It is funny what sticks in your mind.  I remember collapsing behind the wheel, kicking off my pumps, rubbing my feet and deriding myself for how soft I had become.  Five years out of the military and I could barely handle eight hours on my feet.  I remember thinking for the thousandth time, what a small price to pay to protect Bradley from the type of childhood I had.  The final argument with my father replaying like a bad movie in my head—him furious because his two best field agents were leaving and me angry because he’d never had the balls to sacrifice anything for me.
I remember staring at Bradley’s picture on my phone, thinking my father’s ire and sore feet fitting means to an end leaving us safe.    

“Hey Karen, it’s me.  I’m leaving work now.  Tell Bradley sorry I’m late but-”

Loud beeping, cutting my words off as the line picked up.

“Mackenzie Sheridan?”  A deep male voice; unfamiliar and out of place.  “We have your son.”  

“Who the hell is this?”

“There’s a mobile phone in the top left drawer of your roll-top desk.  We’ll call at 7:00pm with instructions.  Let it ring exactly three times before answering.  And Mackenzie… if you want to see your little boy alive, keep your mouth shut. No cops.”

###

I pull myself back to the here and now.  Passengers for the Belgium and Paris flights are lining up, and there’s only Mary and I who haven’t called in sick.  

“Good morning, welcome to Ganda Airlines.  How may I be of assistance?”  

How many times have I spewed that line with false sincerity and a smile pinned in place by my company required hair bun?  

Assisting untold numbers to leave this God forsaken city, always wondering how many of them would be unfortunate enough to return.  How many live here, like me, because they have no choice.  Divorced yet tethered for the sake of the child.
This morning every word, every action, chips away at my soul.  

 “Paris,” says the man dressed in a loud golf shirt. “The missus and I are off on a three week holiday.”  

They’re both grinning from ear to ear.

“It is our first trip overseas,” she says. “We’re so excited.”

Oh, lovely. Planning on visiting The Louvre no doubt.  Please tell … I’m so interested in your plans.  Have I mentioned my son was kidnapped from my apartment a week ago and I’ve done something I swore I’d never do to keep him alive?  But it’s always about you, isn’t it?  I hear the Eifel Tower has quite a view.
“Tickets and two forms of ID each, please. How many items of luggage?

“Two.”

“Three,” he corrects wedging his golf clubs between them. 

I switch into autopilot and finish their check in.  The trained enthusiasm and memorised lines keep me functioning while my son is God-knows-where with monsters.

###

“Where’s Bradley?  What have you done with him?”

“Three rings Mackenzie.  I expected better.”

“I-”

“Disobey me again and you’ll spend the rest of your life wishing you’d paid more attention.  We’ll call Sunday with a set of instructions.  Follow them exactly and your son will be returned unharmed.”

###

I welcome the next in line. 

“Paris,” she says tersely and thrusts her paperwork at me.
The flash backs keep hitting me. 
What have I missed?

…wishing you’d paid more attention.  …wishing you’d paid more attention.
The kidnapper’s voice changes into my father’s then back again.  Over and over ‘til they’re a single voice.  The words twist with memories, dragging me beyond last week.  Back to places I don’t want to go.  

Gasping for air in a dark room with the Big Men.  Terrified I’m going to die. Yelling. Them demanding I tell them how to open my father’s vault.

They’re water-boarding my baby.  Oh, Bradley.
No, stop it.   He’s OK.  They want something from you, not him.  Bradley’s just leverage.
The woman clears her throat jolting me back to the present.  I hand her the boarding pass and baggage claim then launch into my scripted speech; saved again by the monotony of this job.  

Angry shouts spread through the terminal.  My desk phone rings and I jump. It rings three times and I answer.
“Ganda Airlines. Terminal eight,” I say into the heavy old-style handset.

“Pangaean just went under,” says my manager, his voice sweaty and nervous.  “There’s a shit storm happening over there and it’s coming our way.  How much space is left on our Paris flight?”

I open a new screen and run a query.  Damn these antiquated terminals. I miss the military’s cutting edge technology.  My manager’s sighing and nervous wheezing is my hold music for almost two minutes.

“Twelve.”

“Brussels?”

“Ten.”

“Offer those seats up at the base price.  Stand-by rates less ten percent for anyone else with a Pangaean ticket today—good PR that we’re not profiteering from Pangaean’s fuck up.”

 “I’ll handle it sir.  Mary can continue the normal check in.”

“Good.  Quick as you can.  We can’t afford to delay other flights for this.”

 “Right,” I say.  “No problem sir.”  

Jesus, does this have to happen today? 
 My boy…

…Stay focused.
###

“Dad it’s Kenzie, don’t hang up...”  His silence cut deeply.  “It’s Bradley, he’s been kidnapped.”
“…I told you–”

“For Christ’s sake Dad, now isn’t the time for an I-told-you-so speech.”

“…What do they want?   Money?”  

“No, no money. Corporate sabotage.”  

“Why call me?”

“I dunno, thought my father, the General, would want to help rescue his fucking Grandson.”  More silence.  “I’m risking everything calling.  You of all people should understand?  If they find out they’ll kill him.”  

I chewed my bottom lip as the brutal silence deepened.  
“…They may kill him anyway.”

“Him, Dad?  His name is Bradley, your Grandson.”   

“I’ll call William?”

“No—not William.” 

“Bradley’s his son too, Mackenzie.  You can’t just–”

“Please Dad—find another operative.  Can I count on you?”

###

I ready the counter for the impending rush of displaced travelers then brief Mary on the situation. 

“I’m lucky you’re here Ms. Sheridan,” says Mary, shifting from foot to foot like a nervous child.  “I feel more confident knowing you’re here, ready to help.  Funny how things work out.”

Yeah, hysterical.  Like the one about the girl who was kidnapped only to grow up and have her own child kidnapped?  It’s a real knee slapper.  The part where they shave the little girl’s head will have you doubled over. 
“Yeah, lucky… here they come.”

An angry detachment of Pangeaan customers advances like a scene from Braveheart.  The fastest of them jostles into line and I beckon for him to step up.  

 “Pangaean?” I ask and he nods. “You are in luck, we’re holding the departure of our Paris flight.”

 The aging businessman, hands over his Gold Amex.

 “Thank-you, Mr. Snell.   Let’s book your ticket.” 

There’s an odd feeling on my thigh.  

“I’ll also need your Pangaean ticket—”

There it is again. Oh God, the kidnapper’s phone is going off in my pocket.  Not now.  There’s the third ring.  Only seconds to answer. 

…Wishing you paid more attention.
I grab the phone and turn my back on Mr. Snell.

 “Hey,” he yells.  “You haven’t finished processing my ticket. Lady!  Don’t any of you airlines know customer service?  LADY!”

I keep my back turned.

 “Hello, Mackenzie.”  It’s the same deep voice as before.  

“Bradley?”

“He’s safe.”  

…They may kill him anyway.

His voice muffles for a moment, as though he’s talking to someone off phone “You did well, MacKenzie.”  

“Bradley?”

.“He likes to play hide-and-seek, right? One… two… three…”

“Where’s my baby?”

“Close by,” he starts to laugh. “Coming, ready or not”

The line goes dead.  
I’m tempted to hurl the phone against the wall but slip it back in my pocket.  Mr Snell is glaring at me when I turn around.

“Rude,” he says, jabbing a stubby finger in my face. 

“I’m sorry, sir,” I say in my best the-customer-is-always-right voice.  “Perhaps you would be happier waiting a day to fly with a different airline, or if you’d like, I’d be happy to shove that fucking finger of yours into the nearest power socket.” 
I swat his bloated, liver spotted finger from my face with a satisfying slap and turn to Mary.  

“Sorry kiddo, it’s time for your training wheels to come off.”

I walk off to a chorus of angry shouts and am immediately penned in by a teeming mass of possible suspects.  I find myself frozen; unsure how I should proceed.    

What’s your malfunction Mackenzie?  Bradley needs you.  You can’t start seeing kidnappers in every face.

My head clears and I start thinking like an operative—identifying and prioritising steps to rescue my son.  

Step one—secure tactical assistance.
The airport is too large an area to cover alone.  I need to call for help, but I don’t trust my phone. 

Moving with the current I scan ahead for an easy mark.  The orange coat of an airport employee jumps out amongst the milieu.  As I close in, I see there are two of them—the x-ray boys everyone calls Rocky and Bullwinkle.  
I saunter over making eye contact well in advance, turning my fake smile back on and tossing in an extra eye batting or two.

“Do either of you handsome gents have a phone I could borrow?  Mine’s out of creds.”
“Sure thing, love,” says the larger of the two, puffing out his chest.  I catch a brief glimpse of a hot-pink silk hanky as he retrieves his phone from a pants pocket.

“Thanks.” 

Turning I take a few steps away then punch in a number I swore never to call again.  I get the standard greeting designed to confuse non operatives.

“Royal Flooring.  Luxury floor coverings at a peasant’s price.”

“This is Jade.  Give me management.”

There’s no response from the secretary.  The phone goes dead then clicks over and rings three times.  

“Mackenzie?” 

“They’ve released Bradley.  He’s somewhere in the airport.  Dad, he’s—”

“I anticipated this.  There’s an operative onsite.”

“The rendezvous point?”

“The passenger lockers closest to your check-in desk.”

A swarm of people block my view. 

“Operative’s name?”

“William.”

I freeze.

“Son of a bitch.”

“Stow it, Mackenzie. I didn’t train you to run ops off your emotions.”
Then he’s gone.
You know he’s right.  Suck it up.  You have work to do.
I toss the phone back and run to the passenger lockers.  William is there, dressed in a nondescript blue coat.  His smile gives me butterflies as he makes his way towards me.  

“Hello, Mackenzie.”  

After all this time, all the pain and shit he’s put me through, that damn smile still floors me.  I realise it’s how Bradley smiles...

Bradley? Oh God… 

…You don’t have time for this.  Stay focused.
 “I’ve been briefed on the situation.”

The situation – We’re talking about our son.  Can’t anyone say his name?

 “Airport security is aware and working with us.”

He hands me an ear bud and a small rectangular ID card, the price of Dad’s help.
You’ve already broken promises to yourself, what’s one more?
 “The ear piece is tuned to the airport security frequency.  We’ll know the second they find him.”

I remove the sim-card and thrust it into William’s hand before tossing the kidnapper’s phone and my Ganda employee badge in the bin. 

“Have the techs run a trace on this.  I want to know where the incoming calls originated,” I say as I pin on my military ID. 

“Later, I’m not leaving you again, we-”

“William, I need tactical support.  We’ll cover more ground separately.  Just like old times.  Me on the ground and you watching my back behind the scenes.”  

“I’ll upload the data from the car to my techs.  They’ll phone through the results.”

He leaves, moving efficiently through the crowd and disappears.   I switch the ear bud on.
“Team 12, station house…station house, go ahead…we’ve spotted a male child fitting the description…copy that unit 12.  What is your location? ...we’re outside Starbucks, concourse A…”
Everything fades as I run for the nearest security check-point and the tram to get me to Concourse A.  I slide to a stop at the security area where a mountain of a woman demands to see my travel documentation.  

“My name is Captain Mackenzie Sheridan, that’s my son they’re talking about.”

The guard looks as though I’ve just asked her to swallow a Volkswagen.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

I point to my ID badge.  

“Hold on,” she says, picking up her radio. Her voice blends with the hollow sounding radio in my ear, as she calls for confirmation.  Apathy drains from her face as she whips around to the security guard a few feet away.

“Martin, get your arse over here and man this post.  Now!”  

She turns back to me clipping her radio to her belt.  Her hand drifts to her night stick, picking it up a few inches and letting it drop into its holster; the unmistakable mark of a trained officer.  

I follow her as she runs away from the tram.

“Where are we going?” 

“We ain’t taking the tram.” 

She moves back through the terminal with a speed and agility that do not match her size.  I fall in step directly behind her.  She’s fast but I want to move faster.  

“Station house to all stations.  Be advised, we have an ID on kidnapper… a Mr Warren, traveling Pangaean Airlines.  Suspect believed to still be in the vicinity of the Pangaean check in counter. Suspect is…”  
It takes every ounce of self control to keep following the guard and not turn back.  He was right under my nose.

Let William get the son-of-a-bitch.  Focus on Bradley,

We stop briefly as the guard unlocks a steel door to a part of the airport I’ve never seen.  A few seconds later we are outside in the frosty air.  She folds herself into a squad car, turns the key and hits the lights and sirens. 

“We’ll be there in five minutes, love,” she says, just missing a baggage car.  “Hold on.”

 “Thank you,” I say staring ahead.

 “I’m a mother too Cap’n Sheridan. Gotta daughter, and there’re aint nothin’ could stop me from getting her back.  You just sit tight.” 

 There’s a lone security officer waiting for us. 

“We’ve got the boy in protective custody,” he says, opening the door.  “Says his name’s Thomas.”

“Thomas?  No, his name’s Bradley.”  Panic strangles my voice.  

The security officers are talking but I’m too dazed to hear them.  My breath catches when the door opens and I see a small, milk mustached boy in a green jacket, sitting with a half eaten bag of crisps.  

“That’s not my son.” 

A rage crackles up my body, like a summer lightning storm.  My inner switch is thrown, Mackenzie the customer service rep is gone.  I’m Mackenzie the soldier and I’m ready to rip this place apart with my hands, find my son and kill the bastards who have done this.  

 “What’s your name?” I say to the officer who drove me here.

“Barbara,” she says.

“Barbara, I need your radio.”  She hands it to me and I change the frequency. “William. It’s not him.”

“I heard.  I’m back in concourse C.  I have visual on the suspect.”

“Get him, what the hell are you waiting for?”

“Easy, Kenzie.  I’ll radio in when I have him.”  

I choke down my desire to bolt back through the airport.  Barbara eases me down in a chair, pressing a cup of lousy coffee into my hands.

There’s talk of extra cameras and local law enforcement.  I sip the coffee waiting for William’s voice.

  Is five to old for a white coffin? I’ll never forgive myself— all my fault.  Is that why mother shot herself?  Thought she’d failed me? 
I slam my walls back up.  That psychoanalytic bullshit won’t help.  I am not my mother and Bradley is not me.  I came out of it alive and so will he.  Mother was ill; it had nothing to do with…

Barbara taps me on the shoulder and hands me her radio.

“Kenzie,” William’s disembodied voice fills the room.  “You better get over here.”
“Bradley?”

“No.”
The walls tumble for a moment and I see a white coffin and the handgun from my night stand.

William is waiting on the other side of the holding room when I arrive.  He’s not smiling. I need him to smile. 

“Bastard won’t talk.”

“Maybe not for you,” I say and walk towards the holding room door.

“Before you go in,” he says gently placing his hand on my arm, and leading me out of ear shot of the officers.  “The phone.  I had the techs run the data again to be sure.  Mackenzie… the calls came from Management.”

“Management?  That makes no…”

…wishing you paid more attention… three rings… 

“…I told you something like-”  

My throat closes as the world folds in on me.

I’m twelve years old. I can’t breathe because the Big Men are dumping water on my head.  

“What do you mean you don’t know the combination?  You better remember quick or you’ll be wishing you had paid more attention.”  

Pain shoots through my knees and I realise I’ve fallen on them.  

Daddy, you knew?  Mummy…
…Focus.

…Mummy.

…Focus, Mackenzie.  The man in that room knows where your son is.  
William helps me stand but doesn’t let go of my hands.  My head swims as I’m brought back to the present.  

“You don’t have to do this,” he says.  
“That’s a hell of a thing for you to say to me.” I straighten my crumpled shirt.  “Do you remember Bosnia?”

He nods.  “Wherever this goes, whatever happens, I’m with you.  No judgments this time.”

I open the holding room door and look William in the eyes.

“Right then.”

William walks over to tell the security officers to power down the cameras.  The door shuts behind me.  
The smell of antiseptic makes my nostrils flare as my eyes adjust to the bright, interrogation lights.  There are two folding chairs and a metal desk bolted to the floor.  He’s younger than I expected, cuffed to a large metal hoop in the middle of the desk.  I take the seat across from him.  

“Where is my son?”

He puts on a cocky grin in lieu of an answer.

I’ll slice your fucking face!  
“Understand,” I say, pulling my hair pins and laying them out on the table in front of me. “I’m not a cop.”  

I hold a pin up at eye level and flick off the protective tip with my thumb. 

“I’m not airport security.”  

I grasp his wrist tightly.  

“I’m a woman whose child you stole.”  
I flatten his hand and place the pointed metal pin at the tip of the man’s finger just below his nail.  “And I want him back.”

“Go fuck yourself!”

I shove the pin under his nail and wiggle it back and forth.  He screams and looks for a moment like he’ll pass out.  A small dribble of blood follows the hair pin out from under his thick, yellow nail.

“Bitch!”  

His screams feel good.  I want to do more.  I want him dead.  I want him alive.  I want him to hurt forever.  I shove the pin under another nail.  

Can’t kill him… need him alive… have to make him talk
“Go fu-”

I slam the hair pin as hard as I can into the top of his hand.  It stands straight up in a growing pool of beautiful crimson.  I hope I hit a vein.  His scream lasts longer, this time.

“Next one goes in your eye,” I say with my customer-service smile.

“Jesus Christ. Alright!” He’s staring at the pin impaling his hand.  “Some guy hired me to take him. He’s in the woman’s bathroom outside the bar.  My girlfriend left him tied up and drugged in one of the stalls with an out of order sign.  For the love of God lady, I’m sorry!”

I rip the pin from his flesh.

“God’s got nothing to do with it.” I wipe the blood in an “x” pattern on his shirt to the left of his heart. “Pray he’s OK.” 
I slam the hair pin in the center of the “x”.  Not a fatal wound but he’ll never forget me.  

I look through the one way glass and nod.  A pale-faced guard opens the door.  William’s at the door and Barbara’s screaming into the radio.  People scramble to get out of our way as we barrel through the concourse to the woman’s bathroom outside the bar.   I knock a woman out of the way as she wanders out of the stall next to the one with the out of order sign.

“Bradley?” 

“Mummy?”

It’s him.  That’s his voice.  That’s Bradley.
William kicks in the door and I topple to the floor drawing Bradley to me.  

He’s alive, thank God he’s alive.
Tears stream down my face as William helps me up with Bradley in my arms.  He’s heavier than I remember but I know I could hold him forever.  William moves in and I allow him to hug the both of us.  It feels so good to have his arms around us.  Around me.  
“I dreamt some big men told me you’d gone away,” says Bradley groggily, through scrunched up lips. “But I knew you wouldn’t.”

I put him down and he holds fast to my hand. 

“Can we go home now?  I don’t want to play here anymore.” 

“No baby, we can’t go home, isn’t safe for us there.”

“Where are we going to live then?”

“Daddy and I have some very special friends.” I look up to William and he nods.  “You’re going to stay with them for a while.”
“But you’re coming?  I’m scared.”

“Daddy will take you, baby.  I’ll be there soon but first I have to visit Grandpa.”

