Three Monkeys

“Airport. Now!” 

Typical Suze. 

Two words, no explanation. No niceties. 

“Sal, forget of the second coffee, love.” I wave my phone at her. “HMV!”

His Master’s Voice.

Sally christened Suze that when he first started coming to the café. 

The GPS leads me quickly through the maze of anonymous side streets. Waiting to turn onto the slip road, leading to the bridge, I switch the GPS to radio mode. The unmistakable tones of Big Bop Nouveau. My fingers relax around the first Camel of the day. In my head it’s me playing.

The time signal. 

Seven o’clock. 

The news. And bang goes any hope of trumpet practice. 

“Pangaean Airways, one of Europe’s major airlines, has gone into liquidation. Details are sketchy but…” 

Daydreams end as my foot hits the floor.

Sixteen minutes and ten seconds later I pull up at the departures terminal, hazard lights blinking. The security guard is busy controlling a rowdy group of strikers picketing Freedom Airways to bother about my illegal parking. 

Inside the main concourse a group of passengers look displaced, chess figures waiting for the players to arrive. Uniformed officials are conspicuous, and in the middle of it all Rex, arms flaying like a child on the verge of a tantrum. Sweat beading across his receding hairline.

I walk straight up to him; the sight of me exacerbates the panic in his face. 

“Where’s JJ?”

I thrust my key ring, with Dad’s three monkeys swinging from them, into the operation manager’s sweaty hand.

“Your guess is as good as mine, why don’t you be a good boy. Go park the car.”

Upstairs in JJ’s office I flick on the screen. Suze appears, after a few seconds of snow.

Reclining in his leather chair. 

Unlit cigar waving.  

Trademark smile on his lips. 

“Fenix, at last. So what do you think of my little machination?”

I stare back at him. He couldn’t mean… 

His mocking laughter fills the room. 

“There’s one thing you’ve yet to learn, Fenix. And until you do so, you cannot hope to succeed. Nothing, not even the tiniest detail is ever down to chance. If it happens, it’s because you make it happen. You think your warnings about John Junior have come back to haunt me. Nothing could be further from the truth.” 

He lights the cigar.

“The company folded because I wanted it to.”

He leans forward and pushes a button.

“Your warnings weren’t entirely fruitless. I’ve been keeping a closer eye on JJ.”

A video clip appears in the corner of the screen, time stamped 2:17 am. I click to enlarge it.

A young lady removes a painting from the safe in JJ’s dining room wall. White cotton gloved hands. Face hidden from the camera. She’s an expert, freeing the canvas from the frame, then rolling and slipping it in a long tube. 

“I told that good for nothing, his screwing around would be his undoing.”

Suze sucks hard on the cigar. 

“That painting’s priceless and I want it back. Right now, her case is under lock and key in our storage room and she can’t do a thing about it. That, my friend, is why JJ’s little company folded. Oh, I know, it’s a shame: the employees, the passengers, the chaos. Makes me kinda glad I’m not flying anywhere today.” 

Suze is obscured by smoke. 

“Do whatever it takes to get the suitcase. I can depend on you, can’t I, Fenix?” 

Of course he can. Unlike JJ, I don’t screw around or lose family heirlooms. 

I smoke my second cigarette for the day and watch the video again. There’s something familiar about her… I can’t quite put my finger on it.

The fax whirrs with the press statement and it is time to go. 

A barrage of questions accompany the stutter of flashes when I appear with the press release. I hold my hand up for quiet and stare at the paper, sticking to the script.

“Ladies and gentlemen. With great regret it is my duty to inform you of the demise of Pangaean Airways due to circumstances beyond our control. Our company chairman is fully cooperating with the authorities and we apologise for the inconvenience.”

I dare to look at those present now I’ve read the statement: officials nonplussed by the drama, journalists baying for my attention, passengers running the gamut of emotions. They don’t just want explanations – they want to be heard. 

That is not my job. 

Rex takes a long look at the monkeys and then me before handing back the keys. The monkeys weigh heavy in my hand. 

The temptation for another cigarette needles me, but I make my way down to the baggage room. A few limp excuses go through my mind. It’s so obvious I’m a company employee. I don’t insult the guard’s intelligence with the diabetics excuse and he tells me straight there’ll be no call to his supervisor.

There’s one way in and the pawns are guarding it.

I need to think.

Coming up the stairs, I exit through the emergency door out into the concourse and then up to the second floor balcony. I’m out of breath when I light up. Things are busy below. Passengers arriving at regular intervals. I pay little notice to the individual travellers. My mind keeps going back to the woman on the video. I replay the scene again and again. What is it about her?

Shouts go out. 

The picketers are trying to stop colleagues from entering the terminal. 

Poor beggars. 

Their chairman’s probably as corrupt as… 

I pull myself up. I can’t believe what I’d come close to thinking. 

Another cigarette does little to calm me or bring clarity. There has to be way to retrieve the suitcase. I look down into main concourse through the glass. 

If the suitcase is still here, so is the girl. Someone who goes to the trouble of stealing a painting doesn’t walk away. The opening moves have been made – pawns moving out. From here I don’t know what to do.

I see Dad’s face as my mind goes back: 

“Patience, son.”

Patience. That’s something Suze’s never had. 

Everything is always too late for him. One of his many… 

I have to force myself to think the word ‘weaknesses’ because any other word would stink of disloyalty. After all he meant to my father and has done for me. 

The familiar Blue Mitchell notes, Dad’s favourite song, pierce my musings and I flip open my phone.

“Fen, it’s Rex. You’d better get down to the baggage locker. There’s a problem with the luggage.”

I smile thinking it is my lucky day after all.  

“They keep bringing in new luggage. The baggage guys say it’s coming from Ganda but they’ve got our tags. The Suits have no idea what’s going on. And the guy in charge just collapsed—”

I end the call and take the steps two at a time into the concourse.

She has made her next move. 

Now to counter. 

There are long lines at the check-in desks everywhere. Ganda Airways has an emergency check in queue bulging with irate Pangaean passengers and a solitary clerk in tears. Cutting across the front of those waiting to check in, I go straight to the girl, handing her my folded handkerchief.

 “Thank-you,” she sobs, pressing the monogrammed linen, into her mascara stained eyes. “First, Ms. Sheridan went running off and now the other girl just vanished.” 

I look across to the next counter and see a suitcase sporting Pangaean labels for our Paris flight; and a bewildered couple looking on. 

“Who was the other check-in clerk,” I glance at her name badge, “Mary?”

“I don’t know. I’ve only been here three days.”

Only now do I recognise where her attack is leading. My queen is cornered leaving the king exposed.

The Blue Mitchell notes harass me again. 

Rex. 

I let the call go through to the message bank. 

I’ve never failed Suze and I’m not about to start. 

I’m not JJ.

Rex collides with me on the stairs.

“Answer your bloody phone,” he says, shoving a small but elegant briefcase into my chest. “This was handed in at the desk for you.” 

I prop the brief case on my knee. It’s unlocked and inside a white blouse is neatly folded, McKenzie Sheridan’s security badge pinned to the lapel; a ticket for Pangaean’s Paris flight, and one identity cards, revealing her identity. It explains why there was something familiar about her.

I ring Suze immediately. 

“Keely stole the painting.”

Suze doesn’t seem surprised when I explain. She’s going to try to reclaim her suitcase with the mislabelled Ganda luggage and escape via Belgium. I push my pieces forward to enclose her. 

Too late. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is an announcement for passengers travelling on Ganda Airways flight GA7563 to Brussels. Would the following passengers please present themselves at the Ganda Airways desk in the departure area immediately. Louis van Berten. Coralie Hewson. Mary-Lyn Jones…. ” 

I start towards the departures lounge, then stop. Security will refuse me entry without a ticket and a passport. And the staff ID tag promised by JJ, of course, is in the mail.

My phone again.

“You’re off to Brussels on my private jet. You’ll arrive well before the Ganda flight. I want you there when they disembark.”

“But…”

“Are you telling me you can’t pick her face?”

“Of course not.”

 “Don’t ring until you’ve got my painting… and Keely.”

*          *          *

I arrive in Brussels shy of 11:00 a.m. and make my way straight to the short-haul arrivals lounge. 

A glance up at the board. 

I’ve made good time. 

I feel elated. 

The feeling I get when I promote a pawn. With my queen restored, my chances are far better. 

I nip out for my last cigarette of the day before the Air Ganda flight arrives, an hour later than scheduled. Opposite the exit gate, amid the other bystanders, I watch. 

First out is a young boy in a wheelchair. He’s being pushed by a flight-steward. 

Next a group of elderly ladies emerge, clutching coats and handbags.

Behind them, a young student in jeans, scuffed Doc Martens and carrying a battered old leather suitcase chatters away merrily to a Marco Nightwish look-alike. No resemblance to Keely there. 

The trickle of people exiting turns into a stream and I strain to examine each person as they pass through the automatic doors, moving out into the open. Keely must be hanging back; trying to catch me off guard. 

There’s no other exit but doubt sets in. 

The doors open again. 

Two nuns walk out.

A lady in a Gucci suit follows. 

I move forward to intercept her, but she’s immediately swept off her feet by a tall, well-built man in uniform. She has no check in luggage, just a laptop bag and a small suitcase on wheels. I’m caught as to whether or not to follow.

The tannoy booms, directing me to the main information desk.

I hesitate. 

The woman and her uniform walk out into the concourse, swallowed by the crowd.

Public announcements are not Suze style, but when I look at my phone as I search for the desk, it is still turned off. I slip it back in my pocket.

A man, immaculately suited, presents himself.

“Mr. Fenix? I have orders to take you straight to your hotel, Sir.”

This is not Suze’s style. I’ve worked for him since high school and never remember him booking me a hotel. He’s a tight bastard.

But rules change. 

Someone is one step ahead of us. 

I get in. 

Compliance is the only thing I have for Suze. 

I’m dropped at a small, stylish hotel, not far from Brussel-Zuid train station. 

“Welcome, Sir. We were expecting you,” the middle-aged hotel clerk says when I present myself at the concierge desk.  “You’re in the south wing, room B 379. Your key and the envelope the young lady left for you.”

“Young lady?”

“Yes. The young lady who made the reservation. She said you would be arriving within the hour. She was most emphatic you have this the moment you arrived.”

He hands me the large padded envelope and I thank him. 

I stand out from the other hotel guests because I have no luggage. The porter leads the way to my room and is less than happy with my scanty tip. Doubtless I’ll be the curse of the porters’ beer fraternity tonight. But that’s the least of my worries. 

Nothing seems right. 

It’s as if I’ve strayed onto a different board. 

Someone else is calling the shots. 

I don’t like it. 

I sit down and open the envelope. It contains several photos of the stolen painting. An attached note on hotel stationery says: 

Café Brocante – 6 p.m.

I check the envelope again. My fingers make contact with more paper. The newspaper on the outside is an article about art treasures stolen during World War Two. Folded inside, excerpts of a personal diary; in JJ’s handwriting. The excerpts had been chosen very carefully; to whet my appetite without revealing too much. 

Like father like son?

My father’s face appears and I let him stay. What would he think of all of this? Suze had been his friend, and Dad’s last wish was for him take me in. Dad couldn’t have known. His credo was simple and I’ve carried it with me my entire life.

Three monkeys. 

Never close your eyes to any injustice for the sake of convenience. 

Never let an ugly word frequent your lips.

And the third… the one I struggled with the most as a kid. Don’t linger where evil is broadcast from. 

“It's not my fault if people say bad things when I'm there,” I used to argue. 
Have I become the sort of man he would have wanted me to be? Or have I become the sort of man Suze demands?

I’ve closed my ears to the evidence for years, lingered even when the evil was shoved in my face. A journalist once tried to convince me Suze wasn’t clean and I threatened to hit them. I pack everything back into the envelope and hide it under my mattress. I’m about to throw the newspaper article in the bin when my eye falls on the words Menschikow manuscript. I read on in a trance… 

The infamous Menschikow manuscript has been lodged with Christie’s auctioneers on behalf of an un-named client and will go under the hammer next month in what historians have labelled a sacrilegious act of consumer greed. According to our sources the client is not related to Dr. Menschikow himself who was executed during the last weeks of the Soviet regime in East Germany.

Thought lost, the manuscript is thought to hold the answers questions concerning the power struggles at the heart of the Kremlin before the fall of the Berlin Wall. Some believe it may explain how a number of top-secret documents came into the possession of Western security agencies in the mid-1980s.  

Suze swore he saw my father destroy it. On this very point he’d assured me I would always be safe. More lies.

And how could Keely have known I was a Menschikow.

I can’t stay inside. 

The atmosphere in my room is oppressive. 

There’s still three hours before I can hope for any answers. My first thought is to distract myself with a visit to the Musée des Instruments de Musique. They have a Dizzy Gillespie trumpet. I’ve always wanted to see one.

Once in the fresh air, I can’t face the thought of being cooped up again and head for Jubilee Park. Walk until the memories return.

I see Dad in his workshop, bookshelves lining the walls and surrounded by leather bindings; stitching signatures together, gluing them to the bindings with care before placing them in the press. I imagine the secret visits, the manuscript changing hands and the dilemma. If caught, it would cost him his life. He must have known that. I hear the Staatspolizei, their boots thudding on the stairs, breaking down the door, the cries; from my room I see the car racing away, Dad inside; then Suze, the comforting voice contrasting with his terrible explanations. The manuscript is gone and so is Dad. But I am safe. 

The chimes from the Maison Cauchie Horloge float across the park. 

5 o’clock. 

I’m drawn to the Café Brocante. 

Can’t wait any longer. 

Flip open my cigarette packet; third time that hour. Same result - daily ration used up. 

As I cross the road in front of the café, a bundle of newspapers whizzes past my nose into the hands of the waiting vendor.

“Sorry gov!”

I nod in reply and am brought up short by the billboard in front of his stand. 

Lost masterpiece recovered

I grab a copy, throw a 5 € note on the top of his new pile and vanish without waiting for change. The front page tells all: an unspecified masterpiece was handed into the offices of a Paris insurance consortium by an anonymous donor just before 3 o’clock that afternoon. This isn’t the first work retrieved in this way. The reporter suspects the consortium has hired a professional thief. 

I start thinking. 

She must have gone straight from the hotel to Paris once she had reserved my room. It figures. The famous jingle echoes around my head. Ding, ding, ding… the SNCB: Europe from heart to heart in under 90 minutes. 

The café is empty. Too late for afternoon tea, too early for returning office workers. The cigarette machine beckons. When I get there, no damn coins. I think wistfully of my 5 € note in the news-seller’s pocket and wander back via the bar but think better of it. 

My mind goes back to the article in the envelope; far different from Suze’ version of events. I can’t help wondering what would have happened, if we hadn’t fled? 

I no longer trust Suze. I’m beginning to doubt everything he ever said to me.

A young lady comes in and sits down at the table next to me. 

It’s five to six. 

I wait for her to say something.

She reads the menu then starts to file her nails oblivious to my existence. 

Wrong woman - again.

When the waiter comes up to take her order, she declares she’s waiting for a friend. I take a good look at her. 

Shoulder length, auburn hair, curled around her face; a complexion as fresh as any top model; sky-blue knee length skirt and white blouse, the top button undone permitting the imagination to go further… The barman is also giving her the once over.

I watch from the corner of my eye for ten minutes as she works on her nails. She gets up and heads towards the ladies carrying a Gucci bag. A few minutes later, out comes the same carrier-bag, in the hands of the young jeans-clad student who had struggled with the massive suitcase this morning. She goes to the counter and orders, pointing to my table.

I can’t believe this is the same Keely Jackson who is… was JJ’s personal hound. 

“Fenix Walsham,” I stutter - ridiculous given she knows who I am but after so long I can’t bring myself it seems like a stranger’s name.

“Fenix – Zeus’s henchman right?”

I look away. 

“Alex…,” she knows my real name, my king, teeters, “if we are to work together, no more lies.”

No one had called me Alex since Dad’s death. Why did Suze change it? Why had I never thought to question him?

“You obviously have the better of me on the matter of names so what am I to call you?”

A sliver of playfulness flickered in her eyes. “Call me Medd.”

“Welsh?”

“My mother was Welsh. She called me that because it reminded her of the meads, where my Grandfather’s bees gathered the honey. ‘My little honeyfield,’ she always used to say. She’s not…” She didn’t continue. 

“Nice story. Did you rehearse that one on the train back?” I push the evening paper over to her. “Why?”

Raised eyebrows. Nothing more.

“Little girls don’t dream of growing up to be art thieves.”

“Don’t they?”

I drag the newspaper back.

“What makes you want to break the law?”

“You assume what I am doing is illegal.”

“Isn’t it?”

She laughed. “That’s rich coming from someone employed by John Senior.”

An uneasy silence follows, unbroken until she asks: “What was your Dad like?”

I eye her carefully. I’ve never spoken to anyone else about my Dad. And I’m not sure the woman sitting across from me is the right person. In way of an answer I take out my key ring and lay it on the table. She picks it up and smiles. 

“A man of simple but profound moral integrity.” She hands them back. “Do you know what was in the manuscript?”

“Something important enough for Dad to risk his own life. But not mine. Suze lied and said the manuscript was destroyed.”

“You consider it your father’s legacy?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Why take up with Suze?”

“My father! Suze visited him in prison. The one visit he was allowed. He begged Suze to take care of me, to take me out of the country.”

She looks straight into my eyes.

“I thought…”

The unrelenting stare. The waiter brings two large milk coffees.

 “I started stealing art to make money - to impress my father. Money talks, but he still ignores me. I’m worth twice as much as him and now I steal paintings only from those who do not own them. Suze’s painting had been looted and taken from France during the Second World War.”

She reaches across and takes my hand. Senses what I’m going through.

“I’ll steal back your father’s manuscript,” she lets go of my hand and reaches into her bag. Pushes a slim diary to me, “if you’ll agree to help me take down Suze and JJ. Or I’ll just walk out of here and blend into the crowd…leave you with your father’s three monkeys.”

“Checkmate!” I say.

