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            This book is dedicated to the memory of my mother.4
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         9I pull down my dark blue knickers and perch on the toilet seat. I’m not here to pee, though. I do not need to pee. I do not need to go, not like that. No, I need to scream. To scream like the elephant, to keen like the whale, to wail like the red fox. All thanks to one damn word. One tiny little word, so insignificant and minuscule among all the other ugly words ringing in my ears, words I had not until now let throw me off balance. Not until now, at the end of my thirty-three-year career. My less-than-successful career.

         I reach my hand for the lever that will open the seal at the bottom of the bowl. Compressed air sucks the bright blue fluid down towards itself with a clattering racket, but just as I am about to elephant-scream, to whale-keen, to red fox-wail, I get a brilliant idea. The rock! Of course! I lift myself off the seat and look in the mirror with a question. One I answer. For one triumphant instant— and then I’m flung forcefully against the bathroom door and bounce off it, down to the floor. Underwear around my ankles. I try to get back up, but I’m wrenched out of shape, lying like a conch shell on 10the sticky, foul-smelling floor. Has the plane lost altitude? Is it plummeting to earth? I yell for help, lifting my hand and beating it against the door. To no avail: the frenzied screams and other noises on the other side of the partition swallow it up.
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         As Páll Pétursson of the Icelandic National Land Survey inched himself down a scrubby hillside beside the Suðurá river in the extensive lava field at Ódáðahraun, he caught sight of a large white sphere poking up out of the dirt right beside a knotty branch and some tufts of grass.

         ‘A skull?’ The young man rushed headlong in his curiosity, heedless of the chunks of lava at his feet; he fell face forwards, tripod in his arms, yet thanks to some unbelievable contortions of balance managed to arrest his fall and crash down to the stony ground with the equipment intact.

         He thought he was unscathed until he tried to get back on his feet. Then he realized what had happened. He’d twisted his ankle. It was swelling up; Páll the surveyor would not be taking any more steps today. He would not, that is, get to press on alongside his colleague, Mr Cooper, who now came trotting towards him. Cooper, a photographer and an employee of the US Army Map Service, whose business in Iceland this late summer of 1962 was to assist in preparing and revising Icelandic maps. That, though, was a pretext: his interest 12in the soil sediment around the Askja volcano, which had erupted the previous year, was the real reason he was here in this uninhabited place.

         Cooper helped his companion to their car, a warm-beige 1958 Land Rover Series I. They decided to turn around and drive back to Tunga, the lowest-lying farm in the valley, on the edge of the lava and only a few miles away. But the road was difficult to negotiate and so they crept along, Páll screaming silently, having clean forgotten the object that had occasioned his fall.

         Tunga rose high, the farmhouse a one-storey concrete building with an attic and a small extension. A cowshed housed three cattle; sixty sheep filled the sheep pen; there were three horses. Three cats too, and a dog, who had caught wind of the sound of the car amid the silence that blanketed this remote farm. The farmer, Karl, fashioned his hand into a visor against the sun, and when he saw how Páll was hobbling out of the car, hanging from Cooper’s shoulder, he set down his saw and headed away from the barn. The farmer’s wife, Jórunn, who was standing by the clothes line, dropped a white sheet back into the laundry basket and strode quickly over to the car. Cooper and the farmer bore Páll between them while Jórunn went ahead to ready the living room. The injured man was set down on a juniper-green plush sofa, his foot up on the arm, resting on an embroidered pillow.

         Could the ankle be broken? It was the wife who asked, having placed a cold compress on the swollen 13ankle. Hard to tell, so for a time the three of them stood in the living room looking down at Páll, not saying a word. Cooper looked about, at the organ against the wall, the satin-stitched tapestry above it, the carved shelf at the top. On it were some old framed photographs and, between them, a taxidermied fox on a rock.

         And then the silence broke. Coffee for the gentlemen? Cooper thanked them for the offer but said he needed to hurry on, he had work to do. He said goodbye to his wretched friend, but as he was heading out of the living room, he asked the farmer if there was a labourer around who might be able to join him. He needed help carrying his equipment. Taking measurements too.

         No, the hired hand wasn’t around – Karl had lent him to the neighbouring farm for the day. Cooper looked beseechingly at Karl himself, who slowly shook his head, apologizing. His legs didn’t work well these days; he wasn’t one for walking. Cooper nodded understandingly and left the room with Karl at his heels; Jórunn had already gone into the kitchen.

         Once the two men had reached the farmyard, Cooper looked out across the meadow behind the farm, at a teenager lying in the grass. He was wearing a sweater, a wool cap on his head, hands clasped behind his neck. He had one leg bent over the other, swinging rhythmically back and forth. He was chewing on a stalk of grass. ‘What about that fella?’ Cooper asked, pointing to the grassy plain and the kid. The farmer turned 14and looked with a smile on his face at the American. ‘Teddý?’ Cooper shrugged and asked if ‘Teddy’ might be his assistant for the day. There was not a lot of work left, but it had to get finished before day’s end: Cooper was flying back to Reykjavík tomorrow. When Karl answered hesitantly – both because his English was halting and because he was not sure he could agree to the request – Cooper added that the job required only attention to detail, writing numbers clearly and being strong enough to carry equipment from place to place. And, of course, he valued having a local with him, because he had not taken this route before. He knew the area a bit, having been here in 1955, working on a surveying project. But he had not been back since. Then he looked down at the grass and said that he had spent some time in Cuba working on cartography. After returning home from Korea.

         Karl was still stuck for words but nodded tentatively when Cooper handed him some money. Karl slipped the notes into the pocket of his nearly new jeans. Then he hollered at the absorbed, abstracted figure in the grass, who rose listlessly, squinted in the direction of the sun and took out the stalk. Karl explained the project to his only child, who reluctantly regarded the slim, well-attired newcomer, practically gleaming next to the grey, hairy farmer.

         The road from the farm wound first through half-vegetated lava, up alongside the river. Cooper had put on black sunglasses; he tried to strike up a conversation 15with the teenager, who had little use for words and simply looked out of the passenger window while answering the man’s questions as conscientiously as his limited English would allow. Fourteen. No, no plans to go to college.

         It was getting hot in the car – the sun had risen higher in the sky – so the young passenger took off the bulky wool cap and ran two slender hands through the dark shoulder-length locks. Cooper could now see the youth’s face more clearly; when Teddý, arms crossed, pulled off the woollen sweater, a faint smell of sweat filling the air in the car, his suspicion was confirmed: the white T-shirt revealed the shape of a girl’s breasts either side of a red oval on which was written, in white letters with blue outlines: STP. Scientifically Treated Petroleum.

         Cooper braked hard and tried to swallow the shout that escaped as two ewes materialized in front of the car, crossing the road and continuing at breakneck speed into the lava. He was so alarmed that it took him a while to take his foot off the brake, but Teddý didn’t react, just wound down the window. And when he finally set off again, she let the wind play in her hair, tugging on the T-shirt from the American motor oil company to funnel air down around her neck. Cooper tried to keep his eyes on the road. A habitual chatterbox, he had run out of questions and could not manage to get a conversation going again. The girl seemed happy enough in the silence. Not that you could call this rattling vehicle silent.16

         After about an hour of driving, the land gradually began to rise, becoming more uneven, flecked with boulders and deep potholes. The river branched out, dropping into rapids in several places, and the current swelled. Then the vista to the south came back into view. The route through the lava was rough going, so Cooper had to hold on tight to the wheel as Teddý rocked back and forth – but gently, like a fisherman on a churning sea who knows the rhythm of the waves.

         Shortly their route crossed a gravelled area along the northern slope of the volcanic mountain range. Tongues of lava intruded into the gravel plain, peaks rising out of the stony desert. Mountains without names, some of them. But when Einstæðingur suddenly appeared before them, light brown amid the grey lava, Cooper slowed down. They would start working here, looking for landmarks.

         Teddý had been given a pole and a wooden board with papers and a chart attached to it, while Cooper himself was holding the measuring device; there were maps and aerial photographs of the country in his bag. When they found the stone with the first marker, they set off. They walked a few kilometres. Cooper took photographs.

         Some two hours later, they resumed their journey, driving south under the mountain slopes towards a canyon, Drekagil. From there, on to more lava fields: Vikrahraun. In some places, the lava had not fully cooled and it gleamed colourfully in the gaps and cracks 17caused by precipitation. They got out of the car and sat down. He gave her some of his coffee and handed her a slice of bread. She was quiet, looking down at her cup while he scanned the surroundings and shook his head in astonishment at this magnificent environment. Then he stood and said he was going down to the crater lake. He really preferred walking down there on his own, and when she nodded and leaned back against the car’s tyres, he understood that she was not coming along.

         She made herself comfortable against the tyre; she crossed her arms and let the sun lick her face. Her mind wandered from the wilderness that had left Cooper so dazzled, and vanished back into her small bedroom, under her bed, into the box that held all kinds of stuff: clippings from newspapers and magazines, news of various strange things, pictures of movie stars, some short stories. And the letter she had received last week.

         He was seven years older than her and had brought the letter the long distance between their two farms on foot. Surely it was sheer clumsiness that led him to hand it to her father, something he’d done flustered with agitation when the old man came to the door. As a result, his ham-fisted delivery of the letter – although she alone knew its contents – became something unspeakable, a gulf between her parents and her. At first her heart had been pounding, but soon she had come to see the letter as a mere oddity. Something silly, even. Still, his words in that letter gnawed at her, creating ripples in her sense 18of self. The letter was like an invasion of the biosphere she’d made of her thoughts and blurry ambitions. Like with this map man from America. Why couldn’t she just get to lie in the grass and dwell in her little observations, her counting, the things that belonged to her alone, that she was unable to talk to anyone else about?

         She woke up at a sound from the other side of the car. The sun had gone behind the clouds. She got up to check out the noise, walking in a circle around the car, looking under it, peering inside. She didn’t find anything. The back of the car was full of stuff, equipment, other bric-a-brac, a water bottle on top of the pile alongside the wooden board with the papers clipped to it. The charts. She took a sip from the bottle and picked up the pages. She looked at the numbers she had written down and felt she had written them far too small compared to the previous ones.

         She pushed some of the stuff to one side and settled herself up against it. She picked up the pencil with the rubber end that had been tied to the board and began to erase numbers and write them again, tidying up the list of heights and distances. Then she smoothed out the pages and studied the numbers she’d recorded; the sun was tearing through the clouds. She began tallying the sums here and there. Dividing by three. And after fiddling with the numbers for a bit, she suddenly realized the context all these figures shared. She wrote lightly, so that she could erase it later. She was just trying something out: adding up the vertical change and 19horizontal distances and tallying them at the bottom of the paper. Dividing rise and run to work out the slope gradient.

         Cooper had gone towards Víti, where there was a path down the pumice cone. He braced his feet against the sheer slope and, practically crouching, made his way down. He wanted to go into the water but didn’t want to get his clothes wet, definitely didn’t want to strip off. He strolled around the water for quite a while, and then half-crawled his way back up; he crossed the crater’s southern edge and took some photos. He was aware of time passing but could not tear himself away from the vastness before him. He walked about the lava, constantly stopping and touching the land, and by the time he finally returned to the car all his pockets were full of rocks.

         An expansive, black cloud in the sky was changing day into night and he felt a drop of rain on his face. He looked at the clock; it was getting on towards eight. When was he meant to get the child home? This young girl who had lain down in the trunk and was fast asleep with his coat over her?

         And she was still lying there in the back when they got home to the farm. Páll had been transferred into one of the bedrooms, having accepted some brennivín – Icelandic schnapps – from the farmer, who was convinced his leg was broken. Cooper turned down his offer of refreshments and was shown upstairs to a small room in the attic. More dead than alive after a trying day, 20he threw himself down on a narrow, rock-hard divan. He looked around the room, at how everything had its appointed place. At the end of the bed stood a spinning wheel and an ancient carved desk, so small that it could barely fit a single large book beside the desk lamp, which was the sole electric light inside this nook. By the bedroom door was a bookshelf on which were some newspapers, Donald Duck comics and old leather-bound Icelandic books, and on top of these was a small doll dressed in Icelandic national costume. Above the shelf hung a picture of the Guardian Angel and next to it a tapestry bell pull embroidered with red eight-petal roses. He did not realize whose room he was in until he peeled the woven blanket off the bed and glimpsed a water-blue nylon nightdress lying on top of the white duvet. He thought to himself that the girl must be sleeping with her parents and was half-astonished at the arrangement. Then he spread the blanket back over the bed and lay there in his clothes. His head was on a pillow embroidered with a picture of a dog. He turned onto his side and saw three human faces on the wall: Elvis Presley, Elizabeth Taylor and a tiny newspaper clipping with a picture of a young man he did not recognize.

         His mind wandered someplace, then suddenly he got up to turn off the light. But before he reached his hand under the orange lampshade he was, all at once, as if involuntarily, opening the desk drawer. Pencils, a few slim notebooks in a pile, a red hand mirror and, lying 21on it, a royal-blue tin of Nivea cream. Cooper gently closed the drawer and the room went dark.

         But only for a moment. Evening light coming in through the window lit up the room, and he got up again to draw the curtains. He looked out at the meadow, at the outbuildings above the farm. There was a light in the little outbuilding east of the small farmhouse. Cooper pressed himself up against the glass in the sloped ceiling. Through the window, he saw movement. A man with a white beard, bushy, long. Not the farmer, Karl, someone who seemed much older. Really wizened. The man was tilting back and forth, not exactly as though he was rocking in a seat, more like he was continually hauling something towards him, then pushing it back, away. Then he went still. Cooper looked out across the countryside. Out at an endless desolation that stretched to the horizon.

         
             

         

         They set off at dawn, Karl only accompanying them into the farmyard. Páll needed medical attention as soon as possible and Cooper had to catch his flight to Reykjavík, from where he would fly on Loftleiðir airlines back to New York. The journey south was uneventful and at eight o’clock the Cloudmaster DC-6B took off, heading west over the ocean.

         The strange geography of this land – a peculiar shape, resembling nothing except itself – gradually came into view against the surface of the sea. An expanse that held but one hundred and eighty thousand souls, almost 22half of whom lived in this south-western corner, in the capital, which in this period of boom was both city and countryside, still home to farms and farmers who ran their smallholdings more for pleasure than need, enervating the citizens who wanted to banish the cows, pigs and, especially, the four thousand sheep which grazed on city property. They wanted to see Reykjavík become a city among cities. Of course, it was not – not, at least, in outward appearance – as its people had long lived with some measure of privation and poverty, which had caused the mid-century construction of the capital to develop in an accidental, half-hearted manner; living hand to mouth left little room for forward planning or aesthetic sensibilities. But it was a modern city with a culture founded on an ancient marrow. There was a national theatre and a university; there were hospitals and laboratories – even an entire symphony orchestra. And the young people of this strange city were just like young people in any other city in the world. Come Saturday nights, they got ready to go dancing, girls pulling and twisting their hair up into the shape of a beehive, young men smearing Brylcreem on their hair so it would not shift as they shook themselves to relatively new American dance tunes which some Icelandic band had copied off a radio broadcast right before the British invasion.

         Not, though, the poet: he won’t twist and shout tonight, except perhaps deep in his inner being, as he sits up in his attic above the city’s main thoroughfare, 23composing a modernist poem, a love poem, a disguised battle song that articulates his concern for life in this oddly shaped country and its place on the Earth in these perilous times. And once he has addressed his love, his mind moves on to another neighbourhood, to capture an image of a family gathered in front of a brand-new television set to watch American cowboys with intermissions and the other distractions. In the poem, the Armed Forces Network is a poignant symbol of the power the US has over this tiny, unarmed nation; the family’s vacant staring at the TV represents the way the Icelandic nation is in thrall to this military regime which has inch by inch shored up its interests in Iceland via millions of dollars of economic aid, now fully deployed for construction and development here in the southwestern corner. All to hinder the growth of the Soviet empire and ensure world peace. But it is precisely in such peacemaking that the great threat, even destruction, resides: the poet’s suspicion that nuclear weapons are housed in his country now becomes mingled with the fear that they – he and the girl next door – will never get to fall in love.

         And now the poem rushes at breakneck speed deep into the country’s interior. The poet paints a picture of a landscape under a night sky far from human habitations. A limpid land that sleeps beside a stream: a beautiful dream that numbs all pain. But despite his rich imagination, his vigorous descriptions, the poet cannot capture the beauty he seeks; the image that would lie 24spread out before him should he hover high above his scene, an impossibly small dot:

         Teddý, lying on the riverbank. She had been on her way home with the cows but stopped and bent to the grass as her eyes caught a lone ladybird on a leaf. She lay down on her side, lured the beetle onto her index finger, from there onto the back of her hand, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, let herself slip back onto her back with the ladybird on her hand, her hand on her chest. She had fallen asleep amid her fantasies, those senseless images, disjointed thoughts. Because these were not exactly the kind of dream she wanted to come true, they were just mindless pastimes, nothing she set her mind to: the future had never been a meaningful topic here in Tunga, where life went in its circles, one year’s season giving way to the next year’s season. And in her grey-bearded grandfather’s mind, her grandfather who could no longer carry out the farmyard tasks, the future did not extend beyond the cloth he wove. He cast off, and then another journey would begin as he warped the loom again. There by the window, inside the small extension, at the loom, with the heavy wooden leg he had received to replace the one that the tractor – that one step into the future – had stolen from him when Teddý was six.

         She opened her eyes. Above her hung the starry heavens. Out of old habit, and to push away the thought of how frightening and large they must be, she began to count the stars, but became confused when one of 25the cows began to low. She was about to jump to her feet when she noticed that the ladybird was still on the back of her right hand. She gently sat up, reached over to the flower and eased the beetle back onto its leaf.

         
             

         

         Iceland was long gone. Cooper had reclined his seat and slept soundly under the soft blanket the flight attendant had brought him. And he did not wake up until eight hours later, when the plane landed at Goose Bay in Labrador to refuel. When it took to the air again, the lady brought him toast and eggs, coffee and prunes. Ahead lay a six-hour flight to New York and dinner: Campbell’s soup, cigarette, potato salad and hot dog. Cigarette. Fruit cocktail. Cigarette. Coffee served with cognac.

         Cooper landed in New York early in the morning local time; from there he flew American Airlines to DC. He took the Metro to his house in South Kensington, arriving at noon. They were standing on the front stoop: his slim-waisted wife in a light-green dress; his four-year-old son, now running towards his father, into his arms, delighted by a crumb of Icelandic lava his father took from his jacket pocket and gave him.

         After the joyous reunion, after the boy had fallen asleep later that evening and as Cooper’s wife stood at the kitchen sink in her red apron, her husband sat down at the desk in his studio and began to unpack his bags. Film and all kinds of papers. The measurements, which he had clean forgotten to give back to Páll when they 26parted in front of the hospital in Akureyri. He cursed under his breath and looked at the numbers, at the Icelandic girl’s small, fine handwriting. He reached for an envelope, but as he was about to insert the papers, he noticed numbers written next to the columns and down the page. Very faintly, but in the girl’s hand.

         Cooper turned the pages, trying to find some clue as to what these might be, these numbers. But there was nothing. So he started calculating. The calculation was simple, but the decimal places meant that it took time. Each result, however, made him increasingly unable to quit, and his enthusiasm eventually became such that he could not hear his wife calling to him from the kitchen. But when he had finally finished, he sat in his chair, looking thoughtfully ahead. He shook his head slowly. And then he began to giggle as his wife, dressed in a paper-thin pink nightgown, popped her blonde head through the door, and asked in a surprised yet gentle voice, ‘Jack?’
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         ‘1850?!’

         The erudite Jón leaned forward on the teacher’s desk and clasped both hands around his bald head. Teddý stood in front of him, realizing her mistake, not the only one she had made in this history exam set for district school teenagers in spring 1962. But this answer was the one that tipped the scale: she was three hundred years out. Bishop Jón Arason was beheaded in 1550. And that was more than his namesake, Jón Þórðarson, from the same region, no less, could bear, and so he felt forced to drop her history grade significantly. As a result, her average grade was lower even than that of the brothers from Hólar. Moreover, her history grade itself cast a shadow over her excellent results in other subjects. For her part, she felt for similar reasons that there was no point staying in school: these shortcomings – her difficulty remembering years and milestones – were a sign she was not meant to take the national exams, never mind go to college. The truth had been spoken, somehow: history was vital, the basis for all learning.28

         Assigning a hierarchy to knowledge was all the more problematic given that Teddý’s success in other subjects in fact represented only a fraction of her skills – especially her mathematical abilities, where she surpassed the solemn brothers from Hólar by a mile. And no wonder: she had been thinking about numbers ever since she’d counted a hundred and twenty sheep off a mountain at three years old. She was four when she worked out her grandfather’s loom had five hundred and thirty-five support threads; by the age of six, she had taught herself multiplication: the tapestry bell pull in her bedroom had five eight-petal roses, twenty-five stitches on each leaf. Twenty-five times eight times five. And gradually the obsession took root inside of her.

         But nobody paid much attention to what this preoccupation with numbers amounted to, neither Teddý herself nor her parents. The daily labours required in Tunga never really needed that skillset, and even if they did, no one thought about how such an ability could be put into practice out in the world. No one but Jack Cooper in the suburbs of Washington, DC, who had stumbled upon this Icelandic girl’s prowess with numbers late one evening in the early autumn of 1962 as he was going through his papers from his trip to Iceland. In the three pages that he had forgotten to hand to Páll when they said goodbye at the hospital were tables recording topographical elevation: changes in height across distances. And alongside them were the calculations Teddy seemed to have done to pass the time while 29Cooper walked towards the Askja caldera and slid down into the lake in Víti. What caused Cooper to scratch his head was not only the accuracy of the calculations but his conviction that the girl had done them all without writing down any of her work: she had run the calculations solely in her mind. He was wondering about this, half out loud, when his name was called. His wife in the pink nightgown. In a hurry, he wrote a short note on the papers before folding them into an envelope, addressed to Páll: ‘Calculation done by the farmer’s daughter. Apparently in her head!?’ But, having sealed it, he could not find the address for the Icelandic National Land Survey written down anywhere, so the envelope was left unmarked on his desk when he went to bed.

         And there the letter remained for some time: the next morning the photographer and cartographer Jack Cooper got a call he had long been expecting. On the other end of the line was the head of NPIC, the US federal agency responsible for analysing aerial photographs from U-2 spy planes, an organization that played a growing role after suspicions about Soviet construction in Cuba had intensified. And after two weeks of training in weapons analysis, world events conspired so that Cooper barely got to return home except to sleep, and in mid-October he did not even leave a low-lying building hidden in a shady part of the city. He sat all day and night with his companions, examining strips of film so extensive that they would stretch – as was explained to the president – from the White House over to Congress 30and back. With crisp white shirtsleeves rolled up, they huddled in small groups, submerged in cigarette smoke, and looked down microscopes, searching for signs of military equipment amid the island’s sunbaked sugar plantations, until one day, 15 October, they caught sight of six eighteen-metre-long cylinders covered in burlap. They were significantly larger than the anti-aircraft missiles US reconnaissance airplanes had previously captured on flights over the Soviet Union. These were nuclear missiles, intended for an attack on land targets. As the night wore on, they discovered missiles and military installations scattered throughout the island. The men looked at one another. Weighed down by the history in their hands.
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