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Just So Many Places

 

Jessica Stilling


This book is dedicated to the country of Iceland,

my favorite place in the world.


Chapter One

The house they bought in Iceland could have walked right out of the 1980s. Not flashy ’80s. Not strobe lights and synthesizers, not Bowie or the synth-heavy music and hand-drawn animation of Rainbow Brite. This was post-70s microfilm, a chunky silver Sony Walkman, a Cabbage Patch Kid. The house came furnished because that was the way one bought things here in the middle of nowhere, on a bumpy swath of a sheep farm only miles from the Arctic Circle.

Something about the straight modernist lines, the threadbare orange shag, earth-toned upholstery, and dark cabinets with brass handles reminded Marissa of her parents’ starter house in Connecticut, the one they had to renovate before they even thought about selling it. It was Mork & Mindy or the razor-thin line between ironed hair and feathered bangs. Mostly it was the prevalence of the color orange and all that brown wood. Some of it must have been stained. The house was pleated bell-bottoms and an orange blouse with Little House on the Prairie sleeves.

Marissa stood in the hall gazing at the house on this Icelandic farm she and her wife, Calypso, had just moved into. They’d had their stuff sent over a few weeks earlier, and the boxes had been left in the front hall for them to rummage through at a more leisurely pace. The last two days, they’d been busy unpacking their clothes and toiletries, and a few of the creature comforts that had not come with the furnished house, like the French press they’d bought in the East Village last year and the set of Japanese knives one of Marissa’s colleagues at NYU had gotten them as a wedding present. Gay marriage had been legal in New York for ten years, yet the liberal NYU faculty still relished the perceived novelty of a lesbian wedding.

It was their third day in the house, and Marissa had a hearty to-do list. Go shopping. Call the farm store about a weekly hay delivery. Get a handle on how to deal with all these animals. Clean the back study. Write that book she was supposed to complete by the end of her semester-turned-year-long sabbatical. It was still midmorning, but Calypso was a pro at sleeping in, so Marissa had decided to tackle the study by herself. She was about to turn toward the back of the house, down a long gray hallway with scratchy carpet (she was really going to have to take care of that), when she heard a car out front. That was the thing about this place—even from miles away it was easy to hear traffic. Marissa was sure if her neighbors raised their voices, she’d hear it.

The couple who lived down the road had already knocked on their door to let them know that one of the posts in their back fence near the barn was broken. “You’ll want to take care of that before winter,” this neighbor had said, smiling kindly as he spoke English with a thick Scandinavian accent. Though Marissa spoke fluent Icelandic (and Norwegian, her Danish was passable as was her Swedish, hence her PhD in Scandinavian languages), the locals knew she and her wife were Americans. Word had already gotten out, and everyone spoke English to them. Calypso barely knew how to say hello in Icelandic, so it was helpful to her, but Marissa felt like an imposter when she spoke English with the locals.

“I thought Iceland wasn’t that cold? The whole thing about ice was a lie to get everyone to move to Greenland,” Marissa had said to this neighbor. She knew Iceland; she’d studied here for years in graduate school. Yes, it got cold, but not usually any colder than, say, Central Park on any given Tuesday in December.

That neighbor, a Larus Snorinsson, had nodded at her understandingly, and she knew she’d played the role of ignorant American.

“Maybe in Reykjavík it doesn’t get that cold, but we are near the Arctic Circle,” he’d said. “It gets cold. You don’t want to lose your livestock.”

But now tires crunched over the dirt, followed by the slight purr of an engine idling and then cutting before a car door opened and slammed shut with a thick burst of metallic force. Marissa had just turned back toward the front door when she heard a knock. The house didn’t have a doorbell yet, and when Marissa had asked her wife if she wanted to get one installed, Calypso had shrugged. “I thought you came here to get away from people?” she’d said.

The knock sounded again, and Marissa marched purposefully to the door, pulling her long red hair back from her face. She was met with a man in a gray tweed blazer and cream-colored linen pants. His thick black hair and glasses completed the professor look he seemed to be going for. He resembled a couple of her NYU colleagues in the Scandinavian Language Department.

“Kristjan,” Marissa said, opening the door wider to let their real estate attorney in. “I thought we signed all the papers.”

Kristjan Magnusson, who had been working with Calypso and Marissa’s real estate attorney in New York City up until they closed on the farm, nodded as he stepped into the house and stood in the entranceway, refusing to pass the threshold. Marissa gazed past him, out the door, and at the long sweeping miles of grass, the cloudy sky in the distance—everything so limitless. She turned to the worn wood of the barn as a single door swung lazily open, but not a single animal had moved out.

“I see you are settling in nicely,” he said. “Enjoying the place?”

“Of course,” Marissa replied, wondering why he’d made the trip, more than an hour’s drive from Reykjavík. “Do you pay house calls all the time?”

“No, no.” Kristjan shook his head. “My sister lives in town. I would have called, but I did want to drop off these papers and thought it would be better to hand them over since I was coming so close anyway. Better than sending them certified mail.” Kristjan held out a thick brown envelope, and Marissa grabbed it, feeling its heft right away.

“I thought we had the deed to the land, the house, the outbuildings. And the bank is taking care of the mortgage.”

Kristjan nodded and smiled as he pointed at the thick envelope. “That is for the livestock. You bought the sheep along with the property. This is their bill of sale.”

“Right,” Marissa whispered to herself.

Then, she heard it, the bleating, the bah-bah-baaahhhing since their arrival. At first, Calypso couldn’t stand it. Growing up in the South Bronx, Marissa’s wife had been used to loud music and cars, horns honking, even people arguing out on the street, but sheep… It had been like the crickets the first few weeks at their country house in Upstate New York. Sure, Calypso could handle a car alarm at 3:00 a.m., but crickets…had taken some getting used to. Their first night on this farm, Marissa had watched as her wife covered her ears and hid under the covers. Then Calypso had started laughing as Marissa went downstairs in a pair of fishermen’s waders to go out and throw some hay at the animals, which had only ba-aahed all the more as she tossed it into their wooden trough.

“I’m not sure if we’re feeding them right. They’re always hungry.”

Kristjan narrowed his eyes, and Marissa wondered if she’d played into the ignorant American stereotype once again. “Ah, the sounds of sheep. I grew up on a farm out here, and they’re strange animals. But for the longest time, these animals were the only commodity in town. We didn’t have wood, not much agriculture, simply sheep, and salmon on the coast… But, the previous owners of the house are right next door, so you can always ask them for help.”

Again, Marissa gazed out at the sea of flat grassland that went on for miles. It was almost like being on the surface of the moon, the land jagged and craggy yet completely untouched. The neighbor’s house, a small blue shack-like number with white shutters, was the nearest building in sight. Past the house, a wall of sharp, rocky mountains hovered over the flat landscape. For an island that had protruded out of the sea millions of years ago, what it had lost out on in size or population had been made up for in how far you could see.

“If I ever get to see my neighbors. The house must be what…a half mile away? They never seem to be around.”

“Oh, I’m sure they’ll be along. The property has been in their family for years. The Jonassons have lived on this land since Iceland got out from under the thumb of Denmark. Olafur’s brother used to own this farm, and Olafur and Ada inherited it after he died. They kept it for a year, rented it out, hoping their son, their only child, would come around and take it. But he married a girl from the east coast, and she wanted to start a store over near Akranes, so they finally sold it.”

“I didn’t know that side of the story,” Marissa said, wondering about these mysterious neighbors she had yet to meet, even though they’d sold her the house. It had all been a stream of lawyers, loan officers, and notaries. “I thought they’d inherited the property and didn’t have a use for it. That was why it was so cheap.”

“Oh, Olafur, he sold it too cheap to spite his son. I told him he could have asked for more. To show his son he’d rather throw the farm away than let him have it after the son rejected it. And Karason—who rented the place for a year—caused a real commotion before he left. Olafur didn’t want to go through that again, so he sold it.”

“Does the son want it now? I hope I didn’t walk into some family drama. When Gunnar Jacobson told me about this property—”

“Good old Gunnar. Many Icelanders forget about this place when they leave, but not Gunnar. And I hear he’s done pretty well for himself. What does he do at your school?”

“He’s the head of Scandinavia Languages at New York University. When I told him I wanted to rent a place here for my sabbatical, he said he knew of a farm for sale. I said I wasn’t considering buying a farm, but at the price… Even with the cost of moving here, it was too good to pass up.”

“You got a steal; that’s for sure. This wasn’t even on the market when Gunnar called to recommend you. And your wife was okay with you guys packing up and going?” Kristjan eyed her for a second, and Marissa turned her head to glance up the stairs, where Calypso might still be sleeping. Her wife had a way of surprising her, the way she tiptoed downstairs.

Marissa hadn’t made the best argument for buying an entire farm instead of a house. Calypso had her work in New York and the girls she was mentoring through the Inner-City Sisters of Law and Justice, and she hadn’t wanted to leave. But getting a property in Scandinavia, in Marissa’s favorite country, at the price they’d gotten this farm for, was too good to pass up. Even if it came with all those sheep. “At least it’ll have good resale value in a few years,” Calypso had said when she’d capitulated.

Marissa gripped the packet of papers in her hand. “So, this is it? We own everything now?”

“You and the bank,” Kristjan said.

Marissa smiled as she touched the frame of the door, signaling to the real estate attorney that it was time to leave. There were a few more pleasantries before he said goodbye, and he turned toward his large black truck parked near the barn.

Marissa didn’t watch him go, but she did stand in the doorway for an extra few seconds, taking in the rolling green land. Her love of this country had started slowly. Her parents were Norwegian, and she’d spent some time outside of Oslo as a little girl. Later, when studying Scandinavian languages in college, she decided one spring break not to join her friends in Cancun, but to fly by herself to Iceland. She had been listening to some Scandinavian folk music, and it hit her: I want to go to Iceland. Not back to Norway where she had family, or Sweden or Denmark—other popular tourist spots in the late ’90s. But Iceland…because no one she knew had ever been there.

So she’d taken the money she’d saved from her waitressing job at a tiny diner on the Upper West Side of Manhattan and gone.

The little houses, set like blocks on a street and everything so clean and quiet, somehow connected her to the people despite her sense of loneliness. She’d started studying Icelandic when she returned to Columbia University and never stopped. But now, Marissa owned a piece of Iceland. The girl she was in college would have been so proud. As she turned to go into the house, she heard the animals whining in the barn a few feet away. They were due to be fed in another hour, and they could wait.

The envelope weighed heavy in her hand as Marissa made her way toward the study. When Gunnar Jacobson, her department chair, had approved her sabbatical, she’d told him she would finish her book, the tome about one-eyed Odin and his connection to Norse folklore. Though she was due for a sabbatical this year, it was only supposed to be a six-month leave. Gunnar had done her a favor, letting her take the entire year in Iceland. And so had Calypso. But the closer she and her wife had gotten to moving day, the less Calypso seemed to want to leave New York.

“There’s a symposium on police brutality next week—and I’m supposed to be on a farm during all this?” Calypso had said to her as they were packing for the initial trip over. “Gail and I are doing a paper on civil defense for the Columbia Law Review; you think I can just do that over the phone?”

But Marissa and her wife rarely fought, and they had worked it out. It had been so since the day they’d met a few years ago when Calypso accidentally entered the Scandinavian languages building, thinking it was the law school at NYU. Marissa had given her directions to the Vanderbilt Building on McDougal Street. But the tall woman wearing a black suit that hugged her curves, her dreadlocks pulled back in a classy bun, had come back to say thank-you to the “cute redhead who saved me from getting lost so far downtown.”

There had been a few flirtations before numbers were exchanged, text messages poured over, and dates made, at first a little awkward, then flirty, then…great. All of that had been five years ago. Since then, Marissa couldn’t picture living, or being, with anyone else. As they’d sat on the plane, Marissa had held her wife’s hand. She’d lain her head on her shoulder and listened to her quiet humming as Calypso planned out a schedule of when she’d take calls from the States and when she’d take time to do research, maybe even a little writing.

“If you’re going to write, I might as well write too,” Calypso had said at one point on the plane. “Maybe I’ll finally see what all the fuss is about, writing every little thought you have down instead of speaking it.” That was the biggest difference in their careers. As a professor, Marissa wrote a lot; she published a couple of papers a year and had already penned one book, Women and Scandinavian Folklore. Though Calypso had composed a few very good legal briefs at her job as a civil rights lawyer, and she’d had some articles published, it was her courtroom speeches that had won the admiration of her colleagues and the social justice community in New York.

She had a way in speaking to the media about a civil rights case, her head held high, confident but never showy like some of those lawyers who thought a news segment spot was a gateway to their own talk show. Her aunt called her a “talking head.” She’d appeared on CNN, guest moderating at least once a month. People flocked to her social media accounts and shared videos of her giving a talk at a law school or high school graduation. “I’m only a lawyer,” Calypso would always say, but Marissa knew her wife was two steps away from being famous. And that was awesome, but in today’s world, it was also scary. Marissa worried that after every big case gunshots would go off on the steps of the courthouse building as Calypso left.

Marissa smiled as she thought about her wife, asleep in their bed. But when she reached the end of the hallway, the light was on in the kitchen and the bitter aroma of coffee wafted through the air.

“I smell beans from Brazil,” Marissa said as she entered the kitchen.

Calypso stood with her long dreadlocks pulled back from her face, wearing an oversized T-shirt and a striped blue-and-white pajama bottom. “And I smell fresh air and…sheep…” Calypso smiled and made a face of faux annoyance before beckoning to her. “Come here, you.”

Marissa walked closer, to the pip-pip-pip of the steel coffee maker. At the sink, Calypso poured the grounds she’d just pulverized with that machine they’d bought in Reykjavík—the last bastion of civilization before they’d headed for the moonscape of the farm—into the pot.

Before Marissa could embrace her, the sound came over them like an announcement over a loudspeaker: ba-ah, ba-ah, ba-ah.

“Damn animals,” Calypso said, still smiling as she walked over to Marissa. She pushed a strand of red hair back from her face. “Damn sheep; can’t hear myself think with these creatures.”

“Can’t hear anyone think,” Marissa said.

It was a constant, reminiscent of the rush of traffic in New York City, where sometimes a horn honked extra loud, then another and another, as if they were in some kind of parade, and honestly—a person got used to it. Those animals made that sound, raw and confused, perpetually baffled as to where they were or what they were doing. The lost sheep, an apt metaphor. Marissa had thought about purchasing the farm without them, but they were included in the great deal they’d gotten; they couldn’t get the farm without the animals. She’d thought maybe it would be okay to give them to the previous owner of the home since they lived at the farm next door, but they had their own and did not want them.

From the window, Marissa saw that a couple of ewes had wandered into the sprawling green swath of land. The animals were big; she had to give them that. Something about sheep, about lambs, white and pure and simple. It turned out the stereotype of the tiny, toy-like creatures depicted in Easter cards and on boxes of candy didn’t quite hold water. They were big and dirty and…not the fluffy white clouds people pictured. William Blake’s Lamb did not take into account how dumb these animals were. One look at their faces, staring into those cold, black eyes, reminded her of staring at…nothing. Calypso fiddled with the raw sugar they’d picked up in Reykjavík, pulling Marissa out of her thoughts.

“You ready to write?” Calypso asked, pulling her dreadlocks behind her ears. “One-eyed Odin better be ready to spill his guts.”

“He’s a fickle god,” Marissa teased. “You never can tell what he’ll say.”

The coffee pot hissed like the old radiators in her first prewar apartment near Columbia.

Calypso hadn’t cut her dreadlocks since Marissa had met her. They grew well past her shoulders, complementing her milk-and-coffee complexion and the tiny freckles that swept across her nose and cheeks. That milky coffee complexion got so many questions, and honestly, Marissa realized she’d known so little about racism until she started dating a Black woman and saw the error of her ways. Living in Greenwich Village meant their interracial woman-and-woman romance didn’t garner much in the way of overt discrimination. No one refused to serve them. No one screamed at them in the street. Sure, they got the odd stare; they’d been called dykes from a passing car on more than one occasion. But the horror stories Marissa had heard, the ones she knew were true out there in the rest of America, had not reached her, and she knew she was lucky for that.

So, it wasn’t outright discrimination that affected them as much as the inquisitive comments, the “well meaning” questions people thought they had a right to ask. “She’s not all Black, right?” Marissa remembered one time when a friend, a liberal studies professor at NYU, had asked her that all-too-prevalent question at a party. But it wasn’t just that. So many “well meaning” people wanted to touch Calypso’s dreads or asked if her family was from Africa.

“Coffee?” Calypso asked, holding out her mug. It had come with the house and seemed to be made from fresh, newly molded ceramic with globular bumps and sandy speckles. Marissa grasped the mug in both hands. She took a whiff, set it down, then moved closer, putting her arms around Calypso’s waist and breathing in the soft scent of her lavender hand cream and lotion.

“Thank you.” Marissa spoke into the soft skin of her neck. “For the coffee, for coming, for staying in this place.”

“I knew what I was getting myself into,” Calypso replied. “The first time you looked at me with those blue eyes, something said, this girl’s an adventure. Why do you think I came back to get your number?”

“I’m glad you’re on this adventure with me,” Marissa said. Taking a seat, she watched as Calypso put three sugars in her coffee before sitting across from her at this table that appeared as if it had seen many decades and many people with its soft knicks and circular cup stains.

★

Calypso knew the coffee was good, not as good as they had in New York, not even as good as her grandmother’s coffee in Haiti, but it was earthy and natural—a lot like this country her wife had dragged her to. A year, she’d said. It was only a year, even if they were buying the place.

“If your work is too important,” Marissa had added, “I totally understand—you can stay in the city. I’ll come, maybe for a couple of weeks in the fall. I’ll be back for the winter. I don’t think I can brave the Icelandic winter, not the whole time. Or you could visit.”

It had taken Calypso a while to realize that when Marissa capitulated, when she suggested they live apart for a while, she was not being vindictive, only accommodating, as if she had to, at each and every juncture, apologize for something.

“I thought it would be colder in the house,” Calypso said as they situated themselves in their new kitchen.

“They have heat; this isn’t the dark ages. You remember Reykjavík last year.”

“Yeah, but that’s a city. Cities are always more forward thinking—”

“It’s forward thinking to have heat?” Marissa laughed. “I guess, if people have heat in subzero weather, then they might get too comfortable, and who knows what kind of hijinks will ensue.”

“Who knows what kind of hijinks.” Calypso sighed, smiling softly to herself as Marissa took another sip of her coffee, then pushed her long, red hair back behind her ears.

Even at forty-four, she’d get up in front of her colleagues and spout all that jargon no one outside her field could understand, smiling sweetly, like a girl half her age. And her skin was clear. She used to talk about that. “Smooth skin runs in my family,” Marissa had said one night while they were getting ready for bed. She’d slathered on one kind of cream after another—gels and collagen pills, stuff under the eyes to prevent bags and dark circles, the works. But she swore she’d gotten her great skin from her mother.

“My mother’s face barely aged until she hit seventy, same with my grandmother.”

“I think great skin runs in the family of money,” Calypso had replied. “Like polished hair and a good sense of fashion and being skinny run in the family of money.”

“My dad worked in an office his entire life. My mother was a teacher. It was that Wade—” Marissa had made a face at the mention of her asshole ex-husband.

“That husband,” Calypso had said.

But Marissa did have great skin, with her clear peaches-and-cream complexion, her red hair. Maybe it was because of how pleasant, how apologetic Marissa was that made it hard for people to take her seriously upon arrival. Then she started spouting words like “postmodernist literary theory,” and they held their tongues.

“In any case, they make good coffee in Iceland,” Calypso said, returning to the present. “I was expecting everything to be a little more rustic.”

“I got this coffee in the city. It is…it will be rustic here. We’ll have to hike six miles in the snow, uphill both ways, to get to the stores for provisions.”

“Funny,” Calypso replied, taking the cup Marissa had just drained and placing it in the sink. She started the water. It sputtered for a second (now that was rustic) before it sprayed extra hard on her skin. At least it was clear. Back when she’d visit her grandmother in Carrefour Ouest, she’d have to wait five whole minutes for the water to come out of the tap.

“Let me,” Marissa said, draping her arms around Calypso’s waist.

Calypso noticed she wasn’t wearing any perfume, but the scent of strawberries was always in the air whenever Marissa was around. Calypso continued washing the dishes, dripping some of the dark orange liquid soap, the same earth color as that ugly couch in the living room, on the sponge. She wasn’t sure how she was going to live with all this orange. Some redecorating was in order—once they found the time. It was a new sponge. They’d picked it up at the store off the highway before they got in. But it seemed old, one of those large old-fashioned kinds her mother used to scrub the stairs in their house in Kingsbridge, where they lived before her family moved to the North Bronx.

Marissa’s lips pressed against her neck, and she ran her hand down the side of Calypso’s arm as she continued washing. Her fingers moved softly at first, and then she held on more tightly, her nails digging in. Calypso finished the final cup (it didn’t take much) before she turned around.

“This rustic air suits you,” she said, running a damp hand down her wife’s exposed arm.

“Thank you for coming,” Marissa repeated in that apologetic voice. “I know your work, and it’s so important right now, and what you’re doing—”

“Sh.” Calypso stroked her face. “My work will get done. Gail’s got it under control. I can fly back; I know what I’m doing.”

“But your work is so important.”

“It’ll get done, baby,” Calypso said. She kissed her softly at first; it was always so soft. Calypso wondered sometimes if she might break her. “I need you. I need you to be happy, and here you are in this tiny, cold country, and you’re happy. And we have a pretty large farm, and there’s still New York to go home to, still all of that, and it’s only a year. You think the movement will be over in a year? Do you think young Black men will stop getting shot in the street or thrown in jail for bullshit reasons? You think I’ll miss it all? Because I’d take that trade. I’d miss the whole fight, not be responsible for changing a thing, if it meant the fight only lasted a year.”

“I’m aware,” Marissa said, still a hint of apology in her voice. But she kissed Calypso harder now; there was so much need in her.


Chapter Two

The answering machine in the study was blinking when Marissa walked past it. It was an old-fashioned contraption that used tapes hooked up to an old rotary phone. The study itself appeared as if it had jumped from a laugh track–heavy sitcom with the squared lines of the desk and muted colors. But Marissa needed a local number, so she’d had the phone hooked up to the service the week before they’d moved in. She’d given a few people her number but not many.

“Mom.” The voice of a young man entered the room via scratchy cassette tape. It was deep, older, but still a child. “It’s Xander. I wanted to tell you I need to get away from New York, to clear my head. Can I come see you?”

He wasn’t a child, not at twenty-two. Though, Marissa knew from all her mom friends that twenty-two was the new eighteen since most of their children had returned to their childhood bedrooms after payments for college apartments had stopped. His voice resembled Wade’s, but with his height, blond hair, and blue eyes, he was nothing like his father. Wade’s short black hair and pug nose, his tiny eyes, had been written over by Marissa’s genes. But why was Xander calling?

“Can I come see you?” Xander’s words echoed back to Marissa.

This had not been the first time Xander had flaked. He’d changed his major a grand total of four times since declaring a poli-sci major his sophomore year of college. Though Marissa’s job at NYU meant his tuition there was free and would be as long as he stayed in good academic standing (and despite the changing of majors Xander had always gotten good grades), that didn’t mean she wanted her son to let his super-senior status continue indefinitely.

She wanted to rely on his father to help her with this, but she was sure Wade would only shrug his shoulders at the whole thing. “He’ll launch when he’s ready,” Wade had said many times. But Wade had the luxury of a large trust fund and a job with his father’s lucrative finance company. While Marissa was sure Xander would be welcomed with open arms into the family business, she believed her only child could do so much more. He’d always been so inquisitive, so interested in how things worked and in making the world a better place. When his father had wanted to send him to a summer camp one year, Xander had instead decided to volunteer in Peru teaching kindergartners how to read while brushing up on his Spanish. Her son had a knack for languages, though he’d never taken to the Scandinavian languages she loved so much.

Marissa stared at the old answering machine for a few seconds and jumped back, nearly crying out when the black rotary phone rang. She picked it up, a little nervous. “Hello?”

“Marissa?” came the rushed voice of her ex-husband over the line. “What time is it over there? It’s pretty late here. Did you hear from our son?” When Wade started, sometimes he didn’t stop. His words simply strung one after another, and he wouldn’t come up for air until he’d sucked all the oxygen out of a room.

“I got a message from him. What’s going on?”

“One of his teachers had him read this book on Regan-era economics. He said it was pretty archaic, and he didn’t enjoy it, and when he went to the professor to discuss it, the guy was dismissive. I think he wants to change majors again.”

“Again?” Marissa’s heart sank. Poli-sci had seemed like such a good fit as Xander got to exercise his penchant for healthy debate while discussing real issues. “I want him to do what makes him happy, but he can’t keep—”

“You’re the one who wanted him at NYU. My mother was more than happy to pay for Yale. I went to Yale; my father went to Yale. You sent him to a second-rate school in that crazy city.”

“You live in that crazy city. And NYU is not a second-rate school. It’s—”

“Whatever. I think he wants to go see you. His mother runs off to Iceland, to the wild blue yonder with her lesbian lover. Monkey see, monkey do.”

“My wife,” Marissa corrected.

His voice was starting to wear on her, and she just wanted to be off the phone. It was the way he spoke and how many words he used. Sometimes she wanted him to shut up. She’d had that before, so many times—usually with men. They would start talking at her, thinking it was a conversation. They’d lecture for ten minutes straight, sometimes longer, and the second she opened her mouth to speak, even to respond to something they’d said, their eyes would glaze over as if they weren’t even listening anymore.

“Calypso is my wife. We were married a year and a half ago. You know that.”

“Anyway, what do you want to do about Xander?”

Marissa scanned her study. She didn’t want to be disturbed here. She had a book to write. She wanted to be at peace. She wanted to spend some time alone with her wife. Why drag Calypso all the way over here if she couldn’t spend time with her? “If he comes, I’ll take care of him. I’ll gently nudge him to go home, to go back to school. We’ll see.”

“We’ll see— That’s all you got? We’ll see?”

“We’ll see,” Marissa said. The sound of a spray of water from the kitchen told her Calypso was probably downstairs. “I have to go.”

Since her divorce nine years ago, Marissa had leaned into the feelings she’d always had for women. The crushes in yoga class, the flirty way other women would speak to her, and she’d responded. It wasn’t that Marissa hadn’t known or recognized her attraction to women when she married Wade; it was that she liked men too. She’d always called herself a staunch bisexual, but after her marriage blew up…women made more sense. She’d dated girls in college, but in her senior year, she’d met Wade. It might not have worked out, but after visiting Wade’s family in Greenwich, Connecticut, over Christmas break, she got pregnant with Xander. Instead of exercising the options many women had when they found themselves pregnant at a time when they’d rather not be, she’d married Wade. She was twenty-three years old, almost Xander’s age now. She’d be finished with college before the baby was born, and Wade had promised to help her with her PhD.

Her parents had thought it the right thing to do. Wade’s family had thrown money at the baby, at their marriage, like they threw money at everything. And no, she would not have married Wade or spent the year after college with him, but she loved Xander. She was grateful every day that she had him. And she’d gone on to a master’s degree and a PhD.

She’d even taken Xander for a year in Norway when he was seven years old, while she was writing her dissertation. That had been the year she’d spent away from Wade, the year he’d had a girlfriend move in for a few months. And Marissa had spent a few too many nights with a Norwegian yoga instructor named Liv. That should have been the end of their marriage, but instead, it was only the beginning of the end.

Marissa left her study to the sound of the livestock. It was like living in a perpetual See ’n Say toy, except sheep were the sole animal that came up. “And the cow goes…” Silent, they didn’t have cows. “And the chicken goes…” Nowhere to be found. “And the sheep goes…” Bah, bah, bah.

Marissa pushed the door open and walked outside into spring in Iceland, the sun out, square in the sky, and miles of moss, distant lava fields, and rolling hills as if the land would start shaking at any second. Marissa made her way toward the barn, and when she got there, she stepped back.

“Excuse me?” she asked the old man standing by the door. “Can I help you?”

The man turned around and nodded to her as though he had every right to be there. “You lost one,” he said, pointing to a large white ewe whose ear lay lopsided across her head as if she’d gotten a bad haircut. “I walked her back; could use the exercise.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize; I thought the gate was closed. And I was told they don’t usually wander off.”

“They’re familiar with my property. They used to go back and forth. I’m Olafur,” the old man said, holding a hand out for Marissa to shake. His grip was tight around her fingers, and she almost flinched, but this passed for friendly here.

“Don’t you live next door? Did we buy this farm from you? I’m sorry; I didn’t recognize you from the closing.”

“You did. My wife Ada and I sold it. Went pretty quickly, too, but that was the point.”

“A friend of mine knew about the property.”

“Gunnar, we heard. Nice kid, even though he ran off to America. But I know a thing or two about kids running off.” The old man shook his head, and the ewe started whining as he glanced over at them. Marissa wondered if she should respond.

“Well, thank you for bringing her back. I’m sorry for your trouble. Would you like to come in? My wife and I can make some coffee.” Marissa held her breath, realizing what she’d just said to this old man who had lived on a farm in the middle of nowhere his whole life. About her wife. But the old man barely noticed.

“No, thank you. I have to get back to my wife. You two enjoy the place. I’m sure if my son were here, he’d be losing those animals all the time. Watch out for them.”

“Of course,” Marissa said as she watched him turn around.

He waved at her, smiled a little (or upturned his lips in such a way that passed for a smile), before he headed down the long dirt road that led to his own farm.

Marissa turned toward the house. She didn’t look back at the ewe he’d returned, the animal still making noise as she headed toward the screen door to the house.

★

Marissa was already up. She had been up maybe for hours, Calypso thought as she sat up in bed. She could do that, wake up at the crack of dawn even after a night out, after two martinis and a Broadway show. She’d be up and out of bed at seven, at the gym by eight.

Calypso wasn’t sure what her wife had been doing all morning, maybe working on her book in the study downstairs or cleaning up the living room. It wasn’t a mess. It wasn’t dirty but seemed permanently unkempt and impossible to put to rights. These old houses always had a touch of the untidy in them that came with age, like a crack that couldn’t be fixed. She saw it on the faces of men and women in the Bronx, on the houses and trees, even in ideas. Fifth Avenue and the Greenwich Village of the last thirty years shone so bright and clean, and other spots—no matter how tidy Mom was, how clean Grandma got the kitchen—were always a little bit dirty.

Calypso hated dirt. She hated mess. Then again, maybe that was what it meant to have a grandmother who worked as a maid in Haiti at one of the big tourist hotels, or being a product of a neat-freak mother who worked two jobs. The bathroom had to be cleaned once a day, the kitchen scrubbed down twice a week. Spill anything, and she knew to get on her knees with a paper towel. Age was never a consideration, eight or eighty years old—a mess was cleaned by its maker.

Something clattered downstairs in the kitchen. Calypso knew a kitchen sound anywhere.

“Are you up?” Marissa called from the stairs. The front door had shut heavily; she must have just come in.

“I’m up,” Calypso called back.

“Good. I’ll start breakfast. Coffee is already on; I couldn’t wait.”

Calypso chuckled. “Okay. Be right down.”

She pulled her blue-and-green flannel shirt over her head and slipped into a pair of leggings. She’d never worn leggings before, not until Marissa, but Marissa had so many pairs of them, most of them picked up at the Target or Wal-Mart upstate, and she wore them just as well. “My mother always tells me,” Marissa had once explained, “how crazy I am, wearing a one-hundred-dollar sweater with a pair of ten-dollar leggings.” Story of her life, Calypso always wanted to say. One hundred unnecessary dollars on top, ten perfectly acceptable dollars on the bottom. But Marissa’s sense of style worked for her.

Calypso turned her computer on before going downstairs. There were two desktops in the house—one downstairs Marissa would use to work on her book, and another in the bedroom. Both women had laptops, but as of yet, there was no Wi-Fi in this place. In fact, one of the reasons they’d moved to this particular farm was because the house was hooked up to the internet. “There is the internet, but no Wi-Fi,” their realtor had said when they first came to see the place. “Iceland prides itself on making sure even the most rural areas are hooked up to fiber cables. But the previous owner wasn’t a fan of Wi-Fi.”

Calypso checked her email, waiting as the page loaded. Being four hours ahead of New York meant news came slowly, even via the fastest information technology in the world. Calypso had to wait until the middle of the night for the day to be over enough to find out exactly what had happened in her part of the world.

She had a message from Gail, her partner at the civil rights firm they’d set up together. She was the only other senior lawyer on staff. After working at a larger firm for many years, she and Gail had decided to leave together to start a defense firm that catered to civil rights and civil rights–adjacent cases.

Mostly, they worked with Black kids who had been harassed by the police or young women suing their bosses for sexual harassment. It was funny, not funny ha-ha, but in a ‘Well I never woulda thought…’ way, the perception most people had of what was wasn’t an injustice. So many people thought it was dead and buried. Sure, Black people were mistreated, but then there was civil rights and Dr. King and all that, and now it was all as right as rain. People still thought that… People who hadn’t faced these kinds of injustices year after year after year. And injustice was also crafty. It usually wasn’t a racist rant in the workplace, but a systemic practice not to hire people who lived above 100th Street.

All someone had to do was research the statistics—who got arrested and for what, who was let go with a slap on the wrist, and who spent their life in prison—and it was easy to see that racism, discrimination, was alive and well. Recently, she and Gail had started working more directly with cases that dealt with police violence against Black people and other civil rights–adjacent cases. She wasn’t a prosecutor, so she and Gail mostly took on the civil suits that were filed after some kind of altercation happened between a person of color and the police. Usually, the criminal justice system had already let the officer off, or the discriminating boss never went to trial for a thing. But civil cases had a less stringent burden of proof, and she found she could help compensate victims of brutality financially. It wasn’t the same as total justice, but it was a step in the right direction when she saw a woman who had lost her husband in a police shooting receive enough money to buy her first house outside of New York and go back to school without the burden of so many bills.

Nothing much going on here. The kids are fine. Husband still a workaholic, Gail wrote in her latest email. Still working on the Noah case. I’m telling you; there’s a video of the cops strangling the man, got him in a choke hold as he’s just standing there. They still don’t know if he’s going to have permanent brain damage the way they hit him on the head. The guy who recorded this doesn’t want to come forward. Remember what the NYPD did to the last guy who took a video? Ruined his life. We need to fight this.

And we will fight, Calypso replied, typing quickly. Send me a file of the video. Give me the recorder’s email. I’ll talk to him. She wasn’t sure what time she was going to be able to talk to this guy, but Calypso was sure she could make her job work while she was in Iceland.

Calypso breezed through her final emails for the morning. There were a couple of emails from people at the office, mostly asking her how her “trip” was going. Working in civil rights law meant there wasn’t much time for a sabbatical, so this year-long endeavor was only a “trip” to the people she worked with. They still thought this was some kind of vacation, even though Calypso had made it very clear she would be returning to New York periodically to get some work done at the office. Gail had scratched her head at the idea of going, and asked, “Iceland? That’s near Canada, right?” While Blain, an intern studying law at Fordham had said, “No, I think it’s closer to Nova Scotia, right?”

Her friend Terrence emailed about a party he’d been to the other night. The old Cleo would have loved it. For some reason, when Calypso had introduced herself to Terrance at a function, he’d thought her name was Cleo. It became a joke, and now, with him, the name had stuck.

Calypso scrolled down a little further: work that could wait, junk, work that could wait, her mother complaining about her little sister’s boyfriend, junk. Then she saw an email from Tavy, a girl she’d started mentoring a couple of years ago.

So glad to be finished with BCC. Wish you could have made the graduation ceremony. It really was nice. Community college was fine and all, but I’m ready to transfer. I’m learning a lot about the legal profession. My mom thinks I should start out as a paralegal, see if I enjoy it before going to law school. I guess it’s a way to pay for it. What do you think? You went right into Harvard Law School from Howard, but you are so much smarter than me.

Dominic was over again last night. He got in this huge fight with my mom. I don’t think we’re going to make it, not if he’s fighting with my mom. But my mom was really mean to him if that means anything.

Tavy was one of the girls Calypso mentored through an outreach program Gail had set her up with a few years ago. She’d had to interview for the position, for the right to volunteer her time mentoring young African American girls who showed promise in her field. At the time of the interview, it seemed like overkill, but the organization, the Inner-City Sisters of Law and Justice, wanted to make sure they got the best, most dedicated people.

She’d spent time with a number of girls, mentoring them, sometimes helping with schoolwork or life problems. Calypso had worked with a few girls in the three years she’d been affiliated with the program. Her oldest girl, Janae, was now in her third year at SUNY Buffalo majoring in environmental studies with an interest in environmental law.

Tavy was the first girl she’d mentored who was interested in civil rights law. “There’s so much unfairness in the world, and I think the law is the best way to deal with it,” she’d said the last time she and Calypso had met for coffee. And she was right; it was the only true way to change anything. Every other way was just standing out in the cold or putting yourself in danger, but with the flick of a few keys, the right lawyer could really help a person. The right lawyer could change an entire system. That’s why Calypso had gone to law school and continued with the work she did, even if some of her friends from Harvard were buying their second homes after spending the last twenty years working for Big Corporate.

Tavy came from a good family; Calypso could see that. And after two years at a junior college, she had a scholarship, nearly a full ride, for her last two years of her bachelor’s at Howard University. Sometimes people on the outside of life in the Bronx didn’t understand that because a house was dirty, or the kids didn’t always go to school in clean clothes, didn’t mean the family wasn’t doing something right. And that life might be two steps away from the project, but those two steps were real; those two steps meant something. Sometimes a mother had to work two jobs and couldn’t get the laundry done, which meant floors couldn’t get scrubbed either and the oldest child sometimes had to babysit the younger ones. When you lived a life that threw you so much crap—having to have two jobs, needing to choose between rent and health insurance—sometimes that crap got in the way. But Calypso knew her people, and they dealt with it. And just because life got crazy didn’t mean there wasn’t love. It only meant there wasn’t money. And what money these people had went to the kids, to feed them, clothe them, and when there was a little extra, sometimes even to pay Catholic school tuition.

No working mother in the Bronx could afford real private school, but the Catholic schools didn’t charge crazy-high tuition, and a working mother could afford it if she worked hard, if she rarely bought herself a new outfit or took herself out to a decent dinner. Catholic school, even if you weren’t Catholic, got her kids out of New York City public schools, which weren’t so bad in places like Manhattan, but could be downright horrible and dangerous in the Bronx. Calypso hadn’t appreciated her own Catholic school life, the uniforms, the occasional Mass on a Friday afternoon, the nuns walking around, until the day she graduated and realized those old nuns had mentored her and pushed her right into Howard and later Harvard Law.

Lately, Tavy had been distant. She was friendly, but she’d shied away. Calypso had barely seen her the last few weeks, and she’d had to nearly beg the girl to meet her for coffee before she left for Iceland. She was sure Tavy was a little annoyed that she was leaving for a year, but it was strange for her to be this distant.

“Breakfast,” Marissa called, and Calypso was sure if she’d had some sort of dinner bell, her wife would have rung it. She could picture Marissa getting used to this rugged country life.

“Be right down,” Calypso called back. She wrote a quick reply to Tavy. Something along the lines of Everything is great in Iceland. Keep your head up. Boys come and go. Not the most heartfelt; she’d pen something better later. It was the middle of the night in the Bronx anyway, and Tavy wouldn’t read it until the morning.

“So, what do we have here?” Calypso asked, coming in to the smell of eggs and meat. She couldn’t quite place the meat— Ham? Was it ham? Or sausage? Did they do sausage in Iceland? Then again, what kinds of foods, other than fish and lamb, did they do on this island smack in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean? She’d been to Reykjavík a few times with Marissa, but a city was a city, and the middle of nowhere usually boasted of sterner stuff when it came to the cuisine.

“I’m going to have to get used to going without avocados,” Marissa said, putting a plate of eggs and what resembled ham in front of her.

“We don’t live anywhere near a climate warm enough…especially not near Mexico,” Calypso replied.

“Here’s your coffee, black, your standard order.” Marissa smiled then, taking a seat in front of her own plate and mug of milky coffee.

Calypso grasped her partner’s hand for a moment, squeezing softly as she smiled back at her. “It smells good. What kind of meat is this? Ham?”

“I think so. Something we picked up at the store. We’re going to have to do some real grocery shopping either today or tomorrow. We can take the car in, or I can go in if you have work to do.”

“I should figure out where stuff is in this place. We’ll go together.”

“Wonderful,” Marissa said, smiling the way she did that made Calypso wonder if it was for her.

The coffee was still good, the eggs even better, even without the avocado Marissa usually put in everything she cooked. Before avocado, Marissa had been into hummus, before that, kale. She wondered what the new superfood would be now that they were so close to the Arctic Circle—salted fish maybe?

Breakfast was homey; it resembled something her grandmother used to make back in Haiti when Calypso went to visit in the summers. She remembered those long, sticky summer nights. The way her aunt Tullah would push through a crowded market that smelled like sweet mangos and fresh herbs. The way it felt pressed up against everyone as if they were all in this together. Not the hustle and bustle of New York City, but something communal, as if they were already home. Those summer trips had ended abruptly when she got a part-time job working at some retail outlet in Manhattan her sophomore year of high school. The jobs had all blended together after a while. Managers, long hours, random co-workers, they’d all become one thing when Calypso finished high school and got her acceptance letter from Howard, leaving behind the low paid retail world that had taken her away from trips to see her family.

When they finished eating, Marissa stood to clear the table, and Calypso put her hand on her arm. “I’ve got this.”

“It’s fine. I made a mess in here,” Marissa said as she eyed the sink.

A few dishes were out of place, but “a mess” was an exaggeration.

“‘I cook, you clean,’ my mother always said. Then again, when I started to cook dinner, she also told me, ‘You cook, you clean,’” so maybe my mother had ulterior motives.” Calypso laughed to herself. Marissa took another sip of her coffee as Calypso stood to clear.

A few seconds later, the bell at the front door rang, and Calypso and Marissa made eye contact.

“Do you think it’s a sheep-obsessed ax-wielding murderer?” Calypso asked, and Marissa laughed.

“I don’t know. I don’t think they have many murderers in Iceland. I read about it somewhere, a very low crime rate, even out here. As long as everyone stays away from everyone else’s sheep, things are A-okay.”

“I see,” Calypso said as Marissa got up to answer the door.

There was movement in the hall, a door opening, voices uttering, as she finished with the dishes. By the time she’d dried her hands and put everything in the sink away, Marissa had returned with an older woman. Her lack of height amplified the length of her gray, braided hair. Her face appeared scrunched with her tiny eyes and dainty nose that focused everything to a single point right at the center.

“Hello, welcome,” Calypso said. “I’m Calypso, and I guess you already met my wife, Marissa.”

The woman stared extra hard at her long dreadlocks while Calypso’s hand hung in the air for what felt a full minute before she took it. She’d also seemed to wince at the word “partner,” and Calypso wondered if that was the problem. She hadn’t wondered about that in so long, not since she came out to her parents when she was a freshman in college.

“It is your sheep,” the old woman said, her voice high-pitched, almost as if a mouse were squeaking. But at least she spoke English, like all good Scandinavians. Calypso hadn’t the foggiest idea how to approach Icelandic. “Olafur is in your barn now, checking on the livestock. He said he brought one of your animals by, and I told him, ‘Well were you polite to your new neighbor? Did you go in for coffee?’ My husband can be rude at times, and I wanted to introduce myself properly.”

“I’m sorry,” Marissa said. “And your husband was very polite. I’m happy to go out and talk to him. He can come in as well.”

“No, it’s okay. My husband used to help his brother when he lived here, so he knows his way around a sheep shed, especially that particular one.”

“I bet he does. We’re new when it comes to this kind of thing. I’d love to talk to you and your husband about how to care for these animals sometime.” Marissa motioned toward the table for the woman to take a seat, but she remained standing.

“I should go. I wanted to introduce myself properly and tell you that we are happy you’re here. This farm was empty for a year. We took care of everything, but we’re so happy it’s being useful again.”

“Thank you,” Calypso said with her most calm voice. “And if you ever need anything from us…” She didn’t know what this woman could possibly need from them. Maybe if they wanted a lecture on Nordic literature or legal advice pertaining to civil rights. Not that anyone’s civil rights got violated that often when everyone was so monolithic, and they all came from the same place, right down to the plot of land, generation after generation.

“Oh, thank you, I am sure…later, yes. We have to get back to our own barn, but thank you. I wanted to say hi, and if you ever need any help— We understand things can be tough.”

“I’ll walk you out,” Marissa said, standing up. She looked Calypso once in the eye—and Calypso wasn’t sure, was it an apology again?—before walking out of the kitchen with the old woman.

“Be right back,” she called from the door, and then it shut behind her, keeping out the cold Icelandic wind.

★

Marissa had spent the last two days trying to get the barn in order, not that she’d had that much experience with this kind of thing. The large open room, barely inaccessible to the elements, had metal walls which appeared to be coming apart, and the only things inside it were a wooden fence, a pen for the livestock, and these tall wooden stalls. An odor of hay and grass wafted as if stuck in the useless walls.

Marissa’s uncle and aunt had had a barn in Upstate New York where they kept a couple of horses and a few chickens in a pen off to the side. They didn’t hire anyone to take care of them, at least not year-round, so Marissa was used to dealing with horse excrement and slop. She’d cleaned up after the chickens and collected their eggs. She’d grown up in a staunchly middle-class suburb complete with nearly identical houses with tiny backyards wrapped in concrete sidewalks, but she knew how to get her hands dirty. She understood that when a horse takes a shit, you have to lift a shovel and clean it up or the whole place will smell. Still, all these animals… She’d read in her realtor’s last email that there were fifteen. She wasn’t sure she could handle them all. Would it be okay in this part of the world to hire help?

The old man entered the barn after Marissa. He took one of the ewes, maybe the one he’d brought back earlier this morning, by the neck and lifted it up as if it were a child being scolded. The pen—a dilapidated wooden fence—contained fourteen ewes and one ram (she could tell by the horns on its head). One man and all those ladies.

“My wife said I wasn’t neighborly enough before,” the old man said, smiling as Marissa approached.

“I thought you were very kind.”

“No problem at all. She got out through a hole in the pen; you better fix that up soon.” Olafur pointed to a hole near the right side of the barn. There were many holes, but that one was near the ground where a determined animal might get out.

“I’ve never fixed a pen before. Do you think you could…I mean…I could pay you?”

“I don’t have time right now; I have my own to worry about. But it’s not that hard. Take a block of wood—see all the scraps that Karason left—take some of that, patch it up. They’re sheep. They’re dumb, and they usually stay where they’re put unless you really give them a reason not to.”

“Do you think something scared it? All the moving around we did?”

“Noises will do that, definitely, but it’s not as if the animals are going to get all sad about losing their owner. They’re not like that; don’t care at all who shears them as long as someone does.”

“Shearing, right, that needs to be done soon. I was thinking of hiring a guy. Do you know anyone who might be familiar with the place?”

“My brother was one of the best shearers in the area. People used to hire him out all the time. He taught my son how to do it. He was pretty good for a while until he decided he didn’t enjoy it one day. Kids can do that to you.”

Marissa thought of Xander and the call she’d recently gotten from him. “Why do you think your son decided not to take the farm?”

“Oh, he got sick of doing the same thing his whole life. Moved away. He’s a wanderer, my son, but Ada and I thought if he got the farm, he’d settle down. He owns a hardware store now; doesn’t want to leave it. Not that he’s well versed in selling hardware. But you, you could shear them yourself. It’s not that hard.”

“I took a class on animal husbandry at this little farm in the Catskills before we left, but I’m afraid once I got here, once I saw the sheep, my confidence in my ability to shear them completely drained.”

“It’s okay; you’ll figure it out,” the old man said, turning to walk out of the barn. “You have a few months until the wool’ll be ripe. Practice on one—one of the little ones. They don’t give you any good wool anyway, so it won’t matter if you mess it up.”

“What if I cut one of them?”

“You’ll be better than the last man who lived at the farm. He could shear, but that you can learn. Decency is something you don’t learn.

“What do you mean?” Marissa asked, and the old man simply nodded.

“A guy came to us, knew we were going to rent the place out, took it off our hands for a while, but he was a bad man. I don’t know why he thought I’d let him live here after all he did.”

“Olafur, are you helping our new neighbors?”

At the voice from behind, Marissa turned to find the old lady standing near the door to the barn.

“He was very kind. I just have to figure out how to fix this post.”

“Don’t be silly. Olafur will come in a couple of hours after he finishes with the cow, won’t you? He’ll fix your post.”

“I can fix it,” the man said, shaking his head like a scolded child. “I’ll come by after I milk the cow.”

“Have you ever tried cow’s milk…fresh?” the old woman asked, smiling still wider.

“I never have.” Marissa was about to say “It’s not pasteurized” but thought better of it.

“It’s lovely, I tell you, really lovely. Very yummy. Come over some time for a cup; tastes like cream. That stuff you get at the store is watered-down slush. If you enjoy it, I can tell you where you can get a good cow.”

“Thank you,” Marissa said. She wasn’t sure how she was supposed to take care of this farm, the buildings, the land, the livestock, and write a book on Odin and his one eye. And now her neighbors thought she should get a cow.

“If you need anything else, just ask. We’re happy to help. Being so far from home must be a great adventure. When I was a girl, I always wanted to go on adventures.”

“We’ve undertaken quite a lot,” Marissa said, walking out of the barn slowly so Olafur and Ada could keep up.

Many miles away, the black lava fields shone in the sun as if a great flag were fluttering in the wind. She was surprised she couldn’t hear the ocean. Marissa wanted to run to that land even as it came in waves, and if she kept running here on this spot, she could reach the edge of the world.

“Well, if you need anything, come on over. We’re not far,” the old lady said.

In the distance, Marissa could barely see the speck that was their farm.

“Are you sure you don’t need a ride? We have a car,” she offered.

“We’ll be fine. Thank you. It’s nice having new neighbors. We were getting lonely.”

Marissa nodded, waving once again as the Jonassons turned to go. She then turned back to the house.

Calypso waited for her in the doorway, her long dreads falling down her shoulders. She resembled an earth goddess, some kind of all-powerful mother as she beckoned her into the white, comforting light of their home.


Chapter Three

Driving anywhere in this country was a production, and a hazard, mostly because it was so beautiful. It was hard to look away from the mountains or the white waves crashing, the ocean right at the rocky shore, and watch…maybe, the painted yellow lines of the road.

Iceland was a desert of lava, not sand, not rough, rocky earth. Marissa remembered a time when she and a few friends had driven through Utah and New Mexico on their way to California. She hadn’t thought it would be so odd, having no trees. And the grass grew completely opposite of the plains. Here, moss covered the great black rock that kept going like the lava flows that had formed this island. Sometimes the lava fields or long lines of black dirt interrupted it. There weren’t any geysers or volcanoes in southeastern Iceland, only this mosslike ground running as if it were in the wind, and above it that great expanse of gray, cloudy sky.

“It’s not that much farther,” Marissa said to Calypso, who sat next to her, one leg up near the windshield of their silver Toyota Yaris as if she were hanging out on the porch at her grandmother’s house in the Caribbean. “Are you okay?”

“It’s a drive; a drive is a drive; of course I’m fine. What do you think—once a week? Is that enough grocery shopping in this part of the world?”

“I hope so,” Marissa replied. “It’s not New York with corner bodegas and Fresh Direct.”

Calypso laughed as she turned and smiled at Marissa. “Are you sure you don’t want to think about hiring someone?”

“I think we could find someone, but that’s not how it’s done here.”

“But you have your work, baby. I don’t want you to forget about that. You heard the way that guy talked about taking care of sheep. Shearing them. And his wife wants you to get a damn cow. What are we going to do with a cow when we go back to the city? I’m happy to help you, but I didn’t come here to be a maid to a bunch of animals.”

“Oh, I know,” Marissa said. “You don’t have to lift a finger. I’ll take care of them, or I’ll find someone to help me take care of them. I need a little while to get used to this.”

Marissa kept both hands on the wheel as if she had just learned how to drive. She felt her wife’s eyes on her.

“I’m happy to help, do my fair share. That’s all I meant, and if you need me—”

“You have your work.”

“And you have yours,” Calypso said, placing her hand on Marissa’s shoulder. “And maybe taking care of a farm is more work than we’re cut out for.”

“I thought it was a good idea, more genuine than renting a condo here, and we’ve always talked about retiring here, so when the property came so cheap—”

“It’s a beautiful country,” Calypso admitted. “It took my heart the first time you brought me.” She smiled. “But maybe I was falling in love with someone else.” Marissa turned to Calypso and smiled before glancing back at the road.

“Maybe that was it,” she admitted.

The land stopped undulating, and Marissa could make out a mass of structures bunched together. As if children lining up for school, the buildings made their way toward the rippling waters. I’d run to the sea, too, Marissa thought. She considered the waves that crashed on the rocks. Did the locals know how beautiful it was? Could they appreciate the sudden majesty of the sea that came out of nowhere, and then there it was, flowing from the lava fields and jagged, rocky mountains?

Town was near the water, at the coast a few miles from the farm, and they’d been following the coast for a while to get to civilization. As with so many places, civilization started at the sea. Once they’d arrived in town, Marissa made a few turns, following her GPS, which worked. They made their way through the streets of small boxlike houses, painted different colors, red and green, blue and yellow, as if this were a kind of child’s play area crafted from metal and concrete.

“They drove toward the sea.” Marissa turned sharply at a metal and glass building with the word BONUS in bold letters on it. “Here we are, the grocery store.” Marissa smiled at Calypso, who grasped her hand and kissed it before she moved to get out of the car. “Our first outing.”
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