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Dedication

In respectful memory,

Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al Said (1940–2020)
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Note:

Sidi is pronounced “See-Dee.”

Aref is pronounced “R-F.”
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Bon Voyage!
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The moment the giant silver jet took off from Muscat International Airport, wheels lifting from the runway, Aref Al-Amri started laughing. Shaking and giggling as if a strong wave had rolled up from inside of him, he was laughing hard in seat 14A!

“What is it, habibi?” his mother asked from the next seat. “What’s the joke?”

He couldn’t tell her. He didn’t even know.

In the weeks and days leading up to this moment, he had felt worried, and mad. He wouldn’t even pack his suitcase. The suitcase that right this minute was in the belly of the plane. He’d said to his grandfather, “Sidi, I am scared of everything. I don’t want to go, and I think I won’t like it.”

He told his mom, “This is a very bad idea you made up for me.”

He stomped his feet and banged a few doors.

He didn’t want to move halfway around the world. What if no one liked him or even wanted to know him? People in other places already had their friends, and his friends were here in Oman. His brain felt stuck in a sad place the whole time they were preparing to leave.

And now he was laughing! Everything suddenly felt good!

Even walking down the airplane aisle and finding their big golden seats lined up with all the other seats so neatly felt like a pleasure. He had pushed his backpack under the seat in front of him and snuggled into position, rearranging his tightly latched seat belt. He stretched his legs out. He didn’t feel crowded at all. He liked all the nifty buttons in the ceiling and on the armrest. He appreciated his air vent, blasting a strong current of air into his face. He was glad his seat was by the window.

Right when the roaring airplane engine revved loudly, and the wheels started rolling, and the plane tilted up into the sky, a little whisper tickled Aref from deep inside his mind. Relief! Adventure!

His spirits lit up, as if the fear had flown out of him.

But his mom was not laughing. Her eyes were tightly closed, hands gripped together in her lap. A tear was dripping down her cheek. She reached up to wipe it away.

“Mom!”

She didn’t answer him. This was a surprise—she had seemed so happy to be going to the United States. Had they just traded personalities?

She reached over, gently touching his hair and shoulder, and tried to smile. But she kept her eyes closed while doing it.

He nudged her. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s a new chapter, my love,” she said. “I will miss our country, too, you know. You’re not the only one.”

And then something weird happened. Her own words came out of his mouth.

“Remember, we’ll be back,” Aref said. “It’s just for a short time.” He felt like an echo. This was exactly what she had been saying to him for weeks and weeks!

His mom smiled. She whispered, “Bon voyage”—“good journey” in French. She didn’t really speak French; she just knew a few words in different languages since she was an English teacher and loved words. “Merci, Madame,” said Aref, proud that he knew that much. Everyone always told him he was lucky to be so fluent in English and Arabic both. “Well, my mom’s an English teacher,” he always said. “And my school speaks English.”

Outside in the big darkness, the giant tipped sliver of a crescent moon was rising over Muscat—the same quiet moon he and Sidi had watched from Sidi’s roof when they slept up there last week. Their old friend, the moon. But looking so different now. Still, it was fine. The moon knew how to change, but always be present. Sidi had told Aref that the moon would be with him everywhere. This was helpful. This would be one of the secret thoughts that helped him get through.




The Hand
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When you were in an airplane, none of your land worries seemed big at all. You forgot what you worried about in the first place. You couldn’t see the hospital with its lit-up windows or the parking lots crowded with traffic or the sad house whose water heater blew the roof off. You were bigger than the biggest bird, holding power inside you.

Anything could happen. Soon you had a little bag of crackers in your lap, and someone was asking if you wanted apple juice.

They were flying to Paris, then to New York City, then to Detroit, Michigan. Aref’s father would pick them up at the Detroit airport in a car he was renting until they got their own car, and they would drive to Ann Arbor, not too far away. Aref and his mother would see their new apartment for the first time.

Aref really loved names of cities. He spent hours staring at maps, memorizing them. Seeb! Kalamazoo! Honolulu! Sandwich! Toad Suck! So he liked staring at his own plane tickets, seeing his name printed above the name of a different place. He liked focusing on the map in the airline magazine, soaking up some new names. He hadn’t known before that airplanes had magazines.

It felt odd to fly in an airplane at night, at the same time you were usually putting on your pajamas and going to bed. Tonight Aref would not have to go to bed. They would push the levers on the sides of their seats and tip back a little. Each comfy seat contained a pillow in a fresh cover, like an envelope, and a dark-blue blanket in a plastic sack.

“This is a great TV screen!” Aref was whispering to himself. He could click his own remote control and watch shows once they started flying. His friend Riyad had told him that he had watched four movies in a row on the way to New York. There were Disney movies, cartoons, zombies, and games. Aref could watch TV all night if his mom kept her eyes closed. She wouldn’t see what he chose. She wouldn’t tell him to turn it off.

The lights of Muscat dimmed beneath the plane. All the beautiful beige and white buildings were smaller than little toys that could get lost under the bed. The purple blue-brown mountains behind the city shrank away, too; even their shadows were gone. Everything was so small. Everything was the same size.

Apartments and houses, schools and parks, the big grocery stores and the tiny Thai restaurants, the open market and beautiful library, Sidi’s old sandal shop, big and little roads, bridges and soccer fields, hotels and beaches—you flew over all of them.

But where was Sidi’s house?

Aref hadn’t been able to see Sidi’s neighborhood at all. He couldn’t pick out any specific neighborhoods in all that darkness. Sidi had said he would be standing on the roof waving. He had promised. Was he there?

Good-bye to everything Aref ever knew! The plane rose gracefully into the world of clouds and cloud stories, those drifting tales Sidi always told. Aref and his mother were joining the higher air of falcons, then flying above the falcons. The sky was very giant, very wide. Aref felt bigger already. He sat up tall in his seat and looked around.

One thing he had noticed at the gate before getting on the airplane was that there weren’t many kids on this flight. Mostly there were sunburned tourist-looking people and businesspeople in dark suits and maybe some deep-sea divers and ship captains and librarians and some people from India and a few women maybe from Saudi Arabia wearing hijabs and their husbands or fathers or grandfathers, and only one other kid around his age. She had a blond ponytail with a puffy pink twist holding it together. He’d walked over to her bravely and said, “Hello!” She smiled but didn’t answer. Then he said, “Marhaba!” in case she spoke Arabic, not English. She still didn’t answer. Now, though, he noticed she was sitting right in front of him! He quickly slid back down in his seat.

But as soon as the plane leveled out, after tipping upward like a rocket launching, something incredible happened. The girl stuck her hand back between the seat and the side of the plane, under the window, toward him. What was she doing? Aref stared at her pale hand. Her wrist wore a little pink and yellow bracelet made of strings braided together. He looked at his mom. Her eyes were still closed. She seemed to have fallen asleep already. So Aref reached out and touched the girl’s hand. At first he tried to shake it, like grown-ups meeting, but she wrapped her fingers around his own and held on tightly. His heart pounded. They flew this way for a few minutes before she let go and pulled her hand back.

He couldn’t see the girl’s face. She hadn’t answered him when he tried to say hello at the gate. But even in the cold blast from the vent, he felt a warm glow in his cheeks. Aref had a friend on the airplane. They didn’t speak the same language, but they were sharing a ride.




Friends You Never Dream Of
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The engine settled down from its biggest roar and began humming. It was a nice, comfortable sound, like ten air conditioners turned on softly at once.

A tall flight attendant wearing a red beret leaned over Aref’s mother and said to Aref, “Is this your first flight?”

Surprised, he nodded.

“Would you like to meet the captain?” she asked.

Meet the captain? What was she talking about?

“Undo your seat belt and walk to the cockpit with me,” she said, smiling.

Walk to the cockpit? Seriously? Aref needed to tell this to Sidi!

He snapped his seat belt open and scrambled over his drowsy mom’s legs. She opened her eyes a crack, saw the attendant beckoning him, and nodded. “Go ahead, habibi.”

The flight attendant paused at the row in front of Aref’s and said to the girl’s mother, “Excuse me, is this her first flight?”

“No! Colette, she fly more times,” the other mom said.

So now Aref knew the girl’s name. Colette.

Colette didn’t get to go to the cockpit then. She smiled at him, though.

The cockpit was full of one thousand buttons, levers, numbers, dials, graphs, tiny windows, and bright lights, some white, some green, some blinking. There were three pilots up there, actually: a captain wearing headphones, a copilot, and an extra pilot, who handed Aref a pin of golden wings and a piece of paper declaring him a first-time flyer with the details filled in about their trip, Muscat to Paris, and a place to write his own name, with the date. The captain had already signed it. Wow! It was a document of proof.

“Are you having a good time?” the pilot asked him.

“Great!” said Aref.

The pilot helped Aref pin the wings on his denim jacket. He patted his shoulder. “We are glad you are flying with us tonight. Welcome to the skies.”

Aref walked back to his seat shining like a sunbeam, thinking I could be a pilot, something he had never thought before, not even once. He noticed that many of the passengers were wrapped in their blankets like mummies, slouched in their seats, wearing dark blue eye masks. How could they sleep at a thrilling time like this?

Soon Aref was eating pasta with tomato sauce and mushrooms. He liked the food tray with its small round bread bun and tiny salt and pepper packets. He liked the miniature salad and the brownie for dessert. After he finished, he watched French cartoons with cats swinging on ropes from the ceiling of a giant castle, then ripped the plastic sack around his own blanket open. He tucked it under his chin and leaned back.

Aref dreamed of odd things in Muscat he wouldn’t see for three years—the intricate balconies on buildings in Muttrah, the glass faces of newer buildings up toward the hills, the way they shone an unearthly green light at sundown. The golden fields on the edge of Muscat, right before the desert and mountains, after the houses stopped; the way they stretched open and he wanted to run through them. The graceful big gate over the road by the sea. The dome and towers of the Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque lit up and glittering like one of the world’s wonders. He dreamed about the way Sidi cut a cantaloupe, neat triangles and chunks, and scooped the seeds away. He dreamed of his soft, cozy bed and missed it. He dreamed of Mish-Mish, his cat, jumping high into the air and doing a backflip when he gave her some catnip.




Sidi’s Secret Thoughts, Not Told, Not Written

He is really gone now.

He will be gone a long time.

I told him it was not long,

but I was just

trying

to make him feel better.




Paris Airport
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When they exited the plane in Paris, Colette turned and waved to him. He waved back. Then she disappeared with her parents forever into a crowd. Aref wished she had not disappeared. We never spoke one word, but I might remember her, he thought.

His body felt weird and stiff. It was hard to sleep on a plane. He wished they were there already, but they still had a very long way to go. His mom seemed anxious, searching for the right gate for the flight to New York City. The airport loomed huge and gray around them, full of moving sidewalks and tired-looking travelers. Was it morning here? It was hard to tell what time it was. Aref pulled his small carry-on suitcase with a blue whale on it. He also wore his backpack. It was a lot, when you were tired. His mom was lugging a giant flowered bag of snacks, books, passports, extra shoes, and her purse. They walked up and down long terminal halls. They made a U-turn once. It was a whole mysterious world in here.

So many cities were posted on signs at different gates—Brussels, Toronto, Rabat, Edinburgh. So many people, in such various outfits, some very modern, others looking as if they had stepped out of a history book. A man older than Sidi, with a billowing white beard, was wearing a black top hat, carrying a loaf of bread!

Ladies wearing long dresses shimmering with bright fields of flowers smiled kindly at Aref. Some people wore shining turbans. Aref heard a crowd of teenagers speaking French. He really wished he could speak French. They were a team, dressed in striped blue and white athletic uniforms, crowding into the gate to Berlin.

Finally Aref and his mom sat down in two hard plastic chairs at the New York gate and stared at each other.

“Whew!” Aref’s mother said. “We’re on our way. That wasn’t easy.” She took a deep breath. Her forehead was damp.

“I thought Paris was supposed to be pretty,” said Aref.

His mother looked surprised. “This isn’t Paris,” she said. “This is just the airport. Paris is one of the most beautiful cities in the world.”

“Really?” He looked around. Trash bins. Sandwich wrappers spilling out. “I wish we could really see Paris. Have you really seen it?”

“No. Maybe another time. Everyone loves it. The Eiffel Tower and the Louvre art museum and . . .” Her voice trailed off.

“Why couldn’t Sidi come with us?” asked Aref. “Flying is so easy. I mean, you don’t really do anything. You just sit there.”

She shrugged. “I agree. It’s surely easier than driving that jeep of his.”

At the very same moment she said “jeep,” Aref heard the man wearing a black jacket sitting across from him call out to another man, “Monsieur!” which was the name of Sidi’s jeep! Maybe this meant there would be good luck for the day.




New Discoveries
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Aref decided to write in his notebook until they got on the next plane. He tried to draw a picture of the airplane cockpit, which was fun and very complicated with so many buttons, dials, and lights. But already he could see he had a problem. His notebooks were usually full of things he had learned. New discoveries. And now everything was a discovery. He would just have to pick and choose.
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