The Strangest Comfort

By Icy Sedgwick

The shit only hits the fan when you’ve devoted a sizeable chunk of your life to planning for it to not hit the fan.  Take today, for example.  If everything had gone according to plan, I would now be sitting in the departures lounge, reading a book and probably knocking back a Jack and Coke.  Or two.  Maybe I’d even be enjoying a giant Toblerone from Duty Free.  But no.  My day got off to a crappy start when I ran out of the house in a hurry, leaving my passport behind.  If that weren’t bad enough, I then got stuck in a traffic jam on the way to the airport after going home to get it.  I could have handled that.  Really, I could, but my plan certainly didn’t include Pangaean Airlines collapsing, and stranding their passengers at assorted locations across the globe.

This particular location is on the verge of meltdown.  I look around the crowded waiting area.  It’s crammed with harassed parents, bored children, and angry travellers.  I’ve never seen the collapse of an airline before, and it’s certainly not pretty.  Every other word I hear is “lawsuit” or “unfair”.  I don’t even think to question the logic of suing an airline that has so little money it is now bankrupt.

Off to my right, a woman stands at the check-in desk, wrangling with the attendant about the location of her bag.  She’s going to a wedding, if the conversation is anything to go by.  It seems her dress has been impounded by the airline.  Judging by the sobbing and shouting around me, hers isn’t the only bag swallowed up in the airline’s collapse.  I’m actually glad that I forgot my passport, and I mentally thank the traffic jam that stopped me getting here on time.  Half an hour earlier, and my bag would also be stuck in the now-defunct airline’s inner sanctum beyond the desk.

As it is, my scruffy Union Jack holdall is at my feet.  That bag has been everywhere with me.  It’s seen the aurora borealis, been soaked in the spray of Niagara Falls, and it even survived a riot in South America.  Friends laugh at me, and tell me I should replace it, but why?  It does the job.  That bag is the most reliable thing in my life right now.

Scanning the departures board, it’s clear that anything flying out today will be packed.  Robert won’t mind if I’m late.  I hardly think he’d notice if I never arrived at all.  I grimace at the thought of Robert.  The blonde woman beside me mistakes the expression for annoyance at the pandemonium around me and nods in agreement.

I fish my phone out of my pocket.  Robert might not care, but I’m pretty sure my publisher will.  I’m supposed to be meeting her this evening.  I dial the number, cursing the time difference.

“PIPPA!”  Melanie squawks down the phone at me.

“You’re awake!  I thought you’d be in bed by now.”

“Ohmigod, I can’t sleep, darling!  Gerry woke me up when he saw the news about Pangaean on TV!  And I thought to myself, just how is my favourite writer going to get here now?  Are you ok, darling?  Have you got enough money?  Are the police there?  Is anyone rioting yet?  Can you see any blood?”  I hold the phone away from my ear slightly; I don’t want her to deafen me.

“I’m fine, Melanie.  I’m just calling to say I might not be able to get a flight until tomorrow, or maybe later.  Everyone's trying to switch to other airlines so it’s a bit mental.”

“Sweetheart, you just get here when you can, don't worry about the details.  Pay whatever you have to.  Oh, shoot, I’m getting another call---keep me posted, ok?  Ciao!”

Melanie hangs up.  I feel lighter knowing that I’m in no rush.  I decide to let the queues die down before I try to find another flight.  I wander from the departures board to one of the waiting areas.  I spot a man far into middle-age standing up to follow his implausibly attractive younger wife toward the food court.  I stride down the row and slide into the vacant seat before a woman with three brats can grab it.  She glares at me, marching away with the kids.  I shrug at her retreating back. 

The plastic seat is hard and unyielding, but I’m glad to be sitting down.  Other people are perched in all manner of strange places, squeezed into gaps and hugging columns.  A redhead with a paperback has taken refuge under one of the huge ferns dotted around the terminal.  I ball up my jacket and shove it behind me as a makeshift cushion.  I sit back, stretch out my legs, and take a look around. 

My eye is drawn to the battered briefcase on the floor beside my feet.  ‘JR Coker’ is scrawled across the white label stuck to the top left corner.  A child’s scrawl.  Junior must be awfully proud of Dad.  A quick glance at the threadbare suit and cracked leather shoes says that Junior must also be very poor.  I sneak a look at his face.  The heavy lines around his eyes make his dark brown skin look like crumpled paper.  Grey lurks among his tight brown curls.  He turns to look at me.  His sad chocolate eyes make me think of a Disney puppy.

“Well, we’ve got a fine to-do here, haven’t we?  Ain't never seen nuthin' like this before.”  He raises a hand and gestures at the chaos around us. 

“I know, I didn’t expect this when I left the house.  It’s mayhem,” I reply. 

“Nawww, I seen mayhem afore, and I can tell you that mayhem is far worse’n this.  This?  It’s inconvenient, that’s all.”

“You think?”  The collapse of an airline strikes me as being more than inconvenient. 

“Why, sure, child.  We ain't never given more’n we can handle,” he says.  A faint thrill of unease tickles my spine.  I know I’ve heard a phrase like that before.

“You’re not from around here, are you?”  I ask, trying to change the subject.  I can’t place his accent.  I don't really care where he's from, but a little conversation should help to pass the time.

“Naww, cherie, I’m from New Orleans, or somewhere near it,” he replies.  He smiles, and wrinkles deepen in the papery skin around his eyes.

“Blimey, what brings you here?”  I ask.

“Oh, I wander all over, so I’m always here.  It’s jus’ ‘here’ changes,” he replies. 

“So you never know where you’re going?”

“I jus' go where the Lord wants me to go.”

I’m surprised he doesn’t hear the clunk as my heart sinks.  I kick my bag over so he can’t see the Richard Dawkins book I bought for the flight.  For a second, I wish that Fate was human so I could throttle her in person.  These guys always try and convert me.  The memory of my God-fearing grandmother beating my seven-year-old bottom with a length of leather strap thunders into my mind.  

“There’s a lot of suffering in this world, child.”  He nods.  The loose skin around his chin wobbles.  I remember being locked in the cupboard under the stairs for wanting to be a Jedi, and the visits when I got left outside in the rain because I asked why the Bible had no dinosaurs.  

“Yes... yes, there is.”  I try to sound neutral.  I doubt he will consider the way that woman treated me as ‘suffering’.  Some people think she was ‘just trying to educate me’.

“And those who can help... well I guess I think they should.”

By now, I’m fiddling with my phone in my pocket, willing it to ring.  Anyone.  My mother.  Melanie.  My accountant.  The crazy guy who keeps trying to sell me life insurance.  Even Robert would be a welcome distraction.

“Tell me, child... have you ever met Christ?” 

I stare at him.  I wonder if maybe I misheard him, but he just looks at me with those big eyes, waiting for an answer like a placid bloodhound waiting for his dinner.  At this point I would normally snort, laugh and walk away.  I can't.  For one thing, I don’t want to give up my seat, and for another, he seems more earnest than they usually are.  I don’t want him following me.

“Err... have I met him in person?  I don’t think so.  I mean, I thought he’d be kind of hard to miss.  Though I guess he might blend in at a Bon Jovi show.  All that long hair, and such.” 

“D’awww, no, child.  Christ can enter your life in so many ways.”  He nods slowly, agreeing with himself.  He gazes into the middle distance and I can’t help but follow his gaze.  I half expect to see the Messiah standing at the check-in desk.  I bet he wouldn't have any problems getting his ticket changed.

“I daresay it’d be handy if he popped in here now, especially if he did his ‘feeding of the five thousand’ trick,” I reply.  The Pangaean staff started dishing out free airline food, but I can see more empty carts than full ones.  With the coffee shops full and the food running out, the air smells of riots.  I check the location of my bag with my foot.

“It ain’t no trick, child.”

“If you say so.”  I look around the crammed waiting area.  A few rows over, the woman I saw arguing for her bag is now having what looks like an asthma attack.  A cute guy argues with a check-in clerk, repeatedly pointing at her.  My cousin has asthma, so I can tell she's faking.  Interesting ploy.

“I don’t say so, child.  I know so.”  He taps his left temple with a long, skinny finger.  By this point, I’m starting to get annoyed.  I decide to cut to the chase.

“I’m sorry, if you need money for your church then I’m really not the best person to ask...”  I trail off.  He’s looking at me with those puppy eyes again.  I can’t bring myself to finish.  I make it a point of principle to only donate money to charities involving animals or kids, but I’m not sure how to tell him that.

“I don’t need any money.  None of us do, not really.  We jus’ think we do.  Naw, we jus’ need to wake up to what’s around us.”  His voice grows stronger as he leans closer, wrapping his fingers around my right forearm.  A slight scowl settles into his features, like a thumbprint into butter.  A quick glance around me tells me no help is on the way.  Everyone is too wrapped up in their own dramas.

“So, Mr Coker, is it?”  I try to sound cheerful.  The dark cloud lifts from his face and he sits back.  He releases my arm and smiles.

“I ain’t been called that these twenty years together,” he replies.  “Most folks call me JR.”

“Do you have any family, JR?”

“I do, but they’re a long, long way away from here.”  He looks at the floor.

“In Louisiana?”

“Further away even than that.”

“Do you have kids?”  I know people love talking about their kids.  I’ll even pretend I’m interested if it keeps him off the Jesus crap.

“Naw, child.  It’s just me down here.” 

I look at the childish writing on the label.  Maybe JR wrote it himself.  He doesn’t seem like the sharpest knife in the drawer.  Or maybe he works with abused kids on his travels.  If he does, then he should have opened with that.  I’d be signing up to help right now.

“I know where I’m headed, but where are you going?” he asks.

“I’m supposed to be catching a flight to see my publisher about my new book.  Well, my publisher and my boyfriend.  Only I think my publisher is the only one who actually wants to see me,” I reply.

“You write?”

I nod.  “Novels, mostly, but I had a couple of books about photography published under a different name a few years back.”  I can almost taste the relief at not being recognised.  I’m not sure that a travelling preacher will take too kindly to the kind of gory religious horror I tend to write.  My grandmother never did.

“Creativity is a gift, child.  I'm pleased to see you're using it.  So many just throw it away.”  He nods.  He does that a lot, it seems.

“Yeah, I’m lucky to get paid for doing what I enjoy doing most.”

“That’s a very good attitude, child.”  He smiles.  “So why don’t you think your man wants to see you?”

“Just a feeling I’ve got.  Each time I go to see him, it seems like he’s less interested in me being there.  We used to make plans to do things together, like the whole trip was this exciting event, and he’d even take time off work.  But now he just does the same stuff he does when I’m not there, and it’s up to me if I want to tag along or not,” I reply.  My level of honesty surprises me. 

JR is about to reply when my phone rings.  Robert’s name flashes up on the screen.  He is in the middle of a yawn when I answer.

“I heard about the airline.”  Typical Robert, not even a greeting.  My father excuses him, saying he’s simply being efficient by getting straight to the point.  I find it rude.

“Yeah, it might take me until tomorrow or later to get a flight out,” I say.  “It’s crazy here.”

“Don’t hurry on my account.”

“Well I need to see Melanie, so-”
“Maybe this is a sign.”  A cold hand reaches into my chest and wraps its fingers around my heart.  I’ve been waiting for this, but I kept hoping it wouldn’t actually happen.

“A sign about what?”  I try to sound nonchalant, but the tremor in my voice is bound to give me away.

“Us.  Look, it’s just not working.  I’m not ready for anything serious.  I’ve been thinking... and I guess what it comes down to is that I just don’t love you.”

I can barely hear him above the roar of blood in my ears.  Darkness creeps into the edge of my vision and I worry I will pass out.  I don’t even notice that JR is holding my free hand.  Is he murmuring something?  I can't tell.

“But what about all those times when you said you did?”  I know I sound pathetic.  I might also be shouting, as other people in the waiting area look at me.  A woman on the verge of tears must provide a welcome distraction from their own transport hell.

“I guess I just thought I did.  I mean, I’d only just broken up with Debs when you came long, and you just plugged the hole.  You were so loving, and caring, I just got caught up in it.”  I can hear him crunching as he talks.  I can’t believe he’s snacking as he dumps me. 

“You what?”

“I got carried along by you.  You know, these things happen, right?  Look, I’m really sorry but I have to go.  I’ll leave your stuff with Melanie; you can pick it up from her whenever you get here.  Hope you manage to get a flight at some point.”

The line goes dead.  I stare at my phone.  I can’t quite work out if that conversation actually just happened.  I hear the voices of my characters all the time; maybe I’m just going mad.  A look at my call register confirms that it did just happen.  A peculiar sensation of vertigo washes over me.

"Are you alright, child?"  JR leans close to me.

"I just got dumped by my stupid boyfriend over the phone, because he's too much of a coward to do it in person, I'm stuck in an airport and I have no idea when, or even if, I'll be able to get another flight, and I haven't had a cigarette in four hours.  And you're asking if I'm ok?" 

"It ain't nice about your boyfriend, but people like that end up getting their due eventually.  Believe me, I know," he replies.  "As for the airport, your situation could be worse.  And the cigarette?  Well, see this as an opportunity for a fresh start."

He pats my hand and smiles.  This is a bigger, warmer smile than before.  Without wanting to, I smile back.  I forget that I wanted a cigarette. 

"Child, I meet a lotta people on my travels, but you?  You’re one of the nicest I met yet.  You've talked to me, when most people woulda jus' walked away, or told me to shut up.  Maybe you're just bein' polite, maybe you're jus' humourin' an old man, but you've given me your time," he goes on.  "Good things will happen to you, Pippa.  Better'n you can imagine."

"You're just saying that to cheer me up."

"Maybe I am, maybe I ain't.  But you're a strong soul, child.  Even your grandmother couldn’t take that away from you.  You'll be jus' fine."

There is some kind of commotion at one of the other desks.  People are shouting and pointing in that hyperactive way that people get when they feel the need to be active.  It can’t be a riot, because the crowd is more interested in looking at something near the desk.  A row of men in identical black suits and sunglasses form a barrier between the growing crowd and a heap on the floor.  Even the people nearest the Pangaean desk jostle to see what’s going on.

“Aw, I guess that’s my cue to leave,” says JR. “It was mighty nice meeting with you.”

He hauls himself to his feet and picks up his briefcase.  He smiles at me, and shuffles off in the direction of the crowd.

“I think they’ve got a first aider there!” I call after him. 

“It ain’t first aid that boy needs,” he calls back. 

He heads across the waiting area, and I watch his small, awkward steps become the proud stride of a man on a mission.  He reaches the crowd and slips between two tall, broad men.  I lose sight of him among the press of bodies.  Airport officials are already calling medical staff over the tannoy, so I wonder what JR hopes to achieve.  My narrow nasty streak wonders if he hopes to offer a last salvation to a heart attack victim.  As I stare at the crowd, I realise I don’t remember telling JR my name.  Nor anything about my grandmother?

Something flits above the crowd, and I wonder how a bird got into the terminal.  A mental image of a pigeon using a revolving door makes me giggle.  Moments later, JR reappears.  The crowd seems to part easily as he emerges, leading a young boy by the hand.  The boy looks about eleven or so, and is dressed like an Arabian prince.  I’m sure I’ve seen his face before, but I can’t think where.  No one has noticed them leave the crush of people.  The boy looks up at JR, his mouth hanging open in awe.  JR looks across the waiting area at me.  He waves, and I realise I am waving back.  They disappear behind a column, and are gone.

I sit down with a thump, the plastic seat bending under my weight.  I wonder if I should tell anyone, but I can’t see any security staff.  I don’t even know what I would say.  Instead, my eye is drawn to my bag.  There, sitting on my battered old holdall, is a single white feather.

