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Panama City, Panama – While traveling abroad lately, I seem to be meeting several young people who are not unlike the youngsters depicted by James Michener in his 1972 novel, The Drifters.  On this occasion we were having dinner in a seaside open air restaurant in the old section of this delightful capital city when a young woman approached our table and said to me, “Aren’t you the same man I saw earlier today?”
With a big smile she immediately answered her own question, “Yes, it’s you...I’m sure!”
I had said nothing, but had looked to see if there was a possible accomplice somewhere in the nearby bar area who might be associated with her because I had never seen this young woman before in my life.   My initial reaction was that she was some sort of grifter intent on conning me out of money.  My wife and I had been in Panama City less than 6 hours; we had spent 2 hours in the late afternoon walking around this section of the city, but had spoken to no one other than a street vendor selling flavored cones of ice (which we called “snow balls” during my childhood in Kentucky).  
The young woman, who appeared to be in her early 20’s, continued to talk to us.  She was physically attractive, well-tanned and spoke in a “Valley girl” cadence - definitely an American.  I also noticed that she was showing considerable cleavage in what could be charitably described as a tropical dress.  She continued to talk excitedly and affirmed again, “Yes, I’m sure it was you, wasn’t it?”
Finally I lied, “Yes, I think you’re right.  What is your name?”
“Julia!”
“Well, why don’t you sit down and join us, Julia?”
My wife was not pleased at this intrusion to our dinner, but smiled approval as Julia quickly sat down. 
I began to quiz Julia as to why she was in Panama City.  It was a long story.  Apparently she had been part of a crew on a large yacht which had been sailing in the Caribbean for several months.  Her job was “hostess.”  The owner was a young fellow who had inherited “a lot of money” and now spent his life pretty much doing whatever he wanted, wherever he wanted.  The yacht was over 200 feet in length and had a full crew to run it, a Captain, cook, several deck hands, and Julia.  It was a bit unclear exactly what her duties consisted of, but she said that she had become “uncomfortable” with the owner.  He had, according to Julia, some emotional and medical issues, “You know, he’s sort of major autistic or something like that.”  A recent incident at sea, which she described as him wanting to become “too close with her” precipitated her essentially jumping ship when the yacht reached Panama City.
I then asked her what her future plans were.  She told us that she was going to fly “home” to Florida the next day to see her mother who now lived there.  When I asked her age, she replied excitedly, “twenty four.”  I followed up by asking her future plans.  She said that she would like to “do some traveling around the U.S., but I need to find someone to do it with because, although I am still friends with him, my ‘ex’ is not going to be the one.”  
“Ex, as an ex-husband?” I asked.
“Oh, no, just a boyfriend.....now that you asked, I think that I will go to South Africa instead.....I know a guy down there.”
Over the next 15 minutes I gave Julia my usual sermon about why she should think about getting married and having some children before life passes her by.  She continually smiled and nodded agreement, but then said, “I think I really should go to South Africa.”
As we were talking I could not help but notice what certainly appeared to be a “baby bump” in Julia’s midsection.   She was lithe and thin elsewhere, but I chose not to ask for fear that she had simply put on weight on the ship.   Many years ago I made this grievous error of assuming a woman was pregnant when that was not the case, so I decided that this was not an appropriate time to risk offending her.
Suddenly Julia stood up, almost in mid-sentence, and said with a big smile, “I’m sorry, but I have to go now.”  In 15 seconds she was gone from the restaurant.
My wife and I worried about Julia the rest of the evening.  Here was a young American chasing adventure far from home with no apparent plans for the future other than landing wherever the next strong wind blows her.  She seemed so alone, so vulnerable.  I hope that she was on that plane the next day, with or without a baby inside her.
I thought that you might like to know.
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