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A GUIDE TO THE PRONUNCIATION OF ICELANDIC 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 oay sound in sway. Closer is the œ sound in the French œil







Prelude


Let’s make one thing clear before we go any further, any deeper into what we don’t understand, can’t cope with but desire, fear and long for, one thing clear so that we have something to cling to: we’re in Keflavík. That peculiar, out-of-the-way town with a few thousand inhabitants, an empty harbour, unemployment, car dealerships, fast-food vans and a landscape so flat that from the sky it resembles a rigid sea. On calm mornings, the sun rises like a silent eruption. We see it when its fire appears behind the distant mountains, as if something huge is ascending from the deep, a force that can lift the sky and change everything; we see it when the dark colour of night gives way to fire. Then the sun rises. At first like a volcanic eruption that wipes out the stars in the sky, those friendly dogs, then it rises, rises majestically above the volcanic Reykjanes Peninsula. Rises slowly, and we’re alive.




Keflavík


— PRESENT —




Then destiny rolls slowly into motion, but it’s snowing on the empty streets of Keflavík, on the unemployment and billboards


Me and Ari’s great-aunt didn’t put much faith in the old ways, a polite term, perhaps, for superstition and ignorance, unless, on the con-trary, they were a kind of wisdom that kept us alive in this difficult country, on this big, lonely island. Life – neither people nor fate – had rarely shown her mercy, and she wrote just one poem about it. The poem’s subject was her daughter, Lára, who died when she was only eight years old, after a grave illness. Despite her young age, Lára seemed to know where things were headed; she’d been incredibly strong, undaunted, but finally broke down, her eyes opened wide, she embraced her mother and asked, frightened, Mummy, do you think it hurts to die? Mummy, will I be alone? Our great-aunt, only ever called Lilla, smiled and said, No, sweetie. We’ll always be together. I’ll never leave you. It was hard for her to lie, then to smile and keep smiling for her daughter to make sure she would see something beautiful in the last moments of her life, and would therefore believe that death was just a step to one side, a momentary break from happiness, and that she needn’t think it was a cruel, ugly ogre who lived on the dark mountain above the village. Lilla managed to keep smiling but not to stifle the tears that fell ceaselessly from her grey eyes. She held Lára in her arms and felt her young life fade, held her with all of love’s power, which is immeasurable and more ancient than the seven-hundred-year-old lava she could see through their window in Grindavík. Held her tight, but death pulled much harder in the opposite direction; it pulls everything in eventually – flowers and solar systems, beggars and presidents. Lilla felt it; she felt how love, tears, despair were useless, that no justice can be found in the vicinity of death, just endings, and then she wrote her poem, couldn’t help herself, some unstoppable force drove her to write it as she held the slender eight-year-old body, having offered her life in exchange long since, her happiness, health, memories, everything, but was completely ignored. Nothing made any difference, and the only thing that Lilla could do, the only thing she could offer her daughter, was to hold her in her arms as the tears fell, one prayer after another, so heartfelt and pure that it’s incomprehensible that they changed nothing; perhaps there is no justice in this world, not a shred, not a trace. Then, perhaps therefore, she wrote the poem about her daughter. That she was an eight-year-old girl with curly blonde hair, a bright forehead, clear blue eyes, a pleasantly squarish nose, and below it a mouth whose laughter could make all the world’s anger subside and become a dark pebble that anyone could toss away.


Lilla’s younger brother was a poet, as was her sister, but Lilla had never been able to write poetry, any more than her older brother, me and Ari’s grandfather, not a word, until that moment when everything fell apart. One poem, two stanzas, and then the world died.


*


A year later, Lilla’s husband had left her. It was as if she no longer cared about living, having more children, opening herself up to him; he hardly ever got to be with her, let alone touch her. He accused her of fanatical grief; that’s how he put it, fanatical grief. I should have known it, he said angrily, nearly spitting out his words. I was warned again and again about your family: rootless, fanatical, undependable and neurotic artists. I want to go on living; is that a crime, a betrayal? Your grief is killing me.


He slammed his big fist on the table, his eyes glistening, seeming suddenly to be fighting back tears. Later he became a wealthy, nationally renowned ship-owner; he is mentioned in the History of Grindavík, though not a word is written of Lilla; that’s the way it is – we remember wealth, not grief. She moved back to Reykjavík. With her entire life’s baggage in a single suitcase: a change of clothes, four books, the snuffbox belonging to her father, who’d died the day before her Confirmation, fallen blind drunk into Reykjavík harbour, laughed as he flapped his arms and legs in the cold sea, was fished up some time later by his giggling drinking partners, because Lilla’s father, me and Ari’s great-grandfather, looked like a ghostly jellyfish or misfortunate fish in the water, fished up so much later that he fell ill, developed pneumonia and died. Nothing else in the suitcase: a change of clothes, four books, the snuffbox, a photograph of Lára, two sets of her clothes, her doll, four drawings and the poem that Lilla would later type up and paste beneath the photo. And, finally, the guilt of having betrayed Lára by going on living instead of dying with her.


The photograph and the poem were always the first things Lilla hung up when she moved into a new basement flat, a new attic flat, a new hovel, which she did far too often, moving a total of twenty-six times in just over forty years. Almost as if she were on the run, never staying anywhere for more than two years. The first thing she always did was hang up the little photograph of a smiling seven-year-old girl reclining against the wall of a house in Grindavík, during the years when the sun shone. The photograph hung above the little green sofa, the poem pasted beneath it and the four drawings arranged around it. Over time, the photograph and the poem became the only things left to remind the world that Lilla’s daughter had existed here on earth. Early on, Ari and I learned the poem by heart, off our own bat, without really thinking about it; we’d sat countless times in the chairs opposite the sofa, drinking hot chocolate and munching biscuits, enjoying Lilla’s kindness, and the poem had somehow sifted in. When Lilla, by then an old woman, her health in decline, discovered this quite by chance, she lost her composure; that steady individual began to tremble, to rock back and forth as if to calm herself, but then burst into tears, completely defenceless before us, as if that poem was the only thing that kept her daughter from vanishing into oblivion. That as long as the poem existed in the world, and someone knew it, Lára was safe in the great beyond. Someone would take care of her when the darkness was full of menace. The poem was thus a kind of message that reached across the indefinable space between life and death, that reached all the way to the eight-year-old girl waiting for her mummy, beyond our understanding, reached all the way, touched her and said, Hush, hush, it’s alright, Mummy will be coming soon, soon she’ll die and you’ll pick buttercups together again.


Moved twenty-six times, from a basement to an attic, from an attic back down to a basement, and before going to sleep for the first time in any new residence, Lilla counted the windows, one, two, three, four, five, because then the night’s dreams would come true, ancient beliefs, superstitions, old baggage, that was pretty much all she believed in, that dreams had a power that wakefulness or logic didn’t recognise, and who knows, maybe she would wake up on a new morning to the smile of her daughter, who would still be eight years old even after decades had passed; nobody ages in death, time doesn’t pass in eternity, its inconsiderate power turns to nothing there. Somehow, Ari and I adopted this practice of hers, to count the windows in any residence we sleep in for the first time, even if temporarily, in the belief that that simple act can make dreams come true, bend the laws of nature. I count the windows in my uncle’s small, two-storey wooden house in Keflavík’s old neighbourhood. In order to do so, I have to go outside, out into the snow, so dense that Keflavík has vanished entirely. I come back inside completely white, wearing an angel’s veil, as if blessed; my uncle’s cats hiss at me like two vipers, but I lie down after covering my uncle, who dozed off in his chair listening to Hljómar sing “it’s heavenly to be alive”, which is a bold claim. Covered him, bumping twice into the model airplanes hanging by thin wires from the ceiling, American fighter jets. I counted the windows, the snow melted off me, I shut the bedroom door carefully to keep the cats from coming in and scratching out my eyes, then I lie down on the bed, which resembles an old sofa-bed, and fall asleep. Through my sleep I hear the sea, which is out there, out in the snow, not far below the house, the biggest instrument on earth, the siblings Fate and Death in its sound, two opposites: consolation and violence. I sink slowly into the world of sleep, and the sound of the sea blends with my dreams. The sea that once was the home of Oddur, Ari’s paternal grandfather; he stared at the sea and was free. The last thing I hear before sleep takes me, before my dreams embrace me, is my uncle talking in his sleep in the living room overhead and then laughing merrily.


I sleep.


As does Ari, up at the Flight Hotel. It’s easy for him to count the windows; it’s impossible to avoid knowing how many there are, just two, but they frame a considerable amount of precipitation. Everything else has vanished, the residents of Keflavík can take a break from the world for a while, it no longer exists. There are only snowflakes and the air between them. Only falling snow, that whiteness from the sky. Messages, kisses that melt on our foreheads. Everything else has vanished, the petrol station, the shops over the road, the New Cinema, Hafnargata, Hringbraut, which is a bit further away, the unemployment, the empty harbour, the Christmas decorations, the hoardings. There’s nothing but snow, relentlessly swallowing everything tonight and, by doing so, connecting earth and sky, which is probably more important than we realise, because old beliefs, much older than those about counting windows and thereby making dreams come true, far older, from times without windowpanes or even houses, state that on such nights, calm and with so much precipitation that there’s no longer any difference between earth and sky, the dead can speak to the living. The snowflakes change into messages from the dead: I still love you; Dear God, I miss you terribly; I’m fine; Very well indeed, thanks; They have great coffee here and the view will leave you speechless; May you rot in Hell; Don’t waste your life in banality – do something magnificent, the attempt is always worth it, and striving makes you beautiful; Remember: wrap up warm tomorrow morning, it’ll be chilly and you mustn’t catch cold.


Ari hears none of this; he’s sleeping.


He finally fell asleep after reading Sigga’s article, which was enclosed with his stepmother’s letter, an article about the power of men over women, about the power that men appropriate – and then Sigrún’s account of when she was raped. Ari and I watched Kári lead her away from the dance to his Lada, and we saw him rape her. She, just sixteen, he thirty-something, a father of two. Somehow, we misunderstood what happened, saw the car rocking and his buttocks appear in the rear window, hairy, white, like two little imps. After reading the letter, Ari wept, though not immediately. At first, he just sat there, paralysed; then he rushed around his hotel room, quivering with rage, shame, feelings of inadequacy; threw himself down on the bed, stared, swore, rubbed his face and felt that it was wet with tears. He thought, almost in surprise, I’m crying. He cleaned his teeth. Cried. Read Sigrún’s account again. Went online, typed her name into a search engine and fished up four photos from the Internet’s sea. She was markedly older than fifteen in the four photos, but that didn’t matter, because Ari remembered perfectly how she moved in the slaughterhouse out west, in Búðardalur, the sleepy village where a few trees grow, where laundry flaps on washing lines, people toss and turn in their sleep – that’s about it. Sigrún moved in such a way that we couldn’t help but love her, it was impossible not to. Ari dreamed of a life with her, we made her laugh sometimes – which would make our very bones quiver. She got into the car with Kári, who pulled down her trousers and thrust himself into her, raped her as we sat nearby in a blue Land Rover, watched the Lada rock, saw Kári’s buttocks, listened to Brimkló and felt sorry for ourselves. Ari lay in bed, a bag of sweets in front of him, a bottle of whisky anchoring his stepmother’s letter, mostly unread, he was going to read it before going to sleep but couldn’t. Exhausted, endlessly tired, yet it took for ever to fall asleep. He didn’t draw the curtains shut because it was relaxing to watch the drifting snow, had no idea that snowflakes might be messages from the dead; Be sure to tuck yourself in well to keep the cold at bay. His heart pounded, his nerves trembled, but the falling snow finally calmed him. Calmed him, put him to sleep, now he’s sleeping. Having returned to Iceland after being in Denmark for just over two years, noticed the mountains like huge flowers on the other side of the sky; then had to bend over an old school desk so that Ásmundur, our cousin and old role model, could slip his broad index finger into his rectum. He’s sleeping. The whisky bottle anchoring his stepmother’s letter, Oddur’s certificate of recognition next to it, like an important message that he has yet to decode.


*


Ari’s last thoughts before he sank into dreams were about Lilla. Probably because he thought, Two windows, one, two – there, I’ve counted them, now my dreams will come true. What if I dream something bad, something foul, good God, what if I dream of someone’s death, have a nightmare in which my children die? Oh, Lilla, he thought as he nodded off, and then she came to him, short, calm, she’d been lively as a child, as a young person, but sorrow stilled her. She was always calm – that’s how we knew her, kind, serene – but sometimes her eyes sparkled, as if they longed for more life, happiness. She had the warmest hands that Ari had ever felt, as if she could comfort everyone with them but could never forgive herself for having gone on living when her daughter died, for having left her behind in the grip of death, not pulled hard enough, loved her zealously enough, what sort of person can’t save her own child? She came to Ari as he nodded off, stroked his forehead with her warm, calloused palm, comforted him, calmed him, hushed him to sleep, her eyes kind but sorrowful because the dead, like her, are condemned to silence and so must rely on us.


It snows on Keflavík.


It snows on unemployment, empty streets, a small two-storey wooden house in the old neighbourhood and the hotel that was built on the ruins of the Skúli Million freezing plant, snows on this town that holds memories, me and Ari’s tracks, it snows on the block of flats where Jakob, Ari’s father, lives, but he may not be sleeping; maybe he’s awake, listening to music, thinking about his life, which is approaching its end, approaching the gate of darkness. He was born out east, in Neskaupstaður, and once lay half-conscious on the beach, not even a year old; his mother, Margrét, has just tossed him aside and is rushing headlong into the sea. He lies there awake and thinks about his life, or doesn’t think about it, avoids thinking about it. He can’t sleep, or doesn’t dare to, is afraid of sleeping, where we’re so vulnerable, an open wound – where all our defences crumble.




Norðfjörður


— PAST —




How is it possible to create such deep calm? Is it perhaps the greatest gift, the peak of creation?


Years have passed.


Perhaps not terribly many but a few, and time changes everything, quickly and slowly; some have died, others have been born. We find ourselves between world wars, during a twenty-one-year interval, humankind gathering ideas that overcome the Devil. It’s been a handful of years since Oddur stepped naked off the boat with the fully dressed Tryggvi in his arms. It was a starry, frosty November night; Tryggvi had jumped into the sea, was going to swim to the moon but had begun to go rigid, sink, when Oddur managed to wrangle him onboard again, sailed at full steam back to land, naked at the wheel, having dressed Tryggvi in his own clothes, every last garment, then carried him ashore in his arms, and into the village; we’ve told you all this before. We need to recall a few things because we forget so much, both so hammered on French cognac that not a trace of thought remained. What’s more, Tryggvi was closer to death than to life due to the sea’s frigidity and most likely would have died there beneath all the stars, Oddur himself being chilled to the bone, babbling nonsense, not a sensible thought in his head, had not Áslaug, a girl from Vatnsleysuströnd, a runaway in search of adventure in Norðfjörður, seen them. I saw you, she told Tryggvi later, lying practically unconscious in the arms of someone I first thought was a merman who’d come up from the depths of the sea to bring me what I desired.


She often told Tryggvi, and then their daughters, this story, that she’d awakened from a strange dream, gone out to pee, half-asleep, and seen them coming. She never grew tired of repeating this story, did so for the last time when she, an old woman, lay in the hospital in Keflavík and death came to fetch her, managed to tell it one more time, as if she wanted to leave the story behind in life, how it all began for them. She’d carried him to where she was staying, strong woman, undressed him, warmed him with her flesh, and little by little desire stirred, then love, and the rest was happiness.


*


Years have passed, and now the two brothers-in-law are out fishing, a hundred kilometres from home, south of Vatnajökull glacier; they’ve just finished setting the line and are looking forward to a rest.


A calm, gentle day, just a slight shifting breeze, as if God hasn’t given the weather much thought. Or was dumbfounded by His own creation, particularly the glacier towering white over land, sea and the fishermen aboard Sleipnir out of Norðfjörður. How is it even possible to create such deep calm? Is it perhaps the greatest gift, the peak of creation, to create what barely exists and does nothing, barely touches anything yet changes everything? Changes the world into beautiful stillness and, on top of that, touches strings deep inside these fishermen from Norðfjörður, pulling cod from the invisible depths just outside of Hornafjörður, which is where the boats from Norðfjörður must come in mid-winter. They’re here for weeks at a time, far from home, far from their beloved Norðfjörður, which must be the most beautiful fjord in the country, in the world, and what don’t we do for those damned fish – for cod not least of all – we could just as well pack it all in and shoot ourselves in the head if the cod disappear. They’ve set the line, the effort warming them, but then the cold hits them as they listen, smiling, to Tryggvi, looking forward to resting as the line lies in the sea and collects fish. In three or four hours they’ll haul up the line, wait for Rúnar the cook to prepare their dinner, and then they can rest, catch some vital shut-eye; they shuffle their feet, their cold toes, the calm so perfect and the quiet so deep that a low thud can be heard when someone farts on land, many kilometres away – if Tryggvi’s to be believed. He’s in fine form; he talks, the others listen, Oddur has just threatened to throw Tryggvi overboard, haul him up like a cod and gut him, if he doesn’t shut up. Þórður hears his father curse Tryggvi and make this threat, but he also sees the smile half-hidden in his beard.


Oddur had brought his eldest son on board as a fully fledged deckhand several weeks earlier. Þórður had worked as a deckhand for nearly a year on old Guðmundur’s boat, the oldest skipper in Norðfjörður, an indomitable strongman with a massive body, who, the previous autumn, had been hauling in the damned cod with his crew. Something big’s biting, growled the old man, in a voice so deep that the pebbles quivered on the seabed twenty metres below. Bloody hell – that’s what I call a catch! said Guðmundur as the capstan jerked and creaked, as if complaining at too much weight, that it was unfair that it had to do all the work of hauling in the fish; Guðmundur leapt over to the capstan, grabbed the line, he’d never been one for machinery, had relied all his life on the strength in his own hands, trusted it the most, cursed the capstan, squared his shoulders, those beasts of burden, and exerted his enormous strength to haul the big fish up from the depths, though it turned out not to be a cod or even a big halibut, which people were starting to appreciate, but death itself that the old man hauled in. His heart burst just as he managed to haul death a thumb’s length above the gunwale, enough to reveal its eyes, two deep, dark holes. Such were the last moments of old Guðmundur, that powerhouse – and around the same time, one of Oddur’s crew moved to Seyðisfjörður, which is strange, of course, to move from the most beautiful fjord to another, much worse one; some people seem beyond hope. These things turned out to dovetail well, death and the move, and Oddur brought Þórður on board. Just sixteen years old. Not fully tried, and taken over many a fine deckhand. Oddur could easily have chosen from the cream of the crop of fishermen from Norðfjörður, even elsewhere; it was thought a big deal to join Oddur’s crew, he being a bountiful fisherman, respected for his strength of will, which could, admittedly, be harsh at times.


Father and son never spoke of this between themselves, but, thinking about it now, it seems possible that they never spoke of anything but fish, the sea, the mountains, a fly on the windowsill and the importance of hard work. Which is why Þórður knew, as if it had been spelled out for him, that he had to hold his own, that he mustn’t slacken or become distracted, nor work any less hard than the fully fledged deckhands, preferably even harder, and he wanted to do so; he burned with enthusiasm. They’re out at sea, a hundred kilometres from home, and Margrét knows that Oddur is keeping his eye on their son. He’s not encouraging him, more like challenging him. She has no say in the matter. There’s too much distance between their home and the sea. When old Guðmundur died and his son-in-law inherited his boat and took it to Reyðarfjörður, she’d entertained the idea, or the dream, that Þórður would work on the land, that he would be at home more often, to everyone’s delight; he could do some reading, even prepare himself for further studies, but then Oddur announced his surprising decision, that he was going to make his son a member of his crew.


*


They had lain in bed and it was almost a winter’s night but bright because moonlight filled the fjords and made it difficult to sleep; they lay side by side and one thing led to another, as it ought to do: her left hand began roaming. It moved beneath his duvet to stroke the body she had first got to know in the fo’c’sle of Sleipnir SU-382 countless years ago. They’d aged since then, had grown a bit stiff, they’d had their difficulties, plenty of them, yet it was still nice to lie together like this. Night, real night, is nearly upon them, and the moonlight is busy changing the world. It’s pleasant to send her hand on a surveying expedition, to stroke muscular arms, sturdy thighs, to stroke his penis, feel it swell and harden in her palm. Soon after, they were young again.


It was likely around 2.00 a.m., they lay there exhausted, she lolled in warm bliss and began sinking into sleep. Oddur propped himself up and said tranquilly, mundanely, that he was taking Þórður on in place of Guðjón, who’d moved, like an idiot, to Seyðisfjörður. It’ll be perfectly fine, he said. He’d made this decision without saying anything to her. Perfectly fine, he said, and meant: he’s reliable. Meaning: he’s an adult; he’s a man now. In other words: there’s the two of us and there’s you. Finally, he added, He’s coming south with us to Hornafjörður; it’ll be a good learning experience.


Margrét had just felt Oddur’s warm semen inside her, had grabbed his head, kissed him eagerly, but now she felt her heart harden, become rigid, turn to stone. Oddur had made his decision without asking her opinion, as if he suddenly owned a greater share in Þórður than she did, and the two of them now belonged to a world that she could never reach. As young as he was, albeit big and strong for his age, but still just a child. Her child. Her darling. With his gentle disposition, a warm, mischievous gleam in his lively, grey-blue eyes, and so admired by his siblings. Gunnar Tryggvi, his younger brother, an eight-year-old kid, imitates Þórður’s walk, tries to keep his eyes fixed thoughtfully on the ground like his big brother, and Elín, the youngest, objects to going to bed until Þórður has told her stories that he’s read somewhere or pulls out of a hat. If kindness really exists in this world, wrote Margrét once in her diary, burning with motherly love, it’s definitely to be found in Þórður. How will it go for him, good boy that he is, strong yet sensitive, and so talented; in what direction will he go? Will he have the chance to go anywhere, will he get to grow up, free from these mountains – and his father?


*


A little over a year ago, the headmaster paid Margrét a visit, she was on her knees scrubbing the floor, Elín hanging on to her, pestering her, wanting to climb onto her back, she would make such an excellent horse, when suddenly the headmaster appeared. He had knocked, but Margrét had heard nothing over Elín’s babbling, over the sound of the brush as she scrubbed, rubbed the floor, so he just walked in, said good day and turned immediately to the matter at hand, as if he wanted to conclude it as quickly as possible and make his escape: he wanted Þórður to continue his studies. Such talent must not be squandered, he said, and Margrét replied immediately, still on her knees, an awkward position to be in, angry at the man for walking right in, she with her red, swollen hands, probably red-faced from work, from exertion, her forehead sweaty, and said sharply, almost churlishly, against her better judgement, in fact, So, do sailors squander their lives?


The headmaster, who was called Þorkell, and who brought schooling kicking and screaming to life in Norðfjörður, as if out of nowhere, possesses a will of steel but gets on well with everyone, which is probably one of the most important attributes a person can have.


So, do sailors squander their lives?


Þorkell looked down at Margrét, who had lived in Canada for eight years and come to know a bigger world, with more possibilities than can be found here amid the mountains. It’s both a blessing and a curse to see further and more than most people around you, to see a larger world than the one right in front of you. Þorkell rotates his hat in his hands, opens his mouth, hesitates. He knows quite a bit about Margrét, has heard the stories about her, about the extremes that isolate her, the mood swings from depression to joy, she’s either bedridden or dancing, but had occasionally made herself heard at meetings about working-class matters, when she came across as having a harsher temper and sharper tongue than many of the others present – but wasn’t there also, at the same time, something mysterious about her, as if she didn’t reveal herself completely, concealed part of herself from the world? Knew more than most, saw through everything and everyone but kept quiet about it? Perhaps out of arrogance; she has a reputation for having a big head, there are stories about her running half-naked into the arms of a farmer, walking barefoot down to the beach and wading into the sea with a baby, lying in bed for days and letting her household go to rack and ruin. Oddur deserved better. Þorkell rotates his hat. He knows all this, he’s from around here, is three years younger than Margrét, two years younger than Oddur and has always had a timid respect for the man, the other a great leader when they were boys, acted like an adult when he was only ten or eleven. Þorkell rotates his hat, Margrét is on her knees, scrubbing, doesn’t stop despite him walking in and standing there. He smiles at Elín, who responds bashfully, shoving two fingers in her mouth and shutting her eyes. He knows that he should have knocked harder and called out, not just barged in on Margrét. Þorkell stares at her swollen red hands. He’s married, a father of three, loves his wife, yet Margrét is the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen, he’s felt like this since returning from his studies in Reykjavík, and then Edinburgh. Went out into the world but returned, was always planning to return, didn’t want to be anywhere else. Returned, and shortly thereafter, on a gloomy, rainy day, a grey, cold day, with rain falling on the lowlands but sleet or snow on the mountain slopes, the peaks whitening, capped with blossoms of snow and ice – he’d been sunk in paperwork and was suddenly seized by a feeling of malaise, had to escape, walked down to the pier, and there stood Margrét, waiting for Sleipnir, Oddur’s boat, to dock. The world was still so young that she would always wait for him at the pier. She’d spotted the boat coming in, dashed out without bothering to get her coat, grabbed a shawl at the last minute, it was draped over her slender shoulders. She stood there drenched and burning with love, and her hair hung in streams over her forehead and cheeks, stood there erect, noble, and he watched and thought of a leopardess he’d seen in a zoo in London, proud but uneasy in its cage. He stood above the pier, obsessed, gripped by the knowledge and sorrow that this sight would forever deprive him of perfect happiness.




Keflavík


— PRESENT —




God is an old teddy bear, and it’s a rare calm day here in Keflavík


“Say my name, as only you can say it, and then I’ll know that I exist.”


*


Ari wakes to singing that seems to come from a vast distance. It takes him some time to wake up completely, or well enough to distinguish between sleep and waking, dream and reality, which may be why he thinks, if only for a moment, that the singing is not of this world, that the night has been cut off between worlds and now the dead are singing to him so beautifully, to help him awake, cover him with softness before reality hits him. Then he is fully awake and remembers where he is: the Flight Hotel in Keflavík. It’s December, it’s impossible to venture more deeply into the winter darkness. In the next room, someone is singing. On the morning of the day on which Ari is planning to see Jakob, his father, who may be dying, changing into song in the beyond, or else into silence, oblivion, we don’t know which one will prevail when we die, cruelty or kindness, extinction or a new beginning, don’t know whether God is a starry embrace or an old teddy bear from our childhood. It’s nearly 8.30 a.m. and someone is singing in the next room. Ari lies in the darkness and listens to a woman singing some sort of lullaby in English, singing as if she’s consoling someone, and not even the concrete in the wall or its steel frame, those lifeless, rigid materials, can dampen the affection in her voice. She sings so softly that Ari can only distinguish one line, though so vaguely that he isn’t sure if he hears it correctly: Say my name as only you can say it, and then I’ll know that I exist. He reaches instinctively for his phone, opens his inbox, clicks on the name Þóra and writes: “Say my name” . . . Is about to send it but hesitates, ruining everything; no-one should hesitate or think twice where love is concerned. We think too much, feel too little; that’s humanity’s misfortune. Ari sighs, saves the message as a draft.


It’s almost completely calm outside.


It’s a rare calm day here in Keflavík. Didn’t calm like this happen mainly in summer, when the days could be so clear that you could read messages from eternity through them? Bloody fucking calm, people said, because then the smoke from the refinery between Njarðvík and Keflavík hung over the town, the stench invaded each and every building, we felt as if we were sunk in rank fog, as if we were being punished for the good weather, and the housewives who were too slow to bring their washing in had to wash it again to get the smell out. The refinery has long since stopped refining oil from capelin; the big building has been demolished and replaced by two warehouses, one a car dealership for many years, the other built just to fill the space, which seemed like a good idea at the time, but they both stand empty today, contain nothing but silence and sunbeams that manage to sift in through the big windowpanes, their gloss dulled by salt. The car dealership went bankrupt following the economic collapse of October 2008, as did so many similar companies, though quite a few businesses still operate here in Keflavík and Njarðvík, they’re on the up again; in fact, nowhere in the country has more of them per capita; it’s one of the Icelandic records we take pride in. Most families in Keflavík have two or three cars, and if they’re bored they sell one and buy a new one, preferably no later than the following day. The residents of Keflavík often find themselves bored these days, the fishing quota being a thing of the past, the U.S. military gone, Rúnni Júll dead, little left but unemployment and the three cardinal directions, wind, lava, eternity, which is why it’s such a splendid idea to sell a car and buy another to replace it: at least then something’s happening, both in our lives and in the car dealer’s career, and Keflavík immediately becomes a better place.


*


No-one’s out and about on Hafnargata, though a few cars creep past Ari, it’s almost 11.00 a.m., he took his time getting out of bed, the lullaby immobilised him, he lay there and listened until the singing stopped. Then he turned on the light and saw everything, Sigga’s article on the desk, his stepmother’s letter under the whisky bottle, the letter he knew straightaway he wouldn’t read until after he’d seen Jakob, didn’t have the nerve, didn’t dare; saw the photos of his three children – Hekla, Sturla, Gréta – Oddur’s certificate of recognition, the yellow folder of letters, photographs, clippings, poems, fragments of poems, and the two Duty Free bags full of sweets that he’d bought as if in another day and age, as if his children were still little and awaiting at home, as if Þóra were waiting for him too, as if he belonged somewhere. The bags like a memory of what he’d thrown away, like an accusation of failure at enjoying life, of not living life to the full. Those who fail are never safe; even bags full of sweets can turn into accusations.


A big pickup comes down Hafnargata, slows as it approaches Ari, the driver gives him a long look, curious, almost hostile, as if Ari has done something awful to him or spoken badly of Keflavík. The pickup skids on the icy road, as if the driver has stepped on the brake, intending to stop, and Ari, a bit flustered, continues approaching the next door but hesitates when he sees the sign: Massage. Desire flows through him like an electric current.


He shuts his eyes.


Why do we have to be so vulnerable to the sex drive; why can’t we just shove it in our pocket and take it out when it’s convenient? It has happened, when the perpetual-motion machine of the sex drive starts up within Ari, as it regularly does, of course, in everyone, rarely taking account of what we’re doing on any particular day, of where we are in our lives, infusing our blood with desire for something enticing, exciting, something coarse or sensual, that Ari has gone online and typed in the search term erotic massage, and this is why that innocent sign, Massage, has such an uncomfortable effect on him. He opens his eyes, reaches for the doorknob, hears the pickup accelerate abruptly, as if fleeing the scene, as if its driver has no desire to witness what’s happening, and disappears down Hafnargata. The door is locked. Oof, thinks Ari, relieved, but then a hoarse male voice breaks the silence:


Do you have an appointment, my friend?


Ari turns and sees a man standing in an entrance two doors further down, staring at him, and adding, when he doesn’t reply, She’s not there, my dear Snæfríður, but I can ring her if necessary, if – the man stops, glances down, as if searching for the right word – if you need to let off some steam. A deep silence grips Hafnargata, as if the road can barely stay awake, despite the cheerful Christmas lights blinking eagerly here and there, as if Keflavík were sending a message to the world, to Santa Claus himself, to bring a gift that might actually matter: three hundred jobs, a fishing quota, an aluminium smelter, a waste-disposal facility in Helguvík; or that this Snæfríður would wake up and come with her soft, comforting hands.


Ari approaches the man, walking quickly to keep him from shouting anything else, drawing attention to them, and says, as he comes closer, No, no, absolutely no need to call, I haven’t made an appointment, I didn’t know this was a massage parlour, and, to tell you the truth, I don’t know why I tried to open the door. The man watches Ari approach, narrows his eyes as if he’s thinking and moves his lips in a way that makes it difficult to tell whether he wants to spit or smile. Well, you think it was your love of books that steered your hand? he says with a wide grin, baring his teeth, all those long, yellow teeth, as big as those of a horse. Fuck me, says Ari, stopping in his tracks, is that you, Svavar!? The man gives one of his horse-laughs – it’s Svavar, with whom Ari and I worked salting and drying fish at Drangey in Sandgerði between early 1981 and the autumn of 1982, a little over thirty years ago, how time has passed. Bloody hell, how quickly it passes, is there any way to slow it down a little? Yeah man, says Svavar jovially, tall as ever, hair as black as it was, his neck as long, with its big, bustling larynx like an independent creature at the centre of his throat, a small animal that he couldn’t swallow completely; always so skinny that the women at Drangey were constantly worried about him, whether he was getting enough to eat, whether his packed lunches were sufficient; he ate like a bird – It’s incredible you’re still alive, they said worriedly. Some of them finally managed to convince Svavar to eat more, but perhaps they were too persuasive, because he’s got quite a paunch on him now – it stretches his white T-shirt with its sunset image of an empty Keflavík harbour and the question beneath it: Have you been to Keflavík? Yeah man, repeats Svavar, rubbing his big hands together, as if wanting to add, Now we’re having fun! Yeah man, it is I, as bloody daft as ever, and here’s my kingdom, office and shop! He makes a sweeping gesture as if to draw Ari’s attention to the windows full of puffins, lava rocks, photographs of Reykjanes, the Reykjanes lighthouse, the Blue Lagoon and the band Hljómar: “The Icelandic Beatles, only better!” What I wanted to say was that Snæfríður rarely gets up before noon during the darkest months; she likes to say that the Devil invented winter mornings. What do you think of the massage parlour’s name? It was my idea, actually; I thought of you when it came to me, and I’ve thought of you ever since, don’t know why, just expected to see you standing there below the sign; but bless you forever, old friend, it’s glorious to see you again, you haven’t changed except for being a bit uglier – as if you weren’t ugly enough before!


Svavar smiles broadly, giving a little laugh, and Ari smiles back, happy to see that smile from the past, those teeth, this man, and then turns to look up at the sign jutting out above the entrance to the massage parlour: Snæfríður Íslandssól: Massage Parlour.


Crazy how the years have blown by us, man, continues Svavar, and you, you’re so famous now, yes, the only famous person I know, to tell you the truth, which is, of course, why I should shoot you here and now, stuff you and put you on display in the window as a famous person from Keflavík. What the hell, I’ll make you a coffee, he says, turns on his heel and goes indoors without checking whether Ari is following him, which he does, of course, after looking down the street, in the direction of the New Cinema, glancing at the Christmas lights blinking eagerly, as if trying to stay awake.


*


After settling into a little room behind the shop, Svavar brews some coffee and tells Ari about his friend Snæfríður, whom he met when she purchased the place, intending to turn it into a massage parlour. She had no difficulty getting a loan despite it being shortly after the economic collapse, when society seemed to be dead broke, except of course for the fishing industry; the quota kings could fill swimming pools with cash while the rest of us were left to eat whatever froze on the streets. Flaunting her charm, however, Snæfríður managed to wrestle herself a loan and rent the place dirt cheap, yet always had trouble with the name.


Then, for some reason, I thought of you, says Svavar. I’d just seen your picture in the papers – they praised you as an ambitious publisher, even went so far as to call you a national treasure, and a poet to boot, and I recalled that the last time we met, so unforgivably many years ago, you were absorbed in Kiljan’s Iceland’s Bell and had a major crush on Snæfríður Íslandssól.1 You’d even written a poem about her, calling her “the blonde dream of spring”. The name for the massage parlour came to me out of the blue: Snæfríður Íslandssól – Massage Parlour. Since then, everything’s gone Snæfríður’s way; she’s busy as a bee and flourishing. Jogs seven kilometres three times a week, is pushing fifty but still slim as a model and so radiant with that long blonde hair of hers that it’s like eternal summer being around her. That is, after she’s had her five cups of coffee in the morning. The only thing missing is a good man, though there’s no lack of suitors; she’s always looked great, been so attractive – the Yanks up at the Base fought over her when she worked there. Literally fought; love letters awaited her when she came to work, they asked her out on dates, they offered up their lives, one tried to hang himself with a power cord when she turned him down but was saved at the last moment, and consequently demoted. A soldier is allowed to kill everyone but himself. Dammit, that Snæfríður can be hot-tempered on winter mornings – you can’t go near her without a bulletproof vest and hard hat.


Here, however, is some real coffee, straight from Haiti, says Svavar, pouring pitch-black liquid into a cup for Ari and shoving an open pack of Homeblest biscuits across the table, Gullbylgja radio buzzing in the background, classic pop songs, I love you, where have you gone, it’s raining, hold my hand. The songs, the confessions of love, the regret, regularly interrupted by the station I.D., which resembles a desperate cry to its listeners: Don’t turn me off! Don’t change the dial! Ari takes a sip of the strong coffee, shuts his eyes momentarily and sends Þóra a mental S.O.S.: Don’t turn me off!




Keflavík


— THE 1980S —


when the Berlin Wall held the world together, and split it apart




Telephone line, first breasts, fireworks, airplane fuel – and someone shouts hooray!


January, most of the Christmas lights have been taken down, and the days are waggons filled with darkness.


Five days, or six, since the residents of Keflavík menaced the sky with their fireworks and drunken shouting – so excited as the New Year’s comedy special finished and the clock approached midnight, approached a new year, approached the future, the moment when our entire life seems somehow to change into the past – as if they’d resolved to blow up the sky, and by doing so exact revenge for how distant it was from this blackest place in the country. Some were so drunk that they set their jackets or trousers on fire, almost as if they longed to shoot themselves into the sky and thereby transcend the mundane, the grey repetition.
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