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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The Woman at 1,000 Degrees is a novel. It is partly based on events that actually occurred and people who lived and died, but it should be emphasised that the story is a work of fiction. Hans Henrik, Gudrún Marsibil and Herbjörg María are fictional characters. The author would therefore like to ask readers to show consideration for the models they may be based on and not confuse their real stories with the fates he has invented for them in this book.


History is factual, novels are fictional.


– HH
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1929 Model

2009


I live here alone in a garage, together with a laptop and an old hand grenade. It’s pretty cosy. My bed is a hospital bed and I don’t need any other furniture except for the toilet, which is a real pain to use. It’s such a long way to travel, all along the bed and then the same distance again over to the corner. I call it my Via Dolorosa and I have to totter across it three times a day, like any other rheumatic ghost. My dream is to be hooked up to a catheter and a bedpan, but my application got stuck in the system. There’s constipation everywhere.


There aren’t many windows here, but the world appears to me through my computer screen. E-mails come and go, and good old Facebook just keeps on going, like life itself. Glaciers melt, presidents darken and people lament the loss of cars and houses. But the future awaits at the end of the baggage reclaim carousel, slant-eyed and smirking. Oh yes, I follow it all from my old white bed, where I languish like a useless corpse, waiting to die or to be given a life-prolonging injection. They look in on me twice a day, the girls from the Reykjavík Home Care Services. The morning shift is a real darling, but the afternoon hag has cold hands and bad breath and empties the ashtray with a vacant stare.


But if I shut my eyes to the world, switch off the lamp above me, and allow the autumn darkness to fill the garage, I can make out the famous Imagine Peace Tower through a narrow window high up on the wall. Because the late John Lennon has now been turned into a pillar of light up here in Iceland, lighting up the black strait on long nights. His widow was kind enough to place him vertically in my line of vision. Yes, it’s good to doze off to an old flame.


Of course, you could say I’m just vegetating in this garage like any other old vintage clunker that has run its course. I mentioned this to Gudjón one day. He and Dóra are the couple who rent me the garage at 65,000 kronur a month. Dear Gudjón laughed and declared I was an Oldsmobile. I surfed the net and found a photo of an Oldsmobile Viking, 1929 model. To be honest, I hadn’t realised I’d grown so darn old. It looked like a glorified horse carriage.


I’ve been lying alone in this garage for eight years now, bedridden because of the emphysema that’s plagued me for three times that long. The slightest movement cuts my breath away until I’m on the point of choking – not a pleasant feeling, the discomfort of the unburied, they used to call it in the old days. The result of decades of smoking. I’ve been sucking on cigarettes since the spring of 1945, when a warty Swede first introduced me to these wonders. And their glow still makes me glow. They offered me a mask with nasal tubes that was supposed to make it easier for me to breathe, but to get the oxygen cylinder they told me I’d have to give up smoking ‘because of the fire hazard.’ So I was forced to choose between two gentlemen: Nicotine, the Russian Count and Oxygen, the British Lord. It was an easy choice. Consequently, I draw my breath like a steam engine, and my voyages to the toilet remain my daily penance. But little Lóa likes going in there and I enjoy the tinkling music of her maiden’s piddle. She’s my help.


Oh, I’m rambling. When you’ve lived through a whole Internet of events, a whole shipload of days, it’s hard to distinguish one thing from another. It all flows into one big muddle of time. Either I suddenly remember everything at once or I remember nothing at all.


Oh yeah, and then our nation collapsed, been a year now. But it’s all relative, of course. Dóra and the nurses assure me that the city is still standing. There are no visible signs of the crash in Reykjavík, unlike in Berlin when I roamed through it as a silly young lass, after its fall at the end of the war. And I don’t know which is better – an overt crash or a covert one.


Personally, I revelled in the crash. Throughout the boom years I’d lain bedridden while the greed around me was devouring all my savings, so it didn’t upset me to see them disappear into the bonfire, since by then I’d developed a slight indifference to money. We spend our entire lives trying to put something away for old age, but then old age arrives with no dreams of luxury beyond the ambition of being able to pee lying down. I won’t deny that it would have been nice to shop around for some German toy boy and have him stand here, half-naked in the candlelight, declaiming Schiller to his old pillow hag, but apparently they’ve banned the flesh trade in our country now, so there’s no point in bemoaning that. I’ve nothing left except a few weeks of life, two cartons of Pall Malls, a laptop and a hand grenade, and I’ve never felt better.





2

Feu de Cologne

2009


The hand grenade is an old Hitler’s egg that I acquired in the last war. It’s accompanied me over the rivers and fjords of my life, through all my marriages, thick and thin. And now, at last, would be the time to use it, had the seal not broken off many years ago, on a bad day in my life. But it’s an uncomfortable way to die, of course, to embrace a firestorm like that and allow it to blow your head off. And to tell the truth, I’ve grown quite fond of my blessed little bomb after all these years. It would be sad if my grandchildren weren’t able to enjoy it, in a silver bowl inside an heirloom cabinet.


Meine geliebte Handgranate is beautiful in its deceit, fits nicely in one’s hand, and cools a sweaty palm with its cold iron shell crammed with peace. That’s the really remarkable thing about weapons: although they can be unpleasant for those who get in their way, they provide their holders with a great deal of comfort. Once, many cities ago, I left my golden egg in a taxi and couldn’t put my mind to rest until I’d recovered it, after countless frantic calls to the minicab office. The cabby hovered awkwardly on the stairs, trying to work it out.


‘That’s an old hand grenade, isn’t it?’


‘No, it’s a piece of jewellery. Have you never heard of the Imperial Fabergé eggs?’


At any rate, for a long time I kept it in my jewellery box.


‘What’s that?’ my charming sea bear Bæring once asked me, as we were about to set off for a ball.


‘Perfume: Feu de Cologne.’


‘Really?’ the old sailor gasped in astonishment.


Men have their uses, but quick-witted they sure ain’t.


And it never hurt to know that the hand grenade was there in my handbag when the night was over and some jerk wanted to take me home.


Now I keep it either in my bedside table or between my rotting legs, lying on the German steel egg like some post-war hen, in the hope of hatching some fire – something that is so sorely missed in this dreary thing that society has become, totally devoid of violence. It can only do people good to lose the roof over their head or to see their loved ones shot in the back. I’ve always had problems with people who’ve never had to clamber over dead bodies.


Maybe if I throw it on the floor it’ll go off? Hand grenades love stone floors, I once heard. Yes, of course, it would be wonderful to exit with a bang and leave them to pick through the dust and debris in the hope of finding some morsels of my flesh. But before I explode, permit me to review my life.
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Herra Björnsson

1929


I was born in the autumn of 1929, in a tin can of a house in Ísafjördur. And got saddled with the peculiar name Herbjörg María, which never suited me, nor itself for that matter. A blend of pagan and Christian strands that mixed like oil and water, and those sister elements still wrestle inside me.


Mum wanted to name me Verbjörg, after her mother, but Grandma wouldn’t hear of it. It was too close to verbúd, the Icelandic word for ‘fisherman’s hut,’ where she claimed people led wet, cold and miserable lives, and she cursed her own mother for naming her after such a shameful thing. Grandma Vera rowed seventeen fishing seasons between the little islands of Bjarneyjar and Oddbjarnarsker, winter, spring and autumn, ‘in the rat-pissing rain they’ve invented in that briny hell of theirs, and it was even worse on land.’


My father suggested Herbjörg instead, and apparently my mother didn’t hate him enough to disagree. Personally, I would have chosen the name of my maternal great-grandmother, the great Blómey Efemía Bergsveinsdóttir. She was the only woman to bear that name in the history of Iceland until the twentieth century, when, after lying in the island’s soil for fifty years, she finally acquired two namesakes. One was a textile artist who lived in a dilapidated shack, while the other Blómey, my little Blómey, who departed from us at a very young age but still lives on in the dearest realms of my soul and appears to me now and then in that strip of grass that separates dream from reality.


We should be baptised for death, just as we’re baptised for life, and allowed to choose the name that will appear on our gravestones for all eternity. I can see it now: Blómey Hansdóttir (1929–2009).


In those days no one had two first names. But just before I was born, my dear and gifted mother had a vision: the Virgin Mary appeared to her in a valley on the other side of the fjord and sat there on a rock, about four hundred feet tall. For this reason her name was added to mine, and of course, it must have brought some blessings with it. At any rate, I have endured all the way to this peak of my now-bedridden existence.


‘María’ softens the harshness of ‘Herbjörg,’ but I doubt that two more different women have ever shared the same life. One sacrificed her snatch to God, while the other devoted hers to a whole army of men.


I was not permitted to be called dóttir, even though it is the right and privilege of all Icelandic women to be known as ‘daughter.’ Instead, I became a ‘son.’ My father’s kin, sprinkled fore and aft with ministers and ambassadors, had made their careers abroad, where no one uses anything but surnames. And so the entire family was nailed to the head of one man, forced to carry the surname of Grandad Sveinn Björnsson (who later became Iceland’s ambassador to Denmark and eventually our first president). No other member of the family was able to make a name for himself, and that was why we failed to produce any more ministers or presidents. Grandfather had reached the summit, and the role of his children and grandchildren was to go slithering down the slope. It’s hard to preserve any ambition when one is constantly on the way down. But naturally, at some point, we’ll reach the bottom, and then the only way forward for the Björnsson tribe will be back up again.


At home I was always called Hera, but when, at the age of seven, I visited my father’s family in Copenhagen with my parents, their maid had trouble pronouncing ‘Hera’ and called me either Herre (the Danish word for ‘Mister’) or Den Lille Herre (‘The Little Gentleman’). My cousin Puti found this highly amusing and from then on never called me anything but Herra, the Icelandic word for ‘Mister.’ At first this teasing hurt me because I really did look a bit like a boy, but the nickname stuck, and I gradually became used to it. So that’s how a miss became a mister.


In small-town Reykjavík I received considerable attention when I arrived back in the 1950s after a long stay abroad, a radiant young lady with lipstick and worldly ways, and the sobriquet was almost akin to a stage name: ‘Other guests included Miss Herra Björnsson, granddaughter of Iceland’s president, who draws attention wherever she goes on account of her open and cosmopolitan demeanour. Herra has just returned home to Iceland after a long stay in New York and South America.’ So the unfortunate name produced some good fortune.
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Hotel Iceland

1928


My father, Hans Henrik, was the firstborn of Sveinn Björnsson and his Danish wife, Georgía. He was born in 1908 and was therefore four years younger than my mother. She was the daughter of the aforementioned Verbjörg Jónsdóttir and a one-night stand named Salómon, who died in the storm of 1927.


Mum was always called Massa, although her name was actually Gudrún Marsibil Salbjörg Salómonsdóttir. She had been given the names of the three women who had helped Grandma the most. As Grandma liked to say, ‘Since I’d been such a miser with my eggs, I had to give all the names to my Massa.’ And it paid off. The three women had obviously fused in Mum to produce one good one. A triply good one. If Grandma Vera had been ‘good and good,’ as she would often say about things, then Mum was good and good and good. Then I came along and I wasn’t even plain good. Somehow, I was totally devoid of that gentle, tireless spirit, kindness and innate sense of sacrifice associated with the Svefneyjar islands of Breidafjördur, where I spent my first seven years. I was a rotten mother and an even worse granny.


Mum and Dad met in Reykjavík, at a ball in the Hotel Iceland, or so the story goes. Maybe they’d met dead drunk up some blind alley and ripped each other’s clothes off behind a rubbish bin. What do we know of our conception? Barely more than ‘God’ about the creation of the universe.


Massa was a lively girl from the West Fjords, who lodged at Mrs Höpfner’s at Hafnarstræti 5. Dad had yet to finish high school, a pale, intelligent boy with timid eyes, a privileged child who lived south of the Reykjavík Lake, in the second-nicest house in town. Grandad Sveinn and Grandma Georgía had become an ambassadorial couple in Copenhagen by then, so Dad lived alone in the big house with the cook and a paternal aunt who was entrusted with the care of the boy and later blamed herself for how things turned out. Dad’s best friend was Benni Thors, who lived next door in the finest house in the country. Benni’s father was the wealthiest man in the land, and his brother Ólafur later became prime minister.


How could a boy with a background like my father’s have fallen for a maid from the west who’d been conceived in a rowing boat under a glacier and, worse still, came with a past and was a whole four years older than he was? It was obviously no small feat to bring me into this world. But the Almighty Farmer Above, as my grandma used to call the Creator, had cast His nets and hooks over the town and lured my future father into a drinking binge with the Thors brothers that night, and they dragged him to the Hotel Iceland, chucking pebbles at the ducks on the way and chanting the latest hit song at the cops they passed – ‘I scream for ice cream!’ – while Mum was doing up her face in her Hafnarstræti loft and giggling herself into the mood with her friend Berta, the broad-faced daughter of a teacher.


As soon as they got into the place, Dad, of course, had to pee and got delayed in the toilets, cornered by a dead-drunk employee of the Icelandic Steamship Company, who immediately had something to say about Dad’s father, who had founded the company: ‘A great man, your father – great man. But how’s it going? Doesn’t he get bored there in the embassy?’


It unfolded as follows: when Dad finally stumbled out of the gents, the first thing he saw was a girl who had just sat down at a table with her friend – a thick-armed beauty from the Svefneyjar islands with bushy eyebrows, three men under her belt, and one at the bar.


Through the hubbub of the dance a blond cupid whispered her destiny into her ears, and she turned her head as Dad walked by. Her dark red lipstick singed itself into his soul, along with her black eyebrows and sea-pebble blue eyes. Her skin white, all so evenly white, like a calm white sea between those enchanted islands. He was clueless when it came to girls and always remained so, but he felt a comforting security as a kind of paralysis took hold of his heart, and a heavy blow from that Breidafjördur gaze struck his forehead.


Mum rolled her eyes at her friend, and they smirked: a typical Reykjavík lad.


Two glasses later he came staggering across the dance floor, like a small salmon elbowing its way through a shoal of herring, and stopped in front of her table. He planted himself there swaying slightly, and started acting stupid: pressing his arms against his sides and gesticulating with his right hand as he lifted his right leg and cackled, as if he were trying to mimic a goose trying to piss like a dog. He repeated this act at least three times, Mum endured my father’s idiocy with that uniquely Icelandic forbearance and rewarded him three out of five possible smiles. (No woman can resist a man who is willing to make a fool out of himself for her. It’s an unequivocal declaration of love.) She shifted back one seat just before an invisible hand struck the back of my father’s neck and pushed him down on the chair she had just vacated.


‘What’s your name?’ he asked, licking his lips.


‘Huh?’ The band was playing a lively polka.


‘What’s your name?’ he repeated.


‘Gudrún Marsibil.’


Mum exchanged a glance with Berta, who sat at the other end of the table, with her broad face and curly black hair.


‘What?’


‘Gudrún Marsibil.’


Mum cast another glance at Berta, who seemed amused, with her big chin and small, wide-set eyes.


‘Gudrún Marsibil …’ he parroted, releasing a drink-laden gasp, like a marathon runner who has finally crossed the finish line and hears his time, which he repeats to himself, before collapsing from fatigue: ‘Gudrún Marsibil …’


‘And you?’


‘Huh?’


‘What’s your name?’ There was a smirk in her voice.


‘Me? I’m Jan Flemming. Jan Flemming Pedersen Havtroj.’


‘Huh? Are you Danish?’


‘Yes, I’ve got bloody Danish skin and I can’t get rid of it!’


He pulled on the skin of his right wrist with the fingers of his left hand and let go of it, watching it snap back like elastic. He repeated this and then clawed at his arm and skull and finally slapped himself across the cheek: ‘Just can’t! Oh! Damned, damned Dane.’


‘But you speak very good Icelandic.’


‘Are you with someone?’


‘Yeah.’


‘And where is he?’


‘Over there.’


‘Where?’


‘There.’


She pointed to a short man with a big head who was approaching the table with a bottle of wine and three glasses and a deadly serious expression.


‘That guy with the forehead?’


‘Yeah.’ She laughed.


‘What’s his name?’ ‘Alli.’


‘Alli?’


‘Yeah, Adalsteinn.’


‘Adalsteinn?’


‘Yeah. Or just Steinn.’


‘Or just Steinn? Can’t he make his mind up? If I were your boyfriend … Your eyes are like stones. Two stones.’


‘Oh yeah?’


‘Can I have them?’


Everything that came out of him was unclear. He was totally hammered, with his fringe toppling over his forehead and shaking incessantly.


‘Have them?’


‘Yeah. Can I have them?’


And then something odd happened, something that can only be explained as a keystroke in the weaving of destiny.


‘Well then.’


The short man with the big head had reached the table, where he put down the three glasses and bottle of wine. He muttered something that no one heard and sat in front of Mum. The stern eyes under his swollen forehead were like two fishermen’s huts under a steep cliff. He filled the glasses clumsily, as if he had never offered anyone else a drink before.


‘Alli, this is … Jan … er … Flemming, didn’t you say? Is your name really Jan? Your name isn’t Jan. You’re Icelandic.’


‘That’s Björnsson. A bourgeois bastard,’ said the forehead man in a voice that was strangely strong and deep. It flowed out of his frail body like a tow rope from a dinghy.


‘Huh? Do you know him?’ Mum asked.


‘I thought you ducklings weren’t allowed to drink.’


It was like the voice of a mountain piercing through a colony of screeching birds.


‘Huh?’ Dad exclaimed in his alcoholic haze, smiling internally at the two sea stones that Mum had just given him. Adalsteinn ignored him and raised his glass: ‘Cheers!’ Mum and Berta crashed glasses with him.


‘Ah, there you are, man!’ Benni Thors and his brother had reached the table and stood over them looking smug. ‘You obviously don’t know how to drink, man. You’ve got to drink yourself up, not down, as my brother says. C’mon. We’re leaving.’


‘I didn’t know that the Danish princes of the fishing industry were allowed out of the palace gardens,’ Adalsteinn quipped.


Benni Thors made to punch the man with the forehead, but his brother managed to halt his fist. Adalsteinn turned to Dad and proclaimed in his thunderous voice, ‘A plague on both your houses!’


It was a curse we would long have to contend with, placed as it was by Steinn Steinarr, who would become the greatest Icelandic poet of the twentieth century, and who, if I remember correctly, was quoting Mercutio’s dying words from Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.


The Thors brothers hoisted Dad from his chair and dragged him away. On the floor the dance was still in full swing; the tables were bustling with chatter and flirtations. Men hung at the bar, cheap paintings on the walls. Everything bore the marks of the present, from the décor to the fashions – October 1928 was a time like no other, and no one knew what awaited them outside those walls: sunny times, depression or war.


Dad followed his companions through the streets. Someone had mentioned a late-night party in Bergstadastræti, which turned out to be in a loft apartment that was obviously very small because the line stretched down the stairway and out onto the street. A snake of hat-clad boys loitered on the veranda on top of the steps, gulping down the night, as men are wont to do. It was a still and mild autumn night and their voices echoed across the treeless gardens. The Thors brothers joined in the medley, but Dad hung out on the street with his hands in his pockets, drunk as a skunk and as awkward as any Reykjavík kid throughout the ages, pondering on the Breidafjördur lass who had given him the two beautiful sea pebbles of her eyes.


The die had been cast. Yes, that much was sure. Mum preferred Dad to Steinn Steinarr, and chose the ambassador’s son instead of a Voyage without Promise, a choice she was severely punished for, thus proving the old saying that he who forsakes a poet brings bad luck.
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The Braces of Iceland

1929


For the Christmas of 1928, Hans went to Copenhagen, to stay with his parents and siblings. Granted a welcome break from the Reykjavík night life, which was no less wild back then than it was to become and will remain for centuries, the firstborn could fall asleep at midnight undisturbed and wake up at noon to the smell of hot chocolate, which Helle, good Helle, the Danish cook for the Icelandic ambassador and his wife, had the pleasure of making for the Björnsson boys. Dad’s younger brothers, Puti and Henni, still lived with their parents and went to a Danish high school. They whiled away the time playing endless pranks on each other, but the carefree spirit in the gaze of the eldest had been glazed by the first autumn of his careless youth. A woman’s pregnancy weighs heavily on a man.


In addition to the Christmas food sent from Iceland, Dad had received a letter written from an attic at Hafnarstræti 5. And after New Year, the twenty-year-old blond with the dark eyebrows walked into his father’s office (in those days all men of stature also kept offices at home, though they looked more like small panelled chapels, where numbers and phone calls were venerated) to inform him of a certain incident that had occurred in Iceland earlier that winter, a certain incident, yes, mishap even, a certain thing that carried a certain weight, which could only grow heavier with time. He muttered the girl’s name and then ended his speech by making a vague rotating gesture with the index finger of his right hand, presumably to symbolise the future course of events. Grandad Sveinn removed his glasses and slipped his thumb behind his braces, just above the waistline of his trousers. These were Iceland’s braces on foreign soil.


‘I see. And who is her family?’


Damn it, although this was the first question that all Icelandic fathers had asked their offspring about their children-in-law since the First Settlement, it caught Dad completely off guard. In fact he’d never thought about it. And it proved the classic aphorism that a young man never thinks further than the jet of his sperm. He just about remembered that the girl was some Salómon’s daughter and that her mother was some old woman from some island somewhere. He wasn’t even sure she was altogether human; she could have been the offspring of some obscure tribe that dwelled on a remote Icelandic skerry, a cross between elves, seals and flatfish.


‘Erm … I don’t know.’


‘You don’t know?’


‘Er … no.’


And now the ambassador was silent. Silent long enough for his son to realise what he’d done; it was as if he’d invited his father to a wild Charleston dance in his very own office, in broad daylight, just like the wild one that he himself had danced with that bloody island girl on the night I was conceived, a girl who, on top of everything, was called Massa. She might just as well have been called Massive! So low class! God forbid that the old man should ever find out her name. And to think his father had gone all the way to Copenhagen to find a wife, who bore the dignified name of Georgía, and now he was sitting here as the country’s primary representative in a sumptuous residence under a twelve-foot ceiling, with an extra six feet in case the ambassador of Iceland suddenly needed to jump higher than his own height, like Gunnar of the Sagas. The sordid island girl had obviously been raised in a pathetic single-room, chimneyed tussock that could probably have fitted into their front dining room without even having to raise the crystal chandelier. No. Yes. No. This was disgraceful. My father burst into a sweat as he sat in front of his father, who was still silent. Except for a sigh, a solemn snort. The ambassador remained silent for a whole seven seconds until he said, ‘Well, my dear son …’


No, my good father. Just forget it. This is just … It’s nothing, this is just a child, just one little life … no one needs to know about that.


Dad stood up and walked through the wrong door into his father’s wardrobe, only to be confronted by pressed shirts with stiff collars, Iceland white, and behind them the famous uniform, the gold-lined jacket that my aunt had designed for Grandad Sveinn so that he could stroll past the king of England. Hans Henrik turned crimson and said agitatedly, ‘No, it’s … it’s nothing,’ before he found the right door.


‘It’s nothing.’ That’s how I was ushered into this world.


This was followed by difficult months in the young man’s life. He headed back to Reykjavík, where he lived a double life, peppered with small lies, until the moment of farewells came in the spring, the moment of betrayal, when it was Dad’s turn to be silent until Mum understood.


She boarded the mail boat with a drooping head, while Dad travelled south across the moorlands into the straits. The evening sun shone on the young man’s tears as he followed the coast from the Raudará River back to town. Across the sun-bathed bay he spotted the slowly shrinking boat, and beyond the mountain range a few clouds hovered, like smoke signals from the islands that slept beyond them.


Mum never spoke of her nervous breakdown, not to me at any rate, but as the five-month-old tenant inside her womb, I wasn’t spared the consequences and have been in therapy ever since as a result. No, I’m lying now; what a cow I am.


Shortly afterwards she appeared like all her foremothers before her, pregnant on the home pier, and carried me under her apron for the whole of that summer until she was packed off on a boat to the west to give birth to me. But I’m not lying when I say that I came enraged into this world in the house of her father’s parents, screeching at all the misery I had caused and announcing a world depression, a prophecy that proved accurate twenty days later, when the famous crash occurred on Wall Street. That same autumn my father was admitted to the law faculty of the university like any other incurable love hen. The summer after that, he was dispatched to Vejle, Denmark, for further healing, to Grandma Georgía’s paternal uncle, who owned a small pharmacy there with thousands of tiny drawers, and was supposed to teach Dad Danish bookkeeping and the art of courting well-bred girls.





6

Lóa

2009


Well then. Here she comes, Lóa, my little dung flower. Like a white rose out of the morning darkness.


‘Good morning, Herra, dear. How are you today?’


‘Oh, spare me the niceties.’


The grey light of day has only just begun to break. And a grey day it’ll be, like all its brethren. Daggry, the Danes call it.


‘Have you been awake for long? Had a look at the news?’


‘Oh yes. It’s still tumbling, the rubble of the crash …’


She takes off her coat, shawl and hat. And sighs. If I were a randy lad with a sparkling soul, I’d do myself the favour of marrying this girl. For she’s goodness and gentleness personified. And her cheeks are a heavenly red. The red-cheeked ones never deceive us. I, on the other hand, was pale with deceit from the very start, and now I sit here, yellow as a corpse in a coffin-white nightshirt.


‘Aren’t you hungry?’ Lóa asks me as she turns on the light in the kitchen alcove, pecking her beak into the shelves and cupboards. They are visible on the starboard side of my bed-wide ship. ‘Porridge as usual, I suppose?’ She says this every morning when she bends down to the small refrigerator that Dóra gave me, which sometimes keeps me awake with its chilling murmur. It’s got to be said, she does have a bit of a big ass, little Lóa, and legs like forty-year-old birch trunks. That’s probably why she never gets laid, poor little thing, and still lives with her mother, childless. Who can fathom men? Letting all that goodness and beauty pass them by? And all that soft, smooth skin.


‘Well, what have you got to say for yourself? What did you do over the weekend? Any “how’s-your-father” to report?’ I ask, as I fumble on the laptop’s keyboard and take a deep breath. That’s a lot of words for an emphysema patient.


‘Huh?’ she asks, a blue-and-white milk carton in her hand, with that idiotic expression she so often has.


‘Yes, did you go out anywhere? To cheer yourself up?’ I ask without raising my eyes. I could swear I’m developing a death rattle in my voice.


‘Out on the town, you mean? No. I was just helping my mother. She’s changing the curtains in the living room. And then on Sunday – yesterday, that is – we went to visit Grandma.’


‘You’ve got to think of yourself, too, Lóa.’ I pause for breath before continuing. ‘You mustn’t waste your youth on an old hag like me. The breeding season will be over before you know it.’


I’m so fond of her that I inflict this torture on my speech organs, throat and lungs. The dizziness that follows is like a swarm of flies behind my eyes before they all kamikaze on my optic nerves, crashing against them with their leaden wings. Oh, heavens above.


‘Breeding season?’


‘Yes. No, Jesus, has he answered me?’


‘Who?’


‘My Aldon from Australia.’


‘Aldon?’


‘Yes, that’s his name. Ah, now I’ve really got him going.’


‘You’ve got so many friends,’ she says as she starts to do the washing.


‘Yes, well over seven hundred.’


‘Huh? Seven hundred?’


‘Yes. On Facebook.’


‘Are you on Facebook? I didn’t know. Can I see?’


She leans over me with all her fragrance as I summon up my page from the magic world of the net.


‘Wow. Nice picture of you. Where was it taken?’


‘In Baires. At a ball.’


‘Baires?’


‘Yes, Buenos Aires.’


‘It says here that you’ve got a hundred and forty-three friends. You said seven hundred.’


‘Yeah, that’s just me. I’ve got all kinds of identities.’


In my mischief I’ve borrowed names, including that of Linda Pétursdóttir, who was Miss World in 1988. Bóas, my male nurse, who has gone abroad to study, created the e-mail address for me: lindap-missworld88@gmail.com. That one brings me plenty of good stories that shorten my long, dark autumn nights.


‘Lots of identities on Facebook? Is that allowed?’


‘Nothing in this world isn’t allowed, in my opinion.’


‘Huh?’ she chirps before returning to the kitchen alcove. It’s funny how good it feels to be near people who are working. It brings out the aristocrat in me. Half of me came from the sea and half from a palace, and because of that I soon became a leg spreader. My aristocratic Danish paternal grandmother was a first-class slave master, although she was also pretty hardworking. Before every gala dinner she would dance around the banqueting hall from noon to night, with one cigarillo in her mouth and another in her hand, trying to remember everything and get the seating arrangements right. Nothing could be missing, nothing out of place. Otherwise our land and people might have faced ruin. A fishbone getting stuck in the American ambassador’s throat would have thrown the Marshall Plan into jeopardy. She knew perfectly well that the negotiations meant next to nothing. ‘Det hele ligger på gaffelen’! she’d say in Danish – it all hangs on the end of the fork!


Had it not been for Grandma Georgía, Grandad would never have become president – and someone should have told him that. She was the perfect lady: gave everyone, prince or pauper, a sense of well-being in her presence and treated all men equally, from the local bum to Eisenhower himself.


Three cheers for the political wisdom of those days, which chose that couple to represent the newborn republic in 1944, he an Icelander, she a Dane. It was a courteous gesture towards the old master race. Although we’d divorced the Danes, we still wore the ring.
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Svefneyjar

1929


As I mentioned, I was born in Ísafjördur, on 9 September 1929. Mum had been sent away, out of public view, to give birth to the one whom nobody wanted to see and who should never have existed: me. There was a minimum time delay set on entering my father’s respectable family, so Mum and I spent the first seven years alone together in the Svefneyjar islands, where Mum worked as a maid in the home of Eysteinn, a farmer, and his wife, Lína.


Lína was the sweetest of women, sturdily built and buxom, always with some verse on her lips, but with a rather high-pitched voice. She had a soft heart but incredibly strong arms, as women did in those days, and over time she developed wooden legs from arthritis. She helmed the large house like a sea captain, with one eye on the waves and the other on the stove. To Mum, she was like a mother because, although Grandma possessed many good qualities, maternal warmth wasn’t one of them. By the will and whim of the Creator, Grandma had ended her life’s voyage in Svefneyjar, although she didn’t live in the house, but in an old boat shed along with three other women. Mum and I, on the other hand, dwelt in Lína’s fiefdom.


Eysteinn had clear-cut features, a downy beard, sea-red cheeks and eyes as calm as a tranquil bay. He had bulky hands and broad shoulders and, with the passing of the years and the swelling of his belly, he used a walking stick. He was chirpy in the mornings but pigheaded in the evenings; amiable at home but mulish when it came to contracts or anything to do with ‘foreign affairs.’ He was renowned for having kicked some Danish land surveyors off the island when they tried to move the southernmost skerry on his land three yards to the south.


He was a ‘good and good man,’ Grandma used to say. She was of Breidafjördur stock on both sides and had made hay on more than a hundred islands. She always repeated her compliments twice. ‘Oh, that one’s fine and fine,’ she would say of a boiled sweet or a labourer. Grandma was a hundred years old when I was born and a hundred years old when she died. A hundred years old for an entire century. Baptised by the sea and hardened by trawling, no man’s daughter, and married to Iceland, mother of my mother and eternal heroine of my thoughts. Verbjörg Jónsdóttir. Soon I will meet her, in age and rage, and knock at her door. ‘Oh, is that you, my darling little dung cake?’


Well, I’ll be darned if I haven’t started looking forward to dying.


Yes, I enjoyed seven blissful years in Breidafjördur until my father recovered from his amnesia and remembered he had a daughter and wife in this part of the Icelandic coast. My childhood was sprinkled with islands. Islands full of rowdy sailors and seaweed-eating cattle. Sun-bright, grass-yellow islands, sea-beaten by the gales on all sides, though in my memory it is always dead calm.


They say that he who has visited all the islands of Breidafjördur is a dead man because many of those islands are buried underwater. And it can probably be said that, even though they seem innumerable at high tide, they’re even more innumerable at low tide. This applies to so many things in life that are hard to count. How many men did I have? How many times did I fall in love? Every remembered moment is an island in the depths of time, a poet once wrote, and if Breidafjördur is my life, then these islands are the days I remember now, as I go chugging between them on my boat of a bed, with this trendy new outboard motor they call a laptop.


Chug-a-chug-a-chug.
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A Thousand Fathoms

2009


But I’m no sailor, I’m no captain, and now I sink into the depths of my quilt, the downy-soft, ice-cold depths, deathly blue and breathless, where drowned sailors, women and the great poet go about their business on the flatfish-covered bottom. Dear bottom dwellers, look, I’m sinking now with all my load, sails and oars. With all my lies.


I squint my eyes and can hear bubbles of air coming out of me. The wig slides off my small head and turns into an unusually solid jellyfish, waving its tentacles in front of the cod and haddock, while the lanugo on my head flutters like famished plankton and the hospital pyjama bottoms swell up to my groin, exposing the horror of fleshless legs: the skin on them flutters like fish gills, and the heels are convex like ancient electrical sockets attached to my calves by cable-thin tendons, but there’s no electricity in them any more, they don’t dance the tango the way they did in Baires of old. And the sail-stiff pyjama top clings to the tubular frame that was once modelled with firm white flesh and desired by muscular seamen all over the globe. From the long, open neckline flows a condom-shaped sack of skin called a breast … Oh dear, oh dear.


Here sinks a skew-backed shadow of itself, a sinking garage goddess, a marble mummy that deserves no tombstone, deserves no anything, nothing but the shovel.


Yes, see what a wretch I am, and hear me sing as I sink:




Sea, sea


See, my sea,


I sink into the depths of me.





But what do I see as I float about in the darkness of the deep? Yes, I see the depths of life, I see my ice-cold salty life, all my eternal cursed confusion. Below me I can make out glowing cities, islands, countries. Men grin like sea wolves, sharks glide by overhead, marked with the German Luftwaffe cross, and in the distance the air-raid sirens of whales can be heard.


And out of the green twilight my relatives come sailing, like a shoal of tuna fish. Grandad, Grandma and her entire upper-class Danish pharmacist family, and Grandma Verbjörg in sodden Breidafjördur woollens; Eysteinn and Lína, happily exhausted as ever, and Great-Grandma Blómey like an old sea-beaten sailing-boat mast, but not at all mouldy; then come Mum … and Dad … they swim together, in evening dress, followed by Dad’s siblings, all sombre … and right at the back comes a little girl … my little, little girl … with her blond hair fluttering around her ears like gently flapping fins. Oh dear, my soul. See the expression on her face, so pretty, so peaceful, and yet she caused more damage than a night of bombing on Berlin …


They float past, all with the same wonderfully shoal-like air. And they leave me sinking, alone.


Down into those thousand fathoms that make up a human life. And now below me I see a city engulfed in war, everything in black and white, but glowing red in the flames. I take a ride on a bomb, a falling bomb. I’m a Norn on a crater, a witch on a broomstick transformed by sorcery into rain … yes, I’m being dissolved into thousands of drops, I’m falling, falling …


Now I’m falling on Thingvellir. Dissipating all over Thingvellir. On 17 June 1944, the day of the inauguration of the Icelandic Republic, a day of heavy rainfall. I drench the flags, wet the spears, drip down the shields and swords, the railings, hats, brims and backs of chairs, and yes, I also drip on the document that my grandfather is signing. He wipes away those shimmering tears from Iceland’s future, thinking they’re rain, but tastes the salt and looks out over the wet fields, sees that he is taking over a nation under water.


And on I trickle, through the grass and further down, far below Grandad’s signature, down into the earth and a chasm through a crevice, into the quick of the land, the flowing lava, where Hitler thunders on a rostrum, spewing the fire that cast its flames on my life …


‘Do you want your porridge now?’


‘Huh?’


‘Do you want to have your porridge now?’


‘No one eats in hell.’


‘Huh?’


‘No one needs to eat in hell!’


‘Herra, dear.’


‘I’m no Herra.’


‘Herbjörg …’


‘My name is Blómey!’


‘Blómey, dear, here’s your porridge. Would you like me to help you?’


‘No one can help me.’


‘Do you want to eat it by yourself, then? You have to eat.’


‘Says who?’


‘We all need to eat.’


‘You’re only shoving that into me to make me shit. To give you something to do. To wipe me. That’s what you want and want. I don’t want to need to shit. I’ve shat enough!’


I’m gasping breathlessly by the end of my speech.


‘Herra, dear …’


‘Blómey! Blumeninsel! Das Blumeninsel im breiten Fjord. Das bin ich’


‘I don’t understand German, you know that.’


‘You don’t understand anything.’


She stares at me, at this hissing cat of a woman, this queen of wrinklehood in a ludicrous wig, and stands there in silence for a while, with the bowl of porridge in her hands, like stupidity itself with eyebrows. I deserve better than this, goddamn it. I deserve so much better. I thought I would at least be allowed to die in my own bed, even with my so-called family by my side. But the boys don’t seem to know whether I’m being dressed or dissected. They don’t seem to realise that a mother was needed to bring them into this world, that they would never have reached here on their own. No, a splay-legged, hairy-crotched mother was required to push their piglet asses through the tunnel out into the light. Honour your father and mother, it’s written somewhere, but who remembers Scripture in the computer age? It’s been three whole years since I last heard from them and their saggy-titted wives, although I actually have my ways of keeping an eye on them now.


‘Maybe you’re not hungry?’


‘No tengo cinco años.’


‘Huh?’


‘I’m not five years old.’


‘Shall I maybe take the computer away so that you can eat by yourself on the overbed?’


‘Over dead?’


‘No, overbed. They call it an overbed at the hospital.’


‘Don’t talk about hospitals. I’m not in hospital.’


‘No, no, I know,’ she says, raising the headboard for me, totally unsolicited, and then she adjusts my pillow, pulls up the quilt, and spots the war egg. Careless of me; I forgot to put it away. She picks it up from under the quilt. Were I still able to blush, I would.


‘What’s that?’ she asks.


‘That? That’s … that’s a so-called cooling ball that I used in hospitals in the olden days.’


‘Oh yeah?’


She swallows it, the gullible child, and puts the object away in the bedside table drawer, like the humblest of property masters. I regain my composure.


‘You’ve got to have some sex. You don’t want to become a mouldy virgin, do you?’


‘I know, you’ve already told me.’


‘Your mother won’t knock you up.’


‘No, ha-ha, I know.’


‘I can fix you up with a boy. How do you like my Australian?’


‘I think I’d rather have an Icelander.’


‘Nonsense. They’re just wooden fish. It’s all about mixing the blood. A little golden plover like you ought to be mating with a pelican; that’ll start something new.’


‘The golden plover waits for the spring and the right mate, too.’


‘Yes, you’re a smart girl. You know it all better than I do; I squandered my virginity on rocks and ditches. Right, then, you cheeky thing, give me the porridge.’
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‘Your Cab Is Here’

1959


The feet of Jón the First, or the Pre-Jón, as I would later call him, were always a turn-off. He would frequently plonk them down in front of me in the evening and order me to take off his socks and rub his toes, soles, heels and calves. There was no way I could love those Icelandic men’s feet, shaped as they were like birch stumps, hard and chunky, as screaming white as wood when the bark is peeled off. Yeah, and about as cold and damp, too. The toes had horny nails that looked like dead buds in a frosty spring. Nor can I forget the stench, because smelly feet were very common in the post-war years when men wore nylon socks and virtually slept in their shoes.


How was it possible to love these Icelandic men who belched at the table and farted relentlessly? After four Icelandic husbands and a whole string of plump paramours, I’d become a real connoisseur of flatulence and could describe its varieties with the same confidence as an enologist describing wines. Howling blaster, loaded stinker, gas bomb, coffee belch, silencer and Luftwaffe were among the terms I most used.


Icelandic men just don’t know how to behave, never have and never will, but are good fun, on the whole. Or so Icelandic women think, at any rate. They seem to come with this internal emergency box, crammed with humour and irony, which they always carry around with them and can open if things get too rough. It must be a hereditary gift wired into their genes. Anyone who gets lost up a mountain, is snowed in or has to spend a whole weekend stuck in a lift can always open this special Icelandic emergency box and wriggle out of the situation with a good story. After wandering around the world and living on the Continent, I’d long grown weary of polite, fart-free gentlemen, who opened doors and paid the bills but never had a story to tell and were either completely asexual or insisted on fucking till the crack of dawn. Swiss watch salesmen who could never fit a quickie into their schedule, or hairy French apes who always required twelve rounds of screwing at the end of a five-course meal.


I guess I liked German men the best. They were a decent combination of the belching northerner and cultured southerner, of western order and eastern folly, although in the post-war years they were, of course, shattered men. There wasn’t much you could do with them except try to straighten them out first. And who had the time for that? Londoners are positive and jolly, but their famous irony struck me as mechanical and tiresome in the long run. That irony machine seemed to have eaten away their true essence. The French machine, on the other hand, is driven by unadulterated seriousness, and the Frogs can drive you around the bend once they slip into their philosophical jargon. Italians worship every woman like a queen until they get her home and she suddenly turns into a whore. The Yank is a swell guy who thinks big and always wants to take you to the moon. At the same time, though, he can be as smug and petty as the meanest seamstress and goes berserk if someone eats his peanut butter sandwich on the spaceship. I found Russians quite interesting. In fact they were the most Icelandic of them all: drank every glass to the last drop and hurled themselves into any merriment, knew countless stories, and never talked seriously until they had reached the bottom of the bottle, when they started to weep for their mothers, who lived a thousand miles away but came on foot to bring them their clean laundry once a month. They were totally nuts and better athletes in bed than my dear countrymen, but in the end I had enough of all their bedroom acrobatics.


Nordic men are as tactless as Icelanders. They get drunk over dinner, laugh loudly and belch, and finally start to ‘sing,’ even in public restaurants, where people have paid good money to get away from the racket of the world. But their wallets always waited dead sober in the cloakroom, while the Icelandic purse lay open for everyone in the middle of the table. Our men were the greater Vikings in this regard. ‘Reputation is king, the rest is crap!’ my Bæring used to say. Every evening had to be legendary, anything less would have been failure. But the morning after, they turned into putty weaklings. Icelandic women don’t shy away from managing their marriages: some run them like businesses, and they can be unlucky with their staff, of course. I frequently had to fire my personnel and didn’t always find satisfactory replacements.


Still, though, I did manage to love them, those Icelandic oafs, at least down as far as their knees. Below that, things didn’t go as well. And when the feet of Pre-Jón junior popped out of me in the maternity ward, I’d had enough. The resemblance was minute and striking: Jón’s feet in bonsai form. I immediately developed a physical repulsion for the father and prohibited him from coming in to see the baby. All I heard was the note of surprise in his bass voice from the corridor when the midwife told him she had ordered him a taxi. From that day on, I made it a rule: I dismissed my men by calling them a cab.


‘Your cab is here’ became my favourite line.
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The Jónic Order

1959–1969


In the years following the war and preceding the endless Cod Wars, every second man in Iceland was called Jón, our version of John. You literally couldn’t go anywhere without bumping into a Jón. You only had to step onto the dance floor to be sure of conceiving a little Jón. In the space of ten years I had three baby boys with three different Jóns, and some people nicknamed me the Jónic Queen.


Jón Haraldsson was the first in line, a Brilliantined wholesale merchant with a double chin and black-peppered cheeks. With him I had Harald Fairhair. Then there was Jón B. Ólafsson, a ginger-haired hack who wrote for the newspaper, hard in bed but limp outside it. With him I had the Smorgasbord King, Ólafur, who lives in Bergen in Norway these days, where he gets along best with bread, but few things irk him as much as visits from his Mum.


Finally, there was Jón Magnússon, the solicitor and genealogical genius, the soft, wobbly one, who had cultivated the art of carpe diem, which he practised on a daily basis, with a bottle and bravura. With him I had my Magnús, ‘the Lawmender.’ For the sake of convenience I call my Jóns Pre-Jón, Mid-Jón and Post-Jón.
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Große Freiheit

1960


And then there was Peace-Jón.


After ordering the cab for Pre-Jón, I left my newborn son with my mother and Fridrik Johnson, her second husband, and travelled to Hamburg, where I stayed for two years, as I recall. I was still too young to settle into the humdrum of Icelandic existence and needed to savour more of life before surrendering to ‘infant mortality’ – because women know that as soon as their children are born, they themselves die. I’d actually had a child before and refused to die for it and instead went on living, which was the biggest mistake of my life. I hadn’t planned on repeating it, but after six months of ploughing against the gales of northern sleet, I’d had enough. I wasn’t made for greyness.


This was my last attempt at making something of myself. I was almost thirty and had learned nothing from life, apart from how to handle a hand grenade and dance the tango. In Hamburg I’d intended to study photography. I’d always enjoyed drawing, and in New York, Bob, who was my boyfriend at the time, had introduced me to this new art form. His father owned an original picture by Man Ray and books on the work of Cartier-Bresson and Brassaï, which caught my eye like ink-black claws. Back home in Iceland, there wasn’t much worth seeing, so I did my best to keep up and sometimes bought Vogue and Life when they were available. Few Icelandic women had made careers as photographers back then, and my father said that if I had a talent for anything, it had to be ‘the art of the moment.’


I had stayed in the Hanseatic city back during the war. In those days it lay in ruins, but now it had all been cleaned up and rebuilt. Always quick to pick themselves up, those Germans. But there was a housing shortage and I soon found myself sharing a room in the Schanzenviertel, the District of Chance, in an apartment with a German girl and her French girlfriend Joséphine. They were a lot younger than I was, pleasure-seeking girls, who lived fast at night and slow during the day. Nevertheless I got sucked into the bright lights with them, and my memory of my time in that city is pretty hazy, as I roamed between the nightlife and the darkroom.


Josie was one of those city girls who knew only the ‘people who mattered.’ And Astrid Kirchherr had by then become something of a star among the young people in the clubs, a short-haired blond of delicate beauty who, like me, was smitten with photography. In those days the main venues were the Kaiserkeller and the Top Ten Club, and one night we popped into the former and saw the boy band from Liverpool playing their electrifying numbers. There was no explosion in the cellar – that came later – but you could see how this music was ushering in a new sensibility. They played American rock music in a European way. The youth of Hamburg, who had been brought up on Bach and beer jazz, had never heard anything like it. I didn’t know much about pop music, of course, but I fell for these long-haired lads’ innocence and joy in playing. They radiated a kind of newly won freedom: finally we had put the war behind us.


Große Freiheit – Great Freedom – the street was called. They played the Kaiserkeller eight days a week. And I read somewhere that this was how they honed their craft. They were kept in constant training because there was plenty of competition. Entry was free and people were quick to leave if they got bored. There was a strip club next door, so it was probably a rivalry with sex that brought all those tunes into the world. That’s the secret of the Beatles. You could probably say the same about Shakespeare and the tons of genius he left for us to enjoy. While he didn’t have striptease to compete with, there were all those bear and dog fights in the next building. And to think people say that sex and violence are the enemies of art.
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Beatles Party in Hamburg

1960


It was through this company of Astrid and my fellow lodgers that by a stroke of luck I tagged along to a party with these conquerors of the age. It was an extraordinary moment for an Icelandic girl, of course, though it could all have ended differently.


Astrid had started going out with the extra Beatle, Stuart Sutcliffe, his name was, a shy and sensitive art student whom John, the rascal, bullied, always making fun of his clothes and stage appearance. After one of the concerts, Astrid invited us all back to her place. In those days the Fab Four were five in number, and of course it was a real adventure to stroll along the Reeperbahn with them, the famous haunt of prick-teasing hookers, adorned with windmills and red lights. John was clearly the leader of the group. He did all the talking, asking the hookers if they were tired and wanted to come to a party, he would pay them the same as they’d get for the other thing. On the way there, John also made fun of Astrid’s German accent and the street names we saw, but we girls just laughed as we were expected to in those years, and I probably laughed the loudest: he gave me the glad eye.


Astrid was a Twiggy clone. She had painted her room black, white and silver and hung twigs with no leaves from the ceiling. It was on the verge of what I could tolerate by way of pretentiousness. But there were drinks and music. Old Platters records, I remember, and Nat King Cole. Lennon asked our hostess if she had inherited her record collection from her grandfather. I detected a certain tension between him and Astrid, and most probably his teasing of Stuart, whom he sometimes called Shutcliff or Stuffclit, was inspired by jealousy. As the Beatle stooped, sputtering over the record collection, I saw my chance and told them I’d been to the States. I asked him if he knew Buddy Holly, because with all that Brilliantine, that was who he reminded me of. ‘Buddy Holly’ turned out to be the magic words, because now John began to ply me with questions about the singer, of whom I knew nothing except that he was dead. But the ice was broken, and soon John and I were dancing together, although they said he never danced. Someone turned the lights out, the Platters sang as we danced cheek to cheek, and before long a Breidafjördur girl received a Beatles kiss.


It was only later that I realised this was a momentous event in Icelandic history, albeit of the kind that wasn’t supposed to be mentioned. I could picture it in our tabloids: british beatle kissed in hamburg. At the same time it was such a trivial one that it was hardly worth reporting. One dance, one kiss. I guess I felt like the girl who kissed Jesus before he had his first big breakthrough and who bore her fate in silence, even after her relatives began to worship him as a god. My last husband, Bæring, wanted me to tell the local rag or some other tabloid about this kiss, thought it was pretty remarkable, but I refused to, even after John’s death. I found it too ‘glitzy,’ as Mum would have said.


But I do keep him in my collection of Jóns, as the Peace-Jón, though I later read that he was no angel of peace. He himself admitted that all his great efforts for peace were due to inner conflicts and even confessed that he had assaulted women. That’s what they’re like, those visionaries: always got something simmering on the stove back home.


But even though he was young, he already had a sailor’s salty humour radiating self-confidence and, of course, that magic charm. Was a wonderful kisser, asked me if the British would beat the Germans in a kissing war, and was amazed when I told him I was Icelandic.


‘Oh? So that’s why I’m so cold.’


‘Are you cold?’


‘No.’ He grinned. ‘I’m from Iceland, too.’


‘Huh? From Iceland?’


‘Yeah, that’s what Mimi calls my bedroom, Iceland.’


‘Why?’


‘Because it’s always so cold. The windows are always open.’


‘Why?’


‘Smoke gets in your eyes,’ he answered, singing the Platters song we’d just danced to. ‘Mimi doesn’t want me to smoke.’


‘Who’s Mimi?’


‘My aunt. Or my mum. Mum died in a car accident. Got run over by a drunk.’


‘Oh? How awful.’


‘Yeah. I’ve yet to kill him.’


To my surprise, this sentence imploded like a bomb in my soul. Everything went dark, my eyes filled with tears, and I excused myself, went out to the balcony, gripped the ice-cold railing, and looked out over the buildings and river. I wasn’t going to start crying in front of those youngsters. He cautiously poked his head out to the narrow balcony.


‘What happened? Did I say something … ?’


I turned towards him.


‘No, no, I … it’s … I also lost … in the same kind of …’


‘Your mum?’


‘No, little … little …’


‘Sister?’


I couldn’t answer. Just shook my head. It was still so incredibly painful. It is still so incredibly painful. I thought that, bit by bit, I would have got over losing my daughter to that car, but there I was, seven years later, and I still couldn’t even hear a car accident mentioned. And here I lie, fifty-six years later, dabbing a solitary tear on my wrinkled cheek. But what a stroke of bad luck, getting a lump in my throat in front of that boy, precisely on that night. He behaved well, but our ‘exchange’ was obviously over. Young men don’t go to bed with old problems.


‘You mean … a child?’


I nodded, swallowed, and tried to smile away the tears. Through the music you could hear the screech of a train in the darkness of the night. The Beatle grinned back, finally stepped onto the balcony, lit a cigarette, and, as he was exhaling the smoke, said, ‘You’re a lot older than me, aren’t you? How old are you?’


To my surprise I found his brashness refreshing. I asked for a cigarette and recovered my speech.


‘You … you don’t ask a lady her age. Aren’t you a gentleman?’


‘No, I’m from Woolton, how old are you?’


‘Thirty-one; and you?’


‘Twenty.’ He smiled. ‘I’ll be thirty later this year.’


There was a lot of truth in that, since that was the start of a decade that flew by faster than any other decade of the twentieth century. I watched him open the balcony door, which was really just a large window, return to the cheerful atmosphere of the party, and then grow into the long-haired world-famous ex-Beatle who had rewritten the musical history of the age and taken half the world with him into hippiedom, in a bed in Amsterdam.


I remained alone and turned towards the city again, my miserable past. Somewhere out there was the station where in the middle of the war I had ‘lost’ both my father and my mother on the same day. And somewhere inside me there was a little blond girl playing on the pavement in another city. I could still hear Blómey laughing as I entered the bar and heard the thud, which hit me like a brick in the back of my head, the most horrific sound life can produce, one that changed me into the most terrible woman who has ever lived. I heard that thud (the impact of a two-year-old skull meeting the steel bumper of an American car at twenty miles an hour on a narrow street in the capital of Argentina) inside my head every month, sometimes every day, all my life. He who loses a child loses half his reason.


And yet I had had another child, but left him with Mum so that I could run out here to kiss some other women’s boys. Now he slept in Grandma’s house, the one-year-old Haraldur I felt no connection to. Far away from both children, I missed the one who was dead more than the one who still lived. Maybe I was the one who was dying slowly. Had I abandoned the little boy out of a fear of losing another child under a car?


I pulled myself together, wiped my tears, and noticed that I was still holding an unsmoked cigarette, the one the Buddy Holly boy had given me. I rummaged through my coat pockets for matches, without result, but didn’t feel like going back inside right away, so I let the cigarette fall down to the street.


I can see, as I lie here bedridden, warming myself on that ice-cold Imagine Peace Tower, that I should have kept that cigarette from Lennon’s pack, an unsmoked reminder of what might have been. I could have sold it on eBay, along with a wet Beatles kiss, and done up the garage nicely with the proceeds, put in some furniture and wallpaper, and bought a flat-screen TV that would show nothing but films based on my life.
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My Own Herra

2009


As a woman I was terribly lonely in my generation. While my peers sat in secondary school, I had a whole world war to contend with. I graduated from that war at fifteen, but with the life experience of a thirty-year-old woman. I was twenty by 1949 and, according to the spirit of the times, was expected to apply to finishing school in Denmark and pursue marriage plans back in Iceland, a well-bred girl from the president’s family grooming her hair for balls in the Independence Party headquarters. An up-and-coming politician would have invited me, and together we would have ended up in the presidential residence at Bessastadir (he would have won with me at his side) surrounded by children and reporters. Instead I threw myself into yet more adventures, dancing on ship decks south of the Equator, never waiting for men to ask me out but going after them myself.


To compound it all, back in those days Iceland lagged a good sixteen years behind the trends of the day, so I always found it hard to cope with the small-town life of Reykjavík. I was a war child, but not in the sense that I’d been reared in the war: the war had reared me. I was a woman of the world before I ever became a woman. I was a party girl and drank all the men under the table. I had become a practising feminist before the word had been so much as printed in an Icelandic newspaper. I had been practising ‘free love’ years before the term was invented. And, of course, I had kissed John Lennon long before ‘Beatlemania’ struck our frosty shores.


And then I was expected to behave like a ‘normal person.’


I was independent, had few scruples, and didn’t let anything hold me back – dogma, men or gossip. I travelled around and took casual jobs, looked after my own interests, had children and lost one, but didn’t let the other ones tie me down, took them with me or left them behind, just kept moving and refused to allow myself to be drawn into marriage and to be bored to death, although that was the toughest part, of course. Long before the hippie girls appeared on the scene and began to hand their children over to their mothers so they could continue their debauched lives, I had devised the concept of the long-distance mother. ‘You can’t let the fruit of your previous sex life spoil the next,’ one of the heroines of the sixties once said, or was that me? Of course, you could say I led a kind of hippie existence, but I made it up all by myself, without following the latest trends from Paris.


I suspect the uninhibited lifestyle I enjoyed has become more commonplace among Icelandic women only in recent years. I recently came across an article about Iceland in a Spanish magazine in which young Ice Ladies praised the flexibility of life in a small country where anyone can have children with anyone, since everyone already has multiple spouses, children and foster children. If the article is to be believed, Iceland is one big orgy of divorces and relationships in which children are able to choose their homes and families for themselves.


I’m still waiting for a call from these modern women and for the bouquet of flowers they’ll present me with for being their pioneer, at a short ceremony here in the garage. Just so long as they don’t bring our first woman president, Vigdís Finnbogadóttir, star of my generation, with them. She’s always made me feel like shit.
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Blitz Cancer

2009


Grandma ended up in a boathouse, I in a garage. That was what fate had in store for us two old women. But at least she had company, oh yes. Even though my laptop knows about everything and is very warm, I still haven’t managed to teach it the art of laughing. But of course, I’m quite happy to be free of other people’s snoring, farting and chit-chat, so for me it is absolutely fantastic living here in the garage. And here come the drugs. Here come the wonderful drugs. Oh dear, all those things they’ve invented for us.


‘Right, then, shall we start with the Sorbitol?’ says the girl in the short-sleeved uniform, pouring the sugary goo onto the spoon. To lubricate my bowels.


The taste reminds me of Grandma Georgía. She was really into sweet liqueurs. Then came my mother’s generation: they loved port. My generation just went for vodka. Then came other groups with shots of their own. Poor Lóa says she drinks beer only on those few occasions when she bares her beaver. That’s probably beer fat I see shimmering before me.


‘Right. And then there’s the Femara, isn’t that next?’


‘Oh, I don’t remember.’


‘Yes, two of those with a drop of water … that’s it, yes.’


‘Can I touch it?’


‘Touch what?’


‘Your arm. It looks so soft …’


‘Ha-ha. Yeah? Sure. It’s just way too chubby, ha-ha.’


Now I’m the dribbling witch groping Hansel and Gretel’s arms. Come now, Lóa, dear, and let this dried-up old fish of a woman feel your soft maiden flesh. With her last real tooth. Oh how soft and soft it is.


‘I’m sure it tastes really good,’ I say. The kind of thing I say.


‘I hope you’re not going to eat me!’


‘Just you wait and see.’


These are obviously the long-term side effects: the drugs seep into me like toxins into the soil. But poison must be fought with poison, the doctors say, to establish a lifelong ceasefire in the intestines. Apart from that, I’ve no interest in this toma de medicamentos. I do it only for Lóa’s sake. She enjoys poisoning me with this stuff, she does.
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