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Orlando, FL – I had flown to Orlando in the morning to attend a Celebration of Life ceremony for a recently deceased close friend.  All went well on the flight from Reagan National airport (DCA) in Virginia across the Potomac from Washington, D.C. 
The issues began with the rental car which I had arranged online to rent through Hotwire.  The car rental agency assigned to me was an outfit called “Payless.” That part of the name was somewhat true, at least in terms of cost.  However, when I went to the Payless counter in the “B” Terminal of the Orlando airport (MCO), I was greeted by a sign: “CLOSED.  Counter is open in Terminal A.”  As I looked around, I noticed that every other car rental agency was manned.  So I took a deep breath, and hiked at least half a mile to Terminal A. When it was my turn to be called to the counter, the clerk, an older fellow named John, processed the rental agreement.  Have you ever noticed how these agents seem to be personally offended when you decline insurance coverage (and a host of other options) priced to ensure that you end up paying twice the original amount?   As I looked over the contract, I noticed that the final price was about $10 higher than the amount I had been promised by Hotwire. When I queried John about this, he immediately replied, “Oh, that’s just required taxes and stuff….nothing we can do about that.”
Because there were several other customers waiting behind me, I reluctantly grabbed the contract and  headed to my car.  It was another half mile walk to the parking garage.  I located the car which was small and white, as if to yell out to everyone, “Hey, I’m a cheap rental car.”  As I sat in the car to familiarize myself with its switches, I took another look at the contract.   Because John’s assurances continued to bother me,  I exited the car, and headed back to the car rental office in the parking garage.  Apparently Avis handles Payless issues there, and a Hispanic woman at Avis offered to help me.  When I asked her about the questionable charge, she immediately replied, “Oh, that’s for roadside assistance….you probably don’t need it.  I will remove it and credit you.”  
I wanted to return to Terminal A to have it out with John, but I decided that I needed to head to downtown Orlando.    The only glitch in the next few hours was that the road out of MCO to downtown has tolls.  Not having the $1.75 in quarters for the toll at my exit, I had to use the EZ Pass receiver which came with the car.  When I reached the Celebration of Life event, I again looked at the car rental contract and learned that in addition to the toll costs, I was now going to have to give Payless nearly $4/day for the EZ Pass.  
Following the Celebration of Life ceremony (which was a wonderful event), I drove back to return the rental car at MCO.   Immediately I suspected a major problem, because traffic was really jammed.  By hopping a curb, I was able to get out of the traffic backup and into the car return area.  I had no problems checking in, but as soon as I entered the terminal, I found myself in the midst of total chaos.  I quickly learned that “there had been a problem” and that all security entrances were closed….indefinitely.  Rumors were swirling.  No one seemed to know what was going on, or if there would ever again be another flight out of MCO.  It was now 6:30 PM and lines headed to the security checkpoints were snaking around the entire terminal hundreds of yards long.  There were countless families sitting on the floor, many with small children, some from other nations of the world (Orlando is the home of not only Disney World, but several other major theme parks.  Whenever I started to lament my predicament, I thought of these parents and children and decided that my inconvenience was minuscule compared to theirs.
The flight information boards were blank.  No info there.  More rumors.  I made my way through this mass of humanity toward the American Airline check-in desk with many of those I passed assuming (by their facial expressions) that I was a queue jumper.  The line at the desk was hopelessly long, but I was able to glean from the status board that my plane, originally scheduled to depart at 9 PM was assigned to Gate 50 in Terminal A.
As I re-entered the area outside security, it was a mass of humanity squeezed together not unlike the proverbial fish in a barrel.  I decided that my only hope to avoid moving permanently to Orlando was to become aggressive, a.k.a., take whatever steps might be necessary to get a shot at passing through security whenever it opened.  Obviously, this was shorthand for finding a way to jump the queue.  I had minor guilt pangs, but I reassured myself that desperate times call for desperate measures.  Because I was traveling without luggage, I was able to rather nonchalantly insinuate myself in part of the elbow to elbow mass headed for Terminal A security.  It was not moving, but a new rumor was going around that security would open in 20 minutes.  

It was now 8:30 PM, and shortly thereafter, we thought that we could detect some form of movement “ahead.”  We could not yet see anyone entering security, but most of those sitting on the floor now stood.  Soon we detected actual forward motion, and by 9:00 PM I found myself through security, on an airport “people mover” train headed to Terminal A.   As soon as I arrived there, I heard an announcement from American that the gate to a flight to DCA was closing at Gate 50 in three minutes.  I ran.  Once at the gate I gave my ticket to the agent, who handed it back saying, “This is the wrong plane….yours doesn’t leave until 11.”   This is when I began to beg.   Perhaps because I was wearing my Navy Submarine Service ball cap, the agent suddenly relented and said, “OK, go on aboard…..you can sit anywhere.”
The plane was only 1/3 full and I had 3 seats across to myself.  The flight attendant told us that in late afternoon the battery in some passenger’s backpack had exploded, causing TSA to “shut down the terminals.”  As we were approaching our landing at DCA, the pilot came on to the loud speaker and said, “I strongly recommend that all of you aboard this plane, buy a lottery ticket as soon as we land, because you are very lucky people.  Ask all those we left behind in Orlando.”    I did not purchase a ticket, but I did kiss the water fountain upon landing at DCA.  I probably should have gone to confession.
I thought you might like to know.
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