Kanyasulkam

by Annie Evett

“I should have taken my plane.”  Ava applied lip-gloss, tilting the phone screen to catch her reflection.  Finished, she deftly threw the cosmetic in the nearest bin.

“It’s in Canada for the ski trip.”  Louise’s tiny face glared at her from the screen.
“My double gets better holidays than I do.”

“Pouting causes wrinkles, an accessory no bride needs the day before her walk down the aisle,” Louise blurted, wincing immediately at her slip.

Unconcerned, Ava changed the pout to her much practiced Monroe smile and tilted her head.  “Tell me I look like Hilda Bosch in ‘Runaway to Forever’.
Her hand fluttered over an enticing gossip magazine on the newsstand, fingertips prickling at the thought of touching the glossy fake Hollywood smiles on the cover.  Ava clenched her fist.  “She was a real superstar.  Not like the tramps nowadays.”  The smiled dissolved.  “Get my plane back, Louise.  Tell Irving to fly here straight away.  Tonia and her cronies can find their own way back from Canada.”

“Mandy’s plan…”

“Mandy can shove her plan.  Who let’s their therapist plan their wedding?”

Silence.
Ava twisted the plain gold ring on her finger; her eyes narrowed when they settled on an enamoured couple, limbs intertwined and oblivious to the airport crowds  “You should see this place.  People touching things, each other.”  She gently teased the ring back and forth over chaffed fingers.  “Just get me on any damn flight now!”

“I’m booking you onto Ganda Airlines, business class.  I’ll text you the e-ticket reference number.  It leaves in three hours.” 

“Three hours?  I’ve already been here two.”

Off came the ring, quickly reinserted on another finger, cruelly cutting into the raw skin.

“Pangaean Airlines has collapsed and everyone on those flights wants out.  I know someone at Ganda who bumped the list for me.”

An oversized tourist, heavily laden with luggage brushed past Ava's shoulder as the tannoy droned incomprehensibly.  As he unfolded his well-worn map to stare bewildered at it, Ava nimbly stepped aside weaving her way through the milling crowds and began brushing her shoulder vigorously.  “Track down who owns that shitty airline and threaten them with the biggest law suit my lawyers can dump on them.  I can’t leave this airport without my bag.”

“I’m sorry Miss Scott, the official response is they aren’t releasing any baggage.”

Ava put a finger delicately to her ear in an attempt to block out the rising argument from a nearby couple.  She squeezed her way through to the seating beside the windows, the runway clearly visible from the pre-security lounge.  Her heart lurched as she watched a continuous progression of planes taking off, mocking everyone still stranded at the airport.  “This is ridiculous, don’t they realise who I am?  I need that dress.  I don’t care about the rest of the luggage, but I can’t do without the dress.  It’s vintage Chanel.  It’s unique!”

“That’s just it, Miss Scott, they don’t know because of your… desire not to be known.  You can’t have it both–”

“I can have it any damn way I want!  I’m Ava Scott.”  The gold ring flicked back and forth between fingers.  “This is one of the most important journeys of my life.  I’m stuck here, my dress is in some dark hell-hole filled with rats.”  The ring caught on her knuckle.  “I can’t get married in some tacky resort-bought bikini.”

Louise’s hands tapped away on her keyboard and murmured absentmindedly, “It was good enough for Pamela.”

“Are you seriously putting me in the same league as her?  I had three Oscar nominations last year alone.”
Louise stopped typing and looked squarely into the screen.  “Apologies Miss Scott, I just meant that a wedding is more than just a dress.  I’ll sort out alternative details while you’re en route.  I’ll get one of our people to come to the airport and stand there till they release the luggage.”  Ava breathed in deeply and glanced around at the seething crowds flapping their defunct airline tickets at one another.

 “Mandy said she’d call you when you get to the island.  She wanted to remind you that you’re doing this journey for Beau and for you.”

Ava wiped the small tear from the corner of her eye and rotated her ring with her thumb.  “I am doing well aren’t I?  I’ve hardly used the wipes and I’ve even taken my gloves off.  Where’s Beau?”

“He’s about to board his flight.  He’ll be on the island before you now.  It actually works out better with your delay.  There’s no chance the paparazzi will link the two of you, even if they do get a tip-off.”
“Thanks Louise.  Where would I be without you?”

Louise smiled, her eyes lowered.
“I’ll see you tomorrow.  Remember what Mandy said.  Wipes to a minimum, you don’t need them.  And keep positive.  This experience is an opportunity for you to grow… really.”

“Louise.  I’m glad you’re my bridesmaid… and my PA… not so sure about being a cohort to my therapist though.”

The tiny face allowed itself a small smile.  “The pleasure is all mine, Miss Scott.”

“Why do I get the feeling you’re enjoying this more than I am?”

Ava flicked the screen shut and tucked it into its designated spot in her handbag.  She smiled a silent message at the backpacker whose large luggage perched on the only spare seat in the vicinity.  Wordlessly removing it, he pushed it between his legs and continued messaging on his iPhone.
Ava hesitated as she looked at the seat and then sat; she pulled a film-wrapped celebrity magazine Louise had packed from her cavernous handbag.  Not only did it double as good ammunition to stave off boredom and talkative flight companions, but served as a cover should she be recognised by any fans.  She flicked quickly through the pages, frowning at the meringue wedding dress the latest starlet had donned for her wedding.
With the noise and movement about her, Ava found it difficult to concentrate on the wedding scoop.  She closed it, laid it flat on her lap and smiling, took in the pulsating mass around her.  Crowded, busy places such as airports made perfect fodder.  

With military precision, she zipped her handbag open and selected a brand new pen from the line up secured along the inside flap.  From another compartment, she pulled a notepad and flicked its crisp pages open.  Preferring to take character notes longhand, Ava felt her thoughts couldn’t be stolen this way.
Surreptitiously, she scanned the milling crowds, searching for character observations.  It was her meticulous observations and the ability to fully integrate them into her characters, which set Ava apart from her Hollywood peers.  Ava saw the tiny nuances that made individuals unique, non-stereotypical and then portrayed them with authenticity and empathy.

Despite her talent and her work ethic, Ava knew she was overlooked for the really big roles because of her…habits.  This fuelled her determination to continue with Mandy’s plan; to dispel her anxiety and gain control over her obsessive-compulsive habits.  If she could master these… idiosyncrasies, she’d win back some of the directors she driven away over the past few years and ensure the thousands she paid her therapist was worth it.  

And thinking positively, as Mandy insisted she must, perhaps this enforced stopover would provide her with inspiration for her next role.  She’d focus on the people and not their hands or the germs they carried with them.  With such a spectrum of raw emotions, she was sure to find a unique emotional build-up she could emulate for an Oscar-winning performance.
Two children shot past her, one grabbing her leg as he skidded around the corner.  Ava looked in horror at the tiny mark he had left on her white linen pants.

“Oh, I’m so sorry…  Boys!  Back here now!”  Comfortably attired for a long haul flight, a young, tired mother flicked a look of weary apology toward Ava.  She tucked a wisp of hair behind her ear.  “Kids, hey?”

The boys skidded to a halt and shuffled their way back to the line of seats, mumbling their apologies.

Ava smiled.  “It’s nothing.”  The woman gasped and stared at Ava.  “Aren't you Ava Scott?  Oh, where’s my pen?  Can I have your autograph?”

Smiling again, Ava prepared her usual speech.  “Oh, thank you—I get that a lot—well either her or Hilda Bosch in her heyday.”  The woman frowned in confusion.
“Sorry I’m not her.”  Ava held up the gossip magazine at the page where her double smiled in genuine enjoyment in the snow, “She’s skiing in Canada at the moment.  Lucky her.”

The woman blushed.  “Sorry!”  She grasped the magazine and stared at the skiing photos critically.  “Do you think she’s happy?  I mean she’s got the body, the looks, the lifestyle, that gorgeous boyfriend, the career.  But is she really happy?”
She handed the magazine back and Ava stared at her double’s convincing performance of throwing snowballs at friends.  For once she didn’t consider the contamination her magazine or trousers were suffering.  Her only thought was to wonder what true happiness was.

Hands on hips, the woman slyly grinned at Ava.  “I might not look like her but I wouldn't swap my kids and my life for hers.”  She frowned and stared at Ava again.  “Sorry—but you do look like her.  It’s the hair I think.  Anyway, Ava Scott’s a lot older than you.”

“Lucky me, huh?”

Bored with the conversation, the boys shot up and extended their arms flying personal bomber planes about the chairs, shooting one another as they went.  With an extra burst of noise they raced off into the middle of the concourse.

 “Josh, Henry, come back you little devils.”  And with that, the crowd too swallowed their mother.

Ava held her breath, but gave up, frowned and unzipped her handbag.  She pulled out her antibacterial wipes and meticulously wiped her linen trousers clean.  With another breath, she forced herself to throw the wipe away.  She needed a coffee and a cigarette.

A discrete beeping sounded at her hip.  Louise.

Ava stood and with her phone pressed to her ear she began to walk towards the food court.

“Miss Scott, an update on wedding details.  This Pangaean thing is bad.  I’m afraid some of your other parcels travelling as freight on other Pangaean flights have been impounded also.”

“What are you saying exactly?”  The gold ring loosened and twisted along her knuckle.

“The handmade chocolates, the individual Bavarian crystal trinkets and your shoes.  They won’t make it in time.”

“My handmade Italian satin shoes?  But they’re the only shoes which will go with my dress!”
“It’s a beach wedding.  Barefoot will be fine.”

“I’m supposed to have a fairytale wedding; the dress, the shoes, the crystal—none of it’s going to be there.”

“Beau will be there and so will you. ”

“Louise, am I happy?”

“What?  Ava, you’re a superstar.  Which reminds me, I have a script for you to look at when you land.”
“But am I happy?”

“You’re about to marry a man Adonis would be jealous of.  Of course you’re happy.”

Ava flicked the phone shut and pulled out a wipe, exploring each crevice in her hands, polishing and cleaning her ring, slipping it back and forth from finger to finger, before breathing with satisfaction it was on the correct finger and then shut her eyes.  The ravenous noises of panicked people shrilled in her ears.

“Excuse me, Miss Scott?  Ava Scott?”

Ava blinked and lifted her gaze to the desperate pale eyes of one of life’s flotsam.  Straw blond hair glued to his forehead as it glistened with sweat and the damp patches announced his struggle with the enormous set of matching baggage behind him. 

She smiled and shook her head.  “I’m flattered, but I’m not her.”
Ava pulled out her magazine and tapped the photo of the skiing starlet.

He stuttered slightly but stared her with those insistent, feverish eyes.  “It’s your double.  You do that all the time—to put people off—so you can find some private time.  Not get swallowed up.”

Ava caught her breath.

“I’m sorry,” he flushed and cleared his throat.  “I don’t mean to intrude, it’s just I’m a huge fan.  Calvin.  Calvin Smith.  I never dreamed I’d ever be this close to you.”

Ava’s skin began to itch.  Her eyes darted about seeking one of her minders only to remember she was alone.

“Just an autograph.  Please?  I know your face, your presence.  I’ve watched all your films hundreds of times.  I’ve even got a brand new pen.  It’s all wrapped up.”

Ava didn’t doubt this.  She’d had plenty of fanatics forcing their way through her security.  This time she had to deal with it herself.

She smiled again.  “It’s very sweet of you, but really—I’m just an ordinary lass on her way home.”

“Scene 15, Where the Flag Flies, 2003.”

Ava hid a smile.  He’d spotted her favourite line from one of her earliest films.  Calvin fumbled at his breastpocket and retrieved a plastic-wrapped biro, thrusting it towards her.

“Calvinsweetheart, you rushed off leaving me all alone.  I thought you’d gone chasing after that man in the suit.”  The newly arrived woman’s eyes pierced through the quivering man.  His fragile bravado crumpled as his shoulders sagged and he mumbled a reply.  Her defensive face softened slightly when she saw Ava.  “Is this lady annoying you?”

Ava stared with professional delight, taking in the neatly styled hair, bright eyes, and old-fashioned tweed travel jacket as the older woman reached out her clawed hand, resplendent with bright red nails, and grabbed hold of Calvin.

Ava fixed a warm smile.  “I’m afraid it’s my fault.  I was lost and your very considerate son saw my distress.  And they say chivalry is dead.”  Ava scrawled her autograph on a napkin and winked, handing it to him.  “Calvin.  Thank you and I’m sorry to have kept you.”
The woman’s considerable breast expanded as she gave Ava a saccharine smile and petted Calvin’s shoulder.  “I do my best; as much as a poor single mother can.”

The blushing Calvin stretched his hand out, careful not to touch Ava’s fingers, and accepted it reverently.  His hand shook as he folded the napkin carefully and put it into his pocket.  The shrewish woman narrowed her eyes at Ava, but was met with a cool even gaze.
“We’ve a plane to catch.  Come, Calvin.”

Ava marvelled at Calvin’s delicious tormentor was and thought about following them to observe her in more depth, but they quickly disappeared into the milling crowds.
As the masses swarmed about her in the food court, Ava caught snippets of conversations, the fearful intonations, the panicked gestures.

“…airline gone bust…” 

“…picket line outside…”

“…everything impounded…”

“…shutting the airport down…”

“…bomb threat…”

“…trapped here…”

“…no planes leaving…”

Her heart hammered.  Was it true?  Would all flights be cancelled?  She was bustled about as frantic travellers rushed along the concourse, a lone slender stick in the whirlpool of the airport.  Ava was used to minders carving out space for her but now, in her anonymity, she had become a faceless piece of flotsam on a roiling wave of humanity.  Ava stood gasping for air.

A small contingent of the picket line she’d seen outside were now forcing their way through the crowd, placards banging indiscriminately against one another intent now on hunting food.  Ava stood rooted to the spot as the gaggle approached.  She squeezed her eyes shut, attempting to ignore their harsh tones and steeling herself for the intrusion they would inflict.

She opened her eyes.  They had passed, and only one body had brushed against her briefly.  Ava fought the urge to wipe off their presence and shifted her ring frantically from finger to finger.  The passionate couple from the pre-security lounge were in line for the Sushi Bar, but had resumed their amorous positions.  Ava tore an anti-bacterial wipe from her bag and stared at her jacket where she had been bumped into.  She breathed out slowly and put the wipe away, shifting her ring nervously from one finger to the next.  She could feel the nerve endings shrieking at her to cease, but continued to pull it on and off, her palms sweaty and shaking.
How long would that couple be together?  Did they really love one another or was it all just for show?  Who was she getting married for?

The ring slipped on and off, passing fingers and onto thumb.

She needed to escape the noise and frantic pace enveloping her.  She tentatively looked at the crisscrossed frantic pace the tide of travellers in the foodcourt were undertaking.  There was no director to call cut and no secluded caravan to escape to.  She was alone.  Ava gasped her ring and pulled it off her thumb and forced it onto her middle finger and began to twist and turn it, the skin screaming and tearing.

To the side of the crowds, Ava spotted a small figure, almost childlike, clutching a broom.  Drawn by those sad, old eyes, Ava started towards her, entranced by her direct gaze and calmness set amongst the whirlwind of emotions swirling about in the concourse.  As Ava stepped into the current, a large man collided into her.  The ring fell from her fingers and rolled unnoticed through the trample of feet.  The man’s tanned face—salon born, orange rather than a golden glow won with leisure time—was unapologetic as he glared momentarily at her and then focused toward the edge of the foodcourt where the girl stood.  His angry face contorted as he began to berate across the human ocean.  “Hey you there!  This disorganised mess is outrageous.  Who’s in charge here?  ” Bumped and jostled again, Ava attempted to make eye contact with the oasis of calm but she had disappeared, consumed by the monstrosity of humanity.

Ava, started to perspire as she mourned for the loss of the girl.  She grasped for her ring.  Finding it missing, she desperately felt each of her fingers.
Nothing.

She threw her hands in front of her face, twisting them back and forth in horror.  She searched the faces about her, looking for a possible pickpocket or thief.
Ava was trembling now.  Her fingers continually and frantically searched each other for the ring.
No meditation cushions, essential oils or masseur on hand to calm her.  Even Mandy, who travelled everywhere with her, was in Canada skiing.

I need to get the hell out of here.

Close by in a cafe, a beautiful redheaded lady dropped her notebook.  The delicate pages fluttering their way to the floor caught her attention.  A frail, elderly woman appeared and made a beeline toward the redhead, gripping her arm with ferocity.  With her keen ears, Ava heard their exchange.

“Annie, Pangaean Airlines has shut down.  What should we to do?”

The redhead blinked several times and appeared shaken.  With the grace of a courtier, she drew a breath and looked deep into the old lady’s eyes.  “Regret nothing.”  With a twist, she escaped the old lady’s grip and strode off through the thinning crowds towards the doors.
Ava's heart pounded.  Her fingers clenched and stretched.  Humanity pushed and pulsated around her, swarming and squirming, threatening to swallow her whole.

Her phone rang.  Louise.  No doubt with more bad news. 

Regret nothing.
Hilda’s trademark line in every film she made.  It was sign.

 The dress, her shoes, all the fripperies.  They'd all be soiled now.  Someone else would have touched them, put their dirty marks all over them.  

Whose idea where they anyway?

Whose wedding was it?
Was she happy?
Regret nothing.

The phone rang again—Louise.  She turned it off.

Ava strode over to the Premier Check in for Balder Airlines, where a few overstuffed suits loitered.  Fixing her best 80’s powersuit look on her face, tempering it with a cool smile of haughtiness, she brushed them aside and snapped her fingers at the girl behind the desk.  “Excuse me Miss, book me a First Class ticket on your next flight to Aspen.”

Not bothering to look up from her screen, the attendant answered in the tired monotone of someone having uttered the same phrase countless times in the past hour.  “Our flights are experiencing overburdening due to the situation with Pangaean.  Unfortunately even our First Class seats have–”

Ava smiled and tapped her Platinum card on the desk, flipping a cream business card with her personal number toward the girl.  “How would you like an invitation to the Oscars with a seat for you and a friend in the main auditorium?”

The assistant gasped and gripped the business card and looked directly into Ava's eyes.  She stammered as recognition dawned.  “Cer-certainly Miss Scott.  I have an opening on our next flight.  Do you have any bags to check in?”

“No.  No baggage.  Not today.”

