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THESE ARE THE STORIES THAT WE OUGHT TO TELL

Death is neither light nor darkness; it’s just anything but life. At times we keep vigil over folk who are dying and watch their lives fade away; each life is a universe and it’s painful to see one disappear, see all become nothing in a single instant. Of course, lives are different; for some, they’re humdrum, for others grand adventures, yet each consciousness is a world that stretches from ground to sky, and how can something so big vanish so easily, become nothing, not even foam left behind, not even an echo? But it’s been a long time since someone joined our group. We’re bloodless shadows, less than shadows, and it’s bad to be dead yet not be allowed to die, such a thing does no-one any good. In our day, some of us resorted to various means to try to escape – cast ourselves in front of oncoming cars, stuck our heads into the jaws of vicious dogs – but our screams were silent, the dogs’ teeth cut through us like air; how is it possible to be less than nothing yet remember everything, to be dead yet sense life more intensely than ever before? Now you’re sure to find us in the evenings, crouched in the cemetery, behind the church that’s stood here for centuries, though not always the same building. Our church, where Reverend Þorvaldur tried, to little effect, unfortunately, to find forgiveness and overcome his weaknesses; a person’s strength is measured only by his weaknesses, by how he faces them. The timber church panelled with corrugated metal is long gone and in its place is another one of stone, the stuff of mountains, which is appropriate; in such places the church should be modelled on mountains or the sky. The only times we find a trace of peace are here in the cemetery. Here we believe we can discern the muttering of the dead down in the earth, a distant hint of cheerful conversations. Thus can despair deceive. Yet these tranquil moments have multiplied slowly; they even seem to have lengthened, shifted ever so slightly from split seconds to seconds. We don’t feel well, precisely, but these words keep us warm, they’re our hope, and where there are words, there is life. Welcome them, and we exist. Welcome them, and there’s hope. These are the stories that we ought to tell. Don’t leave us.




AN OLD ARABIC MEDICAL TEXT SAYS THAT THE HUMAN HEART IS DIVIDED INTO TWO CHAMBERS, ONE CALLED HAPPINESS, THE OTHER DESPAIR. WHAT ARE WE TO BELIEVE?

I

Where do dreams end, where does reality begin? Dreams come from within, they trickle in from the world that we all have inside us, possibly distorted, but what isn’t distorted, what isn’t dented? I love you today, hate you tomorrow – he who never changes is lying to the world.

The boy lies for a long time with his eyes closed. Uncertain whether it’s day or night, whether he’s awake or asleep. He and Jens landed on something hard. First they lost Hjalti, the farmhand who came with them from Nes; the three of them dragged the coffin containing Ásta over mountains and heaths. Then the boy and Jens landed on something hard. How much time has passed? And where is he? He opens his eyes hesitantly; it isn’t always certain what awaits you after sleep, worlds change overnight, lives are extinguished, the space between the stars increases and the darkness deepens; he opens his eyes hesitantly, nervously, and is lying in a moonlit room, is lying in deathly white moonlight, and Hjalti’s face is uncomfortably pale as he sits on a chair and looks hard at the boy; Ásta is standing by the bed, emanating cold. You always escape, Hjalti says slowly. Yes, there are always people ready to pull him to his feet, says Jens, who is sitting up in a bed next to him, the moonlight having sewn a death-mask on him. But no-one can help you now, Ásta says. No, says Jens; nor is he worth it. What does he have to offer, anyway; what right does he have to live? Hjalti says. The boy opens his mouth to reply, say something, but feels a weight on his chest, so heavy that it’s hardly possible to speak, and then they begin fading slowly, they’re slowly erased, and the moonlight transforms into endless snow and the room into a cold heath that fills the world. The sky is a thick layer of ice covering everything.

II

Is it safe for me to open my eyes? Maybe he hadn’t slept, maybe it just takes such a long time to die. He hears neither the wind nor the hissing of the blowing snow, and doesn’t feel the cold. I must have fallen asleep in the snow; this is the sleep that turns into a soft, comforting death. Nor can I fight it anymore, thinks the boy, and no-one can help me now, Ásta is right about that, and why fight when all the best is finished? But I’m to be educated; Gísli, the headmaster himself, is supposed to teach me; isn’t it a betrayal to die, mustn’t I fight? And isn’t he lying in a bed? He feels as if he is, in a soft bed, it’s bizarre. Maybe he’s just lying in his room in Geirþrúður’s house and dreamt it all, the journey with Jens through storms and snow; is it even possible to dream so much snow, so much wind, so many lives and deaths; are dreams big enough for all of it? He can’t open his eyes, simple as that; his eyelids are heavy stone slabs. Tries to feel what’s around him, sends his hands off on a surveying expedition, but they prove to be as useless as his eyes, he can’t even feel them, maybe they’re dead, the frost has gnawed off his hands and they’re lying there like old scraps of wood in the snow. Where are you, Jens? he thinks, or mutters, before sinking back into sleep, if this is indeed sleep, if it isn’t death, sinks into rest, sinks into a nightmare.

III

Have you decided whether you’ll live or die? she asks, this woman or girl. She has red hair, the dead are red-headed. I don’t know, he says, I’m not sure I know the difference, nor am I sure it’s so significant. I’ll kiss you, she says, you’ll feel the difference, you’re definitely dead if you don’t feel a kiss. She comes right up and bends over him, her hair so red that it can hardly be true, and her lips are warm, they’re soft. Where is life but in a kiss?

IV

Half-light surrounds the boy when he wakes, twilight, in fact. He’s lying in a soft bed, beneath a warm blanket that smells like fresh spring air, and there are his hands, waiting trustily and patiently for him, the frost didn’t gnaw them off, he can lift them and move his fingers, albeit stiffly, they’re like befuddled old men but are in their places. Outstanding, he mutters. He can discern the outline of two windows behind the curtains and hears a deep breathing close by, gathers the courage and strength to lift himself up on his elbows and look around. He’s in a fairly spacious room and there is another bed, a man is lying there breathing and it’s Jens. So they’re alive. How do you find out whether you’re alive, not dead? It isn’t always obvious. He thinks about it, then lifts the index finger of his right hand, bites the finger hard and feels the pain. Accordingly, his index finger should be alive; that’s something anyway. On the other hand, it takes a considerable effort to get up, it makes him dizzy, he should just keep lying there, it was a mistake when man raised himself up onto his hind legs; that’s when this tug-of-war between Heaven and Hell first began. The floor is cold and the boy hobbles over to Jens’ bed, stands over him, watches him breathe, then sits down on the edge of the bed, relieved. Good that this difficult, silent man should be alive, then his sister Halla won’t be tied down by strangers, she won’t be kicked.

He hears movement and a short woman enters, her expression slightly sharp, as if she expects nothing good in this world. You’re awake, then, she says. Can this be the woman from his dream, who kissed him, so sharp and at least twenty years older? What am I? he says. How should I know? I mean, where? In the doctor’s house in Sléttueyri, where else should you be?

This isn’t the voice from his dream, this woman isn’t a dream, she’s more like a length of rope, tough and steadfast. At Sléttueyri, he says slowly, as if to taste this name that had been their goal for two days, two nights, the tranquillity and rest behind the storm. So he’d made it. He and Jens had made it. But Hjalti? She puts her hands on her hips, not much space between her eyes, has an air of impatience, maybe she knows that human life is short, the sky changes colour and you’re dead. So we made it, the boy says, as if to himself. It would seem so, the woman says.

But how did we get here, and . . . into bed? Jens and I, I mean. I don’t remember anything.

You don’t remember anything. Yet you’ve certainly talked enough.

Did I speak?

You started as soon as you came into the warmth, half was unintelligible, and on top of that you wanted to go back out into the storm, buck-naked; you had to be restrained. Yes, buck-naked, your clothes had to be removed, of course, frozen solid as they were, and life rubbed back into the two of you.

She’s gone over to the window, opened the curtains with one quick tug, and daylight streams in. Where’s Hjalti? the boy says after his eyes have adjusted to the light. Hjalti, she repeats in the doorway, on her way out; I have no idea. Your jabbering sent ten men out into the night and they barely escaped an avalanche. Wait, the boy nearly shouts as she turns away. As if I have time for that, she says, and walks out.

Leaves the door ajar behind her, her rapid footsteps recede, short, quick steps, and soon afterward he hears the sound of voices. Jens breathes so slowly that it could be called peaceful, as if this big man is finally content with life; sleep can deceive us like that. How long have they slept, and was it night when they crashed into the house? Again the boy gets up carefully from the bed, his legs carry him, but they’re in poor shape, have aged considerably, the right one by a few decades probably. It’s fairly bright outside, maybe nearing midday; so he’s slept for at least twelve hours, no surprise that he’s muddleheaded. Cloudy, no sign of coming snowfall, a strong wind and cold, no doubt, the wind swirls up snow here and there as if it’s bored, but doesn’t block the view in any direction, and there’s the sea, leaden, tremendously heavy, tossing and turning between the mountains, he looks to the right, where the ocean extends into the distance, calmer in its endlessness. The mountains are white, too distant to be threatening, entirely white except for the cliff-belts, which are pitch-black, like the door to Hell. He runs a fingertip over his lips, languidly, as if in search of a kiss. Was it a dream, the kiss, the voice, the red hair, the warmth?

It’s cold to stand by the window, frost and snow breathe through the thin glass. He spies a few snow-covered houses, cold shells containing life. Leans forward and discerns the outline of the church; is Ásta inside it, waiting to be put into the ground? And where is Hjalti? The boy peers out as if hoping to see Hjalti dash from one snow-covered house to another, maybe in search of Bóthildur. Life is about finding another person to live with and then surviving that discovery, says a famous book, and that’s fine, as far as it goes, because it must always be harder to survive alone than with others. We’re born alone, die alone, and it’s heartrending to live alone as well. The boy tries to think of Ragnheiður, the daughter of Friðrik, the factor of Tryggvi’s Shop and Trading Company. She was going for a ride in the sunshine; but then someone comes up the stairs, stepping heavily. He starts back to bed, to get under the shelter of the covers, but stops, decides to return to the window but stops again, and is thus right between the two, or rather, nowhere, when a middle-aged man enters, the floor creaks beneath his heavy body; his build is robust, he’s rather tall, nearly bald, but with big, bushy sideburns, wearing a wool jacket and vest, his nose is noticeably red, his steely blue eyes lie deep in his face, making his nose seem even bigger. You’re awake, so it was true, the man says; his voice is deep but slightly worn, or hoarse, and he heaves a sigh. Good that you were able to rest, says a woman who appears beside the man, shorter by more than a head and younger, a difference of perhaps twenty years, thin, with thick blonde hair and an expression so bright that the boy starts thinking once more about sunshine, about summer, about the blue nights of the month of June, will they ever return? The woman who’s more like rope leans against the doorjamb, crosses her arms over her large bosom; well then, her expression seems to say, there you have it, so what now?

For several moments the boy stands defenceless in the middle of the room, wearing someone else’s clothing of homespun wool, far too roomy; life seems to take great pains to belittle him. The man tucks his thumbs into his trousers, says, Well then, and the woman, the bright one, says, You should get some rest, and he goes to the bed and lies down on it. Help me with the soup, she says, without taking her eyes off the boy, and the other woman unfolds her arms and is gone; she is footsteps receding. You should really lie down, the woman says to the boy, sitting down at the bedside and ageing as she draws closer, faint wrinkles, furrows in her face made by the claws of time. Ólafur wants to have a look at you, and afterward we’d really like to hear of your travels, and of poor Ásta; folk here have hardly spoken of or thought about anything else since your arrival here in the village, with a bang, it’s safe to say, you and this big man, and she glances at Jens. Have a look at me? asks the boy, without really knowing which way he should lie on the bed.

Forgive me, you don’t know us, the woman says, this is Ólafur, the doctor in these parts and my husband; she waves one hand, a bit like a wing, towards the man, who bows quickly and smiles, as his eyes penetrate the boy. I’m Steinunn, she says, standing up to make room for her husband, who sits down heavily at the bedside, sighing slightly, as if he feels uncomfortable being upright, in this eternal, wearisome tug-of-war, and starts poking at the boy, asking concise, pointed questions; yes, I can move my legs, no, no numbness in my arms, yes, soreness in my neck, and fatigue, yes, and weakness. Well, Steinunn says, and her husband stands up to allow her to sit down again. He’s so young, he says, and therefore can endure almost anything. Rest, decent food, water, avoid the cold, and he’ll be good as new in about a week, ten days. You’re so young, Steinunn says, or agrees. Nice to be young, Ólafur says; constantly changing. You’re one thing today, something totally different tomorrow. We should all be young and never grow old, never let time catch up with us. You don’t want change, his wife says, shaking her blonde head slightly, you detest it.

Is Jens alright? the boy says softly, suddenly feeling faint.

Jens, so his name is Jens, the big one, Ólafur says, well, oh, he’s worse off than you, no denying it, he’s suffered frostbite.

Worse off? the boy says hesitantly, so he’s not out of danger? Out of danger, when is a person out of danger? Ólafur says, I did what I could, but he will likely end up walking with a limp. Maybe worse.

They all fall silent. As if they’re contemplating the final words, “and maybe worse” – what they mean; how bad is worse, how far is death from life?

The boy hesitates, then asks, So you didn’t find Hjalti? Finally daring to ask because people are alive as long as we don’t ask; they’re safe in the silence, and then we start talking and someone is dead. Hjalti, says Ólafur, glancing at his wife, and then out the window; you said a lot about this Hjalti, that’s why we sent the lads out into the storm. Ten of them. Álfheiður rounded them up in no time. Night and a storm, and an avalanche, that’s how it was, he says, looking back at the boy and repeating, That’s how it was, let me tell you! As if he didn’t know that, his wife says softly, looking at the boy; she has beautiful eyes, they’re like old, warm stars, it was the same night and same storm that drove them here. Ólafur goes to the wall and pulls over a wooden chair, sits down, nods, of course, quite right, drove them, literally threw them, against the house, startling me so much that I spilled the winter’s last glass of sherry; there went that drop, there went that taste. He drums on his knees with relatively short fingers and starts whistling a meandering tune. Ólafur and I, Steinunn says, as if in explanation, were up late writing letters when you arrived . . . boisterously, interrupts Ólafur, yes, boisterously, she agrees, boom, Ólafur says, giving his thigh a quick slap and startling the boy. But judging by what you said, Steinunn says, you weren’t travelling alone, so we sent men up the mountain. Out into that mad storm, Ólafur says, and they found Ásta from Nes, a sled, remnants of a coffin, but nothing more.

The boy closes his eyes, overcome by a sudden faintness, and the image of Hjalti outside the farm at Nes comes to him, fills his consciousness; the man rolls an ever-expanding snowball ahead of him, holding the youngest boy like a sack beneath his arm, the other children skipping by his side. Could this big but slightly sorrowful man have died of exposure? He’ll manage, Jens had said, and Jens knows these things. He has to know them. Maybe Hjalti simply returned to the children, to the place where he belongs, in the bay behind the world. The children need him, the world can’t be so ghastly as to take that big man from them. You should eat now, Steinunn says. Her voice is as soothing as a warm embrace; there are some people who should simply sit next to you and speak, ease fatigue and pain with their voices. He opens his eyes. The woman, the short one, the length of rope, has returned, carrying a steaming tray; her name must be Álfheiður, and it is she who’d gathered the men to search for Hjalti. And Ásta, except that she was dead, and it’s pointless to search for the dead, you don’t search for what no longer exists. He hears a faint sound of child’s laughter from downstairs, life goes on laughing despite death, it’s so unbearable, tasteless, it’s so important, our mainstay. Steinunn has him sit up, props a pillow in the small of his back, Álfheiður places the tray on his lap, steaming soup, bends over the boy to adjust the tray, a heavy, slightly sweet smell from her collar. The boy looks down at his dish for several long moments. Eat, dear, Steinunn says. Hjalti, he then says to the soup, is a farmhand of Bjarni and Ásta, was, or is, he says, confused about the tense, should he speak in the past or the present, will Hjalti die if the boy speaks about him in the past tense? I don’t remember any Hjalti, Steinunn says, but I always forget names, and people as well. And besides, some people are just hard to remember for long. Some people are better wrought than others, Ólafur says.

Álfheiður: I knew a man by that name, but he drowned many years ago.

Ólafur: The sea, damn it all, that’s tough; did he have a family?

Álfheiður: Four children and a wife.

Indeed, Ólafur says, sighing softly, it just isn’t right.

Álfheiður: So justice does exist in this world, was what his wife said when she learned of the drowning.

Ólafur: What?

The boy, resolutely, to his soup: Hjalti didn’t drown, he was . . . he’s Bjarni and Ásta’s farmhand . . . or was . . . I mean, she’s dead, of course.

The soup is thick, hot and hearty, he eats without realising it, as if in a daze.

Álfheiður takes the tray; again that warm, cloying smell. Shall I bring him coffee as well?

Ólafur: Bring a damned great lot of coffee, Þórdís dear. The boy glances up; it’s so strange when people change name from one moment to the next. Þórdís mutters something almost in-audible, but the boy shuts his eyes and envisions Hjalti clearly, so unbearably clearly, sees his eyes, etched with disappointment, maybe sorrow, hears the last thing that Hjalti said before the sled ran off with the coffin and the three of them lost each other: Damn it, does a man come into this life just to die? And then he says it, opens his eyes and says, Can they be sent again to search for Hjalti?

Ólafur: What, again, for the third time?

Third time? the boy asks. They were able to search better yesterday, the doctor says; that makes twice, the weather wasn’t quite as bad, it wasn’t blowing hard enough to knock you down, but they found nothing. We presumed that there were more of you involved in transporting the body; it takes more than two to bring a coffin over a mountain.

The boy: We’d come to the ravine.

Steinunn looks at her husband; standing straight to have a proper look around is possible now, she says, and the doctor lumbers to his feet, goes out and shouts in a booming voice, Álfheiður! Gather some of the lads and tell them to go and search for this Hjalti! Tell them to follow the ravine! They’ll have me to answer to if they so much as grumble! They won’t be happy, the poor lads, he says when he returns. It’s impossible to be happy all one’s life, Steinunn says; no, Ólafur says, it would be damned depressing in the long run. Do you feel up to telling us the story of your journey? she asks the boy. Yes, Ólafur says, it wouldn’t be bad to have a story, and here comes the coffee, he adds when Þórdís returns with coffee for the three of them, and the boy realises that he can hardly avoid telling the story, that it’s more or less expected of him. There should be a woman in one of the houses here, he says slowly, by the name of Bóthildur? Bóthildur, no, the couple doesn’t know anyone by that name, why do you ask? She was apparently here three years ago. We’ve been here for twenty years, Ólafur says, and have never met anyone by that name, why do you ask? No reason in particular, the boy mutters, feeling his stomach knot up. He looks at the postman, watches the cover rise and fall with his breathing. Those who breathe are alive, whatever that might mean. And then he starts telling his story. The reserve postman Guðmundur had taken ill; that’s how it began.

V

Jens awakes in the evening.

The boy had dozed, tired after telling the story of their journey, it can take some effort to recall past events, we find then that life is never a continuous thread except occasionally by coincidence, which is as savage as it is beautiful. Some of the incidents pass through us and are gone without leaving anything behind, but there are others that we constantly relive, because what is past dwells in us, colours our days, transforms our dreams. The past is so interwoven with our present that it’s not always possible to distinguish between them, words you speak today will return to find you five years on, come to you like a bouquet of flowers, like a consolation, like a bloody knife. And what you hear tomorrow transforms an old, cherished kiss into a memory of a snake bite.

He’d told the story, relived the events, but didn’t tell all of it, didn’t betray Jens, told neither of the postman’s defeat in the dory nor of what he’d said about Halla and their father, the boy didn’t stray so close to Jens’ heart, but he told of the little girl, she who coughs so badly in Vetrarströnd that the thread of her life nearly tears apart. He told of the priest in Vík, poor old Kjartan, Ólafur muttered, not to mention Anna, Steinunn said, it’s bad to lose one’s sight, worse to lose one’s lust for life, Ólafur said. Are you certain, Steinunn had then said, that the darkness around Anna isn’t caused by lack of love rather than impaired vision? Don’t be ridiculous, people don’t lose their sight from lovelessness, it simply isn’t possible, blindness is biological, it’s scientific. What do we know about it? Steinunn said, what do we know about people? Perhaps not terribly much when it comes right down to it, Ólafur admitted, and the boy told about the snow, about the storm, the heath, about a farmer and a teenage boy on a heath, that he’d lost Jens, but then it was as if Ásta had appeared to him and led him to the postman, through the dark storm, maybe it was just my imagination, said the boy when he noticed the looks the couple gave him, when will she be buried? Tomorrow or the day after, Steinunn said, depending on Reverend Gísli’s health, and how long it takes to dig a grave, it’s tough going digging frozen ground. How far down do they dig? the boy said apprehensively, with some vague idea that the deeper she lay, the greater the likelihood that she would find peace. It’s one-and-a-half to two metres down to bedrock, Ólafur said, the dead lie shallowly here, but hopefully we can cover her better in the summer. Hopefully? A lot is forgotten in summer, young man, in the birdsong, the flies and all the fish. It’s hard to remember the dead when the sun is shining, and it may be unnecessary, as well.

Þórdís had come in at the end of the story, with a new hot-water bag for Jens. But who are you? Ólafur said, after Þórdís replaced the hot-water bag, and both women looked automatically at the boy, who said nothing; what was he supposed to say, anyway? How does one explain one’s existence, who am I, are we what we do, or what we dream? You have, said Steinunn when nothing was forthcoming from the boy, given us a great deal of cause for speculation. You were wearing well-made, expensive snow boots, Norwegian, I suppose, and warm clothing, cited poetry, we couldn’t make out everything you said, almost none of it, really, but I thought I recognised Shakespeare and he’s not what you’d call common, yet your hands suggest you’ve done your share of labour. People are either hard-working or they’re not, said Þórdís, lifting her chin slightly. I’m staying with Geirþrúður, the boy said, as if that explained things. Geirþrúður, repeated Ólafur, do you mean Geirþrúður, Guðjón’s wife? The boy nodded. Well now, Steinunn said. Is she keeping you for breeding purposes? Þórdís asked. No, said the boy, before adding curtly, almost before he realised it, and anyway, I prefer sensitive women like you. I would smack you, Þórdís said, if you weren’t lying in bed.

*

After they left, the boy nodded off, his fatigue from the journey like a heavy drone within him, a deep-rooted pain that reared its head as he relived it in his narrative. Nodded off, slept, and it’s evening by the time he stirs. Jens is standing at the window, looking out, his rough-hewn face deathly pale. For some time the boy doesn’t dare say anything, because words can reveal who is dead, who is alive, one word and Jens dissolves and is a dead body in the next bed. But we’ve got to know the difference between life and death, and this is why the boy says, We’re in Sléttueyri. Jens doesn’t move, as if he hasn’t heard, what words do we need to use for the dead to be able to hear us, so that God can hear? I know that, Jens says. In the doctor’s house, the boy adds, that is to say, when he’s able; as soon as he heard Jens’ voice the grief welled up in his throat, unexpectedly, as if with a will of its own, welled up and moistened his vocal cords. I know that, Jens replies, continuing to look out into the world, which is full of moonlight, this big man doesn’t need to fight back tears, he just is. Voices can be heard outside, male voices. Probably the men who went to search for Hjalti, and for the third time, says the boy after listening for a moment, trying to distinguish the words. I know, Jens says. We crashed into the house and woke those who were sleeping, startled the others badly. Jens says nothing. Just in time, says the boy, says it softly. Yes, Jens agrees, leaning against the window frame to take the weight off his legs, to help steady himself, to support his bones, muscles, memories, betrayals, and the thought of what awaits him. They hear light footsteps approaching, exchange a quick glance and Steinunn walks in, hesitates when she sees the big man by the window. You’re not only awake, you’re on your feet as well, she says with that voice of hers, which is placid, like lukewarm water. Jens looks at her, I don’t know about that, he says a bit dryly, before hobbling over to the bed. You didn’t find anyone? Jens says after lying down, says it calmly, suppresses pain, fatigue, the humiliation of not being able to walk upright, of being barely able to support himself. No, she says, the visibility was decent, but we’ve had a lot of snow, making it hard to guess what lies buried beneath it. The boy looks at them in turn, Steinunn is speaking differently now, as if mulling over every word. We’re never the same, the presence of others changes us, draws forth different features and only rarely all at once, within every person are hidden worlds, some of which never reach the surface. He could hardly have gone back to Nes, Jens says. We have to hope for the best, she says, looking neither at Jens nor at the boy. Hope is fine, Jens says, but it does little to help a man more dead than alive in a foul storm. I know that, my boy, the woman says, fixing her eyes on Jens, who looks down, as if his head has suddenly grown unbearably heavy.

Jens is given porridge with a slice of blood sausage and a cup of freshly brewed coffee. How is the frostbite? he asks Ólafur, who came in soon after Þórdís, the three of them, the household, stand there watching Jens, it doesn’t appear to have the slightest effect on him. Ugly, Ólafur replies. Frostbite is never pretty, Jens says, in a low voice. As I well know, the doctor says. Will it heal? I’ve seen worse. To this, Jens says nothing, but he doesn’t take his eyes off Ólafur. The doctor looks away, shrugs, will it heal, what heals? A man is punched in the face, the face might forget the blow, but the man does not. Jens starts eating, as if he can no longer be bothered to look at the doctor. I’m fairly sure he wasn’t asking about philosophy, Steinunn says, but about whether he’ll get to keep his extremities intact. Right you are, Ólafur says, but with a scowl; there’s a reasonable chance you’ll get to keep everything, undamaged. But only just reasonable; several of your toes, possibly one or two fingers, are doubtful, it might depend on how good a patient you are, that may be the biggest uncertainty of all. Quite the quandary.

Þórdís: The best thing for frostbite is to wade through snow twice a day. It’s always proven best. No-one grows strong on tenderness.

Yet you seem strong enough, the boy says.

I’m not bringing this thing any more food, Þórdís says, and her light-blue eyes pierce the boy, while Steinunn mumbles something and goes to the window to look out.

*

Hjalti deserved better, the boy says when they’re alone again; outside the window the sky holds the moon like a dim lantern. Yes, Jens says, nothing more than this one word, which isn’t always a word but rather something akin to a sigh or even less, a breath, says it in such a way that for a moment all the boy’s energy goes into trying not to cry. One of the worst things we can do to another person is cry in their presence, that’s why we cry alone, in secret preferably, as if in shame, yet there are probably fewer things purer in this world than tears born of sorrow, of regret, civilisation often takes us in peculiar directions. How will it go now for the children at Nes, the boy says finally, and Bjarni? But this time Jens makes no reply, or, yes, it’s almost as if he says, Mmm, perhaps meaning that life is a hard mountain to climb. The postman’s eyes are shut, and then he’s asleep. Sunk into a world so deep that it reaches almost all the way down to death, he sleeps and tries instinctively to clench his fists in their dressings, defenceless in dream-worlds.

VI

It’s daytime, calm, clear, and Jens is not in the room. The boy sits for a long time at the window, looking out. Watches a group of giggling, screaming and laughing children playing between the houses; they’ve tramped a large circle in the snow and three of the biggest are trying to pull the others into the circle. He watches for a long time, thinks about what’s gone, rubs his chest, the place of his heart, which ages faster than the other organs, except perhaps for the eyes. The number of children within the ring increases, and they hop and shout warnings and encouragement to those still outside it, pursued by the three giants. Once we were all children, the summers were warmer, longer, the world was endlessly wide, incomprehensible and full of promise. Once. I lived once. You loved me once. Once upon a time. Is there a sadder phrase than this: once upon a time? Once upon a time, but not any longer. Once upon a time I was a child. Once upon a time our days were fairy-tale palaces. Then they sank into a dark forest and were lost, we let it happen. We still let it happen. We let life stagnate, grow harder. Where do you go, life, where are you, kindness?

There’s someone in the room. He turns and finds himself face-to-face with a slender woman wearing brown, well-worn clothing, a cardigan and dress, and a brown headscarf that hides all of her hair. She’s entirely brown except for the pallor of her skin, except for her green eyes.

I was told to check whether you were dead, this woman says.

Where is Jens? he says, trying not to look into her green eyes.

Downstairs.

He managed to go down?

He’d hardly be there otherwise.

The children outside shout and the boy feels that he should say something about Jens, or the children outside, or something general about the day, but instead he says, You have green eyes.

You should come down and eat.

Is your name Álfheiður, by any chance? Yes, Álfheiður says. She has freckles that lie like a dense galaxy across her face, over her nose and out onto her cheeks.

You have freckles, he says, almost as if explaining something embarrassing. But when she says nothing, he adds, Were you the one who kissed me?

I thought that you were dying.

Which I didn’t, he says, semi-apologetically.

It doesn’t matter, she says, and he isn’t certain whether she means the kiss or his survival. You should come down, she adds, and leads the way.

*

We in Sléttueyri are deprived of food, Steinunn says; the boy has come down, there’s Jens, bowed, distant, an empty coffee mug in front of him. There’s enough, to be sure, it’s just that there’s little variety; eat as much as you can, and there’s no shortage of milk here, dear boy, Steinunn adds. Ólafur is nowhere in sight, nor Þórdís, she’s outside, the doctor’s residence is also a working farm, two cows, thirty sheep, eight chickens, plenty to do. Álfheiður lays the table for the boy, once brushing against him, arm touches arm.

And these are the world’s tidings; this is how the newspaper’s front pages read:

No let-up to the angry grumbling between Japan and China, and the Japanese possess great military might.

Earth’s population is 1 billion, 479 million, 729 thousand and 4 hundred, to boot.

Arms brush against each other at Sléttueyri in Iceland.

*

She has red hair. The scarf nearly covers her entire head, but a few locks escape from beneath it around her ears. He’s served smoked seabird, she leaves and he takes a bite, chews. Red hair, green eyes, smoked seabird, Hjalti dead, no longer breathing, no longer thinking, no longer feeling, he never needs to pee again, spit, let alone cry. Steinunn puts down the paper, sighs, this is the tenth time she’s read this particular edition, or eleventh, or twelfth, the papers are delivered late or never, winter slows all the news, there are a lot of people in this world, she says.

*

I can’t make it upstairs without help, says Jens when they’re alone in the kitchen. You probably shouldn’t have come down, the boy says. I realised that when I was halfway. Then why didn’t you turn around? I don’t turn around, Jens says, and they go to the staircase, plod up the stairs, the boy needs to pause twice, Jens hangs onto him, breathing and cursing in his ear, and then lies down on the bed, the boy leans against the window frame, recomposes himself after his exertions, the burden on his sore legs. So he didn’t make it back? the boy asks the daylight. No, Jens says. Maybe he dug himself a snow cave, waited out the worst and then headed home. Maybe. But highly unlikely? Jens does not reply, and the boy continues to look out; it’s good to look into the daylight, we should all look towards it, even though it will never revive anyone. Neither of them speaks. There are many kinds of silence. Sometimes people say nothing to each other because something has happened in their lives, something for which words do not suffice, something that the tongue cannot manage to touch, and that’s why these two men are silent now. One is standing, the other is lying in bed, the third died of exposure, nodded off in the snow – he is silence. There’s so much taken from us, in the end everything. Death seems at times to enclose our lives just as the blackness of space encloses the earth, this blue planet, this blue cry in the vast expanse of space, a cry for God, a purpose. I feel sorry for the children, says the boy, breaking the silence, at Nes, he adds. Yes, Jens says. No-one here knows Bóthildur. No.

He may have confused the names: a lapse of memory?

Bóthildur: it’s hard to misremember a name like that.

Then what?

I don’t know.

Maybe, the boy says hesitantly, extremely cautiously, she simply didn’t exist. He looks out the window as he says this, but Jens says nothing, nor does the windowpane, nor does the daylight. I once knew a woman named Bóthildur, and she kissed me. Why do people lie about such things? Because we can’t live otherwise? Or, when it comes down to it, is it the reality that lies but the person who tells the truth?

He has stopped looking out, it’s become overcast, as well, as if it will soon start to snow. And Jens appears to be sleeping. The boy sits down on the bed, it will be good to get away, complete this terribly long journey that stretched from life to death, and a bit further, get back to the Village, to Geirþrúður’s house, although of course he doesn’t dare think the words “to get home”. Home is far too big a word, it’s saved many a man in the turmoil of life, those who have a home somewhere are less likely to give up. I’ll just lie down, shut my eyes and think about Ragnheiður, about the softness of her lips, about how she trembled. He shuts his eyes, but immediately reopens them, because standing there is Álfheiður, and she’s begun speaking to Jens, who apparently wasn’t asleep, unless he woke to those green eyes, which isn’t unlikely; how is it possible to sleep in their vicinity? But it doesn’t matter, he’s thinking about Ragnheiður, who trembled and who is going for a ride in sunshine, best to shut his eyes in the meantime; he who shuts his eyes is gone.

But then he’s standing by the window and she’s still speaking to Jens, the doctor this, the doctor that. This brown-clad, pale person seems to have some poise; yes, she might indeed, and it may even be somewhat appealing. But let’s not forget that there are poised women throughout the world, in China alone there are likely an incredible number of poised women; he could easily believe that they amount to several million, so what does one slender maid in worn clothing matter, on the upper floor of a house teetering on the brink of the world; if the world were to sneeze, they would fly off it. He leans against the window frame, crosses his arms and looks forward to getting away. The doctor is making a house call, will come this evening or during the night, Jens should rest. Yes, says Jens, and adds something, he suddenly knows how to speak, and could he actually be smiling at Álfheiður? But are you alright? she says, addressing the boy, who simply says, Yes, yes, calm as can be. But why has he uncrossed his arms, and what is he supposed to do with them now? Hopeless to let them hang stupidly by his sides like that, heavily and awkwardly, wouldn’t it be best to open the window and toss them out?

The window can’t be opened, it’s frozen shut, she says, because the boy is now attempting to open it, muttering something about heavy air, he pushes at the window angrily. Not unless you want to break the windowpane, she says, and smiles. He glances at her quickly, she appears to have a more or less full set of teeth, though some of them are crooked, like tired people leaning against each other. He tucks his hands into his armpits, holds them there tightly, they can’t do anything wrong in the meantime. There are people all over the world, he says, particularly in Russia and China, and in some places trees grow. Jens is in bed, she is standing, they both look at him, just watch, and for that reason he adds, They grow tea in China.

And sometimes it rains in the mountains there.

On the mice as well.

And on people’s hands.

But that’s alright if you’re in China, because sometimes the rain there is warm.

VII

It’s strange to come out into serene, clear air, to step outside without putting yourself in mortal danger, it’s almost difficult to keep your balance in such calm. He follows a path that leads down to the nearest houses and winds around drifts. The boy looks around and is alive. Probably forty or fifty houses in the village, unevenly distributed in a large circle, the church towering over them on a low hill at its centre. The doctor’s house is located higher up, at the foot of a steep slope, the same one that he and Jens hurtled down, while above it the ravine cuts the mountainside like a dark, gaping wound. It’s around two hundred metres down to the nearest houses, which form a fairly dense cluster. The boy stops before he comes to them, turns around and looks up at the mountain. Six days and nights since he set off, pushed the dory into the sea below Sodom, the headmaster Gísli and Marta watching. Was it only six days? Not six hundred?

The cold assails him as he stands there motionless, maybe he’s not allowed to go out, he snuck down, unseen, heard Þórdís’ voice, hard as rock, then Steinunn’s gentle voice, maybe he should rest, gather his strength, go easy on himself, but Jens fell asleep soon after Álfheiður left, she took her eyes with her, their greenness. Jens asked nothing about the rain in China, whether rain could be warm in general, nor did he ask about the mice. The boy had been listening to her footsteps recede when Jens said, This was my last postal trip, which was followed by a long silence, as if the boy hadn’t heard his announcement or, more likely, as if he simply didn’t care. What did it matter to him, anyway, whether Jens were carrying post between mountains or sitting safe at home; a person’s life isn’t anyone else’s business. Jens shut his eyes. Everyone is responsible for his own life and shouldn’t share that responsibility with others; why does a person have legs if he can’t support himself on them? Is it because of Salvör? asked the boy out of the silence into which he had retreated, and Jens started as if stabbed by a knife. It’s none of your business, he said curtly and gruffly, and two, three days ago that would have been more than enough, but not now, there’s been too much snow, too much wind, too many mountains, too much death, uncertainty and fragile life in the last few days between them. For this reason, the boy said, Yes, maybe, but I’m asking anyway. And it was good of him to ask. If no-one asks, we shut ourselves off in the silence, with all the pain that transforms over the years into loneliness, bitterness and a difficult death. Jens cursed, sat up with difficulty, like an old man. You see how I am, he said, as if that sufficed as an explanation for his announcement, but the boy asked again, for the third time, as if he didn’t know any other words, understood nothing, Is it because of Salvör? Jens said nothing, what could he say, anyway, how are words to contain all that’s within him? The boy remained standing by the window, leaning against the window frame, and waited tranquilly, knew that he needed to wait. Her husband drank and treated her badly, Jens said, looking down at his hands, because how do you distinguish hands that harm from those that don’t harm? How do you distinguish someone who betrays from someone who doesn’t betray?

*

The boy looks up at the ravine, he’s the only one outside and all is silent, the children are gone, and with them their voices, their vivacity and maybe the daylight as well; doesn’t it seem as if the sky has started to darken over the mountains? Gusts of wind ripple the sea beyond the harbour, lift the snow, transform it into veils that fall to the earth almost immediately. I know you, he says aloud to the wind, you transparent devil. He looks out over the mountains, towards Nes, where four children miss Ásta, miss Hjalti, miss and wait for him who cannot return. Where Bjarni sits on his bed, occupies himself with some work, bathes his mother, she’s lost so much, her husband, friends, siblings, youth, most of her life, memories, thoughts, she opens her mouth, that black hole, when her body calls for food, and a slight tremor seizes it when she remembers something, when consciousness stirs beneath the weight of forgetfulness, she trembles slightly. But she also trembles when she passes a stool, when she longs for coffee and Bjarni lifts her like old hay, he has strong hands and can save lives in storms, at sea, but they’re not strong enough to hug the children, not strong enough to console.

The boy has come to the houses, a cluster of eight of them, somewhat separate yet close enough to have an influence on the wind, on how the snow piles into drifts. A little house and so frosted over that the windows can barely be seen, like strange creatures that have died of exposure in the harshness of winter. Yet one of them stands out; it’s the size of the doctor’s house, two storeys, is nearest the shore, and the icicles hang like large canines from its eaves. The boy doesn’t see the red-painted sign until he’s come right up to the house, is on his way down to the shore, but stops when he catches a glimpse of it above the door, barely makes out the yellow letters beneath the snow, SHOP. And then he remembers the slip of paper from María on Vetrarströnd. The note stating that he, the boy, could purchase books to the amount of 5 krónur at the shop in Sléttueyri. Remembers – of course he hasn’t forgotten the note. How could he possibly have forgotten María, her passion for books, and also how she looked at her husband Jón, a bit as if the world were beautiful while she looked, can it be beautiful when human life is buried in snow, when one child is dead and another coughs too much, far too much, can the world be beautiful then, whence does she derive the strength not to give in? But he’s lost the note, he’s been entrusted with a great deal, but has failed. He walks down past the house, stands at the crest of the beach, looks out over and along it. It’s a gravel beach, handy for landing, easy for pulling up the boats, a number of which are lying there, two sixareens, several smaller ones, and some had been at sea last night, or early that morning, a few seagulls fight and screech over the little that is to be found among the rocks after the gutting of the catch, one of the gulls takes flight, soars high and cries out twice. Gusts of wind have begun streaking the sea with grey and he spies a ship approaching, likely a schooner, although it’s too far away to be certain, at least an hour until it reaches land. He gazes out over the sea, which breathes heavily between the mountains – behind the mountains and the sea they await him, Geirþrúður, Helga and Kolbeinn, the blind skipper, maybe even anxiously; his and Jens’ journey took much longer than anyone expected, they encountered a storm, lost their way and took a longer route because Jens needed to think. And Hjalti died. The gull cries again. Somewhere it’s written that he who dies of exposure doesn’t die a real death but changes into a seagull, becomes a cry in the sky. The boy has returned to the shop, slip of paper or not, surely he’ll be allowed to choose a book or books for María and have them sent to her at the first opportunity, whenever that may be. He pushes at the door.

It’s stiff, he has to put his shoulder into it, even force it, it takes an act of will to enter, meaning that it passes no-one’s notice when someone comes in. Now I’ll be stared at, he thinks after shoving open the door and stepping into the shop, but the door shuts behind him, strangely effortlessly. This shop isn’t big for someone who’s accustomed to Tryggvi’s Shop, and who was even going to start working in Leó’s Shop in the summer, before Bárður forgot his waterproof and the world changed forever. We never know which way life will go, don’t know who will live and who will die, don’t know whether the next greeting will be a kiss, bitter words, a hurtful gaze; someone doesn’t take care, forgets to look to the right and is dead, and then it’s too late to take back harsh words, too late to say sorry, too late to say what matters, and what we wanted to say but couldn’t due to annoyance, the weariness of everyday life, time constraints, you forgot to look to the right and I’ll never see you again and the words you spoke to me will reverberate within me all my days and nights, and the kiss you should have received dries on my lips, becomes a wound that rips open every time someone else kisses me. The boy sniffles as if to break the silence, it’s barely three metres from the door to the counter, the shelves look bare. To the boy’s right, in a partially lit corner, is a little table with four chairs; on one of them sits a man who doesn’t take his eyes off the boy, startling him terribly, having seen at first only a table and empty chairs out of the corner of his eye. The man sits there perfectly motionless, the back of his chair leaning against the wall, the chair’s front legs suspended in the air; he’s wearing brown-coloured clothing and his hair is brown, like the wall behind him. Good day, says the boy, having recovered from the shock, before repeating himself when the man makes no reply, good day. The man’s eyes are open, his thin hair is parted neatly in the middle, and he sports a hefty, drooping, well-trimmed moustache; he appears to be tall and thin, although it’s difficult to judge from the posture of a man who’s sitting, while his neck is unusually long, as if his head, with its sharp, apparently carved facial features, is perched on a stem. Good day, the boy tries for the third time, no response, is it possible that the man is newly dead? The boy doesn’t dare move closer, but leans forward a bit more, and no, the eyes don’t have the glassiness of a dead man’s, yet it’s as if they are fixed. You are, the boy begins, I mean, it’s my understanding that you have books for sale? Didn’t one of his eyelids move? The boy moves closer, involuntarily, the floor creaks beneath him; some floors are more loose-lipped than others and reveal every movement. The corners of the man’s mouth move, but then no more, and he’s just as lifeless as before. The boy swallows, has started to perspire, he’s dressed for the weather and it’s uncomfortable having those big, brown eyes staring at him, lifeless yet not glassy, and to have no idea what to do; should he run up to the doctor’s house and get help, maybe the man is in danger, death is assailing him while the boy asks whether he sells books! Would you like me to get some help? he says, leaning forward, now looking directly into the man’s eyes, is everything alright? he finally says, point-blank, like a fool, because everything is obviously not alright, it would be an exaggeration to claim that, particularly when a woman’s voice answers, No.

She’s standing in the doorway behind the counter, the corridor at her back so dark that it’s as if she has stepped out of the kingdom of death itself. Sorry, says the boy, still startled by her arrival, good day, he adds. Are you certain it’s so good? says the woman, stepping out from behind the counter; she’s tall, big-boned, her face too rough-hewn to
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