Joachim B. Schmidt

Osmann

Copyright © 2025 by Diogenes Verlag AG, Zurich,
Switzerland

Sample translation by Jamie Lee Searle

Os ['o:s] {m} - the mouth of the river



Joachim B. Schmidt, Osmann

This is a true story. Nonetheless, the author has
permitted himself some narrative freedom. Hopefully

you won’t hold it against him.
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Prologue

There he stands, in front of his hut. Firm-footed on the
stage of his life, hands on hips, bearded, rugged,
completely naked — yes, a handsome man. Let the
curtains rise for Osmann, the hero of this story! The
temptation to describe him in minute detail is great, but
I’11 try to hold back; not least because it would be
tactless. He isn’t aware, you see, that I’'m watching him.
That’s why I merely want to explain the reason for his
nakedness, there’s still time for that, because he hasn’t
yet noticed the woman lying on the sandy riverbank, also
naked, and possibly dead.

A new century has dawned in Skagafjord, and
only just recently, but the hopes for better times that
come with a new century are considerable. Osmann has
survived forty-two winters; one might think he’s in the

middle of his life, but unfortunately his years are almost
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up. | want to give an account of his demise later,
though... I need to, in a desperate attempt to do justice to
his life, to comprehend his death. Yes, perhaps that’s it; I
want to understand death itself. The final act, the ending,
the bitter end: | want to delay it for as long as I can, until
the curtain falls inescapably for us all.

Silence spreads through the auditorium, and the
naked man on his life’s stage gazes over the heads as
though he can’t see them; the people in the rows of seats,
all those who have met him throughout his born days or
who are yet to meet him, now eagerly waiting for the
ferryman to make a move, so the story can commence.
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1904

Good weather conditions continue.

It was a calm summer’s morning, with cushioned skies
and a dull light. Osmann was standing naked in front of
his hut by the western district waters, Vesturos, as the
river mouth is named. He wished his neighbours a good
morning: the fog-shrouded massif Tindastoll, the myth-
enshrouded island of Drangey far out in the fjord; he
greeted the people who were still slumbering in the
budding trading town of Krdk, a few miles away at the
end of the black, gently curved sandur. He greeted the
eiders on the western shore and the idly-flowing glacier
water, then he inhaled deeply, filled his chest with
tingling sea air, and held it in his lungs for a while,
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whereupon he snorted it out amid loud, clattering
coughs, making the eiders fly out to sea in shock.
Osmann massaged his hairy chest until the coughing
eventually subsided. The years of drinking and smoking
and hard graft were making themselves felt; they had
come to collect their dues. This was probably why he
was now standing in front of his hut at such an ungodly
hour, stark naked, coughing and spluttering. He would
immerse his hungover body in the ice-cold water of the
Os; still a new ritual, no one else was doing it. He would
take a few unhurried, calm steps into the river, until the
water reached his hips, then he would blow the air ever
so slowly out of his lungs and kneel down, his gaze fixed
on the opposite shore, until his beard touched the surface
of the water. He would remain like this, his arms
outstretched beneath the water, rotating them almost
unnoticeably, like the wings of a sea eagle. The cold,
which was almost unbearable at first, would slowly give
way to a numbness, and his body would feel as though it
were in the embrace of all the main stems and side arms
of the district waters; the Os reluctant to release him,
wanting to keep him there, not wanting to hand him
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back, and the thought of surrendering to it was alluring.
Eventually, his skin reddened, Osmann would stride
back to shore, ready to embrace the day, ready to haul
travellers across the Os on the cable ferry.

It had begun with a memory of the summer days
in his childhood, how his friend Oddvar had taught him
to swim in the lake near his parents’ farm, Nes, and how
cold the water was. Just getting in was a test of courage
in itself, let alone taking those first, inept strokes, only to
sink then thrash back up to the surface, gasping for
breath. His mother had insisted he learn to swim, like all
the children in Nes; regardless how cold the water was,
they had to master the art of swimming if they wanted to
continue spending time by the lake, to go fishing in
summer, or to play ball on the ice in winter. And
Osmann, now grown up and hungover, had suddenly
remembered how alive and feather-light he used to feel
when he’d emerged from the cold water after a few
energetic swimming strokes, how hot his limbs had
become, how he hadn’t minded running stark naked
across the meadows, whooping and scaring away the
sheep and godwits and golden plovers and geese, while
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the lake water still trickled out of his wet hair. He had
believed he could take off and fly if he only ran fast
enough and beat his outstretched arms like wings!

Today, though, he would be denied his morning
dip in the Os, despite being in desperate need of it. His
skull was pounding terribly, but in this moment, at long
last, Osmann became aware of the lifeless woman. She
lay upriver, a stone’s throw away, naked on the
riverbank. A snow-white body in the black sand,
entwined in itself, her face buried beneath her arms, her
long brown hair radiating out like a dark sun, like the
halo of Petrus on the altarpiece in the small Rip church.

It was late July, and the nights had begun to turn
gloomy again; the migratory birds, after a successful
breeding season, were no longer in such high spirits.
They were enjoying a final few weeks of summer on the
island in the North Atlantic, and would soon set off on
their long voyage south.

Osmann gave a start when he finally noticed the
woman. He froze and stared at the body in the sand. Her
ribs, curved spine and sharp hipbones stood out against

her white skin; her legs were long and slim and limp.
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It certainly wasn’t the first time Osmann had laid
eyes on a corpse, nor a woman’s naked skin, yet the
sight shook him to the core. Ghosts weren’t uncommon
in these parts, they usually roamed in the twilight of late
autumn days or the dusk of cloudy summer nights,
favouring the half-light, and would stand or sit on the
riverbank — having most likely emerged from there — or
flit past Osmann, sometimes brushing against him with
their damp clothes and breathing cold breath down the
back of his neck, pausing a few steps away and staring at
him with their empty eyes. What did they want from
him? Sometimes Osmann felt their presence without
being able to see them, or he would spot them out of the
corner of his eye, notice a movement, but as soon as he
turned around, it was as though they had been swallowed
by the earth, slipping away like ... well, ghosts. And
sometimes, when he lumbered out of bed, still groggy
with sleep, they would be standing outside the hut,
staring in through the little window.

Deep, dreamless sleep; this was something he

had lost in recent years. Oh, how he missed the naive
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sleep of youth! He would have swapped five or six entire
trout for just one dreamless night.

The woman tucked in her legs and burrowed the
fingers of her left hand into the sand — so it wasn’t a
corpse on the riverbank after all, nor a ghost, but a living
thing, even though her aliveness seemed to be hanging
on a very thin thread. But why was the woman naked?
Had she cast off her sealskin?

Osmann shook himself out of his paralysed state
and hurried over.

“Hollo!” he said, loudly and somewhat
brusquely. He leaned over, touched her shoulder and
immediately felt how cold and wet her skin was, then
repeated himself: “Hollo!”. But the woman didn’t react,
so he turned her a little to the side and lifted her left arm
off her face, thinking that perhaps he would recognise
her, but he’d never seen her before, definitely not,
because if he’d encountered her even once, he would
have remembered. She was beautiful. Her eyes were
closed, her lips dark blue, no response... or was there?
Her lips! They had moved a little. Osmann bent down

closer, to make out what the woman was trying to say,
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but he couldn’t hear anything apart from the muftled,
rushing sound of the river, the birds, and the waves out
in the fjord.

“It’s decided, I'm taking you inside in the warm,”
he said, slipping his arms beneath her body and lifting
her up. The woman was light and hung limply in his
arms, her legs and head dangling lifelessly, her brown
hair so long it almost touched the ground. It was a
terribly dramatic, almost biblical picture. Oh, how I
wished the artist Sélvi Helgason could have been there
to capture it with his easel, his pencils, watercolours and
brushes. He would have painted the two of them in a
close embrace amid a sea of flowers, and without a
doubt it would have become his most famous work!

Unfortunately, though, Soélvi Helgason had died a
few years before, and like so many artists of his
generation, only became famous after his death. During
his lifetime, he could often be seen in Skagafjord. He
always seemed to be on the road, a vagabond who even
received lashes for his vagabonding, numerous times,
twenty-seven lashes each, and was sent to a penitentiary
in Denmark for three years after being accused of theft,
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of having stolen books and trousers, and he also falsified
his papers in order to travel to other regions, in pursuit of
freedom. And whenever he roamed on Hegranes, he
could be sure of a bed and a hot meal at the Nes farm,
because Osmann’s mother Sigurbjorg never turned
anyone away. She had a heart as big as a roast duck.
Others who needed a roof over their heads were always
welcome in Nes too; there never seemed to be a shortage
of beds. The nested turf houses could accommodate
twenty to thirty people, and when space got tight, the
children just had to sleep three or four to a bed.
Osmann’s father Magniis was the only one who
sometimes complained, albeit discretely, that the least
Sélvi could do was pitch in. At harvest time, it was all
hands on deck, for the summers were short, far too short,
and one beautiful summer’s day Magnus pressed a
pitchfork into the artist’s hand and muttered that the hay
needed scattering across the field. Magnus knew that
So6lvi had been a hardworking farmhand in his younger
years, and that he wasn’t a stranger to agricultural tools.

“Unfortunately, I’'m busy,” Solvi said leniently,
handing back the pitchfork.
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Luckily, Sigurbjorg had noticed that Magnus was
trying to coerce the artist into farm labour. She towered
up in front of her husband, who was now visibly
enraged, his thread of patience torn — an occurrence not
without danger, because he had a fiery temper, and a
pitchfork.

“Our Solvi can’t go ruining his hands with simple
farmwork!” she scolded. “Hands are an artist’s most
precious tool!”

“Yes, but Christ! He never paints a damn thing!”
Magnus clamoured. “Have you ever seen him painting?
All he does is lug his easel around, but he never paints
anything!”

Sélvi, who was at risk of being forgotten behind
the farmer’s wife’s broad back, peered his head around.

“Y ou understand nothing of art, Magnus minn.
An artist is always working!” He proclaimed this with a
raised index finger, and Sigurbjorg added: “He observes,
he makes mental sketches, he—" she gesticulated, “he
soaks up the landscapes! And eventually he’s ready to
paint the picture, that’s how it is, isn’t it, S6lvi minn?”,

and Solvi nodded while Magnus fumed.
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What wonderful days those must have been, but
they had gone to time’s rack and ruin, and that’s why
Solvi Helgason unfortunately wasn’t there to witness
Osmann carrying the woman’s limp body through the
black sand to his hut, both as naked as the Lord had
made them, like Adam and Eve immediately after their
exile from the Garden of Eden.

Osmann carefully laid her down on wooden
platform which served as a sleeping area inside the hut,
covered her with a woollen blanket, and also spread a
sealskin robe and even his own heavy coat over her. He
contemplated laying down beside her to warm her up,
naked as he was, but dismissed the thought and got
dressed. He kindled the fire in the petroleum stove,
reached for a coffee pot and went outside, filled the pot
with water at the small spring behind the hut, went back
inside and set it on the stove. He lifted the heavy lid
from a wooden barrel, fished a blood sausage out of the
whey and sliced it into tiny pieces. The ferryman seemed
to have experience of hypothermia, and knew what to

do. The woman sighed softly. Osmann leaned over and
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placed his hand on her brow, which was still cold. He
could barely feel her pulse.

“You have to drink, and you have to eat” he said,
but the woman shook her head, albeit almost
imperceptibly.

Osmann straightened back up, paused
indecisively, then noticed it was taking a particularly
long time today for the warmth of the stove to spread
through the hut. He wondered how he could encourage
the woman to eat. The coffee he could simply pour down
her throat. But would she have the strength to chew the
blood sausage, let alone to swallow it?

He picked up his pocket watch, which had been
on the table next to the Bible, and went closer to the
window in order to read the time. In two to three hours
from now, the first travellers would be wanting to cross
the Os. They would be able to report the strange find,
ideally with the local doctor in Krok, Sigurdur Palsson,
or with Pastor Benedikt Tdmasson in Rip, depending on
which direction the travellers were headed. Perhaps the

woman would have recuperated a little by then. But first
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he had to get hold of some women’s clothing, so people
didn’t get the wrong idea.

He leant over, touched her shoulder and shook it
gently but firmly.

“Hollo, can you hear me?”

The woman whimpered and tried to open her
mouth, but it was as though her dried lips were sewn
shut.

“Water,” murmured Osmann. He went outside,
where he dunked his handkerchief into the spring. Back
inside, he dabbed it against the woman’s blue lips.
“Drink!” he commanded gently, and the woman began to
suck at the wet handkerchief. Relieved, the ferryman
repeated the process.

“Takk” she said eventually, and in that moment
Osmann discovered that it was possible to fall in love
with a word. Not the word thanks in itself, but this one,
uniquely uttered word which had crossed her lips,
intended only for him. It filled him with hope, happiness
—and love.

He put a cigar butt in his mouth and stepped
outside the hut. With a look of contentment on his face,
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he stood there puffing and gazing out at the mouth of the
river. The woman would survive.

Half an hour later, he helped her to sit up, taking
care not to let the woollen blanket slip off her naked
body. Her head was the only part of her that wasn’t
covered. Because he had wrapped a sealskin around her
slender shoulders, she almost looked like a seal, apart
from her long, dishevelled hair. She sat there on the bed,
hunched and trembling, her eyes only half open.

By now it had warmed up inside the hut, and the
coffee pot was steaming on the stove. Osmann guided a
cup of coffee, filled to the brim, to the woman’s lips. She
drank with small sips, pulling her head back once she’d
had enough,

“That’s enough,” she said, even giving a hint of a
smile, though an unspeakably tired one. All this must
have cost her a great deal of energy, because she closed
her eyes again and seemed on the brink of falling
backwards onto the bed.

“And now you have to eat!” Osmann said hastily,
holding a tin plate beneath her nose, on which he’d

placed the blood sausage, cut into smaller pieces. He
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pushed a piece into her mouth. She didn’t resist, chewing
slowly, her eyes still closed, but at least she was
chewing. And she groaned with relief. And she
swallowed. And she opened her mouth again, and
Osmann pushed a second piece between her lips, and a
third, and then a fourth, until her lips eventually
remained shut. But she opened her eyes and looked at
Osmann, who had sat down on a chair in front of her,
holding the plate of sausage at half height, ready to feed
her, and she smiled lovingly, gratefully.

“Jon,” she said, studying him.

“Do we know each other?”” he asked.

“You’re the ferryman,” she said.

“That | am,” he confirmed, before asking what
her name was and whose daughter she was.

She smiled, but didn’t answer his questions.

“Would you take me across? To the other shore?”
she asked.

“I-” Osmann hesitated. “You have to rest first,
and you need clothes.”

Her smile extinguished like the flame of a candle
whose wick had drowned in wax, then she closed her
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eyes and laid back down on the bed, a tear rolling across
her cheek, and once again it crossed Osmann’s mind that
her clothing might possibly be a sealskin that she had
cast off, that she didn’t have a normal human name
because she wasn’t actually human, but rather a creature
of the sea whose seal family was somewhere out there
waiting for her. Because on the Wonder Shore,
everything was possible — that’s what the ferryman
called the eastern shore of the river mouth, where his hut
was located.

“Get some rest. I’ll be back, I promise,” he said,
shaking off his thoughts. “Help yourself to food and
drink. I wouldn’t hear of anything else.” He hurried out
of the hut and looked around furtively, as though he
feared someone might have spotted that he was keeping
a naked woman hidden inside.

Although the sky was thick with cloud, it was
sure to stay dry; the farmers would venture a second
harvest on the meagre fields and not make any travel
plans. All the signs suggested that a calm day on the Os
lay ahead, but Osmann seemed in a hurry regardless.
Striding purposefully, he scaled the sharp-edged rocky
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slope behind his hut and marched along the path over the
grass- and moss-covered plain to Nes, his parents’ farm,
which was just a mile from the Wonder Shore.

There, everyone was still sound asleep, snoring
softly in their beds: the farmhands, his father, his mother,
his younger sister, his younger brother and his wife
Anna; she was the daughter of the widow Dyrleif
Gisladottir, who will make an appearance in this story
too, but not just yet. Right now, the only matter of
importance is whether Osmann will succeed in pinching
some women’s clothing from the bedroom without being
seen. The day was about to start in Nes too, so Osmann
crept up the stairs on tiptoe. He almost went unnoticed,
but when he opened his sister’s clothing chest and the lid
hinges squeaked, someone mumbled from one of the
beds: “Nonni minn, what are you doing there?” It was
his mother Sigurbjorg.

When Osmann put his finger to his lips, she fell
silent, but watched her son pull undergarments, a shirt, a
skirt, a cardigan, as well as some woollen stockings and
sheep’s leather shoes out of the trunk. He closed the lid
carefully, then gave his mother an embarrassed nod. She
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looked at him, furrowed her brow, then rested her head
on her hands until her eyes fell shut again, sleep slowly
overcoming her. Sigurbjorg would ask her son later.
Osmann went out through the low front door,
stooped and relieved, pulled it shut behind him and set
off with the bundle beneath his arm towards the Wonder
Shore. Never had the name seemed so fitting as on this
late July day. Of all the things to get washed up! Back in
his hut, he would lay the clothing on the chair and push
the chair in front of the bed, where the woman would be
lying beneath the coat and sealskin and woollen blanket
and — in all probability — still sleeping. Should he wake
her and bring her attention to the clothes? Or was it
better to simply let her sleep and not go back into the hut
until she had emerged, recuperated and fully dressed?
His deliberations proved to be in vain, because
the woman was no longer on the bed. Nor was she sitting
at the table or standing by the petroleum stove. The hut
was empty. The woollen blanket lay neatly folded on the
chair; the coat hung on the hook next to the door. Only
the sealskin was missing. The woman was nowhere to be

found outside either, neither by the rocks nor on the
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shore. The two row boats lay untouched on the
riverbank, the cable ferry was moored in the river on the
Osklettur rock, and clearly no one had tried to move it.
But Osmann found imprints of bare feet in the damp
sand. The tracks lead directly into the water and, from
there, didn’t come back out again.

Osmann, who had been looking around for the
woman with the bundle of clothing still tucked beneath
his arm, stood slightly hunched by the water for a long
while, seemingly frozen to the spot. He looked at the Os
as though he were hoping the woman would suddenly
emerge from the river, or that at least a seal would pop
up her head; that they would look at one another and
wordlessly say their goodbyes. You could almost have
thought that Osmann wanted to climb into the water,
bundle and all, to search for the woman there too, and at
least hand her his sister’s clothes. But after some time,
which felt like a very long time indeed, he gave himself
a jolt, turned around and trudged back to his hut.

“All for nothing,” he muttered glumly. “All for
nothing!” And when the first travellers knocked on his
door, three farmers from the community of Hélar — a
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father with his two grown-up sons — Osmann seemed
uncommunicative and withdrawn, which really wasn’t in
his nature. The father and sons later agreed that he must
have been hungover, given how red his eyes were.
Perhaps they had woken him, or maybe he had boozed
through the whole night, they surmised.

When the three returned in the afternoon and
were hauled across the river by Osmann in the rope
ferry, he seemed more awake, no longer grumpy, but
instead cheery and talkative. During the crossing he even
performed a poem for them. One of the sons managed to
memorise the lines. On the way back to Hélar, he kept

murmuring it again and again.

Washed up, lying in the sand,
Sealskin there no more.
In farewell, | raise my hand,

Always welcome on the Wonder Shore.
In the end, more travellers did come that day, for the
cargo ship Miaca was expected in Krdk, soon to steam

off to North America with several residents of
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Skagafjord on board, and Osmann could very probably
have informed somebody about the incident with the
naked woman — should have informed somebody, in fact
— but he didn’t say a word. When he turned up at his
parents’ farm later that evening, the only person still
awake was his mother Sigurbjorg, to whom he also owed
an explanation. He opened the chest in the bedroom, put
back the clothes, closed the chest and turned around to
her. Neither of them said a word; they just looked at one
another. Eventually Sigurbjoérg made the sign of the
cross and turned away, and Osmann went off to sleep,
but the next morning he was the first to get out of bed,
gloomily, for his slumber had once again been light and
brief. When was the last time he had slept really well?
Was it when he had shared this bed with Gudny and their
daughter Agnes, perhaps?

He walked the scant mile down to the Wonder
Shore and undressed completely. It was a beautiful
morning, the sun was flooding Skagafjord with a silvery
light, a mild southerly breeze carried the scent of hay
from the valleys, and Osmann strode into the ice-cold
Os, where the glacial river opened out into the sea, three,
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four steps, then paused, the water now up to his belly
button, another few steps, then he exhaled slowly and
plunged beneath the water, immersing himself entirely,
disappearing suddenly from its surface and remaining
invisible, making you wonder whether you had just
imagined it all: the ferryman, the travellers, the naked
woman — a mere figment of the imagination, a myth. But
then Osmann shot upwards again, and the water pearled
in the air, glittering and gurgling, and the ferryman
coughed and laughed and splashed it on his face, and
now he seemed to be glowing, his body, his eyes, he
beamed from ear to ear and waded briskly towards the
shore — even | could feel his warmth and life force. All
of a sudden, Osmann turned and gave me an inviting
look, the water dripping from his beard.

“I feel reborn!” he declared, and I laughed shyly

and looked away.
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