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      When my best friend Beattie changed our travel plans and surprised me with a trip to Iceland, I was nothing but thrilled. Well, except for the fact that I felt like I had nothing to wear. Beattie, however, assured me that our commissions from our first book acquisition for my uncle would cover a small shopping trip for beautiful wool coats and appropriate hats. That alone had me excited because while I was still coming into my own in terms of fashion, Beattie had long ago settled on her signature style and was all about helping me find mine. “You might find the perfect velvet blazer to go with that long black broomstick skirt you have,” she said as we landed, planning our afternoon in the capital city’s downtown.

      But the long flight, the excitement of our last stop in Edinburgh, and the cold temperatures had me a little less than thrilled when we stepped off the plane in Reykjavik. Even with the promise of new clothes and the services of my favorite personal stylist, I just wanted to lie down and take a nap. Beattie was not to be deterred, though, and she insisted we check into our B&B and then get moving.

      I did at least need a shower to wash the grime off my excitement. When we reached our lodgings, the aptly named Bed and Books, I smiled. The rooms were quaint, and I had visions of spending afternoons in the comfy reading chairs while immersing myself in Icelandic literature.

      But first, my shower before we headed out to go shopping. Then, we had business to attend to. My uncle Fitz had sent us here on a book-buying mission for his rare bookshop in Charlottesville, Virginia, and while he had already set up a meeting with our contact about the title, I needed to do a little research to be sure I was prepared for the meeting.

      Before I dug into my preparations, Beattie helped me purchase a bright yellow peacoat that I would never have even considered and convinced me that I really could pull off the plaid Doc Martens I’d wanted for twenty years. When we returned to our room, arms laden with unique and beautiful clothes, I felt rejuvenated enough to get to work.

      I pulled out my laptop and searched for “Icelandic folklore.” Very quickly, I found, not surprisingly, that many of the tales treasured in Scotland were also told here, if in a more Viking-like nature. Uncle Fitz’s dossier on the book I was to acquire said it was a handwritten collection of elf stories, so I focused my research there.

      I’d imagined creatures like Galadriel, shimmering elves with glowing skin and beatific countenances. Instead, the elves of Iceland were reclusive, smaller, and more cagey. Apparently, they had residences and, going by one report, even a church in the lava fields outside the city. When their territories were disturbed, though, they got vindictive and vengeful.

      The more I read, the more I decided I liked the Icelandic elves far more than I liked Santa’s or even Tolkien’s. Those creatures had always seemed too good and wholesome for me. I appreciated an elf who got grumpy when someone tried to take her house.

      According to Uncle Fitz’s description of the book we’d come to acquire, the collection had been made in the twelfth century by a descendant of one of the original Viking families and was thus considered rare and valuable on two fronts: because of its early creation and because of its ties to some of the original settlers of Iceland. The collector who had asked him to obtain the book was, as he described himself to Uncle Fitz, of “old Viking blood” and wanted to add the book to his extensive collection of Viking material at his institution.

      When the librarian had invited Fitz out to his estate west of Charlottesville, where his book collection was available to researchers, my uncle had gone because he was fascinated by both the old plantation house the man had restored and by the collection itself. Apparently, the man thought he might impress upon Uncle Fitz his seriousness by showing him the array of swords, helmets, clothing, and books he had amassed about, as he called them, his ancestors.

      Little did this client know that my uncle took the requests of every client seriously, no matter their wealth, so such a show wasn’t necessary. But from the video Uncle Fitz sent, with the client’s permission, to show Beattie and me the collection as part of our background research, I knew my uncle had enjoyed every minute of that Greek Revival home, even if the Viking stuff wasn’t really his cup of tea.

      Uncle Fitz was a book collector, too, but his preference was for eighteenth- and nineteenth-century texts that dealt with slavery in the US. In fact, he had amassed one of the best collections of slave narratives around and regularly provided high-quality copies to scholars and genealogists. Upon his death, the collection was going to reside at the University of Virginia Special Collections Library. So when the video included a tour of the outbuildings and the existing slave cabin on the property, I wasn’t surprised at all.

      I watched Uncle Fitz’s video again, trying to make out the titles of the few dozen books I could see in a glass-front bookcase. Most of them appeared to be histories, the sort of sagas that the Vikings were infamous for. But I could also see a couple more journal-like books similar to the one I was going to acquire.

      As Fitz described it, the book was bound but not a formal book per se. It was more of a set of papers tied together between two pieces of sheepskin. The cover was a dark brown, and the paper—well, vellum, really—was yellowed with age. According to the few images Fitz had been able to acquire of the pages, most of the writing was faded, and some was nearly invisible. But according to Fitz’s client, he had commissioned a well-known conservator to bring the book “back to its former glory.”

      Statements like that always made me nervous because the aging of a book was also part of its story, and the decision to make a book seem new was a dangerous one that could not only destroy the volume’s value but also erase much of its own tale. But, as my uncle was quick to remind me, what our clients did with their books wasn’t any of our business.

      Next, I turned to the information Fitz had given me about our client, an older woman who lived in the Old West Side of Reykjavik. She had inherited the book from her mother, who had inherited it from hers, and so on. But the woman’s granddaughter, to whom she had planned to pass the book along as was the tradition, had decided she would rather the book be sold and her inheritance be in the form of money to use for her education.

      I spent a few minutes lying on my bed and thinking about how the grandmother must feel. I imagine she was excited that her granddaughter had chosen education but also sad to see the book leave the family. I made a mental note to ask her about that when we met the next day to discuss the terms of the sale. I figured if she had told Fitz about that situation, she wouldn’t mind me asking. And maybe it would help make the sale smooth if we were a little more emotionally connected.

      After one last review of Fitz’s notes, I closed up my laptop and looked over at Beattie, who was sound asleep on her bed. She acted the part of a seasoned traveler who had unlimited stamina but even the most well-traveled needed naps from time to time. And I was way less experienced in travel than she was, so I almost immediately joined my friend in a late-afternoon nap.

      When I woke up, it was sometime between day and night, and I was afraid I had totally messed up my circadian rhythm by sleeping too long. I sat up and looked around, only to find Beattie just putting the finishing touches on her makeup. “Oh no, did I sleep all night?” I said as I bolted out of bed.

      Beattie smiled. “Nope, it’s only 7 p.m. Just in time for dinner.” She grinned at me. “Although you might want to attend to those curls before we go out.”

      I walked over to the full-length mirror that hung beside the closet and squeaked. I looked like I had been electrocuted while I slept. My chin-length curls had gone from hanging down to standing out, and there was no taming these beasts at this point.

      Instead, I decided to embrace the wildness and took out my trusty curtain tie-back that made the best hairband I’d ever found. Because of the texture, it never slipped in my hair, and it matched almost anything because it was off-white with bright-colored flowers on it. I put the band over my head, tied it at the nape of my neck, and then pulled it over my face so that all my curls were captured before sliding it back up and behind my ears. Then I slid a little curl cream through the wildest twists and called it good.

      A few minutes later, dressed in my new peacoat and boots, I followed Beattie out the door and up the street to a restaurant that featured small tables and low lighting. “It’s supposed to be the best cod in the city,” she said.

      “Oh joy,” I said, ever the curmudgeon about seafood. “I guess I’ll be having pasta.”

      Beattie took my arm. “Do you think I’d pick a place to eat for our first night in Reykjavik that required you to eat Italian? Give me more credit, Poe.” She opened the door and told the hostess we had a reservation.

      Then we followed the slim blonde woman to the back of the dining room and relaxed into our seats at a round table for two. The hostess slid two single-page menus in front of us and said she hoped we enjoyed our meal.

      I scanned the options, expecting to find—despite my best friend’s insistence to the contrary—that my only options were some sort of pasta dish or a mushroom thing. I loved mushrooms, but really, I can only eat mushrooms in so many ways. I was decidedly excited to see a variety of options I could try on the menu.

      My food issues were odd and firmly entrenched, so lamb wasn’t an option for me. I just couldn’t get their bleating faces out of my head. Instead, I selected a cheese board that came with a variety of Icelandic cheeses, fresh rye bread, and slices of what our waiter told me was a classic Icelandic hot dog. Since I had long ago learned not to ask or think about what was in hot dogs, I followed that practice here.

      After we ordered and Beattie had asked the waiter to bring us two truly Icelandic drinks, a request he maybe too-gleefully agreed to meet, we sat back and took a deep breath in unison. “It’s beautiful here,” I said. And it was. On the way in from the airport, I’d marveled at the mountains beyond the city, and when our taxi driver had turned into the city, I had loved the brightly colored houses that he told us were once the homes of sailors.

      Here, in the downtown area, the buildings were different and somehow made it feel like both a small town and an urban center. I could picture an American Hallmark movie being set here, but the streets also reminded me of the images I’d seen of places like Prague or Rome. But even with those associations, the city had its own vibe, something ancient but foreign to me. It was appealing in the way new but unthreatening places and people are. I loved it already.

      When the waiter returned with our drinks, I smiled at the pink, frothy beverage he placed before me. “Crowberry cocktail” he said with a smile. “Icelandic vodka and our special berry liqueur.” His accent was thick, but his English was perfect. “Enjoy slowly,” he said with another grin.

      The first sip I took knocked me back a little with its strength, but the following was sweet and just a little tart with a hint of vanilla. I quickly took another pull, but when I saw the waiter watching with a smile from the corner by the bar, I put the glass down and shot him a thumbs-up. It was delicious, but his caution about its strength seemed warranted. I could feel a warm bubble of delight in my stomach already.

      And when the food came, I wasn’t disappointed at all. The tray came with little signs, written in English, naming and describing each cheese, and no matter which one I placed on the small pieces of rye bread, I savored them all. The brie-like smooth cheese was my favorite, but I found, after I turned over the descriptive sign, that I also really liked the hot dog, which tasted more like mildly spiced sausage than American hot dogs.

      By the time the waiter came back to ask about dessert, I was feeling full, but I’d seen a mention of ice cream with rhubarb syrup, and I couldn’t pass it up. Beattie, ever the chocolate lover, chose the Chocolate Cake of Death, as the waiter described it, and when it arrived, it was the richest, densest chocolate cake I’d ever seen. We ended up sharing our desserts, which were both incredible, and after we paid the bill, we had to pry ourselves up because we were so full.

      The walk back to the guesthouse was beautiful, with just a slight chill on the dark evening air, and when we got back to our room, I had a message from the bookseller that she was eager to meet tomorrow at 10 a.m., just as Fitz had arranged. It had been a good day all around, and I was exhausted.

      But when I went to sleep, a tiny bit of foreboding crept in. I chalked it up to nerves and forced myself not just to ignore it but to think about cheese instead. My dreams that night were full of leaping sheep and crying cows.

      

      The next morning I was up early, feeling refreshed and ready after a sound sleep in the very quiet room. It seemed like the city had taken a respite for a few hours because I was pretty sure even the road noise had died back while I slept. In any case, my animal-filled dreams hadn’t disturbed me, and I was very eager to complete this purchase so Beattie and I could enjoy Iceland without the pressure of work over us.

      The walk to the Old West Side address the seller had sent me was about twenty minutes, and given that the day was sunny and comfortable, Beattie and I donned our sweaters and best walking shoes and headed out around nine so that we could wander the streets on our way.

      Despite the delicious breakfast, which had included skyr, a yogurt-cheese substance I’d considered smuggling back in my bag, and soft-boiled eggs for me, with the addition of fresh salmon for Beattie, we still stopped by a bakery and got something that looked like a giant Napoleon had a baby with a cream puff. We found a small bench and slowly but surely ate at least four people’s worth of the goodness. I realized I was going to need a large bag for smuggling.

      We stopped and window-shopped at a few little antique stores on the way, and while I could admire the beautiful objects, I knew they’d never hold the same draw for me as American antiques did since I wasn’t steeped in the genealogical roots and history of Iceland like I was at home. Still, I did see a tiny blue glass globe that I thought would be a perfect gift for Uncle Fitz, and I made a note on my phone to come back to the shop before we left for home.

      When we arrived at our seller’s house just before ten, I admired her beautiful cottage that sat right at the edge of the sidewalk with gables on four sides. The windows were six-paned and just wavy enough to look very old, and all the trim was painted a garden green that made a perfect contrast against the white siding and the bright blue sky above. It was the definition of quaint.

      As soon as we knocked, a tiny blonde woman in a cardigan, jeans, and the pinkest sneakers I’d ever seen opened the door, and when she smiled, it felt like the whole world was going to be okay. “Ms. Jondanson?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “You must be Ms. Baxter. Come in,” she said before continuing with an apology for her excellent English.

      “Well,” I said after she gestured to a beautiful green settee by the front window of her small living room, “your English is far better than my Icelandic.”

      The woman laughed. “Coffee? Americans love coffee, I hear.”

      We both nodded. It was one of the most wonderful things we’d already learned about Iceland—these people loved coffee as much as we did. “Yes, please,” Beattie said. “And if you have a bit of cream.”

      “Cream and sugar, of course,” our new friend said.

      As our host went to get our coffee, I looked around the room and admired the collection of tiny figurines in the corner. They reminded me of the Hummel figures my grandmother had collected, but these had what looked to be a Scandinavian influence, which made sense, of course.

      When Ms. Jondanson came back with a tray filled with cookies, coffee mugs, and the best-smelling coffee in the world, I smiled. “Thank you, ma’am. For the coffee and for meeting with us. We are honored.”

      The tiny woman waved a hand at us like we were preposterous with our gratitude. “Please,” she said, “I am the one who is honored. I’m so grateful you’re interested in our family’s book.”

      Beattie smiled and said quietly, “If you don’t mind us asking, are you okay with parting with it? It’s been in your family for so long.”

      Ms. Jondanson nodded. “I am, but thank you for asking.” She stared into the distance between the three of us for a moment and then continued. “I was disappointed at first, but then my granddaughter, who loves all things historical, convinced me that the book would be better with other people who could appreciate it, and she could do more good studying history than hoarding it.”

      My eyes teared up, and I swallowed hard to keep the tears from actually falling as I said, “That is beautiful.”

      “It is,” Ms. Jondanson said. “It’s really not my concern, I know, but do you have a buyer in mind?”

      I shook my head. “Not as of yet, but for works like this, my uncle prefers to find public institutions as buyers. If he can manage, he also keeps the books in their country of origin.” My uncle was firmly dedicated to communal wealth in the form of museums and libraries and far less committed to personal wealth, although the wealth of individuals was, as he reminded me, what kept his business operating. “I’m sure he’s looking for a public buyer as we speak.”

      Ms. Jondanson smiled. “That’s good news. I’ll keep my eyes out for an announcement about its addition to a museum or such.”

      “Do you have any thoughts on where the book would be of interest?” Beattie asked as she took a small notebook from her purse.

      “Sögusafnið—er, I think you translate it the Saga Museum, comes to mind immediately,” Ms. Jondanson said, “but that might be a little too casual for the book.” She stood up and stared out the window as if the cityscape might help her think. “But maybe Safnahúsið, the Culture House, might be better. It’s a more solemn place, more fitting for an old book of stories.”

      Beattie made notes, and I watched her pause as she tried to spell the Icelandic words. We’d have to look up the spellings later. “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll let Fitz know.”

      “It would be lovely to visit the book and if it stayed here in Reykjavik, where it has always been.” Ms. Jondanson sat back down and offered us a refill of our coffee, which we gladly took.

      “Has your family been in the capital from the beginning of Norse settlement?” I asked, stumbling a bit as I tried to figure out the best way to ask the question without erasing the indigenous history here or offending our host.

      She nodded. “We were some of the original Vikings,” she said. “But there were no indigenous people here,” she said. “We plundered and pillaged a lot of places, but Iceland was ours to take.” She smiled. “Well, sort of. The Irish were here first, but most people don’t think of the monks as settlers.”

      I laughed. I appreciated someone who could take a poke at their heritage, especially since so many of my fellow Americans were so serious about things like the Revolutionary War and so flippant about the slaughter of our indigenous populations. Plus, I was curious about why there hadn’t been indigenous people here . . . just too darn far north for most, I imagined.

      “So you’re a founding family,” Beattie said with a bit of awe in her voice. “That’s commendable.”

      “Well, we didn’t sail over ourselves,” she said, “but we are proud of our ancestors.” She stood again. “Would you like to see the book?”

      Beattie and I both broke into wide grins. “Yes, please!” I fairly bounced in my seat while Ms. Jondanson stepped to a small desk in the corner of the room and brought out a leather-bound book that looked far more like a journal I might have made at summer camp in sixth grade than it did one of the greatest works of Icelandic folklore.

      I glanced over at Beattie, who was vibrating with excitement, too, but she knew this sort of book was my passion. So she let me reach out and take the book carefully from Ms. Jondanson’s hands.

      It was exquisite in its simplicity. The measurements were about six inches by eight inches, smaller than most older books. I presumed that was because it had been made with hand tools rather than any sort of mechanized press. The covers were thick leather and a deep, dark gray. I ran my fingers over the smooth surface and realized, without knowing quite how, that it wasn’t cow’s leather like I was used to.

      “Seal skin,” Ms. Jondanson answered in response to my silent question. “Frowned upon today, for sure, but back then, seals provided everything. And their hides are tough, far tougher than those big wet eyes might lead you to believe.” A twinkle spun through her eyes as she spoke.

      “Wow,” I said as I caressed the cover one more time before opening the first page carefully. The next page was covered from top to bottom and left to right in handwriting as if the author knew that the vellum was rare and wanted to fill every bit. The ink had browned to a dark color, but parts of it were so light that I could barely see them. Of course, I couldn’t read modern Icelandic, much less medieval Norse, so I had no idea what it said. We had a meeting later today with scholars to provide us with a translation of at least the first few pages so that we could use those as we sought a buyer.

      “Your ancestor wrote this,” Beattie said as she ran one finger over the page.

      “She did,” Ms. Jondanson said. “She was a rare woman.”

      “Even in a country that elected the first female president in the world?” Beattie asked.

      “Even so,” the older woman said. “We fought hard for her, and I’m almost as proud of her as I am of my female ancestors who kept this book.”

      I wanted to clutch the book to my chest, and I could tell even the stoic Beattie was getting a bit emotional. A book written by a woman and then preserved by her women descendants—what a treasure. We didn’t get to hear about—let alone see and touch—such treasures often. “Thank you for trusting us with this precious heirloom,” I said with a little crack in my voice.

      “Meeting the two of you and seeing that two women are being entrusted with the care of one part of my family’s legacy has made me even more confident in our decision to sell the book.” She cleared her throat. “Now, not to be crass, but how do we do the business?”

      I smiled. “It’s just a matter of discussing payment and signing some paperwork. Then we give you a check, and you give us the book.” I looked carefully at Ms. Jondanson. “We can always come back tomorrow if you’d like more time.”

      The woman shook her head. “No, I feel sure, and to be honest, sometimes it’s best to rip the bandage off quickly.”

      I knew that feeling all too well. “Very good,” I said. “I believe you and my uncle discussed a price.”

      From there, the sale went without incident, and thirty minutes later, Beattie and I walked out of her house with the book, promising that we’d keep her informed about its placement as soon as we could.
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      The walk back to our room was quiet. I felt the weight of the history we carried with us now, and I expected Beattie did too. When we were safely behind closed doors, we slipped the book into the fake dictionary we’d picked up during our last trip to Edinburgh and locked it up tight. We’d decided we’d carry it with us everywhere, given the trouble we’d had on our last buying excursion. It wasn’t ideal, given the weight of the book safe and the book, but hopefully, we wouldn’t be hauling around a unique historical artifact for long.

      We had just enough time to grab a snack before we met with the language scholars, so we headed to a bubble tea place just up the road from the museum where we were to meet. Our hometown, Charlottesville, was just moving, finally, into the bubble tea craze, and I was missing my lavender tea. Fortunately, Cha Time was a wonderful café, and both of us got huge bubble teas to go.

      As we wandered down the street, I enjoyed the contrast of this rather contemporary Taiwanese drink with the quaint European buildings around us. I was quickly learning that one of the great things about international traveling was that you could go deep into the culture of the place you were visiting and also enjoy some of the world’s best delights, like tapioca balls in milk tea. Globalization certainly had its drawbacks, but
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