Freedom
"You couldn't even arrange for a straight flight home?"

Her husband continued the same lament he'd been repeating since they boarded the plane.  Even though they were on final descent, Mary was sure he'd badger her about it through the final leg of their trip.

"It's only a one hour layover.  We don't even have to collect the luggage.”  She glanced sideways to see if he even heard her.  No response, just his normal sulk.  She sighed and stared out the window, anywhere but in his direction.

"Quit chewing your fingernails.  It's bad enough being married to a nutcase, at least try to keep up outward appearances."

Mary dropped the hand that had made its way to her mouth.  Silent tears formed under closed eyelids.  Thirty-five years of marriage—a lifetime wasted.  Why had she thought this trip would be any different?  Dear god, but she was tired.  To be free of the constant criticism…

He leaned in closer, his hot breath smelled of alcohol and bad memories.  "It's your fault that Kevin didn't spend more time with us, you know.  If you'd just shut up and quit harassing him he might even move back home."  

The flight attendant came around to collect drinks, standing next to Sam while he chugged the last of his bourbon.  His leer as he watched the young woman walk away said it all.  Mary wondered, not for the first time, if he was sleeping with other women.  He never touched her anymore.  She wasn't going to ask.  He'd probably tell her the truth and she didn't think she could bear it.

They landed with only a slight bump on the tarmac and began the taxi toward the gate.  Disappointment washed over Mary.  A crash would have been an end to her troubles.  Her face burned with the thought of wishing harm to the rest of the people on the plane.

The flight attendant thanked them for flying with a plastic smile on her face as they shuffled out; Mary noticed another attendant off to the side speaking urgently into a phone.  She looked upset about something.

Bedlam greeted the passengers as they disembarked from the plane.  
"What the fuck is going on here?"

Sam shoved his way through the restless crowd milling about.  The noise level hurt Mary's ears as she tried to take it all in.  The buzz sounded angry as people overwhelmed the gates of various airlines.

She slid between people, whispering apologies as she went.  Making her way over to the airport map where Sam stood to locate their next gate, Mary glanced up at the departures board overhead.  Bold red letters saying cancelled flashed beside several flights.  With a sinking feeling, she realized they all belonged to the airline she booked their flights on.  Sam saw it at the same time.

"That's just great.  A lousy finish to a lousy vacation.  If you'd just booked a direct flight in the first place we wouldn't be having this problem."

"Maybe we can go collect our luggage and take another flight.”  She despised the timid sound of her voice but didn't have the energy to speak louder.

"Someone's going to pay for this," he said, as if he hadn't heard her.  Mary wondered if that someone would be her.

She watched him storm off towards the luggage belts, not bothering to see if she would follow or not.  Struggling to keep up, Mary trotted after her husband as if he held a leash around her neck.  In many ways he did, she realized.  It'd been a long time since she'd had the ability to stand on her own.

The luggage carousels didn't have their flight number listed.  Mary watched Sam try to browbeat a security guard for information, finally storming back to her with a disgusted look on his face.

"He says I have to go to the airline desk and talk to them.  Something about the company folding and the luggage still being on the plane.  If that doesn't beat all.  I'm going to sue the shit out of them when we get home."

Mary tagged along behind him as they made their way back to the desk.  A mob stood in front of it without a single employee in sight.  Two policewomen entered the area behind the desk, ignoring the shouted questions as they disappeared into the back area.  She wondered why the police would be interested in an airline going under.

"Can't we just go home?  I'm sure they'll send our luggage to us in a day or two.”  Mary tried to diffuse the explosion she saw building on Sam's face.  He already had a few drinks in him.  She couldn't take any more trouble.

"I'm staying right here until I get some answers.”  He turned his back on her, not caring about her opinion.

"I'm going to get some tea at that restaurant we passed on the way here.  Is that all right with you?”  Anything to get away from him for a few minutes.  Mary felt like she couldn't breathe.  Her doctor told her to find a quiet place to sit down when she felt like this but it seemed impossible to do that here.

Sam ignored her question, although she was sure he'd heard her over the general noise of the place.  She bit her lip, feeling overwhelmed by the situation.  Hugging her purse close to her side, Mary turned around and walked away, stumbling slightly as her vision blurred.

The cafe would have been pleasant if it weren't so crowded.  The décor promised a relaxed environment, somewhere to while the time away between flights.  Mary ordered a tea and stood sipping it, as there weren't any vacant seats.  She studied a young woman surreptitiously over the rim of her cup.  The redhead sat reading a book, looking at ease, an air of self-assurance about her.  Mary wished she could be as bold.

Taking the trip to Paris for their son's graduation had been her idea.  She hadn't seen him in so long and getting his doctorate was a milestone that she hadn't wanted to miss.  Her doctor had had misgivings about letting her travel, telling her that he was still trying to adjust her medication and she wouldn't be in a position to get help if needed.  He finally relented when he saw how much it meant to her.

She shouldn't have gone; Mary saw that now.  Kevin was no longer the sweet boy she remembered.  He was cold and distant, just like his father.  Other than two quick dinners, they didn't see him at all during the week they'd spent there.  He had other plans with friends, despite the fact that he knew they were coming ahead of time.

Mary watched the people around her talking into their cell phones, idly wondering how long the batteries lasted in those things.  She didn't own one.  Sam said there was no reason for her to have one since she didn't have any friends.  It would be nice to commiserate with somebody right now though.

She set her cup down on the counter she stood next to and opened her purse.  Reaching inside, Mary withdrew the bottle of little white pills.  She clutched them in her hand, as she'd done so many times in recent days.  She stuck them in her coat pocket and walked back to the counter to purchase a bottle of water.

Wandering through the crowded concourse, Mary tried not to think about the trip but couldn't get her mind to settle on anything else.  Paris—the city of lovers.  How ironic, she thought.  They hadn't been back there since their honeymoon.  So much had changed since then.  What could have been a last chance to renew their failed relationship instead turned into a re-creation of life at home—she sat in the room and he sat in the bar downstairs.  The one time she'd thought to venture out on her own had come to an ignominious end.

The taxi had meandered up and down the Champs Elysees, the meter clicking over as Mary sat in the back seat frozen in indecision about where to go or what to see.  She'd finally had the cab driver return to the hotel, having seen nothing of the beautiful city.

Berating her for money spent on nothing, Sam had stormed out of the room and gone downstairs to claim his usual barstool, leaving Mary in tears.  She spent the rest of the week sitting in the hotel room, staring at the flower patterns on the wallpaper.  Sam only spoke to her at mealtimes, and then it was only to correct her many perceived deficiencies.

Life had never been easy with him, but the last ten years had been the worst—ever since Lauren…  Stop.  I can't go there right now.  It's too much.  She left the dubious sanctuary of the cafe and walked out into the concourse.

She tried to peek into the different shops but they held no interest for her.  The various sundries were the same, no matter what airport one was in.  Mary didn't have an interest in the latest magazines or mystery novel; in fact, she didn't have much of an interest in anything lately.  Life had become nothing more than a treadmill for her, everything about her day orchestrated by someone else.  
Her hand strayed to the pocket holding her pills as she sat on the edge of a planter.  The weight of the bottle comforted her.  A woman plopped down on the seat next to Mary, exhaustion etched on her young face.  Two children played tag with each other, running in circles in front of her.  The boy and girl looked to be twins, probably six or seven years old.

"This is crazy.  What do the airlines expect me to do with two kids and no luggage?"

"I don't know.”  Mary didn't want to be drawn into a conversation but she didn't want to seem rude either.

"Stop it and come sit down!  You're bothering people.”  The kids trudged over to their mother and sat on the ground in front of her, cupping their chins in their hands like bookends on a shelf.

"They told us we could take a later flight on another airline but that our luggage wouldn't be on it.  Is that what they told you?"

"I haven't checked into that yet," Mary said.  "My husband hasn't come back from the airline desk."

"Well, you'd better hurry.  The other flights are filling up fast."

The children were back to running around again so Mary took the opportunity to leave during the commotion.  She wondered if Sam was looking for her and decided to go back down to the desk.

More police had arrived by the time Mary got there.  She tried to make her way through the knot of people, being as unobtrusive as possible.  She could hear shouting but wasn't close enough to see over the heads of the people in front of her.

As she got closer to the front, she could see that several people wore handcuffs and were lined up facing the wall.  With a sinking heart, Mary recognized Sam as being one of the ones arrested.

She pushed closer until she came up against a police officer barricading the section.

"Please, you have my husband in handcuffs.  I have to get through."

"I'm sorry.  This section is off-limits.  You'll be able to post bond for him tomorrow."

"Tomorrow?  Why is he being arrested?  What am I supposed to do?"

"Destruction of private property, ma'am.  Now, please step back."

Mary watched helplessly as Sam continued to be belligerent while being led away.  With a sob, she melted back into the crowd, confused as to what to do next.

Finding a restroom, Mary wandered inside, gripping her bottle of pills in one hand and her bottle of water in the other.  There was a line to use the stalls.  As she waited, Mary saw the woman she'd been studying in the restaurant again—the one who'd been reading.  She stood next to a woman in a blue raincoat who was obviously upset, her face red and blotchy with tears.

This place was too crowded—too public.  Too much unhappiness swirled in the air like a malignant fog.  Mary needed to get away, go somewhere she could think without all the noise.  She turned and ran out into the concourse, breathing heavily.  The spin subsided after a moment.  Food, that's what she needed.  It had been hours since she'd eaten.

She walked in quiet desperation until she found the food court.  It resembled an indoor bazaar, with people standing shoulder-to-shoulder, impatiently waiting their turn at the various counters.  The angry sweat of people in close quarters assaulted her nose.  A young girl with dark hair stepped out of the crowd, catching her eye.  She looked so much like Lauren that Mary started.

"Ma'am… Ma'am?  Excuse me, but are you in line?"

The irritated voice behind her snapped Mary out of her frozen state.

"No, I'm sorry," Mary whispered.  She stepped aside, looking for the girl but she couldn't spot her in the sea of faces.

How long had it been since she'd gone into a trance?  The accident replayed in her mind like a bad movie, taking her daughter from her once again, the years of therapy gone in an instant.  Tires screeching, the rending of metal as the car tore apart.  Glass flying.  Screams.  The blood…blood everywhere.  The ghosts were coming back.  Mary walked back out, desperately seeking solace that didn't exist.

Bereft of support, she let the tidal surge of humanity carry her along until she stood amongst the kiosks for rental car companies.  Spotting a young man standing behind a counter full of brochures advertising places of interest in the city, she wandered over.

"Could you make a hotel reservation for me?"

"Certainly.  Are you looking for something close to the airport?”  His hands hovered over the keyboard.

"No.”  Mary surprised herself by saying that but bolstered her courage as a plan formed in her mind.  "No and I'd like it to be a nice place, perhaps with a suite?"

"Let me take a look.”  His fingers tapped in rapid succession, finding a positive answer within a matter of moments.

Mary left in a daze, the address he'd written down clutched in her hand.  The automatic doors opened at her approach, ushering her out to the lines of cabs waiting to take people on adventures.  At least it seemed like one to her.  The thought had its own exhilaration.  She felt adrenalin coursing through her veins.

The cabbie glanced at the address and opened the door for her.  "No bags?"

"No.”  She watched him shrug and climb into the driver's seat.  
Now that she was sitting, Mary realized how much her feet hurt.  It felt good to relax and not think for a minute.  The radio added more noise, but it was better than hundreds of grumbling people milling around her.

The city streets flowed by as they drove, people strolling on the sidewalks with somewhere to go, shopping to do, lives that went on.  Mary stared at it all but saw none of it.  She stood apart from it now, carried along on her own course to arrive at her destination alone—somehow always alone.

She paid the fare and stood outside the hotel for a moment, marvelling at the façade.  Its old world charm drew her in, promising peace from her demons.  Mary straightened and walked toward the waiting doorman.

The clerk at the desk spoke with deference as he took her credit card.  "Will you be staying just the one night, Mrs Fitzgerald?"

"Yes."

"If there's anything you need, just call room service.  Your suite is on the tenth floor, room 1012.  Just take the elevator up and turn to your right.”  He handed her the card key with a smile.  "Please enjoy your stay."

"Thank you, I will."

The silence of the elevator soothed Mary's nerves as she rode it up to her room.  The darkened interior of the suite welcomed her as a lover would after a long journey's end.  She opened the curtain and watched the setting sun bring the city alive with bright lights before closing the world off once more.

Ensconced in such lovely surroundings such as she'd never had occasion to enjoy before, Mary pondered what to do next as she removed the shoes from her aching feet.  It was dinnertime and her stomach rumbled as a reminder, a banal counterpoint to the distress of the day.  Reaching for the room service menu, Mary decided to live out this night in splendour.

She ordered food that Sam would have vetoed for being too expensive or frivolous—filet mignon, asparagus tips in hollandaise sauce, strawberries dipped in chocolate.

"And I'd like a glass… no, make that a bottle of merlot.”  She hadn't had a drink since the night of Lauren's death; Sam had blamed the accident on her one glass of wine with dinner that evening even though the police cited the other driver.  The woman on the phone repeated everything back and asked if she could do anything else for her.

She pulled the small locket that held Lauren's picture out of her purse and opened it.  The ten-year-old's smiling face shone out at her, full of love and sunshine.  Mary smiled back.  Her little girl would have been twenty next month.

"I miss you, baby."

A quiet knock announced the arrival of her food.  Mary opened the door to let the gentleman push the cart in.  She watched while he set it all out on the table and opened the bottle of wine for her, pouring a small sample into the glass for her approval.

"It's fine, thank you.”  She signed the bill and silently wished him a speedy departure.  She wanted—needed—this time alone.  Putting the do not disturb card on the door after he left, Mary carried the locket out of the bedroom and put it on the table beside her.  She raised the glass of wine in a silent toast to Lauren, sipping at the blood-red liquid while deep in thought.  
Mary couldn't remember a meal ever tasting better.  Perhaps it was the company.  She giggled, the sound so foreign to her ears that she looked around the room for the source before realizing it came from her own lips.  She wondered what Sam was having for dinner and laughed aloud.  The release felt wonderful.

After dinner, Mary drew a bath, pouring a generous amount of oil that smelled like roses into the tub.  She sank deep into the fragrant water, lying back whilst eating the chocolate strawberries.  She reflected on the decision she'd made, knowing it was the right path for her even as she wondered how she'd arrived at it with no conscious thought.  Maybe this was a road she'd been travelling for some time now and she just hadn't noticed it.

Too much thinking, not enough doing.  Stepping out of the tub it occurred to her that she had nothing clean to put on.  Mary laughed again, delighted at the happy sound.  It didn't matter.  She padded over to the luxurious bed and slid under the silky sheets.  She poured herself another glass of wine and opened the bottle of pills that sat on the nightstand.  Shaking them out into her hand, the pills and the wine ran out at the same time.  As she lay down, the sheets caressing her bare skin, a feeling of peace stole over her.  Mary smiled as she understood what it meant.

She was free…

