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For Ruby and Melissa
I. 
The Ascent
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Article Abstract from Heathrow Monthly, June 2023

The Future of the #NowYouHearMe Movement
    “Most companies are barely recovering from the 2019 Pandemic,” Jet Airways CEO commented after his announcement of a merger with British Flyer. During the Q&A, he was asked his view on the recent KA1530 incident. “Calling this a massacre is a cheap jab done by unprofessional journalists like you to create public panic. I repeat. Aviation is safe and will remain safe despite what one mental bitch did – I retract the comment. I apologise.” 
    Jet Airways cancelled 150 flights last week as “numerous issues” were discovered during the mechanic strikes.

CLICK TO READ MORE: 
Flight KA1530 HORROR: Are Foreign Flight Attendants Putting British Lives at Risk?
From Sky to Scandal: How Anti-Immigrant Parties Weaponised the KA1530 Incident to Score Political Points
KA1530 Nightmare: Is Immigration Britain’s Greatest Aviation Security Threat?

    “Right now, we need to unite our efforts, not divide among ourselves based on internet stories that we can never verify. No doubt, the tragedy that kindled this global movement is a wake up call to the industry. The cross-country Independent Investigation Committee has yet to conclude whether this was a lone wolf’s attack or a series of planned murders. We, however, cannot exaggerate the unspecified cause of one incident and restructure the entire industry based on gibberish. That will not be rational, and rationality is the cornerstone of aviation.” 
    Despite the recent pilot and cabin crew industry actions, the spokesperson confirmed their plan to outsource all their existing Asia and U.S. destinations to various crewing agencies. The confirmation of outsourcing would likely lead to a second wave of layoffs since their rapid recruitment when air travel resumed in 2022. 
    CEOs of various airlines warned their employees to avoid participating in the global #NowYouHearMe Movement, which could be “dangerous”. “Unauthorized disclosures” of airline information could lead to “potential redundancies” due to the “unapproved release of trade secrets and breach of security”. Employees are encouraged to “bring your problems to your union and your appropriate departments if you want to see real changes”.  
    Founder of the Movement Maria Smith responded via Twitter yesterday. “We've all done that and we all know how well that worked. It's time to try something different.” Millions in the industry shared her response across the globe on social media. To this day, however, no concrete plan has been put forward by the organisation.
    The U.K. Civil Aviation Authority warned the movement could be catalysed by “bad actors” and “compromise aviation safety” with more unverified stories coming forward online...

#

Abstract from Satanic Psychopath or Victim of Circumstance? The Psychology of a Flight Massacre by Melissa Devine 
P.8
    The event of flight KA1530 on June 23, 2023, has been described as the worst flight attendant-driven mass murder in aviation history. Passengers from 13 countries have voluntarily boarded the Krone Airways flight departing to Heathrow on a typical Friday morning. None of them exited the small Airbus alive. The Independent Investigation Committee concluded that one cabin crew was responsible for this massacre.
    While many assume it was an act of revenge towards the infamous crewing agency (more on Chapter 4 The Crewing Service of Secrets and Lies), those who have seen the inside of the cabin theorise something much darker and more sinister. Twelve months after finding the bodies, the victims’ families requested to demolish the aircraft…. in the empty aircraft hangar before its demolishment, night janitors insisted they had seen the lights in the cabin came alive (“on its own!”), and claimed to see what resembled a tan-skinned flight attendant pushing a trolley in the aisle. Within four months of the aircraft’s arrival, seven janitors requested a transfer from the base. No one agreed to give an official statement. 
…one engineer working for the Committee recalled “My mate and I were doing the final check two days before they hammered it down. In the back of my mind, I know the aircraft was empty. But I don’t know…it felt like something else was there with us. Krone Airways – well, whatever was left of it – was deciding if they could still sell some parts back to the manufacturer. We were at the exit row checking the left wing, and suddenly we both smelled fresh coffee. I turned around. The curtain at the back galley was drawn. I swear it wasn’t when we first arrived! For a second, I heard faint giggles. I dashed down the stairs. You ask around. People saw things here.”  

P.14
….in order to understand the motives of the flight attendant, it is necessary to retrace her story to its very humble beginning. Her grit and career started off as a inspirational immigrant story. Raised by a single mother in Faro, Portugal, neighbours described her as a “bundle of joy”, who “was always eager to interact with tourists”. Her high school classmate Fernando from the Secondary School of Father Teófilo de Freitas said she was the “top of her English class every year”.  Her grandfather was known for his deep ties to an ancient Faro occult community while her mother was seen at the local Catholic Church religiously…
…she passed the Europe Express Cabin Crew Assessment Day and joined the Gatwick-based company in her early 20s. She moved to the United Kingdom on her own with a company-sponsored visa and one carry-on luggage. During our interviews, her previous instructors at Gatwick praised her for being “passionate” and “hardworking”. Years later, people would not remember her for those traits...
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It was 6 months before KA1530.
45 out of 87 passengers purchased their flight tickets.

    I trudged through Hounslow from the bus station, shivering in the cold. With my left hand, I dragged a tatty suitcase holding my old Portuguese life, and my other hand pulled a glossy small one displaying the new company logo. They made the same track on the light snow. The cotton damp tag read Krone Airways. My contract said differently. It was the last day of the Cabin Crew Initial Training Course. It ended an hour late because of the graduation ceremony, and the emergency. 
    Two hours ago in the classroom at the headquarters, I was gazing at my reflection on the glass, standing in front of fourteen applauding hands when the instructor pinned a silvery wing over my uniform jacket. 
    “Oh sorry, darling,” he said as the needle pinched me. 
    I didn’t feel it because I saw her free fall in the 3:12 p.m. wintry Heathrow orange sunlight. The first scream cut through the room when a laminated certificate (“Welcome On board”) thrust into my hands. It was very fast and it was very slow. Shrieks and shouts and thundering footsteps came from the first floor. The First Aid instructor looked dumbstruck. The safety instructor left the graduation ceremony yelling for help. 
    My breath fogged the icy glass, blurring out the pool of red. As the class huddled forward for a better view, I felt ashamed for not being able to look away. Later, they told me she jumped. From the roof, in a uniform that looked exactly like mine. In a sleek bun, a powdered face, cardinal red lipstick and red nail polish that looked exactly like mine. 
    An ambulance and a police car pulled into the driveway. Blue and red lights flashed into the training room. The sirens screeched, but they hurried us away for the Sales Device Usage Guide Course and a last reminder of the monthly sales target during probation. 
    Monica Bellini had said she could give me a lift. I waited at the deserted office reception for another 2 hours and watched the emergency responders. They were rough with her delicate body. Her neck bent 180 degrees. Silky, gelled blonde hair fell out of the tidy bun behind her unevenly mushed face. Pink bits tossed on the brick pavement. Bloody patches sprouted on the front of her white blouse. 
    I couldn’t see her features, but I bet she was beautiful. They folded the rest of her into a black plastic bag. Her one arm drooped out, hanging. 2-striped uniform sleeve pulled up. Inches away from elbow was a heart-shaped tattoo with what looked like a bird. Or a paper plane. It didn’t matter now, she was closer to the sky than any of us had ever been. 
    The men from Operations and Finance stood around in ironed white shirts and ties. Most arms were crossed with tight lined lips. Others held a mug of coffee and biscuits. One stretched his back, extended his hands overhead and rubbed his neck. For the first time, she was more than a staff number to them.
    “No idea,” I heard one of them say and shook his head. His overly furrowed brows said he had an idea. A couple of them, perhaps.
    Harris Duncan, the Crew Operations Manager, saw me watching them. I quickly looked down at the brand new company iPad on my lap. It was none of my business. Larissa Resende’s subscription email about her latest mentorship program, “Queens who Grind,” popped up.
    I mapped out all the side hustles I could do between flights. I needed the money—that was my modern-day mantra, my personal anthem. I discovered Larissa Resende on the internet twelve months into my layoff during the pandemic. She was born in Lisbon and moved to London alone. She was who I could be if I worked harder. I admired her work ethics but I worshipped her wealth. At this point, I worshipped everyone’s wealth. She was an author, an influencer, and a motivational speaker. She would never know of my existence. I was one account out of her 140,000 followers, but I would like to imagine we had a special bond through the screen. I watched the video of her buying her first Louis Vuitton bag in Dubai after making forty thousand dollars from the calendar planners and stationery lines she designed. It kept me from glancing at the pale hand still dangling from the big plastic bag. 
    I swore I saw her pointing it at me.
    It took a lot of pride-swallowing and a lot of asking, and I had forgotten how hard asking was until I phoned Monica about the time she could pick me up as she had promised. The receptionist stared at me like I was a homeless person who had barged into her personal office. I was semi-homeless until Monica called back and said she had been called out on standby the last minute. I was worried, expecting her to say she had rented out the room to someone else already. It wasn’t the best day to move, but only those who could afford it could choose the best day, and I couldn’t afford another night in the Heathrow hotel.
    It was easy to forget how harsh London January could be. It was equally easy to forget how unforgiving moving away alone could be, especially after spending eighteen months back home in Faro, basking in the buttery sun and gaining twenty pounds from Mamãe’s home cooking. A shroud of perpetual grey blanketed the street outside the bus station. Pedestrians bundled in layers in the light rain. My breath crystallised in the air. 
    I deleted all the service apps on my phone while I waited for the bus in the drizzle. It was almost comical how the little Uber app could spin in my head nonstop like worms, convincing me to cut my one-hour bus journey into a fourteen minutes’ ride in comfort. 
    My stomach was roaring. For lunch, I had some biscuits from the company pantry only. I couldn’t afford it after buying tights for the coming flights. I avoided making eye contact with busy coffee shops or the inviting fruits displayed outside the shops. Everything aimed at drainng my bank account to zero. 
    Icy wind blew through my thin blazer jacket and tattered skirt. My leaky boots kept me from wriggling my frozen toes. I had tried to get as many necessities as possible with the little money I had. My roster stated I would be away for 14 nights this month. It was a physical struggle. I was panting in the supermarket with my phone calculator on. Adding and deducting. Picking things up and putting them down. Like I was performing in an adult circus. 
    A couple of vegetables and bread were already more than £10. How? I scavenged through the yellow labels. I was disgusted with myself because I snatched a pack of discounted lasagne from the dolly gaze of a mother of three. I paid so hastily in order to avoid her continued look, and mistakenly clicked Yes, I will donate £1on the payment monitor. I clutched my tote bag and left like I just robbed the shop. I was told the cost went up in the U.K. but grocery and transportation were still manageable before the Pandemic. Perhaps I remembered wrong, like I did many things about this place. 
    I decided to skip breakfast the following week. I bought a bottle of sparkling wine and a mug. It was, after all, our little reunion and the start of a new job. Mamãe would have asked me to bring a gift to say thank you. It would be friendly. It would be polite. It would be courtesy to spend money on ex-colleagues who all kept their job until the last minute. I was the first in line to be executed, the first number to be deleted. Nobody was polite to me then. Still, Larissa Resende’s self-help books emphasised letting your success speak louder. I managed to come back to the country after all. Cheer for Beatriz. Cheer for bitter, little, resentful Beatriz. 
    The old terraced house was located at the far end corner, on a cobblestoned street opposite an abandoned grocery shop. The closest bus that went directly to Heathrow International Airport was a 15 minute walk away. 
    Beggars can’t be choosers. I rang the bell. Smile, Bea, smile.
    Laura Alonso swung the door open, cigarette in one hand. A Christmas tree stood in the shabby corridor. She looked exactly the same as she had two years ago. Short curly dark hair and very tanned. Her mouth was wide and ugly. 
    “Look who is here!” Laura shouted, opened her arms and pulled me into a foreign embrace. Ash from her cigarette dusted over the single white stripe on my shoulder. I didn’t return a sincere hug because I saw Monica waving at me from the living room in long-sleeved pyjamas. She looked like a dried flower used for bookmarking. Age had crept up on her, leaving faint wrinkles beside her eyes and mouth that weren’t there before. Her pointed features faded along with her youthful beauty. 
“Come here, you!” 
“I thought you were called out from standby.”
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    “False alarm. It was too cold to start the car. You made it anyway! That’s all that matters!” Monica said. How natural it was for her to trick me into waiting. She gave me kisses on both sides, sticky and wet, and dragged my big suitcase inside. “Oh, you got us a bottle! You didn’t have to, you silly!” The bottle slipped from my gloves into her hands.
    The house had a living room on the left and a kitchen past the corridor. The walls were a faded blue, the curtains were a musky yellow. The carpet was brown, soft and welcoming. Perfumed candles burned sweet pine and cedar. A variety of chocolate treats and baked desserts set on the table. A framed canvas that read “Let Your Dream Take Flight” hung on the wall. Mini aircraft models of Europe Express lined the shelves. 
    In the kitchen, Ana Blanco, still in uniform, took off her company scarf before waving, striding forward and kissing both sides of my frozen cheeks. Small bottles of liquor and spirits lined up on the kitchen table. The room’s furniture was a mix of new and familiar pieces. I had seen some of them in our old house near Gatwick. That was 3 years ago. 
    “Hi, Ana.”
    “It is good to see you,” Ana said, squeezed my hand, spoke in a thick Spanish accent. The warmth and friendliness in her voice sounded the same – she could be pretending though. “I’d much rather it were you. You’re cold! I have just got back too. I had a horrible time. Let me put the kettle on for you. I was very shocked when Monica told us you wanted to come back! I didn’t even know there was recruitment in Faro. They told me they were only recruiting in Poland and Romania now.” 
    “We will catch up later. Let me show you your room. You must be excited!” Monica exclaimed, lightly pushing me to the stairs. Monica lifted my suitcase up step by step. “Come on. First floor!”
    I was climbing up the stairs when I heard the clinking of glassware and the gentle pop of a wine bottle opening. The first floor smelled of something being fried. Maybe it was my will to live. Monica left my suitcase outside the storage room.
    “There it is,” Monica said. “I put in new bedsheets for you. I added a bed and changed the cupboard. There’s not much space but we have a spare closet under the stairs that you can use. I think it’s best if we keep your suitcase there after you take out your stuff, or you won’t have any space. Come down when you’re settled. We have prepared some extra food. Keys are on the bed. We try to keep the bill low, so only cook at these times –” she pointed at a neon pink memo paper she stuck on the wall, which wrote 8-9, 12-1, 7-8. “I wrote it down for you so you don’t forget. The heater for the shower is on from eight to nine in the morning and eight to nine at night only. If you missed it, then you can take it in the following morning. You will share the bathroom with me on this floor; the one down there would be Laura and Ana’s. Try to charge your phone and iPad at the hotels during your layovers. So the rent is £950 and the deposit is £1200. But it’s alright you can pay me the rent first - best today - and you can pay me the deposit after you get your first month of salary.”
    The price seemed insane for the size of the room. A single bed made up with a threadbare duvet. It sat against a greyish wall with a nightstand hiding in the corner. A tiny window with a cracked windowpane let in cold drafts. Rain began to fall heavily outside.
    Monica shrugged and smiled too wide, forming deep lines over the corners of her mouth. “So I hope you like the place. You know, Heathrow is only beginning to run again after the Pandemic. I’m sure you’ll understand. I can’t wait to hear about your training!” She bubbly hopped down the stairs. 
    No, I didn’t understand anything. I understood that the photo she sent me was almost an entirely different bedroom. A proper bedroom, not a bed in a room. This was my new home for the foreseeable future – a small, dark place with a thin mattress. I looked around, noting the flaws in the décor and mini-holes in the wall, and feeling oddly unrested. The view faced directly at the abandoned grocery shop, where fading red paint framed the dust-covered glass door. Nature took over. Snake-like vines and dark green leaves grew through the broken pipes into the shop. There were fish tanks under the shelves. Their dirty glass surface seemed to flicker from the yellow pools of streetlight outside, and something else flickered too. Someone was there, or so I thought for a minute. I thought I saw eyes glowering back. I thought they were from that senior who jumped.
    I ignored the smell of mildew as I unpacked my suitcase and carefully hung the uniform pieces in the wardrobe. I grew an unstoppable urge to quit the job and return to Faro. I felt like this 8 to 9 times daily during the course as I smiled and nodded at aircraft information that I already knew. However, the independent agency ApexCrew made it very clear that if I wereto leave the job before the year was up, I was to pay back the entire U.K. visa fee and the training course. This idea suffocated me.
    I sat down on the edge of the bed, where the mattress gave just the right amount of softness under my weight. I transferred the rent to Monica. My heart sank at the amount in my bank account. So little left after buying the ticket to come here and booking the hotel for training – bread, I could live on bread, cheap ones with yellow labels. They’d better not be in my way because I would be vicious enough to snatch those yellow-labelled items from the box and I would not feel guilty this time. 
    I would survive London this time. I would survive aviation this time. 
    As Larissa suggested in her motivation videos, I forced myself to practise gratefulness. I closed my eyes. I was lucky to have my job back as I was constantly reminded during my four weeks of training. I could still be doing all kinds of odd jobs and making barely anything. I could still be stuck at home. Be thankful, Bea. You could have just died of Covid. I glanced at my screensaver as a ritual to calm myself. It was a quote highlighted in pink,
    “What you lack in talent can be made up by hustle and hard work.”
    I took out a printed photo and straightened it. It was a little something I put together on my phone. It seemed a very childish thing to do, but Larissa Resende said if you could see your goal as clearly as a printed photo, then you knew what you were working towards. 
    I wanted something tangible in the room. Having something to work towards was a luxury because I had lived without it. For the last 18 months after I was layoff from European Express, all I could do was wander in the streets in Faro after temporary offers of waitressing and cleaning work and drink until I passed out at the cemetery where grandpa was buried. I was fidgeting in the dark hole and all I could do was ponder why I was the first to be sacked. 
    The memory of the layoff email was haunting. It was a bucket of ice water douched through my body and the words in the email were sharp and stony. There wasn’t even a call. One simple email stripped directions from me. The months that followed were like living on a raft in a stormy ocean. Every slight idea or opportunity pulled me to a different path for 3 seconds, and they rejected me and bounced me back to the open water and I wasted time and I hated my inadequacy until another new job advertisement grabbed my attention next and it happened over and over. 
    (“I see the online courses you have taken to further your education, but you don’t have the qualifications and experience we desire”, “Frankly, we’re not looking for someone to serve coffee and tea here in the office. No doubt, you must be very good at that.”, “I am not sure an ex flight attendant can intellectually handle the complexity of our field despite the company training”, “We’re looking for hard workers, not pretty face and holidays goers”)
    Every job application rejection pushed me further down into that hole, and after thirty of them, I felt too old, too useless to be hired. I often thought about the flights I had taken. Thinking about each tiny little mistake, each tiny little complaint, each tiny little argument, and I wondered which one of them cost me the job. All of them I supposed. 
    In the printed photo, I stood in my new uniform. Mamãe next to me. An apartment in Faro that faced the beach. A car that didn’t break down. That was it. I took out a silvery marker, added another stripe onto the uniform sleeves in the photo, and added the word “Senior” onto my name tag. I stuck the photo on the wall next to the bed. I could almost hear Larissa’s voice in my ears.
    “Your dreams will come true. Just keep grinding.”
    I went down after a quick look at the bathroom and the rest of the house. Monica handed me a glass and patted the other side of the couch. I studied the flight attendant posters on the wall. Ana buried her face in her hands. Earlier this morning, she operated with the Senior who jumped.
    “She made a very long PA. In her announcement, she was saying how much she loved aviation. She even cut the Captain off.” Ana sobbed and blew her nose. She poured herself a full glass of wine. When she put the glass down, two third of it was gone. “She told the management last week that her father was in critical condition in Hungary. Harris Duncan asked her for a doctor’s letter. They refused to grant her leave unless the doctor says it is absolutely critical. He died last night of cardiac arrest, and she found out in the hotel room. Imagine finding it out and being alone the whole night. She called Crew Control to change her to a later flight, but they refused. Connor even said he couldn’t be changing the flight over every little personal thing. She broke down during the safety briefing. We had a guy on board for a training flight. She didn’t give him any instructions. She sat him in the passenger seat and passed his assessment.”
    “Couldn’t she use her annual leave?” Monica said, putting her arm around Ana.
    “She used them up when her father was going in and out of the hospital previously. Harris had a word with her since she was barely hitting her sales target. He had always told her no other companies would hire her because of her poor performance – I’ll be next,” Ana sobbed into the tissue and finished the glass. She twisted open a bottle of mini vodka and poured it, added some ice and tonic. “Did you see her today? I thought it happened during your training, right?”
    “I saw nothing,” I said. “I just heard the ambulance. I am sorry for your loss.”
    “I am so tired. I am so tired of it all. I didn’t meet my sales target last month,” Ana stood up, and took 2 more mini vodka bottles from the kitchen top. “If I miss it one more time, they will kick me back to Malaga. Anyway, goodnight ladies. I just want to drink and sleep tonight. Let’s do a welcome thing properly another time.”
    “One day, someone would have to do something about this. It’s getting worse and worse.” Monica said, watching Ana walk up the stairs.  
    “She didn’t have to jump. It’s a job. She could have found another one,” I said. “Is it hard to meet the sales target here? We didn’t have a sales target from Europe Express.”
    “Really depends on your destination. If you get holiday destinations, then it would be easier.”
    “I am still a bit confused about how it works. So we’re not really hired by Krone Airways despite the same uniform, are we? During the training, Apex keeps referring them to the client.” I took a large sip of the bubbles and hugged the cushion to be comfortable. 
    “No,” Monica said. Her head tilted to the window, lit a cigarette, and ran a finger through her straight dark hair. It didn’t smell like just a cigarette. “Because of Brexit, Krone Airways does this to cut costs and to recover from the pandemic. There is ApexCrew, the cheap labour, and KA mainline. They are more expensive and have better welfare. We just do certain routes. Someone told me ApexCrew compartmentalises everything so the safety and fatigue reports don’t go through to the main company and the main company can look good.”
    “Who told you?” I asked. 
    Laura snickered. 
    Monica shrugged. “I know people. It’s also easier for them to get rid of us if shit happens. How was the training? Should be easy for you.”
    “The instructors practically gave us the safety answers before the safety exam.”
    Monica shrugged again, taking a drag from the cigarette. “Just formality. You should have seen the way they spoke to Ana about her sales target. Harris Duncan said he was ready to let her go every time she went in. He was like “Are you sure you want to work here?” Ana starts crying and of course, you know her, she says nothing back. She used her own savings and buy perfumes on board to meet the sales target the next month.”
    “Are you serious?” I said. 
    “They used to only do it to newbies or immigrants like us,” Laura added. “But being ex-crew, we know the rules too well. KA also outsourced crew control to ApexCrew. Do you remember Marion, the crew controller, from Europe Express? She’s here. She is lovely! Always trying to help me. The rest of them get annoyed whenever you called.”
    “It’s still in Dublin,” Monica said. “I love just Dublin, don’t you? Dirty lovely Dublin.”
    “Of course you do,” Laura said with a wink.
    “They don’t seem to recruit locally. They’re getting all the 18-years-olds,” I said. 
    Monica roared with laughter. “No local person would work for them. They hired us because they think we’re stupid – “
    “ – and desperate. They know we can’t find other jobs. They’re right,” Laura added.
    “They think they can push us and we’re too scared to say anything back. They think we’re dumb, and they like that. That’s why all the recruitments are never in major cities in Europe. Always a village here or a town there. Have you seen our flight time limitations? Our pay is the shittiest. Our rest is the shortest. Our layover destinations are expensive. Do you think most people here with common sense wouldn’t rather work in a coffee shop? I think your class was the last one from Portugal. They don’t even do it in Italy now because their reputation has gone so bad! I’ll tell you what? Someone’s going to do something about it. They can’t get away with it.” 
    “I was really upset that there was no staff ticket. I was hoping to go home more,” I said.
    “Darling,” Laura said. “Everything has changed. Rumour has it, no breakfast soon. I heard they’re cutting crew meals as well. I just hope they don’t take the cleaners away. They have wanted to do this to us for ages. They just never had a reason to cut everything! Or a chance. The Pandemic cleared the path. ApexCrew is their dream agency. The real Krone Airways crew have crew food and staff tickets. They also have a different salary –”
    “A very good salary. Almost double of ours.”
    “And we have sales targets while they don’t, even when we are wearing the same uniform and doing the same job and sometimes going to the same destinations. Sometimes, if you’re lucky, they will change your roster to cover for their sick crew, and you will work with them. It is a lot more relaxing with their team.”
    “I am just happy to come back and have a job,” I said. 
    “That’s what they want you to think,” Monica said. “They got you where they want you to be because they think we got a taste of being layoff now. They know they’ve scared us into never complaining again.”
    “I didn’t know what to do in Madrid after I was sacked,” Laura said, taking a drag of the cigarette. “There wasn’t a job opening because all the tourists were gone! Tourism is all I know! I couldn’t go out! My sisters were supporting me and found me a job at the hospital reception. The pay was good, but I missed flying.” 
    “When were you sacked?” I asked, keeping my voice calm and indifferent.
    “About 12 months after you were,” Monica said. 
    “Ah,” I said. I drank the sourness in my heart. “So you all worked for almost 1 year longer than me.” 
    “And then I was doing some office work for Europe Express before it went under,” Monica said. 
    “Very difficult jobs under Jani,” Laura said. Jani was our previous base manager in Gatwick. 
    Monica giggled. I found nothing funny. 
    “So I was just unemployed for 3 months before ApexCrew started,” Monica said. “I just treated that like a mini-holiday. I was doing a really well-paid cleaning job after the lockdown.”
    “Lucky.” 
    “Listen,” Monica said, dusting her cigarette outside, leaning forward, and putting her hand over mine. “We’re all very thrilled to see you come back. It must have been difficult for you in the last year. I just don’t know why they would lay you off. They said it was random. Almost 2000 people got sacked.”
    “It was totally random,” Laura said. Her eyes goggled at me. 
    Every redundancy was random until it was you. I am so sorry we have made some wrong financial decisions; therefore everyone under me must go. Yes, everyone under me, not me. 
    “It’s getting late,” I said, pulled my hand back and nodded at the clock. “I have a familiarisation flight in the afternoon.”
    “Really? With whom?”
    “With Samantha,” I said.
    “Oh dear,” Monica frowned. “Not the best start.” 
    “She is a crazy bitch,” Laura said. “You’d want to be really careful of her. She’s got leverage over the company and basically anything she wants, Harris Duncan gives in.”
    “Why?”
    Laura leaned forward and spoke passionately. “Samantha had a stroke on her cheek when she first joined –”
    “When she was still a junior,” Monica added.
    “– at the time, Harris Duncan didn’t know about her feistiness and about her brother-in-law. They made her continue to work –”
    “Dismissively!”
    “–and denied her the medical care, saying it was just her face and it wouldn’t affect her duty –”
    “Danilo even suggested maybe it was a side effect of her Botox!”
    “- she took a screenshot of Danilo’s emails and since then she has used them as leverage, saying Krone Airways is famous for its duty of care and intolerance of employee health negligence.”
    “They won the Best Airline Health Provider Award before the Pandemic.”
    “She demanded the senior position, and Harris Duncan just handed it to her. Well, I guess he also wants someone on his side in the cabin and the union. She – “
    “– she got the position without interview or assessment and got all the answers on the senior safety exam –” 
    “One moment she is moody and the next she calls you baby,” Monica said conclusively. 
    “Cluster – B type. She was on this strange diet before and wrote a report on someone for eating white bread in front of her. Said that person was displaying deliberate disrespectful behaviour on duty. She also got money from the union. Stay away from her. If she sent you to the back, don’t complain. Trust me, soon you’ll realise they are all crazy here, except maybe one or two.”
    “I got Tina and Sandie for the whole month,” Monica said gleefully. “Sandie’s boyfriend proposed!”
    “Really? I just hope he doesn’t find out where she went during the Alicante layover,” Laura said, crossing her arms. “I got fucking Zander. You know, every month, Zander tells everyone this is his last month. My friend went to a group assessment interview with him at British Flyer, and he was talking so much that the assessor asked him to shut up. Anyway, after a while, you’ll learn to shut up here.”
    “I am sure I will manage,” I said, standing up. “I have a layover in Stockholm.”
    “If they don’t change you last minute. Do you know how to take the bus to Heathrow? I can give you a lift tomorrow. It’s my day off,” Monica said. 
    “It’s alright. I will manage with the bus,” I said. Laura picked up the bottle and poured some into her empty glass. “Well, goodnight.”
    “Have a great day tomorrow! Let me know if you need anything.” I heard Monica when I made my way up. 
    The clock said 9:02 p.m. Shower time was over, according to the memo. The thought of a cold shower drained me. Well, I’d rather not. I ran a hand over the quilt. The worn fabric was against my fingertips. I lay down on the bed, looking up at the ceiling. The London loneliness consumed me. I had only a glimpse of how brutal this loneliness was the last time I was here. The four of us would usually be downstairs gossiping away with popcorn on the couch and a movie in the background. 
    The pillow smelled new. The sound of the city seeped through the walls. It was a constant low buzz that never stopped with occasional airplanes roaming. I didn't mind it, though. It was better than the silence that always followed me after I moved back to Faro. The taste of the sparkling wine still lingered on my breath and I felt dizzy. I hadn’t had a drop of alcohol after receiving the acceptance email from ApexCrew.
    I heard the door opening. I sat up quickly, heart racing. But it was just Monica, stumbling in drunkenly with a half-smoked cigarette in her hand. Her shadow was long at the door and my heart was tight.
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    “Hey,” she slurred, plopping down onto the bed next to me in the yellowish pool of light from the corridor. “I just want to tell you that I'm really sorry you were laid off.”
    “It's fine. It's not your fault.” I’d rather we did not have this conversation. I would rather we not mourn a dead friendship. Just let it go and pretend we were just flatmates from now on. It was easier to blame her, though. I wanted to blame her. I had blamed her. 
    “I didn't know why they would lay you off like that. They didn’t even try to rotate the crew– it must have been difficult. When you told me you had to sell your car…I knew there was no job for anyone, so I tried to ask them. I tried to help. I know how it sounds, but I didn't mean to make it sound like ... a fake bitch. I just couldn’t stop thinking about how I had it so lucky; it could have been me. I wouldn’t know what to do if it was me without a job for 18 months. I hope there aren’t any bad feeling between us. I mean, we got hit hard. No industry got hit by the Pandemic the way we did.”
    I smiled. I wished there were something else, but the only feelings left in the room were bad feelings.
    “It's not your fault,” I said. 
    It baffled me how we were both making excuses for decisions that we didn’t make for people who had no remorse over the friendships and lives they broke. The tone of her shaky voice suggested it was more than that. I recognised it from watching the tapes of veteran interviews. She refused to look me in the eye. 
    “I had zero late, zero no-shows and zero sick leave and covered for you more than countable times,” I had to say it out loud.  
    “I know. I tried to help you from the office. There was no job for anyone.”
    “I didn’t say it was your fault.”
    Welcome to modern-day workforce where you are as disposable as a piece of paper in times of crisis and as valuable as family members when you bring them profits. 
    No, I was just bitter. The idea of Monica working in the office at Europe Express hurt me – stop being jealous. Was there a remedy for jealousy? My resume was lost in a sea of better resumes. I was fighting this hammering inadequacy daily. I was in a tunnel vision, staring at the grounded aircraft on the news with no other skills except my non-transferable plane knowledge.
    Monica looked at me for a moment. I saw survivor’s guilt. I thought I got over it until I sat here with her. It took me a moment for me to realise we were grieving. Something died when I got sacked, figuratively and realistically. I wished I could hold on to the rage as I did before, but hearing the fragility in Monica’s voice gave me a sense of how deep this redundancy cut me. Cut us. It was easier to just hate her and remind myself that I was only here because I couldn’t afford any other rooms around Heathrow (really? you just want to see your old friends. Admit it, you don’t want to be alone in London). 
    Monica stood up.  
    “By the way, do check your roster the night before. They always change it last minute.” 
    “They can't do that. I had, like, one last-minute roster change the last 6 years.”
    Monica sighed. “I've been with ApexCrew for a while now. Things have changed, Bea. At some point, you just need to stop saying what they can't do or what it used to be like. There are not rules here anymore. Forget everything you know. Goodnight, Bea.”
    The door was closed again. The pity in her voice brought back the memories of our initial training. We were both 20 years old. The training was held in Berlin. It was my first time away from Portugal, her first time away from Italy. I was starry-eyed and very broke. Her parents gave her a bit of cash. She just broke up with her boyfriend of 5 years for the job. I said goodbye to Cruz, who I thought I would marry and have children with. The price we paid for an overseas adventure.
    I remembered her awkward wave in the classroom when she asked if the seat next to me was available. We sat together during the training. We talked about our breakup. The content of the course was foreign and difficult. We explained the manual and procedures to each other for better memorisation. We spent many nights in my hotel room going through flash cards and quizzing each other on the safety procedures and first aid information. 
    She was my first adult friend. I remembered hunger pangs after hunger pangs so we could save enough to go around the city. Monica split her sandwich with me on the bench outside the Gendarmenmarkt square. The summer breeze blew through her hair and her looped earrings. We talked about who could be seniors first and what kind of seniors we would be. We guessed which person in our batch would resign first and joked about who we would hate to work with. 
    I had a very fond impression of her, the stylish Italian girl who always smelled like flowers with a cool black dress. She said all the things I couldn’t. Feisty and very loud and very fun. She could find a joke in everything. It was almost like someone had poured water over her fire now. Perhaps we were just getting older. Getting older was enough to snatch fire out of anyone. Especially after a pandemic and a recession and a redundancy. You couldn’t afford joy. You become one of those blurred pedestrians hurrying away minding their own business and buying their way into happiness and building their fulfilment with a car or a mortgage.
    We had requested a married roster. We looked incredibly pretty inflight, with rosy cheeks and a fairy glow from the happiest souls. We were laughing in the aisle with our drink trolley and singing Top 10 radio songs in the back galley. We were talking about our latest dates from Tinder. We ganged up on unruly passengers. Monica “tripped” and poured coffee all over them and claimed it was an accident. I couldn’t count the number of times I laughed so hard that I pissed myself under the skirt. We were young. Our skins were tight, and everything was the funniest thing in the world.
    We didn't text so much after I was laid off. Then I saw that video. And I hated her and I hated every one of them and 
    (and I did that unforgivable thing at the cemetery)
    and Mamãe had warned me about workplace friendships and their vulnerability. She didn’t understand the industry and the Covid restrictions for cabin crew, nor did she understand – 
    (the cardinal anger that possessed me when I saw the video of the three of them continued working in the aircraft and the INJUSTICE and the TWO STRIPES on Monica’s shoulder)
    – what the job meant to me.
    (“HAPPY LANDING!” they shrieked in the video and in my nightmares.)
    Mamãe was the laundry lady of the many holiday hotels in Faro. She kept herself away from most chatter at work. The only close friend I thought she had was Father Peter from the local Catholic church. When I was little, I loved going to the hotel with her. She preferred that to sending me to grandpa’s funny house. 
    Because Miguel Sarmento was the funny man in town. Because Miguel Sarmento did funny business with funny-looking wealthy men from all over. Middle-aged ladies from the rich side of Faro knocked on his door when they wanted something bad to happen to their husbands or their mistresses. Poor pregnant young girls visited him and came back with gifts and presents weeks later with flat bellies. Goats and roosters outside his garden never lasted, but the crystals and rubies and the signs and symbols did. It was always cash, he told me over Molotof, a fluffy pudding, and coffee with whiskey.
    For a price, he could give them dolls to put under a bed, a charm around the neck or burnt animal ash water to drink. He used to say he was from a long, ancient bloodline with ties to worlds beyond. He said he could summon friends to do his bidding, from the heavens or from the in between. Strange instruments and blank-faced dolls filled his house. The candles were always red and covered 
    ( – and the skulls were over the shelves in his secret room and the eerie things crawling on the walls behind his raised blade, and their mouths devouring the little wounded rabbits and their long elongated fingers waving at me – )
    He said I couldn’t stay in the secret room when he was meeting his clients because I made him laugh and laughter caused him to lose all concentration. I would peek from the curtain and he would pretend to have a heart attack if he saw me. My mother called him dangerous and his money dirty. She never said why, but her devotion to the local Catholic community was probably her last resort to separate herself from him and his nonsense.
    (was it nonsense? you were hired on the spot after you did that unforgivable thing like he had countless times – the wheels were set on motion right after – )
    When my mother was studying in the U.K. with the dirty money Miguel supplied, she met an Englishman. She never talked about him. I found out from Miguel. In the hotel where she worked, where tourists from around Europe visited, I used to sit at the cafe near the reception and pictured different British tourists as my father. 
    That one with grey hair in polo. Another one who was chubby in a button-down shirt. Another one who was loud and completely drunk after a football match. Another one who was throwing up on the floor. 
    More importantly, I watched my many fathers spend. Tourists could spend, at least to little ignorant Beatriz, who couldn’t grasp the concept of a holiday. 
    Watching that throughout the first 10 years of my life fuelled my desire to move to the Union Jack country. It built a fantasy buzz in my head like a beehive. The tourists spent like money wasn’t anything. They spent without sitting in the living room with bills over the table and a frown on the forehead like my mother, who insisted on not asking Miguel for help. They added dips and sides and desserts without consulting their wallets, and their children ordered whatever they wanted without asking for permission. 
    “Get anything you want from the menu,” was the first English sentence I understood. I had helped the waitstaff deliver them some napkins after a spill. The English woman repeated the sentence, and I thought I saw a halo crowning her head, and I thought I was in the presence of the famous Queen. I said ice cream and I received an ice cream. That was the first miracle in my life. My mother found out and she was saying, “No! Thank you, but no! Do not be greedy, Beatriz.”
    All I could fathom in my little mind was that I needed to get a job in the U.K., probably like my many fathers, so I could get anything I want. I read all the English books I could get my hands on. When my mother read her Bible at night, I read my Portuguese-English Bilingual Dictionary. I helped whenever my mother was on the first floor with the other cleaning ladies taking the laundry. My bony hands held tray after tray of martinis to the adults tables. I received 1 Euro here, 2 US Dollars there. I was the richest and most hardworking ten years old on the planet until Cruz, the son of the hotel restaurant manager, two years older than me, joined me and split half of my share. I wasn’t able to get angry with him. Because Cruz was handsome with his dark curls and could speak better English. And more than anything, he was kind enough to teach me to say “May I”, “Sir/ Madam” and “It is my pleasure.”
    My mother told me there could never be genuine friendship when a conflict of interest was in the picture. I didn't believe her. I thought she was too cynical. A Catholic that was too cynical. Didn't quite add up. She sure was cynical enough about my grandfather. Eventually, she said I had a “greedy heart” and sent me to my grandfather's house to do chores after school. Greedy hearts and dirty hands apparently could chastise each other. My mother said that when I grew older, I would outgrow it. 
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Article Abstract from Simply Flying - Reader's Choice of Aviation News (July,2023)

Flight KA1530 - Preventable Mismanagement or Unfortunate Accident? 
    The U.K. Civil Aviation Authority still has not come to a conclusion as to whether the horrifying incident of Krone Airways KA1530 was a preventable human resource management error or a one-off accident that no one could have predicted. 
    The spokesperson of the Heathrow Authority concluded the planning of the murders was “not known to anyone” that “no serious fault, or any intentional violation of a duty of care or breach of safety regulations could be blamed on Krone Airways, its management or its employees.” 
    However, the European Union Aviation Safety Agency (EASA) is setting up an independent investigation unit to make a formal inquiry into ApexCrew Service.
    Top executives of Krone Airways visited Heathrow Airport Terminal 2, where the aircraft made its emergency landing on 23 June 2023. Due to the large number of bodies carried out of the aircraft through the air bridge and the terminal, Heathrow Terminal 2 has been closed for 2 days after the accident. Click here to see the responses from the affected airlines. 
    Speaking with the reporters, Krone Airways CEO George Hjortsberg did not respond to the questions about the suspected cabin crew's state of mental health, medical history or previous reports. Hjortsberg said that while the airline is learning more about the situation, it “has outsourced its services to ApexCrew Service with complete trust, which has proven to be a huge mistake.”
    Hjortsberg commented that their partnership with ApexCrew had come to an abrupt pause and would like to sever its ties with the Irish company in every way. With immediate effect, they are cancelling all crewing services outsourced to agencies and will take steps to replace its current crew control and rostering services. They have also set up an immediate psychological assistance hotline for their employees.
    Hjortsberg has been a lifelong advocate for mental health, particularly outspoken about creating open discussions about emotional well-being in the workplace since taking over the CEO position. He is one of the biggest sponsors of the Global Mental Health Research. Twenty years ago, Hjortsberg learned he had despression after he lost a child during a family trip and a girlfriend to drug overdose. He was seen comforting a woman whose daughter was coming to the U.K. for an international student exchange program from the University of Copenhagen. 
    “Krone Airways will provide full support for the families of the victims. We will be fully cooperating with the EASA investigation unit. It seems like there is mismanagement at all levels within that organisation. Krone Airways has always valued safety, transparency and employee wellbeing, which seem to be values that we no longer share with ApexCrew. It suffices to say that their management has not been completely honest with us about many things.”

#

    It was a dream because I was in Faro. I could hear the waves and felt the heat residue on the sand. It was at the end of the coastline. There were two tall dark shadows and a small one. One of them belonged to Miguel, and the other belonged to the stylish stranger who visited us with a bag of cash and a little boy. He gave me some brown bread. Rye bread, he called it. I spat them out. 
    “That’s not bread, yuk!” I said back before Mamãe covered my mouth and asked me to go play with the little boy. He was quiet, blonde and shorter than me, spoke a foreign language. I couldn’t remember his name, but I remembered Miguel and his father left with him to the beach after dinner – 
    (the dark eerie things from the wall poked me “wake up little Bea, you’re so important in this” and I watched them slithering to unlock the front door for me, swung it open, caressing my face and nudged me forward)
    I remembered I had followed them after Mamãe went to bed. It was the first time I had left the house by myself. (“Miguel picked another child over you,” the eerie things whispered to me. “You’re always the first to be left behind. Your dad. Cruz. Your friends. Your crews. That’s just who you are.”) That was the first betrayal. At the beach, Miguel did a funny dance with a mask near the water with long shadows casted behind him. The mask looked like the smooth bottom of a pig’s belly.
    “3,” I remembered Miguel spoke in English, showing 3 fingers. “Don’t worry, you will have another one. A daughter first, then another son.”
    The stylish man turned and sat on the rocks on the side. He covered his face when Miguel held the hand of the little boy. That little boy struggled and pointed at me. His face dissolved, and it was daylight at the Dom Rodrigo shop on the coast. Miguel said I had the most imaginative dreams. I asked him why he played with the boy in the water without me. I told him I was the better swimmer. He said they went home, like many others who came to visit. He’d never pick anybody over me and that I was just too good at dreaming. I always hoped he was right because these days, my only dreams were of receiving another termination letter and of opening the emergency slides by accident.  
    When I finally woke up, I rolled over on my side; I wiped the wetness on my cheeks. I checked my roster on my phone again. 
    “Your roster and coming duties have been revised. Please confirm the changes.” I tapped confirm.
    “What the fuck?” I immediately picked up my phone and called Crew Control, stating my name and staff number. “Hi, I am so sorry to bother you at this hour. I just received a roster change. I am put on the 10:00 a.m. flight and my report time is 9:00. Is there a mistake? Because I was supposed to be on the 4 p.m. flight today. It’s already 8:00 now.”
    “You have confirmed changes,” the man said. “So you are notified of the changes.”
    “I don’t think it’s allowed –”
    He hung up. 
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    I flung the blanket over, snatched my uniform from the closet and tied my hair back. I couldn’t stop muttering swears as I ran to the bus station with unpolished heels, suitcase rolling onto the uneven stone pavement. The bus was late. I downloaded the Uber and picked the most expensive option for the quickest ride. The car arrived. I hopped in and saw the bus that I was supposed to take slowly dragged to a stop at the bus station. I wanted to roast that lazy pig-looking bus driver alive and I hated myself more than anything as I put makeup on, eyeliners swirled out the corner of my eye as the car abruptly stopped. I double-checked the flight. The queue for security at the staff channel was long and the guards were mean and extremely unfriendly. 
    Heathrow Airport was a world in itself, rainbow-lit and filled with travellers wheeling their suitcases toward the outer lobby. The terminal was bustling with activity and smelled of coffee and cleaning supplies. Huge signs overhead displayed gates and flight numbers. The walls were lined with shops selling food and goods, and people were sitting at tables eating meals that they had bought from vendors. Laptops were open as frowning businessmen discussed strategies for deals in loud voices while cheerful families talked loudly over each other. Everyone was rushing to be on time. 
    By the time I arrived at my gate, my uniform was soaked, forming a pool of sweat over my breasts and armpits. The Senior was halfway through the briefing, stating the number of passengers and assigning positions. She didn’t acknowledge me as I, panting, pulled out a notebook. The Captain and the First Officer were in deep conversation on a side on the bench with their iPads. Laura raised her eyebrow at me as if she didn’t know me. 
    “So,” the skinny senior in her mid-40s, name badge wrote Samantha, turned to me. I remembered having seen her during the training. “Punctuality is one of the most important things in aviation. You have just wasted everyone’s time. I called Crew Control and they were ready to activate standby. Laura said you are ex-flyer. I’ll have to say I am a little bit disappointed.”
    “Crew Control changed my roster the night before,” I said, timid. “On the original roster, I was supposed to do the 4:15 to Stockholm. Now I have been changed to Copenhagen. I just found out this morning and I came as quickly as I could with an Uber.”
    “It is the cabin crew’s responsibility to keep up with your roster. I am sure they mentioned it during the training. Conflicts with crew control should be brought to the Union’s attention. But you’re not in the Union. Why is that?”
    “I can’t afford it.” 
    “But you could afford to take an Uber. That’s interesting.” Samantha started a light laughter. “It’s quite interesting, isn’t it? Why don’t you stay at the back with Laura? Now, I don’t want to do this, but I will have to mark it in my report that you were late.”
    “Couldn’t you let the poor girl go this time?” said the Captain, holding out a hand. I wiped the sweat off my palm on my skirt before shaking it. “Kenneth, darling. We all ought to try to be nice to our new joiners, don’t we? Are you alright?”
    I nodded. The Captain looked like a paler version of my grandfather. As we proceeded into the aircraft, Kenneth gave me a wink, a pat on the shoulder and sneaked me a bar of chocolate. 
    “Good luck on your first day,” he said before entering the cockpit. Something roared in my chest being back in the cabin again after 2 years. It was messy. The cleaners had yet to be here. There were bags of chips everywhere and bottles in the seat pockets. Everything looked so familiar yet so strange. But more than anything as I settled myself in the back galley, it breathed a homey feeling that sent warmth all over my body even though it only lasted for a minute.
    “Didn’t you check your roster last night? Monica said she had told you. Why didn’t you listen?” Laura whispered as she bent down to check the jump seat. “I told her it was your first flight. I saw you on the crew list this morning on the bus. I thought you knew.”
    No you didn’t. You would have phoned me if you have knwon. You wanted me to fail. You wanted me to be embarrassed, so you looked good. It wasn’t my first day working. I’ve known you too long, Laura.
    “I just went to bed last night,” I said.
    “Okay, I don’t know what they told you during the training, but the rule here is: They just can’t touch your standard days off, that’s it. Other times, on your duty days, they do whatever they want whenever they want. So you keep an eye out 24/7 during duty days. You’d better be sharp today. Samantha always checks whether people are in the union before the flight. You’re already on her naughty list. I don’t want to risk my neck to help you anymore.”
    “The union fee is too expensive. I thought she was quite salesy during the Union meeting,” I said.
    “Most people join to keep her from messing with them inflight. She is also the line-checker. She will decide whether you can pass your check flights. She used to stick a memo that read ‘Bomb’ under the sink in the lavatory. To check if you have throughout done your security search in your area. Or if you work in the front with her, she would take away the extra life vests in the cupboard and see if you notice. She enjoys tricking people, new jointers or not. The other day, she hid the First Aid kit just to see if the junior crew checked.” Laura said. Laura took the interphone from the jump seat, pressed the PA button and said, “Security Search completed in rear side.”
    “The other guy, Steven, was doing the waste collection; she squeezed his bum behind the curtain. He said to her, never do this again. She wrote a report saying he shown up to work intoxicated. Harris Duncan sacked him because Samantha wrote to Krone Airways instead of reporting it to ApexCrew. Her brother-in-law works in finance at Krone Airways. Harris Duncan is a bit scared of her, I think.” Laura ran a headquarter of gossip wherever she went. Aviation currency, Monica used to call it. It was often very useful, as long as you remembered that all the gossip she gave you weren’t free. She continued. “Samantha’s the one really controlling the cabin side in Heathrow. Just make sure you don’t do anything stupid today. Show me your roster.” I did. “Okay. Good. So today, you have all familiarisation flights with me. One night in Copenhagen and tomorrow you’re with the Copenhagen mainline crew while I am a passenger on your flight. It’s not so bad. You just need to make it through today.”
    And I did. I tried. During boarding, I could hear my heart pounding in my ears, blood coursing through my veins. But none were because of excitement. I pretended to check the hand luggage so I could hide how much smiling hurt. I was out of place at a place that I used to call home.
    After they laid me off, I spent 2 weeks in bed until the money ran out and I had to go home. I didn’t have the physical strength to sit up. I was on my phone the whole day but I felt like I had just finished running a marathon every morning when I woke up, clutching my chest over the drenched shirt. I felt a probing pain when I re-read the redundancy email. I told Monica, Laura and Ana that I had to leave because I couldn’t afford to live in Gatwick without a job. I tried to interview for other jobs, but an overwhelming sense of worthlessness consumed me daily with the city locked down on and off. I couldn’t stop drilling holes into my brain, pondering what I had done wrong (everything. i am not good enough for anything.) My head fixated on that with no space for other things. I was a piece of living garbage that ate too much and made too little. When I left the Gatwick house, another girl we used to work with moved in. 
    On the flight home, upon descent, when the coastline of Faro appeared from the side windows, I threw up into 3 sick bags. I had promised myself that I wouldn’t go home as a failure but I did. Every month I was making less and less, as the flights were reducing and cancelling and quarantining. Eventually, my basic salary was cut almost in half, and masks and sanitisers were expensive. For a long time, I wished I got Covid so I could die in the U.K., almost like a martyr’s death instead of going home and admitting to having failed. I covered my face with sunglasses and a cap until I reached our small apartment in the corner of the tourist district in Faro. I was so worried if anyone saw me, if Cruz could see me. Before I lost my job, I had returned home with gifts to give just about anyone in the neighbourhood. Instead, I lay in the bed I grew up in at night and fantasied about being back in the aisle again, to feel the weight under my feet when the aircraft took off. 
    And here I was. The plane’s silver body shone in the sun like a polished coin gleaming against the runway. When the flight took off with Laura sitting on the other side, the only thing I felt was dread. A sense of weariness washed over me as the sweat on my uniform began to dry and stink. I thought I would be excited to be back. I thought it was everything that I wanted for the last 18 months. But all I could really think about was how much I had spent on that Uber on the way here and how avoidable it could have been if I had just listened to Monica instead of my pride.
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    The work itself was not challenging. Like a seasoned athlete, my body easily submerged itself into the environment. The boxes, latches, boilers and trolleys and ovens were the same as the ones I used. London to Copenhagen was easy. Most passengers were on their laptops working and only asked for occasional coffee and tea. Copenhagen to Rome and back was fully booked and nauseating. I forgot to eat breakfast and forgot to bring food. I was going to buy something before my flight. There were only 4 crew meals on board, and I was naturally the extra 5th crew member on an observational flight. 
    Laura ate in front of me while I stood and watched. None of the crew really spoke to each other but hurried with their sales items. I offered to do the waste collection and chucked the passenger’s unfinished chocolate and sandwiches into my apron pocket. Samantha called me to the front and asked if I had further questions before we finished our duty. I said no, and on the assessment forms on her iPad, she wrote down “Passive attitude” next to “Late to the gate”.  
    “Once again, I’d like to clarify. I didn’t receive the roster change before –”
    “I’m not very fond of excuses.” Samantha grinned at me. She handed me the cans for recycling, picked up the interphone and made the descent announcement. I returned to my seat through the aisle, feeling every passenger measuring the disgust on my face. I strapped myself in and saw the city skyline of Copenhagen. It was magnificent in the winter sun. Windmills were tall and spinning. My first destination at this job. 
    (That is exciting. That is my dream coming true again.) 
    Only they just sounded very much like a superficial excuse to keep my eyes from watering. And I wasn’t very fond of excuses too. 
    “You see, the work itself is so easy here. It’s the sales target that’s hard. We’re operating out of London and it’s not really a holiday destination.” Laura said to me as passengers were disembarking. “You have your sales device, right?”
    “Yes,” I took out the phone and device the company gave us and showed her. 
    “Good. Tomorrow, you’re with the Krone mainline crew. So you won’t need it,” Laura said.
    “It just doesn’t seem fair that we have sales targets and they don’t –”
    “Shh –” Laura glanced at the other cabin crew, Robin, next to us. 
    “Why are you doing that?” I asked when Robin went to the lavatory. 
    “You don’t talk about these things at work. Just stop going on about being fair. We’re outsourced. What do you expect?” Laura said, irritated. “Don’t get me in trouble, okay? I am close to getting my bonus this month, so just don’t.”
    When all the passengers left the aircraft, I packed my bag and dragged my aching body to the air bridge with the rest of the crew members. I walked slowly in silence to the passport control and to the hotel while Laura was filling the crew in about the Senior who jumped. Samantha said she was drafting a condolence from the Union.
    “Hi Princess,” Kenneth, the Captain, said, as the two of us were at the back. “How did your first day go?”
    I smiled and shrugged. “It was alright. I was with Europe Express before. Same aircraft type. Easy work. What about you? Were you with other airlines before? Thank you for the chocolate. My granddad called me princess, too.”
    “You’re most welcome,” Kenneth winked again. He handed me another one from his bag. I pocketed it, hoping he didn’t see the first sincere smile on my face. “I started with the military. Helicopter rescue division. I was in the field when we were fighting with the IRA after the ceasefire in 1974. Christmas dinner at home with my wife and then in January, I was back in the field. The Queen presented me with two medals. Buried a couple of my friends. Then I thought maybe it was time for a change.”
    “I am sorry to hear that.”
    “It was a battle.”
    “Then why are you here? I thought most pilots preferred traditional airlines instead of agencies?”
    “Oh, traditional airlines all want younger ones now. Old men like me come to these places for retirement. You see? I am 64. I am here to enjoy my couple of months flying.”
    “You’d never get tired of it?”
    “40 years and no. I will go on for another 40 years if I can. It took me a while to change to commercial. Then I was with Turkish and British Express and many others. And then, I was doing charter from Saudi Arabia, where I received princes. My wife wasn’t very fond of the life there so we moved back. There was one time when a gentleman brought a leopard on board. He insisted on unleashing it. He said it needed to exercise or it would start biting. My cabin crew were terrified, and I had to make a PA from the cockpit to tell him, ‘You put the leopard back on the leash or we will land right now’.”
    I laughed. “Did he?” 
    “Yes, he did,” Kenneth said. “I am rich and I am retiring in 6 months. I offered the company to come in for pilot management. You see, none of them in the management had pilot experience. Well, you can say Harris Duncan did, but we all know what happened.”
    “I don’t know. Please tell me. I was laid off for 18 months when I went back to Faro.”   
    Kenneth pulled the hood of his jacket over his head as we walked out of the terminal into the howling wind. Snow covered the road outside and it was slippery. “I just know he was sacked. I told them, look I can come in and just help out from the pilot side. To offer a more human touch. They don’t want it. It all seemed very mechanical now with their numbers. So all I care about now is finding my wife a motorbike for her birthday.”
    When we arrived at the hotel, we received our room key, and everyone left for their rooms. Kenneth asked if I wanted to get lunch at the yellow pub next to the hotel tomorrow. I refused politely because I couldn’t afford it. More importantly, I was worried about any roster changes. By the time I reached my room, it was 11 p.m. The room was rectangular and designed for minimum comfort and a short stay. It was dimly lit. The lamp provided a soft glow of light, barely filling the small space. The lampshade was orange with black and white stripes. Dust hung in the air and covered everything else like a blanket. There was a painting of a beach on the wall.
    The room smelled of sweat and cigarettes, maybe vomit, though it could have been just the carpet. The air was stale, like it had been trapped for days and couldn't get out. It was so dry my mouth felt parched. I wanted water and my stomach was aching. The only sound were the constant clinking of keys and closing of doors in the corridor. There were two single beds. The left bed was creased like a pair of jeans and had a lump in it. Like a heavy person had been sitting there. The sheets were white and had yellowish stains.
    I propped my suitcase on the luggage rack, hung my uniform jacket and lanyard, and flung my shoes off. My toes straightened and wriggled on the overused carpet that made me feel like sinking, like I was treading water. The quilt was icy. I checked the paid hours. It wasn’t as many as I thought. The pay only started when the aircraft door was closed. I put Kenneth’s chocolate bars and the passenger food on the table, and tore away the bits that were bitten.  
    I wanted to call my mother and complain about the day.  My brain couldn’t afford another lecture on how I should be grateful to have a job back. She wasn’t the nagging type. But she would be right. I should be grateful, but I wasn’t. I couldn’t bring myself to be. The more I tried, the worse it felt. 
    Good things come to girls who try again. I could hear Larissa’s motivational videos playing in my head. Good things come to girls who work harder.
    I turned on the shower. Burning hot water scalded my skin and mousy brown hair. I saw my naked body in the mirror, sagging breasts and all its cellulite, blemishes and dark spots. I wish I could wear them like battle scars but I was just getting older. No, getting older didn’t look like this. I was getting worn down. I chuckled at the thought. Worn down on the first day of my dream job. 
    I remembered how I found Larissa Resende’s videos. An online photo of her celebrating the scars of her liposuction went viral. She wrote, “I am proud of my body and everything on it. This figure shows that I am a hardworking woman who disciplines herself to eat well. Good things come to girls who work hard!” It generated a million views. I turned off the water and wrapped the towel around me. I wiped the fog off the mirror and found my puffed red eyes gazing back. I could afford liposuction if – 
    The CLANG of something hard hitting the floor thudded like a thunderous boom behind the bathroom door. 
    My breath stopped in a gasp. An electric terror went through my veins. I pressed my ear against the door. 
    I heard it hummed. There was something here in the room with me. 
    Housekeeping, maybe. Yes, really. Housekeeping at 11:30 p.m. Had I not closed the door? I might have forgotten. I was exhausted; I wasn’t looking. 
    It must have tailed me into the room. 
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    No, I had closed the door for sure. The humming was from the electric heater. I placed my hand on the doorknob. There was nothing –
    Don’t open it.
    I was one door away from the thing outside. There was a deep lump on the bed. It must have belonged to that dreadful thing. I turned the doorknob – 
    Don’t open it
    – and peeked from the gap. The weighty luggage I had placed on the rack tumbled onto the floor. The impact caused everything inside to erupt out in all directions. My underwear, jumper, and chargers and phone cables were on the carpet as if someone had flung them around. 
    There was no one in the room (except for the residues of that thing lingering in the shadows of the swaying lamp). There was nothing here (that I can see with my fleshly eyes but many of them were crawling on the walls anticipating for me to fail AGAIN). Silly tired Bea. I picked up my iPad and played a Larissa motivational video. I put on my pyjamas and picked up the items. I turned the lights to maximum. I was sucking in a massive amount of air, but my pulse refused to slow down. 
    On the iPad screen, Larissa Resende sat in her yacht, her eyes fluttering with long eyelashes, blonde hair shining and smooth, she said in English with her brows furrowed together with passion. “I am on my way to my Lisbon conference. But I need to give my followers some encouragement – a wakeup call! I don’t want to do this after the conference because I don’t want to be in a bad mood after. But this morning I saw this post that has been shared by my beauty representatives. It just breaks my heart as your mentor because I care about you! You’re my family! The post with all these flowers here said ‘It’s totally okay if taking care of your inner peace and forgiving yourself are the only things you achieved today.’ 
    “Look, messages like this are disgusting! Wake up! You are what you believe. If you fill your mind with lame excuses – lies – like that, that becomes your lazy life. That becomes your lifestyle. Stop that now! You are capable of more than this laziness – don’t tell yourself this kind of lies – you can sleep when you die  – listen you are all queens who hustle: People who made these posts about rest and taking a day off for self-care, who keep sharing and sending out this kind of lazy values, are not people who are planning to provide for their family. They’re not the people thinking about getting a promotion! They are people who want to sit in a pool of excuses. They love to tell themselves why life is so hard – that is a lie. Life is easy. You can choose if you want to buy into a lifestyle of excuses, or suck it up today and buy a house later –”
    Larissa’s voice was blaring in the room as I put everything back into the luggage and placed the luggage onto the floor. I didn’t place it on the rack correctly. It was me. (was it though?) I placed it too far on the edge, I supposed. I climbed into the bed, the one without a lump and pulled the blanket over myself. 
    A nameless dread stalled on that other bed. It had been waiting just for me at midnight. I could see the shape of a person cocooned inside the blanket on that bed. 
    Maybe it was an aging salesman couldn’t keep up with the wheel of a digitalised time, or a childless woman realising she was too old and too angry to be wanted, or the Senior making up her mind to jump… from this exact room, this exact spot. 
    I heard the pipes making a clanging noise and I turned Larissa’s videos louder until sleepiness took over me. I woke up at midnight when I saw the notification of a roster change. I fumbled to reach my phone and logged into the roster and realised I was dreaming. I kept my eyes away from that bed to avoid making eye contact with that thing, and pretended to sleep until sunlight crept through the curtain. 

#

News Article Abstract on 08/12/2020
QuickJet Pilot Sacked After a Probe into Bullying Behaviour
... Captain Harris Duncan is the first pilot to be sacked during the Pandemic for bullying behaviour... Multiple First Officers reported he has been verbally abusive during flight “operations, including name callings involving racial slurs and inappropriate comments on board flight attendant ....
.... more than 28 crew members, including vulnerable women, ... have told commanders they suffered verbal threats and physical harassment by Captain Duncan, who considered himself “untouchable” due to his status, especially when he survived the mass pilot layoffs ...

#

    Today would be a better day. Today would be a great day because I would make it so. There was no roster change notification. Report time was 2:45 p.m. I texted Laura, asked if she wanted to go for a walk. There was a harbour 15 minutes’ walk away from the hotel. I gave up waiting when I saw her online and there was no reply. It was better that than receiving an excuse or a rejection. Mamãe phoned me and I told her how exciting it was to be back at the cabin. The key was to maintain a jolly tone.
    “I just want you to be happy again. You were so unhappy when you were home,” Mamãe said in Portuguese. “Nothing made you happy at home. You spent so much time outside. I never knew what you were doing.”
    “No, I was happy. It’s just … different.” I said. “I got to spend time with you.”
    “Oh, that reminds me to tell you. Cruz moved back to the block from Lisbon. I saw him during the mass. His little girl was being baptised.”
    “Really?” I heard wrong. I must have heard wrong.
    “He works at the hotel now. He’s a supervisor,” my mother said. “His wife works at the nursery you worked at. Do you remember the nursery around the block? You went for an interview there? But you worked in so many places that time so you probably don’t remember which one –”
    “His wife?” I said. My voice was high-pitched. “Really?”
    “Yes. I saw them at the market too. Such a polite boy. I always thought you’d marry him,” Mamãe said. “He told me he lost his job at the hotel in 2020, but he was driving a truck. He had to find something. They were expecting a baby. But she has some problems, I think. I saw a tube under her nose. I forgot her name. I think I will see them again. His wife volunteered to serve the children with Father Peter.”
    “Oh. Hmm. I need to go now. I am going out for a walk with my friend. She’s waiting for me,” I said.     
    “When are you coming home again?”
    “I am not sure yet.” I had decided against telling her about the lack of staff tickets. “Soon, I hope. I hope there will be Senior promotions soon. Would be nice to come back as a Senior.”
    “No,” Mamãe said. “Would be nice if you just came back at all. You don’t need to –”
    “I really need to go.” 
    The phone was heavy in my hand. I could search for Cruz’s Facebook, but many parts of me dared not. I wondered if what his wife looked like. I hope she looked like me, so I could say to myself Cruz never got over me. 
    In the heat of that summer, I was 16, sitting on the back of his bicycle listening to punk music. It was the first time we had smoked weed. Tried. I couldn’t walk a straight line. I didn’t like it, but it was funny because Cruz was there with his golden skin and hairy thighs. The shadow of the swirling fan was long on his smooth back, panting. Unfinished pastel de nata on the side table next to cold coffee, next to condom packs. 
    I was in his bedroom when his parents went out and his pants were down. We had exactly 1 hour before they came back, so it had to be fast. But everyone’s first time was fast. I was expecting pain, lots of it, but it was sweet and wet and clumsy and sweaty. The condom slipped off. I knew it was the wrong size. We were in confusion and absolute panic until my period came the next month. 
    Was it worth it? It was too late to think about that now. I downloaded the podcast Tips of Positive Thinking in Sales by Larissa Resende and changed into running clothes. 
    With hesitancy, I flipped open the blanket of the other bed. I half expected to see something disfigured to justify that terror from last night. It was just a yellow stain. I threw the pillow onto the floor, and the blanket. I must have been too tired, too stressed out. It was my first day at a new company, after all. There was no terror – 
    (– it’s just not time yet –)
    I almost heard the room said between the kettle’s rhythmic bubbling. 
    No I was just tired. I poured myself 3 cups of bitter instant coffee from the sachets, rubbed my temples and enjoyed the chocolate Kenneth gave me. My sweat dripped onto the STOP button as I pushed myself harder on the treadmill at the gym. I felt more in control after the run. I left the hotel building after a quick shower, walked according to the map to the harbour. I was met with a scene of breath-taking beauty. The harbour teemed with majestic sailing boats. Seagulls strutted across the lightly iced wooden dock. The half-frozen sea surface glittered in the sun. Its snowy surface sat still, echoing with the calming sound of waves lapping against the shore. 
    I put on another podcast about work progression. I didn’t want to be left alone in silence. Because I started picturing myself holding the baby next to Cruz at the shabby Catholic Church. It could have been me if I could kill my greedy heart. It would have been me if I had just found a job locally. 
    I felt almost ashamed of comparing my flight attendant dream to the wedding dream, but how could I start a family when I wasn’t making enough? How could I start a family when I hadn’t found my place in the world? When I had yet to exercise selfishness? When I hadn’t had my adventures? Perhaps there was no place in the world for me after all, that the idea of a better life overseas was just an internet fantasy for Larissa to sell more stationeries and daily planners. Don’t think that. Don’t venture into dark places. Most of my thoughts these days weren’t pleasant. 
    I prepared for the flight and arrived at the gate one hour earlier than scheduled. I sat there until the seats were filled with passengers looking at the display board. I went over the safety procedures in my head over and over. I had done this for years but the fear of a termination letter was leaping. 2 blonde girls in uniform from Copenhagen, very tall, strode towards me. 
    I took up before realizing that the grins were directed at me. As they came closer, a radiant smile spread across their face. They exuded energy and excitement, like sunshine illuminating the whole area around them. I couldn't help but be mesmerized by their enthusiasm as they introduced themselves. They asked if I had a good night of sleep and told me their colleague called twisted her ankle and called in sick.” 
    “It’s my first day of actual flight. I had 3 familiarisation flights yesterday,” I said. 
    “That’s alright,” The Senior, Ernie who was in her mid-30s, said. “Hektor is coming. He’s late but he’s got an access badge so we will wait in the aircraft. Would you like to work in the front with me? I am easy.” 
    “Sure,” I said.
    The other girl Kerry asked about my training course as we made our way down to the aircraft through the bridge. She told me it was her second month and her first time working on a mixed-based crew. She had been working on a cruise before. 
    “Is there another ApexCrew staff coming in as a passenger with us?” Ernie asked.
    “Yes. She will come down with the passengers.”
    “That’s alright. I think we have spare passenger food. I was just thinking we could keep one for her and each of us. It’s salmon. You girls like salmon?”
    I nodded and took out my notebook and sales device.
    “It’s alright. We can wait for Hektor. I am easy,” Ernie repeated and popped open a can of cola from the sales trolley. She handed Kerry one and I shook my head. “You sure? It’s alright. Relax. You know, I’ve always said it’s crazy the way they outsourced our flights to London. I heard they are quite harsh with people and the pay is low. I personally feel bad when I take their flights and see them pushing the sales. That’s just not very Scandinavian. The culture they’re building. We’re just used to being more transparent. You can tell me more later. I am just so curious. I am the Health and Safety representative of Copenhagen base.”
    “I worked with a couple of them, and I found them quite tense. I heard their management will call you into the office if you don’t meet the targets,” Kerry said. “They look really stressed. Is it true that they want to outsource more of our flights to ApexCrew? I am growing a bit worried. I think they’ll replace us sooner or later. The operation director said we’re filing too many fatigue reports compared to the agency they hired. They said our crew complains about everything.”
    “I think it’s because we’re cheaper,” I said. “During the training, they told us we could only file a fatigue report in person.”
    “What do you mean?” Ernie asked. 
    “Hi, guys. Sorry! I was stuck! Something’s wrong with the train today.” A tall guy with sandy hair came onto the aircraft. The top of his shirt was unbuttoned and his tie was loose. He offered his hand to me. “Hektor.”
    “Hi Hektor. Beatriz.” I saw Ernie ticked Punctuality next to everyone’s name.
    We started the briefing and met the flight crews. They had two sales devices in the aircraft, and instead of having sales targets individually, they just sold if passengers were asking. I learnt their salaries had very little to do with the sales. That explained the relaxed faces and jokes. Passengers clambered on board the aircraft, their bags and carry-ons weighing them down. I felt my phone vibrate against my thigh in my skirt pocket. Looking around to make sure no one was watching, I pulled out the device to peek at a message from Laura flashing across the screen.
    “Tell Senior to wait for me. I just finished Berlin and I am coming in now. The passport queue is long.”
    I passed the message and we waited for her when boarding was completed. Ernie reserved the seat in the first row in Business Class for her. 
    “I didn’t know we’re allowed to offer Business seats for crew. They told us we could only choose the last row if there is availability.”
    “They make shit up,” Ernie said. “We’re in the same. We take care of each other. Nobody knows anyway. You’ll never see these passengers again but you help your crew.”
    “That’s very nice of you,” I said. Ernie asked me to bring some snacks and water to the crew members at the back.
    “Are we allowed?”
    “Yes. Don’t worry about it,” Ernie said. I took the drawer to the back, where Kerry and Hektor were having a coffee and sandwich. He offered me one. 
    “Where’s home?” Hektor asked.
    “Faro,” I said. “In Portugal.”
    “It seems like nobody from the London base is originally from London,” Hektor said. I was listening to Kerry about her trip to Portugal last summer when Laura arrived and settled herself in the front row. I gave her some water.
    “They changed me at the last minute,” Laura said, gulping the water. “Seriously, they called me and said they’d put me on early. I told them it was less than 10 hours minimum rest. Connor said they would delay the flight for 30 minutes for me. I am like, gosh just call another person. I am so tired and they changed me to another early tomorrow morning. I am already maxing out the hours!” 
    We took off and finished the passenger meal service. Ernie offered me a box of salmon salad and we were sitting together with the tray table out on the jump seat. She asked me about the training. I was very tempted to tell her about the senior who jumped but I didn’t want to be labelled negative or depressing. 
    “I heard they will make you pay back the training fees if you quit.”
    “Before a year, yes. And the visa fee.”
    “Really? Are you serious?” Ernie said. “I am genuinely shocked to hear that. But Krone Airways isn’t budget. They’re running everything low cost now. A girl told me they’re always on minimum rest. Our contract agreement stated that they’re not allowed to change our roster 12 hours before the flight or put us on minimum rest more than 3 times a month. Honestly, those people think they can do whatever they want if they outsource it. Maybe you should switch base.”
    “I am not really allowed to. They told us in the training we’re not allowed to apply for their client for the next three years.”
    “It’s a lot of bullshit they told you,” Ernie said. “I heard a woman jumped at the ApexCrew headquarters. I asked our management because we want to know the reason. They said it was a personal problem. They said the same thing every time. We’re holding coffee meetings for Mental Health Awareness every month. Our base managers have a crew room at the airport. You always go in for a chat.”
    “Yeah, like Europe Express at Gatwick. That was nice.” I said, and I meant it. Laura came to the galley and spoke to Ernie. I thought I heard her mention something about my deposit. She quickly returned to her seat as I pulled the curtain into the galley. Kerry and Hektor came to the front galley and told us about this new Italian restaurant they found in one of our layover destinations in Poland. As they talked about their trip during the layover, the air around them was filled with positive energy. I was in a great mood as I went home with Laura.
    I woke up the next morning to a message from crew control about taking me off today’s flight and an email:

Dear Beatriz, 
I want to meet you today to discuss a matter that has been brought to my notice about your recent inflight behaviour. May I meet you at the office this afternoon at 2:30 p.m.? 
Best Regards,
Harris Duncan 
Crew Operations Manager at ApexCrew Service
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Article Abstract from Fly Safe Global February 2029 by Dorian Santos 

KA1530 - Insider Tell All with Ex-Crew Manager Danilo Rodríguez
Growing up with an innate passion for the sun and the beach, Danilo Rodríguez, in his early 50s, enjoys a quiet life in the glamorous Salamanca, one of the busiest districts in Madrid, Spain. It is his 6th year living here. During his time with ApexCrew, Danilo commuted between this vivid city and Heathrow on a weekly basis. 
    With reddish olive tan skin, holding a glass of Sangria, white shorts and flip flop, sunglasses above a little white fringe, you wouldn't have pictured him in a suit and tie going through accident reports with the airport authorities. He is currently a crewing manager for a local cruise that sails along the coasts in Spain and Italy. His wife and daughter are both teachers at local schools. His family life has become so much more fulfilling. “It's nice to grow your salad, to spend time with your wife knowing you won't get a last-minute call about something that happened in Heathrow or Stockholm that requires your - how did they call it in English - your immediate presence.”
    Did it happen a lot?
    “Oh yes. Generally speaking, accidents happen in aviation. But the amount in this company is unusual.”
    Danilo remembers his time with ApexCrew and the hopeful optimism the organisation had when they first approached him for the job. “It was too early to tell at the time. It was a small company. The prospects were good. They didn't know what to do when they landed their first big client. That YES was unexpected, but of course, we also didn't know how much financial trouble they were in back then. You also factor in Brexit. Nobody could figure anything out and from the clients’ point of view, the sensible thing to do at that uncertain time would be to give the London route back to London. Soon enough, of course, they realised ApexCrew recruited enough to operate everything else. Their crew never complained – well...” Danilo chuckles dourly. “Anyway, they needed to cut cost, like every other company. When they approached me, they only had experiences with smaller airports in the Isles of Scilly, in Alderney. The biggest client they had was a charter in Luton that went down within 2 years - they only outsourced the operation to ApexCrew when they realised there was no white knight. It's another sad story that expanded too fast.”
    Blue Jay Airways went under after 6 months of outsourcing their European routes to ApexCrew. Most of the employees were rehired by the same company 2 weeks later for the new operation. They were also able to recruit the entire crew control and rostering team. (Click here to read the award winning investigative issue of Crew Control: Abuse of Power and the Price for a Good Roster)
    “Heathrow is a different story. Just Terminal 2, for example, you're catering to passenger profiles and security procedures that are drastically different from any domestic flight or minor holiday destination. It's like you throw a winning yellow belt into a group of black belts. Krone Airways was one of the seven oldest existing national carriers in Denmark. (Currently Denmark has 3 national carriers, 2 of them have existed for more than 72 years. Krone Airways only offered short haul services after 2008.) Their people would not hesitate to bail them out for sentimental value. There was a degree of national pride. It was an icon. It was arrogant of us to assume its cultural value for the local people. For God's sake, the company was there before the world wars began. The guys at the top only had experiences with budget airlines – successful, profitable budget airlines, but they couldn't tell people that. They couldn’t say, ‘Hey, this is actually too much for us. We barely made it through the pandemic’. It's a power thing. There were hundreds of agencies lining up to take their place. Everyone queued up watching, ready for you to mess up. The money was coming in and it was a lot of money for a tiny agency. You need to make your first big client feel like you can handle it. Or you fake it. Then you add crew layover – now that was beyond the scale and structure of their experiences. Managing pilots at the time was easy. You bend your knees. See? Their demands were not open to negotiation. Strong union. United and they knew where the lines were. They were not afraid to walk out or get another job, especially when aviation was coming back more vigorously than ever. So, whatever they ask, you give them. Patterned roster? Deal. Hotel breakfast? Deal. Crew Food? Deal. Cabin crew with layovers?”
    Danilo pauses, stirring the melting ice in Sangria and orders another one. His face darkens and that jolly summery grin turns into a helpless smile of remorse.
    “That's when you bend the rules and knee on their face with all the lessons you've learnt from managing budget airlines. That wasn't how you were supposed to run them, but that was what happened. Harris Duncan always says ‘Run it like a farm. Run the girls like chicks.’ I saw the trial on telly. That son of a bitch is really something else.” Danilo chuckles. “You always promise them the next senior promotion so you can keep them around. We had already made plans to hire seniors externally moving forward. I am not proud of it. Any of it.”
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    I clutched my phone. 
    The aluminium desk next to his computer in front of me displayed the name Harris Duncan and the title Heathrow Crew Operations Manager, along with many files and many papers.  I didn’t want to look at him.
    Stop fidgeting in your seat. 
    “Are you aware of the reason you’re here?” 
    “I am not sure. I just finished two flights yesterday – if it is about –”
    “Sh – wait,” Harris held up a hand. He walked to the cupboard on the side and pulled out a drawer. “I’ll have to ask you, respectfully, to switch off your phone and place it here.” 
    “Why? I am not recording.” 
    Stop fidgeting in your seat.
    “Then you don’t have a reason to refuse,” Harris smiled. “It is for safeguarding. To protect trade secrets.” 
    “I don’t want to.”
    “Excuse me, I couldn’t hear you – let me close the windows. The trucks are coming in – we’re expanding the building. People are seeing the results, and we’re planning to offer our crewing services to many major airlines. We’re thinking about extending our service to railways, but that’s too far into the future. The talk is that we will become the biggest crewing service in Europe.” Harris closed the window shut rather forcefully - STOP FIDGETING IN YOUR SEAT – “All our clients recover from the Pandemic much faster than most airlines. You see, the traditional way of crewing is out of fashion. It was the reason  many went down. It is sucking up so many resources. This way of outsourcing the crews to a different organisation is the new way forward. You phone, please.” 
    I put the black-screened phone into the drawer. It creaked as he closed it. My heart was thudding. “But I wasn’t recording.”
    “I know, and I believe you. If there is one thing I’d like you to take away today, that’s I am always on the flight attendant’s side.” Harris sat down across from me. He probed with his elbows over the table and crossed his fingers. “I received a report about your attempt to breach the contract.” 
    “What? I didn’t do anything.”
    “Beatriz, are you familiar with the concept of an NDA? A non-disclosure agreement?” Harris said. “Can you confirm to me that this is your signature?” He tapped on a paper on the table. “Do you remember when you signed this paper? By signing it, I assumed you had read through the whole contracts along with all the clauses.”
    “Yes, it is the onboarding documents.” I said. 
    “So you’re aware that it is your legal responsibility to keep company practices confidential.”
    “Yes, but I didn’t –”
    “If in this case you’re aware of it, may I conclude that your attempt to breach the contract was intentional?”
    “What? I didn’t breach the contract.”
    “You told our client’s Health and Safety Representative about our training. You said, and your words were ‘they practically fed us the answers so we’ll pass.’ Let me look at this. What else?” Harris said, squeezing his eyes, looking at his computer monitor. He pulled a pair of glasses from his chest pocket, rubbed them with his sleeves. “I am really getting old. Let me see. Ah, and you said the ‘smoke drill lasted only 10 minutes. If there is a real fire, I am sure none of them will know what to do.’ The next quote. Oh dear, it’s almost hurtful for me to read this. ‘The training is like a factory fattening cows as quickly as possible.’ For one, that was simply not true. That was an outright lie. Our cabin crew members, you yourself included I hope, have worked very hard to study the manual and to pass their cabin crew exam. We have line checkers to assess the realistic situation inside the cabin and get feedback to ensure the safety and quality of our service.” He paused, putting his glasses away with a sad smile. “We could take legal action against what you said. That was slander in your accusation of us neglecting safety. That is a very serious allegation. Why are you giving out our trade secrets to our clients? Are you benefiting from it? Have our competitions paid you? Are you aware that we can bring a civil lawsuit against you for revealing company trade secrets?” 
    “I didn’t – I mean, we were talking and I thought we were casually sharing. I didn’t say those things.” I lied. “Ernie was asking me about the training – she said she was curious.”
    “You admit to sharing company secrets. That’s a good start. Did you know that employees sued for revealing company secrets often have to file for bankruptcy while repaying the damages?”
    “I didn’t mean to – I didn’t know –”
    “No, no, no, listen, my dear Beatriz,” Harris waved his hands. “I believe you. I am with you and I am on your side. I’m your friend here. We’re family here at Apex. I am trying my best to help you, and I can’t do that without your help.” His gaze was stern and brows furrowed. He leaned back. “I could show you some numbers. We’ve taken successful legal action against some of the crew members before. So you can get an idea of the total legal fees and payable damages. I can show you in Euro if it is easier. But tell me about your finance situation at the moment. We could work something out, perhaps.”
    “It’s not the best.”
    “Do you feel comfortable paying back both the visa fee and the training fee if we let you go? Civil lawsuit if we press charges?” 
    “I can’t pay it back now,” I said. “I spent a lot to come over for this job. Look, I…are you firing me?”
    “Now you need to keep in mind that just letting you go after all that you’ve done, bringin no lawsuit against you for breahing the contract or slandering is almost charitable of us.” 
    The silence in the room was icy, daunting. The room was spinning. My big mouth. If I could just stitch my mouth shut with thread and needle – in my mind, the image of what was left in my bank account was searing my eyes. I could see myself sitting at the window seat in tears, returning home – again – as another failure. My stomach was churning. 
    “Would you like a cup of tea? You don’t look so well. How do you take your tea? Milk? Sugar? I am not as good at this as you girls are,” Harris said with another chuckle. He stood tall like a tower and gave me a pat on the shoulder.
    “Black, please. Thanks.” He left the room so that his words could sink in. This felt almost theatrical. Hot fat drops of tears fell onto the back of my hand, over my skirt. Why did I say that to Ernie? Did I long for human interaction so much that I’d give up my job for it? Was I so gullible to believe in having a casual conversation with my colleague? Had I not learnt anything from living in Gatwick with Monica? Most people learnt something after being laid off. Not me, not stupid me. 
    Calm down. You need to think rationally. Calm down first. Just apologise. Be professional.
    I heard the knocking at the door, and I saw a steaming cup of tea placed in front of me. 
    “I’m not trying to fire you.” There was a hint of amusement in his tone. I felt him standing tall next to me. His hands were inside his pockets in his suit trousers. I dared not look up at him. He was Goliath and I was David with empty hands and a crippled back.
    “Are you sure?” My trembling voice was close to a whisper. Despite the way he stirred my emotions, I had a gut feeling that what I had done was not sufficient to have me terminated. But it must have been serious. He wouldn’t have wasted time calling me into the office just to scare me. He was the authority here with the degrees and the licenses and the knowledge and the direct line to Human Resource and the Payroll Department.
    Could he fire me for casually chatting about the company to Ernie? I dared not guess. What would I know anyway? After all, I was just a flight attendant alone in the U.K., a girl from small Faro who had just graduated from high school. It would be foolish to pretend to understand the contract. I was a mouse in their cheese and trap game. 
    “I am trying to help you,” Harris said as he settled himself behind the desk again. “You see – my position makes me go through many people. We have a high turnover rate, it is true, but it is only because we want the best people for this job. After all, the airline business is about people and I have seen girls like you thrive. I am experienced in telling whether someone would last at our company. I have a good feeling about you. The sales were not bad on your first few familiarisation flights. You’ve got the look. Maybe a few pounds off. You’ve got the assets, if you know what I mean. Front and back.” I slouched my back immediately and crossed my arms in front of my chest. 
    Harris smiled again. It looked like a grimace. 
    “Getting your nails and face done professionally would give you a boost. Give it a month and I have a feeling you’ll make enough sales to get a bonus. I can see you representing us at corporate events. In airlines conventions. Promotional videos. Training materials. Just picture it. I can see you, holding some champagne, flirting away with our investors and product sponsors. The Face of ApexCrew. You’ve got the look for it. Can you see yourself being a Senior? Well, I certainly see the potential. Even more than the girls who recommended you.”
    “What?”
    “Senior positions are opening in the next couple of months, and if you can make it through, I can see you being one of them. Yes, things are not looking good right now. You were late for your first flight and Samantha said you had a passive attitude. I’ll have to agree on that.”
    “I can explain. I am not passive. She caught me off guard. There was a last-minute roster change. Ernie, the Copenhagen senior, gave me a good assessment. I could still represent the company, whatever you need me to do.” It sounded like a plead. 
    “I am afraid we don’t take the mainline base assessments into account. We’re two different companies, after all. We have different standards and expectations. I am sure you can understand that. The purpose of the meeting today is that I just want you to be fully aware of the potential legal consequences of your ‘casual’ conversation. I want you to be mindful at work. I am on your side, you see, unlike what you’ve probably heard. That’s it. There is no power play here.”
    There was every kind of power play here.
    “Thank you.”
    “Now I see that they have put you on a flight tomorrow to Oslo. Best to let you go so you can get some rest.” Harris said, going over the papers on his table. He handed me my phone. “Would you mind sending Roberta in on your way out? And be a doll and take my cup with you?”
    I picked up the cups and placed my hand at the doorknob. I heard him. “Beatriz, I hope you don’t think I am here to intimidate you or threaten your job. I want to assure you that I am not the villain of the story here.”
    I turned and gave him the most genuine, unintimidated smile I could muster. “I know. You’re just doing your job. Thank you for giving me a second chance.” 
    Harris nodded, leaned back in the seat, shot a crumpled paper into the bin next to my feet and frowned as it missed. I bet moments like this made him feel like a king. Instead of looking out of the balcony at the waving crowd and the guillotines, he looked at our staff numbers from the monitor. I picked up the crumbled paper and tossed it into the bin.
    I closed the door and saw the sobbing Roberta stand up from the couch. I sent her into hell and placed the untouched cups of hot tea into the sink. Both had milk, I realised. I composed myself and booked the cheapest service at the nail salon. I wasn’t as educated, but I wasn’t stupid. There was a villain in the story and now I could put a face to it. 
    No. Not just one. 
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    I didn’t have layovers the next couple of days, just the same day Oslo then back to London three days in a row. Without layovers, I wasn’t making much money apart from the basic. 
    I was hungry, a lot. But I was fierce at the supermarket and snatched yellow labels without remorse. I skipped breakfast and sometimes dinner. I prepared myself for work the way a warrior sharpened knives for battle. I arrived at my gate one hour earlier than report time and kept my mouth shut except when I was selling the inflight products. 
    There were constant roster changes, sometimes 3 times in an hour, and they changed my flight to 4-5 hours later. I grew to detest the airports and their complaining crowds and their overpriced everything. The waiting around in the airport drained me more than the actual flights, but I reminded myself of the same waiting around I did when all I received was job application rejections. 
    The safety briefing questions were difficult, all so specific as if the Seniors were trying to trick you. 
    “They had to find something to write on the report,” Ana told me while drinking cheap wine we bought. “They have to show the management they’re doing something. Sometimes they make shit up.”
    When the crew members tried to make conversation in the galley, I just nodded and replied with fewer than 10 words before going back into the aisle with even more sales items. 
    I thought maybe because it had been a while since I was in aviation. Maybe in my mind, I had idealised the job. Because I remembered a different atmosphere in the cabin before the Pandemic. Most of the seniors at ApexCrew were difficult to work with. At Europe Express, the seniors went out of their way to help us despite their own duty lists. They were motivating and you never felt the separation of ranks between you. 
    Here, in the midst of answering busy call bells and constant demands, I always found the Seniors casually having a cup of tea in the front galley, curtain drawn on the seat with a magazine or movie on an iPad open, while I was panting back and fro with the sales items and coffee/tea refills. Edmund, one of the Seniors who swore loudly at the gate agents and always smelled like alcohol, let passengers in before I finished my security search, which wasn’t part of the procedures. 
    When I brought this to him, having enough grace to think he just didn’t realise we were still checking at the back, he pointed at the two-stripe of his sleeves and shouted at me as the other passengers entered the aircraft.
    “The Captain gave clearance to let the deportee in! I think you’re new here! So go back and let me continue boarding. Also, don’t question my authority on this plane or you go back to wherever part of Europe you come from, girl! I have been doing this for 30 years! You don’t question my decisions!”
    I wiped his spit off my face as I turned around. The captain, with a massive brush of white hair, didn’t say anything and hurried back into the cockpit. 
    Since then, I just stopped questioning them. I did exactly what they said. The rest of the time I stayed in the empty crew seat and read through the flight manual or Larissa’s weekly email subscription. 
    I religiously checked my roster every 2 hours on duty days. Sometimes in the middle of the night, I woke up with a palpitating fright, thinking I had missed the last-minute roster change. Other times, I woke up from a pool of cold sweat, thinking about that thing in my hotel room, that lump in the bed and its violence outburst at my suitcase. I thought about how it wanted me.
    I saw it dancing in and out of Miguel’s house as he drew weird symbols on the wooden table with what he insisted was red paint next to a bundle of cash. I saw it beam at me as he held up a frantic rooster and spoke to the air in a strange language. I saw that thing leap around Miguel’s coarse hair as he picked up the copper knife and thrust its sharp point into the rooster’s furry neck. I watched how quickly it became motionless. I couldn’t look away as he stuffed flowers and herbs inside and sewed it back up. Miguel never knew what I saw. He was far too concentrated to see my face between the drawn curtain of his secret room, and that was when that thing waved at me.
    Miguel came from the Beira-Alta region of Portugal. There was a famous house said to be haunted by six sisters. One of them was a witch, had the blood of mother earth, and according to Miguel, when the moon was bright, they would all fly across the road in white gowns to dance around the chestnut tree. In my little brain, they looked like angels. From there, they would seduce men who passed by. 
    “Rob their youth,” he told me. Unfortunately, they all fell in love with the same young farmer, and that caused a big quarrel among the sisters. On one full moon in the midst of their argument, the witch sister’s heart was blinded by jealous rage. She strangled all her sisters before seducing the young man to the house for a secret wedding. There, he found all five bodies, flowers stitched into their fingers and palms, wearing bridesmaid gowns, torsos held up by fishing lines and fishhooks from the coffered ceiling. He made a soundless scream, eyes rolled back and he died of shock. So the wailing witch sister, being the only one left, hanged him up next to her family. She continued living until the odour became so bad that villagers from miles away could smell it. Miguel said the loneliness drove her to soar in the sky with vengeance. 
    “Vengeance against whom?” I had asked.
    “Herself, probably. Some people just hate themselves and want to drag everyone else along.”
    “I dragged you onto the beach when we were at the harbour. I am strong,” I said, showing him my biceps.
    I remembered Miguel shook as he roared with laughter, sweeping me into his warm, wide arms. “You are so strong. You would never be like those people, princess.”
    He said he came from the same village and he brought its soil with him. 
    I saw that thing sit at his grave the last time I was there. I saw it clearest because my body was trembling with alcohol and a burning rage. Mamãe thought I was overreacting. She thought I missed London and my job. She thought I missed my friends. She speculated it must be because of some boy. Women like her couldn’t bring herself to mourn for a job or a career. 
    “You can find another,” she always said when I told her about another failed job interview or another rejection email. She thought I had become too proud to come back to Faro. She couldn’t bring herself to utter the words that I was jealous as I saw Monica’s video on my screen. Her contentment and lack of ambition disgusted me. That was the first time I slammed the door in her face and went to the cemetery in the dark. 
    I sat next to Miguel’s gravestone in the cool of the night. Vodka bottle standing on one side and the tonic and ice on the other. I felt no sympathy with anything as I hastily deleted that video after playing it hundreds of times on the dark roots of a tree.
    Someone passed the camera around the front galley, where the three of them wore wrinkled uniforms and white blouses, showing the outlines of their bras. They were pouting and blowing kisses into the camera. Their thin fingers pulled out plastic cups from the cupboard as the Captain made his musky descent announcement through the speakers in the background. Their faces red, surgical masks under their chins, shouting, singing with hysterical laugher among the low humming sound of the aircraft, quick fingers with polished nails twisting open the mini caps and emptying small liquor bottles into the plastic ups that were lining up on the galley top. Gin. Vodka. A bucket of ice. More gin and more vodka. 
    As the seatbelt sign illuminated, the three of them clinked the plastic cups, beamed and shouted, “Happy Landing, girls!” before chucking the drinks down their throats. My ears were ringing at the description hashtags #EuropeExpressFlightAttendants #PandemicFlyingGirls and #StillHere and #Survivors.
    The caption below the picture wrote: 
    Pandemic survivors are fearless in the sky. Support the fighters and never ever give up! Flying dreams are still alive! Good things come to those who work hard! 
    The boiling fury in my chest made me pluck out grass from the ground until my nails bled. That was when I did that unforgivable thing. I didn’t have a knife, so I had to use my coarse fingers. I couldn’t find a squirrel, but there was a wounded pigeon right behind the tree, as if it was prepared by that thing for a moment like this for me. I couldn’t utter that strange language but my heart was stern and determined and I remembered the symbols. I thought the neck would be hard to snap, but it was as easy as chicken bones when it cracked. I drew the circular symbols on the gravestones the way Miguel did on the wooden board. I told Miguel (no you told that thing) exactly what I wanted. The blood was red on my fingertips in the dark like that abandoned supermarket from my window view. 
    Some nights in the house, when Laura and Ana were playing loud Spanish music downstairs and I couldn’t sleep, I looked at that supermarket from my window and I knew that thing had followed me from the cemetery in Faro into the hotel room in Copenhagen. It was hiding behind the vined window, crouching down inside that broken fish tank. I couldn’t remove my gaze once I started staring, and sometimes I dared it to come out.
    And when I did, I could almost hear it whispering back, telling me how fortunate I was to still have this job, to still be in the U.K. And in the midst it, it was Harris Duncan’s voice that was whispering back, “I’m trying to help you”.
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    Saturday afternoon after a last-minute roster change, we landed at Heathrow 3 hours later than scheduled. I caught the chubby Senior, Otto Sherman, in his fifties, smoking a cigarette in the lavatory at the back mid-flight. He forgot to lock the door. He held a wet towel over his head, stuck it over the smoke alarm and threw the smouldered cigarette bud into the toilet bowl before dousing a pot of coffee over it. He grinned toothlessly at me apologetically before patting my shoulder and offered me one.
    “Don’t worry. I’ll stand guard for you,” he said, squeezing my shoulder lightly. It took me a lot of effort to look indifferent.  
    “No? You don’t smoke?”
    I shook my head.
    “Then stand and watch for me. I will want another quick one,” he winked. 
    “There are call bells,” I said, pointing at the passenger alert display over the ceiling.
    “They can wait.” He said, pulling the curtain over the aisle. He rolled out many paper towels, and wet them over the sink. He took out another cigarette from his pocket, patting my shoulder before closing the lavatory door. He made the descent announcement on the last sector and phoned me to the front. He asked Sandie to go with the rubbish collection. With just the two of us, he patted the jump seat next to him and passed me his iPad. As I read, he patted my knee, his hand way higher than I was comfortable with. 
    There was an assessment form written:
    “Beatriz has proven to be a reliable team player by arriving on each flight with a positive attitude. She tackles her tasks independently with effective communication. She adapts easily to many situations. She consistently goes above and beyond in exceeding her daily sales goals. I would highly recommend her for senior progression within the company.” 
    “What do you think?” He said, taking a sip of the cola over the tray table. I smelled heavy whiskey.
    “Thank you,” I said numbly. “Those are kind words.” 
    “You keep up the good work,” Otto said, squeezing my thigh. “Now, can you go and collect the meal trays from the boys? It’s been a while.” 
    I nodded – it’s been a while so why didn’t you go? – and as I was entering the code to enter the cockpit, I thought I saw him pour another mini-bottle of whisky into his cola. That was all I could think about on the bus ride home. I dragged my hand luggage from the bus, ignoring the piercing pain in my toes. The thin layer of snow on the floor made it hard to pull the luggage wheels. I opened the door and I was going to bring my luggage upstairs when I saw Monica emerge from the kitchen in an apron. 
    “Hey.”
    “Hi.”
    “I haven’t seen you in the house at all since you moved in!”
    “Yeah, I’m a bit tired. It’s a new job. A lot to pick up.”
    “I saw on the roster that it’s your line check today. How did it go?” 
    “It was good. I passed.”
    “It is nothing for you. They told me you’re doing really well.” 
    “Thanks.”
    “I have made food.” 
    I nodded, glancing at the stairs. 
    “Would you like to have dinner? Ana and Laura are having layovers in Stockholm. We have the house to ourselves and I thought we could eat something nice tonight. I got a joint. I got some bubbles, too.”
    “I am not sure.”
    “I made pesto pasta. You used to love it. Come on, don’t leave me eating by myself. I want to hear all about it. Why don’t you take a shower and then come down? We both have a day off tomorrow anyway.” 
    Did I trust her to eat with her? No. Was I hungry? Had I been hungry since this breakfast at the hotel? Yes. Would I entertain just for the food and the wine? Oh yes for sure. I couldn’t recall the last time I had a proper hot meal in front of me on a dining table like this. Monica swirled the spaghetti over the green sauce, sprinkled nuts and buttered some toasted bread. My mouth was watering. The last time I had a proper meal was at home having seafood rice with Mamãe.
    “Thank you Monica. It looks really delicious. You must have put a lot of work into it.” 
    Monica poured a glass of bubbles for herself, then for me. The formality between us was foreign. “Don’t mention it. It is just a meal. I figured… I figured it would be nice to spend some time with you. I heard about your flight with Samantha.”
    “Has everyone heard about it?” 
    “No, that was nothing. Really. Stuff here is usually much worse. The top story of the week is Roberta calling a passenger a ‘cunt’ before slapping her. Apparently, she got nuts because the passenger’s credit card wasn’t working when she was charging them for duty-free. She was lucky they didn’t press charges – well they told me ApexCrew offered the woman free summer tickets.” Monica shrugged. “Robin told me. He was on your flight.”
    “Not just him.” 
    “Laura told me you didn’t check the roster the night before.”
    “I didn’t know it was my job to check it off-duty hours,” I said. “Sure, that wasn’t the only thing she said.”
    “That was.” 
    “Are you sure?” I said, swirling the pasta. “Didn’t she tell you that I was called into the office?”
    “Yes, she did. Don’t let it bother you. It’s just Laura being Laura. You remember what they’re like. Laura gets drunk on gossip fast, and Ana gets drunk on anything with lightning speed.”
    “Excuse me? I should move out right now. I don’t want to see her fucking face again,” I wished I said that with strength, with my back straight and with a firmness that was threatening. But I sank deep into the seat. That was a bluff. I couldn’t afford anywhere else.  
    “Laura just can’t resist her little hobby.”
    “So that was what it was? Her little hobby?” I said. “Harris Duncan threatened to sue me. We live in the same house for God’s sake. She goes into the office and talks so much shit about me. Ernie and I were having a casual conversation. I know it wasn’t her. It can’t be her. I wasn’t spilling company secrets – he made it sound like he is taking me to court for it.”
    “Calm down! Don’t be so dramatic. He cannot fire you over this.” 
    “I was fucking scared!” I said. I threw the fork onto the plate and watched the summer green pesto sauce splash onto the baby blue tablecloth. “She could have come and told me about it in person. She didn’t because of her little hobby. We lived together in Gatwick. I covered for her – multiple times – at the previous company when she showed up hungover. She knew there was a roster change and she didn’t tell me. She didn’t defend me. She listened to my private conversation and told management stuff that was simply not true. She is a snake. She is a fucking bitch.” 
    “I grew up in foster care in Italy, and none of them sounds as resentful as you. Don’t act like a victim.”
    “I am a victim.”
    “That’s how they run things here,” Monica said indifferently. “I know you are not like her – you’re not like any of them. You love the manual. You follow every bit of it and you’re proud of it. You act like you get bonus points by sticking to it.”
    “I don’t follow it because I like it,” I lied. “I can’t afford to lose this job.” 
    “Then report her. Catch her doing something and report back since you know the book so well. Make it to your advantage. They all do it here. Just be careful of the things you report. There was a Korean girl here who reported Otto – you know him? The Senior who is so touchy!”
    “Yes, I worked with him. He touched my thigh,” I said.
    “Nah, that’s minor. Don’t let it bother you.” Monica shrugged. “He groped the Korean girl. Her friend saw him grab her butt and he claimed it was an accident. The Korean girl was too timid to say anything back during the trial. Her English wasn’t very good and they were using all this A-level vocabulary during the hearing. Samantha, of course, helped Otto because they knew each other from their previous airline. Harris Duncan fired her for false allegations against a Senior Cabin Crew and said she compromised safety”
    “What?”
    “He said she couldn’t speak English and was a liar, so she would be a safety hazard on board. He gave Otto a minor verbal warning,” Monica said, “but that’s it. People report each other for petty things all the time. You just need to take photos!”
    “No, I don’t have time for shit like that. That’s just toxic.”
    Monica opened the kitchen drawer and took out a new fork, handing it to me. “Always standing on the moral high ground. You will learn. They want you to police each other. Laura did that to get on the good side of the management – don’t take it personally.”
    “Bullshit.”
    “What do you want me to say? It is the truth. Tough it out.” Monica said. “I am the only one honest enough to tell you. Nobody thought aviation could shut down. But it did. Everyone knows it can happen again because they showed the world how easy it was to shut it all down. A long-service contract doesn’t save you anymore. Everyone does that now to prepare for the next layoff. Yes now, travellers are coming back but you don’t know when there is a recession or they have too many crews or when the company is going down. After the Pandemic, people have learnt. They’re just protecting themselves. It will be too late when the redundancy comes. You’d want to be ready and have a straight record before it gets here. The easiest way is to rat out others before they do you. You can either do that or go suck Harris’s cock. Eat, come on.”
    I picked up a fork. 
    “If it makes you feel any better,” Monica said, taking a sip of her bubbles. She took out a rolled joint from her pocket and lit it. The flame consumed the tip and the smell of weed filled the room, stronger than the pasta. Inhaling it softened my stiff shoulders. “Laura made up shit about me partying when I called in sick last month. I think she did, but I have no proof. I don’t want to bring it to her because she is a rattlesnake, but she is a good flatmate. She wasn’t like this before we got laid off. They had a small gathering here because it was Ana’s birthday. There were a couple of people from work and you couldn’t have told who took the photo. I was a bit run down, but I came down for a drink and some food. Harris called me in and showed me a photo where I was eating some biscuits next to a glass of red.” 
    “Kick her out of the house.”
    “I don’t have proof. She is actually the one who found this house,” Monica said. “Don’t let it get into your head. She is good at things with the landlord. She could sort out the bills and council tax stuff. You are Catholic, come on! There must be enough mercy in your heart to forgive her. It’s just Laura being Laura.” 
    Monica overestimated the amount of forgiveness I possessed. She passed the joint to me. My hand fisted into a ball. But maybe it was the exhaustion from keeping quiet and acting indifferent at work, maybe it was loneliness that had been ruling inside me since I arrived in London, maybe it was just that I missed having friends, I took the joint and took a long, deep drag.
    “Are you going to report me for this?” I said with a bitter cough.
    “I wouldn’t do it with you if I would,” Monica said with a giggle and swirled a forkful of spaghetti. Sauce stained the corners of her lips, and we giggled. We giggled until I felt stinging tears in the corner of my eyes and quickly looked down. She asked about the time in Faro during the lockdown, and I replied as honestly as I possibly could before taking another long drag of that joint. 
    I forgot how animated Monica was when she talked. She told me about the office work at Europe Express and how miserable it was to be trapped inside a cubicle from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. She talked about how the condescending looks in the office drove her crazy when they realised she couldn’t use some of the simple software. She told me how she used to be so stressed in the office that she would snort lines of coke in the electric meter room to calm herself down. 
    “You have to snort coke for an office job!” I laughed as the effect of the joint lightened the load in my brain. 
    “Put me back on a plane again and I swear the only naughty thing I would do is to fuck around!” Monica said, hand over her stomaching laughing. I chuckled and looked at her drowsy face. She talked about how she found a job cleaning toilets in the business district of London after Europe Express went down. She talked about how she had learnt so many methods to plunge a blockage professionally. With the knowledge she gathered, she said she could see herself saving for a couple of years with this job here and then starting a contractor cleaning company for commercial districts in Milan. She showed me a note-keeping app on her phone, where she jogged down all the contacts and business registration information. 
    “Cleaning toilets, really?”
    “What’s wrong with that?”
    It was a cold silence. 
    Monica continued. “I can’t sit still and I like moving around. With the cleaning companies, I got to visit these incredible offices that I otherwise wouldn’t have. People there are really nice, and I was learning. I didn’t realise the legal permits it requires and how the waste systems work. It was incredible. I was meeting all these different contractors at different sites and pest control people,” Monica said with bright eyes. “You’re making it sound like I should be ashamed of it.”
    “No. I just wouldn’t have done it. I can’t see myself doing that. I would have wanted to do something at a hotel. But none of the jobs I wanted were hiring during Covid.”
    “Sounds to me there were a lot of pride and ego at play,” Monica shrugged. “That layoff was such a humbling experience. I’ve always known I would come back to this job. So I told myself, Monica look, this is a time for you to leave your comfort zone, to grow a little. This is a time for you to expand your knowledge. I see this as an opportunity to learn other things. Life happens. To be fair, I am quite proud of it. I mean, I could have been like Laura and gone back to Italy and just moaned. All she does now is report other people. All Ana does now is drink and slur, always something with her brother.”
    Her words sent jabs into my chest. I reached for the bottle and pushed my glass. The water spilled. Monica turned around to find towels so she didn’t my hard face. Her words made me feel ashamed. An anonymous hatred towards her optimism flared. She was cleaning toilets, making a business plan for the future while I was paralysed in my bed. 
    Mamãe brought back flyers from the Covid Vaccination Centre recruitment. I had chucked them away without looking because all I wanted to do was cry. Had I actually just wasted 18 months resenting decisions the company made? Had I just spent months hating her with unfounded jealousy? Moments like this gave me a glimpse into the potential evil within me. Moments of irrational rage that blew all sense out of my brain. After all, they all got sacked eventually. I didn’t find the same hatred I saw in my own eyes. Maybe it was my problem –
    “In all seriousness,” she said as I was wiping the table. “They can’t treat us like this.”
    “Like what?”
    “Disposable. I’m tired of their threats. I am tired of going to work like this,” Monica said. “One of these days, someone would have to show them.”
    “Show them what?”
    “One of these days,” Monica said, taking a final long drag off the joint. “Someone will show them. She will show them what happens if you drive someone to the edge. She will show them what happens if you treat us like stupid – disposable – money-making legs in skirts.”
    “How to show them? Like killing all the passengers on a flight?” I said coolly. 
    “Poison,” Monica laughed. “They won’t know.”
    “Into baked goods. Bread. Chocolate fudge. Use the shampoo bottles in the liquid bag. I’ll keep them 100ml. Anti-freeze in coffee. They’ll be surprised about the free food – ”
    “You sound psychotic. Revenging the company with innocent people’s lives? Crazy. I was thinking about a strike at the airport with banners or about telling journalists. But I guess it’s better that you sound psychotic here than up there. Don’t let them think you’re losing it.” Monica said. 
    “We’re ticking bombs in the sky no hijacking training can stop,” I said. I marvelled at how true that statement was as I picked up the plates and put them into the dishwasher. I pressed START. Monica’s phone buzzed and rang on the table. 
    The contact wrote Connor – Crew Control. Monica smiled awkwardly, picked up the phone and left the kitchen. She was muttering, hand covering her mouth and the phone speaker. I couldn’t hear above the noise of the dishwasher. She saw me listening, grinned, swirled sleek black hair and went upstairs. She is bitching about me. It has to be. She was telling him that we had a joint. It is happening again. I felt the pasta acidly rising up flooding into my throat. My heart was raging. I wanted to smash all the glass on the kitchen table. I shouldn’t have trusted her – after this meeting with Harris Duncan I had no reason to trust anyone – I was good! 
    In these flights over the last couple of days, I mustered the courage to fight off every friendly conversation – why now? Why was I such a weakling in this war against loneliness – I was right not to trust this bitch – 
    “It was crew control,” Monica said, popping her back head in. “They’re putting me on extra tomorrow.”
    “What do you mean?”
    “Someone called in sick last minute. Like when you’re on your off days and they need crew, they pay an extra £150 on top of your flying duty. Like extra payment days for operation.”
    “How do you apply about it?”
    “You don’t really,” Monica said with finality. She picked up the cushion from the floor and took out the hoover. She was looking at everything in the kitchen but me. “They look at your legal flying hours and your block pattern. It’s quite random.”
    “Can I ring them for it?”
    “You can try, but they really don’t like it. They’ve got lots of work to do.” Monica said. “You’ve just passed your line check. Give it a couple of months to settle yourself. The business is coming back. There are always flights uncovered.” 
    Somehow, along with that grin on her face that didn’t reach her eyes, it felt like an excuse.
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From Aviation Weekly (Europe) - Annika Hansen from Ireland: 
    Representatives from ApexCrew Service refused to answer questions about how long the organisation has known about the mental health condition of the alleged cabin crew. 
    On Monday, Krone Airways announced that from the documents ApexCrew submitted, they found a high number of medical and fatigue reports from cabin crew members, all hidden in a separate mailbox. The alleged reports state that KA1530 unnamed cabin crew has been the victim of “abuse and harassment from crew controller” with chilling reports from seniors stating “I don’t feel safe with her in a flight” and “she is clearly not fit to fly”. They also found 6 unrelated cabin crew suicides from 2022 to 2023. ApexCrew refused to comment on the previous suicide cases. 
    One cabin crew who interviewed anonymously under the name Robin told us that the unnamed cabin crew had reportedly told him “now they would all hear me”. A countermovement has sprung up on social media, with people criticising Captain Kenneth Berg for not being alert and realised the incident far too late. The Captain, who received 2 medals from the late Queen for his achievements during his military services, resigned from the position the day after the incident of KA1530 and announced early retirement. 

#

It was 5 months before KA1530.
63 out of 87 passengers purchased their flight tickets.
    I wished I could stop seeing it. I couldn’t. It was getting worse. 
    I had my first block of layovers away after 3 days off. Laura was in the house and I didn’t want to be around her. On Sunday, when Monica came back, she must have seen my expression. She suggested driving to the lake next to our home. Really, there wasn’t much to look at in gloomy winter. The air next to the riverside was icy and chilled to my bones. She let me drive her car for a while and we shared the fuel money. We spent countless days doing the same thing in Europe Express. Driving, laughing and singing on foreign roads. Monica chucked pebbles into the lake as she had always liked to, spending time searching for the smoothest stone. We chased ducks and watched our breath fog up. I almost forgot the chasm between us. 
    Monica said she wanted to treat me to another meal. I didn’t ask why and I didn’t refuse. Perhaps she noticed all the food I bought was all yellow-labelled. I didn’t hear a hint of pity in her tone, but I sure heard plenty of guilt. Good. I felt silly and hatefully entitled to think she owed me. After all, any sane person would have to admit that sometimes, it was just pure luck when it came to work redundancy. But this entitlement spoiled me. I enjoyed this sense of victimhood; it almost felt empowering. I ordered an extra Yorkshire pudding and another drink and motionlessly watched her pick up the tab. 
    My first block away was 4 nights in Ostersund, Sweden. Layover meant layover allowance; it also meant I could collect extra food from the hotel breakfast buffet and not starve the whole day. I made sure to sneak plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables under the table. The food in my Tupperware was like Michelin 5 stars compared to the slimy oven crew food. Here in Ostersund, sunlight lasted less than 6 hours a day. The shiny Storsjön Lake was frozen and stretched beyond sight in a snowy wonderland. Twinkling lights sparkled outside the cafes. Frosty pine trees lined up on the road. 
    During breaks, I sent photos to Mamãe and conducted video calls with her so she could see the snow-covered runway. It brought a genuine smile to my face to see her amazed by the snowy mountains. The fine lines on her face lightened. I told her I would take her here next winter. She blew me kisses while she put the clean laundry towel into the hotel trolley. She told me I looked beautiful in the uniform, that she had always known I could put the wings back on, regardless of the logo. I heard her telling her other colleagues about her daughter working for an airline company based in London. The pride in her voice sent a fizzy, warm feeling down my spine and I was shivering less during boarding. 
    My duty was 12 hours long, 4 short flights a day between different domestic destinations in Sweden. It was one of those “unlucky” destinations, they told me. Because the flight time was short and the passengers were just commuting. Sales were naturally not optimistic. On the third flight, your arms were too tired to push the trolley out in the thin aisle, and the last flight of the day felt like you were walking on spiked burning coals. Snow started falling down from my first flight at 5:00 a.m. and again at 5 p.m. in the taxi back to the hotel. 
    The hotel was old. A wealthy group brought it for remodelling and the builders designed it for winter sport lovers. The reception bar was modern and carefully designed, with a spacious, Nordic-style lounge area. The rooms, however, were of the design of the 70s, with yellowish wallpaper and yellowish stained mirror and a yellowish sink. But I couldn’t complain. It was still my first whole block away; the newness of the destination still consumed my mind with a honeymoon-like zeal. And the layover allowance. 
    On the third night, with my worn out, aching calves, I sat on the window seat with a cushion, rubbed and massaged my toes and watched the still darkness outside, listening to Larissa’s podcast about how to cultivate an attractive personality in a sales job. I could make out the outskirts of a river and outline the buildings under the greyish snow. It was peaceful and beautiful, with lights glowing. Growing up in a sunny country, the scenery of snowy mountains was exotic and magnificent to me. I saw my exhausted reflection there, huge under-eye bags, damp brown hair over shoulders, over the oversized Hello Kitty sweatshirt Cruz bought me years ago, and she was smiling. 
    But I wasn’t.
    She raised her finger and pointed at the ceiling. 
    I didn’t.  
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    As Larissa continued her product sponsor advertisement, fish hooks dangled down from the ceiling like spider webs and hooked themselves around the wrists, elbows and arms of my reflection in the window. I couldn’t move but I felt the sharp edge of the hooks sinking deep into my flesh like fangs and their tight grip as they roped themselves around me. I couldn’t look away as the fish hooks dragged upwards, pulling me – her – up. I, she, was a puppet pulled up by invisible strings. It wants me again. It wanted me because of that unforgivable thing I did under the tree in Faro and it developed a taste for it like caramel sugar. 
    YOU, she mouthed.
    I was paralysed sitting by the window as I saw her face expand inward as her arms twisted over her shoulders like a dying spider. The string moved according to the poppy advertisement music from the podcast. The pain of the fishhooks set wildfire on my back and the fishhooks dug deeper into my flesh. I saw her shriek in pain as the hooks found my bones. 
    “JUST KEEP WORKING! Your pink empire isn’t built in one day!” Larissa shouted into the speaker as the podcast came to a close. It was pulling the strings according to the tone of her voice. I was watching a horror puppet show. I heard clapping from the bed behind me. The string pulled her / my arms overhead and twisted them beyond human flexibility, shaking back and fro – like Miguel’s dance on the beach – 
    The nameless crowd behind me was applauding and whistling as my twisted hand brought the hook to my eyes – don’t stitch them, don’t Bea – this isn’t real –  
    “Keep grinding. Don’t let anything distract you. Not your boyfriend. Not that boy crush who never texts you back. Not your parents who discourage you because they’re jealous of you! Not your co-worker who is gossiping behind you because you work harder than them –”
    Despite the furrowed brows and sweat dripping down her face, her smile was simply growing larger and larger until the corners of her lips reached her ears –
    “Everyone around you is just jealous of you! Submerge your thoughts into that 4-bedroom house you are going to buy. Think about the car you are going to own. Think about driving that car past that boyfriend and that co-worker. Think about you. Just you. It is okay to be selfish. You need to be selfish. You don’t have time for anything else.” I shut my eyes tight and did just that – I pictured Mamãe standing on a porch wearing a posh round hat. I pictured us having long walks on the beach and using my credit card the way tourists did without comparing the price – when I opened my eyes, I was sitting on my bed, panting. I fumbled to turn on the light on the side table. The yellow glow from the bulb filled the room. 
    I must have fallen asleep just now. I had a bad dream. I wiped my mouth and scrubbed the dry drool. I looked up, turned on the torch of my phone to examine the white ceiling above me, and felt stupid. There was no fishing hook anywhere. The curtain was drawn and the cushion was on the floor instead of the window seat. I had a bad dream. On my bed. I was silly – once again. I sighed uneasily. Bea, you’re just too tired. 
    The clock said 10:27 p.m. I rubbed my tight shoulder blade. The weight of the trolley was taking a toll on me. My partner in the back galley insisted on continuing the service despite the turbulence. Maybe I should push harder for sales like she did, but I could barely stand while making sure the coffee and tea were not spilling on the passengers. 
    I put on my gym clothes and walked through the dimly lit corridor with arms around my elbows. I ran on the treadmill in the empty gym room and lifted weights and threw battle ropes until I was drenched with sweat. It was delightful to feel a different kind of heart pulsing, the kind not from fear and boogeyman but physical exhaustion. I saw a notification that my report time tomorrow was delayed to 10 a.m. due to aircraft rotation. 
    I woke up the next morning with muscle soreness all over. I washed my face with cold water and found a rash on my back near my neck. I saw my crew members in casual clothes having breakfast. They waved at me and gestured to the seat next to them. The captain and the first officer were on the side with their iPads in deep conversation. Everybody seemed very pleased about the delay. 
    “They told me our aircraft is still in Arlanda due to de-icing,” the Senior Maria Smith said. “It’s been a long time since I have slow breakfast here.”
    I had to say, despite how little I knew about my crew, it was gratifying to spend time with the girls not in uniform. Simple times like this used to be the highlight of the job, where snow was falling lightly outside and I was sitting around the girls and feeling like I was a part of a team. I thought I would binge on quietness on my own in the room up there, but I was severely ravenous for social interaction, no matter how shallow the interactions were. It reminded me of breakfast with Monica at the hotels. It used to be the best part of the job, laughing with her, gossiping during breakfast, stuffing our pockets with fruit and trying not to smash the croissants we took from the table. 
    “This hotel has the best breakfast. Order one of these waffles. It’s unreal!” One of the crew members said. “Did you sleep well? I love the bed here. They give you so many extra pillows!”
    “They have an espresso machine also!” The other crew said. “We make less on sales, but it’s worth it once in a while. I heard they have an indoor pool here but I haven’t got time to check it out.”
    “I saw it on the way to the gym. It was much bigger than I thought.” I said when my omelette arrived. My shoulder was itchy.
    “You went to the gym after! Aren’t you tired?” 
    “Yes, but I sleep better after working out.”
    “She is very discipline, this one,” Maria said. “I saw her reading finance books on her iPad when we were on the ground waiting. She’s going to make a lot of money, this one. I have a feeling, I am usually right.”
    My face felt hot and I played those words over and over in my head. I put her words into a box in my mind where I stored what Harris Duncan said (can you see yourself being a Senior? well, I certainly see the potential. I have seen girls like you strive). I reminisced in this box a lot. We were chatting about the new training batch and when it was time, we took the lift to the crew floor to prepare ourselves for duty.  
    “Hey Beatriz,” Maria said after the other two girls turned right into their corridor. “You’re scratching your shoulders all morning. Is it an allergy? I know it’s your first time here. It can get really dry in the hotel and I have some lotion if you want.”
    “I think it’s the dryness,” I said. Maria took out a small tube of lotion from her handbag and handed it to me. 
    “I took it from the Oslo hotel. Keep it.”
    “Thank you.”
    “Don’t worry. I have plenty. Let me know if it gets worse, yeah? I was scratching my skin out during my first winter layover here,” she said. “There’s a sauna next to the gym. Use it when we come back tonight. It always helps me. Do you want me to take a look? Maybe it’s just the label of your shirt.”
    “Please, if you don’t mind.” I turned around, and gathered my hair to the top of my head. She pulled my shirt down from behind. 
    “Oh, I see something – what is this?” I felt pain spreading as she wriggled it. “I’ll take it out. It’s struck – hold on.”
    There was a sharp pull. Something released from my skin. I couldn’t tell because lifting up my hair hurt due to the weightlifting from yesterday. 
    “Wait – don’t move. I got it. Oh my gosh! How did it get stuck in your shoulder! It was hooked into your skin!”
    I turned around. On her palm was a small, golden safety pin.
    “I use it to secure my scarf,” I lied, and took it, and shoved it into my jeans pocket. “I don’t know how it got there. I was looking for it everywhere.” I tried to flash a smile.
    “How did you not feel it?” She exclaimed. “Thank God I took it out!” 
    “My neck feels so much better now,” I said quickly. “I will see you in the lobby in an hour. Please don’t tell anyone.”
    “What did it get there? Jesus, did you not feel it at all?”
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    Back in the hotel room, I turned over my purse and poured everything onto the carpeted floor. Passport. Sales Device. Lipsticks. Lanyard. I always had a safety pin in case my uniform was torn. It was gone. I pulled my hoodie off over my head. 
    From the standing mirror, I ran my fingers over the area where Maria had pulled out the safety pin. I traced my fingers over it. It was bumpy and bloody. Something else was underneath it. There was a hard, pointy tip. I pulled the rough bit out with my fingers, failed, tried with my nail’s tips and once it surfaced, it was easy enough to keep pulling. It was a thin silvery thread – an ingrown hair (silvery ingrown hair, seriously?) until – it had a razor-like, prickly edge, smooth but curved – I gulped in pain as the end was pulled out. I was holding something tiny, half-moon shaped and reddish-coppery. 
    It was a rusty fishing hook I had seen on Miguel’s wooden table. Immense fear overwhelmed me but she – me – she who followed me in the mirror smiled. She reached her hand out from the reflection, took the hook from me and brought it into the mirror onto her lips. She devoured the 3 drops of scarlet blood from it, and then secured the company scarf around her neck with it. Instead of hooking the fabric to each other, she hooked it into the flesh of her neck, next to the ten silvery wings along her neck. She opened her mouth, tongue-less and toothless, to the pitch black throat, and screamed – 
    The alarm pierced through the quiet room. Its shrill tone jolted her face, disoriented her features. She pulled the company scarf around her neck – it was tight and she was choking –
    I ran to the bathroom, grabbed the used towel from the floor and swung it over the mirror with trembling hands. My shoulder blades hurt. The alarm blaring continued and instead of sounding like a woman’s high-pitched scream, it sounded like a phone alarm. It was a phone clock alarm I set for 45 minutes before report time. 
    Get your shit together, Bea.
    I turned off the alarm on my phone. 
    You had too much sugar at that breakfast – that waffle was disgustingly sweet. You were seeing things, but it was the sugar. Seriously. The amount of chocolate syrup could give me diabetes immediately. 
    My back was facing the mirror – it is just a mirror, there is nothing – Something in the back of my neck stood. A familiar smell of hotel bedding – no, of damp moss? 
    The sound of leaves rustling softly – no, that was the air-conditioning / heater / radiator –whatever they had in the hotel – branches were swaying like that night, whispering to me, condemning the girls for breaking the rules, for drinking inflight while I got sacked – the resentment was an alive, living thing – wet summery chestnut tree scent, mingled with the Faro beach oceanic aroma faintly filled the room. I glanced back. A rotten hand with slender, long fingers, red nails – two stripped sleeves – was pulling the towel from the bottom of the mirror inch by inch. 
    I refused to see it. 
    No. I could feel the towel lifting behind me – no, nothing is happening here – she had crawled out. First from the cemetery, then from the pigeon I killed ( – I didn’t kill it, it was dying –), then breaking from the cracked cocoon face of the Senior who jumped, now she wanted me – 
    Stop this. 
    I took my cheap perfume and sprayed it around the room. I refused to smell the cemetery from my hotel room. I am not crazy. As I was moving in frenzy, thin dots of blood spurted from my shoulder. I placed a plaster over it – it was the dryness in the room! It had to be! I was scratching my skin too hard. Too much hot water during a shower. Don’t glance in the mirror. 
    It was winter in Scandinavia. Flaky and cracked skin was normal. I had to buy some lotion when I received my salary. The lotion would stop everything, make my skin moist – moist like Cruz used to lotion and massage my legs on the beach – Oh I want to go home, back to scalding hot Faro, coarse sand in my hair and feet, kind faces every corner. I don’t want this job. I don’t want to be single and alone here in cold London, calculating my expenses every day. Every day being reminded of what I cannot afford. I was a person then I became a number in a system in gloomy Heathrow then I became one of the legs-in-skirts running sales for crossed-arm individuals with numbers and shareholding values and stocks – 
    Stop. I was working at my dream job in a foreign country. The pain in my shoulders and arms was from the workout – I had worked out hard the night before – I was taking care of my health, then I would take care of my wealth – 
    Nothing happened here. 
    The room smelled like my perfume and I hung my towel over the mirror to dry and I had to pack for my flight. I was a responsible flight attendant, dutiful to her dream job and aimed to succeed as a hardworking queen as Larissa said. Nothing happened – except she/it hooked the safety pin into my skin – Thoughts formed theories as I quickly shoved my toiletry bag into the suitcase – it put a fish hook into my body, why? – I buttoned my uniform and patted a thick layer of makeup with my compact mirror – I didn’t want to look at the mirror on the wall or the bathroom – nonsense, the compact mirror made putting on makeup easier. My fingers were shaking uncontrollably and the eyeliner smudged all over my eyelid. I cleaned it up with a brush and took a deep breath. My alarm rang to remind myself I had 20 minutes left. It became a race.
    I folded and wrapped the scarf around my neck and used the safety pin to keep it in place – I had always used a safety pin on my scarf so it was no surprise that the safety pin could – could get itself hooked into my skin when it was always in my bag – the pin could be found anywhere. Sometimes I misplaced my stuff – sometimes I feel that thing misplacing my stuff to remind me what I have done – Sometimes I misplaced my stuff because I had a lot on my mind as I was working hard to build a better life in London.
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News Abstract from the London DailyPost on 11/08/23
ApexCrew Employees Accuse Crewing Agency of “Not Talking to Them”
    Current ApexCrew Employee Representatives have released a letter to ApexCrew’s Chief Executive, claiming the company is ignoring the psychological needs and traumas of its current Heathrow base crew members with no compensation offer after the tragedy of KA1530. 
    Maria Smith, Senior Cabin Crew member and one of the representatives, claimed the company never made an official internal apology or formal investigation into the medical and psychological conditions of its cabin crew after the tragedy. In the most recent interview, Smith accused the company of “pretending to mourn in public but in fact doing nothing to ensure such incidents do not happen again”. 
    “It is so easy for the company to side with the public, to put all the blame on one person. It is so easy for them to make excuses and say things like ‘there is a limit to predicting human factors’. You put all the blame on her and immediately you can release your organisation from all the responsibilities of creating a hostile environment of little rest and a toxic culture. They wanted to pitch us against each other by creating unstable gaps in salary between colleagues with no guaranteed basic income, then call it just business.”
    While some critics and the families of the victim passengers criticised her for being sympathetic to a mass murderer, Smith said “We have all worked with her, and that’s what people often forget. She was a young girl living in a foreign city alone. She could be your next-door neighbour. She was just a girl. After all, we are people with emotions constantly being far away from our loved ones in a confined space all the time. I am not justifying what she did, but I implore the public to remember: She was just a human being like any of us.”

#

    My second block away was 4 days of holiday destinations in a row and day 5 operating back to Heathrow, which meant many opportunities for selling inflight products, but also a hyperactive passenger profile. It was pleasant to know that I was scheduled for a similar flying pattern with Captain Kenneth Berg. There was a glimpse of warmth in his eyes that always brought ease to me after a long day. My poverty must have a smell to it because Captain Berg always seemed to find ways to give me food. A cinnamon buns here and some muffins there at the airport cafes. 
    I was also scheduled to work with Tina, a London-based senior with 30 years of flying experience and a line checker. I liked her. She had worked at Europe Express, so we had similar experience and a lot to chat about. She was so relaxed about the service with a trusting nature. Her briefing questions were more like a discussion without micromanagement. She often reserved most of the sales for the junior crew members. She told us she had bought a house in Tenerife and rented it out. She lived in Wimbledon with her son and husband. Since she was a line checker, there wasn’t a sales target for her. She showed me an inflight assessment.  
    In her inflight assessment me, she showed me what she wrote: 
    “Beatriz has a high standard in safety and often delivers exceptional service. Her knowledge of aviation and detail-oriented attitude made the operation of the flight smooth and efficient. She embraced leadership responsibilities by making appropriate professional announcements during unforeseen turbulence when I was in the cockpit. I highly recommend her for consideration in the next senior selection.”
    I wiped the corner of my eye with the back of my hand when she was making us another coffee. The first 3 days were really enjoyable despite a medical case with hyperventilation and a couple of crying children who refused to put on their seatbelts. Since I was working with a new flyer from the latest batch who had no previous background in aviation, it selfishly gave me plenty of advantage in driving sales and applying what I had learnt from the podcasts and extra reading. 
    I almost felt charming holding my sales device in the aisle. While the new crew was spending most of her attention memorising the basics, like the location of equipment and navigating the flight information applications on her iPad, I was flirting with passengers, making compliments I didn’t mean and emptying my sales trolley. 
    On the third night at 7 p.m. in Copenhagen, after coming back from Tenerife, I was sitting on the soft double bed in the hotel, checking the amount on my sales device. I had to find something to do in the hotel room or stay in the gym. I couldn’t let my mind rest. (I am far too scared to – ) I wasn’t scared of anything. 
    Last time, my shoulders hurt because I had lifted weights. I was driven and my determination was stronger than my excuses. I compared the current sales numbers to my familiarisation flight and I was very pleased after working out the salary, which was coming in 4 days’ time. I was deciding whether I should spend the money signing up for Larissa’s Queen Grind program and live on the yellow label for another month or treat myself to something nicer. Then, naturally, I remembered the deposit I owed Monica. 
    My mobile buzzed. Laura Alonso. I debated if I should pick up. I quickly checked her roster. She operated in from London today and would be on hotel standby all day in Copenhagen tomorrow. The buzzing stopped. I let out a breath. The buzzing started again. 
    “Hello.”
    “Hello, darling!” Laura said. I heard Ana’s airy voice behind. “Let’s go out for a drink! We’re also in Copenhagen! I saw Tina just now. She was heading out for dinner and she said she landed with you! We had a last-minute roster change. We were supposed to go to Oslo, but they changed us. We’ve never had a layover together before! Which room are you in?”
    “I am on the third floor,” I said. “I am not sure. I just did Tenerife and I am so tired.” 
    “Come down to the bar next to the hotel right now!” 
    “I don’t know. It’s late.”
    Ana’s voice was loud behind the music. “Come down now. You’re like a granny. You used to be fun! Let’s go to a club later. I know one that has many hot guys.” 
    “I’ll pay for your drink if you don’t have money.”
    “It’s not about that. I can pay for my own drink. I am just tired. I have an early report tomorrow.” I said with immediate defensiveness. Hearing the sound of taunting in her voice made my adrenaline plump. 
    “We will come back before 10,” Laura said. “Come on. I told you I can pay for –”
    “Money isn’t the problem,” I said. “I will see you down there.”
    I hung up and changed into jeans and a hoodie. I took the work coat and gloves, as it was -18 outside. I planned to drink just one pint. I had to exercise restraint. I was a bit worried about what I’d say to them after alcohol. I didn’t trust them. More importantly, I didn’t want Laura to have anything against me. 
    They were standing in the dim light outside the bar. It was easy to make out the shape of Ana. She was probing back and fro. 
    “That was quick! I missed you!” Laura said. She pulled me into a tight embrace and placed kisses on both sides of my cheeks. Ana hugged, slumped herself over me, pulled back and barely stood straight. Her face flushed red. “Let’s go, the Uber is here.”
    “I thought we were having a drink here. I don’t think we should go anywhere. Ana, you need to get some rest –” 
    “We should go!” Ana laughed hysterically.
    “Ana, you’re not – “
    She laughed again. She cupped her cold hands over my cheeks. “We. Are. Going! I am just operating back in the evening. Laura has standby because somebody has been a bad, bad girl –” Laura slapped the right side of Ana’s face. Ana took a step back as people glanced at her. 
    “That should sober her up a little. We’re going to a club downtown. There is nothing to do around the airport,” Laura said. A car slowly pulled to a stop in front of us. Ana opened the door and climbed inside. Her skirt lifted high enough for me to see her knickers through her tights.
    “Come on.” 
    “I don’t know about this.”
    “We will come back early,” Laura said and gave my hand a tug. “Don’t be boring. I will pay for your drink. You deserve a night out.”
    As the car engine started, Ana started singing a Spanish song. Inside the car, Laura told me about a crazy mother on their flight today who tried to change her baby’s diaper on the tray table while other passengers were having a meal. I wasn’t in the mood. Seeing the snow piled up on the side of the road made me really want to go back to my hotel room. I’d have to admit, Nyhavn was beautiful at night. It was a mixture of modern, colourful architecture and historical landmarks. 
    The club was packed with people of all ages on a Friday night. It was one of those commercial clubs with heavy music in the background. Inside, red and green lights flashing and you could barely make out the shape of anything. I heard Ana make some high-pitched sound before joining the dance floor. I tried to stay in the corner, hand clutching the phone inside my hoodie pocket. Eventually, I crawled my way to a wall. 
    This used to be my kind of entertainment, and thinking about how hard I had worked the last two weeks made me tap my feet along the beat. I deserved this. I was nodding my head with the music, back still against a wall, when Laura pulled me to the dance floor. She was holding two glasses of shots and thrust one into my hand. 
    “Look, I don’t know –”
    “Don’t worry about it!” Laura shouted into my ear. “Ana had hers! Chuck it!” 
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    I grinned at that and drank it. It burned my throat, and my feet grew lighter. Work Hard, Play Hard, right? It was a free drink, right? I couldn’t see her then. I felt the alcohol loosen my shoulders. So I danced. I jumped. I felt someone touch my waist. I didn’t pull back. I ground myself against that man behind me, whose face I couldn’t even see. I felt his erection against my back. I felt his warm breath on my ear. I closed my eyes and felt the red and green light on my face. 
    For the first time in a very long time, I felt wanted and I was a completely different deity from that woman sobbing in Faro. I broke free from her. In the worship of the flashing light, we were all equal beings. The man behind me raise his hand upward, close to my breast – I pushed it away and made my way towards the bar table, where I saw Ana giggling. I snuggled up next to her and shouted. 
    “Hey!”
    “Hey!”
    “Have you been here before?”
    “Yes!” Ana shouted in my ear. “I love the vibe here!”
    “Me too. I haven’t been to a club in a long time. Where is Laura?”
    “Getting drinks!” Ana said. “She called Monica and asked her what your go-to drink was.”
    “Really? She didn’t have to. I wasn’t expecting her to call me to start with.”
    “Oh yes. Generous Laura.” Ana said. “She was in the office a couple of days ago. Harris Duncan asked crew control to swap her flights with you because he said you were making more sales. His words were ‘your housemate is a rising star’.”
    “He’s lying,” I said. “I just started here. He’s trying – he is creating so much drama.”
    “He sounds like a pimp, doesn’t he? Laura was really angry after the meeting. She has already told half of the base that you haven’t paid the deposit for the house. She took a photo of your fridge shelf to show everyone that you only buy yellow labels – that’s just horrible of her! I had to stop her at some point because I felt too bad! Her mouth is a pistol when she’s pissed off! She wasn’t like this before! She came back a real bitch after the layoff! Sometimes, even I can’t deal with her. She threw a girl’s passport into the bin the week before you joined. Just because she was upset that the new girl was making most of the sales on that flight! She’s making a big deal about you and I’m like ‘this is our shared house business, stop broadcasting it!’ but she wouldn’t stop! She even told the flight deck.” Ana laughed, covering her mouth and throwing her head backwards, grabbing my arm for support. “Don’t worry. She doesn’t mean any harm, though! Nobody really cares about anybody here. Harris Duncan makes sure of that. He likes to play with people. He’s a money-making machine. Connor from crew control is the real creep here. He just got promoted to Operational Crew Control Manager.”
    “I saw him calling Monica – is he in charge of the extra day off payment thing? Be careful. Do you need to sit down, Ana?”
    “I am alright. I need a night like this. I have been so stressed.” Ana said. “The extra payment thing – they just do whatever he says. He’s based in Dublin. He is so rude sometimes. My brother is feeling funny lately. Some lymph nodes in his glands are just growing bigger under his neck and he is having headaches a lot. Strange for a 12 years old. I was so shocked to find out Laura had sent some money to my mum. To help! She didn’t tell me. Well, when Monica broke her ankle last year, Laura paid for her private treatment. Anyway, I called in sick so I could fly home to see him. When I called in, Connor said, ‘fucking cunt’ then hung up.”
    “Aren’t all the calls to crew control recorded?” 
    “Technically, yes. But sometimes he transfers them to his own number so he can work from home. Last month, I asked him if he could change my duty so I could land early and catch a flight to Malaga. He said no, then said, ‘do you want to refuse duty?’ I was just asking!” Ana said. “You should ask Monica. She knows all about it.”
    “How?” 
    “She gets anything she wants. During Christmas, she wanted to go home to Italy after duty. The rule is, we’re Heathrow base, so we start at Heathrow and we finish at Heathrow. He put her to Milan on her last duty on day 5 and called another crew who was spending Christmas at home on standby to take her place. Disgraceful, really.” Ana said. “Have you followed Connor on social media?”
    “Should I?”
    “No,” Ana said. “I’m pretty sure he will follow you soon. Don’t make it easy for him, yeah? Make him work for it. Or he gets bored soon. He sent me a friend request, but it’s too gross. I just can’t do this sort of thing. Poor Laura, she is getting all the short and business ones next month. She was so pissed off when we were talking to Tina just now. Tina said she was thinking about nominating you for the next Senior progression. You’ve always done the job so well.”
    “No, she was just being nice,” I said. “I spent a lot during the training course, so I am trying to save up now.”
    “Hi ladies,” Laura said, holding a tray with three tall glasses. “Beer for you. Vodka lemonade for you.”
    “Thank you Laura,” I said. “I can pay you back later.”
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “Drink up! It’s your favourite!” 
    It was too dark to see the drink, but it was foamy. I took a sip. Citrus sweetness invaded my taste buds. It was delicious and refreshing. People were dancing on the dance floor and I was feeling young and energetic again. Ana left the stool and went into the crowd. I wanted to join her. 
    “No, stay,” Laura said. “We’ll go later.”
    The alcohol made me grin uncontrollably. It was much sweeter than I thought, but I could use all the sugar. I decided the less I spoke to Laura, the better. So I just took a long sip of my drink, stirring the sunken ice and its excessive bubbles. We had some shallow conversations about who I liked to work with and which destination was our favourite.
    “Ana told me about her brother,” Laura said, watching me intensely. “Her mother wants to take him to a private clinic for more checks, but it is expensive. They don’t know what’s wrong with him just yet.”
    “Maybe it is nothing. I think I want to find Ana.”
    “Let’s finish our drinks, then we can find her together,” Laura said. “She’s used to it. She’s been here before. She doesn’t have an early report anyway.”
    “Sure,” I said. I felt very compliant. I sipped the last bit of the lemonade and stood up from the stool. Laura and I made our way to the centre of the club, where Ana looked frantic, shaking her body and placing kisses on my cheeks. I was moving my body along for about 15 minutes until the lights seemed to dim all of a sudden and everything above looked blurry. I pushed people in front of me away so I could find a wall, a stool, or a table. I was losing balance when Laura caught my elbow. 
    “Careful, you!”
    “I’m sorry. My tolerance is usually much higher than this.” I said in a mumble. I saw from her mouth that it was ok. I nodded and I tried to dance more, and jump more; every leap I made brought about nauseated waves in my chest. My limbs grew heavy like stones. I felt the vodka lemonade kicking in. I was grinning from ear to ear, throwing my head back and laughing at Ana’s face. 
    The beats and music seemed to zone out and submerge under water. We danced for what felt like hours in the flashes of green and red light. The blurry, constantly moving crowd made me feel dizzy. 
    “Laura,” I whispered in her ear. “Ana told me about what Harris said. Look, I just started here.” My words were slurred. I wouldn’t have said that without the alcohol. I would have stayed in my lane. “I’m just trying to make a living. I am not your competition.”
    “Of course you’re not. You can’t be.” Laura smiled. “You’re drinking a lot.”
    “I am not,” I said, grabbing her elbow to maintain my balance. My fingers felt sticky. 
    “Oh dear,” Laura said. “You must have started in the room way before we even called you. You poor thing! Ana! We need to go, Ana! Bea can’t even walk a straight line!”
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    My legs were shaky and jelly. Something wasn’t right. The poppy music grew louder than I could take; it was almost like thunder beating my eardrums. Laura’s grip was firm on my arm, propping me up. I buried my face in the crook of her neck. My legs felt paralysed. 
    “I drank very little,” I mumbled. “It’s too bright here.” 
    “I’ll take you to bed, but you need to walk,” Laura said. 
    “Is she okay?” I heard Ana. 
    “No,” Laura said lovingly. “She has drunk too much. Call a cab. We can’t leave her here.”
    “Bea!” Ana said. From my heavy lids, I could see her snapping her fingers in front of my nose.
    “I think she has started drinking before we called her,” Laura said. “I wouldn’t have called her if I’d knew. Poor thing.” 
    “She isn’t much of a drinker. What happened to her?” Ana said. “Honestly, I have never seen her drunk in all the years we lived together! Is she ill? Maybe she got a cold or something? Oh no! Maybe food poisoning? I heard the crew meal is funny lately – I never eat that shit. The crew said she always scavenges passenger’s food. They call her Homeless Bee.”   
    “Doesn’t matter,” Laura said. “I heard the layoff has taken a toll on her.”
    “Of course. It really wasn’t fair. I feel horrible whenever I think about that.”
    I said something, but I couldn’t string words together. I wanted to defend myself, but my mouth felt glued together by wax. 
    “It’s okay. Don’t worry about that now,” Laura said. “Help me with her shoulder.” 
    I felt another hand, a much gentler, smaller one, lift my shoulders from the other side. Together, they probed me forward, and after what felt like years, with my legs dead and my skin shockingly sensitive, I saw the door open along with sunflowers and fireworks. Streetlight was blazing from heaven, and a wave of frosty breath thrashed my face. 
    “Thank you! Our friend has drunk too much tonight,” Laura said to the man who held the door open. I wanted to punch her for her slander. “Ana come on. Get the car.”
    Slippery snow was under my feet. I slipped twice as Laura held me, knees smashing the hard ground. I wanted to touch the snow on the floor. It looked so beautiful. I was exhausted. I couldn’t go on anymore. My limbs were rubbery. I was too tired and too far from home. I wanted my Mamãe. I wanted to quit it all. I felt tears down my cheek despite the inability to lift my hand and wipe them. I was a petrified walking corpse. 
    “Hold on,” I heard Laura. I felt the two of them push me into the taxi. I smelled Ana’s hair and felt her head over my shoulder. She was holding my hand. 
    “And I thought I drank a lot,” Ana said with the same old giggle. 
    I said something. 
    “Don’t worry, silly,” Laura said. “I understand. New job. There is a certain pressure that comes with it. Not everyone can cope here, but if you do, you just make so much.” 
    I said something else. Inside the taxi, I slept and woke up a few times, listening to the sound of the car engine. I thought I was on the plane. I had small fragments of nightmare. I saw myself open the emergency slide by accident. I saw myself forget to disarm the aircraft door. I saw myself forget to report for duty. I saw myself make the welcome announcement. I saw Mamãe polish the name badge that read Senior Cabin Crew. I saw Miguel wearing a funny mask, doing a funky dance and holding a boy under the sea water. I started to wonder if it was all worth it. But then, almost immediately, I saw myself sitting opposite tall, towering Harris Duncan back at that table again.
    Laura slapped my face and I felt her yank me off the taxi. “Give me your room card.” I saw the shape of the hotel and its orange light. Ana was holding my arm and I saw the hotel receptionist. I wanted to walk there and tell – tell them what? (tell them to save me). But I felt Laura pulling me to the side of the lift and fumbled her hand into my jeans pocket for the room card.
    I said something. My hand clutched at the lift handle to get away from her. But her arms were around me.
    “No, you just need some sleep. It’s alright. It’s been a long day for you.” Laura said in the lift as it went up. I covered my eyes as the light in the lift was blinding. “I’ll take her to her room. You go to sleep. I’ll see you at home.”
    I heard them say something in Spanish, and I protested. Ana gave me a hug and whispered in my ear. “I hope you feel better soon! I totally understand. It’s your first month. Take it easy, okay?” 
    My brain was fried. Reality was slipping from me. Ana kissed both sides of Laura’s cheeks before waving goodbye and going into her room. Laura’s grip on my arm was so hard my blood seemed to have stopped flowing. I pushed to get away from her. She pressed my hotel card against the door, and opened it. 
    “Always so tidy. Got OCD or something?” She said. I felt her push me inside. I held onto the doorknob of the door. The world was spinning and I had no strength to stand. A firm hand grabbed my shoulder and another on my waist. I was pushed onto the bed, face down. I wanted to turn around as my chest was heavy and nauseated. It was so harsh and forceful and the sensation of complete powerlessness swept over me. I felt her sitting next to my unmoving head. A hot stream of liquid jetted out at my leg. My jeans were damp. 
    “Oh, you’re disgusting.” I felt her stroking my hair. I couldn’t bring myself to open my eyes anymore. My body was soft and immobilised. 
    There was the sound of dialling in the room. Get up, Bea. Get up, Bea. Stop her, Bea.
    “Hi, this is Laura Alonso, staff number 80084,” I heard her. “I was with Beatriz Sarmento just now. Staff number 80134. She wasn’t feeling very well. I don’t know if she will be fit for duty tomorrow. She is operating to Alicante, and back to Copenhagen. KA0937 Senior on that flight is Tina.”
    No. Please. I felt another stream of hot liquid shoot out from my lower parts. Please. No. 
    “No, I left her already. I don’t know where she is now,” Laura said, walking along the room desk, flipping through my purse and my lanyard with boredom. “I’m calling just to let you know that I am on standby here tomorrow. I am ready if you want to put me on that flight. I see that it’s a full flight tomorrow, and you’d want it to depart on time. Ugh, no. I don’t know if alcohol is involved. If you don’t want to wait until tomorrow to find out, you can activate me for the flight tonight and change her to standby instead.” 
    There was a pause. 
    “No, of course not. I’m a bit worried about her. We’re really good friends. We share a house together and we worked at the same company before.” Laura said patiently. “Honestly, I understand. I just hope to help. I mean, if you change me tonight, we can surely guarantee we won’t have, I don’t know, a no-show or sick crew tomorrow. It will be a win-win for both of us. But it’s up to you. Of course, I understand you can’t change without confirming that she is sick, but I’m just telling you what I saw. Of course, it wouldn’t be fair to her, but I just don’t think she would be in a state to evacuate safely or handle any medical issue. Just a thought. You can call me tomorrow morning for duty if she doesn’t show up. Sure. Thank you, though! I really hope she is okay. I just really want the best for her. You too! Take care! Bye Bye.”
    I felt her hand over my hair again. She took a streak, stroked it, combed it with her fingers, and then pulled it hard from the root. Pain scalped through the fogginess of the drink. I felt her breath and heard her murmur in my ear. “I’ve worked really hard since I came back. You know, getting everybody to like me, getting everybody to tell me things, trading secrets. Harris Duncan told me about your self-recommendation for progression. Said you’d be more suitable in a leadership position. Smart, this game you and Monica play. You fuck the ops. manager and she fucks the crew control. Genius. Both are so fucking brainy. Then what’s left for the rest of us? Monica guilt-tripped us all into writing a referral letter for you. I’m sure you have heard it plenty of times, but you should just be grateful to have this job back. Goodnight, Bea.” 
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    It was a monstrous headache. Pain rose and faded, subsided to come back stronger with the next wave.
    It was either someone had bashed my skull open from behind, or I slipped on ice and my head fell into a tomb of spikes. Each blink sent pounding into my temples. The curtain was drawn, but faint light from the gaps blinded me still. My body was sore and my pants were wet. My tongue dehydrated, and my throat was polished by sandpaper. With a dull ache all over my body, I reached my hand into my pocket and took out my phone.   
    The alarm went off at 06:23 a.m. The time now was 11:12 a.m. 6 missed calls from Crew Control. 3 Missed Call from Tina. I snapped my eyes open from the concussion. I could see my termination letter in my head as I stared at the time. 
    How much did I drink? 
    I tried to push myself up from the bed. Normally, I would be anxious about my job. But at the moment, I couldn’t even physically bring myself off this bed. I tried to push myself up twice, but the softness of the bed and my shaking fingers made it impossible. I rolled over. Waves of stomach reflux soured my mouth. It was a struggle, but when I sat up, I closed my eyes and pushed through the pain as I tried to trace back how I got here. I remembered the flashing of the crowded club, and the fresh icy air outside the hotel. 
    Something forceful clutched my stomach, and I dashed to the bathroom. 
    My head was facing the toilet bowl and a warm, thick gel of liquid poured out of my mouth. I gasped for air while saliva drooled. I smelled the disinfection chemicals in the blue toilet water. Sourness set my throat and the inside of my mouth on fire. 
    Since I ate very little last night, the bile-stained vomit was sludgy. I flushed it and splashed water onto my face from the sink, legs trembling. My knees hurt from standing up. In the mirror, my eyes were bloodshot and sunken. My cheeks were sagging. Green and blue veins were visible under my neck and chest. I poured 3 cups of water down my throat before feeling sickeningly bloated and threw up into the toilet bowl again. 
    I sat on the floor, feeling more isolated than ever. Shame welled up as I touched my wet jeans; I buried my head in the crook of my elbow over the toilet cover and tried to calm my choppy breathing and jerking shoulders. An unpleasant odour reeked from my underarms, and vomit bits clanged onto my hair. Fat, shameful drops of tears surged down my face, and I squeezed my eyelids shut to stop the pounding headache. 
    Every bit of me was beaten down. I lost. This was the end. 
    My airway was tight and dry, but I couldn’t stop sobbing. I couldn’t stop because I had a clear vision of myself going back home. From drinking! Of all the things I could have done, I got drunk before my duty! I missed my duty after I was given this precious opportunity, a second chance! I wanted to slap myself. If I had strength, I would have driven that safety pin into my back, into my thighs. 
    I couldn’t keep track of the time that passed. My legs were numb and tingly. I heard my phone buzz on the bed outside. I dragged myself up from the toilet and reached the bed. 
    “Hello.”
    “Hi sweetheart,” I heard a feminine voice. “This is Tina. How are you feeling?”
    “I don’t know what happened. I just got really sick.” My breathing was choppy, and my eyes were watering again. “I am never like …I have never missed duty in my life. I am so sorry.”
    “Wait. Wait. Hold on,” Tina said. I heard her stepping away. “Yeah, I’ve got her on the phone now. Listen, I called in sick for you this morning. We were waiting for you in the lobby, and Laura was there after breakfast. She came up and checked up on you. She told us you were too sick to call crew control. Kenneth and I called them for you. I am just calling now to see if you’re alright.” 
    “I have a terrible headache, and I was throwing up,” I said. “I can operate later today and tomorrow.”
    “I think crew control has changed your roster already. I can see from my iPad that they have put in a sick day for you, and you’re coming back with us as a passenger tomorrow morning. They have issued you a ticket. I will put you in the front corner so you can get some sleep. I have one spare seat by the window.”
    “I am going to get sacked, right?”
    “Why would you get sacked for calling in sick, sweetheart? Are you feeling alright?” Tina said. “They had some problems with the crew meals yesterday. Sandie had an upset stomach last night too. Kenneth and the first officer from yesterday, Jamie Pryce, both said they didn’t feel very well after eating their meal. The flight crews have written a report about it, and I have too. Wait, he wants to speak to you.”
    “Hi Princess, this is Kenneth. How are you feeling?”
    “Hi, Kenneth. I’m, like, just really ill. I don’t know what happened.” I said. The sound of his voice made me start sobbing again. “I don’t know what’s wrong. I am so sorry for missing the flight.”
    “Don’t worry. I will speak to Harris. It’s not your fault. You probably got the most spoiled meal. I will put it in the report. The same thing happened last week with another captain. We have a pilot group chat and they said they’re having problems with the crew catering. They offloaded all our meals just now. Did your meal taste funny or anything yesterday? Yesterday, mine has a funky smell.”
    “Mine smelled weird, but I was just too hungry,” I lied. “I thought something was off, but I wasn’t paying attention. I had very little time to eat. I think it’s probably that. The texture was also off. I have eaten nothing else after the crew meal. That must be it.”
    “I will say it is food poisoning from the crew meal. Don’t worry and rest well now.”
    “You write a report and send it to Harris later when you feel better,” Tina said. “Just to cover yourself. If it gets worse, you go to the doctor. You’ll also want to bring this to the union when you have time later. The crew meal quality has dropped so much here lately! Laura has let the reception know already. They will help you if you need anything.” 
    I thanked them, and immediately after we hung up, I researched the symptoms of food poisoning and typed the email to operations and crew control with sticky fingers. I described it as vividly as possible. I edited and put down how the severe diarrhoea and vomiting made me dehydrated and too weak to leave the bed. I clicked send. 
    I made some tea with milk and took a shower. I had to be particularly careful as the residue of last night was still circulating in my head. The heaviness in my stomach was gradually lifting, replaced by a grumbling hunger. I forced some instant oatmeal down my throat and swallowed some paracetamol. I felt ashamed of the casual thoughts about the wet bit on the bed, and I covered it with a towel as if I were covering the memory of the whole night. I curled up in a ball, rubbing my stomach sitting on the small armchair. I couldn’t lie down just yet.
    Being ill in a foreign country during a layover had always been a daunting thought, so I was always careful not to drink or try anything unknown. 
    (yeah, that’s why you eat the passenger’s leftover sandwiches you hypocrite) 
    It wasn’t my first layover, and how I acted last night was beyond my professional self, one that I was often very proud of. Was I so greedy and said yes to drinks just because they were free? 
    Self-condemnation was clouding my thoughts as I pondered the answer. My limbs were regaining strength. The previous night started coming back to me. I remembered calculating my salary in the room, and seeing the back of Ana’s leg as we climbed in the taxi. I remembered the perfume in Ana’s hair when she kissed my cheeks on the dance floor and strong cigarette smell when someone opened the door of the club.
    I gasped as a momentary flashback of me lying on the bed crossed my mind. It was a dark, terrifying out-of-body experience. I couldn’t help thinking what could happen if I didn’t get back to the room in time, how easily I could end up on a stranger’s bed. 
    There was something else before I blacked out. 
    I still couldn’t wrap my head around it. My understanding was that I drank one shot of vodka on the dance floor and one glass of lemonade. Who was the person next to Ana? Who whispered to me? I couldn’t fight the certainty that it wasn’t the food. It wasn’t making any sense because typically it took a lot to get me tipsy. I used to think it was fun to remember your dreams, but this one was a gruesome nightmare. More importantly, this one felt too real. I looked at my original flight today. Laura Alonso replaced me. 
    I couldn’t remember her having been there the whole night. I could remember Ana spinning under the red flashing light. Laura was a blur until I glanced at the bed and saw a glimpse of her sitting on the bed. She – it was a strange thought but in my dying mind, she was on the phone and she pulled my hair. Why was she pulling my hair? My phone was buzzing. 
    “Hi.”
    “You’re alright, Bea?” Monica’s voice was a rapid whisper. I heard the Captain, Joshua I remembered, making the welcome announcement, and I heard her turn on the tap. “I am waiting for pushback. I was so worried about you. Ana told me you were sick. What were you thinking? Ana said you started drinking in the room already?”
    “I didn’t,” I said. “It was strange. I drank so little, I swear. I am thinking maybe I have food poisoning. I felt so ill this morning that it is unlike a hangover. Tina and Kenneth called in sick for me. We had some problems with the crew meal. They’re writing a report about it.”
    “For the love of God, I hope it is the food. You are so lucky this time, Bea!” Monica said hotly. “Oh Bea, you’ve got to be careful here! What were you thinking?”
    “It’s not my first day as a cabin crew. I know what I’m doing,” I said. I hated the belittlement in her voice. “It was an accident. It was a one-off thing. I wasn’t drunk. It was the food.”
    “I just don’t understand why you would go with them. Don’t you know she’s mad at you? Harris Duncan told her they’re giving her flights to you. He’s bluffing, obviously, so he can drive the sales higher. He’s used to pitching high sales crews against each other for higher results so he can cut a fat quarterly bonus. He doesn’t mean that, but Laura is dangerous when she is mad! What were you thinking? If you haven’t got nice crews, it would have ended in a disaster! It would have been a no-show on the book – I need to go. I can feel the plane pushing back.”
    She hung up and she was right. 
    It would have been a no-show on Samantha or Edmund’s flight. A black cloud of worst-case scenarios formed in my mind, leading breadcrumbs to a horrifying conclusion: Laura was on standby for my flight. It could have been a no-show. 
    One reason that drew me to Larissa’s encouragement videos was her no-excuses attitude. She made a living calling out people’s excuses, especially the way she did it with her bright eyes fixed onto yours through the screen. But I wasn’t making excuses this time.
    Why did I go down to meet them in the first place? Some humiliated ego at play, I supposed. But I couldn’t stop coming back to this question: Was I that drunk? The last time I drank a lot was when I saw that video – even then, I didn’t black out and despite Mamãe’s loving nagging in the morning, I made it home and slept on the couch. My headache had gone away after having Mamãe’s fish stew. She kissed my forehead and let me snuggle up to her in the hot living room. In her embrace, it had dawned on me how difficult it was for her to raise me on her own and how petty I was towards myself over something so stupid. That day, I concluded that the eerie time I had at the cemetery was just another bad dream, that it wasn’t real (like the fishhook in my skin). Not this time. I had a theory, one that I felt dreadful just fathoming into solid thoughts.
    I received a message from Ana as I took out my travel container from the toiletry bag. I read the message (“Bea! Are you feeling better? Laura said you were so sick! I hope you feel better soon! Here’s a promo code for crew discount at the yellow pub next door.”). I squeezed out all of the shampoo. I rinsed it, squeezed soap inside and shook it before pouring the foamy soap water out. 
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News Abstract from DailyPost on 19/7/2023
KA1530: Email from Deceased Crew Member Reveals Amid Prolonged Duty Hours 
… the evidence so far shows that crew members have been overworked by “taking on extra hours during post-pandemic airport chaos and covering summer flights because of high turnover rate”, with duties close to 18 hours a day.
    “Strikes, delays, technical problems,” an ex-employee mentioned during the hearing, “the company only counts the time you stay in the aircraft. They don’t take into account the last-minute changes they give us. Sometimes, I was in uniform waiting at the airport when they told me they were putting me on the last flight of the day. I was completely knackered, so I had to cancel all the social outings. I just couldn’t cope with the constant changes. You’re so tired after duty sometimes you don’t feel safe walking home at one a.m. on your own. I quit after what happened to Laura. It was a wake-up call. There were so many nights when I had a delay and I was so tired on my way home in the dark. It could have been me.”
    Investigation Committee presented an email from a deceased crew member (more info at KA Crew Member Dies After Fall from Plane) that stated “… I just think this wouldn’t have happened to her if you called her a taxi or put her in a hotel. Her duty hours were too long! She’s the only close friend I have here. You can’t even give me a week to grieve without deducting my salary! When I told you I found out that Laura had worked more than 60 hours in 7 days, you called me a ‘stupid Spanish girl’ and you said it was legal because of operational reason. I am not stupid; that was totally out of her legal hours. You were breaking the regulations and lying with English words I don’t understand. Why did you delete her roster right after she passed away? Did you not receive the fatigue report the First Officer wrote for her?”
    Till this day, ApexCrew claims they have problems with their rostering system and aren’t able to provide roster change records. Krone Airways insisted they had misplaced their trust in the wrong crewing agency service and has since then reduced the average daily duty hours of their existing cabin crew.
 
#

    The kit I ordered arrived home earlier than I did. The parcel sat outside on the muddy carpet. It was much lighter than I expected. I closed my bedroom door, knowing I was perfectly alone anyway. 
    Flight delayed. I’ll see you at home later – Monica texted me. 
    The flight home felt like a triumph. They put Larua on another flight. Flight deck and crew members signed a get-well soon card for me and greeted me with warm hugs. Tina had reserved a seat, a blanket and some food for me. She made sure I had everything I needed as the passengers were boarding. Kenneth, holding his usual cup of tea, came personally to say hello. He must have done something significant for the crew control to give me 3 days off. A tug of affection towards him rose in me. 
    To my surprise, I received an email from Harris Duncan about the crew meal after we landed. He apologised and said he would make sure the same thing didn’t happen again. It felt like a giant bowed to me. I was particularly careful on the way on the bumpy bus ride so I didn’t spill my toiletry bag. I was as curious as I was afraid of what I would find. 
    I took out the transparent liquid zipper bag from the handbag and carefully took out the shampoo bottle. Instead of being filled with a tint of orange. I opened the kit and put on plastic blue gloves. I placed clingfilm on the windowsill. The thing inside the abandoned supermarket was observing me from across the road, anticipating the result but for the wrong reason. The label on the circular container said Multi-Drug Rapid Test.
EASY RESULTS INTERPRETATOIN: Test urine for the following drugs in just 5 mins. Perfect for home drug testing with an easy-to-read line result system. 
    I took out a white strip, dipped it into the urine and placed it on the windowsill. It was a bit like a Covid Testing Kit, except the red colour appeared much faster. My hand was sweaty inside the glove. There was one thick scarlet line next to C and I waited 3 more minutes. Nothing else. It was time. I flipped the kit and studied the Result Interpretation graph. 
    One line next to the C read positive.
    What did it mean? 
    It occurred to me the answer was simple and straightforward. One that the back of my mind had landed the moment I woke up but felt too conceited to consolidate. A vein in my temple twitched as pure hatred boiled up. Bubbles of sweat formed rapidly on my forehead and inside my palms. I had wanted to find it negative. I had wanted to give her grace. I had wanted to move on and wanted to embrace the conclusion of food poisoning and just be content with the days off. I frisked through my bag and unfolded the paper filled with my handwriting. I had been writing what I remembered since yesterday. Fragments of the night emerged at the most unexpected times, in the long queue at passport control, during the flight home and during the bus ride. 
    There wasn’t any other explanation – whatever they used to spike me didn’t drop out of the sky. Laura wasn’t helpful or generous for no reason. I should have been suspicious – why wasn’t I? 
    (i wanted friends, that was why, and the thought of being invited to something was exciting. the thought of not sitting in my room listening to sales advice was immaturely adventurous and resembled the cabin crew life that i once adored.)
    Because I had a long duty day and I was simply too exhausted to be vigilant, that was the only reason. 
    Was Ana capable of such a monstrosity? There was a sweetness and sincerity in Ana that highly resembled a little girl, especially after she had two glasses of white. I had always remembered her to be (– to be pouring alcohol down her throat when the seatbelt illuminated and those foolish, selfish giggles “Happy landing girls!” – ) She was silly but genuine. You could find out anything from her when she was tipsy. 
    Every ounce of my brain cells was convinced that it was Laura, who had previously backstabbed me, who took enjoyment in spreading stories about me. 
    Two choices were presented to me: It wasn’t an option to go to management, and it was either I stayed here and pretended I knew nothing or I moved out. I wanted to stab that ugly face. I could do it. The knives were in the kitchen. 
    It was one thing I couldn’t stand living in the same house with her; it was another thing when I looked up at the abandoned supermarket and thought I saw something inside smiling at me.
    You could put rat poison in her food. You could bake her cakes with cyanide. An innocent carrot cake on her fridge shelves, I heard it say in the sweetest voice. 
    No. That was psychotic.
    You can confront her, it said.
    I couldn’t because I was scared. I was not built for confrontation, and words disappeared from me – 
    No, you are built to be treacherous, it said from across the road, with dead animal and weird symbols that were passed down from your blood, and you implore your grandpa’s tactic to feel better. 
    I was not built for courageous, head-to-head arguments. I was built to be small and quiet with hatred. 
    I was lucky to have my job back, as I was constantly reminded. 
    I had to expel my impulsiveness in order to be practical. Faced with confrontation, she would escalate the situation and further damage my reputation at work. She knew the company and its people far better than I did. I started looking at cheap rooms for rent around the area until I heard the car engine outside stop and swiftly, the front door opening. I fumbled down the stairs and found Monica pulling her suitcase in. 
    “Hi, Bea! How are you feeling? Do you still feel sick?”
    “She drugged me,” I said. It burst out before rationality kicked in. The need to tell someone was so strong, but the need to receive pity was even stronger. I told her everything as she settled herself and took off her jacket. She opened her mouth twice, but I didn’t let her interrupt. Her frown was deep as she unwound her scarf around her neck. I showed her the strip.
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    “That sounds too crazy to be true. Are you sure? She wouldn’t do that.”
    “Yes! Look! She fucking drugged me!” I said frantically, pushing hair out of my eyes. “She was buying me drinks! She was making sure I finished it!”
    “She did call me,” Monica said. “She asked me about swapping flights and told me you took them to the club. I tried calling you then. You weren’t answering.”
    “That was a lot of bullshit. I was suspicious because you know I hardly ever get drunk,” I said. 
    “What you said can result in criminal charges. She’s here on a Visa. She could get deported back.”
    “So? You’re not siding with her, right?” The insecurity in my voice was foreign even to me.
    “No, of course, I’m not,” Monica said, squeezing her eyes to examine the strip. “But at the same time, my mind can’t register Laura doing it. Maybe she took the drink from somebody by mistake and passed it to you! You don’t have any proof except this. Not that I don’t believe you, but this sounds insane! You could be in the hospital if anything goes wrong! I just think that no matter how crazy Laura is, this is too much. But then, thinking about it, she was on standby, and she asked me to swap. She was so petty when she spoke to me.”
    “All because of some crazy shit Harris said to her. Some crazy lies! Why would she believe him? He’s a liar.”
    “No, he’s a good liar who can decide if she can keep her job. Look, I am so sorry it happened to you,” Monica said. “But think this through.”
    “I want to move out,” I said. 
    “Do it. Don’t bluff.”
    Monica and I stared at each other in uncomfortable silence. Slowly, as my blood was pumping slower and my head wasn’t pounding with migraines, I came to the realisation Monica had arrived much earlier. I couldn’t afford it. I was scheduled to receive my salary tomorrow, but this month was mostly training and very few flights. It simply wasn’t enough. I opened my mouth, but no words,  not one rational word, seemed to come out. I crossed my arms with unnecessary defensiveness.
    “How about this? I will cover your deposit for now,” Monica said, loosening her bun with her back facing me. “I have a bit of spare cash at the moment. And you can pay me back the deposit later when you save up a little more. That will shut Laura up, and just make sure you don’t eat or drink anything else she offers you – I never do. I really want you to stay with us. I’ve missed spending time with you! I am much happier now that you’re here. We can request buddy flights, and I will ask Crew Control not to put Laura and us together.”
    “You would do that? They won’t listen.” Despite how sensible the idea of not living with Laura was, I suddenly felt ashamed about wanting to move out. My voice came out as a whisper. “I’ll pay you back as soon as possible.” 
    “Don’t worry about this for now,” Monica said, smiling. “Why don’t we go somewhere tomorrow? We can drive up to Bath if you’re feeling better.” 
    “That’ll be great,” I said. “I need to get out of the house and the airport area for a day.”
    “I am sure that will do you some good. I can use a day away too,” Monica said. “And maybe later, when you save up a little, the two of us can find a small apartment. If we work from the same pattern, we could save a lot. We’re used to sharing a bathroom and stuff.”
    “That’d be good,” I lied. If I had made enough; I would have lived on my own. That, oddly, felt like another lie. 
    Before I turned around, Monica gave me a tight hug. “I’m so sorry she did that to you,” she whispered in my ear. “She can’t get away every time she pulls a stunt like this.” 
    She can and she did. It dawned upon me how much power one could assemble if they could jump past those virtue firewalls. Laura could. My granddad did. I often wondered if Mamãe came down from her religious righteousness and devoted herself to granddad’s profession; perhaps I would be building my makeup/skincare/stationary empire the way Larissa one. Perhaps I would not be serving coffee and tea inflight and would be the one being served. Perhaps I would be the one making vlogs going to London, and staying at the Hilton and not inventing thousands of ways to save money during layovers.  
    “Thanks Monica,” I said, and I meant it. My back softened. I pulled back, nodded briefly before climbing up the stairs. The distance I attempted to create between us was breaking down like ice. Maybe Monica genuinely cared, or it was just that she was lonely here, too.
    I couldn’t bring myself to have dinner or sleep that night. Every time I closed my eyes, I felt the dizzy light in the club on my face and how I was paralysed on the hotel bed while Laura taunted me. The more I tried to forget the hatred I had for her, the more it snowballed. At the same time, I couldn’t help but marvel at the lengths she would go. Could I do something like that? If I were on standby on Monica’s flight, could I? I could when I first arrived at the house. Now, her little kindness here and there and the apologetic tone in her voice made me regret the rage that consumed me at the cemetery. (nothing happened there!) I realised I had the same blinding rage as Laura. Perhaps she regretted it – no, she didn’t. She would do it again if she could. 
    Could I do that to my fellow crew members for a hundred pounds more? The junior ones? The first-timers? 
    I could picture myself swirling a spiked drink and handing it to an 18-year-old first-time flyer. I could picture the glee in her eyes as she told me about her excitement for this job as she gulped down the drink. I could picture myself calling in sick for her.
    No, I couldn’t do that. I wouldn’t. Stop.
    After churning in the bed for 2 hours, I put on my running jacket and went for a walk in the dark. Fresh, chilly air filled my lungs. Winter nighttime in the U.K. always had an eerie unease. Unlike the streets I lived on in Faro, where you often heard a drunken tourist here and there yelling or singing some songs or the football game on, nighttime here could be dead and still like a corpse. Something about gaining a minor victory over Laura’s plot kindled courage in me. It felt like baby steps to confronting – confronting what exactly? The tiny glimpse of bravery that drove me to the street slipped away as I repeated the question – confronting what?
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    Not intentionally, or not fully ever being able to admit to myself of its intentionality, I turned into the street where I knew the abandoned supermarket was. Under the pool of yellowish streetlight, I felt its amusement in fishing me closer. I saw my window and my uniform hanging behind the bedroom door. (So that is how it watches me.) 
    I walked by and glanced inside. There were several jars of jam on the shelves. Halloween pumpkins, Frankenstein masks and decoration skulls were lying on the dusty floor. Deflated skeleton balloons, witchy cups and plastic spider webs were on sale on the shelves next to rotten trick or treat candies and red candles. A shuddering coldness spread through the back of my neck down my spine with the same terror I encountered on my first night layover.   
    “I am not afraid,” I muttered. (oh i am. get me out of here. what are you doing here)
    I stole another quick glance (why do you need to look again you dumbfuck?) – whatever shadowy thing behind the vined window began to stand up.    
    “There’s nothing here,” I whispered. It was rather unconvincing, and before I could convince myself (convince yourself about what? leave you dumbfuck), I turned around hastily. I took big steps because I was cold, and mostly because I heard the supermarket door open with a cling and its bell ring. Heavy footsteps behind me, it was mimicking the sound of hurried thick heels on the air bridge. Almost slipping on the thin icy, I kept my head down and resisted walking faster 
    (you’re not in a rush. Home is around the corner – is it though because it is the 7th corner you’ve turned and – it was definitely a burglar – oh i hope it was a burglar)
    The first tap on my shoulder was light. It was windy. It had to be the wind. I shrugged it off and continued to keep track of the corners I turned.
    Will a burglar be polite enough to tap your shoulder like a lost child? 
    It was the wind ruffling my hair.
    It was until the fifth and the sixth tap that I realised the taps were sharp and bony and rhythmic and no shrug seemed to stop it. With a choppy inhale, I started running back and picking up my speed with the wind cutting my face. 
    Nothing was standing behind me. I started panting as I picked up my speed. (look back if you know there is nothing behind you – no i would not, thank you for suggesting.) I dared not. If I did, it would be real. It was breathing next to my shoulder. Turn around. No thank you, that is enough exercise for one night. I just think I prefer working out at the gym in the hotel. Running in the street isn’t my thing. The only tangible thing I could see was the front door wall lamp that radiated orange light. I reached for the main door key from my pocket – so many unrecognisable keys I never realised – and I felt it again, the light, sharp fingertip prickled over my shoulder like children playing the piano.  
    It was the wind … and perfume? Wind that smells like the perfume from the sales trolley?
    Through the gaps in the curtain of my hair, its rotten, gangly hand, one that I had seen before, wearing a two-striped uniform sleeve with red nail polish, extended towards the door. It knocked at the door once. Don’t turn around. It was just the wind. 
    It knocked at the door for the second time. The cheap scent of perfume invaded my nostrils sickeningly sweet from behind.
    The smell was from the flower on the green bush and the wind. You’re tired. You were emotional throughout the whole day. You were spiked (oh i’d very much like to be spiked RIGHT NOW so i don’t need to
    I thrust the foreign keys into the brass key hole one by one – damn it, which one – and turned the doorknob, tore it open, and slammed it behind me with a loud bang. 
    I caught a glimpse of it before the door was shut. 
    Its neck snapped right above the bright scarf the way it had when she first fell from the roof. Red lipstick smeared the side of its rosy cheeks. My forehead rested on the wooden door, and I was certain (am i?) something was standing on the other side right now in the dark. 
    I shook my head as if it would declutter my thoughts. It was the wind howling, and my hair was brushing my shoulder, and it was nothing else, I concluded as the heat from the radiator wrapped my skin from behind. 
    There was nothing behind me the whole time, and I was sweating from the run (sweating with the back of your hair standing up?). It was a cold, chilly night in Hounslow, and if I looked through the peephole, I would see nothing but bushes with blossomed flowers. It was late, and I wasn’t (crazy) seeing things. 
    (No, swallow the c-word right now, you’re not, NEVER use that here and never ever say that out loud). 
    The moment I actually uttered the word, they would treat me like I wanted to open the aircraft door half way cruising mid-air and say, “bless her, poor thing” and kick me out for safety reasons. Office job ladies could be seeing things and be called a nut job and attend Mental Health Awareness Day and keep the salary but cabin crew couldn’t be seeing things.
    Not me. I didn’t endure the Pandemic and come back to this country, to this job to be “seeing things”. I didn’t beat Laura’s schemes and Harris’ threats to be a “poor thing”. I passed my medical exam. I came to this country to make money and I would work and I would be a Senior here and I would go home and buy Mamãe a car – 
    “And Cruz would be divorcing his wife as soon as you return to Faro. He will love you as he has. You don’t miss him, but you miss it, don’t you? You miss love and all its warm fuzziness and hopes and joy. Having your own family fills a void career and position can’t right? How they lie to you – be a career woman – they say. Give up everything for a Pound Note with a stranger’s face on it – give up making Love to make More Money, is it worth it?” It said on the other side of the door. “You cannot serve the Plane and Love. Serve the Paper and Despise the Lover. Let me be the Root of your treasure.”
    I had to prove that I was sane, so I peeked through the hole. I felt incredibly stupid and cursed at my hyperimagination because there was nothing outside (unlike the safety pin and the fishhooks). The bushes next to the house were withered completely except for the dry branches – (but i swear i smell the flowers and that overpriced perfume from the sales trolley) It was a long day and it was time for bed and 
    – and that thing inside the abandoned supermarket has leapt out and come alive – 
    Sweat dripped from my forehead and stung my eye as I stepped back. I turned around and saw Monica walking from the kitchen with a glass of white and a blue bag of Doritos in slippers and socks. She was wearing a knee-length blue coat. Her eye makeup was smudged over the waterline, and her eyes were red and puffy. I let out a massive sigh. 
    “Good run? Thought it was raining. Think it is going to rain all night.” 
    “Why are you still up?”
    “I went out to get some stuff and snacks,” she said, putting her pack of cigarettes into her pocket. “Prosecco?”
    I shook my head. I took off my jacket as my breathing resumed with regularity.
    “I bought an extra bottle for tomorrow,” she said, smiling sheepishly. “I’m really looking forward to it. Oh look, it’s starting to rain now!”
    “Oh, I’d better go close all the windows in the rooms!” I said. “Goodnight.”
    Monica sipped her wine before sinking onto the couch in front of the television. On the circular tea table in front of her, her phone vibrated. The caller was Connor – Crew Control. What held my gaze was the small bag next to it. I was quite sure that it wasn’t flour or baking soda. I looked away as she met my eyes. She placed her bag of Doritos over it before picking up the phone. I smiled back as politely as I possibly could. The bag of powder didn’t bother me. For some reason (it was worse to be operating high and landing drunk than operating crazy – THAN SEEING THINGS!), it made me feel better, feeling almost an applauded sense of moral virtue. I heard Monica knocked my door when I was drowsy in bed.
    “Your laundry, Bea,” I heard her light voice against the heavy rain. “I’ll put it here.” 
    “Thanks,” I mumbled and between my almost closed lids, I saw her standing there, gazing at me for a whole minute before closing the door. 
    Between waking and sleeping, I dreamt of the story Miguel told me about the witch and her sisters. I saw the witch, with Laura’s face, spiking the young man she loved. When I woke up, still smelling of heavy sweat, I peeked through the curtains. There was nothing inside the supermarket except gentle sunlight on its fading red paint. 
    I had a bad dream last night. I had a run and I might have seen a burglar last night, and I had a bad dream. I nodded at my thoughts as I wrapped the big towel around my body after a hot shower. When I came downstairs smelling like soap, Monica was opening the drawers in the living room and scouring through her crew bag. We were ready to go but she couldn’t find her car key. I found it next to the laundry bag eventually, and we packed some sandwiches. The heavy rain washed the car clean, but the road was muddy. 
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    The day we spent in Bath was delightful. It was one of the fondest days I had in the U.K., until later anyway. We received our salaries. My heart fluttered seeing the amount. I had to exercise extreme self-discipline not to overspend. We were pub crawling and walking around the honey-hued city, admiring the architectures with our steaming Costa coffees. We strolled by the canals and watched swans and boats pass while we sat on the bench with some homemade sandwiches. 
    I couldn’t help grinning when Monica took out the ancient picnic mat we bought during our first layover (Cyprus? I couldn’t remember). We looked through the cabin crew course graduation photos from a couple of years ago, and the video of our first safety demonstration, and I was shaking with laughter as we looked at our old singing videos in the house at Gatwick. As the conversations went on, we talked about Laura and her spitefulness. Nothing bonded girls together more than hatred towards another girl. 
    “She wasn’t so much of a backstabbing bitch back then,” Monica said. I shrugged with doubt. Perhaps Monica was right. The spitefulness was just buried 10 feet beneath, waiting to be triggered, like most people’s. Like mine. 
    Laura and I had always been friendly, though we never had much one-to-one conversation. Monica was smoking a spliff and offered me one. I shook my head. The thought of Laura left a foul taste in my mouth, so we changed the subject. We were talking about which pilots we hated working with and other gossip. Monica showed me her dating app. I told her about Cruz having a child and moving back to Faro. I went through his Facebook with her. His tanned skin and beard made him look older and more handsome than I remembered. Monica didn’t remember who he was. As I recalled our history, there was a bitterness in my voice and an ache to realise he was the only boy I ever loved enough to miss despite all the flings and dates during my layovers the last couple of years.
    “He’s not here. You’re here. He’s probably dreaming about coming over. He can’t now because he has a family. You’re living the dream! How many people you know from school wanted to work overseas! They just never admit it!” Monica said, rolling her eyes. “I know most people want to, and they can’t – too scared, too incompetent – so they make you feel ridiculed for coming over. Some people live on others’ misery. I can’t go back home now. When I do, in Italy, the things they talk about at home just feel so small.”
    “Well, I feel quite small here, but I know what you mean.”
    When Mamãe talked about my job here, I saw the looks other people gave her. Full of envy. I supposed that was why people back home were thrilled to see my depressed eyes and shrunken shoulders when I was terminated. If only they could also see half of the loneliness. I concluded that was why listening to Larissa about grinding and working hard felt almost necessary. I couldn’t bear to go home beaten. Once your pride had got used to a certain level of praise and jealousy in other’s eyes, it was heartbreaking to see other things.
    I wanted to ask her about the supermarket, but I couldn’t bring it into words because of how insane I would sound. I told Monica about my obsession with Larissa’s videos on working hard and sales, although she just called them “scams to make people buy poppy feelings”. I secretly set a goal of driving my sales higher than hers to prove my point. On our way back, we turned the music loud in the car until Ana called in the most distressed voice I had ever heard. 

#

News Abstract 02/2023

Hounslow Hit-and-Run Updates:
    The Met Police is no longer looking for a suspect or vehicle in a hit-and-run accident that claimed the life of a young cabin crew near Heathrow in January. 
    Laura Alonso, 28, was found dead on Park Road at about 05:45 a.m. on Monday. She apparently has been struck on her way home, but the vehicle has left the scene. The paramedic pronounced the death on arrival. Police urged anyone with information to contact them.  


II. 
The Chaos
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    The last week was as hectic as it was blurry. 
    After we hung up, we drove home without speaking and found Ana, badly shaken up, on the phone speaking in rapid Spanish with Laura’s sisters. Her eyes were yellow-tinted and swollen. Fat drops of tears were rolling down as Monica hugged her. I wrapped my arms around them and felt Ana’s shiver. 
    The news of Laura’s passing didn’t seem to sadden me as much as watching Ana’s chaotic breakdown. I wasn’t sure how to process this except with utter disbelief. The last vivid memory I had was of her (drugging me and pulling the root of my hair) drinking on the high chair in the club with me. It didn’t register with reality as her things were all around us, scattered in the house, along with her jacket and Gucci purse over the couch – they’ll be mine now – and the pictures of her smiling on the shelves.
    “The rubbish collection driver found her. I got the call at 7:00 this morning during boarding,” Ana sobbed. “They think she was run over during the night. They can’t tell me the definite time. She listed me as her emergency contact. I rang Crew Control, but they said it wasn’t a direct family emergency.”
    It took her a couple of minutes to catch her breath. I pushed her hair behind her ears. Monica went to put on the kettle. 
    “Sandie swapped with me at the last minute, and when I went to the hospital. She was dead when the paramedics arrived. Her body was frozen. There was nothing the doctors could do. It was so cold last night out there. It was such a terrible way to go. They couldn’t find the vehicle. There weren’t cameras around, and it was so late at night. She had a long delay yesterday – she was always very careful! The First Officer said Laura looked really tired when she left the aircraft. He offered her a lift, but she said she lived close.”
    “I am so sorry to hear that, Ana,” Monica, tear-streaked dramatically, said, snivelling when she came back with coffee.
    “They cannot find the driver,” Ana whined, throwing herself back with an anguished grunt. “From the tone of the police, it’s not optimistic. They asked me about the last time I saw her. I didn’t say we went to the club with Bea – you stick to the story!” Ana grabbed my hand suddenly. Her nails sank painfully deep into my flesh and her face was very close to mine. “Because that was way after legal drinking hours. I don’t want trouble! Bea. Bea, Bea, listen!” Ana said, staring at me with her bloodshot eyes, yanking my arm towards her. “I said the two of us hung out at the bar for half an hour and then we went back to the hotel. Alright? Promise me! This is bad enough. Promise me! You just say you felt sick that day and you didn’t see us.”
    Monica studied me, almost looking bemused. 
    “Of course,” I said. “Let go, Ana.”
    “Oh, sorry!” The back of my hand was red as I rubbed it. Ana buried her face in her hands, back quivering. “The doctor said the car seemed to have rolled over her after hitting her! It’s probably some drunk guy! I wish they would catch that driver – that murderer! There is no justice in the world for her.”
    But there was for me.
    I almost physically gasped at this murky, ungodly thought. I snapped my eyes shut as if I could expel that thought from my brain (why should I though? She. Wronged. Me. Me. ME – 
    I covered my eyes and pretended to be tearing up. What an inhuman thought to have 24 hours within this awful accident that took a person’s life. This gave me a sudden, direct glimpse into the darkness that lived inside me. What kind of twisted person would – the kind who was spiked – I refused to allow my thoughts wander into wild places, and I gave Ana a tight embrace out of guilt. 
    With her soft hair – full of artificial hair spray and gel – brushing my face, I saw a crow land on a branch outside the window. Its shiny black eyes looked at us. 
    Ana couldn’t keep a conversation without breaking down for the next couple of days. The lines under her eyes and around her mouth were extensive and permanent. Her compassionate leave was rejected, as Harris put it in his email: 
    “According to the company policy, as I highlighted below, compassionate leave is something employees can apply for when a member of their immediate family dies or contracts a life-threatening illness or injury. The company is not obliged to provide it. At the moment, I am afraid, as Laura isn’t your immediate direct family, there is very little we can do.” 
    Harris Duncan also asked if one of us could return her uniform and iPad back to the office soonest. Seeing her extremely distressed, I offered to swap my flights with Ana so she was taking all the shortest ones and could spend more time mailing Laura’s stuff to her home. 
    I volunteered to bring Laura’s company items back to the main office. The hospital gave her uniform to us in a black plastic bag. I couldn’t bring myself to touch it. I put it at the bottom of the work suitcase and topped it with the rest of her things, like her purse and the extra uniform. I wanted to log into her sales device, but I didn’t have the password. Sitting in her room, one almost doubled the size of mine; I grieved for her but only very shortly. 
    She deserved it, I thought indifferently as I was holding her lanyard with her Airport ID, sitting on her king-size bed, running my hands over the silky sheet. I couldn’t admit this newfound sense of relief. When nobody was watching, I dropped the act. I always came back to the conclusion that I could have died from whatever she spiked me with, which seemed to be sufficient to justify my lack of compassion.
    All week, we received condolence calls and messages from our colleagues. I found myself enjoying those calls tremendously.. With the marketing knowledge and graphic design skills I gained from Larissa’s subscription service, I set up a fundraising page for Laura. I edited the posters and website page and set up a QR code and bank link. Her face looked almost angelic now that she had passed. Guilt came over me sometimes when I edited her photos for the page, but mostly because of my inability to mourn for her.
    As I was hoovering her almost empty room one morning, something was flickering outside her massive window. On the bricks outside, a sleek bird landed on the February snow. I popped my head outside to look closer. It was the same crow I had seen the other day. Something red and furry and mushy under its feet. It crouched down for a nibble. 
    I dropped the hoover handle and dashed out of the room. The hoover noise was still roaming upstairs as I paced in the living room. I took a cigarette out of Monica’s pack and lit it. The nicotine hit moments later and my hands stopped shaking. I didn’t retrieve the running hoover until I heard Ana turning the doorknob and her drunken, sheepish voice. 
    In my restless sleep, I saw that crow and the gift it brought. It was standing on a dying pigeon, devouring its neck. I saw myself, straight-backed, standing in the aisle where I conducted the safety demonstration, an aircraft full of blank-faced passengers staring up at me. Harris Duncan and Monica on the front row, watching me. 
    Instead of holding the time-worn oxygen mask and deflated life vest, I raised the softly cooing pigeon above my head as I would with the safety belt. I snapped its wings – wake up, Bea – I want to wake up – and brought it to my mouth – WAKE UP– let me wake up – Its fluffy, grey and white feathers and plumped cuddly body squeezed tight between my elongated fingers – Let me wake up – I don’t want to see it – My unnervingly red-lipped mouth wide open, skeleton teeth sunk into its flesh. 
    My eyes opened rapidly and I hurried downstairs with a wet shirt, cocooned in Monica’s bathrobe. Ana, in uniform, was drunk, drooling on the table and head on her arms, snoring on the kitchen table. I gazed at the television’s flashy screen, at Larissa’s motivational video “Grind, You’re a Boss Girl” – on and repeat, on and repeat, on and repeat – all night until the sunlight splashed into the living room. 
    On the last day of my day off, I went to the office near Heathrow. In one of the glass-walled meeting rooms, in his polished 3-piece suit, Harris Duncan was standing sharp, pointing in front of a projected wall, explaining some charts to stern-faced gentlemen whom I believed were the invisible hands behind this money machine. Though I avoided eye contact with him, I spilled the receptionist’s coffee to make sure Harris saw me dropping off Laura’s airport ID and her suitcase. He gave me a quick approving nod before I left the reception. 
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    Laura’s family wanted to arrange a funeral in Madrid. We weren’t able to book a flight to participate. I didn’t want to go, anyway. I had always known Laura had sisters, but I never knew she had 5 ( – like the witch did – what a coincidence – stop). So, when we all landed home early on one occasion, I organised a proper dinner grieving her and her memories. 
    Once again, Ana started crying the moment we settled ourselves around the table. She did most of the talking, and drinking. Monica ended up with unhinged sobbing as well after coming back from the bathroom a couple of times. They were both too tipsy and hysterical to notice the faint powder over Monica’s nose. So I pretended not to too. 
    We agreed to share the rent and bills among the three of us for now without seeking new tenants. I didn’t mind because I saw all of Laura’s holiday destinations became mine, like the rest of her food on the shelves and in the fridge and the feminine hygiene products and the luxurious eye cream and hair masks. There wasn’t any news from the authority. They said it happened in a blind spot of the area, and it was raining heavily the very same night. They said it was either extremely bad luck or the driver knew the area really well. 
    When I was lying on a foreign bed in a hotel in Oslo with my aching body, I wondered how it had happened. Ana showed me Laura’s packed roster. It happened on her 7th consecutive day of work and her second extra workday payment. 17 full flights in 7 days on minimum rest. I couldn’t picture the exhaustion. 
    What would have happened if I hadn’t met her at the club? What would have happened if she wasn’t activated from standby and had a full day of rest in the hotel? Crew Control couldn’t give her extra duty unless she agreed. Perhaps she would have more energy to be careful. I tried to picture the driver’s face. It all sounded like some sort of poetic justice for spiking me. 
    I was often woken by Ana’s late-night crying and phone calls to her brother, which was becoming increasingly annoying with my early reports. Her broken spirit and constant slouched back made it hard for me to be angry at her. I found letting her get wasted without stopping her relieved me of babysitting. The house was a lot quieter. 
    I stopped pondering why I wasn’t physically capable of bringing myself to cry despite the long time I had known her. I couldn’t even recall the first time I had met her. None of the conclusions I landed was worth applauding. This accident gave birth to coldness in me. I didn’t realise it until I felt a theatrical need to sound remorse and emotional when crew members asked me about it on the jump seats or during breakfast.
    “I was really sorry to hear it,” I repeated like a songbird. “She was such a kind person.”
    “It’s a great loss for all of us.”
    “Yes, Ana has taken it particularly hard. No, she’s a strong girl and I’m sure she’ll get back on her feet soon!”
    “Thank you, I can send you the fundraising link. We have raised over £2000 now. I know her family will really appreciate any financial help.”
    Kenneth put in a £200 and asked me to come to him if I needed anything. He opened his mouth a couple of times and, eventually said, “This shouldn’t be how it goes. You are all too young to be working this long, this hard. Life is short.” 
    “Her last flight was with you. She spoke very highly of you,” I said. That was another lie. Laura never spoke very highly of anyone. 
    “I should have driven her home,” Kenneth said, holding his cup of tea, not looking at me as the technicians with thick neon jackets strode into the aircraft with clipboards, leaving muddy snow in the galley. Catering service agents were rapidly pulling out and changing the meal boxes behind us. Cleaners were folding the seatbelts and picking up rubbish at a hurried pace. 
    At 64, with white hair on a balding head, he rarely acted his age with his constant light humour, boyish smile and quick stroll at the airport. Standing here in the midst of this busyness, however, he looked out of place and had aged 10 years and looked like a sack of dried, beaten meat. That was the quietest I had ever seen him. He didn’t even make his humorous announcement during boarding.  
    At home, Monica was avoiding me the way I was avoiding her. There was an unspoken acknowledgement between us.
    On Friday afternoon, as Ana was away somewhere with a layover, two men in long coats and gloves knocked on our door. 
    “Good afternoon. My name is John,” the taller one said. We shook hands. My mouth felt parched. He showed me his police ID. “This is Adrian. We received the injury and death certificates of Laura Alonso. It’s part of the investigation to interview her flatmates and friends. Was this her residency?”
    “Yes.”
    “Is it a good time for a few quick questions?”
    “Of course,” I said. I led the investigators into the kitchen. I glanced at the tea table in the living room. It was wiped clean, thankfully. “Would you like some tea? Coffee?”
    “Thank you, but our stay will be short,” John said. He was looking at a vintage flight attendant painting, then a poster on the wall that read ‘Above the Cloud’. 
    “It’s very cheesy, but it is Laura’s favourite. The four of us met at Europe Express. We were all flight attendants there. Ana won’t be back tonight. Would you like me to call her?” 
    “We have interviewed her,” Adrian said, smiling. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”
    “Looks like you girls are still very passionate about the job. All the posters around the house. Wow, Europe Express’ little model planes. My son would have loved one of these.”
    “You can take it if you want.” I said. “I’ll get Monica.”
    I knocked on Monica’s door and opened it. Monica was sitting on a white fluffy carpet in front of the mirror. One slender hand holding her hair up into a high ponytail and the other holding her phone. 
    “HEY!!” She quickly folded her arms over her bare breasts.
    “Sorry!” I slammed the door shut. Through the door, I told her about the officers. She said she would get down in 5 minutes. 
    “I’m sorry!”
    “It’s alright!” She said and I heard a light chuckle. 
    A wave of jealousy swept over me unexpectedly. She looked incredibly stunning even in sheer thongs. I put the kettle on the stove, trying not to think about how undesirable I looked next to her. 
    “Is everything okay?”  
    “I walked in her changing,” I said. “She’ll be down in 5 minutes.”
    And she did, in the prettiest look I had seen her. Her lips were glossy and plump. Her skin was radiant with dark straightened hair and a black dress while I was in my sleepwear. John’s ears went pink as they shook hands. 
    “Good afternoon, officers. We’ll do anything to help.” Monica said eagerly, leaning forward.
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    “We’re sorry for your loss, first of all.” John said, clearing his throat. “I have to go through some questions, just for the investigation report. It’s nothing personal. When was the last time you saw her?”
    “Last week,” Monica said sternly. “We were on different roster patterns.”
    “I was,” I paused. I was speaking as slowly as I could. “I was on a flight where I had food poisoning. We had some problems with the crew food. I can show you an email from my manager if you want. I was in Copenhagen and throwing up. She was on standby, and she was called out for my flight. She made sure I was okay before reporting for duty. She was very kind.” Saying the last four words to a police officer was mentally draining. I smiled, tucking my hair back. I saw Monica look away and wipe her eyes. She must have done it on purpose, because her eyes were convincingly dolly and watery when she looked back.
    “On the night of the accident,” Adrian said as John pushed the box of tissues towards her. He stared at her the way children stared at a wounded puppy. “Where were you?”
    “In the house,” Monica said in a cracked voice. She nodded at me and grabbed my hand under the table. “We were both in the house the whole night. Bea wasn’t feeling too well, so we just watched movies together.”
    “Yes,” I said. “We didn’t leave the house the whole night. It was cold, and I was very tired. My stomach was still grumbling. My company gave me 3 days off to rest.”
    “I could barely move that night. I had 3 full flights with 2 school tours. We had so many teenagers on board. I am sure you understand what it’s like to work with teenagers. Then, there was a strike at the passport service. Passengers were incredibly angry and we took off quite late. If anyone could understand our profession, it would be you guys. It was an unpleasant day dealing with angry people.”
    “That’s why we decided to go to Bath the next day,” I said, feeling the need to contribute. “I felt better physically, and we thought fresh air would be good for us. I remember” – Monica came by to put down my laundry and I found her car keys to it in my room – “I remember we got the call from Ana on our way back.” 
    I wanted to retrieve my hand, but Monica was holding it tight. 
    Why were her car keys in my room? When did she put them there? 
    “Ana was Laura’s best friend and she told us the news,” Monica said grimly. “We drove back as soon as possible. Bea was driving.”
    I tried to give a faint smile. Why did she say that? 
    Why did she bring me my laundry? She never had. One of the officers wrote down something on his paper. 
    “I was,” I said. I wiped my mouth. 
    “Did she have any boyfriends?”
    “Boyfriend? Not that we know.” Monica said, looking at me, “Have you seen our roster? Hers was very full. She is a very hard working girl. But, no.” 
    John nodded, looking at me.
    “I am,” I said with a shaky breath, “I am not very close to her, to be honest. But no, I have never heard her mention anything about a boy. I barely see her since I moved in. It was my first – second – month with ApexCrew, and it’s just a lot of getting used to.”
    “Does she have any enemies? Anyone who wants to hurt her?”
    Me – and I remembered Monica saying “she can’t get away every time she pulls a stunt like this.”
    “No,” I said rather quickly. “She was very chatty and kind. After the accident, many people donated to her. I can’t imagine anyone would want to hurt her.” 
    oh, but i can, and i could, and i did and i thought of so many different ways in the cemetery – i had to be creative –  
    I never asked Miguel why he did what he did for the neighbours. I supposed it was good money, the way he always left cash in our house, knowing Mamãe would never take it in person. We used to play this little game that we hid money in the kitchen cupboard, and Mamãe’s wardrobe and behind the television. His reputation had attracted desperate people travelling all the way from Lisbon to seek his help. I did, however, ask him how it worked. 
    “You need to be very clear about what you want,” Miguel said as he was folding his herbs and a moon-shaped knife into a cotton sheet. I could still see a bloodstain on the wooden table, which Miguel said was paint. “This isn’t casual work I do. The hatred you feel, tapping into and focusing on how you want to hurt them. But never ask me again, Bea, never. This isn’t something a child should know.”
    “I want to get ice cream,” I remembered saying, and I remembered his thundering laughter as he held my little hand. Miguel so cleverly switched topics every time he was close to the subject. 
    “That’s what Ana said,” John said, bringing me back. “I am afraid that at the moment, there isn’t a lot we can do. The rain has washed off all the tracks. But who knows? In my years of work, I have seen drivers coming into the station to confess a hit-and-run years later or when they found God.”
    Monica nodded and the officers stood up. They shook hands with us once again and asked us to be in touch if we thought of anything. John waved one more time before getting into his car. I stood by the window and watched the car pull out of our driveway. Monica was slicing some bread over the counter with a big tossed salad. She gestured for me to open Laura’s white wine from the cupboard.
    “Why were you out that night?” I asked.
    “I told you,” Monica said, buttering it. “To get some snacks. I lied to the officers because I didn’t want them to be suspicious. We don’t want them tailing us unnecessarily. And after what happened at the club, you had a great reason to – you know what I mean. You were thinking about doing the same thing.”
    Was I?
    “You went out running at a very strange time in the evening.” 
    The tone of accusation made my heart race.
    “I couldn’t sleep.” I snapped. “I was thinking about what Laura did. I just went for a run to clear my head.”
    “That’s it?” 
    “What do you want me to say? That I wanted this to happen to her? I am not exactly having the best time of my life here. What happened to her was tragic. Even after what happened in the club, I would never wish that on her!”
    “No need to yell at me,” Monica raised her eyes at me.  
    Monica offered me a piece of bread and some salad. I sat down opposite her. I mumbled an apology. I wanted to ask her about the car keys. I wanted to know. I formulated my thoughts with dread. If she planted the car keys in my room to … did she drive that night? The car was sparkly clean the next day. Horror rose in me, and it was the same instinct that I had after I woke up from the night at the club. 
    “I think … I think we ought to be a bit honest with each other. It’s just the two of us now,” I said. “Where did you go, Monica? I don’t recall seeing the car there when I went out for the run – was it there? I don’t remember.”
    “I did go out to the store for some snacks.” Monica said. “I told you. I did…um, also, I met my, there is this guy, a dealer. Just quickly around the corner. I was … I needed it Bea. To be fair I don’t remember most of the night after I came back.”
    “You brought me my laundry.”
    “Did I?” she said, tearing a bite of the bread. “It’s just…it’s been a stressful month. I was operating so much, and I was constantly so tired. I hate being alone. Sometimes, I feel so... like, you don’t know where you are at every night and you just don’t know if it is all still worth it anymore. After this thing with Laura, I am thinking maybe it’s time to quit. This job isn’t how I remembered it to be. This company is crazy. It’s really good money and it’s addicting, but I don’t feel like myself anymore. Sometimes I feel like a hostage, like you started and you cannot go back anymore. Like, what can I do except keep flying? I can’t make the same salary in other jobs. I’ll have to start over.” 
    “I know what you mean,” I said. Waves of sympathy and forgiveness rose in me. Perhaps she was too high to remember where she had put her car keys. Perhaps I wanted to believe in the best of people instead of the worst, and perhaps the conclusion that she was forgetfully intoxicated was much more appealing than the other one, where she hit and killed Laura and tried to plant it on me. 
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Abstract from KA1530 Independent Investigation Committee Transcript – Interview with First Officer Matthieu Rousseau 
Departing From Copenhagen Airport, Kastrup : Arrival at Heathrow International Airport 
Airbus A320-211, operated by Krone Airways, Crew serviced by ApexCrew
IC: Investigation Committee         
MR: Matthieu Rousseau
…
IC: Can you briefly go over your qualifications?
MR: I have – had – a valid UK issued Pilot’s Licence with minimum ELP Level 5. During my employment with ApexCrew, I also held a Class One Medical. I had an A321 type rating with a minimum of 500 hours flying time. Dual citizenship, French and U.K. passports with unrestricted travel. I finished flight school in 2017 and received my commercial pilot license in 2018. I have logged over 300 hours before joining Blue Jay Airway. After it went under during the Pandemic, I drove Uber until ApexCrew hired me in January 2022. I heard they didn’t require high flying hours and the interview was quite easy. I wasn’t planning to stay for long, maybe 2 – 3 years, before going to a proper airline.
IC: Why wouldn’t you consider ApexCrew a proper airline?
MR: It’s a Dublin-based agency servicing both pilots and crew for Krone Airways. I am guessing because using an agency is cheaper after Brexit. Or so I am told. There are too many flights going in and out of Heathrow from Scandinavia. Sometimes, we operate with mixed crews from different bases. Our hours are so much higher than theirs. We have a separate union. Because there is a drastic difference in salary, there is always an unspoken tension. But we keep it professional in the cockpit. 
IC: How would you describe the work conditions?
MR: Overworked, we’re constantly fatigued. You can’t do anything about it. You get 4-5 short ones sometimes. I could barely keep my eyes open during cruising. Because they’re so short of staff, you work with different captains and different crew on a daily basis. While we can file a fatigue report, there would be some sort of retribution. Like the following month you get no layovers, or very short hours. They will call you in for a meeting, saying they have health concerns, and question if you should continue to operate here. Most of the people feel fortunate to be flying again. People have families and mortgages. You won’t be here if you have a choice. Everyone just said it was part of the job.
IC: How would you describe the flight crew and cabin crew relationship?
MR: Again, we keep it professional. They’re hiring quite young, and few people with flying experience. Behind closed doors, we always discuss how unprofessional the newly hired are. The company is too desperate and hires too quickly. There are people who are late, who fall asleep during take-off, who forget their passports or are vicious with each other, and you just can’t afford to offload them. They don’t always have a crew on standby. The management asks so many questions and almost make it your fault for offloading them. Or they say you’re too harsh, too condescending to the cabin crew. Some of them look clearly unfit for duty. You can tell they’re hungover, or just not there, mentally. You just let it go, and close the door and let them deal with themselves in the cabin.  
IC: How did you meet Beatriz Sarmento? 
MR: (Long pause) I was operating with Ana, one of our crew members, who had a … I don’t want to say she had a mental breakdown. Joshua was the Captain of that flight, Joshua Foster. Have you spoken to him? I was in the cockpit so I can’t tell you exactly what happened in the cabin. Tina came about one hour after we took off. She brought us dinner. It was the last flight of our block. We were so tired. We had defects and we got back to the gate. Then ATC held us for a while. I don’t exactly remember how long. It’s been a while. She told us Ana screamed at a passenger during service and splashed hot tea at her face. The passenger’s cheek was burnt. She started the service from the back and nobody really knew how she came to be so emotional. Tina said she lunged violently at the passenger, hurled the trolley down and grabbed the passenger by the neck before a couple of others broke them apart. Luckily, nobody was filming. It was late and most people were sleeping. Tina explained to them that Ana’s best friend just died and she offered them free stuff from the trolley. It was no news that, at the time, she had just lost Laura to a hit-and-run. I used to see them at the hotel all the time. I was expecting Joshua to be furious, but he told me Ana’s compassionate leave had been denied. We both felt for her. I know what it’s like to deal with the management here. My nan passed when I was operating. Mine was denied as well. I worked with her a couple of times. She was always sensible and sweet. I saw her at the bar a lot. So after we landed, we came out and saw her. She was at the back and … she was just not okay. Like, if you see her, you would not put her on a plane even as a passenger. She was crying so much. Tina offered to give her a ride home. I live about 30 minutes away and I was closer, so I offered to do it. I walked her back to her house and I wanted to speak to her housemates. To tell them what happened. That was how I met her.
IC: What was your impression of her at the time?
MR: I’ve heard of her before seeing her. We received the fundraising email from Beatriz, and my first impression was: what she did was a very sweet gesture for her friend. The page was well made. I put in some money, not a lot. I was barely covering my mortgage, bills and cost of living after the Pandemic. Everything has become more expensive. Beatriz asked me to come in for a coffee, saying she was concerned about Ana. I don’t really know why I went in. You just have to be careful these days. You never know if she would cry harassment. But she was looking really lovely, soft, kind…that was the reason, I supposed. She didn’t come across as a girl who would start drama anyway. Ana went upstairs and we just spent some time together. Just talking, getting to know each other. I didn’t realise we talked for almost 3 hours on the couch. She’s quite … like very knowledgeable about other things. I also had the impression that she was in the wrong field…I should have told her and encouraged her to do something else. I told her she could redo A-Levels here and try something else. She didn’t think she could. (Long pause) I … I gave her my number. I asked her to text me if there’s any problem. We agreed not to put this in the report, both Joshua and Tina. Beatriz said Ana was not coping well. She’s not making enough sales. That was when I found out how much the cabin crew relied on their sales revenues I never knew…I wasn’t particularly close to any of them. I am more like the kind that kept to themselves. It was outrageous. They were paid very little hourly. 
IC: How did you start seeing each other? 
MR: I didn’t expect anything more, but I got a message from her that night. And that was quite sweet. So, I replied and we started texting. We didn’t have the same pattern, but it was similar. So sometimes we had coffee at Heathrow before duty. I met her at the layover hotels. Sometimes, it’s just for a couple of hours. We went to the gym together and we went for dinner in the city during layovers. We wanted to keep it private, so we sneaked around like … (he chuckles) schoolchildren. You know, a small company. People talk. Was it love? No, we didn’t meet during our day off in London. Did I see myself being with her seriously or anything long term? No, I don’t think she did too. But you just grew affectionate towards each other. It was a lot of texting. It was nice to have someone in the same company, understanding the same things. 
IC: Did you engage in any physical –
MR: I don’t think this line of questioning helps the investigation. 
IC: With the recently discovered sexual abuse records from the Crew Control, we believe –
MR: I’d like to keep that information between us private. Thank you very much. You can ask that scumbag how he forced the girls to send him photos. I don’t know anything about that. She never told me. When I found out, the same way everyone else did, it was much later and she was under a lot of pressure. She didn’t come across to me as someone fragile, but I don’t know what happened then. It was disgusting. I didn’t handle the conversation well when we decided to stop – it was a mutual decision, but it was – why don’t you just ask him?  
IC: Did you think she was ever under threat?
MR: No. At least not a direct threat, I supposed. But she could be. Maybe that was why she never said anything. Honestly, I don’t know. I wish I asked but I was trying to keep my distance when people started telling me she was crazy. They called it Bea’s Episodes. I was worried she’d tell people we had dated. I pretended not to know her at all when the rumours were flying. But no, the entire time I knew her, I never felt like she was under threat. She was driven. She was very clear about what she wanted. That was one of the many qualities I liked about her. Many people go through this job not knowing what they want.  
IC: Did she ever show any sign of mental illness or compulsive –
MR: No. Don’t try to make it sound like – She was normal during our time together! It all happened after those emails to the base. I guess after what happened to Monica, to Ana, to Laura – I mean, look at her, how did you expect her to cope? 
IC: Have you seen her display any sign of – 
MR: I want a break.
IC: We had a break 15 minutes ago. We understand that recalling what happened was not easy. It is a very courageous thing you’re doing. We are trying to get a full picture of exactly what happened. We, however, need your co-operation to get to the bottom of this unfortunate catastrophe, Matthieu. More than pointing the finger, we want to understand why and how this happened. It’s not your fault, but you also owe it to the 87 passengers on that flight. (Sobbing sound)
MR: I guess it’s also my fault how it all went down…if I had just not been so… so cruel…there’s so much I could have done…this wouldn’t have ended like this…it was my fault…as much as anyone’s…
(The interview was paused as MR’s speech becomes inaudible.)
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    I felt his disappointment via texts when I told him about my last-minute roster change. I couldn’t help smiling when I received a photo of him pouting on the bed, still wearing the uniform shirt with curly dark hair above his tired eyes. 
    “Would be nice to see you tonight,” Matt wrote. “Missed you.”
    I sent back a blushing emoji. 
    A pluck of affection twitched within. I missed this feeling of being vulnerable. My heart fluttered when I saw him on the air bridge sometimes during crew rotation. It was hard to look composed when crew members were detailing the handover and defects. 
    I never worked on the same flight with him, and I appreciated that because I would be too distracted to focus on the little sales targets I set for myself each flight. I grew to enjoy this discipline, and as Larissa said in her latest podcast: Good things come to those who hustle, who have discipline. Monica said my obsession with listening to her ‘scam’ was ‘toxic and unhealthy’ but what did she know? 
    I was supposed to be in Oslo tonight, where Matt landed about 2 hours ago. However, they put me on a passenger flight to Stockholm at the last minute. Because of the late arrival of the previous aircraft, by the time I dragged my suitcase through the swirling door, it was after 7 at night. I was ravenous. As I was checking in with the receptionist, I heard a familiar giggle. Ana was sitting on the high stool at the bar with a ruddy red face, talking quick to the bartender. I pulled my suitcase towards her after receiving my room key.
    “Ana.” 
    “Oh Bea! You’re on my flight tomorrow! Did you see? We’ve got fucking Samantha tomorrow. I hope you can work with me at the back! I can’t deal with her.” Ana shouted in my ear as she gave me a one-armed hug. The volume of her voice attracted sidelong glances from other tables. “Where did they change you from?”
    “I was in Gdansk last night,” I said. “I was supposed to go to Oslo.” 
    “Oh,” Ana said. “I love Gdansk! Do you want a drink? Let’s get a drink. They’re doing buy one get one free. It’s on me. Let’s get a drink.”
    “No,” I said. I gave the bartender a stern look and shook my head. The criticising, self-righteous tone in my voice reminded me of Mamãe. “I think that’s enough drinks for you tonight. We’re reporting at 6:30 in the morning. Come on, Ana.”
    After her many flirtatious goodbyes and kisses blown towards the irritated bartender, I managed to steer Ana off the bar into the lift. She was singing something in the corridor.
    “Ana, keep it down! It’s the crew floor, and somebody is sleeping here!” I hushed. “Which one is your room?”
    “I want to go to yours,” she said sheepishly. I tried to reach for her pocket but she animatedly jumped off with a shrill giggle. Disapproving looks from guests bothered me. I didn’t want her to make any more loud noises, so I pressed my key card into my room. She went inside and sprung onto the neat bed, spreading her arms up and down on the white sheet like an angel and giggled some more, face rosy and ashy hair spread around. 
    According to Matt, Ana had apparently shouted at a passenger during a flight. Secretly, I was pleased it happened. It made me look put-together and responsible in comparison. The Captain, Joshua, and Tina phoned me the next day, asking me if Ana was feeling better. I said yes when I meant no. A profound feeling of importance and maturity, almost superiority, took over me.
    Apart from her ongoing agony over Laura, Ana received news from her family that her brother’s brain scan came back negative. They needed more tests to figure out the actual cause. The passenger she hurt filed a serious complaint with Krone Airways and demanded immediate compensation or she would press charges. 
    Ana was called into the office yesterday and, unlike her usual timid, highly agreeable self, she fell into a screaming match with Harris. Or so Monica told me last night when we were on the phone. I had been away for those three days. Monica said Ana lived in a repeated cycle of drinking and more drinking. I checked Ana’s roster in the bathroom when I was taking off my uniform and wiping off my makeup. She was singing outside. She would finish her duty for the week tomorrow, and she would be on standby for the next two weeks. So that meant she was grounded. Oh, well...
    I wanted her to leave my room. I didn’t have the energy to entertain her. 
    When I came out in sleepwear, Ana was hugging a pillow, sitting against the headboard, scratching and biting the chipped red nail. Three small bottles of red wine, clearly from the aircraft, were standing on the nightstand with a plastic cup. I put on the kettle and made some chamomile tea. I sat down next to her and covered myself with the smooth, cold blanket. 
    “How’re you feeling?” I asked gently. Did I have the strength to kick a wounded animal out of my room?
    “Sick,” she said. 
    “Don’t you throw up in my room. I am not joking.”
    “I went to the office because that bitch complained about me. Can you believe it? Joshua and Tina said they wouldn’t put it in the report, but they clearly did. It must be that First Officer. He asked me out in his car when he was driving me home.”
    “I don’t think he did,” I said calmly.
    “He must have. He volunteered to drive me home. Nobody is that nice here.” Ana said hatefully. “He must have wanted more. I must have said no, I don’t remember what I said. I should file a report about him. I should write he sexually harassed me.”
    “He dropped you home because you were emotional. He didn’t file any reports.”
    “You don’t know him.”
    “I don’t think it’s difficult for them to find your staff number if they have your flight number on their ticket, Ana.” I said. “Joshua and Tina didn’t report you. You’re not thinking straight.”
    “I know,” Ana said. She twisted open the wine bottle and poured it into the plastic cup. “To Laura.” For the hundredth time.
    I nodded. I gladly put Laura’s passing behind me as the police phoned us and told us they had no further useful information. I thought about stopping her from drinking but perhaps that would put her into a quicker sleep. 
    “Harris Duncan called me stupid. Laura was working illegal hours. She sent me her roster and I never realised it,” Ana hiccupped. “It was Crew Control’s fault. They know she was working illegal hours. They’re trying to bury it. He said she should have filed for fatigue or refused the extra payment duty. He said she was greedy. He said it’s her fault for not looking at her own hours. They shouldn’t have offered it to her. Between his fancy English, I know what Harris was saying. He was saying, ‘Ana I would fire you if you don’t let this go’. I want to write to the Civil Aviation Authority.” 
    “It was an accident, Ana,” I said. “It could have happened to anyone. It was late at night.” 
    “Of course, you’d say that. You hate her. Don’t pretend with me. Monica told me Laura drugged you,” Ana said. “Is that true?”
    “You tell me,” I said. I showed her the photo of the testing strip with red lines. “Did you know?”
    “That is another grand piece of bullshit from Monica. Laura wouldn’t do that,” Ana whispered. “I know her. She wouldn’t do that. She watched out for me so many times when all these bitches here tried to trip me. Her family is still doing it after she passed. One of her sisters is an executive at a major hospital in Madrid. Laura had told her about my brother’s condition before. She wrote him a letter of recommendation. They’re going to transfer my brother to Madrid. They even offered to cover the fees. They’re a good family. Laura was their youngest. I guess that’s why she’s a little spoiled.” Ana chuckled, hiccupped again. “But she was a good person.”
    “I am not lying, Ana.”
    “I know,” Ana said. “The monsters they made out of us. Monica told me you went out that night.”
    “So did she!” I said defensively. “Look, Monica isn’t in her right mind. She’s … high. I think she is snorting a lot of coke to cope.”
    “Aren’t you too?”
    “What? No, who said that?”
    “Just asking. You look like it.” Ana said, shrugged. She emptied the cup. “You can admit it. You think you’re better than us.”
    “No, I don’t. I am just trying. I have this – how to put this – a constant fear in my heart. It’s like a vicious animal breaking out,” I said as if I had to explain myself to her. “I try to look like I’ve got it together, but I don’t. I always wake up with the same nightmare of being sacked. I have never told anyone this, Ana. I doubt you will remember tomorrow morning, anyway.”
    “I won’t,” Ana slurred, dropping her head over my shoulder, her soft hair brushing my cheek.
    “The truth is, I am scared all the time, even when I finish my flights. I am thinking if others have grounds to report me. I am thinking if others can find faults in me. That’s why I arrive everywhere early and I am doing everything by the book. I hate the manual, but the more I remember from it the safer I feel. I don’t feel passion for this job anymore, but I am scared of being sacked again. I don’t ever want to be layoff again.”
    “They won’t sack you here. They like people like you here. They like that you’re scared of losing it again. It becomes their leverage. That’s why they feel like they can push you to your limits when they rehired. They have money to pay more. They have enough crew to give longer layovers. They just don’t because why would they? You have got the exact mindset they want you to have now.”
    “You’re drinking too much. It’s late.”
    “I am not,” Ana said, laughing, head rolled back towards the hard headboard. I saw tears in the corners of her eyes next to the fine lines. “I’d better enjoy my last layover of the month! You know he took away all my flights. This is Harris’s retaliation, Bea. I wrote this email here,” she showed me her draft email box. “I am going to send it. I will send it now.” 
    “Wait, what is this?” I said. It was long and packed, without punctuation. “Wait, are you sure? You can’t send this. This isn’t a formal complaint. To Harris – no, listen – ”
    “I don’t care anymore.”
    “You do.”
    “I don’t. Sent. He thinks I am stupid anyway, that we are so beneath him. That I don’t know the rules here. He makes up the rules and changes them whenever he likes. Then they erase all her rosters. They call me a troublemaker. I am a safety hazard when I catch their lies. That’s the new aviation now. They’re punishing me.”
    “I am sure they’re not. Maybe it’s just operational reasons.” I said. “It’s the winter season here and we’re always short of crew. If you ask them nicely, they will give you flights. Also, it’s a standby, so they’re going to call you.”
    “Why are you defending them? You are so desperate to be one of them. No, they’d rather offer an extra payment day to another person than to call me,” Ana said with hiccups. “Sometimes, I wish I could stoop as low as Monica. I have too much dignity.”
    “What do you mean?” 
    “Of course you don’t know, Bea. You were the best of us, Bea,” Ana said. 
    I was, I thought. You’re right, Ana, glad you can see it. 
    Thinking about the fundraising website I did for poor little Laura, thinking about the performative care I gave Ana and the “You’re too nice” from Matt and the approving looks from Harris Duncan, a surge of exquisite pride and moral certainty blossomed in my chest. 
    “What do you mean about Monica?”
    “Have you ever wondered why Monica has the best roster? Layovers wherever she wants. Always full flights to holiday destinations. She’s never at minimum rest, and then look at us. She’s making so much more than us.” 
    “It’s the roster pattern. It’s random.” A dark feeling brewed in me. I didn’t want to continue the questioning. Not after the faint friendship we had rebuilt.
    “She sends naked photos to Connor.”
    “That’s not true.” 
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    “She does. He’s a greasy pig sitting in his crew control office, playing us like games. Our staff numbers are his chess pieces. He loves hearing how powerless you’re when you ask for favours. He never forgets the favour he gives,” Ana said. “He’s wanking off at her photos right now in Dublin.” 
    “That’s not true,” I repeated. 
    She was taking photos in front of the mirror naked (– it could be for her boyfriend – she could be seeing someone.) 
    Come on, Bea, that’s her privacy. Have some decency. End this conversation. 
    Ana was clearly drunk, she wasn’t (this is the most honest you’d ever catch her –) thinking straight. Monica’s phone buzzed on the table with Crew Control way after duty hours.  
    “Then it’s really not fair.”    
    “She’s making really good money and having long layovers. It’s not her first time. Connor collects her nudes the way boys collect baseball cards. I bet he feels he is totally in charge or something after they promoted him to Operational Crew Control Manager.”
    “You’re just jealous of her roster. There’s no proof,” I said with a struggle. My phone vibrated. Matt was calling. I turned off my phone before Ana could see it. “I understand, Ana. You’re going through a rough time.”
    “No, you don’t understand,” Ana said. She twisted open another bottle and poured it into her plastic cup. A couple of red drops splattered onto the white blanket. “You don’t understand, Bea. It was supposed to be her. Back at Express, she had so many late reports and sick leaves, and you tell me you never suspected why they kept her all the way until the company went under?”
    “It was random.”
    “Then you’re much stupider than you look,” Ana snapped. “They wanted to keep you, Bea. I know we all got sacked at the end but when the first layoff began, it was supposed to be her. She said she would help us, but I didn’t know what she meant at the time. She got wind of it from Laura who was seeing one of the IT guys. I feel disgusted just talking about it. Do you remember Jani Mäkitalo? The base manager back then? That old guy in his fifties who got sacked from a Middle East company before joining Europe Express?”
    “I thought he was gay. I have never really talked to him except during the initial training. Well, I got an email from him about the Senior interview. Monica said she got hers too, then Covid hit. He emailed me that it was cancelled because they’re beginning to reduce flights with the traveller quarantine measures implemented,” I said. “I showed a screenshot of the interview invitation to Mamãe. I have never seen her so happy in my life.”
    “No, he isn’t gay.” Ana said crossly. I poured her more wine. “Thanks. Honestly, I have always rooted for you. You’ll be great at the job! I just don’t know why she lied to you. She didn’t get the Senior interview.”
    “She told me she did! I asked her which time slot she has chosen. I thought we could go together. She didn’t really tell me.”
    “Because she lied.”
    “How do you know? Maybe she wanted some privacy.”
    “The last thing Monica wants is privacy. Laura pressed her to show it and she refused. Laura snatched her phone and strolled through the email box. Monica admitted lying after you moved away. I bet she was upset that you got it and she didn’t. But seriously, I caught her partying during her sick leave so many times. She got 3 no-shows, remember? There were all sorts of excuses. Once she was hiking, picking fucking flowers to make jam at home with a new boyfriend during my standby. Another time, she was at a party pissing into the sink and drunk calling me – high calling me more like it. Thankfully, I am not really interested in any promotion. It’s too much responsibility. I hate conducting the briefing, and I hate hearing my voice from the announcements – ”
    “How did she get in touch with Jani?”
    “We always thought he’s a bit of a pervert even back in training, remember? She studied his Facebook and went to the bar on High Street that he always went to. She made it look like an accident. It was back in Gatwick. I don’t know how she did it but she convinced him. And when the numbers weren’t adding up, she volunteered you. She told him the two of you had a little chat. You told her you would get depression if you had to stay in the U.K. any longer. She said you were homesick. She said you missed your mum and wanted to be with her before the lockdown began. She told him that letting you go would do you a massive favour. That’s what she told us too. I was shocked at how upset you were when you got the news.”
    “I don’t know what to say.” That. Little. Bitch. 
    “Anyway, she had him completely wrapped under her thumb. He offered her the temporary Senior role when many Seniors got ill during the Covid loop cycle flights – they handed it to her on a silver platter without actual senior training! Just her! It was an overnight execution, and I quote, ‘it is due to unforeseeable circumstances in operational regulation’.”
    “Nobody said anything? It’s a CAA requirement for Senior training.” 
    “Of course not! Can you picture the tension back then? It was a lucky draw to determine who could keep the job. Everyone kept their mouths shut. Laura and I didn’t want to say anything, and the flight crew said nothing even though she seemed lost in the cabin. She started the safety demo with the cockpit door open! We all felt fortunate to still have jobs. It was one problem after another in her flights. We had a medical case. She didn’t know what to do and she was blaming everyone in the fucking galley when I was doing CPR and shouting for assistance! She forgot the security procedures and she was screaming at the juniors for reminding her. She was yelling at the cleaners and the dispatchers! She was a disaster to work with! 
    “She was just not leadership material, and she knows it. She hated it when people pointed it out. When she knew she had Covid, she threatened a junior to give her a negative saliva sample so she could keep working there. Nobody felt safe operating with her!”
    “I thought Laura would report that.”
    “She wasn’t like that back then. She didn’t care that much,” Ana said animatedly. Her face grew redder. “I tried to tell Monica but she was like, ‘you’re lucky you and Laura are here. If it weren’t for me, you two would be crying back home like Beatriz. Don’t snap at me in the aisle. You don’t talk to me like that in front of the passengers. Don’t fucking snap at me.’  I wasn’t even aggressive! I was so pissed off I typed my resignation during touchdown and almost quit. She was new to the position but had such a hostile attitude that nobody wanted to put up with her.
    “Since then, I just stood back and watched her mess things up. Then, when another wave of redundancy began, Jani got her an office job at the headquarters. I was speechless. Laura said people there hated her because she couldn’t even handle basic courier arrangements. Whenever anyone complained about her incompetence, she would go into his office, and then come down with drool in her hair and spray perfume over her clothes to cover the sex smell. It’s really disgusting, honestly.
    “Monica made us promise never to tell you. I mean, I was happy that I got to stay and it wasn’t like I had to sleep with him – so I don’t care so much –  I honestly can’t, just look like him – she has this incredible strength to sleep with these animals to get what she wants – honestly. Jani was into really kinky shit, she told me afterwards. I saw bruises around her neck, but I was like nobody asked her to stoop that low for this job. I would gladly take termination over this! She made us think that we were indebted to her. She tried to convince us that she did it for us, but well, Bea, till this day, I just genuinely don’t believe Laura and I were on the first two redundancy lists! It was performance base! We never had problems – especially with you. You passed all the recurrent exams with flying colours. You got compliment emails from passengers multiple times! I just don’t believe he would offer you a Senior interview and then put you on the first wave of redundancy!”
    I couldn’t comprehend this amount of information. My weariness from the flights was gone, replaced by cynical confusion and doubt. (But she was right.) I kept my face expressionless because despite the honesty in Ana’s words, it didn’t register with the Monica I was living with. I made peace with the randomness of the redundancy. I made peace with reality. I thought I had nobody to blame but my incompetence and bad luck. I had watched them work via social media with immense self-hatred and bitterness – That’s why she tried to plant the car keys in your room. You know she drove that night. You know who hit Laura – no I don’t, honestly, I don’t.
    “I just think she looks guilty. I saw the way she stared at you,” Ana shrugged.
    “Ana, it’s late,” I said with finality. “We’ll talk inflight tomorrow. I’ll walk you to your room.”
    “I’m not making things up,” Ana said, swinging her legs off the bed, off balanced and crashing into the dusty bed lamp. She wobbly gathered her things. I threw the empty bottles into the bin. “I am sorry I didn’t say something earlier. You believe me, don’t you?”
    “I don’t know, Ana.” 
    “Just don’t trust her. She’s not your friend,” Ana said.
    Nobody seemed to be these days. 
    After making sure Ana set her alarm clock and settled herself in her room, I took my coat, went to the lobby through the revolving door. I brushed the snow off and sat on the bench. Coaches came in and out with the sound of aircraft taking off above me. Crew members from the late arrival crossed the road with weary faces. Kenneth, wearing his captain’s cap in the howling snow, waved at me. I smiled and waved back politely before looking down, taking out Monica’s lighter and a pack of cigarettes. 
    It dawned on me how quickly I became somebody else when I had a little money in the bank. When did I become a smoker? I lit one, and the smell of it softened the self-loath within my body.  
    I wanted to call Mamãe but I couldn’t fathom what to say.
    Mamãe, do you know that I was laid off because my best friend slept with the base manager to get me sacked?
    Mamãe, do you know that my housemates played me like a fool the whole time?
    Mamãe, do you know that my anger was righteous when I saw that sickening video?
    Mamãe, do you know that I killed a pigeon at your dad’s gravestone and told him I’d give my life to see the three of them die in the most horrific death possible as I watched their drunk landing video? 
    Mamãe, do you know that it wasn’t supposed to be me? 
    Mamãe, do you know that I am beginning to think Miguel heard me?
    What Ana said played in my mind over and over, except I could see it so clearly, like I was sitting inside a dark cinema watching a 4D motion picture. I could see Monica in her sheer, pretty dress on the high stool at the bar, blushing, with her silvery loop earrings swaying. I could see her putting her hand over the crease of Jani’s suit trousers. I could see her batting her Bambi’s eyes when he ordered her another Martini while listening to her girlish, musical giggles. I could see her taking off his shirt with skilful hands and kneeling down to unzip the rest. I could hear artificial loud moans escape her lips behind the vigorous pounding. I could see her hands grabbing the damp bedsheet, legs shuddering from a fake climax that aimed to stroke his ego. I could see her playing the sexy secretary in the office behind closed doors. I could see his wrinkled hand enclosed around her smooth neck, where he knew the uniform scarf could cover. I could see her petite, naked body sitting on his hairy lap as she typed my name on his email list under “Notice of Termination” and “Confirmation of Redundancy”. 
    Could she have done it? Was that why Monica wasn’t shocked by Laura’s viciousness? Because she had plenty more herself? Was she affectionate to me because guilt overwhelmed her? 
    She sabotaged my life. 
    Things were lining up in my head in a straight timeline. She cried when I announced that I had been fired. The exaggerated reaction on all three of their hideous faces when they knew what was coming for me the whole time. They conspired against me. They took it away from me. In the video where they were drinking during approach, was Monica wearing a two-stripe then? I couldn’t remember. Yes, she was. That explained everything. 
    I never particularly wanted that position when I completed my first familiarisation flight. It was a goal nevertheless, and being young and ambitious in a foreign country, it was easier to have something to work towards. I dedicated an extra mile than most people I knew. I did everything right. I followed every guideline and every manual and read every subclause and appendix.
    (maybe that’s the problem)
    (maybe i am way stupider that i am willing to believe)
    The image of women crying at Miguel’s apartment in Faro flashed across my mind. All those women sobbing over the fact that their husbands had other women. Had those women not done everything right?
    (that’s why they went to Miguel like you did because justice is a luxury when you have no might…why do you need might when you have tender thighs… when the only way up is to spread those legs open and juice up your cunt… when the easiest way to sink other is to lube up your arse and knee your way to victory… Fuck being professional…Fuck doing the job well…Fuck high performance … Fuck work ethics … Fuck integrity…)
    I took a long drag of the cigarette, watched the tip burn into grey ash and dropped onto my lap.
    MAYBE you should have some treachery under your belt so you don’t get fucked over every time…no manual can save you
    Could I pretend not to know about this and continue to have lunch and dinner with Monica? Could I pretend not to know about how her nude photos brought her great roster? Could I pretend not to smell grey-haired Jani between her thighs? 
    I felt a compulsion to say yes to all the questions and deploy whatever was left of my rationality to formulate a functional plan moving forward, to come up with sound, practical strategies for higher sales target, to carve a 5-year career path ahead and maybe becoming a line checker. But all I could think about was how everything Monica had was supposed to be mine. 
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News Abstract on 02/2023

KA Crew Member Dies after Fatal Fall from Plane
    A flight attendant has died after a fatal fall from the emergency door of a plane, Krone Airways has confirmed. 
    The incident occured right after the stair was removed from the rear side of the aircraft, as the aircraft door waited to close after boarding was completed at Stockholm Arlanda Airport, Sweden. 
    “We called for an ambulance. But when I checked her vitals, she was already dead. Wine bottles were right beneath her. Glasses shattered and stabbed into her chest,” said Göran Fältskog, a certified doctor on the flight who volunteered help.  
    The authority initiated an investigation into the incident, according to Sweden’s Civil Aviation Authority.
    One witness, Birgit Adelsköld, an aircraft cleaner, was working inside another aircraft at the next parking stand. She described the fall as ‘an apparent suicide attempt’. 
    Local newspapers cited unnamed sources, saying that the woman seemed to have jumped intentionally from the plane, strangely holding duty-free wine bottles as a measure to ensure the success of her suicide attempt.
    Krone Airways, meanwhile, confirmed this flight was serviced by ApexCrew, who claimed she ‘unfortunately fell from the open door while preparing the aircraft for take-off.’ The crewing agency promised to ‘fully cooperate with the authorities in their investigation’. While they ‘insist this was a mere accident’, they emphasised ‘the mental wellbeing of their cabin crew remains the company’s first priority’, the Dublin-based crewing service said in a statement.

#

    “Listen, the most I can do is pull you out of the first flight tomorrow so you get a longer rest in Stockholm tonight,” said Marion, the woman on the other end of the phone. “I can try to ask Connor when he gets a moment, but don’t get your hopes up. I am barely covering the flights later tonight. We’re short on crew. A bunch of people left last week after their contracts ended. I really wish I could help you, seriously, but we don’t have enough crew on standby. We have pulled out all of today’s standby for tomorrow already.”
    “Can’t you send me home tomorrow? Joshua said we need to stay in Stockholm tonight. The authorities want to interview us later. But I want to go home tomorrow night.” My throat was dry and painful. My voice was hoarse. 
    “I can’t really pull you out of the tomorrow afternoon ones. But I see that they aren’t too full. I really don’t have enough people on standby.”
    “Can’t you offer extra payment days to others?” 
    “I can ask Connor, but we’re really tight with numbers,” Marion said. She dropped her voice to a low whisper that I had to turn up the phone volume to listen. “Look, I will ask the hotel to give you a deluxe room in Oslo tomorrow night, yeah? I am so sorry about what happened.”
    (“can you ask him if i unclip my bra like monica now, would he let me go home?”)
    “Thank you for trying,” I said before we hung up. 
    Abigail, excited for her second operational flight, now stood behind the massive window, studying at the cleaners on the ground. She crossed her arms next to the boarding pass scanner, wearing a brand new, well-ironed uniform jacket, hair braided beautifully behind her head. I saw her concluding that this wasn’t what she expected when she left Barbados for the job. 
    Holding wooden mops in thick coats, the cleaners were sweeping bloody snow and glass pieces on the floor. Another person, standing on a ladder, was wiping the white bottom of the aircraft next to the left wheels. I could faintly see Joshua, tall with grey hair around his ears in the falling snow, now pointing at the area to the nodding police officers in neon yellow high-visibility jackets. 
    Abigail shook her head. 
    We hadn’t spoken since they had ushered us out of the plane. Abigail was a quiet timid girl during the pre-flight briefing. My heart had been filled with sympathy seeing the terror on her face (– THE TERROR WITHOUT A FACE –) when Samantha drilled her with overly detailed safety and first aid questions (stroke symptoms and inflight treatments, she loved to ask about strokes). The shy girl disappeared as a critical emergency brought out the best in a person – or worst. 
    Abigail had orderly disembarked the entire aircraft on her own when Samantha explained to the dispatchers. Passengers put on their heavy coats as they lined up in the aisle. Many kept glancing towards the back galley. At me. Five shielded the eyes of the toddlers in their arms, distracting them with overly wide and overly gentle smiles and toys and flashy iPads. Two muttered a prayer and did the cross sign at me. 
    Look at me. 
    And they did, like they looked at a caged wild beast – Stockholm Airport Zoo Latest Winter Exhibition: New Airline Cabin Specie Discovered – The Secret Life of the Nephilim and the Serpent and the Crying Creature in Scarf and Uniform. Exhibit opens 23rd June 2023 – 87 tickets available – Audio described tours allow visitors who are blind or partially unable to see to get up close with our special creatures – the Bloody Oil Slick Thing next to the Airplane Wheel and the Shaking Thing next to the Crew Jump Seat! 
    I hadn’t helped Abigail despite being able to recite the entire chapter of Rapid Disembarkation Procedures. I was a paralysed rubber sex doll on the floor, my brain got penetrated by every rough kind of impossibility you could name inside the metal tin of an aircraft. There was a battle in my mind, warring if it was better to admit to seeing a supernatural mystery of the divine from hell or just simply admit and embrace this fragile recognition of insanity. 
    I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.
    (oh but you saw everything else that lives beyond the scope of extraordinary – )
    I didn’t remember what I saw. 
    (oh but you do and it is an entirely different thing whether you believe it or can make sense of it)    
    I remembered seeing Captain Joshua Foster stride to the back galley towards me, the empty plane echoing his ground-shaking steps. His black shoes were shiny, his socks unmatched. He towered over me like a giant, his tie dangling as a cold breeze swept in from the widely open aircraft door. I watched his lips move, but I couldn’t comprehend the words. I was in deep water, 48032 meters down next to the Titanic. He snapped his fingers and waved in front of me. He looked back, glanced sideways, raised his massive hand over his fraying grey hair and struck me across the face before violently pulling me up to my feet, as if he could pull me back to my senses. 
    The scalding pain on my right cheek extended to my gum as my sensations plugged back online mechanically. He put his arm around my shoulder as he ushered me down the aisle, over the cold air bridge crowded with people and ground staff and cell phone flashes, and settled me with Abigail next to the gate counter. He took off his blazer jacket and put it around me. Was that what having a father felt like?  
    A couple of minutes later, Joshua emerged again from the air bridge, one hand pulling my suitcase, the other grabbing my purse and the apron and the sales device I left on the galley top. He, as carefully and gently as a distressed old Captain could, folded the apron and tucked it into the edge of the suitcase. 
    “My cabin shoes. I can’t afford to buy another pair.” That was the first thing I said. I didn’t think anyone had heard me.
    Joshua brought us two steaming coffees before sitting in a dark corner, making long phone calls with his fingers massaging his frowning, bushy brows. I remembered Abigail, next to me, asked Samantha to go fuck herself when Crew Control called to assign her onto the next operating flight to Milan in 5 hours. 
    Behind the frosty window, the men lifted a stretcher down below. A woman with a police badge flipped over the red towel. Ana’s eyes were wide open (why are they still open because she is still alive is it she is alive she is alive). Ana lay there with her head bashed in with many cuts. Her bun, crown-like, styled above her head and the blood had dried on her face like tribal war paint – Any second now she would spring up and let out a primal war cry, ancestral power released and her chest – her chest glittered sparkly in the gleaming sunlight. The front of her shirt was cut open as they tried to remove the hundreds of glass pieces. She was breathing faintly – or was it the wind? 
    I snapped my head away so quickly it painfully popped the back of my neck.
    (maybe that gives you a glimpse into how her neck feels)
    Something on little Abigail’s youthful face died as she continued to watch. Whatever that thing was, it had died in me a long time ago. And it died once again. They drew yellow lines around Gate B39. Sunlight blazed through the huge window walls. The First Officer and Samantha were in deep conversation as the ground staff redirected angry holiday-goers to other functioning gates. Multiple announcements were blaring through the speakers in the terminal as the flights were being cancelled after a life was cancelled.  
    No, Ana would be okay. They were taking her to the hospital (where she goes to die and gets her uniform in a plastic bag and gets the alcohol stink washed away and gets into an autopsy drawer and gets a massive Y-shaped stitched over her chest on the icy table and get a tag around her toe next to that freshly painted toenail). The doctors would save Ana (like they did Laura, sure).
    Ana. Oh Ana – a realisation came as an incomprehensible tsunami of terror shuddered through my sloughed body. Hot tears rolled down my face, dropping onto my skirt. My lids stung like being stabbed as my eye makeup was melting. The floor was hard and icy under the balls of my feet. I didn’t have shoes on. They were in the cabin. The world lost a shade of colour as it swirled.
    (She’s going to die alone in the hospital. Probably already has.) 
    No, this door wasn’t high enough. This was a small aircraft. Ana was having a hangover from the drinking last night (should you even say that if they ask – and they will ask – and they will make it the easiest way, pin it on her ‘carelessness’ and ‘lack of personal responsibility at workplace’ and ‘not following standard procedure’ you know their playbook). She probably wasn’t careful. She was packing. She was going to close the door (was she?) – shouldn’t she have closed the door before the stairs was towed – but she didn’t, but she did – did what exactly? She slipped? She fell?
    (You saw her got DRAGGED INTO HELL BY THE NECK.)
    Apparently, she fell.    
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(apparently falling isn’t the only thing happened. it’s not even close to describing what happened – saying that is like saying a car gently caressed Laura in the middle of the night ) 
    All I saw was, as the coffee warmed my hands and my rationality started gaining control, she fell from the open aircraft door. I witnessed an unfortunate accident. She shouldn’t have crouched down in front of her jump seat so close to an open door. It was because of preventable human factors (you’re beginning to sound like them, are you? You love it when you use those big English words, don’t you? maybe as things progress after a year, you can hang up your wing and get yourself an office and a silvery name plate that wrote ApexCrew, Lisbon Base Crew Operations Manager. you can do that without opening your legs at all – applaud – applaud – applaud for your dry cunt). Ana was still wearing heels. She should have changed into her flat cabin shoes already. She should have closed the door already. 
    (really, that’s all you saw?)
    Yes. 
    (you swear you didn’t see anything else?)
    No.
    (not anyone else?)
    No. I was putting the boxed, frozen pizzas and pasta tins into the oven to prepare for a smooth service. Ana was taking out big duty-free alcohol bottles from the trolley, shoving them into her stuffed crew bag. She was explaining to me how she could resell them online. She must have slipped then. 
    You aren’t a very good liar anymore, are you? A bit rusty, don’t you think? 
    Joshua and the police officers came up from the ground with their clipboards. They were looking in our direction. Abigail was texting rapidly next to me. You’re not going to tell them about the other woman?
    What woman? (don’t play) There was nobody there but us in the galley.
    (Really?)
    Just us at the back. There was a noisy family sitting in the last row. The children were fighting over the iPad. The smaller one snatched it, and swung it. The iPad hit the forehead of the other one, who broke down, wailing and kicking the seat. 
    I didn’t see anyone else – this sentence was the only door standing between my rationality and – and what? – a ghost? – the same thing that tailed me from the supermarket – the same thing that put a fish hook into my skin – the same thing that watched me as I took the pigeon’s life? 
    I remembered I had smelled it before I saw it. A fishy, rotten-egg smell covered by cheap perfume filled the galley. The lavatory door handle twisted from the inside. Four of her red nails crisped the edge of the door behind Ana, who was wrapping her jumper over the alcohol bottle to cushion it. Her bony pale hand crept out, long and sharp, with decayed flesh and veins barely hanging on. 
    Her blouse happened to look just like ours.
    You aren’t going to tell Joshua about that strange woman creeping out of the toilet – the toilet that you swear you locked when you heard boarding completed – 
    It was a passenger who went into the toilet during boarding. Passenger? It was a corpse. No, I hadn’t noticed as I was setting up the sales device during boarding. I was busy, and distracted. I couldn’t have kept my eyes on every single passenger, could I? 
    Was she a cabin crew? She could be. 
    don’t play bea
    We didn’t have a fifth crew member on board today, did we?  (the exact same blouse, exact same skirt, exact same bun, exact same scarf, exact same colour of nail polish)    
    Nobody would believe me. ( – you don’t even believe you)
    I would ask Ana when she woke up. That would be the first thing she told the authorities from the hospital bed. In her threatened, weak voice, wearing blue hospital clothes with tubes taped on her torso hooked to a machine – “It was her! There was this woman! She wanted to strangle me! She pushed me down! Arrest her!” – who? The police would ask. “Her! That woman came out of the lavatory!” Describe her, the police would implore her. We will make the arrest, I swear.
    “That woman who didn’t have a face – Bea saw her too!”
    I heard a dark, cynical chuckle in my head. When she woke up? Where at? Heaven? Hell? Would you send a dove there and get an answer back from a scroll tied to a raven’s leg? 
    Stop – this wasn’t an A350 or A380. There wasn’t a sufficient height to – to what, kill her? – It wasn’t that high. She would definitely break her back and many of her ribs. A life confined in a wheelchair was very likely, vegetable even perhaps, but she would live.
    “Hi Beatriz.”
    My thought trail broke. I looked up at Joshua. Behind him were two men in suits.
    “Are you feeling better?”
    I nodded. Samantha and Abigail had gathered their things. I handed the jacket back to Joshua and took out a thick hoodie from my suitcase. Samantha opened her mouth but Joshua gave her a disapproving look. I pulled it over my uniform blouse and slipped into my trainers and felt an instant release. 
    “They’d like to speak to you to know more about what happened,” Joshua said as I put the purse strap over my shoulder. My back ached as I stood up. “They told me it would be brief. Crew Control has arranged our rooms at the hotel for another night here. We can leave the airport as soon as the police finish questioning.”
    “Sure.”
    The gangly First Officer showed his badge to one of the ground staff, lifted the yellow line overhead and showed us a paper bag full of salad boxes, sandwiches and pastries. He gave me a bottle of juice. 
    “I think we’ll be with them for a while today,” he said. “How are you holding up? Do you feel comfortable answering the police questions? Take it easy.” 
    “Actually, before you speak to the police, these gentlemen would like to speak to you first. They’re the operational managers of ApexCrew. This is Danilo, who happened to be in Stockholm for a meeting with,” the chubby one, “and Kenny. The officers are still with the doctor. Do you feel comfortable talking?”
    I nodded as they led us through a special channel through passport control. The immigration officer scanned my passport. We walked past the luggage belt, past the crowds who stood around holding papers with names, listening to the emergency podcast blaring in the air. I loosened the bun behind my head. After 15 minutes, we ended up in an extended building on the far east side of the luggage check-in counter.
    “I don’t care!” I heard Abigail say to Samantha as we waited at the lift. 3rd floor. “You do whatever you want. Write whatever you want. I am going to quit. Just shut up and don’t speak to me anymore. I am done listening to your bullshit today.”
    “Not now, please, ladies,” Joshua snarled, irritated.
    Danilo scanned his badge. A door clicked open. The tiny words Krone Airways Arlanda Office were written outside the door. As we settled ourselves on the sofa, Abigail sat cross-legged, playing a video game on her phone with headphones as Samantha pursed her lips at her, typing away on her iPad on a page that read ‘Incident Report’. 
    Joshua was in the conference room with Danilo and Kenny, one hand on his waist, shaking his head. The 3 kids who sat on the last row were playing trucks on the floor on the other side of the room. Muffin papers and empty crisp bags were scattered on the floor beside their skiing equipment. Their mum was on phone, covering her eyes and shaking her head as she spoke in Swedish. 
    The First Officer handed me a bacon sandwich. 
    I shook my head.
    “Vegetarian? I got some salad here too. Do you want a croissant? I am starving.”  
    I shook my head again. My stomach was growling but the thought of food disgusted me. He started chewing the sandwich in front of me with sauce spilled onto his white shirt. 
    The doctor who volunteered to help came out of a room with an officer. His pale blue jumper stained with dark, dried blood. Ana’s. His effort to wash it off was apparent and useless. He pulled it over his head as his wife opened the suitcase and handed him a clean shirt. More than 10 plasters over his hands. He hugged his wife and ruffled his children’s hair, and I watched them and pictured that it was my family. I pictured hugging my Cruz who was a competent hero, who tried to save the day. (maybe he needed to save that woman without a face first – why didn’t she have a face? what were the pitch black holes in her sockets? where were her eyes?) Joshua popped his head outside the door, and gestured at me. 
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    “Beatriz, do you want anything to drink? To eat? Cold?” Danilo said as I sat down. He handed me a cup of tea, anyway. “They lent us this room. We don’t have an office here, so we’ll have to be quick.”
    “Don’t be afraid,” Joshua said coarsely. He said that to himself because he was. He looked more like a jury than a pilot across the table with his fingers crossed. “Nobody’s at fault today. They’d just like to know what happened from your point of view. They want to chat with you before the Swedish authorities come in to take an official statement.”
    They wanted to cross-examine what I said first before it became official on paper. I nodded.
    “Can you start by telling us what you saw? Ana returned to the back when refuelling was completed – as Samantha pointed out. Is that correct?”
    “Yes,” I said. “I was setting up the sales device at the back. I had just finished counting the food selection on board. It’s just the two of us at the back. What I saw was –”
     – was that pale woman without a face emerged from the lavatory, standing behind Ana as dawn was breaking outside in the open air. I was too shcoked to marvel at why she had no brows and no nose but only scarlet red lipstick on her bloody mouth. Fear sifted through my body as she raised her swan hands, elegant and ballerina-like – Ana was still talking in a matter-of-fact voice. “I always thought I could sell more gin but honestly, Bailey is the real winner here. At least this will cover for some of the” – two ends of a thread in her hands (– a fishing line? Transparent but you could see the slight white reflection  – ) and with a quick move, she looped it around Ana’s neck along with the wine in her hands – forcefully tugged backward, falling into gravity together – 
    (you are ready to tell them that?)
    “– was I had to use the lavatory,” I said. Words shot out of my mouth like machine guns. “She was still finding stuff in her bag – probably couldn’t find her apron. It was a very early report and I wasn’t feeling myself. I was on less than minimum rest last night. I woke up late and didn’t go down for breakfast. I thought I was seeing things, of course not real – I mean – sometimes I get tired and I am not –  I just wanted to wash my face. Tell myself I wasn’t – ” crazy? day dreaming? sleep walking? hallucinating? Seeing a woman without a face trying to strangle Ana and pull her down from the open aircraft door qualified all those. It also qualified for a termination letter. I could see the email in my head: dismissed with immediate effect due to aircraft safety.
    Joshua frowned at me, leaning back into the velvet chair. 
    “What do you mean?” Danilo, cleared his throat and asked. “Hmm. Seeing things?”
    Seeing things as they should tie your hands behind barred windows in an asylum, or seeing things as in you would deploy a slide in frenzy and cause our company thousands of dollars? 
    My heart stopped at the many knots on my tongue. I wiped my mouth. I could use a cigarette now, or a drink. Preferably both. I couldn’t tell if I was more afraid now or when I was in the aircraft. I didn’t see anything – 
    “Seeing things as in,” Danilo repeated, sloughed his stiff back. It gave me slight enjoyment to see them looking as uncomfortable as I was. “Like, um, delusional?”
    Seeing things as in you want us to page an exorcist into the office now or seeing things as in you want us to hire you a psychiatrist and deduct your therapy sessions from your salary?   
    One minute ago, I was pretty sure nothing else could terrify me as much as that faceless woman or that dead pigeon on the windowsill or that thing that tailed me from the supermarket. I was assuming there was a proper biological limit to how terrified a person could physically be before their heart stopped. I wasn’t so sure anymore. Sitting across from them now, the high probability of losing my job suddenly became more daunting than admitting to the presence of any actual ghosts and monsters. 
    (keep going like this you’re going to be the next safety hazard and you’ll pack your bag back to Faro go on Bea you want to go home?) 
    “I mean,” I said robotically, feeling acidic stomach reflux in my throat. “Like…when I said I was seeing things, like, I mean the glue of my eyelashes. I was seeing things, like it was blurring my vision. Girls would understand this, I suppose. I mean, this morning, I was tired so I didn’t put on my fake eyelashes well. It’s my fault. I should have been more professional. The glue got in my eyes when I was setting up my sales device. I was rubbing them, as I shouldn’t. I went into one of the toilets to fix it. When I came out, Ana was gone. I looked down outside and saw her lying on the ground. I screamed for help.”
    “Pretty loudly, I heard,” Danilo said. Kenny shook his head at his remarks.
    “I wish I were able to help with the disembarkation. I was panicked – this is way out of character of me. But only because Ana is someone close. Normally, I am very capable of handling emergency situations. I passed my initial training in all the evacuation and firefighting drills.”
    “We’re not blaming you,” Joshua said. 
    No you are, you just can’t find nicer words.
    “We actually are more than just friends,” I said. “We live together. We’re family. With Laura as well. Laura Alonso, I am sure you have heard of her passing.”
    Joshua raised an eyebrow, leaned forward with his elbows on the table, whispered something to the men next to him, and said “I didn’t know that you live together. I am so sorry to hear that.”
    Something changed on Danilo’s face. The tide was turning in the room. If only I could surf this wave… 
    I imagined myself standing on a stage with a cheering audience. I was a savvy politician. I was a motivational speaker. It was time to put the communication skills I learnt from Larissa’s podcast into practice. There were no duty-free products to sell here. I needed to sell the Not-Insane Beatriz here. I needed to sell Let-Her-Keep-Her-Job-Bea here. I took a deep breath and looked them in the eyes.
    “Look, guys, I love Ana. I have known her for a long time. I don’t want to destroy her reputation, and I have too much integrity to kiss and tell. But this is a safety issue, and I feel the need to tell the truth. She was drinking after legal hours the night before. She has a drinking problem, as Joshua, I am sure you know about her outburst at a passenger recently. 
    “The loss of Laura has devastated her and I am asking you to handle her accident, her careless fall, with grace and compassion. I wish I could detail what was going on with her. I don’t know enough to say anything else. All I know is she fell from an open door that she should have closed when I was distracted with the sales device. I just hope she can recover from this. Laura was her best friend. Ana’s 12-years old brother seems to suffer from an unknown disease that requires an immediate brain scan. I am asking you to show compassion. From my perspective, this is a mere accident.”
    I took a sip of the bitter tea.
    The three men in front of me looked at each other for a minute. They almost looked pleased with relief at my response, as if they couldn’t afford another more imaginative conclusion or a less civilised explanation. I spoke to the police officers and the Swedish authorities with the same conviction. 
    With my back straight, I spoke while staring into their eyes like I was exploring what was left of their humanity. Harris Duncan called Joshua when we arrived at the hotel. He passed the phone to me when relieved Abigail and sour Samantha went into the lift. I liked the tone of approval in both of their voices. It spine-chillingly mattered to me more than Ana’s medical condition. 
    On the phone, I could almost hear Harris Duncan say, “Thanks Bea. This could have been a disaster for the company. You handled it for us. A fall, a mere accident, I love the sound of it – almost like you couldn’t have done anything about it. Couldn’t have prevented it is the best excuse we could give in this industry. Careless – I love that, it sounds way better than a cabin crew with a drinking problem who had a hangover at work. Get some rest. Good job.” 
    They believed me. Everyone believed me. Everyone except Ana with a tag around her unmoving big toe, and me with a shadow around a thirst I couldn’t name.
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Article Abstract from Aviation Plus (Europe Version) Interview on July/2023

ApexCrew Exposed: “I didn’t realise there was more to it until KA1530 happened. It explained why they tried to silence me,” said Dr. Göran Fältskog

… the following interview with Dr. Göran Fältskog, a board-certified doctor who graduated from the top Swedish medical school Karolinska Institutet and an active member of the Swedish Medical Association…as the major political figures across Scandinavia and the U.K. publicly mourned for the recent tragedy and Terminal 3 and 4 of Heathrow International Airport resume business, Dr. Göran Fältskog feels compelled to come forward with his unpleasant personal experiences dealing with ApexCrew, the Irish company that serviced KA1530 with questionable practices…
…
Aviation Plus: What was your initial reaction to hearing about KA1530? How has the news of this tragedy encouraged you to come forward?
Dr. Göran Fältskog: I was really shocked initially, because I take that flight to Heathrow frequently for medical conferences. My wife’s sister lives in London. When I saw it on the television, it was just unreal. I felt really lucky that none of my loved ones were on that flight. Then I read more and found out it was operated by ApexCrew Service. It immediately rang a bell and reminded me of what had happened a couple of months ago. 
Aviation Plus: Can you detail that particular incident? 
Dr. Göran Fältskog: I was on an early morning flight to Ostersund with my wife and 3 kids for a last-minute skiing holiday. On the flight, I found it strange. The cabin manager didn’t look friendly. The girl next to her looked terrified. I didn’t think much of it as it is no secret that the KA quality is going down. We were on the last row. It was cold and dark in February with the door boarded from both side and I heard the flight attendants talking. One of them was saying how she was worried about the coming month. The captain made an announcement and I heard the cabin manager say that boarding was completed through the speakers. People were settling down. It wasn’t snowing or windy, but very dark outside. I felt quite lucky as our friends, who had already arrived, said delays could be very long on those days. And when I was setting up a game on the iPad for my boy, I heard this very loud thud. I heard the ground staff men yelling for help in Swedish. I turned around, I saw the other flight attendant coming out of the toilet. She looked outside at the open door and started screaming. I immediately got out of my seat and shouted at my kids to stay where they were. She was clutching the handle by the door and crouching down at the edge. It was dangerous given the height with the door wide open. I grabbed her arms from behind because I thought she was falling out. I looked down and the other flight attendant was lying on the ground motionless in a deep pool of blood. The stairs were towed quite far away. And untimely, it started to snow. I asked my wife to hold the flight attendant. My wife is a personal trainer. She is muscular, but she was struggling to pull her back from the edge of the open door and the flight attendant kept screaming. It was a scream that you’d never forget. I recognise it because I used to hear it in emergency rooms when I worked with the United Nations Military. It was chaotic! She seemed to sober up a bit when my wife tore her fingers one by one off the handle and dragged her further back.
Aviation Plus: Did anyone else come to help?
Dr. Göran Fältskog: I think someone notified the cabin manager. She came and took a look before pushing through the panicking crowd and running into the cockpit. I heard my kids crying. My wife and a couple of other guys kept the rest of the passengers back from the rear door. The flight attendant was sitting in a ball on the floor against a seat, crying and shaking. I went to the front and explained I am a doctor. The captain was the English guy who hosted a press conference last Friday at Heathrow – he is the chairman of their pilot union. He led me down from the air bridge. I could see from a distance that she wasn’t moving. Glass pieces exploded everywhere under the light snow. I kneeled down, my palms were immediately cut by glass pieces when I flipped her over. I wanted to check the pulse and start CPR. That was when I realised something was wrong. 
Aviation Plus: Are you able to describe what you found without making it too graphic for our readers?
Dr. Göran Fältskog: You can never forget that much blood on a snowy ground. Warm blood plumbed out of her neck. I wanted to stop the bleeding but I didn’t even know where to begin. Sharp, pointy edges of the broken bottle neck pierced her throat and chest. It smelled of blood and sweet booze. Her face was cut and sticky with the Bailey. I wanted to feel her pulse, but I knew she was gone. The scarf was a tight knot behind her neck. It was so precise. 
Aviation Plus: What was your immediate conclusion?
Dr. Göran Fältskog: It was planned. She wanted to kill herself and she wanted to make sure she would die from it. Almost feels like she wrapped the scarf around the bottle neck! I know it sounds crazy! It doesn’t take a doctor to draw that conclusion. I shook my head at the captain. He nodded in understanding. The ambulance came and they took my witness statement. I explained my assumptions. Captain agreed with me at first, and then he backtracked and said it could be an accident. He said he had worked with this flight attendant, and said she had anger issues. He said she had been violent to a passenger previously. I wouldn’t take his word for it. Have you watched what he said in the conference? 
Aviation Plus: Yes, the details he revealed were quite shocking. It seems to be a lot of compartmentalisation of information within the organisation.
Dr. Göran Fältskog: I doubt the pilots knew nothing about the cabin’s working condition. He is obviously trying to sever all ties and pretend to know nothing. Anyway, I left my number and email to help with the investigation. At that point, our holiday was over. It was so disturbing that we decided to send our children to my mum’s for a week so we had some quiet time to process what had happened. I saw it on the news with relatively low coverage. The whole week, I was expecting them to call me until I saw a brief statement that ruled it as an accident instead of a suicide attempt. 
Aviation Plus: Were you surprised?
Dr. Göran Fältskog: Yes and no. I phoned the Swedish Aviation Authority and the investigation team concluded that she was multi-tasking. She was preparing for the inflight service at the wrong time. They said she wasn’t following the safety procedure and she was careless. They said if I had anymore insights, I should contact Krone Airways. My wife wanted to give our condolences. We met with a public relations representative from KA, but the guy from ApexCrew did most of the talking. As a doctor, I am no stranger to dealing with the topic of death and discussing it within context. With them, however, it was cold. ApexCrew insisted that this girl had been a threat to aviation safety for a while now. Said she was hostile to their Heathrow office. They said she was verbally threatening the senior management staff. That’s why they were planning to ground her. 
Aviation Plus: What did you think about their response at the time?
Dr. Göran Fältskog: I think nobody wants to give me a straight answer. They insisted that she didn’t kill herself. How do you slip bottles in the middle of your neck and chest and tighten it with a scarf? It was quite unpleasant. The main point of that guy was like ‘what does it have to do with you?’ He was implying that I should move on. This is the part where I feel ashamed. They made me sign an NDA (non-disclosure agreement). I was shocked. I was just being a Good Samaritan. It was absurd to make me sign an NDA. And then, they offered me business class tickets for my whole family to Tenerife during the summer for free. They said it was a gift from the company for helping. So I let it go. My attitude was, I told you all that I can. It’s your employee and your decision in the end of the day. What can I do if you don’t want to do anything about it? I felt bribed. I got back and told my wife. She agreed there wasn’t anything we could do. That was a cowardly moment that I am trying to correct. My kids will grow up one day and read this. I don’t want to set a bad example. 
Aviation Plus: Why did you decide to tip the newspaper?
Dr. Göran Fältskog: It was like an itch. I got the tickets, true. I signed the NDA, true. But I just couldn’t quite shake it. So I felt like the least I could do was to tip the newspaper. It wasn’t much, but I was hoping other people would speak out. I didn’t understand why KA had to hide this, I didn’t understand the relationship between ApexCrew and KA at the time. I was quite happy to hear that the cleaner also saw it. I thought, maybe people would start to speculate now. In early March, I received a call from ApexCrew. That same guy I met called to remind me about the NDA and the legal actions he would take. I said he’s got no proof, I guess I also gave it away during the call. It was the first time someone threatened me. For trying to help! For speaking the truth! I expected myself to react better but I was thinking I had 3 kids. I can’t afford legal trouble. When we hung up, I told myself to never mention it again. It feels unethical to admit it, especially as a doctor, but I was scared of him. I didn’t know if he was bluffing. 
Aviation Plus: How did you find courage now? Are you not afraid of the legal consequences?
Dr. Göran Fältskog: They have a lot on their plate now. With so many stories coming out now about this agency, I feel the need to speak out. I don’t really know what impact this information would have. Maybe a little bit. Maybe none. But it shows the public. It’s a bit like a breadcrumb trail, you begin to see the length they would go to bury stories. I am sure this is not the only story they have buried. All the poor people on board lost their lives. I have loved Krone Airways since I was a kid, and I don’t want something that represents my country to go down with people who don’t respect its name and its history and its employees. 
Aviation Plus: What do you think about the recent accusation about their hostile work environment? An 18 years-old ex-employee of ApexCrew came forward publicly yesterday. From the interview at the BBC, she said after witnessing a crew member take her own life in the bathroom during a layover, the company required them to continue operations with a late-minute called-out standby crew. When she protested, she received a warning letter that stated she refused duty. 
Dr. Göran Fältskog: I don’t know about that story. If that’s true, this is an evil organisation. That’s crazy! Am I surprised? Sadly no. My encounter with the spokesperson from ApexCrew was, as I said, very unpleasant. I am a 45 years old doctor doing quite well for himself in Sweden, yet I was intimidated. I can’t imagine how the employees under him would feel coming to work. For God’s sake, they’re not running a restaurant. Hearing more about this just makes me never want to get on a plane ever again. 
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    “I am alright,” I repeated to myself. “I’m alright. I’m good. I am alright. Ana will be alright.”
    I was shaving my legs and private parts bare in a foamy tub inside the huge bathroom of the deluxe room in Oslo. It was one of those very few moments where I knew exactly what I wanted and the consequences of not getting it. 
    The iPad outside was playing Larissa’s motivational speech about how to crush sales quotas. I couldn’t allow silence in the room, because that thing – that woman without a face – lived within the spectrum of silence. It observed me and waited for the perfect moment when I was off my guard. It wanted to come out and play. My sanity was its playground. 
    Despite what Ana had said about her treachery, it was a weakness on my part to text Monica the moment I closed the door to my room in Stockholm after talking to the authorities. It forced me to confront the reality that I had no other friends. When the glory and praise (“Oh my gosh, really? You’re so brave!”) was gone, I was restless in my room. I couldn’t sit still without thinking about Ana’s wide eyes on the stretcher. 
    Whenever I heard housekeeping in the corridor, my body jerked and my brain conjured up the image of that woman without a face glaring into the peephole. She wanted to find me. I stayed busy in the gym the whole afternoon, running on the treadmill until I couldn’t drag myself forward for another step. Utter physical exhaustion was my coping mechanism. 
    Kenneth was in the lobby checking in with the receptionist. I desperately approached him with a blank state of mind and a sweaty T-shirt. I asked if he could stay with me in the lobby until Monica arrived later that night. The look on his face told me Joshua had informed all the pilots in London base. 
    Without pressing for an explanation about Ana, Kenneth stayed with me in the café in a corner, bought me my 7th coffee of the day and many pastries. He was filling me with different stories about his time in the air force and the navy until sunset and Monica, with loud rapid high-heel tapping the floor, dragged her suitcase in breathlessly with snow over her coat, pulling me into a long hug. When she pulled back, tears spidered her mascara and lower lids. When Kenneth left, I explained everything to her. By everything, I meant the official reason.  
    “Do you think she did it like,” Monica said, “intentionally?”
    “I don’t know.”
    “Was she drunk?”
    “I don’t know. She was drinking the night before.” 
    “Did you tell them?”
    “No I didn’t,” I lied. “We didn’t have time to talk this morning. I was so tired from the night before. She was in my room until midnight.”
    “Well, she doesn’t have any flights in the coming 2 weeks, and with Laura’s passing, I am not going to rule out the possibility of … it sounds awful. Everything happened to her at the same time. Have you got any news yet?”
    “No,” I said. “Harris Duncan said he would give us an update if he knew anything. For now, he just wants me to name the people who are starting rumours.”
    “He’s on damage control in no time,” Monica said with disgust. 
    “Ana is going to be okay.”
    “I don’t think so. Isn’t she – ”
    “Rumours. Ana is going to be okay. I am ratting out anyone who says otherwise.”
    I asked Monica if she could stay in my room last night in Stockholm as I was given two single beds. The vivid memory of Ana sitting next to me seemed decades ago. 
    “Then you’re stupider than you look,” I remembered Ana saying to me. Maybe I was choosing to be wilfully blind on the edge of utter desperation. 
    I had sworn to myself that all I had in my heart for Monica was hatred after hearing what Ana said. Like a puff, it was all gone. I couldn’t muster hatred, jealousy, or any slight taste of bitterness against her about my redundancy, not when the residue of Ana’s bashed head still danced and chanted in my mind. 
    Monica and I chatted until our eyes were weary, and at that moment I realised I was simply too scared to fall asleep. Monica gave me a pill. I took it against my better judgement. It worked quickly. My conscious self involuntarily submerged into a dreamless pitch of darkness. My eyes were heavy when the alarm went off the next day. I slept for 12 hours. Every bit of my body ached when I sat up from the bed. 
    Monica left me sweets and extra sleeping pills on the desk. Seeing those forced me to question myself. Did it truly matter what happened 2 years ago? The Pandemic seemed to elongate and distort the sense of time. She wrote a recommendation for me. She genuinely cared for me as we lived together. People changed. People grew up. 
    For the last 24 hours, I constantly rehearsed what happened officially. Many people sent me messages, curious about what happened. Joshua took me to the shops and bought me a pair of cabin crew shoes, and said it was on him as they couldn’t find mine. He asked me if I was alright a few times. He treated me lunch to the hotel’s expensive restaurant. The fundraising for Laura had increased significantly. Matt phoned me during his quick turnaround. It sent a horrid sweetness down my spine as he foul-mouthed at Crew Control for continuing my block of duty. I almost teared up when he said he’d like to see me in Oslo here tonight. 
    On my 2 light flights today, Edmund didn’t even check the documents or bring up the safety questions. As we sat in the empty aircraft, with the flight crews leaning on the cupboards, they asked me questions in rapid fire, absolutely eager to find out what exactly happened with incredible wide speculations. The Captain, from Krone Airways mainline, waved the angry dispatcher off as it had passed the boarding time.  
    “Maybe she was drinking. She is a London base crew, what can I expect? Not the first time they’ve shown up like that. I don’t even know where they find these girls. These people,” he said, cringing his nose. “Low cost flight attendants just don’t fit us. We’re a legacy! What do they know about legacy? Look at what you guys have done to our reputation.”
    “Look, you’ve got problems with your company outsourcing it to Apex. That’s no news,” Edmund snapped. “No need to take it out on us.”
    Exactly, I thought.  Maybe I was just tired from these constant jabs over the last couple of months. The ‘us versus them’ mentality. The legacy mainline versus the shit agency. The ‘we are better than you’. We were both chess pieces in this game. Maybe I was tired from putting up with petty comments directed at me over decisions I didn’t make…like Ana’s ‘jump’.
    Guess it was easier to criticise me than to criticise the almighty that hired them and gave them salaries. Guess it was more empowering to say ‘they took our jobs’ than to say ‘I am so sorry your work conditions are so much worse than ours for the same uniform and same job description.’ Guess it was easier to say ‘London base is low quality and crazy’ than to say ‘let’s give them some help’.
    “Yeah! We just work here, come on!” The other crew said.
    Exactly, I thought. I just work here. I am not your enemy. Maybe I was beginning to get tired of the crew from other bases making us feel less than, tired of being their momentary targets of complaints and tangible punch bags over their personal dissatisfactions.  
    The Captain shrugged. “You can’t deny she is a drunk.”
    “She is always asking if we want to go to the bar. She drinks a lot.”
    “She has no manners when she is drunk. Like dumb drunk. I feel embarrassed at the bar with her.”
    “She takes so much alcohol off the aircraft.”
    “I heard she went nut on a flight. She was in a physical fight with a passenger.”
    “Really?”
    “I heard she hit her and punched her tooth out. The passenger filed a report.”
    “They told me Tina didn’t report her. Like seriously! She probably doesn’t want trouble.”
    “I can’t even see her roster anymore. They’re going to sack her if she recovers.”
    If she recovers… will she? 
    Eventually, the flight took off. Edmund kept me in the front galley to continue his many questions and speculation (“I know girls like this. She is a drunk for sure! I would have offloaded her before briefing. What was Samantha thinking? Maybe she needs to step down. She can’t be running the union and line checking at the same time!”). 
    Edmund let me slack off at so many things, and skipped the second coffee and tea service so we had more time to talk. Was he asking because he cared about Ana? The amount of care and compassion shown for to Ana seemed measurably less than that shown to Laura. 
    She was drunk – that seemed to immediately disqualify her from being a sad little girl still grieving for the death of her best friend. She was a drunk, but she didn’t spike me – I so enthusiastically wanted to add. My tense shoulders finally dropped when the flight was over. As Marion requested, the Oslo hotel gave me a premium room with a luxurious bathroom. 
    I shaved the last bit at the back of my calf. My phone buzzed.
    “Just landed, waiting for 3 wheelchairs,” Matt texted. 
    “I am in the tub,” I typed. “Shaving and smelling real nice.” 
    I deleted it. This wasn’t how Traumatised-But-Brave Beatriz should sound. This wasn’t how Worried-Sick-Beatriz should sound in the midst of Ana’s unknown condition after an accidental fall. I wasn’t sure why there was a need to keep up this act with Matt. 
    (Because he will leave. no he will call you crazy first, then he will leave)
    “Do you need anything from the airport? I’ve got some food from Pret before take-off,” he texted again. 
    “No, thanks for asking. Maybe some fruit?” I texted. “I just want you. Rm 5063.” 
    “Be there soon.”
    The water was becoming cold when I heard light knocks on the door. I wrapped the thick white towel over my torso, dabbed pink colour over my lips, and combed my wet hair back. My cheeks had a blossoming colour due to the heat below. I pushed my breasts together under the towel to create a deep cleavage. 
    I opened the door. 
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    From the light gap, Matt, rounded eyes, tan skin and curly dark hair with a well-trimmed beard, looked up from the floor. He was wearing a white t-shirt and jeans, holding two paper bags.  
    “Hey.” 
    “Hi,” I said as he looked around and slipped through the door. He gave me a light kiss on the lips. He looked startled as he swallowed hard. He wasn’t expecting me to wear just a towel. He put the Pret paper bag on the desk. 
    “They found your shoes,” Matt said, handing me the other bag. “It was a united effort to get them back. Thought I’d bring them to you. Your lipstick inside – well, that’s what Sandie found in your jump seat pocket. It’s yours, right? I remember it’s yours.”
    “Yeah. Thank you.”
    “The red suits you. You look lovely with it.”
    “Thanks.” I said, clutching the towel over my chest.   “Oh, flowers too?”
    “It’s from my set of crew,” Matt said, brushing a chunk of wet hair away from my face. “Some chocolate and sweets. Tina and Sandie wanted to do something nice for you. Kenneth, too. And Jamie, you worked with Jamie Pryce? The new First Officer? We’ve known each other since flight school.”
    “No.”
    “He is on our block. He’s really fun. We used to go bowling after the flight in Phoenix. He’s terrible at it. Think I got a picture of us in our twenties.” Matt paused. “People really care about you.”
    “They pretend to.”
    “No they’re not pretending.” Matt said, running his hand over neck in a boyish manner. “Tell you the truth. The pilot chat group was discussing this. They were really shocked and sympathetic. Jamie bought a card for the crew to write something but after the whole day, nobody could come up with what to say. Chocolate and flowers were their last resort.”
    “Thank you,” I whispered. 
    “Well, let’s see what I have here,” Matt said, opening the Pret bag. “I thought I’d give you some space tonight. I’ll just drop you the food.”
    I didn’t need space. I needed him to stay here with me tonight, whatever it took. I couldn’t bear to be alone tonight. I took his hand, squeezed it.
    “How are you feeling, Bea?”
    Dying. 
    I wrapped my arms around him, his masculine scent filled my nostrils. My wet hair pressed onto his chest. I heard the paper bag drop and his arms around my waist on the wet towel. 
    Water was still dripping from my legs onto the soft carpet. The wetness and heat from the bath were erotically arousing. When I pulled back, his hands were cupping my face. I kissed him. I could feel the horror of the day wearing off as an exciting dampness formed between my thighs.
    It didn’t take long for his hands to find my buttocks as his lips traced over to my neck and my ears. His hands moved behind my back, but I felt him carefully trying to keep my towel on. When our kiss broke, I heard him ask.
    “Are you sure?” His voice was quiet and coarse. “Maybe this isn’t a good time. A lot happened to you in these two days.” 
    Precisely.
    “You got a condom?”
    “Yeah,” he said, reaching for his jeans pocket. “But look, maybe it’s not the best idea. You were in shock.”
    “I wasn’t,” I said. “I handled it.”
    My leg leaned in slowly towards his groins and made my way bit by bit upward. It was hard against my thigh. I squeezed gently and heard his light moan. 
    “We don’t have to do this.” 
    I do. I cannot sleep. I do. I want to feel something other than death around me. I do.
    I pressed my lips against him, feeling his increasing hunger for me as he squeezed my thighs and my breasts. He unwrapped the towel as we climbed onto the bed. My eardrums bulged as I saw his face above my belly button, devouring my nightmares. I had no time to wonder where and how he had learnt that as he put a finger in. 
    When he finished and flushed the condom into the toilet, we sat against the headboard with the Pret bag over the sheet. He took almost all of the fruit from the crew meal. Over the sandwiches, he made casual conversation about the topic without asking about what happened. Unlike most of the colleagues, he talked to me tenderly as if it were still part of the intimate exploration of my climax. 
    “You don’t want to know what happened?” I asked eventually as he put the sandwich paper into the bin. He popped open a can of cola. 
    “I was thinking maybe enough people have asked you,” he said. “I was operating with Kenneth on a flight today. He told me he thinks you need some time off.” 
    “He’s the first.” 
    “That makes me the second,” Matt said, slipping back onto the bed. “Joshua said she just fell. He said she had been drinking the night before. I just can’t really picture her falling out of the door like that.”
    “Which part?”
    “Huh?”
    “Which part can’t you picture?”
    “We don’t have to talk about this.”
    “She should have closed the door before they towed the stairs.” The words automated out of my lips as he laid his head over my bare belly, his hand stroking my inner thigh. “It was an accident. She was hangover.”
    “I just never thought the door would be high enough to kill her,” Matt said. “It’ll break her legs or cause injury for sure. But killing her? It just seems impossible.”
    “What do you mean?”
    “I thought she’d live too,” I heard him. “We were shocked when we got the news in the afternoon from the group chat. Kenneth made an announcement to grieve her death before we landed.”
    Her death. Don’t you say it out loud.
    “What news?” My heart was skipping with a wave of nausea.(you know what news you have been waiting all day don’t pretend you know there isn’t an alternative that’s why you never phoned to ask about her condition). “I didn’t hear any news.”
    “Joshua sent a message to the group. They contacted her family about her body. Tried to figure out a way to get it back to Malaga,” Matt said, turning to look at me. “Oh I am so sorry. I didn’t know I’d be the one breaking this to you.”
    He sat up and before he could pull me into his sweaty chest, I reached forward to kiss him at an aggressive pace. I grabbed him, squeezed and released rhythmically. He didn’t have the compassion to stop. Good. As he put it in me again, I turned around, facing the headboard so I could wipe the unstoppable tears off my face. Oh Ana. Oh Ana. That woman without a face killed you. I felt his thrust from the back. I wished it would hurt me rather than bring me pleasure. I wished it could hurt like how my heart hurt.
    I couldn’t tell if I was moaning or crying as climax sent electric all over my sore body. They felt the same to me. Stars filled my eyes for a moment as I panted. Matt, slumping over me, looked more like Cruz than ever. I almost called out his name. Cruz. My Cruz. It was almost like we were on that hot messy bed in Faro when the days were simple, instead of wrestling with nightmares and monsters on this new sheet that smelled like sanitiser.
    Afterwards, I put on my t-shirt and snuggled next to Matt, who looked very pleased with himself. I felt him brush his lips over my forehead. 
    “Thank you for staying,” I said before turning around. 
    “You’re welcome,” I heard him behind me. He reached over to turn off the night lamp. I thought perhaps I would lie awake thinking about what I could have done to save Ana. (what? throw the oxygen bottle at that woman without a face? there isn’t a chapter in the cabin safety manual that states the procedures of How to Prevent Your Friend from Being Murdered by … by what exactly?) But the news of her passing registered in my head more like a reassurance. Like a perfect click, a confirmation of what I’d known for a long time. 
    Oh Ana. Poor Ana, who was always lovely.
    I thought maybe I needed to get Monica’s pill from my purse. Matt was already snoring slightly. My knickers were itchy. I almost made up my mind to leave the warm bed to get it as I was beginning to slip into a hole that looked like our comforting home in Gatwick, where the four of us were sitting together, cozy and welcoming, joking and laughing, in front of a delicious meal during Christmas. It was a warm, fuzzy dream, the kind you’d crawl back into the bed for. The lips between my thighs were sore and prickly. I should probably ask Matt to trim his fingernails before he ventured into my abyss next time. Like I was venturing into this abyss, one without crisps in the aisle or overly filled luggage compartments or missed catering orders or long passport control queues… 
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Abstract from KA1530 Independent Investigation Committee Transcript – Interview with First Officer Matthieu Rousseau 
Departing From Copenhagen Airport, Kastrup : Arrival at Heathrow International Airport 
Airbus A320-211, operated by Krone Airways, Crew serviced by ApexCrew
IC: Investigation Committee         
MR: Matthieu Rousseau

(After recess) 
… 
IC: You mentioned you were the one breaking the news to her during the night your intimate relation, is it true?
MR: Yes. She initiated it.
IC: She initiated sexual relations with you within 48 hours of the death of a crew member who worked with her in the same galley, her flatmate. You complied because you had no suspicions. Rather, you engaged the relation with her, knowing she was grieving.
MR: It’s not like that. What are you even asking?
IC: You consciously resumed intercourse with her after breaking the news to her, despite seeing her fragile state.
MR: Are you saying I was taking advantage of her? I was trying to be there for her because she was alone in Oslo. I am stating clearly one more time. Every time we had sex, it was consensual. I did not take advantage of her. It was a mutual decision. During my entire course of relationship with her, I found her to be a loving and affectionate person who had to handle unfortunate tragedies. I repeat, everything between us was consensual. Did you look into Ana’s fall at all? 
IC: We’re the ones asking questions here today, Mr Rousseau.
MR: You’re not asking questions, though. You’re putting words in my mouth. They made her continue on duty despite what happened, and you’re trying to accuse me of taking advantage of her? She was crying in the bathroom when I found her in the middle of the night.
IC: And you continued to stay there overnight. 
MR: I wanted to keep an eye on her. I was operating to Alicante the next day. We went out a couple of weeks later to a restaurant during our layovers in Lisbon. She was back to her usual happy self. I guess she was also happy to have layovers in her home country. At the time, my ex-girlfriend moved back to the neighbourhood. I realised I wanted someone who isn’t in the same industry. 
IC: Is that why you broke it off? 
MR: No, that was much later. They tried to make her continue duty after what happened to Monica, too. I heard their union lady wasn’t helping. Joshua told me their Seniors were getting a pay raise proposal, one that Samantha was pushing to pass. Thankfully, Kenneth stepped in. He still commanded a lot of respect in the office at the time. It was after what had happened to Monica that I realised Beatriz wasn’t doing well. We stopped seeing each other before the photo scandal.

#

    Something woke me much later. I reached my hand into my knickers and scratched. They cling to my flesh like a second skin. Through the gap in the curtain, moonlight was flooding in onto the white icy floor. My heart skipped a beat as I realised the strange weight next to me in the dark. 
    (the woman without a face was breathing behind me)
    Stop it Bea. She fell because she wasn’t careful. That was finalised. Have the doctors signed her death certificate? Have they put down murder? It was a mere accident due to human factors. Accidental murder due to supernatural factors.
    The weight behind me was somebody else (it was drunk Ana on the steel autopsy bed – eyes still wide open, chest still glittered. Can you picture the pathologist picking out the glass pieces off her chest one by one with a tweezer – stop). His clammy hands left my waist. I rolled around, pulling the blanket over Matt shoulders. I had been so silly again. Perhaps I should take Monica’s sleeping pill. 
    I scratched again, irritated.  
    The itch in my knickers had a burning sensation, like friction rubbing against the walls inside. I wriggled out of bed, tiptoed into the bathroom and turned the light on. Blinding light squinted my eyes, I felt quite disoriented for a moment. The door creaked when I closed it. There was nothing in my bladder to be extricated. My knickers dropped next to my ankles as I reached my fingers in. I scratched harder. There was no sense of relief. I felt the tip of something thin, though. 
    A familiar horror slowly filled the bathroom. I felt the thing looking in from the mirror. She waited in the queue with a ticket, anticipating this with popcorn and fizzy drinks. Think you can hide just because some guy is here?
    No silly. I should have just peed after sex. The dryness inside made it hard to reach upward. It was a hair – all things considered, Matt had been vigorous and touched every bit when he was below me; my hair probably got in the way – I wriggled deeper before catching the tip. 
    A nameless cold chill travelled up from the floor. It was way thicker than a hair. 
    I looked down. An eerie sensation consumed my lower body as I pulled it out with shivering fingers. It was long and it was warm. It was a thread. A long silvery thread that went on and on. I looped it around my wrist. The addictive compulsion to keep pulling was irresistible. I felt something with sharp edges slicing me. Pain filled my uterus like something was scuffing my insides. I yanked it out with a strenuous drag. 
    The tag wrote: 

Name of the decease: Ana Blanco 
Age: 28     Sex: F     Race: White     
Weight:  132lbs     Height 167 cm
Place of Death: Rear Door of A320, Gate B39, Arlanda Stockholm Airport, Sweden
Cause of Death: Homicide 
Physician: Beatriz
Comments: 2/3 completed 
You said “the most horrific death possible” – Pigeon well-received  

    The wrinkled wet paper smelled like sewage. The itchiness was gone, but without relief. I shoved my fingers back, it was just soft, wet, hot flesh with nothing else. I tore the paper into pieces. I looked like a frantic beast in the mirror, hair like a lion’s mane and eyes hollow. This can’t be real, I had a long day. I am simply too tired. I didn’t even know what question to formulate. How did it get inside? What was it? 
    I am dreaming. I need to get back to bed now. I have 2 flights tomorrow. I need some proper food to give me proper nutrients. I am not pulling paper out of my – It should be around Ana’s toe inside a freezer miles away in the hospital, not swimming in my vagina. 
    Did Matt put it there? How?  
    I uncoiled the thread – not a thread. It was rough with frayed edges. It was a hard fishing line. It was the fishing line the witch used to pull up the corpses of her sisters. It was the fishing line around Ana’s neck. 
    With fury – I am dreaming – I chucked it all into the toilet. I pressed the flush button over and over and over and over and over. You said the most horrific death possible. I didn’t say that. But you did in the cemetery. If Monica opened her legs to get that position, what was wrong with killing a pigeon or two (a person or two) to get the position? You said you’d give anything to see that happen. 
    I was drunk. I didn’t mean anything I said. The first time I was drunk, I said I would marry Cruz. That didn’t happen, did it? I was allowed to let my imagination run wild when I was drunk. I was allowed to say irresponsible things when I was drunk.
    You were sober enough to spot that pigeon. You looked for it around the gravestones.
    It was drunken foolishness. It was a folly night of momentary fury and sadness that happened during the pandemic. I had put that behind me now. I didn’t mean to hurt the pigeon (you didn’t hurt it, you killed it). I didn’t mean it.
    You didn’t mean anything you said but you managed to snap the pigeon’s head – you remember how that felt? Like cooked chicken bones, you thought. Ana’s neck also snapped like chicken bones when it hit the floor. Laura’s back also snapped like chicken bones when the car rolled over her. 
    That wasn’t me. I didn’t ask for this. 
    But you did. You’re the first person on the planet who gets exactly what she wants but isn’t happy. Why aren’t you happy?  – I could hear the question in Miguel’s voice. 
    Because I didn’t ask for it! I never wanted that position (sounds like a lie, doesn’t it? You remember the photo you put up the first night you arrived at the house?) I just wanted my flight attendant job back after the redundancy – no you wanted justice, you wanted them to hear you, you wanted them to pay – I jerked when the door opened behind me. 
    “I thought I heard you,” Matt said drowsily. 
    I turned to make sure the toilet bowl was free of paper before closing the lid. Matt frowned at the knickers on the floor. I fumbled to put them back on. 
    “Are you alright?” Matt asked, running his hand over his stubble. I nodded before kissing him lightly on the cheek. He rubbed my back, squeezed my shoulder lightly. “You sure?” 
    Tell him. Tell him what you pulled out and ask him if he felt a dead body toe tag in my pussy when he fucked me. 
    “Just a headache,” I lied. Why was I lying if it was just a dream?
    “Maybe I should go back to my room.” 
    “No, stay. Please. Please.”
    I swallowed the sleeping pill from Monica and a painkiller. I wiped my wet, sweaty face with the pillow sheet. Matt fell back to sleep almost immediately, breathing into my neck. I brushed my fingers over his arm, filled with gratitude that he was still here (you should leave him because you will destroy his life like you destroy most lives you touch, like you destroyed Mamãe’s life… if it wasn’t for raising you, she wouldn’t be the laundry lady… if it wasn’t for you, Ana and Laura would be at home gossiping with a glass of bubble…why can’t you settle for a simple job in simple Faro?) I would leave him before I could hurt him. I could never bring myself to hurt him.
    Like you thought you could never bring yourself to hurt Monica when you were operating together in Europe Express. The number of times you compromised your integrity to lie for her as she didn’t show up at the gate when boarding started. What did she repay you with? Ah, right, by putting your name on Jani’s list.
    I could see her, breasts popped out of the bra, riding his crotch breathlessly in the empty Europe Express office in Gatwick after 10:00 p.m. with the sign ‘Meeting in Progress’ over the steamy door. I could see her whispering to him “Bea misses home. You’re doing her a favour by letting her go.” 
    Even now, her nude photos gave her advantages over you. You don’t know that, I told myself firmly. You can’t trust anything Ana said.  
    But I did. 
    What was the point of enriching my education in sales revenue when I could just take off my bra and snap a couple of photos? It sounded like betrayal thinking about that while lying next to Matt. 
    I was growing weary of this constant urge to improve, to be better so they couldn’t fire me. I thought about the new 18-years-old dolly-eyed girl putting on Ana’s scarf, buttoning Ana’s jacket and zipping up Laura’s skirt. Would she care to think who died wearing her uniform? This fight versus replacement was draining me. Now I had to fight to keep Monica safe – why? 
    You don’t really believe what you saw in the bathroom – 2/3 completed – you can’t have pulled out a tag from your vagina – don’t be thick, Bea. Miguel was lying 12 feet below the soil. 
    It didn’t matter what I believed. The motion of the wheel had started a while ago and it was rolling fast and rapidly now. I was the out of breath hamster running on it. Before heavy sleep took me, I came to a realisation. That woman without a face had polished her fishing line. She was at the door ready to come in at any time.
    Because Monica was next.  
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Article Abstract from Recall News – Aviation 

KA1530: Everything We Know About ApexCrew Crew Control Sex Photo Scandal
    Connor Donahue, the Operational Crew Control Manager at ApexCrew, has been accused of a string of allegations, including paying a teenager for sexually explicit photos, sending threatening messages to employed flight attendants and sending “creepy” messages to 17 years-old after speaking at a Flight Attendants Career Information Day Workshop – here’s everything we know so far. 
    The Dublin-based Crew Control Manager has been in charge of the operational rostering of Krone Airways since it outsourced its entire crew control department to ApexCrew Service after the Pandemic. In a recent statement released by his wife, she claimed Donahue is suffering from “mental issues”. As the countries are still mourning the loss of 87 lives, various ex-employees of ApexCrew came forward with screenshots of threatening messages sent by Donahue.
    The 43-year-old married father of three has represented Krone Airways in recruitments all around Europe, including giving career guidance at colleges and high schools. Donahue has not made any public comment since the allegations first emerged last week after the tragic incident of KA1530. 
    What was the first allegation? 
    Donahue allegedly paid a teenager for sexually explicit photos over a two-year-period. The claim dates back to 2021, when aviation resumed with rapid recruitment. The youth was 16 at the time. She met him at a Cabin Crew Career Information Day organised at Bradford Town Hall. She stayed behind to ask further questions about overseas employment. They exchanged contacts as he claimed to help her polish her resume. He sent cash and asked for a picture. He then started requesting semi-naked photos. 
    “Sometimes, he wants me to post in outfits like sexy pirates or nurses”, the youth claimed. A series of payments were allegedly made during the years until early 2023 when the youth relocated. Upon hearing the allegations of an abusive environment at ApexCrew, she felt the need to share her experience. The youth, now 19 working as an air stewardess in Abu Dhabi, told the newspaper, “I never realised how creepy it was until I moved. I was at school at the time. He used the Career Day to prey on us.”
    What about the other claims?
    Donahue allegedly followed the social media accounts of young employees at ApexCrew before moving their conversation to a private platform. He revealed he could offer better rosters in exchange for sexually explicit photos. Donahue then allegedly sent “threatening messages” to crew members who wanted to stop the photo exchange. The Crew Control Manager allegedly arranged layovers in Dublin for some cabin crew and visited them in person at their hotel rooms. 
    In a separate claim, the online newspaper published the messages the Crew Controller allegedly sent after initiating a conversation on Instagram in December 2022. The message emoji included kisses, love, hearts and eggplants. 
    Krone Airways said on Tuesday that Donahue was facing further allegations of ‘inappropriate behaviour’ towards their cabin crew, including miscalculating cabin crew duty time and greenlighting cabin crew on illegal flying hours. They claim his “suggestive” messages about their appearance made them uncomfortable. 
(Read more: “I want you to sit on my face in your uniform” sent by Crew Control Manager to a 27-year-old Crew Member who lost her life on KA1530)

#

Double Room For Rent (Cabin Crew Only) 
House share, Hounslow
Looking for cabin crew only, people who are clean, neat and tidy.
No guests are allowed during the weekdays. 

    “Can you not edit it more?” I said, frowning at the screen, “make it sound a little more attractive?”
    “I tried,” Monica said, taking a long drag of her spliff and passing it to me. “This is the best I can come up with.”
    “Should we tell the landlord? Maybe he can help to advertise it.”
    “No,” Monica said. “Let’s try between us first. At least we can screen them. I don’t want the landlord to get someone we don’t like. I was hoping someone from work would like to rent. It’s so close to the airport. Abigail was interested before she quit.” 
    “She told me she got a job offer teaching English in Barbados already,” I said, passing the spliff back to her and zooming into the photos on the laptop. “The photos look so bad. Nobody will rent from us. “
    “You do it then,” Monica said, turning back to the 5 big boxes on the floor. She was copying the address of Ana’s parents on each of them. Neither of us found it in our hearts to admit it, but packing and mailing the boxes the second time had become much easier. You had better knowledge of how to layer the clothes and other items. That was the part you never see on television shows. The practical aftermath of what happened to someone you knew died. 
    (maybe you’ll pack Monica’s next – STOPNOW)
    Ana’s parents arrived last week to collect most of her things. Monica told me Harris Duncan personally drove them here. Said he didn’t mind and collected Ana’s work items in person. They had apparently come to a satisfactory financial settlement. Monica was at home assisting them. 
    I wished I could help and offer my condolences in person. However, I was worried I would slur the truth if I saw the faces of Ana’s parents. That day, however, I was on standby and was called out for a flight to Lisbon last minute. Matt was in the aircraft speaking to the engineer when I popped in. It was our first flight working together. Being in the cockpit with him alone during cruising was strange, the Captain was in the washroom. We kept it professional, but he gave me a quick peck on the cheek before the Captain came back, and said he couldn’t help it. I was exceptionally happy to be in Portugal, even just for 12 hours. I video-called Mamãe, whose smile brushed my tiredness away. I wanted to plan a trip home soon.
    Matt and I had gone out for dinner when Monica texted me that they were all at the pub after the clearance. The image of Monica sleeping with Jani flashed across my mind and I couldn’t pay attention to anything Matt told me. He was recommending this podcast about statistics and all I could wonder was if Monica took them to the pub intentionally. Did she bring Harris Duncan back to the empty house? Where did she do it? In the living room? On her bed? Was Crew Control not enough for her? Maybe that was what real ambition looked like, not the stupid idea of upgrading the car back home.
    That night, as Matt flipped me to the side, breathing into my moist hair and pressed over me on the Lisbon bed, I was thinking if Monica was snuggling up with Harris Duncan on our sofa, if she had her tongue in his mouth and hand on his lap when the woman without a face crept out of the cupboard with a bloody fishing line, as bloody as her red mouth, pulled open by fishing hooks – 
    “So the collection will come in an hour,” Monica said as she carried the boxes to the front door. “I think I am going to take a nap now. Do you want to go to Sainsbury’s later?” 
    “Sure,” I said. We had finished an early-morning flight today. The sun rose earlier during March these days, so it didn’t feel so bad. 
    Monica and I sent in buddy flight requests for the next two months. I wanted to do it  – to keep an eye on her so the woman with a face can’t harm her – so I felt less lonely in the hotel. 
    People asked fewer questions about Ana when Monica was around. If we happened to be in the same country, Monica would show me how to work out with weights in the gym. We always ended up chatting more than actually exercising before going into the sauna. I was looking forward to working with her. It was almost like we were in our early twenties and went everywhere together. 
    It isn’t like if you’re around, then the woman without a face wouldn’t show up you know.
    I was scratching my head, trying to paraphrase her description of the room. I went online to look for some examples. Monica’s email box was open. 
    Close it, Bea. 
    She wouldn’t know. 
    Are you sure you want to know? 
    I could look quickly, and I was good at pretending to know nothing. I closed the living room door before clicking into it. I looked for her pay slips. As I was waiting for it to load (Your payslip is ready for view), I glanced nervously at the door, listening intently for any creaks of the stairs. 
    It was almost double what I was making. I looked at another one. Not double but much higher than mine. And the month before that. 
    That little slut. 
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    I put a chair behind the closed living room door before looking. She had 5 extra payment days this month and 6 last months. I clicked on her rosters. It was all holiday destinations. I clicked on her social media page. I wanted to see how it had started. I wasn’t offered one single extra payment work day. This couldn’t be random. 
    There, Connor Donahue. I clicked on his page. The most recent post was a video. I turned the volume down to the lowest and leaned in. 
    A little girl with curly blonde hair and bright blue eyes was wearing a pink paper crown, sitting on a high chair in a blossoming garden as two older boys sang happy birthday songs. A Labrador barked excitedly as the song ended. The mum clamped her hand over one of the boy’s mouth as he rushed forward to blow out the candle. 
    “Oi! Stop it, Adam,” I heard the man’s voice in Irish accent. “Go on, Gigi, blow out the candle.”
    Gigi blew it. They were clapping again before her mum kissed her on the cheek. One of the boys stuck his finger into the cream and licked it and giggled at the camera. The man holding the camera leaned forward to kiss the little girl. Her mother took the camera.
    “Give papa a kiss!” Her mum said.
    She did, on his saggy round cheek before wrapping her tiny, thin arms around his barely visible neck. Connor was much bigger than he looked in the profile photo. His belly popped out where the shirt buttons were barely holding together. His hair was oily and long, clamming over his forehead. 
    The immediate thought that sprang to my mind was: I never took the occasion to appreciate how attractive Matt physically looked until now. He was well-built with tan lines over strong biceps. I always traced my fingers over them after our sweaty finish. I made a mental note to compliment him next time. Looking at Connor now, I couldn’t decide if he was more appealing or grey-haired Jani. 
    (You have to ask Monica, don’t you? You’re best friends. You can talk about anything. How about a trade? You can tell her about that tag you pulled out from your vagina and she can tell you about Connor.)
    Connor picked up the little girl and kissed her again before the video ended. Perhaps Ana was wrong. He had a beautiful family with very young children. Perhaps it was another one of Monica’s lies, like she lied about the Senior interview invitation. 
    I strolled down his page, and most of the photos were family photos. This looked like the last person on earth who had reasons to – once again, I was overvaluing reasons – He didn’t need any reason other than he enjoyed it, I supposed. He was in charge of the entire base. From his perspective, this probably wasn’t even like he was cheating on his wife. 
    No, cheating implied too much deliberate effort. He was probably sending those messages when he was on duty in the office with our staff numbers lining up next to the flight numbers. 
    No, this was pure convenience. 
    This was probably just a little bit of fun during a workday for him. Like picking up a cookie from the office pantry.  
    I clicked into the private messages and strolled up. I was hoping to see Monica initiate the conversation. 
    “Hi, this is Connor. I am your Crew Controller,” he wrote with a wink emoji. It was the first message. “I just want to say that you are very attractive.” 
    Monica replied, “Thanks,” with a kissing face.
    “You know, I think you’re the most attractive girl on the whole base,” he wrote. 
    “Haha, really? I bet you say that to all the girls you follow.”
    “You’re the only girl I message,” Connor wrote. “Your photos at the beach were” fire emoji.
    “Thanks,” Monica wrote. “The beach calls me all the time. Some of the hotels have a pool, but it doesn’t compare.”
    “Would you like more layovers in sunny places? I can help.”
    “Really?”
    “I’d love to help. You make me weak,” Connor wrote. “Let me text your number. Talking here weirds me out.”
    It weirds you out because your whole feed is filled with your wife and children. 
    The conversation ended. I took a photo of Connor’s account. I heard movement upstairs and quickly removed the chair. I closed all browsers and slammed the laptop shut when Monica came in. 
    “They approved our buddy flight request,” she said. 
    “That was quick,” I said with an unusually wide smile. Monica grinned before picking up the water jug, did a funny dance and went upstairs again. I found it difficult to look at Monica when we went shopping later. When she picked up lace lingeries and put them down, I felt a wave of nausea. Had she seen that video of his daughter’s birthday party? Did she really do that for a good roster? A rush of fury came over me and I deleted all the podcasts and e-books about self-improvement and sales tactics from my phone. 
    It wasn’t fair. Perhaps it was a good time to give up. Give it all up.  
    Later today, after I showered, I took out my phone. I wiped the hot mist off the mirror and posed with the towel. The photo I took was blurry. I tried again. I cupped one side of my breast and turned sideways. It was slightly better. I could send it to Matt. He’d be pleased and aroused seeing that. (no you want to send it for a better roster, it would be nice to sleep in during layovers, right? With the extra payment day, you don’t need to do sales so hard in the aircraft.) No, I wouldn’t stoop so low. I deleted them all. 
    When I lay in bed, staring at the photo I put together with a car and a house and the two-striped sleeve, my inner voice was deafening. It was saying to me that, at the end of the day, I hesitated to send it to anyone, not because I was standing on a moral high ground. It wasn’t because of my honourable ideals of hard work. It wasn’t because I despised shortcuts. It wasn’t because I could picture Mamãe’s expression and the disgust on her face if she found out. It was simply that I wasn’t good at taking flattering nude photos of myself. I looked like a handicapped badger in all of them. 
    I wanted to say with absolute certainty that if Jani had offered me the same thing back then, I would have said a definite no, that I would even told Monica about it and had a laugh. When I was younger, I still had a little more passion towards life, the zeal to fight a little longer the ‘right way’, and not rely on promiscuity to get what I wanted. 
    Now, I felt this aged burden, one I had picked up involuntarily after I was laid off. It felt like a bruise. I didn’t want to admit, even to myself, how it scarred me. Because if somebody said that to me, I’d find her childish and I would say “you get scarred because you lost a job? So dramatic! The Pandemic is over! You’re so young. Get over it and get another job”. 
    I felt the pace of my life involuntarily slowing down. I remembered lying on the beach at night with Cruz in Faro, stars above our heads, talking about things I could do with my life. How wild our dreams were. We’d come up with one stupid thing and kiss and laugh and come up with another stupid thing. The older I got, the fewer dreams I could conjure. 
    For a moment, I could see the fuel of my life running out and there was no airport available for refuelling. I could see myself soaring on until it came to an abrupt stop. And I stooped lower and lower until all the doors were open in the aircraft, and I could finally get out in mid-air and just free fall. 
    Could Cruz stoop as low as Connor and message me behind his family? I’d send him thousands of nudes for that. I could see him during my annual leave. Maybe he would. Could I bear it, though? Could I bear snuggling in his embrace when his daughter wailed for him? Could I bear destroying his family over momentary selfishness? I hoped not. No, I wasn’t there yet. 
    The ocean used to look intriguingly unpredictable and so full of wonders in Faro. Mamãe took me to the beach almost every day when I was younger, holding my little hand, walking on the soft, sinking sand, and we pretended there were monsters within the waves. We fed the seagulls with Miguel, sat on the harbour with ice cream and went home with our stupid car. The waves looked so majestic and all-consuming in the glittering sunlight. 
    Now, the only majestic thing that could impress me was a promotion letter. The only thing that consumed me was the amount in my bank account. I realised, utterly, that I hated who I had become. But all the bridges that allowed me to turn back were blazing in flames. I had become too proud to press the Restart Button. No, I broke it. I was Cinderella without shoes, feet crippled by turbulence, pushing a sales trolley in the narrow aisle. I was Sleeping Beauty without a prince, fingers pricked by the sales device, sleeping in a different bed every night.  
    With a promise of job security, I was afraid I would gladly hand in the hard-work values Mamãe had inserted in me. It was the first time after I arrived in the U.K. that I felt the Portuguese girl had died. She fell out of the aircraft door with Ana. She was run over by the car with Laura. She was falling into an unending cycle of self-prostitution with Monica. I felt the girl who loved the beach, who loved Faro, who loved Cruz, who loved her job broke into pieces so tiny, so foreign that even if I put her back together, she would be completely unrecognisable – because she had become a screw now, hammered into the plane like the other thousand replaceable replicas.
    (don’t pretend. If you had any moral value you wouldn’t have – what was that – oh right – you wished the most horrific death possible on them) 
    I turned on Larissa’s podcast again. She was promoting a book she wrote called “Sister, Don’t Stop the Hustle”. I clicked Buy as if that was the last bit of my effort to triumph over Monica, to triumph over the hammer that was nailing me in. 
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Abstract from KA1530 Independent Investigation Committee Transcript – Interview with Captain Kenneth Berg
Departing From Copenhagen Airport, Kastrup : Arrival at Heathrow International Airport 
Airbus A320-211, operated by Krone Airways, Crew serviced by ApexCrew
IC: Investigation Committee         
KB: Kenneth Berg
…
IC: You waited for 15 minutes in the lobby before you decided to send the receptionist to Monica’s room? What is the standard procedure?
KB: There is no standard procedure. The common practice was we waited at the hotel lobby for 15 minutes before report time. If I don’t see them in the lobby, I will see them at the gate. Some of them like to get to the airport early to grab a bite. 
IC: But in this case you didn’t expect to see Monica at the gate?
KB: No. Yesterday, I saw the girls at a sandwich shop at the airport when I was getting dinner. The girls said they would meet us in the lobby. Beatriz asked us to wait a little bit longer. She said Monica was always on time. She was muttering to herself at the time, very close to crying. 
IC: Do you remember what she was saying?
KB: “Not her, please.”
IC: Were you suspicious when she said that? 
KB: Let me ask you this. Have you ever lost a friend? I have. I was there on Bloody Friday when the bombs set by the IRA went off in Belfast. I saw many things when I was a helicopter rescue pilot. I have lost 2 close friends in the span of a week. For the whole week, whenever I heard the name of someone I knew, I heard myself saying “Not him, please”. Should my Commander be suspicious hearing that? No. I knew exactly how she felt, to have lost 2 friends in accidents like that. She felt something was wrong with Monica the night before. If I remembered correctly, Samantha said she had to do an assessment for the new crew member on that flight. I asked Jamie to go with them –
IC: Jamie Pryce – the First Officer?
KB: Yes. I told them I would see them at the gate later. He’s a good lad. Young, reliable and very responsible. Been on the same block as him for months. 
IC: Even though you might risk being late for the report time.
KB: Those are simply a formality. Look, I was retiring in 3 months. I didn’t care what they were going to do to me. What? They’re going to sack me for being late to the gate? They’re always running out of captains, anyway. 
IC: First Officer Matthieu Rousseau said he noticed you always showed favouritism to Beatriz.
KB: So did he. I had a soft spot for her. She looked a bit like my daughter. After what happened to Ana, they made her continue operations the next day. They wanted to do the same this time. But I told them a firm no. I told them that would not happen when I was the commander of the flight. I told Harris Duncan, ‘son, if you try to put her on duty after this, I will personally go to the Civil Aviation Authority. I know enough people to say something.’ I’d rather go with minimum crew. Did I say that because I thought she was – what did that brain-dead Prime Minister call her yesterday – Oh, “a ticking bomb”? Did I see any ‘signs’ you call it? No, I said that because I saw a poor girl who lost all her friends within months’ time. I know the Hjortsberg family. George’s father had been with Krone before Harris Duncan was born. I held George in my hands when he just came out of his mother’s womb. I was there for him when he lost his elder son to drowning in Portugal. Harris Duncan knew he’d listen to me. That bastard just couldn’t wait to get me out of the job. I offered to be a supervisor after I retired from flying. After all, it’s too much work for him to be managing both the pilots and the cabin crews, even though our base is small. He didn’t even reply to my email. 
IC: What did Duncan say after?
KB: Said he didn’t need a supervisor. Said the base was manageable.
IC: I meant after Monica’s incident.
KB: He said he would never treat her or anyone like that. Did I believe him? No.
IC: After Samantha and the First Officer left, did Beatriz say anything else?
KB: I asked her about the last time she saw Monica and why she thought something was wrong. She was clearly distressed. She told me they had an argument. What’s the progress of your investigation of Connor Donahue? I am not sure if it is relevant to talk about this.
IC: Please go ahead.
KB: Beatriz told me she confronted Monica about a photo thing. That’s not news anymore. She, uh, she told me she called her a whore before leaving her room last night. I was beginning to worry when I phoned her and nobody was picking up. I asked the receptionist to go up to Monica’s room. Beatriz insisted on going with her. I shouldn’t have let her. I stayed because Jamie was calling me, asking about my whereabouts. 
IC: When did you realise something was wrong? 
KB: When I saw the gasp and panicking face of the other receptionist, who was behind the desk. She stopped checking in other guests and directed them to wait on the couch. She shouted to the manager behind her in Danish. He ran upstairs. She made a couple of other calls before eyeing me. “You the Captain?” She shouted at me. She told me what they had found upstairs. When I got to the 7th floor, 4 people were standing outside Room 708. Many guests opened the door to see what happened. Beatriz was hysterical in the corridor on the floor. She was out of her mind screaming. The manager was holding her back from entering the room. They told me they had called the ambulance already. Inside, I helped the receptionist pull Monica out of the bloody tub. She was unconscious but still breathing. I held a towel over her wrist to stop the bleeding. On the table were an untouched room service meal and some sandwiches. The steak knife was at the bottom of the tub. Let’s call for a break.
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    I was anticipating it at home. 
    I shoved the scraps of potato and carrot skins into the food waste bin from the thin plastic chopping board. I tossed the salad for the 5th time, glancing at the door. The fish stew I made was steaming. Seafood and tomato aromas filled the kitchen. I had found a Portuguese grocery shop close by and found the sausages from home. 
    Mamãe gave me instructions step by step during the video call. It was incredible to see how passionate she looked when she insisted on the correct sequence of the ingredients. I had wanted to just chuck everything into the pot at the same time. Seeing her frown so dramatically made me laugh out loud in the empty house. 
    At 8:00 p.m., I heard the bell and the turning of the doorknob. I had offered to pick her up from the airport but she insisted no. Didn’t want to feel like a patient, she told me on the phone. 
    “Looking like one was bad enough,” she texted me before the flight to Heathrow took off. I was a bit worried when I saw the flight delay. 
    “Ciao!” The door opened and closed. Monica popped her head into the kitchen. Her eyes were bright green with a lovely flush.
    “Oh, come here you!” I dropped the salad thong and threw myself around her tightly. She felt so small in my arms, so fragile. Her shoulders were bony. Her straight hair was smooth against my cheek, much longer than before. I wiped the corners of my eyes with the back of my hand as I started choking. 
    I never thought I would see her alive and well again. 
    I had been battling nightmares where Monica was lying in a hospital bed with a pale white face and chapped lips. Her brilliant eyes were shut, with very faint breathing. I refused to let her go like I did Ana. I fought for her despite my muffled voice in the dreams, like I was pushing a glass ceiling under deep water. I was yelling, ‘Do something!’ to the masked doctors and nurses. Nobody heard me. 
    In the dreams, Kenneth was just shaking his head on the sideline. “Let her go,” he said to me. I struck his croaked, old, sad bag of a body. When I woke up, my face was wet and salty. It happened every night. I ran out of Monica’s sleeping pills. I saw a bag of powder in her drawer. I didn’t think the white lines would help me the way it helped her. I didn’t want to feel high. I wanted my best friend to get better. 
    Matt had phoned and asked if I wanted him to spend the night with me here in this massive house. I refused him. I told him I needed some time alone. He might report me to Harris Duncan, out of his loving concerns, if he saw me screaming in my sleep or drinking Ana’s wine until I passed out. I wanted him to remember the glow on my face when he kissed me goodbye at the hotel room door, not the blue veins over my cheeks after I vomited myself into crying on the bathroom floor. There were no amount of his warm comforting words or his sensual distractions that could keep the nightmares away now.  
    “Careful! Really, I just changed it!” I felt her yank back her left hand. 
    “Oh, oh! Sorry!” I said, pulling back. Monica’s left wrist was wrapped with a heavy bandage. She winced as I grabbed it for a closer look. “That looks deep. Will it scar?”
    “I hope not,” Monica said. “I am going to get some bracelets to cover it if it does. Souvenir from Rigshospitalet. I probably will never pronounce it right. I asked the Danish doctor so many times. But it was more like excuses to start conversations. He’s really good-looking.”
    “I bet he is. You always get the hot ones! Do you remember when you tripped during our layover in Malta? That paramedic was gorgeous,” I said, laughing harder than I should.
    “I almost fainted,” Monica said. “I should have fainted.”
    I laughed again. “Are you hungry? How was the flight? I hope they gave you a Business seat on the front row.” 
    “They’re not going to give a non-profitable-no-pay-leave troublemaker business seat,” Monica said as she sat around the table. I filled her bowl of soup as much as I could. I couldn’t stop grinning. “You got the bread from the Italian shop! Aw, thank you, Bea!”
    “You’re welcome. I thought it was medical leave,” I said. “I saw Harris Duncan today. I wanted to ask, but I didn’t.”
    “Why were you in the office today?” Monica filled our wine glasses.
    “He asked me to go in,” I said, helping myself with the salad. “He wants to know if I am fit to fly.”
    “Shouldn’t a doctor assess that?” 
    “I was too scared to ask, of course. I told him I passed my medical,” I said. “My medical was renewed for 5 years, in fact. He didn’t really give me a chance to ask questions. He just said he was so sorry about what happened in the last couple of months. He said maybe this was too far. He was rumbling on before giving me an NDA to sign.”
    “What is that about?”
    “That I can’t talk about what happened in the hotel,” I said, feeling the awkward silence. “Do you, hmm…”
    “You want to ask me what I remember,” Monica said, taking a sip of the wine. She lit a cigarette, and lit the scented candle between us on the dining table. It was pine and jasmine, her favourite. 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t smoke tonight,” I said, passing her the ashtray. “You’ll ruin the taste of the stew.”
    “I am dying for one, though. Just one, I promise.” Monica grinned. “Nothing can ruin your stew. To be honest, I don’t really remember anything.” 
    “We had a fight the night before,” I said, stirring my bowl. “I said something really awful.”
    “Did you? Worse than usual?” 
    I shook my head. Guilt welled up inside me. “What was the last thing you remembered? You said you didn’t want to talk about this over the phone. You said you didn’t want anyone to hear, acting so mysterious. They wouldn’t let me go to the hospital. Nobody spoke one word to me since after what happened. They said I blacked out for 10 minutes until the ambulance took you. They just sent us home on the last flight of the night. Kenneth sat next to me and drove me home. He also didn’t speak to me. Not one word.”
    “That’s unlike him,” Monica said, taking a drag. “I remember going to the sandwich shop. The one we get crew discount.”
    “Correct,” I said. “You remember saying hi to Kenneth there?”
    “Yes,” Monica said. “We ate on the roof garden of the hotel, right? It was freezing. It’s April already! I can’t believe it’s still that cold! We went to the gym, didn’t we?”
    “Yeah, 15 minutes on the stepping machine and you said you were too tired,” I said. Shame was sprouting in me as Monica rubbed her temple, frowning to remember. “But we finished Alicante, so understandable.” 
    “We were in my room eating crisps?” Monica said. “Drinking some wine?”
    I nodded. 
    “Then?”
    “We were talking,” I said. “We were talking about Connor.”
    “Connor Donahue?” 
    “Yes.”
    “Why were you asking about him?” Her eyes were stern, staring into mine. Tight lines formed around her lips. 
    “I wasn’t.”
    “Why were you asking about him? Don’t make me ask again.”
    It was silent except for the gentle cracking and popping of the candle between us, illuminating what felt like miles between us. 
    “I wanted to know…” I said. “I am so sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”
    “Ana told you I sent photos to Connor to get a good roster,” Monica said, leaning forward. “Yes, I did! Is that what you want to hear, Bea? Saint Beatriz?”
    “I don’t care. I am just happy you’re back and well.” 
    “I sent him plenty,” Monica said slowly in a melodic, almost teasing, voice. “He has his little requests. On tuesdays, when the kids are in football training, he has more time. So, he prefers videos. Friday nights, more relaxed. But also more adventurous. He likes the more exposed ones. Sitting with my legs open in the uniform skirt in the Oslo hotel. He likes the big mirror there, he said. He always thinks I will give him whatever he wants.”
    I shook my head. 
    “He loves it when I play the bad girl.” 
    “I don’t need to know.”
    “So what? So what, Bea? Half of the base do this. Am I proud of it? That’s what you wanted to ask me?”
    “No,” I said. “I am sorry. Let’s eat. I shouldn’t have said anything. I was stupid.”
    “You were not,” Monica said. “You were jealous. Always wondering why you work so much more than me.”
    “I wasn’t,” I lied. My lie ignited a fire in her eyes that I had never seen. For a moment, she gazed back with a reflection of madness, an inhuman kind of inferno burning into mine.
    “You think I don’t know that you logged into my computer. You saw all the glorious messages,” Monica said. I gasped. Her injured hand grabbed mine suddenly as I retreated. Her iron grip was strong, powerful and left me no space or strength to wriggle. “Was it like reading fictional porn for you? I wish it were as chaste as the thing you had with Matt. No, he never took me to dinner. He arranged a layover for me to stay in Dublin for 2 nights, though. Do you want to know what he did to me in the hotel room?”
    “I don’t want to – “
    “No, he wasn’t gentle. Not like Matt, I guess. I worked with him a couple of times. He’s a good guy,” Monica said. “Gentle in bed, is he? Asking you if you’re okay every 5 minutes when he is barely touching you, right? Did he force himself into your arse? He doesn’t strike me as that animalistic kind.”
    “I don’t want to talk about it.”
    “Connor is savage. What else did Connor do? Take a guess.”
    “It’s none of my business.”
    “It is now,” Monica said. “When I told him I wanted to stop all these photo exchanges, he said ‘I won’t send your naked pictures to the whole base’, do you think he meant that? He went on to say he is a visual person. He said he needs to see everything in front of him. Below him.”
    “Monica, please.”
    “He gagged me with the hotel bathroom towel when he fucked me from behind. Said he liked it because the women in his life were nagging him non-stop. Symbolic, he said. Does Matt do that with you? No, he seems too respectful. Other times, Connor’s hand held my head down below his waist. He just pinched my nose when I refused. Do you think Matt will like that? He might. Men, you’ll never know. I couldn’t breathe at all when he pushed my head down. He loved it, of course. Do you think Matt can make you do that? Or Cruz from home? You can make him try when you visit home. Give him the spice his wife cannot. Give him a taste of power and he’ll beg you for it.” Monica said. “But, I guess you’re just more interested in the roster and the photos.”
    “I was just curious.”
    “Curious about what?” Monica whispered. “Curious whether he likes my boobs more or my ass?”
    “No,” I said, struggling to pull back. “I don’t care what you do with him. I will never judge you or anything.”
    “You do, though,” Monica said. “You’re my best friend. Of course you do. Listen carefully, Bea; there is nothing wrong with being curious.”
    She let go so unexpectedly that my elbow sprung back and hit the wall. The candle on the table flickered rapidly, and the soup spilled from the bowls. I blinked blankly at her. 
    “I am never speaking to him again.”
    “Great.”
    “I forgive you for whatever you said to me, or asked me. It was probably the drinks and the sandwiches that night.” Monica smirked as if she knew something I didn’t. “You can have him if you want him. I know he likes you.”
    “I won’t do that,” I said. “I won’t do that. I feel like I had made you – ” made you try to take your life, that my harsh words generated by drunkenness and jealousy almost pushed you off the edge of no return.
    “It’s not your fault.”
    It was. It was every bit of my fault. I wanted to prove that I was better than she was. That I worked harder than she did. That I was more intelligent than her. That I deserved the Senior position at Europe Express more than she did. This self-righteous rage drove me to belittle her, it was morally delightful to say I didn’t need to act like a whore to get a high salary. It hurt me to admit the righteous pleasure I received when I uttered those words. 
    “He’s a sick fuck anyway,” Monica shrugged, crushed the cigarette into the ashtray before drinking up the soup. “He has a family. He is going to realise he can’t do this to us.”
    “What do you mean?”
    “They’re going to pay. They’re going to hear us whether they like it or not.” Monica said in a tone that I had never heard before. “All of them. They can’t treat us like this. Oh Bea, this is so delicious! Why don’t you do this more often?”
    “It’s Mamãe’s recipe,” I said, absolutely relieved that she had changed the subject. “By the way, I have been trying to find people to rent the rooms. I have put up the ads on almost every site. We can’t keep up with the bills with just the two of us.”
    “We can,” Monica said. “The fundraising money is for Laura.”
    “We can’t do that,” I said firmly. “That’s for Laura’s family.”
    “They don’t know the amount we raised,” Monica said, shrugged. “Sleep on it, Bea. We don’t need to make a decision now. Why don’t you move into Laura’s room? It’s much bigger. You can use the clothes in her wardrobe. I know you hesitated to mail some of the boxes. I saw them under the bed. She’s got a proper makeup table. You don’t need to powder your face from the bed anymore.”
    “Are you sure? I am happy with my room,” I lied again. 
    “Her room got a better view,” Monica said. “I’ll help you move tonight after dessert.”
    “I forgot dessert. I can go and get something if you want.”
    “We can bake cakes.”
    “Really? You hate baking.”
    “I bake now,” Monica said. “I was reading baking books in the hospital. You want carrot, or vanilla, or cinnamon, or chocolate?”
    “Chocolate.”
    On the double bed with a new bedsheet and new pillows, I heard Monica watching some comedy shows in the living room. I smiled at her occasional laughter. She was right; this airy room was much bigger. It felt much more like a proper Larissa-style London experience. My cheap makeup products lined up on the dressing table. I wondered if I would have been happier if this had been the room I moved into in January. I heard birds chirping outside in the spring air. 
    From the drawn curtain, there was the silhouette of a bird with a long, sharp beak. For a moment, my fear of the woman without a face came back. It wasn’t as severe as before now that I had a new perspective. The living fear, the actual reality of almost losing Monica, triumphed over the fear I had over something I conjured up in my imagination – the body tag – that memory had a fairy-tale like flare to it now – who in their right mind would believe I could pull out a body tag from my vagina? 
    If you wanted to be a Senior, you’d better shake these irrationalities off you.
    As I closed my eyes, I was reminiscing about what Harris Duncan said to me today after I signed the NDA, how he had said I was “the toughest cabin crew” he knew. No, he didn’t just say that. I smiled at another memory in the dark. 
    Otto, the senior who often smoked mid-flight, thought he had flushed his cigarette away. I took a photo and showed it to Harris. I remembered his approving nod. I was his golden star. I asked about the bonus scheme, but it didn’t matter to me as much as the way he said I was the “most driven cabin crew with the highest sales revenues” he had seen. 
    I never sat down during the flight of these days, almost felt like I was harassing the passengers sometimes. I fell asleep thinking about how today was one of my best nights I had since I started the job. When I woke up in this lovely, strange new room, my room, I pulled open the curtain and ready to greet the warm sun. 
    The crow left a present on the windowsill last night. It was a fishhook with a strange symbol that looked very much like the one Miguel often drew. 
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Abstract from KA1530 Independent Investigation Committee Transcript – Interview with ApexCrew Crew Operations Manager Harris Duncan 
Departing From Copenhagen Airport, Kastrup : Arrival at Heathrow International Airport 
Airbus A320-211, operated by Krone Airways, Crew serviced by ApexCrew
IC: Investigation Committee          
HD: Harris Duncan
…
HD: I don’t appreciate the accusing tone here.  
IC: Alright. Let’s try again. What is your medical background? 
HD: I completed CPR and First Aid training when I obtained my commercial pilot license. My Captain progression was –
IC: Do you have a medical education background? Please answer with a yes or no.
HD: No. I don’t have a medical education background.
IC: What is your qualification in psychiatry education? 
HD: I took a short course about Cabin Crew Mental Health hosted by the Civil Aviation Authority last year. I earned a certificate. It’s in my office now. 
IC: Do you have a professional background in psychology?
HD: I do not.
IC: Yet, you feel you have sufficient knowledge and authority to give a medical assessment to a cabin crew? To give medical clearance that she is fit to fly?
HD: I have sufficient authority to check if she held a valid medical license, which she had at the time. If you don’t trust me, you look through the document. There was a line that read, “By signing this statement, I declare I have the physical and mental capacity to continue my flight and operational duty.” Tell me, why should I not let an employee go back to work if she was fit to work? It was a consensual decision. The press has been defaming us, making it sound like we were running a cotton farm. She had confirmed it and we need to respect her decision. Why shouldn’t I let a hard working individual earn her paycheck? 
IC: Because her friend/colleague was recently admitted to hospital and her other two friends/flatmates died within 2 months? 
HD: I grieved for them. I spoke to Ana’s parents and drove them to their house to collect her personal items. I was more than generous with the settlement. But if everyone comes to me with a personal reason, who is going to operate the flights? We have 8 flights out of Heathrow operated by our service daily. How would an airline survive? Have they not had 2 years to be lazy and rest? We just recovered from the Pandemic. Have you seen the numbers? Do you have any idea how much we need to make up for the loss of the last two years? Our client Krone Airways has made it clear that we can employ any means that ensures A) cost efficiency B) on-time departure. How do I ensure either of them if I let everyone take a leave whenever something personal comes up?
IC: Back to the statement Beatriz signed, can you clarify this sentence we found? “I signed this statement voluntarily and willingly without being pressured by ApexCrew.” George Hjortsberg (Krone Airways CEO) claimed he suspected you added it because there were ex-employees bringing complaints directly to him. They felt pressured at ApexCrew during their employment here.
HD: I have no comment. 
IC: During Beatriz’s visit, how did she look?
HD: Worried. I reassured her not to worry. She was, at the time, the highest performer despite having joined us for less than 4 months. No late show. Always exceeded her targets. 3 to 4 Seniors recommended her for progression. The only sick leave was the time she got food poisoning – catering made a couple of people sick. Not her fault. She brought Laura’s company property back, I remember. I saw a lot of potential in her. Crew members said she was still in the aisle introducing sales items when everyone was eating at the back. 
IC: Were you considering her for progression?
HD: Yes, until much later, anyway. She was very bright. 
…
IC: Before the leak of the recent screenshots, has anyone in the company come forward to you about Donahue’s inappropriate communication with crew members?
HD: No. 
IC: Not one person came to you about any allegations?
HD: No. I am learning about all these now for the first time as well. 
IC: How would you describe your relationship with Crew Control?
HD: Strictly Professional. They’re a great team. The turnover rate is high but every airline is hiring. Connor and I went for a drink when I was visiting them in Dublin during the annual review. Showed me a couple of pubs, went on the Guinness Factory tour. We talked about his kids starting school. He struck me as a family man. I met his wife during one of the company dinners. What a lovely firecracker. She brought us home-made bread pudding when she was visiting the office. (Long pause) The man in my memory seems entirely incapable of the accusations ex-employees were throwing. They left and now they’re coming back for another bite to grab cash. They spoke of abuse but they never came to me. They never went to the union. They go on national television and make up anything now that they have left. They see us sinking and want a piece of the cake. Everyone is jumping on the bandwagon to point fingers at us. We offered them an opportunity to work here in the U.K., where they make much more than they do back home in some parts of Europe. What’s so wrong with that? We arranged their visas. We gave them a flying attestation. We trained them. We offered a competitive salary. I never say it out loud but people should be a little bit grateful. What more do they want? 
IC: As a crew operation manager, did you not suspect anything when the photos were sent to everyone, including flight crews, cabin crews, operators and administrators in the base, 24 hours before KA1530?  
HD: I thought it was an email virus. I didn’t even recognise the person in the photos.
IC: So you did see them. You did open them. Earlier in the morning session, you said to us and I quote, that you didn’t “even open the photos”. Did you see the photos or did you not see the photos? 
HD: I would like to call for recess. 
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Show Support for Flight Attendant Laura Alonso’s Family
£18,167 Up Till Now
£7,000 target 
by 132 supporters

On February 15th we lost our Sky Queen Laura Alonso to a hit-and-run after duty in the Heathrow area. This page is set up in her memory and enables the many people who wish to show their love and friendship for Laura. 
Laura was the kindest, most compassionate and giving person we know. She had a big heart and led her life with grace, generosity and humility. She was committed to helping others, and her kindness was at the heart of her many charitable endeavours. 
Krone Airways and ApexCrew staff at Heathrow Base stand shoulder to shoulder with Laura Alonso’s family as they grieve for the loss of their friend, colleague and an excellent cabin crew.
Please give generously.

    It felt eerie seeing Laura’s face in the centre of the page while sitting on Laura’s bed, hugging Laura’s cushion, covering my feet with Laura’s rug. I tried to make her room feel like mine. I had printed out the photo on the front of my bed, one where I stacked all my fantasies in, but I reedited and magnified it. I placed it on the wall right above the headboard of my bed. 
    It was a different picture of Mamãe, one where she was grinning in the apron with a wooden rosary necklace. Next to her was a shiny car. I was wearing a proper two-stripe. I took Samantha’s photo from the union website online and photoshop-ed myself over her head. The photo gave me a homey feeling. The wall of the room still felt too white. 
    Hence, I printed out Larissa’s quotes and put them on the wall. I love these little posters. They were written in a lipstick-like font over the pink cloud background. They wrote ‘Grind. Hustle. Grind.” and “Queen of No Excuses”, “Career Over Love”, “Personal Growth First”.
    I hadn’t clicked on this page since Ana’s accident. I had received email notifications but I couldn’t bring myself to look at it, especially knowing it was the woman without a face who did it all – no stop, they couldn’t find the driver – It was a random driver on a random night that could happen to random anyone –
    But not going to lie; every time I reread the page, I was amazed by myself. How did I manage to write that after she spiked me? Air was sucked out of my lungs when I saw the amount we raised. ApexCrew put in £4000. I saw the list of supporters. Kenneth did it three times, once after the day I sent the link to the page to everyone, once after Ana’s preventable accident and once after Monica’s episode. Many captains I worked with gave a lot more than I had thought, especially those who were never really conversational. A couple of crew controllers put in some money. Connor put in £120. 
    That money was more than 6 months of rent. I caught myself anticipating the birth of a criminal plan. My heart twitched as I was rationalising Monica’s proposal. I did sleep on it, and it wormed into my brain and mossed. 
    Well you didn’t write down where exactly the funds would go. 
    But I told everyone it was for Laura’s family. I scrolled down and I didn’t see Monica’s name. 
    You didn’t tell Laura’s family and all things considered, you just need to keep your mouth shut from now on. 
    The packing and mailing and cleaning had cost a fortune, and none to mention the amount of effort and time I put into fending off everyone – I deserve – 
    What about Monica? She knew. She would tell someone – no, she would just be happy to see the rent covered. After all, she suggested it. After all, she wouldn’t be assigned no-pay leave if you hadn’t called her a whore. The words that slurred out of my mouth that night were horrible. I said her parents must have abandoned her because they knew they would have to raise a prostitute. But she forgave me. (Because she doesn’t remember anything you said. if she does do you think she will still be in this house with you?) So I would be a thief, a fraud, stealing money from our good-natured colleagues, and all along, I thought I was the one standing with virtue. 
    I looked at the amount again. How much could I save from the cabin crew job to get this amount? 2 years with a good roster and no food, maybe.
    You deserve it, Bea. I could feel Monica’s voice whispering to me. It was sweet and smooth and tempting like honey. You’re a magnet for tragedies. Nobody minds if you help yourself a little.  
    I would because I wasn’t raised to be a thief. This was the one thing Miguel was heavily against. The only time he sat me down at the beach, pointing a finger at me, was when he found out I had taken Cruz’s English books without asking. He told Mamãe and she hit me across the back of my head so hard I saw stars. I refused to speak for 2 days.  
    Come on, you murdered a pigeon and you cursed your friends to death. Now you wouldn’t take a little bit of that money to cover the rent. Where’s your logic?
    I could still afford the rent. 
    Not for long. Just use a little. Close the page and get the money wired to your bank. Just a little. You can give the rest to Laura’s family later. Give it to them during Christmas. You’re just delaying the gift. Her family was wealthy in Spain. Her sisters were hospital executives. They don’t need the money. You do. 
    I would just spend it on my rent. Nothing else, I told myself. Just the rent and bills (and nails and a trip back to Faro and eyelashes and a tote bag I saw from the shop – no I would not). 
    I wouldn’t tell Monica. She was still recovering from the wound. I saw her wince this morning when she was trying to bake a chocolate fudge cake. I had to take care of her. 
    One time after we did it, Matt was on the bed, his fingers tracing my bare shoulder when he asked me about the fundraising page. He said he was interested in why I would do that for Laura. I told him because she was my friend. I lied. He said I could get a job in PR or marketing or something else. I laughed. He said he was serious. I laughed and kissed him again. I couldn’t afford to think about anything else. My ego was more than bruised during the Pandemic and was barely recovering. 
    The price of the UK visa hung over my head like a dead animal. I could use Laura’s money to buy my way out – but no, I wasn’t staying because of the visa money and I knew it. I couldn’t tell if I wasn’t good enough or wasn’t courageous enough to try other jobs. I wished I could jump to something else without overthinking, but when you get to a certain age, whenever I tried looking at other positions, my lack of relevant experience made me slam the laptop shut. Just thinking about my inadequacy brought a sense of terror that tightened my airway and – 
One New Email: Senior Promotion Interview 
Dear Beatriz, 
We would like to invite you for an initial telephone interview with one of the heads of operations, Mr Danilo Rodríguez.
This is an informal discussion to evaluate your suitability for the Senior role. It also offers you an opportunity to ask any questions that you may have.
I would really appreciate it if you could confirm whether you would accept our invitation. Once you have decided to go through with it, please call me to confirm it. I can send over a calendar invite with all the details you may require.
I look forward to receiving your response.
Best regards,
Harris Duncan
Crew Operations Manager at ApexCrew


20.

    I flung the rug off my legs. I was leaping in my room with a strong flutter in my belly. I read the words over and over until I could recite the whole email. I almost saw the pictures on the wall all clapping their hands. I could almost see Larissa cheering from the laptop for me, shouting, “Girl, you did it!”
    Immediately, I closed the bedroom door and dialled Harris Duncan’s number. 
    “Hello, Harris speaking.”
    “Good morning,” I said breathlessly. “This is Beatriz.”
    “Good morning, how are you, Beatriz?”
    “I am well,” I said. “Yourself?”
    “Well, very busy if you must know. I am sure you understand the circumstances Monica put us in. No fault of hers, of course. There are a lot of things to take care of. Our client KA wants details. The last couple of months were too eventful to them. They want to be in the headlines for ‘Best Work-Life Balance Flight Management in Europe’ and not ‘Flight Attendants Complained about Being Fatigue’. They’re asking me to set up a Crew Mental Wellbeing Team – they don’t understand how we run things here. I might do one now, you know, to keep them happy. But our crews are doing exceptionally well. We’re generating much more revenue than the Scandinavian bases. I’ll spare you the boring details. How are you holding up still?”
    “I am doing really well actually,” I said. “I am calling to confirm the interview.”
    “Oh right, you could have just replied to the email.” Harris said, moving to a quieter place. “Look, I am just going to be honest. I wasn’t expecting you to want it; after all, we can both agree that you’ve been through a lot. We organise Senior interviews almost quarterly. I told Danilo it might not be the best time for you. He insisted on putting you on the list. You’ve met him, right? In Stockholm, he told me? Quite a personality.”
    “Yes,” I said. “After Ana’s accident.”
    “You’ve joined us for a short time. You’re coping with a lot of rapid changes at the moment. A lot of responsibility is on your shoulders. There is just no need to rush for a promotion. But if you insist, I will put you through.”
    “No, please.” I said in a pleading voice. “I am ready for this. I was offered a similar opportunity before the Pandemic. I don’t want to lose it again. I am ready. I have a can-do attitude. I didn’t refuse any duties when I could have.” 
    “He’ll be the one conducting the interview,” Harris said. “Are you confident this is what you want?”
    “Is there anything I can say to increase your confidence in me?”
    “I have confidence in you,” Harris said. “I don’t have confidence in Danilo. This seems very important to you.”
    “It is,” I said. My head was boiling. “I want to tell you something else.” 
    “Go on.”
    “Monica has been sending naked photos to Crew Control for better rosters,” I said hastily as a moment of corrupted passion flushed over me. Was there anything else I could spill to bring myself leverage? “I just thought you should know. You’re the base manager, after all.”
    “There is no need to slander that poor girl at this point. What happened was bad enough. Have some sympathy for her, Beatriz,” Harris said in an almost lecturing, condemning tone, as if he was disciplining me like a child that lacked manner. “How’s your annual leave request? Do you have any coming up?”
    “I was told the spring and summer slots were full the next couple of months.”
    “Where do you live in Portugal?”
    “Faro, in Algarve.”
    “Maybe you could use a holiday, you know, go see your mum and dad, spend some time away from all this mess,” Harris said. “I can pull some strings and get your next block off.”
    “But I can work!” I cried. “I am prepared for the Senior interview!”
    “I know you are, I know,” Harris said. “You can have the telephone interview after you come back. I’ll talk to Danilo. I’ll put you through on the list.”
    “Thank you. I’d love to take a holiday anyway,” I tried to recompose myself. I couldn’t kill the rage inside. After we hung up, I sat on the windowsill and lit a cigarette. I tried a breathing exercise. My excitement for the Senior Interview Invite vanished like the grey cloud of smoke I brew out. 
    I reached for another one. Within 5 minutes, I received a notification that my upcoming 5-days block was changed into annual leave (paid). I couldn’t bring myself to be grateful for a holiday I didn’t ask for. I kicked Laura’s cushion and smashed the end of the cigarette bud onto it. Colours flew in my eyes as I thought about Harris’s response about Monica. 
    Have some sympathy? Nobody on the whole base had more sympathy for her than I had. I was the first person who found her lying motionless in the bloody tub. Have some sympathy? Was I not taking care of her here, doing all the housework for the entire house so she could rest? Was I not covering the rent and the bills? 
    But why did you tell him about the naked photos? 
    Because it was the right thing to do (this was a lie). I was doing what anyone in my position would do. I was protecting the company’s reputation by exposing harmful practices. (By reporting on your friend whom you have pushed to taking her own life, who is painting her nails with white powder over her nose one floor below you right now?)
    No. I did it out of selflessness. (no, i do it because i can) I was a good employee. I reported a Crew Controller who was sending inappropriate messages to a crew member. I reported a potential bribery. I reported a misconduct that well-deserved investigation. (righteousness is my new name) They should both be sitting in front of a panel from Krone Airways and ApexCrew for a shameful trial. 
    “How does it make you feel to earn a lot more than your fellow crew members, Miss Bellini? Does earning more fill the void foster care couldn’t give you in Italy?”
    “How do you think your behaviour will affect ApexCrew moving forward, Mr Donahue?”
    How had I ‘slander that poor girl’ when I just told him the truth and gave him a glimpse into the injustice within the organisation he was running? (Injustice, yes the Injustice!) He couldn’t turn a blind eye to that even though she was on no-pay leave. How about having some sympathy for me, who worked twice as hard without extra payment day? (Injustice, yes the Injustice!) How about having some sympathy and realising that I deserve the promotion? 
    I would always feel guilty about the awful words I said to Monica, but I refused to allow myself to feel guilty over the conversation I had with Harris Duncan. I refused to feel guilty about showing him who deserved the position more. 
    I couldn’t do anything when Monica put my name on Jani’s redundancy list. I was a trusting pig for slaughter in the face of her lies and schemes and her plot to get me sacked. There was no justice for me. That laughable girl was defeated in a pile of her own hopeless tears. That girl had dragged her suitcase back to Faro in shame and self-loathing, and the only thing that girl could do was beg her dead grandpa for help in the cemetery. That girl died. I couldn’t pinpoint where and how and when, but she did. This girl would bleed for what was rightfully hers. This girl was ungodly ambitious and worshipped her own selfishness.
    I turned on Larissa’s motivational podcast about work ethics and printed out more of those pink cloud motivational posters (“Only Lazy People Call You Toxic”, “They Are Just Jealousy”, “They Judge Cause They Can’t Do It”) I put them in golden plastic frames and nailed them to the wall. The baby-pink colour added a flare of dreaminess to the room. (“Let Your Success Be Louder”, “Grind Hustle Grind”) I purchased Larissa Resende Mentorship Program, selected a time slot where she would conduct one-on-one coaching. 
    As I compared the price of flight tickets, I dyed my hair from brown to platinum blonde. I went to the beauty salon for eyelashes extensions. I ate the chocolate cake Monica baked and I put on Laura’s crop-tops as I prepared for the coaching session. For a moment, as the video call was loading on the black screen, I looked exactly like Larissa. For a moment, as I received Danilo’s calendar for interview date selection, I felt exactly like Larissa, except more powerful and more charming and intensely way more sinister. 
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News Article Abstracted from Daily on 23/12/2023

KA1530 Families Enraged by Stewardess’s Mother 
    Families of victims have criticised the mother of the stewardess for claiming that her daughter was not responsible.
    “There were 4 stewardesses on the aircraft. There was one completely new stewardess at the back with her,” her Portuguese mother, with the assistance of a Portuguese translator, said through tears during the news conference held at Heathrow Terminal 2. “Nobody knew what happened during those 2 hours. My daughter was not responsible. I am convinced there was a problem with the water in the water tank. George Hjortsberg knows my father. He will help us find the truth!” She showed a photo of Hjortsberg and her deceased father. George Hjortsberg denied knowing the grandfather of the accused stewardess. 
    “I take photos with a lot of people. I am representing an international airline,” George Hjortsberg claimed. “I have no memory of meeting her or her father.”
    Her news conference fell on the same day the family were commemorating 6 months after the death of their loved ones. 
    “She was so happy the last time I saw her when she was home.” She said. “She was so full of light and excited about life. My daughter is a very responsible and hard-working person. She would not harm anyone.”
    “Despite her grief, I imagine that she wants to promote conspiracy theories to distract the public from her daughter’s role in this massacre,” Winston Huntington, a representative lawyer for several of the victims' families, commented.

#

    It never occurred to me exactly how much time I spent in airports until I landed at Faro International Airport as a passenger with a cheap, last-minute ticket. Something about this airport and seeing the Portuguese flag everywhere in souvenir shops made it felt like an extension of my home. 
    The view of the Faro islands was impressive upon descent. Churning water below gleamed as small white houses and a majestic landscape came into view. I realised I was much more excited about this holiday than I was willing to let on. 
    When I told Monica, she was upset that I would leave her alone. She slammed the door in my face and wouldn’t come say goodbye as I left the house. I suspected maybe she had heard my conversation with Harris Duncan, but she texted me afterwards and apologised for overreacting. She said her wrist had been hurting a lot these past couple of days, and she could barely pick up anything. 
    I paid the rent when the fundraising money reached my account yesterday. I couldn’t stop staring at the screen of my phone after the money arrived. Never had I seen that amount under my name. Landing at home without tears on my face was great. But landing with a senior progression interview invitation and so much money in my bank account was strikingly better.   
    (money that I stole)
    When the aircraft door opened, late April humidity and heat swooped into the aircraft around my body like a tight embrace. I had to take my jacket off immediately. I was pleasantly surprised by the airport expansion. Despite hearing the familiar language around me, I didn’t feel like a Faro girl. On the bus ride home to the centre of Faro, I glanced in the driver’s mirror and realised I looked more like a tourist than a local. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the heat of the sun on my face. I brought some flowers from the local florist. As I dragged my suitcase upstairs to the top floor of our brown-tiled house, my back was soaked with sweat.
    The last time I was at the door of the apartment, I was biting my lips to force tears back. No, Bea, you made it. It had only been 4 months since I left, I came back an aged warrior. I stroked my smooth platinum-blonde hair before ringing the doorbell. I rang again before hearing slow footsteps. 
    Opening the door with an annoyed face, Mamãe said in Portuguese, “who – who is this?”
    “Mamãe!” 
    It took her a moment to recognise me, and when she did, she exclaimed and covered her face with her hand. 
    “How are you here?”
    “Mamãe,” I said before pulling her into a hug that crushed the flower in my hand. She was much shorter than me. There were more grey bits fraying over her forehead than the last time I saw her. The lines over her forehead were much deeper, but so was her smile. 
    “How long are you staying here, my baby?”
    “I got annual leave, and I am staying for 4 nights,” I said. She helped me bring the luggage in. Looking around the small flat, it was exactly the way I remembered it. Mouldy white wall with brown dome-shaped door frames. The orange tiles and small, simple furniture. One fan in the living room and another in the kitchen and the bedroom. 
    Sardine pâté and bread was on the table in front of the television. Photos of little Bea and Miguel lined the walls. All were taken into Miguel’s house before he passed. Mamãe sold his house afterwards, and the money allowed her to work a little less. 
    “Are you hungry? Why didn’t you tell me before you came?” She asked, kissing my forehead. “What did you do to your hair? It looks beautiful. Oh, baby, you look so beautiful now. You look like a princess. You should have told me so I can prepare your room.” 
    “I thought I could surprise you,” I said. I put her sardine into the fridge. “Let me take you out for dinner, Mamãe. No, please.”
    I took her to a stylish restaurant in the centre of the city. I ordered plenty and took the menu away from Mamãe’s hand before she could say it was too much food for the two of us. We ordered cocktails and wines and I told her about the job. I told her about all these countries I visited and how much I loved being back in the cabin as I was breaking the bread. She asked me about my flatmates. 
    “They’re great. Monica has picked up baking. I am gaining so much weight! She is getting better at it, though. Her first couple of cakes were disastrous! They were so soggy. The kitchen is always a mess after she tries her new recipe.” I said, gulping the wine from my glass and, without tasting it, ordered another bottle. “Everyone is doing really well. I got a Senior progression interview invitation.”
    Mamãe covered her mouth again and her eyes were wide. I caught the wine glass before it fell onto the table. We both burst out laughing. She told me about the neighbours and a couple of my old friends, how one of them became an automobile dealer. She complained about our stupid car that kept breaking down. She said I should catch up with Cruz. 
    I agreed to go to Mass with her tomorrow morning. We ordered various desserts in the flickering candlelight in the dark restaurant. Seeing how Mamãe frowned with pleasure as the sweetness dissolved in her mouth, I confirmed it was worth it to take Laura’s fundraising money – money that I made from the page that I wrote.
    On our way home, I received a friend request from Connor Donahue. Mamãe and I walked around until the sugar started to kick in. I told her I wanted to go to the beach with her later. I texted Cruz that I was in Faro. I asked if he wanted to go for a walk after Mass. I was thrilled when he texted back. I went through the cupboard in my bedroom and I wished I brought more of Laura’s clothes with me. Mamãe gave me a kiss on the forehead and went to bed with her rosary necklace. It was too much wine for her tonight. 
    As I sat in the living room with the low humming of the fan, faintly hearing hymns playing from Mamãe’s room, I picked up the photos on the shelves. In most of the photos, we were grinning on the beach or at the harbour. There was one in the corner of Miguel and a blonde man who highly resembled a face I saw in the company newsletter. My favourite one was the toddler me sitting on grandpa’s lap and he was holding my hands up while kissing my cheek. His stubble always sent me into a spiral of unstoppable giggles. It was taken at his house, in the room where he performed his rituals. Something caught my eye that never did before. There was a shape in the top-right corner. It was a decoration on the wall. Like a dreamcatcher or a fan. 
    But it wasn’t. 
    It was a girl. 
    Despite the blurriness and the fading colour, you could make out the features of a high forehead and pearl earrings and a scarf, and I knew her face, or rather, her lack of a face.
    I shoved the photo back and dashed into Mamãe’s room. I phoned Monica to ask if she was alright. She said yes in the sleepiest voice. I told Mamãe I wanted to sleep there, and as she caressed my hair, all I could think about was if that woman had known me before I killed the pigeon, if that woman had preyed on me for a long time. 
    It was difficult to keep my eyes open during Mass and the Father’s humourless jokes didn’t help. Mamãe reserved the front-row seats for us and I felt too impolite to glance back and search for Cruz. I was lying between waking and a dream-like state last night. I saw the woman without a face pacing back and fro outside our house in Hounslow in her heels, holding a fishing line. I was yelling, asking Monica not to come down. 
    After Mamãe woke me up this morning, it took me a moment to register the fact that this was home, not some random airport hotel. I went to the photo frames cupboard. The one I saw last night was gone. I asked Mamãe. She said she’d never seen the photo I talked about. 
    “But it was right there! It was taken at Grandpa’s house!” I screamed at her. “I swear I put it down!”
    “Are you alright, Bea?” Mamãe said, her hand clutching the rosary on her chest. 
    “Yes, sorry,” I said. “I didn’t sleep well. I wanted to ask you about something else. How did he know this man?” I pointed at the blonde man in one of the photos. 
    “Oh, this man?” Mamãe said, picking up the photo. “He used to come to papai’s house a lot, bringing a lot of cash with him. Big money man. You were too little to remember him. When his son went missing at one of the beaches, even the Coast Guard came to help with their patrol ships. I took you to see them at the harbour. Poor man. His wife fainted at the beach when they found his body. He was so young! He never came again after his son passed.”
    “I don’t remember that. What was he doing with granddad?”
    “Business with papai. Papai always said he would reap what he sowed,” Mamãe said. 
    “He’s the CEO of the airline I am working for,” I said. 
    “Really?” Mamãe said, “This man always said his company would be the most famous in his industry in 20 years.”
    “We’re not very famous. We’re not even 5-star.” I said. “But who knows? Maybe we will be.”


22.

    Outside the chapel, Mamãe was introducing me to every single person passed by, her shawl around her tiny body. The small talks were exhausting me. She waved at a family behind us. She tugged my sleeve and pointed. Cruz grinned and waved with his daughter in his arm. 
    My heart pounded in a way it never did for Matt as the family of three approached. I straightened my dress and frantically combed my hair with my fingers. As he walked closer, I was taken aback by how much more attractive he had become. His features matured in a flattering way with a light beard and tanned skin. We made light conversation. I couldn’t tear my gaze from him until he introduced me to his wife, Daniela, and their daughter Carla. I asked Mamãe to take Carla and Daniela to get some ice cream. Cruz and I went for a quick walk. 
    “Don’t steal my husband,” Daniela said jokingly, and my Mamãe laughed. I realised she meant it as she glared at me for a second. She kissed Cruz on the mouth next to me, and made Carla kiss Cruz’s cheek, excessively tidying Carla’s backpack before waving us bye. Daniela glanced back a couple of times as they walked to the ice cream shop. Carla was suffering from chronic pulmonary disease that required her to carry a portable oxygen bottle everywhere, hence the tube under her nose. 
    “I always see these things on television,” Cruz said as we approached the harbour. Seagulls were soaring noisily above our heads. “I never thought it would happen to my own. But she made it easy. She is so easy to love. Even as a baby, she never cried like others. She just endures. One test, then another. She is strong like her Mamãe.”
    “She sounds wonderful,” I said. Bitterness consumed my heart. “I didn’t know you got married. You never invited me to the wedding.”
    “We had a small wedding. Family only.” Cruz shrugged. There was an unspoken awkwardness between us. “Daniela likes simple things.” 
    It pricked me. 
    It hurt because he was implying – no, telling me – that he remembered I didn’t. 
    That was what I said to him when we broke up. I told him I needed more. At the time, I meant adventure, but he thought I meant dollars. Maybe I did, I couldn’t tell any more. Maybe they were the same thing to me. Maybe Beatriz just could never settle for something simple. Maybe Beatriz was cursed from birth.
    “That’s good. How did you meet?” I said, combing my hair, hoping he would verbally acknowledge the different colour. 
    “The nursery she was working for was hosting an event in Lisbon,” Cruz said. “She loves kids. She has so much patience.”
    “In Hilton, where you worked, right?” 
    “Yeah.”
    “You really ended up at Hilton. That’s what you said when we were kids,” I said. “When we were fighting over the tips, do you remember?”
    “We both ended up doing what we said we would,” Cruz said. There was an unrecognisable coldness and finality in his voice. 
    No, I said I would marry you. Now I married Heathrow and my job is my husband and the bank account is my mistress. Take me back Cruz. Please stop talking about Daniela. Ask about the places I have been. Ask about the bonus I made. Ask about my job. Ask about my senior promotion. Ask about my life in London. Ask if I would get my two-stripes. Ask if you could visit me. Ask if I want to get dinner tomorrow night. Ask if I have ever stopped thinking about you. Ask if I am happy. 
    But he didn’t. 
    We just walked along this coastline as we had done hundreds of times in our youth, listening to the waves and electric scooters passing around us in the heat. I was angry that we were not speaking to each other as passionately as we did when we were kids. We were not arguing over music or movies and we were not laughing at stupid tourists. 
    No, he passed that stage. No, this man next to me was as much of a foreigner as anyone in the street now. He was at this stage of life that he wanted to talk about which school to send Carla to or which medical insurance was more cost efficient. He wanted to talk about the possibility of having another one. He wanted to talk about where to take his family for the holiday. 
    “I always wanted more too, even though you didn’t think I did. But more, I meant a family. Kids with our faces,” Cruz said after talking about Carla’s school. “After working in Lisbon for a couple of years, this climb just isn’t something I want anymore. I don’t want to get sucked into someone else’s business. Why die for someone’s money when I could have just spent the same attention on something that’s truly mine? My family. My health. My friends. When the Pandemic happened, I was quite happy. It helped me make the decision to move back. I didn’t think Daniela would agree, but she did. She’s wonderful. She is so adaptable.”
    “So am I! I am adaptable as fuck! You won’t believe the situations I have dealt with! The medical emergencies! The diversions! I am adaptable in my job! I had to go with a minimum crew one time and my sales topped everyone. Everyone! I am adaptable, more than she is! I make good money now. I make more than she had in Lisbon for sure!” I spat out. “I meant, no, no, that was rude. I just think Faro is a great place to raise a kid.”
    “You were rude,” Cruz said defensively. “Now that we’ve moved back here, she is teaching part-time. We’re not making London money true, but it was good. She doesn’t work a lot so she can really take care of Carla. They go to the farm and Daniela’s dad has a boat. It’s good to have simple days after the craziness in Lisbon. One of the guys I used to work with phoned me yesterday. They’re opening a Hilton here, just down the road next to the market. They’re asking if I was interested to help out.”
    “They’ll be lucky to have you,” I said. Kids with our faces. Kids with our faces. 
    “Told them I will think about it,” Cruz said, did his indifferent shrug again. Kids with our faces.
    “Will you think about visiting me?” 
    “It’ll be hard to bring the whole family over – ”
    “You can do a solo trip. Just you.” 
    “ – Daniela always wants to visit Spain first. One of her cousins lives here. Maybe we’ll plan a short holiday first.” Cruz said. He stepped further away as the back of our hands brushed. 
    A dark feeling loomed over, saying this would be the last time we had this walk together. Not only that, this dark feeling persisted. It was as if I were saying goodbye forever to Faro, to this coast. Cruz’ phone rang before we even reached half of the coastline 
    “It’s Daniela,” he said after he hung up. “Carla wants to go home. She’s tired. Your mum feeds her so many sweets.”
    I nodded. On the way back, Cruz told me about how difficult it was for Daniela to quit her nursery job in Lisbon. They were paying her well and they were making her one of the headteachers. I saw Daniela and Carla from a distance and before Carla’s wobbly legs could reach Cruz’ arms, he turned to me and said,
    “I just don’t think we would have worked anyway. We always wanted different things.” He crouched down to pick her up. “Hi, my love, how was the ice cream?”
    Something urged me to say goodbye to him properly. I opened my mouth but how to say goodbye to a person you would always love? Daniela pointed at her watch and I watched them preparing to slip away. When they were distracted by my mother’s light conversation, I put all the cash I had into Carla’s little backpack. 
    Cruz hugged me lightly with as little physical touch as possible. That was our long-awaited goodbye. I watched the three of them walk back in the afternoon sun hand in hand. I watched the Kids With Our Faces blaze up as a sacrificial offering on the altar. Their wails among the crackling of the burning bush as their fat greased the lips of the Trickster God of the British Aviation Dream. I only moved when Mamãe nudged me.
    Later, on my own, I went to the hair salon that had always been too expensive for me, and dyed my hair even blonder. When the bleach stung my eyes, I let the tears fall without stopping them. I said it was a serious eye allergy. 
    I wandered through the chatty, crowded streets that I grew up in. I saw my young self, going through book shops, reading all the English books I could find. I saw myself going through the city trying to find the most affordable formal clothes for the cabin crew interview. I saw Cruz still arguing with his hands in the air, trying to convince me to stay the day I was leaving for Gatwick. I saw myself drunk in the same streets after the 8th job rejection during the Pandemic. 
    I went to the cemetery, and sat on the farthest bench. I thought about Cruz’s words. I thought about the night we broke up when I was 20 years old, on the same deck and how I told him I wanted an adventure more than I wanted him. My adventure had given me scars that Cruz never would have. 
    Now I was older, alone, coming back home as a stranger. What had I gained in the last couple of years? Friends who were so willing to betray me? A job where I was easily replaceable? Was it worth it? It was until the Pandemic. Before the Pandemic, I still had hope that I would come back to Faro as a whole person, not pieces to be put back together. 
    Would I have been happier if I had stayed here with Cruz? Perhaps I could have worked for a local airline here, or a hotel. Why did I leave? I couldn’t even remember the reason I had showed up at the cabin crew interview day with the price tag of the blazer itching my neck. What was so important about seeing the world, a world that could never love me back except when it was handing me rubbish and screaming at me about its delays? 
    Perhaps if I kept grinding and climbing, after reaching the top I would see why. The only way forward now was up, because there was nothing left for me below. I thought about how Cruz came home to Daniela and Carla. I supposed when you had nothing and no one to come home to, the only thing you could do was keep grinding – these two words lost their magical, motivating appeal and felt more like a trap and a curse now.  
    I took out my phone and accepted Connor’s friend request. I checked the bank account again and made some phone calls. 
    On the fourth day, after enjoying Mamãe’s fish stew on the small rooftop over the brown tiles (“Mamãe, this is the best thing I’ve ever had! Why doesn’t mine taste the same?”), I took her to a car dealer, who used to be my classmate in high school. Fernando found us a used 1996 Mercedes Benz C-Class that was still in perfect condition. It just came in last week, he told me. It was manual and not have a lot of mileage. He offered to film it when I gifted it to Mamãe with the fully paid receipt. 
    When I handed her the car key and Fernando was grinning and filming in the background, she broke down in tears on her knees. One of the staff flipped the sign to CLOSED to give us some privacy. Her bony body was jerking as she was mumbling thanks to God non-stop, her shaky hands clutching the rosary on her chest. Her knees were often in pain, so it took a couple of minutes for Fernando to help her into a chair. It was my first time watching this woman, who used to tower over me and called me greedy, to be in such a state of incredible fragility. 
    We drove around Faro, and went to the Cathedral so she could give her thanks to God one more time. I lit one of the white candles. Save Monica, I thought under the saint’s open arms, Save Monica from whatever terror that is going to happen. We went to the beach and had a meal at one of those restaurants with live singing. Mamãe was clapping and cheered as the singer did the last Elvis spin. During the break, we watched the video Fernando took. 
    “Don’t show me again,” Mamãe said, face flushed. “I looked so horrible.”
    I laughed. “No, you don’t. You look beautiful Mamãe.”
    “It’s good that you have a camera and videos and these sorts of things now,” Mamãe said, taking a spoonful of the sundae. “We didn’t have anything like that back then. We had a VCR. Take more videos at work and send them to me.” 
    “Have you got any video of grandpa?” I asked, not looking at her. 
    “Some,” Mamãe said. “Why do you ask?”
    “I was just thinking about him. He was a very interesting man.”
    “A very dangerous man who studied things he shouldn’t,” Mamãe said. “And he paid for it. Painfully. He was making all this big money off those miserable women, causing all kinds of strife and hatred and anger. The women he helped needed doctor’s help, and he knew that but he was using them.”
    “He always gave us money,” I said. 
    “I’d rather he gave us less and lived a little longer,” Mamãe said. “After I became pregnant and came back to Faro, I told him Richard didn’t want it.”
    “His name is Richard?” I said. “You never talked about him.”
    “There is nothing to talk about.”
    “Could have answered some of my questions growing up.”
    “You grew up just fine,” Mamãe said. “Richard had a wife, but I only found out after you were born. We didn’t have the internet. Papai was in a terrible rage. He asked me for his full name and if I had any of his personal items. I gave Papai his watch. That night, a dozen of our rabbits – we had so many rabbits when I was a girl – were gone.
    “The next day, I found Papai bagging them, all those little bunny babies slit from the middle into disposal. It was a horrifying sight. A couple of years later, when my friends from the U.K. came to visit, they told me Richard had died. 
    “It was a bizarre death, they told me. He gorged his own eyes out with fishhooks before hanging himself. I couldn’t prove it but I knew Papai had something to do with it. I never asked him because I wanted to stay away from all that mess.” 
    “What did you mean when you said he paid for it?”
    “You were still quite young when he was deteriorating. It was rapid,” Mamãe said. “Three days he was gone. I didn’t know why he was sick. He had a burning fever for two days. No hospital, he said. It was like he was speaking to someone else. I didn’t understand, so I took a video. I was going to show it to the doctor, but he passed before I could do it. He kept calling you a cup in the clouds.”
    “Strange. Do you have the video?”
    The singer was returning, preparing his guitar on the mini stage in the front.
    “It was on my old phone. It’s not how I want you to remember him,” Mamãe said. “He asked for the Father right before he passed. He made confessions of an hour.”
    I tipped the restaurant manager when I was on my way to the bathroom, and the bar singer spent the afternoon playing all of Mamãe favourite songs, inviting her to dance and gently spinning her around in the middle of the dance floor where others cheered. I watched the afternoon sunlight on her face, where the lines disappeared and a girlish, youthful glow took over. 
    When we went home, not hungry at all, Mamãe insisted on cooking another fish stew. While the sound of chopping was loud in the kitchen, I went to her room and took out the box where she put her old phones. I recharged them and went through the albums in the dark until I found a blurry video with Miguel in it. I sent it to my email box before putting everything back clumsily. 
    Connor sent me a message while we were watching television. 
    “Hi, Beatriz. How are you?” with blushing emoji. 
    I typed and stopped. It occurred to me that I didn’t need to do this. I had enough money in the bank for at least a couple of months even without a good roster. 
    A beast-like thing infantilised in my mind. It occurred to me that I wasn’t texting him because I needed to make more money. He likes you, Monica told me. I clicked on his profile photo. He was wearing a pair of sunglasses at a cricket game, his daughter on his lap. Could he help me with the Senior promotion? 
    I decided not to reply. Instead, I changed my profile photo to a more promiscuous one, in Laura’s low crop top and my straight platinum blonde hair falling behind my back. My skin was a golden tan with the filter. 
    As I dozed off looking at my phone after dinner, I was making a lazy stroll on the coast with Cruz in the fuzzy orange sunset. It had to be a dream because Cruz and I were each holding one of Carla’s hands as she threw her head back with a carefree giggle. 
    We stopped to feed the seagulls and Carla stumbled backward and cried as one of those beaks almost got her little fingers. No, mummy will kick it away, nothing hurts my baby girl, I said to her. Next to us was a car. It was Monica’s. I couldn’t tell you how I knew, but I did, because it was my dream. A woman was sitting behind the wheel. I couldn’t see her face but I knew she didn’t have one. Terror struck my spine. I picked up Carla and covered her eyes with my palm. I yelled at Cruz who walked forward like he was pulled by a string.
    “No, stop! Cruz, wake up!” 
    Next to the woman was a man whose eyes were forced open by fishhooks (Papai?). The engine roared to life and they hit Cruz with a BAM. I wanted to run to help, but Carla was grabbing my sleeves in a tight grip. They rolled the car over him again. 
    “Stop it!” I screamed as Carla started to cry next to me. Her tears burnt my neck like acid. Don’t cry baby, I will save Daddy, I mumbled. 
    The woman’s hands were on the driving wheel, and there was a tag on her wrist, exactly like the one I pulled out of my vagina. On the tag, it wrote, KA1530, 87 decease, cause of death: homicide, Perpetrator: Monica Bellini. The engine roared to life again and she rolled the car over Cruz’s body again and again and his face became Laura’s and hers became a mash of blood and soggy pink flesh. 
    When I woke up panting, Mamãe was in the kitchen making breakfast. I smelled scrambled eggs, coffee and papo-seco. I also smelled a scent of death as the fragments of the vivid dream flashed through my mind. KA1530 was one of my regular flights from Copenhagen to Heathrow. No, I just missed Cruz. I just missed work.
    “They’re going to pay,” I remembered Monica say. 
    Stop. Just stop, Bea. I am just tired (of what? living? working? flying? hating your job and pretending you don’t? smiling when you want to just open the aircraft door mid-flight?) stop, please, stop.
    Mamãe drove me to the airport in the new car. I smiled as she was complimenting the wheel and the seats and the engine like she was advertising it on national television. She held me tight until the last minute, blowing me kisses with her hand as I approached the security. As I turned to queue, with each step I took, Mamãe looked smaller and smaller than ever. I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a final goodbye that was pronounced too soon. I wasn’t ready –   
    “Madame, phone, iPad, laptop in the tray, please. Jacket off as well.”




III. 
The Madness
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Abstract from KA1530 Independent Investigation Committee Transcript – Interview with former ApexCrew Head of Operation Danilo Rodríguez
Departing From Copenhagen Airport, Kastrup : Arrival at Heathrow International Airport 
Airbus A320-211, operated by Krone Airways, Crew serviced by ApexCrew
IC: Investigation Committee         
DR: Danilo Rodríguez
…
DR: Well, he lied then. You’ve been conducting these interviews long enough, so you should know it’s not his first. 
IC: Could you tell us, from your perspective, why did you put her on the Senior progression list?
DR: Let me repeat, I did not, and I did not think it was a good idea. In this position, you’d think I know everything about each of the cabin crew. I don’t. The information I get comes from the Senior assessments and base managers. I rarely ever care enough to know what sort of people they’re hiring as long as we’re full crew and ready to take off. I got hundreds of other things to look at every day. The pilot union was looking to submit a new pay proposal after Samantha submitted theirs. The turnover rate was higher than ever. We were cancelling flights because we were running out of crew and captains. The Krone mainline crew said our crews were too desperate for sales and it poorly reflects their image as a company. Hello, where you think the revenue is coming from? Our crew said they only spoke Scandinavian at work and make them feel excluded. I am putting out one fire and then another every day.  
IC: Why did you do it this time?
DR: With so many accidents lately, Krone Airways, our client, wants better quality control. George Hjortsberg said he’d like me to personally follow up with the next batch of interviews to oversee how things were run. He always said KA would be the most famous airline in Europe in 2023. Guess he was right. He has been saying this in this almost religiously for the last 20 years. I am guessing that the Spanish girl accident was drawing too much public attention, especially with that anonymous tip to the newspaper. There was too much speculation in Sweden and Denmark. Mental health is a big thing in their country. Our contract with them was finalised for renewal in August the same year, so for those last couple of months, we had to get our shit together more than ever. Hjortsberg did mention he was looking at other crewing services, said he wanted to keep his options open. So, I had to squeeze out some of my firefighting time to do it. Now, Harris has his way of making people work. I asked him for a list of potential candidates. He sent the list over. Beatriz was on the list. I emailed him to ask if he was sure. Naturally, I thought it was a mistake. He said he would give me a call. I guess he didn’t want it on any official record. 
IC: What did you discuss?
DR: That I don’t think we should invite Beatriz for the interview. I am the one conducting them and I know there is no way I would pass her. Maybe in the future, one or two years if she is still there. But no way at that time. I didn’t see the point of wasting my time and giving her false hope. Harris Duncan wanted to put her through because our statistics tell us that if you put a high sales achiever as a Senior, the whole team ends up making 12.6% more sales than our regular ones. So that told me that he wasn’t looking for people who have high safety awareness, who can handle emergencies, who are a communicative leaders and can lead new joiners. He’s looking for hot girls who can make money fast. Now, I have interviewed enough people to see the work they put in preparing for the progression interview. I don’t like to waste people’s time. I hope you feel the same way. Please think before you ask me the next question. We’ve been doing this for hours. 
IC: How was the interview with Beatriz at the time?
DR: It was good. She just came back from annual leave. She was thoroughly prepared. I almost asked her if she was reading out answers from a piece of paper. She thought through and planned out each of the question and answer. We talked about weaknesses and strengths. She was saying the usual big words like leadership, responsibility and common sense. She asked me to give her some feedback if I decided to reject her. I told her I wouldn’t have time. 
IC: Why did you fail her?
DR: Given her circumstances at the time, I planned to fail her anyway. On the other hand, purely from interview performance, she was taking the job too personally. Too serious. In some cases, it’s good. Of course, as a company, you want a committed loyal Senior, preferably someone who hasn’t got a lot of other options so we can keep the turnover rate low. But not ride or die. She was there for less than 6 months. The intensity wasn’t making any sense; perhaps she was still grieving for her friends. When I asked her if there was anything else she wanted to add, she said getting the Senior position here was the only thing she wanted in life, nothing else. She said, and I would like to emphasis, she said in life. That was ride or die. 
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Dear Beatriz,
I would like to take this moment to thank you for taking the time recently to speak to us regarding the Senior progression opportunity. I thoroughly enjoyed speaking with you. 
Whilst I was very impressed with your skill sets, after the assessing team discussed each aspect, we were faced with a difficult decision. I regret to inform you that there were other candidates who are more suitable for the position and we are not able to invite you to the next stage of the progression assessment. 
Whilst I wish I could give feedback individually, we are unfortunately unable to at this time. 
Thank you again for your interest in the Senior position. We hope to see you again next time. Happy flying.
Sincerely, 
Danilo Rodríguez

    “Boarding completed,” I heard the announcement. 
    I knew I had to close the aircraft door, but I was paralysed on the jump seat. The sun was setting below the horizon. I heard the ground staff retrieving the directional line and preparing to tow the stairs. It was our third sector of the day, a light-loaded flight from Arlanda to Gdansk. It was supposed to be quick and easy. Tina was the Senior today. She invited me to dinner after we landed. Sandie said something to me. She locked my lavatories, and went ahead, dragged the aircraft door in and pulled down the lever to shut it. From the speakers, Kenneth was making his announcements. A couple of the passengers chuckled at something funny he said. 
    “She said arm the door, Bea!” 
    “What?”
    “Never mind,” Sandie said. She armed her door, walked past me and armed mine.
    “What are you doing? Don’t touch it,” I spat at her. “I could do it. Did I say I didn’t want to do it? What’s wrong with you? Why are you so nosy? I was just taking a moment – don’t touch my door again.”
    “Just trying to be helpful,” Sandie said. She passed me the safety demo bag. 
    “Just mind your fucking business,” I snarled at her before leaving the galley. A couple of passengers goggled at me. I laid the deflated life vest over the back of the chair and strengthened the demo seat belt. I regret to inform you that – Tina was speaking too fast – my thoughts swirled like hurricanes. I didn’t have time to pick up the safety card – who are more suitable for the position – I missed the part where I should point at the nearest emergency exits and I misplaced the oxygen mask – we are not able to invite you to the next stage –  I walked down the aisle to secure the cabin. 
    “Tray table up please,” I said. “Thank you. Sir, please unplug the charger, we’re about to take off. No, I’m afraid I have to put this bag into the overhead compartment.”
    (there were other candidates who are more suitable for the position)
    Who? Who had prepared for the interview better than me? Who had researched each of the potential questions? It didn’t matter. I tried my best, I could try again next – IT DID MATTER! 
    “Madam, window blind up please, thank you. Hi, no, I am afraid not. The child needs to have his seatbelt on.” 
    Was that why Tina wanted to invite me for dinner? To see if I got the job? To see if I was good enough for the job? Why didn’t Danilo pass me? When he asked about my strengths, I did stutter. 
    “I am afraid not. He’s older than 2, so he can’t sit on your laps,” I said. “I am so sorry about that, but please help him put the seat belt on.”
    No, Bea, look at this factually. It wasn’t about whether they wanted me. I joined in January. It was May now. I hadn’t passed the probation – I must have been doing quite well for them to even consider me for the interview. I should be grateful. You should be grateful to have your job back – I remembered they said during the training.
    “Please hurry. No, he can’t be on the floor now. Please hurry,” I said.
    Naturally, they had other candidates who had been with the company longer. Naturally, they wanted other candidates who had passed their probation. I should appreciate the opportunity to speak with Danilo. I left a good impression for the next promotion, I hoped. It would come across as a little bit too ambitious to bargain for a promotion so soon – too aggressive – 
    “Would you just put his fucking seatbelt on?” I screamed at the mother on the last row. 
    The flight took off and descended in no time. The words of the email were still swimming freestyle in my mind. The child’s mother asked for my name, saying she would report to the company. 
    “Monica Bellini,” I told her. “Staff number 80023.” 
    In the taxi to the hotel, they were talking about the union’s latest announcement, about the summer bonus scheme and pay rise proposal. 
    “Apparently, they’re outsourcing even more routes to us from Krone,” Zander, the helpful, chatty crew member I worked with for the first time today, said. “Did you attend the last union meeting? The company will agree to the Senior pay raise. No offence, Tina, I am happy you’re getting a better salary –”
    “None taken,” Tina said, putting her hands up. “I never agreed with it to start with. When I voiced out on the union page, they deleted my comment. It’s not fair to you guys. They said it was a 20% increase, right? My friends from other companies were shocked to hear it. They were saying what a good union we have. But they took 15% during the pandemic – so the reality was only about 3 or 4% for you guys after tax.” 
    “What are they taking away?” Sandie asked. “Samantha said they’d have to take away something.”
    “Breakfast, crew food on board and they’re giving cleaning to us.”
    “No way!”
    “Seriously?”
    “They can’t do that!”
    “I was speechless when they said that. I was like, the audacity of that woman actually listing them out on the PowerPoint.”
    “Everyone on the video meeting looked mortified. They said they would give us a mini-hoover if we wanted.”
    “What do you mean?” I said. “Like we can’t have breakfast at the hotel?”
    “No, we have to pay for it starting in June. They give us a discount rate, like the room service dinner we have now,” Zander said. “During the meeting, Danilo said it was the only way the company could move forward financially to recover from Covid. That’s what they say about everything now, to recover from Covid. That’s a lot of shit. They’re starting the cabin cleaning trial in June of all time, where kids have chips and jellybeans and all kinds of shit over the floor. Just ApexCrew though, not Krone mainline crew. It’s just ridiculous. We’re doing 100% the same job with completely different welfare packages. They will probably make sure there is one ApexCrew on each of the flights then, so we will clean up everything! I can’t even imagine how tired I would be. I can’t remember the last time I was not on minimum rest. “
    “Have they seen the aircraft after Alicante or Barcelona?”
    “That’s the only time we get to sit down and have a cup of tea. That was the only time I could have lunch without someone ordering something.”
    “Well, you won’t have lunch on board to worry about,” Zander said.
    “They said we could call for a cleaner on Senior’s request.”
    “I’ll request it every flight then,” Tina said. “If they make me do the cleaning, I will do it. I will just do it extremely slowly. The flight will be delayed because the cabin crew has to clean the cabin. I will pick up the rubbish one by one. 15 minutes for one row.”
    I laughed. I saw Kenneth smirking in the rearview mirror from the front seat.  
    “If it comes through, I am going to quit,” Zander said. “I have been here a year now. All I see is my flight hours getting less, the benefits being taken away and I am not making enough to do this job without the free breakfast.”
    “Join the queue,” Sandie said as we pulled our luggage into the hotel. We agreed to meet here in an hour and made our way to the Italian restaurant together. In the corridor, before Sandie turned, I grabbed her arm.
    “Sandie, I am so sorry about just now,” I said. “I didn’t mean to be rude during the flight.”
    “It’s okay,” Sandie said, she squeezed my hand. “I understand. You’ve been through a lot. The fact that they’re putting you back to work already is breaking my heart. How could they? I can’t imagine what I’d do if it were me.” 
    “I am fine. But thank you.” I said coolly. “I’d just like to say sorry. I had a lot on my mind during the flight. I just got an email from Danilo. I wasn’t selected for the next stage of the senior interview.”
    “Oh, I am so sorry to hear that,” Sandie said. “But I am sure you’ll get a chance. I am pretty sure many people would leave after they add the cabin cleaning. When I came back to flying, I knew they would cut something. But this is too much. I don’t even want a pay rise. I just want a little more rest. They offered me the Senior progression interview, but I am thinking about leaving. With the attestation, I am applying for another airline.”
    “Really?”
    “Yes. I have saved up to pay back the Visa fee,” Sandie said. “I am getting married at the end of this year. I want stability. I want an airline that pays better, that has a higher basic so I am not relying on the layovers or sales. You should think about it too. And Bea, if you need to speak to someone, you can know you can speak to me, right?”
    “It’s funny you said that,” I said. “Maria said the same thing to me too. Why does everyone seem to think I can’t handle it?”
    “No, of course you can handle it.” Sandie said and paused. “I think people just care about you. I mean, what happened to Monica is just…” Sandie said. “Anyway, Harris Duncan sent an email, so let’s not talk about it. I will see you in the lobby later. You’ll love that restaurant.” 
    It was quite rare that we were put in a city hotel instead of the cheapest one they could find next to the airport. The city of Gdansk was breath-taking at night. We walked along the waterfront, where lights reflected on the dark surface of the water. We saw St. Mary’s Basilica, the red-bricked Roman cathedral that I knew Mamãe would love to visit. We took many photos at the Golden Gate as we entered the famous Ulica Długa (The Long Street). We didn’t wander long before heading back to the hotel. On the way back, Zander was giving us more information about the quarterly bonus scheme. 
    “I hope they don’t cancel it last minute,” Zander said. “You remember Blue Jay Airways?”
    “Yes,” Tina said. “They expanded really quickly, didn’t they?”
    “Died really quickly too,” Zander said. “They outsourced their crewing service to ApexCrew. My friend worked there. They made all these promises of a quarterly bonus scheme and right before they’re rounding up the numbers, they cancelled it. They gave everyone a hundred pounds and called it off.”
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    After a shower, I saw Matt text me. He asked if I was in Stockholm. I told him I was supposed to be, that I had a last-minute change.
    “We just can’t plan anything around here haha. I was looking forward to seeing you,” he texted. I wasn’t, not as much as before, anyway. His constant check-ins was weary and unattractive at this point, the frequent “are you alright?” and “you can talk to me” and “I am here for you” were sickening. I had nothing to tell him – oh yes I did: Hey Matt, you know when I am touching myself these days, I can only think about the married man I love in Faro. 
    I had made a mental note to request another annual leave. I planned to go home to see Cruz in September. I could bring Carla some toys from here. I would show him that I was better. I would take Carla to a restaurant she had never been to, ask the staff for a toddler chair, wiping her lips as sauce flew on her face. I would buy her a pretty dress. I would teach her how to stick eyelashes and look beautiful despite the tube under her nose. Daniela would stand sour and learn. I had more curves than she did. I had a slimmer waist than she did. I had smoother thighs than she did. And it was sad that it wasn’t fair, and it was even sadder to acknowledge that, deep down, despite all that, Cruz chose her. 
    Matt wanted a video call, so I showed him the view of the old town from my massive window. He said he really liked my new hair colour. We chatted for a bit before he fell asleep on the call. He had an early report today. I heard him snore in the dark over the phone. It was comforting in the dim light. I hung up the call only when he turned around and his hair covered the camera.
    I swallowed one of Monica’s sleeping pills. We had ordered slightly too much food at the restaurant just now. My stomach was bloated. I stacked a couple more pillows against the headboard. I browsed through the photos with Mamãe in Faro until I stopped at the video of Miguel. I was quite sure that being in the hotel room alone wasn’t an optimal time to watch it but I pressed PLAY anyway. 
    It was nighttime in his room. Mamãe turned on the light. There were deep hollows on Miguel’s cheeks. He lost a lot of hair, balding from the middle. He lost enough weight to look like a deflated balloon with saggy skin. He was arguing in thick Portuguese. 
    “No, you take me. Not her. Why do you want her?”
    Terror, the same terror that I encountered at the abandoned supermarket, sent cold sweat over my back. Mamãe moved the phone. No one was in front of Miguel. No one except the blanket that was slightly old and slightly wrinkled and slightly subsided into a bowl-like shape, like something was sitting– 
    “George, you leave her out of it. I don’t want your money! I have done what you asked! George, you gave me the boy! You asked for this! The boy was screaming for you in the water! How could a father do that?” He said, pointing his finger at the wall. He started shoving his hands like he was trying to hit someone.
    “Papai! You’ll hurt yourself! Stop!” 
    “No, don’t take her. Take me today. Take me tonight. Don’t make her the Vessel – we’ll undo this. Don’t make her Your Bride. She will release them in the sky. She will drink the wine You brewed for her. She will be pouring out Death. Her cup overflows – She is the Unholy Grail in the Clouds!” 
    There was the coo-coo sound of a night owl in the video.
    “No! The crow! No, don’t choose her!” Miguel shrieked. He covered his head with both of his hands and curled up his legs, hugging his knees like a child. “She is coming for her. She is coming for my Princess. Run Beatriz. Run Bea.”
    The video stopped. My heart almost. I deleted it with trembling fingers, clicked into the rubbish bin and permanently deleted it. I double-checked my photo album to see it wasn’t there. I turned off my phone and turned it on again to check one last time. 
    Who wanted me? 
    Despite my lids getting heavier from the pill, I changed into sports outfits and ran on the treadmill in the hotel gym with Larissa’s motivation speech blaring from the headphones. Who was he speaking to? Oh you know exactly who – you have seen that shape on his bed – I lifted some weight and went on the stepping machine. Did she ask Miguel about me? 
    When the headphones went out of battery, I listened to the rhythmic thump of the stepping machine and tried to stop thinking about what I saw. Hues of pink rose from the far edge of the sky from the window view of the gym. Who was coming for me? 
    Didn’t matter though. Nothing could hurt me more than what I already did. I went back to my room.  
    I texted Monica. “Are you awake?”
    “Yes.”
    “I want to talk.”
    She called me within seconds. 
    “Ciao Bea,” Monica said thrillingly. “I have been dying to talk to you! Wait, let me put the cake into the oven first. Wait, I’ve got good news!”
    “What good news? Tell me.” I said, taking off my sweaty top. Would she believe me if I told her about the woman without a face? Would she report me to Harris Duncan and cost me my job like she had? Oh she would for sure. If I told her about Miguel’s video, would she tell me it was a medical condition that people had when their time was coming? 
    “Harris Duncan said he’d be happy to give me the senior position when I come back,” Monica said. “He said I could skip the interviews! Gosh the pay rise is a lot! I wouldn’t even know what to do with the money! I was so surprised! I know Samantha set the precedent in demanding the Senior role with her medical case, but I didn’t know Harris would do that for me. He probably wants to shut me up. How was yours? The next stage is a multiple-choice exam, right?”
    A disgusting numbness spread over my body. No. Please no. 
    “No, I didn’t get it.” 
    “Really? No way.”
    “He said you could skip the interview?” I said tonelessly. I was close to asking if she had slept with him, but I couldn’t bring myself to. I rolled around and wiped my face. My tears tasted bitter. Keep grinding – I remembered Larissa say during our mentorship session. Put down your enemies by working harder than them, not by showing them you’re jealous. Monica or Cruz’s wife. Make your career your only God, say amen only to your bank account. You don’t have a boyfriend, so you can’t afford to be lazy too. Remember, you have nothing left except climbing up. Cruz doesn’t want you, you have no way to come down now, keep climbing up, money and power is your only fairytale prince left, she said. I recited her mantra in my mind as I was choking with tears and trying to keep my voice normal. 
    “Aww, Bea,” Monica said. “I am so sorry to hear that you didn’t get in. I heard your interview call with Danilo, you were doing so well! You literally prepared for every question you could think of. I couldn’t have done it better. You will get it next time.”
    “Thanks,” I said.
    “Are you crying? Don’t cry over this, Bea. Get over this.”
    “No, I am not,” I sobbed. I bit the skin on the back of my hand to stop the nasal sniffing sound. 
    “Maybe we should both quit this job,” Monica said. “We can find something better. I am sure you can.”
    “I can’t. It’s too late now.” I said. “Anyway, I just wanted to check in. I need to sleep now.”
    “Let’s celebrate when you get back,” Monica said. I heard loud music in the back. “You can make the fish stew. My wrist is hurting less. I got more painkillers from the doctor. I will play tennis in no time.”
    “Sure.”
    There was a long silence before she said. “When I am a senior, they’ll pay for it. I’ll make sure they don’t treat me like they did before.”
    “Of course.” 
    Monica was the “other candidates who are more suitable for the position.” Perhaps it was time to admit that I was just not good enough for the role – that I was simply never good enough for this job –
    (you really want to give up now?)
    I could apply to another airline like Sandie did. It could be a new beginning. (I don’t want a new beginning! This was the promised new beginning! I want what I deserved! What? Respect.) 
    I could be in a different environment that was less pushy, one where they respected the rest time more. Perhaps I could even move back home. I could apply for a local job in Faro. I wouldn’t mind making less (oh but you would so mind it…you would so mind it because you worked for it…it’s not a money thing anymore, it is about who I am – it is my identity – From Day 1 after the trial flights, I strived to be the best flight attendant, the best team player I could be for this particular small operation. That was the goal I set for myself when I received the contract. I swore to myself I wouldn’t let anyone down – because that’s who I am. I am a good flight attendant.) 
    It was okay to get another job (no it’s not, why should I leave when I did everything right? Did I not follow the manual and cater to every one of your impossible request both during flights and on ground in my personal time? I love this job more than any of them. You can’t take me out like this. I did my best to be the Best Flight Attendant I could be. Every day I wake up I try again. You throw me under the bus over and over in such a short time with your schemes and treacheries and lies and yet I stand back up and I try, why isn’t that good enough?) I would much prefer raising children in Faro with my Mamãe around than here than – 
    cruz isn’t going to leave his family just because YOU want to give up YOUR JOB in London…it’s not like i got anyone to come home to...i am trapped here – trapped – trapped – TRAPPED – 
    this prison just has wings and instead of orange, we wear skirts and stockings – prisoner number – no right, crew number 119394 report to cell – no, flight – flight KA1530, station today: rear galley. Jump seat number 4. Bed location: Copenhagen hotel. No, don’t step out of line. Oh no, you didn’t meet the sales target? Oh, told you not to step out of line – the guard is coming – the faceless guard is coming – Harris Duncan is coming - the Termination is Coming – SHE IS COMING!) 
    Fucking Stop!
    I told Monica that I felt trapped in the U.K., in this job. I told Mamãe how much I disliked everything here. No, I just refused to admit that I liked the money I earned here. I liked who I had become here. I liked that I was somebody important here. I liked the way they called me strong, a survivor here after all these tragedies around me. My ego grew too fat. My pride developed a carnivore appetite. I was everything more than I could be back home, and that made me feel disgustingly greedy and superficial. 
    So I just covered them by complaining so I sounded better on the moral frontline. I remembered the gratitude in my heart during the initial training. Where was it now? No, it died. Real greed replaced it the moment I took Laura’s fundraising money.
    (you want to curl into a ball and cry all day like you did during the Pandemic? you’re more than welcome to do that, wouldn’t be your first time)
    you are like, Portugal is doing the houses better, is doing the food better, is doing the jobs better … if you really believe that you wouldn’t be here after the Pandemic…no. it was a different pride. When I strode through Heathrow Airport, despite how rude the security person was, I loved it here – not because of the country, but that I had achieved something – and now I would achieve even more – just take off the shirt, just one photo wouldn’t send you into a spiral of decay. yes it would – 
    (nobody was forcing you to stay here. you could go home at any time)
    But it was one thing I could go home at any time; it was another thing if I could bear to. I couldn’t even bring myself to admit that I loved it here – why? Because that would mean I sounded like everyone else here, and in a world where we all dressed the same and poured coffee the same and apologised the same and made announcements the same, perhaps it was a cheap way to buy a feeling of being unique, I supposed, perhaps – 
    Perhaps the idea of being a Portuguese Senior in the U.K. made me feel special and impressive on paper – special and impressive enough to make breaking up with Cruz and seeing him as somebody else’s husband worth it. I needed it to be worth it, because I traded my love story and babies with Cruz’ face for something special overseas. I traded my time with family and my friendships for it. This had to be special. I had to make it. This had to be it.
    Sometimes, I wondered if I had a father to make me feel special growing up, who caught me when I fell off the bike, who praised me when I painted, who educated me about dollars, I probably wouldn’t have to find it from a foreign land or from the pay slip or from the title or from the need to put everyone around me down.  
    No, this is my second chance. This is mine; it is supposed to be mine. This is my redemption, this is my … my grind now, shine later moment. 
    After we hung up, I took a shower and put plenty of lotion on. 
    “Be self-sufficient. Be independent. People who don’t understand will call you toxic. They’re just jealous. They’re so jealous the only thing they can do is to criticise you. They don’t understand the hard work you put into this. Don’t expect your friends and family to. You don’t need anyone.” Larissa’s motivational speeches felt like a lie in the background. “I repeat, you hustle queens, you don’t need anyone!”
    (oh but i do and i want my Mamãe and i want a hug and i want to go home oh i do i want someone to tell me i am important to them even though they fired me before, and that i tried my best, and i still failed and it’s okay and that i don’t have to –) 
    I posed in front of the mirror with just my bra. Snap. Snap. No, this wasn’t seductive enough.
    “If you come from a single-parented home, you know how it feels to have to do what you needed to make ends meet when you were a child. You have been there. You learnt to pick yourself up. You divorced what you wanted then to meet what you needed. You rely on you. You are your own God. You pray to You. You tithe to You. You can do the same as an adult. You can divorce your current laziness and put yourself through hard work. It’s called hard work because it’s not supposed to be easy! They think you’re miserable, but it is momentary. Monetise your sweat.”
    (i don’t want to monetise anything else on my body i already feel pretty monetised in the uniform on a new pillow every night i want a hug i want a kid and a home, is it so wrong to say it out loud? am i disqualified from being strong and independent and hardworking just because i want to go home and be in love and start a family?)
    “The money in the account and the payslips are how you take back control. You’re not a victim! You’re a victor! You’re a queen! There is no shame in wanting control of your life. There is no shame in wanting more.”    
    (but there is the moment I step into this false economy of Connor’s fantasy world)
    I put more lotion on my breasts and squeezed them together in the bra. I arched my back and combed my hair. Snap. Snap. I pouted my lips. I chose the best one. I sent that to Connor with a kissy emoji, my number and typed 
    “I think you should text me on my phone.” 
    (it’s done…let your breasts do the rostering…bury the shame in the coffin… smile Bea, it’s better to boast about it than to let shame raid your heart… it’s done.)
    I watched the video of Mamãe receiving the car over and over until I felt proud of myself again. I slept for 2 hours before waking up to the alarm. I changed into the uniform, tightened my scarf and powdered the tears away. I dragged my suitcase to the lobby. 
    Connor texted me a fire emoji on my phone.
    “To be fair, I think you’re the most attractive girl on the whole base,” he wrote. 
    I grinned and waved at my crew members as I approached their breakfast table to the seat they reserved for me. 
    “Best enjoy the breakfast while we can,” I said. 

That was 31 days before KA1530.
76 out of 87 passengers purchased their flight tickets.
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Abstract from KA1530 Independent Investigation Committee Transcript – Interview with First Officer Matthieu Rousseau 
Departing From Copenhagen Airport, Kastrup : Arrival at Heathrow International Airport 
Airbus A320-211, operated by Krone Airways, Crew serviced by ApexCrew
IC: Investigation Committee         
MR: Matthieu Rousseau
…
IC: That was the last time you had an intimate relationship together?
MR: That was the last time we met in a hotel room. She had so many last-minute roster changes. I could barely catch her. She brought me sweets from Faro. She seemed to look better after her annual leave. I saw her roster in May and June. 9 extra payment days or something. I knew it had to be illegal. There was no way she could be flying that many hours. How did she have any time to rest? She kept telling me she was fine. I was applying for another airline at the time and I encouraged her to do the same. I didn’t think ApexCrew was the best place for her. 
IC: Can you elaborate?
MR: Everything happened around her. I didn’t see any support from the management for her at all. This is where you go when you are either too old to want to try other things or when you are too new to be accepted at major airlines. Most of the captains here have seen enough of the world. They have been there and done that. Beatriz could still start over at another company. 
IC: Did she agree with you?
MR: No, she made it clear that she wasn’t leaving until she got Senior here. I didn’t understand the obsession. She told me about her progression interview rejection. I was, like, what were they thinking? Like, who would think it is a good idea to put her in charge of a flight at that time?
IC: Why not?
MR: She obviously needed some downtime… I didn’t think she had fully processed the last couple of months. 
IC: What makes you say that?
MR: The way she talked – it felt almost like she was pretending to be happy. Like, she mentally blocked out something. I don’t know…it was just off.
IC: Did you tell her your thoughts?
MR: Harris Duncan sent an email to the whole base to sort of threaten us not to talk about what happened to Monica. Among ourselves or to Krone mainline crew if we ever operated together. Said he had his way of knowing if we did. Said everyone related signed an NDA. Talked about the legal action he would take if anyone broke it. Of course, later, I found out that they didn’t put Beatriz in the email. I was careful not to mention Monica at all. I was just playing along. I broke the news of Ana’s death to her. She was devastated. She was scratching her groin until she was bleeding after she came back crying in the bathroom. I noticed the scratch marks between her thighs the next morning, but I didn’t want to say anything. 
IC: Did anything she said stand out to you?
MR: Not really. We talked about the cabin crew pay raise proposal. It’s disgusting that they were taking away their breakfast and crew meal. They’re creating an awkward dynamic at work where we get to eat and they don’t when they do more physical work than us. They only got crew meals for duties longer than 8 hours. Hotel breakfast was like a big social aspect of the job for team building. You catch up with people you haven’t seen in a while. You learn about their family or if they’re moving or leaving. I know some flight decks tried to sneak in food for the crew during early morning flights. Harris Duncan later sent an email and asked us to stop. He was like if the cabin crew wanted to get breakfast, they could pay for it themselves because that’s what they got the pay rise for. 
IC: What was her response?
MR: Beatriz seemed fine with it. She wasn’t eating much. In fact, she was so excited about the bonus scheme. She showed me a spreadsheet and some charts on her iPad, where she tracked her sales progress over the last couple of months. She tracked her sales numbers on every single flight. She worked out the amount she would get in the quarterly bonus. I remember I was fairly impressed. Not by the amount of bonus she would get, but by the way she tracked things with organisation and details. I remember I urged her to try something else. I just didn’t understand why she refused. I thought we might still be together if she was in a different job. 
IC: Did you notice anything strange with her at the time?
MR: Personally, no. She told me she enrolled into some mentorship program. I asked her to be careful not to burn out. But no, she was warm to me as always. I wasn’t paying much attention, to be honest. Most of the time, I was pretty exhausted between the flying and job applications. Sometimes we had sex and she left fairly quickly. I don’t know if she was speaking to Connor by then. People started telling me funny things about her at the time, so I was relieved when we were texting less and less. I was thankful for the distance. They called her the Crazy Bea. I didn’t call them out or stop them. I just pretended not to know her. I am losing sleep over this every night. If I weren’t so worried about my own reputation at this damn company, I would have done something.  
IC: What did people say?
MR: Nothing good. I didn’t believe them until she knocked on my door in Copenhagen. That was right before KA1530.
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    I pulled the car into the driveway, stopped the engine and unplugged the car key in the dark. I stopped at the abandoned supermarket on the way back. It was pretty much a habit now. I looked inside with my arms crossed and dared it – anything – to come out. Most of the time, I just saw myself smirking back from the reflection, knowing I had won. 
    Monica lent me her car until she was ready to return to work. Her car plate was already registered at Heathrow staff carpark. I made another mental note to buy myself a car when I received the quarterly bonus. I was delighted to learn that my to-buy list was growing longer. It felt responsible, almost adult-like, to set up a tangible reward for myself. An expensive bag, a couple of sparkles and a car weren’t much for the work I put in. Larissa said during our web session that it was time to stop saying sorry for rewarding yourself for your hard work. It was hard work to be creative with phone angles and sultry makeup.
    I was overwhelmed by the number of extra payment days Connor managed to offer me this month. Monica was right. He did prefer videos on Tuesdays. He called me about his little request. He wanted my hair in two ponytails, cheerleader style. He wanted me to put on only the uniform skirt and a lace bra. He wanted me to take photos while being on my knees with my tongue out. When I complained about his request being too complicated, he made roster changes where all my extra payment day-off duties vanished. When I pouted and complied, he put them back on. 
    “Be a good girl,” he always texted. “I own you now.”
    I supposed he truly did. He dictated the country I lay my head in. The price I paid was Matt. I couldn’t bring myself to text him, or see him, or think about him (what? feeling too dirty?) because I wanted to focus on my sales targets. He was asking me to change airline companies with him. He couldn’t quite understand the career I built here, I supposed. He couldn’t quite understand the sacrifice I had already made here, I supposed. His daddy paid for his flight school, I supposed. He told me I could start over at a new company. Rather selfish to say that. 
    It was none of my business that he wanted better pay and long-haul flights. Why did I need to start over? Another initial course to study? Another set of rules to remember? Another set of management to please? Harris Duncan emailed that the next Senior progression selection would be in September. I would get in for sure (but Monica got it already – without any interview – she won already). Lately, it felt like I could only calculate things in winning and losing and numbers. I had yet to quantify exactly what I won (maybe me, i beat the self-hating faro girl) and lost (maybe me, i lost the life-loving faro girl). 
    I finished 7 days in a row, with layovers at all the holiday destinations. I was having dinner in Milan and Tenerife at the seaside under the blazing sun, sending plenty of photos to Mamãe. I lay on the sunbed next to the pool in Stockholm and watched people glance at me as I put suncreen on. 
    I booked a table for myself in Lisbon. As I was dining, a young girl approached me and said she thought I was Larissa Resende. I laughed before telling her I worked as a Senior for Krone Airways in London. I saw the curiosity in her eyes and explained my job (“This job is as professional as it looks, really. Don’t let them tell you otherwise.”). 
    When I was back in the hotel after 3 glasses of wine, for a brief moment, I thought, with sweetness still in my mouth, I saw the lurking shadow of a woman from the corner of the mirror. She was holding a fishing line– I picked up the electric kettle from the nightstand and swung it at the mirror and watched the corner of it crack and my face splinter into small pieces. 
    “Come again,” I had whispered. 
    She watched me without her eyes. Her red nails clawed into where her sockets should be. She dragged them down. Something that looked like eyes opened for a minute before the skin sealed shut again. I picked up the kettle and swung it at her again. The mirror cracked more. 
    “I am not afraid of you,” I said to her and spat at the mirror. “Come get me now! Come! I’m here. You wanted me, right?”
    I saw her red lips move. She was pounding on the mirror like she was behind a glass wall. The scarf she was wearing lifted halfway, hanging her by the neck. 
    “Come! You want a fight? I will give you a fight! I am a fighter, and I grind. I will hustle until I die. You know how much money I am making now? I am not afraid of you. I will take the fire axe from the cockpit and chop you into pieces. I will wrap that safety demo seatbelt around your neck and I will fucking strangle you. I will take the torches from my jump seat and jam them into your fucking eye sockets. You hear me?” I saw myself smiling as I watched her kicking the air, her hands trying to loosen the scarf around her neck.
    “You come out and I will beat the shit out of you,” I said. I lifted the kettle above my head.    
    The woman’s shadowy self-retreated into the thick lines of the shattered pieces. I told the hotel staff the mirror was broken before I got in. I told the staff I was too tired to notice until I got back from dinner. I told them how I was disappointed with the rooms they offered cabin crews. I asked them if they offered us worse rooms because our hotel deal was cheaper. I could see why some passengers loved using a condescending, mocking tone with us. It fired up all the neurons in your body as well as an orgasm.
    I added up the bonus amount during the last flight. It was more than enough to book a physiotherapist for Mamãe to strengthen her knees. I sent over the booking details at one of the best physiotherapy clinics in Faro. I couldn’t make out what she was saying on the phone as I was leaving the airport. She was crying with pride the whole way I was driving until I pulled the car into our driveway. 
    I smelled the burnt cakes and cigarettes before I saw her in the house. Monica was holding a joint between her fingers and the laptop on the kitchen counter. The floor was sticky. 
    “Ciao!” I said. “Jesus Monica!”
    Opened bags of flour and opened wine bottles were over the counter and on the floor. Chocolate syrup stained the kitchen stove, along with beaten eggs and batters. A thin layer of grease and dust was over the table, with unwashed dishes piling in the sink. The bin was overflowing with at least 3 cakes and dozens of eggshells. Flies were swarming over the cake, with bits and pieces lying everywhere in the oven and the floor. 
    “Seriously?”
    “My wrist hurts,” Monica said without looking up. Her fingers typed rapidly on the keyboard. 
    “Were you baking? Gosh, did you throw the whole cake away? Monica! Why are you reading medical journals?”
    “It’s not.”
    “Why do you need rat poison? Of course we’ve got rats here, look at the state of the house! How could you be so lazy?” 
    “Why were you gone for 7 days then?”
    “I was working! I got extra payment days. You’re in the house the whole day and you can’t even clean up a little bit? You’re fucking mental. You’re sucking me dry like a leech. I am buying all the things at home already. At least one of us has a job! I am sure your wrist is hurting so damn much you can’t even wipe the table with a paper towel! You lazy shit.” 
    “It is hurting. I think I might have an infection,” Monica slammed her laptop shut and glared at me. She sniffed and rubbed her nose. I wanted to find a brush of white powder under it so I could call her a drug addict, but I couldn’t. “Maybe you can hire an hourly cleaner now that you’ve got so many extra payment days.”
    “Maybe I should,” I said, glaring back with an equal amount of hatred. I slammed the kitchen door shut and dragged my suitcase to my room. I washed my makeup off, still cursing under my breath. Hot water in the shower could not put out the rage in my heart. 
    When I came downstairs again, ready for another verbal fight and fabricating hundreds of ways to put her down, Monica had put all the dishes into the dishwasher, her back towards me as she was mopping the sticky floor. I wet a cloth and wiped the stoves and – how did the chocolate get on the wall too? She took the rubbish out as I put a new plastic bag in. We cleaned in complete awkward, silence with the occasion clunking sound of tables and chairs. I hoovered the living room until the place looked habitable again. 
    As I sank into the soft couch, the burning aches from high heels spread through my calves. I massaged them until Monica sat down next to me and handed me a newly rolled spliff. She lit it. She disgusted me. 
    “I am sorry, Bea,” Monica said. “I was looking at something and I lost track of time.”
    “For 7 days I was away, sure.”
    “No,” Monica said. She took a drag. She rubbed her nose again. “I am sorry. You were gone for so long. I can’t see your roster. It keeps changing.” 
    I shrugged. “I can’t control the changes. What were you looking at? The Senior training material?”
    “No. I don’t care about that. I just care about making them pay when I get back.”
    “With what? Rat poison?” 
    “Of course not,” Monica said. “I want to tell you something else. You’re going to need some wine before I tell you. I have been debating if I should the whole week.”
    She came back with 2 glasses of red. Would she tell me she found out I was sending photos to Connor? No, I would deny it. There was no proof. I clutched my phone tightly. If she reached for it, I would grab her wrist and pinch it really hard until the bandaged wound started bleeding again. I would say sorry afterwards. She could come back to work in September after I got my second stripe. There was no rush for her to come back so soon.
    “They wanted me to write a report about what happened from my perspective,” Monica said. 
    “Who did? Harris or Danilo?”
    “Both,” Monica said. “So they can conclude it and finally move on.”
    “Right,” I said. I took a drag from the spliff because my chest was heavy as the image of Monica lying inside the tub came back. What was I thinking? Was I seriously going to hurt her again? I leaned closer and pretended to pay attention to cover my malice.
    “The truth is,” Monica said. “I don’t know what to write.”
    “Write we had a fight. Say I pissed you off.”
    “No, that’s not at all what happened.”
    This line felt familiar. She uttered it almost the same way I did to myself after Ana’s murder – accident. No, what happened was Monica was emotional after our fight and took the knife into the tub. What more could there be? Why was she telling me the story again? To make me feel guilty?
    “That was what I wrote in the incident report Harris asked me for,” I said crossly. “You need to stick to my story, Monica! Or I will sound like a liar! I can’t sound like a liar to them, not now! I am so close to the promotion!” 
    “But I can’t lie too,” Monica said. “It wasn’t at all what happened. Finish your wine.”
    Monica went to the kitchen and came back with another full bottle. 
    “You’re not going to believe me. No sane person would,” Monica said. 
    “Try me,” I said, laughing. “I am on the edge of being sane.”
    “Okay,” Monica said. She crossed her legs on the cushion and sat facing me. “That night we fought.”
    “You said you didn’t remember.”
    “I lied,” Monica said. “That night after you said what you did, I was pissed off. I finished the wine we took from the aircraft. My stomach felt too acidic, and I was hungry. I ordered room service and filled the tub with water. I even brought a lavender bath bomb with me. The room service girl arrived, but the server looked quite strange. Her hair covered half of her face. She was wearing our uniform. She didn’t ring and leave the food outside on the floor like they usually do. She was still standing there, holding the tray after ringing the bell. So I said thank you and took the tray from her. I thought maybe it was one of the new crew who helped the hotel staff; it was the crew floor after all. Maybe it was on her way and she didn’t mind. I heard the door behind me close. I turned around, and she was in the room with me.”
    I gasped. 
    “I was like, ‘excuse me, may I help you?’ She looked up and brushed her hair off her face,” Monica said. “I know you don’t believe me, and you don’t have to say sorry if you don’t. I totally understand, alright? So, she didn’t have facial features. Like there was no eye. It was just smooth flesh above the neck. The whole face was blank except for the little fishhooks that hooked into her skin over her jawlines from one ear to another. It was the scariest thing! I should have reached for the door, but I grabbed the hotel telephone. She reached for the steak knife! She dragged me by my hair and pulled me into the tub. She was so strong! I was drowning in the hot water and she stepped into the tub. She was sitting on top of my stomach, holding my arm out. She cut across my wrist so deep. I couldn’t scream because my face was under water. The next thing I knew I woke up in the hospital staring at the hot Danish doctor. That was the whole story. The real story. 
    “For the last couple of weeks, I only remembered bits and pieces. It was only now that I put them together. But I know you don’t believe me. I asked the company for the list of people staying on that floor. I recognised all the names. There was no new crew. I am not sure… I know I sound crazy, alright Bea? But, I am not sure if that thing was human. I don’t even want to be in the hotel by myself again. If they hear this, they won’t let me operate. So don’t tell anyone, alright? Promise Bea.”
    “I won’t.”
    “Not even Matt.”
    “I won’t.”
    “I don’t know how I am going to finish writing the report. They need to submit it to their precious client. They want me to write that I ‘attempted suicide due to long battle with depression’. Harris Duncan almost gave me a script to copy and paste. I think if I refuse, they’re going to bully me into agreeing about my ‘dangerous attempts to end my life’. I thought about telling the doctors at the hospital, but I was worried they’d lock me up. They’ll revoke my medical flying license if they hear me. I just hope to be back in June. Even just for one flight. I got a plan for them, so they’ll all hear us.” Monica sighed. She finished the whole glass of wine in a gulp and poured herself more. She laughed, pointing at whatever colour was left on my face. “Look at you. You look like I just told you that I came back from Mars. It’s alright. I needed a whole bottle of this before I could pick up the courage to tell you. I expected nobody to believe me. You can say it. You don’t believe me.”
    “But I do,” I whispered, grabbing her hand tight. “I do, Monica.”
    “Bea, let’s both leave this job.”
    “I can’t.”
    “They don’t care about you.”
    “I know.”
    “Then leave. We’ll do it together.”
    “I can’t.”
    “Why?”
    “I gave too much to come back with nothing,” I said. “I can’t afford to leave anymore.”
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Abstract from KA1530 Independent Investigation Committee Transcript – Interview with former employee Zander Papaioannou
Departing From Copenhagen Airport, Kastrup : Arrival at Heathrow International Airport 
Airbus A320-211, operated by Krone Airways, Crew serviced by ApexCrew
IC: Investigation Committee         
ZP: Zander Papaioannou
…
IC: I understand the anger and frustration. These are very emotional things to recall. I will not minimise the pain and discomfort it can cause. As a reminder, we have stationed medical professionals on-site today with the committee. Once again, I’d like to affirm that it is very brave of you to come forward and tell us what you know. Your information has given us valuable insights into the potential steps and triggers that led to the tragedy. 
ZP: It is difficult for me to discuss this without getting personal. For you, these are names in the newspaper. I have seen them, spoken to them. They still seem very alive in my head. The Prime Minister made his big political speech at Downing Street the day after. But he talked more about his next run than about the people who lost their lives. He organised this massive cross-state funeral with Denmark and Sweden – fucking pretentious. The royalties across the countries and their minions kneed and cried at the coffins. But did you see they all shook hands with Harris Duncan afterwards? That tells me everything. It’s all for show! The fact that Connor is posting photos of himself in the Canary Island after his divorce instead of being here, answering questions, tells me everything. I was at JFK Airport at the gate. My flight back was cancelled due to and I quote “potential terrorist disruption at Heathrow Airport”. I was waiting for updates. I thought I would take a holiday before starting a new job. I saw the KA aircraft landing at Heathrow on the big screen, and it was like telepathic. I knew instantly it had something to do with Beatriz. I had so many personal problems with her, but I never estimated the scale of harm she could cause. I guess she graduated from drugging her colleagues to drugging the whole aircraft. 
IC: What do you mean she was drugging her colleagues?
ZP: This is a lot of he said, she said, yeah? But according to my batchmate, she did it to a newcomer. She was on standby for one of the Malaga flights. She messaged my friend and asked him to go out for a drink, claiming she got a buy one get one free discount. When they were out there, she even bought him dinner at the Oslo airport; you know it is expensive there. He was 19 and he was texting me about how generous she was. He woke up the next morning with a dead hangover. He is Slovakian. He is never drunk. He said he had no proof, but he was sure he got roofied. That day, Crew Control put her on the Malaga flight. He denied all the allegations during his livestream, right? He said his only regret was not offering Beatriz help when she needed it, right? How does he still have the nerve to lie publicly at this point? There was always a rumour that Monica had many extra payment days. Monica was playing it very discreetly. You wouldn’t have known about this unless you had checked her roster back then. But Beatriz, she was like telling everyone ‘no I just work really hard’ or ‘don’t be jealous, you just need to work harder’. She would show up at the gate late, and she would be like, ‘I’m dying of sunburn! I just finished day 6 and I got Alicante 5 days in a row!’ when we barely get any layover.  
IC: Some of the crew members also mentioned it was unpleasant to work with her.
ZP: And they are right! She must have thought she was a struggling victim in the story, but sorry, sweetheart, she really wasn’t! She was a fucking snitch as well! I guess sometimes it was a good thing. Back then, there was Otto, this senior, who was known for smoking and vaping at the back galley during flight – 
IC: Smoking? No one brought this to the captain?
ZP: I guess some of them know, but Harris Duncan is a difficult character to deal with, so I guess they all try to minimise their interaction with him. Beatriz took a video of him vaping, and another photo of an unflushed cigarette in the bowl mid-flight. He even made a public announcement to ask passengers for a portable vape charger during Malaga! Beatriz filmed it all and she sent them to Harris Duncan. He sacked him almost immediately. Even Samantha couldn’t help him. Then, there was Edmund.
IC: We saw his public statement yesterday after the company’s unlawful termination.
ZP: Edmund is a bastard in a different sense. He called Beatriz a “dumb bitch” in a private group chat after she told him off. I will give credit where credit is due. Beatriz knew the safety procedures and the manuals well. Edmund always let deportees and passengers in before we fucking finished the security search! Said he wanted to get to the hotel as soon as possible. She took the manual to him, and they had an explosive verbal fight in front of the deportee and the police escorts. The Captain had to get involved. Edmund always put words in the Captain’s mouth. Anyway, somebody sent a screenshot of the private group chat to Beatriz and she brought it to Harris Duncan. She brought the ApexCrew Social Network Regulations to them and highlighted one of the clauses, which states something like “problems relating to flight duties within the organisation should be brought to the attention of the Base Manager through the official channels. Flight duties and inflight problems should not be discussed online or within a closed group via personal communication devices.” It was Harris Duncan's way of having us police each other. That was a fucking private group chat though! Anyway, there was no investigation, and Edmund just received a dismissal for bullying. I heard he has found a lawyer and he’s suing them now. Strike while the iron is hot, right?  
IC: Tell us about the first time you worked with her.
ZP: Gdansk in May. She was changed to our flight at the last minute. As I said, I’ve heard a lot about her before I met her. I didn’t have a good impression because of the things I’ve heard. More importantly, I thought she was quite rude to people. Like, she was speaking to Sandie dismissively and rolled her eyes at me when I misheard the security question during the safety briefing. Sandie and Tina were like, ‘it’s okay, give her some time’. Kenneth has become quite quiet those days. He was retiring at the end of June, but I heard Harris Duncan was threatening him. Tina told me they said he could leave the company with retirement recognition or with termination for breaking the NDA. Apparently, he discussed Monica’s incident with George Hjortsberg in person and KA raised a lot of questions. 
IC: Let’s go back to the flight attendant. 
ZP: Alright. Yes, I am relatively new to the industry, but I am not new to life. I have seen people. It is one thing you are grieving; it is another thing when you’re just a plain bitch. Somebody told me she was yelling at hotel staff in Lisbon until the manager upgraded her room to an en-suite. I was at the gym in Stockholm. There was a see-through glass next to the pool. Everyone watched her sunbath without anything on. No bikini. No towel. She was constantly making jokes – threats – about sexual harassment whenever flight crew questioned her aggressive behaviour or when she shouted at the dispatchers and catering staff for minor mistakes. Always said ‘you know I can easily go to HR and say you said something inappropriate. You think they’ll listen to me, a fragile, sweet flight attendant, or you the big man Captain?’ I thought she was a little coo-coo.
IC: When did you resign?
ZP: The day I had my last flight with her. I’ve made plans to leave anyway. I got an offer for long haul at Gatwick. The training was in August. The atmosphere at work was miserable. Everyone was unhappy with the new pay proposal. They added cleaning in June. No breakfast. No crew meal. The flight deck tried to help with the rubbish sometimes. Many First Officers shared their inflight meal and brought us fresh fruit from hotel breakfast. Joshua Foster always took a big paper bag and brought us warm bread rolls and bananas. A couple of others put plenty of cakes and sweet pieces in their pockets to give us in the taxi. Sometimes, Kenneth paid for our breakfast. People really bonded together when the new pay proposal arrived. I am a vegetarian. They said they required a medical letter from the doctor to prove it. I am like, I do it to be healthier. I don’t have any underlying conditions. Nobody at NHS would write me that letter. That was all very frustrating. 
IC: How did Beatriz react to the new pay proposal?
ZP: She was pleased. She said she didn’t mind! Of course, she didn’t mind. Her flight hours were mine’s double. She had extra payment days. She didn’t even need to make any sales to get a decent salary. She was so aggressive in the aisle. Like, don’t tell me none of them noticed the length of her skirt. That was way shorter than the grooming standard allowed and nobody said anything. She leaned her breasts over the passengers when she was securing the cabins, over the drunk guys and approached them for duty-free sales after. Somebody told me, again, rumours flew because it was a small base, somebody saw a passenger put his hand on her waist in the back galley. He ended up buying half of the duty-free trolley and somebody saw him leaving the crew floor that night. 
IC: A lot of speculation.
ZP: All the rumours start with something true. 
IC: You said you had a lot of personal problems with her. Do you think you have a negative bias towards her?
ZP: I admit I do. It was right after the bonus scheme cut announcement. That means no overall sales commission for the products we sold last quarter – like the effort of the last couple of months would be gone. Doesn’t matter to people like me because I just met the bare minimum every flight. I could see how this would significantly disappoint people who worked hard on sales in the last couple of months. Again, I had a feeling this would happen. My partner urged me to change companies because he felt ApexCrew would pull the same shit. He was cabin crew before, but he is a baggage handler at Gatwick now. We just got married last year. Harris Duncan hosted an online conference to announce it. I was watching it from the Copenhagen hotel. 
IC: Did Beatriz join?
ZP: I didn’t notice. There were about 60 people on the call. Duncan was like, ‘We do apologise for the late notice. The shareholders and the board of ApexCrew have just finalised the decision this morning. We couldn’t have predicted the pandemic. We couldn’t have predicted the inflation our nation is facing this year. We must take care of each other. That’s the only thing we should set our minds on now because we’re a family. Let’s think about how we can better represent the value of our crewing service instead of focusing on the bonus. Let’s be less materialistic and think about each other like family. Let’s think about how we can outperform the KA mainline and do better at on-time-departure. Let’s think about how we can help to recover air travel in Europe. Let’s use our time to think about meaningful things instead of moaning. It is time to move forward. Let’s leave pity land together. We believe the new pay proposal and the restructuring of the cleaning resources will bring us closer together as a family.’ Let’s leave pity land? He has the audacity to say those words to our faces! I wanted to throw a pile of fresh shit onto his smug face. I typed my resignation letter as he spoke. The next morning, it was all anybody could talk about in the lobby. Samantha was the Senior on my flight, so I was already stressed. She was like ‘You are not in the union. I can’t help you.’ I publicly called her selfish. I said she sat on the union chair just for her own personal gain. She sent me to the back galley with Beatriz.  
IC: How was Beatriz on that flight?
ZP: We got a little bit mouthy about the proposal. She was obviously angry that they cancelled the bonus scheme. She was kicking her jump seat, saying fuck this and fuck that. I had serious concerns that she would damage the fire extinguisher – there is one under her jump seat – so I double-checked it after she went to prepare for boarding. I tried to comfort her because she seemed really distressed. But she was like, ‘It’s not my fault that the rest of you are lazy. I shouldn’t have to suffer like this. I worked too hard for this.’ Hearing that just set me off. I was fuming. I know I shouldn’t have said that, but I told her, ‘Excuse me, sweetheart, you’re not the only one working hard here. Some people actually treat this job professionally and have a little bit of self-respect. Some people actually prefer to not sit on the passenger or flash boobs to make them buy stuff.’ I misspoke, I know. It was all built up from everything I heard. We didn’t speak at all then. She was glaring at me, muttering something after we took off. I purposely stayed in the aisle with the passenger during the whole flight. I didn’t want to see any of them. 
(ZP drinks water)
ZP: I was so busy on that flight. A toddler threw up all over the floor. I remember I asked Beatriz to pick up some toilet rolls and I saw her messing with the safety equipment compartment I was responsible for checking. Then she spent a lot of time in the front galley. Finally, I was eating my boiled eggs and yoghurt at the back, making my protein shake. 40 minutes before we landed, I saw Samantha coming to the back. She said she wanted to check my oxygen bottles. So naturally, she opened the compartment. The fucking seals of the oxygen bottles were broken and they were flowing on high. They were almost fucking out of oxygen. I was speechless because I swear I did my equipment check properly. I wanted to smack that cunt because she was watching the whole thing and I swear to you, I saw her smile. Samantha was like, ‘This is a safety hazard, and I will put it in my report. You incompetent idiot, how did you even pass your line check? We don’t have enough oxygen bottles for the next flight because of you!’ The Captain of the flight was from KA mainline. He was obviously upset. The KA mainline hates us because they think we’re taking their jobs. They always tried to exaggerate all our problems to make themselves look better. I was called to the office right after we landed. They cancelled the return flight and passengers at the gate were close to starting a riot. 
IC: Why didn’t you say anything about Beatriz?
ZP: Do you know how crazy that would sound without proof? Samantha wouldn’t side with me because I’d just called her selfish. It made me look bad enough. I didn’t want to make it worse. That was my final push. I sent Harris my resignation email in front of him. He wished me good luck with the new job, said he was sorry to see me go. Before I left, I told him Beatriz was dangerous. Harris was like, ‘you should let this go and have some sympathy for her. She has been through a lot.’ I was like, ‘you are putting someone worse than a terrorist on the aircraft because she thinks she is doing this to get a promotion, to get on your fucking good side’. Harris was like, ‘if you want to file a report regarding aviation safety, we can do that. Terrorist threats are taken very seriously by the Heathrow Airport Authority, as you should know. Should we proceed? The investigation could take months. Besides, a false alarm to the authorities probably wouldn’t look so nice on the new job reference. Would you like me to request a representative from the Civil Aviation Authority when you file the potential threat?’ I was so disgusted to see them that I used my own money to mail back the uniform and suitcase – disgusting people. All of them. 
IC: From your perspective, why do you think she decided to commit the massacre?
ZP: I don’t know. I don’t have any sympathy for her to find out. I don’t see her any differently from a shooter at school or someone driving a bus through a crowd. She was as much of a mass murderer as any of them. I don’t understand the way people are romanising the whole thing, saying she was lonely and overworked. Well, welcome to the 98% of the population in aviation. She needed help, for sure. The First Officer Matt slept with her – of course, that was why he beat up Connor afterwards, right? They’re both just thinking with their penises. People said, oh the trigger was the leak of the photos – she could have resigned then! Harris Duncan knew about the photos – he’s going to lie about this. Danilo also knew about the photos. I know at least one girl reported Connor for inappropriate messages after she left. They said ‘oh we can’t take previous employee complaints into account because they’re trying to sabotage our reputation. They don’t complain in good faith.’ – They should have grounded her right after Monica’s accident. Who gave her clearance to fly? If you spent more than 10 minutes sitting down with her in June, you wouldn’t have. The shit that flew out of her mouth wasn’t normal. Do I blame her for all this? Yes, I do. Is it just her? No, it’s everyone at every level who said and did nothing when it was happening.  
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Article Abstract from Law Society Monthly by Chettur Parekh on 29/07/2024

“ApexCrew Demands Receipts That We’re Grieving”
    On June 23 2023, the KA1530 disaster paralysed the U.K. and Europe. One year later, the cabin crew victim’s family still face legal hoops in seeking justice and getting their voice heard. 
    Gillermo Ricci and his son will spend the first anniversary of the KA1530 disaster in Heathrow. They want to be close to where his wife’s body was when Flight KA1530 landed with emergency clearance at Heathrow Terminal 2 at 9:34 a.m. His wife was the Senior Cabin Crew on board. 87 from 13 countries died with her. 
…
    How did you hear about the crash?
    I was at work when I got a call from my son’s tennis coach. He requested to be picked up and he explained to me what he saw on his phone. My wife sent me her roster before, and I saw KA1530 on it. I left my son at my neighbours and drove to the airport. There was a queue and police blocked all the exits. They refused to let me in until 7 p.m. at night. I was waiting with Sandie’s fiancé, who curled up on the bench. We kept asking them how it happened, because the aircraft landed safely. George Hjortsberg came to the terminal. The EMS said he fainted after entering the aircraft and he had to be escorted out on a stretcher. Later, they told us it wasn’t due to natural cause of death. I was thinking maybe something toxic leaked into the air. I was expecting extremist political attacks. The truth broke me. I could accept an accident or a technical error. I know the risks that come with this job. I could even accept a crash. But this? How could she be so selfish? Had she thought about the families of the other people on the plane? My wife had shown her so much kindness since she joined. She invited her to dinner and made excuses for her when I warned her to stay away from the loony. I told Tina that she couldn’t help everyone at work. Tina isn’t coming back, we know that, but ApexCrew refused to speak with us. That woman’s mother is giving a conference, claiming it was the water tank. The tests of the water tank came back normal! The fact that they let her host a conference is such disrespect to the family of the victims! She doesn’t get the right to spin the story!
    Click here to read: KA 1530 Mother of Cabin Crew challenge water tank sample 
    …
    Did you find closure in the recent statement by ApexCrew, who said that only cabin crew Beatriz Sarmento was to blame?
    No. I want Krone and ApexCrew admit their mistakes. I want them to admit their negligence. They want to say it is just that girl and keep their hands clean. ApexCrew asked us to submit my son’s therapy receipts to show that we are still recovering. They said they needed to send their assessor to measure the level of grief we are facing. Just us, the family of the deceased cabin crews on board. The lawyer implied Sandie’s fiancé wasn’t grieving anymore because he has a new girlfriend now. They paid to shut the new girl up, to shut that Argentinan girl’s family up. They are not doing the same to my family. They are trying to make our murdered loved ones as cheap as possible. But it’s not about money for me. It’s about the way they approached us and their doubting of our losses. It is about doing the right thing. It’s about the way they are putting a casual price tag on my wife. My son has been robbed of a mother! I have been robbed of a wife!

#

Abstract from Satanic Psychopath or Victim of Circumstance? The Psychology of a Flight Massacre by Melissa Devine 
P.34
    The uneven distribution of flight and standby duties, notably the extra payment days, created unfair financial incentives. Donahue’s text records later revealed that Sarmento was merely one of the many female employees who traded nudity for a better roster. Donahue’s behaviour broke down the trust between flight attendants and their rostering operators: he rearranged crew member rosters according to favourism. Furthermore, Donahue’s photo requests show how he personally enjoys various forms of degradation of young women to elevate his authority as someone who controls both their income and their time. Donahue crowned himself a powerful deity in this microscopic world he created with his increasing sphere of influence within the organisation. 
    Questions were raised as to whether Donahue was aware of the mental state of Sarmento 24 hours prior to the flight. Hotel footage showed that he exited her room twice. Donahue insisted he was a victim of Sarmento, that he had been bribed. To this day, he denies having had numerous sexual relations with ApexCrew employees. 
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It was 36 hours before KA 1530.
1 out of 4 passengers was seeing their family and relatives for the last time.

    Dublin was still cold in June. The sun was setting much later now. I enjoyed the last drag of the short cigarette before crushing it into the bin outside the lobby. My lips chapped. Monica texted to say she was landing late. She said she could bring me more cigarettes. I wasn’t able to see her roster or her flight on the iPad. 
    It was her first block back to flying. I could picture her being the life of the group in the galley, talking animatedly about how she recovered in the Danish hospital. I could picture her showing the scar on her wrist like a triumphant trophy, talking about the courage it took for her to come back to work and how admiration gleamed in the eyes of her listeners. She asked to sleep in my room. I knew what she was afraid of. I couldn’t shake the responsibility for conjuring what had attempted to scare – kill – her.
    “She won’t hurt you now,” I wanted to tell her. “I know her and I beat her, Monica. I wouldn’t let her hurt you.”    
    The July roster was published yesterday. There was no extra payment day for me with low-flying hours. Connor said it was because my hours were too high in June, like legality had ever mattered in his mind. It had only been 2 months. I was as valuable and as wanted as a used condom. That attractive girl was slipping away. I looked like a skeleton from the lobby window reflection. He was no longer as interested. I sent him 2 photos last night. My private lay bare behind Laura’s thin neon thong in front of the camera. He saw it. He was online. There was no reply. He changed my roster earlier today and sent me to Dublin for a layover. (i don’t want to see him here) It was unspoken between us that I was an aged piece of meat on the chopping board that lost its colours. 
    With the cancellation of the bonus scheme, I lost the drive to even stay in the cabin, a massive cloud of financial anxiety probing my head. Without extra payment day next month, the salary would go back to the one I had in February. Laura’s fundraising money was running out. 
    The worst part was the sense of betrayal. It daggered deep. I wanted to ask Harris Duncan why. Why would you take away all my effort? Did he know from the start that he would cancel them? Was it all a trick and a lie? (of course it was to make you sell harder, you were stupid to believe him how could you blame him for your own stupidity) Why did he think he could do that to me? To other lazy people, of course. To me? To his best sales performer? 
    I thought I was the special one, the one he said “had potential” when I first joined. I dared not bring this up because he could also take the Senior chance away. 
    (no, no it’s not about that i worked too hard why isn’t my hard work ever repaid? i am so tired i am so tired i am so tired i am so tired i am so tired i am so tired) 
    I texted Connor and asked him to meet me at the hotel after work. I didn’t have a choice, I told myself repeatedly as I winged the corners of my eyes under the fake lashes and powdered the many blemishes and acnes. I wished there was a filter on the mirror, so I couldn’t stop seeing this stranger’s ugliness from glaring back. 
    There was Monica’s rapid knocking. I was still fabricating excuses for her to leave my room. She wouldn’t understand why I had to spend time with Connor (oh she would though, she invented the whole getting-good-roster-by-showing-breasts manual). I opened the door and my view was blocked by her massive sleek bun. 
    “Ciao!” Monica said, kissing both sides of my cheeks and dragging her luggage in. “It’s good to be back! I wasn’t expecting Dublin to be my first layover. But at least we’re in Copenhagen tomorrow night! Let’s go into the city for dinner! I know a Brazilian restaurant! And the day after, let’s go swimming! I heard that the new hotel in Alicante has a pool. I need to take a shower now. Honestly, I am dripping with sweat!” 
    “I thought you’d be in Copenhagen the whole week for senior training,” I said as she took off her uniform jacket. 
    “I turned it down.”
    “What? This is so random.”
    “It’s not what I want now. I have a new purpose.”
    “Why? How could you? This isn’t making any sense. You know it’s a great opportunity? You know how many people are dying for a chance like that!” 
    Monica shrugged casually. “I guess so. I wish I cared!”
    “You got the job without interview, and you’re passing it over! Do you know how many people work their ass off for it?” I screamed, grabbing both of her shoulders. “Why would you do that? Why? What were you thinking, Monica? Did you tell them you wanted to nominate me instead?”
    “Stop shaking me! I can see why everyone is calling you crazy now!”
    “They’re not,” I snapped. “First day back and you’re already talking shit about me to everyone!”
    “You need help,” Monica said. “I mean it. I think you need to leave this job now. This environment is too toxic for you. You really think you’ll get Senior in September? They don’t care about you here, Bea. I know you have heard the way people talk about you now.”
    “No, I have not because I don’t listen to haters. They’re all against me because they’re jealous. They spread rumours about me because they’re not as hard-working and they don’t understand hard work and sacrifice. They envy my work ethic, and those who can’t hustle just complain about those who would. They don’t have a dream, and when I am sitting in a house I buy, they’ll still be talking about me.” I said like I was reciting a mantra. My phone buzzed. The text wrote, ‘At the airport now. Room number?’ I sent back Rm 208.
    “They’re not jealous. Bea, you need help,” Monica repeated. She was mocking me. Her condescending tone ignited a burning rage in me. She was the one who needed help, and I helped her. I could tell Harris that she saw things in the hotels. He would take her off the flights for hallucination. Monica bent down and unzipped her suitcase. There were many full boxes of brownie-like fudge cakes in little plastic containers. 
    “What’s with the cakes?”
    “It’s for our crew. The return of the most popular girl on the base. Everybody misses me. Gosh, I miss flying, and I’ll miss it even more when I stop.” Monica said, taking out a tiny sleepwear bag. “People were filling me in on the latest gossip. You barely tell me anything about work! I can’t believe Otto and Edmund got sacked! They told me you filmed Otto vaping! Honestly though, I think you should get out of this job before you hurt yourself.”    
    “Hurt myself?” I repeated in awe before laughter burst out hysterically. 
    “You’re hurting yourself, and I think everyone can see that. They keep saying things you want to hear to keep you around. They make you feel like you’re almost getting the promotion to keep you prisoned! Wake up! You don’t have any friends here. You want to leave this job, and you know that.”
    “I don’t. I love my job here. It’s good that you gave up the position. I’ll get Senior in September. It’ll be me because nobody is working harder than me in this lazy base.”
    “This is exactly what I mean by you hurting yourself.”
    “So now you care if I hurt myself? Did you think about that when you fucking backstabbed me during the Pandemic layoff? Oh no, you must be thinking about how Bea was in survival mode begging for a job during the lockdown. Did you think about that when you asked Jani to fire me? Did you think about that when I was layoff while all of you still got to work?” 
    “I didn’t have a choice,” Monica said in a familiar tone.
    “You had a choice to not betray me! I could have stayed! It should have been me! I tried my best to do everything right!” I shouted, jabbing my finger at the name tag on her chest. My phone buzzed again ‘At the lobby, saw your captain’.
    “Bea, calm down! You’re overreacting.”
    “Get out, Monica.” 
    “Bea, what’s wrong with you today?”
    “Get out of my room now.”
    “Bea,” Monica said. “This is not how I want us to –”
    I struck her across the face. She gasped before covering her cheek. She stumbled back on her heels when I raised my hand again, reminiscing about the pleasure it gave me. She shut her eyes into tight lines to anticipate the hit. I could do it. 
    I want to do it. 
    A glance in the mirror reflected an unrecognised madness on my face. It terrified me that I was trying to hurt Monica again. No, I wouldn’t. The face in the mirror was foreign, and for a moment, I saw strings of fishing line over my raised wrist like I was a puppet. I terrified myself. I saw my bloodshot eyes widen, sinking into my sockets, disappearing as the flesh on my face melted together. I put my hand down and chucked her sleepwear bag back into her suitcase next to a bath salt bag. I needed to stop toying and wrestling with the craziness within. I had real work to do. I dragged the suitcase to the door, and kicked it outside. I threw her jacket into the corridor.
    “What are you doing? Have you lost your mind? You asked me to come! You said you needed me!”
    “I never did, and I never realised it. An ambitious girl is the most attractive when she is working and when she is independent,” I recited from Larissa’s mentorship program.
    I shoved her outside. She grabbed my hand, scratching my skin. I pushed her onto the floor and shut the door. I watched from the peeking ring hole. Get up, I thought, do you want me to clap for your performance? Monica, You got the Oscar! You really are the best actress in the world! Get up before he gets here. 
    I heard the lift stop, open and close. I let my shaky breath out when nobody came out. Monica probed herself up from the red carpeted floor with the suitcase handle, almost falling again as the wheels under rolled. Her hand clutched her left cheek, shaking her head. She picked up her jacket and pulled the suitcase towards the far end of the corridor. 
    Her work purse was still sitting on my bed. I opened it, took out her lipstick, and dapped it over my lips. Thief. She took this from the duty-free trolley. I unzipped her liquid bag and took out a bottle of luxury moisturiser we used to sell. I unclipped the cap and squeezed it. Unlike its usual milky pearl colour, it was an odourless, dark brown thick gel that tinged my skin slightly. I twisted the other 100 ml bottles of shampoo, conditioner, body wash and hair gel in the zipped bag. Same gel. What was this? Well, she crazy. Who cares?
    There was a light knocking. 
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    The moisturiser bottle slipped out of my hand. I closed the lids quickly. 
    “Coming!” 
    I shoved the bottles back into the liquid bag, kicking Monica’s purse under the bed. I washed the brown gel off my skin, pulled my shorts higher and (don’t open it) I opened the door. 
    “Hi, you alright?”
    The man stood there; his body took up most of the door frame, sending chills down my spine. His voice was lighter than on the voice memo. Hair greasier. He was much bigger than he appeared on his Facebook page, now more than ever. 
    “Yeah.” My wet hands clenched the doorknob. I regretted eating the sandwich a passenger left on the plane. 
    “Going to let me in at all?”
    “What? Oh yes, of course,” I said. Connor Donahue walked through the door with a faint smile. He set his laptop bag on the desk and sat on the edge of one of the single beds. He typed something into his phone before putting it away. His smooth motion told me he had been in rooms like this before. He pushed his oily hair from his beady eyes. The buttons of his shirt barely held together and a couple of thick, coarse, curly hairs escaped from the gaps. Oh, what have I done? Oh, I should have thought about leaving this job. 
    “How are you doing?”
    “Good,” I said. The constant texting and photo messaging never had any legitimate weight to it. It all felt like a PlayStation game until now. (photos with legs – 2 point, photos without bra – 7 points)  Think about your roster, Bea. Roster? To hell with that. “How are you? Busy day?”
    “Yeah,” Connor said. “We’re cancelling some flights. Running out of seniors and captains.”
    “Really? I thought they just promoted some people.”
    “Lots of Seniors left for other companies in Gatwick. You could be a Senior. You should be one.” Connor said. “Nobody wants to work these days. Come sit down. You must be more tired than I am. You had 3 full-load flights the whole day.”
    I sat down on the bed across from him. He sounded a lot less aggressive in person. 
    “People usually just block me when I offer to arrange them here for a layover. I’d like to catch up in person.” Connor said. His hand was rubbing the puffed zip of his trousers. I pictured myself running out of this room and hopping on the earliest flight back to Faro. I could apply for a job at any hotel until Cruz’s Hilton started hiring. “They just can’t seem to appreciate the resources it takes to change their flights. They’re not very flexible. Always emailing me about not having enough rest time. So many personal issues. Can’t they understand it’s just not my problem? Not you. No, you don’t. You’re tough.”
    I nodded. i am not, if i am any tougher i would go home right now. I sat on the back of my hands to hide their trembling. 
    “You look thinner in person. Smaller. Prettier.”
    “Thanks.” 
    “Are you, like, shy in person?” 
    I nodded. i am not, i am just disgusted by you
    “We’ve got time. I like your photos,” he said. “They make my day. You look so hot topless. It’s really long hours. I am overseeing so much of the crew control operations, you know. They’re giving me two more bases from KA. Can’t manage without me. Us. Not trying to sound like an arrogant prick, but they ring me up for everything. Harris phoned about the September senior recruitment, asked if we had enough seniors for 3 extra flights weekly. I met George today. You know the KA CEO? Interesting guy, always says this is their year. Always says we need to transform their business. Quite an idealistic visionary. He can never cut the cost without us.”
    “Why is that?” 
    Connor shrugged, and pushed his hair out of his eyes again. Oil shone over the huge pores on the bridge of his flat nose. Oh Mamãe, I want to go home. I am so sorry. I want to go home. He was rubbing his trousers again.
    “I think he knows my grandpa,” I said. “Small world.”
    “Have you done this sort of thing before? You don’t sound like you have,” Connor said. “No, stand up for me. Do a spin for me.”
    I stood up, and I did. I slouched my shoulders and crossed my arms to cover my chest. You wanted this, I told myself. Connor patted the seat next to him, gestured me to sit down. I did. He put a beefy hand over my naked thigh. A wave of acid refluxed into my stomach. 
    “You look nice.” He said. He ran his hand higher, stroking my skin. Goosebumps rose everywhere, and as I smelled his body odour, I felt another wave of reflux. “I don’t even want to do this. Sometimes, I feel almost evil when I give you instructions to post. You’re so tough about what happened to Monica. I know. But you presented yourself to me like …how do I resist, right? It is as much your fault as it is mine, I guess. You don’t see me as the bad guy here, right? I am helping you with your roster, and you’re just being nice.”
    no i am not being nice. get me out of here.
    I nodded. I swallowed hard to stop another wave of sickness from coming. please Monica come knock at the door and save me. please Monica, i am so sorry. 
    “Harris told me. I didn’t know you were close to Ana and Laura. I did make a mistake with Laura’s roster that week. Put way more hours than I should have. Honestly, you can’t blame me, we were running out of cabin crews. She should have told me. I bet she wanted the hours. It was supposed to be a win-win, she could earn more and I got my flights covered.” 
    Connor tapped his fingers on my thigh like a child playing piano, the other hand kneading the swollen zip of the trousers, intensely looking at me, licking his lips. His breath smelled of undigested greasy fast food and beer. 
    “I know it wasn’t my fault, but I felt quite bad after. She should have been careful. She shouldn’t have bitten off more than she could chew.” Connor said. “Felt almost like I exploited her. Exploitation is a big word these days in the corporate world. I’d never do that. I have too much decency. I am a gentleman after all. We’ll just have a little fun. Yes, of course, as every girl says, I can destroy your career here, of course, making your life a living hell. But I can’t, you’re too nice to me. I love that video you filmed in Stockholm at the pool. Is that your favourite?”
    “No.” It came barely like a whisper. If I kept my eyes shut, I could go through with this. I could picture it was Cruz – no I can’t because Cruz is the love of my life. I didn’t need the love of my life. I needed never to be fired ever again in my life.
    Connor could put in a few good words for me, and I would be wearing a two-stripe and make all the efforts worthwhile – but no, it wouldn’t because it wouldn’t be the first time or the only time. It would be worth it, for my career. I could go home with pride and buy Mamãe another car and even offer Cruz financial help with Carla. Finally, I could truly beat Daniela. It would be worth it – no it wouldn’t because this “career” would turn into ash as quickly as another more beautiful, more desperate Beatriz applied for the job, and there would ALWAYS be hundreds of other Beatrizs with perkier breasts and rounder bums and tinier waists.
    “I don’t want to do anything crazy,” Connor said. “Told my wife I’d be home for dinner.”
    I nodded. i don’t want to do anything crazy but i can’t define crazy anymore
    “Do you want to just give me oral?”
    no. i actually really would rather not.
    He unbuckled the brown belt that was holding his waist, and the rest of the flesh sagged down.
    This was the only way. 
    You tried doing it by the book. You exceeded the sales targets with your charts, and numbers and extra readings. You went to work with Panadol and high fevers and bleeding heels and bruised toes. You tried again after you had been spiked. You could proudly announce defeat now. There would be no shame in this – 
    He unzipped his trousers under the potbelly, exposing a hairy mass.
    It suddenly dawned on me like a flash of vintage videos. The effort I put into this game of doll play and flying in heels. It dawned on me that I could give my life to the wheels and the wings and the passengers and still could never be one of the winners here, that I’d always be nothing more than a disposable staff number, making as minimum as they could spare in this poker game played by the rules they set. 
    All I could do was to push down other staff numbers in this fight to pick up the breadcrumbs under the table. And for the first time, that felt okay because I had finally seen the strengths and resilience these games had refined and built in me. I made it, and I could carry that same strength into the next thing (what next thing? what else could you do?) It wasn’t the destination but the person I became during the ride, and I had become someone else, knowledgeable, hardworking, diligent, resourceful – I didn’t need to do this.
    Anything else. I want to go home. I will go home.
    Connor took my hand and placed it over the damp, hard cotton spot. My head was dizzy, trying to force down the other seventy-five waves of nauseated food from rising to my throat. I tried to pull my hand away with the little self-respect that was growing by the second. 
    But he was gripping my wrist like a deadlock. His moaning sounded like the grunts of a disfigured boar. I am going to get another job in Faro. The thought ignited like fire in my chest. Connor started rocking my hand and my stomach churned like never. I could be a laundry lady like Mamãe and we’d be happy together. I could tell her the truth. I never needed to be anything more. I was a Faro girl, loved by her mother and the beach. 
    I wriggled off him and ran to the bathroom. I kneed on the cold tiled floor, clutching the toilet seat edges as undigested sandwiches with visible ham, cheese and green lettuce bits poured out of my mouth into the toilet bowl, splashing back drops of toilet bowl water onto my face along with hot stomach acid. I heard Connor’s heavy footsteps behind. In the corner of my eye, I saw him holding his laptop bag. I heard the door open, and I heard it close. 
    It felt like a victory as my stomach grumbled like a cheering crowd. For a moment, I remembered holding Mamãe’s hand on the hot sand, watching the white foam over blue water rolling on the shore. I remembered being in Miguel’s arms and feeling his white-haired chest vibrate as he roared into a barking-like laughter. For the first time, I felt like I was standing at the end of this dark tunnel.
    I smiled at myself before I heard Monica’s gentle whisper. 
    “Bea? I forgot my purse. What are you doing on the floor? Oh my gosh! Are you alright?” 
    Monica, already in sleepwear, crouched down next to me and pulled my hair backwards. She picked up chunky yellow bits off the fringe of my hair, nose wrinkled with disgust. She took the toilet rolls and wiped the saliva on my neck.
    “I thought I saw Connor leave. What was he doing here?”
    “I am so sorry.”
     “What did he do to you? Oh no, he didn’t. Really? I am going to make fucking him pay for this.”
    “Monica, no! I am fine. Don’t go.”
    She left my room with a loud bang of the door as another churn of reflux arrived in my throat. Looking at the toilet bowl, creamy bits on the sides, I thought about the first time I went on the City of London Bus Tour with Monica, sitting on the top deck, the scent of the Thames River wind on our faces under the grey clouds, wearing the “Mind The Gap” hoodies, hands up and felt invincible with an infinite possibility of attainable social mobility. The Can-Do and Will-Do attitude. The I-Will-Do-My-Best zeal. The Work-Hard and Get-Promoted dream. The British Dream. The Immigrant Dream. The Background-Doesn’t-Matter Dream. It all looked like a snow globe until it started to crack and ash started falling down.
    I could see us, young and broke, sharing a horribly oily plate of fried cod at Camden Market, photos here and there at the Big Ben and Westminster, complaining about the long walk, an overpriced coffee at Mayfair and a Greek Restaurant under the London Bridge. I thought about how much wonder we had in our eyes until our face was covered with surgical masks and long nights in quarantine, and I was sent home. Hopes, much of it and of different kinds, had lived its glorious days. Why was it so difficult to find them now? Was it part of getting older? Was this the professional life, the adulthood I so longed for in Portugal? Why did it look so different from what I saw online?
    I remembered the day we went to Bath and the beer we drank and the spliff we shared. How did I get here? How did I end up so alone and sad and detestable? How had I grown to hate this job that I’d loved and hate this country that I’d longed for? How should I get out of this mess? Was there even a getting out for me at this point? 
    As the last bit of sour sandwiches dripped out of my clutched stomach and bitterness invaded my tongue, I came to a satisfying and unbelievably peaceful conclusion. After this block, I would listen to my best friend and resign regardless of the outcome. 
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Abstract from KA1530 Independent Investigation Committee Transcript – Interview with Crew Operations Manager Harris Duncan
Departing From Copenhagen Airport, Kastrup : Arrival at Heathrow International Airport 
Airbus A320-211, operated by Krone Airways, Crew serviced by ApexCrew
IC: Investigation Committee         
HD: Harris Duncan 
…
IC: 24 hours prior to the flight and throughout your entire course of employment there, nobody from ApexCrew or any whistleblower came forward with the possibility of any kind of terrorist attack?
HD: No. not one single person mentioned anything like that. Do you think I would have done nothing and brushed it off if somebody tried to tip us? I was a captain for years before I took over as base manager. I understand the severity of potential dangers. Do you think I would sit by and not speak to any authority if I could stop this tragedy from happening? 
IC: It’s hard to tell at this point, given the recent findings of the re-opened investigations of Ana Blanco, Laura Alonso and Monica Bellini. A lot seemed to be buried under “unprecedented accident caused by individual incompetence”, as you put in your report. What about Zander Papaioannou? He said he had warned you.
HD: It has been brought to our notice that Zander Papaioannou was a problematic cabin crew. He was a safety hazard, which resulted in his resignation. He has been displaying unacceptable behaviour, including verbal abuse, name-calling and using offensive language during duty hours towards Samantha, one of our most trusted, most helpful Seniors. He also did not complete his equipment check to an acceptable standard, resulting in the unreported leakage of several oxygen bottles. These actions are intolerable in aviation. You can find this in the KA safety reporting system. I suggest you do more thorough research before taking a side and making accusations in your questions. You’re supposed to be the best experts in aviation from your countries. I seriously doubt the quality of expertise here. What kind of investigation committee asks questions without doing its due diligence? I am calling for recess.
…
IC: And that was the last email you addressed to the entire base before KA1530? About Senior Direct Entry.
HD: Yes. Danilo and I reached an agreement that afternoon. There was just no way we could move forward with the numbers we had at the time. 
IC: Was George Hjortsberg aware that you were understaffed? Have you thought of cutting back some routes or making the work conditions more desirable and more competitive?
HD: We offer one of the best work packages in Europe and we were not understaffed. We would be in autumn if we got those extra routes. That would be due to expansion. There’s a difference. 
IC: You didn’t think to say no to your client.
HD: Why should I? You’re understaffed, you employ more. Simple. We tried to promote them internally. As soon as they get the title, they move on to another company or a managerial position elsewhere. People are not loyal these days. Or you’ve got other people who refused the Senior promotion because of long hours. Long hours, seriously? Excuses. They just don’t want to work. For me, that just screams pure laziness. Remember the time when they wanted to work during the Pandemic? Now, with this lack of gratitude and absolute entitlement? Our industry is just recovering! So, the best way to move forward would be hiring senior externally, from direct entry. No more internal progression. You’ve got these Seniors who have been working in other airlines for 20 years. They don’t mind coming here as long as you show them they’re in charge, that they don’t have to start over. They said it’s not fair for the people who have been here for years. I don’t have the time and resources to be fair. This isn’t a theme park or kindergarten. You want to be fair? You go somewhere else.  
IC: You received an email response from Monica. 
HD: Yes, I’ll admit that caught me off guard. I phoned IT immediately. They said they needed to get her iPad. It was a bit of an awkward time to retrieve it. 
IC: What was the content of the email?
HD: All in capital letters. “WHAT HAPPENS TO PEOPLE WHO WORKED SO HARD FOR IT? YOU SELFISH SON OF A BITCH.”
…
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    In the dreams, I was smiling with bliss on the beach with Cruz in the cool night. The crescent moon was high above, and I rubbed the coarse sand with my feet. Carla was asleep in his arms as I leaned my head over his broad shoulder, brushing the soft brown curls on her head, listening to the waves and my family’s steady, quiet breathing. Cruz said something about being excited to have me back in Faro. He said something about being excited to start working at the Hilton and see me behind the reception desk in my brand new hotel uniform. He intertwined his fingers with mine… his hand was big and comforting and soft and my hands were rough with scars and they felt…
    … felt flexible and powerful as I pushed the boy down into the seawater…. It was dark … there was a face inside the moon waiting, watching over the waves. I could see the sign I drew over his forehead as the pale boy struggled, stirring up white foam under the gleaming water, his smooth face filled with terror and betrayal. Perhaps dinner with him before this monstrosity was a mistake, his nails dug into my arms, salty water splashing across my face as he struggled upward like a baby lamb…it would be over soon, boy… I didn’t want to do this … oh but I didn’t have a choice, did you not see three cases of cash he brought today… he brought more than I asked for, and I asked for a lot ….good friend he said to me… his will was strong, so was his sacrifice … quiet now, boy … it would be over soon… nothing was stronger than a blood sacrifice…I told George to stay in the car and make sure Beatriz didn’t wake up again ... I held him down until there was no more movement, and there was no more bubble coming out from his small nostrils and the water above his face was clean and still and his eyes stared back blankly … his blonde hair waving along with the rhyme of the waves and his body was cold, swaying in the water, the dark thing under the deep tide drifted it further and further away … it was done and I had to let him go into the abyss … and the abyss stared back relishing the gift against the promise of fame and wealth… 
    My eyes opened rapidly. Dublin sunlight glared onto my head. Every inch of my skin was covered in cold sweat. I clutched my hand over my mouth, rolled around the bed and vomited over the edge of the mattress into the bin, over something like a bag that was silky, slippery and rubbery. Bending down to examine it brought another wave of sickness. 
    I slowly sat up from the bed, my back against the headboard. I could still see the boy’s eyes staring blankly at me. I recognised the sign; it was the same one carved on Miguel’s table. It was the same one I drew under the dead pigeon. It didn’t matter, though. I was done with this craziness, I might actually start going to the Sunday mass myself when I got back. The heaviness that always woke up beside me was lifted with the genuine, joyful thought of going home. I could see myself picking up my old life in those familiar streets in Faro, greeting my neighbours and taking daily slow walk at the coast. I grinned at the thought. I made up my mind to redo my resume for the Hilton hotel tonight after the flight. 
    My pelvis and knees ached. I lifted the blanket and drank a full bottle of water before noticing light bruises over my neck and my thighs. My throat was dry. I felt a disgusting smudge and sweat covering my body. My mouth felt slimy and bitter. I turned off the alarm before it rang. It was 2 hours before report time. A note was on the dressing table next to a pair of huge looped earrings.
    “I took care of Connor. See you in CPH tonight. Monica.”
    The pain in my head subsided as I physically gasped at the thought of Monica. The brown gel inside her liquid bag and the bakery goods in her suitcase seemed to connect like dots. I could faintly see her revenge plan in my head. Oh no, she wouldn’t. But oh she would. I lifted the bedcover. Monica’s purse was gone. 
    “They’ll pay for it. I’ll make sure they don’t treat me like they did before,” Monica’s voice rang in my head. “I just hope to be back in June. Even just for one flight. I got a plan for them so they’ll all hear us.”
    I took out my iPad and was still unable to see her roster. She must have gone on duty already. I paced in my room and quickly grabbed my phone. I dialled Connor’s number multiple times. It rang before he cut the call. The urge to stop Monica (stop her from what? I don’t know) from hurting someone – anyone – suddenly rid me of any fear I had. 
    I dialled the number of Harris Duncan. There were three long rings.
    “Harris Duncan speaking.”
    “This is Beatriz. I need to speak to you about Monica. She is planning something reckless.”
    “I’d like to speak to you, but I’d like to speak to you in person given the severity of the situation. Now, I’d roster you home tonight if I could, but unfortunately, we are desperately out of crew in Copenhagen. I am unable to reach Connor at the moment. The earliest I can get you home is tomorrow after your Copenhagen. How does that sound? I am sure you are upset about this. I have been calling IT, tried to pull back the emails – “
    “No, I don’t need to go home. I need to speak to you about Monica,” I said rapidly. “She is planning to poison someone. She’s got all this liquid – I think it is rat poison, and the cakes – she’s got a revenge plan. She’s really radicalised – “
    He cleared his throat. “What are you talking about? Obviously, I understand the distress. You’re having an acute breakdown, as girls do. Panic attack, probably, I understand. I saw the sender’s email as well. I am as baffled as you are. We’re working on it. According to the screenshots though, it looks like you were the one initiating the conversations. I am sure you are aware of these inappropriate messages … I’ll have to say I am surprised to see that you’re playing such an active part of this…I do not appreciate this.”
    “What?”
    “You’re calling me about the photos, I assume?”
    “What photos?”
    “The photos sent to the whole Heathrow base last night? You are aware that the photos are also sent to the KA Copenhagen and Stockholm mainline staffs, right? Thankfully, I.T. told me it didn’t reach anyone else in the mainline except the cabin crew and flight deck. I have put up with you. All your follies and your mistakes, Beatriz, this is how you want to move forward with your career? I saw my younger self in you. The same ambition. I tried to help you numerous times. You’re a lost cause, really.”
    “What are you talking about?” 
    “Fun, huh?” He hung up.
    I clicked on the company email box. My thumb hung mid-air. There were more than 300 names on the email list. The subject line of the email was Something Funny. I clicked on it; there were 20 attachment photos and one video. It was all conversation screenshots of Connor and me, along with all the naked photos I sent to him, including the ones I was flirtatiously calling him daddy and begging, literally begging for more flights and extra payment days as a role play he requested on the phone. The thought that everyone in the base saw this drilled terror all over my body. How could I go to report for duty later? How could I work with them later? I dropped my phone, and the alarm on my phone buzzed again to remind me 90 minutes before reporting. I turned it off and sat there, covering my face. I just wanted to go home. I would go home. I looked at the sender.
    monica.bellini@ApexCrew.co.uk
    Fuck that bitch. 
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    I phoned her, again and again until the recording said ‘This phone number is no longer in service.’ She was hiding from me. Of course, she was. All she ever did, and wanted to do, was break me. She put my name on Jani’s list to be fired. Now, this was the grand trick. And I trusted her when all my instincts told me she was a snake. Those innocent dinner nights and trips were pretences to lure me to exactly where she wanted. 
    What did I ever do to her? 
    I clicked on the video. It was a 30-second short one. I clicked Play. 
    The room was familiar – it was the same room as this one; the camera was placed on the dressing table. It was my room (no, it is Monica’s room. These hotel rooms look the same and this room looks too tidy). His laptop bag was on the floor. Connor was lying on the bed; his horizontal belly looked like the shape of mountains, making a repelling noise of moaning. Below him was a girl, platinum blonde hair curtaining her face. She was on her knees, moving up and down with a slurring, wet sound. His fat fingers grabbed her hair, and her gagging sound was muffled before the video stopped. I dropped to my knees next to the bin and dug through the foul smelling throw up. The condom with musky white gel was at the bottom. I flung it off my hand. 
    But I didn’t do it. 
    Maybe I did. 
    No, he left my room. I swore he left my room and he did not come back. I went to sleep then.
    I looked at the looped earrings on the table stiffly. I watched the video again and zoomed in on the woman’s face. There were those huge silvery looped earrings dangling faintly between her hair. That was a wig. That had to be a wig. Only a wig could look that shiny. That woman in the video was too skinny to be me. That little black dress. That wasn’t mine. She wore that dress when the police came. Why was she doing this? Why? Was she high? Was she out of her mind? Was this part of a bigger plot? She must have snorted a lot of coke or planned this for a long time. Why was she pretending to be me? 
    She wanted to humiliate me. Her last blow in this stage play she orchestrated. Now was the time when the red curtain fell and she was waving, bowing at the thousands of cheering audience, saying, ‘Bea just never learnt! I got her once again! Did it at Europe Express. Did it even better at ApexCrew. Thank you. Thank you! It was a good run. Thank you!’ 
    I replayed the video and zoomed in one more time, and as she was sucking, probing her head – 
    She snapped her head my way at the camera. She goggled at me – there were no eyes except a red-lipped mouth and her red nails grabbing the deflated penis. 
    My trembling hand dropped the phone hard onto the wooden floor with a loud “chunk”. The screen turned black. I was paralysed on the bed until 30 minutes before reporting time. I put foundation over my wet face, the powder cushion absorbing my tears, dry lipstick covering my chapped lips. I put my uniform over my dead body and kept my head down as I went to the lobby. 
    I saw Samantha showing the new crew something on her phone, and she gasped and covered her mouth. Sandie stood with her arms crossed. The group stopped speaking as I approached 3 minutes later than I should have. Kenneth nodded at my presence and turned away in deep conversation with First Officer Jamie Pryce as we made our way towards the terminal. Samantha was still in a low whisper with the other crew ahead.
    Sandie made light conversation about her wedding. She was telling me about the difficulty in finding a budget venue and flower arrangement. She told me that she was excited to be with Tina tomorrow and asked if it was okay for her to be in the front galley. I nodded.  
    The safety briefing was quick. Nobody wanted to look at me. Why would they? Had they not seen my nipples and my butt lock? Had they not seen enough of me spreading my legs open in front of the mirror? I felt naked in this uniform. I checked my lavatory longer than I should have. My eye makeup was smudging, stinging my eyes. I clutched my chest to calm the rapid breathing. I had 3 flights, then the Copenhagen bed. I could make it through today. Sandie was happy just to talk about her wedding. I would entertain her until we landed. I took the frozen pizzas to the front galley. I could do it. Then I would go home, away from all this. 
    “Can you believe that? I’d never do that. That’s a new low even for her.” 
    “That’s just disgusting. She offered it first!” 
    “Really? That’s worse. She deserved it, then. Sending out from Monica’s email though. It’s just creepy.”
    I heard Samantha said in the front galley. I cleared my throat.
    “Oh, thank you darling,” Samantha said as the dispatcher left the aircraft. She placed the pizzas into the oven, avoiding my gaze. “I am so sorry to see the email. I really wish I could help, but I am sure you understand. You’re not a union member, and there is only so much we can do to help. I am truly sorry to hear that, darling.” 
    Kenneth, standing at the cockpit, opened his mouth. I turned around.
    I returned to the emergency exit row as the boarding commenced. As we finished the safety demonstration, secured the cabin and sat on our jump seats preparing to take off, I thought about Monica’s revenge plan and it occurred to me whatever she had planned for them, they all deserved it. I tried to tame this momentary rage, told myself I was leaving this job anyway, that their whispers wouldn’t matter in Faro. No, I would just go finish my resume tonight.  
    Sitting on the jump seat, as ATC held us again and passengers roared with loud complaints behind, I had an eerie feeling that something inhuman was being brewed and infused in the midst of it, and whatever it was, its fermentation within this aluminium chamber had been completed.
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News Abstract from The DailyPost

Ex-ApexCrew First Officer Matthieu Rousseau Smashes a Bottle at Connor Donahue outside His Majesty's High Court of Justice
    The 35-year-old ex-First Officer has been jailed for a revenge attack on the ApexCrew Crew Controller. Donahue had been outside His Majesty’s High Court of Justice after the hearing of KA1530, along with ApexCrew shareholders and Krone Airways CEO George Hjortsberg.
    Matthieu Rousseau punched him as Donahue exited the High Court, knocking his daughter off his arms. The children were crying, shielded behind Donahue’s ex-wife. The two men argued and during the incident, Rousseau grabbed a bottle from a nearby bin and smashed it across the Crew Controller’s forehead. Lawyers from ApexCrew tried to separate them. Two police officers from the High Court arrived at the scene, shot their tasers at Rousseau and arrested him. 
    Rousseau, who recently resigned from ApexCrew, later told the police he had little bit to drink at the time, claimed Donahue’s recent ‘public statement filled with horrendous lies slandering Beatriz Sarmento provoked’ him. The victim was taken to the hospital, where twenty stitches and blood transfusion were required. 
    Rousseau later pleaded guilty to wounding with intent to cause grievous bodily harm. At Blackfriars Crown Court on Tuesday, Rousseau appeared for sentencing. His representative lawyer showed evidence of his ties to KA 1530 and the impact of his relationship with Beatriz Sarmento. 
    ApexCrew Pilot Union submitted pleading letters to the judge, co-signed by all 28 of the currently employed pilots, in addition to 5 character reference letters from the various Captains of Krone Airways (both Copenhagen and Stockholm bases) and those of his previous employer at Blue Jay Airways. Rousseau was jailed for 6 months with his commercial pilot license temporarily revoked due to the severity of Donahue’s injuries. 

#

It was 11 hours before KA1530.
1 out of 2 passengers said their last goodbyes to their family and loved ones.

    I was exhausted from hearing Sandie’s wedding arrangement on our last leg of the day, descending upon the navy ocean into the Copenhagen runway at night. The little orange hue was slowly disappearing. Sandie was trying to keep it light and friendly. I appreciated her for not avoiding contact with me. I could really use some peace and quiet, nonetheless. Seeing her selection of wedding dresses made me sick. I wondered if I would ever put one on. (well i was betrothed to the green monsters inside the plane engines, my arranged marriage to Mammon organised centuries back…)
    “We had a small wedding. Family only,” I remembered Cruz said as I was picking up goldfish crackers from under the seat, popcorn from the aisle, chunking cans of finished beer into the plastic bag. 
    (…flower girls walking down the aisle with sales trolleys, fishhooks in their eyes…unveil the bride…)
    I kept my head down. I could see people in uniform hurrying in and out of the terminals when we dragged our suitcases through the duty-free areas. Some of the girls in uniform recognised the girl in the photos in their email box. 
    (…unveil the bride…take her first night at the Front Row where they used to do Safety Demo – no do a Hymen Breaking demo…no she tries to run to the Emergency Exit – the Bride wants to escape by deploying the evacuation slide – grab her!)
    I saw the raised eyebrows and the glances they gave each other and the snickering. I realised this womanly violence just came differently and hurt differently and somehow, I wished we could resort to a physical fight like the boys in a cage. 
    (Grab her! Spread her legs open at the Emergency Exit Row and watch them rip open the wedding dress of her airline uniform, company scarf choking her neck pulled from behind, mouth gagged with the Senior’s Sales Device…all 87 souls watch her juice bleed all over the aisle and luggage compartments and flight tickets and different colour passports and hand luggage and coffee and tea pots as the monsters climax into her brain…)
    I knew not how to dodge another slander or defend myself from another reputation destruction, but I could slap and I could hit and whip and punch and bite in the ring until my enemy’s heels broke. I would feel no remorse scarring all those beautiful faces, scratching their eyes out with my pretty nails. I saw fingers, visible and invisible, pointing at me, heads shaking and whispers so loud that deafened me.
    Probably having noticed this, Kenneth and Jamie started conversations with me about Faro and things to do there. I told them my favourite restaurants and the beaches they had to visit. I couldn’t shake the feeling that home was nothing but a distant, dreamy thought from now on, slipping away further and further despite my decision to resign after this block. 
    (it was an international wet dream brewed from generations. they are waking up…it is no longer a wet dream…LET YOUR DREAMS TAKE FLIGHT – the Copenhagen Airport commercial wrote next to the flight information board ... Their Dreams Are Taking Flights…)
    I couldn’t shake the gloomy feeling that there wasn’t an after anymore as I went through the passport control and showed them my crew card. 
    (…erected claws climbing from hidden cargo spaces and closed lavatories…they’re coming out from the darkest corners of the shareholder accounts for this long-awaited gangbang with their promised Bride…) 
    Jamie was telling me about the Portuguese classes he took when he was a kid, said he wanted to visit and asked me tourist questions. Kenneth was telling us about a sailing course he would attend after his retirement. 
    My body seemed frozen from being able to feel the warmth of their words. I was grateful for their effort to make me feel included, though, and I tried my best to participate in the conversation. Jamie said a couple of their pilot friends were also here. They wanted to go for a drink later at a bar in the lobby.
    (…the faceless Engineer hands them metal handcuffs from the Restraint Kit and the Dispatcher removes the barrier from the air bridge and Catering hands them a bottle of lube from the Crew Meal Box...they’re hungry for the lewd smell of my insanity…)
    Kenneth handed the room keys to everyone. Sandie, with a rosy blush, said she would meet us here tomorrow morning and hurried away for a video call with her fiancé. Samantha and the new girl went up with the lift, still whispering and snickering. Jamie exchanged an uneasy look with Kenneth as he saw my room card. 
     (Air Traffic Control said The Slot Is Ready For KA1530.)
    “I can take that room,” Kenneth said. “You can take mine.”
    “It’s fine.”
    “That was the room where Monica –” Jamie started.
    “You take my room,” Kenneth said. He was quick for his age. He snatched the key card from me and thrust his into my hand. “I’ll see you two here tomorrow. Who’s the Senior? Tina right? Great. I got a golden team. Come down earlier if you’d like to join us for breakfast – Come down, I’ll get you breakfast.”
    “No, it’s fine. I am not broke.”
    “No, I want to,” Kenneth said calmly. “The new proposal never made sense to me. I told George, and he said he isn’t getting involved with ApexCrew internal affairs. It just doesn’t seem fair to … anyway, do this old man a favour. My next block is my last block – the last flying block of my life! Do me a favour and let me treat the Princess to breakfast.” 
    (the Princess…oh where is she? no. no. princess no more…they want to make her queen of the flies…no…she wants to stay princess…no the hymen is breaking…princess no more.)
    “Okay, if I can wake up early. Have a good rest!” I said as I stepped out of the lift, holding a card that read Kenneth Berg. 
    I walked towards the end of the corridor, turned and found my room. The room two doors away opened, Matt, who I hadn’t seen in almost a month, came out in gym clothes, runners and ear pods, holding his usual gym bottle. He looked startled to see me, his thin lips pursed together like a teacher staring down at a naughty kid in a classroom. His hair was long.
    “Hi,” I said. 
    “Hey,” Matt said. “I think I left something in my room. My bottle, I think.” 
    He turned around. I watched him walk away and (let him go, he doesn’t want anything to do with you – why is it my fault to be ambitious? didn’t he tell me he liked that in me? why is everyone deserting me? why doesn’t anyone point their finger at Monica, who sent the photos?) and his coldness transformed my sadness into a breathless rage. 
    I dropped my purse and key card and the suitcase and followed him. I held the door as he was about to close it and I slammed it behind me. 
    “What do you want? Jez, I am going to the gym.” Matt sat on the bed and played with the handle of his empty water bottle. For a moment, he studied my face, and he reached somewhat of a conclusion, and looked at me like he had never known me. 
    “It wasn’t me in the email.”
    “It’s your life.”
    “That woman in the video wasn’t me.”
    “If you say so.”
    “You don’t believe me?”
    There was a silence, only broken by the hurling of wheels and slamming of doors in the corridor outside behind me. 
    “Was it before or after me? Some of the dates on the screenshot are cropped out.”
    “After,” I said. 
    “After and during, I guess. After as in after you said you wanted to stop seeing me because of Monica.”
    “Yes,” I said. “I didn’t have a choice.”
    “Clearly. Look, maybe what we had was…it was fun and thankfully it is over. Let’s stay that way. Let’s just keep it professional at work between us. Not that you know what being professional is. We don’t … I will never tell anyone, and I am asking you to do the same. I am not going to badmouth you; and I need you to do the same about the time we spent together. My reputation here is important. Aviation in the U.K. is small. I am at the beginning of my career. I don’t know what I can do without my license, the Pandemic showed me that. Driving Uber was the only thing I could do at the time. It was dreadful for me. I was still paying off flight school. I also got a mortgage now. I am sending my dad to an elderly home. Money is tight, and …well. I can’t afford to be ‘Me-too’ed.
    “Anyway, the point is, let’s pretend we didn’t happen.” He ran his fingers through his curly hair, not looking at me. “I just don’t understand why. You had things going well for you. You could have quit this job and done something in, I don’t know, advertising or planning with excels and number tracking stuff. You’ve got so many other skills, or so I saw, I thought I saw in you. I have seen the charts you made, they were brilliant! I just don’t understand why. Were you even attracted to him? This isn’t personal, but tell me, Bea. Were you attracted to him?”
    “I wasn’t.”
    “All those photos? What the fuck, Bea? What the actual fuck? I thought you liked me. I thought you were better than this. Why did you sleep with him? I really can’t believe you fucked him.”
    “I didn’t.”
    “Yeah. Yeah. It’s just humiliating for me even to think about this. I can’t process that you were spending time with me one second and then sent him a photo the next. You’re doing this for a better roster – you said it in your texts to him – all these disgusting photos just for Alicante and Malaga? Like why? For extra payment days? Are those extra payments really that damn important to you? Could you have got a part-time job at Costa or something if you’re really out of money? Like, I just don’t understand. I am more confused than angry, to be honest. This is disgusting.”
    “Am I disgusting?”
    “Yeah! Oh, for goodness sake, Bea! I am ashamed I defended you so many times in a group setting! What would people think about me now? When people told me strange things about you, I kept telling them they didn’t know you; I was defending you for a whole month – you know how that makes me look now? I must have looked like some stupid hopeless lover boy. Oh, then they must know about us. It was just not worth it! I was arguing with Joshua Foster about Zander’s flight. I guaranteed with my life that you wouldn’t pull something like that. Maybe you did break the oxygen bottle seals after all. I don’t know you. I don’t know if I can trust anything out of your mouth anymore!”
    “I had no choice.” I couldn’t bring myself to lie to him.
    “So you did break the oxygen bottle seals? Just to get revenge on Zander? What the fuck? Oh my God, Beatriz! You are insane. You really are! What the fuck?” Matt said in a hurt voice. (hurt? what about me?) “Look, it was casual and it was fun. It’s your life. You do whatever you want with it. It’s really none of my business.”
    “The whole day, everyone is acting like I have killed someone. Nobody wants to listen to me. My photos were leaked. My private photos. My private conversations. Yet I am the laughing stock of the base. I was the joke that everyone was whispering. I am the enemy of the base. Do you have no sympathy for me?”
    “No, I don’t!” Matt said icily. “Yes, that was horrible. I don’t know what kind of sick prank that is. I don’t know what kind of a sick fuck enjoys – Connor certainly enjoys it. It’s between the two of you. I don’t want to know and I don’t want to comment on that. But you bribed him with your naked photos for what? About 300 pounds more a month? Was it worth it? Breaking those seals just for petty revenge? It’s dangerous – you don’t do shit like that even when you’re – I just don’t want to talk about this, like really. I think you need to go.”
    “You don’t want anything to do with me anymore?”
    “No, I don’t. Sadly, I really don’t. It’s the best if we don’t text each other, and simply don’t talk again. Let’s keep this professional. It was a mistake for both of us. I don’t know what I was thinking when we started this. Let’s move on with our lives.”
    “Well, I guess everyone is virtuous and standing on the moral high ground now and I am public slut number one,” I whispered. I turned around and opened the door. 
    “Bea,” Matt said, standing up from the bed. “Don’t tell anyone we slept together please. Really, please don’t.” 
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    I walked back to my room. I picked up the key card and my purse from the floor, pressed it and strode into my room. I slipped the card into the card holder, and lamps glowed bright yellow all over. The moment I closed the door behind me, I slided down with my back against it. I sat on the dusty wooden floor, my shiny heels thrown to the side, hugging my smelly feet. 
    With my sight blurry with water, I tried to call Monica. There was no ring. I went to her roster, and it said “Roster not available”. I tried calling Mamãe. Her phone was off. As tears were dropping from my eyes, I booked a ticket home 2 days later. I didn’t want to be part of this circus anymore. Any of these. I tried. I really tried. 
    With my head over the suitcase top, I cried with a howling noise like an animal. I was exhausted beyond words could describe. I was dying alone in a way beyond words could describe. My shoulders were jerking and the ugly mixture of mucus and tears was drooling over the silvery badge of wings over my chest, over my lanyard, over my name tag. The gels of the fake eyelashes burnt my eyes. I tore them off. I pulled my bun off the back of my head and took off my jacket. 
    The last six months were playing in my head as I played Larissa’s motivational speech playlist. I remembered the girl who had fallen from the building on the last day of the initial training. I could see her sitting in this room, looking at her iPad and ironing her scarf. I could see Laura and Ana laughing on the bed, giggling over some inner jokes with Monica and a couple of bags of crisps. I mourned for them, truly for the first time, as I marked the end of my cabin crew life. I mourned for myself. 
    Hours must have passed as I was sitting there, listening to the speech titled ‘Hustle and Grind until They Hear You’. I watched the sky turn pitch dark and watched the little purple lights gleaming from the east side. I counted the planes that took off and landed. I stared at the reflection of the girl in the window, curled up in a ball in her navy blue uniform. I couldn’t bring myself to move a muscle. I wondered if I stayed physically still, would the world also stop spinning. 
    As the room was getting warmer with the sun rising, my phone rang. 
    “Beatriz? It’s Cruz.” The Portuguese deep voice sent a soothing calmness down my body.
    I covered my mouth to silence the gasp and wiped the tears with my sleeve. 
    “Cruz? How are you? Is everything alright?”
    “Yeah,” Cruz said. “I got an email from your colleague just now. It was…graphic. I am at the hospital now.”
    “What email?” My heart sank. I spoke rapidly. “What email, Cruz? That was not real – that was not me. That woman in the video is called Monica. She is my rival at work. She is trying to take me down. She is wearing a wig, pretending to be me. I am not able to get hold of her right now, but I will be. I swear I will, and I will figure out what’s wrong. Cruz, listen, I am resigning after this block anyway. I am coming home.” 
    I am coming home to you. I love you. no you love him now that you can’t have him
    “I don’t know if it is a good idea,” Cruz said. “Your Mamãe got the email too. Somehow, the email she got, the photos and texts, were all translated with a description. That’s, what do you call it, crew controller? Making your rosters and stuff, right? I was worried about you after I got the email, so I headed over to your house. 
    “I found your Mamãe with a metal pipe, smashing the car you bought her in her nightgown. Fernando happened to drive by. He got the email too, so did most people in your high school class. Was it a prank or something? Anyway, he was pulling her back. She kept yelling ‘I should have listened to Papai.’ She was mortified. She grabbed Fernando’s collar and kept screaming ‘Papai warned me never to let Beatriz leave the country. It’s time to pay! It’s time!’ She was clutching her rosary so hard her palms were bleeding. I never liked your granddad, you know that. Your Mamãe kneed on the ground and prayed, saying you were the product of Miguel’s witchcraft treachery. She fainted and Fernanda called an ambulance for her. She woke up for a bit just now, repeating ‘She is the Unholy Grail in the clouds. Her Cup Overflows.’ What does that even mean?”
    “Is she alright?” 
    There was no air in my lungs. Matt’s words weighed nothing compared to what I was hearing now. I thought I would wail and cry harder. I wished I could. This pain in my chest wasn’t burning or full of rage and resentment. This dreadful pain was numbing and dull. This pain drained all kinds of emotion from my veins. My Cup Emptying. My Cup Overflowing. I took the wing pin from my jacket and stabbed it into my calf. She will be pouring out Death – I remembered Miguel saying in the blurry video. I saw blood coming out but I couldn’t feel it. One good thing at last, at least I couldn’t feel it.  
    “Look, I’d love to stay, but I can’t,” Cruz said. “Carla’s got nursery tomorrow morning. I thought I would just give you a quick call to let you know. Father from the Church arrived just now. He said Miguel actually requested to repent with him before he died. He was at his dying bedside. He has promised to take care of your Mamãe. Don’t worry much. I don’t think it’s the best time for you to get in touch with her. She is very emotional and unstable. She threw her phone across the hospital ward at the nurses. They had to restrain her.”
    “Thank the Father for me, please,” I whispered. I could picture Mamãe on the hospital bed, hands strapped to the sides. I ran my finger over the thin line of blood dripping down my calf. Why doesn’t it hurt? How did I get here? She will be pouring out Death.
    “Of course. She’s sleeping now. Doctors gave her something. I think she’ll be better tomorrow. But give her some time. I don’t think she can discuss the email or anything like that now.”
    “Cruz, do you love me?”
    “What? I am married.”
    “I know. I shouldn’t have left you. Or home.”  
    “But you did. You got what you wanted. I hope you got the London life you’d always dreamt of because it sounds like a mess to me,” Cruz said. “You said you needed more. I respected your decision. I hope you found it, whatever it is.” 
    “I needed you. That was it. It’s crazy how we only realise important things and priorities at the end, right?” I said. She will be pouring out Death. I reminisced about the words at the end. “Would you take care of Mamãe for me?” 
    “If I got time, I will visit her tomorrow and send you an update. I am not guaranteeing anything. I am busy. I got a life, Beatriz.”
    “I love you, Cruz,” I whispered coarsely. “I love you, and I am so sorry I chose other things over you. Now I realise they’re just things.”
    “I need to drive home now. It’s late here.” Cruz said. “You take care. Come home visit soon.” 
    He hung up. So that was it. There was a home, but there really wasn’t a home anymore. I deserved it, did I though? That was what everyone said anyway. 
    It didn’t matter because I was, as Mamãe said, the Unholy Grail in the clouds. Her Cup Overflows. Perhaps she was right all along. Perhaps there was nothing that could kill the greed in me, that its root had gone bloodlines back and  
    (the reaping is here…she will release them in the sky. She will drink the wine You brewed for her.)
    I wished I was angry, but being angry was too ambitious, because it required too much effort. I wished I was sad, but being sad required hard work to focus and recall the unfortunate events that led me to be sitting here on this very spot in this very room, and there were just far too many. 
    I wanted to grieve for the family I never had. I was too exhausted to do that too.
    So I smiled. 
    I smiled at the thought of the flight ticket I had bought just now. I kissed the badge of wings in my palm. I chuckled at my dear old friend, the woman without a face, who was probably watching me from afar, relishing the brokenness here. I chuckled at the children I gave away for the glamour of being this adventurous foreign “professional legs in the sky”, for being the shiniest nail in this massive machine that could so easily train a new batch of even prettier nails.
    I burst out laughing at my worship of the job, at the thought of coming to the U.K. and trying to build a life that I wanted, a life filled with success and hardwork. I shook with laughter at the pathetic attempts to exceed the sales target, at the determined goal of being a Senior, at the times when I equated an extra stripe on the sleeves to happiness. 
    I was choking with laughter until it was 1 hour before my flight report time and I heard rapid door knocks behind me.
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News Article Abstract from Womanly (U.S. Edition), July 2023: 

“MLM Scheme Hidden behind Inspirational Cult” – How influencer Larissa Resende scammed thousands of dollar from young women with the promise of girl power

“Hustle is the beauty of a boss woman.” “Be self-sufficient.” “Be independent.” 

Making £23,000 a month from your bedroom as a side hustle, but be careful; it might cost you your friendship, family, marriage and even sanity…
… as influencer Larissa Resende denies any personal connection with KA1530 (click here to find out more), we investigate how her MLM schemes, glittered with inspirational quotes and speeches on social media, are ruining women’s lives under the façade of female empowerment.   
    The Lisbon-born socialite recently admitted the alleged cabin crew purchased her mentorship program. 
    “But she has never shown up in any of the sessions! I saw the photos in her house in the newspaper. I saw my books and the motivational quotes from my Pink Hustle Queen Collection all over her bedroom. It was all very bizarre to me,” she said on a recent podcast. 
    During the pandemic, thousands of cabin crew lost their jobs. It fostered a vulnerable environment for this business to strive under the seemingly positive slogans of empowered female entrepreneurs and the promise of a ‘be your own boss career’. 
    Larissa Resende, author of numerous self-help books, became a household name on the internet who famously lecturing female audiences on hard work and financial independence. Her conferences are held throughout London, Lisbon and New York. Her brand is not just a direct sales lifestyle company, but a multi-level marketing scheme (MLM), meaning her consultants and her brand representatives can earn a commission by persuading other people to join. Their source of income heavily relies on the number of people signing up and their purchase of Resende’s trial products.
    Resende denies all allegations of running an MLM scheme, but her previous assistant suggested otherwise. 
    “She is good at making attractive sound bites to her young audience, who are naïve and desperate. She has written down a list of targeted groups. She created content marketed especially towards people in the tourist industry and small shop owners who lost their jobs during Covid. The reality is that she was barely making anything from her own makeup line and her calendar and stationery lines. Her dad is one of the owners of Portões de Ouro. It’s a private bank in Portugal. He pays for her apartment in London. He hands her blank cheques while she goes and shames girls for not working hard enough during their one-on-one mentorship.”  
    39-year-old Sophia Wang, now divorced Taiwanese single mother, lost her senior cabin crew job in the U.K. during the pandemic. She was seduced by the glamour of Larissa’s expensive lifestyle and the dream of having control over her income … 

#

It was 2 hours before KA1530.
1 out of 5 passengers checked in and arrived at Gate 61 at Copenhagen Airport, Kastrup.
    I saw her through the peephole. Monica raised her wrist towards the peephole, showing me the deep fading, thick scar from the small ring. 
    Monica did all this because she is jealous of you, I heard Larissa from the company iPad.
    “I know she is.”
    She shows you the scar to make you feel guilty, you know her tricks, Larissa said. 
    “I know them well. That wouldn’t make me feel guilty anymore, though.”
    Smart girl, Larissa said. 
    I turned the handle. Monica, in a freshly ironed uniform and her suitcase, pushed the door open and strode into the room with a wide smile and her back straight. She set her purse on the desk next to the mirror. 
    “Just in time! Are you ready? I honestly just can’t deal with minimum rest anymore! I can’t believe I am a passenger on your flight today. They’re changing me to land at Heathrow at the last minute. Harris called me into the office. I have no idea why. He probably wants to persuade me to stay as Senior. Maybe I’ll have to think seriously about it now. He said I really deserved it. Did you see the Senior direct entry email? I asked Connor. It was a bunch of bullshit! He said George insisted on the expansion this year.”
   “I thought you had a new purpose. I thought you didn’t care about the job.”
    “I had. It is all done. The wheel is in motion now.” She loosened and retied her scarf in front of the mirror. I saw my face staring back behind her, except that face was a blur. 
    “What was it? Was it the email? Was this all part of your plan?”
    “It all started before you even joined,” Monica said. “Now, get ready for work. Look at your face! You look like a mess!”
    “Why did you send the photos to the base?” Monica took out a lip gloss from her purse, leaned forward and reapplied it in front of the mirror. For a split second, something else moved in the reflection.
    Don’t let her win again, Larissa said in my ears. She is lying. 
    “You wanted to leave the job! I am helping you, Bea. I am giving you a reason to go. Just as you wanted, you said you’d never have the courage to leave if I didn’t give you a hand. I was kind.”
    “Lies. I want the truth for once. How did you get them? That was a private conversation.”
    “Very private. You showed me when I came back to your room after Connor left. He does prefer me after all.” Monica said. She picked up my jacket from the floor, and threw it at my face. “Come on. Did you sleep at all last night? Oh, look at your bed. Where did you go last night? Let me guess, you were in sweet, sweet Matt’s room? I bet. I saw him at breakfast with Kenneth just now. He’s operating to Milan in the afternoon, he told me. They asked me if you were coming down. You still have time for breakfast. I saw them talking. Maybe about you, not that there was anything Matt hasn’t seen in person.” 
    I slapped her across the face. Monica’s heels made a sharp sound on the wooden floor as she stumbled back, tripping over her suitcase. Her purse fell onto the floor with a bang, and her liquid bag, lipsticks, eyeliners and her sale device scattered on the floor. 
    “What’s your problem? I am trying to save you, you bitch! You asked me to! You translated the text into Portuguese last night!” 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?”
    “We’re almost there.”
    I struck her face again, but Monica managed to grab my hair and yanked it back. 
    Strike harder, Larissa bellowed.
    Monica pulled my scarf. I was suffocating, my hands weak and waving until I scratched her face. She let go with a gasp and hit my windpipe. I panted in pain, my fingers dug into the tender skin under her eyes. 
    Let her scream, Larissa said.
    I grabbed her sleek bun and pulled it loose. I punched her once. The second time, my knuckles met the hard floor as I missed her neck, sending electric pain through my bones into my elbow. I hissed in pain as I grabbed her hair and slapped her face. My hand was wet with the blood from her nose. Her hand blocked me at the third strike and quickly and out of nowhere, Monica punched my stomach and I fell backward. Pain spread through my belly and my back. Monica’s fist made painful contact with my chest again. My back fell onto the carpeted floor, the back of my head hitting the leg of a dressing chair. 
    I felt her hand covering my eyes as she beat me, sitting on top of me. My hand found a hard, square object on the floor. I picked it up and swung it full force at her head. I crawled out of her grip and stood up with the support of the bed. Next to the mini fridge, I smashed the sales device at her over and over until there wasn’t an actual face left on Monica’s head. Only mashed flesh and blood and jiggly jelly pieces. The rusty smell of blood invaded my nose. I couldn’t bring myself to stop until my arm was tired from the swinging. Her hands were still and motionless on the wooden floor. 
    As I stood back, satisfied, my head seemed to be cleared of a dull headache that I didn’t know was plaguing me. I covered her with the heavy white duvet. I washed my hands with soap, wiped her blood off my neck and sleeves. The sides of my cheeks were bruised and blotted, but nothing heavy foundation couldn’t hide. I placed all the massive pillows over her body, pleased that I did ApexCrew a favour. I stopped this woman (what Harris usually called them? safety hazard) from further poisoning anything else at the very least. The plane would be safer and better off without her. I almost felt like the heroine of the story. The cabin crew who saved all the innocent passengers. That was how I’d redeem myself from the photos. From the public enemy number one, thirsty, greedy slut to the heroine of the Heathrow base.
    I unzipped my suitcase and changed into my spare uniform blouse. I wiped the blood on my name tag with the aircraft wet wipes, and then I wiped the KA logo on the sales device clean. I sprayed Monica’s perfume all over the room to get rid of the nasty smell of spilled blood.
    I played a Larissa motivational speech video. Every person reaps what they sowed, I heard her. Bea, I am proud of you.
    “Me too.”
    I sprayed my hair to make it shiny and smooth before combing it back into a donut bun behind my head. I dabbed the bruises with thick concealer. I placed many fake eyelashes over my lid and the heavy blush made me look youthful and fresh. 
    I winced as I drew the red lipstick extra carefully and patted Monica’s shiny lip gloss over. She wouldn’t need it anymore anyway. I couldn’t waste it, no I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t waste anything. I took all the cakes and her expensive bath salts from Monica’s bag into mine. I kicked one of her legs. It wriggled lightly. I could picture her spinning the narrative and saying it like “Beatriz tried to murder me!” 
    Liar and lazy fuck. I am done with lazy pigs.  
    I tore the stripe from her jacket and glued it above mine with the eyelash gel. Who’s the two-stripe now?
    I checked the loading for the first leg. KA1530, 87 passengers, 23 coming in from connecting flights and 34 having an outbound flight in Heathrow. Good. This would be an easy one. I rang Connor, wanting to report sick for Monica. I couldn’t reach him. 
    “I am not lazy,” I said to myself as I straightened my uniform, placed the strap of the purse over my shoulder and slipped into my polished heels. My wings were sparkly over my chest. I kept the key card in so that when Monica woke up, she had some light – still so considerate, I am a good friend through and through. 
    “No, I am not lazy. I am a passionate cabin crew of ApexCrew living in London. I am a career-driven boss queen living the dream.” I muttered to myself as I waited for the lift. It opened. Matt, in his casual white top and jeans, holding a cup of black coffee and his key card, stepped out. He lowered his head immediately and hurried past me.
    It doesn’t matter, I heard Larissa say to me.
    “No, it doesn’t, because the sexiest thing about a woman is her hustle,” I whispered to myself as I pressed the button to close the lift door. 
    “I am not lazy,” I said as I reached the lobby. Tina and Sandie were explaining the hotel pickup procedure to our new joiner. Second flight, Francesca said to us cheerfully. Worked in the front galley yesterday, Francesca told us, eyes gleaming with excitement. I told her, “Honey your skirt is too short according to the grooming manual. Are those heels 3 inches? Where is your nail polish?”
    Tina asked if I was alright when we were taking out our iPad and liquid bags for security at the staff channel. I said yes with a giggle. Kenneth asked again as we were waiting in the passport queue. He gave me a cinnamon bun he had taken from breakfast. I devoured it in 3 bites and gave him a hug to thank him. 
    I was slightly annoyed when Jamie Pryce asked one more time if I was alright at the gate, where 87 passengers, all adults and most carrying a briefcase, were holding coffee with drowsy eyes, ready to depart for Heathrow International Airport in a dreadfully early morning flight. 
    “I honestly don’t know why everyone asked me that this morning!” I laughed as I stood from the cushioned passenger seats to check the oxygen bottles in the back galley. 
    “Maybe because of the horrible deaths in the last couple of months,” Francesca said with zeal as she checked the jump seat harness. “During the training, my instructor told me they are having a tough time recruiting. Everyone says this company is jinxed. My batchmate told me the Copenhagen hotel is haunted. Last night was my first layover and I dreaded it! My friend said she got the dead girl’s room last week and the bathroom light kept flicking back on in the middle of the night! She didn’t even touch the bathtub and went without showering! Pre-flight check completed.”
    “Darling, you haven’t even checked the megaphone and the lavatory. These are basic. How did you even pass your course?” I almost shouted.
    “Oh, sorry! I didn’t know those were mine to check. Sorry!” 
    “It’s written in the manual,” I said. “Jesus.”
    I brought the pre-ordered breakfast boxes to the front. Kenneth, holding his tea, whispered something to Tina and told us we were only boarding through the front door today. 
    “It’s a light load today,” Kenneth added. “Let’s keep the doors at the back closed.”
    I passed the security checks to Tina and instructed Francesca to the exit row. I went through the content of the emergency exit row briefing with her three times before she could accurately remember it all.
    I reapplied my lip gloss in the small mirror in the back galley. I heard, “Cabin Crew, Boarding Position,” and that was the first time I noticed the name tag on my jacket. 
    It wrote Monica. 
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Abstract from Satanic Psychopath or Victim of Circumstance? The Psychology of a Flight Massacre by Melissa Devine 
P.56
….
    It was largely believed that Sarmento had been planning this attack since the bonus scheme had been unfairly cancelled. It is unclear whether, ultimately, it was the accident of Ana Blanco or the suicide of Monica Bellini that caused this irreversible psychological impact on Sarmento. 
    Many previous employees claimed Sarmento often put on Monica Bellini’s name tag at work and spoke as though she was still alive months after her suicide (more in Chapter 8 The Story of 4 Best Friends). None felt comfortable enough to question her, while many did question Duncan’s decision to keep her. While some experts emphases the significance of the cancellation of internal Senior promotions, many believe the leak of her private photos and conversations with Donahue served as the last straw of betrayal 24 hours prior to the flight, leaving her completely vulnerable and radicalised. 
    In order to understand Sarmento’s spiral into revenge, it is necessary to look at ApexCrew’s influence through her eyes. The KA strategy of outsourcing was a revolutionary idea to reduce costs and has been adapted by many airlines as a means to recover from the Pandemic. Yet none has created an internal separation between the brand and its crew members as much as ApexCrew. The Pandemic led to her redundancy from Europe Express while her three best friends and flatmates continued to stay. Jani Mäkitalo, former base manager of Europe Express, later admitted that the redundancy selection wasn’t performance-based as he claimed…
    …the cancellation of breakfast fostered an even lonelier environment for the already isolated job. Maria Smith, former Senior of ApexCrew, mentioned she “really enjoyed working with Beatriz”, that her gratitude to return to aviation was “a breath of fresh air that lifted people’s exhausted spirits” in the first couple of months. Smith mentioned the rest time of junior crew members is often reduced to an absolutely minimum of 10 hours. 
    “Very often, we had to wait for wheelchairs and queue at the passport. By the time you reached your room, you had 9 hours left for sleep and the gym and you started 13 hours again the next day.” Employees of ApexCrew agreed sleep deprivation was very common. Particularly in the case of Sarmento, who the witness mentioned could “finish a service pot of coffee by herself within a flight” and was found “still running on the treadmill and reading Larissa Resende’s books at 3 a.m. in the morning”. Their lack of rest and fear of redundancy were compounded by the intense, tyrannical and espionage culture Duncan created within the crew members…

#

Abstract from KA1530 Independent Investigation Committee Transcript – Interview with Crew Operations Manager Harris Duncan
Departing From Copenhagen Airport, Kastrup : Arrival at Heathrow International Airport 
Airbus A320-211, operated by Krone Airways, Crew serviced by ApexCrew
IC: Investigation Committee        
HD: Harris Duncan
…
IC: I am sure you would agree with me that your initial reaction upon hearing KA1530 was rather strange, especially as a base manager and a, as you often reminded us, a former captain. Instead of heading to Heathrow Airport immediately to support your crew members and find out more information, you drove to Beatriz Sarmento’s residency. Have you paid her a personal visit before?
HD: No, but I went to the house after the mediation with Ana Blanco’s family. I drove them to that house so they could collect their daughter’s belongings. That time, I met with Monica, who helped me gather Ana’s company items, including her uniform, iPad and ID. They were company property. I needed them back for the new crew.
IC: Yet you didn’t feel the rush to do that with Monica’s company property?
HD: Think about it from my perspective, alright? I was busy explaining to our client what happened. That god damn Kenneth Berg was saying shit about the company during his family dinner with George. He signed a fucking NDA. I had to explain to the shareholders the nature of coincidence in the recent events. Danilo, that useless fuck, was no help at all! He bailed as soon as the photos were sent to everyone on the base, said he got family emergency in Spain and needed to leave the position with immediate effect. At the time, I was trying to minimise my interaction with Beatriz, given her.. uh.. grief.
IC: Let me clarify. You were minimising your interaction with a crew member because you believed she was grieving. Yet the same person, with her grief so severe that you would reduce on-ground interaction with, is the same person you believe has the capability to operate multiple international flights a day and has the safety awareness to fully perform to the highest standard this industry requires.
HD: I have no comment. I was going to pull her off the operation after she landed at Heathrow. I knew it had come to a stop. I couldn’t email her before her duty. I couldn’t predict how she would react.  
IC:  Can you help us understand why you felt the need to go to her house?
HD: I just did. I thought I could find Monica’s iPad there. I thought it would help.
IC: Did you?
HD: Doesn’t matter. I.T. told me Monica’s email was linked to a mobile phone and the email wasn’t sent from her iPad. Her house was like 15-minutes’ drive from the office in Hounslow, anyway. Can I get another coffee? A latte, please. Thank you. I wish I could tell you exactly why. It was a strong feeling, strange. The only other time I felt it was when my nan died. I was on a long haul back from Shanghai, I just knew that I had to go home after this flight and I did. I thought getting the iPad would help. I have prided myself on being a rational person. This, I can’t explain why. 
IC: What did you find there? 
HD: I’d like to wait for the coffee first. 
IC: I insist you go on.
HD: Now, I want you to know that I am not a superstitious person. Yes I went to church as a kid, but these days, I mostly go with my ex-wife and kids during Christmas and Easter only. I don’t believe in… anyway, I will keep the description plain and factual. When I got there, the door wasn’t locked. I just opened it and walked straight in. Can I have some sugar? 
IC: He wants some sugar. Is there anything else? No, bring everything into the room. Snacks and sandwiches and drinks. I don’t want any more pauses. 
HD: No, thank you. A spoon for stirring, perhaps. Thank you. 
IC: What did you find there?
HD: (clears his throat) I opened the door and the house stank. I can’t imagine anyone in their right mind can live here. It was a mix of excessive chocolate sweetness and something burnt. In the corridor, there were card boxes of do-it-yourself chocolate fudge. About 20 of them. Open boxes of eggs and milk cartons. Tons of salt poured into the sink – of course, now we know the bath salt bag in her suitcase actually contained the potassium cyanide she put into the coffee and tea and orange juice during the service. A pile of the eggshells over the counter. Maggots were crawling over the table. 
IC: Maggots? 
HD: Loads of them crawling everywhere in the kitchen. It was dirty with chocolate syrup and summer flies buzzing all over. The last time I was there, it was very tidy. The shelves were filled with pictures from Europe Express. That day, it was just skulls, of all shapes and sizes Halloween decoration-like skulls next to bloody red candles. Cups and glasses that were skull-shaped. There was a broken empty fish tank. There was a skull inside as well – plastic, the forensic told me after. Monica’s iPad and lanyard and ID were inside the fish tank. These things still had a tag on them. They all belonged to the old supermarket across the road. Police told me afterwards. It was unclear when she had moved them here or if she remembered doing it. Anyway, as I entered the house, ravens or crows, I don’t know just big black birds with sharp beaks, were suddenly landing outside, standing around the windowsills like guards. Like they were watching me.  
IC: What else did you see?
HD: Oh dear it was awful. Truly, the most awful thing I witnessed. There was this sign drawn behind the doors of the house. The police later told me it was some devil spirit summoning sigil for money and wealth. The same sign was found drawn on the back of the cockpit door with lipstick. I am sure you saw the photos of the inside of the aircraft. Poor George, he just fainted after he entered and read the words written on the compartments.
IC: Did he recognise the sign or anything?
HD: No, I don’t know. There was something written in Swedish as well. Or so they told me.
IC: Did you take the iPad?
HD: Of course not. I stayed there less than one minute! The house was creepy. I swear something else was inside with me. I left the door wide open but it was closed when I turned around. I was in the living room. There was this dead silence for a moment, but suddenly, all the red candles were lit and the crows outside started this loud screeching in broad daylight. I headed to the front door, but I tripped over the bottles. 
IC: What bottles?
HD: So many of them were lying on the floor. All empty rat poison and anti-freeze bottles. 
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News Abstract from The DailyPost: 
Chaos outside His Majesty’s High Court: Families of Victims injure ApexCrew Staff

    … on June 23, 2023, 87 passengers of KA1530 consumed cyanide-baked, rat poison and anti-freeze filled chocolate fudges and beverages in what was the largest flight attendant-driven mass murder in modern aviation history … family of 18-year-old Agnieszka Prokop, a Polish top-grade student recently accepted to the Law Faculty of Imperial College London, felt “excluded from justice” as the court “prevented the family of victims from addressing their losses”.
    “There are simply too many family members,” a lawyer from ApexCrew commented as Heathrow Crew Operations Manager Harris Duncan exited. “It would not be practical. We are not being disrespectful to the lost lives, but we couldn’t have done it one by one.”
    On their way out, Prokop’s single father, holding a graduation photo of his daughter, spat at Captain Kenneth Berg, commander of KA1530, as he shielded the alleged cabin crew mother into the taxi. 
    “You should have checked your daughter into an asylum!” Furious family members of KA1530 victims shouted.
    Police officers stationed at the court had to barricade the family members as some of them dragged Harris Duncan and First Officer Jamie Pryce out of the taxi. Tasers were fired at the angry mob swarming around Duncan and Pryce, who was punched and left with a severely bleeding nose. The rest of the ApexCrew staff attending the hearing were escorted out by the Met Police.

#

News Abstract from Daily Stockholm in English July 2023:

Family members of KA1530 victims set Krone Airways Headquarters reception on fire – Sweden Authorities Condemn Violence

… Jack Hammarberg and 3 months pregnant Sakarias Björk, married one day before KA1530, died at aged 32 and 27. Gärdar Björk, father of Sakarias, who walked her down the aisle exactly 24 hours before her gruesome death, allegedly set the KA Headquarters, located north of Stockholm, on fire with a barbecue lighter on Wednesday afternoon…
    …the entire office building had to be evacuated. 6 people, all relatives who have previously attended the wedding, were arrested. The incident was captured on CCTV cameras installed in the lobby. In the latest released footage, the elderly mother of Jack Hammarberg was seen spraying petrol onto desks and shelves as the three brothers of Hammarberg instructed the receptionists and administrative staff on the ground floor to exit the building.  
    Firefighters and the local police arrived at the scene shortly. The Swedish Civil Aviation Authority and Swedish Minister of Foreign Affairs Gösta Blomstedt condemned the “reckless, violent act of revenge that cannot bring their loved one’s back”. 

#

News Abstract from Heathrow Weekly, July 2023

Human Feces Thrown inside Heathrow T2: Distressed Family members of KA1530 victims vandalised and destroyed Krone Airways Check-in Counters 

    ….where Heathrow Airport Terminal 2 would be closed for the rest of the afternoon with most check-in counters reminded open in Terminal 3, 4 & 5…
    …with human waste smeared over the KA logo on the luggage check-in counter. Feces were repeatedly tossed at ground staff wearing KA uniforms while other family members climbed over and dragged the displaying flat screens down. Distressed family members were tramping on the photo of George Hjortsberg and the plane models of Krone Airways. The vandalism continued as the KA self-checked in machines were hauled down and destroyed by queue poles…
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As “Boarding Complete” was announced, 
passengers from KA1530 had less than 2 hours to live

    Why does it write “Monica”? Where is mine?
    I completely lacked focus as I listened to Tina’s smooth voice during the safety demonstration. I missed the unfastening seatbelt bits and left the tray tables open as I blankly walked down the cabin with the deflated life vest over my shoulders and oxygen masks in my hand. Francesca hurried up and down the aisle and said she had forgotten to hand out the infant seatbelts. I put the safety demo bag away, unzipped my purse and looked at the accounts on my sales device. 
    Why is Monica’s tag on my jacket? Why is my email address monica.bellini@ApexCrew.co.uk?
    I examined the name tag again as Francesca came back. I phoned Connor again. It rang this time. I hoped the hotel staff had found Monica already. 
    Does she really deserve your concern? I heard Larissa.  
    “Oh, is that the same name as the dead girl? Oh shit, I forgot to do the emergency exit row briefing! Somebody was asking me about switching seats, and I completely forgot.” 
    Francesca strode back to the emergency exit row as Kenneth made an announcement through the speakers. 
    “Good morning, passengers. This is your Captain speaking. My name is Kenneth. I'd like to welcome everyone once again on board this Krone Airways Flight KA1530.We are currently held by air traffic control, who will hopefully give us clearance in the next 20 minutes or so. The weather looks fantastic and with the tailwind on our side. We are expecting mild turbulence after take-off, so I will ask that you remain in your seat with your seatbelt fastened in the first half of the flight.  We are expecting to land Heathrow Airport approximately fifteen minutes ahead of schedule. The weather in London is sunny, 21 degrees this morning. If the weather permits, we should get a wonderful view of the city of London on your right-hand side as we descend. I'll speak to you again before we reach our destination. Until then, sit back, relax and enjoy the rest of the flight.”
    Tina phoned me on the interphone and told me we would likely be held longer than 20 minutes.
    “Sure. Wasn’t Monica supposed to be on this flight? As passenger?”
    “What? Beatriz, are you alright?” 
    “Yeah. I made a mistake,” I said and hung up. Maybe I really did. I phoned Connor again. It didn’t ring. Francesca turned on the boiler and took out a paper cup.
    “20 minutes! Do you want a coffee, too?”
    “No, thank you.”
    I saw her opening a coffee sachet as she read her service notes. 
    “This is so much harder than I thought!” Francesca said bubbly as the smell of coffee filled the galley, and I didn’t recall asking her anything. “I used to think this is just like running a café in the sky! I used to be a barista. During training, I had no idea what the instructor was saying at all. I failed the First-Aid test twice. I was so bad that she gave me a cheat sheet with all the answers before the final safety exam. I just can’t remember the evacuation commands! She said the company needed people because they’re expanding routes in September. Harris Duncan sacked one of my classmates for asking about that dead Italian girl in class. They failed her door test purposely.”
    “What did she ask?”
    “Just asked if she was depressed like the other one who jumped out of the aircraft door. Her cousin Zander used to work here. He told her the Italian girl had killed herself in one of the hotels during a layover, which drove her friend crazy. The company insisted on keeping that crazy friend because she is the best sales in our base. That’s what they told me. 
    “Everybody is talking about an email yesterday. I haven’t looked at it because I was operating all day, and when I got time to check, the company has deleted it already! I missed it! I wonder who that is. That’s so disgusting. Have some dignity. It’s just a job. She’s just gross. Anyway, I have applied to another airline. I think it will be easy now that I got my flying license. Oh no, the baby got out of the seat!”
    Francesca put her half-finished coffee down and went into the aisle. I rang Crew Control’s number, and gave them Francesca’s staff number and name. I heard Connor’s lame voice. 
    “What can I do for you now?”
     “Did you send the photos?”
     “Who is this? Oh, for fuck sake, obviously I did not.    
It was from your phone! What is the fuck is wrong with you? Why did you send them out? After I helped you? They’re putting me on suspension next week when they can find cover! One moment, you were throwing up at the toilet and then another you came to the lift and begged me to go inside, playing Monica! What the fuck is wrong with you?” 
    “What are you talking about?”
    “You’re pretending to be Monica again now? Jesus, you seriously need help! Get a life, you fucking mental bitch!” 
    Connor hung up. 
    It can’t be. I said no. It was her with a wig. 
    I sat frozen on the hard jump seat. Things unwound in my brain like rolls of ropes and threads, except they rolled me down into hell very fast. I saw the vivid image of Connor’s mountain-like belly ahead of and above me. My knees on the floor, silvery loop earring dangling on Monica’s – oh.. on my ears while I was making slurring wet sound, my mouth filled – I slammed the lavatory door open, tore the paper sick bag from behind the mirror and threw up in it – 
    I took out my phone in the tiny lavatory and checked the company email account. That was my work account, and then, there, that was another one. Hers. I clicked on it and found the email subject Something Funny. I saw the email lists going on and on with Mamãe’s email and the Portuguese description, along with the strange sign Miguel always drew during his services for his clients.
    I looked up at the lavatory mirror, dirty with fingerprints, and above the scarf, instead of the face of Beatriz Sarmento as the ID on the lanyard suggested, I saw the woman without a face in the mirror, her red lips smiling back charmingly, pulled up by fishing lines like a muppet…and I remembered, no I didn’t remember, I learnt… I learnt like a baby learning new concepts for the first time…it was like waking up from a deep sleep, rubbing my eyes open watching dense fog lifted from the smooth surface of a lake …
    I learnt that the woman without face held Monica down in the hotel bathroom after their fight. She slit her wrist so deep with the steak knife before putting her into a bathtub of water.
    I learnt that the woman without face grabbed Ana by the neck with her scarf before shoving bottles of wine into her jacket above her chest, tying the neck bottles and pushing her out of the open aircraft door. 
    I learnt that the woman without face took Monica’s keys and rammed the car into Laura, and watched the rain washing everything off by the window with the crows. 
    I learnt that the woman without face did exactly what I asked at Miguel’s grave as I snapped the pigeon’s head and put it over a sign I watched Miguel drew so many times. 
    What did I ask? What exactly? 
    As I stepped out of the lavatory, locking the door behind me and heard Kenneth said we got Air Traffic clearance and could proceed to take off, I remembered the exact words that came out of my mouth during the Pandemic, that I’d give my life to see the three of them die in the most horrific death possible.
    And I did. 
    And she did. The woman in the mirror pinned Monica’s name tag back onto the blazer jacket. no, stop, please stop please stop please stop no please please no stop please i don’t want this please 
    Why stop now though?
    stoppleasepleasepleaseplease 
    stoppleaseplease iwanttogohomeplease i don’t want to do this
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    Hardly having any control over her body, she handed Francesca the carefully baked chocolate fudge from her suitcase and placed the rest of it inside the service trolley. francesca don’t eat this do not eat stop please She took out her liquid bag and put it into the coffee and teapot drawer. She placed the bag of bath salt inside the paper cup box. She took some chocolate fudge to the front galley. tina save me please help me sandie don’t eat this pleasepleaseplease somebody please She smiled and watched the two of them finish eating before heading back and strapped the harness over her own shoulders in her jump seat. 
    She felt the wheels beneath, the floor warm and vibrating her thin black cabin shoes under her feet, almost like the intense excitement (–pleasestopplease pleasepleasepleasestop –) before an orgasm and the thrill of an egg hatching. Her brain cracked, at last, as the shells did. A living creature, at last, hissing and slithering, as the plane took off. The ground became a distant thing, and so was help, and medical personnel, and other survival means, and so was the once vivid life of Beatriz Sarmento, and her many dreams and hopes and the resume she never rewrote. They fuelled it, nurtured it, breastfed it. The deity, green-eyed and gluttonous, roared as the engines roared.
    Flight KA1530 had come alive. 
    The sinister darkness that lurked under the flying metal tin and its calculators, under the wheels of labour and sweat and pantyhose and cheques, under the minds of bottomless pitch of stock values and cash and revenues, had flowered. It sprouted its long-waited paws, vine-like, wormed over that thing – Her – rapidly expanding a life of its own into her arteries and capillaries and lymph nodes. Whatever had drowned in the sea in Faro, whatever buried in George Hjortsberg’s dark mansion, whatever veiled behind the uninhibited supermarket, it unlatched the casket with a quiet click. It thirsted for 20 years, lusting, waiting to devour a moment like this, for a delicate Vessel like her, exquisite and void and completely defeated. 
    The Bride. The Unholy Grail in the Clouds. She will be pouring out Death.
    All the moments well designed, paved way from generation down. All for it to unleash its avalanche to take over Her. The Predestined Flight Attendant of KA1530. The Broken Heart of Darkness, germinating from Copenhagen. The Crowned Queen of the Flies, landing at Heathrow.
    She heard Francesca’s coughing (“Hmm, I actually… I don’t feel so well. I think I need to close my eyes for a bit. I think maybe I am too hungry. It’s just crazy that we don’t have breakfast here, you know.”)
    “I know,” she said. For the first time, she actually did.
    She felt the plane wheels retracting, seeing the beautiful Copenhagen runways and windmills getting smaller and smaller from the circular window on the door. She remembered the cocktail of the jolly magical goods in the chocolate fudges, and later the coffee, tea and orange juice. They would surely guarantee all the hustles and grinding were louder than all of cowardly Beatriz’s stupid, modest work. Poor Beatriz had lived and died the same way she dreamt, constantly disappointed, beggarly and all alone.
    She smiled, almost innocently, and she continued to as they reached the end of the critical take-off phrase and the plane shook and bumpy with the mild turbulence Kenneth had promised.  
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Abstract from Satanic Psychopath or Victim of Circumstance? The Psychology of a Flight Massacre by Melissa Devine 
P.87	
    …from the recent footage released by Prokop’s father, whose daughter filmed her flight journey as a record for the start of her legal studies. On her way to the lavatory after the seatbelt sign turned off, the curtain was drawn, hiding the deceased Senior Cabin Crew and the other crew members who were strapped to the jump seat. While no one knows what went on in her mind the last couple of minutes before she started the service, Sarmento’s announcement could be heard in the video as the transcript following: 
    “A very good morning and warm welcome on board this KA1530 flight to Heathrow. This is your Senior Cabin Crew speaking. My name is Beatriz Sarmento. Together with my colleagues, we’re offering a special morning service today where all items are complimentary, including inflight pastry, duty-free items and especially the chocolate fudges.” 
    From the video, we hear the cheers and surprises. It is well known that Krone Airways has changed its business model after the Pandemic and requires payment for all of its onboard items, including water, coffee and tea. Famous for its pricey products, it was therefore no surprise that all the passengers had consumed at least two poison-lay items on the early flight. In the brief footage, we see Sarmento completed the entire service single-handedly with a beaming smile, juice, coffee and tea along with food piled over her service trolley. Two-stripes were visibly glued on her sleeves.
    “Really free?” Agnieszka Prokop was heard asking.
    “Yes. In fact, take two and a coffee. Here’s an orange juice too,” Sarmento was heard. “Unfortunately, we don’t have bottled water available today. Only coffee, tea and juice. Tea? Sure. Make sure you drink up. Be grateful and don’t waste food.” 
    Despite the different lenses that dived into the tragic life of Beatriz Sarmento, it is still not possible to conclude the exact reason why she wanted a group of passengers to indulge in the poison with her. Perhaps it was the unbearable loneliness she experienced in the last 6 months, or it was the urge to voice out the injustice and betrayal she had faced. 
    Her 6 months of employment at ApexCrew seemed to have reshaped her self-identity, values and work ethic. While she repeatedly broke sales records, her efforts were not mentioned at all in Duncan’s reviews. Her admiration for controversial influencer Larissa Resende became a deadly infatuation (more in Chapter 9 When Admiration Turns Obsessive). 
    U.K. Police Armed Response Units broke into Sarmento’s residency one hour after Flight KA1530 landed at Heathrow. The horrendous state of the house not only provided sound evidence of the poison-baking process, her obsession with Resende was noticeable in the eerie bedroom plastered with her quotes similar to those inside the aircraft.
    There are dangerous worshippers of Sarmento who justify her massacre. Airlines are speaking out against the admiration of Sarmento while airport authorities around the world are anxious about copycat behaviours. Some ordained psychological reassessments of their entire unit of flight crew and cabin crew while others increased minimum rest time and cancelled compulsory sales target goals. 
    Photos of the inside of the aircraft were leaked, signified by one where the words “Now You Hear Me” were written with red lipstick over the white hand luggage compartment. The phrase inspired the #NowYouHearMe online movement, where flight attendants from around the globe posted stories of mistreatment and sexual harassment online.  
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    The tip of the cheap red lipstick in my hand became blunt. I dabbed it on my lips. I wanted to look pretty when / if – no, I wouldn’t go there… Matt had always said I looked nice with this lipstick. I never told him how handsome I thought he was, or just how kind. Not the superficial, friends with benefits, sweet words to get you naked kind, Matt was compassionate and considerate. He tried. I smiled, thinking about the Pret bag and my cabin shoes, and of course the airport flowers. Sure that was his idea. He was responsible for his colleagues, caring, a good pilot with no-shit landing, and just a man trying to be good. How rare and few of those were these days. 
    I prayed, as groaning and moaning sounds were heard in the rows behind me, I prayed they would remember that I, too, had tried. Long ago, I had tried to be good and virtuous and strive for a goal, and I ended up just trying to survive the economy, broke and broken. 
    I had forgotten what goodness and kindness looked like in this business. All I saw was coldness and treachery, from the worlds seen and unseen. There were generational monsters sown in my head that no one could save me from. There were plots too evil, deep-rooted within my blood and the greedy flying machines that scaled far beyond human weights or mortal understandings.
    I am tired. Let me rest. I said to the things, to the Real Captain of KA1530, who was towering over each sick individual, covering them with His long black cloak and churning fainting breath out of them. Too long he had waited for this. He couldn’t stop devouring, like a crisp python hungry for mice, creeping through the aisle on all fours, shadowy fingers and fangs within His victims’ slowing pulses and thinning breath and dimming eyes and regretful final mumbles. No, He said He had promised the Swedish man. I said to Him, Let me say goodbye. You have done what You wanted with me. I have poured out Death for You. This Coffee Cup of Suffering is Empty. This Tea Cup of Wrath is Finished.
    Sitting in the first row, I looked at the fluffy clouds outside as the sunlight warmed my skin. The sea of white stretched far beyond and endlessly, bathing in the sun. Almost like the summery beach in Faro. Heaven was on earth. I could hear the waves and the terrible surfers and the children’s laughter and the drunk singing and the hungry seagulls.  
    Remove this Cup from me. 
    I took a large gulp of my coffee and finished my chocolate fudge. I saw Monica sitting next to me doing the same, and she dropped her head over my shoulder, holding my hand. Like she did at the hotels many times when we were watching a boring movie. This would be like one of those quiet layovers. 
    I wondered if I ever had a choice. I wondered if that faceless woman chose me or I chose her. I wondered if I chose the job or the job chose me. I wondered what I had gained by pouring all of me into it.
    The sky outside was the most magnificent thing. I took out my phone and revisited the video of Mamãe receiving the car while I drank the rest of the coffee from the pot. I zoomed in on the happiness on her face as she held the car keys. 
    Why did I give all of me into the job, and in return it gave me so much pain and shame and criticism and self-hatred? What about the promises of ladder climbing? The glitter of the wings. The privilege of the hotels. The pride of the stripes and the scarf. Was it ever worth it?
    In a kaleidoscope of images, I saw my little children. The ones I had with Cruz, the man I loved so much. Carlo and his fat little feet, couldn’t keep up with his bobbly head. Cruz came home from work, sweaty but sensual and I thought about how much sweatier the bed would be after dinner. I heard a baby girl cry. I turned my head and saw Mamãe cradling little Beatriz, singing a song the way Miguel sang to me numerous times. I wouldn’t have wanted to go anywhere. Why would I ever need anything else?
    Just right here. Our small, little crowded home in Faro, in our brown tiled apartment, with my small little family, a Sunday dinner with fish stew after going to the mass, long strolls at the beach every morning, rides to the market with our stupid, old car. Why would I want anything more? I had my Eden and what more could the worlds beyond offer me? 
    My head was dizzy, and a groan of sickness escaped my mouth. I chewed even more of those chocolate fudges. No, I wouldn’t cry. It was all over now. I could go. 
    I picked up little Carlo and felt his light peck and felt the heat of the Faro sun embracing me. I smiled because I came home. It dawned on me that Mamãe and Cruz never needed me to make more. We had been happy before I got a job in Gatwick. I had been happy before I got the adventures I wanted. I never had to qualify or compete for the British Dream.
    I laughed as Mamãe told Carlo how often I had wet the bed when I was a child. I laughed as little Carlo’s soft hair tickled my chin in the orange sunset light. I laughed as little Bea giggled over the clown face Cruz made. I laughed as Cruz kissed my forehead and whispered what he’d do to me when the kids were asleep. I laughed until my stomach hurt. I laughed until I wiped the drool off my chin and nose. 
    I told Carlo I would take them on an overseas holiday if he behaved. Yes, we fly, Carlo, over the sparkly ocean in the big blue sky. I told him I used to be a princess with wings up there. No, I answered him, not free like the birds. Yes, Carlo, I am freer than I’d ever been with you on my lap. No, Carlo, I don’t miss it. I love you too much to miss it, you crazy little thing. 
    I kissed his chubby red cheeks again. He smelled like the ocean. He smelled like the waves. He smelled like Miguel. I smiled as he pretended to fly with his arms stretched out. Fly, my baby, fly. Even the coughing, the nausea and the dizziness couldn’t stop me from loving my little boy and loving my little family. 
    When the ancient Captain stood before me, hideous and worthless He was, caressing my cheek and telling me I was the last one, I realised I had no fear. For there was no fear in love.
    There was always this unreachable gap between what they hired me to be and what I was, and then in life, especially in the spectacular aircraft cabins and the dazzling destinations and the grand hotels, there were these open spaces between who I thought I could be and who I failed to be. I had, I thought I had at least, been resilient and hardworking in this expensive world of madness and in their constant comparisons to the better, prettier, more professional “her”. I had been resourceful with the little help and little time I was given. I had gone the extra mile to meet the expectations on my shoulders. I had been brave when I was alone and afraid in a foreign land. I never treated it as a job. I treated it as who I was. I had given everything, every ounce of my mind and my soul and my strength and my heart, to be the best flight attendant, the finest employee I could be, and that just wasn’t enough. 
    I accepted the merciless truth of our modern times finally, that I was much less significant than I was willing to believe or wanted to be. I had resisted darkness, many times and of various kinds. I fought within the chaos and the biases and the side-eyes. I silently stood through the slanders, the humiliations and the belittlements. I had tried to bring light into the impossible. I just failed, and sometimes, hard work didn’t mean anything. There was nothing you could do. Because it wasn’t about what you did, or how you tried, or what you sacrificed. It was just what you were to them – Cheap, Replaceable and Not Enough. 
    Hence, I released the tight balls of my fists for the first time. I smiled sincerely. Because behind His black cloak was the Gatwick house, where Monica, Ana and Laura, youthful, healthy and welcoming, sat around a Christmas feast with familiar giggles, pointing at the seat they had saved for me. Because I was back in my hot and humid Faro apartment, enjoying Mamãe’s fish stew, watching Cruz chase the children, opening his mouth and – 
    And so, as He devoured my fragmented soul and licked my melting sanity and consumed what was left of me, here marked the end of the Failed Flight Attendant career of Beatriz Sarmento, and with this old, peaceful sense of innocence and true self-acceptance and wet relief, I let go of these tired wings. 
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Abstract from KA1530 Independent Investigation Committee Transcript – Interview with Captain Kenneth Berg
Departing From Copenhagen Airport, Kastrup : Arrival at Heathrow International Airport 
Airbus A320-211, operated by Krone Airways, Crew serviced by ApexCrew
IC: Investigation Committee         
KB: Kenneth Berg
…
IC: Allow me a quick recap, you realised something was wrong when you phoned into the cabin twice and no one answered. From the camera, you only saw Tina and Sandie huddled together and you thought they were chatting until you realised they were completely motionless.
KB: I don’t always check the camera. I trust this team.
IC: Jamie Pryce said the two of you were carried away in your conversation about a family dinner with George Hjortsberg. 
KB: We were. Jamie is a good lad. We got along and it’s always a genuine pleasure to work with him.
IC: Jamie Pryce speculated that you didn’t want to board from the back because of Beatriz. He mentioned he would have phoned operation and offloaded her if he had been the commander of the flight.
KB: They all say that until they are the commander. He did raise his doubts reasonably, and respectfully. 
IC: Yet you proceeded. 
KB: It was the second-last flying block of my life and at the time. I believed most people were simply too harsh on Beatriz. They speak of me like a fool. None of them saw her in the corridor when they found Monica. They told me she might have killed her, I don’t believe that rubbish one bit. The CCTV only showed her leaving Monica’s hotel room. The doctor said they are not able to tell the time of death. Monica was troubled, no doubt. Beatriz collapsed to the floor with tears. That simply couldn’t be an act. If you had seen her that day, you wouldn’t have doubted her friendship and devotion to Monica. They said she had hallucinated Monica for a while. Every friend of that poor girl, everyone who lived with her, died. So, have I got more sympathy for her? Yes. Did that cloud my judgement? Perhaps. 
IC: What about the mandatory call from the cabin every thirty minutes?
KB: Now you need to know that in my mind, it was a perfectly normal day. Tina was cheerful when she closed the cockpit door and told me we were ready for push back. We talked about her son’s tennis competitions. I was telling Sandie about my own wedding 35 years ago as she was preparing for hers. Francesca was excited like all new joiners, asking all kinds of questions. I had no reason to suspect otherwise. I received the first call 30 minutes in. Beatriz was rather breathless. She told me it was a busy morning. Everyone wants everything. The second time, she came into the cockpit and asked if we wanted anything. She brought us some pre-ordered breakfast boxes, said nobody wanted them. Jamie and I had breakfast at the hotel so we set it aside. 
IC: They checked that there was no poison in those boxes. Is there any reason why you think – 
KB: Think that she didn’t want to kill me? When she came into the cockpit, friendly as she always was, she shook my hand and she thanked me. She wasn’t emotional. She said to me “Thank you for taking care of me and making me feel valuable here.” That was the last thing she said. I said to her, “Of course, my princess”. I didn’t think anything more as I’d received that kind of sentiment the whole of June from everyone I met. I thought she said that because it was my second last block and I probably wouldn’t see her again anymore. Jamie thought the same, even said he’d probably misjudged her … (KB voice croaks with crying)
…
IC: We have gone through the ATC recording of your emergency descent request. Can you walk us through your thought process? When you called the cabin and received no answer, you made the announcement, “Senior Cabin Crew Please Enter the Cockpit Now”.
KB: Yes, that’s the emergency announcement. The Senior knows this is emergency. Tina is, was, very experienced. I waited, and I made it twice, and I made another announcement “Any cabin crew available, please enter the cockpit.” That one is off the book, but Tina and Sandie were motionless on the jump seat from the screen. I asked Jamie to check the pressure and the oxygen. All the indicators came back normal. There was nothing wrong with the plane from a technical standpoint. My initial conclusion was they passed out due to slow decompression. I instructed Jamie to put on the oxygen mask. I did, too. I declared emergency landing at Heathrow. It was quick. I had done medical diversions, but nothing like this. They gave us clearance almost immediately and said emergency services were on standby. I couldn’t tell them what was wrong because I had no response from the cabin and it involved a lot of guess work. This was far too unusual. Of course, never have I even imagined the possibility of … Anyway after we landed with our portable oxygen bottle, I opened the door. I was expecting anything. I was even expecting a physical fight. I couldn’t shake the idea of a terrorist gas attack. Probably the military instincts from back in the IRA days. It was quiet and dead silent. Beatriz was in the first row, holding her wings pin. From the front galley, it looked like all the passengers were asleep, and then I saw foam and drool at the corners of their mouths. 
IC: What was your initial assessment?
KB: I assumed it was toxic fume, naturally. I tapped Tina’s shoulder, but she didn’t move. Jamie put his fingers under Sandie’s nose, and at once, he pulled the lever of the door and the emergency slide rolled out. I did the same with the other door and I shouted “Come this way!” Nobody moved, the aircraft was dead except for the sirens of the ambulance outside. Jamie jumped down the slide and I saw him taking off the oxygen mask and speaking to the ground people and medics. I walked into the aisle, and before I made it to row 3, I knew it had something to do with food. Because cakes and drinks were everywhere on the open tray table. None of the seatbelts was fastened. The purple faces and smell also told me they were gone for a while. They said no poison could work this fast, even the court couldn’t rule out what happened.
IC: You mentioned you saw something there and in the second interview, you retracted that statement. We have heard really strange things in this case. Even from Harris Duncan. You’re in a judgement free zone here. Any information will be helpful.
KB: It was bizarre and it kept me up for days. It made me go back to church. I retracted the statement because I didn’t want to come across as a mad man. I don’t know what I saw standing at row 3, I thought I saw something…people wearing snake-like masks at the emergency exit row. Their hands like spider legs. I blinked and they were gone. I swear I heard someone laugh through the speakers though the cockpit was empty. Something was really wrong in that cabin. I might be seeing things. All of the passengers were dead. But I swear, for a split second, all of them opened their eyes wide and were looking straight at me. Then, I could smell coffee and booze and perfume. Those snake-like men came back and…it was like they were having intercourse with a girl who looked like Beatriz at the exit row. 
IC: Like an orgy?
KB: It was just her and those…creatures. She was handcuffed to the exit row seat. But those three seats looked like the shape of a yellow cow…oh no it was a golden calf…yes it was, and these things were pounding her from her back, the infant seatbelt around her neck like a leash. She wasn’t wearing anything but a deflated demo life vest. Flight tickets were flying out of her mouth like an ATM. It was bizarre but it chilled me to the bones. She was Mammon’s Angel of Light, the passengers chanted in low, worship voices. She was the Cup of this Black Mass, I don’t know why I keep thinking that. I couldn’t control my thoughts. I was saying the Lord’s Prayer when I hurried to the front and took the slide down. You’re going to say I was in shock, or I was stressed, but that was what I saw. I prayed to God sincerely for the first time in years that day and the Lord Jesus is my shield every day ever since then. 
IC: Did you notice the words on the compartment? 
KB: Yes, but I didn’t read them until we re-entered the aircraft much later. They had to connect it to an air bridge because we couldn’t possibly push the bodies down from the slides. Stretchers were waiting on the bridge. Engineers deflated the slide and cut it off. The airport was chaotic. I saw Joshua Foster and his crew at the gate. They were supposed to take this plane to Stockholm. The second time I entered with George, I read the words on the compartment lockers, written with red lipstick. “Leave pity land”, “We’re a family” and “Perform Better” were written all over them. Then, of course, you also see “Now You Hear Me” on compartments. I didn’t see the sign, the sigil they call it, behind the cockpit door until Jamie pointed it out. Poor lad, he resigned and developed aerophobia. Jamie fainted on the spot when the medics declared the official death of 87 passengers and 4 cabin crew members. They told us they had to wait for autopsy to give us the accurate conclusion. People told me she practised devil worship of that sort. They told me she was possessed. Regardless of what I saw, I just thought if we have been less cruel to each other, if we have cared a little bit more, perhaps we could have prevented this. Anyway I still dream about the state of the plane today. There were Swedish words on the ceiling. They told me Beatriz didn’t speak Swedish, and they made that the main evidence of her being possessed.
IC: What were the words?
KB: Jamie translated it online for me later. It was a question. “Daddy, is it worth it?”
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Abstract from Satanic Psychopath or Victim of Circumstance? The Psychology of a Flight Massacre by Melissa Devine 
P.104

    Some experts suggested that this massacre was something even more sinister. Photos of the sigil behind the cockpit door, drawn with red lipstick, were released during the court hearing. It was known to be the satanic sigil used to summon the Demon of Mammon. Some believe the Demon of Mammon gives money and wealth. Others believe it is just a word symbolising extreme greed and excessive materialism. It is famously mentioned in the Bible, Matthew 6:24 (King James Version):
    “No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and mammon.”
    George Hjortsberg (more in Chapter 15 The Crimes of the Hjortsberg Family) fainted upon seeing the inside of the aircraft after the bodies were transported into the terminal. He was photographed multiple times wearing a necklace with the same sigil 20 years ago. During the movie premiere of Spy32 in Los Angles, Hjortsberg, who was dating Hollywood star Harriot Chung at the time, told the press this “symbol is a family lucky charm passed down from generation” and it “brings blessings and unlimited wealth”. 
    When Harriot Chung was found overdosed in her apartment in Beverly Hills, the same necklace was found on her neck and the same sigil was drawn all over the bathroom, with Hjortsberg being the last person seen leaving the building. Years later, when his son, young Gabby Hjortsberg, resurfaced on the Faro beach, found by the Portugal Coast Guard, the young boy’s forehead was seen marked with the same sigil. 
    That has caused a lot of speculation. The home of Sarmento’s mother was broken into 4 months after the incident of KA1530, where one of the hard copies of Hjorstberg and Miguel Sarmento’s photo was stolen. While none of the connections could be proven, the name Sarmento became a symbol in the aviation community, while Hjortsberg’s Krone Airways became the most talked about airline of the 21st century. 
    KA1530 Flight Massacre is often concluded to be the product of modern corporate greed disguised in the name of Pandemic Recovery. The unconditional faith Sarmento had in recovering her lost aviation career led her to be victimized by her obsession to exceed sales targets and multiplied by her fear of termination. It called into questions the way aviation handled the Pandemic as an industry, its lack of human factor consideration and the segregation it created among individuals. 
    The harsh conditions of ApexCrew and the effects of the industry’s relentless expansion made KA1530 a tragic example of human vulnerability exploitation. While Sarmento was solely responsible for the murder of the 87 passengers and its 3 cabin crew members, it is time for the industry to truly reflect if the unintended dehumanization of cabin crew was worth it at the expense of profits.
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Email Subject: Global Christmas Party – Executives Only

Dear Amy, 

    The holidays are here! Christmas is a time for us to come together as a family, to celebrate friendship, laughter, and hard work of the past year.
    Global Crewing Service would be honoured to invite you to our Executives Only Christmas Party this year. There is just no better way to celebrate Christmas than over music, delicious food and great conversations! 
    As we embrace the New Year of 2031, I am pleased to introduce two new members to our Global family. Mr Harris Duncan, our new Head of Human Resources (Southeast Asia), whose office is currently based in Sri Lanka. He will be looking after our new local recruits in Sri Lanka, Cambodia and Vietnam, where they will be servicing most of our client’s European and U.S. long-haul flights. 
    I hope you will also give your congratulations to our new Head of Crew Control Operations, who has recently established our crew control main office in Venezuela. Mr Connor Donahue will be working closely with Harris and I to create the most cost-efficient crewing model for our growing list of clients. 
    They will be joining us at the party and I am looking forward to seeing you all there. Please see the attached information about the London Michelin 5 star restaurant and RSVP with my PA Jennifer no later than 25/11. 
    Keep up the good work!

Kind Regards,
Coby Howard
CEO at Global Crewing Service 







The End
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