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International acclaim for


Your Absence is Darkness


“Jón Kalman Stefánsson is a poet . . . Your Absence is Darkness is poetic and beautiful and so full of love and grief that it leaves no-one untouched”


Morgunblaðið (Iceland)


“One of the great contemporary works of literature”


Stern Magazine(Germany)


“A wonderful family saga, pieced together through memories, myths, legends. Page after page, the characters emerge from the background, step closer, come alive. You just want to spend more time with them and never leave their world”


Corriera della Sera (Italy)


“Incontestably this winter’s most beautiful title . . . Once again Stefánsson proves his exceptional talent”


Livres Hebdo (France)


“Stefánsson has created a masterpiece with this new novel. You don’t want it to end”


NDR Kultur (Germany)


“Bursts with a narrative desire and an urge to live . . . as vivid as life itself”


Jyllands Posten (Denmark)


“In his deeply unique ‘history of humanity’, Stefánsson doesn’t want to provide answers. His aim is to bring to the fore the pivotal, perhaps impossible questions each of us feels when confronted with the spectacle of life – the spectacle of dozens of human lives, all mysterious, miserable, and resplendent”


La Repubblica (Italy)


“Captivates with its complex questions about love, life and death, composed in a poetic and comical way. Stefánsson is unsurpassed in writing about death and oblivion”


Trouw (Netherlands)


“An extraordinary puzzle of a novel”


La Grande Libraire (France)


“Written in a language that hits you in the solar plexus, and a little above and below it too”


NRK (Norway)


“One doesn’t write a novel like this without having been pricked by the heart’s compass needle yourself . . . During a time when no-one can tell how things are going to turn out in this vast, dark world, Jón Kalman Stefánsson offers heart-wrenching wisdom, which purifies without placating”


Politiken (Denmark)









Also by Jón Kalman Stefánsson in English translation
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The Sorrow of Angels (2013)


The Heart of Man (2015)
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CONSONANTS, VOWELS AND VOWEL COMBINATIONS


ð, like the voiced th in mother


þ, like the unvoiced th in thin


æ, like the i in time


á, like the ow in town


é, like the ye in yes


í, like the ee in green


ó, like the o in tote


ö, like the u in but


ú, like the oo in loon


ý, like the ee in green


ei and ey, like the ay in fray


au, no English equivalent; but a little like the ay sound in sway. Closer is the œ sound in the French œil


A list of characters may be found in the last pages of this volume









Tell My Story and I’ll Get My 
Name Back, or in other words: 
The First Opposition









What matters and has a lasting effect on you, deep feelings, difficult experiences, trauma, intense happiness; hardship or violence that cuts into your community or world, can work its way so deeply into you that it’s pressed into the genes, which then carry it from generation to generation – thus shaping those yet to be born. It’s a law of nature. Impressions, memories, experiences and setbacks are passed on from life to life, and, in that sense, some of us exist long after we’re gone, are even completely forgotten. So the past is always within us. It’s the invisible, mysterious continent that you sometimes feel when you’re half-awake. A continent with mountains and seas that constantly influence the weather and the shades of light within you.









SOME COMFORT CAN ALWAYS BE FOUND


Maybe I dream this:


*


That I’m sitting in the front pew in a cold church in the countryside; the deep stillness outside broken by the occasional bleat of a sheep and the distant screeching of arctic terns, windows frame the blue sky, the sea, the edge of a green hayfield, a nearly barren mountain.


*


I hope that this is a dream because I don’t remember myself, don’t even know who I am or how I got here, don’t know . . .


. . . but I’m not alone in the church.


*


Just now, I looked over my shoulder to see a man sitting at the far end of the rear pew, close against a weathered flagpole lying across the backs of the five pews. Slim, probably middle-aged, with a thin, sharp-featured face, a receding hairline, and prominent lines on his forehead. And staring mockingly at me.


Maybe I’m just dead.


To think, that this is how it happens: everything goes out, self-consciousness is erased, and then you’re restarted in a small church and the devil is sitting a few pews behind you – come to claim your soul.


I glance behind me. No, it’s hardly the Evil One himself. But something in the man’s demeanour suggests that he’s no stranger here. I turn to the side, look straight at him, clear my throat: Sorry – but are you the priest at this church?


*


The man stares silently at me for a long time. Uncomfortably long. Priest, he repeats at last; does just my sitting here in a pew make me a priest? And would that make you the bishop, since you’re closer to the altar? Would I be a coach driver if I were standing next to a coach, a doctor if this church were a hospital, a robber or a banker if we had met in a bank? And if I were all those things, how long is a person what he is, because isn’t life supposedly always changing you, that is, if you’re reasonably alive – when does one stop being a priest or a criminal and become something entirely different? If there are such things as questions, then shouldn’t there be answers to them? When is a person’s name Dingdong or Snoopy and which is better? But keep in mind that sometimes life is the questions, death the answer – so tread carefully, mortal!


His voice isn’t exactly deep, but has a touch of darkness, and there’s a kind of power in his expression. In the sharp features, the deeply lined forehead, the blue eyes. Such people can be dangerous, I think reflexively.


So you think I’m dangerous? the man asks.


This startles me. I didn’t mean to, I begin saying, but then he waves his arm as if wanting to silence me, sweep me away or ask me to leave; I choose the latter. Get up, nod at him. The floor creaks as I walk down the aisle and . . .


*


. . . step out of this old country church standing near the mouth of a short fjord, surrounded by low mountains with an expansive, cold blue bay beyond – but the near-barren mountains appear to become both greener and slightly higher further up the fjord. The churchyard is clearly much older than the church, because the oldest graves have transformed into large, nameless tussocks, with all of those resting here having long been forgotten although the green grass captures the sunshine and sends it down to them in the darkness. Maybe some comfort can always be found.


The most recent graves are on the south side of the church, and the newest that I see on my way through the churchyard has been tended carefully. The name of the woman inscribed on the cross, however, is splotched with bird droppings, but the phrase below it, “Your memory is light, your absence darkness”, indicates that she’d been loved. The same isn’t as certain of her neighbour, Páll Skúlason of the farm Oddi, because the gravestone, a big, heavy rock from the seashore, offers nothing other than a quotation from the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard: “If eternal oblivion were forever lying greedily in wait for its prey and no power were capable of snatching it away – how empty and hopeless would life then be?”


*


Your absence is darkness.


Eternal oblivion besets your memory.


So where do we find comfort?


*


EVEN THE DEAD SMILE, AND I AM ALIVE


Someone – maybe me – has parked a blue Volvo so close to the high churchyard wall that anyone standing among the headstones wouldn’t see it. To my great relief, the car turns out to be unlocked, but just as I’m about to get into it I notice a woman approaching from the direction of a concrete house perched on a low hill a short distance above the church. Thin, with long, dark, tousled hair and a brown backpack hanging carelessly on one shoulder. She isn’t alone; a russet sheep runs ahead of her straight up to me, sniffs my shoes, and then tries to fawn on me like a dog, so energetically that I nearly topple backward. Stop that, Hrefna! the woman cries sharply, and the sheep stops.


Oh, sorry about Hrefna, the woman says with a smile, having reached me, she can be a handful – but, it’s so good to see you! Jesus, you wouldn’t believe how happy I was when I looked out my window just now and saw you here in the churchyard. Happy, but surprised, of course; seeing you here was about the last thing I could have expected. When did you get here? I never saw you drive up to the church; I ought to have noticed – cars are hardly ever out and about so early on a Sunday morning. But you’re probably on your way to the hotel, to see Sóley? She’ll get a shock when I tell her who’s on the way!


*


The woman knows me! So maybe she can help me with my amnesia, at least tell me my name; that alone could possibly open some doors.


But something stops me. Maybe the words of the priest in the church – who might be a coach driver or the devil himself: “Keep in mind that sometimes life is the questions, death the answer – so tread carefully, mortal!”


The woman looks at me with a smile in her big, dark eyes, probably waiting for me to say something, but then the sheep bleats and looks up at a black and white puppy that has come running down from the house, dangling its tongue enthusiastically, so full of frolicsome life that even the dead smile. I kneel down to it to avoid saying anything for the moment. Hrefna rubs against me so hard as I scratch the puppy that I have difficulty keeping my balance. That’s enough, the woman says sharply to the sheep, before apologising to me again for this unusual creature – she actually believes she’s a dog.


Constantly sniffing around, says the woman, and marking her territory instead of eating grass and being timid around people like normal sheep. But she can’t help it; she was raised by a bitch that a Norwegian couple ran over last summer. I guess something had to give way to the flood of tourists. My poor Snotra; it’s hard to imagine a better dog and companion. The Norwegians were devastated, that’s for sure, they sent me a card last Christmas along with some goat’s cheese, which was lovely of them, but of course did nothing to help me forget Snotra. As if I could forget lifting her, badly injured, from the side of the road where she’d been thrown by the collision, and taking her behind the house to put her out of her misery. Snotra looked straight at me the entire time with so much trust in her eyes, certain that I would help her. Instead, I shot her.


I’m sorry to hear this about your dog; it’s very sad, I say without thinking, without trying to determine the most appropriate thing to say. Very sad, I repeat.


You were always so fond of dogs, says the woman, so warmly that I get a lump in my throat. But when it came down to it, she adds, I couldn’t be without a dog and got this bundle of joy here from my dear Eiríkur. He’s a pure-bred Border collie, named Cohen. Mum would have been happy with that! But Snotra adopted Hrefna here as a newborn. It was a beautiful relationship and Hrefna was just a year old when the couple drove over Snotra. Poor Hrefna stood outside the house bleating for weeks, having no idea what had happened to her mother. The bloody thing will have to be put down; I can’t think with all that bleating, Dad sometimes said when she bleated loudest, but he didn’t mean it. He . . . She falls silent again, or rather, her voice seems to fade away.


The sun rises higher in the sky, the morning grows warmer and the woman unzips her dark-blue fleece jacket. Underneath, she’s wearing a thin green shirt, the top buttons unbuttoned. I catch a glimpse of her rounded breasts and look down when I see her nipples rub against the fabric as she shifts her weight from one leg to the other, and feel something deep inside my abdomen, unsure whether it’s lust or reluctance – shouldn’t I be able to tell the difference?


The woman laughs softly, almost deeply. Oh, I’m so ridiculously happy to see you! It was as if you’d literally vanished, evaporated. Can I give you a hug, would that be alright? she adds, seeming a bit hesitant, but then she puts down her backpack, steps up to me and hugs me. Squeezes me so tightly that I clearly feel her warm, soft body. Then she leans back, maybe to get a better look at me, and strokes my face with her right hand. Her palm is so small and delicate that it resembles a butterfly. A butterfly with calluses, that is, because her hands have been marked by physical labour. I guess that I stiffen at the unexpected intimacy; she senses it and is about to release me, but then I hug her in return. Hug her tightly, soak in her warmth and softness as I fight back tears.


And am most certainly alive.


*


DO THE DEAD LOSE THEIR NAMES IF WE DON’T TELL THEIR STORIES; IF YOU TELL MY STORY WILL I GET MY NAME BACK?


The Volvo threads the narrow, pitted dirt road lying about a hundred metres above the shore, fairly straight but with a few blind rises, and my surroundings become greener as I drive slowly up the fjord – which turns out to be deeper than it appeared from the churchyard.


I’m on my way to the hotel where Sóley will “get a shock” when she sees me. Of course, I don’t know where this hotel is or what this Sóley looks like. Still, the hotel could hardly be that hard to find; the fjord is sparsely populated and a large building would surely stand out. Only thirty-six people live here.


Of whom, six are children, the woman had said. Not a good percentage.


*


She said she didn’t want to let me go right away. I have some snacks here in my backpack, she said, let’s enjoy the weather and sit down with my mother.


But instead of going up to the house, she ambled into the churchyard and I followed – her mother turned out to be the woman with the splotched name and dark absence. Who died just over three years ago. The woman greeted her mother’s neighbour, Páll of Oddi, as she walked past the large tombstone inscribed with Kierkegaard’s words, said hello to him happily, as if he were an old friend, then took a few things from her backpack, various refreshments that she said she’d “stuffed in a hurry” into it, and finally a blanket that she spread out on the ground and arranged the snacks on. Plates of flatbread, butter, smoked lamb, four slices of rhubarb tart, two wine glasses and a bottle of red wine that she asked me to open. I sat down with my back to the churchyard wall, she opposite me, closer to the grave. Sat cross-legged, her dark, tousled hair full of sunshine, and her big, dark eyes with a delicate web of crow’s feet extending from them, and looked at me so warmly that a lump rose again in my throat.


Red wine on a Sunday morning, in sunshine, with a badly missed friend, that’s how a person should live, she said – did you know that Mum sometimes called this corner of the churchyard her and Dad’s favourite café? It seems to be sheltered in every direction, and here they sat when their lives locked together. Or when life finally began, as Mum used to say. You know the story. I don’t want to bore you with it. Even though it’s beautiful.


I think that oblivion, I said cautiously, with a knot of anxiety in my stomach over saying something wrong, is the black hole lurking at the centre of all galaxies, destroying the light that can shine from memories. I might remember the story, but not entirely. Tell it to me. It’s so nice to hear you tell stories.


She smiled, leaned forward, and wiped the bird droppings off her mother’s cross, revealing the name – Aldís.


So her mother is called Aldís.


Or was called Aldís, because she’s dead, of course, when you might not be called anything anymore. Death takes our names from us and leaves us nameless. But her father is called Haraldur, he’s still alive, yet not.


Mum and Dad sat here almost half a century ago, the woman said.


Almost half a century ago. When more people were alive than now.


She looked at the cross for a moment, drained her glass, refilled it, looked at me.


*


AND NOW, THE FIRST STORY


The first opposition?


*


IT’S ALL OVER NOW, BABY BLUE – IS IT MATURITY OR TIMIDITY TO SETTLE FOR YOUR FATE?


Aldís came here to the north to make love with her fiancé in the Krossneslaug swimming pool. She was nineteen years old, had graduated from Reykjavík Junior College in the spring, and would be starting at the university that autumn. They hadn’t planned on stopping in the fjord. They hadn’t even bothered to find out its name. The Krossneslaug pool, which is located about a hundred kilometres to the north, “an outdoor, concrete pool near the shore, 12 × 6 metres in size”, was the only reason they went. It was their engagement trip. Ólína, Aldís’s mother, had held a party for them in their big house in the Laugarás neighbourhood, likely the last party she would hold in that house; Aldís’s father had died of cancer the previous autumn and the house was up for sale.


The young couple had heard that Krossneslaug, sometimes called the Swimming Pool at the End of the World, was not only isolated, standing off by itself at some distance from the nearest village and facing the open, churning Arctic Ocean, but was believed to have mysterious powers. So they drove all that way north, eight hours on very patchy gravel roads, for the sole purpose of making love opposite the roiling power of the Arctic Ocean, enwrapped in the warmth of the pool’s water. It was meant to be a kind of consecration and then a supplication or votive prayer to destiny that their lives be saturated with the power of the ocean but bathed in the warmth of love.


But then their car blows a tyre. Two kilometres south of the farm Nes. A hundred kilometres from Krossneslaug. And the jack is broken.


On the other hand, it was a fine summer day: a gentle wind, fourteen degrees Celsius, the grass crackling dry, the noises of haymaking carried through the fjord, the air smelled of the sea.


But there was no-one home at Nes.


*


Haraldur’s mother had driven one of the tractors to Oddi to get the hay loader that the two farms shared, as well as to borrow one of the sons there, Halldór or the giant Páll, so that she and her own son could finish gathering the hay from the big field before evening – the field that Haraldur was windrowing on the red Zetor, with the doors of its new cab open wide to the sunshine and Bob Dylan’s Greatest Hits at full volume on the tape player, when the young couple from Reykjavík came walking down the mown field and heard a familiar song through the noise of the rotary rake.


The yokel’s listening to Dylan! And I thought he never got any further north than Borgarnes, let alone all the way here to this backwater, Aldís’s fiancé, Jóhannes, had said, surprised and with a touch of admiration in his voice as they stood there in the hayfield and watched the farmer windrow. The hay was so dry that when Haraldur drove towards the sun, he had a hard time making out the line between the mown grass and the part he’d windrowed, but he enjoyed being alone, with the song “It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue” having just started when he saw the two strangers in the field, with the curious farm dogs around them. It was obvious from their clothing and how the man behaved towards the dogs, rigid and half-frightened by their enthusiasm and curiosity, that they were southerners. Haraldur sighed and turned the Zetor in their direction as Dylan sang through the rattle of the rake and the hoarse sound of the tractor’s engine: Forget the dead you’ve left, they will not follow you.


Good song, Jóhannes called out after Haraldur stopped the rake, shut off the tractor’s engine and jumped down onto the field; slim, suntanned, wearing blue jeans and a wide-open chequered shirt, which he didn’t bother to button up.


Good song.


He didn’t answer, and looked down to hide his curiosity.


Far from an everyday occurrence for strangers, let alone from Reykjavík, to be standing in one of the hayfields at Nes. After drawing nearer to them, he looked up and pushed his hair back nonchalantly from his forehead. There were probably three things that won me over, Aldís would tell her daughters, more than once: how your father jumped down from the Zetor, brushed his hair back from his eyes, and then how he looked at me, quickly, firmly, and impertinently after he’d jacked our car up and poor Jóhannes started changing the tyre.


*


Haraldur had graduated from the Agricultural College at Hvanneyri that spring, and would take over the farm at Nes in due course. As his father Ari had taken it over from his father, who had taken it over from his, and so on continuously for six generations. Haraldur, his parents’ only surviving child after his older brother drowned at sea a few years earlier, would be the seventh generation. It was so obvious that it was never discussed. But one spring evening, just over two months before Aldís and Jóhannes’ tyre blew above the farm, Haraldur had been sitting with his parents at the kitchen table over coffee and refreshments; Ari hunched over his lambing records, which sheep had given birth, how many were left, which ones were due next, Agnes humming over her knitting, one of the dogs asleep under the table and a murmur from the radio, the evening reading from Mother by Maxim Gorky. A mundane moment in the Icelandic countryside, with all in the usual pattern. Inconstant, difficult, demanding yet generous nature and steadfast, solid human life in which everything was in its place. Haraldur had been sitting there with his cup of coffee cooling in his hands, observing his parents, their calmness, composure; people whose lives were secure. They’re happy, he had thought. Yet it had never crossed his mind to associate that word, happiness, with his parents. But now it dawned on him that despite the blows that life had dealt them, the gruelling struggle, the long working days, they lived in a place that they loved. That they couldn’t imagine another existence, and the certainty that Haraldur would take over the farm gave meaning to all their toil.


It was the sounding board to their existence.


He looked down at the sturdy kitchen table, built by his grandfather sixty years earlier from drift wood gathered down at the shore. His parents didn’t suspect that in recent months he’d felt as if he were stuck in a crack and couldn’t move. He’d half hoped that his studies in Hvanneyri would satiate his most intense hunger for education, help him accept his fate and his obligations to his parents, his deceased brother and their ancestors, an uninterrupted line of seven generations that rested in the churchyard and watched him silently. But his yearning for more knowledge, to get away, had, on the contrary, grown over the winter, and when he came home in the spring he made the decision to stand up for himself and his dreams; to enrol in the university and preferably live abroad for a few years.


But the thought of telling his parents about this was overwhelming. He knew that he would hurt his mother, sadden her. He knew that he would hurt his father, too, but he feared more that his dad would be so unhappy that their relationship would never recover from the blow and that that discord would poison all of their lives, not least his mother’s, who would see herself torn between the two men she loved. She who always walked with her head lowered, as if continually deep in thought, unless she’d adopted that posture in order to appear no taller than her short-statured husband. Haraldur had inherited her cheery disposition and enthusiasm, which just over thirty years of farming on hard land, in the monotony of the countryside, had, however, dampened a little.


Haraldur stared down at the kitchen table, listening to his mother humming “Roads Lie in All Directions” by Ellý Vilhjálms, which had taken over from the radio’s evening reading, and his father muttering something to himself over the lambing records; shortstatured but so strong and tough that some of their neighbours called him the Iron Man between themselves.


Roads lie in all directions, no-one steers his course.


So, if the roads lie in all directions, is there always a possibility of getting away, no matter where you are? That all you need is to . . .


He looked up when he realised that his mother’s knitting needles were no longer clicking and she had stopped humming. Looked up and met her eyes. Is everything alright, Halli? she asked so frankly and so obviously full of worry that it dawned on Haraldur that he’d failed to hide his growing unease and anxiety since coming home from Hvanneyri. He glanced at his father, who was still hunched over his records as if unaware of the other two, although he no longer muttered to himself. Then Haraldur began to speak. Began without thinking, for some time didn’t even hear his own words due to the anxious throbbing in his head, despite having thought hard over the last few weeks about how he could deliver them the news in the gentlest way, because he wanted to explain everything, so that they would realise just how difficult it was for him, too. That he just knew that he . . .


*


. . . would simply be unhappy as a farmer. I love the land, but can’t imagine taking over the farm. I can’t imagine it. I want to get an education. I long to get an education. I can’t imagine life without getting an education first. I want to be happy. Maybe in twenty years, I’ll want to take over the farm. You two aren’t that old. Yes, definitely. I won’t let you down. But I just want to be happy, and to get an education. I’ve got to go. Forgive me.


*


Following this declaration of his, there was a long silence; all that was heard was the murmur from the radio. Well, my boy, this was rather unexpected, his mother then said, laying her work-weary hands on the table, as if she needed to support herself. Haraldur’s father continued sitting there silently, hunched over his records, but then began to fill his pipe unhurriedly, took a drag on it to stoke the embers and smoked with his eyes half-closed.


Happiness, Ari finally said, as if he wasn’t quite sure of the word, had never said it before; he had taken the pipe out of his mouth, and watched the embers cool and fade. Then he tapped them into the ashtray, got to his feet, put the pipe, the pouch of tobacco and the box of matches into his pocket and said, without looking at his son, take over from me at three. And went out to see to the sheep.


Sixty of them had yet to give birth, the lambing had begun unusually late this year, the spring had been cold, wet, they’d had to keep the sheep inside and watch over them round the clock. Look after life. His mother began to clear the table, he saw that her hands were trembling. This will all work out, she said, as if trying to pluck them up, but her voice cracked. Then days passed.


*


And winter finally began to recede.


They started fertilising the fields in early June. Haraldur on the tractor, which had no cab at the time, while Ari handled emptying the fertiliser bags into the spreader. The matter hadn’t been discussed further. As if his father were attempting to erase Haraldur’s words with his silence. Pretend that they’d never been said. And some things are just so daft and irresponsible that one doesn’t discuss them, lets the silence see to erasing them.


Haraldur knew that it was up to him to bring up the subject again. Unless he simply let it go and accepted his fate. It’s good to have dreams, but a person does, however, have his responsibilities, his obligations.


There’s the rub, then, or is it maturity or timidity to settle for your fate? Is it responsibility or cowardice?


Haraldur rattled around the fields, ring after ring, on the cabless Zetor, while his mind spun in its endless, uncertain, desperate circles. But his father had been unusually talkative that day – summer was here, after all. They saw the snowdrifts shrink, the earth appear from beneath the snow, life was returning after a long, hard winter and a treacherous spring. Haraldur backed the empty spreader up to the machinery shed, where his father was waiting by the fertiliser bags.


Now’s your chance, Haraldur thought, before hopping down and going behind the tractor. Ari bent down for the first bag, then straightened up easily with it in his arms and emptied it into the spreader. Haraldur cleared his throat. His father gave him a quick look, almost smiling, then bent down for another sack. Dad, said Haraldur, surprised at how resolute, almost acerbic, his voice sounded, and he cleared his throat again and tried to soften his voice. Dad, what I spoke to you and Mum about the other night . . . it’s weighing so heavily on me, Dad, and I feel terribly bad about it, terribly, I actually feel sick about it, I’m just afraid that I can’t— He stopped when he saw his father bend double. Dad, he asked uncertainly, Dad, are you alright?


His father said nothing and slumped onto the bags, as if he’d suddenly decided to rest, maybe even take a nap – sleep off his son’s nonsense.


*


But he never got up again, and was buried in the churchyard ten days later. The day after, Haraldur ordered a cab for the Zetor.


*


WHERE DO YOU GO WHEN YOU’VE STOPPED THINKING – TWENTY POEMS ABOUT LOVE, AND ONE ABOUT THE LIEUTENANT’S WOMAN


Jóhannes puts the spare tyre on the car and the blown one into the trunk, they say goodbye to the young farmer, continue their journey. A good two-hour drive north to the swimming pool. Up heaths, around fjords where the road hangs in some places like an interloper onto the steep slopes. They make love in the swimming pool a stone’s throw from the heavy, surging Arctic Ocean. Jóhannes moans when he comes inside Aldís, who is leaning back against the side of the pool and thinking the entire time about the farmer.


They drive south the next day. A few days later, she takes the coach to Hólmavík. It’s the start of September, in the mid-1970s.


*


Ólína, Aldís’s mother, knew of course what she had to do when her daughter returned, distracted and considerably upset, from her engagement trip; the girl locked herself in her bedroom, rarely answered Jóhannes’ phone calls, barely ate, broke down on the fourth day in her mother’s arms.


At first she just cried, but then it trickled out of her, for a long time disjointedly, but it all lined up in the end: that she couldn’t stop thinking about that farmer, whom she still knew nothing about. Apart from the fact that his name was Haraldur, he listened to Dylan, had ridiculously blue eyes. Yet she’d believed that she was happy, that she was looking forward to life with Jóhannes, to having a beautiful house with him, three children, travelling together to distant lands. But in a single moment, it was as if everything had been snatched from her – and she was standing on the edge of a kind of precipice, desiring nothing more than to throw herself off it.


I must be insane, Mum. All I think about is how he looked at me, with those eyes of his. All I can think of is going back, and . . . which is of course stupid. Why should I do that? I would just make a complete fool of myself. And besides, he’s a farmer. And fat chance that I would ever want to live there, as far from everything as you can get. Still, I can’t think of anything else. I feel like I’m losing my mind. I’ve never felt so bad. Yet I’ve never felt so good!


Of course Ólína knew what she had to do – remind Aldís of her responsibility, how lucky she was to be engaged to such a promising man, a kind, reliable fellow, who was head over heels in love with her, would do anything for her; and then take her with her to New York, where Aldís’s brother was studying. Let the big city wipe away the effects of that backwater farmer.


But for the past few weeks, Ólína has been preparing to move to a smaller home and has had to go through everything that had accumulated around the couple’s lives during their thirty years of marriage. She’s sorted photos, letters, papers, clothing, books . . . Those who, for some reason, have to dismantle their home, simultaneously fumble through their memories, relive their existence, and put their lives on the scales. Ólína has clearly had a good life, even an enviable one. But she never loved her husband, Þorvaldur, the father of their children.


Dismantled their home, took apart the past, sometimes misses Þorvaldur’s company. Has had a good life, yet feels she’s been cheated of something. She’s ashamed about looking forward to life without him; and then Aldís cries in her arms. Cries and talks almost deliriously about some farmer who looked at her with strange blue eyes and everything changed. That she and Jóhannes had continued their trip, he’d been so happy but she was as if paralysed, heard herself answer and then smile when she thought it was appropriate. They went to the swimming pool, they were together . . . and Mum, then I knew I didn’t love him, that I’ve never loved him, that I will never love him. I’m terribly fond of Jóhannes, he’s so wonderfully good and would do anything for me. But I can’t love him. I’m so awful. Maybe I thought it was unnecessary to love passionately. Yes, I probably thought that too much love would make me vulnerable, confused, irresponsible. And look at me now, too, Mum! This is so stupid. This is so ridiculously stupid. Five days have passed and I can hardly breathe. Is this love, is it so stupid, then, blind and completely unrealistic – does it really think I want to love a farmer in some ugly fjord out at the end of the world? This is so stupid. I think I’ve got to go back.


*


Instead of trying to talk sense into Aldís, distraught, so upset that it’s clearly impossible for her to think a reasonably clear thought to its end, and then buying tickets for the first flight to New York, Ólína accompanies her daughter early in the morning two days later down to the long-distance bus terminal.


You should have the opportunity, she says, that some women never do, or don’t have the strength or courage to pursue: namely, to shape their own destiny. Go north and see what awaits you. You can always come back. You may discover that this was all just a silly dream, but that’s okay. People learn most from their mistakes. But you’ve got to go to have a chance to come back.


She gave Aldís money and two books that she’d recently read for her reading club. Books that had stirred her soul as she was preparing her move and had made her rethink her whole life. A poetry collection by Pablo Neruda, Twenty Love Poems and a Song of Despair, and a recent novel by a young English author, John Fowles, The French Lieutenant’s Woman. It rained that morning, the wind blew, Ólína stood up against the wall of the terminal with her hands over her heart and blew her daughter a kiss as the coach pulled away. Towards uncertainty.


*


The trip was endless. Much longer than the trip that summer and it rained most of the time, so hard and densely that the countryside disappeared and the world along with it. The roads are crooked, narrow, and time and again the coach was on the verge of breathing its last from the exertion on the most difficult slopes. At one moment, Aldís wanted only for the coach to rush onward and deliver her quickly to her destination, and at the next she prayed fervently that the journey would never end, and that eternity would be this coach trip with Fowles’s novel and Neruda’s poetry collection at her side.


But all journeys end, and it was nearing five o’clock when she stood in the car park of the Co-op in Hólmavík, in a biting wind, eight degrees Celsius. It had stopped raining by the time they reached Hrútafjörður, but the clouds over the grey village were heavy lead slabs, the sea rough, bleak, the people glum, aloof, they ignored her.


Neruda could never have written a poem about love and despair in this place. Most likely, he would just have been filled with despair and not written anything, except maybe about fish, sheep, rheumatism, grey existence, liquor.


She sniffed, blew her nose, sought refuge in the Co-op’s shop. Got a hot dog there but had no appetite, threw it in the dustbin after the first bite, and there lay the hot-dog bun upside down, appearing as it were about to burst into tears. Neruda never wrote about crying hot-dog buns.


Aldís had promised to call home as soon as she arrived in Hólmavík, but first she had to find the post office, the only place where it was possible to call south. If it wasn’t already closed. And what should she say to her mother? Everything had seemed so easy when they were planning the trip here, her mother had been enthusiastic about it, in fact, had spoken as if Aldís were embarking on a wonderful adventure – said she was jealous of her.


An adventure?


She looked out at the cold blue sea, the grey buildings, the dust that the sharp wind whirled up. This is an ugly village. It looks as if nothing beautiful could happen here. How could she ever have thought of coming here? How could her mother ever have thought of allowing her to make this trip, take the coach here, into this wretchedness? Oh, if only Jóhannes would appear out of the blue in his Toyota here in the Co-op car park, come to pick her up. How could she ever have thought of leaving him; maybe she should call him instead?


She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, scolded herself in her mind, kept her eyes closed as she thought of the farmer, how he’d jumped down from the tractor, brushed the hair from his eyes, how he’d looked at her. Opened her eyes, prepared to go and find the post office, call home. Yet didn’t know what she could say. Didn’t want to worry or disappoint her mother.


And how was she supposed to get out to that damned farm, Ystanes?


Pff, just ask someone to take you there, her mother had said; no-one could refuse such a beautiful young woman that favour.


*


Aldís looked around but saw no-one who seemed interested in helping a “beautiful young woman”. Two young men came out of the Co-op with a few small items, got into a fiery red Willys Jeep, peeled out of the car park and disappeared. Then there was nothing left but the wind, the bleak sea, the sleepy houses, the hunched farmer pumping petrol into a blue Land Rover and the chubby salesgirl who had first looked at Aldís out of obvious curiosity, then hunched over a copy of the magazine The Week, sunk herself into its gossip about famous people, dressed in an overly narrow, brown shirt, her mouth stuffed with a big piece of caramel. Aldís went to the counter and had to clear her throat twice to draw the girl’s attention away from The Week – could she tell her where the post office was?


The girl took her time answering, maybe unable to bring herself to stop chewing the caramel, trying to soften it up and enjoying the sweet taste. Finally heaved a sigh, almost ruefully, reached for the caramel’s wrapper, took the half-chewed morsel out of her mouth and wrapped it carefully in the paper. Wiped her shirt, came out in front of the counter, said, that’s a really nice coat. Took the newcomer by the elbow and added: and wow, how soft it is! But look there, she then said, pointing between the houses, there’s the post office, and it’s just about to close, so you’ve got to hurry. But I’ve never seen you here before. I suppose you’re from Reykjavík? Do you have any relatives here in Hólmavík? Is anyone coming to pick you up? I mean, I hope you’re not going to the countryside, you really can’t, I mean, not in that coat, because then I’ll just have to keep it for you, ha ha ha! Are you alright, by the way?


Aldís came very close to bursting into tears in the face of the unexpected warmth that flowed from the girl’s stream of words, but she managed to compose herself and explain reasonably calmly that she just needed to make a phone call home, to Reykjavík . . . and, yes, then get out to the farm of Ystanes – maybe she knew how to get there?


To Nes? Are you going there? To Haraldur? Of course he would get himself a girl with such a fine coat! I would have nabbed him myself a long time ago if I weren’t already spoken for! Are you sure I shouldn’t keep your coat for you? Ha ha ha, I’m just teasing you! But look, you’re in luck, because at the moment it’ll be no problem whatsoever getting there. You see that fellow there at the petrol pump, filling his car and the two petrol cans – that’s Skúli from Oddi. Oddi isn’t far from Nes, she added when she saw Aldís’s puzzled expression, and I’m absolutely sure you can get a ride from him. He’s so brainy, you’d think he’d gone to university. But still, a really fine chap. Hafrún, his wife, is probably with him. They’re always together and she’s absolutely lovely.


Aldís walked hesitantly across the car park. The farmer saw her heading towards him, pulled the nozzle out of the petrol can it was in and straightened up. Tall, sinewy, with chiselled features. Strong, grey eyes that seemed to drill through Aldís and read her to her core. Aldís looked down at his big hands, the hands of a labourer, and anxiety trickled down her spine. She could hardly tell a man with such hands that she’d just endured a bouncy eight-hour coach ride for the sole purpose of seeing the eyes of the farmer at Nes once more. It seemed so utterly silly. People in the district would laugh at her about it for years. Which of course didn’t matter to her, because she was going to take the next coach back, and never come here again.


Can I help you? the farmer asked, and she noticed that the space between his eyes was unusually wide. Does he see more of the world than others? she thought, before looking down; she’d been about to put down her small suitcase but discovered that she was standing in the middle of a puddle, in her fine leather boots. Damn, she thought, and then, straightening up, she noticed a woman with grey-flecked black hair coming from the post office with a package under one arm. The farmer followed Aldís’s gaze. That would be Halldór’s records, he said. Yes, here they are, said the woman; the boy will be happy to get them. But who do we have here? she added, looking at Aldís. Well, said the farmer, scratching the back of his neck, I’m just trying to figure that out, but it’s not going very well. I think it’s more of a project for you.


The woman opened the back of the Land Rover, put the package in it, then went over to Aldís, who was almost a head taller than her. Hello, friend, she said, holding out her hand, warm, strong and calloused, as Aldís felt when she took hold of it; my name is Hafrún and that fellow there is my husband, Skúli. How can we help such a young, beautiful, elegant woman?


How can we help . . . this utterance, the firm grip, the woman’s stone-grey, warm eyes liberated something within Aldís, eased the constriction in her neck; she said she’d come by coach, that she didn’t know anyone here, but needed to get to the farm of Ystanes.


But I guess it’s named Nes, or is called that. The girl in the shop said Nes. If I’m not mistaken. But, yes, she needed to get out to Nes. Or do you say north to Ystanes? I don’t know if you go out to the farm, down to it, or north to it . . . I don’t know what people here say. I’m a complete stranger. I’ve only been here once before. Though not really. But first I need to go over to the post office to make a call to Reykjavík. Call home. My mother.


The couple listened in silence as she churned out these disjointed explanations. It’s no problem for us to give you a ride, Hafrún then said, but you’ll have to sit between us. The back’s full of boxes, as usual after a trip to town.


They waited while Aldís went into the post office and placed a call home, which her mother answered immediately. Everything’s going well, Mum, said Aldís hurriedly, I’m in Hólmavík, have found someone who’ll drive me to the farm, I’ll be in touch, she added, before saying a hasty goodbye to keep herself from bursting into tears.


*


Then they drove out of town.


Hafrún was quick to turn on the radio, which was playing Haukur Morthens singing “Eight Years Ago”, a poem by Tómas Guðmundsson set to music by Einar Markan. A song about how your life can turn into mournful regret if you don’t seize the opportunity when it appears to you.


Beautiful song, said Hafrún, though a bit sad, isn’t it? But wouldn’t you say that we need sadness sometimes, in one way or another? There are so many rooms in existence, and most of them we likely don’t know. You don’t have much luggage, dear. But I didn’t know that Haraldur and Agnes decided to get a hired hand. Yet I’m really glad they did. They certainly can do with the help. It was such a heavy blow when Ari passed away in the spring, so unexpectedly, not even sixty and always in perfect health. To be honest, we’ve been worried about them, especially Haraldur, he’s been so down, he isn’t happy with – oh, what am I blathering about?! Don’t tell him, he doesn’t care for pity, that boy.


I have only this little suitcase because I’m not going to be stopping long. And I’m not a hired hand, said Aldís, I’m a student at Reykjavík Junior College. And I’m not sure I know how to work. At least not how to do farm work.


Then why do you want to see Haraldur at Nes, dear?


I don’t know. I think I’ve stopped thinking.


So when a person stops thinking, is it best to go out to Nes?


I think I’m in love with the farmer, Haraldur, I mean. Forgive me, I’m not used to saying things like this.


I’d say that’s a perfectly valid reason for a visit. Even if you’ve stopped thinking and don’t know how to work. But I didn’t know that Haraldur had a girlfriend. That’s wonderful news.


Aldís: He hardly knows I exist. He’s only looked at me once.


Hafrún: And maybe isn’t expecting you at all?


Aldís: I took the coach here. My fiancé said he would die if I left. If I broke off our engagement. My mum encouraged me to come here. She said that you’ve got to go to have a chance to come back. I think she meant that people should take opportunities when they arise. As in the song earlier.


Hafrún: She seems to know a thing or two, your mother.


Aldís: But still, I don’t know if there’s any sense in doing this. I actually feel like I’m crazy and have no control over anything. Mum loaned me two books for the coach trip, an English novel and a collection of South American poetry about love and despair.


Hafrún: It’s absolutely necessary to have something to read on those long, tiring coach trips. But then, you’re engaged to someone else?


Aldís: Not anymore. My ex-fiancé, I should have said. I left the ring with my mother, and a letter to him in which I tried to explain everything and ask him to forgive me.


Skúli: And you’re not worried about the man dying?


Aldís: No, he can’t tolerate chaos and the unexpected.


Hafrún: And Haraldur has only looked at you once?


Aldís: I know.


Hafrún: What do you know, dear?


Aldís: That this sounds as if I’m a hysterical idiot. And that’s just probably what I am, after all. But he looked at me in a way that changed everything. Since then, I haven’t been able to think of anything but him. Whom I know nothing about. He has blue eyes. But he’s a farmer, of course, and I hardly know the difference between a sheep and a cow. I guess you would say I’m a person who has never had to get my hands dirty. You could also say that I’ve almost never dirtied my clothes. I’ve never been in a sheep shed and am afraid of passing out because of the smell. You can hardly have much respect for such a person. Forgive me, I’m not used to expressing myself so . . . so irrationally. You might think I was brought up badly.


Hafrún: Oh, I wouldn’t worry too much about that now! Rationality and love have rarely got on. It would be strange if they did. Then we would really have cause for concern about people. And the young don’t necessarily need to be rational. Leave it to us old folk to try to pretend to be rational. Life would simply die of boredom if you young people never did anything irrational.


Skúli: Last I knew, the school still needed a teacher for the winter. If you’ve misunderstood young Haraldur’s look somehow, or you two need time to sort things out, because sometimes things need time to be sorted out, then let’s just say you’ll be the new teacher. Apparently, people here in the district sometimes listen to what we have to say, although why, I’ve never understood. But you’re educated, and therefore you can teach. Besides, the fjord needs a person like you.


Aldís: What sort of person am I?


Skúli: One who dares to throw everything away because of a single look. And in doing so, keeps life from stiffening.


*


HAS ANYONE EVER TOLD YOU THAT YOU HAVE INCREDIBLY BLUE EYES?


When Aldís and the older couple from Oddi arrive, Haraldur is moving a load of driftwood from the shore on the hay wagon to dry over the winter in the large machinery shed. The couple immediately go in to have coffee with Haraldur’s mother, and leave it to fate to deal with the young people.


He drives up the headland in the Zetor, from whose open cab door comes the voice of the Canadian musician Leonard Cohen, singing from his first album, I showed my heart to the doctor, he said I’d just have to quit. Haraldur swings the tractor into the farmyard, looks at Aldís standing next to the tall churchyard wall as he backs the big wagon up to the machinery shed, shuts off the tractor’s engine, turns off Cohen, steps out.


Another blowout? he asks.


She’s wearing a beautiful coat. Probably no-one has been seen in such a beautiful coat here in the countryside, or in such black, high-heeled leather boots.


Another blowout?


She bites her lip and her heart pounds so hard that it hurts.


Maybe it was all a stupid, humiliating misunderstanding; his look, and what she thought she’d sensed in the farmer, his nonchalance and sorrow. Maybe he’d simply looked at her distractedly, as one does, without thinking. Maybe he’d looked at her lustfully, a country bumpkin who isn’t interested in anything but talking about haymaking, his animals’ health, the price of lambs. Maybe he wasn’t interested in anything but taking her from behind against the churchyard wall. Lifting her dress, ordering her to get down on all fours and taking her like any other sheep. Maybe his eyes weren’t as blue as she remembered.


He’s standing straight as an arrow about two metres from her, arctic terns crying down on the headland; the two dogs accompanying him have sniffed their fill of Aldís and now stand between them and look alternately at them, as if to ask – and what now?


Haraldur runs his hand through his hair, asks, another blowout, but adds when she doesn’t answer immediately: My name is Haraldur, by the way.


Then she bites her lower lip, completely unaware of the effect that it has on the farmer. Now be rational, young woman, she says to herself, before remembering the words of the farmer’s wife, Hafrún, that life would simply die of boredom if young people acted rationally.


I know your name is Haraldur, she says, hoping that her voice isn’t too trembly. I hadn’t forgotten that. No, no blowout. I took the coach here. I’ve never taken the coach before. It was a terribly long trip and I had nothing to occupy me but the rain, an English novel, and a South American collection of poetry about love and despair. By Neruda. Have you read it? Or the novel, The French Lieutenant’s Woman? Mum says she’s hardly ever read a better novel, and she reads a lot. I’m sorry, but I simply had to come back. Mainly to ask you why you looked at me the way you did. I know it’s silly to say such a thing. Do I shock you? The couple at Oddi have said I can stay with them, and then I’ll take the first coach home. No need to worry about me. No need to show me consideration. Has anyone mentioned to you that you have incredibly blue eyes? My name is Aldís, by the way. Could we maybe sit down somewhere, we need to talk. The dear farmwife, Hafrún, gave me a bottle of aquavit. Do you say that, farmwife? I’ve never talked to people in the countryside before. Sometimes you’ve got to loosen these people’s tongues, she said. But naturally, I don’t know what kind of person you are. Maybe I’m allowing myself to talk to you like this because you were listening to Dylan and now to Cohen – even my favourite song by him. You didn’t have to do that. But now I’m here and I’ve got to find out who you really are. Will we need to drink a whole bottle for that?


Haraldur brushes the hair back from his eyes and smiles in such a way that Aldís’s heart abruptly skips a beat, then he nods towards the churchyard and says, I know a good place where we can open this bottle. But I don’t know how much we’ll need to drink. Are you pressed for time? I’m really glad to see you again.


*


I’m really glad to see you again.


And they are so young that time seemed not to exist.


*


THE NORTHERN LIGHTS ARE GOD’S POT SMOKE


They didn’t need to finish the bottle. Aldís took one sip, shuddered, he laughed. Then they were silent, looked at each other until she said, I’ve never kissed a farmer before. Neither have I, he said. I’m going to university this autumn, she said. I was going to go to school, too, but Dad died, he said. My condolences; I’m so sorry. Thanks, but that’s why I can’t go. There are always solutions. Are there? Yes, and I think that if a person like me can kiss a farmer, then anything is possible. What kind of person are you? The kind that kisses you, she said, leaning forward.


They got married the following summer.


*


She went to university in the autumn, studied French for a year, but couldn’t stand being away from Haraldur and moved for good to the north; accustomed herself just fine to the smell of the sheep shed, taught for many years at the school, which later became a hotel. Her mother, however, never got used to the smell of the sheep shed, despite the fact that she regularly came north, stayed for weeks and got on well with Haraldur’s mother, who for some reason always broke into unstoppable laughter after her first glass of sherry, and Aldís made sure that there was always a bottle of sherry at Nes. Yet her dream of studying lived on and when Sóley, their eldest daughter, started junior college in Reykjavík, her parents rented the farm to Páll at Oddi, moved south, and enrolled in the university; they didn’t return until seven years later, after living in both Reykjavík and Paris. There are always solutions.


*


But in March, just over forty years later, they’re coming home from Hólmavík, along with their younger daughter – the one who sat barefoot opposite me in the churchyard and told me her stories. They’d treated themselves to dinner at a new restaurant in Hólmavík. It was a starry night, and the northern lights were awake in the sky as they headed over the heath on their way home; the lights surged and billowed so strongly and enchantingly that Aldís couldn’t help but unbuckle her seatbelt to get good photos on her phone, and make foreign friends happy by posting them immediately on her Facebook page, under the title: The northern lights in Iceland are like God’s pot smoke!


Mum was amusingly tipsy, her daughter said just over three years later, and she always became so uncontrollably enamoured of Dad when she was under the influence. She turned into the nineteen-year-old girl who had sat in the Land Rover between Hafrún and Skúli. I drove that night, and Mum was so terribly playful that after she’d finished putting the photos on Facebook, she tried to crawl to Dad in the back seat to mess around with him, but burst out laughing over something he said and got stuck in between the seats, helpless with laughter. She got little help from Dad, who’d also unbuckled his seatbelt, laughed no less than she did, and had sunk to the floor. You two are nuts, I said, looking at them.


Which I shouldn’t have done, she said, looking at her mother’s cross. The road was terribly icy and I was stressed about the two glasses of red wine that I’d had with dinner and whose effects I seemed to be feeling uncomfortably much on the heath with all its curves and hills. Mum shrieked like a girl, begging Dad to help her. Swim to me, he shouted from the floor in the back of the car. Then I turned and looked.


The road was terribly icy, she repeated, as if explaining the accident to her mother, apologising.


Because she turned and looked and the heel of Mum’s leather boot hit her in the right eye, she lost control of the car, which ran off the road at the top of a high slope, rolled three or four times and stopped upside down six metres below the road. The next she knew, she was hanging upside down from her seatbelt, like a sluggish bat. When she regained consciousness, Aldís was bloody, broken, and dead in Haraldur’s arms.


*


WHAT SORT OF PERSON AM I?


The sort that keeps life from stiffening.


But then we die; nothing can stop it. Death strikes so heavily that even the gods fear it.


My name is Aldís, by the way, and I’m dead.


And my name is Haraldur. I’m paralysed below the waist and her absence is darkness. But what’s your name?


*


SOMEONE FIRES A SHOTGUN AT A LORRY, A MAN WITH A DEGREE IN LITERATURE SELLS JET ENGINES, REFUGEE WOMEN FROM SYRIA MAKE DANGEROUSLY GOOD FOOD


It’s torturing me that I can’t remember her name. Obviously a worldly person, with a long university education behind her. Had come here to the north three months before the accident – “battered by life”, as she put it. I don’t know the context, the story, but it appears to have been a shipwreck; someone cheated on her; she couldn’t have a child. It was all woven together, turned into a tragedy so painful that she fled to her parents to recover. She had felt sheltered here behind the world, that the slopes of life weren’t as steep and rugged. Enjoyed lying on the couch at night, reading and listening to Haraldur and Aldís banter affectionately but passionately about who was the better songwriter, Dylan or Cohen, who a better crime novelist, Arnaldur or Mankell, who a better cellist, Pablo Casals or Pierre Fournier, who a better footballer, Zidane or Thierry Henry. It was so good to listen to them . . . but then the car ran off the road.


She came here to recover, to let the most difficult wounds heal, grow over. Had no interest in taking over the farm. Hadn’t earned a doctorate in historical philosophy to end up as a farmer on a tough, remote farm. But Haraldur couldn’t think of leaving, and she could hardly leave him alone at Nes, paralysed below the waist.


We have around a hundred sheep, she says when I ask about the farm. A hundred and two, last winter. Of course, no-one can live on that, even if there were four times as many, but we just don’t have the heart to get rid of the poor things. We like to have them around us, and for the last two years I’ve been involved in an interesting, innovative project using wool. It makes farming more diverse, you get a kind of strength from it, and we mow the fields so they don’t go to seed. Dad got Eiríkur and Ási at Sámsstaðir to build a big platform with a wheelchair lift out in the sheep shed, where he likes to spend his winter days listening to music, reading, even writing a bit, receiving visitors, and . . . You know, it’s not bad at all living here in the fjord. Granted, we’re hardly what you’d call a proper farm anymore, but on the other hand all sorts of people have washed up here in recent years, some of them half-fleeing from life. Living in Vík, for example, is an old professor of history; a former lecturer in literary studies, who for some reason sells jet engines in distant lands; he was allowed to build a summer house at Sámsstaðir and stays there for long periods of time. Last year, Sóley hired two Syrian sisters, refugees; they live at the hotel and cook such criminally good food that people travel long distances just to eat lunch there. There’s life here, in spite of everything, and you remember how beautiful the fjord can be, even in the winter when we seem so far from everything that it’s as if we no longer belong to the world. “The silence here is so deep that you can hear the draught of the northern lights and eternity,” says the hotel’s website. Sóley managed remarkably well to attract foreign tourist groups here before the coronavirus paralysed everything. Though we saw quite a few tourists here last year and the year before, a lot of groups, but the last half year has been pretty dead, of course. We got a few Icelanders this summer, but the foreign groups disappeared, understandably. But we determinedly went on promoting ourselves on social media, even put in more of an effort, and Sóley is expecting the first big group today.


So you run the hotel together? I ask.


No, not directly. I just help my sister with promotions, take photos for the Facebook page, and am sometimes tempted to put photos from here on my page, mainly for the pleasure of friends abroad. Of the winter stillness or summer serenity; lambs in sunshine, seals sleeping on rocks at the shore. It’s like living in a poem, said a friend in New York last winter. Maybe I do, to some extent, and am therefore enviable. My main source of income for the last two years, however, has been translating leaflets for various medications, which can be so boring that I sometimes take my shotgun out and shoot at fenceposts. Some of them are in pretty bad shape after the winter. But it can be fun to discharge a shotgun; it gives you an outlet. My Eiríkur, on the other hand, has been charged with firing a shotgun at a lorry and might be on his way to prison because of it. Life can be so unfair.


*


Again, this Eiríkur. Who seems to live at Oddi, as the philosopher buried in the churchyard did. Eiríkur gave her a puppy, then fired a shotgun at a lorry and, because of it, is on his way to prison. The woman says his name affectionately. Are they lovers? Why does a man shoot at a lorry, and is perhaps going to jail for it, when he has a woman like her in his life; obviously intelligent, with strong charisma, an almost unabashed gleam in her dark eyes, a vague but captivating melancholy at the corners of her mouth . . . anyone loved by her would hardly fire a shotgun at a lorry, but instead shoot off fireworks in celebration of his life.


Haraldur, however, doesn’t celebrate with fireworks, he lies paralysed from the waist down in his bed, sits at the kitchen table that his grandfather made in his day from driftwood gathered at the shore, is out in the sheep shed or at the large living-room window that frames the fjord, that expansive bay, the farm Vík across the fjord, the old church, the churchyard, part of the big field that he raked with Dylan almost half a century ago. The days pass, the weeks, months become years. He reads biographies, books on history, listens to music, disappears into long-past times, immerses himself in the lives of others. If your life stops, he says, you just live through others. Some evenings, the father and daughter read to each other, watch movies together, educational programmes, news commentaries, post on social media, they live together, then he says good night, good night, dear daughter, goes into his bedroom, lifts himself into bed, falls asleep, and then Aldís comes to him, not bloody and broken but radiantly young, and says, my love, oh, I miss you so terribly much!


*


THE ONLY WORDS THAT MATTER


I don’t know the details, and most of it seems to come to me in fragments. Maybe there is no complete picture. Maybe life is found nowhere but in the fragments.


Bury me, Aldís said to Haraldur as they lay there together, broken, bloody, and she dying in the wrecked car – bury me where we sat together for the first time. Remember when I had just arrived by coach, we drank a little from the bottle of aquavit that Hafrún slipped me as she said, we’ll be inside with Agnes, dear, should you need a ride afterwards. But of course I didn’t need a ride because I had come home, I had come to you. And I’ve never belonged anywhere but with you. You’ve always been my home. Hold me, love.


Hold me, love. Her last words.


*


And the only ones that matter.


*


WHAT WE LIVE, WHAT WE CREATE


No, I don’t know the details well enough to see the big picture.


Details, big picture?


The former we live, the latter we create.


*


MY NAME IS ROBERT DESNOS AND I KNOW THAT IT TAKES A LOT TO ASK FOR HELP, BUT BE COMFORTED, I’M WEARING MISMATCHED SOCKS AND LIFE IS A SUNDIAL


How deep is this fjord?


*


The distance grows between me and Nes, the land turns greener the further inland I go, the mountains rise higher, have a verdant tinge, and relatively lush fields spread out at the fjord’s head.


I said goodbye to the woman, she hugged me, we nearly finished the bottle. It’s good to feel tipsy in the daylight, she said; one really shouldn’t do anything else. Then I left . Then I drove off. In the Volvo in which I must have come here. Whenever that was. Maybe in another life. But it was difficult to see the farm and its surroundings, barren and green at once, growing more distant in the rear-view mirror, then disappear entirely behind the landscape’s ridges and hills. What disappears from you seems not to exist any longer. And it’s torturing me that I can’t remember her name.


Incredible how you managed to get me to talk, she said in parting, while you’re so silent; it’s unlike you – what happened to you?


*


What happened to you; very good question.


I don’t know the answer.


*


I drive slowly onward, listening to the song that began playing when I started the car. “No Introduction” by Nas. I recognised it right away. One of the big songs. I wrote this piece to get closure.


Strange.


I seem to have forgotten everything about myself. I don’t know what I do, what talents I have, whether I’m loved, I don’t even know if I have children – how can anyone forget that? My memories have disappeared without a trace, leaving nothing but a poignant sense of loss. I feel . . . as if my very self has been taken away and someone has filled the void left behind with the world, its history, its intolerance, its regret, its longing for balance . . . but to what purpose?


*


Maybe there is no purpose apart from the one we ourselves create.


*


When Nas disappears from the rear-view mirror, the Irishman Damien Rice takes over from the American musician: It takes a lot to give, to ask for help, to be yourself.


It takes a lot to ask for help.


Doesn’t this apply perfectly to Haraldur?


Hasn’t he shackled himself, even both of his daughters, to the fjord, the farm of his ancestors – trapping all three of them in the hesitation because he neither can nor will ask for help? Trapped in the hesitation of life. Married to death. Unable to part with his wife.


He who was once so young.


Of course, everyone has been young at some point – yet no-one precisely like Haraldur.


No-one jumped down like him from the Zetor, having just listened to Dylan – who was also young at the time. To think, even Bob Dylan himself was once young!


Jumped down from the Zetor, landed softly in the fragrant, mown grass, with his long, dark fringe that he had to brush back regularly from his eyes, although his boyish, radiant smile had darkened slightly two months before when his father died and, with his death, shackled his son to the farm.


Forget the dead . . . they will not follow you.


Unfortunately, Dylan doesn’t quite have it right – the dead always follow us. Dark and bright, comforting and accusatory.


*


Before we got up from an almost empty bottle of red wine, the woman had told me about a French journalist who came here to the fjord in late August last year and attracted attention for wearing mismatched socks. A cultural journalist from Paris who was such a fan of Icelandic music and literature that he came here to write a major article for GEO magazine about the country, its culture and nature. Why did you choose to come to us, Sóley wanted to know. Because I knew nothing about this fjord; I found little information about it online, but from the map it appeared to be shaped like an open palm, and on top of that you’ve got a beautiful swimming pool and a hot spring where people can bathe.


Sóley had called her sister: There’s a French journalist here, a rather fine specimen, he came here in mismatched socks to write an article about Iceland, one sock black, the other white, each with a poet’s name printed on the fabric. I recognised the names; they’re poets that you like. I’m sending him to you.


I was supposed to, the woman had said, setting her glass of red wine down on the grass, carefully in order to keep it balanced, then running her hand through her thick hair, lifting it as if it were dark wings; I was supposed to show him the church and the sunken graves, the terns’ nesting ground and the old, dilapidated freezing plant down on the headland, the driftwood from Siberia and preferably tie it all in with Susan Sontag’s theories, because the French seem to have a hard time understanding nature without tying it in with philosophy. The Frenchman came, and was fascinated by it all. Yet mainly by the church, the sunken gravestones and all the forgotten stories they contain. I got to have a look at his mismatched socks and sure enough – they sported the names of poets such as Robert Desnos, César Vallejo, Elizabeth Bishop, Sylvia Plath, Cavafy. You’re a man of good taste, I told him. He stayed for five days here in the fjord, he and my dad got drunk on the platform in the sheep shed and hit it off quite well. When he left, he promised to send me a pair of socks from Paris, which he would select specially for me at a sock shop in Le Marais. He reiterated his promise in letters that he wrote to me this winter. Apologised for writing letters instead of sending emails, but said that he was certain that we put more of ourselves into handwritten letters, not to mention that it’s fun finding them in our mailboxes – and what’s more, they created jobs. His article appeared in the January issue of GEO; he sent us a copy. The man can write, Dad said. In the letter that he sent along with the magazine, he said he dreamed of visiting soon. How is your fjord in the spring? he asked. But not long afterwards, the virus hit the world and cut off most travel. In his last letter, he said that he’d bought the socks, and hinted that they were on their way here to this country. His wording is actually so vague that I honestly don’t know whether he sent them by post or intends to bring me them himself. I must admit that I’m a bit excited to see which he’s chosen, and of course whether he himself comes. I don’t know exactly what I want; I could even think of loving him, but I’m not sure my heart is strong enough for it. He was wearing the Robert Desnos socks when he said goodbye to me, with lines from a famous poem that the poet wrote to his lover in the 1920s. “J’ai tant rêvé de toi” (I’ve Dreamed of You So Much). Of course, that damned bastard was wearing the socks with the most powerful lines printed on them:




J’ai tant rêvé de toi, tant marché, parlé, couché avec ton fantôme qu’il ne me reste plus peut-être, et pourtant, qu’a être fantôme parmi les fantômes et plus ombre cent fois que l’ombre qui se promène et se promènera allègrement sur le cadran solaire de ta vie.


(I’ve dreamed of you so much, walked, talked, slept with your ghost so much


that all that remains for me to do perhaps, and yet,


is to be a ghost among the ghosts and a hundred times more shadow


than the shadow which strolls and will stroll cheerfully


on the sundial of your life.)





To be honest, I don’t know, she had said, looking at me with those dark eyes of hers, why I’ve told you this. Is it because I suspected that you would enjoy it, or that you would be less likely to think that my life was a failure, doomed to loneliness and monotony here so far away from everything, that it has become little more than a shadow? But what do you think, I mean, do you think it’s possible for a good-looking man, a reasonably intelligent, interesting creature to come to a girl like me, wearing socks with those lines on them, is it acceptable, can it be justified, or is it just pure wickedness?


*


THE TRAIN PLATFORM CALLED LOSS AND THE TRAIN THAT IS ETERNALLY TAKING AWAY THE OBJECT OF YOUR DESIRE


She hugged me goodbye. Pressed herself tightly against me. Slender, with dark, mesmerising eyes that lit up when she smiled – but there was melancholy at the corners of her mouth. Should I have desired her? Even got an erection when I felt her breasts, her warm body?


But no such thing happened. All I felt was a deep longing for touch. So deep and strong that I had a hard time hiding my emotions; maybe she sensed it, because she smiled that pained smile of hers as she gently stroked my cheek and said, God, how nice it is to be able to hug again.


*


I park the car at the side of the road and step out to pull myself together. I’m feeling the effect of the wine, but I was also so suddenly overwhelmed with emotion that my eyes filled with tears. I step out, lean against the car, close my eyes, breathe in the scent of grassland and sea, and the stillness seeps comfortingly in. I open my eyes, look up, and start in alarm when I see a woman and a man standing next to the fence just below the road, staring at me. There are barely five metres between us and the woman is armed with a rifle.


*


I’d been so distracted and half-blinded by tears when I parked the car that I didn’t notice the fence or the farm and its unpainted outbuildings just above the river that runs along the bottom of the fjord and bleeds into the sea. It’s as if the couple have positioned themselves between me and the farm, where I see three children playing with swords and shields. The farmer is tall and slim, the woman is somewhat shorter, quite plump, holding the rifle but pointing the muzzle down and to the side.


Nice weather, I say, trying to sound cheerful to hide how startled I am to see them, while having a hard time taking my eyes off the rifle. They don’t answer; the woman looks quickly at her husband, then down at the rifle, as if weighing it and pondering whether she should shoot me, then she lays the weapon over her arms, resting the barrel like a child in one elbow, turns round and walks towards the farmhouse. The man clears his throat, spits, reaches into his back pocket, pulls out a flat plastic container, opens it, takes a pinch of tobacco in his fingers, tilts his head back a little and sprinkles the tobacco over his teeth. Or his gums, rather, as it looks to me as if he’s missing half his teeth, the remaining ones reminiscent of crooked, weathered gravestones in an old churchyard. The farmer puts the container back in his pocket, nods curtly to me, turns round, follows his wife.


*


What was the woman doing with the rifle? Do I look dangerous, or is it customary to go around with firearms in this fjord, shooting at lorries, at fenceposts and people who are so tormented by amnesia that they become paralysed with sadness behind the wheel? Do people here usually say, well, dear rifle, sweet shotgun, should we go for a walk, I need to take you out for a breath of fresh air, who knows, maybe you can shoot someone? – which would make their firearms quite happy.


But I’m back on the road. Distancing myself from the farm and rifle, heading for the hotel. I don’t know what awaits me there; hopefully something other than firearms. I drive slowly, enjoy listening to “The Train Song” by Nick Cave, who followed Damien Rice. Nick Cave was born in Australia in 1957, meaning he’s starting to get on a bit, because everything ages and eventually all who live will be gone. Even the children. Death is the great standstill, it says somewhere, yet it never stops. It goes through people, trees, empires, presidents, mountains, the most passionate confessions of love. Stops nowhere, except perhaps in a few songs, a few poems:


Tell me how long the train has been gone, and was she there?


*


The lyrics could hardly be simpler. A few exclamations repeated endlessly.


Anyone could have written this. Even a surly stockbroker, a square politician on the world’s greyest day. But no matter where you look in human history someone’s always harping on about love, loss and desire. A monotonous, repetitious refrain and, strictly speaking, so thoroughly overused that it has long since become a jaded cliché. And it’s so terribly easy to deal with clichés. So easy to wrestle them down. You smile and shake your head, and rest secure in your world. But suddenly, and even on the most ordinary Tuesday, the humblest Monday, that monotone refrain hits you at full force, right between the eyes.


Rips open your chest.


Tears into your heart.


Chops apart your will.


And it’s you who runs around the train station shouting, my God, has the train left, departed, is it gone – tell me, was she on board? Tell me, was he there, did you see how he was dressed?


Did you see how she’d combed her hair?


Running around desperately – a person hit by the world’s oldest melody. The thickest castle walls can’t protect you, the most sturdily built fallout shelter can’t keep you safe – not even the happiness or warmth of everyday life can protect you. The ancient melody, that damned refrain, penetrates everything. Effortlessly penetrates knowledge, wisdom, muscles and experience. Flee to other countries, continents, hide in remote valleys, in the narrow streets of big cities, that damned melody, that blasted refrain, will seek out your heart, whether you’re in Buckingham Palace, in the depths of the Pentagon, under the Pope’s bed. It will seek you out, knock all weapons out of your hands, and start to sing:


And was she there?


And was he there?


*


I drive so slowly along the road that one might think I was on my way into an unmarked grave, where no-one will come to visit me, no-one will seek me out . . . except that song, that refrain, and then the sense of loss that brings even death itself to its knees.


*


But suddenly, a powerful car horn honks at me.


I’d been so distracted that I didn’t notice I was on a steep blind rise, drove so slowly that the car was practically stationary in the middle of the road and now a giant lorry comes tearing down the slope, filling the narrow road and heading for me, at too high a speed for it to have any possibility of stopping in time. I step firmly on the accelerator and manage at the last moment to peel to the side of the road and then off it, where the Volvo turns, lurches, and comes to a halt with its front tyres on the loose gravel at the roadside, its rear tyres in the tussocks. The engine stalls, I’m thrown against the seat back and the song stops. The call for her who disappeared with the train.


So she’s gone.


And will always be taking away the object of your desire. Gone, and the train leaves you behind on the platform called Loss – where her name will be called out until the end.


As the lorry passes by and the Volvo practically rocks from the air pressure, another identical lorry appears at the top of the slope, going no slower. Everything had happened so fast, so violently, that I wasn’t able to see the driver of the first lorry, but it’s a woman driving the second one. Young, with long blond hair, and she blows me a kiss as she rushes by, with only one hand on the steering wheel and all those tonnes on the narrow, potholed road. The same illustration adorns the trailers of both vehicles, a large, yellow power station in a beautiful heathland landscape, a foaming waterfall and a family of four, radiant with the joy of life. The two children, of around eight to twelve years old, look smilingly at their phones, the woman stands with her legs spread, focused but cheerful, holding a tablet computer, the man holds tightly to a sheep’s horns as he looks brightly towards the power plant and arching like a smile over the family are the words:


WE PUT PEOPLE FIRST!


*


A LAND CRUISER FULL OF HAPPY DOGS


Yes, they tear through here twice a week, at life-threatening speed, as inconsiderate as the most fanatic liberals – they’re always in a rush to reach their destination. Twice they’ve run over puppies belonging to Eiríkur of Oddi, pure-bred Border collies. Two the first time, one the second, flattened them. You wouldn’t want to see what a lorry’s twelve heavy wheels can do to a puppy. All that was left were splotches, pressed into the road, nothing reminiscent of life, let alone puppyish joy. They pass through and leave death behind, said Eiríkur, angry and sad, and the lorry operator claims that Eiríkur fired his shotgun at the lorries in retaliation. He who was so inebriated after half a bottle of Calvados that he was obviously more likely to hit the moon or himself than the lorries, and now has a charge of criminal recklessness hanging over him, if not a prison sentence. At the moment, I don’t remember whether it was for shooting at the vehicles or for missing them . . . but don’t pay much attention to what I say, and even less to Eiríkur, as far as this is concerned; he’s such a great animal lover that the puppies were almost like his children, which explains his harsh reaction. But there’s more to it . . . I also asked Eiríkur whether he’d been shooting at fate more than the lorries, and he just laughed. But, as I said, don’t pay much attention to me; you remember how I can be. And unfortunately, I’ve got little better, even though a year has passed. It’s often said that age brings maturity. I haven’t noticed it, neither in me nor others. To be sure, age slows some people down, makes them even more sluggish. Snuffs out their enthusiasm. If that’s what’s meant by maturity, then I hope to God I never reach it . . . but drink down that beer, you’re upset, naturally.


*


I’ve arrived at the hotel.


So here he is, she’d said, the woman I shouldn’t pay too much attention to. Sóley. The woman who is both a sun and an island. The one who would supposedly get a shock when she heard I was on my way to her.


So here he is.


*


I had sat in the car for a good while, dazed by the adrenaline that had shot into my veins when I yanked the car to the roadside, spun around there, lurched sideways leaving the bonnet pointed straight up at the road and watched the two lorries speed away. Soon, however, they slowed down, turned left and crossed a narrow bridge – and it was then that I saw the hotel on the green mountainside across the fjord. Lost in the music, paralysed with sadness, I hadn’t noticed the turn and had driven too deep into the fjord.


The lorries were gone when I finally made the turn, crossed over the bridge, and passed two farms shortly afterwards. The first farmhouse was unpainted, grey as the landslides and cliffs on the mountains. But care had been taken with the farm’s sign, which was made of driftwood and sawed to look like a dog lying cosily with its front legs outstretched. The farm’s name, Oddi, in red, beautifully painted letters.


So this is Oddi. Skúli and Hafrún lived here half a century ago, she who said that there could be no rationality in love. So Páll, the one lying in the churchyard next to Aldís, was their son – but now death has fetched them all and oblivion has begun to work on them. Judging by his gravestone, Páll had been interested in Kierkegaard. Is it common here for farmers and their families to read obscure philosophy and go to study in Paris? That’s hardly good for farming?


I slowed down above Oddi, stopped at the sign, forgot to look at the farm itself. I was going to step out to breathe in the surroundings, the tranquil day, the birdsong and the murmur of the river that flowed to the sea about a hundred metres below the grey farmhouse, but stopped when a slender man with dark, nearly shoulder-length hair, in a red shirt, black leather vest and dark jeans, came out of the house, with an electric guitar on his back and a fairly large speaker in his arms, followed by three happy Border collies. Eiríkur himself – who is on his way to prison for shooting at a lorry, or for missing it. He walked across the farmyard to a red Toyota Land Cruiser standing there with its boot open and another identical speaker in it, put the one he was carrying in the trunk, fastened them both down, took off the guitar, looked at the dogs, smiled and apparently said something because they jumped almost immediately into the Land Cruiser, one after the other, then clambered over the seat back. Then he stroked his long hair again, glanced towards the road and caught sight of me. I raised my hand, unsure if I was greeting him or apologising for parking next to the farm sign, staring at the farm. Raised my hand, then started the car, drove off. Eiríkur stood in the farmyard holding the guitar and watching me; a slender string in existence. The dog lover, Eiríkur. On his way to jail for firing a shotgun at a lorry. A troublemaker in trouble.


The second farm is named Hof. It was clear that actual farming was being done there. A large number of white, round hay bales are stacked against the barn gable – the bales resemble a fortress wall, built to withstand the long winter. The farmhouse is two-storeyed, three if the basement is included, white with a green roof, and the front door is halfway open. Maybe a message to the world that the door is never closed here, that it’s always welcome, we’re all brothers and sisters. There’s still hope, I thought, and, soon after, I turned up the side road to the hotel, which stands quite high up the mountainside; four cars in its big car park, three flags hanging limply in the calm.


I stood for a good while next to the flagpoles, regarding the fjord as I gathered the courage to enter the hotel. Soon, Eiríkur drove past, his Toyota Land Cruiser full of happy dogs, three panting muzzles. I watched the car drive into the distance and felt a poignant loneliness as it disappeared with Eiríkur and the dogs over a hill nearer the mouth of the fjord. I looked to the right, towards the head of the fjord, where the narrow road wound like a giant, fossilised snake up from its grassy floor.


The way out. So it exists.


The big hotel building and the area immediately around it are tidy-looking, including the swimming pool located a little lower and further down the slope. At one end of the pool is an oblong building clad with corrugated iron, and steam rises from a warm, natural hot tub next to the pool. In the pool, three people float on inflatable mattresses. A tall man with a big belly that rises from him like an awkwardly shaped haystack, a thickset woman in a bright-red bikini, both so motionless that they could have been dead, and a slender younger woman who pushes herself lazily along with slow, almost dreamy hand movements, clad only in flimsy shorts. You have a beautiful back, I muttered, and the woman looked up as if she’d heard me. Raised herself languidly onto her elbows and revealed her naked, sleeping breasts, which seemed to waken at my gaze, became warm, sensual. I swallowed and felt a mild lust in my abdomen, but also shame; wasn’t I actually staring at her breasts? But if I were caught looking away, couldn’t that be interpreted as prudery, that I was a petty bourgeois who was offended by . . . her liberalism, her relaxed attitude . . . a few difficult seconds passed, I stared into uncertainty, and then the woman smiled, waved at me, lay back down, hid her breasts, and freed me from her spell.


*


IS THERE SUCH A THING AS A WORLD-CLASS SMILE?


So here he is.


Sóley had said when I stepped into the hotel foyer, my heart beating rapidly knowing that I was about to meet a woman who would “get a shock” at the sight of me. She was fussing with the printer behind the reception desk, but kept looking up because her sister Rúna had called from Nes and said, you’ll never be able to guess who sat with me at Mum’s grave out in the churchyard – and is now on his way to you!


*


So here you are, she said, looking up and smiling in a way that nearly frightened me. Smiled and asked, oh, can I give you a hug, would that be alright? But she didn’t wait for an answer, just came out from behind the reception desk, walked lithely towards me, hugged me tightly, and it surprised me how well I felt in her arms. Even as if I belonged there. Instinctively, I closed my eyes, enjoying the moment as the young GDRN sang over the Bluetooth speaker on the reception desk: I need you, to remind me, of where I come from, and where I’m going.


I need you.


Don’t let go, I thought, but then she let go, took a step back, smiled quickly and my heart skipped a beat. She’s about ten centimetres shorter than me, slim yet strong-looking, with shoulder-length hair so white that it resembles angel wings. Her right hand continued to hold my elbow loosely, as if she feared that I would disappear, evaporate. Held my elbow as she regarded me, screwing up her amber eyes as if she were taking my measure. Her lower lip was a little wider than the upper one, which rested on its sister like a sleeping kiss.


Would it be alright if I hugged you? It took you so long to get here that I was starting to think you’d given up on coming, and you know, she added as she let go of my elbow, and you mustn’t be upset, now, but I think I was a bit relieved. My first reaction was of course anger; damn it, I thought, so I have no more pull than that – but then I felt relieved. Or at least I tried to convince myself that I was, thinking, oh, it’s probably for the best – what’s done is done. Nor was I sure I would survive having you back here. Think of the drama. A person of my age! Remember, you said you were leaving to save us both. Or maybe it was I who said it? But now you’re here and it just makes me happy to see you. Everything will be fine between us, won’t it?


My head was spinning – so there had been something between us. Something real. Still, I don’t remember her. How is it possible to forget those peculiar eyes, that fair hair, that smile, what forces have tampered with me, what have they done to me?


Everything will be fine between us, won’t it?


What does she mean?


And why did she have to be playing that beautiful, sad song when I came . . . need you, I need you, need you . . .


I scratched my head and gripped the first thing that came to mind; the mysterious couple who had looked at me so strangely, he with teeth that looked like old gravestones, and she armed with a rifle.


Sóley laughed at my description. That would have been Einar and Lóa, she said. They took over the farm Framnes about ten years ago. Einsi is the little brother of Ási, who took over Sámsstaðir a few years before. You’ll really have to meet Ási; the man is an entire novel unto himself. Did the rifle frighten you? But Lóa is so harmless and kind-hearted that she becomes practically bedridden with sorrow and anxiety when it comes time to send the lambs to the slaughterhouse. To everyone’s surprise, though, she took part in a shooting competition at Sævangur during the National Day celebrations in June last summer; she’d hardly ever touched a rifle before then but beat a lot of renowned shooters and, since then, has taken every opportunity to practise shooting, determined to defend her title. So was it because of them that it took you so long to get here?


Well, yes, I said, or no, because there was that damned lorry. Or lorries, I added, telling her what had happened, that I’d almost been flattened. Death by blond.


You poor dear creature, Sóley then said, to have had to face that! We know them. They tear through here twice a week. Then said that about maturity; that she would hopefully never mature. But it must have shaken you up. Come on, let’s go and sit down in the lounge, I’ll get you a beer, your favourite, a dark Leffe. We always have plenty of it, although other brands are more popular. You’d almost think that I’ve always been hoping you would show up. Incredible how we let life get in our way. But now you’re here – so you’re having a beer! Then she led me into the cosy lounge off the foyer, sat down opposite me, smiled as she watched me sip my beer, and told me – after I’d mentioned the man with the dogs and speaker at Oddi – the story of how Eiríkur supposedly shot at the lorries, or perhaps fate, flattened puppies, half a bottle of Calvados, his imminent prison sentence.


You certainly are good at getting me to talk; I just can’t seem to stop. But come on, drink your beer, that rifle startled you, naturally, those life-threatening lorries, and then to meet me after all these years, I who blather so much that you can’t get a word in. I’ll go and get you another beer – it’ll do you good, won’t it? And by gosh, I think I’ll go ahead and have one, too, just to keep you company.


She smiled again. Smiled, and brushed the back of my hand gently with her palm. Then she was gone.


Went and left the warmth of her palm on the back of my hand. And her smile everywhere.


I reached for the Yahtzee score pad on the small side table, tore off the top sheet, wrote on its blank back:


“Some smiles can change worlds. Including those that mustn’t be changed.”


*


YOU’RE ALWAYS YOU, YET NEVER THE SAME – DESPITE THAT, THERE’S STILL REASON TO LAUGH, IN THIS UNIVERSE


The mild August light streams in through the large window, illuminating the spines of the books in two brown bookcases, and a neat stack of magazines on a small round table next to them. Out front, Sóley is laughing. The phone had rung in the foyer, I heard her answer, then laugh, and I immediately began to miss her. Her presence, her voice, to see her smile and to look into those peculiar eyes . . . still, I’m somewhat relieved to be alone. No need to answer for myself in the meantime. With a constant, mild knot of anxiety in my stomach about being found out.


“Remember, you said you were leaving to save us both. Or maybe it was I who said it?”


Why did I or she have to leave in order to “save us both”?


Out front, Sóley laughs again.


I get up, go to the two bookcases to scan the spines, but the cover of the top magazine catches my attention. A magazine on astronomy, the cover a dark night sky cloven by a bright headline in the form of a ray of light: How Many Universes Are Out There? I sit back down on the couch with the magazine and turn to the front-page article. I was only going to take a quick look, but I become so engrossed in the article that before I know it, I’ve read it to the end; then I put the magazine down, stand up, go to the window and look out over the quiet fjord at the mountainside opposite. I see Einar and Lóa’s farm and a small, convex caravan about half a kilometre from it. The caravan is closer to the sea, with a few trees and clusters of shrubs between it and the farm. I sit back down on the couch, open the magazine again and stop and reread at random places in the article, thinking that I may have misread or misunderstood something. A long, well-written article meant for the general public, the wording not too theoretical and the main conclusions extracted here and there for simplicity’s sake. Except that there are no conclusions, but rather questions on top of questions, uncertainty on top of uncertainty. According to the article, humanity isn’t in much of a better position than I am.


The article’s three authors, two women and one man, all professors of astronomy, assert, with uncomfortably convincing arguments, that mankind has from the beginning been shackled to erroneous worldviews. That in all of human history, man has, in other words, never had a correct image of the world, and therefore has always lived with a completely skewed worldview. His views have of course changed and evolved, but what they all have in common is that they’ve been wrong: the world in which man has thought he lived has simply never existed.


Five centuries ago, it says in the article, the Earth was assumed to be the centre of everything, and the solar system to be the entire universe. That was the unshakable worldview, and the importance of man and the Earth were defined by it. However, man’s knowledge grew slowly but surely and, about a century ago, the leading scientists were unanimous in their view that the solar system was a small part of a giant galaxy, which was the universe itself. Then decades passed, knowledge, technology advanced rapidly, and we discovered that our galaxy was only one among thousands of others – thus multiplying the size of the universe.


Our worldview has rested on that knowledge for decades.


But now, there are ever-increasing indications that the infinite universe is simply one of countless other universes. The universe that yesterday was incomprehensibly vast and considered to accommodate both God and eternity turns out to be only one of hundreds or thousands of other universes. What was infinitely expansive yesterday is today no more than a small piece in a giant and mysterious puzzle. To perfect the uncertainty, and underline our ignorance, what the other universes look like is completely hidden. No-one has the slightest idea where they are, whether the universes are subject to the laws that we know, whether they touch each other anywhere, have ever done so, or what such contact, closeness or even collision would entail – and finally whether it’s possible to get from one universe to another:




When it comes to the biggest questions of existence, we are, despite all of our achievements and the tremendous speed of developments in science in recent decades, still little more than cavemen who warm themselves by the fire at night, look up at the starry sky and have no idea what all those glittering points of light represent. All logic now tenaciously suggests that there are infinitely many universes and, at the same time, that it is in all likelihood impossible for the human mind to understand the fundamentals of existence. Thus, it is not unlikely that some universes reflect each other, yet possibly in some strange if not astonishing way. For example, you can exist simultaneously in many different universes, under different conditions, and possibly different laws of nature. You are you, everywhere, yet are nowhere the same. In other words, the ancient question, ‘Who am I?’ has taken on such vast dimensions that it’s almost hopeless to try to answer it.





I close the magazine, stand up, put it back in its place, and then look out the window. Try to calm my mind in the tranquil August light, the serene fjord. I don’t know if I’m relieved or terrified.


So there isn’t a great difference between me and the world – both are shut up inside a world of ignorance. Yet while I’m suffering almost complete amnesia, as far as I can see, the world is afflicted by something much more difficult.


*


Sóley is still on the phone.


I catch a word or two. Now she laughs. So there’s still reason for her to do so. In this universe.


Two ravens glide over the ruins of an old farmhouse not far from the grey, single-storey house at Oddi. Can life cross whole and unbroken from one universe to another? And what are the universes but futility itself if life cannot cross between them, what’s the purpose if it’s not life that connects them?


Or is death perhaps the space between them?


*


I AM DARKNESS AND FOG


I honestly don’t know what weapons we have that are sufficient, that could have a real effect. Elías tried his best to get them to drop the charges, which were ridiculous, as they know, and my sister and I spoke to an old friend who is going to help us. But isn’t it sometimes the case, Dísa, that you experience your own powerlessness when you’re really put to the test? says Sóley, smiling at me and pointing at the phone handset, as if to explain, sorry about the delay in bringing the beer.


I’ve gone back into the big foyer, except that it’s called reception. Everything has to be called something, have a name, otherwise it becomes much harder to describe it, embrace it. I’m not kissing you until you’ve told me your name.


Sóley gestures at the refrigerator holding the beer, then at me and back at the refrigerator, and I understand – I can get myself a beer. Which I do. I go and get another dark Leffe, open it with a bottle opener shaped like a seal that Sóley pushes towards me across the table.


Yes, she says on the phone, as she now paces the floor, you’re absolutely right, intolerable, unacceptable. I don’t know what forces . . . what . . . no, or yes, I know that Eiríkur said something similar, most recently this morning, strolled over here so early that not even the devil was awake, excited for the dinner party tonight, and then he said . . . I don’t catch what she says next, what Eiríkur said so early this morning that the devil was still sleeping deep below the Earth’s crust; what he’d talked about, what was right but unacceptable, whether Eiríkur had maybe thought of buying a rifle, since the shotgun hadn’t sufficed for lorries tearing through; Sóley goes into the dining room and the rest is cut off. Unfortunately. It’s so nice to watch her. See the soft curve of her spine, look at her slender back. See how she walks, straight-backed, proud, yet softly, yet reflectively. She disappeared into the dining room and the world grew duller. Life became poorer. A melody sparks inside me and Lennon’s pained voice sings about how it’s no fun doing what he does when his love isn’t there.


Her laughter carries from the dining room. Worlds can doubtless be built on her laughter. Entire universes. The God who never laughs can’t be almighty.


I step closer to the dining room, hear Sóley’s voice again. Yes, she says, I’m standing here at the window, looking out, and understand what you mean, although it would certainly be more comfortable not to understand it. Most people, as you know, choose to understand little. Understanding tends to involve overly heavy things such as taking a position, responsibility, while prejudices and indifference make your life a lot easier. Life always becomes more complicated if you try to understand things. Eiríkur? Yes, I know, and God, I’m looking so forward to it, really! Besides . . . Sóley probably moves further in, at least her voice begins to fade, and then dies out completely. There is no fun . . .


Outside, the flags still hang motionless, as if they’re in deep contemplation or are dead. The Icelandic flag, the Canadian one, and the European Union flag. I turn around and regard the row of clocks on the wall behind the reception desk. Twelve clocks that show the time in as many different parts of the Earth. The clock that measures the time in Iceland is approaching eleven. Again, I inch my way closer to the dining room in the hope of hearing Sóley’s voice. Then it’s as if something stops me – and everything starts rushing around inside of me.


As if I’d received a powerful electric shock that unleashed a flurry of vague thoughts and unfathomable feelings within me. I walk quickly to the reception desk, set eyes on a stack of A5-size memo sheets with the hotel’s name at the top. I reach over and take a few of the sheets, find a pen and start writing. Without thinking, actually.


Unless I think by writing?


I write quickly in order to get down on paper what assails me, terrified that I’ll forget it all, like my life. What flows into my head, fills my blood – and maybe comes from within the darkness or fog that I am?


*


“Eiríkur of Oddi. The man who has an electric guitar, dogs, three dead puppies, a shotgun to fire at lorries or perhaps fate. What more does he have?”
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