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Prelude

Not even the sun could stop it, certainly not beautiful words like rainbow and love; they were useless, it was best to toss them in the bin – it all began with death.

We have so much: God, prayers, music, technology, science, new discoveries every day, more sophisticated mobile phones, more powerful telescopes, but then someone dies and you’re left with nothing, you grope for God and grab hold of disappointment, grab hold of his coffee cup, the brush with her hairs still caught in it, hold on to it like a consolation, like magic, like tears, like that which never returns. What is there to say? Probably nothing, life is incomprehensible, it’s unfair, but we live it anyway, can’t avoid it, know no other way, life is the only certainty, that treasure, that worthless junk. After life there may be nothing. Yet it all began with death.

No, that can’t be right, because death is the end, the thing that silences us, takes the pencil from us in mid-sentence, turns off the computer, makes the sun vanish, the sky burn, death is futility incarnate, we must absolutely not permit it to begin, it isn’t allowed. Death is a fallacy of God’s, it’s what was created when God, perhaps in despair, fused cruelty and regret when it looked as if His Patience game of creation wasn’t going to work. But in every death, there’s a new life –


Keflavík

— PRESENT —

“Keflavík doesn’t exist”,
from “ICELAND”


 

In Keflavík there are three cardinal directions:
the wind, the sea and eternity


 

Valueless, and nowhere
has the sky been measured to be
further from the earth

I mean no disrespect, but Ari is the only person who could have dragged me back here, across the expanse of black lava that ground to a painful halt hundreds of years ago, naked in places, but elsewhere moss has softened and soothed it, clothed it in silence and serenity; you drive out of Reykjavík past the long aluminium smelter and into the lava, which at first is an old scream, and then moss-covered silence.

The sky is overcast, dark clouds have suffocated December’s reluctant light, and the lava is like night on both sides of Reykjanes Highway. The kindled streetlamps line the highway with their steadfast light that keeps watch over you and robs you of stars and scenery, light that blocks your vision. I drive through greyness and memories, through lava and uncertain feelings, those who leave never return, yet I’m returning, not hesitantly but at 110 kilometres per hour, to Keflavík.

Keflavík, which doesn’t exist.

I don’t know if it has to do with that cheeky line, with the truth of the poem it’s from, but going to Keflavík is always like driving out of the world and into non-existence. Yet it’s a mere twenty-minute drive from the long aluminium smelter and the vapid vegetation surrounding it until the first buildings of Njarðvík rise out of the lava, cloaked in damp greyness and absurdity. This strange marvel, that life should exist here, never ceases to baffle me and Ari; that people live here, that there are quite a few buildings – there’s something about it all that defies common sense, historical reasoning. Don’t get me wrong, Njarðvík’s buildings and houses shouldn’t surprise me – I’ve been prepared for them. A little over halfway to Keflavík, Stapi comes into view on my right, the village that lived off the military but now dozes, half-sunk in the lava beneath Stapi, the big cliff after which the village is named, jutting into the unsettled sea like a giant fist or scream. A few kilometres further on, a large sign appears, a name that flashes slowly, like a heavy heartbeat, above the rushing vehicles:

REYKJANESBÆR

Flashes like a warning to passers-by, their last chance to turn back, the world ends here.

Reykjanesbær, the humdrum alias for three villages whose old names were Njarðvík, Keflavík, Hafnir.

Ten thousand people. And a quota-less sea.1

I don’t turn back, drive past the warning sign, drive out of the world, and am soon confronted with things that are difficult to understand; first of all the giant hangar on the old Base, for the longest time Iceland’s biggest building, constructed by the American military, its size a confirmation of that country’s military superiority – then the houses of Njarðvík rise from the lava, and beyond them lies Keflavík, the town where Ari and I spent important years of our lives, a place with three cardinal directions.

Iceland is a harsh land, it says somewhere, “and barely habitable in bad years”. Surely there’s no truer statement: the mountains are foul-tempered, their slopes are deadly, the wind can be merciless, the chill breezes exasperating. A harsh land, and the Icelanders were nearly wiped out twice by hardship, disease, volcanic eruptions, and Keflavík is undoubtedly the most dubious place in the entire country. Compared to Keflavík, both Biskupstungur and the Skagafjörður countryside seem almost paradisical, reflecting the tenderness of lands much further south. If the fishing failed, there was little else to save us; brackish, gale-force winds pounded the population, life-giving rainwater vanished along with hope into the lava, and nowhere has the sky been measured to be further from the earth than here. “Valueless,” says the eighteenth-century Land Register by Árni Magnússon and Páll Vídalín, the first comprehensive description of Keflavík, written with the impartiality of scientists.2 They had no time for poetry, emotion, condemnation; these were superseded by perspicacity and candour: “No ships linger here; the landings are poor. No meadows for grazing, the outer pastures in better shape but the water supply as poor as can be summer and winter. The path to the church long and very often impassable in winter. Nowhere in the entire country do folk dwell as close to death.”

Ari and I left Keflavík in the late 1980s, boarded a bus with the things that mattered to us – clothing, memories, books, record albums – and never looked back. The bus driver, a respectable old man with silvery-grey hair, endowed with a good-natured serenity, slipped a tape into the cassette player at the start of the journey and turned the volume up, having become partially deaf, and all the way to Reykjavík, Wham! blasted over us like a cruel punishment. We made our way slowly out of Keflavík, past the harbour, alongside the Base with its fighter jets and six thousand Americans, all of whom are gone now, having left several years ago, taking with them their weapons and death, employment and hamburgers, radio station and dance clubs, leaving nothing but abandoned buildings and unemployment.

The bus drove through Njarðvík and out onto Reykjanes Highway, at that time a narrow, slow road, at least an hour’s drive to Reykjavík, the driver played Wham!’s “Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go” three times along the way, his good-natured serenity having been transformed into ruthlessness.

*

“I’m pleased to be visiting the blackest place in the country,” said the President of Iceland during his visit to Keflavík in September 1944, three months after the founding of the Icelandic Republic, the first words spoken by our President on his one and only official visit to Keflavík. The blackest place – how was it possible for anyone to live here before the arrival of the military, the era of mechanisation?

Easy answer – it simply wasn’t possible.

“Nowhere in all of Iceland do people live as close to death.”

The unrelenting wind seems to be able to blow from two directions at once, gusts bearing salt and sand took turns lashing us, the sky so distant that our prayers only ever made it halfway there, then dropped like dead birds or changed into hail, the drinking water as salty as the sea. This place isn’t fit for habitation; everything is against it: common sense, the wind, the lava. Still, we’ve lived here all these years, all these centuries, stubborn as the lava, silent within history as the moss that grows over rock and changes it into soil, someone should stuff us, pin medals on us, write a book about us.

Us?

Of course, Ari and I aren’t from here – wherever we might have come from – not really; we moved here when we were twelve, and then left, were gone, ten years later, after completing our obligatory schooling, working in construction, saltfish- and stock-fish-production in Keflavík and Sandgerði, three years salting and wind-drying fish, completed high school, came here as children, left as something else. We’re not from here at all, but why does my heart pound as the car approaches Njarðvík, the village that will always look like a warm-up act for Keflavík, like the band no-one’s heard of, and which has nothing in it worth mentioning but the Stapi community centre? A new residential area has grown up where once a desolate chain of hills extended in the direction of the Base, mostly large, single-family residences, some of them towering over the road like lives that people forgot to live. Below the houses are stretches of low hedges and rows of spindly trees staked tightly as if to prevent them from fleeing.

The car crawls across the invisible line separating Njarðvík and Keflavík. My heart is pounding, that ridiculous muscle, mysterious rocket, the abode of eternal childhood, and I come to London Circle, the town’s first roundabout, the next being New York Circle. Feeling a bit embarrassed by this attempt on the part of Keflavík’s residents to raise themselves up or escape their own history, I exit the second roundabout and park by one of Keflavík’s countless fast-food vans. From there I have a good view over the harbour, its gaping vacuity and hopelessness, as if a god had lost and then forgotten it. Three old fishermen stand at the end of the pier where they have a better view of the sea, their hands dangling at their sides, empty, unoccupied, and watch the only fishing boat that will dock today. I take my binoculars from the car, raise them to my eyes, there’s a hint of pain or anxiety in the fishermen’s faces – as if they’ve gone down to the pier to check whether their lost years have been caught in the nets.

This sorrow, this crushed heart, these
seagulls and Jonni’s Thunderburgers

Ari texted Iceland and me goodbye nearly two years ago: “It’s sometimes hard to breathe in small communities, the stuffiness can be stifling, I’m leaving before I suffocate.” An excellent reason to leave. To be able to love Iceland, you’ve got to get away sometimes.

The stuffiness of a small community can be oppressive, and if you don’t get enough oxygen, you think less, or on a smaller scale; your world view becomes more egocentric and thereby more ignoble. Ari is right, our society suffers from stuffiness, although the mountains ought to be able to teach us to think, rising high, as they do, into the air to meet the sky, there to seek oxygen and new perspectives, while we waste away between tussocks. Don’t get me wrong – the tussocks are important, they’re sleeping dogs, the country’s thoughts, the silence that we miss. The tussocks are Iceland, Ari says frequently, yet again in an e-mail a week ago, adding, “My nostalgia for tussocks is doing me in. The Danes have neither tussocks nor mountains, which is unforgivable of them.” Nothing further; just the date and time, then a smiley emoticon. His way of letting me know that he was on his way; he would never say such things outright. Ari’s maternal ancestors were on the sentimental side, but from around the age of six, he was raised by a stony man from Strandir and an emotionally confused Easterner. Such a combination could never turn out well; it was bound to be cursed by sorrow, numberless hard times, restless nights. And indeed it was, as will be obvious from what follows, in a number of different ways. It can’t be avoided; once you start writing, you’ve got to tell the whole story – that’s the first commandment, the foundation stone. That’s why I knew that the date and time meant that Ari was on his way home; he would land at Miðnesheiði on that day, at that time, and I replied immediately, using an expression from our younger days, when the world looked completely different, Then we’ll drink the spoils of Duty Free together; where will you be staying? The answer was unexpected: The Flight Hotel in Keflavík.

Ari’s secret code regarding his homecoming was obvious, perhaps, not requiring an expert to decipher it, although his parting words of two years before (“It’s sometimes hard to breathe in a small community”) might not have been as easy for others to interpret as for me, because their real meaning went something like this: “Sorrow is driving me hence, it is crushing my heart, devastating it. What is a person with a ruined heart? I’m leaving this place to save myself.”

Sorrow.

Or, what snapped so abruptly, so unexpectedly, so frightfully, in his life, and hers, and their three children’s. Or, what seemed to snap abruptly and unexpectedly. His arm swept like a scream across the kitchen table, and nothing was ever the same again. Nothing. It’s a difficult word.

Ari drove himself away. Or, life drove him away, daily life, what remained unresolved, what he’d avoided dealing with, along with the tiny details that accumulate without us noticing them, too preoccupied, I guess, too careless, too cowardly, perhaps a bit of all of these. First his arm swept like a scream across the kitchen table, then, a little later, came the emptiness that regret – flower and dagger in the same word – filled slowly but surely.

Now he’s coming back, his heart crushed, after two years in Denmark, which, strictly speaking, can’t always be considered a foreign country.

I’m still standing above the harbour in Keflavík, watching the day’s only boat sail in with its catch. The old fishermen have shoved their hands in their pockets, they’ve started chatting, and what I thought I saw in their faces has vanished like a misunderstanding; they laugh, several gulls follow the boat but indifferently somehow, as if they’ve also lost faith in seamanship and Keflavík’s fishing industry, circling above the ship as if just for show. Raising my binoculars, I look at the gulls, whose expressions look almost sheepish, which is probably nonsense, gulls don’t have expressions, except for the one associated with greed and a fear of death – they’re probably libertarians, Ari might add. I’m startled by a car horn honking suddenly close by; five cars, two S.U.V.s, a big pickup and two family cars are waiting to place their orders at the hot-dog-and-hamburger van, which has Jonni’s Thunderburgers! written in Icelandic on a big, shiny aluminium sign on its roof and, beneath that, in English, or perhaps American, in the same-size lettering. Habit, I suppose; the effect of fifty years of proximity to the American military. Glancing towards the cars, I find myself raising the binoculars to my eyes. One of the car’s drivers honks his horn again, perhaps out of boredom, perhaps to protest life, the situation here in Suðurnes, the unemployment, the hopelessness, the fishing quota gone, the military gone, perhaps honks out of impatience for an aluminium smelter in Helguvík or the American waste-disposal facility that Mayor Sigurjón is trying to have built here, honks out of impatience for security, for happiness, honks because his sex drive has dwindled, or, in contrast, refuses to dwindle; or honks simply because he’s impatient for his order, it’s undoubtedly tough to wait hungrily for one of Jonni’s Thunderburgers. Unless he’s honking at me because I’m standing here looking at the harbour, looking at this monument of a better time when the harbour had a role, was the heart of the town, was its purpose, the confirmation of its importance, as well as an unbreakable connection with the country’s history and essence, as well as a valuable counterweight to the military, the impact it had on the lives and behaviour of the residents of Keflavík. I return to my car, know that folk here distrust people without cars, who frequently turn out to be Communists and destitute drunks. I look over my shoulder, the seagulls are gone, where they were is now a darkening sky, the day has begun to sink into the sea that has kept Keflavík and the surrounding area alive, a prerequisite for and preserver of life, sinks into the sea along with the winter sun glowing red with fatigue, sinks with seagulls, the honking of car horns, Jonni’s Thunderburgers, sinks into the generous sea, to all the fish that swim there safe from the people of Keflavík, most of whose ships were sold off after the quota was lost, it’s nearly a quota-less town, justice and equality having long since abandoned it, the blackest place in the country, we look out of the kitchen or living-room windows, mutter, There’s the sea, so it’s that big is it?, before drawing the curtains, for who wants to have something that vast reminding them of better days, days of activity, when it was easy to walk tall, reminding them of having consented in silence to the sea’s fish stocks being converted into the bank accounts of fishing moguls and their descendants, to the gaping cod, the gleaming herring, becoming their blood, to the sea being privatised – we draw the curtains quick as a flash because it’s tough to have a sea teeming with fish right there before our eyes but to be prevented from fishing, to have a fish-processing company but nothing to process.

I can’t see the seagulls or the old fishermen; they vanished along with the day, perhaps sank into the sea with the sun, the seagulls, the honking of car horns. I point my binoculars at the sky, where hopefully there’s no quota system, through the darkening air, eastwards, whence Ari’s plane will come. Pilot, fly carefully with this cargo, with this sorrow, with this crushed heart.

Ten tips to stop crying

Seen from above, from the perspective of the gods, the mountains are neither threatening nor dizzyingly beautiful, but are violet herbs, and the winter’s snow has changed them into ice-cream blossoms, into ancient roses given to the sky above Iceland, and to the plane where Ari sits in window seat 19A, his damaged heart beating with an intensity of which he feels ashamed, his heart that has been beating that way since the clouds suddenly parted to reveal Iceland, with its ancient roses, glaciers and the black coast of the south. Ari rubs his chest as if to calm his heart, that little creature that can treat us so badly, shuts his eyes to get a grip on the feeling that’s assaulting him, frenzied memories, unbearable regret, something he does not understand. The woman next to him, short and plump, squinting behind thick spectacles, nearly finished with her second crisp packet of the journey, grabs another handful, speaks non-stop to the man in the aisle seat, a bruiser with wide lips and stout hands, paws, shovels that rub his knees. The bruiser has hardly said anything, grunted a few times, has eaten nothing, just rubbed his knees, sometimes vigorously, as if to calm himself through the woman’s blabbing. He would kill her if the flight were much longer, Ari thought about halfway through it, over the Faeroe Islands; eighteen green rocks out in the middle of the Atlantic. Otherwise, he paid no attention to the two of them, tried to ignore them, but the smell of crisps assailed him every time the woman grabbed a fresh handful. Ari had stuck headphones over his ears as soon as the plane had climbed above the clouds and birds, burning fuel in its struggle against the heavy pull of the earth’s gravity, the force that holds us to its surface and the Moon in its place, an invisible force we feel every second of our lives, asleep and awake, which is the way it is with all the major forces in this world of extremes and disappointments, beauty and mundanity: love, jealousy, hatred, inspiration, greed, ambition, compassion. They’re invisible, don’t show up on the most sensitive of meters and are thus always underestimated, never mentioned in reports or minutes of meetings. The forces that drive us onwards, that scatter and unite us. “Don’t know if I saw you if I would kiss you or kill you,” sang Bob Dylan as the flatness of Denmark disappeared from view to be replaced by the ocean, which is never still and is no less filled with extremes than human beings. Then clouds blocked the view. Sometimes, we seek out pain. Regret. And plunge into our wounds. We’ve lost our vitality, and it seems increasingly complicated to exist, as if life is becoming ever harder to deal with. We take tranquillisers, stimulants, sedatives in order to endure everyday existence. The years pass, our purpose in life is ambiguous, our understanding vague, we put on weight, our nerves grow dull and worn, we’re eternally plagued by dissatisfaction, unfulfilled desire. We yearn for a solution, yearn for clarity, but don’t have the time, don’t have the composure, don’t have the stamina to search for it and, instead, gratefully gulp down easy solutions, fast food, hasty sex; whatever promises a quick fix – we live in an era of speed. Self-help manuals promise a better life, a richer existence; ten tips to stop drinking, gaining weight, missing someone, being afraid, ten tips for living, rarely more than ten, we’re barely able to handle more, ten like our fingers, like the Commandments. Ten tips for living. I shouldn’t be listening to this fucking song, he thought, above clouds and ocean, above eighteen green rocks, but he did anyway, four times, five times, whether he would kiss her or kill her when he saw her next. Explore the wound, it says in Ten Tips for Healing a Broken Heart, that’s the way to overcome it. Ari is familiar with this book, was its editor at the company that published it in Denmark, the book sold 160,000 copies in the first five months, there are a lot of broken hearts – the papers here in Iceland jumped on this news and, in the typical Icelandic manner of exaggerating an Icelander’s achievement, proclaimed, Icelandic publisher scores a victory on the Danish book market!

I’m inside the wound, he thinks, discreetly brushing crisp crumbs off his thighs and listening to Dylan’s heartbreak. That’s the way of the world: the young Dylan sang with cutting fervour about revolution, new times, about changes, but now, all these decades later, he sings almost exclusively about broken hearts, regret, about agonising uncertainty. Perhaps it’s easier to change the world than to mend broken hearts, easier to invoke new times than to cope with loneliness.

Ari’s life was always supposed to have been a journey among mountains, a road to the stars, to maturity, but here he is, nearly fifty years old, with a huge interest in religion, music, books, the ability to calculate the volume of a sphere, a good knowledge of history and the history of football, yet in fact he knows nothing; he doesn’t feel at home anywhere, is disorientated as if lost, is plagued by regret and longing for his grown children and the woman he lived with for more than twenty years, and yet, despite missing them almost more than he can bear, he hasn’t found the strength to return home, as if something is both holding him back and feeding his overwhelming longing. Holding him back – until he received an unexpected e-mail from his father, Jakob. Unexpected due to its content but also because their relationship, never close, had been nonexistent over the previous two years. The e-mail consisted of two sentences:

“Well, my boy, that’s about it, time to kick the bucket, damned cancer. Look out for a package from me. :–)”

Ari didn’t take this too seriously. It wasn’t the first time his father had written that way, saying that his death was imminent – and who puts a smiley emoticon at the end of such an announcement, if it’s really true? Yet he knew that something was going on, not least because just a few weeks earlier, he’d received a letter from his stepmother – something far more unexpected, almost as unexpected as being spoken to by the Moon in broad daylight. The letter, which Ari had yet to read to the end, seemed unusually frank, and was accompanied by a newspaper clipping, an article written by Sigríður Egilsdóttir – Sigga – a woman here whom Ari and I had known quite well. Ari started to read the letter but then decided almost immediately not to give it or the article another thought for the time being, decided to save it for later, like so many other things, to set it aside and let the passing days bury it, let it fall into oblivion. His stepmother and father had separated a long time ago, she apparently hadn’t seen him for over a year but had heard a few things that caused concern, just so Ari was aware. He’d thought automatically, It’s the drink, Dad’s on the bottle again, I’m not going after him for that, not a chance, and he sunk back into his work, putting the final touches on Ten Tips for Grasping the Meaning of Life. Then the e-mail turned up, clearly out of the ordinary, so he rang his father, but there was no answer. This startled him, undeniably; no answer, what does that mean? A minute later, a text from his father appeared in his inbox: “Everything’s fine – wait for the package.” Which arrived two days later in the post, that is, the old-style mail, which is still delivered as quickly as you like on two legs in cities and towns, like a friendly memory of bygone times – a little package for Ari. Inside were two envelopes; opening one, Ari pulled out a photograph of his parents, obviously an old photo because Ari’s mother died more than forty years ago. She died and changed into absence. Changed into a black hole. Changed into a wound that was never mentioned: a wound that is never mentioned, never nursed, becomes, over time, like a deep-seated, incurable ulcer.

His parents are sitting close together. He has his arm around her, she is leaning into him, they’re both smiling and looking straight at the camera. For some reason Ari had never seen this photo before, or perhaps had never got to see it, and it surprised him. But it wasn’t a joyful surprise; much more like a blow, a shock. All he could do was stare at the photo, at that bygone moment. Numbly. It made him feel awful without understanding why. And then it dawned on him: they actually looked happy. He couldn’t recall them ever sharing a happy moment. It was him, Ari, and his mother. The two of them, and then his father, Jakob. That’s how it was in his memory. His father – had he ever been so young, so smiling, so affectionate?

Second question: Why is he sending Ari this photo now and, on top of that, linking it to his own possible death? Third question: Why is it only now that Ari gets to see the photo, forty-four years after her death?

The package had been waiting for Ari when he’d come home from work at the publishing company where he’d been employed as an editor for more than a year, under the direction of an old friend of ours; he’d come home late, towards dinnertime, he never hurried back to his three-bedroom flat in Østerbro, why should he do so, anyway, nothing awaited him there but the three strings of his instrument: loneliness, regret, longing. He’d torn open the package, opened one of the envelopes, and everything inside him was turned on its head. He sat and stared at the photo as the evening darkened outside and lit the neighbours’ televisions, lit the lamps above their reading chairs. He thought of nothing, nothing solid, he couldn’t, his thoughts and feelings darted about uncontrollably inside him, crashed into each other causing showers of sparks. He was relieved to be far away from his father as he looked at the photo, relieved that there was an entire ocean between them.

They’d probably never looked at photos of her together, never dared to; the idea would never have crossed their minds.

He just stared.

As if in a trance.

A car screamed in the night, the wail of a siren cut through the darkening sky.

At first he stared almost exclusively at his mother, her smile, her eyes, blue-grey, big, gleaming as if, just then, they’d attracted all the light of the world, sun and stars, moonlight and auroras, eyes that had vanished long ago, that had been erased, extinguished, didn’t exist, any more than she herself existed, her thoughts, facial expressions, that mischievous twinkle, her embrace, how can something so big vanish without the world tipping over, without the earth wobbling on its axis and losing its grip on the Moon? Ari managed to forget, or rule out, the fact that his father was also in the photo until an ambulance siren, a siren resembling a cry of despair, ripped through the night and sundered his thoughts, and then he saw his father, then he remembered him. Ari saw that they were happy – perhaps precisely because they were together. He listened as the ambulance’s invocation faded away and felt his spiteful jealousy of his father well up and fill the entire world. He stared at his father and felt only hatred, pure, crystalline hatred. Looked him in the eye and thought, I hope you die.

His downstairs neighbour laughed.

By means of this photo, it was as if Ari’s father had stolen his mother from him. As if he’d sent the photo to say, Look, we were happy, look at how she’s leaning against my shoulder, look at how she’s smiling, look, the only thing we needed was each other, and soon I’m going to die and then I’ll go to her, look, it’s just the two of us, she and I. Look, you’re not in the photo, you’re not part of the happiness. You’re outside it. She’s mine.

Getting to his feet, Ari downed half a bottle of whisky.

Great, he thought, so mature. And drank.

Didn’t show up for work the next day, that’s O.K., Ten Tips for Grasping the Meaning of Life was at the printer’s, he deserved a day off. Awoke hung over. Looked at the photo as he ate breakfast, feeling much better, the hatred gone, only shame remaining. And perhaps a little jealousy, or a touch more than a little, it lurked somewhere inside him, he couldn’t help himself. Now, though, he could rejoice in their happiness, knowing that hard times would assault them: daily life, disappointment, alcohol, impetuousness, and then her illness, death’s murky message.

It wasn’t until that morning’s first cup of coffee that Ari remembered the other envelope in the package, quickly tore it open and cursed with astonishment when he pulled out a framed certificate of recognition awarded to his paternal grandfather Oddur. A pale yellow, stylishly penned document in a gilded frame, the certificate had always hung in a place of honour in the living room, first in the Safamýri neighbourhood of Reykjavík, then in the three places where his father had lived in Keflavík, in recognition of Oddur Jónsson, ship-owner and captain. It had hung in its place of honour, the first thing visitors saw, the glass well polished, yet was never discussed except when his father was drunk, after sitting in the living room for a long time, alone, drinking, listening to Megas and Johnny Cash.3 He would call out to Ari, invite him in a tender but slurred drinker’s voice to have a seat, put on his specs and read him the text. His voice often trembled, as if he were suffering emotional turmoil, as Ari stared at the floor. For some reason this document was the only thing that Jakob had left of his father, and it was undoubtedly the first thing he would have saved had his flat been on fire. Yet now he has posted it to Ari in Denmark. With no explanation. “Be prepared to receive a package.”

Looking from the certificate to the photo and back again, Ari drank coffee, cup after cup; outside his window the big city roared; he went on the Internet, booked a flight home, one way, picked up the phone, called our friend the publisher, told him he was going home to Iceland for good, repeated that difficult word home, emphasised it. Then he started packing, and now he was on a plane, high above the ocean and clouds. He pulls his bag out from under his seat, takes out the certificate, looks at the text, which he knows by heart, has known since childhood, and recites it silently:

IN RECOGNITION OF ODDUR JÓNSSON, SHIP-OWNER AND CAPTAIN.
ON THIS OUR FIRST OFFICIAL CELEBRATION . . .

Just then, the woman beside him plunges her hand into the half-empty packet of crisps, the smell gushes up, Ari looks out of the window, sees the clouds part, the plane has begun its descent, abandoned the upper reaches, the vestibule of Heaven, and Iceland appears with its ancient roses. Ari stops reading, shuts his eyes and is no longer sitting in an airplane but on a green bus, nearly forty years ago, a bus crawling slowly westwards, leaving a long plume of dust in its wake, long before the days of paved roads, crawls along, the gear box grating regularly as the bus struggles up hills, its driver’s jaws clenched as if he himself were making the effort, a half-dead cigarette between his lips, and then Baula mountain rises on the right, the angels’ scenic overlook from where they have a panoramic view of the west of Iceland, measure joy and laughter and death and report the news to Heaven. Ari and I are sitting near the front of the bus, have fought motion sickness for four hours, our eyes have drunk in the springs, multi-coloured hayfields and meadows of withered grass, but when the bus finally runs like a green celebration, a green exclamation, down the slope of Brattabrekka and the farmland below greets our eyes, Mount Bátsfell in the middle, our hearts beat so eagerly that our eyes tremble.

They are trembling like that now, as he opens them again in window seat 19A, and the ancient roses, the white glaciers and the dynamic black coastline appear; he opens his eyes and it’s as if his heart crashes in his chest. He struggles for breath, emotion overwhelms him, he drops the certificate on the floor, reaches for the book in the seat pocket in front of him only to put it back again, presses the call button only to apologise, he blinks, looks out though he can barely see anything, his sight blurred by salty tears. When he more or less regains his composure, the woman leans over to pick up the certificate and hands it to him, stroking the back of Ari’s hand as she does so, her fingers greasy from the crisps, and says in a low voice, in English, Those who feel no pain or emotion in life have cold hearts and have never lived – which is why you must be grateful for your tears.
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