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It all started with American Airlines Flight 523 at the Dallas/Fort worth International Airport. Seema, my wife dropped me off at the Terminal A by the curbside at 3:30PM on that Sunday afternoon, and drove off before it was going to be Munni’s feed time.
I was on my weekly jaunt to Raleigh, North Carolina. I had one leg here and one leg there. I was working on a project to provide Software Consultancy to Carolina Power & Utility Company, while my home was still in Dallas.
I was called a Contract Consultant. Large corporations would often hire people like me to help them out with sudden surge of work. While they needed extra hands to get over such humps, they loathed hiring permanent employees.
Permanent employees would need extra cost to part with, when it was time to bid them good bye. Stockholders would also be quite pleased that the total payroll was kept low. This was of course a fallacy. The cost came back to them by way of revolving door when the same personnel were called in as hourly contractors, like me. For me working as an independent contractor brought a higher income while I took the risk of not finding work between two contracts.
I had to rent an apartment in Raleigh for the duration of this 6-month project that had now extended to over a year. I would fly home every Friday night and get back to the Project, on Sunday night. On some weekends Seema and Munni would fly down to Raleigh as well. They could not do that all the time due to Seema’s job in Dallas or her sheer unwillingness.
The skycap politely informed me that curbside check-in for baggage was put on hold that evening due to a security alert. ‘Security Alert’, oh my God how many times have I had to put up with that phrase? Would life ever get back to its normalcy of 2 years ago? Those Al-Qaida guys had surely got the whole country topsy-turvy.
As I kept mumbling to myself, I swished my Visa into the Cart-smart and pulled out a handcart. I loaded my luggage on to it and slowly started pushing it toward the escalator. As usual there was a long line of frustrated passengers trying to get through the Security Check. After standing in the rear for a few minutes I felt even more exasperated at the slowness of the movement in front of me. Only way I found some solace was by looking over my shoulders and
seeing how long the line had grown behind me. Life itself is like that, is it not? If only you look at people more unfortunate than you are, you feel yourself not so unlucky after all.
The whole process did finally come grindingly to an end. After checking the stuff in and going through the turnstiles, I found that I still had a good 45 minutes for the Flight.
I was glad I had the membership to the American Airlines’ Admirals Club. This is a small little niche where you can rise above the dust and din of travelling crowds. You realize its importance if you are constantly living out of your suitcase and running along miles and miles of airport conveyor belts, for making a living. For a mere $350 per year you can buy an entry to this home between your homes.
There are always those charming hostesses with smiling faces that politely first ask you to show your membership card. Having established your identity, they take you into their wings. There are spacious areas for relaxing, reading, watching TV or just do nothing. If you are a business traveler like me, you can even hook up your laptop and catch up with your reports due next morning. There are soft lights, music and a bar for someone needing uplifting of spirits, literally.
At about 5 minutes before the Boarding time, I gathered my hand baggage and got through the gangway into the waiting aircraft. There was again a long line of people on the aisle trying to shove their hand luggage on to the bin overhead and squeezing their way into the appropriate seats. Then there were those moms trying to manage a few unruly brats in one hand and some baggage on the other.
My seat, as I had requested while making the booking, was fortunately on the aisle side of one of the front rows. I settled down quickly and strapped myself.
Once the Flight Crew cleared the aisles after serving what passes off as evening snacks, I felt like stretching myself a little. Since the toilets on the rear were too far, I thought I would use the ones in the front. I passed through the First Class cabin. After refreshing myself, I languidly started walking back. Then what transpired changed rest of my life.
The First Class was very sparsely occupied, just two or three people in all those 20 odd seats. I spotted one face that struck my solar plexus like a ton of bricks. She was wearing Salvar-kameez and had covered a good portion of her head with the Dupatta. She pretended to be engrossed in a book, quite oblivious of the surroundings. The setting sun shone through the window on her side. She was wearing very large sunglasses that covered almost one-third of her face. Very obviously, she valued her privacy very dearly and did not want to be recognized. Even then, it struck me that she seemed very familiar, as if I might have met her some where, some time. But I just could not place a label on that face. I kept walking and came back to my seat.
The sun had set after a while. The lights had been dimmed. Only some soft lights at the aisle were kept on. Some passengers had turned on their reading lights. I stood up and walked toward the First Class cabin once again, wanting to take another look at this mysterious passenger. The reading light illuminated her face partially; it was still buried in the book. Only then slowly, it all came back to me.
She was Archana Roy. Yes, oh my God! It was indeed she. I had watched her on the movie screen so many times.
My first reaction was to want to walk up to her and ask if it was really she. If I had still been in my college days, I might have done it. I have done it with several celebrities while in the University. If nothing else, at least ask for an autograph and show proudly to my friends. My collection of autographs included stars from several walks of life, Cricketers, Statesmen, visiting celebrity Speakers at the College functions and yes, Movie Stars.
But now things were so different, after having entered real workaday world. It seemed so silly for somebody to do that at my station in life. You are less inclined to take the risk of your pride being hurt. Besides, it was so obvious to me that she was quite insistent on not being recognized. I gave up that whole idea.
I continued cranking on my laptop keyboard. This report was due at 10:00AM next morning. If I were not ready with it for the presentation at the Staff Meeting, Don Welsner, the Project Managar would chew me alive. Release of funds for the whole Project depended upon our convincing the Departmental Heads of our capabilities at meeting the goals. Getting involved in hobnobbing with movie stars wanting to remain anonymous was way down on my list of priorities.
Usually I schedule these periodic trips home at least a month ahead of time. But my trip previous week had to be rescheduled for this week, at the last minute. Don had insisted that I stay back and get the Payroll System’s conversion fully tested before I left. It had been impossible for me to get a direct flight from Dallas to Raleigh. The best I could do was this flight, hopping via Little Rock, Arkansas and Atlanta, Georgia.
The Little Rock Airport is a relatively small wayside airport with much fewer facilities. The stopover was for some 45 minutes. Some of us got down to walk around in the airport. I gathered my briefcase, shoulder bag and the laptop. Then I came out of the plane slowly walking down the gangway.
As I was browsing at the gift shop, I looked through the corner of my eyes. She had also got down and was browsing at another corner of the shop. The lounge was inside the Secure Area and I wanted to remain within that. I did not find anything interesting at the shop. I settled down at a lounge chair and resumed working on the report.
However I saw that she had wandered out of the secure area, possibly to look around other shops outside.
Some ten minutes before boarding time, I once again put all of my stuff together to get back into the flight. As I passed along the boarding gate, I heard some altercation near the Security Check area. Curious as to what could it be, I looked around to find that the Security Guard was having some heated arguments with her. There was obviously some problem as she was trying to get back through the Security Check.
I might have kept walking, minding my own business. As luck would have it, I came toward the scene of disturbance and volunteered to intervene. The Security people were keen that she be strip searched and thoroughly examined as they considered her a security risk. She on the other hand was quite insistent that she should not be put to any such humiliation.
As it happens in most such instances, there were also probably plenty of communication gaps. She conversing in her convent educated British accent and they trying to convey their thoughts in heavy Southern flair. As there were plenty of people waiting behind her to get in, the scene of altercation was moved into another location while the rest of the passengers were allowed to keep moving.
The other location happened to be the office of Sergeant Steve McKlusky, as it was announced on the brass plate outside its door. There was a glass panel that secluded the office from rest of the lounge, making it possible for outsiders to see but not hear, what was going on within. Sergeant McKlusky was the Chief Security Officer of the Airport. He was not in the chamber at that time. There were Officers Pete Williams and Maria Hernandez. The former was an African American while the latter, a Hispanic young lady. They were trying to interrogate her in all possible ways and she was being defiant. I knocked on the door, slowly opened it and literally stuck my neck into that confrontation.
I smiled and looked at Officer Williams and said “Officer, there seems to be some problem here. Could you use some help?”
He readily smiled back and said, “Thanks very much for asking Sir. Yes, we sure can use some help. Please step in.”
They explained to me that they were under a very high alert of Security threat that day and were totally unwilling to take any chances whatsoever. I wondered if they focused their suspicion on her due to her attire and looks, but decided not to exacerbate the situation by kicking in more controversy.
I spoke out, “Officers, I quite realize you are doing your duty and doing it very well. As a matter of fact, we as passengers feel so much more confident of travelling because of good Officers like you. She already went through one Security Check while boarding at Dallas, is it not? Please let me tell you further that, I am Dr. Rohit Sharma holding a Ph.D., in Computer Engineering from the Cockerell-Hill University of Dallas, Texas. I am a U.S. Citizen currently flying to Raleigh North Carolina on an assignment to provide software design to the Carolina Power & Light on their Nuclear Security System. Please allow me assure you that this young lady is no potential or real Terrorist. You could safely let her go.”
Officer Maria Hernandez spoke first. “Thank you Sir. However, you have not established what is her relationship with you and how could you be so sure of her”.
“Could both of you please step into the ante-room with me? I would like to show you something in private. Please close the door behind you”, I replied.
I opened my briefcase and pulled out the latest edition of “News India Times”, a sister publication of “The Times of India”, coming out of New York City. I flipped to the 9th page. On the one side it had a large picture of Archana Roy being crowned Miss Universe from a couple of years ago. On the another side there was her picture receiving the Urvashi (The Most Outstanding Actress of the Year) Award from the President of India. There was a write up on her as well.
I showed it to them and told them, “You guys are making a big mistake. I strongly suggest you drop the whole case and quietly back off. Otherwise there is going to be plenty of ugly publicity for everybody, especially you. If you wish, you may call Sergeant McKlusky at home and ask. If it would help, I am willing to call Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina and let his staff talk to you. I doubt whether that is the route you all wish to take.”
There was a stunned silence for a couple of minutes. I closed the briefcase and walked out of the room, back into the lounge. I saw her coming out of the room as well.
American Airlines Flight 523 had taken off in the meantime without us. There was another flight via Minneapolis reaching Raleigh at 2AM. Even that was full and I was going to be 15th on the waiting list, not a good chance, by any means.
My first concern was my 10 O’clock meeting next morning 900 miles away. If I did not show up with that report, Don Wilsner would cut me into pieces and eat raw with his salad for lunch. I called him from the nearest telephone kiosk. Thank God, I was able to get through.
His little daughter picked up the phone and told me that her dad was watching his Alma Mater, UNC playing Nebraska in the Final Six of NCAA Basketball. I asked her how UNC was faring so far. Not too good, she said. That means Don was going to be in a sullen mood. When he finally came on the line, I asked him if anyway the meeting could be postponed by 24 hours. After some grumbling and groaning, he said he would check with his boss and call me back. In another half an hour my cell phone rang. Yes that was going to be okay.
I did not want to take any more chances with flights. Only way I could be sure of reaching, even 24 hours later was to rent a car and drive all the way. I was at the Avis counter waiting anxiously for them to check out availability of some decent Wheels.
I saw her walking toward me. She smiled. Extending her hand, she said, “Thank you so very much. You saved me from a very ugly embarrassment”. I asked her not to mention it at all. Then I asked her, what her further plans were? Whither was she heading next?
She was stuck from reaching her destination as well. What was worse, she did not have even the wherewithal that I had grabbed out of the deserting aircraft. As it turned out, her wallet with money and credit cards were all left on board the flight that was 35,000 feet above mother Earth. All she had got down with, was her handbag with her passport, travel papers and some small money stuck in one of its pockets.
I wanted to help and asked further. Did she know anybody here or elsewhere that she could call? Would she wish to use my calling card?
As it turned out, she had an aunt in New Jersey. When she called them, they had gone for the weekend and had not returned yet. She left a message on their answering machine. She had nowhere else to go as she loathed asking anybody else especially the business contacts. I told her of my plans and offered her a ride, if she wished to hitch hike with me. She seemed to have little better alternative.
After checking my Driver License and Credit Card, Avis made me sign the rental papers. What we got was a green Toyota Camry, 4-door sedan. I threw my few belongings in the back seat. I strapped myself in the driver seat and opened the door on the other side for her to get in. By about 7:30PM Central Time, we were on our way. I tried keeping cool with my companion and concentrated on driving.
She broke the ice and came clean. She said, “I know very well that you know who I am. But there is very little I know about you, excepting what you told those Security Cops. Why not we stop pretending and become friends?”
I told her, “Yes I do know who you are. As a matter of fact, you may even count me amongst your countless fans. But you see I am a regular middle class Professional. My Universe and yours can hardly ever intersect. The last thing I want is a celebrity movie star turning my simple life topsy-turvy. Let us just downgrade our relationship from friendship to acquaintance. Once we reach Raleigh, I will see to it that you can get to wherever you wish to go safely. If you wish you might repay me whenever you can. That is all there is to it, between you and me. Our paths will never cross again, I am quite sure.”
“Never say never. Besides, please don’t be too harsh on yourself or me. Just hang loose and treat me like any other girl next door. As for repaying, I may never be able to repay for what you did for me today”, she said.
“Okay let us compromise. We will not put a label on our relationship. Let us be whatever comes naturally to us. As for repayment, I will take a rain check”.
We passed a huge billboard inviting us to Hope, Arkansas, the birthplace of Ex-President Bill Clinton just 5 miles away. But we were hardly in the mood to go gallivanting on sightseeing missions and collecting souvenirs. We had a very long drive ahead of us.
I was on U.S. Highway 40 speeding toward the Northeast at a good 70-mph. On an average I can clock about a mile a minute. I break after every one hour for a little stretching and freshening up at Little Boys’ Room. I am never comfortable driving all through the night. So I stop overnight to get a comfortable night’s sleep. Next morning, I always fill the gas tank of my car and myself with a hearty breakfast, before heading further. Who knows when is the next place where we would get either?
As you cross the bridge over the Mississippi River, on US40, you not only cross state-boundaries from Arkansas into Tennessee, but also go right into the city of Memphis. You can also see the difference in the standards of maintaining highways between the two states.
Memphis would be the last major city for quite some distance of our journey. Since neither my companion nor me had much by way of personal belongings, I thought it would make sense to halt at a Department Store before they close for the day and buy ourselves some articles of clothing, toiletries and other bare necessities.
As we were driving out of Memphis, it had become quite dark. She just tilted her seat backwards and closed her eyes. There were just those green lights of various dials on the dashboard. There was not much traffic on the highway; just an 18-wheeler every once in a while that I had to overtake. To break the eerie silence, I turned on the radio. I caught a station of University of Memphis, playing some great jazz.
Suddenly the music stopped and a voice announced late breaking news. “This is AP Network News. American Airlines Flight 523 bound from Dallas/Fort Worth to Raleigh, North Carolina has lost contact with the control tower, after taking off from Little Rock, Arkansas. We are still monitoring the news and will keep you updated.” We were startled at first. But denial took over our attitude. We told ourselves, everything must be alright. It must be one of those incidents that end up being a ‘technical’ problem with radar or communication. As we were driving away from Memphis, there was no good station that we could catch, to get updated on that disturbing news.
This route is very familiar to me. I have plied on it several times in the past year. There is this little town 300 miles from Little Rock, at the outskirts of Nashville, where there is a ranch of Country Singer Loretta Lynn, of “Coal Miner’s Daughter” fame. They hold Country & Western music concerts there, every so often. It has a quaint little restaurant. The waitresses with sizable bosoms, wearing dark flowered frocks, with embroidered aprons, attend to you with gleeful smiles. The tablecloths in red and white checks are nicely starched. There are little baskets of fresh baked buns wrapped in spotlessly white napkins. You can get a hearty dinner buffet of fried-chicken, roast beef, gravy, mashed potato, beans and what have you, for $10.99. After the dinner you may browse in the gift shop looking at Loretta Lynn’s artifacts whether or not you buy any souvenirs.
There is a cluster of 2 or 3 motels at reasonable prices, around this ranch. There is one owned by Gujrati émigrés from East Africa. This time again I was going to halt overnight in this little town, like in previous instances. I find these little towns in the interior of the country extremely fascinating. That is where you get the flavor of real America from the sons and daughters of the soil, not at Hiltons and Sheratons of large Megalopolis.
By the time we pulled into the motel after our dinner, it was close to 10:30 at night. I let her stay in the car while I went to register, lest she be recognized. It was the same old Mrs. Suman Patel who greeted me with ‘Aujo, kemcho’, routine. We got two adjacent rooms inter-connected by a door.
As I was taking off my heavy shoes, I clicked on the remote to turn on the TV. It was by now all over the place. American Airlines Flight 523 had gone up in flames, an apparent act of hijacking and terrorism.
I heard a gentle knock on the intermediate door. She had seen the news on her TV as well. She was flushed pink and visibly shaken. She was in tears. She pleaded if she could come in, as she was scared and shocked beyond belief. I let her come in. We were both still in the same clothes we had been in all day.
We sat on the bed resting our backs on the pillow and headboard. We were watching the breaking news, clasping our hands with horror in our eyes. I could feel that she wanted to clasp me and hold me close. But I was just too confused and emotionally broken myself to make any kind of physical response to her overtures.
I somberly told her, “You have already repaid me more than what you ever owed me”.
If ever there was a hairbreadth escape of my life, this was it. Instead of minding my own business and boarding that flight, I had decided to intervene in her imbroglio. That just saved my life.
It was getting close to midnight. I broke the silence and told her that we should now retire for the night and try to get some sleep. I slowly released my hand from her clasp. We had a long day ahead. It was imperative that we be on the highway by 7:00 AM, duly breakfasted and with a full tank of gas. Coffee & doughnuts would be served free, at the motel lobby starting 6:00 am. She asked if she could leave the intermediate door open. I readily agreed. As she went into her room she turned and told me over her shoulder to give her a wake-up call at 5:30, if she was not already awake.
I picked up the phone and called home. At home before going to bed, we normally turn off the telephone ring and let all the calls go to the answering machine. I was sure Seema would have done the same now. Before she got the morning news, I wanted her to know that I was not on the plane that blew up. I left the message. Then went into my bathroom to wash up and change. I came back, slipped into my sheets and turned off the bedside light.
I could see that her bathroom door was also half-ajar. I could see her full image reflected on the large mirror at the sink. She was probably unaware of that or she might have purposely wanted it that way.
She took her Dupatta and hung it on the peg at the opposite wall. Then she slowly removed the hooks on the back of her Kameez one by one and slowly slid it over her head. Turned around and hung that also on the peg. She was wearing a flesh colored lacy bra. It covered her breasts only partially at the bottom with the two cups connected by a strip of lace. The upper fringe of the cups grazed through her chocolate brown nipples, showing a deep cleavage. She put her two hands behind her back and unhooked the bra. The straps came sliding over her shoulders and hands all the way out. Her two beautiful breasts wriggled out of the cups
completely. They still had slight wrinkles from being harnessed, and the nipples were mildly upright. She then unfastened her Salwar and pulled it down her ankles. She had slender flat abdomen with cute little navel. Below that she was wearing a thin gauzy panty barely covering a well-manicured tuft of hair between the thighs. She had well-rounded hips. The cheeks were almost totally exposed as the seat of the panty had slid down into the valley in between. Her ivory complexion and smooth skin made her look like Neptune under moonlight.
She pulled out a brush from her handbag, stroked her dark brown hair a few times. She took out an elastic band and bound her hair into a ponytail. Then she splashed her face with cold running water. Rubbed some soap all over to remove the makeup. She rinsed her face finally and covered it with fresh laundered hand towel from the rack. Her clean spotless natural skin without any makeup shone looking even prettier.
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