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[Now, we’d almost written that what made our village unique was that it wasn’t unique at all; but apparently that isn’t true. There are surely other places where most of the houses are younger than ninety years old, villages that can’t boast of any noted individuals, no-one who has distinguished himself in sports, politics, business, poetry, crime. We seem, however, to have one thing that other villages don’t – there’s no church here. And no churchyard, either. Still, repeated attempts have been made to remedy this particularity, and a church would undeniably make its mark on our community, the placid tolling of the church bells could liven up those who are feeling down; that sound heralds the good news of eternity. Trees grow in churchyards, birds perch and nest in the trees and they sing. Sólrún, the head teacher of the primary school, has twice tried to collect signatures for a petition requesting three things: a church, a churchyard and a priest. But she’s got thirteen signatures at most, which isn’t enough for a priest, much less a church, and even less a churchyard – of course we die like everyone else, though many of us have reached an advanced age; percentage-wise, nowhere else in the country are more people over eighty to be found, which may perhaps be called our particularity number two. Ten or so villagers are approaching one hundred; death seems to have forgotten them, and in the evenings we hear them giggling as they play mini-golf on the green behind the nursing home. No-one has managed to find an explanation for this high average age of ours, but whether it’s our diet, our attitude towards life, or the position of the mountains, we’ve been instinctively grateful to longevity for how far it’s kept us from the churchyard, which is why we hesitate to sign Sólrún’s form, subconsciously convinced that whoever does so is signing his own death warrant, that he’s summoning death directly. This is probably just nonsense, but even balderdash can seem convincing where death is involved.


Otherwise, there’s nothing remarkable to say about us.


*


In this village, there are a few dozen detached houses, mostly medium-sized and designed by uninspired architects or engineers; remarkable how few demands we make on those who have such a noticeable impact on our surroundings. Here there are also three six-unit rows of terraced houses and a few rather pretty wooden houses from the early twentieth century, the oldest dating back ninety-eight years, built in the year 1903, so dilapidated that big cars drive very slowly past it. The biggest buildings are the slaughterhouse, the Dairy, the Co-op and the Knitting Company, none of which is pretty, but on the other hand, we have a nice little pier extending into the sea, built with concrete footings fifty years ago, no ships or boats ever dock here but it’s fun to pee off the pier, to listen to the funny sound as the stream hits the water.


The village is more or less in the middle of the district, with countryside to the north, south and east, and the sea to the west. It’s nice to look out over the fjord, even if it’s nearly devoid of fish, and has always been so. In the spring, the fjord attracts jovial, optimistic waders, sometimes you find a conch shell on the beach, while, in the distance, thousands of islands and skerries rise like a jagged row of teeth from the sea – in the evening, the sun bleeds over it and our thoughts turn to death. Perhaps you’re of the opinion that it isn’t healthy to think about death, that it drags a person down, fills him with hopelessness, is bad for the circulation, but we believe that one literally needs to be dead not to think about death. Have you, on the other hand, ever considered how many things depend on coincidence – maybe everything? It can be a damned uncomfortable thought; there’s seldom any sense to coincidence, making a person’s life little other than aimless wandering – sometimes seeming to go in all different directions before stopping, frequently, mid-sentence – perhaps that’s precisely why we’d like to tell you stories from our village and the surrounding countryside.


We’re not going to tell you about the whole village; we won’t be going from house to house. You would find that intolerable. But we’ll definitely be telling you about the lust that binds together days and nights, about a happy lorry driver, about Elísabet’s dark velvet dress and the man who arrived by bus; about Þuríður, who is tall and full of esoteric desires, about a man who couldn’t count the fish and a woman who breathed shyly; about a lonely farmer and a 4,000-year-old mummy. We’re going to tell of everyday events, but also of those that are beyond our understanding – possibly because there are no explanations for them. People disappear, dreams change lives, folk nearly two hundred years old apparently decide to make their presence known instead of lying quietly in their places. And of course we’re going to tell you about the night that hangs over us and draws its power from deep in space, about days that come and go, about birdsong and the final breath; it will probably end up being quite a few stories, we’ll start here in the village and end in a farmyard in the countryside to the north, and now we begin, here it comes, the cheerfulness and loneliness, modesty and irrationality, life and a dream – yes, dreams.]




The universe and a dark velvet dress


1


One night he began dreaming in Latin. Tu igitur nihil vides? It took a long time, however, to figure out what language it was; he himself thought that it was just made up, many things dwell in dreams, etc. In those years, things looked considerably different here in the village, we moved a bit slower and the Co-op held everything together. He, on the other hand, was the director of the Knitting Company, having recently turned thirty. He had everything going for him, was married to a woman so beautiful that the mere sight of her made some men feel peculiarly bashful, they had two children and we expect that one of them, Davíð, will appear later on these pages. The young director seemed born for victory; his family lived in the biggest house in the village, he drove a Range Rover, had his suits custom-made, we were all grey in comparison with him, but then he began dreaming in Latin. It was the old doctor who finally determined what language it was; sadly, though, he died shortly afterwards, when Guðjón’s damned dog leaped at him, barking, and his old heart gave out. We shot that cursed dog the very next day; if only we had done it sooner. Guðjón threatened to sue us, but then got another dog that proved to be even worse, some of us have tried to run it over, but the creature is quick on its feet. The old doctor knew next to nothing in Latin, just a few words and the names of vital organs, but that was enough when the director managed to recall the aforementioned phrase.


Those who start dreaming in Latin are hardly woven of everyday material. English, Danish, German, yes, yes, French and even Spanish, it’s good to know some of these languages, they expand your world, but Latin, that’s something else entirely, it’s so much more that we hardly dare try to explain it further. But the director was a man of action, few things stood in his way, he wanted to have control over everything around him and thus found it frustrating when his dreams filled with a language that he did not understand at all. There was only one thing to do about this; go south to the capital, and sign up for an intensive, two-month private course in Latin.


He was so stylish in those years, almost to the point of impudence. He drove to the capital in his Range Rover, bought a new Toyota Corolla, an automatic, for his wife, to keep her from jarring those beautiful, slender legs of hers while he was down south, despite it being unnecessary to buy her a car, considering that there were more than a few who would gladly have carried her through all the streets of the village, along all the paths of life; but he drove south in a tailor-made suit, with a determined and impatient look on his face, his bearing confident but deep within him, which we naturally didn’t know back then, tranquil dreams were spreading into what resembled a vast lake with a boat waiting for him on the shore.


2


We would have liked to have had an explanation, or explanations, for the profound transformation, metamorphosis even, that occurred in the director. He went to the capital and returned a completely different man, a man closer to heaven than to earth. Yes, he returned from the south, fluent in Latin, which knocked us sideways, we didn’t notice the metamorphosis right away, he still drove his Range Rover but his clothes were starting to look neglected, his voice was softer, his movements slower, and it seemed as if the man had got himself a new pair of eyes. The resolute glint was gone, replaced by something we found hard to name, perhaps absentmindedness, perhaps dreaminess, and, at the same time, it was as if he could see through everything, the confusion and the babel and the buzz that characterise our lives, worries about our weight, finances, wrinkles, politics, hairdos. Maybe we should all have gone to the capital to learn Latin and get new eyes; then our village would likely have lifted off the ground and floated into the sky. But we didn’t go anywhere, of course, you know how it is; we were stuck fast in the magnetic field of habit. And it was habit, in fact, the soporific routine of everyday life, that accustomed us so surprisingly quickly to the new eyes, the wrinkled clothes, the changed behaviour. People are always changing, anyway, finding new hobbies, dyeing their hair, cheating on their spouses, dying, it’s hopeless trying to keep track of it all, and besides, we’re busy enough trying to understand the buzz in our own heads. But just over a year after the director’s Latin course, a delivery from abroad arrived at the post office, a box marked

FRAGILE in nine languages. Ágústa, the post office’s one and only employee, was so nonplussed by this that she didn’t dare open the box, and we had to wait quite a few days before learning what was in it. You can just imagine the conjecture and speculation that this caused; there were various theories, which all, however, turned out to be very wide of the mark, because all that was in the box was a book, an old book, to be sure, and world-famous: Sidereus Nuncius, written by Galileo Galilei. The book was a first edition, which is no trivial thing, considering it was published more than four hundred years ago. It is written in Latin, and contains this sentence: “. . . without paying attention to its use for terrestrial objects, I betook myself to observations of the heavenly bodies.”


There’s really no better description of the changes that befell our director, or, the Astronomer, as someone called him after the contents of the package became known, after an old eccentric who died many years ago, probably with the intention of mocking the director, but the nickname stuck to him immediately and soon lost its biting edge. It was in fact his wife who told us about the book; she seemed to have a great need to tell as many people as possible about how much her husband had changed, and, believe you me, there were a great many eager to listen. She often wore black lipstick; if only you’d seen her in her green jumper, so beautiful, so attractive, she lived in our dreams and some of us, for instance Simmi, who, at the time, was approaching fifty, a bachelor, a great horseman who owned twelve horses, was absolutely mad about her and thought at times that he should move away in order to restore some balance to his life. He started riding every day and was often seen passing by her house in the hope of catching a glimpse of her, if only for a split second. And one day Simmi saddled his bay horse, rode off and saw her walking quickly away from her house.


He made a wide turn in order to ride directly towards her, and they met, she with those black lips, that delicate face, red hair, nose like a tear, eyes so blue and wearing her green jumper under her fluttering coat, beautiful, a revelation, even, and no-one knows how it happened, but Simmi, that highly experienced horseman, fell off his horse. Beauty unsaddled me, he would say later, but some maintained that he’d simply thrown himself off the horse, in a kind of desperation or momentary madness. He broke his thighbone, fractured his arm, and there he lay. There was no doctor in the village, the old one had died three days earlier, that fucking dog, that goddam Guðjón, and no new one expected until a week later, we were advised to stay healthy in the meantime, those with heart troubles to keep calm, but then Simmi fell off his horse. She ran to him, tended to the poor bugger, her eyes bluer than blue. There was talk of sending him to a hospital in the capital, but we don’t really like fuss or trouble so the vet jumped in and did a great job; Simmi has only a slight limp now. Those minutes that she knelt over him and breathed into his face, with her sweet, warm scent, are the best and most precious in his life, minutes that he loves to recall, over and over. On the other hand, it’s unlikely that she would care to relive this incident, having recently discovered that her husband had sold his Range Rover, and the Toyota as well, in order to purchase the Sidereus Nuncius by Galileo. To him, it had been perfectly obvious, and he hadn’t felt like talking about it, which was probably the worst part of it, she’d stormed out, furious and so desperate that she could hardly breathe, the world had started to crumble around her and then this horseman showed up.


It must tear something inside you, your heartstrings, for instance, when the person whom you believe you know inside-out, whom you fell for, married, had children with, a home and memories, suddenly appears to you one day as a stranger. Of course, it’s sheer nonsense to believe that you know someone inside-out, there are always dark corners, sometimes even entire abodes covered in shadow – but in any case, she was married to a relatively young man who had some clout in our community, was a lynchpin in the village, a man who had a real influence on our lives, an unpromising company flourished under his direction and earned some profit, he was a role model, he was our hope and anchor, but then he began dreaming in Latin, drove to the capital to learn the language, returned with new eyes and sold his cars a year later to pay for old books. In comparison to all of this, one man’s fall from his horse is trivial – though we’re only speaking of the very beginning. The days rose in the east, they disappeared into the west, the Astronomer was hardly seen any more at the Knitting Company and Ágústa made numerous trips from the post office to the couple’s house with new deliveries, some marked FRAGILE in nine languages.


Three or four weeks after the Italian Galileo rid the couple of their two cars, the Astronomer received an even older book, On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres by Copernicus, printed in the year 1543. It cost a fortune, just slightly more than their house, but her patience, which some people truly miss, finally ran out when he received first editions of three books written in the seventeenth century by Johannes Kepler: the Rudolphine Tables, Harmonices Mundi, and The Dream, or Posthumous Work on Lunar Astronomy. Before the arrival of these books in the post office, many had tried to talk sense into the Astronomer; the bank manager, the commissioner, the head teacher, a representative of the employees of the Knitting Company. These people asked, what are you doing to you and your wife, throwing your life into books, you’re emptying your bank accounts, losing your house, you’re losing your life, get hold of yourself, dear man! But it was all in vain, he just looked at these people with those new eyes of his, smiled as if he felt sorry for them and said something in Latin that no-one understood. There’s no need to tell you the rest; about fifteen years have passed, now he has around three thousand books and they’re growing in number, they cover the walls of his little house, many written in Latin, like most of those that had deprived him of beauty, comfort and a family life.


Shortly after Ágústa delivered the parcel containing Kepler’s books, his wife moved to the capital with their daughter, while Davíð, on the other hand, remained with his father, who bought the two-storey wooden house here just above the village centre, the house had stood empty ever since old Bogga passed away in her bed there and no-one knew about it until the wind changed and the stench wafted from the house over to the Dairy – loneliness exists in little villages, as well. When the Astronomer bought the house, it looked like an old, crooked horse, half-blind and dying, but he had the rotten wooden boards and broken windowpanes replaced with new ones – imagine if it was just as easy to replace a rotten world view, a dying culture – and then he had the house painted pitch-black apart from a few white dots on three walls and the roof. The dots form the four constellations that he adores the most, the Plough, the Pleiades, Cassiopeia and the Herdsman. The fourth wall is completely black, it faces west, towards the sea, and symbolises the end of the world. It isn’t particularly uplifting, but at least the west wall is facing away from the road. The Astronomer’s house is the first that can be seen of the village, when approaching it from the southern valleys; in the daytime it’s as if a fraction of the night sky has fallen to the ground, onto the village. There’s a big, openable window on the roof of the house, and late in the evening the telescope pokes from it, an eye that sucks in distance, darkness and light. Now he lives there alone – Davíð moved down into the village when he was sixteen – and listens sometimes to the sound of the winter darkness pressing up against the windows of the houses.
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When things were best, ten people worked at the Knitting Company, which is quite something in a village of four hundred souls. It was built in three months in the summer of 1983: 380 square metres, on two floors. The window on the upper floor overlooks the roof of the slaughterhouse and the fjord. The Knitting Company was built by the state; such buildings rise very slowly and so hesitantly that it’s as if construction will be called off every day, and, little by little, people forget the purpose of the building. But so much is dependent on coincidence. The colours of the mountains, the cold you come down with in March, the speed at which buildings are built; two members of parliament winding up getting drunk together. One of them was a Progressive, the other from the old Social Democratic Party, and sometime late in the night they began betting on which of them would be quicker to set up a ten-person company in new facilities in his constituency. Thus did the Knitting Company come to be. Production commenced in the autumn of 1983 under the strong, enthusiastic management of its young director, who was on his way abroad, to conquer the world, when the Progressive M.P. offered him the job. The next ten years were lustrous and full of purpose. On the lower floor, the machines whirred; on the upper were the break room, toilet and even a shower, besides a room allotted to the village’s youth society for its headquarters. Good years. We felt as if this was the start of something big, were convinced that our village wouldn’t start bleeding to death like so many other ones; whenever we looked at the director, we were filled with a sense of security. The machines whirred, socks, jumpers, caps, mittens streamed from them, and it could be a beautiful thing to go up to the Co-op, see perhaps five farmers conversing and all of them wearing garments from the Knitting Company; then there was beauty and harmony in the world, and we miss those times. But everything comes to an end, which, it seems, is the only thing you can count on in this life. Tu igitur nihil vides, the director dreams in Latin, changes into the Astronomer, sacrifices his S.U.V., house, wife, family life and a bright future for the sky and a few old books. And one day in the mid-nineties, the machines on the lower floor were loaded onto a huge lorry, which was followed by many heavy months, the sun and moon shone in through the windows of the empty room.


It would be unfair of us to blame the dreams of one man for these difficult, disheartening changes; you would likely lose faith in our fairness and even our credibility, and then what would be the point of our continuing with our account? The Knitting Company’s machines went to another village out east, where the need was greater, where there was a higher number of unemployed, undecided voters, although it certainly would have made a difference if the director had put his foot down, it surely must count for something when such great talent, a new S.U.V. and tailor-made suits offer resistance. We can’t remember precisely how long the lower floor of the building stood empty, but for a whole year the Astronomer continued to receive a hefty pay cheque as the director of a phantom company. The rank-and-file, however, were immediately out in the cold: nine employees – seven women, two men. The men made other arrangements, spoke to their friends from football, school, the Rotary Club; this is a man’s world. One of them, Gunnar, became an assistant to our electrician, Simmi, while the other man, Ásgrímur, usually called Ossi, became the assistant to the plumber, mason and carpenter, dividing his working week between them and ending up, over time, quite multi-talented and sought-after for all sorts of jobs. Ossi starts his day by thanking Providence for having sent the Knitting Company’s machines to the east, considerably closer to the sunrise.


Of the seven women, five are still unemployed after all these years. Five unemployed women; that makes ten hands altogether. The other women were luckier. One of them is named Elísabet, and we’ll tell you more about her later. The other woman, Helga, mans a telephone from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., five days a week.


It was probably our head teacher, Sólrún, who found Helga her job. For quite some time, Sólrún had been worried about the stress that vexes modern man: the fast pace, the pressure, the way of life. She pulled some strings in the system, wrote letters, she spoke to influential people, and then Helga sat down at that phone and has been sitting there ever since. The job, which is a kind of experimental or innovative project, we’re not quite certain what precisely to call it, involves listening to the person who calls, putting in a word or two, perhaps a sentence, but keeping calm no matter what comes up. It’s as simple as that; yet not entirely simple. Some call just to chat, are lonely, want to hear someone breathing, while others call to rid themselves of all the intolerance, all the restlessness and anxiety that the short-winded present swirls up inside us. Sólrún believed that Helga’s job would relieve some people’s tension, alleviate the sting of loneliness in others. Concerning stress, she wrote in one of her letters: “. . . it’s a phenomenon that builds up inside us and thus needs venting at times.”


Helga is around forty, unmarried, she has one child and a soft and beautiful neck. The father of her child, a farmer from the countryside in the south, thinks about her quite a lot, about her neck, which he kisses often in his mind, and which we perhaps do, too. She likes her job, immerses herself in thick tomes about psychology, she reads books that try to define modern times, many of the books are in English, Helga often feels thankful for having lost her job at the Knitting Company. Some days are difficult, for sure; some people who call are so overwhelmed with stress that all they do is scream, sometimes they’re furious, and then they flood Helga’s ears with a torrent of abuse, which, for them, is cathartic; they feel better afterwards but her ears still smart when she sets the table for herself and her daughter in the evening. One or two people have so deeply regretted losing their tempers over the telephone that they have sent her things that are supposed to betoken their remorse, their gratitude, their nice thoughts: Anton, the village’s taxi driver, brings her flowers, red wine, a six-pack of beer, a bottle of vodka, a book, a puppy and once a russet lamb with eyes that reflected the sky. The puppy has grown into a model dog, the lamb a sheep that spends blissful hours in Helga’s garden. It is fun seeing her walking around the village; we recall her in our evening prayers and say, please protect Helga’s beautiful head from exploding under that foul abuse.


By abuse, we don’t mean solely the insults that people yell or say over the phone, tattered and troubled by modernity; now we’re also, and no less, thinking about the five women, the ten hands, that didn’t find work. They meet up twice a week and have done so ever since the Knitting Company’s machines were loaded onto the lorry; they keep each other company and help fill the void that comes with unemployment. Ten hands in a living room, ten unemployed hands that were once part of a chain of production, made their mark on daily life, but look at them now, what a waste of hands, and time passes. They don’t always speak kindly of Helga, they would do her job better and skip all the clownishness, the psychology books, the russet sheep, wearing red shirts with black jeans, the ten hands launch themselves into the air like angry bees. And now men have begun calling her to discuss their marriages, complain about their wives, not enough sex; widowers, divorcees and bachelors call and talk about their loneliness. We should complain about this to the Ministry of Social Affairs, says one of them, or does this sort of work fall under the Ministry of Health? They aren’t sure, and the months come and go. Together, the five women watch the home-design T.V. show Interior/ Exterior, T.V. dramas, cooking shows, talk shows, it’s actually a full-time job keeping up with both the T.V. schedule and the life of the village, though in recent years it’s become more difficult to differentiate between them. But there are ten unemployed hands, a coffee table overloaded with cakes, oven-baked dishes, coffeepots, recipes, self-help books, popular novels, it’s summer, it’s winter, radiant summer light, pitch-black nights.
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It would hardly be habitable here at the end of the world if the winter wasn’t so long and the sky so dark. On winter evenings and nights, the Astronomer wanders around the village with his eyes on the sky, sometimes with a good pair of binoculars, and if he isn’t outside, he sits at the big telescope that sucks distances down into the village, he pores over books, some in that ancient language, Latin, he stares at his computer screen and thinks a great deal. His hair greys, he is highly intelligent, he understands many things about the universe that we can’t comprehend at all. Some of us have asked if God has appeared in his telescope, but the Astronomer doesn’t talk about God, maybe it’s enough to have the sky and Latin, stars never abandon us, though the same apparently can’t be said about God. The stars are always nearby, even if we who are bound to everydayness find it a bit difficult to talk about nearness and stars at the same time; Reykjavík is a considerable distance away; Sydney is of course very distant, yet, even so, that’s only a stone’s throw compared to Mars, the nearest star, which is 230 million kilometres away, quite a long distance for the Astronomer to drive in his old Mazda, which can reach 110 kilometres per hour when descending long slopes. But of course everything is upside-down and relative, most words have so many sides that they can make our heads spin, the person you live with, for instance, can be more distant than the planet Mars, neither a spaceship nor a telescope can bridge the gap. But no-one lives on the sky alone, years have passed since the Knitting Company closed, around nine years since the Astronomer lost his director’s salary, and what does he live on now? Living is expensive, even if you have no interest in high-pressure washers, a bigger television, the newest kitchen furnishings; we ponder this a bit but are afraid to ask the Astronomer about it directly, he who roams the surface of the earth, tall, slender, with thick grey hair, those in his presence instinctively lower their voices, try to avoid petty thoughts. We ask him about stars, the sky, Copernicus, but not much else and certainly not money. Even old Lára doesn’t dare bother him with her stories, if only we were so lucky. Seen from a distance, she’s like a fat little “r”, she moves extremely slowly, but is suspiciously good at cornering us at the Co-op, the bank, the health clinic and launching, without warning, into stories about her life, seemingly always starting mid-sentence. Her life has grown quite long, if it were possible to pull the years out as you would a measuring tape, it would easily reach Jupiter, though hardly back again. But why should we, ignorant and incapable, sunk to our ears in the monotony of everyday life, be bothered about a man who carries the heavens in his head and receives dozens of letters a year from all over the world, all written in Latin.
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There are still people who go to the trouble of writing letters. And here we mean in the old-fashioned way: writing the words down on paper, or typing them into a computer and printing them out, putting the letter into an envelope and taking it to the post office, even if the addressee won’t get it until the next day, at best, often considerably later. Isn’t clinging to a lost world reactionism, blowing on cool coals? We’ve grown accustomed to speed; you type words into the computer, press a button and they’re at their destination. That’s what we call brisk. And why then send letters by regular mail? We scarcely have the patience for such slowness – why use a horse-drawn cart when you have a car? Of course, words in computers tend to disappear, become nothing, become locked up in old programs, be erased when the computer crashes and our thoughts and actions turn to air; in a hundred years, let alone a thousand, no-one will know that we existed. Naturally, though, we shouldn’t care; we’re living here and now, and won’t be in a hundred years, but one day we come across old letters and something strange stirs inside us, we sense a thread that reaches from us back into the dimness of the past, and we think this is the thread that holds time together.




London, May 28, 1759


Now hurry home from this silly war, come right away and warm my breasts. I’m nothing, I’m lost without you.





The letters we send each other by e-mail turn to nothing in a few years, and the thought, the feeling, that we’ve broken the thread gnaws at us, the thread reaches us but goes no further, we create a void that will never be filled. We want, first and foremost, to display fidelity to our own time, not some possible future, yet are stuck with our gnawing guilt, as if we’re committing a crime; we’re really quite good at accumulating guilt. We feel guilty about not reading enough, about talking too little to our friends, spending too little time with our children, with the old folks. We’re constantly on the move, instead of sitting down and listening to the rain, drinking a cup of coffee, warming breasts. And we never write letters.


Yet it does occasionally happen that we who live here, far from Highway Number One, sit down, write a letter and take it to the post office. This makes Ágústa happy, gives her purpose and us a pleasant feeling that shivers through our bodies, similar to when we recall how nice it was to sip soda through a liquorice straw, similar to when we go to the National Museum or visit an old aunt; we’ve shown the past our fidelity.
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Back in the day, the post office was one of the hubs of the village, through which letters and parcels streamed, where there were two telephone booths for those who needed to make calls outside the county, and at which queues would often form on Tuesdays – the deadline for ordering alcohol from the south that was supposed to be drunk over the weekend. But now those phone booths have been taken away; gone are the days when Ágústa could listen in. Now the village even has its own off-licence, open from 1 p.m. to 2.30 p.m., Tuesdays and Thursdays; thus does everything change.


Thirty years ago, four women worked at the post office; Ágústa was very young then, and wore such thick, red lipstick that it resembled a stop sign, maybe that’s why she’s still unmarried, despite being middle-aged now. Four women thirty years ago, and now it’s just Ágústa, besides the postmen, one who sees to the village and four who deliver the mail in the countryside. In December, however, Ágústa gets two of her nieces to lend her a hand, so young that everything quivers around them, the boys come with letters and postcards, they send anything to anyone just to be able to go and see them. Ágústa and the post office are one, like an arm and its sleeve. The postmen she manages with iron discipline; she’s short, slim, light as a feather, it’s perilous for her to be outside when the wind is stronger than twelve metres per second, she’s hoarse and wrinkled, as only those who are big smokers can be, her hands sometimes resemble two curious little dogs.


We put a bit of thought into this comparison to dogs, because Ágústa is very curious and her nosiness has come very close, barely a finger’s breadth, to costing her both her job and her reputation. Ágústa was called names, she was threatened, but she remained steadfast at all times, would not be misled and stayed true to her nature. But this all began in the mid-seventies, the world was different then, all of the Beatles were alive, you boarded planes without thinking about terrorists, roads were less easily travelled, more winding, distances were considerably greater, the world seemed bigger and the post office was still one of the focal points for human interaction in the village. Ágústa had worked at the post office for three or four years, she was well liked and extremely efficient, but there was a certain restlessness simmering inside her, dissatisfaction, she wasn’t entirely content, there was something missing from her life. One day she opened one of the letters being sent from the village and read it. And it was so good, like inhaling cigarette smoke after a long abstinence, a feeling of well-being spread throughout her body, Ágústa sighed; one thing leads to another. She opened another letter, opened a parcel, opened a package, and became, over time, one of the top news outlets in the village, bringing us tidings big and small, informing us of expectations and disappointments; twice she revealed affairs, thrice warned parents when their teenagers, in letters to pen pals, gave indication that they were heading down the wrong path in life. You may find it strange that the people here put up with Ágústa’s hands being like two curious dogs among all the letters and packages, knowing who got what, who were subscribers to pornographic magazines, or the Crotch Times as she called them, but you mustn’t forget that the winter can be long, it can be slow and uneventful, there are so few of us, there’s snow on the streets and the wind blows between our houses. Then it’s not so bad to come up with some reason to go down to the post office, say something appropriate to Ágústa, return from there with news, some snippet, some gossip to munch on, to talk about over coffee, to make time pass. But as we said, Ágústa came close, a finger’s breadth or so, to losing her job and reputation, she was accused of violating people’s privacy, of betraying their trust, was called a tattletale, a gossip, a snake, a witch. It was then that her smoking shot up from a little less than a pack a day to a little more than two; it has remained so ever since, making it safe to say that the verbal assaults, the criticism and slander, have shortened Ágústa’s life by a few years – some of us have a thing or two on our consciences. But she wasn’t sacked. The matter just faded away. Over time, she also learned to be more cunning, to modulate what she reported as if she’d got the news from others, which didn’t really fool anyone, but you can get used to anything, it all becomes ordinary and a matter of course in the end. Without a doubt, her information was useful; Ágústa’s curiosity has saved marriages, got people out of hopeless relationships, now we readily take advantage of the situation, have even sent letters solely to spread certain news, but times change, the number of post offices is constantly dwindling, they’re closed or relegated to corners of grocery stores, and in that way lose their individuality, it’s called streamlining, and e-mail reduces the number of postmen. Ágústa’s importance in our society has lessened, she’s no longer the epicentre, yet it wasn’t until letters and parcels began pouring to the Astronomer that we realised how dependent we were on Ágústa, her vigilance and curiosity. You can just imagine her discomfort when she opened the first letters and saw that they were all in Latin. Ágústa had become good at ploughing her way through letters in English and the Scandinavian languages; she had excellent dictionaries. What do I do now, Ágústa thought, turning over the first letter between her tobacco-stained fingers. The next day, another letter arrived, then the third, and within a week there were six. This put a strain on Ágústa, dark circles developed under her eyes, she became crestfallen, we took notice of it, maybe she’s got cancer, we thought, and cursed her smoking. Ágústa isn’t one of those who give up, she’s determined, a fighter, she spoke to Jakob, the lorry driver, and a few days later, he brought her a Latin–Icelandic dictionary. But she had a hard time deciphering that language, and, what’s more, the letters were all handwritten and the correspondents seemed to be competing to see who could write worse, dammit, those bloody bastards, said Ágústa. This disappointed us; we felt as if Ágústa had failed us, she sensed it, looked dejected sometimes, for no apparent reason. And more letters arrived, but gradually Ágústa stopped opening them, silence spread over them, mysterious silence.
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What might he be thinking, we asked sometimes, meaning the Astronomer, how does he feel, what goes on inside those who have sacrificed everything, turned their backs on success, family, daily life? We were anxious to know, an inexhaustible topic of conversation on long winter evenings when the world seemed to have forgotten us and nothing happened except for the sky changing colour. So it drew a great deal of attention when Elísabet hung up an announcement in the Co-op, in the same spot where old Geir and then Kiddi have advertised film screenings for thirty years:




WHAT MATTERS


Starting next Wednesday evening, the Astronomer will give a monthly talk at the Community Centre about what matters. He will begin punctually at 9 p.m. Each talk, with an accompanying slide show, will last around 40 minutes. The talks are sponsored by the Nordic Council of Ministers. He will answer questions at the end of each lecture. Coffee will be provided.





It was a full house in the Community Centre meeting room, the turnout nearly equalled Kiddi’s best-attended film screenings, James Bond, “Die Hard”. Davíð and Elísabet had their hands full. Coffee, crullers, hors d’oeuvres, showing people to their seats, taking coats, it was an important night and we had butterflies in our stomachs, the big moment had arrived, soon we would learn what the Astronomer was thinking, what was written in those books. We drank coffee, munched crullers, hesitantly tasted the hors d’oeuvres, enjoyed ourselves and said: What matters is that Arsenal wins the championship, that I get an erection tonight, that Goggi doesn’t come too quickly, what matters is getting bloody well drunk enough this weekend. The whole time, the Astronomer stood there on the stage, behind the podium, staring into space, appearing not to care about anything, our chatter, the anticipation, that evening, his talk, as if he were gazing through the building’s walls and roof at the evening sky, which grew darker between the stars as the autumn passed. He’s above it all, we thought, not without admiration; he’s a sage. Yet what was really going on was that the Astronomer had to hold tightly to the podium so as not to collapse, I won’t survive this, he thought. Now and then, Davíð glanced sidelong at the stage, he won’t survive this, he whispered to Elísabet, who was wearing a black velvet dress, it hugged her body, some people bit their nails, gnawed at their knuckles, what matters is a black velvet dress. You may recall that Elísabet worked at the Knitting Company, not for long, just the last two years, and, despite being barely more than a child, she soon became the unofficial assistant to the director, the fucking bitch, thought the five women who sat towards the front of the room and followed her with their eyes, just as well that looks can’t kill. Elísabet lowered the room’s lights but turned up the spotlights over the stage, she and Davíð took seats in the front row, closest to the stage, and the light from the spotlights fell over them like a fine mist. The Astronomer’s heart pounded like that of a small animal caught in a trap, his body trembled, his hands quivered. We stared up at the stage, minutes passed, he said nothing, just stared into space and some of us had begun to think that the Astronomer had gathered us there to tell us about silence, that that was what mattered, and that his books, then, must have been full of silence. Yes, of course, and our blather, chatter and prattle disgust him, we blabber day in and day out about things that are worthless, the length of curtains, sizes of tyres, and then we die.
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