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		Transit

		Jonathan was in the Reykjavik Airport with his passport and travelers’ checks in his jacket pocket, his Icelandair ticket with baggage claim checks attached in his shirt pocket, and no baggage at all.

		“It’s in Copenhagen, sir,” the ticket clerk assured him. “We apologize, but in fact it happens quite normally.”

		“Do you know it’s there?”

		“Most certainly it is.” When Jonathan did not move away from the desk, the clerk said, “You wish it to be forwarded to your hotel?”

		“When will it arrive?”

		“Within a few days. Yes, certainly. By the end of the week.”

		Jonathan’s shirt, which smelled of airplane, took on the tang of fresh sweat at this. “It won’t do,” he said. The clerk pretended not to understand. “I’m only staying overnight.”

		“You are going to London? We can also forward to London.”

		“No, to the Faroes.”

		In the months before his departure from Cambridge, Jonathan had grown accustomed to the glaze that followed this announcement and had learned to be ready with latitude and longitude, brief history, population statistics, justifications—particularly these, which had been worn thin, to his ears, in conversations with the professors of the anthropology department. He did not expect that here, in the closest thing the archipelago had to a neighbor. And he was definitely unprepared for derision.

		The clerk widened his ice-blue eyes. “The Faroes! People do not go there.” He issued a strange smile. “You are an ornithologist?” Jonathan shook his head. “There is nothing there,” said the clerk. To prove his point he turned his back on Jonathan.

		“But you will forward there?” Jonathan noticed he was taking on the clerk’s lilting cadence. “Will you?”

		“There is only one plane a week.”

		“No, there are two.” This information had cost Jonathan forty dollars in transatlantic phone calls, and he was proud of it.

		But Scandinavians do not like to be contradicted. “The next plane is on the following Tuesday,” the clerk said. “We can forward on that.”

		It was Wednesday. His plane to the Faroes left Thursday afternoon from this airport; he had a ticket inside his passport. “Well, do that,” he said. “Forward on the plane next week.” He wrote his hotel in block letters on a paper from the spiral-bound notebook kept at the ready in his jacket pocket. “Here. The Seaman’s Home, in Tórshavn. Jonathan Brand.”

		“You should consider changing your reservation to the Hafnia.”

		“Oh, Christ,” said Jonathan.

		“Pardon?”

		“Nothing. Where do I get the bus into town?”

		The clerk leaned over his desk and pointed to the left. Then he said, “Excuse me, sir, but how long are you planning to stay in the Faroes, in the event that your luggage arrives after the following Tuesday and we cannot forward until the week succeeding?”

		“Don’t worry.” Jonathan had the small pleasure of turning his back on the clerk. Over his shoulder he said, “I’ll be there for a year.”

		In the bus he stayed awake only long enough to determine that Iceland looked like the moon, or maybe Mars. The terrain—he couldn’t call it earth because it seemed to be lava—was red and rippled as if frozen in mid-flow. Deposited at his hotel, he trudged down a clean bare corridor to a clean bare room where a white eiderdown puff occupied his bed. Jonathan got underneath it and slept for twelve hours.

		He woke shortly before midnight, hungry and hot. A sulfurous atmosphere pervaded the room, along with a weak but insistent streetlight. Was someone banging on the door? He sat up to sort all this out. None of it was as it seemed: the banging and the sulfur were both emanations of the radiator. Sulfur springs, he remembered, provided heat to Iceland. He put his hand on the white iron and got a burn and a bang for a reprimand. As for the streetlight, it was everybody’s favorite northern fantasy, the midnight sun. A tired-looking item, it perched above a corrugated tin roof across the street, pale pink, flat, smaller than a moon.

		Food, he decided—although he also wanted, with equal fervor, a shower, clean clothes, darkness, and the rustling of leaves at night in warm, moist Cambridge.

		Nobody was at the front desk. A teenager was sleeping in a chair beside the hotel entrance, though, so Jonathan approached him and coughed. He didn’t wake. “Ahem,” said Jonathan. “Hey.” He touched the boy’s arm.

		“Rrrrn,” said the boy. Then he said some irritated things in Icelandic, which Jonathan hadn’t learned because it had been difficult enough to learn Faroese. But the gist was clear.

		“Food.” Jonathan pointed to his mouth. “Hungry.” He tried the Faroese word for hungry, and the boy laughed.

		“No, no, no,” he said. “English? You English?” Then: “No eating now here.”

		“But I must.”

		“I brother he fishing in Liverpool.”

		Jonathan nodded. “Bread,” he said, chewing his finger. He ran through his entire repertoire of food in Faroese: potatoes, soup, cheese, fish, and meat. Fruit and vegetables were not available there.

		“I Lars. I brother he fishing in Newfoundland.”

		“You said Liverpool.”

		“I Lars.”

		“Johan.” This was Jonathan’s first opportunity to use his new name.

		“Johan.” Lars put out his clean Icelandic hand. “Be.” He indicated the floor a few times with his forefinger, and Jonathan decided he was being told to wait. Lars went away, behind the front desk. For the few minutes he was gone, Jonathan stared out the hotel’s glass door at the lurid light on the street. The shadows of the buildings were long and faint, like the light of the sun. A group of boys about Lars’s age tumbled into view around a corner, drunk, silent with concentration on staying upright, all with their eyes closed. They were wearing Nike running shoes. Jonathan thought of the stories he’d heard around the anthropology department of Bushmen in Bermuda shorts, Sarawak chieftains with transistors pressed to their bone-bedecked ears; Nikes on white men were less jarring, maybe, but still he felt cheated.

		Lars came back with his hands full: a beer, half a loaf of bread, a hunk of cheese, a pyramidal cardboard container. He shook this last in front of Jonathan’s nose and said, “Excellent.”

		“Hvat?” What? But why ask, as the answer would be incomprehensible. It was.

		“Skyr.” Lars summoned from his depths an English equivalent: “Yaaoort.” He tugged rhythmically on an invisible object. Jonathan’s mouth was full of saliva. He grabbed the bread. Lars held on to the beer and resumed his seat by the door.

		Jonathan alternated bites of bread with bites of cheese. He didn’t understand how to open the “excellent” container, so left it alone. Lars gurgled his beer slowly. The sunlight changed color, taking on a twilight blueness that comforted Jonathan because it reminded him of the earth, whereas the true midnight sun had been extraterrestrial in aspect. Lars opened the container for him by revealing a little hole hidden under a tab near one of the points. It was yogurt—a delicate, sweet yogurt as different from American yogurt as the Icelandic sun was from the sun that shone on Boston. Jonathan leaned against the wall drinking yogurt, entirely happy.

		“Thank you, Lars,” he said, and repeated “Manga tak,” which was perceived as the native language in Iceland, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and the Faroes. “I’m going to sleep now.”

		“No sleep,” said Lars, smiling and shaking his head.

		Too tired to argue or pursue it—was this a warning, an order, a prediction?—Jonathan went off down the corridor and got back under his puff.

		It was a prediction, and accurate. The problem was the sun. Jonathan had reset his watch when he landed in Iceland, while waiting for his baggage to arrive, so one-thirty in the morning was correct. Nine-thirty at night in the U.S.A. The sun, now a normal sunlike yellow, had nothing to do with either of these times. And there were no curtains. Unbelievable, unbelievable. Jonathan shook his head and poked in drawers for a blanket to drape over the window, but no, there was no need for a blanket because of the eiderdown, which was much too hot to get under, what with the sun and the sulfurous energy of the unstoppable radiator—he was ready to cry. He sat on the bed and cried. He cried for his lost baggage, his mind, which he would also lose if he didn’t get more sleep, and his home, which already was but a speck across the ocean and whose balmy, tree-lined, predictable shore he would not see again for a year.

		When he woke up, it was dark. His watch, resting on the pillow next to him, said ten-thirty. The room was gray and cool, the radiator quiet. His head was clear. He sat up in bed, wrapped in the puff, and made a list in his notebook.

		Shirt, pants, socks. A sweater? He made his way to the window, somewhat hampered by his wrapping. The day was chilled by a mist that had put out the sun. A sweater would be wise. There were many sweaters in his suitcase. And his vitamins, his paprika, his framed photograph of the pine woods on Mount Desert, which he’d taken along as a savage would bundle up his wooden ancestors when setting out on a journey. And his Mallory, his late Dickens, his thermal underwear, his dehydrated vegetable soup: everything he’d considered necessary for a year in the bush.

		You can get through a week, he said to himself. But the idea had been that he could not, that these things were essential to life. If this turned out not to be true, perhaps they would never show up, knowing themselves to be extraneous. Do not anthropomorphize, Jonathan told himself. He loved to tell himself this (it was an order he needed to give often), because the next thought, that he was the anthropomorphizing anthropologist, inevitably followed and made him laugh.

		However, he didn’t laugh. He added sweater to his list and put himself into the shower, which smelled exactly like Hell. Fragrant with brimstone, swatting at his thighs with a tiny towel, he scribbled soap, shampoo, toothbrush on his list.

		Two hours later, congratulating himself on his intelligence in adding a small bag to his purchases, Jonathan stood at the untended front desk of the hotel listing to the left with his bundles and hoping for Lars. He did this for five minutes before he noticed a bell near the ledger. He was about to ring it when a woman who looked to be Lars’s mother came out from behind a chintz curtain.

		“Please?” she said.

		“Good day,” said Jonathan, to gain time and to explore her English.

		“Is it you the American who is traveling to the Faroes?”

		“I am.” News traveled faster than he did, apparently. He had told only the ticket clerk at the airport.

		“Please. The weather. You will not go today.”

		Language difficulties again obscured the mood of this sentence: was he being threatened, informed, or pleaded with? Rain had started while he’d been shopping, but rain didn’t deter planes in America. “I don’t understand,” he said.

		“Please. My husband speaks better.” She went behind the curtain and was replaced shortly by Lars in thirty years, or herself as a man.

		He was a man to inspire confidence. The blondness, the icy eyes, the chiseled features that on a woman or a boy were eerie and a little blank, on this man combined to create an ideal type. Miles of sea and years of horizons were in his eyes, untold yards of nets had passed through his hands, and every wind on earth had burnished his skin to a fine gold hue. Carved in wood, he could have been the figurehead on the first ship of the Viking fleet; in bronze, the statue in the city square.

		“You can’t go today, lad,” he said. He sounded exactly like Paul McCartney. “You see, they haven’t any radar, and it’s a rough landing there, rough winds over there, so you’ll have to wait till it lifts up. The weather.” He gestured at the ceiling. “It’ll lift, in a day or two.”

		“No radar,” said Jonathan, but more to keep him talking than to comment.

		“You’d do better on a boat,” he conceded. “Do you like the sea?” He looked Jonathan up and down. “There’s many as can’t be on it.”

		“Oh, I like it,” said Jonathan. He thought of the ferry out to the Cranberry Isles, with the black-backed gulls screaming at the cormorants, the comforting chug of the engine in the effervescence of July waves.

		“Well, now, I could find you a boat.”

		“I have my plane ticket.” Jonathan felt courage ebbing. After all, the Faroes lay hundreds of miles away over empty, open Atlantic. “How will I know, though, when I can leave?”

		“I’ll tell you.” The hotelkeeper smiled, which brought brown wrinkles to his gilded face.

		And how, Jonathan wondered, would he know? And what was he to do with himself in the meantime? He’d seen all of Reykjavik in his shopping spree; he couldn’t imagine occupying himself there for two days. Some of this must have shown in his face, because the modern Viking put a large hand on his arm and said, “Come into the dining room and have some lunch, lad. There’ll be the time to make your plans after you eat.”

		As Jonathan followed his host into the dining room, he wondered how to make him stay and talk; his voice was soothing, and Jonathan felt the lack of company. But was it proper for a guest to invite a hotelkeeper to lunch? And who would pay? The etiquette of this situation would have been daunting in America; here it was impenetrable. Jonathan resigned himself to ordering something awful out of ignorance and eating it alone. But the Viking drew up a chair for himself and spoke quickly to Lars, who had come to the table to take their order. Seeing them together, Jonathan was sure they were father and son.

		“Herring in brine, herring in cream, herring with salt only. Salt cod—you may not like this. White bread for you. Americans eat only white bread, isn’t it so? Russian salad”—this was a bowl of chopped carrots and potatoes, swimming in what looked like mayonnaise—“soup of cod. Here’s a sausage from the butcher next door, skyr—you had that last night, excellent—and here’s some jam, lingonberry, very nice, from Sweden.”

		Under his host’s benevolent ice gaze, Jonathan tried everything. Most of it was palatable, though the salt cod was indeed not to his liking: tough, more like an old piece of rope than food. The herrings in their various dressings were wonderful. He alternated between bread with herring and bread with jam, moistening himself with cod soup now and then. There was nothing to drink. Toward the end of the meal Lars carried two cups of tea, black as night in America, to the table.

		And through all this the innkeeper talked.

		“I shipped out of Liverpool fifteen years. That’s where I learned your language. We went all the way round the Cape of Good Hope, but I spent most of my life in these waters. The fishing’s best here, in the north. Up by Spitzbergen it’s fine. Up there’s it’s sun all the time. You’d see it high and full all hours of the summer, not like it is here. It’s a brave sun up there. And you’re an ornithologist going to the Faroes.”

		Jonathan shook his head, but his mouth was too full to contradict.

		“You’ll find plenty of birds up there. Why, it’s a sportsman’s paradise. My mother was from there. Klaksvík. My father shipped over there and he got caught in a storm. Lots of bad storms off Klaksvík. He had to put up for weeks. He was in her house waiting for the weather to shift off. So he sent for her, when he got home. That was nearly a year later. And she came. Never saw the Faroes again. But she thought of it, I could see. She’d stand on the dock of a time and look out. She never went back, even when her mother died. I’ve been there.” He stopped and looked intently at Jonathan. “It’s a drear place, you know. But there’s something in it. Makes it hard to forget. Bad weather. All the time!” He laughed and wiped his mouth.

		“But it’s a hard life, fishing,” he went on. Jonathan, mouth open, had been about to clear up the ornithology confusion. “Hard life for a boy, harder for a man. You work all the time. Where there’s always sun, there’s no sleep. Fifteen years was enough for one man’s life. I’m on the land now, in my home.” He surveyed his dining room. “But Lars, he wants to see the world. I’ve told him, you’ll see only ocean. You’ll see waves and more of them. But the young don’t listen to the old—or else, where would we be? If they listened to us, time would have stopped long ago.”

		Jonathan’s ears tingled. This had the ring of authentic folk wisdom. He repeated it to himself. It justified his persisting in going to the Faroes against all his professors’ protests that this was not a foreign culture; youth paves the way to the future. But was he young enough to qualify as “youth”? Since he’d passed twenty-five, the year before, Jonathan was prey to a sense of losing time, of moving too slowly. In bad moods he made depressing calculations about how old he’d be when he finished his thesis, which, depending on how bad the mood was, varied from twenty-eight to thirty-four.

		“Johan,” said the hotelkeeper, suddenly breaking off his narrative. “Johan, you are not an ornithologist, I think.”

		“No,” admitted Jonathan. Now he felt revealed, as though he were a spy. “But how did you know?”

		“Ornithologists look like birds. I’ve seen many of them. They come here to Iceland, and they all look like birds. You know, that’ll happen with people and what they do, or their dogs, or their wives. I’ve seen husband and wife you can’t tell apart. It’s time as does it.”

		More folk wisdom. Jonathan decided to act like an anthropologist. “You know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

		“Egil. Egil is a Faroese name, from my mother. It was her brother’s name, who died in a storm once.”

		Was it possible to die twice in a storm? Jonathan feared it was. The whole world at this moment seemed a “drear place,” with the rainy darkness now as oppressive as last night’s low glare. Outside the dining room windows Reykjavik’s main street was a solid, uninviting block of cement doubled by growing puddles on the tarmac.

		“So. Are you a spy for the CIA?”

		“Is that what I look like?” Jonathan had to laugh. This was too improbable, being taken for a spy in a dump of an Icelandic hotel. “I’m a student. I study”—here he paused, because he had formulated an exact description, and this was its inauguration—“I study the folkways, the things people do from the old days. If they still hunt whales and sing the old songs and dance.”

		“A spy,” said Egil. “A spy into the past. Isn’t it so?” He laughed. Then he said, “These old ways, they are dead now. People don’t want to think about these old ways now. You won’t be getting much out of people on that score.”

		Jonathan had worried himself silly on this point for months already. “Maybe not here, in Iceland. But in the Faroes, they still dance and hunt whales. I know they do.”

		“Maybe so. Maybe they do.” Egil nodded and poked at one of the dishes of herring. “And maybe they’ll even talk to you of it. But maybe they’d rather be talking about progress, you know?” He popped a fat slice of herring into his mouth; Jonathan saw black stubs of molars marching back to his throat. “The Faroes are looking for their independence. They are thinking of their fish factories and their three-hundred-mile fishing limit and how to break from Denmark. They want”—here he couldn’t cover a smile—“to have their own foreign policy.”

		“You have your own,” Jonathan pointed out.

		“The influence of Iceland on the world—it’s like a mouse pissing into the ocean. And the Faroes! That’s like a flea pissing. We are small countries.” Egil’s eyes narrowed. Was he looking at some large, influential country on a horizon Jonathan couldn’t detect? “Small countries,” he said again. “You know that small men make much of themselves.”

		“Like Napoleon?” The conversation seemed to be drifting away from Jonathan. He yawned. “I think I’m tired,” he said. “I think I have to rest some more. I’m exhausted.”

		“Well, yes, you might be. And you’ve another long journey ahead of you. Rest up for it. You’ll be leaving tomorrow, I think. These winds are shifting.”

		But winds in the north, though they rise up quickly, die down slowly, and two more days passed before Jonathan found himself again at the airport. His baggage had turned up in Copenhagen, the derisive ticket clerk told him, and would be arriving in the Faroes within the week. On his hotel bill, Jonathan had noticed, he’d been charged for half the lunch he’d eaten with Egil. Lars had accompanied him to the movies, where they’d seen Serpico. Lars and the rest of the audience said “Bang bang” at appropriate points in the action; this was clearly not the first time any of them had seen the film.

		Overdoses of sleep, food, and Reykjavik had brought Jonathan to an expectant yet placid state of mind that seemed to him a good beginning to a journey. Long stretches of nothing-to-do had not activated a bad mood of the sort that had threatened during lunch with Egil. On the contrary, he had slipped into a tolerance of boredom that was nearly happiness.

		This calm was useful in the airplane. Without doubt it was the most nerve-racking trip he had ever taken. The plane was a Fokker from World War Two converted to a passenger plane by the addition of ten unsteady rows of seats from a bus. The one stewardess hurtled up and down the aisle, a warning to all to stay in their places. Every fifteen minutes a pocket of air threw them down or flung them up, the sensation lasting many, many seconds more than any bump or drop Jonathan had experienced on the Eastern Shuttle. Many passengers prayed, some vomited.

		After two hours of this the stewardess passed out tepid orange juice in paper cups and pieces of Wrigley’s Spearmint Gum. The pilot’s voice crackled from a loudspeaker—ridiculous, thought Jonathan; the cabin was so close the pilot could have talked to them over his shoulder.

		In Faroese and Icelandic, he announced their imminent landing. For Jonathan’s benefit, he repeated this in English. Then: “Would you be so good as to sit up straight with your seat belt around you, because I think it is going to be rough.”

		If the lurches of the rest of the trip had provoked no comment from the pilot, Jonathan did not like to imagine what “rough” meant. Crash landing on the ocean? Just let me see Mount Desert again, he said, too shy to address this request to anyone in particular.

		He looked out the window: clouds, as there had been the whole time. Then came an especially deadly downward toppling, which overturned a number of juice glasses and provoked more vomiting behind him. Determined not to die, Jonathan stared fixedly out the window.

		And below him, to prove he had been heard, the Faroes came into view. Long, soft, undulating, and green, great humps and valleys of land appeared. Above each height of land a crown of clouds poised white, its excess trailing down as mist to deep dips greener even than the tops. It was land ultimate, land eternal, huge and comforting, each piece defined by the ring of breakers at its edge, all stretched out on an ocean that, from this height, curved perceptibly with the globe’s incline. The plane fell another thousand feet, and Jonathan saw a house, a bright red roof, a boat-dot on the vast green lawn that was the Faroes’ salty front yard—then, in banging and darkness from another cloud, they landed, the engines screaming, the tires bumping and smoking. The pilot turned over his shoulder and said, “Vœlkomin til Føroyar.”

	
		Admission

		In the matter of his suitcase, Jonathan had passed through a number of the phases of grief: denial, in which he inquired after its arrival less and less hopefully from the desk clerk at the Seaman’s Home; action, in which he besieged the Icelandair office in Tórshavn daily and oversaw the sending of telexes to all cities in northern Europe; anger, in which he wrote a stormy letter to the president of Icelandair and stirred up small vortexes in the puddles on the street with his tireless search for replacements for such banalities as underpants and pads of paper—hoping to prove these unobtainable and thereby increase the amount of his reimbursement from the airline. His success in this last effort was small comfort. Like the rich man whose wealth cannot buy him entrance to the kingdom of heaven, Jonathan loaded down with kroner was still Jonathan with no access to what he really wanted: his stuff.

		After two weeks of this—fifteen days in which the Faroes played only a cameo role, sod roofs and mysterious cloud formations just the backdrop for his interior monologue of frustration—he had come to a defeated acceptance. The envelope full of fifty-kroner notes, passed across the desk by Daniela of Icelandair, his telex co-author, had signaled the end of his resistance. Books, sweaters, little pieces of home selected to buoy up a man during a long sojourn in foreign parts, all had been distilled down to paper. The patent inequivalency of the contents of the envelope and the contents of his suitcase gave Jonathan a pang. It was his first exposure to the reality of pricelessness.

		Jonathan woke up one morning a rich man. His grant for fieldwork had been enough to cover his airfare and a few nights in a hotel—all spent in Iceland. He had two thousand dollars from his parents, believers in higher education, and the bits of his teaching-assistant salary he’d managed to squirrel away, though these didn’t amount to much. But he had calculated the Faroese economy to be several centuries behind that of Cambridge and was sure he could live his year in the minimalist style he’d grown accustomed to as a graduate student. Now his loss, though only several hundred dollars’ worth, was in kroner enough to keep him in the Hotel Hafnia of Tórshavn for half his stay. Jonathan was practical, though, and, more than that, in mourning. He remained at the Seaman’s Home. He made a few preventive purchases—preventive in the sense of necessary and camouflaging. He had lost his American sweaters? Then he would have a Faroese sweater—and these were handmade and not cheap. He’d noticed that everyone wore black clogs with tire-tread soles against the streets’ puddles and frequent lapses to mud; he bought some too. All the men wore old flannel shirts under their sweaters. He bought a flannel shirt, and he quickly made it old by wearing it every day for a week. With his blue eyes and his brown-tending-toward-blond hair he could pass for a native. He stared at himself in the rippled mirror on the wall of his small, mean room. An American abroad? A spy? An ornithologist, maybe? He ruffled his hair to give a more ornithological appearance.

		There was so much money left he doubted he could ever spend it. Yet translated into the world beyond these islands, it was not enough to buy a round-trip ticket to England, where he could replace most of what he had lost. What he must do, therefore, was make friends and spend it on them.

		It was time to make contact. Jonathan had one contact, from the professor who’d given him private instruction in Faroese. Professor Olsen was a Runic scholar, and an Old Norse scholar, and an Old Norseman himself. Norwegian, kindly, in a philological haze at his desk in Widener, he had for the year previous been Jonathan’s only support. This was because he was not in the anthropology department. The anthropology department believed in snakes and wampum and tropical disease inoculations and the backwaters of Malaya. They did not believe in studying cultures that had newspapers, and the Faroes boasted seven newspapers, each the mouthpiece of a separate political party, one of which was edited by Professor Olsen’s friend, Jonathan’s contact, Eyvindur Poulsen.

		But perhaps today he had other things to do? Jonathan washed three of his four pairs of socks at his sink and hung them over the end of the bed. He didn’t want to make contact. With all his money, he could disappear into the countryside, take a boat to the outermost island and hide, take a boat to the Hebrides and—how similar all these options were to each other and to the only choice he actually had. He was in the north, bounded by sea on all sides, pressed in by cloud cover, and here he would stay. He went downstairs to make contact by telephone.

		Unlike telephones on the mainland of Europe, Faroese telephone was effective and prompt—rather American. Jonathan was talking to someone—not talking, that is—before he had time to prepare a speech. A woman was saying, “Hey, hey, hey?” Jonathan, befuddled, was thinking in French. “Je cherche Eyvindur,” he snapped into the line. Then he blushed. Silence on the other end; he didn’t blame her. His only concern was whether he had the courage to call back and attempt Faroese.

		“Is it Jonathan?” a mighty voice boomed into his ear.

		“Oui, c’est moi.” He realized that the only foreign language he had ever spoken over the phone was French. But that was no excuse. “Eyvindur—”

		“You are coming for dinner?” This was in English.

		“I couldn’t—”

		“You are coming for dinner. You like spik? You like it. Up the hill, number eight. You ask them. Congratulations on your departure.”

		“What time?”

		“Number eight.”

		The phone was a sleek Danish model, streamlined to a lightweight black arc. Jonathan moved it from one ear to the other, but Eyvindur had gone. The desk clerk, who had listened to this multilingual exchange wide-eyed, said, in Faroese, “You are visiting Mr. Poulsen tonight? He lives on top of the hill above the sweater store. Number eight. His house is the one with a sod roof. You are a reporter for the New York Times?”

		“Something like that,” said Jonathan wearily. He went back to his room to rehearse such phrases as “This is an excellent dinner” and “I would be grateful for your help in finding a house to live in.”

		Shortly before seven o’clock (the time Jonathan had decided he was expected), without flowers, a bottle of wine, or a letter of recommendation (first two unavailable in Tórshavn; third lost in his luggage), Jonathan set off into the evening to climb the hill to Eyvindur’s house. The day’s rain had given way to nearly warm sun that fell in long slats between the roofs and filled the bowl of the harbor with molten yellow foam. As he climbed upward, Jonathan’s view of the town improved; from the crest of the hill Tórshavn achieved an almost Italian beauty, distance obscuring the messy winches of the fishing boats and revising to elegance the gnarled geometry of the streets. Could he come to love this view? He paused by a rock to consider. On closer investigation it relapsed to ugliness: an almost determined ugliness whose components were monotony of color (black, gray, dark green) and not enough monotony of form. Big new buildings loomed over small old buildings; shops with Danish Modern fronts of pale ash and plate glass stood next to black-painted stone houses. The twentieth century seemed to have squatted and left its spoor in an almost malevolently arbitrary path.

		Jonathan knew he was a conservative in aesthetic matters, so he tried to reserve judgment on ugly, ill-planned Tórshavn. He was probably suffering some version of the anthropology department’s reverence for “authenticity.” Eighteenth-century Tórshavn would have found favor in his eyes: a string of low dark houses facing the harbor with windows shuttered against the cold. Bleak. Dreary. He thought of a sentence he’d read in a Danish guidebook to the Faroes: “The Faroese flora consist of approximately 300 varieties, many of which are moss.” They were—he was—above the timberline. Not the timberline as Jonathan knew it, that point on a mountain marking the end of pine and the start of rock and scrub, but some larger, in fact, global, timberline. The Faroes did not support vegetable growth. Things grew down to some extent: potatoes, carrots, turnips. But things did not grow up. A sparse sort of privet struggled in front of a few houses, and outside of town he’d seen fields of angelica and Queen Anne’s lace, but there wasn’t a tree on the islands.

		What a place! Jonathan sighed at the wonder and gloominess of it all. And it had begun to rain again. It was time for dinner.

		Eyvindur had a brown goatee and was under forty. He was wearing an apron and holding a five- or six-year-old girl by the hand. “Jonathan,” he crowed. “You are here. Vœlkomin.” He made a path through toys on the floor to the kitchen. “Here is Jonathan,” he said to a woman who was feeding a smaller girl pieces of meat. “Anna,” he said. “Anna and Jonathan.”

		Anna and Jonathan smiled wanly at each other. Jonathan could tell she didn’t speak English; he was developing a sixth sense for that. Something about people’s posture gave it away—a hunch, an apologetic slouch, a self-deprecatory, I-can’t-communicate expression. In a fit of generosity Jonathan said, “Pleased to meet you,” in Faroese. At this Eyvindur slapped the kitchen table.

		“He speaks!”

		“A little. Professor Olsen taught me what he knows.”

		“He knows nothing,” said Eyvindur. “He is living in the tenth century. Anyhow, he is not Faroese.” He waved his hand to brush Olsen away. “Marta”—pointing to the meat eater—“and little Anna.” He lifted Little Anna’s hand like a coach lifts a champion’s. “You are married?”

		“Uh …”

		“Your wife, she didn’t want to live up here in the middle of nowhere?”

		“No, actually, I’m not.”

		“Good. You can marry a nice Faroese girl.” Jonathan’s face clouded. Eyvindur hit the table again. “You must forgive me. In reality, I am Italian. Anna is so disgusted with me because I do not behave. But tonight, for you, I will be very Faroese. We are eating spik. You know what’s that?”

		Anna reached into a cupboard and brought out a platter of gray slabs about three inches square. “Whale fat,” she said in English, proud of her vocabulary. “With bread,” she added.

		“It’s a joke,” Eyvindur said. “We’ll have a nice little smorgasbord. Traditional Danish evening meal. Traditionally, Faroese can’t afford to eat in the evening. It’s a joke.”

		Jonathan was befuddled. He had not expected wit, sophistication, jokes in near-perfect English. As he followed Eyvindur into the living room (“We’ll leave Anna to her duties”), he wondered what exactly he had expected. According to Olsen, Eyvindur was a devoted Independence Party leader, ultranationalist, from whom Jonathan could learn everything about native culture and history. “Dedicated,” Olsen had said, “to the preservation of the language and customs.” And so Eyvindur had been cast in Jonathan’s imagination as past fifty, pale, intent, consumed with his country’s promise.

		The living room walls were densely hung with large, dark, van Gogh-like paintings of houses and shorelines, all unframed. Jonathan did not like them, but he suspected that Eyvindur, or his wife, or his cousin had painted them and he felt under pressure to comment. “These pictures …” he offered.

		“Yes. yes. You want to buy one?” Jonathan’s money loomed in his conscience. “No. You cannot afford them. Now I am getting to be almost as famous as Ruth Smith.”

		“Who’s that?”

		“Ruth Smith. She was our”—Eyvindur was stymied here, but not for long—“our Great-Aunt Moses. Yes?”

		“Grandma.”

		“Of course. She was that. She painted simple places, simple people, fishing, rain, just Faroese things. Very typical. Before, people tried to paint like Frenchmen—pink clouds all curled around. But we don’t have those in the Faroes. You can imagine how stupid it was.”

		Jonathan hadn’t an inkling. How exhausting he found these forays into alien culture. His mind would go flat and quiet. It didn’t matter whether he was trying to buy socks or order lunch or find his way around town: a moment came when his concentration gave out. Human beings took the highest toll. Just the landscape and the smells of fish and motor oil and cold, rough sea were enough to force him back to his room at the Seaman’s Home after a few hours. But here he was, and he’d been here only fifteen minutes, and Eyvindur was still talking. Jonathan pinched his thigh surreptitiously to restore sensation somewhere.

		“I’m going to be on a stamp,” Eyvindur was saying. “One like this.” He moved toward a particularly dark and mysterious painting. “I sold it to the Parliament. It’s there now. But it’s like this, except it’s bigger.” He moved close to one of his windows and stared out into the pale amber evening of early summer. “This country,” he said. “I have been to Italy. That’s the way in which I found out that I was Italian. I am speaking in similes, of course. I went there to study painting. Do you know how surprising it was for me to go from here to there? Have you been there?”

		Jonathan nodded. Hot, cramped, interminable trip from Paris to Rome in August, sharing his couchette with a self-confessed Fascist who missed the good old days; but the pots of oleander, the Alpine winds that cooled their passage, the gilded ceilings of churches and of noon—five days had been enough for him to know five years would not be enough. “How long were you there?” he asked.

		“Two years. How I missed the Faroes! I suffered without the ocean. I went once, swimming somewhere on the Riviera. I had never swimmed before. You say swimmed?”

		“Swum. Swim, swam, swum.”

		“I had never swam?”

		“No. I swam, I have swum.” Eyvindur scowled. “It’s irregular,” Jonathan said. “You just have to memorize it.”

		“Too many colors there, in Italy,” Eyvindur went on. “But I stayed. I learned about all the colors. I learned to eat things I did not want to eat. Hah!” He pointed at Jonathan. “You will have to do the same.”

		“I guess so.” Jonathan thought of the blocks of whale fat. Being forced to eat gnocchi didn’t seem an equal hardship.

		“There aren’t enough rocks there,” Eyvindur concluded, sitting down on his sofa beside a stuffed sheep.

		Jonathan decided to take a different approach to the evening. He leaned forward. “Tell me about your political activities. Professor Olsen says you are an important figure in nationalist politics.”

		“Oh, I am bored with all of that. And you could never make sensibility of it. It’s too complicated.”

		“But that’s why I’m here.”

		“No. It’s absurd. We are just pretending. I do it to make some trouble. In America you have baseball; we have politics. Who cares what we do here in this little country? You must study the old ways.” He too leaned forward. “Study the dancing, study the stories, find the old people who are dying and ask them about the old ways. This politics, it’s what we do to make ourselves feel real. You understand me?”

		“No.”

		“Why are we getting all jazzed up—you say that, all jazzed up?”

		“You can.”

		“All jazzied up about politics. We, the Faroese. It doesn’t matter what we decide. We teach Danish in the school, we don’t teach Danish in the school; we get out of NATO, we stay in NATO—nobody knows. Nobody in the world knows anything about us.”

		“Jazzed,” said Jonathan, “not jazzied.”

		“Okay. Jazzed. But you understand?”

		“But self-determination?” Jonathan was the child of liberal parents.

		Eyvindur lifted both his arms up and opened them, in the old gesture of offering, toward the window. “You see the sky? You see the ocean there? That is the Faroes. That is what we are. I paint that because that is what is very important and typical. And now”—his voice changed, became jaunty—“you will eat a very typical meal. I will describe everything. You must promise to try, even if you think it is nasty.”

		Jonathan felt uneasy making this promise. Professor Olsen’s sole comment on current Faroese culture (in contrast to his lengthy and enthusiastic rhapsodies on Faroese philology) was a terse “What they eat! Oh, my God.” But when in Rome: Jonathan squinted at Eyvindur, trying to imagine him in Rome. It was unimaginable. Jonathan had as yet no evidence of Eyvindur’s Italianness. He was not what Jonathan had expected, but neither was he svelte, manifold of personality, perfected by centuries of social maneuvering and aesthetic supremacy. We are not in Rome, he told himself, but we are somewhere strange. I will eat whale fat.

		Anna waited for them at the table; the girls had been put to bed. Several wooden boards were arranged diagonally in the center of the table. There were no forks and no glasses. Eyvindur pulled out a chair for Jonathan and began his inventory.

		“Spik. Okay. This is whale blubber, and it’s made with salt. That’s how you preservate it. You scrape off the salt and you cut it thin and put it on bread. Also that’s very good with turrur fiskur. Here’s turrur fiskur.” Eyvindur pointed at what Jonathan had figured to be a sort of napkin; it was white, shredded, and looked like clotted paper towel. “It’s rotten fish, halibut is best. You hang it out and then it gets turned and then it gets fine like this.”

		“Turned?” asked Jonathan. He was determined to keep an anthropological stance.

		“It gets softened by getting rotten but then it gets hard again. That’s turned. It happens as well to meat. Kjøt. That’s kjøt.” What was indicated was a board containing small pieces of wood, possibly cherry, Jonathan had thought.

		“What is it?” he asked.

		“It’s lamb. You hang it out and it gets soft. First it gets maggots. But they die. Then it’s soft, then it’s hard, after six months it gets really fine. Like this. Then you can keep it all year. It’s very good with butter, but it’s very good without too. Now here, this; it’s grind. You know grind, of course.”

		Jonathan did know grind. Grind had been the determining factor in coming here. Grind was whale. Grind was whale meat, and schools of whale flashing in the sea, and the killing of whales by driving them onto beaches and attacking them with knives and then dancing medieval snaking lines of conquest until dawn. Grind was the savage heritage, the pagan bloodline, the native ritual par excellence; grind meant the difference between excommunication and begrudging tolerance from the anthropology department. Jonathan nodded at Eyvindur, who continued.

		“This here’s prune soup. It’s just a stupid thing from Denmark. We eat it anyhow. It’s pretty good. This is drýlur.” Eyvindur lifted a flat, round, rocklike object. “It’s bread. It’s terrible. We Faroese ate this before we could afford to eat white bread. Nobody eats it now. Very typical. Here’s some white bread, so you won’t be hungry. You come another night, we’ll have stuffed puffins. Even Olsen thought they were good.”

		“What do I eat first?” Jonathan asked.

		“What do you want?”

		“Isn’t there some sort of order?”

		“Eat,” said Eyvindur. “Eat some kjøt.” He picked up a slice, or chip, of the meat and passed it across the table.

		Jonathan shut his eyes and put it into his mouth.

		Leathery, sweet with rot, salted by the salty air in which it had hung, this piece of meat seemed to Jonathan a consecrated tidbit, his admission slip to the Body of Elsewhere—the gray and cloudy archipelagic universe. Eating it, he knew himself for a carnivore in the simplest sense, and that simplicity of understanding brought with it a vision of the life to come. Faint still, as the outline of the harbor was faint under morning mist, the landscape of a new psychic country beckoned him. Its only discernible feature at that moment was happiness, and he had too little experience of happiness to conceive an image for it. Rather he sensed it as a miasma, a particularly benevolent species of fog that wrapped these islands, and Jonathan along with them, in its insubstantial but all-encompassing arms.

		“It’s good, isn’t it?” said Eyvindur, interpreting Jonathan’s beatific expression literally.

		“I wouldn’t go that far,” said Jonathan, which made Eyvindur roar with laughter.

		“Just wait until you eat some spik,” he threatened. “Here. Eat some spik.”

		But Jonathan couldn’t get it past his lips. Eyvindur suggested he add rotten fish to his bread and spik. “It’s good. They are natural companions.” Oddly, this proved to be true. The fish tasted exactly as it looked, like fish paper, but its dryness cut the oily slime of the blubber, in fact, demanded some sort of oiliness for ingestion to be possible. Having downed this less pleasant installment, Jonathan fell on the soup eagerly, hoping to wash his mouth out with something familiar. But the prunes refused to cut the taste of fish; if anything, they increased it.

		“Is there fish in here?” he asked.

		“Yes. That is fish soup with prunes. You make from cod heads a soup, then you can take the cod heads and stuff them with cod liver and you have something they like in the villages, livurhøvd, but I don’t like it, so Anna doesn’t make it. But that is fish soup in there. In Denmark, they make it without fish, so I suppose this is actually typical Faroese food.”

		“Can I try the drýlur?”

		“No. No.” Eyvindur grabbed it and held it to his breast. “Jonathan, I must make a confession.” He grinned. “This is really a stone I have painted to resemble a drýlur. It’s very good, no? I have done a beautiful job making it into a drýlur. I wanted to give you a full Faroese meal in all its typicality, Anna and I both wanted this. But Anna cannot make drýlur. Nobody can make them anymore. We’ve forgotten how, because they are so stinking bad to eat. They are just like rocks to eat. So, I decided, why not take a rock and make it into a drýlur? It’s conceptive art, isn’t it?”

		“Conceptual,” said Jonathan. “What are they made of, when they aren’t rocks?”

		“Barley. They are made of barley or rye. You have to cook them in ashes of pat.”

		“Ashes of pat? What do you mean?” Jonathan snagged a second piece of kjøt, which was, so far, the best thing on the table.

		“Pat. It’s everywhere.” Eyvindur waved one arm, still holding the drýlur close with the other. “It’s the land, it’s—” He was stymied again. “You cut it up and it burns. The land. You understand? We here in the Faroes, we are so poor we have to burn our own country to keep warm and to cook.”

		“I’m sorry,” Jonathan said, “but I don’t understand you.”

		Eyvindur got up abruptly. “I will call Magnus. He will know this word in English. I thought pat was right.”

		Jonathan and Anna were left alone with the food. They smiled at each other, then looked away. Fifteen seconds later they smiled again. Anna reached for the plate of kjøt and offered it to Jonathan. In slow, carefully articulated Faroese she said, “Kjøt is very good. It is good you like to eat it. It makes you strong.”

		Jonathan answered, just as slowly, “I like it very much.” There was nothing more to say. Eyvindur was rumbling and crowing on the telephone in the hall, out of sight but surely waving his arms. Jonathan chewed meat and formulated the sentence, “What island were you born on?”

		“Suðuroy,” Anna answered. “That is in the south. We have a beach.”

		Jonathan tried to convey being impressed by raising his eyebrows and nodding.

		“Peat,” said Eyvindur. He pronounced it to rhyme with Fiat. Jonathan remained puzzled until Eyvindur spelled it.

		“Oh, peat,” he said finally. “I didn’t know you still cut peat here.”

		“We don’t, really. Now everybody has kerosene. Or heating. We have heating.” He indicated a bulbous iron item in the corner. “But peat, yes, peat means pat. That’s it.” He yawned.

		“I have to go.” Jonathan scrambled to his feet. “I can’t thank you enough.”

		“No, no. You haven’t eaten grind. You haven’t had tea. Sit. We have to find you a house to live in—but I have already found you this. Anna’s father’s brother’s mother-in-law, she’s dead, she has a house on Sandoy and you can have it. You have to pay, though. Can you pay? Here, eat grind while I tell you how much.”

		Grind tasted familiar to Jonathan. After a few bites he realized he’d eaten it for lunch one day at the Seaman’s Home, covered with lumpy brown gravy and served with large, undercooked potatoes. These accompaniments had identified it as beef in Jonathan’s mind, though he’d thought it a bad sort of beef. Naked and eaten with bread, it was a worse sort of beef but a fleshy and appealing sort of fish.

		“You like it?”

		“Yes.” Jonathan shifted the grind in his mouth. “It’s chewy, though.”

		“That happens when it gets old. So. It’s five hundred kroner.”

		“A month?” Even with his airline winnings this was beyond his means.

		“For the year. You are here for the year, aren’t you?”

		“Oh. Oh, that’s fine.” Quick conversion gave Jonathan about a hundred and fifty dollars for a year’s rent. “That’s too little, in fact.”

		“You want to pay more? You have fundings from the CIA?”

		“No. Five hundred kroner is fine.”

		“Hah. Maybe you have fundings from the United States Government to explore the system.”

		“What system? Why does everybody think I’m from the CIA? Why would the CIA be interested in the Faroes?”

		“The bomb system up there in the mountain. You know. Your country put it there.”

		“Missile silos?”

		“I don’t know what it does. I want to get rid of it. I am making a big fuss in Parliament about it. I call everybody on the telephone and talk about it. It’s something from NATO. It’s a cancerousness on our country.”

		Jonathan perceived a smokescreen. Eyvindur even lit a cigarette to add to the confusion. Neither said anything for a minute. Jonathan took the opportunity to finish chewing his grind. Anna offered him a second piece, but he was unwilling to embark on another seven-minute stretch of chewing and declined. Eyvindur put his ashes on his plate and smoked with his head tilted back, sending smoke up to the ceiling in gray plumes.

		“We won’t talk about it,” he said suddenly. “We are all friends. You are right, of course. The CIA would not be interested in the Faroes. So we will not talk about it.” He put his cigarette out in a lump of butter on his plate; it hissed.

		Jonathan decided it was time to leave. Offers of tea could not make him stay. “I must go,” he said. “This has been an extraordinary evening. Absolutely—”

		“Jonathan. Jonathan. You must not take offense because I have very black ideas. It’s my Italian side. You are our friend. You are not from the CIA. I am just spitting up foolishness. Please. You will come back, we will have stuffed puffins and arrange your marriage. Everything in the Faroes is wonderful—you’ll see. Maybe the food isn’t what you like, but you’ll get used to it. Ask other people. They will tell you I have black ideas and become unpleasant, but it doesn’t mean I am unfriendly. You will come back and describe the university of Harvard to me and also Chicago.”

		“I’ve never been to Chicago, but I can describe Harvard to you for hours.” Jonathan laughed. It was, he realized, the first time he’d laughed all evening. “Thank you, thank you both.” He smiled at them, one on each side of the table, Anna nodding with sleepiness, Eyvindur debating another cigarette by tapping it on the fake drýlur.

		“Okay,” said Eyvindur. “Okay. Vœlkomin.” He and Anna stayed at the table as Jonathan walked down the hall to the door. “Thanks again,” Jonathan called back to them. There was no response. He stepped out into the twilight of Tórshavn at one o’clock in the morning.

		Twilight, two lights, thought Jonathan, looking at a sky too pale to permit a star but dark enough directly overhead to reveal the moon. All around the horizon—of which he could see three quarters from this hill—a pink glare with yellow highlights edged into what passed for night: a grayness dotted with grayer clouds. It was early June: fifteen or more days for the light to overtake the night. Jonathan wondered how much moon would be visible by midsummer. In a switch of the more usual metaphor, he felt himself being eroded by the approaching, increasing light, as though darkness were his territory. He sighed. A weight equal to the poundage of his suitcase seemed to have landed on him with its disappearance. He sat down on a rock by the side of the road and looked out over the harbor that had earlier failed to meet his standards of beauty.

		How much easier to be a pioneer from the safety of his office in William James Hall. Resisting his professors was not so different from resisting some parental injunction: take a deep breath and do it. The world hadn’t fallen apart. Jonathan had thought himself courageous. Indeed, he wouldn’t have dared to come to the Faroes without that self-confidence. But his self-confidence was beginning to seem, if not exactly misplaced, then inapplicable. There was nothing here to resist or grab hold of—his two specialties.

		Eyvindur, for instance: how was it possible to understand him? Both his chauvinism and his “black” mood seemed suspect to Jonathan. The native poses—the food, the rhapsodies over his view—were surely just that, poses assumed to spark the anthropological interest. His sophistication and his irony learned in Italy were transparent, barely covering someone quite different underneath: but who? The patriot incensed about
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