Double talk
By Lily Mulholland

“Where the fuck is that lazy cunt?” 

John Hildebrand’s voice could be heard well in advance of his corporeal arrival.  He stormed past the butler, throwing his hat and gloves at the vestibule table. 

“I’m sorry, sir, but he’s indisposed.”

“Which one of his little slags is in there with him?”

“Sir, he is sleeping alone this morning.”

“Left already, did she?  Well get up there and tell him to get his arse down here now.  His airline’s going down faster than one of his cheap conquests.”

“Right away, sir.”

The butler hurried up a structural glass staircase with as much grace as he could muster, happy to escape the man’s surgical gaze.  Hildebrand Senior was a tyrant with a fearsome reputation and a temper to match.

JJ stirred on the large bed, its covers in disarray.  His head thumped in time to the knocking on his door.  He tried to speak, but the sandpaper in his throat abraded his voice to a croak.  The door opened and Manfred peered around its edge.

“Your father is here, Mr Hildebrand.  He wishes to see you.”

“Time’s it?”  JJ was slurring.

“It is past 10 o’clock, sir.”

“Fuck!  Why didn’t you wake me?”  JJ struggled up onto his elbows.

“I tried, sir.  But you were… ah…”  The butler rotated his hands back and forth, as though he was trying to shape the right word.

“My head is killing me.”  JJ groaned and flopped back on the pillows.

“Sir, your father.  He is insisting on seeing you.  Something about Pangaean?  What shall I tell him?”

“I’ll be down in ten.  Make him a coffee.  Or something stronger, if he wants it.”  JJ knew his father’s vices well. 

“And bring me some goddamned pills.”  He started to drag himself from the king-size bed and stopped dead.  Keely?  Where was she?

“Where’s the girl?”

“Miss Jackson left early this morning.  She said I should let you sleep.  That she had cleared your diary.”  The butler glided professionally out of the room, to descend like Dante into the waiting inferno.  JJ watched him go, confident in Manfred’s ability to placate his father.  He paid the man a substantial salary and provided a large Christmas bonus each year.  A little extra went a long way to buying absolute discretion in his staff.

Stepping into the ensuite shower, he struggled to clear the fog in his brain.  Where the hell was Keely?  And what was this shit about clearing his diary?  He never took time off.  Except to see his counsellor.  But he had good cover for that.  He told his staff he was taking golf lessons down at the pro range in Chiswick.  The psych obliged, ensuring she invoiced him using the Dukes Meadows stationery he provided.

He towelled himself off and jumped into a suit.  With no time to shave, he checked his face in the mirror, rubbed some product through his hair, and headed down to the kitchen. 

“Father.”

John Hildebrand turned from the floor-to-ceiling window where he had been surveying London and inventoried his son from head to toe. 

“You look like shit, John.”  Never ‘JJ’; not to his father.  Hildebrand Senior viewed the Americanised version of his son’s name with abhorrence.

“What’s this about Pangaean?”

“I have placed the company into receivership.”

JJ reeled as though his father had struck him.

“What right–”

“Shut up.  I had no choice.  She’s taken it.”

“Who?  Taken what?”

“You don’t have a fucking clue, do you?  Your whore.  The painting.  My god, John.  No wonder I still have to do every fucking thing myself.”  John Hildebrand spat words with the efficiency of a machine gun.  “You’re as useless as your mother.”

“I don’t understand.”  JJ’s head was spinning.  He leant against the tiled wall, the cool porcelain soothing his throbbing head, trying to take in what his father was saying.
“Then let me spell it out for you.  Judging from the look of you, that little bitch slipped you something nasty before your little session last night.  While you were impersonating Sleeping Beauty, Keely, or whatever her fucking name is, opened your safe, took the painting and made a run for the airport.”

JJ’s head shot up.

“And how do you know this, father?”

“I have my sources.”

“Sources?”

The two men faced off against each other like duellists.

“I have you watched, JJ.”

“You have me watched?”

“Are you going to repeat everything I say to you?  Yes, I have you watched.  You can’t be trusted not to cock up everything I’ve been working for.”  John senior stared down his only son, no emotion registering on his concrete face.

JJ concentrated on just breathing—he would regret anything he said at this point.  Feeling desperately sick in every cell of his body, his mind was in overdrive, trying to grasp the enormity of everything his father had said.  He sifted through the facts as his father presented them: Keely was gone, and so was the painting; she had gone to the airport; Pangaean was in crisis.  Why?  It all came back to Keely.  Was she working for someone else?

“The painting.  The safe is in my room.  The only way you could know she took it is if–”

“There’s a camera in your bedroom.”

JJ blanched.

“Yes.  I know all your dirty little secrets.”

Did his father know about the counsellor too?  Fuck, he thought, the diary.

“Quite frankly, I don’t care what you do in your own time.  Right now you need to get your shit together.  The gutter press are all over us wanting to know why Pangaean is under administration.  I need you front and centre to represent the family.  Don’t say anything—just stall for time.  Tell them we’ve been hit hard by the GFC just like every other fucking airline on the planet and the administrators are examining our cash flow options.  I will have your precious company up and running again by tomorrow.  Now, get your arse down to the airport.  Carly has arranged a presser for midday.”

John Hildebrand checked his chronometer.

“Better get your skates on, son.  Time is money.”  He headed for the elevator, JJ hard on his heels.

“If I’m going to the airport, where are you going?”

“To get my fucking painting back.”

Manfred appeared unobtrusively as the lift door closed behind JJ’s father.

“Macchiato, sir?”

“Make it a double.”  
The machine hissed and spluttered as Manfred worked the machine with the finesse of a concert pianist.  A sweet-sharp smell punctured the air as the near-boiling water contacted the Sumatran special blend.  Making the perfect coffee was a skill highly valued by John Junior.

“And shall I call for your car, sir?” he asked over his shoulder as he shot steam into a steel jug and brought up a dense froth in the imported Italian milk.

JJ nodded and picked up the Blackberry the butler had left on the marble benchtop for him.  No messages from Keely.  He selected her number and pressed the dial wheel; after two rings it went straight to voicemail.

You have called Keely Jackson at Saxon Enterprises.  Please leave a message.

Ending the call, JJ downed his coffee, grabbed the coat offered to him by Manfred and headed for the elevator, jabbing the down button.  He thought about the painting his grandfather had left him.  It was a van Gogh, quite lovely, a still life done in thick, textural oils, but not the kind of art that interested JJ.  His tastes were more modern, abstract—although more truthfully, they belonged to the interior designer he had hired to transform the apartment from a fusty wood-panelled den into a minimalist bachelor pad with panoramic views of the Thames and Canary Wharf.  Not that JJ would actually live at Canary Wharf—he left that to the advertising gurus and football stars.  His preferred address was among the merchant bankers, neurosurgeons and others who liked to pretend they were old money.  JJ’s walls were adorned with Saville and Rothko.  The fusty oil painting didn’t suit his aesthetic, but he was forbidden from offloading it.  Grandfather had made it a precondition of his will: ‘Never to be sold’.  So it lived in the safe.  Along with his diary.

“Oh fuck.”

JJ raced back into the penthouse, ran up the stairs, his shoes drumming out a staccato beat, and into the master suite, where he flipped back from the wall a hinged Hirst and punched in the code to his safe.  The lock released and JJ pulled the door open.  The safe was empty.

Traffic oozed like pus through the roads surrounding the strangulated terminal.  Traditional black cabs were hard up against pragmatic minicabs; sleek Lexus and Beamers shared space with beaten up Beetles.  The only things moving were motorbikes, scooters and the odd crazy cyclist.  JJ slouched on the almond-beige leather in the back of his S-Class Mercedes, stuck in the logjam just like everyone else.  The delay gave him time to think.  Keely.  He couldn’t get her out of his head, nor could he believe she had just disappeared.  He had sent one of his men around to her apartment.  All her belongings were there, but of the woman, not a trace.  It was as though she had never existed.

While there had been plenty of women over the past fifteen or so years, Keely had worked her way under his skin and turned his world upside down.  What had seemed like a hard-won seduction capped with mind-blowing sex now felt like a game of chess, and he wasn’t the king but a pawn. 

And now she had his diary.  JJ cursed his counsellor for convincing him to write the damned thing.  He had hated it at first: introspection and reflection were just not his thing.  A talented businessman, he knew how to drive down the opposition and back them into a corner.  He brought millions of dollars of business into the family accounts and was being groomed to take over once his father retired, despite their frosty relationship—blood was still blood. 

But it was JJ’s desire to harm the women he fucked that worried him.  It was as though something primeval took hold of him when he was pounding their brains out.  And it was Keely who flipped the switch in his brain.  He did not want to keep hurting her, so he had forced himself to overcome his prejudices about shrinks, and booked in with Dr Whiting.  She was recommended by his doctor—another staff member he paid handsomely.  It was Dr Whiting who made him dig into his past, to unearth his early sexual experiences, ones he preferred to leave well behind.

The buzzing of the Blackberry startled JJ.  Thumbing the dial, he saw there was a message from Carly:

Presser at 12 sharp.  What’s your ETA?
“Marco, how much longer?”

“Be another ten minutes, boss.”

JJ sent a reply telling her to keep her pants on and that he would be there in time.  Too late he realised she might take his message the wrong way.  Carly had been an early conquest and was not entirely happy that she had not been a more permanent interest.

JJ shook the thought out of his head.  He needed to concentrate and work out his lines for the press conference.

Pangaean is in receivership.  The administrators are examining cash flow alternatives.  We will do everything in our power to see Pangaean back in the air as soon as possible.  We thank our customers and loyal Gaia Club members for their patience and we apologise for any inconvenience caused.

That would have to do; his father had not given him much else to go on.  He had he shut down the airline because of Keely.  Christ!  He must have discovered she was leaving the country.  How far did his father’s tentacles reach?  And if he had suspected Keely, why did he not say something?  Did he think I was in love with her?
“Boss, I’m taking you in through the back way.  The public entrance is a shitstorm.”

The burnished black car drew alongside a security point that controlled a gate at the airport’s perimeter.  The driver swiped a proximity card and entered the access code.  The steel gate slid open quietly, allowing the saloon to be driven onto the ring road inside the fence line.

Several security checkpoints later, JJ was in the secure area of the airport’s main terminal building, myriad airline offices tucked away in a rabbit warren of corridors and glass dividers, a world away from the architectural ambience of the terminal’s public area.  He headed directly to the Pangaean suite, where he found two of his father’s men guarding the door.  They were expecting him and barely nodded at his approach.

Inside he found Carly speaking furiously into a landline handset while a mobile buzzed across her desk.  She sensed his presence and threw him a beaming smile, rolling her eyes simultaneously.  Apparently she was in her element in a crisis.  JJ knew she would be looking for a bigger bonus this year.

He strode into the office he kept at Pangaean, trying not to notice the empty desk in the adjacent office where Keely should be waiting for him.  I’ll deal with that later.  Right now I’ve got an airline to save.

JJ picked up his phone and hit the top button on the speed dial.
“Kevin, it’s JJ.  Come on up.”

The managing director of Pangaean Airlines was an old college friend.  An odd couple, they had bonded when JJ returned from the United States, where he had spent his teenage years during his parent’s messy divorce, to complete his education at Cambridge.  JJ’s father was a Trinity man(he graduated with first class honours and a Full Blue, so naturally it was incumbent on JJ to do likewise.  Kevin was at university for only one reason: his father was a don.  He didn’t take his studies too seriously, preferring instead to further intercollegiate relations with the New Hall undergrads.  Walking into the office, it was clear he was not a happy man.  He started babbling before JJ had the chance to acknowledge his arrival.

“I don’t know what to say, JJ.  The books are fine.  Our cash flow is steady.  Down on previous years maybe, but we’re okay.  I turned up at work this morning and the goons were here waiting for me,” he said, motioning toward the front door. “Rex has got the front of house under control, but it’s getting pretty ugly out there. I don’t know how long we can hold the line for. Some of our club members are getting pretty shirty about their luggage, never mind the fucking flights.”
He slumped down on a swivel chair opposite JJ’s desk, eyelids heavy and two days stubble on his face, despite the crisis being only hours old.  Apparently he went to water under pressure.  No bonus for you this year, mate.

“They’re my father’s men.”

Kevin looked up.  “I thought they were from the receivers?  I’ve been waiting all morning for the auditors to arrive.”

“Kev, go home.  This won’t be resolved today—there’s nothing more you can do.  I’m about to self-sacrifice out in the concourse.  Watch the six o’clock news; yours truly will have a starring role.”

“Hey, that’s why you get paid the big bucks, right?  I’m ‘only’ the MD.”

“Don’t take it personally.  This isn’t about you or Pangaean.  This is about my father.  I’m not sure what he’s up to, but I intend to find out.  Today.  Pangaean will be back in the air tomorrow.  So, go home and rest up, because sure as shit, we’re not getting any sleep until we sort this mess out.”

Kevin’s face flooded with relief.  He was a good man: reliable, methodical, and he could do the accounts blindfolded.  But he wasn’t a Hildebrand—he didn’t have the balls for big business or its intrinsic gamesmanship.  And his father was nothing like John Hildebrand.  That was enough to prepare anyone for a lifetime of playing hard and fast. 

“Well, if you’re sure…”

“I am.  Now piss off and let me get some work done.”  JJ smiled.  Kevin threw his hands in the air in an act of surrender and left the office.

JJ called out to Carly.

“When do we rock and roll?”

“Yesterday.  Let’s go!”

“That went well.”  JJ had a smile stapled to his face as he and Carly were ushered away from the media scrum, which was still hurling questions as they retreated.

“Hey, you managed to say a lot without saying anything.  You’re a true professional, JJ.”  They were being escorted away from the terminal’s public area, back into the airline offices.

“Trained by the best, Carly.  What next?”

“Media release needs to go out, and it’s over to the receivers.  By the way, where are they?  They should be here by now.”

“They’re probably over at Saxon.  I’m sure they’ll be here soon,” he lied.  “Dying to get their hands on our accounts, no doubt.”

“And I’m dying for a drink.  I might head into Zebrano and drown my sorrows before I start looking for a job.  Join me?”

“I’ll have to take a raincheck.  I need to go and see my father.”

Carly looked disappointed as he helped her into her coat.  He turned her around and placed his hands on her shoulders.  She tipped her face up and he could see the distress creased into the fine lines around her eyes.

“Carls, stop worrying.  As long as Saxon is in business, you’ll always have a job.  You’re almost part of the family.  Now, turn your phone off, go and have one of those shite milky cocktails you insist on drinking, and relax.  We’ll have this in hand by tomorrow.”

He watched her as she sashayed out the door.  She was a nice kid and he almost regretted banging her.

Checking his phone for any messages from his father, he almost missed the package on his desk.  JJ stepped back.  Whatever the item was, it was in a paper bag from the terminal bookshop.  There were no other identifying marks.

Picking up the phone to call security, he thought better of it and replaced the handset before the call connected.  He grabbed a pen and poked the parcel.  The object inside was hard.  He ran the pen over the top of the package.  It felt and sounded like a book.  Someone bought him a book?  Someone who had access to the office.  Keely?
He ripped open the bag.  Inside was his diary.

“Jenkins!”

One of the burly guards came in through the glass door.

“Yes, Mr Hildebrand?”

“There’s a book on my desk.  How did it get there?”

“Sir?”

“It wasn’t there when I left so you tell me how the fuck a book appears on my desk when you fuckwits are supposed to be guarding the door.”

The man was unfazed.  He worked for Hildebrand Senior.  JJ’s incivility was on a par with polite conversation compared to his father.

“I don’t know.  The only person who came in when you were out was the cleaner.”

Cleaner?  Keely was here dressed as a cleaner?

“Cleaner?  Did you check her ID?”

“Of course.  She had a legit airport identification card.”

“What did she look like?”

“Small.  Mousy.  She had a mop and a bucket.”

Not Keely then.  Was she still in the airport?  Hell, she could have been in the crowd surrounding the media scrum.  But why had she returned the diary?  He picked it up and flicked through, pausing at the last entry.  Not his handwriting.

JJ, I’m sorry.  For many things, as it turns out.  You’re not the person I thought you were, and let’s just say I’m not the person you thought I was either.  By now you will have worked out that my name is not Keely.  I am not a personal assistant.  I was hired for the sole purpose of locating the painting and returning it to its rightful owner.  My employer chose me not only for my skills in that area, but because I am ‘your type’.  He knew that I would be able to use sex as my weapon of choice.  He pegged you as some kind of little rich deviant and I believed it.  We have both been played JJ.  If I had known who you really were, if I had done more research, I would never have taken this job.  I know this probably won’t help, because the damage is done… the damage was done all those years ago at school.  The only possible thing I can do to help improve this situation is to tell you that your enemies are closer than you think.  Look to Paris.  You won’t find me there, but I think you will know what I’m talking about.  JJ, I cannot undo what has been done, but I am truly very sorry. 

I wish you well, Carrie.

JJ sat frozen at his desk, a sudden, diabolical headache surged through his frontal lobe.  Massaging his temples with his fingers, he tried to make sense of what he had just read.

Keely is Carrie?  What the fucking hell is going on here?  Look to Paris?  Who the hell is in Paris and what do they have to do with the painting?  What does she mean my enemies are closer than I think?

For the first time since he was fifteen, JJ did not know what to do.  He could not trust his father, his mother would not understand and he had no one else to turn to now that Keely was gone; she had been his confidante.  No wonder she had been able to get hold of the combination.  He had let his guard down with her—twice as it turned out. 

He read the entry one more time.

‘Look to Paris.’

Mother.  JJ’s mother was in Paris, hunting down missing entries in the family tree.  She had been on a genealogical bender since she turned sixty.  He had thought nothing of her fierce interest in France.  Until now.

A steel core was hardening inside JJ.  He called his father.

“Where are you?  We need to talk.  Now.”
