Chase the Day
From the sliding doors to the baggage claim belt, the taxi drop-off point and to the check in zone: the floor of Terminal One was littered with the debris of travel interrupted. Stranded passengers had erected suitcase forts and sleeping bag moats around tiny patches of floor they claimed as their own. A young, pale skinned woman picked her way through this rubble. A leather satchel, swung low around her black army boots. Around her neck a Polaroid camera leapt and recoiled with each step. It was testament to her single mindedness that these two disparate bouncing objects did not entangle—or strangle—her. 
Quiche was on a quest, and quests after all—if nothing else—were impractical. 

Nearly two hundred souls were marooned across the concourse. It had helped to pretend all these strangers and their armpit smells were camping out in her backyard. But that game had not brought her any closer to the target of her quest. This time as she crossed the terminal floor she decided a more intimate tactic was needed. Quiche looked at the clutter of people’s lives washing up like the tide 
and in excruciating slow motion she renewed her journey. Her first footfall brought the toe cap of her boot in contact with the corner of a sleeping bag. The next step cheekily pushed an upturned novel a whole centimetre towards its owner. It took her triple the time to cross the concourse playing this game of transparent stranger. By the time she reached the other side she was trembling. Her sneaky footsteps had brought her into contact with more people than she had talked to her in her entire life. She collapsed against a wall and clutched her chest breathless and guilty. She would not be playing transparent strangers again.

“Are you okay?’

Quiche turned to find herself confronted by the knowing eyes of a twelve year old—large, dark and receptive like radar dishes. 

She had meticulously avoided any conversations since arriving at the airport. Her first instinct was to pretend she had not heard the sandy skinned boy. Her fingers darted to her satchel, the weight a reassuring alibi. She would feign being busy. Yes, there was something very important deep within her satchel demanding her full attention. When she looked up next the boy would be gone.
 “You’re funny,” he said, after a minute or so.
That 
was not gone away at all.  That was a fat finger of words jabbing her in the face. This was not good. Quiche peeled her fringe from her eyes, looking around him for an escape route. Off to her right a refugee camp formed around a row of vending machines. She would make a dash for there. If the boy followed she would either loose him in the crowd, or the vending machines would transfix his boyish nature with their chocolatey promise.

She buckled shut the satchel’s flap. It was now or never. She shot one furtive gazelle-like glance over her shoulder. In that fleeting instance the boy’s knowing eyes pierced deep into her awareness. In that moment Quiche believed those rich, wide eyes were capable of taking in everything up to and including radio waves. 
She thrust her hand into her cardigan and produced a Polaroid picture. It was faded and creased. Cracks ran its surface.
“Him?” she said proffering the photograph to the 
boy. He took the photograph and studied it. Within its yellowing frame a moustached gentleman stared back from an airport in the 1970’s.  He wore a white linen suit
; trousers flared in the style of day. He also wore a long trench coat in the same colour. His moustache was neatly groomed and his long hair fell gracefully behind his ears. At his side a small child was thumbing her nose at the camera. 
 
“Who is he?” the boy asked.

Quiche shrugged, assuming the photo said all that needed to be said about her quest. 
The boy had little time to respond as his mother came into view.  A black dress enveloped her from top to toe.
 Quiche was immediately mesmerised by the shimmying fabric. The way it hid all trace of the person inside. Before this woman and her veil there could be no cross talk; no facial ticks or arbitrary nuances of behaviour to confound her brain. At last here was someone she could turn to for help. The woman said something in her language to the boy. He replied and gestured towards Quiche, who grabbed a smile from the ether and painted it onto her face. The woman in the veil took the photo from her son’s hand. 
The boy translated:
 “She says an airport is a place somewhere between heaven and earth.”

With that the woman made an expansive gesture out across the concourse. 

A family of four Latinos occupied a bench beneath a fern tree. 
Beside them perched on the end of the bench, a pair of white linen trousers uncrossed and crossed. A newspaper suspended tantalisingly before the trouser owner’s face.

 The photo was pressed back into Quiche’s hand and the boy was led off. 
“Bye bye,” he chirruped.

But Quiche did not reply. The trousers jutting out from beneath that newspaper had her a tremble. Quiche weighed up the number of people in the world sanguine enough to wear white linen from top to toe. Surely outside a Mark Twain look-a-like jamboree very few indeed
. Another page turned and the newspaper briefly sunk giving a tantalising glimpse of straw coloured hair. She looked at the crinkled photo in her hand and another tick was placed in the checklist in her head. The trembling grew. Her spare hand grabbed the wrist of the hand holding the photo; but all that did was send the tremors down her legs into her feet. She began to dance an excited little jig. 

The next ten minutes passed as she willed her target to lower the newspaper and reveal his identity to her. The booming loudspeaker announcements faded into white noise. The clamour of hundreds of stranded passengers forgotten. And then the obstructive rectangle of the broadsheet collapsed in on itself. It was as if Quiche’s senses plummeted, screeching down a tunnel, at the end of which was a face. The face of the man she was questing for:

The man from the 1970’s! Still immaculate in a white linen suit and trench coat.
With that Quiche turned and rushed off to the toilets.

-----------------------------------------------

Suspicious glances and lunges for the hand drier moved Quiche around the lavatory like a chess piece. When at last a cubicle did free up she sprang into it and slammed the door shut. 
Five minutes later her cubicle door flew open. The eyes of a woman shaving her legs in the sink fell on Quiche in baffled appraisal. She was lost deep within the bowels of a dark blue overcoat
—the words Pangaean Airline Security emblazoned on its broad lapel. Her army boots unseen beneath its hem, she waddled out to catch a glimpse of herself in a mirror. The reflection staring back at her was of a head several sizes too small to be wearing a man’s coat. Regardless, she thrust her arms forward so they popped magically out from inside the dark tunnels of the sleeves. She retrieved a lipstick pen from the pocket and theatreically untwisted the cap, drawing it back and forth over her lips with all the care of an infant wielding a wax crayon. When done she looked into the mirror, pleased with the indiscreet red pout that blew a kiss back at her.


Now, Quiche was ready to put this quest to bed. 
Back on the concourse the seat was empty. The man from the photograph was gone! The panic inside her head was almost musical, a discordant crescendo which did not relent. The orchestra spluttered out when she glimpsed the familiar white linen of her target. He was inside the “Bye-Bye Bar” perched on a stool absently rolling a long glass between his fingers. 

Quiche took two long deep breaths, licked her lips and pressed onwards.
Inside the “Bye-Bye Bar” the staff looked as empty as the bottles racked up behind their bar. Stocks were running short in the face of the Pangaean crisis - as was good will. Service was reduced to minimal robotic interactions—the snatching of cash transmuting into the slapping down of liquor. 

“May I take this seat?” Quiche said to the white shoulders at the bar. The long trench coat trailed down his back and over the legs of the stool. This gave the impression the man was suspended in the air, propped up on the bar by nothing more than his elbows. He merely continued rolling the gin and tonic between his fingers. There was a distance to his stare Quiche was reluctant to interrupt. She took the seat. The bar man looked at her with blood shot eyes.
“One of those,” she said gesturing at the man’s drink. “But hold the gin.” 

“A tonic?” the bar man replied.

“And keep ‘em coming,” she said in her most worldly voice. 

The man from the photograph was noting her from the corner of his eyes.

“Askance,” she said.

“Pardon me?”
“You were looking at me askance.”
“So I was,” the man chuckled. “Please forgive me I did not mean to be rude.” He leaned back on his stool to her appraise her. “But when I worked for Pangaean, staff were a tad better tailored than you.”

Quiche reached for the top button of the overcoat. Self-consciously – but with the best haughty air she could muster - she did it up.  Anymore comments like that one and her resolve would dissolve completely. She needed him to be nice like she remembered. Before returning to his drink the man from the photograph checked his watch and glanced up at the departure board. Quiche was now sweating and regretting doing up the button. The coarse material of the coat’s collar rubbed against her neck and ears. She had to jut her chin forward just to prevent her head being swallowed by the cavernous garment. Fighting the urge to make like a tortoise and retract her head into its shell she pushed the faded photograph across the bar top. 
The man gave her the askance look again before picking it up.
Quiche studied his face as he took another drink. He was a cool customer alright. Please be nice. Please be nice, she thought. “You were a precocious little girl,” he said. “Your friend though; he should have known better,” he returned the photograph to the bar. Carefully avoiding the wet circle marks left by his drink.  

It was the opening she needed. She dove into her satchel, not failing to notice the last swig he took from his drink was a big one. Her fingers found the National Geographic magazine within and produced it like a magician pulling a rabbit from a hat. The man downed his drink. The ice cubes clinking loudly as he placed the empty glass down on the bar. She whipped open the magazine to a page book marked with a magpie’s feather. It was a large glossy image marked 1984: three men posed on an orange ziggurat in a South American jungle. Two of them wore the obligatory khaki of explorers. The other conspicuous in white linen shirt and shorts.
Her companion stood up and started to pull on his trench coat.

“Well good luck with your journey,” he said. “Time nor tide and all that.”

Quiche twisted on the stool
. A copy of Time magazine 1963 held up to her chest. He did not have time to finish dragging his left arm through the sleeve as she recited:

“After the Second World War, Eagle Ridgeline emerged as one of the United Kingdom’s most important aviation concerns. Claude Mason, aviation engineer turned business mogul, steered the company into civil aviation and soon with a fleet of British-built short- and medium-haul airliners Eagle Ridgeline operated flights ranging across continental Europe.” 
Quiche intoned the words like a small child presenting a science project to class. The magazine was open on an article title King of the Eagles. Claude Mason: a profile. 
“In 1954 Eagle Ridgeline merged with Emerald Sky and formed the new long haul carrier christened Pangaean Airways. The clarity of Mason’s aviation and business acuity will be sorely missed when he retires at the end of the month.” 
With that she thrust the Time magazine forward, the profile and portrait on its open pages impossible for the man to escape. 
“Remind you of anyone?’ she added with a brave squeak.
The sepia photograph on the page depicted a pensive looking Mason. Pipe in hand and patrician’s kindly smile flashing for the camera. Fifty years lay between the photo and the man standing in the Bye Bye Bar. Barely a hair or wrinkle changed between the two.

“I never liked that pipe. Damnable social convention,” he muttered. He sat back on the stool and gestured to the bar man to bring two more gin and tonics. Quiche collected the National Geographic and Polaroid from the counter and returned them with the magazine to her satchel. She looked up, an expression of pleasure cranked up to ridiculous spread across her face.
The two drinks arrived and Mason slid one to Quiche. “Blue blazes! All these decades avoiding journalists and it’s a slip of a girl who sniffs me out.”

She knew now was the time to find the voice that had deserted her for most of her life, but when she spoke it came out thin as a mouse’s whisker: “I was seven when they took that Polaroid of us. Mum flew me off to my grandparents at any chance she could,” Quiche took a sip from the G&T in the hope it would give her more courage. “I always flew with Pangaean as a U.M.”
“An unaccompanied minor,” the ageless aviator said into his drink. “If memory serves me correctly they scolded us for building suitcase igloos.”
Quiche hiccupped on the drink. All her life he had been a face in the gallery of kind faces kept in her head. It was such a small gallery. She hiccupped again. She felt the colour rising in her cheeks clashing with her deliberately indiscreet lipstick. She felt such a fool; sat lost in the gargantuan, misappropriated overcoat. She wanted to tell him how much the suitcase igloos had meant to her. How she had revisited the gallery in her head often … until one day in her uneventful, late twenties she chanced upon a certain National Geographic magazine lying open in a dentist’s waiting room. 
But the hiccups and the embarrassment prevented her. 
Her brain tried to unknot her tongue—ordering it to give words to the euphoria that had gripped her when she tracked down Pangaean’s first advertisements. His features as fresh and kindly in those 1950’s ads, as that day in the 1970’s when he befriended a lonely, little girl who often found herself envying orphans.
 “I suppose you are wandering how I do it?” he said. 
She flushed, and succeeded in simultaneously nodding and shaking her head at the same time.

“Call it the Pioneer Spirit. Back when I started no one took air travel for granted. Least of all us aviators. We pushed our jets 
and ourselves to the limits; but in doing so we shrunk the globe to the extent that we squeezed all the adventure from it,” he grimaced at the memory and pinned a folded dollar bill between his glass and place mat. “The Pioneer Spirit would never have let me play at tycoon much longer than I did. It told me there was one last adventure waiting for me up above the clouds. ‘Fly West’, it said. ‘Fly West’. So I did and have been doing so ever since.”

This time he was up from his stool and into his trench coat faster than Quiche’s eyes could follow.  “So remember miss. Chase the day, and you will never grow old.” He went to doff a hat that was not there. “Old habits,” he chuckled, turned and left the bar.
No, this was not how it was meant to play out! 
Quiche fought back the buzzing building in her ears. She gulped back the hiccups and with the taste of acid in her mouth rushed out of the Bye Bye Bar.  Back in the chaos of the Terminal all her plans were beginning to unravel … but she had one outside bet that hadn’t come in yet. 
Mason was standing off studying the Departure Board. The clang of public address announcements and the bustle of the crowd jostled the words she had prepared. Her feet lost beneath the overcoat as she waddled up to his side. To speak she had to poke her neck upright so her mouth emerged from the collar.
“Is it lonely?” she said tugging his sleeve.

 He turned and with relief she noted his features were still full of warmth towards her. 
He hesitated before he replied. “It would probably be the most damnably lonely thing in the world if I didn’t fly Pangaean. Before my ‘disappearance’ I set up the Legacy Ticket so I could fly business class in perpetuity. The air crews are always changing but there is always a familiar face or two to keep me sane.”
Suddenly a weight bore down on her shoulder. A hand spun her around and she was staring face-to-face with an airport security man. He wore the scowl of short men and security personnel the world over—angry little Lego man eyes drilling into her with a fury that drove all possibility of saying something into her boots.

“Impersonating Pangaean staff is a breach of airport security,” he prodded the Pangaean insignia on the over coat’s lapel. “I’m going to have to ask you to come with me.” 
 “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, my good fellow,” Mason interjected. “If it is Pangaean identification you crave then maybe you should feast your eyes on this.” He flipped open his wallet and inside a golden ID card shone out. The writing and details on the Legacy Ticket blurred beneath the bright golden glow it gave off, but from the photo and emblem there was no denying it was Pangaean in origin … and also belonged to someone much more connected than a mere security grunt.

 “It’s all right,” Quiche’s small voice came from within the over coat. “He can have his coat back.” Before Mason or the security guy could protest she slithered out of it, 
standing before them – and the whole Terminal – in nothing more than her skin, bra and panties.

“Stars and Garters!” Mason exclaimed as he whipped off his own trench coat and covered up the girl’s modesty.
“Bloody hell, I’m out of here,” the security guard had wits enough to appreciate when a situation had spiralled out of his control. He slipped through the gathering, gawping crowd.
 “Thank you,” she said, considering how far she had travelled since daring transparent strangers.
“Think nothing of it,” it was Mason’s turn to be embarrassed. He glanced up at the departure board. “Look, please keep the coat until you reclaim your baggage. I’ve got to catch my flight and for the first time in forever I’m flying with someone other than Pangaean.”
“Oh I am so sorry.” She consciously tried to paint ‘mortified’ on the white board of her face and set about emptying the pockets of the trench coat. A note book, a spare tie, a set of playing cards: she handed them to him one by one. As he glanced once more up at the departure board; she glanced down at the last item from the trench coat’s pocket.

A single ticket.

 “Thank you,” he said absently as he received the ticket from her grasp. “And sorry, I simply must dash.” With that he was clipping off across the concourse.


She waited for his white suit to disappear into the Departure Lounge before she turned and hurtled off towards the check-in counter for Balder Airways.

Yes, I understand this is first class check in.

Yes, you accept cash?

No, I have no baggage to check in. 

No, I do not have any special dietary requirements.
Yes, I must have a window seat. 

No, that seat right there.

West, thank you very much.
Quiche boarded Flight Q566, breathless, with five minutes to spare.

�This makes me think of the debris washed up on the tide, rather than just the movement alone of the tide?


�I think it would be better to refer to him as “he”.. “That” confuses the hell out of me


�At 12 he’s not really a “child”


�Ditched the kaki I see… can’t wait to see what he’ll be dressed in later on.


�There are Muslim women in Brisbane – not sure what the cultural background or significance is – but they wear the most amazing cobalt blue burqhas. Absolutely stunning and startling at the same time. They have black mesh across the eye slots, which further obscure any personal interaction.


�Love this…and I can see it as a quote on the back cover of the books this time around!


�Do you want to pick someone from one of the other stories and insert them here. There is a woman with three children in Jon’s story – arguing and generally being young boys?


�Panama or a Miami Vice reunion??


�Where did the overcoat come from – was she waiting for a specific cubicle where the coat had been hidden?


�I thought he was wearing it??


�There seem to be two magazines – but she’s only actually taken one out of her satchel – the other magically appears at her chest?


�Planes


�Does she need a passport?? Would she not have to get her satchel





	6
	Chase The Day by Jason Coggins



