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SNATCHED


(THE FIRST SNATCH)




Dedicated to several women I have been lucky to know, who have taught me from their courage, strength and wisdom.




One


“Is the Ambassador there?”


“I’m sorry. The Ambassador is in conference.”


“This is Mrs. Rinaldi, Sylvia. Calling from California.”


“Oh, I’m sorry, Mrs. Rinaldi. One moment.”


Across the airport corridor from her was a bookstore. People with luggage at their feet, some with packages under their arms, were browsing. Moving themselves and their luggage a few steps, stopping, taking a book off the rack, looking at it, perhaps keeping it in hand, perhaps putting it back, moving another few steps, sometimes moving back to take a book they had already returned to the rack: they were doing a dance, really, a slow dance with books as partners.


“Christina?”


She turned to face the inside of the phone booth.


“Are you having a good time at your tennis camp? How’s your serve coming?”


“Teddy,” she said, “What’s the change of plans? I’m at the airport in San Francisco now.”


“What change of plans?”


“Toby wasn’t on the plane.”


From behind his desk in his United Nations office, Ambassador Teodoro Rinaldi glanced expressionlessly at the three members of his staff sitting comfortably around the room, notes and note pads on their laps. None looked at him. Unrealistically, politely, they were trying to grant the Ambassador a private conversation with his wife.


In his own head, a distant alarm bell sounded—just once. It was the sound he had been half expecting every moment of his professional life.


Even in front of his own staff he must be careful in what he was to say now.


The Ambassador said to his wife, “Tell me about it.”


“Flight 203,” she said, “New York to San Francisco, Brandt Airlines, arriving three fifty-three P.M.”


“Yes….” he said.


“They were supposed to deliver Toby to the V.I.P. lounge. I was there in plenty of time.”


“I see.”


“They didn’t bring Toby to the lounge. The plane arrived. I watched the electronic board. I waited a half hour, forty minutes, thinking there might be a baggage delay. No Toby. What plane is he on?”


The Ambassador looked at his watch. It was five eighteen in California. His wife’s alarm had been growing for almost an hour. She was doing well.


He said, “There had been no change of plans, as far as I know.”


“But, Teddy. There must have been.”


“What have you done so far?” he asked.


“I explained the situation to the head stewardess in the V.I.P. lounge. She brought me to the manager. The Brandt Airlines manager here. A Mr. Swenson. He was very kind. He was able to tell me Toby’s plane reservation was canceled last night. In New York.”


“He said what?”


“Why didn’t you have someone tell me?”


The Ambassador said, “Hold on one moment.” He depressed the intercommunication-system button on his desk and spoke to his secretary: “Sylvia, what plane was my son, Toby, on to California?”


“Brandt Airlines Flight 203,” she answered. “Arriving San Francisco International at three fifty-three this afternoon.”


“Would you please call Mrs. Brown at the Residence and confirm that Toby got off all right?” From across his office, the Embassy’s chief of Public Relations, Ria Marti, looked up at him sharply. The Ambassador said evenly, “There seems to be some delay.”


The secretary said, “Yes, sir.”


Into the phone the Ambassador said to his wife, “I’m sure there’s just some mix-up, Christina. I’m having Sylvia call Mrs. Brown.”


“Teddy, Mr. Swenson—the Brandt Airlines manager here—wasn’t able to tell me what plane Toby is on. He said the reservation was simply canceled. He said there is no reservation for Toby Rinaldi on any Brandt Airlines flight today, tomorrow, whenever….”


“The airlines are very careful about these things….” The Ambassador knew that in talking he simply was filling up empty air. He was confronted with two sets of facts that did not jibe. He said, “Hold on.” The light of another telephone line on his desk was flashing.


Through the intercom, Sylvia said, “Mrs. Brown is on three, Mr. Ambassador.”


“Thank you.” The Ambassador put his wife’s call on hold and pushed the button for extension 353.


“Mrs. Brown? Did Toby get off all right?”


“Of course.”


“You got him to the airport on time?”


“Plenty of time. He even insisted on my sittin’ down with a cup of tea. A born diplomat, like his father, sir, I tell you.”


“Did someone meet you at the airport?”


“Yes, sir. A young man. From the airlines.”


“Did Toby have Mrs. Rinaldi’s telephone number at the tennis camp in California?”


“Oh, he had everything, sir. The airlines sent a complete packet, you know, I had to fill out, for sending a child alone on an airplane. Names, addresses, numbers to call, allergies, if any, if the child is a particular eater, please state, Toby’s name tag, everything.”


“What did the name tag say, Mrs. Brown?”


“It was from the airlines, sir. Well, it said, printed out, you know, I’M BRANDT AIRLINES CAPTAIN and then I had printed in TOBY RINALDI…FLYING FLIGHT 203 TO SAN FRANCISCO and then today’s date, sir. It had a picture of an airlines captain’s hat in the upper left-hand corner.”


“What was the last you saw of Toby?”


“Why, going through the security systems, sir. Toby was real disappointed he couldn’t make the warning buzzer go off. Mr. Ambassador, there isn’t anything wrong, is there?”


“No,” he said too quickly.


“How could there be?” she said. “He was in the charge of airlines people. If they don’t know how to put someone on an airplane, I don’t know who would. His mother was meeting him in San Francisco.”


“Quite right,” the Ambassador said. “You haven’t heard from the airlines or anyone else since you got home?”


“Well, I did, sir. The carpet-cleaning company. You know, the company that picked up the carpets for cleaning? Their manager called. Fairly choking, he was. He said they could never take responsibility for such priceless carpets. He said we should have told him what they were before they picked them up. He said if we couldn’t prove they were heavily insured and—what did he say?—that our insurance policy extended to cover him, he was going to deliver the carpets back to us by five o’clock tonight. Uncleaned. How do you like them green apples, Ambassador? I was about to call you about it.”


“I don’t know…” he said absently. Without intending to, Mrs. Brown was giving him time to think. He was not thinking well.


“What am I to do about the carpets, Mr. Ambassador?”


“I don’t know.”


“Well, they’ll deliver them back—”


“Fine,” he said. “Right.”


“Mr. Ambassador, there’s nothing wrong, is there?”


“Absolutely not.”


“Toby wasn’t sick on the plane, or anything? All he had at the airport was orange juice.”


“Everything’s fine, Mrs. Brown. I expect I’ll be in at my usual time.”


“Should I try to call Mrs. Rinaldi in California about the carpets?”


“No,” the Ambassador said. “Mrs. Rinaldi will be out of touch most of the afternoon.”


He pushed the flashing button to extension 351.


“Christina?”


“Teddy? I’m a little worried.”


He looked around the office at his staff. Each was quietly reviewing notes on United Nations Resolution 1176R—the culmination of years of intense diplomatic effort and, finally, negotiation; His Majesty’s sole object of desire; a few words, really, that would do more than warships and tanks and planes to keep the Persian Gulf open for the flow of oil to the free world. They were only pretending not to hear his conversation.


Slowly, the Ambassador said to his wife, “I understand.”


She said, “You mean there is reason to be worried?”


“Listen, Christina, I suggest you do the obvious, simple things.” He had learned the wisdom of keeping people busy in a crisis. “Look around the airport, especially the baggage areas, the snack bars.”


She said, “Yes.”


“Have Brandt Airlines page Toby. That’s simple. The kid knows his own name.”


“Teddy, Mr. Svenson said Toby wasn’t aboard that airplane. His reservation had been canceled.”


He said, “I understand.”


“Oh, my God! Teddy!”


Quietly, he said, “That’s right.”


“Oh, God!”


“Call me back in an hour or so,” he said. “I won’t leave the office.”


He hung up and pushed the intercom button. “Sylvia, call Brandt Airlines and see if that plane Toby was on to California was a through flight. Make sure it didn’t stop in Chicago, or wherever.”


“It was scheduled as a through flight, Mr. Ambassador. That’s why we put Toby on it.”


“I see. Nevertheless, make sure the plane didn’t land anywhere between here and San Francisco.”


“Yes, sir.”


The Ambassador sat back in his swivel chair and smiled blankly at his staff.


“Mrs. Brown seems to be having a domestic crisis,” he said slowly. “Something about carpets. Getting carpets cleaned.”


He blinked at their stares.


“Nevertheless, I think I shall suspend this conference for the moment….”


The three staff members obediently put their papers in order and stood up.


“His Majesty’s carpets may seem a small matter next to Resolution 1176R, but they are national treasures.”


The Ambassador knew his dissembling was being ignored.


Ria Marti came to his desk and waited until the others had left the office.


She said, “Toby isn’t missing, is he?”


He said, “This is about carpets, Ria. Embassy carpets.”


“Mr. Ambassador.” Ria was scrupulous about using his title in the Embassy offices and almost always at the Residence. “If this is about Toby, you’ve got to keep me informed from the very beginning. The press would be the hounds of hell on a matter of this sort.”


Ambassador Teodoro Rinaldi smiled the smile that he knew had won more negotiations for him than all His Majesty’s faith and power.


“Ria,” he said, “skies may crumble and mountains tumble, but our young friend Toby will let nothing stand in the way of his trip to Fantazyland.”


He saw that using his smile on her had convinced her that something was wrong.


As she was leaving the office, Sylvia’s voice came over the intercom. “Mr. Ambassador, I’ve called Brandt Airlines. They have confirmed their Flight 203 today did not make a stop between New York and San Francisco. The plane landed at San Francisco International a few minutes ahead of schedule.”


“Thank you.” He kept his finger on the button. “Sylvia, get me His Majesty on the scrambler phone as quickly as possible. This is an emergency.”




Two


Christina put her wallet, which had been open to her telephone credit card, into her purse and walked through the cavernous reception hall to the down escalator. In the baggage area, there were three carousels working. Slowly, she walked around each, peering into the crowds.


“Pardon me,” she said to a man with an official-looking cap. “Could you tell me if the luggage from the Brandt New York Flight 203 has been picked up?”


The man looked at a wall clock. “That was carousel five. That’s long gone, miss.”


“Can you tell me if there was any baggage left unclaimed from that flight?”


“I can tell you there wasn’t. Only flight we’ve had today, miss, with unclaimed luggage was from Mexico City. And people from the Bureau of Narcotics picked that up.”


“I see. You’re sure?”


Looking up over his shoulder, her eyes grew wide. “He’s there! On the escalator!”


She sprinted. She jumped the first two steps of the escalator.


“Oh, please,” she said to the people on the escalator as she tried to push through them.


“We’re all in a hurry, you know,” snapped a man with thick glasses.


“My son.”


At the top of the escalator, she looked around the airlines’ reception area.


A bell rang through the public address system to gain attention for an announcement


She turned.


“Toby!”


His hand was in that of a middle-aged woman who was leading him through glass doors to a parking area.


“Toby!”


She ran through the crowd to him.


Her arm hit the slow-moving automatic door. “Toby, Toby!”


She spun him around by his shoulders.


The child looked terrified.


“Hey!” The middle-aged woman jerked the boy’s hand. “Who are you?”


“Oh, I’m sorry!” Christina said. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”


The woman’s pale blue eyes narrowed. “You need help, miss?”


“I’m sorry,” Christina said. “My son—wasn’t on his plane. I thought…”


The woman said, “I see. It’s all right, Peter. The lady didn’t mean to frighten you. Peter’s my grandson,” she said to Christina.


The woman was in pink slacks.


“Yes. I see. I’m sorry, Peter.”


“Come on, Peter,” the woman said. “We both missed our naps.”


They went to the right, along the sidewalk. The boy looked back at Christina.


“I’m sorry,” Christina said.


“I’m sorry.” She sobbed. “I’m sorry.”




Three


“My son appears to be missing.”


Ambassador Teodoro Rinaldi had been told His Majesty, the King, was aboard the royal yacht, The Lioness, in the Persian Gulf. Using ship-to-shore, the scrambler system, and trans-world telephone, the Ambassador knew there would be long pauses between their comments to each other and that the King’s well-modulated masculine voice would sound like that of Bugs Bunny. A rather slow Bugs Bunny.


“Was he abducted?” the King asked.


“We have no information at this time,” the Ambassador said. “We only know that someone interfered in his affairs. Some third, unknown party canceled an airplane reservation in his name. Our housekeeper brought him to the plane. When the plane landed he was to be met by his mother, but he was not aboard the plane.”


“Where was he going?”


“From New York to San Francisco,” the Ambassador said.


“Why is Christina in San Francisco?” the King asked.


The Ambassador considered the King’s ability to cut directly to the heart of a matter. He dreaded it.


“Vacationing. Tennis camp.”


The answer seemed inconsequential.


“Why was Toby joining her on the West Coast?”


“Fantazyland. They were going to Fantazyland.”


Through his United Nations office window New York had misted. The Ambassador blinked.


“Teddy,” the King said. “Are things all right between you and Christina?”


“Yes, sir. She was just run-down and tired. Our efforts have been particularly constant, sustained, lately.”


He stopped himself. Belatedly, his diplomatic training told him that the question would have been more convincingly answered with a single word. “Yes.” Or “definitely.” Or “absolutely.”


The King would have realized—as the Ambassador had realized, sitting alone in his office waiting for his call to reach the King—that this was a particularly bad time to have his family away from the protection of the Embassy. He had been unwise—mistaken—in permitting it.


“Teddy. Do you believe Toby has been kidnapped?”


The Ambassador cleared his throat. “We know someone has interfered in his plans. At the moment, we do not know where Toby is. At the risk of causing you pain and anxiety needlessly,” the Ambassador said, “I thought it would be best to let you know immediately.”


“Teddy, I’m very sorry.”


There was no question in the Ambassador’s mind that the King’s words were sincerely meant.


The King’s grandfather had been a merchant. Simply that. A businessman.


A very successful businessman who had gathered unto himself almost every profit-making venture within his reach—banking, agriculture, shipping, oil—as a fat man finishes a bowl of olives put before him, almost not knowing he is doing it. In Italy and Switzerland and Europe at large, Teodoro Rinaldi’s great-grandfather had been his contact man, his representative, his interpreter, his doer.


During World War I, the merchant bought himself a uniform (delivered from Switzerland by Rinaldi’s great-grandfather) and set out to protect his various business interests in the Persian Gulf. Before the end of World War I, the Allies (persuaded by Rinaldi’s great-grandfather) had decided it was in their best interest to draw a line around the merchant-general’s various business interests and declare it a friendly nation.


Thus the merchant-general became a King.


And thus the Rinaldi family, originally Italian, subsequently Swiss, became loyal subjects of the King.


The present King, sixteen years older than Teodoro Rinaldi, was a brilliant, handsome man, carefully educated, at Oxford, the Sorbonne, the London School of Economics, to rule.


And Teodoro Rinaldi had been carefully educated, at Harvard College and Georgetown University, to serve his King in the family tradition as foreign representative.


Like few men in the twentieth century, neither considered that life had offered him an alternative.


“Have you informed anyone else that Toby may have been abducted?” the King asked.


“No, sir.”


“I assume we’re both thinking the same thing,” the King said.


“Yes, sir.”


“Resolution 1176R.”


“Yes.”


“But you’ve had no direct communication from the opposition that they mean to use your son’s life as a weapon against you?”


“No, sir.”


“You were right to tell me so quickly, Teddy.”


“Thank you, Your Highness.”


“It’s conceivable you will have no direct communication. They might trust you to understand implicitly.”


“Yes.”


“Sabotage the Resolution or you lose your son.”


The Ambassador did not answer.


The King said, “I will have my chief of American Intelligence at the Embassy within the hour.”


“Mustafa? Do you mean Mustafa?”


“His name is Turnbull.”


“I see.” The Ambassador realized he should have known—he should have always realized—that Mustafa, the Embassy’s chief of Intelligence—the nice little man with a mustache, very good at reading economic reports and breaking them down to facts relevant to the King, not very good at directing bodyguards, Embassy servants and staff—was not His Majesty’s actual chief of Intelligence in the United States.


Before this, the Ambassador had never heard of Turnbull.


Again, he said, “I see.”


“He’s English trained,” the King said. “Been in the United States a long time. You may have complete confidence in him.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Teddy,” the King said, “we will stand together on this?”


It was a question.


Teodoro Rinaldi thought of the King standing over Toby’s bassinet the very night he was born. Putting Toby on a polo pony at the age of three. Reading Uncle Whimsy comics to him during long flights in the royal jet. Playing with Toby in the snow at Gstaad.


But he was not Toby’s father.


The Ambassador to the United Nations said to the King: “Yes.”


* * *


“Mr. Ambassador?” Sylvia said. “Mrs. Rinaldi’s on 352.”


“Thank you.” Since talking with the King, Teodoro Rinaldi had sat back from his desk, hands in his lap, motionless, staring at his wastebasket.


“Christina? Any luck?”


“Teddy, I’m scared out of my mind.”


Her voice was dry, her tone a little higher than natural, her throat tight.


“Are you still at the airport?”


“Yes.”


“What have you done?”


“Everything I can think of. Searched all over this place. Snack bars. Restaurants. Parking lots. Had Toby paged. Checked with the V.I.P. lounge again. Checked Mr. Swenson. There is no unclaimed luggage from that flight.”


“Christina, we don’t know any more than we did an hour ago.”


“Oh.” Her voice sounded crushed. It was clear she hadn’t been daring to ask. “Have you talked to the boss?”


“The boss” was their name for the King. It came from a ridiculous statement Teddy once made: “I work for a boss like any other boss.” The King was not like any other boss. He was a monarch. A dictator. A man with absolute, life-and-death power over his subjects. A power he had never hesitated to use.


“Yes,” the Ambassador said. “He sends you his greatest sympathy.”


“Stuff that,” the wife of the Ambassador said. “What’s he doing for us?”


“Sending in the troops.”


“What?”


“I’m going back to the Residence right now for a meeting with his top intelligence people.”


“Not Mustafa. Oh, my God. Not that nice, little useless man.”


“No. Not Mustafa.”


“What shall I do? Teddy, I just can’t believe Toby is in this airport, or ever was. His reservation was canceled.”


“I know.”


“Shall I come home? I think I should.”


“No. Where does Toby expect you to be?”


“At the airport.”


“No. I mean, where does that little packet Mrs. Brown made up for the airlines say you’re staying? What was the contact number she gave for you?”


“The tennis camp’s. I gave the tennis camp number.”


“Then I suggest you go back to the tennis camp. Someone—even Toby—might have tried to call you there.”


Then he realized he was giving her reason for false hope. A hope which would doubtlessly be dashed within the hour when she returned to the camp and learned there had been no calls. Her panic, her fear, would begin again.


“But, Teddy, this was my last day there. I’m all packed. Toby and I were going to spend the night in a motel on our way to Fantazyland.”


“Does he or anyone else have the telephone number of that motel? I mean, was it listed in the information packet?”


“No.”


“Then return to the tennis camp.”


“I’ve checked out. My room is gone.”


“I’m sure they can accommodate you somehow. But, Christina—?”


“Yes?”


“For now, tell no one what is going on.”


She was silent.


“I mean, don’t tell the police. Don’t tell the people at the tennis camp.”


“I’ve already told the people at the airlines.”


“Don’t worry. They won’t be the ones to tell either the police or the press. Bad public relations for them. Unless they hear from you again, they’ll be quick to assume the problem is solved.”


“All right.”


“We don’t need more pressure on us at this point.”


“No,” she said, “we don’t.”


“I suspect there’ll be someone out there talking to you before midnight, your time. Someone from our Intelligence Section.”


“I don’t have anything to tell them. Except that I’m scared to death, Teddy.”


“I know. They should be able to help you. You want a doctor? Sedatives? Anything?”


“No,” she said quickly. “I want Toby.”


“Believe me, Christina, the best brains in the world will be on this. Immediately. You know the boss.”


“Yes,” she said. “I do. Teddy, there will be no problem about the ransom, will there?”


The question startled him. Ransom. Christina thought Toby had been kidnapped for ransom. An American girl. He had married a young American woman. For nine years she had been the wife of the Ambassador, but she had never really known what that had meant. Constant social engagements. Boring dinners. Quiet talks. Anger at him for staying up late. Not taking vacations. Being nice to people neither of them could stand. Toby had been kidnapped and she had presumed immediately he had been kidnapped for ransom.


It was highly unlikely she was correct.


“Of course not,” he answered. “No problem.”


“Even if it’s millions and millions?”


“The boss will provide.”


“I mean, he wouldn’t stand back on some damned royal principle, would he?”


She stressed “royal” sardonically. Christina did not think well of the two thousand, five hundred years of fictitious royal lineage the merchant-general-king’s descendants had created for themselves. Another example of Christina’s inability to understand the nature of power.


“Ransom will be no problem,” Teddy said. He was certain the problem of ransom would never arise. Toby was kidnapped for reasons far greater than money.


“Christina? Go back to the tennis camp. We have the number there. I’m sure someone will come to you before midnight. Again, I repeat: tell no one about Toby.”


“I won’t.”


“You’ll just have to take this by yourself.”


“I understand.”


“Trust no one.”


“Okay.” There was annoyance in her voice.


“Christina, believe me. The longer we keep this quiet, the greater the chance Toby has of surviving.”


“Oh, Teddy.”


“Sorry, Christina. I had to say that.”




Four


“Ambassador Rinaldi, let me get one or two things straight.” Turnbull sat forward in the library chair, right forearm resting on his thigh, head angled aggressively toward the Ambassador.


“Your son was traveling alone?”


“Yes.”


“And your wife is also traveling alone, on the West Coast?”


“Yes.”


The Ambassador stared at His Majesty’s chief of Intelligence in the United States. What should he say? That his wife and son were distinctly American in attitudes and found traveling with bodyguards cumbersome and embarrassing? That they all felt that bodyguards only increased the danger to them by drawing attention to them? That they had learned from experience that whatever arrangements the Embassy’s Intelligence chief, the benighted Mustafa, made for them would just collapse anyway, causing a great confusion and greater complications?


The Ambassador said, “Let me make this straight to you, Mr. Turnbull—”


“Colonel Turnbull.”


Teddy Rinaldi decided to ignore the title, for the moment.


“I am the highest-ranking representative of our nation in this country. I will not accept criticism, personal or professional, from you.”


“Admit it, now, Ambassador Rinaldi. You made a mistake.”


The Ambassador shrugged. How could he admit that his young American wife finally had rebelled against the tight strictures of Embassy life? Had insisted, reasonably, on getting away by herself for a while? Had insisted upon having a few happy days alone with her son, “play days,” she called them, to take Toby to Fantazyland? How could he admit that he felt that if he hadn’t agreed…he might have lost both his wife and his son? Immediately, the King had perceived all this: “Are things all right between you and Christina?”


“I might have made a more prudent decision,” the Ambassador said slowly. “Fantazyland is not perceived as a threatening place.”


He had let himself into the Residence—a fourteen-room condominium ten minutes’ walk from the United Nations—with his own key and immediately found himself tripping over most of the Residence’s carpets rolled up in the foyer. Mrs. Brown appeared, clucking about the carpets, and told him someone was waiting for him in the library.


The Ambassador had closed the library door behind him.


“You’ve gotten us into one fine mess.” Turnbull scratched through his close-cropped, iron-gray hair vigorously enough to change the direction of whatever thoughts lay below the scalp. “Question is: how do I get us out of it?”


“We’re talking about my son, Colonel.”


“We’re talking about Resolution 1176R,” Turnbull snapped. “Mr. Ambassador.”


“You know about Resolution 1176R?”


“Who do you think has done all the work on it?”


Calmly, the Ambassador said, “I think I have.”


Colonel Turnbull glanced at him contemptuously. The Ambassador had observed before that intelligence people were like crows: in announcing the portents of rain they think they are generating a storm.


“Tell me everything you know about this,” Turnbull said, sitting back in his chair.


“First, Colonel Turnbull, tell me if you have sent someone to be with my wife.”


“I’m going out myself,” Turnbull snorted. “Now I want to know two things: what arrangements were made for your son, and who knew about them?”


“Would you like a drink, Colonel?”


“I would not.”


“I thought it might be easier…”


Muscles in his jaw flexing, notebook in his lap, pen in hand, Colonel Turnbull waited, saying nothing.


Teddy Rinaldi shrugged and began speaking in a calm, reasonable tone. “As I’ve said, Colonel, the pressures on my wife have been intense and long sustained. Very long. There has been a constant routine of meetings, lunches, cocktail receptions, dinners, day after day, including weekends, month after month, in our effort to educate other delegates and their governments regarding Resolution 1176R and attract their support and their votes—”


“You’ve been doin’ your job, man. Get on with it.”


“My wife was very tired…” The Ambassador hesitated. “…Becoming a little nervous, irritable. You must remember that Christina is born and bred American.”


Colonel Turnbull sighed, pointedly.


“There is this tennis camp in California, called The All-Stars’, modestly enough, friends had recommended to Christina. She arranged to attend for ten days.”


“Were the Embassy’s intelligence staff notified of her plans?”


“…Yes.” Poor Mustafa.


“And no security arrangements were made for her?”


“None in particular, I believe. Embassy car to the airport, first-class flight, a hired limousine and driver meeting her in San Francisco—”


Colonel Turnbull shook his head.


“And your son, Toby?”


“Well…in fact, we haven’t been able to see much of Toby lately. He attends boarding school in New Hampshire—”


“Eustace Academy.”


“That’s right. We thought we’d have some time this last summer, either at the beginning or the end of it, but Resolution 1176R has prevented our even taking a weekend. Toby was at that sailing camp on the Cape. Of course, we did take him to Gstaad for a few days with His Majesty last winter.”


“Mr. Ambassador, I’m not looking for diplomatic phrasing. I’m looking for facts.”


“All I’m trying to say is that my wife’s desire—you might say, demand—to have some play days with our son, Toby, was entirely normal and correct.”


“You’re trying to excuse yourself for sending your wife and child off, at this point, with absolutely no security.”


The Ambassador said, “I suppose I am.”


“Give me your son’s travel schedule.”


“Yesterday afternoon he was driven by school staff to the airport in Boston and put aboard a plane for New York. Mrs. Brown met him at the airport and brought him to the Residence in the Embassy car.”


“He spent overnight here at the Residence?”


“Yes.”


“Did you see him?”


The Ambassador swallowed hard. “I had a meeting with the French delegation about the Resolution that went on until one thirty in the morning. I was at my desk at the Embassy at seven fifteen in the morning.”


“Mr. Ambassador, how many months has it been since you’ve actually seen your son?”


“I looked in upon him the other night when he was asleep.”


“He was put aboard Brandt Airlines Flight 203 to San Francisco today?”


“Yes. It was a through flight.”


“Who saw him off?”


“Mrs. Brown, our housekeeper. She took him to the airport in the Embassy car and turned him over to airlines personnel.”


“‘Turned him over?’”


“Yes. You know how the airlines do these things. Putting a child alone on an airplane is rather like sending off a package. They get name tags stuck on them and packets full of names and addresses. It’s all quite safe.”


“Usually,” said Colonel Turnbull. “Usually.”


“My wife was to meet him at the San Francisco airport at about four o’clock. She was there in plenty of time, but…no Toby.”


The Ambassador paused a moment. He knew his voice was about to crack.


Finally, he said, “My wife immediately appealed to airlines’ personnel for help in locating Toby. Here’s a fact for you, Colonel Turnbull: the airlines manager in San Francisco told Christina that Toby’s reservation had been canceled. In New York, the night before.”


“What?” The Ambassador thought he’d let Turnbull put his mind around that hard fact himself. “What did you say?”


“Toby’s reservation was canceled. And not by my office.”


“Then Toby is still in New York?”


The Ambassador raised his hands. “Toby could be anywhere.”


“Who made the travel arrangements for your son?”


“The Embassy. Overseen by my secretary, Sylvia Menninges.”


“Did the Embassy Intelligence Section know about your son’s travel plans?”


“Of course.”


“Who else knew?” asked Colonel Turnbull.


“The travel agency—”


“What travel agency?”


“We always use the Mideast Airlines office here in New York for any family or Embassy traveling. We’re obliged to. They make all the arrangements.”


“So, doubtlessly, there were Embassy stickers all over the tickets….”


“I suppose so.”


“Therefore an unknown number of airlines personnel also knew that the Ambassador’s eight-year-old son was skittering off to Fantazyland?”


The Ambassador’s eyes ran along the top shelf of books across the room. “Skittering.” Colonel Turnbull made it all seem very irresponsible.


He said, “My wife and son were taking a vacation. This was not an official trip.”


The fat man flopped his hand impatiently.


“Who’s this Mrs. Brown?”


“Our housekeeper.”


“How long has she been with you?”


“Almost nine years. Since just before Toby was born, when we were stationed in London. She’s sort of doubled as a nurse.”


“Is she the woman who opened the door to me?”


“I suppose so.”


“Is she a British citizen?”


“I think she’s taken the opportunity to become an American citizen.”


“I see. What other household staff is there?”


“Two drivers—”


“You mean, chauffeurs.”


“Yes.”


“Are they both Americans?”


“No. One is a Jamaican. The other is an American. From Brooklyn.”


“Anyone else?”


“There’s the cook.”


“American?”


The Ambassador shook his head. “French. The houseman, who doubles as my valet—Pav—is a loyal subject. I’ve known him since we were boys.”


The Colonel was shaking his head sadly.


“Are there complete intelligence dossiers on each of these people?”


“I trust so. You’d have to ask Major Mustafa.”


“I will. Please ask this Mrs. Brown to come in. I want to question her.”


As Ambassador Teodoro Rinaldi walked across the library to summon Mrs. Brown, he felt his legs hard with tension and already heavy from exhaustion.
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“Mrs. Brown, are you an American citizen?”


“I am, sir. Naturalized.”


She sat on the edge of the library chair facing Colonel Turnbull, glancing nervously sideways at Ambassador Rinaldi.


“Toby,” Colonel Turnbull said. “You picked him up at the airport yesterday at what time?”


“Oh, my God!” Her hand flew to her mouth. “Toby!” As she looked at the Ambassador, her sky-blue eyes seemed to shatter like glass. “Something’s happened to Toby!”


“Mrs. Brown—” the Ambassador began.


“If you please, Ambassador,” Colonel Turnbull said sternly.


“I do please,” said the Ambassador firmly. “Mrs. Brown has been a member of this family since before Toby was born.”


“I’d rather she had no information before I question her!”


Mrs. Brown, frightened eyes brimming with tears, was taking short gasps of air. “Toby?”


The Ambassador turned to the little, gray-haired woman in the big leather chair. “Mrs. Brown, I’m sure all this is just a false alarm…we’re just being extra cautious. Toby seems to be missing….”


“Missing?”


The Ambassador could only guess at what she was imagining.


“This is Colonel Turnbull, sent here by His Majesty to help us.”


She looked untrustingly at the Colonel. “I’ve never seen him before in my life.”


The Ambassador smiled. “Neither have I, Mrs. Brown. Neither have I.”


“Call the police,” she blurted. “Call the New York police. Call the F.B.I.”


“We can’t do that. The Colonel is here to help us. If you’d just tell him everything you know…”


Mrs. Brown found a handkerchief in her pocket and brought it to her face. She would be a good soldier. She would rise to the demand. She always had.


Colonel Turnbull said, “Mrs. Brown, what time did you pick Toby up at the airport yesterday?”


“Does Mrs. Rinaldi know?” she asked the Ambassador with renewed sharpness. “I mean, that Toby is lost?”


“Yes.”


To her hands in her lap, to herself, she muttered, “Poor Christina.”


“What time did you pick Toby up at the airport yesterday?”


“Five thirty.”


“Was he on the Eastern Airlines shuttle flight from Boston?”


“Of course not. American Airlines. First class.”


“Arriving in New York at five thirty?”


“The plane was due at five ten. It arrived a little before five thirty. At LaGuardia Airport.”


“Where, precisely, in the airport did you meet Toby?”


“At the security gate. I had to wait outside. Only ticketed passengers are allowed through the security gate, the sign said.”


Colonel Turnbull’s eyes flickered at her. A sensible woman: one who obeyed signs. He said, “Was Toby alone when you found him?”


“I didn’t ‘find’ him. He wasn’t lost.” Her eyes were wet. “At that point, anyway. He came walkin’ down the corridor like the darlin’ little man he is, grinnin’ at me, his suitcase bangin’ against his knee every step.”


“Was he alone?”


“No, sir. There was a stewardess with him. From off the plane. They were quite chummy. She even bent and kissed him goodbye.”


“The stewardess left you immediately?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Then what did you and Toby do?”


“We went straight to the car.”


“You didn’t have to stop for baggage?”


“Toby had his bag. Didn’t I already say that? The poor lad didn’t have all that much to carry.”


“Where was the car?”


“It was in the taxi area. Double parked. DPL license plates, you know. Max didn’t even open the trunk. He took Toby’s bag in the front seat and we jumped in the back.”


“Max?”


“Our driver,” the Ambassador said. “One of our drivers.”


“Mrs. Brown, while waiting at the airport, and after picking up Toby, going through the airport with him, were you aware of anyone watching you or following you?”


“Good heavens, no, sir. Then again, I’m not one to see evil lurking behind every bush.”


“Then you shouldn’t be working for an embassy,” muttered the Colonel. “At least, not this Embassy.”


“Of course, goin’ through the airport with Toby, some people looked at him and smiled. People do that with Toby. He’s such a beguilin’ child.”


Mrs. Brown blew her nose.


“Mrs. Brown,” the Ambassador said gently.


Colonel Turnbull rolled on his hams. “What did you and Toby talk about?”


“You mean in the car?”


“At the airport, in the car, at the Residence….”


“Well. First he told me about the stewardess. How he found out so much about her in an hour’s flight, I’ll never know.”


“What was her name?”


“Ms. Gunn.”


“One N or two N’s?”


“How would I know?”


“What did he say about her?”


“He said she wasn’t too shabby.”


“‘Wasn’t too shabby?’ What does that mean?”


“I think it means that he thought her beautiful.”


“Oh.”


“Her father was a doctor in Mississippi. She had a boyfriend in Atlanta, Georgia. The plane was going there next, and she would have dinner with him. His name was Jim.”


“Did you understand from this that Ms. Gunn, the stewardess, was going back to the airplane and continuing her flight to Atlanta, Georgia, last night?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Do you have any idea what Toby told her about himself?”


Mrs. Brown’s eyebrows creased. “No, sir. Not at all.”


“What else did Toby talk about?”


“He congratulated me on bein’ pasteurized, the darlin’.”


“‘Pasteurized’?”


Mrs. Brown smiled. “He called me a ‘pasteurized United States citizen.’”


“I still don’t get it,” Colonel Turnbull said. “Mrs. Brown, will you please speak English?”


Quietly, the Ambassador said, “Pasteurized: naturalized.”


“I had been writin’ him about my becoming a naturalized United States citizen,” Mrs. Brown said. “So he congratulated me on becomin’ pasteurized.”


Colonel Turnbull shook his head. “What else did you and Toby talk about?”


“The trip to Fantazyland with his mother. He kept askin’ me what I really thought it was like.”


“What did you tell him?”


“I told him I’d never had the pleasure of bein’ there.”


“How much time did you spend with Toby last night, Mrs. Brown?”


“Well, we had supper together, in the kitchen, I went in on him while he was tubbin’, and then talked with him for a while before he went to sleep.”


“Mrs. Brown, was he in your opinion a well child?”


“‘Well?’” Her eyes popped wide. “You never saw a handsomer, healthier child. Eight years old and not a speck of baby fat on him. His skin and his eyes and his hair just shine with health.”


“Did he seem worried about anything? School? Work? Sports?”


“At supper he told me about his teachers and all his courses, and that he was the fastest runner in his class, beat everybody at the hundred-yard dash and made a record for his age running around the quadrangle in under three minutes. A very happy child, Colonel Turnbull.”


“Neither you nor he left the Residence once you came home from the airport and you did come straight here, no stops?”


“We made no stops, and neither of us left the Residence last night, or this morning, for that matter, until it was time for the car to take us to the airport.”


“Was it the same driver who took you?” The Colonel looked at his notes. “This man you identified earlier as Max?”


“Yes. It’s usually Max on duty during the daytime.”


“Do you know this Max person well, Mrs. Brown?”


“As I say, Colonel, he’s usually the driver on duty during the days. So he’s usually the one who takes me shopping. He comes to the kitchen for coffee if he has to wait for the Ambassador or Mrs. Rinaldi, or soup and sandwich if he’s ferrying people in and out for a luncheon party.”


“You’re a widow, Mrs. Brown?”


“That has nothing to do with Max. Max lives in Brooklyn with his wife of twenty-six years and the three of his five children who still live at home.”


“Was there a Mr. Brown?”


“Of course there was.”


“What happened to him?”


“He was run over by a bus. Twelve years ago. On the Kingsland Road. A good man, you may be sure, but not one noted for his sobriety.”


“All right, now. Mrs. Brown.” The Colonel’s tone gentled. “I want you to tell me about taking Toby to the airport earlier today. Everything you can think of. Especially whether—at any point—you noticed anyone watching you and Toby. Whether you remember seeing any person—no matter what he or she looked like—more than once.”


“It went as smooth as canned applesauce,” Mrs. Brown said. “Max was waiting for us downstairs with the car. We went directly to the airport. I can hardly be expected to know if anyone was following us in a car. Wait a minute.” Mrs. Brown frowned. “There was a funny vehicle that was in the lane next to us for a long time. Pulled up beside us at two or three red lights. Toby and I got a good look at it and laughed about it. It was a yellow van, with blue and red bugs painted all over it.”


“Bugs?”


“The slogan written on the side was, Get the bugs out. Call Whatsis Termite Company.”


“I see. Do you remember the name of the termite company?”


“No. I’d say it was a French name. Or Italian,” she said hesitantly.


“This truck stayed with you a long time?”


“Two or three miles. But not ‘with us.’ More beside us. In the next lane.”


“Did it go all the way to the airport with you?”


“No. I wouldn’t say so.”


“Did the driver of that truck show any curiosity regarding you and Toby? Did he look at you?”


“Of course. People are always curious about people riding in the back of a limousine. But the funny thing about that truck was that it had wiggly antennas just over the windscreen….”


“You mean, radio antennae?”


“No,” Mrs. Brown said decisively. “Bug antennas. Like bugs have. They wiggled as the truck moved along. Most comical, they were. Toby had never seen such a truck, no more’n I had.”


“All right, Mrs. Brown. At the airport, what did you do?”


“Went to the Brandt Airlines ticket counter, waited only a few minutes. I did change queues. First queue I got into there was a man at the counter makin’ a perfect nuisance of himself, something about his refusing to pay overweight charges on his luggage, a lot of camera equipment, I understood him to be talkin’ about, so I went to the next queue and the man there was very friendly, smiled at Toby and with a straight face asked if he wanted to sit in the Smoking or the Non-Smoking section. Toby, being Toby, said he wanted to sit in the Pizza section.


“I told the airline’s representative Toby was traveling alone, and I tried to show the man our ticket, I mean, Toby’s ticket, and the packet of information the airlines people had given us, but after a minute or two talking to Toby the man said, ‘Seeing you have a special person here, we’re going to let you both go right through security down to the waiting area for Gate 18.’ He said someone would meet us there and check us through so I could meet the stewardess or steward who would be on the plane with Toby, and I said—”


“Wait a minute, Mrs. Brown.” Colonel Turnbull held up his hand. “Are you saying that the man at the airline’s counter did not look at Toby’s ticket?”


“No. He didn’t. He understood this was a child traveling cross-country alone and special arrangements had been made for him.”


“As far as you know, he did not even check to confirm Toby’s reservation on that flight?”


“No. Why should he? We were there in plenty of time, and someone was going to do that ’specially for us at the gate.”


“Did you give him Toby’s name?”


“Not his whole name. I think the first thing I said was, ‘This is Toby. He’ll be traveling with you to San Francisco, Flight 203. Here’s his travel packet. What do we do?”


“And, although layin’ his charm out for you and the boy, Mrs. Brown, in fact the airline’s counter representative told you to wait until you got to the gate before checking in?”


“Yes. So I’d be sure to meet the stewardess.” Mrs. Brown’s cheeks turned pink. “I’m pretty sure the young man thought I was Toby’s grandmother.”


Colonel Turnbull said to the Ambassador, “The reservation was not confirmed.”


The Ambassador said, “I see that.”


Mrs. Brown looked worriedly from one to the other. “Did I do something wrong?”


Colonel Turnbull said, “No, Mrs. Brown. It’s just that we need to check Brandt Airlines’ routine for children traveling alone.”


The Ambassador said, “It would make sense to have children checked in at the boarding gate. It would make sure that they were accompanied by an adult to that point. And it would allow the adult to meet the flight’s stewardess, to have personal contact with whoever would be with the child during the flight.”


“Steward,” said Mrs. Brown. “It was a steward. He was waiting for us. And he told me I couldn’t go through security with Toby.”


“Wait a minute, Mrs. Brown,” Colonel Turnbull said.


“I’m just saying I never did go to Gate 18 with Toby. The airline’s steward met us in the corridor. Just as we were comin’ to security, this young man came up to us. He said, ‘Is this Toby Rinaldi?’ I said, ‘Yes, he is. I’m Mrs. Brown. Are you the young man from the airline?’ and he said he was.”


“Did you get his name?”


“Of course I got his’ name. Willins.”


“Willins?”


“Willins,” said Mrs. Brown. “Two I’s, two L’s. I always make sure of names, especially if I’m handing Toby over to someone. He asked for Toby’s ticket and his information packet, looked at them as well as he could, poor boy, said, ‘That’s okay,’ then picked up Toby’s bag and headed back toward the airline terminal with it. He told us to wait for him there.”


“Mrs. Brown, did this person show you any credentials proving he was an airline’s representative?”


“No, sir. I didn’t ask.”


“Then how do you know he was from the airline?”


“He was waiting for us. He knew Toby’s name. He was wearing one of those blazers all the airlines’ representatives wear. At least, the men do.”


Colonel Turnbull sighed. “Can you describe this man Willins to us?”


“I didn’t like him, at first. He wasn’t tall, but he had very big shoulders and chest. At first, something about him struck me as untrustworthy, but then I saw one of his eyes was perfectly still. I guess it was glass.”


Turnbull’s head jerked up.


“He had a glass eye?”


“Yes, sir, I think so. And his face was rough and scratched. He had my sympathy, lookin’ at him.”


Colonel Turnbull hesitated. “What else did you and this Willins man say to each other?”


“He didn’t say much. When he came back, Toby asked to have his name tag pinned on him. The man—Willins—didn’t seem to care much about that, so I asked him if I could do it, and he said, ‘Sure,’ so I pinned it on Toby, makin’ a kind of ceremony out of it.”


The Colonel cut in. “Is there anything else you can think of that might help us, Mrs. Brown?”


“Why, no, sir. I don’t think so.” Agony was in her eyes.


“Just one more thing, Mrs. Brown: you didn’t actually see Toby get aboard that airplane?”


“How could I have, sir? I was left way down the corridor. Last I saw of Toby was walkin’ down that corridor beside the airline’s representative.”


“I see.”


Mrs. Brown was crying quietly.


Colonel Turnbull said to the room at large, “I’d like to interview the rest of the staff.”


Mrs. Brown said, “I’ll get them, sir.”


The two men watched Mrs. Brown walk across the bare floor to the library door.


The Ambassador asked, “You’ll be joining my wife, Colonel?”


The Colonel looked at his watch. “I’ll fly to the Coast immediately.”


“That’s good,” the Ambassador said. “Someone should be with her.”
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Closer to Baltimore than Washington, Simon Cord pulled off the highway into a McDonald’s parking lot.


He held the door open for a family leaving the restaurant, a mother carrying one child while towing another along by hand, followed by a tired-looking husband putting his billfold back into his pocket. The man nodded his thanks at Cord.


At the side of the restaurant, Cord dialed the Rinaldi family’s private number at the Residence in New York. At the instructions of the operator, he stuck a correct assortment of coins into the slot.


The phone answered on the first ring.


“Ambassador Rinaldi,” Cord said.


“Speaking.”


“You’re Ambassador Rinaldi?”


“Yes. What is it?”


Cord was surprised the Ambassador answered his own phone, and on the first ring. That was good: he had already gotten the message.


“Mr. Ambassador, we have your son. Tobias.”


Cord listened to the silence for a moment. Then he heard the Ambassador take a breath.


“Let there be no mistake about it, Mr. Ambassador. The people I work for do not want Resolution 1176R submitted to the United Nations.”


“What have you to do with the closing of the Persian Gulf to the shipping of oil?” The Ambassador was expostulating, nearly blurting. “What has that to do with my son?”


“I don’t know anything about that, Mr. Ambassador.”


“What has it to do with you?”


“I don’t know anything about it. All I know is what I’m told by the people I work for.”


“Who do you work for?” The Ambassador was shouting. “Who’s hired you?”


“I’m just hired to do a job—”


“What job?”


“Kidnap your son. We’ve done that.”


“Brave! Some man you must be. Kidnap an eight-year-old child—”


“Man enough to murder him.”


“What?”


“If you give that speech. If you submit Resolution 1176R to the United Nations, we’ll kill your son. And we won’t give him a nice death. Child or no. We’ll make sure the body is found so you and your wife will see what your child went through before he died.”


Cord listened. The Ambassador was breathing heavily.


The Ambassador said, “Bastard.”


“Oh, I’m much worse than a bastard, Mr. Ambassador. Do you doubt it?”


“…No.”


“Listen: if you’re having any problems with this—if you think we haven’t got your kid, or if you think we won’t kill him—would you like us to send you his ear, or a finger or something?”


“Where are you?” the Ambassador said.


“How about answering my question? You want to get your son’s foot in the mail? We don’t want you to have any doubt at all.”


“I have no doubt,” the Ambassador said.


“No doubt?”


“No.”


“Okay. Just be a good boy, Mr. Ambassador, and do what you’re supposed to do. No Resolution.”


Cord hung up.


The restaurant was about half full. Every table where people sat was littered with paper. There was more paper visible than food.


Cord walked down an aisle between the tables, toward the front door. A handbag was on the floor. He picked it up and handed it to an elderly woman eating a hamburger.


He smiled. “You might lose it,” he said.


“How nice of you,” she said, taking it with her free hand. “There are still gentlemen in the world….”




Seven


Going to the airport, Christina had been happier than she had been in a long time. She had had ten days of good exercise, tennis morning and afternoon, plenty of sunshine by the pool, healthy diet, early nights, good novels to read. Better than all that, for ten days she had been away from New York, away from the Embassy, away from Teddy, with his tired, drawn face, his long, diplomatic, involved answers to her most simple questions. Better than anything, relaxed, refreshed, she now got to spend a few days with her son, Toby, alone, together with him, exploring Fantazyland. She had felt fit to take on the world.


In recent months, no matter how she had tried to suppress it, her discontent had been growing. Nothing is ideal, she had tried to assure herself. No one is perfectly happy. What is that line? Every happily married woman is putting up with something she can’t stand? Something like that….


Day in and day out, night after night, Christina realized she was putting up with more and more things she really couldn’t stand. At breakfast every morning, gently, firmly, conversationally, Teddy, in fact, would give her her orders for the day: what invitations she was to accept, what invitations she was to send, what letters she was to write, what phone calls she was to make, what, in each case, she was to say and how she was to say it. He would tell her with whom she was to have lunch, and where, and what was to be said at lunch. In the afternoon, what members of the legation staff she was to see and how she was to handle them. Where dinner would be and at what time, roughly how she should dress, with whom she should make a point of speaking, and again, what she should say—always what she should say. And late at night, she and Teddy would sit in their robes in their bedroom for another half hour or hour, and again conversationally, as if it weren’t desperately important, Christina would report to Teddy in detail everything she had seen, heard or otherwise perceived during that day. Teddy complimented her continually and referred to her as “my eyes, my ears, my heart.”


She had become better at her job as she had come to know well most of the people with whom she had to deal. She developed a subtlety at working around evasive answers while answering evasively herself. Sometimes she even saw the whole diplomatic process as an amusing game: You’ve got a fact, and I want it; I’ve got a fact and you’re not going to get it unless I want you to have it.


Odd things bothered her. At first, her facial muscles literally hurt from smiling. Her feet and the small of her back hurt from the constant cocktail parties and receptions. She consulted a doctor, who told her that standing still for prolonged periods was the most difficult and unnatural exercise the human body could perform. She learned to find excuses for walking across a room, up or down a flight of stairs, to the ladies’ room, to go sit next to someone for a fiveor six-minute chat. Whenever she could escape the legation, she would go for as much of a walk around New York as time permitted. And even though she would restrict herself to a single glass of wine at each function, every morning when she awoke there would be the mild headache, the stale taste in her mouth—complaints from sinuses and lungs that had consumed too much of other people’s cigar, pipe, cigarette smoke and whiskey, gin and vodka fumes.


Her job. Her sensible mother had said that marriage was a job. What she meant, of course, was the job of being a wife, helpmate, mother, friend, sexual partner…. She did not mean the job of being a professional diplomat.


Christina Finch was born and raised in Flemmington, Pennsylvania, which in those days was shifting from a strictly agricultural area to a mixed suburban, rural community. Most of the farms were being given up. Two, redesigned to look like college campuses, had become headquarters for international corporations. One had been turned into a country club. Most had been turned into housing developments.


Her mother’s family, the Reardons, owned most of the best farmland and, except for a few acres of road frontage here and there, had held onto it. Each of her three uncles still ran a sizable farm. Her father had put together his initially small country law practice with a real estate brokerage firm and an insurance agency and done very well. There was some grumbling among the established families of the town that Ol’ Finch had made a fortune developing everybody’s real estate but his wife’s family’s, which was left intact at ever-increasing values. But the town elected him mayor four terms running.


Christina’s two older brothers had been the football and basketball stars of the town. One had gone on to West Point. The younger had taken his medical degree from the University of Pennsylvania and then surprised the world by becoming a minister.


Christina’s own youth had been as ideal as possible. At school, although no mean basketball player herself, she led the cheerleading at her brothers’ more noted athletic events, absolutely secure in their protection of her. Summers she spent working around her uncles’ farms, again absolutely secure in their protection. Being the mayor’s daughter, Christina became an expert buffer, making peace between youngsters born in the town and those moving into it. She was vice-president of her sophomore class and president of her senior class.


She had had no difficulty adjusting to college in North Carolina. Knowing her home would always be waiting, she dreamed vague dreams of New York and London and Paris but had no real expectation of ever being part of that world.


Then some committee asked her to play hostess to this diplomat from the Middle East who was coming to Chapel Hill to give a lecture.


She was at the airport on time, looking for a man in flowing robes and thick dark glasses. No such man appeared.


Finally, a slim, handsome but slightly tired-looking man, dressed in blue corduroy trousers, came up to her and said, “Hey, are you from the college?”


“Yes.”


“Here to pick up someone named Rinaldi?”


“Yes,” she said. “Are you here to see him, too?”


“I’m Rinaldi,” he said.


“My God!” she said. “You’re a diplomat?”


Seeing her shock, he said, “I guess I’m not.”


The hotel where he was to stay, being state owned and run, did not serve meals on Sunday, so Christina found herself spending more time with him than she expected. She discovered he loved roast beef sandwiches with mayonnaise and strawberry milk shakes. Sunday night he said he didn’t particularly want to go back to the hotel and rest, so they saw a movie. They stopped by an off-campus eatery and had beer and pizza. He didn’t say much about himself, and she was too mystified by him to ask. He did say he had gone to school in Switzerland and to college in the United States. He said he liked listening to The Who but liked Eric Clapton even better.


The next day at the lecture she saw him for the first time as a diplomat, dressed in a dark blue suit, white shirt and red tie. She thought his lecture brilliant. Members of the audience that she knew were there to boo ended up asking respectful questions.


At the airport, saying goodbye to her, he touched his lips to her cheek so easily, so briefly, she wasn’t really aware he had kissed her until after he had left. She knew she had fallen in love with Teddy Rinaldi, but she told herself it was just a schoolgirl infatuation for a sophisticated older man.


Wednesday he called her and asked if she could spend the weekend with him in Washington. She said no, thought for forty-five minutes, called him back and yelled, “Yes!”


Shortly, she knew it was Teddy Rinaldi she loved, his children she wished to be her children. Over long dinners he would try to describe the world of diplomacy. Only vaguely did she realize he was trying to warn her. Dumbly, she kept nodding her head yes.


Diplomacy: hadn’t she been the town peacemaker? President of her senior class? Hadn’t her father been reelected three times as mayor of Flemmington, Pennsylvania?


When they were first married, stationed in London, there had been frequent trips, vacations, breaks from routine. There had been Teddy’s business trips home, long weekends in Scotland or Wales, or an occasional week in Portugal, or on the King’s yacht in the Mediterranean, or skiing as part of the entourage in Switzerland. Even after Teddy was assigned to the United Nations in New York, there had been summer weekends on Long Island or Martha’s Vineyard, winter weekends in Stowe, and vacations in Saint Croix or the Laurentians. And she and Toby and Mrs. Brown had spent many happy weeks at Christina’s home in Pennsylvania.


Since Resolution 1176R had been conceived by Teddy and the King, there had been no such breaks.


In fact, she could not remember a single quiet dinner alone with her husband in over a year. Once, when Teddy had flu, he spent three days in bed. He worked there, too, but at least for three days she felt she had some of his personal attention.


What was most wrong with present circumstances was that it never let up. Christina was never seeing Teddy except formally, professionally. She was never seeing Toby at all. She felt she was losing touch with herself. One night before she had left New York, Teddy, tired and discouraged, had told her that it might be months yet before he would be scheduled to submit Resolution 1176R to the United Nations. Some African emergency had arisen. Christina was no longer sure she believed in Resolution 1176R.


Despite what her life had become, regardless of how hard she tried at her job, she remained Christina Finch, from Flemmington, Pennsylvania. To the diplomatic community (and to Teddy, she knew) she was only the Ambassador’s young American wife, bright, attractive, very nice, of course, but without the training, the background necessary for such a position.


During crisis circumstances, Christina was not considered. Suddenly, Ria Marti would appear at Teddy’s left elbow. Ria would know what was going on. Ria would represent the legation at receptions and dinners. Christina would find herself waiting in the bedroom late at night while Teddy and Ria consulted in the legation’s office, or at Ria’s apartment. At four o’clock one morning when Teddy came in from Ria’s apartment, Christina threw a framed photograph of Toby at him.


He had never mentioned the incident. He had understood. Diplomats always understood.


But the incident had happened.


Christina was a terrific asset during business as usual, but given a crisis, she was supposed to withdraw and leave matters in the hands of the professionals. And they had been living under crisis circumstances for an inhumanly long time.


She still loved Teddy, but flying out to California, alone, divorce had been very much on her mind. She could make a home for Toby in Flemmington, Pennsylvania, where he would be safe and would know he was loved. She could go back to being involved in the lives of the people in her town, people she knew and loved—real people.


After her ten days of tennis and sunlight and swimming at the All Stars’ Tennis Camp, Christina felt much stronger. She had not dropped the idea of divorce or, at least, separation from Teddy. She could, though, admit she still loved him.


For the moment she had decided to spend as much time as possible with Toby and try to discover how he felt about the school in New Hampshire, about never seeing his parents, about being yanked about by one adult after another.


She believed her vacation with Toby was going to be the most crucial few days of her life.


* * *


In leaving the airport, Christina suffered an agony the likes of which she had never known nor thought possible. Her heart, her mind, her nerves could not accept the idea of Toby kidnapped.


She drove stiffly, her legs braced with tension, fingers tight on the wheel, tears rolling down her cheeks below her sunglasses.


Rested, relaxed, she had begun to think she could get on top of her problems.


Someone has taken Toby!…Toby!…My God, my God….Someone has taken Toby….




Eight


In his apartment in Washington, Cord came out of the bathroom and answered the bedside princess phone.


“Cord? Something’s wrong.”


Cord’s answer was sharp, annoyed. “How could there be? The kid was snatched. I already spoke with the Ambassador. On that private number you gave me.”


“He was snatched, but not by Dubrowski.”


“Turnbull, what are you talking about?”


“The chap at the airport who picked up Tobias Rinaldi was not Dubrowski. The housekeeper’s description doesn’t fit. Dubrowski’s a big, muscular, handsome guy. Mrs. Brown describes the airline representative who snatched the kid as short, heavy shouldered—”


“Descriptions people give are never accurate.”


“—with a glass eye. She couldn’t have been mistaken about that, Cord.”


Cord sat on the edge of his bed. “Gus….”


“What happened to Dubrowski, Cord?”


“I don’t know.”


“Did you give him any money in advance?”


“Yes. Some.”


“How much?”


“Five thousand dollars.”


“You gave five thousand dollars to a junkie?”


“He’s been straight, Gus. Gone into the body-beautiful bit. I used him on that thing in Rome, the bomb—”


“Cord, right now we don’t know where the kid is or who has him. Where’s Dubrowski? Answer me that! Who is this other boyo who grabbed the kid?”


Simon Cord studied his white feet on the aquamarine rug. “I don’t know, Gus.”


“You bloody well better find out, Cord.”


“I’ll go to New York—”


“I’m on my way to the West Coast. The kid’s mother is out there, and the kid knows it. You find Dubrowski.”


“I will, Gus. Don’t agitate your fat.”


* * *


Simon Cord shaved as carefully as always.


When he had been called to the United Nations and given the assignment to kidnap the Rinaldi boy by the Nine Nation Coalition, by training he immediately had set about two tasks. The first was to get someone else to commit the actual crime, preferably a known criminal, an ex-convict, devoid of political interest, for an amount of money substantial enough so that when the time arrived to maim the boy, later to murder him, the tasks would be carried off without hesitation. Donald Dubrowski had served two sentences for robbery. Twice he had been indicted for but not convicted of murder. He had had a drug habit, but the last time he had left prison he was clean and determined to stay clean. Although a little past his prime for such a sport, he had put in between forty and fifty hours a week body-building. For ten thousand dollars, Cord had assigned him to blow up the car of an Italian banker in Rome. Dubrowski had done so, killing the banker, his driver, and a woman and child who had been waiting on the sidewalk for a bus. The assignment had not fazed him even slightly. For this Rinaldi assignment Cord had agreed to pay Dubrowski fifty thousand dollars. He had given him five thousand in advance.


Cord’s second immediate task had been to secure someone in the Rinaldi household to cooperate with him, provide information about the family’s travel plans, security arrangements, etc. This had proved remarkably easy. A decade before, he and Augustus Turnbull had known each other in Cairo. It was simple enough, as an old friend, to call up Turnbull and invite him to lunch. The representatives of the Nine Nation Coalition had identified Augustus Turnbull as His Majesty’s chief of Secret Intelligence in the United States.
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