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PROLOGUE



Every few years—we get itchy if it’s been too long—Iceland remakes itself. The land may look stony and immutable, but without fail a fissure opens and the earth’s hot blood comes bubbling out, sometimes in a jet and sometimes an ooze. Smoke fills the air, tourists fill the airport. When it’s all over, we lean forward to behold the new landscape. Maybe a mountain where a town once stood, or an island where before there was only ocean.


It’s an Icelandic paradox: The very stubborn nature of the place is change itself. Not always adaptation but alteration. It’s written into our rocks and our bones.


I believe the same could be said of my father and, perhaps, of me.


We don’t all become our parents, but their lives and wounds built the houses we live in. Theirs are the hammers and rough chapped hands that hung every window and lopsided door. Whether the rain rots our clapboards eventually, whether the flying red sand pries loose our metal roofing and sends it off to Greenland or leaves it dull, dented, and intact, that’s a reflection on their work. I mean a metaphorical house, of course—my pabbi and mamma’s construction skills were limited to rudimentary things: a coffee table, a fence, a paper airplane.


I’ve been a farmer for over twelve years now. It no longer feels presumptuous to say, even though the old-timers around here will persist in treating me like a novice and giving unsolicited advice until they’re finally croaking out, “Orri, the thing to do is—” in a death rattle and I have to lean in close and ask them to repeat it but they can’t because they’re dead.


They counsel me about child-rearing too. My own kid—a daughter, I’m told—is soon to be born. I intend to ignore all the advice until it suits me not to. I intend to abjure bows and skirts and frills in favor of rubber boots and leather gloves, to have her changing oil filters and filling bovine syringes by the time she’s three, so she recognizes all those ubiquitous farm-themed children’s books as absurd and asks, “Why aren’t they filthy like our place?” and if she ever says she wants to work the farm herself, to “be a farmer,” she’ll know precisely what she means.


I’m not going to say the farm has been a success. I don’t know yet, I can’t make so weighty a determination and that would be unlucky. Besides, in farming, you hemorrhage cash even when you’re making it, so these things can be very hard to tell.


My father, my pabbi, taught me to farm. His father was a farmer too, and yet Pabbi managed to slither out from under his father’s heavy shadow. I’m not like that. I don’t define myself in opposition the way Pabbi did. Every day I become more like him, and like Mamma too. I might have, say, a cursory exchange with a slaughterhouse employee, and I feel that same implacable silence coming out of me, a void in the air as I refuse to chat or remark on the weather, and I don’t hate it, this emptiness between us, though the slaughterhouse employee surely does.


And I am changeable, like Pabbi. I make adjustments, adhering to as few principles and dogmas as I can, including his. He would approve, I think. To change is to embody one of his finer parts, though decades of friction against the mean left him raw and abraded. Maybe it was harder for his generation. Or maybe the cold truths of farming are, at their core, undeniable.


So there’s this difference between us: Despite Pabbi’s great love for my mother and me, and his genuine fondness for animals, he experienced life as a slow leak, a gradual drying out of hope. I think I’m otherwise. Or trying to be. I see the same furrow lines converging across my brow like spring-flush rivers when I look up from spitting toothpaste. I see, just like his, the corners of my mouth dipping toward the earth when I’m engaged in something menial, something decidedly non-cerebral, like chipping ice from beneath a frozen gate or ladling turds from a water trough. But resembling a bitter old farmer—we age prematurely, it’s established—is not the same as feeling like one.


And Pabbi’s well of hope was never so deep to begin with. If it was already filled in halfway with mud and sharp igneous rock by the time he left the Westman Islands, that wasn’t his fault. If my own well has the greater reserves, or is always so stocked with clear glacial melt that I don’t notice it’s leaking, that’s only because my parents dowsed and dug it with their bare hands so it would endure like Írskrabrunnur, the Well of the Irish.


A farmer needs to endure a great many things.
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I witnessed the birth of Dagmar, gentle lady. She became our herd boss.


It’s not my first memory. My first would’ve been around 1997, when I was five years old, though maybe it’s just the memory of someone else’s memory. I know that I drank an ounce or two of brennivín after mistaking it for water. I can still bring to mind the pervading sense of shock, like my palate and esophagus were on fire, and then onward throughout my digestive tract. I coughed extensively, but I kept it down.


“You survived the Black Death!” Mamma liked to say. Some parents enjoy recollecting the near misses, provided they were not too near.


It was an unlikely occurrence, brennivín being rare in our house. If Mamma felt like spirits, she generally stuck with her potato vodka—only potato, mind you, cold and torpid in the glass or the bottle, whatever receptacle was nearest at hand, she would countenance nothing else.


“If I wanted to smear rye bread with moss and then liquefy it,” she’d say, “well, I wouldn’t.”


Pabbi was the brennivín drinker, for old times’ sake, although not by nature picky with his alcohol, and he’d mostly abandoned the strong stuff by March 1, 1989, Beer Day, when Iceland finally legalized beer after its ridiculously long prohibition, and he never looked back.


So Dagmar is my second memory. Later that same year, or thereabouts. The sweet, slightly fetid smell of fermenting hay in the barnyard. The cow prone, breathing heavily. And then the tiny yellow hooves, so incongruous, and all at once the calf squelching out onto the ground.


Pabbi, next to me, exhausted from his endless watch but happy, I think. Mamma laughing, a little grossed out. And me, in my shrill delight, “She pooped it!”


They say it’s usually the heifer calves who rouse first, and Dagmar was on her feet almost immediately, tottering around, getting licked and unslimed by her mother, who was also on her feet, finding the best teat within five minutes in this world, sucking contentedly, tail wagging like a dog’s.


And we made this a tradition. Two years later I saw Dagmar’s first calf born, a massive sweet-natured bull with one lopsided scur on his head, and because Dagmar was so calm and easy and would often allow herself to be led into a clean stall before calving, sometimes even in the final hours of her labor, I saw almost all the rest of her children born too, always hale, always thriving, never the hint of a problem.


That was our very first calving season, Pabbi and Mamma having moved to the farm only a year or two before, and of course it posed its challenges. The next calf after Dagmar was a bull who ran straight through a three-strand barbwire fence in abject terror when he saw Pabbi for the first time, had to be tackled and dragged up the hill—he was fine—and another calf never came to be; it was aborted spontaneously about a month before, deposited in the corral looking for all the world like a wet cat. The mother had somehow contracted a parasite that we later learned would be passed from cow to heifer calf ad infinitum, causing lesions on the placenta, and the whole line had to be culled.


And a decade later, despite her many good years as imperturbable boss, Dagmar left us. She bloated out when she lay down in a small ditch and couldn’t get back up for several hours, smashing her head on the ground so many times in an effort to stand that her wits were never quite the same, and neither was her reproductive system. She couldn’t get pregnant again under any circumstance, and who could blame her, but she had to be culled too, and that was a hard blow for everyone, Pabbi most of all.


And maybe I wasn’t always the best farmhand. I liked fetching tools for Pabbi, learning a socket wrench from a pair of locking pliers, but he said I moved too slowly at times of need and complained whenever I had to use a leg muscle in any way whatsoever.


Adults ask kids what they want to be when they grow up, and for a long time I said “farmer.” But Pabbi took pains to disabuse me of romantic notions, and if I thought a task was at all difficult, and I expressed this dissatisfaction, he was bound to remind me that farming was made up of unpleasant tasks, one after another, and eventually I stopped saying it.


I didn’t really know the place, the work. That wouldn’t come until much later: 2013, the year I turned twenty-one. Maybe I arrived late. Maybe I took too long to understand, to mature—it’s a maxim about bull calves, why shouldn’t it be true for bull children? But a kid takes his surroundings for granted. He’s not aware of the labor, the sacrifices, or even that a farm is something singular, a world unto itself. How can he embrace the thing when he can’t see well enough to wrap his arms around it? And there was no guarantee that I ever would. Farm-raised children don’t grow up to farm much more often than farm-raised eggs grow up to be chickens. Anyone who spends more than a moment looking backward knows that inevitability is a fiction. No Norns, just opportunity, blood, and choices.


But still, in those bright, snow-blind early days of Dagmar and her ilk, there was a great deal of life, and an abundance of care, and the two seemed to intermingle successfully more often than not. We took a lot of photographs. Mamma took the best ones, she didn’t even need a filter, and the cows always came right up to her because cows prefer women to men, it’s a universal truth. People liked our beef, they liked knowing where it came from, they said, and we liked it too—I was raised on it, after all—but we liked the animals even more.


I was young. It seemed that farming could be simple. It certainly seemed that it could be beautiful.
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Spring 2012. I was home on furlough. Mamma is the one who called it “furlough,” self-imposed. She said it with empathy, knowing too well the ways academia could grind a person down, or preserve them in a state of suspended discontent. Pabbi called it “fucking off.”


I’d made it much of the way through my first year at the University of Iceland in Reykjavík, studying who knows what. A bit of psychology, a touch of law. Certainly not a career path of any kind. Other kids from our part of the country often took a year or two off to figure their lives out between high school and the loftier halls, if they ascended at all. Many didn’t. I jumped straight for it with unclear but trite motivations: feeling stifled by the rural life, by the weekend farm labor, by the fact that we never went anywhere. Or maybe just because it was expected that I would.


Mamma understood. She never pushed, or even subtly intimated that I should study at Bifröst University, where she taught. It was fifteen minutes away, after all, and I could live at home and help Pabbi out in the mornings and evenings. But she knew the city was pulling me. She said it would be worth the price of tuition—admittedly very modest for locals and EU members—just to live in a place where one could eat sushi or pho every week. And I could stay with my grandmother, Amma, rent-free in her elegant, austere apartment. She didn’t approve of every youthful indiscretion, and that meant some lecturing and judgmental looks, but she doted on me, forgiving most minor trespasses, and besides, she hadn’t retired yet so was often away at work.


But to my shock, I missed home terribly. I quit sleeping that first semester. Or rather, I lost the ability to conjure sleep, which I’d always taken for granted. On the farm, there was perfect silence at night if you didn’t count the wind, the intermittent banging of a gate or a chain, the ragged bellowing of a weaned calf. And even in the dead of winter, we didn’t keep a single outside floodlight switched on, as most farmers did. Pabbi found them annoying—said the cows don’t give a damn, they can smell their way from feed to water to bed and back again. I had to agree. And so, with blackout curtains for the summer sun, I grew up sinking into an inky pool every time I closed my eyes to sleep. Now faced with streetlights shining in every window, and drunk people laughing, and neighbors shouting, and all sorts of unwelcome nighttime stimuli, I was forced to conceptualize sleep for the first time, to analyze its necessary conditions and components, which is the very worst way to succeed at conjuring. For what is sleep but magic?


Amma tried to help. She saw me decompensating when I’d been in the city for only a month or two. The lights and sounds never bothered her—she grew up in Vilna, after all—but she tried to adapt the apartment to my needs, buying heavier shades, turning certain obnoxious household items off and others on. Nothing worked, and I proceeded to lose my mind. I stumbled around in a miserable daze and fell asleep in class. As evening approached, I became seized with anxiety, dreading the very sight of my restless bed. I was Tantalus and night the false promise, extended again and again. In the end, nothing worked but downers. Amma, a physician at Landspítali, pulled a few strings and got me a benzodiazepine scrip from her friend, the chief of Psychiatry. Possessing the unique faith in medicine—and her own ability to dispense it—that most doctors seem to have, she didn’t think it necessary to consult a sleep specialist or a psychiatrist, and neither did the psychiatrist himself. She was right, of course. Sedatives were the knock upon the head that I apparently required for city living.


By the start of the second semester, having recovered my senses somewhat over the winter break, I was sleeping better, mostly coping without chemical assistance, but still fundamentally lost. Neither Amma nor Mamma proposed that I follow them into their respective fields. It’s not that I didn’t have the head for it, more that I lacked the ambition. The sum total of the knowledge I acquired in Reykjavík, the self-growth of a baffled young adult, was that I missed the company of animals—their pace and uncomplicated needs. Many farm kids know from early on that they want out, and when they finally achieve it, the liberation is gratifying, even if their illusions of a bigger, faster life turn out to be just that. Others fall into the cliché of only realizing what they love once it’s in the rearview mirror. I was one of those.


So I was primed for exodus when Mamma called the apartment that night in late February 2012. Amma answered, speaking Yiddish for a minute, and then handed it to me.


“I’m worried about Pabbi,” Mamma said, after receiving her usual reassurances about my health. “He seems depressed.”


“Did he say he was depressed?”


“No, but I can tell when he is. His voice turns into a mutter, and he won’t look me in the eyes.”


“Doesn’t he often mutter?”


“I guess. Not like usual, though. I can’t understand him.”


“It’s that Vestmannaeyjar accent,” I said. “He sounds like a pirate.”


“He does!”


We laughed a bit, as mothers and sons can do together even when things seem dire, and Mamma made a remark in Yiddish, but whispered it, as though the secret language—secret from Pabbi and me—were insufficient, its meaning divined if overheard.


Then Mamma asked if I was still planning to come home for my weeklong holiday in March. Of course, I told her, I wanted to help with the calving.


“Good,” she said, and she sounded genuinely relieved. “Two weeks? That’s not so far off. He’ll be happy to see you.”


I tapped my toes on the floor and glanced across the room at Amma, who was looking at something on her laptop, pretending not to listen.


“I could just leave tomorrow,” I said, sort of to both of them. “Then I’d be home for three weeks instead of one.”


Call it a family emergency—my professors wouldn’t really care, so long as I kept up with the reading and turned everything in on time. That part was simple. And by then I had my own car, an old salt-fuckered Renault Twingo with two brash holes in its muffler and a rear hatch that wouldn’t open under any circumstances.


Mamma didn’t think there was any harm in it, and Amma conceded that maybe her lunatic uncultured son-in-law, whom she adored, could use a boost.


So I drove home the next morning, and for the first two days I was back, Pabbi seemed tolerably well. He showed me some small machines he’d brought into the shop—one had its carburetor excised, cracked open like a complicated fruit and spread across the floor. He was pleased about a brand-new heifer calf, Vinur, who had arrived earlier than expected on a brutal night but stood and nursed within minutes, before she was even licked dry. In winter, most newborns are sluggish, especially the boys. Vinur had a ferocious will and was untroubled by matted, shit-covered fur and engorged teats.


We chored together, Pabbi and I, taking our time as one should in winter, leaning against the wind, me entertaining him with a few lengthy monologues about the idiosyncrasies of town folk and him occasionally holding forth in his laconic way. I searched his eyes when they were focused on other things. I may as well have searched the sky.


Mamma was an immigrant—a first-generation Icelander and a Jew—genetically disposed to be in touch with her emotions. Pabbi, on the other hand, came from a long line of Icelandic farmers, dating as far back as you’d care to look, and Icelanders like to look, though they make it hard for themselves by insisting on patronymics instead of family surnames. Most farmers, despots and subjects of their little realms, have a degree of stoicism, but Icelandic farmers take this predisposition even further, battered as they are by meteorological cruelty from one day to the next. They prefer never to acknowledge their vulnerabilities, even if they are bleeding out on a hillside somewhere.


But Pabbi was different, somehow. He appeared more threadbare, as though wind were getting through the cracks. It could’ve been simply that I’d gone away and come back and was seeing him with new eyes, as when you don’t notice a dog growing, or a child, until you stop watching it for a day or two, and then you look again and say, My, how big you are, or in this case, My, Pabbi, how tired you are. In my lifetime he’d seldom seemed happy—that was not a word one would use to describe him—but maybe Mamma was right, maybe he was unhappier.


Finally I asked him outright whether he was depressed, and of course he said no. I thought, He is lying, but couldn’t be sure, as parents are very good at lying, they have to cultivate the skill from the moment you’re born or they risk killing you with exposure. They must be pillars, and so they are, right up until the moment you realize that they’re not.
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Always a bitter morning when the calves drop. The mercury stoops overnight to its late-season nadir, and the rising sun has no discernible effect. The ground, the air, the machines—all intransigent. And somewhere in there, about two or three hours before the farmer gets up to check on everyone, the cow finishes her long labor. The typical response to this obnoxious timing is to blame the cow. Clearly she has done it out of spite, going into labor just as soon as the farmer has turned his back for the night, reluctantly, of course, because if he could make do without sleep he’d keep watch forever. So he retires, leaving his pregnant patient either out on the hard frozen ground, where the calf will begin dying as soon as it emerges, or, if the farmer is endowed with luck and foresight, in a marginally warmer, hay-bedded barn stall, where the calf will land nose-first in a steaming pile of shit and then get stomped by its oblivious mother.


You can avoid the March–April calving nightmare if you are talented at coordinating bovine intercourse, but there are downsides to every time of year, and centuries of farmers, who can never agree on anything, mostly seem to have agreed that frozen ground, on the heels of winter’s worst abuses, is preferable to the poisonous muck of a thawed barnyard, or to flies.


This is how it goes. Or so Pabbi has said, anyway, on many occasions, I am basically quoting him. My own experience was too intermittent, and too colored by childhood curiosity, to produce such a jaded outlook. But Pabbi kept a great deal from me. He wavered perpetually between a desire to keep farming joyful—to protect me from its wounds—and a compulsion to rob me of my illusions.


He waffled as usual, on that morning in March, when Fús got dystocia. Fús was a first-calf heifer, and you always have to keep a closer eye on those. But her labor ended before dawn, and by the time Pabbi got outside, the calf was stuck, only halfway out and all the way dead. Pabbi was out there for a while, and then came back inside with his head down. I had slept a little late, as kids do when they’re home from university, and was just slouching down to some breakfast when he came into the kitchen with hay chaff on his socks.


“Everything okay?” Mamma said. She tried to hand him a cup of coffee but he wouldn’t take it. His eyes wandered around the room and wouldn’t meet hers.


“No, everything is bad,” he said, and then muttered the particulars. “Can you help?”


She couldn’t, though she wanted to. She was already late for a morning meeting with the rest of the faculty in her department.


“I’m coming, Pabbi,” I said.


He looked at me bleakly. “You haven’t eaten.”


“Neither have you. I’ll meet you out there in a minute.”


We stared at the situation. Fús was down, and starting to look fairly bloated. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and all four legs stuck out straight, as though she’d paused in the middle of a big stretch. The dead calf, with a lolling tongue as long as its head and two thick-jointed forelegs preceding it as they should, lay partway flopped on the floor, covered in hay and shit and amniotic slime. Its eyes were still shut tight—lucky, maybe, that it never got a glimpse of any future indignities the world had in store.


“I don’t get it,” Pabbi said, as though we’d been in conversation. “Her frame is so big.” He meant Fús. Fús was the daughter of our herd boss, Skynsemi, a fairly enormous cow for a Galloway. Skynsemi made us all proud—she had a sleepy-eyed complacence, and took her job seriously—but she threw big calves, and her teats were large and pyramidal, making it hard for newborns to nurse. At any rate, Fús should’ve been fine with a calf of this size. But for whatever reason, it got stuck.


“What do you want to do?” I said. The reek of blood and indoor manure passed easily through the neck warmer I’d pulled over my face.


Pabbi glanced at me. He was chewing his lip. I don’t know if he was thinking, then, about whether I was ready to engage in such a horrific task. Ready in the sense that my soul was fully formed and therefore able to withstand the abrading it was about to endure. I certainly didn’t hesitate. Of course everyone thinks they’re ready for everything, until they face it for the first time.


“Grab some ratchet straps,” Pabbi said. “The big ones. We’ve got to get the calf out.”


We never had a real calf-puller, the kind with hooks and chains that veterinarians bring. Maybe we should have—our veterinarian lived about ninety minutes away, so an emergency visit was neither financially nor temporally feasible. But Pabbi didn’t want one around. He said that sometimes owning a tool manifested the need for the tool. He could be superstitious that way.


While I secured one end of the strap to a metal eyebolt, Pabbi wrestled the other end around the calf’s slippery legs, trying in vain to avoid the frenetic whip of Fús’s dripping tail. Then he stood up and started ratcheting. At last the calf slopped out in a wet tangle. Fús moaned, writhing, twisting. Pabbi grabbed hold of the calf and dragged it from the stall, leaving a viscous record. I heard him shouting at Rykug, our dog, to keep the fuck away.


“A nice bull calf,” he said, shaking his head ruefully, when he came back.


“What now?”


“We have to get her up.”


I’d seen him pull bloated cows off the ground a few times before, with the tractor and chains, but that was outside, with plenty of room. In the barn, there was little we could do. We tried tying the halter to the ratchet strap, and Fús’s heavy head came up, kinked against her body. She was thrashing so hard now that I could feel it through the concrete. The air was full of her steam. But thrash as she might, she couldn’t rise.


After several minutes of this, Pabbi let go of the rope and hung his head, breathing hard. The strap kept Fús’s head in the air. Her eyes were bone white.


“Paralyzed,” he said.


If calves got stuck, or spent too long in the birth canal, the fetus pressed on its mother’s spine, or pinched a nerve, Pabbi wasn’t sure which. In any case, the pregnant cow’s lower half would go completely numb. Every so often they could come back from this, given time, but they had to get on their feet first, and that was nearly impossible. Especially inside a stall.


“Watch her,” Pabbi said. “I’ll get the zapper.” I winced. I’d been trained to hate the electric prod, having heard enough stories about hasty, irresponsible farmers and slaughterhouse workers who couldn’t be bothered to wait more than three minutes for beeves to make up their minds before reaching for the goddamn prod. But we had one, as every farmer must, a little blue thing about the size of a cordless telephone, and Pabbi kept it locked up, in case any little kids should come over and mistake it for a toy.


He shuffled back into the stall—I could tell he was moving slower now, despite the urgency. This meant that things weren’t looking good.


“You pull,” he said, and started zapping. The prod sent out a high-pitched whine as he pressed the button, and then, when he pushed it through the heavy winter fur on Fús’s bloated flank, a muffled crack. Her skin twitched and her legs waved and her eyes retreated even farther into her head, but she was still emphatically down. Pabbi tried only two or three more times. I knew each attempt was another wound in him.


“All right, I’m firing up the tractor,” he said. I stood watch and heard Kolkrabbi turn over without too much protest. Good thing it was March, not January. The old coughing dinosaur, an 85-horsepower Valmet, had been starting hard lately—Pabbi thought the in-line fuel filter was clogged with congealed diesel snot.


When Kolkrabbi was warmed up enough, Pabbi inched it forward. A rope was tied to Fús’s stiff legs by a complicated labyrinth of cables and snatch blocks, and she started to slide, barely protesting. A bloody smear collected in her wake. I barked at Rykug to stay out—she had crept forward, like one of those horror-film mannequins that move closer every time you turn away.


Things took a swift turn for the ominous when we got our first unhindered, daylight look at Fús’s hind end.


“Goddammit,” Pabbi said. It was all too clear that what we’d both assumed was her placenta, in the obscure light of the barn, was nothing of the kind. Her uterus had prolapsed. The set of options afforded to Fús were now considerably narrower. Even if we managed to get her up, we’d then have to shove the uterus back in, but also somehow keep it clean during the process—impossible with her lying down; almost impossible with her standing up.


But Fús wouldn’t rise in either case. She seemed to have given up. She no longer moaned or kicked. Who knew if bloat was reaching its lethal apotheosis, or the pain and paralysis had proved too much, or what. I looked at the ground. I felt raw, scraped out.


“Jæja,” Pabbi said. Well. He had a particular style of saying it that was crushing in its finality.


Without looking at me, he trudged back toward the house, muttering that I should come inside and eat some breakfast, as though that were foremost on my mind. Maybe it was, god forgive me.


“No, Pabbi, I’ll stay and help.”


“There’s no need for you to see this.”


“If I’m going to farm this place someday, there is.”


He stopped in his trudging, as though I’d said something too thorny to untangle while in motion. I thought maybe he’d say some word of approval, or mild encouragement, or blatant dismissal, but instead he just scrutinized my face for a quick moment, then shrugged and kept walking.


The gun, a heavy Sako 85 rifle that seemed far too dramatic for the job, nonetheless did its job well. I stayed close for the final act. It was the first time, in all my years, that I’d done so. I’d always been ushered back to the house, or at least behind the barn. Pabbi placed the muzzle just a few inches from Fús’s great head. She didn’t look at him. The report was a thick woof, like the sound of an ice shelf sliding off the roof, the kind Mamma always said would decapitate me.


Smoke wisped out of a black smudge in Fús’s curly forelock. She shuddered, and her head sank down. Blood frothed discreetly from her lips. I thought in that moment how strange it was that bovine heads seemed tailor-made to absorb bullets.


I consented to going inside. Pabbi followed me in about ten minutes later, looking utterly destroyed. He’d used Kolkrabbi to drag the enormous corpse a good ways off, rolling her into a ditch full of old bones. There, the ravens could do their work.


“Sorry, Pabbi,” I said.


“She was a good one,” he replied, and then somehow we threw together a full breakfast of fried eggs and toast and juice and coffee, our hands engaged in their usual motions, and somehow we ate it.


Outside the day was warming by incremental degrees. By noon the snow would be slushy underfoot, the driveway perilous, the great ice sheets launching themselves from our metal roof. The sky was low and gray. Faintly visible from the kitchen window, Baula and her sister, Litla-Baula, blond volcanic cones and sentries of our world, loomed through the fog like chipped canine teeth.















4.



The dog heralded Ketill’s arrival before any of us knew he was coming. She whined and clattered her toenails and huffed at the window. It was Saturday, late morning, which found the three of us hiding from the feeble, low-slung sun, each in our respective chairs, each with our respective books. Pabbi had already accomplished his chores and checkups on the bovine maternity ward and seemed relatively content to do nothing for a little while, since Mamma was home. We were one of those rare families that liked being together.


Pabbi groaned when he saw the ratty old flatbed rolling in. He disliked Ketill, but had to stifle it because diplomacy was perhaps his core value, and because Ketill was a neighbor whose years of hard-won dubious experience in homesteading and machine maintenance were occasionally called upon in times of emergency at our place, and because Ketill was unfailingly, maddeningly generous.


“I’m not at home,” Pabbi said. I could never tell when he said this whether he was quoting Bilbo Baggins or had simply become Bilbo Baggins.


Mamma gathered up her book and made for the back room. “I’m not either,” she said. She didn’t need a reason to dislike Ketill, and though she taught politics, diplomacy was not her thing.


“I guess that leaves us,” I said to the dog, cramming my bare feet into a pair of insulated rubber boots and taking a heavy down jacket from the overburdened rack.


Rykug preceded me, barking with menace and joy, and she scrabbled her claws all over Ketill’s paint job. Fortunately Ketill did not give a damn about his paint job. The old farmer unfolded himself like an arthritic insect, lanky and unbending, his false teeth clacking in his mouth. He grinned at me.


“The prodigious son returns!”


“Hey, Ketill.”


“Home from the big city, I see. Slumming it with the peasants.”


This was one of Ketill’s favorite tactics: calling attention to his erudition with facetious mockery of his ignorance. It was a sword with an impossible number of edges.


“You on break?” he said.


“Not for another couple of weeks. Just thought I’d bring some classwork home, start vacation early.” I was careful, always careful, to avoid any suggestion that Pabbi needed help. Not only would it inspire scorn from Ketill—worse, it might inspire his help.


Ketill nodded knowingly. He produced his plastic flask of neftóbak, Icelandic nose tobacco, tipped a line of the coarse snuff onto his hand, and disappeared it in a couple of hearty contemplative snorts.


“How is the beautiful lady of the house?” he said, with a leer in his voice. Mamma may not have needed a reason to dislike him, but if she had, his insistence on calling attention to her appearance would have been sufficient. Sometimes he worked in bizarre references to her background when delivering his lascivious compliments. He once called her a “framandi hornkýr,” or exotic horned cow. We’d spent weeks afterward trying to decide whether he understood the anti-Semitic implications, or if he referred only to the rareness of horns among Icelandic cows. That was a regular game in our house: Did Ketill know what he was saying?


“Fine. She’s in the shower,” I said, and then instantly regretted it, assuming Ketill’s mind would jump at the opportunity to picture her there. “What are you up to, old man?”


“Ah, just picking up some hay for the critters.” Ketill, who had no outbuildings that weren’t stuffed with machine parts, stored his square bales at our farm. In return, we used a few as bedding in the maternity ward. “Any babies on the ground?”


I looked over his shoulder, as though I might see a calf lying in the barnyard instead of the gory smear from Fús being dragged off. I’d always been mystified by how blood could leave a tenacious stain in concrete, snow, gravel, dirt.


“Nope.”


We stood in companionable silence for a minute, Ketill watching with a look of beleaguered amusement as Rykug chased his little Icelandic sheepdog, Gúrka, around the buildings, humping him relentlessly. It didn’t matter, of course, that Rykug was female. This was her place, and she would express her dominance however she saw fit. She hadn’t been socialized particularly well, way out in the sticks, and she also seemed to resent the fact that Gúrka was uncut, oozing useless hormones. They still liked each other, but in a toxic way.


“Your dog is a rapist,” Ketill said. “Where did Viðir ever get such a horrible thing?”


I let the insult wash over me. Rykug was Pabbi’s dog, but whenever I was back home, she was mine. Pabbi sometimes made a show of objecting to this, calling her “traitor” when, in the morning, he discovered that she’d slunk from my parents’ bedroom and relocated to mine, the better to nose me at the first sign of waking.


“You abandoned me,” he would say to her. “Fickle beast.”


But we both knew, and we knew Ketill knew, that Rykug could run literal circles around the rest of the country’s native canine stock. In theory, she could outperform the border collies that now outnumbered Icelandic sheepdogs, at least among pragmatic farmers. Border collies only worked the head, and were of course deeply neurotic, seldom able to acknowledge when the workday was over.


Rykug was an Australian kelpie, rust-red and long-legged, and though her coat was wholly unsuited to the climate, her intelligence and drive made her an indispensable farmhand, or would someday. Pabbi had worked long and hard to find a pup of her breeding, rare outside of Australia, and to wade through the rigid bureaucracy that tried to prevent her immigration. Then he’d waited impatiently during her long quarantine on Hrísey. Maybe it was on the cusp of paying off. She was three years old now. They say kelpies never tire, not ever. They can work the heel just as well as the head, depending on what’s required. Pabbi showed me a video once where a kelpie disappeared into the scrum of a chute packed with nervous sheep only to reappear moments later on top of the herd, using their wooly ovine backs as a promenade. Rykug was untested in that regard, but she certainly knew how to conserve energy: Once indoors, warming on the floor, she turned it off like a switch. The only things that made her somewhat disagreeable were horses. She didn’t do so well with them: They hated her, and she hated them. Fortunately we didn’t have any. Also, she was an incorrigible yapper. Pabbi trained her not to do it in the house, but she just replaced the barking with whines and whistles and other alien sounds of the same volume and pitch, and in such speech-like intonations that she seemed part raven.


Ketill could cast his aspersions if he liked. I’d known the old man since I was an infant, when he held me in one arm and bellowed Icelandic folk songs, which I apparently found reassuring. His retrograde fumblings about ethnicity and religion could be chalked up to a lifetime spent among Icelanders, along with a perverse, ill-conceived desire to prove to everyone just how enlightened and unintimidated he was. As far as he was concerned, his admiration for my mother’s appearance was just more evidence of his progressive attitude, and therefore allowed him liberties in his speech. He allowed himself many liberties. And case in point: Weren’t he and I great friends? Wasn’t he, for all intents and purposes, my godfather? He certainly thought so.


After a little while, Rykug came back in a lather and collapsed at my feet, conserving her spirit until the next big thing. Gúrka, looking spent, retreated to the cab of Ketill’s truck. Neither of us was in a hurry, though I’d begun to feel the cold through my thin cotton pants.


“Ah, the farming life,” Ketill declaimed.


We stared toward the Þverá, where a feeble cloud of steam was rising from the ice. The wind got hold of a cracked plastic bucket and bounced it into a ditch.















5.



What did he want?”


Pabbi was suited up for work, overheating in his winter gear while he waited for Ketill to leave. His face was flushed and dour.


“Picking up hay,” I said.


“You didn’t let him near the tractor, did you?” My father lived in fear that if his vigilance lapsed, Ketill would take it upon himself to “help” with the animals or the machines. His help had to be tightly regulated or it would turn to destruction. It had happened before. Once, learning that Kolkrabbi had a coolant leak that my father couldn’t find the source of, he’d come over, found us not at home, unscrewed a bunch of things from the old tractor, but then got stumped or was missing a necessary tool and departed, leaving behind a pile of important-looking bolts, two flattened washers, and a radiator that still leaked just as much as ever.


I knew he reminded Pabbi of his own pabbi. Both Steingrímur and Ketill were old-school farmers, and Pabbi hated the old school.


Pabbi stepped outside, his head still hanging, and he didn’t ask for help or company.


“Mamma,” I said. She murmured but didn’t look up from her book. “Do you think Pabbi is peculiar?”


Now she looked up.


“Is that what Ketill says? Well, he’s right. Your pabbi is peculiar. He’s always been peculiar.”


I considered this.


“He doesn’t seem that peculiar to me.”


“That’s because you’re used to him.”


“Aren’t you used to him?”


Mamma put down her book with a sigh. She guarded her reading time jealously, even when I was home. It meant the day hadn’t really started yet.


“Let us review,” she said in her most professorial tone. And then she began to enumerate all the ways in which my father’s choices diverged from those of most other Icelandic farmers. He kept no sheep, for example, and no horses. That meant no wool to sell, and no majestic rides in the sunset, no tourists. Pabbi rode the boundary on an old coughing Yamaha dirt bike.


As for cattle, he insisted that his herd be composed of slow-growing Galloways, one of only a few breeds you could get in Iceland that were tailored exclusively for beef. He didn’t believe in cross-purpose or dairy cows, which meant no Icelandic cattle, so we never had any milk to sell, and the beef market had to be cultivated with care. The only time he milked cattle was in dire nursing emergencies, which meant getting kicked by animals unused to having their mammaries manhandled. And there was Rykug, of course, the canine anomaly. All these choices I’d taken for granted until somewhat recently, feeling pride, if I noted them at all, in my father’s independent streak.


“You mean he is mulish, like Bjartur,” I said, thinking of the miserable antihero of Independent People, a book as detested by Pabbi as it was loved by Mamma and everyone else. He found it too depressing to stomach; she found it hilarious. But maybe that was the heart of the matter: Pabbi had lived inside one or two facets of Laxness’s bleak gem. You could almost say that he defined himself in opposition to it.


“No,” Mamma said. “He just wants to do things a better way, even if it means financial ruin.”


I considered this. Lately Pabbi had begun to veer even further from the farmer’s mean. This year, for example, he had sold our bull and failed to procure a new one. After the spring crop of calves, unless he found a new bull by summer or tried artificial insemination again, which was almost always a colossal waste of time and money, we’d have a year with no offspring. Was it a plan or was it lassitude, or something else?


“So he’s a contrarian, then.” I didn’t like the way it sounded after I said it. “Obstinate?”


“Maybe,” Mamma said. “But if he were simply contrarian, he would revel in other people’s reactions. Instead, he hides from people, as you can see. He genuinely finds their old ways embarrassing. Not that he himself is embarrassed—he’s embarrassed for them.”


I was starting to feel a bit ashamed that we’d been talking so long about Pabbi behind his back, but if we’d tried it in front of him he would’ve left the room anyway.


“You think it’s innate, his weirdness?”


“Some of it, certainly. But his childhood was odd. Certainly it always sounded odd to a city person like me. But maybe it was odd even for Icelanders, who are an odd people.”


“You are an Icelander, Mamma.”


“Thank you, I know, but don’t be obtuse. I grew up in Moscow and Reykjavík. Your father grew up on Heimaey, a far tinier island than Iceland, and yet still lived apart from most of the people there. And he spent a summer alone on Elliðaey, a puny little rock that makes Heimaey seem almost big.”


“I didn’t know that.”


“Then there was the eruption, of course. The evacuation. I think it damaged him. It certainly made an impression, or maybe it makes more sense to say that it left an imprint. A brand? Is it the same thing? Is that what the expression means? I am lost. In any case, I don’t think your father has ever gone back there.”
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