Cobalt Blue

by Jasmine Gallant

“Are you Sam Harris?” 

“Yes.”

“Who do you work for?”

“How many times are you going to ask me that?”

“Until we get the right answer.  Now tell me Mr Harris, who do you work for?”

“Another cup, Sam?”  Melissa, the tired and frumpy waitress, stands in front of me at the counter holding a pot of coffee by the handle, blocking my view of the wall mounted television.  A pretty but severe-looking woman tells me that the airport faces more delays and overwrought passengers with nowhere to go as flights are grounded indefinitely.
Grounded indefinitely huh?  Join the club.  Ten years.  Ten years I’ve worked this shitty job and what do I have to show for it?  A broken down car and a handful of debts.  A few broken down relationships and handful of regrets.  I was made for greater things than this.
“Yeah, why not?”  Melissa pours the coffee with a deft hand, hardly paying attention.  I have no idea how long she’s worked here, longer than my three years of custom, with her worn red dress and frizzy hair always escaping the bun she ties it up in.  I picture her, standing before a dusty mirror at dawn in heavy-duty support garments, the slow movements of a sleepwalker pulling her hair back for another day of her meaningless and monotonous life.

“You hear anything else about Pangaean?”
“Not a thing.”
“Huh, sure is strange.  What do you think must’ve happened for it to go bust so quickly?”
“I guess that’s how it happens sometimes.  Don’t pay your bills and then…  Still, nice to know it happens to the big sharks as well as us small fry.”
“I think there’s more to it than that,” says the old codger at the end of the counter.  He gestures up to the television with his fork.  “Big airlines like that don’t just go under.  They’ve got—what do you call it—insurance and the like.  Maybe they were being investigated for something…”  He trails off.

“For what, tax evasion?” I snort.  “Big companies don’t have to worry about all that.  They’ve got connections you can’t even imagine.”
“Oh yeah?  You know that for a fact?  Who the hell you work for?”

“Are you Sam Harris?” 

“Yes, for fuck’s sake I’ve told you that already!”  My interrogator smiles and closes his eyes.  A silence fills the room and nobody moves.  “What do you want from me?”

“I want to know who your employers are.”  His eyes are on me again, cool and steady.

“My employers?  What is this–” I look back behind me and realise her gun is now trained on me.  “What is this?”

I ignore the old man and look back up to the television, hoping the conversation is over.  It appears to be; I can see him out of the corner of my eye also looking up and concentrating on the weather report, chewing his steak methodically.

I wonder if he’s right.  I remember the scene as my own shift ended, suits streaming into the baggage area and speaking to all the Pangaean staff.  I made myself scarce, it looked like it might kick off—I saw two of the Pangaean baggage handlers leave quickly, trying not to attract attention to the pack they were carrying.  But it was hardly any of my concern and I snuck away, not looking anyone in the eye.

I pick up my paper and take another mouthful of coffee as I hear the door chime, but don’t bother to look up; chances are it’s just another trucker or airport worker – I don’t come here for the company.  I like this time of day, in the evening as the lights start to come on and the starkness of the day evaporates.  I’ve been working early morning shifts for six months and it suits me, leaving behind the bustle of the rush hour and the industrious self-important people.  It’s quiet, with the television murmuring to itself and you can watch the planes rise and fall in the distance while you wait for exhaustion to come knocking.

She sidles up next to me at the counter, slightly out of breath.  The scent of her perfume draws my eyes from my paper to her long dark hair, a little wet and tangled.  She must feel my gaze because she turns and her blue eyes laser straight through me, sizing me up.

I’ve always been a sucker for blue eyes.

The moment breaks when she glances back towards the booths, spotting Melissa playing matron to a family of tourists.  The girl blows out a breath of impatience and slides into the seat next to me, looking up at the television.  She exudes an air of controlled panic that arouses my curiosity.

“What can I get you Miss?”  Melissa is suddenly in front of us, pad to hand.

The girl spots my coffee cup and orders one of her own.  While Melissa fetches a cup and the pot, the girl removes her coat and I find myself glancing at her slim neck.  I rustle my paper and bring it back to my focus while she sips her coffee and I try not to covertly stare at her.

After a few moments of quiet, she asks from behind my paper if I could pass her the sugar.  She has a sight accent, but I’m not sure from where.

“Raining outside?”  I ask.

“No.”  She takes the sugar and turns back to the television.  Well that’s that then, I think to myself.  I know when someone doesn’t want company.

We sit that way in silence, her absorbed in the news and me pretending to read my paper.  Suddenly she tenses and I look up to the television as well—more scenes from the airport, people with glazed eyes milling around like cows in a field.

“Everything alright?“  She glances at me quickly before shaking her head, staring down at her coffee cup.

I watch as she looks back up at the television, her hair obscuring her features from me and I look up as well.  A reporter standing outside the chaotic crowds in arrivals, telling us that all Pangaean flights are grounded and the airport staff are struggling to cope.
“I…  can’t find my brother.”  The words come out barely a whisper and I think I hear a catch in her throat.  I lean in closer, matching her body language.

“Was he flying?”
She nods, staring down at her empty cup.

“Was he flying Pangaean?”
Another nod.  “We were meant to catch a flight together.  To Dubai.  But with Pangaean folding, and all the chaos, I can’t find him.”
“It’s probably alright, he’s probably grabbing a coffee like you.  He’ll call you.”
“No it’s…” this she does whisper and looks at me again, anguish darkening her eyes.  “Never mind.”  She mutters and looks away again.

“What?”
“No, it’s nothing.”
“Listen,” I lower my tone.  “I might be able to help, I…  know how to take care of things.”
Her eyes search my face again, and I sense I’m being measured.  

“I do a little work on the side, you know…  Pays the bills.”  I give her a sharp smile and push back off my seat a little, offering a hand.  “Sam Harris.”
She returns my smile with a more demure one of her own.  “Sam.  My brother’s name is Sam too.  Sara Lidsmore.”

“Sam, we know who you are.  We know you were here to kill the prince and we also know the Pangaean mess stopped you from being able to leave.”  She leans in close, her steely eyes narrowing.  She slides the muzzle of her gun down my cheek.

“What?  Prince?  I don’t know what–”

“The time for being coy is over now Mr Harris.”  Her companion stands behind me and places his hands on my shoulders.  “Either you tell us who your employers are now or we will kill you.”

“Do you think–” She stops, her brow furrows.  “Do you think you’d be able to find out about a private jet that was supposed to be leaving?”
“Sure, I know a guy that works air traffic control.”  A small voice whispers in my head to back off, stay out of whatever this is.  But hey, it was a quiet night and what else was I going to do?  Go home and stare at an empty room?

She mulls it over and I think she seems like a sweet girl and her brother’s probably nothing more than a jumped up city boy with a bank roll, who else flies private to Dubai?  Which wouldn’t hurt me to help out his little sister, now would it?  Might see a nice little chunk of change coming my way, just for being the nice guy.

“OK.”  Sara blows her hair out of her face and sounds decisive now.  She leans in closer and my previous reservations blow away with the scent of her perfume.  “Here’s the deal: my brother was flying security with some very big Gulf financiers.”
My face must’ve shown doubt and she rushes on.  “No, it’s true—he called me yesterday, asking me to meet him here.  He said he’d treat me to a holiday in Dubai.  I drove all day to get here on time.”
“Listen,” I reply.  “Surely they’d be letting private jets in and out…”
“That’s what I’m saying!”  She interrupts, voice rising with a panic.  “He might have left already, that’s what I need to find out!”
“Without calling you?  You think he just forgot?”
“His phone’s switched off, I can’t get in touch with him.  I need to know if he’s gone, otherwise…”  She shakes her head.  I watch her, lost in her thoughts and the words come out of my mouth before I can stop them.

“And you’re worried something bad has happened.  Look…  Let me call my friend Rusty, he might be able to find something out.”  I stand up, numbness in my legs and I stretch.

“Yeah?”  She looks at me hopefully.

“Yeah, I’ll go call him now.  He might be able to find something out.”  I move past her, careful not to brush her legs.

“Where are you going?”
“Pay phone.”
“Oh, why don’t you use mine?”  She starts rummaging in her bag and hands me her mobile.

I frown and hold it in my hand.  “Any chance this is tapped?”
She throws her head back to laugh and I look at her slender neck again, she really is beautiful.  

“I wouldn’t think so!  Who’d take the time to tap my phone?” 

“Well with your brother…”
“No, I think it would be fine.  Honestly Sam.”  She rolls her eyes as I take the phone and head outside to make the call.

Around the side of the building in the shadows, I lean my shoulders against the stuccoed wall.  The street light flickers and I close my weary eyes.  What was I doing, getting involved like this?  Telling her I could help, acting the tough for fuck's sake?  Gulf financiers, security ops, private planes?  This was something out of a bad detective novel and warning bells were ringing all over the place.  And I was throwing myself into the middle of it for a pair of cobalt blues.

And if her brother really is hired muscle, couldn’t he take care of himself?  Perhaps he had his reasons for keeping his sister in the dark?  And something about the whole story sounded kind of fishy to me—maybe she wasn’t telling the truth?
“I’m telling you the truth, I work for the airport, that’s all.”

She shakes her head.  “Stop pretending Sam.”

“I’m not, I work at the airport, like Rusty.  Ask him!”

She smiles and nods to the other man, who kicks open a door, revealing Rusty tied to a chair, slumped forward.  A man standing behind him grabs Rusty’s hair, and pulls his head up so I can see his face.  In the centre of his forehead is a small black hole.

“We would, but Rusty ain’t talking.”

I remember the torment in Sara’s eyes when she thought her brother might have left, and decide the only thing to do was to call Rusty.  He might not know anything and then I could put this whole mystery behind me.

He answers on the third ring, sounding slightly drunk.  “Rusty, its Sam.”
“Shit Sam, how the fuck are you?  Haven’t seen you since the billiards night at Frankie’s.  You seen this crazy shit going down at the airport with Pangaean?”
“Yeah a little bit when I was leaving and on the news.  You working today Rusty?”
“Night off, thank Christ I did as well.  Sounds like the circus kicked off down there.  Why?”  I hear the snap of a lighter down the line.

“Just wondering if you heard anything about a private plane heading out to Dubai today.  Or if you could find out.”
“Yeah, Jimmy’s working – I could ring him and find out.  What’s this about Sam?”
“Same as always,” I sigh.  “A woman.”
I hear his sardonic chuckle in my ear.  “Is there any other reason?  Why don’t you come by in about 30 minutes with your reason?  I should have an answer for you by then.”
“Sounds good Rusty, thanks.”  I hang up and rub a hand over my eyes.

When I push back the door to enter the cafe, both dread and a strange sense of relief fill me – she’s left!  But no, there she is by the window staring out towards the airport.  A fog has come in and the lights shine through the haze, looking farther away than it really is.  I stand beside and behind her, our silhouettes lit from the strip lighting behind us and our faces lost in shadow.  

“My friend’s going to try to get us some information.  I told him we’d go round to his and find out if anyone’s heard anything about a private plane trying to get out.”  I can’t see her eyes but I can feel them on me and we stand like that for a long moment, looking each other without seeing.  I wonder if I’m getting in over my head.

“Okay, let me just go to the toilet.”  She turns suddenly and marches past me, to the back.  I follow in her wake and grab my coat from the chair, drowning the last of my own coffee.  The television is still showing scenes from the airport and I watch as I wait.

“You off then, Sam?”  Melissa comes from the kitchen door, wiping her hands on a stained dishtowel.  Sara returns from the bathroom and joins us.

“Yeah…” suddenly I don’t want Melissa to see me leave with Sara, and I don’t know why.

But Sara smiles brightly at her.  “He’s going to show me the way to a hotel so I can get some rest, I’m exhausted.”  Her lie flows so easily I’m momentarily stunned and nod in agreement.

“Right then, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”  Melissa looks at me closely and her words seem heavy with hidden meanings.

“Sure, see you then.”  The need to be away from the harsh lights and in the safety of the dark swallows any other parting words I might have and I usher Sara towards the door and out into the dank and heavy night air.

As I reach my car, I hesitate—we haven’t discussed how we’re going to get to Rusty’s.  But Sara immediately goes to the passenger side and looks at me over the roof, looking at me expectantly.

“We’ll come back and pick up my car later.  It’s just easier this way.”
“Yeah, sure.”  I hear myself say but think to myself there’s something wrong with this picture.  I wave this concern away, and unlock both of our doors.  Pulling out of the car park and onto the deserted street, I feel myself testing her story again.

“So ah…  Where are you guys from?”
“All over,” she mutters searching around in her handbag.

“So what do you do when not racing around, looking for your brother?”
“Problem solving mostly.  I fix the mistakes others have made.”  Pulling out some cigarettes, she offers me one before lighting her own and sinking back into the seat.  The glow from the passing street lights flash on the angles of her face.

Beads of condensation stick to the windows from the mist as we drive through the empty streets across town.  Low jazz plays on the radio from a late night show and we smoke without speaking.

“This is your car?”  Sara asks.

“Yeah, of course it is.  Why do you ask?”  

“Oh nothing, just wondering.”  I think that’s a weird thing to ask but can’t figure out why.

We pull up outside Rusty’s apartment building, a low rise building with most of the lights switched off and sleepy looking.  The engine ticks quietly as the engine cools and we both stare at the building in silence.

“He’s on the second floor, towards the back.”  Neither of us speaks again and nothing moves outside the windows of the car.

“Well, let’s go then.”  She opens the door and slides out quickly, slamming it shut behind her.  Something in me starts saying I should just go home, but she turns and smiles, and those eyes take hold of me.  I swear, blue eyes will be the death of me.

“You fucks, you killed him!”  I start straining against the duct tape they’ve used to strap me into the chair, bucking back and forth.  She glares at me and raises her gun.

“Last chance Sam, or I will kill you.”

Crossing the deserted street, we head for the darkened stairway where the lights flick statically over our heads.  Our footfalls echo on the concrete stairs as we make our way into the gloom of the building.  From far away, I can hear the sound of a television but here in the hallway I can only hear our own breath escaping and the thudding of my heart.  Apprehension creeps down my spine as we approach Rusty’s front door, slightly open on the hinge and the room beyond filled with dancing shadows.

We both stop at the door and look at each other noiselessly, her eyes wide.  Putting a finger to my lips, I reach out to push the door but grabs my arm and pulls me back.  She rifles through her bag again and I motion at her, frowning.  Calling the cops right now is the smart thing to do but sometimes the best thing to do isn’t the smartest.

Which is why I’m surprised when she pulls out a handgun almost the size of her head.  

Now she motions me to push the door again, holding the piece steady in front of her.  Slowly I push the door open and we see into the murk of the living room, television blue light dancing along the walls with the sound switched off.  From a doorway, the feeble light of a dingy light bulb shows half of a small kitchen.

She moves stealthily into the living room and motions me to follow, gun pointing to the hidden recesses as she checks the room.  What is she doing with a handgun in her handbag and who exactly is she?  I follow her with trepidation, moving quietly towards the light.

A man is seated at the small brown stained table, his hands resting on the top.  He is thin and austere looking, dressed in a dark suit and looking intently at me.  I realise Sara has moved behind me and now I feel terror.

“Hello Sam, nice to meet you.”  He says, his accent deep and dark.

“Who are you?”
“The real question is who are you?”
***

“Sam, we know who you are.  We know you were here to kill the prince and we also know the Pangaean mess stopped you from being able to leave.”  Sara leans in close, her steely eyes narrowing.  She slides the muzzle of her gun down my cheek.

“What?  Prince?  I don’t know what–”

“The time for being coy is over now Mr Harris.  The austere man stands behind me and places his hands on my shoulders.  “Either you tell us who your employers were now or we will kill you.”  The man at the table stops me, a menacing smile spreading across his face.

The words freeze in my mouth with this threat and I feel ice slide down my spine, my mouth dries instantly.  He returns to the table and watches me intently with his dark eyes; I see a little of Sara in them.

“I work at the airport, I don’t know anything about a prince-”

“Wrong answer Sam.” Sara shouts.

“I’m telling you the truth, I work for the airport, that’s all.”

Sara shakes her head.  “Stop pretending Sam.”

“I’m not, I work at the airport, like Rusty.  Ask him!”

She smiles and nods to the other man, who kicks open a door, revealing Rusty tied to a chair, slumped forward.  A man standing behind him grabs Rusty’s hair, and pulls his head up so I can see his face.  In the centre of his forehead is a small black hole.

“We would, but Rusty ain’t talking.”

“You fucks, you killed him!”  I start straining against the duct tape they’ve used to strap me into the chair, bucking back and forth.  Sara glares at me and raises her gun.

“Last chance Sam, or I will kill you.”  Her voice betrays no emotion, and the gun doesn’t waiver.

“You crazy bitch, I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

I hear a sound I’ve only ever heard in the movies until now—a gun firing twice.

My chest explodes in pain and I try to scream but no noise will escape my lungs.  I fall to the floor, knocked over by the force of the gunshots.  Into my darkening vision, both Sam and the austere man lean in.  I can barely hear their words.

“…the bodies in the woods, make sure no one…”
“…know.  What if he was telling the truth?”
My vision fades to black as they watch me and I see the ceiling above them before I see no more.

