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“There is no doubt about it that the world of Icelandic letters has benefi tted from the 
addition of a writer who has much to add to it, who knows full well how to carry the reader 

away, move him and enchant him thoroughly.”
Friðrika Benónýs / MORGUNBLAÐIÐ (Morning Daily)

 

“This book can move one to tears.  One feels as if one has relived the experience of growing 
up, and, in all honesty, come out of it a better person.”

Sólveig Anna Bóasdóttir / KISTAN.IS (Literary Website)

 

“There is power in this narrative, a strong and inspirational desire to tell stories that holds 
the readers interest in the material, a daringness to tackle diffi  cult subjects.”

Halldór Guðmundsson / FRÉTTABLAÐIÐ (The News)

“Steinunn has written a beautiful text... her childhood memories are extraordinarily 
colorful... she is one of the more successful fi rst-timers of recent years.”

Silja Aðalsteinsdóttir / TÍMARIT MÁLS OG MENNINGAR (The Journal of Language and Culture)

“Fiery humor... an elegant story... I do not recall having read such a beautiful account of the 
relationship between mother and daughter.  Steinunn Ólína can be proud of her 

fi rst literary experiment.”
Sigríður Albertsdóttir / DV (The Daily News)

“This book both entertains and touches the reader.”
BIRTA (Magazine)

“Steinunn has taken the stage as a strong writer whose lucid text displays a particularly 
gripping narrative style, humor, and intelligence.  I am truly impressed.”

Sirrý Arnardóttir / FÓLK (Television Talk Show)
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Review from Frettabladid newspaper:

An Ode to a Mother

The main prerequisite for a writer of serious literature is to have something to say to readers, and to have an 
overwhelming need to say it.  Steinunn Ólína Þorsteinsdóttir’s fi rst literary attempt, the novel In the Company 
of Adults, fulfi lls this prerequisite and more.  There is power in this narrative, a strong desire to tell stories that 
inspires the reader and keeps him interested in the material, and a daringness to tackle diffi  cult subjects.

The novel is written in the fi rst person and consists of the main character’s numerous recollections:  predomi-
nantly memories from youth and being raised by unusual, radical parents, in which protest marches against 
the NATO base in Kefl avík hold a higher place than celebrating Christmas.  Interspersed with these recollec-
tions are snapshots of other relatives and anecdotes about neighboring families and their oftentimes harsh 
fates, as well as stories from the narrator’s teenage and adult years, her rebelliousness and dramatic relation-
ships.  The narrative jumps disconnectedly between memories, but this should not trouble the reader, since 
consistent contact with the present is maintained, for example in commentary on the election of Vigdís Finn-
bógadóttir to the presidency of Iceland or descriptions of the early years of the Red Stockings Movement.

Inevitably, much in the book comes across as memories of realistic events, even though the reader might not 
be very familiar with actual circumstances.  There is a time-honored tradition in Icelandic fi ction of publish-
ing minimally disguised memoirs in novelistic form, from Gunnar Gunnarsson’s Mountain Church to Sigurður 
A. Magnússon’s Under A Dead Star.  The author gives notice at the start of the book that it should be read as 
the memoirs of a fi ctional character.  This is well-stated:  the fi rst character that a writer creates, although he 
might be writing a pure autobiography, is always the narrator himself.  In literature no one appears wearing 
his own clothes, luckily; to write is always “to give the appearance of”.  And when the memoir form is used as 
it is here, we are able to follow along as the fi ctional woman in the novel tries to fi nd a way to impose order 
on the disorder of her life, create herself from the fragments of her memories.

The book’s protagonist is a convincing character, her inner confl icts and struggles strong. She is in truth not 
always sympathetic:  for example, her attitude borders on arrogance when she defends her parents’ lifestyle 
by mocking more traditional ways of life.  Sometimes the writer’s need for self-expression also overwhelms 
the composition of the work:  too many diff erent strands are introduced that require linking, and it is not al-
ways clear what business some of these things have in the novel, such as the chapter on the poet at the lake.  
Although the novel is on the whole well-written and gripping, a stylistic defect is apparent in the excessive 
use of short, choppy sentences in which the subject or verb is occasionally omitted.
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The book’s strengths, however, raise it above these concerns:  In the Company of Adults is most eff ective as 
a reckoning with the loss of one’s mother.  The mother is an especially strong and memorable character:  she 
is not described in any great detail or overtly lauded in the book, but she is always nearby, made memorable 
in short, simple images; terse replies; unexpected schemes; silence; smoking.  This is a mother who has no 
desire at all to meet the traditional societal requirements for being one, and she frequently makes things 
very diffi  cult for her daughter because of it, but when all is said and done proves to be better for her than 
anyone else.

With this book Steinunn Ólína has composed a sorrowful ballad, an elegy on having and losing a mother.

R e v i e w s
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More than anything, we are the products 
of what we have lost.

Denis Bouvier

The following should be read as the memoirs of a fi ctional character.

First
I haven’t cared about this for years. I’d rather not bring it up again either. I don’t 
want to remember it.

What does one really remember? I hardly remember anything. I can pretty 
much remember where I was yesterday. Most of it anyway. But otherwise little or 
nothing. At least nothing that matters. Except for the multiplication table. Which 
has actually been useful. To remember the multiplication table.

I also remember phone numbers. The whole lot of them. I remember the phone 
number of a girl I knew when I was six. I don’t remember her name. But I remem-
ber her number. I try calling and a woman’s voice answers. “Incorrect number, 
please contact information.”

I admire people who remember things that might be useful. People who can 
spout facts. But I particularly envy people who remember themselves. Remember 
what they were thinking when they were three years old. When they fell in love 
for the fi rst time. People who constantly say things like: “I remember it like it 
was yesterday.” Something that happened a long time ago. There’s not much that 
I remember like that. More like it happened the day before yesterday. Or the day 
before that.

Bits. Pieces. Colors. And smells, of course. Snippets of conversations from 
here and there. I always get into trouble when I have to recall things that have hap-
pened in my life. And in general, I don’t do it. Unless my life depends on it.

Context is the most diffi cult. I’m better with bits. Which can turn out badly, 
and be embarrassing sometimes. Sometimes I’m reminded of an incident that I had 
completely forgotten. I listen carefully but have trouble remembering myself.
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But the fact is that people’s stories don’t match up. It can be very interesting 
to hear different individuals describe the same incident. Everyone writes his own 
version. Dresses it with opinions. Lends it wings from imagination. Feelings. And 
then there are the grandiose versions. Especially of things that one would prefer to 
forget.

Why am I thinking about this now? Do I want to have this there? What have I 
deliberately retained, and how much of this stuff sits around me without my caring 
about it?

And invites itself in.
I haven’t cared about this for years. I’d rather not bring it up again either. I 

don’t want to remember it.
But in the end, what does one really remember?

Second
At night Dad sleeps. He’s lucky he can sleep. Mom doesn’t sleep. Well, of course 
she does sometimes, but only a little at a time. She stays awake long into the night 
and wakes up early in the morning. I hear her walking around at night. She talks 
to herself. I can’t make out the words. But now and then she raises her voice as if 
she’s arguing with somebody. With whom I don’t know. She sounds furious. She’s 
not angry at me. I know that for sure.

I hear the turning of pages. She’s reading. Or writing.
Now and then I hear a match being lit. She’s having a cigarette. Walks barefoot 

into the kitchen. Opens the fridge and gets an apple. Takes a couple of bites and 
leaves it on the counter. Goes back into the living room and sits down on the sofa.

I can’t sleep either. Insomnia most likely runs in the family. People that are 
constantly napping are unbearable. Why on earth are people napping? Don’t they 
have anything to do?

She doesn’t have the peace of mind to nap. She tries though, sometimes. Tosses 
and turns for a little while and then jumps up again. Like she’s going to miss 
the bus. Paces quickly through the living room. Shoots like lightning through the 
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apartment. If she’d been an athlete she would have been praised for her speed and 
intensity.

Speed and intensity.
Maybe those words describe her best. She does everything quickly. Always 

faster than others. Speaks quickly. And thinks quickly.
I’m learning to speak quickly myself. Have difficulty tolerating people who 

speak slowly. Who take a long time to answer the simplest questions.
I’m sorry, but are you going to have this published later or are you going to say 

it now?
It’s a mystery to me why people allow themselves to waste other’s time like 

that. How could they possibly think of letting the words come out one by one? 
Choosing them conscientiously as if their biggest fear was to be arrested for saying 
something ridiculous.

People who speak slowly are underhanded scoundrels. Violent people who de-
tain others by drawling. I don’t have time for such things.

I know perfectly well what you’re going to say, long before you manage to spit 
it out. For heaven’s sake make somebody else pay for how long it takes you to say 
what’s on your mind.

This hot-temperedness does little to help nourish my impartiality.

Third
Hospital smell. The TV on but with no sound. X-Files. FBI agents fighting enemies 
that they think are beings from outer space.

You’re slumbering. You’re held fast in sleep. It’s good that you’re able to rest. 
You who’ve been on the run your whole life. And have never been able to sleep. 
But now you’re sleeping. And wearing the nightgown you asked me to buy.

I want to look elegant when I die.
You are elegant. You’ve always been elegant. When you wanted to be. Most 

things fit you. You know that. Because you’re tall and slim.
It’s comfy to sit and watch you sleep. Your face is so peaceful, like nothing 
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could disturb your peace. And incredibly docile as you lie there. It never once oc-
curred to me that I would say such a thing about you.

But you’re no longer in control.
We don’t have much time left together. Only a few days at most. The flickering 

from the TV screen is bothering me. I turn off X-Files.
It’s good to sit and listen to you breathe. 

Fourth
It’s dark outside. I’ve got school tomorrow. Dad’s sleeping. His snoring sounds 
like a coffee machine finishing brewing a pot.

I slip out and tiptoe toward the master bedroom. Stand in the doorway and peek 
in.

Dad is sleeping in the bed in non-matching sheets.
The clock ticks on the nightstand. The fly that is the second hand crawls round 

and round on a frightful journey. As if it were alive.
Later I manage to stop this eternal journey of the fly. In a fit of rage. Teenage 

hysteria. A long time later.
Dad is sleeping like a rock with a book in one hand. The book’s dangling by the 

bedpost. It’ll fall soon. I don’t want to miss it. He sleeps with an open mouth and I 
can slip two fingers into it without waking him up.

I hear a car and turn around. I hear a heavy thump behind me. The book falls 
onto the floor. Damn. I missed it. Again. I run quickly into my bedroom, jump up 
into bed and look out the window.

It’s not her car.

Halli, Eyja’s dad, parks his cement truck out front. This is such a huge truck 
that it hardly fits in the lot. Mom’s car is a tin can in comparison. Halli is not Eyja’s 
father. But it’s like he’s her father anyway because he’s always at their house.

Eyja’s real father might as well be dead. But he’s not, because he lives in the 
Westman Islands with a slut.
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Eyja gets Christmas presents from the slut.
Eyja’s sister is also a slut.

I ask mother whether we have a slut in our family. A whole eternity passes by 
before she answers me.

Mother isn’t here even though she seems to be. She’s far away. Thinking about 
something completely different. She smokes a cigarette and the smoke leaks back-
wards up into her nose.

No, my dear, I don’t think so. Then she smiles an impenetrable smile. As if she 
were somebody else. And then she’s blown away.

Mom travels around in her own head. That’s why I like watching her. Her face 
is indescribable when she gets lost in her own world.

I wonder where she is now? She’s alone and nothing can stop her trip. She 
doesn’t need a vehicle. She has wings in her head. When she travels it’s possible 
to play cruel tricks on her.

“Mom. I think I’ve broken my leg.”
She takes me into her arms and holds me close.
“Have you, dear?”
And I can go on that way for a long time.
“Do you think I could die from it?”
“Yes, my little louse, maybe you could, but not today.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Maybe so, why not?”
I wished that I could go into her head with a camera to see what she was doing 

there.

Halli, Eyja’s father, kicks at the tire on the cement truck, spits and looks up at 
their window. As if he were a little bit scared. Maybe he doesn’t dare to go home.

Eyja’s mother loves a foreigner named Barry Manilow. He’s a singer and the 
walls of the living room at Eyja’s house are covered with pictures of him. He’s 
also on the bedcovers in their bedroom. There he lies under a large, black-haired 
señorita sitting legless on top of him. Barry appears to be happy with this arrange-
ment and smiles hedonistically at the world.

Eyja has two little siblings, Toni and Íris. They’re two-and-a-half. But not 
twins.
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Eyja’s sister the slut is called Helga Maggý, and just turned seventeen. She’s 
cute and is never at home. Sometimes Eyja and I get to watch her do her make-
up. We borrow her lipstick. No one can put a more beautiful pout on her lips than 
Helga Maggý. And she never gets lipstick on anything but her lips. She always 
listens to the same song whether she’s happy or sad. Leif Garrett singing “Turn Me 
Loose”. On the inside of Helga Maggý’s door there’s a large poster of Leif. Eyja 
and I kiss Leif when no one can see us.

Eyja kisses him with her tongue and licks his mouth.
I think the paper tastes bad so I excuse myself by saying that my tongue is al-

lergic to paper.
“What’s all-ergic?” asks Eyja.
“It’s when somebody’s tongue is too short.”
I instantly gained a lot of respect in Eyja’s eyes. She had never heard of this ail-

ment even though she’d been raised by a mother who was self-educated in medical 
diagnoses.

“My mom’s almost a nurse,” says Eyja. “Because she’s been sick so often.”
Andrea, Eyja’s mother, has hair that’s dyed black and a harsh-looking mouth. 

Her eyes look like a haddock’s and are almost completely hidden by her pitch-
black eyelashes. She’s as thin as a stick and dresses in her daughter the slut’s cloth-
ing. She’s proud of the fact that her daughter’s clothes fit her perfectly.

She asks Eyja and me over and over whether she’s slim and youngish. She is. 
But her face looks old. She has sunken cheeks and dark circles around her eyes. 
She always looks like she’s angry.

I think she wishes she were seventeen.
She has the body of a teenager, lanky, lopes along and hides her hands in her 

sleeves.
Later I found out why.
Andrea’s always sleeping on the sofa when Eyja and I come from school. 

There’s a bad smell in the living room.
Andrea is curled up in a ball and Barry Manilow is cradling her in dreamland. 

“I Can’t Smile Without You.”
And then I see them. Her fingers. She doesn’t have any nails. Her fingertips 

are all sore and bloody. My own fingers ache just looking at them. Eyja covers her 
mother and her fingers disappear beneath the blanket.

I feel a whole lot better when they disappear.
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We go to the kitchen to get something to eat. I have no appetite. I can’t stop 
thinking about Andrea’s fingers. They’re eaten away, like a parasite’s gotten to 
them.

I can’t get to sleep.
Eyja is doubtless asleep.
I wish that I could see through walls and into her house. I feel sorry for Eyja. 

And I care about her. Her little brother and sister sleep with her in her bed and are 
always wetting it. There’s always a piss smell in Eyja’s room. I’m going to give 
Eyja a new bed when I get some money.

Dad has stopped snoring. It’s completely quiet. In the building opposite ours all 
the lights are out except in one apartment. The man with the white car. He drives 
around the neighborhood in the evenings and invites kids for rides. Once Eyja went 
with him and got to see his thing. It was long and gray.

One day the big kids at school went to his apartment, tore everything apart and 
beat him to a pulp.

Now he stands at the window and looks out. It’s like he’s looking at me. He 
might be afraid that someone’s going to come beat him up. I turn out the light and 
crouch down beneath the windowsill.

My little guy is lying on my pillow. A little rag doll that Mom gave me. Actu-
ally I think it’s pretty childish to have him in bed with me. But I can’t bring myself 
to throw him away. He’s wearing little overalls, almost hairless.

I give him a little punch in the head.
And then I cuddle him under my chin.

Dana sleeps with a little pillow that she’s had since she was a child. She’s from 
Israel. We rent a room together. She’s twenty-two. She was in the army for four 
years and was in charge of a popular army radio program. She likes the Sugar-
cubes.

Her pillow is filthy and the flower pattern that was on it once upon a time is 
nearly gone. That rag has never been washed. And Dana says that it never will (be 
washed.) The pillow has a kind of smell that tips the scale. For her the smell means 
everything.

I wonder if I’ll sleep with my little guy forever? I wonder if sometime I’ll have 
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my own guy and children that wet the bed? The children, that is. And still have my 
little guy in bed with me. I’m pretty sure adults don’t wet the bed. 

But the man that came to visit Dad and Mom the other day pissed on the bath-
room floor. He was drunk and puked in the sink after he pissed on the floor. When 
he saw me he asked energetically through the slobber: “Jesus you’ve gotten big. 
How old are you now, dear?”

But before I could answer him he puked again. And this time into the tub. It was 
like magic. I was fascinated. How far could he shoot his puke? Could I do that?

I wonder where my little guy is? I don’t know when I lost him. Nor how old I 
was.

I lose everything. And remember nothing.
But it’s all there somewhere.

Fifth
My room is small. The smallest room in the apartment. The smallest room for the 
smallest person. The bed is under the window, an orange-colored folding bed that 
contains its own bedding. In the daytime I pack the night into an orange-colored 
tummy. The night says “Bedtime!” to the day and the day says “Bedtime!” to the 
night.

To the right, in the corner, are heavy hardwood shelves that bend under the 
weight of books. My eyes stop at The Hymn of the Flower by Þórbergur. The girl 
in the book is funny.

Dad reads to me from The Hymn. He reads well and reads slowly. Reads ex-
tremely carefully, except for books that he doesn’t really like. Those he reads in 
a hurry. It’s obvious which books he doesn’t like. It’s best to let him pick which 
books to read before going to bed.

We keep on with The Hymn. No problem.
I’ll just read The Gypsy Girl by myself.
We go to Þórbergur’s birthday party. The party takes place on a field outside 
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of his apartment block. What a strange birthday party. On a field outside an apart-
ment block. And no cake. And up on the balcony next to the writer stands a grown 
woman. Dad says that this is Lilla Hegga. The little girl in the book. What a disap-
pointment. She’s grown so big. Adult like all the rest. She no longer has anything 
in common with the girl, whom I have really started to adore.

Children are more for little things. And other children. It’s so easy to put one-
self in little shoes when one’s own feet are little.

I wonder if I will ever grow up? Like Lilla Hegga.
Good question.

I push my forehead up against the radiator under the window as long as I can. 
And peek out the window. In the apartment building across from ours everything 
is dark now.

I look at Háaleitis Street and down Mikla Street. I can’t see any further. But if I 
look up at the sky I have an endless view. A car comes driving down the street. Not 
her car. She has a little car. Very little.

Actually she has a license to drive a big car. Even a truck like Halli has. By 
some bureaucratic error her driver’s license says in black and white that she can 
drive vehicles of all shapes and sizes. Anything but a taxi.

Mom has a car with a hole in the floor. Through it I can see the street rushing 
by. I’m tempted to stick something down through the hole. For example my hand. 
Or even my foot.

I wonder what would happen?
They would naturally be chopped off immediately. And the car would be filled 

with blood. And Mom and I would drown together. In a little Volkswagen Beetle.
I can see this happening. All the blood has been washed away. I’m lying in my 

mother’s arms and she’s holding on to me. We’re both wearing white gowns, with 
our eyes closed.

This is both a tragic and extremely beautiful image.
My friend Eyja would be at the funeral and cry. And Eyja can really cry. She’s 

got tears to spare, that Eyja.
These ideas affect me so strongly that I start crying before I know it. Hot tears 

run down my cheeks. I’ve got a lump in my throat. I immediately miss myself. But 
I miss Mom even more.

I hear Dad turn in bed. And then of course I remember him. What would be-
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come of him? When Mom and I are dead. Poor Dad. I feel so sorry for him that I 
can’t stop crying. I snuggle myself deeper into the pillow and hug my guy as tightly 
as I can.

I imagine Dad at the graves of Mom and me. He’s on his knees. He keeps rais-
ing his hands and tears pour from his eyes. He has a handkerchief that he doesn’t 
stop wringing. The handkerchief is the size of a tablecloth.

The seasons pass by. Rainshowers, snowstorms, and finally glistening sunshine. 
And Dad is always on his knees at the grave. Can a man die of grief? Cry until he 
dries up? In school they told us that the human body was made mostly of water.

I don’t like water. “Eight glasses of water a day,” somebody said. The thought 
disgusts me. I’m never thirsty. I’ve never been thirsty.

I can’t stay awake any longer. I’m so drowsy. My room becomes a blur.
Mom still hasn’t come.

Sixth
Breiðdalsvík is a little town on the east coast. Eyja’s mother was born there. Her 
two elder daughters were both conceived in the restroom at Hotel Bláfell. The love 
of her life, Biggi, the father of her children, would never look at her before his tenth 
glass.

No one understood what she saw in him. But that didn’t make any difference; 
she loved him unconditionally. And never more than when he was drunk. Because 
then he would tell her that he loved her. And shower her with promises. Ask her 
to wait for him. There was so much that he needed to do before he could offer her 
their supposed future.

But Biggi’s love for Andrea was always limited to the public restroom at Bláfell. 
Even after Helga Maggý was born. It didn’t change anything even when she begged 
him to come home with her instead. Biggi always let passion get the better of him. 
And the women’s restroom was always the place where it happened. And he had to 
have her right then. On the floor, on the toilet, up on the sink. And so on.
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“Do you love me, Biggi?”
“More than anything on this earth.”
“Say it then.”
“I can’t. I can’t. I’m coming!”
The last words sounded like a cheer during the last minute of a football match.
The people in Breiðdalsvík find this highly amusing. When they see Biggi drag 

Andrea into the privy the music is without fail turned down and everyone listens 
to the two of them going at it. Then they’re always given a huge cheer when they 
come back into the hall.

Then Andrea usually takes herself home. Walks herself through the village, 
looks out at the sea and her eyes fill with tears, which she brushes immediately off 
into the wind.

Fuck, she thinks. Why am I crying all over again? She gets to her parents’ 
house. Sits on the steps and smokes a Lucky. One puff and then another. There 
she sits for a long time. People make their way home and their chatter drifts up 
between the mountains.

I’m going to die here, she thinks. But she certainly died a long time ago.
Up until this day she has never had the least chance to have anything that could 

be called a life. There’s little chance that that will ever change.
The first independent decision that Andrea makes is on the steps at home one 

spring night when she comes home from a dance at Hotel Bláfell. She sets off for 
Reykjavík with Helga Maggý at her side and Eyja in her belly. She hitches a ride 
with a transport truck and is left behind in a roadside shop along the way. She actu-
ally just went in to buy a Coke. But when she came out again the truck was gone. 
She gets a job at the shop and a tiny room at the back for herself and the girl.

Cement Halli takes care of the rest.
One time when he’s passing by he gives mother and daughter a ride in his ce-

ment truck and settles them in his apartment block in Reykjavík.
Biggi the father never sees Andrea again. Even though he sends her news from 

time to time. And he never knows that he has a daughter in Reykjavík called Eyja. 
He shall never be allowed to know that she is his child. He shall never find out

This is the way that Andrea took revenge upon her first and only love.
All men kill the thing they love.
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Seventh
“Your mother is a communist!” shouts my classmate Helgi. He’s the son of the 
teacher, Ólafur. Ólafur is a former professional soccer player. In the spring regular 
classes pretty much go out the window. He sentences one class after another to play 
soccer whenever the weather permits it. And actually also in bad weather. 

I find soccer disgusting. And handball too. Still do. Can’t stand running. It 
sucks to get hit with the ball.

Teacher Ólafur comes up with the clever idea of trying me out as goalie. Helgi 
complains but I hear the old man whisper to the boys:

“Let’s see what the little communist can do.”
I stand in the goal like a condemned man.
The ball comes speeding toward me, standing between the posts awaiting my 

death. All I can think of is defending myself against this repulsive, rock-hard leath-
er balloon.

One time, however, I defend the goal by mistake.
The ball comes screaming toward me and I throw myself to the ground to save 

my life, as if I were under a hail of bullets. And land by accident on the ball.
“That’s the way, girl!” shouts Ólafur, and gives me a major clap on the back as 

he drags me to my feet.
The man’s congratulatory caresses are so rough that I bite my cheek. Taste the 

blood filling my mouth. 
“I don’t want to play soccer with a communist!” shouts Helgi, disappointed on 

the opposing team.

The old man is determined to make a professional out of the boy and keeps him 
at it all the time. When we get to school in the morning they’re out on the field in 
this bizarre game of chase with the ball. And Ólafur works him like a slave driver. 
He also has him on a special diet consisting of eggs, cucumbers and skim milk. 
Helgi has to shove this in every day while he looks with greedy eyes at the jam 
sandwiches of his classmates.

At snack-time Ólafur plays us recordings of soccer matches from the radio on a 
cassette tape. And has a grand old time. Sits in his teacher’s chair and shouts from 
time to time: “Yes! Yes!” And replays parts that he finds especially interesting. And 
during this sports celebration he munches cucumbers voraciously.
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His rigid dietary experiment seems to have gone awry somehow because when 
Helgi turns ten he’s diagnosed with diabetes. One day he slumps down onto the 
field.

Ólafur stands furious on the sidelines, his face red as a fireball. He shakes and 
the veins on his temples slither like earthworms up to his hairline.

“Get up!” he shouts. “What the hell is wrong with you? Pick yourself up right 
now, you little bastard!” He rushes onto the field and grabs Helgi by the arm.

His son is unconscious.
“Stop fooling around, you idiot!” shouts his father, half out of his mind. He 

pulls his son up onto his back and carries him off the field.
Helgi doesn’t come back to school that spring. And he never plays soccer 

again.

Eighth
“Mom? Are you a communist?”
“Yes.”
“Is it bad to be a communist?”
“No. It hasn’t caused me any trouble.”
She says this nonchalantly and with so much confidence that I’m convinced 

that it’s absolutely fine. I think that since she’s a communist I must also be a com-
munist. Am at least convinced that it’s better to be a communist than an athlete.

In the kitchen hangs a picture of a Chinese man in green clothing. He has a 
matching hat decorated with a red star. Apparently this man is a famous commu-
nist, and his name is Mao Tse Tung. He’s a chubby man with a friendly smile.

I lie on the living room floor and listen to a record of a Chinese children’s choir. 
The children sing revolutionary songs with all their heart. The record sleeve is 
covered with Chinese characters and there are so many children in the choir that it 
barely fits on the front of the sleeve. There’s a group of thousands of children on 
a huge square. And they’re all smiling from ear to ear. I imagine that all of these 
children belong to the man in the kitchen. A kind of elf-world father of a billion 
children.
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I want to go to China, I think, and listen to “The East is Red” being sung power-

fully in Chinese.
Mom is in the kitchen singing along loudly. In Icelandic of course. She’s dip-

ping white bread in beaten eggs, which she then fries and serves with jam and sour 
cream. This epicurean delight is from a Danish recipe. There’s no end to foreign 
cultural influences in this house. She was sent abroad as a teenager to practice her 
Danish. And learned the bread trick and two other outstanding household hints 
along the way. To dry lettuce leaves in a dishtowel, and to stir the pot steadily in 
eight, zero, and a cross. But that’s pretty much all the culinary arts that she both-
ered to learn during her day.

Mom is singing so loudly that she doesn’t hear it when the doorbell starts ring-
ing. I jump up and go to the door. Geiri’s father Ástvaldur stands in the doorway, 
looking extremely grumpy. He asks for Mom. Or Dad.

I call to the kitchen and Mom comes singing into the front room and asks me 
to turn down the music a bit. Ástvaldur complains angrily about the noise. This is 
nothing but political violence. And of course propaganda. She can just do her Red 
Stockings rubbish somewhere else.

Mom stares at Ástvaldur as if he’s nuts. Which he naturally is. Everyone knows 
it. His wife is invisible. Is seldom out and about. Is called Invisible Sigga. When 
we kids want to give her some fresh air we ring her doorbell and run away. Then 
we hide up on the landing and wait to see what happens next.

She opens the door every time very slowly and carefully and looks right and 
left. Then she steps fearfully onto the landing and looks down the stairwell. Then 
we all shout at once and she leaps back inside like a lizard.

“Are you going to turn down this communist howling or not?” asks Ástvaldur 
in a rotten mood.

“Absolutely,” says Mom, dryly, and shuts the door courteously in his face.
Ástvaldur stands like a popped balloon in the hallway. The fight that he wanted 

has dissolved into thin air.
“Start the children’s choir over again, dear,” says Mom, and slaps me lightly 

on the bottom.
Should I play “Arise, Ye Prisoners of Starvation”?
“Absolutely. Turn it up all the way.”
“But Ástvaldur?”
“Pfff, he’ll enjoy it. Poor starving man.”

14
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And before you know it I’ve pushed my way in among the Chinese children 

and sing along as loudly as I can. “Arise, ye prisoners of starvation in a thousand 
lands!” In Icelandic of course.

Ninth
I sit in the corner and draw. I’m with Mom at a meeting of the Red Stockings 
Movement. They’re chatting away. And loudly. Like birds on a cliff. Preparations 
for Women’s Day. The women plan to change the world. Start a revolution. Next 
Thursday. Turn the gender roles upside down. They have discovered that men are 
the cause of all evil. Have oppressed women for centuries.

At these meetings there’s always one man. Sits feebly off to one side like a 
sheep. What he’s doing there is a mystery to me. Since he keeps to himself, doesn’t 
say much. He’s a Red Stocking.

“Do you have to wear red stockings to be a Red Stocking?”
“No my dear. You can wear any stockings you like.”
“Can you wear wool stockings?”
“Yes, you can wear wool stockings.”
“What about nylon stockings?”

The Red Stockings News drops in through the mail slot. There’s a picture of a 
smutty-looking woman in a black bra. She’s scowling and her brows are knitted in 
agitation. Below the picture is an explanation for the woman’s afflictions.

“Bras are instruments invented by men in order to cow women.”
I can’t figure this out. “Men use bras to make women cows?” I ask.
Mom is sunk in a book. She’s gone off somewhere in her mind and doesn’t 

answer.
The Red Stockings Choir is practicing. The women are singing in a frenzy. One 

song after another. Inspired by women’s rights. Some look completely outraged.
Mom is singing loudly. Her face is a little bit red from excitement. This is not 

a good sign. She’s singing louder than the others. Much louder. I get embarrassed. 

15
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I wish she were just a little bit more elegant. Just a little bit. She stomps the time 
so strongly with one foot that I’m terribly afraid she’s going to drop through the 
floor.

The feeble-looking man is sorting circulars. He’s being extremely accurate and 
doesn’t let the singing disturb him one bit. He’s taking enormous pains and count-
ing extremely slowly. He’s so concentrated that his tongue leaks out of one corner 
of his mouth. A bit like counting is a problem for him. Maybe he doesn’t know how 
to count.

Some of the Red Stockings at the meeting are wearing homemade hippy tunics. 
Printed with potato-stamp patterns. Mom on the other hand is wearing velour pants 
and Chinese shoes. And a brown Marimekko tunic with big black rings. It’s a tiny 
bit better than the flour-sack tunics on the others, but all things considered I feel 
like it’s kind of tacky. But still cute. 

Next to her is Edda Lóa, her friend. She stands out a bit. She’s wearing skin-
tight bell-bottom jeans and a tight-fitting shirt, unbuttoned at her neck. She’s got a 
great body.

Edda Lóa always has a large cosmetics bag with her. Full of “makeup crap” as 
Dad calls it. Sometimes I get to cash in on what she’s got in this mysterious bag. 
There’s quite a variety of stuff in there. Lotions, facial creams, mascaras, eyeliner 
brushes and several types of lipstick. And last but not least an eyelash curler.

A little apparatus that looks most like a twisted-up pair of pliers. The opera-
tion consists of raising the tool carefully to the eye, catching the eyelashes in the 
mouth of the pliers and squeezing. This is a partly gruesome sight. But thrilling. 
And they curl. The eyelashes. Sure enough. The hairs stand like fans around Edda 
Lóa’s eyes. They’re like cat’s eyes. Dusky brown and mysterious. I also want to be 
dark and mysterious. I paint my eyes with Edda Lóa’s black eyeliner. Pull down 
the corner of my eyelid with my fingers and paint it black. And then my eyes look 
like a cat’s.

Edda Lóa has a beauty mark.
I also want a beauty mark.
She lets me use her eyeliner so I can make my own beauty mark.
Mom doesn’t have any makeup stuff except for some black color in a tiny box, 

like shoeshine. This she smears onto her eyebrows sort of haphazardly with a little 
brush. She doesn’t have any lotion either. Just washes with soap and water.

That seems a little tacky to me too.

16
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Edda Lóa’s heart is always broken. She falls for men that treat her well at first 

but later treat her absolutely horribly. When she’s in a new relationship she glows. 
She licks her lips and laughs. She twitters like a teenage girl. When her heart is 
broken she drinks an enormous amount of alcohol. And cries. She’s beautiful when 
she cries. Actually also when she’s not crying. Her eyes become so incredibly deep 
and full of pain.

Nothing becomes a woman better than sorrow.
In books women die of broken hearts. Which is certainly not a bad way to go. 

It’s a shame that people don’t indulge themselves in such things anymore.
I want to die of a broken heart. In a warm country. I want to have forty Spanish 

spinsters in black bewail the fact that I succumbed to sorrow and refused to live 
any longer.

I want to lie in snow-white linen with coarse Hardanger embroidery in a huge 
five-hundred year-old carven oaken bed.

I want to have my hair in long braids that lie meandering by my side in the 
bed. Thick Kastania-brown hair. And I want to have pitch-black circles around my 
eyes.

I want to have a haggard face. And I want to be pale. Beyond everything else I 
want to be pale. Pale like a corpse.

I hear family and friends speaking quietly. I can barely make out what they are 
saying because sorrow and regret are in such longwinded conversation deep inside 
me.

I’ve stopped eating. The tears stream so profusely that the mourning spinsters 
have to keep changing the pillowcase.

The salt of my tears dissolves the cases so swiftly.
The only thing that illumines my sorrow-etched face is a gentle gleam from a 

huge crystal chandelier that hangs in the air, where spiders have made their webs.
Thus the weeks go by. Months. Years. I shrivel rapidly.
My hair nearly reaches the floor.
My forehead is wiped carefully with a lukewarm cloth. I look down along my 

body beneath the snow-white linen. My hands are crossed over my breast. And my 
foremothers’ rings are upon my fingers.

I cry for all of them.
I cry for the whole world.
And beautiful music plays throughout all of this. Music that accentuates my 

suffering.
I will be sorely missed.17


