Welcome Home

 Each traveler gets one. Exhausted and apprehensive, some struggle to complete the questionnaire, writing with marginally functioning pens or makeshift pencils on capricious tray tables. 
     “What are you doing?”
      “I’m documenting everything.”
       “Let me see the list.”
       “No, I’m not taking any chances, and you don’t need to see the list. Everywhere we go, they pull you out of line and ask questions because you’re loud and look scary. Remember Key West last year? They weren’t intimidated by your muscles and searched you.”
      “Yeah, because you put a plastic bag of sand from the Caribbean Sea in our luggage. I had to explain it, and they took the sand.  It looked like a kilo of dope… and seashells, Honey. You had so many seashells.”
     The airplane intercom dings before a voice provides weather information and declares intentions to enter the Class C airspace surrounding Nashville International Airport. 
     Roman raises a plastic sliding cover on the window to see morning ground fog covering mountain tops. Shadows and lights in jagged lines, dots of moving traffic on interstate highways, and lakes and rivers of contrasting grays hyperbolizing the Tennessee capital’s beauty.
      “Why are you still writing?”
      “Stop talking to me. I’m nervous enough without you talking at me!”
     “Shhh…please, Honey. Keep your voice down. They’ll put us on the no-fly list if we act like we’re arguing.”
     Within minutes, wheels bounce onto the runway.  Jet engines become louder as the engines are reversed before the plane is turned to follow a taxiway's green and blue lights. 
      “Why was the landing rough?”
      “Hell, Honey, I don’t know, I’ll ask the pilot.”
      “Don’t say anything to the pilot. You’ll get us put on a no-fly list.”
      The taxiing aircraft slows. Two small vehicles with flashing lights appear. An airport employee wearing a reflective yellow safety suit and holding orange lights in each hand walks away from one of the vehicles and guides the taxiing aircraft until the plane stops with a jerk. Clicks are heard as seatbelts are removed, the turbine engines quieten, and passengers rise to gather items or reach into overhead compartments as they line up and shuffle forward.
     Nearing the door, a gentleman presumed to be one of the pilots waits to be congratulated and returns thank-yous with more thank-yous before passengers cross the threshold and enter a boarding bridge where portmanteau is transported over a stained carpet before exhausted travelers find polished floors, ride escalators, race down corridors lined with shops and eateries, and read overhead signs.
      “Do you hear it?”
      “What… oh yeah. Music. This airport has live music.”
       The brisk walk to retrieve their checked baggage is filled with apprehension.
      “Try not to look nervous,” Roman says.
      Honey nods her head without responding.
       The carnivalesque carousels whir ahead as luggage in variegated colors spills onto each thumping contraption’s conveyor belt from tunnels. Stored possessions are reunited with their owners, spirited away, and for some, hope is lost.
       An airline representative arrives and provides monotonous jabberwocky.
       “I cannot believe they lost our bags.”
      “It’s ok, Honey. Now, you don’t need the declaration list.”
      “Don’t be silly. I’m giving them my list!”
       “Please, try to calm down. These things always work out. Look at the other people. They’re not worried.”
      “Like Hell, they’re not worried. Some of them look like they’re scared to death.”
      Exhausted travelers of differing shapes and sizes disperse into three organized rows. Each row leads to a turnstile manned by customs agents and guarded by police.
      “Which line?” Honey asks with a whisper.
      “Pick one.”
       “Where did the music go?”
        Roman shrugs his shoulders.
      Quietness is amplified before being interrupted by the customs agents' shouts directing selected passengers to follow them. The suspicious passengers follow orders and are placed in secretive rooms.
      “Try to stay calm.”
      “No one is smiling. I hate this.” Honey says.
      “It’s ok. We haven’t done anything wrong.”
      A dog with a wagging tail and head held high is followed by a uniformed police officer swinging a leash. Honey reaches to pet the dog before its handler says, “Don’t touch her!”
      Honey folds her arms, cocks her leg, and purses her lips.
      “Look, they’re signaling for us. Do we go together or separately?” Roman asks.
      “Together,” Honey says while looking back at the dog.
      Roman and Honey shuffle to the turnstile and present their completed paperwork, identification, and passports to a customs agent. His embroidered name tag says his name is Heim Wo. 
      “Do you have anything to declare?” The agent asks as he sorts through the identifications and passports.
       “No,” Roman says.
      “Where are you coming from?”
      “London, but we were in Scotland and then Ireland before England; I mean, we were in Ireland first and then Scotland, not the other way around.”
      “How long were you away?”
      “Five… no, six weeks.”
      “Are you carrying more than ten thousand dollars?”
      “No,” Roman says.
      The customs agent returns the passports and identifications, lowers his head, drops his chin, and looks at the remaining sheets of paper. “What is all this?”
      Honey begins to speak, but instead looks at Roman, then back at the agent, and back at Roman. “Our checked luggage is lost, but everything is listed we brought back,” Roman says.
       Roman puts his arm around Honey. Her weight shifts to rest against him, towering over her.
      The customs agent scrolls through the lines of tabulated procurements, returns the cataloged list, looks at Honey, and says, “You listed everything, no doubt... step away from one another so I can get pictures.”
      “Pictures?” Honey asks.
       Roman struggles not to appear amused by Honey’s exhilaration and the customs agent, who seems unfamiliar with his cellphone camera.
      “Pictures? Did you say pictures?” 
      Honey straightens her posture, looks at Roman with a twinkle, and back at the customs agent, distracted by her. She brushes the bangs of pony-tailed hair out of her face and says again, “Pictures?”
      Roman releases a thunderous laugh, unable to restrain himself, startling Honey and the resolute agent, who looks at other agents, and security-conscious police officers now watching with concern, regains his composure, begins photographing, accepts the results, clears his throat, looks insensately at Roman, turns away then back at the unusual couple, smiles widely for the first time, and says the words apprehensive travelers long to hear:
 “Welcome Home!” 
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