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My Panera Bread Breakdown

The memories of February 12, 2022 elicit two words in my head: “Well, shit.” 
#
	My tale starts at the ungodly hour of 4:15 AM. After our five week stay in London —weeks spent pubbing and clubbing four nights a week—ten peers and I rented an AirBnB in Malaga to stay at during our three day travel break. The AirBnB had four bedrooms, three bathrooms, and a pool that we could actually use, a fate many of our classmates on campus in the Minnesota winter would kill for.
We were scheduled to take the first flight out in the morning. None of my fellow travelers would make good conversationalists given how little sleep they’d gotten, so I put in my earbuds and queued up an episode of a podcast I like. Unhinged conversations between YouTubers I’ve watched since I was 15 have become one of the most fulfilling travel companions, this time keeping me awake as we took the bus from our flat to a train station to get to our destination, Luton Airport. While in London, we had been given Oyster cards, the equivalent of Metro cards in America, so that we could take the bus and tube without having to pay ourselves. These Oyster cards didn’t cover train fares though. A lesson I learned the hard way. No matter. I still have my debit card.
	And have that debit card I did. But, at the moment I needed it least, my bank’s fraud detection decided to kick in and lock my account, rendering the card useless. With all of my comrades rushing to the platform and badgering me to catch up, I stood helplessly on the other side of the turnstile. I bolted over to the attendant asking if I could buy my ticket with the few pound notes I had left in my wallet. I originally wished to keep them as mementos of my journey but more urgent matters were at hand now. Sensing my frenzy, the attendant calmly replied that I had to pay with a card, urging me to check my wallet again. As if God himself had reached down and touched my forehead to gift me serenity in this time of chaos, I wrestled my dad’s American Express card, which he told me was for emergencies only, from a secure pocket of my wallet, flew back to the ticket machine, and almost threw myself down the stairs to the platform, eagerly awaiting my comrades’ welcomes. But there were none. I’d missed the train.
#
	Pacing around the empty platform, banter about John McAfee’s sex compound in Nicaragua was the last thing on my mind. Damn podcast. I needed a plan, and I needed one fast. The ol’ reliable plan– just follow everyone else– had failed me, but I had no other option than stick to it and hope I caught up in time. So, I sat and waited through an agonizing half-hour until the next train to the airport came. My flight was scheduled to depart at 7:00 sharp. My train left at 5:45. I found a spot away from the few other passengers so I wouldn’t bother them with my bulky suitcase. As the sun began to rise on the London suburbs, my mind began to clear again. Sure, I was behind schedule, but if anyone could pull through, it was me. I’d been through worse and came out unscathed. So when the train pulled into the station a few minutes ahead of schedule—6:07 to be precise—I knew my luck was turning. I rushed up the escalator to the surface and found a shuttle taking passengers to the airport. Eagerly boarding but still conscious of how much space I was taking up with my luggage, I encountered the second debacle of the morning.
	“Pound fifty, mate,” the driver said.
	“Excuse me?”
	“The ride costs a pound fifty.”
	“Oh, of course,” I replied, fishing out my wallet again. In an instant, I realized my dilemma—everything was cashless. And because it was a shuttle, I couldn’t pay with any card in my wallet.
	Was all of this trouble and rushing and waking up at 2:30 in the morning truly for nothing? All of it crashing down because I have an old card? Could I beat Yoshi in a no-holds-barred fight to the death? Damn podcast. After forty-five seconds of futile pleading with the driver, a woman chimed in saying she would pay for me. My relief and gratitude could not have been more effusive. This woman, who I’d never met before and will likely never meet again, had saved my life in my eyes. With everything now resolved, I found a spot to stand near the front and the shuttle rumbled to a start. Finally, I felt I was gonna make it. And it was only 6:11, still time to get my bags checked, through security, and to my gate. It was gonna be tight, but I was gonna pull it off, just like always. As we pulled into the airport parking lot, I saw a Snapchat message pop up in the group chat the guys on the trip had made from a peer on the Malaga trip with me. A picture of the line to check bags for EasyJet. Normally, I’d laugh, but then I remembered. I was flying EasyJet. 
#
At 6:20, I walked through the doors at Luton and was reunited with my comrades.
Naïvely, I thought this would solve all of my problems. Lovely! With the band back together, I’m gonna be fine!
Our de-facto leader, the one renting the car in Malaga to drive us to our AirBnB, was grimacing at our situation, searching for a way to cut the line since our flight was leaving so soon. I shuffled into line with him and the rest of the group, now anxious to find a way to Malaga at all, when another instance of divine intervention chimed in.
“All passengers on the 7:00 flight to Malaga to the front of the line!” an airline attendant shouted over the mass of travelers.
We scrambled to the front of the line where the attendant was checking our phones for proper travel documents.
I giggled to myself. You sly dog. Nothing can ever come easy for you. But just as it looked hopeless, the situation worked itself out and now you’re home fr–
Interrupting my victory lap, the gate attendant chimed in, “Boarding pass?”
I fumbled with my phone and obliged.
“Passenger locator form?”
“Huh?”
“Your passenger locator form, sir. Could you show it to me?”
“Do I need it?”
“To travel internationally, yes. Did you fill it out?”
“No.”
“Well, please step out of line and get that taken care of. We’re trying to hold your flight for your group but the other passengers are getting restless.”
#
I was in disbelief. I’d messed up before –I know that better than anyone– but this was a new level. This was major. Three times this quickly was exceeding my daily limit. And to think of all the time I wasted—time on the shuttle, on the train, on the train platform, on the bus, even the hour I had between when I finished packing and when we left out flats for that first bus—time I could’ve used to fill out necessary paperwork to fly, but instead was listening to how Slade was the most evil DC villain because he could’ve killed his main nemesis, Robin, but instead saved his life so he could keep kicking his ass. DAMN PODCAST!
I found the form, filled out the first page with ease, then came the next and  arguably the most humiliating slap to the face. I had no service. Just like my debit card, my SIM card had given up on me when I needed it most. The airport Wi-Fi was no better so I gave up. I was stuck. As the group chat flooded with messages of relief as everyone else boarded the flight, I sat on top of my suitcase defeated. Well, shit.
#
Sitting on top of my suitcase by the glass sliding doors of the Luton entrance, I felt the sunshine on my face, ripe with confusion and disappointment. After about an hour of trying to find enough service to fill out the passenger locator form, the EasyJet crowd died down and I pulled myself out of my anguish, moping to the desk and asking if there was another flight I could get to Malaga that day. The attendant, a chipper young Black woman, informed me that there was only one more flight leaving that day, but was leaving from Gatwick Airport at 5:30 that evening. As we went through the formalities of getting my flight switched, quite a lot raced through my mind, but I was stuck on how she pronounced Malaga. I had always heard it spoken with a muh sound combined with a pronunciation similar to “lava.” She pronounced it with the first sound of “Mallory” and a hard guh. It was utterly unimportant but I hated it. I hated everything in that moment. I hated airports and buses and trains and traveling and my abroad program and my SIM card and my life. Mostly though, I hated EasyJet. After a 150-pound ($200) transfer fee, she directed me to the desk across from security to get a ticket to Gatwick. The lady there was less annoying, as she wasn’t a representative of the corporation I hated with every fiber of my being, and got me my ticket. I moped back to the shuttle I had been three hours earlier to go to the same train station.
#
At 10:35, I got off at a new stop and made it to Gatwick, leaving no doubt about missing my flight. I walked to the desk, begging for relief from the luggage I’d carried for the last six hours, but the attendant said I had to wait until three hours before the scheduled departure. So, groaning and carrying on, I found a place to sit and get some food. I plopped down at the airport’s Panera Bread to eat my first proper meal of the day and did what most people in distress would do—called my mom. As the Whatsapp dial tone rang through my earbuds, I frustratedly reminisced on the sequence of events that got me here. Thank goodness my mom is an early-bird, routinely rolling out of bed at 4:00 CST to watch the news without disturbing my dad.
“Hey, D-Man. Everything okay?” my mom groggily answered.
A seemingly innocuous question 99% of the time. But with everything I’d endured to that point, the dam broke. In a blend of frustration, sorrow, and exasperation, I word-vomited the comedy of errors that the morning had been. Through all of the near-swears and deprecating remarks about everyone and everything I’d encountered that day, my mom could sense the true issue.
“This is your first time really on your own and it’s gonna take some time before you figure it out perfectly. All you can do is roll with the punches now and dodge them next time.”
I took care of the orders she gave me, telling my program director the situation, finally finishing the passenger locator form, and breathing. Malaga was within reach now. But all I could do now was wait. So, I did the only thing that felt right—queue up another damn podcast.
###

