Hallgrímur Helgason

Rokland

"The higher you fly the smaller you appear to those who can’t” Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)

1. 

SPINELESS WIMPS
“Stupid fucking halfwits,” Böddi cursed to himself as he walked across the Comprehensive High School’s parking lot.  “Spineless wimps, the whole lot of them.”


The school committee had delivered its verdict: Bödvar H. Steingrímsson had completed his last day of teaching at the school. 

It was a cold and windy spring’s day in Skagafjordur.  The cloudy sky seemed to have frozen over the vast municipality, but the fjord still stirred below.  It held two islands: Drangey closest and Málmey furthest.  The latter was flat and oblong; the former a rugged crag, like a memorial to some hulk wrestling against a raging ocean of screaming nobodies. 

Böddi marched out of the school like a lone wolf, passing the sparkling chrome jeeps and jeeplets owned by the members of the school committee, and headed down the hill, into town.  The roofs of the houses were painted in bright colours. “The colourless paint themselves and their houses,” he had once blogged about his fellow townies. 

The name of the town was Saudarkrokur, or Krokur as the locals liked  to call it: a plain-looking tight cluster of two-storied houses wedged between the shore and the hill.  On the map, the place looked like a pointy triangle:  Strandvegur, the coastal road, ran along the shore and Adalgata, the high street, formed the north-south axis of town.  In the northern corner of the triangle, where Strandvegur and Adalgata met, stood the oldest houses of the town.  Moving away from them, the buildings grew younger and the rooftops flatter.  This town, like so many others, was an open history book of the architecture of the twentieth century:  from high-rise to fall.

The harbour lay north of the town: A robust sea wall stretched across the rough waves like an arm creating a small protective nook; a shelter for ships and boats and a calm patch of ocean for the townies to contemplate through their windows.  Most of the workplaces were sprinkled around the harbour: the fish factory, shrimp plant, slaughter house, and mineral wool factory, which were all owned by the Cooperative. 

The hill  looming over the town was steep but short, and known as  the Edge, beyond which lay the Meadows, a horizontal plain that stretched all the way up to the mountains.   The Edge offered a splendid view of the fjord, town and whole county, but for some reason no houses had ever been built on it.  All that was to be found here were a few stables and the graveyard, which was beautifully situated on top of the hill, with a lich gate facing the town.  The nicest spot had been reserved for what the inhabitants of Skagafjordur respected the most:  the dead and horses.

There were well over two thousand people living here, but like in the rest of Iceland, few of them were ever to be seen out of doors.  The countryside was locked in one eternal Sunday morning, although a few cars could be spotted slowly cruising the streets on inexplicable errands; their exhausts oozing a white smoke that the wind constantly snatched away. 

 Böddi sneezed over the town, this cold-walled village that squatted here in a windy corner of the north Atlantic ocean.  Then he scowled and zipped up his anger, right up to this throat. 

“Nothing but spineless twits.”

Albert, the headmaster, had delivered the news to him in his office, after the school committee meeting. 

“I’m really sorry, Bödvar, but that’s just the way it’s got to be I’m afraid.”

 Böddi’s first impulse had been to shove the Arsenal flagpole (which stood on the headmaster’s desk) up his arse.  In  Böddi’s days as a pupil in the Akureyri High School there had been a relief of the national poet, Jónas Hallgrímsson, hanging in the Rector’s office.  But English soccer had now taken first place. His students knew everything about some guy called Alex Ferguson but nothing about Goethe. One of his dunces had even suggested it might be the brand name of a German bath faucet.  English soccer would probably be placed on the syllabus as an optional subject next autumn, now that they’d sacked their “guardian of Humanities” from this bloody sports hall that the Icelandic educational system had been turned into. 

“And why? Why are you firing me?”  Böddi asked heatedly. The headmaster stared at him, bewildered.  How could such a scraggy man go so red in the face in such a record time? 

“You know very well why, Bödvar,” Albert answered in that well-known mellow tone of his.  The headmaster was a cautious and undemonstrative man; the one who knows how to protect his own little patch, children, and belly.

And he was right.  Of course Böddi knew why.  They were letting him go because of previous warnings and because of last week-end’s excursion.  The girl had broken her leg. 

“Because of Hrafnhildur? I mean that was just an accident,” said  Böddi, as red as before.

“Not just because of her. There’s no escaping the fact that you subjected those pupils to a great deal of duress.  There are two others in bed, apart from Hrafnhildur.  Ásmundur was diagnosed with frostbite on his finger,” said Albert with unusual severity, but without losing that silken tone, which, perhaps more than anything else, had secured him the highest office in this quarter of the land.

“Subjected those pupils to a great deal of duress.”  The pompous wording infuriated Bödvar even further: he was even cursing in English now, something he only ever did when foaming with rage.

“Stupid fucking bullshit!  As if it wasn’t important for the kids to learn something about how life was? Yeah and IS.  If they would only stick their pathetic little noses out of the soul-less central-heated hell that society has become,” Bödvar grumbled.  His words skimmed over the still surface of the headmaster’s desk before disappearing into his thin-haired head.  You could almost hear them splash, as they vanished into the depths of the composed civil servant’s soul.

“Central-heated...  hell?”  Albert huhed.

“One fucking week-end without  TV or computer games.   As if it wasn’t good for those brats!?”

“Bödvar.  I just want to remind you that you were with them for forty-eight hours in a ...cave.  In the highlands.  In that weather.”

“Yes.  And that was the whole point.  We were living Grettir’s Saga.”

“Living Grettir’s Saga?”

“Yes. I take it  you have read Grettir’s Saga?  The chapter about Grettir being attacked in the cave by Rjúpnafell?  We went into it.”

“Into the...  cave?”

“Yes and into the chapter.  We went into that chapter.  What better way is there to penetrate the chapter than by literally living in it for a whole week-end?”

“None I suppose.”

“Exactly. If you know any better way of teaching kids the Icelandic sagas  just tell me.”

The headmaster cleared his throat. 

“But the fact remains, Bödvar, that the kids weren’t really up to a difficult trip of this kind, very few of them at any rate.”

“Well, of course there’s always going to be some spineless wimps involved, but I still think it was a very successful outing.”

“Successful?”

“Yes.  The kids will never forget it.”

“No.  I dare say they won’t.  And neither will we...  not until we’ve settled this bill at any rate.”  With a long-suffering air, the headmaster held up a bill that seemed to weigh a whole two kilos in his hands. 

 Böddi froze a moment.

“Bill?  What bill?”

“From the Coastal Guards.”  Albert slipped on his reading glasses and recited the figure at the bottom of the sheet: “Two million, three-hundred-and-sixty-seven thousand kronur.”

“What, does the school have to pay that?” Böddi asked in bewilderment.
“Yes. We all have to bear the consequences of our actions, don’t we, Bödvar?” said the weary headmaster, who still taught one class in Chemistry.

“Two million?  How come?  Did they have Sigur Rós on board?  It’s not as if it took all day.  It took them two minutes.”

“Helicopters don’t come cheap.”

“Huh, I thought her insurance would cover that, or her dad, the branch manager.”

“This was a school trip.” The headmaster hawked. “I’m sorry.  The decision is irrevocable, Bödvar. Good-bye,” he said and stood up.

 Böddi did the same, and they stood there, facing each other across the desk, two opposite poles of  human society; one pale and fat in a light green woollen  suit: a cosy kind of figure in a cream shirt with a powder blue tie and an Arsenal badge on his chest, and the other crimson and lean in an archaic black bohemian jacket over a dark blue sports jersey that was marked adidas, but in some weird way had nothing to do with sports.  A yellow tee-shirt shone through his half-open neckline.

“I can just pay… try to pay the bill myself if that’s what the problem is,” said  Böddi.

“Sorry, Bödvar. The case is closed. Good-bye,” said the headmaster, holding out his hand. 

“But it’s not fair.  I mean, what am I supposed to do?  This is the only bloody place I can work in around here.  Am I supposed to move down south?  Is that what you want?  You want me to move to Reykjavik?!”

“You always  go a bit too far, Bödvar. Might want to think about that.”

 Böddi halted on the slope below the school, sat in the not-yet-green grass and took out a cigarette.  It took him three matches to light it: There was a sharp breeze and the smoke rose straight up from him and over the town.  A flock of small birds fluttered in the ice-cold air in rapid swirls, as if their lives was one big party.  He cursed the headmaster several times, and then the school committee all over again. What would he do the next time he saw Helga Sjöfn down at the Co-op? Yeah.  He’d yank the tracksuit bottom off her fat arse and then wheel that fucking  happy-face of hers in a trolley by the butcher’s counter, yelling: “Number 67 please!” all over the shop.  Who did the cow think she was anyway?  She who could only teach “horsemanship”!  With a university degree. Yeah,  right.  From a riding academy.  Had  taken an academic ride and then spawned two foals, inseminated by separate studs.  Who did she think she was to consider herself qualified enough to fire him from his job, he who had a BA in Philosophy (the mother of all subjects) and three languages to boot?Böddi’s eyes shifted from the town’s rooftops like two all seeing birds and flew over the promontory and water.  Skagafjördur was a broad fjord that led into a valley that was actually too wide to be called a valley; and it was one of the most  prominent counties in the country.  It could be likened to a giant sports stadium, flanked by the mountains that served as a grandstand, blue in the distance along the vast width of the pitch.  The stadium opened out onto the fjord and sea in the north, while  the southern end offered a glimpse of the highlands beyond Mt. Maelifell, a high conical mountain that soared over the south-western end of the  sports ground, watching over it like a scoreboard.  Down on the pitch, the farmhouses stood like tiny golf tees, and the rivers spread out as best they could.  The town itself crouched in the north-western Corner from which it took its Icelandic name: Krokur.  If  a camera were to be pointed in its direction, the inhabitants would stand up and  wave.

 Böddi grimaced and gazed down at the arena of his life; the houses around the corner flag and the deserted grandstand opposite it: the gentle slopes of those bright blue mountains.  Those square-shouldered mountains, as the poet had once put it.  He felt betrayed by them.  Weren’t they his friends anymore?  More often than not, he’d felt they were the only thing keeping him here. In his hour of need it was to them he turned. Probably because it was there the poets had sought their inspiration. These mountains concealed their regards to him.  The scalds had been entombed inside them.  When talking to the mountains he was chatting to his peers.  Too bad the true poets had been scattered like that over the centuries,  Böddi thought.  Hammered into history like telephone poles, connected by a mere line, instead of being allowed to blossom in the same bed. 

The county was  famous  for its trio of horses, wine, and song.  It was a perfect combination.  People hardly ever got on a horse without a bottle and the sips never went without a song.  The brennivín was known as “singing oil”.  Icelanders’ image of the people of Skagafjordur was that of drunkards on horseback, who sang Under the Blue Sky at half hour intervals.   Some of Iceland’s most famous voices had echoed between these mountains, and the men’s choir was second to none in the land.  But the fjord was also known for its poetry.  Every hundred years, the county spat up a great poet—with the same frequency as the country’s foremost volcanic eruptions.  And more than seventy years had passed now since the poetry goddess’ last outburst.  Böddi had only once met Hannes Pétursson, who had left his hometown long ago and built a stone sanctuary down south in Álftanes, not far from the Presidential residence of Bessastadir, as if he were the secret president of Icelandic literature, which in a way he was.  The poet hardly ever travelled north now, except to be left alone in his summer house down the fjord, and didn’t even show up to collect the flowers and the bronze trophy that the mayor had intended to give him.  He had practically given up publishing anything, and had almost vanished from the national consciousness, as if he wanted to enjoy his death in his own lifetime.  But Hannes had delighted Bödvar with a beautiful note, when the latter had sent him  copies of his  pupils’ essays, sanctifying him as the last great poet of a county that  now suffered from his silence.  For decades the rivers had fallen into the sea unsung, and no-one had eulogized these mountains for ages.   Skagafjordur was a beauty queen in shackles. 

Of course there were plenty of rhymesters here, almost one in every house. (Every year, 600 endings were sent in to rhyme with the opening couplets devised by the County Fair Committee.)  And in a two-storied house close to the church sat a contemporary of Böddi’s, composing modern verse that was, however, not to his liking. He avoided the company of this humble poet and even by-passed the  bookstore, whenever he saw his clean-shaven head glisten through the window. The two greatest poetry buffs in  town were not on speaking terms.  This place wasn’t big enough to hold two papal nuncios.   Böddi had even banned his pupils at the Comprehensive from writing essays on the town poet’s first volume of poetry, Ode to my Bowels.  Despite all his fuck this and fuck that, Bödvar was a classicist at heart and reluctant to accept the contemporary scene,  refusing to recognise any poetry that did not imbed tradition and history or exalt the glow of hills or venture to climb the uncharted  mountain-paths of the mind.  There was no good company to be found in the contemporary world.   Solitude was  Böddi’s only ally. 

“So many rotten poems have been written over the past fifty years that the nation’s immunity to bad poetry has long been broken.  I have no interest in the poetry of  my contemporaries.  Their bowels don’t amuse me in the slightest. Most of them are pathetic introverts who write poems to each other about the atmosphere in and around their coffee cup, which  is invariably empty.  With their ring of mountains inside it.  Coffee brown.  Personally I prefer the blue one.”

He had learnt to love that blue ring at an early age, and then learnt to hate it, and stepped out of it.  But he had never been able to plant any roots outside it.  The ring was too blue for that, too beautiful, too strong: at the end of his ten years of study and roaming abroad,  Böddi had  returned home.  It was a dreadful thing, of course, but still better than the icy exile of a soulless German city.  Icelanders don’t feel at home anywhere.  Their favourite place is the airport. The Duty-free is their  fatherland. 

Böddi flicked his cigarette.  The ash dropped off it before its bloodshot eye extinguished  itself in the dead wet grass.

“Spineless fucking wimps.”

 Böddi stood up cursing, tried to shake the shivers away and tottered down the hill, approaching the town like an unwelcomed prophet. His ponytail was braided and stood stiffly on the back of his head, waving more like a cow’s tail than a pony’s. He tugged the sleeves of his adidas jacket down over his fingers.  Terrible fucking spring this year.

2. BöDDI
Böddi decided to go down to the Hotel.  To celebrate the news with a drink.  He sneered as he tumbled into the lobby.  The Rose was in.  No sign of Keli.   Out of town maybe, buying a mare, or dead drunk  up in  his room.  He ordered a pint and sauntered over to the window with it.  Sat and sipped and stared out at the scruffy fjord.  Two unsightly seagulls wrestled with the wind over the sea wall.  This place really sucks,  Böddi thought to himself (this was a sentence that all Icelanders allowed themselves to pronounce about their hometowns once a week to counterbalance their inexplicable love for this wind-beaten land.) He sat there like the only civilized man in town; the only one who was openly drinking a beer.  And yet it was Friday.   A quarter past five.  Male voices buzzed through the speakers.  The radio always buzzed with a south-western breeze in this place.  Blowing in from the capital. Keli never changed channel.  Didn’t want to miss The Wave of gossip and oldies. Which washed through his head, day in and day out, in one ear and out the other.  Bloody weird.  But he was a decent enough guy for all that.  The non-drinking host.  The Rose spent half her days having to deal with all that noise.  She who only understood hi and bye.   Böddi cast an eye on her beautiful brown doll-like face, that oriental adventure in the twilight behind the bar.  Not unpretty. Sirikit Rós.  Condemned to a life-sentence of sexual slavery to her master Siggi P. And yet always so content with her lot. 


 Böddi took out his kit and rolled another cigarette. 


What could you do with a man like this? This chain-smoking, willowy, moping, and highly strung man with a whittled face and braided ponytail, who sat alone at this table in the north of Iceland sipping beer. Thirty-eight years ago he’d been conceived by honest hard-working people, simple country folk that had hooked up in town and accidentally produced this highly complex kid: too clever for Krokur, too angry for Reykjavik, too  homesick  for Berlin. 


Böddi was the miserable intellectual, the revolutionary recluse, the bright guy who preferred the dark, the unshaven guy you occasionally bump into in the dim corner of some bar, who starts to lecture you on the big issues.  And everything he says is so true and right and beautifully and eloquently put that you wonder why a man like this isn’t the dean of some university or Prime Minister.  But as soon as you cross the street and see him  from a distance, you realise that he’s just one of life’s Disappointed Ones.   It’s something that has nothing to do with his birth, appearance or intelligence—misery just happens to be the department life has assigned him to; branded him to be bitter for the rest of his days; an outcast.  In a bigger society Böddi could undoubtedly have become an  ingenious serial-killer, but Iceland had no real tradition in that field.  He killed cigarettes instead.  Every day he rolled a whole washing line of cigarette paper and hung his dirty thoughts on it to dry.  The only thing he could do was work twenty metres above the low rooftops of this fat village, on the second floor of the local Comprehensive, and hope to elevate the most promising souls to his level. 


So what the hell was he supposed to do now? 

Yeah. He could go over to Albert’s place tonight, at the peak of the evening match; remove all the tyres from his Arsenal-jeep and loop them over the chimney of that brand new bungalow of his in that snooty little estate.  Yeah.

Bödvar Halldór Steingrímsson was a Capricorn.  Seventh of January sixty-six. Childhood in Rokland, a gable-roofed house in the old part of town.  Confirmed in a blizzard.  Eight summers working for Ice Electric.  High-School in nearby Akureyri. Class of ’86.   Then three lonely winters in a Reykjavik attic and two cosy ones at 43 In-Laws Grove.  Graduated in Philosophy and dumped by Brynhildur in the spring of ‘91.  Relieved though to leave the old Ice Cube  for a sunny warm beer in a German garden: Der Münchener Freiheit!  A freedom, however, that led to prison: Arrested one drunken night for “correcting” a sign on the subway.  Bitte nicht an die Türen lehnen  became Bitte nicht an die Türken lehnen.
 Didn’t go down too well in Bavaria though, so Böddi got packed off to Berlin where, for the next ten years, he tried to merge Germany and Iceland into one in his mind.  Came pretty close with two short-lived affairs with two female Iceland aficionados from Pommern and Nieder-Sachsen, but then turned to his ruination:  Böddi squandered his last year, and all his money, staggering between bars and breasts; scuttling between the city’s sex clubs, celebrating the newly liberated nations of the East: Miss Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania finally, and quite literally, stripped him bare. When he pulled through his third coma at the Pharao Bar, his home pastures suddenly appeared to him in an epiphany: The good old fjord stretched out before him through the darkness of the strip joint and the  otherwise absent figure of Hannes Pétursson bent over to whisper into his ear: 

“Blue are your valleys, my county up north.”

In the summer of 2001, Böddi appeared at the doorsteps with  the Ring in his ear, a braided ponytail, tobacco-stained teeth, and a head full of German darkness. A damaged man? Maybe not quite, but a redeemed one. Ready for a new beginning.  A new life.


The old house still stood there. Rokland
. A stone house his father  Steingrímur had bought at the beginning of the Beatles era.  A corrugated iron roof like a woman’s hat over the attic and two floors.  The gables faced north and south and the house stood tightly on the street with a large untended garden at the back.  A lanky man would have been able to stretch from the kitchen window on the middle floor, which sported a view of the fjord, to the lamppost out on the street. It was a solid house without ornamentation, although both gables sported slightly pretentious diamond shaped windows on either side of the dormers—a seventy year old and slightly ill-considered carpenter’s whim.  Originally there had been an apartment on each floor, maybe even more.  On the northern gable there were stairs that led up to the middle floor.  Beneath it  was the basement, directly accessible from the street, down three steps.  Cellars in this part of town were shallow and were annually flooded by seawater, before the coastal road had been built and lined with a rock-ribbed wall.  It gave them protection, but because of its size, severed the link between town and sea. It was as if a safety helmet had been placed over the old town.  The threat had been removed, but so too had the atmosphere.


The house on Frúarstígur 34 had been raised by a diligent man and his family in 1933 and named after his childhood home in the Fljót area.  Most of the houses in the old neighbourhood bore similar names, which were nailed to the buildings with the year of their completion.  Von 1930.  París 1933.  Akur 1932. A weathered wooden plaque on Bödvar’s house read Árland 1933, although the place had never really been called anything other than  Rokland since before the war, after the entire roof had been blown off one day in a tempest.  Böddi and Viddi had told their mother off for trying to hold onto the artificial name of Árland.  She never liked to think of herself as living in Rokland.  Plenty of storms outside, she said.  No reason to be filling the house with them as well.  The boys, on the other hand, were proud of this unofficial title.  It still sounded pretty cool, some seventy years on.  Böddi always referred to it in his letters from Germany—“due back in Rokland in early June”—and of course he also used it for the name of his blogsite.  Official and unofficial  housenames weren’t uncommon in these parts, and Bödvar didn’t like  seeing his mother following in the footsteps of the people who ran a guesthouse they now called The Mansion when the building had never been called anything else but Russia, in accordance with the political inclinations of the men who had built it in 1931.

Like most old neighbourhoods around the country, this ancient quarter had somehow been pushed to the margins of society.  There were few reminders of modern times here, although it wasn’t old fashioned in any quaint sense of the term.  The houses were just too shabby, inhospitable and almost eerie for that.  Most of them had been built out of scrap. And their inhabitants were mostly relics; people who’d already lived their good years before the recent economic boom: eccentric peasants and hermits, a house-bound old couple and a slightly odd single mother who stood in the doorway of the laundry room in a open fleece cardigan, puffing cigarette smoke into the back garden. Also a couple of sailors’ widows, like Böddi’s mother, Dóra. Further down the road, a divorced son lived with his mother and parked his steroid-bloated jeep in front of her house, which was only slightly higher than the car.  There weren’t many “regular families” to be found around here.  In a tidal wave of prosperity, PM Oddsson’s golden years in power had washed all the regular people away to quaint little neighbourhoods named after fields and hills, where modernity reigned over mirror-bright parquets, and where people were active participants in that new shareholders’ paradise called Iceland.  Where every man slept in the comfort of his own home cinema and the plants in the garden were constantly competing with those in the next.  But down here, in the old town, no-one ever stood up for anything; no gardening, no maintenance, no washing.  The only things that just about stood here were the houses.  With trails of yellow rust leaking down their mangy walls, wind-bashed fences, and an old red Subaru at the back.  A snowmobile stood in the garden beside  Rokland’s all year round.  Time had abandoned this part of town and the inhabitants had acknowledged the fact by nailing signs to their houses.  This microcosmic neighbourhood didn’t exist in any economic surveys or financial projections.  Everyone was indifferent to it and no-one paid the slightest bit of attention to what went on here.  There was therefore quite a carefree air about these houses, even if the ice cold ocean winds that swept between them had long blown away any hint of  romanticism.  

 Rokland wasn’t the ugliest house in town but it wasn’t pretty either. The paint still clung to its exterior; a pink-yellowish colour — reminiscent of a canned fish-balls sauce — that the son had splattered on the walls in the summer of 88.  It had, however, started to peel and crack here and there, and seemed to parallel the life of the  painter:  a promising start was now soiled in life’s stains. 

 Böddi vanished into his mother’s cellar and took his meals  upstairs.  Dóra added three potatoes to the pot and tried to spare him some of her haddock.  It was impossible to gauge whether she was happy to have her son back in the house.  She’d seen too much sorrow to be able to express joy.  If there was a smile to be found at the bottom of her soul, it was impossible to see it, for all the lead that life had poured into that salty pond.  Halldóra Gísladóttir was short and skinny.   Compared to the aspen that Böddi was, she was a crooked little birch twig with grey leaves, who pottered about the kitchen and smoked in the living room.  Her cadaverous pale fingers were as slim as cigarettes.  Filter-yellow nails.  She filleted her hours away down at the Fish Plant and hemmed her evenings on a sewing machine called Sharp.  On a thread spun by Hollywood and the BBC.  Did Böddi’s laundry, cooked for him,  cleared up the cellar, and put up with  all his complaints.  Never worried or made  demands.  The  Icelandic  evermom.

Steingrímur had long been out at sea and was now in  the sea.  Lay deep beyond North-Iceland, enlarged by memory to become just as big and as mysterious as a side-trawler at the bottom of the ocean.  The strong  one.  With the unbreakable name.  Vanished from the surface of life in one brief sweep, just two words spoken on the radio: Presumed dead.  Stony Steini reduced to a piece of stone up in the graveyard. Steingrímur Bödvarsson sailor 1933-1971. But he wasn’t there. He was at the bottom of the sea, enlarged by memory to become just as big and as mysterious as a whale swimming below the surface of their lives, occasionally raising his snout.  Dóra remembered him eight times a day, as she filleted the cold greetings he sent to her from the depths to the conveyor belt.   Böddi had seen him appear in the most unlikely places, but mainly in the Berlin underground: the features of his face swimming deep inside the earth and vanishing as fast as they appeared. A whale fading into darkness.

 He didn’t remember much about his father.  But he tried to now, from where he was sitting by the hotel window, as he looked out at sea.  He’d been five years old when he died.  In fact his memories of him were constructed on the memories of others. “He was really special your dad.” “Always a good laugh Steini was.” “He saved my life your dad did.”  With the echo of these sentences Böddi had managed to bring some colour to the black-and-white photograph that stood on his mother’s dressing table every night; a dark-haired working class hero spruced up in his Sunday best.  In his vanquished moments, it was in this  invanquishable sailor that Böddi sought his strength.

He suddenly jolted to his senses when an ad blasted through the speakers:

“ Wanna save some money?  Lookin’ for a deal? Then come to the sales at Ingvar Helgason’s! Fantastic deals on new and  used cars!  Open all week-end! — Ingvar Helgason, Saevarhöfdi 2, Reykjavik.”

Bödvar winced from habit.  It was as unbearable as ever.  His brother Viddi sounding way too chirpy.  Announcing to his listeners that he’d sold his soul.  Screeching from some sound cave down south.  That vacuous ring in his voice full of jingling coins. “Yeah, well you’ve got to put food on the table, you know.”  Yeah sure.  He who ate out every lunchtime, changed woman, car, and parquet every year; moving around  town like some serial quitter; leaving a crying baby and mother behind him in every apartment. 

His brother Viddi had flown south at a bright young age and gone to Drama school, but it was now six years since he’d stepped onto a stage; in some fast-food play by some baldy Mister funny guy in 101.  Now he earned his crust doing voice-overs for ads and dubbing cartoons, as well as appearing regularly on some TV housing programme, showing off his latest flat and girlfriend to his mother and brother.   Böddi reckoned he got these chicks at the DIY store along will all the rest.  They always stood submissively behind the blabbing actor, in all their stiff cuteness, with faces like silent washing machines, and never spoke a word until Viddi jilted them.  Then they’d appear all smiles in the gossip mags with their illegitimate offsprings for a sympathy interview. “Hot and single”   Sometimes Dóra even phoned them, if the old bags at the fishing plant happened to point out a teething new grandchild on the pages of a glossy magazine, sitting in their mother’s arms on a sofa she remembered seeing on TV.  One of them had popped into their skewbald house on Frúarstígur, while her new boyfriend was warming up for a swimming contest out by the pool.   Böddi came up to have a look at his little nephew.   Leon Tandri tottered around the living room like an electrician, mesmerized by the ancient sockets and revelling in the frayed electric wires, while his mother smiled a hideous smile with every puff of Marlboro to come out of Krokur Granny’s mouth.   

“Doesn’t he take after your family?”

“Yeah, mom says he looks like dad, but he’s got half of Viddi’s genes in him too.”

The leaden-browed Böddi chipped in from his armchair by the window:

“Why is he called  Leonid Andri?” he asked dryly, as soon as he set eyes on the blonde brat who was now attacking the bookcase and   about to rip up  some Great Icelanders.

“Huh? What’d you say?” asked the mother dabbing her dry lipstick and then suddenly leaping to her feet: “Leon Tandri! No! Don’t tear the book.  Not allowed to tear.”  She walked across the living room, grabbed the boy and then turned to Böddi with a timid apologetic laugh:  “Oh,  Leon Tandri? Actually it’s from the Lion King.  Ha ha.  We listened to the disc so much when we were...  But of course we had to choose an Icelandic name, we couldn’t call him “Lion”.  ”. And then Viddi came up with Tandri… It’s an old Icelandic word for “spark””.

Viddi had stopped acting.  But had turned his own life into a play  instead.  All those endless new parquets were nothing but stage boards.  Which he constantly felt the need to extend.  For every new co-star.  And every new “set up” called for a new TV  appearance. And there she stood, the star of his latest creation, touring the country, with her little lion cub, while Viddi was building a new set down south, this time in the residential neighbourhood of Thingholt.  

Vidar Halldór.  They both bore the name of their elder brother who’d died in his cot, three weeks old.  Böddi sometimes pondered on the fact that the majority of his three names were dead.  Bödvar Halldór Steingrímsson.  He carried around two dead people. And Viddi obviously bore those two crosses as well.  But how could he be so unlike him?  His full brother.  Maybe because he’d never seen their father.  Born three months after Steingrímur vanished into the depths.  How the hell could he howl “Ingvar Helgason” like that, as if he were his real father?  As if he had some interest to protect, had some stake in the company.  Renting his voice out like that.  Prostituting his vocal cords. His brother had vanished into the clutches of scoundrels.  Böddi could just picture him all loud and chirpy in the coffee room at Dubbing ltd., having just yelled “I’m a hooker!”  from every mountain-top in Iceland, and about to march into the studio again to shove his classical drama training down Winnie the Poo’s throat.  Six years ago he’d landed the juiciest dubbing part in the children’s entertainment business and had practically lived exclusively on British teddy bear meat ever since. The few times they met, Böddi sometimes got the feeling he was talking to Winnie the Poo.  Which made him the Eeyore ass.  Had to dub his feelings.   Böddi was fed up playing in the comic strip that his brother’s life had become.  Naming his son after  an animation film!  Dad should rise up from his grave in the ocean and rush down to the capital, be a ghost in Thingholt and haunt his son every night, dubbed by the singer in that German Rammstein band. 

The two seagulls were back over the harbour; struggling against the stiff wind, but then gave up and drifted out by the sea wall again. Despite the beer, Böddi had grown even gloomier.  He stared at length at the relentless white-puking waves and tried as hard as he could not to hear the song that pelted his head like an electric hail shower.  It wasn’t easy. “Okay, so you’re a rocket scientist? That don’t impress me much. So you got the brains but have you got the touch?” He stood up and fled from the lyrics into the toilet.  The American hailstorm hadn’t blown over by the time he came out though: “Now don’t get me wrong, yeah I think you’re alright. But that won’t keep me warm in the middle of the night.”  He had once unwillingly seen  the video of this song, which he was now so unwillingly listening to, and an image unwillingly sprang to his mind: He lay under a duvet in an ice-cold trailer under a pitch-black night sky somewhere in the American deep south, lying there beside the naked songstress, desperately trying to massage some heat into her voluptuous body.  She was cute, God damn her, though he couldn’t remember her name.  He sauntered over to the bar and ordered another beer from Sirikit Rós.  She gave him a tender smile, hopped off her high stool and pulled a pint.  The little Rose. And then she smiled so beautifully at the five hundred kronur that Böddi handed her that he almost smiled back. Yeah.  He had to admit that this little and very shapely female company gave him great pleasure.  A pleasure that was particularly pathetic, however, since it only emphasized how desperately single he was. 

Böddi walked away with his beer and suddenly noticed that there were now other people in the room.  A man and woman sat three tables away from the bar: Árni Valur and some brawny blonde whose back was turned to Böddi. He strolled slowly past them.  Árni Valur looked up without greeting him, with a vacant glance that nevertheless confirmed they knew each other.   Böddi couldn’t stand him.  Actually Böddi could hardly stand anyone in this town, but there was something particularly irksome about this blitzkrieg blonde bearded man, who always dressed like a Green Party net geek on a chat show—a soft tweed jacket and white shirt open at the collar—but was in fact nothing more than a house painter. 

“Hi,” said the blonde woman.

 Böddi turned to her and realised it was Dagga Alberts. A.k.a Dagbjört, headmaster Albert’s daughter.  Ice blonde hair, fleshy shoulders, double-jugged breasts. And a Salem cigarette.  Böddi hesitated a moment and toyed with the idea of pouring his beer over this phoney-blonde with special regards to her dad, but before he could make his mind up, inadvertently spurted out:

“Oh, hi.”

“What’s the news?”

“Well ehm...”  Shouldn’t he just give it to her straight; tell her that thirty minutes ago her darling papa had just flushed his life down the toilet? He didn’t get a chance to develop the thought any further though: Árni Valur’s tanned and healthy blow dried face was now smiling at him and  Böddi immediately thought of pouring the beer over him instead. 

 “...Nothing really.”

Dagga nodded at the glass Böddi was holding and said: 

“Started your week-end I see?  Are you alone?  Why don’t you join us?”

Only a woman could ask three questions in a row like that.  And not wait for an answer but add a fourth:

“Hey, I heard about your field trip.    Was it really that terrible?” 

“Not really.  People just don’t have any guts anymore.”

“Yeah. I thought it was pretty good of you to break Miss North Iceland’s leg like that. Just what she needed for the Miss Iceland competition.”  
Dagbjört stubbed out her cigarette in the big sea-green ashtray in the middle of the table, delighted by her own wit.  Árni Valur snorted through his nose.  Two glasses of white wine between them.  They were such fucking hillbillies.  Two Icelandic rednecks sipping boxed white wine in the middle of the day, pretending that this dive of a seaside hotel (which actually bore the pompous name of Hotel Villa Nova) was Kaffi Paris in Reykjavik.  A house painter and his  whore.   Böddi took a step away from them but Dagbjört repeated:

“Why don’t you join us?”

“No no, I’ve got  my cigarettes over there... at that table,” Böddi answered, vaguely indicating the hall out front, an extension to the building, a ten year old conservatory.

“So what?   Are they more fun than we are?”

“Yeah,” said Bödvar heavily, without looking back and following a straight line back to his table with his beer.  The grumpy lone wolf.

He could hear them laugh on the other side of the partition—yeah, let them laugh—as soon as he sat down.  Through the window Iceland made for a cold and oppressive sight.  Maybe he should walk over the fjord tonight?  Was a thought that suddenly sprang to Böddi’s mind. The pair on the other side of the partition released another screech.  The prophet sought solace in the radio.  A song poured through the black  sound-sprinklers fixed below the ceiling: “And can you feel the love tonight, how it’s laid to rest? It’s enough to make kings and vagabonds believe the very best.”
Fortunately he didn’t realise that this was the closing number of The Lion King. 
* * *
� Please don´t lean against the doors to Please don´t lean against the Turks


� “Stormland”





