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Chapter 1: Seat 3A
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The first rule of keeping a journal is knowing who you are writing it for.

I used to believe I wrote for myself. A private record, a way of making sense of the motion, the airports, the hotels, the handshakes, the goodbyes that happen in departure halls with the particular efficiency of people who have somewhere else to be. Proof that I had been somewhere. Proof that I had felt something, even when the schedule made feeling something an act of mild rebellion against the calendar.

I know better now.

I write because one day, someone will need to understand what a woman like me actually looks like from the inside. I have been testing this theory for two years, quietly, under a name that is not mine, on a platform that is not quite private and not quite public. The response has been, in certain literary circles, sufficient to suggest the theory is correct.

And because that will be worth something.

Copa Airlines, Flight CM302: Panama City to Bogotá, Seat 3A, Window, March

I board early. Always. This is not anxiety; it is strategy. You learn more about a flight in the first ten minutes than in the next three hours. Who upgrades and who was upgraded. Who treats the flight attendants like furniture and who learns their names. Who checks their reflection in the dark window before anyone sits down next to them, adjusting something small and invisible, the private performance of a person reminding themselves who they are before the audience assembles.

I checked mine.

Forty-three minutes late departing Tocumen. Something about ground crew and a cargo manifest, the kind of delay that makes logistics executives quietly insane, not dramatically, not visibly, but in that interior way where you are running calculations no one asked you to run, mapping the downstream consequences of forty-three minutes against a full day's schedule like a reflex you cannot turn off.

I ordered a club soda with lime. The flight attendant, whose name tag said Gabriela, early thirties, the movement of someone who had been doing this long enough to stop performing cheerfulness and arrived somewhere better: competence, brought it without ice because I had not asked for ice, the kind of small accuracy I notice and appreciate in ways disproportionate to its significance.

I opened my laptop without looking at it, because the real information was behind me, in the boarding process, in the specific music of rolling luggage and Spanish conversations bleeding into English bleeding into Portuguese, in the small theater of forty people organizing themselves into a temporary community they would dissolve the moment the wheels touched Bogotá.

Business class was light. March is the shoulder season, after carnival, before the northern summer conferences begin stacking up. The woman across the aisle was reading a physical newspaper, which I respected. The man two rows back was already asleep before the door closed, chin dropped, completely committed to unconsciousness with the practiced ease of someone who had made peace with transit as a state of being. I respected that too, in a different way.

Outside the window, the tarmac heat rose in visible waves off the concrete. I watched a ground crew member in an orange vest moving with the unhurried authority of someone entirely certain of their function, and I felt the envy I occasionally feel for people whose competence is that visible, that physical, that uncomplicated by the performance of boardroom presence.

Then I felt it. Not heard. Not saw. Felt. The awareness of being observed by someone good at it. There is a texture to that kind of attention, different from the ordinary ambient regard of strangers in enclosed spaces, different from the particular variety of male attention I learned to catalog before I was twenty. This had a quality of patience to it. Of deliberateness.

I did not look up immediately. Looking up immediately tells them they have power. Instead, I finished the sentence I was reading, ...pursuant to Article 14, subsection (c), in the event of force majeure as defined herein, and then I turned toward the opposite window as if checking for something outside, which gave me the angle I needed.

He was in 4C.

Aisle seat, one row back, positioned with the natural ease of someone who had long ago stopped thinking about how he occupied space and simply occupied it. Dark jacket, no tie, the open collar of a white shirt showing a collarbone and the base of a throat with the unhurried confidence of a man comfortable in his own skin. Somewhere between thirty-five and forty-five, depending on the light and what the years had asked of him. Dark hair going distinguished at the temples in a way that registered as earned rather than merely biological. A book was open in his lap, but his eyes were not on it. His eyes were on me.

I looked at the contract. My pulse did not change. This was a practiced skill. He was attractive in a way that was less about any feature than about the cumulative effect, the particular geometry of a face that had been through something and had not been diminished by it. I noted this with the same neutrality I brought to noting the weight of a shipping manifest or the terms of a penalty clause.

4C. Watching. Why.

Three words in the journal. A beginning.

The flight attendant worked through the cabin with the quiet efficiency of a pre-departure routine, safety cards, seatbelts, the small rituals of aviation that everyone ignores and that I have always found, secretly, somewhat moving in their optimism. We are going to tell you how to survive the unsurvivable. Pay attention anyway. I paid attention anyway. I always have.

We lifted off into the white Panamanian sky, the city falling away beneath us in pieces,  the causeway, the canal, the container ships queued in the Pacific approaches like an orderly argument about global commerce, the green of the interior pressing in from all sides against the grey and silver of human construction. I never entirely get used to that view. The scale of it. The reminder that most of what matters in the world moves through a strip of land 78 kilometers wide and does so with a mundane regularity that makes the extraordinary invisible. I work in that extraordinary invisible every day. Some days, I remember to find it remarkable.

I closed the contract file and opened a new journal entry.

The trip to Bogotá was a port authority meeting, northern corridor freight, a renegotiation of throughput terms that had been overdue for eighteen months. Straightforward in theory. In practice, it would involve two days of structured conversation around a table with men who had decided, years before I arrived in their industry, what a woman in my position was and was not capable of wanting. The work of those meetings was always doubled: the official work and the invisible work of existing correctly in a room designed for a different kind of person.

I was good at it. That did not mean it was not exhausting.

I wrote: Bogotá. March. The cargo manifest delayed us 43 minutes, which I have already mentally redistributed across the week's schedule like a woman with a problem. Tomorrow: Port Authority. Tonight: arrive, shower, room service, sleep. No Felipe.

That last note: Felipe Suárez, freight operations, northern corridor, eighteen months of professional persistence shading into personal aspiration. Not unattractive. Not interesting. The distinction I no longer apologize for.

I looked out the window at the Caribbean coast appearing below the starboard wing, the water that specific blue that always strikes me as slightly implausible, too saturated for anything real. Behind me, 4C had not moved. I could feel the quality of his attention like a change in cabin pressure, slight, unmistakable, something the body registers before the mind names it.

I wrote: He is either patient or practiced. Possibly both. Pay attention.

We were forty minutes in when the turbulence started, not serious, the polite Caribbean variety that makes drinks tremble and reminds you that you are inside a metal tube at thirty-five thousand feet, which is, if you stop to consider it, a remarkable act of collective faith. My club soda shivered. The seatbelt light came on with its gentle chime.

Gabriela moved through the cabin with practiced calm, collecting glasses. When she reached 4C, I heard him speak, Spanish, Panamanian vowels or close to them, the softened edges of the capital rather than the clipped precision of the interior, and he thanked her by name. She responded with a warmth that was not the professional warmth she had offered me, that was perfectly adequate. This was something slightly more human. He was someone people liked. I filed that too.

An hour in, somewhere over the Colombian coast, I fell asleep. I almost never sleep on short flights. My body knows better, knows there is not enough time to go under and surface cleanly, that the mathematics of a ninety-minute sector do not support real rest. But the turbulence had settled into a gentle rhythmic motion, and the altitude was doing something to the pressurized air, and the week had been long in ways I had not fully accounted for, and I went under without meaning to, the contract still open on my laptop screen.

When I woke, the cabin lights had dimmed, and Colombia was below us and, there was a jacket, not mine, folded on the armrest beside me. Dark wool. Good weight. The kind of thing bought to last rather than to impress.

I looked at it for a moment with the attention of someone who has woken in an unexpected situation and is assembling data before assembling a reaction. Then I looked back. 4C was empty, his book still on the seat, a boarding pass tucked into the pages as a marker. He had gone somewhere, the galley, the bathroom, and he would return.

I picked up the jacket. Inside the collar: no name tag, no monogram. Nothing identifying. The lining was silk, a detail I registered with my fingers before my eyes confirmed it, the cool slip of it against my palm. And the smell, I will not be precise about this in the published version, but I am being precise about it here, in the journal, where precision is the point, was the kind of smell that bypasses thought entirely and speaks directly to whatever part of the brain handles the oldest information. Warmth and something specific to him. The smell of someone who had been in a confined space for an hour and whose body had quietly, without permission, introduced itself. I held it for three seconds. I set it back down.

When he returned and found it replaced, he looked at the jacket, then at me, and what crossed his face was not satisfaction, not the expression of a man whose gesture had produced the expected result, but something quieter. Closer to recognition.

"You were cold," he said. In English, the language was a choice.

"I'm fine," I said.

Not a thank you. Not a rejection. An opening I had not planned to offer, which was the most interesting thing that had happened to me in several weeks. He sat down.

He did not try to convert the opening into a conversation. He picked up his book, Remainder by Tom McCarthy. I noted and filed for later interpretation, and read it, or appeared to, with the focused stillness of a man who was either deeply interested in what he was reading or deeply comfortable with silence as a strategy.

I returned to my contract. We did not speak again for twenty minutes. This was, I realized, the most interesting twenty minutes I had spent in recent memory. The restraint of it. The mutual awareness running beneath the ordinary surface of two people in adjacent seats attending to their respective concerns. Like a conversation conducted entirely in the register below words.

The descent into El Dorado began with the city appearing in pieces through the cloud cover, the sprawl of it, the altitude making the air look slightly unreal, that particular Bogotá light that has always struck me as harsh and melancholy simultaneously, like an argument conducted in a beautiful room by people who love each other too much to stop.

I closed my laptop. Put away the journal. Performed the small ritual of arrival, compact, efficient, nothing left behind, everything accounted for. As we taxied to the gate, the cabin stirring with the particular restlessness of people remembering they had somewhere to be, he leaned slightly into the aisle.

"You write everything down, don't you?"

I looked at him directly for the first time. This close, the patience in his face was more legible, not the patience of someone waiting for something, but the patience of someone who had learned to be accurate about what was worth waiting for.

"Doesn't everyone?" I said.

He smiled, and it was not the smile I expected, which meant I had already made an assumption I would need to revise.

"No," he said. "They don't."

We deplaned ordinarily. He moved ahead of me through the jetway with a carry-on that suggested someone practiced at traveling light, and at the gate, he paused, not waiting, exactly, but not entirely not waiting, and when I came through, he held the door for me with the simple courtesy of someone for whom it was entirely unremarkable.

Our eyes met for a moment in the flat fluorescent light of El Dorado arrivals, which is nobody's most flattering environment, and I thought: I will probably never see him again. Write his eyes down anyway.

Entry continued — Hotel Dann Carlton, Room 612, 11:48 PM

I keep thinking about the jacket. 

Not about him, or not only about him. About the geometry of the gesture. The intelligence of it: to leave something warm without waking someone, without requiring acknowledgement, without converting a small kindness into a transaction that needed to be settled. There is a category of person who performs generosity for the receipt. Who gives in order to be seen giving, so that the gift becomes a claim. I have known many of them. They are exhausting in a way that has nothing to do with their intentions, which are often genuinely good.

And then there is the other kind.

I am writing this with the balcony door open because Bogotá at midnight has a quality of air that I find almost unreasonably good, cold, and clean, with something beneath it, the altitude stripping away whatever softness lower elevations allow, leaving the atmosphere honest in a way that suits me.

I have a nine o'clock meeting tomorrow. I have a dinner I cannot avoid with Felipe, who will spend the evening being professionally useful and personally hopeful, and whom I will handle with the calibrated warmth I have developed for exactly this category of man: warm enough to keep the working relationship functional, clear enough that the hope does not metastasize into expectation. I am not thinking about Felipe.

I pulled out the new journal tonight, the previous one ended mid-thought somewhere over the Atlantic three weeks ago, the last entry a two-line observation about a man in the Frankfurt airport who was crying into his phone with the abandon of someone who had forgotten there were other people, and I began it here.

With turbulence. A borrowed jacket. A man who noticed that I write everything down and seemed to find this more interesting than threatening. Most people find it threatening. The book he was reading: Remainder. A novel about a man who survives an accident and becomes obsessed with recreating reality with perfect accuracy, staging and restaging scenes until the reenactment becomes more real than the original. I read it years ago. I remember thinking: I understand this impulse completely. I remember thinking: This is what journals are.

He was reading it with attention. With the particular posture of a reader who is inside the book rather than moving through it. I wrote his eyes down.

Dark. Patient. The kind that do not announce themselves but accumulate, so that you look away and realize, several minutes later, that you have been seen, not assessed, not catalogued for usefulness, not wanted in the reductive way that flattens a person down to her most convenient surfaces. Seen. The full version.

I had forgotten what that felt like from a stranger.

It felt, I wrote, like the turbulence over the Caribbean. Like the moment when something shifts beneath you without warning, and the drink trembles, and everything continues as it was, and you are aware, in a way you were not before, that continuation is not the same as stability.

4C, I wrote at the top of the page. Seat 3A. March.

A beginning.
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Chapter 2: Casco Masks
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There is a particular cruelty in running into your past at a charity event.

Everyone is dressed too well. Everyone is performing generosity with the practiced ease of people who have learned that philanthropy, done correctly, is indistinguishable from social currency. The lighting is flattering by design, the wine is chosen to suggest taste without demanding it, and the conversation moves in that register of hollow fluency that comes from people who know each other too well, pretending, for the evening, that the knowing is fresh.

It is the perfect environment for old wounds to walk through the door in a good suit.

I had been back from Bogotá for eleven days. I had filed the meeting reports, smoothed over the missed dinner with Felipe through a combination of professional courtesy and strategic flattery, and returned to the ordinary velocity of my life in Panama City, the early calls, the late contracts, the satisfying exhaustion of work that matters and that you are genuinely good at. I had been, by any reasonable measure, fine.

Casco Viejo, Panama City Fundación Miramar Gala — Annual Benefit for Coastal Conservation April, 8:47 PM

The venue was a restored colonial building on Calle Primera, one of those spaces that had been, in successive lives, a bank, a ruin, and finally an architectural salvage project funded by people with more money than patience for anything ordinary. The floors were original tile, geometric, saturated colors, cracked in three places that had been left unrepaired as a statement about authenticity that I found both pretentious and correct. The walls had been stripped to raw plaster and stopped there deliberately. The ceiling retained its original ironwork, strung now with warm Edison bulbs that cast the kind of light that makes everyone look like a better version of themselves.

It did look beautiful. I resented that a little.

I had come because Elena had asked three times and I had exhausted my professional excuses, and because the foundation's work was genuinely worth supporting, coastal freight operations and environmental regulation are not unrelated concerns, and I had learned long ago that the rooms where those conversations begin are worth occupying even when the occasion requires a dress and a practiced smile.

My dress was black. It almost always is at these things. Not because I lack imagination but because a black dress at a Casco Viejo gala is a decision that requires no defense, which frees mental space for everything else.

The air inside was warm with bodies and cologne and the electricity of Panamanian society doing what it does best: performing intimacy while conducting business while pretending to do neither. A string quartet in the far corner was working through something that might have been Piazzolla, the music doing its job of filling the space between conversations without demanding attention.

I took a glass of wine from a passing tray, a good vintage, Chilean, someone had made a real decision about the wine list, and began the standard circuit. This is a skill, the charity gala circuit: moving through a room with enough purpose to avoid being captured by conversations you cannot escape and enough ease to signal that you are exactly where you want to be. I have been doing it since my mid-twenties. I am very good at it.

Elena found me within four minutes, a testament to her radar and her heels, which were extraordinary and, she moved in with the ease of a woman who had refused to let footwear limit her velocity.

"You came," she said, as if this were genuinely improbable.

"I said I would."

"You said you would come to Marta's birthday. And the INDICASAT panel. And the—"

"I was in Frankfurt for Marta's birthday."

"You were in Frankfurt conveniently."

This is the texture of a friendship that has survived twenty years and several versions of both people: she remembers everything, holds it without malice, and deploys it with surgical accuracy when the occasion calls for it. I would not have her any other way. I would also not tell her that.

She looked extraordinary, she always did, in that particular way of hers that appeared effortless and that I knew from two decades of evidence represented an enormous and completely invisible amount of work. She had built something real: a good marriage, a serious career in urban development, a life that looked from the outside exactly like what it was, which is rarer than people acknowledge.

"Frankfurt is never convenient. Who else
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