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Butterflies in November




‘Charmingly done… funny and wistful, but there’s a darker narrative just beneath the surface… What begins as a tragicomic, quirky tale develops into a very moving, layered and optimistic piece of writing’


FT




 





‘With subtle prose and sardonic humor Ólafsdóttir upends expectations’


New York Times




 





‘Evocative, humorous… The beguiling imagery captures the fragile and fleeting beauty of those loved and lost, as well as the possibilities of self reinvention; of shedding skins, growing wings’


Observer




 





‘Sadness and humour coexist beautifully in Butterflies in November’


Metro




 





‘The author… takes mundane subjects in life… and makes them quirky, fun, adorable and bizarre. You'll savour each page of this book’


Company




 





‘Gorgeously quirky’


Stylist




 





‘[Butterflies in November] has many bleak moments, but plenty of funny ones too… we warm to Ólafsdóttir’s clear-eyed, quirky heroine’


Daily Mail
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Dedicated to all the unknown victims: nurses, teachers, bartenders, poets, schoolchildren, librarians, and electricians.




 





And also to J.

























The formation of a scar is a natural part of the biological process, which occurs when a lesion to the skin or other body tissue grows after an accident, illness, or surgery. Since the body is unable to create an exact replica of the damaged tissue, the fresh tissue grows with a new texture and properties that differ from the undamaged skin around it.




 





The navel is our centre or core and by that we mean the centre of the universe. It is a scar that no longer serves a purpose.


—Bland.is
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31 MAY


I know how ludicrous I look naked, nevertheless I start to undress, first my trousers and socks, then I unbutton my shirt, revealing the glistening white water lily on my pink flesh, half a knife’s length away from the muscular organ that pumps eight thousand litres of blood a day, finally I take off my underpants—all in that order. It doesn’t take long. Then I stand stark naked on the parquet floor in front of the woman, I am as God made me, plus forty-nine years and four days, not that my thoughts are on God at this moment. We are still separated by three floorboards, massive pinewood from the surrounding forest, which is carpeted with mines, each floorboard is thirty centimetres wide, with intermittent gaps, and I stretch out my arms, groping towards her like a blind man trying to catch his bearings. First I reach the surface of the body, the skin, a streak of moonlight caressing her back through a slit between the curtains. She takes one step towards me, I step on a creaking floorboard. And she also holds out her hand, measuring palm against palm, lifeline against lifeline, and I feel a turbulence gushing through my carotid artery and also a pulsation in my knees and arms, how the blood flows from organ to organ. Leaf-patterned wallpaper adorns the walls around the bed in room eleven of Hotel Silence and I think to myself, tomorrow I’ll start to sandpaper and polish the floor. 

















I


FLESH





The skin is the largest organ of the human body. The skin of a fully grown adult has a surface area of two square metres and weighs five kilos. In many other animals the skin is referred to as the hide or pelt. In old Icelandic the word skin also means flesh. 

















5 MAY


The table in Tryggvi’s Tattoo Parlour is covered with small glass jars of multicoloured inks and the young man asks me if I’ve chosen a picture yet or whether I’m thinking of a personal pattern or symbol?


He himself is covered in tattoos all over his body. I observe a snake winding up his neck and wrapping itself around a black skull. Ink flows through his limbs and the triceps of the arm that holds the needle sports a coil of triple barbed wire.


“Many people come here to camouflage their scars,” says the tattooist, talking to me in the mirror. When he turns around, as far as I can make out, the hooves of a prancing horse emerge from the back of his vest.


He bends over a stack of plastic folders, chooses one, and runs his eyes over it to find a picture to show me.


“Wings are a big favourite among middle-aged men,” I hear him say, and then notice that there are four swords piercing a flaming heart on his other upper arm.


I have a total of seven scars on my body, four above my belly button, the point of origin, and three below it. A bird wing that would cover the shoulder, say from the neck down to the collarbone, would conceal two, even three of them. Like a familiar and comforting old acquaintance, its wing could become the feathered shadow of myself, my shield and fortress. The oily plumage would mantle the exposed vulnerable pink flesh.


The kid flips swiftly through drawings to show me various versions of bird wings, finally pointing his index finger at one image:


“Eagle wings are the most popular.”


He could have added, what man doesn’t dream of being a bird of prey, drifting solitarily across the globe, soaring over mountain lagoons, gullies, and marshes, hunting for a prey to snatch?


But instead he says:


“Just take your time.”


And he explains to me that he has another customer in a chair on the other side of the curtain and that he is just about to finish the national flag, complete with flapping and shading.


He lowers his voice.


“I told him the flagpole would bend if he put on two kilos but he insisted on having it.”


I was planning on dropping in on Mom before her nap and wanted to wind this transaction up as quickly as possible.


“I was thinking of a drill.”


If my request has taken him by surprise, he shows no sign of it and immediately starts searching through the appropriate folder. 


“We might have a drill in here somewhere under domestic appliances,” he says. “Anyway, it’s no more complicated than the quad bike I did last week.”


“No, I was joking,” I say.


He looks at me with a grave air and it’s difficult to decipher whether he’s offended or not.


I hurriedly dig into my pocket and pull out a folded sheet of paper, open the drawing, and hand it to him. He takes it and irons out all the corners before finally holding it up to the light. I’ve managed to surprise him. He is unable to conceal his incertitude.


“Is this a flower or …”


“A water lily,” I say without hesitation.


“And just one colour?”


“Yes, just one colour, white. No shadowing,” I add.


“And no inscription?”


“No, no inscription.”


He puts the folders back, says he can do the flower freehand, and turns on the tattoo drill.


“And where do you want it?”


He prepares to dip the needle into a white liquid.


I unbutton my shirt and point at my heart.


“We’ll have to shave the hair first,” he says, turning off the drill. “Otherwise your flower will be lost in the darkness of a forest.” 




I mention the state where the slow suicide of all men goes under the name of “life”





The shortest route to the old folk’s home is through the graveyard.


I’ve always imagined that the fifth month would be the last month of my life and that there would be more than one five in that final date, if not the fifth of the fifth, then the fifteenth of the fifth or the twenty-fifth of the fifth. That would also be the month of my birthday. The ducks would have completed their mating by then, but there wouldn’t just be ducks on the lake but also oystercatchers and purple sandpipers, because there would be birdsong on the nightless spring day I cease to exist.


Will the world miss me? No. Will the world be any poorer without me? No. Will the world survive without me? Yes. Is the world a better place now than when I came into it? No. What have I done to improve it? Nothing.


On my way down Skothúsvegur I reflect on how one should go about borrowing a hunting rifle from a neighbour. Does one borrow a weapon the same way one borrows a hose extension? What animals are hunted at the beginning of May? One can’t shoot the messenger of spring, the golden plover, who has just returned to the island, or a duck hatching from an egg. Could I say that I want to shoot a great black-backed gull that keeps me awake in the attic apartment of a residential block in the city centre? Wouldn’t Svanur find it suspicious if I were to suddenly turn into a spokesman for ducklings’ rights? Besides, Svanur knows that I’m no hunter. Although I’ve experienced standing in the middle of a freezing cold river in my crotch-high boots, alone up on a heath, and felt the cold pressing against my body like a thick wall and pebbles on the spongy bed under my waders, and then felt how the river swiftly tugged at me below, how the bottom deepened and vanished, while I stared into the gaping, sucking vortex, I have never fired a gun. On my last fishing trip I came home with two trout, which I filleted and fried with chives I trimmed off a pot on the balcony. Svanur also knows that I can’t bear violence after he tried to drag me to see Die Hard 4. What does one shoot in May apart from one’s self? Or a fellow Homo sapiens? He would put two and two together.


Svanur isn’t the kind of man who asks questions, though. Or who generally contemplates one’s inner life. He isn’t the kind of guy who would mention a full moon or comment on the northern lights. He’d never speak of the rainbow colours at the outermost ends of human knowledge. He wouldn’t even point out the colours in the sky to his wife, Aurora, the rose-pink hue of daybreak, he wouldn’t say, “There she is, your namesake.” No more than Aurora would mention the sky to her husband. There’s a clear division of tasks in their household and she alone drags the teenager out of bed in the morning. He, on the other hand, takes care of walking their fourteen-year-old border collie bitch who hobbles lamely in the front. No, Svanur wouldn’t mix any feelings into the issue, he’d just hand me the rifle and say, that’s a Remington 40-XB, bedded but with the original lock and barrel, even if he suspected I was going to shoot myself.




The navel is a scar on people’s abdomen, which formed when the remains of the umbilical cord dropped off. When a child is born, the umbilical cord is clamped and then cut to sever the link between mother and child. The first scar is therefore connected to the mother





The old folks sit stooped on park benches under woollen blankets in the cold spring sun, with a flock of geese nearby, paired off in twos. I notice a bird huddled on its own apart from the group, and it doesn’t move, even when I walk up to it. One of its wings is bent backwards, clearly broken. The wounded goose is partnerless and won’t procreate. God is sending me a message. Not that I believe in him.


My mother slouches in a recliner, her feet don’t touch the ground, her slippers are too big, above them are her twiggy legs, she’s shrivelled to almost nothing, she has ceased to be flesh, as light as a feather, held together by her Styrofoam bones and a few tendons. What comes to mind is the weathered skeleton of a bird that has been left on the heath all winter; the vacant carcass remains, but ultimately disintegrates, turning into a ball of dust with claws. It is hard to imagine that this scrawny little woman, who doesn’t reach my shoulders, once inhabited a female form. I recognise her special-occasion skirt, which has grown far too baggy around the waist, far too big on her, clothes that belong to a former life, another time zone.


I’m not going to end up like Mom.


A smell hangs in the air, I walk through clouds of vapour emanating from bulging meatballs and cabbage. On the food cart in the corridor there are plastic bowls half full of red cabbage and rhubarb jam. Cutlery noises blend with the utterances of the personnel who alternately raise and deepen their voices to make themselves heard by their charges. There isn’t space for much furniture in the room, apart from an organ pushed up against a wall; the former maths teacher and organ player was allowed to keep it with her, once it seemed certain that she would never play it again.


Beside the bed there are bookshelves that bear witness to my mother’s hobby: world wars, not least World War II. There’s Napoleon Bonaparte and Attila the Hun standing side by side, and a book about the Korean War and another about Vietnam sandwiched between two leather-bound volumes marked World War I and World War II in Danish.


My visits are subject to daily rituals that are chiselled in stone and the first thing she asks me is if I’ve washed my hands. 


“Did you wash your hands?”


“I did.”


“It isn’t enough to just rinse them, you’ve got to hold them under the hot tap for thirty seconds.”


It suddenly occurs to me that I was once inside her.


I’m one metre eighty-five centimetres tall and the last time I stepped onto a scale—in the locker room of a swimming pool—I weighed eighty-four kilos. Does she herself ever wonder if that big man was really inside her at one time? Where was I conceived? Probably in the old double bed, that mahogany set with the attached bedside table, the bulkiest piece of furniture in the apartment, a massive schooner.


The girl is taking away the food tray. My mother had no appetite for the dessert, prune pudding with cream.


“This is Jónas Ebeneser, my son,” I hear my mother say.


“Yes, I think you introduced us yesterday, Mom …”


The girl has no recollection of that, because she wasn’t on duty yesterday.


“Jónas means ‘dove’ and Ebeneser ‘the helpful one.’ I got to choose the names,” Mom continues.


It dawns on me that perhaps I should have asked the guy at Tryggvi’s Tattoo Parlour to place a dove beside the lily; the two doves together, me and the bird, both with a few greying hairs.


I hope the girl will have vanished before the recounting of my birth begins. But she’s not leaving because she puts down the tray now and starts to arrange the towels. 


“Your birth was more difficult than your brother’s” is the next thing my mother says. “Because of the size of your head. It was as if you had two horns on your forehead, two stumps,” she explains, “like a bull calf.”


The girl gawks at me. I know she is comparing mother and son.


I smile at her.


She smiles back.


“You smelled different, you and your brother,” Mom continues from her armchair. “You smelled of clay, a cold and wet smell, cold cheeks, you were muddy around the mouth and came home with cat scratches on the back of your hands. They didn’t heal well.”


She stalls as if trying to remember her next cue in a script.


“My Pumpkin wrote an essay about potatoes when he was just eleven years old and called the essay ‘Mother Earth.’ It was about me, the essay …”


“Mom, I’m not sure she’s interested in … Sorry, what’s your name?”


“Diljá.”


“I’m not sure Diljá is interested in this, Mom …”


On the contrary, the girl seems to be genuinely interested in what Mom has to say. Nodding sympathetically, she leans against the doorframe.


“It’s incredible when you look at this hulk of a man today and think of how sensitive he was.” 


“Mom …”


“If there was a bird with a broken wing in the garden he’d weep … He was an open wound … Always worried about whether people were being good enough to each other … When I’m big, he said, I want to mend the world … because the world was suffering, because the world needed to be taken care of … My Pumpkin was always so fond of the twilight … when the shadows fell, he lay on the floor by the window and stared at the clouds and sky … so musical … Then he locked himself in to make a puppet theatre … made marionettes out of wet newspapers, painted them and sewed clothes onto them, locked the door and stuffed the keyhole with toilet paper … When he was a teenager he was still worried sick about the world … I’m not going to get married unless I fall in love, he said … Then he fell for Gudrún, a nurse and the head of a ward, who then became a midwife too, and took a course in management …”


“Mom …”


Smothered by the stuffiness of the hot room I walk towards the window that overlooks the lake, a set of red lights from last Christmas blink relentlessly on the windowsill. Draped over the window, which is forbidden to be opened to allow in even the slightest draft of cold air, are the living room curtains that Mom brought with her from our old house in Silfurtún and shortened. I recognise the pattern. From that vantage point one can observe a hearse backing out with its daily cargo. 


“My little Gudrún Waterlily was conceived between two tussocks at the end of May, as freckled as a golden plover’s egg, and highly educated on sea matters, and with some boyfriend who is a rapper and chews tobacco and wears an earring, not a normal earring, but some ginormous piercing with a whole spool of thread, a good-natured guy from the fishing village of Eskifjördur who watched over his granny when she was on her deathbed …”


“Mom, we get the picture …”


“Some men never recover after being jilted …”


“You can’t trust everything she says,” I say and open the window.


Then it’s as if she were about to recount something, but can no longer remember what she was going to say and she fades like a transmitter that has lost its signal. For a moment she has vanished into another world and another time, where she is trying to navigate through a foggy landscape, to find a guiding star. She is a young girl who has lost her sheep and casts her misty gaze around the room, old faces slowly filing past the barren landscape.


The girl silently ducks out the door and my mother tries to adjust her hearing aid, to tune into my wavelength, into the earth’s magnetic field, the correct time frequency.


I stand by the bookshelves and glance at the titles: War and Peace by Tolstoy, A Farewell to Arms by Hemingway, Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, Elie Wiesel’s Night, This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen by Tadeusz Borowski, Sophie’s Choice by William Styron, Fatelessness by Imre Kertész, Saying Yes to Life in Spite of Everything by Viktor Frankl, Primo Levi’s If This Is a Man. I pull Paul Celan’s collection of poems off the shelf and flip to “Death Fugue”: “we drink you at night / we drink and drink.” I slip the book into my pocket and pull out the First World War.


“Since you came out of your mother’s womb there have been 568 wars,” says the voice from the armchair.


It is difficult to know when my mother is actually with us because she’s like an electrical current that comes and goes, or should I say a flickering candle. Just as I’m thinking she’s extinguished, she unexpectedly flares up again.


Once the girl has left, I help my mother into bed. I hold her under the arm and she drags her slippers along the light green linoleum. What does she weigh? Forty kilos? It would take less than a gust to knock her over, the slightest breeze, even a puff of air would completely flatten her. I push two embroidered cushions aside and sit on the edge of her bed for a moment. She lies down and her body disappears into the mattress. The perfume I gave her is on the bedside table, “Eternity Now,” because my mother likes to dab the back of her ears with the hereafter. She holds my hand, blue veins, the worldly-wise back of her hand, her nails are polished once a week.


Mom was the one who helped me with maths when I was in secondary school and she couldn’t understand why it wasn’t a piece of cake for everyone. 


“Equations are a cinch,” she’d say.


And she explained to me how I could work out square roots without using a pocket calculator. She said the square root of 2 (√2) is the number that gives two when it is multiplied by itself. We are therefore looking for an unknown number x, which is therefore x · 2 = 2. We see that x is between 1.4 and 1.5 because 1.42 = 1.96 < 2 but 1.52 = 2.25 > 2. The next step is to look at the numbers between 1.40, 1.41, 1.42, and so on up to 1.49. It turns out that 1.412 = 1.9881 < 2 and 1.422 = 2.0164 > 2. This demonstrates that the square root of two is somewhere between 1.41 and 1.42.


“Have they negotiated a truce?” I hear her ask from the bed.


She gets her hair done once a week and the spring sun pouring through the western window illuminates her beautifully shaped light purple hair; she is a ball of fluff in the sunrays.


“Sixty million killed in World War II,” she continues.


Talking to Mom is like talking to no one. That suits me fine, it’s enough for me to feel the warmth from another living body. I decide that she understands me and come straight to the point.


“I’m unhappy,” I say.


She pats the back of my hand.


“We all have our battles to fight,” she says, before adding: “Napoleon was exiled from himself. Josephine was lonely in her marriage, just like me.” 


On top of the bookcase is a row of framed photographs, most of them of my daughter, Waterlily, at various ages. Two are of me and two of my brother, Logi, both equally represented. In one of the pictures I’m four years old and standing on a chair, hanging on to my mother’s neck. She is wearing a light blue sweater and dark red lipstick and a white pearl necklace. I have a brush haircut, like a hedgehog, and have one bandaged arm in a sling. This is my oldest memory; they had to nail the arm together. Mom stands by the organ. What was being celebrated? Was it her birthday? I see now, as I peer at the picture, that there is a Christmas tree in the background. It’s been forty-five years since that photograph was taken and the boy’s expression is genuine and sincere.


The other picture is a confirmation photo. My lips are slightly parted and I’m staring at the photographer in bewilderment, as if a stranger had woken me up, as if I had yet to feel my way in the world that I’d been born into. It was a world made of teak with floral wallpaper in every room; apart from that it was all in black and white, like the TV.


I make one final attempt:


“I don’t know who I am. I’m nothing and I own nothing.”


“Your father didn’t live through the Iranian war, nor the Iraqi war, nor Afghanistan, nor Ukraine, nor Syria … nor the Kárahnjúkar power plant protests, nor the roadwork that doubled the width of the Miklabraut highway …”


She stretches across the bedside table and pulls out some red lipstick. 


Shortly after that I hear her launch into the Nordic king sagas:


“… Haakon Athelstan, Harald Bluetooth, Sweyn Forkbeard, Cnut the Great, Harald Fairhair, Eric Bloodaxe, Olaf Tryggvason …” she rattles off.


She is getting agitated and tells me she’s busy.


“I’m a bit busy, Pumpkin dear.”


The news is about to start and she half rises to turn on the radio and tackle the war of the day in the news summary, after which she will lie down with the death notices and funeral announcements in her ear.


When I leave, I call the help line to let them know there is a goose with a broken wing at the old folk’s home.


“A male bird,” I say. “Alone. With no mate.”


And then I try to remember, didn’t Hemingway shoot himself with his favourite rifle?




… the scepticism of manliness, related to the genius for war and conquest





The guy at the tattoo parlour had told me that my skin would be sore for a few days and that I could expect it to redden, or possibly even to itch and burst into a rash. If the skin started to swell and I developed a fever, I might need to take antibiotics or, in the worst-case scenario, go to an emergency room. I wouldn’t be surprised if I were already experiencing the first symptoms.


Svanur is polishing the Opel when I get back from Mom’s, the caravan sits ready in the driveway. He is wearing sandals and an orange fleece jacket, emblazoned with the logo of the tyre company he briefly worked for a few years ago. We met when he was working at Steel Legs Ltd., and it was actually Svanur who told me about the vacant attic apartment on this street, opposite his and Aurora’s place. Apart from that, we’re not close. At the moment he’s convalescing at home, recovering from a slipped disc operation. Two “stay-at-home men” is what he calls us.


He has set up two folding chairs on the sidewalk, as if he were expecting a guest, and beckons me over.


I get the feeling that my neighbour has been watching me; when I came out this morning he was lingering near the dustbins with his dog and watching my front door.


Over the past few days his visits have also multiplied; he needed to borrow a wrench of a specific size and then returned it and asked me to help him lift the new fridge he just bought for the caravan. First and foremost, though, he wants to chat about what occupies his entire brain: motorised vehicles and the status of women in the world, two fields of interest that he tries to combine as much as possible. He drags over one of the folding chairs and signals me to sit. I have no alternative but to chat with my neighbour. 


“People don’t take good enough care of their cars” is the first thing he says to me. “We live on an island that’s blasted by the sea and rusts the chassis. It’s not enough to spray it once a year and change the oil; you’ve also got to polish it regularly. Three coats of polish and rubs in between. It’s just garbage the stuff they use in those car washes.”


He leans on the other folding chair.


“Some people drive on punctured tyres for years and end up having to change the whole wheel.”


Svanur doesn’t do conversations, but instead delivers monologues without looking at me, gazing somehow beyond me, as if the person he were really talking to were somehow beside or above me.


“When you think about how women are treated in the world, it makes you ashamed to be a man,” he continues.


He straddles the chair and leans forward, pressing his elbows against his knees.


It transpires that Svanur has subscribed to some foreign TV channels and last night he watched a documentary about the circumcision of women and a current affairs programme about women and war.


“You’ve got a daughter …”


“Yes.”


“Did you know that women do 90 percent of all the work on earth, but only own 1 percent of its assets? And what do men do in the meantime?”


He doesn’t wait for an answer and continues: 


“They dawdle, get drunk, and wage war.”


He holds his big blacksmith’s hands up to his face, his fingers greased with oil.


“Do you know how many women are raped every hour?”


“In the world, you mean?”


“In the world, yes.”


“No.”


“Seventeen thousand five hundred.”


We both fall silent.


Then he continues.


“And do you know how many women will die giving birth tomorrow, Tuesday, May the sixth?”


“No.”


“About two thousand.”


He draws a deep breath.


“And as if it weren’t enough for them to die giving birth, they have to endure forced marriages.”


He removes his glasses, which are as thick as the bottom of a bottle and haven’t been polished for ages. He says that he’s short-sighted and astigmatic and that, if he takes off his glasses, the outline of the volcano on the other side of the bay goes fuzzy. He looks straight at me for the first time.


“We who are in the know and do nothing are the guilty ones.”


There is a swarm of small birds in the garden, they fly off the roof, under the drainpipe, and vanish in an instant. I stand up and he then tells me there’s an American chocolate cake in the oven and he’s wondering if I’d like to pop in.


“Betty Crocker,” he adds. And after a moment’s hesitation: “Aurora is on a gluten-free diet.”


So Svanur bakes.


He says that he just stuck the cake into the oven and that it should be ready in a short while.


I think it over. I have yet to borrow the hunting rifle from him.


“It’s good for men to have someone to confide in,” I hear him saying.


I tell him I’ll be over soon.


I first need to pop into my apartment to check on something.




I am a watercolour.


I wash off





This morning half a mountain is visible through the kitchen window, as well as a stretch of the cold green sea; the mountain vanishes as yet another floor is added to the high-rise that is being built.


I turn on the computer and Google famous writers who have killed themselves. The number of pages on this subject surprises me. I would never have imagined there was such a large group of famous men and women who decided at some point to put an end to their lives. My recollection was correct: the author of The Sun Also Rises and To Have and Have Not had used his favourite rifle. Nor do I need much time to confirm my suspicion that most men shoot them-selves, although it is more prevalent in countries where gun ownership is more widespread. I scroll down a page and see that a short story writer shot himself with a shotgun in the middle of a ski slope and painted it red, and a thirty-year-old poet first shot his young mistress and then himself; when he was discovered in his hotel room in Paris, his toenails were painted red and a cross was tattooed on one of his soles. Few leap out of windows, although several leap off bridges into rivers, and some rivers are more popular than others, such as the Seine, for example. I see that one of the people who drowned in the Seine was Paul Celan, the author of the collection of poetry on my mother’s shelf, which I still have in my jacket pocket. The Roman poet Petronius slit his wrists and then bandaged them again in order to delay his death so that he could listen to his friend reciting poems about life. Sleeping pills also feature as a way of enabling people to sleep longer than usual in hotel rooms, for eternity you might say.


I note with interest that women apply other methods, focusing more on gas ovens in the kitchen or exhaust fumes in sealed garages after a few shots of vodka.


I also notice that it’s the women who are more prone to leaving farewell notes, they write a few lines: For my lover, returning to his wife and say of themselves: As for me, I am a watercolour. I wash off. Virginia Woolf left a love letter to her husband before she filled her pockets with stones and walked into the River Ouse. I don’t think two people could have been happier, she wrote. Other farewells were simple, such as the poet who jumped off a boat in the Gulf of Mexico exclaiming: Goodbye, everybody!


What strikes me is the fact that these men and women were generally younger than me, by as much as two decades. The years before or after thirty are the most difficult. One decides to end it at the age of thirty-two and another at thirty-three, both novelists; there is also a thirty-four-year-old painter; Mayakovsky reaches the age of thirty-six; Pavese was forty-one. Turning thirty-seven is difficult for an artist and not everyone overcomes that hurdle. Musicians are even younger: Brian Jones, Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Kurt Cobain, Amy Winehouse, and Jim Morrison were all twenty-seven years old. I’ve passed the dying age of artists.


Other laws apply when you’re just ordinary.


About to turn forty-nine


Male


Divorced


Heterosexual


Powerless


With no sex life


A handyman 




A scar is an abnormal skin formation that has grown around a wound or lesion





Svanur stands on the chequered kitchen floor in his socks and his “Shit Happens” T-shirt and ties his apron.


I watch him slip on red oven mitts, open the oven, cautiously pull out the rack with the baking mould, and stick a needle thermometer into the cake.


“Another seven minutes,” he says, before pouring cream into a bowl and plugging in the mixer. He turns his back to me as he concentrates on the task. Once he has whipped the cream, he rinses the whisks and sticks them into the dishwasher.


I consider the right moment to raise the issue of the rifle.


While he is scooping the cream out of the bowl with a spatula, he says he has noticed a certain restlessness in Aurora’s soul.


He still has his back turned to me.


“You never know what a woman is thinking. They betray nothing on the surface, then suddenly they make a decision and tell you they don’t love you anymore. Like they’ve secretly been changing.”


He takes the cake out of the oven, frees it from the mould, cuts a slice, and then meticulously examines the wound to ensure it is fully baked. Once that’s done, he cautiously places the slice on my plate with the pastry server, propped up by his stubby fingers. 


He seems anxious and wants to know if there were any signs in the air before Gudrún left me.


I give this some thought.


“She told me I repeated everything she said.”


He is flabbergasted.


“Repeated, how do you mean?”


“Yeah, she told me that when she said something to me, I would answer by repeating what she’d just said. For example, by changing an affirmation into a question.”


Svanur’s face is one big question mark.


I explain.


“When she said, ‘Waterlily phoned,’ then I would answer, ‘Yeah, Waterlily phoned?’ That’s called repetition, she said.”


Svanur looks at me as if I’d proposed a new theory on the laws of black hole physics and time.


“Isn’t it okay to repeat?” he asks hesitantly.


“No, Gudrún didn’t think so.”


“And what should one say—instead of repeating?”


“I’m not sure.”


“Did you ask her not to leave?”


“No, I didn’t.”


He grabs a milk carton from the fridge, pours two glasses, and pushes one over to me. My mother sometimes saves a glass of milk for me with a slice of brown-butter layer cake with white buttercream on a plate on her beside table; the milk is lukewarm out of the steel flask that is actually meant for coffee, I know the taste. 


We are both silent.


Then my neighbour picks up the thread.


“Now you’re a womaniser.”


I ask myself whether I’ve misheard him or whether he might attribute some other meaning to that word than I do. But Svanur isn’t the type to speak in metaphors.


Should I tell him that I haven’t touched a woman’s bare flesh—not deliberately at least—not held a woman with both hands for eight years and five months, or since Gudrún and I stopped having sex together, and that apart from my mother, ex-wife, and daughter—the three Gudrúns—there are no women in my life. There is no shortage of bodies in this world, however, and they occasionally have the power to stir me and remind me that I am a man. A woman steps out of a hot tub, water trickles down her flesh and the mounting steam engulfs her; it’s close to freezing outside and the half-moon wading through the clouds enters the scene just before the swimming pool closes. It’s also possible that I may have unwittingly grazed bare arms in a short-sleeved shirt while I was queuing in a store, or that a woman’s hair may have touched me as she was bending over; the girl who cuts my hair springs to mind, for example. When she shampoos me at the sink, she stands behind me, massages me around the temples and says I have good hair. I once asked her what she was thinking and she laughed, looking at me through the mirror, and answered: a certain man and recipe. No, I would need to shoot myself, to shred my flesh with a steel bullet to feel the body. That’s what men do.


“Because some of Aurora’s friends were asking whether you were chasing skirt. She asked me and I told her that you’re not chasing skirt at the moment. They asked Aurora if you were over your wife yet and she asked me and I told her you weren’t. They wanted to know whether you frequented cafés or the theatre and I said I didn’t think so. They asked if you’re a reader and I told Aurora that you are, so she told them and they seemed to be quite excited by that and wanted to know what kind of books and I said novels and poetry, and they wanted to know Icelandic or foreign and I said both.”


Before I know it, I’ve popped the question:


“I was wondering if you could lend me a rifle. For the weekend.”


If my request has caught him off guard, he isn’t showing any sign of it. Instead he nods, takes off the apron, and places it on the back of the chair, as if he had been waiting for me to mention the weapon. He vanishes into the living room and I hear him rummaging through a locked cupboard. In the meantime, I examine two photographs on the fridge, one of Svanur in a fleece jacket with the dog by his side and the other of Aurora in a group of smiling women. They’re in outdoor gear and hiking boots and half of the group is kneeling as if it were a photo of a football team. After a short while he returns with the rifle and leans it against the wall, beside the mop. He motions towards the pictures.


“Once the caravan is fixed, Aurora and I can find our own patch of moss by any babbling brook we want.”


He then sits opposite me at the table and pours himself another glass of milk.


I hear him say that he suspects Aurora has started to read poetry.


“When I slipped past her through the bathroom door last night, she said that I was eclipsing her horizon.”


He shakes his head.


“Sometimes I feel it’s better to think about Aurora than have her beside me. She’d never understand that.”


He has his elbows on the table, hands in front of his face, and speaks between his fingers.


“Aurora doesn’t realise that a man has got stuff going on inside. That a man has a feeling for beauty. Oil leaks from the car onto the wet asphalt and the rainbow colours make me dream of another reality.”


I stand up, take the shotgun, and Svanur escorts me to the front steps. I hold the weapon under my arm, with the barrel pointing down.


Should I tell him how things are, that I’m not going to grow old?


Does he suspect that?


If I were to ask Svanur to give me just one reason why I should continue to live. 


I’d only ask for one, but it could be two.


By way of explanation, I’d say that I’m lost.


Would he then say: I know what you mean, I don’t know who I am either. And embrace me in the gap of the hall door, half inside and half out, his body framed in a rectangular halo, over a hundred kilos, in a T-shirt tucked into his trousers at the front and hanging out at the back. Two middle-aged men locked in an embrace on the steps in front of the entrance, the fifth of the fifth?


Aurora would call out: “Who’s there? If they’re selling dried fish or prawns, take the prawns. Don’t buy any liquorice. It’s not good for you.”


What could Svanur say that would be a revelation to me?


Would he look for some appropriate poetic or philosophical quotation on death? Would he find the words to change the situation? Or would he just say:


“You’ll die soon enough anyway. You can be sure of that. Talk to me again in thirty years’ time and then you’ll be clinging to every minute like a dog to a bone. Like your mom.”


Instead he says:


“Have I shown you the scar already?”


“The scar? No, what scar?”


“From the slipped disc operation.”


Before I know it, he’s yanking his T-shirt out of his trousers and pulling it up behind. There are few people on the street in the middle of a workday. 


A large scar stretches along his spine. I picture how the guy at Tryggvi’s Tattoo Parlour would tackle this with a quad bike or snowmobile, but I resist the temptation to reveal my water lily.


“Did you know,” he says, “that in some places in the world scars are symbols that command respect and a person who bears a big and impressive scar is a person who has looked a wild beast in the eye, tackled his fears, and survived?”


I walk across the street with the rifle under my arm, up to the fourth floor, and lay it on the double bed.




Most scars on the skin are flat and pale in colour and only retain a small portion of the wound that caused their formation





I just got through the door when the phone in my pocket rings.


It’s the nursing home. A messenger. The woman apologetically introduces herself as a member of the staff who is helping my mother make a phone call. My mother was expecting me today but I didn’t show up. She says this hesitantly and cautiously, as if she knows it’s only been two hours since I visited Mom and that I seldom visit less than three times a week. She passes the phone to Mom. My lunchtime visit has been erased from her mind.


Mom’s voice quivers on the line: 


“This is Gudrún Stella Jónasdóttir Snæland, can I speak to Jónas?”


“It’s me, Mom.”


“Is that you, Jónas?”


“Yes, this is my number you called, Mom dear.” She wants to know why I never visit her.


I tell her I came today.


She mulls this over and, while she tries to get her bearings, I hang on the line.


When she comes back to me she says she remembers my visit well, but forgot to ask me something when I was there. If I have a saw. The job she wants to ask me to do is to remove the branch of a tree that keeps knocking against a window by her bed and prevents her from sleeping.


“Your father kept his toolbox in our bedroom. He was a reliable man, your father, even though he wasn’t much fun.”


She hesitates.


“Did you say you were going on a journey?”


“No.”


“Didn’t you say you were going to war?”


“No, not that either.”


She dithers again.


“Are you going on a special mission, Pumpkin dear?”


Special mission. I think about that term. Like to save the planet. Discover a new vaccine?


“No.” 


There is yet another long silence on the phone. Maybe she’s trying to remember why she called.


“Don’t you want to live, Pumpkin dear?”


“I’m not sure.”


“At least you still have all your hair. The men on my side don’t lose their hair.”


Before I know it, I’ve said it:


“Gudrún Waterlily isn’t mine.”


I could have added she isn’t the blood of my blood. I haven’t procreated anything, the line dies out with me.


I hear rustling at the other end and voices in the distance that seem to be drawing closer. There is a prolonged silence before she continues:


“Your father and I visited a history museum on our honeymoon. That was about as romantic as it got. But what struck me the most was that the soldiers’ uniforms were made out of such thin material. Made out of lousy sheets, all for show.”


“I know, Mom.”


I sense there is something still bothering her.


“Who’s Heidegger?” Mom finally asks.


Didn’t I once write an essay about Heidegger in my only year at university? Wasn’t he the one who claimed that humanity’s relationship with reality should grow out of a sense of wonderment? Like a child or a young animal.


“A German philosopher. Why do you ask?” 


“Because he phoned this morning and was asking for you. I told him he had the wrong number.”




Apologia pro vita sua (A defence of one’s own life)





A number of other options were certainly considered. It occurs to me, for example, that I could take down the ceiling light and use the hook. A decision also has to be made about the location. I stage different scenarios in my mind. Should I shoot myself in the living room or hang myself in the bedroom, kitchenette, or bathroom? I also have to choose what clothes to wear. What would be appropriate? Pyjamas, Sunday best, work clothes, in my socks or shoes?


Suddenly I remember that Waterlily has a key and might barge in on me. It would be typical of her to be standing there in the middle of the living room out of the blue to share something she had just discovered. She would say:


“Dad, did you know that bird couples only migrate to this island once and therefore can’t draw any lessons from the experience?”


How long would it take for her to start worrying about me? What’s more, she’d be the one who would have to go through my stuff. I think of the basement downstairs, which is full of junk that should have been sorted and thrown away long ago. Shouldn’t I spare her the burden? 


As soon as I open the basement door, I see the stool I designed and built when Gudrún and I started living together. It has an adjustable seat that can be raised and lowered. There’s the toboggan and the orange tent that takes the better part of a day to put up, sleeping bags and hiking shoes. I haven’t been down in this basement since I moved into the block and I sidestep my way between the boxes. One of them is marked with Mom’s wobbly handwriting: “Tea set, to go to Jónas.” On a shelf there is a dollhouse I built for Waterlily and, next to it, the old record player. I’d forgotten that.


A large toolbox lies in the centre of the floor, containing various tools I rarely use: a selection of chisels, a ball-peen hammer, a number of Phillips screwdrivers, handsaws, putty spatulas, a fretsaw, a carpenter’s plane, an angle, a compass, rasps, files, three carpenter’s rulers. I have a claw hammer and screwdrivers of various types and sizes in the toolbox I keep under the sink or in the trunk of the car. It also contains a drill, the first tool I bought after I met Gudrún. We rented a basement flat in the Furumelur district that had a ruined linoleum floor, so I read up on it and managed to lay down a parquet on my own. Once I’d learned that, I found out how to tile, wallpaper, and change the plumbing. I thought in metres, length and width, 170 times 80 or 92 times 62. I agree with my mother when she says it’s easier to express suffering in numbers than in longing, but when I think of beauty I nevertheless think of 4,252 grams and 52 centimetres.


Far in the corner lies a battered cardboard box, carefully taped and labelled THROW AWAY with a black felt-tip marker. If I remember correctly, this is the box that was also supposed to be thrown away in the last and second-to-last move and it has remained unopened in several cellars. Why is it still here then? I fetch a box cutter from my toolbox, splice through the tape, and lift the lids. It seems to be mostly university books from my only year at university. I pick up Beyond Good and Evil by Nietzsche and skim through a pile of typed essays and handwritten glossaries. In the middle of the box there is a brown envelope. I open it and pull out a twenty-seven-year-old newspaper cutting with a yellowed obituary about my father. It’s written by one of his friends, who offers condolences to his surviving wife. He also mentions his two sons, Logi, the living image of his father, doing his final year in Business Studies, and Jónas, who has his mother’s talent for music and is taking his first year in Philosophy. It occurs to me that in just two weeks I’ll be the same age as Dad was when he collapsed on the doorstep. Maybe the same genetic defect will spare me the bother?


“I looked out the kitchen window and saw your father staggering and I thought he was drunk,” said Mom. “When I came out he was lying on the path. They took him away and left me on my own. 


“Some people don’t follow you all the way,” she added.


That same evening, Mom removed Dad’s shirts from the hangers on his side of the wardrobe and piled them up on their bed.


“Don’t you want to wait with that, Mom?” I asked. “At least until the funeral?”


We gave all the clothes away and because Mom didn’t want to run into anyone wearing his coat, I was sent off with four bags of his clothes to a neighbouring town.


It used to get on my nerves when Dad would ask how I was getting on at school, I even suspected he was secretly researching the subject. That hunch was confirmed when we were going through his stuff; he had ordered a book entitled How to Ask Clever Questions about Nietzsche.
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