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For Nick Mednis, my kind, gentle father-in-law. 
He was a wonderful father and grandfather. All the 
grandchildren called him “Tampa” because the first to 
come along couldn’t pronounce Grandpa. He almost 
always had a smile on his face and often a simple beret on 
his head as he walked. The beret I gave the grandfather 
in this story was to honor my children’s Tampa. I took 
it with me when my son and I climbed Kilimanjaro. 
I think that would have made Tampa smile.
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ONE

The room was large and lavish, with dark oak paneling. A big mahogany desk dominated the room; overstuffed leather chairs and couches encircled it. I’d never been in a lawyer’s office before. But then again, prior to a few days ago, I’d never been in a funeral home or attended a funeral either.

There were twelve of us in the room—me, my mother, my brother Steve, my mother’s three sisters and two of my uncles, and my four cousins, Adam, Webb, Spencer and Bernard, who insisted on being called Bunny. These were the eleven people in the world who meant the most to me. The only person missing was the reason we were here—my grandpa. A shudder radiated through my entire body. I hoped nobody saw it. My mother reached out and placed her hand on mine.

“It’s all right, DJ,” she said softly.

Her eyes were so red from crying. I knew how much she was going to miss him. I knew how much we were all going to miss him. I just couldn’t afford to shed tears. Somebody had to be in control. That was my job.

His death had been hard on everybody, but maybe the hardest on my mother. I’d heard my Aunt Vicky talking about how we must be “reliving” my father’s death. I thought that was a funny choice of words—how could a death be relived?—but I understood what she meant. That didn’t mean I agreed with her, just that I understood. My father had been gone for so long, since I was really little, that I hadn’t even been part of all of that. No funeral home, no visitation, no cemetery, no burial memories. I couldn’t relive what I hadn’t lived.

With my mother’s whispered reassurance over, the room became completely silent again. It was almost as if all the oxygen had been sucked out of the room. Then again, since nobody seemed to be breathing, it wasn’t like we needed air. We all just sat there, in silence, waiting for the lawyer to arrive. I didn’t know what was in the will, and I didn’t care what Grandpa was leaving me, because he’d already left so many memories. But it was a term of his will that we all needed to be there, so we had no choice. It would have been disrespectful for us not to come.

Of course that hadn’t stopped my brother from trying to get out of it. Typical. If it wasn’t his idea, he didn’t want any part of it. Mom had finally convinced him. If she hadn’t, I would have convinced him in a whole different way. Steve could be such a jerk sometimes. It was hard to believe that twins could be so different, but we rarely saw things the same way.

The silence seemed so wrong. Here we were, waiting to hear the will of a man who didn’t believe in silence. He was always talking, telling stories, making jokes or singing songs. More than once, when he thought he was alone, I’d caught him humming or talking to himself. I’d even overheard him having both ends of a conversation and laughing at his own jokes. My mother always joked that he’d talk to a stone and get the stone to reply. That was just how he was. Wherever he went, he talked to complete strangers and they always talked back. He once said that strangers were just people he hadn’t become friends with yet. He was so relentlessly friendly, so happy, so full of life. He was so full of life.

I hated seeing him in that coffin. The minister talked about how “lifelike” he looked lying there. That was garbage. That was the first time I’d ever seen him when he wasn’t moving about. He was emotions in motion. He would jokingly say that he was what hyperactive kids grew up to be. He was what I would like to grow up to be, but that wasn’t possible. For one thing, I don’t have his way with people. He made everybody feel so comfortable. Total strangers felt like friends, friends felt like family, and family…well, he just made us feel like we were the most important people around. All of us. When people talked about tolerance for others, he bristled. He didn’t believe in tolerance, he believed in acceptance.

Of course, I knew that everybody who was born died eventually, but I guess I didn’t believe he would ever die. He told me he was going to live forever or die trying. He died trying. He was getting ready to put in a whole new garden. It was going to be more work than many men half his age could handle. He was looking forward to going to the cottage and having all of us up to visit. He kept saying he was going to water-ski this year. I knew he wasn’t; he just said that to get his daughters all worried. Ninety-two-year-old men shouldn’t be water-skiing.

A few nights ago he went to bed and woke up dead. I almost chuckled. He would have liked that—the rhyme of bed and dead, a little limerick in the making. One minute he was so full of life and the next—nothing. Everybody told us it was a wonderful way to go. No suffering. So for him, I was happy. But it just made it harder for the rest of us. We hadn’t had time to adjust, to get used to the idea that he was gone. I still half expected him to walk into the room and—

The door opened and everybody turned as a man in a suit walked in.

“Good afternoon,” he said as he settled in behind the desk.

There was a mumble of responses from across the room.

“Thank you for coming,” he said. “My name is John Devine, and I’ve been David’s lawyer for twenty years. This is a very sad day, and I must admit that this was a day I didn’t expect to be part of. I’m much younger than David, but even so, I expected him to outlive me.”

That comment generated smiles and nods.

“He was a man of so much passion. It was a true joy to have known him.”

That was my grandpa. He was a joy.

“The terms of the will are both straightforward and, shall we say, most interesting.” Mr. Devine paused and smiled. “And with a most interesting twist.”

Interesting was such an interesting word. It could mean almost anything.

“Let’s begin with the more conventional parts,” he said. “All of David’s assets—his home, investments and cottage—are to be divided equally among his daughters.”

That was fair, and he was always fair.

“All of these assets, with the exception of the cottage, are to be liquidated and dispersed to the four heirs. The cottage’s ownership will be transferred to list his daughters as co-owners. It says, and I quote, ‘This was a place of so many great memories shared with my family that I wish it to be used in perpetuity by my grandchildren and their children and their children.’” He paused. “Is that all clear?”

There was a murmuring of agreement and nodding of heads. I was happy. Some of my best memories were from the cottage. Weekends and summers spent with all of my cousins and our parents and Grandpa.

“Excellent,” Mr. Devine said. “Now I need to set out the next part—the interesting part—of the will. A sum of money—a rather substantial sum—has been put aside to fund an undertaking…or I should say, seven undertakings.” He paused. “This is without a doubt one of the most unusual clauses that I have ever been asked to put in a will.”

He looked slowly from person to person, deliberately pausing at each one. Everybody was staring directly at him, leaning forward in their seats. He certainly had everybody’s complete, undivided attention—even Steve’s.

Just read the thing, I thought.

“I know you are all anxious to hear about these undertakings. However, I cannot share them with all of you at this moment.”

There was an eruption of confused protest.

“Please, please!” he said, cutting the protest short. “You will all be fully informed, but not all of you will be informed at the same time. Some people will have to leave the room prior to the undertakings being read.”

I knew where this was going; he was going to ask the grandkids to leave. That wasn’t fair. I understood the younger ones being asked to leave, but why me? I was almost eighteen—well, in a few months—and it wasn’t like I wasn’t mature enough to handle anything. And it wasn’t as if my father was here to support my mother—that was my role. I should be allowed to stay even if the other five grandsons had to leave.

Mr. Devine continued. “Therefore, as per the terms of the will, I request that the grandsons—”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Steve said.

Everybody turned to him.

“I don’t want to be kicked out of the room,” he reiterated.

“You’ll go if you’re told to go,” I said forcefully.

“You don’t understand,” the lawyer said. “He can stay.”

“If he’s staying, then I’m staying as well,” I said.

“And me too,” added my cousin Webb.

The room erupted in protest again.

“Could everybody please just stop!” the lawyer yelled as he stood up. “Please, I am reading a will. Decorum is needed. Out of respect for the deceased, you all need to follow his directions. Is that understood?”

“Sorry,” I said.

“Me too,” my brother said.

I knew he meant it. He was impulsive and he could be a real pain. There were times I wanted to give him a smack—and had—but he was okay.

“Before I go on, I need to ask everybody to agree to respect the terms of his will—all the terms of his will.”

“Of course we agree,” my mother said.

My aunts and uncles all nodded in agreement.

“Excellent,” the lawyer said. “Now, I need to have everyone except the six grandsons to leave the room.”

“What?” one of my aunts exclaimed, voicing the disbelief we all felt.

“Did you say that the adults have to leave?” Aunt Debbie asked.

Mr. Devine nodded. “Yes. Everyone except the grandsons.”



TWO

If it was eerie to be here to begin with, then it was even eerier to watch all our parents leave the room. My mother, the last to leave, hesitated at the door and we locked eyes.

“It’s okay,” I mouthed to her.

She smiled ever so slightly and closed the door, leaving the six of us alone with the lawyer.

“Well, gentlemen,” he said, “I’m assuming that nobody saw this coming.”

“Grandpa was always full of surprises,” Bunny said.

“So I guess because of that we’re not that surprised,” Steve added.

“Interesting perspective,” the lawyer said. “The only way you would have been surprised is if he didn’t do something to surprise you.”

“Pretty much,” my brother agreed.

“So if he’d done nothing, then you would have actually been surprised, which wouldn’t have been a surprise. Sort of a Catch-22, don’t you think?”

“Do you think, sir, that we could go on?” I said. “I believe we’re all anxious to hear what you’re going to tell us.”

“I’m sure you are,” he said. “But, actually, I’m not going to tell you anything.” He paused. “Your grandfather is.”

Instantly, a bizarre thought popped into my head: maybe he wasn’t dead. Maybe somehow this had been some sort of—




“I’m going to play a video your grandfather made,” Mr. Devine said.

I felt my whole body sag. What else could it be? It was stupid of me even to think that he was still alive.

The lawyer walked over to a big cabinet that held a television. He turned to face us. “I was in the room when your grandfather recorded this. I think all of you will be at least a little surprised by what he has to say.”

He clicked a remote, and the TV came to life. First it was blank, and then there was Grandpa!

“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 unseen people laughed, and then Grandpa turned to look directly into the camera.

“Good morning…or afternoon, boys,” he began. “If you are watching this, I must be dead, although on this fine afternoon I feel very much alive.”

I looked at him closely, trying to figure out when the video would have been made. He didn’t look any different or younger than when I’d last seen him, so it wasn’t that long ago, and I could tell it was recorded right here in this office. Somehow that made it seem more real and less real all at once.

I recognized his striped sweater—my mother had knit it for him. And, as always, he was wearing his black beret. It had been strange seeing him in the coffin without it, but apparently it was a term of the will that it wasn’t buried with him. I wondered where it was.

“I want to start off by saying that I don’t want you to be too sad. 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!”

We all started to laugh.

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

He reached down and took a sip from a glass in front of him. His hand shook ever so slightly. His hands never shook; he was nervous.

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

“Hello, Davie,” the lawyer replied.

“Johnnie, I hope you appreciate that twenty-year-old bottle of Scotch I left you,” Grandpa said. “And you better not have had more than one snort of it before the reading of my will!”

The lawyer held up two fingers.

“But knowing you the way I do, I suspect you would have had two.”

The lawyer looked a bit embarrassed. “He did know me well,” he said to us.

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

“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.”

From the stories he’d told us, I knew how close he’d been to death on many occasions. He had been shot down when he was a pilot in World War II, and then he’d flown all over the world after that.

“But I did live a long and wonderful life. I was blessed to meet the love of my life, your grandmother Vera. It is so sad that she passed on before any of you had a chance to meet her. I know people never speak ill of the dead—and I’m counting on you all to keep up that tradition with me—but your grandmother was simply the most perfect woman in the world.

“Her only flaw, as far as I can see, was being foolish enough to marry me. She gave me not only a happy life, but four daughters…four amazing daughters. I just wish she could have been there to watch them grow into the four wonderful women who became your mothers.”

My grandmother had died when our mothers were young—the youngest, Aunt Vicky, was only four at the time. My grandpa raised the girls on his own at a time when men didn’t do that.

“I was always comforted by the thought that I believed she was watching them too. Sitting up there in heaven or wherever. I guess as you’re hearing this, I have an answer to that question. I pray that I’m with her now.”

He lifted up the glass again and made a little toast toward us. I noticed his hand wasn’t shaking anymore. He was getting more comfortable, more relaxed. More like Grandpa.

“Being both father and mother to my girls meant that I was always running fast to try and do everything. Sometimes the need to earn a living got in the way of me being there for my daughters. There were too many school plays, violin recitals and soccer games that I never got to. And that was why I made a point to be there for almost every one of your games and school events and concerts,” he said.

He was there for everything, always. Sitting in the bleachers screaming at the referees, or in the front row at the concerts, cheering and clapping, or right there by the bed when you woke up after having your tonsils out. He was just there.

“This was both a promise I made and a complete joy. You boys, you wonderful, incredible, lovely boys, have been such a blessing…seven blessings. Some blessings come later than others.”

Seven? He meant six. There were six of us. He must have been even more nervous than he looked. His voice caught over the last few words, and I thought he was on the verge of crying. He took another sip from his glass. A long, slow sip.

“But I didn’t bring you here simply to tell you how much I loved you all. Being part of your lives was one of the greatest achievements of my life, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything, but being there for all your big moments meant that I couldn’t be elsewhere. 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.”

We all looked at each other, questioningly.

“In the possession of my lawyer are some envelopes,” he said. “One for each of you.”

I turned around. Mr. Devine stood off to the side of the room. In his hand was a fan of envelopes.

“Each of these requests, these tasks,” Grandpa continued, “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.”

Tickets and guides? What did he want us to do?

“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.”

He lifted up his glass.

“A final toast. To the best grandsons a man could ever have.” He tipped back the glass and drained it. He put down the glass and stared directly into the camera. “I love you all so much. Good luck.”

The screen went black. He was gone.

The lawyer turned off the TV. “In my hands are the seven envelopes. One for each grandson.”

“You mean six,” I said. “There are only six of us.”

“Well, as I said, there is a most interesting twist. There is a seventh grandson.”



THREE

I went up to my room and closed the door. I needed to be alone to process that last little piece of news. My grandpa had had another daughter—a daughter conceived, born and raised without his knowledge. That daughter, now dead, had a son named Rennie. My grandpa had only become aware of this extra grandson a few months ago. So there weren’t six of us, there were seven. It was strange how this news had disturbed me but seemed to amuse Steve. That was so much like him.

And in my hand, along with the envelope from my grandpa, was information about his extra grandson. Rennie was, almost to the day, the same age as me. There was a request from my grandpa, relayed through his lawyer, that we all contact Rennie so he’d feel more a part of our family. I’d do it, because Grandpa had asked me to, but not right now. First things first. I had to look at my task.

I sat on my bed in my room, alone. Alone was the only way to read this. I couldn’t guarantee how I’d handle it, and I didn’t want anybody to see me cry. I held the large manila envelope in my hand. It was thick, so obviously it contained more than a simple letter.

I turned the envelope around in my hands. My nickname—DJ—was typed on the front. Somehow it would have been more real if it was in his handwriting. Well, as real as any of this could be.

There was no point in looking at it any longer. Carefully I unsealed the top and looked inside. There was something soft and black—his beret! I pulled it out and couldn’t help but smile. Pinned to it was a piece of paper with my name on it. He’d left it for me! That meant so much. Gently I placed it on my lap and then turned the envelope over and three smaller envelopes tumbled out. One said 1—Read Now in big letters, another 2—Bottom. What did that mean? The third had 3—End written on it. All three were in his handwriting. It was like he’d heard that I didn’t want them typed. Slowly, deliberately, carefully, I opened up the first envelope.









Dear DJ,

I remember the first time I ever held you—my first grandchild. You were no more than fifteen minutes old when your father placed you in my arms. Soon to be followed by your brother. I’d never held anybody so young—I didn’t even hold any of my daughters that soon. Things were a little different in my day. I know you won’t make that mistake with your children—you’ll be right there with your wife. That’s the right thing to do, and I know I can always count on you to do the right thing.







That made me smile. I always prided myself on doing the right thing, and my grandpa appreciated that.






It may sound strange to talk to you about a wife and children, but life all happens so quickly. It seems like only moments ago that I was like you—a teenager. And then it all happened so fast, from boy to young man, to man, to father, to grandfather to, well, a memory. You’ll have to accept my apology for sounding both morbid and philosophical, but death tends to do that to a man.





Death…he was dead. I didn’t know when he had written this, but it was the last thing he’d ever written just for me. Well, I guess technically the second and third letters would be the last, but still, I could appreciate being philosophic. I’d done a lot of thinking about life and death over the past few days.





I don’t know what I expected the first time I held you, but it wasn’t what I got. There was no crying or squirming from you. You were so calm—calmer than I was. You looked up at me, eyes wide, and I got the feeling you were studying me, trying to figure out who this old man was and what was going to happen next. And even stranger, I got the feeling that you almost had it figured out.

Your mother always said that you were an old soul. I know you’ve heard that so often, and at times it even made you bristle, but it’s true. You were always the kid who did what he was supposed to do. From sleeping through the night, to toilet training, to learning to read, to being the captain of every team you ever played on. Most kids didn’t know what was going on. Some of the smarter kids had questions. But you, well, you seemed to have the answers.

I also remember so clearly when your father died. It wasn’t just the saddest day in your life, but one of the saddest in mine. I was powerless to protect either your mother or you or your brother from the pain. I saw you shed tears, but you were so strong. I think you helped your mother through it all more than I did. Let’s be honest, I think you helped me.

Maybe that’s where your old soul evolved into a leader. You became more than a child. You took care of your mother and your brother and then all of your cousins. I know that sometimes your brother and cousins may have resented having another “parent,” but I know they respect you so much. I expect as each of you completes the requests I’ve made that there will be communication among the seven of you. I know you will be there to help the others fulfill their challenges, but also hope you’ll be strong enough to accept their help too. A good leader knows when to follow, when to accept help, when to go to others for assistance.

I’ve always thought that the problems of the world were caused because we failed to understand one simple fact: we are all part of the same family. There are not different races of people but one race—the human race. If we were able to trace our lives back through the generations, we’d find the links that connect us all. There are people who speak about the Garden of Eden as if it was a fact, and others who see the theory of evolution as more than a theory. In some ways they’re both correct. However, we all share the same beginnings. We started with one mother and father—one Adam and Eve—even if through evolution.

I know I’ve told you some of my tales from my time in Africa. I flew different types of small planes up and down the whole of East Africa. Those were times of adventure, abandon and excitement. It was where my soul was healed after the horror of war, where I became able to live and love again and go on with life.

Ashes to ashes, dust to dust—those words were said at my funeral. I believe them.

DJ, here is my request. I want some of my ashes returned to where it all began for mankind, but also where my life began again—to Africa, to the Rift Valley. I want you to go to Tanzania and climb Mount Kilimanjaro.

Some of my ashes have been placed in my walking cane. When you reach the top, scatter my ashes in the wind so that they can be blown throughout the valley and I can once again be reunited with my ancestors.

With my great thanks, and great love,

Grandpa



P.S. Say hello to Elijah for me—he will be there to meet you at the airport, take care of you and make all the arrangements for your trek up the mountain.







He wants me to climb a mountain to spread his ashes? I could hardly believe what I’d just read. I looked away from the envelope. Africa…I was going to Africa…to Tanzania to climb a mountain. I almost felt too stunned to think. But I needed to. I did a quick calculation in my head. My last exam was in three days. I would be starting football camp in August—on a full scholarship. Grandpa had been so proud. As long as I left right away, I’d have plenty of time to do this. After all, how long could it possibly take to climb a mountain?



FOUR

“Don’t worry, you’ll catch your flight,” my mother said.

“I’m not worried,” I replied. “It’s just that for international flights I’m supposed to be there three hours early.”

“We’ll be there almost three hours early.”

“What if there’s a major traffic jam or we get a flat tire or—?”

“The roads are clear, and if we needed to, we’d fix the tire.”

I sat back and tried to relax. Then again, I’d only be truly relaxed when I was on the plane coming back home, the wheels touching the ground and my task finished. It would take no more than seven or eight sleeps. That made me sound like a toddler, but that’s how I always counted being away from home.

“It’s going to be strange with both you and your brother gone. I’m going to be worried.”

“There’s nothing to be worried about,” I offered. “Remember, Steve is just going to Spain.”

“So I should be worried about you and that mountain?” she asked.

“You don’t need to be worried about either of us. It’s going to be a walk in the park.”

“Climbing a mountain is hardly a walk in the park,” she said.

“No, actually it is. Kilimanjaro is in a national park. How dangerous can a park be?” I joked. She didn’t laugh, so obviously she didn’t think my little joke was funny.

“Steve leaves soon, right?”

“The day after you.” My mother chuckled. “Your brother reminds me so much of your grandpa.”

“Steve? He’s nothing like Grandpa.”

“Your grandpa mellowed with age, but think of the stories he told from when he was young. I think that’s why the two of them never got along as well as he did with the others. Your grandpa saw too much of himself in Steve and wanted to try to change him so he wouldn’t go through the same grief.”

“Grief?” I asked.

“I often wonder what all those adventures of Grandpa’s were about. I know the war was hard on him, and I wonder if he was trying to find himself,” she said.

“And what is Steve trying to find?”

“Maybe the same thing. Peace.”

I didn’t think Steve would ever find anything except more grief. Well, at least he was an expert at finding and giving it. He was my twin brother, and I loved him, but there were times I could have killed him. We were so different—even physically. I towered over him and must have outweighed him by ten kilograms. I loved sports, and he had no interest in them whatsoever. History was one of his passions, and the only history I cared about was the score in yesterday’s games.

“I’ll try to keep in touch by texting you when I’m gone. Can you keep an eye on everybody for me?” I asked. “You know—all the guys—to make sure they follow their tasks.”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure everybody will be fine.” She paused. “Are you going to contact Rennie?”

“That’s what Grandpa asked us to do, so I’ll do it. It’s just so…so…”

“Yes, it is. I can only imagine the shock your grandfather felt when he found out he had another daughter and a seventh grandson.”

“Yeah, I guess.” I didn’t want to think about that right now. “I just want to make sure they’ll all be okay,” I said. “I’m a little worried about Bernie.”

“Bunny will do just fine.”

“Please don’t call him that,” I said.

“Bunny is what he calls himself. It’s cute.”

“It was cute when he was four. He’s fifteen and in high school.”

“Well, I remember somebody who used to walk around in a little tiger suit,” my mother said.

“I was three, not fifteen. How cute would it have been if I wore it to high school? And at least I wanted to be a tiger and not a bunny.”

“He likes being called Bunny,” she said.

“It doesn’t matter what he likes. Being called Bunny is the sort of thing that gets him picked on all the time.”

“I know your aunt is grateful for the help you’ve given him.”

“I’ve tried. As long as I’m there, nobody really dares to pick on him much, but next year I’m not gonna be around. It’s not like Spencer is going to step in.” Spencer was Bunny’s “big” brother, but he wasn’t very big and wasn’t much less of a target than Bunny.

“He might,” she said.

“It’s not the same. Nobody in the world is afraid of Spencer.”

She laughed. “I’m just glad my little Tigger has always been there to take care of his little cousin Bunny, the way Tigger took care of Winnie-the-Pooh.”

There was nobody else in the car, so calling me Tigger, her special name for me, was okay. It wasn’t so okay when Steve called me that, especially in public.

“You are a very hard act to follow,” my mother said.

“What?”

“Sometimes I think your cousins feel like they can’t hope to compete with you.”

“It’s not a competition,” I said.

My mother laughed. “I never thought I’d hear you say the words not and competition in the same sentence.”

“I just try to do my best, that’s all. The point of a game is to win, but I am a good loser too.”

“And how much practice have you had at being a loser?”

“I’ll try to lose more in the future.”

“Losing isn’t the end of the world.”

“I never said it was.” Although it had felt like it the few times it happened.

We circled around the ring road leading to the terminal.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come inside?” my mother asked.

“No need for you to spend money on parking. I’ll be fine.”

She slowed down and pulled into an open spot. I got out quickly, and she popped open the trunk. I grabbed my green duffel bag and my backpack and of course my grandpa’s cane with his remains in a secret compartment inside. I held it tightly.

“Are you sure you have everything?” she asked.

“Everything.”

“I’m not even sure why I asked. You are the most responsible seventeen-year-old in the world.” She paused. “But I’m still going to be worried until you get back.”

“Funny, but I’m going to be worried about you until I get back.”

She started to tear up. I felt tears start to surface, but I blinked them away. I couldn’t let her see me cry or let her know that I was worried.

“I better get inside and check in,” I said.

She threw her arms around my neck. She was small but strong. I gave her a big hug back.

“I love you,” she said.

“Yeah, I sort of figured that. I am pretty loveable.”

She made a huffing sound in my ear.

“I know, I know, Mom. I love you too, but I have to go.”

She squeezed a little tighter before letting go.

“I’ll text you as soon as I’m on the ground,” I said.

I reached out and gave her another hug and then walked toward the terminal. I stopped, turned around and waved. She waved back, and then I went inside.

Now that she was gone, I could let my defenses down a bit, although I didn’t want to cry in front of strangers either. I was worried. More than that, I was scared. I was traveling halfway around the world, by myself, to climb a mountain. A really big mountain. Maybe I should be scared. I just couldn’t let anybody know.

I had one thing to do before I checked in. I pulled out my phone and sent a text to my cousins.

Hey guys. Just getting on plane to Tanzania. Good luck to all. Back soon. Text if you need help. Don’t let Grandpa down.

I pushed Send, knowing that almost instantly all six would get my message. Each of us had an individual task to complete, but somehow it felt like it was up to me to make sure they were all completed. But I’d have to finish my own task before I could help anybody else.

It was just me—me and Grandpa’s cane. It was made of smooth brown wood and the handle was two carved elephants, their tusks intertwined. I thought back to him, cane in hand, walking, or leaning on it, sometimes spinning it around or using it as a dancing partner as he did a little jig, his ever-present black beret tipped to one side. I gave the cane a little shake and I could feel the ashes shifting inside. This cane was such a part of him. Now he was part of it. Here, in my hands.



FIVE

My eyes jerked open as the plane’s wheels hit the runway. We bounced up and down a few times, and then finally stuck to the ground. We rolled along the runway. It was so rough, I wondered if we’d landed in a field. I looked out the window. The runway was a narrow strip of pavement lined on both sides by dense bush. Probably good that I’d been asleep as we approached the airstrip and hadn’t seen it coming. I was just glad to be back on the ground.

I really didn’t like flying at all. It wasn’t just about being up high, which I didn’t like. To me, flying was less like science and more like magic. How could a plane hang up there in the air? I knew all about aerodynamics, but it still didn’t feel right to me.

I’d never told anybody about my fear of flying. Particularly Grandpa. He loved flying almost more than anything else. I remember being up in a plane with him behind the wheel. He loved being up there, and I loved being with him, so I made sure he didn’t know how much I hated flying. He’d put me in the copilot seat when I was so small I could hardly see out through the windscreen. Sometimes he’d even let me put my hands on the rudder—a four-year-old flying a plane.

While we flew, he told stories: flying in his Lancaster during the war, being a bush pilot in the North, bouncing around Africa. That made me smile. When I thought about the last time he was in the air at the controls of his plane, my smile left. He knew he was getting too old to fly solo, and that wasn’t just his thinking but the government’s. As he’d said, “Regulations are regulations, and I can’t fight them.” So he allowed his pilot’s license to lapse.

I had been there on the ground, holding my mother’s hand, Steve holding the other, when Grandpa landed that last time. He went up alone, just him and the plane and the sky.

If I closed my eyes, I could still see him slowly walking away from the plane after he landed. He told me it was one of the saddest days of his life. I was sad for him, but secretly I was grateful I’d never have to go up with him again. And that still made me feel guilty.
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I was now on the third flight of my trip and each plane had gotten smaller and more suspect. Finally we arrived in Moshi, a town near Kilimanjaro. Grandpa would have loved this last plane because it was so tiny. It held only sixteen people and seemed less like a plane than a bus with two propeller-driven engines. Bad enough that it was like a bus, but it wasn’t even a nice bus. The carpeting on the floor was worn and torn, as were the seats. Torn wouldn’t have been bad if my seat hadn’t also been crooked—one of the support legs was busted—and if it had a seat belt that worked. Rather than buckling up, the attendant had helped me tie the two ends together.

The plane was still bumping along the runway when people started to get up from their seats. They seemed to have no sense of safety or following rules, although I could appreciate wanting to get off this plane as fast as possible. On the ground was good, but feet on the ground was better. I thought the flight attendant would tell them to sit down, but she hadn’t bothered. Passengers held on to seats, swaying while they opened up the overhead compartments and pulled out their bags.

The plane finally came to a complete stop, and I untied my seat belt and got to my feet, smacking my head loudly against the overhead compartment. The thud was loud enough that people turned to stare. A few looked like they were about to laugh or giggle, and others looked concerned.

“I’m okay,” I said to everybody and nobody. “They just don’t make these big enough for me.”

I stepped into a gap in the aisle and stood up, almost straight. My head brushed against the ceiling of the plane. I looked up and down the aisle. I was clearly the tallest person aboard. I pulled out my carry-on bag and then Grandpa’s cane.

The door popped open, and sunlight and fresh air flooded in. I took a deep breath. It felt good. The first passengers exited, and the rest of us shuffled forward until I climbed off the plane and took my first step in Tanzania. I was here, and that meant I was one-third of the way to finishing my task.

I’d divided it into three parts: flying to Tanzania, climbing the mountain, and flying home. I figured the mountain part wouldn’t take much longer than the flights.

I followed the little stream of passengers toward a small building, hoping they knew where they were going. Right inside the doors were the customs booths. One had a sign above it that read East African Passports. The other said All Other Passports. That was me.

I dug out my passport and went to the back of the line. There were three other people in front of me: two men in their twenties, and a much older woman. Maybe she was the mother of one of them, which reminded me: I’d have to text Mom and let her know I’d arrived.

The men stepped up to the customs booth, leaving just me and the older woman. She turned around to face me.

“First time in Tanzania?” she asked. She had a British accent.

I nodded. “Is it yours?”

“Yes,” she replied. “Are you here to climb the mountain?”

“Yes. And you?”

“The plan is for me to—”

“Next!”

We both turned toward the customs booth. The guard was waving for her to come forward.

“Good luck with your climb,” she said as she stepped up to the booth.

I didn’t think luck was going to have anything to do with it.

I was hot and tired, and my legs were a little shaky. It had been almost twenty-four hours since my mother had dropped me off at the airport, and I hadn’t gotten any more than two or three hours sleep since then. Fear of flying will do that to you.

The woman moved through customs, and I stepped forward.

“Passport, please,” the official said.

He opened it up at the picture and held it up, looking from it to me.

“This is you?” he asked.

The question threw me. “Yeah, of course.”

“It does not look so much like you,” he said. “But many of you tourists look the same. Length of stay?”

“Two or three days.”

“Why so short?”

“That should be long enough to climb the mountain,” I answered.

“And you think you can do that in two days?”

“Well, I don’t know; that’s why I said maybe three.”

He shook his head and gave me a look like I’d offended him.

“How much currency do you have?” he asked.

“Currency?”

“How much money do you have with you?”

I’d heard about this. He was asking me for a bribe. “I have enough,” I said.

“Enough? Are you being insolent with me, young man?” he demanded. “I will ask you one more time, how much money do you have on you?”

His loud words and hard stare left me no doubt that I’d have to tell him and give him a bribe if he asked for it.

“Um…I’m not sure. I know I have enough. I have a couple of hundred dollars in US funds and lots of Tanzanian shillings and a bank card. Everything else is already paid for.”

“You are traveling by yourself and you are only seventeen,” he said. “Who will care for you when you are here?”

“I’m meeting a man named Elijah. He’s probably out there waiting for me,” I said, gesturing to the door with the Exit sign above it.

“What is this Elijah’s last name? What is his occupation? Is he Tanzanian? Does he run a tour group?”

“I don’t know.”

“None of it?” he asked in disbelief. “You do not even know his full name?”

I shook my head.

“And you just trust that this Elijah will be out there waiting,” he said. “What if he isn’t? Do you have a number to contact him?”

Again I shook my head. I didn’t feel good about that myself. I had just trusted that Grandpa and his lawyer had made all the arrangements.

“So if he is not there, what will you do?” he asked.

“I’m sure he is, but if he isn’t, I guess I’ll just wait.”

“For how long?”

“Until he comes.”

“And what if he does not come until tomorrow or the next day? Do you think this is a hotel where you can sleep?”

“I’m sure he’ll be there.”

He muttered something under his breath. I didn’t need to know Swahili to know he was neither pleased nor impressed with me or my plan.

“Do you have anything to declare?” he asked. “Are you bringing in drugs or guns or alcohol or prohibited fruit or vegetables?”

Of course I wasn’t bringing in any of those things, but I’d been told by the lawyer, Mr. Devine, that it was illegal to transport human remains across national borders. That was why they were hidden inside my grandpa’s cane.

“Well?” he demanded.

“Um…no,” I stuttered. Lying never came naturally to me.

“Then why did you not answer immediately?”

“I didn’t understand you!”

“Why, is my English not good enough for you?” he snapped.

“I’m tired. Really tired. I don’t have any of those things. I don’t even drink and I’d never do drugs, and I don’t have any weapons…anywhere.”

He looked at me long and hard, as if he was trying to make a final decision about whether or not he should let me into the country. That made no sense. I was pretty sure there was no way he couldn’t let me in. His scowl deepened, and then he picked up a stamp and thumped it against my passport and handed it back.

“I can go?”

“You sound surprised. Did you think you should be turned away?”

“Of course not!”

“Then leave and stop holding up the line.”

As I fumbled with my passport and duffel bag and backpack, the cane slipped from my hand and fell to the floor. I bent over to pick it up.

“That is an interesting walking stick,” he said.

“Thanks.”

“Most people leave with such things. They do not bring them into the country.”

“It’s special. It belonged to my grandfather.”

“Let me see,” he said, holding out his hands.

Reluctantly I handed it to him.

“This design is local, carved by the Chagga people. I am Chagga.”

“My grandpa spent some time right here when he was young, a long time ago. He was a pilot.”

He turned the cane over in his hands, examining it with the same intensity he’d reserved for me. I had to resist the urge to grab it away from him. It wasn’t just my grandpa’s cane he was holding in his hands, it was my grandpa.

“This stick it is very light. As if…as if…” He shook the cane, and I could feel the ashes moving inside. “As if it were hollow.”

He took the top and twisted it around until it popped open. He looked inside, and then looked up at me. “You thought you could fool me.”

“I wasn’t trying to fool you. It’s just that—”

“It is a serious offence to smuggle drugs.”

“Drugs!”

He yelled something in a language I couldn’t understand, and before I could object, two men in uniforms, carrying guns, grabbed me!



SIX

I sat on the little bunk, legs up, arms around them, back against the rough wall. I looked down at my wrist for the time and was frustrated. They’d taken my watch and everything in my pockets, as well as my belt, my hiking boots and my socks. What did they think I was going to do with socks? Ball them up and throw them at the guards? How long had it been? One hour…two? And more importantly, how long would it be? They couldn’t just keep me here. They’d soon discover that it wasn’t drugs. But then again, it wasn’t legal to transport human remains either. How long could I get sent to jail for doing that?

I heard the sound of footsteps and looked through the bars, past the two seated guards. Another soldier appeared, and the two guarding me rose to their feet and saluted. Whoever he was, he outranked them. From his tone, I could tell he was giving orders. He turned and stormed away, and they quickly unlocked my cell.

I got to my feet, sockless, scared and feeling very alone. I wished somebody—my mother, my grandpa, even one of my cousins—was here to help me. I had to get the cane back.

“Come,” one of the guards said. His voice was soft, which only put me on high alert. I walked out of the cell.

“Wait!” he called out, and I froze.

The other guard ran off and returned a few seconds later carrying a pair of sandals. “Here, for you.”

Confused, I took them from him. They were brown and worn out and obviously way too small for me. I put them on, though, and followed the guards down a hall to an empty room with rows of wooden chairs, a couple of tables and a big raised bench. A courtroom! Was I going to be put on trial? I spun around to face the guards, who both smiled at me. What was going on?

A door at the side of the room opened, and two more soldiers entered. Neither of them was smiling. Behind them came an older man dressed in a suit and carrying my grandpa’s cane! He nodded in my direction, and my guards jumped to attention and saluted.

I expected the man to go and sit up at the judge’s bench, but instead he came directly to me.

“Good afternoon,” he said. “I believe this is yours.” He offered me the cane.

Was this a trick? Was this his way of making me admit that it was mine? What was the point in arguing? We all knew it was mine. I took it.

“Thanks.” It felt good to have it back, no matter what happened next.

“Would you like something to eat, or perhaps a drink? Tea or coffee or a soda?”

How strange and nice. I guess they did court differently here. “No…no, thank you, sir.”

“I think I would like a tea. It would feel rude to drink alone, so I will ask them to bring enough if you change your mind. Do you like milk and sugar in your tea?”

“Um…yes, please…milk and lots of sugar.”

He turned to two of the soldiers. “Could you please arrange for refreshments?”

“Yes, sir, Your Honor, Judge!” one said, and they saluted and left.

So he was a judge.

“Young David. I must apologize for keeping you waiting,” he said.

I startled at the mention of my name—hardly anybody called me David—but how did he even know my name? Then I realized that of course he knew my name; they had my passport.

“I was delayed and could not be here for your arrival as planned,” he said.

As planned? What did that mean?

He shook his head slowly. “I can so clearly see the resemblance. There is so much of him in you.”

“Resemblance?” What did that mean? “Wait… are you Elijah?”

He laughed. “Oh, I am so sorry, I thought you knew that! I am indeed Elijah!”

“But he called you Your Honor.”

“I am both your grandfather’s friend Elijah and a judge. The reason I was delayed was that I was presiding over a court hearing in the capital city, Dar es Salaam, where I sit on the bench of the Supreme Court of Tanzania.”

“The Supreme Court…wow!”

He shrugged. “There are nine of us, so it is not just me. I hope you hold no hard feelings toward the customs officer; he was acting in accordance with his position. In fact, I spoke to him and commended him for his perceptiveness in discovering that the walking stick was hollow. That was most impressive, do you not agree?”

“I guess it was.”

“Smuggling is a problem. Of course your grandfather’s ashes do resemble drugs.”

“Am I in trouble for bringing those in?”

He shook his head. “No. I am a judge with the Supreme Court. Minor issues of violating the law can be overlooked or forgotten completely. Did your grandfather ever tell you about his time in Tanzania?”

“He flew out of this airport, right?”

“It was more a dirt strip and hangar back then. Your grandfather, Davie, flew throughout this region. He was a very good man. Do you know the history of our country?”

“I know some things,” I said. “This was a colony, right?”

“The joke in Tanzania is that all of Africa was much like Mount Kilimanjaro: white at the top and black underneath. We were ruled by the whites and were given few rights or freedoms. We were second-class people in our own country.”

I had the urge to apologize, as if it was my fault because I was white.

“But your grandfather was different. He treated everybody with respect—even me, just a young boy when I knew him. He said he fought in wars, risking his life for freedom and democracy, and he wasn’t going to be part of taking anybody’s freedom. It is because of him I became a judge.”

“That’s amazing.”

“And I mean not just because of what he meant, but because he provided the funds for my education.”

“He did?”

“Each year there was an anonymous donor who paid for my education. To the very end, in our last letters, he still would not acknowledge that it was he.” He paused. “But I knew. Does any of this surprise you?”

“No, that’s what he was like.”

“I will tell you a story. As a boy, to help my family I did work for some white people who lived here. I labored at their estate, and when I finished, the man paid me only half of what he had promised. When I objected, I was beaten.”

“That’s awful.”

“Your grandfather saw the bruises. He stormed off, saying he was going to give the man a thrashing, but we stopped him, begging him to not go. Your grandfather was so big he could have given him a beating, but that white man was important and he would have had your grandfather arrested or forced to leave the country. It took a great deal of time to convince him not to act. Then he got an idea. Instead of beating him, he befriended this man.”

“Why would he do that?”

“To gain his trust. He then offered, for a small price, to take him for a flight. The man was a braggart, so full of boastfulness, and happily went along.” Elijah leaned forward. “I must tell you that I am afraid of flying,” he said in a low voice. “That is why I drove here instead of flying. Thank goodness you have no such fears, or you would not be here.”

I knew those fears better than I’d ever admit.

“So your grandfather took him for a flight that involved rapid rises and falls, near misses with trees or the mountainside, and flying upside down!”

I could absolutely picture my grandfather doing that.

“When they landed, the white man was covered with his own vomit, was even whiter than usual, and collapsed to the ground. It was more of a beating than he had given me!” Elijah burst into laughter, as if it was happening again before his eyes. “Afterward your grandfather gave me the money the man had given him for the flight. It was much more than what the man owed me, but your grandfather insisted.”

He laughed once again, and I laughed along with him.

“Your grandfather was larger than life. I could tell you so many stories…many of which have nothing to do with such noble things. That man could get into more arguments—fights even—and he could drink more than any man I ever met!”

“Grandpa?” I questioned. “He didn’t drink.”

“When he first came here, if he wasn’t flying, he was drinking, but in the end he did not drink any alcohol,” Elijah said.

“I wonder what changed.”

“He told me that he no longer needed to drink.”

I thought back to Grandpa’s letter to me—that’s what he meant when he talked about his “soul being healed.”

One of the soldiers returned carrying a tray.

“It is now time for me to repay some of my debt to him. While you are here, you will be under the care of my son, who is also named Elijah. He operates a tour company, and he will take you to the top of the mountain. Very exciting. Some day I might make the climb myself.”

“You’ve never been up?” I blurted out without thinking.

“Never. Nor had your grandfather.”

I hadn’t even thought about that.

“Not that he did not try,” Elijah said, “but he was not able to complete the climb, to reach the summit.”

“That’s hard to believe,” I said.

“Yes, it is,” he agreed. “He was a man of such strength and determination that it would seem that he could accomplish any goal. But that mountain… it has its way, and for some people it is harder. That is how it was for him. Now, do you wish to have tea?”

“Yes, that would be nice, thanks.”

He poured tea into a cup and handed it to me.

“It would have been fitting for me to make the climb with you. A final honor to your grandfather, but I cannot. I must rush back to make my ruling in the case. I leave you in good hands. I will be here when you return. Now, let us finish our tea and then continue on our journey.”



SEVEN

We walked out of the building and onto the streets. The sun was hot and the air dry. It felt good to be outside again. It felt good to be free.

The street was crowded with people and vehicles. The vehicles swerved and swirled with no regard to any rules of traffic, and it seemed as if they barely followed the laws of physics and gravity.

Almost directly in front of the building was a large shiny black car with dark tinted windows. It seemed strangely out of place. A chauffeur stood at its side.

“It seems most fitting that your grandfather chose the mountain for you. Do you know of its important place in our independence?”

“No…sorry.”

“No need to be sorry. It is sad, but many Tanzanians do not seem to know either. In 1961 we gained our independence from England. Our first president, Mr. Julius Nyerere, ordered that a delegation bring wood to the top of the mountain to light a pyre. He said, ‘We will light a candle on top of Mount Kilimanjaro which will shine beyond our borders, giving hope where there is despair, love where there is hate, and dignity where before there was only humiliation.’”

“That’s amazing,” I said.

“He was a great man. That fire no longer burns up there, but it still burns here,” he said, touching his chest. “It is men like our first president, and your grandfather, who guide me as I try to sit in judgment while not being judgmental. We have, as a country, a distance yet to travel, but we will surely arrive.”

His words sent a chill down my spine. “That sounds so much like something my grandpa would say.”

He placed a hand on my shoulder. “That is a high compliment. Now let me bring you to my son. It is only a short walk in that direction,” he said, pointing up the road. “I will have my driver take us.”

He gestured toward the big black car and the chauffeur.

“That’s your car?” I gasped.

“It belongs to the government. I feel embarrassed. Why should there be such expensive cars for judges when some of our children go to sleep without food, go to school without shoes and have to study with so few books? They tell me that a judge must present as having authority, and this car is part of that authority, but I do not believe a man needs symbols such as that to represent authority.”

He said something in Swahili to the driver, and they began a discussion that sounded very much like an argument.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“My friend here insists that we must leave for the capital immediately. He has been my driver for so long that he sometimes thinks he’s my mother!”

“Thank goodness I am not!” the driver exclaimed in English. “It is enough work trying to be your driver without being your mother, but we do need to leave immediately in order to be just late instead of very late!”

“I know you are only trying to take care of me, my friend, but it is a very short drive, a minor detour,” Elijah said.

“It is not the drive, but the delay when we get there. You will need to talk to every person. It could take hours. Hours that we do not possess.”

“If it isn’t far, I could just walk,” I said.

“It is just up the road,” the driver replied.

“No, no,” Elijah objected. “It would not be right for him to walk.”

“And would it be right if you did not render a verdict in the trial today?” the driver asked. “Are you not the one who always says that justice delayed is justice denied?”

Elijah laughed. “It is not my quote, but those are my words. I am surprised that you listen so closely.”

“We all listen to your words, sir.”

“Why don’t I just walk? My stuff isn’t heavy.” I held up my bag, my hiking boots tied to it. In my hand I held the walking stick. I was wearing my backpack. I realized that I was still wearing the jail sandals. I’d forgotten about them.

He looked hesitant.

“I came to climb the mountain, so walking up the street shouldn’t be too hard,” I said.

“Now you are sounding like your grandfather. It is just up the street. The sign reads East Africa Walking Tours. My son expects you.”

We shook hands. His driver opened the back door of the car and Elijah climbed in, the door closing behind him.

“Thank you for understanding,” the driver said. “He is a great man, but more important, he is a good man.”

He got in and they drove off quickly, leaving behind a cloud of dust that engulfed me. I watched as the car drove away, leaving me alone. Well, alone except for hundreds of people, all of whom seemed to be looking at me. There was no point in just standing there being stared at.

I turned and started to walk and then just stopped, stunned. For the first time I saw it—Mount Kilimanjaro. It rose up, filling the horizon, dominating the sky. There were shades of green at the bottom, giving way to browns and blacks. The top was white, crowned with snow and ice. It looked gigantic, and for the first time I had doubts. Could I do this? I pushed those doubts away.

I started to cross the road and then stopped myself as a vehicle whipped by, inches from my face. The roadway was crowded with vehicles moving wildly and randomly. This wasn’t going to be easy. There was a slight gap in traffic, and I dodged across the street, slipping between a dilapidated-looking little bus overflowing with people, the roof piled high with cargo, and a big four-wheel-drive SUV full of white people who were probably here to climb the mountain.

I got well off to the side of the road, away from the ongoing rush of a truck that roared by, fouling the air with the heavy smell of its thick blue exhaust fumes. That was only one of the smells that filled the air. The other was smoke, which came from the fires of the roadside food sellers and from piles of burning garbage. I didn’t like the smell, but at least something was being done with the litter that covered the side of the road.

As I crossed the road, I couldn’t help but think that the vehicles on the road pretty well summed up the extremes of this town: the mostly white tourists, who wore expensive safari clothing and thick hiking boots, and the locals, all of whom were black. The adults were dressed in everything from fancy dresses to suits with shiny shoes. Some of the children were shoeless and dressed in rags. I thought of what Elijah had said about Tanzania: white at the top and black underneath.

Lining the street were stores and ramshackle little stalls selling trinkets and souvenirs. It seemed like they were all selling the same things: beads and necklaces, carvings of African animals, spears and arrows, and shields, as well as postcards. Most prominent of all were the T-shirts that proudly read I Climbed Kili! I couldn’t help but wonder how hard the climb could be if they mass-produced a T-shirt bragging about it.

 People at the stalls kept calling out for me. “Hey, mzungu…come in…good deals!” Mzungu was one of the few Swahili words I knew; it meant white man. Did they really think that calling me mzungu would impress me? My few other Swahili words were jambo, which meant hello, samba, which was lion, rafiki for friend, and hakuna matata, which meant no worries. It was probably not a good sign that the movie The Lion King was the source of my limited vocabulary.

In among the little stalls and stores were kids, some as young as seven or eight, begging me for a “few shillings.” Most were polite enough, but a couple yelled out things as I passed. It might be just as well that I didn’t know much Swahili. I walked, eyes straight ahead, trying to just ignore them all. I couldn’t give money to all of them. Besides, my money was all safely hidden away in the money belt around my waist. Nobody was going to get my money. It was safe, right? I slowly raised my free hand and inconspicuously pressed it against my side so I could feel the money belt. It was still there.

The street was slightly uphill. It wasn’t steep and it wasn’t long, but strangely I could feel it in my lungs. I felt myself slow down slightly. I guessed jet lag and lack of sleep were having a bit of an effect. At the same time I was beginning to wish I’d brought less stuff. I’d tried to pack light, but now I wished I’d packed even lighter. Between the pack on my back, the bag in my hand and, of course, the cane, I had too much.

Just up ahead I caught sight of a little boy flitting through the traffic. He couldn’t have been any older than five, and the only thing the vehicles did was honk at him rather than slow down. Somehow he made it across the road without getting squashed, but then he fell down and started to cry! He was wailing away like he’d been hit. I rushed over.

“Are you okay, little guy?”

He looked up, his eyes got wide, and he cried louder! Then I saw why. He’d ripped open his knee somehow, and it was bleeding.

“Let’s see if we can fix this.”

He looked scared. I flashed him a big smile. “I’m going to help.” I said the word help louder and slower.

I set down my bag, hauled off my pack and crouched down beside him.

“I’ve got a first-aid kit,” I explained, although I got the feeling he didn’t understand English. I showed him the plastic case with the big red cross on the top. Maybe that symbol was part of a universal language.

“I’ll fix that up,” I said, pointing at his bleeding knee. “I’m trained in first aid.”

He stopped crying. Maybe he did understand. I pulled out some gauze, a cotton ball and a bottle of hydrogen peroxide to wash away any germs. I soaked the cotton ball with the antiseptic.

“This is going to sting,” I said. Of course he didn’t understand. “It will be…ouch!” I said, pretending to touch the ball with a finger. He giggled.

I took the ball and started to rub. He grimaced and pulled away a little bit but didn’t cry or scream out. I washed away any germs. Next I took the piece of gauze and taped it in place with two pieces of adhesive tape.

“There you go.”

“Assante,” he said, his voice just a whisper, the catch of tears still sounding in his throat.

I smiled. I knew that word too. Assante—thank you.

“Karibo. You’re welcome,” I replied and he smiled back.

He got up and walked off with just a little limp. He’d probably have a good story to tell about how some big mzungu fixed him up.

I turned to put my first-aid kit away, but where was my pack? It had been right here beside me. I looked up and saw a boy running off with it!

“Hey!” I yelled as I jumped to my feet. “Stop that boy!”

He scampered through the crowded street, and I ran after him. Stupid sandals. Why hadn’t I changed into my running shoes or hiking boots? Wait—what about my other bag? I looked back in time to see another boy making off with it and the cane… the cane with my grandfather’s ashes in it! I skidded to a stop and started after him.

“Stop him, he’s got my things!” I screamed.

A few people turned and looked, but nobody tried to stop him. I’d have to get him myself. He had a good lead, but he wasn’t big and the bag was heavy, and what he didn’t know was that I was an athlete—an athlete wearing too-small sandals. I scrunched my toes together to try to keep them on my feet, but I couldn’t pick up any speed or gain any ground. I wasn’t going to catch him wearing these things. I kicked them off and kept running in my bare feet. The ground was hard but level enough, and I was starting to gain on him when—

“Agghhh!” I screamed as something stuck into my foot.

I hopped forward for a couple of steps, grabbing my hurt foot before I realized that I didn’t have time to look at it if I wanted to get my stuff back. I took another step and felt a stab of pain shoot into my foot, but I didn’t stop. I’d played football with worse pain than this.

Up ahead the kid disappeared and reappeared as he wove through the crowd. I was gaining but not fast. My legs felt dead and my feet heavy, and I was struggling to get my breath. I had to catch him soon.

I was getting closer and closer.

He made a quick turn and vanished behind a building. I reached the corner and he was gone! I looked around. He wasn’t there. Nobody was there. I was standing alone in the little alley. The kid was gone. My stuff was all gone. The cane containing my grandfather’s ashes was gone.

I doubled over, hands on my knees, straining to get my breath, my lungs burning. I was shaking and sweating and I felt like I might throw up. But feeling sick wasn’t the worst thing. The worst thing was that I’d failed. I’d lost the cane. I wouldn’t be able to fulfill my grandpa’s last request, and everybody would know it. What would my mother think…my brother…my whole family? Wait…nobody would have to know. I could just tell them that I did it. Nobody would ever question that I’d succeeded. It was just assumed I would. Nobody would know except for me. And Grandpa. He’d know.

And then I saw the cane, peeking out at me from a patch of rough ground and weeds where the thief must have dropped it. I went over and picked it up. I’d never been so happy to see anything in my whole life.

I looked skyward. “Thank you. I’m sorry. It won’t leave my hand again.” I walked out of the alley, short of breath, my legs rubbery, a tender spot on the bottom of one foot. I had the cane in one hand and the first-aid kit still firmly in the other hand. At least I could fix my foot. I also still had my money, phone and passport all safe in the money belt. I just didn’t have my clothes or my hiking boots or my coat or my iPod. Or anything else I needed to climb the mountain.



EIGHT

I stumbled along the street, limping and barefoot. My breath was still strained and I was sweating. People were staring at me—not just the locals but other tourists. How many of them had seen me chasing after my bags only to come back empty-handed? Well, practically empty- handed. I still had the most important thing—the cane—but nobody but me knew how important it was. I wanted to raise it above my head like a trophy. Instead I slinked away, feeling embarrassed and ashamed. I’d been ripped off by a couple of street kids, and I hadn’t been smart enough or strong enough or fast enough to stop it from happening. Less than two hours in the country and I’d been arrested and then had all my things stolen. Great start, really in charge.

Up ahead I saw one of my sandals—the left one. I slipped it on. The cut on the bottom of my foot hurt as it hit against the sole, but at least it was a little protection. Who knew what sort of germs would be on the ground here? I scanned the ground for the other sandal; it couldn’t be far, but it was nowhere to be seen. I limped along, hoping to find it.

I still had to get to East Africa Walking Tours. Had I passed it in my mad dash or was it farther along? Was I walking in the wrong direction? I stopped. I needed to get my bearings and catch my breath. Why was I still finding it so hard to breathe? I’d been running, and it was hot and humid, but I shouldn’t be huffing and puffing like an old man. I was in great shape, but it sure didn’t feel like it.

“Excuse me,” I called out to two tourists. “Do you know where East Africa Walking Tours is?”

They looked at me, puzzled, and said a few words in what sounded like German.

“It is that way,” said a voice behind me.

I turned around. An old man—a local—was pointing up the road. In his other hand was my other sandal!

I limped over, and he handed it to me.

“Thank you.”

“Your foot is hurt?”

“It’s not that bad,” I said. “It’s just a scratch.”

“Scratches get infected. Take care of it the way you took care of that little boy.”

“You saw that?”

He nodded. “That was kind of you,” he said. “I saw everything. I am so sorry. If I was younger, I would have run down one of those boys for you and got back your bags.”

“They were very fast.”

“We are a people of runners. But please do not judge us by a few thieves. We are also a people of honor.”

I hadn’t seen much of that honor. No one had tried to stop them.

“It happened quickly or other people would have done something,” he explained.

“It did happen pretty fast. The only one I really saw was the little boy I helped. He’s the only one I can identify. At least I think I can.”

“If nothing else, you could identify him by the bandage. He will probably be so proud of it that he will not take it off for weeks,” the old man said.

“Then I could tell the police to look for the bandage,” I suggested.

“I do not believe the little boy was part of it.”

“You mean he just fell down and then by coincidence the others were there to take my things?”

“Not coincidence. You were being watched and followed. They were waiting for you to let down your guard and then put down your bags.”

“That was just stupid of me,” I said. “I should have been more careful.”

“You were being careful, not of yourself but of the boy. You were not stupid but kind.”

“I won’t do that again.”

“You won’t help someone who needs help?” he asked.

For a split second I almost blurted out “no,” but I thought better. My grandpa helped anybody who needed help. “I’d help, but I’d be more careful.”

“Good. It is one thing that they stole your possessions. It would be a far worse thing if they were to steal your compassion. Now you need people to help you. I heard you ask for East Africa Walking Tours. Is that where you wish to go?”

“Yes, please.”

“It’s not far, but not easy to see. I will show you.”

“That’s okay, no problem, I can find it.”

“It is not a problem. I will show you,” he said.

He reached out and took my hand. I was slightly thrown but didn’t resist. I’d already noticed local men walking hand in hand, talking.

“You are here to try to climb the mountain?”

“Not to try. To succeed,” I said.

He laughed. “Ah, to be so young and confident.”

“I am confident.”

“Confidence in oneself is a good thing,” he said.

“That’s what I’ve always believed,” I said, although I knew a couple of my ex-girlfriends, a whole lot of people I’d competed against and a brother who would have said I was more arrogant than confident.

“But you must be careful not to underestimate the mountain,” he warned.

“I’m not underestimating it, but like Henry Ford said: ‘If you think you can do it, you’re probably right, and if you think you can’t do it, you’re still probably right.’”

“This Henry Ford seems like a very wise man. Did he climb Kilimanjaro?”

“No, he made cars—Fords. He practically invented modern manufacturing.”

“Those cars I know. If you could drive to the top of the mountain, I am certain that this Mr. Ford would be correct. As it is, of every ten people who set off on the climb, only six reach the summit.”

“I’ll be one of those six. I’m young and I’m fit.”

“Strangely, it is the young men who fail the most. They do not understand polepole.”

“I guess I don’t understand it either. Po-lee po-lee?”

“It is Swahili for slowly. It is important to move slowly,” he explained.

“Where I come from, it’s more important to move quickly.”

“Ah, but you are not where you come from; you are here.”

My whole plan was to move as quickly as possible. In, up, down, out.

“I can beat the mountain,” I said.

“Oh, no, that is not possible,” he said, shaking his head vigorously. “You may summit, but you cannot defeat a mountain. You should not even use such words. You do not wish to get the mountain angry.”

“Angry? It’s a mountain.”

“It is more than just a mountain. It is alive.”

Just what I needed—a superstitious old man holding my hand and leading me around.

“Beneath those rocks its heart still beats,” he continued. “Its blood still flows. If the wind is right, you can smell it breathing.” He pulled me to a stop. “Can you smell it?”

Great. Superstitious and crazy. Probably believed some African myth about Kilimanjaro being a person or an animal or a spirit. I hoped he’d spare me the story. I didn’t like stories unless they were about real things or places and hopefully involved science or math.

“Take a deep breath…smell,” he ordered.

I wanted him to let go of my hand and leave me alone, but out of respect I did what I was told and took a deep breath.

“I don’t smell anything. Wait…sulfur…I smell sulfur.”

“Yes,” he said. “Kilimanjaro is a dormant volcano, but not extinct. You can smell the fire beneath the surface. It can still shudder and send down rocks. The glaciers can still crack and roll down the trails.”

“Oh, I understand,” I said. “I thought you were talking about the mountain having a spirit or something.”

“Everything has a spirit, and that is why you should be careful what you say. Do not make the mountain angry. I have seen it angry.”

“Maybe we better get walking,” I suggested, trying to change the subject.

We started again, my hand still in his.

“Have you ever climbed the mountain?” I asked.

“I am an old man. It has been more than a decade since I climbed it the last time and almost seventy years since the first time.”

“So you’ve climbed it a couple of times.”

“The first time I was a boy of eleven and the last time I was more than sixty, but yes, I have climbed it more than twice.”

“How many times?”

“I did not always count.” He shrugged. “Five or six hundred times.”

“You mean five or six times, right?”

He shook his head. “I have climbed it five times in one month.”

“What?”

“No, that would not be right…the most in one month would be four.”

“Then you really have climbed it hundreds of times?” I gasped.

“Hundreds, but maybe only five hundred. I did not keep track and not every time did I go as far as the summit.”

I was now officially back to thinking that he was either crazy or a liar. “It’s hard to believe anybody could go up that many times.”

“Each year for more than forty years I brought people to the top, first as a porter, then as a guide, until I became too old. In the end, the mountain wore me down and it remains tall.” He paused. “Although I believe my steps wore it down just a little. Wore it down, but did not defeat it. We are here.” He released my hand.

I saw a little wooden sign—East Africa Walking Tours. I might have missed that without his assistance.

“Thanks for helping me find it.”

 “It is my pleasure. I cannot help people to the top anymore, but today I was still a good guide. I helped in a little way for you to make the climb. They will take care of you now. They are good people and good guides. And promise me you will remember: polepole.”

“I’ll remember,” I said. Remembering didn’t mean I’d do it.

“And one more thing,” he said. “Those boys who stole your things did not do it out of greed, but out of need. It does not make it right, but somehow it makes it less wrong.”



NINE

I opened the door and it tripped a bell hanging over the top. The office was dimly lit, and the air was hot and stale. There were a few desks, a table and some bamboo chairs, but no people.

“Hello!” I called out.

There was a commotion from the back, and a girl who looked to be twelve or thirteen poked her head out.

 “Jambo,” she called out, flashing a big smile.

 “Jambo. I am—”

“You are DJ. My grandfather said you would be coming.”

“Is Judge Elijah your grandfather?”

“Yes, he is my father’s father. He is a very important man. He told us that your grandfather was very important too, and because of that we are to treat you very well.”

I wished those street kids had known about that.

“I am Sarah.”

“Pleased to meet you.”

“I am to take you to your hotel,” she said, looking puzzled. “Where are your bags?”

“This is all I’ve got,” I said, holding up the cane and the first-aid kit.

“But you must have more.”

“I do. I did. My stuff was stolen.”

“By who?”

“They didn’t stop to introduce themselves. They were kids, about your age. And they got all of my things except this cane, my money and my passport.”

“At least they did not take what cannot easily be replaced,” Sarah said.

“Can your father help me get new things?”

“We have many things. We have winter coats and hats, which you will need for the top of the mountain,” she said, waving to the surrounding shelves that were filled with clothing. “We even have some hiking boots and—” She looked down at my feet. “Your feet, they are too big.”

“They’re size thirteen, but they aren’t too big.”

“No, no,” she said, shaking her head. “They are much too big. We have no boots that are that big. None!”

“I guess I’ll have to buy them at one of the local stores.”

“No, not just us, but the stores in the town. There are no boots in all of Tanzania that would be that big!”

“Come on, there has to be somewhere that I can—”

“No place! Only elephants in Tanzania have such big feet! Look at your feet and look at my feet!” she said as she gestured to her feet. “Your feet are too big. There are no boots here to fit you.”

“Then I’m going to have to go up in these,” I said.

 “Not possible. You cannot climb in those. No mzungu could do that. What about the snow and storms at the top? Your feet would freeze and you would lose your toes. You must have boots.”

“But you just said nobody has boots my size.”

“No stores, no places, but there might be a way.” She paused. “I know people…those who end up collecting things that belong to tourists.”

“Collect? You mean like steal? You know who took my stuff?”

“Possibly, or I could find out.”

“And you can get my things back? My hiking boots?”

“Not yours maybe, but from other tourists. No locals have such big feet, but maybe one of the other climbers had big feet, so maybe they have collected a pair of boots that is almost as big as you need.”

“Almost isn’t what I need,” I said.

“Almost is better than what you are wearing. And what happened to your foot?”

I looked down. I hadn’t realized that my foot had continued to bleed and now a little stream of blood was running off the edge of one sandal.

“I cut it during the chase to get back my things.”

“You need to have that treated.”

“I’ll do that right after we get my stuff back.”

“No. First I will bring you to your hotel and you will take care of your foot.”

“I want to go with you, right now, and then I’ll take care of the foot.”

“Right now, I do not know where to go. These people, they do not have a store, you know. I must ask around to find them. If you are with me, nobody will tell me anything. I must go alone while you stay at the hotel.”

“I can’t just sit there and do nothing,” I protested.

“You will not be doing nothing. You will be making sure that your wound is cared for. We cannot argue. I must look before your things are taken out of town and sold elsewhere. We go.”



TEN

I waited on an overstuffed couch on the hotel patio, sipping a soda. I’d taken care of my foot, removing a small piece of glass and then thoroughly disinfecting the cut before wrapping it up as well as I could. Then I’d washed the sandal to remove the stain. My foot felt tender when I put weight on it, but it wasn’t really painful.

As I sat there, I listened in on the conversations that swirled around me. Everybody at the hotel, with the exception of the staff, was a tourist. There were lots of languages spoken, but English dominated, so I could make out most of what was being said. Half the people were getting ready to climb the mountain. The other half had already climbed or tried to climb.

I was astonished by which people had made it and which had failed. I expected that the young and fit would be successful and the old and fat would fail, but that turned out to not always be the case. I heard one overweight older man—he had to be in his fifties at least—who smoked while he bragged about reaching the summit. A superfit young guy in his twenties was teased by his buddies because he hadn’t made it all the way up. It freaked me out that he didn’t look that much different from me. Maybe he’d spent so much time lifting weights that he hadn’t done enough cardio.

What also surprised me was the age range of the people at the hotel. Most people were on the younger side, with me being the youngest, but there were a number who were well beyond what I’d consider mountain-climbing age, unless there was a special lane for walkers and wheelchairs. They were probably just there to sightsee or to cheer on younger relatives who were going to the top.

I sat until after eight, after dark, and well after the time Sarah said she’d be back. “Back in an hour” had now become almost three. Didn’t anybody in Africa know how many minutes were in an hour? I was always on time. I hated to be late or keep people waiting. Even worse, I really hated it when people kept me waiting. It was so disrespectful. If she couldn’t find who she was looking for, she was keeping me from looking for the things I’d need. Even if she was right and no stores stocked size-thirteen boots, I might be able to squeeze into a twelve, or even buy an eleven or ten and cut out the toes so I could use them. I’d always found a way to succeed before, and this wasn’t going to be any different.

“Hello, DJ.” It was Sarah.

“Did you find some stuff that I can use?”

“Not yet, but I think I can get what is needed. I need money,” she said.

“How much?”

“Maybe eighty thousand shillings.”

I almost reacted emotionally to the number before I did the conversion in my head. That was about $50.

I pulled out the money in my pocket: $60. The rest of my money, along with my passport and the cane, was locked in the hotel safe. I wasn’t going to risk losing those things as well.

Sarah took the money from me.

“I will be back in less than an hour,” she said.

“I’m going to go with you.”

She shook her head vigorously. “No, no, it would not be safe for you to go.”

“Then it’s even less safe for you to go without me. There’s safety in numbers.”

“I do not think it would be wise for you to come.”

“I don’t see a choice. I need to be there at least to try on the hiking boots,” I said, grasping for a convincing reason.

“I just do not think that—”

“Look.” I got to my feet so I towered over her. “It’s my money, my things, my hiking boots, and I’m coming along.”

“I will not argue, but do not say that I did not warn you.”
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“This way,” Sarah said.

What had seemed smart sitting on the veranda of the hotel quickly seemed less wise as we wove our way through small streets, back alleys and narrow foot-paths cutting between huts and shacks. I followed her down another twist in the pathway between the shacks. This new route was even narrower. At times I had to practically turn sideways to pass.

Lining the cramped passages were huts and small shops that were really just stalls thrown together with random pieces of wood, sheets of corrugated metal, cardboard and plastic. The air was stained with smoke, so strong and thick I could almost taste it.

The only light along our route came from a few kerosene lamps hanging from poles or sitting on sills or shining through the small openings of the buildings. Outside of these faint leaks of light, the darkness completely engulfed everything.

The darkness was both reassuring and unnerving. I couldn’t see very well, but at least I was less visible. It felt like my white skin could almost go unnoticed. Of course that was just wishful thinking. When any light did catch me, it felt as if my skin practically glowed as the light reflected off its whiteness. There was no hiding. I could tell by the reaction I was getting as I followed Sarah. People’s eyes widened in surprise and there was a ripple of conversation that grew louder as we passed. I could hear the unmistakable word mzungu.

A procession of little children trailed behind me. When I turned around, they stopped in their tracks, bumping into each other or even starting to scatter, but as soon as I started walking they rejoined the procession. It made me realize that having a white guy here, particularly at night, was a big source of amusement and entertainment. Hopefully I wasn’t going to be part of anything more exciting, although I was becoming increasingly more anxious.

Occasionally the way would open up onto clearings filled with pecking chickens and lots of children. Some of the kids were sitting on the ground, and some were kicking around a ball that was nothing more than tightly wrapped pieces of plastic held together with rope or string. We passed by a number of identical-looking dogs, so similar in appearance that I thought at first it was the same dog—skinny and brown and cowering—acting as if it expected me to kick it.

Then Sarah would lead me into another passageway. Did she really know where we were going? At least if we did get lost, there were lots of people to ask for directions. Aside from our little entourage, there was a constant stream of people walking along in both directions and even more peering out from darkened doorways and windows as we passed. It seemed like every eye was on us—on me. I was glad that the rest of my valuables were all locked up, although it would have been nice to have the cane to use as a weapon if I needed it.

I was feeling increasingly claustrophobic. It was a combination of the darkness, the smoke and the scale of everything. Relatively speaking I was gigantic. And strangely, it felt as if I was actually getting bigger as we walked, like Gulliver in the land of Lilliput. Being bigger should have been better, but it just made me feel more visible. Besides, I remembered what those Lilliputians did to Gulliver when they tied him down to the ground.

I kept one eye on Sarah while my head swiveled back and forth trying to watch all around me as they all seemed to watch me. She stopped and I practically bumped into her, and a couple of members of my entourage bumped into me. I looked down, and their eyes widened in shock as they scampered away, knocking down a few others, who in turn started to run as well, causing a little ripple of running kids. In spite of everything—or maybe because of it—I burst out laughing and my voice filled the air.

“In here,” Sarah said, pointing to a small hut.

She pushed open the door and disappeared inside. I hesitated for a few seconds before I ducked down and stepped into the darkness. I looked around, letting my eyes adjust.

“Over here,” Sarah called out.

I saw her shadowy outline and followed. We went through the back of the hut and entered a dimly lit courtyard. Sarah shook hands with a boy who looked about my age but smaller. They exchanged a rapid burst of conversation, and I was pretty sure that I was the subject of that discussion. The boy looked nervous, his eyes shifting anxiously, and I was afraid he was about to bolt.

Finally the voices became quieter and calmer, and he came over with Sarah. I looked into his eyes and he looked away, but in that brief connection I just knew he wasn’t somebody who could be trusted.

He turned and Sarah followed. I settled in behind. We left the courtyard through an opening in the fence, went down yet another little passageway, and then I skidded to a stop. We were standing in a little market square, much more brightly lit, and in front of me was a stall, its shelves filled with merchandise. Two more people, about the same age as our guide, were standing in front of the stall.

I scanned the length of the stall. There were T-shirts, skirts, toys, shoes, hammers and screwdrivers, suitcases and some backpacks—including mine. I had to fight the urge to yell something out or rush over to reclaim it. A little farther along was my other bag, and there were my hiking boots! My stuff was here. Were these the kids who had ripped me off? I looked closely at their faces as they talked, trying to see if they had been the ones. But really, all that I’d seen was the backs of their heads. Maybe I could ask them to turn around. Okay, that was stupid.

Sarah and the first boy spoke to the other two, who also seemed to be perturbed, probably upset about my being here. They exchanged anxious bursts of conversation and shot nervous glances in my direction. It gave me a strange sort of satisfaction that I was at least causing them some distress. If they tried to leave, I was still going to grab my boots and my bag and whatever else of mine I could find.

Sarah returned from speaking to the boys. “They say that they would be most pleased to sell you some merchandise.”

“They want to sell me my own stuff,” I hissed. “How big of them.”

“Yes, they will sell to you if you meet their price.”

“Their price? Those are my things! The things that were—”

“Keep your voice down. Do not get them excited.”

“I don’t care if they’re excited.”

“Oh, you should care, very much. We want everything to be friendly.”

“You want me to be friends with the people who ripped me off?” I asked quietly.

“I want you to be friendly with them, not become friends. We want to remain friendly while you purchase back the items you need.”

“I can’t believe you want me to buy back my own things.”

“They were your things. Now they are their things.”

“But that’s not right,” I protested.

Sarah turned around to face the three boys. “He is just deciding what things he wishes to purchase,” she called out. “He says you have very fine merchandise!”

The three boys nodded and waved and smiled.

She turned back toward me. “It does not matter if it is right or wrong, this is what must be done.”

“Look, what if I just grabbed my stuff? They couldn’t stop us. I’m bigger than all of them combined, and there are two of us and only three of them.”

“There are only three that you can see,” she said. “All around are many, many more members of their street families. Besides, if there was to be a fight, there are not two of us; there is only you.”

“I know you’re just a girl, but still you could—”

“Oh, no, you don’t understand,” she said, cutting me off. “If there is a fight, I would join them. Never is it wise to be on the side of a crazy person, and you would be crazy to risk our lives for a few shillings.”

“But what about the principle of the thing? You’re asking me to buy my own things.”

“As I said, your things now belong to these people. You have the money to buy them, so just buy them so we can leave,” she whispered. “Be grateful that you can have your things back.”

“What if we went and got the police to come and arrest them?” I suggested.

“You do not understand. The minute we go they will leave, and along with them would go your things, never to be seen again. And even if you could find the police they would not come with you tonight. You have to understand that the police do not like to come in here at night. They think it is too dangerous.”

It suddenly dawned on me where I was and what we were doing. I wasn’t standing in line at Walmart. I was in a place that was too dangerous for the police to come.

“Okay, fine. Let’s go shopping for my things.”

I went to the first stall and picked up my pack, which was going to hold my things on the climb to the top of the mountain. Now it would hold the things I needed to reclaim. I sifted through some more items. There were my cargo pants and five pairs of socks—two of them special “toe” socks designed to keep each toe separate and cushioned—and my shirts and running shoes and of course my hiking boots. Item by item I put them into the pack until I came to the boots. I went to put them into the pack and one of the boys stepped forward and stopped me, saying something I didn’t understand.

“He wants for you to try them on to make sure they fit,” Sarah explained.

“Oh, I’m pretty sure they’ll fit unless my feet have changed sizes in the last few hours.”

“Just do as he asks,” Sarah said.

Almost instantly one of the other boys materialized holding a little three-legged stool. I sat down and pulled a pair of socks—my socks—out of the pack.

I kicked off the sandals, pulled on the socks and then slipped my foot into one of the boots.

The same boy said something and Sarah translated. “He wants to know if they fit.”

“Tell him they are too small and I want to know if he has something bigger.”

Sarah looked shocked.

“Go ahead and tell him.”

Sarah gave me a sly smile and then spoke. The boy looked as surprised as she had.

“Ask him if he has any bigger ones because I do not really like these much.”

Sarah translated and the boy replied.

“He says there are no bigger ones in Tanzania, and he thought for sure they would fit you as if they were your own.”

“Tell him they are too small and too ugly, but I will take them if the price is right.”

Sarah burst into laughter and then told the boy, who also started to laugh. He slapped her on the back.

 “He says the price will be good because he likes you. He says you are a good mzungu.”

I did up the laces on the boots, making sure they were tied tightly. I wasn’t giving back these boots and I wanted to have something better than sandals if I had to run.

I searched the stall again until I was certain that I’d located all of my things. What I couldn’t fit into my pack I put into my other bag—the green duffel bag. I did a rough tally in my head, trying to remember what else was missing, what else I still had to find. I basically had everything I could think of, including my special flashlight—the one I would wear on my head like a mining light.

“That’s it,” I said.

“Good. We will negotiate a price.”

The two of them began talking. The conversation quickly became excited, and I could tell that they had very different ideas about what I should pay. I wished I could have been part of the discussion or at least understood what they were saying. The one boy turned away and joined the other two, and the three of them began an equally noisy discussion.

“I have offered them around twenty thousand shillings,” Sarah said to me.

“But you told me to bring—”

“Be quiet. Do not let them hear the number. Numbers in English they understand. We are negotiating. They wish to have one hundred and fifty thousand shillings!”

“I don’t have that much money with me!”

“And we will not pay that much. This is how things are done here. I will talk them down.”

Sarah turned to the boys and yelled out something, and instantly all three of them burst into laughter, one of them laughing so hard that he almost fell over.

“What did you say to them?” I asked.

“I told them that if they didn’t sell the boots to you that they would have to hope that an elephant needed footwear or perhaps a small family could use one of them as a hut.”

The first boy returned, and he and Sarah again started talking, throwing sentences back and forth. Finally, judging from the nodding of heads, I thought they’d reached a decision.

“Give me your money,” Sarah said. “And turn your pockets inside out so they can see that you carry nothing more.”

I did what I was told.

There were more arguments, more discussion, and then finally Sarah gave them the money. The boy looked at me and said something.

“He is telling you that it was a pleasure to do business with you and that he hopes you always keep an eye on your things.”

“Tell him he’s a no good—”

“I will pass on your thanks and appreciation,” Sarah said.

They exchanged a few more words; she shook hands with the boy, who then shook my hand, and the three of them turned and vanished into the darkness.

“What about the rest of their things?” I asked, gesturing to the still-full market stall.

“These things are not theirs—only the things that they stole from you belonged to them and now, once again, belong to you. We must leave and leave quickly.”

I didn’t need a second invitation. We left the little market square and headed in the opposite direction from the boys. Waiting at the exit was my entourage of children, which seemed to be much larger now. They scattered like a flock of birds, trying to get out of our way. No sooner had we passed than they fell in behind us. Sarah was moving fast, and I found myself out of breath trying to keep up with her. At least now we were moving in the right direction. Things were getting bigger—the pathway, the buildings, and the spaces between the buildings—and we burst onto a street, a real street with real shops. There were some other tourists strolling down the street. We were safe! I let out a big sigh of relief.

Sarah slowed down and I came up beside her.

“That was a little scary,” I said.

“If you were not very scared, you did not understand what we just did.”

“I guess I didn’t really understand, but at least it all ended well. But it almost didn’t, right? He wanted more money than I had, didn’t he?”

“Yes, he demanded more, but I made a deal. I said to him that if he somehow is mistakenly arrested as a thief and taken before a judge, that he could mention my name, the granddaughter of Elijah, and I would come and testify that he was of good character and he would be released.”

“And would you do that?”

“I gave my word.”

“Thanks for doing all of that. I really do owe you one.”

“Part of how you can pay me back is to not mention any of this to anybody, especially my father. He would think poorly of you for losing your things,” she explained.

There was something about her expression that made me think that there was more that she wasn’t saying. And then it came to me.

“You also don’t want anyone to know how I got my things back, do you?”

She shook her head. “We would both be in trouble, but especially me. What we did was not so wise.”

I wondered just how “not so wise” it had been.

“There is one thing that you could do to repay me,” she said.

“Just name it.”

“I want you to tell my father that you want me to be one of your porters when you climb the mountain.”

“Sure, of course, that’s no problem.”

“I will tell him that you wish to have somebody your age along,” she said.

“How old are you?” I asked, sure that she wasn’t my age.

“I am fifteen.”

“I’m almost eighteen, so we’re not exactly the same age.”

“Not the same, but I am closer to you than others. So I will tell him that you insisted on me coming along.”

“Sure, you can tell him that I want you to come,”

I said.

“Not just want—insist. I will tell him it is a special request from the grandson of his father’s good friend. Then he will not be able to say no.”

“Okay, tell him I insist that I won’t climb the mountain without you. I really do owe you this.”

“Thank you.”

“And what happened tonight will be our secret.”

“Good, a secret. Now I will get you back to the hotel. Tomorrow you will meet my father and the members of your climbing group, and the details of the climb will be discussed.”

I wondered if I’d already seen the rest of my group. There were so many people at the hotel, it was hard to tell.

“For each member of the party there will be two porters. With any luck I will be one of your porters. We will carry your things.”

“I agreed you could come along, but I can carry my own things,” I said. I was so much bigger than Sarah that I could have carried her.

“You will carry your clothes, but we will carry water and food, the tent and sleeping bag,” she explained.

“When we go camping at home, I always carry all of my own things,” I said.

“You have climbed a mountain when you camped before?” she asked.

“Not a mountain, but I’ve done a lot of camping and a lot of hiking at the lake we go to.”

“This is no lake. You cannot reach the top without porters. It is not legal to climb without them and a guide. Those are the rules.”

The rules were probably there to insure that people got work. There was no point in arguing.

“Fine, and I insist that you’re one of my porters.”

“Good. You must keep your word…especially the secret part.”

“I give you my word.” I paused. “I was just wondering, how hard is it to make the climb?”

“It is harder for some than others,” she said, which didn’t help me much.

“And is it hard for you?” I asked.

“It has never been hard for me.”

“So you’ve always made it to the top.”

“I have never failed.”

“How many times have you been to the top?”

“Never.”

“But you said you never failed.”

“The reason I have never failed and that it has not been hard is because I have never climbed the mountain before.”

“What?”

“My father says I am still too young and a girl, so he has not let me go up. But now that you insist, he cannot argue. Because of you I will climb the mountain for the first time!”

“But, but—”

“Do not try to back out of our agreement!” she snapped. “You have given your word. Does your word mean nothing?”

I was caught. Not only was I getting in the middle of a family fight but one of my porters also had no climbing experience. Maybe I would have to carry her up.

“Will you keep your word?” she asked.

I nodded. “I always keep my word.”



ELEVEN

I walked into the dining hall. There was a little sign on one of the tables—Reserved East Africa Walking Tours. We were supposed to start our meeting in ten minutes, but if this was like most of the meetings and schedules in Africa that might mean two hours from now. Either way, I was on time—which meant I was early.

I slumped into one of the seats, hoping the meeting wouldn’t take too long. Sarah had told me that the next morning we would be gathering our things and doing the first stage of the trip: the 20-kilometer drive to the base camp.

Maybe this was a good time to let my mother know that everything was okay. I pulled out my phone and sent her a short text message.

Hey Mom and Steve too. I hope you are doing well. All is good here. Just getting ready to meet and start out. I figure 2 days up and 1 down. Back on the plane soon after and back home in less than 5. Don’t worry about me. Everything is perfect—see you soon…and little brother remember if you need help I’m only a text away.

I pushed Send and the message left, traveling halfway around the world. Of course they probably wouldn’t read it for a while. It was still morning here which meant it was the middle of the night there. It would be a nice little surprise waiting for my mother when she woke up.

My phone signaled I’d gotten a message. I guess my mom was still up. That wasn’t a good sign. But it wasn’t from my mom—it was from Steve!

That’s right, he was already in Spain! We were practically in the same time zone. I opened the message.

Doing my task. If u need any help let ME know.

Regardless, the important thing was that he’d started his adventure. Finishing it might be a different story. He had a track record of starting things and then quitting. That was probably why I was given the task of climbing the mountain. Quitting didn’t get you to the top. I was glad he was on his way though. Nothing ever got finished that didn’t get started.

An older woman approached the table. She looked familiar—maybe I’d seen her around the hotel. She was either here to go on a safari or was waiting for somebody to get back from a climb.

“Hello, dear, good to see you again,” she said. “I’m Doris.”

Again? Wait…the accent. She was the woman from the customs lineup. “Pleased to see you again too,” I said as we shook hands. “I’m DJ.”

She sat down, probably tired from the walk across the dining hall. I figured there was no harm in her being here until my group got here.

“You must be very excited about the climb,” she said.

“Very excited.”

“I must admit that I’m a little nervous,” she said.

Why would she be nervous? Was she waiting for someone to come back from the climb?

“There’s nothing to be worried about.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” she said. “But I’ve read that over thirty percent of the people who start the climb don’t make it to the top.”

“I’ve read that too.”

“And they say that at least ten people a year die during the climb,” she added.

That I hadn’t heard. That made me a little nervous. I tried to reassure her. “I’m sure that whoever you’re waiting for will be fine.”

“I’m not waiting for anybody. I’m here to climb the mountain.”

“You?” I exclaimed. “But you’re old.” I corrected myself. “I mean, older…than most people.”

She laughed. I was glad I hadn’t offended her.

“The oldest person to successfully complete the climb was eighty-one,” she said. “And in case you’re wondering, I’m not that old. I’m only sixty-seven.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond. I didn’t see much difference between old and really old. Besides, that guy in his eighties must have been like a super athlete. She didn’t look like that.

I looked up to see Sarah and the man I assumed was her father coming toward us. She smiled and waved. He didn’t do either. In fact, he was scowling.

“This is my father,” Sarah said.

I got up. “Pleased to meet you, sir,” I said, extending my hand.

He took it and shook it, gripping it hard—really hard. That scowl hardened before he finally released my hand.

“And this must be Doris,” he said. He smiled at her and they shook hands. “My name is Elijah Odogo.”

“Most pleased to meet you, Mr. Odogo,” she said.

“Please, please, it is Elijah.”

He looked at his watch. “It is time to begin. It is unfortunate that the remaining members of our party are not here. I do not like to be late.”

That must have made him one of the few people in Africa who thought that way. Despite the scowl, I liked that he wanted to start on time.

“I have asked my daughter to come to the briefing as she will be accompanying us on this journey.”

“How nice it must be for you to have your daughter come with us,” Doris said.

“Yes, nice,” he said, but neither his tone nor expression matched his words. “We will begin our briefing without the missing members. If they have not arrived at the agreed-upon time tomorrow morning, they will not make the climb either.”

He sat down, as did Sarah. She looked very subdued.

“I am most pleased to be your guide up the mountain,” he began. “Each climber will be accompanied by two porters. The porters are very experienced and have all made many, many summits of the mountain…well, with the one exception.” He glanced at Sarah and then looked at me and scowled again. “We have an excellent record. Our summit rate is almost eighty percent.”

That did sound good.

“We will be taking the Machame route. From the start to the summit, it is just over forty-one kilometers.”

That didn’t sound so bad. Less than a marathon. Last year I’d run a marathon in less than five hours.

“Of course it is not the distance but the climb. The summit is five thousand meters above where we now sit. The elevation change is what presents the greatest challenge. You can expect that you will experience symptoms of mountain sickness to varying degrees,” he said.

“What are the symptoms?” Doris asked.

“Headaches, shortness of breath, nausea and general fatigue mark the initial stages of mountain sickness,” I said.

Elijah looked at me, eyebrows raised.

“I read about it online, although those symptoms don’t sound that bad to me,” I explained. “Who hasn’t had a headache before?”

“A headache yes, mountain sickness, no,” he said.

From his look I knew that I should probably shut up.

“Moderate mountain sickness involves a headache that does not respond to medication. Shortness of breath continues even when sitting or lying down. Nausea becomes vomiting, and fatigue causes the hiker to feel as if he can no longer move forward.”

“That doesn’t sound very pleasant,” Doris said.

“Not pleasant. Acute symptoms involve a headache so severe that it feels as if the head is about to explode, slurred speech, blueness of the lips and face, gurgling in the chest as liquid builds in the lungs. Sometimes climbers fall into unconsciousness.”

“Does that happen very often?” I asked anxiously.

“It happens.”

“And what do you do when it happens?” Doris asked.

“The person is rushed down the mountain, carried on a stretcher by the porters as quickly as possible.”

“And if they weren’t brought right down?” I asked.

“They would die,” he said. “But that is rare. There are less than fifteen deaths every year.”

“I thought it was only ten,” I said.

“Are you questioning my knowledge?” he asked, staring right at me.

“No, sir, I just read that—”

“Do you believe you are the guide?” he scoffed.

“No, sir. Sorry, sir,” I said, breaking away from his stare and looking down.

“Have you had to bring people down by stretcher?” Doris asked.

“Many times.”

“And deaths?” she asked.

He held up one finger. “Only one and that was many years ago.”

“Was it mountain sickness?” I asked.

He nodded. “Most unfortunate. But I will watch you all. We will walk together. Nobody will die, but some will not make the summit.”

I knew he was talking about Doris. Maybe it was even better that she was so old because she’d probably have to quit quickly and wouldn’t slow us down for long.

“You will each provide three kilograms of personal gear for each of your porters to carry,” he said.

“That’s all they carry?” I blurted out. It didn’t seem like much.

“They also carry your sleeping bags, tents, food and cooking utensils,” he said. “Which is why each porter must be not only young but strong.” He paused and I had a feeling I knew what he was going to say next. “Unfortunately some porters may be too young and not strong enough…we will see.”

“Are there limits to how much we carry?” I asked, thinking that ultimately I might be carrying at least some of the things that Sarah was supposed to carry.

“You may carry two hundred kilograms if you wish,” he said. “At least, if you wish never to reach the top.”

“How much should we carry?” Doris asked.

“I would recommend no more than five kilograms.”

“But what if we’re bigger?” I asked.

“Bigger is not necessarily better,” he said. “You are already carrying much more than anybody else. You are very, very big.”

“I’m a football player,” I said.

“You do not look like a football player,” he said.

“No, not soccer, football—American football. I’m a linebacker.”

“Here your extra weight, be it fat or muscle, is simply more weight. Hopefully you will not slow us down too much,” he said.

I wanted to say something in response to his attack on me, but I was smart enough to keep my mouth shut.

“Do you know that those who fail to make the climb are most often young men in their twenties?” he said.

“I didn’t know that,” Doris said. “Why would that be?”

“They have much muscle here,” he said, flexing his arm, “and little muscle up here.” He placed a finger against his head. “They go too fast, they do not listen…they act like they know more than the guide.”

That last part—okay, maybe the whole part—was obviously aimed at me. I wanted to argue or disagree, but that would have proven his point. I didn’t need to tell him; I’d show him. He’d just given me a little more incentive.

“There is no shame in not reaching the top,” he said.

That was meant for Doris.

“We will be flexible in our climb to better ensure our chances of reaching the summit. I will not rule out a sixth or seventh day if necessary, but we will try for five days.”

“What?” I questioned. “You think it’ll take five days?”

“But possibly seven. Do you think you will need more?”

“Of course not! I was thinking maybe two or three days would do it.”

He laughed. “You were not thinking at all. Only a Chagga guide could make the summit and return in two days.”

“I said maybe two or three.”

“It is not possible. Do you wish to reach the summit?” he demanded.

“That’s what I came here to do.”

“That attitude is what makes young men fail. I cannot let you fail. I have given my word. You must listen and do as you are told. Understood?”

Reluctantly I nodded my head. What choice did I have? It wasn’t like I could make the climb without him…or could I? Of course not.

“Remember, reaching the top is always optional. Coming back down is mandatory.” He got to his feet. “We will meet tomorrow morning in the lobby at six. I wish you a good sleep and good luck, because you will need both to reach the summit.” He paused and looked directly at me. “That and a good dose of humility.”

I nodded and then turned to walk back to my hotel to sleep and eat.



TWELVE

The truck twisted and turned, bumped and snaked, roared and fumed as it climbed up the dirt road that led to the start of the trek. Doris was up front with the driver and Elijah. Sarah and all the other porters had already gone ahead. Apparently they walked this section that we drove. In the back with me were the other three members of our party. They hadn’t just missed the pre-climb meeting, they’d almost missed the whole trip. Judging from the smell of alcohol that was coming off them and the fact that they’d either gone to sleep or passed out almost the instant they got in the truck, they’d probably been out partying all night.

In the few minutes they were awake, it was obvious that they wouldn’t have been much for conversation with me even if they were conscious. One of them spoke a little bit of English and the other two spoke none whatsoever. All I knew was their names—Tomas, Joki and Kaarl—and that they were Finnish. They were young and looked fit enough to be professional athletes. I figured there’d be four of us who made the summit. At least assuming that there were no bars on the way up the mountain.

Between the fumes—diesel from the engine of the truck and alcohol from my fellow passengers—and the bumps and swerves of the ride, I was starting to wonder if I could keep my breakfast down. Maybe it would have been better to walk instead of ride this section. If the porters could do it, I could do it.

The truck came to a stop and the diesel fumes subsided. With one hand on the side rail, I got up just as Mr. Odogo appeared and lowered the truck’s tailgate.

“We are here,” he said.

I grabbed my pack and jumped down as the other three woke up. Mr. Odogo started to talk to them and I walked away, around the side of the truck, and there it was: the mountain. It filled the entire horizon. It took my breath away. Brilliant green forest filled the foreground, giving way to the grays and browns and black rock, finally topped by white—the snows of Kilimanjaro.

It was so big and so tall that as I stood there looking at it, I wondered for the first time, Can I do this? Can I do what Grandpa asked me to do? I swallowed those questions. There was no room for doubt. I turned away from the mountain. I had one more thing to do before I started.

I walked away until I was by myself and then pulled the second letter out of my pocket. I was at the bottom of the mountain. It was time. I felt a sense of anticipation, wondering what he’d written. I started to open it and then stopped. I really did want to read it, but I realized that after this one there was only one more letter to read—one more private moment to share with him.

I took a deep breath and pulled the letter out.





Hello DJ,

You must be looking at the mountain. The first time I saw the mountain I was young—not as young as you, but certainly a young man. After all that I’d seen and lived through during the war, I didn’t think anything could inspire such awe in me. I couldn’t believe anything could be that massive and beautiful and peaceful. It stood there silently. The gleaming white top descended to grays and blacks, finally swallowed by the forest at its feet.

At almost 6,000 meters it is the tallest mountain on the continent, the roof of Africa, the highest freestanding mountain in the world. The name Kilimanjaro comes from two Swahili words—kilima, which means hill, and njaro, which means white or shining, for the snow on its peak. The local people, the Chagga, claim that when you stand at the summit you are between heaven and earth. I know all the facts. I just never made the summit. I swore that I would, but somehow life got in the way. There was never time when I was there because there seemed to be so much time, and then I left so suddenly and never had an opportunity to return. I used to tell myself that I had flown over it so many times that it was as if I’d climbed above it. That was nothing more than a not very clever way of rationalizing my failure. Today you set out on a mission to finally bring me to the top.

I can only imagine what you must be feeling. I think I know what I would be feeling—excitement, anticipation and a healthy dose of fear and doubt. Can I make it to the top? Will the mountain defeat me or will I manage to subdue it long enough to reach the summit? For you those thoughts may not exist or they may be even stronger. Don’t let the weight of my ashes—the weight of my last request—be too heavy for you to shoulder. You have to know that while my request is that you take my ashes to the summit, all I really need is for you to try. You have succeeded by simply trying. That’s all I can ask of you. Not that I don’t hope that you will reach the top. Not for me, but for you.

There is a saying—if you wish to travel fast, travel alone; if you wish to travel far, travel together. You are part of a group of climbers, supported by porters and led by a guide. Travel with them. That’s important for the climb and in life. Don’t leave people behind—not your mother, not your brother, not your cousins—on your life journey.

As you trek up the mountain, I want you to stop along the way, enjoy each step, each moment. Breathe in the air, savor the view, live in the moment. Move slowly, enjoy. Remember not to wish away the minute or the days between now and the goal you are seeking. When you look up, you’ll see climbers farther along the journey. When you look back you’ll see those behind you. Don’t pity those below or envy those above. Life is a journey and not a destination; each must take it at his own pace. I’m so happy to be sharing this last journey with you.

And most important, remember how much I love you.

Grandpa.






“Thanks, Grandpa,” I said under my breath. “And don’t worry, I’ll get you to the top.”

I folded the letter and carefully placed it back in the envelope and then put the envelope into my pack, right between the letter I’d already opened and the one that remained. It was time to try.



THIRTEEN

Sarah and the other porters were dividing up the things they were going to be carrying. She was so different from all the other porters. Not just female and younger, but smaller. If only I’d known what her request meant, I would never have agreed. Aside from the flack from Mr. Odogo, could she actually do this?

I walked over and watched the porters talk. Really, talk wasn’t the right word. They were arguing. I thought they were fighting about who should carry what and Sarah was at the center of the argument. She seemed to be giving as good as she was getting. Finally the arguing stopped. Sarah and the other porters gathered up their things and packed their duffels and lifted up their loads.

My second porter—I wish I could remember his name—lifted a gigantic load onto his back.

“Thanks for helping to carry my things,” I said to him.

He grunted, turned away and started up the hill, joining the line of porters.

“I guess he doesn’t understand English,” I said to Sarah.

“He understands you. He just doesn’t like you.”

“Why doesn’t he like me?”

“None of the porters like you.”

“But…but…why not? Did I do something to offend them?”

“Oh, yes, very much. They are very offended.”

“Tell them I didn’t mean to offend them. I’m really sorry and I’ll try to fix what I did wrong!”

“I know that you did not mean to offend them, but you cannot fix it now. It is done. You gave me your word.”

“You mean that this is all because I insisted that you come along?”

She nodded. “It is stupid but true. They do not like that I am the first female porter to climb the mountain.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“No. The first and the youngest as well. Usually even males do not become porters until they reach at least sixteen years of age.”

“I didn’t know that!” I protested. “I knew it was your first time, but I didn’t know you were the first female.”

“If I had told you, then you might not have agreed.”

“You tricked me.”

“I did no trick,” she said. “It is not my fault that you know so little.”

“Just tell them it isn’t really my fault—it’s yours. They should be mad at you.”

“They are mad at me. Nobody will be talking to me on this climb either. They hope I will fail. They hope we both fail.”

“That’s just stupid, especially the part about you being female and not being able to do the job. Where I come from, there’s no difference between males and females.”

She gave me a questioning look. “That must be very difficult…if there is no difference between males and females, how do you have babies?”

I felt myself blush. “No, we’re different…you know…we have different parts,” I stammered. “I just mean we’re the same.”

“Do you mean that your females are as big as you?” she exclaimed.

“No, no, not as big. I’m bigger than any female I know. It’s just…maybe I’m not explaining this very well.”

“You are definitely not explaining it well. What do you mean?” she asked.

“I mean we’re equal…or we’re supposed to be equal. Women are as smart and capable as men.”

“Oh, those poor women, that is so sad for them.”

“Why is that sad?”

“Here, women are much smarter than men. It is sad that your women are only equal to men.”

“Very funny.”

“Not funny. It is a fact,” she said. “Here, women are superior.”

“If women are more capable, then why won’t they let women be porters?”

“We women usually use our heads and not our backs. I want to show them that I can use both. That is most threatening to them.”

“I guess that’s why you let them be in charge, so you don’t threaten their delicate egos,” I said sarcastically.

“That is exactly right. We women are so smart that we let the men think that they are the head. We women are the neck. We tell the head in which direction to look.”

I must have looked skeptical, because she said, “I do not really expect you to understand. After all, you are merely a male.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Yes, it is right. Let me try to explain,” Sarah said. “A little baby boy and little baby girl are born at the same time. The little girl will roll over first, sit up first, talk first and walk first. Eventually the boy will catch up—at about seventy years of age—and he will be so shocked he will die.”

“Do you really expect me to believe that?”

“No, of course not. You are too young. When you are about seventy you will understand. Of course then you will die. Now it is time to climb.”

I’d been so distracted that I hadn’t noticed that everybody else had started up the slope. Up ahead, the last of our party, Doris, was just making her way along the trail, and as I watched, she disappeared around a bend, hidden by the rainforest.

Sarah hefted the bag onto her shoulder.

“Let me help,” I said.

“No!” she said. “You may not help me.”

“But you’re carrying my stuff.”

“I am your porter. I am supposed to carry your things.”

“But I could help—”

“You cannot help. For two reasons. If you carried things, then the others would be right—a girl cannot be a porter. I must carry my share of things.”

“And the second reason?” I asked.

“You cannot carry your own things. You would never make it to the top carrying this much weight.”

“Look, Sarah, I’m twice as big as you and probably four times as strong and—”

“And I am Chagga. This is my heritage. This is what my people do. If I fail, or you fail because of me, there may never be female porters on the mountain. Not now and not for a long, long time, maybe never. I must carry the load and I must make the summit. We both must make the summit.”

“We will,” I said.

“Me, I am sure of,” she said. “You…I do not know. We shall see.”

She turned and started up the hill, chasing after our party. I pulled on my backpack and started after her. I wanted to catch up to continue our conversation, but she was moving quickly. I doubled my pace. At least I tried to double my pace. The mud on the ground was thick, and I was sinking in deeply with each step. Sarah, who was carrying more weight on her back but far less on her body, didn’t seem to be sinking nearly as deep. It was almost as if she was skimming over the ground while I was plowing through it. With each step I’d sink in and then have to work to pull out my foot as the mud tried to keep me in place. This wasn’t easy, and I could feel the strain, not only in my legs but also in my lungs.

Sarah continued to pull away, getting farther ahead of me with each step. I was, however, slowly catching up to Doris. The three Finns were farther ahead, almost out of sight, and moving quickly.

I changed my goal. It didn’t look like I was going to be able to catch Sarah, but I should be able to close the gap between me and Doris. Wow, that was my goal…to outwalk a senior citizen. A great way to succeed was to set the bar low enough, but this was aiming pretty low.

The path was a muddy rut, a little reddish-brown ribbon that sliced through the green rainforest that pressed in on both sides. It was so close, so dense, that it was almost suffocating. It felt like the forest was sucking the oxygen out of my lungs, which of course made no sense. Forests gave off oxygen. I couldn’t help but think about what might be hiding in the forest. Were there really leopards in there? My head started swiveling back and forth, side to side as well as up and down. The forest was now not just pressing in on both sides, but was starting to overhang the trail. If I were a leopard, that’s where I’d be, sitting up there, waiting to pounce.

I looked up the trail again. Doris had vanished. She’d gone over a little rise and disappeared. I was alone. If there was a leopard, it would just be me and it. I didn’t think I could outfight or outrun it. I wished I had something I could use as a weapon. I thought about my pack. I guess I could throw a roll of biodegradable toilet paper at it, or hit it with my walking stick. The best thing was not to be alone. I had to catch up to Doris. Not that she could protect me, but I figured that even if I couldn’t outrun a leopard, I could outrun a senior citizen.

What a terrible thing to think! I wouldn’t really abandon her if we were attacked, but still…being with somebody would make me feel better. I just had to—

There was a crash above my head, and I jumped to the side. It was a little monkey, leaping from one branch to another. It stared down at me. It looked like it was smirking. I was being laughed at by a monkey. I guessed that was better than being dined on by a leopard.

I dug in a little deeper, straining up the little hill and over the top. Doris was there, just in front of me, doubled over! She’d collapsed! I rushed over, only to find her sitting on the ground, camera in hand, taking a picture of one of the little flowers that littered the floor of the forest.

“I love flowers,” she said.

“Yeah, they’re nice.”

“I think as you get older you learn more and more to stop and smell the flowers…and take pictures of them.”

“My grandfather loved flowers.”

“Loved…past tense,” she said. “Your grandfather died?”

“A little while ago.”

“And you’re here now?” she questioned. Instantly she looked sorry for asking. “I understand. It’s hard when plans have been made and it’s impossible to rearrange things. I’m sure your grandfather wouldn’t have wanted you to miss this.”

“I’m here because of him.”

“He arranged your trip?” she asked.

“Arranged and financed. It was one of his last requests. He asked me to climb the mountain to…” I stopped myself. I wasn’t supposed to tell anybody what I was doing, but it felt like I needed to tell her. “He asked me to scatter his ashes at the top. They’re here in his walking stick,” I said, turning around slightly so she could see the stick tied to the back of my pack.

“That is such a wonderful thing for you to do!”

She got to her feet, reached up and wrapped her arms around me, pulling me down with such force that I almost tumbled over on top of her. She was shockingly strong. She released me from her grip and I straightened up. She wasn’t just old, but small, very small.

“He must have been very special to you.”

“He was the best.” I felt tears coming to my eyes.

“I’ll do anything in my power to help you.”

I couldn’t help but think that the best thing she could do was to drop out of the climb right now so she wouldn’t slow me down.

“I know you’re probably asking yourself what an old woman like me can do to help you.”

I felt guilty. “No, that wasn’t what I was thinking at all,” I lied. Hopefully it was a convincing lie.

“I’ll be with you every step of the way,” she said.

“Thanks, and I’ll be there for you,” I said. Why did I say that?

 “That is so sweet,” she said. “I guess we better get climbing again. The summit isn’t coming to us. We just have to remember to go polepole.”

“Yeah, slowly,” I muttered.

“That comes a little more naturally at my age, but remember that slow and steady wins the race.”

I smiled at her and nodded, although I really didn’t agree at all. Moving slowly had never won any race, game or assignment that I’d ever been involved in. But right now, at least for the next hour or so, I’d be moving slowly whether I wanted to or not.



FOURTEEN

Darkness came quickly and early. It was only six thirty and it was already completely black, the only light coming from the small campfire and the millions of pinprick stars that filled the sky. The three Finns had already turned in for the night. I could hear them talking in their tent. Finnish was certainly a strange language, and I didn’t understand a word of it. I didn’t understand our porters either. They spoke among themselves in Chachagga, and they seemed to be having a good time, talking and laughing. They seemed very happy and were very friendly—except to me and Sarah. None of them had said a word to me or given me a glance. My things had been carried up, my tent set up, my meal cooked and things were cleaned up, all without a word being exchanged. That left Mr. Odogo, Doris, Sarah and me sitting around the little fire. All the other porters sat well off to the side.

“And you say that this is one of the hardest days,” Doris was saying to Mr. Odogo.

“Many think it is the second hardest.”

“And which is the hardest?” I asked.

“The day we summit. We will rise at midnight and walk six or seven hours to Uhuru Peak so that we can see the sun rise over the summit.”

“That sounds lovely,” Doris said. “I can’t wait.”

You might have to wait for another lifetime, I thought.

“And then we must start down,” Mr. Odogo continued. “We will walk another seven or eight hours. Some people think down is easy, but for many it is even harder.”

Everybody sat quietly around the fire, staring into the flames. There wasn’t much more conversation. I thought it was a combination of the thin air and the dead tiredness. I wasn’t going to admit it to anyone else, but today’s hike had been more than a simple walk in the park. I was tired. As well, my stomach was upset. It grumbled noisily, as if it knew I was thinking about it. Either nobody heard it, or they were being polite and pretending that they didn’t.

Slowly I got up. I had to go to the toilet. Again. I felt a little embarrassed. It wasn’t like there was really anything to be embarrassed about. We all had to go. I just seemed to be doing it more than anybody else and more than I wanted to.

I knew that the gurgling in my stomach would quickly become a rumbling in my intestines, which would soon become an explosion down below. There was an equation I had to figure out each time. I had to go far enough and fast enough to get privacy, but not so far that I could potentially fall off the side of the mountain.

At least at this elevation, the rainforest behind and below us, there really wasn’t much chance of running into a leopard, an elephant or even a semi-poisonous snake. At least that was the conversation that I was having with myself to induce a little bit of confidence. My stomach called out a warning shot, and I hustled a dozen more steps before I ducked down behind a big rock, sure that I was now hidden from those sitting at the campsite. Of course, if that rock was big enough to hide me, wasn’t it also big enough to hide a leopard?

I unbuckled my belt, pulled down my pants and squatted down. I hate squatting, but what choice did I have? It wasn’t like there was indoor plumbing on the mountain. Going to the toilet hadn’t really been something I’d thought about at all before I got here. But now that I was on the mountain, it had become a serious concern. Funny, I wasn’t as worried about not reaching the summit or falling off the mountain as I was about having a different type of accident…in my pants.

The cool air chilled my bare butt and I felt myself clench up. Being cold wasn’t the best condition for going quickly and I did want to go fast. Being exposed to the elements this way—pants down and squatting—made me felt incredibly vulnerable. I concentrated and things got rolling…well, running. As quickly as possible I finished up, including the paper work. Now I just had to—

“I need to talk to you.”

I jumped up, spinning and pulling up my pants all at once. Mr. Odogo was standing in front of me.

“I need to talk to you,” he repeated. He didn’t look any happier than he sounded.

“Yes, sir, what would you like to talk about?” I asked as I scrambled to do up my belt. This was embarrassing.

“Do you know why I am bringing you up my mountain?”

“Because of my grandfather,” I said, thinking about his ashes.

“Because of him and what he did for my father,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“My father informed me that your grandfather was a great man,” he said. “Do you think that you are a great man?”

I didn’t know what to answer. I was shocked and surprised by the question.

Mr. Odogo continued. “Because you are barely a man and greatness has not come to you, nor may it ever.”

“Um…yes, sir. I mean, no, sir.”

“Do you think you have the right to come to this mountain and give orders?” he asked.

“I haven’t given any orders or—”

“You demanded that my daughter be one of your porters, did you not?”

“I don’t think I really demanded,” I said.

He looked at me questioningly. “My daughter said to me that you insisted—demanded—that she come along.”

Okay, this was all starting to make sense. This had to do with Sarah—again. It had been nothing but trouble, having her along.

“I didn’t really demand…it was more of a polite request.”

“Are you calling my daughter a liar?”

“No, sir. I’m just sort of saying that she’s… she’s very…very…determined.”

“She gets that from her mother.”

“That sounds a lot like my mother,” I said.

He smiled. Slightly. But even slightly was better than the scowl that had been there.

“So why then did you politely request that my daughter be one of your porters?” he asked.

Now I was caught. I couldn’t tell him the truth. That would be breaking my word.

“Um, I guess I just wanted somebody around who was my age.”

“How old are you?”

“Eighteen, well, at least on my next birthday.”

“My daughter is only fourteen. That is not the same age.”

She had told me she was fifteen, hadn’t she? “It’s closer than anybody else on this trip.”

“Four years. In my country many men marry girls who are four years younger,” he said.

“I guess that’s true in my country too.”

“So is that your intent? Did you invite my daughter along because you wish her to become your wife?”

“No, of course not!” I exclaimed.

“Do you think you are too good for my daughter?”

I was almost too stunned to answer, but I had to. “No, sir, of course not. It’s not that I’m too good, sir. It’s just that…just that…she really wanted to be a porter and I was trying to make her happy. That’s all there is to it, sir, honestly.”

His expression didn’t change. He stared right into my eyes like he was trying to see inside of me to tell if what I’d said was true. He stepped forward until he was standing so close that our chests were almost touching. I had to fight the urge to step back even though I was so much bigger, so much taller than him that he had to look up at me.

“I think I believe you,” he said.

I felt a rush of relief.

“But you need to know,” he continued, “that while you are bigger and taller and younger, and probably even stronger, than me, I am her father. If you were to do something that harmed or dishonored my daughter—”

“I would never do that, sir!” I said, cutting him off.

He reached up and placed a hand on my shoulder. “That is good to know.” He smiled. “Because this is a high mountain and there are many dangers. I certainly wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to you on this climb.”

My stomach answered—a big, thundering gurgle that we both heard.

“Maybe you need some more privacy. I will go back to the fire.” He turned and walked away.

I took a deep breath. The cool air traced a path down to my lungs. I took another breath. I suddenly felt so very tired. I needed to climb into my tent, get into my sleeping bag and fall asleep—pass out. My bowels rumbled. One more thing to do first. I undid the buckle one more time.

“Perhaps you should wait a minute before you do that.”

I turned around, shocked and surprised again. It was Sarah. Was the whole family going to sneak up on me tonight?

“I followed my father. I overheard.”

“You heard him threaten to throw me off the mountain?” I asked. “He wouldn’t really do that, would he?”

“Of course not,” she offered reassuringly. “He is a guide. He is sworn to protect those he takes up the mountain.”

“Yeah, I figured he was just—”

“He would wait until he brought you safely down off the mountain before he was to harm you.”

I startled slightly before realizing that she was just fooling…or was she?

“I am grateful you did not tell my father the truth about why you had to bring me. He would not be happy that either of us went out to retrieve your belongings from the street kids.”

“I gave you my word.” Besides, I didn’t want him to be any angrier at me than he already appeared to be.

“Thank you.”

She got up on her tiptoes and before I could step away she kissed me on the cheek! What was she doing! If her father saw us, there was no way I was ever going to make it out alive!

“You are much too old for me.” She walked away, leaving me stunned and scared, and with my bowels about to let loose again. I decided I had better get used to unexpected crap. Of all kinds.



FIFTEEN

Doris and I sat in the little eating tent, finishing up our breakfast. The Finns had already finished and left, which didn’t really matter. It wasn’t like we could communicate with them.

“You’re not eating your porridge,” Doris said.

“Calling it porridge is stretching it.”

“I must admit I’ve never eaten anything quite like this before,” Doris said.

“I’ve never seen any food this color,” I replied. “It’s sort of cement gray.”

“I think that makes sense. It does taste like what I imagine cement would taste like. Thank goodness for the sugar.”

Doris dropped in another heaping spoonful of brown sugar. I didn’t bother. I wasn’t going to eat it anyway.

“Even that wouldn’t change the texture,” I said. “It looks sort of like…like…”

“Diarrhea?”

I nodded. I hadn’t wanted to say it.

“At least the fried egg and potatoes are good,” I said.

“It would be hard to do those wrong,” she agreed. “Although I’m not really sure what this is.” She held up the little sausage-like thing they had given us.

“I wonder what type of meat it is?” I said.

“I believe it is wise that we don’t ask,” she replied. She held up her cup. “Cheers.”

We clinked our little plastic cups together and drained the last of our tea.

“Any luck communicating with your family?” she asked.

I pulled out my phone. “Still no signal. I thought once we left the forest we might get something, but nothing.”

“Maybe as we climb higher you’ll have better luck. We’ll certainly be closer to the satellites. That’s another reason we should get started. I think we better get ready to leave,” Doris suggested.

“Probably not wise to keep Mr. Odogo waiting.”

We stepped out to find the porters buzzing around, breaking down the camp. Mr. Odogo was yelling out orders. He didn’t seem to need to say the same thing twice. It appeared that I wasn’t the only one who was afraid of him. I could have asked one of the porters what he was saying, but there was no way I would have gotten an answer. They were still treating me as if I were invisible. They weren’t unfriendly or disrespectful. They just looked right through me. The first of them, loaded down with gear, started up the trail. Right behind him went the three Finns. I guess I wasn’t going to be with them on day two either. Actually, Doris was good company. At least she spoke English. I just wished she walked a little faster.

My tent was already packed up. My backpack was sitting where the tent used to be. I slipped it on and had the strangest thought: if I left right now and moved quickly, I could catch the Finns and—

“Do you know what today’s journey will be like?” Doris was beside me, her pack on her back, walking sticks in hand.

“From what I read in the guidebook, I think we leave the forest behind completely and spend most of the day walking through heather.”

“Wonderful. Our second climatic zone. I’m sure there will still be some flowers.”

“We’re only walking five or six kilometers, but we gain over eight hundred meters, so it’s got to be pretty steep.”

“Oh, dear, I hope not too steep.”

Mr. Odogo walked over. “We will soon start. This section is very challenging.”

“DJ was just explaining that it’s quite steep,” Doris said.

He looked at me questioningly.

“It’s in the guidebook,” I explained.

“Perhaps you think because you have a guidebook that you do not need a guide.”

“No, sir. I just like to know what’s coming.”

 “What is coming is that we need to move polepole, and all stay together,” he said.

“I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

“What?” he demanded.

“I don’t think we’re all going to be staying together.” I pointed up the slope at the Finns.

He saw them just before they disappeared over a rise. He turned back toward us. He didn’t look happy.

“Mambiri!” he yelled out, and Sarah came running over. He spoke to her and she nodded repeatedly.

 He turned back toward us. “My daughter will guide you. I must go.” He rushed after them, moving even faster than the Finns appeared to be moving. I would have loved to move fast. Instead it was going to be another day of polepole with Doris as my companion and Sarah as my guide.
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The whole world around us changed as we walked. The last vestiges of the cloud forest had completely disappeared and the heath had taken over. Strangely shaped plants, some tall and distorted, others just bushes and brush, dotted the landscape. I couldn’t help but think that if Dr. Seuss designed plants, this is what he’d create. Among the plants were rocks carved by wind and rain and time. They were as bizarrely shaped as the plants. More Dr. Seuss.

As well, without trees to block the view, the mountain was a constant presence, looming in front of us. Below, when I was blocked by foliage, I couldn’t look far ahead. Here it was impossible to not let my eyes drift forward. The slope we were on was steep but steady. It went on and on until somewhere on the horizon it met the rising grade of the mountain where the white fingers of the glaciers extended down from the top.

I’d read that the first European explorers didn’t believe that Kilimanjaro existed because they couldn’t possibly imagine snow at the equator. But there it was, so high that at the top it looked and felt polar, even though it was on the equator. I wondered just how cold it was going to be up there. Down here, even two days into the trip I was still wearing a T-shirt and sweating up a storm. The snow didn’t seem that real, even though I could see it.

“It is time for a rest,” Sarah said.

I was tired but reluctant to stop. I’d been catching glimpses of other climbers up ahead as they appeared and disappeared around rises in the trail. It was another party, and I was positive we were gaining on them.

“Couldn’t we go a little bit longer?” I asked.

“I’m okay to continue a little bit longer,” Doris said.

“So we can stop in—”

“We stop now,” Sarah said, and she halted in her tracks. She turned to face me. “I am the guide.”

“I thought you were the porter.”

She shook her head. “No wonder my father is annoyed by you.”

She unburdened herself of her load. Her two bags were both bigger and bulkier than the little I was carrying on my back. I didn’t know how much weight she was carrying, but it was clearly more than I was. She hadn’t been complaining, but from the few missteps and stumbles I’d seen, it had to be heavy.

We all pulled out our water bottles and drank. It felt so good. My body was craving the water despite the fact that I’d already guzzled more than a liter. The water didn’t just quench my thirst, it also seemed to settle my stomach, which had been grumbling and gurgling all morning. That breakfast just hadn’t been enough. If they served that same porridge tomorrow, I’d have to follow Doris’s lead and spoon on enough sugar to make it edible. Maybe the secret would be to close my eyes while I ate.

“Sarah,” Doris said, “I notice that your father doesn’t usually call you Sarah…he calls you Mambi… Mambir…”

“Mambiri,” she said. “It is my Chagga name.”

“I know that Chagga names most often have meaning. Does your name have a special meaning?” Doris asked.

“It means ripe melon.”

“You’re a ripe melon?” I chuckled.

“At least I have a name!” she snapped. “Not like you, who only has initials!”

“Initials stand for names. My name is David.”

“That is the D, but what is the J?”

“It’s Junior. I’m named after my grandfather and I got called David Junior and then it was shortened to DJ.”

She shrugged. “At least that makes sense. It is good to be named after your ancestors. My name is that of my mother and grandmother. We Chagga believe that we were created in a melon patch, so many of us are named because of that. Of course it is just a story. We here in Tanzania know the difference between males and females and where babies come from.” She gave me a sly little smile.

“Whatever you say, my little ripe Mambiri,” I joked.

“It is a very pretty name,” Doris said. “Would you mind if I called you Mambiri instead of Sarah?”

“They are both my names. I know it pleases my father when I am called by my Chagga name.” She turned to me. “Perhaps you should call me that too… unless he thinks you are being forward because you have designs on me.”

“Great, just what I need.”

“I just think it’s so unfair that DJ is being treated so badly,” Doris said. “I think it’s actually gallant for him to do as he did.”

“Gallant? I do not know that word.”

“It means brave, gentlemanly, treating a young woman with respect. He was gallant to invite you along,” she explained.

I was none of the above—at least not right now. It hadn’t been bravery but stupidity and a total lack of understanding. If I’d known all the trouble it was going to cause, I would have insisted on her not coming along. Doris didn’t know about Sarah basically blackmailing me and keeping me in the dark, but Sarah certainly did.

I turned at the sound of somebody coming up the trail behind us. It was five climbers, bookended by two guides. Three of the climbers appeared to be in their twenties or early thirties. The other two were a couple in their fifties. Old, but not as old as Doris. I hated the idea of being passed, but at least they could see that Doris was with us—a built-in excuse for stopping that didn’t involve me.

The guide called out a big Jambo and offered a smile. Then he saw Sarah and the smile faded. He said something to her in Chachagga and they had a rapid-fire exchange. The guide at the back didn’t say anything but looked equally annoyed.

“I didn’t understand the guide,” Doris said, when the other group had moved on, “but he didn’t seem particularly friendly.”

“What did he say?” I asked Sarah.

“He had heard that there was a female porter on the mountain but he did not believe it until he saw me. He said he wasn’t surprised to see me sitting because women sit so much when they wash clothes and cook. He told me it was not too late to go home.”

“What a jerk,” I said.

“And what did you say to him?” Doris asked.

“I told him he probably wasn’t smart enough to do either of those things himself, or handsome enough to attract a woman who would do them for him.”

“That must have been when he stopped smiling,” I said.

“He then told me I should respect my elders. I told him that respect is earned and not given because of numbers on a calendar.”

“You really have a way of making friends,” I said.

“Who would want to be friends with such a man?” she said.

“Do you know what would be even better?” I said. “Let’s catch up and pass them.”

Sarah smiled. Doris got to her feet and said, “I think that would be simply brilliant!”

[image: 9781554699421_0160_001]
Time and distance blurred together. Yesterday’s hike was a walk in the park compared to today’s march. What made it even worse was that over an hour and a half ago the end had been in sight. We had seen our camp up on a plateau. But what we didn’t know—what even Sarah didn’t know—was that we had to descend over 300 meters down a gorge and then climb back up to the plateau. Going down wasn’t easy, and it was made worse knowing that each step downward would translate into a step up on the other side. I hated that.

The last part before we hit the bottom was the hardest. Our path was a small stream running down from one of the glaciers, so cold that there were little patches of ice. What a combination to have underfoot: water, ice and slippery wet mud. A few times I’d come close to slip-sliding down onto my butt.

 The thing that kept us all moving was wanting to keep in front of that rude guide and his party. I wish I could have taken a picture of his face as we passed them while they sat having lunch. We stopped just after that for a few minutes to get our own lunches out, but we kept moving, polepole, and ate as we walked. That suited me, and, really, it wasn’t like I had much of an appetite.

We finally reached the bottom of the gorge, which wasn’t at all flat, and Sarah didn’t hesitate. She just started up the other side.

I turned to Doris. “Are you all right to climb or do you need a little break?”

“Up might feel good,” she said. “At least for a little while.”

I was happy to keep moving, but I might have been even happier to rest. I was starting to realize that, more and more often, Doris was asking to stop just before I would have asked. I was feeling tired, my legs heavy, and my whole digestive system was keeping up a steady symphony of sounds.

Suddenly Sarah stumbled, toppled forward and fell down! I rushed forward as she struggled to regain her footing. She got to her knees before I could reach her.

“Are you okay?”

“Sorry, sorry,” she said. She looked embarrassed.

“Here,” I said, offering her a hand. I was surprised when she didn’t brush it away. I pulled her to her feet.

“I am fine,” Sarah said. “We need to go.”

“No,” Doris said. “I need to rest. I need a break.”

“I could use a rest too.” I pulled off my pack and set it down on the ground. “Let me help you with your load,” I said to Sarah.

I went to help her remove the first pack. I half expected her to argue, but she didn’t.

“Wow, this is incredibly heavy!” I exclaimed as I set it down and then helped her with the second, which was equally heavy.

“I can’t believe all the porters carry this much weight,” I said.

“They do not,” she said.

“Some are carrying more?”

She shook her head. “I am carrying the most.”

I was shocked and speechless.

“Does your father know they are making you carry more?” Doris asked.

“He knows.”

It was wrong that the other porters were treating her so badly, but to get that treatment from her own father? That was just mean. Giving me a hard time was one thing, but that was no way to treat his daughter. It wasn’t very gallant.



SIXTEEN

I was tired. So tired. And sore and achy and my stomach was upset and I’d gone to the toilet four times and I had had to force myself to eat supper. Other than that I was fine. What I needed to do was go to bed. It was only seven thirty, but it was dark. I was about to climb into my little tent and curl up in the sleeping bag when Mr. Odogo walked into the camp. I had something I wanted to do before I slept. He wouldn’t like what I had to say, but what did it matter? Unless he was going to throw me off the mountain, he couldn’t really treat me any worse.

“Excuse me, Mr. Odogo,” I called out.

He turned, nodded and came in my direction.

“How was your day’s trek?” he asked.

That sounded friendly. Voice, expression and question. What was going on?

“It was good. Hard but good.”

“Mambiri said you are doing well.”

“She’s doing well,” I said. “You must be proud of her,” I added.

“I have always been most proud of her. She is a good daughter.”

I thought for a second and then decided to jump in. “Then why are you making her carry more than the other porters?”

“That is the way things must be done,” he said.

“Because she’s the youngest she has to carry the most? That isn’t fair.”

“She is carrying the most because she is the newest. The newest porter always must prove himself and carry the heaviest load. Even if that porter is my child. Even if that porter is my daughter. That is fair.” He paused. “Are you questioning my decisions or orders?”

“No. I mean, I guess I was. I understand, now that you explained it. It’s just that it’s so hard for her.”

“It is not easy for me to witness,” he said. “But it is the way it must be. She is lucky to have a friend along who cares. Thank you.”

“Um, you’re welcome.”

He put a hand on my shoulder. “But you are not to question any more of my decisions. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Now go to bed. You look tired.”



SEVENTEEN

Doris was standing at the edge of the camp, looking off into the distance. She’d been there for a long time. I wanted to give her some privacy, but I was a little worried. Quietly I walked over until I was right behind her. I cleared my throat to let her know I was there, and she turned around.

“Good morning,” she said.

“A little chillier than I thought it would be.”

“We are gaining altitude,” she said. “I was just thinking how much my husband, Samuel, would have loved being here.”

“My grandpa too. It was his dream to climb Kilimanjaro.”

“Samuel’s too. I guess because it wasn’t mine, he never got to realize his. Did you ever think about climbing this mountain?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Never thought about it. Probably never would have.”

“It’s sad that the two who wanted most to climb it never did, and the two who didn’t are climbing it,” she said. “Sometimes life works out that way.”

I didn’t know what to say. Not that I thought she was wrong.

“It is beautiful,” she said.

 I looked out over the edge of the plateau to where she was staring. It was amazing, although I didn’t know if I’d use the word beautiful to describe it. It was stark, desolate, filled with rocks broken up by only an occasional cluster of stunted trees. And of course in the distance was the summit.

I saw it more as an obstacle, something I had to overcome to get to where I was going, than a thing of beauty. I thought about what my grandfather had written—about enjoying the steps along the way. Did that really apply to everything? Should you enjoy going to the dentist, having a headache—which I had now—going to a funeral, or climbing a mountain? Sure, I had goals and dreams, but climbing this mountain wasn’t one of them. Sure, I was going to do it, but did that mean I had to enjoy it? It seemed more like something that I had to endure. Like training camp or practice. Nobody enjoyed those. You just did it so you could get to the game.

“Our Finnish friends don’t seem as chipper this morning,” Doris said.

“They were a little less enthusiastic,” I agreed. “I guess we’re all a little tired.”

“That’s almost reassuring. I was beginning to think it was only me.”

“I’ve felt better. It all starts to wear you down after a while,” I admitted.

“I guess all we can do is eat, drink, rest and try to stay strong. After all, we have a couple of people counting on us. We can’t let them down now, can we?”

“I guess not.”

“Perhaps we better get ready to go.”

“The sooner we start, the sooner we finish,” I said.
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Polepole. Polepole. Polepole. It was starting to be like a rhythmic chant in my head as each porter who passed us imparted those words of wisdom. It felt more like a taunt. They raced by, carrying and balancing loads on their heads and backs, and told us that we were slow and they were fast. I would have argued if it wasn’t so obviously true. It still didn’t make me like it any more.

 A couple of times I’d tried to pick up my pace, staying with them and leaving Doris behind. And every time I had to abandon the attempt because my legs and lungs just couldn’t keep up. I hated it, but I had no choice. Mr. Odogo had pretty well given up on the Finns—they couldn’t really understand much English so he couldn’t control them—but he still was intent on keeping me from going too fast. At least instead of looking like a loser, it looked like I was following orders—polepole—or being kind to Doris. I had to admit that she was pretty easy to be kind to. She was a nice old lady. So it was me, one nice old lady and our guide in a little line, going up the mountain.

Earlier in the day one of the other trails up the mountain had merged with ours. That meant that the number of climbing parties had doubled. It wasn’t really crowded, but it was definitely more populated. Occasionally we passed other parties or were passed by them during rest breaks, but mostly we saw porters. There were a lot of them, and each carried a heavy load: bags, barrels, chairs and tables, large cartons of eggs, cookstoves, and in one case a toilet—a sit-down toilet. It seemed so unnecessary and so wonderful all at once. I wondered if I could rent it.

I liked when we passed porters from other parties. They didn’t know that they shouldn’t be friendly with me. They yelled out greetings and encouragement, and despite the sweat and strain they were smiling and happy. They were always talking among themselves, laughing and sometimes singing.

“It is time to rest,” Mr. Odogo finally said.

I was grateful. I had wanted to stop for the past twenty minutes but didn’t want to be the one to ask. We pulled off our packs and sat down on some rocks. There was never a shortage of rocks to rest on.

“We will have afternoon tea,” he said as he pulled a thermos out of his pack.

“That seems so civilized,” Doris said.

“My grandpa used to say that.”

“One of the best things left to us by the British was tea,” Mr. Odogo said. “Shame that there are not crumpets and scones and marmalade to go along.”

“When we get back to the hotel, perhaps we can share afternoon tea,” Doris suggested.

“That would be most wonderful,” he agreed.

“And we can raise a toast to our successful summit,” she added. “Mine, DJ’s and, of course, Mambiri’s.”

“We always celebrate all who reach the summit.”

“When did you celebrate your first summit?” Doris asked.

“Many, many years ago,” he said and laughed. “I was only twelve.”

“So even younger than your daughter.”

“Even younger. I climbed with my grandfather.”

“That must have made it even more special," Doris said.

Mr. Odogo nodded his head and smiled at the memory. It was becoming more obvious what Doris was doing—trying to make him feel better about Sarah being along. I couldn’t get away with it.

“We need to finish our tea and continue, or none of us will summit,” Mr. Odogo said.

I got up to my feet. I wasn’t really ready, but I couldn’t let anybody know—especially Mr. Odogo.



EIGHTEEN

The pressure in my bladder woke me up again. I didn’t want to get up. My sleeping bag was warm and outside wasn’t. I wanted to lie there and wait for my body to somehow reabsorb my urine, but I wasn’t tired enough to be able to convince myself that was possible. Sooner or later I was going to have to get up, and the sooner I did, the sooner I could get back to sleep.

I crawled out of the sleeping bag and slipped on my sandals. I was already wearing so many clothes I didn’t bother putting on my jacket. It was cold, and it was going to get colder as we kept climbing. When I clicked on my headlamp, the tent was bathed in light. The tent zipper stuck and then opened loudly, the only sound in a silent night.

I crawled out of the tent and was greeted by the cold air and the damp mist that still clung to the ground, obscuring my view. It was the same fog that had been with us since we had arrived at the campsite—although it wasn’t really fog. It was a cloud. We were sleeping at cloud level.

The light from my headlamp bounced back after a meter or two, leaving me unable to see much ahead of me. Aside from my tent, the rocky ground at my feet, and Doris’s tent next to me, I could see nothing else. I could have been anywhere. Thank goodness I didn’t need much more than a place to empty my bladder.

I sidestepped around the rocks and between the tents. In this thick mist, two dozen steps away would leave me lost. I could fall off the mountain or—more realistically—not be able to find my way back to my tent. I wasn’t going to chance either. Still in sight of my tent, I began to relieve myself.

It was a thick, long stream that kept coming and coming and coming. That was good. Water in and water out meant that I was hydrated. Never before had I been so aware of my urine. Never before had I had so much of it to be aware of. Increased altitude just pushed it out of you.

I tucked myself back in and did a quick physical inventory, starting at the bottom. My feet were fine except for one little blister on the little toe of the left foot and a bruise on the big toe of my right foot where I’d kicked a rock. Sore but okay. I still hadn’t taken my sock off to have a look.

Next were my ankles. Fine: no twists, no sprains, no strains. Knees were good, a little sore, but they were always a little sore. Football did that to a guy.

I took a deep breath. My lungs filled with the cool air. No problems breathing; it felt very natural. It was different when I was climbing, but as long as it returned to normal when at rest, I was okay.

Next I placed a hand on my heart. Slow, steady, regular beat. No problems there either. My head was a little achy. I had a slight throbbing at the base of my head but figured that had more to do with my neck being kinked when I slept than it did with mountain sickness.

Finally, I did feel a bit tired, but what could I expect? I’d climbed close to 2,400 meters and walked almost 25 kilometers. I deserved to be tired. And the only cure for that was to get back to sleep.

I couldn’t believe how focused I was on how my various body parts were functioning. Never had eating, sleeping, eliminating wastes and inventorying my body parts taken up so much of my attention. Normally anybody this concerned should consult a doctor—a psychiatrist, probably—but of course this situation was far from normal.

As I stood there, I realized that the cloud was dispersing. I could see farther and more clearly. Above me the moon poked free of the clouds. It was nearly full—bright and white and glowing. Around it little pinpricks of stars became visible, filling the night sky and adding to the natural light. I turned off my headlamp, and I could see better without it.

I was standing on a fairly flat plateau that held nine little tents. Over to the edge, on one of the drop-offs, stood the outhouse. Even in the dark it looked neither safe nor solid. In the other direction I could pick out other lights, not from the sky but from the ground. They were the lights of civilization. Was that the town of Moshi down there…way down there?

Behind me, pressing in, was a solid wall of rock. I tipped back my head, following it up, looking for a top I couldn’t see, lost in the darkness and distance. It was high; I just couldn’t tell how high. I didn’t know which way we’d be traveling tomorrow, but I did know which direction we wouldn’t be going. But regardless of the direction, I had to get back to my tent and sleep as long as I could, until my bladder forced me out of my sleeping bag again.



NINETEEN

I slurped down a little porridge and then stopped. I just couldn’t stomach it. Seeing it every morning didn’t make it any less disgusting. It still looked more like something that should have been coming out the other end of me rather than going into my mouth.

I took another bite of my breakfast “sausage” and took a sip of tea to clear my mouth of both the last of the mystery meat and the vestiges of the porridge.

This was our third breakfast—our third identical breakfast. Sarah had said it was going to be the same each morning until we were back at the hotel. One more reason to get through as quickly as possible. If I lost my appetite, it would have nothing to do with altitude sickness.

I had one more task to accomplish: onward to the toilet. I left the breakfast tent and immediately saw the three Finns. They saw me, waved and smiled. They were relentlessly friendly and smiling even though we couldn’t actually communicate.

I approached the toilet with trepidation. It was a small wooden building constructed over the edge of the cliff. It looked as if a strong breeze would blow it away. That was more than just paranoid thinking. Mr. Odogo had told me that two years ago one of these little shacks did tumble over, killing the man who was inside. Death in a falling toilet would have been so embarrassing. What would they say at the funeral that wouldn’t sound awkward, awful or just plain funny?

I pushed open the door. Of course there was nothing except a hole in the bottom to squat over. I didn’t expect anything more but kept wondering what people around here had against sitting down? Using just one foot, I stepped partway in and pressed my weight against the floor. It seemed solid. Hesitantly I put the other foot inside and tried to close the door. It was stuck. I pushed harder and it gave way. The entire shack shook and the door closed, trapping me inside. I had to fight the urge to jump back out, but I had business to do and the way my stomach and intestines were gurgling, it wasn’t going to take long.

I pulled down my pants and long johns, and then, bracing myself with a hand on both sides, squatted down. There was a cold breeze coming up through the hole that didn’t make it any more pleasant. I tried to focus on the matters at hand and not the hole or the breeze or the fact that I was standing on a little piece of wood perched over a cliff. Thank goodness I didn’t have to wait too long. It felt like the porridge was pouring out the other end. I didn’t look to see if it was still gray. I didn’t care. It was coming out. I just hoped most of it was hitting the hole instead of bouncing back at me.

Moving one hand to grab a baby wipe from the package in my pocket, I almost toppled over. Squatting was not part of my routine or my muscle memory. I finished up the paper work and somebody pounded on the door! I jumped straight up, grabbing my pants and trying to secure the door.

“Are you going to spend the day in there?” Sarah said.

“Are you going to make a habit of bothering me while I’m using the toilet?” I asked. “Can’t you bear being away from me even for a few seconds?”

There was a loud huffing sound and she was gone. I finished pulling up both layers of clothing. I realized that my legs were shaking, and I was sweating. Instant flop sweat. Instant fear reaction. She had scared me. I wiped my forehead with the sleeve of my sweater. I had to compose myself. I took a deep breath and realized that maybe the best way to get calm was to get out of the outhouse and back on solid rock.

The door opened, rubbing against the floor, slightly rocking the whole structure again. I jumped out and was relieved in a whole different way.

The porters were moving around the camp, working as hard as ants, disassembling the camp. The tents were coming down quickly, and my backpack was sitting on the ground, leaning against a rock where my tent had been. I noticed that the Finns already had their packs on. I went over and slipped on mine. Nobody—meaning Sarah or her father—could accuse me this morning of not being ready to go. I was ready, willing and at least semi-able. Not that I’d let them know that.

I walked over to Mr. Odogo, who was yelling out orders to the porters.

“I’m ready,” I said. “Maybe I could go with them.” I pointed at the Finns.

“Maybe you should just do what you are told. Do you want to get to the top?”

“Of course I do. They seem to be doing okay.”

“They have not yet come to the wall,” he said.

I’d heard about marathon runners “hitting the wall” when they had run close to twenty miles. I didn’t see these three hitting any wall, but I still wondered.

“When do you think they’ll hit the wall?” I asked.

“In about ten minutes,” he answered.

“How can you be so certain about the timing?”

He gave me a confused look. “The wall,” he said, gesturing to the cliff. “We are going to climb the wall this morning.”

“We’re climbing that?”

“Unless you know of another option.”

I looked at the wall. Here in the light of day I could look up, all the way up to the top.

“But—but that has to be two hundred meters tall.”

“Two hundred and forty meters.”

I tried to hide my feelings of fear and disbelief. He had to be joking, making fun of me.

“I don’t see a trail.”

“It is there. Some places it is very, very narrow, but there is a way up the Breakfast Wall.”

“It’s called the Breakfast Wall?”

“Some call it Barranco Wall because this is Barranco camp. I like to call it the Breakfast Wall for two reasons. One, we always climb it right after breakfast.” He stopped talking.

“And the second reason?”

“Many people lose their breakfast while climbing,” he said. “We will soon find out if you are one of them.”



TWENTY

I stayed as close to the cliff face as possible, keeping the width of the narrow path between me and the drop at the other side. The Finns, who had to stay with us through the climb, occasionally looked over the edge, laughing and pointing and taking pictures. I wasn’t looking, I wasn’t laughing and I wasn’t taking pictures. I needed both my hands free to cling to the handholds on the rock face.

The path snaked back and forth across the face of the cliff. At times it was almost level and wide, and then it would shoot upward and narrow until it was impossible to be away from the drop. With each step up, each meter of elevation gained, the drop got bigger. At this point, almost an hour into the climb, it really didn’t matter. Fall over the edge and you were dead, whether it was 50 meters or 150 meters…actually it was probably more than 150 meters because we were more than two-thirds of the way up.

At least that’s what Mr. Odogo had told us. I just didn’t know if I could believe him. He was always underestimating the time or distance left. I’d learned that “twenty minutes” meant closer to an hour. I knew he wasn’t lying, but he was either telling us what we needed to hear to encourage us or was actually telling us the time it would have taken us if we didn’t have to keep stopping. And in this section we kept stopping.

Doris was having some serious problems. Mr. Odogo was carrying her backpack, and repeatedly he had taken her hand, helped her up a section, or used his body as a shield, standing between her and the edge. I almost envied her, although if I tripped, I didn’t think he’d be big enough to stop me from going over. I’d just take him with me and have company on the way down to our shared deaths.

Doris called for another stop. I was grateful. Not just that we were stopping but for the location she’d chosen. It was a fairly flat, wide section of trail, and there were even spots to rest with our backs against the cliff face. Doris took a seat, and I slumped down beside her.

“How are you doing?” I asked.

“Slow but steady, although I can’t seem to find any flowers to smell.”

“Maybe it’s time to take pictures of rocks,” I suggested.

“If I did that, there would be no shortage of photo opportunities.”

I pulled out my water bottle and took a big slug of water. My breathing had quickly settled back to normal, but I could feel my heart pounding heavily. My lungs were responding to the rest, but my heart wasn’t. It was still reacting to the fact that we were on the side of a cliff and I was feeling fear. Pure fear. Why had my grandpa sent the kid who was afraid of heights up the side of a mountain?

“This is a little bit like having a baby,” Doris said.

“It is?”

“Yes. It’s a great deal of hard work; you take it one contraction at a time; and once you start, you really can’t stop until it’s over.”

I laughed nervously. “I guess I’m going to have to take your word for it.”

“You make sure you’re there with your wife when she has your babies. No loafing about in the waiting room.”

“I won’t do that.”

“I didn’t expect that you would. You don’t seem the sort to shirk from work or responsibilities,” she said.

“I try to do the right thing.”

“Even if it means waiting for an old woman to climb the mountain?” she asked.

“It’s not a problem for me,” I said. “Them I’m not too sure about.”

I gestured to the three Finns. They seemed to be doing better than they had been at the start of the day. They were on their feet, packs on, edging forward even while they were waiting. Actually I was grateful that Doris was here. Otherwise it would have been obvious that I was the weak link, and they would have been waiting for me. Now I could at least look gracious, staying with her, rather than being a weight holding everybody else back. I was tired and sluggish, and my feet—my incredibly big feet—were clumsy.

“Here come the porters,” Doris said as she leaned forward to look over the edge.

I didn’t need to look. I could hear them. They were talking among themselves and their footfalls were loud, moving fast even with heavy weights on their backs. The first poked his head over the edge of the ridge below us. On his head was balanced a load of gear. I knew that even if it was heavy, it wasn’t as heavy as what Sarah was carrying.

He pulled himself up to reveal that he had a pack strapped to his front and his back. It looked like the weight he was carrying was greater than his body weight. Of course, putting the two numbers together, he still didn’t weigh much more than I did if I didn’t have a pack on at all. There was sweat pouring down his brow and dripping from his face. It was almost reassuring to see that this climb wasn’t effortless for him.

We pressed closer against the cliff face to allow him to pass along the narrow path with his wide load.

 “Jambo, assante sana,” he called out to Doris, offering her a smile.

 “Karibu,” she replied.

 “Jambo,” I said.

He looked at me and his smile disappeared. The same thing happened as each porter passed—friendly to Doris, openly ignoring me. I had obviously gained the superhero power of invisibility. At least with our porters.

“They really are being particularly nasty toward you,” Doris said. “And this is all because you asked for Sarah to come on this journey.”

I nodded. “At least they’re not discriminating. They’re not talking to her either.”

“These fellows should all be ashamed of themselves. Don’t any of them have daughters or wives? I know they all must have mothers.”

“Remember, they believe they came from a melon patch,” I offered.

“Even melons have mothers. They should show both you and Sarah more courtesy and kindness.”

“Where is Sarah?”

I looked back down the path. All the other porters had passed. Just then, as if on cue, she poked her head over the top of the ledge. She strained—little muscles on pencil-thin arms—to pull herself up. Her load looked much larger than that of anybody who had passed. Larger and heavier.

 “Jambo,” she said. Her breath was strained and her face was beaded with sweat.

“You okay?” I asked.

“She is fine!”

I turned around. It was Mr. Odogo.

“She is both a Chagga and a porter, so she is fine,” he said.

I wish I’d known he was so close or I wouldn’t have said anything.

“I am fine,” Sarah agreed.

“Although she would be finer if she could be with the other porters. You must hurry your pace.”

He was speaking to her but looking directly at me, daring me to say something, to challenge him. I didn’t. I didn’t really think he’d push me off a mountain, but if he had wanted to, there was no better place.

“We all need to go,” Mr. Odogo ordered.

I offered Doris my hand to help her to her feet.

“Thank you,” she said. “You are a gentleman.”

We started climbing again.
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I pulled myself up over the rise, and I could hardly believe my eyes. We were at the top of the wall! Stretching out in front of me was a long, steady incline. We still had to climb, but we’d finished the Breakfast Wall. It had taken us just over two and a half hours to climb the 240 meters of cliff. I was so happy, so thrilled, to be done that I almost started to giggle.

“We did it,” I said with satisfaction.

“Yes, you have scaled the wall,” Mr. Odogo said. “You have finished the very first part of our day’s safari.”

I’d been so focused on the wall that I’d lost track of the fact that it was only the beginning leg on today’s trip. “How much farther is it?”

“Not much. Four hours if we move fast, not counting a break for lunch.”

“But how far is it? How much farther do we have to go?”

“Are you tired?” he asked.

I almost lied but didn’t, because it never came naturally. I nodded.

“Then you will be much more tired at the end of this day. It is a very hard day.”

“Harder than the summit day?” I asked.

He laughed. “No day is harder than the summit.”

“Really?”

“Are you questioning my word again?”

“No…no, sir. It’s just that the Breakfast Wall was really hard.”

“It is hard but it is not high.”

“There’s a taller wall to climb than that one?” I gasped.

“Not taller, but higher.”

Now I was just as confused as I was tired. “I don’t understand.”

“The Breakfast Wall, the Barranco Wall, is the tallest single climb, at over two hundred and forty meters tall, but it is not the highest.”

“Okay, you’re saying it’s the tallest but not the highest. I don’t understand how that can be possible.”

He gave me the kind of look usually reserved for when you are trying to explain something very simple to a small child.

“It is tall, but it is also low. It starts at just below four thousand meters in height and then ends at four thousand two hundred and twenty. It is not high. It is low. High is the top of the mountain at five thousand eight hundred and ninety-five meters. So the wall is tall, but it is still not high. Do you understand?”

“Now I do.”

“You will see high and you will feel high as we climb. Nobody gets mountain sickness at three thousand meters. It starts now and with each step there is more chance. You will find that out.”

Or maybe I had already been finding that out.

 “The secret is to go polepole.”

“I think you’re preaching to the wrong people,” Doris said. She pointed toward the Finns who had gotten up from their rest and were already well along the trail, leaving us all behind.

Mr. Odogo muttered something under his breath, and his face changed into the expression of annoyance he usually reserved for me. He called out and the porters, who were sitting in two groups—Sarah by herself and the others all together—all got quickly got to their feet.

“I must catch those men and try to counsel them,” Mr. Odogo said.

I almost blurted out that they seemed to be doing fine without him but was smart enough to keep my mouth shut. At least this once.

“I have ordered the porters to go forward to set up camp,” he said. “Except for one. She will be your guide for this portion of the trip.”

She could only mean one person. I was happy about that. There were lots of people in our group but only two other people on my team—Sarah and Doris.

“You must listen to her and remember to take it all slowly. You must remember that with each step you are closer to the top, but that each step is harder than the one before.”

“That’s not a very reassuring thought,” I said, once again instantly regretting the words as they escaped my mouth.

“Do you want reassurance or honesty?” he demanded.

“Honesty, sir.”

“Good. Now I must leave.”

He turned to leave, yelling out a few words in Chachagga to Sarah as she came toward us. She replied, nodding her head. She looked as tired as I felt. Leading the porters, Mr. Odogo quickly set off on the path chasing the three Finns, who were almost out of sight. I had no doubt that he’d catch them but didn’t understand why he was so upset with them. They seemed to be doing just fine without him.

“We must leave too,” Sarah said.

Doris was already on her feet, ready to go. She was a real trooper. I pulled on my pack and was ready to go as well.
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It was strange, but I almost started to miss the climb of the Breakfast Wall. The slope we were on was much gentler but seemed to be without end. Short and steep now seemed more appealing. I never thought I’d think that.

Sarah led, followed by Doris and then me. As we traveled, it was apparent that Sarah was struggling even more under the load she was carrying. A few times she stumbled, once again almost toppling over before regaining her footing. She was sweating profusely and her breathing didn’t seem that much easier than mine or Doris’s. I was feeling increasingly guilty. It just didn’t seem right to allow a girl—one who was younger and smaller and weaker than me—to carry so much more than me. I knew what she was going to say and that I’d regret asking, but I had to.

“Sarah, I was thinking that if you needed a little help I could—”

“I do not need any help!” she snapped, cutting me off.

“It’s just that you look like you’re really—”

“Would you offer to carry some of the load of another porter?” she demanded.

“I would if they looked tired and started to stumble.”

“You need not worry about anybody except yourself. You need to just walk. By the end of the day I might have to carry you!”

“No need to take offence,” I said. “You are just such a sensitive little melon. Are you feeling a bit overripe, Mambiri?”

Sarah turned and scowled at me. I smiled back, and she seemed to be working hard to keep the scowl in place. Finally the scowl broke into a smile.

“Could we take a short break?” Doris asked.

I knew Doris was tired, but I think she was trying to help Sarah not lose face.

“We should rest,” Sarah agreed. “And eat. It is almost time for lunch break, so we can eat now.”

We each put down our loads and took seats on the rocks that littered the route. Sarah went into one of the packs she was carrying and pulled out something wrapped in aluminum foil and then a large thermos and three cups.

“It is chicken and tea,” she said.

She unfolded the foil, revealing three pieces of chicken, and then handed us each one. It was the same chicken we’d had yesterday for lunch. It had been dried in a way that it didn’t need refrigeration. At the same time, Doris poured out three cups of tea—the sugar and milk already added.

“I know the other porters are not pleased with you being here, but I find it such a pleasure to have another female along,” Doris said.

“It is good to be here…although not a pleasure. Much work. It is very hard.”

“I never thought I’d hear you say that,” I said.

“It is hard, but I will succeed.”

“I wish I had that confidence,” Doris said.

“Confidence is good, but I have seen many, many fat people who have made the top.”

“Fat people climb this mountain?” I asked.

“Yes, some who are even fatter than you.”

“Me? I’m not fat!”

“How much do you weigh?”

“I weigh around one hundred kilograms,” I said.

“That is even fatter than I thought! You are fatter than me and my brother and baby sister all put together.”

“That’s because I’m taller and bigger than the three of you put together. This isn’t fat, this is muscle,” I protested, holding up my arm.

“I do not think so. If you had muscle, you could carry more on your back.”

“I offered to take some more of the load.”

“It is no good making an offer you cannot fulfill. You are having enough trouble moving yourself, so we cannot talk about extra weight. Now eat your chicken.”

I looked at the piece of chicken. It had absolutely no appeal for me. “I don’t think so. I’m too fat to eat any more.”

“You are fat, but you need to eat,” she said. “I am only your guide. Do not make me act like your mother or your wife. I pity the first and question whether you will ever have the second.”

Doris chuckled.

“He is like a little baby who needs to be cared for,” Sarah said to Doris. Then she turned back to me. “You did not eat much breakfast either. Do you not have an appetite?”

“Not for this.”

“If you wish to summit tomorrow you need to eat today. It does not matter if you have an appetite; you must eat.”

“If I eat, will you leave me alone?”

“Start eating and I will decide.”

I picked at the chicken and used my other hand to rub the back of my neck. The stiffness was spreading right up into the base of my head.

“Are you all right?” Doris asked. “You look like you’re in pain.”

“I’ve got a bit of a headache. It feels like my head is a bit swollen.”

As soon as I said it, I realized that it could mean more than just sleeping funny.

“A swollen head?” Sarah asked. “That could be because of the altitude or because you always have a swollen head.”

“Or it could just mean I have a headache. I get those occasionally, even at home.”

Doris began to laugh and then stopped. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t find your headache funny. But you two act like an old married couple.”

“Us?” I gasped.

“Yes. It’s as if you both enjoy these little spats, but neither of you means what you say.”

“I do not wish to fight with him, but somebody has to tell him what to do,” Sarah said. “He is practically helpless.”

“My Samuel always said a good husband needs to listen to his wife,” Doris said.

“Could we just finish eating so we can get to the base camp?” I asked, desperate to change the subject.

“For once he is right,” Sarah said. “We need to get to the camp as early as possible so that you both can rest. Sleep will be short before you attack the summit.”

I tried to force down the rest of my chicken. I didn’t have an appetite, my head was hurting and my stomach was feeling uneasy. I had to convince myself that none of these things meant anything, but I didn’t have much success.
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By the time we reached camp, the tents were already up and supper was waiting for us. The three Finns had eaten and gone to bed. I wanted to go to bed, but I had to eat. I tried to force down the meal. It was different than the others. There was a big plate of fried potatoes mixed with eggs. This was the meal that was supposed to power me to the top. Instead it just turned my stomach. I had to walk a fine line: eat enough to give me power but not so much that my stomach would throw it all back up.

I was tired. My muscles were sore. And then there was the headache. It had grown and spread until it was the whole back of my head and was starting to migrate along both sides and toward the front. Add in the poor appetite and feeling nauseous, and I was the poster child for mountain sickness. But still, it was only one more day—really only one more night of climbing. I’d written my final exams last year when I was under the weather. I’d played a football game when I had a high fever. I could play through sickness. Of course this wasn’t just playing a game, this was climbing a mountain. The best thing to do was to get to sleep and recharge my batteries. When I woke up, I’d feel better.

I pushed away the food, half eaten, got up and headed toward my tent. If I went straight to sleep, I’d get almost four hours before they woke me. Before we started for the summit. I knew the start was certain. I just wasn’t feeling very positive about the ending. Could I really do this?



TWENTY-ONE

I was startled out of my restless sleep by the sounds of people outside my tent. It must be time to leave. Time to get to the summit. At least this time I was woken up by something outside of my own faulty, leaking bodily functions. I’d been up three times already—once to vomit, another time to pee, and a third as my bowels ran. If my body was going to betray me, why couldn’t all three systems have exploded at once? It would have been more efficient.

I pulled myself out of my sleeping bag. Even that process of shifting a few feet caused my heart to race and my breath to strain. That was partly the altitude and partly my fear—not fear of the mountain but fear I was going to fail. Fail. Did I really think I could make it up to the top feeling the way I felt?

I switched on the headlamp and the tent became brightly illuminated. I glanced at my watch. It was just after eleven. We weren’t going to be leaving until midnight. I could sleep for another hour. I thought about turning off the light and lying back down, but the voices were getting louder and more frantic. Something was happening, and it wasn’t like I was actually going to go back to sleep anyway.

I was already fully dressed to protect myself from the cold—three layers top and bottom, including thermal underwear and fleece. All I had to do was pull on my hat, mitts and hiking boots. I struggled with the laces—my fingers felt a little numb—and then unzipped the tent. A rush of wind and cold air flooded in.

The campsite was alive with porters frantically racing around. I guess they were as excited about the summit as I was. No, wait…there was Tomas, one of the Finns, sitting on the ground, Mr. Odogo standing over him. As I watched, he started to vomit violently—projectile puking, really—strangely illuminated by his headlamp. His body heaved again and he puked a second time. Mountain sickness; he was suffering from mountain sickness too.

I saw Sarah and went over to stand at her side. “Mountain sickness?” I asked quietly.

“Yes, him and both of the others. One very bad too.” She gestured to the other two Finns, one lying flat on his back and the other doubled over beside him.

“They’re really sick, aren’t they?” I asked.

“I think they are very bad, but I have never seen mountain sickness.”

“But they were doing so well,” I said.

“It means nothing until you reach four thousand meters,” she said. “Let’s get closer.”

I followed her over, but neither of us spoke. Mr. Odogo was too busy and things seemed too serious to interrupt him. He was barking out orders to the porters. They were using poles and canvas to construct what looked like stretchers. Were they going to carry them down the mountain?

As we stood and watched, we were joined by Doris.

“Mountain sickness,” I explained.

“Oh, dear,” she said. “They were looking well, but I guess there’s no telling who it affects.”

“Everybody but you,” I commented.

“I’ve had my moments, but you have to understand, I’m a woman. I’ve given birth to three children, so I’m more than used to living through a little pain.”

Mr. Odogo looked up and saw us watching him. He gestured for us to come closer.

“You have seen that there are problems,” he said.

“How bad do they have it?” I asked.

“Very, very bad.”

“So they’re not going to summit?”

“No, no. They must be taken down the mountain immediately. Two of them need to be carried down.”

“Carried…by who?” I asked.

“The porters.”

“But they’re both huge.”

“It will take all the porters, plus the cook and me, to bring them down.”

“And the rest of us?” Doris asked.

“You must wait here.”

“For how long?” I asked.

“We shall come back as soon as possible. By this coming afternoon at the latest. Sarah will stay with you to watch and cook. I will come back to bring you down the mountain as soon as possible.”

“You mean down the mountain after we’ve reached the summit?” Sarah asked.

He shook his head. “I do not think so.”

“But why couldn’t we just summit when you come back?” she demanded.

“There will not be enough food or porters to support your climb. I cannot put you and the others at risk. Perhaps another time.”

I should have felt bitter disappointment; instead, I only felt the bitter cold and a sense of relief. I didn’t have to go up the mountain and it wasn’t my fault. I had a way out. I was saved and—

“But we have to go!” Sarah snapped. She turned to me, I guess looking for support. I didn’t answer.

“We have to go up, right?” she said, even more emphatically.

I slowly shook my head. “I think we have to listen to your father.”

Sarah did a double take, and even in the dim light I could see her eyes firing daggers into me.

“But your grandfather, the promise you made to him.” She turned to her father. “The promise you made to your father that you would get DJ to the top? What of that promise?”

“Life and death are more important. I must get these men to the bottom or they might die. Will their death lessen the death of this boy’s grandfather?”

Doris slipped an arm around Sarah. “He’s right, dear. There’s no choice. Sometimes it just doesn’t work out. There’ll be other times for you.”

But not for Doris, and probably not for me. What if somebody else brought up the ashes, wouldn’t that be almost as good? It was the delivery and not the messenger that mattered. Besides he’d written in that last letter that it was the trying that mattered. When had I ever believed that? Not until now.

Sarah looked like she agreed and understood, which I’d learned didn’t mean anything. “I need to get to the summit,” she said.

“You will have to put your needs aside,” her father said.

“It is not just my needs, but all of the women and girls who—”

“Enough!” he snapped, cutting her off. “This is not about you, and there will be no further discussion. There is more than your wounded pride at stake. There are lives in the balance, and I do not have the time to debate this now.”

That was enough to shut her up—the first time I had seen that happen.

“Do you understand?” he asked.

“Yes, Father.”

“You will stay with these two and care for them. Understood?”

“Yes, Father.”

“Do I have your word of honor?”

“I will not leave their sides until you return,” she said.

“Good, because—”

One of the porters yelled something, and Mr. Odogo turned toward him and then back to us. “It is time. I will return by late in the afternoon.”

“Do you want me to bring them partway down the—”

“I want you to be right here when I return. No higher, no lower.”

“Yes, Father.”

He turned to leave, then stopped, turned around and gave his daughter a hug. “You are a good girl, Mambiri, like your mother in so many ways, which is why I love you both so much.”

With her still in his arms he looked at me. “And you. You are a good boy…a good young man. Your grandfather must have been proud of you. Must still be proud of you.”

I didn’t know what to say, and before I could even choke out an answer, he was gone. He joined the others, and they started away. Each stretcher was carried by four men while Mr. Odogo supported the third climber. How strange they looked, each wearing a headlamp, the little beams of light leading the way. Within a few dozen steps the men beneath the lights vanished, leaving only the beams visible, bobbing down the slope in two little clusters.

I turned off my headlamp, and we were temporarily thrown into darkness before our eyes adjusted to the light of the stars and full moon. Everything was brightly lit. I could see the whole campsite, not just our tents, but those of the other parties, all waiting to start the summit. The tents were blowing in the wind, bobbing about as if they were either trying to escape down the mountain or rise up to meet the cliffs above us, wanting to reach the top. It looked like the fingers of snow at the top were almost glowing, reflecting the bright light of the full moon. Now that I didn’t have to climb it, it seemed beautiful.

“Thanks a lot for supporting me,” Sarah said.

“I’m not here to support you,” I said. “The porters are here to support us.”

“Let’s not fight,” Doris said. “I know this is a disappointment for everybody.”

Everybody but me, I thought. This was the answer to my prayers. This was a way out without going up, without being a failure for not being able to make it.

“We’ll just stick together and wait it out,” Doris said.

Sarah mumbled something under her breath in her own language, but I understood how angry and disappointed she was. I turned away and walked to the edge of the camp. All around us at the other camps I could hear people being woken up, coming to life, getting ready for the climb. I wondered how many of them would make it, how many of them would have liked an honorable way not to have to climb.

I pulled out my phone. It had a signal. I could contact my mother…let her know…I better let her know. No, I thought, not my mother, I’d contact my brother. I scrolled through to his name and started typing in my message.

It’s over. I couldn’t do it. Things happened.

I should have said more, but I didn’t really know what more to say. I pushed Send and it was gone. I needed to get back to sleep, or at least lie down. He’d probably get it tomorrow and—my phone pinged.

W@ u mean couldn’t do it? Break your neck?

I needed to give him more.

Three of the people in our party got acute mountain sickness and had to be taken down the mountain. All the guides and porters except one had to go down.

I sent the message. I wondered how he’d reply. Another ping.

How close r u 2 top?

Did that mean distance or time or effort? They were all so different.

Thirteen hundred meters. Six hours. I can see it, but I was told by the guide not to go, that I couldn’t go up.

Within seconds I received his reply.

If u can c it, u can do it. Just go to the top.

That was so much like Steve. Flaunting the rules, just doing what he wanted to do, not listening.

My phone pinged once more.

Just because someone says you can’t do something doesn’t mean you can’t. Grandfather was exhausted and terrified. His friends were being killed all around him, but he kept going because he believed in something. It was a long time ago and that something failed, but he kept going as long as he could.

I choked back a sob. He didn’t understand. It wasn’t just that I was being told what to do… I couldn’t do it. Why didn’t he understand that? Maybe because I hadn’t told him.

I’m tired. I’m sick. I don’t think I can do it. I’m so sorry.

My finger hesitated over the Send button. Could I really tell him that? I’d always had to be the strong one. I didn’t feel so strong. I pushed Send. Almost instantly I felt better and worse, relieved and worried.

The phone pinged again.

Don’t be sorry. Go through the tired. Go through the pain. Believe you can do it. Try and you can’t fail. You’re as good as Grandfather. I believe in you. KUTGW bro. Grandfather’s waiting at the top. KIT.

“And I believe in you,” I said. One more message to send.

I’ll try little—I backspaced out the last word. I’ll try, for Grandpa and for you, bro. T4BU.

I sent the message and put away the phone. I walked over to where Doris and Sarah stood, watching the little dots of light making their way up the mountain.

“It’s mesmerizing,” Doris said.

“Beautiful,” Sarah added. “It’s just so sad that—”

“I’m going to climb it,” I said.

They both looked at me in shock.

“I’m not asking either of you to go with me,” I said. “But I have to try.”

“I’m going with you,” Doris said.

“And neither of you are going,” Sarah said. “At least not without me.”

“You don’t have to come with us,” I said. “We’ll just follow the lights of other people and use their guides.”

“Besides, we don’t want you to break your promise to your father,” Doris added.

“That is why I must go with you, to keep my promise,” she said.

“How do you think that climbing with us will do that?” I questioned.

“I promised him I’d stay right with you. If you two leave and I remain here, I am breaking my promise. Besides, he cannot stop us; we will be up and back down, waiting for him when he arrives.”

“So you’re not going to tell him we did it?” I asked.

“Oh, no, I will tell him.”

“And he won’t be mad?”

“Oh, he will be very mad, but I will accept my punishment. Sometimes you simply must act and then take the punishment. Besides, being disobedient is one thing, but being a liar is another. I am often disobedient, but I am never dishonest.”

“I guess that might mean something when it comes time for him to punish you,” I said.

She shrugged. “No matter what he says or does, it will not take away what I have done. I, a Chagga woman, will have stood on the roof of Africa.”

The roof of Africa. That sounded almost magical. No, more than magical, almost mythical.

“Let us put on our clothing, gather water, strap on our packs and begin,” Sarah said.



TWENTY-TWO

Sarah led, Doris tucked in right behind her, and I was at the end, where I could reach up and support Doris if she slipped. There was nobody to support me if I fell backward, but it was better if they were in front of me—uphill of me. It wasn’t like either of them—or the two of them together—could do anything more than cushion me. If I fell from the top of the line, I’d simply knock the three of us over.

The path was narrow and steep with many hairpin turns across the face of the slope. Sarah was in charge of finding the cutbacks, discovering the best footholds as we climbed. Every time the path became more vertical, I felt it in my chest and lungs and I just wanted a flatter section to cross the face. Every time we hit one of those flatter spots, I thought how we needed to climb more steeply. We had 1,200 meters to gain, and the only way to do that was to go up.

While Sarah was leading us, we were merely a small part of a wave of lights going up the slope. All the climbers on the seven different trails came together on this section, the only way to the summit. Little groups of lights, three or four or five people to a group, flickered ahead of us or behind us. Each time we stopped, we were passed by a group of climbers, and as we continued to climb, we would pass others who had slumped over to rest. It felt good to pass anybody, although it was more like a game of leapfrog; those we passed would pass us at our next rest, and those who had gone before us would be reeled back in as they rested and we continued.

Often a few words of encouragement would be passed back and forth, sometimes in languages I couldn’t understand, but the smiles, thumbs-up and pats on the back were universal. We were all in this together, traveling separately, not knowing each other’s names, but going to the same place. Well, at least we hoped we were going to the same place. With some, I wasn’t so certain.

We’d passed more than one group where a member was hunched over, throwing up. Others were sobbing. Some were simply staring into space, their expressions blank and hopeless. Their bodies were still on the hill, but their minds were elsewhere. I knew how all of them felt. My stomach was moving more quickly than my feet, and my head continued to throb, the pain moving from the back to the sides to the front. I couldn’t help but wonder what would come first, the end of the climb or the end of my ability to climb.

“I need to stop,” Doris gasped.

“Just up ahead is a place to sit,” Sarah said. “Can you make it?”

“Yes…yes.”

Our already slow pace slowed down even more. Little steps became baby steps as I focused on Doris in front of me. Her stride—which I matched—was so small that the back of one step was barely in front of the toe of the other.

“Right here,” Sarah said.

We slumped down onto some rocks at a place where the path had widened slightly. I pulled off my pack and helped Doris with hers.

“I’m so sorry for slowing us down,” Doris said.

“You’re not slowing anybody down,” I replied. “I was just getting ready to ask if we could stop.”

“You are a very sweet liar.”

“I’m not lying. Well, not much. You asked to break just before I was going to. This is hard.”

“Very hard,” Sarah said. “Very hard. Everyone must take water.”

I pulled off my gloves and fumbled with my stiff fingers to pull out my insulated water bottle. Without the insulation, the water would have frozen. Unscrewing the top, I poured the cold water into my parched mouth. It felt good, tracing a line down to my upset stomach.

“How far have we gone?” Doris asked.

I looked at my watch. It glowed under my headlamp. “It’s just after two, so we’ve been climbing for almost two hours.”

“But how far have we gone?” she asked.

We both looked at Sarah. She shook her head. “I do not know. Maybe a third…maybe a quarter of the way. Remember, I have never climbed this mountain before either.”

As we sat there, another group shuffled up the path. Sarah said something to the guide in the lead, and he responded. They exchanged another burst of words and then she got to her feet.

“He said that we are almost one third of the way,” she said. “And he said he hopes I make it.”

“That was very sweet of him,” Doris said.

Sweet and reassuring and disturbing all at once. Could I go twice the distance I’d already gone? Could Doris?

“He also said that the mountain is not coming to us. He said I should get you up and start forward.”

Slowly I got to my feet and then offered Doris a hand, which she took, and I pulled her up.

“One step at a time,” I said to her. “And we’ll stop and smell any flowers that we find.”

She laughed. “Promises, promises.”

Sarah started up the path, Doris behind and me tight behind her. One step at a time, each step one closer to the top and one farther from the bottom.
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We’d fallen into a pattern. We’d move upward for somewhere between ten and fifteen minutes and then stop, drink some water, catch our breath, let our hearts settle and then start up again. We leaned against the rock face but never sat down. Standing back up was too hard. The cold was getting worse. It seemed to insinuate itself between the layers of clothing, and my toes and fingertips were numb and tingly. I would have complained if I hadn’t noticed that Sarah didn’t have gloves. She tucked her hands into the pockets of a coat that wasn’t nearly as warm as the one I was wearing over top layers of clothing. I suspected she didn’t have as many layers. If this was cold for me, it had to be frigid for her. She didn’t complain. Which meant I couldn’t complain. I wanted to complain. I wanted to stop moving forward. I wanted to curl up into a little ball and be carried back down to my tent. No—back to my bed in my house.

At least I didn’t feel like throwing up anymore. My stomach had finally realized that there was no point in trying to eject something that wasn’t there. Instead, all the blood seemed to be rushing to my head. I could feel it circulating, moving from lobe to lobe. There was so much pressure on my brain that I would occasionally reach up to touch my head, to confirm that it wasn’t actually physically bigger.

“Would it be all right if we stopped again?” Doris asked.

She slumped slightly backward as she spoke, and I lifted up my hands and placed them against her back to give her a little bit of a cushion. We shuffled forward another two dozen steps—baby steps—until Sarah found a spot suitable for stopping. Instantly I slumped against a rock, half leaning, half sitting. Sarah remained standing, but Doris was on the ground! I got back to my feet and shuffled over to her.

“Are you all right?”

“Just lost my balance a little. Luckily I’m so short, the ground wasn’t far away.” She gave a weak little smile.

“Water, take some water,” I said. I pulled out my thermos.

“That’s your water,” she replied. “You’ll need all of it to get to the top.”

“It’s our water and we’ll need it to get all of us to the top.”

She didn’t answer.

I undid the top of the thermos and handed it to her. “Doris, I wouldn’t be here without you. I wouldn’t have made it this far. We’re doing this together.” I never thought I’d say these words, let alone mean them, but they were true. We were in this together.

“I just don’t think I can,” she whispered.

“I don’t know if I can either, but either we head up together or we head back down together.”

“You can’t do that!” she protested. “What about your grandfather?”

“My grandpa wouldn’t have left you behind.”

“I’m just slowing you down.”

“We’ll go at whatever pace we need to go. We’re a team. We aren’t slowing each other down, we’re moving each other forward. Together. When you’re ready, we’ll start to move again.”

She smiled. “I’m ready.”

“Well, I’m not,” I said. “I need some water… and so do you.”

She took a big swig from the bottle and then handed it to me.

“How’s your head?” she asked.

“It could be worse.” That wasn’t a lie. It could have exploded.

I took a second pull from my bottle and then did something I was trying to avoid. I looked up. I could see a few lights bobbing up the slope above us—well above us—and then…nothing. I knew better than to think that was the top. It was just another place where the slope changed angles, preventing us from seeing farther. Then I looked below. There were more lights—two more parties visible—still below us, still moving up. We still had people below pushing us forward and people above pulling us up. We weren’t alone, not when the three of us were together. I remembered Grandpa’s words from the letter: If you want to travel far, travel together.

“We must go,” Sarah said.

I offered Doris a hand, and for a brief second I thought her weight was going to tumble me over. How weak was I? I slipped the thermos into the opening on the side of my bag and pulled my gloves back on.
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There was a nightmare quality to our climb now. The exhaustion, the sleep deprivation, the cold, the strange shuffling of strangers with lights on their heads. It was a zombie movie. Zombies climbing a mountain, and I was one of the zombies.

Sarah turned around. “Turn off your lights.”

“What?”

“Your lights. Turn them off.”

With numb, gloved fingers I reached up and attempted to push the switch to turn it off. Doris turned off her light and then I managed to turn mine off too. It was darker, but not dark. In fact, as my eyes adjusted, it was almost bright. The whole scene was bathed in a soft white light. Rather than seeing less, we could see more. Not limited by the bright little pool of light directly in front of us, we could see even into the distance and up the slope.

“The moon is so bright,” Doris said.

I looked around until I could locate it. It was bright…but that bright?

“Not just the moon. The sun is starting to glow over the horizon,” Sarah said.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“Almost five, I believe,” she said.

I looked at my watch—something I’d been avoiding—turning it so that the dial received enough light. It was a quarter to five.

“We’ve been climbing for almost five hours,” Doris said. “Well…climbing and resting.”

“You cannot do the first without the second,” Sarah said. “To climb straight would be almost impossible.”

“Completely impossible, at least for us,” I said. “You’d have to be Chagga to do that.”

“Most Chagga could not,” Sarah said. “We are doing well.”

“How much longer do we have to keep doing well?” I asked.

“Look up. You see where the top disappears, just beyond those climbers?”

“That’s the top?”

“Not the top. Stella’s Point. Beyond that no more than an hour.”

Reassured and crushed at the same time.

“We must move again. The hill will not come to us.”

I nodded my head. I pushed myself up and to my feet and tumbled over! I was wearing so many clothes and so much of my body was numb, that there was no pain. I felt embarrassed and confused more than anything. I struggled to get back to my feet and again I collapsed, my legs not able to support me.

“Just stay down,” Sarah said.

“I have to get—”

“Just for a few seconds. Just rest lying down.”

“Do what she says,” Doris added. “There’s no energy left for arguing.”

She was right. I had no energy, not to argue, not to talk, and certainly not to get up.

Sarah reached underneath me. Was she trying to lift me? She snapped the clips on my pack and pulled it off me.

“What are you doing?” I gasped.

“Lightening your load. Now let us help you roll over.”

Together, Doris and Sarah took my hands and helped spin me around so I was in a sitting position.

“Now take some water,” Sarah said. Doris handed me the water bottle.

I took a long sip. As the water settled in, I could almost feel the energy returning. At least enough to get to my feet, I hoped.

“I’m ready.” I stood up. Shaky but working. “Let me put on my pack and—”

“I am carrying your pack,” Sarah said.

“I can take it.”

“You must listen to your guide. I will give it back to you at Stella’s Point.”

“No arguing,” Doris said. “Didn’t you offer to take my bag when I wasn’t able?”

“Of course.” I paused. “I just thought that… that—”

“That you’d be the one carrying somebody else’s extra bag? Perhaps that of an old woman?” Doris asked.

“Perhaps an older woman,” I said.

“You’ve been carrying a lot of weight around on those shoulders,” she said. “It’s a sign of strength to know when you need help. We’re all here to help each other.”

I brushed away a tear. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything. We’re a team, remember? Just climb. All the way to the top.”

“All the way to the top,” I said.



TWENTY-THREE

I heard noise coming from above and looked past Doris and Sarah. It was hikers coming down the mountain. Had they given up this close to the top? No, that wasn’t it. They had reached the summit and were coming back down!

I’d seen the three men and two women before at the base camp and on one of the other days’ hikes. They were all in their twenties and fit.

“It’s not much farther!” one of them yelled out. He had a strong Australian accent.

“You’re doing great!” one of the women said.

“What’s it like?” Doris asked.

The woman smiled. “You’re going to find out for yourself soon enough.”

One of the men moved in close, wrapping an arm around me and putting his mouth right by my ear. “What you’re doing for your grand-mum is pretty special, mate.”

I needed to correct him about one of those things. “What she’s doing for me is even more special.”

He slapped me on the back. “No more talking. Get climbing.”

The hikers slipped past us and down the slope, kicking up a cloud of volcanic dust as they braced themselves, fighting gravity in a different way.

“Sarah,” I called out. “Can I have my pack…please.”

She didn’t answer.

“I need to carry Grandpa. I have to keep my word.”

She hesitated.

“I’m all right. I can do it.”

She took the pack off her back and handed it to me. I put it on. Strangely the added weight seemed to make me feel lighter.

Sarah turned up the slope and began shuffling forward. We fell into line behind her.

It was becoming lighter. The sun was still not up, but the rays were bouncing above the horizon. I could almost feel them and the warmth that they were bringing. It gave me renewed energy.

With the light came the opportunity to see farther. The slope had become wider, opening up so there seemed to be multiple paths rather than one path. Turning back, I saw there were other hikers lower down, still struggling over the parts that we’d completed. I wanted to yell back encouragement to them. They were strangers, but we were all in this together.

There was no longer solid rock underneath our feet. There was loose ash, shifting down as we pushed up, and loose rocks, some rolling back as I pushed against them to gain my footing. Another party—two women—slid down the hill off to the side on another path. Another group had made it. It didn’t matter that they’d gotten there first. It just mattered that we were going to get there. I was almost certain.

“Stop here,” Sarah said.

I almost bumped into Doris. I felt like I could go farther and I didn’t want to stop. Then I saw the sign: Welcome to Stella’s Point! We were almost there. My mind raced back to what I could remember. The slope was supposed to flatten out now. There was less than 200 meters left to climb.

Doris took out her camera. “I want a picture of you two here before we go on.”

Sarah and I bookended the sign, and Doris snapped a picture.

“Now you,” I said.

I took the camera as she took my place. I slipped off my glove and realized that my fingers felt fine. The chill was gone from them. I looked up. I was going to say “smile,” but both of them already were. I snapped the picture and then took a second, just in case.

As we stood there, two more parties came by on their way down. They were smiling and laughing and every single person offered us encouragement, cheering us on. And each word just gave me a little more energy, a little more incentive, a little more inspiration. Without saying another word, we started up again.
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We pushed up the slope, reaching the crest. I looked beyond Sarah, over her head. As we climbed one side, the sun rose over the other. It was blindingly bright. I shielded my eyes with a gloved hand until they adjusted. I looked out in front of us. The ground flattened until it was barely rising. And there, no more than 200 meters away, was a small group of people crowded around a sign post—the sign post.

“Is it?” I asked.

“We are here,” Sarah said. Her voice was filled with wonderment.

“Almost there,” I said. “Still a few more steps to go.”

“One step at a time,” Doris said. “DJ, you should go ahead.”

“What?”

“You go ahead. You and your grandfather.”

“No. You, Sarah, me and my grandpa. Together.”

I reached out and took her hand and then Sarah’s. “All the way to the top. Together.”

Three astride, we walked up the little slope. The rush of adrenaline pushed aside the tiredness in my legs, the strain in my lungs, the pain in my head. For the first time in days I was certain we were going to make it.

“I wish my husband could see me now,” Doris said.

“He can,” I said. “The same way my grandpa can see me.”

As we reached the sign, the crowd parted. They offered smiles, and a man—a stranger on the same journey—shook my hand and offered congratulations.

“Let me take your picture,” he said.

Doris gave him her camera, and the three of us climbed in front of the sign and stood there. Uhuru Point—the Highest Point in Africa. All the way to the top. I felt like laughing. I felt like crying. I just felt…so alive.



TWENTY-FOUR

I stood off to the side, clutching the cane. I’d done what I’d been asked. I was at the top of Mount Kilimanjaro. I could sprinkle the ashes and then go down, go home. It would be over. Now that I was here, I didn’t want it to be over. Until the ashes were sprinkled, it was like he was still with me. But that was wrong. He’d always be with me.

“We need to get going,” Sarah said. “Soon.”

I nodded. “I understand. Just another minute.”

“We understand, dear,” Doris said. “Do you want to be alone?”

“No. I want you here. I’m just trying to figure out what to say. I should say something.”

“Would you mind if I said a few words?” she asked.

“No, of course not.”

Sarah and Doris removed their hats and I pulled off my balaclava. In my one hand was the cane, and in the other my grandpa’s beret.

“We are here to say goodbye to David McLean,” Doris said. “I did not have the good fortune to know the man, but I have been blessed to know his grandson. David, they say that you can tell a tree by the fruit. I have known the fruit. To produce such a fine grandson, you must have been a fine man. You are missed.”

I felt myself choking up, trying to fight back the tears, and then I heard sobbing. I turned. It was Sarah and she was crying, her whole body convulsing.

“You asked a favor of your grandson, a favor we will now complete. I have a favor of you. Could you say hello to my husband, and make sure he isn’t causing too much trouble up there?”

I unscrewed the top of the cane and slowly dumped the ashes into the palm of my hand. The wind, which had been strong, seemed to pause, waiting.

“Thanks for taking me along on this trip,” I said to Grandpa.

I tossed the ashes into the air. The wind picked them up and they flew up in an iridescent white cloud and then were grabbed and lifted higher and higher until I couldn’t see them anymore, until they were someplace between heaven and earth.

“It’s not goodbye,” I said softly. “You’ll always be with me.”



TWENTY-FIVE

My eyes popped open, and in the pitch black my hand went up to my head to push on my headlamp. It wasn’t there. And then I realized that I wasn’t there…on the mountain. I was in a bed in a room at the Springlands Hotel in Moshi. I let out a big sigh of relief and satisfaction. I’d gotten to the top and back down to the bottom. I closed my eyes again. The bed felt good.

In the morning I’d be flying out. From Moshi to Nairobi to Amsterdam to home. It would be a long journey, and I needed to get back to sleep, but I couldn’t help thinking about the day ahead. I’d get dressed, finish packing, take my grandpa’s cane and meet Doris, Sarah and Mr. Odogo in the lobby. They were going to be driving us to the airport. I’d be sharing the first flight with Doris and then we’d go our separate ways.

I wasn’t looking forward to saying goodbye to her, but it wasn’t going to be a forever goodbye. We’d promised to get together next summer. It wasn’t the usual “see you sometime” arrangement. We’d agreed that I’d fly over to England and she’d show me around. She even threatened me with a granddaughter she wanted me to meet. If she was anything like her grandmother, it wasn’t a threat. Maybe she’d even have two granddaughters worth meeting. I’d already asked Steve to join me, and he’d said yes. It would be a great trip for us to share.

I really missed him. I didn’t know if that would last once we were together again, but who knew? He was my brother, and more than that, my twin brother. I was sure that within a couple of weeks we’d start to drive each other crazy again, but still, wasn’t that what brothers did? And probably what brothers and sisters did too.

That’s what Sarah had become—my sister. Despite all the kidding around, she’d never be my girlfriend or my wife, but she would always be my little sister. My annoying, irritating, bossy, opinionated little sister who I cared for very much—even if I never saw her again. Maybe I could help her realize her dreams the way my grandpa had helped her grandpa. I’d already been part of one dream, although she probably didn’t need much help from anybody to achieve the others. Maybe she’d remember me kindly when she became the first female president of Tanzania.

I was going to miss Mr. Odogo as well. A few days ago I wouldn’t have believed that was possible.

We had arrived back at the base camp from the summit about an hour before Mr. Odogo arrived. As soon as he got there, Sarah told him what we had done. I’d held my breath, waiting for the explosion. How he reacted wasn’t what I had expected. He offered us each congratulations, a handshake and a hug. He said that he was “too proud to be angry” with us. In fact, he said that he had expected us to climb, that he knew his daughter too well, and knew that I was going to keep my promise to my grandpa. It seemed that he had faith in me even when I didn’t.

That didn’t stop him from punishing us though. Instead of allowing us to stay and rest at the base camp, he marched us partway down the mountain. After ten hours and 1,300 meters up to the summit and back down to base camp, the last thing I needed was to move again. He pushed us another 10 kilometers, down another 1,400 meters. Sarah had told me that if Doris hadn’t been with us he would have marched us all the way off the mountain, shedding another 1,500 meters over another 8 kilometers. Thank goodness for Doris. Not just for up there on the mountain but for down here at the hotel…and in the future.

I sat up in bed—my nice comfortable bed. It was becoming clearer as my mind came alive that I wasn’t going to be able to go back to sleep. Maybe it was almost time to get up. I sat up, turned on the light and reached for my phone. It was almost five—too early to get up but too late to go back to sleep. And then I noticed I had emails and texts. That wasn’t surprising.

Since I’d gotten down from the mountain, I’d been exchanging messages with all my cousins. Up there, pushed to the limit, it had been easy to forget that I wasn’t the only one on an adventure. I had no idea where Rennie was, but the rest of us were scattered around the world—Steve in Spain; Adam in France; and Spencer, Bernard and Webb in North America. In those brief messages I’d gotten little snippets of their adventures.

I couldn’t wait to sit down and tell them about my journey, but more important, hear all about their quests. I could picture us all sitting around at the cottage with our parents, sharing our stories with each other. But there would always be one person missing. The person who launched us on our trips and gave us so much, the person who would have enjoyed the stories more than anybody. But really, he wouldn’t be missing. He’d been right there beside me the whole way up the mountain and he’d still be with me—with us—when we gathered again.

Then I remembered. I still had one more part of Grandpa with me right now. The last letter still to be read. It was buried somewhere in my pack.

I climbed out of bed and pulled things out that I’d already packed. I started to feel a little panicky—where was it?—and then I found it. It was bent out of shape, a bit worse for wear. I’d originally thought that I should read it at the top of the mountain, but in the excitement it had slipped my mind. Coming back down, I did remember but I wondered if the word on the front—End—really meant the bottom of the mountain. Then when I got to the bottom, I thought maybe it meant when I got home or…Really, I guess part of me just didn’t want to open it. It was the last thing he was ever going to say to me.

I held the letter in my hands, turning it over slowly. I thought about what had happened over the past weeks and I thought about him, what he had meant to me, what he still meant to me. It was time to open the letter. I unsealed it, careful not to rip the envelope, and pulled out the letter.






Dear DJ,

With the first two letters I knew where you would most likely be when you opened them; probably in your bedroom for the first, and at the foot of the mountain for the second. This one, well, it’s hard to say what “end” means. It might mean you reached the top of Kilimanjaro or it might mean that you couldn’t. It doesn’t matter. To be honest with you, it never mattered. What truly matters is not the path that lies behind you or before you—what matters is what is inside of you.

You are such a strong, capable person. Somebody who always seems to succeed in the tasks he has set. I hope this gift that you gave to me—taking me up the mountain—was also a gift to you. I hope you have learned the joy of taking life as it comes, living in the moment, not thinking through to the end, but relishing the process and perhaps going polepole—going slowly along the path you travel.

You’ll have to excuse me for my feeble attempts to communicate wisdom. I was always amazed when people saw me as wise. It seems to be a by-product of growing old; if you are old, you must be wise. Believe me, I’ve met a whole lot of stupid old people, most of whom were positive they were wise. Wisdom is almost an illusion.

A fool believes he knows what life is about. A wiser man understands he knows little. The wisest man not only understands his limitations, but accepts and embraces that lack of understanding. Slowly, over the years, I came to appreciate that what I knew would never be as great as what I didn’t know. The only thing I have come to know with certainty is that all of us are simply trying to get along the best that we can, sharing in our struggles, trying for our dreams, living with our failures and celebrating our successes. I’ve had my share of both.

With you, I’ve often wondered if your greatest disadvantage was that you’re so used to succeeding. Failure is good for the soul. While we aim for success, it is the failure that defines us. Don’t be afraid of failing. You need to accept it and understand that failing doesn’t make you a failure. It merely makes you human. I hope through this trip you have learned a few things, but the most important is that life is a journey, not a destination. This was part of your life journey—the last part I will share with you—although I know that a part of me will always be with you.

The Chagga people believe that a man never dies as long as he has children. I believe that as well. Through my daughters, through my grandsons, I live on. Through you I live on. I am so proud of you and sad that I will not be there to watch your ongoing journey to manhood, to becoming a husband and father and grandfather. And through your children and their children I will live on. Part of me will always be here on earth. The rest—I guess that’s something I now know but can’t pass on to you.

There is still one more thing I’d like to ask of you—and no, it doesn’t involve climbing any more mountains! Having you named after me was such an honor. Your mother gave me one of the most precious things in a life that was filled with so much. Of course two Davids in a family led to you being called David Junior and then DJ. Now there’s no longer a senior, so there’s no longer a junior. You could—and only if you wish—now be known as David, but only if you wanted, and only someday if it feels right to you. And who knows? There might, many, many years from now, be born a son or grandson who would be named David to carry on both of our legacies. If that does happen, I want you to do two things: give him our beret. And don’t make him climb any damn mountains!

Socrates was once asked to comment on whether or not a man had led a good life. He said he could not say until the man had died because his life was not over. I can now answer. I’ve had the best life imaginable. And it ended, not back where I died but up on that mountain. Thank you for taking me with you on this trip—thanks to you, I finally have been between heaven and earth.

With greatest love,

Grandpa







I fought unsuccessfully to hold back the tears. But I knew these tears weren’t just about sadness. Mixed in were gratitude, relief, happiness and joy.

There on the bed, among the items I’d unpacked to get to the letter, was the beret. It had been buried in my pack. I picked it up, felt the material, turned it around in my hands and thought of him wearing it, a smile on his face, a spring in his step, telling stories, laughing and living and loving each moment of his life.

I put it on, but somehow it just didn’t feel right. I walked over to the mirror and rearranged it, turning it a little this way, pulling it down slightly, until it looked right. Then I looked into the mirror. And I saw him looking back at me. We were both smiling.
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ONE


“I don’t see why I have to go,” I said. I spoke quietly, forcing my voice to be calm and trying not to upset my mother. “The funeral, yes. I went to that so that the whole family could be together, but this is just some lawyer reading the will. There’s not going to be anything in it that affects me. I can’t see why they couldn’t just send the will out or email it.”


The whole idea struck me as so old-fashioned—everyone gathered in a dusty room like in the climax of one of Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot mysteries. Not that I didn’t enjoy mysteries. In fact I loved them, from the Encyclopedia Brown and Hardy Boys books when I was a kid to the more complex stories I read now by Ian Rankin and Robert Wilson. Trouble was, this sounded like it was going to be less of a mystery and more of a really boring afternoon.


Actually, I wasn’t as dead set against going to the will reading as I must have sounded to Mom. It was just that I had spent the days after my grandfather’s death ignoring what I wanted to do and doing what everyone else wanted. I felt totally overwhelmed. It was like I was drowning in this tsunami of raw emotion, and I needed a break.


I didn’t dislike my grandfather, although as a little kid I had been scared of the gruff old man who had that old-person smell. I simply didn’t share everyone else’s hero worship of him. Oh, he was nice enough, always gave us good gifts on birthdays and at Christmas, tried to attend our school plays and sports events. He had done interesting things, like being a pilot in the war and all, but lots of people did stuff like that. I suppose the problem was not with Grandfather but with the way other people built him up out of all proportion.


My brother DJ, for example. At the funeral, he had stood up and made a long tearful speech about how wonderful Grandfather was and all the incredible things he had done in his life. As if DJ knew what the old guy had done decades before he was even born. I wanted my own life back, and I really couldn’t see the point of going to the will reading.


The problem was that I was being rational and reasonable, but Mom made it personal. “Steven, I know Dad and you didn’t see eye to eye, but I’d like you to come along, for me.”


I knew then that I’d lost the argument. For a start, my name’s Steve. Every time Mom calls me Steven, I feel like I’m five years old again. And playing the “do it for me” card was the clincher. Mom had been an emotional wreck these past few days. She was continually red-eyed, and I had heard her walking around the house in the middle of the night—a sure sign that she was upset and couldn’t sleep. How was I supposed to turn her down?


“Okay,” I said, swallowing the urge to argue. “I’ll come, for you.”


“Thank you,” she said. “I wish you had got to know him better. He really was an extraordinary man.”


  “I’ve got to go, Mom,” I said hurriedly, before she launched into another recitation of all the wonderful things my grandfather had done. “I really need to update my résumé if I’m going to get a job that pays enough for me to go to Europe this summer.” I thought but didn’t say, And lets me get away from the family for a few weeks.


“All right, dear,” Mom said, leaning over and kissing me on the forehead. I disappeared upstairs as fast as my legs could carry me.


  For ten minutes, I stared at my résumé on the computer screen. It didn’t belong to someone on the fast track for a Nobel Prize or a career as the CEO of IBM. A summer working at McDonald’s last year, a couple of years getting up at the crack of dawn for a paper route, a few weeks here and there stacking boxes at the local grocery store and, if I stretched back far enough, playing Lego and video games with the kid down the road while his parents escaped to a movie. All for minimum wage.


I had $932.78 saved. Almost enough for the airfare to Europe if I was lucky, but I was going to get awfully bored if I couldn’t afford to leave London airport and really hungry if I didn’t eat for three or four weeks. I needed a high-paying job and I needed it fast; otherwise, my dream of traveling in Europe was looking more and more like a lost cause, at least for this year.


I think the obvious impossibility of what I was trying to do was the only reason Mom wasn’t freaking out about my plan to go to Europe on my own at age seventeen. “Next year will be here before you know it,” she said. “Save up this summer. We can still have a break, up at Dad’s cabin on the lake for a week or two.” Her voice caught when she said this, but she recovered. “You and DJ and I can have a nice family holiday.”


Even with a suitcase full of mystery novels and my laptop, the thought of two weeks trapped in a cabin with Mom and my twin brother DJ as an alternative to seeing Europe sent shivers down my spine. But what choice did I have? Short of winning the lottery, which would be tough since I wasn’t even old enough to buy a ticket, it looked like this year’s holiday would be spent being fussed over by Mom, arguing with DJ and swatting mosquitoes on the shores of Lake Moose Droppings.


With his usual impeccable timing, DJ, my alwaysright, football-playing jock of a twin brother, knocked on my door and, without waiting for a reply, barged in. “Hi, little brother,” he said cheerfully. DJ was born fifteen minutes before me. Now, this is hardly grounds for him being my big brother, but I’ve been his little brother as long as I can remember. Add to that his relentless optimism and belief that everything is simple and will work out for the best, and my nerves frequently stretch past breaking point.


“What, bro?” I asked. I call him bro because he once asked me not to. I figured it annoyed him, although he showed no sign that it did. But there was no way I was going to call him big brother.


“Mom says you don’t want to come to the will reading,” he said, completely ignoring the exasperation in my voice and my attempt to aggravate him. He plopped himself down on the edge of my bed. “I’m glad you changed your mind. The family needs to be together at a time like this. Everyone should go to the will reading to show respect to Grandpa.”


I resisted the temptation to point out that Grandfather was past caring who went to the reading of his will, and said instead, “We all went to the funeral, the whole family and dozens of friends. That showed respect. This is just a lawyer’s thing. The will was probably written years ago anyway.”


“Some of Grandpa’s money will come to Mom and that’ll help.” DJ’s voice was taking on the preachy tone he used when he was explaining something that he thought I was too dense to understand. “She’s been working long hours to keep this family together, and she’s very stressed. It’s been really hard for her with Dad dying when we were both so young.”


“I know that,” I said, my voice rising despite my attempt to keep it under control. “I’m not stupid.”


DJ looked at me with that half-smile of his that seemed to say, It’s all right. When you’re as old and smart as I am, you’ll understand. “You could help out more around the house.” DJ scanned my room. “Clean up this pit for a start. I bet there’s a whole ecosystem evolving under that pile of soccer stuff in the corner.”


“My room is my space,” I said, swallowing hard. “Mom agreed we were in charge of our own space, and just because you want to live in a compulsively tidy, antiseptic cell, doesn’t mean everyone else has to.”


DJ nodded infuriatingly and changed the subject before I could get any angrier. “You still planning on Europe this summer?”


It took me a moment to adjust to the new topic. “Yeah, if I can get enough money together.”


“You think traveling alone’s such a good idea?”


Here we go again, I thought. A gentle reminder from my older and wiser brother that I might be about to make a mistake. “I can handle it, bro,” I said. “Besides, I might not be alone. Sam has relatives over there, and he might be visiting them this summer. We’ve talked about hanging out together.”


“Is Sam the nerdy English kid with the curly hair who spends his time building model planes?”


“So what?” I said, challenging DJ to criticize some more, but he simply shrugged. “What are you planning to do this summer that’s so hot?”


“I don’t know,” DJ said. “Work, put some money aside for college. Mom’s talking about going up to Grandpa’s cabin. That’ll be a good time.”


“Yippee,” I said with as much sarcasm in my voice as I could muster. “Look, if I’m going to Europe, I need to get a job, so I have to get my résumé in order.” I turned back to my computer screen.


DJ stood and took a couple of steps toward the door. Then he stopped, turned and said, “I’d come with you to Europe, you know. If I could.” Then he was gone.


I sat back and stared at the ceiling. That was typical of DJ. Assuming I couldn’t manage on my own. Trying to “big brother” me. It got on my nerves. On the other hand, I appreciated that he would do whatever he could to make my dream possible. His superior attitude bugged me like crazy, but we were twins. Deep down, we both knew that if the other got in trouble, we would do whatever it took to help.


Why did life have to be so complicated? I sighed and looked back at my computer screen. The more immediate question was, how was I going to make flipping burgers for three months seem like the perfect qualification for a twenty-buck-an-hour job?




TWO


“Good afternoon,” the lawyer said as he settled himself behind the largest desk I had ever seen. The eleven other people in the room mumbled a response. I remained silent.


The room was big, but it still felt stuffy with so many people in it. The walls were paneled in dark wood, and the one behind the desk was a solid mass of glass-fronted bookcases filled with regimented rows of identical legal books. It looked as if the place had been arranged by DJ at his most compulsively neat.


The six adults—Mom, her three sisters and two of my uncles—sat on a huge, overstuffed leather couch and a loveseat in front of the lawyer’s desk. DJ and two of my cousins, Spencer and Webb, sat in three similar armchairs. My other cousins, Bunny and Adam, perched on the wide arms of one of the chairs. I stood at the back. Before the lawyer came in, Mom had looked up at me and patted the arm of the sofa beside her, but I had shaken my head. I was here, but I didn’t have to be part of the proceedings. A shiny black, flat-screen TV sat in a cabinet to one side as if it was watching us all.


The lawyer was talking, thanking us for coming, making some minor asides to put us at ease and saying what a wonderful man Grandfather had been, but I wasn’t listening. I was thinking I could probably live comfortably for a week in Europe on what the lawyer’s suit cost.


Now he was going on about selling assets and splitting the money between Mom and her sisters. That was good. Mom deserved a break. The cottage was to be kept and shared among us all. Great, I thought, that really is where I’m going to spend the summer. Then he said something that caught my attention.


“This is without a doubt one of the most unusual clauses that I have ever been asked to put in a will.”


I wasn’t the only one interested. The lawyer was slowly scanning the room, and everyone was staring back at him like mice mesmerized by a snake.


“I know you are all anxious to hear about these undertakings,” the lawyer continued. “However, I cannot share them with all of you.” A burst of protest came from several relatives, but he raised his hands. “Please, please! You will all be fully informed, but not all of you will be informed at the same time. Some people will have to leave the room prior to the undertakings being read.”


“Wonderful,” I murmured under my breath. “All the fuss about coming, and I’m going to be sent out with the other kids.”


“Therefore,” the lawyer went on, “as per the terms of the will, I request that the grandsons—”


“I’m not going anywhere,” I blurted out. Everyone turned to stare at me. I hadn’t meant to say anything out loud, it just kind of escaped. Since I had been forced to come here, I wanted to stay for the only bit that promised to be remotely interesting. “I don’t want to be kicked out of the room,” I concluded weakly.


“You’ll go if you’re told to go.” Trust DJ to butt in. He probably felt I was embarrassing the family. Same old, same old.


“You don’t understand.” The lawyer looked at DJ. “He can stay.”


“If he’s staying, then I’m staying as well,” DJ said.


“Me too,” Webb pitched in, and a babble of voices erupted around the room.


The lawyer stood up. “Could everybody please just stop,” he said in a voice that any of my teachers would have been proud of. “Please, I am reading a will. Decorum is needed. Out of respect for the deceased, you all need to follow his directions. Is that understood?”


Everyone fell silent. “Sorry,” DJ said.


“Me too,” I added sheepishly.


“Before I go on, I need to ask everybody”—he looked hard across the room at me—“to agree to respect the terms of his will—all the terms of his will.”


I nodded; so did everyone else. “Of course we agree,” my mother said.


“Excellent.” The lawyer sat back down. “Now, I need everyone except the six grandsons to leave the room.”


Now it was the adults’ turn to blurt out objections.


“What?” Charlotte, Webb’s mother, asked.


“Did you say all the adults have to leave?” Aunt Debbie added.


“Yes.” The lawyer nodded. “Everyone except the grandsons.”


A broad grin spread across my face as the adults filed out in confusion. I had been dumb to blurt out my complaint based on a wrong assumption, but my aunts and uncles had been no better. They had stayed quiet only because they had made the same assumption as me. When that turned out to be wrong, they had blurted out their complaints just as I had.
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My mother was the last adult to leave the room. As she left, she smiled back at DJ and closed the door. My cousins spread out into the vacant seats. I stayed standing at the back.


“Well, gentlemen,” the lawyer said, clasping his hands beneath his chin. “I am assuming that nobody saw this coming.”


“Grandpa was always full of surprises,” Bunny said.


“So,” I said, feeling more comfortable now that the adults had left, “I guess because of that we’re not that surprised.”


“Interesting perspective,” the lawyer said. “The only way you would have been surprised is if he didn’t do something to surprise you.”


“Pretty much,” I said.


“So if he’d done nothing then you would have actually been surprised, which wouldn’t have been a surprise. Sort of a Catch-22, don’t you think?”


“Do you think, sir, that we could go on?” DJ said. I flashed him a vicious glare for being so pompous, but he ignored me. “I believe we’re all anxious to hear what you’re going to tell us.”


“I’m sure you are,” the lawyer said. “But, actually, I’m not going to tell you anything. Your grandfather is.”


Everyone tensed at that, and I caught DJ glancing toward the door as if he expected Grandfather to walk through it.


“I’m going to play a video your grandfather made.” The lawyer picked up a remote and pointed it at the shiny black TV. “I was in the room when your grandfather recorded this.” He pressed a button and the TV flickered into life. “I think all of you will be at least a little surprised by what he has to say.” He pressed a second button, and Grandfather appeared on the screen.


I watched, enthralled. We all did. I know I had never felt particularly close to Grandfather, but it was weird seeing and hearing him almost from beyond the grave.


“I’m not sure why I have to be wearing makeup,” he said to someone off camera. “This is my will, not some late-night talk show…and it’s certainly not a live taping.” The figure off camera laughed, and I found myself smiling. That was the sort of black humor I enjoyed.


“Good morning…or afternoon, boys,” he began, turning to face the camera and us. “If you’re watching this, I must be dead, although on this fine afternoon I feel very much alive.” Grandfather looked exactly as I remembered him, wearing his trademark black beret and the sweater I remembered Mom knitting him a couple of winters ago.


“I want to start off by saying that I don’t want you to be sad. 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!”


A chuckle rose from the group, and I had to admit that I did miss him, now that I could only see him on TV.


“And you were simply the best grandsons a man could ever have. 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”—Grandfather smiled slightly—“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.”


It was soppy and sentimental. I knew that, but it didn’t stop a tear forming in the corner of my eye as I watched the old man reach forward and take a sip of water from the glass on the desk in front of him. His hand shook ever so slightly. Was he nervous? He never struck me as someone who felt fear.


“I wanted to record this rather than have my lawyer read it out to you.” A smile turned the corners of my grandfather’s lips up. “Hello, Johnnie.”


“Hello, Davie,” the lawyer replied with a matching smile.


Grandfather glanced off screen. “I hope you appreciate that twenty-year-old bottle of Scotch I left you. And you better not have had more than one snort of it before the reading of my will.” He looked back at us and winked.


The lawyer held up two fingers.


“But knowing you the way I do, I suspect you would have had two.”


The lawyer looked embarrassed. “He did know me well.”


I shook my head to try and get rid of the feeling of weirdness. Here was my dead grandfather talking to us and his lawyer in this room and also to the same lawyer who was at the recording of the message. It was eerie.


“I just thought I wanted—needed—to say goodbye to all of you in person. Or at least as in person as this allows.


“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 ever 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.


“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. I know people never speak ill of the dead—and I’m counting on you all to keep up that tradition with me—but your grandmother was simply the most perfect woman in the world. Her only flaw, as far as I can see, was being foolish enough to marry me.”


As Grandfather talked on about how proud he was of his daughters—our mothers—and how he had loved coming to all our school plays and soccer games, my mind began to wander. Something he’d said in the video was nagging at me. My brow furrowed in concentration. He’d often talked about his time as a pilot in the Second World War, but I’d never heard him refer to almost dying as a boy. What did it all mean? I didn’t know any stories from before his time as a pilot. What had he done when he was younger that made him think he was going to die? It was a mystery.


The flickering image on the screen drew me back to Grandfather and his story. Mom had guilted me into coming today, but wild horses couldn’t have dragged me away now.


Grandfather was finishing off his account of how much joy we had brought him. “You boys, you wonderful, incredible, lovely boys, have been such a blessing…seven blessings…”


Out of the corner of my eye I noticed DJ tense up. Then I realized why. There were six grandsons, not seven. Was the old man’s brain not as sharp as he thought? His voice caught and he covered it by taking a long sip of water.


“But I didn’t bring you here simply to tell you how much I loved you all,” he went on eventually. “Being part of your lives was one of the greatest achievements of my life, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything, but being there for all your big moments meant that I couldn’t be elsewhere. 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.”


The six of us looked at each other, but everyone was as confused as I was.


“In the possession of my lawyer are some envelopes. One for each of you.”


Six heads swung around, as if programmed, to look at the lawyer. He smiled and waved a fan of manila envelopes at us.


Grandfather reclaimed our attention. “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.


“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.”


There it was again, a reference to mysterious things he had done as a boy. What was going on?


“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.”


The air in the room felt heavy with silence. We were barely breathing. Grandfather lifted his glass. “A final toast,” he said, “to the best grandsons a man could ever have.” He tipped back the glass, drained it, replaced it on the table and stared at us. “I love you all so much. Good luck.”


The screen went black, and we all let out the breath we hadn’t realized we had been holding. The lawyer switched off the TV. “In my hands are the seven envelopes. One for each grandson.”


“You mean six.” DJ spoke the thought that was in all our minds. “There are only six of us.”


“Well,” the lawyer said, a slight smile playing around his eyes, “as I said, there is a most interesting twist. There is a seventh grandson.”
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After the adults filed back in, stared at us oddly and settled themselves, the lawyer explained to them what had gone on and replayed Grandfather’s DVD. My mom and her sisters were sobbing by the end. The lawyer gave them a moment to calm down, and then he’d repeated the bombshell about the seventh grandson.


It didn’t come as such a shock for Mom and the others. Grandfather had told them that they had an unknown half sister and another nephew. He had also asked them to keep it from us boys.


Apparently, Grandfather had been quite the lad, and the result had been a fifth daughter named Suzanne, who had then had a son called Rennie Charbonneau. This kid was the same age as DJ and me, but Grandfather had only discovered his existence a few months ago from reading an obituary in the newspaper.


I couldn’t help smiling as I wondered how many cousins or half cousins I might have scattered across the world. This meeting had definitely been worth coming to. It had given me a much greater sense of Grandfather as a person, and it had also given me a quest and a real mystery to solve. I looked down at the envelope in my hand.


“Aren’t you going to open it?” Mom was standing beside me.


I shook my head. “I’ll wait till I get home.”


I looked around the room. The meeting appeared to have broken up. DJ was standing looking at his envelope, and several of my cousins were in huddles with their parents, talking quietly. I hefted my envelope. It was light, not much in it. I was eager to know what my task was, but I was also enjoying the anticipation, the not knowing, the mystery. Grandfather had mentioned tickets, money and guides. Perhaps my summer wasn’t going to be as disappointing and boring as I had thought.






Steve,


I hope you came to the will reading and are examining the contents of this envelope with an open mind. I know we have not always seen eye to eye. We are, after all, separated by two generations and the world I grew up in was very different from the one that you know. I hope that this will not be a handicap to our friendship, even if that friendship will be a bit one-sided now!


Rosa Luxemburg, a heroine of mine when I was your age, once said something to the effect that freedom only meant something if it was freedom for those who think differently. I think something similar applies to friendship. Being friends with those who are the same as you, have the same interests and beliefs, is easy. The problem is that you miss much of the richness that makes us human. Seek out the odd and unusual, the novel ideas of those who think differently from you.


Sorry, I seem to be preaching. I don’t mean to, it’s just that I wanted my letter to you to be as long as the ones to your brother and your cousins. This letter will be short for two reasons.


1) I know how much you dislike sentimental stuff, so I won’t go into any details about how cute you were when you and your brother first came into this world! I suspect that, deep down, you are as sentimental as the rest of us, but that you keep it hidden. Probably a good characteristic when you become a scientist, which seem to me to be where your interests lie.


2) Your task is very simply explained, although it may not be as easy as you imagine to carry out. I could certainly give you more information and point you in certain directions, but this is your task, not mine. You must find your own way, make your own decisions and come to your own conclusions. I know how much you love mystery novels, so I am going to give you a real-life mystery to solve.


Some time ago, a letter from Spain came for me. It had found me through an organization of which I am a member. It was from someone I had known many years before, and it had been mailed from an address I hadn’t thought about in more than seven decades.


The address was from a time in my life that was full of importance, danger, love and a sense of being a part of something that would change the world. Of course, the world didn’t change, at least not in the way that I hoped, but that time was so important to me that I sometimes think I have spent my life since then trying to recapture it.


That is your task, to recapture that time. I can’t tell you how to do it. All I can do is give you clues to set you on a path that, I hope, will solve the mystery of the letter. I gave you a clue in the DVD, and to that I can add the address where the letter came from. I will not show you the letter itself; it contained a lot of personal stuff that would be of little interest to you, but it did say that there was something of mine at that address. At first, I intended to go to the address myself, but I delayed. I suppose I’m frightened to go back to that time when life was so vibrant that I almost thought I would explode with the passion of it all. In fact, it was such an intense time that I have never talked about it with anyone. If you discover what I think you will, you will be the only person who knows about this part of my life.


I have instructed my lawyer, Johnnie, to mail a letter to the address, informing them of my demise and of your arrival. They cannot get in touch with you except through Johnnie, and without solving the mystery, what would you say to them in a letter? Suffice it to say that the people at that address will be expecting you and, I hope, will be your guides on your quest.


Steve, you are young and passion is your preserve, so I pass this task on to you. Solve the mystery and, I hope, discover a little of the passion I felt in those longago days.


Good luck and always remember that I love you.


Grandfather







THREE


I read Grandfather’s letter through one more time and tipped the contents of the envelope out onto my bed. There was a scrap of paper with two handwritten verses of poetry on it:




They clung like birds to the long expresses that lurch
Through unjust lands, through the night, through
     the alpine tunnel;
They floated over oceans;
They walked the passes. All presented their lives.
The stars are dead. The animals will not look.
We are left alone with our day, and time is short, and
History to the defeated
May say Alas but cannot help nor pardon.






A second piece of paper had an address on it:





Maria Dolores Calderon Garcia
Carrer de la Portaferrissa, 71
08002 Barcelona
España






Folded in the second piece of paper was a small tarnished key. It was old-fashioned and too small to be a door key. Nothing written on the paper gave a clue as to its use.


The final two things in the envelope made my heart race. The first was a note from Grandfather telling me that the lawyer had instructions to buy me a return airline ticket to Barcelona. The second was a bank card with my name on it and paperwork showing a balance of $2,000 on the card. All it needed was my signature. Suddenly my lost cause wasn’t so lost after all. Europe was possible this summer.


I hadn’t planned on going to Barcelona, but I hadn’t been anywhere in Europe, so one place was as good as another to begin. There were only two problems: the language and Mom. I couldn’t speak Spanish. But I liked languages, so I could probably pick up a few key phrases before I went. Mom would be tougher. Would she allow me to head off to a foreign country on my own?


I’d have to cross that bridge when I came to it. Right now I just wanted to savor the possibilities. I took a deep breath. “Thank you, Grandfather,” I murmured. I let the documents slip out of my grasp onto the bed beside me. That’s when a black-and-white photograph slid out from behind the paperwork.


It was the size of a postcard, faded and grainy. To one side, two figures stood in a doorway beneath an intricately carved lintel. The figures were tough to make out but were obviously a boy and a girl, about my age. He wore heavy boots, gray pants with an open-neck shirt tucked into them, and a short leather jacket. He was bareheaded and his dark hair was thick, parted in the middle and swept back above his ears.


The girl was dressed in what looked like mechanics’ overalls. She wore a broad dark scarf tied around her neck and a peaked cap. Her hair was dark, shoulder length and tucked behind her ears. I didn’t recognize either of them, but they looked happy. Both were grinning broadly at the camera.


My gaze drifted to the lintel, where a crown sat above a shield bearing nine vertical lines. On each side, carved vegetation spread out and down to surround the doorway.


A wall stretched away to the left, bare except for a crudely painted hammer and sickle and words that were out of focus but looked like Mac and Pap.


The photograph was obviously old. I turned it over, looking for a date and the identity of the people, but there was only something written in Spanish: El fascismo será destruido.


I spread the contents of the envelope in an arc across the bed: the letter, the scrap of poetry, the address, the key, the note about the ticket, the bank card and the photograph. I put the note and the bank card to one side. They were practical things to help me solve the mystery, but they weren’t clues. There were five clues. No, six. In the letter Grandfather had said there had been a clue in the DVD.


I closed my eyes and replayed Grandfather’s message in my mind. It was a straightforward message to the six—no, seven—of us. Where was the clue? I ran through it once more.


My eyes flew open in sudden realization. The only bit of the DVD that hadn’t made sense to me—Grandfather had talked about the times he had thought he was going to die as a boy. I couldn’t remember the exact wording, but I did remember wondering what he had done before the war. Could that be the time when the mysterious events had happened?


I picked up the letter and scanned it. There: an address I hadn’t thought about in more than seven decades. That would put the importance of the address in the late 1930s, before the Second World War broke out in 1939. My grandfather’s mystery had something to do with Barcelona in the years before the Second World War.


I felt ridiculously happy. I was going to Europe this summer, and I had already made progress on my task. What other clues could I decipher?


I moved over to my desk and pulled out a sheet of paper from the printer. Systematically I went through the items from the envelope, jotting down what I thought might be clues. I put a question mark beside the things I was doubtful about. I put a line through the clues I thought I had already understood.


The letter


Rosa Luxemburg?


DVD


More than seven decades ago


The poetry fragments


“They clung like birds”


“The stars are dead”


The address


Maria Dolores Calderon Garcia


Carrer de la Portaferrissa, 71



08002 Barcelona


España


The key


What does it open?


The photograph


Identity of the people?


Location and date of the photograph?


Meaning of the writing on the wall?




I sat back and scanned my list. Even assuming I hadn’t missed anything important, it didn’t mean much. Still, I had nowhere else to go. I took a second sheet of paper and wrote down what I had worked out so far.


Barcelona


Late 1930s


Dangerous, passionate, dramatic events




  It was a short list. I fired up my computer and typed Rosa Luxemburg into Google and got nearly two million hits. I quickly discovered that she had been a Communist a hundred years ago and was murdered during a revolution in Berlin in 1919, before my grandfather was even born. I found the quote about freedom that he had mentioned, but what did that mean? Then I remembered something. I checked the photograph. The scrawled hammer and sickle on the wall beside the door was the Communist symbol. Rosa Luxemburg was a Communist. Did that mean anything? I wrote Communist? on my list and scored through Rosa Luxemburg. Now for the poems.


In quotation marks, I typed “They clung like birds to the long expresses that lurch.” I got thirty-eight hits, all from a poem called Spain by someone called W.H. Auden. I typed “The stars are dead. The animals will not look” and got one hundred and thirty-three hits, again all from Auden’s Spain. I found a copy and read the whole long poem. I could make little of it as it jumped from insurance cards and today’s struggle to octaves of radiation. Poetry’s never been my thing. The only fact that might make sense was that the poem was written in 1937. I added 1937? to my list and struck out the poetry fragments on the other page, hoping the address would give me more. It did.


Google Maps showed me a narrow, cobbled street in something called the Gothic Quarter of Barcelona. The little yellow man led me past the walls of old buildings with balconies so close together you could spit across the street. Outside number 71 I stopped and rotated. I almost choked. Right in front of me, filling my computer screen, was the doorway in the photograph.


There wasn’t anyone standing in the doorway, and the door itself—a heavy, embossed wooden thing—was closed, but there was no mistaking the crown and the shield above it or the carving around it. I stared at it for a long time and then wrote: Photo taken at Carrer de la Portaferrissa, 71. But when?


The door. Was this where Maria Dolores Calderon Garcia lived—lives? Was she to be my guide? Was she the girl in the photograph? If so, she must be very old now. As old as my grandfather. Was that him beside her? The timing was about right if the photograph was taken in the late 1930s.


I shook my head. I shouldn’t jump to conclusions. I must let the clues lead me to answers, but only when I am sure of the answers. That’s what Hercule Poirot would do. I made a mental note to ask Mom if she had any old photographs of Grandfather and moved on.


My search for “Mac” yielded millions of results and I didn’t even get out of the ones about computers before I got bored. “Pap” was little better. The results were more varied and included a test for cancer, the Peoples’ Action Party in Singapore and the Pan-African Parliament, but nothing that anyone would write on a wall in Spain back in 1937.


The phrase El fascismo será destruido translated from the Spanish as Fascism will be destroyed. A search for the quote in English only led to a bunch of weird sites about the end of global capitalism and the coming apocalypse. I wrote down Fascism will be destroyed, but only because my list was looking very short. This was another dead end, another lost cause. There was only one more route I could think of to try at the moment.


I grabbed the photograph and headed for the kitchen, where Mom was preparing spaghetti and meat sauce for supper. “Do you know who this is?” I asked, holding the photograph out.


I thought she was going to drop the ladle. “Where did you get that?” she asked.


“It was in the envelope that Grandfather gave me,” I said. “Is it him?”


“Yes,” she said. “It’s him. He’s very young, and I don’t know who the girl is or where it was taken.”


“It was taken in Barcelona, I think, around 1937 or ’38.”


“That would make sense. He looks about your age.” Mom turned to look at me. “I never realized how much you look like him.”


I hadn’t either. It was difficult to get past the weird haircut. “Do you know why he was in Spain then?”


Mom shook her head. “I know very little about when he was young. I know he flew in the war, but before that? I don’t think he ever spoke about it much.”


That would have been too easy, I thought. “Thanks,” I said, turning to go back to my room.


“What is it he wants you to do?” Mom asked as I retreated.


I gritted my teeth and slowly turned back. Would Mom let me go? I didn’t want to get into it yet. I needed time to figure out how best to present the trip to her. But I couldn’t escape now. I had to say something. “Grandfather wants me to go to Spain.”


At that moment, DJ came out of his room. He was grinning like his face would crack. “I’m going to climb a mountain in Tanzania,” he said.




FOUR


“Family meeting,” Mom said.


I groaned. Mom lowered the heat under the spaghetti sauce and ushered DJ and me to the kitchen table.


“Spain? Tanzania?” she asked. “What is going on?”


“It’s Grandpa’s request,” DJ said, sitting down. “He’s asked me to scatter his ashes from the top of Mount Kilimanjaro.”


“You’re going to Africa to climb a mountain on your own?” Mom said. I was glad that DJ had blurted out his task and was now taking the brunt of Mom’s concern. “That’s insane.”


“It’s okay,” DJ said calmly. He was always better than me at staying unruffled when talking to Mom. “Grandpa has it all organized. I’ll fly over on my own, but there’s a guide to meet me at the airport and I’ll be escorted on the climb.” I saw Mom flinch at the word climb, but DJ was on it. “Actually, it’s not really a climb, more of a long hike. You just have to take it slowly because of the altitude. And Grandpa’s supplied everything: airline tickets, guides, money, the works. It’ll be a piece of cake. Really.”


Mom looked slightly mollified, and I silently thanked DJ for being so relaxed and responsible. “What has he asked you to do?” she said, turning to look at me.


Taking my cue from DJ’s performance, I launched in. “He’s asked me to go to Barcelona to research what he did there in the thirties, when that picture I showed you was taken.” DJ was nodding encouragingly. “He’s paying for an airline ticket and a bank card and he’s given me a contact address.”


“I don’t know.” Mom looked worried.


I plunged on. “Barcelona’s much closer, and more civilized, than Kenya, and I’ve got the name of someone at the address who will be my guide while I’m there.” That last bit was stretching the truth, but I didn’t want Mom to worry.


“He does seem to have organized everything,” she said uncertainly. “I’ll need to think about all this and talk it over with Vicky, Deb and Charlotte.”


“We’ll be fine, Mom,” DJ said. “We’re responsible seventeen-year-olds, and Grandpa organized everything. We’ll keep in touch and everything will be great. It’ll be a wonderful adventure for us both, and it was Grandpa’s final wish.” DJ could play the emotional card as well as Mom.


“You’re probably right,” Mom said. “It’s all just a bit sudden and overwhelming. I do want you boys to do what Dad wanted, I just need to get used to the idea. And there will be a lot of details to organize. We’ll talk about all that later.” I noticed a tear forming in the corner of her eye. “I love you boys.”


“We love you too,” DJ and I answered simultaneously.


“If it’s okay,” DJ said, “as soon as we get ourselves organized, we’ll come to you for some help. Right, Steve?”


I nodded. “Sure.” DJ was doing fine, and I was happy to let him run with it.


“We’ll need to get stuff for our trips: clothes, backpacks, guidebooks, not to mention travel insurance. Stuff like that. Could you help us?”


It was a stroke of genius on DJ’s part. Mom hated the idea that she might be left out of our lives as we grew up. Make her part of our lives, ask for help and give her a task to do, and she was as happy as anything.


“Okay.” Mom became businesslike again. “That’s a good idea, and I’d be happy to help you both get organized.” She stood up. “But now I have to get the spaghetti on. I’ll call you when it’s ready.”


I headed for my room. DJ followed me. “I think we’re okay,” he said as soon as the door closed.


“Yeah,” I agreed. “You did an awesome job out there, calming Mom down and getting her to help. D’you really have a guide meeting you?”


“Yes. You don’t?”


“I’ve got a name and an address,” I said sheepishly. “Grandfather doesn’t actually say it’s a guide. You won’t tell Mom, will you?”


DJ laughed. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell. What is it you have to do? My task is easy—climb a mountain. You were kind of vague out there.”


“Grandfather was kind of vague,” I said. It only took me a moment to decide to share the contents of the envelope with DJ. I owed him for easing the way with Mom, and if I was honest, I was proud of what I had worked out so far. I showed DJ everything and ran through my list of clues and conclusions.


“It’s not much to go on,” he said when I was done. I felt disappointed at his response, but before I could get annoyed, he went on, “But I suppose that’s what a mystery’s about.”


“I guess so,” I said, “but I wish I could find out more before I go.”


DJ smiled slyly. “I think I might be able to help.”


“How?”


“The slogan on the wall in the photograph.”


“The Communist symbol?”


“Not that,” DJ said, his grin broadening. “The other bit.”


“Mac and pap? I ran them through Google and only got weird stuff.”


“Did you run them through together?”


“No.” I spun round to the keyboard and typed in “mac pap.” The very first hit was a Wikipedia entry for the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion, commonly known as the Mac-Paps. DJ sat patiently, his smile not fading, while I read the entry.


The Mac-Paps had been formed in Spain in 1937 by Canadians who had gone there to fight in the civil war. They were a part of the International Brigades, tens of thousands of Socialists and Communists from fifty-three different countries, who had gone to Spain to help the government fight the Fascist Army rebellion. They had fought bravely, but lost and left Spain in 1938.


“How did you know that?” I asked.


“I told you to take grade-eleven socials,” DJ said with a laugh. “That field trip to Ottawa—one of the places we went was a memorial to the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion on Green Island. Apparently almost sixteen hundred Canadians went to Spain and only half of them came back. Anyway, do you think that might explain what Grandpa was doing in Spain?”


“Maybe. The timing’s right and a war would certainly have been dangerous enough.” I wrote Mac-Paps on my list. After a moment’s thought, I added a question mark. “Of course, the graffiti could simply have been a coincidence.”


“You’ll make a good scientist one day. You don’t make assumptions about anything until you’re certain. But didn’t you notice what the Mac-Pap’s motto was?”


I hurriedly scanned the Wikipedia entry again. “Of course,” I said. “Their motto was, ‘Fascism will be destroyed,’ the slogan written on the back of the photograph.”


DJ nodded and stood up. “Another piece of your mystery,” he said. “Well, we’ve got a mountain and a mystery. I wonder what the others got.” He moved to the door. “Good luck with the Spanish thing.”


“Good luck with your mountain.” Just as DJ was leaving, I added, “And thanks for your help.”


He shoved his head back in and winked broadly at me. “No problem, little brother.”


“You too, bro,” I said to the closing door.


I was so happy I couldn’t even get annoyed. DJ had been a big help, with both Mom and the Mac-Paps. I was making progress. Suddenly, the two pieces of poetry fit into the puzzle.


I understood that they in the first verse must be the volunteers of the International Brigades coming from all over the world to fight. They had clung to expresses, floated over oceans and walked passes to present their lives. But they had been beaten, that was the meaning of History to the defeated / May say Alas but cannot help nor pardon. The graffiti wasn’t a coincidence. I scored out the question mark on my list.


So, my grandfather had gone to fight in a war in Spain in 1937 and 1938; that was dangerous and dramatic. He had been in Barcelona at an address I knew, and he might have been a Communist. I had discovered a lot, and I would learn more about the Mac-Paps, the Spanish Civil War and Communists. But there were still a host of questions that needed answering. Why had he gone? What had he done there? Why had he never spoken of it to anyone? Who was the girl in the photograph? What had Grandfather left at the address? There was still plenty of mystery to keep me interested.




FIVE


I squinted out the airplane window at the sun-touched peaks of the Pyrenees Mountains. Had Grandfather trudged all night up narrow valleys and over high passes, terrified that a dislodged rock would alert the border guards? Probably. As far as I could tell from the research I had done since the will reading, most of the foreign volunteers hiked into Spain to join the International Brigades. I was glad to be flying. I was on the last leg of my journey from Canada, an overnight charter flight from Manchester to Barcelona, full of loud tourists headed for the beaches and cheap rum of the Mediterranean coast.


If my guesses about my grandfather being in Spain in 1937 or ’38 were right, then he was a fairly late arrival in the Spanish war. The fighting had begun in the summer of 1936 when the army had staged a Fascist revolt against the elected Republican government. The army’s shot at grabbing power had failed because the workers in the cities, mainly Madrid and Barcelona, had armed themselves and fought back. The revolt had led to a civil war that had dragged on until 1939. What made the war international was that Hitler in Nazi Germany and Mussolini in Fascist Italy had immediately supported the Spanish army with thousands of soldiers, tanks, planes and weapons.


The thing that had shocked me when I was reading about the war was how little the democratic countries—Britain, France, the United States and Canada—had done to help the Spanish Republic. They had refused to sell arms or supplies to the Spanish government, even while the German and Italian Fascists were pouring help into the Spanish army. I had discovered that the Canadian Prime Minister, William Lyon Mackenzie King, had commented in his diary that he thought Hitler was “really one who truly loves his fellow man” and had “nice eyes”! How wrong could someone be? The more I read, the angrier I became. I began to wonder if it was this kind of anger that had made Grandfather go and fight in Spain.


The plane banked to begin its descent into Barcelona airport, and I was treated to a beautiful view of the sun rising over the broad expanse of the Mediterranean Sea.


“Look at those beaches,” the middle-aged woman beside me said, leaning over to peer out the window. As we had taken off from Manchester and before I had closed my eyes to feign sleep, she had told me that she was from Wigan in the north of England, looking for “a bit of fun.” Her name was Elsie and she was on a package trip to the Costa Brava with three friends from work. “Two weeks of sun, sand, drink and parties.” She smelled strongly of cheap perfume.


“You going to look for a young lady?” she said, winking and prodding me knowingly in the ribs as the plane swooped toward the runway.


“I’m going to find my grandfather,” I replied.


She seemed disappointed. “Oh. He lives down there then?”


“He’s dead,” I said, “but I think he fought in a war here a long time ago.”


Elsie gave me a long look. “Young fella like you shouldn’t be bothering about boring old history. It’s the present that matters, not the past.” She turned to her friend in the seat next to her. “Hey, Edna, this young fella doesn’t know how to have a holiday. What d’you say we take him with us and show him a good time?”


Edna was younger than Elsie, but beneath a thick layer of makeup, it was hard to tell by how much. “Come with us, son,” Edna said with a terrifying leer. “I’ll look after you.”


I must have looked nervous, because Elsie laughed and said, “Don’t worry, lad. I won’t let Edna get her talons into you. But don’t be so serious. Make sure you leave some time for fun.”


“I will,” I said as the wheels touched down at the end of the runway. I said it confidently, but I was more nervous than I had ever been in my life, arriving alone in a foreign city with only an address that I knew nothing about. What if the person at the address wasn’t interested in helping me? What would I do for the next two weeks? If I thought about it rationally, I knew I would be fine. I had the bank card and some cash, a guidebook and a few basic phrases of Spanish. I would get by, but I felt horribly lonely. And my task made me nervous. I was good at solving problems, specific problems with a concrete answer I could work toward. The problem Grandfather had set me hadn’t been clear. What was I supposed to find out? A part of me wished I was going on a mindless, no-stress holiday on the beach.


“Come on,” Elsie said to Edna as she stood and rummaged in the overhead bin for her carry-on luggage. “We’re wasting beach time.” She looked back at me as the brightly dressed, cheerfully babbling tourists filed down the plane’s aisle. “If you get bored with the history stuff, we’re at the Hotel Miramar in Lloret de Mar. You find yourself a nice young lady and come and visit us. I hear the disco there plays lots of that hip-hop music you youngsters like.”


“I’ll try.” I smiled back weakly and grabbed my carry-on bag.
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By the time I had collected my backpack, lined up interminably to be examined by Spanish customs and immigration, and fought my way through the crowds of arriving tourists to the front of the terminal building, I was exhausted even though it was still not quite seven in the morning.


As far as I could see in either direction, the sidewalk was a seething mass of sweating people hauling huge suitcases that must have contained enough clothes for three months, jostling into vast snakelike lines for cabs that were arriving one or two at a time, or shouting at hotel buses that sailed past with full loads. The prospect of spending most of my morning here wasn’t thrilling, and my guidebook said that if I walked out of the airport to the main road, there were buses that ran regularly to downtown Barcelona. I hoisted my backpack onto my shoulders and set off.


As soon as I left the airport and the crowds, I felt better. The surrounding countryside was flat, treeless and crisscrossed by highways and dotted with industrial buildings, but the roads were quiet and the air pleasantly warm even though the sun was only just up. It felt good to be on my own and in charge, even if I was only catching a bus.


At the bus stop, I flipped open my cell phone. I had a new text.


Hey Mom and Steve too. I hope you are doing well. All is good here. Just getting ready to meet and start out. I figure 2 days up and 1 down. Back on the plane soon after and back home in less than 5. Don’t worry about me. Everything is perfect—see you soon…and little brother remember if you need help I’m only a text away.


Typical arrogant DJ, going to climb a mountain like it was the same as going to Safeway. And he’d probably do it too. Easy for him with guides and everything, and here I was alone in a foreign country with only the sketchiest idea of what I was to do.


I almost ignored the text, but then I sent back, Doing my task. If u need any help let ME know.


The first bus that came along said Plaça de Catalunya on the front. I knew that Catalunya was downtown and not too far from the Gothic Quarter where my address was, so this was perfect, except that the bus was crowded. It was a long bus, jointed in the middle, and every inch was packed with seated or standing men and women in jeans, T-shirts, jackets and caps. There wasn’t a suit or tie in sight. They were obviously not office workers.


I stepped back, prepared to wait for the next bus, but the vehicle wheezed to a stop and the doors opened. I waited for people to get off to make room for me and my backpack, but nothing happened. I peered in the double doors halfway along the bus’s length. A sea of tanned faces smiled down at me. I hesitated. There was no room. A chorus of unintelligible words broke out and hands waved me on. Uncertainly, I stood on the step. Immediately I was grabbed and hauled in among the tightly packed bodies. My backpack disappeared over everyone’s heads to the back of the bus and the doors closed behind me. The bus jerked forward. I felt like a sardine and wondered nervously if I’d ever see my pack again.


The guy beside me, his face inches from mine, smiled and said, “Benvingut. ?Com estàs?”


They were words I hadn’t learned. In fact, the way he said them, they didn’t even sound Spanish. “Hola,” I tried. “Buenos días. Mi nombre es Steve.”


The man shook his head. Everything about him was dark: his hair, his eyes, the shadow of a beard on his chin, even his black leather jacket. “No,” he said. “No Espanyol.” He dragged his right arm up from the crush and pointed to his forehead. “Catalan.” He managed to wave his hand over his head to include everyone on the bus. “Catalan,” he repeated.


I nodded. I had read that the people around Barcelona called themselves Catalan instead of Spanish, but I hadn’t realized that they spoke a completely different language.


“Aina,” the man shouted over his shoulder. A disturbance ran through the crowded bus and a young woman pushed her way forward. All I could see of her was her head with her hair tied in a tight bun at the back. The man said something long and incomprehensible to her. She looked at me and smiled, her white teeth standing out dramatically against her olive skin.


“You are English?” she asked.


“I’m Canadian,” I replied.


She nodded as if that explained everything. “Welcome to Catalunya,” she went on. “My name is Aina. You would say Anna in English. My friend, Agusti”—she nodded at the man who had tried to talk to me—“speaks only Catalan.” She lowered her voice, “Actually, he speaks Spanish, but he does not like to.” The man gave Aina a withering look.


“You speak English very well,” I said.


Aina smiled once more. “Thank you. I worked in London for two years as a barmaid. Now Agusti and I work at the factory making boxes for the gears in cars.”


“Transmissions,” I suggested.


“Yes,” Aina said. “What is your name?”


“Steve.” Aina looked puzzled. “Steven,” I expanded.


“Ah, Steven. In Catalan, it is Esteve, in Spanish, Esteban. You have come here on holiday for our sunshine and beaches?”


Before I could answer, the bus pulled into another stop. A number of workers got off and headed into a large factory complex. This reduced the crush, but the group around me stayed where it was as Aina said something in Catalan. I assumed she was telling them about our conversation, because everyone looked at me and smiled. As we started up again, Aina looked at me expectantly.


“I haven’t come for the beaches,” I said, thinking back to my companions on the plane. “I have come to find out what happened to my grandfather many years ago.”


“Your grandfather was in Barcelona?”


“Yes, in 1937 or ’38. I think he might have been a soldier in the war.”


Aina suddenly became very excited and rattled off a whole string of Catalan, the only piece of which I understood was “Brigadas Internacionales.” Suddenly everyone started talking at once and jostling to pat me on the back as if I was some kind of hero. I was happy and embarrassed at the same time.


When the activity calmed down, Aina explained, “The foreigners who came to fight for Spain and Catalunya in our war are heroes here.”


A male voice somewhere behind Aina burst into song and was joined by others.




Viva la Quince Brigada,


rumba la rumba la rumba la.


Viva la Quince Brigada,


rumba la rumba la rumba la


que se ha cubierto de gloria,


¡Ay Carmela! ¡Ay Carmela!


que se ha cubierto de gloria,


¡Ay Carmela! ¡Ay Carmela!




Aina leaned forward and shouted in my ear. “It is the song of the Fifteenth Brigade who are covered in glory. Your grandfather was in the Fifteenth Brigade?”


“I don’t know,” I shouted back. Most of the bus was singing now. “I suppose that’s one thing I’ll have to find out.”


Aina looked out the bus window. “We are almost at our work now.” She rummaged for a piece of paper in the bag hanging from her shoulder. She wrote for a moment and then handed it to me. “This is the name and address of Pablo Aranda, the grandfather of my cousin. He is an old man but still alive, and he lives in a village by the River Ebro, we call it the Ebre. As a boy in the war, he was rescued by some soldiers. Perhaps if you go to his village, he might tell you stories.”


Aina hesitated and looked at me with a frown. “He is a strange old man. He will not be what you expect, or wish. But he is part of history as well, and if you want to discover what happened, you must discover it all, not just what you would like to believe.”


I looked at the torn piece of paper. Pablo Aranda, Avinguda Catalunya, 21, 43784 Corbera d’Ebre. “Thank you,” I said. I was about to ask what Aina meant by the old man being strange, but I was cut off by her smile. The singing had died away, and the bus was slowing down.


“Stay on to the Plaça Catalunya,” Aina said. “It is the center of Barcelona. You can go anywhere from there. Good luck.”


As the workers poured off the bus, most smiled at me, shook my hand and wished me what I assumed was good luck. As the bus pulled away, Aina stood on the sidewalk and waved at me. I felt stupidly happy. If all Spaniards—Catalans, I corrected myself—were this friendly, I was going to enjoy my task. And I had another address. I seemed to be collecting them.




SIX


“Plaça Catalunya,” the bus driver announced. There were only half a dozen of us left on the bus, me and five office workers in suits who had boarded a few blocks back. I hauled my backpack from the luggage racks at the back of the bus, said “Gracias” to the driver and got off. It was only as I stood on the sidewalk, watching the bus pull away, that I realized I hadn’t paid for the trip. The driver had said nothing, so I assumed Aina or someone else had taken care of my fare. Another example of Catalan generosity.


It felt as if I had already met guides, but there was only one who really mattered. I looked around the square to get my bearings. According to my map, the Ramblas, the street that led down to my address, was diagonally opposite. I set off.


Even this early in the morning, the Ramblas was awesome. It was really two streets with a wide pedestrian precinct with trees down the middle. Although it was only eight in the morning, a few outdoor cafés already had tables out, and scattered customers sat sipping coffee and reading newspapers. Casual strollers wandered past with no apparent objective other than to glance in shop windows. The shops were still closed and shuttered, and it made me think that I was maybe too early to go to the address Grandfather had given me. The last thing I wanted to do was wake up Marie Dolores Calderon Garcia, whoever she was.


I strolled down until I came to Carrer de la Portaferrissa. It was exactly as it had looked on Google—a narrow alley, about 4 meters wide and surrounded by ancient four- or five-story buildings. At this time in the morning, the street was in deep shadow and the few pedestrians just darker shapes in the distance. I knew that number 71 was at the far end, but the Ramblas seemed a much better place to kill time, so I turned back, selected a café and sat.


My guidebook recommended coffee and a pastry for breakfast. In fact, it said it was all I was likely to get outside an expensive hotel, so, using a few learned phrases, I stumbled through an order. The waiter seemed to think it was very funny, but eventually brought a tiny cup of brutally strong coffee and the sweetest pastry I had ever tasted.


I sipped the coffee but wolfed down the pastry since it was all I had eaten since getting on the plane the night before. I ordered another and a glass of water and took out my cell phone. I felt a bit bad about the way I’d blown off DJ’s text at the bus stop. His arrogance annoyed me and he was always so formal. I don’t think he liked texting, he preferred to talk or send an email. He claimed that texting was butchering the English language. Of course that just made me use as many chat abbreviations as I could, just to mess with him.


Dwntwn Barca, I texted, hvng a cb, u cld pave 403 w/ this stuff. evry1 really friendly, but they speak odd. gl w/ mountain. u’ll b on top by lunch tbl bro.


Then I texted Mom. It was the middle of the night in Toronto, but I had promised to let her know I had arrived safely. I sent it in plain English. Everything is great. People really friendly. On my way to the address to meet up with my guide. “I hope,” I murmured under my breath as I folded my phone.


People came and went, the traffic became heavier and eventually the shutters on some of the shops rolled up. I paid and set off down Carrer de la Portaferrissa. I was nervous as I passed through the shadows below the narrow wrought-iron balconies. I had come all this way chasing a mystery. The address had been my goal through all the preparations. Now I was only a few doors from it. What if no one was there? What if the mysterious package was just something meaningless, or not even my grandfather’s? Worst of all, what if they knew nothing about a letter or a package or me?


I would be fine, I told myself. I had a ticket home and money to live on, but I would have failed. The other six, even Rennie, the mystery grandson, probably all had specific tasks like DJ’s mountain climb. They would all complete their tasks, I was certain. I would be the lone failure. As I had researched the Spanish Civil War, I had begun to see Grandfather differently, not as the old man I knew, but as the kid with the weird haircut in the photograph. He had walked this very street when he was my age. Why? What was he doing coming here in the middle of a war? Would I find out? Would I—?


And then there I was, standing in front of the doorway in the photograph. It looked older, more worn. My eyes drifted to the wall beside it, as if I expected to see the faded hammer and sickle and the words Mac Pap. There was nothing.


Well, this was it, the moment that would determine the next two weeks. Whether I succeeded or failed. I stepped forward and raised my fist to knock. Before I had a chance, the door flew open and the girl from the photograph stood there, smiling exactly as she had all those years ago. The insane thought that she was a vampire, one of the ageless undead, flashed into my mind before I squashed it. That was stupid, even for me.


It wasn’t the same girl. Not only was that impossible, but now that I looked closely, this girl was different. There was a similarity around the mouth and she had dark hair and an olive complexion, but I was starting to understand that was pretty common in Spain. The nose was the clincher; it wasn’t at all like the one on the girl in the photograph. Hers had been small and straight. This girl’s nose was longer and narrower, more like mine, and it was slightly skewed, giving the impression that her head was continually tilted slightly to one side as if she was questioning everything.


All this flashed through my mind in the first second I stood staring, slack-jawed at her, but it was her eyes that made my knees go weak. They were the deepest brown I had ever seen, so deep that I almost felt I was falling into them.


“Are you going to hit me?” the girl asked in perfect English.


Horrified, I realized I was standing in front of this beautiful girl with my fist raised threateningly. I snapped my arm back to my side. “No. Of course not. I was about to knock. I’m sorry,” I babbled.


The girl’s smile broadened. “You are lucky, Steve. I was just on my way out. I expected you earlier.”


“Sorry,” I blurted out again before I realized what she had said. “How do you know my name?”


“Your grandfather told me.”


“My grandfather told you?” The more I said, the stupider I sounded. But how could my grandfather have told her? She wasn’t the girl in the photograph and, as far as I knew, my grandfather had never been to Spain after the war. “How?”


“In the letter he wrote to me.”


“The letter?” My brain seemed to have stopped working.


“Yes,” the girl said patiently. “My great-grandmother wrote your grandfather a letter and he wrote back. Then I heard from your grandfather’s lawyer that you would be arriving on an early flight this morning and would be coming here. That’s why I expected you before now. A taxi from the airport does not take this long.”


“There weren’t many taxis,” I said, “so I took a bus, and had a coffee.”


The girl nodded as if what I had said made any sense. “Well, now that you have had your coffee and are here, shall we go inside?”


“Yes,” I mumbled and followed her through the door.


It took my eyes a moment to adjust to the gloom inside, but I could soon make out a row of mailboxes along one wall on my right. The girl was already climbing stone stairs ahead of me.


On the first landing, the girl produced a key and opened a second heavy wooden door and waved me into a wide corridor. Doors opened off to the left and right, but we proceeded down the corridor’s full length into a wide room, brightly lit by floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the street. The high ceiling was carved dark wood, and the walls were almost completely covered with framed pictures, both old black-and-white photographs and paintings. What wall space was left was covered with overloaded bookshelves, and a variety of old-fashioned chairs were scattered around a low wooden table. The floor, too, was wood but was covered in the center by a worn red patterned rug.


“Welcome to my home,” the girl said. “Put your pack down; it looks heavy.”


“It’s okay,” I replied, although I was glad to set it on the floor.


“My name’s Laia,” the girl held out her hand. “Welcome to Barcelona.”


I shook her hand. “Thank you. I’m Steve, but you know that.”


“I do, and I have some things for you, but sit down.” Laia indicated a high-backed chair. “I will fetch them and get us a cup of coffee. If you haven’t had too much already.”


“Coffee would be nice,” I replied, “but not too strong.”


“You do not like our café solo. Don’t worry, I make regular American coffee.”


Laia left the room, and I had a chance to gather my scattered thoughts. My concerns about no one at the address knowing anything about my task had proved groundless. The opposite seemed to be the case, and my mind was full of questions: What had my grandfather said in his letter? Who was this girl, Laia? And what connection did she have to what I was supposed to do?


All these questions raced around my brain, but I didn’t really mind not knowing. Laia’s eyes dominated my thoughts. I smiled. I doubted DJ was meeting beautiful girls on his mountain.


“You look happy,” Laia said. She was carrying a tray with a tall silver coffee flask, a smaller jug of milk, a sugar bowl and two cups.


“Just glad to be here,” I said.


Laia placed the tray on the table in front of me. “Please pour yourself a cup as you like it. I like mine black.” As I busied myself with the coffee, she went to an ornately carved sideboard, knelt and pulled out a small battered suitcase.


The suitcase was a faded checked pattern in black and brown. Where it was scuffed, it appeared to be made of cardboard, although the corners were reinforced with leather strips. It was considerably smaller than an airline carry-on bag and sported a number of old-fashioned stickers, including one for something called Trans-Canada Air Lines and another for Canadian National Steamships. It was closed by two locking silver clasps on the front.


Laia set the suitcase on the table beside the coffee cups and sat down beside me. We both stared at the suitcase for a long time. Was the answer to my mystery inside? What did the suitcase and its contents mean to Laia?


“Have you looked inside?” I asked eventually.


“I cannot,” Laia replied. “It is locked and there is no key.”


I almost laughed out loud. “Yes, there is,” I said, pulling my keychain from my pocket. The old key looked the right shape to fit the suitcase’s locks. I reached forward and then stopped. I was excited and nervous at the same time. I doubted the suitcase contained a simple answer, so what would I find inside? More mysteries?


Laia noticed my hesitation. “Perhaps you should read this first,” she said, producing a new white envelope she had been holding by her side. “It came with the letter from the lawyer. It is addressed to you.”


I put the keys down, took the envelope and tore the flap open.






Hello again, Steve,


If you are reading this, it means you have taken me up on my challenge and are in Barcelona. I hope you have met Maria and that she has agreed to help you and has introduced you to the collection of memories in my old suitcase. That is where you should begin.


I find myself envying you and the discoveries you are about to make, but some of the things you will find out will be hard. I know they were almost impossible for me to live through. That is a life lesson I learned in Spain: the most wonderful passion can exist alongside the most brutal pain. But I must allow you to find things out in your own way.


I can visualize every scrap of paper in that suitcase, and there have been countless hours over the past decades that I have sat and imagined going through it as you are about to do. That suitcase contains a piece of my life. A piece that no one except Maria knows about and that does not even exist in my mind, now that I am gone. Yet, if, at the end of my long and eventful life, I were offered the chance to relive any three months of my life, despite the pain, it would be my time in 1938 in Spain.


I have traveled all over the world, but I never voluntarily returned to Spain. After I was shot down in the Second World War, I was smuggled through Spain on my escape, but that was all very secretive and I barely knew where I was. After the war I was not allowed back into Spain—had I gone anyway, I could have been thrown in prison or worse. Later, when it would have been safe for me to return, I didn’t because I convinced myself that there was nothing left there for me. The letter I received from Maria proved that I was horribly mistaken in that assumption, and I sometimes wonder how my life could have turned out differently. Of course, I have had the best life a man could hope for, filled with the wonderful love of my wife, my children and my grandchildren. Still, I can’t help but wonder.


I think, if I am honest with myself, it was fear that stopped me ever going back. Not physical fear, although I experienced enough of that in Spain to last a lifetime. Oddly, I think it was two opposite fears: fear that Spain would not be as I remembered it, and fear that it would be too much as I remembered it.


To you, this is probably just an old man becoming nostalgic. I hope it will mean more in time. What is important now is your present and your future, and I fervently hope that the suitcase before you will give you a tiny fragment of the wonder and passion that was mine so many years ago.


Good luck with your quest.


Give my love to Maria, and know that I love you and wish you everything you wish for yourself for a long and happy future.


Grandfather








SEVEN


I let the letter drop and stared at the battered suitcase. This was it, what Grandfather had wanted me to find. There was a tremendously important part of his life in this case, a part that no one else knew about and that I was about to discover. I felt as if he was sitting beside me, more alive than he had ever been when I knew him. But something was wrong.


I looked up at Laia. She was watching me intently. “Where’s Maria?” I asked. “Who is she?”


Laia lowered her gaze to the table and blinked rapidly. When she looked up at me, there were tears in her eyes. “Maria was my great-grandmother,” she said softly. “She died the night before this letter arrived.”


“I…I’m sorry,” I stammered. I felt helpless. More than anything, I wanted to put my arm around Laia’s shoulder and comfort her, but I’d only met her minutes ago. “You were close?”


Laia took a deep breath and wiped her eyes. “Yes, we were very close. She always claimed that I was her soul mate and that watching me was like once more being young. She said looking at me was like looking in a mirror that turned back time.” Laia smiled sadly. “We both have a very stubborn streak. Even when she turned ninety years old and the stairs took her an age to climb, Maria refused to leave this place. She said that it had always been her home and that her past was here. She told me many times that without a past we are nothing more than fallen leaves that blow around the park at the whim of any breeze that comes along. Our past anchors us and makes us real. That is why you are here, no? To discover your past.”


“My grandfather’s past,” I said.


“It’s the same,” Laia said with a shrug. “The past does not begin when you are born. It is a line, a thread that winds back through your parents, grandparents and all your ancestors. You live in Canada?”


I nodded.


“Then at some time an ancestor of yours stepped onto a boat in the Old World to seek a better or a freer life in the New World. He or she is a part of you, just as the Moors who ruled this country a thousand years ago are a part of me.”


Laia sipped her coffee. “But listen to me go on. We have just met and already I am lecturing you as if we were in a class at the university. It is a failing of mine. I have no brothers or sisters and no interest in the dancing and parties that my school friends find so entertaining, so I spend my time with books. They are very good companions, but not so good at conversation.”


“It’s okay,” I said hurriedly. In truth, under normal circumstances, I would happily have sat all day listening to this girl talk endlessly about anything she wished, but my eyes drifted to the suitcase.


Laia noticed my glance. “But the past you seek is much more recent.”


I pulled the suitcase closer and reached forward with the key. Laia placed her hand on top of mine, halting the movement. “I don’t know what you will find in here. I know it is very important to you, but I also know it was very important to my great-grandmother. One night, as a child, I came through to get a glass of milk and found Maria sitting at this table, just as we are now, staring at the suitcase. In all the years of keeping it, she never opened it, but I suspect that there is a piece of her past, and mine, in here as well.”


“Then we’ll discover it together,” I said.


Laia squeezed my hand and then released me. With the skin of my hand still tingling from her touch, I fitted the key into the lock and turned it. There was a soft click, and the silver latch sprang up. I repeated the process on the other side and, with a quick look at Laia, lifted the lid.


I don’t know what I expected to find. With all the mystery, Laia’s talk of the importance of the past, and the weird jet-lagged feeling that I was somewhere else on a different day, nothing would have surprised me. What we found ourselves staring at was a collection of yellowed newspaper cuttings, a crumpled, dirty red scarf, a brown dog-eared pamphlet entitled Spain in Arms 1937, a shapeless piece of black metal about the length of my thumb and a khaki beret with a red enamel star pinned to it.


I picked out the lump of metal and turned it over in my hand. It was heavy and obviously part of something much larger, but there was nothing written on it to say what that might have been. I looked at Laia, and she shrugged. I placed the metal to one side and reached for the beret. It was filthy and tattered and didn’t look much like something someone would come halfway around the world to find. It felt as if it would crumble to dust in my hand. “Was this my grandfather’s?”


“Maybe. It is very old, and the red star was the symbol of the Communists in the war.”


Laia reached in and pulled out the red scarf. “I think this was Maria’s.” The scarf was simply a large, square handkerchief. It was frayed along the edges and one corner was torn off. Laia lifted it to her nose. She closed her eyes and spoke softly. “Maria was sixteen when the war broke out in 1936. There was much fighting in the streets of Barcelona in those first days, between the army and the people. Some fighting was nearby on the Ramblas, and Maria once showed me where the streets were barricaded. It is still possible to see chips in the old bricks where bullets struck.”


Laia lowered the scarf and stared at it. “Maria took messages between the different barricades. No one had any uniforms in those days, so she was given a red scarf to wear round her neck to show that she was one of the people and not a Fascist.”


A sudden thought struck me. I put the beret down and reached for the travel pouch that hung around my neck under my shirt. As Laia looked on with a puzzled expression, I pulled out my passport and took the old photograph from inside the back cover. “You look very like her,” I said, passing the picture over.


Laia gasped. “That’s her. I’ve only ever seen pictures of her when she was older. Everything was lost from that time.” She reached out and gently touched the surface of the photograph as if she could make contact with the smiling young woman standing in the doorway. Her finger slid over to the young man. “Is that your grandfather?”


“Yes.”


“When was the photograph taken?”


“In 1937 or ’38, I think.”


Laia nodded. “Maria would have been seventeen or eighteen. Look,” she said, pointing at the young Maria’s neck. “Do you think that could be this scarf?”


“It’s hard to tell from a black-and-white photograph, but it’s possible.”


Laia stared for a long moment at the photograph. “He looks like a nice young man, your grandfather,” she said eventually. “They look so happy.”


“They do,” I agreed. “And Maria was very beautiful.”


“But we must get on,” Laia said, handing me back the photograph.


We almost bumped heads reaching forward to retrieve the next item from the case. I pulled back, flustered. Laia laughed lightly and lifted the pamphlet out. The cover was dark orange and made of cheap creased cardboard. It showed a charcoal sketch of a determined-looking man holding a rifle and running forward. The title, Spain in Arms 1937, was at the top and the author’s name, Anna Louise Strong, at the bottom, along with the price, 25c. Laia examined it and passed it over to me.


The pamphlet was more a small book, over eighty pages long, and it smelled musty. I thumbed through it, looking at the chapter headings: Heroic Madrid, Front Trenches, The International Brigades. Someone—Grandfather?—had underlined sections in blue pen. Most had no comment, but one caught my eye. Underlined was, I would rather die stopping fascism in Spain than wait until it comes to Britain. In the margin beside it, someone had scrawled or Canada!


As I reached the back of the small book, a folded page fell out. It was so cracked along the fold and stained and worn that large pieces were unreadable, but it seemed to be a small poster advertising a meeting in Toronto in 1937. The headline was Stop the Bloody Hands of Fascism in Spain, and it had been distributed by the Communist Party of Canada.


While I was looking at the book, Laia had been gently lifting out the first few newspaper cuttings. Some were in English and some in Spanish. One was the front page of the New York Times for July 18, 1936, with the headline, Spain Checks Army Rising in Morocco.


Laia pointed to a clipping from a Spanish paper called El Diluvio. Most of the page was taken up with huge black letters that screamed NO PASARAN! “That was the slogan from the defense of Madrid in the first months of the war,” she explained. “It means They Shall Not Pass.”


Silently and carefully we lifted the last of the cuttings out. All were about Spain and all were dated 1936 through 1938. Underneath them was a colored poster, the same size as the bottom of the suitcase. It showed old-fashioned biplanes with garish red stars painted on the sides, flying in formation over a muscular arm ending in a clenched fist.


It was all very interesting, but I was disappointed. The beret and the scarf were links to the young couple in the photograph, but they couldn’t tell us a story. The book and the newspapers could tell a story, but it was one I had mostly discovered on my computer at home. How did all this help my quest? Laia reached in and lifted out the poster. She began to translate the Spanish slogan below the raised fist, but I wasn’t listening. The poster wasn’t the last thing in the suitcase.


The book at the bottom of the suitcase was thin and not much bigger than my passport. It was covered in plain brown leather, worn at the corners and heavily stained. One particularly large stain spread darkly out from one corner over almost a third of the cover. As I reached for the book, Laia looked up from the poster. “What is it?”


The leather cover was stiff with age. I opened it to the first page. The paper was very thin and, unlike the newspapers, hadn’t yellowed. The page was covered with closely spaced lines of writing that made me draw in a sharp breath. The writing was neater, but there was no mistaking my grandfather’s hand.
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JUNE 15, 1938


Here I am at last, standing on the Spanish earth. My dream is coming true! All the months I have spent reading about the struggles of the Spanish people against the rich, self-interested landowners, the blood-soaked hands of the Church and Franco’s brutal war machine have led here. What better time to begin a journal?


At last I can do something. Even if my government is happy to sit complacently and watch or, even worse, help Franco, Hitler and Mussolini crush all freedom under the iron heel of Fascism, I am not. I will fight and, if necessary, die beside my comrades from Canada and all around the world, to see the Spanish people freed from tyranny and Fascism stopped in its tracks.


NO PASARAN!!!!!!


This won’t do. I have just read back what I have written. Why is it that the thoughts I truly and passionately believe in seem so stilted and preachy in black and white on the page? I want to tell everything of the adventure I am beginning, but I will do it in two ways. I shall collect newspaper cuttings and anything else that will tell the broader picture, and I shall reserve these pages for my personal story. There will be no more lecturing from me.


I doubt I shall be able to write every day. Some days will probably be too busy, and in any case, this is a small volume in which to record everything. I shall, however, jot down thoughts and significant events as they occur and as I find time.


First, where am I? I am sitting in the dust beside a rough road in the foothills of the Pyrenees, waiting for a truck to take us to Barcelona. From there we will join our units in the International Brigades for training. I shall join the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion of the XVth Brigade.


Dawn is brightening the clouds to the east, but the air is still chill. My comrades and I have spent the night climbing and scrambling over mountain passes from France, terrified that every dislodged rock will alert a border guard who will turn us back, or worse, open fire. But we made it.


We are eight in number, myself and another Canadian called Bob, three Americans from New York, an Englishman, a Frenchman and a German escaping Hitler’s regime. We are all exhausted by the night’s journey, and all except me are trying to catch a few minutes’ sleep. I can’t; it’s all too exciting.


An old man—a peasant with ragged clothes, wooden clogs and an unbelievably weather-beaten face—has just walked past along the road. As he drew level, he turned, raised a clenched fist and greeted us with “Salud.” Only our guide, Pedro, and I were awake enough to respond.


I can hear the rumbling of our truck in the distance, and Pedro is waking my colleagues. I shall continue this when I have a chance.




EIGHT


Laia coughed softly, dragging me back to the present. “It’s Grandfather’s journal,” I said. “He began it the morning after he and some others walked over the Pyrenees. He was on his way to join the other Canadians who were fighting in the Fifteenth International Brigade.”


I let my hand slide gently over the words on the page. “He wrote me and my cousins letters before he died. He wrote the way he talked, and reading them was like he was still alive. This is different. He sounds so young and enthusiastic, but old somehow too. I guess that’s how people wrote back then.”


“It is a voice from a different time,” Laia said. “He was young, just like Maria, but he must have had much enthusiasm—and courage—to bring him all the way here from Canada.” Laia shook her head in wonder. “They were the same age as us and they were in a war. Perhaps young people grew up more quickly in those days.”


“I guess they had to,” I said. “And I thought coming here on my own to look for Grandfather’s things was a big adventure.”


“Is this what he wished you to find?”


“I think so.”


“Good, but I do not think you should read the whole journal right now. I know some things that might help you understand better, and I have an idea.” Laia glanced up at a large clock across from us. “But we have been here a long time. Do you like pizza?”


“Yes,” I said, surprised by the sudden change in topic.


“Good,” Laia said. “I know a place on the Ramblas that will interest you.” She stood up. “Shall we go?”


“Sure,” I replied, standing. I looked at the clock. It was after eleven and I had eaten only the pastry since yesterday. “Pizza sounds awesome.”


Laia smiled. “On the way, I shall show you some history.”
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“You speak very good English,” I said as we walked along narrow streets between ancient buildings that seemed to be reaching above us to block out the narrow strip of blue sky.


“Thank you. Maria spoke a little English—perhaps she learned from your grandfather—and she taught me when I was small. My mother insisted I take English in school. She said it was the language of the computer, the Internet, and that speaking it would open up more opportunities for me. I spent a summer in England and an English boy spent a summer with us, so I had plenty of practice. And I love languages. I speak Spanish, Catalan, English, some French, even a little bit of Latin, but I don’t get to use that much.”


I felt completely overwhelmed—and impressed. The few Spanish words and phrases I had learned for this trip had been a struggle. I couldn’t imagine learning three languages. Something Laia had said gave me the chance to change the topic. “Where are your mom and dad? You don’t live alone, do you?”


“No, I don’t,” Laia said with a grin. “I live with my mother, but she is away just now helping my grandmother. Grandfather has”—Laia’s brow furrowed as she searched for the right word—“a confusion of the brain.”


“Alzheimer’s,” I volunteered.


“Yes, that’s what it’s called. He cannot live at home anymore, so he must go into a home. My mother and my grandmother are moving him this week. I was going to help, but I stayed because you were coming.”


“Thank you,” I said, feeling ridiculously happy that she had. “Is your dad helping as well?”


“My parents separated when I was five years old.”


“I’m sorry,” I said, feeling stupid.


“No need,” Laia said. “Mother says that she married my father too young. They were not well matched and it took some years, and my arrival, I think, for them to see that. He lives in Sevilla. I visit him sometimes, and he sends me presents at Christmas and on my birthday.”


The street we were on abruptly opened out into a small treed square with an ornamental fountain in the center. It was empty apart from a group of small boys kicking around a soccer ball in front of an ornate doorway. The walls on either side of the doorway were heavily chipped and pitted. Even with the noise of the boys, the square exuded a sense of peace and quiet after the bustle of the narrow streets we had been walking along.


“This is cool,” I said.


  “It’s your first history lesson,” Laia explained, walking over and sitting on the rim of the fountain. Water ran over the lip of a raised stone bowl and splashed into a green-and-white-tiled basin. “This is Plaça de Sant Felip Neri. It is very old.”


“And peaceful, even with the kids playing.”


“Yes, it is,” Laia agreed. She pointed to the door behind the boys. “That is the church of Sant Felip Neri. It was built in the eighteenth century. During the war, the Fascists bombed Barcelona, and the church was used as a refuge. One day, a bomb landed here and killed twenty children who were sheltering.”


I looked at the boys kicking the ball about and wondered what the bombing had been like. “Is that why the walls are so pitted?”


“No, the bomb fell through the roof and exploded inside. The scars on the walls are from the end of the war. After Barcelona fell to the Fascists, people were brought to this square, lined up over there and shot. See, all the marks are at chest or head height.”


I sat in silence, staring at the bullet holes in the wall and trying to imagine the last moments of the terrified people who had stood in front of it. “Why are you telling me this?” I asked eventually.


“There is a lot of history in Barcelona, and in Spain. Some would say the problem is that we have too much history. History has soaked into everything here—the earth, the walls, the people, even those children playing over there. It’s a violent and sometimes tragic history, and your grandfather was a part of it.


“I don’t know what’s in that book from the suitcase,” she continued, “but I know from Maria that it is from a very brutal and tragic time. I brought you here to show you that because I want you to be certain before we begin that you are prepared to go wherever the book might lead you.”


“I am,” I said, although I wasn’t certain. I had assumed that the quest Grandfather had sent me on was a mystery adventure. I would find out things from the clues I had been given and it would all be fun. Laia seemed to be presenting a much darker side to what I was undertaking. I suppose I should have taken what she said more seriously, but I couldn’t stop one word racing excitedly around my brain. Laia had said she was telling me this before “we” began. The prospect of spending the next two weeks in the company of this incredible girl swamped any worries she was trying to create.


“Okay,” Laia said. “Then I will tell you the idea that I had. Maria once told me that she had known a young man who had fought in the Fifteenth International Brigade. She said she had nursed him after he had been wounded in the battle along the Riu Ebre in 1938.”


“The Ebre?” I interrupted.


“Yes, that’s what we call the Ebro River. You know it?”


“Not really. Someone mentioned it to me once,” I explained, thinking of Aina on the bus from the airport but not wanting to stop Laia’s flow. “Go on.”


“Maria never gave me any details about the soldier or even told me his name, but the look in her eyes when she mentioned him was so sad and faraway that I knew he must have been important to her.”


“My grandfather?”


“I think it must have been. Maria told me this last year and a few days later asked me to go on the Internet and see if I could find an address for an organization of Canadian Spanish Civil War veterans. I found one. I think she used it, and that’s what triggered the response from your grandfather.” Laia fell silent and stared into the sparkling water of the fountain. At last she looked up. “I wish she had sent a letter earlier. Maybe they could have met.”


“That would have been awesome,” I said, but I didn’t really mean it. If Maria and my grandfather had met, then I wouldn’t be here now, and there was no way I wanted to change that.


“Anyway,” Laia said, “after Maria told me about the brigader, I spent a long time wondering who he might have been. I found out as much as I could about the war, the Fifteenth Brigade and the battle of the Ebre River. This summer I was going to visit where the battle happened; it’s not too far from the city. When I heard that you were coming, I decided to wait. Perhaps we could tour the battlefields together?”


“Yeah!” I almost shouted. Mentally I slapped myself for being such an idiot and tried to say something intelligent. “If Grandfather mentions places in his journal, we could visit them.”


“We could,” Laia said, her face wreathed in a smile. “You have the journal, and I shall be your tour guide. When I heard you were coming, I did some research and printed out information from a website about the battle. It lists the memorials for the Ebre battle with pictures and maps. We shall use them. They are in Spanish, but I shall translate for you.”


“You can be my guide,” I said, thinking that whoever was helping DJ up his mountain could be nothing like my guide through the history of this strange and complex land. “And we can read the journal as we go, as close to where it was written as possible.”


“That’s a good idea. We can start tomorrow on the train to the Ebre. It’s only a few hours' journey.”


“Yes,” I said, afraid to say more in case I started babbling inanely. All the talk of death and tragedy vanished, replaced by the thought of traveling with Laia.


“Then that’s what we will do,” Laia said, standing. “But I have kept you waiting for pizza long enough. On the way, more history. I will show you my street.”


“Your street?” But Laia was already on her way out of the square. I jumped to my feet and hurried after her.


Laia led the way for about 30 meters down yet another narrow street and then abruptly turned right. I almost bumped into her as I turned the corner.


“Baixada de Santa Eulalia,” she said. “The Descent of Saint Eulalia. She is the patron saint of Barcelona, and her body lies in the cathedral. Perhaps I will show you if we have time.”


“What happened to her?” I asked, still confused as to why this was Laia’s street.


“About three hundred years after Christ, Eulalia was asked by the Romans to deny Him. She refused and was tortured thirteen times, once for every year of her age, ending with decapitation. It is said a dove flew out of her severed neck. Legend has it that it was on this street that she suffered one of her tortures, being rolled along inside a barrel with knives sticking through it. So, the Descent of Saint Eulalia.”


“Another cheerful Barcelona story,” I said. “But why is it your street?”


“That is my name,” Laia said with a mischievous wink. “Laia is a short form of Eulalia. I am named for a saint, just like you, except your Saint Stephen was only stoned to death.” With a laugh, Laia set off again.
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JUNE 29





The planes come over in broad daylight, so low I feel I could reach out and touch them. They are black and evil and fly in a V formation like the geese in the fall back home. It is possible to see the bombs fall, small objects that wobble stupidly on the way down. They look harmless until the explosion rips through a building, tearing down walls, shattering windows and shredding clothing and flesh.


If there is time, people run for shelter in the subway, but often the planes appear with no warning. The bombers have complete freedom of the sky, although this morning a solitary squat biplane, a Chato I was told, appeared and attacked. One of the bombers peeled off and limped away, smoke trailing from one engine, but the Chato burst into flames and crashed into the sea.


What good is the pilot’s bravery with the odds so heavily stacked in the enemy’s favor? And it is Canada’s fault! If we, and the United States, Britain and France, supported the Spanish government, there would not be one obsolete Russian fighter but a squadron of modern fighters able to sweep the black German and Italian bombers from the sky.


Oh dear, I am preaching again, but it is hard not to. There are political slogans everywhere, on posters on ruined walls, on the crackling radios that people huddle around for news, in the speeches that we new recruits must listen to every day. It is a time for slogans.


Since the truck brought us down from the mountains, my life has been a chaos of new sensations and experiences. Barcelona is a wonderful city, but it is being steadily ground to dust by the bombers who come every day and every night. The Spanish people I have met are wonderful, coping with the bombs, food shortages, no running water and only occasional electricity with a cheerfulness I couldn’t imagine if this were Toronto. Of course they believe passionately in what they are fighting for, and that makes a huge difference.

	
We new recruits have been installed in a large ornate building on a street called Ramblas. In a few days we will be taken to our units in the countryside, but first we must be indoctrinated with the correct political ideas. Twice a day we sit and listen to a huge bear of a man with a strong Russian accent—Bob has nicknamed him Winnie the Pooh—explain why we are fighting and how it is a step toward the worldwide workers’ revolution, after which we will all live in a paradise similar to the one in Russia.


Bob scoffs at the whole thing. “We know why we are going to fight,” he says. “We volunteered. We disobeyed our own governments and traveled halfway round the world to risk our lives. I don’t think we need Winnie to tell us.”


Of course he only says this quietly to me. On the first day of lectures, one of the Americans—his name’s Carl and he’s a Communist taxi driver from the Bronx—asked if a rumor he had heard that the International Brigades were to be withdrawn from Spain was true. Winnie flew into a towering rage, yelling and screaming for almost an hour about how that sort of rumormongering only helped the Fascists and how anyone who helped the Fascists would be taken out and shot. No one has asked a question since then.


The Englishman is odd. He insists that his name is Christopher, although the Americans persist in calling him Chris. I think they do it to annoy him. Christopher is tall and blond and speaks as if he has plums stuck in his cheeks. He comes from a very wealthy family and has a First Class Honors Degree in Classics and Romance Literature from Cambridge University. He is also an ardent Communist and hangs on Winnie’s every word.


The Americans, whom Christopher calls Yanks, tease him mercilessly, but he takes it all in good spirits. Their favorite topic is how America had to come to bail England out in the Great War. Christopher simply smiles, thanks them and observes that at least they have showed up for this war on time.


We are a mixed bunch and shouldn’t really be together. Each nationality—American, British, French and German—has their own battalion, but it is not as clear as that. There are so few volunteers now and there were so many casualties in the spring retreats, that it is much more mixed. In fact, I’ve heard that most of the battalions of the International Brigades are made up of Spanish conscripts. Anyway, we are to be kept together. There was some talk of putting us with the Americans in the Lincoln-Washington Battalion, but the decision has been made for us to join the Canadians. I’m pleased.


When we are not listening to Winnie, we are taken out to help clear up bomb damage. It’s hard physical work, but what’s worse is seeing people’s lives reduced to smashed furniture, ripped clothes and torn photographs. Yesterday I found a porcelain doll in the ruins of an apartment. It was beautiful and expensive. What happened to the little girl who treasured this doll?


There is a hospital in the basement of our building run by an American nurse with Spanish help. It’s for soldiers and was busy after the fighting south of here in March and April. At the moment, it’s mostly filled with injured civilians from the bombing. I got talking to one of the Spanish nurses who wanted to practice her English. She said how grateful everyone was that foreigners like me were coming to help the Spanish people. It made me feel very proud. She lives close by and has invited me round for lunch tomorrow. I’m looking forward to it.


Much as I like Barcelona, I wish we were going to join the Mac-Paps (the nickname for the Canadian Battalion) and get on with our training. We came here to fight, after all.




NINE


As the train noisily hauled itself out of one more deserted station and continued its rumbling journey through Aragon’s dusty hills, I passed Grandfather’s journal over to Laia. She had asked if she could read it, and I saw no reason why not. My only condition was that I got to read a section first and that she would not read on past where I had got to.


I watched Laia across from me, engrossed in the journal. I could barely sit still for the three-hour journey from Barcelona’s train station, Estació de França, to Flix on the Ebro River. My doubts about what I was undertaking and my concerns about traveling on my own had vanished. Here I was, unraveling my grandfather’s mystery with a beautiful Spanish girl to help me. Perhaps she could become more than simply my guide. DJ was welcome to his mountain.


Laia glanced up and caught the stupid grin on my face as I stared at her. My ears burned with embarrassment, and I hurriedly turned to stare out the window at the endless regimented rows of gnarled olive trees marching across the parched, red hillsides.


After her history lesson yesterday, Laia had taken me to a place on the Ramblas called Café Moka for one of the best pizzas I had ever tasted. However, I was wrong in thinking the history lesson was over. “There was fighting here in 1937,” she had said, “between the Communists and the Anarchists.”


“Why?” I asked. “Weren’t they on the same side?”


“Yes, but it was not as simple as one side or the other. The Communists hated the Anarchists because they would not obey orders without discussing them first. The Communists thought that the Republic had to be centralized and organized to win the war. The Anarchists thought people should make their own decisions, even in war. The English writer George Orwell was here then and got caught up in it all.”


“The guy who wrote Animal Farm?” I asked.


Laia nodded. “He had been wounded and lived across the street from where we are now. When the fighting broke out, he fought against some Communists in this café.”


I looked around at the shiny, clean counters and modern art on the walls.


“It was very different then,” Laia had said.


I was learning that there was history everywhere and that Laia seemed to know most of it.


“Maria told me about the bombing of Barcelona when she was a girl,” Laia said, pulling me back from my memories of our pizza lunch yesterday. She closed the journal and looked out the window on the far side of the carriage. “There it is,” she said.


I followed her gaze. We were traveling beside a wide brown river flowing sluggishly between high banks. “The Ebro?” I asked.


“Yes,” she said. “It won’t be long until we arrive at Flix.”


“Did Grandfather fight here?”


“I don’t think so, although part of the battle was fought here.” She looked back at me. “Perhaps you need to know the background to the battle your grandfather fought in.”


“How come you know so much history?” I asked.


Laia thought for a minute. “I suppose because we have so much in Europe and a lot of it is violent and has happened in our backyards. But don’t distract me. Your lecture’s about to begin.”


I laughed. If all my teachers were like Laia, I would have taken every socials and history class that was offered.


“By the time your grandfather crossed the mountains, the war was going badly. The Fascists had reached the sea south of here and split the Republic in two. The bombing of Barcelona was intense, the border with France was closed and the port was blockaded by Franco’s navy. The Republic was running out of everything and it was only a matter of time before the Fascists marched down the Ramblas.”


It struck me as strange that Grandfather had chosen this time, when the war was so nearly lost, to come and fight. Maybe the journal would tell me why.


“The only hope was that a war against Fascism would break out in Europe. Then Britain and France would surely have to help Spain.”


“But Grandfather was here in 1938 and the Second World War didn’t start until 1939,” I said, proud to show off what little I had learned about history.


“Yes, but it almost began at Munich the year before.”


I couldn’t compete with Laia. “What happened at Munich?”


“The Munich Agreement?” Laia looked at me. I stared back blankly. “The crisis over Czechoslovakia?”


I shook my head.


“In 1938, Hitler threatened to invade the borderlands of Czechoslovakia. If the democracies tried to stop him, there would be war.”


“So the Second World War could have begun then?”


“Easily.”


“Why didn’t it?”


“For the same reason the democracies didn’t support the Spanish government against the Fascists: they were scared. The British and French prime ministers had a meeting with Hitler in Munich and agreed to give him the bits of Czechoslovakia that he demanded.”


“That’s harsh,” I blurted out.


“Yes,” Laia agreed. “For his part, Hitler promised that he wouldn’t invade anywhere else. The next year his army went into the rest of Czechoslovakia, and even the most frightened politician realized that war couldn’t be avoided.


“The idea here was that one big victory would encourage Britain and France to help Spain. The Republic got together everything they had left, including the surviving International Brigades, and planned a surprise attack over the Ebro River. That’s what your grandfather was part of.”


“At Flix?”


“All along the river here, but the Fifteenth Brigade crossed near Flix. I think it’s a good place to begin. Now read some more of the journal.” Laia handed Grandfather’s book back to me. “Perhaps it will tell us where to go after that.”
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JUNE 30


We have our orders! Tomorrow we will be taken out to join the Mac-Paps in the countryside where they are training. A new month and a new adventure.


Bob and I shall not miss Winnie one bit, but I shall miss Barcelona. In the past two weeks, despite the dangers of the constant bombing, I have grown to love this place. The people are unfailingly friendly and will go out of their way to help. Two days ago, I mustered almost all the Spanish I knew and asked an old man for directions to a hospital, where I was to collect some blood serum for our wounded. Not only did he point the way, but he insisted on taking me the entire distance, even though it was far and well out of his way. For the entire journey, although I understood little of what he said, he insisted on telling me stories and pointing out buildings of note. When we reached the hospital, to my great embarrassment, he embraced me and shouted “Viva las Brigadas Internacionales!” before setting off back the way we had come. These are people worth fighting for and, if anything Winnie says is to be believed, tens of thousands of them are being shot out of hand by the Fascists.


I went for lunch today with the nurse who lives nearby. Her family welcomed me as one of their own and freely shared what little food they had. Unfortunately, they had considerable wine, and after a couple of glasses on a near-empty stomach, I committed the unpardonable sin of dozing off during Winnie’s lecture this afternoon. As a punishment, I was made to clean the toilets out back, a truly disgusting job that I had avoided up until now.


Despite scrubbing my skin raw, I still smell like a barnyard and barely have the strength to hold this pen steady. I wanted to put down the good news, but now I shall sleep and dream of a tomorrow without Winnie.
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JULY 1


  Dominion Day for the Canadians. No Red Ensigns or patriotic songs, but the Mac-Paps’ flag was held high and the Internationale sung lustily. The flag is a large rectangle of red bearing the words CANADA’S MACKENZIE-PAPINEAU BATTALION, 1837–1937, Fascism shall be destroyed. It also sports a raised fist over a red star and a green maple leaf. It’s very grand, and I got a lump in my throat as we sang beneath it.


We new recruits have been formed into a squad under a Canadian officer. His name is Pat Forest, but everyone calls him Tiny because he is over six feet tall and almost that wide across the shoulders. He’s a dedicated Communist and was a stevedore on the Vancouver docks. He’s been over here since January 1937 and has been wounded FOUR times. The men say it’s because he’s such a large target.


As I had been told, most of the Mac-Paps now are young Spaniards. Some of them look even younger than I do! Tiny told us that there are Canadians scattered in other units as well. He knows of several boys in the Dabrowski Battalion because they had recently immigrated to Canada from Eastern Europe and they felt more comfortable with the language in that battalion. It’s all very strange, but there’s a feeling that nationality doesn’t matter. We’re all here for the same reason.


The Mac-Paps suffered heavily in the spring battles, but despite that, the mood is good and everyone is certain that we will win the battle that all know is coming soon.


“We’ll beat those sons-of-guns,” Tiny declared this afternoon. Actually “sons-of-guns” is not what he really said, but I don’t feel comfortable writing down the real word. “The governments in Canada, Britain and America will see what we can do and finally realize that we have to stand up to Fascism, and the sooner we do it, the better it’ll be. They don’t even need to fight, just give us some decent tanks, planes and machine guns, and we’ll do the job for them. If we win in Spain, you just watch Hitler and Mussolini run scared. Like all bullies, they’re cowards at heart.”


“And as we march triumphantly into Burgos to put Franco on trial for war crimes, we’ll look up and see a flock of pigs winging their way overhead.” This was from Hugh, a short, skinny guy who peers out from behind thick round spectacles; he’s the only veteran apart from Tiny in our squad. He was a schoolteacher in Winnipeg before he was fired for corrupting the young minds of his students with Communist ideas. He’s just back from having a bomb fragment dug out of his thigh and still has a limp. Hugh’s the wet blanket in the squad, always there with a negative point of view whenever anyone says anything positive. What he said annoyed me, but the others simply shrugged it off with a laugh.


“Have you all forgotten what it was like back in March and April?” Hugh went on. “We had nothing to stop those German panzer tanks, bullets just bounced off them, and where was our air force? All I ever saw were a few relics that were blasted out of the sky as soon as they showed up. Those damned German and Italian bombers owned the sky, and the worst were those dive-bombers, coming straight down at us with those sirens wailing.” Hugh fell silent and absentmindedly rubbed his wounded leg.


“Listen to him,” Tiny said to us with a broad grin. “He thinks the dive-bombers were specifically after him.”


“Might as well be,” Hugh said bitterly, limping off. He threw a final comment over his shoulder. “They’ll get us all sooner or later.”


“Pay him no mind,” Tiny told us. “This time we’ve got tanks. They came over when the French border was open this summer. If no one messes up, we’ll have surprise on our side too. Franco’s concentrating on taking Valencia to the south, and he’s getting hung up on the defensive lines there. Our attack’ll come as a shock. Now, let’s get you lot started on some training, else all the surprise in the world won’t do us a bit of good.”


Tonight Bob and I have bedded down with the rest of the squad in a ruined stone farmhouse. There’s no roof, but that doesn’t matter. I don’t think it ever rains here, and it’s nice to look up and see the stars. I’m writing this by the light from the stub of a candle stuck on a tin plate. Bob’s asleep and I will be soon. I just wanted to put down a few thoughts first.


Life here is hard and we haven’t even started to fight yet, but I’m happy. Everything’s much simpler here than at home and, if I’m honest, which I promised I would be in these pages, that’s one of the main reasons why I left. Oh, I came to fight against the Fascists, and now that I’m here I’m fighting for the wonderful people I’ve met and to stop those black bombers flying over Barcelona, but I was running away as well. Running away from boredom and not knowing what I’m going to do with my life.


Well, enough of this maudlin dwelling on the past. I must get some rest. I will write more when I get the chance.




TEN


The bright sunlight stabbed my eyes as the train rushed out of the tunnel. I squinted and the Ebro came into focus, meandering around a narrow neck of land. Perched on the highest point of the peninsula stood the rounded walls of a ruined castle. Modern buildings spilled down the hillside almost to the water’s edge, and trucks bustled over a long bridge in front of us. The train slowed as it approached an open platform.


“Is this Flix?” I asked.


“Yes. This is where we start,” Laia said. She closed the journal after her turn to read and passed it over to me. Then she stood and retrieved her backpack from the overhead rack.


I got my backpack down and stuffed the journal safely into one of the outside pockets. “We still don’t know where we go from here. The last sections of Grandfather’s journal weren’t much help.”


“No,” Laia admitted, “but he’s not writing every day and he doesn’t fill the pages with a lot of trivia. I don’t think it will be long before we get to the battle. It started on July twenty-fifth. Let’s find a hostel and then walk up to the castle. That will give us good views in both directions along the river. If we read enough of his journal, that should tell us where to go tomorrow.”


“Okay,” I agreed as the train lurched to a stop. I was enjoying Laia being my guide and taking care of everything.
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We found a small guesthouse only a few blocks from the station. The owner, a tiny, stooped, ancient woman dressed entirely in black, looked at us suspiciously when Laia asked if she had any rooms. She cheered up when we explained that we required separate rooms.


The rooms were small but cheap. My feet hung off the end of the bed and we shared an equally cramped bathroom down the hall. We had a brief argument over who should pay. I felt that I should use Grandfather’s money for everything on this trip. Laia insisted that she pay her share, so we compromised—I would pay for the rooms and she would buy our food.


As we left to climb to the castle, the landlady engaged us in conversation. She had obviously been waiting by the front door to tackle us at the first opportunity, and undoubtedly news of our visit would be all over town by the time we returned from our walk.


Laia told her that I was Canadian and that my grandfather had fought here during the war and we were here to research what had happened to him.


For half an hour, we were treated to a monologue about how hard life had been when she was a girl. Laia translated the main points as best she could. Apparently there had been little actual fighting in Flix itself, although the town had been bombed because the Republican headquarters had been in the railway tunnel we had passed through and there had been several pontoon bridges on the river nearby. As important to her was the fact that sugar had been impossible to buy and the bread was disgusting and very expensive.


As we tried to edge out the door, the woman turned to me. She grabbed my arm with a surprisingly strong grip and stared in my face. I was surprised to see a tear in the corner of her eye. “Gracias,” she said.


I mumbled, “You’re welcome,” without really knowing what I was being thanked for.


“Gracias. Gracias,” the woman repeated. Tears were now streaming freely down her wrinkled cheeks. To my utter embarrassment, the old woman let go of my arm, raised her clenched fist in the air and, in a voice quavering with age and emotion, launched into the song that I had first heard sung on the bus from the airport. “Viva la Quince Brigada, rumba la rumba la rumba la…”


I stood uncomfortably as she sang to me. When she was finished, she wiped her eyes on her sleeve, hugged me and scuttled back inside the house.


“Wow!” I said as we went off through the narrow streets. “What was that all about?”


“She was thanking you for the International Brigades,” Laia replied.


“But the war was over more than seventy years ago. I had nothing to do with it.”


“True, but as I told you, you carry your past with you. Your grandfather fought here with the International Brigades. She cannot thank him, so she thanks you. We are Spanish; we carry a very heavy past, and the war years and the hard times after it are still remembered by those who lived through them. Even today we are still finding mass graves and learning about the many thousands of babies that were stolen at birth and given to nuns for adoption by Fascist families. The past is very real for us.”


We walked the rest of the way up the hill to the castle in silence. I was deep in thought. Were the old woman’s tears part of the passion that Grandfather had talked about? Had the war meant as much to him as it obviously did to her? If so, why had he never talked about it? I was finding things out, but I was no closer to discovering the things that Grandfather seemed to want me to understand on this journey.


The rough stones of Flix Castle were warm in the afternoon sun. Laia was right; the views were spectacular in both directions. I tried to imagine two armies fighting and dying on the banks of the river, but it all seemed too tranquil—the farmers working their fields, seagulls swooping above the water and the occasional small fishing boat drifting with the sluggish current.


“I’m going to wander around the ruins,” Laia said. “Why don’t you read some more and see if your grandfather tells us where to go next.”


“Okay,” I said. Laia wandered off, and I settled myself as comfortably as possible against a smooth section of wall and opened the journal.
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JULY 15


  Two weeks since I added to these pages. If I’m going to keep my promise to write down what is happening I have to force myself to write despite the tiredness.


We are still in the ruined farmhouse, although there are rumors that we will be moving soon. Every day we train for twelve or fourteen hours. Some days we go to a nearby river and practice launching small boats and rowing them over, but mostly we simply charge over rough hills and practice digging ditches and building low walls to hide behind. There is some weapons practice, but since there is only one rifle for every two men, this is only occasional. Most excitingly, there has been some training in advancing with tanks. We don’t have actual tanks—they are being kept in a safe place until the attack—so we have to imagine that officers carrying huge red flags are mechanized vehicles.


Tiny is wonderful—generous with his time for us new recruits but stern when he has to be. Bob was goofing off during an exercise the other day, and Tiny tore a strip off him in front of everyone. “This is not a joke,” he said. “War is not a game. The things I am trying to teach you could save your life in a few days. More importantly, they could save the life of the man beside you, and we need every man alive and fighting if we are to win this battle.”


Bob, and the rest of us, were suitably chastised and have taken the work more seriously since then.


Hugh continues with his negative comments. Just this evening, we were talking about the tanks that are to support us. “A whole bunch of officers carrying red flags will certainly scare the Fascists,” Hugh observed.


“That’s just for training,” I said. “The real tanks will be here when we need them.”


Hugh turned his gaze on me. “How are we going to get across the Ebro?”


“In the boats we’ve been practicing in,” I said, confused by his apparently stupid question.


“How many men does each boat hold?” he asked.


“Eight. You know that.”


Hugh nodded. “And how many tanks?”


“What do you mean?” I said, annoyed at my own confusion. “That’s a dumb question. The boats are far too small to carry tanks.”


Hugh smiled and continued as if he was explaining something to a five-year-old child. “The Fascists are on one side of the river and we’re on the other. Assuming—and it’s a big assumption—that we manage to keep this attack secret and they don’t manage to shoot us all to hell in the river, we get across and establish a bridgehead. Say we’re lucky and we push forward for a couple of days. What do we do then?”


“We keep going,” I said.


“Supported by our wonderful tanks?”


“Of course.”


“As you so cleverly pointed out, a tank won’t fit in one of our boats, and I doubt very much if the Fascists have been kind enough to leave us an intact bridge over the river.”


“We’ve got engineers,” I said. “They’ll be following up to build bridges.”


“And the Fascist dive-bombers will be overhead cheering them on. You’re a good kid, but you’ve a lot to learn. The only victories we’ve ever won have been defensive. The Fascists have better planes, better artillery, better tanks, better rifles and more of everything. Every time we go into the open, we get cut to pieces. It’s happened over and over again and it’ll happen this time too, sooner or later.”


Hugh wrapped himself in his blanket and turned away from me. His negativity annoys me intensely, but part of me wonders if he might be right! I’m tired. I must get some sleep now before I dwell too much on this.
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JULY 18


We were at rifle drill today when the bolt blew out of one of the older rifles we have. It tore a huge gash in the cheek of the man holding it, Horst, the German refugee who crossed the Pyrenees with Bob and me. I think it broke his cheekbone as well. He was extremely lucky not to lose an eye. He was evacuated to Barcelona, sitting in the back of an ambulance, his face covered in bloody bandages and his fist raised in defiant salute.


Hugh was standing beside me and commented on how lucky the man was to be missing the upcoming battle. I’m afraid I lost my temper. “If you don’t want to fight,” I said, “why don’t you just leave? You’re nothing but a coward.”


Hugh glared at me, and for a minute I thought he was about to hit me, but then he burst out laughing. “All sensible men are cowards,” he said, “but I’m not going anywhere. I came here to fight and to kill Fascists, and I’ve been doing that for the past year and a half. I’m not about to stop now. There’s hardly any of the original boys left. Me and Tiny’re about all there is from the twenty-five who trekked over the mountains on Christmas Eve 1936. If this war goes on much longer, I wouldn’t put money on me seeing another Christmas. If that’s what happens, so be it. I made a commitment to something and I’m not about to back down, but I’ll be damned if I’ll go cheerfully to my death, blind to all the stupidity and mistakes that have cost far too many good men their lives. Everyone lies, kid,” Hugh said, patting me on the shoulder. “Learn that, and maybe you’ll live a little longer.”


What a strange man Hugh is.


I wonder if Horst will be tended to by the nurse I met in Barcelona.
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JULY 20


I have a hat. A beret actually. There is very little regulation-issue headgear, so everyone wears whatever they have or can scrounge. Had I known this, I would have picked something up in Barcelona.


Anyway, I have been talking to Marcel the Frenchman we traveled with. Despite all the evidence to the contrary, he assumes that because Bob and I are from Canada, we can speak fluent French. In reality, I think he simply wants to practice his English because he has a bunch of distant relatives in New Brunswick and wants to go there one day.


Marcel owns a beret that he claims was once the property of the writer Ernest Hemingway when he lived in Paris. I doubt that is true, although the beret looks old and worn enough, and Marcel does say that he is planning on writing a book about his experiences in Spain. He puts me to shame by writing voluminous notes in a large red notebook at every opportunity.


This morning, Marcel acquired a wide-brimmed canvas hat from a local farmer in exchange for a bottle of cheap brandy he had brought from Barcelona. The hat is in no better condition than the beret, but the brim helps keep the blistering sun off. I had admired Marcel’s beret, and since I didn’t have a hat of any sort, he offered it to me. It is only a loan and Marcel insisted that I promise to return it after the battle.


I pinned my badge on it and wore it proudly all day. Bob says I look like a Parisian gangster and Hugh commented that a steel helmet would be more use, but I am happy.
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JULY 21 


Just a quick scrawl to say we have our orders. We move out tonight for the Ebro. It’s not long now. I’m so excited I can barely hold this pen still. This is what I came for. I wish I’d written more before. I don’t know when I’ll get another chance to write.
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JULY 22


In a barn, somewhere. We march at night and hide from the Fascist planes during the day. Thankfully, there are few planes about, otherwise they could not fail to notice that something is afoot. Men stream along every road and track, and trucks rumble back and forth incessantly. It’s tiring, but all our spirits are high. I haven’t seen any tanks yet, but then, I suppose they are being kept hidden until the attack.
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JULY 23


Still in the barn. It’s boring and hot. When will we move forward?


Christopher sang us a song this evening. Apparently it was written by a Brit at a place outside Madrid called Jarama. It’s sung to the tune of “Red River Valley,” but the words disturbed me. They are not about glory and what we are fighting for but about a bunch of bored soldiers thinking they have been forgotten. I persuaded Christopher to tell me the words.




There’s a valley in Spain called Jarama,


That’s a place that we all know so well.


For ’tis there that we wasted our manhood,


And most of our old age as well.




From this valley they tell us we’re leaving


But don’t hasten to bid us adieu


For e’en though we make our departure


We’ll be back in an hour or two.




Oh, we’re proud of the British Battalion


And the marathon record it’s made


Please do us this one little favor


And take this last word to Brigade:




“You will never be happy with strangers,


They would not understand you as we,


So remember the Jarama Valley


And the old men who wait patiently.”




“It’s not about the war or fighting,” I pointed out.


“My young friend,” Christopher said in his upper-class voice, “soldier’s songs rarely are. If you are in the business of killing and dying, you don’t want to sing about it. Only those not in war make up songs like that. Soldiers sing about home, sweethearts and boredom.”


“It just doesn’t seem very patriotic,” I insisted.


Christopher smiled at me. “How about this then? At Jarama, the British Battalion of six hundred men fought for three days over a place they called ‘Suicide Hill.’ Four hundred of them didn’t make it. Is that patriotic enough for you?”
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JULY 24


It is eight o’clock and the sun has just sunk below the lip of the gully we are sheltering in. I will write what I can before the twilight fades. We are not allowed candles. In five hours we attack. The Mac-Paps are in the second wave and will cross the Ebro tomorrow morning. The Catalans will go ahead of us and clear the far bank of the Moorish troops dug in there. We cross between Flix and Ascó and head south to Corbera and Gandesa. Tiny says it is about 12 miles to Gandesa. Units south of us will be closer, but we will have an easier time as we will follow a major valley most of the way. Other units will have to fight over a series of ridges. I hope he is right.


Tiny called us together this afternoon to let us know about the attack. He took us to the top of a nearby ridge, no easy task in the heat of the day. From the top, we could see the castle of Flix to the north and Ascó to the south. Neither are more than 1 or 2 miles away, but they are in another world. The world across the river, where we must go tomorrow.


Hugh asked what the orders were. Tiny smiled and said that they were simple enough even for Hugh to understand: “Go as fast and as far as possible toward Gandesa.” I expected Hugh to retort with some comment about how were we supposed to win with orders like that, but he kept silent.


No one will sleep tonight. Those of us lucky enough to have rifles clean them obsessively. There is only one rifle for every two men, and Bob got one because he scored better than me on the range. He has promised to shoot the first Moor we see and give me his rifle.


This is it, what we all came for. Everyone sits silent with their own thoughts. No one jokes or fools about. Even Hugh has stopped complaining. Many of the men write letters on scraps of paper. I gave Bob a page from this journal and he wrote a letter to his parents. I have it in my pocket in case anything happens to him. This journal will be my letter. I have asked Bob to give it to the Spanish nurse in Barcelona.


Why did I do that? I barely know her. I suppose it’s because this is such a different world, no one at home could understand. I’m not the same person I was only a few weeks ago when I crossed the mountains. In some ways I’ve grown up. I guess, if I survive the next few days, I’ll grow up even more.


Tomorrow, each of us will carry a pack that must weigh at least 50 pounds. Until the bridges are built, we will have to survive on whatever we can carry with us, scrounge from the locals or steal from the enemy. In addition to my blanket, mess kit and so on, I have several extra clips of ammunition (which will be no use if I have an enemy rifle with a different caliber); a sack of biscuits; a couple of small loaves of bread; three rings of red, spicy, dry chorizo sausage; several oranges; and, oddly, a tin of English corned beef. We all received one of the last items, so I suppose a shipload must have got through the blockade. I wish it had been loaded with rifles.


Water will be a problem, so I have my canteen and two extra leather pouches called botas. They take a bit of practice to use as they are held away from the mouth and the water, or wine, is sprayed in. It was messy to begin with, but I am getting the hang of it.


There is no moon tonight, so it is getting too dark to write much more. I will carry the journal in my tunic pocket and scrawl a few words whenever I get a chance. On to Gandesa!




ELEVEN


Laia and I stood on the highest bit of wall we could scramble up. We could just make out the roofs of Ascó, 5 kilometers south. Somewhere on the winding river between here and there, my grandfather, Bob, Tiny, Christopher, Marcel, Hugh, Carl and the other two Americans had crossed to go into battle. The temptation to read on was almost overwhelming, but I had resisted.


“Now we know where to go next,” Laia said.


“Down to Ascó and then along the valley to Corbera and Gandesa.”


“Exactly. We shall follow in your grandfather’s footsteps.”


“Are there buses?” I asked.


“Yes, but I have a better idea.”


“What?”


Laia’s face broke into a mischievous smile. “You’ll find out tomorrow.” She jumped down off the wall and headed back toward town. “Come on,” she shouted back at me, “I’ll buy you a plate of snails.”


“Did you say snails?”


“You’ll love them,” she said with a laugh. “They’re a local delicacy.”


As I trotted after Laia, I thought of something else Grandfather had mentioned in his journal. “Do you think the nurse in Barcelona that he keeps thinking about was Maria?”


Laia stopped and turned to me. “I was wondering that too. Do you think so?”


“It’s possible. I hope he mentions a name soon.”


“Something else I was wondering,” Laia said. “The beret must be the one in the suitcase.” I nodded. “But your grandfather says that it was special to Marcel and it was only on loan. I wonder why he never gave it back.” We walked the rest of the way down the hill in silence.
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As it turned out, we didn’t get our snails right away. Our landlady was waiting for us by the guesthouse door. Without giving us a chance to say anything, she grabbed my arm and led us off down the street, babbling something over her shoulder.


“What’s she saying?” I asked Laia, who seemed to find my predicament vastly amusing.


“She told you to come with her.”


“As if I had any choice,” I said.


“There is something she wishes to show you. Something from her childhood.”


I groaned. What was there about her childhood that could possibly interest me? I silently prayed that whatever it was, it didn’t involve hugging and bursting into song.


The old woman hurried us along about three blocks and stopped in front of a black wrought-iron gate. Above the gate was the silhouette of a plane with bombs falling from it. On one side was the word Refugi and on the other Antiaeri. A narrow passage led to a heavy black door in the hillside.


“Is this an air-raid shelter?” I guessed.


“Yes,” Laia replied, and then we were through the gate and at the door.


A man almost as old as our guide appeared from a small room, and he and the old woman spoke rapidly. I caught the woman saying something about Brigadas Internacionales, and the old man stared hard at me. When she had finished, he stepped forward and grasped my hand. “Gracias por su abuelo,” he said as he pumped it up and down.


“He’s thanking you for your grandfather,” Laia said.


  “De nada,” I replied, hoping that I’d got the expression for “Don’t mention it” correct.


Obviously feeling that I was her exclusive property and that I had spent enough time with the old man, our landlady hustled me forward. The man produced a huge key, and as he unlocked the door and hauled it open, I was left to marvel at how everyone here seemed intent on thanking me profusely for something I had nothing to do with.


When the door was open, the man pulled a switch beside a large black box on the wall and lights flickered on all along a brick-lined tunnel. The roof was rounded and the tunnel seemed to end in a room carved out of the natural rock. The woman hustled me along.


The room, and other rough corridors leading off it, were lined with modern information boards showing maps, pictures of planes, different types of bombs and ruined buildings. There were also old pictures of the tunnels lined with people—men, women and children—sitting against the walls and staring at the camera with worried expressions. I wanted to look more closely at the pictures and have Laia translate the text for me, but the old woman was talking again and Laia was struggling to keep up.


“She spent many days and nights here when she was a girl,” Laia said. “During the war there was a lot of bombing. You could feel the ground shake and stones fell from the roof.” As Laia was explaining all this, the old woman jumped up and down and waved her arms in the air to simulate the ground moving and things falling down. “It felt like everything was going to collapse on top of you, and if you survived, you didn’t know if you would have a house to go back to. You could hear the bombs fall above.”


The woman was leaping around now, screaming, “Boom! Boom! Boom!”


Obviously unimpressed by my stunned reaction, she dragged me aside to one of the information boards and dramatically pressed a black button. A TV screen sputtered to life with images of black planes, bombs falling and exploding, burning buildings, walls collapsing and bodies, looking like limp dolls, scattered through the rubble in the streets. On the soundtrack, sirens wailed and explosions roared. As suddenly as it had begun, the audiovisual display ended, leaving us standing in overwhelmed silence.


“La guerra,” the woman said quietly.


“The war,” Laia translated, unnecessarily. Even I knew that much.


As if returning to life, the woman plucked at my sleeve and led me to another board. This one was mostly taken up with a picture of people in the tunnel. She peered at the picture and pointed an arthritic finger at a little girl huddled in the middle distance. She wasn’t clearly in focus but looked to be about five or six. She peered nervously out from between two adults, presumably her parents.


“Esa soy yo,” the woman said.


I didn’t need Laia to translate. “That’s you?” I asked.


The woman nodded vigorously. “Tenia cinco años.”


“You were five years old.” The woman grinned broadly to reveal a row of yellowed teeth. She grabbed my hand. I thought I was off on another excursion to her past, but she did the same to Laia. Spouting a long string of Spanish, the old woman forced us to hold hands and shoved us down the corridor toward the daylight. As we emerged, blinking at the brightness, I asked Laia what the woman had said.


Laia gave my hand a squeeze that sent shivers down my spine. “She said the war is over. Go and be young.”
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The next morning, I texted DJ. hru bro? up the mntn yet? ig stories 2 tell. hag1. Then I suffered through our landlady’s tearful farewell and promised to come back one day. I followed Laia to find out what method of transport she had in mind. We stopped outside a well-lit storefront. Lined up on the sidewalk outside were several brightly colored scooters.


“Scooters?” I said.


“Yes,” Laia said proudly. “They are cheap to rent, and on them we can go wherever we want, not just where the bus goes.”


“But I don’t have a full license,” I said. “I can’t rent one.”


“Yes, you can,” Laia said, smiling. “If we get small scooters, fifty cc, we only have to be sixteen years old and we do not need licenses. We will not be able to win a race with a Porsche, but we have time.”


Half an hour later, we were puttering through the narrow streets on bright blue scooters. I was a bit wobbly to begin with because of the weight of my backpack, but our machines were really easy to drive—they had electric starters and automatic transmissions—and they were cheap, only about $150 for four days. We made a brief stop to buy some sausage and bread before I followed Laia out of town into the hilly, dry countryside. As the sun rose higher and I watched Laia’s dark hair fly out from under her helmet, I reflected that I had never felt happier. “Thanks, Grandfather,” I murmured.
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After we turned inland at Ascó, the road was hillier than I had expected and dry. The only things that seemed to grow here were olive trees and grape vines, and they were pretty boring to look at after the first few thousand. I entertained myself wondering if Grandfather had walked over this or that hill.


After 15 kilometers, I ached all over and was getting tired of almost being sucked out into the middle of the road every time a huge truck roared past inches away from me. I was relieved when Laia turned off past a collection of stone buildings, and we came to a stop in front of some sort of memorial.


“This is the Memorial of the Camposines,” she explained. “It is dedicated to the soldiers of both sides in the battle.”


I slid off my scooter and gratefully dropped my backpack to the ground. Laia did the same but much more gracefully. She took a printed sheet from her pack and looked at it. “This is a memorial in two parts. That part,” she said, indicating a concrete wall lined with colored information boards, “tells the story of ten soldiers who fought around here. They symbolize all who fought here. The other part”—Laia pointed to a set of steps disappearing round the corner—“is not open to the public. It is an”—she frowned in concentration—“an ossario, a place where the bones of the dead are kept.”


“A graveyard,” I suggested.


“Yes,” Laia agreed hesitantly. “Bones are still being found in the hills around, so they are brought here for burial. Soldiers from both sides lie together.”


I took a step toward the information boards, but Laia stopped me. “I have a suggestion. I will read the boards while you read the next pages of the journal. Then you can look around while I read.”


“Sure,” I said. I was happy enough to sit and get on with the journal, but I felt a bit like I was being ordered about. I was getting used to the country and feeling more comfortable traveling. I appreciated everything Laia had done and was doing—I would never have found out half as much without her—but a part of me wanted to have more say in what we did. I’d escaped one big brother; I didn’t want a big sister. Still, now probably wasn’t the time to say anything about it. I retrieved Grandfather’s book from my pack and sat on one of the wooden benches looking out over the wide valley.
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JULY 25, SUNSET


How do I start? What can I say? How do I describe this day?


We are halted in an olive grove on a hillside south of Ascó. To write this, I am fighting exhaustion, the fading light and a strange weakness that comes from the release of tension. I have been elated, terrified, shocked and confused many times today, and my memories are little more than a series of images and feelings that I am not even certain come back to me in the right order, but I will try to tell what happened as best I can.


We went down to the river before dawn. There was firing from the other side, but the Catalans who crossed overnight had achieved complete surprise and pushed well over the first hills. We crossed eight or nine at a time in small boats that followed ropes strung over the river. Shells exploded up and down the river, sending tall columns of water into the dawn sky, but they were fired from far away and did no damage that I saw. The only casualty near me on the crossing was a young Spanish soldier who stumbled getting out of the boat, fell and broke his wrist. He was immediately ferried back across. Would Hugh say he was lucky?


There was a wonderful feeling standing on the far bank, a place that had been enemy territory until a few hours before. Men milled about, collecting equipment, piling supplies and organizing themselves into units for the advance. Engineers were already beginning to construct a rough pontoon bridge over the river.


Tiny kept us together and moved us away from the chaos of the river. We found a pile of captured rifles, German Mausers, and those without one helped themselves. Not much ammunition, but at least I now have a weapon. Passed a column of Moorish prisoners. They were being herded none too gently by some Spanish soldiers and looked sullen and downcast. They were an exotic sight in their red fez’s and turbans, and wearing blankets over their uniforms.


As we stumbled up the first ridge, we suffered our first casualties. A random shell exploded to my left, almost deafening me but killing two men and wounding several, including one man who had his arm torn completely off. I saw it spiral through the air and land 10 feet from him.


I can’t believe I wrote that so casually. Back home, something like that would be a major disaster, and I would have been horrified and sickened. Here someone simply applied a tourniquet, and the man and the other wounded were led or carried down to the boats. Have I become a monster, or is it the tension of battle? Oddly, the explosion and the man and his arm seem much more vivid and real now, many hours after, than they did at the time. Then it seemed at times almost as if I was simply an observer. Someone who has paid their nickel to watch a moving picture show.


Anyway, Tiny checked that everybody was all right (I found a piece of shrapnel wedged in my backpack), and we continued. We trudged over a couple of low hills, seeing quite a lot of abandoned Fascist equipment and more lines of prisoners. Shells still exploded here and there, but we were well spread out and I don’t think they did much damage. We could hear firing in the distance and see the smoke from much heavier artillery fire.


Word came that we were to stop for a break and we drank and ate some sausage and bread. I was shocked to see that it was early afternoon. I would have sworn that we had crossed the Ebro only an hour or two ago, but the day was half done.


We sat and waited for orders for a long time. As we eventually collected our packs and set off again, a squadron of dark shapes flew over, heading toward the river.


“Heinkel one-elevens,” Hugh commented, shading his eyes against the sun and squinting up. “Not as fast as those Italian Savoias, but they can carry more bombs. I don’t envy the boys working on the river bridges.”


We watched them pass in silence. “They were like a flock of big black birds,” Bob commented afterward. I didn’t reply, but I was glad we had crossed early enough in the morning to miss them.


The rest of the day was spent in a boring march, spread out over the country so as not to offer a tempting target to the planes that shuttled back and forth above us all the time. “Not one of ours,” Hugh commented bitterly every time a flight passed over.


I find it hard to believe all the things I have seen today, not just the river crossing or the shell exploding. Almost every moment of today I saw something new and different, and often something dreadful that would have shocked me into a panic back in the old world. Even on what I called this afternoon’s “boring march,” I saw bodies, wrecked artillery pieces, a burned-out farmhouse surrounded by dead goats, and groups of our own wounded heading back for the river. The last were filthy, exhausted and bloodstained, and the less severely wounded helped or carried the others, but everyone cheered us as we passed and gave the clenched-fist salute. I wonder if I will be able to go back to worrying about the boring “normal” world after this is all over.




TWELVE


“Do you think that piece of black metal in the suitcase was the shrapnel that got caught in his pack?”


“Probably,” Laia replied. “He seemed to collect things.”


“I wish we could know exactly where he was. For all we know, he could have spent the night in that olive grove across the road.” We were finishing off a lunch of spicy sausage and bread. At the expense of a wet shirt and Laia’s laughter, I was learning how to drink out of a leather bota. “At least we’re eating and drinking much the same as him.”


“When we get to Corbera d’Ebre and Gandesa, it should be easier to work out where things happened.” Laia lifted the bota and directed a precise stream of water into her mouth from arm’s length.


“Corbera can’t be far now,” I said.


“It’s not,” Laia agreed, “we’ll be there easily by tonight.”


“I’ve been thinking,” I said, hesitantly. “Maybe we shouldn’t go straight to Corbera.”


“What do you mean?” Laia asked. I was relieved to see she looked puzzled at my suggestion and not angry.


“Did you see the map of the area in the display?” She nodded and I hurried on, “It showed a side road going off to a place called La Frat…something.”


“La Fatarella,” Laia said. I was encouraged to see that she was smiling at my pitiful pronunciation.


“I know my Spanish isn’t any good, but there seems to be a museum there, and there was a picture of some trenches.”


“Yes,” Laia said as she rummaged through the folder of pages she had printed from the Civil War website. “There are a couple of places where the trenches from the fighting are preserved, and you are right, there is a museum to the International Brigades in the village itself. We should go there. I am sorry I missed it.”


“No, don’t be sorry,” I said. “You’re a great tour guide. I couldn’t do this without you.”


Laia smiled. “Thank you. There’s so much history it’s hard to know what to pick. Most of the tourists who come to Spain just come for the sun, the beaches and the cheap wine. They may run through a cathedral, but that’s all.”


I nodded agreement, thinking of Elsie and Edna from the plane. How was their holiday going? I wondered. Probably very different from mine.


“Only the old people care about our history.”


“You care.”


“I care because of Maria. You care because of your grandfather.”


It was true. History had become much more important to me since reading Grandfather’s journal. Maybe that was one thing he intended. “Okay,” I said, “let’s do it.” I stood and stretched my aching back. “Is it far to La Fatarella?”


“Are you regretting our side trip already?” The smile I got from Laia was worth all the discomfort I was certain was soon coming my way.
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I groaned at the turnoff when I read the sign announcing that La Fatarella was 8 kilometers away. Then I shook my head in disgust; an aching back and a few kilometers on an uncomfortable scooter were nothing compared to what Grandfather had gone through. The going was easy for the first couple of kilometers. The road was flat and straight, and there was no traffic. It allowed my mind to wander to something that had been niggling at me for a while. Ultimately we were headed for Corbera, and that was what Grandfather had called the town, but back at the memorial Laia had given it its full name, Corbera d’Ebre, and that was familiar, but from where?


The road was beginning to climb and the scooter’s small engine was complaining when I remembered Aina on the bus in from the airport. The town where her grandfather—no, the grandfather of one of her relatives, a cousin or something—lived was Corbera d’Ebre. He had been in the war and been saved by an International Brigader. Aina had given me his address. I tried to reach into my pocket and…almost fell off the scooter. It could wait until we stopped.


I had to concentrate harder on my driving as our route steepened and we began to wind along roads cut between walls of layered white rock. The only buildings were rough stone huts at the edges of the ever-present vineyards and olive groves. Most looked as if they had been there forever and had grown out of the ground rather than been built by farmers.


After a series of particularly vicious switchbacks, the road leveled out as we reached the top of the range of hills. Laia slowed while she checked the map, a feat that would have had me in the ditch. We continued for a few hundred meters and turned off on an unmarked dirt track. After about a hundred meters of wrestling with the scooter as it was mercilessly thrown from one pothole to the next, we stopped beside a pile of rocks. Laia parked her scooter, jumped off and removed her helmet. I followed suit. “Where are we?” I asked.


“Hill five thirty-six,” she replied, setting off around the pile of rocks.


All at once, we were standing on the lip of a depression cut out of the hilltop. To one side, a room had been excavated into the rock face; the doorway was surrounded by piled sandbags. Laia scrambled down, and I followed.


“What is this?” I asked as we peered into the dark, dank hole.


“This was part of the trench line that was dug by the Republican soldiers during the battle.”


“Could my grandfather have been here?”


Laia thought for a moment. “Probably not. I think these date from November of ’38. That was after the International Brigades were sent home.”


“They were sent home?” I asked as Laia scrambled around the end of the hollow and up the hill. Then she disappeared.


“Wait,” I said, hurrying so much that I slipped and scratched my arm painfully on a sharp rock.


Laia was standing in a trench carved into the rock. It was the scene in the photograph I had found at the memorial. The trench was at least a meter and a half deep and stretched in an irregular line along the crest of the ridge. It was made deeper by rocks roughly placed on the lip. “Una fosa,” she said. “A trench.”


I scrambled down beside her. If I stood up, I could just see over the rocks and across the wide valley at the bottom of the ridge. I tried to imagine being a soldier standing here while the enemy charged up at me. I failed. “This is really from the war?” I asked.


“Yes. People keep it tidy, but this is what it was like.”


I walked up and down the short stretch of trench, trying to picture it filled with soldiers: Grandfather, Bob and the others.


“Why were the International Brigades sent home?” I asked once we were back at the scooters.


“The government thought that if they made a gesture, sent home the foreigners who fought for the Republic, that would force Britain and France to put pressure on Germany and Italy to withdraw their troops, planes and tanks. Of course it didn’t work, and anyway, I don’t think it made any difference. By that time most of the Brigaders had been killed or wounded. Your grandfather says in his journal, even before the Ebro, that most of the men in the Mac-Paps were young Spanish conscripts.”


I nodded.


“There was a parade through Barcelona on October 29, 1938. Maria was there. She told me that the streets were covered with flowers and people were weeping openly. La Pasionaria, a Communist politician, made a famous speech to the Brigaders.” Laia closed her eyes in concentration. “‘You can go with pride. You are history. You are legend. We will not forget you; and, when the olive tree of peace puts forth its leaves, entwined with the laurels of the Spanish Republic’s victory, come back!…Long Live the International Brigades.’”


Laia opened her eyes and smiled. “Maria knew the whole speech by heart and, even six decades afterward, could never repeat it without a tear in her eye.”


Laia glanced at her watch. “We should probably go if we are to have time to see the museum in La Fatarella before it closes today.”


I nodded agreement and hauled my aching limbs onto the scooter.
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From the road down the hill into town, La Fatarella looked like a comfortable place, a collection of red-tiled roofs nestled in a curve of the road and surrounded by prosperous farms and regimented terraces of olive groves. With Laia asking directions, we worked our way through the narrow streets, some of which were oddly covered by stone arches and wooden beams, until we arrived at a guesthouse a block away from the church in the center of the village. It was even smaller than our accommodation in Flix, but it was cheap and there was no emotional landlady. We dropped our packs, parked our scooters and walked to the museum of the International Brigades on the edge of town.


The museum wasn’t large, but it was packed with information. Dozens of national flags hung to one side and the walls were covered with photographs of soldiers from all around the world who had flocked to fight in Spain.


Laia translated the information boards for me. Of the 40,000 foreigners who volunteered for the International Brigades, the greatest number—10,000—were from France. The statistics confirmed that almost 1,600 Canadians fought in Spain and that about half of them died.


We spent more than two hours wandering around staring at photographs of stern-looking men and rusted equipment. I tried to imagine Grandfather in the photographs, but it was hard. I knew him when he was alive and I was coming to know him through his writing, but the displays were impersonal and cold. I didn’t doubt that the men in the photographs were as passionate as Grandfather, but I didn’t know them.


As we stepped out into the late afternoon sunshine, I remembered that there was something I was going to talk to Laia about. “A girl on the bus in from Barcelona airport gave me the address of someone in Corbera. She said he was the grandfather of some relative and that, as a boy, he had been saved by an International Brigader.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the scrap of paper that Aina had given me and handed it to Laia.


“Pablo Aranda, Avinguda Catalunya, 21, 43784, Corbera d’Ebre,” she read slowly. “We shall look for him in Corbera. Perhaps he has a story to tell. In any case, you look tired. Perhaps you are not used to our scooters?”


“Not really,” I said.


Laia laughed. “Then let us go and find somewhere comfortable to read the next section of the journal, and then we can find some dinner.”


“Sounds good, but first I have to call home to let Mom know I am all right. This would be a good time to catch her.”


Laia moved away from me as I took out my phone. I had a couple of texts from DJ. Getting up, but it’s hard, the first one read. I never thought I could be this tired. The second one said simply, Hope I can make it. That wasn’t like DJ. It worried me. I texted back, Go for it. I wanted to say more but I was confused by DJ’s uncertainty.


The phone call to Mom went well. I told her I was fine and had found out a lot about Grandfather, without going into specifics. She told me stuff that was going on at home, none of which seemed in the least bit important in the middle of my adventure.


I felt odd as I folded the phone. Toronto was dull compared to what Grandfather had gone through and even compared to what I was doing.


“Your mother is well?” Laia asked.


“Fine,” I replied.


“Let’s read the next chapter then.”
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JULY 26, AFTERNOON


Sitting on a hill outside Corbera watching the town being pounded by wave after wave of bombers. Most come over at high altitude—3,000 feet Hugh says. I am learning to recognize the sleek gull-winged Heinkels and the ugly three-engined Savoias.


The noise is terrifying, great successions of explosions as the sticks of bombs explode in a line. It’s like rolling thunder but harsher. Between the explosions, we can make out the crash of collapsing buildings and, even across the valley, the screams of the wounded and trapped. The entire hilltop is mostly invisible behind a swirling, dirty cloud of smoke and dust. As many of the inhabitants as possible have fled into the olive groves in the surrounding fields, and we can see their tiny black shapes. Some bombs have hit the dam that held back the town’s reservoir, and a wall of water cascaded down the road. I hope no one was in the way.


The Poles of the Dabrowski Battalion took the town this morning, but they have pulled back because of the bombing. The Catalans we have been following for two days are almost at Gandesa, 3 miles farther on, and we are to take over from them tomorrow in preparation for the attack on that place. Everything is going well and we have taken a lot of territory, although some units have suffered heavily and resistance appears to be solidifying. Tiny says that once Gandesa is ours, the Fascists will find it very difficult to move troops and supplies around because it is a major road junction. I wish our tanks would hurry and show up. At least our air force has put in an appearance.


This morning we were attacked by a German fighter plane. According to Hugh, who seems to know everything about the enemy equipment, it was a Messerschmitt 109, one of the most advanced fighters in the world and more than a match for anything Britain or France has. It came in low over a hill while we were marching in loose formation across open ground. The first we knew was when bullets began kicking up the dirt around us. It was a pale-gray machine with the Fascist black diagonal cross on the tail, and it made three passes, although no one was wounded. It was swinging round for a fourth pass when three of our Chatos appeared from the north and engaged it. We all leaped to our feet and cheered wildly as the shapes twisted and turned frantically above us.


The Messerschmitt was faster, but the Chatos turned tightly and one of them must have got in a lucky shot as the Fascist plane turned away toward the river, trailing a long black stream of smoke. The Chatos didn’t follow, but they waggled their wings over us in greeting and we all cheered until we were hoarse. Now all we need are the tanks and there will be no stopping us.
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JULY 26, EVENING


We are in Corbera, or rather what’s left of it. It is built around a church on a hilltop, but mostly all that is left are the smoking shells of buildings and rubble-filled streets. There are ripped drapes, shattered furniture and smouldering bedding everywhere, and fires are still burning in some streets. There are bodies among the collapsed walls, but most of the injured have been moved to a first-aid station set up in what is left of the town winery. Those who fled the bombing are staying overnight in the surrounding olive groves in case the bombers return.


Our squad was among the first in after the bombing stopped, and we have been working steadily since to search for and rescue those trapped in the ruins. Most of those we found were dead or dying, but there was one shining moment.


We were passing a collapsed house when Bob stopped and ordered us all to be quiet. Very faintly, we could hear a child crying. Following the sound and working very slowly and carefully, we eventually located where it was coming from. When the house had collapsed, one of the roof beams had fallen and created a small space in the corner of one room. A child, a boy of about six or seven, was huddled under the beam. He was scratched and scared, but suffered nothing worse. Tiny, in an incredible feat of strength, lifted the beam high enough for Bob to reach in and pull the kid out.


We were convinced that the child’s family had been killed in the house and were taking him to the first-aid station when he abruptly broke free from Bob’s arms and ran across the street shouting “Mama” at the top of his voice. A young woman sitting on a pile of rubble looked up and screamed. She was the child’s mother and was convinced that her son was dead. It felt good to save a life and reunite a family amid all this death and destruction.


The worst thing is how impersonal everything is. I expected to be fighting against other people, but it is like battling against a vast uncaring machine. We see the planes that drop the bombs, but not the pilots. We don’t even see the artillery that lobs shells at us from over the farthest range of hills. How can we fight back against that? I want to see the enemy.


Or do I? We will attack Gandesa tomorrow or the next day, with or without the tanks. Will it succeed or fail? Will I survive? What friends will I lose?


I still feel passionate about the cause I came to fight for, it’s just that there is a difference between the grand idea, which is admirable, and the way it must be achieved, which involves incalculable pain and suffering. Is it worth it? My first instinct is, yes, of course it is worth it. The Fascists must be defeated. But could I justify our battle to that mother if Bob had not heard her boy crying and he had died in that ruined house? I don’t know.


All of a sudden, things seem so bleak and complicated. I’m tired. I must try and get some sleep.




THIRTEEN


The whine of falling bombs, the crash of exploding shells, planes roaring overhead, tanks rumbling past and men shouting. The sensations were overwhelming. The only thing missing was the danger.


Laia and I were standing with our eyes closed in the introductory section of the Museum of 115 Days in Corbera, trying to imagine what it must have been like for Grandfather hearing these noises.


I had woken up stiff and sore that morning, and the scooter ride from La Fatarella to Corbera hadn’t improved things. But being here had completely re-energized me. Being in Corbera and hearing the sounds in the museum was as close as I could possibly get to living the things that Grandfather was talking about in his journal.


The old town on the hill that he had witnessed bombed to rubble had been preserved exactly as it was the day he was there. Rubble had been cleared from the open areas and weeds had taken over the streets and alleys, but the church, its walls pock-marked by shells and bullets, still stood, surrounded by the stark ruined stone walls of houses. Fire-blackened beams, possibly even the one that Tiny had lifted, poked up from collapsed walls. Oddly, in one house, a rusted, old-fashioned sewing machine sat alone on top of a pile of stones.


Laia and I had the place to ourselves, and we wandered round in silence, trying to imagine the horror and chaos the destroyed houses represented. I found myself staring into the corners of ruins, wondering if this was where the boy Bob saved had been trapped. I couldn’t get what Grandfather had said out of my mind. I was as convinced as he had been that the cause he had fought for was just. But was even a just cause worth all the suffering? Was it even worth the life of that one boy? I wondered if Grandfather had found the answer to his questions. I certainly hadn’t found the answers to mine.


Now we were in the museum in the new town at the bottom of the hill, named for the 115 days the Battle of the Ebro lasted, listening to the noises of that horror.


“It’s hard to imagine what your grandfather—what all the soldiers—went through,” Laia said as we moved among display cases of old uniforms, helmets, shells, bombs and guns. “Maria talked about the fighting in the streets of Barcelona. I understood what she was saying, but I never felt it the way I have among the ruined houses here or in the trenches outside La Fatarella. Even so, I can’t imagine what it was like in the middle of all the things he talks about. Why do people go to war?”


“With Grandfather,” I said slowly as I thought about each word, “and probably with Bob and the others, it was for something that they believed in. I think they were trying to make the world a better place.”


“Yes,” Laia said as we stared at a case full of evil-looking bombs and rockets, “but he had doubts about whether it was worth it.”


“I know, but we know things he didn’t. Maybe if Grandfather and the others had won in Spain, if Canada and the other democracies had got their act together and beaten the Fascists in 1936, there wouldn’t have been a Second World War—no Hiroshima, no Holocaust, millions of lives saved. I’ve always thought history was simple, but it’s not. It’s complicated.”


“It is,” Laia agreed. “I think we will go crazy if we try to work out answers. Nobody has in thousands of years of history, so I doubt we will. All we can do is follow your grandfather’s journal and see where it leads us.”


We examined the rest of the exhibits in silence. It was late afternoon by the time we finished, and I didn’t feel like going to find the address Aina had given me. Since neither of us had eaten lunch, we went in search of a meal instead, returned to the guesthouse we had signed into that morning and settled down with the journal. I had a growing feeling that Grandfather’s story was building to some kind of crisis, and I was eager to continue.
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JULY 27, NOON


A short break after a hard morning’s march to these low hills overlooking Gandesa and then two hours scraping a shallow trench in this rocky ground. We have piled a line of rocks on the lip of our ditch (it’s not really deep enough to call it a trench), and that gives us a bit more cover, but Tiny still has to crawl everywhere on his hands and knees. Not that anyone is firing at us. There is a steady stream of planes overhead, but they are high and don’t pay us any mind. The odd artillery shell explodes on the hill, but the rounds are not aimed and do little damage. Besides, we shall not be here long. Word is, the tanks have got across the river and will be here tomorrow morning to support our attack on Gandesa.


I can see the edge of town from here. Our artillery in the hills is firing, and puffs of gray smoke and dust show where our shells land. It looks harmless from this distance, but I hope our barrage is doing damage.


The plain in front of Gandesa is wide and flat, ideal for tanks, Hugh says. I hope so.


The plan is that the XVth Brigade will move into the valley under cover of darkness and attack at dawn, sweeping through the streets before the defenders have time to organize. Other troops will attack other parts of the city. With the tanks, and hopefully planes, we will succeed. It’s the waiting that’s hard.
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JULY 27, AFTERNOON


One of the Americans is dead and another wounded. We were resting in whatever shade we could find when Hugh yelled a warning. “Dive-bombers!”


He dove past me into our ditch, and I followed without really knowing what was happening. Others were running here and there, but the three Americans simply stood up, sheltered their eyes and stared at the sky. I looked up as well. At first it looked like the view we had seen all day—flights of aircraft heading over toward the river—but then I noticed that some of the aircraft were different. They were smaller than the Heinkels and Savoias, were flying lower and had odd bent wings.


There were five of them, and they were almost directly overhead when the lead plane peeled off and plummeted straight down. The others followed. Hugh had been right earlier when he said it seemed as if they were aiming straight for you. They looked like evil, black birds with their bent wings and fixed under-carriages, and they made an unearthly wailing sound.


There was something hideously fascinating about them. As I watched the lead plane fall toward me, I began to wonder if this was some kind of suicide attack, but at the last minute the plane pulled out of its dive. A tiny black object wobbled down from the plane’s belly. I knew what that was, so I rolled onto my side, drew my knees up to my chest and covered the back of my head with my arms.


I could see the Americans, as enthralled by the planes as I was but standing in the open beside an ancient olive tree. I wanted to yell at them to lie down, but the plane’s siren drowned everything.


The bomb landed no more than 7 feet away from the men. The closest man was picked up like a rag doll and flung into the branches of the olive tree; the second man was thrown violently down and to one side; and the third, Carl the taxi driver, remained standing, protected from the blast by the tree trunk.


It was all over in seconds. Other bombs exploded along the hillside, and after the noise died away, I heard screams coming from my left. I was first on my feet, heading for the wounded men, not thinking that the planes might come back for a second run.


The man in the tree was bent over at an impossible angle and obviously dead. His companion on the ground didn’t look too bad but was groaning pitifully and holding his stomach. Carl was standing, staring blankly, as I knelt beside the wounded man. I yelled at Carl to come and help. He didn’t move. Then Tiny was there taking charge. He lifted the man’s hands off his stomach to reveal a rapidly spreading red stain. “Stomach wound,” he said. “Don’t touch him,” he added, looking at me. “Hugh, get a stretcher up here.”


Hugh disappeared through the trees, and Tiny stood and went over to Carl. “You’ll be all right,” I said to the man on the ground. He struggled to focus on me. His teeth were chattering. “I’m cold,” he said. I went and got a blanket and draped it over him. He didn’t seem to notice.


Hugh arrived back with a couple of Spaniards and a stretcher. As gently as possible, we loaded the man onto it, and they headed off toward the aid station. Tiny came back over and Hugh looked up at him and shook his head. Tiny nodded. “Get that body out of the tree,” he ordered. I stood up, but Marcel and Christopher were already working on it. I looked over at Carl. He was in exactly the same position as before, a vacant stare on his face.


“Are you okay?” I asked, moving over beside him. There was no response. I tugged his arm and he slowly turned his head, swallowed and blinked rapidly a few times. He looked around and his brow furrowed in puzzlement. “What happened?” he asked.


“We were bombed,” I said. He nodded as if that explained everything.


Tiny came over and put a massive arm around Carl’s shoulder. “It’s shock,” he said to me. “He’ll be okay with a bit of rest.”


Tiny led Carl away, and I went back to our ditch, wondering where Carl was going to get some rest in the middle of a battle. We had lost three of our small group already, four if Carl didn’t recover. That only left Tiny, Hugh, Marcel, Christopher, me and Bob.


Bob! Where was he? I stood up and was relieved to see him coming through the trees with an armful of sticks. “I thought a fire might be a good idea,” he said as he reached me and dropped his bundle. “Make some tea and heat up some sausage stew. We can’t go into battle on an empty stomach.”


“Don’t you know what happened?”


“I know there was an air raid. I heard the explosions. Stukas, some fellow along the hill told me. Why?”


“One of the bombs landed here, right beside the Americans. One was killed, another badly wounded. Carl wasn’t hurt, but he’s in shock.”


Bob’s good mood evaporated. “Damn,” he said. “There goes our good luck. One dead and two wounded before we even go into battle.”


We lapsed into silence and sat with our own thoughts. I couldn’t get rid of the images of Carl’s empty eyes and the American with a piece of shrapnel in his stomach, shivering and complaining of the cold. Is that the sort of thing that’s waiting for all of us?
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JULY 27, EVENING


I cannot live through many more afternoons like this—first the bombing and now I think I have killed a man.


I was crouched in the pitiful trench I scooped out this morning when I saw a movement on the rocky hillside across the valley. It was a man—a Fascist soldier—in a much neater uniform than the rags many of us wear. I watched him for some time as he scrambled from rock to rock on the otherwise bare hill.


I had no idea why he was crossing the exposed hillside. As far as I could see, there were no Fascist trenches over there. Perhaps he was lost, separated from his unit as they retreated to Gandesa yesterday. He seemed to be alone. I followed his progress along the barrel of my rifle, wondering what to do. He was heading for a narrow ravine. If he made it, he would be hidden and able to work his way down the valley into Gandesa. When we attack the town tomorrow, it might be him aiming a rifle at me.


I made my decision and guessed where he would appear next. When he broke from cover, I remembered what Tiny had taught me, and I aimed a couple of feet ahead of his running form and squeezed the trigger. The man stumbled, dropped his rifle and fell behind a large rock. I waited for an age, but he didn’t try to retrieve his rifle or continue his journey on the other side of his shelter.


Did I kill him or was he playing safe after hearing my bullet zing by? I don’t know, but it is the first time I have deliberately tried to kill someone I can clearly see, and it feels odd. He was not an invisible bomber pilot or unseen artillery man. He was a human being.


Bob said I did right. He said we came here to do just that, kill the men who are trying to destroy everything good in Spain. He said everything we do here is a blow against Adrian Arcand’s Fascists marching through the streets of Montreal, smashing shop windows and beating up any Jews they find. I know Bob’s right. I also know the man on the hillside would have killed me if he had a chance, but I also know what a bullet can do to flesh and bone, and I can’t help wondering whether the man I might have shot had a mother who will mourn him or children who will never see their father again.


I helped save a life yesterday, and today I might have taken one. None of this is what I wanted when I came here. But what did I expect? I was a stupid kid with no idea. What did I think, that wars are fought without blood and death, like a story in the Boy’s Own Annual? Did I really imagine that men don’t scream when a piece of a bomb tears a hole in them? I don’t know if I will be able to force myself to go down into Gandesa tomorrow.


I must try and put these thoughts from my mind. I need to sleep. But I won’t; I can hear the drone of the bombers approaching again.




FOURTEEN


I woke up the next morning feeling dragged out. It had been a restless night’s sleep, filled with dreams of fighting and death. Over a breakfast coffee and pastry, Laia admitted that she had not slept well either.


“There is not much of the journal left, and I don’t think it is going to be happy,” she said, mirroring my sense of foreboding.


“Maybe it won’t be too bad,” I said without much conviction. “Perhaps the tanks will help and they will capture the town.”


Laia gave me a long look.


“They fail, don’t they?”


Laia nodded. “Gandesa was never captured.”


We sat in silence. It felt very strange. I had been living the journal as I read it. I was with Grandfather as he struggled along, watching his friends being killed. I felt his shock at shooting the man on the hillside. It was all so real, and it was going to go horribly wrong. I wanted to shout a warning to him—and Bob, Tiny, Hugh, Marcel, Christopher and Carl.


Don’t do it.


It won’t work.


Don’t go on the attack tomorrow.


But of course that was crazy. The things I was reading about had happened more than seventy years ago. I couldn’t change the outcome.


“Let’s go to the address that Aina gave you on the bus,” Laia suggested. “What was the name?”


I retrieved the scrap of paper from my pocket. “Pablo Aranda, but he doesn’t have anything to do with Grandfather’s story.”


“Probably not, but Aina told you he was rescued by an International Brigader. What if this Pablo is the boy who Bob and Tiny rescued from the ruined house? This is a small town. How many boys were rescued from ruined houses?”


“I’ve wondered about that. I don’t know. It’s quite a coincidence. We know that Pablo Aranda lives here now, but Aina never said this was where he was rescued or even if it had happened in ’38. There must have been a lot of incidents like that in the war.”


“True,” Laia acknowledged, “but you never know. Besides, we’re here and what harm can it do?”


“Okay,” I agreed. At least it gave me an excuse to postpone reading the last few pages of the journal, which I was both looking forward to and dreading.
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It only took us a few minutes to find Avinguda Catalunya, 21. It was a door covered in peeling red paint, in the wall beside a Farmacia. Laia rang the bell. For a long time nothing happened and we were about to leave, when I heard slow footsteps descending the stairs. The door creaked open to reveal an old man leaning on a cane.


“Pablo Aranda?” Laia asked.


The old man frowned but nodded slowly. Laia introduced us both, explained that we had been given his name and address by Aina and wished to talk about the war.


“No hablo de la guerra,” the old man grunted and began to close the door.


“My friend, Esteban, has come all the way from Canada to hear about the war,” Laia explained.


The old man stopped and stared at me. Despite his age, he stood straight and held his head high. The skin of his face was wrinkled and weather-beaten, but his eyes were sharp and peered hard from either side of a hawklike nose. “You are from Canada?” he asked, switching to heavily accented English.


“I am,” I said.


The man continued to stare at me. Before I could think of anything else to say, Laia spoke. “You were rescued by a Canadian during the war.”


Both the old man and I swiveled our heads and gazed at Laia as she continued. “We know a boy was rescued from a ruined house here by a Canadian during the battle in 1938. That was you, wasn’t it?”


The old man looked long at Laia before returning his stare to me. “Pasen.” Follow me. He made it sound like a military order. Then he turned and clumped slowly up the long flight of stairs. Laia caught my eye and winked broadly.


The room that Pablo Aranda led us into was sparsely furnished, but the walls were covered with black-and-white photographs. Some were obviously family shots, but others showed businessmen in suits and ties, and several were of soldiers. I didn’t have time to examine them in any detail. There was an empty coffee cup and a half-eaten pastry on the coffee table, but Aranda didn’t offer us anything, merely grunting and waving an arm toward a worn couch.


We sat and the old man settled into the armchair opposite and regarded us with a stony stare. “As a boy you were rescued by a Canadian?” Laia asked encouragingly.


“Sí,” Aranda said.


“Here in Corbera d’Ebre?” Laia asked when Aranda didn’t contribute anything else. Aranda didn’t answer for a long time. He seemed to be considering something at length, and Laia and I waited. Eventually, he sighed and began speaking. He spoke in halting English laced with Spanish expressions when he couldn’t think of the right word, but we listened patiently and, with some help from Laia, his story emerged.


“Yes. I was”—he held up a hand spread open—“cinco años when the aviones, the planes, came. Los Comunistas were in Corbera, and mi madre, my mother, and I hide in our house.” Aranda glanced up at a photograph on the wall behind us before continuing. “Mi padre was away at war.”


Laia turned and looked at the picture. I felt her tense, but she said nothing.


“Estalló la primera bomba.” Aranda furrowed his brow in concentration.


“The first bomb exploded,” Laia said.


“Sí.” Aranda nodded. “The first bomb exploded”—he glanced at the window—“outside. My mother, she was in kitchen. I was in bed. I hid…” Aranda made a scooping motion with his hand.


“Under the bed?” I suggested.


Aranda nodded. “I live because I hid. La segunda, the second bomb, exploded in kitchen. My mother flew through the window. She awoke in la calle, the street. I only knew the noise—muy ruidoso.”


“Very loud,” Laia translated.


Aranda nodded again. “Next, I lay in the dark. There was heavy—something heavy on my legs. My oídos—” He touched the side of his head and looked at Laia.


“Ears,” she said.


“Sí, ears. It was like the sea roaring. I was dead, I thought. Much time went on. Grité—”


“You cried out.”


“Yes, cried out. Next there was a giant lifting the heaviness.”


“Tiny,” I blurted out.


Aranda glanced at me and continued. “A soldier pulled me and carried me outside. He say, ‘Soy Canadiense,’ many, many time. I saw my mother.”


Aranda appeared to have finished his story. He sat back and looked at us. “He must be the boy that Tiny and Bob rescued,” I said to Laia.


“It seems so,” she replied quietly. I was puzzled; she didn’t seem nearly as excited at our discovery as I felt. She turned to Aranda and spoke rapidly in Spanish. I caught the names Tiny and Bob and assumed she was telling him our part of the tale. Aranda watched her without expression, occasionally glancing at me. Laia finished with a question, and Aranda nodded and said, “Sí.”


When she had finished, she said me, “I told him the story from your grandfather’s journal. I described them and told him the date. I asked him if he thinks Tiny and Bob were the ones who saved him. He does.”


“This is incredible,” I said, thrilled at discovering a living link to my grandfather’s adventures. “We must ask him more about what happened here.”


“I don’t think so,” Laia said. Before I had a chance to ask what she meant, she turned back to Aranda. “Sobrevivió la guerra su padre?”


Again Aranda nodded. “Sí. Fue alcalde de Corbera.”


Laia translated, “I asked him if his father survived the war. He said he did and that he became mayor of Corbera.”


“That’s great,” I enthused. “He did well.”


Laia looked at me for a long time before she spoke. “After General Franco won the war, he began a campaign to cleanse Spain of all undesirable elements. Any Socialists, Communists or Anarchists were shot. I showed you the wall of Sant Felip Neri church in Barcelona where people were shot. Many thousands of people, some say hundreds of thousands, were shot after the war. Mass graves have been found all over Spain.”


“That’s tragic,” I said, “but why are you telling me this now?”


Laia swiveled round and pointed to a large framed photograph on the wall behind us. It showed a crowd of soldiers standing in front of a church. There were two men in the foreground, shaking hands, both dressed in smart uniforms. “Do you recognize the man on the right?” Laia asked.


“Yes. It’s General Franco.”


“Yes, and the other man is the mayor of Corbera, Pablo Aranda’s father.”


As the importance of this was sinking in, Laia went on. “After the war those who had helped Franco win it were given positions of power—judges, police captains”—she hesitated—“and mayors. It was their job to weed out the undesirables in their town or neighborhood, those who had fought for the Republic, been active in the trade unions or against whom they simply had a grudge, and deal with them.”


A chill ran down my spine as the meaning of what I was being told sank in. I looked back at Aranda. He was sitting calmly watching me. “Your father was a Fascist?” I asked.


Aranda nodded slowly. “Your abuelo—” He glanced at Laia.


“Grandfather,” she translated.


“Your grandfather was a Communist?”


“But he was fighting for the Republic. He fought for what was right,” I said indignantly.


Aranda threw his head back and let out a coarse laugh. When he looked back, he was smiling. “‘He fought for what was right,’” he mimicked, bitterly. “The sister of my father, mi tía, lived in Barcelona. She was muy pequeña.” He held his hand out to one side to show how short his aunt was. “She was a woman of God, a nun. My first remembrance, I was tres años, three years in age, was a visit to her convento. She gave me caramelos.” Aranda lifted a hand to his mouth and kissed his fingertips with a loud smacking noise. “They were delicioso. I thought, this is an ángel and this is what paradise is like.”


Both Laia and I sat silent. As the old man talked, his smile faded. “When la guerra, the war, began, los anarquistas burned the little church of mi tía. But first, they took rope and tied mi tía and eleven others to el crucifijo, the crucifix. All burned to death.”


Aranda’s eyes filled with tears, and he lowered his head. He looked sad and old. “That’s horrible,” I said.


Aranda’s head snapped up. He blinked rapidly and the hard expression he had welcomed us with returned to his face. “He fought for what was right,” he repeated, his voice ugly with sarcasm. “My father fought for right. For God. For Spain. I am agradecido.” He flashed a look at Laia. “Grateful,” she translated.


“I am grateful for your grandfather and his amigos, for aiding me. But they were wrong.” Aranda stood up, stiffly. “Now you must go. You have disturbed too much past.”


Laia and I mumbled our thanks and retreated down the stairs and onto the bright street in silence. Without discussing where we were going, we walked back up to the ruined old town. We sat down in the sun with our backs to the old church wall.


I guess I had assumed that everyone today knew that the Republic had been right and the Fascists evil, that the volunteers had fought for something just and right while the rest of the world betrayed them.


“It wasn’t simple,” Laia said as if reading my thoughts. “It isn’t simple. Both sides of the war live on in Spain today. Many people miss the stability that Franco’s dictatorship gave them. I told you before: you can’t escape history. And history isn’t good or bad; it simply is. Dreadful things happen in war, on both sides. I think your grandfather was beginning to realize that when he shot the soldier on the hillside.”


I sat and thought for a long time. Laia was right, and I had been naïve to believe that something as complicated as a war could be a simple question of black and white. One side being right didn’t mean there couldn’t be evil and tragedy on both sides.


I took the journal out of my pack and opened it. Laia started to stand up. “No,” I said, “let’s read it together.”
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JULY 28, MORNING


Where are the tanks? They were supposed to be here early so we could attack at dawn, but the sun’s well up and there’s no sign of them. Everybody is tense.


We came down from the hills in the dark, and now we’re spread out through an olive grove. I can see the houses on the edge of Gandesa across a wide stretch of flat farmland. There are figures darting between the houses, but it looks quiet. Occasionally, shells whine overhead from our artillery back up on the hills and explode in the town with muffled crumps and clouds of smoke and brick dust. I can hear more explosions and the crackle of rifle and machine-gun fire from the far side of town. I hope that keeps the enemy busy when it’s our turn to attack. Where are the tanks?


Planes continually fly overhead, but they are all Fascist and all heading for the river. I commented to Hugh that it would be nice if we had some planes here, and he said it would make no difference, they would be shot out of the sky like every other time. He pointed out the long barrel of a gun pointing at the sky between two buildings in Gandesa. “That’s an eighty-eight,” he said. “A new German anti-aircraft gun. I suspect it would simply pick our little air force out of the sky one by one.”


It’s odd how the seven of us left in the squad handle the tension. We tried to leave Carl back up on the hill—he’s obviously still in shock—but the commissar insisted he be brought down for the attack. He even threatened to shoot him for desertion if we left him. So we brought him, although there are times when he merely sits and stares wide-eyed at the ground between his feet, completely unaware of where he is.


I write in these pages to calm myself. Bob sings quietly. He has a good voice, but I think if I hear “Red River Valley” once more, I will shoot him myself. Christopher reads a small volume of poetry he carries everywhere with him. It’s by an English poet called Keats. Marcel and Hugh argue about everything, from how incompetent the generals were in the Great War, to the subtleties of socialist philosophy. Tiny flits between us, asking how each of us is and checking that our weapons are clean and ready.


I am amazed that it is only six weeks since I crossed the mountains. I look back at the pages I wrote then and they seem to be by someone else. Someone much younger and more naïve. Would I still have come here had I known what was in store for me in those six weeks?


Yes, for two reasons. What I am fighting for is right. It is not as simple as I thought, but it is still right.


The second reason is the nurse in Barcelona. I cannot get her out of my mind. I only met her very briefly and we only exchanged a few words, but I dream of her eyes. Perhaps it is only the loneliness and the fear of the past few days, but I will find her when I return to Barcelona and tell her how I feel.


I must stop now, there is rumbling behind me. It must be our tanks. We are ordered to leave our packs, so I will carry this journal in my breast pocket. Its fate will be mine.
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JULY 28, EVENING


The first word is the hardest to write, and I have sat and stared at this blank page for an age. Had I not promised to fill this book, I would write nothing. It is too painful. However, I did promise and I have begun, so I shall take a deep breath and continue.


Bob and I are in a gloomy barn filled with wounded men, awaiting an ambulance to take us to the train back to Barcelona. The place smells of blood and death, an odd, sweet smell. It is an antechamber to Hell. The wounded lie in rows along each wall, the lucky ones with some filthy straw between them and the hard ground. Some are missing arms or legs. The faces of others are hidden behind bloodstained rags. One man with a stomach wound has died already, and his body was carried outside. Most are silent, although some whimper quietly, and I shudder at the occasional scream.


There is one man who calls himself a doctor, but he does nothing other than mumble a few words of comfort and offer water to drink. Not that there is much he could do since there are no medicines, bandages or nurses to help him.


Bob has a piece of shrapnel in his shoulder. The wound bled a lot—that is his blood on the cover of my journal—but it’s not too serious. At first he lost the use of his left arm, but already the feeling is returning to his fingers. Unless some incompetent doctor causes more damage digging for the piece of metal that is still in there, he should heal.


I have a bruise the size of a basketball on the left side of my chest and, I suspect, several broken ribs. I can only breathe very shallow, and coughing is agony. One ambulance has been already, but it took the most serious cases. I suspect Bob and I will be here for some time.


Why are conditions so bad? Did they expect there to be a battle without casualties? Is there really nothing to give us, or is it simply bad organization? Hugh would say the latter. But then, Hugh will never say anything again. Bob and I are all that remain from our squad and I am searching for things to write about to postpone going back to tell the story of this terrible day.


The tanks arrived this morning, five squat things that rattled and clanked along between the trees. Orders were shouted, and they pushed on out into the open. We followed with high hopes, although Carl soon fell behind and I never saw him again.


At first all went well. The Fascist fire was not heavy, and the bullets either zinged overhead or pinged off the tanks’ armor plate. Then the lead tank, off to my right, exploded. The turret cartwheeled off, and a ball of flame rose from the gaping hole.


I looked at Gandesa and saw that the barrel of the anti-aircraft gun that Hugh had pointed out earlier was now horizontal. I saw a flash, and a column of dust rose beside another tank. Not every shot counted, but the gun fired rapidly and every hit went through our tanks’ armor plate like it was paper. It was like a training exercise for the German gunners. Marcel died when the tank near him blew and a heavy piece of metal caught him in the head.


The machine guns opened up when we were about halfway over and the last tank had been destroyed. Some men had bunched up behind the tanks, and they suffered badly. Our squad was more spread out, and we were three-quarters of the way over before we were targeted.


“Down!” Tiny yelled.


When the machine gun moved on, he ordered, “Up!”


Between his orders, I either lay still or moved forward in a stumbling run. Oddly, I was much less frightened with men being killed and wounded all around me than I had been waiting for the tanks to arrive. Rationally, I knew what was happening and that I was in great danger, yet it was as if I was watching everything from a distance. Even when Christopher was too slow getting down and a line of bullets caught him across the chest, my mind simply recorded the fact and I felt no sorrow. It was as if I had given up all responsibility for my existence to Tiny and, as long as I did what he told me, I would be all right.


We progressed like automatons, concentrating only on Tiny’s orders and obeying them. Miraculously, we were suddenly at the buildings on the edge of Gandesa. I caught a glimpse of figures running through the streets ahead of me but didn’t have time to get off a shot.


Tiny yelled at Hugh, who lobbed a grenade through the nearest open window while the rest of us crouched against the wall. The explosion shook the ground, and then Tiny kicked in the door and disappeared. Hugh, Bob and I followed. The room was filled with smoke and ruined furniture but otherwise empty. We cleared the other rooms and paused, listening to other brigaders working their way through the houses on either side of us.


“Well, we’re in Gandesa,” Tiny said, peering out the doorway and down the street. “Anybody see what happened to Carl?” The three of us shook our heads.


“A lot of use the tanks were,” Hugh said. “Those eighty-eight shells didn’t even slow down when they hit them.”


“Glad I wasn’t inside one,” Bob offered.


“They wouldn’t be much use in these narrow streets anyway,” Tiny added. “I wonder how many of us made it across those open fields.”


“Not enough,” Hugh said.


“Well, some did,” Tiny pointed out. “Hear all that fighting around us? I guess we’d better press on as far as we can. Take a drink and make sure you’ve got a full clip in your rifle.”


At the mention of taking a drink, I suddenly realized how dry my mouth was. I drank greedily. Then I checked my rifle and was surprised to find I hadn’t fired a shot on the way over. The safety clip was still on. Sheepishly, I flicked it off.


“Good idea,” Bob said quietly.


“Come on then, you lazy lot,” Tiny said, heading for the door. “There’s work to be done.”


I was just passing the window when I saw the building across the street collapse with a deafening roar. It felt as if a huge hand picked me up and flung me against the wall on the other side of the room. “What happened?” I asked, getting unsteadily to my feet and checking that nothing was broken.


“Artillery shell,” Tiny explained.


“Ours or theirs?” Hugh asked.


Tiny shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. What matters is that we get moving before the next one comes over. You all right?” he asked me. I nodded. Tiny headed for the door. “At least the smoke will give us a bit of cover. Hugh and I’ll go up this side of the street. You two go up the other. Keep pace with us, keep your eyes open and hug the wall like you love it.”


Tiny looked up and down the street and slipped out, followed quickly by Hugh. “I guess we’d better go,” Bob said. “You up for it?”


“Yes,” I said as he, too, slipped out the door and sprinted across the street. I followed, avoiding the rubble from the collapsed house. We progressed slowly, carefully checking every door and window as we went. It was nerve-racking work and our progress was painfully slow. Rifle and machine-gun fire and the crump of grenades echoed from the streets round about us, becoming heavier as we advanced.


We had checked three houses when a group of figures burst out of a side alley. Instinctively, we raised our weapons, but they were brigaders. An officer approached Tiny. “They’re counterattacking on both sides,” he explained. “There’s not enough of us to hold. We’re withdrawing.”


“Withdrawing?” Tiny said, looking down the street in front of us. “There’s no resistance here. We can keep going.”


“If we do that, we’ll be cut off. Not enough of us made it across the open, and some of my men are running out of ammunition already. We’ve no grenades.”


Tiny hesitated, gave one last glance down the empty street leading into town, and turned back. He looked across at Bob and me and opened his mouth. Then he hesitated. A puzzled frown crossed his face and he slowly sank to his knees. A bullet chipped the wall behind him and whined off into the air.


“Sniper!” the officer yelled, pointing up the street. Bob and I followed the line of his arm. “In that church bell tower.”


I couldn’t see anything, but I loosed off a couple of shots at the tower. So did Bob. Already, Hugh had his hands under Tiny’s arms and was dragging him back down the street. Firing as we went to keep the sniper’s head down, we retreated to the first house we had cleared.


Breathing heavily, Hugh leaned Tiny against a wall. The big man was breathing irregularly through his mouth and looked frighteningly pale. “I can’t feel my legs,” he said weakly.


“They’re coming down the street,” a man at the window shouted. I peered out the doorway. Figures in red hats were working slowly down either side of the street. The soldier in the window and I got off a couple of shots. One figure crumpled to the ground, and the others disappeared into doorways. Bullets began to chip the walls around us.


“We can’t stay here,” the officer shouted. Hugh began to lift Tiny.


“Leave him.”


“No way,” Hugh replied. “You know what the Fascists do to prisoners.”


“He’s too big. He’ll slow us down. You can’t carry him.”


“Yes, we can,” Bob said, slinging his rifle over his shoulder. He helped Hugh lift Tiny.


“Suit yourselves,” the officer said. “Come on.” He and his men disappeared onto the street, firing as they went.


Bob and Hugh had Tiny between them. “Keep the Fascist heads down,” Hugh told me as they headed for the door.


That’s how we progressed, changing places frequently, but always two of us hauling Tiny and one firing back. Tiny grunted at first at the manhandling but soon just gritted his teeth in silence.


The open fields were filled with men stumbling back from the town. At first the fire on our backs from the town wasn’t heavy as the Fascists advanced carefully, checking the buildings as they went, but it increased as we stumbled along.


Bob and I were hauling Tiny when the artillery opened up and shells began exploding around us. Suddenly I was carrying Tiny on my own. His weight was too much and we collapsed in a heap, Tiny grunting with the pain.


Bob was crouched nearby, his knees drawn up to his chest and his arms crossed on his chest, his fists balled tightly. I crawled over. “Where are you hit?” I asked. Bob simply whimpered. I checked him over as best I could but could find nothing. I shook him. “Bob, what happened?”


He looked over at me, his eyes wide and snot running from his nose. “I can’t go on,” he whimpered.


“Of course you can,” I said, trying to haul him to his feet.


He resisted. “I can’t,” he repeated. “It’s too much. Don’t make me.”


Hugh appeared beside us. “What’s happening? Is he hit?”


“I don’t think so. He just won’t move.”


“Then leave him. We’ve got to get Tiny back.”


“No,” I said. “You go on if you want, but I’m not leaving Bob.”


I turned to my friend. “It’s okay, Bob, but it’s not just you and me. It’s Tiny—he’s badly hurt, and I can’t get him back on my own. I need you to help me.”


Bob looked at me and blinked rapidly. “Tiny?” he said.


“Yes, Tiny. He’s wounded and you have to help me. Will you?”


Slowly, Bob got to his feet. I kept talking to keep him going. “We’re almost at the trees. We can rest there.” Hugh and I lifted Tiny and draped an arm across Bob’s shoulder. I took the other side. “Okay, Bob?” I asked, shouting above the explosions and whining bullets.


“Okay,” Bob shouted back. We set off at a slow stagger. It was hard going, but we kept on. Then the dive-bombers returned, announced by the terrifying whine as they plunged toward us.


I glanced back over my shoulder to see Hugh firing his rifle in the air. The bomb must have been a direct hit, because Hugh simply disappeared. One moment he was there, firing wildly at the planes, the next there was a flash, some smoke, and he was gone. I guess he was right—it was personal and one of the bombs was aimed at him.


Bob and I struggled on and were almost at the olive grove when the shell exploded beside us. A piece of shrapnel caught Bob in the shoulder and something, a rock, I think, or maybe just a hard clod of earth, hit me a stunning blow in the side, knocking all the air out of me. It took me a long time to get my breath back and my ribs hurt dreadfully, but there was no blood, so I figured I was probably all right. I worked my way to Bob, who was sitting, cradling his arm with blood soaking out of his wound. I helped him to his feet, and we stumbled into the trees.


The first men we met tried to help us, but I told them to go back and get Tiny. I sat Bob by a tree and patched up his wound as best I could. Then I collapsed beside him.


There weren’t many men left in the fields, not live ones anyway. Here and there, figures staggered along and wounded tried to crawl toward us between the inert bodies. The shelling had stopped, but I could see figures among the houses, picking off the wounded in the open with their rifles.


The two men I had sent for Tiny returned alone. “He’s just out there,” I said, pointing. “He’s a big man. You can’t miss him.”


One of the men shook his head. “We found him, all right,” he said, “but he’s stone dead. Hole in his back I could put my fist in.”


“You’re wrong,” I shouted. “Go back and get him.”


The men simply shook their heads and wandered off. I tried to stand, but the pain in my chest made me gasp and collapse to the ground. Worse than that was the weight of all my dead friends, so heavy that it seemed it was pushing me down into the earth itself. Bob and I sat and wept openly beneath the olive tree.


Eventually, we rose and found our way to this aid station. I must try and sleep now. I cannot write more.




FIFTEEN


I turned the page in the journal, but the next one was blank. Laia was leaning against me, her head on my shoulder, crying softly. I put my arm around her shoulder and hugged her.


“All of them,” she said softly. “It’s tragic.”


I stared down the overgrown street of ruins. It was tragic. More so than I could imagine. How could so much enthusiasm and hope have turned into so much disaster? How did my grandfather keep going through all of the horror happening around him? I’d complained about the uncomfortable scooter and the heat when I’d been traveling in absolute safety with a beautiful girl by my side. Could I have done what he did?


So the mystery was solved. The hole in Grandfather’s young life, the passion that he still remembered as an old man, were explained. I had learned what I had come for, but that was nothing. I had learned so much more—about war, about how complicated life can be.


The phone in my pocket vibrated, but I ignored it. It was probably just DJ telling me he’d made it to the top of his mountain and how wonderful it all was. What did he know about struggles like the one Grandfather had been through?


Almost immediately, I felt guilty. It wasn’t DJ’s fault he’d been given a mountain to climb and just because I’d read Grandfather’s journal and he hadn’t didn’t make me special in any way. Gently, so as not to disturb Laia, I reached into my pocket and extracted my phone. It was a text from DJ, but not what I expected.


It’s over. I couldn’t do it. Things happened.


Over! Couldn’t do it! What had happened? Had dive-bombers attacked him on the mountain? Suddenly I was angry. “You can’t give up,” I said out loud, lifting my arm from around Laia. She sat up and looked at my phone.


W@ u mean couldn’t do it? Break your neck? I texted back.


“What’s happening?” Laia asked.


“It’s my twin brother, DJ. He’s giving up.”


“Giving up what? I didn’t know you had a twin brother.”


“I do,” I said. My phone vibrated, and DJ’s reply appeared.


Three of the people in our party got acute mountain sickness and had to be taken down the mountain. All the guides and porters except one had to go down.


How close r u 2 top? I typed.


“Where is he?” Laia asked.


“Halfway up Kilimanjaro in Tanzania,” I replied. “I have a twin brother and five cousins. Grandfather gave us all tasks in his will.”


Another text came in.


Thirteen hundred meters. Six hours. I can see it, but I was told by the guide not to go, that I couldn’t go up.


I stared at the screen. This was so not DJ. He’d always been the one that did things, made things happen. As far as I knew, he’d never failed at anything in his life. Angrily, I texted back, If u can c it, u can do it. Just go to the top.


“He can’t do it?” Laia said.


“Yes, he can,” I said. “He always has. He’s the strong one.” I felt anger rising again.


I began texting. I forgot the protocol and the abbreviations, I just typed like I was talking to him. It took me three texts to send it all.


Just because someone says you can’t do something doesn’t mean you can’t. Grandfather was exhausted and terrified. His friends were being killed all around him, but he kept going because he believed in something. It was a long time ago and that something failed, but he kept going as long as he could.


I hesitated, wondering what to say next. Had I gone too far? My phone pinged.


I’m tired. I’m sick. I don’t think I can do it. I’m so sorry.


My anger surged up once more. What did he mean he couldn’t do it? This was DJ talking. He was my big brother. My fingers flew over the keypad.


Don’t be sorry. Go through the tired. Go through the pain. Believe you can do it. Try and you can’t fail. You’re as good as Grandfather. I believe in you. KUTGW bro. Grandfather’s waiting at the top. KIT.


As soon as I sent the text, I felt embarrassed. It was so emotional. What would DJ think? More importantly, what would Laia think? I glanced at her. She was staring at the blank screen. She must think I’m such a nerd.


The screen lit up.


I’ll try, for Grandpa and for you, bro. T4BU.


I smiled. I never thought he knew stuff like the shortcut for Thanks for being you.


“That was nice.” Laia was looking at me.


“Really? You didn’t think it was sappy?”


“Of course not. You persuaded your brother not to give up, just like your grandfather persuaded Bob to keep going. I’m proud of you. And I’m very glad your grandfather gave you this task.” Laia leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.


I felt my face burning and fumbled to put my phone away. The journal slipped out of my hand and fell open at the last page. It was covered with my grandfather’s small, neat handwriting.


“He wrote something else,” I said. I picked up the book and thumbed through the last few pages. Several were blank after the battle, but Grandfather had written something on the last page. Laia and I huddled together over the notebook, enthralled by the final entry.


[image: 9781554699452_0207_001]

SEPTEMBER 8


It’s been six weeks since I last scrawled my thoughts in these pages. After the battle, I was certain I would never write again. What was already there was so painful, how could I ever say anything worthwhile? But today I am in such a turmoil of conflicting emotions that I have to write something down.


After Gandesa, I thought the change that began when I crossed the mountains into Spain was complete, that the friends I had made and lost, the horrors I had seen, the tragedy I had been a part of, had molded me into a new person and that is who I would be. The last six weeks have proved simply that we can never be certain of anything.


Bob and I were shuffled back to Barcelona. It took five days, most of which we spent either lying ignored on the cold ground or rattling painfully somewhere in a truck or railway carriage surrounded by the stench and screams of those much worse off than ourselves.


A doctor in Tarragona removed the shrapnel from Bob’s shoulder and painfully prodded my ribs before saying that there was nothing he could do. I have tried not to move my ribs, but it is hard not to breathe. However, the pain has pretty much gone and I think they have healed well. Not having a broken bone, Bob’s wound healed much faster.


As we healed, we both assumed that we would return to the war eventually, but that is not to be. The battle has not gone well. The fighting continues, but we never took Gandesa and we have been steadily forced back. The Fascists have too many tanks, planes, guns and soldiers.


Rumors are flying around that the International Brigades are to be sent home. I think the rumors are true and that is why Bob and I are to be repatriated tomorrow. That is the cause of my conflicting emotions. I want to go home—I’ve had more than enough of war—but I also want to stay here. I have fallen in love.


Maria, the nurse I could not get out of my mind, was at the hospital in Barcelona when I returned and was as happy to see me as I was her. Since then we have barely been out of each other’s company. Her family has given me a bed in their house, and I have helped at the hospital, as much as my ribs allowed.


In our spare moments between work and sheltering from the continuing bombing raids, we have walked the streets of this wonderful, damaged city. We have strolled through the parks and gardens and climbed the hill of Montjuïc. Maria has shown me the ancient cathedral and the tomb of Barcelona’s favorite saint, Eulalia. We have walked the narrow dark alleys of the Gothic Quarter, eaten at whatever tiny places we have come upon and talked with the people struggling to survive and afraid of the coming Fascist darkness. If I live to be one hundred, I don’t think I shall ever find another place so beautiful, friendly and alive—or so doomed.


My ribs healed on their own, but that was only my body. My mind as I left Gandesa was a mess. My nights were plagued by nightmares in which Tiny, Hugh and the others came back to haunt me, and my days were filled with shadowy thoughts of hopelessness and death. It felt as if I could never climb back out from that black pit.


Maria, with her love and patience, has brought me back. She has shown me that, despite everything, there is still good in the world. It is a lesson I will never forget, and I shall cherish every moment of happiness that I am given. But why must the cost of that lesson be so unbearably high?


If I had one wish, it would be to stay here forever with Maria or to take her somewhere else that is safe. Her wish is the same, but it is not possible. The war is lost and the Fascists will march down the Ramblas soon. Any foreigners who fought for the Republic will not last long after that. I can go because I am Canadian. Maria must stay because she is Spanish and the border is closed.


It is so unfair. So cruel to find love and lose it.


But I shall come back. I will leave my suitcase with all the pitiful possessions I have collected here, including this book. I will give them to Maria and pray that one day I will be able to return and collect them. Until then, these twelve weeks, this part of my life, the most important part until now and, I suspect, the most important part ever, will remain Maria’s and my secret.




SIXTEEN


That was it, all there was. I thumbed through every other page in the journal, but they were blank.


“So your grandfather and my great-grandmother fell in love,” Laia said quietly. “I suspected as much, but to see him declare his love on the page is different. Why did he never come back?”


“He did, once. His plane crashed in France during the war and he was sent through Spain to escape, but he was on the run. After the war, as long as Franco was alive and dictator of Spain, he couldn’t return, but after that…? It was a different world after the Second World War. He got married, had kids.”


“I wonder if he still loved Maria?”


“I don’t know. Is it possible to love two people? He loved my grandmother very much and built a wonderful life for his family in Canada. Maybe he assumed that Maria had done the same in Spain and convinced himself that she had forgotten him.”


“She never did.” Laia smiled sadly. “When Barcelona fell, she fled with tens of thousands of other refugees to the camps in France. When the Nazi’s invaded France, she went into hiding. She told me once that she did some work for the Resistance. After the war, she came back. They were hard times, but her parents had managed to keep the house, and she moved in with them. She lived there the rest of her life.”


“She never married?”


“That’s something I’ve thought about a lot,” Laia said. “My grandmother was Maria’s only child and she was born out of wedlock. That is a serious difficulty in Catholic Spain, but the times were chaotic and there were many young widows with children after the war.”


I nodded, thinking about how hard life must have been for Maria and the other refugees in those days. But Laia hadn’t finished telling me things.


“My grandmother was born during the war in France.”


“It must have been tough with a new baby.” Then a thought exploded in my mind. “When was your grandmother born?”


“I know what you are wondering, but your grandfather is not my great-grandfather. We’re not related. My grandmother was born in 1944, near the end of the war.”


I laughed. “At Grandfather’s will reading, my five cousins and I discovered that we had a seventh cousin that no one knew about. I don’t think I could handle finding out we were related, even though it would be like half cousins, a bunch removed.”


“You don’t want to be related to me?” Laia asked with a mischievous grin.


“I didn’t mean it that way,” I said.


“Of course,” Laia went on, her smile broadening, “there were no paper records during the war. We only have Maria’s word that my grandmother was born in 1944 and not 1939.”


“Stop teasing me,” I said, returning her smile. “I don’t want to be your relative. I’d rather be your…friend.”


I felt my face burning as I realized what I’d just said. “I mean…” I began, but Laia silenced me with a gentle touch on my cheek.


“I would like us to be friends as well,” she said. “How long are you going to stay in Spain?”


“I have a ticket back in a couple of weeks.”


“That gives us time, and you have got used to our scooters.” Laia laughed and I grinned back stupidly. “We can visit my grandmother and I can show you Barcelona. Maybe we can even visit our famous beaches.”


My heart was pounding. I was happier than I had ever been. I had discovered Grandfather’s past and retraced his footsteps. Like him, I had found an amazing girl in Barcelona. Unlike him, I wasn’t going to let her go.


“That would be fantastic,” I said through a smile that hurt my cheeks. “I would love to discover Barcelona and visit some beaches. I know some people at the Hotel Miramar in Lloret de Mar. I’m sure they’d love to meet you.”
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REEL ONE

“TWO SHOT”

BY SPENCER O’TOOLE

FADE IN:

EXT.—A COUNTRY ROAD—LONG SHOT, FROM ABOVE—DAY

A red Miata, top down, zooms along.

CLOSE-UP—SPENCER

SPENCER (Colin Farrell?) is behind the wheel. His hair blows in the wind. He’s all in black with cool black shades. His chiseled face has a three-day beard.

EXT.—GATES OF HUGE MANSION—LONG SHOT, FROM ABOVE—DAY




Miata turns in at gates of a huge mansion.


EXT.—STEPS OF MANSION—TRACKING SHOT FOLLOWS FROM BEHIND SPENCER—DAY

SPENCER strides up steps to mansion. Door opens. BUTLER nods.

INT.—MANSION HALLWAY—DAY

SPENCER walks down elegant hallway to giant doors.

He opens them.

INT.—MANSION LIBRARY—WIDE SHOT (SPENCER’S POINT OF VIEW)—DAY

Two of Spencer’s cousins, COUSIN DJ and COUSIN STEVE, are arm wrestling while playing chess. COUSIN ADAM flicks knives into a target across the room. COUSIN WEBB hangs upside down, texting. Spencer’s brother BUNNY is on the couch, playing with a tiger. BUNNY looks at SPENCER and nods. The LAWYER sits at a big desk.

MEDIUM SHOT—LAWYER AT DESK

LAWYER

Spencer. Good, we can get started. Gentlemen…

WIDE SHOT—GROUP AROUND DESK

All sit around desk in leather chairs.

SPENCER

Sorry I’m late.

COUSIN DJ

(buttoning sleeve)

CIA again?

SPENCER

MI6.

COUSIN ADAM

(putting knives in pockets)
They always call me when I’m making dinner.

BUNNY

(stroking tiger)

It’s nice to be wanted.

LAWYER

Ahem. Now then. Gentlemen, your grandfather’s will is a curious affair. But then he, was a curious man.

All look up at painting of Grandpa in a massive, ornate gold frame.

PAN TO:

CLOSE-UP—PAINTING OF GRANDPA

GRANDPA is wearing a cool leather flying jacket and a black beret. He’s holding a Colt .45 and a compass.

LAWYER (OFF SCREEN)


Perhaps I should let him explain…

SPECIAL EFFECTS:

Picture turns misty and swirls into a hologram. Pixels resolve into a 3-D GRANDPA. He’s dressed all in black and now he’s got a glass of whiskey and a cigar.

GRANDPA

Boys—sorry, men. I have a final mission for each of you.



ONE

Just kidding. I wish though. Really, we take the 501 Queen streetcar to the lawyer’s office: Deb, Jerry, Bunny and me. Deb and Jer are my mom and dad. B-Man Bunny is my baby brother. His real name is Bernard. He’s twice as thick as me and maybe forty-three times stronger. Bunster is your go-to guy for jars that need opening or cars that need to be lifted with one finger.

The lawyer’s office is downtown. Don’t ask me where; all the way there I was streaming Kill Bill on my cell phone. I’ve seen it fourteen times, but I like it. And I’m starting film studies in the fall at Humber College, so it’s important that I study the fine points—like Kiddo.

Also, it’s better than listening to Deb and Jer. Deb is still uptight because Grandpa D was her dad and now he’s dead. That’s why we’re going to see the lawyer. Deb insisted we dress up. Naturally that got Jer uptight too. Jer gets cranky when he has to take the bandanna off his head. Even Bunny knows that. Who knows why? It’s not as if he doesn’t have any hair. It’s just that the front is creeping back toward his ponytail, which is something he really should lose, if you ask me. He hasn’t asked.

Anyway, as we ride up in the elevator, Deb says to Jer, “You know how I feel about cowboy boots,” and Bun tugs at his collar and says, “This scratches,” and Jer hums “Ripple.” I keep my earbuds in and turn up the volume.

All my cousins and aunts and one uncle are in the office. We find seats and the lawyer comes in and starts talking. I’m not paying much attention because Kiddo is really swinging her swords now. Next thing I know, everyone starts jabbering and the lawyer is yelling “Just stop!” or something, and a minute later all the parents get up and leave the room.

What’s up? I don’t know. I shut down my phone. Bunny moves over and sits beside me. “We’re okay, right?” he says.

“We’re cool, Bun. Whatever’s going on can’t be that big a deal. I mean, we’re not the grown-ups, right?” I tuck my phone in my pocket.

It turns out there’s something to watch anyway. It also turns out that I’m wrong about it not being a big deal. The lawyer messes with the remote for a flat-screen TV, and all of a sudden Grandpa D pops up on the screen, wearing his black beret.

The lighting is too bright. The colors are wild. Grandpa looks a little orange, as if he has makeup on. That alone would be pretty crazy. Grandpa D was not exactly what you’d call a makeup kind of guy. Jer always said he chewed rivets from his airplanes for mineral supplements. On the TV, Grandpa starts blabbing away about loving us all. It’s kind of weird, seeing as how he’s dead.

Bunny shakes my arm. “What’s going on?”

“Ssh. We’ll find out.”

“What’s Grandpa saying?”

“He loves you.”

“I know that,” Bunny says. “So?”

“Ssh.”

Actually, it’s a good question. No matter what Grandpa is saying in his video, I’m pretty sure he liked Bunny a lot more than he liked me. He’d start glowing anytime Bun wanted to wrestle or when he crushed a baseball out of the park. Comics and gaming? Nah, not so much. And Jer’s “Front Porch Farmer” column for the Parkdale Advertiser? I don’t think so.

Grandpa D was always after me to do manly stuff, although once he gave me a list of old movies he thought I should watch. That was nice, even though I’m not much of a black-and-white guy. I decide to look up the list when I get home, maybe watch a couple as my tribute to Grandpa.

Except now it sounds as if Grandpa has other plans for us. I listen more closely. Bunny is hissing at me again. “What’s happening?”

“He wants us to do something.”

“What?”

“We have to wait and see, Bun.”

I shoot a quick look at my cousins. Bunny is a loud whisperer. They’re cool with it though. They usually are. I don’t have a lot in common with these guys, but they’re good about Bun.

Video Grandpa tells us he has a task for each of us and then the movie is over. The lawyer is handing out large sealed brown envelopes to all us cousins. Now Bunny isn’t the only one who’s confused. We’re all looking around, wondering, Whaaat? Do we open these now?

In a movie, this is where you’d cut to black.



TWO

In real life, Deb makes us wait until we get home to open the envelopes.







Dear Spence,

Sorry I’m not there in person, but if you’re reading this, I’m airborne, as it were. Now Spence, I know there have been times when we couldn’t figure each other out. I like to do things. You like to watch things. That doesn’t mean we can’t meet in the middle. It’s a big place.

The middle has your brother in it. Watch out for him always, Spence. Bernard thinks you’re the bee’s knees, as we used to say, and he needs a co-pilot. I know you won’t let him down.

The middle also, believe it or not, has movies. I like movies too. My all-time favorite movie star was Gloria Lorraine. Ask your mom if my liking Gloria L wasn’t a family joke. Gloria Lorraine is older than me, Spence, but as I write this, she’s still alive and kicking. I want you to go and see her—I know you can find her with the Internet and all—and get her to give you a kiss on the cheek. Tell her it’s for me, a sentimental favor.

Film that kiss for me, Spence. Someone’s got to make movies and this one only you can make. If Gloria Lorraine has passed or is incapacitated, look in the smaller envelope with this letter for your alternate movie mission.

The lawyer will have money for you to buy a good video camera and for travel and any other expenses you might have.

Make your first movie one that the family can watch and think of me.

Do these things for me. Do them with me. I know you can. Remember that list of movies I made for you? I hope you watched Casablanca. Remember what Rick says to Louis at the end? “This could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

Sometimes I’m a little too late to the station, but really, it’s never too late.

Love, 

Grandpa







THREE

Jer starts making pie dough while Bunny and I read our letters; he always bakes when he’s bugged. At first, all the talk is about Bunny’s task. Bun is supposed to get a tattoo of Grandpa’s old fighter squadron logo from World War II. Deb is not big on tattoos, even if they are of Grandpa’s squadron logo. “Oh please,” she sighs. “The Marauding Mosquitoes? Their insignia was a mosquito with a cigar and a machine gun.”

Jer shrugs. He’s at the counter, rolling out pie crust. “Could be worse.”

Deb shoots him a look.

Bunny just says, “Cool.”

When they get to me, I hand over the letter and the other little envelope that’s still sealed. Deb tears up a little when she reads the letter. I check my phone for texts. Then she laughs. “Gloria Lorraine. Oh, Lord.”

“Gloria who?” says Bunny.

“That name rings a bell,” Jer says. He’s a trivia guy. “On TV…”

“Cosmo’s Castaways and Auntie Frank,” says Deb.

“Good for you.” Jer’s impressed. “Before my time, really, but I remember after-school reruns; well, Castaways anyway.”

Deb shoots him another look. “Required watching at our house, even though you never actually saw her on Auntie Frank. She was the voice of—”

“The talking bulldozer,” Jer finishes for her.

Bun looks mystified. It’s the right look.

“Grandpa said she was a movie star,” I say.

“She was in movies before she did TV,” Jer says.

I go online with my phone and search for Gloria Lorraine as Bunny peers over my shoulder. There are a lot of hits. I start with Wikipedia. Up pops a black-and-white photo of a platinum blond.

“She’s pretty,” Bunny says.

He’s right; pretty, but not stellar. She looks smart though, smiling at the camera with one eyebrow raised a little, as if she’s about to say, I know things you wish you knew.

“Whatcha got?” Jer asks. He’s sprinkling flour on the rolling pin.

I read out:

“Gloria Lorraine (born Gayle Leonard, September 16, 1922, in Topeka, Kansas) is an American film and television actress with some fifty-two screen credits, most dating from her heyday in the forties and fifties. She also had roles in two TV series in the 1960s. Her last movie appearance was in 1972’s grindhouse non-classic Drive-In Savages.

“Lorraine was discovered in classic fashion in 1939, waiting tables in a luncheonette in Seattle, Washington, where her family had moved in 1928.”

“Well, that can’t be right,” Deb cuts in. “Grandpa was born in 1920 and his letter says she’s older than him.”

I shrug and keep on reading.

“First signed to Republic Pictures, she had small roles in westerns, including two with Roy Rogers before—”

“My hero,” Jer cries. Is he kidding?

Bunny asks it for me. “Who’s Roy Rogers?”

“A cowboy actor,” Jer says. “Guys my age thought he was cool.”

I read on.

“—before moving on to both Columbia and Warner Brothers studios. Typically she was cast as a younger sister or the heroine’s best friend in a string of largely forgettable wartime dramas and mysteries. She came into her own briefly in the late forties and early fifties in several minor classics of film noir, including Blond Trust, Shadow Street and Dead Letter Office, with costars Fred MacMurdo, Richard Wildmark and Ryan Robert…blah, blah, blah…”

I skip a bunch of boring stuff. “Dropped by Warners in 1953, she worked frequently in live TV. In 1958 she appeared (regrettably) in Swamp Creatures from Zorgon, which has made several lists of all-time worst movies. In the early and mid sixties she played the wealthy widow on the NBC sitcom Cosmo’s Castaways (two seasons) and voiced the role of the talking truck on Auntie Frank (one season).”

“Wrong,” says Jer. “It was a bulldozer.”

Whatever. I finish up. “Apart from Savages, in which she parodied her role of the homicidal secretary in Dead Letter Office, she has been in retirement since then. Married four times, she has two daughters. A complete list of her films is below.”

That’s it. I look up.

“So that’s who she was—is,” Jer says, rolling away at his dough. “I always used to wonder why the credits for Auntie Frank called her ‘Miss Gloria Lorraine,’ as if she was a big deal we should all know about. But really she was a B-movie actress who never quite hit the big-time. How come your dad had a thing for her?”

Deb shakes her head, then rests it on her hand. “Who knows?” she sniffles. She’s crying a little again when she says, “Maybe Spence will find out.”



FOUR

“Don’t you want to film this?” Jer asks.

“Film what?” I say. It’s Friday, just a few days later. We’re driving through some ho-hum suburb in Buffalo, New York, on our way to the Erie Estates Retirement Lodge. It’s ten o’clock in the morning. I should be asleep. Instead, Jer is at the wheel of our rented car. I don’t know what kind it is, something boxy and boring, but it’s nicer than our beater minivan. Deb needed that to bring files home from work or something. “Grandpa said to film getting kissed on the cheek. That’s what I’ll do.”

I look out the window. All the houses are way bigger than ours. We slept over in one of them, my cousin Adam’s place. He and my Aunt Vicky were there. Uncle John was away. He’s an airline pilot. Grandpa liked that.

Adam gets to go to France with his parents to do something for Grandpa. Cousin DJ is going to freaking Africa, and Steve is off to Spain. How do they rate? I get to go to Buffalo to get kissed on the cheek by a ninety-year-old.

That’s right, Buffalo. I’d figured that for an old movie star, I’d at least get to go to LA or someplace cool. Wrong-o. It hadn’t been tough finding out where Gloria Lorraine was. She was on Facebook, and when I’d messaged her, she’d said, Come on down to Buffalo. Oh, yippee. Watch me struggle to contain my excitement.

Even Bunny gets to do something better than me. He’s getting his tattoo today. How cool is that? How easy is that? Grandpa found the tattoo place for him. He’ll probably be showing his tatt off by lunch. At least the whole stupid thing is only going to take a day.

I flip my phone open to check for texts. I should send one to Bun, just to say hi. He likes that; I like doing it too. Besides, it’s better than thinking about a ninety-year-old’s smooch. As if he’s reading my mind, Jer says, “You don’t have to do this you know.”

“I know.” I glance in the backseat. The new Sony video camera is there, in its travel bag.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Jer says, “I think it’s great that you’re doing this in Grandpa’s memory and all.” He has his bandanna back on, and a pair of mirrored aviators, with his plaid shorts and Converse sneakers. It’s been cool all spring; Jer’s legs are still pale even though it’s late June. I’m not wearing shorts. I don’t wear shorts, ever. “But,” Jer goes on, “I can see how this could all seem a little wonky, you know?”

“I know,” I say. I push my glasses higher on my nose. “I’m cool with it. It’ll take, like, five minutes. And I have to, right? Everybody else is doing theirs.” But really, I’m not that cool with it.

“No, but see, that’s what I mean,” Jer says. “You don’t have to just because—”

Sometimes Jer just can’t let stuff go. He’s wrong, of course; I do have to do this because everyone else is doing their task, and the whole family will know if I wimp out. Luckily, right then Jer gets sidetracked.

“In one hundred yards, turn left onto Eriebreeze Avenue.” It’s the woman’s voice from the GPS.

“Eriebreeze?” says Jer, suddenly all concerned. “Eriebreeze? Is that the right name? These things can be wrong, you know. Are you sure you programmed it right?”

“It’s cool.”

Jer thinks technology peaked at bicycles and analog sound. It’s a good thing he didn’t want to pedal to Buffalo. We slow and hang a left onto Eriebreeze. “You have reached your destination.”

Up ahead, on the right, is a big sign in a clump of trimmed-just-so bushes. ERIE ESTATES LODGE, it reads in big letters. Underneath, in smaller letters it says, Retirement Residency at its Finest.

We turn in the drive and roll along to the parking lot. Gloria Lorraine, ex-movie star and Grandpa’s fave, lives here. It’s time for my close-up.



FIVE

“I’ll come in with you,” Jer says as he turns off the car.

“No, it’s okay.” I want the kiss and a quick getaway; that’s it. I can see Jer asking for an autograph or an in-depth interview about symbolism in Cosmo’s Castaways. I climb out of the car and then grab the camera from the backseat. “And she said to come in on my own,” I add.

Jer says, “How are you going to—?”

“I’m cool.” I close the door fast and start across the parking lot.

“I’ll be waiting,” Jer calls out his window. “Call if you need Roy Rogers.”

Actually I’m not cool, and it’s not just the heat in the parking lot that’s getting to me. Now that I’m at Erie Estates Lodge, this whole thing is creeping me out a little. What is a ninety-year-old doing on Facebook anyway? That’s strange enough. When I sent her my message about my grandpa, David McLean, asking me to get a kiss on the cheek for him, she answered right back and told me to come down this morning. She doesn’t know Grandpa from a hole in the ground, so how weird is that? I mean, does she get her jollies kissing teenage boys? I’ve heard about older women being cougars, but for me, Scarlett Johansson is an older woman. I’m just glad I haven’t told Gloria about the filming. That might be too kinky. What did Grandpa D have against me anyhow? Have fun in Europe and Africa, guys, I thought. How did they get all the luck?

Erie Estates Lodge reminds me of a hotel we stayed in one time in Montreal, when we all went to a conference with Deb. It’s got this big arch thing over the front doors and the lobby has sofas and chairs and a fake fireplace burning even though it’s hot out.

Gloria Lorraine said to ask for her at reception, so I go to a big counter that’s not so much like a hotel. The woman behind the counter has her hair pulled back tight and she looks as strong as Bunny. She’s wearing pink hospital scrubs.

“Miz Lorraine is on the patio.” She points the way.

I get lost anyway and end up in a lounge or something where a big flat-screen TV is blaring a game show at top volume. The place smells like a mixture of perfume and pee, and it’s filled with geezers and geezettes. Heads turn toward me. It’s a panicky moment. First thing I think is, Call Jer.

“Who ya lookin’ fow-ah?” A thousand-year-old man, with impossibly black hair and giant black-rimmed glasses, is growling at me. He’s sitting on one of those walker thingies, dressed to kill in a red blazer and a green tie over a yellow shirt that hangs off his ropy neck. All of him shakes, including his voice.

I say, “Uh, Gloria Lorraine?”

“SPEAK UP!” says the thousand-year-old, even louder than the TV.

“GLORIA LORRAINE.” Now I’m too loud. Get me out of here.

“MIZ LORRAINE.” The old guy glares as if I stepped on his white shoes. “OUT ONNA PATIO.” He jerks his shaky head to show the direction. His shiny black hair slips around a little. “Givva my regahds.” He turns to the TV and then back to me. His eyes narrow behind his glasses and he nods at my camera bag. “You packin’?”

“No,” I say, “I’m not going anywhere.” I walk out to the patio.



SIX

It’s a patio: flowers and garden furniture, umbrellas over tables. At first I think no one is there, but then I see the top of a red straw hat peeking over the back of a chair. I smell cigarette smoke. A voice says, “Well, don’t just stand there.” The voice is a bad imitation of the one I heard when I watched part of Dead Letter Office last night. That one was kind of smoky and sexy; this one sounds as if Jer has been going at it with the paint scraper.

I walk around in front of the chair. A tiny old lady is perched in it. Under the red sun hat she’s got enormous sunglasses, and the rest of her face is makeup and wrinkles. Platinum blond hair— it must be a wig—grazes the gigantic shoulders of her white jacket. She’s got one elbow on the arm of the chair and a cigarette between her red fingernails. Silvery bracelets with blue stones droop down her skinny arm and into the sleeve of her jacket. Her head moves a little. I guess she’s looking me over from behind the glasses. I think about calling Jer again.

“You the one who wrote?” she croaks.

“Uh, yeah,” I say. “Spencer O’Toole.”

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

“What was your grandfather’s name again?”

I feel as if I’m taking a test. I push up my glasses again. “David McLean.”

“You don’t—never mind.” She waves the words away with her cigarette. Bracelets clank. “Why didn’t he come himself?”

“I don’t know.” I shrug. “Maybe because he died.”

She sits up straighter at that and her lips bunch up. “What’d your grandfather say about me?”

“Well, uh, nothing. He just said you were his favorite actress and for me to get a kiss on the cheek from you, for him.”

“Just on the cheek?”

“Uh, yeah.”

She laughs. It’s another horrible paint-scraper sound that ends in a cough. “Probably all I’m good for these days anyway. I used to be pretty hot stuff, you know. Not a bombshell, but a looker. And none of that enhancement crap either. You ever see my movies?”

“Sure.” I nod. It’s kind of true. Like I said, I saw a clip from Dead Letter online. And I’m definitely putting Swamp Creatures from Zorgon on my list. Any movie on all those worst-movies-of-all-time lists has to be too cool to miss.

“All me,” she says. “The real thing. They didn’t even have to cap my teeth. And legs? To die for.”

“Uh-huh.” What else can I say? I notice her feet don’t reach the ground. I wonder how long this is going to take, and how weird it’s going to be. Talking boob jobs in a retirement home isn’t really moving things along. Problem is, I don’t know what to do to move them along. Kneel down, maybe? Before I can, she changes direction.

“And is that what I think it is?” She pokes her cigarette at the camera bag. She still hasn’t smoked any of it.

“It’s a video camera. My grandpa wanted me to film us—I mean you—giving me the kiss.”

“What for?”

I shrug again. “So my family can watch it? And think of him?”

She snorts. “Sounds a little kinky if you ask me.”

“I don’t know,” I say. I can hear my voice getting a little desperate. “He left me and all my cousins tasks to do. This is mine.”

“The kiss or the movie?”

“Both. So, anyway, if I could just, uh…” I take a step forward.

Gloria Lorraine hoists one marked-on eyebrow over her sunglasses. “Hold your horses, Spunky.”

“Spencer.”

“Whatever. I’m not that kind of girl. First we’ve got things to do.”

I stare at her. She says, “What, you think I kiss every kid that comes mooning around with a hard-luck story? You’ve gotta work for it.”

She flicks away the cigarette and hoists herself forward and out of the chair. She’s surprisingly fast for an old lady. “Get those bags,” she orders. She slips her purse strap over her shoulder. Beside her chair are a straw beach bag that matches her hat and a plastic bag from some store. As I stare, she grabs a cane that was hooked over the arm of her chair and starts motoring across the patio.

What can I do? I pick up the bags. They’re heavy. I follow her along a walkway that runs around the outside of Erie Estates Lodge.

“What are we doing?” I ask.

“Just running a few errands. Where’s your car?”

“In the parking lot. Errands? I guess my dad could drive us, but—”

Gloria Lorraine stops dead and doesn’t turn around. I have to hit the brakes so I don’t run her over. “Your father’s here?”

“Well, yeah. He’s waiting in the car,” I say to her back.

“Can’t you drive?”

“Sure, I can drive. I just—”

“Your grandpa—his father?”

“No, my mom’s. His dad—”

“Never mind,” she snaps. She turns around and whips off her sunglasses and glares up at me. Her eyes are brown with little blue flecks, and right now they’re hard enough to shrink my gonads. “I thought I told you to come by yourself.”

“Well, I did. He waited in the car.”

She hisses a word I can’t believe she knows. “Now I see why your grandpa wanted you to have the camera: to prove that you can do something right.” She turns away and lets out a few more F-bombs, then finally says, “All right, come on, come on.”

We pass some bushes and come out at the front of the building. Across the parking lot I can see our rental car, facing away from us. The windows are down and I can hear that Jer’s found a classic rock station on the radio. I say, “It’s over there.”

“Never mind,” she says, looking somewhere else. A smile cracks her makeup. “We’ll take mine.”



SEVEN

A white Cadillac convertible, top down, sits in the shade of the front arch, engine running. “I forgot I asked them to bring it around,” Gloria Lorraine says, hustling toward it. She’s pretty spry for a wrinkly. “Come on.”

The Cadillac has a red leather interior. The engine purrs. “You drive,” she snaps, yanking on the passenger door handle. I dump the bags and camera in the backseat and get behind the wheel.

“Come on, come on,” Gloria Lorraine says as I fumble with the seat belt. She doesn’t bother with hers, and the warning signal keeps dinging away. I put the car in drive and we roll into the sunlight. The Caddy’s the size of a whale, but compared to our family van it’s, well, a Cadillac. As we roll past the rental, I’m about to call out to Jer, but I see from the tilt of his bandannaed head that he’s probably Z’d out behind his shades. Gloria Lorraine sees me looking and says, “That your father?” I nod. “Why is he pretending to be a teenager?”

I don’t know what to say, so I go with, “Are we gonna be long? Because he’ll worry if I don’t call him.”

“He doesn’t look worried,” Gloria Lorraine replies. “And we won’t be long—unless you keep us crawling. Step on it! Turn right at the end of the driveway.” She’s leaning forward as if she’s trying to push the car faster. Or maybe she’s just falling over; it’s hard to tell.

As I make the turn onto Eriebreeze, I hear yelling back at the Lodge. I’m too busy driving to check the mirror. Gloria Lorraine acts as if she doesn’t hear. Maybe she doesn’t. There’s wind noise and I have to ask her twice where we’re going, plus her seat belt alert is still dinging too.

“Thirty-one twelve Lackawanna,” she yells, holding the red hat on with one hand.

“Where’s that?’

“What?”

“WHERE’S THAT?”

  “It’s—oh, hell, I don’t know. It’s close. Don’t you have one of those GBS's?”

“It’s your car,” I yell back.

“Oh. Yes. Well, look; there should be one. It’s got everything else.”

I scan the dash for a GPS. There it is. “I have to pull over to set it,” I tell her.

“Just make it snappy.”

I turn onto the next side street, pull over and punch in the address. The GPS fires up and feeds me instructions. It turns out we’re only three blocks away. When we pull up at a big modern house, Gloria Lorraine fumbles a piece of paper out of her pocket. “You all have cell phones. Dial this for me.”

The handwriting on the paper is shaky. I get out my phone and punch in the numbers. Gloria Lorraine waves for the phone as if she’s ordering champagne. After a moment she barks, “AmberLea? It’s Gran. Are you ready? Well, get up! We’re here…What do you mean, where? Here. Look out the window.” She nods to me. “Wave at the house.”

We both wave. As we do, I hear a funny thump from somewhere behind us. I look back to see if the bags have fallen over, but they’re still on the seat. Then the front door of the house opens and a girl appears. She looks about my age. She’s wearing a faded pink T-shirt and pajama bottoms with what I think is a Winnie the Pooh pattern. It’s hard to tell at this distance. She’s also got total bedhead: her straw-colored hair sticks out all over the place. She stares at us, the phone still at her ear.

“Get dressed and get in the car,” Gloria Lorraine barks to her. The girl doesn’t move, just keeps staring. “Hurry up,” Gloria Lorraine barks again. “We haven’t got all day.”

The girl’s mouth opens, but nothing comes out.

“It’s borrowed.” Gloria Lorraine answers a question the girl hasn’t asked.

I say, “I thought you said—”

“Clam up,” she says, without looking at me. I hear another thump. She yells to the girl, “Where’s the Flexus or whatever it is?”

“Mom took it,” the girl says into the phone. I can hear her without it. “The Mercedes is in getting new tires. Today’s her golf day.”

“I know that,” Gloria Lorraine snaps. “It was always her father’s golf day too. With redheads.” She rips out another surprising word, then, “So: no car.”

“No.” The girl shrugs. She bats at her bedhead hair. “I didn’t know you wanted—and anyway, you know I can’t—”

“Five minutes.” Gloria Lorraine cuts her off. “On set in five minutes.” The girl ducks back into the house. Gloria Lorraine shuts my phone, sticks it in her pocket and mutters to herself, “We’ll damn well have to drive this one instead.” She turns to me. “Get me my scarf. It’s in the straw bag.”

I find the silky yellow scarf at the top of the bag and pass it to her. She loops it under her chin, over her hat and over her shoulder. “There.”

“Uh, can I have my phone back?” I ask as politely as I can. “I don’t want to lose it, and I think I ought to call my dad.”

“Listen, do you want this kiss or not? We’ll only be a little while. Besides, CB DeMille, you’re going to need someone to shoot our love scene. AmberLea can run the camera. And when you speak to me, call me Miss Lorraine. Got it?”

“Okay.”

“Okay, what?”

I sigh. “Okay, Miss Lorraine.”

“Better. If you turn out to be reliable, you can move up to calling me GL. We’ll see.”

Thump.

“Did you hear that, Miss Lorraine?”

“Hear what? If she’s not out here in thirty seconds, start honking the horn.”

“Never mind.” Maybe I’ve gotten lucky and a wheel has fallen off. By now, I’m figuring this whole thing is kind of sketchy. If this isn’t her car, whose is it? It’s all making me nervous. If I was watching it, that might be different, especially if AmberLea was superhot and there were zombies…



EIGHT

“Now we’re talking,” says Gloria Lorraine. AmberLea is trudging down to the car in skinny jeans, a red-and-white-striped T and flip-flops. She is not superhot. There is not much up top and she’s a teeny bit wide for skinnies, but she has a nice face and the bedhead has turned into smooth blond bangs. She has red sunglasses perched up there too.

“AmberLea, this is Spritzer.”

“Spencer,” I say.

“That’s what I said.”

AmberLea looks at me with wide, worried eyes. “Hey,” I say. I hear a squeak in my voice. I’m not that great with girls, even though I’d like to be. I try to get tips from movies, but there don’t seem to be many seventeen-year-old sex-god movie stars with glasses, braces and a minor acne problem.

“Hey,” AmberLea says back. She tries about a one-sixteenth smile, but even that much is hard to do because she’s sucking in her lower lip and her chin is tucked so far into her neck it’s practically in back of her head. Dubious is the word, I think. She looks as if we’re trying to sell her chocolate shoes.

“Hop in the back,” Gloria Lorraine says. “Now.”

AmberLea says, “GL, what’s—?”

“You said you’d do something for me today. This is it. And we don’t have much time. Skinner here—”

“Spencer.”

“That’s what I said—is a busy man. His father is waiting for him. We need your help.”

“But you know I can’t—”

“I’ll deal with it. Get in.”

AmberLea sighs and climbs in back.

“Go.” Gloria Lorraine raps on the dash.

“Where?”

“Amby, guide us. We need a drugstore and a grocery.”

In the mirror I see AmberLea roll her eyes and do an even bigger bite-and-tuck. Then she says, “The Price Mart has both. Turn around.”

I do a not very cool three-pointer that takes us up on the sidewalk a little. There’s another thump from the back. “What’s that noise?” AmberLea says. “Have we got a flat or something?” I want to catch her eye in the mirror and give her an I wish I knew but I’m not in charge here look, but I’m too busy missing a fire hydrant. By the time I look back, she’s got her shades down.

AmberLea directs us to a big supermarket. All the way there, Gloria Lorraine tells me to hurry up. When we get there, she has me park in a far corner, by a Dumpster. She gives AmberLea cash from her purse, and a shopping list. “And make it snappy,” she says. “It smells like hell around here.”

It is pretty ripe. AmberLea and I get out of the car and start across the parking lot. It’s even hotter here than in the parking lot at the Lodge. We don’t look at each other. The automatic door lets us into air conditioning that doesn’t make me feel one bit better. AmberLea grabs a cart and, still without looking at me, says, “So what’s going on?”

“Um, well, I wish I knew.” And I wish I was Johnny Depp too. “Your grandma said she would help me make this movie for my grandpa, but she said before I could make the movie we had to run some errands, and she got really mad when I told her my dad had driven me here, but her car was all ready to go, so we came to get you so you could film us. Sort of.”

I don’t think my speech helps. AmberLea’s chin has now completely disappeared. I’m betting her eyes are wider than ever, but I can’t tell because she still has her sunglasses on. I guess it runs in the family. She says, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I can tell you two things: it isn’t her car, and she always gets what she wants.”

“But,” I say, “it was out front, with the engine running.”

“People do that at the Lodge sometimes, when they’re dropping someone off or picking them up.”

“You mean—?”

“All I mean is, the faster we do this, the faster we get the car back and get this over with, the better. I’m, uh, not supposed to be out right now. What’s on the list?”

We get the economy-size Dependables adult diapers, five bananas, a little cooler chest, a bag of ice, Vega-Thins crackers and a pack of Marlboros. AmberLea doesn’t say a word. At the checkout, I take a shot at conversation. “Your grandma moves pretty fast for a smoker.”

“She doesn’t smoke them,” AmberLea says, as we pick up the stuff. “She just likes to pose with them. Don’t ask me why.” We walk back out into the heat.



NINE

You can hear the thumping from quite a ways off. Gloria Lorraine is standing at the back of the Cadillac, waving us over. “Open the damn trunk.” She pokes her cane at it like a sword. I dump the stuff I’m carrying into the backseat and go to find the release on the dash. Behind me, the thumping gets faster and harder. “All right, all right,” Gloria Lorraine says. Whack goes the cane on the trunk lid. I find the button, pop the lid, then hustle back. You can see little dents in the metal from the cane. I swing the trunk open.

“Aghh!” I jump back. AmberLea gives a little shriek and drops the Dependables. Gloria Lorraine says, “Aw, for the luvva…”

There’s a man in the trunk, bound and gagged. Beside him is a Chihuahua dog, also bound and gagged. The man is wearing the kind of preppy clothes with lots of stripes that movie dads wear when they go golfing. Jer and Deb don’t golf, to put it mildly.

The man and the dog both blink in the light. Then their eyes go wide and they both start wriggling like crazy.

I’m frozen. I don’t know what to do. “Help them,” AmberLea says, and she reaches for the dog.

“Not so fast,” says Gloria Lorraine. “Frisk him first.”

“What?” I say.

“You heard me. Frisk him.”

“GL,” AmberLea says, “somebody’s already tied him up. Why would—?”

“Because sometimes they’re stupid, that’s why. That’s exactly what happened in Shadow Street, remember?”

“That was a movie,” says AmberLea.

“What difference does that make? It still happened. Frisk him.”

Let me tell you it is so not cool running your hands over a wriggling, sweaty fat guy and sticking your hands in his pockets, even when it turns out there’s a gun and a cell phone in his back pockets. I tug out the gun and stand there, holding the thing with my fingertips, as if it’s a used Dependable. I’ve never touched a gun before. I’ve never seen a gun before, except in movies. It’s surprisingly light.

“See?” Gloria Lorraine says to me. “I thought you said you watched my movies. Give it here.” She snaps her fingers.

I hand her the gun. The guy wriggles some more and turns even redder in the face. His eyes follow the gun. Gloria Lorraine handles it like a pro, flipping a little lever on the side back and forth with her thumb. It’s pointed at the guy in the trunk, and probably at the gas tank of the car too. The guy in the trunk starts making a noise like a clogged vacuum cleaner. He’s squirming so much the car starts to rock. Gloria Lorraine snorts. “It’s just a toy. It’s too light to be the real thing. I hefted a lot of pistols in my day. Watch.”

She flicks the gun to one side and pulls the trigger. There’s a dry crack, then a whang and a ricochet whine, just like in the movies. A dent magically appears in the side of the Dumpster and there’s a neat little hole in the Cadillac’s windshield. “I’ll be damned,” says Gloria Lorraine. “It is real. Well, Spanky, let’s get him out of there. I’ll keep you covered.”

AmberLea has already untied the dog’s legs. When she gets the muzzle thing off, it starts yapping like crazy. The big guy in the trunk is harder to deal with. I peel off the duct tape from his ankles and help him swing his legs out of the trunk. He scooches forward, arms and hands still tied behind his back. I reach in and rip the duct tape off his mouth. I don’t see there’s a mustache underneath until it’s too late. Some of it comes off with the tape. When he stops squealing, he switches to gasping. AmberLea puts down the yapping dog and helps me haul the guy up. Underneath him are what looks like a small gas cylinder for a barbecue and some clear plastic bags, the five-pound size that Jer uses to buy flour and sugar at the bulk store. These are filled with white powder and taped shut. Maybe this guy likes to bake as much as Jer does.

After he stops yipping like the dog when I pull duct tape off his hairy arms, he says, “You ever gotta do that again, try cutting the tape. Then a guy can soak it off, ya know?” He touches what’s left of his mustache. He stops glaring at me long enough to say to the dog, “Mistah Bones, you all right?”

AmberLea has put the dog in the backseat. Now it goes crazy, scrabbling up the upholstery to get to the guy. The guy can hardly move. His arms are stiff as boards and his hands look all swollen. “Hey, hey, Mistah Bonesy, how we, how we, how we?” He leans down and the dog starts licking his face. There’s a big red patch around the guy’s mouth where his mustache was.

“Enchanting,” says Gloria Lorraine. “We have to go.”

The guy stands up stiffly. “Yeah. Right. Me too.” He looks around. “Thanks fa helpin’. Ya wanna give me the gun before there’s an accident? You can probably catch a bus at the corner.” He sticks out a puffy hand and takes a tottery step forward.

“Not so fast,” says Gloria Lorraine, and she points the gun right at the guy’s belly. It’s a big target. “We need the car.”

He stops dead. “What? That’s my car!”

“I doubt it,” she says. “But even if it is, I doubt you’ll call the cops.”

“Hey,” says the guy, “I’m an honest businessman.”

“In a pig’s eye,” says Gloria Lorraine. She nods at the trunk. “Next you’re going to tell us that the nose candy in the plastic bags is icing sugar.”

“Exactly right,” says the guy. “I’m a baker. Really. Lookit.” He fumbles a card out of a pocket and hands it to me. “Al Capoli, King of Cannoli. See that tank in there? Helium, so’s we can do balloons for kiddies when we deliver a deluxe birthday cake. ” He grunts as he reaches in the trunk and pulls out a bag of balloons.

“Uh-huh,” says Gloria Lorraine. “King of Cannoli, huh? I hope you bake better than you lie. Ever hear of Little Moe Chopsticks, Dragon of Dim Sum?”

Al shakes his head.

“My third husband,” she says. “Nothing to do with you, AmberLea. Your grandpa was number four.” Then, to Al, she says, “How about Rocco Wings?”

Al’s whole head goes from leather-interior red to Cadillac white.

“Thought so.” Gloria Lorraine smiles. “He knew Moe and he’s a fan of mine. Now, you could get in my way and make him very angry, or you could help me and have him owe you one. My guess is you wouldn’t mind staying on the move with us a while, since someone clearly wants you gone. If not, we can just leave you here—with your ‘icing sugar.’ I’m sure someone can help you carry it to the bus.”

Al Capoli, King of Cannoli, bites his lip. His eyes dart around. AmberLea and I stand there. I can’t believe what’s going on. AmberLea’s chin has disappeared again, so maybe she can’t either. Even the dog is quiet. Then Al looks up and his eyes flare, and all of a sudden he hits the pavement in a belly flop. Beyond the Dumpster, through the trees at the edge of the parking lot, I see a black SUV with tinted windows roll by. It keeps going.

“You can stay here and keep your mouth shut,” says Gloria Lorraine, “or you can come along and keep your mouth shut.”

“Let’s go,” Al says, scrambling up and brushing himself off. “Fast.”

As we get in, Gloria Lorraine says, “You must have baked some awful cupcakes.”



TEN

We get in the car. “Put the top up,” says Al.

“Not on your life,” says the movie star in the front seat. “Here, put these on.” She rummages in one of her bags and comes up with a blond wig just like the one she’s wearing, and another scarf. “AmberLea, help him.”

“What?” says Al.

Gloria Lorraine says, “You know, shooting a man is like straightening your stockings. A lady’s not supposed to do it, but sometimes you have to.”

He puts on the wig and kerchief.

“And these.” She tosses him some big sunglasses. The whole thing looks pretty interesting with what’s left of his mustache. Al slouches low in the seat.

“Let’s go,” says Gloria Lorraine.

That’s when I remember. “I have to call my dad.”

“Not now, Sparky.”

“Let’s go,” says Al.

All at once I realize that I’m in the driver’s seat. Literally. “No,” I say. “I call or we don’t go. Grandpa would want me to call.” I don’t know if the last part’s true, but it’s worth a shot. I wave my hand to make my point, and the car keys fly away into the Dumpster. Now everyone groans.

“Now what?” says AmberLea. “Maybe we should all just take a cab home.”

“Mistah Bones,” says Al, from under the wig and kerchief.

“What?”

“Mistah Bones. Put him in there. He finds my keys for me alla the time. Watch.”

Al scoops up the Chihuahua, gets out of the car and hoists the dog to the top of the Dumpster. The dog goes crazy, all four legs pedaling as if he’s on an imaginary bicycle. It probably smells like dog heaven to him. “Keys, Mistah Bones,” croons Al. “Keys for Papa.” Al lets go. The dog dives. There’s a lot of yipping, thumping and scrabbling, then the sound of Mister Bones whining. “Told you,” Al says proudly. “Get him out.”

“Cell phone first,” I say to Gloria Lorraine. She hands it to me. I climb up the side of the Dumpster. The smell makes my eyes water. Mister Bones is perched on a green bag, the keys in his mouth. I lift him out. The smell comes along. Everyone groans again as I put him in the backseat. I ignore them and punch in Jer’s number. It’s time to get out of this zoo.

“Yo.” Jer sounds as if I woke him. “Spence. What’s happening?”

“Well,” I say, “I’m with Gl—Miss Lorraine.”

“Cool. So, mission accomplished? You’ve been a while. I must have snoozed. You done soon?”

“Well, that’s the thing.” I know I have to be careful here. Gloria Lorraine still has the gun in her lap. “We’re not exactly at the Lodge right now. We’re, um, running some errands. Kind of. And it’s going to take us a couple more hours—”

“Days,” says Gloria Lorraine.





“Days,” I say.

“DAYS?” That’s me, Jer, Al and AmberLea all at once. Our voices go up like roller coasters.

Gloria Lorraine nods.

“Uh, yeah, days,” I say to Jer.

“Or no kiss,” says Gloria Lorraine.

“Or no kiss,” I repeat. Oh yeah; for a moment I’d forgotten that. “I guess I have to.”

“Listen, Spence.” Jer’s voice gets firmer. “No, you don’t. This is screwy enough already. Tell me where you are and I’ll come get you.”

It sounds good to me. I look around. But what do I tell him? That I’m sitting near a supermarket, behind a Dumpster, in a white Caddy with a trunk full of something that probably isn’t icing sugar. I’m with a grumpy girl, a sketchy baker, a stinky Chihuahua and a ninety-year-old with a loaded gun? Do I just say, You’ll know us when you see us? For a second I wonder what Bunny would think of this. What will I tell him? I think of my cousins in France or Spain or Africa. What will I tell them? And AmberLea, who, while not superhot, is still pretty nice in skinny jeans: am I going to wimp out in front of her, just because her grandma waves a pistol with the safety off? What would I tell Grandpa? I think of how I dreamed of making my own movie. I take a deep breath. “No,” I say, “it’s okay. I’m cool with it. I have to make the movie.”

Behind me, Al says, “Movie? Over my dead body.”

“Obviously that can be arranged,” says Gloria Lorraine. Mister Bones yelps.

“Was that a dog?” Jer asks.

“Yeah, we’re at one of those dog-grooming places.” Where did that come from? I don’t know. All I know is that I’ve got to finish this. “Why don’t you go back to Aunt Vicky’s?”

“Tell him to go home,” says Gloria Lorraine. “I’ll get you back there.”

“Or go home,” I say to Jer. “Miss Lorraine promises to get me back.”

“But—” Jer says.

“I’ve got to go.”

“Damn right,” Al says.

I ignore him. “A couple of days. I’ll call. I promise. Nothing to worry about.”

“But, Spence—”

“Trust me,” I say. I switch off the phone. My heart is pounding, but it’s a good pounding. I think.

“That’s more like it,” says Gloria Lorraine. “I bet that’s what your grandpa would have done.” She points to the GPS. “Now, aim that thing north and get us to Canada.”



REEL TWO





EXT.—LONG SHOT—DAY

A white Cadillac convertible, top down, rolls slowly to a fortified
      border crossing on a country road: guard tower, machine guns, tank traps, sandbags topped with
      concertina wire. Armed sentries man the gate. As the Cadillac stops, a SOLDIER steps to
      driver’s side. SPENCER is driving, AMBERLEA (Amy Faris?) in front passenger seat, GLORIA
      LORRAINE (Betty White) in backseat with MISTER BONES on lap.

EXT.—WIDE SHOT LOOKING UP TO SOLDIER FROM SPENCER’S P.O.V.—DAY

SOLDIER

(snapping fingers twice)


 
 
 
 Papers. Passports.





EXT.—WIDE SHOT INTO CAR FROM OVER SOLDIER’S SHOULDER—DAY















SPENCER

(handing over everyone’s papers)

You keep good time.







AMBERLEA

(stroking the back of Spencer’s neck)

Must be all that marching.




INT.—GUARD HOUSE

A JUNIOR OFFICER watches through binoculars as the GUARD at the car reads the documents. He lowers binoculars and picks up a telephone.

EXT.—WIDE SHOT INTO CAR FROM OVER SOLDIER’S SHOULDER—DAY

GLORIA LORRAINE

(glaring at soldier)

How much longer is this going to take? If I don’t get a Dependable soon I’m going to need to use your helmet.

EXT.—WIDE SHOT LOOKING UP TO SOLDIER FROM CAR—DAY

SOLDIER ignores comment and continues to read.

INT.—GUARD HOUSE—WIDE SHOT

A bald SENIOR OFFICER wearing a monocle strides in. JUNIOR OFFICER hands him the binoculars. He looks through them at camera.

EXT.—ZOOM TO CAR LICENSE, FRAMED BY BINOCULAR LENSES—DAY




PAN UP TO TIGHT FOCUS ON BULLET HOLE IN WIND-SHIELD




INT.—CLOSE-UP, SENIOR OFFICER’S FACE

SENIOR OFFICER

(lowering binoculars)

Good. Let them through. But follow them. And, Kurt, do it discreetly.



ELEVEN

We cross the border at Niagara Falls. I’m not sure if that’s where Jer and I came through or not. I didn’t pay much attention yesterday on the way down; I was watching The Three Stooges. On the way to the border, Gloria Lorraine has AmberLea put the ice in the cooler. She hands her two bottles and a jar. “Gin, vermouth and olives,” she says. “I’m going to need a martini later. Now, peel me a banana.”

Crossing the border turns out to be easy. Before we get there, she makes Al get back in the trunk. “You and the icing sugar just stay put.” Then she has AmberLea drive and tells me to sit in the back. As we roll up to the crossing, she growls, “My lines. Just look the part.” Then she turns into Chatty Granny for the guard. “Well, hellooo. How are you today? Speak up, dear. Yes, hon, I’m Gloria and these are my grandchildren, AmberLea and Spinnaker. We’re just driving Spinny back to his home in Toronto. He’s been down for a visit. Aren’t Fifi and I lucky to have such nice grandchildren to spend time with me?” Fifi is Mister Bones; Gloria Lorraine has him on her lap.

Mister Bones pants, AmberLea’s fingers drum the steering wheel, and the lady border guard smiles as if she’s going to buy the whole act. No questions about guns, large men with duct-tape burns, bags of white powder, gas tanks, or anything else we might have stashed around the Cadillac. Then she notices the windshield. “Is that a bullet hole?”

“Gracious no.” Gloria Lorraine’s hands go up to her cheeks, and then she flutters them in front of her. “One of those big trucks just sailed past us and something flew up. I was like to die. ‘Duck’ I yelled. Oh, Miss Fifi didn’t like that one bit, did you, Barkums? Poor Spielberg in the back there nearly jumped out of the car.”

I almost believe her myself, that’s how good she is. The guard, though, looks confused. “Spielberg?” she says.

“Nickname,” I say quickly and hold up my camera bag. She laughs and waves us through.

“Good ad lib,” says Gloria Lorraine over her shoulder. “From now on, you can call me GL. Now get me to a restroom, pronto.”

We stop a few blocks farther on at a Tim Hortons. It’s busy, and AmberLea has to pull around the back to find a parking spot, near another Dumpster. It seems to be our day for Dumpsters. Anyway, it’s a good spot, because we also have to let Al out of the trunk. He’s started thumping again.

“I guess we’d better,” says GL, as she eases out of the car. “Too bad. It’s a hell of a lot simpler with him in there. Amby, honey, grab those Dependables and help me in there.”

“Then can we eat?” AmberLea asks. “I didn’t have any breakfast.”

It’s a good point. Suddenly I realize I’m starving. “Yes, yes,” says GL. “Spotty, you let him out, then join us inside.” She grabs Mister Bones and her cane and off they go.

I sit for a moment as a couple of cars go by, listening to the thumping; then I pop the trunk and Al boots the lid up. I guess he hurts his foot doing it, because then there’s a monologue straight out of Goodfellas. I go around and help him out.

“Where’s the others?” he grunts, brushing himself off.

“Inside, getting something to eat. And GL has to use the restroom. Let’s go in.”

Al doesn’t answer. Instead, he takes a fistful of my T-shirt and slams me against the side of the Dumpster so hard my glasses fly off. Al has big hands. They make big fists. Black hairs sprout from each of his fingers. He’s stronger than he looks, maybe from squishing all that pastry dough. Or maybe from squishing other things. All at once I can believe Al’s maybe not just a baker. “Gimme the keys.”

He’s knocked the breath out of me. I gurgle, “AmberLea has them. She was driving.”

“And the old broad has the gun. And Mistah Bones. I can’t book it without Mistah Bones.”

I nod, fast. The Dumpster is grinding into my back. I register that my head hurts. For no good reason I wonder how strong Jer’s hands are. I try to picture him and Al talking pastry dough. It’s better than picturing Al tearing me apart and dropping me in the Dumpster.

Al drops my shirt, spins to the car and opens the glove compartment. He curses again. “Why does—?” He turns back to me. “What is it with you kids? Why does nunna yas ever put anything back?”

“W-wha—?” I’m trying to get my breath as I go after my glasses. They’ve skittered partway under the car.

“There’s suppose ta be a shooter and the spare keys in there. I tell my kids, you use somethin’, you put it back. Spare keys, spare piece, ya don’t just walk off with ’em, for cryin’ out loud. What’s wrong wit’ youse kids today?”

He glares down at me as if it’s my fault. With the red streak and partial mustache, he looks a little crazy. People walk by on the way to their cars. Al smoothes out his face. I pull my glasses out and stand up, smoothing out my T-shirt. My hands are shaking. The back of my head still hurts too. “Why don’t you just steal a car here and take off?” I say, putting my glasses back on. The frames have gotten bent and now they sit crooked.

Al shakes his head. It looks like he’s cooling down. “Not my line. Back inna day, maybe, but now, all the anti-theft computer crap, who can keep up? I can’t even hot-wire my own car. But hey, it’s a good thing, all the scum out there.” He sighs. “Time bein’, I’m stuck wit youse. We’ll get clean shirts and somethin’ to eat.”

It turns out “clean shirts” means new license plates for the Cadillac. Right now it has New York vanity plates that read CANOLI. “How do we do that?” I ask.

Al looks at me, then around the Tim’s parking lot. “You don’t get out much, do ya? What the hell do ya do all day?”

“I watch a lot of movies.”

“Like what, National Geographic specials?”

From the trunk Al grabs a newspaper and something from a little tool kit. “Okay, you’re my straight man. Stand in fronna me.” He crouches at the back of the Cadillac. There’s an angry little whining noise, then another, a scrape, and then Al is standing beside me, the paper flat under his arm. “C’mawn.” I follow him as he strolls to a Matrix parked nearby and bends down as if he has to tie his shoe. Except he’s wearing loafers. I step in front of him, hands in pockets, as more people drive by. Whine, whine, scrape, click, whine, whine. He’s done in seconds.

Al stands up holding his paper, red in the face. Back to the Cadillac. Click, whine, whine. We do it again for a front plate. As he finishes, I have a thought. “Why change the plates if it’s your car?”

“Let’s just say someone’s innarested in me,” says Al, standing up. “Someone I don’t wanna see.”

“Why?” I say, trying a little joke. “You miss a delivery?”

Al’s head jerks around. He hisses, “Whadda you know about it? I’s you, I’d keep my mouth shut. You live longer that way.” At this moment Al does not look like your friendly neighborhood birthday-cake baker. Who just happens to carry a gun and keeps another in his car. And gets bound and gagged and stuffed in his own trunk. On bags of white powder. Al looks more like one of those guys from The Godfather. Mobster is the word I’m looking for. What have I gotten myself into? I’m rethinking calling Jer, when Al’s shoulders slump and his face turns back into a marshmallow.

“C’mawn kid, let’s eat while we can.”

Inside, there’s a lineup. We hit the washroom first. As we whiz, Al says, “So, no offense, but your nonna— your grandma—she got a screw loose or what?”

“She isn’t my grandma,” I say. “She’s AmberLea’s grandma. I never met them before today. Her name is Gloria Lorraine and she lives in that retirement home and I just came down to get a kiss from her and film it.” Compared to the rest of the day, it sounds almost normal now.

“And film it? What are you, some kinda—?”

“No!” I say. “It’s complicated. It’s like a last request from my grandpa. She used to be a movie star, his favorite.”

“No way!”

“Really.” I tell Al some of her movie titles as he zips up.

“So you’re honoring your grandpa’s dying wish, huh? Straight up?”

I nod.

“Awright, that’s A-1. Family, loyalty; that’s what it’s all about.” He nods sharply, then flushes with his elbow. I stand a little straighter as I zip and flush.

When I join Al in the lineup, there’s a commotion across the room. I can hear Mister Bones yipping like crazy as GL holds him. He’s all wiggles and ears and big eyes, snapping at a guy in a Tim’s outfit who’s pointing at the No Pets notice in the window. AmberLea, chinless, is standing to one side, holding a loaded cardboard takeout tray and staring at a spot on the floor where she’s probably wishing a hole would appear that she could disappear into.



TWELVE

“Not a bad cruller,” says the King of Cannoli, “but I don’t like the coffee.”

We’re almost back at the car. GL and AmberLea are sitting in the front; Mister Bones is in the back, curled up on what I guess is a Dependable.

“Why are you dragging me along?” AmberLea is saying. “I am so screwed.”

“Because I need your help,” GL says. “I have to do something important while there’s still time.”

“Like what, get to a liquor store?”

GL shakes her head. “You’re just like me at your age. Won’t listen to anyone. And when you won’t listen, you do a lot of things you’ll regret. Take it from me, you’re just getting started. I’ve had three children and I’ve been a terrible parent. Your aunt hasn’t talked to me in years, your mother runs on Valium, and neither one of them would know happy if it slapped them in the face. I didn’t help them; there was no one to help me—well, almost no one—but I can help you. And since you won’t listen, I have to show you something.”

“I thought I was helping you.”

“We’re helping each other.”

“Yeah, right. Great example, Gran. Tell that to my—”

“You’ll be back before he even knows you’re gone.”

“Oh, he’ll know all right.”

“If there’s a problem, I’ll deal with it. First, you need to see this. No one knows about this; not your mother, not anyone. You used to like secrets.”

“I’m not seven anymore.”

“I wish you were. Hush up and eat; we’ve got a long drive ahead. And it’s not as if I’m kidnapping anyone. You came willingly.”

“How about me?” says Al, as we come up behind her. He polishes off the cruller, tosses the coffee at a garbage can, reaches into the car and casually grabs GL’s scarf at the back of her neck. “Let’s cut the crap,” he says, still chewing. “Gun, keys, now.” With his other hand, he snatches GL’s bag from her lap.

I freeze in mid-bite of my bagel and cream cheese.

“Don’t be stupid,” GL croaks. “Let go of me or AmberLea starts screaming.”

“Oh yeah? Sounds to me as if she’d rather call a cab home.”

There’s a long moment where we’re all frozen. People stroll past with coffees. Then AmberLea quavers, “Yeah, let her go or”—she snatches the keys out of the ignition, where we now see they’ve been all along—“or these are gone.”

“Not with Mistah Bones they’re not,” grunts Al. He’s pawing the bag, one-handed, wedging it against the side of the car. “Where’s the gun?” he hisses.

“Not there,” GL gurgles.

AmberLea holds the keys high. Mister Bones jumps up, tail wagging, ready to play. She ignores him. Now she’s all chin. “Let her go.”

“Here!” I say around a mouthful of bagel and cream cheese. I skip away from Al, behind the trunk.

AmberLea tosses me the keys. Al makes a pathetic jump, swats and misses as the bag falls to the pavement. Mister Bones loves it; he starts jumping too, and yapping like crazy. GL gurgles again. Miraculously, I catch the keys without dropping my bagel. “Pop the trunk,” I call to AmberLea. “Show the world what’s in there while Al does another Dumpster dive.”

Al turns to me, his hand still twisting GL’s scarf and gives me a look right out of Scarface. “I’ll kill her right h—” Suddenly, his face explodes in a grin and he lets go, waving both hands at me. “Awright, awright.” He laughs. “You can drive. Family joke!” he says over my shoulder. I look around. Half a dozen people are watching, all holding takeout. I grin at them, too, and pump my fist in the air like an idiot, waving the keys. They all smile or nod in a puzzled kind of way and move on.

Al’s good mood disappears. Behind him, GL slumps against the seat, panting. She gasps, “I thought we already dealt with this. Baker, shmaker, you’re on the lam. I’ve been around enough mobsters to know what you are. Right now we’re the best cover you can get…And you owe us for getting you and those bags across the border. So choose right now: team up or split up, but no more of this. What’s it going to be?”

“Awright.” The King of Cannoli—or whatever he really is—sags again. “Let’s go.”

“Spaceman drives,” says GL. “You and AmberLea in the back.”

“I should have brought sunscreen,” says AmberLea.

“There’s some in my bag. And Al, hat and wig on. You’re already pink up top.”

Al touches the top of his head. “Aw, geez.”

I get behind the wheel and start up the car and the GPS, still chewing the last of the bagel.

“Torrance, Ontario,” says GL, “Ten-fifty Keeler Road. If we can get that far today, we’re fine.”

As we get back on the highway, AmberLea says from the back, “Gramma, did you say you had three kids?”

GL doesn’t say anything.
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Torrance sounds familiar to me. The GPS gets us on the QEW highway and we head toward Toronto. Al slouches in the back, chin on chest. Mister Bones snoozes on his Dependable. AmberLea puts in earbuds and slathers on more sunscreen. In the mirror I watch the wind whip her hair. GL hasn’t said a word since Tim Hortons. For a while she watches the landscape. There’s not much to see; it’s glarey and flat. I wish I had clip-ons for my bent glasses.

After a while I can’t tell if she’s still watching or if she’s snoozing. Then, as we rumble off the Burlington Skyway, she reaches in her jacket pocket and says, without looking at me, “Tell me about your grandfather.”

Oh, man. What am I supposed to say? I know it sounds bad, but I haven’t thought much about Grandpa since he died, except for this assignment stuff. What pops into my head now is a time when I was maybe seven or eight. Grandpa was sitting on the couch between me and Bunny and we were watching Bugs Bunny, and Deb came in and said, “You know how Jer and I feel about the violence in those, Dad,” and Grandpa said, “They didn’t do you any harm. C’mon, we’re having fun here.” Bun yelled, “Fun!” and Grandpa snuggled us closer.

  That’s not going to cut it, so I say, “Well, uh, he was pretty big. Tall, I mean, not like me. He ran a business and he traveled a lot for work, but we always saw him on our birthdays and holidays at the cottage. And he’d come to Bunny’s soccer games.” And our middle school graduations and school plays, and he babysat us when we were younger. I bet that’s where the Bugs Bunny thing comes from. I’d forgotten a lot of that stuff.

“Who’s Bunny?” GL asks.

“My brother. He’s two years younger than me. His real name is Bernard. We just call him Bunny, to not mix him with our other grandpa, Bernie.” The wind flattens out our voices and whips them away.

“Uh-huh. But your grandpa—David, is that right?—where did he live?”

“Toronto, but like I said, he traveled a lot. He owned his own airplane because he loved to fly. He was a pilot in the war. He’d fly to see my cousin in Buffalo or up to the lake or, well, all over.”

“Ahhh,” says GL. “Good. I’m glad. Did he take you flying?”

“A couple of times. Bunny loved it, but I didn’t. First time, he did this loop thing. Bunny laughed like crazy. I barfed.” I don’t have to tell her how scared I was and how I started crying. I shouldn’t even have said this much.

“What did he say about that?” GL shifts in her seat to look at me.

“Oh, he said he’d seen guys do worse in planes during the war and that one time he’d been so scared he peed himself.”

“Well, there you go.”

I shrug. “Yeah, but I knew he was mad. I mean, none of my cousins barfed. At least I don’t think they did. And Grandpa had war medals and all, so how scared could he have been?”

“Hmph,” GL says. “Plenty, would be my guess. Anyway, I don’t think he was the one that was mad at you.”

I’m not even going to ask what that means.

GL asks, “How many cousins are there?”

“Six,” I say. “No, wait, the lawyer said there’s one cousin none of us has ever met, but there are six of us who know each other.”

GL frowns. “Lawyer?” she says.

“When Grandpa died.” I tell her about the will and how we all got our sealed envelopes.

“And you got me,” says GL.

“Well, he left me another envelope too. In case you were dead or, like, a vegetable or something.”

“How thoughtful. What was plan B?” She gets out a cigarette.

“I don’t know. I wasn’t supposed to look in the other envelope unless I had to. It’s in my camera bag. I was going to read it if you were—”

“I get the picture.” She punches the lighter button. “Let’s cut to the chase. What did your grandfather say about me?”

I shrug again. “Just that you were his all-time favorite movie star and that you were still alive even though you’re older than he was.”

“Never talk about a woman’s age.” She lights up the cigarette. “And that’s all he said?” She sounds a little disappointed.

“Well, Mom said that she and her sisters all had to watch your TV shows when they were growing up, and he’d always watch when your movies were on TV. And that he went to see Drive-In Savages even though everyone told him not to.”

“Very sweet. Not even I saw that stinker. What can I say? I needed the money.”

I glance over. Sure enough, GL isn’t smoking the cigarette, she’s posing with it. Like an old-time movie star. She looks straight ahead and says, “What does your grandmother think of all this?”

“My grandma died when my mom and her sisters were little.”

“Well, why didn’t—oh, never mind.” She waves her cigarette, brushing away whatever she’s thinking. “Your mother. What does she do?”

“She teaches philosophy. At York University.”

“Very impressive. What about Rip Van Winkle back there?”

“My dad? Um, he writes a column called ‘Front Porch Farmer,’ for the Parkdale Advertiser. It’s about—”

“I can guess. What else does he do?”

“Well, he’s writing a novel. And refinishing the stairs. And he does a lot of baking.”

“Of course. And his father’s Grandpa Bernie. Let me guess, Grandpa Bernie was an orgasmic farmer or whatever they’re called.”

“No, he’s a potter on this place called Saltspring Island. It’s out west. He had a mime troupe in San Francisco. He was really good. You should see his ladder climbing; he—” 

“Spare me.” GL holds up a hand. “Your cousins. What do they have to do?”

I tell her about Spain and France and Africa and Bunny’s tattoo. Which reminds me, I should text him.

“You must have been thrilled with this assignment,” GL says drily. “Why you?”

I can’t say, Because he didn’t like me much, so I say, “I guess because I like movies. I’m going to film school in the fall.”

“Film school. Hmph. So’s AmberLea, if she ever… Never mind. In my day you only called it film if you wore a beret. We called it pictures and you worked in them. Nobody did film studies. Never mind that either. What are you thinking?”

“Huh?”

“For our scene. Profiles? Tight two-shot? How do you want to frame it? You light me from the right and only shoot my left side, clear? And I’m closer to the camera, it’s my scene.”

“Oh, uh—”

“Cut or fade?”

“Well—”

“And let’s be clear right now: no tongues and I don’t do nudity.”

I almost drive off the road.

“Easy there. Just kidding. Peck on the cheek; your right, my left. How do you set it up? What’s your establishing scene?”

“My—?”

“What comes before? You can’t just shoot a two-second cheek buss. Who wants to watch that?”

“I don’t know, I—”

“I thought you said you wanted to make pictures. I’m giving you the chance of a lifetime here, and you should damn well appreciate it. You’re working with a Hollywood star on your first feature. What have you shot so far?”

“Uh…nothing.”

“Nothing? Why the hell not? Listen, Quentin Maraschino or whatever your name is, what did your Grandpa David tell you to do?”

“Make a movie?”

“I’ll do the asking. Of course, make a movie. Of what?”

“Us kiss—I mean, me getting a kiss from you.”

“Well, that’s not a whole movie. Set up, intro, action, climax, clinch, fade. What’s wrong with you? Get shooting.”

“Shooting what?”

“This. Your grandpa said, Make a movie. Look at what I’m giving you here. What more do you want?”

“But this is just…stuff. Real life. It’s weird, but there’s no story or anything.”

Her painted-on eyebrows go up, and I can tell she’s probably rolling her eyes behind her sunglasses. “No sto—You really don’t know anything, do you? It’s all in the editing. Life is a movie with no jump cuts. It’s the cutting that makes the movie.”

“But—”

“Skip it.” GL sighs. “Just my luck for my last picture; the story of my career.” She flicks ash from her cigarette, takes a deep breath. “How did your grandpa die?”

“He just died. In his sleep.”

“Good exit.” GL nods. “I should be so lucky. I don’t have a history of smooth exits.” She throws the cigarette away. “And watch your driving. You follow too close. I can’t exit yet.”
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After that, GL clams up and pretty soon she’s snoozing. That’s fine with me, even though she snores. I’m still pretty steamed by that “you don’t know anything” crack. I mean, what has there been worth filming? GL shooting the gun maybe, with Al tied up? Yeah, right. I can imagine how happy Al would be, all over YouTube. I’m still a little sore from the last time he grabbed me.

The traffic gets really busy and I have to concentrate. It’s too weird for anyone to believe anyway. Life is not a movie. A movie is heroes and hot girls and special effects and adventures and excitement, not real life. AmberLea is not Hollywood hot. Driving old ladies up to cottage country to get a kiss on the cheek is not Fast and Furious. Al—well, I’ve got to admit I still don’t get how Al fits in. If he’s for real, then he’s the one thing that could be from a movie.

And then I get it: what we’re doing. What we’re doing is Gloria Lorraine trying to make her life into a movie. Of course. She just said, My last picture and Look what I’m giving you here. This is her little fantasy, and she’s dragging me and AmberLea along for the ride. I bet Al is a washed-up actor too. Probably even his mustache was fake. I bet she’s hired him to act this out.

And then I really get it, and it’s even worse than I thought. What if Grandpa worked this out with Gloria Lorraine, to give me a fake adventure, one that I could handle, instead of a real adventure, like climbing Mount Kilimanjaro. I guess a tattoo and a road trip are all he figured Bun and I would be up for. I’m surprised he didn’t just have Bunny order a T-shirt. Oh, man. And to think I really got into it there, blowing off Jer and acting like a character in a B movie at the border and in the Tim’s parking lot.

Now I’m totally bummed. I drive up Highway 427 and then crawl along the 401 to Highway 400, where we go north again. All the time I’m wishing I could just pull over and walk away. That would be tricky on a major freeway. Besides, even though Toronto is my town, I don’t exactly know where I am. Then I do start to recognize stuff, because this is the way to Grandpa’s cottage too. By now it’s about two thirty in the afternoon, so it’s getting crazy busy here too, on a summery Friday. It would take me forever to get home from here. I keep driving.
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Before we get to Barrie, I pull into a highway service center. We gas up, then park. I take Mister Bones over to the rest area, which is a patch of grass with some picnic tables under a few trees. The others go inside. I don’t really want to deal with them right now.

Mister Bones does his thing, and I check for messages while I think over what to do. There are two from Bunny. The last one reads, did u look yet? tel me. I flip back through his messages, and there it is: a photo of his tattoo. It’s a weird one. Instead of a mosquito with a cigar and a machine gun, there’s a striped number fifteen and, beside it, a birthday candle that I guess is supposed to be blown out. What the…? Maybe Bun chose it instead because he’s fifteen. Who knows? Right now I’m so bummed I don’t really care. I text back, very cool what will u get when u r 16? I skip the messages from Deb and Jer and shut off the phone. Having my whole pretend “adventure” stage-managed by Grandpa is bad enough; I don’t need parents looking over my shoulder too.

I stare at Highway 400 and wonder if I should just try hitchhiking home. Maybe that would be an adventure. Then I get a better idea: if GL wants a movie, she can have one. Only this one is going to show the whole thing for the load of bull it really is.

I lug Mister Bones back to the car and get my new video camera from the trunk, where it’s nestled between the icing sugar—or whatever—and the gas cylinder. Mister Bones and I head back to the shade. When I take the camera out of its case, Grandpa’s second envelope falls out. I stuff it back in. It hardly matters now. Anyway, it’s probably a ticket to a Disney movie and money for an ice-cream cone.

At least the camera is very cool. It has HD and an extra powerful zoom. I take off the lens cap and hit the Power button. The battery is charged up; I’d done that to get ready for this morning. On the view screen, I see the toes of my Converse One Stars. I raise the camera, bend over the screen and do a slow sweep around the parking lot. Cars pulling in and out, people stretching, taking little kids by the hand, a couple of other people with dogs.

  I keep going until I get the Caddy in the shot, way across the baking asphalt. Then the whole scene is blanked out as a black Lincoln Navigator with tinted windows rolls past my lens. So I track it all the way to the far bay of the gas bar. I try the zoom, just a little. The driver gets out and goes to the pump. He’s superskinny, in a preppy navy blazer, khakis and a pink shirt. He looks like Adrien Brody with boat shoes. Then a guy who looks like King Kong in a polo shirt gets out of the passenger side and helps a little old man out of the backseat. I zoom in more. The old dude is wearing a red blazer and a yellow shirt with a green tie and a snappy white straw hat. His shoes match his hat. Down by my ankles, Mister Bones begins to growl.
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As King Kong and the old man shuffle in one door of the service center, I pull back and pick up AmberLea, GL and a bulky guy coming out another. The guy’s in a Toronto Maple Leafs cap and a green T-shirt with white blobs that spell Ontario Rocks. Mister Bones stops growling. I zoom in tight this time. Ontario Rocks is Al. What was left of the mustache is gone. Mister Bones perks up right away and starts yipping. Al’s head swivels, and they come over to us.

“Whattaya filming?” Al asks suspiciously.

“Is my hair right?” says GL. “Never shoot without setup, Stanley.”

“Just getting some real life.” I make it sound as sarcastic as possible.

“Lemme see.” Al peers at the screen. GL crowds in with him. I play it back. Al’s eyes widen as the black Lincoln comes into focus. As the old man gets helped out of the car, Al blurts out some foreign words that I’m pretty sure are obscene.

GL says, “Well, what a coincidence. There’s Rocco Wings. You’d think the old devil was following me.”

It hits me that it’s the old guy from Erie Estates, only without the big glasses. Did she arrange this too? Wow, it’s getting complicated.

“He’s not following you.” Al is practically hyperventilating as he looks over to the SUV. “He’s following me. Those are the guys who wanna ice me.” I have to hand it to him: he’s a good actor; a little over the top maybe, but good.

“Rocco?” says Gloria Lorraine. “So you are mobbed up. I knew it. Why didn’t you say so? I’ll talk to him. He eats out of my hand. He’s seen Blond Trust eleven times.” She turns toward the service center.

“No!” Al grabs her arm. “You can’t. It’s complicated. See, I was supposed to, uh, pick up something for him—for them—just as a favor, you unnerstand.”

“I’ll bet you were,” says GL. “Something that looks a lot like icing sugar?”

“Well, yeah. But the delivery guy never showed up. Only they don’t believe me.”
 
  “I’m not surprised, given what’s in your trunk.”

“Aw, for the luvva—” Al smacks his own forehead. “I told them, I told you, I keep tellin’ everybody, that’s not—Aw, never mind. Point is, they think I tried to double-cross them, steal their merchandise, so they wanna ice me. Those two guys are Rocco’s sons, Vince and Tiffy; they snatched me and Mistah Bones this morning. Said the old guy wanted to do me personal. He’s extra mad because they need the classic right now. Word is, they’re doing some kind of three-way deal, with some fancy-named gang—not even a “gang,” a whaddyacallit—and a bunch of bikers, all outta state…guns, drugs, cash, the usual. I don’t know more than that and you don’t wanna. They kept me out of the loop.”

Classic? I wonder. Maybe Al’s right; I don’t get out enough. Before I can ask what “classic” is, GL cuts in, waving a hand.

“Rocco shakes so much he couldn’t put a bullet in a barn. He’ll be in a better mood after he uses the restroom. Prostate problems. Look, he’s coming out now.”

Sure enough, the old guy is shuffling back out with King Kong Wings. “Get down!” Al hisses. He crouches behind me at the picnic table.

I sigh. For a second there I was into it, but there’s a little problem with this scene. Casually I say, “So, how did they know to come here?”

“Who knows?” Al moans, from somewhere behind my knees. “How did they know where I was this morning when I went for the pickup?”

AmberLea lifts her shades to the top of her head and looks at me, dead-on, for the first time. “A GPS transmitter,” she says. “Like in—”

“Red Means Go,” I finish for her. “Matt Damon, Angelina Jolie, Jeff Bridges, 2008.” I can’t help it, it’s a movie. “And they tracked the guy by a GPS attached to—”

“The dog,” she finishes for me. AmberLea scoops up Mister Bones and grabs at his collar. He struggles and yips. I reach over and feel along the leather. There’s a bump under the metal buckle. I reach under and twist at it and off pops a button-sized something. What the…?

“I bet it’s a magnetized transmitter,” says AmberLea.

“Ditch it,” Al babbles. “Whatever it is, ditch it, fast. ”

“I’ll do it,” says AmberLea. “Nobody’s seen me.”

She takes the thing from me, puts Mister Bones down and starts across the parking lot toward an Ontario Provincial Police cruiser. Meanwhile, Adrian Brody Wings has finished gassing up. He’s moved the SUV closer to the service center doors. He and King Kong Wings are putting Rocco Wings back inside the Lincoln again.

“Maybe they’ll just go.” Al is peeking over the picnic table. “If they get ahead of us, we’re golden.”

“They won’t go as long as the GPS tells them they should be here,” I say. Then I remind myself not to believe this junk. For a second there, I was into it again. It’s hard not to get sucked in.

Sure enough, KK Wings scans the parking lot. Now AB Wings heads for the service center. In his navy blazer he scuttles through knots of tourists in bright summer clothes like a cockroach in a candy store.

I look the other way. AmberLea is at the OPP cruiser, one hand resting on the roof as she bends down to the driver’s window. I rethink my position on her butt being too big for skinny jeans.

“No cops!” Al hisses.

“Hush,” says GL. “Trust me. Police are not her favorite either. Do you really own a bakery too?”

“Yes, I own a bakery!” Al sounds genuinely hurt. “I’m the King of Cannoli.”

“So you’re just a gangster on the side.”

“Hey, let’s just say I’m diversified. I got innaresting friends.”

“Or family.”

“Call them cousins.”

AmberLea starts back toward us as AB Wings comes out of the service center. Behind her, the cruiser starts up. Now AB is looking around. He begins walking a slow sweep of the parking lot. For now his view of the Caddy is blocked by a Chevy van with cheesy-looking wolves painted on the side. He turns the other way. As he does, he reaches beneath that blue blazer and gives a little tug at the small of his back. Anyone who’s ever seen an action movie has to think, Gun. Oh, please. I roll my eyes.

“At the very least,” Al croaks, “lemme have the piece and you get outta here before someone gets hurt.”

“I can’t,” GL says, lighting a smoke and posing at the picnic table. “I left it in the toilet tank of that donut shop at the border.”

Al groans and mutters more foreign-language swear words. I turn on my camera. What else is there to do?

“That’s more like it. Remember, left side only,” Gloria Lorraine murmurs, looking away and not moving her lips. “And keep the damn light behind you.”

AmberLea joins us as the cruiser rolls past. “Easy,” she says. “I asked how long to Torrance ’cause I got texted there was an accident up the highway. She’s going to check it out. I left the transmitter up by her light rack. Now the SUV will follow it.”

“Right. Unless they spot the Caddy first.” I must sound too sarcastic. She looks at me and does the disappearing-chin thing. I’m tempted to make sure they spot the car. Then they can act this out and maybe I’ll be home by suppertime.

Sure enough, AB Wings turns back toward the Caddy. As he does, two things happen at once: the wolf van backs out, blocking his view; and there’s a shout from KK Wings at the SUV. AB looks back. KK is waving frantically. Beyond him, you can just see the OPP cruiser accelerating onto the highway. AB Wings starts to run. When he hops in the SUV, it barrels away too. How the heck did they do that? I wonder. Is this—? It can’t be for real. Can it?

Behind me, Al blows out a big shaky breath and stands up. “Good move widda GP thing. I owe ya.”

“You already owe us for this morning,” says Gloria Lorraine, stubbing out her cigarette on the picnic table. “Now let’s get going. AmberLea, honey, primo move. Help me up. And no filming while I walk. My fans don’t need to see me totter.”

I follow them back, still puzzling it all out. We get back to the car and something else hits me: that’s a real bullet hole in the windshield. I totter a little myself. Now I don’t know what to think.
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AmberLea drives. We take Highway 11 north of Barrie. I sit in the back with Al all the way to Gravenhurst. Al smokes a cigar. I try to figure out what’s going on: real or fake? Did Grandpa plan this? And if he didn’t plan it, did he know something weird might happen? But how could…? And if they…? In the end, it’s too complicated. All I can come up with is, Go with it. Maybe it is a movie. In the movies they always go for the ride. And as soon as I think that, I feel lighter. I’ll take the ride.

On the way to Gravenhurst we don’t see any black Lincolns, but everyone notices how the land gets rockier. “We’re getting up north now,” I call over the wind.

“North?” GL laughs. “Don’t kid yourself. This is barely even south.”

Americans think they know everything.

We hit town around four thirty. GL calls for a grocery stop. “Dinner and breakfast,” she orders, pulling out American bills.

“You prob’ly couldn’t cook your way outta a paper bag,” Al says. “The kid and I will deal widdit. Where we goin’? Full kitchen?”

“Play it safe,” says GL. “Think barbecue.”

When Al and I come out of the store, GL is yapping into a cell phone, AmberLea has her chin tucked in again and Mister Bones is just yapping. “Well, I need her,” GL snaps. “Really? I raised you didn’t—all right, Consuela raised you. Be glad I paid her; she earned every penny…It’s nobody’s damn business…Monday…they won’t even know she’s been gone…How? They’re not the damned FBI, they’re just a two-bit…Oh for god’s sake, house arrest is nothing. Little Moe used to… Listen, I’ll talk to them. She can call it community service. She has to do that too, doesn’t she? We’ll be in touch.” She shoves the phone at AmberLea, who shuts it down.

  Al’s ears have pricked up at FBI and house arrest. Mine too, actually. There’s a kind of embarrassed quiet as we stash the groceries in the trunk. Then GL says, “Let’s go.” She looks tired. “I need a martini. And a Dependable.”

We take Highway 169 out of town. Torrance turns out to be a bundle of houses about fifteen minutes away. The GPS takes us past a church and a little community center. Then we turn and cross some railway tracks and chug along a gravel lane away from the houses. We cross a little channel and suddenly see a lake and cottages, and then we’re in trees. The number marker for 1050 is blue with white numerals, like at Grandpa’s. We turn down a dirt track. The trees have homemade wooden signs with family names on them. Beyond you can see cabins and cottages and a couple of places as big as AmberLea’s house. “Look for Karpuski,” GL orders.

“Karpuski?”

“An alias. For privacy. Didn’t want fans nosing around back when I bought this. And put the top up as soon as we stop. The bugs will be bad.”

We pull in at the sign. There’s another one on the tree below it. It’s got the name of a real estate company on it and it says SOLD. There’s a parking spot in the trees, beside someone’s golf cart. “Bought this in ’53,” GL says. “Not even your mother knows about it, Amby. Haven’t been here in years. I pay a local to look after it and rent it out. I told him I was coming up for a last visit. It should be ready for us.”

The first mosquitoes have started their bombing runs as the top goes up. AmberLea helps her grandma out of the car. Al and I grab the groceries.

We stumble along a path, past a woodpile and a rickety-looking outhouse painted white and green. The wooden cabin is painted brown, and the wood has been rounded to look like logs. There’s a key behind the electric meter. We crowd into the little back kitchen, one step ahead of the bugs.

“Old-timey,” Al puffs. And it is; not fancy either. I slide past him. The front room is all wood, with big saggy chairs and a couch and a huge stone fireplace. Out front is a screened porch with a hammock and a picnic table. Outside I can see a giant rock perched on a slope that goes down to the dock and lake.

It’s so familiar it’s weird. “This is exactly like my Grandpa’s cottage,” I say. “He said a cottage was for showing up, not for showing off.”

“Exactly,” GL says behind me. “They built this place from a kit you could buy, back in the thirties. There were a lot of them. Where is your grandpa’s?”

“Port Carling,” I say. That much I know. “Bala is near here, right? We go there sometimes.”

“I’ll be damned.” GL shakes her head. “All those years, all he had to do was look in the phone book.”

“Wouldn’t it say Karpuski?”

“Well, so—Oh, yes. I see what you mean,” she says and turns away. She’s headed for what I see is a bathroom at the back of the cottage. I’m glad we don’t have to use the outhouse.

Al pops out of the kitchen. “Okay, the groceries are put away. Now there’s gotta be swimsuits here somewheres. C’mon, kid.” Suddenly he’s Susie Homemaker. I go along anyway. All at once I feel how dusty and sticky I am. Sure enough, there are a couple of suits hanging in the back bedroom. I pull one on. I’d never do this at Grandpa’s. This is different, somehow. The suit is pretty big, but I don’t care— until I remember AmberLea. I wrap a towel around me and hustle out. Schwarzenegger I’m not. The dock is in sunlight, so the bugs aren’t bad. Al is already in the water, just his head and hairy shoulders sticking out. “Jump in,” he says. “Water’s good.”



SEVENTEEN

I take off my glasses and shoes and jump in. The water rips away everything I’ve been feeling. I’d forgotten it’s only June. I come up gasping and paddling.

“Geez,” says Al, “I didn’t say right on toppa me.”

As I get used to the water, I look up at the cottage. Except for the brown paint it is a lot like Grandpa’s— only I’d never jump in the lake there. No, I’d be where a slightly blurry AmberLea is right now, watching us from the screened-in porch. “C’mon in,” I call up to her.

She shakes her head. “Can’t,” she says. “No suit.” I think over the possibilities of AmberLea swimming without a suit. Is this going to be that kind of movie? I wish.

I paddle some more. Al floats on his back. He’s got more insulation than me. Except for the top of his head, he is the hairiest guy I’ve ever seen. “First time I’ve relaxed all day,” he sighs. “I’m gettin’ too old for this.”

It’s hard for me to talk back. In fact, it’s hard for me to even think back. Is that something a real mobster would say? Or an actor pretending to be one? It sounds a lot like Sopranos. Go with it or drown, I think. I’m not such a hot swimmer. Bunny is totally into water-skiing and windsurfing and all that stuff, like our cousins, but I’m not. Those things have always scared me a little, to tell the truth, and after Jer and I tipped the canoe when I was ten, I didn’t want to do that either.

In fact, to really tell the truth, when I was younger I wouldn’t even have sat where AmberLea is now. I used to have what I thought was a secret place under the porch, where I’d go to read comics and stuff. Grandpa didn’t allow electronics at the cottage, not even TV. One summer under there, I told Bun every story I could remember from this cool old TV series I’d found on video, called The Twilight Zone. And I remember being under there another time when my cousins were all playing tag, but I was watching Grandpa and Bunny down on the dock, not far away. It was really strange. Bunny was saying he was sorry to Grandpa. And when Grandpa said he shouldn’t feel sorry, Bunny said he wasn’t sorry for himself, he was sorry for Grandpa. Then DJ, I think, came running down to the dock and pushed Bunny in the water. Then Grandpa pushed DJ in. And then somebody pushed Grandpa in. Nobody pushed me in. I watched the whole thing and nobody found me.

But now I’m in.
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Dinner is good. Al has made burgers and Caesar salad. “Real dressing, not bottle crapola.” Like Jer, he’s big on garlic. Right now, he’s saying to GL, “So, you really were in movies?” GL has made them both martinis in juice glasses. She’s got a second little plate beside her glass with all her pills on it.

I want to say, “So, house arrest: good times?” to AmberLea, but I’m guessing this isn’t such a great icebreaker.

She says, “Your grandpa had a place like this, huh?”

“Yeah,” I say. “We’d go up and water-ski and windsurf and stuff.” Okay, okay—you’d have said the same thing. Anyway, this is the time at the cottage I almost loved, when everyone was having dinner and talking all at once and I could just listen and not have to say anything, except maybe when I had to help Bun a little. And I’m not sure what counts more, the “almost” or the “loved.” See, there’s a worm in the apple, like there always was with me and Grandpa.

I find myself telling AmberLea, “At Grandpa’s there were two picnic tables end to end, to make one big long table so we could all sit together. Grandpa would sit at the end, in a chair, to make room, and he had this trick he liked to play. The plastic table, cloth hung over the sides of the table, and when people weren’t watching he’d curl up his end of the plastic under the table—like an eaves trough—and he’d pour water into it. If you were paying attention, you’d see the water coming and lift up the plastic too, so the water would run past you. If you weren’t, it would run into your lap. And then you’d jump up and everyone would laugh.”

Grandpa got Jer a lot, ’cause Jer would always get all involved in the conversation. Jer would always laugh when he got wet. I almost cried the time it happened to me. After that, I was always worried that I wasn’t paying enough attention. I’d watch extra hard, and I’d laugh extra hard when he got someone else, just out of relief. And now I don’t even know why I’m telling AmberLea about it.

“Eww,” says AmberLea. “That’s mean.”

I think, She’s right. Weird thing is, though, it makes me feel a little bad for Grandpa. Not exactly sure why.

Meanwhile, GL is saying something about doing live TV with Paul Newman, and Al is eating it up faster than his burger. She stops to scoop up a handful of pills and swallow them with the last of her martini. She looks out over the lake. “Haven’t seen anything like this in a long time.”

After dinner, Al goes out to put the tarp from the woodpile over the car. Even though we’ve ditched the Wings, and have “clean shirts,” he says he’s still nervous about being spotted. Go with it. GL, car keys in pocket, sits on the porch in the evening sun. AmberLea and I get to clean up. I wash. She doesn’t say anything for a long time. Finally I ask if she’s seen her grandma’s movies.

“Some,” she says, drying a glass. “They’re pretty boring, except for a couple of the mystery ones. And they’re hard to find. I mean, we’re not talking Star Spawn here.”

“Thank god,” I say, scrubbing. “I hated that.”

“Oh, totally.” She nods and takes a plate out of the rack. “Have you seen Stress Fracture yet?”

“No, it’s on my Got To list. I downloaded the three trailers, but it hasn’t opened yet.”

“It has in New York. I went, before my—Anyway, it was awesome. There was this divided-screen bit where you follow all four of them and they’re all getting to where the bomb is, only they don’t know each other yet so they’re in each other’s shots from different angles and—”

“Like in Crossfire—”

“Yeah, just like that, and—”

We talk movies and TV shows until the dishes are done. It’s fun. Then I almost blow it. We’re been talking about Arrested Development, and without thinking I blurt out, “Hey, are you really under house arrest?”

AmberLea instantly turns as pink as Al’s sunburned head and her chin vanishes again. She gives this teeny nod. “It was stupid,” she says, her chin still gone. “A bunch of us were partying and we called a cab to take us home and we gave this address near all our places, and when we got there we all jumped out and ran instead of paying. It was a plan, like, but we’d been, um…you know, so we weren’t thinking too straight and the cab driver just called the cops and followed us. We didn’t even think to split up. We had to go to court and everything. We all got fines and house arrest for a month, except for writing our finals. For a while the judge wasn’t even going to let us do that; I would’ve lost my whole senior year. Anyway, the judge, she said if we liked getting around so much, we could try staying put for a while. So now I’m not even supposed to be outside, let alone here, and I have to wear—Oh, never mind. It was my own fault. I was really dumb. Anyway, ’scuse me.” She puts the dishtowel down and brushes past me into the front room.

I follow her, praying I haven’t completely blown it. I want to make her feel better, but I don’t have a clue what to say. Maybe I could tell her something dorky I’ve done. On the other hand, the stuff I’ve done is so completely dorky it would probably make me seem stupid instead of sympathetic.

When I get to the front room, Al is plunked down in a chair, texting and muttering to himself about no signal. He’s trying to message his agent, a flour company, or the Godfather, I guess, depending on what’s real. It is hard to tell. I mean, how many gangsters have I met? I don’t have a lot to go on here. For that matter, how many bakers have I met, apart from Jer and his Boys Bake club? I’m guessing there aren’t any Goodfellas hiding in there, or the philosophy department at York U either, but I could be wrong.

I look past Al. GL is still on the porch, in the last of the evening sun. AmberLea has picked up the remote for a TV in the corner. “They probably only get one channel,” I say. I figure it’s better than saying nothing.

“No,” she says. “Didn’t you see the satellite dish on the roof?”

The screen blips on. She surfs maybe ten or fifteen channels before she stops and clicks back to one. There, in glorious black and white, a blond is pointing a pistol at a man behind a desk. A familiar voice purrs, “You know, shooting a man is like straightening your stockings. A lady’s not supposed to do it, but sometimes you have to.”

“Aw, c’mon baby,” the man says, and then I don’t hear the rest because I’m thinking what Al says out loud. “It’s her.” Al has put down his cell. AmberLea and I are both leaning forward. And it is her; it’s the Gloria Lorraine I saw on the Wikipedia site. And she’s a very sexy babe in an old-fashioned kind of way, walking around the desk with a gun in her hand.

“I seen this,” Al breathes.

“Shadow Street,” says AmberLea.

“That’s Fred MacMurdo,” says Al as the man stands, pushes the gun away and locks Gloria Lorraine in a hot kiss.

“He had awful breath,” says a voice beside us. We look up to see the real thing. “He’d have bourbon for breakfast and liver and onions for lunch,” GL goes on, leaning on her cane, “and he just reeked. We must have shot that scene ten times too, because he kept blowing his tag line. I was like to throw up at the end. Probably did it out of spite because they gave the good angle to me.”

Onscreen, Fred MacMurdo in a hat looks out a windshield as he drives through the rain. “God, what a weasel he was,” says GL, “and a bum-grabber to boot. Barbara Stanwyck said the same thing. Amby, turn that off. We have things to discuss.”



EIGHTEEN

AmberLea hits the Mute button. GL says, “Now, come out here.” She’s got a map spread on the picnic table. “Here’s where we’re going.” She puts on a big pair of glasses. Her flame-red fingernail stabs at the map. We all squeeze in to look. She’s pointing to the north shore of Lake Superior.

“Terrace Bay?” AmberLea squints.

“Or Marathon. We can be there by Sunday night if we get as far as Sault Sainte Marie tomorrow. Then we can go to Jackfish Monday morning.”

“What’s Jackfish?” says Al.

“Too small to be on the map,” says GL, “but it’s right here.” She taps a little pocket of the lake where it dents in before Terrace Bay. “I have to do something there. Before I’m done, if you know what I mean.”

“Like what?” AmberLea’s chin goes away again.

“I’ll explain when we get there. A lady’s not a woman without a secret.”

“That’s from a movie too,” Al says.

“Blond Trust,” says Gloria Lorraine. “It was an ad-lib muff. The line was supposed to be ‘A lady’s not a lady without a secret.’ Normie Bly, the director, liked it so much he kept it.”

“Yeah, yeah,” says Al. “Blond Trust. That was you? With what’s-his-name, skinny guy, where he pushes—”

“—the old man in the wheelchair down the elevator shaft,” she finishes for him, “and giggles.”

“I loved that,” says Al. “You were great. They use ta play it on the late movie on Channel 7 alla time when I was a kid. Grew up with a guy, Mikey, just like that. ‘Mikey,’ we’d say, ‘You’re on!’” Al shakes his head. “The stuff he’d get up to.”

“Where is he now?” I ask.

Al shrugs. “Last I saw, he was hanging off a balcony and the guy holding him remembered he had to go make a call.”

“Oh,” I say. “That’s, uh, too bad.”

“Depends on your point of view.”

“The point is,” GL brings us back, “you get me to Jackfish and you’re done. Spicer here gets his kiss and his movie, and, Al, you can take off. If you keep going west you can nip over the border into Minnesota. That would give you some breathing room. And AmberLea can run the camera and learn a thing or two from her gramma before it’s too late.”

I’m looking at the map while she says it. “Hey,” I say, “how come we didn’t just keep going up Highway four hundred? It’s shorter.”

“Because I need something from here before the new owners move in,” says GL. “From behind the deer head.”

The stuffed deer head is on the living-room wall above the couch. Al is the tallest. And the heaviest. The couch groans and sags as he stands on it. He reaches up. “Behind the base,” orders GL. Al fumbles around and comes up with something that he passes down into GL’s impatient hand. It’s a tarnished locket on a fine chain. GL totters to a chair, jams her glasses back on and struggles with the thing. She gets it open, looks at it for a minute, then snaps it shut. “Get me my purse.” AmberLea brings it. GL shoves in the locket, snaps the purse shut, then waves for AmberLea to help her stand up. “I’m off to bed,” she says. “I get the front bedroom. Amberlea, you get the middle and you boys take the back. And you two”—she swings a finger from me to AmberLea—“no hanky-panky, got it? I’m up in the night and I’ll know.”

AmberLea turns into a tomato. I look away; I can feel my own face burning.

“Early start tomorrow.” GL turns away. “Don’t burn the midnight oil.” Leaning on her cane, she shuffles into the bedroom and closes the door.



NINETEEN

It’s not even dark out, almost nine o’clock. I decide to try calling Bunny, and then before the light goes, I’ll film a little to show my family how much the place is like Grandpa’s. Besides, it will keep AmberLea and me from having to look at each other.

I hurry up the shadowy path. Al has done a good job of covering up the car. I curse him as bugs dive-bomb me. I struggle with the tarp and get the camera bag out. Then I hustle down to the dock, where the last rays of the sun still linger. A breeze has sprung up, keeping the mosquitoes away here—which reminds me of Bunny’s tattoo. Across the lake a freight train rumbles over a trestle. I put down the camera bag and dig out my phone. The signal out here is good. I debate telling Al, then decide not to. It’s nice to be alone for a minute. Bunny answers on the third ring.





“Spencer?”

“Bun-man! How’s it going?”

“I’m not going anywhere right now.”

“No, I mean what are you doing?”

“Right now we’re loading up, me and Jaden and the posse. Did you see my tattoo?”

I figure he must be playing a video game. Bun gets right into them. “Sure did. Ultracool, Bun. What did Deb say about it?”

“She’s not here, but Jaden says it’s perfect.”

Jaden must be a character in the video game. “Well, Deb’ll probably be home soon. I’m glad Jaden likes it. But how come a fifteen, Bun?”

“That’s what the guy said I needed to be part of the posse.”

“What posse?”

“Fifteenth Street Posse. I’m in.”

Right. Of course. So Bunny has either gotten a tattoo to go with a video game or he’s joined a street gang. I wonder which would bug Deb more. Not that it’s my problem; anyway, Bun is better at handling things than most people think. He’s probably doing better than me right now. As if he knows what I’m thinking, he says, “Did you kiss your old lady yet?”

“Not yet. Things are a little strange here, Bun. We’re up in a place called Torrance.”

“Torrance? Where’s Torrance? Is that Buffalo?”

“No, Torrance, Ontario.”

“Torrance, Ontario?”

“Yeah, it’s up near the cottage somewhere.”

“Near the cottage? Did Dad let you drive?”

“Well, he’s not here.”

“Neither is Mom.”

“Yeah, I know. Anyway, I’m with the old lady and her granddaughter and this guy named Al Capoli, and I’m driving his white Cadillac convertible.”

I wait while Bun repeats all that. It’s a habit he has. Then I say, “Okay. Glad everything’s cool.”

“Oh yeahhh. I’m really pumped.”

“Excellent. Gotta run, Bun.”

“Aren’t you driving?”

“Yeah, I am, I forgot. Later.”

I couldn’t tell him it might all be a fake. At least he got a for-real tattoo he liked. Unless it’s henna. Would Bunny know the difference? Hey, is it a virtual Fifteenth Street Posse or a real street gang? Drop it, I think. Just go with it.

Before I put the phone away, I peek at how many texts there are from Jer and Deb. Answer: a lot; most from Deb. I think about just deleting them, but then I pick one at random, to see how much they’re freaking out.

I check one of Deb’s: if u have time or need in NYC call Sylvia at CCNY. u remember her happy to help. Can give you number xoM 

What? I scroll to the one before: NYC wow great! glad GL is nice be sure offer to pay expenses with grandpa’s money xoM. The one after is Sylvia’s phone number and a hotel suggestion.

What has Jer been telling her? I check his latest text. All it says is, If that’s all you have to say, I will. Huh? I don’t know what that means. What was the last thing I said to him? Right now, I can’t remember. I send him a text: all good going north done Monday.

I pocket my phone. That’s all I can process for now.

I pick up the camera bag. I figure I can get a good shot of the cottage from here, with the light behind me. When I open the bag, the first thing I see is Grandpa’s other envelope. What the heck, I figure, it doesn’t matter now. I open it.





Spence,

If Gloria Lorraine is out of the picture, here’s your alternate target. Back in the ’30s I swung a pick on a road crew, helping build the North Shore highway. Now it’s Highway 17, part of the Trans-Canada. I was just a kid, my first time away from home and my first real job. Worst job I ever had too, but in those Depression days I was damn lucky to have it. Lord, the blackflies and deerflies and mosquitoes! Then one day something else buzzed us: a bush pilot in a Fox Moth. Then and there I decided I had to fly. I know you’ve heard all this before, a million times, usually as water rolled down the cottage tablecloth. Maybe I shouldn’t have done that; maybe I should have just told you the story. Water under the bridge. This is my dishtowel to mop it up with.

Anyway, since Gloria Lorraine and I will both be ghosts—if anything—go to a place I hear is now a ghost town just off that highway and film it for me. The place is called Jackfish. It’s not on maps anymore, but you’ll find it. Just west of there, the road goes over a rise and around a bend. You’ll know it. I was just below that rise when that plane came roaring over it and changed my life. Film it for me as the sun rises behind you. Then film whatever is left of the town, before it’s gone too, especially the railroad station and the Superior Hotel. Those places meant a lot to me. What happened there isn’t as important as the story you’ll make up about it.

Love,

Grandpa







I put the letter in my pocket; then I film. I go up to the cottage. Al passes me in his swimsuit. “One last dip. Comin’?”

I shake my head. Inside, you can hear Gloria Lorraine snoring. In the living room, AmberLea is sitting watching the silent TV. I sit beside her, but not too close. Onscreen, a young Gloria Lorraine holds a cigarette the same way the old one does. She has that knowing look from her head shot. Then it melts to fear. “No,” you can see her saying, “No.” Then it’s Fred MacMurdo looking tough, and he’s holding the gun this time. AmberLea, on the other hand, is holding her grandmother’s purse. The purse is open in her lap and so is the locket. I lean closer. Inside the locket is an old yellow-brown photo of a kid—no, a baby.

AmberLea looks at me. “What is going on?”

I wish I knew.



REEL THREE

EXT.—NORTHERN ONTARIO ROAD—MEDIUM SHOT,
FROM ROADSIDE—DAY

A white Cadillac, top down, zooms through the frame, left to right, against a background of Northern Ontario rock face. GL’s scarf flutters in the breeze.

TRAVELING SHOT, FROM ABOVE—FRONT OF CADILLAC AND ROAD BEHIND

SPENCER driving, shades on, GL holding hat on head, in back AL (James? you know, from Sopranos) smoking cigar, and AMBERLEA. Between them, a food cooler.

LOW RUMBLING NOISE

Camera holds steady as three motorcycles appear around a bend in the road behind them. SPENCER tilts head to check his mirror.

A HIGHER HUMMING NOISE (AS SPENCER TILTS HIS HEAD)

A helicopter closes in above the bikes.

SPENCER

(hitting the gas)

Trouble.

GL

(taking .357 Magnum from glove 
compartment as car accelerates)

Finally. I was getting bored.

Behind, the helicopter rises.


AERIAL SHOT, FROM BESIDE HELICOPTER AS IT TRACKS THE CADILLAC BELOW

Machine-gun fire shoots from the helicopter. Bullets strike the road beside and in front as the Cadillac swerves from lane to lane.

TRACKING SHOT, FROM ABOVE—FRONT OF CADILLAC AND ROAD BEHIND (AS ABOVE)

Helicopter is flying low behind car. SPENCER pulls Glock pistol from underneath his jacket and passes it back to AMBERLEA.

SPENCER

Not yet. Shorten the range—and hold on.

SPENCER yanks on steering wheel.

TRACKING SHOT, FROM BEHIND HARLEYS—HARLEYS, CADILLAC, HELICOPTER

Three Harleys, one with a sidecar, are following the Cadillac. Helicopter just visible ahead and above as it peels away. The bikes are catching up to the Cadillac fast. The road winds, with lots of dips and curves.

MEDIUM WIDE SHOT FROM SIDE OF ROAD—HARLEYS DRIVING BY

The three Harleys drive by. MAN IN SIDECAR readies a rocket launcher. DRIVER OF LEAD BIKE has machine gun mounted between handlebars.

GRENADE BIKER has grenades on a strap across his chest. DRIVER OF LEAD BIKE fires off a burst as Cadillac swerves.

TRACKING SHOT, FROM ABOVE—FRONT OF CADILLAC AND ROAD BEHIND (AS BEFORE)


AMBERLEA is in firing position over back of car, trying to steady her arm on seat back, trunk.

AMBERLEA

Don’t swerve so much. I can’t line up a shot!

BURST OF MACHINE-GUN FIRE 

Bullets hit rock face just above car. Dust flies.

WHINE OF RICOCHETS

AMBERLEA

Swerve! Swerve!


MEDIUM WIDE SHOT, LOOKING FORWARD THROUGH WINDSHIELD OF CADILLAC

Cadillac is driving down the road. Suddenly the helicopter swoops in from in front of Cadillac. Bullets dot middle of the highway. Cadillac swerves. Bullet knocks driver’s side mirror off and then helicopter is past.

SHOT FROM BEHIND HARLEYS (AS BEFORE)

Rocket launcher fires. Trees by roadside fireball as Cadillac whips around a bend. GRENADE BIKER zooms ahead.

MEDIUM WIDE SHOT, LOOKING OUT THROUGH DRIVER’S SIDE WINDOW

SPENCER is still driving car. GRENADE BIKER pulls up beside Cadillac, grins evilly as he one-hands a grenade and pulls pin with teeth.

AMBERLEA and GL blast him at the same instant.

PAN TO:

MEDIUM WIDE SHOT, LOOKING OVER CADILLAC’S BACK

GRENADE BIKER’s Harley wipes out, grenade clatters to highway and explodes, taking out MACHINE-GUN BIKER coming up behind. MAN with rocket launcher keeps coming.

SHOT FROM BEHIND HARLEYS (AS BEFORE)

Rocket launcher fires again, just misses Cadillac.

TRACKING SHOT, FROM ABOVE—FRONT OF CAR AND ROAD BEHIND (AS BEFORE)

AL 

I got this.

AL takes big bottle of olive oil from food cooler.

AL (CONT’D)

No salad tonight though.

AL pours oil out side of car, all over the road, then tosses his cigar after it. Behind, a sheet of flame ignites as sidecar bike hits the oil and goes into a skid.

Cadillac goes around a curve.

HORN BLARES

SPENCER swerves, and a huge logging truck barrels around the bend, going the other way.

SOUND OF HUGE CRASH AS TRUCK HITS THE WIPED-OUT BIKE.

SLOW MOTION:

Through the air, the rocket launcher comes spinning end over end, over the rocks and lands in the Cadillac, between AMBERLEA and AL. AMBERLEA grabs it and aims up and back as the helicopter swoops in on another run.

AMBERLEA

(aiming up with rocket launcher)

Steady…

SHOT FROM BEHIND CADILLAC (AS BEFORE)

Track of machine-gun fire pocks the road, getting closer and closer to the back of the car as AMBERLEA aims.

AMBERLEA (CONT’D)

Now.

AMBERLEA fires.

AMBERLEA’S POINT OF VIEW FROM CAR

Direct hit on helicopter. It fireballs and disintegrates in midair.

TRACKING SHOT, FROM ABOVE—FRONT OF CAR AND ROAD BEHIND (AS BEFORE)

AL

Time for lunch.

GL

Time for a Dependable.

MEDIUM WIDE SHOT FROM SIDE OF ROAD

Wreckage of last bike is crushed beneath wheels of logging truck. Trailer has tipped, spilling logs across the road. Little puddles of burning oil flicker. A black Lincoln Navigator with tinted windows slowly rolls up to the wreckage and stops where the road is blocked.



TWENTY

I know. You don’t have to say it. But it would be cool, huh?

What really happens is, Al blows up the outhouse. In the morning, just before we go, there’s a lineup for the bathroom, so Al fires up a cigar and heads for the outdoor biffy. He steps in, puffing hard.

“Those things stink.” AmberLea wrinkles her nose at the cigar as she watches from the kitchen window. She is not a happy camper this morning. Then again, neither am I. It’s ridiculously early and, except for school days, getting up before noon is against my religion.

“He said it smells a lot sweeter than what’s in there,” I tell her.

“I don’t want to find out,” she says. Then she calls out, “Hurry up, Gramma! Are you almost done?”

Maybe ten minutes later we’ve locked the cottage and we’re all rolling up the lane in the Cadillac when behind us comes this muffled boom, and a whoosh that sets the leaves on the trees flapping. I actually feel a blast of air hit the back of my head, and then clunk! We all flinch as this chunk of green painted wood with a door hinge on it bounces off the hood of the car. Then more wood and shingles and stuff come crashing down around us. We all shout and swear (well, it’s mostly GL) like we’re in an R-rated movie, and I almost drive us into the bush. I hit the brakes and we all look back. The roof and door have blown off the outhouse and what’s left is on fire. A plume of smoke is already floating above the trees.

“Damn,” says GL. “That’ll come out of the selling price. Oh well, it’s a knockdown anyway.”

Al says, “What the—?” Then he looks at his hand and back and his eyes get big. “Did I—? I think I left my cigar in there.”

GL shakes her head. “That’ll do it. Methane gas. You’re lucky you didn’t go up too.” She settles back in her seat and waves a hand. “Come on, Scooter; nothing we can do now. Let’s hit it.”

Somewhere a siren is wailing as I ease out onto the road. I guess we’re all a little shaken up, because none of us notices I’ve turned the wrong way until a little way along, when a pickup truck whips past us, going the other way, green lights flashing from its dashboard. I know from going to Grandpa’s cottage that green lights mean the driver is a volunteer firefighter. I can guess where he’s headed.
 
  “Shouldn’t we be over the railroad tracks by now?” AmberLea asks.

She’s right. I pull over and do my second three-point turn in the Caddy just before a car zooms past with more green lights flashing. I pull over to let another one go by before we get past the cottage again. By now there’s a lot of smoke above the trees. I can feel us all trying not to look at it.

Then we’re bumping back across the railroad tracks. The siren gets louder. We pass the church, and now I can tell the sound comes from a tower behind the community center. A whole whack of cars and trucks with flashing green lights are back there too, parked every which way. Men are pulling on firefighter suits as a red pumper truck backs out of a garage.

“There you go,” says GL. “They’d have hosed you down in no time, Al.”

I hear a weak laugh from the backseat as we roll on. Maybe now isn’t the time to mention something else I see as we pass: behind the community center, trapped in the middle of all the cars and trucks with the flashing green lights, is a black Lincoln Navigator with tinted windows.



TWENTY-ONE

By now I’m Mr. Confusion. I’m still going with it, but both Grandpa and GL sending me—or us— to Jackfish is too much of a coincidence. And how did the SUV already get here if we shook them yesterday? It’s got to be a script. If it is, it’s awfully complicated though. Who worked it all out? Was the outhouse rigged to blow up? What about the fancy gunshot that put the hole in the windshield? And why would Grandpa want me to go to Jackfish anyway, even without Gloria Lorraine? Was something else planned for up there? Maybe not, if the deal was to film a road and a deserted town and make up my own story. On the other hand, all I was supposed to do was get a kiss on the cheek from an old lady. All this other stuff is way too complicated. But if it’s all for real, it’s too…well, it’s too much like a movie.

We stop for a break in Pointe au Baril Station. I’m still thinking it over as I check for texts, standing in front of Al while he gets us clean shirts again, which is trickier in a small place. The signal isn’t very strong and I keep moving around, which bugs Al, of course. Finally I see there’s one from Deb, one from Jer, and one from Bun. Deb’s gives me the name of a book about film noir that will help with my questions. Sylvia will get me a copy. Jer’s says ok. Bun’s says his tattoo hurts and he’s still hanging with Jaden and the posse and something about guns. Sounds as if he’s making progress with his video game, maybe pulled an all-nighter. I text him back: outhouse exploded tell u later. That will give Bun something to think about when he isn’t blasting aliens or leading a gang war in Parkdale or whatever he’s doing. Suddenly I really wish I’d gotten the outhouse explosion on camera. Damn.

Then we’re driving again and I’m wondering about my own game and how real it is. How can I find out? I turn it over in my mind as we head up Highway 69 to where it meets 17 just south of Sudbury, and then we go west on 17 through Blind River, Thessalon and a bunch of other places, all the way to Sault Sainte Marie, where GL says we’ll stop for the night. If this is all fake, GL is in on it and Al has to be an actor, so they won’t tell me anything. That leaves AmberLea. It’s worth a try; she was more talkative last night at the cottage—at least until I bombed out by asking about her house arrest. After we get checked into a Comfort Inn, GL mixes martinis for herself and Al, and they start talking about Vegas. I say to AmberLea, “We should take Mister Bones for a walk.”

AmberLea doesn’t look any happier than she did this morning, but this might be my only chance. She clips the lead onto Mister Bones’s collar and we start down the street. It feels good to stretch my legs. Mister Bones likes it too, hitting two telephone poles and sniffing up a storm. I make a lame joke about phone poles being safer than outhouses. She laughs, and I wish I looked as if I needed a shave. Girls like scruffy guys. I’ve decided she really is better-looking than I thought at first. I go for it while she’s still in a good mood. “You know last night, when you said, ‘What’s going on?’” Right away she frowns. I keep on anyway. “Well, what is going on? Is this for real, do you think? Like Al being a gangster and bad guys chasing us with GPS and stuff?”

AmberLea pushes her sunglasses up to the top of her head and looks at me, hard. I notice she has green eyes before I look away. “You’re asking me?” she says. “Look, Spinner—”

“Spencer.”

“Sorry. Spencer. Whoever. Sorry, all the names she uses get me confused. You’re asking the wrong person. I mean, I don’t even know who you are. I don’t know where we are. All I know is, you show up yesterday and my gramma drags me off to ‘change my life,’ and I’m gonna be in it so deep when I get back that I’ll need a ladder to get back up to the bottom.” She swears and tugs Mister Bones away from a Big Mac wrapper.

Oh, boy. I tell her about Grandpa’s will and having to get the kiss and going to Erie Estates and what happened before we picked her up. As I do, her eyes go from blank and angry to confused and angry. “That’s weird,” she says. “Gramma called the day before yesterday, said she’d be coming over to our house Friday morning and would Mom be around. I said no, because Mom always golfs on Fridays, and she laughed her cackly little laugh and said, ‘Perfect, see you then,’ and I forgot about it until you all showed up in the Cadillac.”

“Well, it gets weirder,” I say. “Last night she told us we’re going to Jackfish, right? Look at this. It’s from my grandpa, about what I was supposed to do if your grandma wasn’t around.” I give her assignment number two. She reads it and looks at me, even more confused. “So, what’s up with Jackfish?” I say. “What’s it got to do with her?”

AmberLea shrugs. “Who knows? She’s from Kansas. Why did she hide that locket behind a moose head—”

“Deer head.”

“Whatever, in a cabin—”

“Cottage.”

“Whatever—cottage—no one ever knew she had?”

“Well, see, that’s what I mean. Maybe it’s all a setup. Maybe the cottage was rented. Maybe she got somebody to put a locket behind the deer head. Your grandma is rich, right? She could hire somebody to— well, it could be done.”

AmberLea’s chin has been tucking in ever since I started talking. Now she’s shaking her head. “No. No. First, she isn’t rich. My mom says she doesn’t have a dime. Her last husband went bankrupt and wiped her out, and the gangster one before that had everything taken by the government. Nobody knew about the cottage. Second, she told me this morning that the money from selling that cabin or cottage or whatever is going to be mine in her will, if I…”

“If you what?”

“Never mind; it’s not important.” She bends and scratches at her ankle. She seems to do that a lot, I’ve noticed. Mister Bones comes over to investigate. “The point is, it must be hers. She wouldn’t promise me something fake. She’s a pain in the butt, but she’s always straight up. So that means the picture must be real too.”

I’m not convinced. “Okay, then either somebody does know about the cottage, or there’s another mystery, because guess what I saw this morning? That black SUV again. It was hemmed in behind all the volunteer fire guys’ cars back there in Torrance. How did they know where we were going?”

She looks up at me, dead serious. “Maybe there’s another transmitter.” She scoops up Mister Bones and starts feeling around his collar. Mister Bones wriggles and then licks her face. Considering what else he’s been licking in the last few minutes I don’t envy her. “There’s nothing there.” AmberLea puts the dog back down. He trots over to a lamppost. “So, either they knew about the cottage…”

See? I want to yell.

“…or somebody told them where we were going.”

“Who?”

“Not me,” says AmberLea. “Not Gramma; she doesn’t have a phone. Not Al; he couldn’t get a signal last night, remember? That leaves you.”

“Well, I didn’t tell them! I got a signal down on the dock, but I didn’t call them.”

“Did you tell anybody?”

“Only my brother. He was my only call last night. He doesn’t know any mob guys in Buffalo. He’s not even going to tell our parents.” I doubt his Fifteenth Street skateboarders or video posse or whatever will be interested either, so I leave them out of it. Bunny can be hard to explain sometimes.

AmberLea shrugs. “I don’t know then. But the cottage is real. And the picture is real. I caught her looking at it this morning and I thought she was going to cry. Believe me, Gloria Lorraine never cries. She said she had to show me something that nobody else knew. Right now, I guess I have to believe her.”

“But,” I said, “it’s—I don’t know—like a movie or something.”

She shrugs again. “Gramma always says it’s only a movie if you believe. If you don’t, it’s just the pictures. And you know what? Even if it’s all a crock and they hang me by my toes when I get back, it’s still been better than staying home.” She looks away and tugs at Mister Bones’s leash. “Anyway, we should get back.” She pulls down her shades. Then she pulls them up again and looks straight at me. “But promise me something? Promise you’ll swear she forced me to come.”

“Uh, sure. You got it.”

“Thanks, Spencer.”

We turn back for the motel.




TWENTY-TWO

The next day we drive. And drive. And drive. And drive. We head north from the Sault. Al drives, AmberLea drives, I drive. GL rides shotgun. We pass tiny places—some I can’t even pronounce—and they’re getting farther apart. We stop a couple of times for food and gas and to let Mister Bones and us do our thing. Except for trucks, there’s not much traffic. I start to see what GL meant about life being a movie without jump cuts—especially a road movie.

GL watches the landscape for a while as it gets rockier and scrubbier. She nibbles some of her crackers. She doesn’t say much. Then I see her reach in her pocket and turn off her hearing aid; after that she makes like Mister Bones and pretty much dozes.

AmberLea listens to her iPod. Al tries to get a signal on his phone every so often, then swears in a halfhearted way and wrestles with a map. I can’t get a signal on my phone either, so I take out my camera and try a few shots when it’s not my turn to drive. I get a good one of AmberLea at the wheel, with her hair whipping out behind her, and one of tiny old GL asleep, all hat and scarf, in the front seat. Al says, “Don’t even think about it,” when I turn the camera toward him, so instead I get a cool rolling-down-the-highway shot through the windshield. Then I turn around and get on my knees for a shot over the back of the car, of the road unwinding behind us. If this were a movie, I think to myself as I try to hold the camera steady, what I’d see right now is a black dot on the road back there, getting bigger until it morphs into the black SUV, gaining on us, with the motorcycles, and the helicopter would swoosh overhead. Or there’d be a jump cut to wherever we’re going so we could skip all this.

But there isn’t. No black SUVS or killer bikers either. All we get buzzed by are blackflies (one whacks into my head as I’m kneeling there) and rain, after the Sault. We stop to put the top up and everything seems dark and dreary and even more boring.

At White River, we stop for an early dinner. We stagger into a restaurant you can tell smells permanently of French fries. A lot of rigs are parked outside. I’m guessing the rest of the customers are truckers. The map and GPS both tell us we’ve got about an hour to go to Marathon, where GL says we’re going to stop. She’s had enough for today.

“Thank god,” says Al as we sink into a booth. I nod. I never thought sitting could make me so tired.

AmberLea brings GL back from the restroom and folds her in beside me. You can practically hear GL’s hinges creak. She was so stiff when we got out of the car that I wondered if we’d have to unbend her ourselves. She looks worn-out, even after her naps. Some of her face powder has come off and her lipstick is blurry and staining her teeth. When the waitress shows up with coffee, she has a cup right off.

“Gramma,” AmberLea warns, “you never drink coffee.”

“It’s a special occasion.” She hunches over the cup. “I need this like hell needs a fire hose. I used to live on this stuff.”

By the time the waitress takes our orders, GL’s perked up some. “Between the caffeine and the bathroom I’ll be up all night,” she says, panting a little, “but right now it’s worth it. Now,” she goes on, leaning across the table, both hands around her cup, as if she’s some moose trapper who’s lived up here forever, “Jackfish is on toward Terrace Bay. We’ll stop in Marathon tonight, rest up and be there in the morning. Just the way I promised.” She looks at us, as if we’ve been whining all day.

“And what are we going to do in beautiful Jackfish, Gramma?” Two days on the road haven’t left AmberLea any too perky either.

“Unfinished business. Believe the living and bury the dead.”

“I’ve heard that before,” Al says.

GL nods. “My big line in Shadow Street. Just because it’s from a movie doesn’t mean it isn’t true.” She looks back to AmberLea. “You’ll see tomorrow. A little secret between you and me.” She turns to me. “And we can’t forget Spike’s kiss for his Grandpa David, can we? Then”—she waves a hand like it weighs forty pounds—“Al can hightail it to Grand Portage or Fort Frances and duck into Minnesota if he wants.”

“What I want”—Al waves his phone—“is to find out if things have cooled off in Buffalo. I got a business to run.”

“And I’m sure it needs all those baking supplies in the trunk,” says GL. “Maybe you’d like to drive us back then. You can thank us for saving you when you say goodbye.”

“Yeah, how do we get back?” I say. “You told me to say we’d be home tomorrow.”

“I may have been a little hasty on that,” says GL. She nods to the rest of the room. “On the other hand, I’ll bet not many of these fine young men would turn down a little old lady and her lovely granddaughter if they were hitchhiking. I’ve done it before.”

“Really?” says AmberLea. “Gramma! When?”

“When I was your age. If it wasn’t the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, it was close to it.” GL pats me on the arm. “I’m sure they’d make room for our personal photographer on the bumper or the trailer hitch. Don’t worry, Skeezix; just kidding. If Al doesn’t want to go back, we can easily get a bus ticket. Or we could just get a cab.”

Before I can even begin to wonder if she’s kidding, the waitress arrives with the food and GL digs out all her pills as the food is put down. When the waitress leaves, GL says, “Screen me.” She empties her water glass into the pot of plastic plants behind the booth; then out comes the gin bottle from her straw bag, under the table. She glugs some gin into the glass and whisks the bottle back into the bag as the waitress comes by with ketchup. “If you have to take pills,” says GL, “it might as well be fun.” She gets down to it.

She’s a little wobbly on the way out to the car. Once she’s in, she settles herself as if she’s dozing again. But I’m driving, and from the side I can see behind her sunglasses. She’s watching every inch of the way.



TWENTY-THREE

Not long before we get to Marathon, GL stirs herself. She roots around in her bag and gets busy fixing her makeup. Then she insists we pull over and put the top down on the car. “I want to make an entrance,” she says.

“To Marathon?” AmberLea says.

“Indulge me. I’m an old lady.”

There’s no real reason why not; it’s still a bright, sunny evening, even if it’s cooling off. Down goes the top. GL settles her hat and gets a cigarette pose going. We roll into town in style: a ninety-year-old bombshell, a blond ankle-scratcher with a vanishing chin, Buffalo’s King of Cannoli, a Chihuahua and a movie-geek chauffeur with bent glasses and a big need for a shower, all in a dented white Cadillac with stolen plates, a bullet hole, five big bags of something that might be icing sugar, and its own helium supply. It’s not four gunslingers riding into town, but it might be the closest I’ll get.

“Damn,” says GL, as we roll past two kids bending over a skateboard and a guy checking his tire pressure. “We should have had the car washed.”

“It rained while you were asleep,” Al reminds her. “We’re good.”

“Oh. All right then.” She gives a queenly smile to a golden retriever in the back of a pickup truck. Mister Bones yaps.

We pick the Superior Motel because it’s the first one we see and it looks okay. “You can always tell about motels,” Al advises. “You wanna lie low, pick one’s gotta car with a flat parked at a unit.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Car with a flat says cash, cheap and close.”

“Close?”

“To your basics. You know, like a liquor store.”

“How do you know that?”

“If you hadda drive, you’d fix the flat.”

Al and I go into the motel office. There’s a big, fleshy-faced old guy in saggy jeans and a black golf shirt behind the desk. The only thing even close to being as big as his gut is his huge upsweep of silver hair. It curves out over his forehead, then rolls and swoops straight to the back of his head, kind of like young Elvis, except old.

Over in the corner an even older guy is parked on a couch, dozing in front of a TV blaring CNN. He’s all wrinkles and stray whiskers under his ball cap, and he’s got the belt-and-suspenders combo happening over green work pants and a plaid shirt.

Al pulls out a credit card and books two rooms while I look around. I’m tired and this place isn’t making me feel any livelier. There are fake flowers here too, and potted palm trees, a rack of postcards and some tour brochures.

On the wall behind the desk, on a wooden plaque, is a big stuffed fish with its mouth wide open and some framed photos—pictures of kids’ soccer teams wearing Superior Motel jerseys, grad shots, a wedding, old people with a cake and party hats. That kind of stuff. Underneath hang plaques and certificates from the Chamber of Commerce and the Rotary Club. Jer once had to give a speech about “Front Porch Farmer” to a Rotary Club. I look closer at the inscription. The name on the plaque reads Mike Karpuski. Why does that sound familiar?

To one side are three black-and-white pictures. One is of a bunch of guys on a dock, in old-fashioned clothes, squinting into the sun and holding up a big fish; another is a line of people standing in front of a plain wooden building with a sign above their heads: Superior Hotel. Then I jolt out of my tiredness, because the third picture is different. First of all, it’s been torn into pieces and carefully taped back together. Second, I’ve seen it before. It’s a soft focus, head-and-shoulders glamour shot of a platinum blond, one dark eyebrow arched knowingly at the camera. At the bottom, on the right, perfect handwriting flows: Best wishes always, Gloria Lorraine.

“Hey,” I say.

Al doesn’t notice. He’s busy stuffing whatever hot credit card he used back into a wallet. The guy behind the desk is handing over two keys on plastic tags. “One-twelve and one-fourteen there, Mr. Scrimger,” he rumbles over the din from the TV. “Halfway down the west side. You can park right in front. Enjoy your stay.”

Al scoops up the keys. “Sure we will. C’mon, Ed. Let’s get Gramma settled.”

I follow him out. “Did you see that?” I ask him. “It was so weird.”

“See what? Was somethin’ on the news?”

“No, on the wall!” We’re at the car. “Guess what?” I say to GL as we get in. “You have fans here with the same name as your alias.”

“Not now, Spicer.” She’s tilted onto the door’s armrest. It looks as if her grand entrance has used up whatever energy she had left. Her left hand moves to turn off her hearing aid. I stop her. “No, listen, you’ll like this. Remember how you had the cottage sign marked Karpuski for privacy? That must be the name of the people who run this place, because there’s this award on the wall for a Mike Karpuski. And they have one of your old pictures up there too! How weird is that?”

Gloria Lorraine straightens up. Her eyes flare and water for a second as she stares through the damaged windshield. She takes a deep breath, reaches up, snaps down the sun visor and checks herself out in the mirror. Then she opens the car door. “Help me in,” she says.



TWENTY-FOUR

We all go. I hold the door while AmberLea helps GL totter inside. Al cradles Mister Bones. The TV is still blaring. When she gets through the door, GL shakes AmberLea off her arm and straightens up as best she can. Then, with just her cane, she almost sashays over to the desk.

“Can I help you?” The big guy with the big hair puts down some papers and takes off a pair of half-glasses.

GL doesn’t answer for a long moment; she’s checking out the wall display behind him. She stares at her taped-together photo, then steadies herself against the desk. She arches one eyebrow and does her best Gloria Lorraine: “I’m told there’s a Mike… Karpuski here.”

“You’re talking to him,” says the guy.

GL shakes her head. “You’re too young.”

If he’s young, I’m Santa Claus, I think, but the guy just chuckles and says, “Oh, you want Big Mike. That’s my dad. I’m Little Mike. That’s Big Mike over there.” He nods at the snoozer by the TV.

GL turns stiffly and looks at Big Mike. His jaw and his ball cap have both come adrift as he slumps on the couch. I notice his fly has wandered a little too, and under the TV noise he’s snoring a little. GL’s chin starts to tremble. Then she bunches her lips together in a thin red line and starts across the room, leaning on her cane. AmberLea trails her hesitantly. “Turn that…” GL waves at the TV, never taking her eyes off the old guy. AmberLea finds the button.

In the sudden silence, the guy at the desk says, “He had a stroke last year, ma’am. It can be hard talking to him. There’s a lot he’s not clear about.”

I can’t tell if GL hears him or not. AmberLea helps her sit down beside Big Mike. Slowly, GL reaches out and touches the old man’s arm. “Mikey,” she whispers. “Mikey.” Then she’s talking in a foreign language; I don’t know what it is. “Mikey,” she says again, gently shaking his arm, then more foreign language, then, “It’s Wandi.”

The old man jerks a little and his eyes open. “Gone,” he says, or maybe it’s “gun.” It’s hard to tell. He looks blearily at GL.

She says, “I was gone, Mikey. Now I’m back.”

“Wandi?” croaks the old man. “You look bad. You been sick?”

She clutches his hand. “I’m old, Mikey. We’re both old.”

He nods. “It’s late, isn’t it? You stay here. I’ll get you something. Papa will be mad if he finds out, but he never finds out, does he? He was very mad, Wandi. But Mama will be happy. She cried and cried. She’ll help in the morning and be happy.”

GL nods. “It’s okay, Mikey. I can get it myself. You go back to sleep. I’ll see you in the morning and we’ll talk then.”

“Okay. I’m glad you’re back, Wandi.”

“Me too.” She leans forward and gives him a kind of hug. His knobbly hand comes off his lap far enough to pat her back. Then she struggles to her feet, leaning hard on her cane and the sofa back. “Night night, Mikey,” she says. “Sleep tight.” She lifts a hand off the sofa back and pats his shoulder; then she lifts his cap and plants a kiss on his forehead. “See you in the morning.”

The old man’s eyes close again. GL makes her way back to the desk. AmberLea moves in to help her. We’re all staring. Little Mike is leaning forward, mouth open, both hands on the countertop. “Are—?” he starts to say, but GL cuts him off, stabbing with her cane at the damaged glossy on the wall.

“I’m Gloria Lorraine,” she says. “I’m also your Aunt Wanda, and this is your second cousin, AmberLea.”



TWENTY-FIVE

“Is that camera ready?” says GL. “It better be, because I’ve only got one take in me.”

She’s propped up on a flowery couch. Her feet don’t reach the ground, but that’s okay; they won’t be in the shot. We’ve moved a couple of lamps for extra light.

“My left side, don’t forget. Get left profile and full face; no right side. Move the lamp more that way!”

I’m setting up the camera on its little collapsible tripod.

“Right beside you,” she says, “so I look at you, not the camera. More natural.”

We’re all in the living room of Little Mike’s house, up behind the parking lot. It feels empty. It turns out Mike has three kids, all grown and gone, and right now his wife is away visiting her own mom in a nursing home. Big Mike has been helped off to bed, and the night clerk is on at the motel. Little Mike has rustled up snacks for us and glasses of scotch for Al and GL. “This is wild,” he says, slowly shaking his head. “I think I knew Pop had a sister who went away a long time ago, but I’m not even sure how I knew. Whispers, I guess. The whole thing was out of bounds, especially around Grandpop and Baba.”

“I guess nobody mentioned the money I sent Mikey every month, as soon as I could afford it,” GL says drily.

“Well, I’ll tell you,” says Little Mike, “money was tight when I was a kid, but somehow there was a nest egg waiting to send me to university. The day I left, Pop said, ‘Don’t thank me, thank your aunt.’ So I asked who my aunt was, and he laughed and said, ‘She’s a movie star.’ He had your picture on the wall with a few other celebrity types that had come to the old place for the hunting and fishing. I didn’t take him seriously; I figured he was just being modest, sorta deflecting the praise from himself, you know? He’s that kind of guy.”

“He was a sweet boy.” GL nods. “I’m glad the money helped.”

“I owe you one,” Little Mike says, raising his glass. “A late thanks.”

“Cheers.”

“Gramma,” AmberLea cuts in, from a chair beside Al. “You were born in Topeka, Kansas!” Her chin has had time to reappear, but she’s scratching her ankle like mad. “And your family moved to—”

“I know, Washington State. Claptrap. Studio fairy tale.” GL waves her hand. “The PR department at Republic made that up to turn me into an all-American girl. Kansas was big that year. Thank The Wizard of Oz. They lied about my age too; made me four years younger.”

“But Mom—”

GL cuts her off. “Your mother doesn’t know anything about this. Nobody does, because I’ve never told anyone before. I’m doing this for you, AmberLea, and for David McLean.”

Grandpa. I look up from plugging in the adaptor. “And for Spencer.” GL nods at me. “If it weren’t for you, none of this would have happened. I have to tell you about David too, if you’re going to understand.”

I can’t believe it—not just about Grandpa, but that she finally got my name right. “We’re ready to go,” I say.

“Good. Let’s do it. Quiet, everybody. Give me a finger count in.”

I raise my right hand, three fingers up. “Three… two…one…go.”

I press the button. GL starts her big scene.



TWENTY-SIX

“The first time I saw your grandfather,” says GL, “it was 1935. I was seventeen and he was fifteen, I’m guessing. How we all got this old is beyond me. Anyway, he was yelling in the dining room—if you could call it that—of the Superior Hotel in Jackfish. The hotel was my family’s—the Karpuski’s—business. My father and my Uncle Pete ran it, and we all worked there. We did all right too, especially after we got beer in. Twenty-five cents a bottle; expensive because we had to ship it in, of course. Jackfish was busy, and we were the only game in town. There was a coal dock and stop for the railroad, a little fishing fleet, and for a year or two they were building the North Shore highway past us and the work crews all came in.

“I cleaned rooms, cooked—god, I was a terrible cook; it’s a wonder someone didn’t die—but mostly Mama cooked and I waited table, and even little Mikey swept and bussed. The dining room had long wooden tables with benches that would fill up with working men. When we first opened, the tables were planks on sawhorses.

“A waitress didn’t need much memory back then; there wasn’t much on the menu: stew, fish, corned-beef hash, ham and eggs. What you needed was strong arms, an armor-plate ass—they’d pinch your backside every chance they got—and a temperament to take the kidding, because there was a lot of it. I could give it right back, as good as I got, but my father didn’t like me to. He wanted to keep me away from men, and I’d already decided I liked them.

“What the hell he wanted to keep me for was anybody’s guess. It was the middle of the Depression and we were a million miles from nowhere. We argued enough about it then, and sometimes more than argued. He raised his hand to me and to Mama, and to Mikey, more than once. Anyway, it didn’t matter: he didn’t know I was already crazy in love with a boy, Danny Gernsbach, an American from Michigan, who worked on the fishing boats. And I didn’t know that I was already carrying Danny’s child, though I figured it out soon enough.

“One Saturday night, one of the road crews came in for supper, their big night out in town, because they were in camp through the week. I didn’t notice Davey at first; it was busy and road crews were always a mixed bag anyway. Besides, Danny and the other fellas from his boat were there too, and I only had eyes for him. God, he was a sweet boy: high, wide and handsome.

“Anyway, the old hands on the road crew had a trick they’d play on the new guys, for initiation, I guess. The tables were covered with oilcloths that dropped over the sides. They’d curl the dropped part up to make a trough under the table. Someone at the end would pour water into it and they’d send it down into the lap of the new man, who wouldn’t see it coming. Then he’d yell, of course, and jump up and make a fuss. Some would be angry and some would laugh and some wouldn’t know what to do. But how you handled it put you in or out.

“Well, that night I was coming round with the coffeepot and I saw them start the trough and wink at me, and a second later there’s a shriek just like a girl’s and a big roar of laughter, and there’s your grandpa, leaping to his feet looking like he’s just wet himself. And naturally, they’re all watching to see what he’s going to do after that shriek. Except he was just a kid, and you could see he didn’t know what to do. He flushed to the roots of his hair and, I swear to god, for a second I thought he was going to cry— which would not have been a good idea, let me tell you. He was big, you understand, but all at once he just looked like this little child among all these rough men. Maybe it reminded me of Mikey, I don’t know, but my heart just went out to him. I didn’t know my own troubles yet. All I could think to do was toss him the dishtowel I had over my shoulder, wave the coffeepot and call to him, ‘They must like you. If they don’t, they do it with this!’ My first ad lib, and it brought the house down, if I do say so myself.

“And to give Davey credit—this was how I first knew he was special—he managed to pull himself together while they all laughed, and then he topped it. He slapped on a grin and said, ‘But if they really  like you, I bet it’s beer!’ and that brought the house down again and he was in.

“Well, later he thanked me and it got so that every once in a while at night he’d sneak down from the camp and talk to me at the kitchen door. I knew he was sweet on me, but I felt like his big sister, and besides, I was crazy for Danny. David was just a kid and I could tell he was still scared and lonely up here, doing the best he could. Once my father caught me talking to him and chased him off and then smacked me, but even that was good, because it kept him from suspecting about Danny.

“And then it all went south. I found out I was in the family way. I told Danny and he said we’d get married, right away, down in Michigan. And he meant it too. He was a good boy. He sent a wire home, saying we were coming. But we never went: Danny’s boat went out the next morning and there was an accident. He got tangled in a net and he drowned. They brought him back and buried him in the Jackfish graveyard.

“I thought I was going to die too, of grief for Danny and for me with this baby, and I couldn’t show it. I couldn’t tell Mama, though there was something, maybe just the way she looked at me, that told me she knew anyway. But I couldn’t take the risk, couldn’t have her involved. If my father had found out, there would have been no telling what he’d have done.

“Well, in the middle of all that, one night Davey came to the kitchen door, all excited. He said something about how he’d seen a plane flying over that morning and now he knew what he wanted to do: he wanted to fly. I was trying to keep everything in, but he saw I’d been crying and he stopped and asked what was wrong and it all came spilling out. The first thing he said was—and this is the kind of man he must have grown up to be—the first thing he said was, ‘I’ll marry you.’

“I can still see him there, looking in at me, his hands on the screen door, a big kid with big eyes. I don’t think he even needed to shave yet. I said, ‘Davey, that’s awful sweet, but you’re not even sixteen. You can’t marry me, and it wouldn’t be right anyway.’ And he said, ‘Well, what are you going to do?’ And I said, ‘I don’t know, but I have to get away from here. I can’t stay.’ Because, I think, as soon as he’d said he was going to fly, at that moment I’d made up my mind to go. How I was going to do it, I had no idea. I had no money and no place to go, but now that I’d said it, I knew it was what I had to do.

“The next night, Davey was back at the kitchen door. He’d gotten an advance on his pay and he gave me everything he’d saved, all of it. He said I needed it more that he did. We both knew there was a westbound express that made a coaling stop in Jackfish after midnight. He promised he’d be at the station to see me off, and then he was gone.

“I put a few things in a little overnight case some guest had left behind. I kissed Mikey goodbye, even though he was sound asleep, and I slipped out. I waited in the shadows on the platform till the last second, but Davey never came. As we pulled out, I thought I saw someone running, but it was too late; I never got to give him a thank-you kiss goodbye.

“Davey’s money got me away. In Saskatoon, I bought a wedding ring in a pawnshop for seventy-five cents and wore it as soon as I started to show. I said I was Mrs. Danny Gernsbach. No one believed me when I said I was a widow, even though I thought I truly was. They all thought I was just another tramp who got what was coming to her. When the baby was born, a little girl, I called her Danielle. They all tried to persuade me to put her up for adoption, but I couldn’t let her go.

“Somehow I got Dani and me out to Vancouver, and then down to Seattle. I got a job slinging hash in a luncheonette there. I rented a room and the landlady looked after Dani sometimes and sometimes I took her to work.

“But there was never enough money, even for proper food, even working at a lunch counter. Everyone was scraping by. Dani took sick and I had to quit work to look after her. The medicine was expensive and so was the doctor. I did some things I’m not proud of…But the medicine didn’t help and Danielle died anyway. The next week I was wiping the counter at the luncheonette and wondering what the best way was to kill myself, when a fat man with an ugly tie came in and looked at me and said, ‘Turn to your right.’ I was in such a daze that I did it and just went on wiping. Then he said, ‘Kid, how’d you like to be in pictures?’ And that was the way I chose to kill Wanda Karpuski.

“As soon as I could, I started sending money to Mikey, along with that picture. Looks like my father got a hold of that. I never saw or spoke with any of them again, and I’ve never had a good man in love with me since. I used up my quota in Jackfish. I tried to come back, but the closest I got was buying that cabin on Lake Muskoka. Even that was too close, so I rented it out. I had no idea David was right across the lake.

“And I never thought I’d come back, until my granddaughter got as headstrong as I did and a young man asked me for a kiss, David’s kiss. Then I knew we were going to come here. So tomorrow we’ll finish things off. I’m here so she can help me to put a picture of his daughter on Danny’s grave. Then I’m going to give Spencer the kiss on the cheek that David never got. Then I’ll be done with it all.”



TWENTY-SEVEN

The room stays quiet after Gloria Lorraine stops talking. Nobody moves. After a moment I hit the Stop button and GL sags in the couch. “You didn’t say ‘Cut,’” she whispers. Then AmberLea is beside her, holding her.

I go outside. It’s clouded over, but still not dark. The streetlights and the SUPERIOR MOTEL sign have come on though. I don’t know what to think, except, It’s all true. Which means, among other things, that we really were chased by mobsters. Almost out of habit, I look up and down the highway: no black Lincoln Navigators. That all seems a million years ago anyway.
 




I’m not sure what to feel either, except sad, somehow, and confused. To keep from thinking and feeling anymore, I swat away a couple of insects and check my cell for messages. I have to walk around to get a signal. Finally, down near the motel sign, I do. First I text Bun: almost dun. jackfish ghost town tomorrow morning. There’s another message from Deb, suggesting a restaurant in New York that Gloria Lorraine might like, near the AFI, which I know means American Film Institute. Maybe Jer will tell me what GL and I were doing there. My guess is some kind of interview. Jer has been spinning this one hard. I have to admit it’s not how I thought he’d take me disappearing off the face of the earth. Speaking of which, I wonder where he is. Maybe he’s in New York, faking it for us.

The signal has disappeared. I move toward the parking lot and get it back. I text Jer: thanx. Then I text him again: dun mon am. can u meet in Marathon ON Superior motel or I go to Buf? Now that it’s almost over, it won’t hurt to tell, and besides, it doesn’t sound like there’s a game plan yet for getting home. I wonder if he can get here by Monday morning from wherever he is. It’s not really like asking for a ride home from the mall. But right now it’s too much to wonder about.

That night I sleep in one of Little Mike’s kids’ rooms. I dream Jer and I are driving in the Caddy and the black SUV is catching up to us and no matter how hard I step on the gas we don’t go any faster. What makes it scarier is that somehow I know Grandpa is driving the SUV, except that he’s also with us in the Cadillac and he’s going to pour something in my lap and I don’t know if it’s beer or coffee.

Let’s just say it’s a weird night.



TWENTY- EIGHT

Monday morning comes early. It’s cloudy and gray, and it feels as if I haven’t slept at all. In the kitchen, Al is talking retail baking with Little Mike. They trade business cards. “I’ll be in touch,” says Al. “I know local works for you, but if we go national, you might want a few specialty items, you know?”

I have a piece of toast with peanut butter, make sure the camera is charged and wander outside with it and Mister Bones. AmberLea is stowing GL’s cooler in the trunk of the car, with the helium tank and all the bags of white powder.

“So,” I say, “today’s the day.”

She nods. I guess neither of us really knows what to say. I don’t anyway. AmberLea says, “I won’t be sorry to change my clothes. I wonder how we’re getting home. What do you think Al will do?”

“I dunno. I texted my dad last night and asked him for a ride. He could probably take you and GL too.”

“Oh. Good. Thanks.” She sighs. “I wonder what my mom is doing—besides freaking.” She pulls her phone out of her back pocket. I have completely rethought my position on her and tight jeans. They’re a definite plus. AmberLea waves her phone. “There’s about a million texts from her on here. I haven’t even looked at them. I’m kind of scared to.”

“Your grandma will look after it. She said she would, remember?”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Well,” I say, “you can’t answer them now. The signal up here keeps disappearing. And anyway”—I wipe my peanut-buttery fingers on my jeans—“we have to get to Jackfish.”

Al and Little Mike come out of the house, helping GL. “You’re sure you remember the way?” Mike is saying. GL is nodding.

“Okay,” Mike says, “but it won’t look the same. It’s all overgrown now. Be careful walking. And don’t try for the town. Since the fire, it’s pretty grim. If you really want to go in there, I could take you in on the ATV.”

“I don’t want the town,” says GL, “I want the graveyard.”

Little Mike looks at Al and me and AmberLea. “Just be careful. I’d feel a lot better if you let me come along.”

“I have to do this myself,” says GL. “I’m a Jackfish girl. We’ll be back for lunch. Anyway, this isn’t your affair.”

“It’s my family,” says Mike.

GL eyes him. She nods. “I’ll give you that one. But I’m doing this my way.”

Mike sighs and smoothes one side of his silver ’do. “Fair enough. Tell you what. I’ve got to run over to Terrace this morning anyway, so follow me along to the Jackfish road now and I’ll meet you up at the top by the highway at, say, eleven thirty.”

“Done and done,” says GL. “Let’s go.”

We drive with the top up, following Mike west on Highway 17. Al is at the wheel and I’m riding shotgun, with AmberLea and GL in the back. Nobody says much. For half an hour, rock and trees and a couple of sort of villages roll by us, a few bugs whack the windshield, and then, up ahead, Little Mike’s arm is pointing left out his window, and there’s a road sign, green and white, reading Jackfish Road. This is it.

Al slows the Caddy as Mike rolls on, and we take the left after a transport truck roars by. We’re on a gravel road now. Stones grind and click off the bottom of the car. Inside, we’re silent. I glance into the back. GL has her hand locked in AmberLea’s.

We pass a little white sign that says Municipal Landfill. AmberLea breaks the quiet. “Is that a bear?” I look toward the dump, but before I spot anything, the Cadillac has crested a hill and on the right is a lake.

“Jackfish Lake,” GL croaks.

A little farther on, the bush on either side of the road gives way to a big empty clearing. There are a couple of piles of gravel and stacks of ancient logs and railroad ties. A tired old Honda Civic rests by one of the piles. It could have been there for an hour or a hundred years. Across the bottom of the clearing runs a railroad track, with a line of graffiti-covered freight cars sitting on it. “Pull in here,” says GL. “Go over to the east side.” Her voice has gotten higher and sharper.

Al eases the Caddy across the ruts toward the deep woods and brings us to a stop, still well away from the trees. “That’s as far as I can get us,” he says.

“Then we walk from here,” announces GL.

“Where?” asks AmberLea. Looking back, I see her chin has disappeared as she stares at the bush.

“Along the railroad tracks,” says GL.

“Is that safe?”

“It’s just a siding. We only have to go a little way on the main line.” GL says this as if any fool should know it. “Open the trunk,” she says. “Let’s go.”

Al pops the trunk. The insects start buzzing as soon as we get out of the car.

“Get me that bag.” GL snaps her fingers at her plastic bag in the trunk. She pulls out bottles of insect repellent. “Be generous with yourself.”

We all start slapping the stuff on. It’s incredibly rank and scummy feeling, but it seems to work. Now the bugs just swarm and buzz and dive without ever quite biting. I think of Grandpa’s Marauding Mosquitoes. I look into the bag, hoping she’s brought hazmat suits or something—even hats. Instead, she’s got garden gloves, trimmers and a tin of white spray paint in there.

“What’s that stuff for?”

“When we find the grave, we’re going to tidy it up. We’ll paint the cross.”

“Find the grave? Don’t you—?”

“First we have to find the cemetery. Come on.”

“Find the cemetery?”

“It’s been seventy-five years since my last visit. If you don’t hustle it’s going to be another seventy-five before we get there. Get your camera and hurry up; I don’t have that long.”

Al gives me the keys. I dive back into the Caddy, grab the video camera and lock the car again. Then off we start for the tracks, dripping insect repellent and helping GL over the uneven ground. Mister Bones trots all over the place. GL is right: at this rate it’ll take us another seventy-five years— if we don’t get eaten by bears or flattened by a train first. Luckily we’re equipped with spray paint, grass clippers, phones with no signals and a Chihuahua; everything you need when you’re looking for the graveyard of a ghost town in the northern bush.



TWENTY-NINE

But wait, it gets worse. We’re just going around a pile of railroad ties, almost at the tracks, when we hear a low rumble. It gets louder, then deafening, and for a second I wonder if a train is rolling in. Then two men on giant motorcycles roll into the clearing, their choppers blatting and farting like hungover moose. They pull up and look around. Instinctively, we all duck behind the railroad ties. The engines cut out. In the tingly silence that comes after, a voice gripes, “I haven’t felt my bleeping butt since Wawa.”

“Nobody wants to bleeping feel your bleeping butt anyway,” says another voice.

“Bleep bleep smart guy bleep.”

They didn’t really say bleep, but I’m hoping to keep this mostly PG. I peek around the railroad ties as they get off their bikes. They’re big guys in biker boots, leather pants and sleeveless jean jackets. One guy has a huge droopy mustache to go with his gut. The other is short, but as wide as he is tall. His head is a helmet with an orange beard exploding out the bottom. Al is a big guy. These two make him look like a carrot stick, and me a cardboard match, or worse.

“Think that’s it?” Mustache says. “Looks like they ditched it.”

“Gotta bleeping be,” says Beard. “This is bleeping Jackfish and that’s a bleeping white Caddy.”

  “The stuff better be in there. Let’s find out and get outta here.” They’re waving away the bugs as they look around the clearing. As they turn, I see the backs of their jean jackets feature a big capital letter A with a circle over it, like a halo, maybe. I duck back, then peek again as their boots crunch toward Al’s car. Beside me, Al is moaning softly, “Aw no, no!”

“Who are they?” I hiss.

“They must be the bikers that were part of the deal,” Al hisses back. “I told ya: it’s some kind of three-way setup: the Wings, some street gang and bikers. I was supposed to pick up drugs for Rocco and his boys to deliver. Word was, they were going to deal ’em to this whaddyacallit—posse, that’s it— outta state, so they could deal the stuff to bikers for god knows what; guns, I think. Something like that anyway. But if these are the bikers, how did they know to come here?”

I look carefully over the woodpile. Mustache is yanking at a door handle. “Let’s do the top,” he growls. He pulls something from a pocket, flicks it, and there’s the biggest knife I’ve ever seen.

“Nah,” Orange Beard says, “I’ll get it.” He raises one gigantic biker-booted foot and kicks the trunk lock with his heel. CLUNK. A big dent creases the white metal, way bigger than the ones GL made with her cane back in Buffalo.

“Aw, noooo!” Al again.

“Why don’t you just give them the drugs?” AmberLea whispers.

“Because it’s icing sugar!”

“In a pig’s eye,” snaps GL. “Cut the crap. Give them the fairy dust and we’ll get on with our business. This isn’t what we’re here for.”

CLUNK. “Hurry up. The bugs are nuts here.” Sounds like Mustache.

“We don’t even have a gun,” Al whines. “What did you ditch my gun for?”

“Fat lot of good it would do you anyway,” huffs GL.

CLUNK. Over by the car a voice says, “Let’s just use the can opener.” Then there’s a flat crack, like the one I heard back in the Buffalo parking lot. Al winces as if he got shot himself.

I peek out again. Orange Beard has a gun in his fist. The trunk lid has popped up a few inches. Both bikers are too busy waving away blackflies to open it all the way yet. As Orange Beard reaches for the lid, a black Lincoln Navigator roars into the clearing, pulling a skid stop that puts it sideways to the bikers. Out the far side tumble the Wings boys, KK and AB, guns drawn across the hood of the SUV. “Get away from the car,” one of them shouts.



THIRTY

Orange Beard and Mustache have spun around as the SUV barrels in. Now they dive behind the Cadillac and they shout back something with a lot of bleeps in it. Then there are five or six cracks and pops. One bullet dings the Cadillac’s fender, there’s a spurt of gravel near the SUV, and I’m pretty sure one shot whangs a tag on a freight car. Who knows where the rest go? Either these guys are hopeless shots or real shooting isn’t the way it is in movies and games.

“Oh, for crying out loud,” sighs GL, as there’s more swearing and shouting. “I’ve got to sit down if this is going to take long. Help me, Amby.”

Then the shouting changes. There’s something going on at the SUV. AB Wings calls out, “All right, who are you guys?”

There’s a pause; then voices come from behind the Cadillac. Orange Beard shouts, “Angels. Mimico Angels. There’s something in the car belongs to us. Who are you?”

“Buffalo,” calls AB Wings, “and it doesn’t belong to you yet.”

Beside me, Al gives a quiet little groan.

“Buffalo?” Now AmberLea squints around the far end of the woodpile. “Them? How did they get here? You said we lost them in Torrance, when the outhouse blew up.”

“In Torrance?” Al says. “They were in Torrance? Sheesh, why didn’t you tell me?”

“Never mind,” I say. “I’ll tell you later.” I keep on looking out, wondering how did they get here?

“It belongs to us now,” calls Orange Beard. “This was supposed to go down in Toronto. The posse told us you were here. Why? Somebody’s bleeping jerking us around, either you or the posse, and we don’t like it. We kept our side of the deal. Now we get what’s ours.”

“We had a guy go offside on us. He ran it to here. We just got here ourselves.”

“Well, you’re too bleeping late. It’s ours now.”

“Not without cash or merchandise.”

“Get it from the bleeping posse.”

“We’ll take it from you.”

“Fine. Take it.” Another shot cracks out. This one smacks the Navigator’s glass behind the back door. The glass doesn’t break.

There’s quiet while the Wings boys shuffle behind the SUV. “Well,” says GL, “if that’s that, let’s just toddle along while they’re busy. Help me up.” None of us move. I wonder if her hearing aid is on. I find myself taking out my camera.

Then there’s a new voice from the clearing, shaking, growling and a thousand years old. “Aww-rii-ight, it’s me yuh needa talk ta. I’m Rocco. Lemme tell ya what we’re gonna do. Me and my boys here, and youse over there, we’re all gonna put our heat on top of the cars and walk out into the middle where we can talk this over sensible, like gennelmen. I’m ninety-years-old an’ I don’t move fast, so any double cross, I’ll be the first ta get it. Come on.”

I focus and pan as Rocco Wings starts out from behind the SUV. He’s still in his red blazer and yellow shirt, and his black hair gleams even brighter than his white shoes. Pushing his walker over the gravel makes him all shaky. You can practically hear his bones rattle. Slowly the others come up from behind the cars. Guns clunk down on metal. “Evvybody keep their hands where evvybody can see ’em,” croaks Rocco Wings. “Mine are busy. Vincent, help me heah.”

They meet, more or less in the middle. KK Wings helps the old man into the chair seat on his walker. He holds out his gnarly old hand to the bikers. “Rocco Wings.”

“We’ve heard about you, man,” says Mustache, shaking hands. “Everybody has. You’re a legend.” Orange Beard nods in agreement.

“Pleased ta hear it,” Rocco Wings says. “So’s you know, I deal hard but fair. Awright. The way I see it, we got two things to settle, and the sooner the better. First, we were supposed ta deal merchandise to this what, Possum gang—what are they?”

“Fifteenth Street Posse,” says AB Wings.

“Fifteenth Street Posse,” repeats Rocco. “And they were supposed to deal to you. Am I right?”

“Right on,” says Mustache.

“Okay then. Second, do we need them for a three-way deal or can we do a two?”

They start talking about Toronto and where the money is, and I don’t understand any of it. On the other hand, I’m really not trying. Right now I’m getting a very bad feeling, because I just figured out how they found us.

I pull out my phone and scroll through my texts, and there it is: a photo of Bunny’s tattoo, a striped number fifteen with a snuffed-out candle beside it. He had said he had to get it to be in the Fifteenth Street Posse. Just before he repeated every single thing I told him in that special way of his. How did my brother end up hanging with a street gang who were in a drug deal with the mob and some bikers? Does he even know he’s hanging with a street gang who are doing a three-way drug deal? Well, I can’t deal with that right now. Besides, Bunny handles stuff better than you’d think. And if he can’t, there’s always Deb. In fact, the posse might not be here because she’s enrolled them in a Plato seminar.

This is good, because now I realize we have to deal with something a lot more urgent. Rocco Wings is saying, “…so the posse told us to come heah, but they’re not heah. And neither is the one who ran wit’ our product.”

“Scratch said he was coming,” says Orange Beard. “He’s posse boss.”

“But he don’t seem to be here, do he?” crackles Rocco. “Look inna trunk.”

KK Wings and Mustache open the trunk. “It’s here.”

“It better be classic,” says Orange Beard.

“It is,” says AB Wings. “Guaranteed.”

“Sweet,” says Orange Beard. “After we step on it, it’ll be diet.”

They all laugh and then Rocco Wings gets back to business. “If the product is here, then someone else is too. Let’s have a look aroun’. This would be a nice quiet place to settle everything.”

It’s going to take them about ten seconds flat to find us. We have to do something, fast.

“Call nine-one-one,” I hiss to AmberLea.

“Don’t call nine-one-one,” hisses Al.

“I can’t anyway,” she hisses back. “There’s no signal.”

“Is that Rocco Wings out there?” says GL. “Let me deal with him.”

“No!” Al and I hiss together. “They’ll kill us.”

“Keep trying to get a signal,” I tell AmberLea, “and keep GL quiet. I’m going to stall them.” There’s only one thing I can think of. I ditch my camera, then reach into GL’s bag and pull out the can of spray paint.

Out in the clearing, Rocco Wings is saying, “It would make things a lot simpler.” I palm my cell phone, still set on Bun’s tattoo photo, and step out from behind the railroad ties.

“Let’s make things a lot simpler right now,” I say.



THIRTY-ONE

They all spin around and whip out guns; so much for being “gentlemen.” All the guns are pointed at me, except maybe Rocco’s. His gun is a monster revolver, so big you’d think it would tip him over, and his hand shakes so much it’s hard to tell where the gun is pointed. Also, he doesn’t have his giant glasses on. That’s good, because it comes to me in a flash that he saw me in the TV room at Erie Estates. It doesn’t help me much though. I don’t care how bad the shooters are; when five guns are turned your way, you do not feel like a movie hero. But what I have to do is turn into one.

“Who the bleep are you?” shouts AB Wings. He sounds like a closet biker.

I don’t say anything. Instead, I push my glasses up my nose with my cell phone hand and turn my back to them. “Drop it!” someone warns as I raise my hand, but I don’t. I shake the tin of spray paint. The little ball inside it clatters like a rattlesnake. Then I spray a copy of Bunny’s tattoo on the side of the boxcar.

The only sound is the hiss of the spray can. I inhale the tang of the paint. It’s probably bad for you, but who cares? It might be the last thing I smell; that and insect repellent and creosote. At least I won’t be around if they give me cancer. I’m trying not to imagine what it will feel like to get shot in the back, but I do anyway. Will I hear the shot before it hits me? Will I feel it or be in shock? Will I be dead before my face smacks the freight car? My back muscles are screwed so tight I can hardly lift my arm. My arm is shaking so bad I can hardly point the spray can. But there it is, white on rusty brown: a wobbly, striped number fifteen with what might be a blown-out candle beside it. I turn to the bad guys.

“You’re Posse?” Orange Beard says. “Fifteenth Street?”

“That’s right.” I try to keep my voice from being as wobbly as the paint job.

“Where’d you come from?”

“Toronto. That’s my car over there.” I nod at the battered Civic.

“Where’s Scratch?”

“Busy right now.”

“Bleeping bleep bleep,” says Orange Beard. He raises his gun.

“No, wait, man,” says Mustache. “Scratch said they brought in this whacko little white dude. Remember?”

“That’s me,” I say. “Yup. I’m him.” Shut up, I scream at myself.

“What’s your name, man?”

Now I have to go with it. “Bunny.”

“Bunny?”

“It’s a nickname. You’ve probably got one too.”

“Yeah.” Mustache grins. “Meat Hook.”

“Where’s Scratch?” says Orange Beard, still suspicious.

“Taking care of things,” I say. “There was a problem.”

“No kiddin’.” says Rocco Wings. “You’re about ta have a bigger one. Where’s my good friend Al Capoli?”

“Oh, him,” I say. “Outta the picture. Not very good at cooperatin’.” Why am I starting to talk like Rocco Wings? “And it’s not my problem, it’s yours.”

“How so?” growls Rocco, waving off a blackfly. I want to do the same, but I’m scared they’ll shoot if I wave my arms around.

“Point o’ fact, you got two problems.” I seem to be stuck with the gangster voice now. “See, he was travelin’ wit’ some people. One of them was our plant, my own brother. There was a girl too, underage. An’ there was a good friend of yours, Mr. Wings, name of Gloria Lorraine.”

For a second, Rocco Wings turns to stone on his walker seat. Then he starts shaking again, but now his eyes are glittering and his voice is more like a purr; a tiger’s purr, maybe. “Where is she?”

“Not far. She’s with some of our people. She’s safe—for now. The others? Not so lucky. Boom, boom, boom. All gone.”

“You zipped your own brother?” says KK Wings.




I shrug. “It’s business. If he was willin’ to snitch on his friends, maybe he’d rat me out someday.” I don’t know where this is coming from or exactly where it’s going. I seem to be channeling every mobster movie I’ve ever seen. For now I’m going to ignore that none of them have happy endings, because I’ve got the beginning of an idea.

I’ve almost got it figured out when Mister Bones comes trotting out of the bush. I hadn’t even noticed he’d gone. Now he’s the sole survivor of my made-up massacre unless he trots over to Al and gives everyone else away. He yips and starts toward me, then sees the Wings and starts to growl. I do the only thing I can think of. I dig in my pocket for Al’s car keys. “Mister Bones!” I call. “Mister Bones!” I jingle the keys till he looks at me. “Go get ’em!” Then I throw the keys as far as I can into the bush. As Mister Bones dashes off, I hear a noise behind me that might be Al moaning again.

“Whaddabout Miz Lorraine?” Rocco Wings says. He’s got those glittering eyes locked on me now, boring into me like lasers, even without his glasses. Sweat is running under my shirt.

“With all our hearts we wanna see her back with you and safe at home,” I say, “but first, see, there’s this other little problem.”

“What might that be?”

“It’s the product. It’s not classic or diet.” Now they’re all looking at me hard. If I ever get out of this, I promise myself I’ll find out what that means. In the meantime, I pray AmberLea has found a cell signal and called the cops before these guys shoot everything in sight, and that I can get everyone away from here and back to the Superior Motel before the Wings and the bikers find them. It occurs to me that throwing away the car keys probably didn’t help, but it’s too late now. Besides, I need time to also pray that Al really is the King of Cannoli as well as a drug-dealing gangster.

“If it isn’t product, then what is it?” says Mustache.

“It’s icing sugar.”

“What the—?”

They all turn toward the Cadillac, except for Rocco Wings, who keeps his beady old eyes more or less on me. As they start across the gravel, I wonder if it really is icing sugar. I wonder if I can get over and grab Rocco’s gun while they leave him alone. Then I wonder what I’d do with it if I had it. If I knew how to ride a motorcycle, I could jump on one of the choppers and roar off for help. Maybe I could dive into the Lincoln. In the movies, the bad guys always leave the keys in the ignition.

I don’t do any of it, of course, but it doesn’t matter. Before the Wings and the bikers even get to the Caddy, there are faint crashing noises from the far end of the clearing. Out of the bush stumble two black guys, waving crazily at the blackflies swarming around them. The bigger one is wearing a basketball jersey over a white T-shirt, huge hip-hop jeans, gigantic untied runners and a barrel-size silver fullback cap twisted to one side. Not to mention a lot of bling. His voice carries across the clearing. “Jackfish! Jackfish, my butt! Drive all night! Forget classic, there’s nothin’ there!”

The smaller guy is wearing a black dress shirt under a black suit and those dress shoes that make it look as if your toes are an extra six inches long. He looks like a hip young business guy in a bank ad. He’s not saying anything. But together, Orange Beard and AB Wings say, “Hey, that’s Scratch!”

Oh. No.



THIRTY-TWO

The black guys look our way when they hear voices. Then the one in the suit—Scratch, I guess—starts to jog toward us. I want to run away, but I can’t make anything move.

Then I’m guessing he sees the guns and the Cadillac and he slows down near the Civic. “Glad you made it,” he calls out. “That what we’re looking for?”

  “You should know.” Mustache laughs.

“You finish your business?” That’s Rocco’s voice. Scratch doesn’t see him at first; then he looks over. The little old gangster has shuffled his walker halfway around so he can see Scratch.

Scratch looks confused for a second; then he gives a little laugh and says, “Thought we were going to get started.”

“Where’s Miz Lorraine?” Rocco Wing’s voice has the tiger purr in it again.

“Miss—who?”

“Your boy Bunny here says you got her for safekeeping.” Rocco shakes a hand in my general direction. “He also says the product is icing sugar. Are you saying we’re pulling a double cross, or are you pulling one?”

“Bunny?” Scratch is clearly trying to catch up. “You mean the white dude? He’s in—”

“Hey,” says the hip-hopper. “Who tagged us on the train car?”

“Bunny,” says KK, pointing to me.

“That’s not Bunny, man. He’s in T.O.”

They all turn to look at me. Rocco Wings has put his glasses on. “I thought I seen you before,” he purrs.

“I’m Spencer,” I yell to Scratch. “Bunny’s brother! You know, the one who told him where we were.”

Rocco Wings raises his monster revolver and fires at me. The crack and whang as it ricochets off a freight car makes me almost, but not quite, wet my pants. I’m not sure which is the bigger surprise: that I almost wet my pants, or that I manage not to. Wet pants never seem to be an issue in action movies. Not that it matters. Rocco’s voice snaps me back to the real problem.

“Where’s Miz Lorraine?”

And now it’s all over. I don’t know what else to do, except hope they’ve snuck away.

“She’s—she’s back here, behind the wood. They all are.”

“Tell them to come out. I needa speak to Miz Lorraine.”

Al comes out first. “Rocco,” he pleads, then turns to KK. “Vincent. Check the bags. I tried to tell you. It explains everything.”

Nobody says a word but Rocco, who says, “You, I do personal.”

“No signal,” AmberLea whispers to me, as she helps GL out from behind the railroad ties. She has my camera strap slung over her shoulder. Rocco pulls off his glasses as soon as GL appears.

“Rocco,” GL cries. “What a nice surprise! What brings you up to this neck of the woods?” You have to hand it to her.

Rocco sighs. “Miz Lorraine—”

“Gloria, puhleeease.”

“Miz Lorraine—Gloria—I’ve always been what you call a sincere admirer, more thanna fan, you know. And it’s been a joy anna pleasure to, so to speak, make your acquaintance these last few years. So I want to tell you myself that I’m sorry it has to end this way. Also, I know that you was married long enough to Little Moe Chopsticks, may he rest in peace, to unnerstan that it’s gotta happen.”

GL nods, then tips her head up and angles her eyebrow in her classic pose. “Oh, I understand. Women were born to understand. A kiss and a kiss-off; what’s the difference?”

If I had what it took to care right now, I’d ask which of her movies she took that from. It doesn’t matter; she’s already moved on.

“Do what you have to, but I need to do something first. You’re too much of a gentleman to refuse a lady’s last request, Rocco.”

“As long as it don’t take too long,” says Rocco Wings.

“This young man”—GL waves gracefully at me—“is only here because his grandfather’s dying request was that he get a kiss from me. I promised I’d kiss him if he got me here, to the graveyard.” She gives a little laugh. “Maybe this is the right ending, for me anyway. Everyone is here because of me. I’m sorry about that. The boy’s grandfather was a good man. No matter what happens, I have to honor his request.”

“Make it snappy.”

“Up yours,” says Gloria Lorraine. “Spunky, get over here.”

I go over to her. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I tried.”

“You were sensational,” she says. “David would be so proud. Now, stand there.” She moves me to her other side, then cocks an eye up to the clouds. “Damn, the light’s bad. Never mind. Amby, set up the shot over there. Get about three feet back. I want you to frame it tight from a little below. Bottom it with our shoulders. And whatever you do, no cane.” She ditches the cane and grabs me with both hands. She’s surprisingly strong.

“Got it.” AmberLea hurries over and starts fussing with the camera. “It would be better with the tripod.”

“We’ll make do,” says GL.

“Hey, hey, wait a minute!” AB Wings starts forward. “VIDEO? You can’t film this!”

“Says who, you little wimp,” GL snarls without looking at him. “What this boy’s grandfather wants, he gets. What are you going to do, kill us?”

“Maybe I will.” AB Wings checks the clip in his pistol.

Rocco Wings raises his shaky hand. “Maybe you won’t; not until I say so.”

AB stops and glares. His pink oxford button-down has come untucked under his blazer. He backs off, muttering.

“Think, Tiffy...” Rocco calls to AB.

Tiffy, I think to myself. I’m going to get shot by a guy named Tiffy. So much for AB.

“…It’s not as if anybody’s gonna see it,” Rocco finishes.

“Oh, they’ll see it all right,” AmberLea says cheerfully, fiddling with the camera, “In fact, they’re seeing it right now. They’ve seen everything since you got here.”

“What are you bleeping talking about?” says Mustache.

AmberLea holds up a hand; her cell phone is in it. A black wire is running from the phone to the camera. “We’ve been Skyping the whole thing to all Spencer’s web subscribers ever since we got here. He has a lot of fans. Say hi to the nice people.” She swings the camera toward the Wings and the bikers and the posse dudes. There’s a lot of twisting and bleeping as hands cover faces. “It’s okay,” AmberLea says. “We got some good shots earlier, even your license plates. Anyway, we’d better hurry, because the cops will probably be here soon. Especially since I’m skipping out on house arrest and wearing one of these.” She yanks up the cuff of her skinny jeans. There’s something around her ankle.

“Ah, geez, bleep, bleep bleeping bleep,” says Orange Beard.

“What is it?” says Rocco.

“It’s a GPS ankle cuff, Pop,” says AB Wings. “Remember when Vincent was under—”

“I remember, I remember. The cops are coming? The hell with this. Let’s pop ’em now.”

“Good thinking,” says AmberLea. “Murder charges on top of everything else; sounds like a plan to me.”

Rocco Wings isn’t listening. He’s fumbling with his glasses and the pistol on his knees. Behind him I hear an engine trying to start. We all look. Scratch and his homey are in the Civic.

“Bleep this,” says Orange Beard, “I’m outta here.” He heaves his gun as far as he can into the bush and runs for his chopper. Well, not exactly runs. It’s hard to run in bike leathers, chains and boots, especially if you’re short and four feet wide. Let’s say he waddles fast. Mustache beats him to the bikes by a mile. He’s trying to kick-start the bike and throw away his knife and gun all at the same time when Orange Beard gets there. The Civic engine is still trying to turn over as KK and AB grab Rocco’s walker with him still in the seat and half carry, half hustle him toward the SUV, his little white shoes waving in the air, the monster gun swinging wildly. Rocco gets off two shots. The first one hits a woodpile, and I guess the second one hits the helium tank in the Caddy because there’s a BOOM and the trunk lid shoots off, and suddenly white powder is wafting down on the whole clearing. It makes a nice, Christmas-style ending as four Ontario Provincial Police cruisers roll into the clearing, roof lights whirling.

For a second the whole scene looks as if it’s frozen inside one of those snow-globe shakers. Then I look at AmberLea and stammer, “How...? Did you...? Were they...? Is that really...?”

AmberLea shakes her head. She lifts her phone and the camera. The wire for her earbuds runs from the phone to the bottom of the video cam. It’s stuck there with a piece of gum. AmberLea is a criminal genius.

“To hell with that,” says Gloria Lorraine. “It was a beautiful scene, Amby. You played it like a pro. I wish we’d worked together more. Now, get me to the graveyard.” She tugs at my arm to steady herself and goes down like a house of cards.



THIRTY-THREE

Jer and Mike Karpuski and a lady who turns out to be AmberLea’s mom, Tina, arrive just before the ambulance does. Mike tells us he called the cops. “I parked at the top of Jackfish Road after you turned,” he says into the camera. “I was going to cruise down in a bit and make sure everything was okay when the bikers and the SUV all headed down there too, and that seemed kind of funny, so I called the plates in to the guys at the OPP detachment here. It turned out they were very interested.”

The staticky chatter of police radios washes over everything. Scratch and his homey are already in the back of a cruiser; Mustache and Orange Beard are being loaded into two separate ones. Al and the Wings are in a line, handcuffed, by the SUV. The rain of white powder has left them looking as if they all have really bad dandruff. KK keeps running a finger across the shoulder of his brother’s blazer, and then licking off the powder. “It really is icing sugar,” he keeps saying.

“I tried to tell ya,” Al says sadly. “The delivery guy never showed with the merchandise. That was supplies for the bakery.”






“Alphonso.” Rocco Wings looks up from where he’s cuffed to the seat of his walker. “On behalf ’a my boys, I apologize. It was their mistake. They’re young an’ hot-headed. It’s the delivery guy needs a one-way ticket, maybe. But lissen, it was business, nothin’ personal. I will square it with you by picking up the lawyers on this one.”

“Accepted. I unnerstan, Rocco; I got kids of my own. I’m honored to take your offer. I’ll send a special cake for your birthday.”

Rocco Wings nods, then glares at his boys. “Kids these days,” he says.

“Tell me about it,” Al says, as Mister Bones comes trotting over, the car keys jingling in his mouth.

Jer is standing by himself in the middle of the clearing, arms crossed, slowly looking things over. He’s wearing the same clothes he had on in Buffalo, except he’s added a too-long flannel shirt. Orange plaid. I know it’s not his, but I’ve seen it before.

“How’ve you been?” he asks.

“Fine,” I say. “Good.”

“Glad to hear it. Looks as if I missed some fun.”

“Not exactly.”

We look at each other.

“Thanks for being cool with Mom,” I say. “I mean, covering for me.”

“That’s okay, this once. We’re going to have to get our story straight on the way home though.”

“Sure.”

I stuff my hands in my pockets. One pocket is kind of damp. Maybe I did wet myself a little. I pull my hands out.

“Uh, sorry I didn’t tell you where I was going. First I didn’t know, and then—I dunno—I just had to do it.”

“I understand.”

I look at him. By now my glasses are so bent I can only see out of one lens. Jer is a little fuzzy around the edges, but the middle of him is clear and sharp.

“I’ll tell you about it,” I say. “You should hear first.”

“When you’re ready,” he says.

Then I think of something else.

“So, uh, what did you do for three days?” I ask.

Jer looks at me for a long time. “First I freaked out,” he says. “Then I ran into Erie Estates and they freaked out and called Tina. When Tina arrived, we all freaked out. And then I decided to do what you asked.”

“Huh?”

“Trust you.” He hugs me really hard. I hug him back.

Jer says, “I went someplace quiet and did some thinking. There were some things I needed to work out. I’ve ditched the novel, for one. Anyway, I’ll tell you later. You set a good example, kid.”

The ambulance is pulling in. “I’ll be right back,” I say to Jer. As the ambulance and I crunch across the gravel, I remember where I’ve seen the shirt. At the cottage. Grandpa would wear it on cool days. He called it his go-to-hell shirt. I guess Jer will tell me about it, when he’s ready.

GL is still on the ground. AmberLea and her mom, Tina, are crouching beside her. They’ve gotten her partly wrapped up in a blanket, and a coat is folded up under her head.



“…and then my leg just went out from under me,” GL is saying. Her face is pale. I notice for the first time that she’s not wearing much makeup this morning.

“I know, Mother. You’ve told us. It happens sometimes with older people. I just wish you’d told us what you wanted. I’d have—”

“I wanted,” says GL, “to share this with AmberLea, before she turned into me, doing wild, stupid things.”

“You could have shared it with me too,” says Tina. “I don’t even know what we’re doing up here.”

“I thought it was too late for that,” says GL. She’s biting at her lips. “I wasn’t much of a mother. I never even told you who I was. And then Amby getting into trouble…I thought at least with that ankle gizmo you’d know where she was.”

“The—oh, good god, that thing doesn’t really work. They just put it on to scare some sense into her. I’ve been frantic. If Mr. O’Toole hadn’t called me…”

“Doesn’t work?” says AmberLea. “You’re kidding!”

Doesn’t work? I think, remembering all those guns. I almost fall down myself.

“It’s not too late, Gramma,” says AmberLea. She’s holding GL’s hand, at least until the paramedics ask her to stand back. They swing a stretcher down into position, all calm talk and asking questions about what happened and where it hurts. GL winces and yelps when they lift her onto the stretcher. The ground is rough, so they carry it instead of using the wheels. As the paramedics lift her into the ambulance she spots me. “Spencer,” she says. “Like Spencer Tracey. That’s how I remember it. You’ve been a good sport, Spencer. Come here. In here. AmberLea!” she calls. “Bring the camera.”

I climb in and kneel beside her. “Lose the glasses,” she orders. “Prop up this pillow. More. There. You,” she says to a paramedic, “get a flashlight. We need a small spot.”

“Ma’am—” the paramedic starts to say.

“Just do it, we haven’t got all day. No wonder pictures go over budget.”

AmberLea sets up the shot for GL’s good side. GL directs the lighting. “How’s my hair? All right. Spencer, turn the other way; we shoot faces, not ears.”

I bend in. This close she’s a very old, very pale lady and her lips are quivering with pain. She reaches out a hand that’s all bones and blue veins and red polish. I understand and reach my hand out to her. Her hand is cool. It clutches tight. She pulls me in close for the shot. “I meant everything I said out there,” she whispers. Her breath is like a musty sweater. Then, louder, “All right,” she says, “this is for David McLean, from Wanda Karpuski.” She kisses me on the cheek.

I start to get up and she pulls me back. “And this is for Spencer, from Gloria Lorraine.” She kisses me again.

“Cut,” says AmberLea.



REEL FOUR

BLACK SCREEN

SOUND OF HELICOPTER

FADE IN:

EXT.—HIGHWAY 17—AERIAL SHOT—DAY

Chopper swoops low and follows Jackfish Road. Fall colors dot the landscape. To the south, the gray-blue swell of Lake Superior.

EXT.—CLEARING—LONG SHOT, FROM GROUND—DAY 

Chopper lands in clearing. TINA, AMBERLEA, JERRY, DEB and MIKE KARPUSKI climb out. SPENCER is not in the group. JERRY carries a shovel, TINA a bag.

EXT.—FOREST—HAND-HELD TRAVELING SHOT GROUP, FROM BEHIND—DAY 

Group walks through forest along railroad tracks. They turn off into a small clearing, almost overgrown, with wire fencing around.

SOUND OF FEET CRUNCHING.

TINA

It’s too bad your son Bunny can’t be here.

DEB

Thanks. I know he wishes he could.

JERRY

Yeah. At least he’ll be out in less than a year.

EXT.—GRAVEYARD—MEDIUM SHOT GROUP—DAY

TINA, AMBERLEA, JERRY, DEB and MIKE KARPUSKI are in graveyard. Red and orange leaves blaze as sunlight filters through the trees. One wooden cross still leans against wire fence, one has fallen over.

SOUND OF MURMURING VOICES, WIND RUSTLES LEAVES. A LAST FEW INSECTS BUZZ.

CLOSE-UP OF WRITING ON STANDING CROSS


Writing is in a strange language, maybe Latin.

CLOSE-UP OF WRITING ON FALLEN CROSS


Writing is too faint to read.

MIKE (OFFSCREEN)

Here.

PAN TO:

MEDIUM SHOT—MIKE

MIKE points to the earth at his feet. It has sunk a little. A dead tree has fallen across it and there’s a piece of rotten wood at one end, like the wood of the crosses.

MIKE lifts away the log and clears the space.

JERRY digs a small hole near the rotten wood.

TWO SHOT—TINA AND AMBERLEA


TINA and AMBERLEA are holding a round metal box. (The kind used to hold a reel of movie film.) TINA opens it.





AMBERLEA wears a small antique locket hanging over her sweater.




  CLOSE-UP—AMBERLEA’S AND TINA’S HANDS

AMBERLEA and TINA put a copy of the picture of Danielle and one of Gloria as a movie star in the box. AMBERLEA opens the locket to show the original picture of Danielle. She closes the locket. They close the box.





MEDIUM SHOT—ALL

TINA and AMBERLEA put the box in the hole and step back. JERRY fills in the hole. Then DEB hangs a small circular object on a loop of rawhide to the wire fence behind.




CLOSE-UP—ONE OF GRANDPA’S AIR FORCE IDENTITY DISCS

MEDIUM SHOT—ALL

Everyone bows their heads; then everyone hugs.

SOUND OF VOICES, BREEZE, ETC.

AMBERLEA walks toward, then off camera.

SOUND OF HER FEET CRUNCHING ON LEAVES CLOSE BY.

SOUND STOPS.

AMBERLEA (OFFSCREEN)

You know, Spencer, this could be the start of a beautiful friendship…

TILT UP FROM GROUP TO EXTREME WIDE SHOT— CLEAR BLUE SKY
A jet’s vapor trail cuts across the sky.

SONG FROM CASABLANCA, “AS TIME GOES BY ”

FADE TO BLACK
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To my mom, who may not have much time 
for gang wars or tattoos but who loves kids 
and books as much as anyone around.



CONTENTS

AFTER IT WAS OVER

WHEN IT BEGAN

YOU WONT BELEEV

SHE HAD THE NEEDL

AT DINNER

IT WAS SPENCER. HEY! I SAID

THE NEWS WAS ON

THE SUN WAS BEHIND US

MOM WAS IN A GOOD MOOD

ALL AFTERNOON WE TOOK TURNS

DIFFERNT

I SENT JADEN AN OTHER TEXT

WE DROVE AROUND

I DREAMED

MY RITING HAND IS HURTING

JADEN NEW WARE TO GO

THEY CRAMMED INTO THE CAR

WE WERE ALL GOING TO THE MALL

RAINY DAYS AT THE COTTAGE

MY SIDE HURT.

BEANS WENT INTO THE MALL

GUY CLIMING OUT OF THE SUV WAS OLDER THAN US

HAFF WAY ROUND A LOOP

I WAS—I DUNNO WHAT I WAS

WE LOOK RONG SAID JADEN

YES SHE SAID

NIKKI THE COP CAME BACK

WE SAT

IN THE MOVY

I WAS DUN. I DINT WANT TO RITE ANYTHING EVER AGANE

THAT WAS A LONG TIME AGO

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



AFTER IT WAS OVER

SHE SAT ME DOWN at a big table and ast if I wantd water or juice or anything.

No I said.

Or sum thing to eat—a bagel or muffin?

No.

My voys sounded funny like it was coming from behind a door. My ears were still messd up from the gunshots. She told me to rite my full name. I put down Bunny O’Toole and ast if that was OK. My names Bernard but no 1 ever calld me that xept Grampa. She said Bunny was OK.

Im Sarjent Nolan but you can call me Nikki she said. Like Nikki K the rapper—you no her dont you?

O yah I said but I dint reely.

The paper was yello with lines. The pen was the kind that went blob blob wen you rote. Now your address said Nikki so I put that down—2 Tecumsee. I ast did she want Trono and Canada and that. She shook her head.

And how old r you Bunny? Rite that too.

I put down 15.

You sure you dont want sum thing to eat? You look hungry.

Well mayb a muffin.

OK.

She told me to rite down what happend in my own words. I ast what she ment by my own words and she said what do you member?

Starting ware? I said.

At the start.

Like wen we got to Sure Way and the Angels and Buffalos were there with there bikes and the SUV and then the pleece cars came?

Befor that.

Like driving to the mall?

Befor that.

Lunch? That was at Snocones house. There was a baby.

Befor that.

Befor lunch—like brekfast? I had that at home I said. OJ and Rice Krisps. Spencer likes them and Mom always makes sure there there.

By now Nikki was frowning the way evry 1 does at me. Not meen but tired you no? Like she wantd to say Jeez Bunny smarten up. Guys do that even if they all reddy no Im a dummy. Not Spencer but evry 1 els. Mom and Dad do. Mom sure does. I can see it in her face. She loves me but she wants to yell at me 2.
 
  Sorry I said. I dont no what you want.

I wishd Spencer was there to xplane for me. But Spencer was off with Dad kissing that actress and getting lost and driving Mom crazy. I was here at the pleece stashun with Nikki the cop and she was giving me the Jeez Bunny look and rolling up her blu sleevs. A sister Jaden wud call her but I cant cuz Im not reely a brother.

Start at the begining she said. Wen did you join the possy?

The table was chippd and wiggly. There were marks on it like sum thing xploding. Other guys marks.

I told Nikki that I dint no I was in the possy until Jaden said so. That was wen he saw Grampas tatoo.

Your grampa has a tatoo?

No I do. Grampas dead. I got his tatoo for him.

I touchd my arm saying this. It still hurt a littl bit. I shud of bin rubbing that goop on it. Nikki ast cud she see the tatoo so I pulld up the sleev of my new shirt and there it was. Pretty sweet.

Why dont you start with that? she said. Wen did you think about getting the tatoo? Rite down evrything that happend from then until now OK Bunny? Ill bring you a muffin.

Evrything? I said. Thats alot.

Im no good at riting. I get words rong and I forget ware I am and my spelling is Very Bad. Thats what Miss Wing says. She helps me in skool. Shes hot. Evry 1 says so.

What if I dont do it? I ast.

Then youll go to jale said Nikki the pleece woman.

Was she kidding? She dint look like she was kidding. And I was in a pleece stashun. And bad things  had happend. Shots and things. I dint want to rite all the stuff down. But I dint want to go to jale.

Your meen I said. Your a meen lady you no that?

Yah. You want a coke with that muffin?

I side a long one. Huhhhhh.

I never herd of Nikki K I said.

She left and I bent over and startd riting.



WHEN IT BEGAN

WE WERE ON THE STREETCAR—all of us. This was a wile ago like last week or the 1 befor. Me and Spencer Mom and Dad scraping along Queen Street past traffic lites and turning cars. Past the take out place and the SHOOS SHOOS SHOOS place and the place ware Spencer gets his movys. Past the corner with the hobos and the corner with the bank and the corner with all the shmata stores—thats what Dad calls them anyway. He xplaned but I forgot. Past the drug store and the junk store and the restront and the other restront and the other 1. Spencer was beside me watching Kill Bill on his phone. Mom and Dad in the seat in front of us. The car was full. Peepl and smells and noys and more peepl.

Mom was quiet and Dad was patting her hand. She was waring good close. Me and Spencer too—shirts with buttons. Dad lookd funny without the bandana he normly has on.

I saw a topless girl on the sidewalk and poked Spencer. Then we were past her and she turnd out to be a guy not a girl. A fat guy jiggling. Ew.

What? said Spencer taking out his ear thing.

Nothing.

He went back to Kill Bill.

Sum thing Jewish. What shmata meens. Jewish for sum thing.
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Downtown the bildings were bigger and evry 1 had phones in there hands. We went round the door—I meen the door went round and we were in it. You no. And then we were in a big stone room with a seeling that went up and up. Very cool. I went Wow! and I cud here my voys going wow ow ow ow getting softer.

Hey I said.

Ey ey ey.

I did it agane. Ey ey ey. An old guy glared up at me.

Mom said Shhh!

Shh shh shh.

Made me laff.

In the elvater Mom was shaking her head at Dads cowboy boots and he was humming sum old song—he does that alot. My neck hurt from my shirt. Spencer was back to his movy. The elvator went up.

I was thinking about Grampa. He was reel old. Like the pine ears—that kind of old. He livd in a cottage by a lake. Leest thats ware we saw him. He livd other places 2 but I never saw him there. He was always old. His hair was white and his hands had those bumpy blu lines. He calld me Bernard. I kept telling him it was Bunny but he dint lissen. How r you getting on in skool Bernard? he said. R you playing sports Bernard? Your a big boy—sports r good for you.

He said that a lot about sports.

I said my name was Bunny.

You shud be on a teem. You learn a lot being on a teem. Your fast Bernard.

No Im not I said.

I meen your quik—your hands move fast. What r you good at?

Finding things I said. Mom says Im the best. She always gets me to help her find her keys.

I ment like baseball he said.
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I member telling him 1 time that I was sorry. He ast why and I said cuz I wasnt smarter. He told me not to be sorry. He ment this I cud tell. It was important to him. There was just the 2 of us standing on the dock cuz evry 1 els was playing tag or sum thing. He put his hands on my sholders and stared at me.

Never feel sorry for yourself he said. Never never never. Do you understand Bernard?

Im not sorry for me I said. Im sorry for you.

He took a step back and opend his mouth and then closd it agane. And then DJ came running up  behind me and pushd me. Hes always pushing peepl. I cot his hand and we spun each other round like Grampa tot us that time in the barn. We pushd and pulld for a bit and then Grampa pushd us both into the lake—and that was pretty funny.

It dint look like him in the coffin. I hardly new him. I ast Spencer if it was reely Grampa or if it was like a doll or sum thing. Spencer said that was him all rite—he just lookd weerd cuz he was pumpd up with stuff.

Just befor the elvater got to our floor and went ding I jumpd in the air so I cud feel my lunch left behind—thats always fun. Mom gave me the Jeez Bunny look. The door opend and we went to the loyers offis. The room was full of uncles and antys and cuzzens—peepl I hardly ever see xept at the cottage. It was like a suprise party xept no 1 shoutd suprise. They were all stiff like they were made of cardbord. Mom went over and starting hugging Anty Vicky. Dad gave a peace sine to evry 1 and Spencer side. He says Jer is lame. That’s what he calls Dad—Jer. Short for Jerry. I ast Dad if he wantd me to call him Jer too and he said it was a free country and I was a free sole and it was up to me. Mom said I better  not call her Deb. Its a free country but Im your mom she said.

We all sat down and the loyer talkd about Grampa for a bit and it was kind of boring—and then he talkd about a mistery part of Grampas will that had to do with us grand kids. He said sum of us wud have to leev the room and Steve and DJ startd shouting at each other—there brothers and they bug each other alot. But it all got sortd out and it was the parents who left. I was a bit worryd but I was beside Spencer and he told me we were cool.

My chair had a smooth seat and wen I movd it sounded like a fart. I laffd and felt better.

The loyer sat at the big desk and leend forward. He calld us jentl men—funny cuz we wernt. We talkd about what a suprising will Grampa had made and what a suprising guy he was. I thot about the time he hid in the walk-in freezer and scared the crap out of all of us 1 at a time. That was suprising all rite.

And then the weerdest thing of all happend. The loyer turnd on a TV set and there was Grampa himself on TV. He was sitting down in a chair and looking out at us saying good afternoon boys. I must  of said sum thing cuz a cupl of them turnd to stare at me for a second. Spencer told me that it was all OK.

TV Grampa made a long speech about how grate we all were and how much we all ment to him. It was nice to here this stuff about us but it was weerd too. Grampa was saying these things but he was dead. And he cudnt count. He said there were 7 of us but there were only 6. I checkd—6. And agane making sure I countd myself. Still 6. I new these guys. All my life I new them. I ast Spencer what was going on and he told me to wate and see.

Grampa was talking about nvelopes now. Nvelopes for each of us and things he wantd us to do inside the nvelopes. I had no idea what he ment—what kind of thing cud I do for a dead guy? I meen reely. I stared at the TV but I cudnt get what Grampa was saying. He liftd his glass. His littl hat was off to 1 side and his wispy hair was sticking out from under it. And then the screen went black and that was that. Grampa turnd into nothing. Well I gess we all do eh? Lifes your TV show and then sum 1 switches you off.

I countd agane to make sure. 6 of us.

The room was buzzing—evry 1 talking and waving there arms. I herd sum of what they were  saying but it dint make sens. Tasks we were sposed to do. Tasks for Grampa. I dint no what they ment. Tasks. Spencer was talking to Webb so I cudnt ast him. Sum 1 said how xiting it all was. Yah I no—xiting eh! I said. But I dint meen it. Then the loyer gave us our nvelopes—big brown 1s with our names on them. And our moms and dads came back in and there was more talk and arm waving. Mom was crying and so was Anty Vicky and Uncle John. I was thirsty but I dint see a fountin anyware so I gulpd inside my mouth and wated for sum 1 to tell me what to do next.

My nvelope said BERNARD.
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Our kitchen is yello. I like sitting at the table and watching the sun make dime end shapes on the floor. Mom was sniffling by the sink. Dad was rolling out a pi crust—he does that wen hes upset. It helps him think. Me and Spencer were at the table with our nvelopes in front of us.

I new what was going on now—Spencer xplaned on the way home. Grampa did a lot of things in his  life but there were sum things he never got round to cuz he was working and stuff. Now Grampa was dead and we were going to do the things he never did for him. Thats what a task is—a thing you have to do. Me and Spencer and Webb and Adam and all the other grandsons were going to do the tasks Grampa dint do for himself. The nvelopes had jobs in them—1 for each of us. I wantd to open my nvelope on the streetcar but Mom told me to wate. I ast what good it was to do a job for sum 1 who was dead. No 1 anserd. So now Spencer and me sat at the kitchen table with our nvelopes in front of us. And I had a drink of milk 2. And Mom gave a sniff and Dad put the pi crust into a pan and the oven buzzd to say how hot it was. And Spencer and I startd in ripping.



YOU WONT BELEEV

WHAT GRAMPA WANTD me to do. What my task was. Reddy? OK here it is. He wantd me to get a tatoo. I no isnt that crazy? Isnt that the weerdest thing? A tatoo. Wen I red the letter I went NO WAY and startd laffing. Spencer was all reddy dun with his letter and going O crap O crap O crap.

Grampa had it all plannd out for me. There was a tatoo place on Lake Shore run by an old bud of his and I was going to show up and the guy wud give me a tatoo. Grampa xplaned in his letter. He was sposed to get a tatoo back in 1945 with his crew—Grampa flew airplanes—but he was sick that day  and they got the tatoo and he dint. And then the war ended and he came home and got bisy with other things so now he wantd me to get the tatoo for him.






I no your big and strong Bernard





he rote in the letter




so you can stand the pane of the needl. The tatoo will remind you of sum important things. Your not a kid any more. Your getting older. Your growing up and I bet you feel alone sum times. But your not alone. Evry time you look at your arm youll no your apart of sum thing big. Me and my crew never let each other down. We wont let you down ether. Together we fly. Thats our motto. Make it yours Bernard. Trust yourself and trust your teem. Dont do this for me—do it for you.






Sum thing like that anyway. I dont member the xact words. There was more stuff about being there for each other and all. I showd the letter to Mom. She was upset but I wasnt. Not even at the Bernard. I was used to it.

A tatoo—not bad. Lots of kids at skool have them. Ed sits next to me and has 2 arrows on his arm. There cool.

Poor old Spencer was hanging his head and moning. Gess what? He had to kiss an old lady. That was Grampas task for him—find sum old lady actress and get her to kiss him. Spencers into movys and all and I gess thats what Grampa was thinking. I laffd and laffd. Glad Im not you I said. Id rather get a tatoo than a kiss from sum creepy old bag. He told me to shut up.

The phone rang. Mom said Vicky! and then startd talking 649 miles a minit. I herd her say Africa! like she says Your kidding! I dint care about Africa. I went to the TV room and sat in the blu chair and wonderd about things. I dint no what good it wud do Grampa for me to get his tatoo. Or for Spencer to kiss his old lady. Or whatever the others were doing. Grampa was dead. His letter said do it for you but I dint get that ether. What wud a tatoo do for me? I wonderd if Spencers letter said do it for yourself and what a kiss from an old lady wud do for him? I turnd on the TV and found cartoons. OK then.
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Mom came into my room to say good nite. It was dark but I cud see her face in the lite from the hall. Her eyes were all skinny and her mouth was down at the corners. She ast how I felt and I told her fine.

And do you still want to get the tatoo? she ast.

Uh huh.

You dont have to she said. Just cuz Grampa ast you to do sum thing you dont have to do it. He was my dad but I dint always do what he wantd. If he ast me to get a tatoo Id say no. Tatoos r ugly Bunny. Ugly and stupid.

She stoppd and the word hung in the air for a bit. Like a fart you no? Stupid. I new Mom was wishing she dint say it. Stupid was what I was.

I wonderd did Grampa think tatoos were stupid? Was that why he wantd me to get 1? I dint think so. This wasnt about stupid. It was sum thing els.

I want to go tomoro I said.

She side.

Wate a few days she said. Wate and see if you still feel this way. Good nite now. And she left me alone in the dark.
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12 Street.

13 Street.

14 Street.

It was a few days later—Friday afternoon. I dint change my mind. I was sitting on the streetcar going along Lakeshore. I was on my way to Kilroy Tatoo. The streets we past were numbers and that made it easy for me. Kilroy Tatoo was at Lakeshore and 20 Street. All I had to do was count.

17 Street.

18 Street.

Mom was at skool. Its her job. Shes a prof. Prof O’Toole. Spencer xplaned what shes a prof of but I dint reely get it. Sum thing about how we no things—how we no what we no. I dint here the word Spencer used. You meen like flossing? I said and he laffd.
 
  Thats a good 1 Bun man. Yah Mom teeches flossing.

So anyway she was at skool being a prof and Spencer and Dad were on there way to Buffalo to find his old lady and I was on the streetcar counting to 20. I was alone. Mom ast if I wantd her to go with me but I said no. I dint want her calling evry 1 with a tatoo stupid. Besides this was my task and Grampa wud want me to do it alone. If DJ cud go to Africa on his own I cud find a tatoo place.

Xept I cudnt. I got off the streetcar at 20 Street and lookd around but there was no Kilroy. I saw a junk store and a restront with a sine that blinkd BUD BUD BUD and a dollar store and a place with weel chairs in the windo and a fite but no Kilroy.

  It wasnt a reel fite. A fat bully kind of kid was pushing a skinny 1. The big kid had teeth and a shiny haircut and was pushing so hard the skinny 1 fell down and wen he got up the fat kid pushd him agane. Push and push. And he was saying a word.

I dint like it. Big aganest littl isnt fair. I dint like the word ether.

It was getting dark and there was wind. I shiverd in my short sleevs. The skinny kid fell down. The big 1 said the word agane. I went over and told him to stop it. Hes littlr than you I said.

The big 1 turnd. And who r you? he ast.

Bunny I said.

The other kid got up and brushd off his pants. He was crickety with long skinny legs and arms and kind of bug eyes. He dint run away. He wasnt scared.

The big kid tryd to push me. I cot his hand in mine and held on and wen he tryd to pull his hand away I dint let him.

No I said.

His leg went back and he tryd to kick me. I saw his foot come at me and dint think what to do I just did it. I grabbd his foot and liftd the way I used to do wen Spencer and me were fiting. I still had the big kids hand so I liftd him off the ground and spun him round hanging on to his arm and leg. He wasnt laffing like Spencer tho—he was kicking with his other leg. I tossd him away from me. He went like that in the air and landed on top of a trash can and stayd there.

The other kid said holy crap.

There was a tatoo place across the street. Not Kilroy a differnt 1. I wonderd if theyd no about Kilroy so I crossd and gess what? It was the rite place after all. Kilroy retired and now the place was calld Ink Tank. Thats what the guy at the desk said. Grate I said. I told him who I was and he said sure sure. He had my name and evrything.

Down the hall and on your left he said.



SHE HAD THE NEEDL

IN HER HAND like a pen and amed it at my arm. Reddy? she said and there it was. Sharp and fast like litening. I cud feel it going up my arm to my brane.

O I said.

Did that hurt?

I memberd Grampas letter. I no you can take the pane Bernard.

Im OK I said.

Her name was Roxy. She was bald and short like a dorf. She wore an undershirt and shorts to show her tatoos. She had riting all over her sholders arms legs and neck. There was even riting across her  bald head. I dint want to stare so I dint reed the riting. It lookd cool but kind of gros 2.

Wen I came into the room she was picking papers off the floor. She threw them on a table and yond. She held up the top peace of paper. It had a 15 on it.

This is you rite? she said.

Huh?

Your ink. Your tatoo. What you want on your arm.

I said I dint no.

R you 15? she ast.

Yah.

That was what Grampa said in the letter. Your getting older now Bernard.

My birthday was last month I said.

OK whatever. Your 15 said Roxy. She put the paper on my arm and wet it and took away the paper and there was the drawing on my arm. There was a 15 and a candl like for a cake. Ill put it down here so you can see it. Like this. See?
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Cool! I said.

You like that? You want it in ink?

Yah ink me I said.

Roxy yond. What a day she said. 3 jobs alreddy and an other after yours and Im tired as deth. I dint get any sleep last nite.

She got her needl.

Stay still she said.

I dint think about the pane. I sat in the chair and thot about Roxy working. She followd the marks on my arm stopping to wipe away the blud. Wen she yond I cud see the back of her mouth. Ew. I thot about what kids wud say about my tatoo at skool. Wen I saw Eds arrow tatoo I went Wow. I dint have a best frend or any thing but mayb sum 1 wud say Wow wen they saw my 15. Spencer wud say sum thing. Way to go Bunster or sum thing. Spencers OK.

Stay still said Roxy.

I countd holes. There were 17 of them on my rite hand wall and 9 on my left hand wall. Holes like from a hammer. I countd them agane. 9 and 17.

Roxy stood back and yond sum more.

Your dun she said. What do you think?

She held up a meer and there was the tatoo. It lookd rong—like a 21. But that was the meer. It was a 15 all rite.

Wow I said.

There was a bit of blud. Roxy wiped it and put on a big band ade. She used tape to hold it on.

Thanks I said and she smiled. She had a lip tatoo and wen she smiled I cud see it. LOVE. Wen she stoppd smiling the letters went away.

I hurt. Not litening bolts but it was there. Pane. Roxy told me to by sum goop to rub on the tatoo or els sum thing bad wud happen. She told me the kind to get. Put it on 2 times a day for a week she said. I said OK.

The guy outside in the hall was taking off his button shirt. I dint see his face but he had a nife tatoo on his rite sholder.

2 men sat in the wating room talking about me. I cud tell cuz wen they saw me they stoppd. Older men like 30 or 50. 1 of them had a vest and long hair. You the 1? he said.

What 1? I said.

You hurt that Angel across the rode. Dint you? The Angel hassling Jaden?

Uh I said.

Yah your the 1. I saw. But you not 15 r you? You 15?

He was frowning.

Yah Im 15 I said.

Huh! You dont look like it he said.

I get that all the time. Im big but I dont look very old.

But its cool he said. You keep on hurting those Angels. Who they think they r anyway?

Uh huh I said. I was playing with the band ade—pulling at the tape and lifting it up so I cud look at the tatoo. Then sticking it back down agane. I lookd up and he was staring at my arm. My tatoo. The other man was peeking 2. He had thick glasses.

This kid a brother? he said.

Shut up TJ said the long hair 1.

He dont look it is all.

Shut up TJ. Hes with the possy. You see the ink?

I dint no what they were talking about.

It was a yucky gray day but I felt like walking. I countd the blocks back words. 20. 19. 18. I peeld back my band ade and there it was. My tatoo. I cud feel it with my hart going. Bump bump bump. Arm arm arm.

I wantd Spencer to see my tatoo. I peeld away the band ade and held out my phone and twistd my arm round and took a pick sure. Not bad. You cud see the 15 and candl sort of. I sent the pick sure to him.
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I thot I did it. All the cuzzens with all the tasks and I did mine befor any 1 els. Im the winner. I checkd my tatoo agane. Did I feel Grampa with me? No. The tatoo was mine not his. He wasnt 15. I was.

Arm arm arm.

I came to a drug store and that reminded me I had to get the goop to rub on my tatoo. A lady showd me the rite kind. She wantd to see the tatoo but wen I showd her she stoppd smiling.

Whats rong? I said.

She dint say anything just backd away covering her mouth.

Weerd.

Poring rain wen I got outside. Poring like a flud. Peepl stood under the overhang watching the rain splosh and grrgle wating for it to slow down.

I checkd my phone. Nothing from Spencer. I sent him a text—did u look yet? tel me. Then I had to look agane myself so I pulld off the band ade.

Not bad.

A kid was watching.

Hey! he said to me. He new me and I new him. He was the skinny kid from outside the tatoo place. The 1 getting pushd round.

He stared at the tatoo then at me.

Now I no he said.

What? I said.

Why you hurt that Angel. Your 15 arnt you?

Evry 1 wantd to no how old I was. Yah I said. I put the band ade back down. It dint stick very well any more.

He held up a fist and changed it to a hand wide open. Like a bom xploding.

What? I said.

He did it agane. Fist—hand open.

I nodded and did the same thing back to him.

He nodded 2.

How old r you? I ast.

14 he said. But I bin in the possy forever. Cobras my brother so they let me in erly. I no the sines. Look here.

He pulld down a wet sock to show me a tatoo.

Gess what it was.

Hey its like mine I said. Xept for the candl.

You dont look 15 he said. And I never seen you befor. But you got the ink and you no the sines.

I never seen you ether I said.

So ware you bin? How come I dont no you.

I live away from here I said.

Away? O yah—away. I get it he said. I no lots a guys who had to go away. How long were you away?

How long?

Your talking about jale rite? Cors you r. Thats why I dont no you. You bin away. How much time you do?

I dint no what he ment so I smiled and he smiled back. He came up to my chin or a littl past it. His hair was thick and curly. Im Jaden he said. What do they call you?

I told him.

O yah what you told the Angel he said. Thats funny. Thats cool. Bunny.

He put out his hand and I thot we were going to shake but he leend close and grabbd me near the elbow. So I did the same thing to him. My hand  went all the way around his arm like I was holding a hocky stick.

Your differnt he said.

I no.

Does it bug you? Being—


Dum? Im used to it.


I meen your white.

Well Im used to that 2 I said.

We were still holding on to each others arms. He was black—not black black but pretty black. You no what I meen.

Does Scratch give you a hard time about it? he said. Or Jello? I gess they leev you alone cuz of the candl.

He pointd at my tatoo.

I no what the candl meens he said. I respect you Bunny. You did what you had to for 15. Like you did with that Angel today. You threw him away like trash. That was aw sum. Man that was proper. Sum seeryus you no?

He let go of my arm then.

I respect you 2 I said.

I dint no what he was talking about with his jale and candl. I dint no Scratch and Jello were guys  names then. But I new Jadens smile was reel and it was for me.

Im going to the jim on 15 he said. You want to come and hang out?

With you?

Yah. Im part of the possy he said. Dont be shamed of me. Cobra trusts me. I no stuff he said.

Im not shamed I said. I like you.

Thing was I wasnt used to going around with any 1. I was used to being alone.

Itd be cool to hang out at the jim I said. But I cant rite now. I need to check in with my mom.

He nodded a cupl times.

Mom. Rite. Your talking about your prole offiser rite? I forgot you just got out of jale. My brother used to call his PO Mom too.

Mayb Ill come to the jim later I said.

His face britend—it reely did.

Ill look for you he said. Morgan runs the place. You no him rite?

Uh I said.

Well anyway its on 15 Street beside the king pizza place.

OK I said.

A streetcar was slowing down in front of the drug store. Water splashing off the tracks. Doors opend and peepl hurryd off and on.

Well—by I said. By Jaden.

By Bunny.

I ran thru the rain.



AT DINNER


IT WAS JUST ME AND MOM. I showd her my tatoo wen I got home and she said O deer and lookd away fast. I put back the band ade. She kept looking at my arm and then looking away. I new she hated the tatoo so I put on a long shirt for dinner. The blud was gone but it still hurt even with the stuff on it. Arm arm.

We ate in front of the TV sins it was just the 2 of us. It was Dads stew from last nite. I had 4 carrots and 2 chickn chunks and 4 potatos. Mom hates cartoons and sports so we watchd an old  guy talk to an other old guy across a table. I ate the carrots and potatos first and countd my chews. 20 and a swallow. I do that sum times. 20 more and an other swallow.

I told Mom about Jaden. Were frends even tho were differnt I said.

She said that was grate. Evry 1 is differnt she said. Now shhh.

The old guys on TV were fiting about sum thing. Your rong said 1. No your rong said the other.

They both had gray hair and shirts and tys and glasses. They were the same. They even shook there heads at the same time.

Last bite. 17 18 19 20. Swallow. I was dun. I ast if I cud go out. Mom dint anser. I ast agane. Its Friday and theres no skool I said.

Mom turnd. You want to go out? Ware?

My frends jim. He ast me. I no ware it is. Its 1 streetcar. Pleas mom.

You have your phone rite? And you no the rules—


home by 9.

Yes.

OK then.

She turnd back to the TV.

Grate! Thanks Mom. Im on my way.

Mom said shhh.
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The streetcar stoppd rite at 15 Street. I walkd past places that fixd cars and places that sold candy and places that I dont no what they did and places that dint do any thing cuz of the bords in the windo. I saw guys smoking and moms pushing babys. Evrything smelld good after the rain. Even the smoke. Peepl stared at me out of the side of there eyes.

The jim was easy to find—big brick bilding with no windos. No door ether and I was staring at it and wondering how to get in wen I herd my name. Jaden came out of the pizza place next door with 2 slices in his hand.

I was wating for you he said witch made me feel good. He took me round the back. The wall beside the door had my tatoo on it. 15 with stripes. Weerd eh—a wall with my tatoo.

What was Grampa thinking?

We went into a hall with a bare lite bulb and a smell that was not as nice as the after the rain smell. Pretty bad reely. Down the hall was a wide open room with brite lites. There was a boxing ring and wates and a punching bag off to the side. And a guy who came over and said Who the hell is this?

Jaden said Hi Morgan this is Bunny. Bunny this is Morgan.

He gave Morgan 1 of the pizza slices. I said hi.

Morgan was a grone up—had a beerd and all. His nose was flat and his eyes were sort of skinky at the corners. He had a wistle round his neck like a ref.

What you doing here boy? he said to me.

I dint no what to say.

Show him Bunny said Jaden.

Show him?

Your ink. Your tatoo.

OK I said. The band ade came up with my sleev and there was the 15. Morgans eyes opend wide.

Ware you get that? he ast me.

Bunnys bin in hall said Jaden. Thats ware he got the candl. Thats why you dont no him. Hes OK.

Morgan still lookd—I dunno.

What hall you in? he ast. That juvy place out in Scarboro? Bonesaw was there and I herd it was pretty bad. You there boy? Or sum ware els?

So many questions and I cudnt anser any of them. I countd black drips. 1 2 on the floor then a bunch on the wall 3 4 5 6 7.

Jaden was talking.

Bunny saved my ass today he said. Shud of seen him throw this big Angel away. Bunny nose the sines. Hes with the possy Morgan.

2 guys were in the ring going round and round. They were dressd like UFC fiters—tite shorts and littl gloves and that was all. The fiter in black shorts was good. He was kind of fat but he movd fast.

That inks fresh—ware you get it dun? Morgan ast.

I new this anser. I told him about the Ink Tank place and Roxy the dorf and he ate his pizza and nodded.

I saw old Billy from Ink Tank this afternoon. Told me sum thing about a white boy hurting an Angel on the street. That you? Billy said you threw the Angel round like he was a frisbee or sum thing.

What I told you Morgan said Jaden. Bunny here was saving me.

Xept I dint no that guy was an Angel I said.

The fiter in black nockd the other 1 down with a hammer to the neck. Morgan blew his wistle and  told them both to stop. Then he went back to looking at me.

So Bunny—how you get to be 15?

I dint no what he ment. I was 14 last year and now Im 15.

It just happend to me I said. Same as any 1.

The fiters were leening on the ropes staring down at us. Black Shorts had a tatoo like Jadens and mine and the wall out side. This was weerdr and weerdr.

Your name reely Bunny? he said. Like a bunny rabbit?

I said yah and ast what his name was. He jumpd down from the ring and walkd over. His belly hung over his shorts.

His names Jello. Cuz he got a jelly belly.

Shut up Jaden. You just a kid.


Jello movd easy. He was in shape. His hair was shavd so I cud see his skull underneeth. He had reel black skin—blacker than Jaden or Morgan.


There were flys all over. Jello swiped at 1 and it buzzd away.

So you tuff he said to me. You a tuff Bunny. A killer like Scratch. Can you fite? Mayb you can toss sum Angel on the street. Mayb you put down sum  guy in hall—white guy I bet. But can you take on a brother?

A brother? I said.

He dint meen Spencer. I can nock Spencer down evry time. We dont fite any more. We never did much but its bin a long time now.

I dont want to hurt any brother I said.

Dint think so. You not 15. I wont beleev it til Cobra says so.

His words hung in the air in front of me. Like a sheet or sum thing. A curtin.

Cobras coming said Jaden. You wate Jello. Wate and see. Hey Bunny you want sum thing to drink?

Mayb I shud go I said.

Yah said Jello.

No—wate for Cobra.

There was 2 flys buzzing around my head. I grabbd them both. I dont like flys.


Huh! said Morgan. You got fast hands Bunny.


Jaden and I drank coke wile Jello went over to the punching bag and startd in punching. He was good. The bag was jumping round. Morgan was with him but kept looking back at me. Jello wud punch the bag
and Morgan wud look at me. The other fiter came over to ware we were on the couch and hung his head. I cud see his ribs go in and out wen he took a breth.
Jaden calld him Xray.


Wo he said.


Wen I was dun my coke I went over and pickd up a wate. It said 20 on it so I thot I wud lift it 20 times. Wen I got to 20 I put it down and my phone rang.



IT WAS SPENCER. 
HEY! I SAID.

HE SAID H EY BACK and we talkd for a wile. He told me he got my shot of the tatoo and it was cool. His words went in and out. I pushd the phone into my ear so I cud here him. He ast sum thing about the 15. I told him about Jaden and the possy. Im in I said. I ast him if he got his kiss. Not yet he said. They were in a place calld Torrents. I ast if Torrents was in Buffalo cuz I thot thats ware Spencer was going. No he said it was Torrents Ontario and he was there with an other guy insted of Dad. And get this—Spencer was driving. He told me all about it.

Al Capoli? I said. Your with Al Capoli? And your driving a white convert able car?

Not bad I thot.

I herd a gasp and turnd round. A stranger was staring at me. He must of come into the jim wile I was on the phone. He was like 7 feet tall. I came up to his shirt. He was thin but not week. Bendy like a bow like he was reddy to shoot arrows at you. Cool guy with a super cool tatoo on his neck—a snake with fangs.

Al Capoli? he said to me.

He must of herd me.

I coverd the phone. Im talking to my brother I said.

Al Capoli from Buffalo? he said.

Yah.

Jaden stood next to the tall guy. Cobra this is Bunny he said. Pointing at me. You no him rite?

Evry 1 was staring at me—Morgan and Jello and Xray and Jaden and Cobra.

I wavd hi to Cobra.

Is Al Capoli in Torrents now? he ast. I nodded my head. You no how your talking on the phone and talking to sum 1 in the room at the same time? Thats how I was talking to Spencer and to Jadens brother.

Al Capoli is in Torrents Ontario in a white convert able I said to Cobra and he threw his hands in the air and walkd away.

I went back to Spencer. He was glad things were cool with me. I told him I was pumpd and he said that was xellent but that he had to run. I made a joke and said wasnt he driving? Insted of running you no. He said yah and later and hung up.
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9 oclock soon. I shud be going.


Cobra was holding a sell phone. I wud like to talk to Rocko or Al he was saying. This is Cobra from 15 Street. I have got sum thing for you. Give me a call.

Your brothers tall eh? I said to Jaden. He dint anser.

The wate on the floor next to me was pretty big. It had a 35 on it. I dint feel like lifting it 35 times.

Cobra came over to me. Bent down.

How do you no so much? he ast.

His head was close to my head. Was he joking? No 1 ever thinks I no so much.

Capoli is missing he said. Rocko Wings does not no ware he is. No 1 in Buffalo nose ware he is.

But you do. Strange white kid out of no ware. How is that? he ast.

I dint say any thing. Cobra was 2 big. Not just tall but—there—you no? He took up room. I cudnt think next to him.

Your a mistery Bunny he said. A reel mistery. Who did you kill?

What?

He pointd at my arm.

That says your in the possy he said. Says your a killer. Jaden told me you were inside. I have bin inside 2 and I no there r bad guys in there. Sum times you can work with them and sum times you cannot. Sum times you have to step up. Rite Bunny? Step up for yourself and for your frends.

Things were weerd here. Evry 1 was black and tuff and staring at me and I dint no why xept that I wasnt black. Cobras eyes were like lazers flashing inside me. I dint no what he ment about being a killer. I feel stupid looking back but I reely dint. Grampa wud call us killer sum times and he was kidding. Hey killer he wud say to DJ or Webb or Steve. Hey killer hows it going? I dint no what was  going on here so I nodded at Cobra. Jaden stood next 2 his brother smiling at me. I did no about Jaden—leest I thot I did.

Step up for your frends I said. Yah.

I was thinking about Jaden.

Cobra undid buttons on his shirt and pulld it aside. There was a 15 with 3 candls.

Do you see that Bunny? he said and I said yah. You no what it meens rite? It meens I am not scared to step up for the possy he said. And nether r you. The possy comes first. Rite?

Rite I said. Frends first.

Say it. Say your 15.

He was doing up the buttons agane.

Sure I said. Im 15.


Sum thing was rong about the tatoo. Why was my 15 all over the place? I dint no but I kept on saying yah like I always do. Cobra thot I was tuff and that made me happy. He held out a fist and I did 2 and we did our xploding together. He calld evry 1 over and put his hand on
my sholder.


This here is Bunny he said.

Jaden smiled. Morgan nodded. Jello dint look happy. Xray was still shaking his head and saying wo.

Cobras phone rang and he jerkd it open rite away.

Hello Rocko he said. Did you get my message?



THE NEWS WAS ON

WHEN I GOT HOME. Mom was in her chair. I dont like the news so I was standing in the door getting reddy to go up stares wen the pleece cars and yello tape came on the screen and the news guy said sum thing about Angels.

What Angels r they talking about? I ast Mom.

A gang she said. Mimico Angels. There from west of here. See on the TV—thats the subway stashun.

Whats rong with these Angels? I ast.

They do awful things she said.

On TV 2 pleece men put a guy into a car. He had a black beerd and vest like a pirate. The car door closd  and that was the end of the news and we went to a girl opening a can of cat food.

Nite Mom I said.

Nite.

I went online to see ware Spencer was. It took me a wile but I finally found Torrents. It dint look far from Trono but nothing looks far on a map does it? I meen China and Peru r only this far apart. You can cover Africa with your hand.


I put on my goop. There was no blud and the tatoodint hurt much. I flexd my arm and the 15 movd. I went to bed and thot about that bully and Jaden. I thot about Cobra with his hand on my sholder and Jaden smiling.
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Mom went off to be Prof O’Toole and tell peepl more about how we no what we no. I was alone in the house. Sum times Im alone cuz Spencers watching a movy in his room and Dads riting in the basment—not reely alone. Today was differnt—I was reely alone. I had my tost and jam and TV and I had a place to go after. I was so xited I cud hardly eat my brekfast. Goop on the tatoo and out the door. Morgan was sweeping the jim wen I got there.



Well well he said. Look whos here.


He was the only 1 around. I ast ware Jaden was. He said he dint no but did I want to work out wile I was wating? Help yourself he said and went back to sweeping.


I was lifting the 20 wate wen Morgan came over and said I was doing it rong. He showd me. His arm was huge.


I tryd it his way but it was harder. I cant do 20 I said.

OK how about 12?


But it says 20.


12 is fine he said.


He ast if I wantd to try fiting and I went yah. I like fiting I said.


I dont fite at home cuz Mom and Dad hate it and Spencer cant. And no 1 pix on me at skool any more. But theres fiting on TV. Spencer and I watch UFC sum times befor Dad changes the channel. I try to see how the guys do the moves.


Your fast said Morgan. I saw you catch those flys yesterday. You have fast hands.

I gess I said.

We climed into the ring.


First thing is to lern how to fall he said. Your going to get hit and you have to no how to fall safe and fast. Lets do it here in the ring cuz its a soft floor.


I can fall I said.

Yah? Show me.


And he nockd me down. His hands came out of noware and hit me in the chest and his leg was behind my foot and I fell to the floor and lay there going O. I wasnt hurt—just suprised. I climed back onto my feet.


Pretty slow said Morgan. With a littl smile on his face.

No fair I wasnt reddy I said.

Fiting isnt about being fair Bunny. Your a kid and I used to be a pro. That isnt fair ether. Trust me—you want to lern how to fall.

I was staring at him.

For reel? I said. A pro fiter like on TV?

Yah.

Like UFC?

Yah. Now watch me.

He went down but befor I new how he was back on his feet.

And thats with my bad leg he said.

I ast if he new any of the UFC guys on TV now. He said no. It was a wile ago he said. He was traning in a New York jim and they were all going to sine sum TV deel only he broke his leg in a practis fite and never came back.

And it happend cuz I dint fall rite he said. I got my leg twistd and sum 1 jumpd on me and it snappd.

Ew I said.

You try now he said. Try falling.

I did. Try agane he said. So I did it agane. Tuck in your sholder he said. Dont land flat. Land rolling. Hit like a brick and fall like a ball.

What?

Its what they say.

I smiled. Nice I said.

I fell agane. And agane. And agane. My sholder was hurting but I was getting the roll and Morgan said I was doing better.

Jello came in and ast what I was doing there.

Looks like you want to fite he said. He had on sunglasses and a stripy shirt and was eating a donut. You want to fite white boy? Do you? Ill fite you. Ill beet you like a drum he said.

I dunno said Morgan. Bunnys pretty fast.

Like a drum said Jello.

But just then Jaden came running in and ast did I want to do sum thing for Cobra? Sure I said. So I left without fiting Jello. I told him mayb later and he said any time at all. He tryd to push me but I got out of the way.

I thot about what they said. Hit like a brick and fall like a ball. Cool eh?



THE SUN WAS 
BEHIND US

WALKING UP THE STREET. My shadow was bigger than Jadens—his was like a bunch of sticks walking beside my big lump. He was talking about tagging. Thats what we were going to do. We were going to do sum tagging today.

Like the game? I said.

What game?

Tag.

He laffd. Your funny he said.

I ast did he no about Morgan being a pro fiter? Jaden dint like fiting at all and dint want to talk  about it. OK I said. We walkd sum more and then he stoppd so I did 2.

Wud you look at that? he said.

What?

He was pointing at a brick wall—the front of a place with bords on the windos. Uh huh I said but dint no what I was looking at.

Those dam Angels he said. Tagging on our turf. This is—15 Street. They cant put there tags here.

Huh? I said.

Well look!


Lots of riting and drawing on the brick wall.
Differnt things. In the middl of the wall was a big white letter A with a littl O on top. Like this:
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Thats there tag? I said.

Jaden was carrying a nap sack. He pulld out a spray can and sprayd out the sine in red. Then he took a can of black and sprayd a 15 on top of the red.

Wont they be mad? I ast.

Who?

Whoever lives here. Were riting on there house.

No 1 lives here stupid he said with a smile and a push.

The smile was reel and that made it OK. 1st time ever sum 1 calld me stupid and dint make me feel bad.

15 like my tatoo I said.

Were the 15 Street Possy arnt we? Thats our tag. Any 1 sees that sine they no that 15s bin here.

O yah I said. Cors.

So now I new about tags. It was a way of saying we r here. We. R. Here.

Me and Jaden went up and down 14 and 15 and 16 Streets looking for Angel tags and spraying over them. They were on bildings and streetcar stops and sidewalks. There was a big A on the side of a donut shop. I went inside and ast if it was OK to spray over it. The guy behind the counter dint no what I was talking about and Jaden draggd me out of there and said I was crazy.

That guy dont care about whats on his store he said.

O I said.

My fav was 1 we did on a STOP sine. The Angels had put A under the O to make it look like there tag. Jaden made a new tag for us on the sine. He sprayd out the A and then—you no how S looks like 5? Jaden put a white 1 in front of the STOP and fixd the S to be more like a 5 so the sine lookd like 15 TOP—like were the top. Cool or what? He climed onto my sholders to get hi enuff.

This was his job—looking for other tags. Its why the Angel bully was pushing him down wen I met him—he dint like Jaden spraying out his tags.

I look after the possy on the street he said. We have to be able to say this is our turf.

Turf I said.

Ware we r. Ware we hang out. Other gangs come along and tag on our turf and I rub them out.


Like picking up dog poop I said. You dont want those Angels pooping on our front lon.


He laffd agane. Your a funny Bunny he said.


It was lunch time so we went back to the donut
shop with our tag on it. I got cool running shoos for my birthday and also money and I had sum money left so I bot us donuts and coffee. I wud of got coke but Jaden said coffee so I did 2 even tho I never had it befor. I put in milk and 4 sugars like he did. We took our lunch down to the lake. Theres stones and garbaj and stuff and we went rite down to the water and climed big flat stones and stood there drinking and eating. The lakes so big you cant see across. The world looks flat all the way. The coffee was pretty good.


A bird landed near me and startd yelling. It went rite up to me and opend its mouth and yelld. Gimme it said. Gimme gimme gimme gimme. I still had sum donut left and I was going to give the bird sum and then an other 1 landed and started the same thing. Gimme. And an other 1 and an other. White birds with yello beaks and meen eyes. They were all round us going Gimme. I cudnt give them all donut so I ate it.


I ast if the Angels had turf. Jaden said of cors they did. Over by Mimico Street. I said we shud put our tags there and his face lit up. Thatd be aw sum he said but weed have to ast Cobra first. So we did—we went back to the jim and ast Cobra and he said no.
He dint want any 1 messing with the Angels.


Not now he said.

That Angel guy was messing with me yesterday said Jaden.

That was away over on 20th said Cobra. And you were bugging the guy wernt you? Following him and spraying over his tag as soon as he put it on?

Mayb said Jaden.

We were all in the offis—a littl room off the jim smelling like smoke and swet. Cobra and Jello were sitting on the couch and watching TV. Cobras head was on a level with ours—Jadens and mine.

I dont want any problem with the Angels until after the deel goes thru he said.

O yah the deel said Jaden.

They both turnd to look at me.

You dont no any thing more about that do you mistery boy? said Cobra.

What? I said.

The deel said Cobra.

What deel?

The 1 with the Angels and the guys from Buffalo. You new ware Al Capoli was. Hes part of the deel—Rocko says so. Do you no sum thing you havent told us?

My brothers the 1 in Torrents I said. He textd me agane but it wasnt about the deel.

You sure? said Jello. What was it about? Lets see.

He stood up and came over to ware I was standing.

What did your brother tell you? he ast. You guys talking about our deel on the phone? Show us.

Yes show us said Cobra. The tatoo on his neck was dark ink xept for the eyes and fangs witch were red. Pretty intens.

I got out my phone. See? I said. Heres my text saying my tatoo still hurts. And heres what Spencer sent back.


I held my phone flat and we all stared at the screen together—me and Jaden and Cobra and Jello. The text said—outhouse xploded tell u later.


What the hell does that meen? ast Cobra.

I had no idea.



MOM WAS IN A 
GOOD MOOD

WEN I GOT UP THE NEXT DAY. She was in the kitchen with her coffee and her golfing hat and those shorts that make her look like 2 peepl. She said hi and did I sleep all rite. I said uh huh. And how about you?

Fine.

The coffee smell reminded me of the donut shop. I pored sum into the mug and put in lots of milk and sugar. The sun was shining and the floor of the kitchen was yello dime ends.

Mom had her phone out. Isnt that grate she said.

What?


I got a text from your father. He says he and Spencer r having so much fun on there trip. He sounds reely xited.


Did he say any thing about the outhouse blowing up? I ast.

What r you talking about Bunny? Outhouse? What outhouse? There in New York City. There r no outhouses in New York City Bunny.

O I said.

I have to think about restronts for them she said. Your father and I went to a wonderful place down in so ho. I wonder if Spencer wud like it.

Im used to being rong. In histry class if I think the anser is the pine ears and sum 1 says the anser is water vaper then water vaper is probly rite and it probly isnt histry class. Thats what I am used to. But I was pretty sure I wasnt rong this time. Spencer said they were in Torrents. Not New York. I dint think he wud tell me a ly. But if there was a problem he mite ly to Mom. A problem like the outhouse xploding.


What is it Bunny?

I wasnt used to lying. But I dint want to give Spencer away.

Nothing I said.


She put away her phone and got her golf clubs out of the closet. She goes golfing evry Sunday with sum other profs. Dad laffs at her for being boor jaw. Its 1 of his things—he hates the boor jaws. She tells him to shut up but shes smiling wen she says it so its OK.


On her way out she gave me a hug.

Ill be back in the afternoon she said. You have my sell number.

OK.

Ware will you be?

I dunno. With Jaden I gess.

Good. Thats good.

She stood in the door looking back at me.

Have fun today she said.

You 2 I said. Get a bird.

Is that coffee? Wen did you start drinking coffee?

Yesterday I said.

And that was tru. I dint have to ly all the time.
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The streetcar stoppd. Cars around us were honking. No 1 moving as far as I cud see. The driver said there was an axident and let us off. I startd walking. I went  the same way the streetcar wud of bin going. After a wile I came to the axident. No blud or any thing just cars and pleece and toe trucks and glass. The Lake shore was clear now but no streetcars. I kept walking.

I saw a hole lot of tags on fences and bildings as I walkd by. And on the side walk. Differnt sizes but all white and all the same kind.

[image: 9781459800175_0066_001]
Angel tags. I gess they were there all along but I saw them now cuz I was walking and cuz of what me and Jaden did yesterday. I past a sine that said Mimico. The rode bent round. A cupl of guys stood outside a corner store. They yond and smoked and spat. Wen I past they spat at me and told me to go away. I kept walking. It was a sunny day but I felt cold.

I herd a bike far away. That farting sound they make—brrrap.

The stores all had Mimico in the names. Mimico Hardware. Mimico Bar and Grill. Mimico Daycare. The bike sound got louder. It was going faster now and the sound was more like vroom. I went faster 2. I tryd counting my breths. In 2 3 4 out 2 3 4. I came to the number streets.

There was a junk store with a big Angel tag on the front. A guy with a beerd was going in. He stoppd and stared at me. I kept going. At the next lite the bikes cot up to me. 2 of them. The lite was red and the bikes were going brrrap and the guys were pointing at me. They both had jackets with the Angel sine on the back.

In 2 3 4.

I was all alone. The Angels were the bad guys. I felt it. I wantd to see sum 1 from 15—Jaden or Morgan or Cobra. Even Jello. I wud of bin happy to see Jello even tho he dint like me.

I textd Jaden hoping he wud text back and I wudnt be alone.

The bikes went slow like they were wating for me to catch up. I duckd down 3 Street so I cud miss them. At the first corner I turnd and startd running. In 2 3 out 2 3. I herd the bikes. They made a vroom sound now. They were coming after me. I took the next left. And the next rite. I dint stop to think about what the bikes wud do to me. Probly nothing. Probly just laff. These were streets with houses and kids on wagons and guys cutting there front lons. I dint think about that. I dint think about us doing a deel with the Angels. All I new was that they were the bad guys and they were after me. In 2 out 2 in 2 out 2.

The Angels gave up and vroomd away the noys getting softer and softer. I took a big breth and kept going. Wen I got to 9 Street I saw my first 15 tag and felt warm inside. Weerd eh? Last week I dint no what a tag was. On 10 Street there was a big place with lots of peepl coming out and music 2. Today was Sunday. We dont go to church cuz Mom and Dad say theres no God but lots of peepl do go and this was a church. The music sounded nice and the peepl were dressd up and smiling at each other. And there was Jaden. He was with an old lady in a big white hat. Wen he saw me he ran rite over.

Bunny!


He was happy to see me—I new that. But he was sum thing els 2. He ast what I was doing there. I told him about the Angels chasing me and he shook his head and said yah. We made a plan to meet at the jim. He wantd to go home and put on new close.


You sure do I said.


He was waring a flower shirt and tite pants.


Shut up Bunny.

Just joking I said.

The church peepl dint like me. They dint smile or any thing. Most of them dint look at me. I ast Jaden who was the lady in the hat?

Who? O you meen Gramma.

He shut his mouth with a snap. He dint want to talk about her. See you soon he said and I said see you 2 and he walkd away down the street. Wen his gramma tryd to put her arm round him he shovd it off. He dint look back at me.



ALL AFTERNOON 
WE TOOK TURNS

FITING IN THE RING. Morgan checkd our gear and rang a bell and we went at each other. Me and Xray and Jello and Snocone. I was pretty good. Fiting is sum thing I can do. I cant run fast but my hands can—I meen they go fast. They move on there own. I dont try to make them do things but they do them anyway. And Im sort of strong. I can lift stuff—like desks and stuff. Dad calls me wen hes cleening the kitchen and I get the frij out of his way.



The first fite was me and Xray who does marshal arts with sum kind of belt. He kickd a lot and I kept catching his feet. He dint like that. Wen I turnd away he jumpd in the air to kick me from behind. I dint see him coming but my hand did. It movd on its own and pushd his leg in the air and he fell on his head and went uhhh. Yesterday he said wo—today it was uhhh. His hair spred out on the floor like a mop.


Poor Xray said Jaden.


Morgan climed into the ring to help Xray up.

I ast Jaden if he wantd to fite but he shook his head. He liked hanging out at the jim but he hated fiting.


And anyway I wudnt have a chance aganest you Bunny he said. Your good. You mite be as good as Jello he said. What do you think Morgan? He as good as Jello?


Probly not said Morgan.

He was holding Xray so he cud sit up. I ast Xray if he wantd to fite sum more. He tryd to say sum thing but all that came out was uhhh.

Morgan laffd.

Then Jello came into the jim. He had his fiting shorts on like befor and he pulld off his shirt and said it was his turn. He calld me white boy and ast if I was reddy.

Sure I said.

Morgan blew his wistle and Jello ran rite at me. I pushd him sideways to spin him and he was suprised and went down. I jumpd on him and got him in a key lock and his eyes got big and Morgan blew his wistle agane. The hole fite took like 10 seconds. Jaden cheerd. Jello told him to shut up and said I was lucky. He was panting and his eyes were small and mad.

1 more time he said putting his mouth gard back in.

Sure.

This time he went slower and I made a mistake and got 2 close. He swung left rite and wile I was catching his fists he need me rite there.

You no—there?

Wo that hurt.

He swung agane and I cudnt get my hands up in time and I went down and he fell on me. I wasnt breething yet. Morgan blew his wistle.

Got you said Jello.

Took me a wile to get back on my feet.

You dint drop and roll Morgan said to me.

I dint think you were sposed to kick there I said to Jello.

I fite 2 win he said. I do what I have 2.

We had a brake and Morgan took me a side. Who tot you to fite? he ast.

Tot? I said.

Your hands r so fast. I saw it yesterday and agane today. You missd Jellos rush and got him off balance. And then the lock. Sum 1 show you how to do that?
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Sum times at the cottage thered be fites. 6 boys and we all liked each other but we wud still fite. Weed be in the forest with no grone ups and DJ wud push sum 1. Adam or Webb wud start things 2 but mostly DJ. Hes bossy. 1 time we were all in the yard behind the barn and DJ pushd Steve down and then Adam pushd DJ down and we all got fiting and Grampa saw us and got the hose. We were wet and he was laffing and he took us into the barn and showd us how to do it better.

Dont push strate he said. Spin the other guy round. Thats how the empees did it back in the war. Like this. And he hit Adams sholder and he spun round and down. Like this. And he hit Steves sholder.

Like this! said DJ and he tryd to hit my sholder but I cot his hand.

Good for you Bernard said Grampa.

After that we wud all try to do it—catch sum 1 on the sholder and spin him round. Spencer hated the game but I was good at it. Dad said it was OK at the cottage but I cudnt do it at home cuz it was too a gress of. I said I liked being a gress of. Dad said a gress of was bad.
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Want to lern sum more? Morgan ast me. Come here and Ill show you about kicking. We went over to the hevvy bag and he told me to side kick it. I did and he said No. Your close and 2 strate on he said. Start back and step into the kick. So I did that and it was better. Now turn your body wen your kicking said Morgan. You want to make the bag spin with your foot like you wud with your hand.

I thot about that and I kickd the bag like it was my cuzzen DJ and I was kicking his sholder. The bag movd a bit and Morgan nodded. There you go he said. Now do it agane. So I did. And agane and agane and agane. I tryd my left foot but I wasnt as good with that. Keep on said Morgan. Feet r stronger than arms. And longer. Now you no what to do if sum 1 comes at you with a nife.

What? I said.

Use your feet aganest a nife. You dont want to
catch a nife in your hands he said.

A nife? I said.

He put pads on his hands and told me to punch them. He startd moving the pads around and I kept punching them. Good he said. Then he told me to kick and I did that 2. Morgan movd the pads faster and faster. Sum times he said kick and sum times he said punch. Jello came over to watch and I let my mind go blank and I kept hitting the pads. I dint miss ever. After a wile Morgan got tired and put down his hands and I took a big breth.

Good Bunny said Morgan. Reel good.

Good for a white kid said Jello. Hes good but not as good as me.

You hit harder than what he does said Morgan. You work on your wind and your ground and pound you going to go to the octagon 1 day Jello. But the kids faster.

I dont need you to tell me where Im going to go 1 day old man said Jello. I dont need you at all. And as for the kid Ill hurt him next time.

He turnd to me. I will he said.

We went to the room with the TV and sofa. There was a cooler with coke and beer. We were watching a nature show—bugs and things. Pretty gross. Jello came up behind me and said my name. I said hi and he punchd me in the face. Just boom without saying any thing. I cot his fist befor it landed.

Wide you do that? I ast.

He sat down next to me. He was shaking his head.

Man your fast! he said. No wonder they call you Bunny. How you get to be that fast?

I dunno I said.

We watchd the TV bugs for a bit. They were eating the hole forest.

You going to punch me agane? I ast.


I dunno he said and smiled so it was a joke.


I smiled back. And wonderd.
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It was dinner time by my phone. I sent Mom a text that I wudnt be home for a wile. Im with my crew I said. Cuz thats what a possy is—a crew. And I was a reel part of it now. Xray sat next to me on the sofa with his head in his hands and wen I said I was sorry he said it wasnt my bad. His life suckd anyway—it just suckd more now.

Jello rolld his eyes at me. Xray talks like this all the time he said. Youll see.

Poor Xray said Jaden.

Wen Snocone nockd at the door of the jim I went to let him in and wen I gave the sine—fist and open—he gave it back to me. He had pizza boxes in the other hand.

Who r you? he said.

Cobra came up behind him. He had a long white shirt and a littl hat like a hocky puck on his head—like they have in Africa. Car keys in his hand.

Snocone this here is Bunny he said. Watch out for him. Hes a killer.

But hes—White? Yah. He is. And who r you to talk?

Snocone had curly tite hair like a black guy but the hair was white. His skin 2—white like milk.
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After the pizza we did sum more fiting. Jello beet Snocone and Xray and then I beet Snocone who was tricky fast but not very strong. Without sunglasses I saw his eyes were pink. Jello laffd at the 2 white guys in the ring. He wantd to fite me agane and I said OK. I tryd Morgans spin kick wen he ran at me but I missd and he pushd me down. He jumpd on me and tryed a kamora but I got my hand up in time to block. I wiggld my fingers on his ribs to try to grab sum thing and his mouth opend and he startd laffing and rolld off me.


No fair! he said. Morgan hes tickling me.

Morgan cudnt blow the wistle he was laffing 2 hard.

Secret wepon! yelld Jaden. Jellos ticklish!

I cudnt tell if Jello was mad or not. This isnt over! he said. The rest of us were laffing—but we stoppd wen the pleece broke in.


They said they nockd and we dint anser witch was
why they broke down the door. They came into the jim with there guns out—2 3 6 8 of them. I countd. 8 cops spred out over the jim in there blu uniforms. They held up a paper and said they were serching the jim. Then they took us out thru the broke door and put us in pleece cars. Weerd eh? 1 of the pleece men took me aside.


What r you doing here? he ast witch was funny cuz I was wondering the same about them.

Your differnt he said.



DIFFERNT

IS WHAT MIKE CALLD ME back in Grade 4 wen I cudnt do up my shoos.

Evry 1 els in the class can do up there shoos he said. And walk to skool. And tell time. You cant.

I walk to skool evry day I said.

With your brother.

I can do it by myself.

No you cant. Your differnt.

So we bet on it. He said Id get lost on my own and I said o yah? and we made a bet. Next day I told Spencer to go without me. I wated and then went out the front door on my own. I wasnt worryd. I new my way round. I walkd a lot. Spencer wud be watching a movy on his computer and Dad wud be doing londry and Mom wud be away and I wud walk. I new the streets and stores and parking spaces and hiding places by our house. I was good at finding things. I found the skool befor and I cud find it now. I walkd down our street to the silver house and across to the park with the broken slide and thru to the lane with the hobos sleeping. I said the root out loud as I went. Rite then strate then rite then left. Past the hobos and at the end of the lane I went left and there was the skool. Easy. I went rite up to Mike and said here I am. Here here here. Evry 1 round was laffing and pointing but I dint no why until Mr Ogden came over and ast ware my pants were.

I was so xited about the bet I forgot I had my pjs on. Witch is funny cuz they were yello with stripes and youd think Id notice.

My pants r at home I said.

Do you see any 1 els dressd like you? said Mr Ogden. Or r you the only 1?

He smiled round so evry 1 wud laff. He was that kind of teecher.

Im the only 1 I said.

I had to go home and change. The bet was for a pack of gummys but Mike never payd.
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I thot about this wen we were being lined up on the wall of the jim and 1 of the pleece men took me a side and ast me what I was doing.

Your differnt he said. You dont belong here.

And then a pleece woman pushd me back into line.

Dont be color blind Steve she said. Hes here. Hes part of the possy. He belongs. Dont you white boy?

She was taller than me. She put her hand under my chin and liftd my head up.

I said hi. She made a tuna face—like I make wen I get tuna for lunch witch Dad nose I dont like but he does it any way.

Your all the same she said and turnd away.

All the same I thot. All the same. Ha.
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Xray was with me in the back of the pleece car. What happens now? I ast him. Ware r we going?

Stashun. Ware you think?


The driver turnd on the siren and cut thru traffic. Xray put his head in his hands and startd moning. Poor old Xray.


This is so cool I said.


The pleece man in the front seat turnd round.

Your a happy 1 he said. You saying you want to go to the stashun?

Why not? I said.

We turnd uphill with the siren wooping the other cars out of the way. Stop sine. Stop sine. The sun was on my side of the car. Stop sine. We dint reely stop for any of these sines—slow down then fast agane. Xray moned evry time.

Hey r you the guy? ast the cop in the front seat. Phil is he the guy were sposd to watch for? Your name Jackson kid?

Whos Jackson? I said.

A frend of ours—guy the sarj said to look out for.

Shut up Tony said the driver.

I finally got a text back from Mom. ware r u?

I sent back in a pleece car.

I thot she wud be worryd but she wasnt. very funny.

I never no with Mom.
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They put me in a room by myself and closed the door. The lites buzzd and flickerd. Nothing happend. I slid down my chair and back up agane and sent Jaden a text. what now?


A fat pleece man came in with a tape recorder. He made me say my name and address into the tape recorder. His name was Sarjent Don. He filld up his chair. I dint. I kept sliding down and then trying to get back up agane.

Don ast me was I in the possy? I said I was. Then he ast about the deel we were planning. He new all about it.

You and the Mimico Angels rite? he said.

The Angels r the bad guys I said. They do tagging on our turf.

But you have a deel with them. Your working together. You and the Angels and the Buffalo mob.

O yah Buffalo I said.

We no a lot he said. But we need more if were going to stop the deel. Talk now and itll be better for you later. You dont want to go to jale do you? So help us. Talk. Will you talk to me?

Sure I said.

Wen is the deel going down? he ast.

I dont no.

Sunday? Monday?

I dont no.

Well what r you deeling?

I dint no what he ment so I dint say any thing.

Come on what? What kind of product?

I dint no why he was on me about this.

Ast Cobra I said. He nose. Or mayb Jello or Snocone I said. Dont ast Xray hes always moning. But Cobra wud no for sure.

Sarjent Don shook his head. His chins wiggld back and forth.


Tell us about the deel he said. Let us help you.
You dont think so but were your frends Bunny. We r. You think Cobra cares about you? You think the possy cares about you? They dont. Sum thing goes rong they will throw you away. They will save themselves and you will go down. They dont care about you.


Yes they do I said.

So many things I dint no but I new this. Jaden cared about me. The others 2—mayb not as much but they still cared sum. Cobra put his hand on my sholders and said this heres Bunny. I was part of the possy. They cared about me and I cared about them.

How did I no this? How was I so sure? I dunno.

But I was.

They care I said.

Wens the deel? Don ast agane.

I dunno.

But there is a deel.You just said so. You said you dint no wen it was.

Im not very smart I said.

Get smart he said. Its smart to no who your frends r.

I was slipping down the chair agane. I pulld myself back up.

Don stoppd the tape recorder and got up to go. Befor he went he leend over and said he had to ast me sum thing. No tape he said. I just want to no.

What?

He leend forward and talkd soft.


I no how gangs work. What r you doing with 15 Street Bunny? Your the only face rite?


The only—?

I no wen Im in a room full of white peepl he said. I look around and I see theres no 1 like me and I feel differnt. Even if there my frends I feel differnt from them. Dont you feel differnt?

Don left and an other guy came in. He dint tell me his name. He had dark hair and littl eyes and his chin was blu. I stared at it. Blu. He ast the same questions as Don and wen I still dint no the ansers he got mad. Not the norml Jeez Bunny kind of mad. His mouth went all wide and he had bulgy things on his face.

Your LYING! he shoutd.

I dont—

I NO the kind of punk you r! You think you can SCARE me with THAT?

Pointing at my arm.

I am NOT scared. I am disGUSTd he said. That candl makes me want to PUKE! Your a SICK peace of CRAP kid. TALK to me or Ill HURT you! Ill put you in jale and you will NEVER get out. You cud go there NOW!

Im used to yelling but this was xtra loud and weerd. The guys face was dripping wet with swet. He movd his mouth like he was chewing and then spit on the floor. He leend close.

TELL me! he shoutd.

What?

Ware the stash is. Wen the deel goes down. Its a 3 way deel—rite? Pipes for cash for hash? Who you talking to in Buffalo? WHO?

I shook my head. I had no idea what he ment. It was like he was talking french or sum thing. Or klingon or dog.

Your blu I said.

WHAT?

Like a smurf. You no? Your face is blu. Rite there.

I pointd. I saw now that his chin was stubbly. That was what made it blu. He slappd at my hand but I pulld it out of the way and he fell down. And just then the door opend and a pleece woman lookd in.

Loyers here Sarj she said.

Behind her was a guy in a soot and breef case. He pushd past her into the room and lookd at me and the angry pleece man who was back on his feet now.

Just what is going on here? said the loyer. R you questioning this boy? he said. You shudnt be. Why r you hiding him? Ive bin all over this pleece stashun looking for him. R you trying to sum thing? R you? Do you no sum thing sum thing? This boys a miner. Look at him. You have no rites here. I will file a sum thing about you. Sum thing els 2. And sum thing sum thing sum thing els.

I dint understand a lot of what he said.

The angry sarj walkd out of the room with the loyer talking after him into the hall. Then the loyer came back in and kept going.

Did you say any thing to that cop? he ast me. Did you admit any thing? Did you sum thing sum thing? Did you sine any thing? If you did tell me now. Im your loyer. I can fix it.

I laffd.

Your like that guy on TV I said.

What?

The guy selling choppers. It does all these differnt things and never gets dull and its yours for 2 easy payments call now I said.


He talkd xactly the same as the chopper guy—so fast you dint here the words 1 by 1 but all in a bunch like a shower. His name was Julius and he was Jadens uncle but I dint find that out til the next day. He was the loyer for the possy. He got evry 1 els out of this place and now it was my turn.



A funny guy—he dint want to no any thing. Wen I startd to talk about what was going on he shook his head. Dont tell me he said over and over. If youve dun sum thing I dont want to no. Dont tell me any thing about plans or Angels or deels or guns or any thing. Now lets go.

Guns? I said.

I dont no any thing about guns he said. I dont no what your talking about.

Ware is Jaden? I ast. Wares evry 1?

I dont no he said. They were here and now there not. I dont no ware they r or what they plan on doing. And if you no—dont tell me!

We went down the hall reel fast. Pleece offisers were all over but we went thru them and out the front door of the pleece stashun. I dint no any of the bildings or streets. There was a statu on the sidewalk—a littl kid pulling a wagon with a triangl thing on it. He lookd tired and I cud see why—the triangl thing was bigger than he was.

I dint move rite away. Dint no what to do ware to go. The loyer pointd.

Streetcar stop is there on the corner he said. Good by.

He shook my hand and went back in.

I never saw him agane.



I SENT JADEN 
AN OTHER TEXT

AND WATED. NOTHING. I dint no any other possy numbers so I got on a streetcar for home. I dint no ware els to go. I got a text from Spencer—almost dun jackfish. Whatever that ment. I dint no what a jackfish was. Then gost town tomoro morning. I red it agane but dint understand the fish part. Unless jackfish was a place. Maybe that was it. Mayb it was the gost town. I sent him a text back but it dint go thru. Error said my sell phone. I tryd agane. And agane. Error. Error. I lookd up wen the driver calld out a street name I dint no.

Inside the streetcar evrything lookd norml. Ads for movys and pills and sad babys and a pull cord over the door. But outside was differnt. I dint no the street names or the stores. We past a restront and a church and a park with a glass house in the middl. Weerd eh? House made of glass. A minit later we came to the end of the rode and the streetcar turnd like a car. I dint no they cud do that but this 1 turnd rite and kept going. What to do? What to do? Dad says wen your lost stay ware you r and sum 1 will find you. But what about now? If I stayed ware I was I wud keep moving. That was rong wasnt it?

I calld Moms sell phone and home. I got the voys saying pleas leev your name and hung up. I never no what to say to the voys. I dint want to say help me Im lost. Id sound like a littl kid.

I countd parking meters. I dint no what els to do. They were on both sides of the street so I was up to 20 22 24 in no time.

Moving moving. What to do? What to do? We turnd agane. Left. This streetcar was like a dodjem. Not so many restronts now. The stores were closed. Sum of the street lites were on and sum wernt. The windo was open. I cud hear the sound of the metal weels on the metal rales. A singing sound.

No more meters. I went up to the driver and ast ware he was going. He told me a name but I dint no ware that was. I ast if it was any ware near Tecumsee and he shook his head. Your on the rong car—Tecumsee is back there he said.

The weels sang on the rales.

Let me off! I said. Man O man O. I was going away from home. Evry second I was farther and farther away. Let me off ! I said agane. Let me off! Let me off!!

I got so upset that the driver stoppd in the middl of a block and opend the doors. I jumpd onto the rode and almost got run over by a littl green car.

The driver had his mouth open wide.

Shut up! I said to him. Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!

I pounded the hood of the car and walkd away slow.

The partments on my side of the street were ugly and squashd and no 1 cared what was in them. Like boxes at the back of the closet. Windos with bords on them. Close hanging over ralings.

It was 9:10 by my sell phone. I was breething better now that I wasnt going the rong way. I was stoppd and sum 1 wud find me. And sum 1 did—an old raggy guy. But he cudnt help me cuz he dint no ware he was ether. I ast him and he pointd at the sky and at the ground and then shook his head. So I gave him a loony and he wandered away smelling like garbaj. Next past me was a girl with a baby. I ast ware I was and she laffd and kept going. No I meen it ware am I? I yelld. She went into 1 of the box places pushing her stroller.

  A streetcar went past. It was weerd to see it coming around the corner tord me. On the front it said MAIN. I calld home agane but it was still the voys on the other end. I startd to jump up and down. I cud feel myself getting workd up agane. Like water on the stove. All the bubbls going up and up. Thats how my insides felt. My phone said 9:11. Then 9:12. Then 9:12 agane. I was talking out loud. I do that sum times. Come on I said. Come on come on.

My phone buzzd. Mom I thot. But it was Jaden.

Hi! I shoutd.

Bunny?

Did you get my text?

Yah he said. Ware r you?

I dont no!

Were cruzing around he said. The jim is off limits. Cobra is at home and the rest of us r in Jellos car. You shud be here. You want to come along?

Yah! I said. But you have to find me.

Jaden said no problem. He ast what I cud see and I told him about the streetcar that said MAIN and the box houses and he said the same as Dad—stay ware you r and weel get you he said.

I stared at the store across the street. There was used stuff for sale in the windo—a thing to put your close in with drawers and a meer on top and a trumpet hanging on a string and stacks of DVDs. The windo had bars across it. The sun was down but there was still lite in the sky. I cud here car doors and music. A siren rising and falling a long way away. City things. I cud here the same things outside my place.

I thot about that. I dint want to be here but did I want to go home? I did and I dint. What wud I do at home? What was home any way? My famly? My stuff?

Huh.

I dint notice the 2 guys until they came rite up and ast for my shoos.

What? I said.

Your shoos. Take them off said the big guy with the cigar and hat.

Why?

Cuz there good 1s. And you dont belong here. Take them off.

He was blowing smoke up—like a chimny. The other guy was behind me now. He movd sneeky and sideways.

We were standing under a street lite and it came on just then.

I seen that befor said the cigar guy.

He was staring at my arm.

A guy in my range at Millhaven had that 15 on his chest. Striped like that. Thot he was cool as any thing but he was crap. You seen that 15 befor Dixon?

The other guy made wisper sounds from behind me. I dint no what he was saying. Sum thing rong with the way he talkd. I tryd to look at both guys at the same time. Dixon pulld a long stick out of his pocket and slappd it on his hand. Not a stick from a tree but like a club. The big guy threw away his cigar and made his hands into fists. These 2 reely wantd my shoos. I thot about xplaning about them being a birthday present but I new they wudnt care. I wonderd how much the club wud hurt. Probly a lot.

What a mess. It was bad being lost but this was worse. Things can always get worse. But they can get better 2 and they did rite then. A car pulld up to ware we were standing—old car about a block long with a black body and white top. Jaden was leening out the windo. Hey Bunny he said and I said Hey back. Befor the car stoppd he was on the sidewalk and so was Xray. Doors swinging. The car rumbld like it was about to spit. Jello got out the driver side and Snocone with him so now there were 4 of them on the sidewalk with me. And the other guys were gone. I dint see them go but they were hurrying down the walk to the next bilding block place. The door swung shut behind them.

What was that about? said Snocone.

My shoos I said.

Huh?

Jello was all reddy in the car. Jaden was shaking his head. Man Bunny we leev you alone for a minit you get in a mess. I got in the back with Jaden and Xray. Jello made a U turn and we rored away.


If that cop Don was there Id say to him told you so. They do care.



WE DROVE 
AROUND


PLACES I NEW and places I dint. Down along the river to the lake and then across town under the xpress way ware there were pot holes and hobos and the CNE and then back up thru streets I new with houses and partments and parkd cars and dark lanes and trees. Streetcar tracks made us bump up and down. Music playd. Bildings leend on each other. Smells of garbaj and summer nites. Peepl
around—lots of them. Jello slowd down wenever we past a park and we all stared out the windos. I dint no what I was looking for but I stared all rite. 1 time we drove into a parking lot and rolld reel slow past a car with guys sitting on it and they all stared at us and we stared at them. Our music was loud and so was theres. We drove away still staring.


Raders? said Jaden.

Raders said Snocone.

Hate those guys said Xray.

Jello got a phone call that made him sware.

He lissend and nodded and swore sum more. Yah Ill tell them he said. He threw the phone down on the seat next to him.

That was Cobra he said. Deels off.

He turnd up the radio. We were on a twisty street with big houses.

Jaden was shaking his head so I did 2. I dint want him to think I dint care.

This is bad news rite? I wisperd.

Yah.

The car went skid round a corner. Jaden bumpd into me.

Deel was to pay for the jim said Jaden. Were behind on the rent. If we dont do the deel we dont get the money. They kick us out of the jim. Morgan has no ware to live. We have no ware to hang out. Jello is traning for UFC. Without the jim he has no ware to trane.

Too bad I said.

Jello was zooming down the rode. There were speed bumps and the car went bang bang wen we hit them. The lite went from yello to red. We dint slow down. Bang.

Hey said Snocone from the passenger seat. Hey Jello!

Bang.

The lite was red. Jello held on to the weel tite. Snocone yelld at him to stop. Jaden put his hand on my arm. I was counting my breths agane. I cud feel the air going in 2 3 out 2 3. There was a crack in the wind sheel—zig zag zig. At the last minit Jello slammd on the brakes but we dint stop. It was 2 late and we went skid and kept going. We were rite at the lite now and there were cars going across the street in front of us. Jello spun the weel and our car went round in haff a circle so we were facing back the way we came. And now—now we stoppd.

Jello turnd in his seat.

Shut up! he yelld. Evry 1 just shut up—OK?

We went back the way we came. Jaden shook his head. I was trying to think what this reminded me of.

They talkd about things I dint understand. Points and numbers that dint meen a thing. Ware we cud get money. Who wud by our stuff off us. How much time we had. Not much. Thats my point said Jello a few times. My hole point. We got to move now. We need money by next week. Thats wen the rents do. We got to find a deel. We got stuff to sell—we got to sell it. Got to find sum 1 to sell it to. Any 1 thinks differnt you can get out of the car now—OK?

No 1 said any thing for a bit. Then Xray said he dint trust the Angels.

Yah I said.

Well I dont trust those Raders said Snocone. Or the Sonix.

Who we going to deel with then? ast Jello.

I wish Scratch wasnt in Torrents said Jaden. Wens he back?

We were over by Hi Park—trees on our left there branches full of darkness. Stars on top like salt on french frys. Old timey. Spooky. Kind of sad.

Torrents? I wispered to Jaden. You meen where my brother is? Cuz hes not there now.

The lite changed. We took off like a sling shot and I thot about being in the car with Mom and Dad upset about sum thing so that there feelings—the upset feelings—wud spill over the back seat. Id ast Mom why she was fiting with Dad and she wud say they never fot—that this was a free xchange of ideas. Spencer wud be sitting beside me reeding a comic and rolling his eyes.

One time we were on our way to the cottage and Mom almost hit a squirrl and Dad told her to go slower and she said if he dint like her driving he cud get out of the car and not go to the cottage. He said that sounded good to him and she told him to watch out. Dont you dare Jerry O’Toole she said.

Thats what it was like now—Snocone getting mad at Jellos driving and Jello telling us we cud get out of the car.

They were talking about me. Jaden was saying I must have lernd fiting wen I was inside and Jello was saying I was pretty good but not as good as him.

His ink is fresh said Snocone. How long he bin 15?

Thats what I want to no said Xray.

Hes rite here—why dont you ast? said Jaden.

We were passing a hotel. The sine was lit up but there were letters missing. Park sum thing and then Arms.

So what about it white boy? said Xray. Scratch and Jello and me bin 15 a long time—gonna be 15 a long time. What about you?

Silents. They were wating for me to talk.

Im 15 a hole year I said. Then Ill be 16.

There was a small soft minit and then they all startd to laff.

What did you meen about your brother? Jaden ast me.

Huh?

Just now you were saying about him not being in Torrents. What you meen?

Hes not in Torrents any more I said. Hes on his way to sum place calld Jackfish.

Jello pulld off to the side of the rode and stoppd. The sine said No Parking but he stoppd any way and turnd around in his seat. Snocone 2—they both stared at me from the front.

I think its a place I said.

I got out Spencers text about the gost town. Snocone found Jackfish on a map on his sell phone and Jello calld Cobra and they had a long talk. Xray and Snocone were saying do you beleev this guy and Jaden was smiling and saying way to go Bunny. I dint no why any of this was happening but I smiled cuz they liked sum thing I did.

I wonderd if Spencer new all these guys were thinking about him.
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Mom lookd up from her book. Your home late she said. What have you bin doing?

Racing over speed bumps in a car I said.

She shook her head. Still joking Bunny. I spose it was a pleece car?

No that was befor I said.

She scrunchd up her face and lookd at me.

You wernt drinking beer were you? You no what weve told you.

No.

I went upstares to put goop on my tatoo. 2 days Id had it and it seemd like part of me.



I DREEMD

I WAS RUNNING on the cottage rode. Summer green beside me and the rode in front and I cud here my breth in 1 out 2 in 1 out 2. I was alone and then I herd feet behind me and Spencer and Mom and Dad went running by together. Spencer was watching a movy on his sell phone. Dad had his bandana. I yelld at them to stop but they dint. Then more feet and Ed from my class went past me and Grampa was running with him and pointing at Eds arrow tatoo and they ran away from me and I was breething in out in out and my arm hurt. Nun of this seemd weerd in the dreem not even the Grampa part. But I felt bad until the possy came running up to me—Xray moning and Jello with his tummy hanging over his pants and Snocone looking back at me like he did from the front seat of the car. Cobra with his hand on my sholder and Jaden with a big smile. They said hi and we ran together and I dint feel so bad xept for my arm that was still hurting and xept for my breething that was so loud. It was like I was breething my own name. In 1 out 2 Bun ny Bun ny in out in out Bun ny.

Bun ny!

Moms voys. I woke up. She was bending over me wispering in my ear.

Bun ny!

Yah?

Shhh! she said. Theres sum 1 down stares.

I sat up. Mom kept her face near my ear. Wares your sell phone? she ast. I want to call the pleece but my phones in the kitchen.

I dint understand rite away. Whos down stares? Is it Spencer?

No. No. Shhh. Lissen Bunny I just want your sell phone.

Is it Dad?

No.

Is it—?

Shhh!

She was wispering but there was that Jeez Bunny! sound in her voys.

I herd a clunk from down stares. Jaden or 1 of the other guys from the possy. I no its stupid but thats what I thot. They were in my dreem and now I thot they were in my house. I went down and turnd on the lite and there was this guy but he wasnt 1 of my frends. He had a ski hat pulld down with eye holes so I cudnt see his face. And a nife in his hand.

Wares your money? he said. I want your money.

I new the nife. It was ours. Thats why I wasnt scared. Its hard to be scared of your own stuff. I membered that nife from forever. In the sink. In the drawer. In Dads hands. It was part of my house like the couch or the TV remot or the car keys. Wud you be scared of sum 1 waving your car keys at you? Rite.

Get out! yelld Mom. She was on the stares. I phond the pleece! she yelld. There on there way! Get out of my house!

I thot your phone was down here Mom I said.

Shut up Bunny!



She was shaking. She was scared. Mom was scared.



I memberd Morgan showing me how to kick in case of a nife fite. I got reddy to kick. But I dint have to.




Your 15 the guy said to me.

Yah.

He took a step back. O he said and agane smaller—like o.

He droppd the nife and a garbaj bag he had in his other hand and ran past me to the kitchen and out the back door. And that was that. I never saw him agane. I dont even no why Im putting this in—I gess cuz of Moms phone the next day.

She came all the way down stares now and gave me a hug. She was shaking. OK I said. OK.

He said you were 15 she said. Did he meen your tatoo?

Yah. It scared him off.

Well at leest its good for sum thing she said.

We checkd over the down stares. The windo in the back door was broke. I went on the porch and lookd round. It wasnt morning yet but the sky over on the left was differnt. The nite was blurry like sum 1 was trying to rub it out. The moon was a tiny slice floting over the shado of the trees. I herd the xpressway humming in the distance. I shiverd and went in.



MY RITING HAND 
IS HURTING

SO ILL SPEED UP. Moms phone was in the bag the guy droppd and it broke so she used my phone to call a guy to fix the back door. He came with a tool kit and a smile. Sorry to intrupt your morning he said and went rite to work.

Dad says TV is a trap and a waste of time but Mom puts it on wen hes not around. The news woman had big hair and a big micro phone. She said sum thing about American gangsters and the streets of Trono and guns and drugs. She shook her head at us to show how awful it was. This is Lisa Cook reporting from 52 Divishun she said. Wen the camera pulld back there was the statu of the kid pulling the wagon.

What do you call that thing? I ast Mom.

What?

That thing on the wagon—that triangl thing. What is it?

Peer amid she said.

O.

The door fixer was dun. He took Moms check with a smile. Im sorry for your trubbl mam he said. You have a grate day. He left closing the door behind him. What a guy. Came rite away and did his job. Strong hands white teeth no fuss. What wud the world be if evry 1 was like him? Wud it be perfect?
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Mom had stuff 2 do down town. She ast did I want 2 go with her but I dint cuz I was meeting Jaden.

Then I want you close to home she said. After what happend last nite I want 2 no ware you are.

O.

Will you do that for me Bunny? Stay inside or close by?

I took a deep breth. Yah I said.

But I dint meen it.
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The woman on the streetcar wudnt stop talking. She had 1 of those ear kind of sell phones with wires hanging and she went on and on about a party last nite ware sum 1 did this amazing thing she dint beleev it and how bisy she was today and all the time she was waving her arms round. Her voys was like sizzers. Other peepl were staring 2 wishing she wud stop talking or get off the streetcar or dy. I cud see the wire going from her ear down the back of her shirt and coming out the bottom—and I saw it wasnt pluggd into any thing. She was saying I no Im just awful and o my god your sooooooo rite and all the time the wire was dangling and she dint even no. Funny eh? I was going to say your frend cant here you but the streetcar came to my stop and I got off. The woman was still talking to no 1.

Jaden was wating outside a park down the bottom of 19 Street.

I shudnt be here I said. I told my mom I wud stay home.

So who nose ware you are? he said.

No 1—xept you.

Thats good.

It is? Does your gramma no ware you are?

Cors not. We smiled—2 guys lying to there famly.

You reddy to pick up the stuff? said Jaden.

Stuff I said.

The deels on agane and this is our end of it.

Stuff. You no—bang bang!

Rite I said. Bang bang.

We walkd thru candy rappers and gees and the smell of the lake. A squirrl stared at me from on top of a garbaj can. He had black button eyes and a nod like hello. I wonderd what his name was. Zeke mayb. Zeke the squirrl. He had a donut in his paws and he took a littl bite and held it out to me. I shook my head no thanks.

Bunny! This way!

Rite I said. Later Zeke.

The park had a slide and a sand box and a bunch of trees and a hill. Up on top of the hill was a statu of—I dunno—a thing. A blob with a curvy line. There were 2 picnic tables up by the statu and evry 1 was sitting on the tables. Cobra was there and Snocone and Jello and Xray and Morgan. And a guy I dint no—thin guy bent like a paper clip with a smoke hanging out his mouth.


Cobra stood up wen he saw me. We did the 15 thing—pound and xplode.


Thanks he said.

Huh?

This guy he said to the others. This guy Bunny saved us.

They nodded. Snocone lookd unhappy but he nodded 2. Wo Bunny! said Jello. He was pink today—big shirt with buttons down the front.

I stood in the middl of the picnic tables and Cobra put his hands on both my sholders. He told evry 1 there about Spencer and Al Capoli going 2 Jackfish and how Scratch and Hobo drove all nite 2 Jackfish 2 and now evry 1 was in Jackfish and the deel was on agane. I dint no why they cared so much about Spencer but they did and they were happy now and that was grate.

And the actress I said.

Huh? said Cobra.

Why Spencers in Jackfish I said. He has to get a kiss from an old lady—Gloria sum thing. It was my grampas idea. Like my cuzzen DJ going to Africa and my tatoo. We got nvelopes I said.

No 1 said any thing. From up here the lake smell was stronger. I cud see a bit of it thru the trees and houses—a spit of water flashing in the sun. With the sun on it the water lookd silver not blu.

Cobra got a phone call. Hey Julius he said. And walkd away from us to here better. The paper clip guy came over and gave me the 15 sine.

Beens talk he said.

They do? I said.

What they call me he said. Cuz Im skinny you no? And my reel names Jack. Like Jack and the beens talk.

The cigaret stayd in his mouth moving up and down wen he was talking. He sounded like gravel.

Bunny I said. Like Bunny.

Cobra had to go rite away and he took Morgan with him. Befor he went he pointd to his littl brother.

You get into the lock up—OK Jaden? Jello can drive you. Take enuff guys to carry the stuff. You member ware it is rite? Good. Thanks.

Jaden smiled.

Cobra was still on the phone. Dammit Julius he said going down the hill. Dammit why they need me?

Whos Julius? I ast Jaden.

Thats Uncle Julius—our loyer. Dint you see him last nite at the pleece stashun? I told him about you.

Hes your uncle?

Yah. He nose evrything.

Well he sure dint want to no any thing more from me I said.

Zeke the squirrl came back and stood with his paws hanging in front like he was begging. I found a candy in my pocket and got down on my nees. Held out the candy. Zeke took it and ran off and an other squirrl came up looking xactly the same. I wonderd if mayb he was Zeke or if he just lookd like him. And then I thot it dint matter who he was he cud still have a candy xept I dint have any more candy. Tuff luck Zeke I said. Wen I got up the guys were staring at me.

Were going to pick up the stuff now Bunny said Jaden.

Stuff? I said. You meen like—bang bang?

Thats what I meen!

Beens put out his fist and I punchd it. Snocone had a sour xpreshun like he was drinking milk from the back of the frij witch is a bad idea. Trust me.



JADEN NEW WARE 
TO GO

BUT HE WASNT OLD ENUFF to drive so he sat in the front beside Jello. Snocone dint come with us and ether did Morgan. So it was me in the back with Beens and Xray. Beens was next to me. He smelld like candy canes. We drove on the xpressway for a bit and then got off it. Jaden told Jello to take this exit and we went down. Turn here he said and we turnd. Go strate. Turn here. And here. Jello did what Jaden said.

You sure this is the rite place? said Xray. I never bin down here. I never herd of any 15 stuff down here. You Jello? Beens? You no this place?

Nope said Jello hands on the weel.

Beens gruntd no.

You sure its the rite place kid? said Xray.

Cobra took me here said Jaden.

We were in a strange broken part of the city—xpressway on 1 side of us and lake on the other—driving on dirt and bumps and dead grass and the car jiggling up and down past hobos and see gulls and bildings with no roofs and piles of trash and shopping carts and ovens and things like that. Past broken fences keeping no 1 out of no ware. I cud smell the lake and the trash and sum thing burning and sum thing rotten. We jiggld up to a sine that said LOK ALL and an arrow pointing to the rite. Follow that said Jaden.

  LOK ALL was 1 place ware the fence workd. We stoppd and wated for the guy to open the gate—chinka chinka chinka. It pulld side ways and we drove ahead slow. There was a line of garajs with oranj doors. The 1 at the far end was ours. Jello stoppd the car and we all got out.

I dint no about this place Jello said. Did you guys?

No 1 ever tells me any thing said Xray.

Beens shook his head.

Jaden opend the locker with a key from round his neck. The door went up and I saw the stack of boxes sitting on the stone floor.

The stuff.

They lookd like regular cardbord boxes to me—like youd find at the no frills store—but evry 1 was going Wow! and O yah! so I said it 2.

All rite! Stuff! I said.

Jaden punchd my sholder.

The riting on the side of the boxes said Sum thing Sum thing Car Parts. It also said Handl With Care. It also said China. I dint have time to reed it all befor we were loding them into the car. That dint take long and Jello closed the trunk and we were dun.

We stood in front of the garaj and nodded at each other.

So the deels on said Jello. R we reddy? Is evry 1 reddy?

Yah we said.

Come on louder! I said is evry 1 reddy? You reddy Jaden? Xray? Beens? You reddy Bunny?

Yah!

We got back in the car. This time Xray got in front. I sat in between Jaden and Beens and took a deep breth in—Hahhh. And held it. It was good to be hanging out with these guys.

I let out the breth—Ahhhh.

The trip back was reel slow cuz we were riding low. The bottom of the car scraped wen we went over any bump. I cud hear the boxes rattling in the trunk.

What kind of car parts r they? I ast. The boxes r pretty hevvy. Do they have like tires or mufflers or steering weels or what in them?

Jaden poked me. Your funny he said.

Uh huh.

I wasnt joking. But I dint say so.

We were riding along Lake shore past trees and big houses and stores that sold things for a dollar. The next sine was Mimico Street. So thats ware we were.

We stoppd in front of a partment bilding wating for the lite. Xray new the bilding. He was talking about all the things rong with it. The water dint work and the elvaters dint work and there were bugs and noys and other things and after a wile I stoppd lissening. Across the street a woman was walking a lizard. Thing was as F. It movd slow and careful—one leg at a time. A reel lizard. It lookd old like from befor time startd. I pokd Jaden.

Hey! Cool! he said. The lite changd and we drove on.

Beens leend over to me.

You white he said.

Yah.

Never sat next to a white guy in a car he said.

I have I said. Lots of times.

He laffd. Jaden herd me and he laffd 2. So I gess it was funny.

A motor bike passd us on the inside. Vroom. An other 1 on the outside. Vroom. 2 bikes. The riders had that [image: 2] on there jackets. They rode ahead of us side by side.

Angels I said.

Yah said Jello.

He drove. The Angels vroomd ahead of us on there bikes. Xray was talking about how his place dint work ether. The door dint open and the buzzer dint buzz and there were flys in the butter.

More vrooming. There was a bike beside us. A guy with a beerd stared into the car. 2 more bikes behind us. Xray stoppd talking. Jaden put his hand on my arm.

Do they no who we r? I ast.

O yah.

It was tents. I cud feel it. We drove like this for a wile bikes in front of us and behind us and beside us. No 1 talkd. I cud smell swet like after jim class. I was counting my breths. Finally I leend across Jaden and stuck my arm out the windo.

Go away! I yelld at the biker.

Beens pulld me back in. Jaden wisperd to me to shut up.

You crazy? said Jello. You want to get in a fite with stuff in the trunk?

The Angel beside us stared in. I stared out. A block later all the bikes vroomd off down a side street and the rode around us was empty. I cud feel evry 1 relaxing. We kept going past 10 Street and 11 and Jello fartd reel loud witch made us all laff. Xray startd moning about the smell.

I turnd to Jaden. Angels r still the bad guys rite? I said. So why cant I yell at them?

Member the deel with them? We need to be nice for now Cobra said.

O yah the deel I said.

He smiled. He cud have bin all like Jeez Bunny but he wasnt.

I forgot the deel I said to Beens who shook his head but he was kinda smiling 2.

Tomoro said Jello. Deels today so you can yell at the Angels tomoro.

We turnd in at the Burger King on 16 Street and the Lake Shore.

There r the guys said Jaden.



THEY CRAMMD 
INTO THE CAR

AND WE WENT TO Snocone’s house. I dint see ware that was cuz the back seat was full of legs and arms and behinds after Snocone and Morgan and Bonesaw piled in. I dint no he was Bonesaw then just a big guy with a bald head standing in the parking lot with bags of food but I met him later wen I spilld on him. Any way evry 1 was shouting and talking and Jello was saying watch out for the gear shifter and the car was smelling like french frys—you no how it does—and we stoppd with a jerk and Jello said get out get out and we did. It was a house with a stroller on the lon and we went inside and there was a lady in the kitchen holding a baby and making fart noys on the babys tummy with her lips you no what I meen? Wen she saw us all she stoppd making noys and the baby stoppd laffing.

Hi Mom said Snocone. Hi Lucy.

I dint beleev it was his mom. She lookd like his sister. Not just yung but weerd yung. My mom cud be Snocones moms mom. Snocones gramma. Witch wud make me Snocones—I dont no. Any way she was yung. What Im saying.

Hello Arthur she said. Hows my boy?

  Snocone dint anser—he went down stares and so did Xray Jello and Beens. Morgan stoppd to say hi to Snocones mom. He was older than us but not like a dad older. More like a big brother. Now I saw he cud be a dad. He held out his french frys and she took sum and gave 1 to the baby who droppd it. Morgan ast how she was doing and pokd the baby and the baby went bla like they do. It was like he was her boyfrend.

They were talking about me down stares. I herd them. Snocone was saying but hes so dum and I new he ment me. There were laffs and sum 1 ast if I was for reel. Jello said I was fast and that was for reel. Jaden told evry 1 to shut up and that I new enuff to save the deel and that Cobra thot I was OK. Wen I got down stares they were talking about sum thing els. Jello threw a burger at me and I cot it. See he said to the guy next to him. What did I tell you? Hes fast.

The down stares had white walls and a brown rug and there were chairs and sofas and TVs. There was music playing from sum ware. I cudnt find a place to sit so I ate standing up witch is wen I spilld on the guy I dint no—I was standing next to him and I spilld ketchup out the back of my burger. You ever dun that? And it landed on his bald head and I said oops and Jaden laffd. I tryd to wipe the ketchup but it dint come off and the bald guy jumpd up and swung his fist at me. I cot it in my hand and said I was sorry and evry 1 was crowding round. He went to the bathroom and wen he came back I said sorry agane and he shook his head and said whatever. Thats wen I found out he was Scratchs brother and his name was Bonesaw. He told me my tatoo was a lot like his brothers. He wantd to no ware I did it and I said the place up on Lake Shore. And he said no the candl—ware did that happen? I said the same place.

Roxy was her name I said. She was bald like you.
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A bunch of us were talking about spooky things—dead guys coming back to hont you and like that.

I saw sum 1 after he was dead I said. I was thinking of Grampa on the TV at the loyers offis.

A gost? said Beens all gravelly.

Kind of I said.

We were finishd our lunch. I was sitting on the floor with my back to the wall. Jaden was next to me and Beens was on a couch. He sat up.

Did the gost talk to you?

Yah for a long time. He was xplaning stuff I said.

The others were staring at me now. Snocone turnd away from the video game. Bonesaw was frowning like he dint beleev me but he was watching 2.

What was the gost xplaning?

Like my task—what Im sposed to do I said.

Seeryus?

Jadens eyes were wide.

You guys think Im dum I said. Well I am but seeryus things happen 2 dummys 2. I saw a gost of my grampa and he gave me a task. And now Im here.

Evry 1 was staring now and saying weerd.

Did you see the gost agane? said Jaden.

I saw his coffin. But that was befor.

Bonesaw shudderd. They startd talking about music insted of gosts and I stoppd lissening cuz I dont no much about that. Snocones mom came down with Morgan. She startd to pick up the mess. Morgan put the baby on the floor and it rolld around.

Sum 1 shoutd Jackson! and evry 1 startd laffing. I thot they ment Mikel Jackson but no. Wen I ast they laffd at me 2 and turnd away. They were talking about sum 1 els named Jackson. O well.

Who did you think they ment? I ast Jello who was sitting near me.

Huh?

You lookd up wen they said Jackson.

Did not he said.

Sure you did.

Shut up.

His phone rang then.

Hey Cobra he said.

He pushd the phone into his ear and stared up at the seeling and lissend hard.

Yah we reddy to go he said. Jaden let us into the locker. The stuff is in the trunk of the caddy now. Were at Snocones. Yah Bonesaws here 2. You herd from Scratch?

I was on the floor. Baby Lucy crawld over to me and put a hand on my arm. Her fingers were tiny and soft and kind of sticky. Ew. She got a funny look on her face. Like she was talking to sum 1 a long way off—like God or sum 1. Jello did 2. They both had the same look—staring at the seeling and talking to far away.

But you going to be there rite? said Jello.

He lissend sum more and said OK and By and put away his phone. We were all watching.

Deels on he told us. Cobra will meet us at the mall.

We made a huddl like in a football game—Jello in the middl and us facing in—and he xplaned what we were sposed to do and we made a 1 2 3 cheer and ran up stares.



I was next to Jello. Dont worry I told him. Itll be fine. The deel will work and then we can pay for the jim and you can keep traning.

What? he said.

Thats what we want rite?

He dint anser.

Morgan kissd Snocones mom and the baby Lucy good by. She slappd Morgans face with both hands left rite left and he smiled.

Sum 1 stinks he said.

Your rite said Snocones mom. O Lucy!

I was near by and I cud smell it 2. I new what Lucys faraway look ment now. She wasn't talking to God—she was pooping.



WE WERE ALL GOING 
TO THE MALL

CUZ THATS WARE THE DEEL was happening. Cobra wantd the hole possy there just in case. We dint trust those Angels and Buffalos in Torrents and we dint trust them in Jackfish and we dint trust them here. We just dint trust them.

Jaden and Snocone and Beens and me were on the bus. The others were coming by car. Jaden and me in the very back seat and Snocone and Beens sitting sideways in the seats ahead. The sine on the front of the bus said SURE WAY. That was the name of the mall. Sure Way Gardens.

I wantd to no sum thing. If we dont trust them do they trust us? I ast.

Beens made a deep snorty sound.

No 1 trusts no 1 he said.

The bus went along a street calld Evans. Down a hill and up a hill past tire stores and donut shops and places with sines selling I dunno what. 1 of them said Systems. I wonderd what you got there? At a donut shop you get donuts. Whats a System?

We past a big restront and a big movy theeter and sum other big stores selling big things. Minded me of the gun in my pants.

Yah thats what I said. Gun. Jello ast if we were carrying and suddenly evry 1 was pulling out guns. Like it was a TV show down in Snocones basment—guys holding pistols and pointing them and checking that there were enuff bullets. Cool eh? And nives—Jaden had 1 that folded up and then snappd open.

Jello ast ware my pipe was.

Pipe?

You no—your gun.

So thats what a pipe was. I dint have 1.

My mom hates guns I said.

Jello thot that was funny. He took a pistol out of his pants and gave it to me. I said what about him? He told me not to worry and liftd his shirt to show me an other gun on the other side.

You no how to use it? he said.

Sure.

Evry 1 nose how to use a gun rite? Point and shoot. I must of killd 1000s of aliens and zombis. 1000s and 1000s. I put the gun in my pants like him. My shirt hung out over it. I lookd like me but felt funny.

Its loded said Jello. Dont shoot your balls off.

Balls. I laffd.
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The bus stoppd and sum oldys driftd in slow and blinky. A bossy woman in a red cap told them to find a seat find a seat find a seat. The bus startd up agane. The oldys sat with there white heads nodding like dolls as the bus bumpd along. 1 of the oldys ast if she cud stay standing up and look out the windo.

I want to see she said. Ill hold on tight I promise. I have a good grip.

She was a littl lady with bisy hands she rappd round a pole then unrappd then rappd agane. They were like 2 spiders on the ends of her arms.

No!

The bossy red cap pushd her in the nearest seat.

Stay there Dinty! she said. Ive had about enuff of you.

Dinty I thot. Funny name but it went with her. She was a dinty lady. Like crumpld and used but OK. Like how a dinty pale wud still hold water.

She glared up at the lady in the red cap.

Your such a not see said Dinty.

Jaden punchd my arm then leend forward and tappd Beens and Snocone.

We reddy? he said.

Snocone opend his fist and there was the 15 sine on his hand—the inside of his hand.

Im with the possy all the way he said.

Me 2 said Beens.

And me said Jaden.

And me I said.

Not just to be saying sum thing. I ment it. And me.

The bus bumpd up a big hill and round a bend. The mall was below us small and white with parkd cars all round. From up here the stores lookd like peaces of soap floting in the lake. The cars were the lake.



RAINY DAYS 
AT THE COTTAGE

THEY PLAYD CARDS. 1 time Spencer and DJ and Webb I think and Anty Vicky were round the dining room table. Grampa saw me yonning and took me by the hand. Just me. We went to his work room and he showd me this sord. A reel 1 like at the museum. He let me touch it and pointd to the stain on the pointy end. Thats blud Bernard he said. He xplaned that he took the sord off a bad guy wen he was yung. The blud was from a good guy the bad guy was fiting and thats why Grampa never cleend the sord—cuz he wantd to member the good guy. I ast him what the good guys name was and Grampa shook his head. I never met him he said.

So how do you no he was good? I ast him.

He was on my side he said.

And that was the good 1.

Yah.

How do you no?

Grampas teeth lookd yello wen he smiled. He said it was hard to xplane.

You just no he said. Your guys r the good guys. You feel it. Trust that feeling Bernard. Trust yourself.

OK I said.

He pickd up the sord. Pretty cool eh? Grampa with his white hair and sad smile staring out the windo. And the sord with the rusty blud on it and the rain running down the windo pane.

There was an ants nest in the corner of the work-room. Grampa got 2 cans of Raid and gave 1 to me. We sprayd the crap out of all those ants. Got you! he yelld. Dy you littl basterds. Dy! Made me laff.

I told Spencer this story that nite. Grampa likes you he said.

Even tho Im a dummy?

Even tho.

You shud of seen us bomming those ants I said. Grampa was rite into it.

He flew bommers in the war Bun. Member what Dad said—hes a killer.

Grampas a killer I said into the dark. Grampas a killer. Grampas a killer.

Sum 1 from down the hall told me to shut up.



MY SIDE HURT.

THE BUS RUMBLD AND WEEZD under an xpressway. The sun came out for a second and hit me rite in the eye. East Mall Rode said the driver. East Mall Rode is next.

What you doing with that thing?

Snocone was frowning at me.

Nothing I said.

Put it away. Jeez.

I had the gun out staring at it. Blu gray color. A shape like my finger and thum wen I pretend to shoot only this wasnt pretend. I stuck it back in my pants.

Sorry.

Your crazy he said.

The bus rolld into the mall parking lot past the Sears store and the sport store. Past the white bricks and banners and parkd cars and fat peepl and strollers and hats. And bags. Evry 1 had a bag. The bags from the sport place were blu and the 1s from Sears were white. I kept count.

Sure Way said the bus driver. Sure Way Gardens.

The oldys were ahead of us. They movd off first with Red Cap bullying them along. Stay together til we get to the movy theeter she said. She kept close to Dinty—the oldy who wantd to see evrything.

Snocone had his phone out. Hi Jello he said. Yah. Yah. OK.

He put it away. Cobras with them he said. There on there way.

We walkd round the out side of the mall. Beens and Snocone were talking about what to do if there was trouble with the Angels or Buffalos. Snocone said we shud go in hard—reddy to fite. Show who we r so they no not to mess with us. Beens said sum thing I dint understand. Jaden turnd to me.

What do you think Bunny—if things go rong how shud we go in?

Together I said. Thats how. Cuz we r together.

We were round the front of the mall now. Cars parkd. Banners flappd. Clouds floted. We found a place to wate next to a low sement wall. My tatoo felt sticky. A lady came out of the mall with a white Sears bag. That made 44 of them to 36 blu.

I herd the vroom vroom sound in the distance. I new what it was and who.

Angels said Jaden.

Basterds said Snocone.

There were 4 bikers riding 2 and 2. They went round the parking lot leening over to turn. We watchd them ride out of site. Beens was thin and his head was big so it lookd like a lite on a pole. There checking the place out he said. Tell Cobra.

Snocone all reddy had his phone out.

Basterds r cheating he said. There here erly.

I wispered to Jaden. R we here erly?

Jaden nodded.

So were basterds 2 I said.



BEENS WENT INTO 
THE MALL

AND CAME OUT WITH COFFEES for him and Snocone and cokes for me and Jaden. Snocone wasnt much older than us but he got the grone up drink. He liked that. I countd more blu and white bags.

We talkd about what made you strong. Not just doing pushups and lifting wates but other stuff like how you stuck with your frends and dint care what any 1 els said. I told them about Grampa and having a teem with you and that made you strong. Like he had his own crew way back wen.

Who cares about your grampa? said Snocone. What does your grampa no about being strong and standing up for himself? What does he no about killing peepl?

Grampas a killer I said. He killd 100s and he hurt them 2—blu there arms off and there legs. He was strong all rite.

They stared at me.

100s? said Jaden.

At leest.

Thats what Dad said—100s at leest. Spencer and me were littl and we thot it was cool and Dad said no no the hole thing was aw full and evil. I ast if Grampa was evil and he said no that Grampa was fiting the not sees and they were evil. And then it was bed time.

A girl walkd past with her mom. She was about as old as me. Thin and pretty with sunglasses and hair pild up and tall shoos making her taller. Beens ast Jaden what he thot. That sisters pretty hot eh? Dint you think so Snocone? Bunny?

Shes hot all rite said Snocone.

Hot I said.

Jaden punchd me. I punchd him back. Beens sippd his coffee. The girl and her mom got in there car and drove away.

Jaden and I climed on the sement wall and startd walking up and down. I was thinking about the hot girl.

Cud I call her a sister? I ast.

Who? said Jaden.

Beens calld her a sister cuz shes black I said. And I was wondering if I cud call her a sister 2. Cuz shes still black even wen Im talking about her.

No.

No shes not black?

No you cant call her sister. Shes not your sister. Your white.

Is she your sister?

Yes.

He was so sure.

But shes still hot rite? I said.

The sun was out agane. Shining down it made things hard to look at. Why dint I have sunglasses? But I dint. Jaden stood on the wall with his hands out. I cud see the gun bump under his shirt.

Im glad your here Bunny he said.

Me 2.

You and me well stick together.

Yah.

The parking lot had poles with letters on them—A B F like that. Jellos big black and white car pulld into a free spot under the M. Cobra and Jello and Morgan and what was his name got out and stood round the car with there hands like this. Tuff.

Deel time. We movd closer—behind a van with a dent in the side. I cud see a baby seat inside the van with a Sponj Bob doll. You no Sponj Bob with the big eyes and the skinny littl arms. Hes funny.

Angels were giving us money so we cud keep the jim. I wonderd what we were giving them.

Vroom. The Angels were here. They rord round the car. Round Cobra and Morgan and Jello and Bonesaw—that was the name I forgot. Jello had a sell phone up to his ear. Head turning to follow the bikes.

Basterds said Snocone.

Ware r the guys from Buffalo? said Beens.

Jaden put his hand in his shirt feeling for the gun.

The sky was the sky.

The bikes made farting noys wen they stoppd.

The Angel in front had a black beerd and vest like a pirate. I new him from watching the TV news with Mom that time. Cobra and Morgan were leening on our car. I thot about Morgan kissing Snocones mom. And teeching me to fall. The pirate Angel sat on his bike with his arms across his chest.

Wares the guys from Buffalo? Beens said agane.

Basterds said Snocone.

The Angels were wating. We were wating. I cud feel the wating like evry 1 was holding there breth together. I wonderd about evry 1 in the world holding there breth and what wud happen wen we all let it out.

I wonderd who Jello was talking to on the phone.

A dad came up to us. He was waring shorts and flip flops and carrying a littl kid in his arms. The kids hair was xploding around her head. Shorts. Brown legs. Littl toes in sandals.

Mine! said the kid. Mine! She was pointing at the van.

Snocone went close to the dad.

Were bisy here he said. Go away.

Dad took a step back. Uh he said.

Daddy! said the girl.

Uh.

He took an other step back and turnd. The top of a white bag stuck out of his shorts pocket. That made 76.

No! said the girl. Daddy! No! Go home. Go home!

A black SUV slid to a halt in front of the bikers. It had fat bumpers and head lites like eyes staring. A white guy stuck his head out the front windo.

1 of yous named Cobra? he shoutd. Im looking for a guy named Cobra and a guy named Zeke. Got sum thing for yous.

He said his words funny.

Guys from Buffalo! said Beens.

No more breth holding. The deel was going down now. Be reddy for any thing said Snocone in a low voys.

Jaden was staring across the hood of the van and biting his lip.

Any thing I thot. Any thing.

The baby girl and her dad were walking tord the mall. She was kicking and he was holding on tite.

Jello put away his sell phone. The SUV swung into a parking spot and the guy from the front ran around and opend the back door.



GUY CLIMING OUT 
OF THE SUV WAS 
OLDER THAN US

NOT LIKE MORGAN OR COBRA but reel old like Dad. Weerd to have this deel going on with your dad eh? He shook hands with the Angel pirate and said hi kid you must be Zeke. Im Bobby. Then he did it with Cobra only he dint call him kid. Im Bobby he said. He dint shout but he was loud enuff to here. He said he workd for Mr Wings in Buffalo and that Mr Wings wud of come himself but that he had a littl rat problem he was deeling with and sent him insted.

So lets do this he said.

I was reddy for any thing but I had to poke Jaden.

He talks funny I wisperd. His name came out Babby did you here?

Lets go you guys! said Snocone.









Jello was waving at us. Zeke the biker was waving 2 and the Buffalos were climing out of the SUV. So there we all were around the M pole of the parking lot—our possy and the Buffalos and Angels. The Buffalos all wore soots and shiny sunglasses so there eyes lookd like meers. Morgan and Xray had the trunk of Jellos car open and they were taking out the boxes of car parts. 1 of the Angels took a nap sack off the back of his bike. Jaden poked me.









That guy he wispered.

Holding the nap sack? With the black gloves?

Yah.

Bobby was talking about Al Capoli. Al Capoli this and that. What he wantd to do to Al Capoli. What Rocko was doing to Al Capoli rite now.

Cobra hookd his finger at me like come here.

Me? I pointd at myself. He nodded.

The Buffalo guy stoppd talking wen he saw me.

Whos the white kid?

This is Bunny said Cobra.

Bunny with the tatoo. White bunny in a black gang. Yous do things funny up in Canada said Bobby.

Bunnys the 1 who found Al Capoli said Cobra. His brother phond from Jackfish.

Jackfish!

Bobby spat the word. Dont talk to me about Jackfish! he said. Mr Wings is there now. He keeps trying to call only he cant get thru on account of theres no what do you call it up there. What do you call it?

He lookd at me.

I dunno I said.

Well hes there. Finally. Do yous no how far away that podunk town is? Do yous no?

Far I said.

12 ours! To drive from 1 podunk town to an other podunk town it takes 12 ours! Thats the problem with Canada. Place is 2 big. And after Mr Wings and the boys take care of that rat Al Capoli they have to drive all the way back to Buffalo thru all those podunk towns. What?

I tryd to stop laffing.

Whats so funny now white rabbit? said Bobby.





Evry 1 went shhhh for a bit and I cud here banners flapping and sirens going beep bo beep bo and see gulls saying gimme.




Bobby wasnt happy about me laffing at him. He was old as Dad but not like him. You can laff at Dad. 1 time he was so mad he was spitting and cudnt talk rite and Spencer startd spitting 2 and they ended up laffing together for a long time.




Podunk I told Bobby. Podunk is funny.









And then evrything went rong and nothing was funny any more. Pleece cars were coming at us across the parking lot. 1 2 4 6. More. 8 9. They came from all over. I cudnt count them. The sirens were loud—beep bo beep bo! Lots of things happend reel fast—like Bobby calling us rats and jumping into the SUV and driving it rite into a pleece car. Smash. And Jello with his hands in the air saying dont shoot. And Angels vrooming away with pleece cars after them. And Jaden grabbing me and saying come on. We ran tord a crowd of screeming peepl and they made room for us and we went thru and into the mall. Behind me I cud here sirens and brakes and smashing and popping noys. I ast Jaden about the deel and he shook his head.

Its over he said. Cops found out. Were all dead.

O.

I dint say any more. We went past stores selling close and toys and more close and books. Mall stuff you no? Evrything was norml and yet not. Music playing peepl shopping and Jaden crying.

There there I said.

Stupid eh? There there. What does that even meen?

He wiped his face. You see what happend to my brother? he ast.

No.

Sure Way Mall goes in loops and you come back to the middl or you can go a differnt loop. Wen we saw the Angel with the nap sack Jaden swore and took the other loop to walk away from him.

Whats with you and that guy? I ast.

Dont you member him?

No.

Well I do.

We came to the fish tanks. I always like to look at them. I pointd the black fish out to Jaden. See? I said. They have these fluffy fins so they look like storm clouds floting.

No time Bunny.

Rite rite.

Next doors we came to had a crowd round them shuffling not going outside. We joind them. Sum girls were checking us out. About our age or mayb yunger. 1 was kinda fat.

You guys here whats going on? she said. There was a gun fite in the mall. Like gangs shooting each other. No ones allowd to go home and theres cops wating rite outside that door there! Isnt it xiting! she said. My moms watching on the news and like freaking out!

She smiled at Jaden.

My names Kira whats yours?

Her frends were staring at us all this time and now they draggd her away wispering and looking back at us. Then Kira gave a yell and they all startd running.

I dint get it but Jaden did.

Those girls will tell the cops about us he said.

Huh?

They no who we r. Come on! And cover your arm.

My—O.



HAFF WAY ROUND 
A LOOP

WE PAST A BATH ROOM and there was Snocone looking out—just his head. Jaden pulld me after him. Snocone was pacing up and down swaring.

Who did it? he said. Who set us up?

Did what?

How did the cops no about the deel? How did they get here so fast? Sum 1 told them. Sum 1 set us up.

Jaden lookd at me. You no thats rite he said. They were wating for us. They were reddy the hole time. Wen we all got there they jumpd us.

Thats what Jello thinks said Snocone. I find out who set us up Im going to kill him he said.

The bathroom had hi walls and his voys went ping pong ping.

Where is Jello? ast Jaden.

Snocone shook his head.

Sum 1 gave us up he said agane. Sum 1 told the cops about the deel.

1 of the Angels said Jaden. Or the yanks.

Not the yanks said Snocone. They wudnt tell the cops here.

Angels then.

Yah there the bad guys I said.

Mayb.

Being in the bathroom reminded me. I went over and peed. There were 4 places and I pickd the far 1.

What now? said Snocone. Cops going to pick us all up and sum 1 going to give us away agane. Going to work with the cops so he wont go to jale.

No way I said.

I was drying my hands.

Whos going to give us away? Not Jaden not me I said. Not you or Jello or Cobra or Beens or Morgan or even Xray. Were 15 I said. Together we fly. Rite?

They stared at me.

Sum thing my grampa told me I said.

Cops got Morgan said Snocone. I saw them. And they got Beens and Cobra and Xray in the parking lot. We’ll never sell those guns now.

Guns? I said.

The deels dead said Snocone. Cops will catch us all. The only 1 wholl get out is the 1 who gave us away. The rat.

Guns? I said. They talkd sum more about a rat in the possy and about Jackfish and how the cops were probly there 2. I stared into the meer and thot about what was going on. Guns. Wow.

You dint do it did you Bunny? said Jaden. His face was all tite and twistd.

Huh?

You told Cobra that Al Capoli was in Jackfish. Scratch went up there and found him and so did the guys from Buffalo—and thats why there was a deel today. There wudnt be a deel without you. Did you tell the cops 2? Did you sell us out? He stood beside me. His eyes were big and sad in the meer. Mine were small and blank. I punchd myself in the meer. Nothing happend to the glass. My fist hurt.

Did you Bunny?

I shook my head.

Im 2 stupid I said.

We left Snocone in the bathroom. We went past a muffin place and a bikini place and an other close place.

I never new it was guns I said.

Huh?

The stuff in those boxes. Guns. I never new. The boxes said car parts. You said it was stuff. I dint no stuff ment guns.

Cobra found a hole stash of them he said. They were in a barn out in the country sum ware. Old ones but never bin used. He got them reel cheep from the lady who ownd the farm. Were selling them to the Angels and the Buffalo guys and there selling us stuff. Like a pool you no—they have drugs and money and we have guns. Evry 1 gets sum thing.

Drugs? I said. Like—drugs?

That was the problem with Al Capoli—he ran away with Rockos drugs. Cobra told me about it. Thats why there calling him a rat.

I was lost. I meen I new ware I was but I was lost 2.

So the cops r after us for selling drugs?

No—guns. The Buffalo guys had the drugs.

He shruggd.

I cant beleev your upset Bunny. Your a tuff guy. You have to be—you made it thru juvy. Your 1 of us. And—and—you killd sum 1. Whats rong with you?

No I dint.

What do you meen?

I dint kill any 1.

He grabbd my arm near Grampas tatoo. The tatoo I put goop on. The tatoo Id lookd at 100 times. 200. 1000 times.

See that candl he said. Its out. That meens a dead body.

It does?

You belong to the 15 Street possy and you killd sum 1. Thats what the tatoo meens. You killd sum 1 for the possy.

I shook my head.

No I dint.

Not now but wen you were in jale.

I wasnt in jale.

You said you were.

No—you said so.

You had to check in with your mom. Thats your prole offiser.

No I said. Its my mom.

We were in front of a place selling glasses. They were all over the windo—a store full of eyes staring out at us. Sum things began to make sens. The jale stuff yah and me being in the possy even tho I was white. And also the guns—bang bang. Jeez Bunny I thot how dum can you get? Cobra on the phone to Buffalo. Jaden thinking I was OK.

Hah.

Xept there was still lots I dint understand. Like why Grampas tatoo was the same as the possy tatoo or what I was doing here in the mall running away from the pleece with my best frend. Or if he was my best frend.

I new more than I used to and I still dint no any thing.

I startd to count the glasses in the shop windo.

Bunny said Jaden.

I kept counting.

  You saying your not part of the possy? Come on he said. What about that tagging we did? And the fiting and driving round? Member what you said just now in the bathroom? Together we fly.
 
  He grabbd me.

You got the ink Bunny. The cops r after you. What r you going to do?

20 21 22 I said.

What about you and me? Were frends rite? Rite?

I pulld away from him. I was way stronger.

I ran.

Hey Bunny—come back!

I dint.



I WAS—I DUNNO 
WHAT I WAS.

NUM I GESS. I breethd. The deel was guns and drugs and money. I was part of the possy. I was part of the deel. I breethd. In 2 3 4. I felt the gun in my pocket. I membered Jello giving me the gun and how cool that was. I meen guns r cool. You feel strong with a gun. There grate for killing zombis. But this gun was differnt. This was reel. Cops were after me cuz of guns. They were shooting there guns cuz I was selling guns. It was scary and confusing and bad. I breethd. My arm said I was part of the possy. Cobra said I was part of the possy. Jaden and Jello and Snocone and Beens were my frends. But I dint belong. I dint kill any 1 or go to jale. So my arm was a liar and I was a liar and I wasnt part of the possy and the guys wernt my frends. Not even Jaden. I breethd and ran. In 2 3.

I herd yelling. Peepl were pointing at me. I had the gun in my hand. I droppd it and ran and then I thot—thats rong. I shud hide it. So I went back to ware it was spinning around on the floor and pickd it up and kept going til I came to the fountin and threw it in. But wen I lookd back I cud see it sitting there. It was huge—like a frying pan or sum thing. So I went into the fountin and grabbd it and put it back in my pocket and ran. I was running and dripping from the bottom of my pants and crying.

Yah crying. I wiped my eyes. I ran.

Close store. Shoo store. An other close store. TV store. I stoppd.

TVs were looking out so you cud watch them and peepl around me were saying wow and o my god and like that. The TVs were showing pick sures of the mall. There was the parking lot and the SUV and pleece car and bikes. There was the M pole. We were rite there a few minits ago. The news was about us. Across the bottom of the screen was a line of words.

GANG SHOOT OUT IN WEST TRONO MALL.

All the TVs had this. I saw it 4 5 7 8 times in the windo. I checkd each TV. Now they all showd pick sures of the pleece with sheelds and masks. And a guy lying on the ground.

Hey thats Bobby I said out loud and peepl turnd to look. Sum 1 pointd at my lying arm with the 15 and the candl. I dint no what els to do so I ran away with my wet pants flapping on my legs. Round the next bend I saw 2 pleece men in the distance and I held my gun over my head and ran tords them shouting help and hey and I give up but they got xited and took out there guns and pointd them at me. So I ran back the way I came past the TVs only this time I took a differnt turn and came to a store with paper on the windos so you cudnt see in. The paper said COMING SOON on it and the door was open a littl so I pushd on it and went in. The place was empty. I was alone and crying in an empty store. I countd my breths for a bit and took out my phone and calld Mom and Spencer. No anser. At the back of the store I found boxes like the kind washers and dryers come in. I threw my gun in 1 of them. And hid behind it wen the the door opend and the Angels came in.

Thats rite. Me behind the box and 3 Angels in the room. They dint talk much xept to sware. They wantd to no what went rong just like Snocone did. Sum 1 sold us down the river they said. Sum 1 from 15 Street talkd to the cops.

They used a word a lot. I wonderd if 1 of them was black and how he wud feel about that word. But probly they were all white.

I thot about me. I ran away so I wasnt in the possy any more and I dint like that. Drugs and guns were bad but so was being alone. Jaden used to be my frend. Man I dint like not having a frend.

The Angels were talking about a guy named Butch. Butch had the cash in a nap sack they said. Butch was pretty smart. He wud find a way to hide the cash from the cops and those basterds from 15 Street.

I dint like them calling 15 Street names and I must of made a noys. They herd it and came charjing back and found me. They were white guys all rite—with lether jackets and long stringy hair. 1 of them had a beerd like a patch on his chin. Wen they saw my tatoo they swore at me and said the possy had reckd evrything. Im not in the possy I said but they dint beleev me. They jumpd at me and the fite was on.

3 to 1 is tuff. I cot 1 guys foot and pushd him away. The other 2 were punching. I duckd 1 punch and cot the other 1. I got a kick in like Morgan had tot me and sum 1 went down. An other guy got me in the gut but not hard. I spun side ways and grabbd 1 guys rist and that hurt him. O he said. I ran for the door but sum 1 nockd me down from behind befor I got there. I got up and 2 guys were kicking me. I cot 1 foot and pushd it hi in the air and the guy fell but the other guy got me in the nee and I went down and then they were all round me kicking. That was bad. 1 of them had cowboy boots. I stoppd fiting and tryd to cover myself up. This went on for a wile and then I herd a voys I new.

Get away it said. Get away now or Ill shoot.

I lookd up.

I meen it. You basterds get the hell away from him.

It was Jaden. He stood in the doorway. He had his gun pointd at the Angels. Nun of them had guns—just Jaden. He was smaller than any 1 but the gun made a differnts. He held it in both hands. The end was reel still.

You wont shoot said the Angel with the patch beerd.

O yah? said Jaden.

You wont dare.

O yah?

He shot the box at the back. The Angels jumpd. Me 2—it was so loud and suprising. Jaden movd the gun back so that it was pointing at them agane.

I was standing up. My side hurt from the cowboy boots. Hi Jaden I said.

Hey Bunny.

I was mad at the Angels for hurting me and for being Angels and saying bad things about us. And I was happy to see Jaden. Mostly I was happy.

Come over here he said to me.

I did.

You OK?

Sure.

The Angel with the beerd said that if he shot any more the cops wud here him.

Im not scard of noys said Jaden. You were making noys wen you were beeting on Bunny. I herd you. Thats why Im here. It took all 3 of you eh? 3 big Angels to take 1 of the possy.

They dint say any thing.

Were going now. Let us alone. No 1 messes with 15 Street. Come on Bunny.

There was a bench out front of the COMING SOON store and we jammd it next to the door. Now the Angels cudnt get out for a wile.

We ran. I dint think about not staying with Jaden and he dint think of it ether.

Thanks I said.

Uh huh.

We kept going.

Wide you run away? he said. Was it about the guns?

I dint no how to xplane. Guns and drugs and my arm being a ly. Me being in the possy and then not in. Him and me being frends and then not being frends. I dint no.

It was all—evrything I said. It was evrything.

I wavd my hands round.

He nodded. It was quiet ware we were—no 1 was yelling. I cud hear music playing thru the mall. I new the song. Baby baby sum thing.

Guns arnt all bad said Jaden. Good thing I have 1 or youd still be getting kickd.

Yah I gess so I said.

We came to the fountin ware I got my pants wet. There was a bench and we sat down. Jaden told me about his mom then. She was in sum place a long way away and she was stacking time—48 months and she was haff way thru her stacking and that was why he was living with his gramma.

I dint understand about the stacking but I nodded.

I hate it at Grammas he said. She makes me dress up and go to church and she prays for me all the time. Cobra said I cud stay with him wen the deel went thru and he got a bigger place. Id have my own room and evrything. Xept now Cobras going to go to jale like Mom and Ill have to keep staying at Grammas.

He side. Its aw full.

I saw how much the guns ment. With the money from selling them the possy cud keep hanging out at the jim and Jello cud go on traning and Jaden cud live with his brother insted of his gramma. And now nun of this wud happen.

And stacking time ment being in jale. Thats ware Jadens mom was. No wonder he lookd sad.

I put my hand on his sholder. Its aw full at your grammas but it cud be worse.

Yah? How?

If they catch us now.

Yah he said. Then well go to jale 2. Yah that wud be worse.

The fountin stoppd. It does that sum times. I cud here the song going ooo ooo ooo.

I missd you Bunny he said. Wen you ran away.

Yah me 2.

Guns were bad rite? Xept that guns helpd my frends in the possy and Jadens gun saved me from the Angels. So guns were bad xept wen they wernt.



WE LOOK RONG 
SAID JADEN.

YOUR TATOO AND MY rippd pants. We look like we shudnt be here. Peepl r staring he said.

Can we change how we look? I said. I cud put my hair differnt. And you cud—what?

He grabbd my hand.

What is it?

Your a jeenyus Bunny.

No Im not.

Come on he said. Sports store is rite here.

He pulld and I followd him. The fountin was going agane. Im not a jeenyus I said.

Yes you r.

There were esclaters up and down. At the top of the esclaters we ran into the Angel with the gloves. He tryd to punch me. I twistd him round and he calld Jaden and me a name. Reely. First time I have ever bin calld that. Up close like this and without his helmet on I cud see his shiny haircut and I new who he was and why Jaden was so frowny at him.

No 1 messes with my frend I said.

He was facing the other way now so I twistd him sum more and he trippd and fell down the esclaters. He lay at the bottom for a second and then limpd off.

Thats 2 times you got him said Jaden.

On the back of his jacket he had the Angel tag and the name Butch.

Butch I thot. Did you here what he calld us? I ast.

Yes.

But me 2. He calld me 1. Does that meen Im a brother now?

Jaden laffd and pushd me into the store. It felt good to here him laff. And to not be alone.

The store peepl stood by the windo looking out. The close were in piles. I grabbd a shirt and pants and then thot—a hat. The changing room had 4 hooks on the wall. I countd them and then agane. 4. I put on the new close and left my old 1s on the hooks. I checkd in the meer. Was that me? Yah. I made a face. Yah. I pulld up the sleevs and then put them down agane. I dint like the long sleevs but cops were looking for a tatoo.

My phone rang from my pocket on the hook. It was Mom.

Bunny? Ware r you? she ast but she dint let me anser. Im at the phone store and they gave me a new phone number she said. I cant keep my old 1. So now you have the number rite? Its on your phone.

O I said. Rite.

Stay in touch she said. Dont lose this new number.

I thot about telling her what was going on but I dint no ware to start. I memberd I was sposd to be close to home and not at the mall. And then she was gone.

I put the phone in my pocket.

Nock on the change room door. I opend and it was a store girl. She walkd rite in.

That looks grate Bunny she said. Differnt. The long sleev. The hat is grate 2. Good for you.

She smiled at me. I dint no how she new my name.

Well what do you think? she ast.

I shook my head. I dint no what she was talking about.

Dont you reconize me?

And then I saw. Your—


I stoppd and startd agane.

R you? I said.



YES SHE SAID

IM JADEN. AND SHE WAS—I cud here it. She sounded like Jaden. But she lookd like a girl. She was Jaden in girl close.

Wow I said.

Good disguys huh?

Yah.

Her top was blu and white stripes. Her skirt and nee sox were blu too. I gess I shudnt be saying her—Jaden was still a guy. A guy in a skirt. His skirt was blu. His.

What r you doing now?

He had his folding nife out. He cut the plastic tags off my close. He had to rip the end of my shirt but it tuckd into the pants and you cudnt see any thing rong.

Dont want the alarm to go off wen we get out of the store do we? he said.

Uh I said.

He put the nife in a pocket of his skirt and stood next to me so there we were in the meer. He pushd his hair around to make it stand up more.

You look funny I said.

Shut up.

The sports store had stuff for camping and swimming and running round. The models all had arms and legs but no heads. Funny eh? A lady lookd like she was playing tennis but had no head. How did she no ware the ball was? The sines said SUMMER SALE!! and 50% OFF!! and like that. We went down stares past a seen with a tent and campfire and kids and mom and dad. I stoppd to stare. The trees had leevs. Mom had a nap sack. The fire was flicking and evrything. It was so reel. But the only 1 who had a head was the deer in the background. Jaden told me to come on.

There rosting weenees I said. How r they going to eat them with no heads?

Thats wen we herd the shots. 1 2. Then a screem We ran out into the mall and there were sum more screems and an other shot. Peepl came out of the stores asking did you here? We were up stares and we lookd down over the raling and lissend to the sound of the shots getting softer like at the loyers offics that time.

Bang-ang-ang. Bang-ang-ang.

  A guy ran up in those thick shoos for old peepl. He wasnt old but his shoos were. He had his name on his shirt. Dave. There shooting Dave said. Pleece and gangs shooting each other. They shot my boss in the store.

  Dave ran away and we went after him—me and Jaden and evry 1 els. Wen we got to the movy theeter the peepl wating in line saw us running and came over to run with us so now there were lots of us running. The girl next to me was spilling her bag of popcorn—evry step she wud spill sum more. We ran until we herd shots from in front of us and then we stoppd and ran back the way we came. You no those birds that fly all over the sky together? Like that. We ran back to the movy theeter and stoppd agane. A line of blu was coming tords us. Cops. Lots of them. We watchd them go into 1 place and come out agane and go into the next place closer to us. They were serching the mall.

What do we do? Jaden ast me. What do we do Bunny? We cant run any ware now.

We can see a movy I said.

I meen there we were.

Jaden pulld me past the soft loopy rope. No 1 was taking tickets. We ran past the booth and down the hall to the first door. Jaden was in front. He lookd weerd in girl close.



NIKKI THE COP 
CAME BACK

INTO THE ROOM WARE I was riting. She had a man with her. She calld him boss and told him who I was. He had those things that hold up your pants. What r they? Any way he had them. His shoos were shiny.

He leend on the table ware I was riting and crossd his arms.

Sarjent Nolan says your working hard son he said. Riting out what happend this afternoon r you?

Yes I said.

He nodded and said sum thing I dint hear. My ears were still ringing a bit. I ast him to say it agane.

We need your help son he said pretty loud.

Did you lose sum thing? I ast.

What?

My mom needs my help wen she loses stuff. I’m good at finding things.

He lookd over at Sarjent Nikki. She shruggd. Then back to me.

Yah I lost sum thing he said. I lost my key witness. He was working for us and now hes dying. You no who Im talking about son?

I shook my head.

Yes you do. You were there wen it happend.

He frownd down at me. Big thumbs behind his spenders. The lite over the door had a cage round it like a hocky mask. I dint see that til now.

I want you to be my witness son he said. I want you to ID sum bad guys for me. Can you do that?

ID? Like who they r?

Yes son. That’s xactly rite. Who they r. I want you to take Jacksons place. He was working for us and now I want you to. I need sum 1 to put in jale and I need a witness to help me.

O I said.

It was still tuff to think about Jackson.

You sure you dont want me to find sum thing? I ast. A pen or sum keys? Moms always losing her car keys.

Sarjent Nikki and her boss went into a corner and talkd for a moment. I cudnt here what they said but I new they were talking about me and not being happy.

[image: 9781459800175_0182_001]
Mary Lee Berdit felt the same way about me. We were both in the class play in Grade 4. She was the lady and and I was the prints and in the big seen I had to skip over and kiss her. I was the prints cuz nun of the other guys wantd to be. We did the seen over and over and I kept getting it rong—ether the skip or the kiss. I must of kissd Mary Lee 10 times and thats a lot of kissing. Finally she neeld down and told the teecher we had to stop now. She slappd her hand on the stage and said I was recking the play. The teecher was OK. She smiled at me and said she wud try to think of a way to make it easy for me. No 1 els in the class wud look at me. Ed and them laffd and startd to hit each other with there card bord sords. I stood in the middl of the stage in my cape and boots and countd the folds in the curtins.
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Boss was mad at me just like Mary Lee. Id messd up his plans. He and Nikki talkd about Jackson who was mayb dying in hospital. All they had was me and I was no good. He left without saying good by and Sarj Nikki took me to see Mom. She was in a wating room with a worry face and a sell phone. She ast if I was dun yet. I said I was still riting. She shook her head and said O Bunny. She said that a bunch of times all reddy. O Bunny.

There was a form. Mom sined it fast and jerky like she had all the other forms.

Your helping them rite Bunny? she said. Your ansering what they ast you and telling them what happend.

Im trying I said.

Nikki took Mom aside and talkd for a minit or 2.

R you sure? said Mom. All rite. Ill make a call.

I still think its all a big mistake she said. Bunny dint no what he was doing. You dont no any thing do you Bunny?

I no lots of things I said.

No you dont! she yelld. No you dont!

I ast Nikki who Mom was going to call.

A loyer she said.

For me?

For you.

We were back in the riting room. She stared down at the table with my pile of yello paper.

You almost finishd?

Uh I said.

Well get going.
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Show nite and the jim was full of moms and dads. It was time for the big seen. Mary Lee put out her hand for a handshake. This was the teechers idea—so I wudnt get the kiss rong. I dint mind. I skippd across the stage with my hand out—only I trippd on my big prints boots and fell face down. O it hurt. Mary Lee screemd. There was blud from my nose all over the floor and my shirt. They pulld the curtin and evry 1 clappd.

You never forget stuff like that do you?



WE SAT

IN THE MIDDL OF THE THEETER. It was dark and loud. Jaden pulld me along an empty row and we sat down. The movy was at an xiting part. The guy in the movy ran across a bisy street and just missd getting hit by a truck. He ran thru a parking lot and down a lane. He climed a fence. He had a flappy white coat and a cut under his eye and his breth came fast. The music was the kind that goes deedeedeedeedeedeedee and makes you bite down hard.

Jaden leend over and ast if I herd sum thing.

What?

Sum thing outside?

No.

The movy playd. The bad guys after the guy in the white coat. They shoutd at him. The music got louder. The guy ran down stares and onto the subway and the doors closed and he got away. Then it was the next day and he was having coffee in his apartment. He still had the littl cut on his cheek from last nite but it lookd OK in fact it lookd pretty good. His hair was wet from the shower. Nice music so you new nothing bad wud happen.

Jaden wisperd what now?

I dont no. We missd the start of the movy.

I meen what about us?

O.

The guy with the cut went to anser the door bell and there were the bad guys agane—what a twist. They had there guns out and evrything.

O no I wisperd.

Jaden turnd in his seat. Behind us there were 2 lites from flashlites. They were moving down the theeter row by row. Pleece offisers—I cud see there hats. They were getting closer. I herd them wispering.

Clear they said. Clear.

O crap.

They were coming to our row next. I thot about all the running me and Jaden had dun today. Now there was no ware to run and no ware to hide. The pleece wud see our faces in a minit.

Jaden leend forward.

Hold me he wisperd.

What?

Its just pretend. Come on Bunny.

What?

And he put his arms round my neck and held on tite and kept his face close to my neck. And we sat there close to each other in the movy like we were—you no.

Ew.

I cudnt see the movy now but there was lots of yelling. The music was spiky—CRAK! PONKA! SKIK!

PONKA PONKA! Sort of.

Relax wisperd Jaden.

His breth was in my ear. It was so weerd.

Ware r they? I ast.

Shhh. Dont talk.

But I want to—

He pulld my face down. With his lips on mine I cudnt talk. Im stronger than him so youd think I cud pull away but he rappd his arms round me and hung on and I cudnt do it. I cudnt pull away.

Mm I said.

Mm he said.

And we were kind of kissing and I wantd to get away xept the pleece offisers were rite there with there flash lites. And the movy was going on. And evrything.

I countd in 2 3 4 out 2 3 4. I had to breeth thru my nose cuz my mouth was bisy. My eyes were closd. I herd the cops laffing and saying geez and look at those 2. And clear.

And I new sum thing about Jaden.

We kept kissing until the shooting startd.



IN THE MOVY

THE BAD GUYS WERE SHOOTING at the guy with the cut face. And a few rows down from us a guy in a lether jacket was running to the front and the pleece were telling him to stop or they wud shoot and he dint stop and there was a brite yello flash and a boom and that was the pleece shooting. The guy duckd and there was a flash and he was shooting back. And there was an other flash from over on the left and an other 1 from down at the front and sum thing went past my head. There was yelling and more shooting in the theeter and on the screen and I cudnt here hardly any thing. And then the lites came up and the room was full of smoke and it smelld like matches or no like fire cracks at the cottage. I wonder if weel do it next year? Probly not. But thats what it smelld like after the shooting. The start of summer. Pleece stood at the back and at the front with there guns out and there mouths open shouting. Guys lay on the floor with more pleece standing over them. Peepl peeping over the back of there chairs.

I was counting. 4 5 6 7. Freckls on Jadens face. I never thot of freckls on black faces but Jaden had sum and I was counting them. For head. Cheek. 8 9 10 11 12 13. Jadens lips were moving. I cudnt here. Littl dot freckls like with a pin. Other cheek. 13 14 15.

The movy stoppd. I lost count and startd agane. My ears got better.
      We marchd out of the theeter with our hands up. There were sum old peepl and they cudnt keep
      there hands up but the pleece said they were OK with there hands down. We all got in a line
      and walkd up the ramp and out the door and past the velvet ropes and there were more pleece
      standing there. Peepl were crying and shaking.

Wares your hat?

Jaden had to ast 2 times befor I herd.

I shook my head.

Did you see the dead guy? The Angel? You no who it was?

I shook my head agane. I was looking at Jadens shoos. They were the same 1s from this morning. From yesterday. The same shoos but Jaden was differnt.

The pleece kept us in line. 1 by 1. We walkd slow past the place ware they sell movy tickets—booth I meen. The door of the booth was open and there were pleece on both sides of the door and a curtin. We all walkd past.

Wen I got to the booth the pleece told me to stop. A pleece man pointd his gun at me and told me to step away from the line. He ast me my name and I told him. He ast me to pull up my sleev and I did. Jaden turnd round to look at me. So did sum of the others who were past the booth. An old lady ast what was behind the curtin. She ast a few times.

R you part of the 15 Street Possy? the cop ast me.

Uh I said.

I want to see! said the lady. I want to see!

She came out of the line and went rite up to the curtin talking all the time. Her voys was shaky like a yo yo or a pudding. I new who she was now—the oldy from the bus on the way in. Dinty. She pulld away the curtin with her spider hands. And no 1 stoppd her cuz she was old I gess and cuz they were suprised and cuz they were looking at me.

There was a guy I new behind the curtin. I said hi. His pink shirt was dark under his arms. His mouth hung open. He lookd tired to deth. He nodded hi back at me.

You no this guy Jackson? ast the cop who was pointing his gun at me.

Your name is Jackson? I said to him.

Yah.

Jello Jackson?

He side.

Yah Bunny.

O.

A pleece woman was trying to drag Dinty out of the way and Dinty was fiting her—stomping down on her boot and throwing her arms round. I wonderd ware the bully with the red cap was. Mayb she was inside the theeter. Mayb she was shot along with the Angel. Dinty was calling the pleece woman a not see and peepl were staring.

The pleece man said I was under arrest.

I was thinking back. In Snocones basment wen the guys shoutd Jackson. In the pleece car that time wen the guy in the front ast if my name was Jackson. Jackson is a frend of ours he said and the other cop told him to shut up.

He was talking about Jello.

All this time Jello was like a statu. Black and smooth and no xpreshun. His hands were at his sides. His mouth was strate across like a bar in his fat face.

My pleece man told me to get down on the floor now. Dinty nockd the pleece woman in the chin with the back of her head. The cop trippd and fell forward and Dinty broke free. And now here was Jaden running rite at Jello and pulling out a gun. I movd without thinking without stopping without any thing. Jello and I grabbd Jadens hand at the same time so 3 of us were holding the gun at wunce. I dont no who pulld the trigger. The first bullet went into the air and hit sum kind of lite thing witch xploded into sparks. Jello got free for a second and I trippd him and we all went down rolling over and over and nocking into Dinty and the pleece woman and they fell 2. So all of us were tangld on the floor by the ticket booth. Jaden was yelling at Jello calling him a rat and saying he sold us out. Dinty was in between me and Jello but I wasnt worryd about her or the pleece woman who ended up under evry 1. I was fiting for the gun. I was scared that Jaden wud shoot Jello and I was scared that Jello wud shoot Jaden. I was more scared of that than any thing.

I wantd to ast Jello—did you reely sell us out? Were you on the phone to the cops in the parking lot? Is that why they got there so fast? And I wantd to ast—why?

But the hole fite only lastd a few more seconds and there wasnt time to ast him any thing. What happend was I pushd Jellos hand away from him and Dinty got hold of him under the arm and he got ticklish and let go of Jaden. And Jaden brot the gun down so it was aming at Jellos belly. I grabbd it just befor it went off.

The shot was softer than the others. Sort of a plop sound.

We were messd together on the floor—me and Jaden and Jello and the old lady and the pleece woman. Jadens face was next to mine.

Jello dint no you wen you walkd past I said.

No.

No 1 nose who you r I said. They no me but not you. You can get away.

The gun Jaden said.

I have the gun I said.

I shot Jello.

Did you? I said.

I dont no what happend. Its all a blur.



I WAS DUN. I DINT 
WANT TO RITE ANY
THING EVER AGANE

AND IT WAS LATE like mid nite. Sarjent Nikki took my yello sheets of blobby riting to her desk to reed. I went to the bathroom with a pleece man wating outside. Wen I got back to the room Mom was there with a loyer for me. Not Jadens uncle who dint want me to tell him any thing. This was Grampas loyer from way back wen we all went to his offis. I new him rite away—his soot and smooth hair. He said hello Bernard and we had a talk him and me and Mom.

Things were seeryus he said. The pleece new I was in a gang and we were deeling guns and drugs with other gangs and there was shooting at the mall and that I was part of that. He xplaned about Jello being a rat only he calld him a pleece inform ant. Now Jello was in hospital and mayb dying from being shot and they cudnt use him as a witness. And it was my falt. If he did dy the pleece were going to charj me with killing him. Not murder but sum loyer thing—sum thing about an axident and a killing.

I thot about Snocone in the bathroom at the mall wondering who gave us away. Jello. Huh. It was still hard to beleev. Mom said they cudnt put me in jale—that I was 2 much of a dummy. She dint say that but its what she ment.

You no him John! she said to the loyer. He dint no what he was doing!

The loyer shook his head and said the pleece were talking differnt. I wud go to jale unless I cud ID sum 1 who new about the guns. And I had to see the gun deel myself—I cudnt just here about it.

He said they wantd me to look at a line up. Wud I do that? I said sure. So a pleece woman took me and the loyer to a dark room with 1 wall that was all windos looking into the next room. 5 guys walkd into that room and stood on the wall.

Its 1 way glass the pleece woman told me. You can see them but they cant see you. Dont be scared.

Why wud I be scared? I said.

There were numbers sprayd on the wall. 1 2 3 4 5. They stood under the numbers. The pleece woman pushd a button and talkd to them. Number 1 step forward she said. Turn left. Turn rite. Walk back. Then Number 2 and Number 3 and Number 4 and Number 5. And they went back to standing.

The pleece woman ast if I new the guys.

Yes I said. Xept for Number 4.

You ID them.

You meen who they r?

  Yes. There in the 15 Street Possy?

Yes I said. Xept for Number 4.

So Number 1 2 3 and 5 belong to the possy?

Yes.

And what r there names?

I told her. Snocone was there and Cobra and Xray and Bonesaw. She rote down the names. It was weerd but nice to see the guys. Cobra was as tall as ever. The next tallest guy was Bonesaw and he only came up to Cobras sholder.

The pleece woman told Number 4 he cud go. Now it was only the guys I new. She ast if I new there reel names and I shook my head and she told me to say no so the tape recorder cud here me.

No I said. And then I said—O wate.

Snocones reel name is Arthur I said.

We went back to the room and wated and Sarjent Nikki came in looking tired. Her boss was mad. Sure Way Mall was all over the news. They were calling it a war zone and blaming the pleece for letting it happen. That was bad enuff but what was worse was the pleece cudnt put any 1 in jale for what happend. Not for long any way. They found sum guns and sum bags of white powder but no proof of a deel.

We dint even find any money she said.

Mom was shaking her head. A war zone she wisperd. O Bunny!

We need sum 1 to say that Jeffers and Mcray were deeling guns said Nikki. We dont want them to get away with a littl charj like having fire arms. We want to put them in jale for years and for that to happen we need a witness—sum 1 who saw them. Do you no what I meen?

I shook my head.

Who r Jeffers and Mcray? I ast.

You no them as Cobra and uh Bonesaw.

O I said.

You no sum 1 named Cobra? said Mom.

Sure. Hes OK.

Mom put her hand to her mouth.

Your new in the possy said Sarjent Nikki. And your not like the rest of them. We dont want you in jale—we want the others. You pickd them out of the line up Bunny. Now we need you tell us what you saw them do. And it has to be better than your report here.

She wavd the yello papers around. Turnd out that what I rote was no good. Funny after the ours of riting and my sore hand and evrything. The pleece cudnt use what I rote cuz I dint see any 1 by guns or sell guns. Or drugs. Jaden told me there were guns in the boxes but I dint see them myself.

Its 2 bad Bunny said the sarjent. We had hopes for you.

The loyer jumpd in here and said sum thing about me trying. Sum thing sum thing good faith. Nikki came back with sum thing els. Sum thing missing. Or mayb my report was missing. Mom watchd back and forth.

Want to no sum thing? I wasnt upset about the report. I was even kind of glad. I dint want the possy to go to jale cuz of me. Guns were bad and all but was the possy bad? I dint think so. I liked them.

They were on my side. Witch made them the good guys. Mayb not Jello. He was a rat. Mayb he was bad.

Her boss wantd to put me in jale said Nikki. But there mite be a way to save myself if I cud tell the pleece more about Jaden.

Whos Jaden? Mom ast me.

My frend I said. I told you about Jaden.

Hes a gang member said Sarjent Nikki. Mom got up and walkd away shaking her head. The sarjent sat on the table next to me with her feet hanging. Frendly you no? She pattd the yello papers.

You rote about this storaj locker down by the Lake Shore she said. You got the guns and loded them into the
car. Jaden new the way there and had a key and you went with him. So you cud be a witness about that. The only problem is that we dont no much about Jaden. We dont no ware he lives or what he looks like. We dont no ware he mite be hiding out. Hes disappeared.

Uh I said.

Wud you sit down with a pleece artist and help us make a pick sure of Jaden?

Im pretty stupid I said.

Do you now ware Jaden is now?

No.

If you told us ware Jaden was now—thatd be helping. My boss wud like that. Do you understand Bunny?

She leend close. Her eyes near mine. Her frown. Her belt holding up her uniform pants.

Can you tell us any thing about Jaden that wud help us locate him?

I new sum thing all rite. But I cudnt tell.

Uh I said.

Thats 2 bad Bunny she said. That reely is 2 bad.
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The loyer went off to talk with Sarjent Nikki. Mom ast how I was feeling. I told her my ears were better but my hand was killing me. Your arm? she ast and I said no my hand from riting. My arm is fine.

I blame that tatoo said Mom. Your grampa and that stupid will of his! You were a norml happy boy last week. And now look at you! This is a nite mare. Your a criminal. Your dad and I r very unhappy.

She stood there and side for a bit.

I ast her how you new sum thing. I was thinking about Jaden.

What do you meen Bunny?

Isnt that what you teech at skool Mom? You teech about noing things. Spencer said so. Im stupid but can you xplane it to me? About noing? Cuz I no sum thing and I dont no how I no it. I just do.

Mom stared at me like she had never seen me befor. Like I was a stranger.

The loyer came back with a long face. He talkd to Mom for a bit and she startd crying. I cud go home and get sum things but I had to come back to the pleece stashun and stay over nite. Like a sleep over I said. Mom cryd sum more.

The loyer took me home. He was in charj of me. We walkd down the hall of the pleece stashun side by side. I had my yello sheets of riting since the pleece cudnt use them. I folded them up and put them in my pocket. The loyer ast me how I thot Grampa wud feel rite now. Your grampa was so proud of you boys he said. He wantd so much for you. He wantd you all to have xiting ventures and lern things about your selves.

Wud your grampa be happy with you now Bernard? he ast.

I think so.

How can you say that? Your in pleece hands. A boy mite dy.

Bad things happen I said. Grampa new that. He droppd boms.

The loyer shut his mouth.

We went out the back door to the parking lot ware the loyer had his car. It was nite time and the street lites were on. The air smelld good after all those ours inside. Gess who was getting out of a pleece car as I walkd past.

Can you gess?

We stared at each other. Her lips movd but there was no sound. Help me she said. I cud count the seconds ticking 1 2 3 4 5.

1. I thot about Sarjent Nikki wondering ware Jaden was. The pleece dint no about Jaden. They dint no who this was getting out of the car.

2. I thot about Grampas letter. The tatoo was so I wud no I had a crew behind me. He wantd me to no I had frends.

3. I thot about the first time Jaden smiled at me. And all the other times.

4. I thot about kissing her and finding out she was a girl like Mary Lee was a girl. I new it the way I new water was wet. I just new it.

5. I thot about her saying help me.

That was all the thinking I had time for. Next thing I new Jaden was running past me out of the parking lot and onto the street and the pleece man was running after her. He dint get far cuz I put my foot out and he trippd over it. He grabbd me and we went down. Forget falling like a ball—the pleece man was on top of me. I fell like a brick and hit my head. I saw stars.



THAT WAS A LONG 
TIME AGO

LIKE MONTHS AND MONTHS. My head got better. Jello dint dy from the gun shot but he got sick and dyed in hospital and I went to jale. Im still here. Its not so bad. Theres a jim and a TV room and a caff. The foods OK. The wire fence is hi but I can see thru it to the street and the houses and peepl walking by. The 3 guys in my room were OK after the first nite. They saw the tatoo and Benj said holy crap. Next day he brot me xtra brekfast. And the next day. I had to tell him OK enuff. Moms stoppd crying wen she comes to visit. Summer went by and fall. Im in skool—Grade 9. Im fixing up my pleece report to hand in as a riting project. My teecher saw sum of it all reddy. He said O.
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Jaden came to visit the first Sunday after I got here. She wore a green dress with buttons and had her hair pulld back and lookd pretty. She was a girl all the time now in case the pleece were looking for the boy Jaden. She said I cud call her Jade. The visitors room was mostly moms and mostly sad. But I wasnt sad and nether was Jade.

She told me what happend to her that day. How she foold the pleece pretending to be so freakd out by the shooting that she wudnt talk not even to say her name. She dint want them taking her home and finding she was Cobras sister. They took her to a crazy hospital and were nice to her for ours. And wen she still wudnt say any thing they took her back to the pleece stashun to be a missing person—witch is wen she saw me and took a chance on running.

Wow I said. And how did you no I wud help?

I dint she said. But I new you were on my side. I was hoping.

Wen I told her ware the money was she opend her mouth wide and said r you sure? And I said no. But that wen I was hiding in the COMING SOON store I herd the Angels talking about Butch and the money—and that wen I threw Butch down the esclater he dint have a nap sack but that the headless mom in the camp fire seen did.

So you think Butch hid the money in the sport store so the cops wudnt find it on him?

Mayb I said.

And he cant get it now. I wonder if he told any 1 about it befor he got shot? Ha! You reely r a jeenyus Bunny.

No. But Ive always bin good at finding things I said.

Jade gave me a hug on her way out and Greg went woo-hoo. Greg is OK for a gard. Next time she came she told me about wating in the sports store til no 1 was looking and grabbing the nap sack off the headless mom. Jade comes here a lot—most Sundays even tho its a trane ride for her. We walk round outside if its sunny.

We talkd about Jello 1 time. She dint no why he turnd into a rat. He was in jale befor she said. Mayb the cops had sum thing on him. Said she dint care. A rats a rat she said.

Last time she came was weerd cuz Mom and Dad and Spencer came 2. They walkd in the visiting room wen Jade was all reddy there and we were kind of holding hands. Mom stoppd in the doorway and the other 2 bumpd into her.

Wen Jade left Mom was super polite like how very nice to meet you. Dad pointd his finger at her and said see ya later. I thot Spencer wud never be able to close his mouth it was open so wide.

Bun man he said.

Yah I no.
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Scratch came to visit last Sunday. I dint no him til he told me his name. Hes a tuff littl guy with pointy shoos and a jacket. He wantd to see my tatoo. Then he nodded and said—I thot so.

What?

Thats mine he said. You got my tatoo.

My grampa—

It was a mistake he said.

He took off his jacket and opend his shirt. On the back of his sholder he had a tatoo of a bug smoking a cigar. Under the bug pick sure was sum riting—Together we fly. Grampas motto from back in the war.

I was next after you at the place on Lake shore said Scratch. I dint see the ink til it was dun. Then I almost killd that dorf. She blamed Billy—said it was him bying the place in a rush and getting the orders rong. And she said you dint no any better—that you thot you were getting the rite ink.

So Scratch had my tatoo and I had his.

Im used to it now he said. I dont check back there very much and wen I do its pretty good.

He pointd at my arm. That says you belong to the 15 Street Possy and you killd sum 1 he said.

I no I said. Im a fake.

But r you? he ast. Dint you kill 1 of 15s enemys? Jackson was a rat and you helpd the possy by getting rid of him.

I said I dint reely do it.

You were there wen it happend. Your in jale for it. Cobra and Xray and Morgan r out now but your still behind a fence. I think you ernd the tatoo Bunny.

Funny the way he put it. It almost made sens.

Greg the gard came over and ast Scratch to do up his shirt. Do you mind? he said and Scratch said not at all. I ate a cooky. The caff puts them out on Sundays. I thot of the things that had happend cuz of my tatoo. The guys I new. The things I did. The things I was doing and wud do. I thot about Grampa agane. With his hat and his jokes and his arms on my sholders saying Dont be sorry for yourself.

Well I wasnt. For all that went rong I wasnt sorry for me.

Scratch ast wen I was getting out. Sum time in June I said. The sentens was a year less a day. My mom has it ritten down I said.

He said they missd me down at the jim. Morgan and them. The money in the nap sack was paying the rent with enuff left over for Cobras new place. Jade dint come round very much he said.



You new about her I said.





About—?


About Jaden being a girl.


He shook his head.




Cobra and the gramma were the only 1s who new he said. And then you.
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Wen Scratch left I got my coat and walkd around the fence. I thot of Grampa holding the sord and saying I wud no who the good guys were wen the time came. Trust yourself he said. Benj came out and walkd with me. He had a cupl cookys and gave me 1. We talkd about hocky. He liked the Leefs. They were his teem. There going to win tonite he said.



How do you no that?

I dont he said. But Im hoping.
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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.


[image: 9781554699513_0032_001]

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?”




FOUR


“No,” the Major said when I told him, making the decision the way he makes all his decisions, without hesitation.


“Mr. McLean made provision for all expenses to be covered and for a guide to take Rennie on this journey, if that’s what you’re concerned about,” Mr. Devine said. In contrast to the Major, he was almost Zenlike.


“That’s not what I’m worried about,” the Major said. “He’s not going.”


The old me would have been in his face before he finished talking. The old me would have told him where to get off, right after daring him to try to stop me. But I wasn’t the old me anymore. At least, I was trying hard not to be.


Instead, I counted to ten slowly—twice. Only then did I say, in a reasonable tone, “But it’s what Grandpa wanted.”


“Grandpa!” the Major snorted. “Eight months ago, you didn’t know the man, and now you call him Grandpa?”


My cheeks started to burn. My hands started to curl into fists. Those were my warning signs. If I didn’t do something right away, my temper would get away from me.


I drew in a deep breath. I forced myself to think of my long-term objective—to get the Major to agree to let me go—and to strategize the best way of achieving that. It sure wouldn’t be by yelling and screaming.


“But he was my grandfather,” I said in a quiet voice.


“I don’t care if he was Père Noël,” the Major said. “You are not going and that’s that.”


Mr. Devine gazed evenly at the Major for a moment.


“Mr. McLean made full provision for Rennie’s further education,” he said.


“Further education?” The Major stared at him as if he’d said the old man had made provision for my transport to Mars.


“Rennie indicated to Mr. McLean that he wanted to go to university,” Mr. Devine said.


The Major stared at me, waiting for an explanation for this ridiculous statement.


“It’s true,” I said, bracing myself for what I was sure would follow.


“You don’t have the grades, Rennie.”


“I know. That’s why I enrolled in school again.” I didn’t mention that it was an alternative school. To the Major, alternative meant phoney.


“You what?” I’d seen a lot of expressions on the Major’s face recently, but that particular kind of surprise wasn’t one of them.


“I figure if I work my butt off, I can get into Lakehead.”


“Lakehead?”


“They have an outdoor recreation and parks program there. I want to take it.”


The Major was looking at me now as if he was pretty sure that someone or something alien had taken over my body, or at least my brain.


“What are you going to do with that?” he asked.


“Maybe work in a national or provincial park. I don’t know.”


The Major let out a long sigh. There it was: I don’t know. There was no alien. It was all me. Monsieur Je-ne-sais-pas. That’s what he called me—a lot. What are your plans for tonight, Rennie? I don’t know. What the hell do you think you’re doing, Rennie? I don’t know. Where the hell did you get such a stupid idea, Rennie? I don’t know. Je ne sais pas.


“You’re not going.”


“But Grandpa—”


“No.”


“Mr. Charbonneau—” Mr. Devine began.


“Major Charbonneau.”


The lawyer nodded. “Mr. McLean has made similar requests of his other grandsons.”


“They’re all going to Iceland?”


“Not exactly. One is going to climb Kilimanjaro—”


Why couldn’t that have been me?


“Another is making his way to Spain.”


Spain sounded good too.


“Each boy has a request to fulfill. Their parents have all agreed.”


“I don’t do things just because other people do them, Mr. Devine,” the Major said. That was true enough. “And I don’t appreciate anyone, least of all a complete stranger, presuming to tell me what I should and shouldn’t allow my son to do.”


“I would never make such a presumption,” Mr. Devine said. “But…” He sighed and produced another envelope from his inside pocket. This one he handed to the Major, who ripped it open and began to read. His face was ferocious with annoyance when he started but had softened somewhat by the end. He folded the letter and shoved it back into the envelope.


“Well?” Mr. Devine said.


A minor miracle happened.


“I’ll think about it,” the Major said.


“I’m staying at that little bed and breakfast near the train station,” said Mr. Devine. “I’ll wait there for your answer.”


Mr. Devine left. The Major tucked the envelope into one of his uniform pockets.


“I have to get back to work,” he said.


“But—”


“You haven’t finished your chores. I expect you to have them done by the time I get home.”


“Yes, sir!” I clicked my heels and gave him a crisp salute. For once I wasn’t being completely facetious. I wanted him to say yes. I would have given my left arm to get away for a few weeks, even if it meant going to Iceland, wherever that was. I wasn’t entirely sure. All I knew was that it wasn’t here, the Major wasn’t there, and the old man wanted me to go. That was more than enough reason to pack my bags.
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I picked up all the clothes from the floor of my room, scooped them into the hamper and carried them downstairs, where I started a load of laundry. I mopped the bathroom floor and the kitchen floor. I ran the vacuum cleaner over the carpet in the living room. I emptied the dishwasher of all the clean dishes and refilled it with the dirty dishes that were piled in the sink. I moved the laundry from the washer to the dryer and put together a casserole while I waited for the dry cycle to finish. By the time the Major reappeared, the casserole was in the oven, the laundry was put away, and I was slicing tomatoes for a salad. The Major, who is usually pretty slick about hiding his feelings, stood in the doorway to the kitchen, briefcase in hand and stared at me in astonishment.


“Supper will be ready in five minutes,” I said without turning around.


He disappeared and was back again exactly five minutes later. I’m not kidding. The kitchen timer went off just as he pulled out his chair at the table. He’d showered and changed out of his uniform and into jeans—the only jeans on the planet with a knife-edged pleat down the front of each leg—and a blindingly white T-shirt.


I served him some casserole and passed the salad. We ate in silence for a few minutes. Then he put down his fork and leaned back in his chair.


“I still don’t like the idea, Rennie.”


The Major isn’t precise just with his time and his appearance. Or just with rules and the law. Or tidiness and orderliness. He’s also precise—extremely precise—with his choice of words. So my ears pricked up. He hadn’t said, “No, and that’s that.” He had said, “I still don’t like the idea.”


I knew better than to interrupt. I forked a slice of tomato into my mouth and chewed slowly.


“What kind of man sends teenaged boys all over the world?” the Major said.


“He was like that,” I said. “He had this idea that if you get out of your comfort zone and take on something, especially if it’s for someone else, you can learn more about yourself in a few days or a few weeks than you ever could in a whole lifetime of just doing the same old cautious thing day in and day out.”


“Since when did you ever do the cautious thing?” the Major asked.


“Okay, so maybe he meant that a person has to get out of his rut from time to time. Try something different.”


“He told you that?”


I nodded.


“It makes a lot of sense,” the Major said.


“You would have liked him. He was a good guy.”


“I know.”


“What?” I stared at the Major. Like I said, he was precise in his choice of words. He hadn’t said, “Maybe,” or “I doubt it,” or even, “I guess we’ll never know.” He’d said, “I know.”


“I did like him. I liked him a lot. But—”


“You met him?”


“I talked to him.”


I remembered. But that conversation had lasted ten minutes, tops. When I said that, the Major fixed me with one of his patented you’ve-got-to-be-kidding looks.


“My delinquent son disappears, calls me from Toronto after a couple of weeks and tells me he’s staying with his grandfather, and I’m not going to check out what he’s doing there?”


Well, when he put it like that…


“We talked for a couple of hours.”


“A couple of hours?” That didn’t sound like the Major.


“Well, he did most of the talking.”


Now that sounded right.


“A lot of it was about your grandmother. The rest was about you. He saw a lot in you.”


He saw a lot? What did that mean?


“What about school?” the Major asked.


“Huh?”


“You said you enrolled in school. That was true, wasn’t it?”


I nodded. “It’s semestered. I start in January. I was going to see if I could pick up a few credits in night school in the meantime.”


The Major pondered this.


“If you were to do this,” he said finally, “if you were to go to Iceland…”


I caught my breath and held it.


“…you’d be careful, right?”


“Yeah. Sure.”


“By which I mean, you wouldn’t do anything there that you’re not allowed to do here—”


“I don’t do that stuff anymore.” I really didn’t. “That’s what that whole camp thing was about, right?” Well, okay, so maybe it had started out as an alternative to a juvenile detention center. But they knew what they were doing at that camp. They’d made me think. So had my grandfather. In fact, he’d started me thinking. I took off in the first place because I didn’t want to show up for a meeting with my youth worker. I didn’t want to hear what he had in mind for me. I’d ended up at my grandfather’s because I couldn’t think where else to go. We’d talked. And talked and talked. By the time I came home, I’d more or less decided to deal with it. And if that meant spending a few months at boot camp with a bunch of other screwups, okay, I’d do it.


“And use a guide,” the Major said. “The lawyer said that’s provided for.”


“Sure thing.”


“And prepare properly. For a thing like this, it’s all in the preparation. If you went, you’d be going to a country that’s just south of the Arctic Circle.”


“Yeah?”


“I know it sounds great, but it can play havoc with your circadian rhythm.”


“My what?”


“Your sleep patterns, Rennie. It’s also not an easy place to get around. The whole country has maybe 300,000 people in it, and they’re scattered around the edges in tiny settlements—the ones that aren’t living in the capital, that is. You’d need to drive, and I’m not at all sure you’d be able to rent a car there. Usually you have to be twenty-one for that. We’d probably have to make some other arrangement.”


I’d forgotten all about my supper by now. He was talking as if he was going to let me go. Either that or I was dreaming—big time!


The Major sat up a little straighter and looked hard at me from across the table.


“One way or another, you’re going to be gone in another year, two at most. You’re going to be making all of your own decisions.” He paused and looked at me again. “Before you do this, Rennie, I want you to prepare. I want to see your plans. And you have to promise that you’ll stay in touch. D’accord?”


French. He was speaking French, which he only ever did when he was being dead serious.


“D’accord, Papa,” I said. I would have agreed with the devil himself to be able to make this trip. “Anything you say.”




FIVE


I had just secured the straps on my duffel bag when the Major appeared.


“You have everything?” he asked.


“Yup.”


“Sweaters? Longjohns? Parka? Gloves? Hat?”


“Yup, yup, yup, yup, and yup.”


“Because the average temperature is maybe seven degrees Celsius—and average doesn’t mean that’s what it’s going to be. It could be—”


“A lot colder or a lot warmer. I know what an average is, thanks,” I said, maybe a little too testily considering my math grade.


“Did you remember sunscreen?” he asked. “Just because it’s going to be cool, doesn’t mean your skin can’t burn.”


“Got it,” I said.


“Hiking boots? If you’re going into the interior, you’ll need them. The terrain is pretty rough, especially if you run into a lava field—”


“Got ’em.” I began to count, slowly, under my breath. Jeez, he was going to drive me nuts.


“Warm socks? Lots of them?”


“Got socks,” I assured him. “Here. Here’s my list. I checked off everything as I packed it. Why don’t you take a look and see if I’ve forgotten anything?” I hadn’t. I’d done my homework and I’d made most of the arrangements myself. Mr. Devine had bought my airline tickets and hired the guide my grandfather had requested.


He seemed surprised, but pleasantly so, which, in turn, was a nice surprise for me. Yeah, I’d learned a few things up there at that camp. I’d paid close attention, mostly (at first) so that I could get the hell out of there as soon as possible. Who would have guessed it, but the stuff they’d taught me actually worked!


“Looks good, Rennie,” the Major said when he handed the list back to me. “So, I guess we’d better get you to the airport.”


I reached for my duffel bag, but he got to it first and carried it down the stairs and out to the car, where he stowed it in the trunk. We drove to the airport in silence. He stayed with me while I checked in and got my boarding pass and then walked with me to the security gate.


“You let me know when you get there,” he said.


“I will.”


He reached into his pocket and pulled out something. He handed it to me.


“You told me not to bring my cell phone,” I said.


He was probably convinced I’d lose it.


“This one is set up to operate there. Just in case.”


“Thanks.”


He handed me a piece of paper.


“What’s this?”


“The name of someone in Iceland you can call if you need anything.”


“You know someone in Iceland?”


“Jake does.” Jake Thorson was the Major’s best buddy. “His mother was Icelandic. That’s his Uncle Geir’s number. You can call him anytime.”


“Is he in the army?”


“He works for one of the daily newspapers there. He’s some kind of editor.”


I tucked the paper into my jeans pocket.


“Be careful driving over there, Rennie,” the Major said. “The temperature and the weather can change just like that.” He snapped his fingers. “Be especially careful on gravel. You don’t get good traction on gravel.”


“I know. I’ll be careful.”


“And stay off the glaciers. They’re dangerous.”


“I think part of the reason I’m going is to see the glaciers.” I’d been online checking out the place. Iceland had the biggest glaciers outside of Greenland and the Antarctic.


“Well, be careful. Really big glaciers can create their own weather systems. Do what your guide tells you. And don’t even think about going into an ice cave. I don’t know if you know this, but—”


“I know,” I said. “You told me at least a dozen times. I’ll be careful.”


He nodded slowly.


“Okay then. Well…” He looked awkwardly at me. Then, without warning, I found myself engulfed in a bear hug. “Sois prudent, mon fils. Bon voyage.”


“Au revoir, Papa.”
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The first thing that surprised me was how many people were going to Iceland this time of year. The plane was full, and we were jammed in like cargo. I have long legs, and there was no room for them. My knees became best friends with my chin on the way over. The movie selection sucked—there was nothing first-run and nothing worth seeing a second time. I tried to sleep, but a baby somewhere behind me started to shriek. When I couldn’t stand it anymore, I got up to see if I could locate the kid. I had it in mind to make a helpful suggestion or two to the parents. But the parents turned out to be just the mother—she didn’t look any older than me—and she was doing her best to shush her baby before some jerk complained. I sat down, put on my earphones, jacked up some Björk, and tried to figure out what kind of country would make someone like her a rock diva. Before long, the baby settled down.


The next thing I knew, we were making our descent into Keflavik airport. Then it was like airports anywhere—get off the plane, stand around to get your luggage, stand around again to be quizzed by a stone-faced customs officer, get your passport stamped, and welcome to Iceland.


I went out through the doors of the customs hall into the arrivals area along with everyone else and peered around, wondering how I was going to recognize Brynja Einarsdottir. I had no idea what he looked like. All I knew was that Mr. Devine had given him my email address and he’d emailed me to tell me he’d meet me at the airport and take me to a guide named Einar Magnusson, who was going to take me to the interior.


I peered around nervously. What if this Brynja and I didn’t connect? I realized—too late—that I didn’t have a phone number for the guide. I wasn’t even sure where he lived, except that it was near some place that sounded like Reykjavik, the capital of Iceland, but wasn’t.


It turned out that I had nothing to worry about. As soon as the customs hall doors swooshed shut behind me, I saw a big cardboard sign with my name printed on it in block letters. I walked toward it—and the girl who was holding it.


“I’m Rennie,” I said, looking over her shoulder for the guy named Brynja.


“I’m Brynja,” she said. I guess the surprise must have showed on my face because she said, “Didn’t you get my email?”


“Sure. But…” Some thoughts are better left unfinished. At least, that’s what they said at the camp, usually when some guy—usually me—started to say something he wasn’t supposed to. Like, say, calling some other guy one of the names that were officially banned.


“But what?”


“Never mind,” I mumbled.


“You seem disappointed.”


“No.” I looked into Brynja’s clear blue eyes. She was a little shorter than me, slender, with thick blond hair that hung down over her shoulders. “No, I’m not disappointed. Really.”


“Surprised perhaps?” she persisted.


“Well…” I glanced down at the toes of my sneakers. “Maybe a little. I was expecting…”


“What?”


“I thought you’d be a guy.”


Her eyes widened. “You’re kidding,” she said.


I shook my head.


“But I signed the email with my patronymic.”


“Huh?”


“My whole name.”


“Yeah, but I’ve never heard of anyone called Brynja before. I thought it was like Bernie, you know? That’s a guy’s name.”


“But it’s Brynja Einarsdottir,” she said, emphasizing the last name as if it was supposed to mean something to me. It didn’t. I must have looked pretty blank, because she said, “Dottir means daughter.”


I thought about that for a second. “So your last name means something like Einar’s daughter?”


“That’s exactly what it means.”


“Wow. What are the chances?” I mean, what were the chances?


“Chances?”


“It’s like meeting a guy named Luke Robertson who is taking me to meet a guy named Robert. You’re Brynja Einarsdottir and you’re taking me to meet a guy named Einar.”


She let out a long sigh. “You don’t know much about Iceland, do you?”


I tried to hold my anger in check. “I did my homework.”


“Well, you obviously missed a few things. Most Icelanders don’t have last names the way you do in America.”


“I’m Canadian,” I pointed out.


“Whatever. My name is Brynja. My father’s name is Einar. So I am Brynja Einarsdottir. If I had a brother, he would be Einarsson. My father’s father’s name was Magnus, so my father is Einar Magnusson. His father’s name was Olaf, so my great-grandfather’s name was Tor—”


“Olafsson. I get it,” I said. What I thought was, Whatever. “And I’m from Canada, not America.”


She shrugged. The look in her eyes said that she either made no distinction or didn’t care to make one.


“Is that your only luggage?” she asked, glancing at my duffel bag.


I nodded. Before I could move, she grabbed it and headed for the terminal doors, leaving me with no choice but to trot after her. When the doors swooshed open and a blast of icy wind hit me, I wished I was wearing my parka.


The duffel bag was heavy. I knew that for a fact because I had toted it from the Major’s car to the check-in at the airport back home. But she was swinging it along in front of me as if it was a handbag. She wove her way through the parking lot, stopped beside a four-wheel-drive SUV and tossed the duffel bag into the rear cargo area. Without even a glance at me, she climbed in behind the wheel and started the engine.


“I’m supposed to have a car,” I said through the open passenger-side window.


“My dad has one for you. You have a driver’s license, right?”


Jeez, what did she think?


She put the vehicle in gear and glanced inquiringly at me.


I jumped in and hadn’t even begun to buckle my seat belt when she stomped on the gas and we shot forward.


“Hey!” It came out automatically.


She chuckled.


I wanted to be mad at her—she had real attitude. Like I was supposed to have known she was a girl, like I should know every damn thing about her country when she obviously knew nothing at all about mine. I hoped I wasn’t going to have to spend a lot of time with her. I sincerely hoped she wasn’t planning to hike to the interior with me and her father. If she was, I had news for her. After all, my grandfather was paying for this. If that didn’t give me the right to say who came and who didn’t, then I don’t know what did.


We had just got underway when it started to rain—an all-out downpour. Brynja had the windshield wipers going flat out. We drove in silence. There was no way I going to make small talk with a girl driving in a storm. The gray sky and the dismal rain were a perfect match for the fields of black rock on one side of the road and the slate-gray ocean on the other.


The rain stopped suddenly, about the same time a cluster of buildings appeared up ahead.


“Reykjavik,” Brynja said. “We’re going past it.” She glanced at me. “It’s good you got here when you did.”


“What do you mean?”


“So you can see my afi.” She glanced at me. “My grandfather.”


“What for?” What did her grandfather have to do with anything?


“If it wasn’t for him, you wouldn’t be here.”


“Huh?”


“I mean, you wouldn’t even be alive,” she said. “You know the story, right?”


“What story?”


She rolled her eyes. I was fast getting the impression that I was a huge disappointment to her—not that I cared. I mean, what did it matter to me what she thought?


“Your grandfather’s plane crash-landed in the interior during World War Two.”


“Yeah. So?”


“My afi saved his life.”


I stared at her. “Your grandfather is the Sigurdur my grandfather told me about?” She nodded. “But I thought—”


Her sigh was downright theatrical. Yeah, she definitely had attitude.


“You thought what?” She made it sound like,What ridiculous notion popped into your head this time?


Well, if she was going to be like that…


I took a deep breath. “I thought he died.”


Tears welled up in her eyes. Uh-oh.


“What I mean is…my grandfather and yours exchanged cards at Christmas. But last year, my grandfather didn’t hear anything, so he assumed…” When you assume, my most recent school principal said, you make an ass out of u and me. Get it, Rennie?


“He’s not dead,” she said. Her tone was sharp. Accusatory. I remembered what she had said: that it was good I’d arrived when I did. I hoped that didn’t mean what I thought it meant. I also wondered how it might affect what I was supposed to do. Did Mr. Devine know all this when he chose Brynja’s father as my guide? Did it matter? “When he heard you were coming, he was so excited,” Brynja said. “He wants to meet you.”


“Yeah?”


“Yeah.” She said it as if she couldn’t imagine why. She was quiet for a long time, which was okay by me. Then she said, “Tell me about your grandfather. What was it like growing up around a man who had so many adventures?”


“I don’t really know,” I said.


“What do you mean, you don’t know?”


“I mean, I didn’t even know he existed until after my mother died.”


She looked at me so sharply and for such a long time that I was sure she was going to miss the turn in the road up ahead.


“Uh, Brynja…” I grabbed the steering wheel. She looked straight ahead, her whole body went rigid for a moment, and she wrenched the wheel, sending gravel cascading down the sharp drop into the sea below. She eased off the gas pedal.


“Sorry,” she murmured. “It’s just—I didn’t know about your mother.”


“It’s no big deal.” That was my standard line. I killed my mother, no biggie, right? But this time, as soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wished I had chosen different ones. Her eyes were hard and her look sharp. “I mean, it’s no big deal that you didn’t know. Why should you? It was a couple of years ago.”


“How did it happen?”


“It was…an accident.” That’s what they’d called it, a freak accident. Falling rock in Northern Ontario. There were signs posted along the road warning about it, but I’d never heard of it happening and I’d never seen it until that day. We were cruising along, just my mom and me, with the top down on her little convertible. My dad was away, as usual, and we were on a road trip to visit my grandmother, who lived in Toronto. Then, just like that, something crashed right onto the car. I remember hearing it. I remember thinking, Holy %@$#! The car swerved and slammed into the rock face. Despite my seat belt, I hurtled face-first into the airbag. Everything went black. When I finally lifted my head, I looked over at my mom. But all I saw was rock.


“It was an accident,” I said again. “It was a long time ago.” But I remembered it as clearly as if it had been yesterday.


She didn’t say another word. Neither did I. I stared out the window, where there wasn’t much to look at except ocean, rock, the occasional farm and sheep. Lots of sheep, all over the place, usually in groups of three. And waterfalls. I’d never seen so many waterfalls.




SIX


We seemed to be moving inland. I heard a bell-like sound. Brynja frowned at the display on the dash. She was low on gas. Forty minutes and another warning ding later, she turned off the main road, and the next thing I knew, we were approaching a small town.


“Borgarnes,” she said. “We live between here and Reykholt.”


That was it. That was the name of the town I couldn’t remember at the airport.


She slowed and pulled into a gas station. She jumped out, grabbed a pump and began to fill up. I got out to stretch my legs. I was walking toward a tourist information center when I heard someone shout in a language I assumed was Icelandic. I turned and saw Brynja, gas pump in one hand, push a woman away from her. The woman was jabbering at her the whole time and came at her again as soon as Brynja had shoved her. I doubled back, and Brynja pulled up the nozzle and thrust the gas hose at me. The woman was still talking. While I stood there holding the hose, Brynja shoved her again, harder this time, and the woman went flying backward and landed on her butt on the ground. I stared at Brynja. Her face was completely transformed by anger and hatred.


“What’s going on?” I said. “Are you okay? Do you—?”


“Get back in the car,” she said, grabbing the nozzle from me.


Right. Like some girl I didn’t even know was going to start ordering me around as if she was the Major.


Brynja jammed the gas nozzle back into the gas tank and the numbers on the machine started spinning again.


The woman struggled to her feet. Brynja looked at her and hissed something in Icelandic.


The woman turned and said something to me.


“I don’t understand,” I said.


“Get in the car,” Brynja said.


“Please.” The woman turned to me and spoke in English this time. “Please, I just want to know where my husband is.”


Her husband? I didn’t know who this woman was. How was I supposed to know anything about her husband?


“I’m sorry, but I—” I began.


Brynja finished filling the tank. She slammed the nozzle back into its slot and spoke sharply to the woman. To me she said, “I’m going to pay. Get in the car and don’t talk to her. She’s crazy.”


With that, she marched toward the gas station. I circled around to the passenger side. The woman followed me.


“Please,” she said. “Please, I know he wouldn’t desert me. Please, talk to her. I just want to know where he is.”


“Look, lady, I’m not from around here.”


She grabbed my hand and held it tightly.


“You look like a good person. Ask her. Just ask her, that’s all I want.”


I saw Brynja through the window of the gas station. She was holding a mobile phone to her ear while she glared at me.


“Lady, I really have to—”


“She knows. I know she does. Or her father knows. Please.”


I glanced back at Brynja. She put the phone back in her pocket and pushed open the gas station door. She wasn’t looking at me; she was looking at a car that was pulling into the gas station.


A police car.


It pulled up behind the woman just as Brynja reappeared, and two cops got out.


The one who had been riding shotgun sprang out of the car and strode over to Brynja. Maybe I was reading it wrong, but it seemed to me like he wanted to be the first to get a handle on the situation. He listened for a moment and then turned to the woman and spoke to her. She looked frightened and replied in the same whiny voice she had used on Brynja. The second cop took his time getting out of the car. He was taller than the first one. He watched for a moment before approaching the woman. He bent down and said something into her ear. When he straightened again, she stared up at him. Then she slunk away. She vanished into a grocery store across the street.


“Jeez, what did you say to her?” I asked. He’d gotten action and he’d gotten it fast.


The second cop looked me over. Cops are always doing that—sizing people up before they speak to them. It didn’t bother me. I lived with the Major.


“I told her if she made a nuisance of herself again, I’d have a word with her boss. It’s a tough economy these days, and it won’t be easy for a woman her age to find another job.” He spoke even better English that Brynja, with an accent that made me think of New York. Maybe his teacher had been from New York. Or maybe he’d lived there for a while.


Brynja said something in Icelandic.


The first cop scowled his disapproval and spoke angrily.


“What’s going on?” I asked.


“I told you to get in the car,” Brynja said.


The tall cop grinned. “Sounds like she’s got you on a short leash, son.”


“Shut up, Karl,” Brynja said.


The first cop clucked his disapproval. Brynja growled at him in Icelandic.


“Mind your manners, Brynja,” the first cop said in English, glancing at me.


“At least Karl got her to go away,” Brynja said. “But you, Tryggvi? You’re useless. She only moved here so that she could harass us—and today of all days. But you do nothing.”


“The minute she breaks the law, we’ll deal with her,” Karl said smoothly. Tryggvi shot him an annoyed look. “But she’s crazy, not criminal, and everyone knows it. And being crazy is not against the law.”


Tryggvi broke in. “She’s been warned. If she sets foot on your property again, I’ll arrest her for trespassing. Other than that, there’s nothing I can do.” I noticed he said I, not we. “She’ll eventually give up and accept what happened. She’ll have to.”


“What happened?” I asked.


“That’s none of your business,” Brynja said. She opened the driver’s-side door. “Get in the car, Rennie.” Her tone was warning. She sounded eerily like the Major.


I counted to five before climbing in beside her, so she wouldn’t think I was going to jump every time she yelled at me.


“What was that all about?” I asked as she put the engine in gear.


No answer.


“What’s with those cops?” I asked instead.


“What do you mean?”


Where should I start? “You talk to cops back home the way you did just now, and they’d bust you out of spite.”


“Tryggvi is my uncle.”


“You talk to your uncle like that?”


“It’s more accurate to say he’s my ex-uncle. He used to be married to my father’s sister. If you ask me, he’s an ass, not to mention an arrogant one. My aunt agrees with me.”


“And your dad?”


“You know what men are like. They stick together.”


In other words, the brothers-in-law had remained tight.


“Tryggvi thinks he’s a big deal because he’s a cop and he got his training in America at the FBI.”


“He trained at Quantico?” Not bad. If I’d liked cops, which I didn’t, I might have been impressed.


“He thought he would come back here and be made chief of police in Reykjavik. But instead he’s stuck here. It drives him crazy.”


“And the other one?”


“Karl? Karl drives him even crazier. Tryggvi thinks he doesn’t understand the way things work over here. He’s always competing with Karl. He says the only reason all the bosses like Karl is because they’re so flattered he decided to come back here.”


“Back?”


“His grandfather was Icelandic, but Karl’s father emigrated before Karl was even born.” That explained the American accent. “He spent most of his summers over here when he was a kid. A few years back, he came for a vacation and decided to stay.”


“What did he do in the States?”


“He was a cop.”


And that explained Tryggvi’s annoyance. After his time in Quantico, he probably thought he had it all over Karl. But Americans…well, let’s just say they never seem short on confidence, and I bet Karl didn’t take well to Tryggvi insisting he didn’t understand people over here.


We drove in silence for a few moments. I kept waiting for Brynja to explain what had just happened, but she didn’t, which meant that I had to take the bull by the horns.


“Brynja, what happened to that woman’s husband?”


There was a long pause before she said, “I have no idea. But I sincerely hope he’s dead.”


She refused to look at me again. I guessed there was no point in asking her what was so important about today of all days.
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Fifteen minutes later, we turned onto a graveled laneway and drove across a narrow bridge. We passed a tiny church, a barn and a few other smaller buildings, then stopped in front of a white house with red trim.


“Who lives here?” I asked.


“We do.” She spat the words at me. Still angry, I deduced. “My dad, my afi and me.”


I considered asking about her mother but, given her mood, decided not to push my luck.


But there was one question I had to ask.


“Um…” I admit it. She had me walking on eggshells and choosing my words carefully so she wouldn’t give me more attitude. “Could I maybe settle in first?”


“Settle in?” She spoke the words as if she didn’t know what they meant.


“Check into the motel or whatever, take a shower, maybe catch a nap—”


“Motel?” she said. “What motel?” As if she had no idea what I was talking about. See what I mean?


“Hotel, then.”


“The hotel in Reykholt is booked up for a conference.”


“How about in Borgarnes?”


“You’re staying with us until my dad can take you to the interior.”


“Yeah, but I—”


“You Americans are so rude. Someone offers you hospitality—”


“I’m Canadian,” I said.


She didn’t even pause.“—and all you do is complain.”


“Fine. Okay.”


She crossed her arms over her chest and waited.


“Thank you,” I said finally.


“That’s the car you can use,” she said, pointing to an ancient Yaris in the driveway. “The keys are inside. Come on.” She climbed out of the SUV, circled around to the back and was halfway to the front door with my duffel bag before I realized what was happening.


“Hey, I can take that,” I said.


No response. She shoved open the front door and disappeared inside. I scrambled after her.


The main floor of the house was large and the kind of neat the Major would have approved of. To the right was a living room, to the left a dining room and behind that, a kitchen. All the rooms were painted a gleaming white. Paintings and photographs decorated the walls between and above bookcases crammed with books. The Major had told me that Iceland had one of the highest literacy rates in the world, due to a combination of the long dark winters and the state religion, Lutheranism, which required that all children be able to read and write in order to make their confirmation into the church.


“Come on,” she said, still toting my duffel bag as she led me up a flight of stairs and down a hallway to the back of the house. She dropped my bag on the floor of an immaculate room. It, too, was painted white and had a large window that overlooked a meadow and, beyond that, a waterfall that started somewhere in the highlands behind the farm. “This is your room. There’s a toilet and shower across the hall. You have it to yourself. You can get cleaned up if you want. I’ll be downstairs whenever you’re ready to meet my afi.”


“What about your dad?”


“He won’t be back until the day after tomorrow. He’s got a group.”


“Group?”


“Of tourists. That’s what he does.”


“Your dad’s a tour guide?”


“Yes.” She seemed to dare me to say something about it.


I kept my mouth shut, but what I was thinking was, Terrific, I’m stuck here with an old man and a sour girl. This was not at all what I had expected.


“Okay. Thanks,” I said.


I waited until I heard her footsteps going down the stairs. Then I hiked my duffel bag up onto the bed, dug out some clean clothes and changed. Reluctantly, I went back downstairs.


The house was silent.


“Brynja?” I called tentatively.


“Back here.”


I followed her voice and found her standing in the doorway to a room behind the kitchen. A woman came out. She had an enormous handbag over her shoulder. Knitting needles poked out of it. She spoke to Brynja in Icelandic, and Brynja listened intently. The woman nodded at me as she passed. Brynja didn’t introduce us.


“Come on,” she said to me instead.


I followed her into the room.


An old man was lying in a sturdy wood-framed bed that looked enormous in comparison to his shrunken body. But his eyes burned a brilliant and lively blue—Iceland was clearly the land of blue eyes—and his weathered face broke into a nearly toothless smile when he saw Brynja.


“I have a visitor for you, Afi,” Brynja said, in English this time.


The old man’s eyes shifted to me. He squinted at me and struggled to sit up.


“David? Is that really you?” he said in a quivering voice.


David was my grandfather’s name.


Brynja went to the bedside and propped the old man up with pillows.


“No, Afi,” she said. “It’s not David. His name is Rennie. I told you he was coming. David is his grandfather.”


The old man was staring at me the whole time. He said something to Brynja and gestured with a shaky hand to the table under the window beside the bed. Brynja went to it and picked up a silver-framed photograph. She handed it to him, but he waved his hand and said something else.


“He wants you to look at it,” she said. She handed it to me.


There were two young men in the photo, both bundled up against the cold, but both faces clearly visible.


“The one on the left is Afi,” Brynja said. “The one on the right is your grandfather.”


He looked so young. They both did.


The old man said something else.


“He says you look like him,” Brynja translated.


I peered at the picture. If you ask me, I didn’t look anything like him. But then I never do see resemblances. When people coo at a tiny baby and says it looks just like its mother or its father, I don’t get it. Babies all look like little aliens to me with their big heads, their even bigger eyes, and their bizarre language of gurgles and screams that only their mothers ever understand.


Brynja’s grandfather said something else.


“In English, Afi,” Brynja said gently. “Rennie doesn’t understand Icelandic.” To me she said, “Come closer so he can see you and talk to you.”


I moved closer to the bed. The old man gestured again, and Brynja pulled a chair over for me to sit on.


“You are David’s grandson?” he asked.


“I’m one of them.” I was pretty sure that after sixty years of Christmas letters, he knew about the others.


“How is he?” the old man asked.


I glanced at Brynja.


“I told you, Afi. Remember?” she said. The old man looked confused. “He died,” Brynja said softly. Tears welled up in her eyes as the smile faded from old man’s face.


“I visited him a while ago,” I said, mostly because no one else was talking. “I spent nearly a month with him.” The old man perked up again, and I told him as much as I could about my grandfather, which turned out to be more than I had realized. Finally the old man asked me what had brought me to Iceland. “He sent me,” I said. “He wants me to go to the interior and do something for him.”


Naturally, Brynja asked what, and the old man looked at me for an answer.


I wasn’t one-hundred-percent sure—and I had no idea why—but from everything that my grandfather had said, I assumed that part of the reason I’d been sent here now was because my grandfather thought this old man was dead.


But he wasn’t.


I hesitated.


The old man peered at me, waiting.


What the heck. He had saved my grandfather’s life. If anyone had the right to know, he did.


I reached into my pocket, pulled out the little journal and pressed it into his hand.


A phone rang out in the kitchen. Brynja looked over her shoulder in annoyance.


“I’ll be right back,” she said.


“My grandfather wanted me to leave this there,” I said when Brynja had left. “He told me exactly where to go.”


The old man opened the book and squinted at it. He groped for something on his bedside table—eyeglasses. I picked them up and gave them to him. He put them on and flipped through the pages, looking at the sketches. Tears welled up in his eyes. His hands trembled.


“Who did this belong to?”


“My grandfather. He said she—”


The old man looked so sharply at me that I stopped immediately. He snapped the journal shut. What had I done? Something that upset him, that was for sure. I knew then that I was right and that my grandfather had wanted this done now because he thought the old man had died. I wished—not for the first time in my life—that I’d kept my mouth shut.


But that wasn’t why the old man stopped reading the journal. He was looking over my shoulder. I turned and saw that Brynja had returned. She said something in Icelandic.


He shook his head and said, “Brynja, leave us.”


She started to protest, but he spoke to her again. She scowled at me as if it were my fault—which it kind of was—and left the room. He called to her again, and she shut the door behind her. Then he leaned toward me as best he could.


“You know who this is?” he asked, opening the journal again and holding up the sketch of the woman.


“I know a little,” I said.


“You must not say anything to Brynja,” the old man said. “Or her father. You must not let them see that book. Do you understand?”


“Sure, but—”


He grasped my hand and squeezed it tightly.


“You must promise me.”


His grip was far stronger than I’d expected, and I guessed he had once been a powerful man.


“I promise,” I said.


“You must swear it.”


Swear it?


“Swear,” he hissed at me. “Swear.”


I swore I wouldn’t say anything to either Brynja or her father or show them the journal.


He slumped back against his pillows and closed his eyes. I waited, but other than the gentle rise and fall of his chest, I saw no movement. He was asleep.


I crept out of the room.


Brynja was waiting for me in the kitchen, arms crossed over her chest, a scowl on her face.




SEVEN


“He’s asleep,” I said.


Brynja marched out of the kitchen and down the hall to the front of the house.


“What was that about?” she demanded.


“I can’t tell you.”


“He’s my afi.”


“And it’s up to him who he wants to tell things to.”


“Why would he tell you something that he didn’t tell me?” She was so angry that she was shaking.


“I have no idea.” I really didn’t. “But if you have any questions about what your grandfather wants, you should ask him.”


“Okay, then show me that book.”


“I can’t do that either.”


“Why not?” One thing I was noticing about her: the angrier she got, the louder she got.


“Because it’s not up to me. It’s up to him.”


She glared at me for a few more seconds before turning and stomping back into the kitchen. I thought she was going to roust the old man, but instead I heard cupboards opening and pots clanging. I glanced at my watch. It was late. She was probably making supper.


I wasn’t sure what to do. I wasn’t sure either what I had got myself into when I agreed to come here, especially after the old man reacted the way he did. What was he hiding? Did my grandfather even know?


I went into the kitchen and asked Brynja if she needed help. She ignored me. I said if she was cooking on my account, she shouldn’t bother, that I would take care of myself and didn’t want to put her to any trouble. She still ignored me. I left the house, got into the battered Yaris, found the key and drove over the bridge and out onto the road. I headed for Borgarnes, found a restaurant and ordered a hamburger and fries—just like back home. After that I drove around some more and tried to decide what to do next. I didn’t particularly want to face Brynja again, but I didn’t have much choice. Her father would be back the day after tomorrow. With any luck, he could take me to the interior and I could get my mission over with and be on the plane back home by the end of the week.
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I drove back to the house and tried the door. The knob was wrenched out of my hand before I could turn it, and there was Brynja.


“Where were you?” she demanded. “It’s late.”


“Were you worried?”


Her face turned red. I grinned. “You were, weren’t you?” I said.


“I was not! But my father called and—”


“He was worried?”


“He is being paid to make sure you are safe while you’re here,” she said. “You didn’t say where you were going. It’s dark, and you don’t know your way around.”


“I got back safe and sound, didn’t I? So you can tell your dad he doesn’t have to worry. I can take care of myself.” I took a step forward, and she retreated just enough to let me into the house. I started for the stairs.


“Rennie?” For once her voice was soft. “I’m sorry I got angry with you.” “It’s okay.”


“It’s just that my afi and I are very close.”


“Really, it’s okay,” I said. To my surprise, she didn’t argue with me. Maybe she actually was sorry. “Hey, Brynja, you know that woman from the gas station? What’s her story? How come she seems to think you and your dad know where her husband is?” And how come, I thought but didn’t ask, you wish the poor guy was dead?


She smiled sweetly. “I’ll tell you,” she said, “if you show me that book.”


Nice try.


“You know I can’t do that, Brynja.”


The sweet smile vanished.


“Fine, then I can’t answer your questions either.”


“Whatever.”


I went up to bed.
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I woke to an eerily quiet house. I dressed quickly and went downstairs. There was no sign of Brynja. I crept upstairs again and checked the other rooms on the second floor. Besides mine, there were two bedrooms and a second bathroom. All were empty. I went back down to the kitchen. Still no Brynja. I knocked softly at the old man’s door. There was no answer. I pushed it open a crack. He was asleep—at least, I hoped he was. I waited until I saw the gentle rise and fall of his chest beneath the blankets. Then I opened another door off the kitchen. It led into a small office. Besides the desk, filing cabinets and bookshelves, there was a computer and printer. I stepped inside for a closer look. The desktop icons looked familiar and included an Internet search connection. But it wasn’t my computer, and Brynja might pop in at any moment.


I went back into the kitchen and started opening cupboards to see if there was any cereal.


There wasn’t.


I tried the fridge and found eggs, bread and containers of something called skyr. I opened one and sniffed it. It smelled okay. Then I grabbed a spoon and tasted some. It was yogurt. I spooned some into a dish, dropped some bread into a toaster on the counter and grabbed a couple of eggs. While the eggs fried and the toast toasted, I ate the skyr. Not bad. Then I tucked into the second course. I washed all my dishes and put them away.


There was still no sign of Brynja.


I decided to take a walk. This time I was smart enough to put on my parka. I should have pulled on a tuque too. The wind whipped my ears until they hurt.


The outbuildings all looked as neat and well maintained as the house. A couple of the smaller ones—storage sheds of some kind, I guessed—had been built right into the earth. At least, that was the way it looked. It probably had something to do with the shortage of wood way back when. That was an interesting fact I’d picked up in my Internet research. Until relatively recently, the largest source of wood in Iceland had been driftwood. That’s because the early settlers—Vikings, mostly—cut down most of the trees to build houses or to burn to keep warm or to fuel the fires needed to make iron. Now only one percent of the land was forested. There was a woodlot on the other side of the little river that Brynja had driven over to get to the house. It didn’t look very big, but it climbed gently up the slope to the base of the highlands. I glanced at the far side of the house, but there was nothing but a large grassy yard with a long narrow rise in the middle of it. Beyond that was a fence, more meadow and a small stream.


I had just finished taking in everything on the property when I saw a car come over the bridge. It pulled up in front of the house and a woman—not Brynja—got out. It was the old man’s nurse. She waved to me and went inside.


I still had nothing to do, so I decided to take a run into Borgarnes and poke around there.


Parking was no problem. I found a place outside a small restaurant. From there I walked up and down the few streets, discovering a tourist shop that sold Icelandic sweaters, mitts and hats; a bakery; a pizzeria; a burger joint with a variety store attached; a small art gallery with a café; and a tourist information center. I wandered in there to pick up a few brochures and thought about using one of the computers to get online. But it sounded expensive—five hundred krónur for thirty minutes, when all I wanted to do was see what was what out here. It wasn’t that important. I asked for a map of the area and then headed back to the car. I was about to get in when someone behind me said, “Excuse me.”


I turned.


It was the crazy woman from the gas station.


“Look, lady—” I began.


“I’m sorry,” she said. She sounded pretty normal. “I hope I didn’t upset you yesterday. But they won’t tell me where he is, and I know they know.”


“They?”


“Einar and Brynja.”


I remembered what Brynja had said about the missing man.


“Einar and Brynja know where your husband is and they won’t tell you?” That seemed to be what she was saying, but what kind of sense did it make? “Why wouldn’t they tell you if they knew?”


“Because they think he killed Gudrun.”


“Gudrun?”


The woman’s expression changed. She looked confused.


“I thought you and Brynja…”


“Me and Brynja what?”


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought—it doesn’t matter. I’m sorry.” She turned to go.


“Wait,” I said.


She turned slowly.


“Who is Gudrun?”


She shook her head and walked away.


I ran to catch up to her.


“Who is Gudrun? What happened to her?”


She walked more quickly, darting across the street and disappearing into the grocery store. I was about to chase after her when a police car blocked my path.


The window of the car whirred down to reveal Brynja’s Uncle Tryggvi, the cop.


“Is that woman bothering you again?” he asked.


“No. Not at all. She just apologized for yesterday.”


Tryggvi glanced around. “Where’s Brynja?”


“She’s busy. I decided to look around, see if there are any sights worth seeing.”


“I can give you some ideas, if you want.”


“Sure.” He took the map from me and circled a couple of nearby destinations.


“It’s a beautiful country,” he said. “There is a lot to see that you can’t see back in America.”


“I’m Canadian.”


He didn’t correct himself but instead started to roll up his window.


“Who’s Gudrun?” I said.


The window stopped its ascent.


“There are many Gudruns in Iceland.”


“Who’s the Gudrun that that woman’s husband supposedly killed?”


“Is that what she told you?”


I nodded.


“Gudrun Njalsdottir was a reporter for a newspaper in Reykjavik.”


“Until someone killed her,” I said.


Tryggvi raised an eyebrow. “Until she died.”


“So she wasn’t murdered?”


“She fell over a waterfall. It was probably an accident, but her family thinks she was murdered.”


“Probably?”


He stared at me as if wondering what business it was of mine. “The death was ruled Undetermined,” he said. “She drowned. But whether it was an accident or a suicide—”


“Or murder,” I said.


“Or homicide,” he said, correcting me, “could not be determined.”


“But her family thinks she was murdered by that woman’s husband?”


“There was an investigation, of course. Then her husband disappeared.”


“Disappeared?”


“Left the country. Left his wife behind. She thinks he was the victim of foul play, but we don’t have any evidence of that.”


“So why does she think Brynja knows where he is?”


Tryggvi examined me silently from behind the wheel of his car. “You’re an inquisitive fellow,” he said finally. “Is there some special reason you’re asking all these questions?”


“The woman harassed Brynja. She came up to me today. She seems to think I can help her.”


Tryggvi shook his head. “This is a peaceful country. Unlike America, the homicide rate is low—one or two people a year at most. And the murderers generally turn out to be mentally deranged.”


“You mean like that woman?”


“I’m not saying that. But she’s clearly upset by the disappearance of her husband. Maybe he got tired of her. Maybe he got tired of Iceland. I don’t know.”


“So why does she think Brynja knows anything about it?”


“Maybe you should ask her. In the meantime, if that woman gets to be a nuisance, let me know.”


I said I would. He wished me a good day, rolled up his window and eased his car on down the street.


The woman was still watching me from inside the grocery store.




EIGHT


I thought about the tourist information center and its Internet connection. Then I remembered the computer in the little office at the back of Brynja’s house. If Brynja still wasn’t home…


Fifteen minutes later, I let myself in the front door and stood for a moment, listening.


Nothing.


I went through to the kitchen. The door to the old man’s room was open and the nurse was inside, knitting beside his bed. I nodded to her. She nodded back. I went through to the back room and sat down at the desk. The computer was still on. I opened Google and it came up looking exactly as it always did back home. I typed in Gudrun + Njalsdottir + waterfall + death.


It didn’t get me many pages. I clicked through them one by one. Finally, I saw a reference to a Gudrun Njalsdottir who had been found drowned at the base of a waterfall about a year ago. Just as Tryggvi had said, she’d been a reporter specializing in investigative reporting. There was a photograph. She was a gorgeous, dark-haired woman with piercing eyes. The article said an investigation was ongoing. I searched again and found a follow-up article, which said that the investigation had ruled out foul play. There was no mention of murder. There wasn’t even a hint of murder, even though Tryggvi had said the family believed someone had killed her. What had made them think that?


“What do you think you’re doing?”


Brynja’s voice behind me made me jump. I clicked back to Google and cleared the search history.


“I was going to email my dad,” I said. She must have been in the doorway to the room when she spoke because she was halfway across the room now. “It’s okay if I use this computer, right?”


“You should ask first.”


“I would have, but there was no one to ask. I couldn’t find you.”


She was peering at the screen.


“I just logged on,” I said. One thing my past had taught me to do reasonably well was lie. The Major never believed me—well, almost never—but most other people did.


Brynja looked deep into my eyes. Good luck, I thought. Finally she said, “I guess it’s okay.”


I logged into my email account and sent a brief message to the Major to back up my story.


“So, what are you up to today?” I asked when I’d finished.


“I’m supposed to show you around.” She didn’t try to hide her lack of enthusiasm.


“I can look after myself if you have something else you’d rather do,” I said.


“You’re proud of that, aren’t you?”


Huh?


“You keep telling me you can look after yourself.” It seemed to irritate her.


“Well, I can.”


“My father wants me to show you some of the sights, so that’s what I’m going to do. Just give me a chance to check my email and get changed.”


I nodded and retreated to the kitchen to get myself some Icelandic yogurt. I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t think Brynja believed that I’d just been sending an email. I think she wanted to find out what sites I had been looking at. Well, good luck with that too.


She was frowning when she went through the kitchen to go upstairs.


“I’ll meet you outside,” she said. “I won’t be long.”


I said okay and listened as she went up the stairs. I walked to the front door, opened it and closed it again, loudly. Then I crept upstairs and down the hallway to my left.


“Looking for something?” I asked from the doorway to my room.


It was Brynja’s turn to jump.


She whirled around, red-faced.


“Any particular reason you’re going through my duffel bag?” I asked.


“I—I…”


“I don’t know what you call it here, but back home it’s called snooping, and people don’t like it.”


She didn’t say anything.


“So, are you going to change?” I said. “Or are you ready to go?”


“I’m ready.”


I followed her to her SUV. She didn’t say a word about me using the computer, and I didn’t say anything about her going through my stuff.


I had no idea what she was like with her friends or her family, but with me she acted like an automated tour guide, complete with phony-perky voice and fake frozen smile. She took me to a couple of waterfalls and hiked me through a lava field that was filled with all kinds of weird rock formations. Then we went up the side of a dormant volcano, and finally she walked me down to a black sand beach that, according to her, had caused a lot of ships to run aground over the years. The sailors had mistaken the blackness of the sand for the blackness of deep water.


“Are you hungry?” she asked me after we had hiked and viewed pretty much everything the area had to offer.


The thing about me: I’m always hungry. My mom used to tease me about having a hollow leg. I felt something stab my heart. It happened all the time. I’d be cruising along, then something would remind me of my mom, and I’d feel the pain all over again.


We got back into her vehicle and drove until we reached a cluster of buildings, including a restaurant. We went in and found a table.


“They have the same kind of food you’re used to back home,” she said. “Hamburgers, pizza, stuff like that. Or, if you’re feeling adventurous…” She paused and looked at me. “Never mind. They do an okay hamburger, not that I’ve ever had McDonald’s or anything.”


“I never go to McDonald’s,” I said. “I prefer to eat healthy.” I picked up the menu and looked it over. Besides the burgers, fries and pizza she had mentioned, there were a lot of different kinds of fish and lamb.


“Do you want me to order for you?” she asked.


“I can manage.”


A waitress approached. Brynja ordered in Icelandic. The waitress turned to me.


I’d narrowed my choices down to lamb and shark, but I couldn’t decide which to order. So I asked the waitress. She glanced at Brynja. Maybe she didn’t understand English. Sure enough, she said something to Brynja in Icelandic.


“You can have shark as an appetizer,” Brynja said. “They have a dish called hakarl. You can have smoked lamb for your entrée.”


Sounded good.


Brynja ordered for me.


My shark arrived first—little cubes of it on a plate.


“Go ahead,” Brynja said.


I skewered a piece and popped it into my mouth. I gagged as soon as it was in my mouth. It tasted like motor oil, not that I’ve ever actually tasted motor oil. You know what I mean.


“An Icelandic delicacy?” I asked as soon as I could speak.


“Roughly translated, it’s putrefied shark,” she said with a smile.


“Putrefied?”


“It gives you stamina.” She also said she never ate it.


My lamb arrived about the same time that I smelled cigarettes. “Are you allowed to smoke in restaurants over here?”


Brynja looked surprised. “You smoke?”


“No. But it smells like someone does.” I glanced around, but there wasn’t a cigarette, lit or otherwise, in sight. I sliced some of the lamb and popped it into my mouth.


Holy crap!


“This tastes like cigarettes,” I said. I spit the meat into my napkin.


“It’s smoked lamb,” Brynja said. “It’s also an Icelandic specialty. My grandfather loves it. He has it every year for Christmas.”


“Yeah, well, no offence, but if you blindfolded me and asked me to lick the bottom of an ashtray, I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between that and this lamb.”


“Maybe I should have ordered hrutspunga,” she said.


“Which is?”


“Ram’s testicles.”


I gulped. Thank god she hadn’t.


The waitress returned. “She wants to know if everything is okay,” Brynja said. “And before I answer, I should tell you that it’s extremely rude not to eat the food that’s put in front of you. In fact, it would be an insult to the chef.”


One thing Brynja didn’t know about me—I had eaten boot camp food all summer. I smiled up at the waitress.


“Can I get a soda, please?”


Brynja stared at me as I tucked into the lamb. Brynja’s meal arrived a minute later: a burger and fries. She smiled sweetly as she dipped a fry in mayo and popped it into her mouth.


I cleaned my plate just to show her…well, something. I’m not actually sure what. Brynja and the waitress had a good chat when Brynja went to pay the bill.


“You two sound like you’re great friends,” I said.


“We go to school together.”


Oh.


“What if I hadn’t ordered smoked lamb and putrefied shark?” I asked. “Then what?”


“She would have brought them no matter what you ordered, and I would have told you that they were the correct dishes.”


“You don’t like me much, do you?”


“Tell me what my afi said.”


“Ask him yourself. And stay out of my room.”


We drove back to her place in silence.
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There was a helicopter in one of the fields beside Brynja’s house. Brynja smiled when she saw it. She jumped out of the car and ran into the house. I followed.


A muscular man in jeans and a sweatshirt was standing in front of some shelves in the living room, straightening the spines of books and the knickknacks in front of them. He turned when he heard us come in.


“Fadir!” Brynja said, launching herself into his arms.


The man smiled and hugged her back. He looked over the top of her head at me.


“You must be Rennie,” he said. I couldn’t help noticing that he spoke with an accent, whereas Brynja’s English was almost perfect. He released Brynja and came across the room to shake my hand.


“I am Einar,” he said.


Brynja said something I didn’t understand.


“Brynja, manners,” her father chided. “We have a guest. You must speak English.”


Brynja scowled at me. She was in no mood to do me any favors. But her father was another story.


“You’re back early,” she said.


“The clients’ son was unruly,” Einar said. “Whenever we went hiking, he went so far ahead that I lost track of him. His father kept saying I should not worry because his son was an Eagle Scout back in America. I kept telling the father, America isn’t Iceland. When we got to Vatnajökull, the kid disappeared.”


“Vatnajökull is a glacier,” Brynja told me. “It’s the largest one in Europe.”


“Eight thousand square kilometers,” Einar said. “And this kid decides to take a hike all by himself. We ended up having to send out a search party. He’d fallen into a crevice.”


“Was he okay?”


“He broke his ankle. He was down there for a couple of hours before we found him—after dark, I might add. He was lucky. The door swung a little too close to the heel for my liking.” Einar must have noticed the giant question mark on my face. “When the door swings too close to the heel, it’s what you might call a close call.”


Oh.


He shook his head in disgust. “I’ll never understand these young boys. I tell them over and over, glaciers are dangerous. Ice is dangerous. You could slip into a crevice and never be seen again. But they all think they’re invincible. Americans are the worst.”


Brynja shot me a look, as if her father had just proved a point that she’d been arguing with me.


“I’m Canadian,” I said—again.


Einar smiled at me. “Has Brynja been taking good care of you?”


“She’s shown me a few things,” I said.


“Good. Good. I have some business to wrap up in the next day or so, and then we can get organized for your expedition.”


“When do you think we’ll be able to leave?”


“If all goes well, Thursday,” he said.


Thursday? This was only Monday. What was I going to do for the next couple of days?


He must have read the disappointment on my face, because he said, “Have you visited Reykjavik yet?”


I shook my head.


“You must spend a day there. We’ll arrange it.” He looked at Brynja and held up a picture frame. “I found this facedown. What happened to it?” His tone was mild, but his eyes were sharp and piercing.


Brynja looked at the frame. “I did that yesterday,” she said. “I’m sorry, Dad. I just…I’m sorry.”


Einar pulled his daughter close and hugged her. “It’s all right,” he said. “I was thinking about her too.” He set the frame back on the shelf. “Well, I’d better unpack.”


“I’ll help you,” Brynja said. She glanced at me. I would have bet anything that what she really wanted to do was tell her dad about the mysterious journal I had shown her grandfather. But that was her business, not mine. Anyway, I had other things on my mind. I was staring at the photograph that Einar had just replaced on the shelf. The woman smiling out at me was eerily familiar. I’d seen her face on the Internet only yesterday. She was Gudrun Njalsdottir, the woman whose family was convinced she had been murdered.




NINE


I woke with the sun. The clock beside my bed read 6:15. I couldn’t get back to sleep—and, believe me, I tried. So I swung up out of bed, showered and got dressed.


The house was quiet. I hesitated to go into the kitchen in case I disturbed the old man. Instead, I let myself out of the house into the crisp morning air and took a stroll around the property. I walked back as far as the base of the waterfall and gazed up at the highlands where it originated. There was a rough path up one side of the falls. I started to climb it. The higher I went, the more spectacular the view became and the colder it got. The farmhouse, the little church and the outbuildings below got smaller and smaller, and once I was at the top, I spotted another farm to the east and Reykholt to the west. The terrain up top was desolate. In the distance, cresting the highest points, was a sheet of white—snow. Or ice. I wasn’t sure which. There wasn’t a tree anywhere. I don’t know why, but it popped into my mind that a fugitive would have a hard time in Iceland. Not only was the place small, but there didn’t seem to be anywhere to hide. It was all farmland, coastline and lava fields.


I wandered inland, sticking to the creek so I wouldn’t lose my bearings. I was no Eagle Scout, but I knew how to be careful in unfamiliar surroundings—not like, say, Worm, who stepped off the trail to take a leak the day after I duct-taped him to the canoe and promptly got lost. He wasn’t my buddy that day; Jimi had had the pleasure, and Jimi hadn’t cared that he was gone because we were staying camped for a few days and were only hiking to an old fire tower. Long story short: we spent six hours doing a systematic search for Worm and found him blubbering under a tree just before sundown. He’d gone just far enough into the woods so that he couldn’t see the trail and had got disoriented. It happens. One tree looks pretty much like another, especially to a city boy like Worm.


I followed the creek back to where the waterfall began its tumble to the rocks below. My stomach was growling by then, and I was hoping that Einar at least would be up and ready for breakfast when I got back to the house.


He was.


I spotted him down below.


He was walking around the long narrow rise in the land on the far side of the house from the outbuildings. As I began my descent, I saw him standing in front of the rise. Then I lost track of him. Going down sounds easier than going up, but it isn’t, not when you’re basically rock climbing in reverse. You have to watch what you’re doing and test your footing with each step. It took a good half hour before I got to the bottom. By then Einar was nowhere to be seen.


I found him talking on the phone in the kitchen and started to back away. I didn’t want to interrupt his coversation or give him the impression I was trying to eavesdrop either—not that I understood a word of what he was saying—but he turned and saw me. “He’s here,” he said into the phone, in English this time. “I’ll talk to you later.” He closed his phone and set it down onto the counter. “I thought we’d lost you,” he said. “Where were you?”


“I woke up early. I guess my internal clock is all screwed up. Everyone was asleep, so I went for a walk. I climbed up by the waterfall. I got a great view from up there.”


“You shouldn’t wander off without telling anyone where you are.”


“Sorry,” I muttered.


“Well.” He let out a long sigh. “Are you hungry?”


“Starving.”


Finally, a smile. “As I suspected. Teenaged boys are always hungry. How about some muesli and yogurt, followed by eggs, toast, cheese, some ham…?”


I grinned as the menu got longer.


“What can I do to help?” I asked.
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I had just polished off a bowl of cereal and yogurt, two soft-boiled eggs and three pieces of toast with slices of cheese and ham, when Brynja stumbled into the room.


“Hungry?” Einar asked.


She shook her head. “Is there coffee?”


“Just made. Pour some for Rennie too. I’m going to check on Sigurdur.”


He disappeared into the old man’s room, leaving me alone with Brynja. She filled a mug of coffee and slammed it down so hard in front of me that it sloshed over the brim.


“Hey!” I ducked back so none would drop onto my jeans. I grabbed a napkin and sopped up the mess on the table.


“Sorry,” she said without a shred of sincerity. She took her coffee into the back room and sat down at the computer.


Her father came out of the old man’s room. “If I make some tea for Sigurdur, will you sit with him until Elin comes?” he asked Brynja. I guessed Elin was the nurse.


“I’m supposed to meet Johanna,” Brynja said. “We have plans.”


“I’ll stay with him,” I said. “I don’t have any plans except a shower and a little sightseeing.”


Einar looked at me as if weighing both my offer and my character.


“It’s really Brynja’s responsibility,” he said, shooting a disapproving look her way.


“But I already told Johanna,” Brynja said. “She’ll be here any minute to pick me up. And you heard Rennie. He doesn’t have plans.”


“Really, I don’t mind,” I said again.


Einar scowled at Brynja.


“Thank you, Rennie,” he said finally. “I appreciate it.”


“No problem.”


I heard car tires crunching over gravel. Brynja gulped down her coffee and dropped her mug into the sink.


“That’s Johanna,” Brynja said. “She’s going to borrow an outfit and then we’re leaving.” The doorbell rang, an Brynja ran to answer it.


Einar put the kettle on and tidied the kitchen while he waited for it to boil. He made a cup of tea.


“You’ll have to wait until it cools a little,” he said. “And you’ll have to help him with it.” He stood in front of the stove for a moment and glanced from me to the old man’s room as if he was having second thoughts about leaving me to care for him.


“It’s no problem, really,” I said. “I worked at a nursing home for a couple of months last year. I’m used to old people.” I didn’t see any point in mentioning that the work was court ordered, part of my sentence for throwing apples at an old man who threatened to call the cops on me because I had stolen “said apples,” as the judge called them, from the old guy’s tree. The old guy told the judge that I had no respect for my elders. The judge agreed and came up with what he thought would be an appropriate cure.


At first I hated being around so many super-old people. They smelled funny. They looked and talked funny when they didn’t have their dentures in. They never heard anything you said the first time. They repeated themselves constantly. They were just taking up space. At least, that’s what I had thought at first. The main thing I discovered? Old people can really surprise you. They know stuff you could never in a million years guess they know when all you do is look at them. Like the old guy who’d been a sword swallower in the circus, and another guy who had done one of the first heart transplants in Canada and could still describe it in gory detail.


“Really, he’ll be fine,” I said. “I won’t do anything stupid.”


He looked at me a few moments longer.


“Elin should be here in under an hour,” he said. “I’d stay myself, but I have to deal with the insurance company, thanks to that boy wandering off on his own and breaking his ankle.”


“No problem. Give me your cell number and I’ll call you if there’s any problem.”


He liked that idea. I think he thought it showed responsibility. He jotted it down for me and left.
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The old man’s eyes were closed when I took the tea into his room. I didn’t have the heart to wake him, so I set the tea on his bedside table and sat down to wait. The nurse showed up before the old man’s eyes opened. I told her where the family was and got up to leave.


“Has he eaten anything?” Elin asked.


“I don’t think so.” I hesitated. “What’s wrong with him?” I asked. “Is it just because he’s old?”


“You mean his illness?”


I nodded.


“Well, he’s ninety-seven,” she said. “He gave up his practice decades ago.” Grandpa’s letter had mentioned that Sigurdur had been a doctor. “But he didn’t give up farming until last year. Everything stopped for him when his granddaughter died.”


“Brynja had a sister?”


“Brynja calls Sigurdur afi, but he’s really her great-grandfather.”


“So his granddaughter was…?”


“Brynja’s mother.”


“Gudrun?”


She nodded. “He was heartbroken after what happened to her. She drowned, just like her father. It happened just over a year ago—in fact, I think it was a year ago on Sunday.” The day I had arrived in Iceland. The day that woman had harassed Brynja at the gas station. That day, of all days.


“Gudrun’s father drowned too?” Talk about a hard-luck family!


“Yes, but not the same way as Gudrun. Njal was a fisherman. It’s a tough job at the best of times. He went out one day and never came back. Sigrid, Gudrun’s mother, was already very ill. Cancer. Gudrun was just a little thing when she died. I think she was five. Sigurdur raised her. He doted on her. Sigrid was his only daughter. Gudrun was his only granddaughter. Now there’s just Brynja.”


A trembling voice called from the bed. Elin smiled.


“It seems my patient is awake. Excuse me.”


I headed upstairs to have a shower. As I peeled off my clothes, I decided I would take a ride into Reykjavik later and poke around. It was the biggest city in Iceland. There had to be something going on. Or maybe I could do a little sightseeing on my own. I was thinking over my options when I got into the shower. I reached for the shampoo and cursed silently. I’d left it in my room.


I opened the shower door, leaving the water running, grabbed a towel, and hot-footed it back to my room.


I don’t know who was more startled: me, at finding someone going through my things—again—or the would-be thief who was bent over the open drawers of the dresser in my room and who clearly hadn’t expected to be interrupted while the shower was still running.




TEN


“Find what you’re looking for this time?” I asked, even though I could see that she was lifting the journal out of my bag.


To her credit—well, sort of—she didn’t try to hide it.


“What is this?” She held it up and looked at me the way a queen would look at some lowly subject she was about to order beheaded.


“What would your grandfather say if he found out you were snooping where you don’t belong?”


“What would he say if he found out you betrayed his trust and told me about this journal?”


“We’ll never know, because that’s not going to happen. Hearing about your little thieving expedition, however…”


“He won’t believe you.”


“You sound pretty sure of that,” I said. She looked sure too.


“My afi knows that I would never betray a trust,” she said.


She was nervy, I’ll give her that. There she was, doing what she wasn’t supposed to be doing and telling me that the old man would never believe it.


“You’re a piece of work,” I said. “You act all sweet and innocent around your grandfather, and then you go behind his back and snoop into something when he’s already made it clear he doesn’t consider it any of your business.”


“And I suppose it’s your business?” Her tone was one-hundred-percent pure distilled snottiness.


“Someone made it my business.” Oh. “That’s what bugs you, isn’t it? It’s not about who it is. It’s about me knowing something that you don’t. It’s driving you crazy.”


“If you say anything to my grandfather, I’ll tell him that you told me. He’ll never believe you. Never.”


Whatever, I told myself. This family’s problems were not my problems.


So how come I was so angry? How come all I wanted to do was get even with her? How come that’s exactly what I set out to do after she collected Johanna from her room and left—and after I watched them drive away?


I shoved the journal in the glove compartment of the Yaris and headed for the grocery store near the gas station. When I didn’t see the woman who had accosted me on my second day in the country, I described her to the closest cashier.


“Oh,” said the brassy blond. “You must mean Freyja.”


“The same Freyja who’s been trying to find her husband?”


“That’s what they say. I don’t know her very well. She’s only been working here for a couple of weeks, and she keeps to herself. But someone said that her husband ran off with a co-worker or a lover or something and that Freyja hasn’t been right in the head since.”


“Is she working today?”


She shook her head.


“Do you know where I can find her?”


“She rents a room from Halbjorn—he has the blue house at the end of town. I guess she would be there on her day off.”
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Freyja was there, all right. She was coming around the side of the house with a calico cat in her arms.


“Excuse me,” I said, smiling in what I hoped was a non-threatening way. “Freyja?” It felt funny calling her by her first name, but when I’d asked the cashier for her last name, she’d said simply, “Her name is Freyja.” Brynja hadn’t been kidding. People really did call each other by their first names.


Freyja froze when she saw me.


“Remember me from the gas station?” I said. “I was with Brynja. I’m Rennie.”


She looked over my shoulder as if she expected to see Brynja or maybe the cops. When they didn’t appear, she still looked tense.


“I wanted to ask you about your husband,” I said.


“Baldur? You want to ask me about Baldur? Did someone send you? Is this a trick?”


“No one sent me.” I stepped closer and tried to pet the cat. It hissed at me. I backed off. “You asked me to talk to Brynja about him. Why? What do you think she knows?”


“She knows where he is. They both know.”


“So why won’t they tell you?”


“Because they have hatred in their hearts, and it has turned them evil.”


I stared at her. She spoke calmly enough, but there was a bite to her voice. I wondered if Brynja was right: this woman was crazy.


The sky overhead was lead gray, and a whipping wind had come up since I’d left the house. I shivered inside my jacket.


“I don’t understand,” I said.


“They think he killed Gudrun, and they think I know it.”


“Why do they think that?” I asked.


“I don’t know. All I know is that he didn’t do it. My Baldur would never kill anyone.”


“Mrs…uh…Freyja, I don’t understand. Why would anyone think your husband killed Gudrun?”


“They blame him for what happened. After she died, he used to stand outside our house and shout that Baldur was a murderer.” He? Did she mean Einar? “He told everyone who would listen that Baldur killed his wife. He said he wasn’t going to let Baldur get away with it. And Brynja—she…”


“She what?”


“Brynja was in the same class as my daughter. She made Rakel’s life miserable until she couldn’t stand it anymore. She’s living with her aunt and uncle and going to school in Denmark. She says she never wants to come home again.”


I wondered why Freyja didn’t leave as well. She would probably be a lot happier in Denmark than she was here.


“Why don’t you tell me what happened?” I asked.


Her gold-brown eyes were rimmed with black smudges as if she hadn’t slept well in days or even weeks.


“Do you really want to know?”


“I do.” I had nothing else going on, and I wanted to know whatever it was that Brynja refused to tell me.


Freyja stroked the cat. She started toward the house.


“Come in,” she said.


I followed her into a small but tidy house and up a narrow flight of stairs to a room at the back. It was filled with the morning sun and was larger than I expected. To one side, there was a small fridge, a few feet of counter, and both an electric kettle and an electric coffee pot. The smell of strong coffee filled the little room.


She asked me to sit. She opened a cupboard and took out a couple of cake tins. She sliced some cake from the first one. From the second, she produced some cookies, which she set on a plate with the cake. She set it on the coffee table in front of the small sofa, poured the coffee and asked me how I liked mine. She handed me my cup and settled into a chair opposite me.


“Baldur used to own a fishing boat,” she said. “A big one. Very modern. When things were going well a few years back, when the boom was on, he decided he wanted to try something different. It was so easy to get loans then, not like today. The banks were practically giving money away.”


A bank giving money away? She had to be kidding!


“What I mean to say is,” she continued, “that it was easy to get a loan and the interest rates were low. So Baldur took out a big loan and used his fishing quota as collateral. He used some of the money to improve the house and to get nice things for me and Rakel. But most of it he used for his big dream. He wanted to build a condominium resort for rich local people and wealthy tourists. It would have a beautiful setting, luxury accommodations, excellent restaurants, entertainment, a casino, all the amenities a person could wish for. It would bring jobs and money into the economy. He had people who were willing to invest in it. He was so happy.”


She passed me the plate of sweets and wasn’t satisfied until I took a cookie. It was dense and buttery.


“They started to build the project—in the Westfjords. And then, just like that, the bubble burst. The economy collapsed. Baldur couldn’t get the money he needed to finish the project. His investors had all gone broke. He couldn’t repay his loan either, so he lost his fishing quota. We owed far more money than we could ever repay. Baldur was desperate, like so many people. But then a miracle happened, and he found some new investors. He thought everything was going to be okay. Then that woman came snooping around.”


“You mean Gudrun?”


“Yes. She was a reporter for one of the newspapers. She started out doing recipes and articles about raising children, that kind of thing. But she was ambitious. The more her husband wanted her to stay home and look after Brynja, the more she wanted to do something important.”


“Important?”


“That’s what she used to say. She wanted to be the kind of reporter who breaks stories and grabs headlines. She got it into her head that Baldur was doing something wrong, and she started to follow him and pester him.”


“What did she think he was doing?”


“She claimed that he was in league with criminals.”


“What kind of criminals?”


“Russian criminals. She said that the people who invested in his project after the crash were financing it with money from drugs and human trafficking. She said they wanted to use the project, the casino especially, to launder money. She even claimed that they were going to use the place to transport drugs from here to other countries. Can you imagine anything so ridiculous? My Baldur would never get involved in anything like that.”


“Did she have any proof?”


“Not that I know of. Not that the newspaper ever printed. Not that it even hinted at. Her editor said that he knew she was working on something, but that he hadn’t assigned it to her and that she didn’t want to say what it was until she had the whole story. You see what she was like? She wanted to make a big splash. She wanted to make a name for herself. Instead, she fell at Barnafoss.”


“Barnafoss?”


“It’s a waterfall not far from here. They found her in the water below. They say from the bruising, she either fell or jumped and then drowned. Then her husband started accusing my Baldur of murder.”


Clearly Einar didn’t think she fell or jumped.


“What did the police say?”


“They investigated and said that it was inconclusive—that her death could have been accidental.”


“Could have been?”


“The manner of death was ruled as Undetermined. She drowned, that’s all.”


“So why did Einar and Brynja think she was murdered?”


“Ah,” she said. She sounded like my history teacher whenever someone asked an unexpectedly relevant question. “At first, they thought it was an accident too. But Einar couldn’t figure out what she was doing at the top of the waterfall. How had she fallen in? He didn’t know what she was working on either—not until Brynja came up with her crazy stories.”


“Crazy stories?”


“Apparently she heard Gudrun talking to Baldur on several occasions. And it’s true. Gudrun talked to him. Baldur never denied it. He said she was asking about the development and how it was going and whether it was true that some famous movie stars were thinking of buying some of the units—that kind of thing. She also found out that Baldur wasn’t home that night. She said she knew her mother was working on a story about him and about the Russians he was working with. She’s the one who started all the talk of murder.”


We were sliding back into the Kingdom of Krazy.


“Why would she do that?”


“Because she was jealous. Because after Baldur sold his fishing quota, he bought my Rakel all the best clothes and all the latest gadgets. Gudrun didn’t make a lot of money as a reporter, and her father is a tour guide. It’s seasonal work at best. Brynja did it to get back at Rakel.”


“Einar is convinced that your husband killed his wife because of something that Brynja said out of jealousy?”


Freyja looked deadly serious as she nodded. “She claims she heard her mother talking to someone before she left the house that night. She says her mother told whoever it was that she was going to confront Baldur with proof and that she was going to tape-record the conversation.”


“What kind of proof ?”


“I don’t know. The police didn’t find anything—no proof of anything, no tape recording, nothing like that.”


I took a sip of coffee. I’m no Sherlock Holmes, but it sure sounded to me like Einar and Brynja had a case. They knew Gudrun was going to meet someone that night. They knew it had to do with the story she was working on. And they knew, because of what Brynja had heard, that Gudrun was going to try to get something incriminating out of Baldur. If I’d been playing ball with the Russian mob, or whatever, and someone was going to expose me, I know what I would have been tempted to do.


“Maybe she met someone there,” Freyja said. “Maybe that person really did push her and that’s why she died. But it wasn’t Baldur. He would never do anything like that.”


I hated to ask, but I had to. “Do you know where your husband was that night?”


She didn’t try to avoid my eyes when she answered. “No. But when he came home late, everything was normal. I was married to him for nineteen years. Do you think I wouldn’t know if my husband had killed someone? Do you think I wouldn’t notice that something was wrong?”


I had no idea.


“Baldur was upset with all these accusations. Who wouldn’t be? The police came several times to question him. People were talking. They said the most hateful things—how much he’d changed since he’d sold his quota, how he was throwing money around, how he liked to hobnob with wealthy foreigners. He was hurt and angry when he heard that. And he saw how upset Rakel was when she came home from school. Then he disappeared.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, he called me one day to say that he would be late coming home because he had errands to run, and that was the last I heard of him.”


“He didn’t come home?”


“He didn’t come home. He didn’t call again. He disappeared. His car was found behind a warehouse down at the port.”


“Did you contact the police?”


She nodded grimly. “They looked for him. They contacted all his friends and business associates. No one had heard from him since. They checked ships’ manifests. They checked with the airlines.


There was no record of him leaving the country.”


“He just vanished into thin air?”


“The rumors started to fly again. It wouldn’t surprise me if Einar started them. Everyone was saying that maybe it was true that Gudrun was on to something. Maybe Baldur was no better than a criminal, and maybe his criminal friends smuggled him out of the country on a boat. Other people, people I thought were my friends, said maybe he had decided to leave me for someone younger, one of the girls from the clubs where he used to meet the Russians to do business. But Baldur wasn’t like that. He was a good man. He just wanted something better for his family.”


And now for the big question.


“What do you think happened to him, Freyja?”


“I think he’s dead. I think Einar killed him.”




ELEVEN


I didn’t know what to say. I mean, what do you say when someone tells you that your host, the man your life was going to depend on in a few days, murdered someone?


I finished my coffee—fast. When she pressed me to talk to Einar and Brynja, I suggested she go to the police.


“The police!” She snorted. “Tryggvi knew my Baldur when they were boys. But he thinks I can’t see the truth about him, that I’m crazy. They all do. But I’m not. I’m not.” She got so worked up that she spilled her coffee.


I stood up and thanked her. I didn’t know what else to say. I just knew I wanted to get out of there.


She followed me down the stairs, even though I told her she didn’t have to bother and that I could see myself out. The whole time, she kept telling me that she wasn’t crazy and that it was Einar who was the killer, not her husband. I was glad when I was finally out the door. And don’t you know it, I had just stepped out onto the street when a familiar-looking SUV slid by.


Einar.


He frowned at me as he sailed by.


I pulled away from Freyja’s house with no destination in mind. Mostly I just wanted to put as much distance as possible between her and me. She could say she wasn’t crazy until she was blue in the face, but that didn’t make it so. I mean, if her husband had been murdered, the cops would know about it. They wouldn’t treat her as if she was delusional. And, really, if old Baldur had been doing business with so-called Russian businessmen who were really Russian gangsters, well, call me crazy, but wasn’t it far more likely that they were the ones who had bumped him off, not some Icelandic tour guide? After all, according to Tryggvi, people didn’t kill people in Iceland very often. I knew that handguns were illegal here. Icelandic cops didn’t even carry them. And, anyway, look at the facts. Baldur had taken out a huge loan. Everything had gone bust—there’d been a massive economic meltdown that had started in the States and spread from there. Whole countries were going bankrupt. I have no idea what people do when they’ve lost everything. But I was willing to bet that some of them took a flier—ran from it all, put their miserable pasts behind them and made a fresh start somewhere else. Why was it so hard to believe that Baldur had done that?


I did a U-turn and headed back to the tourist information center. It was open but nearly deserted. The girl at the counter, who was gazing blankly out the window when I walked in, immediately brightened.


“How can I help you?” she asked. She was blond and blue-eyed, like most Icelanders I had met. She was also gorgeous, with a nice body and full pink lips. She looked about my age.


“I’d like directions to a place called Barnafoss,” I said, stumbling over the word. I was pretty sure that was what Freyja had called it. “It’s a waterfall. It’s supposed to be somewhere near here.”


The girl notched up her already bright smile.


“Where the children fell in and died,” she said.


For a country with a supposedly low murder rate, an awful lot of people seemed to die terrible deaths.


“Barnafoss,” she said sweetly. “It means Children’s Waterfall. It got its name from two boys who lived at Hraunsas, a farm near there. One day their parents left the two boys at home while they went to church. But the boys had nothing to do, so they decided to follow their parents—”


I was guessing they must have been bored out of their skulls if the only thing they could think of to do was follow their parents to church. But that’s just me.


“They took a shortcut,” she said. “There used to be a stone bridge over the waterfall.”


“Used to be?”


Her smile was dazzling.


“The boys got dizzy crossing the stone bridge. They fell into the water and drowned. When their mother found out what had happened, she put a spell on the bridge. A little while after that, there was an earthquake and the bridge collapsed.” She reached under the counter and pulled out a map of the area. “It’s a popular tourist attraction,” she said. Whatever turns your crank, I guess. “Now…” She drew a red line on the map to show me how to get from the tourist center to the falls.


“It’s easy to get to,” she said. “It’s very close.”


“I heard a woman drowned there a year ago,” I said.


“Yes, that’s true.”


“Does that happen often—people falling over the falls?”


“Hardly ever.” She paused. “Although sometimes a tourist gets a little too close to the edge and slips, even though they are told to be careful. But as far as I know, none of them have drowned.”


“What do you think happened to the woman who drowned?” I asked. “Did she get too close to the edge? Or do you think it had something to do with the spell that woman put on the bridge? Am I going to be in danger if I go up there?”


There was that megawatt smile again.


“If you are careful, you should be fine. The area is clearly marked and there are chains that keep people from going too close.”


Chains? “Are they new?”


“New?”


“Did they put them up after that woman drowned?”


“No. They’ve been there for a long time.”


“So what happened to her? Was she some crazy tourist who hopped over the chain to take a picture or something?” Yeah, I knew she wasn’t. But I wanted to know what she knew.


“She was a reporter,” the girl said. “She lived near here.”


“Did she have some kind of medical condition? Did she faint or something?”


The girl leaned across the counter and dropped her voice, even though we were the only two people in the place.


“I heard she jumped.”


“Suicide?”


“That’s what I heard. She was having some troubles in her marriage, and she killed herself.”


“Boy, I didn’t hear that. Someone just mentioned that a woman had drowned. I thought it must have been an accident.”


“It wasn’t ruled an accident. They called it Undetermined. I heard that’s because the family—the husband—talked the police and the coroner into ruling it that way because he wanted to spare the woman’s grandfather the grief of knowing that his only granddaughter took her own life. It’s a family that has had a lot of tragedies.”


So I’d heard.


“At first the husband claimed that his wife had been murdered. It was quite a scandal around here. But I heard the police weren’t able to find any evidence. That’s why they ruled the death undetermined. The daughter was in my school. I didn’t know her well—she was a year behind me.”


“What does she think happened to her mother?”


“Murder.” She shook her head. “She claimed her mother was murdered. She talked about it all the time. She even accused another girl’s father of being the murderer. It was awful. In the end, she had some kind of breakdown and left school. She hasn’t gone back. The girl whose father she accused was so upset that she moved to Denmark.”


“And what about you? What do you think happened?”


She shrugged. “Suicide. Definitely suicide. I’d kill myself if I was married to a man like Einar.”


“Oh?”


She glanced around again and dropped her voice even lower.


“He wanted her to stay home all day and cook and clean. He didn’t want her to work for that newspaper. Me—I have plans for my life. I’m going to study fashion design. I’m going to have a career. I’m not going to stay in this miserable country for the rest of my life, and I’m certainly not going to dedicate my life to cooking and cleaning for a man—especially not a tour guide.”


I picked up the map.


“Thanks for your help,” I said.


“Don’t cross the chain markers and you’ll be fine.” She flashed me another smile. “My name is Jonina, by the way.” She made it sound like the prettiest name in the world. “I get off at seven this evening. In case you decide you want something a little more exciting to do.”


I thanked her again. She really was a knockout. She could have been a model, never mind fashion designer.
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Jonina was right. Barnafoss wasn’t far. When I got there, a bunch of tourists were trekking from it to their tour bus. The only vehicle around was a Jeep with a pretty girl at the wheel talking into a cell phone. I got out of the car and started for the falls. There was a clear path and guide chains everywhere, presumably to keep tourists away from the edge of the falls and the river.


I stopped at a large display board to read about the falls—it said pretty much what Jonina had told me. The trail branched in a couple of directions to allow different vantage points of the falls. I followed the one that led to the highest point. The terrain was rocky—all terrain in Iceland seemed to be rocky, but when I got up high enough, it changed from rough footing to enormous swirls, as if someone had poured liquid rock all over the ground and it had suddenly cooled. I’d never seen anything like it. I kept climbing, looking down at the rock all the way. When I got to where the chain was at the top, I stepped over it and kept going, drawn now by the head of the falls. I think that’s why I didn’t notice the figure at the very top, right near the edge of the rock overlooking the water, until it was too late.


She rose from where she had been sitting behind some scrubby growth.


“What are you doing here?” she demanded.


I almost fell backward when she jumped up like that.


“Jeez, you scared me,” I said.


“What are you doing here?”


Great. She was in one of those moods again—queen of the world taking her problems out on the lowly peasant boy.


“Seeing the sights,” I said. “Jonina at the tourist information center told me this place has quite a history. She gave me this.” I held up the map.


“Jonina!” Brynja snorted. “Is that all she gave you?”


Meow!


“What about you? What are you doing up here when your friend is waiting down there for you?” I asked.


“Johanna understands,” she said.


She sank back down and sat cross-legged on a huge swirl of rock and stared out over the raging torrent below. I looked down. It was a long drop into the water that swept almost immediately through several narrow, rocky channels before falling again over another enormous lip of rock. Freyja had said the body was bruised. If Gudrun had fallen from up here—or if she had jumped or been pushed—her body must have been more than bruised; it must have been battered.


“Aren’t you freezing sitting on that rock?” I asked.


Brynja looked up at me in annoyance.


“Are you still here?” she said in a tone calculated to drive any normal person away. Too bad for her, I’m not a normal person. I have a pig head. At least, that’s how the Major puts it. His English is terrific—except for some of the more idiomatic expressions. He doesn’t cover all the bases; he covers them up. For him, things sell like pancakes, not hotcakes. You get the idea.


I sat down beside her. She moved sideways away from me.


“Are you okay?” I asked.


“I’m fine.” Snarl, snap.


“You don’t seem fine. You look kinda…sad.” Yeah, that was it. “You look sad.”


She scowled at me. Okay, at that exact second she didn’t look sad. She looked good and angry.


“We don’t have to be enemies, Brynja.”


“We don’t have to be friends either. You’re going with my dad in a few days to do whatever it is you came here to do. And then you’re leaving.”


“So?”


“So you’re just another tourist. They come and they go. You’re not part of my life.”


“I still care if you’re upset.” At least, I sort of did.


“It’s nothing.” But her voice was softer now and she was staring into the water below.


I kept my mouth shut, looked around and wondered what had brought Brynja’s mother up here of all places. Was it like Jonina had said? Had she come up here intending to end her life? Had she jumped? Or was there some other reason she had come here? Did this place have anything to do with Freyja’s missing husband? Had she come up here to meet him? But why here? I glanced at Brynja. I knew what she was doing here, and, even though she might not have believed it, I understood why she wanted to be alone. I stood up.


“I guess I’ll see you later,” I said.


She looked at me but didn’t say anything.


I turned to go back down the way I had come.


“Do you think about your mother?” she asked just as I was about to step over the chain marker.


I looked back at her.


“You said she died,” she said. “Do you think about her much?”


Did I think about her much? Was she kidding?


“I think about her all the time.” All I had to do was close my eyes, and there she was, her long brown hair, her sparking eyes, her smile, always a smile. And then, sometimes, more times than I could stand at first but lately less and less, I see that gigantic rock smashing one whole side of the car. Her side. That rock where my mother should have been. Where she was.


“Rennie?”


I had to force myself to focus on her.


“How did she die?”


“Car accident.” I don’t know why I always said it that way, like another car had crashed into hers or she had crashed into someone else’s car. But it was better than saying rock accident. If you said car accident, most people got a picture in their minds and just left it at that. Everyone could understand the idea. But rock accident? You had to explain that. What rock? Where had it come from? Where did it land? When you explained all that, you had to live it all over again. And when you did that—when I did that—I had to face the fact that it was all my fault. I’d driven her crazy that whole trip. No matter what she’d done, I’d wanted more. If only…


“It was a car accident.”


“How did you find out?”


“Huh?” What was she talking about? How did I find out about what?


“I was at school,” she said. “Geography class. I like geography. I’m good at it. I like it. I was thinking perhaps I would be a geologist. Iceland is a paradise for geologists, did you know that?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “It’s over a rift zone where two tectonic plates meet. It’s also over a hot spot, which accounts for all the volcanoes. It’s one of the newest islands on earth, geologically speaking—Iceland is twenty to twenty-five million years old.” That sounded pretty old to me. “I was in class. The teacher was handing back test papers, and I looked up and I saw my father and the school director outside the classroom door. I remember wondering what my father was doing there. Then the director gestured to my teacher and she went outside and he said something to her. When she came back in, she called my name and said I was wanted out in the hall. I remember she closed the door after I left the room. I couldn’t think why she did that. She always left the door open. Then my father told me. I didn’t believe him, of course. I screamed at him. I called him a liar, over and over. I guess that’s why my teacher closed the door. I guess she knew I’d be upset.”


“Anyone would be if they got the news that their mother had jumped or been pushed or whatever over a waterfall.”


Her eyes hardened. She stood up.


“Who said she jumped over the waterfall?”


“Or was pushed,” I said. Jeez, she looked like she was going to push me over. “Or whatever.”


“It was Jonina, wasn’t it?” She shoved me in the chest, which I wasn’t expecting. It threw me off balance. “You talked to Jonina about my mother, and she told you that my mother jumped, didn’t she? Didn’t she?” She shoved me again, harder this time, and even though I saw it coming, I stumbled and my foot slipped close to the edge of the rock.


“Hey, Brynja, take it easy,” I said.


“She didn’t jump! I don’t care what she told you. I don’t care what anyone told you. My mother didn’t jump. Someone pushed her.”


“Okay,” I said. I kept my voice calm and quiet. “Okay.” I was holding my hands up in front of me to block her if she decided to push me again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


She was glowering at me, and for a moment I thought she was going to lash out again. Then her hands fell to her sides.


“Just go away and leave me alone,” she said.


Tears pooled in her eyes. Her shoulders slumped, and I couldn’t remember when I had seen anyone look so—what was the word?—stricken. No, that’s not quite right. I remember the look on the Major’s face when he showed up at the hospital where I’d been taken. I wasn’t hurt, not really. My fingernails were ripped and the ends of my fingers were bleeding from trying to lift a rock that refused to budge. My head ached from the impact with the air bag. And my muscles screamed at me, every single one of them, from the exertion I had subjected them to. But, really, none of it amounted to what you would call a real injury. Mostly I’d been taken there because I was in shock. And because they wanted to take some X-rays, just in case. Then the Major had showed up, just like Brynja’s father had. He was the one who made it official, who told me what I had been refusing to believe. Brynja looked like that now.


“Look, Brynja—”


“Just go.” She turned away from me and raised a hand to wipe away tears that she didn’t want me to see.


I hung there for a moment. If I left her, what would she do? I remembered all the times I had thought about my mom and how she had lost her life to a rock that had missed me by no more than a couple of inches. Maybe not even that much. Somehow that rock had skimmed over the top of my head and come crashing down right into the driver’s seat. My mom’s seat. I thought about it all the time. I thought about it on the anniversaries of when it happened. I thought about it on my mother’s birthday and at Christmas. I thought about it at Thanksgiving and Mother’s Day. It came to me in dreams and nightmares. It changed everything—and I do mean everything—for me and for the Major.


But I’m still here.


I’m dealing with it. At least, I think I am—most days.


I picked my way back down the rocky hill and along the path to my car. When I got to the parking area, I interrupted Johanna’s call and told her that Brynja needed her. I looked back just once, as I was turning the key in the ignition. Brynja was standing exactly where I had left her. She hadn’t moved at all.




TWELVE


I took my time driving back to the house. Einar’s SUV wasn’t in the driveway when I got there. I let myself in. Someone called from the back of the house and then appeared in the hall between the kitchen and the front door. Elin.


“He’s been asking for you,” she said. “Please, come.”


I joined her at the back of the house, where she stood aside to let me go into the old man’s bedroom. He was propped up against some pillows, his cheeks almost as white as the snowy linen.


“David,” he said.


I glanced at Elin.


“Go ahead,” she said. “He’s been asking for you all afternoon. He says he has something to tell you.”


“But I’m not—”


“Don’t be afraid,” she said, smiling encouragingly at me. “He won’t bite.”


“David,” the old man said again.


I went in and sat down on the chair beside his bed.


“I’ll leave you two alone,” Elin said. “If you need me for anything, just shout.” She disappeared from sight.


I leaned closer so that the old man could see me clearly.


“It’s not David,” I said. “It’s Rennie. I’m Rennie.”


He said something in Icelandic. At least, I think it was Icelandic.


“Are you okay, Mister…Sigurdur?” I asked.


“Too many secrets,” he said. “They’re a burden to the soul.”


“Mister, uh, sir—”


“I want to tell you something before it’s too late.”


Too late? What was he talking about?


“It’s out there,” he said. He raised one thin hand off the quilt and pointed to the window. “I saw it. I knew what it was, and I rejoiced. I am ashamed but I rejoiced, even though I knew it was wrong. Help me.”


At first I didn’t understand. Then I saw he was trying to get out of bed.


“Help me.”


“I don’t think that’s a good idea, sir.”


His face was red from his struggle to lift himself up off his pillows.


“Sir, I—”


“Help me. I want to show you.” He had got himself almost to a sitting position and was easing his feet toward the edge of the bed.


“Elin!” I shouted.


The old man’s thin legs poked out from under the covers and slipped to the floor. He tried to push himself up off the bed.


“Elin!” I shouted again.


He struggled to his feet.


“I want to show you.” He was tottering to the window, pointing again, and I was sure he was going to fall over. I threw my arms around him to hold him up.


A deep voice barked something in Icelandic.


Einar.


“What the devil do you think you’re doing?” he shouted. At me.


“He got out of bed,” I said. “I tried to stop him.”


Einar flew across the room, shoved me aside and took hold of the old man. Elin rushed into the room.


“Einar!” She ran to the bedside. “What are you doing?”


“He got up,” I said again, but no one listened to me. Einar and Elin got the old man back into bed and covered him up. He was breathing hard. Elin grabbed his wrist to take his pulse. The whole time she was doing that, Einar was yelling at her. Based on my experience with the Major, I’d say he was reaming her out for leaving him alone with me. They argued with each other in Icelandic until, finally, Einar stormed out of the room. I found him pacing angrily up and down in the living room.


“It wasn’t her fault,” I said.


“She’s paid to look after him.”


“She was looking after him. She was with him when I got back. He wanted to talk to me.”


“What on earth about?”


“I don’t know. He thought I was my grandfather. He kept calling me David.”


Einar stared at me as if I were out of my mind.


“He has a photo,” I said. “From just after my grandfather crash-landed here during the war. He thinks I look like him.”


“What did he want to talk to you about?”


“I don’t know. He decided to get out of bed and that’s when I called for Elin. Then you showed up.”


He was calming down. I guess seeing the old man out of bed had given him a scare, but he nodded now and apologized for yelling at me. I told him I understood.


“I’m going to call his doctor,” he said. “And then I should get dinner started.”


When I offered to help, he shook his head.


“You’re still a guest here, and my guests don’t have to make their own meals. Besides, I like to cook. It calms me.”


I didn’t know what else to do, so I browsed through the bookshelves in the living room, found a novel in English that looked like it might be okay, and took it outside to sit and read. From where I was, at the side of the house, I could see the old man’s window. I sure hoped he was okay. I wondered what he’d been talking about. What secrets did he mean? What had he known was wrong, and what did he mean he’d been happy about it? What had he been planning to show me?


I looked at the window and with my eye traced a path from it, trying to figure out what he had been pointing at. It could have been almost anything. From his window, the land rolled until it hit the sea. First there was the yard, then fields, then a stream, then more fields and, far, far in the distance just where the land curved, another farm. I opened the book and started to read. The story was okay, but not exactly gripping. I looked up again. This time I got up and walked back to the old man’s window. Elin must have drawn the shades because they were down now. I turned so that my back was to them and took another look. He’d wanted to show me something. It had been important enough to him that he’d got himself out of bed, which, from the way everyone had reacted, not only was not good for him but was also something he hadn’t done in a long time. And all because there was something he wanted to show me—or my grandfather.


Yard. Fence. Fields. Stream. Fields. Distant farm.


Distant farm? Who did it belong to? Had something happened over there? Had he seen something? What?


Yard. Fence. Fields. Stream…


Wait a minute, what was that hump of land out in the yard? It looked like a hill. I started to walk toward it, the whole time telling myself I was being ridiculous. The old man was clearly delusional; he’d already mistaken me for my grandfather.


I almost turned back, when I saw that the little hill wasn’t a hill after all. I circled around it. It was a shed or a little house that had been built into the rock and was covered with grass, as if the land had grown over it. It had a sturdy double door made of thick planks. As I was walking toward it, I heard a car door slam. Brynja was back.


She climbed out of Johanna’s car, waved goodbye and then stood for a moment on the driveway staring at me. When Einar appeared at the door, Brynja pointed to me. Einar came down the front steps and started toward me. Brynja trotted along behind him, a quizzical look on her face. I headed back to meet them.


“How is he?” I asked.


“How is who?” asked Brynja.


“Your afi,” I said. “He wasn’t feeling well.”


Brynja turned to her father, who assured her that everything was under control. The doctor was coming to see him this evening.


“But what happened?” Brynja asked, a note of panic in her voice.


“He was feeling ill,” Einar said.


“He didn’t recognize me,” I put in. “He thought I was my grandfather.”


Brynja said something in Icelandic to her father. She sounded upset. He put an arm around her, and his response had a soothing tone to it.


“Let’s all go back into the house and have dinner,” Einar said. “Brynja, you can set the table.”


She jogged on ahead. My guess: she was going to see her grandfather and the table could take care of itself.


“I’m sure this isn’t what you bargained for when you came over here,” Einar said. “All this family drama.”


“Stuff happens,” I said. “It’s no one’s fault.”


He smiled, but there was a weariness behind it. “So I noticed you discovered a bit of our history.”


Huh?


“The turf hut,” he said, nodding at the grass-covered structure. “It’s what people used to live in, in the old days. With trees so scarce—well, virtually nonexistent—the old-timers built their homes out of rocks and turf, very much like some of your settlers used to build sod houses. The only difference is that your sod houses were very temporary. People lived in them only for as long as it took to build something more substantial. But here, people lived in turf huts for generations.”


“Someone actually lived in that?” I said, staring in wonder at the small structure.


“In that particular hut, no,” Einar said. “It’s been a storage shed for as long as I can remember. It’s filled with junk—stuff from the old days. I don’t think anyone has been in there in years.” He nodded toward the house. “Come on. Let’s go and have dinner.”


I followed him into the house, but as I walked across the lawn, I couldn’t stop thinking about the old man and what it was that he’d wanted to show me. He had pointed in the direction of the turf hut. It was the only structure between here and the horizon, which meant it was the only thing he could have been pointing at besides the stream or the distant farmhouse in the meadow. But what secret could an old turf hut be hiding? Einar said that it had old stuff in it and that no one ever went inside. Had the old man stashed something in there? Was it something to do with the woman whose face filled the pages of my grandfather’s journal? The old man didn’t want me to show it to Einar or Brynja. He didn’t want me to tell them anything about it. But he wanted to show me—well, my grandfather—something. Something he had seen that was wrong. It had to be something about the woman. If so, what? I wondered. Boy, did I wonder.
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The meal that night reminded me of dinner at my place after my mother died. On the nights when the Major didn’t make it home until late or when he was on assignment somewhere, he left me in the haphazard care of Mrs. Fernie, the woman who came in several times a week to clean and, when I was younger, to make sure I did my homework. She cooked, too, and, when the Major couldn’t be there, stayed over, sleeping on a pull-out couch in the den. I liked Mrs. Fernie, even though she was a terrible cook. She had a boys-will-be-boys attitude to supervising me and never minded if I wanted to horse around with my friends or stay out later than my nine o’clock curfew, which she regarded as overly restrictive. The Major though—he was another story.


When it was just the Major and me, dinner was a dismal affair. The meal was always perfectly balanced and excruciatingly nutritional. We had our protein, our carbs and our veggies. Lots of veggies. Stuff like broccoli, spinach, kale, Brussels sprouts. Fried foods were out. Sugar—forget about it. A meal for the Major wasn’t about the food. It was about fuel designed to power a soldier. And it was consumed to the rhythm of the Major’s knife and fork chinking against the dinner plate at precise bite-chew intervals, punctuated by an occasional irritated “Eat it before it gets cold, Rennie.” The Major never talked about his day—everything he did was cloaked in confidentiality—and I sure didn’t talk about mine. Anything fun I did he would have disapproved of, and anything bad I did, any trouble I got into, he’d hear about soon enough without me having to confess. I couldn’t wait until he’d set down his knife and fork and tell me to clear the table and wash the dishes, which he did every night, even though I did exactly that, every night. I used to wish the words would appear above his head in a cartoon balloon, so that I could grab them and ram them down his throat.


The meal in Einar’s kitchen that night wasn’t much better. Sure, the food was different—grilled fish, boiled potatoes and mushy canned peas. The faces around the table were different. Brynja kept looking anxiously through the door at her grandfather and, if her eyes accidentally met mine, made it clear that she wished I wasn’t there. Einar, like the Major, ate in silence until, I guess, he remembered I was there. Then he asked how I had amused myself all day. When I said I’d just been sightseeing, Brynja scowled at me. Einar didn’t notice. The meal broke up when the doorbell rang. Brynja raced to answer. It was the doctor. Einar and Brynja followed him into the old man’s room. I made myself useful clearing the table and doing the dishes, just like at home.


I was in the living room, the same less-than-gripping novel in my hand while I stared out at the back of the turf shed, when the doctor came through with Einar. They were talking in Icelandic, but their somber voices told me that things were not well with the old man. After Einar showed the doctor out, he turned to me and said that our trip would be delayed by a couple of days.


“My father-in-law needs to go to the hospital for some tests,” he said. “He’ll be transported there tomorrow. I’d like to see how that goes before I take you out. I hope you don’t mind.”


“If you want, I mean, considering the circumstances, I could find someone else to take me.”


Einar shook his head.


“I signed on to do this. It means a lot to Sigurdur that you’re here. He thought highly of your grandfather. I’d like to do the job if I can.”


I nodded, but really I wished he would pass the assignment on to someone else. What did it matter who took me to the interior so long as I did what my grandfather had asked me to do? And the sooner I did that, the sooner I could say goodbye to Brynja and her attitude.


“Let me see how things are after we get the test results,” Einar said. “Fair enough?”


“Fair enough,” I said.
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I couldn’t get to sleep. I kept thinking about the old man, the journal with its sketches, and what the old man had wanted to show me. About my grandfather, too, and his journal, and the letter he’d left for me. In it, he’d written that he’d always suspected that Sigurdur knew something about the woman who had saved him, but that he was uncomfortable when the subject was raised. But now, here Sigurdur was talking about something bad that had happened. Talking about too many secrets too. He wanted to get at least one of them off his chest. He wanted to tell the one person he thought he could trust. The only trouble was, that person was dead.


I didn’t know about my grandfather David McLean until after my mother died. It happened one night, maybe two weeks after the funeral, after all Mom’s friends had stopped coming over all the time with food, after the whirl of decisions to be made about the funeral and the service and the burial site, after the Major’s relatives (who had adored my mother) had all returned to Quebec, and after Grandma Mel, as stricken as the Major, had boarded a plane and flown back to Vancouver. It was a quiet night, with not a sound in the house because the Major forbade television on school nights and didn’t think a person could study with the radio on and had refused to get me the iPod I’d asked for at least a dozen times. I was sitting at the dining-room table staring blankly at my history book. He was in the living room, reading some reports. And the phone rang.


I answered.


I could tell by the voice at the other end that the caller was an old man. He wanted to know if he had reached the residence of Major André Charbonneau. The husband of Suzanne Timson Charbonneau. I had never heard my mother referred to that way, but Grandma Mel’s last name was Timson, so I said yes. Then he wanted to know to whom he had the pleasure of speaking.


I was just about to tell him to buzz off—I figured him for some kind of salesman—when the Major grabbed the phone from me and told me to get back to work.


My pleasure.


The Major talked—well, mostly listened—for a few minutes. He said he couldn’t make any promises. He said he had to absorb what he’d just been told. He hung up the phone and sat down on the sofa again but didn’t pick up his newspaper.


“Who was it?” I asked.


“He says he’s your grandfather.”


I laughed. “Pull the other one. I know Grandpère’s voice when I hear it.” One big clue: Grandpère Pierre always spoke French.


“He says he’s your mother’s father,” the Major said. He got up again, picked up the phone and dialed. A moment later I heard him say, “Mel?”


Secrets.


Secrets come out sooner or later. Like when Grandma Mel flew back a few weeks later to talk to the Major and me in person about when she was young and working in an art gallery while she finished her dissertation. In came a handsome (according to her) young (according to her) widower with four daughters and a keen interest in art. They chatted. They clicked. He invited her for coffee, which turned into the longest cup of coffee she ever had. They fell in love. Deeply in love. He started to talk about marriage. Then she got a job offer—in France. He didn’t want to move his daughters so far away when their lives were so settled. Besides, he told her, there were plenty of job opportunities here.


“I hadn’t even met the daughters yet,” Grandma Mel said. “Frankly, the notion scared me. It wouldn’t be just David and me. It would be David and me and four girls, some of them already young women. I took the job and that was the end of it.”


Except for one small thing that turned out to be my mother.


“I never told him,” Grandma Mel said. “It would just have complicated things.”


It did anyway, because the death notice that the Major had placed in the national newspaper had given my mother’s age and named her mother. David McLean had seen it. He’d figured it out. And now I had a grandfather—one who wanted to make the acquaintance of the grandson he never knew he had, the son of the daughter he never knew he had until it was too late.


“Sorry, Grandma Mel,” I said. “Not interested.”


“Sorry, Melanie,” the Major said. “If the boy isn’t interested, que’est-ce que je peux faire? What can I do?”


End of story?


No way.


I started getting into trouble. It was small stuff at first—skipping school, blowing off homework, smart-mouthing teachers. From there it went to explosions of rage, mostly taken out in fights with other guys, which I usually got suspended for. That only gave me more time to get into trouble. I started breaking into people’s houses—I don’t even know why. I did it maybe half a dozen times before I got caught. The Major blew a gasket. And I ran. Where to? To the grandfather I never knew I had and who—let’s face it—I’d been curious about.


It turned out I liked my grandfather a lot. He was superold, his body was slow, but his mind was as sharp as a tack. I hung out with him for a month before the Major came and dragged me back to, as he put it, “meet the music.” And that’s how I ended up with Worm, Boot, Capone, Jimi and good old Gerard.


I thumbed through the journal again and made a second attempt to read the faded letter tucked into it. I glanced at my watch and wondered if it was too late to make a phone call. I dug out the phone number the Major had given me and made it anyway.
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I awoke to voices and commotion. I pulled on my jeans, grabbed a sweatshirt and went to the top of the stairs. The old man was being carried out of the house on a stretcher. I put on my sweatshirt and went downstairs. Brynja and Einar followed the stretcher and watched as two attendants slid it into an ambulance. Einar climbed into his SUV.


Brynja said something to him. They argued until Einar spotted me.


“Brynja, we went over this last night,” he said in exasperated English. “You can’t do anything. I’m just going to be sitting around waiting for him while they do tests. And someone has to take care of our guest. Make a lunch and take a hike along the stream. Show him around. And stop worrying. I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”


Brynja glared at me.


“He’s your client, not my guest,” she said.


“I can take care of myself,” I said for what seemed like the zillionth time. I had plans that definitely did not include Brynja.


“I’m going with you,” Brynja said.


“You are not.” Einar sounded exasperated.


The ambulance attendants closed and secured the door and drove off. Einar climbed into his SUV and took off after them.


Brynja watched until he was out of sight. She held out her hand.


“Keys,” she said.


“Excuse me?”


“Give me the keys to the car. I want to go to the hospital.”


“Your dad said you’re supposed to stay here.”


“I bet you always do what your father tells you,” she said, a knowing smirk on her face, like she had me all figured out. Nothing bugs me more than people who think they know me when, in fact, they know nothing at all about me.


“Where I come from, we say please.”


Her hand remained extended. She did not say please.


“You said you could look after yourself,” she said. “So do it.”


“Good idea. See you later.” I headed for the Yaris and slid into the driver’s seat.


Brynja jumped in beside me before I could lock her out.


“Where are you going?” she demanded.


“Reykjavik,” I said, “not that it’s any of your business.”


“What for?”


“To meet someone. A friend of my dad’s.”


“Good. You can drop me at the hospital.” She buckled her seat belt and waited for me to start the car.


“Fine,” I said. “But you have to promise not to tell your dad. Tell him you hitchhiked or something.”


“He’d kill me if he thought I did that.”


“So tell him one of your friends took you.”


She thought it over. A faint smile appeared on her face.


“Let’s go,” she said.




THIRTEEN


Brynja complained that I drove too slowly and wasn’t nearly aggressive enough passing the cars ahead of me. In response, I slowed down even more and refused to pass anything. Brynja fumed in the passenger seat next to me, but there was nothing she could do.


When we finally reached Reykjavik, she gave me directions to the hospital. I was glad when I could finally pull over and let her out.


“Do you want me to pick you up later?” I asked.


“No, I’ll go back with my dad.”


She slammed the door. Fine with me.


I drove around until I found one of the tourist information centers that seemed to dot the country. I parked my car, waited in line until a Jonina look-alike finished with a German tourist, and asked for directions to the nearest newspaper office. It turned out to be a twenty-minute walk. I left my car where it was and set off on foot.


Reykjavik—or at least the part of it I was in—was a densely inhabited city. There were no huge high-rises or skyscrapers. But neither were there huge yards. Most of the houses I passed opened right onto the sidewalk, and they were all jammed together. If they had yards, they were hidden in the back somewhere. A lot of their exteriors were brightly colored corrugated iron—green, red, dark blue, yellow—that was supposed to stand up well to the corrosive salt air.


The main thing I noticed as I strolled through the city was the quiet. There were cars on the street, but unlike every other city I had ever visited, there was no underlying roar of traffic. There were people on the street too, but there was no aural wallpaper of voices. There were also no sirens, no rumbling buses, no screaming kids, no dogs barking—in fact, very few dogs at all. There were a lot of cats though. And because most buildings were no more than stories high, it was easy to locate the taller newspaper building. Once I’d sighted it, all I had to do was keep walking toward it.


I told the receptionist I had an appointment with Geir. She picked up a phone and spoke to someone. Eventually a man appeared. He smiled, shook my hand and asked how his nephew Jakob was.


“He’s doing great,” I said.


“Is he married yet?”


Married? Jake? That would be the day! I shook my head, and Jake’s uncle sighed.


“Well, what can I do for you?” he asked.


“I’m trying to find out about a woman.” He waited expectantly for details, but I didn’t know what else to say except, “She had something to do with rescuing my grandfather.” I told him about the plane crash back during the war, and he nodded.


“I heard about that it was big news. The Americans at the base sent out a search party. There was only one survivor. That was your grandfather?”


I nodded.


He glanced at the receptionist and then led me through a doorway and into what looked like a conference room. We sat.


“This woman you mentioned,” he said. “You say she saved your grandfather?”


“He seemed to think so.”


Geir frowned. “I don’t remember hearing anything about that. My father was a reporter. He never mentioned a woman.”


I told him about the letter my grandfather had written and the journal he had left me. “I want to find out who she was,” I said. “But I’m not sure how to go about it.”


“Well, I suppose the place to start is the newspaper from that time.”


“Can I go through them?”


He smiled. “Do you read Icelandic?” When I shook my head, he said, “I suppose I can look for you. What do you know about her?”


“Not much.” In fact, almost nothing. I pulled the journal from my pocket and showed it to him. “She looked like this.”


He studied her face. “I suppose that’s a start,” he said. “You’ll have to give me a little time. Can you give me a phone number where I can reach you?”


I gave him my cell number.


“May I make a copy of one of these sketches?”


I nodded. He disappeared for a moment and then returned with the journal and a copy of one of the pages.


“I’ll let you know if I find anything.” He started to guide me to the door again.


“Um, Mr. Geir…”


“Just Geir. We don’t use last names the way you Canadians do.”


“Right. I was wondering, did you know a reporter named Gudrun?”


“Gudrun Njalsdottir?”


No last names, but second names.


“Yeah.”


“I worked rather closely with her. May I know why you ask?”


I shrugged. What was I supposed to say—I’m asking because I’m nosy?


“I heard about her—that she jumped off a waterfall, that she fell accidentally, that she was pushed.” Name a version and I’d heard it. It was true—that’s what I heard. “I was wondering which it was.”


He sighed. “I believe the police finally settled on Undetermined.” He peered at me again. “And you ask because—?”


“Because Gudrun’s grandfather and my grandfather were friends.”


He smiled. “Your grandfather, the Canadian Air Force pilot.”


“Yes.”


“How is Sigurdur?”


“He’s in the hospital for tests. I think his family is worried about him.”


“I’m sorry to hear it. Yes, I knew Gudrun very well. As I said, I worked closely with her.”


“And what do you think happened to her? Do you think she jumped?”


He peered at me. “Frankly? No. I know what people said. And I knew that Einar wasn’t happy about her working, especially when she left the women’s pages of the newspaper and started to do regular reporting. The hours were unpredictable. She wasn’t always home when he wanted her there. Gudrun lacked confidence when she started working here. She was so timid, afraid to ask questions. I used to say that she was like a beautiful flower without fertilizer. The work was the fertilizer. It made her bloom. She thrived on it. And then she wanted more. She wanted bigger stories, meatier stories. Something that she hoped would prove to the bosses that she could handle the tough stuff.”


“Like the story she was researching when she died?” I said.


“Ah. Baldur and the Russians.”


“You know about it?” Freyja told me that the newspaper’s editor had denied any knowledge of what she’d been working on.


“I found out after she died,” Geir said. “Einar told me. He knew about the story. I think he was the only person who did. Like I said, she was keeping it to herself until she broke it. She worked that story day and night, researching the Russians—well, as best as one could. It’s not that easy to get information on what goes on in that country. But she was dogged. Is that the right word? Dogged?”


“Determined, you mean?”


“Very determined. She had half a dozen notebooks filled with notes. She never left them at the office, she was so paranoid.”


“Paranoid?”


“She didn’t want anyone here finding out what she was doing. I think she was afraid someone more experienced would take the story away from her. She wrote her notes in French.”


He must have seen the puzzled look on my face.


“A lot of Icelanders speak more than one language besides Icelandic. Most speak Danish because of the historic link with Denmark and because many were educated at universities in Denmark. And a lot of people speak English these days as well. Then maybe some German or some other language. Gudrun was fluent in French. When she wanted to make sure that no one was looking over her shoulder, she wrote in French. I think she was also worried that the Russians had informers, but I don’t know how realistic that was.”


“So you don’t know what she wrote?”


“I don’t know French.”


“I do,” I said.


He looked interested.


“These notebooks she had—did the police look at them?”


“The whole half-dozen,” he said. “I handed them over myself. But they must not have found anything helpful because nothing came of it. And there was nothing that showed that she had been pushed—or that she’d jumped for that matter. The place where she died, it’s all water and rock.”


“I’ve been there.”


“Then you know. Her car was found nearby, but there were no other tire tracks that they were able to find. No fingerprints. No trace that anyone else had been there with her that night.”


“There’s not much around there,” I said. What an understatement. There was nothing at all around there. “What do you think she was doing at those falls in the middle of the night?”


“That’s where the suicide theory comes in,” Geir said. “What indeed would she have been doing there? She might have gone there to meet someone, but that was never proved. Or she might have gone there for some other reason.”


“Like, to jump. Or to look at the falls and then slip.”


“You sound as convinced as I am,” he said with a wry smile.


“What do you think happened?” I asked.


“Her family thinks she was murdered. They think she went there to meet Baldur and that he pushed her over the falls to stop her from writing her story.”


“I heard he wasn’t home that night.”


Geir gave me an odd look. “You know quite a lot about the story.”


“Like I said, my grandfather and her grandfather were friends.”


“Baldur was not home that night. He says he was down by the ocean, thinking. It’s well known that he often went down to the water to think. No one saw him, of course. But, again, there was nothing at all to tie him to Barnafoss, and the police didn’t turn up anything in Gudrun’s notes that would have given him a motive to kill her.”


“But you think he did it?”


“I think someone did. The likely person is Baldur. If Gudrun was right about him, he certainly had a motive. He had no alibi. The police had him in custody for a while. It’s just his luck that they couldn’t prove he had anything to do with what happened that night. They had to let him go.”


“Maybe they didn’t know what they were doing. With so few murders here, they can’t have much homicide experience.” Tryggvi had told me that.


“The officer in charge, an Andersson, I think, was trained in America.”


“Was he trained by the FBI?” I asked.


Geir nodded. “That sounds right. He seemed to know what he was doing.”


Right, to distinguish him from all the other cops named Tryggvi. I didn’t get it. These Icelanders kept saying they didn’t have last names like the rest of the world, but when you asked about someone, the way I’d asked Tryggvi about Gudrun, they used a second name to make sure I understood who they were talking about. It was nuts.


“What about the fact that Baldur disappeared almost immediately. Didn’t that make anyone suspicious?”


“It made me suspicious,” he said. “It made Einar suspicious. Sigurdur too. No one knows where Baldur went. No one has heard from him. Not even his wife.”


“She thinks he’s dead.”


“She may be right.”


“She thinks Einar killed him.”


“I know. She used to call me all the time to get me to work on a story about him. But Einar was at home that night. Sigurdur took an oath. If you ask me, it’s the Russians who are responsible. They don’t like people poking their noses into their affairs. And they don’t like business partners who give people an excuse to poke around in their affairs.”


“What happened to the project they were investing in with Baldur?” I asked.


“It stopped for a while. But I hear it’s gearing up again. Somehow, don’t ask me how, the Russians have money to invest when no one else does. You can only imagine where it came from.” He glanced at his watch. “You must excuse me. If I find out anything about your mystery woman, I will call you. If there’s anything else—”


“Yeah. You can tell me why names here are so messed up. How can you tell who belongs to what family?” It would never have occurred to me that Gudrun Njalsdottir was married to Einar Magnusson and that their daughter was Brynja Einarsdottir.


He laughed. “It takes getting used to, I’m sure. Both ways.” When I looked puzzled, he said, “People who move here have to get used to it. So do people who move away—they have to adopt a new name system too.”


“An easier one,” I said.


He raised an eyebrow. “Not all women in North America change their names to their husbands’ when they marry. Sometimes they use two names.”


He had a point. But my mom hadn’t been one of those women—because the Major wasn’t the kind of guy to entertain such a notion.


I thanked him and left.
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I walked back to my car and sat behind the wheel trying to decide what to do next. I could head back to the house and take a closer look at that turf hut. Or—I glanced at my watch; it was still early—I could drop by the hospital and see what was what with the old man. There was no chance that Brynja was going to want to come back with me. She had already made that clear. On the other hand, there was every chance that Einar would ask me to take her home.


I decided to head back to the house. Alone.


I pulled out of my parking spot and retraced my route out of the city. I’m good at navigating. I have a good memory. The Major knows it too, which is one of the (many) things about me that drive him crazy. He’s always at me with, “Why is it that you can remember every engine part and exactly where it goes or all the words to those god-awful songs you listen to, but you can’t remember who won the War of 1812 or how to find the circumference of a circle?” Quick answer: because some things matter and some things don’t. Care to guess which is which?


I parked my car and headed across the lawn to the turf hut.


As I reached out to pull open the solid wooden door, I noticed that an arc of ground in front of it had been scraped clean of grass from the door being opened and closed. I tugged on the door. It didn’t give. I thought it must be secured in some way, but I didn’t see a lock. I pulled again, harder this time. It opened.


I slipped inside.


The hut seemed even smaller inside than it had looked from the outside. It was no more than 8 feet wide and maybe 10 feet deep. The ceiling was low; there wasn’t enough headroom for me to stand up straight. There was no light inside, either, other than what came in through the door. But this had to be where the old man was pointing. There was something in here that he wanted to show me, and judging from what he had said and the fact that he’d called me by my grandfather’s name, it had to have something to do with my grandfather and the woman in his journal. The old man knew who she was. He’d been stunned to see her face. He desperately wanted me to keep it secret from Brynja and her father. He knew about something bad that had happened, and he’d wanted to tell my grandfather—maybe because he thought it was his last chance.


Old tools and implements—farm implements of some kind, I guessed—leaned against one wall. Ropes hung from the beams in the ceiling. Tangles of wooden blocks—they looked like they’d been made out of driftwood—dangled like bunches of bananas from another beam. Against the other wall were wooden buckets, rusty iron wheels, some more scrap iron and a little stack of what looked like carved bowls with lids on them. I picked one up and lifted the lid to look inside.


“It’s an eating bowl,” someone behind me said, startling me so badly that I dropped the bowl onto the packed earth floor. I spun around and saw Tryggvi in the doorway, bent over so that he could look inside. “I didn’t intend to startle you,” he said. “Einar asked me to drop by and pick up a few things for Sigurdur. They want to keep him in the hospital for a few days.” He glanced around. “What are you doing in here?”


“Just looking around.” My heart was just starting to slow to its normal pace. “So is he okay?”


“Sigurdur? I don’t know.” He bent and picked up the wooden bowl and lid that I had dropped. “This is from the old days,” he said. “My afi—you know what that is, afi?”


“Grandfather,” I said.


He seemed pleased. “My afi used to tell me stories about what it was like when he was young. He said they broke their backs farming all summer, and then they went to sea to fish all winter. If they were lucky, they made it back.”


I thought about Gudrun’s father, who had died at sea.


“He told me about these too.” He turned the bowl around in his hands. “In the old days, people used these bowls instead of plates. Everyone would get a bowl of food in the morning. The lid was supposed to keep it warm during the cold winter days. What was in the bowl was your ration. You ate it throughout the day, and when it was finished, that was it. You had to wait until the next day.” He dropped the lid on top and handed it back to me. “People back in America would think they were starving to death if all they got was a bowl of food this size to eat every day, isn’t that right?”


I supposed it was.


“And those there?” He pointed to the pieces of wood strung with rope and hanging in bunches from the rafter. “Those are loom weights. Back then, almost all the clothes were made from wool. Everyone had sheep. Everyone knitted. The women spun the sheep’s wool to make yarn and thread. The men—like my afi—spun horsehair. It made good strong rope.”


He looked around at the other stuff in the shed.


“Well, I’d better get going,” he said. He ducked out of the shed and then stood in the doorway, waiting for me.


I peered around again. Maybe there was something in here that meant something to the old man, but I sure couldn’t see what. I glanced at Tryggvi. He was waiting for me to emerge. I decided to come back later.


Just as we left the shed, a Lexus SUV pulled up beside what I assumed was Tryggvi’s personal vehicle, and Karl got out. He was dressed in civilian clothes.


“Yo, boss!” he shouted.


Tryggvi glanced at him in annoyance.


“They said you were out here. A guy named Oli showed up at the station an hour ago,” Karl said as he came toward us. “Says he has some information about that rash of tourist break-ins.”


“Someone else will have to talk to him. It’s my day off and I’m busy,” Tryggvi said.


Karl shrugged. “Okay. But he says if you’re not there in the next thirty minutes, he’s walking and you can figure it out on your own. Now, I don’t know about you, but all that negative publicity we got this summer sure didn’t make the local merchants happy, to say nothing of the town council. And heaven knows what they’re thinking of us in Reykjavik…”


Tryggvi’s annoyance deepened into a scowl as he thought this over.


“I need you to run an errand for me then,” he said brusquely. He told Karl what Sigurdur needed, and with another glance at me, he strode to his car and drove away. Karl continued on toward the house. I trotted after him, digging in my pocket for my key to the house. But he didn’t need it. He tipped back a big rock near the front steps and pulled out a key to unlock the door.


“I’m going get the old man’s things from his room,” he said.


“No problem.”


I flopped down on the couch in the living room to wait. Karl appeared ten minutes later with a small suitcase.


“Hey, I have an idea,” he said. “Why don’t we run into the city? I’ll drop this stuff off for Einar and show you around. What do you say?”


“Actually, I was planning to hang around here, maybe do a little reading.” I nodded at the book on the coffee table that I had begun and abandoned.


“Aw, come on,” he said. “It’s my day off. And I don’t get to spend a lot of time with folks from back home.”


“I’m from Canada,” I reminded him.


“Same thing. Hey, have you tried the hot dogs here yet?”


“No, but—”


“You gotta try them. Icelandic hot dogs are famous. Bill Clinton loved them.”


Yeah, well, Bill Clinton loved Big Macs too. And a lot of other things that weren’t necessarily good for him or his career.


“Come on. I insist.” He was grinning like a kid. “I’ll take you to see the original geyser. And Gullfoss—the Golden Waterfall. My treat.”


“Well—”


“You got plenty of time to read later. I need a break and for once I’d like to be able to talk to someone who understands ballpark franks, the Dodgers, the Knicks and the Giants—and by Giants I don’t mean those crazy invisible people that lived under rocks either.”


I said yes only because he kept pestering me the way I used to pester the Major when I was a little kid and didn’t understand the concept of Immoveable Force.


We got in the Lexus SUV.


“Nice ride,” I said. “Cops must do okay over here.”


“Nah,” he said. “Everything over here is expensive. Apart from sheep and fish, they have to ship everything in. But after the big bust, there were a lot of people with cars they still owed money on, so I picked this baby up for a song. And I take good care of her. That’s the Icelandic granddad in me. You take good care of your things and they’ll take good care of you. Mind if I put on some music?”


I said I didn’t and instantly regretted it. It turned out Karl was a major Rush fan. Talk about your golden oldies! Geddy Lee was older than my dad. But then the Rolling Stones were still rocking it out, and Mick and Keith were older than Grandma Mel.


Karl shouted over Geddy’s shrieks all the way into Reykjavik, telling me about the old days in Iceland and the boom days and then the crash. From the way he talked, I guessed none of it had affected him. But that’s the way it goes, right? Back home and in the States, the worse things get for regular people, the more prisons they build and the bigger and better armed the police get. Makes sense, right? You cut back recreation programs for kids, make sure the best they can hope for in life is to bag burgers or stand at registers cashing through cut-rate goods from China, and then you act all surprised when they take whatever cash they have, get zoned out of their heads and get themselves into trouble. Gotta get tough on that youth crime. Gotta crack down on the little hooligans.


“What about kids here?” I asked.


“What about them?”


“You have a youth crime problem in Iceland?”


He laughed. “Everybody’s got a youth crime problem. But what the kids get up to here isn’t half as bad—heck, it’s not even a quarter as bad—as what I used to see back in the Bronx.”


I bet.


“You want to come up?” he asked when he finally pulled up in front of the hospital.


“Nah.”


“Right,” he said with a grin. “You’re afraid Einar’ll chew your head off for aiding and abetting, huh?” When I looked surprised, he said, “Brynja ratted you out.” He got out of the car and swung the little suitcase out of the backseat. “Back in a flash.”


It took longer than a flash.


And he didn’t come back alone. Einar and Brynja were with him.


I braced myself.


It wasn’t Einar who was angry. It was Brynja. And she was angry with me, which I didn’t understand until Einar had shoveled her into the backseat and then stepped away from the car to have a chat with Karl.


“What are you doing here?” she hissed at me.


“As soon as he knew you were here, he made me leave. I have to go with you and Karl and see the sights. I’ve already seen all the sights. I’ve seen them to death.”


Gee, I really hated to be the one to break the news to her, but I said, “Karl would have showed up anyway. Your dad called your uncle and asked him to bring stuff for your grandfather. He had to go to work, so Karl’s pinch-hitting for him.” She frowned, and I had to explain what I meant. “Your dad probably would have got your uncle to drive you back. No offense, but he doesn’t seem like a guy with a high tolerance for people disobeying his orders.” And I should know. I lived with the Major.


The look she gave me said, If it was legal, I’d kill you. Or at least punch you good and hard someplace good and sensitive.


Karl got back behind the wheel.


“Okay,” he said jovially. “Who wants a hot dog?”


Guess who did. And who didn’t.




FOURTEEN


I’ll say one thing for Karl—he loved his grandfather’s country. After we hit the hot dog stand that Bill Clinton made famous, and had a pretty good hot dog, he took us to Hallgrims Church in the middle of Reykjavik, despite a lot of sighs of disgust and eye-rolling from Brynja. You can see the place from just about anywhere in the city. I’d been wondering what the heck it was. The place took forty years to build—and I’m not talking about medieval construction. It was started in 1945. And it’s weird-looking, kind of like a volcano that’s morphing into a spaceship. But it wasn’t so much the church that Karl was pumped about. It was the view from the steeple. From nearly 250 feet above the ground you could see the whole of Reykjavik, and the ocean and countryside beyond—while you froze to death from the wind that whistled through the open windows.


From there we went to Thingvellir, where the original settlers met every year for the oldest continuously running parliament in the world. I was expecting some big spectacular buildings, but there were none. The old-timers met in summer and the whole thing was held outdoors. We also went to Geysir, where the word geyser comes from. Geysir, which he pronounced GAY-seer, used to shoot boiling hot water 30 feet in the air regularly for hundred and hundreds of years. It doesn’t anymore. Talk about a letdown. But right near it there’s another geyser that spouts every five minutes. It’s actually pretty cool. As advertised, we also hit Gullfoss—Golden Waterfall. It’s no Niagara Falls, but it’s all right.


By the time we’d done all that, it was getting late. Karl drove Brynja and me back to the house. Einar’s car was in the driveway, and he came to the door to greet us and to ask Karl if he wanted to stay for dinner. Karl said thanks but, believe it or not, he had a date. I don’t know why that was supposed to be hard to believe—he was a nice enough guy and I guess he wasn’t all that bad-looking.


Einar called us into the kitchen and got Brynja to set the table. He’d made chicken and rice with a side of canned peas. It was okay. Actually, since all I’d had to eat all day was a hot dog, it was better than okay. I polished off two helpings.


Einar leaned back in his chair and got down to business.


“I know we were supposed to leave tomorrow,” he said. “But we won’t have the test results until Monday.”


Aw, man! I could see where this was going.


“It’s okay,” I said. “If you can just recommend someone else who can take me…”


“I was hoping you would wait so that I can do it. It would mean a lot to Sigurdur.”


“I know but…I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me. It’s been great. But I was kind of hoping to get this done sooner rather than later.” Not to mention I didn’t think I could handle four or five more days with Brynja. “I could even go by myself if you point me in the right direction.” I figured in a country as treeless as this, how hard could it be? No matter where you were, you could see for miles in any direction.


“It wouldn’t be safe for you to go alone. The roads are bad, there’s not much around and the weather is unpredictable. You need a guide and a proper vehicle. You also need to take precautions.”


Really? He hadn’t been out in the middle of absolutely nowhere with Worm. If I could survive that, I could survive anything.


“If I get another guide, it’ll be one less thing for you to worry about.”


“Let him go with someone else, Dad,” Brynja said. “We need to look after Afi.”


Einar nodded reluctantly. “I’ll make some calls tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll let you know.”


I was so grateful that I insisted on cleaning up the kitchen. I did a great job too. It would have passed any white-glove test the Major threw at me. I had just finished when my cell phone rang. It was Geir.


“I found something,” he said, “but I don’t know if it’s what you were looking for.”


I glanced at Brynja, who had stationed herself at her father’s computer, and walked out of the room. The living room was empty, so I took the call there.


“There was a woman who was found frozen to death in the interior, near Askja.”


Askja. That was near where I was supposed to take the journal.


“When?” I asked. I heard paper rustling.


“She was found in 1944.”


1944? That was too late.


“But,” Geir said, “she had been missing for two years.”


“Since 1942. Does it say what happened?”


“No. Only that she was found. That was near where your grandfather’s plane crashed, wasn’t it?”


“Yes.” It was also near where he had woken up and found Sigurdur taking care of him. It was where he had seen a red scarf that Sigurdur said he must have imagined.


“She may have been lost,” Geir said, “although I can’t imagine what she would have been doing out there in the first place. It seems more likely that she just decided to walk out into the storm…”


“What do you mean? Why would anyone do that?”


“I mean that she may have walked out with no intention of coming back.”


Oh.


“Did you find out anything else?” I asked.


“Her name—Kerstin Torsdottir. Age twenty-three. She was reported missing by a friend in Reykjavik, where she was living at the time. The friend is deceased—I checked. But here’s something. Before she moved to Reykjavik, she worked for a doctor near Borgarnes.”


Near Borgarnes? Maybe he was still alive. Or…?


“Do you have his name?”


“Well, this is where it gets funny.”


“Funny?”


“His name is Sigurdur.”


“Sigurdur?”


“Gudrun’s grandfather. I don’t remember Gudrun ever mentioning Kerstin, but then I can’t see why she would. It was all a long time before she was born.”


Kerstin used to work for Sigurdur. Kerstin was out in the blizzard after my grandfather’s plane crashed. Sigurdur denied any knowledge of her to my grandfather, but had had a strong reaction to the sketches in my grandfather’s journal. Sigurdur had the weight of a secret on his mind, something that he had been about to show me, something that he had been trying to point out to me…


“I don’t know if that helps you at all, Rennie.” Geir said. “But it’s all I could find.”


“It’s great, thanks,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”


“It was nothing.” There was a pause. “But there is something you can do for me.”


“Name it.”


“When you asked me about Gudrun, it brought back a lot of memories. I went into storage and looked through her notebooks—the ones the police returned when they closed the case. I didn’t delve into it then. I guess I didn’t want to think about her ending her life like that. But I was wondering… you said you read French.”


“My father is from Quebec—he’s Francophone.”


“If I get the pages to you that are in French, can you tell me what they say?”


“Probably.”


We arranged that he would email scans of the pages to me. I promised to get back to him as soon as I could.


I dropped my phone back in my pocket, turned around—and got the start of a lifetime. Brynja was standing in the doorway, her arms crossed over her chest, staring at me.


“What were you saying about my afi?” she asked.


“Nothing. Jeez, do you always eavesdrop on people?”


“I wasn’t eavesdropping. Just the opposite. I was trying not to eavesdrop.”


“By standing there listening to me?”


“I was going to my room. I saw you were on the phone and I didn’t want to disturb you, so I was waiting for you to finish.”


“And while you waited, you listened in?”


“I heard you say my grandfather’s name. Who were you talking to? What did they say about him?”


“Nothing. And anyway, it’s none of your business.”


“So you were talking about him?”


I did something then that surprised even me. Something I never in a million years thought I would do. I fixed her with the same steely look that I had seen in the Major’s eyes a million times and I said the same words I had heard the Major say a million times and in the exact same tone of voice.


I said, “I’m not discussing this with you. It doesn’t concern you.”


It worked on her the same as it always worked on me.


She glowered at me. She opened her mouth to argue but then said, “Fine. I’m out of here,” which is pretty much what I always said. The lines of communication had been broken. She yelled something to her father, who appeared almost instantly at the top of the stairs.


“When will you be back?” he said in English—I think for my benefit.


“Tomorrow evening. Johanna and I planned this ages ago, before you even knew he was coming.” She shot another killer look my way.


Einar came downstairs and said something to her in Icelandic. She kissed his cheek, grabbed a massive purse that was stuffed almost to bursting and marched out of the house. A moment later I heard a car engine. Headlights streamed through the living-room window for a few seconds before arcing away.


“She’s spending the night with some girlfriends,” Einar said to me. “You don’t mind?”


“Not at all,” I said. Talk about an understatement!


“I’ve had a long day. I’ll see you in the morning,” he said.


“Sure. Is it okay if I read down here or watch some TV or something?”


“No problem. There’s satellite.”


He disappeared up the stairs.
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I planned to watch TV until I got sleepy enough to turn in. At least, I’m pretty sure that’s what I planned to do. But Geir’s revelation kept turning over and over in my head. Why had Sigurdur seemed so uncomfortable when my grandfather asked him about the woman he had seen out in the interior? Why didn’t Sigurdur want me to show the journal to Brynja and her father? What had he wanted to show me (or my grandfather) desperately enough that he’d dragged his tired and sick body out of bed to do it? What had he been pointing at? What was out there?


I watched half a movie—don’t ask me what it was because I can’t remember. My eyes were staring at the screen, but they weren’t really looking at it. They were replaying the interior of that turf hut. There had to be something in there. It was the only thing he could have been pointing at.


I notched the volume down. There was no sound upstairs.


I waited another ten minutes. And another ten. Then another ten.


I left the TV on and tiptoed upstairs. The door to Einar’s bedroom was closed, and there was no light showing under the door. I crept down to my room and pulled my nearly empty duffel bag out from under the bed. I felt around inside until I found what I was looking for and then I crept back out into the hall, pausing at the top of the stairs to take another look at Einar’s door. It was still closed. There was still no light showing. I was pretty sure he was asleep.


But I waited another twenty minutes, just in case.


With the TV still on, I slipped on my jacket, tiptoed outside and closed the front door softly behind me. I didn’t think Einar would get up. But if he did, if he had to use the bathroom or something, he would hear the TV and assume I was still watching it. I was betting he wouldn’t check on me. He didn’t seem the type.


I stumbled down the front steps. Being out here was like being out in ranch country. When it was dark, it was dark. There was no ambient light—no streetlights, no electronic billboards, no office lights left on in big office towers. Nothing.


Still, I waited until I was well away from the house before I turned on the small but powerful flashlight that the Major had insisted I pack, “just in case.” I kept it pointed downward so I could see the way with an absolute minimum of light.


When I reached the turf hut, I held the flashlight between my teeth and I tugged on the door. I stepped inside and closed the door behind me. Then I began to search. There had to be something in here. I went to the eating bowls first and opened them one by one, looking for…well, I wasn’t sure what I was looking for.


I searched behind the farm implements. I ran my fingers carefully over the beams. All I got for my trouble was a splinter. I stood in the middle of the little shed and shone my light over every inch of it, turning bit by bit until I had examined the whole beam-and-turf ceiling and every nook and cranny of the rough rocky walls.


Nothing.


This was ridiculous. Maybe I hadn’t found anything because there was nothing to find. Maybe there was no secret either. The old man had called me David. He’d been delusional. Maybe whatever he wanted to show me was just that too—a delusion. I swung around to leave when my flashlight fell on something I hadn’t noticed before. It was on the back wall of the hut, which was made of stone. From the outside, the hut looked like a long hill. When I’d first come in, I’d been surprised by how small it was and thought that maybe whoever had built the shed had dug only so far back into the hill. But my flashlight showed that there were tiny spaces between the rocks that made up the back of the hut. I had to duck down to get a closer look. I shone the flashlight through one of the little gaps. I was thinking it was probably just stones piled up in front of earth to make a strong wall.


But it wasn’t.


I had no idea what was behind the rocks, but whatever it was, it’s wasn’t just dirt. I shone my light over the surface of all the rocks until I found a gap that was a little bigger than the others. I knelt down, put the head of the flashlight up close and pressed my face against the rock to try to see what was on the other side.


That was when I heard something behind me. A sort of swishing sound. It’s also when I remembered the first time I had opened the wooden door to get into the shed.


Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw a man’s boot. Einar.


I started to turn around. My mind clicked through possible explanations I could offer for what I was doing: I couldn’t sleep, I have a keen interest in Icelandic history, I always wanted to examine the inside of a turf shed…No way. The truth looked like it was going to be my best option. Then the beam of my flashlight bounced off something on the other side of the wall. What was that? I was torn between wanting to take a second look and wanting to straighten up and start talking, fast.


The decision was made for me.


The last thing I remembered was something big and hard coming right at me—and making contact, I guess, because after that, it was lights-out.




FIFTEEN


I vaguely remember being picked up. I remember loud noise, like an engine. A helicopter engine? It’s the only way I figure I could have woken up in the middle of nowhere.


Yeah, I definitely want to get even.


Also, I don’t want to die, not like this, not out in the middle of nowhere.


I stumble through the snow until I’m exhausted. I have to rest, but I’m afraid that if I do, that will be the end of me.


My knees buckle.


I peer around. My eyes hurt, but I can’t tell if that’s because of the snow and the cold or if something happened to them when I was hit. I can’t see any place to take shelter. Everywhere I look, all I see is snow. Endless stretches of it. It’s like the North Pole out here, or, at least, what I imagine the North Pole looks like. The only things missing are polar bears and Inuit. Polar bears I can live without, but I’d be pretty glad to see an Inuit hunter right about now, someone who would know how to handle himself in a blizzard. He’d probably whip out a knife and start cutting snow blocks to make an igloo—assuming his grandfather had showed him how. Me? I don’t have a clue.


Not a clue.


But maybe there is something I can do.


I pull the sleeves of my sweatshirt down over my hands and start digging in the snow. I keep going until I’ve made a nice deep hole. I crawl into it. The wind whistles over my head, but at least it isn’t whistling all over me. I can’t say I’m exactly warm because I’m not. Not even close. But at least I’m out of the wind. I huddle in that position, my arms wrapped around my knees, my head and chest down over my arms, making myself into the smallest people-sicle I can. Somehow, even though I know it’s about the most dangerous thing I can do, I fall asleep.


I don’t know how long I sleep. All I know is that the wind has died down when I wake up. It’s still snowing, and my feet are numb. That scares me more than I’ve ever been scared in my life. What if they’re frozen solid? What if I end up with frostbite? What if they have to cut my feet off? I try to wriggle my toes, but I can’t tell if they’re moving.


I feel sick deep inside and the feeling grows and mutates, like an alien pathogen, a feeling of terror, despair, hopelessness, a feeling like I want to cry, and then I do. I feel the tears sting my cheeks, probably giving them frostbite too. Where am I? How did I end up here? Why didn’t I just keep my nose out of things? I’ve practically made a career out of that the past couple of years: telling people I don’t care, acting like I really and truly don’t care, not wanting to care because what’s the point if it can all vanish, just like that. Like my mom. Like this.


I’m going to die.


I’m numb all over. I feel like my body doesn’t exist anymore, it’s just me and my brain sending waves of panic through me, telling me it’s all over, I’m finished, I might as well just go back to sleep and let it happen. That’s supposed to be the thing about freezing to death. It’s supposed to be painless. You just lie down and go to sleep and never wake up again. Maybe I could dream about Mom. Maybe I could manage, for once, to picture her the way she used to be, the way she really was, not the way she ended up. That would be nice.


Do you really see your life flash before your eyes just before you die? If that turns out to be true, she’d be there. She’d be the biggest part of it. My mom and her smile. My mom and the flowery scent of her as she sat beside me at the kitchen table and patiently explained a math problem for the hundredth time. She was always patient. Always soft-spoken. She never yelled. She never said anything mean. She never made me feel stupid when I didn’t understand something or like a failure when I messed up. She just wanted to understand—what happened and what can we do to make it better? And when she said we, she really meant it. How can I help you, Rennie? Not like teachers or principals or vice-principals who said we when they meant you and never let an opportunity to express their disappointment go by. So there we were in the car, me being a total pain, bugging her to take a side trip she didn’t want to take so that I could buy some comics I didn’t really need to impress a kid at school I didn’t really like. I’d just wanted to show him up for once. I’d driven her crazy when all she wanted to do was get home to the Major, which I never understood; he was such a hard-ass.


And she’d caved.


I’d pumped the air, like I’d scored a game-winning touchdown.


The next thing I knew, we were driving down a twisting road blasted out of the Canadian Shield and seeing Danger: Falling Rock signs every 10 kilometers or so.


And then I’d seen something I’d never be able to forget.


Lie down, Rennie. Close your eyes. Imagine. Picture her. Remember how good it was. How good she was. Especially compared to the Major.


Mr. Two Choices.


That’s all it ever comes down to with him: two choices. Black and white. Do or don’t do. Succeed or fail. He’s like a military Yoda: “There is no try.” Don’t go crying back to him that you did your best. If you’d done your best, you would have passed that test, made that team, got that job. Do or don’t do. Make your choice.


Lie down or stand up.


Stay where you are or keep moving.


Quit or keep on slogging.


And that’s when that old revenge streak of mine kicks in again. I can either let whoever did this to me win, or I can make it out alive and kick their ass.


If I fail a math test, it’s no big deal. Who cares about math?


But if I let some bully take me out on the way home—that’s a different story. Nobody takes out Rennie Charbonneau, not without a fight.


Nobody’s going to kill me either. Not without a fight.


Keep walking, kid. Keep on slogging.
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I have no idea how long I keep going. My watch is gone. My phone is gone.


I have no idea what direction I’m going in.


I just keep moving one foot in front of the other until I’m ready to collapse. Then I hunker down in another snow pit and do my best to stay awake and angry. When I’m angry enough, I get up and walk some more.


Eventually it stops snowing.


I keep walking.


It starts to rain, and I shake all over.


I keep walking.


While I walk, I think about the old man and what he’d wanted to show me. I think about the turf shed and what I had seen—well, almost seen—back behind that stone wall. I think about Freyja and Baldur and Barnafoss. I think about the woman’s face sketched in my grandfather’s journal.


I keep moving, right foot, left foot, right foot, left foot—even when I feel weak-kneed and feverish. I cup my hands and drink some rainwater. I remember that a person can go longer than they think without food but that water is a necessity. I’m sure in the right place for water—surrounded by snow and ice, glaciers, rain, geysers, waterfalls. Water is the one thing the Icelanders are never going to run out of. And whatever else happens to me, I’m not going to die of thirst.


I trudge.


I rest.


I drink.


I trudge some more.


The shaking gets worse. My teeth chatter. My clothes are soaked clear through to my skin.


Then the clouds thin and it starts to get warmer. But I’m shaking uncontrollably. The word hypothermia pops into my head. If a person’s body cools too much, it can cause death.


I wish the Major was here with me. He’d know what to do.


When was the last time I wished that?


How about never?


I picture his face when they finally give him the news. We’re sorry to inform you, Major Charbonneau, but your son is missing in Iceland and is presumed dead. We’re sending out search parties, of course, but it’s been a few days now and we’re not hopeful… 


He’ll be disappointed. That goes without saying. Maybe he’ll even be upset. But there will also be a part of him that will say, Well, I can’t say that I’m surprised. If it was anyone else’s son, yes. But my son? No, I’m not surprised at all.


My knees buckle. I fall to the ground and lie there, facedown, crying, blubbering like a baby, too tired to get up, too afraid. It’s getting dark again. This time I don’t care.




SIXTEEN


I raise my hand over my face to shield it from the glare. Is this what they mean when they say you see a light at the last moment? Is this the light I’m supposed to walk toward? Is it the light that will guide me to my mother?


I struggle to a sitting position and lower my hand, squinting into the brilliant sun. Everywhere is whiteness, the way I imagined heaven to be when I was a little kid. Except it isn’t the white of clouds. It’s the white of snow.


Mostly.


I stand up. The whiteness stops in the distance and becomes black. I see something move. It looks like…


I squint.


It is. It’s a horse. All by itself.


Correction, all by itself with a couple of other horses.


I try to take a step and crumple to my hands and knees. I stay in that position, panting, until my hands begin to freeze. I force myself to get up again. I try again to take a step. My feet are so heavy that the best I can do is shuffle. I keep my eyes on those horses in the distance, tiny as raisins, and shuffle toward them. I don’t remember thinking about anything. I don’t remember feeling anything. I just stare at those sturdy little Icelandic horses and stumble toward them like my life depends on it.


Which it does.


At first, I’m giddy with excitement. Where there are horses, there are bound to be people. But no matter how many steps I take, the horses don’t get any bigger. They stay tiny, so tiny that when I hold my thumb up to one, it completely disappears behind it.


It crosses my mind that I’m seeing things. The horses aren’t really there. They’re just figments of my imagination. Maybe I’m not even walking. Maybe I’m still lying in the snow somewhere, close to death, dreaming that I’m walking, the same way I’m dreaming that I see horses. I’m dreaming hope for myself, release from everything I’ve been through. But the release isn’t going to be what I thought. I’m never going to get to those horses. They aren’t going to lead me home. And home isn’t what I imagined either. Home isn’t going to be the Major. It’s going to be Mom.


Then, so fast I hardly believe it, the horses get a little bigger.


My heart starts to hammer in my chest.


I can see the edge of the snow clearly now. The horses are just beyond it. They are getting bigger.


And bigger.


They keep their distance from me as I stagger toward them. The snow and ice slant downward. I trip and careen down an icy slope. Sounds like fun. Isn’t. The ice is bumpy and jars every bone in my body.


Then the ice stops.


Just like that.


Stops at the edge of nothingness. But I’m still shooting forward.


I claw at the ground. I kick my feet straight out in front of me, trying to dig them in.


I feel myself lift off the ground, heading toward the nothingness—a huge abyss.


I think I scream.


My hands scrabble around for something to hold on to.


I feel myself falling, falling.


My fingers make contact with something. Grab at it.


My shoulders feel like they’re being ripped from their sockets.


My feet kick out into nothingness.


I hold tight to…I crane my neck upward…I hold tight to a spike of ice. I try to ease my other hand up to grab it, praying the whole time that it won’t snap off. I refuse to let myself look down and concentrate instead on getting a good grip and then swinging my feet to the side of the abyss to hunt for a foothold. Think about the task at hand, Rennie. Forget about everything else. Nothing else matters. Hold tight. Find someplace to put one foot.


My toe digs deep into a little hole.


My other foot dangles uselessly.


Then it catches too.


Now, slowly, ease yourself up. That’s it. Push. You can do it. Forget how tired you are. Forget how sore you are. Push.


I push.


My head comes up above the top of the chasm. I dig in with my hands and push again to get one foot over the edge. I flop onto the snow at the top and pull up my other leg. I crawl away from the edge of the abyss.


Only then do I look down.


I freeze.


There is nothing down there.


Nothing as far as I can see.


I scramble back from the edge on my hands and knees. Then I crawl, still on my hands and knees, around the edge of the abyss. Only then do I stand. My legs shake. My hands shake. Jeez! I pick my way down the remainder of the slope. It takes forever, but now I know the truth of the old saying: “Haste makes waste.” It almost made waste of me.


The sun is going down again by the time I’m off the snow—off, I think, the glacier.


I keep going. It isn’t easy. There’s no snow, but it’s cold, especially as the sun sinks, and the terrain is uneven. I’m on volcanic rock now. A lot of it is covered with lichen, which makes it look pillowy soft, but I find out the first time I trip and thrust out a hand to steady myself that there’s nothing soft about it. I cut my hand open—but I don’t feel a thing. I’m numb, and that scares me more than anything else.


When it’s too dark and I’m stumbling too much, I feel gingerly around for someplace to rest. I hunker down into a little ball again to preserve as much warmth as I can.


I wake to a sunnier, warmer day, haul myself to my feet and set off again. I keep an eye out overhead for an airplane or a helicopter that might be passing. I don’t see one all day.


I don’t see anything all day.


The sun sets again.


And I see a light in the distance.


A couple of lights.


They look like lights from the windows of a house.


I keep walking. I don’t care how many times I fall or even that I feel something warm and sticky on my right knee. I keep going. Go toward the light, Rennie. Go toward the light.




SEVENTEEN


The house turns out to be directly across from a restaurant and right beside a couple of gas pumps in the absolute middle of nowhere. I’m not kidding. A man answers my hammering. He looks around for my car, probably wondering why he didn’t hear it drive up. When he doesn’t see one, he looks baffled. He says something I didn’t understand.


“I don’t speak Icelandic,” I say.


His eyes widen.


“You’re American.”


Whatever. I feel like I’m going to collapse in a heap at his feet.


“I got lost,” I tell him. “I—”


“Come in.” He stands aside to let me pass.


His house is as neat as any I’ve seen in Iceland. It’s cozy too. A woman comes out of a back room to see what’s going on. There are a couple of young guys there too. They’re taller than the man, but they look just like him.


I start to tell them what happened. A version of it, anyway—the “getting lost” part. They take me into the kitchen, sit me down and wrap me in blankets.


I ask for water and get it. The woman makes tea and I wrap my hands around the mug and enjoy every second of the heat. She also brings me a plate of lamb stew. I wolf it down and immediately feel sick. Too much too fast, I guess. I tell them I’m fine. The man doesn’t believe me on the last point. He questions me about how long I’ve been gone, and I figure out it’s been four days. I sit there for a while, wrapped in blankets in the warmth of the house, and I start to nod off. By then I’ve lost track of time. I’m dimly aware of the man saying something. He is talking to one of his sons. Then he tells me to come with him.


He takes me upstairs to a bathroom. One of his sons appears with a bundle of clean clothes. The man wants me to shower. He says before I get dressed, he wants to look at me. He wants to make sure I’m okay.


I shower. I wrap myself in a towel. I let the guy look at me. At my feet in particular. He says everything checks out. He sounds surprised when he says it.


“I must call someone.” The way he says it, it sounds like he can’t decide who that someone should be.


“Um, where am I exactly?” I ask.


He tells me, but it means nothing to me.


“I’ll show you,” he says. “After you get dressed.”


I put on his son’s clothes—they fit pretty well—and go back downstairs. The man has a map spread out on the kitchen table. He points to where his house was.


I stare at the map. I’m at least a 160 kilometers from where I started. I think again about the noise I remember and decide it must have been a helicopter. Einar has a helicopter for his business. He flies it himself.


“How can I get to Reykholt?” I ask.


“Reykholt? You came from Reykholt?”


I nod. “Is there a bus or something?”


“I should call someone,” the man says again. “You have parents here? Relatives?”


“No one who would miss me.” For all I know, it’s true. “I just need to get to Reykholt.”


“Oli will drive you in the morning.”


Oli is one of his sons.


I say I’d appreciate it.


The woman makes me some tea. Then she shows me where I can sleep. I burrow under the thick eiderdown on the bed and fall fast asleep.
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It’s late—nine thirty—by the time I get up. The woman is in the kitchen. She makes me a hearty breakfast with plenty of hot coffee. While I eat, I notice a computer in the next room.


“Can I use it?” I ask the man. “I’d like to email my dad back home.”


The man is so happy that I want to contact someone that he practically drags me to the computer. I log into my email account—and see that I have a message from Geir. He says he’s located five of the six notebooks that Gudrun kept about her big investigative piece on Baldur and the Russians. He has no idea what happened to the sixth. It’s possible it was lost. Either that or the police forgot to return it. He’s also attached scans of pages that contain notations in French. I open the attachment.


I start to read through the twenty or so pages of the scan, but there’s nothing helpful.


I glance at the man, who’s watching me from the doorway to the kitchen.


I skim the last page.


Something catches my eye.


I read it more carefully.


“It is okay if I print one page?” I ask.


The man nods.


I print the page, read it again as I pull it from the printer, and then fold it and stuff it into my pocket. I log out of my email account and off the computer, making a note to thank Geir later.


The woman has washed and dried my clothes. They smell fresh and lemony. I go and change into them. When I get back to the kitchen, Oli is waiting for me. I thank the man and the woman and follow Oli to an SUV. We take off.


Oli has the radio on and he’s humming along to a rock station. I’m thinking about that last page of Geir’s email. Part of me doesn’t want to believe what I read. If I’m interpreting it right, Brynja will be hurt—maybe badly.


When I see a sign that says we’re 50 kilometers from Borgarnes, I tell Oli I need to make a phone call. He offers me his cell phone.


“I don’t have the number,” I say. “I need a phone book.”


He pulls over at the next restaurant–gas station we come to. He goes inside. I see him speaking to a woman behind the counter who hands him something. He comes back to the car and hands it to me—a phone book. He gives me that and his cell phone and says he’s going to get a coffee, do I want one? I tell him I’m fine, thanks. When he goes back inside, I look up the number for the Reykholt police. I punch it into the phone and when someone answers, I ask for the only person I can think of who will believe me and maybe help me. I ask for Karl.


“Karl here,” says a voice with a familiar Yankee accent.


“It’s Rennie.”


“Rennie? Where are you, son?”


I tell him.


“How the devil did you get there?” he asks. “Tryggvi has a search party out around Askja looking for you. That’s where Einar figured you went. He said you were impatient to get there and didn’t want to wait for him.”


I bet he did.


“He tried to kill me,” I say.


“What? Who?” He couldn’t have sounded more surprised if I’d just told him I’d just escaped from the clutches of a troll.


“Einar. He knows I was nowhere near Askja. And Karl?” I hesitate. “I think Tryggvi’s in on it.”


“Look, Rennie, I don’t know—”


“The last I remember, I was in a turf shed at Einar’s. Then I woke up a hundred and sixty kilometers away. Einar must have dumped me there with his helicopter—”


“Now hold on. I’ve known Einar for a lifetime of summers. He’s a good man. And Tryggvi—he’s a pain in the butt, but he’s a cop. Cops don’t do stuff like that.”


Sure they do. But I don’t want to get Karl’s back up. I need him.


“If Einar’s such a great guy, why did he try to kill me? Why did he dump me in the middle of nowhere to freeze to death?”


“I don’t know that he did,” Karl says.


“I do. He knows where Baldur is too.” Unless I’m wrong about what I saw, Baldur didn’t leave the country at all. Quite the opposite. He was up to his eyeballs—well, his eye sockets—in it. “Meet me and I’ll show you.”


There’s a long pause, then: “Where are you? I’ll come and get you.”


“I’m on my way back to Reykholt. I can be there in fifteen minutes. Twenty at the most.”


“Okay. Okay. How are you traveling?”


“I hitched a ride.”


“You know where that gas station is, just before the cut-off to Einar’s place?”


I do.


“About a kilometer before that, there’s a lookout. Tourists stop there. Get your guy to drop you there. I’ll meet you there.”


“Bring a pick and shovel,” I say.


I get out of the truck and go into the restaurant where I find Oli sipping coffee and flirting with the young woman behind the counter. I wave to him, and he reluctantly slides off his stool.
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Oli drops me off at the side of the road and waves as he executes a U-turn and heads for home.


I cross the road to a sign that points to the lookout. I follow a twisting path down a slope that ends in a secluded patch of lichen-covered land with a magnificent view of a waterfall. The fall is spectacular—high, multi-leveled, all foam and crystal water against black rock under a bright blue cloud-studded sky. I can see why the place is a favorite for tourists, but there are none around. I pull out the page I printed and read it again. If this doesn’t prove that Einar was involved, I don’t know what will.


Karl shows up five minutes later.


“Here.” I thrust the paper at him.


He squints at it. “What language is this?”


“French.”


He hands the page back to me.


“My Icelandic is good. Spanish I can manage—street Spanish. But French?” He shakes his head. “Never had a call for it. What is that?”


“It’s a page from Gudrun’s notebook.”


He raises an eyebrow. “I’d be remiss in my duty if I didn’t ask where you got that.”


“I got it from someone who worked with Gudrun at the paper. Apparently she wrote her notes in French when she didn’t want anyone to see what she was up to. As far as I can tell, no one at the paper speaks French.” I point to a sentence halfway down the page. “She says here that she has to confront E—she means Einar—with something she found out but that she’s afraid how he will react. So worried that she wonders if she should go straight to the police instead.”


Karl frowns. “What are you thinking, Rennie?”


“That Einar knew something. Why else would she use that word—confront?” That would explain why he hadn’t wanted Gudrun digging into that story. “He was the only one besides Baldur who knew what she was working on, so either she told him or Baldur did. On another page, it mentions that she thinks Baldur had a partner here in Iceland, someone with inside information about police investigations. Sounds like a cop to me. Baldur and Tryggvi used to be friends—good friends. Gudrun must have found out that Tryggvi was in on it with Baldur. She may have suspected that Einar knew something about it and was keeping quiet. She wasn’t sure what to do—talk to Einar or go straight to the cops.”


Karl’s frown deepened.


“Let me get this straight,” he says slowly. “You think that Tryggvi killed Gudrun and that Einar knew about it?”


“I’m not sure who killed Gudrun,” I say. I’d been chewing over that one for a while. If she knew about the deal Baldur and Tryggvi had made with the Russians, and if she knew what was behind the Russians’ willingness to invest in Baldur’s resort, and if she was going to expose it all, bring it all down around their ears, sure, Tryggvi could have done it. Or Baldur. Or, for that matter, the Russians.


“And Baldur? What happened to him?” Karl asks.


“He’s dead.”


“I suppose Tryggvi killed him too.” He thinks I’m crazy. I can tell by his voice.


“I’m not one-hundred-percent sure about that either,” I say.


“That’s a lot of not sures, son.”


“Maybe Baldur panicked and Tryggvi killed him. Or maybe the Russians killed him. Or maybe it was Einar. But I know where Baldur is, and Einar and Tryggvi both knew it. That’s why they tried to kill me. And when I talked to Freyja—”


“You talked to Freyja?”


I nod. “Einar knows it too. He saw me come out of her place. She told me that Baldur’s car was found down near the port and everyone figured he left the country. But that’s not what happened.” I tell him what the old man said about seeing something bad, and where the old man had pointed. It had nothing to do with Kerstin. “I think Sigurdur saw Tryggvi, and maybe Einar, hide Baldur’s body.”


Karl thinks over what I’ve said. He looks far from certain.


“Let’s go,” he says finally. “Show me.”




EIGHTEEN


Karl radios back to the police station and speaks to someone there in Icelandic. Then we drive the short distance to Sigurdur’s place. On the way, I ask about the old man.


“He’s still in the hospital,” Karl says. “But the doctors think he’ll be able to go home soon. Brynja’s been pretty much camping out there. Oh, and she thinks you’re an idiot for going to Askja on your own.”


“I already told you—I was nowhere near Askja.”


Karl turns off the road and onto the lane leading to Sigurdur’s place. As we cross the bridge, I see that Einar’s car is gone. I’m glad.


Karl parks and we get out. He pops the trunk and grabs a pick, a shovel and a flashlight. We walk side by side to the turf hut. My heart is beating fast. Finally I’m going to get a good look at what’s on the other side of that stone wall. I’m going to see if what I saw glinting in the beam from my flashlight really is what it looked like. I think about Freyja and Brynja. Once that wall is broken down, they’re both going to find out things they don’t want to know.


“Look.” I point to the quarter-circle on the ground where the grass has been scraped away by the opening and closing of the door. “When I first saw this shed, Einar said no one ever went in it. But you can see that someone has gone in and out—a lot. And when I climbed up to that waterfall one day”—I nod to the fall behind the house—“I saw Einar over here. He’s got a guilty conscience, just like that guy in the Poe story.”


“Poe?”


“Edgar Allan Poe. We read one of his stories in school. The Tell-Tale Heart. It’s about a guy who kills someone and then goes crazy with guilt. I think Einar keeps checking the place, you know, to make sure no one has found out. Tryggvi must have told him he found me inside. Einar probably watched me after that and saw me go in again that night. Next thing I know, I’m in the middle of nowhere.”


Karl looks doubtful. I guess I can’t blame him. He knows Einar. He works with Tryggvi, and even if the two of them aren’t best buddies, they’re cops. Cops have it beaten into their heads that they have to stick together. He continues to look doubtful right up to the moment when I show him where to point his flashlight. He hunkers down and stares between the tiny gaps in the stone wall.


“You see it?” I say. “It’s under that pile of rocks, but you see it, right?” It was a watch—I was sure of it—peeking out from under a man-sized pile of rock in what I was willing to bet was originally part of this turf hut, which explained why the hut looked smaller from the inside than it did from the outside.


Karl straightens up slowly.


“Well, I think you’re on to something.” He turns off the flashlight. “This fellow who gave you those notes in French, how come he didn’t tell the police what was in them?”


“He didn’t know. He doesn’t read French, and I guess he didn’t think they were important, not after Tryggvi returned the notebooks. When he heard I read French, he asked me to take a look at them and tell him what they said.”


“Did you?”


“Not yet. I haven’t had a chance.”


A shadow falls across the sunlight streaming in through the turf shed’s door; then the light is blotted out as someone steps inside.


Einar.


“What’s going on?” he demands. His eyes flick to me. He doesn’t look surprised to see me.


“This boy was just showing me something interesting behind that wall, Einar,” Karl says.


Einar looks at the wall and then back at me. “I don’t understand.”


“There’s something back there,” Karl says. “We need to break down the wall.”


Einar stands motionless in the doorway. Any minute now he’s going to turn and run, and Karl, like all Icelandic police, isn’t wearing a gun.


“Well, Einar?” Karl says. “What do you have to say about this?”


“What do you want me to say?” Einar’s voice is as dull as his eyes.


“It’s Baldur, isn’t it?” I say. “Did you kill him? Or was it—?”


“Hold on there, Rennie,” Karl says. “Suppose you leave the questions to me.”


No way. Not after everything I’ve been through.


“He tried to kill me,” I say. “I deserve to know. Hell, if it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t know. You wouldn’t be here.”


Karl heaves another sigh.


“That’s true,” he allows. He turns to Einar. “Well?”


Einar looks down at the packed-earth floor for a few seconds, like a kid staring at the toes of his sneakers after having been caught cheating on a test. And then he meets my eyes. I don’t know the man well. But I know shame when I see it. Regret too.


“It was an accident,” Einar says. “Baldur killed my Gudrun. I know he did. But there wasn’t any proof—nothing the cops could use. He was going to get away with it. So I went to him. I tried to get him to do the right thing, to tell what he did. But he refused. And then—” He breaks off and draws in a few deep breaths to steady himself. “I just wanted him to do the right thing. I tried to make him go to the police. But he fought me. What could I do? I fought back. I didn’t mean to kill him. It was an accident.”


I almost believe him about the accident part.


Almost.


“If that’s true,” I say, “if it was an accident, why didn’t you tell the police what happened?” I’m on a roll. I know it. He’s confessed to killing Baldur. Now I want him to tell the rest. I want him to spill whatever he knows, right here, right now—what he knew, what Tryggvi knew, what Gudrun knew.


“They would never believe me. Everyone knew I suspected Baldur. Everyone heard me call him a murderer. I would go to prison, and then what would happen to Brynja?” He gets a faraway look in his eyes, like he’s staring into the past, reliving what he’s done. “I should never have let Gudrun take that job. I don’t understand why she wanted it. If she had stayed home, if she had never got it into her head to be a reporter, none of this would have happened. She would never have found out what Baldur did. He never would have killed her, and I never would have done what I did.”


“Does Brynja know what you did?” I ask.


It takes a few seconds before Einar’s eyes meet mine. He shakes his head.


Karl tosses him the pick. He’s going to make Einar break down the wall. He going to make Einar expose what has lain hidden for the past year.


I’m watching him holding that pick. I’m wondering how he’s going to explain this to Brynja. I’m wondering, too, how she will react.


Then I say, “How did you know?” because all of a sudden it’s bothering me.


Einar doesn’t even look at me.


“You said you knew that Baldur killed Gudrun,” I say. “How did you know? Did she tell you she was going to meet him that night?” I pull the sheet of paper from my pocket. “She says here she’s afraid of how you’re going to react when she tells you something. She can’t decide whether to confront you or go straight to the police. Did she tell you where she was going, is that it? Did she tell you what she suspected and what she was going to do, and you let her go? You let her meet Baldur and that’s why you’re so sure he killed her?” That had to be it. “You feel guilty,” I say as the thought occurs to me. “You could have stopped her. You could have made her stay home that night. But you didn’t.”


“She didn’t tell me anything,” Einar says in a hushed voice. “She said she had to go out. She was acting strange. Quiet. She left and she never came back. Baldur killed her.”


“But if you don’t know where she went…” My voice trails off.


I think.


I remember what Geir told me: there were originally six notebooks, but he could find only five. He said that one of them must have been misplaced when it was returned—either that or the police had neglected to return it. But there’s a third possibility, namely that Tryggvi destroyed one of the notebooks because it contained information that linked him to Baldur. Once the death investigation was closed, who would bother to look any further? No one had—until I turned up and started asking questions.


“How do you know Baldur killed her? How do you know Tryggvi didn’t do it?” I say.


It would be easy for a Quantico graduate like Tryggvi to get rid of evidence that a murder had been committed. It would be just as easy for him to commit a murder and cover up whatever evidence there might be.


My head is spinning. Things fall into place.


Gudrun suspects Tryggvi’s involvement. She tries to decide whether to talk to Einar first or the cops, but maybe doesn’t do either. Maybe she goes straight to Tryggvi and presents him with evidence that proves he’s involved with Baldur. I can see how that might go. She calls Tryggvi—or maybe he knows from Baldur that she’s getting close and he calls her. They arrange to meet. Tryggvi tells her where. She goes. He hears her out. He realizes he’s cornered. He has no choice—he kills her and makes sure there’s no evidence left behind. That explains the outcome of the autopsy—undetermined.


But now Tryggvi has a loose end—Baldur. What if Baldur found out what he’d done? Or what if he even suspected it? He probably hadn’t counted on murder being part of the deal when he borrowed money from the Russians. So Tryggvi whispers in his brother-in-law’s ear, “Gudrun was investigating Baldur, so he killed her. But there’s no evidence. We’ll never be able to prove it.” Einar goes to Baldur. Baldur denies killing Gudrun. He refuses to go to the police—why would he? They fight; Baldur ends up dead. And Tryggvi—lucky Tryggvi—tells his brother-in-law that they have to hide the body so that Einar won’t be arrested for murder. Ta-dah!


“Tryggvi?” Einar says. “Why would Tryggvi hurt Gudrun?” I see confusion on his face, and it throws me.


“Tryggvi helped you hide Baldur’s body, right?” I say. “He’s the one who told you Baldur killed Gudrun, isn’t he?”


“The boy knows what you did, Einar,” Karl says. “Now everyone is going to know. Brynja is going to know.” He nods at the pick in Einar’s hand. “You know what you have to do.”


Einar looks at the pick like he can’t figure out how it got there. He shakes his head. Doesn’t he get it? Refusing to knock down the wall isn’t going to change a thing. It’s going to come down with or without him.


“What would Anders think if he knew what his grandson had become?” he says.


Anders?


The two men stare hard at each other.


“Who is Anders?” I say.


Something Geir told me hits me like a sledge-hammer: the name of the cop who ran the death investigation on Gudrun.


“What’s Tryggvi’s father’s name?” I ask.


At first I don’t think anyone is going to answer. But finally Einar says, “Jens.”


So that makes him Tryggvi Jensson. The cop who ran the investigation—the cop who was trained in the States—was Andersson, not Jensson.


There’s only one other cop around here who was trained in the States. I turn to Karl.


“Anders is your grandfather,” I say. According to Geir, Icelanders who emigrate have to adapt, and one of the things they have to adapt to is names frozen at a point in time. Karl’s father, born here, would have taken Andersson as his surname when he moved to the States. Karl was born in the States, where he would have taken the same surname as his father. His name is Andersson too.


Karl is focused on Einar. “Do you want to go to prison, Einar? Because that’s what’s going to happen unless you do something.”


Einar doesn’t answer.


I start to move away, but Karl grabs my arms and wrenches me back.


“You have no choice, Einar,” he says. “You tried to get rid of Rennie once and failed. You can’t fail again.”


Einar looks at Karl with dull eyes.


“We haven’t got all day,” Karl says.


“You said he would never survive out there,” Einar says. “You said the problem was solved.”


You said. He means Karl. I try to wrench free, but Karl has a viselike grip on my arm.


“You killed Gudrun, didn’t you?” I say to Karl.


Karl doesn’t look at me. “Better to get it over with, Einar,” he says.


“Gudrun went to meet you,” I say. I stare at his face. I can’t read a thing. In the shadows, it’s as gray and flat as a blank screen, and it tells me everything I need to know. “You killed her and you told Einar that Baldur did it. He knew that Gudrun was investigating Baldur, but he didn’t know about you.”


Karl ignores me. “If he gets away, I won’t be able to protect you this time,” he says to Einar.


“You were protecting yourself,” I say. “She knew, didn’t she, Karl? What did you tell her when you arranged to meet with her? Did you feed her a line? Did you tell her you could explain everything?” I could just see it. “Did you tell her you were investigating yourself, but that it was all hush-hush until you made your case?” Still nothing.


“She was afraid of how Einar would react because you two were friends when you were kids. Gudrun was afraid Einar would be disappointed in you—or maybe angry at her for what she turned up about you. So either she forced you to meet her or you lured her to the falls. Either way, the result was the same. You killed her.”


Einar is staring at Karl now.


“Karl?” Einar’s voice is quivering with emotion. “What is he talking about?”


“You tricked Einar into doing some of your dirty work for you. You made sure he dealt with Baldur, and then you told him to hide the body. That way he wouldn’t push to find out more. He already had it settled in his mind. And it gave you something to hold over him—you could threaten to expose him if you had to. Just like you’re doing now.”


“Karl? Is this true?”


“Of course not,” Karl says.


“Sigurdur saw you,” I say to Einar. “Just before he collapsed, he wanted to show me something. He pointed to this hut. He saw you bring Baldur back here. He saw you drag his body into the hut. But he didn’t say anything because he believed that Baldur had killed Gudrun—because you told him that’s what happened, because that’s what Karl told you.” I turn to Karl. “And you destroyed the sixth notebook too.”


“What notebook?” Einar says.


“Gudrun had six notebooks,” I say. “They were all turned over to the police, but only five were returned. No one noticed until now. Karl destroyed the sixth one. I bet there was something in it that implicated him.”


Einar is staring at his old friend now. “You did this? You killed Gudrun?”


“No,” Karl says.


“Yes,” I say. “It wasn’t Baldur. It was Karl.”


Karl surprises the daylights out of me when he reaches behind himself and pulls out a gun from under his jacket.


“I thought handguns were illegal in Iceland,” I say.


Karl smiles. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way. Give me the pick, Einar.”


“What are you going to do?” I say. “Kill me and then kill him and say you got here too late to save him?”


“If you can’t take care of it, I will, Einar,” Karl says.


“So it is true,” Einar says.


“Don’t be ridiculous. Give me the pick, Einar.”


“Ask him where he was the night Gudrun died,” I say to Einar.


Einar looks at Karl for an answer.


“I was at home,” Karl says. “For god’s sake, Einar!”


“I bet he wasn’t at home. I bet he was meeting Gudrun.”


“Give me the pick, Einar.”


“He did it, Einar. He killed Gudrun.”


Karl points his gun at me. “I’ve had about enough of you.” He’s going to shoot. I see it in his eyes.


Einar raises the pick again. His eyes are hard on Karl.


Karl swings the gun and fires at Einar. I see a dot of red on Einar’s chest. It grows. Einar looks down at it, puzzled. He sinks to his knees and then crumples face-first into the dirt.


I reach up and grab one of the ropes hanging from a rafter. I swing it, and the pieces of wood strung to it catch Karl across the face. He staggers backward, still clutching the gun. I swing again, harder this time. The rope catches him and wraps around his throat. He drops the gun and claws at the rope to loosen it.


I dive for the gun. I’m on my feet pointing it at Karl at about the time he manages to loosen the rope. He’s gasping for breath. He eyes the gun in my hand.


“You gonna shoot me, Rennie?” he says.


“Get down on your knees or you’re going to find out.”


He won’t go down. Instead, he takes a step toward me, his hand outstretched.


“Give me the gun, Rennie, before someone gets hurt.”


“Someone already got hurt.” I nod at Einar. “Stay where you are or I swear I’ll shoot.”


He smiles and takes another step toward me.


A car door slams, and I hear Brynja call in Icelandic for her father.


“Brynja, call the police in Reykjavik,” I shout. “Call the police in Reykjavik.”


Karl lunges at me and takes me down in a tackle. I almost pass out from the impact. I hold the gun over my head, as far from him as I can, but he’s on top of me, head-butting me before reaching again for the gun. I see stars. But I don’t let go. I hit him as hard as I can with the gun butt. He collapses on top of me.


A shadow appears in the doorway. Brynja. She falls to her knees beside her father.


“Call the police, Brynja,” I say. “And get an ambulance.”




NINETEEN


After that, everything happens both fast and slow.


Brynja calls Tryggvi. Tryggvi calls the police in Reykjavik. It takes a while for them to sort everything out. In the meantime, Einar and Karl are loaded into ambulances. Brynja rides to the hospital with her father. A cop rides with Karl. After quizzing me, the remaining cops start to take the back wall of the turf hut apart. After they find the body, they take me in for questioning. It’s hours before I hear that Einar is going to be okay. Even better, he comes clean about everything that’s happened and says that it was Karl’s idea to get rid of me. Karl is charged with two counts of attempted murder. That will hold him until the cops figure out his part in the deaths of Gudrun and Baldur. I also hear that they’re going to take a hard look at his finances, including any off-shore accounts he might have. They let me go. I call the Major and fill him in on what has happened. To my astonishment, he stays calm. He doesn’t yell at me. He talks to the cops and has me put up at a guesthouse in Reykjavik. He says he’s taking the next flight to Iceland.
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Two days later, the police say I can go home with the Major. There’s just one problem. I have unfinished business.


I get the Major to drive me to the hospital. Just as I suspect, I find Brynja there, shuttling between her father and Sigurdur. On the way over, I was afraid she’d be angry to see me, but she isn’t. Mostly she looks tired.


“Afi has been asking for you,” she says.


“And I want to see him. But first I wanted to talk to you. Are you okay?”


She draws in a deep breath. Maybe I’m wrong, but it looks to me like she’s fighting back tears.


“My father made a mistake,” she says quietly. “A terrible mistake.”


“Karl set him up. He used your dad to solve his own problems.”


“I know.” She holds herself up tall. “I’m going to live with my aunt until—until everything is sorted out.”


Einar’s sure to end up in prison. Even if he didn’t mean to kill Baldur, he hid the body. It could be a hard sell to a judge and jury that it was an accident. He tried to kill me too, so I wouldn’t be able to tell anyone what I found out in that turf hut. I wonder how long they’ll keep him locked up—and what prisons are like in Iceland.


“I want to show you something.” I pull my grandfather’s journal out of my pocket and hand it to her. She stares at it and then at me. She opens it and pages through it. When she looks at me again, she’s frowning.


“Who is this?”


“Do you recognize her?” I ask.


“She looks a lot like my grandmother.” She’s still frowning. “Where did you get this?”


I tell her everything I know about the journal and the woman whose face fills its pages. I show her the letter, but she has as hard a time reading it as I did.


“I don’t understand,” she says. “Why didn’t Afi want me to see this?”


“I don’t know.”


She peers at me and finally nods.


“Come on,” she says.


Sigurdur is propped up in bed. He looks better—even better than when I first arrived.


“I’m glad you’re all right,” he says.


“And I’m sorry about Einar—and about everything.”


“It is a good thing,” Sigurdur says. “The burden was getting heavier and heavier for Einar. And for me. It is good that there are no more secrets.”


Brynja and I exchange glances. She hands the journal and the letter to Sigurdur.


“There still are some, Afi,” she says.


And so the old man begins to talk. He’s the oldest person I’ve ever met, and the story he tells is seventy years old, but his voice trembles as he tells it and tears fill his eyes. What it comes down to is he loved her. He loved Kerstin and, if you ask me, he never got over loving her. She worked for him when he was starting out as a young doctor. She kept his house and helped with his patients. He was going to ask her to marry him. But she fell in love with someone else—an air force pilot. She moved to Reykjavik to be closer to the base at Keflavik. She got pregnant. Her pilot boyfriend was sent on a mission, and the next thing she heard, he was missing and presumed dead. She went to the only place she knew to have her baby—back to Sigurdur. He looked after her. He delivered her baby. Then she heard from her boyfriend’s parents. They wanted the child. They were adamant their granddaughter was not going to be raised in a place as backward at Iceland.


“They were very well off and extremely well connected. And they were American. She was terrified the government was going to let them have the child.” So they cooked up a scheme—Kerstin and Sigurdur. They were going to say the child had died. Sigurdur was prepared to fake a death certificate.


“I thought if I did…” But his voice breaks off and tears spring to his eyes. Brynja squeezes his hand and says something softly in Icelandic.


Then Kerstin got a message, forwarded to her from Reykjavik. Her boyfriend wasn’t dead after all. He was on his way back to Iceland. They would be reunited soon. Everything would be fine.


Or it would have been if the plane, the one my grandfather was flying, hadn’t got caught in that blizzard and crash-landed—and if Kerstin’s boyfriend hadn’t died in my grandfather’s arms.


The air force knew where it had lost track of the plane. Searchers were ready to go out as soon as the blizzard cleared. Kerstin was determined to go with them. But every minute that she waited put her more on edge. What had happened to the plane? Had it landed—or crashed? If it had crashed, was he alive? Hurt? Unable to move? Maybe freezing to death while the searchers were waiting?


She knew the terrain—or thought she did. She set out to find the father of her child.


She found my grandfather instead. After she made sure he was safe, she pressed on. She never made it back.


“But why did you lie to my grandfather?” I asked. “Why did you tell him there was no woman?”


“David was a friend of the baby’s father. The baby was at my house. I was afraid he would say something to the parents. Kerstin didn’t want her baby raised by strangers in America. She wanted her raised here among her own people. And”—he clutched Brynja’s hand tightly—“it was her baby. So I signed the death certificate and sent it to the baby’s American grandparents.”


“The baby?” Brynja asked.


“Your grandmother. A beautiful child. She looked so much like her mother.”


Brynja looks down at the floor. “So you’re not really my afi?” she says finally.


A few seconds pass before her eyes meet Sigurdur’s.


“What I did was wrong,” he says. “But I raised your grandmother, and when she died, I raised your mother. If you’re angry with me, I understand.”


“I’m only angry that you didn’t tell me. Or Mother. Or anyone.”


“She—Kerstin—she wanted the baby to stay here. She didn’t want it to go to America.”


“I love you, Afi,” Brynja says. “No matter what. But you should have told me. Then you wouldn’t have had to carry such a burden yourself. I’m glad you kept the baby. I’m glad you’re my afi.”


A tear trickles down the old man’s face as Brynja leans in and kisses his cheek.


Brynja turns to me.


“Are you still planning to take the journal out there?”


I glance at the old man, who says, “He should do what David wanted.”


I look at his gnarled fingers clutching the journal. “I think if he had known the whole story, he would have wanted you to have it,” I say. “To remember her by.”


When I finally leave the room, Brynja follows me.


“Thank you,” she says. “Thank you for being so kind to him.”


I tell her it’s nothing, and it’s true. It feels good to do something nice for the old man. He deserves it.
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Two days later, the Major and I are in the airport at Keflavik, waiting to board a plane home. I notice he keeps staring at me.


“What?” I say finally, looking up from the magazine I’ve been reading.


“You handled yourself well, Rennie,” the Major says. “Your mother would have been proud of you. I know I am.”


I almost fall off my chair. The Major proud of me? I guess there really is a first time for everything.


“And I’m surprised you let me come here in the first place,” I say—which reminds me. “What did Grandfather say in that letter that Mr. Devine gave you?”


“That there was something you want to tell me but that you’re afraid to.”


It’s true. I talked to Grandfather about it—about how I wanted to tell the whole story.


“He said that you’re afraid of me,” the Major says. “Are you?”


“Well, yeah. I mean, sometimes. You can be one scary dude.”


“Your mother was never afraid.”


“She’s not like me. She was tough.”


He smiles. “She was that. So are you. You’re a lot like her.” He stares out at the tarmac for a moment. “So, is there something you want to tell me?”


I have a feeling it’s now or never.


“It’s about Mom.”


He nods.


“It’s about what happened to her.”


“Je t’aime, mon fils,” he said. “N’aie pas peur.”


Don’t be afraid. And at that exact moment, sitting on a molded plastic chair beside him at the airport, I’m not. I start talking, really talking, to the Major—my dad—for the first time in a long time. It feels good.
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and to the students there too—thanks for making me 
feel at home in the Arctic.
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PART

ONE
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THIS IS NO PICNIC

Working and living conditions on this job are as difficult as those encountered on any construction job ever done in the United States or foreign Territory. Men hired for this job will be required to work and live under the most extreme conditions imaginable. Temperature will range from 90 degrees above zero to 70 degrees below zero. Men will have to fight swamps, rivers, ice and cold. Mosquitos, flies and gnats will not only be annoying, but will cause bodily harm. If you are not prepared to work under these and similar conditions, DO NOT APPLY.

(On a sign from the construction 
company building the Canol Trail, 1942.)





ONE

NOW

Beneath the vintage black Rolling Stones T-shirt he had found at a thrift store, Webb was wearing a money belt stuffed with $2,000 in prepaid bank cards. It was a lot of money for a seventeen-year-old who worked nights as a dishwasher. The belt cut into his skin as he sat against a building on a sidewalk in downtown Yellowknife, but Jim Webb didn’t feel the pain.

Not with a Gibson J-45 acoustic guitar in his hands and a mournful riff pouring from his soul as he played “House of the Rising Sun,” humming along to the words in his head. Webb was killing time before he had to catch a cab out to the airport. Playing a guitar in a hotel room drew loud, angry knocks on the wall from the other guests, but playing on the street drew cash. That was one reason for the acoustic guitar—it was uncomplicated. Electric guitars needed amps and cords. The other reason was the sound. Just Webb and his guitar and his voice. What people heard was all up to him, and there was a purity in that kind of responsibility that gave him satisfaction.

Already half a dozen people had stopped to give him the small half-friendly smiles that he saw all the time—smiles that asked, “If you’re that good, why are you sitting on a sidewalk with an open guitar case in front of you, waiting for money to be tossed in your direction like you’re a monkey dancing at the end of a chain?”

Those looks never bothered him. Nothing bothered him when he had a guitar in his hands. For Webb, there was no rush like it. Playing guitar, hearing guitar, feeling the strings against the callouses on his fingers and thumb, watching people watch him as he played. All of it. No other way to describe it except as the coolest feeling in the world. Instead it was how he felt when the guitar was back in the case that worried him.

This was why he wasn’t napping in the hotel half a block away, where he’d been forced to stay when yesterday’s flight to Norman Wells had been grounded by thick fog.

Besides, Webb didn’t want to get used to comfort. At the end of the trip, he fully expected to be back in Toronto, where he needed every bit of change that found its way to the bottom of his guitar case. Washing dishes until 3:00 AM at minimum wage wasn’t enough to keep him from starving.

For now, he was happy. Yesterday’s fog had cleared. The midday sun was bright, and heat radiated from the concrete, adding a sense of well-being to the joy he took in playing the chords in perfect tempo and perfect rhythm. He had the guitar strung with a combo of steel strings and nylon. Not a lot of musicians did it this way, but there was a subtleness to the variation in sound that gave Webb a lot of satisfaction.

A middle-aged man with a face gray from too much booze and not enough sun wandered down the sidewalk and stopped to join the small crowd. He looked at Webb with amazement.

This wasn’t a “Can you be as good as I think you are?” look. No, it was a look that Webb knew, a look that said, “I haven’t seen you here before and what are doing in my territory?”

It was obvious to Webb that the man wasn’t one of the herd of life’s mortgage holders. Living on the streets put unmistakable grime into every stitch of what you wore because it was all you wore, all the time. Unmistakable by look and unmistakable by odor. Street bums were the same everywhere. But then, so were all the suits Webb saw in Toronto every day. The man’s face wrinkled into a grin, showing broken teeth. He had lumpy ears, probably from nights spent outside in the winter, drunk. His ears must have frozen at least a couple of times. Webb had seen that before, and how grown men cried out as their ears began to thaw.

The man sat beside Webb along the wall. Like they were already street buddies. The man lifted his hands and whirled them in time with the music, as if he were the conductor responsible for Webb’s dexterity.

Webb smelled the booze and figured that was what made the man so chummy. It didn’t bother Webb. People did what they had to do to get by. Besides, the guy looked like he panhandled plenty, and he could have told Webb to move out of his territory. That had happened a lot in Toronto. Webb had lived on the streets for a while too, before realizing that between a dishwashing job at night and playing music on the streets during the day he could make just enough money to live in a room at a boardinghouse.

People in front of them frowned because the street bum was a distraction. They wanted the music.

Webb eased the riff down some. Didn’t want the guitar to drown out the vocals as he began to sing.

Oh, Mother, tell your children 
Not to do what I have done. 
Spend your lives in sin and misery 
In the house of the rising sun.

Webb liked the Rolling Stones’ version of “House of the Rising Sun” better than the Animals’ version, even though the Animals’ version was the famous one. He liked both of them better than Dylan’s version. Sure, people might wonder how and why a seventeen-year-old knew about stuff like this, knew that “House of the Rising Sun” was a ballad a couple hundred years old. But all that mattered to Webb was playing a chord in the third chorus exactly the way Keith Richards had done it. He didn’t care if people thought he was weird for caring about how blues had evolved into rock and roll. One of his dreams was to someday record his own version of this song.

Webb had his eyes closed as he finished. He felt a shadow across his face and looked up to see a very, very attractive woman leaning over to drop a twenty in his guitar case.

Very, very attractive. Really hot, in fact.

Brunette hair, shoulder length. Great smile. Jeans and a form-fitting hoodie. College-aged, but not the college type. Someone he’d never have a chance with.

He’d seen her the day before at the Edmonton airport, boarding his Canadian North flight a few people ahead of him in line. It was a flight with a stopover in Yellowknife on the way to Norman Wells; from there it would go on to Inuvik, just south of the Arctic Ocean. He’d seen her getting off the plane in Yellowknife and had walked behind her on the runway, the massive engines of the jets winding down into silence.

He’d seen her in line at the counter, rebooking her next flight to Norman Wells as he waited to do the same thing, all of them learning that because the fog was even worse in Norman Wells, they’d have to wait until the next day to fly. Canadian North had helped book hotel rooms for everyone in downtown Yellowknife, a ten-minute shuttle ride away. The hot woman had been at the front and Webb at the back. She’d been in line ahead of him in the hotel lobby too, checking in for the overnight stay.

He didn’t remember her just because she was very, very attractive. It was because he’d noticed the trace of a bruise on her cheekbone. The bruise, which reached up almost to her left eye, looked old, but her makeup couldn’t quite hide it.

The bruise had made him hyperaware of the guy who had stood close beside her everywhere: in line in Edmonton boarding the plane, in Yellowknife at the ticket counter, in the hotel lobby the day before. A black-haired guy with broad shoulders and big hands, in jeans and a jacket with the name of an oil company on it. He vibrated with animal awareness and aggression and looked to be a few years older than the woman. Webb knew about those kinds of guys too. If you didn’t watch for them, you didn’t survive long on the streets.

Webb was only seventeen, but his time on his own made him feel a lot older.

That’s why he knew that when the woman floated a twenty-dollar bill into his guitar case, there was going to be trouble.



TWO

Webb guessed that the girl had not been with the guy for very long. Otherwise she would have known better than to show appreciation for anything another guy was doing, even if that other guy was a scruffy seventeen-year-old in a ratty Rolling Stones T-shirt.

Guys like her boyfriend didn’t like any kind of competition, and guys like her boyfriend generally didn’t like skinny musician types like Webb, whose hair was long enough to pull back in a ponytail.

She smiled at Webb. “That was cool,” she said. “Thanks.”

Webb kept his head down.

He wondered who the target would be: him or the drunk beside him. The drunk was a better bet. Much better—from the black-haired guy’s view— to pick on a drunk rather than a kid.

Webb thought of hitting the guitar strings hard, ripping into a wicked set of chords he’d come up with in a park in Toronto. Sure, a successful distraction would save him or the drunk, but someone would still have to pay. Someone very, very attractive.

So he remained silent and stared at the twenty-dollar bill as if it was a stick of dynamite in his open guitar case.

The drunk broke the silence.

“Hey,” he said, pointing at the twenty. “I should be a rock star too. Money and hot chicks.”

Inside, Webb groaned. The street bum had lit the fuse.

Webb leaned forward and set his guitar in the case.

Normally, he’d empty the change out first. He hated the thought of anything scratching his Gibson. But he wanted it in the case before he stood.

Webb made it to his feet as the black-haired guy reached down and yanked the homeless guy up by his collar. Webb kicked the lid closed and shoved the case down the sidewalk with his foot.

By then, the big black-haired guy had pushed the street bum up against the wall.

“Look, you piece of dog crap,” the black-haired guy hissed, “nobody talks about my girlfriend like that.”

The woman rushed up and put a hand on her boyfriend’s shoulder. “Brent.”

He whirled on her, and the look in his eyes was something Webb was familiar with. Not that a person ever gets used to a look like that.

“Shut up, Stephanie.”

“Hey!” Webb said, drawing the guy’s attention. A quick image hit him. A matador, waving a red cape at a dangerous bull. “The guy’s drunk. He barely has a clue what’s happening.”

“You shut up too,” Brent said. His tone said more than the words. Like he’d been hoping for an excuse to turn on Webb.

“Sure,” Webb said, raising his hands, palms up. “No problem.” A new image hit him: a dog showing its belly so that a bigger dog would leave it alone.

Webb looked over his shoulder at the people who’d been happy to listen to him busking. They were drifting away, uncomfortable and helpless.

“We’re all good, right?” Webb said to Brent. “This dude’s going to apologize, right?”

The street bum nodded. “Yeah, man. Didn’t mean no harm.”

Webb hoped it was enough to calm Brent down.

“All right then,” Brent said. “Next time I won’t be so nice about it.”

Brent put his arm around his girlfriend and walked her away.

Webb didn’t feel much like playing anymore. He opened the guitar case and took out the guitar, checking the bottom of it for scratches, hoping he hadn’t been too quick putting it in the case.

The guitar was good.

And there was the twenty, along with a handful of change.

He scooped it all up. The street bum was still there, a confused smile on his face.

“You hungry?” Webb asked as he put the Gibson back in the case.

“Always.”

Webb didn’t give the street bum the money. That would be like putting another bottle in his hands.

“Come with me,” Webb said. “I’ll buy you a burger somewhere.”



THREE

In the air, as the Canadian North flight descended into Norman Wells, Webb felt calm and peaceful. Something about the vastness of the unbroken expanse of green trees below had given him a sense that there were still things so big that humans couldn’t reach out and spoil them.

Webb had to wait for most of the passengers to leave the airplane, because he’d taken his guitar on board, and he needed the flight attendant to get it from wherever she’d stored it during the flight.

He had the case strapped on his back as he walked down the steps of the big jet. Norman Wells had a small airport, and airplanes here didn’t pull up to a jet bridge connected to a terminal.

Webb enjoyed the feeling of sunshine on his face and was glad this wasn’t the middle of the winter. He couldn’t imagine what it would have been like to walk across the runway if it was minus forty with a howling wind.

As he stepped into the airport, a man walked toward Webb, giving him a small smile.

“You must be Jim Webb,” the man said, extending his hand. “I’m George.”

Webb had expected someone to meet him.

“I’m Webb.” Webb accepted the handshake. “Nice to meet you.”

George was barely taller than Webb, with dark hair streaked with gray. He was about the age Webb’s father would have been, if he’d lived. One of the letters in Webb’s pocket had mentioned that George was Sahtu Dene, one of the First Nations of this area of the Northwest Arctic.

“Jim Webb. Named after the songwriter?” George asked.

Webb was impressed. The other Jim Webb had won Grammy Awards and had written for artists like Elvis Presley and Frank Sinatra. A song by the other Jim Webb—“By the Time I Get to Phoenix”— was the third-most-performed song between 1940 and 1990. Webb knew this because he had learned it from his dad, a man who had loved music, who had been happy to give Webb a first name with such heritage. He had been the one to teach Webb to play guitar as soon as Webb’s fingers were big enough to put pressure on the frets.

“Yes, I was named after Jimmy Webb,” Webb said. “Not a lot of people know about him.”

“Your dad must love music. Like me.”

No point bringing the mood down and telling George that Webb’s dad was dead. Or that the guitar Webb carried was not the Gibson J-45 that his dad had given him.

George pointed to the guitar case strapped on Webb’s back. “Much as we both love music, you’d better want to carry that really bad. We don’t leave anything on the trail. Ever. If we can’t burn it, we carry it out. That applies to garbage. And guitars.”

“It’s coming with me,” Webb said. “I’ve got it wrapped in plastic inside the case. It won’t get wet if it rains.”

George nodded.

Webb liked the fact that George didn’t say something like “Are you sure?” Webb hated being treated like a child.

“Maybe then,” George said, “you could find room in your case for some extra rope. Never hurts, you know, to have extra rope.”

It was Webb’s turn to nod, and George grunted with satisfaction.

Webb also liked that George spoke quietly, like a man who didn’t have anything to prove to anybody. Webb liked that George’s hands were scarred and leathery and that a couple of his fingers were bent and twisted. Hands that had been outdoors a lot, which probably meant that George had learned to survive in the wilderness. That was a good quality in a man who was going to guide Webb through desolate mountain ranges.

George followed Webb to the luggage area where Webb caught sight of Stephanie and Brent. The peace that Webb felt from being in the serenity of the Northwest Territories dropped away as surely as the plane had dropped to earth. When Webb saw that Stephanie had a new welt across her face, it hit him like the sudden jarring of wheels on a scorching runway.

Webb saw Brent duck into the washroom, leaving his girlfriend standing alone as the luggage belt lurched into motion.

It was a small airport with big windows that let in a lot of light. That should have made Webb feel cheerful, but it didn’t. Because it was a small airport, he’d only have a minute with her, if he was lucky.

“George,” Webb said, “can you excuse me for a minute?”

George nodded.

Webb moved to stand beside her, pretending he was just another passenger, staring at the luggage belt as if concentrating would bring the suitcases out quicker.

“It won’t get better,” Webb said to her. “No matter what you think.”

Stephanie glanced at him like she was surprised to see him, although he was sure she knew he had been on the same plane. She had done a good job of ignoring him at the Yellowknife airport after all the passengers had cleared security, and before they’d left the terminal for the airplane.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. But he knew it was a lie as soon as she lifted her hand to her face.

“People don’t change,” Webb said. “If you stay, he’ll keep hitting you. You don’t deserve it. Nobody deserves it. He’s not going to stop. Trust me. I know about these things.”

“You can’t talk to me like that,” Stephanie said. “You don’t know me. Or my life.”

“I know all about getting pushed around though. So, yes, I can talk to you like that.”

“No,” she said. She gave the word a lot of emphasis.

It took Webb a fraction of second to realize she wasn’t talking to him but past him. Over his shoulder. Her eyes were widening, and Webb figured out what was happening just as a huge hand grabbed his shoulder, spinning Webb away from her and toward the person she was speaking to.

Brent.

Brent’s fist was already in motion. A big, big fist, filling Webb’s vision as it accelerated toward his face.

No way did Webb have time to lift his arms in defense. Instead, he let himself fall backward, going with the motion of that big, big fist. He didn’t even try to stay on his feet.

Going with the punch took away some of the impact but not close to enough. There was a flash-bang as the fist hit his face, and Webb flailed with his arms to break his fall. He also allowed his body to turn naturally with the force of the blow. Landing on his back would have been disastrous. People died that way, when their bodies hit the ground and their skulls whiplashed into the floor a fraction of a second later.

He fell onto the luggage belt, but that didn’t give him any safety.

A second later, Brent hauled him up again, like Webb was a runaway suitcase.

Brent was a fast learner.

This time, as he raised his elbow to throw an overhead punch, he kept a grip on Webb’s shoulder with his other hand, so that Webb wouldn’t bounce away from him again.

What he didn’t know was that Webb was a fast learner too. Or that Webb had done some intense martial-arts training and had lived on the streets. This wasn’t Webb’s first fight.

Brent had landed the first punch because Webb had had his back to him, too worried about Stephanie to focus on anything else. This time Webb saw the punch coming, telegraphed by the way Brent had drawn back his right elbow.

Again Webb went with the natural flow and didn’t give Brent any resistance. Webb let Brent’s left hand draw him in, and then he ducked the punch by slamming the top of his forehead into Brent’s nose.

Not painful, if you do a headbutt right. The skull is an amazingly solid object.

But painful to your opponent. Because the skull is an amazingly solid object.

There was a crunch of cartilage, and Webb knew instantly he’d shattered Brent’s nose. As Brent brought his hands up to the mess Webb had just made of his face, it left his lower body open.

The knee is an amazingly solid object too.

Much more solid than the part of Brent’s body that Webb slammed his knee into.

Brent fell to his knees, clutching his crotch, and barfed. Then he toppled into his own barf.

That’s when the cop stepped into the luggage area and saw Webb standing above Brent, ready to kick him if he tried something else.

The cop barked at Webb to step away, like Webb had started the fight.

Webb looked around, hoping Stephanie would say something. Something like Brent threw the first punch.

But she was gone.

Webb looked at George. “Tell him,” Webb said. “The guy threw the first punch.”

“What I saw,” George said, “was you walking up to the guy and hitting him without warning.”

Then George folded his arms across his body.

That’s why, on a sunny June afternoon three days after the reading of his grandfather’s will, Webb found himself in handcuffs in the back of a cop truck outside Norman Wells airport, ninety miles south of the Arctic Circle.



FOUR

As the cop drove Webb through Norman Wells, Webb saw streets with names like Raven and Lynx. He knew from Internet research that there was also one named Honeybucket, because, in the past, that’s what they called the pails they used on long frozen nights when a person didn’t want to go to the outhouse.

He wasn’t in the mood for sightseeing though. He was mad at himself for not paying attention in the airport. On the streets, that kind of carelessness could get a person killed.

He was also mad at George, who lived in this small town. George knew the cop who had arrested Webb. Webb wouldn’t be sitting in the cop truck if George had told the truth. No, Brent would be in it instead. But George had lied.

It didn’t help Webb’s mood that his lower jaw hurt. A lot. There was a tooth loose. It felt like it was sticking through his skin. He used his tongue to push his lower lip forward and touch the tooth. It was leaning forward at more than forty-five degrees. The pain felt like lightning going through his veins. But that slight touch was enough to pop the tooth loose.

With his hands cuffed behind him, there wasn’t much else to do with the tooth except spit it out, swallow it or roll it under his tongue. He decided not to give the cop the satisfaction of seeing a tooth come out like a Chiclet, and he sure didn’t want that small, hard chunk of enamel going through his digestive system. So he kept it under his tongue and watched the streets of Norman Wells go by.

He had never been to Norman Wells before, but he knew as much about it as a person could learn through Wikipedia. Webb disliked going anywhere without knowing what to expect. He knew every free Wi-Fi spot in a twenty-block radius of his territory in Toronto, and Google and his iPod were his best friends. Much as it had hurt to draw from his tiny savings, he had even invested in a solar-powered battery charger so he wouldn’t have to depend on coffee shops and the library for power.

Webb knew a lot about Norman Wells, but he hadn’t known that the cops drove police trucks, not police cars. White with horizontal stripes like a regular police car. Same Plexiglas and bars between the front seat and the back, but in a 4x4. Made sense, given the climate.

The cop pulled up to a building on a corner across a gravel parking lot from a fenced playground. Symbolic, Webb thought. Ironic, even. A playground for those who still had lots of opportunity to make good choices; police station for those who hadn’t. Probably lost on people who spent time in the police station, but not lost on him. Maybe a song was in there somewhere, he thought, losing himself in that instead of worrying about what lay ahead. That’s what he always did—escaped into the music. Most of the time it worked. Now his anger and the broken tooth were distractions.

The cop hit a button on a remote on the visor, and the door to a huge garage bay opened. The cop slowly drove the truck into the garage and shut the door with the remote before opening the rear passenger door of the police truck.

“I’m going to escort you up the steps and inside to your holding cell,” the cop said. “And by escort, that means you’ll walk in front of me and I’ll be watching to make sure you keep walking and don’t try anything stupid.”

Webb poked at the new hole in his mouth, where a healthy tooth had been less than a half hour earlier. Good that he’d had lots of experience dealing with pain, he thought.

“Did you hear that?” the cop said. “Do me a favor and don’t try anything stupid.”

Webb’s hands were cuffed behind his back, so trying anything at all would by definition be trying something stupid. Must have been plenty before him who had been stupid, if it needed saying.

“Come on,” the cop grunted. “Let’s get this done.”

Webb swung his legs out of the truck, then paused.

“My guitar,” Webb said. The cop had thrown the case in the back of the truck. Thrown. That was the real crime here. “Can you put it somewhere safe?”

“Yeah, yeah,” the cop said. “Somewhere safe.”

No way Webb would have been able to afford the guitar on his own. His grandfather had co-signed a loan for it. It was the only time Webb had asked anyone for help since he left home. He was making weekly payments, but it was worth the cost, both in money and in asking for a favor. The J-45 was legendary. Its rosette—the circle around the sound hole—was three-ply binding, something that probably only someone like Webb could love and appreciate. The teardrop-shaped pick guard was polished tortoise. A top of Sitka spruce and sides of Honduras mahogany gave it the warm bass sound and amazing projection that plucked at your soul.

Webb wanted to ask the cop not to toss it around while he was finding somewhere safe, but he didn’t want to annoy the cop and have him do the opposite.

On his feet, Webb found his balance, and the cop used a hand on the small of Webb’s back to push him forward, up a set of steps, through a security door and into the police station.

Not much to see. Three numbered doors, all of them open. Webb glanced inside as the cop pushed him past the doors toward a counter. The interiors of the rooms were bare, with bench seats around all the walls. Toilet in the corners. Cells. The rooms were cells.

One of them, Webb guessed, would be his new home.

At the counter, the space opened up into a public lobby. There were a couple of desks with computers. Not much else.

Webb had no idea whether this was a typical police station. This was a first for him.

“Want to know what happens next?” the cop asked. Like he had read Webb’s mind. Or like he was curious about why Webb looked as if he didn’t care. Webb had a lot of practice looking like he didn’t care.

“Can I do anything about it if there’s something I don’t like?”

“Nope.”

“Any chance I can have my guitar back while I wait for whatever happens next?”

“Nope.”

“Then go ahead with whatever happens next. I don’t see much point in getting it explained to me.”

“Somehow, I’m not surprised,” the cop said. “I’m going to need your belt and everything in your pockets. Once you’re in the cell, I’ll see if I can get a nurse to come in and look at your lip. The doctor’s not scheduled to be here until next week.”

“How about you let me out of here,” Webb said.

“I didn’t do anything wrong except defend myself.”

“Your tooth went right through your lip,” the cop said. “Someone should look at it.”

“I’d rather see a lawyer. I need to get out of here.”

“Lawyer?” The cop laughed. “Here in Norman Wells? You did notice how isolated we are, right?”

“I’ve noticed you have telephones,” Webb said. “Let me call a lawyer.”

“Any particular reason?”

“Yes.” But that’s all Webb said.

“That would be?”

That would be something that his grandfather had asked Webb to do, but it would also be something that was none of the cop’s business.

Webb said nothing. He’d learned silence was a powerful way to communicate.

The cop let out a long sigh. Webb could tell he was puzzled. But Webb didn’t owe him any explanations.

“What brings you to Norman Wells?” the cop asked.

“Airplane,” Webb said.

“From anyone else,” the cop said, “that would be a smart-ass answer. You, I think, are telling me to mind my own business. But after what you did at the airport, your business is my business.”

Webb took off his belt and emptied out his pockets. Some change. His wallet. A few guitar picks. His iPod and the solar-powered charger.

“You’re forgetting something.”

Webb shook his head.

“That tooth. If it’s not attached to you, it goes in the bag too.”

“Swallowed it,” Webb said. He felt the tooth roll under his tongue as he spoke.

After he filled in a form listing all Webb’s belongings, the cop chucked all Webb’s stuff in a bag and uncuffed Webb so that he could sign the form. Webb could see the cop watching him, as if he expected Webb to swing at him and wanted to be ready for it.

No chance of that. The cop had control of the guitar. Webb didn’t want the cop to have a personal grudge against him. Webb could fight back. His guitar couldn’t.

“Give me your parents’ phone number,” the cop said as he flipped through Webb’s passport. “You’re not eighteen.”

Webb couldn’t imagine anything worse—after ignoring his mother at the funeral and the reading of the will, his first contact with her in months shouldn’t be a call from a police cell in the Northwest Territories. She didn’t deserve that.

“I have to be out by tomorrow,” Webb said. “Don’t I get a phone call or something?”

“I want to talk to your parents.”

“And I want to talk to a lawyer.”

“Tomorrow,” the cop said. He led Webb to cell number two. “And if you don’t give me a number for your parents, I’ll get it another way. Trust me.”

The benches along the walls were green. There were two large windows made of some kind of material that let in light but wasn’t transparent.

Someone else might have made a joke about going number two, just to break the silence. Not Webb.

He was fine with silence.

Good thing.

When the cop shut the door on Webb, that’s all he had for company.

Silence.



FIVE

THEN

A little over a week earlier, Webb had not sat with his mother at his grandfather’s funeral. Instead, he’d waited until the service began before he slipped into the back row, noting where she sat with his stepfather, and he had been ready to escape as soon as the service ended.

At the reading of the will in the lawyer’s office, three days before his arrival in Norman Wells, Webb didn’t have much choice except to sit in clear view of her. She’d given him an imploring look, like she wanted a hug or at least a word from him.

He’d crossed his arms and given a firm shake of his head. It had been months since he had been in the same room as his mother. The death of his grandfather was about the only reason in the world he’d consent to it, but that didn’t mean he had to talk to her.

The look on her face when he’d shaken his head broke his heart. It was almost enough to make him run across this room with its dark overstuffed leather chairs and couches, run past all his relatives and their solemn looks. Almost enough to put him on his knees in front of her, clutching her legs and bawling about how much he missed her and how much he wished he could live at home with her like any normal teenager.

That wasn’t possible.

Instead, he’d let a couple of tears run down his face without wiping them away. If anyone noticed, they’d think he was grieving for his dead grandfather. Nobody in the room suspected that Webb had left home when he’d been busted with drugs in his locker at school. No, to the rest of the clan, Webb’s family was as close-knit as the others, although sometimes he wondered if his grandfather had suspected something was wrong. But there was nothing anyone could have done without making it worse. So the secret remained.

There were twelve people in the lawyer’s office— Webb and his mother, his mother’s three sisters, two of their husbands, and his five cousins. There was DJ and his twin brother Steve, and Adam and Spencer and Bernard, who insisted on being called Bunny. Webb was pretty sure the only person they all wished could be there was their grandfather.

Webb had learned to be very watchful, and he saw his cousin DJ shudder. He saw DJ’s mother reach out and place her hand on DJ’s hand.

“It’s all right, DJ,” she whispered. That’s how quiet the office was; even a whisper carried.

Webb sensed his mother was watching him just as closely as Webb was watching his cousins, so he leaned forward, knowing his long hair would cover his face. Webb’s hair hung below his shoulders. His stepfather hated that, which was a good enough reason to keep growing it.

After DJ’s mother whispered to DJ, all of them sat in silence, waiting for the lawyer to arrive. It had been a term of David McLean’s will that all of the grandsons assemble. Webb had left a voice mail for his mother on her cell phone, saying that he would only go to the lawyer’s office if his stepfather wasn’t there.

Webb thought this was ironic, the silence. His grandfather would never have allowed it. Silence wasn’t an option around David McLean. Laughter, yes. Shouting, yes. Arguing and jokes, yes. Silence, no.

A man in a suit pushed through the doorway, shutting the door behind him and going to the big mahogany desk in the center of the room.

“Good afternoon” he said. “Thank you for coming. My name is John Devine, and I’ve been David’s lawyer for twenty years. This is a very sad day, and I must admit that this was a day I didn’t expect to be part of. I’m much younger than David, but even so I expected him to outlive me. He was a man of so much passion. It was a true joy to have known him.”

Webb sensed that Devine meant it. And it was totally correct. Grandpa David had been an amazing man, a joy to everyone who met him.

“The terms of the will are both straightforward and, shall we say, most interesting,” Mr. Devine said.

“And with a most interesting twist. Let’s begin with the more conventional parts. All of David’s assets—his home, investments and cottage—are to be divided equally among his daughters. All of these assets, with the exception of the cottage, are to be liquidated and dispersed to the four heirs. The cottage’s ownership will be transferred to list his daughters as co-owners. It says, and I quote, ‘This was a place of so many great memories shared with my family that I wish it to be used in perpetuity by my grandchildren and their children and their children.’”

Devine paused. “Is that all clear?”

Webb felt more tears on his face. He had great memories of the cottage—weekends and summers spent with his cousins and their parents and Grandpa. All of those memories, though, existed in a different life, the life before Webb’s father died of cancer, before his mother married Elliott Skinner.

“Excellent,” Mr. Devine said at the murmurs of agreement. “Now I need to set out the next part— the interesting part—of the will. A sum of money— a rather substantial sum—has been put aside to fund an undertaking…or I should say, seven undertakings.” He paused. “This is without a doubt one of the most unusual clauses that I have ever been asked to put in a will.”

He looked slowly from person to person. “I know you are all are anxious to hear about these undertakings. However, I cannot share them with all of you at this moment.”

It seemed like everybody began shouting at once. Except for Webb. He just watched.

“Please, please!” Mr. Devine said, cutting through the noise. “You will all be fully informed, but not all of you will be informed at the same time. Some people will have to leave the room prior to the undertakings being read. Therefore, as per the terms of the will, I request that the grandsons—”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Steve said. “I don’t want to be kicked out of the room.”

“You’ll go if you’re told to go,” his twin brother DJ said.

Some things, Webb thought, never change.

“You don’t understand,” the lawyer said. “He can stay.”

“If he’s staying, then I’m staying as well,” DJ said.

“And me too,” Webb said, speaking for the first time. He didn’t like attention, but there had been a time when he felt like he and his five cousins were a tribe. He would stand with them here too, if only for all the memories of how great life had been before his stepfather.

The room erupted in noise again.

“Could everybody please just stop!” Devine stood. “Please, I am reading a will. Decorum is needed. Out of respect for the deceased, you all need to follow his directions. Is that understood?”

“Sorry,” DJ said.

“Me too,” Steve said.

Devine began again. “Before I go on, I need to ask everybody to agree to respect the terms of his will— all the terms of his will.”

“Of course we agree,” DJ’s mother said.

Everyone else nodded in agreement.

“Excellent,” the lawyer said. “Now I need to have everybody except for the six grandsons leave the room.”

“What?” one of the adults said.

“Did you say that the adults have to leave?” someone else asked.

“Yes. Everyone except the grandsons,” said Mr. Devine.



SIX

NOW

The jail cell smelled of vomit.

While Webb didn’t want to get used to the smell, he was getting used to the changes in scenery. Three days earlier, he’d been in a lawyer’s office in a high-rise in Toronto, trying not to look at his mother. The day after that, he’d been in Phoenix, Arizona, facing a dry heat that sucked all traces of sweat off his skin. Yesterday, in Yellowknife, he’d been grounded because of fog.

Naturally, it made him think of his grandpa and why Webb was here in Norman Wells. His grandpa had lived an entire lifetime of adventures.

He’d loved to tell Webb about his exploits. When they’d gotten together to arrange the guitar loan, Webb had been with his grandpa for an entire glorious afternoon, lost in those stories, no different than when he’d been a little boy, loving the sound of his grandpa’s voice.

Then, without warning, his grandpa had held Webb’s shoulders, looked him in the eye and said, “Life is difficult more often that it is not. To live means to face difficulties. It’s what you learn from those difficulties that matters. And Webby, I want you to remember what a German philosopher named Friedrich Nietzsche once said: ‘That which does not kill us makes us stronger.’”

It had been a quiet, serious moment. Then, like he did so often, his grandpa had given Webb a big grin, to relieve the seriousness of the moment.

Still, Webb had wondered then and wondered since. Had his grandpa known what had turned him from an eleven-year-old boy who snuggled with his beagle every night into a seventeen-year-old who could turn away from his mother at a funeral?

That which does not kill us makes us stronger.

Had his grandpa known about all the years Webb had been forced to choose between getting stronger or just giving up?

For Webb, it began at age eleven, with simple grains of rice. White rice. Dry. Scattered on the floor at the foot of Webb’s bed.

He’d completed his homework at the kitchen table—figuring out square roots of fractions or some other stupid thing that would be no use to him later in life—and gone upstairs to get ready for bed, knowing that his beagle, Niblet, would be there to comfort him through the nightmares that had been constant since his dad had died. At home, Niblet was always beside him. Not one single day had Niblet not been waiting at the gate when Webb came home from school.

Webb had stopped, Niblet by his side, puzzled at the sight of the grains of rice on the gleaming hardwood.

As Webb tried to make sense of why rice would be on his floor, a strong hand pushed him into his room and he heard a click as the door was locked.

His stepfather—his new stepfather—had followed Webb inside and shut the door. It had been one year, three weeks and two days since Webb’s dad had died from cancer. It had been only two days since the wedding ceremony that had put a new father in Webb’s home.

“Sir?” Webb said.

Looking back, Webb knew that he should have realized something was wrong within an hour after the wedding ceremony, when Elliott Skinner, who had started a successful security business after his discharge from the army, had pulled Webb aside and warned him not to call him anything but “sir.”

Not Father. Not Dad. Not Mr. Skinner. But sir.

“You think you won, don’t you?” Elliott said. He reached down and pulled Niblet into his arms.

Elliot Skinner was a medium-sized man, but his posture was perfect and his shoulders always square. It made him seem bigger. He was a handsome man, too, with teeth as perfect as his posture, and expensive suits that matched his smile. Perfection. It was an image everyone trusted.

There was a reason to trust it. Elliott Skinner had been on four tours of duty overseas.

“Sir?”

“Tonight at dinner. When you convinced Charlotte to let you quit soccer and keep taking guitar lessons, you made her choose you over me.”

The last gift Webb’s dad had given him was the Gibson guitar, a month before the cancer took him. Webb loved the guitar almost as much as he loved his beagle. He loved music too, and he loved the guitar because it had belonged to his dad.

Guitars and rock music, Elliott had explained to Charlotte, did not build character, but instead led to drug use and worse. Soccer taught discipline and teamwork and built a growing boy’s body.

“Sir, I—” It bothered Webb that Elliott referred to his mother as Charlotte, not as “your mother.” It was as if Elliott wanted to break their bond.

“You will speak when I allow you to speak.” Elliott rubbed the top of Niblet’s head as he spoke. It was a scary contrast—Elliott’s open affection for the dog and his ice-cold voice. “Let me explain to you the difference between a battle and a war. A war consists of many smaller battles between two or more opposing forces. You can win a battle, but in the end, lose a war. By defying me in front of Charlotte, you declared war on me. She chose your side, which means you won the opening battle.”

“Sir, I—”

“I want you to change into your soccer uniform,” Elliott said. “You will kneel on the rice on bare knees for five minutes. Then you will have an understanding of what happens when you engage in war with me.”

While putting on his soccer uniform, Webb had not worried much about what it would mean to kneel on rice. But within ten seconds of placing his full body weight on the rice, the agony had brought tears to his eyes. And he stood up, rubbing his bare knees with his hands to ease the sting.

“You can’t make me do this,” he told Elliott.

Elliott was still standing inside the locked bedroom, still holding Niblet.

“You can’t make me do this, sir,” Elliott corrected.

“I’m not listening to you,” Webb said, anger breaking through his usually peaceful exterior. “You’re not my father.”

Elliott gave him a silky smile. “I wondered how long it would take you to get there. No, I’m not your father. And yes, I can make you do that.”

Elliott continued to stroke the top of Niblet’s head. “I believe your father gave you this dog on the first day you went to school. Kindergarten, right? I’ve seen the photos in your family album.”

“Put him down,” Webb said, stepping toward Elliott. “You wouldn’t hurt him, would you?”

“I didn’t say that, did I?” Elliott responded. “Think carefully. This is a significant moment. You need to ask yourself how far I will go to win this war. And remember, I’m a soldier.”

Elliott set Niblet on the floor, and the dog raced to Webb, who scooped him up in his arms. Niblet licked his face.

“You’ll listen to me?” Elliott asked.

Webb was only eleven, holding the dog he loved. His confusion was a horrible blackness that felt like sinking in mud. Elliott hadn’t threatened Niblet directly. No one was crazy enough to hurt a dog, right? Even though he knew that Elliott’s threat to hurt Niblet might only be in his imagination, Webb couldn’t escape his fears. Webb felt like he hadn’t done enough for his dad when he got sick. He still believed that somehow, someway, he could have made a difference, and somehow, someway, he could have helped his dad live longer. So if he hadn’t done enough to save his dad, he’d do whatever it took to save Niblet, even against something that might only be an imaginary threat.

Elliott must have seen the confusion in Webb’s face, because he gave a perfect smile with those perfect teeth.

“Five minutes on the rice,” Elliott said. “You will not say a word of this to Charlotte. And at breakfast tomorrow, you will tell Charlotte you changed your mind and you’d prefer soccer after all. After school, you’re going to get a haircut. You look like a girl. Agreed?”

Webb was only eleven but old enough to understand how much his life had just changed.

Elliott must have seen that on Webb’s face too, because he gave another perfect smile with those perfect teeth.

“I’m glad you understand me,” Elliott said. “Now kneel.”



SEVEN

Webb ran his tongue over the hole in his bottom lip where his tooth had been. It hurt. So did the gap in his gums. Even so, it was better than losing an upper tooth. That would be pretty obvious. This way, at least, people wouldn’t see a gap, since his lower teeth were always hidden when he smiled.

It was difficult to guess the time without a watch or a cell phone or a window, especially since he was hearing a new guitar riff in his head. He’d been sitting on the bench, imagining his guitar was in his hands and feeling where he’d put his fingers to play the chords.

He even had the hook of a song to go with the riff. He’d been thinking about the playground just outside the walls of his prison cell. The brightly colored bars of the swing set and the teeter-totter were probably less than twenty steps away. So close, so far.

And that’s where he was headed with the song’s hook.

Take me close 
Take me far 
But the cages we choose for ourselves 
Keep us from what really matters 
And you matter most to me 
So why are you so close and yet so far… 

He was feeling it—the rise of a G chord—when the door opened. It was the cop, his face expressionless.

He pointed out the cell door, and the meaning was clear to Webb. Time to get out.

“I get to make a phone call?” Webb said.

“My advice? Call George to pick you up.”

“Right,” Webb said. “The guy who had my back at the airport.”

“He did,” the cop said. “Call him and let him explain.”

Webb walked out of the cell and saw Brent in the open area beyond the desk.

Brent was a head taller than the cop, and the extra height allowed Webb a clear view of his face. Or, more accurately, of the white gauze and the purple bruises.

Broken nose, for sure. But Webb didn’t need a view of Brent’s wrecked face to tell him that. He’d felt Brent’s nose crack against his skull.

“I don’t want to press charges,” Brent said to Webb. “I’m sorry for everything I did to you at the airport. This misunderstanding is entirely my fault.”

Brent spoke as if he’d memorized his little speech.

“See?” Webb said to the cop. “Someone should have believed me a lot earlier.”

“Yeah,” the cop said in a flat voice. He turned to Brent. “You’re full of crap, and we both know it.”

“I fell and hit my nose on the baggage carousel,” Brent said. “All a misunderstanding.”

“Nothing like a good believable story to keep everyone happy,” the cop said.

“Yup,” Brent said. “Need me to sign a paper or am I good to go?”

“Stay away from this kid,” the cop said. “Understand?”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Brent said. “All a misunderstanding.”

The station phone rang. When no one answered, the cell phone on the cop’s belt rang. Like the call to the station had been forwarded.

The cop waved his hand, and Brent walked out of the station as the cop answered his phone.

The cop listened, then said, “Thanks for calling me back, George. You should get here right away. I can’t hold the kid any longer.”

When he hung up, he walked to the other side of the office, where Webb’s guitar case was leaning against the wall.

He picked it up and handed it to Webb.

“We’re almost done here,” the cop said. “I’ll get the rest of your stuff.”

“I’m not waiting for George,” Webb said. “Fact is, I’m going to look for another guide.”

“Nobody better than George. He tells me you want to hike the Canol. He’s the guy for you.”

“The guy who pretended he didn’t see a thing at the airport? What’s he going to do if a grizzly shows up?”

The cop shook his head. “Brent—the guy whose nose you busted—has already spent four years in prison for aggravated assault. That’s not the worst of it. At a work camp last summer, two guys disappeared. Got lost, nobody could find them. That’s the official story. Unofficially? Brent had a grudge against both of them.”

“You’re telling me Brent killed two people?”

“Nope. That would be slander. I am telling you if there was the slightest bit of proof that he was involved in how they disappeared, he’d be behind bars. He’s psycho in the worst way possible—a way impossible to prove. George knows that just as much as anybody else in this town. We all breathe easier when Brent is gone.”

“How about what happened at the airport? That’s not enough reason to put him in here?”

The cop let out a long breath. “Let’s say, in theory, that Brent took the first swing at you. And let’s say, in theory, that I put him in a cell instead of you. I’d have to let him make a phone call, because if I didn’t, his lawyer would be all over me. And his lawyer’s a real pain.”

“How do you know mine isn’t?”

“Let me finish. I throw Brent in here and he’d be out in five hours. And there would only be one thing on his mind. Finding you. In a small town like this, that would take him less than an hour. Which means that six hours after throwing Brent in a cell, you’d be at the clinic. Or worse, flown out to the emergency unit at the hospital in Yellowknife. Or even worse, you wouldn’t even be found. There’s a lot of wilderness out there, and Brent knows it well enough to find a place to hide your body.” He paused for a second and looked Webb in the eye. “Much easier to keep you safe by not letting you out. You’re a kid. Your parents aren’t going to be upset once they hear that I was trying to protect you, which is why I was prepared to keep you from calling a lawyer. Brent’s not stupid. He came in and did what he did so I’d have to let you out. Told me if I didn’t, his lawyer would be calling. I didn’t have much choice. Could you do me a favor and stay here the night anyway? I’ll make sure you get a great meal.”

“No,” Webb said. He was done with letting people scare him.

“Then the next best thing is for you to let George take you for the night. He wanted you in here to make sure there was no hassle, because he doesn’t need to spend the next five years wondering if Brent will stab him in the back some night. Too late for that now, so George is willing to take that risk to keep you safe.”

“Nice,” Webb said. “So if something happens to George someday, it’s because of me. No thanks. Call George and tell him I’ll see him tomorrow at the helicopter. I’ll fight my own battles.”

“Not smart, kid.”

“I’ve dealt with worse,” Webb said.

That which does not kill us makes us stronger.

The cop shrugged.

Webb pulled his guitar out of the case while the cop got some paperwork ready.

Webb could still hear the riff in his head and he wanted to try it on real strings. But the cop still had Webb’s guitar picks.

Webb thought of something and rooted around in the back pocket of his jeans.

He hit the first few chords hard, and they sounded great.

The cop lifted his head and gave Webb a half smile. He didn’t have to say it. Webb could tell he liked it.

Then the cop frowned. “That’s not a guitar pick.”

“Nope,” Webb said. “You’ve got all of them.”

Webb hit the chords again. Riffed a little more.

Not bad, Webb thought, even though I had to use my tooth for a guitar pick.



EIGHT

The entire downtown of Norman Wells was within a block of the police station. Not much here, Webb thought. A couple of restaurants. Couple of hotels. He checked into one of them and left his guitar in the room when he went out to explore the town.

Webb knew that in a town of seven hundred, there was no point in expecting steel and glass skyscrapers and traffic lights and crowds thick enough to hide pickpockets. There was no shame in being small.

In comparison to what was around it though, Norman Wells was just as impressive as Toronto. Given the thousands and thousands and thousands of square kilometers of uninhabited wilderness, a collection of seven hundred people was a welcome metropolis.

Webb had watched the bush and trees and water pass beneath the Canadian North jet all the way from Yellowknife, and what struck him most was the complete lack of roads outside of Norman Wells.

When he pictured wilderness, there were usually roads in and out and around the bush and trees and water.

Not here.

You want out?

You fly.

Or travel up or down the Mackenzie River on a barge.

Or walk.

Winter, you want out?

You fly.

Or travel down winter roads cut through the bush or on the Mackenzie River on the ice highway north of Yellowknife.

Or walk.

Webb knew all of this from the websites he’d googled on his iPod, but it had a lot more impact up close. All that bush and water, filled with bears and moose and wolves.

Which made what was ahead of him seem even scarier.

One hundred and ten kilometers of walking.
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The store—appropriately called The Northern— smelled weird.

Webb stepped inside and saw shelves packed with groceries and a bewildering variety of items, from DVDs to canned peaches to red long johns.

One section had all the stuff he needed to walk a hundred and ten kilometers through a bear-filled, wolf-infested, roadless wilderness.

Webb took a nylon backpack from the wall. Not the kind kids use for hauling stuff to and from school, but one with an aluminum frame that could carry a hundred pounds if needed.

A hundred pounds of rocks.

He took it to the front counter and pulled one of the bank cards out of his wallet.

The guy behind the counter had a leathery, wrinkled face; it looked as if he’d walked to the Yukon and back dozens of times.

Webb put the card on the counter. He had the bank cards to cover any and all expenses that he might face on the journey. Mr. Devine had said that he was allowed to keep whatever was left over after his trip, so the less he spent now, the better. Maybe he’d be able to pay off his guitar. Buy some decent clothes.

“Happy to hold the pack here while you get the rest of what you need,” the old man said, his voice sounding like the rumble of a train coming from the far side of a long tunnel. “You don’t need to leave your card on the counter to reserve it or anything.”

Webb knew the guy could tell he wasn’t a regular here. Of course, in a town of seven hundred, you’d know who lived here and who didn’t.

“How much time you spend in the bush?” Webb asked.

“You mean over the last forty years?”

It was all Webb needed for an answer.

“All I want right now is the backpack,” Webb said. “I’ll come back for the rest later.”

The man grunted and swiped the bank card. His machine spat out a slip of paper. Webb took it from him before the man could check the balance on the card. Webb didn’t want anyone else knowing how much money he was carrying around, even if it wasn’t cash.

“You have any idea what the rest is going to be?” the man behind the counter asked.

“Just what I’ve read about online,” Webb said. “My guess is you know much better than any website what it would take to last a week or two out there. Could you help me?”

The man looked hard at Webb, before extending his hand across the counter.

“Name’s Joey Nicol. Glad to help.”

Webb shook his hand but didn’t offer his own name. “I need supplies for two weeks of hiking,” he said. “Nothing more. I hate carrying more than I have to.”

When he’d lived on the street, the older men and women stole shopping carts to keep their stuff in. Not Webb. If you couldn’t run carrying it, no sense owning it.

“Smart,” Joey said. “Not many people figure that out until they are on the trail. My advice? Don’t get it unless you are going to use it every day. I had a couple of German tourists in here buying a bunch of stuff they might only use once or twice on the whole trip. Like a solar camp shower. Sounds good when you’re in the store, but not after you’ve carried it for ten miles. I couldn’t even talk them out of a heavy-duty flashlight, even though we’ve got twenty-four hours of daylight this time of year.”

Webb nodded, picked up the backpack and headed toward the door.

“Hey,” Joey said. “Watch out for Brent Melrose. I heard you broke his nose.”

Webb stopped, half turned and shrugged like he didn’t know what Joey meant.

“Bulldozer mechanic. We all know what he’s like. Spent five years in jail after busting up a guy in a bar fight.”

So this was life in a small town. Everyone knowing your business.

“Sure,” Webb said. “I’ll watch out for him.”

“You don’t sound worried. You should be. Someone said his girlfriend got back on the southbound jet and left town.”

Webb smiled. It felt good to hear that.

“Nothing funny about it,” Joey said, obviously not understanding Webb’s smile. “You cost him his girlfriend and you busted his nose. He’ll run you down like a dog if he can.”

“Okay, I’m worried now,” Webb said. But not too worried. He’d been beaten up before and had learned he could handle it.

Webb put his hand on the door, but Joey wasn’t finished.

“Not one person in town’s sorry to hear about what happened at the airport,” he said. “So thanks.”



NINE

The truck that began following Webb down Raven Street half an hour later did not belong to a bulldozer mechanic who had spent five years in jail for busting a guy up in a bar fight.

It belonged to the cop. Twenty meters behind Webb. Keeping his cop truck at a pace that matched Webb’s.

Webb turned right on Mackenzie Drive.

So did the cop, twenty meters behind.

Webb passed the museum. This was his third time past it. It was on his to-do list, and after he was finished walking around with stones in his backpack, he would spend as much time there as he could before it closed. He’d seen online that it would have lots of information for what was ahead.

The cop stayed behind Webb. Driving at a walking pace. Pretty boring, but being a small-town cop must be like that.

The cop was messing with the next verse of Webb’s jail song. He couldn’t concentrate.

Webb stopped walking.

The cop stopped driving.

Webb walked back toward him.

The cop stayed put.

Webb reached the truck.

The cop had the window open on his side.

“How do you pronounce your name?” Webb asked, looking at the cop’s nametag. “It seems like we’re getting to know each other, and I want to stop thinking of you as ‘the cop.’”

“Sil-veh.”

“Not Sil-vann?” Webb asked. “Or Sil-vain. It’s spelled S-Y-L-V-A-I-N.”

“The n is silent.”

“Sil-vah,” Webb said.

“Not vaah. Veh. Like ven, except like you are hinting that the n is there. Didn’t you ever take French in school?”

Webb tried it again.

“Much better.” Sylvain grinned.

“Well,” Webb said, “I have a taxpayer’s complaint. It’s about the gas and time that the police force in this town is wasting. Where should I file that complaint?”

“Police station,” Sylvain said. “I think you know where it is.”

“Excellent,” Webb said. “How about you drive up there, and I’ll meet you as soon as I can?”

“No. How about I just keep following you till you get there?”

“How about not?”

“Because as soon as I’m gone, you’ll head the other way and disappear,” Sylvain said. “I need to stay close because when Brent Melrose finds you, it will get ugly. And he will find you. Only took ten minutes for someone to call the police station about a suspicious guy walking up and down carrying a big backpack.”

“Maybe I’ll file a harassment charge against you then.”

“I don’t think so. That would mean another trip to the station, and you don’t like dealing with cops. Which is why you would disappear as soon as I drove away. If I did. Which I won’t.”

“You don’t know me that well,” Webb said. “We just met. I couldn’t even pronounce your name right.”

“You can now. And I know you aren’t a taxpayer. Buskers don’t pay taxes.”

Webb glared at him.

Sylvain just smiled. “Living on the streets,” he said. “No home. Just a guitar and the money you make when people throw cash in your guitar case.” Another smile. “Your stepfather likes to talk. He said he had you followed for a while, just so he knew what you were doing. He runs a security firm, right?”

“Please,” Webb said, “call him Elliott. Hard not to puke when I’m reminded that he married my mother.” It wasn’t the cop’s business that he didn’t live on the street anymore.

“Elliott likes to talk. Says you have a first name too. Jim. Where’s your guitar, Jim?”

“Hotel.”

“Stay with George tonight. It will be better for you.”

“Not for George.”

“Then I guess I’ll keep following you,” Sylvain continued. “Just so you know.”

“That changes things,” Webb said. “A lot. Can I jump in the back of your truck and catch a ride back to the Northern?”

Sylvain nodded and Webb jumped in.

When Sylvain slowed for the next corner— like Webb knew he would because Webb had walked this stretch three times already, Sylvain right behind him—Webb threw his backpack out, then jumped out after it. It took a lot of effort to hoist the backpack and run, but he made it into the trees and disappeared from sight before Sylvain could stop the truck and get back to the spot where Webb had bailed.

If Brent was looking for a fight, Webb thought, it would be better to deal with it now when he could see it coming.



TEN

THEN

In Toronto, in the lawyer’s high-rise office, three days before Webb’s arrival in Norman Wells, Mr. Devine addressed all six grandsons in the vacuum after all the adults had left the room.

“Well, gentlemen,” he said, “I’m assuming that nobody saw this coming.”

“Grandpa was always full of surprises,” Bunny said.

“So I guess because of that we’re not that surprised,” Steve added.

“Interesting perspective,” the lawyer said. “The only way you would have been surprised is if he didn’t do something to surprise you.”

“Pretty much,” Steve said.

“So if he’d done nothing, then you would have actually been surprised, which wouldn’t have been a surprise. Sort of a Catch-22, don’t you think?”

“Do you think, sir, that we could go on?” DJ said. “I believe we’re all anxious to hear what you’re going to tell us.”

Webb was happy to simply watch. Whatever was going to happen was going to happen, regardless of what he did or said.

“I’m sure you are,” Devine answered DJ. “But actually, I’m not going to tell you anything.” He paused. “Your grandfather is. I’m going to play a video your grandfather made.”

The lawyer walked over to a television in a big cabinet. He turned to face the six grandsons. “I was in the room when your grandfather recorded this. I think all of you will be at least a little surprised by what he has to say.”

He turned the TV on and there was Webb’s grandpa.

“I’m not sure why I have to be wearing makeup,” David McLean 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.”

Someone in the room with his grandpa laughed.

“Good morning…or afternoon, boys,” he began. “If you are watching this, I must be dead, although on this fine afternoon I feel very much alive. I want to start off by saying that I don’t want you to be too sad. 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!”

His cousins started laughing, and Webb joined in. It felt good. He didn’t laugh much anymore.

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

The old man took a sip of water. Webb noticed his hand shaking. He must have been nervous.

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

“Hello, Davie,” Devine replied.

“Johnnie, I hope you appreciate that twenty-year-old bottle of Scotch I left you,” his grandpa 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.”

“He did know me well,” Devine said.

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

Webb found that significant. He’d never seen his grandpa nervous. David McLean had lived into his nineties, strong and healthy. His hands had never shaken before.

“Life is an interesting journey,” David said from the television, “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.”

This was a man who’d been a pilot in World War II, been shot at over France, had had adventures all over the world. Webb knew that the man on the television screen was not exaggerating.

“But I did live a long and wonderful life. I was blessed to meet the love of my life, your grandmother Vera. It is so sad that she passed on before any of you had a chance to meet her. I know people never speak ill of the dead—and I’m counting on you all to keep up that tradition with me—but your grandmother was simply the most perfect woman in the world.”

Webb’s own mother—David’s daughter, Charlotte— was close to perfect too. At least she had been when Webb’s dad was alive. He bit back a heavy sigh, thinking of his mother outside the lawyer’s office. So close. But truly, so far away.

“Her only flaw,” David continued, “as far as I can see, was being foolish enough to marry me. She gave me not only a happy life, but four daughters…four amazing daughters. I just wish she could have been there to watch them grow into the four wonderful women who became your mothers.”

Webb’s grandmother had died when the girls were young—the youngest, Aunt Vicky, was only four at the time. David McLean had raised the girls on his own. Webb wished his mother had followed that same path when his dad had died when Webb was ten.

“I was always comforted by the thought that I believed she was watching them too,” David said from the television. “Sitting up there in heaven or wherever. I guess as you’re hearing this, I have an answer to that question. I pray that I’m with her now.”

He raised his glass again and toasted his grandsons. “Being both father and mother to my girls meant that I was always running fast to try and do everything. Sometimes the need to earn a living got in the way of me being there for my daughters. There were too many school plays, violin recitals and soccer games that I never got to. And that was why I made a point to be there for almost every one of your games and school events and concerts. This was both a promise I made and a complete joy. You boys, you wonderful, incredible, lovely boys have been such a blessing…seven blessings. Some blessings come later than others.”

Seven? Webb squinted, as if looking harder at the screen would help his hearing. Six. There were six grandsons. Obviously a mistake, but he didn’t give it much thought because he wanted to give his grandpa his full attention.

“But I didn’t bring you here simply to tell you how much I loved you all. Being part of your lives was one of the greatest achievements of my life, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything, but being there for all your big moments meant that I couldn’t be elsewhere. 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.”

Webb glanced at Mr. Devine, who stood at the side of the room holding envelopes fanned out like playing cards.

“Each of these requests, these tasks,” David continued, “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. 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.”

On the television screen, he lifted up his glass again.

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

The video ended and his grandpa was gone.



ELEVEN

NOW

It didn’t make Webb feel any better that Sylvain had been correct in saying it wouldn’t take long for Brent Melrose to find him.

When a kid on a mountain bike approached Webb on the path through the trees, Webb was thinking about bears. And how all his previous ideas about cleverly climbing a nearby tree to escape a bear were not so clever after all.

First of all, Webb knew that grizzlies can’t climb trees, but black bears can.

That was good. If you have a choice between out-climbing a grizzly or out-climbing a black bear, it’s the grizzly you want to out-climb. Grizzlies are huge—not that black bears are tiny—and more unpredictable and bad tempered.

Webb also knew that if you’re attacked by a female grizzly it’s better to play dead. But with male grizzlies, you are supposed to fight like crazy and hope for the best. Hit them on the nose, scream and kick. Prove to the male that messing with you is a mistake.

As if a 150-pound human is going to make a 600-pound grizzly think that it’s a mistake to get into a fight. Sure. And Elvis is still eating donuts, and the Toronto Maple Leafs are going to win a Stanley Cup one day.

But second—and to Webb, this was the crucial issue—how do you know whether you are being attacked by a male or female grizzly? Yes, if the grizzly is with a couple of cubs, go ahead and assume it’s female. Other than that, how are you going to know? Wait until you are on the ground trapped underneath it and then reach down and see if there’s anything to grab?

Like that would put a male grizzly in a better mood.

All Webb’s research about bears in the north, at least when it came to trees, had been wasted though.

Norman Wells wasn’t very far south of the tree line, the point in the Arctic where trees won’t grow.

The spruce trees on the path were barely higher than his head, and the trunks of the trees were skinnier than his arms. Climbing to the top would only put him at the perfect level for a bear to chomp on his butt.

Turns out, too, that Webb should have been more worried about the kid on the mountain bike.
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The kid, who looked about twelve, stopped in front of Webb. Short dark hair. Freckles. Jeans. Blue hoodie. And attitude.

“Hey,” Webb said. He shifted his pack on his back.

It still felt a little heavy. He had gone down to the Mackenzie River and put rocks into his backpack earlier. He had started with the backpack half full and had been taking them out, one at a time, dropping them along the road as he walked the streets of Norman Wells.

“You the guy who just landed here with a guitar?” the kid said.

“Strictly speaking, the plane landed. I was on it.”

“With a guitar?”

“With a guitar,” Webb said.

“Good. You just made me a hundred bucks.”

The kid turned his bike around and pedaled about twenty steps back up the trail. Then he stopped the bike and faced Webb again. He pulled a walkie-talkie off his belt, held it to his mouth and stared at Webb while he clicked the side button.

Webb heard the chime, and then the kid said, “Found him. On the path. Headed toward Raven Road.” He released the button.

The walkie-talkie crackled. “Keep him in sight. I’m driving that way.” A man’s voice.

“You’re kidding me,” Webb said. “You’re a bounty hunter?”

“Hundred bucks,” the kid said. “Not gonna turn that down.”

His walkie-talkie crackled again. A kid’s voice this time. “Joey, remember our deal. Whoever finds him splits with the others.”

Then another kid’s voice. “Yeah, man. That’s like thirty bucks each.”

“Three of you,” Webb said.

“Brent Melrose, he’s someone you don’t mess with. It was either take the money or always be on the run in this town. Nothing personal, you know.”

“Makes me feel a lot better,” Webb said.

At the airport, he’d been able to surprise Melrose, who was so much bigger than him that surprise was about the only weapon Webb had.

And now that element of surprise was gone.

Still, better to see the fight coming than to get stabbed in the back.

Webb wondered if it would be better to take the fight to the woods instead of the road. He stepped off the path into boggy ground. Branches tore at his backpack. The trees were short and skinny but close together. No way to run from a bear in this stuff, and, as a predator, Melrose was worse than a bear. The thickness of the bush also made it a bad place to fight.

Webb heard the walkie-talkie chime again, then the first kid’s voice. “He’s in the trees.”

“Follow him,” came the reply. “Let me know where he is at all times. He’s going to have to come out somewhere.”

This was true, but Webb had a rough idea of the layout of the town in his head. When he’d jumped off the truck, he’d known he wasn’t in the wilderness. This area was framed by the streets of Norman Wells.

Moving through the bush was loud and progress was slow. The kid on the bike would have no trouble following, and Webb wouldn’t be able to escape.

Webb took a deep breath and turned back to the path.

When he got there, the kid gave him a respectful distance.

“Don’t worry,” Webb told the kid, “I’m not going to do anything to you.”

Webb could have reversed direction and gone back to where he’d jumped out of the truck, maybe get some help from passing traffic, but it would only have been relative safety. Because, until Webb got out of Norman Wells, it seemed like Melrose was going to find him.

So Webb continued walking in the opposite direction. He was going to face Brent alone and get this over with.

That was the one good thing about having a stepfather who tortured you. Soon enough, pain didn’t bother you that much.



TWELVE

The path twisted and turned through the short spruce trees and came out on a quiet road, where Brent Melrose was leaning against a black truck with beefed-up tires. He took a swig from a bottle of beer.

The kid on the bike had stayed behind Webb the entire time he trudged up the path, reporting Webb’s progress on his walkie-talkie every thirty seconds. Webb hadn’t seen any sense in trying to shut him up. What was he going to do, turn and hurt the kid if he didn’t?

Not Webb’s style.

Besides, Webb could see some humor in the situation as the kid kept repeating the same message.

“This is Corey. Come in?” Crackle, crackle, pause. “Yeah, he’s still headed your way. Out.”

“This is Corey. Come in?” Crackle, crackle, pause. “Yeah, he’s still headed your way. Out.”

“This is Corey. Come in?” Crackle, crackle, pause. “Yeah, he’s still headed your way. Out.”

As Webb came to the end of the path, he took his backpack off and leaned it against a tree. He walked toward Brent’s truck. Slowly.

“See what you did to my face?” Brent asked.

“I thought it was all a misunderstanding. You fell into the luggage. Isn’t that what you said at the station?”

“The cop was right. That was crap,” Brent said. When he breathed, a strange whistling sound came from his nose. It looked—and sounded—painful.

He was swaying some, and Webb hoped he wasn’t too drunk to listen to sense. He held up his iPod, switched it to record video and pointed it at Brent.

“Four thirty-five,” Webb said clearly. “Standing here on—” Webb turned to the kid on the bike. “What’s this road?”

“Don’t know. Down at the corner, though, if you turn toward the river, that’s where the school principal lives. Does that help?”

“Standing just down from the principal’s house,” Webb said. “Just for the record, we’ve got full video happening here.”

“Put that away,” Brent said. “Or I’ll rip it out of your hands.”

“Not too interested in that,” Webb answered.

Brent took a lumbering step toward Webb. “I said give it to me. It’s payback time.”

Brent charged.

It didn’t take much effort to step aside. Brent’s momentum took him past Webb like a bull missing a matador. Difference was, Webb wasn’t using a red cape and didn’t have a short stabbing sword to finish Brent off when he got tired.

Webb kept the camera on Brent. He had lots of memory left. Could probably video the next half hour if he had too.

Brent swung around, grunted and charged again, swinging his arms in a futile attempt to wrap them around Webb.

Webb could have tripped him but just let him go past again.

Brent almost fell into his truck but caught his balance in time.

“How about we just call this quits,” Webb said. “You have better things to do. Same with me.”

“And let people talk about how some long-haired-musician type busted my nose and got away with it?”

Brent obviously thought he was clever, charging again as he finished speaking. Like Webb would be so dazzled by his insult, he’d forget to notice. Thing was, Webb had his eyes on the center of Brent’s chest. Anybody can fake moves, but no matter how good the fake, the center of the chest was where the body went. Another thing he had learned the hard way.

Brent blew past Webb and took a few more steps to stop. Already getting tired.

He leaned on his knees, near Webb’s backpack.

“Look at this,” he said. “Somebody left something behind.”

Clever, Webb thought, as Brent hefted the backpack and said, “What a shame we need to see what’s inside.”

Really clever.

Brent lifted the flap and turned the pack upside down, like he was expecting Webb to get mad.

What Brent didn’t expect were rocks. A lot of them, each about the size of a fist.

“Rocks?” Brent was dumbfounded. “Rocks?”

Webb almost laughed. Brent had successfully identified the dull round objects polished smooth by centuries in the river.

“Rocks,” Brent said one more time. “What kind of idiot carries rocks in his backpack?” He grinned and picked one up in his right hand. “But thanks,” he said. “You’re making it too easy.”

He fired the rock at Webb’s head. Webb ducked.

There was a crash as glass shattered. To Webb, it was a very satisfying sound. The rock must have hit the only glass nearby—the side window of Brent’s truck, which was directly behind Webb.

Webb didn’t turn to admire the damage though. Not when Brent had a pile of rocks within reach.

Besides, it wasn’t necessary. The expression on Brent’s face—or what Webb could see beyond the bandages—said it all. Horror and rage. Obviously the sound of broken glass had been a lot less satisfying to Brent than to Webb.

“Arrgghhh!” Brent dropped his head and charged at Webb again.

Webb began to feel cold rage engulf him, the cold rage that sustained him whenever his stepfather had hurt him. It was a horrible feeling, being certain that, if given the chance, he would take Brent’s truck and drive over Brent without any remorse or regrets. Just the way he knew that, if given the chance, he would hurt Elliott in ways far worse than anything Elliott had ever done to him.

As Brent charged, Webb stepped aside again, but this time left his leg in the way. Brent, blinded by alcohol, anger and bandages, tripped and fell forward, his head thunking into the side of the truck’s door.

Webb was surprised that Brent didn’t just drop. Instead, he wheeled in a tight circle, as if one of his feet was nailed to the ground, holding his head with both hands.

The head-shaped dent in Brent’s door was impressive.

“Come in, come in.” Corey spoke into the walkie-talkie. Excited. “Everybody, get here as fast as you can. You have to see this. Brent Melrose is beating the crap out of his own truck.”

Webb grabbed a rock and, filled with rage, was ready to move in on Brent and smash him in the head. He stopped when he noticed Sylvain heading toward them in the police truck with his blue-and-reds flashing.

Webb dropped the rock and concentrated on letting his sanity return.



THIRTEEN

About half an hour later, Webb walked back into The Northern with his backpack on.

Joey gave him a big grin. “Heard about you and Brent Melrose. Heard he lost a fight with his truck.”

Small town. News traveled fast. But really, it was no different than being in a big city where a small group of people all knew each other. If someone got busted or beat up, everyone knew about it right away.

“It was a nice truck,” Webb said. “Now, not so nice.”

“He’s not going to quit,” Joey said.

“I’ll be away,” Webb said. “I’m not worried.”

Webb pointed at all the gear Joey had set aside for him. “Thanks for your help.”

“Sure,” Joey said. “All together, it costs—”

“Sorry,” Webb interrupted him. “First we need to weigh something. You got bathroom scales?”

Joey was obviously puzzled, but he pointed Webb to the household goods aisle.

Webb set a brand-new bathroom scale on the floor and pulled his boots off. “Don’t want to get it dirty,” he told Joey.

In his socks, with his backpack on, Webb stepped on the scale and noted the weight. He’d refilled his pack with rocks after his encounter with Brent.

Then he took the backpack off and weighed himself again. The difference was fifty-four pounds.

“All I’m going to allow myself is fifty-four pounds,” Webb said to Joey. “So if the gear you put together weighs more than that, we need to pull out what’s least important.”

Joey still looked puzzled, so Webb explained. “I spent an hour walking around with rocks in my pack to find out how much I could carry without hurting myself. I don’t want to carry any more than that out there on the trail. I’ll be walking for at least a week, and I’m not into unnecessary pain.”

Joey grinned. “Okay, now I’m impressed. Most people start with too much and either throw it away on the trail or stagger around out there, wrecking their backs and feet. Let’s start filling your backpack and see what will fit.”

“Hang on,” Webb said. He reached into the backpack and lifted out two of the bigger rocks. He hefted them, comparing the weight in his mind to the weight of his guitar. Seemed about the same. Not quite enough.

“Have a bag?” he asked Joey.

“Sure.” Joey didn’t ask why, just watched.

Webb put a few more rocks in the bag and lifted it, closing his eyes and imagining his guitar.

Much closer. He set the bag on scale. The rocks weighed sixteen pounds. He thought he might be off by a few pounds either way, but close enough.

“Thirty-eight pounds,” Webb said. “That’s all I can take. Forgot about my guitar.”

“You’re taking a guitar on the trail?”

“Yeah.” And plenty of guitar strings. Busting a string and not having a replacement would have been disaster. Fortunately, the strings didn’t weigh much.

“Sixteen pounds of gear is a lot to give up for a guitar,” Joey said.

Webb thought about what the guitar represented to him, and what he’d had to do to have the freedom to play it.

“It might be for some people,” he said. “But I’m good with it.”



FOURTEEN

In his hotel room, Webb took a small plastic bag and put some wooden matches in it. He slipped the sealed bag of matches into his money belt.

Then he practiced packing and repacking all his gear. The Wi-Fi connection gave him good access to the Internet on his iPod, and he’d just finished reading an article on hiking that advised putting all the heavy stuff as close to the bottom of the backpack as possible. The article also said that keeping some matches dry was a cheap insurance policy.

After the tenth time he refilled his backpack, he realized he was doing it out of nervousness, so he moved to a chair in the corner and picked up his guitar.

He didn’t start playing but just held it because it made him feel better.

He began to mentally poke at his nervousness, in the same way he used his tongue to poke at the hole where his tooth used to be.

Was he nervous because he’d be walking a trail in one of the most remote spots in the world? No, he told himself. Knowing that George had lied to try and protect him from Brent gave Webb a sense of comfort. He could trust the older man; the guide would be there to help.

Was he nervous because of Brent?

He gave that serious thought. If the man had actually killed and buried two men out in the wilderness, any rational person would be afraid of Brent. But there was no reason to be afraid tonight.

Sylvain had locked Brent up for the night, at least, expecting that Brent’s lawyer would not be able to get him out until sometime the next day. By then, Webb would have left Norman Wells, safe from the guy Sylvain had called a psycho. Webb had a lot of experience with psychos.

When he was fourteen, his stepfather had come home unexpectedly, catching Webb in front of the television, playing his guitar in sync with the Rolling Stones on a music video.

Elliott turned the television off and faced Webb. The silence—after the loud music from the television— seemed to echo in the room.

“I told Charlotte that I forgot my wallet,” Elliott said. “Can’t pay for dinner without it. I left her there at the restaurant and told her I’d be right back.”

Third anniversary. Dinner at a fancy restaurant. Webb was old enough not to need a babysitter, and he had expected them to be gone for hours.

Standing in front of the couch, guitar in his hands, Webb glanced out the front window at the darkness.

“I parked down the street,” Elliott said. “Headlights would have been obvious. Didn’t want you slipping away as I came up the driveway.”

Because that’s exactly what Webb would have done: slip out the back door, into the backyard and through the gate near where Niblet was buried. Instead, Elliott had caught Webb watching MTV. The Rolling Stones. Long-haired musicians who had definitely taken drugs.

“Nothing to say?” Elliott asked.

It had ripped out Webb’s heart to bury his beagle. Maybe once a month, Elliott had found an excuse to make Webb kneel on rice grains to protect Niblet. Elliott had not once hurt the dog. Webb had never given Elliott reason to. In the end, a stomach virus had taken Niblet.

“Nothing to say?” Elliott repeated.

Webb reached down. Picked up the remote. Clicked on the television again. Mick Jagger answered Elliott instead. The music was satisfyingly loud. And there was a great closeup of Mick and his thick long hair. A combination sure to irritate Elliott. Much as it hurt not to have Niblet waiting at the gate anymore, Elliott no longer had a hold over Webb.

Can’t get no satisfaction.

Keith Richards was Webb’s guitar hero. The opening of “Satisfaction” was just a three-note guitar riff. Then some bass. Then drums and acoustic guitar. But the three-note riff drove that song, made it what it was. Webb could play all of it now. But never at home.

Can’t get no satisfaction.

Elliott gave his cold smile. He briefly turned his back to Webb to unplug the television, and then in the new silence, through the cold smile that did not waver, he said, “Drop your guitar. Sit on the couch. Take off the sock on your right foot.”

“Niblet is gone,” Webb said. “You can’t do anything to me now or I’ll report it.”

“Not once did I hurt your dog,” Elliott said. “I just want us to be a happy family. All of us. You. Me. And Charlotte. I really want her to remain happy.”

Webb felt like he couldn’t breathe, and that sudden weakness took away his ability to speak.

Webb sat on the couch and did as commanded.

Webb felt that horrible blackness again, the feeling of sinking into mud he’d felt years earlier when Elliott first made him kneel on rice. Elliott wasn’t making a threat about his mom, was he? It was just Webb’s imagination, his fear rising like this because he loved his mom so much. Right?

“Hold your right leg straight out in front of you and keep it there.”

Webb waited like that as Elliott walked to the kitchen and then returned with a broom. Elliott snapped the broom handle in half and gently slapped the rounded side of the broken piece against the sole of Webb’s foot. It was a gentle slap, but Webb still felt it like a sharp and unexpected electrical current.

Elliott spoke in his silky voice, the voice that Webb only heard him use when the two of them were alone. “Amazing, isn’t it, how sensitive nerve endings are in the skin of your sole. Won’t leave a mark. I expect not to have to do it again. Am I understood? I’m trying to teach you to be a man, and I hope we are past physical punishment.”

Webb nodded.

“I want to hear you say it.”

“You are understood.”

“Not enough.”

“You are understood, sir.”

“Good,” Elliott said. “I’ve learned that you’ve been taking guitar lessons even though I expressly forbade it. Tomorrow, I will watch as you smash your guitar in the garage with a hammer. I want you to think about this all night and all through school tomorrow. As you think about it, remember you will never defy me again.”

“My dad gave me the guitar.” Webb hated that he began crying. “It’s all that he left me. Leave the guitar. I’ll do anything.”

“Tomorrow, I will watch you smash the guitar at my command. And then you sign up for cadets and begin military training. Agreed?”

Webb realized he wasn’t afraid of Elliott hurting the soles of his feet. Webb had learned he could deal with pain, and Elliott had just said they were past anything physical. He was terrified, though, of losing what he loved. His dad had been taken unexpectedly and unfairly. Niblet was gone. That left only his mom.

Webb had to protect her at all costs. “Yes, sir,” Webb said through his tears. “Agreed.”

But in the end, hadn’t he hurt his mother far more by leaving home a few years later without a word of explanation?

In the hotel room, guitar across his lap, Webb realized he wasn’t feeling nervous. Dealing with Brent earlier in the day had brought back way too many memories about dealing with his stepfather.

He’d abandoned his mother because he believed he needed to protect her.

He knew of only one way to deal with that kind of pain.

Softly, so it wouldn’t disturb anyone in the rooms on either side, he strummed the guitar and lost himself in a song he’d written a few months earlier called “Monsters.” He sang the first verse under his breath.

Under the bed 
What’s in my head 
That I can’t see 
You walk the halls 
I hear your steps 
You haunt my dreams 



FIFTEEN

THEN

Two days before his arrival in Norman Wells, Webb had leaned forward in the backseat of a Phoenix taxicab to catch the view through the windshield as a large double-sided gate swung open to reveal palm trees growing in a divider down the center of a wide boulevard. The security code he’d been given worked; so far, at least, the plan was on track, even though he didn’t know what the plan was.

It was five in the afternoon. Webb should have been tired. He’d begun the day at 3:00 AM, catching a subway from downtown Toronto to the end of the line, then a bus to Toronto’s Pearson Airport for a Toronto-Chicago flight that left at 8:32 AM. It took an hour to get through customs at the airport—an hour of worrying whether he would get through customs. Grandpa’s lawyer had suggested he clean himself up a bit before he crossed the border. Webb had done the best he could.

He’d probably checked his passport a hundred times as he shuffled forward in the line. It was a new passport—at least new to Webb. The date of issue was three years earlier. Someone had applied for the passport on his behalf, before Webb had been old enough to do it for himself. And it meant that after the passport had arrived, that same someone had held on to it.

Had his mother applied for it? Or his grandpa?

He couldn’t ask his mother; they hadn’t spoken in months.

And, of course, he couldn’t ask his grandpa. The passport had been in the envelope given to him at the reading of his grandpa’s will. Along with the small key, some prepaid bank cards and a letter to Webb from his grandpa, which didn’t have much information and nothing at all about the passport. Not much to go on for a trip to the desert.

When he’d reached the front of the line, a middle-aged US Customs and Immigration guy had given Webb’s passport a bored look and asked about the purpose of Webb’s visit to the States.

“To deliver something for my grandfather,” Webb had answered honestly.

“What?”

Webb showed him the key. The customs guy had cocked his head, puzzled.

“I don’t know why,” Webb answered before the question could be asked. “Before he died, he arranged for his lawyer to pay for my ticket and give me an address in Phoenix so I could deliver the key.”

“Return airfare?”

Webb had nodded.

The guy looked hard at Webb, who was wearing a ball cap, trying to look like an upstanding young man.

“You ever had a drug conviction?”

“No, sir,” Webb said. It didn’t seem like the time and place to explain that he’d been kicked out of high school for drug possession. But, truthfully, there had been no charges, no conviction.

“I could hassle you,” the guy said, tapping Webb’s passport, “but what matters most is that you have a return ticket. And I think if you were making up a story, it would be a better one than that. If it was important to a dying man, then I’m not going to stop you.”

The guy had given Webb’s face a final look, then stamped the passport.

After that, there had been an hour’s wait for the flight to Chicago, then a delay of another hour, then the flight, then two hours in Chicago’s O’Hare Airport, and finally the flight from Chicago to Phoenix. Anyone who thought travel was exciting would have been cured of the illusion by the end of that trip.

Webb had spent most of his time on the plane listening to old rock music on his iPod, imagining where he’d place his fingers for each new chord.

He hadn’t reread the letter from his grandpa. Not even once. He didn’t need to have it in front of him at all; he’d memorized every word when he first opened it in a café near the lawyer’s office.




Webby, I owe an old friend a favor. You’ll find his name and address on the back of this letter. Ticket and passport and bank cards will get you there. Whatever you do for him is no different than helping me. I appreciate it. Here’s what you need to learn: buried secrets cause pain.






At the lawyer’s office, Webb had wondered what Grandpa had written to his cousins.

That was their business though. This was his. When he read the letter, he’d noted the date and time on the ticket, and realized the flight left the next morning; Devine must have arranged the flight sometime between the funeral and the reading of the will. Webb didn’t consider for a moment not getting on the airplane. Whatever you do for him is no different than helping me.

It was simple; Webb would have done anything to help his grandpa. If he needed to leave on short notice with unclear instructions, would he do it? Yes. The old man had been special.

That meant he’d do the same for Jake Rundell, who lived in a gated community in the northwest part of greater Phoenix, nearly an hour’s drive from the airport.

The taxi had taken Webb through the gates and down the boulevard lined with palm trees.

On one side of the boulevard was a sidewalk. On the other side, a fast-flowing creek with ducks.

In the desert?

Outside his air-conditioned cab, it had been 110 degrees.

Ducks, in the desert?

It hadn’t taken Webb long to figure it out. Gated community. Expensive houses. It was like an oasis. An artificial oasis made by piles of money. He glimpsed a golf course beyond the houses.

Whoever he was, Mr. Jake Rundell of 2911 Roy Rogers Road, this friend of his grandpa’s, was definitely rich.

And, as it turned out, definitely dead.



PART

TWO
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In light of the rising frequency of human/grizzly bear conflicts, the Northwest Territories Department of Fish and Game is advising tourists, hikers and fishermen to take extra precautions and keep alert for bears while traveling this summer.

We advise that people wear noisy little bells on their clothing so as not to startle bears. We also advise everyone to carry pepper spray with them in case of an encounter with a grizzly.

It is also a good idea to watch out for fresh signs of bear activity. Outdoorsmen should recognize the difference between black bear and grizzly bear dung.

Black bear dung is smaller and contains lots of berries and squirrel fur.

Grizzly bear dung has little bells in it and smells like pepper.

(Joke circulating on the Internet)



SIXTEEN

NOW

The helicopter was parked a couple of hundred meters away from the Norman Wells airport building and was far larger than the pretty bubble-topped traffic ’copters Webb was used to seeing in Toronto. Webb always thought traffic ’copters were like smug CEOs in expensive suits, telling their employees what to do but never getting their hands dirty themselves.

This chopper was battered and big and ugly and old. Dull green paint showed through in places where the blue paint had worn off. Maybe it had once been an army chopper, taking soldiers in and out of war zones. Much more honorable than hovering far above the fray and daintily sending in radio reports. Webb didn’t know much about choppers but guessed this one could have held at least twenty soldiers.

Today it would be carrying a far lighter load. Five by Webb’s count.

The pilot was a little man with a big mustache, wearing a jacket with the name of the aviation company across the back. He’d just stepped into the chopper and started the engine.

Besides the pilot and George, there were two middle-aged men, both with strawberry-blond hair and mustaches. Twins. They also had huge matching backpacks with large flags sewn onto them. They were wearing their backpacks instead of resting them on the ground. Stupid, Webb thought. Those backpacks must weigh a ton. Why not rest while you could?

With the rotor of the chopper beginning to turn and pick up speed, Webb pretended he was holding up his iPod to read something as he snapped a photo of the backpacks.

He was close enough to the airport to be connected to the terminal’s Wi-Fi, so he googled the flag, and in less than thirty seconds he learned the flag was German.

It would be great, he thought, if they couldn’t speak English. That would be two fewer people he’d have to talk to during the hike.

The sixth person on the tarmac was standing a couple of meters away from the Germans. It was Sylvain, the Norman Wells cop.

He caught Webb glancing at him and walked over.

“Just wanted to be sure you made it,” Sylvain said. “Things move quickly in a small-town police unit, and I had to let Brent out a half hour ago. Turns out you can’t lock someone up for assaulting his own truck, and I didn’t get there early enough to see him attack you. The boys there all swear nothing else happened, so it’s your word against theirs.”

Sylvain pointed at the helicopter. “But I can relax now, knowing you’re going to be out of his reach. By the time you get back to Norman Wells, Brent should be out at a work camp, so unless he decides to track you down in Toronto someday, it looks like you’re out of harm’s way.”

Webb nodded a thank-you and followed the Germans onto the chopper to begin the next stage of his trip.



SEVENTEEN

The sun was behind them as the chopper lifted. The roar was muted, because Webb, like the others in the chopper, was wearing a headset that let him communicate with George.

Within seconds the small town was below them, just a collection of buildings that looked like driftwood that the mighty Mackenzie had spewed onto its banks.

And then they were above the river, passing the man-made islands in the center that held the oil wells that defined Norman Wells.

The chopper headed south and west, crossing the brown muddy waters of the wide Mackenzie. By this point, the river had already gathered the forces of a dozen other rivers, each of them roiling with sediment carried down from distant mountains.

Webb didn’t expect the chopper to land for a while, so he was surprised when it dipped just after crossing the river and hovered above a clearing in the woods.

George’s voice came over Webb’s headset. “None of you have walked the beginning stages of the Canol Trail, but I understand some of you will be returning to make sure you hike every step.”

The two German tourists gave each other high fives, which told Webb that they understood English. That meant he’d have to be rude to ignore them. Which was fine with Webb.

“However,” George continued, “it’s worth mentioning that below us is Mile One. Here is where the building of the Canol Road and pipeline began and where base camp was established in 1943.”

Webb tuned George out and concentrated on a guitar riff in his head.

One of the things that Webb knew about himself was that, except for music, he didn’t like to learn by listening. Spoken words moved too slowly for him. He preferred to get his information by reading. It was faster, and when he needed to remember the information, all he had to do was visualize the words. When information entered his brain through his ears instead of his eyes, it was a lot harder to remember. He had a lot of information stored on his iPod; to his way of thinking, his brain was as big as the Internet. He didn’t need George to tell him about the Canol Trail. All he needed to do was hold his iPod in the palm of his hand, and in seconds, he could review all the knowledge he’d collected.

The chopper banked forward and headed southwest toward the Mackenzie Mountains, some 24 kilometers away.

The short stunted spruce of the flat plains of the Mackenzie River became a blur beneath them.

The first portion of the Canol Trail would have been easy to walk, Webb thought. Boring because of the flatness, but not so boring since a moose or bear could appear at any second.

If you wanted to walk all 675 kilometers of northwest Arctic from Norman Wells to Whitehorse—the entire length of the Canol Road—you walked a segment of 80 to 130 kilometers every summer. A chopper took you to your starting point and picked you up at the other end. By cutting the trek down to shorter segments, you could carry enough food to last the week it took to go between the mile markers. Or you could choose to walk the Canol Trail, a shorter portion of the original road.

Webb had no intention of walking any of the other segments.

Once he found what he had been sent to find at Mile 112, he was not coming back to hike the rest of the trail. Last thing he wanted was a return trip to Norman Wells and another encounter with Brent Melrose.
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Webb wasn’t great at math, but the pilot had told him earlier that they would be traveling at about 160 kilometers an hour. So when the helicopter dipped again about fifteen minutes later, at the approach to the Mackenzie Mountains, it surprised him. They couldn’t already be at their destination.

This time, instead of hovering, the chopper landed on a gravel bar between sheer canyon walls near a shallow, fast-moving river. The water was so pure and clear, you could see flashes of fish.

All the noise and vibration stopped.

George unstrapped himself from his seat and opened the side door to the chopper. He pointed above him.

“Make sure you keep your heads down,” he said. “The blades haven’t stopped moving.”

Two minutes later, all of them were on the ground. Webb looked around, blown away by the view. The canyon walls that rose above him were reddish brown. He’d never felt so puny, not even among the massive skyscrapers of downtown Toronto.

There was the sound of rocks tumbling high above them.

“Sheep!” George called out.

All of them looked up to see a pair of white mountain sheep, with little ones behind, edging their way along a path 50 or 60 meters straight up.

Webb pulled his eyes away from the sheep and looked downriver. Huge rocks rose like zombie giants.

He noticed a small piece of pipe, twisted and rusty, running along the river’s edge. This was all that remained of the work of thousands upon thousands of men: a pipeline meant to send a precious flow of oil from Norman Wells to Whitehorse, 675 kilometers to the west. Webb thought about what it might have been like to be one of the army of workers who built the pipeline, fighting howling winds and lashing snow in temperatures of minus 50 degrees Celsius.

They wouldn’t be going that far though.

Godlin Lakes was at Mile 168. That was near where the chopper was going to leave them. They were going to walk back from there to the old pipeline pump station at Mile 108, just beyond Devil’s Pass, where the chopper would pick them up in a week.

He’d been told that was almost 100 kilometers and that they’d need to average just over 16 kilometers a day.

When the chopper dropped them at Mile 170, they’d be alone in thousands of square miles of the most remote wilderness that Canada had to offer.

If there had been any other way for Webb to get to Devil’s Pass except with a group, he would have done it.

It had been tempting to use some of the money to hire a chopper to bring him in and out. Straight to Devil’s Pass and back to Norman Wells.

Except that’s not what his grandfather had wanted him to do.



EIGHTEEN

Webb jumped at an explosion of noise and movement in front of him. Almost immediately, he realized it was a bird.

But the two Germans—Fritz and Wilhelm were their names—began to laugh. Webb couldn’t tell them apart by looking at their faces, but Fritz wore black pants and Wilhelm wore navy blue. Webb didn’t really care if they wore different pants on a different day. He had no intention of getting to know them.

Wilhelm pointed at Webb and said, “Little bird! Big jump!”

He laughed with a meanness that Webb knew all too well was the laugh of a bully.

Webb ignored it and watched the flight of the bird. It was smaller than a chicken, with brown feathers mottled with white. It stopped briefly and blended in with the rocks. It squawked again, getting closer to Webb.

“Ptarmigan,” George explained. “A male. Trying to lure you away from its nest. The hen is somewhere nearby, hunkered down. We’ll see lots of these displays as we hike.”

“Stupid bird,” Fritz said. “Very stupid.”

He threw a rock and hit it in the head, slamming it onto its side. The ptarmigan spasmed briefly, then stopped moving.

Fritz and Wilhelm laughed again, but froze instantly as George spun on them, anger obvious on his face.

“What?” said Fritz. “Little bird. Dead bird.”

“You treat this land with respect,” George said. The top of his head only reached the Germans’ shoulders, but there was no fear in his voice. Just anger. “We only kill what we can eat.”

“Yah, yah,” Fritz said.

“That means,” George said, “you killed it. You eat it.”

“No, no,” Fritz said.

“And to eat it,” George said, “you slit the belly and remove the breast meat. We take it with us and cook it over a fire later.”

“Not me. You. We pay you to be guide.”

“And if you don’t skin it and gut it, the helicopter takes you back right now. Think that pilot is going to listen to you or to me? Now pick up that bird, and I’ll tell you how it’s done.”

“Get blood on my hands?”

George kept staring at him. “When you killed it, you got blood on your hands. Now are you going to do it, or go back to Norman Wells?”

The German shrugged and walked over to the dead ptarmigan. He nudged it with his foot to make sure it was dead. Then he picked it up, trying to hold it away from his body.

“Good work,” George said. “Now get that fancy knife of yours and slit the bird’s belly open.”
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In the air again twenty minutes later, Webb was once more in awe of the scenery, which had changed and now looked like the surface of the moon. They were flying over the Plains of Abraham, the trail’s highest point at more than a kilometer and a half above sea level. The plains were vast and barren, amazing in a sad and desolate way. Webb was glad they wouldn’t be hiking through this portion of the trail.

George finally broke the communication silence. “Now approaching Devil’s Pass,” he said. “You’ll see the collection of old buildings and trucks at the pump station. That’s our final destination.”

The chopper climbed and then threaded its way between the granite peaks that seemed to want to pull them down.

Incredible that it would only take them another half hour by chopper to get to Godlin Lakes, and then a week on foot to make it back to Devil’s Pass.

Webb didn’t spend much time thinking about that, however. Instead, not for the first time, he wondered what had happened at Devil’s Pass.
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When the chopper left them at Mile 170, all of them stared at it until it disappeared. The distant thump-thump-thump of the engine traveled back to them for a while, reminding Webb how alone they were.

Then, finally, there was only the sound of the wind moving through the trees.

“That’s it then,” George said. “We’ve got a ways to go. Let’s take photos first, and then get started.”

He pointed at the weathered mile marker sign.

Each of them took turns kneeling beside the sign and pointing toward it while George took their pictures.

Goofy, Webb thought. Very goofy. But if he didn’t do it, they’d wonder why he was here. So he pasted a grin on his face and knelt beside the sign.

Close to four hundred men had died in the two years it took to build a road from Norman Wells to Whitehorse. That was an average of two men a week. Slipping on ice and falling beneath bulldozers. Getting washed away by fierce currents in water that would freeze you to death within minutes. Tumbling off the sides of cliffs. Just so the road could be advanced one mile marker at a time in some of the most brutal conditions on the planet.

And less than three years after completing it, the government had decided it wasn’t worth the effort and expense. Or the blood of all those men.

Now the mile markers were mainly used for photo ops. This said something about mankind, Webb knew, but he wasn’t going to put any effort into trying to come up with something profound to say about it.

To him, it was just a stupid waste. Although it might make a good song someday.

George stepped forward along a narrow stretch of ground that might once have been a road.

Webb’s journey to Devil’s Pass had officially begun.



NINETEEN

Webb stayed at the back of the group. At least twenty steps behind. This way, he wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. Happily, Fritz and Wilhelm were directly in front of him, talking with George. Their voices carried to Webb, but he couldn’t hear the words.

It didn’t matter.

He was concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other. A person could take longer strides on city sidewalks, but this wasn’t even close to flat and smooth. The rocks felt slippery, even though they were dry. The trail was uneven and frequently took them off the roadbed because the roadbed had broken away.

He had his iPod and his music. He wasn’t worried about running out of power. The solar-powered charger took care of that. But somehow he couldn’t bring himself to put in his earbuds.

It wasn’t that this land was sacred or anything. Sacred was too strong a word. But the mountains were so untouched and the air so crisp and the water that trickled into streams that became rivers that fed the Mackenzie was so pure that it all deserved a respect that did verge on the sacred.

Webb wasn’t going to walk through it and disrespect it in any way whatsoever. He wasn’t going to tell this land that his puny downloads were worth more of his attention. Out here, he understood why George had insisted that not a single thing be left behind on the trail.

That’s why it was a shock to Webb when one of the Germans in front of him tossed an object into the bushes.

And kept walking.

Webb didn’t.

He stepped into the shrubs at the side of the trail and found what the guy had tossed out.

It was a large flashlight full of D batteries that weighed about two pounds and was probably as bright as a car’s headlight. He could understand why the guy didn’t want to carry it, because two pounds was a lot of extra weight in a backpack that already weighed a lot. Plus, it never got dark this time of year, so they didn’t need it anyway.

Webb grimaced at the thoughtlessness of the littering. There was plenty of room in his backpack, so he put the flashlight in his backpack and followed the others again.



TWENTY

THEN

On that hot day in Phoenix, the woman who had answered the door at 2911 Roy Rogers Road appeared to be about the same age as Webb’s mother. Her brown hair was shoulder length. She had faint laugh lines around her eyes. And a puzzled look on her face. Chances were, Webb guessed, teenaged guys with long hair didn’t knock on this door very often.

She glanced at the taxi that was driving away, then back at Webb. She remained standing in the doorway, an obvious clue that she wasn’t prepared to invite him inside.

“I’d like to talk to Mr. Jake Rundell,” Webb said. “I have a note from him asking me to stop by. I was given the security code to get in here and told I didn’t need to call ahead.”

It felt good to be in the shade of the house. In the short walk from the street up to the door, he’d begun panting in the heat.

The woman sagged a little, holding on to the frame of the doorway. She took a breath to steady herself, then spoke slowly. “His funeral was a couple of days ago.”

Webb felt himself sag too. Jake Rundell was dead?

If Jake Rundell was dead, now what? Nothing in his grandfather’s letter could help him. “You’re obviously not selling anything,” she said. “Otherwise I’d tell you that this community has strict rules against going door to door. But you came in a taxi.”

“Flew in from Toronto,” Webb said. “This morning. My grandfather sent me.”

“He’s too old to travel himself?”

“His funeral was a little over a week ago,” Webb said. “At the reading of his will, he left me a note saying he owed Jake Rundell a favor and I was supposed to help.”

Webb pulled the small key out of his pocket. “I was given this too.”

The woman straightened, as if someone had given her a small electric shock.

“You’re Jim Webb?” She stepped back. “Please, come inside. Shut the door behind you.”

Webb followed her to the living room. Tiled floors. Leather furniture. A huge sliding glass door at the back that showed the brown mountains in the background.

“I’m Jana Rundell,” she said, pointing to a chair for Webb to sit in. “The rest of the family has already flown back to their own homes. I’ve stayed behind to begin getting the house ready for sale.”

She moved to the kitchen, which was on the other side of the counter that divided it from the living room. She returned holding a handwritten note and an envelope.

“Here’s what it says,” Jana told him, reading from the note. “‘When Jim Webb shows up with a key, hand him the envelope.’”

Webb took the envelope and opened it. All that was written on it was another address. He read it out loud and gave Jana a questioning look.

She shook her head. “Doesn’t mean anything to me.”

“Your father didn’t say anything else?” Webb asked.

“My father?”

“Jake.”

She laughed. “Jake had his eighty-eighth birthday a month ago. He was my grandfather.”

“David McLean was ninety-two,” Webb said. “He was my grandfather. My mom is about your age. I keep forgetting not everybody had children as late in life as my grandfather.”

“David McLean?” Jana said. “Hang on.”

She walked out of the open area into what was probably a bedroom. When she came back she handed Webb a black-and-white picture in a frame.

It showed four young men in air-force uniforms. Webb instantly recognized his own grandfather.

Jana leaned over Webb, pointing. “There’s my grandfather, Jake. He talked a lot about David McLean. Said there was nobody like him, ever.”

“The other two?” Webb asked.

“Harlowe Gavin and Ray Daley. They look like brothers, don’t they? Twins, almost. Grandpa Jake said that, in training camp, Harlowe would take a duty shift for Ray so that Ray could go into town and chase girls, and the commanding officers couldn’t tell the difference.”

“Long time ago,” Webb said, seeing the life and vitality in the young men’s faces. It made him sad all over again, knowing his grandpa was gone.

“World War Two,” Jana answered. “But I don’t have to tell you that, do I?”

Neither spoke. The air-conditioning unit kicked in and a wave of cool air washed over Webb.

“So—”

“So—”

“You first,” Jana said.

“My grandfather sent me here to help Jake,” Webb said. “He didn’t know that Jake was dying.” Webb paused. “Or maybe he did. I know he wanted me here as fast as possible.”

“Why?” Jana asked.

“I expected Jake Rundell to tell me,” Webb answered. He tossed the key into the air and caught it again, leaving his palm open. “But I guess since he knew the end was coming for him, he left me an address instead.”

Both of them stared at the key.

“If it helps,” Jana said, “I can drive you there.”



TWENTY-ONE

NOW

The Godlin Lakes were near the top of the mountains, right alongside the road. A floatplane was tied near a dock on the lake. As the group walked toward the water, Webb saw the wires that were strung from fenceposts surrounding some small cabins. After hiking through vistas straight from a wilderness slide show, finding this collection of shacks felt like stumbling upon civilization.

The two Germans were leading the group, and Fritz, the one who had thrown the flashlight into the bushes, reached the fence first.

“You might not want to do that,” George said as Fritz put his hand on the wire to push it down and step over it. Fritz fell backward with a scream, shouting something in German that Webb couldn’t understand. It didn’t sound good.

When Fritz got up, there was a dark stain at his crotch.

He screamed again, this time at George.

“What is this? What is this?” He pointed at the fence. “You tell me ahead of time, yes? Not wait until it bites me!”

“Bites you?” George asked.

“Shock! Shock! Yes, bites my hand.”

George said calmly, “It’s why I said you might not want to do that. It’s electric. Up there, attached to some batteries from a tractor. That would give anybody a big shock.”

“Electric?” Fritz was furious. He pointed at his crotch. “You make me wet my pants.”

“Not me,” George said. “It’s important to listen to your guide out here. Got it?”

The German gave him a dark look but said nothing more.

“Why electric?” Webb asked.

“Bear fence,” George said. “Electricity keeps them on the outside. That’s a good thing. Tonight we can set up our tents inside.”

The commotion had drawn a man from the cabins. He waved and grinned. Since barely two dozen hikers went down the Canol Trail in any summer, Webb guessed that not many visitors came up to the lakes.

“Let me disconnect the electricity,” the man called out. “Then you can join me in the big cabin.”

While he knew he’d have to join the group for dinner, Webb didn’t want to socialize. He just wanted to have time alone to play guitar. At least, for now, he wouldn’t have to worry about bears.
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“Left here by the army,” said Chuck, the man who had waved them into the enclosure. He pointed at a big woodstove inside the main cabin. “Still works good, don’t it? I’m a small outfitter. Would have cost me a fortune to get something like this up here.”

The fire was crackling, and heavy iron pans on top of the stove were filled with fresh-caught fish and the ptarmigan that Fritz had killed earlier. Some kind of bread was baking on the stove top.

Webb realized he had never been this hungry in his life, not even in the first two weeks after he left home and he’d been eating out of Dumpsters.

Even though his mouth was watering, he waited until George offered him a plateful of fish. Their eyes met.

“You could probably make a little money,” George said. “Right here, right now. Lighten your load. Sell some stuff to Chuck. You heard him say how expensive it is to bring things in. I’d bet a lot of your stuff is valuable.”

George winked.

Webb remembered how George had made such a big deal about carrying everything out. “You have eyes in the back of your head?” Webb asked.

“Yup,” George said.

George turned to Chuck. “See this skinny kid right here, stupid enough to carry a guitar on his pack?”

“Wasn’t going to say anything about it,” Chuck answered. “But stupid is as stupid does.”

The two Germans were busy eating. And watching.

“Well,” George said, “this kid’s backpack is getting heavy. He has a bunch of stuff he’d be willing to sell you dirt cheap, if you can use it.”

“That true?” Chuck asked.

“It is weighing me down,” Webb said. He went to the corner of the cabin where he’d set down his backpack. He brought it back and opened the top flap. He pulled out the heavy flashlight that the Germans had thrown out, and set it on the table.

“Could use that,” Chuck said. “And if you were idiot enough to bring it out here, I’ll be idiot enough to give you a dollar for it.”

“It’s a twenty-dollar item,” Webb said. “The price tag is still on it.”

Which was true. It came from The Northern, in Norman Wells.

“Either take my offer or carry it,” Chuck said. “Nobody worth anything just throws stuff on a trail out here.”

“Sold then,” Webb told him. “I don’t want to carry it.”

Webb pulled out some cans of bear spray.

Chuck laughed. “Pepper spray? Didn’t you see the sign on the wall?”

He pointed. The sign explained the difference between black bear droppings and grizzly bear droppings: grizzly bear droppings smelled like pepper. There was an official insignia on the poster, but Webb guessed—and hoped—the poster was meant as a joke.

Chuck continued. “Pepper spray is just going to irritate a grizzly. You don’t want be around one when it’s not irritated, and you really don’t want to be responsible for irritating it. You’ll notice George has a rifle. That’s what it takes to stop a bear. Three times in the last month, I’ve had to shoot over a bear’s head to get it away from the horses.”

Webb pulled out a mini-stove with a butane tank. He’d seen it at The Northern for over a hundred dollars. A solar shower bag was next—fill it with water, and the sun would heat it and you’d have a great outdoor shower. For about thirty bucks.

All of these, of course, Webb had picked up as the Germans dropped each item along the trail. Folding shovel, a set of walkie-talkies, a pair of bright yellow binoculars, and even a stainless-steel mirror.

“Twenty dollars for all of it,” Chuck said.

“Except the mirror,” Webb said. “I heard somewhere a mirror is better than flares for signaling an airplane if you get lost.”

“You’re smart enough to know that yet dumb enough to carry all that extra gear? Twenty dollars, then, for all of it except the mirror.”

The Germans watched, their mouths gaping in surprise. Either because Webb had picked everything up behind them, or because Chuck was offering only twenty dollars.

“Any idea what you have to pay for this in a store?” Webb asked, hiding a smile.

“Any idea how much work it’s going to be to take it back to the store, even if you still have your receipts?”

“Lots,” Webb said.

“Stupid is as stupid does,” Chuck said again. “I’ve changed my mind. I’ll give you fifteen for all of it.”

“That is over three hundred dollars of stuff, yes?” Wilhelm squawked.

Webb noticed they didn’t want to claim any of it. Maybe they were embarrassed by what they’d done, but Webb doubted it.

“Ten dollars,” Chuck said to Webb. “My final offer. Keep in mind, my garbage cans are full already and I have to fly everything out that won’t burn.”

“Ten dollars then,” Webb said. “Good enough for me.”

He felt the Germans’ eyes on him. He didn’t care what they thought. It had been a pain to pick up after them all day. And this was way better than going to George and tattling about it.

“Don’t you feel better, kid?” George asked.

“Much,” Webb said.

“That guitar must weigh some,” Chuck said. “Might give you close to what it’s worth.”

“Don’t go there,” George told Chuck. “Threaten to take away the kid’s guitar and a real strange light appears in his eyes.”



TWENTY-TWO

The night was brief—and cold. It didn’t even get dark enough at any point to see stars.

Webb woke up warm, though, loving the down-filled sleeping bag that had taken such a big chunk out of his bank card.

He stepped outside. George was already at a fire, squatting in front of it, warming his hands, a pot of coffee on a grill.

Webb reached into his backpack for his lightweight plastic mug. He picked up a pail and walked with it to the nearby creek, where he filled it, carried it back to the fire and set it beside George.

“Let me guess,” George said. “Water to refill the coffee pot?”

Webb nodded.

“Kid, someone raised you right.”

Dad was there only until I was ten, Webb thought. And then his mom carried on.

“Just want to treat people the way I’d like to be treated,” Webb said.

“You’d think that wouldn’t be too much to ask, wouldn’t you?” George said.

“You’d think,” Webb agreed. In his mind, he saw a flash of a broken broom handle coming down on the soles of his feet. Nothing he could do about those memories. And certainly there was nothing to tell anyone, ever.

George poured coffee into Webb’s plastic mug. “Have some before the others wake up. But don’t thank me for it. All I’m doing is what I’d expect others to do for me.” He grinned.

Webb wrapped his hands around the mug. The ground was wet, and the air was cold enough that he could see his breath.

“That stuff about bears that Chuck told us last night. Is it true? Pepper spray won’t stop them?”

“Would you want to take that chance?” George said.

“I know how to shoot pepper spray,” Webb said. “But not a rifle.”

George grunted. “Let me show you.”

He lifted his rifle and explained the safety and showed how to put a bullet in the chamber. “If a grizzly is charging,” he said, “shoot as early as you can. They can move as fast as a freight train, and you want as much time as possible to get another bullet in the chamber. Got it?”

“Got it.”

George handed Webb the rifle. “Keep the barrel facing the ground. Never, ever point at anything unless you intend to shoot it.”

“Got it.”

“Safety on?”

“Yes,” Webb said.

“Did you check it?”

“No. I saw—”

“Check it yourself. Always.”

Webb checked. “On.”

“Good. I’m going to set up a target.”

Leaving Webb with the rifle, George moved about thirty steps away to prop up three pieces of wood like a tripod. He returned to Webb.

“Good,” he repeated. “I like that you kept the barrel down.”

“The target’s pretty close, isn’t it?” Webb asked.

“I don’t need to teach you to shoot like a sniper. Just how to shoot and keep the rifle steady and get the confidence to hit a nearby target. We aren’t here to hunt grizzlies, but we need to be able to defend ourselves if one gets close. Now hold the butt of the rifle snug against your shoulder. It’s going to kick when you fire, and if you leave a gap, it will feel like a mule kicked you.”

Webb lifted the rifle.

“Get the bead at the front between the notches of the sight and line them up with the target. Squeeze the trigger, don’t pull.”

Webb took a breath. Squeezed the trigger. Heard nothing but a click.

“Too bad,” George said. “The charging grizzly just ripped off your scalp.”

“Safety,” Webb said. “I forgot.”

He snapped the safety off. Aimed again. Squeezed the trigger.

It felt like someone had punched him in the shoulder. The explosion echoed and re-echoed.

“Not worried about waking the others?” Webb asked.

“Wanted to pour cold water on them while they were sleeping,” George said. “I don’t take lightly to people who litter the trail. I’m more worried about you actually hitting a piece of wood. Try again.”

It took three shots for Webb to hit one of the pieces of wood. It popped up and landed a couple of steps farther away. The other two pieces fell from the tripod, and with his next two shots, he hit first one, then the other, scattering them.

“Good,” George said. “Looks like you got it figured out. If we see a grizzly, you tell me if you think you can handle the warning shots.”

He put the rifle away just as the Germans appeared. George waved them away. “Nothing to panic about. Pack up, we’re hitting the trail in twenty minutes.”

Fritz and Wilhelm disappeared again.

Webb and George spent a few minutes in friendly silence, sipping their coffee.

“Storm’s coming in,” George said. “You’ll be glad you have good rain gear.”

“You telling me that so I’ll know you went through my backpack at some point?”

“I went through everybody’s backpack. Right after the pilot loaded them on the chopper. I’m responsible for all of us. No drugs or alcohol allowed.”

“And since I’m a skinny kid with long hair and a guitar, you thought you’d find drugs.”

Good thing, Webb thought, that George didn’t know why Webb left high school. Good thing it wasn’t on his record. He would have been unable to cross the border to go to Phoenix.

“Crossed my mind,” George answered. “Especially since you don’t seem like the type who goes looking for outdoor adventures. But if you don’t want people thinking that about you, cut your hair and find another T-shirt. People take you as they find you. Until they learn different. Heard Brent Melrose learned different.”

There was nothing to say to that, so Webb just watched the approaching storm.

“Those Germans were mad when they found out I left their expensive Scotch behind in Norman Wells,” George said. “They each had a bottle. I wasn’t worried about the excess gear though. I thought they’d at least be able to make it to Godlin Lakes before deciding it wasn’t worth carrying. Chuck, he loves all the good deals I bring him with each new group. I told him that you’d been picking up after those two, and he nearly peed himself laughing.”

“The fence thing,” Webb said. “Not an accident.”

“Not an accident. A person’s got to treat this land right. I nearly pulled your iPod out back in Norman Wells but figured I’d give you a chance not to listen to it.”

“Nearly did,” Webb said. “But there’s something about this land.”

George looked at him. “I’ll tell you this. Last night I understood what it is with you and that guitar. What you played sounded like it came straight down from the sky and mountains. It was music touched by the spirits.”

Webb hadn’t felt like ramping it up when he’d wandered away in the twilight to be by himself with his guitar. That’s what the sky and mountains did to a person.

“Sorry,” Webb said. “Next time I’ll go a little farther from camp. I should have figured sound would carry out here.”

“It wasn’t like that at all,” George said. “What I heard made me walk out a little farther so I could hear it better. Your grandfather was right. He told me you were an amazing musician.”

“You spoke to my grandfather!” This was a surprise to Webb. He’d expected George at the Norman Wells airport, but only because of the instructions he’d been given by letter. It had never occurred to him that George and his grandpa had ever had a conversation.

“I did,” George said. “He wanted to know more about the Canol Trail and what it might be like for you. He asked a lot of questions. He said he had plans to send you out to find something and that someday I would hear from you. I enjoyed my conversation with him. He sounded like a remarkable man.”

“Yes,” Webb said. “He was.”

“Two things he wanted me to pass along to you when the time was right,” George said. “This feels like it’s right.”

Webb waited.

“The first he said you already knew: That which does not kill us makes us stronger.”

“Nietzsche. Frederick Nietzsche. A German philosopher.” Webb had looked him up online.

“Your grandfather said the two things he wanted to pass along came from that man,” George said. “The first thing, yes, very wise. I think about this, the land. The longer you survive it, the stronger you become. But the second thing? I don’t know how it matters on the Canol Trail.”

George closed his eyes and Webb could see that he was making sure to tell him word for word what his grandfather wanted to pass along. “He who fights with monsters might take care lest he thereby become a monster. And if you gaze for long into an abyss, the abyss gazes also into you.”

George opened his eyes and nodded. “Yes, that was it. All of it. That make sense to you?”

Webb shook his head. “Not at all.”

“Me neither,” George said. He shrugged. “Next time you play guitar at night, you join us at the fire, okay?”



TWENTY-THREE

“Hey, guitar boy. Yes. You.”

Fritz. Or maybe Wilhelm. Webb couldn’t tell since they were walking up behind him. Webb was sitting on a rock overlooking the valley ahead. The distant hill was dotted with caribou.

Webb stood and faced them and spoke. “No speak English.”

“Yes,” Fritz said. “Very funny.”

“Yes, funny, like how you sell our equipment last night,” Wilhelm said. They kept their shoulders close together, gaining strength from each other. “Give us the money.”

Webb couldn’t see George anywhere nearby. Not that it mattered, much.

“Sure,” Webb said. He had the ten-dollar bill in his pocket. “It’s yours. Every penny I got for all of it.”

They looked disappointed, like they were hoping he would put up more of a fight. That made it worth-while to Webb—disappointing them.

“Not enough,” Wilhelm said.

“Tell that to the cowboy,” Webb answered. “I did the best I could to get more money from him.”

“Not enough,” Fritz said.

They moved closer, as if Webb’s refusal to put up a fight made them bolder. Proving Webb right: they were bullies.

For Webb, it was just like another street situation. Sometimes you ran. Sometimes you fought. You made the choice based on what was best for your survival, not what was best for your pride.

“We’ll make you pay,” Wilhelm said.

Webb was okay with running if he had to. But running here would only delay what Fritz and Wilhelm really wanted, which was blood. Sooner or later, they’d force Webb to fight. No sense waiting and wondering and looking over his shoulder during the next week.

As Webb stood, he palmed a rock about the size of a baseball.

The Germans took another collective step, which was enough to convince Webb his guess was correct. They weren’t trying to scare him; they wanted to hurt him.

He showed them the rock.

“We’re close enough,” Webb said, “that if I throw this, I’m not going to miss. And we’re close enough that one of you will be hurt really badly.”

Webb didn’t feel anger like this very often. A couple of days earlier, he’d been ready to drive over Brent in his own truck. And once in high school, a bigger kid had tried pushing him around in the hallway, mocking him for the military haircut he had been forced to get when Elliott made him sign up for junior cadets. Without warning, Webb had viciously punched the kid in the stomach, then pulled him to the ground by his hair and knelt with his knee on the kid’s throat, promising to crush the kid’s windpipe if he messed with him again. Webb had been as surprised by his response as the bigger kid had been.

It had definitely been an overreaction. Thinking about it later, Webb realized that the kid in the hallway had been a convenient scapegoat for his anger at his stepfather.

Whatever the reason—and he didn’t spend too much time analyzing it—Webb had learned a couple of things. First, he was a lot tougher than he realized he was; he knew that which does not kill us makes us stronger was true. And second, responding with a tremendous overreaction made people think you were nuts, so they didn’t mess with you. It was something he’d learned subconsciously from Elliott. Choose your guitar over obedience to me, and your mother will pay the price.

Webb had also learned from Elliott that a soft-voiced psycho was very intimidating.

“Are you prepared to kill me?” Webb asked mildly. “Do you understand? Kill me? Because that means you will go to jail for a long time, understand?”

“Not kill,” Wilhelm said quickly. “Just hurt.”

“No,” Webb said. “If you try anything, you better kill me. Otherwise, when you’re asleep, I’ll sneak into your tent and slit you open like that ptarmigan yesterday. You see, I don’t care if I go to jail. And I’ll be happy to kill you anytime. Because in case you haven’t figured it out, I’m not normal.”

He braced himself, ready to fire the rock into Fritz’s skull, but he held himself in control. Just barely.

“So ask yourself,” he said, looking from one to the other. He could hear Elliott’s voice echoing in his own memories as he spoke. “Am I bluffing? Or will I hit one of you so hard they’ll have to fly you to a hospital?”

“No bluff,” Wilhelm said, putting up his hands. “You leave us alone. We leave you alone.”

“Good decision,” Webb said. He dropped the rock at his feet and smiled coldly as they backed away.

He hated himself for that cold smile.



TWENTY-FOUR

The storm hit hard halfway through the second day and caught them at Mile 152. Everyone threw on rain gear and kept slogging. What else was there to do? They made it to Mile 147 before George signaled they should stop for the night.

Putting up tents in the rain with cold, soaked fingers was a pain. Webb didn’t complain though. He saw no point in it. Besides, he’d faced worse when he was actually living on the streets, before he’d figured out how to make enough money to pay rent at a cheap boardinghouse.

Lighting a fire was easier than he expected.

George carried chemical fire-starter paste, and even though the twigs they collected for kindling were wet on the outside, they snapped with a satisfying noise that indicated they were dry on the inside.

Webb helped George build the fire, starting with the twigs and adding thicker and thicker pieces of wood until it was roaring.

That night, Webb didn’t wander away to play his guitar. Once his hands were warm from the fire, and after eating some noodles, he slipped into his tent and strummed there.

He played without thinking, losing himself in the music as he always did. It was necessary to play. Because it kept away the thoughts of the pain that he’d inflicted on his mother.
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It had been raining for twenty-four hours nonstop when the group came to a stream at the bottom of a narrow valley. Black silty water rushed through the gorge.

Webb heard a sound he couldn’t recognize. An occasional deep cracking sound.

He asked George what it was.

“Rocks,” George answered, his face grim. “Tumbling through the water. A man falls in there, he doesn’t stop rolling until he washes into a river a couple of hours downstream. And that river will be so full, it will have standing waves.”

George asked all of them to wait while he walked upstream along the stream, looking for higher ground. He returned about ten minutes later, wordlessly shook his head, and then walked downstream.

When he came back, he said, “There is a spot. But we’ll have to rope our way across. I’ll need the extra I asked you to carry in your guitar case.”

Webb grinned. “Yup. One thing that never hurts out here. Rope.”

George led them to a place where they could walk down an angled gravel bar to a spot that was only about six feet across the water from some trees on the other side.

George took out a bundle of rope from his backpack and knotted one end to the rope from Webb to double the length.

Mercifully, the rain had died down to a drizzle, and the air seemed to be getting warmer.

“First guy has it toughest,” George said. “Would be better if two went across together.”

Webb nodded. Neither of the Germans moved.

George pointed at Fritz. “You wanted adventure. Here it is.”

George put a hand on Webb’s shoulder. “This will be a piece of cake.”

Webb nodded.

George tied the rope first around Webb’s chest and then around Fritz’s chest, leaving lots of slack between them. With the rest of the length of the rope in his hands, he went to a tree and wrapped the other end around the trunk.

“If you fall, Wilhelm and I will haul you back. When you get to the other side, wrap the rope around a tree trunk and we’ll use it as a bridge to go across.”

The water was only knee deep but moving so fast that as Webb and Fritz stepped into it, it boiled up above their waists. They linked arms and braced themselves, facing upward against the water.

A rolling rock banged into Webb’s shin. He grunted with pain.

“We can do this,” Webb shouted above the roaring of the water. “No turning back.”

Inch by inch, they fought the current, with Webb first, closest to the other side.

It became too deep to continue. The tree trunks were agonizingly close but still out of reach.

“Can’t go farther,” Fritz shouted back. “Will fall.”

Webb had a vision of the two of them being swept downstream, and of the other two on the gravel bar, straining to hold on to the rope.

“Let go of me then,” Webb shouted. “I’m going to jump for it.”

“Guitar boy, you crazy?”

“No other choice.”

Webb eyed the tree that was his target. It was a little downstream. He figured that once he jumped, the water would sweep him toward it.

Without giving himself time to think about how scared he was, he pushed off and fell forward in an awkward dive, reaching out with his arms.

There!

He caught the tree trunk—barely, even as the water tried to sweep his lower body farther down the stream.

But the water wasn’t going to win. It took only a second or two to pull himself out of the water and find the shore with his feet.

The rope was straining hard.

Fritz had lost his footing and was flopping around in the middle of the stream, his head barely above water.

“Give us some slack!” Webb shouted across to George.

George understood Webb’s intentions. He reeled out some rope, and the momentum of the water swung Fritz toward Webb. He managed to get a hand on Fritz’s jacket and clawed until he had a good grip, then pulled Fritz to safety.

Fritz grinned, his face spattered with the dark silt that the water carried. “Thanks. I owe you.”

“Yup,” Webb said. “I’d say ten dollars is about the right amount.”



TWENTY-FIVE

THEN

Jana Rundell backed the Lexus convertible out of the garage at 2911 Roy Rogers Road in Phoenix, with the top down and Webb in the passenger seat.

Jana was so close to his own mother in age, that it struck Webb that in a different life, one where he didn’t have a stepfather who knew how to hurt people without leaving a mark, this could have been an ordinary day driving with his mother. But ordinary days had been taken away from Webb the day his mother married again, and there was nothing he could do about it, except block it out of his thoughts and feelings.

He forced himself not to think about what he’d left behind in Toronto, and concentrated on the desert scenery as they drove. The dull brown mountains shimmered in the heat. Palm fronds flashed above them as they moved down the boulevard and out of the oasis of the gated community.

They drove through the desert for a while on a long stretch of black asphalt, the occasional cactus looking like a lonely soldier, until they reached another community, where Jana used the GPS to navigate through an industrial area to a storage place that advertised air-conditioned units.

“I thought the number was an apartment,” Jana said, “but I guess it’s not.”

Webb read from the piece of paper left for him by Jake Rundell. “Five-oh-three.”

Jana drove the Lexus up and down the narrow alleys between the storage units until she found it.

Webb stepped out of the car, conscious of the heat. Jana stayed behind the steering wheel.

Finally, the key in Webb’s hand made sense. It fit the lock of storage unit 503. The lock opened, allowing him to slide a lever open. He lifted the storage unit door, and it rattled upward loudly.

Cool air wafted toward Webb from the dark interior. There was enough sunlight, however, to show something large and white at the end of the storage unit.

He blinked, and then it made sense. It was a portable movie screen.

“There’s a light switch,” Jana said.

Because of the intensity of his curiosity, he hadn’t realized she’d come into the unit.

“If this isn’t my business,” she said, flipping on the light, “tell me, and I’ll go back and sit in the car.”

Centered in front of them was a small table with a projector that faced the movie screen. There was a chair on each side.

“Two chairs,” Webb said. “If your grandfather set this up, he wasn’t expecting just me.”

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

They moved inside.

On the table beside the projector was a large sealed envelope with a note paper-clipped to it: Watch the movie first. Then open the envelope.

Webb handed Jana the note.

“My grandfather’s handwriting,” she said.

“They must have planned this together,” Webb told her. “Your grandfather and mine.”

“Why not just tell you?” she asked.

“I guess we’re about to find out,” Webb said, pointing at the projector.

She laughed softly. “I wondered where it had gone. We made so much fun of it when Grandpa was alive.”

Webb didn’t interrupt, because she was crying as she laughed.

“Grandpa Jake took tons and tons of home movies when my mom was little,” Jana said. “Home movies, not home video. That was in the sixties. Grandpa Jake showed me his movie camera once. He was so proud of it. A Kodak Brownie that shot eight-millimeter film. You had to use a key to wind it.”

She wiped her face. “Every Christmas, he’d set up the movie screen and this projector. Look at it.”

It had two huge film reels. A full one at the front and an empty take-up reel at the back.

“Half the time, the film would snap or it would get caught up in the teeth, and it would take him an hour to get it going again. He’d taken movies of the kids diving in the pool. He’d run it in reverse so that it looked like they were jumping backward out of the water and landing on the diving board. We never got tired of watching it and laughing about it.”

Webb thought of the video of his grandpa that he’d seen in Devine’s law office. He doubted Jake Rundell had done the same, using instead technology that was more than half a century old.

“I’ll pull the door back down most of the way,” Webb said. “That will make it dark enough to see what he wanted us to see.”

The door rattled again, and Webb left a small gap at the bottom, just enough so he’d be able to reach under and pull it open again when the movie was finished.

Jana hit the switch on the projector and the reels clattered into motion. As the opening image hit the screen, Webb turned off the light.

He made his way to the chair on the right side of the projector and sat to watch.



TWENTY-SIX

NOW

“Crap,” Webb said. And meant it. He pointed at the pile near his feet.

They were walking up the incline toward the summit of Devil’s Pass, just beyond Mile 116. Walking was easy because the trail had plenty of gravel. It felt soft and springy because of all the rain that had fallen on the previous day. Here, unlike many parts of the Canol Trail, it was obvious there had once been a road.

The trail also had plenty of something else.

“Impressive,” George said, stopping to examine what Webb had pointed out. “I don’t see any little bells in it, and it doesn’t smell like pepper. Must mean the grizzly hasn’t eaten any hikers lately.”

“Ha, ha,” Webb said.

George unstrapped his rifle. The click as he took it off safety sounded like the bang of a drum.

“What is this?” Fritz said, his voice more high-pitched than normal.

For the first time, Webb felt sympathy for the man. Webb was plenty scared himself. The only reason he hadn’t said anything was because his throat was too tight.

It was obvious why George had unstrapped the rifle. The pile of grizzly dung was so wet that it gleamed in the sunlight, and flies were all over it. The rocks beside it had already dried from the rainfall, so that could only mean the dung was very, very fresh.

And very, very large. Webb doubted he could manage an output like that in an entire week.

“What is this?” Fritz repeated. He stepped backward, with Wilhelm clutching his arm.

George waved him into silence and pointed at the ground just a little farther ahead.

Webb’s throat, if possible, became even tighter. There was a set of paw prints, where the weight of a heavy animal had pressed down into the soft gravel. The prints were deep enough to hold water. And the prints still held water.

Which meant that the heavy animal responsible for those prints—and the big pile of droppings— had been here very recently.

“Don’t move,” George said.

Webb looked up the trail and saw it.

The grizzly.

George spoke in a low voice to Webb. “You ready to take the rifle?”

“What?” Webb whispered.

“You had plenty of practice the other day,” George said in a low voice. “Take this rifle, and if I tell you, shoot over the bear. If you need to, you can always give me back the rifle.”

That which does not kill us makes us stronger.

Webb took the rifle. He could feel his heartbeat throbbing in the side of his neck. He sighted down the rifle at the grizzly.

It stared back.

It stood, waving its massive paws like it was swatting flies. It looked like it filled the road.

Webb kept his finger on the trigger but didn’t pull. He had the sights of the rifle on a patch of white fur just below the bear’s shoulders.

“Now,” George said. “Shoot over its head.”

Webb lifted the sights and pulled the trigger. The rifle thundered, and the bear almost fell backward, then bolted down the path, scattering gravel behind it.

Webb put the safety back on and handed the rifle to George.

“Good job,” George said. “Feel stronger now?”

“That was more than difficult. What if I had frozen?”

“There would have been enough time for me to take the rifle from you. But I knew you could do it. Your grandfather told me you were strong. He asked me to look for a chance to let you prove it to yourself.”
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In his tent, Webb couldn’t sleep. He’d earned George’s trust and didn’t take it lightly.

George reminded Webb of his grandfather. A solid man. Unafraid of adventure. Or danger.

Webb missed his grandfather so badly that he wanted to wake George up and talk again, simply because it would feel like talking to his grandfather. Webb didn’t hate that grampa had died. He remembered what his he had said in his final video message: I don’t want you to be too sad. I had a good life.

Webb did hate that he’d had to keep secrets from his grandfather. Not minor secrets like all kids kept from their parents, but something as big as the fact that his stepfather beat him without leaving a mark and had threatened to hurt Webb’s mom if he said anything about it.

Webb wondered if telling George about it would ease the burden. But what if George decided to tell Sylvain, and Sylvain reported it to the authorities in Toronto? Then the secret would truly be exposed, and Webb’s mom would pay the price.

Besides, then George would learn why Webb had been kicked out of high school.

Thinking about that day, Webb remembered most clearly the ticking of the clock in the hallway at school.

It was 9:26. Fifteen minutes before the next bell would ring and kids would pour out of their classes.

Mid-September, and Webb was two days past his seventeenth birthday. He was taller than Elliott now. He didn’t need a mirror to confirm it; he was looking over Elliott’s crew-cut hair as Mrs. Gaukel, the principal, fumbled to unlock Webb’s locker. Elliot had signed a permission form allowing the search.

It was just the three of them, and it was so quiet he could hear the principal’s asthmatic breathing. The locker clicked open.

“Mr. Skinner,” she said. “I really don’t believe what the anonymous letter said, so I apologize for this. Jim is one of our best students. All you need to do is look at him. You can tell he’s going to follow in your footsteps.”

Webb understood what she was talking about. Webb’s crew cut matched Elliott’s for precision. His blue jeans were ironed, for crying out loud. All the friends he used to argue with about the Rolling Stones were no longer friends. Webb didn’t have friends. Didn’t want friends.

Two years as a junior cadet and Webb was iron-tough. He had height but no bulk. Muscle, and no fat. He ran four miles at an average pace of five minutes, thirty-two seconds. But no matter how tough cadets’ training made him, he still wept silently whenever Elliott hurt him. Webb didn’t dare let his mom hear him cry.

“I’m glad you called me here for this,” Elliott said.

“False accusations are a horrible thing.”

Webb saw the irony in that and had no doubt that Elliott intended it for him. Nobody knew the real Elliott. Except Webb. If Webb accused Elliott of abuse, if would just look like a false accusation. And then his mother would pay the price.

Principal Gaukel took Webb’s backpack down from a hook inside the locker. She gave an apologetic shrug and unzipped the front pocket. Principal Gaukel tugged at the edge of a baggie that protruded from the open pocket. It could have been a sandwich bag, except it didn’t hold a sandwich.

She gasped. “No.”

Elliott took the bag and opened it. The unmistakable smell of marijuana bloomed from the baggie.

“Apparently,” Elliott said in his silky voice, “the accusation wasn’t false after all.”

He handed the baggie back to Principal Gaukel and said, “I think you and I should have a discussion in the office. But in the meantime, I’d like a few minutes alone with Jim here.”

“Certainly,” she said. She looked at Webb. “Jim, I’m disappointed.”

Principal Gaukel walked away.

The clock showed 9:28. In less than two minutes, Webb’s life had shifted as drastically as if an earthquake had hit the school.

“Drugs,” Elliott said.

“Apparently,” Webb said, “the accusation wasn’t false after all.”

Elliott shook his head. “You don’t think I’ve heard about the martial-arts training you’ve taken at cadets? About all the hours and hours you’ve worked at it? The instructor tells me that you’re one of the best he’s seen.”

Webb kept his gaze on Elliott’s eyes. Training was easy. All he had to do was think about the day that he would beat the crap out of Elliott. A day that got closer with every new move that Webb learned and practiced and conquered.

“You’re wondering whether you can take me,” Elliott said. “Don’t try. There are things you really don’t want to learn. Things that make what you’ve already learned seem like a day at the spa. So maybe you shouldn’t come home tonight. I’ll tell Charlotte about this myself.”

“Maybe I’ll tell her.”

“Maybe not. All along, I’ve told you I want her to be happy. You’ve just proven she is better off without you in her life. So you walk. And I win. The war is over. Don’t talk to her. Unless you don’t want her to be happy.”

For far too long, Webb had lived with the belief that someday Elliott might hurt his mother. Was it because Elliott’s veiled threats were perfectly worded? Or was it because after losing his dad, Webb’s guilt of not saving his dad and his hidden fear of another loss had never slipped away? Did his mother need protection? Or was the horrible blackness of confusion simply an enemy Webb could never conquer? Webb was too afraid to push for the answer.

He didn’t go home. Or speak to his mother again. Not even at the funeral or the reading of the will. He’d lived on the streets for the next two weeks after getting caught with the bag in his locker—diving in Dumpsters for food, pushing past boarded-up windows to sleep in abandoned buildings, washing up in the bathroom at Tim Hortons. Things got a bit better when he got the guitar and the dish-washing job. He was always lonely, but he believed that by enduring this loneliness, he could keep his mother safe.



TWENTY-SEVEN

Sitting in his sleeping bag that night, Webb snapped a nylon string on his guitar as he was quietly strumming inside the tent. He hadn’t been focused on any particular riff. Instead, he’d just been humming to the notes, thinking through what he had to do early in the morning to fulfill the quest that he’d been sent to accomplish.

The snapped guitar string didn’t irritate him. He’d brought extra nylon and steel strings. He removed the broken string. But force of habit wouldn’t let him discard it. Instead, he reached for his pants, which were folded neatly beside the bed. Sleeping in clothes inside a sleeping bag wasn’t a good idea. Clothes were never completely dry and the dampness would chill him. Webb wound the length of nylon string into a circle and slipped it into the front pocket of his pants, then folded them again and set them nearby for when he woke up in the morning. Later, he’d burn the nylon in a campfire. He’d done that once already on this trip, feeding the nylon slowly into it like a snake, watching the flame burn the nylon like it was the wick of a candle.

He took another drink of water from the bottle beside him, knowing what it would do to him. Then he rested on his side, waiting to fall asleep.

Sure enough, he woke up a couple of hours earlier than usual. The water had worked as well as any alarm clock.

He slid out of his sleeping bag, wishing he could enjoy the warmth and go back to sleep. But he didn’t know if there would be a better chance to do what he had to do, before everyone else woke up.

Inside the small tent, he fumbled as he pulled on his pants, then his boots. He slipped into his shirt and jacket, and he pushed outside and looked up at a pale blue sky, still amazed at the fact that it was not dark. No clouds either. The edge of the sun’s brightness hung over the horizon, like it always did up here this early in the morning at this time of year.

He checked his watch: 4:00 AM. Light enough to see where he was going. And early enough that everyone else was still snoring in their tents. He’d be back long before anyone woke up, so it was safe to leave his guitar and pack behind.

He tiptoed through the campsite and then sprinted around a corner in the trail, where he stopped to empty his bladder.

Then he headed toward Mile 112.
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About fifty meters past Mile 112, there was a natural ravine, with rivulets in the mud from the rain that had fallen in the previous days.

Webb saw it and realized it was exactly what he needed.

He stepped into the mud and walked into the ravine. He looked back and saw with satisfaction that his boot prints were very obvious. He continued to the bottom of the ravine, and as the sides came closer together and the bushes grew denser, he deliberately snapped branches as he pushed his way forward.

He was leaving a clear path.

And for a simple reason.

At the fire the other morning, when George discussed the phone conversation he’d had with Webb’s grandfather, George had mentioned that he knew Webb had been sent to find something. The phone conversation had taken place long before Webb had gone to the storage unit in Phoenix, long before Webb had read the letter from Jake Rundell.

Webb wasn’t sure if his grandfather knew what Jake had requested, or if his grandfather had sent Webb to Jake simply because Jake needed help. Either way, Webb suspected that what he’d been sent to find was something that needed to stay secret. Since George knew that Webb had been sent to find something, and since there was so little time left before they were to be picked up by helicopter, George could guess that Webb was very close to completing his grandfather’s task.

If what he’d been sent to find was something that should remain secret, Webb didn’t want to take any chances. His real destination was Mile 112, and he’d be careful not to leave any tracks there when he left the Canol Trail there.

Here, however, it was going to look like he’d gone a long way into the bush, and it would be easy to follow his tracks.

Webb kept snapping branches and leaving heavy footprints where possible, until he reached a stream with a rocky bed. He crossed it and walked another twenty paces, then walked backward in his footprints to the stream.

He washed his boots thoroughly of mud, watching the silt leave trails in the clear water. When he was satisfied there was nothing left on the soles of his boots, he began hopping from rock to rock, going upstream for about fifty meters. Occasionally, he would look back and satisfy himself that he’d left no traces. Finally, he slipped away from the stream, and as carefully as possible, climbed back up to the trail about a hundred meters short of Mile 112. He followed his footprints to the mile marker and saw his earlier tracks continue toward the ravine.

From there, he cut south to follow the instructions in the letter from Jake Rundell.



TWENTY-EIGHT

It was eerie to Webb how well the instructions in Jake’s letter matched the terrain.

Go directly south from Mile 112. It will take you down a path toward a split rock, the height of a man. Stay left until you get to the stream. Walk upstream to the first fork. Climb the cliff and look for a pile of rocks at the edge overlooking the river below. The necklace is beneath the rocks. Take the necklace to the address on the piece of paper inside this envelope.

It took Webb five minutes to reach the base of the cliff. A few times along the way, he paused, fighting the sensation that he was being followed. He told himself he was paranoid because of how hard he’d worked to leave a false trail.

It took another ten minutes to navigate his way upward, following a twisting, turning path that looked like a game trail.

At the top, the meter-high pile of rocks was obvious. There could be no doubt that it had been stacked by human hands. It was only about 400 meters off the old Canol Road, but with so few people going down the trail, this pile of rock could have remained undiscovered for decades, if not centuries. Only someone who knew it was there would have had a reason to go to it.

The rocks varied from baseball-sized to basketball-sized. Webb began dismantling the pile carefully, not knowing how far down he’d have to go to find the necklace, not knowing if the necklace was in a metal box or something else that could survive the elements. Something had to be there though. Why else would someone go to the trouble of piling the rocks in such a specific place?

After a while he stopped setting the rocks aside with any degree of care. There were just so many of them. He threw them to one side, not even bothering to see where they landed.

Any minute he expected to see a glint of gold or the shape of a box.

Ten minutes later came the moment of discovery. Followed immediately by confusion.

Whatever it was that was gleaming from between a couple of rocks wasn’t a necklace. Not even close.

He pulled away another rock and saw that what he had uncovered was the handle of a knife. Leaving it where it was, he pulled away a few more rocks and saw something that sucked the breath out of him completely.

Ragged bits of faded green cloth covering what looked like bone.

He tossed aside a few more rocks and his fears were confirmed.

The rocks had concealed a human body, its flesh long since consumed by the elements. All that was left was skeletal, partially covered in what was barely recognizable as an army uniform. And the rusted blade of a knife was stuck between the ribs.

This was a burial mound. And judging by the position of the knife, there was no doubt the person had been murdered.

Webb was stunned.

Below the skull, Webb saw what he’d been looking for. Gold chain. Flesh decayed, but gold never tarnished. Attached to the gold chain was a thin heart-shaped ceramic pendant.

Gently, he lifted it over the skull and put it in his front pocket. After a moment, he decided to take the knife as well. He wondered why he was feeling so calm. Maybe because this didn’t seem real. But it was real. And he’d have to report the body to Sylvain.

There was a military dog tag around the bones of the neck too. He took it as gently as he’d taken the pendant. The name on the tag was clearly etched, even though so much time had passed, because a military dog tag was meant to be able to identify the soldier for as long a possible.

Harlowe Gavin.

Gavin.

He knew that name.

But another thought distracted Webb. How could his grandfather and Jake have known about the body? Unless one or both of them had put it there.

Was his grandfather a murderer?

Webb made a quick decision to hide the body again. He’d wrestle later with whether to tell anyone about it.

He began to stack the rocks again, covering the body as quickly as he could. He had just set down the final rock, when he heard a scuffle behind him.

He turned, half expecting to see the grizzly again.

There was a blur of motion, and Webb barely had time to register that someone was swinging the butt of a rifle toward his head.

Then came the flash-bang of impact again, and Webb fell backward onto the pile of rocks.



TWENTY-NINE

Webb woke, staring into the barrel of a rifle held by a man with a dirty bandage across his nose, and deep, dark bruises around his eyes.

Brent Melrose.

“I’ve been waiting for an opportunity like this,” Brent said, finger on the trigger, aiming down the rifle.

“That’s the best you got?” Webb answered. No way was he going to let on that he felt like someone had dumped a bucket of ice water on him. He fought against shivering. This was real. This was scary.

“What?”

“Of course you’ve been waiting for an opportunity like this. Finding me alone. Otherwise you wouldn’t be out here.”

If Webb was going to die in the next few seconds, he was not going to give Brent the satisfaction of seeing his fear. Webb had spent too much of his life being afraid. Fear had become such a good friend that he’d learned to embrace it and use it to motivate him. That which does not kill us makes us stronger.

Now, however, it looked like Webb wasn’t going to have a chance to survive this and become stronger.

“I’d really like to pull this trigger,” Brent said. “Especially when you come up with smart-ass stuff like that. But I didn’t walk eighty kilometers down the Canol to let you off that easy after everything you’ve done to me.”

He lowered the rifle.

Webb realized his hands and feet were bound with zip ties. At least Brent hadn’t thought to tie his hands behind him. Still, the distance between him and Brent was at least a meter. Even if he could somehow lurch to his feet and spring forward, he didn’t have a chance of taking Brent by surprise.

Behind Webb was the edge of the cliff overlooking the river. Falling from it probably wouldn’t kill him, because there was a lot of bush growing off the sides of it. But no way could Webb jump, fall through the bush, land and hop away with his ankles bound together before Brent either walked to the edge of the cliff and shot him like a fish in a barrel, or made his leisurely way down and recaptured him. Or maybe Brent wouldn’t even have to finish him off. The river was swollen and raging from the recent rains. Chances were that Webb’s fall would take him into the water.

“She left me, you know,” Brent said. “Told me she didn’t deserve to be hit.” He grinned a horrible grin. “Funny thing is, that’s the last thing I heard you say to her at the airport. Guess I know who to blame, don’t I? Made me want to kill you even before you broke my nose and made a fool of me. So after you left in the helicopter, I took a boat across the river and drove an ATV as far up the Canol as I could. Had to stop at Dodo Canyon—no machines can make it through there. Then I started walking. I knew you’d be on the trail headed this way to Mile 108 for the flight back to Norman Wells. All I had to do was get there before you did. Wasn’t that hard for me. I was motivated. I really wanted to kill you.”

Brent hefted his rifle and pointed it at Webb. The black hole at the end of the barrel was terrifying.

Brent grinned and lowered the rifle. “I was waiting outside your tent, looking for the perfect chance to do something, when you made it easy for me by slipping out when everyone was asleep. From the trail, I could hear you crashing through the bushes down below, and I didn’t want to follow because the mud would leave another set of tracks. I was wondering what to do, when I heard you coming back up through the trees. Don’t know why you did all that fancy stuff of setting up another trail, but you made this so simple. So there’s no proof I was here and no proof I followed you.”

Webb didn’t like hearing that.

Brent was obviously crazy. If he preferred having Webb tied up and helpless over shooting him, it could only be because he had worse things in mind than a quick bullet to the head. Webb didn’t want to imagine what those things could be.

“When I’m finished with you, you can go back to your camp,” Brent said. “I don’t have to kill you. I’ll just disappear for a while. You can say whatever you like, but it will be your word against mine, because no one is going to see me but you.”

Your word against mine. The same threat that Elliott always used again Webb.

If Webb thought it would do any good to beg, he would have been tempted. But a person didn’t walk 80 kilometers through remote wilderness to track someone down just to change his mind when the other person pleaded for mercy.

“You took my girlfriend,” Brent said. “So I’m going to take away what made her like you. Your music.”

Brent put the rifle down and, quick as a snake, grabbed Webb’s wrists and yanked him forward onto his belly.

Then Brent stood on Webb’s forearms, pinning him in place.

“Let me tell you what I’m going to do,” Brent said. “Just ’cause I’ve had a lot of time to think about how good it will feel to tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to take away your music by breaking your fingers, one at a time. I’m going to break them so bad, no chance you’ll ever be able to play guitar again.”

He laughed. “I thought maybe I’d bend your fingers and break them that way, but we’ve got this pile of rocks here. I’m sure I’ll find one the perfect size. It’s going to be fun smashing your fingers one by one. All you’ll have left inside the skin is little pieces of bone.”

Webb squirmed hard, but it was useless. Brent was simply too big.

The pain of Brent’s weight on his arms was almost beyond what Webb could bear. He let out a muffled groan at the thought of a rock crushing his fingers.

Then without warning, Brent stepped aside and the pain was gone.

“Don’t move,” Brent said. Fear filled his voice.

Webb lifted his head. Coming out of the trees, its massive head swinging from side to side, was a grizzly with a white patch of fur just below the shoulders. The one Webb had scared away the day before.

It must have been drawn by the commotion. It paused and stared at them, so close that Webb could smell the bear’s intense odor. It smelled like the doorways in the city where homeless men urinated. But way worse.

Webb saw the rifle on the ground. Out of Brent’s reach.

Brent dove for the rifle. The sudden movement drew the bear into a charge. With a horrible roar, it lunged forward, jaws open wide.

But Brent was too late. The bear was on both of them.

Webb was blinded by the raking slash of a paw across his face.

Brent screamed.

Webb instinctively pushed backward and over the cliff. Anything to get away from the bear.

Something thumped the back of his head as he fell, and once again, he blacked out.



THIRTY

THEN

In the air-conditioned storage unit, the black-and-white images thrown by the projector had begun with vintage airplanes swooping and looping in a clear sky.

The image had shifted as the camera panned from the sky to the ground, where it focused on a grinning man in a New York Yankees ball cap.

“Talk to us,” came the voice of the person holding the camera.

“That’s Grandpa Jake,” Jana whispered.

“Hey,” the man in the cap said into the camera. “I’m Ray Daley, and we’re at the 1961 Vintage Air Show in Las Vegas, Nevada. Above us, David McLean is wowing the crowds in his P-51 Mustang Fighter, showing some of the moves that made him such an amazing pilot when he fought against the Germans only twenty years ago.”

The camera zoomed upward again, showing the shiny wings of a plane with a propeller on the nose. A smoke trail showed where it had just done two loops.

Then the camera went back to Ray Daley. His face, of course, was twenty years older than his face in the photo Jana had shown Webb earlier, but he was still recognizable.

“Hello? Jake Rundell?”

A woman’s voice came from outside the camera’s range. The camera shifted earthward again.

The woman looked like a college girl. Her hair was in a style that Webb remembered from watching Ginger on reruns of Gilligan’s Island.

“Hello, beautiful!” Ray moved into view, putting his arm on the girl’s shoulders and grinning again. “Where you from?”

“Near Nashville, Tennessee,” she answered. Her southern drawl was obvious. “A town called Eagleville.”

“Come all that ways to see some World War Two pilot heroes, have you?” Ray asked. “Well you don’t need to look any further than Jake Rundell and Ray Daley. Stick with us, and we’ll show you a good time at the casinos.”

“That’s exactly why I came all this way,” the young woman said, her face serious. “To see the two of you. And David McLean. My name is Ruby Gavin and I—”

“Jake!” Ray shouted and pointed. “Dave’s plane. He’s in trouble!”

The camera abruptly swung upward to the P-51 Mustang as it did a turning twist, spewing white smoke. The camera stayed on the fighter plane for about ten seconds, long enough to establish that the rolling moves of the plane were part of the show and that there was nothing wrong with the plane.

When the camera swung back to the ground again, Ray Daley was leading the young woman away and had already managed to reach the front row of spectators at the bleachers.

The screen went dark for a moment, but the film reel kept turning. A couple of seconds later, a young girl waved at the camera before jumping off a diving board into a backyard swimming pool.

“That’s my mom,” Jan said above the clatter of the projector.

The rest of the reel took about eight minutes, and showed nothing more than kids having fun at a swimming pool. Then, without warning, the images stopped, and Webb heard the film flap.

He switched on the lights. The take-up reel was still turning, and the end of the film was making the flapping sound. The empty front reel was spinning but slowing down.

“That’s it?” Webb asked.

“Ten minutes,” Jana said. “That’s all you could get on a reel. Want me to play it again?”

Webb shook his head.

“Time,” Webb said, “to open the envelope.”

That’s where he found a bunch of bank cards, with a yellow sticky note saying the cards held $2,000 in Canadian funds. He also found instructions on how to book flights for the open-ended tickets inside. He was to fly to Norman Wells, in the Northwest Territories, by way of Edmonton, with a stop in Yellowknife.

There were also two more letters. One for him from his grandpa. And one from Jake Rundell to Jim Webb.



THIRTY-ONE

NOW

Webb woke up only because something was pulling hard at the skin of his exposed leg. Something sharp.

He kicked with both legs and heard a scattering of gravel above the sound of rushing water.

It was freezing and his body was convulsing with cold. Much better to go back into the soothing darkness where it was so warm and comfortable. He slipped away.

But then that nipping sensation came again. He growled and kicked, and this time realized that there was an animal on the gravel bank with him.

A wolf. Taking an experimental chew, as if Webb were already dead. The thought horrified him enough to make him roll over and sit up. The wolf backed away and sat on its haunches, staring at Webb.

And a split second later, the reality hit him.

A wolf! Feared predator. Savage beast that hunted in a pack. An animal that could tear out a man’s throat.

Webb held his breath. He had an image of the body beneath the pile of rocks, and realized why the rocks had been placed over the body. To keep away animals. Like the wolf.

The wolf panted slightly, tongue hanging out. Webb saw teeth. Big teeth.

What could Webb do to protect himself? He made fists, ready to smack the wolf’s nose with his hands bound together. It would be a useless act of defiance, but Webb wasn’t going to go down without a fight.

The wolf cocked its head as if it was curious.

Then Webb realized the animal was curious, not threatening. Maybe it would sit there for a while. But if it did, would other wolves show up?

Webb lifted his hands and made a shooing motion. “Go!”

The wolf did not go.

But it didn’t attack either.

“Heard of Little Red Riding Hood?” Webb asked the wolf. He felt silly. But what was he going to do? Jump at the wolf? “It doesn’t have a happy ending for you.”

The wolf shook its head. It looked like a scornful shake to Webb, but he knew he could be reading too much into the wolf’s actions. Webb’s entire world right now was his focus on the animal.

The wolf rose and trotted away. If it had just been curious, obviously it had learned what it wanted. But would it return?

Thinking about animals tearing at his flesh made Webb forget about how wet and cold he was. His hands and ankles were still bound with the plastic ties. He had fallen down a cliff and was on a gravel bar in a river in one of the remotest parts of the Arctic, helpless as a newborn.

More images came back to him.

Brent. The rifle. The grizzly.

He had no idea how much time had passed since he fell. Or how far down the river the current had taken him before dumping him on this gravel bar.

Maybe it was a miracle he was alive. He couldn’t say, because he had no idea what had actually happened.

He knew, though, that his face hurt where the grizzly had slashed him.

But it wasn’t bleeding. He had been unconscious long enough for the blood to start clotting.

Maybe that meant he’d also been unconscious long enough for a search party to start looking for him. Then he remembered. He’d put down a false trail that led north. That’s where any searchers would be going. He could yell all he wanted, but nobody was going to hear him.

He’d have to save himself and then hike out.

Something hurt his butt. He shifted, thinking it was a rock, but it was the knife he’d pulled from the skeleton.

Maybe it was a murder weapon, but now it could save Webb’s life.

He shifted and squirmed until he managed to slide it out of his pocket. He rolled over, his hands still cuffed, and got to his knees. The knife was on the gravel below him.

His hands were so cold, he could barely hold it.

The blade had rusted a bit, but still had some edge. The rocks must have protected it from water and snow. He began to saw at the plastic around his ankles. Agonizing minutes later, when the plastic snapped, he yelled with joy.

The next task was more difficult.

He had to sit, squeezing the knife upright between his boots, so that he could saw the plastic around his wrists against it.

It must have been only a matter of minutes, but it seemed like he was sawing for hours. Frustrating as it was, he had no choice. It was either saw through the plastic or become a lifeless piece of meat for the nearby wolf.

Finally there was a snapping sensation. For a second, Webb feared he’d broken the knife blade. But his hands fell loose, and once again he yelled with joy.

He realized, though, that his survival was far from certain.

His entire body was shaking, so much so that he couldn’t even hold his hands still.

He needed a fire.

He slapped at his belly. The money belt and matches were still there.

But there wasn’t any wood on the gravel bar.

He took a running start and splashed through the river to the shore, discovering how shallow the water was.

That’s why he’d lived. The river was running fast, but it wasn’t deep. He must have landed on his back in the river, never going under in the current long enough to drown.

On the far bank, he kept moving, tempting as it was to sit down and go to sleep.

He collected small branches and snapped them, grateful that he’d helped George build fires from scratch. Without that, he wouldn’t have known what to do, and he didn’t have enough matches to learn by making mistakes.

Carefully, he put the small branches down. He prepared larger branches, ready to feed them once the smaller branches caught.

Then he unwrapped his money belt. Safe in the plastic bag were his matches.

He could barely hold them, his fingers were so numb. He managed to get one of the matches to flare, but he was shaking so hard that when he tried to hold it beneath the kindling, the match burned down.

He tried again.

And again.

No way was he going to be able to do it. Why hadn’t he thought to put fire starter in the money belt too? George used fire starter; he should have too. Instead, all he had were the bank cards and a few wet receipts from The Northern.

He was going to die, simply because he couldn’t hold a match steady enough.

Then Webb grinned.

He’d forgotten about the length of nylon guitar string tucked into his front pocket. String he’d intended to burn at the first opportunity. String that burned just like the wick of a candle.

Looked like the first opportunity would also be the best opportunity.

He used a match to start a small flame at the end of the nylon, and gently slid it into an opening beneath the twigs. The flame wasn’t strong, but it was enough.

The first of the twigs caught fire, and then the bigger twigs, and within minutes the fire was strong enough to throw heat.

Webb had always believed that without his J-45, his life would be nothing.

Now he knew it was absolutely true.



THIRTY-TWO

As he rubbed his hands together above the crackling fire, Webb made three assumptions. First of all, he assumed that Brent had not survived the grizzly bear attack. Therefore there was no need to rush to try to find George to mount a rescue mission. While Webb couldn’t help thinking about Brent, he did his best not to allow himself to feel much. Dead was horrible enough. Dead by grizzly attack was even worse. But Brent has been ready to smash Webb’s fingers and take away Webb’s music forever. Webb had tried to help Brent, but the guy had brought his gruesome death upon himself. Should Webb feel terrible for Brent or glad for himself? He didn’t even want to try to come up with an answer.

His second assumption was that if he did not dry his clothes and warm up completely, he might not make it back to the Canol Trail. There was no point in trying to rush; his near-death by hypothermia had weakened him too much to take any risks.

His third assumption was much simpler and beyond argument: since the river had washed him onto the gravel bar, he was downstream of the path that led up to the clifftop and the two bodies. One dead so long that only skeleton and rags remained. The other mangled by a grizzly.

Webb hoped he would recognize the place where he’d fallen down the cliff. All he needed to do was go upstream until he saw it, find the cliff path and follow that path in the other direction, back to the Canol Trail.

Surely the group would be waiting for him at Mile 108 where the chopper was supposed to pick them up.

But what if they weren’t? What if the chopper had arrived and taken them away? No one knew where he’d gone. To them it would have been like he’d simply disappeared.

But no, wouldn’t they look for him?

Except where would they start looking?

Thinking about that made him uneasy, and he started to second-guess whether he should spend an hour or two in front of the fire to get completely dry.

He was beginning to feel stronger, wasn’t he?

He rubbed his hands again, looking at his fingers as if seeing them for the first time. He shuddered, wondering what it would have been like if Brent had crushed them slowly with the rocks.

It made him think of the knife that had saved his life, the knife he’d pulled from the ribs of a skeleton. Had it been someone working the Canol Trail all those years ago? But how could his grandpa have known about it? Webb had heard a lot of stories about his grandpa’s travels, but not one that put him here in the Northwest Territories. Had his grandpa been here once and kept it a secret from the family?

He looked more closely at the knife.

And saw three initials. DAM.

David Adam McLean.

His grandfather.



THIRTY-THREE

Webb knew where he was, even if no one else did. It was a simple matter of making it back to the Canol Trail and then seeing if George was anywhere nearby.

It took him twenty minutes to fight his way back over those couple of hundred meters, twenty minutes of ducking branches, stepping in soggy soil, splashing through water, squeezing between bushes. Twenty minutes of thinking about how each step took him closer to the spot where a grizzly bear might still be crouched over Brent’s body.

He couldn’t escape the thought of the grizzly protecting its kill from scavengers. Or returning to it every few hours. The closer he got to the spot, the closer he was to the grizzly.

When he saw the path that went up to the clifftop, all he wanted to do was make a dash in the direction of the Canol Trail, just in case the grizzly was up there and had heard him crashing through the underbrush.

But there was this nagging doubt that he couldn’t push aside.

What if Brent wasn’t dead? Webb was only a few minutes away from the top of the cliff. What if Webb was walking away from a man he could rescue by taking those few minutes to see if Brent was alive?

Webb stood at the base of the cliff, head craned upward, trying to hear any kind of sound that would let him know if the grizzly was still up there. It was impossible to hear anything above the roar of the river.

When he made his decision, it was because he imagined a conversation with his grandfather.

“Webby, if you walk away from this, for the rest of your life you’ll wonder if you left someone to die. Is that something you want to take with you to your grave?”

“Compared to you knowing you killed a man and buried him with your knife still in his ribs—didn’t you take that with you to your grave?”

“It’s not about me, Webby. I am in my grave. What’s done is done. It’s about you now. How will you feel if you leave him scared and alone, getting weaker and weaker?”

Webb shook his head.

His grandfather would have been right.

Webb threw away his first assumption that Brent was dead, and slowly and carefully began to climb again.
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Brent was a crumpled and bloody mess near the pile of stones that hid the skeleton. The rifle was on the ground beside Brent’s broken body.

But there was no sign of the grizzly.

His own terrified breath rasping, Webb advanced to Brent and knelt beside him. It was difficult to take in how much damage the grizzly had done. Webb fought the impulse to puke.

Then he saw something he could barely believe: the slightest movement in the soft part of Brent’s exposed throat.

“You alive?” Webb whispered, leaning in.

Brent opened an eye. The white of his eye was a startling contrast to the bloody red of his face.

Brent groaned. “It’s back.”

Webb’s skin prickled. He put his hand on the rifle. He heard that horrible roar again and spun around.

Ten paces away, the grizzly was swaying its head back and forth. Sniffing.

Webb knew that while a grizzly didn’t have vision as sharp as an eagle or fox, it certainly wasn’t blind. The grizzly would easily see movement. He realized the wind was blowing from the grizzly toward him. Grizzlies have such a keen sense of smell, even with the wind in the wrong direction, any second it might pick up his scent.

Webb commanded himself to keep calm. The rifle was in his hand, but if he lifted it and then tried to check the safety, the grizzly would be on him in a flash.

Staring at the grizzly, holding his breath, Webb felt along the rifle until his fingers hit the safety. He glanced down. The safety was still on.

He clicked it off.

That slight sound was all it took.

The grizzly roared and lunged again, so close now that Webb saw saliva spraying from its jaws.

On his knees, Webb lifted and fired. Once. He tried again, but the trigger didn’t move. Not enough time to hit the pump action and reload, as George had taught him.

Webb knew he was dead.

Still on his knees, all he could do was jam the butt of the rifle into the ground and cower beneath it. It was about as much protection as an umbrella.

The grizzly fell, its full weight on the tip of rifle, landing on it like it was a spear.

Webb rolled to one side as a huge paw slammed down and hit his shoulder. But that was it. Nothing else. No mauling, no slashing. No jaws snapping shut on his skull. Just an overwhelming stench.

The bear was silent.

As the rifle toppled sideways, so did the grizzly.

Dead.

Huddled in a ball, Webb only managed to say one word. “Crap.”

He stood up and saw part of the grizzly’s chest torn open.

One bullet. One very lucky bullet. He’d hit the grizzly with his first and only shot, and even as it died, the bear’s momentum and power had almost been enough to kill Webb.

Beside him, Brent groaned again. “Water.”

Webb struggled to focus on the situation.

Brent needed immediate medical help. No way could Webb carry him. That meant he’d have to bring the others to this spot.

They’d find another body buried under a rock pile and ask too many questions about it. They’d ask him what had led him there. They’d try to identify the body, and sooner or later they’d link Webb to his grandfather and learn that his grandfather had sent him here, and then they’d reach the obvious conclusion. At some point David McLean had been in the Northwest Territories, and at some point David McLean had put a knife into the ribs of a man and buried him just off the Canol Trail. There could be no other reason David McLean had not once mentioned the Northwest Territories in all his travel stories. The entire world would know that his grandfather was a murderer.

Then why had his grandfather gone to all the trouble to send Webb to this spot?

Each of these requests, these tasks, his grandfather had said from beyond the grave, 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…It is so sad that I will not be there to watch you all grow into the incredible men I know you will be. 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.

Remembering those words, Webb felt like his grandfather was right beside him. If Webb was to grow into an incredible man, then Webb couldn’t make the journey by hiding a secret like this.

Webb had always trusted his grandfather. He wasn’t going to stop now.

Webb took the rifle and pointed it at the sky. He cocked and fired it, the thunder of the shot reverberating around him. He cocked and fired again. Then a third time.

Three shots. The universal signal for help.

Webb set down the rifle. He took off his jacket and used it to make a pillow beneath Brent’s head.

Then Webb headed down the path to the river.

Brent needed water. Webb would get it by soaking his shirt in the river and squeezing the water into Brent’s mouth.

Webb gave a tight smile. He was doing this because Brent was alive. As for the other long-dead body and his grandfather’s long-buried secret?

Let the dead take care of the dead.



PART

THREE
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MONSTERS

Under the bed

What’s in my head

That I can’t see

You walk the halls

I hear your steps

You haunt my dreams

You’re running for me

You’re running for me

I’m coming for you

You’re running for me

You’re running for me

I’m coming for you

Monsters

Taking out Monsters

One by one

Two by two

Turn the tables on you

Taking out my Monsters tonight

Here on my skin

The fathers’ sins

Leave a scar

That you can trace

Can you erase

The devil’s mark

Nowhere to hide

Won’t let you hide

Drag you into the light

Not afraid to fight

This is do or die

Say your prayers tonight

Monsters

Taking out Monsters

One by one

Two by two

Turn the tables on you

Taking out my Monsters tonight



THIRTY-FOUR

NOW

Webb jumped out of the back of a pickup truck with his guitar case strapped to his back, and gave a big thumbs-up to the farmer who had given him a ride down the highway.

The old farmer gave a slight dignified nod, and left Webb at the only traffic light in the town of Eagleville, Tennessee.

Five days had passed since he’d been at Devil’s Pass. When Webb had flown out of Toronto the day before, it had been a soggy, chilly day, wet leaves falling to the ground and sticking, unmoved by gusts of wind.

In Tennessee, the sky was cloudless and the air pressed warmth upon him.

Webb took in his surroundings, thinking of the beautiful, harsh desolation of the Northwest Arctic and comparing it to the comfort of the old buildings around him.

There was a post office across the street. And a town hall, built with logs, with rocking chairs on the front porch. More importantly, there was a cafe called the Main Street Cafe, right beside a barbershop.

Webb was hungry.

He stepped inside, and the smile on the face of the waitress was as warm as the air outside. “Honey, git you a tea?”

“I’d like something a little cooler than that,” Webb said. “I’m thirsty.”

She stared at him, puzzled for a moment, Then grinned. “Honey, I kin tell you ain’t from around here. Minnesota?”

“Canada.”

“Same thing, honey,” she said. “Any tea you git here is nice and cool. You want hot tea, you have to order hot tea.”

“Thanks,” Webb said. He looked at the menu. It said Meat and three.

“Meat and three what?” he asked.

“You order a meat, honey. Then you get your choice of three sides.”

She pointed to the menu. “See there. Grits, maybe. Okra. But I’ll tell you what. That creamed corn? Today people bin telling me it’s like the cook put his foot in it.”

“Probably won’t order it then,” Webb said.

She laughed. “That means he done a good job. Gave it everything he got. If you haven’t eaten at a meat and three, I’d go with pulled pork, then creamed corn, sweet potato pie and taters.”

“Sure,” Webb said. On his return to Toronto from Devil’s Pass, Webb had called the lawyer, John Devine, to report what had happened. Webb had learned from Devine that he was to make his way to Eagleville, a small town south and east of Nashville.

“Honey,” the waitress said, pointing at the guitar, “you planning on making it big here?”

“I just travel with it,” Webb said, thinking the waitress would never believe where the Gibson had been a few days earlier. “Maybe you can help me. I’m looking for Ruby Gavin.”

“You kin?”

“I’m glad I can,” Webb said. “Thanks. Just need directions.”

More laughter from the waitress. “What I mean is, are you Ruby’s kin? Kinfolk?”

“Just delivering something,” Webb said.



THIRTY-FIVE

Ruby’s small white house was only a couple of blocks down the road from the Main Street Cafe.

She lived near the Eagleville United Methodist Church. The paint on the house was faded, and vines crawled up the railing of the front porch. A woman Webb assumed was Ruby was sitting in a rocking chair, waving at him.

“Honey, you look just like how Shirley described you,” Ruby said. “Was the pulled pork any good today?”

Webb nodded, not surprised that the waitress had called ahead, given that Eagleville only had one traffic light and, so far, everybody called him honey.

As he got closer, he saw fine wrinkles all across Ruby’s face. She had to be well over seventy. She was a slight woman, wearing a long dress with a pattern of pink flowers on it. A set of wire-rimmed glasses sat at the tip of her nose. She had a pitcher of iced tea on a table beside her and some glasses.

There was also a white and orange FedEx package beside her.

“Jim Webb?” she asked. “I’ve been expecting you.”

“It was the waitress at the Main Street, right?”

“She did call,” Ruby admitted. “But this morning I received another phone call. From a lawyer fellow up in Canada named Devine. Said I’d be getting a FedEx package and asked if I’d give it to a long-haired kid named Jim Webb when he showed up later today.”

She tapped the box. “It’s all yours.”

She laughed. “First FedEx I’ve ever had delivered here, and turned out it was for someone else. Life’s funny, isn’t it?”

Webb nodded.

“And,” she said, “life’s curious. I’ve been sitting here all day, wondering why someone I don’t know would show up from Canada to collect a FedEx, when I see on the label that it came from the same place you just left.”

“Well,” Webb said, “I don’t have an explanation for the FedEx. But I do have a reason for visiting.”

Webb was nervous. He’d been thinking this through for a while, wondering how it might go, wondering how to start. So he sat down and told her about walking the Canol Trail, about the grizzly, and about Brent. How a helicopter had airlifted Brent back to Norman Wells, and how he’d been in serious condition but ended up making it just fine, except for the hundreds of stitches it had taken to pull him together.

She leaned in and soaked up every word as he told her his tale, but when he finished he still hadn’t told her the most important part.

Webb tried a few times and couldn’t find a way to say it.

Finally she said, “It’s fine. Just say what you need to say.”

What came out then, despite all his rehearsing, was only a few words. “I found something that might mean a lot to you.”

He set the small ceramic pendant on the table. And the military dog tag with the name Harlowe Gavin.

She leaned forward. She ignored the dog tag and peered at the ceramic pendant for a few moments, then sat back.

Webb wondered if he needed to tell her what it was, but then he saw tears filling her eyes.

“Oh, Lord,” she finally said in a near whisper. Then she was quiet for a while.

She drew a deep breath, as if she was pulling in strength, and turned to Webb. “Every day since I was eight years old, I’ve thought about that heart. Every day. I made it for him in school. Smoothed out the clay. I can still smell it, you know. It was damp and covered in cloth and the teacher used a cheese cutter to slice off a piece and handed it to me.”

Webb didn’t know how clay smelled when it was damp, but he nodded.

“I wanted it to be perfect. For Father’s Day. I used a knife to cut the heart shape, and the end of a wire to draw in my initials on one side, and I love you forever, Daddy on the other side. Then I painted it with colored glazes, and my teacher put it in the kiln. When it came out, I knew that it was going to last forever too. I gave it to my daddy, and he was so proud of it, he bought a gold chain and strung it around his neck. I was proud too, seeing him in a uniform, knowing he had the necklace underneath it.

He was a pilot in the war and then he was sent north to help with an army project, and he never came back. I never stopped hoping I’d see him walk down the street toward our house.”

She was quiet for a while, lost in memory.

Webb knew better than to break the silence.

“Folks said he deserted the air force,” she said. “Said maybe he found another woman. They can be cruel like that, you know, thinking it won’t reach a little girl’s ears. But I never believed it. Not my daddy.”

She turned on Webb, suddenly fierce. “He wouldn’t run away on me. And don’t you tell me different.”

Webb shook his head. “I won’t. Someone killed him.”

“Oh, Lord,” she said again. Then she wept openly. When she regained her composure, she said, “I can die happy now I know my daddy didn’t run away on me.”

Then she leaned forward, intensity glittering in her eyes. “Tell me who murdered my daddy.”



THIRTY-SIX

“My grandfather, David McLean, was a pilot in the same squadron as your father,” Webb began. “There were four of them, good friends. You probably have the same photo as Jake Rundell.”

“Jake Rundell,” she said. “David McLean. Ray Daley. And my daddy.”

“You went to an air show in Las Vegas,” Webb said. “You wanted to ask my grandfather and Jake Rundell and Ray Daley if they knew anything at all about your father.”

“I did,” she said. “Ray Daley spent hours with me, talking about my father. He promised he’d do what he could. But I never heard from him.”

Webb remembered the young woman on the movie screen in Arizona. Then, as now, there was a sadness in her eyes that was impossible to miss.

“Ray Daley loved to gamble,” Webb said. All of what he was about to tell Ruby had been waiting for him in a letter at the lawyer’s office on his return from Norman Wells. “He wasn’t good at it. Trouble was, he had a habit of pretending his name was Harlowe Gavin. They looked a lot alike, and he’d gotten away with it many times. Your father and Ray were sent to the Arctic to fly in and out of Alaska during the building of the Canol Road, and Ray kept gambling at the work camps, using your father’s name. He gambled with the wrong set of men, and they paid someone in the camp to make an example of Ray. Except the person they sent went to the real Harlowe Gavin, took him up the trail, away from one of the work sites, and—”

Webb couldn’t say the words.

“Took my daddy’s life,” Ruby Gavin finished for him.

“With his own knife, a knife my grandfather had given him when their air force careers took them on different paths.”

When Webb thought of the lonely pile of rocks and of a man buried there for sixty years and the little girl waiting for her daddy to come home to this small town, he had to turn his head and blink away tears before continuing.

“Ray knew they’d kill him next if they found out what happened. He took your father’s paycheck too, and signed up for a flight to Whitehorse, pretending to be your dad. The work camp had thousands of military and thousands of workers, and it was easy to take advantage of the confusion. He cashed in the paycheck and bought a train ticket under your father’s name, and made sure people knew he got on the train. He jumped off just as it was leaving, and made his way back to the camp. And when the army went looking for your father, they tracked down where the paycheck had been cashed.”

“But you weren’t born for fifty years after that,” Ruby said. “You show up out of nowhere and tell me this. I want to believe it so badly. But I don’t know who you are.”

“A good man’s grandson. Ray Daley lived with his secret for a long time, but in the end, he had to tell someone before he died. A few months back, on his deathbed, he made a phone call to Jake Rundell and confessed.”

“I should have heard about it from Jake then,” she said. “Not you.”

“Jake didn’t want to believe Ray. The four of them had all been so close. Ray was old and not everything he said made sense.”

“Alzheimer’s?” Ruby Gavin asked.

Webb nodded. “Jake wasn’t going to go to the authorities and damage Ray’s reputation unless he was convinced it had happened the way Ray said it had. He called my grandfather for advice. They decided to send someone for proof. Me.”

“You. All the way to the Arctic?”

“My grandfather had his reasons.”

“I’d like to thank your grandfather,” Ruby said.

“He was the kind of guy who didn’t need thanks,” Webb said.

“Didn’t?”

“I miss him,” Webb said. He wanted to go now. He couldn’t bear the sorrow he was feeling for this woman. He couldn’t bear his own sorrow. He stood.

“I expect you’ll hear something official from the police,” Webb said. “My grandfather’s lawyer, he made an arrangement. He wasn’t going to release any information to the police until I had a chance to come down here first and tell you myself.”

“Makes me want to start dancing,” Ruby said. “I’m calling everyone I know. Harlowe Gavin didn’t run out on his family.”

She pointed at the Methodist church. “We’re going to have his funeral right there. If you’re not shy with that guitar, maybe you can play a song for him.”

Webb was about to say he’d be gone by then, but he made the mistake of looking directly at Ruby and seeing a little girl instead of an old woman.

“Sure,” Webb said. “I might have a song or two for him.”



THIRTY-SEVEN

Back at the Main Street Cafe and armed with coffee and a cinnamon bun the size of a loaf of bread, Webb opened the FedEx package.

He slid the contents onto the table. There was a note on Devine’s stationery, an envelope with his grandfather’s handwriting on the outside and a thin legal-sized folder. The note had simple instructions: Read your grandfather’s letter before looking inside the folder.

Webb shook his head and grinned in admiration at his grandfather. He’d been larger than life in life, and now, even in death, he still managed to be as large as possible.

Webb took a bite out of the cinnamon bun and a sip of coffee. He suspected this was going to be the last letter from Grandpa. He was in no hurry to read it, because then all of it would be over.

Another bite of cinnamon bun, and another sip of coffee. Finally, he opened the envelope from his grandpa and pulled out the letter.





First things first, Webby. I’ve been saving a surprise for you. I’ve paid for you to have a week’s worth of studio time in Nashville with a great producer. Get some of your songs on iTunes, okay? I know you’ve got the talent, and more importantly, I know you want it bad enough to achieve your dreams in the music world. When the songs get out there, I know the world’s going to come calling for you.

Second thing: Webby, if you are reading this in Devine’s office, it means that you found nothing in the Arctic, and that poor Ray Daley was a delusional old man.

But if you’re reading this after talking to Ruby Gavin, that means you found the remains of her father. I didn’t want you to get this letter and the folder until you learned the price she had to pay for the secret that was buried for so long.

Webby, secrets are such a heavy burden; they can destroy lives. Ray was never the same after the war, and if you are in Tennessee as you read this, now we know why. The secret was destroying him too.

What about your secret, Webby?

It worried me greatly, watching you change in the years after your mother married Elliott Skinner. You were once so open and affectionate and joyful, like that beagle of yours. Nibbles? Or maybe it was Niblet.

Slowly you became tougher and colder. I’d ask your mother about it, but Charlotte always kept a bright face, said things were great at home.

Let me ask you this, Webby. Who sent the letter to your principal telling her to look in your locker for marijuana? Don’t be surprised I know about this. I’ve been worried about you for years, and I’ve tried to let very little escape me when it comes to your life.

Here’s my guess. I think you sent the letter. I think you were looking for the perfect excuse to get out of the house without forcing your mother to wonder if the real reason was Elliott.

Remember that day you asked me to co-sign a loan for a J-45? It got me to wondering why you’d need another guitar, because I knew nothing was more important to you than the guitar your dad left you when he died. That’s when I decided I would do what I could to find out about Elliott.

I went to your mother, and she said Elliott never hurt her or hurt you. When I said I didn’t believe her, she admitted that she always felt afraid around him, even though she couldn’t explain it in a way that didn’t make her sound crazy, and that it was slowly making her feel smaller and smaller. She said it broke her heart when you left the house after telling Elliott you never wanted to talk to her again. But at the same time, she felt that somehow it was safer for you not to be living at home.

Webby, that’s not how people should live. In fear.

The folder should help. Read it, and then let Devine advise you on the best way to use what’s in the folder. Do it on your terms. Not Elliott’s.







Webb wanted to throw his coffee mug through the front window of the restaurant. He hadn’t told Elliott he never wanted to talk to his mother again. Elliott had made sure Webb stayed away from her and then lied about it.

He fought the rage, and finally, he slowly and calmly put the letter back into the envelope. It was the only way to control himself, because if he gave in to his emotions in the slightest, the dam would break and he’d go berserk right there in the Main Street Cafe.

His growing feeling of cold rage told Webb that his grandfather was right. He was becoming Elliott. He had wanted to run over Brent in Norman Wells, he’d wanted to smash Fritz in the head with a rock. Normal humans don’t respond like that.

Webb forced himself to sip his coffee until the feeling subsided.

Then he opened the folder. It contained two pages. The first page was a letter from a private investigation firm, stating that the summary that followed was based on factual evidence that could be backed up in court.

The second page was the summary of the investigation into the events that led to the dishonorable discharge of Elliott McLuhan Skinner from the Canadian Armed Forces.

Dishonorable?

But Elliott Skinner had presented himself as a soldier honorably discharged, and built up his security firm on that reputation.

Webb read the second page three times. Phrases had been highlighted.Dishonorable discharge based on overly harsh discipline with recruits. Anger management issues with inappropriate responses to anyone who challenged his authority. Dishonorable discharge hidden by altered computer records and false references. Confirmed assessment as a borderline psychopath, according to the PCL-R testing standards.

Webb didn’t care what PCL-R stood for, but felt an amazing relief that the secret didn’t need to remain hidden. That someone else—someone who would be believed—could confirm what had been happening. Webb closed the folder and stared at it so long that the waitress came over and asked if anything was the matter.

Webb told her no.

He put the note and the letter from his grandfather and the folder from the private investigator back into the FedEx package and put the package into his guitar case.

He stepped outside into the heat. He sat on a bench on the sidewalk and looked at the sky as if he could peer into heaven and see his grandfather.

Then he took out his phone and dialed a number that he had not dialed in a long, long time.

When the person on the other end answered, he began to cry.

“Mom,” he said. “I want to come home.”
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ONE

MATTERS OF CONSEQUENCE

“He’ll never amount to much.”

That’s what he said. In fact, it was the last thing he said about me.

I tried not to resent him as I sat with my mother and father in the gloomy, wood-paneled room in his lawyer’s office in Toronto, Canada, fifty floors up in the clouds. It wasn’t the appropriate time to resent him, not at all. I very much doubted that anyone else in the room had even remotely similar feelings. He was dead, after all, freshly flown off on his final adventure into the skies, so fit and “with it” that we were all shocked to hear of his death…at age ninety-two.

My aunts, one uncle and five cousins—most of the McLean family, in fact—were gathered around too, restless in big leather chairs. I assumed they were thinking about how great he had been. They were right. I held my bottom lip tightly, though I think it was quivering a little. All three of my aunts had Kleenex in hand, and their faces were pretty red. My Uncle Jerry sat stoically, his mouth in a straight line, and my cousins, all boys, were looking down at the floor or up at the ceiling, not making eye contact with anyone, likely deathly afraid they might start to cry. Even DJ, the oldest grandson (actually only a few minutes older than his twin Steve, but much more mature) who liked to think of himself as kind of the leader of our generation, seemed a little shaky. I think Canadians are a bit wimpy anyway, despite what they can do on the ice.

Mom and Dad looked different. They’re really strong people, just like Grandpa, and it showed in their faces. We were the American branch of the family, maybe that was why. We had converted Mom, who was born up here. She was her father’s favorite; everyone knew that, so you’d think she’d be the most upset. But you wouldn’t know it if you saw her today. She was holding herself together, looking as calm as I’m sure Grandpa was (Canadian, but no wimp) when he flew one of his missions over France, or as Dad looked the day he landed his American Airlines Airbus at Kennedy Airport on one engine, with three hundred passengers on board.

The blinds were drawn in the room, keeping the bright Canadian morning out. Other than the odd sniffle, no one was saying anything. An old, upright clock ticked loudly in a corner.

It wasn’t that I wasn’t sad. I was. And it wasn’t that I didn’t love my grandfather. I definitely did. I knew I would miss him hugely, we all would. You’d have to be a robot not to. But I just wished he hadn’t said that about me. And I wished it wasn’t the last thing I heard out of his mouth. I had enough issues without that…though I think I’ve hidden them pretty well.

The McLean family was used to getting together for much happier occasions. Grandpa was always the center of things, even when he was really old… just like today, when you think of it. He never shut up and he never stopped moving. He had a story for and about everything and anything, and they were always well told. But then again, he had a lot to work with—if you wanted to know about being shot at over Nazi-occupied France, sky-high adventures in Iceland, or flying dangerous sorties in Eastern Africa, he was your guy.

I remember the last time we were all in one place, just last summer up near his cottage in the Muskoka Lakes district in the province of Ontario, where lots of movie stars had huge holiday homes. I heard Tom Cruise had property up that way, and (of course) loads of hockey stars summered in those parts too. The cottage was a special McLean place, and we’d had all kinds of fun there over the years. But the highlight for just about everyone but me was the day a few years back when we met in a field near the lake so Grandpa could fly his airplane in and take his grandsons up for a ride. It was one of the last times he flew—one of the final missions in his incredible career. I, uh, remember it all too well.

I threw up. Barfed all over the inside of his precious big bird. And, of course, I was the only one who performed that particular sacrilege. I think I covered up well though—said I hadn’t been feeling the best all day. I could be wrong, but it seemed like all the other guys aced the thing with flying colors (so to speak). I came down as white as the door of his plane.

Problem is, it isn’t supposed to be that way with me. That was why that “He’ll never amount to much” thing was really hard to deal with. I’m the son of his favorite daughter; I was given his second name; I was the one he flew all night to see in Buffalo on the day I was born (which just happened to be his birthday too); I’m the one about whom he whispered to Mom, “This one is precious.”

It would be different if I were a loser. But I’m not. I’m on the football team and the hockey team (ready for my Canuck cousins at the rink any day), and I’ve got a nice-looking girlfriend. My marks are okay too. But that’s the problem. Okay. Everything is just okay with me—strong safety in football, not quarterback; fifth in scoring in hockey, not first; barely on the Honor Roll, not top of the class. And the girl I really want—the one all of us guys at McKinley High want—the goddess Vanessa, with that killer body and blond hair that seems to blow in the wind even when she is just standing at her locker, barely knows I exist. I sometimes feel guilty about my interest in her, since it’s probably just about looks and because everyone wants her. I know I can be insecure sometimes, and it makes me act like a jerk. But I feel like I have so much to live up to. I’m tall for my age and have Grandpa’s dark looks, so I have something to work with. You’d think I’d do better. I’m Adam McLean Murphy, grandson of a legendary war hero, son of John Murphy, the famous airline pilot and decorated Gulf War hero, and Victoria McLean, who ran the 400 meters for Canada in the Olympics and made her father proud. And I’m just “okay.”

In my opinion, that isn’t good enough.

He’ll never amount to much. As usual, Grandpa was right on the money. If he’d said that when I was ten or twelve, that would have been different, but it was just last month, last bloody month. I’ve only got a couple of years of high school left! It feels like the die has been cast.
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The door opened and in came Grandpa’s lawyer, dressed in a very unfashionable suit and tie. It looked like he’d bought it at a Target store or some Canadian equivalent.

“Good afternoon,” he said with a forced smile. It was quickly obvious that he had been under David McLean’s spell too. He began by mumbling something about it being a sad day and how much he had revered Grandpa and couldn’t believe he was dead, despite Grandpa being a lot older. It was as if he figured the great man would live forever.

Actually, he will live forever, I thought, up there in the sky, looming over us all like a giant shadow.

His funeral had been very difficult. Everyone was really broken up. It was so hard to believe that he was lying there in that open coffin, actually still for more than a second. I could barely look at him. I was overwhelmed with both sadness and anger. It wasn’t a good scene…inside my head.

The lawyer started droning on in legal terms about Grandpa’s will. Blah, blah, blah. I just wanted to get out of there and move on—all of this stuff was for our parents’ benefit. And I was still feeling too guilty about not being sad, or at least, not sad enough. I wanted to wrap this up.

But on and on he went, speaking about “assets” being “liquidated and dispersed to the heirs.” Big surprise! If I hadn’t been packed full of conflicting feelings, I would have fallen asleep. I began thinking about Vanessa: those tight jeans she wears, those form-fitting sweaters.

But then the lawyer actually said something interesting. He stopped for a moment before he said it, as if he had a momentous message to convey. It got my attention.

“A sum of money,” he said, his voice dropping lower, “a rather substantial sum, has been put aside to fund an undertaking…or I should say, seven undertakings.”

Seven undertakings? There are seven aunts and uncles, including Webb’s stepdad, who wasn’t here. The twins’ dad had died a long time ago.

But there was something about the way he said it. He’d raised his eyebrows and emphasized the word. But why would Grandpa fund some sort of mysterious project for each of his daughters and sons-in-law? Wouldn’t it be better to do it by family—the four families? Why would Dad, for example, take on one thing and Mom another? It didn’t make much sense. And what could these undertakings (which sounded like something funeral directors did) possibly be? Something strange was going on; Grandpa had something up his sleeve. I looked around at my cousins. There were six of us, not seven—five Canucks and a Yankee.

“This is without a doubt one of the most unusual clauses that I have ever been asked to put in a will.” The lawyer shook his head and smiled.

Now he had my full attention.

But then he said he couldn’t share the details with everyone. It seemed like a polite way of telling the grandchildren that secrets were going to be kept from us. There was an eruption of protest. The lawyer tried to silence everyone by continuing to speak. But what he had to say didn’t help at all.

“Some people will have to leave the room prior to the undertakings being read.”

One cousin, good old Steve, snorted and began to make a bigger fuss. That was when the rest of my cousins—Webb, Spencer, Bunny (I know, it’s a lame name, but he’s a weirdo and he likes it, and I might too, if my name was Bernard) and even the holier-than-the-rest-of-us DJ—started complaining more too. At first there were just a few comments; then things got louder and all hell broke loose. They really gave it to the lawyer about “not going anywhere.” The parents didn’t help. As they tried to calm their kids, they muttered a few things about this not making sense.

But not my parents: Mom and Dad were the only ones who didn’t offer any sort of protest. They were often the best-behaved people in any room, and usually the best-looking too. It really ticked me off.

I wished I was as relaxed as them. My stomach was churning. Something about this had begun to worry me, really worry me. I looked at the lawyer and saw his eyes twinkling. I had a distinct feeling that this wasn’t what it seemed. Our grandfather was pulling strings—again—and we were all about to be surprised, big-time.

“I need to have everyone except the six grandsons,” said the lawyer with a pause and a barely detectable smile, “leave the room.”



 TWO

 SECRETS

Once all the parents were out of the room, a miracle happened. The lawyer directed our attention to a TV in a cabinet, pressed a button on a remote control, and suddenly Grandpa was alive again. He looked out at us from a television screen, saying that he loved us and telling us that life was a journey. When he talked about our grandmother, Vera, tears came to his eyes. She was an amazing lady (of course) who had died long before any of us were born. He had raised his four accomplished daughters on his own. As he talked, he was funny and crusty and brilliant (of course) and I missed him like crazy. I also wanted to yell at him, tell him he was wrong about me. His ever-present black beret was on his head, making him look more worldly than any man his age had a right to be. It said that he knew Europe like the back of his hand, had been everywhere else too, done everything, and looked down upon the planet from above—the Picasso of adventure.

 Then he said something weird. He mentioned his “wonderful, incredible” grandsons. But that wasn’t what was so strange. It was what he said after that. He called us his “seven blessings.”

I looked around at the five other guys. DJ raised his hands at me to indicate that he didn’t know what Grandpa was on about; Steve made a little circle in the air with his hand, right near his head, as if to say the great David McLean had lost it. The others just sat there with puzzled expressions.

I started thinking: seven grandsons, seven undertakings. Almost the moment I thought that, Grandpa confirmed that the undertakings were for us. My eyes snapped up to meet his. Every one of my cousins leaned forward in their comfy leather chairs.

“In the possession of my lawyer are some envelopes…” Grandpa continued.

I didn’t hear much else. My mind was racing.

When his image vanished, we sat there in silence.

Then the lawyer dropped a final bomb on us. He told us that Grandpa had had a brief relationship with a woman long after his wife died, and recently discovered that he had another daughter, who had a son. There were indeed seven grandsons.

As we tried to take that in, we were handed our undertakings, seven assignments. Some of the envelopes were bigger and thicker than others, but each had nothing but our names on the front. It was as if we were CIA operatives. I glanced around at the other guys again. Most of them seemed pretty calm, more curious than concerned.

But not me.

I knew what was really happening. David McLean was testing us from beyond the grave, each and every one of his boys, his mighty grandsons. This had the smell of a competition. And if we were going to be tested, I had to do well. Very well. Better than well.

I had to win.



THREE

TESTS

As we drove home to Buffalo that night, it was quiet in the SUV. Mom was at the wheel, going top speed as usual, and Dad was fast asleep in the passenger seat. Or at least, he seemed to be. She appeared preoccupied, as if she were contemplating her next big real-estate deal. One of the top ten realtors in New York State last year—that was Victoria McLean Murphy. But I knew they were acting. I doubted he was really asleep or that she was thinking about anything other than the four items on my lap, all from one of the biggest packages my grandfather had left for any of us—three large manila envelopes and one small white one.

I didn’t blame Mom and Dad. Who wouldn’t have been curious? Grandpa had such a sense of drama. All the parents had been called back into the lawyer’s office after we’d seen the video. Things had been explained to them. But not everything. And they knew it.

It was me who broke the silence in the car. It was nice to have held it for so long, controlling things, in charge of my parents for once.

“I’m sure you are wondering exactly what happened in there.”

“Pardon me, dear?” asked Mom.

“Did you say something, buddy?”

Nice try, guys. “I’ll tell you.”

“No need,” Mom said.

“No, it’s okay,” I said.

“Well, if you insist.”

“I do.”

“You don’t need to explain everything.” Dad smiled.

“I won’t.”

“What do you mean, you won’t?” asked Mom, a little sternly.

“Because I can’t; that’s part of the deal. You need to know some things, and I can’t tell you others.”

I looked down at the envelopes. The larger ones were numbered one to three. I’d sliced open the first the minute we’d gotten into the car. There was a long letter inside. I’d read the first two pages but then stopped. It was almost too much to take in. At the beginning, my grandfather had written that I could share some of its contents, just those first pages, with my parents. I’d noticed Mom eyeing me in the rearview mirror a couple of times while I’d been reading, glancing away when I’d looked up at her; and Dad had even cocked an eye in the mirror, pretending that he was turning in his sleep. I’d never known him to snooze in the car before.

“Well, what can you share with us, Master Murphy?” I’m sure he was annoyed that Grandpa had told me to withhold information from him and Mom.

“Well, you know about the seventh grandson.”

“Yes, dear,” said Mom. “Your grandfather told us a while ago.”

“He gave us all tasks.”

Dad kept looking out the window, as if he were only mildly interested. “Are those the undertakings that the lawyer was talking about?”

“What do you mean by tasks?” asked Mom.

“Well, they’re adventures, assignments, tests— however you want to put it—for all seven grandsons.”

“I don’t get it,” said Dad.

“Grandpa said there were things he hadn’t accomplished, if you can believe it, things he wanted to do during his life, but never did. Things left undone.”

“That is hard to believe,” said Mom.

“So?” asked Dad, turning around and looking at me.

“We—my cousins and I—are going to do them for him. Or at least try to.”

There was just the sound of the car moving along the highway for a few seconds.

“I hope these aren’t dangerous things,” said Mom.

“You’re both supposed to go with me.”

“And help you do what?” asked Dad.

“You don’t help me. You just go with me.”

“Okay,” said Mom. “Would it be too much to ask where we are going? How long will the drive be?”

“To France.”

“France?” they both sputtered.

“This summer, to a place called Marseille.”

“The ls are silent, dear. You should know that.”

Mom had made me take private French lessons once a week from the time I was about seven. It was her way of keeping me Canadian, or so she said. Not that she was even remotely bilingual herself. She hadn’t even been any good at ordering lunch in Montreal when we visited the French-Canadian province of Quebec last year. I didn’t listen much to the woman who taught me. It wasted my free time. And there weren’t any marks to be had either.

“Okay, Mar-say,” I said with my best French accent.

“That’s on the southern coast,” said Dad. “Your grandfather flew reconnaissance missions in that area in the Second World War.”

Like I hadn’t been told that a million times, right from the lips of the war hero himself! Iceland, East Africa, France, the tales were endless. Not that I hated hearing them: they were actually pretty wicked, but I could have done with fewer renditions, despite the fact that they came in useful whenever I wanted Vanessa to give me a moment of her time. She really had no interest in talking to me. (Not that most sophomore girls talked much to sophomore boys anyway, unless you were somehow supercool.) She’d only listen to me if she heard me talking about Grandpa’s time in France or Dad’s exploits in the Gulf War. “It’s so romantic,” she said once. “They’re like heroes from another time.” She was a very proud American and often wore jeans that had a stars-and-stripes patch sewn on just above her butt. Her dad had been in the National Guard and had about fifty Support Our Troops, America First! and Peace Through Superior Firepower decals on their car. He was an executive of some sort who worked for the Republican Party in our district. I remember the day Dad showed up at school in his United Airlines pilot’s uniform. Vanessa came right over to talk to us and stayed for a while. And the time Grandpa dropped by to pick me up after class, she immediately asked to be introduced to him. “So, you are David McLean,” she said, her voice rising a little. “I’ve heard so much about you!” Of course, he regaled her with some pretty dramatic tales. He had a way with the ladies, right to the end. She told me later that he didn’t look a day over sixty.

It didn’t hurt that Grandpa had actually done his flying for the US Air Force during the Second World War, drawn there because he had some American business connections, signed up a little late and liked the sort of firepower and advanced technology we had in our planes. (David McLean always liked to go as fast as he could.) He’d had a grandfather who was a US citizen, which he said helped him get in, but in those days just about anyone who wanted to enlist was apparently welcome. Vanessa thought it was awfully moving that a Canadian would fight under the US flag and then “be so brave!” Little did she know that he wasn’t the biggest fan of “you Yanks,” as he liked to call us.

My girlfriend, Shirley, who is in tenth grade too but pretty down-to-earth and cool with dating a guy in her year, didn’t fawn over Dad or Grandpa at all. Shirley was nice and polite every time I had her over to our place. She was great, and I really liked her. She was an excellent friend and quite good-looking, but she didn’t light up a room like Vanessa. If the Big V had been in my house or in my bedroom like Shirley’s been a couple of times, my place would have been glowing. I had kissed Shirley, more than once and with some feeling, with Mom and Dad just down the hall. It was pretty good. But sometimes I imagined it with Vanessa, and man, that just sent me over the moon. If that ever happened, even once, or even almost once, I would have tried to commit it to memory—exactly how she smelled, how she felt, how she looked in my room at that moment.
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“I’ll read you the first page,” I said, turning my attention back to Mom and Dad.

“Are you sure you should even do that? Maybe you should keep it all to yourself,” said Mom, letting her displeasure show in her voice. I could understand. Her father was excluding her from something that was important to him.

“Just listen. This is pretty incredible.”




Dear Adam,

By now you have seen me blathering on in the video about how much I love you all. Sorry about that. But I DO love you. And I hope you love me too and that our bond will grow even more as the years go by, especially after you have done the things I am asking you to attempt in these letters. If you decide to take on what I am suggesting, you will go on a journey into my past and into my mind. It will help you with your future.

I spent a long time thinking about what I wanted you to do, Adam. I’ve come up with something very important, very private. It is fitting that I’m asking you, of all my grandsons, to do it. It will show you a side of me that you’ve never seen before, a side that I’m ashamed of.

This is your task, sir.

Actually, it’s three tasks, of ascending difficulty. I’m not sure you can accomplish any of them, but I’d like you to at least try the first one. It is a momentous assignment in itself, a mission that may be too much for you, that I may not have the right to ask of you. Its details are in the following pages. If you cannot complete it, there will be no shame and I (up in heaven or down below or wherever the hell I am) will completely understand. But if, somehow, you are able to find the courage and imagination to do it, you can then go on to the second task, outlined in envelope number two.

Though I trust in your abilities, I truly doubt that you can complete the second adventure—it is beyond difficult, even more challenging than the first.

Assignment three is in envelope three. Finishing it, I must say, is virtually impossible.

You may only open one envelope at a time, after the task in the preceding one has been accomplished. And you may only unseal the last envelope—the small white one—in the unlikely event you complete the first three assignments. If you stall at a level, you must end your adventures there. Destroy the contents of the envelopes you haven’t read. I will rest uneasily if you do not obey these rules.

All your expenses will be covered. You should start your journey as soon as you can.

Here’s how to begin:

Fly to Marseille, France, with your parents. My lawyer will arrange and pay for your flights. Your parents are to book a room in the nicest hotel in the city and have the holiday of their lives in the south of France. They are to make themselves available to you by cell phone at all times. But they are not to help you in ANY way with your tasks.

Once they are settled, you are to travel, on your own, half an hour north of Marseille to the beautiful old town of Arles and take up residence in a hotel there. This will be your headquarters as you pursue your adventures.

Please keep the next pages to yourself.






There was silence in the car when I finished.

It was curious to me that I was to start my assignment in France. Of all the stories Grandpa told, he was most vague about his experiences in that part of Europe. He used to give us all sorts of details about his other adventures, but when it came to France and the Second World War, his tales weren’t as personal. He mostly spoke of the mind-blowing planes he flew and how his comrades survived dangerous situations. Usually, all he said about himself was that that he had been shot at while flying over France (he described it really well—it sounded terrifying) and that his plane had been hit hard more than once. But those stories seemed to end rather abruptly, petering out without resolutions, him still in the sky, never suffering further trouble, nor even limping back to his base. Mom said that, like many veterans, he found it difficult to talk in exact terms about the horrors he may have seen. Now I was wondering if there was a lot more to it than that.

“Well, that’s interesting, very interesting,” said Mom. “Another ‘side’ of himself? And what’s he ‘ashamed’ of?”

“Indeed,” said Dad. “I knew Dave probably kept some state secrets, some inside air-force things, but I didn’t think he was hiding any big personal ones.”

“Well, it appears he was—more than one,” snapped Mom.

But I was barely listening. I held the next pages in my hands. There were quite a few of them. I wasn’t surprised at that—Grandpa always had a lot to say. I picked up the first one and began to devour its contents.



FOUR

THE FIRST ENVELOPE





This is difficult to even write. Don’t EVER show this to anyone. Burn it when you are done, whether you accomplish the assignment or not. You know a tiny bit of this, but not all of it, not the important parts. I will tell it from the beginning, leaving everything in this time. Here goes:

During the war, I was stationed on the island of Corsica in the Mediterranean Sea. We flew secret reconnaissance missions over southern France from there, over the area then called Vichy. The French hadn’t exactly set up a Pittsburgh Steelers defense against the Nazis at the beginning of the war and got their butts kicked quickly. Hitler and his psychos overran their country in a heartbeat. And a whole whack of the French just kind of let him do it and then made an alliance with him with the cooperation of France’s greatest general from World War I, an ass named Pétain. Together, they agreed that a big chunk of southern France would be run by the French, a sort of “Free France” or “Free Zone.” Of course, that was a joke, since it was really a Nazi-dominated area, and believe me, there was nothing “free” about that.

It was a pleasant place for most of the war, and the French who lived there just kind of went about their business, far from the battlegrounds, ignorant of what Hitler was doing to the Jews and the violence he was perpetrating on us and the Allied Forces all over Europe. (Canadians, of course, were in the big fight from the get-go; then you Americans came on board a few years later, after the Allies had held the fort and suffered terrible losses, and you “won the war for the world,” as you guys like to say.)

But there was an underground war going on in Vichy too. Not all the French were avoiding the conflict. A significant number were very brave and became members of the French Resistance, who fought the bad guys tooth and nail, secretly, risking their lives by helping spies and committing guerrilla warfare against the Vichy government, its military, German soldiers and officials.

Then there were the REALLY bad guys: French Nazis who formed a militia called the Milice. You may have heard of the Gestapo and the SS, the German state police known for their black uniforms and skull-and-crossbones badges? Well, the Milice were just as evil, maybe worse. They hunted the French Resistance fighters like dogs, and when they caught them or anyone else who helped the Allies or Jews, they tortured them and murdered them without thinking twice. Everyone in southern France was terrified of them.

By late in the war, the tide was turning against the Nazis, and by early June of 1944 we’d landed in Normandy on the French coast across from England—that was the big D-Day invasion. But we still needed to know more about the enemy, where their strengths and weaknesses were, so we could overrun them, sweep across France and into Germany, and take them out for good. In Vichy (by then directly operated by the anxious Germans) things were getting bad for the Nazis and their supporters. They and the Milice knew the end was coming, and they were all desperate, which made them even more vicious.

This is where I come in.

There I was one night, flying over southern France in June of 1944 on a reconnaissance mission, gliding as quietly as possible, getting low but not too low, taking aerial photographs of enemy locations, looking down upon the land of the Milice and the Nazis.

Then someone put a round of anti-aircraft bullets into my engine. It was a funny thing. Everything was quiet until they hit. Suddenly, there was a sound like big mosquitoes coming up from the ground and in an instant everything was on fire. The plane did a nosedive and I couldn’t stop it. I was scared, but I did what I had to do, what I’d been trained to do. In seconds I was out of the aircraft and into the sky, just me and my parachute.

Down I went, down toward the land of evil. It was just about dusk, the perfect time to get pictures and yet not be observed particularly well. I couldn’t see much below me, just fields.

I knew I was somewhere over Arles.






“Learning anything new?” asked Dad.

“Yeah, a bit. It’s pretty good.”

“Good?” asked Mom.

I looked out the window. We were somewhere between Hamilton and Niagara Falls.

“Just let me read.”





I landed in an open field, which wasn’t a good thing. I had noticed an area nearby that was full of trees—turned out later to be grapevines—and tried to steer toward it, but couldn’t quite manage it. We hadn’t spent much time on parachute training, so I hit the ground at a pretty good rate, and awkwardly, and busted my ankle.

I figured I was a goner. As I was rolling around in the grass, trying to gather up my chute, I was half expecting to see a bloodthirsty contingent of Milice coming at me, lights blazing, guns trained. And sure enough, within seconds, someone appeared. He was alone, but armed. He had an ax in his hand and he looked at me with what appeared to be terror. His eyes were almost bulging out of his head.

At first I could tell that he wasn’t sure what to do: yell that the enemy had landed, kill me or save me. He chose the last option, motivated by a goodness deep within him and a hatred of what Hitler had done to his country and to others. He was an angel. Jean Noel was his name. John Christmas. And when he appeared, I received the greatest gift of my life.

He was as strong as an ox, with hard-calloused working hands on him like mitts on a gorilla, and he dragged me into the vineyard, out of sight. He knelt down, his face up close to mine and spoke in a whisper, his eyes still fearful.

“Jean Noel,” he said. “Okay. Okay?”

“David Adam McLean, US Air Force.”

He returned to the open field, stuffed my parachute under his arm, came back, got me to my feet, braced me with a shoulder and walked me the five miles to his home, looking back with almost every other step.

I learned later that he had been clearing dead vines with his ax that night, toiling extra hours for a rich Nazi sympathizer. His own tiny farm was about two acres, on which he and his wife Yvette kept about a dozen chickens, a few pigs, two cows and a workhorse. He plowed an acre and a half with that horse, and used the poor beast for transportation whenever he hitched her to his little wagon to go to market in Arles, about ten miles away. Their house was made of stone, maybe five hundred years old, smaller than your garage. It had a low ceiling and just two rooms, one that served as their kitchen-living-and-dining room and another where they all slept. They had two small children, a boy and a girl. When we arrived, Yvette, a pretty lady, a little plump and wearing a dirty apron over her tattered blue-flowered dress, put her hands on her cheeks and began to cry. “Non, non, non, non, non! Non, Jean!” She kept her voice low but she was still screaming. She pulled the two children close to her.

But Jean had made up his mind, and that is why you, Adam, are alive today. Because the Milice would have killed me the minute they saw me. No, that isn’t correct. They would have tortured me first. And they would have tortured and killed Jean too, and done worse to Yvette.

The stone-floored and stone-walled room felt damp, but there was a lovely smell of a wood fire and wonderful home-cooked food in the air. I could see a butter churner and a loom in the cramped quarters. Jean immediately threw my parachute into their fire.

So, that was where I lived for the next month, as my ankle healed. Not exactly in the house though. After they had quickly fed me stew and homemade bread, mixed with a little cheap red wine, Jean checked that it was safe outside and then took me just a few strides to his little barn. It was made of stone too and housed the horse, two cows, the few pigs and those chickens. I would get to know them well, know exactly when the rooster crowed each morning, and learn to live with the smell of manure in that damp, dark place. He helped me over the fence that contained the pigs and we slopped a few paces through their cramped pen, past the big sow and her piglets and then over the next fence, this one covered with webs of fine wire, into the tiny area at the back where the chickens were.

What Jean did then made me more than a little tense. He grabbed a spade and started digging a grave. Or at least that was what it looked like. We were right at the back of the chicken pen. The ground didn’t have much grass on it— the chickens had seen to that—but the earth was thick and chocolate-colored. Jean set to work. And when Jean worked at anything, he went whole hog. He put his back into it, as well as his huge hands and arms, and about ten minutes later had dug a shallow grave about six feet long and two or three feet deep.

It was for me.

He motioned for me to lie in it. At that very moment we heard the hum of an engine—it sounded like a truck—coming up the little road toward his house.

“Vite!” he cried, and I got down and he began to throw the dirt and sod onto me. His eyes had grown to the great size they had been when he first saw me—the fear had returned. I lay flat and let him cover me. We could hear men getting out of the truck and then entering the house without knocking; we heard angry, accusatory voices and Yvette’s frightened one-word answers. Then we heard footsteps approaching the barn.








“Anything interesting?” asked Mom.

“Mom, just let me read!”




Jean worked frantically, patting down the sod over me. He reached into the straw, found a large hollow strand and handed it to me, motioning for me to put it in my mouth and hold it up. I did. Then he mimed closing my eyes and mouth and began to throw the dirt, then sod, right over my face. I gasped, closed my nostrils with two fingers and breathed through the straw. I could hear the voices calling out his name, more straw being tossed on top of my grave and then several empty wooden feed buckets jammed into place near my head and inches from the end of the pen, so the straw that I breathed through was between them and the wall. The chickens wouldn’t step on it or peck at it there.

Then I heard the spade being flung away and Jean stepping over the wired fence into the pigpen, addressing his visitors as he went.

“Je suis ici.”

“Ah, Monsieur Noel, bon soir.”

It was a sickly sweet voice, with about as much sincerity as the devil might have.

“Bon soir,” said Jean.

“Vous admirez les cochons, je pense.”

“Non, je travaille.”

“Nous recherchons un Américain. Un aviateur, un pilote, un ennemi de la France, un diable. L’avez-vous vu?”

“Un Américain? Non.”

Jean’s voice was shaky. That wasn’t good.

They began to search the barn. By that time, the chickens were scratching around on the ground right over me. I tried not to breathe through my nose, into which I had thrust my fingers. It wasn’t easy. But you can do that sort of thing when your life depends on it. The Milice men didn’t come near me. They obviously didn’t fancy entering the pigpen, didn’t want to dirty their gleaming jackboots in the manure or be run at by the big sow. Moments later they were gone, but then I heard them smashing things in the house, shouting something about the fireplace, yelling at the Noels. Yvette cried loudly and her children screamed as something— a hammer maybe, or an ax—whacked their stone floors.

But the Noels revealed nothing…for me.

And they stayed quiet for the better part of the month. Yvette resented me at first, but in a week or two she grew less frightened and then doted on me like a sister. I spent most of every day in the barn, often buried in the grave, but she would bring me breakfast, lunch and dinner, wonderful French peasant food of homemade bread and tasty soup and chicken and eggs and sometimes even her sweet homemade pastry. Yvette couldn’t read or write, and neither could Jean, but they were the nicest human beings I ever met. Sometimes, when it got dark, they would even sneak me into the house to play a game of checkers or so we could converse in our fractured way, using lots of hand signals, Jean sitting at the little front window with the shutters open wide on another warm Provençal summer evening, watching for any movement along the dirt road toward his house.





And all the time I was there, at least after the second day, I felt terrible. I felt as guilty as if I were helping Hitler.







“Guilty?” I said out loud.

“Did you say ‘guilty,’ buddy?”

“No.”

“Yes, you did.”

“Don’t lie,” said Mom.

“I guess I did, yeah, but I didn’t mean to. I was just surprised.”

“Surprised?”

“This is getting a little weird. Just let me read.”




Why, you ask, did I feel guilty?

Because of what happened the second morning I was in the barn. It has stayed with me for the rest of my life.

I had been so frightened, so emotional that first day that I hadn’t moved an inch throughout the night. I just lay there, breathing through the straw, too anxious to sleep. In the morning, when Jean came and uncovered me and gave me breakfast, I was exhausted. We were both so scared that he covered me up again. I must have slept for about fifteen hours after that. I had lost my watch in the crash, and the Noels told time by the sun. I woke in terror, thinking I had been buried alive. But then I remembered where I was and pushed myself up and out. I sat there, leaning against the wall, looking at the chickens, who turned their heads in their jerky fashion so they could gawk at me with their slow-witted eyes. The pigs snorted and watched too, peeking through the gaps in their pen. I looked at them and they looked back. But the sow occasionally glanced up and beyond me, and when I turned to see what seemed to be catching her attention, I saw a crude painting nailed to a board above me, with a thin film of grime on it. It was hard to tell what it depicted, but it had a great deal of yellow in it, great slashes of glowing yellow, contrasted with startling reds and oranges and a blue as bright as the French sky. I couldn’t turn away. I stood up and brushed the grime off the painting and at that instant I could clearly see what I was looking at, and I nearly fell facedown into the manure.

I knew what the painting was.









“What? What was it?” I said out loud.

“You are doing it again,” said Dad, “and it’s pretty annoying.”

“Either tell us what he is saying or be quiet,” added Mom.

“I’ll be quiet. It’s just that…you’d understand if you were reading it.”

“Well, clearly, we are not.”





Your great-grandfather McLean may have been a farmer, toiling hard on his land in southern Ontario, but he made sure all his children knew about literature and art. He often took us to galleries in the city and, as you know, turned me into a lifelong fan of the great artists. I knew then, and I know now, when a painting is worth a fortune.

I know a master’s original when I see one. I know a Vincent Van Gogh.

That was what was hanging in that pigpen in Arles.






“Holy crap!”

Mom and Dad both turned around and looked at me. She even took her hands off the steering wheel for a moment. I glanced up at them, muttered “Sorry” and then went back to the letter and continued to read.





The Noels were about as ignorant of the world as a young family could be in 1944. They had no running water, no electricity, and had certainly never been anywhere near an art gallery.

My mind began to race. How could a Van Gogh sunflower be in this pigpen? How could this be? Then I thought about what I knew of the great artist.

He was as famous for his insanity as he was for his genius. I had heard the story of him cutting off his ear. I tried to remember what else I knew about him. And then I remembered— Van Gogh had lived in southern France…in Arles!

A shiver went through me.

I quickly thought of what else I knew. After the gruesome self-mutilation, he had been put into an insane asylum nearby. All his friends in the area were ordinary people, some of them peasants. They pitied him and often accepted his “horrible” paintings—the worthless works of a lunatic—as gifts.

The first day the Noels had me into their home, I tried to ask them about the painting. It was hard going. I didn’t learn much. But as the days passed, Jean was able to convey to me that his father had given him the painting, that it had been in his grandfather’s woodshed for many years before the turn of the century, and that he had been told that it had been done by a crazy man with red hair and beard, who knew his grandfather. Once or twice, Jean picked up a pencil and paper and drew what he was trying to say. That helped with details. Apparently, Jean’s grandfather had been a postman in the area and a bit of a drinker who loved to spend evenings in the Arles cafés, making friends. Jean always laughed when he turned to the subject of the painting. He mimed how it was so bad he had wanted to throw it out, but had put it up in the pen to amuse the pigs and chickens, and lo and behold, they seemed to like it. In fact, ever since it had been hung there, the chickens had laid bigger eggs and the pigs had tasted even better than before. Jean never laughed louder than when he told that story.

I tried not to show my astonishment. I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing.

Then I made the decision that shamed me for the rest of my life.

I decided to steal the Van Gogh.






“What!?”

“Okay, Adam, stop it. Just stop it.”





I knew that the Van Gogh, sitting in their pigpen, grime-covered and hidden from the world, was worth a whole lot of money. And in a few years, in decades, it might be worth millions.

I lay awake at night in my grave, rationalizing. The painting was small for a Van Gogh, small enough that I could conceal it under my bomber jacket. When operatives from the French Resistance came to get me out of there and back to freedom, I could take it with me. It was worthless to Jean. He had let the grime build up over it. He wouldn’t even miss it.

Back in Canada, it could eventually turn me into a millionaire. I would hang on to it for a while and then sell it in the United States. To make myself feel better, I reasoned that I could send money to the Noels after the war, lots of money, more and more as the years went by, to make up for what I had done. They wouldn’t be surprised, since it would be to thank them for saving my life. I told myself that they didn’t need a million dollars, that it would spoil them, that a hundred thousand or so would make their lives very comfortable, just perfect. And so, I rationalized my sin away.

But the devil’s plans don’t always work out.

I had assumed—in fact the Noels and the local Maquis (that’s what the French Resistance people were known as in France) had assumed—that getting me out of the Arles area would be part of a well-orchestrated plan. In fact, the day that everything happened, three Maquis men were at the house, putting that plan in place.

It was not unusual for farmers to sell or share a wagonload of hay with a neighbor, so the Maquis came that day, dressed in their peasant clothes, and worked in the field at first, getting a full load of hay onto a wooden wagon. Then they spirited me out of the barn and we all sat around the kitchen table, plotting my escape. But in the middle of things, a truckload of Milice came roaring up the road toward the farmhouse. The road approached from the far side of the barn, and so I was trapped. If I had rushed back to my grave in the barn, the Milice would have seen me. But in seconds they would be inside the house.

I saw flashes of fear cross over my comrades’ faces, matching the terror inside me. But they were brave and able and used to functioning well in moments of great danger, and instantly hit upon a solution to our situation. With Yvette holding her hand over her mouth so she wouldn’t scream, I was bundled out the back door of the house at just the right moment, toward the nearby wagonload of hay. The house momentarily blocked the Milice’s view of us and in seconds I was shoved under the mountain of hay. With a calm, lazy crack of the whip, the three Maquis drove the wagon slowly away, moving us back down the road, waving goodbye to our hosts after a hard day’s work in the field. Miraculously, the Milice didn’t suspect us. We didn’t stop until we reached Spain—the Maquis couldn’t risk unloading me anywhere. Everything happened very fast. I never again saw the Noels or that Van Gogh painting.

You are probably wondering what I want you to do. It is a task that I am reluctant to ask of you but one I dearly hope you can achieve.

I have spent many nights over the past sixty-five-plus years thinking about that painting, and what I did or was planning to do. I could never bring myself to tell the Noels about the fortune I found in their barn. I sent them money after the war, but I was too ashamed to do anything more. If I told them my secret, they would know I had wanted to deceive them, that I had wanted to keep the money for myself. But now, after my death, the truth can be told, not just to you, but to them.

Please, Adam, go to France and find them or find where their children or grandchildren live and tell them what I never had the courage to tell them myself. Their little farm is likely long gone now, along with the painting. They lived in the countryside, ten miles or so northwest of Arles, halfway to Nîmes. The closest place was a village called Bellegarde.

I know this is a very difficult assignment, and not just because the family will probably be hard to find after all these years. But if you can do this for me, I know I will rest much easier…forever.



And then you can go on to try the next task.






We weren’t far from the border. The US officials always asked you lots of questions when you crossed over—everyone was a suspected terrorist these days. I was wondering if I would even be able to speak if they grilled me. But inside, I had no doubts. The contents of the letter had thrilled me. I knew I would do everything I could to accomplish this first task. I had to. I had to be the one who restored my grandfather’s honor.



FIVE

VANESSA ENCHANTED

I could hardly wait for school to be over for the year so we could go to France. The only thing that made it bearable was Vanessa Lincoln. I remember that first day back at school, after I’d received my task, as if it were yesterday. It started out the way it always did: I took the long way to my locker, making sure I passed by hers. I’m sure many guys did that. I moved quickly so Shirley wouldn’t catch up to me. I don’t think she knows why I take that particular route each morning, though sometimes I wonder if she does. Girls seem to know a lot of things.

And there was Vanessa, wearing those tight jeans (as usual) and a form-fitting sweater (she seemed to have a boatload of them). Her blond hair was doing that blowing-in-the-wind thing in the dead air of the hallway, and she was ignoring everyone except her few close girlfriends and that guy who looked like that tennis star, Rafael Nadal, and played in the school’s coolest alt band. I hated his guts. His locker was only about five away from hers. She seemed to adore him and he barely talked to her. There was something wrong with him.

Anyway, I walked by and she didn’t even notice me. But then, something occurred to me.

“Vanessa,” I said.

No response.

“Vanessa, my grandfather is sending me to France.”

She looked up. Those blue eyes were the color of the sky on a perfect summer day.

“I thought he died. It’s so sad.”

“Yeah, well, he was ninety-two.”

“And a war hero.”

“That’s, uh, kind of why he’s sending me to France.”

She looked around, as if she were gauging whether or not she wanted to be seen talking to me for this long.

“What do you mean?”

I can tell a pretty mean story when I want to. Must be something I inherited from Grandpa. It’s the only thing I do well around girls. I laid the basic idea out for her, told her many of the things I wasn’t even supposed to tell my parents. But I had to. It was the only truly effective ammunition I had with her.

I could see her falling for it as I moved into the more dramatic stuff, so I gave it everything I had. I shaped things so that Grandpa didn’t look so bad, because if I killed off his reputation in the process then this just wouldn’t work. I said that he had intended to sell the painting for the Noel family and give them all the money, but that he had failed on all counts because of the Nazis. I was charged with the romantic mission of making things right. By the end, those beautiful blue eyes were looking kind of moist.

“That’s amazing,” she said quietly. She was actually glowing. The Nadal look-alike walked by, and she didn’t even turn her head. I could have sworn that he was a little annoyed. “If you accomplished this, Adam (she’d never called me by my first name before), that would be so…heroic.”

Bingo.
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Over the following days, I kept up the pressure, toying with the emotions of one Vanessa Lincoln, babe of my dreams. I purposely hadn’t told her about the other two tasks. That’s because the key to telling a dramatic story is the pacing. You can’t give your listeners all the candy right off the bat. You have to dole it out bit by bit, making the payoff even better and better, until you get them to the story’s climax.

I couldn’t, of course, tell her exactly what the other tasks were because I didn’t know myself, but I came up with all sorts of World War II intrigue involving spies and dangerous endeavors, speculating that I might have to put myself in real danger, perhaps bring to justice people who did terrible things during the Holocaust, perhaps right some significant international wrongs. I made it seem like there might be some women in danger.

I got her, hook, line and sinker. I kept reminding her of my schedule as time went by, sort of putting her on a countdown during the days before I was to leave on my mission. She was pretty intrigued by the way Grandpa had set things up, the idea of having to accomplish one task before going on to the other. She was dying to know what was in the last letter. “That sounds just like him!” she said.

Shirley found out that I was talking to the Big V a lot more than I used to—I think girls have spy networks—and she wasn’t very pleased. Not that she said much. Shirley isn’t like that. But I wasn’t getting as many kisses as before and they weren’t delivered with nearly as much feeling. I was getting the message, and it bothered me. Like I said, I really like Shirley. Actually, she’s pretty awesome. She’s in good shape, and she’s on the school basketball and volleyball teams even though she isn’t that big, and she has these really kind dark eyes and short dark hair that I’ve heard the other girls tell her is “cute.” Her last name is Sandoval—she has some Spanish in her, which makes her seem kind of exotic. And she’s a great person too. Rarely gives me a hard time and gets even better marks than me in school. She helps me with a guy named Leon Worth who has a degenerative muscle disease and is in a wheelchair. He stopped growing a while ago and is awfully small. His muscles are just fading away. It’s pretty sad, so last year I volunteered to help him out whenever I could by getting him from class to class and making sure he has his meals. I find myself thinking about him a lot, wishing he had a better life. Shirley says she started liking me when she saw me spending so much time with Leon. Now, she probably helps him even more than I do. My parents just love her.

But we are talking about Vanessa Lincoln here. And I wasn’t actually doing anything with her anyway. I wasn’t even touching her. I certainly didn’t make any commitments—until that last day.
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We had booked our flight for France for the week after school ended, so my last day at McKinley High was a pretty big deal. I’d let all my buddies know what I was doing (though I didn’t tell them as much as I told Vanessa, and I told her that I didn’t tell them as much, which was a smart move, tactically). So I was a pretty popular guy that last day. I’m not proud of the fact that I found a way to elude Shirley for just the right amount of time after the last bell rang, so I could have some V-time. I eluded Leon too. I wasn’t proud of that either, most definitely, but I couldn’t be with him and Ms. Lincoln at the same time. Vanessa had actually asked me to come and talk to her that day.

While we chatted, I looked around to make sure Shirley was nowhere in sight. Vanessa talked about my trip to France. She was touching me too, doing that thing that girls do when they like you— “accidentally” putting one of their soft hands on your arm. We exchanged (get this!) our home and email addresses and our cell numbers. I couldn’t believe it! She asked me to write to her when I was in France, and gave me her details on a little sheet of pink paper, in that looping, flowery handwriting all girls have. And then she drew a happy face at the bottom (like I’ve heard she always does when she signs something) and a heart! Then she kissed me.

Well, it wasn’t like a kiss kiss on the lips. It wasn’t remotely like the kind I was looking forward to getting from Miss Sandoval the night before I left, but it was a genuine kiss, right on the cheek and pretty close to the lips. She did it real fast and unexpectedly, and I almost fell over.

“Write to me, Adam, write to me lots. I want to know everything! And when you come home, when you’ve done all those tasks, we should…maybe… start seeing more of each other.”

Shirley came around the corner at that moment. She had Leon with her. I don’t think she saw the kiss, and there wasn’t any evidence of it on my cheek since the Big V wasn’t wearing lipstick that day. She goes for a “natural look.” I’ve heard other girls say that about her in kind of bitter voices. It means she looks like she’s got no makeup on when, I guess, she really does. But she sure smelled good up close, kept her eyes open, looking at me when she kissed me, and left a little bit of something on my cheek, something see-through and a bit sticky. I think girls call it gloss…lip gloss? I rubbed it off and jammed the piece of pink paper into my pocket before Shirley reached me.
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We were kind of quiet on our walk home that day. She took my hand but didn’t squeeze it like she often does. I kept worrying about what she’d seen. We live in a pretty nice part of Buffalo called Delaware Park, not far from our school. It has museums and parks and is full of beautiful houses. Most people think my city is a bit of an armpit, but that’s just because it’s cold and snowy in the winter (and that’s only because it’s so close to Canada). Our area has lots of trees and boulevards and trendy restaurants. Mom and Dad say they wouldn’t live anywhere else. She can make some big sales here and he can get from our “leafy street” to the airport in fifteen minutes.

But the neighborhood didn’t feel comforting to me as we walked along the street that day. There was a bit of a frost coming from my girlfriend, and it was hard to blame her. Even though she didn’t see the kiss (at least, I don’t think she did), she somehow, without saying a single word (strange how girls can do that), made it crystal clear that she was bummed out about my spending some of my last minutes at school with the best-looking girl in the place. Her hand was limp in mine. I didn’t know how to respond. Guys never do. It seems like girls spend all their time, from the moment they are young and playing with Barbie dolls, figuring out relationships, learning how to react to certain situations. Guys don’t do anything like that. We don’t have any practice whatsoever. So when there is a romantic crisis, when the shit hits the fan, we don’t have a clue. We are always just running on autopilot.

But I still think I did a pretty good job of making things up to her over the next few days. I bought her a teddy bear. Girls like them from guys. She wasn’t much for showing emotion, but she started to cry when I gave it to her. That kind of shocked me, since she wasn’t like most girls that way. When she started crying, I moved in for a hug, which seemed to work just fine. She hugged me back like we weren’t ever going to see each other again. It felt awfully good. I let my guard down and really hugged her back.

“You know I like you for who you really are, Adam,” she said quietly.

“What does that mean?”

“Like right now, when you aren’t trying to impress anyone. It’s just you and me, and no bull.”

I knew there was some criticism mixed in there, but it went along with a pretty tight snuggle from a really great girl. All my worries melted away for a moment.

That was how we parted. I spent the rest of the evening reading over Grandpa’s letter. Then I turned to the other two and that small white one. What if I just opened them all up now? He’d never know. I was dying to know what was in them. The first task was pretty hard and involved all sorts of cool secrets. I couldn’t even imagine how interesting the other two might be. But I held myself back. Something told me that I’d ruin everything if I cheated. I just stared at the outside of the other letters. The two big manila ones were thick, obviously containing long letters just like the first. Then I glanced at the last one. That was the letter I really wanted to open. What in the world was in it? Was it the secret to my grandfather’s entire life? Was it something even bigger than that? Something he’d discovered long ago and had told no one? I couldn’t resist holding it up to the light. But I couldn’t see anything.

I was going to do everything in my power to open that last little white envelope before I returned from France.
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Before we left the next day, I made sure I had Vanessa’s info. I looked at the piece of paper for a while, following the beautiful, flowery, feminine lettering. I smelled it, like I had about fifty times already. I put on the clothes I was going to wear on the plane and made sure her note was in my wallet in my pocket. I wanted it safe, even though I’d also put her information into my cell phone.

At the last moment, I gave Leon a call.

“Hello, Mr. Murphy,” his squeaky voice said over the phone. “You have reached me on my distant planet.” He likes to say that whenever I call him. He often slurs his words too, and a lot of people can’t understand him. But I can. And he always refers to me as “Mr. Murphy.” I think he’s making fun of me.

“I, uh, I’ll miss you, buddy.”

“No, you won’t.”

He has this terrible way of always knowing the truth or at least most it. I was going to miss him, but I probably wouldn’t be thinking about him too much. I imagined his face on the other end of the line, his smile, his bright blond hair.

“And forget about Vanessa Lincoln,” he added. I thought I’d hidden my interest from him. “Leave her to me. Shirley’s your girl. She’s the best. And you know it.”

He also had a way of making me think about what I was doing. It took me a little while to get my mind back on the trip. But when I did, I realized something that for some freaking reason I hadn’t thought about for even a moment during my heady days with Vanessa Lincoln. My heart began to pound and I felt sick to my stomach.

You actually have to fly on an airplane to get to France!



SIX

IN THE AIR

I had the barf bag on my lap all the way. The actual flights—Buffalo to New York, then New York to Paris—took about nine or ten hours all told, and my face was as white as one of Vanessa’s form-fitting sweaters every inch of the journey. I kept thinking about how high in the air we were, how ridiculous it was to be 50,000 feet up in the sky, or whatever it was. In the air, for God’s sake, with nothing holding you up! And down below, at least most of the way, was the Atlantic Ocean. An ocean for Pete’s sake, about a million miles across and about a million feet deep!

Most kids could show their fear in a situation like that, but not me. Not the grandson of the great World War II aviator and son of the decorated Gulf War fighter pilot and genuine hero. We were on an overnight flight, but I didn’t sleep very much. When the sun came up I was just sitting there, pretending I was enjoying a movie, gripping the arms on the seat like I was going to rip them out. The only thing that got me through the flight was the thought of my mission in France.

When we finally reached Paris, I wanted to get down and kiss the floor of the Charles de Gaulle Airport. But we weren’t in Paris for long. My parents had asked me whether I wanted to do the “Paris thing” at the beginning of the trip or at the end, and I opted for the end. I was anxious to get going. It wouldn’t be possible for me to appreciate the Eiffel Tower or the art galleries that Mom would want me to see, with that first task waiting for me in southern France.

We traveled European-style and took trains to Marseille. First, we got on these red, white and blue subway cars (I don’t know how the French get away with using America’s colors) in the airport so we could get to the Gare du Nord (that means the Northern Railway Station) in downtown Paris. That station was very old and pretty cool, built about a thousand years ago (like everything in Europe) and made out of stone. It looked like a palace on the outside and had massive skylights with crisscrossing steel beams.

My choice would have been to take the TGV or Train à Grand Vitesse (that means “very fast train”) from there to Marseille. I saw one on a track, sleek and ready to roll, said to be able to travel at nearly 200 miles per hour and capable of getting us to our destination, nearly 800 kilometers away (for some reason, the French, just like Canadians, use kilometers instead of miles), in about three hours. But Mom wanted to travel on the horse-and-buggy train, which would take us nearly twice as long. She said I should “see France, not rip through it.” Ripping through it would have suited me just fine.

But the train ride turned out okay. As we rumbled along, I couldn’t believe how small everything was, even in Paris, where there weren’t any real skyscrapers that I could see, other than the Eiffel Tower. I actually didn’t spend too much time working any games on my phone, which is unusual for me. I stared out the train window most of the way to Provence. (That’s the “region” that Marseille is in. Kind of like a state, I guess.) Everything outside the city looked small and old too: the houses, the narrow roads, the cars. And they kept looking older as we moved south, like we were going back in time. Things in America were twice the size and twice as new. I hadn’t heard of most of the places we passed through, though the countryside, I must admit, was nice to look at, full of green rolling fields, stone walls, blue rivers and lots of flowers. Mom called it “delightful.” The French themselves were a colorful lot too. The women (who looked awfully good to me) were slim and wore all the colors of the rainbow, and the men dressed a little on the feminine side for my liking.

But Marseille wasn’t so delightful. First off, I couldn’t believe how big it was, especially for a place I’d never even heard of before Grandpa mentioned it. It was probably even bigger than Buffalo. Secondly, it wasn’t the cleanest or richest place, especially around the Gare de Saint-Charles (the train station), and it felt kind of dangerous there too. It wasn’t entirely uninteresting though. It seemed kind of Arab and African in places, kind of mysterious. Marseille got a lot better when we took a cab through the city and ended up down near the water. The Mediterranean Sea, as blue as can be, is spectacular, and Mom and Dad had booked a really nice hotel, right near the water. It was kind of artsy inside, filled with weird sculptures and paintings that hung on walls that were scrubbed to look rough and old. By the time we got there, it was dark and we were all exhausted. Even though it wasn’t much past nine o’clock local time, we were still on American time and we all just collapsed into the two beds.

My parents, especially Mom, were reluctant to let me go the next morning. We’d all slept about twelve hours and Mom tried to convince me to stay with them for another day or two to become adjusted to the time change. But I wanted to get moving. I was anxious from the moment I got up.

They bundled me into a cab. Mom told the Arab driver to take me to Arles and gave him the name of the hotel she had booked for me there. Dad clapped me on the shoulder and wished me good luck, his rock jaw firmly set, while Mom gave me a hug and a kiss, and kept the tears back. She’s actually really good at that for a Mom. Still, she made me promise to text her every day.

And then I was off. Sixteen years old and alone in southern France, armed with some money (though Euros looked like Monopoly money to me) and a prepaid bank card with a $2,000 limit. I was ready for my mission.
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It was about forty miles to Arles, and the cabdriver, who said nothing other than “Américain?” five seconds after we took off, drove about a million miles an hour to our destination, as if he couldn’t get there fast enough. That suited me just fine, though the trip was a little hairy in places, since he didn’t seem to pay a lot of attention to the road, humming away to Arabic music that blared out of his earphones.

On the way, I realized that I hadn’t let Shirley know that I was across the ocean and safe and sound. I texted her four words: In France am OK. Then I dropped a few words to Leon. Then I thought of Vanessa. I should let her know too. But when I started to text I realized that I had a lot more to say to her, so I switched to email and really went at it. I must have written five hundred words before I realized it. I made the start to my adventure seem heroic, even though I hadn’t really done anything yet.

Arles was very different from Marseille. It was much smaller, really just a big town, with a historical and, I have to say, kind of magical atmosphere to it. The houses were yellow or light blue or red and jammed along narrow streets that wound around the beautiful Rhone River. It was what Mom would call picturesque. There was even a big Roman amphitheater, a real one from back in the day, in the midst of things. People moved at a slow pace; there were lots of tourists. Sitting at cafés drinking coffee or simply taking in the sights seemed to be the order of the day. Hardly anyone appeared to be working, except those who were serving at the hotels, restaurants and stores, and they certainly didn’t seem to be laboring too hard. They were much friendlier here than in Marseille.

My downtown hotel was very old and painted yellow, which I thought was perfect, since Van Gogh was so into that color. Before I left Buffalo, I had gotten a book out of the library about him and a lot of it had dealt with his time in Arles. I could certainly imagine him living in this town, in his rustic old “yellow house” with another great artist named Paul Gauguin. Van Gogh struggled to get by, hardly eating anything, painting all day (and I mean all day) in the countryside, drinking at night with working-class folks in the cafés, spending time with loose women in “houses of ill repute,” fighting with Gauguin…and cutting off his own ear. No one’s really sure why. Throughout it all, he kept painting masterpieces (though no one back then thought of them in that way). He was a pretty crazy guy, but there was something about him that was truly cool, beyond the great paintings he did. He was a genius and he didn’t care about being rich or famous. He just believed in his art. It all came from his heart. I like that. No one thinks like that anymore. 

It was exciting to be alone in a hotel, especially in southern France, but I didn’t spend much time thinking about it. Mom had bought me a sandwich and a drink to consume on the way to Arles, so I didn’t need to eat right away. I checked in, settled into my small room with its old bed and desk and yellow stucco walls, and immediately started studying my map. Grandpa had said that the Noels’ little farm was about halfway between Arles and a place called Nîmes, not far from the village of Bellegarde. I found Marseille, then Arles and then Nîmes on the map. I found a road that looked like a pretty major one, running between those two places. And right there, right between them, was Bellegarde! My heart began to race. It looked like there was lots of countryside in the area. I imagined my grandfather being there long ago and felt as if I was about to walk around in a place from a story.

While I was looking at the map, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I stood up and checked out my look. Though I wished I could grow decent stubble, I was very tall for my age and really not so horrible-looking. My eyes were almost black and my hair was dark and I liked to keep it uncombed, so it had that rumpled look that I’d heard girls like. Shirley seemed to anyway. She liked just about everything about me. But I wondered, too, as I gazed at myself: was I capable of doing what my grandfather was asking of me? And what if I couldn’t? What would I tell Vanessa? What if I couldn’t even do the first task? That would be devastating.

I paced in the room for the rest of the afternoon, imagining what might happen tomorrow, and what, exactly, I should do. The Noels would be really old now, their two children about seventy. Maybe none of them were still alive, not even the children; maybe there would be no trace of them at all. Perhaps no one around here would remember them. Would this be a wild-goose chase? Was it ridiculous?

I went out and ate in the café next to the hotel, getting by on my fractured French, helped out by a good-looking young waitress, probably about seventeen or eighteen. She had short ragged blond hair, cut to look like it had been torn, and a big smile. She was wearing a long white T-shirt with the word L’Amour written on it, over black-and-yellow-striped tights. She had a bright orange scarf wrapped around her neck, looking like she had just tossed it there, and yet it was perfect. And very artistic. She asked “Américain?” before I even opened my mouth, and then giggled and pointed out what she thought I might eat. I wondered how she knew where I was from. I was wearing jeans (good ones, mind you, bought in an outlet mall in Buffalo) and my best Aéropostale T-shirt. I knew that was a French word, something to do with air, so I thought it made sense to wear it here. In fact, I had two of them and intended to wear them both a lot on this trip.

I went for a walk after I finished eating and tried to imagine what it must have been like for Van Gogh in the 1880s. Because the town was so historical—other than the cars and people in modern clothing, it didn’t look like it had changed a great deal—it was easy to believe I was seeing what he saw. I strolled north along the river to the place where his yellow house once stood and found a plaque with a reproduction of one of his paintings on it, but little else. Just a park and some busy streets. It didn’t matter; his art lived on. I went back to the hotel and got into bed early. Despite the time change and how exhausted I was, it was hard to sleep. I was too excited. I couldn’t wait for tomorrow. I knew that it would change my life.



SEVEN

REVELATION IN THE COUNTRYSIDE

I got the concierge (I couldn’t believe how they pronounced that in France, so weird) at the hotel, who spoke fairly good English, to hail a taxi for me and let the driver know that I wanted to go to the village of Bellegarde, and that I was looking for someone named Jean Noel in that area. My driver wasn’t an Arab man this time, but a French woman, middle-aged and chain-smoking but as slim as a straw and dressed as colorfully and stylishly as my waitress had been. She talked all the way to Bellegarde, which thankfully was only about fifteen minutes away. She kept waving her arms as she spoke, popping her cigarette in and out of her mouth. I didn’t understand a word she said.

I told her my plan was to start at the City Hall or a tourism booth, but she did me a favor by paying no attention and insisting that I get out in front of a café that looked like the most popular place in town. I immediately had the feeling that you could find anyone in this neck of the woods if you asked at this establishment. It was packed, even at this early hour, and they were all obviously locals—no fancy Paris or even Marseille styling was going on. They were plainly dressed, or at least as plainly dressed as the French could be, which wasn’t all that plain and a lot fancier than most Americans. Many were sitting outside. The windows, which ran the length of the building, were wide open, so you could see everyone inside too.

I strode past the outdoor customers, who were leaning over their little round metal tables, drinking coffee and wine (believe it or not, at this hour), eating bread and cheese or quiche or crepes, everyone talking loudly, waving their hands to make what appeared to be very important points. I walked up to the counter inside, half expecting someone to ask me to leave, since this was obviously an adult place, as evidenced by the wine. But no one seemed to care.

“I…am…” I began, very slowly and loudly, somehow convinced that the louder and slower I spoke the easier it would be to understand my American English, “looking for…someone…named…Jean Noel.”

The man behind the counter introduced himself as Monsieur Leblanc, the owner, and said something very quickly. It may or may not have been “Jean Noel?” It sounded like “Sha-nole?”

I plucked up my courage.

“Et sa femme Yvette!” My French teacher would be very proud.

“Yvette!” cried someone nearby. “Jean et Yvette Noel?” There was no doubt about what he had said. I turned toward the outdoor seating area to see an old man rising to his feet, the legs of his ornate metal chair grinding on the stones. He wore a blue beret and a long double-breasted coat, even though it was a warm summer day. Once he was standing, he struggled toward me, using his cane to keep upright.

“Américain?” he asked as he approached.

“Oui.”

“Pourquoi cherchez-vous les Noels?” He had a big veiny nose and bloodshot blue eyes. He smiled at me with a look of genuine kindness. But he had spoken so fast that I had absolutely no idea what he had said. I turned to the café owner, who surprised me by saying, “He wants to know why it is that you search for la famille Noel.” It was pretty heavily accented English, but certainly understandable, thank goodness.

I spoke slowly. “Tell him…that my grandfather… was an American pilot…shot down…near here… during the Second World War. The Noels…found him…and kept him…in their home…safe from the Nazis…and the Milice.”

The old man had looked toward the café owner partway through my speech, searching for the correct translation, but his head snapped back at me when he heard the word Milice.

The owner translated what I had said and as he did, the old man began staring at me, absolutely staring, as if he had seen a ghost, and then his eyes filled with tears. He looked at me for the longest time, then seized me by the face, kissed me on both cheeks and then on the lips. It was absolutely disgusting.

 He turned to the entire café and shouted what sounded like, “C’est le petit-fils de David McLean! C’est le petit-fils de David McLean!!!” Even I knew that “petit-fils” meant grandson. There were maybe thirty customers seated at the tables. Half of them— the younger ones—remained exactly as they were, still talking or staring at their newspapers. Another quarter looked up with interest—they were middle-aged. And the last quarter—the elderly—immediately struggled to their feet and began to shout and cheer in my direction. Within moments, they were coming toward me as fast as they could go (which wasn’t very fast— it was like a mob of elderly groupies coming at me in slow motion) and soon they were surrounding me, each and every one trying to lay another peck on my cheek.
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Fifteen minutes later, I was in Monsieur Leblanc’s little Citroën car, the old man in the front passenger seat and me stuffed into the back, knees up near my chin. Every now and then, the old man would turn around and grip my hand and pat it.

They were taking me to the Noels’ home.

I couldn’t believe it. It would have been pretty cool if that home were simply where the descendants—the children and their children—lived now, in Bellegarde or Arles, but no, as Monsieur Leblanc made clear in his translations, we were actually heading to the little farmhouse where my grandfather had been harbored nearly seventy years ago!

My heart was pounding as I listened to him.

“The home is still standing,” Monsieur Leblanc said.

“It is?”

“Mais oui, but Monsieur et Madame Noel do not live there anymore.”

“They are alive?”

“Of course. We peasants live long, hardy lives en Provence.” He didn’t pronounce his hs. I wondered why he couldn’t just spit them out. It wasn’t that hard.

“That’s amazing.”

“Not as amazing as your being here is to the older people of Bellegarde. I am sure that word is spreading through the village. Apparently your grandfather, Monsieur McLean, was a—how do you say?—a celebrity around here. He was the only American pilot the Resistance found near here and got to safety. We all know that your grandfather was very kind to the Noels after that, sent them money that made their lives bearable, allowing them to move to a nice house near Bellegarde, since a few years ago.”

“Just a few years ago?”

“They are very stubborn people. Their children— their daughter Lise is retired en Paris and their son Antoine was a, uh, air-traffic controller at the aéro-port en Marseille and is retired there too—they could not convince the old people to leave their home until recently. It had no indoor plumbing, no electric heat, nothing, but they would not move. But now, they must. For le démolition, you know.”

“Demolition?”

“They are building many new homes here, what you Americans call, I believe, a subdivision. Rich people, they like to live in southern France, you know. It is fashionable in these parts—the home of Van Gogh et Gauguin—and it has gorgeous weather.”

I had noticed how many new homes were in the region. The roads were busy and the countryside was receding. It looked like very little farming was going on anymore.

“Nothing has been done to their home yet. There were protests, you know, and le démolition was held up by the courts. But it is set now. It will happen before the end of the summer. They will be paid nicely for their home.”

The old man in the front seat shouted and gesticulated wildly with his hands.

“Oui, Paul.” Leblanc turned to me. “He says that does not matter, that they should leave the Noels home alone, that it should be a monument, that all of La France is going to, uh, hell. Or is in the shithouse, as he actually said.”

“The subdivisions kind of remind me of Buffalo,” I said.

Paul blurted something else out.

“But he also says they all wondered why your grandfather never came back. He would have been welcomed as a hero.”

I paused. “Yes, uh, I don’t know. I never asked him.”

“Voilà!” cried Paul.

“Oui. Here it is!” said Monsieur Leblanc.

We had turned off the highway onto a narrow road lined with old fences and were approaching two small stone buildings. They were even smaller than I imagined. I remembered Grandpa saying in his letter that on the fateful day the Milice had come to the Noel home, they had approached from a direction that made it impossible for him to be rushed to the barn from the house without being seen. It was clear now that he was right. The two buildings were about twenty feet apart and I could see the gap between them. If I’d had a gun, I could have picked off anyone running from one to the other. The stone buildings were ancient—tiny, with old orange-tiled roofs—and they looked as if they were about to fall down. Old wagons and barrels were strewn about on long, uncut grass.

We pulled up to the front door and I got out. It was the first time in my life that I had ever been speechless. Here was the setting for that amazing story my grandfather had told me, a drama about espionage, life-and-death moments of bravery…and betrayal. To me, it was a setting from a fairy tale come to life.

I walked forward and touched the outside walls, thinking that Grandpa had touched them long ago.

“The Noels are coming,” said Monsieur Leblanc, taking his cell phone from his ear. “Someone is bringing them.”

I glanced at the barn.

“They are very, very excited!”

I thought of what I had to do. My stomach began to churn. How was I going to tell them?

“Entrez-vous!” said Monsieur Leblanc, taking me by the hand and ushering me toward the front door the way someone might motion to a king. But I didn’t feel like royalty at that moment. I felt like the grandson of a jerk. It was a strange feeling. I had never felt that way about him before. But my idol now had feet of clay.

The house was so small that it almost made me cry. It felt damp inside. There was the meager stone fireplace, cold ashes left behind, an open doorway leading to the tiny bedroom, not much bigger than a closet. There was a musty smell. I pulled out a wooden chair at the wooden table and sat down with a thump.

“Oui, it must be overwhelming for you,” said Monsieur Leblanc.

“I-I’d like to see the barn before the Noels get here. That was where they kept him. It might be too much for me to see it with them.”

“Bien sur,” said Paul, taking me by the hand and leading me back through the entrance. Once outdoors, I let him take the lead. He was a little hard of hearing and as we walked, Monsieur Leblanc whispered into my ear.

“Paul was a Maquis, a member of the Resistance. The older folk around here think very much of him. He told me in the car that he knew the men who got your grandfather out. He thinks of them as heroes and he—what is the word?—reveres Monsieur McLean too.”

The barn was even smaller than the house. My head almost touched the ceiling. It was hard to believe that one or two animals could be kept here, let alone the horse, cows, pigs and chickens of so long ago. But it was evident the minute we entered that all residents were long gone. The smell of old manure was in the air, but the building was silent and filled with cobwebs.

Just as Grandpa had said, there was the small stall with feed bins for cows, a smaller one behind with troughs for pigs and, past it, against the far wall, an even smaller area where the chickens had been kept. I left my hosts and stepped over the low board fence into the pigpen and approached the coop. There was no evidence of a grave-sized disturbance in the soil, but I could see that it would have fit perfectly against the wall and been well separated from the pigs, an unattractive place for the Milice to want to search. It was very clever.

Tears nearly came to my eyes again, and I’m not a crier, not remotely. But I imagined my young grandfather lying here nearly seventy years ago, frightened out of his mind, buried in the soil, breathing through a straw, praying that he might live another day, evil all around him.

Then I looked up on the wall and saw it. Nailed to a beam and barely visible behind a blanket of thick cobwebs and covered in grime was a painting! I could tell that its dominant color was yellow. It was a miracle.

I heard the sound of a vehicle rumbling up the road. It stopped outside the house, much the way the Milice had roared to a halt near the very same spot long ago, looking for an American to kill.

“Allo! ALLO!!!”

The Noels had arrived.



EIGHT

MY MOMENT COMES

They were the sweetest people on earth. I had never met such gentle, decent folks. Mr. Noel still looked big and powerful. Dressed in a long blue coat, under which I could see a shirt and tie, he struggled up from the little car and stared at me as I left the barn, his face glowing. I stood there looking back (probably the spitting image of my grandfather). But he didn’t come toward me. Instead, he turned and put his big hand back into the car and, like the gentleman he was, helped his wife, his bride of more than seventy years, from her seat. Though unsure on his own feet, he gallantly steadied her, putting his arm around her waist and guiding her toward me, allowing her to greet me first. Yvette was at least a foot shorter than him and wearing a thick coat far too hot for today but obviously her Sunday best. It was only unbuttoned at the collar. She wore a flower-patterned dress underneath and black shoes with thick heels, the latter not helping her ability to stay upright. Her face was round and open, her glasses circular, her white hair just wisps now under her fancy hat with its bright feather. I could see that it had once been a pretty face. Still was, actually.

“Monsieur Murphy?” she asked as they shuffled as fast as they could toward me.

“Oui,” I said softly.

“Le petit-fils de David McLean?”

“Oui.”

“Oh!” she gasped and almost fell into my arms. A second later, Jean had enveloped me too, both of them gripping me in a family hug.
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I couldn’t do it.

There were many opportunities that morning. We sat at the wooden table in the house talking for more than an hour, Yvette holding my hand the entire time, staring into my face as if I were a miracle. They knew Grandpa had died. His will had left them a series of payments to be made until their deaths, and even some money for their family afterward. They asked many questions about him: how he had been over the last few years, what his wife had been like, his children, his grandchildren. They said how thankful they were for all he had given them and remarked on how he had been suddenly taken from them; how they hadn’t seen him since the moment the Resistance spirited him away in the hay wagon that summer day in 1944. They wanted to know why I had come alone. That took a great deal of explaining. I said that I had been a sort of favorite of my grandfather and that he was an eccentric sort (they laughed when that was translated) and that he had, for some reason, asked in his will that I come alone and that I do exactly as I was told (they laughed at that too). I said that my parents were in Marseille and I had to keep in touch with them and get back there soon.

And of course, they too asked why he had never come back to see them. I could see tears well up in their eyes. But they insisted they understood. David McLean was an important man, a busy man, a family man.

“Not that busy,” I said quietly. When that was translated, Yvette took my face in her hands and kissed me.

But that was the closest I came to an apology, at least at the house. They invited me to their home near Bellegarde for a meal and wouldn’t take no for an answer. So I was bundled back into Monsieur Leblanc’s little Citroën and brought to their apartment halfway between their old farm and the village center. Paul was still with us, more than happy to tag along for a meal. I was pleased to see that their place, on the bottom floor of a new complex in one of the new subdivisions, was modern and well furnished, and that their granddaughter, also named Yvette, was looking after them.

“Votre grand-père payait pour tout cela!” cried Jean as he proudly showed me around.

“That means, your grandfather paid for all of this, including young Yvette’s wage,” said Monsieur Leblanc.

While that was nice to hear, it didn’t make up for his staying silent. He had given them thousands when they should have had millions. All throughout dinner—chicken pie and fresh salad followed by sweet pastry from a local bakery—served on their best china, I had a hard time concentrating on the conversation, and not just because it was being translated.

I had to do it. I had to apologize.

I thought of what it might do, of the silence that would ensue, the nearly lifelong bubble it would burst. My grandfather’s reputation would be shattered. But this was what he wanted. He wanted it all made right. I also thought of his words in his letter. He had warned me that it would be difficult. But in all my excitement about coming here, of accomplishing his tasks and finally proving myself to him, even from beyond the grave, I hadn’t thought enough about just how difficult it would be. It was, as he had said, almost impossible.

But I really wanted to achieve it. And I really wanted to move on to the next task. Did I have the courage to do as he asked? I thought about Vanessa and what she would think of me if I accomplished nothing on my mission.

I looked at the two old smiling faces glowing at me.
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Three hours later I left their home, after kissing them both on the cheeks (which was definitely the first time I’d ever done anything like that!) and receiving their hugs and taking in Yvette’s heartfelt tears. All without revealing my grandfather’s secret.

I felt like a failure.

But as Monsieur Leblanc drove me back to Arles that night I wondered if I had really failed. Would I have felt even remotely like I’d been successful if I had told those two wonderful old people the truth? That, at least, was what I told myself.

When I reached the hotel I sat on the bed for a long time, just looking out my little window over Arles, home of Vincent Van Gogh. I kept rationalizing what I had done (or not done, really), and after an hour or so, with the sun beginning to set, I started to convince myself that I had completed the first task.

“There is no way,” I said out loud, “had he been there with me in their home today, that he would have wanted me to tell them.” I told myself that several times. Then I pulled the big manila envelopes and the little white one out of my suitcase and set them on the bed beside me.

I really, really wanted to open the next one.

I had gone there. I had spoken to the Noels. I had actually been in the little house and the barn. I had even seen the painting. I had done all that I could. He would have wanted me to go on to the next task.

Then I started thinking about the painting. It was still there. The building was about to be demolished.

In another hour I had made a decision. I got into bed and lay there, wide awake, throughout the night.
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In the morning, I asked the concierge to hail me another cab and told the driver to take me to Bellegarde. But when I was halfway there, far out into the countryside, and could see the slight elevation in the distance where the little farmhouse was, I asked to be let out. The driver gave me a strange look. We were still on a busy highway. But he pulled over and out I got.

It was a hot day in southern France, and I must have walked several miles along the side of that highway. I had chosen to wear my jacket, despite the heat—it was part of my plan. When I came to the little side road that led to the farmhouse, I paused. But then I kept moving, right up to the overgrown yard and into the barn.

Though it was silent inside, I could hear the sounds of the long-dead animals that had lived there, of the Nazi planes buzzing overheard, of the Milice racing their vehicle to this house, trying to find my grandfather. And when I listened very carefully, I could hear him breathing through his straw, terrified.

I could also feel his excitement when he saw that painting, and feel the pain in his heart when he made his decision. I stepped toward it. I could, at least, take it into my hands, brush back the grime and look at it.

I wiped the cobwebs away, gently pulled the crude homemade frame off the barn boards and took it into my hands. As I brushed more grime away, the yellow, the reds, the blues, began to glow. It was absolutely stunning. How could anyone ever have thought that this masterpiece was junk? It was so beautiful.

It was also nearly invaluable. During the years since my grandfather had been here, Van Gogh’s paintings had become almost priceless. His work was now among the world’s most valuable—only Picasso’s art rivaled it. I had done some investigating online after I read Grandpa’s letter. I looked down at the word VINCENT now evident on the striking baby-blue vase in his picture.

How many millions of dollars was I holding in my hands?

I was completely alone. No one knew about this. No one knew I had it. No one.

I unzipped my jacket, put the painting inside, zipped it back up and walked out the door.

The guilt overwhelmed me as I trudged down the road toward the highway, but it didn’t stop me. I began making my argument, out loud.

“This is an impossible situation. I cannot tell them, but it is ridiculous to leave the painting there. It will be destroyed during the demolition. That wouldn’t be right. Would it really make sense to break their hearts or do a great disservice to art, to history?”

No.

I sped up and was now sort of marching.

“I will keep it, somehow, and not tell anyone. Then ten years from now, I will make up a story about how I got it. Perhaps I purchased it in a flea market or found it…yes, found it in a Dumpster or something. Or I could make another trip to France and say I found it then. And when I sell it, I will give a great deal of what I make to the Noels’ children, to their grandchildren, whose lives will be changed. And I could still keep millions. I could buy Vanessa anything.”

I reached the highway. Little French cars buzzed past me. It was a long walk back to Arles. I tucked the painting farther down into my jacket and began to move at a brisker pace, almost running.

“This is the only solution, the best solution. Everyone will benefit.”

A loud sound came toward me from behind and I nearly jumped out of my skin. I recognized it. I wasn’t sure why. Probably because I had heard exactly that same thing in movies set in France. It was the sound of a French police car. They don’t wail like our sirens, high-pitched and frightening. They are frightening in a different way, blaring one short note then one long, over and over again.

I turned around and saw the police car. My heart raced. Then I realized that it couldn’t be coming after me. Then, I was sure that it was!

I started to run. Not a good move. The cruiser (though that’s a generous word, since French police cars are about the size of American riding mowers) kept coming after me, pulling over to the narrow shoulder and zipping right up behind me. Finally I stopped, foolishly clutching at the painting inside my jacket. How did they know? Were they watching the farmhouse?

“Bonjour,” said the cop who got out of the car. “Américain?” I thought he looked angry.

“Oui,” I said, my voice cracking, as I pulled out my passport and handed it over. That’s what Mom and Dad had said to do if I ever got into trouble.

“Why are you running?” he asked, examining it with a frown. I was glad that he at least spoke English.

“No—no reason.”

“No reason?” He looked me up and down. I was certain that he paused at my midsection, where I clutched the painting close to my chest. I wondered if the wise thing was to simply hand it over.

“Do you realize how serious your crime is?”

“I…I…” I had totally lost the ability to speak.

“Not,” he said with a smile, “all that serious.” He handed the passport back.

“Huh?”

“You must not walk along the side of a freeway in la France, mon ami. Get in. I shall take you to your residence.”

“You—”

“Tell me: are you a fan of Kobe Bryant?”

“Kobe?”

“Yes, a fine sportsman. I like. But, you know, I do not think he could ride a bicycle well, which is the most difficult of all the athletics. Lance Armstrong: now there is un Américain sensationnel!”

He clapped his hand on my shoulder and ushered me into the back of the cruiser, where I sat hunched over, the painting digging into my gut, listening to him and his partner as they went on about American sports heroes. My heart never stopped pounding. In less than ten minutes, they had dropped me at the hotel.

“Monsieur Américain, stay away from such bad crimes while you are here,” the cop said with a grin as they roared off. “Keep your nose washed!”

I slinked up the stairs to my room, sure that everyone in the hotel knew what I had under my jacket. Once inside my door, I hid the painting at the bottom of my suitcase, under all my clothes. Then I started to pace, back and forth, back and forth, the wooden floor creaking as I moved. I told myself that I had no choice now. I had the painting and I couldn’t risk taking it back. Someone might catch me and then all—my whole life—would be lost. I would rot in a French jail, guilty of robbery. And I would deserve it. What I had just done was typical of me. My hands were shaking. I had done something incredibly stupid and wrong, and now I had to live with it. I imagined someone coming up here and finding the painting. What, in God’s name, had I done?

But after a while, I started to calm down. I used all the arguments I’d employed while walking away from the farmhouse. I could make this into a positive thing for everyone. I had to believe that. The painting was small and it would sail through airport security in my suitcase. Or would it?

I sat down and took a deep breath.

I tried to stay positive. And soon I was thinking about Vanessa again. I could make all this sound awfully good to her. I took out my cell and started emailing her. But then I stopped. What if I wrote her a letter, an old-fashioned letter? She’d find that awfully romantic. There was lots of stationery in the room, fancy stuff with the hotel’s name on it, looking very artistic, with lots of yellow. Very Van Gogh, very French. She would think that was really cool.

It was hard going. The last time I’d written a letter was for a pen-pal thing when I was a little kid. But I worked hard, tried to find the right words, the ones I imagined a girl would like to hear, and got it done, making sure it was several pages long. I told her that I had found the Noels and the painting and that I was about to reveal its value to them. I made it sound pretty dramatic. I’d figure out a way to tell her the truth later on. I sealed it and wrote her address on the outside of the envelope in my best handwriting. I would ask the concierge for a stamp later.

I knew I should write to Shirley too. I could almost hear Leon’s squeaky voice telling me that she was the best girl for me. I’d only sent her that one quick text when I arrived. I should ask her how Leon was making out too. I was sure she would be checking on him, and that made me feel good.

But I never wrote her that email, because when I reached for my cell, I happened to glance down at the open suitcase. Sitting on top of my clothes, dug up from the bottom where they once had been hidden, were the other two manila envelopes and the small white one.

That was when it occurred to me that in all my excitement I hadn’t even given another thought to the fact that, in essence, I had reached the next level in my assignments. It really seemed to me that no reasonable person could have expected me to have done any more with my first task. Could they?

I picked up the second envelope and opened it.
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NINE

THE SECOND ENVELOPE






Dear Adam,

Congratulations. You did it! I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart. You are a better man than me.







I almost stopped reading at that point. I set the letter down, feeling terrible guilt. But soon those arguments rose inside me again, telling me that I had done what I could and that there was no turning back. So I read on.





As I’ve already mentioned, this second task, believe it or not, is even more difficult than the first. I wouldn’t blame you if you simply read what I have to say here and then joined your Mom and Dad for a nice vacation before heading home. You have done enough.

But if you choose to go on, here is your next challenge.

During the war, Corsica had seventeen American airbases on it. In fact, they used to call it the “USS Corsica.” But not all of us who flew reconnaissance missions from that Mediterranean island were from overseas. French fliers, who had bravely fought the Nazis for as long as possible, had formed a Free French Air Force and many were stationed near us.

The problem was, the Americans didn’t like them very much. The Yanks had their way of doing things and, more importantly, they resented that many French had collapsed at the beginning of the war and worked with the Nazis. The Americans didn’t respect their flying abilities either. So the two sides kept their distance and sometimes were even hostile to each other.

But not me. Maybe it was because I was Canadian, I don’t know. But I thank God today that I wasn’t bitter toward them because my attitude allowed me to befriend the most extraordinary man I ever met. He is at the heart of your second task.

You will recall that I often read to you from a novel entitled The Little Prince when you were a child. It was always my favorite, and your cousins may have mentioned that I read it to them too. You probably forget the story now, but it is one of the greatest ever written, the tale of a pilot who crashes in a desert and meets a strange little person who appears out of nowhere and changes his life. Le Petit Prince, as it’s known in French, is one of the bestselling novels of all time; the Harry Potter books took a long time to catch up. But there is something that I never told you about that novel. I wanted to keep it a secret, which fits the book’s air of mystery. I knew the incredible man who wrote it.

I met him in Corsica. His name was Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, or as his friends knew him, “St. Ex.” He was a legend in France, even before he wrote the book. You wouldn’t have thought that if you’d met him. He was a big man, very tall and a bit chubby, who walked with a lazy, loping gait and had a little turned-up Mickey Mouse nose and sleepy black eyes with lids that seemed always about to close.

But he had a giant spirit and a giant heart. He was an adventurer, a hero, a matchless storyteller, with a charisma that women, children and even the odd grown man, like me, could not resist. I feel deeply honored to have even spoken with him.

He was one of France’s earliest aviators, taking to the air in the days when that meant taking your life into your hands. And when the French decided that they wanted to fly mail from Europe to Africa and South America, across deserts and oceans and jungles, only the greatest swashbuckling fliers were used. He was one of them. That first airmail service made its pilots into national heroes, who flew by sight and often crashed in desolate places. Everyone in France was astonished at their feats. The very name of their company— Aéropostale—became a symbol of courage and adventure.







“Aéropostale?” I looked down at my shirt. “So that’s what that’s all about.”






The great “St. Ex” was their biggest star. He would land his plane anywhere, in any conditions, to find and rescue his comrades. But he was different from the rest. He not only accomplished these feats, he could retell them too. Speaking in desert tents or Parisian restaurants, he could rivet audiences, his magnetic presence lighting up his surroundings.

Then he began writing, his stories set in the skies. Within a few years he was one of France’s greatest authors.

But he couldn’t stop flying, and the danger increased. As he headed toward his forties, many of his fellow pilots had been killed. His own accidents, some particularly gruesome and spectacular, began to take their toll on his body and mind.

And then the war came. He immediately volunteered to fight and was in the first plane to spot the Nazi panzer divisions thundering toward Paris in the evil blitz that started World War II. When he described it in print, it was poetry.

After Hitler overran a divided France, Saint-Exupéry was devastated. A romantic who was angered by the brutality of war, he was fed up with the bloodthirstiness on all sides. He wanted to side with humanity. He fled to New York City. He was soon criticized as a traitor who was staying out of the battle.

And so he came back, to fight the Nazis the only way he knew how.

But he was well past his prime, battered and bruised by his horrific accidents and ill-equipped to fly new-fangled planes with complex instruments. His friends feared that he was giving his life away for France and freedom.

He soon found his way to Corsica.

But while living in the United States, he’d written The Little Prince, a children’s story often read by adults, about imagination, friendship and the human spirit, about what was possible in a time of hatred. It appeared in print just as he landed in the Mediterranean, just as I came there too.

I soon heard stories about him from French pilots, tales that were by turns thrilling, sad and hilarious. The great man had been grounded more than once by the powerful American air command. They couldn’t believe that his request to report had even been allowed. He was ten years too old, broken, so large that he had to be shoehorned into cockpits, almost incapable of operating the smoking-fast Lockheed P-38 Lightning planes that were the pride of the US Air Force. Americans guarded these expensive flying weapons as if they were gold, and “Major X” (as they called him) often crashed them. He seemed to the Yanks like someone from outer space: he would forget to wear his oxygen mask at 30,000 feet, write while flying, read while flying, take photographs of parts of France he loved instead of what he was supposed to be spying on, knew little English so he couldn’t understand the men in the control towers (Americans who didn’t know a word of French) and often let his wheels down only seconds before landing, bringing ambulances hurtling to the airstrips. He once circled the airfield for nearly an hour after a dangerous mission while he finished reading a gripping mystery novel.

But the French loved him. He gave them hope and courage, a walking monument who could describe life and what was truly important in it like no one had done before.

I knew him for a short while, a precious while. In the summer of 1944, just before I left on the mission that ended in my being shot down over Arles, I was stationed in Bastia in the northern part of the island, close to where he was. I had just read The Little Prince almost fresh off the press. Not one of my American colleagues even knew it existed.

But I loved it. I even loved the ending, when the Little Prince, this amazing miniature man from another planet, dies. It was so sad that I had to stick my head under the covers in my cot and cry.

I desperately wanted to meet St. Ex, so I got permission to take a jeep the six miles from our base to the beautiful village of Erbalunga, where his famous squadron was living. I was greeted with surprise. Americans never visited the French, unless they were commanders telling them what to do (despite the fact that the French pilots were often more experienced than the Americans). When I arrived, St. Ex was holding court outdoors after a picnic breakfast that looked and smelled delicious. He was telling a story and the others were listening with rapt attention, their mouths actually hanging open. He noticed me approaching and though I think he knew I couldn’t understand a word he was saying, put a finger to his lips and motioned for me to sit down and listen. He held me spellbound too. I felt I was in the sky with him, soaring with him, crashing with him. When he was done, there was silence. Then he stood up, produced a deck of cards from his sleeve and went through a series of tricks that had us all in stitches. But I noticed that he had scars around his eyes and one that snaked up from his mouth, and I could tell that it was hard for him to stand.

Every day that week in early June, I went back to visit him. He was enchanted by my interest and signed my book. We talked and talked, me in English, he in French, laughing and hugging each other, two citizens of the world communicating with our souls.

I became so enthralled with him that I decided to give him a gift. I liked to carve in those days and found a remarkable glowing pink rock on the beach. I’m not even sure what kind of rock it was. But it was a pretty good size and I carved into it one of his beautiful passages about friendship from The Little Prince, using a little stone chisel and a club hammer from back at the base. When I gave it to him, he was moved to tears and told me that he would keep it with him on every flight he made. He said this as if it were an important promise.

The very next day, I went on my fateful mission over enemy territory and lost touch with St. Ex for more than a month. But when I was rescued, I was taken back to Corsica from Spain for a short while for debriefing. And as soon as I could, I went to see him. I was shocked by his appearance. He seemed to have aged terribly. His body was finished with the world, though his spirit remained. He greeted me with a smile.

The next day I saw him go up on a mission. I had the sense that he was sneaking up, had not been properly cleared to fly. His friends had to tie his shoes for him and help him into the plane. He reached down before he took off and waved to me, holding my rock aloft.

When he was in the air, a French pilot who spoke English remarked to me, “St. Ex has come here to die.”

And so he did.

The following week, on July 31, he took off at about 8:30 AM to photograph and map enemy-occupied land in southern France. Some say he had been grounded the day before but went into the skies regardless.

He never came back.

There were many myths about what happened to him. More than one German claimed to have shot the legend down. But no trace of him was found. It was as if he had vanished, age 44, in 1944. In the single saddest day of the Little Prince’s life, there had been 44 sunsets on his tiny planet.

St. Ex had returned to his home in the skies.

I remember my extreme sadness. I remember the anger I felt too, when I heard an American pilot report, about midafternoon, after St. Ex had been gone for too many hours, that a “Frenchie,” who was apparently a writer, had not returned. I wanted to bust him right in the chops.

Within weeks the Allies landed on the southern coast of France and began to squeeze the Nazis from the north and south.

When I got back to North America, I kept waiting to hear news that St. Ex had been found. But Paris fell to us, and then we marched into Germany, found the horrific extermination camps, the coward Hitler killed himself and finally his villains surrendered, but St. Ex never reappeared.

Then, more than half a century later, in 1998, a miracle happened. A fisherman working off the coast of Marseille found a rusted old 1940s bracelet in his net. It bore the name of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry. After a few years of underwater searches, the wreckage of his Lockheed P-38 Lightning was discovered on the floor of the Mediterranean Sea nearby, 250 feet deep. The plane’s fuselage, propellers, landing gear bay and all sorts of other bits and pieces formed a line of debris nearly half a mile long.

His plane had dropped straight down into the water.

Did he decide to leave the earth? Was he hit by enemy fire? No one will ever know. And that seems fitting.

But there is something else that I would like to know, that I need to know.

That fatal day, was St. Ex carrying the gift I gave him? Did my extraordinary friend actually take the mark of our friendship with him to his death?

That is your task, Adam. I will say no more.







TEN

SEARCHING THE DEEPS

I sat and stared at the last page for almost a minute. How, in the name of one of Vanessa Lincoln’s sweaters, was I going to do this? The letter gave me so few clues. Grandpa wasn’t kidding when he said this was beyond difficult. The wreckage had been found more than a decade ago, off the coast of Marseille. Almost every trace of it was gone now and it had been 250 feet deep anyway!

I had only tried underwater diving once, during a holiday Mom and Dad and I went on in the Caribbean two years ago. It had been pretty simple stuff: just puttering around using a snorkel in shallow water as clear as blue glass, looking at exotic fish. We were planning to go again next year and swim with dolphins.

Two hundred and fifty feet deep? That seemed like an awfully long way down. And when I got down there, I’d be looking for a needle in a haystack or, more accurately, a rock in a sea, which was even worse.

But I wasn’t going to give up. The odds had been stacked against me in the first task, and I’d achieved it, hadn’t I? Sort of? I got to my feet and started to pace. Soon I’d made up my mind that there was no use trying to be clever about this. There was only one way I would have any chance of accomplishing the task. It was straightforward. I had to discover exactly where the wreckage had been and then find a way to the bottom of the Mediterranean. Which one first? I wondered if there was some way to kill two birds with one stone. Local divers likely knew all about this famous wreck.

I grabbed the Provençal phone book, which I assumed had Marseille listings in it. What was the French word for diving? I thought of my private lessons and recalled a related word, the one for swimming pool, because it was so rude. Piscine, pronounced something like “pees-in,” or as I preferred to say, “piss-in.” I remembered having a good laugh at that and telling my friends—all of whom I’m sure had peed in pools at one time or another—about it. For once, being crude was turning out to be helpful. I was sure I could connect the word for pool to the one for diving. Jean dives into the pool. How would you say that? I was certain I had learned it. And then it came to me: Jean plongées dans la piscine. Plongée or something very close to it meant dive! I flipped through the phone book.

There it was: Plongée Sous-Marine. Underwater diving. There were about ten businesses offering scuba-diving instruction to beginners and expeditions for advanced divers. I picked one called Plongée Internationale, whose advertisement was partly in English.

I didn’t want to call them on my cell since I was afraid that I would have a difficult time understanding them. There was a much better chance of us communicating clearly in person, especially considering that I had such a complicated request.

It was just a little past noon. I got a stamp at the front desk, mailed my letter to Vanessa and headed down to the restaurant where the young waitress worked. She was wearing a very short dress today, loose and plain and white, almost see-through, her only decoration a red scarf. But she looked great, of course, seemingly unconcerned about her revealing apparel. She had changed her hair. It was spiked today. She gave me that knowing smile, suggested a different meal and took her time bringing it to me. There was something about her style that made me envious. She didn’t seem anxious about life, the way I was, the way all my friends were back in Buffalo. She seemed to be moving slowly and happily through life, satisfied to be doing what she was doing. I knew there was a word for her. Finally, it came to me. Natural.

The concierge hailed me another cab, and by two o’clock I was headed toward Marseille, a little concerned about ending up somewhere in the city not far from where Mom and Dad were staying. Though I’d been texting them every day, saying I was okay, I didn’t want them to see me or know what I was doing. This was between Grandpa and me.

But I need not have worried. The cabdriver never even entered Marseille. He got on a highway just to the north and drove around the city, dropping me in a suburban area to the south. It was a pretty laid-back neighborhood. There were a few homes and businesses and a sandy beach. The coastline was rocky and led to a point in the Mediterranean. When I got out and stood facing the blue sea, I could see Marseille to my right with its big buildings and docks and rocky islands off its shore. To my left, a few miles in the distance, were more rugged islands and a huge expanse of water, seemingly endless, with almost no horizon. St. Ex had gone down somewhere way out there. Somehow, I was supposed to find a little rock he might have had?

Plongée Internationale was at the far end of a street not more than a two-minute walk from the water, and it was indeed set up for tourists. It was two stories high and fairly large, its stucco exterior painted blue like the sea, with fake palm trees outside and a sign that read We Speak English over the door with an American flag beside it. The building smelled of rubber and seaweed. There wasn’t much to the interior, at least as far as I could see. The first room was small, with a counter and shelves piled high with all sorts of rubber suits and scuba-diving equipment. There were photos on the walls of amazing underwater scenes in crystal-clear blue water and a video of similar adventures played on a screen in the corner of the room. There was a staircase leading upstairs, and I could see a big room through a wide doorway behind the counter. Obviously this outer area was simply for sign up. All the action took place elsewhere.

There was just one man behind the counter. His face was bronzed from the sun and his long hair was reddish and tinged with a gray that streaked through his ponytail and was more prominent on the beard that grew uncontrolled across his face. He was in shorts and a T-shirt bearing the company logo, and his flip-flops snapped on the floor whenever he moved. He looked up when I entered and gave me a smile that was obviously forced. His whole life must have been spent dealing with tourists. I was glad I was tall, since I hoped he’d think I was a little older than sixteen.

“Américain?” he asked.

I wished they’d stop doing that.

“Oui.”

“What can I do for you, my friend?” I didn’t have the sense that he was my friend. But he knew I could pay. I’m sure he was thinking, Young American, out on his own.

I explained what I was after and watched as he smirked.

“What you are asking, my friend, it is impossible.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because, unless you are an internationally acclaimed diver—and I know many of them and they are mostly French—then this cannot be done. Nitrogen narcosis—rapture of the deep—have you heard of that? The bends?”

I considered lying. “No,” I finally said.

“I thought not. Let us just say that that sort of depth is…out of your depth, and most everyone else’s too. C’est impossible! Most tourists we take to maybe fifty feet, maximum. There are regulations too. No one, certainly no tourist, is allowed to go as deep as you want to go.” He looked down at his books again.

“But I need to see that site!”

He raised his head again, as if my comment was a great intrusion on his time and dignity.

“Then you will need an atmospheric diving suit, you know, with a helmet and full body covering.”

“How much?” I took out the bank card my grandfather had given me. The man looked down at it. A sort of greedy expression passed over his face, then disappeared.

“No. Americans, they think they can buy anything.”

“No?”

“You are an amateur, my friend. You said so yourself, before you began with your fantasy story about Saint-Exupéry and his plane. You admitted that you were not experienced at all. I will not put you in a suit!” This time he glared at me.

“But I must—”

“There is nothing to see there! It is all gone, just like him. What are you looking for anyway? He wasn’t carrying gold, you know. He wasn’t that sort of man. What mattered to him was, you know, inside here.” He pointed to his chest.

“I’m not looking for gold. I can’t say what it is.”

“And I cannot help you.” He looked down at his books again and didn’t look up.

I began to walk away, back to the door. This was a disheartening dead-end. I was guessing that all the other diving places would have similar rules. If I couldn’t go down there myself—and that seemed absolutely impossible—I certainly couldn’t trust anyone else with the task of looking for my grandfather’s rock. Maybe I should buy a diving suit from a different supplier, without revealing that I was about to use it, and try this alone? Or pay someone to take me underwater illegally? I stopped at the door.

“Do not consider trying this, in any way,” added the pony-tailed man, who had obviously seen me pause. “If you do it, you will die.”

Well, that ended that possibility. I absolutely couldn’t dive by myself. Was there anything else I could do to make this happen? At least this guy had spoken to me again. Maybe I could get something out of him about the crash site, the wreckage. Maybe he could lead me to the people who found the plane.

“You,” I said, turning around, “you said that there was nothing to see at the site. How do you know that?”

“I have been there.” He wasn’t even looking up.

“You what?”

“Of course!” He looked up and smiled at me. “We all have. This is St. Ex, my friend! This was the greatest find in our lifetime.”

“Where is it?”

He paused. “I suppose there is no harm in telling you. If you stand outside my shop and look to your left, around the point there, you will see a series of islands, an…archipelago, no? L’île de Riou, a place of rocks.”

“Yes.”

“St. Ex went straight down out there that day, some kilometers in that direction over the water, maybe four kilometers from the shore?”

“Really? That is the actual spot?”

“But his body, it has never been found. They will never find it! And we will never know what happened that night. It is a mystery, no? St. Ex, he was a mysterious man. He knew things we do not know. He knew the truth. He has gone back to his planet!”

“I don’t want to find his bones or any—”

“Then, what do you want?”

I said nothing.

He smiled. “You, young man, are an unusual Américain. They never ask about someone like Antoine de Saint-Exupéry. They ask only about the nightclubs, the wine, the women or the men. But you—you want to be near the great soul of la France. That is unique; that is admirable.”

I could tell he was leading up to something.

“I know a man here who helped with the St. Ex dives. He is an artist of the waves. He will be impressed with you. He might help you. He has a…what is the word? A submersible?”

“A summer saw blue?” That was honestly what I thought he’d said. And that comment almost lost it for me. He wasn’t pleased with my imitation of his accent. But I couldn’t help it. I didn’t know what he meant.

“Un sous-marin. A submarine,” he said tersely.

“A submarine?”

“A little one. Un petit. A man and a boy could fit in it. I will make a contact to him for you.”
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The next day I received a call on my cell from the man at the diving place. He had talked to his friend, who he described first as an oceanographer then as a marine scientist and then as a “guy who likes to invent things,” and told him about my interest in St. Ex. The friend had apparently been impressed. He was planning to make a few dives in his submersible that week and was willing to let me go with him.

I was thrilled out of my mind.

But I wasn’t nearly as thrilled when I met my submarine captain. He was standing on the rocks a few miles east of Plongée Internationale, exactly where I was told he would be, the top of his wet suit stripped off and his hairy, naked back turned to me as he stared out over the sea. He was gazing in the direction of l’île de Riou. It was a gorgeous day, the water deep blue and lapping gently on the shore, the sky a lighter blue and cloudless, the white and gray rocks rising up like sculptures on the islands a few miles away. The sea smelled of fish and algae. The submersible was anchored just offshore, a miniature submarine that looked like the one on the cover of one of Dad’s Beatles’ records from eons ago. It really did. It was even yellow and painted with brightly colored peace signs. It was so small that it looked like a toy. I wondered how the two of us would even get into it. It was patched in places too, which didn’t inspire much confidence. A thick hose lay on the rocks in huge coils, tethering the submersible to what appeared to be a massive oil tank or oxygen chamber. It looked like there were literally miles of that hose. A big truck was parked nearby on the little rocky road. A boy of about thirteen or so stood beside the tank and turned to look at me when I approached, though he never said a word. He was wearing designer jeans that were so low-riding that I could see most of his underwear and the top of the crack of his butt. Not a pretty sight. He wore a torn T-shirt with the words Le Punk on it, and his dark hair was done up in some version of dreadlocks. He completely ignored me as I walked by him and right up to the pilot, who I assumed was his father.

“Monsieur Halliday?”

The man nearly jumped out of his wet suit and into the sea.

“Mon dieu!” he cried. “You-you terrify me!” He put his hand over his heart. Or at least I think that was where it was. The gray hair on his chest was so thick that it was hard to tell. A bear would have been proud of such a coat. But he wasn’t built like a bruin. He was as skinny as a rail and the hair on his head was at least as impressive— or unimpressive—as his chest hair. It hung down almost to his nipples and looked like it hadn’t been combed in decades, although he immediately began tying it up in a knot, as if suddenly ready for action.

He seemed to instantly forget that I’d scared him. He beamed at me. “Américain, oui?”

“Oui.”

“But you, monsieur, are not like all the rest?”

“I—”

“You want to find le location du poet du ciel, oui? You want to be near him?”

“The poet of the sky? Saint-Exupéry? Oui.”

“Ah!” He stood for a long time and just smiled broadly at me. I felt very uncomfortable. Then he took me into his arms and hugged me and wouldn’t let go. It was hard to know what to do. His behavior seemed very inappropriate. And yet somehow I feared nothing from this guy. For one thing, he was about half a foot shorter than me. His arms and legs were like matchsticks. I could snap him in half, if need be.

“Peace,” I heard him say quietly.

But suddenly he came out of the hug and was all action, making frantic motions, crying out to the boy (“Johnny!”) to let some of the hose loose and turn on various things, to bring my wet suit to me so I could get into it and offering instructions that I could barely understand, three-quarters French and one-quarter English.

But as soon as I was wedged tightly behind him in the submersible, and we were underwater, I forgot all his weird ways. Our surroundings were stunningly beautiful and crystal clear, like being inside Finding Nemo, on the world’s largest 3-D screen, 360 degrees around and many feet deep. Awesome, brightly colored fish swam by. Some stopped to gawk at us. Sea plants waved in the water. I was absolutely blown away. Leon would have fit in this little sub with us easily. He’d love this. But this was the sort of thing he’d never get to do. We plunged lower and lower, and I could feel pressure in my chest. Then we started to move farther out to sea.

Monsieur Halliday was very kind to me that day. When we got to the area that was obviously the crash site—obvious only because he said “Voilà!” and turned a light on and began flashing it around on the sea floor—he spent a great deal of time there. We moved back and forth over that half-mile area many, many times.

“Le tombe du St. Ex!” he cried out more than once as tears rolled down his cheeks. It was indeed moving, though I wasn’t about to cry.

But unfortunately what was most moving about it was a sense of absence, the sense that all traces of the great man and his plane were gone. The divers and oceanographers had picked the sea floor clean. And rocks? There were acres of them, most covered with algae and barnacles. They all looked the same.

I stared like an eagle at every rock that came into sight, hoping to see one that could be Grandpa’s, but it was obvious that I was literally looking for something even more elusive than a needle in a haystack. Floating among all of that beauty, privileged and lucky to be there, in the very spot where the creator of The Little Prince died—and deeply moved by it—I could feel my heart sink, lower than the very depths we were in. I finally let Halliday take us back up to shore.

All the way home, he went on and on, half in French and half in English, about how impressed he was at my interest in St. Ex, how moved he was to have shown it to me, how remarkable it was that I didn’t seem to want to leave the site and had insisted on seeing every inch of the floor with the searchlight.

We got out and stripped off our suits, young Johnny still not saying a single word. Mr. Halliday was reluctant to take the stack of Euros I offered him but, in the end, accepted them and hugged me tightly again, tears in his eyes, and kissed me four times on each cheek. I was about to say goodbye, when he mentioned something that stopped me cold.

“I wish, monsieur, that you could have…plongé avec nous…uh, dived with us on that important day. I had…mes mains…my hands on the pieces of the plane itself. I was just a…assistant…mais…I touch the things St. Ex touch. I even give Johnny here a— how do I say it?—gift…from the plane.”

“A gift?”

“We could not, you know, keep anything from the plane itself, mais…I found a rock in the cockpit.”

“A rock?”

“Oui. I turned it over, and underneath it was, uh, remarkable. It was un couleur un peu bizarre—”

“Bizarre? It was…it was a strange color?” My heart began to pound.

“Oui. It must have smashed through the cockpit window of the plane when it crashed. So it was not part of the plane but it had been inside it. I thought that was special, especially le couleur bizarre, so I give it to Johnny.”

My head snapped over to butt-crack boy. I must have given him a strange look, because he actually stepped away from me. What if this rock hadn’t smashed through the cockpit window from the outside when the plane struck the bottom of the sea? What if it was already in the cockpit, carried there by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry?

“Did it say anything?” I asked.

Halliday looked a little alarmed. “Say anything? Dit quelque chose? Monsieur, it was a rock.”

“Was there anything written on it?”

He appeared relieved. “Mon ami,” he chuckled, “what a strange thing to say! It came in through the window! It had many algae sur le surface, no? And barnacles? Johnny was two year old, maybe three, but I just thought he would like le couleur, et—”

“I want to see it. Now!”



ELEVEN

MESSAGE FROM THE SEA

I had to wait for them to pack up the submersible, and it just about drove me nuts. It must have taken an hour. I wanted to scream.

While I paced around, I wrote a long email to Vanessa. I told her all about being under the Mediterranean Sea, the beauty down there, the romance of seeking St. Ex’s crash site and the building excitement of this assignment. Then I texted Shirley, but by then the submersible was almost on the truck. Going well, was all I had time to say.

We made our way to the Halliday’s home out on a nearby point, at the end of a dirt road far away from everyone else but with a nearly 360-degree view of the water. Just the two of them lived there. There wasn’t any sign of a female resident, believe me. It was a ramshackle wooden place that looked as if Mr. Halliday had whacked it together with a hammer and nails. It was probably worth about one-tenth of his submersible. The living quarters were tiny and cluttered with dirty clothing and dirty dishes and filled with a horrible smell I couldn’t identify. I counted five dogs and nine cats, and they seemed to have the run of the place. Attached to the house at the back was a lab of some sort, about three or four times the size of the living area. I could see microscopes and sea plants and fish skeletons on lab tables; a lovely odor was emanating from there too. I kept my distance.

“Johnny!” cried Halliday. “Show Monsieur Murphy le rock.” But Johnny was slouching along with his earbuds in, listening to a thrash metal band that was growling out French lyrics like the lead singer was Satan’s PR guy. It was so loud that I could almost make out every word. (Les Américains and diable came out clear as a bell.) Halliday had to rip the buds from his ears and repeat himself. Johnny didn’t look pleased.

The boy reluctantly led me to his little room, not much bigger than a walk-in closet and even more cluttered than the living area. I wasn’t even sure where his bed was at first, because it was under mounds of clothes and toys and video games and other electronic equipment. Other than the posters on the walls (of a bunch of hard-core bands I’d never heard of), the only items that weren’t mixed into this rubble was a laptop that formed the peak of the mountain on his bed and a large flat-screen TV on a shelf. It was blaring when we came in.

He began rummaging around in the piles. And as he worked, he actually said something, the very first words he’d uttered since I’d met him, spitting it out under his breath in a sort of snarl. “Américain,” he hissed. Then he muttered, “Capitaliste!” It was a pretty strange thing for a kid his age to say.

Finally, he found what he was looking for. I could tell because he suddenly stopped moving and stood up. His back was to me. I stiffened. Then my hands started to tingle.

When he turned, he was holding a rock a little larger than a man’s fist. It was mostly covered in barnacles and algae, but part of one side, probably the side on which it had rested in the cockpit, was an unusual pink and purple color; it actually glowed.

I reached for it.

But he pulled it back.

“Money,” he said. He pronounced the word with barely the trace of an accent. He rubbed the thumb of his left hand against his index finger and smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant grin.

I took out a few Euros and handed them to him. He snorted but snatched them. I reached out again, but again he pulled the rock back.

“Just to look,” he said.

“You’ve got to be kidding me, butt-head,” I snapped, then instantly prayed that he didn’t understand.

He gave me a funny look but did not hand over the rock. “Money,” he said again.

I gave him a few more Euros and ripped the rock from his hands.

“Hey!” he cried.

I pulled it away, thrilled to have it in my grasp, wondering if this indeed was the rock my grandfather had carved and given to the one-and-only Antoine de Saint-Exupéry!

There wasn’t a single word carved onto the glowing part, not that I could see. And the rest was just a mass of hardened green growth. At first, I felt like throwing it through the kid’s window. But then I had an idea. I marched out of the room—butt-crack boy in pursuit, cursing me in French—and headed for the lab. Mr. Halliday put himself between his kid and me, and that allowed me to slip into the lab, find a screwdriver, sit down and get to work.

My hosts were soon looking on, the father standing slightly in front of the son to keep him from interfering.

I started on the side of the rock that needed the least amount of work, the side that was partially clear. The rest of this bottom part was only covered in algae—no barnacles. I scrubbed it clean with a cloth. What appeared was more of the glowing surface of the rock, shining purple and pink. But there were no words carved into it either. With a sigh, I turned the whole rock over. Maybe this thing was just what Halliday thought it was: a big unusual stone that had smashed through the window of the cockpit when the plane crashed to the ocean floor. Maybe it had zero connection to St. Ex and Grandpa.

I began grinding the thick wall of barnacles off this side. I worked until I had chipped a hole in that wall. Then I actually gasped. I saw something carved into the rock at the bottom of the hole I had created. I began working frantically. Soon a little word emerged…friend. 

I held the rock up to my face, my hands shaking so much that I dropped it with a thud, almost cracking the lab table.

Halliday picked it up and stared down into the opening I had scraped in the barnacles. “Mon dieu! ” he cried. Scurrying away, he found an electric tool of some sort—it was hard to tell exactly what it was— and began buzzing the rest of the barnacles off the rock. Once he’d sheared them almost to the surface, the two of us picked up screwdrivers again and carefully chipped off the last bits. Le Punk stood beside us, still peeved.

Another tiny word emerged and then another. Soon there were fifteen.

I have made him my friend and now he is unique in all the world.

I stood there with that rock in my hands, my mouth wide open, just staring at it. Halliday was moved too. He put his hand on my shoulder. Though he likely knew it was a sentence from The Little Prince, he had no idea what it meant to me. All the same, he was stunned. It was as if this item had appeared by magic, out of the ocean and into the plane of the soul of France. He looked at me as if I were a messenger from God.

I turned to the boy, emptied my pockets of Euros, which he took with glee, and walked out the door, still almost in a trance.

“Monsieur!” cried Halliday at the door. “Where are you going?”

“I have a letter to read,” I said.

That made little sense to him, of course, but he nodded. A messenger from God can do and say what he wants.
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TWELVE

THE THIRD ENVELOPE

The minute I got back to my hotel, I put the rock in the suitcase with the painting and opened the third envelope. It wasn’t as thick as the other two. This is what it said:






Dear Adam,

Wow! You have reached the third level! If I am in any way conscious right now and aware of what is going on down (or up!) on earth, I am certain that I am dancing in the air.






I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Grandpa.






You are ready for the most difficult task of all. Read this and make your choice. Do not feel compelled to try it. In fact, I am reluctant to ask you. There is danger involved.

Here it is.

The Noels were not, as I mentioned in the first letter, a literate family. But like so many people (or peoples) who do not write, they loved to tell stories, believed in legends and had many superstitions. I remember Yvette throwing a pinch of salt over her shoulder at every meal because she was certain it would help her and her husband live long lives. And when they had had a great deal of wine, their stories would become more and more fantastic. During the month I was with them, they told me tales—using gestures, drawings and what little French I could grasp—of ghosts and giants who, they claimed, used to roam southern France long ago; and of lions and rhinoceroses that, in their imaginations, were the French beasts of bygone days.

They also liked to talk about caves. I understood from them that many other people in the region did as well. The area they lived in, and more exactly the land to the north and northwest, was very hilly and rocky, actually mountainous in places, and prehistoric passages ran into and through these elevations. Jean’s stories often started in such caves and told of ferocious men with superhuman powers emerging from them to do extraordinary things. Those men, he said, had the power to create wonderful art. They were, Provençal folklore insists, the world’s first artists. They drew fabulous depictions of themselves and of animals on the walls inside their mountains. Jean’s yarns sometimes started from that artwork—stories of incredible beings stepping out from the stone and coming to life.

He said that several ancient caves with drawings had been found in the past half century. But he was fond of predicting that THE cave, the GREAT cave, had yet to be discovered. In it, the world would see history’s oldest art— and when modern people viewed it, they would be astonished. This work, he often said, would be magical. It would show the world the meaning of life. He insisted that this was not a dream—one day such a place would actually be uncovered. The discoverer would be a local person, because they can almost “smell” the caves.

I, of course, took what Jean said on these subjects with a pinch of salt even more substantial than what Yvette used to fling over her shoulder. In other words, I didn’t believe him.

But when I returned home, I decided to read a little about French caves and learned that much of what he had been trying to tell me was true. In the early twentieth century, several remarkable caves had been located in France, all with ancient drawings on their walls. Perhaps the greatest was the Lascaux Cave, stumbled upon in 1940, just four years before I ended up with the Noels. It was situated just a few hours northwest of Arles. But no respected writer, no scholar, ever said anything about the great cave that contains “the meaning of life.”

Until 1994.

I distinctly remember the day I picked up a copy of the New York Times and read of the groundbreaking discovery of a new cave in southern France that had the worldwide science community stunned. It had been found by three local people, one named Chauvet, who had been walking along the side of some cliffs in a semi-mountainous area. It was near Vallon-Pont-d’Arc on the Ardèche River. I looked it up on a map. It was about an hour from the Noel farm.

And as I read more about it, it began to fill me with a longing to see it. I don’t know why, but I started to believe that it might, somehow, contain the meaning of life.

Inside the cave, accessed through a tiny hole, were the oldest drawings ever made by human beings. Scientists believed that this cave had been sealed for more than 20,000 years! Their tests showed that some of the art was as old as 32,000 years! It was mind-boggling. On the walls were depictions of animals that had lived there, and among them were lions and rhinoceroses.

Of course, I wanted to go there immediately. But several things held me back. First, stupidly, I was always too busy. Secondly, just as (or perhaps even more) stupidly, I didn’t want to return to that area, near the Noels and the one great shame of my life. And most importantly, I couldn’t get into the Chauvet even if I went there. The Lascaux Cave had been open to the public for many years, and as a consequence, some of its drawings had been damaged and in some cases destroyed. Over the decades, scientists determined that it was the presence of human beings and specifically their breath that had been the cause. So it was decided that the Chauvet Cave should not be accessible to the general public. Only select scientists and a few academics and historians would ever be allowed into it.

No one, other than that handful of people, has ever seen the drawings inside that marvelous place.

Here, Adam, is your task, the most difficult task of your adventure…an impossible one, I think.

Get into the Chauvet Cave.

See if it contains the meaning of life.







THIRTEEN

CASING THE CHAUVET

“Okay,” I said aloud to myself, “how am I going to do this?” I sat there staring at the yellow wall for a moment. Four words kept coming back to me from the letter: There is danger involved. What did he mean by that? It almost sounded like he didn’t want me to attempt this.

But I had to.

The first thing I needed was more information. Where, exactly, was this place? I got out the map again. I located Arles and looked northward. I couldn’t find Vallon-Pont-d’Arc for several minutes, even though I could see that the Ardèche region was just west of the Rhone Valley. The main highway went up that valley from Arles and Avignon to the city of Lyon. Finally, I found the Ardèche River, and then followed it west from the Rhone and there it was: the village or town of Vallon-Pont-d’Arc. There were no caves marked on the map, but I noticed that on the way to the town there was a large green-colored park with a river running through it, labeled Réserve Naturelle des Gorges de l’Ardèche. I could also see from the map’s topography that the land was much higher there. All of this looked promising. This was where you would find caves.

I got out my cell and looked up the town, the park, and the Chauvet Cave itself. What was revealed was enticing but not very promising. The town was attractive, a beautiful little place full of old buildings and tourist shops and restaurants. And the park looked spectacular, perfect for canoeing and kayaking, with little beaches here and there. But the cave was something else. It wasn’t that it wasn’t fascinating. It definitely was. But everything I read about it made my task seem more and more difficult. It didn’t look like it would be easy to get to, and just as Grandpa said, there didn’t appear to be any public access. I couldn’t even find its exact location; it was as if they were hiding it.

It was evening by now, and I had been so intrigued by the letter and my task that I hadn’t even taken the time to eat. Feeling depressed about the impossibility of what was before me, I went out to the café I’d been eating at the last few days. I was hoping to see that young waitress again.

I was disappointed at first. She wasn’t anywhere in sight, and the woman who came to wait on me was middle-aged and grumpy. She didn’t speak a word of English.

“Américain?” she barked right away.

“I’ll look after him.” A much sweeter voice came from inside the restaurant. It was my waitress. She had always seemed shy before and had only spoken short bursts of French, so I was surprised to hear her utter more than a word or two and especially pleased to hear it come out in English.

But I wasn’t so pleased with the way she looked. She was obviously finished work for the day, probably on her way home, and though she was nicely dressed in faded cropped jeans that showed off her slim calves, and a bright yellow halter top tied with a ribbon around the neck, her face looked different. I couldn’t tell what it was at first. The glow seemed to have left her, or at least the sort of glow that she’d had before. It took me a minute to figure out what it was—she wasn’t wearing any makeup. And when she sat down across from me, looking a little pale but smiling, she swept her blond bangs off her forehead and I noticed a little scar on her hairline, almost in the shape of a cross. I have to admit that I had been thinking a lot about her and now, suddenly, she looked awfully ordinary.

“May I sit?”

“Uh, yeah, yeah, sure.”

“Shall I order for you again? I do not know your name.”

“Uh…” For some reason I was hesitant to give it to her. “Adam,” I said finally, “I’m Adam Murphy.”

“Well, I am Rose.” She turned to the other waitress and ordered something for me. I was sure it would be delicious, like everything else she had ordered for me over the last few days.

“You know,” she began, “I have always been wondering, since the time I first see you, who you are.”

“Who I am?”

“Oui. At first I thought, he is a tourist. But then, where are his parents? Or is he older than his appearance and is vacationing en Provence alone?”

“I am seventeen,” I lied.

“Really? Maybe.” She smiled. “You are un peu mystérieux. I like that. Most Américains, you know, they are not mystérieux, not at all. They are predictable. Very sad. You do wear all those clothes from Aéropostale, so you are a bit, uh, materialistic…buy the things the others buy? Still, you are different too. So I imagined, sometimes, that you were doing something mystérieux in Arles, that you were on some sort of mission dangereuse.” She laughed.

“Well, maybe I am.”

She laughed again. “Adam Murphy, I think you are just a nice boy from America and your parents are somewhere nearby, no?”

“Uh…”

“Mais, still an interesting nice boy.” She smiled at me. I was beginning to forget her lack of makeup and that scar. Her personality was awfully attractive, and now that I really checked her out up close, she looked good, makeup or not.

“My parents”—I hated to tell her this—“aren’t too far away.” Then I added quickly, “But I am really on my own here, no strings attached.”

“Oui?”

“And I am—kind of—on a dangerous mission. Or, at least, there is something very difficult and unusual that I have to do.”

“Tell me!” she exclaimed and patted my hand.

I really didn’t want to tell anyone. But for some reason, out it all came, minus the bits about taking the painting, of course. I told her quickly about the first two assignments, just the highlights, then spent lots of time explaining the next task, the one directly in front of me. As I spoke, I realized that I had needed to tell someone what I was doing. I really wasn’t sure I could do what my grandfather had asked, and it was kind of freaking me out.

But her face became very serious.

“You cannot do this.”

“Pardon me?”

“La Grotte Chauvet, it is un endroit sacré, a sacred place almost. You cannot just go barging in there. I thought you were not like the other Américains?”

“I don’t intend to barge in. I won’t hurt anybody or anything. I just want to look.”

“You just want to accomplish this task! You just want to win. All you want is to be someone important in your grandfather’s eyes.”

“No.”

“Oui! And he is dead anyway.”

“I-I want to go into the Chauvet Cave because it is a sacred place. I want to see those drawings; I want to feel what is special about them. I want to know whatever truth they reveal. I want it to make me a better person.”

It was true. And when I said it to her, it kind of shocked me. I wasn’t sure I was a very good person, though I had never admitted it out loud to myself before. I knew I was a jerk a lot of the time, but I also knew I was struggling to be the person I should be.

“Really?”

“Really.” I swallowed.

The older waitress brought my meal, which was some sort of crepe with cheese and herbs. Rose insisted that I eat and wouldn’t have any herself. She watched as I began, knowing I would enjoy what was on my plate. “Bon appétit!” she said, her good humor suddenly returning. She sat and watched me for a while. It was a little unnerving. Then she patted my hand again and pushed back her chair. “Well, I must go. If I were you, I would not try to go into La Grotte Chauvet even if I was doing doing it for la bonne raison. You should know it is dangerous for you, very dangerous.”

“I don’t get that. My grandfather said that too.”

“But of course it is! The drawings on those walls are the most important art in the world. They are easily destroyed. The presence of too many person damages them. They are well protected. The authorities will do anything to protect them. Getting in is impossible! And if you are found in there, I don’t know what they would do to you. You would need a good—how do you call it?—lawyer?”

“Lawyer?” I gulped.

“Mais oui. En France, we take art seriously. Despite your age, you might not get back to America for a very, very long time.”

I stopped eating.

“Besides,” she added, getting up and smiling at me, “the meaning of life, Adam, it is not in that cave. It is somewhere else.”

She was gone before I could ask her what she meant by that. She vanished down the street like a ghost. I finished my meal, paid and returned to my room. I wanted to be in bed early tonight. I wanted to get up first thing tomorrow morning and make my way to Vallon-Pont-d’Arc. I was going to need all my wits about me when I got there. I felt like a thief readying himself to check out the lay of the land before the big job.
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Though Grandpa had said that the cave was in the Ardèche region, about an hour away, that was only true if you were leaving from the Noels’ home and moving across country as the crow flies. It took me closer to two hours to get there. I had to take a cab up the highway past the city of Avignon and then farther north on the big road toward Lyon. About halfway up, we turned west and soon reached the Réserve Naturelle that I’d seen on the map. The Ardèche River flowed through it like a blue snake, and the road wound along above it at the top of a massive gorge. I was surprised at the heavy traffic. This was obviously a popular tourist area. It wasn’t hard to see why. Everything was just so stunningly beautiful and the views were incredible. I thought of how this was so unlike back home, and for some reason that made me think of Leon and how much he would love to have the chance to see this. I stared down into the gorge at the dots of canoes and kayaks and the little beaches, beige and gray, sandy and rocky. Just after we’d passed through the park, the Pont d’Arc itself came into view: a famous tourist spot on the river that I’d seen on the reserve’s website. It was about a million years old, a rock formation that actually formed a huge bridge! There were even trees growing on it. It rose about thirty yards above the river, like some sort of prehistoric animal stretching itself over the water. I gazed down onto the sheer limestone cliffs below, green about two thirds of the way up with lush trees and plants, but light brown, almost yellow, near their tops. Was the great cave out there somewhere, in one of these mountains? That snapped me out of my tourist dream. Danger. That’s what Grandpa had said. And when Rose explained why, it made a lot of sense. The other tasks were difficult— but this one could get me into very deep trouble. I was nearing the beginning of my most daunting mission. My stomach started to churn.

We got closer to the river as we approached Vallon-Pont-d’Arc and soon were traveling through some dark little tunnels cut right into the gorge. It barely seemed like there was enough room for two cars to pass.

I had asked the driver to leave me in the village. That seemed like the best place to start. I had to find out exactly where the cave was, ask discreetly, and never give away what I really wanted.

The town was a little smaller than I imagined, but it was gorgeous. It was ancient, of course, with narrow streets and low stone walls and many stone buildings. Quite a few of the buildings had half-pipe shingles on their roofs and the little shops had colorful awnings. There were lots of flowers and trees, some of them kind of like the palm trees we have in Florida. The whole place was so tightly packed that it was almost claustrophobic. But it was awfully impressive too, like being on the set of a historical film, a romantic one, I guess, maybe a chick flick. Something I could take Vanessa to, or maybe Shirley. That would probably be better. The little sidewalks were filled with people and the cutesy stores were jammed with tourists. Unfortunately, I could often tell which ones were American. They were talking to the French the way I had at first—loudly and slowly.

I figured that a place like this would have a tourist kiosk, and I asked to be dropped off there. Sure enough, it was in an old stone building in a sort of courtyard in the center of the town. A big wooden door that looked like it had been made for a castle was wide open, and people were pouring in and out of the building, women’s heels clicking on the heavily polished wood floor. I had to wait in line for a while. The woman who finally spoke to me from behind the counter was probably in her thirties, slim, with dark hair cut in a fashionable short style. She was wearing subtle makeup and smelled awfully good.

“Américain?” she asked. That was the first of several depressing things she said. I had thought I was at least a bit different from the other Americans.

“I am looking for some information about the Chauvet Cave.”

“You cannot go there,” she said very quickly and firmly. Then she smiled. “May I help you with anything else?”

“I-I don’t want to go there, of course. I know it isn’t open to the public—”

“That is correct.”

“But—”

“Anything else, sir?”

“Can you just tell me where it is?”

“Why would you want to know that?”

“Just so I can see it from a distance.”

“But there is nothing to see from a distance.” She flashed her wonderful smile again. “There is much to do in Vallon-Pont-d’Arc itself and, of course, even more in the surrounding area. This region of l’Ardèche is one of the most beautiful natural places on the earth. You can hike, canoe or kayak, or simply—”

“I am not a hiker or a kayaker. But thank you.”

I thought she gave me a bit of a suspicious look as I stepped away from the counter. I noticed that a few of the other employees had glanced my way when I persisted with my questions. It was obvious that the official line in the area was to not encourage average people or tourists to be curious about the cave. But I wasn’t an average person or a tourist, not now.

I had to get close to the cave. In fact, all I had to do for now was to get close, just see it, do that thief-checking-out-the-lay-of-the-land thing. I had to figure out how in the world I might get in there.

The instant I was back on the street, it occurred to me that perhaps the regular citizens of Vallon-Pont-d’Arc wouldn’t have the same reluctance about revealing the cave’s location. So I plucked up my courage and entered the nearest patisserie. There were quite a few of them in the little town, despite its size. The French certainly liked their baking and their pastries. I figured the owners of these businesses were constantly dealing with American tourists, so they might be able to understand me.

It smelled like heaven inside—fresh-baked bread and sugar and chocolate and cinnamon and all sorts of good things. It was a quaint place, of course, with lots of wood and stone, as rustic and old as they could make it. The man behind the cash register looked as though he’d been eating quite a few of his own wares. He wore a chef’s hat, likely for the tourists.

“Excusez moi, monsieur,” I began. “S’il vous plait, où est la grotte du Chauvet?”

The fat man looked at me for a long while, as if he were trying to figure out which kind of pain aux chocolate I wanted.

“Pardon?” he finally said. I guess my accent wasn’t that good.

“The Chauvet Cave?”

“Ah!” he exclaimed with a smile. “ La Grotte Chauvet! Go to le Pont d’Arc, maybe two mile from the town, yes? It is on the road à la direction de la Réserve Naturelle. Then, go up.”

“Up?”

“Up to the cliffs. Comprenez-vous?”

“Oui. Merci beaucoup, monsieur.”

That was all I got. But it was enough.

Thinking it unwise to ask anyone to take me there, I walked. Or at least I thought I would walk. Before I was too far out of town, already into the countryside (which appeared almost immediately), a little car pulled over. It roared like a chainsaw… a small one. There was a kayak about twice the length of the vehicle strapped to the roof.

“Américain?” the driver asked. He was a young guy, maybe a year or two older than me, wearing peach-colored shorts, a beaded turquoise necklace, sandals and no shirt. The Black Keys were playing on his iPod; I could hear the bass line pulsing right through his earbuds.

“Oui.”

“Parlez-vous français?”

“Un peu.” It sounded to me like I’d said “a poo.”

“Where are you going?”

“Can you take me to le Pont d’Arc?”

“Mais oui, monsieur! Bien sur!”

I got in, and he didn’t say another word for the next two or three minutes as we careened at top speed along the little, curving road, past beautiful country houses, vineyards and fields, small tourist businesses, through those cool tunnels along the river, then to a large parking lot, dressed up with all sorts of trees and flowers to not look like a parking lot.

“Voilà!” said my new friend and immediately leaped from his little sardine can and began taking his kayak down. He acted as though we’d known each other for a while and he had simply given me a lift and then gone about his business. I considered asking him about the Chauvet Cave but decided against it. The parking lot was filled with people, many unloading canoes or kayaks or returning with them from the river. I had a hundred other candidates to choose from. I could pick the perfect one.

A gravel walkway led down from the parking lot to the Pont d’Arc. I could see it from where I stood. Though I wanted to get on with my quest, the sight of it stopped me in my tracks. I had rarely seen anything as beautiful. I’m not a big believer in God, or at least I don’t think I am—haven’t figured that out yet—but if God didn’t make that giant bridge, then I don’t know who or what did. The water was like glass and as blue as the sky. Kayaks and canoes glided on it as paddlers stared up at this magnificent creation.

I shook myself away from it and turned back to the lot. Mostly, I heard French voices, though there were a few other languages I wasn’t sure about, and here and there, shouts in English, both British and American. Then I heard something that really caught my attention.

“Hey, man, let’s get moving, eh!”

The guy was wearing a Toronto Maple Leafs T-shirt and khaki shorts, and his skin was tanned like leather. The dude he was yelling at was similarly bronzed, sporting a Molson Canadian beer shirt, kind of dragging himself behind, looking like he’d had too many glasses of his favorite brew during the lunch hour. They were heading down the gravel path to the water, where they had probably docked their boat. Canadians. It looked like they had been in the Ardèche for a while, taking in the sun. They were probably in their early twenties.

I would never admit this to anyone else, but I knew from experience that Canadians were a lot more international in their outlook than Americans. It always shocked me when I heard my cousins really get rolling in a conversation, not only about things that were happening in their own country, but also in America (though they always called it “the United States”) as well as in Europe and South America and even Africa, for God’s sake. My buddies and I back home had enough trouble keeping informed about local politics! They didn’t know anything about the Great White North, even though Canuck-land was just a few miles away over the border. I remember correcting them when they referred to Canada’s president, instead of prime minister.

So, I figured these two guys at Pont d’Arc might have actually found out something about the Ardèche region before they came here. Americans, of course, rarely did that before they traveled. We just showed up. Canadians were usually pretty friendly too. I stepped toward them.

“Hey, guys!” I shouted.

The first one, the guy in the Leafs shirt, was looking back toward his friend. But he turned around, saw me and answered right away.

“Hey, man. American, right?”

God, even the Canucks can pick us out over here.

“Yeah, from Buffalo.”

“Oh…man, I’m sorry to hear that,” he said straight-faced. Then he smiled. “Just kidding!” He slapped me on the shoulder.

“You guys been here for a while?”

“Good guess, Sherlock,” said the Molson dude, coming up from behind.

“You ever heard of the Chauvet Cave?”

“Sure,” said Maple Leaf, “it’s right up there.” He pointed slightly to the northeast and up the cliffs. “Checked it out before we came over, found the exact location on a satellite map, pretty interesting.”

Bingo.

“But you can’t go there,” Maple Leaf said.

“I know.”

“We’re here for the kayaking, man, and the babes.”

“And the wine,” said Molson.

“What if I wanted to go up there? How would I do it? I just want to see it from a distance.” Every Canadian I ever met pretty much minded his own business. It was a national characteristic. These guys would never ask me exactly why I was interested in the Chauvet Cave.

“There’s a path that leads right from the lot here,” Maple Leaf offered right away. “It isn’t marked. It’s all very secret, you know, une place sacrée.” He laughed. “But if you walk over there”—he pointed at a spot at the far end of the lot—“and look into the shrubs, you’ll see it. It’s the only path at that end of the lot. It’ll take you up to a place where the scientists work. They get there by a little road that goes off the main one a little ways back. We had a brewski in town with one of the tall foreheads working there. He wouldn’t say much about it, but he told us about another path that leads from their buildings up to the cliffs. It takes you to the cave. He made a point of telling us that it was sealed off and under surveillance.”

“But we aren’t interested anyway,” said Molson. “Too many girls and too much boating going on. I mean”—he looked up at the blue, sunny sky— “check out the rays, man. And besides, I hear they’re pretty strict about protecting that cave. We’d rather spend our time out here”—he motioned at the gorgeous Pont d’Arc and the river—“in the company of les femmes, than in some French jail.”

“Adiós, Americano!” said Maple Leaf, and off they went.

I watched them walk away, wondering if it was advisable to even look for the trail without learning more about what exactly was up ahead. But I wasn’t about to turn back now. At least, I reasoned, I can check out the buildings. I’ll make a decision about what to do when I get there.

I was surprised at how quickly the buildings came into view. I must have walked uphill for about three or four minutes, tops, and there they were, in an opening off a small road, with a compact parking lot. The buildings weren’t fancy; they looked like housing for the military, a group of concrete structures with barely a sign. I guess that made sense. It wasn’t as if they appeared to be trying to hide anything— they just weren’t looking to attract attention. There were about a dozen cars in the little lot. As I stood there, a good hundred feet away, a car pulled up and a man got out, wearing glasses and sporting a frizzy hairstyle that could be best described as neglected. He was dressed in brown shoes, beige pants and a short-sleeved, green-and-white-checked shirt, an awfully boring look for a Frenchman. He was carrying a big briefcase and didn’t even notice me as he slammed his door, locked it and marched off across the lot toward the front entrance to the biggest building, his head down, muttering to himself. At the door, he was greeted by a man in a uniform. After they’d smiled at one another and exchanged a little conversation, the unfashionable guy headed off into the building and the other man, the one in the uniform, turned and looked right at me. I expected it to be just a glance, but he seemed to notice that I was looking his way and stepped out from the doorway and stared at me. I moved back down the trail I’d come up.

But I didn’t go very far. Once I was almost out of sight, I squatted down and peered through the underbrush at the man. After a few seconds, he re-entered the building.

The Canadians had said that the path that led up to the cave was on the other side of these structures. As I got up from my crouch, I could actually see what I thought was the path in the distance, or at least its outline through the underbrush on the far side of one of the buildings, winding its way up the cliffs, then disappearing where it met a field of fruit trees. There were woods beyond that and the sheer limestone cliffs in the distance. Could that really be the path? Vanishing into a field and then into the woods?

I decided that if I left the lower path I was on and plunged into the trees, I would come out on the little road that led to the parking lot, far out of sight of the guard or whatever he was. I really didn’t think he would be able to see me. Then I could crouch down and move through more trees until I was at the far side of the buildings, and pick up the path to the cave on the other side.

I felt a little ridiculous, given that I was sure there was no law against being near the scientists’ buildings—you just couldn’t go in without an invitation. People must have meandered by here from time to time. They probably even got much closer to the cave than this. And I doubted the guard would do anything other than watch me if I reappeared in the parking lot. But I didn’t want him watching me, not given what I intended to do in the very near future. There was no way I could take the chance of him recognizing me. That might make things very difficult at a delicate moment.

So I sneaked through the trees, up the little road, around the buildings and, sure enough, found a path. I made certain I was out of sight of the buildings before I left the trees and got onto the trail. It was relatively flat here. There was the field up ahead, revealed now as a vineyard. It was curious to think that someone owned this land and cultivated part of it this close to the legendary cave.

The path didn’t stop at the vineyard: it merely wound around it and then headed upward. First it entered the woods. I tramped through them, sensitive to every little sound, wondering at times if the bird calls were signals from security people who were watching me and about to swoop down and arrest me. But that seemed ridiculous.

The path was narrow and certainly not well marked, but that made sense. I’d worn my hiking boots and could hear the twigs and pebbles crunching under my feet. It was a warm day and I was starting to sweat. Soon I came to a place where I could rest— a rocky ledge that stuck out from the cliffs. It was amazing. You could look down over the gorge from here. I saw the scientists’ buildings, their little parking lot, the bigger parking lot, the river and the Pont d’Arc far below. But I didn’t want to pause for long. The steep path led onward and upward, through underbrush and into the cliffs.

Off I went. But after ten or fifteen minutes of walking, much of it still steeply upward, I was ready to stop. I was beginning to doubt that this was the way. After all, I had no proof, just the words of a couple of Canadians who had a drink with a scientist. Perhaps he had purposely given them the wrong information.

But then I heard something. In fact, I heard someone. He was whistling.

I was exhausted and had been walking with my head down, not looking more than a few yards in front of me. I didn’t bother to raise my head now. I quickly left the trail, almost jumping into the underbrush, and scurried a good ten feet away. I crouched down. Only then did I slowly turn and raise my gaze up the cliff in the direction I had been heading. Almost directly above me and no more than half a dozen car lengths away, I saw a man dressed in what looked like gray-blue coveralls, wearing a white hard hat with a light attached to it, sitting on a large plastic container in a tiny open cave. He appeared to be waiting for someone. I looked away from him and my gaze followed the path past him. It narrowed and became a wooden walkway. And then I saw it.

Thirty feet or so farther along, the walkway ended in four smooth, expertly-surfaced stone steps. The steps led into the cliff. Right into it! I took a chance and moved forward a little so I could see better. I could now make out that the steps led up to an opening, and in that opening was a huge steel door, built right into the cliff! It was like a portal to a magical world.

Then I heard voices. I dropped to the ground. Several people were coming up the path behind me toward the man in the little open cave! There were about five or six of them, all dressed in those gray-blue coveralls, all with helmets and lamps. As they neared, they came within a few feet of me. I held my breath. They were chatting happily, a sense of excitement in their conversation. Mostly it was in French, but it was interspersed with bits and pieces of English. It was obvious to me that they were talking about the cave, mostly because they were using all sorts of big, scientific words. I noticed that the guard from the buildings was with them. He was now dressed in those coveralls too and was leading the way, not saying anything. They must be about to enter the cave!

As I looked up, one of the men caught my eye. He was the most animated of the group and used the least scientific vocabulary. He was making fun of some of the things the other men were saying and offering comments about the weather, the beautiful day, the smells and sounds. Their conversation was sprinkled with enough English for me to understand. He was much taller than the rest and his curly blond hair cascaded down his shoulders. A goatee grew wildly from his chin, extending almost halfway down his chest. He wore a pair of circular sunglasses, the frames a startling yellow-and-purple pattern, and I noticed a bright red shirt under his coveralls. He was teasing the only female, a young woman wearing black, horn-rimmed glasses and a short haircut. I could see that she was nervously fiddling with her hair, as if to make it presentable under her helmet. Some of the man’s comments made her blush and look down at the ground. It was obvious that the blond man was a very different sort from the others. At one point, he pretended to run toward the cave, as if he were making a break for it and attempting to get in without clearance. Though some of the others laughed, the guard didn’t.

They approached the man sitting on the container just inside the little cave to the side of the walkway and spent a few moments talking with him. Soon he unlocked the big container, drew out strange-looking shoes and foot-wide square lights attached to battery packs on belts, handed them out and then let the whole party by. When they had gone, he trudged down the path, right by me, obviously on his way back to the buildings. Luckily, he didn’t spot me.

The group grew silent as they neared the main cave at the end of the wooden walkway. Even the blond man didn’t say anything. I edged out to the path, peered up through the underbrush and watched them. Now I could see that there was a key pad on the wall next to that magical steel door and above it was a surveillance camera! My heart sank.

The guard punched in a complicated code— about twenty numbers that he touched with lightning speed. It was apparent that only he knew that code. Then he opened the door. I leaned forward, my face completely exposed, and as I did, the man with the colorful glasses turned around. I pulled my head back. I didn’t think he saw me. But he looked my way for a moment, shook his head and then turned back toward the cave door. From where I was, I couldn’t see much inside the door, just a dark opening as each and every member of the group entered it with a sort of quiet reverence. As they stepped through the opening, they all put on the special shoes the man had handed out. When they went into the cave, it seemed as though they walked downward. Then the door closed and they were gone. It was as if they had disappeared into another dimension.

I crouched there for a long time, listening to the near-silence: just the wind, the songs of a few birds, and the sound of moving water barely audible far below. Then I got to my feet and walked up past the little cave where the man had sat on the container, along the narrow wooden walkway, and toward the door. It was indeed steel, not much taller than me and not particularly wide. Well aware of the surveillance camera, I didn’t come close. I imagined what the scientists were seeing in there.

How in the world was I going to get in?



FOURTEEN

THE KEY TO THE CHAUVET

As I rode back through the beautiful Ardèche in a cab I had hailed in Vallon, I thought about my situation. At first, it seemed impossible. But then I started to think, really think. Grandpa often said there was always a way to do something, no matter how difficult it was to accomplish. All you had to do was work at it and use your imagination. Perhaps that was what he was trying to teach me right now.

It took me almost all the way to Arles, but eventually it came to me.

The cave was heavily fortified and protected. But there were people who did get into it. The scientists or the other experts, the men and women who worked in those buildings lower down in the gorge. They went in and out every day.

There was only one way to enter the Chauvet. I had to go in with them.

When I got back to my hotel I started to consider how I could possibly do that. Then I remembered the blond guy, the one who seemed so different from the others, so unconcerned about the rules.

By the time I went to bed that night I had a plan. I’d bought a few postcards in Vallon, so I wrote one to Vanessa. I’d do the one for Shirley later, and the one for Leon. I needed my sleep. I set my cell-phone alarm to wake me very early the next morning and slipped under the covers.
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Despite the early hour, my waitress was at the café when I arrived. She was wearing nothing but a very long white T-shirt with some kind of a design on the front, a skinny belt and tennis shoes and just a dash of makeup to make her look fabulous. As she approached, the drawing on her shirt became clear— The Little Prince. She had worn it for me.

She smiled at me and said, “You are still alive and not in jail, so you must not have tried to enter la Grotte Chauvet?”

“No. I’ll do that today.”

She looked concerned. “Remember, you do not have to do it.”

“Yes, I do.” I tried to say it with conviction, but it didn’t come out that way.

She leaned down and squeezed my hand. “No, you do not.”

I wanted to kiss her. Not on the mouth, not like she was my girlfriend or anything, but like she was a friend. Despite my relationship with Shirley and my interest in Vanessa, I wanted to kiss this French girl in Arles. It was kind of confusing.
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I was in the cab on the highway up to the Ardèche before eight o’clock, so nervous that I couldn’t keep my legs from shaking. This time, I had the cabdriver drop me at the Pont d’Arc parking lot. As I had suspected, there weren’t many people there yet. Tourists aren’t exactly early risers. So I sat down and waited. The people I wanted to see arrived about an hour later.

“Hey!” I called out to the two Canadians, who seemed to be wearing the same shirts they had on yesterday.

I cut to the chase. Last night, when I was going over the events of the day trying to figure out how the heck I might get into the cave, I had thought about these guys and the fact that the scientist they had been drinking with had told them stuff no one else would talk about. I believed that they’d been speaking to the guy with the long blond hair, and that he was perfect for me and my mission.

When I described him, they agreed that it was the same guy and told me where they had met him.

I walked to Vallon and found the café. By the time I got there, it was past prime breakfast hour, but not so late that my target wouldn’t be there. I guessed— correctly—that he liked to take his time in the mornings. Sure enough, there he was: long blond hair falling toward the table, yellow-and-purple-rimmed sunglasses on, lenses black as night, low on his nose. A thick, well-thumbed paperback sat on his little table in front of his drink, and he had his head down, writing in a lined notebook. His long goatee actually touched the pad as he wrote.

I noticed that almost everyone in the half-full café kept stealing glances at him. The waitresses paid him particular attention.

I wasn’t surprised to find out that he was friendly. When I came up to introduce myself, he whipped off his glasses, looked up and instantly asked me to join him. (I didn’t give him my real name, just to be on the safe side. I called myself Bernard McLean.) He was younger than I expected, but the most notable thing about him up close was his eyes. They blazed at me, even though I had said nothing remarkable to him, nor was I—obviously—remarkable myself. It was as if his eyes were always lit up like that. An extraordinary energy came from him, an undeniable charisma.

I also wasn’t surprised that he spoke English. His cool French accent didn’t make his conversation difficult to follow: he had a way of almost caressing words. I imagined he could make them sound interesting in any language. He was a man of quick movements and thoughts. He examined me closely, as if learning every inch of my face, penetrating it and getting into my brain.

“So you are doing some work up at the Chauvet Cave?” I asked.

Those eyes twinkled. “How do you know that, American?”

“I saw you.”

“Yes, you were hiding in the bushes, watching.”

He had seen me.

“I have something I need to do there.”

“Need to, eh? Sounds like a mission.” He grinned. “Une mission dangereuse?”

“Yes, in fact.”

“Tell me.”

As I’ve mentioned, I’m a pretty good storyteller, just like Grandpa. And I really gave this tale all that I had. The heartbreaking story of a grandfather who desperately wants his dying wish fulfilled, for all the right reasons. What was interesting about this guy’s reaction was how intrigued he seemed to be, and not just by the story, but by how I told it. He looked not only fascinated but genuinely amused. Those eyes sparkled and his eyebrows seemed to go up and down with the rhythms of my story. He looked like he knew when the climax was coming and anticipated it with great excitement.

“Merveilleux!” he exclaimed when I was done, so loudly that the whole café turned to him. I gave him a look that indicated I wanted us to be quieter.

“Oui,” he whispered, “une mission très dangereuse.” He winked at me.

“Can you help me?”

“Help you get into la Grotte Chauvet? That is impossible—”

“But I—”

He leaned forward and spoke so quietly that I could barely hear him. “Which is exactly why I think we should try!”

I could barely believe what he had said.

“Really?”

“Really. You are now in the hands of Mermoz!”

The name was obviously supposed to mean something to me. He said it almost like a kid might, if he were telling you that he was the best player on his football team. I glanced around the café again. Every patron in the restaurant, and the owner and waitresses too, were sneaking peeks our way. The women seemed especially interested. It was beginning to dawn on me that I was sitting with an important man, but an awfully strange one.

“What—what do you do, sir, for a living?” I asked.

“Anarchist!” he shouted. There were a few giggles around us.

“Anarchist?”

“Communist!”

“Communist?”

“Rebel extraordinaire. And I write books.” He smiled. Now a few people nearby laughed out loud.

“You are an author?”

“I prefer artist or storyteller.”

“Like Antoine de Saint-Exupéry?”

I thought his face was going to split with happiness. “Oui! Oui! Like le géant de la France! I am Mermoz! And you and I”—he lowered his voice again—“we have a wonderful story to create now. We are going to invent the story of the only boy to ever enter la Grotte Chauvet! But there is danger!”

“So I have heard.”

“And romance!”

“Romance?”

“Well, of a sort. This whole notion is romantic and thrilling and dramatic! Add to all of this the fact that, by good fortune, we have an added element that creates a good deal of tension.”

“Added element?”

“Time!”

“Time?”

“Tomorrow is the last day of a fifteen-day period when the scientists and special invitees are allowed into the cave. Human beings cannot be in there any longer than that or our presence, our very breath, might do damage to the cave drawings, you know. There will not be another such period for many months. And I, Mermoz, storyteller and documenter in literary arts, am one of those, invited by the president himself to tell the story of the inside of la Grotte Chauvet. Don’t you see? We, therefore, have a clock on our story, sir. Oh, that is always a delicious thing! We must get you in and out of the cave by tomorrow. We have but twenty-four hours! That is a fabulous ingredient in our tale! It creates tension, my young American friend!”

He said the last sentence with a loud flourish and then looked sheepish. “I am getting too excited,” he said quietly. “Now, this is how I envision this story, this tale of the American boy entering la Grotte Chauvet against all odds.” He paused for a second. “I must tell you, however, if this does not work out as we plan, if you are found out while on the way to the cave or inside it, you must promise me here and now—on the watery grave of St. Ex—that you will swear that you have never met me, that I in no way helped you and that you will take your punishment, whatever it is, like a man, and suffer whatever the French authorities decide to do with you, without accusing me…Mermoz!”

“I-I suppose so.”

“You suppose?”

“I-I promise.” I didn’t have any choice.

“I am the good guy in the story…but I can be the villain too.”

“Yes,” I said, though I didn’t like the sound of that.

“If you are caught, I shall disavow all knowledge of you. In fact, I will pursue you along with the authorities and recommend your arrest.”

“Really?”

“But I must! Don’t you see it? Ah, it would be a marvelous twist to the end of our tale! Very European!” His face grew serious. “But we shall not wish for that as our denouement. We shall do all we can to make this a happy tale, an American drama full of spills and chills with an American ending—which means a dull ending, but nevertheless, it must be done.”

“I hope so.”

“This, Monsieur McLean, is what we shall do!”

Though I was entering into this bargain with some concern, I was awfully pleased too. I had calculated correctly. I had stumbled upon possibly the only man who had ever been inside the Chauvet Cave who would find it exciting to break the rules and help someone else sneak in or, in this case, actually participate in such a crime.

“But,” he said, “before I begin, stand up please.”

It wasn’t what I wanted to hear at that moment. I was anxious to hear him tell our story—the spine-tingling tale of how he was going to get me into the forbidden cave. I wanted the details and I wanted them now.

But he insisted. He smiled and motioned for me to get to my feet. I stood up. First, he looked down at my shoes and put one of his beside one of mine, as if comparing. Then he leaned forward, his face coming within inches of mine. He had done almost the same thing while we were sitting. He was one of those people who like to get inside your personal space. It was a bit unnerving.

But this time, he didn’t say anything. In fact, after he examined me for a while, our eyes at exactly the same height, he nodded his head as if confirming something, slapped his spectacular glasses back onto his face, turned abruptly and walked away.

“Meet me first thing tomorrow morning, about eight o’clock, in the parking lot of the scientists’ buildings,” he barked over his shoulder. In seconds he was at the door. He opened it with a shove and exited. It sprang back and slammed. Many of the café patrons were staring at him as he left. I was suddenly alone at his table, left to pay his bill, suspended in that frustrating and yet fascinating moment, sort of like at the end of a chapter in a novel when the author has primed his readers into a state of excitement but then pauses before he reveals what happens next.



FIFTEEN

INTO THE GREAT CAVE

I was there exactly on time. And so was Mermoz. In fact, he was sitting in his car—another battered old Citroën—completely naked. Or at least, he appeared to be. He was looking around to make sure no one was watching, and his hand was covering his face as he motioned to me with just a slight movement of his head. I reluctantly opened the door and got in. I say “reluctantly” for obvious reasons. I was wondering if he was some kind of a pervert. But I was big and strong and confident in my ability to protect myself and, more importantly, at this moment he was the only way I could get into the Chauvet Cave. The only way. And besides, he was a famous writer. How weird could he be? That seemed like a stupid question almost the moment I thought it.

It turned out that he wasn’t naked. He was wearing a small hat…and a pair of boxer shorts.

He was also completely bald. And I mean completely. He hadn’t one strand of hair left on his head, or on his chin, for that matter. Because his hand had been over his face, I hadn’t noticed his brand-new cue-ball look when I first saw him through the car door. I had also been mesmerized, once again, by his eyes. He wasn’t wearing his spectacular sunglasses. Those brilliant blue peepers had locked on me the instant they saw me and that was really all I had looked at.

“But you’re—” I said.

He held up his hand to silence me. “This,” he said, “is our plan, our—shall we say—story.” He inhaled deeply, exhaled and then paused. “I noticed yesterday, that you, my extraordinarily tall young American friend, are exactly the same height as Mermoz.”

That was what the eyeball-to-eyeball stare had been all about.

“Mermoz is also a remarkably attractive and young-looking man, just like yourself.”

Okay, that was weird. I wanted to disagree, but he was kind of right.

“Our story begins with those facts as its launching mechanism.”

Then he told me his idea, our plan. It seemed fraught with problems and yet the more I thought about it, the more it appealed to me. It was imaginative, to say the least, as unbelievable as a work of fiction in some places, and very dangerous in others (which certainly gave me pause). But wild as it was, it just might work. That was all that mattered at that moment. So I agreed to do it.

He reached down below the seat and brought up a plastic bag, which contained a blond goatee, unmistakably the beard of the great Mermoz, and many curly blond locks of long hair, unmistakably the former property of his head. I had thought that he had shaved himself bald. But the great Mermoz really was bald! He handed me the bag. “Do not tell anyone!” he muttered. Then he reached into the backseat to retrieve a pile of clothing. His unique sunglasses sat on top. “I have more than one pair,” he said with a smile.

Half an hour later, I was walking up the trail toward the cave with the other scientists, wearing the blue-gray coveralls issued only to those few fortunate individuals allowed into the sacred Chauvet space. On my head was a white helmet, complete with a light. The whole thing was strapped tightly around my chin. Mermoz’s long blond wig was pushed down over my own hair, his goatee stuck to my chin, and his dark glasses were on my face, adjusted tightly to stay put. As instructed, I had my head down and was saying absolutely nothing, even when others addressed me.

“Another one of those days for the great Mermoz?” asked one of the scientists.

“He’s a weird one,” whispered another.

As Mermoz had helped me get into disguise in his little car—a not inconsiderable feat—he had coached me.

“I am known as a moody sort, my young American friend, some say a manic depressive, but I say not! Mermoz is merely an artist! Some days I am the life of the party, while other times I do not speak, at all, to anyone. Some days I keep my head down and my thoughts to myself. They have seen me like that once or twice already this season.” He brought his fingers to his lips and kissed them. “It is perfect! You are my size, disguised as me with my hair and beard, my spectacles, my special-issue coveralls and hat, and you are young and beautiful like me…and you can remain silent!”

He had taught me to say just one phrase, and to say it exactly as he did: “Je ne parle pas aujourd’hui. ” I am not talking today.

But that was just part of his plan. The rest of it really worried me. I was turning it over in my mind as I walked up the hill, my heart pounding. In fact, my anxiety was almost overshadowing the fact that I was about to enter the legendary Chauvet Cave, about to see if it contained the meaning of life, about to fulfill the most difficult assignment my grandfather could give me. Finally I would live up to his expectations. If I did this—and it grew nearer with every step—I would certainly no longer be just “okay.” I would be a worthy McLean.

But could I actually pull this off? Would the security guy (who was walking farther back in the group) figure it out? Was I insane to go along with Mermoz’s bizarre plan, something right out of a novel? It was only going to get tougher from here.

The rest of his plan, the last part, kept bothering me.

“Should you be successful,” Mermoz had said in the car, “I shall drive the getaway car!” His face lit up with excitement. “I will meet you in the parking lot afterward and take you, at high speed, back down the mountain and to your lodgings! Where, by the way, are you staying?”

I hesitated. “I…I won’t need you to take me all the way. Just drive me to Vallon and I will get home by myself.”

Mermoz nodded with a twinkle in his eye. “You are a smart boy. Keep such information close to your chest!”

“And what if I’m not successful?”

A dark cloud came over the famous author’s face. “There will be shouting and a pursuit! I will hear it and race up the trail and help the authorities capture you! You will find Mermoz like a lion to deal with in this situation.”

I believed him.

“Once we have you in custody, I shall explain that you sneaked into my room while I was asleep, tied me down, drugged me and stole my precious Chauvet clothing. You chose to disguise yourself as the Great Mermoz!”

“Will they believe that?”

“When I tell it, they shall! And you, sir, are a maniac! That is the role you will be cast into if they catch you. A crazy American intent upon getting into the sacred French cave! Just as others have tried to damage our Mona Lisa in the Louvre! And, believe me, I will leave clear evidence of what you have done.”

“But why would you do that? You would betray me?”

“Because that is the European ending to the story, as I told you. The tragedy of you.” Then his face became serious. “But also because if it were known that I helped you get into la Grotte Chauvet, my reputation would be in tatters. I cannot have that.”

“Then why are you doing this? Why take this risk?”

“Ah, that is exactly why. The risk! The excitement! The story! One must have adventure in every aspect, every moment, of life. If you can accomplish this, I will live the rest of my life knowing that I put you into the sacred cave! It will be our delicious secret. Ah! C’est formidable! If you are not successful, it will all be extremely exciting too. I cannot lose!”

But I could.
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Up we continued toward the cave. Had I made a deal with the devil? Mermoz might be a genius, but he was a nutbar too.

We stopped briefly to see the man sitting in the small open cave, with the equipment for the scientists. He gave us all antiseptic cave shoes, panel lights and battery belts. I remembered Mermoz looking down at my feet in the café yesterday, placing one of his beside mine and seeing that they were exactly the same size. He had thought of everything.

We moved out. As we neared the Chauvet Cave, my heart raced. Soon the steel door came into view. It seemed even more like a portal to a great imaginary world now. Once the scientists in front of me were within a few steps of it, they stopped. The security guy made his way past all of us. When he slipped by me, he glanced at my face. It seemed to me that he did a slight double take. But he walked on. He punched the numbers into the keypad at lightning speed again and then moved to the door. I tried not to look up at the surveillance camera. He turned the lock and pushed the entrance open. Imagine, I thought, if I can do this, get in and out without anyone knowing! I was fourth in the line and couldn’t see clearly past the others. All I could make out inside was absolute darkness. The first scientist entered, sat down and put on his clean shoes and then appeared to immediately descend. I could hear his boots banging on what sounded like a metal staircase. Then the second scientist made his way in and then the third.

Then it was my turn.

I took a deep breath.

I approached the opening. I couldn’t see much even here, just the flashing helmet lights of the other scientists in the darkness in front of me. I sat down and put on my cave shoes. I’d worn my runners today, just in case I might have to move at top speed at some point. I threw them behind me on the path. Then I pushed myself up, felt my feet touch a metal step and lowered my head so my light illuminated my way in the darkness. I descended four or five steps, reached a short flat stretch, then turned and descended more stairs before the path flattened out again. I was on the metal walkway inside the Chauvet Cave, advancing into it! I couldn’t believe it. I began to sweat as adrenaline surged through me.

The cavern was huge, its ceiling high above my head. I had a sense of being in another time and space, another world. The metal walkway, which had rails designed to keep even these renowned scientists away from the floor and the walls and whatever was on them, wound around in front of me, leading deeper into the cave. It was beyond eerie. The blackness was only illuminated in the circles of light made by our headlamps and the squares thrown by the panel lights we carried, showing amazing rock formations on the cave’s walls, stalagmites sticking up from the floor and stalactites looking like the big icicles that appear in Buffalo in the winter. But these strange shapes were made by the centuries-old drippings of mineral solutions instead of ice.

There was little sound in the cavity, just the clang of our shoes on the metal walkway. The scientists, many of whom had been in here before, still seemed awed by their surroundings. No one said a word. It was like being in a church, the greatest, spookiest cathedral in the world.

The whole thing was almost too much for me. I was inside a dream. Everything was brown and white and gray, and looked like nothing I had ever seen or even imagined. I doubted that the surface of Mars could be more exotic. My heart kept pumping hard. I had a weird thought: if I could bring Leon here someday, would it cure him?

This cave had been sealed for over 20,000 years and some of the drawings were more than 100 centuries older than that! That meant they existed in the days of Neanderthals, days when (as this cave proved) rhinoceroses, wild horses and lions roamed in southern France. I was back in history and yet in no age at all, suspended in time. I could hardly wait to see the drawings, to feast my eyes (as no kid had in 32,000 years!) on the first known art made by human beings. I was ready to discover the meaning of life. It really felt like that was about to happen.

I knew we would see some cave art soon, and that wasn’t just a sixth sense. I had studied the Chauvet on the French Ministry of Culture’s website on my cell back at the hotel. They’d posted an interior map. I was certain we were just steps away from entering the part of the cavity called the Brunel Chamber. There would be drawings there. My flesh began to tingle. The passage narrowed and grew shorter. We were going to have to get low to get through here. But what a reward on the other side! It felt like we were burrowing into the center of the earth.

Then I saw it.

Up ahead, through the opening, I could just make out a sort of cascade of stalagmites, and in it there appeared to be the outline of a mammoth. A mammoth! A creature from another time! I realized that I still had Mermoz’s glasses on. So I took them off to see better.

That was a mistake, the biggest of my life.

Suddenly, with the dark lenses removed, the whole cave brightened and it felt like God was descending into our midst and directing my gaze toward the art. I had a sense of being in a truly magical place.

Then I dropped the glasses.

They clanked loudly on the metal walkway.

The scientist in front of me was a young woman, the one Mermoz had been teasing two days ago.

The sound of the glasses hitting the metal startled her, and she turned and looked directly at me. As I rose from retrieving my shades, I glanced back at her. She gasped.

“You’re not him!” she exclaimed.

The security guard was three people behind me, bringing up the rear. There was no doubt that he had heard what she said. Suddenly, I was in deep trouble. I had just two options. The first was to scurry deeper into the passage and take my chances hiding from him in the recesses of the Chauvet. I dropped that possibility instantly. I would either be lost forever or he would quickly find me. So I seized my only remaining possibility. Run! Run back to the entrance and out of the cave! Turn and rush past the scientists behind me and by the security guy, before they could even think about laying hold of me, then make for the door!

But the woman grabbed me, gripping my battery belt. I tore it off in one motion and dropped my panel light to the walkway. I pivoted and got past the three men behind me in a flash. Caught by surprise, as I'd hoped, they merely gaped in astonishment. I was sure that nothing remotely like this had ever happened in the Chauvet Cave.

But the guard was a good one. He was ready for me. He reached out to seize me. I ducked. His swipe knocked the helmet from my head. It sailed off and fell with a crash into the precious mineralized floor of the cave, a floor mostly untouched by humanity (and certainly by plastic hard hats) in 32,000 years! I felt terrible about that. But at this very moment it was a good thing for me. It caused the guard to stare, wide-eyed, at the helmet, stunned for a moment. It was as if he had been in charge of an historic, priceless Ming vase and I had just smashed it to smithereens.

His pause allowed me to pass him. But now I had no hat and no light. Attempting to recall exactly how the walkway went, how many steps there were upward and where they were, I rushed along the metal surface back toward the steel door, blind, praying that somehow, somehow, I could get to it and open it. I was imagining how many years I would get in a French jail for this. I hadn’t wanted to hurt anything or anyone! I had just wanted to see the paintings! In an instant, the guard was after me.

Then I fell.

“Voilà!” shouted my pursuer, reaching out for me. But I kicked backward and hit him somewhere— I don’t know where; it felt like his shoulder. He cried out and fell on the walkway. I heard his helmet fall off, strike the walkway and crash onto the cave floor too!

Up the first flight of steps I went in the pitch black; then I turned and raced up the next flight, thinking hard about where the stairs were. They were steep, but I timed them correctly. I took two or three strides at the landing and smashed into the door. It almost knocked me cold.

It was locked, sealed as tightly as a tomb.

Behind me, the guard was pounding up the stairs, his way lit by the beam from a scientist’s helmet behind him. He was yelling at me.

“Arrêtez! Arrêtez!”

But then, a little woozy, I heard a faint sound outside.

There was someone on the other side of the door. I could hear him, calling a name that sounded like the security guard’s. Then I heard the ping-ping-ping-ping-ping of the numbers being punched on the key pad out there.

Suddenly the door opened.

The man who had given us our shoes must have heard me crash into the door. An alarming sound, no doubt, and likely one he had never heard before. Perhaps he had even heard the shouting inside. He must have thought something had gone terribly wrong and that someone needed help. He was right.

I rushed past him into the blinding light, emerging from a lost world back into reality, reached down and grabbed my runners, stuffed them into my big pockets, and began racing along the pathway toward the scientists’ buildings, the Pont d’Arc and freedom! Tree branches whipped against my sleeves and my face. I had long legs, hockey and football legs, and I could run like the devil if I needed to. I needed to now, big-time.

The man who opened the door had been so stunned by my appearance that he hadn’t moved at first. But when the security guard came out of the cave shouting in French, both were immediately on my tail.

I had a good head start. I wondered if it was enough. I sped downward with everything I had, twisting and turning, thinking that the two men behind me were at least in their forties and that I should be able to outrun them. I had to beat them soundly. I couldn’t just slightly outpace them: I had to get far ahead, to somewhere, anywhere, where I could get into a car and escape, without them seeing the vehicle or its license plate. How I was going to commandeer a vehicle was another question. I ran so fast that in minutes I could see the first parking lot in the distance, beyond the vineyard.

That was when I thought of Mermoz and his getaway car. Yes! He would be down there, waiting for me. Surely, he would help me; surely, he wouldn’t be the villain he said he could be.

But then I saw him.

He had heard the shouting and was coming up the path toward me. He had a look of anger in his eyes. He was yelling something. I couldn’t tell what it was. Then it became clear. And when it did, I realized that he wasn’t joking about the part of his plan that had scared me so much. He was naked except for his boxer shorts, a new wig and a goatee.

“Scoundrel!” he cried. “Scoundrel!”

For an instant, I hoped he was kidding. But his hands were stretched out toward me and the anger wasn’t leaving his eyes.

Mermoz was coming at me, blocking the pathway. He was going to play this out exactly as he said. The great Mermoz was going to seize me and send me to a French jail! My chance to fulfill my grandfather’s dreams, my chance to exonerate him, to impress Vanessa Lincoln, to change my life, was gone.



SIXTEEN

THE MEANING OF LIFE

Mermoz was a strong man and very sweaty and, of course, almost naked. I decided to give him a little “shake ’n’ bake,” which is what our number-one running back on the McKinley High Minutemen calls a move he makes on linebackers when he gets them one-on-one in open field. I gave Mermoz a little feint with my head, shoulders and hips, then spun around, putting my back to him, in order to slip by on the path. But he seemed to be blessed with some athletic ability too, because he didn’t go for the move, at least not for all of it, and actually got his hands on me as I tried to slide past him. Maybe he played soccer or rugby or something. His sweaty chest was instantly glued to my back, his arms wrapped around my ribcage.

“I have you, scoundrel!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. He was projecting his voice up the hill toward the security guard and his cohort, who were barreling down toward us.

But I’d had it with Mermoz, big-time French author, artist and self-promoter extraordinaire. He was absolutely nothing like Antoine de Saint-Exupéry.

So I squirmed sideways and gave him a knee in the…uh…well, I hit him where he didn’t want to be hit. Where no man ever wants to be hit. And I did it with a great deal of violence. I wasn’t about to let this clown ruin everything.

“Sacré bleu!” he cried out, in a voice that was almost two octaves higher than his normal tone. At the same time, he released me and shot his hands toward the area I had so expertly injured. A man like Mermoz has his priorities.

My move had two perfect results. First, it incapacitated my enemy, but even more importantly, it caused him to fling himself, as dramatically as he seemed to do everything, across the path just as the other two men arrived. The collision was spectacular and accompanied by an impressive array of French curses. One sound that echoed in the gorge indicated that at least two skulls had collided. All three men lay on the path for a while, groaning and moaning, not moving.

I made the most of the opportunity. I was down the hill as if I were the fastest guy on the US Olympic track team. Going down, it almost felt like I was flying. There were times when it seemed like my feet didn’t touch the ground for several yards at a time. The terrain flattened out near the vineyard, and then I was past the scientists’ buildings, through the parking lot and on my way toward the other path that went toward the lot for the Pont d’Arc.

“Arrêtez!” I heard a voice cry out and glanced back. The security guard, the biggest and the strongest of the three men who were in pursuit of me, had recovered. In fact, he was already nearing the buildings and had spotted where I was going. It must have been the other two skulls that had smacked together.

“Le gouvernement de la France,” he cried, “vous ordonne de vous ARRÊTER!!!”

I knew that fleeing would probably make whatever they did to me even worse, but I had to take a chance. I had to gamble that I could get away. If I could just reach the next lot, perhaps I could escape. But once I was on that second path, the guard seemed to be gaining on me. He must have known the terrain very well. I was growing more frightened. How on earth would I be able to elude him! Mermoz’s getaway car was probably locked and parked near the scientists’ buildings. I had no means of driving out of here! I ripped off the goatee and pulled off the wig and stuffed them into my coveralls. I had to take them with me. I didn’t want them to be recovered as evidence of the great crime Mermoz would be accusing me of. I was glad I hadn’t given him my real name.

I reached the Pont d’Arc parking lot and stood there for a second, looking about, anxious to find some way out, any means that was faster than on foot. Should I actually steal a car? Should I go that far? Then I heard words that were like music to my ears.

“TAKE OFF, EH!”

The Canadians! They were at their vehicle and having some sort of a spat. Not a real one, just the sort Canucks like to have when they are teasing each other. They were arguing about something, shoving each other around. Probably about the merits of French beer, or European girls, or maybe something about hockey. I didn’t know and I didn’t care. They were at their car, ready to leave!

I raced up to them.

“Hey, Buffalo!” one of them called out. “Why the rush? Why the red face? Why the funky blue overalls, man?”

“USA! USA!” chanted the other one. “Run, Yankee, run!”

“Get in the car!” I cried out.

“What?”

“Get in the car! Someone is after me!”

“Dude, did you mess with someone’s chick?” asked Molson.

“A car chase?” cried Maple Leaf, and instantly he was behind the wheel, Molson piling in beside him, and me diving in through the open window into their backseat.

Maple Leaf seemed to know what he was doing, or maybe he’d watched too many action movies, because he turned a smoking 360 in the parking lot, wheels squealing, and raced out of there and onto the main road.

“Away from Vallon!” I yelled. “Turn left! Toward the highway!”

He did as I said. Both of them were having a great time.

But that didn’t last very long. They weren’t too pleased when I told them that the authorities from the cave were after me. It took them a while to get it out of me and I didn’t tell them exactly why I was being chased, but that didn’t matter. They slowed the car down. That scared me. I was sure they were going to turn me in.

“I think you should get out, dude,” said Maple Leaf.

“Our lips are sealed, Buffalo,” said Molson, “but you gotta go.”

I didn’t need an invitation. Out I got. That was fine with me. We were already about ten miles down the road, and I figured that just about any of the kayakers and canoers around here, most of them young and all of them hippies and tree huggers, would give me a ride. They wouldn’t know why I was standing there on the side of the road, nor would I tell them.

Still, the five minutes I waited there were excruciating. I kept expecting the security guard to come roaring along with a screaming police escort of cars. I kept waiting for the two-note blare of those creepy French sirens. I knew that if a cop picked me up this time, he wouldn’t just take me back to my hotel.

When somebody finally did stop for me, in another dilapidated old Citroën, I didn’t say a word about why I was hitchhiking. I sat in the guy’s car, scared out of my mind, pretending to not know a single word of French, trying to look composed, thinking about what I had done and wondering why in the world I had attempted it. Grandpa was right: it was impossible, and I never should have tried. The authorities would be asking questions back at the Pont d’Arc. They would be very wound up. This had likely never happened before. There was no doubt that they would be coming after me! The whole trip, this adventure that was supposed to change my life, was about to end in disaster.

The driver dropped me off in a town near the main highway that went south toward Arles and Marseille, and I quickly got myself a cab. I jumped in and sat in the back, hunched down, my breathing heavy, hoping that the police weren’t following. The imagined sounds of those sirens haunted me. I still had the distinctive Chauvet Cave coveralls on. I had been seen wearing them on the side of the road. That would help them trace me.

But we got to Arles without any visible pursuit, and I headed right into my hotel, sweating despite not having moved a single muscle in the cab. I glanced toward the café just before I reached the entrance and saw Rose there. She looked over and noticed me too. She could see that my face was white, that I was terrified, and her expression showed concern.

But I didn’t have time for her, for anything. I had to get to my room, throw my things into my suitcase, check out, and get my butt down to Marseille. I had to find Mom and Dad and get the heck out of France…now!

When I reached the room, I tore off the coveralls and Chauvet shoes and tossed them into my suitcase with the wig and goatee. I couldn’t leave anything here for anyone to find. I’d burn the whole mess at home, if I ever got home. But once I had everything packed I was shaking so hard I could barely think what to do next. I felt almost paralyzed with fear. I lay down on the bed for a moment. It calmed me. For now, at least, I seemed safe. If I moved, if I went anywhere outside, I might be spotted.

I started thinking about what I had just been through. Despite all the fear, the magical interior of the cave came back to me, the feeling I had had of being in another world. And then the image of that drawing appeared before me too, that mammoth, painted onto the cascade of stalagmites. I had just glimpsed it in the distance before I had been discovered. As I thought of it, it began to overwhelm me. Someone, a human being from another time and space, more than 30,000 years ago, had created it. He had been trying to figure out his world, make sense of it by recreating an image of a small part of it. He had been making art, a magnificent and very human thing; a thing, it occurred to me, that only human beings do. A feeling of peace came over me. I had been so close to the sacred interior of the Chauvet Cave, perhaps I had been that close to discovering the meaning of life.

I suddenly sat bolt upright on the bed.

I had achieved what my grandfather had asked of me, hadn’t I? I hadn’t been all the way into the cave, but I had actually gotten inside and glimpsed an ancient drawing. Though I couldn’t shake the feeling that I hadn’t really discovered what he wanted me to find, I soon convinced myself that I had done enough.

I looked down at my suitcase. The last message was in there: the small white envelope. It would tell me everything! It contained my grandfather’s final words to me.

I bent down, opened the suitcase and with trembling hands took the little envelope out. I sat there looking at it for a while. It felt awfully light, almost featherweight.

I opened it.

It was empty.



LAST
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SEVENTEEN

IN FLIGHT

Surprisingly, my heart didn’t sink. I wasn’t disappointed. That was the funny thing about it. And stranger still was that I didn’t know why. That empty envelope meant something to me, something very powerful. I knew it the same way I knew that my grandfather had made a mistake when he wanted to steal the Van Gogh painting, and that I had been wrong to actually take it. I couldn’t find the words, but I knew it. I reached down into my suitcase and brought out the painting. I stared at it for a moment. It was beautiful. In fact, it brought tears to my eyes.

I knew what I had to do.

Five minutes later I was getting into a cab that the concierge had hailed for me outside the hotel, the painting tucked inside my jacket. No one seemed to be tailing me. Just as I was about to get in, I noticed Rose watching me at the café. I smiled at her and she smiled back.

I took the cab all the way past the Noels’ old farm to Bellegarde and that busy café in the center of the village. I walked past the outdoor tables and right up to the counter. Monsieur Leblanc was there, working hard as usual. When he saw me, his face lit up.

“Monsieur Murphy!” he cried as he walked out from behind the counter and embraced me. But almost instantly, he could see that something had changed. “What is it?” he asked. “Is there something wrong?”

“No,” I said, “not at all. Please take me to the Noels’ house. It’s very important!”

He got me there quickly. We didn’t say a word in his car. He glanced down at the shape in my jacket more than once but never enquired. When we reached the Noels’ place, they greeted me with big smiles and ushered me into the living room. I asked them to sit down and took out the painting.

“C’est l’art bizarre!” cried Yvettte. “L’art des cochons!”

I told them. I told them straight out. I was nervous but I didn’t hesitate. I told them absolutely everything—what my grandfather had done, what I had done and what this painting was worth.

Their reaction was difficult to describe. They were angry, overjoyed and stunned at the same time. I apologized and left the painting with them.

I didn’t wait for Monsieur Leblanc to drive me back to Arles. I’m not sure he would have offered anyway. I merely got up and walked out the door and then trudged the many miles back to my hotel. It scared me to be so visible by the side of the highway. I kept thinking that I would hear those sirens again and that when they picked me up this time, they would run my passport on their computers and perhaps discover that someone who looked like me was wanted in the area. But I felt I had to do this: make myself open to getting caught. It was like I had to pay a price for what I had done.

But I made it all the way back without being spotted. The sun was beginning to set by then. As I crossed the street near the hotel, I saw Rose leaving for the day after a long shift. She spied me right away and walked toward me. At first, that sort of scared me because I was so jumpy. But she was smiling at me. She came right up, put her hand on my arm and kissed me on the cheek. I felt a sensation in my chest, kind of like the one I get when I’m really close to Vanessa. I wanted to kiss Rose back, turn her face and kiss her right on the lips and linger there. Of all the girlfriends in the world, she would be the most impressive, maybe even better than Vanessa herself. Imagine having a French girlfriend, exotic and beautiful! But something stopped me. Instead of kissing Rose, I simply turned her toward me and hugged her. We embraced each other for a moment as friends, just friends, and it felt awfully good.

Ever since I had found St. Ex’s rock, I had kept it buried in my suitcase. But, despite its size, I had put it in my jacket and taken it with me when I went to see the Noels. It had helped give me courage. I had held on to it tightly in my pocket as I told them what my grandfather and I had done. I reached in now, took it out and gave it to Rose. I did it almost without thinking.

“Merci beaucoup,” I said. I didn’t know why I said that, but it felt like the right thing to say. I patted her on the back and left her there, standing outside the café, looking down at the rock, gazing at its remarkable color, turning it over, about to read the inscription. I didn’t even ask for her full name or phone number. I didn’t want it. She was just Rose, that was good enough, and she had been my friend when I needed her. “You do not have to do this,” she had said, and she had been right.

But the minute I entered the hotel lobby, fear returned. Everyone inside seemed to be eyeing me. Adrenaline coursed through my body. I rushed upstairs, finished packing my bags, checked out and got myself another cab, this one headed for Marseille. I phoned my parents and told them I was coming, that it was time to leave France. Though they answered on their cell, they were actually in their hotel room. I wondered why they weren’t out somewhere, enjoying France.

They didn’t argue with me. Mom had sounded so cheery when she picked up the phone, so relaxed and happy, giggling with Dad, who was in the background teasing her about something. They were disappointed that we were leaving, but after a few questions (which I put off) they seemed to accept it. They knew that this trip was for Grandpa’s requests; that was why we were in France and other things were secondary. Obviously, my call meant that either I had been successful, or I was giving up. I suppose they also relented because they were interested in what I might tell them when I got to Marseille. I knew they’d have many more questions about what I had accomplished.

At that point, I wished I had some answers.

I met them at their hotel room door. Mom opened it with a happy expression, calling out my name and moving to hug me, but when she looked at my face, she stopped. I knew I appeared anxious but didn’t know how bad I looked to others. I’d been feeling so tense that I’d spent the whole cab ride to Marseille scrunched low in the backseat so my face wasn’t visible to anyone passing by. The cabdriver had looked at me suspiciously and that worried me. Every siren I heard made my heart thump. And even when I’d reached the hotel, I was checking out everyone who looked at me. I’d noticed that my voice was trembling when a bellman asked me if he could help me with my suitcase.

Still, I was surprised at Mom’s expression. I must have looked terrible.

“Adam, are you all right? What’s happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?” said Dad, getting up from his laptop at the room’s desk. As he looked at me, he seemed almost as concerned as Mom.

“Everything is fine. I’ll tell you later. Have you booked the flight?”

“Booked it?” asked Mom, “I thought we’d go tomorrow or the next day.”

“Tomorrow or the next day!” I almost shouted at her. “We have to go today! Are you guys packed?”

“Today? Packed? Honey, it’s ten o’clock at night! We can’t leave tonight.”

I had to give in. We got online and booked an early morning flight out of Lyon. For some reason, Grandpa had asked that we fly home from there. I wondered why he had insisted on that, why we couldn’t just take a fast train up to Paris and then get the heck back to America, land where you didn’t need to know anything but American things, land of Vanessa Lincoln. I could hardly wait to get home.

Though Mom and Dad tried mightily, they were unsuccessful at getting much out of me. We had planned to spend some time in Paris at the end of the trip, but I pleaded that I was too tired to do that now. I told them only vague things about what had happened during my assignments, saying that I’d simply done “okay.” That word kind of hit me hard when I said it out loud. Okay. That’s what I still was, or maybe worse.

They had two beds and offered to sleep in the smaller one, which was pretty funny, since it was obvious to me that they’d been sleeping in it during their holiday anyway.

I tossed and turned all night, very afraid, listening for the sirens in the streets of Marseille and sensing that all the footsteps that thundered up our hallway were coming right to our door. When I lay on my side, in the fetal position, I could hear and feel my heart beating. It really seemed like it wanted to burst from my chest. I was overwhelmed with a sense of failure too. I had tried to steal the painting, I didn’t have St. Ex’s rock anymore, and I had not only barely gotten into the Chauvet Cave and not truly sensed its meaning, but I had been chased from it and had become a wanted criminal. The poor Noels, so sweet and nice, likely now hated both my grandfather and me. And what would I tell Vanessa about these supposedly glorious adventures? If I told her the truth, would I have any chance with her? And did having a chance with her really matter?

Only a few things calmed me, and then only partially. That hug of friendship with Rose, the feeling it had given me; the way I had felt when I gave up the rock; and the fact that I had returned the painting.

I also kept thinking about Leon. I wanted to see him, and hoped that he was doing well. I knew that if I could talk to him now, he would help me too. He would put everything into perspective. He would tell me the truth.
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I was the first one up in the morning. We’d set our alarm for 5:00 AM, but I’d been watching the clock like a hawk all night (I doubt I slept a wink), and I roused Mom and Dad before the buzzer even went off.

They kept trying to get more out of me while I stood at the door with my suitcase, my legs actually shaking, waiting for them to finish packing. I couldn’t believe how long Mom took in the bathroom. Dad and I have this thing back home where we sit in the car waiting for her whenever we are going anywhere and joke about how long women take to get ready. (Of course, we wouldn’t dare ever tell her we did that.) Now, Dad sat on one of the beds, trying to engage me in the same sort of man-to-man chat. But he couldn’t raise a smile out of me. I could see that it worried him.

Lyon was a couple of hours up the road. When you go that way, you have to drive along the highway I took to Vallon, and there’s a turn-off to the Ardèche that is marked prominently. I couldn’t even look at it when we passed. I had been allowed to sit in the front passenger seat beside the cabbie, my parents in the back together, holding hands, smiling at each other like I hadn’t seen them do in years. At least someone had gotten something out of this trip. The cabbie actually tried to engage me in conversation, but after about ten one-word responses on my part, he gave up. Mom and Dad didn’t seem as worried about me during the car ride; they were kind of cooing at each other all the way to Lyon and not noticing much else. Normally, that kind of conduct on their part would have made me gag, but I didn’t care. I kept my eyes focused on the road, willing the cab past the Ardèche turnoff and on to Lyon.

The airport, thank goodness, was a little south and east of the city, so we got there even sooner than I thought and didn’t have to drive through too much traffic.

There was major a surprise when we got there. I couldn’t believe what I saw on the sign as we approached. The place was called the Aéroport Lyon Saint-Exupéry!

It didn’t mean anything to Mom and Dad. They just kept on whispering to each other like high-school sweethearts, not even aware that we were nearing the airport. In the midst of my fear, it made me smile. Now I knew why Grandpa had insisted on us flying out of here.

The airport itself was pretty cool-looking too. Then again, I’d come to expect nothing less from the French. A good portion of it was very long and thin, like a massive hallway, silver on the outside and with an awesome roof designed to look like it had huge slashed vents in it. Right in the middle of that long stick, a really wicked feature rose above it. It was sort of in the shape of a gigantic sail, or two sails, or an artistic interpretation of a jet plane of some sort. It was hard to describe, but it was stunning. St. Ex would have been proud. It actually made me forget my situation for a little while. Inside, the airport was even more amazing, its ceiling rising up in a billowing crescent shape above us.

But soon I wasn’t even looking at the building. My fear returned. We were near the finish line but still not there. I tried to press my parents to move as fast as they could. We marched off across the hard, gleaming marble floor, announcements echoing in the building the way they always do in airports, me very much in the lead, guiding us toward the checkout counter. We had loads of time, but I didn’t care. My goal was to get through security as fast as possible. I wondered if the authorities could do anything to me once I was in the departure lounge. Was I in international territory by then? Was I back in America?

Then I heard something that sent a shiver down my spine.

“ADAM MURPHY,” said a voice in English over the airport loudspeaker, “PLEASE REPORT TO THE SECURITY DESK ON THE DEPARTURES FLOOR.”



EIGHTEEN

WAIT HERE

I couldn’t believe it. I froze where I stood. We had been just about to check in. We were so close. I wanted to run.

“That’s strange,” said Dad.

“I wonder what they could want with you?” added Mom.

“Adam?” said Dad. “You look awfully white. Do you want to sit down?”

“I’ll speak to the security people,” said Mom. “This must be some sort of mistake.”

“NO!” I cried out.

“Adam? Why are you shouting? You don’t look right. I insist that you sit down,” said Mom. “Why are you so pale? I’ll do this for you.”

“No, you won’t,” I said, staring right into her eyes. I had to face this. I couldn’t involve my parents in my situation unless it reached the point where I absolutely had to. I was going to go over there and see if I could get out of this. The authorities had no proof. Not now. But then I remembered something. I glanced down at my bag. The coveralls were in there, and the Chauvet shoes, and Mermoz’s hair. I couldn’t dump them now. Security would be watching me. My heart sank.

But I walked over to the counter on my own, rolling my suitcase, my parents watching from a distance. Dad was getting on his cell, likely calling some of his connections at American Airlines.

“I am Adam Murphy,” I said to the uniformed woman at the counter, who looked tough and mean. Her face was broad like a man’s, her chin wide with a dimple cleft into it, a noticeable fuzz of dark hair on her cheeks.

She looked at me sternly, her mouth a straight line. “Une minute,” she said and got up from her stool behind the counter. Then she looked back. “Stay there,” she said in a low voice. Then she turned, took a few steps and opened a door behind her. She began whispering to someone, looking back at me. Then she returned to the counter.

“Wait here,” she said.

I could hardly stand. I began to rehearse what I would say. I’d say I was simply staying in a hotel with my parents in Marseille and didn’t know anything about Vallon-Pont-d’Arc or the Chauvet Cave, and only admit to even being in Arles if they knew about my hotel there. I was trying to convince myself that they had no way of tracing me to the Ardèche region. Then I started thinking about all the people who had seen me there—the tourist kiosk woman, the guys who gave me rides, the patisserie owner, the two Canadians and, of course, Mermoz himself. His word was likely bond in France, likely beyond bond. Then, of course, there was the evidence in my suitcase, held in my very hand at this very moment. I started thinking that my best bet was to run. Maybe I could make it into the departure— 

The door behind the counter opened and a man stepped out. He was huge. He had to turn his shoulders to get through the door. He, too, was dressed in a uniform, but he also had a helmet on, as if he had been outside doing something. It looked similar to what the Nazis wore. He seemed a little out of breath. He had probably just arrived, perhaps from the Ardèche. He had something under his arm, a package. What had I left behind? What evidence did he have? It looked awfully small. He stared at me.

“Are you Adam Murphy?” he asked without expression.

“Yes,” I said. It was barely audible.

The woman leaned toward the man and whispered in his ear. She seemed to be saying something about identification, that I must be thoroughly identified.

Now seemed like a good time to run.

Then the man smiled. “No need for identification,” he said in English. “There is a note with this package, saying what you look like, sir. I had to go outside to search for this in another building. It has been here a long time. We were instructed to give it to you when your name appeared on a flight manifest. Here you go. Just sign on the line.”

I signed the paper he gave me, barely able to hold the pen, scrawling my name so badly that it was almost illegible.

“But…what is this?” I managed to ask. “Who is it from?”

“What it is, I do not know, but it comes from a man named David McLean. He said in his letter that you would know him.”

“Grandpa?” I said out loud and nearly fainted.
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I took the package with me, unopened, through the checkout and security. Mom and Dad smiled at Grandpa’s cleverness, how he set this up so that I would receive something from him almost from beyond the grave.

But what was inside the package? What was this final message?



NINETEEN

A SIMPLE SECRET

I sat in the departure lounge, staring down at the package. It felt light. But I could tell that there was something inside. This wasn’t another empty envelope. Mom and Dad kept pestering me to open it. For some reason, I didn’t want to. I had had enough drama and fear. Even though I still wasn’t sure that I was absolutely out of danger, my heartbeat had finally slowed a little and I was enjoying that. I just wanted to put this whole thing behind me. I also didn’t want my parents to be involved in any way. I wasn’t looking forward to explaining what had happened, to outlining my grandfather’s failures and, more importantly, my own. This adventure, these catastrophes, were my thing, mine alone. So we sat there, them prodding me, me refusing, putting them off and telling them that I’d deal with it on the plane or when we got home.

Finally, they both went off to find the washrooms, hand in hand. Alone, I became restless and started arguing with myself. Shouldn’t I open the package? Wouldn’t now be a good time, while Mom and Dad weren’t here? With nothing else to do, I kept mulling over the situation, glancing down at the package, wondering if I should just get it over with. If I opened it now, I wouldn’t even need to tell my parents that I’d peeked inside. I looked down at my grandfather’s handwriting, the way he’d elegantly written my name, his hand still steady when he wrote it. I thought of what he had said about me. “He’ll never amount to much.” I knew I couldn’t leave the package sitting on my lap all the way to Buffalo.

So I opened it. I felt around inside. It was a book, a small one. I pulled it out—a battered copy of The Little Prince.

And it was just a copy of Saint-Exupéry’s little novel, nothing else. No big deal. I knew the story. I didn’t even need to read it again. When I showed Mom and Dad, they kind of took the same approach. They tried to look interested in it, but I could tell they were disappointed. The great revelation of the contents of the mysterious package from beyond the grave was an anticlimax. And since they knew nothing at this point about Grandpa’s connection to the author, that made the book even less interesting to them. They talked about how Grandpa had read it to me when I was a kid, and Mom said he’d even read it to her when she was little, but she didn’t seem too excited. She said it was “nice” of him to give it to me and went back to holding hands with Dad, talking about how good it would be to get home.
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On the flight over the Atlantic, with The Little Prince on my knee, I was surprised to find myself reasonably comfortable in the air, not exactly completely at ease, but not terrified either. I was in a window seat, my favorite on planes, since it helped me to look outside when turbulence started and understand that the wings weren’t coming off. Dad was fast asleep in an aisle seat. Mom was beside me, smiling away, glowing at him and at me, glancing down at the book on my lap every now and then.

Able to turn my mind away from a fiery crash into the ocean from 50,000 feet, I tried to think of something positive. And when I did, I thought of Vanessa. She looked great in my head, wearing one of those sweaters and her tight jeans, her blond hair tossing in the imaginary breeze next to her locker. Wow. Then I imagined what I would say to her. It wouldn’t be that hard, really. She would never know exactly what happened. All she’d know was that I went away and came back. I could tell her that it all went well. I could do that, if I were careful, without telling a single lie. The story—another of my perfect stories—began to build in my head. I could simply tell her that I found the painting and told the Noels about it, that I found the Saint-Exupéry rock and that I actually got inside the Chauvet Cave. Yes, that would work. I would impress her as someone special, a worthy son and grandson. I imagined the look in her sky-blue eyes. Would she kiss me? Would she invite me to her house? Would we become more than friends?

But Shirley kept intruding into the story. Her kind eyes, her shy smile, what she had said about liking me for who I really am. Leon Worth’s comments about her came back to me again. I remembered that I still hadn’t written her the postcard I’d purchased for her (or the one for Leon either), that I’d only sent her two short texts all the time I’d been away, and I felt awfully guilty. When I thought of her, I thought of Rose too. In fact, they seemed interchangeable in my mind. I didn’t know whether to feel guilty or good about that. But it was Shirley’s face that stayed with me, smiling at me. I was surprised at how pretty she was. In fact, there was something about her that was even more attractive than Vanessa. It came from somewhere on the other side of her beautiful eyes, somewhere inside her.

I tried to keep my mind on her and other good things and not dwell on what had happened back in France. Mom and Dad had stopped asking me questions, though I knew they’d want to know more eventually. I wondered if I’d ever have the guts to tell them exactly what Grandpa had asked me to do and exactly what I had done.

But my thoughts kept returning to Arles and the Noels and the Van Gogh, to the rock and the Cave. I couldn’t stop them. And then a funny feeling started coming over me. I kept getting this sense, a sort of happiness inside me, like I used to get on Christmas Eve as a kid when I went to bed. I couldn’t explain it. Hadn’t I failed miserably? But the more I thought about it, the more I wondered if I had actually succeeded. I started to think that maybe the whole trip was about one single thing: telling the Noels what my grandfather had done and having the courage to give them back the painting. Everything else—the search for the rock, the attempt to find the meaning of life (I almost laughed out loud at that for some reason), didn’t matter, or at least was just a part of my grandfather’s plan to get me to do what was right, both for him and for me. I wondered, for a fleeting second, if maybe he was wrong about me never amounting to much, if maybe now I had amounted to at least a little.

I hadn’t won anything in France, I hadn’t made any money, and I wasn’t coming back a conquering hero. I was beginning to think that I didn’t really want Vanessa anymore. It was Shirley I kept thinking about. Sweet Shirley, who really liked me and wanted to be not just my girlfriend but my best friend too.

I thought about all the things I valued back in America, the same things that my friends cared about: the best-looking girls, money, cars and winning at every freakin’ thing we did.

I wanted to get something off my chest. I set The Little Prince in the pouch in the seat in front of me.

“Mom,” I said, turning to her. “Grandpa once said a terrible thing about me.”

She looked a little startled. But I didn’t stop there. I had to tell her. I let it all out: about the last day I’d seen Grandpa, when I had overheard them talking in our house in Buffalo, when he had said that he was certain that I “would never amount to much.”

She laughed.

I felt like strangling her.

“I remember that too,” she finally said.

“You do?”

“Yes, quite clearly. It was a horrible thing to say.”

“So, how can you laugh?”

“I’m sorry, honey, but it’s kind of funny when you know the whole story.”

“What do you mean? It was a horrible thing to say. It’s bothered me ever since…a whole lot.”

“But it wasn’t horrible at all.”

“It wasn’t?”

“No, it was very sweet.”

“Sweet?”

“Yes, that’s another reason I remember it. He could be awfully tough on the exterior, my dad, but inside, he had a wonderful heart. He knew what mattered. And he knew what you were going through, and so do I.”

“You do?”

“Yes, he knew you’d have lots of pressures on you, that you’d always strive to be everything to everybody, that that was what you were like. He knew you worried about being a worthy McLean.”

“So why did he say what he said?”

“Because he understood. He loved you. He knew you would figure out what mattered in the end.”

“What do you mean?”

“When he said you’d never amount to much, I gave him a very hard look. You are my little boy, you know.”

I felt my face going red.

She put her hand on my knee. “He’ll never amount to much. I actually gasped when he said that.”

“So did I, Mom.” I felt like I was going to cry. It was good to get this off my chest but it was awfully hard too. The memory was so horrible. “I’d just come in the door and when he said it I ran back outside.”

“You shouldn’t have.”

“What do you mean?”

“Because that wasn’t all he said. He looked at me when I gasped, as if he couldn’t understand my reaction, and just kept on talking.”

“He did?”

“I remember it very clearly.” She smiled and tears came to her eyes. Then she imitated her amazing father speaking of me, Adam McLean Murphy, that day in Buffalo, after I ran from the house and missed every word:

“He’ll never amount to much. That might be the world’s judgment of my grandson right now, but it will never be mine. The world is often wrong. He will amount to a great deal. Someday this boy will prove it.”

I sat there, stunned. Then I had to really fight to hold back the tears. I couldn’t cry, not in front of my mother. That’s not what guys do.

A few minutes later, as I gazed out the window at the ocean far below, I realized that I was now totally and completely unafraid of being in the air. An absolute calm came over me. I hadn’t needed to go into that cave to understand what mattered in life. It had been inside me all along, and Grandpa had known it.

I noticed The Little Prince in the pocket of the seat in front of me. I pulled it out and turned to the first page. But before I could begin, I saw something I hadn’t noticed before. One of the pages was folded down. I turned to it. At the very top, someone had written something in a black marker. It was Grandpa’s handwriting. From D.M., with love, it said. Farther down on that page he had highlighted a sentence. It came from the mouth of the Little Prince, from far up in the heavens.

“And now here is my secret, a very simple secret: It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.”

If your soul can smile, then mine did, all the way home to Buffalo.
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