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To Jens with thanks for a new waterfall 
(or two, or three) and a new folktale every day.



The door hath swung too near the heel; 
But better sore feet than serve the Deil.

—FROM “THE BLACK SCHOOL” 
AN ICELANDIC FOLKTALE
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ONE

I’m going to die. It’s as simple as that.

The thought makes my heart feel hollow, but what can I do?

I drag one foot up out of the snow. Snow! It’s only October. I will it to move forward and feel it sink again into the whiteness. I pray that it will find solid ground and not a bottomless crevice.

My foot touches down on something hard. I know that not because I feel it land—I don’t—but because I’m lifting my left leg, which I could only do if my right foot were firmly planted. I force myself to plod on.

I have no idea where I am, except that it’s somewhere in the interior. At least, I think it is.

I have no idea how long I’ve been here.

I have no idea what direction I’m going in or what direction I should be going in.

I have no idea how far I’ve gone or how far I need to go.

The only thing I’m sure of is that I’m not going to make it.

I know my feet are down there at the ends of my legs, but I can’t feel them. I can’t see them either. I can’t see anything except white, and I don’t know if the white I see is snow or snow blindness. My eyes are burning. They’re also watering, and that makes me afraid they will freeze solid in my head. I’ve stopped shivering, but I can’t decide if that’s good or bad. At first when the shivering stopped, I ached all over. I know what that’s from—muscle fatigue from so much violent trembling or pain from the cold. Either way, it scares me because all I can think of is the amount of energy I’m expending. It takes a while before I realize I’m not cold anymore. Maybe the snow is insulating me. Or maybe—this is the part I don’t want to think about—maybe you stop shivering when your body temperature falls below a certain point.

I’m going to die.

So why don’t I surrender? Why don’t I stop slogging through snow that’s up to my knees, making each step feel like the equivalent of ten? Why don’t I sit down and just let it happen? Or, even better, lie down and give in to it? The snow is soft. It’s thick too. If I lie on it, it will feel like a feather mattress or at least like what I imagine a feather mattress would feel like. I could stretch out and relax myself into the next world, assuming there is a next world. It wouldn’t hurt. That’s what they say anyway. They say when you freeze to death, you just lie down and go to sleep, and the next thing you know (except you don’t really know, because how can you?), you’re gone. You’ve slipped away. Passed over. Ventured to the land from which no one has ever returned. What Shakespeare called the undiscovered territory. (Thank you, Mr. Banks; you always said that knowledge of Shakespeare provides a person with a wealth of images to draw on later in life.)

I drag my foot up again and coax it to take another step. Come on, leg. Don’t fail me now. Don’t let it end this way, in the middle of nowhere where I’ll never be found.

I think that’s what keeps me moving—the thought of never being found. That and the fact that I’ve never been known to back down, let alone surrender.

And the fact that the one thing I do know is why I’m here.

I take another step.

I think about the Major and everything he’s tried to pound into my head for the last seventeen years. If there’s one thing the Major hates, it’s a quitter. He says no one was born composing symphonies (except maybe Mozart). Everyone has to start somewhere. You have to walk before you can run. Every journey starts with the first step.

And continues with the next and then the next.

You have to stick to it. They didn’t put a man on the moon by giving up after the first rocket fizzled. Wars aren’t won by armies who are prepared to surrender after the first defeat.

I pick up my foot again. I still can’t feel it, by which I mean I can’t tell if I’m actually wiggling my toes or if I just think I’m wiggling toes that are way past being able to wiggle no matter what orders the brain sends down the line. But I do know that someone must have tied a couple of cement bricks to each of my ankles, because I can barely lift my feet. After a couple more steps, I sink to my knees. I’m done. My goose is baked, as the Major would say. I can think of another way to put it, but the Major has this thing about four-letter words. He says anyone who uses them is displaying the pathetic state of his vocabulary. If he hears one, he sends me to the dictionary to find five alternatives. If he were a drill sergeant, the army would be a whole different place.

The wind sweeps snow over me as I try to breathe rhythmically, a trick I was taught to keep me calm. It’s not long before I’m up to my thighs in snow, and it’s funny how it makes me feel warm.

I crouch down until I’m sitting on my heels. I tell myself that it’s just for a few minutes, that all I need to do is catch my breath. It feels good to be resting. It feels so good.

My head jerks up, and I realize I’ve been asleep.

I panic.

I try to scramble to my feet and end up facedown in the snow instead.

I panic again. It’s something I’m getting good at.

I push myself up to a squatting position, which sounds like it should be easy to do but isn’t. From there I try to stand up. I fall again. Blackness envelopes me—the blackness of terror. I really am going to die. If I don’t get up and get moving, it really will be over.

Another thing the Major likes to say: You can’t win if you don’t play.

You can’t get anywhere if you don’t take at least one step, Rennie, I tell myself.

I manage to stand. I sway against the wind and the snow. I feel dizzy. I’m going to fall again.

And then something kicks in. It’s not a survival instinct, not really. No, instead it’s what I’ve been told is my worst quality and my principal character defect: the need to get even. I may not know where I am or how I got here or, more importantly, how I’m going to get out of here. But I remind myself that I do know why I’m here.

I take a step.

I know why I’m here and I know what I’m supposed to do here. I’m supposed to disappear. I’m supposed to vanish without a trace, leaving anyone who knows me to shake their head and say, “He did it again. Rennie’s been a screwup ever since, well, ever since forever, so it’s no surprise that he screwed up again. What do you expect from a kid like that?”

Except that that’s not what happened.

I didn’t screw up this time. No, for once it was someone else. Someone who wants me out of the way.

I take another step. It isn’t any easier, but I don’t even think about stopping or resting. Another Major-ism: You can rest when you’re dead.

I’m not taking the fall for this. I am not going gentle into this miserable night (another nod to Mr. Banks and his second idol, Dylan Thomas). Not me. Not Rennie Charbonneau.

No, I want to get even.

I want revenge.



TWO

One thing I know about myself, thanks to a summer of wilderness “fun” (read: forcible confinement in a privately run boot camp for screwups like me) is that I’m fueled by rage. A “counselor” actually said that to me. We, meaning me, Jimi (real first name), Boot (real last name), Capone (real first name—I am not kidding) and Worm (first syllable of real last name that, if you ask me, truly captures the essence of the guy), were sitting around the old Coleman stove with the counselor, Gerard—not Gerry—a wannabe shrink who was working at the camp to pay off student loans before heading back to school. We were supposedly on a canoe trip, but so far we had carried the stupid things more than we had paddled them. In fact, we had spent most of the day on an uphill portage, with the promise—in a couple of days’ time—of the most “spectacular” stretch of river we had ever seen.

Jimi, Boot, Capone, Gerard and I were all about the same height, give or take. Worm, on the other hand, was a good head and a half shorter than me. Guess who I got paired with?

So there we were, climbing uphill pretty much all day, which is tough enough with a canoe on your head, and tougher still when it decides to rain—all day. It’s even worse when a certain vertically challenged Worm is your partner. We tried it with him in front. My thinking was that since he was uphill and I was downhill, our height difference would more or less cancel itself out. But it turned out that Worm had trouble sticking to the trail. He kept veering off in one direction or another, claiming to be looking for the best footing. I can just imagine what he would have been like in a car. He’d be zooming down the sidewalk or swerving onto people’s lawns, convinced that they were faster than the road. After an hour of that, I decided to take the lead. But you try being the tall guy going uphill with a canoe on your head. It felt like all the weight was on me. Plus, Worm complained the whole time that he was doing all the work until I was ready to strangle him or, more constructively, switch it up and let him take the lead again. Which meant going off the trail again. Finally I couldn’t stand it anymore.

I set down the front of the canoe and let him stagger dangerously close to a patch of poison ivy. It would serve him right if he stepped in it. When he whined at me to help him, I told him to help himself because I was through. He dropped the canoe, putting a great big dent into one side of it, which was going to make it a bear to paddle when—or should I say, if—we ever saw water again. We were so far behind everyone else that no one even noticed. I told him what a loser he was. I gave him a hard time for being short (not his fault, I know), stupid (probably not his fault) and irritating (definitely his fault). Result: he took a swing at me. Not a good idea. Not only am I taller, but I am also smarter and I know a thing or three about combat.

When we finally reached the top of the hill we had been climbing—all day—Gerard and the other three guys were like cartoon characters come to life. First, they all gave themselves whiplash from the double take they did, in almost perfect unison. Second, their eyes all sproinged out of their heads. Then third, they all started to laugh, even Gerard, although he caught himself pretty fast and switched to a stern look. I guess I can’t blame him, because there was Worm with a sleeping bag duct-taped to his head to make him more or less the same height as me, his hands duct-taped to the crossbars of the canoe so he wouldn’t be tempted to put it down again and duct tape over his mouth so he couldn’t complain.

Anyway, it was that night, while we were putting up our tents and getting ready to cook our chow, that Gerard said, “Rennie, if they could fuel cars with what you’re fueled with, we wouldn’t have an energy crisis.” Turns out he wasn’t supposed to share that kind of opinion with me. Turns out he’s supposed to leave the analysis to the real shrinks who swanned into camp once every two weeks to update their assessments of the “funsters” (read: inmates).

The way they—the shrinks—talked about it, being fueled by rage was a bad thing. But, if you ask me (and they did), the most important stuff I ever accomplished happened when I was good and angry. Like when Mr. Dickhead—er, Dickson—my grade-nine math teacher, picked on me every day, making me go up to the board and do math problems even though he knew I would get them wrong. One day—there’s always that one day—I’d had enough. The whole class had had enough. No one thought it was funny anymore except, I guess, Mr. Dickhead. I decided to get even.

I grabbed Randall Schtirr that Friday after school, made him an offer he couldn’t refuse and holed up with him all weekend. When Monday morning math class rolled around, I slumped at my desk, as usual. I got called on, as usual. I slouched my way to the chalkboard, as usual. Mr. Dickhead stood there, back to me, arms crossed over his chest, smug expression on his face (also as usual, although I didn’t know that until later) until he heard me put down the chalk. He turned. He looked at the chalkboard. The expression on his face was what they call in those credit-card commercials “priceless.” I know because Randall captured the whole thing on his phone. You can check it out on the web if you’re interested.

Everyone in the whole class laughed when they saw that look on his face, like he was staring at an equation written by the guy in the movie about the crazy math genius. Then he got mad and—get this—accused me of cheating. Even kids who didn’t particularly like me got their backs up at that.

“Go ahead,” I said. “Search me.” He wasn’t going to find any crib notes on me. The whole thing was in my head. For a change, I’d done my homework—with a lot of help from Randall.

He searched me anyway. Made me turn out my pockets right there in front of the class. Made me roll up my sleeves to prove I didn’t have anything written on my arms. Made me hitch up my shirt to check my belly. Was ready, I’m sure of it, to make me drop my pants, except that when I bared my stomach, Megan Lindover said, “I don’t think you’re allowed to do that, sir.”

Mr. Dickhead exploded and sent me to the office for “cheating and being a general pain in the a**.” Randall trotted behind me, which, I think, confused Mr. Dickhead.

Mr. Ashton, the principal, freaked when he saw the video on Randall’s phone. I think he was imagining what the Major would say when he saw it. He put Mr. Dickhead on suspension—paid, of course. Then other kids started to complain to their parents about Mr. Dickhead. The parents went to the principal. Mr. Dickhead got fired. I was, briefly, a hero at school.

So, you see, anger isn’t so bad.

Neither is revenge.

It works for me. All I have to do now is get out of here alive.
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By now you’re probably wondering: How did he get there in the first place? And where, exactly, is here?

Last question first. “Here” is Iceland, a small island just east of Greenland. When I say small, I mean 103,000 square kilometers—or about the size of the state of Kentucky. A grand total of 313,000 people live here, most of whom (200,000) live in or around the capital, Reykjavik, which is in the extreme southwest of the island. Everyone else is scattered around the edges of the island on farms or in tiny villages. It’s the kind of place where, in the winter, it’s dark all day except for maybe three hours. No wonder people here have all these crazy stories about trolls and invisible people living in rocks—and believe me, there’s a lot of rock in Iceland, thanks to all the volcanoes, which have a habit of erupting and causing widespread devastation, not to mention vast lava fields. Yeah, it’s quite the place.

So what am I doing here?

It all started ten days ago—exactly three weeks after I got back from my summer in Northern Ontario, a fun time away from my current fun home at Canadian Forces Base Borden.



THREE

Part of me wanted to run faster, but it was just a small part. The rest of me wanted not to run at all. I mean, why rush into the arms of grief if you don’t have to, especially if the person on grief-distribution duty is a certain Major André Charbonneau, ex-soldier, ex-cop, currently employed by the Canadian Forces National Investigation Service, the armed forces equivalent of a major crimes unit of a large police force. One tough guy—that’s my dad, the Major.

And what had I done to deserve grief, you might ask? My current crime was tardiness. Yeah, you heard it right. I was running a little late, which, for anyone in the armed forces, is a major crime. Unless I missed my guess—and I hardly ever do when it comes to my dad—the Major was standing at attention on the front walk of the crappy little house we’d been assigned for this posting, his head swiveling from side to side like he was watching a tennis match, scanning the environs for Yours Truly while steam blew out of his ears.

The first words out of his mouth, when he finally saw me, would be: “You see that thing on your wrist? That’s a watch.”

At least, that’s what he’d start to say. But the Major is excellent at his job. When lesser CFNIS members talk shop over brewskis at the end of the day, they talk about the legendary Major Charbonneau. He never misses a thing. Also, he’s used to giving orders. Used to having them obeyed. Used to interrogating people. Used to getting answers. Used to winning.

The Major would notice right away that my watch, the one he gave me when I turned thirteen, the one that was supposed to guarantee that I was never late, wasn’t on my wrist. He’d switch his priorities from chewing me out for being late to demanding, “Where’s your watch, mister?” He called me mister whenever he was revving himself up on the pissed-off-o-meter. He only used my real name, which he insisted on pronouncing as if it were French—René, instead of Rennie—when he was in a good mood. For the Major, that meant when he wasn’t preoccupied, overworked, exhausted, impatient, annoyed, or any combination thereof. In other words, hardly ever. My name, like everything else between my mom and the Major, was a compromise. The Major’s dad’s name had been René. Mom said no one would ever pronounce it right in Alberta, where the Major was stationed at the time, so why not make life easier on me? According to the Major, on those rare—as in, once-in-a-blue-moon—occasions when he was feeling mellow, my mom was the only nonmilitary person on the planet who consistently got her way with him. She must have used up the Major’s entire compromise quota, because I had never won an argument with him in my life. Not that I didn’t try.

I didn’t turn on the speed, because the faster I ran, the sooner the Major would get fixated on my bare wrist—bare, that is, except for the rattlesnake tattoo that he hated—and the sooner he’d third-degree me until I’d finally have to tell him (just to get him off my back) that I’d traded my watch to a guy for a first-generation iPod. I could save him a lot of misery by telling him right away what I’d done. But—you probably don’t know this—jazzing an army cop when you’re not in the army can be a lot of fun. At least, it can if you’re me.

I hadn’t set out to be late, although I’m sure the shrink I used to see would have disagreed. He would have said that, subconsciously, I was going for that edgy thrill you get when you purposely fly up the nose of a guy who’s twice as strong as you are and has a short fuse. The Major would have said that, subconsciously, I was late because I loved to piss him off. But that wasn’t true. There was nothing subconscious about it.

Surprise number one: the Major wasn’t standing on the front walk when I finally rounded the corner onto our street.

Surprise number two: he didn’t start hollering at me the moment I came through the front door.

Surprise number three: he wasn’t alone. There was some old guy with him. He had gray hair and a neatly trimmed gray beard, and he was wearing a dark suit. He smiled when he saw me.

“You must be Rennie,” he said, thrusting out a hand.

“The late Rennie.” The Major scowled disapprovingly at me. His eyes went to my wrist—See what I mean?—and his scowl deepened. “I told you four o’clock, mister.”

I mumbled an insincere-sounding sorry and turned to look at the old guy.

“I’m John Devine,” he said. “I was your grandfather’s lawyer.”

I was pretty sure he wasn’t talking about the grandfather I’d sort-of been named after. He had died right before I was born. He had to mean the other one, the one I only found out about after my mom died.

“Was his lawyer?” I said.

“He passed away. I’m sorry.”

“When?”

“A little over two months ago.”

“Two months ago?” I turned furiously to the Major.

“I didn’t know, Rennie,” he said. “The first I heard of it was fifteen minutes ago when Mr. Devine arrived.”

I believed him. One thing the Major never did was lie, not even to me.

“Perhaps we can all sit down,” Mr. Devine said.

We went into the living room. Mr. Devine sat on the couch. I sat on an armchair. The Major grabbed the remote from the top of the TV and took another armchair.

“What happened?” I asked. “How did he die?”

“Natural causes,” Mr. Devine said. “At his age, things just give out.” I guessed that was true. The old guy had been pretty slow by the time I’d met him.

Mr. Devine set his briefcase in his lap and clicked open the hasps. He took out an envelope, closed the case again and put the envelope facedown on the coffee table. “I’ll answer all of your questions in due course,” he said. “Major, if you wouldn’t mind, perhaps we could watch that DVD now.”

The Major held out the remote and pressed one button to turn on the TV and another to start the DVD. Suddenly, there was my grandfather on the screen, looking pretty much the same as he had the last—and first—time I’d seen him.

“I’m not sure why I have to be wearing makeup,” he said, turning to face somebody off camera. “This is my will, not some late-night talk show… and it’s certainly not a live taping.”

A couple of people laughed offscreen. My grandfather turned to the camera.

“Good morning…or afternoon, boys,” he began.

Boys? Who was he talking to?

“If you’re watching this, I must be dead, although on this fine afternoon I feel very much alive.”

I peered at the face on the screen. It was impossible to tell when he’d made the recording. For all I knew, it could have been a year ago or even longer. Or—I swallowed hard—it could have been just before I met him back in early spring. Or just after. Had he known then that he wouldn’t be around now? Had he been sick, had things been giving out, and I’d been too stupid or too self-absorbed to notice?

“I want to start off by saying that I don’t want you to be too sad,” he said, as if he was right there in front of me, reading my mind the way he’d seemed to during my unexpected stay with him. “I had a good life and I wouldn’t change a minute of it. That said, I still hope that you are at least a little sad and that you miss having me around. After all, I was one spectacular grandpa!”

He wasn’t kidding! Five minutes after I’d met him, I’d found myself wishing I’d known him my whole life.

“And you were simply the best grandsons a man could ever have.”

Oh, he was talking to my cousins. And to me, I guess, which was why Mr. Devine was here.

Maybe the others had been fantastic grandsons—I didn’t know them, so I couldn’t say. If he was including me, it wasn’t because of anything I had done. It was because that’s the kind of guy he was. At least, it was the kind of guy he had seemed like to me, a guy who treats a garbageman the same way he’d treat Bill Gates—with warmth and dignity.

“I want you to know that of all the joys in my life, you were among my greatest. From the first time I met each of you to the last moments I spent with you—and of course I don’t know what those last moments were, but I know they were wonderful—I want to thank you all for being part of my life. A very big, special, wonderful, warm part of my life.”

Okay, that didn’t refer to me.

His hand shook as he took a sip from a glass of water.

“I wanted to record this rather than just have my lawyer read it out to you. Hello, Johnnie.”

I glanced at Mr. Devine. He was smiling fondly at the image on the screen.

“Johnnie, I hope you appreciate that twenty-year-old bottle of Scotch I left you,” he said. “And you better not have had more than one snort of it before the reading of my will! But knowing you the way I do, I suspect you would have had two.”

Mr. Devine chuckled.

“I just wanted—needed—to say goodbye to all of you in person, or at least as in person as this allows.” His hand was still shaking as he took another sip from his glass.

“Life is an interesting journey, one that seldom takes you where you think you might be going. Certainly I never expected that I was going to become an old man. In fact, there were more than a few times when I was a boy that I didn’t believe I was going to live to see another day, never mind live long enough to grow old.”

I knew what he meant. He’d told me a lot about his life. He’d been a pilot during World War II and traveled a lot after that. He’d been in more than a few scrapes, and the way he’d described them, most of them had been more serious than any mess I’d ever been in.

“But I did live a long and wonderful life. I was blessed to meet the love of my life, your grandmother Vera. It’s so sad that she passed on before any of you had a chance to meet her.”

He didn’t mean my grandmother. He meant the woman he’d actually been married to. That was okay too. He’d been pretty upfront with me about her. He’d told me how much he’d loved her. He’d met my grandmother after his wife died, and he’d loved her too. But she didn’t want to get married, not then anyway, and she’d never told him that she was already pregnant when she left him. He didn’t know about my mom at all until he read about her death in the national newspaper and saw my grandma’s name. Then he’d done the math.

I zoned out after that because he wasn’t talking about my grandma; he was talking about his wife. I didn’t tune back in until he said, “You boys, you wonderful, incredible, lovely boys, have been such a blessing…seven blessings. Some blessings come later than others.”

Did he mean me? So now my cousins knew about me too. Interesting.

“I’ve done a lot, but it doesn’t seem that time is going to permit me the luxury of doing everything I wished for. So, I have some requests, some last requests. In the possession of my lawyer are some envelopes. One for each of you.”

I glanced at Mr. Devine. He nodded. There was one for me too.

“Each of these requests, these tasks, has been specifically selected for you to fulfill. All of the things you will need to complete your task will be provided—money, tickets, guides. Everything.”

Guides? What would I need a guide for?

“I am not asking any of you to do anything stupid or unnecessarily reckless—certainly nothing as stupid or reckless as I did at your ages. Your parents may be worried, but I have no doubts. Just as I have no doubts that you will all become fine young men. I am sad that I will not be there to watch you all grow into the incredible men I know you will become. But I don’t need to be there to know that will happen. I am so certain of that. As certain as I am that I will be there with you as you complete my last requests, as you continue your life journeys.”

Grandfather lifted up his glass.

“A final toast. To the best grandsons a man could ever have. I love you all so much. Good luck.”

The screen went black.
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I felt like I had been encased in concrete. I could see. I could breathe, but just barely. But I couldn’t move.

The old man was dead.

He’d died over two months ago, and no one told me.

“Was there a funeral?” I asked.

Mr. Devine nodded.

“And?” I said. Anger and resentment collided inside me, the two emotions that caused me the most trouble. “They didn’t want me there, is that it?”

“No, that’s not it,” Mr. Devine said. “As soon as I got the news, I made every attempt to contact you. But you had moved, and ever since the nine-eleven attacks…” His voice trailed off. He didn’t have to explain. I’d been hearing that phrase for practically my whole life. It was as if the whole world had been turned upside down on that one day. Nine-eleven explained a lot of the stupid rules the Major had to follow. It explained the ridiculous level of security on every base I had ever been on. It even explained why I’d been hauled out of line in front of all the other airline passengers once, ordered to remove my shoes and stick my arms out so I could be wanded like some kind of wannabe jihadist. “Let’s just say that I had to jump through a few hoops before I could locate you and your father, and by the then it was too late for the funeral. As for my mission at this time—your grandfather specified a meeting in person, and since you were, uh, unavailable…” He paused. He was referring to the wilderness boot camp the Major forced me to go to. “Your grandfather thought highly of you, Rennie.”

“He did?” I’d thought highly of him too, once I’d met him. I’d been thinking it would be nice if he felt the same way about me. After all, we’d sure seemed to hit it off. “Really? He said that?”

“He did indeed,” Mr. Devine said. “And he directed me to give you this.” He picked up the envelope and handed it to me.

I stared at it. I wasn’t sure that I wanted to open it in front of the Major.

“You have to read it now, Rennie,” Mr. Devine said. “That way, I can answer any questions you might have.”

My hand actually shook when I ripped it open. I pulled out a typewritten letter and read it silently.





Dear Rennie,

One of the biggest regrets of my life is that I never knew your mother. That makes me feel all the more fortunate that I was able to get to know you before it was too late.

I know you have been through a lot, blamed yourself for things that are not your fault and punished yourself when no punishment was called for. Believe it or not, you aren’t the only person to have done this. There are times in everyone’s life when we confuse sorrow with blame, when being powerless makes us lash out in anger and when we do things that we regret. Often this happens when a loved one dies, leaving us to wonder why this had to happen to them, why it didn’t happen to us instead.

Now I will tell you another of my regrets.

A long time ago, a plane I was flying had engine trouble. If it hadn’t happened in the middle of a blizzard and if I hadn’t been a bit hungover, I might have been able to save the day. But that isn’t what happened. The plane crashed in the interior of Iceland. I was the only person who walked away—and then only after my best friend died in my arms.

I was near death when an angel appeared and guided me to a sheltered spot. I have never forgotten her face, as you will see. When she faded from sight, I thought she had abandoned me to the afterlife. But when I opened my eyes again, a young doctor named Sigurdur was standing over me. I believed it was a miracle that he had found me. It was only a few days later that I recalled seeing a red scarf marking the spot where I lay.

When Sigurdur came to visit me in the hospital, he said I had imagined the scarf. He grew uncomfortable at my talk of the angel. And so I let it be. It was only recently, as I went through my belongings, that I found a letter in the pack I carried that day. The letter convinced me that the angel was real. I suspect, but cannot prove, that Sigurdur knew this all along. I do not know why he denied it. The letter also stirred up new regrets.

It is perhaps foolish to dwell on something that happened so long ago. I owe Sigurdur as much as I owe my angel. But he is gone now, and, though I never knew her name, I suspect she is too.

Mr. Devine will give you something. I want you to take it to the interior of Iceland—he will tell you exactly where—and bury it, for my angel and for my friend. I can never make up for that day, but with your help I can acknowledge it and memorialize it.

Sincerely,

Your grandfather, David McLean





When I had finished, both the Major and Mr. Devine were looking at me.

“He says you have something that he wants me to deliver,” I said to Mr. Devine.

He nodded, opened his briefcase again and pulled out a small package wrapped in brown paper and tied with string. I opened it and stared at the small journal inside. I flipped it open. Dozens of its browned pages were filled with sketches of a woman—the same woman. There was something else—a sheet of pale-blue paper tightly folded and brittle with age. I unfolded it carefully and scanned the writing, but it was old-fashioned, spidery writing and hard to read.

“What does his letter say?” the Major asked.

“He wants me to do something.”

“What?”





End of sample
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