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ARRIVAL







I hate airports. I’ve been in airports all over the world, but they’re basically all the same. Places of painful partings and awkward greetings.


The door opens and I follow the others off the plane, through the skywalk and into the terminal. I scan the room, sizing up the security, looking for emergency exits, and watching for possible hostiles. Nothing seems out of the ordinary but I make a few mental notes. There are eight people worth watching carefully, five to keep an eye on, and I remind myself that the best always blend in so I don’t dismiss anyone.


I’m tired. I’ve been traveling for a week, slicing up my time like an apple. Bouncing from one country to another, one city to another. Switching between planes, trains, boats, and buses. Living on soda and candy bars. Changing clothes and IDs while trying my best to fit in, to not be noticeable, to never do anything that would make people remember me.


I’ve been following my dad’s prescribed route to Connecticut—a route he guarantees will make me disappear. I’m falling off the map, trying my best to become the invisible boy.


I pass through baggage pickup without stopping. Everything requires that I move quickly; my dad and I agreed that a small carry-on and a garment bag was all I really needed.


I slow down and wait until I see a family passing through security together. I blend in with them. The guard seems sleepy; I doubt he’ll remember me.


There are people all around me greeting passengers. Everyone’s hugging and crying, taking pictures, shaking hands and slapping backs. The noise level keeps getting higher. It’s one huge, emotional paper shredder.


I look around the room and start to worry again. My dad said he trusts her more than anybody, but what if she doesn’t show up? What if something’s happened to her? What if I don’t recognize her? It’s been a while since I last saw her, and people can change.


There’s a woman by the door. She seems about right: late thirties, medium height, attractive, shoulder-length brown hair, obviously looking for someone. She’s also wearing a New York Yankees cap so there’s a part of me that actually hopes it’s not her. Then I get a clear look at her face and the memories come flooding back.


I walk up to her. “Aunt Jenny?”


“Cody?”


“Yes.”


She smiles and throws her arms around me. She seems very excited to see me. I’m not sure if I should hug her back so I just keep my arms at my sides. After a while she stops hugging me and places her hands on my shoulders, studying my face.


“Oh, it’s so good to see you again. Wow, you look so different. I’m glad you saw me first. It would have taken me a while to recognize you. I haven’t seen you in about four years.”


“Three years and seven months.”


“Um, right. Well.” She gives me another big smile. “Welcome to Connecticut!”


“Thanks.”


“Do you have any bags?”


I hold them up.


She looks surprised. “That’s it? That’s all you have?”


“Yes.”


She does a little raise of her eyebrow along with a slight shrug. “Well, okay, I guess we can just pick you up some stuff. Your dad certainly sent me more than enough money. You don’t need a collection of Rolex watches, do you?”


“No.”


“That was a joke.”




“Okay.”


She looks at me and lets out a short sigh. She seems uncomfortable. “Well, yes, okay. I guess we should get going, right? Do you need anything before we hit the road? Something to eat? Bathroom?”


I look at her cap and remember that day at the café.


“I hate the Yankees.”


Her head snaps back. “Okay…it’s really just a cap; I’m not a fan or anything. I just wear it to keep my hair out of my face when I drive. Do you want me to…get rid of it?”


I know I should say no but I keep thinking about the waitress in Santiago, the blood, the smoke, the cap still stuck on her lifeless head. If I have to watch Aunt Jenny walking around every day with that cap on, I think I’ll go insane.


Something inside of me feels like it’s melting, dissolving, collecting on the floor, and spreading out around me. I let out the word before I have time to pull it back in.


“Yes.”


She just stares at me. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything about the cap. Then she starts to laugh, a strange and different sort of laugh. Not like when you laugh during a movie, more like when you lock your keys in the car while it’s running and the music is jacked up to the max.


“Fine.” She tosses the cap into a nearby garbage can. “What do you say we hit the road?”




I follow her, walking slowly, scanning everything around me. It’s great to finally be outside but I find the vastness of the parking lot disturbing. There’s so much space for people to hide in, there’s so much activity.


After walking together in silence for a while it starts to feel very suffocating. I really should try to communicate. That’s what people do in these situations, right? I clear my throat and say the first thing I can think of.


“Aunt Jenny Williams, I want to thank you for meeting me at the airport.”


She looks at me for a while. I’m beginning to think I said something wrong. She smiles, but it’s a sad smile. “You’re welcome, and just call me Jenny, or you can call me Aunt Jenny if you want, okay?”


“Okay. I just found out you were my real aunt last week.”


She stops walking and looks at me. “Really? Your dad never told you that I was your mother’s sister before?”


“No.”


Her eyebrows seem to be trying to reach all the way up to her hairline. “Never? Even when I came to visit?”


“No—he wants me to call all his girlfriends Aunt This or Aunt That. I just thought you were one of his girlfriends.”


We start to walk again but I feel a shifting in her mood. She’s shaking her head; something has crept under her smiling face.


She raises her chin. “Well, here’s my car, Cody.”




It’s a red Jeep Wrangler. A questionable choice for transportation, as it lacks speed, mobility, and protection, although it’s a capable off-road and poor-weather vehicle. The color, of course, is totally wrong. We might as well just drive around all day sending up flares.


She opens the door for me. I toss my bags in the back and buckle myself into the front passenger seat. The radio starts when she turns over the engine; it’s set to a pop music station. My dad only listens to opera. His favorite is definitely The Barber of Seville but I’m not sure, I think I prefer Carmen.


We pay the parking fee and after a few short turns we’re heading south on the interstate. The faster we drive the louder she turns up the music. I don’t know why but the noise reminds me of the café. Is that how it’s going to be from now on? Why can’t the past stay where it belongs?


I feel like we’re getting boxed in. We’re surrounded by cars and trucks. They’re too close—they could do anything to us. It’s making me nervous. I can feel the sweat starting to flow down my forehead; my heart’s pounding, it’s getting hard to breathe. I turn to Jenny and attempt to talk over the music. My voice comes out sounding desperate, pleading, like I’m drowning, calling out for help.


“Are you naked?”


She jumps and gives me a puzzled, slightly horrified look. “Am I what?”




“Naked. You know, are you carrying?”


“Carrying?”


“Do you have a weapon?”


Her eyes open wide for a moment and then she actually starts to laugh. “Cody, I don’t have a gun. I don’t believe in them.”


My voice rises even higher. “What do you mean, you don’t believe in guns? That’s like saying you don’t believe in knives and forks.”


I can see her knuckles growing whiter as she tightens her grip on the steering wheel. She snaps, “Calm down. Statistics show that if you have a gun in your house it’s much more likely that it will be used against you or a member of your family.”


I moan and slouch lower into my seat. I’m doomed. What was my dad thinking, sending me here? Last week I didn’t even know I had an Aunt Jenny. Now I’m supposed to live with her and trust her with my life? I can feel everything slipping away from me.


“You do know what’s happened to me, don’t you? You know they’re after me, right? Shouldn’t you have a gun?”


Jenny looks at me. Her hair is whipping around her face. I guess she really did need the cap for driving. She turns down the music. Her voice softens. “Cody, I work with computers and numbers, not guns, but your dad trusts me. Now you’re just going to have to trust me, too.” She takes one hand off the steering wheel, tucks her hair behind her ears. “I’m sorry. I know you’ve had a rough time. I know you’re scared, but your dad and I are sure you’ll be safe here. I wouldn’t have agreed to this if I didn’t think you’d be safe. Remember, he works for the CIA. If anyone knows how to hide people, it’s him. And besides, they’re looking for him, not you.”


I ease back into my seat. That’s exactly what I’ve been telling myself for the last few days. He wouldn’t send me here if he didn’t think I’d be completely safe. But I still don’t understand why I couldn’t have helped him. We’ve always been a team, we’ve always watched each other’s backs. It’s what we do.


“You look tired. You can take a nap if you want. We still have another forty-five minutes before we’re home.”


I tell her I’m fine and that I don’t need a nap, but even as the words leave my mouth I can feel my eyes closing shut. I fight it for a while, but then the radio starts fading into that soft mist of sleep.


 


It’s the same dream I’ve been having for two weeks. We’re back in Santiago; it’s the morning that changed my world.


My dad and I are both in a great mood, and we’re having breakfast at this small café we’ve been going to a lot. I like it more than my dad does. The food’s just okay but I love sitting outside under the large awning and watching everyone walk by. The friendly waitresses are beautiful and there’s always someone playing guitar in the corner.


We’re sitting at a table outside going over some work together, comparing notes, maps, and trying to piece together the schedule of our prospect. We’ve been following him for a couple weeks, and between the two of us we have his whole routine just about nailed down. We’ve even found openings for two possible appointments next week.


We’re part of what my dad calls “the advance team.” We’re sent ahead of the main team to put together a file on someone the CIA finds to be dangerous. My dad says our team is so secret, very few people even know we exist.


I’ve grown to like this kind of paperwork. It’s a welcome relief from the constant karate, weapons drills, and homeschooling he puts me through every day.


My dad slaps me on the back and suggests we take a break for the rest of the day, maybe head out to Valle Nevado for some skiing if I think I can keep up with him.


The waitress stops by our table to refill my dad’s coffee. She’s wearing a New York Yankees cap, which seems very odd to me—a Yankees cap so far from home. She gives me a smile and a quick wink. It’s shaping up to be a great day.


I turn to my dad, intending to ask him if he wants to rent skis in town or at the mountain, but I stop. Something’s wrong. He’s staring at this small blue car that just pulled up in front of the café.


I can see why my father’s looking at the car; there’s something just not right about the way the driver’s acting. He’s moving too quickly, too unevenly—he seems very nervous. He glances our way, notices we’re looking at him, and then reaches under the front seat. At first I think he’s going for a gun but when he comes up empty-handed I relax a little.


He bolts from the car and races across the street; for a large man he moves quickly, but there’s something odd about the way he runs. A car slams on its brakes and nearly hits him; he slides across its hood, lands on his feet, and continues to run. I’m watching but it’s just not making sense to me. It’s just not sinking in, it’s like watching a foreign film with the subtitles in a different language, too.


My dad pulls me to my feet and yells, “Go! Go! Go!” He pushes me through the front door into the restaurant. I plow into a waitress; her plates shower down all around us. I just keep running, my dad’s right behind me, pushing me to go faster, yelling for me to head for the back door.


I hear two pops, that’s it, just, pop…pop.


My dad shouts, “Get down!” and throws me to the floor, covering me with his body. My face is pressed hard against the cold tile.


The blast is the loudest thing I’ve ever heard in my life. A flash and a burst of light and heat, followed by an unbelievable roar. I hear glass breaking, people screaming, and objects crashing all around us. I feel like I’m tumbling and twisting into a dark, murky tunnel.


I’m not sure how long I float in this distant land of shapeless darkness. When I open my eyes it’s raining. I smell smoke and burnt flesh, like a forgotten barbeque. I can’t hear anything except this high-pitched ringing. I don’t know where I am or why I’m lying on my back in the rain.


It slowly comes back to me; all the pieces sluggishly start sliding themselves together. I call out for my dad but can’t hear anything over the ringing in my ears.


I realize the rain is a sprinkler system.


There’s someone lying next to me. I look over and see the waitress who had winked at me. Her lifeless eyes are now permanently opened wide and there’s a large piece of metal sticking out of the center of her chest. The Yankees cap is still on her head, but it’s now soaked in blood and almost unrecognizable.


There’s an arm near me, just an arm, and it has a wedding band on the ring finger. I pick my head up and look around at what’s left of the restaurant. There’s blood and bodies all around me. I start to scream but it’s a silent scream. All I can hear is the ringing.


This isn’t happening again. This is a dream. Wake up. Wake yourself up!















RECOGNITION







Jenny looks over at me. “Bad dream?”


I try to shake the images out of my head. “Yeah, real bad.”


“I’m sorry, but look, we’re almost home. See? Here’s my street.”


We pull onto a street lined with a mix of houses small and large, and tons of American flags. There’s a large flag at least every twenty feet. I guess I don’t have to worry about forgetting what country I’m living in.


Jenny slows down the Jeep in front of a large yellow house. There’s a huge banner outside with bold black letters that reads welcome home. There must be about thirty people outside, waiting.


We pull into the driveway and I look over at Jenny. She must be able to read my eyes.




“Oh no, Cody. I’m sorry, no. This isn’t for you. We live in the cottage out back. Oh, I really should have warned you. I just forgot. My neighbor’s son Andy is getting back from Iraq today. Well, actually the hospital, but today’s his first day home.”


I feel incredibly stupid for thinking that all this might be for me. I look away from Jenny. I’m sure my face must be red. Why would all these people be waiting to see me, anyway? I want to say something clever to keep from feeling so foolish but nothing comes to me.


We stop at the end of the driveway, and we’re right in the middle of the group. I don’t like being boxed in by people but I tell myself to relax. It feels like a Fourth of July party, someone’s even cooking hot dogs and hamburgers. My stomach growls; I guess I’m hungrier than I thought. I get out of the Jeep and Jenny joins me. She waves to a woman in a bright red dress. “So, Beth, today’s the big day, huh?”


The large woman hurries over to the Jeep.


“Oh, you know it, Jen! I’m so nervous and excited; it’s been so long, he wouldn’t let me visit him at the hospital. I can’t believe my boy’s finally coming home.”


“That’s fantastic. Oh, and by the way—” She places a hand on my shoulder. “—this is my nephew Cody, the one I’ve been talking about all week. Cody, this is Mrs. Wheeler.”


She sends a big smile my way. “Well, Cody, it’s so nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you. I’m sure you’re going to love our little town. I have a son your age, Albert, he’s around here somewhere.”


She scans the crowd and spots him. “Albie! Come over here for a second. There’s someone I want you to meet.”


I look over by the garage and see this really small blond-haired guy. He might be my age but he looks like he could be three years younger. He’s wearing baggy jeans and a faded New York Mets T-shirt, and he’s talking into a cell phone.


He looks over, suddenly very excited, then he starts jumping up and down and shouting, “Ma! He’s coming! He’s coming! He just pulled into the street!”


Mrs. Wheeler puts out her hand and steadies herself against the roof of the Jeep. I thought she’d be jumping up and down like Albert but she looks like she’s about to faint. “Oh, I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it, my baby’s finally coming home. My baby.”


Music starts blasting from speakers propped up in one of the windows. It’s an old dance-type song that I’ve heard before, it goes, “Celebrate good times, come on!”


Someone at the end of the driveway yells, “I can see him! I see him! Here he comes!”


Everyone starts cheering; a few people grab welcome home! signs that I hadn’t seen and start dancing around with them. Some kids light sparklers; they flicker like large birthday candles.


A black Suburban with tinted windows pulls into the driveway and slowly inches toward us before parking by the garage; a couple of guys start drumming on the side of the car. The cheering grows louder.


A chant of “Andy, Andy, Andy!” starts, and soon everyone’s chanting along. I don’t even know the guy but I feel a surge of excitement.


The passenger door opens and a tall guy eases out of the car. His broad shoulders strain his uniform and he’s squinting against the bright sunlight. His left arm is missing and the sleeve of his jacket is pinned up to his shoulder.


Mrs. Wheeler starts crying and runs to him. The crowd parts, and Andy turns and holds out his one arm. His mother falls against his chest and wraps her large arms around him. She sobs, “Oh, my sweet baby! My baby’s home, my beautiful baby’s finally home.”


I look over at Jenny. She’s wiping a tear away from her eye.


Andy yells over his mother’s shoulder, “Where’s my Albie? Albie, where are you?”


I look over by the corner of the garage and I see the little guy still standing there. He seems scared. The crowd starts pushing him toward his older brother. Andy yells, “Hey, little hero! What are you doing over there?”


Albert finally makes up his mind and runs to his brother, throwing his arms around him. “Andy, you’re home! You’re really, really home. I don’t believe it.”




“Believe it, buddy. I promised you I’d be back, and I don’t break my promises.”


“Don’t go away again. Don’t you ever go away again. Will you promise me that?”


“Yeah, little hero. I promise. No more wars for me.”


“I missed you so much. I prayed every night that you’d come home.”


“I missed you too.”


Albert shifts from one foot to the other. “Sorry about your arm.”


“Well, guess what—so am I. But you know what? They tell me they’re going to give me a new one. The best money can buy.”


Andy starts to work the crowd, shaking hands and joking with old friends. Jenny pats me on the shoulder.


“Why don’t I show you the cottage and get you settled in? I’ll introduce you to Andy when things calm down a bit.”


I grab my bags and follow her across the driveway. The music’s still blasting and everyone’s having a great time. I glance over at Andy and we make eye contact. He gives me a little nod; I’m about to nod back when I hear gunfire, three quick pops.


I drop to the driveway; the asphalt digs into the palms of my hands. I hear more and more pops. I look toward the sound and realize it’s just a couple of kids setting off a pack of firecrackers. I push myself off the driveway, embarrassed and humiliated. People are looking at me. Jenny reaches down to help me up.




Andy’s being helped off the ground, too. His mother and Albert are pulling him to his feet. We make eye contact again, only this time it’s not a hello.


It’s recognition.















SHADOWS AND STARS







I hate sleep. It lies to me, it makes its promise, and then where does it go? It leaves me here, twisting all alone in the darkness.


I’m out of my bed again, out of my bed before I go out of my mind. If I have to be restless I’d rather it be under the stars than under my sheets. I slip out the side door and into the shadows, a new raccoon with a kitchen knife for claws, roaming the night.


I move slowly and silently, like walking through sand on the beach. At first I keep close to the cottage, always trying to blend in with the surroundings, always listening for anything unusual. Later I move farther outward in a large loop through the woods.


I can’t shake this feeling that I’m being watched. It’s what’s been keeping me up at night. I lie in bed and sense there’s someone out in the darkness studying me, searching for a weakness, looking for an opening just like my father and I have done so many times before.


It’s been like this for the whole week. Every night I can’t sleep until I walk my loop. When I’m satisfied there’s nobody watching me I slip back into the cottage and finally fall asleep. Jenny can’t understand why I always look so tired in the mornings.


I had hoped that tonight would be different and I’d be able to fall right to sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be my first day of school. I’ve been trying to delay it for as long as possible, building this little sand castle of independence, but Jenny insists and I know she’s right.


We’ve had a good week together; it almost felt like a vacation. She’s been great, helping me settle in, picking out clothes, and letting me set up my room so it feels like mine. This is the first time I’ve ever had a room of my own. It’s nice, really nice. I’m not sure what I’m going to put up on the walls but I’ll figure it out soon.


I’m surprised how comfortable I feel with Aunt Jenny. We sit together at night and read. Sometimes I’ll look over the top of my book and study her face, her expressions, the movements of her hands and I’ll wonder, How much of my mother does she share? I have no memories of my mother. Her face might as well have been a watercolor left out in the rain, washed off to white.


I’ve completed the loop through the woods and I’m about to head through the tall hedges by the street. It’s easy to slip through them; it gives me a great view of the main house, driveway, street, and the front of our cottage out back.


Snap.


What’s that? I stand perfectly still; I even hold my breath. I know I heard something. I inch my back up against a tree. I try to blend in with it, to become part of it.


Time stretches on. I can hear the trees creaking gently in the breeze and an owl hooting from someplace deep in the woods. I hear a distant train blowing its whistle; it’s a lonely, sad sound that makes me shudder.


Maybe it was nothing, a falling pinecone or something like that. Still, I wait, and when I think I’ve waited long enough, I wait some more.


Crackle.


I’m positive I heard something that time and it’s close, maybe twenty feet to my right. I squat down and slide the kitchen knife out of my back pocket. My heart is pounding and I’m struggling to control my breathing.


Snap.


It’s getting closer. Maybe it’s an animal, a cat, a dog, or even something wild. Always expect the worst; always be prepared.


I look around me. Dad told me if you don’t have what you want, work with what you have. I can’t find anything useful as an added weapon, but I notice a thick, low bush. I lie on my stomach and silently slither under it; the branches scratch my back but allow me just enough room to fully conceal myself.


The dirt is damp and smells like worms. I have a handful of wet leaves down the front of my shirt. They scratch and itch but I don’t dare try to remove them; it might make noise. I’m alert but I’ve begun to relax a little. If someone’s looking for me they’ll only find me if I move.


I wait.


I wish I could see my watch. How long have I been hiding? It feels like hours. I’m sure it hasn’t been, but it feels like it. What if I didn’t really hear anything? What if it was just my imagination, or maybe it was a cat. Should I just crawl out and move real quietly back to the cottage?


Snap…crack…snap.


Someone’s walking this way and they’re not even trying to be quiet anymore. They’re getting closer. I peer out from under the bush. My heart starts to pound again and I struggle to control my breathing.


I see a pair of black boots approaching. They look like they’re just going to walk past, but they stop by the tree that I’d been leaning against. A man squats down and checks the ground. I think he’s found something, maybe a footprint.


He looks my way; I grip my knife tighter. I can’t make out who it is until he moves slightly and the moonlight falls across his face. He looks real familiar. Then I notice the missing arm.


It’s Andy.




He stands up and starts to walk away, but stops. His voice cuts through the silence. Even though it’s at a volume that wouldn’t be out of place in a library, it sounds like a shout.


“Cody, I’m impressed. I’m not sure if you’re here or gone or, come to think about it, if you were ever here at all, but if you can hear me, we should talk.”


I watch his dark form slowly walk back to the main house, open a side door a few inches, and slide inside.















PANCAKES AND BAD PENNIES







“Cody, didn’t you set your alarm?”


“Huh?”


Jenny switches to a singsong voice. “Co…dee! Wake…uuuup!”


“Letmesleep.”


“You’re going to be late. Come on, it’s your first day of school.”


“I’llstarttomorrow.”


She sits on my bed and the mattress sinks from the weight of her body. “Come on. It’s time to get ready.”


I slowly open my eyes. They feel like they’ve been pasted shut. I blink them a few times before I manage to keep them open but it’s a struggle. Jenny’s looking at me, smiling, and then her expression changes, suddenly alarmed.


“Cody, you’re a mess! You’re all scratched up and covered in dirt! What’s going on?”


It all comes rushing back to me: hiding under the bush, sneaking into the cottage, doing my best to quietly clean up in the bathroom without turning on the lights or running the water. Being so tired I could hardly keep my eyes open. My plan was to wake up before Jenny and take a shower.


What a way to start the day. I don’t think I’ll be able to talk myself out of this one. Sleepwalking? Nah, that wouldn’t fly. I guess I should try to dance as close to the truth as possible.


“I couldn’t sleep, so I went out for a walk.”


“You went out for a walk?”


“Yes.”


She looks skeptical. “It’s obvious you went out. What I want to know is why. And don’t tell me it’s because you couldn’t sleep.”


I might as well tell her. “I kept getting this feeling that someone was watching us. I had to make sure no one was out there.”


“So you just marched out there? That sounds like a great plan. What if someone was watching us?”


“I was careful. Nobody can see me if I don’t want them to.”


“Cody, that was stupid. No more. If anything happens to you your dad will kill me. From now on you don’t leave this house at night without my permission. You hear me?”




“I hear you.”


“I still don’t understand how you got covered in dirt.”


I lean forward. “Turns out there was someone out there. I had to hide under a bush.”


Jenny glances toward the window. “You mean someone’s watching us?”


“I’m not sure. No, I don’t think so. I don’t know.”


“Cody, I’m confused.” She runs her hands through her hair. “Was there or wasn’t there someone outside last night?”


“There was.”


“Well, who was it?”


“Andy.”


“Our neighbor? He’s watching us?”


“No, I don’t think he’s watching us. I think we both just happened to be outside. It was weird.” I think about the way he moved quietly around me. “He’s really good, too.”
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