
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Facing doubts and terror at forty thousand feet.

It’s been another grueling semester at Harvard, and Kennedy can hardly wait to take a break from her premed studies for some much-needed rest and relaxation at her roommate’s homestead in rural Alaska.

Unfortunately, Kennedy’s great arctic adventure might come to a crashing halt before it even begins ...
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“Keep me as the apple of your eye;

hide me in the shadow of your wings.”

Psalm 17:8
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T minus 3 hours 57 minutes

“Thanks for the ride.” Kennedy gave Dominic an awkward smile.

He stepped forward. It would be the perfect time for a hug, but she knew better than to expect something like that. He cleared his throat. “Merry Christmas.” He glanced at Kennedy’s roommate Willow, who ran her fingers through her dyed hair. “Nice to meet you,” he said.

“Yup. Thanks.” Willow picked up her two bags without looking back and walked into Logan Airport.

Kennedy hesitated before turning away. “I better go.” She shuffled from one foot to another, hating herself for feeling as foolish as a seventh-grader at her first boy-girl dance. She glanced up.

Dominic smiled again. Over the past semester, she and the police chaplain had gone out for coffee twice, dinner once, and a picnic lunch on Boston Common, but they never used words like dating or girlfriend. Everything about Dominic was slow. Peaceful. Sometimes Kennedy wished she could be as relaxed as he was. Other times, she was certain the deceleration would drive her insane.

“Well, have a great Christmas.” He shut the trunk, and with his car effectively shielding them from any hint of physical contact, he gave one last wave. “Enjoy Alaska.”

Her roommate was already halfway to the electronic check-ins before Kennedy could catch up. Willow adjusted her braided fabric carry-on over her shoulder. “Say good-bye to lover boy?”

Kennedy unbuttoned her leather coat. “I’m kind of hungry. Let’s find our gate and then grab something to eat.”

Willow typed into her cell while she walked. “Whatever.” Her phone played a short electric guitar run. She stared at her incoming text. “Oh, my dad’s wondering if you’re a carnivore or not.”

Kennedy didn’t know how to answer. She’d never met Willow’s parents before, and as excited as she was for the chance to spend Christmas break with her roommate’s family in rural Alaska, she wasn’t sure how well she’d fit in. “How do the rest of your family eat?”

Willow scrolled down on her screen. “Dad’s a carnivore. Mom’s like me, basically vegan except we’ll have dairy if it’s from our herd. You can choose. Meat or not?”

Kennedy shrugged. “Sure. I guess.”

“All right. He’ll be glad to hear that.”

They were halfway to their terminal when the Guns N’ Roses riff sounded again. Willow stared at her screen. “Ok, now he’s asking how you feel about moose.”

Growing up, Kennedy had never paid much attention to the kind of protein on her plate. Meat meant any animal that wasn’t poultry or fish, but she was pretty sure moose had never made it on her palate before.

“I guess that’s fine.”

Willow wrinkled her nose. “I should warn you, it’s probably roadkill.”

Kennedy wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. “Road what?”

“Roadkill. You know. Driver hits a moose, moose bites it, and nobody wants to waste that much meat.” She pouted at Kennedy’s raised eyebrows. “You’ve got a lot to learn about Alaska.”

Even though Willow was still typing into her phone, Kennedy had to hurry to keep up. “Maybe it’s best I don’t know where it’s coming from.”

Willow shrugged, but Kennedy thought she detected a smile hidden under her roommate’s rather bored expression. So far, she and Willow had enjoyed their second year together as Harvard roommates. Kennedy had gone into her sophomore year so terrified of falling behind that she actually ended up ahead. She’d finished her final paper for her Shakespeare class the week before Thanksgiving and handed in her fruit fly lab report to her biology professor a few days later. That freed up the last few weeks for her to spend extra time with Willow, who was never busy with anything unless it was memorizing lines for a play or attending theater rehearsals. The two of them had gone to the movies twice and even grabbed tickets to watch Mama Mia at the Boston Opera House as a fun way to kick off the Christmas season.

Or holiday season, as Willow and nearly everyone else on campus insisted on calling it.

The two girls found their gate and decided to kill time at a small coffee shop around the corner.

“Wait ’til you try Kaladi Brothers,” Willow told her. “It makes all the coffee from the Lower 48 taste like melted snow.”

Kennedy crinkled her nose at the comparison and breathed in the frothy steam wafting from her hot chocolate. She warmed her hands on the red and white cup, relishing the heat that coursed up her veins to her core, remembering how anxious she’d started out this semester. How terrified she’d been at the prospect of taking two lab classes at once. As it turned out, organic chemistry wasn’t nearly the nightmare she’d come to expect. Sure, it was a lot of memorization, but you’d do all right as long as you didn’t fall behind.

And if there was anything Kennedy learned at Harvard so far, it was how to stay on top of her work, no matter what was going on around her. Kidnappings, panic attacks, race riots, murder investigations — she had survived them all. And now she was about to embark on a brand new adventure in Alaska, land of ice and moose and glaciers. Willow had told her they might even get to see the aurora borealis. Kennedy had never witnessed the northern lights before and hoped they’d come out at least once on her trip.

While Willow texted, Kennedy stared around at all the people, the hustle and bustle of the crowded Logan terminal. So many people going home, visiting family, reuniting with loved ones. Last year, she’d spent Christmas break getting chased by a murderous stalker. Not the most festive way to get into the holiday spirit.

Now, her heart was as cheerful as Scrooge’s magnanimous nephew Fred. She’d made it through another semester with only one or two minor panic attacks on her record. She had every reason to expect a good report card, with all As except for a possible B-plus in organic chem lab. She’d worked hard, and now she was on her way to Alaska, which felt even more foreign than far-east China where her parents lived as missionaries.

The hot chocolate nearly burned her tongue as she took another sip.

She deserved this vacation. And she was going to enjoy every single moment of it.
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T minus 2 hours 39 minutes

Kennedy and Willow boarded the plane and found their seats in the very back row. As much as Kennedy hated the exhaustion and paranoia that came from flying in a pressurized cabin with hundreds of other germ-ridden strangers, she found planes to be some of the best places to people-watch. It was a good thing too, since for the next twelve hours, there wouldn’t be much for her to do except read, sleep, and stare at her fellow travelers.

Her pastor’s wife had given her a few books to take on her trip, missionary biographies Sandy thought she might enjoy. The Lindgrens were in the middle of a huge home remodel to give their adopted son more space and repair damages from a house fire last fall. Sandy was donating most of their books to the St. Margaret’s library or else passing them on to others, which was how Kennedy ended up with a backpack full of biographies about people like Hudson Taylor and Amy Carmichael, pioneers in the modern missions movement. She doubted it was reading her agnostic roommate would approve of, but Willow was currently obsessed with some high-def shooter game on her smartphone, so Kennedy didn’t think she’d care. Besides, Willow had spent twenty minutes flirting with a math teacher from Washington at the gate and was hoping to angle her way closer to him for at least some of the flight.

Kennedy was in the aisle, which gave her a clear view of the passengers as they boarded: A short, white-haired woman with spectacles that made her look like she should be in a tree baking cookies with the Keebler elves. Ray, the twenty-something teacher who flung a charming albeit somewhat awkward grin Willow’s way when he spotted her on the plane. A fat, middle-aged man in an orange Hawaiian shirt gripping the arm of a sullen-looking teenager. Her shorts might have been appropriate on a sunny beach but certainly not in the chill of Boston in December, and her Bon Jovi T-shirt was so faded it might have been as old as the band itself.

Many of the travelers appeared to be flying solo, a miscellaneous group ranging from single men in flannels and jeans all the way up to business women in heels, hose, and mercilessly pressed skirt suits. A balding man in Carhartt pants sat across from a younger one with an SVSU sweatshirt. Kennedy tried to figure out what the initials stood for.

Interspersed amongst the single travelers were a few families. A couple with four kids, none of them older than Kennedy had been when her family first moved to China, made their way toward the back of the cabin.

“I wonder if they know what century we’re in,” Willow muttered, raising her eyebrow at the mom’s head scarf and the long denim skirts the girls wore.

Kennedy tried not to stare. They certainly weren’t the type of family she was used to seeing around Cambridge. The mother sat across from Kennedy with two preschool-aged kids, a boy and girl, while the older daughters sat in the row ahead with their father, whose jet black beard reached to his chest.

“I didn’t think the Amish were allowed to fly,” Willow mumbled.

Kennedy couldn’t tell if her roommate was joking or not. All the information she knew about the Amish came from her mom’s love affair with historical romance, a genre Kennedy avoided as a rule whenever possible. Once a month or so back home, she had to sit with her mom and watch a sappy historical movie, usually about swooning heroines and sensitive heroes that more often than not made Kennedy want to barf. Some of the films were set in Amish communities. Others were on homesteads in the 1800s. It was hard for Kennedy to keep them separate in her mind.

“Actually, they’re probably Mennonite,” Willow finally decided. “Oh, well. At least the kids won’t be too bratty and scream the whole flight. Spare the rod, all that junk.”

Kennedy pried her eyes away to give the family a small semblance of privacy. She wondered if the children were self-conscious looking so different than everyone else. Did they care? Or were they so used to things being the way they were it didn’t matter?

A rustic-looking passenger in a Seattle Seahawks hoodie plopped into the row directly in front of Willow and Kennedy. The girls wrinkled their noses at each other at the overwhelming stink of body odor and cigarettes. Willow reached into the braided bag under her seat and pulled out two air purifier necklaces she’d purchased for their flight. She handed one to Kennedy, and they both slipped the small gadgets over their heads. If there was one thing Kennedy and Willow shared, it was their desire to breathe germless, stench-free air.

Kennedy unzipped her backpack. She was in the middle of a biography about Gladys Aylward, a London parlor maid who ended up traveling to China as a missionary. When war broke out with Japan, she led over a hundred orphan children to safety. The story was mesmerizing, exciting enough to turn into a major Blockbuster success. It would sure beat those farm romances her mom watched. Kennedy only had five or six chapters left. She could probably finish it by takeoff if she jumped right in, but she waited, relishing the fact that she had absolutely no reason to rush. The plane would touch down in Detroit in two and a half hours, let off a few passengers, take a few others on, and then it was a ten-hour ride to Anchorage. Besides calling her parents when she landed, she had absolutely nothing on her to-do list. She could read during the entire flight if she wanted to, or sleep, or try to figure out Willow’s silly shooter game in two-player mode. For the first time in four months, she had no lab write-ups, no research papers, no book assignments, nothing at all to worry about. She’d even promised herself not to jump ahead for her literature classes next semester. The only classic she had with her was A Christmas Carol, which hardly counted since she read it every December anyway. This break was all about relaxing. She still didn’t know what to expect from Willow’s family way out in rural Alaska, but she was ready for an adventure — an adventure she couldn’t enjoy if she burdened herself with tons of assignments and self-imposed deadlines.

The seats filled up as quickly as could be expected with a hundred or more passengers with bulky luggage and winter coats banging into the seatbacks and each other. Kennedy took in a deep breath, thankful for Willow’s air purifier, which looked like some kind of strange techno-amulet. Even if the benefits were all placebos, she was happy for something to give her a small edge against the germs blowing rampant around the cabin.

The two older Mennonite children carried small backpacks, and as if on some unspoken cue, they each took out a book in nearly perfect unison. Kennedy watched with curiosity. She didn’t have any siblings, never knew what it was like to share a room or share her toys, what it was like to have someone to play with or pester as the mood struck. She hadn’t considered herself lonely as a child, but at times like these she felt a certain heaviness in her chest as she wondered what life might have been like if her parents had decided to have more than one kid.

A row behind the older children, the mother began to read a Dr. Seuss book to the two youngest kids. Kennedy had a hard time pinpointing why she found that so strange. Was she so accustomed to picturing women in denim skirts and headscarves as strict and stoic that it was odd to think of them picking something as frivolous as Horton Hatches an Egg? The mother laughed, a clear, joyful sound that forced Kennedy to study her face more closely. She was young, much younger than Kennedy had guessed when the family boarded the plane. Clear skin, shining blue eyes. Kennedy couldn’t help but thinking of Scrooge’s niece in A Christmas Carol with her little dimpled smile that Dickens lauded so eloquently.

A minute later, the wife frowned and stopped reading. What was wrong? Her daughter tugged on her sleeve, and she absently handed the girl the book before she adjusted her head covering and shifted in her seat. She stared at her two children, as if she were about to speak. She reached her hand out until she nearly brushed her husband’s arm but withdrew it a second later.

Kennedy followed her gaze to the front of the plane, at two men with turbans and long beards who were boarding together. One was significantly older, but they both wore loose-fitting pants with long cotton robes instead of an American-style shirt. The noise in the cabin diminished, as two dozen whispered conversations stopped at once. Kennedy glanced around, trying to guess what was wrong. The Mennonite mother clenched her husband’s shoulder. Willow must have noticed it, too. She nudged Kennedy.

“You’d think with those long beards they’d be instant friends, wouldn’t you?” Mischief danced in her eyes.

The husband turned to look at his wife. Kennedy couldn’t hear their words, but the worry on both their faces was unmistakable. Meanwhile, the younger man with the turban nearly dropped a heavy briefcase he tried to heft into the overhead compartment.

“Oh, great,” mumbled the Seahawks fan in front of Kennedy. “Stinking Arabs.” He looked around as if trying to find a sympathetic ear. “Why they gotta put them so close to the cockpit?”

Willow smacked him on the back of his head. He turned around with an expletive, which she answered with a mini lecture about the myriad pitfalls and injustices of racial profiling. Kennedy wasn’t paying attention. She was still watching the Mennonite couple, studying the way the color had all but drained from the wife’s face.

“I can’t say what it is,” she told her husband. “I just have this feeling something is about to go wrong.”

He looked at the newly boarded passengers. “Because of them?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I can’t say. I just know that something is wrong here. It’s not safe.” She clenched his arm with white knuckles. “Please, I can’t ... We have to ...” She bit her lip.

The husband frowned and let out a heavy sigh. “You’re absolutely certain?”

She nodded faintly. “I think so.”

“It’s probably just nerves. It’s been a hard week for all of us.” There was a hopefulness in his voice but resignation in his eyes.

She sucked in her breath. “This is different. Please.” She drew her son closer to her and lowered her voice. “For the children.”

“All right.” He unbuckled his seatbelt and signaled one of the flight attendants. “I’m so sorry to cause a problem,” he told her when she arrived in the aisle, “but you need to get my family off this plane. Immediately.”
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T minus 2 hours 12 minutes

Kennedy watched while the flight attendant escorted the family down the aisle toward the exit. She had never seen anything like that happen before and couldn’t stop an uneasy feeling from sloshing around in her gut, the same foreboding Scrooge must have experienced at the London Stock Exchange when he listened to the businessmen joke about their colleague’s lonesome death. She was glad her roommate was giving BO Dude an Academy Award-worthy lecture against racism, or else Willow probably would have shoved her sermon down Kennedy’s throat instead.

Getting a family of six off the plane took a quarter of an hour at least before the captain made his first address to the passengers. It was the typical stuff Kennedy had learned to tune out after a decade of international travel, but he included a brief comment about the Mennonites.

“Of course, safety is our first priority on this flight. We had a family choose to deboard the plane a few minutes ago, and I’d like to thank our flight attendant Tracy in the back for making that transition as smooth as possible. I want you to know we have a commitment to each passenger’s personal well-being, and if there’s anything we can do to make your time with us more comfortable, please don’t hesitate to ask your nearest flight attendant.”

After that, it was more of the usual drivel about seat trays, floatation devices, and oxygen masks.

Willow leaned back in her seat with a huff. “Some people are stubborn jerks.”

“Didn’t go too well?” Kennedy wondered why Willow wasted her breath on the smelly Seahawks fan but didn’t bother saying so.

“I just don’t get it. Are we still living in the fifties or something?” Willow crossed her arms. “I assumed the human race would have evolved a little bit farther by now.” She rolled her eyes. “Can’t even get on an airplane wearing foreign clothes without having racist bigots assume you’re a terrorist.”

Kennedy didn’t know what to say. Chances were the two men in turbans were polite, respectable travelers who passed the same security screens as everyone else. But wasn’t there the slightest possibility ... She thought about how loosely their clothes fit. How many bombs or bomb pieces would fit strapped beneath ...
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