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For everyone who carried a dream through forty-three airports

and never crossed it out.


“The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes,

but in having new eyes.”

— Marcel Proust


Chapter 1

Gate 4

The ring light was lying.

Maia Santos had known this for approximately forty-seven minutes, which was how long she had been standing at Gate 4 of Dubai International Airport at 11:54 PM, filming the same thirty seconds of herself looking delighted about a six-hour delay.

She was not delighted. She was wearing an underwire bra that had been making a quiet personal threat since Jumeirah and her carry-on contained three cereal bars, a ring light, a gimbal, two backup battery packs, and approximately four thousand dreams she could not afford to have. She had checked in at 8 PM because the algorithm rewarded consistency and consistency required being early and being early required pretending that standing alone in an airport at midnight was a lifestyle choice rather than a symptom.

Terminal 3 at this hour had the specific energy of a place that never fully slept but wished it could. The Emirates gates stretched in a long curve beneath a ceiling that arched like a cathedral’s, the steel ribbing catching the overhead lights in pale gold stripes. The duty-free corridor behind her still smelled of oud and sugar from the Al Nassma chocolate stand that had closed an hour ago, the scent drifting through the climate-controlled air with the persistence of something expensive that refused to leave. Somewhere a floor polisher moved in slow circles, its motor a low hum beneath the terminal’s muzak, which was playing a song she almost recognised at a tempo designed to prevent recognition. The carpet under her feet was the deep red of every Dubai airport carpet, the colour that said: you are somewhere that considers itself important, please behave accordingly.

Beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, the tarmac stretched into the dark. An Emirates A380 sat at the neighbouring gate, lit from below, its tail fin glowing with the airline’s gold calligraphy like a signature on a letter the city was sending to the world. Beyond the aircraft, the runway lights ran in parallel lines toward the desert, and beyond the runway lights, if you pressed your face against the glass and looked south, you could just make out the distant glow of Downtown, the Burj Khalifa’s spire blinking white at the top like a lighthouse for a city that had decided the desert was an ocean and had built accordingly.

Take one. She tilted her chin up, hit record, smiled.

Gate 4, Dubai to Istanbul, and yes the flight is delayed six hours but honestly?

She watched it back. Her left eye was doing something. A micro-tension that read on camera as insincerity, which was unfortunate because she was, in fact, being sincere. She genuinely believed the trip could work. She had a spreadsheet.

Take two. Chin down slightly. Soften the jaw.

Gate 4, Dubai to Istanbul—

Her phone buzzed. Priya.


PRIYA: Maia I am looking at your credit card statement RIGHT NOW



PRIYA: I have concerns



PRIYA: They are financial in nature



PRIYA: Call me


Maia turned the phone face down and hit record again.

By take seven she had the shot. Energy up, jaw soft, the ring light at exactly the angle that made her look like she had slept recently, which she had not. She watched it back three times. Something in the background caught her eye. A man, maybe ten feet behind her, sitting with the absolute stillness of someone who had made peace with every airport that had ever inconvenienced him. Dark coat. One bag. A book he was not reading because he was looking at her with the measured expression of a person watching a nature documentary and waiting to see what the animal would do next.

She posted take seven without editing him out. She did not know why.

Then she crossed the gate lounge to the only available power socket, which happened to be beside him, because this was the kind of night it was.

• • •

“Do you mind if I charge here?”

He looked at the socket. He looked at her. He looked at the socket again.

“It is not mine.”

His voice was low and slightly accented, the accent worn smooth by years of airports. Norwegian consonants softened by London vowels and eroded further by a decade of speaking English in rooms where English was nobody’s first language. He returned to his book. Or rather, he returned to holding his book. His eyes did not move.

Maia plugged in the ring light, the gimbal, both battery packs, and her phone. She arranged them in a row with the efficiency of someone who had done this in forty-three airports across eleven countries, all of which she had partially funded with a credit card that was currently alarming Priya.

She opened her laptop. Her editing software thought about loading for a moment and then decided not to. She made a sound.

The man did not look up.

“Tough crowd,” she said.

“I am not a crowd.”

She looked at him sideways. He was the kind of attractive that did not seem to be aware of itself, which was either genuinely rare or an extremely sophisticated performance. The coat was good. Not showy-good. Quietly-good. The kind of good that had stopped needing to prove anything. His hands on the book were still and precise, the hands of someone who worked with his mind and rested with his body and had never confused the two.

“I am going to interview you,” she said.

“No.”

“Just your hands. For a people-of-the-airport series.” She was already reaching for the gimbal. “You will be completely anonymous.”

“I do not want to be a series.”

“Your hands do.” She pointed the camera at his coffee cup. “Very stoic hands. Great bone structure. The people will feel something.”

He looked up then. Properly. He had grey eyes, which was not a thing she would have included in a caption because it sounded like the beginning of a bad novel, but they were in fact grey, and they were in fact looking at her with an expression she could not immediately classify. Not irritated. Not charmed. Something more careful than both.

“This is strange behaviour,” he said.

“I know. I have fully accepted that about myself.” She lowered the gimbal slightly. Extended her free hand. “Maia.”

He considered this for a moment in the way that some people considered whether to sign a contract.

“Kael.”

Then he went back to his book. And this time his eyes did move, which meant he was actually reading, which meant the conversation was over, which was fine. She had content. She had a socket. She had three cereal bars and a six-hour window to make something out of nothing, which was, when she thought about it, the entire premise of the last fourteen months.

• • •

She wrote three content ideas in her notebook. Crossed out two. Opened her analytics. Closed them. Opened them again. Her last post, a golden hour reel from Jumeirah Beach that had taken four hours and two outfit changes and one near-argument with a stranger whose dog kept entering the frame, had forty-one views. Thirty-nine of which were almost certainly herself, Priya, and Kofi watching it eleven times each out of loyalty and a form of love that expressed itself as repetitive clicking.

She closed the analytics.

Across the gate, a family with three children had constructed what appeared to be a fort out of hand luggage. A businessman in a suit was asleep sitting upright with the skill of someone who billed by the hour even unconscious. Two women were sharing a bag of crisps and a single set of earphones and laughing at something Maia could not hear. A janitor pushed a bin on wheels past the window with the slow dignity of 1 AM labour, his reflection keeping pace in the glass, a ghost version of himself walking through the tarmac lights.

She opened her notebook to a fresh page. Wrote: content idea: airports at midnight. the people who are going somewhere and the people who are running from something.

Stopped. Read it back.

Crossed out running from something.

Wrote: the people who have not decided yet.

She looked up. Kael was still reading. One ankle crossed over the other knee. The coffee cup held loosely in the hand not holding the book, tilted at an angle that should have spilled but did not.

He was, she realised, the most unperformed person in the gate. Possibly the most unperformed person she had encountered in fourteen months of pointing a camera at the world and asking it to be interesting. Everyone else was doing something. Adjusting. Checking. Performing their version of waiting. He was simply present in a way that made the rest of the gate seem slightly theatrical by comparison.

She found this irritating.

She also found herself writing it down.

• • •

She fell asleep somewhere after 1 AM, mid-sentence, her notebook open on her lap and her head tipped back against the gate seating in a way that would cause neck problems she would not discover until Istanbul.

She did not see him close her laptop gently so the screen light stopped pulsing.

She did not see him look at her for a moment in the particular way of someone solving a problem they did not know they had.

She did not hear the terminal shift around her as the hour went deeper: the last duty-free shutters rattling down, the prayer room light dimming to its overnight amber, the distant clatter of a luggage cart somewhere in the arrivals hall below, the specific silence that Dubai International achieved only between 2 and 4 AM, when the outbound wave had gone and the inbound wave had not yet arrived and the building rested on its foundations with the vast, air-conditioned patience of a structure that processed 90 million people a year and was, for this one hour, almost still.

She did not see him settle back into his chair, put down his book, and say, quietly, to the middle distance, to nobody, to the specific quality of light that exists only in airports at 2 AM:

“I do not know why. But I feel like we have met before. Not literally. Something else.”

Then he picked his book back up.

The gate was quiet. The departure board still said delayed. Outside the window the A380 sat in its pool of light, patient and enormous, going nowhere yet. The runway lights ran their parallel lines into the desert dark. Somewhere south, the Burj Khalifa blinked its white pulse at the top of the city, and below it the creek that had started everything, the original Dubai, the water where the traders had come before the towers and the malls and the airports, lay flat and black and ancient beneath the new.

Maia Santos slept without dreaming of her analytics for the first time in four months, her ring light blinking steadily beside her like a small devoted star.

Kael Voss turned a page.

He did not sleep at all.


Chapter 2

The Spreadsheet

The flat smelled like dry shampoo and ambition, which was the same thing it smelled like every morning Maia came home from an airport.

The flat was in JLT. Jumeirah Lake Towers, Cluster D, seventeenth floor, a one-bedroom-plus-study that the landlord called a two-bedroom and that Maia and Priya had divided by the ancient Dubai method of who got to the viewing first. Priya got there first. Priya got the bedroom with the window. Maia got the study, which the landlord had staged with a daybed and a lamp and a framed photograph of the Marina at sunset that Maia had turned to face the wall on the day she moved in because she could see the actual Marina from the kitchen window and did not need a photograph of it pretending to be art.

The building was one of thirty-seven towers arranged around three artificial lakes that were not lakes. They were landscaped water features, rectangular and turquoise and maintained by a team of men in navy overalls who skimmed the surface every morning at 6 AM with long-handled nets, fishing out the leaves and the cigarette butts and the occasional delivery receipt that the wind brought over from the cluster of shawarma shops and laundries and phone repair stalls that occupied the ground floor of every tower like a living room underneath a skyscraper. JLT was not the Dubai of the postcards. It was the Dubai of the 4,000-dirham-a-month rent and the shared taxi to the Metro and the Carrefour Express where you could buy labneh and bread and a SIM card and have your trousers hemmed, all before 9 AM, all within two hundred metres of your front door.

It was the Dubai where people actually lived. Maia loved it without ever having said so out loud.

She dropped her carry-on by the door. She did not unpack it. Unpacking implied she was staying and staying implied she had run out of reasons to leave, which she had not. She had Istanbul on Thursday. She had a spreadsheet.

Priya was at the kitchen table with a coffee, a laptop, and the expression of a woman who had been awake for some time specifically in order to have this conversation. Behind her, through the kitchen window, the JLT morning was assembling itself: the Metro train sliding along its elevated track toward the Jumeirah Lakes Towers station, silver and driverless, quiet as a thought; the construction cranes on the far side of the lake turning in their slow mechanical ballet, building something that would become another tower that would fill with more people who would need more shawarma shops and laundries and phone repair stalls; the sun already hard and white at 8 AM, the light that Dubai produced ten months of the year, the light that did not so much illuminate as interrogate.

“You are home,” Priya said.

“Technically.”

“The flight was delayed six hours.”

“I got content out of it.”

Priya looked at her over the top of her mug. The mug was from a conference on Gulf tax policy that Priya had attended in her first week at the firm and which she had kept because it held exactly the right volume of coffee and because Priya did not replace things that still functioned. Priya had the specific gift of communicating an entire audit in a single look. She was an accountant at one of the Big Four in DIFC, the Dubai International Financial Centre, where the buildings were glass and the carpets were grey and the people moved between floors with the purposeful silence of money being managed. It was possibly professional.

“How many views?”

A pause.

“Enough.”

“Maia.”

“Forty-seven. But it was posted at 2 AM so the algorithm—”

“I am going to send you the credit card statement.”

“Please do not.”

“I am sending it now.”

Maia’s phone buzzed. She put it face down on the counter with the precision of someone disarming something. The counter was laminate pretending to be marble, which was the JLT aesthetic in miniature: everything reaching for something slightly beyond its budget, not dishonestly, just hopefully, the way the entire city reached.

“I know what it says,” she said.

“Then you know what I am going to say.”

“You are going to say that the Istanbul trip is not in the budget.”

“The Istanbul trip is not in the budget.”

“It is an investment.”

“Maia. My love. My friend. The woman I have watched spend four hundred dirhams on a ring light that broke in Mykonos—”

“It did not break, it bent, there is a difference—”

“At some point,” Priya said, with the patience of someone who had had this conversation in seventeen variations, “an investment requires a return.”

Maia picked up the phone. Looked at the statement. The statement was denominated in dirhams, which was the currency of a country where there was no income tax and where everything cost exactly what it cost and the cost was always visible and the visibility was either a gift or a judgement depending on how the month was going. This month it was a judgement. She put the phone back down.

“I know,” she said. And then, because it was 8 AM and she was home from an airport and the flat smelled like dry shampoo and she was too tired for the performance version of herself: “I know.”

Priya said nothing. She moved her coffee slightly to the left, which was how she made room for people to sit down, which was how she said things she did not have words for. Maia sat. They did not speak for a moment. Outside, the Metro train returned from wherever it had been, gliding back along the elevated track in the opposite direction, carrying people to offices and malls and hospitals and schools, the driverless daily circulation of a city that had built itself from creek mud and ambition in fifty years and was not done yet.

• • •

Kofi called at noon.

She was still in yesterday’s clothes, cross-legged on the daybed in the study-that-was-a-bedroom with her laptop open to a tab she was not looking at and her analytics dashboard open to a tab she was trying not to look at and her notebook open to a blank page she had been meaning to fill for forty minutes. The daybed was pushed against the window that faced the lake, and through it she could see the rooftop pool of the adjacent tower, where a woman in a black abaya was doing laps in the sharp noon light with a stroke so efficient it barely disturbed the surface, which Maia found both beautiful and personally confronting.


KOFI: Babes. The Gate 4 clip. The man in the background. Who is he. I need a name. I need a backstory. I need to know if he has a LinkedIn.



KOFI: Also your engagement rate on that post is actually decent considering the hour. I ran the numbers. Do not look at the raw views. Look at the rate.



KOFI: I am sending you a voice note breakdown of your last thirty posts with timestamps. I did this for you because I love you and also because I have opinions.



KOFI: The man though. Seriously. Who.


Maia listened to all four voice notes twice. Kofi’s voice notes were an art form. He recorded them walking through Peckham or on the bus to his studio in Bermondsey or, on one memorable occasion, from the front row of a fashion show where he was technically working, and each one contained more insight per minute than most people produced in a week. He had 2.1 million followers and had never once used a ring light and this fact occupied a space in Maia’s consciousness somewhere between admiration and a very specific kind of fury.

She typed back: nobody. Then deleted it. Typed: airport person. Then deleted that too. Sent a thumbs-up emoji and closed the app.

Dami texted from London at two in the afternoon, which was eleven in the morning London time, which meant she had been thinking about it for a while before she sent it.


DAMI: Saw the clip. The man in the background is looking at you like you are a problem he has not figured out yet. That is either very bad or very interesting. Update me.


Maia read this three times. Closed the app. Opened it. Closed it again.

She typed: there is nothing to update.

She looked at the message for a moment.

She sent it.

She did not believe it.

• • •

The spreadsheet lived in a folder called Admin, inside a folder called Invoices, inside a folder called 2023 that she had not renamed because renaming it would require opening it and opening it would require looking at what was inside it.

She opened her laptop. Navigated to Admin. Navigated to Invoices. Navigated to 2023.

Did not open the spreadsheet.

Opened instead a document called Content Ideas v.14 which was not a spreadsheet and therefore technically a different activity.

The document was forty-three pages long. This was not because she had forty-three pages of good ideas. This was because she had never deleted anything, on the grounds that a bad idea today was sometimes a good idea later, or at least that was what she told herself at 11 PM when she was adding to it instead of sleeping.

She scrolled. The document was a museum of her last fourteen months. Every version of herself that had believed, briefly, that this was the thing that would work.

The Santorini proposal concept. Hire a stranger. Stage the moment. Caption: said yes to the adventure. Reach: 14 likes. Three of which were Kofi.

The crying dumpling video. Eat something. Feel something. The algorithm loves emotion. Reach: 38 views. Ratio of pity comments to genuine engagement: unclear.

The authentic breakdown series. Show the real side of content creation. Three takes to get the crying right. Posted at peak time. Captioned: this is the hardest thing I have ever done. Reach: 91 views. Two comments saying she seemed fake.

The hot girl airport series. Six episodes. Same 23 viewers each time. At least one of whom she suspected was a bot named Kevin.

The collaboration with the micro-influencer from Lyon on the Istanbul press trip. She gained 800 followers. Maia gained 12. One of the 12 unfollowed within the week.

She closed the document.

She sat with the closed laptop for a moment.

Then she opened the spreadsheet.

It loaded slowly, as if aware it was being asked to do something unpleasant. The columns were everything. Flights. Hotels. Equipment. Editing software. The gimbal. The ring light that had bent in Mykonos. The ring light she had bought to replace it. The camera upgrade she had convinced herself was an investment. The props. The outfits. The three times she had hired a photographer for content shoots because the self-timer was not getting the shot she needed.

At the bottom of column G was a cell she had formatted in red eighteen months ago and not changed since. She did not look at it directly. She looked slightly to the left of it, the way you looked slightly to the left of something bright.

She closed the spreadsheet.

• • •

She picked up her notebook. The real one. Not Content Ideas v.14. The other one. The one with the plain blue cover that she kept at the bottom of her carry-on under her passport and a charger she no longer owned the device for.

She opened it to the page near the back. The one with the ruled line she had drawn with a ruler on a night in Houston three years ago when she was twenty-five and had just watched a MrBeast video and felt something shift in her chest like a gear she had not known was there.

Below the line, in her smallest handwriting, as if the size of the letters could contain the size of the thing:

First female MrBeast. The Oprah of influence. A voice that matters. Not famous for being seen. Famous for making people feel something real.

She looked at it for a long time.

She did not cross it out.

She closed the notebook. Put it back in the carry-on. Zipped the outer pocket.

Opened her laptop. Opened a new browser tab. Typed: Istanbul content strategy press trip influencer.

Opened the spreadsheet. Did not look at the red cell. Added a new row. Typed: Istanbul flights. Added the number.

Did not close the tab.

• • •

She found the ring light battery at the bottom of her carry-on at 11 PM, next to the notebook and the wrong charger and a cereal bar she had forgotten about. It was at four percent. She plugged it in. Watched the charging indicator blink.

Outside, JLT had settled into its night. The construction cranes were still, their red warning lights blinking in unison above the skyline like a slow mechanical heartbeat. The lake reflected the tower lights in long vertical smears of white and gold. From seventeen floors up she could hear, faintly, the bass from a shisha lounge in the cluster below, and the intermittent horn of a taxi on the main road, and the call to prayer from the mosque near the Metro station, which came five times a day and which she had stopped consciously hearing months ago and which was, she sometimes thought, the truest clock in the city, more reliable than any screen, the sound of a place remembering what it was underneath the construction and the commerce and the glass.

Priya appeared in the doorway in pyjamas holding the kind of herbal tea she made when she was worried about someone but did not want to say so directly. The tea was from a place in Satwa, the old neighbourhood behind Sheikh Zayed Road where the fabric shops and the tailors and the Indian restaurants still operated in buildings that predated the towers by decades, and where Priya went every Saturday for her groceries because the prices were real and the ginger was fresh and the man who sold the tea knew her order and called her daughter, which was the kind of thing that happened in old Dubai and which the new Dubai had not yet figured out how to replicate.

“You are packing again,” Priya said.

“I am organising.”

Priya looked at the carry-on. At the charging ring light. At the open laptop with the Istanbul tab. At Maia.

“Do you want tea?”

“I want to not need the red cell to be a different number.”

A pause. Priya came in. Put the tea on the bedside table. Sat on the edge of the daybed in the way she had been sitting on the edge of Maia’s various beds since university, which was the posture of someone who was not going anywhere.

“The Istanbul trip,” Priya said finally. “Tell me it is good this time. Tell me you have a real angle.”

Maia thought about the man in the background of take seven. The coffee cup tilted at the angle that should have spilled. The line he said to nobody before he picked his book back up.

“I think I might,” she said. “I am not sure yet. But I think I might.”

Priya nodded once. Picked up her own tea from the door frame where she had left it. Went back to her room.

Maia looked at the carry-on. Looked at the charging indicator. Looked at the Istanbul tab.

Opened the spreadsheet.

This time she looked at the red cell directly.

Outside, the call to prayer had ended. The cranes blinked. The lake held the light. The city that had built itself from creek mud in fifty years went about its midnight, enormous and indifferent and still, somehow, reaching.

She booked the flight.


Chapter 3

Sloane's Favour

Sloane’s Favour

The message came on a Tuesday, which was the kind of day nothing happened, which was probably why it felt significant.

Maia was at the kitchen table eating toast over her keyboard, which was the breakfast of a woman who had stopped distinguishing between meals and work and was consuming both simultaneously. The toast was from the Al Jadeed bakery downstairs, the one wedged between the laundry and the phone repair stall in Cluster D’s ground floor, and it was the khameer bread that the Emirati woman behind the counter baked fresh every morning at 5 AM in a tandoor oven she had brought from Ras Al Khaimah: dense, slightly sweet, dusted with sesame, the kind of bread that cost three dirhams and tasted like it had been made by someone who believed bread mattered. Maia bought it every morning. It was the most consistent relationship in her life.

She was half-watching a video about Istanbul street food on the laptop, which was balanced on a stack of Priya’s tax journals because the table was too low for comfortable typing and they had never bought a proper desk because buying a proper desk implied a permanence that neither of them had committed to, which was the JLT condition: everything provisional, everything about to be replaced by something better, everything reaching.

Her phone lit up with a name she had not expected. Sloane Hartley. The message was short in the way that Sloane’s messages were always short. Not the same as simple.


SLOANE: Hey love! Are you going to Istanbul this week? I feel like I saw something on your stories? Would be SO amazing if we could connect there, I have a brand collab opportunity that honestly feels like such a good fit for you. Call me?


Maia read it twice.

She had known Sloane Hartley since the USC graduation trip four years ago, which was before the content, before Dubai, before the ring light and the gimbal and the spreadsheet. Before Maia had become a person with a plan. Back when she was just a person at a graduation dinner with eight other people at a restaurant in Koreatown that served galbi and soju in quantities designed to make twenty-two-year-olds feel the future was generous, and all eight of them had thought they were going to be remarkable and were waiting to find out in which direction.

Sloane had found her direction first. Wellness content. Sun-lit smoothie bowls and morning routines and the specific register of voice that said I am sharing this with you as a friend while meaning I am selling this to you as a customer. She had 340,000 followers now. She had a manager. She had a brand deal with a supplement company that paid her more per month than Maia’s spreadsheet contained in total, and she had built all of it with a discipline that Maia genuinely respected, which made the other feelings more complicated, because respect and resentment occupied the same building and sometimes used the same lift.

Maia put the phone down. Picked it up. Read the message again.

Brand collab opportunity that honestly feels like such a good fit for you.

She typed: yes, flying Thursday. What is the collab?

Sent it before she could think about whether she should.

• • •

The group chat had existed for two years.

Maia did not know this.

It was called USC Girls Trip Permanent, which was a name that had been funny once and had since become simply accurate. There were six of them in it. Not seven. The missing person in any group chat is always the person it is about, and the person it was about was Maia.

On the Tuesday that Sloane sent the message, this is what happened in the chat she was not in.


SLOANE: okay I messaged her about Istanbul



JESS: and??



SLOANE: she said yes immediately lol



SLOANE: the collab isn’t real obviously, I’ll figure something out



RILEY: sloane that’s kind of mean



SLOANE: it’s not mean it’s KIND. she needs a push. she’s been doing this for over a year and it’s just not working for her



JESS: agreed her last post had like 40 something views



SLOANE: I just think sometimes you need a friend to tell you



RILEY: to tell her what exactly



SLOANE: that it might be time to think about what’s next. lovingly. as a friend.



RILEY: …



JESS: I mean she IS really brave to keep going



SLOANE: she really is


The chat moved on. Someone shared a restaurant link. Someone said she was obsessed with Sloane’s last reel. Someone asked about a moisturiser.

Maia’s name was not mentioned again.

She was not brave. She was not something that required management. She was a woman who had written a dream in small letters under a ruled line and had not crossed it out.

None of them knew that. The chat did not have room for it.

• • •

What the chat also did not have room for was this:

Sloane Hartley, in her apartment in Dubai Marina, the one with the view of Ain Dubai and the balcony she filmed her morning routines on and the kitchen she had renovated twice for content, sat on her bathroom floor at 11 PM on a Tuesday and looked at her own analytics for twenty minutes without moving.

Her numbers were slipping. Not dramatically. Not the kind of drop that made headlines in the creator economy newsletters that tracked these things with the forensic attention of stockbrokers watching a correction. A slow leak. Two percent engagement decline per month for seven months. The supplement brand had sent a polite email that contained the word reassess, which was the corporate vocabulary for we are watching and the watching has a deadline. Her manager had called that afternoon and used the phrase content refresh, which was the industry term for the thing you were making has stopped working and you need to become someone slightly different without admitting you have changed.

She had not told anyone in the group chat. She had not told Jess. She had not told her manager that the content refresh terrified her because the content was her, the smoothie bowls and the morning routines and the warm voice were her, and refreshing the content meant refreshing herself, and she did not know who the refreshed version was supposed to be.

She had looked at Maia’s Gate 4 clip that morning. The one with forty-seven views. She had watched it twice. The second time she had paused on the moment where Maia adjusted the ring light and her face, lit from below, had the specific expression of a woman who believed completely in what she was doing despite every available metric suggesting she should not.

Sloane had felt something watching that face. Not pity. Something closer to envy, which she would never have named because naming it would have required admitting that 340,000 followers and a supplement deal and a renovated kitchen had not produced the thing she had expected them to produce, which was certainty, which was the feeling of having arrived, which was the feeling she performed every morning on the balcony at 6 AM and did not actually have.

She had messaged Maia about the collab immediately after watching the clip. The collab was not real. But the impulse behind it was not entirely unkind. It was the impulse of a woman who had watched someone else’s faith and had mistaken it for naivety because the alternative, that Maia’s faith was genuine and her own was manufactured, was a thought she could not afford to finish.

This is the thing about well-lit rooms. The person controlling the light does not always know what the light conceals.

• • •

Sloane called that evening. Her voice was warm in the way that a well-lit room is warm. Deliberate. Controlled. The product of twelve years of being the kind of person other people wanted to be around.

Maia took the call on the balcony of the JLT flat, which was not really a balcony but a ledge with a railing that the building had classified as outdoor space and which held one plastic chair and a dead plant that Priya maintained was dormant rather than deceased. From the ledge she could see the Sheikh Zayed Road traffic moving in its eight-lane river of headlights, the ceaseless flow of it, Lexuses and Land Cruisers and the occasional Lamborghini threading through the SUVs like a bright fish in a school of grey ones. Beyond the highway, the Marina towers stood in their cluster, each one lit differently, some white, some gold, some cycling through colours that reflected off the water below in long shimmering columns. The Ain Dubai observation wheel, which had cost over a billion dirhams and had been closed more often than open since its launch, sat dark against the sky like an enormous question mark the city had not yet answered.

“Maia. I miss your face. How are you honestly?”

Maia noticed the word honestly. She always noticed when people put that word in a sentence. It was usually doing something.

“Good. Busy. Tell me about the collab.”

“Okay so.” A pause one beat too long. “It is still kind of in development. But the brand is a travel wellness company, very aligned with your content, very Dubai-to-Istanbul energy, and they are looking for authentic voices rather than huge numbers.”

Authentic voices rather than huge numbers.

Maia wrote this phrase in Content Ideas v.14 and then crossed it out because it was not a content idea. It was a sentence that made her feel something she did not want to name at 7 PM on a Tuesday while standing on a ledge the building called a balcony.

“What are the deliverables?” she said.

“Oh, very light. Maybe a few stories. A reel if it feels natural.”

“And the fee?”

A beat.

“It might be more of an exposure opportunity for this first one. But Maia, honestly, the visibility—”

“Sloane.”

“Yes?”

“Is there a fee.”

Another beat. Longer. Behind Sloane’s silence, Maia could hear the faint sound of the Marina below Sloane’s apartment, the restaurant terraces and the music and the specific Friday-starting-early energy of a neighbourhood that existed primarily as a stage set for the lives being performed in it.

“We could probably do product gifting?”

Maia looked at the Sheikh Zayed Road traffic below. At the spreadsheet glowing on the laptop through the balcony door. The column of numbers. The red cell she had looked at directly the night before she booked the Istanbul flight.

“I appreciate you thinking of me,” she said, and she meant this, she genuinely meant it, which was the worst part. “Send me the brief when it is confirmed.”

“Of course! And Maia, honestly, I just think you are so brave to keep going with all of this. It really is inspiring.”

There it was. The word brave.

Brave was what you called a person when you had already decided they were losing. Brave meant: I have counted your views and I have decided what they mean and I am giving you credit for continuing anyway. Brave was pity wearing a compliment’s coat.

Maia said: thank you so much.

She hung up.

She stood on the ledge-that-was-a-balcony with the phone in her hand and the highway below her and the Marina beyond and the Ain Dubai dark against the sky. The dead plant sat in its pot beside her, committed to its condition. She looked at the Istanbul tab still open on her laptop through the glass door and the spreadsheet beside it and the notebook on the desk that she had taken out of the carry-on that morning because she had needed to look at the small handwriting one more time.

Then she opened her camera. Hit record. Said nothing for three seconds. Her face in the screen, lit by the highway and the towers and the reflected Marina light, the specific palette of a Dubai evening applied to a woman who was trying to say something and could not yet find the words.

Turned it off.

Not yet. Whatever she needed to say, she did not know how to say it yet.

But she was going to Istanbul on Thursday. The flight was booked. The ring light was charged.

And somewhere in the last forty-eight hours, without consciously deciding to, she had stopped filming for the algorithm and started filming for the version of herself that had written something under a ruled line and had not crossed it out.

She did not know that yet either.

But the reader did.

And in a Marina apartment fourteen kilometres south, Sloane Hartley closed her analytics, got off the bathroom floor, and filmed a morning routine she would post at 6 AM: smiling, backlit, the smoothie bowl perfect, the voice warm, the light controlled, the two percent decline invisible to everyone except the woman inside it.


Chapter 4

First Class

The economy check-in queue at Dubai International moved the way all economy check-in queues moved, which was with the resigned collective patience of people who had made a financial decision and were now living inside it.

The queue snaked through the rope barriers past a perfume advertisement the height of a house, a woman’s face six metres tall, her cheekbones catching light that did not exist in nature, the bottle of fragrance beside her the size of a small car. Maia had been looking at the advertisement for eleven minutes. She had opinions about the retouching. She kept them to herself because she was in no position to judge the gap between a woman’s real face and her advertised one, given that she had spent the previous two hours selecting which version of her own face to present to the Istanbul algorithm.

She checked in. Gate 7. Boarding at 23:40. The departures hall opened before her like a cathedral of retail: Chanel, Cartier, the gold souk outlet where actual gold bars sat in a lit display case beside a stack of Toblerones, the specific Dubai juxtaposition of the priceless and the duty-free existing within arm’s reach of each other. The air smelled of oud, the synthetic airport version that bore the same relationship to real oud as the perfume advertisement bore to the real woman: a version, optimised, diffused through the ventilation system at a concentration calibrated to make you feel wealthy without making you sneeze.

Maia had the middle seat. She had known this since booking and had told herself it did not matter and was now forty minutes into knowing that it mattered. The man on her left had claimed both armrests with the territorial confidence of someone who did this every time and had never once been challenged. He smelled of the synthetic oud from departures, which meant he had either bought the fragrance or marinated in its corridor long enough to absorb it, and the scent occupied the middle seat with the same entitlement he brought to the armrests. The woman on her right was watching a film on a tablet at a volume that was technically within the rules and spiritually outside all of them.

Maia opened her notebook. Closed it. Opened her phone. Checked her analytics. Closed them. Opened the Istanbul content plan she had written on Tuesday night after the call with Sloane, which ran to three pages and included a colour-coded location schedule, a lighting reference document, and a note to herself at the bottom that said: this time be honest, which she had written and then stared at for some time without being entirely sure what she meant by it.

She put the phone away. Looked at the seat-back screen. Looked at the flight path. Four hours and eleven minutes to Istanbul. The little plane on the map sat over the Persian Gulf, moving at the speed of something that had decided. Below the flight path, the Gulf coast was visible through the window across the aisle: the lights of Sharjah merging into the lights of Ajman merging into the darkness beyond, the UAE unspooling itself northward along the coast, each emirate announced by a cluster of light and separated by a stretch of dark and the whole of it, from above, looking like a sentence written in bright punctuation marks on a dark page.

She took out her notebook again. Opened it to the page after the content plan. Wrote: what does honest look like on camera. Underlined it. Wrote underneath: not the breakdown video. Not the Santorini thing. Something else. Then wrote: I do not know yet. Which was the most honest thing she had written in the notebook in four months.

The man on her left shifted. Reclaimed a third of her armrest as collateral.

She let him have it. She was thinking.

• • •

Eleven rows forward. Window seat. Kael Voss.

Window because: one fewer variable. He had stopped enjoying variables on flights twelve years ago. The window seat meant one body beside him instead of two. Acceptable margin.

Report open on the laptop. Same paragraph, twenty-two minutes. The paragraph concerned a logistics firm in Bremen with a debt structure that was, by any reasonable measure, terminal. He had read the numbers. The numbers were clear. The recommendation was clear. The paragraph was not the problem.
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