Providence

“Providence,” I said through clenched teeth.

There was neither comprehension nor compassion in the eyes of the ticket agent who stared back at me.

“Lilith Thomas.”  I was speaking loudly and slowly in the way Americans always assume make us easier to understand.  “En route to Providence, Rhode Island….United States.”

Nothing.

“It’s a charcoal grey bag with a paisley band that goes around the middle.” I pantomimed this last part in my own ridiculous version of charades, as if this woman who worked for an airline didn’t know what luggage was.  “If I can get my bag back, I’ll be out of your hair for good.”
No reaction.  I started to wonder if there was some sort of severe language barrier at work here.  The problem with that theory, however, was that she’d already spoken to me in flawless English.



I wasn’t getting anywhere with her—except angrier—so I decided to let the guy in line behind me, the overweight one who was drenched in cheap aftershave, have his turn at getting blood from a stone.  Aftershave guy moved in for the kill before I was even out of the way, and I had to step lively to avoid being crushed against the counter.

I stepped away from the line and into a zone of relative calm.  I tried to count to ten.  More to the point I tried to calm myself down by slowly counting to ten.  My boss has been trying to get several of us to try this technique to quell our anger.  It works.  Sometimes.

The terminal around me was a sea of frenetic activity.  It had already been busy when the announcement came over the speakers that Pangean Airlines was no more—then it became frantic.  Those who could afford to buy a new ticket were dashing from long line 
to long line trying to find a seat on another airline.  Those who couldn’t afford it were standing around looking like orphaned puppies, hoping the government or another airline would step in and honor the worthless tickets in their hands.  Truthfully, I felt very bad for these people—they’d probably saved for a year to make an international trip.

I would have been in the first group, but Pangean still has my bag.  Mine was the last bag checked in before everything came crashing down.  Don’t get me wrong, I can’t afford an extra ticket—someone else is paying.  I’m flying back to the U.S. to attend Marcia’s wedding.  I’m the maid of honor, and my dress is in that bag…that last bag checked in before everything came crashing down.

When the second announcement told us that, for now, our bags were being seized along with the planes, the whole terminal tipped the scales toward hysterical.  Including me.
Counting to ten really hadn’t helped.  I was still angry.  But I suppose that’s not even true.  I was anxious.  I needed to get out of this place.  My mood tends to mirror the moods around me.  Put me in a room with hyper kids and I’ll exhaust myself joining in the insanity.  Put me in a room full of tired travelers and it won’t be long until I need a nap.  Standing in this terminal was getting to me.  Everyone was so worked up you could barely gather your thoughts…

…Everyone except him.

I noticed him a few minutes ago, sitting off to the side of the gate.  He was on my flight back to D.C., I recognized the leather backpack with a Canadian flag.  His flight had been canceled, too.  Hadn’t it?  But all he’s done so far was to sit there, with his legs stretched 
out in front of him, crossed at the ankle, writing in a small journal, the kind that might fit snugly in the pocket of his leather jacket.  His attitude was both calming and perplexing.
I fished out my cell and tried, for the fifth time, to call Marcia.   And got her voicemail.  Again.  I didn’t leave another message.  My heart was pounding in my ears, and it was giving me a fabulous headache.  I needed to calm down.

So if you’re someone who soaks up the moods around them, where would you choose to chill out?  
Surrounded by a churning sea of angry passengers and newly fired employees, or on the one island of calm in the whole churning sea?  Me too.

So I walked over to the row of chairs facing the guy with the Canadian flag on his backpack.  It didn’t hurt that he was kinda cute, too.  I sat down hard and slouched back in the metal and vinyl chair and closed my eyes.  I tried the counting to ten thing again.  Somewhere around five I gave up and opened my eyed
.
The guy with the backpack was looking at me and his eyes quickly went back to his journal.  Busted.  Normally this would annoy me, but I really didn’t have the energy to be annoyed by something else.  Instead I smiled.

He tried to keep a straight face, I’ll give him that, but he knew he’d been caught.  And even though he tried to stifle it he left out a little laugh.  But he kept writing.
I was in the mood for a little fun.  “What did you write about me?”

“Pardon?”  he has a convincing who me? tone, but his eyes eyes betray him.
I lean forward so we’re closer and point. .  “You just wrote something about me in your little book.  What was it?”  I’m so out of practice, I can’t tell if my tone comes across bossy or playful.
“Just notes.”
I reached out and snatched it away from him.  He made a reflexive move to grab it but I was too fast for him.  I fanned through the pages and found the last one.  He’d written little comments about several of the people in the terminal, ending with cute brunette, angry but trying not to show it, the ponytail is a good choice.


Now I was embarrassed.  My face was warm as I closed the book and handed it back to him.  “Sorry, I was just….Sorry.”
He chuckles and takes the book back.  “Don’t worry.  People don’t normally notice me.  I’m Mat.”

“I’m Lily.  Well, Lilith…Thomas.  I never liked that name.  It always seemed like I should be wearing black and have too many piercings.  So I just go by Lily.”  Good lord, I was babbling.  He wasn’t that cute.  I must have been more upset by this whole airline mess than I thought.
“Well if we’re giving the full story my actual name is Math.”

“Math?  Like the class?  Family name?” I asked, trying very hard not to giggle.

“Lazy name,” he said.  “I was supposed be to named Matthew.  The lady who filled out the certificate stopped to check if there was one or two Ts, then got sidetracked.  My parents were supposed to get it changed, but they never followed through with anything.”

“You headed back home?” I asked pointing vaguely toward the flag in his backpack.

He shrugged.  “Don’t really have a home right now, but I’m heading back to where I grew up.”

“What part of Canada?”

He looked confused for a moment then laughed.  “I’m not Canadian. I grew up just outside Providence, Rhode Island.”

I raised an eyebrow—asking then what’s with the Canadian flag? without actually saying anything.

“The backpack was a joke from my friends 
before I left” He paused for a moment then, conintued.  “said with me being the typical ugly American traveler, it was my patriotic duty to pretend to be from north of the border,” 
“Where outside Providence?”

This time he raised an eyebrow.  “Cranston.”
I smiled.  “I’m from Providence, too.  Dyerville. I’ve been working in XYZ”
“You going home, too?”  I gave him points for not resorting to something cliché like, Small world, huh.

“I’m headed home for a wedding…one of my best friends growing up.  I’m the maid of honor.”

“You don’t sound all that happy about it.”

I shrugged.  “We’re not as close as we used to be.  And..” I rubbed the indent where the engagement ring used to sit.  “..and now, I seem to have got my wish not to go.” 
He smiled.  “So what are you going to do?”

“I don’t know yet.  There’s a flight to D.C. leaving in about an hour with empty seats, but I can’t leave until I get my bag back.”

“Seeings you know so much about me… what about you?”










I motioned to indicate the chaos around us.  “Everyone else seems to in panic mode.  Everyone’s trying to get their bag, back or hop on another flight.   “Everyone is going crazy except you.” ”  I paused and pointed back at Matt, I mean Math.

 “How is it that you’re sitting here, seemingly without a care in the world?”

He leaned closer to me.  We were now sharing the secret.  “I’m in no hurry to get home.”

“Why are you going home at all.”

“I got fired.”  He said it matter-of-factly, as if he’s just told me what he’d had for lunch.  He didn’t seem upset in the least.

“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.  I worked hard to get fired.”

“Huh?”

“I worked for a travel magazine, doing one those travel-on-a-budget columns.  They’d send me places, presumably on a shoestring budget, and I’d write about cheap places to stay, and free sights to see.  At the end of the day I’d check into my three-star hotel.”
“Sounds like a great job.”

“It was for a while.  After a while I just got tired of writing columns that weren’t true.  I got tired of leaving out some hidden treasure I’d found because it didn’t fit within the pretend budget.”

“Why didn’t you just quit?”

“Partly for the fun of aggravating my editors.  But also if I quit I’d have to buy my own ticket home.”
“How did you get fired?  Write an article on how to see the red light district on ten euros?”

“I stopped using apostrophes.”

I choked on my latte.
“I didn’t stop using them entirely.  Mostly I stopped using them in contractions.  I mean, really, if I spelled won’t without an apostrophe would you misunderstand me?  I still used them for possessives.”

“And that was enough to get you fired?”

“My editor was a little bit...OCD.  After three articles he suggested I be let me go.”

“And now they’re paying for your return trip?”

He nodded.


“So, if someone else is paying the bill, why don’t you just go a ticket on another airline?  
“They already gave me cash for the ticket.  As the one who bought it, I’m responsible for replacing it. 

I guess I could afford the new ticket, but it would hurt.”

“What about your bag?”

“I could get it back easy enough,” he drank his coffee.  They’ll get this figured out in a day or two.”

“A day or two?!?!”  And we’re just supposed to sit here?  In the airport?”

“No.  The company that just took seized Pangaean won’t want a bunch of lawsuits.  In another few hours they’ll start bargaining with the other airlines for discount seats.  For the passengers they can’t find seat for right away, they’ll hand out hotel vouchers.”

“You sound like you know what you’re talking about.”

“You travel the world on pocket change, you learn how things work.”

“Things like airlines?”

“Yep.” He toyed with the coffee up. “What would happen if you didn’t go”


THIS COULD BE WHERE SHE TALKS ABOUT MARCIA AND HER LIMITLESS FUNDS FOR TRAVEL… BUT IT ALL HINGES ON THE BAG. Perhaps she goes to answer… and then uses Marcia as an excuse not to think about the possibility of not making the wedding.

“I could get your bag back.”

“Why not get our own?”

“I can’t buy another ticket, so 


I’ll just wind up carrying it around the airport until they work this mess out.  I’ll get it later if I need to.”

 “Could you get both our bags back?”

 “No.  It will only work for one bag.”

I could actually feel my shoulders sag in disappointment.  I’d had the beginnings of a plan forming that would get me out of this airport mess, but without my bag it was pointless.  We sat there in silence for a few minutes.  I was trying to think of another way out of this.  I think he was just troubled that he’d upset me.
It was Math that broke the silence.  “Or, if you want…I could get your bag back.”

“But you just said you couldn’t get both of them.”

“I can’t.  I mean I’ll just get yours.”

“But what about your bag?”

He shrugged.  I’m not going to need it before my plane leaves.  It’s just clothes and toiletries.
I gave him my best smile.  “That’s a nice offer.  I was going to make you a deal, but it won’t work unless you can get your bag, too.”

“A deal?”

“If you can get the bag back, I can buy tickets back to the States.”

He looked shocked.  “I’m not gonna let you buy me a ticket, just for retrieving your bag.  That’s gotta be a thousand dollar ticket.”

“Not quite.  But the price doesn’t matter.  I’m not paying for it?”

“Who is?”

“My friend’s future husband.”

He looked skeptical.

“She’s marrying into money,” I explained.  “Lots of money.  Obscene, really.  They’re paying me back for all my travel expenses.  So it really won’t cost me a thing.”  
“Still that seems silly for just getting your luggage.”

“Not at all.  It’s supply and demand.  You have a skill that I’m willing to pay for.”

He still looked skeptical.

“Or, if you prefer…” I batted my eyes in the ridiculous way I used to see in the cartoons, and put my hand to my chest in an oh, dear me pose.  “You’d be helping out a lady in distress.”  Even when they know we’re teasing, the right kind of man can’t resist that.  Who’s the right kind of man?  A nice guy, who just wants a reason to help you.

He smiled, and if I do say so myself, there was a little blush in his cheeks before he turned away to took at the ticket counter.  When he looked back at me he held up his hands in a no more gesture, “OK. I give.”

“Excellent.  What are you going to do?”

“Actually…what are we going to do?”

“We?”

“It’ll be even easier with both of us.”

“OK.  What do you want me to do?”

“Lean far forward, rest your elbows on your knees and look at the floor.”

“What?”

“Shhh.  Don’t cause a scene.  Not quite yet.  Oh, and I’ll need your ticket and baggage claim check.”

I pulled the papers out of my purse and handed them to him.  “Math, what are we going to do.”

“Don’t worry it’ll work better if you look confused.”

“I am confused.  And more than a little nervous.”
“You’ll have to trust me.”

“Oddly, I do.”

“OK then.  Lean forward.”

I did.

“Now start breathing heavy.”

“What?”

“Pretend your having a hard time breathing.  Pretend your having an asthma attack.”

At this point I had no choice but to admit to myself that I did trust him, but it was aggravating not knowing why I was doing this.

He sat there for a minute or so speaking quietly to me.  “That’s great.  Now in a minute I’m going to get up and go get your bag.  Just keep doing exactly what you’re doing until I get back.”  Then he moved to the seat next to me and put his hand on my back.  Were those butterflies in my stomach?  Then suddenly he was gone.
In my peripheral vision I saw him half-run, half-walk to the counter.  “Excuse me, Miss.  I need to get her bag back.”

He was speaking loudly but whoever he was talking to wasn’t, so I just heard what he said.

“She has asthma.  Her medicine is in her bag.”
…

“No she has that in her purse, but it’s not working.  She need the medicines in her bag.”

…

“Then get him for me.”

…

“Yes, Sir, I do understand that.  Do you understand that you’re going to have dozens if not hundreds of lawsuits over this shutdown, but if you don’t get me that bag you’re going to have a wrongful death suit on top of it.”

I couldn’t see what was going on, but if I’d been an officious little banker, that certainly would have gotten my attention.

“Thank you, sir.”

Another minute of silence and he sat down next to me with my suitcase.  “Now just to keep the peace let’s play this out.  Do you mind if I unzip this outer pocket and fish around for nothing in particular?”

“Go right ahead.”  I’d like to say I couldn’t believe that had worked, but for a ruse so simple I just say I can’t believe no one else thought of it.
He fished around for nothing in particular then put a plastic inhaler in my hand.   “Pretend to take a couple of breaths of that.”

I did.

“Now sit up and look relieved.  Take a couple of minutes to catch your breath.”

I sat up.  “Sneaky,” I whispered.

He laughed.

“So how long do we have to wait until I go buy those two tickets?”

“One ticket,” he said.

“We had a deal.”

“I never actually agreed to the deal.  I agreed to help out a lady in distress.”

“No fair.”

“Lily, I’m not going to let you spend all that money, just because I got your bag.  It’s not fair.”

I won’t say part of me wasn’t a little mad that he’d tricked me.  But how can you stay mad at someone who just did someone nice for you?  “But now you can’t get your bag back if you need to.”

“There’s nothing in there I can’t replace with a trip to Target.  And I won’t need it until my flight leaves anyway.”

“What would you think about leaving the bag behind?  You said they’ll still deliver it anyway, right?”

Now he looked puzzled.  “Yes.”

“Then I know how to make it a fair trade.”

“How?”

“Let me buy you the ticket.”

“Lily, I—”

“If you don’t let me buy you the ticket, I’ll have to go to the wedding alone.”

He laughed.  And blushed.

�Let’s get a sense of the build up of her anger here… so it marries up with her anger management technique mentioned next. Clenched jaw, clenched hands… even the slow way she speaks can come across as passive aggressive perhaps. Let’s really get a sense of her frustration.


�Let’s make it more dramatic – either it was anger management or it was her job??


�What does the airport look like a few hours on in the fall out from Pangaean… this will lend your story a uniqueness which perhaps the other stories because they are tied to that original flight


�If we go with the idea of a later flight this will need to be taken out… and let’s hold off on telling us about the maid of honours dress.  Let’s just keep the reader guessing what is so bloody important!


�I suggest cutting this down and putting it further up with her initial efforts to calm herself.





I like the idea she absorbs the emotional atmosphere of those around her… perhaps this is something which makes it harder than it should to work where she does? And why all 


�They are in Europe somewhere – even though we’ve said we haven’t got a specific location – it seems we are in an unspecificed European location.


�You don’t need to tell us… we already know why she’s going to make a b-line for him.


�Thinking something like the ex had been her form of stress relief, until he’d become the source of it.  Thoughts of the ex just make her itch to flirt with someone??





Oh angry energy can be channeled into passion – and visa versa?


�What if she were to put her hand out, for him to give it to her and as he moves to put it in his jacket pocket for something she manages to get hold of it- caught off guard she’d be so bold as to snatch it.


�I like his insight…


�This could be where you


�Perhaps here he can ask if she’d like to get a coffee –unless she’s in a hurry to try and sort out what she’s going to do next.





And she says no… so it reinforces the fact she’s stalling in a way – that the airline collapse is playing into her hands.





I’ve suggested a scene which could lead into the rest of this conversation.


�This will need to change


�This way we can play it both ways…


�What would this mean to her.


�Or at some point you have to grow up and choose an authentic life.


�How about he ask her something about her job?


�Where might this take the conversation?


�This could tie in with her thoughts of getting her wish not to go to the stupid wedding





