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      August 20, 2017

      

      I already knew it was empty.

      Still, I crushed the ginger ale can flat, just to have something to do with my hands. I was thirty-four years old and afraid of a landing. There is no dignified way to write that down.

      The cabin lurched. I reached up and twisted the air nozzle until the cold, dry stream struck my face, and stayed under it with my eyes shut while the plane dropped through whatever waited between us and the ground.

      When I opened them, nothing outside had changed. The red light blinked at the wingtip, and below it the city lay scattered across the dark in clusters that glowed like embers. I counted the flashes. Counting was the only thing that had ever worked.

      Nineteen. Twenty. Twenty-one.

      Pressure built behind my jaw. For a moment, my stomach was still at thirty thousand feet while the rest of me fell toward the ground.

      Then the runway rushed up. The engines cut. Gravity reclaimed us.

      There was no going back up.

      “Bienvenidos al Aeropuerto Internacional El Dorado.”

      The pilot’s voice crackled overhead, but I had already stopped listening. The jet bridge, the fluorescent wash of customs, the officer who stamped my passport without lifting his eyes to my face: all of it blurred toward one moment, the automatic doors sliding open.

      The Andean night cut straight through my shirt. It was a thin, high chill, nothing like the humidity I had walked out of in Chicago that morning, and it carried something green and medicinal, eucalyptus maybe, folded into diesel and wet pavement. Somewhere past the lights of the terminal there were mountains. I could feel how they shut the sky.

      My hand moved toward my sweatshirt and stopped.

      Not out in the open.

      Better to be cold than to be noticed.

      Travelers streamed past me, a river of bags and shoulders, every one of them absorbed in getting somewhere. Retreating into the shadow between two concrete pillars, I held my phone against my chest, thumb hovering over the glass.

      No des papaya.

      Diego’s message had arrived while we were still on the tarmac. A riddle about not offering yourself up, about not being the fruit anyone reaches for. He had not explained it. He had not said when he was coming, either.

      The time read 11:11 p.m.

      My hand went to my earlobe before I could stop it. There was nothing there. There had not been for a week, not since I unclasped the earrings and left them in a box on the dresser, afraid of what losing them in a country I did not know would do to me.

      They were Cartier’s, or half of them were. We bought two pairs the year we were both broke, one silver and one gold, and he wore his nearly every day for as long as I knew him.

      In September, there was a fire in our office. It took Cartier with it.

      We had argued a few days before about a man he was seeing, and I said things that were true and cruel in the same breath. Then, on the afternoon it happened, I walked out of that building without stopping at his desk. For six years, we had left together, almost every evening. That evening, I did not.

      You could have saved him.

      Eleven months had passed since then, and everything that happened to me afterward grew out of that one small failure to turn my head. Sleep that left me more tired than before. My map shrinking until it was three blocks wide, my door at one end and a pharmacy at the other. The stairs instead of the elevator, just in case. A whole life narrowed down to the width of a hallway, and me still standing in it, explaining to nobody how I wound up this way. People kept telling me it was not my fault. They were talking about the fire. I was never talking about the fire.

      An older gentleman had been watching me from the taxi line. Small and neat, he wore a canvas cap and a cardigan buttoned to the throat. When he saw that I had noticed him, he did not look away. Instead, he came toward me.

      Something in me started counting. The distance to the doors. The distance to the guard by the pillar. The lit window of a currency exchange, and how fast I could reach it.

      “¿Está esperando a alguien?”

      Are you waiting for someone?

      “Sí,” I said. “Gracias.”

      He pointed toward the long yellow line of cabs.

      “Los de allá son seguros. Los otros no. Le puedo mostrar.”

      The ones over there are safe. The others are not. I can show you.

      That was all it was. Every word made sense, and still I heard something underneath, a second meaning I had decided was there before he opened his mouth.

      “Estoy bien,” I said, stepping back.

      He nodded. He was not offended, which made it worse. After touching the brim of his cap, he returned to the line and did not look at me again. I stayed where I was, my heart racing and my face burning, ashamed of something I could not have named yet.

      Eleven minutes had passed since I stepped outside the terminal.

      The crowd shifted then, parting not for me but for the machine pulling up to the curb. A white Jeep, enormous, a tank built to carry Diego’s slender frame.

      He dropped out of the driver’s side wearing his Ray-Bans in the dark, moving with the practiced indifference of a man certain the world would wait for him.

      “¡Cariño!”

      He had on an all-black button-down, sleeves rolled far enough to show his forearms, dressed less for a late pickup than for a photograph of one. Beside him, I was a smudge of T-shirt and denim. None of that was why I leaned into his touch when it found the small of my back. The guilt was there. It was faint, though. Almost translucent in the way it came over me.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Look at you.” His voice was a warm current. “I’m thrilled. I knew you just needed the right push.”

      Before I could offer my bag, he took it. I wondered whether he remembered the last time we had been this close. Two years, almost. A Chicago sidewalk, snow crunching under us like broken glass, Diego asking me not to leave the apartment we had shared.

      “How long were you waiting?”

      “Not long.”

      “Good.” He was already walking. “You should have texted me when you landed.”

      I had. Twice.

      He drove like he did everything else. We lurched out of the terminal loop, the seatbelt cutting into my chest, and one fear traded places with another as he threaded the Jeep through traffic like a needle through cloth.

      “Slow down,” I said. It came out tighter than I meant it to.

      You’re fine.

      Whether that was true, I could not say. I had already panicked enough for one lifetime. Then Diego shifted gears and covered my hand with his, the way we had done a hundred times without ever calling it a habit. He squeezed, and my fingers betrayed me, tightening around his harder than I intended.

      “Relax, darling. I’m in control.”

      Bogotá slid past the window in long dark ribbons. Rain had started somewhere between the airport and the city, not enough to keep the wipers running, only enough to smear every red light into something larger than it was. Avenues opened and closed behind us. Brick walls carried murals that disappeared before I could read them. Above it all, where the buildings ran out, the mountains sat black against a sky somehow lighter than they were.

      Nine days. That was what I had bought myself. I had counted them twice on the plane.

      At an intersection, the traffic stopped and did not start again.

      A woman came up the line of cars with a bucket of roses wrapped in cellophane. She worked fast, window to window, lifting the bouquet so the plastic caught the headlights.

      When she reached us, she bent at the waist and looked in. For a breath, her face was right there on the other side of the glass, close enough that I could see the rain running out of her hair and down her neck. She held a single stem up against it, apart from the others, the way you offer the best one first.

      I reached for the window switch.

      Diego laid two fingers on my wrist.

      “No,” he said, pleasant as anything.

      My hand was already off the switch before he finished the word.

      The light changed. We moved. In the side mirror, she was already three cars away, bending again, lifting the roses into somebody else’s headlights.

      They are out there in this.

      The thought stayed with me. For a while, I said nothing.

      “You look thin,” Diego said, glancing over.

      “I’m okay.”

      The lie tasted like copper.

      “You can tell me anything, Gabe.”

      My lips pressed together. Where does a person even start? There was no answer for him. All I could do was pull in a breath that scraped on the way down, watch the streets sway past, and let my eyes close.

      Behind them, the bright avenues faded. Smoke rose in their place. Then came the office, black and smoldering, a monument to everything I had left standing.

      Thrilled. It was not the word I would have chosen for any of it. But the logic was simple enough. I was either in that speeding Jeep or back in Chicago inside three blocks, with a bottle of diazepam and a door I was damn near afraid to open. Between the two, I knew which one I could survive.

      Then Diego was shaking my arm.

      “We’re home, darling.”

      I stayed where I was. My hand found the small gold crucifix that had hung at my chest since I was a boy, warm from my own skin, and I pressed it into my palm the way I always did when I needed something solid.

      Outside, the rain had stopped. The street was shining.

      I did not know it yet, and I would not have believed anyone who leaned over and told me, but I had less than two days left as a man who had never heard the name Mateo Alonso. I have spent years trying to remember what those last ordinary hours felt like from the inside.

      I have never once managed it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      August 21, 2017

      

      The sharp, rhythmic clink of silverware against porcelain cut through my sleep. Knowing Diego was still there reassured me. It also unsettled me enough that I turned toward the window and the slopes.

      Even at that hour, the Eastern Hills looked familiar from the city maps I had studied. In person, the mountains did more than border that part of the city. They walled it in, jagged against the sky, and made my airless Chicago apartment feel like a tomb I had crawled out of. Morning light poured through the glass, exposing the occasional speck of dust floating through a bedroom too curated to be slept in.

      I pulled the blanket over my head, but the darkness under it betrayed me. Diego’s fragrance had settled into the fibers, and it rose to press Chicago back into my lungs.

      When the mattress dipped, I emerged.

      Diego sat at the edge of the bed, bare-chested and staring. How long had he been perched there in only his shorts, leaving me no choice but to notice the well-defined lines of his chest and abdomen? Lean and hairless, he looked like a statue waiting for an audience.

      “Look who’s awake,” he said, his face a straight line.

      His fingers slid through my hair in a light ruffle. The bitter smell of coffee curled around us from his mug.

      “For me?” I asked.

      “No, for me.” He chuckled.

      It was a small cruelty, the kind he flourished before me like a magic trick. I sat there with my hand extended. Eventually, he held out the mug. The coffee was thick and strong, and I swallowed the sludge without making a face that could sour his mood, fighting the urge to pour the rest into the expensive sheets.

      “After how deeply you slept last night, you might need more than a sip.”

      He snickered again at his own joke, but I found little humor in it. Sleeping deeply yet waking exhausted had been an unbroken pattern since that September afternoon, and no amount of altitude had changed it.

      Diego rose and wandered off, his humming fading into the background, my curiosity draining after it in a slow leak.

      “There’s more sugar in the kitchen,” he said.

      He spun around at the doorframe and peeked back at me.

      “… darling.”

      When he winked, I could not deny that it still titillated me, a little.

      Soon, his off-key singing tangled among its own wandering highs and lows. As I spooned sugar into the coffee, the simple motion pulled me backward to a time when there were still problems, but I was young enough to believe I could conquer the world.

      I crossed back into the bedroom for my phone, flicked away the welcome-to-Colombia notification with its roaming rates, and tapped Alanna’s name. A missed call and a text waited for me. My coworker and good friend’s name on the screen brought a rare spark of joy, then regret. She was the only one who knew the full radius of my recent history, including my record with Diego, and the only one who had warned me against returning to the scene of it.

      “Let me know how it’s going when you have a chance,” she had written.

      “He seems the same,” I wrote back, just as Diego’s pitch climbed a register. “You?”

      “Same window, same car, wishing to be somewhere new.”

      I sank into the plush mattress, imagining where she ached to be, and why. Then I shook my head and made myself think about the afternoon instead.

      The trouble was that I did not trust how far I could go before something found me. My old routine was still in me, packed and carried, already scouting a city it had never seen for stairwells and back doors and the shortest line home. Look down. Keep walking. You are almost there. It came back, even from a distance, and blurred my view of Diego’s wooden giraffe collection on the dresser.

      “Gabe? What plans do you have today?”

      The truth was that I still had not sorted out what I expected from Diego, or from us. I only knew I needed to get out.

      When he emerged from the bathroom, a towel slung low at his waist and his wet hair tousled to the side, I noticed how much his abdomen had changed since I last saw him, almost unnaturally pressed beneath the skin. The change said more than he ever would.

      “I made plans for us tonight,” he said. “A dinner reservation. Is that okay?”

      It seemed harmless enough. I met his watchful eyes with mine.

      “Would you rather… I call out of work?” he asked. “Take the day off?”

      He was the one who had invited me into his home. What right did I have to call the shots or make plans on our behalf? Still, I saved myself with something quick and direct, nothing that could lead him in the wrong direction.

      “How about ordering something in after work?”

      “It’s not Bogotá’s south, darling.” He let out a brusque laugh. “We don’t hide ourselves away here.”

      The south.

      The distinction went unanswered while I changed into fresh jeans and a T-shirt, checked for my phone and wallet, and started for the door.

      Halfway down the hallway, I stopped.

      The air had gone dense, as though the corridor had been sealed and pressurized while I walked through it. My fingers found the smooth skin of my earlobes on their own, though nothing there explained the feeling. It came from somewhere deeper, a live wire laid under the skin, and held me where I stood.

      “Here,” said Diego, offering a pair of small silver studs. “You’ll stop playing with your ears with them in.”

      He was right that earrings were a kind of blanket. Mine were nearly three thousand miles away in a box on my dresser, which was the only place I trusted them to stay. Standing in Diego’s narrow foyer with its warm light and faint smell of coffee and cologne, I slid the studs through my ears. The metal was cool. One hook snagged in my hair before it settled. Beside me, he went still, watching my reflection in the small mirror by the door as though weighing the cost of what he had just handed over.

      The current pulled at me again. Panic rose, sharp and insistent, and it was not fear. Back in Chicago, a passing siren could twist that same ache into something that pinned me in my apartment. Here, with my hand still on the doorknob, the ache pushed the other way.

      For once, I wanted out.

      “You’ll also want to bring your sweatshirt,” he said.

      He paused in a silence that teetered between awkward and inquisitive.

      “Gabe? You seemed really lost for a moment there.”

      Something small ignited in me at that. How he cared. How anyone cared. The night before, I had left that same sweatshirt in my bag because taking it out would have meant standing still in the open. Now I pulled it over my head because Diego had told me to. I could not work out which of those was worse, so I decided neither was and followed him into the hall.

      Wearing it in late August felt strange for about a block. Then it did not. Someone had made the decision for me, and perhaps that was the antidote, or perhaps I only wanted it to be.

      The moment the heavy lobby doors swung shut behind us, the noise of the street loosened Diego’s tongue.

      “Thankfully, Josh covered my flight this afternoon.”

      “So you’re finally a pilot,” I said. “And thank you for taking the time.”

      His voice became a drone of altitudes and airspeeds, a technical hum I could not track. It faded into white noise while the city unfolded around us: graffiti-scarred walls, empty lots, small clusters of people gathered along the sidewalks. An hour went by. Maybe longer. I had stopped keeping count of anything, which should have told me something.

      Diego pulled ahead, still talking, his voice receding as he left me behind without noticing.

      A mural dominated the concrete: a woman’s head bleeding out in thick rivulets, encircled by black crows. The paint peeled like dead skin, but the birds’ chipped eyes seemed to track me anyway. They did not simply circle the painted woman. They guarded the sidewalk, waiting for a reason to come down. Beneath them, in tall white letters, someone had written it out.

      “Liberarte el alma.”

      Liberate your soul.

      Nothing would have freed my soul more than returning to Diego’s apartment. I also knew that if I did, it was where I would stay for the rest of the day, and probably the day after that. One glance behind me, one at Diego, and I hurried to close the distance.

      He was still talking about landing practice when I reached him. Ahead, an opening appeared between the buildings.

      “What’s over there?” I asked, slicing through the monologue.

      “Old buildings.”

      He had put it so simply.

      The street opened into a vast gray plaza. The colonial architecture leaned in, heavy with centuries, and the cathedral spires pierced the low, bruised clouds like warning arrows. To my left, a pair of twin towers soared above us. The first held a grand clock. The second was identical except for a blank circle where another clock should have been, and I could not stop looking at the empty place where the second one belonged. Gray statues and ornate black lampposts ran the perimeter. After months of flat sameness in the American Midwest, the scale of it was almost more than I could take in.

      It was not only the architecture that unsettled me. The air itself crackled. Even the ground cast a spell. The geometric pavers formed an interlocking puzzle that demanded I keep my head down and follow them, one shape into the next, all the way across the square.

      When a pair of white sneakers cut off my path, I stopped.

      A young man stood there, handsome in the boyish way he wore his cap backward. His vivid yellow shirt billowed against the overcast day, and his forearms were covered in black tattoos, all of them thin lines in ink. His voice had the same effect, a melodic strand rising over the city’s traffic and birds and chatter.

      “¡Están ricos los mangos! ¡Y dulces!”

      The mangoes are good! And sweet!

      A woman near him bought fruit, and a boy of about five hung at her side. The seller crouched to meet the child at eye level, and when he smiled, the tension went out of his shoulders and the fatigue lifted clean off him.

      “¡Toma!”

      Here, take it.

      He held out a piece of candy. The boy reached for it, and the seller pulled his hand back and gestured toward the woman instead. She nodded. Only then did the boy take it. The seller adjusted the child’s cap so that the two of them matched, then stood and watched the pair go.

      When he turned back, the smile was gone.

      Then he saw me.

      His gaze snapped to mine and held, steady and unblinking, and something moved behind it that he blinked away too late for me to miss. His eyes dropped to my sneakers, then to the watch on my wrist, the arithmetic of a man measuring the distance between a tourist and a local.

      My stomach dropped. Not from fear. From the sudden, violent clarity of being seen straight through, without any natural defenses.

      For a heartbeat, neither of us moved. We were suspended in a stillness that made the air feel too close and too charged, a friction with no business existing in a public square. Then time lurched forward, snapped by a brief grin at the corner of his mouth. It was not a friendly grin. It was a knowing one, and it startled a nervous, involuntary smile out of me before I could stop it.

      I have gone back to that half second more times than I can count, looking for the place where I could have kept walking. I did not find it in Bogotá. I did not find it in Chicago, or in Maracaibo, or in the desert where it ended.

      Diego brushed my arm, closer than he had been all morning.

      “Están en todas partes ahora,” he said. “No les hagas caso.”

      They’re everywhere now. Don’t mind them.

      He said it in Spanish, which was the only language the three of us shared. He had wanted to be heard by everyone standing there. The seller’s eyes went flat. The light did not fade out of them; it was put out. Shame burned through my guilt as I gave him a small, pained nod and followed Diego, who was already a few paces ahead again.

      How peculiar that interaction had been.

      What contract, I wondered, had we signed?

      A raindrop touched my arm as I caught up at the edge of the plaza. A heavier one struck my face when I looked up past the cathedral’s twin bells toward the darkening sky.

      I turned around. Had he already vanished?

      The rainbow panels of his umbrella were still there, a defiant splash of color against the graying stone façades and slick cobblestones. All around him, umbrellas bloomed in the same dull blacks and navy blues. His alone burned with color, which made him easy to find even as I slipped farther and farther away.

      Pigeons scattered. The sky opened wider, and the tourists ran for the colonnades. The rain came harder, and through all of it I was almost certain, and have never once stopped being almost certain, that he was still looking back at me.
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      I stood still, arms at my sides, soaked through while Diego fumbled with the key in the lock. My legs ached from the drag of my wet jeans, but any concern about that had long since faded. And the grin that had taken root back in the plaza? Somewhere on the way to Diego’s apartment, it had bloomed into a full smile my face had missed. I even dared laugh while splashing through the pouring rain. At last, Diego turned the lock, and we hurried inside, him leading the way into the building’s foyer.

      “Should I shower first?” I asked.

      Diego’s cheek twitched.

      “The reservation is for six-thirty,” he said.

      I hurried to the bathroom, shouldered the door shut, and turned on the faucet. A weak stream of water spilled from the showerhead, settling into the same lukewarm temperature it always reached in Diego’s apartment: never cold, never hot. I plunged myself beneath it and washed, knowing this was as warm as it would get.

      “Hey, Gabriel? How long will you be?”

      I knew what Diego meant by those words.

      Go even faster.

      I scrubbed, dressed, and ushered myself out of the apartment in a blur of efficiency that left enough time to arrive on schedule.

      The restaurant was a glass box perched atop a grand wooden staircase. Inside, white tablecloths and teardrop pendants conspired to cast a gentle elegance over the murmuring crowd. It was Diego all over: a display case for people who wanted to be seen rather than fed. The moment we stepped in, the maître d’ materialized. He was a slip of a man with slicked-back hair, bypassing the hostess stand to rush toward us. Or rather, to rush toward Diego.

      “¡Diego! ¡Qué alegría!” he said, clasping his hands as if in prayer.

      “Igual,” Diego said. “A quiet night, Henri?”

      “For you, always,” Henri said, falling into step, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “And who is this handsome gentleman joining us?”

      “This is my dear Gabriel,” Diego said, gripping my shoulder.

      “Pleasure,” said the man, shaking my hand. “Gentlemen, by the window?”

      “Claro,” said Diego.

      Of course.

      As we wove through the restaurant toward the windows, the aroma of grilled meats thickened in the air, while currents of conversation and laughter drifted around us. Beyond the glass, red, orange, and yellow lights wavered through the falling rain, stealing my attention from everything else. They stirred a feeling I could not name, and I watched them longer than was appropriate. When Diego cleared his throat with his usual, pointed sound, I snapped back, dropped into my seat, and turned from the rain-soaked glow to the menu’s promised delights.

      Auténtica Cocina Argentina.

      A waitress arrived at the tableside.

      “Caballeros, ¿les puedo ofrecer algo para tomar esta noche?”

      “Martini. Extra dirty. Extra olives. A whole bowl, not just the garnish.”

      “And for you?” the waitress asked me, noting Diego’s particular request.

      “Agua por ahora, muchas gracias,” I said.

      Water for now, thank you.

      “He’ll have a Peroni and ginger ale,” said Diego. “Please bring an empty mug.”

      Diego closed the menu. He did not look at me after changing the order. What came back to me were Diego’s martinis, then more martinis, and the endless olives that came with them. Whenever he ordered alcohol, I made sure not to order any. And to this day, I still cannot stomach olives.

      “Excuse me for just a moment, Diego?”

      I got up and retraced the steps we had just taken. Once inside the black-marbled restroom, I went straight to the sink and pressed the dispenser twice, until the bluish-green soap coated my hands. After rinsing, I repeated the ritual, waiting for the same quiet gratification when the pearled swirls of lather covered my palms. Then the memory of that September afternoon came back. I gripped the cold porcelain sink. In the mirror, my eyes looked haunted, hollow. I was seeing the man I failed.

      You could have saved him.

      The thought rose like bile. I squeezed my eyes shut and splashed freezing water onto my face to drown the voice out. Without looking at my reflection again, I dried my face, used the towel to open the door handle, then tossed the cloth into the bin.

      By the time I returned to the table, Diego had already mixed the beer-and-ginger-ale shandy and left it in front of my seat, its surface still bubbling.

      “To you, finally here in Colombia,” he said, toasting.

      The shandy was cold and sweet. I took a long pull, drowning the warning bell in my head that screamed diazepam and alcohol don’t mix.

      “Did you enjoy your first day?” Diego asked.

      “The plaza,” I said. “The plaza was beautiful.”

      “Charming indeed,” he said, curling his lip. “It was better before the Venezuelans. You cannot cross it now without being sold something.”

      “And you?” I asked.

      The server’s return interrupted Diego’s reply.

      “Gentlemen,” she said, lowering plates.

      “You were gone so long, I ordered,” Diego said, clearing his throat.

      Argentinian steaks appeared, each dripping pink and clear juices. His choice of seating had not bothered me, but I shifted in my seat at his ordering on my behalf. Now the pink juice pooling beneath the steak looked less like an exquisite meal and more like a wound, a warning.

      Blood that had been paid for.

      My stomach turned.

      “Buen provecho,” he said.

      His fleeting air of arrogance further diminished my appetite, as did the nagging question of how long I had been gone, though I stayed watchful as he ate. Diego’s manners were still smooth as a harp: he chewed without hurry, swallowed, then dabbed the edge of the cloth napkin against the side of his mouth. Had I needed to say yes to being there? Alcohol was already clouding my mind faster than I could wrestle with the thought. Then the streaming colors of the rain caught my attention again, and, of all people and things, the street vendor invaded my thoughts.

      Was he still there, selling in the pouring rain?

      The thought swirled, spinning faster until the lights smeared into darkness, and the rain in my mind was replaced by the pounding of my own pulse.

      At dawn, that pounding was the first thing to return. I buried my face in the leather couch cushions, a cockroach hiding from the harsh morning sun. My tongue was dry, swollen, glued to the roof of my sour mouth, and that was all I registered until a firm grip on my shoulder made me peek above the blanket. Diego stood over me in a white button-down and black tie. His hair was sculpted into a high coiffure, his face clean-shaven.

      “You were drunk last night, darling.”

      I was slow to respond, confirming what Diego had claimed. Recalling the night was hard enough without the red marks and scratches on my palms and wrists. I looked at Diego in appeal.

      “You ripped a shrub out of a planter,” he said.

      “A shrub?”

      “Steadying yourself.”

      The scratches made me squirm. I had no memory of a planter. No memory of a shrub. Just a black hole where the night should be. And Diego, standing there, filling in the blanks with a story I could not dispute. Yet through the haze, one thing was clear: his scent, pressing in around me, filling my lungs.

      Had we?

      I lifted my arm to my nose. The fragrance was unmistakable: expensive leather and sweet, cloying raspberry. Had it just rubbed off on me, or had a fresh spray already filled the room, me included? My face went hot, and I put off asking.

      “Work today?” I said.

      “Shanghai,” he said. “It’s a long haul. Good hours. I’m taking it.”

      Diego rose to his feet, and I let out a slow breath through pursed lips. I understood his dream of becoming a pilot, and after all those years of training I did not expect him to turn down assignments because I had drifted back into his orbit. The trouble was that I had believed him when he promised to distract me. Was that assignment a last-minute offer, or was something else at work beneath the surface?

      “I never imagined you would have said yes this time,” Diego said. “How long have I been inviting you? For years, you had said no, no, no.”

      That part, I knew for sure, was true.

      “You are already prepared to be away,” he said. “Think of what an unexpected adventure this could be?”

      I was slow to think, but not that slow. Why would I have agreed to Colombia if I had expected to be alone? I could have stayed in Chicago. Diego’s insensitivity pulsed around my hangover, and the headache worsened as I considered how to respond in a way that would spare me further trouble.

      “Don’t leave me here alone,” I said.

      “You could come, you know. Sit in the jumpseat. Watch me fly.”

      Come with him? China?

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      Diego’s frown assumed an odd, sideways slouch.

      “Well,” he said. “I have to file the flight plan, plus the pre-flight check…”

      Even he seemed to notice how little I cared to listen and cut right to his point.

      “With the break in stick-time, I will be gone for more than a few days, Gabe.”

      A few days.

      I nearly seized the chance to confirm a flight change, steal my way home, and pretend Colombia had never happened. Silence flooded the room, disturbed only by the uneven ticks of the hallway clock.

      “Why are you upset?” he asked.

      “Do what you need to do,” I said. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Difficult… must you always be so difficult?” Diego sighed.

      He unplugged his phone from the outlet, then leaned over and pressed an unprompted kiss to my right cheek.

      “Flight experience,” he said. “It’s not just what Gabe wants anymore.”

      When the door closed, Diego had left me behind, and this time I knew it was final. Whether he was being truthful about work or just making a point became irrelevant.

      Long after the apartment fell silent, I sat with the stark confirmation of why he and I would never be. Years earlier, he had washed away our chances in alcohol, but that was only part of the story. The rest lay buried in the smaller, quieter moments, like those when I carved my own worth into slivers to make room for him.

      The memory of his drinking awakened something in me that went beyond the faint trace of raspberry. With a start, I realized it still clung to my skin. My throat closed. Details of the previous night taunted me without my searching for them. Then my eyes widened at what we had done: his lips on mine, the taste of alcohol on our breath, and my own hands pulling him closer. It had gone no further than that. I had woken alone on his couch, after all. Still, as I looked up at the white ceiling, all that stared back at me was Diego.
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      I went to the bedroom, still cloaked in darkness from the drawn blinds. Diego’s fragrance pushed me back into the hallway, where I paced from one end of the apartment to the other. There was nowhere to flee to, nowhere to be alone. I returned to the bedroom, threw on my sweatshirt, and grabbed the spare key.

      What I needed was air, clear of Diego and my regret for what we had done. I flew down the building’s stairs, and when I hit the sidewalk, I turned my face to the sky, letting the open space fill me. The cool air lifted Diego’s expensive cologne from my skin, leaving only the smell of fresh drizzle on pavement.

      Without meaning to, I was retracing the route he and I had taken the night before. I soon reached the corner with the elegant Argentinian restaurant, its modern floor-to-ceiling glass front mirroring the wealth of the neighborhood. There, in the neat row of green shrubs, a jagged hole gaped like a missing tooth. Dirt was still fresh on the patio. I glanced down at my hand again, red scratches stark on my skin, and cringed at the image of myself, drunk and determined, wrenching a shrub from its planter. The memory drove me forward, carrying me block after block until the growing ache slowed me.

      Just as a push had sent me out of Diego’s apartment, an answering pull now tugged me forward. Could I expect to find the street vendor in the same spot, in a city of millions? The faint, flickering connection from the day before nagged at me, insisting yes, while what remained of my rational mind said no.

      My fingers came up damp after running them through my hair. I did not want to think about the shrub, or about Diego. The man in the plaza was on my mind.

      Who was he? A mere stranger.

      I denounced my inner voice but kept moving toward the plaza. Time slipped away with every city block, and what began as a walk to clear my head turned into a brisk jog. I ignored the stitch forming in my side, pushing past the burning in my lungs until the plaza opened up before me. Months of neglecting my body had left me crouching, inhaling the harsh scent of sandstone as it warmed under the sun. But as my breath tightened, I returned to my half-formed intention and made myself ask: what was I doing?

      Just go home.

      I crossed the plaza and stopped at the statue of Simón Bolívar, scanning the crowd, then moved in a semi-circle, shading my face with my hand. A figure stood near the cathedral steps, holding bouquets of crimson roses. My pulse spiked. I stepped closer, breathless, until the man turned. A thick, unshaven beard. Not him.

      I clasped my hands behind my neck, elbows tight. The crowd blurred into a single, faceless mass, and the sound folded inward into a low, relentless roar. Creeping in came thoughts of Diego and what we had done the night before, softening the ground beneath me. Breathe. Just breathe. I forced air into my lungs, one count in, two counts out, anchoring myself to the paving stones.

      I nearly missed him.

      All the details struck me at once: his tall stature, his slender build, and the intricate artwork on his arms, inked vines that wound downward and drew the eye even from a distance. I froze. He seemed to be looking at nothing and everything at once, as though listening to a frequency neither of us could see.

      Sunlight caught the line of his cheek, illuminating one side of his face, his sharp jawline, his patchy beard, and skin that glowed with a soft shimmer. I was already walking toward him before I had decided to. My voice trembled when I spoke.

      “Hola,” I said.

      His face flickered with a fading hint of recognition.

      “¿Te conozco?”

      Do I know you?

      Of course he did not remember me. I was one face in a crowd of hundreds. The heat rose in my neck. I opened my mouth to apologize, but stopped as the man’s eyes crinkled at the corners, hiding a smile.

      “¿Quieres un mango? ¡Están ricos!”

      Want a mango? They are really good!

      “Lo siento,” I said, stepping back and trying to think of something that might salvage even a small amount of my dignity. Then his expression shifted into
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