“You ever been to Paris, kid?”

“Vince, I’ll make a deal with you. If you stop calling me ‘kid’, I won’t start calling you ‘Grandpa’? How’s that sound?”

The older man trilled out a whistle, as though in admiration. “Ooh, pretty touchy, aren’t you, Gene? What’s the matter, kid, I hit a sore point? It’s OK, you can tell old Uncle Vince. Oh, I got it. You never been to Paris before and you’re nervous, right?”
“I’ve been to Paris, Vince.”

“On vacation, maybe. But you’ve never attended one of these Eurozone division annual meetings. Or did I read your file wrong?”

The younger man turned his face away, and looked out the cab window.
Vince chuckled. “There’s a first time for everybody. Yeah, this is a high-powered group, a bunch of real bastards who’ll rip you a new one if you screw up, but so long as you don’t make any mistakes, it’s just another wine and cheese party.”
“I won’t make any mistakes, Vince.”

“Naturally. A young hotshot like you doesn’t make mistakes; that’s why you’re in the company’s Succession Management And Reallocation of Talent pool, right? Because you’re a SMART-ass?”

“Knock it off, will you? I didn’t pick the name of the leadership training program, I just applied for it.”

“Sure, kid. Just make sure you don’t slur your accent.”

“Slur my accent? What do you mean?”

Their cab stopped in front of Pangaean Airlines. Gene paid the driver and the men got out. The two men took several steps apart as Vince moved directly to the terminal doors while Gene headed for the curbside baggage check station.
“Aren’t you checking your bag?”

“What, are you crazy? Never check a bag, kid.” Vince patted his carry-on laptop bag. “If you can’t travel light, don’t travel.”
“But we’re in Paris for a week.” 

Vince laughed. “See you inside, kid.”
Gene checked his bag, thanked the porter and went into the terminal. Vince was tapping at his phone’s screen. Gene waited a moment, then said, “Well? Are you ready?”
“Hold your horses, kid, boarding won’t be for another two hours. Let me just… and then… there! OK, let’s go.”
As they walked toward the Pangaean line, Gene said, “Hey, what did you mean back there in the cab, about not slurring my accent?”

“During your presentation. If you slur your French they get all ne vous comprends pas on you. It’s all an act, they understand you just fine, but they can make trouble for you, so just remember to enunciate clearly.”
Gene stopped, his face paling. “Enunciate… in French?”

Vince turned to look at him. “Of course in French. Unless you want to try Chinese. Maybe Portuguese?”
“But Mr. Glover told me everything would be in English.”

Vince looked surprised, then grinned. “He did, did he? Really? Well, ain’t that a bowl of rat tail stew. Look, Charlie Glover hasn’t moved his ass out of his corner office in fifteen years, so I guess he didn’t know what the score is. Ah, don’t worry about it, kid. Go ahead and tell ‘em you don’t speak French. What else can you do? If they want to get insulted, just stare ‘em down. To hell with ‘em, right?” He started to walk, turned back. “Come on, kid. You OK?”
“I… I took some French in high school, maybe I could…” Gene tapered off and stepped forward to join Vince.

Vince nodded, as if considering. “Yeah, good idea. This evening’s meeting is in what, thirteen hours from now? Plenty of time to learn French. Get yourself a phrase book, knock the rust off, no problem. At least you’ll be able to say excusez-moi, je ne parle pas le français with a straight face. That’ll win ‘em over.”
They joined the line of passengers snaking its way up to the Pangaean counter, Vince whistling through his teeth, Gene swallowing hard and looking sweaty. In silence, they held their laptop bags and moved forward a few steps at a time.

Twice, Vince nudged Gene and nodded, once to indicate the older, professional-looking woman in line in front of them, and again towards the younger, intense-looking woman immediately after them. Both times, he waggled his eyebrows and twitched his lips, trying to communicate something complicated but obviously lurid. Gene scowled. Vince smiled and resumed his whistling.
The line moved forward. After an age, an agent beckoned them forward to an open spot.
“Hi there!” Vince said, his voice chirpy and sweet as he showed his ID. Gene drew a deep breath and did not roll his eyes. “Vincent Guerrero, I’m on the 8:30 to Paris. I checked in through the website; I don’t need to do anything else, do I?”
The pretty blonde bit her lip while she typed. After a moment she said, “Ah, Mr. Guerrero, we’re always happy to have our Platinum Club members flying with us. No, it looks like you’re all set. It says here no baggage to check this morning?”

He grinned and said, “Nope, not a thing. It’s like I always say -” he made an obvious production of leaning forward to peer at the nametag on her left breast, “- Allison, if you can’t travel light, don’t travel.”
She smiled back. “That’s a good way to go, if you can manage it. Do you need a boarding pass, Mr. Guerrero?”
He waved a sheet of paper. “Printed it off this morning. I like to make things easy for you folks.” He winked at her. “You have a good day, now, alright?”

She smiled at him, then turned to Gene. “Can I help you, sir?”

Amazed, Gene watched him stroll away. Twelve minutes later he stomped over to Vince. “What was all that about? I didn’t know you could check in over the Internet.”

“No? Well, I guess they don’t teach that stuff at Harvard.” Vince shrugged. “As long as you’re a Platinum Club member, you can do it within three hours before flight time. Pangaean even has a check-in app you can download; that’s what I was doing on my phone while you were screwing around checking your bag outside.”
“So why the hell did you make us wait in line? Why didn’t you just tell me about the website check-in deal? We could have skipped all that nonsense!”

“What’s this ‘we could have’? Not ‘we’. Just me. I get it because I’m Platinum Club. When you’ve flown half a million miles with Pangaean, you can be Platinum, too. I promise.” Vince shrugged. “Since I had to wait for you anyway, I thought I’d do you a favor and make sure you didn’t get lost on the way to the check-in counter. You need all the help you can get.”

Gene’s reply was cut off by a phalanx of suits pushing past them, headed toward the Pangaean counter at a good clip. 
“Come on, kid, I need some breakfast,” said Vince. He walked toward the security screening station at the gate. Gene moved to follow, but stopped when the man who ran into him started speaking in a loud voice back behind the counter. Gene listened, then took a couple of quick steps back toward the desk so he could hear better over the rising noise from the crowd of passengers.
“Vince,” he called over his shoulder. “Get over here! Something’s going on with Pangaean - they cancelled the flight!” Gene turned, saw Vince continuing to walk away. “Vince!”
Vince turned at the shout. He stood where he was, so Gene had to run over to him.
“Something just happened with Pangaean.” Gene said. “It just went bankrupt or something. The flight’s cancelled, Vince; the whole airline is shut down.”
Vince whistled, said, “Well, good thing they did it before we took off.”

“How are we supposed get to Paris?.”

Phone already in hand, Vince grimaced, as if in pain. “We get another flight to Paris on a different airline, and we do it fast before everybody else tries to do the same thing. Jesus, kid, use your brain, will you? Did you get your bag back?”
“Oh my God!” He turned and ran back, joining the shouting mass crowding the Pangaean counter.

Vince tapped rapidly at his phone. As the noise at the counter grew, he looked up and watched Gene try to elbow his way forward, working to get someone’s attention. Other people in the crowd were willing to push harder and shout louder; Gene’s attempts were repeatedly blocked.  When Gene finally reached the front, there was no one left to ask; every Pangaean employee had been forced away from the counter by the men in suits. Vince cocked his head to one side, thoughtfully. As Gene ran back, Vince cleared his expression and focused on his phone’s screen.
Gene was sweating. “They won’t give it back! They say it’s been declared an asset of the airline, but it’s not. It’s mine!”

“Doesn’t matter, kid.” said Vince. “Nobody knows what’s what in all that mess, so they seized everything just to be sure. It’ll probably take months for you to get your bag out of the legal limbo.” He kept tapping his screen.
“Go to Paris with no luggage? No clothes, no shoes?”

“I told you not to check your bag, kid. That’s the voice of experience talking, but if you don’t want to listen to it, that’s fine by me.”

“Vince, if you don’t have anything helpful to say, will you please just shut the hell up?”

“Don’t speak to me in that tone, you little snot. I’ve just burnt my hard earned frequent flier points with Etruscan Skyways to get us replacement tickets on their 10:45am flight. However, if you’re going to stand there and do a crybaby ‘boo hoo’ over a simple bump in the road, I’m happy to cut your sorry ass out of the loop and leave you behind.  Now are you gonna cowboy up or not?”
Gene, flushed and angry, said nothing. He took several deep breaths before speaking slowly and evenly. “I’d like to be in Paris for this evening’s meeting.”
Vince looked him in the eye. “Say please.”

Gene’s lips turned white as he pressed them together.

“Aw, hell, I’m just yanking your chain, kid,” Vince said and started to walk off to the Etruscan counter. 
“But what about my bag?”
“What about it? Buy some new stuff. That’s why they put shops in airports, to take advantage of poor suckers like you. Get a bag, a couple of shirts, some socks and underwear, you’ll be all set for a week in the city of lights.”
“Doesn’t any of this bother you at all?”
Vince shrugged. “If you wanna run with the big dogs, you gotta get off the porch.”
“Ah.” Gene was silent for a moment, then said, “Alright, I give up. What does that mean, exactly?”

“It means I’ve earned a goddamn drink for saving our asses, that’s what it means.”
Together, they shuffled forward in the Etruscan Skyways ticketing line, Gene scowling and biting his lower lip, Vince whistling and tapping away at his phone.
An hour and a half later, they entered O’Malley’s Pot O’ Gold Authentic Irish Pub, one of the larger restaurants open for breakfast in the international departures lounge. Over Gene’s shoulder was a black carry-on bag, sales tags still attached. He was engrossed in a French-English dictionary, the closest thing the airport bookstores had to a phrase book.
“Go grab us a table,” said Vince. “I’ll score us a couple of Bloody Marys.”
Gene looked up from his book briefly, nodded and moved toward a table in the back. Once seated, he returned to flipping pages.

The woman behind the counter was sour and slow moving. “Good morning, sir, what can I get for you?”

“I’d like a large Grey Goose Bloody Mary, please, a triple, and a Virgin Mary, same size.” Vince set a twenty on the bar and dropped another twenty into the tip jar. The bartender’s mood and speed improved instantly.

She was more than generous with three vodka shots into one of the glasses. Vince took both drinks back to the table. Behind him, the bartender rang them up and pocketed the change, along with the twenty she lifted out of the tip jar.

Vince set the Bloody Mary in front of Gene. “Well,” he said, lifting his glass, “here’s to Paris.” Gene put the dictionary down and lifted his own in response. Vince drank deeply, and Gene did the same.

“Pffaugh!” said Vince, “These airport bars, they always make them so damned weak, don’t they?”

Gene swallowed and then coughed. “Hmm, you’re right. I can barely taste the vodka at all.” The waiter arrived to take their orders; when he left, Gene took a deep drink, then spoke in a serious voice.

“Vince, I’m the kind of guy who’s interested in self-improvement.”
“Oh? I never would have guessed.”

Gene nodded. “I am. I’ve been thinking about how you reacted when Pangaean imploded. Frankly, it was impressive. You handled things much better than I could have.”

“You could say that, yeah.”
Gene  bobbed his head again. “The fact is, one of my faults is that I tend to be so goal-oriented that I get, well… I’m more inflexible than I should be. Basically... Vince, I’d love to learn your technique for staying calm in a changing operational environment.”

“Ah, that’s a lot of buzzwords for so early in the morning, but yeah, I know a few tricks for keeping a level head.”

“Vince, I don’t like to admit this, but frankly, I’m little rattled by this meeting being in French. A level head is exactly what I could use right now. If you have any suggestions to offer, I’d be grateful.” Gene was looking at him with an eager and open expression.
“Kid, did somebody teach you how to do that kind of junior executive suck-up, or is that something you figured out yourself? Oh, calm down, Gene, it was just a joke. Look, you wanna know my secret? I’m the best damn field guy this company has ever seen. Tons of guys would kill to get my territory. I don’t tell my secrets to just anybody. But you? I look at you and I see myself, twenty years ago. I like you, kid. You wanna know my secret?” He fished into his jacket pocket and withdrew an unlabelled bottle. He set it on the table. “There’s my secret.”
Gene looked at it, puzzled, then astonished.

“You mean… drugs? Your secret is drugs? You mean, like amphetamines or tranquilizers something?”

“Come on, kid, I thought you were smarter than that. These are a combination of beta blockers to improve mental focus, Ritalin to heighten concentration, high doses of malic acid and vitamin B12 to enhance language processing function, aspirin and caffeine to improve capillary blood flow in the brain. All that stuff is legal as iced tea. All the top dogs in the company take these, and you bet your sweet ass our competition does, too. I took ‘em this morning.”

“ I… I just can’t believe that everybody is taking drugs.”

“Don’t get moralistic. We’re not talking uppers or coke. Look, Olympic athletes take performance enhancers, and who gives a rat’s ass about one gold medal every four years? I’m out there busting my ass every day. I bet you’d give your left nut to boost your mental faculties right now? Huh?”

Gene held the pill bottle, staring intently at it. “Are they safe?”
“Sure, you can even take them with alcohol. Here, watch.” Vince picked up his glass and drained it. “There, see? When I really need to kick ass, like when I have a tight deadline for a big assignment, a couple of these babies with a nicotine patch or two and I can go full-bore for twenty, thirty, even forty hours at a stretch.”

 “Vince…” Gene turned the bottle over, end to end. “If I don’t get this French under control, I’m sunk.”

The older man drummed the table and finally said, “Well, just this once. After this, you can go get your own prescription. I’ll give you the name of the doctor the company guys go to.” He looked up and saw the waiter coming over with their food. “Take three, with plenty of fluids”

Gene opened the pill bottle and shook three red and white capsules into his hand. One by one, he washed them down with a big swig of his drink. By the time the third capsule was gone, so was his drink.

He handed the bottle back to Vince, and said, “This is really gonna save my life, Vince. Thanks.” 

“No problem, kid. What are friends for?”

For the next ten minutes, Vince watched Gene’s movements grow progressively less controlled. When his fork and knife started trembling in his hands, Gene seemed to become aware that something was wrong. He shook his head, as if to clear it. He leaned forward and started a belch, but clenched his lips at the last moment. He swallowed, hard.
“I… I don’t feel so good. These aren’t doing…. I… I... gotta piss…” Gene tried to stand, slipped on the edge of the table, and went thudding down hard on one knee. He didn’t seem to feel it.

“It’s OK, kid, I got you,” said Vince. He was out of his chair and helping Gene to stand, grabbing his own laptop bag before he did so. Arm around Gene shoulders, Vince maneuvered them around the tables to the men’s room. Gene stumbled in toward the first urinal, having trouble undoing his fly.
Turned sideways, Vince already had his phone out and up near his ear, waiting.
“Unh... unh! Oh God, unh!” Gene was yanking at his crotch in frustration. His mouth fell open as he took a deep breath and he jerked as his mouth filled with vomit. He staggered away from the urinal toward one of the stalls. Four feet from the door, he tripped and went down.  Vomit exploded forward, a flood of Bloody Mary and bile carrying half-digested pieces of omelet and toast onto his chest. Four big gushes came up; after that, it was just foam and spittle. Convulsing on the floor, Gene dry heaved again and again, barely conscious.

Vince kept his phone up until Gene’s bladder let loose and the pool of urine spread across his lower body. He waited a half minute longer before pressing the <STOP> button on the screen, then <PLAY>. In the small video, slightly off-center, but perfectly focused, Gene was perfectly recognizable as he groped himself at the urinal. Vince stopped the playback after a few seconds. Laptop over his shoulder, he walked out of the men’s room and out of the restaurant, leaving Gene’s carry-on bag and laptop still tucked under their table. 
Walking down the concourse, Vince watched the video in its entirety, twice. He e.mailed it to one of his anonymous Gmail accounts, with the subject line, “Gene Thompson - insurance - for YouTube”. Then he brought up his contact list, selected a number and dialed it.
“Hello, may I speak with Mr. Glover, please? This is Vincent Guerrero, with the Eurozone division? Yes, I’ll hold. ... Good morning, sir. Yes, I’m fine, sir, thank you. I just wanted to give you an update on the Eurozone divisional meeting, in Paris? Yes sir, it starts this evening. We were scheduled to fly Pangaean, but... oh, it is? No sir, the media must have arrived after we left the area. No, no problem. I booked seats with Etruscan, boarding in about thirty minutes. No sir, I used my frequent flyer miles. That’s what they’re for, right? ... Absolutely, I couldn’t agree more. Nothing more than bump in the road, sir. Oh! Well, thank you… Charlie.”

Vince smiled. It lent a buoyant spirit to his voice as he walked.

“Mr. Thompson? No, he’s not with me. I’m supposed to meet him at the gate. To be honest, I’m not sure where he went. He said he needed to get something to calm his nerves. He was pretty unhinged by Pangaean folding. Do you happen to know if he’s travelled much? Really? Really? Well, the way he was acting you’d never know it. No, I don’t know. Well, for one thing, he’d somehow got it in his head the meeting would be in French. No, he didn’t. Yes, sir. Sorry, I mean sure, Charlie, I told him it would be in English, but he wouldn’t listen. I’ll be honest, I don’t know him that well, but he’s certainly got what you might call a strong personality.”
At the gate, Vince stood, tapping his foot as his listened for a long time.

“I will. No matter what, you can count on me. And I wouldn’t worry about Mr. Thompson. He knows how important this meeting is. He’ll pull himself together. Well, thank you, I appreciate the vote of confidence. I will. Yes, I will. Right. I’ll email you from Paris. Right, goodbye, sir. Oh, hell, I’m sorry. Charlie! I’ll remember from now on. Right, goodbye, Charlie.”
 He pocketed his phone and took a seat opposite a pale woman with dark hair who was nursing a baby wrapped in a Cookie Monster blanket.  Vince sat quietly for a moment, before opening his laptop bag and tearing off a page from his Pangaean itinerary. On the blank side, with a 14K gold pen he reserved for special occasions, he wrote, “Nobody tries to take over my territory and gets away with it. Nobody, but NOBODY fucks with Vincent Guerrero.” 
His expression was calm, almost serene as he looked over what he had written. He drew a deep breath and held it for a long, long time.
He let the breath out and relaxed. With firm, precise movements, Vince tore the paper up into small pieces and dropped them into a nearby trash can.  Taking out his phone, he started whistling as he settled in to get some business done before the boarding call for First Class.

