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Airport Strangers in a Storm

Also By Madeline Woulfie

The blizzard hit harder than anyone expected. By early evening, the tiny regional airport had given up even pretending to be functional. Departure boards blinked CANCELED like a broken phone display. 

The last gate agent had disappeared somewhere near Gate 4, leaving behind an empty swivel chair, used napkins in the bin and a pile of crushed coffee cups, some of which almost joined the napkins in their own waiting room if not for the terrible aim of the humans working there.

Nora sat slumped against a vending machine, knees drawn up, scarf wound tight around her neck like a leash, as if she was tied to the machine. The corner of her coat was soaked from tracking slush in from the last time she’d paced the terminal. She’d lost count of how many laps she’d done, circling past baggage claim and back again, not because she thought she’d leave anytime soon, but because sitting still made her feel useless.

Her backpack was propped beside her like a tired dog. The zipper was half open, a protein bar peeking out, along with her tablet, still glowing with the email she’d read fifteen times since noon.

Confirming your 9AM interview with Forsen & Lane. Please bring a printed resume and portfolio.

She hated the name. Hated the logo too. sharp corners, grey-blue color scheme, the kind of cold branding that told you everything and nothing at once. Corporate. Clean. Sterile. Dull as fuck. 

But she’d said yes.

Because the old job had dried up, and the city was getting smaller, and when people talked about “the next chapter,” they made it sound like a plane ticket would fix everything. She felt foolish for believing them. 

Now she was stuck between chapters. Trapped in a plastic airport seat with flickering fluorescent lights and the distant hum of an empty coffee kiosk. Her phone buzzed low in her pocket, a weather alert she didn’t need to check.

It was still snowing sideways. And she wasn’t going anywhere.

Nora tilted her head back against the vending machine, eyes half-lidded, trying to ignore the low ache behind her ribs. It wasn’t just exhaustion. It was disappointment.

She’d wanted change... needed change. Desperately. But she wasn’t sure this was the kind she meant.

He noticed her before she noticed him.

While she paced past Gate 6 for what had to be the fifth time, boots squeaking faintly on the waxed floor, her eyes kept darting to the snow beating against the big front windows. A part of her wanted to climb on a ladder and jump on the snow, like she used to do as a child. The other part, the one in charge of her mood right then, wanted global warming to get rid of snow in general. 

Everyone else looked miserable, sprawled out on coats, crammed into dead phone charging zones, or arguing with gate agents who had clearly stopped pretending to care hours ago.

But not him.

He sat across the terminal, not far from a shuttered smoothie bar, sleeves rolled up over his forearms like the cold didn’t touch him. Salt flecked his temples, not just gray but silver, like it belonged there. He had a paperback open in one hand, a coffee in the other, and this... ease about him. Like he'd expected this blizzard. Like it didn’t bother him at all.

She hated how much that intrigued her. She also hated how his attitude reminded her of the times she’d heard the Frozen song; the cold never bothered me anyway. The amount of times she’d heard that song as a teenager was ptsd worthy, especially since her little sister loved that song and Nora herself had become obsessed with One Direction. 

Neither Nora or her sister would want to admit how cringe they found some of those memories. Especially Nora herself now that her sister had moved on from Frozen to BTS, while Nora went from BTS to... nowhere. Few things she can claim to enjoy in her life. Every tiktok, instagram reel, or youtube video, was as fun as it can get while it was playing. 

Few of that content ever stuck to mind like a song, a show, movies, or a good book. She wondered what book he was reading, and if it was any good, right before looking at him reading his book while everyone else was busy on their phones, probably making more money for the billionaire tech giants who never had to wait for a delayed flight their whole life. 

She looked away to check the notifications on her tablet, only, as usual as the habit had become, she started scrolling, switching between tabs for more. Before she knew it, she had gotten into some rabbit hole and was talking to herself, ranting even, about things she had no control over. 

They made eye contact by accident, mid-rant, actually. She’d just muttered “soul-sucking capitalism” under her breath after re-reading the job description on her tablet, and looked up to find him watching. Not judging. Just... amused.

“Bad day?” he asked, lifting his coffee like a quiet toast.

Nora blinked. She didn’t usually talk to strangers in airports. Especially not ones with warm eyes and voices like jazz stations. But something in her cracked a little. The frozen kind of crack that came from exhaustion and nothing left to lose.

“You could say that,” she said, hitching her scarf up as she crossed over.

They ended up by a drafty window, two strangers making a little island out of vending machine trail mix and sad-looking coffee. She sat cross-legged in the molded plastic seat while he leaned back like he’d been here for years.

“I’m Nora,” she said, after he handed her the better half of a peanut cluster mix.

“Callahan,” he replied, then grinned at her raised eyebrow. “But everyone calls me Cal. Makes me sound less like a Civil War general.”

She laughed, for real, not the tired kind she’d been faking all day.

He told her he traveled for work. Consulting gigs, mostly. Sometimes out West, sometimes across the country. “I’ve slept on more airport carpets than I care to admit,” he said, and when she wrinkled her nose, he added, “I don’t recommend it. You wake up with weird regrets and crumbs in your shirt.” He leaned in and whispered, “Sometimes, some of those crumbs and regrets don’t even belong to you.”

And just like that, something in her loosened. She stopped checking the clock. Stopped refreshing flight statuses like they might magically reverse.

It was still snowing. She still had nowhere to go. But for the first time all day, Nora didn’t feel quite so stuck.

They talked most of the night.

Not about anything that mattered, not really. No trauma dumps. No confessions. Just the kind of soft, meandering conversation that only happens when both people know time doesn’t matter and nobody’s watching.

They talked about terrible airplane meals. About movies that felt better on planes than at home, as few as they are. To her surprise, he loved watching the first Final Destination movie on the plane. She couldn’t bear to even remember the scene, let alone watch it. She’d rather watch Fight Club on a plane, or maybe even 300. Either way, she’d at least be watching handsome muscular men with limited clothing. 

In an unnatural way of segwaying from her arousing thoughts on movies, the conversation took a different path. He told her about a consulting job in Portland where the office windows didn’t open and the air always smelled like microwaved soup. To keep up with the more mundane small talk, she told him about the stray dog that used to follow her on her old walk to work, and how she still looked for it sometimes even though she’d moved across town.

It wasn’t flirtation. It wasn’t intimacy either. Not exactly.

It was something smaller, stranger. Like a secret room in the middle of her usual life. Liminal. Like the snow outside, soft, quiet, and holding everything still.

When the storm finally gave up and the boards blinked back to life with ON TIME and BOARDING SOON, Nora’s shoulders sank with exhaustion. She knew this announcement was nothing more than just a teaser, while the movie itself won’t be out for some time. 

Her mouth tasted like dry chocolate from the vending machine, and her neck ached from sleeping half-upright, head tilted toward Cal without meaning to, as if bowing to him. She yawned as she stood, pulling her coat tighter. Around them, the airport began to wake, people scrambling for gates, phones ringing, doors sliding open.

She assumed this was where they’d part, a vague goodbye, maybe a polite smile. But Cal stood, too, and reached into the inner pocket of his coat.

He handed her a card. Clean white stock. No frills. Just a name, a number, and a small coffee ring near the corner.

“In case that job turns out to be as soul-sucking as you think it will,” he said. His tone was easy, but his eyes stayed on hers. “Or in case you just want better coffee.” his arms opened, gesturing to the superb coffeeshop that was this Airport Cafeteria. 

Nora blinked. Her fingers closed around the card before her brain caught up. “Thanks,” she said, and hoped she didn’t look as off-balance as she felt. 

She almost dropped it into her coat pocket, but then paused, and slid it between the pages of her passport instead. Something about that felt safer. Like maybe she didn’t want it to be lost. 

When she boarded her flight twenty minutes later, the snow still piled high on the tarmac, she didn’t look back. But her hand brushed over the passport in her bag like it might burn through the fabric.

She didn’t know if she’d ever call him.

But she liked the idea that she could.

Two months later, Nora found the card again.

She hadn’t been looking for it. She was just tearing through her desk drawers, trying to find her passport for HR, when it slipped out of a folder and fluttered to the floor like it had been waiting for its cue.

Callahan Brandt.

She froze, thumb brushing over the faint
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