Born for Greatness by Papa Roach.

            Born Free by Matt Monro.

            Born Free by M.I.A.

            Born Free by Kid Rock.

            Born This Way by Lady Gaga.

            Born This Way by Thousand Foot Krutch.

            Who I Was Born to Be by Susan Boyle.

            I Was Born to Love You by Queen.

            Born to Love You by Lanco.

            Born to Be Wild by Steppenwolf.

            Born to Be Wild by Sean Kingston.

            Battle Born by The Killers.

            Born to Run by Bruce Springsteen.

            Born to Live by Marianne Faithfull.

            Born to be Alive by Patrick Hernandez.

            Born to Lose by The Devil Wears Prada.

            Born to Lose by Sleigh Bells.

            Born Slippy by Underworld.

            Born Slippy by Albert Hammond Jr.

            Born Again by Newsboys.

            Get Born Again by Alice in Chains.

            With You I’m Born Again by Billy Preston.

            Born Alone by Wilco.

            Born to Be a Dancer by Kaiser Chiefs.

            Born and Raised by John Mayer.

            Born as Ghosts by Rage Against the Machine.

            Born Cross-Eyed by Grateful Dead.

            Born for This by Paramore.

            Born in a Casket by Cannibal Corpse.

            Born in a UFO by David Bowie.

            Born in Chains by Leonard Cohen.

            Born in Dissonance by Meshuggah.

            Born in the Echoes by The Chemical Brothers.

            Born of a Broken Man by Rage Against the Machine.

            Born on the Bayou by Creedence Clearwater Revival.

            Born Sinner by J. Cole.

            Born to Be My Baby by Bon Jovi.

            Born to Be Strangers by Richard Ashcroft.

            Born to Be Wasted by 009 Sound System.

            Born to Be Your Woman by Joey + Rory.

            Born to Cry by Pulp.

            Born to Quit by The Used.

            Born to Sing by Van Morrison.

            Born in the U.S.A. by Bruce Springsteen.

            Born in East L.A. by Cheech & Chong.

            Born to the Breed by Judy Collins.

            Born to Try by Delta Goodrem.

            Born too Late by The Poni-Tails.

            Born too Slow by The Crystal Method.

            Born Under a Bad Sign by Albert King.

            Fez – Being Born by U2.

            Just Born Bad by Rich Hillen Jr.

            Natural Born Bugie by Humble Pie.

            The Girl Who Was Born Without a Face by The Schoolyard Heroes.

            There Is a Sucker Born Ev’ry Minute by Cast of Barnum.

            We Weren’t Born to Follow by Bon Jovi.

         

         Then I suddenly think of a newspaper article I read not so long ago about a whale off the national coast, who sang on a different wavelength to other whales and became isolated as a result. The headline was Lonely Whale. While others in the group sang on the 12–25 hertz wavelength, he sang at 52 hertz, and the other whales therefore couldn’t hear him.

         
            Water of the world

         

         Numerous other things associated with whales, apart from their singing, made their way into the maternity ward. Interest in the birth of whale calves, particularly dolphins in zoos, has resulted in a lot of women now wanting to give birth in water. For this purpose the ward has invested in five plastic birthing pools. Previously water births were very rare and only occurred in home births. Women procured themselves a plastic pool, inflated it on the living room floor and filled it with water. It took some time for many of the midwives, not least those of the older generation, to get used to handling women in the water and to seeing a baby’s head emerge from below the surface. Labour can be protracted and not everyone agreed that the water was good for what my grandaunt called our working tools, our hands.

         “We all sell our bodies, Dýja dear,” she said, “some the brain, and others various other parts of the body.”

         We have discussed water births back and forth in the staffroom and come to the conclusion that, as one colleague pointed out, it is not unnatural for a child to move from one type of water to another, to grow and move in amniotic fluid and then be born into water of the world.

         “Isn’t the human body also mostly water?” one asked.

         “Seventy per cent,” another answered.

         For some reason I feel as if I can hear my grandaunt’s voice using the verb splash. Yes, doesn’t a man splash through life? If she were in the room, she would also ask: “At what point, then, should the mother and child be fished out of the water?”

         My interest in water birthing led me to read up on whale pregnancies and births and made me realize that whales and humans have a number of things in common. Like humans, whales are placental mammals and, like us, generally give birth to one offspring at a time, sometimes two. A whale, however, is only fertile once a year. The gestation period is ten to seventeen months and, like a human child, the calf is totally dependent on its mother for nourishment and protection in its first year. To feed the calf, the cow needs to lie on its side and spray milk into its mouth. Some of the larger species of calves drink up to two hundred and fifty litres of milk a day. I also discovered that calves are born tail first and that they need help to reach the surface to draw their first breath. Otherwise they would drown at birth. This means that another whale comes to help when a cow is giving birth. Whales use midwives just like humans. I was surprised to discover that no whale has the exact same caudal fin and that it was therefore like its fingerprint. I also hadn’t exactly thought it through: that its caudal fin is horizontal, not vertical as it is on fish. When I mentioned this to my sister she said:

         “You’re becoming like Aunty Fífa.”

         Mom says the same, “birds of a feather living up to their name”.

         In fact, on various and unrelated occasions, she has a habit of saying: “You’re named after…”

         When I recently made the effort to make a pavlova using one of my grandaunt’s handwritten recipes, she said, “You’re christened after her.”

         
            Eat, drink, sleep, love, communicate, share, discover and sacrifice oneself for others

         

         Our parents ran and still run a funeral parlour in Bólstaðarhlíð, a small family business, along with my brother-in-law, my sister’s husband. The company is doing well, it’s blossoming as my mother put it, because everyone has to die. My paternal grandfather founded the company and made the coffins himself, quality, reliable caskets out of good wood. Times have changed because now they are disposable and imported, as my father put it. There is therefore a long tradition in the family of handling people at their points of entry and exit, as my mother rightly pointed out, on the maternal side when they come into the world and the paternal side when they leave the world; the maternal side when the light comes on and the paternal side when the light goes off. My mother is the exception on the matrilineal side and, at difficult moments, says that she frequently regrets not becoming a midwife like the other women in her family. My sister and I were brought up with my mother going over orders for mortuary cosmetics at the dining table and organizing coffin-closing ceremonies over saucepans. As she was rolling the pieces of haddock in breadcrumbs, she’d say “life is but a match that burns for a brief moment.” Or “man is a firefly.” If it was a difficult funeral, meaning that the death had been a sudden one or a child had died, she would sometimes lock herself in the bedroom and lie on the bed and refuse to come out. Then our father would tie an apron around himself and boil some sausages. If we could smell hot dogs when we got home from school, we knew that a child had been buried. We would hear our father speaking in hushed tones in the bedroom, talking our mother round. He would bring her food and we’d hear him say, “if you like we can sell the business.” Once she stayed in the room for three days and, when she eventually opened the door and stepped out, she was chirpy and gave my sister and me a long hug and said that it wasn’t enough to only have a beating heart. “I want to feel that I’m alive,” she said, “to eat, drink, sleep, love, communicate, share, discover and sacrifice myself for others.”

         I was little more than a pipsqueak when I first took a bus from our neighbourhood down to Hringbraut. I had my own room at Ljósvallagata, which my childless grandaunt always called the children’s room, cakes were my daily bread and I was given her undivided attention, unlike at home where I shared a room with my sister and slept on the upper bunk.

         “We namesakes,” my grandaunt said on various occasions.

         We namesakes sat opposite each other at the dining table and played Go Fish. The kitchen cupboards were crammed with cans; she called it her can collection and invited me to choose. I’d point and she’d pick up a can of Ora fish balls and make a pink sauce, then I’d point again and she’d stick the can-opener blade into a can of pears and whip some cream.

         Looking back on it, I think I was fleeing the overwhelming and inescapable aura of death that hovered over the house in Bólstaðarhlíð. What if the next child was me or my sister, how many days and nights would my mother then lock herself up under the covers for?

         My sister and I worked for the family company during our summer vacations in high school, and part of my job was to wash the hearse, polish it and refill it with gas. I once forgot to fill the tank and the entire procession ground to a halt at the gas station on the way up to the graveyard. On a few occasions, I went along to collect a body in the black van and waited at the wheel, with the engine running. I also remember I once stepped in for Mom and walked in front of the coffin, in a black suit of hers that hung loosely on me, three sizes too big. In a speech she made at my graduation party, she said that every person is forgotten. After three generations we’re all forgotten. Eventually only one person remembers you. Is maybe familiar with your name. In the end no one knows you ever lived.

         
            The beginning of a journey from darkness to light

         

         My shift is over and I shove a box of candy from the engineering couple into my bag. It has a picture of a conical mountain and undulating northern lights on its lid; in fact the whole sky is a spectacular glow of green, pink and purple. I clock out as Vaka, the youngest midwife on the ward, clocks in for the night shift. We met when I instructed her during her internship. Since graduating, she has visited Ljósvallagata several times to seek advice and unburden herself. Interns sometimes cry when a baby is born, even if the birth is normal. They cry with the mother and they cry with the father and they sometimes need comforting.

         A woman in labour says I can’t take it any more and the intern says the same.

         “I can’t take it any more.”

         I tell them “yes, you can take it.”

         They ask “what if a partner pops out to get something to eat and the baby is born in the meantime? Am I liable for that? What if the partner dozes off during the birth? Should I wake him up?” Freshly qualified midwives might also be afraid of being left alone with a woman in labour for the first time and be scared that they might overlook something.

         My young colleague is a member of the Icelandic Search and Rescue Squad and we’ve sometimes swapped shifts when she is called out. More often than not, it’s to search for lost tourists who have gotten their car stuck somewhere or misunderstood inscrutable road signs, people who had intended to take a photograph and driven off track and then lost their bearings because they hadn’t realized how rapidly the weather or wind direction could change, that there could be fair weather in the morning but a deadly snowstorm at noon, all changing in the blink of an eye. Or they hadn’t taken into account the darkness. There hadn’t been many call-outs for tourists this winter, but the SAR team had been summoned several times to help guide stranded whales back out into the open sea. There’s been recent talk in the news about the unusually high number of beached whales and carcasses that have washed ashore. This summer the rescue squad had been called out more than once because humpback whales had swum to land. No explanation could be found for the whales’ behaviour, but Vaka described to me how her colleagues had sprayed the black carcasses on the beach with water in a race against time to get them back out to sea again. But the next day the whales repeated their performance and swam back ashore.

         “The problem was,” she said, “that they didn’t want to turn around.” Not long ago I came across an article that said there were many indicators that the whales’ behaviour in the Arctic was changing and that they were no longer swimming south across half the planet in the winter, as they once did. Which might explain the unusual number of stranded whales. According to the article, at first it was the cow whales who had recently calved that were staying behind, but recently males had also been heard singing mating songs by the coast, something they normally only do during mating season when they are trying to woo a partner and the females are fertile.

         When the sky is clear, Vaka sometimes takes tourists on northern lights excursions, as a side job. If things are calm on the ward, she looks at pictures of rescue dogs online. She’s also compiled a list of the interesting tattoos she’s found on the ward’s patients, including a cauliflower and a barcoded banana, but also St Peter’s Dome in Rome and a farmhouse with a turf roof.

         My weekend break is starting, but I’ll be on duty over Christmas as in previous years. Even though the hospital tries to give employees with small children a holiday, the fact is that I volunteer. The extra shifts go towards paying the mortgage off on the apartment. There are also plans to renovate the roof and replace the lino on the stairway. Which is why contributions to the condominium fund have temporarily been raised.

         I put on my hat and zip my parka up to my throat. This morning a blizzard pelted the roofs of the cars like peas; now a cold shower of sleet splatters my chest. It’s difficult to work out which way the wind is blowing. While I’m putting on my mittens, a car drives up and halts right in front of the entrance to the maternity ward. I watch a man hopping out of the driver’s seat and running to open the door for a woman on the passenger’s side. He supports her as she steps out, and seems anxious; she has a strained expression on her face and a distant air in her eyes, I know the look, a journey from darkness to the light has already started; he holds her arm and, with slow steps, they walk those few metres into the entrance hall. If she is lucky, the baby will be out after a few torturous hours.

         The man lets go of the woman to lock the car and grab the case and baby seat, then he has to park the car while she waits in the hall.

         I smile at her.

         “My waters have broken,” she says.

         The woman props herself up against the wall by the elevator, droops her head and stares at the lino floor. I think she’s about to give birth.

         I linger and say “try to breathe.”

         “My mom had a bad dream last night,” says the woman.
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