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COOS LIKES to stand on the steps of the train when it pulls out of station. At the age of 10, he isn't supposed to do that. But what his parents don't know won't hurt them.

An older boy is standing on the platform. Coos likes his hat, which is Dutch but it's also not Dutch. Therefore, the boy is interesting.

The boy turns and looks directly at Coos. It's as if the boy knows that Coos is thinking about him. Coos tries to look away but can't. The hat is blue, like Dutch skaters wear.

The boy continues to stare. He pats the left lapel pocket of his coat, then the right. In rapid order, he checks the pockets of his pants. He even takes off his hat and swirls it.

"My passport," he says to Coos. "I think I left it on the train!"

The train is moving slow. But trains gain speed eventually. They leave Centraal Station and soon all of this easy conversation is gone. You are talking to a boy who is not from here and it is springtime in Amsterdam, which is not your favorite time of the year because at 10 you don't yet have a favorite time of the year. The boy seems nice. Frantic, yes, but nice.

Coos speaks English. The boy is probably American. The British don't wear hats like that.

"Where is it?" Coos says.

"Your car." The boy points. "Seat 24."

Coos runs through the open door. It is fairly easy to find seat 24. Nobody's there. But there's no sign of a passport either. Coos checks the pouch on the seatback. His fingers feel something that could be a little book or something. He draws it out quickly.

A passport of the United States of America. Coos has never seen one before. He feels important. He is involved in significant diplomatic things. That boy is counting on him. There is a way in which Coos is counting on that boy for something, too. The boy will make Coos a hero. That's not what he wants but he knows it's going to happen. First he has to get back to the train steps and hope the train has not rolled away from the platform, where the boy will wait forever and never get back to his home. Coos feels sorry for him.

The train is slow. The platform is like a sidewalk cafe, except slightly in motion. You have time for serious conversation with people from foreign lands. But you don't know what to talk about.

"I found it," Coos says.

"Oh man, that is fantastic!"

Coos stretches the official booklet forward and the boy reaches out to receive it. The boy has to jog to keep pace with the train. But it's not that hard. In fact, there is time and distance remaining before Coos and the boy will never see each other again. But what do you say when you don't know somebody - and you want to know them.

"Thank you," the boy says, passport in hand.

Now he will make it home. Coos is happy for him. There is also something sad because the boy is so nice and he is nearly already gone.

"You're welcome," Coos says.

The train is leaving the boy behind. He can't keep up. In a matter of seconds, the canopy over Centraal Station will be broken by the sky that waits for the roof to run out. Coos can't think of anything else to say. They trained him in the nice things to say in English, which is fine, but he wants to say something real enough to last beyond the train's departure.

It's up to the boy to say it. "What is your address?"

Yes, Coos knows what it means. It means that the boy understands language better than Coos does. You have to get beyond the greetings. You have to ask for hard information so that you can get to people where they live. Coos is almost ecstatic that the boy wants to know where he lives. The Dutch postal service will bring a letter or a package to his front door, postmarked somewhere in the USA.

Coos yells his street address back toward the boy, who is now standing at the limit of the platform. The sky is about to break over Coos but he shouts as loud as he can. He pronounces the Dutch words as clearly as he can.

The boy is writing it down. Coos doesn't want to disturb him but he has thought of one more thing. He yells in the wind.

"My name is Coos."

The boy shouts back, but Coos can't tell what it is.
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WHEN COOS gets the letter from the American boy, it comes from a place called Wyoming. Coos looks it up on the map.

The boy's signature is on the letter. His name is Ralph.

The letter has come in a shipping envelope that also contains what Ralph explains is a bolo tie, something that Americans like.

The third piece of the contents is a picture of Ralph in a bolo tie of his own. Wow, he looks like a cowboy. No matter how hard Coos tries, he could probably never look that good.

But he wraps the tie around his collar and goes straight for the mirror. It is beautiful, with a little medallion to secure it. He is trying to think of places where he can wear his bolo tie. Maybe in Wyoming when he goes there to see Ralph, who he wants to see again and talk about many things with.

Ralph wears his own tie loose, so that's what Coos does. It is the fashion.

He sleeps with his tie on. In the morning, he tries talking with an American accent. But he knows it's wrong.

He makes a place for the tie on his dresser, next to a bottle of cologne that someone gave him. The white linen runner shows off the metal piece really well, but Coos has a better idea.

He is going to wear the tie to school. It's a lot better than what he has planned for show-and-tell day, which is to bring an orange scarf of the national football side. Everybody has one of those. They would just think you forgot about show-and-tell, then grabbed your scarf on the way out the door.

Nobody else would bring a bolo tie, that's for sure. Coos would walk off with show-and-tell honors. But the thing he really likes is having the chance to talk about Ralph. Yes, the letter has to be part of the show. And Ralph's picture, too.

Maybe it's not such a good idea to bring all three items. Just bring the tie. It's got substance, the hard metal that everyone understands. The picture and the words have a different kind of substance, the kind you don't want to talk about.

Ralph signed the letter, "Love - Ralph."

Coos adjusts the tie so that it falls easy below the collar of his white shirt. He looks like an American, maybe even a cowboy. Not a real one like Ralph, but one that would cause Ralph to say, "You look good."

The letter goes in one pocket, and the picture in another. Coos doesn't plan to use them in the show but he likes having them close to his heart. All day long they will be there.

On the walk to school, he thinks about what it would be like if he could bring Ralph for show-and-tell. He would introduce him as the American boy he met at Centraal Station, a boy who would have spent the rest of his days in the plaza out front, begging for coins.

It's no wonder that Ralph loves him.

Coos is one of the first students to enter the classroom. The teacher notices the bolo tie right off and she asks if that is Coos's show-and-tell item. He tells her that it is, and she wants him to go first. That makes him a little nervous but he doesn't see how he can say no.

Once class gets going, the teacher tells them that they are in for a real surprise and she's looking at Coos. Everybody else looks at him, too. It's almost easier to get up front than to sit there being stared at.

"This guy left his passport in seat 24," Coos says. "I found it. First I should tell you it was in Centraal Station. The boy was an American."

Nobody is listening. They like the bolo tie.

One of the boys raises his hand but doesn't wait to be recognized. "What are you wearing?"

"It's a bolo tie," Coos says.

"What's that?" The boy is one of the nicer boys, not inclined to make trouble.

"Ralph sent it to me from America."

"Ralph who?" another boy says, one of the boys who likes to cause trouble.

"He was in seat 24."

"Where?"

"Centraal Station."

Coos sees that things are not going well. The person who really explained it well was Ralph. Coos reaches for the letter in his left shirt pocket.

He unfolds it.

While he's reading it out loud, he realizes just how well Ralph summed up their meeting that day. They probably knew each other for all of 60 seconds. But the words that went between them in that one minute must have meant something else. Coos doesn't know what he is going to do with the closing of the letter.

Just skip it.

Everyone in the class understands English. They speak it well enough to know what's going on. They are really quiet.

Coos reads the signature line to himself. He likes it. The class must know that Coos is holding out on them until he breaks his silence.

"Love - Ralph."

The worst boy in class gets out of his seat like he's the actor with the next line. He points at Coos. "He's in love with you!" The actor pauses for effect. "You're in love with him!"
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"IT'S A nice letter."

The voice belongs to one of the one or two nice boys in the class, only he has caught up with Coos on the field near the school. The day, thankfully, is over.

"Where's the tie?" the boy says.

Coos wants to say so much but doesn't feel like he should. It seems like the two of them are walking the school's brick-red track, Coos in the inside lane.

"I put it in my
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