The Guilty One

Medae breathed out slowly as order unravelled around her.  If there was one rule in her line of work, it was to stay calm.  And if there was a second, it was to know which rules to break, and which to respect.  She had never broken her first rule and she wasn't about to now.

Confused travellers pressed in on the desk as the clerk, now wide awake, was ushered away.  Time to move, take stock, plan.

She extricated herself from the crowd, which was one ill-word away from a mob, and walked to the far side of the concourse.  She was aware of tightness in her shoulders, in her stomach, and turned her mind to the fear lurking in her body.  She breathed in through her nose, out slowly through her mouth, monitoring her pounding heart and the surging adrenalin.  She knew these physiological markers well; but they were not her master.

Once her body calmed, she considered her immediate options.  She could try to retrieve the case now, or simply flee.  Moving now was tempting, but she knew fear made it attractive.  Fear told her to get it back at all costs then run.  Before the sedative wore off.  Before Manfred suspected something amiss and woke JJ.  Before JJ realised she’d stolen from him and sent his people after her.  

She twitched at each glance in her direction.  Was her dilemma was on display?  No.  She remembered the third rule: Don't assume it's all about you.

She learnt that rule on her first ever assignment; she'd thought a man who had approached her for a light was looking for an opportunity to apprehend her.  When he asked if she'd been in the city for long, she'd assumed he was checking her movements against the time frame of the crime.  It wasn't until he'd thanked her and walked back to his wife she'd realised he'd only seen a cold woman alone on a street corner.  Not a thief with a prize hidden under her coat.

She reminded herself everyone here was thinking of themselves, and everyone related to her journey out of the airport was worrying about their jobs.  Nobody would suspect there was a stolen painting in her suitcase.  With that framed clearly in her mind, she decided to find a place to wait it out and make her decision.  She'd invested too much to run before a solution had a chance to reveal itself.
She managed to buy coffee and bottled water and find a seat in the café before the herds arrived; they were still confused about what was happening.  Now she'd made her first choice, she had to identify the risks involved in waiting along with everyone else.

The most pressing was JJ raising the alarm.  He may not involve the police, but she didn't doubt for a moment he'd send his father’s security people, if not come here himself.

She checked that thought.  Why would he come here?  He could assume having stolen the masterpiece she'd leave the country straight away, by any means at her disposal.  It didn’t have to mean the airport, but she had to plan for the eventuality his people would come here. 

She reminded herself he would be looking for Keely.  Medae had different clothes, hair colour, passport.  He would be able to pick her out with some scrutiny, but his people would have trouble if they were working from just a description.  She checked her watch.  In three hours she'd contact her employer—no need to wake them now—and advise them of the unavoidable delay.  They might even send help.

Once that had been tidied away, she remembered the diary in her backpack and pulled it out.  She was glad she'd taken that too, it saved her from buying the chicklit schlock at the airport shop. 

What did she expect?  A list of business contacts, or private details of his father’s shady operations?  She opened the first page and found a handwritten journal entry dated a month after she'd started to work for him. 

Christ.  Gone and got a therapist.  Not only that, bought a journal and I’m writing in it.  What next?  Listening to emo and relating, fifteen years late?
Got to do something though.  L had to see a doctor. Got too rough.  Doc's on the payroll so there's no worries there, but couldn’t sleep afterwards.  Don’t care about her, just don't understand what happened.  
Why do I do this?  
Do I even want to know?

Medae choked on the coffee.  A therapist?  John Hildebrand Junior, cast from the same ruthless, prize arsehole mould as his father, in therapy?  No wonder it was in the safe.  He doesn't want anyone to know he's human, and just as screwed up as everyone else.  She gave herself permission to read ten pages more, then move on. 

Ten pages covered six months.  He wrote sporadically, often after sex.  Sometimes he talked about the women involved, identified only by their initials, which fascinated her.  At first she wondered if it was to protect their identity, but he'd written it assuming no-one else would ever read it.  No, an initial was the ultimate in narcissistic detachment; enough to remind him of all the different conquests, not enough to assign any humanity to them.  Like bank robbers not asking hostages for their names.  Names make it personal.

The borderline addiction to rough sex was the reason he was in therapy.  It was clear he was scared; of taking it too far in the future, but more of the cause.  His scrawled words painted a picture of a frightened man, not the mogul-in-training she had teased for two years with high heels and pencil skirts.  But the coffee cup was empty and the ten pages consumed.  

JJ was right to be worried, he had been brutal at points.  She wondered about the other bruised and battered women, what had kept them in the bedroom without a goal like hers?  Perhaps they had endured for their own reasons, a thought that stirred something unpleasant in her stomach.

She picked up her bag and stood, stretching again in an effort to stave off the stiffening from exhaustion and bruising.  The coffee shop was separated from the rest of the concourse by waist-high plastic screens, giving her a view as she put her coat on, considering where to go next.  The crowd was building as the chaos from Pangaean’s collapse spread outwards.  A sweep picked out an individual in a dark jacket, moving differently to everyone else.  She knew by the way he moved, he wasn't there to travel or pick anyone up.

He was a hunter.

He watched the people around him with the emotional detachment of a man paid to do so.  Looking for someone—someone who didn't want to be found. 
Medae wanted to be as far away from him as possible.  Reciting the third rule in her head to counter the urge to run, she left the coffee shop with a relaxed gait.  She'd head for the perfume counter, blend in with the other bored women there, and watch this man.

She positioned herself to look like she was picking a pair of sunglasses, but still had a good view of the area the hunter was patrolling.  He was broad in the shoulder and moved with the confidence of a physically capable man.  With his casual jacket and his hands in his pockets he would blend in.  To Medae's eyes however, he was as obvious as a virgin at a frat party, and to make it worse, his face was familiar.

She struggled to maintain her cool as she recalled the faces of JJ’s men.  Was he one of them?  There had been so many, and whilst she'd done her best to remember them all, she'd had other things on her mind too.  The hunter's face was nondescript enough to make her doubt her recollection.  JJ was surely still unconscious; unaware of any need to look for her here.  Don't assume it's all about you, she reminded herself.  There were thousands of people in the airport he could be looking for.

Medae drifted for another half an hour, looking for a seat to perch on and read the next part of the diary, but the place was filling up, not only with the people stranded from the original flights, but all the others scheduled for the morning.  Places to rest and wait were becoming scarce.

She found a nook between a seating area and a palm.  The fatigue was swamping her, and she needed to sit until it passed.

She passed the next hour with another six months of the diary.  JJ was getting used to writing about his thoughts, and each entry was longer than the one before it.  Reading each page took her a step further into his inner world.  He talked about the small town in which he grew up with his mother, who seemed to shut down after a bitter divorce.  Medae found herself relating to his frustration with small town life, a childhood spent fantasising about escape into a wider and more interesting world.  The empathy ended when she read about how he was plucked from it by his wealthy father when he came of age, whereas she'd had to claw her way out all by herself.

Reading it became compulsive, reducing the clamour of the airport's frustrated masses into a background hum.  This man, whom she had spent two years studying, plotting against, was writing as if he were another person.  She searched for signs of the boorish machismo she had been so comfortable hating, but as the months passed in the diary, there was less and less of it. 
When she came across an entry about a car crash in his early twenties, she wondered whether that was the root of it; nothing like a near-death experience to make someone stop messing around and get on with the serious business of making money.  He mentioned the reconstructive surgery, and she wondered if a new face allowed him to create a new identity.  She could relate to that.
The therapist is right.  It's something to do with Keely.  This all began when she started to work for me.  What is it about her?  She drives me mad.  Last night I put my hands around B’s throat as she came, but I was thinking about Keely.  I want to see her under me.

Her breath caught in her throat.  He was writing about her—at least the version of her he'd known!  And she wasn't just a letter, hers was the first full name in over sixty pages. 

"You stuck here too?”  An elderly woman leant down, invading her personal space.  "What?”

"Are you stuck here too?" the woman repeated and Medae nodded, regretting the engagement.  She was one of the elderly Medae most hated to look at, skin hung over bones like old-fashioned curtains with too much drape.  Liver spots and hollow cheekbones.  What was she doing flying at her age anyway?

"Terrible business.  First time we decide to fly and this happens.  It's our grandson's wedding.  Couldn't miss it now could we?  He's marrying a girl from Paris.  I hope they get this sorted out soon."

Medae nodded a couple of times then realised the woman didn't actually intend to have a conversation, she just wanted a face to speak to.  As the old woman burbled, she glanced around, spotting a ladies bathroom nearby; an easy way to extricate herself from the old woman's attention.

Medae joined the queue for the facilities and read as she shuffled along, but nothing more was written about her, just musings on his overbearing father and pathetic mother, which didn't surprise her.  The only surprise was the man she glimpsed on these pages was the same man responsible for the grazes burning across her back.  For the briefest of moments, she stopped seeing JJ as a bastard who deserved to be ripped off…  No place for that kind of thinking.

Someone was knocking on the door of a cubicle.  She looked up to find she was one person away from the start of the queue, and the woman at its head was knocking on one of the doors.

"Are you alright in there?"

"Yes, sorry," came a muffled reply.

"There's a big queue out here…" the woman shrugged at her audience and then dove into the next free stall. 

Soon Medae was locking her own cubicle door.  She listened to the snivelling next door and when she emerged, the woman in the sky-blue coat came out of the out-of-order cubicle, bleary-eyed and puffy-faced.  They moved to the sinks in synchrony.  As Medae washed her hands she confirmed it was the woman from the check-in queue.  She glanced at her hands, noted the lack of wedding ring, and wondered who her companion was.  A lover?  A brother?

"You okay?”  Medae asked, out of curiosity rather than concern.

The woman smiled weakly, nodded unconvincingly, and followed Medae out. 

A few paces back into the huge space, Medae paused to consider her next move.  She looked straight at the hunter, lurking in the seating area she'd crammed herself into previously. 

The moments stretched like a rubber band as they took each other in, both studying the other's faces.  She still couldn't place him, and she couldn't hurry away without seeming guilty, so she brazened it out until that awful stretching snapped when a child's screaming tantrum erupted behind him.

He turned, distracted by the noise long enough for her to hurry away, moving around a corner and out of his immediate line of sight.  She saw the weeping woman walking ahead, and decided to follow.  Her companion was leaning against a partition wall separating a duty free shop from the concourse.  He didn't smile at the sight of the woman approaching.  He looked tense, but then everyone here did.

"Have you been crying?" he asked, and the woman denied it.  "For Christ's sake keep it together," he hissed at her, taking her arm into the crook of his own.  Medae slipped into the shop, moving out of their sight but close enough to hear, but the man was marching off, the woman forced into step alongside him.  Something odd was going on there, but she let it go.  She had herself to think of.

It was easy to evade the hunter in the chaotic Brownian motion of the stranded travellers but harder to find a good place to hole up and form the next part of the plan.  She wanted somewhere easy to leave, with a good view, so she opted for a mezzanine level coffee shop packed with strained faces and whimpering children.  She pushed her way through to its edge, the staff too busy to notice she hadn't bought anything, and leant on the rail overlooking the concourse.  This would do, she thought, ducking down to sit on her coat and read some more.

Closed a deal today.  Felt nothing.  Time was when I'd feel like the Don, but now… don't give a shit.  So another half a million gets wired into my account, so what?  Its just numbers now, doesn't mean anything.  Shit, maybe I should stop seeing this bloody shrink, I'm questioning everything.  Feels like I've been using a cheat code in the game of my life.  Now I have unlimited money and unlimited ammo, the game's no fun.  Sick of pretending to be the big man.  Who the hell am I anyway?  Enough of this shit.  Time for a whiskey and a whore, that'll sort me out.

The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.  Who the hell am I anyway?  The words lingered, making her nauseous.  She shut the book.  Why keep reading?  But in the next moment she was flicking back to the last page she'd read, unable to stop herself.  She looked at the date, realised it had been written a week ago and remembered the deal she'd helped to administrate.  It was huge, and he'd seemed thrilled.  That night he'd taken the staff out to a swanky restaurant, champagne all round and played the part of the conquering king.

Then it hit her.  
He played the part.  
Just as she had.  
All that time she'd written him off, he was doing the same as her.  Suddenly he wasn't just a fool she'd out manoeuvred, and another bout of nausea bubbled up from her stomach.

"Excuse me madam, you can't sit there."  A red-faced man in his fifties wearing the uniform of the coffee shop was standing over her. 

"There aren't any seats." 

"I'm afraid it's fire regulations; you can't sit on the floor blocking an escape route, I'm sorry.”  He stood his ground and she shrugged.  Her backside was numb anyway.  She needed to walk, leave these uncomfortable feelings behind in the coffee shop and regain her composure. 

But there was only one entry left in the diary.  She was desperate to read it.  She perched on the edge of a concrete planter, palm fronds scraping her back as she flicked to the final entry.  The date was last night.

Keely's fixing me a drink. Told her I was having a shower.  I just fucked her to within an inch of her life and she was everything I knew she'd be.  Slut.  Got to call the psych tomorrow.  I know why I'm doing this, I have to write it before I forget.  She was over the desk and it came to me, this thing that's been bugging me all this time, the thing the shrink was pressing me about; the type I like.  Small blondes in heels.

A memory flashed up; her employer checking she was a natural blonde.  He explained the target preferred a particular type of woman, and she fit the profile.  That's why she was short-listed.  It had been humiliating to be asked, but with so much money on the table she'd simply nodded and reassured him she was.  Now she was a red head.  Her long blonde locks disposed of.
I remembered that bitch from my final year at school.  Carrie, the one I'd been mad about for two years and when I finally got it together with her in the cabin at the beach I thought it was special.  Monday everyone was sniggering behind my back.  She told a girlfriend I couldn't get it up and that nothing happened.  Went through the whole bloody school.  And it was a lie. A LIE.  BITCH.  It came to me like it happened yesterday, just as I took Keely from behind.  I hurt her, but now I think I know why.  I'm so angry godammit, at her. Hurting these women wishing they were Carrie. 
Medae shivered, recalling a weekend at the beach hut in her final year at school.  In fact it was only the hut she could remember clearly, the one who had taken her there had been sweet, but so bland she struggled to remember him.  But she could remember how her friends had bitched about him as he'd approached her at school the following Monday, and making the decision to trash their time together so he wouldn't tarnish her halo of popularity.  He was one of the losers.  She couldn't even remember his name, hadn't recognised his face, but then if he'd had surgery too…

She dropped the diary, head spinning.  She was the one who'd made JJ.  The reason she fit the profile was because she set the profile—one moment of cruel teenage selfishness had set the type in JJ's mind.  Now he needed to conquer and deliver his own form of payback.  Over and Over.  All these years later he hadn't recognised her consciously, she looked different enough from past surgery, but similar enough for an old part of his mind to be niggled by her.

She wanted to vomit.  The man she'd just ripped off, whose one true prized possession she'd stolen with joyful abandon the night before, had been ruined by her years before.  The noise of the airport surged in her ears and she wanted to run, leave the painting to its fate and go someplace where no one would ever find her again.

"Excuse me."

She snapped her head up to look straight into the eyes of the hunter.  All she could do was stare back.  This was it.  She'd lost.

When she didn't move, he put a hand on her arm, flashing a badge under her nose as he did so.  But instead of cuffing her, he simply pushed her to one side, reaching past her to clamp a hand down on someone perched on the other side of the planter.

"Mr Warren, I'm arresting you on suspicion of fraud, embezzlement and kidnapping," he said as Medae stumbled aside, seeing the woman who'd been weeping in the toilet come into view, moving away as her companion being taken into custody.  Medae staggered back, taking it in; the relief on the woman's face, the fury of the apprehended.

Medae laughed, it emerged shrill and brittle from her tight throat.  She wasn't being hunted at all.  It wasn't about her and it never was.  She saw the diary on the floor, picked it up.  She was guilty, but of a worse crime than she was running from now.  For the first time in her life, the third rule had been broken.  JJ was all about her, and living with that was going to be harder than anything else about this job.  It was time for a fourth rule, one that would hold her together and protect her from this surging guilt.

Regret nothing. 
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