“Lost & Found”

by Jen Brubacher

The public rarely noticed the ground beneath their feet, and thank God for that, it was awful: a laminated sheet of cream-coloured plastic stained brown along the regular routes.  Each person in the airport was a stranger who was hoping like hell to be anywhere else as soon as possible, but together they were an army of Nikes, Oxfords and Jimmy Choos that never stopped.  The crud they dragged in from the street and out of the planes smeared off their soles onto the floor.  But this wasn’t the part of their debris Ashley Gardner was interested in, even though it was the part she spent the most time with, using mop and bucket, working the skin off her hands.

It was the skin cells that fascinated Ashley, skin cells dropped by the billion.  She had heard that the average person lost 2 million every hour, so even if your layover was only the run from one gate to another you left a part of yourself behind on the food court floor and between the fibres of the grey carpet that soaked it up beneath the waiting room chairs.  Not to mention the hair—about a hundred strands a day, so at least a few while you dragged your carry-on bag with its wonky wheels past News Amuse and into the bar.  You might not remember the weather that flickered through the thick windows or what flavour muffin you choked down while you waited to board, but the airport remembered you.  It kept you, at least a bit of you, turning to dust beneath the feet of new strangers.

Even if Ashley spent the rest of her life sweeping up she’d never catch every cell.  And she’d spent long enough.  Ever since she’d given up on high school, almost three years as an airport janitor meant over 2 trillion skin cells lost, 100 thousand hairs.  There was more of her in this impersonal building than in the apartment she called home.

Ashley would have missed the ring if the woman hadn’t looked at her so desperately.  There was trouble at the check-in desks and the food court had exploded with angry travellers who weren’t hungry so much as empty, unsatisfied, stuck where they had only meant to pause.  Ashley had been ambushed.  One moment she was sweeping cells in a lonely corner, and the next she was pushing through a hostile crowd, bumping shoulders with suit jackets and Hawaiian-print blouses.

The woman was almost in line.  It was difficult to tell where the queue was with all the trudging and shoving going on, but she was near Hello Sushi! and infuriating someone behind her.  The woman looked Ashley in the eye and a current flashed between them, recognition on the woman’s part, panic for Ashley.

Duck your head, dodge right.  Ashley followed through with the thought and slipped past the line to the other side of the chaos where the woman couldn’t follow.  She was sure she didn’t know her.  She should have been content with that, but the flash of desperate recognition was blazing in her mind.

She neared the wall and nudged herself and her broom forward, using the long-handled dustpan to clear the way for her feet.  The strangers let her go by.  She was at the edge of the food court, beside the staff entrance to the back of the restaurants, when she heard the clunk of metal against the inside of the pan.

She leaned and saw a glint among the skin cells and hair she’d collected through the building.  She reached thumb and finger into the mess without any squeamishness, grasped the ring and brought it near her face.

For a moment she focussed only on its interior edge: the long gold curve where the remains of whoever had worn it last must be stuck, holding their evidence.  Then she turned it and examined its scruffy sheen.  It was a plain band and it had been worn for some time.  Ashley was small, sometimes mistaken for a child, and the ring slipped easily onto her thumb.  She couldn’t tell if it was a woman’s or a man’s.  She’d never worn a ring like this herself.

She looked around.  For the first time she really saw the mess at check-in and Pangaean’s desk drowning in angry strangers.  There was just one person at the Ganda desk, dealing with overflow, and the girl looked terrified.  The PA system repeated a message that was unintelligible above the frustrated crowd.  She saw Leon and that other guy, the slimy one who always hit on her, leaving the airport.  They were baggage handlers.  If they were fleeing it was really screwed up on the inside.  Rats from a sinking ship.

The ring didn’t tell her any more about its owner than the cells and hair that stuck to it.  She had to think, to escape the mess.

Ashley fisted her hand around her broom and pushed the security code into the keypad at the staff door.

The display panel flashed ERROR.  Fingers slippery with sweat, she tried again.  Again the keypad flashed ERROR.  The uniform that was always so loose was suddenly too thick and hot.  She tried to concentrate on the security code, but the numbers swam around in her mind.  Ashley basted in her own panic and glared at the keypad, her fingers hovering over the buttons.

Ashley hated that her first instinct was to call Zoe.  She had a flash of her mother wrapping her in a thick towel, steaming hot from the drier.

Her second thought was Mildred.  The old lady who practically lived in the airport even though she didn’t work there, and who never remembered a thing beyond the last word you told her.  Ashley had felt guilty the first time she’d pretended Mildred was her mother.  But it satisfied Ashley’s needs, and made the old lady happy, and five minutes later she didn’t remember it anyway so it was like it had been erased, existing in some other reality.

But Mildred wasn’t in sight.  Ashley could hardly see anything through the crowd of strangers and the ring had turned hot on her thumb.  She started towards the bathroom.

A couple was sitting in the corner, kissing each other frantically.  They weren’t in her way but they distracted her addled mind.  Ashley chanced a look and saw that the woman was wearing a wedding ring.  But the man?  No.  And he had slim fingers that might have fit Ashley’s prize.

Had he lost this ring?

She imagined this man.  He stood in line with a dozen others for a cup of coffee and shook out a packet of sugar and poured it in, stirred, took a sip.  Too hot.  He started, moved too quickly, spilled a slosh over his shirt, his hand.  He moved the cup to his other hand and shook his wounded paw and there went his ring—through the crowd, to the ground.  Late for a flight, for a meeting, he didn’t even notice the loss.  Until he met his wife, and it took her less than a second to see it was gone.  An argument, a few tears.  And then:

“It isn’t the ring.”

“What is it then?”

“I’m pregnant.”

Years of trying and finally they’d have their miracle.  The ring was forgotten.  What did it matter next to this?  Smile, sob.  Kiss kiss.

If this is their ring they don’t need it anymore.  Ashley kept walking.

The fantasy had calmed her.  She no longer felt the need for Zoe, which was good because that phone number was long gone, wrapped in a child’s fleece pyjamas and left in a hostel.

If that woman in the food court thought she knew Ashley, she was wrong.  That was all.  And the trouble at Pangaean had nothing to do with her.

Ashley breathed in, and breathed out.

All the strangers kicked up dust.  Ashley breathed it in, absorbing the remains of the crowd into her lungs, tasting a hundred countries around the world.  She might never see any of them but they were a part of her, just as she was a part of this airport.  Letting the crowd move around her she breathed deep and swept near her feet, letting her eye follow the glint of the ring on her thumb.

She saw shuffling feet and heard a delicate voice.

“Annie.  Pangaean has shut down.  What should we do?”

Mildred was gripping the arm of a nervous red-headed woman who stared back at the old lady.  Ashley didn’t hear her reply, but she felt something else: a tug of jealousy.  Annie was Mildred’s daughter.  She thought this red-head was–
Ashley turned away.  Don’t think of Zoe.  It doesn’t matter.  She looked at the ring.  Maybe it was Mildred’s or her missing husband’s.  Or Annie’s.  Maybe they had brought Mildred here, her husband and child, under the guise of taking her to Paris for her grandson’s wedding.  They’d create something big and amazing like that: a wedding in Paris.  Something life-changing so she’d be distracted.  No longer able to care for her, they brought her to the airport and they left her, hoping that someone would take her in.  And they left her the ring so she’d have a bit of them when she was lonely.  So she’d think she wasn’t abandoned.

But no one had ever adopted Mildred.  They put up with her, sometimes they were kind to her.  But that was all.  She was still alone, and so she peopled the space around her with missing loved-ones.

The old lady had her loved-ones, imaginary or not, Ashley concluded.  So she didn’t need the ring.

She barely looked up as Mildred shuffled away.

Extra staff stood near the exits to the airport.  Support staff, keeping the stuck travellers from doing anything stupid.  Some of them looked even more official than the airport security uniforms allowed: black suits, thick jaws.  Officers of something.  They scanned the crowd but didn’t look at Ashley.

She began to see how the dust of strangers, trivial on its own, could gang up on her: enough cells to make a foot, a leg, a shoulder.  Someone tripped on her broom.  She was nudged from behind.  There was nowhere in the steady stream of agitated strangers that she could be still.

“Where is the manager’s office?”

Ashley looked at the tanned face in front of her.  He was at least a foot taller than she was, and much older.  Maybe thirty.  He crossed his arms over his chest and she saw yellow stains in his armpits.  She recognized the pressurized scent of airplane upholstery wafting from his crumpled clothes.

“Well?  You work here, right?”  He leaned forward.

For a second she was afraid she’d have to speak to him, but then she nodded and he seemed satisfied.

“So where’s the manager’s office?  You know?  The manager?”

Ashley nodded again and started walking through the crowd.

“I really need to see someone about this mess!”  The man kept his arms crossed and he didn’t shut up as he trailed behind her.  He huffed, and Ashley winced, but then two children sped past and a woman’s voice carried after them.

“Stop it this minute, you little devils!  Come back!”

No longer the smallest person she could see, Ashley felt better.

“I can’t believe it, after all these years of professional air travel.”  The man with the tanned face was losing steam, but he was becoming more and more interested in her response.  Ashley knew this because he had taken to looking at her face rather than their route.  They had found the narrow corridor between the International and Domestic terminals.  They had to skirt around a line near the bank of vending machines where someone had their hand stuck up inside a machine, and someone else was calling for help, but the man just kept looking at Ashley.  He almost tripped her, trying to see her face as he talked.

“You’d think they’d have figured it out.  Wouldn’t you?  Well, wouldn’t you?”

Ashley nodded.  There was a small staircase leading up from the corridor and she stopped beside it.  Most strangers missed it because it looked like it led nowhere interesting.  Once she’d found a pile of used tissues on the third step and wondered who had sat there, sniffling or weeping.

The man she’d led stared up at the grey door.  “Is this a joke?  Are you messing with me?”

Ashley shook her head.

He started to laugh and then choked it, his face turning purple beneath his tan.  “This has got to be a joke.  I don’t want a goddamn janitor, I want the manager of the airport.  The real one!  There must be someone in charge of… everything.  I’m a customer.  I have rights.”

Ashley shrugged.

He grabbed her arm, his fingers squeezing her uniform.  She stared.  His ring finger pressed tight against her skin and there was a pale line at its base, the ghost of something missing.

He shook her.

“What the hell are you doing?”  Randall, one of the coffee shop employees, had stepped from the flood of people who passed through the corridor.  Ashley saw with relief that he was taller than the purple-faced man.

The man dropped her arm.  Something like guilt swam over his blotched face.  Then he said, “I need to see a manager.”

The men stared at each other.  There was a dangerous moment that Ashley felt distant from, and then Randall slumped on himself.  “A manager?  Do you know—do you have any idea at all what’s just happened here?”

“The goddamn airline shut down and stole my suitcase,” said the stranger, but he made it sound like a question.

Randall closed his eyes briefly then gestured through the crowd.  “Come with me.  Ashley, stay out of trouble, all right?”

As they left, Ashley thought that if the ring belonged to the stranger he would have noticed it.  So if it did, he didn’t want it anymore.

She sat on the steps in front of the grey door marked JANITORIAL.

It was coming up to her ninth hour of work.  She felt exhausted in every cell of herself, as if she might fall to dust right where she sat.

She shifted on the hard plastic stair.  It wasn’t the worst place she’d ever slept.

The worst was at home with Zoe.

Her mother was a smart woman and loved psychology.  So she said.

Ashley would wake up to screaming.  She’d open her eyes and see Zoe’s huge face right near her own.  Her mother would stop screaming and jump up from the bed and start coaching her.

“Okay Ashley!  Stand up, stand up!  Can you stand up?  Fast as you can!  Fast!”
And Ashley would stumble up on the mattress with her legs not yet working and her arms flailing.  Her face felt like a dough mask that slid and shifted as her initial terror gave way to something else—a desperation to please her mother and show her she was game.  But shaken from her dreams she could only hobble and fall.  It took her so many wasted seconds before she was on her feet, long past when Zoe stopped coaching and watched with disappointment.

“Not great, Ashley.”
She knew.

The last time it happened Ashley had felt her heart so hard and frightened in her chest she wondered if it was a separate creature, as trapped inside her body as she was inside her mother’s house.

She hadn’t intended to run away for good.  But Zoe always told her how important she was, how much she needed her daughter and the valuable—no, invaluable data that was gained from her experiments.  Ashley didn’t understand what the experiments were for, but she had believed her mother when she said they were important.

So Ashley had devised her own.

She figured if she disappeared there would be a search of some kind.  Her photo would be printed on the sides of milk cartons and the front wall of grocery stores, solemn-eyed and pretty.  And they would find her eventually.  Her mother would search, and bring Ashley home.
It sounded important.  More, it sounded like a psychological experiment from which important information could be gained.

But maybe Zoe didn’t like her daughter’s new experiment.
Randall hadn’t come back.  And Ashley had a job to do.  She stood and gathered her broom and dustpan and admired the ring on her thumb, pressed to the wood handle.  She swept her way down the corridor and evaluated the main lounge.  The check-in desks looked no less chaotic.  The food court was dribbling grim travellers with take-away cups and sandwiches.

The dust, the cells, brushed off the floor and into her pan.  Another moment, another dozen strangers collected together in her care.

The strangers in the airport were boiling in their frustration.  In the waiting area a woman with a child on her lap was shouting at another girl.  Here was an experiment.  There was a long queue winding through the giant room and it held its ground like a live thing, so those who walked by had to make their way right to the end before they could cross to the other side.  This was psychology.

The cells and hairs in her dustpan told her nothing.  The lives they’d been shed from had let them go completely, unknowingly.

The angry mother stood and struck the girl beside her in the face.  Ashley saw a part of the girl’s cheek fall away to dust on the floor.

But she must have imagined it.  It never happened that way.  Not all at once.

She was just tired.  Confused.

Ashley detoured around the winding line and neared the information desk.  Past another line, this one tired and sagging, she reached a door marked LOST AND FOUND.

It was always unlocked.  From time to time she brought in mobile phones and paperback books that were left on chairs and windowsills through the airport.  They were taken with resignation, without a lot of hope, by one of the security officers who manned the desk inside the small room, waiting for a call that he was needed out on the floor.

Today, everyone was needed out on the floor.  There were two coats lying on the counter, waiting to be stored, and the rickety chair that the officer usually sat in had rolled right back to the wall, empty.

Ashley knew where small items were kept.  If she were spotted on the surveillance camera they’d know she was just leaving another thing for collection.  So she didn’t pause before she walked around the counter and knelt to open a low cupboard, drawing out a stack of shoeboxes.

They kept the books and magazines elsewhere.  The shoeboxes were full of phones, the latest models right back to thick slabs of plastic from last year.  They threw them away from time to time—one of the officers had told her that, trying to make conversation—and people rarely picked them up.  Going through the three shoeboxes Ashley saw dozens of phones, maybe a hundred altogether.  And in the bottom shoebox, another smaller box, mystery babushka.

She slid off the cover and looked inside.

Jewellery.  Bracelets, maybe the overlarge swoop of an anklet.  Rings.  Plain bands, wedding rings, even the shine of a diamond here and there.  And necklaces woven through the lot.  The tangle appeared organic and she imagined trying to remove one piece, dragging the rest in a gold and silver knot.

Lost and never claimed.

The ring on her thumb glinted.  She squeezed her hand into a fist and closed the box.

It was better to be separate.  To be distinct from the rest of the dust, the strangers.  Even if it meant you were still lost.

Her fist held tight to her broom and dustpan.

She’d sweep, collect the shed cells, the hair.  Detritus of strangers, brought together by her.

Enough dust to make a hand, a ring finger, a thumb.

Enough for a whole girl.

Ashley left the Lost and Found.

