The Other Side of Limbo

“You will come back to chat some more, won’t you?” Mildred called, her feeble voice swallowed up in the commotion of the airport crowd. 

The woman walking away didn’t seem to hear her.  She just kept her nose buried in the book she was reading as she joined the back of the line to the woman’s restroom.

“Now she was a nice young lady, wasn’t she, dear?”   

“Yes indeed she was.  Reminds me a lot of our Annie.”

“A shame she didn’t stay longer.  Shall we follow her?” 
Mildred looked to where the woman was standing.  Several others had taken their place behind her so that now only her red hair was visible.

“Oh, no.  I don’t suppose that we should, dear.  Seems as though she doesn’t need us anymore.”  

Mildred sighed.  Just like our Annie.

She scanned the concourse.  There were a few people arguing, a few sleeping on the hard plastic seats, a couple kissing in a corner, and a woman changing her baby’s diaper right on the floor.

“Look at that,” she whispered.  “How dreadful.”  She couldn’t decide which was worse: the couple kissing or the mother changing her baby in public. 

“Mind your business, dear.” 

Mildred didn’t feel like minding her business.  What she felt like doing was telling the couple in the corner that if they weren’t careful they’d end up precisely in the shoes of the woman who was changing her baby’s diaper.  And they were far too young for that; they probably had even less sense between the two of them than that young mother had on her own.  
Well, thought Mildred.  Seems I should go talk some sense into those young people. 

But as she thought about the time and effort it would take to stand up and walk across the concourse, she became distracted by a woman’s shrill voice, just a few feet from where she was sitting.

“Is everything alright, Calvinsweetheart?” the woman called after a man who, it seemed to Mildred, was in an awful hurry to visit the restroom.

Hm, she thought.  Calvinsweetheart.  What an odd name.  Ah, but to each his own; that’s what Frank would say. 

Mildred’s heart gave a little flip.  Frank?  Where is Frank?

Her heart flipped again and then started racing as she looked this way and then that, searching for Frank.  This is what happens when I take my eyes off him…

 “Calvinsweetheart?!” the woman called again, her voice so grating Mildred couldn’t help but look her way.  She called once more, but her husband had already disappeared into the men’s room. 

Ahhh, the men’s room, thought Mildred, relief flooding her as she patted her chest.  Frank must have just gone to the men’s room.

The woman gave an exasperated sigh and plopped herself down, two seats away from Mildred.  Mildred thought she looked like a nice lady: neatly styled hair, bright eyes, and a gorgeous tweed travel jacket that Mildred would have loved to own herself.

Must ask Frank to get me one of those for my birthday, she thought.  Of course it will have to be quite a few sizes smaller.

Mildred cleared her throat.  “Perhaps you would be so kind as to have your Calvinsweetheart check on my Frank,” she said, reaching out a hand across the two seats that separated them.  “Once he’s finished in there, of course.”

“Pardon me?” said the woman turning her head, but not pulling her eyes away from the men’s room door.  

“You see,” said Mildred, “Frank has a heart condition and, well, I worry, although he always tells me to stop worrying, that nobody ever lived a day longer through worrying, in fact worrying, says Frank, can actually shorten one’s life by literal years and, well at our age we can’t afford even one second so Frank always makes sure that I stay on the positive side of things and mind my own business and–”

The woman turned and looked at Mildred in a way that made Mildred snap her mouth shut.  She couldn’t remember ever being looked at like that before.  She shivered and retracted her hand as quickly as her ninety-year-old muscles would let her.

The woman, holding a steady stare, pulled something out of her jacket pocket and popped it into her mouth.  It crunched.

Probably the remains of the last poor creature to cross her path, thought Mildred with a shudder.

The woman finally relented by pulling a compact out of her purse and touching up her lipstick.

“Well, I thought that perhaps…” ventured Mildred again after a few moments.  Now that the woman was puckering and blotting she didn’t seem so intimidating.  More to the point, Mildred had to find out if Frank was alright.  “Perhaps since your husband is using the restroom… perhaps…”  Mildred stroked the arm of her crocheted sweater before lacing her shaky fingers together.  She tried to steady her hands in her lap.

“My husband?” said the woman, looking at Mildred again.  To Mildred it looked like she was trying to suppress a smile.
“Yes,” said Mildred.  “I heard you…”  She trailed off and looked down at her hands.  Mind your business, Mildred dear…
 “Oh, yes, well,” said the woman.  She recapped her lipstick, snapped her compact shut, and returned both of them to her purse.  “Yes.”  She started tapping the arm of her seat with one red polished nail.

“Well, as I was saying, I was just wondering… do you think that perhaps–”  But before Mildred could make her request again, the woman stood up and marched towards the men’s room.  And then she walked right in!

“Oh my,” said Mildred to herself.  “She’s going right in there and checking on Frank herself!” 

Mildred shook her head, disappointed in herself for misjudging the woman.  For suggesting that her pockets were stuffed with remains.  Frank always says to be gracious to people, and not to judge, she thought.  Shame on you, Mildred.  Shame on you for being so judgmental. 

As she waited, Mildred once again spotted the young mother.  Only now Mildred saw that her children—Mildred counted four.  No, five!—were running pell-mell all around the concourse!  And their mother was just sitting, arms and legs crossed, doing absolutely nothing about it.  Mildred shook her head.  She’s got herself a brood of little hooligans.  That’s what happens when children who are barely out of diapers themselves have babies.  I wouldn’t be surprised to read about them in the paper one day.
Her gaze followed two of the “little hooligans” as they pretended to be airplanes, dipping and diving and crashing into each other.  After one such crash that ended in tears—it always does, Mildred thought—her eyes flicked towards a sign that had “Quick Stop Coffee Shop” painted in green letters.

“What we need is some tea,” she said and decided to start making her way towards the men’s restroom so that when Frank came out they could go straight to the coffee shop together.

Mildred put the strap of her carry-on bag over her shoulder and pulled herself to a standing position, steadying her tiny frame with the arm of her seat. 

“Whoa!  Let me help you, there, comrade,” came a voice from behind her. 

Mildred’s eyes flashed upward.  This red-faced man looked familiar, but… oh, her memory wasn’t what it used to be!
“Randall, Ms. Mildred,” he said, tapping his nametag.  “Remember?”

She looked at the tag.  “Oh, Randall.  Yes, of course!  Thank you dear.  I was just heading to the men’s room.”

“You mean the ladies’ room,” Randall corrected, and blushed so his already red face became almost purple.

“No, the men’s room,” Mildred replied.  “I need to wait for Frank.  Then we are going to get some tea.”  She pointed at the words “Quick Stop Coffee Shop” that were embroidered into his apron.

“Well let me help you navigate the land mines, then,” said Randall.  He took her carry-on off of her shoulder and slung it over his own.

“Oh, yes,” said Mildred.  “Thank you.”

As Randall led Mildred through the crowds of people, Mildred shouted, “If we’d had a son, we’d have wanted him to be just like you.”  The noise level had risen to the point where Mildred was having a hard time hearing herself talk, let alone think.  And for Mildred, hearing herself think was very important.  
Mildred spotted the woman with the tweed travel jacket coming out of the men’s room.  
“Oh, Randall, dear, take me to that lovely lady wearing the expensive travel jacket,” she said, pointing.

“Do you know her?”

“Oh, yes.” 

In the time it took Mildred and Randall to make it within a few steps of the woman in the tweed jacket, the woman’s husband had come out of the restroom and joined her. 

“I see you found your husband!”  Mildred shouted, even though she was standing right in front of them now. 

Calvinsweetheart shot a harsh look at Mildred.  And then at his wife.

Whatever was that for? she thought, shaking her head.  The younger generation these days…
Avoiding Calvinsweetheart’s eyes, Mildred asked the woman, “Did you happen to see my Frank in there?”

“No,” she replied. She tapped her husband’s arm with one of her perfect red nails.

“Oh, heavens!” said Mildred.  “Well then where–”  She stopped abruptly, mid-sentence, and shifted her focus from their conversation to the men’s room door.  “Frank!” she exclaimed.

The woman’s and Calvinsweetheart’s heads turned, but other than a young child bouncing on the spot, pretending to be a frog, there was no one between them and the men’s room door.

Mildred kept talking.  “You know how I worry when you’re not within earshot.  You always tell me not to worry, and then you go and disappear like that!  Next time you must tell me.”

The woman in the tweed jacket looked back at the space between them and the men’s room door.  The frog-boy was gone.  There was no one else there.  She looked at her husband and rolled her eyes. 

“Now, Randall, here,” Mildred continued, changing the subject as she patted Randall’s hand, “is going to take us to get some tea.  Won’t that be lovely?”

“Oh, yes.  A lovely spot of tea is just what we need,” Mildred answered herself.

The woman and her husband stood there staring.  Randall smiled and shrugged and led Mildred towards the coffee shop.

Randall escorted Mildred to a table.  There was a man sitting there, an unlit cigarette hanging out of his mouth that bounced in rhythm with his leg.  He was tracing the rim of his paper coffee cup with his middle finger.

Randall cleared his throat.  Small beads of sweat formed on his forehead.  “See this, soldier?” he asked, tapping the blue sign that was screwed onto the tabletop.  He outlined the engraved white wheelchair with his fingernail.

The man looked at Randall as if challenging him to ask another stupid question.  Randall cleared his throat again and shifted his weight to one foot.  And then to the other.
“Don’t let him bully you,” said Mildred, looking up at Randall, patting his arm.

The man’s gaze suddenly shot beyond Randall’s shoulder, and without a word he stood and hurried out of the coffee shop, knocking his empty paper cup to the floor.

“That’s showing him who’s boss,” said Mildred.

“Oh, a fine job, indeed,” she said.  “We’re proud of you, Randall.”

Randall stood a bit taller and turned around.  “And don’t even think of lighting that thing hanging from your lip, private!” he called.  But not loud enough for the man to actually hear.

Randall turned to Mildred and smiled, his face muscles twitching.  “Rules are here for the good of the entire platoon and should be followed,” he said.
 “Here now, Ms. Mildred.  Have a sit down.”  He helped Mildred lower herself into the seat.  He put her carry-on bag under the table and picked up the abandoned coffee cup.  Then he wiped the sweat off his forehead with his apron before using it to brush the crumbs off the table.

Mildred straightened her skirt and shuffled her feet together.  She looked up and noticed that the man who’d been sitting in her seat was having a few harsh words with a lady in a blue raincoat.  The lady looked like she was crying.  The man gave her shoulders a shake and then took her arm in his.  They walked a few paces and then sat on the far edge of a concrete planter. 

“Poor dears,” said Mildred, shaking her head.  “They must be distraught over the delayed flights.  We know how they feel.”

“Yes, we certainly do.”

Randall put his hand on Mildred’s shoulder.  “Why don’t I get you some tea, Ms. Mildred?” 

“Oh, yes, that would be lovely.  We’ll have chamomile.”

“No, not chamomile,” she corrected herself.  “Peppermint.  Let’s have peppermint today.”

“Lovely choice,” she said.  And then she smiled up at Randall. 

“Peppermint it is.  I’ll be right back.”

Mildred watched Randall toss the paper cup into the trash bin.  As he walked towards the kitchen, he stopped to talk to a red-haired woman sitting on the floor reading a book.  The same red-haired woman who had reminded Mildred so much of her own Annie.

Mildred watched them exchange words before the woman stood, shaking her head and brushing off her backside.  She picked up her bag, slung it over her shoulder, and started walking towards Mildred’s table.

“You can have a seat with us, dear,” Mildred offered as she passed by. 

Mildred reached out to touch her elbow, but she was too far away.  And it appeared that she didn’t hear Mildred yet again.  She ended up sitting on the opposite side of the planter that the man with the cigarette was sitting on.  
“She must be very busy,” said Mildred.

“Oh, yes.  Yes indeed,” she replied.  “Just like Annie.”

Randall came back with Mildred’s tea.  “Bag in?” he asked as he put two cups on the table. 

“Oh, yes, please.  Leave the bag in.  We like our tea strong.” 

“So, where was your destination today, Ms. Mildred, before the airline launched that nuke into your plans?”

“Paris.  We were headed to Paris.  For our grandson’s wedding.”

Randall knew that Mildred wasn’t flying anywhere.  Just like she hadn’t flown anywhere yesterday, or the day before that.  Or any other day.

“Pass up our carry-on, will you Randall dear?”

Randall did.

Mildred unzipped an outside pocket and shuffled through it.  “Here we are.”  She pulled out two airline tickets.  “We do hope the delay isn’t too long, don’t we?”

“That’s right, dear.  We don’t want to miss Henry’s wedding.”

“Randall, dear,” she said, holding the tickets out to him.  “Can you imagine?  We’ve both forgotten our reading glasses.  Could you tell us which gate we’re to be at once they announce the flights have resumed?”  
“Sure thing, Ms. Mildred,” said Randall, even though he already knew which gate she was supposed to go to.  They were the same tickets she’d asked him to read every day: Gate G. Dated July 28, 1996. 

“It’s Gate G, Ms. Mildred,” he said as he put his finger under the “G” and showed her.  “Oh!  Have you checked in yet?”

Mildred put the tickets down.  “Have we…” she had a faraway look on her face.  “Why, no.  No we haven’t…”

“Well, it’s a good thing, Ms. Mildred, what with the way Pangaean shut down this morning,” Randall said, tapping the Pangaean Airlines logo on the tickets.  “Or else you’d have some time trying to get your luggage back.”

“Pardon?” said Mildred.  She felt like a damp cloud had just lowered itself onto her shoulders.  She shivered.  “But… but we thought the flights were only delayed.” 

“No, no.  Pangaean just up and shut down,” Randall said.  “No warning, no apologies, no nothing.  Just pfffft!  Shut down.”

Mildred looked at Randall like a little girl whose balloon had just floated away.  “We’d much prefer to go to Paris anyway,” she said.

“Well, I guess… I guess you could re-book with Titan Air.  Or Hermes,” Randall suggested.  “I mean, if you really want to.”

Mildred put a shaky hand over her mouth.  The cloud had just swallowed her up completely.  “No thank you,” she whispered. 
There was a sudden commotion in the crowd.  Airport security personnel had surrounded a man. 

“That’s the same soldier who was sitting here!” exclaimed Randall.  “I bet he tried lighting that lung-grenade!”

The woman in the blue raincoat was now sobbing hysterically.  A few steps away from both of them was the young, red-haired woman.

“Annie,” whispered Mildred.

She pushed herself to her feet.

“Where are you going?” asked Randall.  “Ms. Mildred, I don’t think you should go over there right now.  You’ll be putting yourself right in the middle of a combat zone.”

Mildred didn’t hear him.  She shuffled herself along the tiled floor toward the red-haired woman.  Randall followed her and when he tried to take her by the arm, Mildred pulled away. 

“No thank you,” she said again.

 This time Mildred wasn’t going to let her get away.  She grabbed a hold of the woman’s wrist.  “Annie,” she said.

The woman jumped.  Her eyes flashed to Mildred’s cold hand that was clamped around her wrist and then back up to her face.

“Annie,” said Mildred again.  “Pangaean has shut down.  What should we do?”

The woman blinked several times.  Then she looked Mildred directly in the eyes.
“Regret nothing,” she said.  And with that she pulled free and disappeared into the crowd.

“Do you know that lady?” asked Randall, who had been standing behind Mildred the entire time. 

Mildred didn’t reply.

She watched as the authorities took the man with the cigarette and the hysterical woman away.  Slowly, the tight knot of people that had gathered around the scene loosened.

“Ms. Mildred,” said Randall, trying once more to take her by the elbow.  But Mildred just shuffled off.

This time Randall let her go.  She’d be back again.  She always was.
Mildred made her way through the crowd.  There were still people arguing all around her, but Mildred didn’t notice them anymore.  She had been swallowed by the cloud and all she was aware of was her own thoughts and ragged breaths. 

Regret nothing.  That’s what Annie had said.  Mildred turned that phrase over and over in her mind.

“What do you think she meant by that?” Mildred asked aloud.

There was no reply.

“What do you think she meant by that, Frank?” she asked again, panic rising in her chest. 

There was still no reply.

Mildred stopped, dread gripping her heart.  She didn’t realize it, but she had left the terminal building.  She pulled her crocheted sweater tightly around her frail body.

 “Frank?  Frank?!” 

“Can I help you get a taxi, ma’am?” asked a young attendant.

 Mildred suddenly felt a tightening spread across her chest and she was hit by a dizzy spell.  “What about Paris?” she said as she reached out and steadied herself on a cold metal trash bin.  “What about Henry’s wedding?”

“The, uh … you’ll have to check in if you’re heading to Paris, ma’am,” the attendant said.  “Inside the building.”

“Frank?” Mildred called again.  “We must check in, Frank.”  She let go of the trash bin.  “Frank?”  She shuffled down the walkway, farther from the building. 

“Uh, just holler if you need me, alright?” the attendant called after her.  “If … if you can’t find Frank.”

Mildred kept walking.

“We must check in, Frank,” she said again.  “We can’t go to Paris unless we check in.”

Mildred’s heart was racing and her body was shaking.  She didn’t know where to go, what to do.  Where’s Frank?
“Ms. Mildred, wait!  You forgot your bag and tickets at the coffee shop!  Ms. Mildred!” 

At the sound of her name Mildred snapped to and stopped, just as she reached the curb.  The voice was familiar.  And it was coming from behind her.

“Frank?” she whispered.

As she turned around she was hit by another dizzy spell, this one taking the sidewalk out from under her feet.  Her foot slipped off the curb just as a taxi rounded the corner.

“Ms. Mildred!!” 

The sound of screeching tires.  The sickening smell of diesel fumes.  The sensation of being pushed, or pulled, or lifted; she wasn’t sure.

And then she went down, hard.

A cacophony of indistinct sounds surrounded her.

A heavy weight across her shoulders made it difficult to breathe.

Her eyes fluttered open, briefly.  Through blurred vision she saw a man’s face, right beside her own.  There was blood in his nose and his eyes were closed.  There was a gash across his forehead and shards of glass glittered in his sparse, dark hair.

Frank? she thought, although had she had her wits about her, she would have realized he was too young to be Frank. 

Oh, Frank, thought Mildred as her head pounded, her vision fading a little more with each beat.  I’m afraid we might miss Henry’s wedding after all.

And then she slipped into darkness. 

