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A GUIDE TO THE PRONUNCIATION OF ICELANDIC CONSONANTS, VOWELS AND VOWEL COMBINATIONS


ð, like the voiced th in mother

þ, like the unvoiced th in thin

æ, like the i in time

á, like the ow in town

é, like the ye in yes

í, like the ee in green

ó, like the o in tote

ö, like the u in but

ú, like the oo in loon

ý, like the ee in green

ei and ey, like the ay in fray

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




Prelude

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


Keflavík

— PRESENT —


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

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

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

*

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

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

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

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

I sleep.

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

Ari hears none of this; he’s sleeping.

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

*

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

It snows on Keflavík.

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