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I don’t know about other work environments, but weird things always happen inside airports whenever there’s a full moon overhead. People act nuts; they say and do things that are totally out-of-character: nice people become nasty; respectable people act disrespectfully. Rudeness gets worse. Even those of us working in the airline business have been known to exhibit behaviors contrary to the public faces we’re expected to present. And while it’s true these lunar transmutations don’t affect everyone equally—and yes, I know they happen monthly—every year there's at least one of these mega moon’s (the infamous Blood Moon) with noticeably stronger effects than during times of plain old full moons. Take last month for example. 

The fifteenth marked the beginning of one of those standout lunar cycles. I knew it the minute I spotted that huge reddish globe hovering overhead while driving home from work. It looked electrified against the otherwise blackness of the night sky, with contrasting landmasses appearing so close at hand they looked as though I could reach out and touch them. The lunar attraction was so strong, in fact, that I pulled over to the side of the highway just to admire the sheer beauty of it. Then a wary breath of anticipation hit. This heavenly body, gorgeous as it was, was about to screw up work for at least the next week to come. I just knew it.

How right I was. The very next day sickouts hit a record high, putting those of us who did show up in bad moods at the promise of double-duty. Our sullenness showed by ignoring Supervisor Noggin’s as he read the daily briefing notes in his usual grating monotone, stumbling over the words like a fourth grader. Why listen anyway?  The information had been posted for days on the company web page, so reading it to us was both demeaning and a waste of time—time that could have been better spent standing in line at Mickey D's waiting to begin our shift with a cup of caffeine. 

“Enough already!" someone finally yelled from the back of the room. "Just take attendance and be done with it!"

Not a single head turned to see who the brave voice belonged to.

“All we want to know is who gets an assist and who's stuck working alone,” said another. Tentative nodding accompanied the voice.

“Is my flight going to cancel?" added a third in a nervous soprano, sounding like so many of our passengers. Snickers followed.

“What about me?  Am I overbooked?” came from what sounded like the far corner, near the TV.

“They’re all overbooked. They’re always overbooked,” said a voice from somewhere up front.

More muffled laughter rippled across the room. The more experienced of us stole commiserating glances at the guilty parties. We were well-aware that if there was one thing Richard Noggins didn’t like, it was being interrupted while he was holding court during our daily shift briefing. It was the one thing he never missed. It was just about the only real work he did all day long.

Four leftover bodies from the day shift sat sprawled in front of the TV, their feet lined up beside each other on the coffee table like bowling pins. I couldn’t see their faces, only the backs of four immobile heads all facing Gunsmoke. They were either engrossed or asleep. From my vantage point it was hard to tell which.

“Hunter,” Noggins announced, forcing my attention back to his pot-bellied stance. “You and Bonano need to go help out in baggage service.”

“Why me?” I complained before I could stop myself. 

The rest nodded in solidarity, though I knew every one of them was secretly relieved they hadn’t been chosen for this unpopular chore. 

But Noggin’s wasn’t in a negotiating mood. “I said you, Hunter. I meant you. You think you’re too good to pull bags?”

“No, but I do think that as senior agent on this shift, I should have something to say about where I’m assigned to work.”

“Not today you don’t. If you can’t do the job, Hunter, then maybe it’s time you give some serious thought to doing something else for a living.”

I opened my mouth with a ready retort, but held back at the last minute. What the hell did he mean by that?  Foolhardy or just plain dumb, I held hope that negotiating might still be an option. “Don’t you think it would be more efficient to put some guys with muscles on bag detail?  Those international bags are monsters and I, for one, don’t want to get hurt wrestling with them. You know how there's always a ton of OJI's during full moons."  

That meant paperwork, and paperwork was something Noggins religiously avoided.

“We have guys with muscles here?” Bonano mumbled just loud enough for those sitting close to her to hear. She looked around the room. Her eyes settled on the Gunsmoke gang, and lingered.

“Like I said, if you two can’t do the job, then you better figure out a way to do something else.”  Noggins pursed his lips and frowned at Maya. “Bonano, I don’t want to have to remind you to put your hair up before you leave this room. Even a teenybopper ponytail would be preferable to that bedroom hair you’re wearing today."  His smile turned to a sneer. “On second thought, you're too far past your twenties to get away with a ponytail."  As an afterthought, he added, "You know the rules. Company policy dictates you either wear it up or cut it short. Do you need me to cut it?"

Bonano had the good sense to keep her mouth shut, though I could tell by her flushed face that she was seething.

For some reason I refused to accept Noggin's assignment without a fight, even though I knew I’d pay a price by way of continued crappy assignments for the rest of the week because of it—maybe the rest of the month. “If I wanted to work baggage, don’t you think I would have bid baggage?”

Emboldened, Maya joined in. "Yeah, I bid gates this bid because I wanted to work gates. You know, as in be a gate agent. Now you're farming me out to bags, so I don't even get near a gate?  That's so not fair!"

"Why didn't you call my cell and let me know you were sending me out front?" I asked. "Why did you let me walk all the way out here, punch in, then wait for this bad news briefing just to tell me just I get to walk all the way out front again?  You have our phone numbers. You could have saved me a lot of time and trouble by letting me punch in at the ticket counter. I don't think that was very fair either."

All heads nodded in agreement although no one had the courage to speak up in our defense, either. It wasn’t that long ago Noggins requested everyone’s cell number. Those requests evolved into demands, complete with retaliatory assignments until the information was handed over. Afterward, few of us escaped Noggins after-hours calls to second-guess gate malfunctions, flight delays, or to investigate inter-office slights and petty accusations. I ended up blocking him. I live in a rural area, so I always pleaded awful service as the reason I could never be reached. I knew he’d never call to do something nice. So far, he hasn’t figured it out.

“Tough,” was all Noggins finally said, ending the briefing by turning and retreating to his office, slamming the door shut behind him.

“Dickhead,” I muttered, following Bonano out the door to re-trace the twenty-minute excursion to the front of the building. “How in hell does he expect the two of us to handle a hundred plus international bags the way a couple of guys could?”  

"Especially when one of them is as old as you," Maya wisecracked, jockeying ahead of me at the top of the escalator. 

I didn't comment. The truth hurt.

Downstairs, only one train was running, same as my earlier trip out to the concourse. This time the sign overhead flashed: 'Out of service for scheduled security checks.'  

Maya pointed to the sign and laughed. "The traveling public wouldn't dare complain about security checks, would they?"

I made a face at the sign. “Security checks my ass. One of these trains is always out of service. This airport’s just trying to save on electricity. They think no one will notice.”

Bonano laughed and removed the elastic band holding her ponytail, shaking the long black strands free with both hands. “I read somewhere the airport CFO claimed it was her duty to influence better health habits among the traveling public. That would explain why she shuts one side down a couple of times each day.”

I agreed, watching a dozen or so people standing nearby, fidgeting, looking at their watches, trying to decide whether to wait or walk for health. "They should send her to California and let her do her social engineering there. She’d fit right in.”

Maya shrugged. "Oh well, it is what it is." 

“Thank God I only have to put up with his shit for another week,” I said just as the train showed up and the doors slid open. 

“Another week?” Maya said, side-stepping the crowd of arriving passengers, glancing backwards at me. “Don't tell me you are retiring?”

“Not yet," I said, laughing. "Vacation.”  Suddenly an idea struck. I grabbed Maya by the arm and pulled her away from the open train door. “To hell with this, let’s just walk. We’re not in a hurry to get there are we?”

“We're not?” she asked, sounding confused at being coerced into a fifteen-minute walk instead of a four-minute ride. 

Our steps synchronized as we began the mile-long trek to the terminal. “So, you going anywhere special?"

“Not this time. This one is a working vacation at home. No fun. No rest, either.”

Maya shifted her backpack purse, wincing while pulling her hair out from under one of the straps. "Working?  Doing what?"

“I had a new fence put up this summer. Now I have to paint it. Which means either I pay someone to do it for me, or I save the money—a lot of money in this case—and do it myself.”  I paused to catch my breath. “Slow down, Maya. This isn't a race.”

She laughed. “Right. I remember: we are not in a hurry to get to baggage.”

"I can't wait to get away from this place right now. Every time you turn around there's another security issue. I can't keep all the new rules and regulations straight, especially when some of them contradict previous rules and regulations."

Maya agreed. "I could use a break from here, too. I haven’t been anywhere for months."  She stopped and turned to face me. "You know what?  We should put some kind of itinerary together and plan a little getaway. Just the two of us.”  

"Our timing might look bad after this morning, though," I said, thinking of the difficulties we’d now face to get Noggins to approve any of our time off requests. 

“What do you  . . .?  You mean because of stepping into his crosshairs during briefing?”

I nodded. “He'll have plenty of time for revenge. On the other hand, we'll probably need a vacation by the time he's finished harassing us and turns his attention to someone else.”  

“What are you worried about?  You won't be here next week. You'll miss most of the fallout."

"So where should we go?" I asked, changing the subject.

“I keep saying I want to do Venice. I should just pack up and go there by myself before our service stops for the winter," Maya said. "I don’t know why I keep putting it off."

"I can't believe you haven't been there yet. Especially since you already speak the language. That's half the battle, in my opinion."

Maya nodded. "I know. But Venice maps are really confusing."

“Confusing?  How?  It's an island, and it's round—more or less. Walk long enough and you’ll end up back at the main plaza again. It’s the street addresses that are confusing. They're impossible to find over there. That’s why I finally stopped booking hotels on the island.”

Maya looked over at me with renewed interest. 

“My last couple of trips there I just stayed in Tessera near the airport and took the city bus in. It’s a short hop straight from the airport to the island and back with a quick stopover near the hotel. So much easier than hauling luggage over Venice cobblestones. Not to mention multo cheaper.”

“Last couple . . . how many times have you been there?” 

I laughed. “Too many to count. I have to find somewhere new. Maybe Rome—that’s the one city I keep putting off visiting. I keep saying I’m saving it for retirement. Not that I see that happening anytime soon. The more Noggins insinuates I should retire, the less inclined I am to go."

“I'm serious," Maya insisted. "We should do it. I know Rome, you know Venice. It’s perfect!  We can tour guide each other. Let’s put in for some time off after you get back from vacation. Hopefully Noggins will have forgotten about us by then. 

“Sure, I guess. In that case though I’ll need to get back to my language tapes. You're native Italian, but I’m just a beginner. I always end up reverting to Spanish and hope they understand me. Sometimes they do. Mostly they just frown and say, ‘No capito.'  It’s so frustrating." 

Maya snorted back a laugh. “Didn’t you start those language tapes over a year ago?  I remember you talking about listening to them on your drive to and from work." 

I shrugged. “They were great for vocabulary, but once they started asking me questions and expecting answers, I got stuck. They go so fast I can’t keep up.”

"Gli italiani sono famosi chiaccieroni volociI,” she said, using a free hand for emphasis.

I nodded. “Easy for you to say. To you it only sounds fast. You capish all of it. To me it sounds like some of our speed-demon gate agents—native English speakers yet no one can follow them.”

“Seriously, what do you say?” Maya asked as we stepped on the escalator leading upstairs to the baggage level. "We could go late September to mid-October while the weather’s still nice, and after all the college kids have returned to school."

“Okay. Sure. Why not. Today, meanwhile, I am following Dickhead’s fine leadership example. I plan to stay as busy as he does; regular trips to Starbucks, alternating with runs to the bathroom, a few visits to the other airline baggage offices to see if they’re holding any of our bags, not to mention a side trip or two upstairs to check out the ticket counter traffic. Hell, if I smoked, I’d head out back to the loading dock and suck down a few. Screw that oversized idiot. Today I’m doing just like Dickhead by making myself scarce until this shit assignment is over.”  

“You better be careful about calling him that, Sābra. One of these day’s you’ll let it slip while you’re talking to him. Then what will you do?”

“Oh, I’ll just pretend I was talking about someone else,” I answered over my shoulder as we stepped onto the ground floor landing and into the baggage claim area. 

Our spirits sank as we made our way toward the baggage carousel. Even from a distance we could see a steady stream of oversized bags popping up out of the conveyer chute and tumbling down onto the rotating carousel. Bags that big could only have arrived from our latest international arrival. Most of their owners, more than likely, were still out on the concourse, standing in line at the security exit outside of customs. That left Maya and I to offload all these heavy suckers and line them up for their weary owner’s eventual arrival. Preferably undamaged.

“I can see why they have to send someone out here to deal with this mess,” Maya commented as we approached the loaded carousel. “One more trip around and these bags will be two layers deep."      

I surveyed the never-ending parade of bags. “Maybe we should just let them jam up. We’ll just tell Dickhead we couldn’t keep up.”

Maya looked at me in wide-eyed fear. “That’s what he wants, Sābra. Besides, won't a bag jam with this many bags mess up the whole belt system?”

I grabbed a handle of the nearest bag and tugged, but the bag didn't budge. “What do you mean that’s what Noggins wants?”

“Think about what he said in briefing,” Maya began, latching onto a bag and trotted alongside it before managing to drag it over the conveyor lip and onto the floor. She took a deep breath then reached for the next bag. “I think he was hinting that . . . after a certain age, well . . . that maybe we . . . er, you . . . should consider retiring.”

I nodded. “You do know that age discrimination is illegal, don't you?”  

Maya just laughed. “But does he?”

“It’s just so insulting to have that lazy bozo judging me to be so over-the-hill that I need steering out the door. My God, you'd think I was seventy-five years old!"

Maya chose a smallish bag and flipped it onto the floor, then reached for another. She lunged for its handle and hung on in spite of the fact it only moved an inch or two before it became tightly wedged between two neighboring bags. She let go and came back to stand beside me. 

Both of us silently stared at the still growing pileup of bags revolving around in front of us. “Think about it, Sābra. If Noggins assigns you tough, physical jobs, you either have to keep up or get out.”

“Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

Maya gave me a look of sympathy. “Don’t take it personal. I think all businesses do it once you hit a certain age . . . “ She corrected herself, adding, "Once you're over fifty. Or sixty. Maybe he was just trying to be polite.”

“Polite?  He was being illegal,” I stressed. “And why wouldn’t I take it personal?  I’m as accomplished and as productive as anyone else out here.”  To prove my point, I lurched forward and wrestled another monster bag onto the floor.

“Well, you can always tell Noggins that you . . . that we couldn’t manage this assignment and see what he does.”  

Did Maya’s voice sound a little bit hopeful? After all, my retirement would pave the way for another full-time vacancy. She'd move up another notch on the seniority ladder. In the end I shook my head and pushed the thought aside. 

"Maya, if I tell Noggins I can't do it, then I'll wind up here all day every day for weeks to come. Trust me, he’ll see to it. I sure don’t want him thinking I’m old and feeble.”  I grabbed another bag and flipped it, watching as it bounced over the carousel and onto the floor where it landed with a thud. I stretched my aching back to work out a beginning kink and looked at the mountain of bags yet to be dealt with, trying not to feel overwhelmed.

"What kills me is that people like Noggins have ruined everything that used to be good between agents and management," I explained. "We're non-union, so there's no reason why these lazy supervisors can't get out in the trenches alongside us once in a while and help out with the overload. Our so-called ‘leaders’ have taken laziness to a new level by exempting themselves from all public contact. They don't bother coming out of their office long enough to assess the operation, so they have no idea what the hell we're dealing with."  

As I ranted, I swept my arms out toward the endless pile of bags on the carousel. "This is a prime example. Why would you purposefully assign a pair of females to a job like this?  A sensible leader would assign tasks with an eye on what's best for the company. Ultimately that means our customers."

Maya nodded in agreement but said nothing.

"Some of these bags weigh more than you do!" I continued. "So why assign you here at all?  Is it any wonder so many agents get injured or that so many bags get damaged?  You tell me, how is that effective leadership?"

Maya snorted. "How can they be effective when they’re not here. They're all out on the golf course or something. By the way, nowadays it’s called ‘servant leadership’.”

“What a crock.”

Again, we paused to survey the carousel. Some bags were so embalmed with plastic wrap that not even a hint of a handle stuck out. Most were overstuffed. With my luck any one of them could end up exploding open the minute it slammed onto the floor. The next one coming round the bend, in fact, had already ruptured at its mid-section zipper. Clothes and plastic bags of God-only-knew-what trailed behind it as it made its way around the track. 

My heart sank as a third tier of bags began piling on top of the first two. “You know what really hurts?” I said to Maya. “That the company doesn’t care about experience and job knowledge anymore.”

Maya looked over at me. “That’s because those things mean old. They’ll never admit it, but what they want is young.”

“Young and cheap. Sounds like China. Over there, the minute you hit thirty-five you’re over-the-hill. Time to get out and make way for the next crop of comrades.”  I shook my head and clamped my mouth shut. I didn’t want to discuss it anymore. 

Poor Maya, she was a head shorter than I, so she wasn't able to get enough leverage to lift a bag, much less flip it off the carousel. There’s a trick to flipping a moving bag by using your body weight to gain enough momentum to lift it over the carousel edge and onto the floor without looking like you’re purposefully manhandling it—or without getting a hernia in the process. I watched Maya fumble with yet another bag, managing only to get her hand stuck in the handle. 

“Maya,” I moaned, watching her tug while quickstepping alongside the bag. “Let go of the damn thing before you hurt yourself.”

She tried, but it took another dozen or so steps before she managed to get her hand free. “Is there some trick to this that I don’t know about?” she asked, returning to my side while massaging her wrist.

“Pay attention,” I said, setting my feet as I grabbed the next handle that came into reach. 

Unfortunately, the bag I grabbed was the size of a mini-car and weighed about as much as Dickhead, who was by now no doubt parked on his backside with his feet up on his desk. I could just see him, keyboard in his lap, engrossed in a lengthy FaceTime chat. “Bastard!” I muttered, letting go of the handle rather than hold on while running alongside the moving carousel and make a public spectacle of myself.

“Who?” Maya asked, laughing at the sight of my undignified lurch and release. “Noggins or the bag?”

“Both,” I answered. “First rule: don’t get hurt messing with one of these travel elephants. Dumbass people want to check hundred-pound bags, they deserve to pick ‘em up themselves.”

“What happens if someone does get hurt while they’re lifting them?”

“Call Dickhead. He’ll have to come all the way out here and fill out a report.”

Maya twisted from side to side, massaging the small of her back. “Wouldn’t it be faster if we just called for an ambulance ourselves?”

“Faster, yes. But we don’t make decisions. Not us. No-sir-ee. For that you call Dickhead. Official reports are a function of leadership.”  With that I turned and headed upstairs toward the restrooms. 

I detoured past the ticket counter afterward. That’s where I spotted the Chanel 5 newscaster. Alongside him stood a lone cameraman with a monster camera—complete with a large telephoto lens balanced on his shoulder. They stood side-by-side, engrossed in a muted conversation while, at the same time, keeping an eye on the growing crowd of passengers lining up in front of a row of seated ticket agents. The red lit sign overhead proclaimed: “International Check-In.”

I turned and made a beeline for the exit in order to avoid the newsy pair. No way was I getting trapped into a conversation with either of them. I reentered the building at the next set of doors via the revolving door located directly in front of the escalator leading down to baggage claim. That's when I spotted Maya, walking right past the news team. I froze, and groaned at the sight.

“Hi guys,” I heard her say. “What’s up?”

The one with the microphone turned and took a couple of strides her way. Before she had time to get away, he shoved the microphone in her face. At the same time his partner swiveled into position in front of her. It appeared to be a well-practiced ambush.

I raced over in Maya's direction with no plan other than to prevent her from getting suckered into talking on camera, which would surely get her into trouble. We agents are never to be seen or heard on-camera. That means no public comments about company policies. No public babbling at all, in fact. I wove my way through the crowd, all the while conscious of remaining out of camera range. After this morning, the last thing I needed was to be seen on camera in front of the ticket counter instead of wrestling in baggage.

The newscaster still had his microphone pointed at Maya’s face. “What can you tell me about Omega Air’s new policy prohibiting passengers from carrying laptops onboard your international flights?”  Even at a distance, I could see the green light blinking from the lower front of the camera. Green meant recording.

“Really?” I heard Maya answer, sounding sincere. "When does that start?"  The sound of her nervous giggle after the comment made me wonder if she did realize she was being filmed.

My focus bounced between the blinking green light and the tanned face smiling down at Maya. I knew better than to say anything while that camera was recording. Question was, did she?   Protocol dictates that we refer inquiring parties to corporate, which is pretty much what I heard Maya tell the pair before she turned and escaped back downstairs to baggage. 

I let out a breath of relief and followed. Back to work.

“It was announced this morning,” I heard the newscaster shout behind me, along with an insult about how employees in this city—those of us working for Omega Air specifically—always seem ignorant of the latest and greatest government issued security policies. 

Ignorant?  Who was he calling ignorant? I said to myself, stopping dead in my tracks. I clenched my jaw and turned, surprised to see that he was right behind me.  

“That’s right, go ahead and lob insults when you can’t trick us into giving you a quote on camera," I hissed. "You know we can't talk to you. Or are you intentionally trying to get us fired?" 

"I did not mean to insult . . . "

"Yeah, right. I heard you say 'Once again Omega Air fails to brief their agents.'  Are you denying it?"

"I wasn't insinuating incompetence," he said lowering his microphone.

"No, just noncompliance. You guys are always out here trying trip us up. Either that or you're busy putting words in our mouth. Why don't you go ask one of our members of leadership instead?  Go ahead . . . but guess what?  You'll have to find 'em first. They’re not out here!  They're too well hidden for that. That's the real story here. Go try to find one of our overpaid prima-donnas. They're all holed up fielding email jokes to each other from behind closed doors, or else ducking out the side door to go home early. You and your megapixel recording partner should use your investigative talents to go research that instead of lying in wait to trip up one of us frontline worker bee’s."  That's when I noticed the camera. It was pointed at me from about six feet away. Worse, the green light was blinking. 

I looked at the camera. "I asked you to turn that damn thing off!”    But the light remained blinking.

"Let me make this perfectly clear,” I began, pointing my finger at the newscaster. “I am not giving you any quotes. I am not answering any of your questions. None!  You got that?”  With a final glance at the camera, I turned and fled.

I was breathing hard by the time I reached the escalator. Unbelievable as it seemed, I could hear heavy steps following me. 

“Miss . . . Miss . . . “  the voice belonging to those steps insisted. “I just need another a quick moment of your time.”

“Yeah, well fat chance of that,” I muttered, glancing over my shoulder as I leaped for the second step of the escalator. 

Two women stood talking at the landing below, blocking the way, oblivious that others were about to cannonball into them. 

I hit the bottom step and dodged around them with a quick "coming through," before fast-walking over to the carousel, which was holding steady at three layers deep.

“What the hell . . . “ I heard someone in the distance yell. A backward glance confirmed that the cameraman had toppled into the two women. 

“That’s right, Ladies, just stand there! How could you possibly be in anyone’s way?” I heard him shout while picking up his camera.

I rushed over next to Maya and grabbed a bag, setting it next to the neat and orderly lineup she had begun.

“Did you get caught by those two?” she asked, nodding her head toward the newsy twosome, still in heated conversation with the two idiot women. One of the women was still on the ground, but at least now they were all clear of the escalator’s landing.

“Sort of," I said, shrugging. "Did you hear any briefing items about international passengers no longer being allowed to carry laptops this morning?”

Maya shook her head. “They asked me about that, too. Wasn't in our briefing, I know that much. When does it start?”

“Yesterday, by the sounds of it. Can you imagine the fallout of business passengers being prohibited from carrying laptops onboard?  Next thing they’ll boycott Kindles and iPads, too.”

Maya gave a sideways glance at the news crew again. Suddenly she did a double take and let go of the handle. “Oh my God . . . I knew he looked familiar!”

“What?”  I followed her look at the dynamic duo. 

“I just realized who that is!”

“Who?  Which one?” I answered, my attention claimed by a stubborn bag that refused to budge. It must have weighed a hundred pounds.

“The Chanel 5 guy!”

“They’re both Chanel 5 guys, Maya. But no, I don’t have a clue. What’s more, I don't care. I never watch them anymore. Too many lies. They misrepresent everything. We get enough of that from our frequent flyers, thank you very much. Last thing we need out here today are a couple of nosey newscaster dirt bags.”

“You really don’t know who that is?”  Maya couldn’t disguise her disbelief.

I glanced over at the two again. “Nope.”  I shrugged and shook my head. “Enlighten me.”

“The one with the microphone . . . “

“The dark-haired one?"

Maya nodded, waiting for me to see what she saw. 

"He looks to be about the same age as my son.”

Maya frowned in irritation. “The hunk, Sabra!  That’s Bryce Williamson!”

"Who?" 

“You know!  THE Bryce Williamson. The Channel 5 hunk who was married to that loud mouth frequent flyer of ours with the bright purple-red hair. They owned the Cowboy Club downtown."

I shook my head in ignorance. “Never heard any of this before.”

"You must have had dealings with her. You know, big mouth, big boobs . . . she’s out here all the time. Always complaining. Always demanding upgrades as compensation for every one of her perceived inconveniences. Anyway, he caught her in bed with someone else—in their house . . . maybe it was the other way round, I don’t remember. But she threw him out. Problem was, he owned the house. So, then he got her evicted. She refused to go. They both hired lawyers. She sued him for custody."

"Of the house?" I asked.

Maya nodded. "The business and the house. He won. He gave her the big kaputsky. Their divorce was loud, long, and messy. They had to sell the Cowboy Club—it closed down during their lawsuit. I can’t believe you didn’t hear anything about it—it was all the local news people talked about for months.”

“Commiserating with one of their own, no doubt.”

Maya waited for my next comment. I reached for a bag instead. “All I know is that he tried to corner me for a statement while the camera was running. I told him no, but I'll bet I still make the five o’clock news. Which means I’ll get called in for a private chat with Noggins as soon as I clock in tomorrow. Won’t he have fun with that?"  I heaved the bag off the belt and sent it flying alongside the others in the lineup.

“What did you say to him?”  Maya looked back and forth between the Chanel 5 guys and me, a worried frown on her face.

“I don’t know, I don't remember . . . something about not liking his claims that we aren't current with international security procedures . . . or that if we know about them, we’re not implementing them. Words to that effect.”

“You said that?”

“Not me—he did!  I clearly told the camera ‘No comment.'  Twice, I think.”

“So, if you didn't give them a quote, what's the problem?”

“You think that'll matter to Noggins?”

I offloaded another half dozen bags before I walked over to where our tidy lineup of bags once stood. Arriving passengers had claimed many of them, leaving the remaining bags a cluttered jumble. I reached the end of the line and began organizing, turning bags upright, setting them side-by-side, glancing around in the process. That's when I spotted Maya, all the way on the other side of the room by the escalators, involved in a conversation that included much Italian-style hand waiving, with none other than . . . guess who? 

“Oh God, Maya,” I mumbled to myself. “That’s right, flirt with danger."  I took a deep breath and turned back to the job at hand. I refused to rush in and help a second time.

Later, after the last bag had been offloaded, I wiped the sweat off my brow with the cuff of my sweater and twisted the kinks out of my sore back. I looked around for Maya but she was nowhere to be seen. Unlike the Channel 5 team.

“Oh shit,” I grumbled as Mr. Newscaster himself came walking toward me.

Maya's hunky heartthrob extended his hand. “It’s Sābra, isn’t it?  Hi, I’m Bryce. Look, I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot earlier. Your teammate explained to me the ramifications of agent statements without prior approval.”

I shook his hand, but said nothing. He knew the rules as well as I did. Better, no doubt. There was no such thing as 'prior approval' and we both knew it. No way was I getting tricked into saying something I might yet regret. A quick glance sideways confirmed that the cameraman had remained behind, safely out of recording distance. And even though the camera remained perched on his shoulder, I saw no blinking green light, at least.

“What do you want?” I finally asked.

“Well, it’s pretty embarrassing to have to admit this, but I walked away from your colleague without getting her name. She’s a pretty convincing young lady . . .”

“Yeah, a real Italian spitfire.”

He smiled. “Now if I’d said that, it would have sounded chauvinistic and you’d probably hold it against me.”

“Maybe,” I countered, trying not to smile. “Probably.”

“Tell you what, if you’ll be so kind as to give me her phone number, I give you my word that our earlier encounter will be edited out of tonight’s broadcast.” 

“Your word?"  I snorted a half-laugh. "What if Maya doesn’t want you to have her number?”

“Maya, huh?  Her badge said Bonano. So, it's Maya Bonano is it?  You know, with that information I could do a bit of research and find her number myself. But I’m asking you to help me out and save me some time. Besides, coming from you, she’ll be expecting my call. That way she’ll have time to prepare. If she’s not interested, she can tell me so herself. No harm done. What do you say, Sābra?  I give you my solemn promise. No quotes. No broadcast troubles.”

In spite of my misgivings, I sucked in a breath and reached for my phone in my back pocket. “I suppose you want her address, too?”
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The lunar effect was in full force the next day. I felt its pull it as soon as I reported to work. For starters, Richard Noggins had already arrived. There he sat, stretched out behind his desk, his office door wide open, ready and waiting to pounce. 

I had no more than entered the break room—before I even had time to drop my purse and lunch bag on the table, when I heard his voice. “Hunter. My office. Now.”

“Well good morning to you, too,” I said, stepping inside his cluttered lair.

“Don't shut the door.”

Uh oh, I thought. Job performance issues or flight error discussions are normally discussed in private . . . . i.e., behind closed doors. Open-door discussions like this enable others to bear witness from a safe distance, to freely discuss not just what could have happened, but who else might have been involved. It was a highly successful tactic to maximize impact with minimal effort because word travels fast in an airline city. 

In an environment like ours, with rotating assignments of flights and gates, every one of us has "the goods" on someone else at one time or another. It's just the way our business works because spot resolutions constantly occur in such a time-controlled high-stress environment. For the most part, however, these minor infractions are ignored rather than reported. After all, we all do it. We have to. There are exceptions, of course, causing all of us to pause and recall the particular incident and who was involved, in order to focus on who the snitch might be. As with any office environment, the culprit is usually someone from within the same well-known group.

Standing inside Noggin's office, I felt dozens of eyes upon me as agents passed through with the shift change. Throughout it all, I couldn’t help but wonder if Mr. Chanel 5 lied to me yesterday.

Noggins didn't beat around the bush or offer any pleasantries. “You’ll never guess who I saw on the ten o’clock news last night?”

“Beats me,” I answered focusing on a spot on the wall above his head. “I never watch those propagandists anymore.”

“It was you, Hunter. Big as life. Up close and personal. There wasn’t any sound, but there was no mistaking you. You and your sidekick Bonano.”

"Both of us?"  My mind raced through the events of yesterday, but came up blank. I couldn't help but wonder when had Maya and I been together during the filming?  

Noggins cocked his head, awaiting further comment.

“Don’t tell me there’s a recorded testament of us manhandling hundred-pound bags?”  Better to crack wise than to confess anything this early in the interrogation, especially since I didn’t know what other cards Noggins had tucked up his sleeve. 

“No, you were pointing a finger at the camera. Snarling, in fact. No sound, as I said, but still, pretty unprofessional-looking behavior if you ask me.

"Which finger?" I joked. But when Noggins failed to respond, I frowned and tried to recall details of the encounter in question. "Snarling you say?"

“Spin it however you want, Hunter. Didn't look good. Not at all.”

I shrugged. “What can I say?  I didn’t see it.”  It didn't sound like Bonano was involved, I thought, breathing a sigh of relief. That meant we weren't about to play the he-said she-said blame game.

Still, Noggins persisted. “Good thing. You wouldn’t have recognized yourself if you had—Bonano either, not with that mop of hair of hers hanging down, half-covering her face. In clear violation of Omega Air's dress code, I might add."

"Was that all?" I was about to say, but stopped, and switched tactics instead. “Yet you recognized her . . . or at least you thought you did?”

Noggins slapped his hand down on his desk, making me jump. “Are you going to tell me what that little encounter with Chanel 5 was all about or not?”

“I’d rather not,” I said, looking at the floor wondering where this was headed. 

Noggins drummed his fingers on his desktop, waiting for me to answer. “I’m waiting,” he finally said. “And I remind you, I’ve got all day.”

That would mean having to put in a full eight-hour shift for the first time in years is what I felt like saying, but I bit back the words. I wasn’t ready for a full out battle, since, technically speaking, I was guilty . . . sort of. But I had to give him something.

“Look, they cornered us before we could get away. One of them shoved a microphone in my face and hit me up with some security question. Maya told them exactly what we’re supposed to say. You know, get your quotes from corporate. Can I help it if they didn’t like our answer?"

"What did they ask you?"

An idea popped into my head, and I paused for effect. "Well, the one holding the microphone asked about the possibility of speaking with my supervisor."  On a roll, enjoying the wary look that had crept onto Noggin's face, I continued. “I told him you were out on the concourse, that I was normally a gate agent, but was handpicked by you to come out here and offload international bags so it would take some time for you to come all the way out here to meet with him."

"Then what?"

"He asked what your . . . what my supervisor's name was. I guess that’s when I lost my temper—probably the finger-pointing episode you mentioned.”  

Noggins stared at me for a long moment and then swallowed. “Did you give them my name?”  

I bit my lip and frowned. “Maybe . . . I don’t think so. I really don’t remember. I was pretty stressed out.”   Let him stew about that one for the rest of the day, I thought, glancing down at my watch. “I really have to get to my gate.”

Although Noggins nodded permission, he couldn’t conceal a look of preoccupation. “Do me a favor will you Hunter: If you see any more reporters today, duck into the nearest ladies room.”

"What if it's a female reporter?" I asked, unable to resist.

"Out," was Noggins only comment, pointing toward the door.

The rest of the day breezed by after that initial scare. I was still paying a price for my earlier Noggins transgression by being assigned to work four oversold flights back-to-back with no assist—unless you count a disinterested, gum-popping college chick with purple streaks through her regulation-length blonde hair as bona-fide help. By the end of the shift, I was exhausted, so much so that the minute the clock struck going-home time, I punched out and speed-walked my way down the concourse. 

Less than two gates later a passenger waylaid me. “Excuse me, do you work here?”

“Nope,” I answered without breaking stride. I tucked my airport ID inside my blazer, lowered my head and kept walking without a backward glance.

“Hey, what’s the big hurry?” I heard a voice behind me ask, but I refused to acknowledge it. Suddenly a shadowy figure fell in step alongside me. I glanced over to see that it was Maya. 

“You did agree to doing an Italian run together when we were talking yesterday, didn’t you?”  She managed to keep up with me, but was out of breath before we passed the next gate.

I shrugged. “Yeah, sure. I guess so. Why not?”

“Your husband will be okay with it, won’t he?”

I laughed. “As long as it doesn’t involve him doing international standby travel or European shopping, he’ll be more than happy to stay home with the dog.”

“Good. It’ll be a nice change for me. Normally I travel alone . . . “

“Alone?” I said, stopping. “You think that’s wise?  I mean, considering the political climate these days. Surely that can't be safe.”  

“Oh, jeez, now you sound like my mother. I never worry about that kind of stuff. Besides, I’ve been doing it for years and nothing bad has ever happened. It’s easier traveling alone: I can do what I want, when I want, and go where I want without dragging someone along against their will.”

“So why take on a travel companion now?” I asked, curious. Especially one who sounds like her mother?  It didn't sound like much of a recommendation.

This time it was Maya who shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe because I’ve been to Rome so many times, I’m bored with it now. With you along, it’ll put a new light on things. Plus, you’ll be my guide around Venice, so it’ll make it easier for me.”

“Mutual convenience, I guess. When do we want to go?”

“I told you yesterday, by mid-October,” she said, sounding like a teenager reminding her mother for the umpteenth time. “The flights will still be open, and the college kids will be back in school. So we just need to schedule our time off.”

“How about hotels?  Do you have any favorites?”

Maya shook her head. “I never book hotels in advance.”

My mouth fell open at that bit of news. “You’ve got to be kidding. I research prices, location, and reviews before I even think about booking. Even with all that information, I check their location on city maps. Takes the surprise out of not being able to find the place once we get there and end up having to spend money on a taxi.”

“All on less than a full night’s sleep,” Maya added, laughing. “Do whatever research you normally do. Knock yourself out. I don’t care.”

“I’ll make sure you agree with everything before I book,” I said, sealing the deal.

My drive home that night was not spent on Italian conversation tapes. Instead, I pondered the idea of heading overseas without a single hotel reservation!  Was that  adventurous or just plain foolish?  Should I try living dangerously and do it her way?  In the end I shook my head. Nope, I couldn't do it. I'd worry myself sick about what would happen if we got there and couldn’t find a decent hotel. Or one that was affordable. Jet lag and credit cards are a dangerous combination. I had to admit that being over fifty make you more cautious. I no longer had the will or the stamina to be that carefree. I vowed to start searching for a hotel in Rome as soon as possible. Venice was a no-brainer. I always stay at the Airport Marriott if it’s available . . . or in the same Tessera neighborhood.

I didn't get a chance to do any online searching for the rest of the week, however,  because every day was filled with oversold flights, or more trips to baggage. So it was a welcome relief when Super Friday—the last day before vacation—arrived. I preferred a week of insect spray and outdoor painting to any more of Noggins’ antics.

A short week later, I returned to work refreshed and well-rested, ready to face my first day back in renewed good spirits. At least until I realized that nothing had changed. My work schedule was the same repeat of oversold flights or international bag detail I’d endured before, thus confirming that I was permanently parked in Noggin's doghouse for the foreseeable future. No doubt about it, it was time for an out-of-town adventure. 

For days on end, I spent my lunch break eating in front of a computer, cruising through web sites of Roman hotels, taking notes. Unfortunately, I never found anything interesting enough or affordable enough to book. Not knowing the city layout, I was at a decided disadvantage. Maya’s last instructions to me before she migrated to a vacant day shift was, “Find something near the Termini station.”  

“Why?” I texted.

“Because that’s where the bus to the airport leaves from. Rome traffic is God-awful.”

I printed a map of the area and concentrated my search on affordable three-stars within walking distance of the station, then narrowed the list by reading customer reviews till I was blurry-eyed.

Maya’s move to an early morning shift limited the amount of time we had for face-to-face discussions, forcing us to resort to quick back-and-forth text messages and emails for comments and questions. By mid-week I sent her a list of possibilities, along with short descriptions of each. I ended the message with, “Which one do you like?” Before I sent it, I added the postscript: “Did Mr. Channel 5 call you yet?”

“All too expensive,” she replied almost immediately. Not a single word about Mr. Channel 5 on the other hand, not that I really expected one.

Next, I zeroed in on price over location.

“Are we poor or what?” was Maya's quick response. “We want nice AND cheap. Also, use hotels.com and I’ll book it using my account. I have a free night coming." 

“Normally I use booking.com,” I replied. “No free rooms, but I do have a discount status.” 

“How much?"

“Ten percent,” I typed, racing away to punch the clock in time for another of Noggin’s painful read-along briefings.

As soon as I found some idle time later in the week, I Googled: Rome hotels. That’s when I stumbled upon Hotel Ferrari. Originally, it was the name that caught my eye. It sounded high-class. And the location was perfect. But then I spotted the photo. It wasn't one of the hotel’s main entrance centered behind a welcoming fountain, nor was it the usual scenic shot of Rome's historical skyline taken from an upstairs patio. None of that. This photo was a bird’s eye view of one of Ferrari's king-sized beds, its covers rolled back to reveal worn and rumpled sheets. I confess it held my attention with some kind of morbid fascination.

Further investigation revealed that Hotel Ferrari’s unhappy customers were less than impressed with its cleanliness. Naturally, the manager disputed each claim, saying it was due to 'renovations' or 'awaiting upgrades.'  Another reviewer complained about the marble floor tiles—specifically how the cracks were wide enough to allow continuous armies of ants inside. One unhappy customer wrote that he had to straddle the toilet in order to even get inside the shower. I continued reading in fascination. My favorite came from an insulted woman who wrote about the not-quite empty box of Blowtex left on their room’s bedside table . . . 

I grabbed my phone and shot off a text. "Hey Maya, what's Blowtex?" 

"Italian Trojans," was her immediate reply. Followed by . . . "???"

I returned to the review with renewed curiosity. 'Dare I mention my Italian-speaking husband said the package claimed they were tutti-frutti flavored?”   The overall consensus was that Hotel Ferrari was a sub-par crap shoot at best.

I decided to have some fun, so I copied the page and emailed it to Maya with the announcement: “We have a winner!”

“Are you shitting me?” was all she wrote in reply. 

“Booked it . . . that very same room,” I added, enjoying the prank. 

When I next met up with Maya, our topic of conversation naturally gravitated to Hotel Ferrari. “Honestly, in all your years of hotel hunting have you ever seen an advertisement with a photo of an unmade bed?”  I shook my head in disbelief. “You have to wonder who the hell approved it.”

Maya was too busy typing on her phone to reply. Suddenly she burst out laughing and held her phone up to me, revealing the opened link I’d sent her earlier. There it was: the unmade bed. “You goofball!  That picture wasn’t from any booking site. It was a bitch review left on Tripadvisor. The photo was meant to prove the mattress was a virtual canoe, causing everyone on it to roll down to the middle.”

I confessed it was all a joke, then changed the subject. “Did that Bryce guy ever call you?”

“Shhh,” Maya said, glancing in both directions to make sure no one overheard. “Yeah, he called.”  But she hesitated to add anything else.

“Come on Maya, you’re killing me. What did he say?”

She blew out her breath. “He asked if we could meet somewhere away from work. I told him I wasn’t really interested . . . “

“Not interested?” I answered, my voice rising in surprise. “No way!”

“Well, in the end I told him I’d think about it.”  It was obvious she wasn’t going to disclose anything else by the way she busied herself with the contents inside her shoulder bag rather than continue the discussion of Mr. Hunky Channel 5. 

"You just concentrate on hotels. Nice hotels. I have a coupon for a free night, so I’ll take care of the booking in Florence."

“Florence?” I asked, confused. Who said anything about Florence?”

"Why not?  We'll be right there. I'll book the same place I stayed at last time. It’s small, but it’s in a great location—just around the corner from the cathedral.”

"But we never discussed . . . "  My mind raced over itinerary complications; how many extra vacation days did we now need, or do we cut short Rome by a day?  Maybe we should cut a day off our Venice time instead?

Maya was still talking. “I guess I forgot to mention it. Sorry. I just figured as long as we’re going to be in the neighborhood, we might as well do a quick visit. The trains all go right through there anyway. One day, that’s all we need."

I had to agree with her. "It's okay. I love Florence. Sitting in one of those outdoor cafes near the cathedral watching people go by— that alone makes the trip worthwhile."

“My last trip there was filled with museums. It was great, but I have to confess I didn’t get to see much of the city because of it. I ran out of time before I even got to see the copy of David.“
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