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[Rumbling] 
 
[Indistinct rustling] 
 
[Throat noises, dry cough. Slow breathing. Mouth opens, and 
closes without anything said.] 
 
[Silence. Rustling] 
 
[Recording ends] 
 
I’m trying to draw a straight line. It’s not going well, as the line 
flutters up and down, more like a vibrating string or a wild 
seascape than the shortest distance between two points. 
Recently this has become each morning’s first task, to draw a 
straight line in my sketch book. Actually, it’s not morning now, 
but getting on in the day, and I’ve been awake for a while, 
unable to face this, or for that matter, anything else. Tomorrow 



I’ll be back to this again, drawing a new line next to today’s. 
Then again the day after, and so on. I’ve been doing this since 
the pain in my hands started to affect my work. This is my way 
of monitoring my condition, checking to see if there’s a 
noticeable change from one day to the next. If the line is very 
uneven, it means I’m in a bad way – if it’s close to being a 
straight line then I must be getting better. It’s no less subjective 
a measure of my abilities than the pain. That follows its own 
rules, mushrooming or receding again as it likes, sometimes in 
tune with my mood or how I’m disposed on any particular day, 
and sometimes not. The point of the lines is that it’s an indicator 
of when I can work, and I need to get back to work, regardless 
of what the pain feels about it. 
Today’s line doesn’t look promising. If anything, it’s worse than 
yesterday’s. The sketch book is filling up with these scribbles. 
I’m going to have to do something. I’m a graphic designer and I 
have to be able to use my hands. 
With breakfast out of the way, I take the book and put it on the 
kitchen table next to the toaster. I sharpen the pencil just a little 
so I can pick it up tomorrow, ready to use, and place it on the 
book. 
I reach for the flask, and it’s lighter than I had hoped it would 
be. Rafaela often brews coffee before she leaves for work, and 
sometimes there’s some left when I get up. Not today. No option 
but to make coffee myself. 
To make the task a lighter one, and to generate a positive 
atmosphere, I whistle a little tune. Fill your life with song, as my 
late mother often said when I was out of sorts. That was 
something she had from her own father. Apart from that, she 
had little to say about that man. 
The first piece of music that comes to mind is a Bach cantata, 
‘My Heart Ever Faithful’ is what I seem to recall is what it’s 
called. It’s a pleasant tune to whistle, but hard work. It’s only 
when the coffee is ready that I realise that this tune is also my 



phone’s ringtone. The phone is charging, above the toaster. 
Most likely the toaster triggered that train of thought, but what 
do I know? It’s not always easy to tell why we think the things 
we do. 
The phone hasn’t rung for a long time. It still has its Icelandic 
card in it, in case anyone from home wants to contact me. It 
must have been there, plugged in, for a couple of weeks, long 
since fully charged. 
I still haven’t seen any need to get myself a German phone 
number. 
 
The TV is on in the living room. I imagine that Móna had been 
watching something earlier in the morning and forgot to switch 
it off before leaving for school. Our television is linked to a little 
black box that enables us to call up all kinds of programming. If 
you have other fish to fry, you can pause the TV, and when it 
has been frozen for a set period – a couple of minutes, I assume, 
without having timed it – the picture vanishes from the screen 
and silent material plays instead, as if to give the screen a rest. 
Normally these are scenes from nature or aerial views of cities. 
The camera moves pretty quickly but without hurrying. There’s 
nothing special in the foreground, and there is no emphasis on 
any particular aspect. No doubt this is material that’s designed 
to be unobtrusive. 
Right now the camera is flying over a beach. On the sand and in 
the water are a great many people, who look to be lightly 
dressed, some sunbathing, others swimming, but the viewpoint 
is too distant to make out faces or personalities. My eye is 
caught by one of the beach people. He has waded out into the 
water up to his waist, standing there and moving his hands back 
and forth over the surface, his repetitive movements forming 
circles. It’s as if this is his first encounter with the sea, or the 
first for a long time – or so I imagine. Maybe he’s mulling over 



whether to wade further, or to dive in and swim. But before he 
can go one way or the other, he’s gone from the screen. 
A little later, I switch it off. 
 
The soreness had begun to make itself felt soon after we moved 
abroad. To begin with it could hardly be described as pain. It 
was more a stiffness in the knuckles and a numbness in the 
fingertips around the nails. Now I feel as if it has become 
magnified, as over the last few days or weeks the pain has 
spread across my hands, across the backs, palms and down to 
the wrists. The smarting can magnify into raw pain and my 
heads starts to swim, the numbness morphs into a chill and my 
hands turn as blue as those of a corpse hauled from the sea. 
When it’s at its worst, all I can do it lie down. A rest often helps 
me feel better. 
A walk also helps keep the pain in check. I like to go out around 
the middle of the day, taking a look around the neighbourhood, 
or the village, or whatever we ought to call this place where we 
live. I try to go every day, and want to make a habit of this. 
Rafaela makes a point of reminding me that a man of my age 
shouldn’t take his health for granted, neither mental nor 
physical. As far as she’s concerned, it’s blindingly obvious that 
my work is the reason for the pain. Working with a computer 
calls for a very limited range of bodily movements. She’s a 
designer herself and is very aware of how unhealthy sitting still 
can be. She has made a habit of doing certain exercises that 
seem to have worked for her; and although she’s working full-
time at the moment and uses the computer far more than I do, 
she doesn’t have any such problems. 
My route often takes me to the cluster of shops not far from out 
flat. There’s a grocery store, a Greek restaurant that’s really just 
a steakhouse, a pharmacy, an optician and a bakery. Our 
neighbourhood isn’t a big one and there are few walking routes. 
It’s a community in its own right, even though the urban sprawl 



from the city reach all the way here. I think that most people 
living here work in the city. At any rate, that’s what Rafaela 
does. She catches a train every morning from the station that 
stands on the border between our town and the next, and that 
town is more reminiscent of a suburb than a particular 
community. 
The bakery serves coffee and the grocery store has set up tables 
and chairs on the marble slabs outside its doors. It’s a place to sit 
with something to eat and drink while watching people push 
shopping trolleys full of goods to the cash registers, pay, put 
everything into bags; milk, sausages, eggs, beer, detergent in 
plastic bottles, all that sort of stuff. It’s not exactly interesting, 
but sometimes I prefer to sit and drink coffee here rather than at 
home. Watching the ebb and flow of the inhabitants is a good 
way to get to know a new community.  Isn’t that a basic aspect 
of every community? Isn’t this in fundamental terms what 
everything is based on? What we eat and how we obtain it, how 
we go about this. I wouldn’t be surprised if some anthropologist 
had written about this, probably more than one. 
When I’ve finished my coffee I sometimes go into the grocery 
store to do some shopping. It’s a perfectly good shop, although 
the choice of products still seems a little unfamiliar to me. It’s 
often not easy to tell from the packaging if it’s actually a picture 
of the contents. Gradually you learn to read the symbols, and 
this is more or less the same wherever you go. People need the 
same stuff everywhere and the chosen symbols that are picked 
from shared experiences. These are frequently picked from 
nature, pictures of lambs, squirrels or ducklings tell you that this 
toilet paper is soft, while a panda indicates environmental 
factors have been taken into consideration during the 
manufacturing process, as do swans, although these days these 
are never seen except in muddy city ponds, and monkeys 
indicate a high sugar content and that the product is aimed more 
at children than adults – and so on. The thinking is certainly 



anyone should be able to understand all this without having to 
have studied for a degree in communication technology. For 
someone like me, who does have a degree in communication 
technology, it’s good to recall all this, to approach the profession 
from a beginner’s point of view. 
The grocery store also has a large department with organic 
produce, and while the prices of these goods are ridiculously 
high, I enjoy browsing. There’s an excellent meat counter, and a 
much smaller fish counter, but I never buy anything there as the 
fish doesn’t look appetising to me. We’re a long way from the 
sea and I don’t feel I can be confident that it’s fresh. I suppose 
that’s the Icelander in me. 
 
There’s a goods entrance not far from the shop’s main doors. 
Over it is a shade that juts out from the side of the building and 
a couple of doves like to sit there. They don’t do much, and 
barely move except just as trucks are backed up to the bay for 
unloading. As the trucks depart and the roller door starts its 
descent, they gather again. They obviously like it there. Maybe 
there’s some warmth from the door that heats up the shade; the 
door doesn’t look particularly well insulated, not that I know 
much about that sort of thing. 
There’s a concrete kerb by the goods entrance and sometimes I 
sit there to watch the doves. It’s remarkable that such absurd 
creatures have such a deep significance in human symbolism. 
They can symbolise monogamy, resilience, wisdom, triumph and 
fertility. They are released in flocks at the Olympic games to 
symbolise unison and peace, while a solitary pigeon on the loose 
can be a symbol of death. In many faiths doves are considered to 
be the messengers of the gods, even their earthly forms. Doves 
are mentioned in both Testaments of the Bible, as they help 
Noah find dry land, and according to the Book of Revelations, a 
dove brings an enigmatic message for mankind on the final day. 



Actually, I have never read the Bible. Rafaela says that I should 
read the Book of Revelations, and not bother with the rest. She 
had what was to some extent a Christian upbringing, and is very 
familiar with all this. According to her, most of the Bible is too 
abstract a description of the lives of nomadic people who lived 
around the Mediterranean a few thousand years ago to be of 
great interest, but Revelations enables the reader to connect 
with the three pillars of the Christian faith; heaven, hell, the 
destruction of the world, and so on. At the advertising agency 
we would have called this a moodboard of some kind, which 
could be an emotional map if it were translated into Icelandic; 
meaning a collection of pictures and words, or something that 
gives an indication of what the final version is supposed to look 
like. 
The doves that hang around the goods entrance don’t seem to 
have many concerns. The lives to which they have dedicated 
themselves don’t seem to be overly complicated, as they don’t do 
much more than bob their heads back and forth, or flutter a few 
metres if they really have to move. 
I have something of an inclination to sketch them, but I can’t be 
bothered to even try. Just the thought brings back the pain, 
which is no doubt some sort of reaction. I have the sketch book 
with me, as always, but it no longer leaves my bag. Under 
normal circumstances I sketch well, at least, when I have hands 
that work. My lines are lively and deft, though I say so myself. 
They have character. These days I hardly recognise what I draw 
as being my work. It’s as if someone else made these drawings. 
 
I have trained myself to always have a sketch book with me, 
wherever I go, in case I need to draft an idea or something else 
to do with a job. This is where I also note down all the 
information that I feel is relevant to any assignment I’m working 
on, whether directly or indirectly. These are often linked items, 
lines of text, or things I’ve heard people mention in passing. 



Often it’s not easy to figure out what is applicable to the job and 
what isn’t. As a result, the contents of the sketch book can 
appear to be rather muddled – or would if anyone other than 
myself had to find their way through it. Taking into account the 
absence of any order when it’s at its worst, there’s a chance that 
such a person would conclude that I’m crazy. That’s why I 
prefer other people not to look through my sketch books, as I’m 
concerned that they don’t give the correct impression of the 
person I really am. What often happens is that before it’s all 
over, a clean and clear idea appears from all this chaos, like a 
guiding star leading me to a final destination. 
Of course, most of the later stages of the work is done in a 
computer – there’s no way around that – but I’ve always tried to 
do as much as I can on paper. Otherwise I don’t feel that ideas 
develop properly, they take on a bodily form on the pages of a 
sketch book. This is what I feel that today’s designers, especially 
the younger ones, are missing. They never pick up a pen, barely 
touch paper, not even proofs, never look away from the screen, 
don’t give themselves time to, don’t see the point now that 
everything’s on a screen anyway. Work fast, everything has to 
happen quickly. Nobody takes the time to do any research, and 
there’s no time for thought. That’s a sin, as if there’s no thought 
behind these things, then this isn’t design, just botched and 
hurried work. 
In fact, designers need to be aware of their responsibilities. As 
people continue to proliferate, a larger proportion of reality as it 
appears to us is man-made. And it’s up to us – people, and 
especially designers – to do things properly and tastefully. This 
applies whether designing something on the level of an open 
public space in a city or ergonomic furniture – or something 
frivolous, such as advertisements. 
Myself, I have produced adverts and other publicity material for 
more companies than I can count. Some of these companies are 
exemplary organisations that make efforts to improve the world 



around them. Others I have done work for are less so, some 
even clearly and obviously harmful to the community and the 
environment. That said, I have developed the habit of 
completing every advertisement that comes my way equally 
well, whoever the customer is, whether a saint or evil incarnate. 
I have chosen to take the standpoint that there’s no way to 
prevent a company with a dubious track record from producing 
adverts, and it’s better if I do it and as meticulously as I can. 
That gives me an opportunity to instil ideas leading to positive 
change by designing beautiful advertisements. This in itself can 
have a positive effect; beautiful forms generate good feelings, in 
the same way that crooked and awkward pictures leave us 
feeling bad. 
It goes without saying that over the years I have filled several 
hundred sketch books with drafts and ideas. For the last decade 
I have stuck to a particular style of book that comes from a 
certain brand. These are A5 size, bound in faux leather and with 
an elastic strap. The paper is acid-free, and without any lines or 
marks. Empty pages are what suit me best. I prefer them with 
black covers that become less grubby than those with a paler 
cover. I have tried other sketch books that are comparable, but 
when you work with these in your hands all day long, you can’t 
fail to feel the difference, regardless of how minuscule this may 
be. My preference is expensive, probably the dearest on the 
market, but as this is for my work, then I indulge myself on this. 
 
There’s a fairly extensive forest on the northern side of the 
village. Rafaela told me – or maybe it was her mother – that at 
one time the area had been a hunting grounds for some Prussian 
kaiser or prince, back in the old days. I don’t think there’s much 
these days to be hunted there. 
Somewhere deep among the trees is a lake. There’s a restaurant 
and a boat hire place by the water’s edge. One day when we had 
just moved here, we walked to the lake. It wasn’t that late in the 



autumn that there wasn’t still some warmth from the sun, but 
the leaves were already piling up on the paths, and going by the 
smell, already starting to rot. The boat hire hadn’t been open 
that day, and perhaps it had already been closed for the winter. 
I haven’t had any desire to go back to the woods. One forest is 
the much same as any other. 
 
I take care to be back from my walk before Móna comes home 
from school. As I’ve had no income since we moved abroad and 
we live on Rafaela’s earnings, I feel it’s important that I look 
after the household and be there for Móna. This division of 
labour isn’t something that has been discussed or organised, but 
I like having things this way. I ask Móna how school was. She 
replies that it was fine. She normally says something along these 
lines, that it’s fine or all right, and it’s not easy to get anything 
more out of her. It’s difficult to work out what this reticence 
means, whether Móna likes it or not, or simply if her thoughts 
are elsewhere. I don’t know of any friendships she has made at 
school, although her teacher says she does well in her lessons 
and does everything she is asked to. She speaks good German. 
Rafaela has always spoken to her in her own language, and from 
me she has an international-sounding surname, not a patronymic 
with a -dóttir suffix, so in that respect she doesn’t stand out. 
I don’t believe this is anything to be concerned about. I was also 
a loner at her age. As far as I recall, this came with advantages 
and disadvantages. When you’re by yourself, you have more 
peace to concentrate on whatever attracts your attention, 
without having to make compromises. In my case, it was 
drawing, and I preferred scribbling in a notebook to playing 
with other children. I was happiest at the music college where 
my mother taught, sitting in a corner of the room with a book, 
absorbed in myself while Mum taught her students. Maybe 
Móna feels just fine, without feeling a need to talk about it. 



She normally sits at the kitchen table to do her homework while 
I prepare a meal for us. Sometimes she asks to look something 
up on my computer. Normally I let her do this. I assume she’s 
looking for information about the Korean pop group that’s on 
her mind at the moment.  
After dinner she watches television. She frequently uses the 
black box to call up material about this same group, music 
videos or interviews. That’s exactly how this evening plays out. 
When I have loaded the dishwasher, I sit next to her with the 
washing basket and we watch together as I fold clothes. 
The group’s members, seven of them altogether, sit huddled in a 
knot in a studio. They are all slim and slight, none of them 
standing out particularly, but they have dyed their hair different 
colours, which helps in telling them apart. I once tried to learn 
their names, hoping to be a little more aware of my daughter’s 
interests, but struggled to fix the Korean names in my memory. 
They are pretty lively, although the questions aren’t exactly 
demanding, asking about whether any of them can cook, and in 
what order they joined the band. I’ve seen a couple of shows like 
this and they all follow the same formula, with little focus on the 
singing and sometimes it cuts to recordings of concerts where 
they talk with heartfelt feeling to the audience. In Móna’s 
opinion, they are good singers, and no less competent as 
dancers. 
I suspect that Móna finds this time we spend together pleasant, 
not that I can be entirely certain of that. 
 
I could take a train into the city. That’s where all the culture is, 
museums, theatres, coffee houses. There’s every chance of better 
coffee there than at the bakery in the shopping centre. On the 
other hand, there’s the question of whether the long, expensive 
train ride is worthwhile, just to sit alone and drink coffee, which 
is pretty much the same as I do here most days. I’ll keep that for 
when I need to do myself a favour. 



It would be better to live closer to the city centre, I think. That 
would put us closer to Rafaela’s workplace and there wouldn’t 
be all that expense and bother whenever we want to do 
something cultural, or go to a decent restaurant. But this is 
Rafaela’s home turf, she grew up here, went to the same school 
that Móna now attends and her people are from here, so she 
sometimes meets old schoolmates in the street. Her mother lives 
nearby. Móna and I go with Rafaela to meet her a couple of 
times a month. Rafaela goes more often. I seems to me that it 
had become important to Rafaela to come back here and to 
spend time with the old lady before she leaves this earth, and to 
give Móna a chance to get to know her. All the same, the main 
reasons for the move were Rafaela’s professional opportunities, 
in that she was offered a job. As far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t 
matter where we live as I can work anywhere. That’s to say, 
when my hands behave themselves. 
Rafaela’s mother and I get along well. Every visit to her starts 
with the same joke about how skinny I am and that Rafaela 
needs to work harder in the kitchen to keep me fed. I let it go 
and laugh, even though I don’t actually find it very funny, at 
last, not any more. I’ve wanted to point out to her that I’m the 
one who primarily does the cooking in our household, but 
neither is my German good enough for me to be confident that I 
can get this across properly, nor do I imagine she would 
appreciate such a reply. She’s of an older generation, with a 
different set of values. 
Sometimes she looks at me pityingly, points to my hands, shakes 
her head and clicks her tongue. Then she often says a few words 
that I don’t understand, something that sounds like some kind of 
proverb. 
When the formalities are over, Rafaela and her mother talk 
together in German, while Móna and I keep to ourselves. Móna 
does something on her phone, and I concentrate on cake and 
coffee. Rafaela’s mother always offers us the same thing, some 



kind of sponge cake on a dish, garnished with mandarin 
segments. She gets upset if there’s too much cake left by the 
time we leave. As cakes go, it’s not bad. 
The other day they broke off from their conversation to ask me 
what I had planned for my birthday, and what I would like as a 
birthday present. It’s a big number this time, they said when I 
tried to downplay the whole thing. But I couldn’t deny that they 
were right and promised to think it over. Deep down, I hope 
this isn’t mentioned again. 
It wasn’t until afterwards that it occurred to me that maybe the 
old lady would like to celebrate the day with us. I have the 
feeling that she’s lonely. No doubt, she has just as little to fill the 
days as I do. Not that I have considered visiting her on my own, 
unaccompanied by Rafaela and Móna, although I have plenty of 
time. I’m not sure she would appreciate that. It might upset her. 
We don’t have a great deal to talk about. 
 
Rafaela comes home late from work on weekdays. She’s rarely 
here before nine or ten, sometimes later. As she has only 
recently joined the studio she feels that she can’t allow herself to 
leave early. She wants to show what she’s capable of. Her 
ambition is to work her way up to the same sort of position as 
she had when we lived in Iceland. She’s what’s referred to as an 
Art Director, which is high up in the advertising world’s 
pecking order. I’m not sure if that job title even exists in 
Icelandic, although no doubt some cumbersome expression 
could be invented. Rafaela wants to manage projects, but has to 
settle for the moment for being a rank-and-file designer. It’s way 
below her capabilities, as she has far more experience and 
expertise than most of the designers at the studio. 
But there’s a lot at stake. Around here there is a much greater 
respect for design as a profession than there is back in Iceland. 
There’s a longer tradition behind  it, and it’s more professional. 



It has occurred to me that I could find work at a design studio 
here. Preferably at some other place than where Rafaela works, 
as I’d prefer not to have to compete with her. It goes without 
saying that there are more advertising agencies than you could 
count in the city. Everything here is on a much larger scale than 
in Iceland. My preference would to continue to be a loner, and 
to work independently. I don’t get well on with time clocks and 
noting down my hours. 
 
 


