
The Five-Star story

Dina knew what she had to do the moment she saw her parents step out of the

airport. She will lie to them. At least for a while. As she stood there, waiting in her

Calvin Klein suit and salon-straightened hair, she could imagine the numerous ways in

which her parents would react to her news. But the moment she saw her mother,

stumbling out of gate C4 at the DFW airport in a green and brown salwar kameez,

bundled up in a sweater and a scarf, in the middle of June, she could only think of how

she would take the news. Her father was an entirely different story. He followed his wife,

struggling to push the overweighing airport trolley while also attempting to keep his

muffler from falling off. Dina sent a quick text and hurried forward to meet her parents

before they started feeling lost in the crowd of unknown faces.

“Dinu!” her mother exclaimed and hurried forward to engulf her in a big hug. Her

father, a quieter man, just smiled and gave her an awkward side hug, before going back

to the trolley. “I can’t believe you guys are finally here! How was the flight? Did you eat?”

They had questions of their own. “Have you been waiting for long? Don’t you have to

get back to work? Did you eat?” The answers were vague and the questions continued,

as Dina took over the trolley-pushing duty from her father, leading the way. As they

reached her car, she could see her father’s approval of her White Tesla Model X. They

knew she had made a successful career for herself in this foreign land, but a Tesla is a

physical, materialistic proof of that, one they could brag about to the Mishras and



Guptas back home. They couldn’t wait to see her place and send pictures of it to all their

relatives.

Dina smiled to herself as she saw her parents getting into the car. Wasn’t this

her dream! Her phone pinged and the smile disappeared as quickly as it had

appeared. She would deal with this later. On the entire ride home, she could only think

of how she would bring up the difficult conversation that awaited her in the next few

hours, as her mother exclaimed at all the exciting scenes passing them by.

“Oof Dinu! How far you live from the airport! It seemed like we’d never reach

home,” her mother exclaimed as they finally pulled into the narrow driveway in front of

her house. Her father immediately started taking pictures of the house and the front

porch as she started unloading the luggage. Dina looked at her watch. She had an hour

to break the news to them. An hour might not be enough for her to tell them the news

and for them to react and get over their shock. She was glad to see the house empty

when they walked in. She had texted David before leaving the airport and asked him to

leave the house until dinnertime. That was a fight for the future, within the walls of their

bedroom. It was inevitable. David had wanted them to come clean from the very

beginning, and tell her parents the truth about them, but Dina had been greedy. She

wanted to spare her parents the shock and herself the pain of facing their

disappointment. But there was no delaying now. Keeping their bags in the spare

bedroom, and leaving her mother to freshen up, she made her way to the kitchen.



She found her father admiring the woodwork on her cabinets. “Papa, can I get

you something?” she initiates. “Just a glass of water.” She hands him the water and

goes to sit by the dining table. “All okay? How’s your work going?” “It’s good. I have to

be back in the office tomorrow.” “Good, good. Work hard. It will take you places,” and

with that, they both fell silent. That is how it has always been. She could talk at length

with her mother but with her father, she would exhaust all the topics of their discussion

within the first three minutes. It wasn’t like they disliked each other. They just did not

talk. Which is why, she knew it would be much easier to talk to him but that much more

difficult to anticipate his reaction.

“The house is beautiful, beta,” her mother commented joining them at the table.

“And all the furniture looks great.” This was the opening she needed and Dina went

for it. “Thank you, Mumma, but I didn’t choose the furniture. David did.”

“David? Your friend from college? Well, he has a good eye.”

“Yes, he does. He will be home in a bit.”

“Oh! He’s joining us for dinner?” Dina could hear the ridicule in her mother’s

voice. “Yes, about that, I wanted to tell you both something.”

“Yes beta, what is it?”

This was it.

“David also stays here.”

“Here? As your flatmate?” The cheerful voice was disappearing. Something new



was taking over.

“Here, as my partner. We are dating.”

“Dinu! You are in a live-in! With a American boy?” For the first time since the

conversation started, Dina looked at her father. She could no longer bear to hold her

mother’s gaze. Her father was looking out of the kitchen window.

“Yes Mumma, we have been living together for the past nine months.”

“NINE MONTHS! And you never thought it was important for us to know?” “I am so

sorry, Mumma. I know I should have told you before. But I just did not know how to

tell you.”

“You did not seem to have any problem telling us now when we have nowhere else to

go! Is that why you wanted to wait? So you could trap us in your house and we would

just have to live with it?”

“I know, I know that you are angry and you should be. It was a big step.” Her father still

hadn’t said a word. “I am so sorry, Papa, but I really like him. And his parents are really

nice too.” “You have met his family? Well, why stop there? You should have gone ahead

and gotten married too. That sure would have been the cherry on top.” With that, her

mother stormed into the guest room. Her father stood to leave, then, a bit uncertainly,

followed her mother. Dina sat in silence, unable to comprehend the situation at hand.

She wished David was there to console her. He was much better at handling these

situations. He was so much better than her at everything.

Dina met David on a rainy day. At the end of a long day at the University, she



had just wanted to head home and relax. Unfortunately for her, there was a storm

approaching. Despite living just a few miles away and being approachable by the bus,

she decided to spend a bit and book an Uber. However, it seemed like everyone had

the same thought and it took her a good fifteen minutes to find a cab which has a

waiting period of nineteen minutes. But what other choice did she have? It was pouring

outside and she had forgotten to carry her umbrella. After waiting for almost half an

hour, she finally got into the cab and let out an audible sigh of relief. “Oof, sounds like

a tough day.” The driver remarked pulling out of the parking. “Don’t even get me

started,” Dina replied, finally settling in. “Doesn’t seem like a great one for you either,

considering that you had to drive 16 miles just to drop me off 2 miles away.” “Oh, it isn’t

that bad. I live close by and was planning on turning in myself.” “That’s great,” Dina

hoped to shut down the conversation. Taking the hint, her driver had been quiet for the

rest of the ride.

It wasn’t until much later, an hour to be accurate, that Dina noticed that her

airpods were missing. She remembered having them on her back at the university. She

looked through her bags and all the jacket pockets before starting to freak out. She even

searched through her drenched clothes in the dryer. The next step was to trace her

steps back. The Uber! She checked through the app, found the number of her Uber

driver, and called him. “Hi, I took a ride in your cab a while ago, and..” “I have your

airpods,” he cut her off. “Oh, thank god! Can you please let me know where to meet

you? I can come get it.” “You could meet me downstairs in five.” saying thus, he



disconnected the call.

Dina went downstairs to wait. The rain had subsided. The car stopped in front of

her apartment and the passenger side window rolled down. She ducked to see the

driver looking up at her. “I am afraid we have a bit of a hostage situation here, ma’am.” “I

am sorry, I don't understand.” “You see, it is my first day as a driver with Uber and I

would really like a great review. You know, just to help my confidence.” In her haste to

find the AirPods, Dina had left her phone in the apartment upstairs. “Oh sure, I’ll give

you a five-star rating, the moment I go upstairs.” “I am afraid, I cannot work with that.

You see, I have been fooled twice already today.” “You have held two Airpods hostage

negotiations today?” “What? No! I have had two other customers promise and then not

deliver on it. While it would be creepy to track them down for a good rating, I believe this

is a pretty good offer for you.” “Fine, why don’t you come upstairs and I will prove to you

that I do not go back on my words.” The hostage negotiations eventually ended up being

a pleasant evening and a shared cup of hot chocolate. Dina cribbed about her day at the

university, while David complained about unforgettable customers.

Dina did not see David again until she bumped into him in the corridor at the

university, a month later. “So, who are we extorting five stars from, today?” she joked.

“Actually, a professor.” “What? No way!” “Wayyy! I just have to get some grades

reevaluated.” “You are a student here?” “Yup! I am a Business major.” “Why didn’t you

say something?” “You never asked!” “Ya, but..” “Sorry, gotta go!” with this, he

disappeared into the crowd. After that, Dina kept an eye open for David. She would spot



him all across the campus. Sometimes with a group of friends, or checking out a book at

the library, or just having a meal in the food area. She even found him in one of her

classes and went to sit beside him. And just like that, he was everywhere. At lunch with

her friends, at Thanksgiving dinner with her colleagues, by her side when she got sick,

on her birthday consoling that she isn't old, and even at her graduation when her

parents couldn’t get their Visa on time and couldn’t be there.

David was by her side when Dina had her first panic attack. As a graduated

international student in a time of recession and no job to keep her from getting deported,

Dina had been stressed to the point where sleep evaded her. She was on her way back

from an interview when she started feeling discomfort. She felt herself suffocating in the

car and pulled over to the side. David was the one she called. It was David who talked

her through it and calmed her down as she sat drenched in her own sweat by the side of

the road. So, when he had asked her to be his girlfriend, having seen her through all the

lows, she could not say no. To be honest, she wasn’t even sure if she loved him the

same way he did. But she cared for him and did not want to see him get hurt. When her

first paycheck came in, David had suggested looking for a place together. He had

remembered her dream of buying a house in the US when she had been busy

wondering how to treat herself with her first big paycheck. Of course, it hadn’t been big

enough to buy a house but it wasn’t a bad idea to start. Moving in together also seemed

like the next logical step. David was about to graduate in a month and there was no

point in them paying the rent for two apartments in this economy. If Texas with its oil



money was one of the inexpensive states, she really did not want to explore moving to a

more expensive state. David agreed. He had family here and was quite close to them.

Her family, on the other hand, was David. Dina was jolted back to the present. She had

to find a way to get through to her parents.

The door opened and Dina turned to find David at the door. He smiled at her

and walked up to engulf her in that warm, familiar hug she had been missing the whole

day. “How are the folks?” and with that, the girl who had managed to keep herself

together, all this time, broke down. Between sobs, she managed to recollect the

conversation for him. Once done, she looked up to see David’s reaction. He had been

so quiet throughout that she was worried what he might be thinking of her. After a

moment, he asked her, “Do you want me to stay away for a while? Just until your folks

are here?” It broke Dina’s heart to hear him say that. She had been so worried about

her parent’s reaction to her news, she had entirely forgotten how excited David had

been about this. He had probably expected the same warm welcome that his family

had bestowed upon Dina. For weeks now, he had been prepping to meet them. He had

bought the new sheets for their room and extra toiletries, questioning her incessantly

about what they liked and did not like. He had come up with the perfect plan to meet

them. He would pose as their Uber driver and then reveal himself once they got home.

He wanted them to experience how Dina had met him the first time. It was him texting

her at the airport asking if he should bring around the car to pick up her parents and

she had shot him down saying that she needed some time with them alone before



introducing him. Despite that, he was here. Understanding and supportive as ever. She

couldn’t let her parents dismiss him without having met him. She told him to wait in the

living room and went to talk to her parents.

Dina was about to knock when she heard her parents talking. “...could be a good

man,” her father was saying. “Doesn’t matter. He will always stick out as a sore thumb.”

her mother retorted. “What will we tell everyone at home? They have always said that

we give her too much freedom. Maybe they are right. We should have been more

controlling.” “ And how would that have been better? You would have still ended up

picking a fight with her. Look at her now! She has built such a nice life for herself. Don’t

ruin the whole trip because of this. And we never know. He could just be one of the boys

she will get over..” “He is not,” Dina interrupted. She could not bear to hear her parents

arguing on her behalf. “That’s not what I meant, beta,” her father started from where he

was standing by the window. “No, it's okay papa. I get what you were saying. But I want

you to know the whole truth about us.” She knelt next to her mother who was sitting at

the edge of the bed. “I know how you have been so worried about me for these past few

years, not having seen me for so long and not being here for me. But doesn’t it make

you happy to know that I was never alone? Doesn’t it make you happy knowing that I will

always have someone by my side in this foreign land? Someone to look after me when I

am sick or down, and to make sure that I don’t skip any meals. David does all that for

me. Those five months after graduation, when I was constantly worried about not finding

a job, I was messed up. I had lost all hopes and I was about to give up on even trying.



David made sure that I didn’t. He motivated and pushed me to wake up every day and

work on my applications. He cooked and cleaned up after me when I got the flu and

couldn’t leave the bed for a week. He held my hand through my first panic attack and

tried hard to make sure that I didn't have them again. He even offered to get married to

me when I was worried about not getting work and losing my Visa status here. Of

course, I declined. I wanted to do it the right way. I care for him too much.” She did not

know what else to say and fell silent. She didn’t even know if all she had said was the

right thing to say to her parents right now, but she didn’t know what else to say. After a

pause, her mother took her hands and twining their fingers together, asked, “You had

panic attacks?” Unable to speak, Dina just nodded with her eyes cast downwards.

“Okay, I think we can give David a chance. But this does not mean that we approve,

okay?” Dina looked at her mother and then turned to her father, who just nodded.

Shuffling to her feet quickly, in case they changed their mind in a split second, she

opened the door and called out to David.

David came in and smiled at Dina’s parents and then, without missing a beat,

he folded his palms and with a slight bow and a very American accent, said,

“Namaste”. At this, her mother finally cracked a smile.
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