

[image: Cover]




Praise for Stephen Leather’s bestselling thrillers


‘Exciting stuff with plenty of heart-palpitating action gingered up by mystery and intrigue … Leather is an intelligent thriller writer’


Daily Mail on The Tunnel Rats


‘As high-tech and as world-class as the thriller genre gets’


Express on Sunday on The Bombmaker


‘A whirlwind of action, suspense and vivid excitement’


Irish Times on The Birthday Girl


‘An ingenious plot, plenty of action and solid, believable characters, wrapped up in taut, snappy prose that grabs your attention by the throat … A top-notch thriller which whips the reader along at breakneck speed’


Yorkshire Post on The Long Shot


‘A gripping story sped along by admirable uncluttered prose’


Daily Telegraph on The Chinaman




Also by Stephen Leather


Pay Off


The Fireman


Hungry Ghost


The Chinaman


The Vets


The Long Shot


The Birthday Girl


The Double Tap


The Solitary Man


The Tunnel Rats


The Bombmaker


The Stretch


Tango One


 


Spider Shepherd thrillers


Hard Landing


Soft Target


Cold Kill


Hot Blood


Dead Men


Live Fire


Rough Justice


Fair Game


False Friends


True Colours


 


Jack Nightingale Supernatural thrillers


Nightfall


Midnight


Nightmare
 

Nightshade


Lastnight




About the author


Stephen Leather is one of the UK’s most successful thriller writers, an ebook and Sunday Times bestseller and author of the critically acclaimed Dan ‘Spider’ Shepherd series and the Jack Nightingale supernatural detective novels. Born in Manchester, he began writing full time in 1992. Before becoming a novelist he was a journalist for more than ten years on newspapers such as The Times, the Daily Mirror, the Glasgow Herald, the Daily Mail and the South China Morning Post in Hong Kong. He is one of the country’s most successful ebook authors and his ebooks have topped the Amazon Kindle charts in the UK and the US. In 2011 alone he sold more than 500,000 ebooks and was voted one of the 100 most influential people in the UK publishing world by The Bookseller. His bestsellers have been translated into fifteen languages. He has also written for television shows such as London’s Burning, The Knock and the BBC’s Murder in Mind series and two of his books, The Stretch and The Bombmaker, were filmed for TV.


You can learn more from Stephen’s website, www.stephenleather.com, find him on Facebook, and follow him on Twitter at twitter.com/stephenleather.


Stephen also has a website for his Spider Shepherd series, www.danspidershepherd.com, and for his Jack Nightingale series, www.jacknightingale.com.




THE EYEWITNESS


Stephen Leather


[image: missing logo]
www.hodder.co.uk




Copyright © 2003 by Stephen Leather


The right of Stephen Leather to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this book are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN 978 1 84456 858 1
Book ISBN 0340 73409 4


Hodder and Stoughton
A division of Hodder Headline
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




For Ildiko




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


I am indebted to Gordon Bacon, OBE, Chief of Staff at the International Commission on Missing Persons, for his hospitality in Sarajevo and for opening my eyes to the work of his organisation, which identifies the war dead in the former Yugoslavia. Bob Graham was an invaluable source of information on human trafficking out of the Balkans and Luigji Ndou helped keep me on track about Muslim life in the region. Any errors of fact are mine, not theirs.


Most of the working girls that spoke to me about prostitution and trafficking wouldn’t want to be identified for obvious reasons, but I want to thank Angela, Francesca, Jessica, Kim and Sophie. Not their real names, but they know who they are.


I am grateful to Denis O’Donoghue and Barbara Schmeling for casting their professional eyes over the manuscript and to Hazel Orme who helped me get it into shape for publication. Carolyn Mays at Hodder and Stoughton oversaw The Eyewitness from conception to production and the book is all the better for her enthusiasm, support and professionalism.




There should have been ghosts – four and a half thousand body-bags, every one containing the remains of a human being who had met a violent death – and yet as Jack Solomon walked down the length of the storage facility there were no whisperings of vengeful thoughts, no movements in the shadows, not even a prickling of the hairs on the back of his neck. There was nothing, just the hum of the air-conditioning units that kept the temperature at between two and eight degrees Celsius. Did that mean that four and a half thousand souls had moved on to whatever form of afterlife lay beyond? Solomon doubted it. Solomon didn’t believe in an afterlife. He didn’t believe in God, either. He’d seen the aftermath of too many atrocities committed in the name of religion to believe in god. In any god.


A technician was using an electric saw to slice off a piece of a femur that had been gripped in a carpenter’s vice. He was wearing a white coat, surgical gloves and a cotton mask, and nodded as Solomon walked by. Another technician in dark blue overalls was cleaning the concrete floor with an industrial vacuum-cleaner. He, too, wore a mask.


The white body-bags were stored in metal racks, seven high, each with an identification number scrawled in black ink. Above them were rows of brown-paper bags, each with a number on it. For each body-bag, there was a corresponding brown-paper bag.


Solomon had two numbers on a computer printout and he kept looking back and forth between the numbers on the printout and the numbers on the body-bags. The numbers were consecutive. The bodies had been pulled from the same communal grave.


The body-bags that matched the numbers on the printout were lying next to each other in the centre of one of the racks. One of the bags, Solomon knew, contained just a torso and a leg. The head had not been found. That was the elder of the two brothers. The skeleton of the younger man was virtually intact. Solomon had read both post-mortem reports, written in perfect English by a German doctor who had carried out the autopsies in a Portakabin close to the mass grave where they had been found. Both men had been shot in the back at close range. Not once but more than a dozen times. And a hatchet had been used to hack at their legs. The German doctor had been unable to say whether this had been done before or after death, but Solomon knew that there would have been no point in inflicting the injuries afterwards. They’d been mutilated, thrown on the ground, and raked with machine-gun fire.


Solomon pulled over a metal ladder and climbed it slowly to reach the two brown-paper bags that went with the body-bags.


He took them down a white-painted corridor to the viewing room. Two Muslim women were sitting there with the interpreter, a mother and daughter. Mothers were always the worst and Solomon was grateful for the presence of the interpreter. The interpreter was a buffer, a filter for the bad news, and it kept Solomon one step removed from the horror of the situation. The interpreter was a man in his late thirties, a former soldier who had been trained to liaise with the families of the missing.


The room had been made as comfortable as possible, with two small sofas, and posters of country scenes on the wall. There was a vase of sweet-smelling white flowers on a side table. Two large books lay on a coffee table: one contained photographs of the clothes and personal effects taken from bodies that had been buried, the other images of bodies that had been left lying on the ground. Solomon had never discovered the reason for this distinction. There were so many other ways in which the dead could have been segregated – by sex, age, manner of death. Before DNA testing, the photographs had been the main key to identifying the dead.


The mother and daughter had already looked through them and had recognised the clothing that had belonged to two bodies in the holding facility. They had given blood samples, and their DNA had been checked against DNA taken from the bones. It was a perfect match.


That the woman and her daughter had been called back meant that they were already expecting the worst. But Solomon knew from past experience that they wouldn’t believe it until they had heard it from him, and had viewed the possessions found with the remains. After denial would come acceptance, and then the questions.


They wore yellow and blue headscarves and padded sleeveless jackets over cheap cotton skirts. Their clothing was threadbare but clean, and Solomon knew they’d put on their best for him. The daughter’s boots had no laces and neither woman wore any jewellery. Solomon put the bags on the table and sat down, forcing a smile.


Both women thanked him. ‘Hvala lijepo. Hvala za sve.’ Thank you for everything. The people in the viewing room always thanked him – even though he only ever brought bad news.


Solomon pushed one of the bags towards the daughter, but it was the mother who reached for it. If there had been any doubt about the identification, the old woman and her daughter would have worn surgical gloves to prevent contamination. But in this case there was no doubt. She opened it and took out a black jacket, edged with gold, with a picture of Elvis Presley on the back. The old woman gasped and put a hand to her mouth. The jacket was the first thing they had recognised in the book. It was distinctive, and Solomon doubted that there was another like it anywhere in the Balkans. It had been cleaned and there were creases along the sleeves where it had been ironed. Down the corridor was a laundry room where every item of clothing was washed and ironed before being placed in a bag. It was horrific enough to view clothing taken from the dead; it would be a thousand times worse for the relatives to see them in the state in which they arrived at the facility.


The old woman laid out the jacket on the table. There were five ragged holes in the back. The woman poked her finger into one, frowning. Her daughter leaned over and whispered, ‘Metaci.’ Bullets. The old woman wailed and sat back, her hands on either side of her weathered face. The daughter took a pair of socks out of the bag. They had been neatly folded. She opened one out and examined the heel, then took a deep breath and blinked back tears. She spoke to the interpreter, the words tumbling out faster and faster, until she sat back, gasping.


‘She darned the socks for her brother the day before the Serbs came and took the men away,’ said the interpreter. ‘She says his wife couldn’t sew, she was always pricking herself with the needle, so she did it for him.’


Solomon nodded and smiled. There was nothing he could say. He wondered where the wife was, but the fact that she wasn’t there probably meant she was dead, too.


The daughter took the rest of the clothing from the bag and laid it out carefully. She bit down on her lower lip. There were rips in the cotton trousers, at the back of the knees. Solomon knew they were from the hatchet blows, but the bloodstains had come out in the wash.


She found a rusting wristwatch at the bottom of the bag, and the old woman took it from her and stroked it.


The second bag contained just a shoe with the upper coming away from the sole, and a torn plaid shirt. Like the Elvis jacket, it was peppered with bullet-holes. The daughter peered into the bag. Solomon knew that she was wondering where the rest of her brothers’ belongings were. He did not want to explain that the bodies had been moved several times by Serbs trying to cover up the evidence of their crimes, and that in the process many had fallen apart, and the remains mixed up.


Solomon spoke in English, pausing to allow the interpreter to translate. ‘I want to explain what has happened, so that there is no confusion,’ he said. ‘The DNA we have taken from your blood matches two of the bodies we have in this facility. The belongings we have here were taken from the remains, but it is the DNA that gives conclusive proof.’ Solomon turned so that he was facing the younger woman. Siblings were always easier to deal with. The pain was bad, but not as bad as for a mother who had to accept that her child had been murdered. ‘There is no doubt that they were your brothers. We can make arrangements for you to collect the remains so that they can be buried according to your religion.’


‘We have no money for a funeral,’ said the daughter.


The interpreter translated, and Solomon said, ‘There are charities that can help. We can tell you who to contact.’


The old woman spoke quickly, almost jabbering, her hands stabbing at the air.


The interpreter translated: the old woman had said that she was certain there had been a mistake, that her sons were not dead but were being held in a concentration camp deep inside Serbia.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Solomon slowly. ‘With DNA, there is no mistake. I know that mistakes were made in the past, that funerals were held and then those who were thought dead returned, but that was before we had DNA. There is no doubt. I am sorry. It is time to bury your sons and to mourn. It is time to accept that they have gone.’


The old woman looked at him with tear-filled eyes and nodded slowly.


Solomon stood up. The interpreter could give them any more information they needed. His own work was done.


The daughter grabbed the hem of his jacket and spoke to him in rapid Serbo-Croatian. The interpreter translated: she wanted to see the bodies.


Solomon always had to say the same thing: ‘It is not possible. Not at the moment.’


It was, of course, perfectly possible. The two women could have been taken into the room and shown the two body-bags among the four and a half thousand. But then they would have asked for the body-bags to be opened, and Solomon knew that the sight of what was inside would stay with them for ever. Best that they remembered their loved ones as they had known them, not as the bones and grinning skulls in the white bags. He shrugged and repeated that it wasn’t possible.


He left the viewing room and walked back down the corridor to the exit. He passed the photographic room, where a man was arranging a pair of trousers on the floor and positioning a camera above it. The work went on. There were more books to be filled with photographs and sent round the world so that relatives overseas could look through them in the hope of identifying something that had come from the missing. Solomon found the books more disturbing than the facility with its thousands of dead. The body-bags were cold and impersonal, but the books were chilling catalogues, every item personal, taken from the body of a murder victim.


He had to unlock the door to get out of the facility, then relock it behind him. It was always locked so that no one could enter by mistake.


Solomon climbed into his white Nissan Patrol four-wheel-drive, with its diplomatic plates, and drove away. He was always glad to leave Tuzla, partly because the storage facility was such a depressing place, but also because the air was so polluted that his throat was red raw after a few hours. The vehicle bucked and rocked over the uneven road surfaces as he headed out of town. Tuzla was built on a huge underground salt lake that had been mined for hundreds of years. The town had started to sink as the mine works collapsed, so some bright Communist engineer who had forgotten his basic chemistry decided to pump in water. It dissolved the salt and the collapse increased: now driving around the town in a regular car meant a broken exhaust-pipe and scraped bodywork. After the war, there had been no money to repair the roads so the sinking continued.


He drove past the huge coal-fired power station on the edge of town, a massive remnant of the Communist system that had once dominated the region. Huge cooling towers belched clouds of steam into the air, but the damage was done by the coal-furnace chimney from which eye-watering smoke poured over the town twenty-four hours a day, and by the chemical plants built around the power station.


The road to Sarajevo was a single carriageway that wound its way through mountains and gorges, past small villages where every house had been reduced to rubble, and fields with red signs warning of mines. Some areas had been cordoned off with yellow tape to await the arrival of mine-clearance charities. It was only 130 kilometres to Sarajevo, but Solomon had never made the drive in under two and a half hours. There were two mountain ranges to cross and a farm vehicle, bus or a slow-moving army patrol meant a frustrating tailback; even on a clear road the hillside fell away so sharply that Solomon rarely got into top gear.


About an hour outside Sarajevo, his mobile phone rang as he was negotiating a hairpin turn in second gear behind a truck piled high with boxes of toilet paper. He held the phone between his shoulder and ear so that he could keep both hands on the steering-wheel.


It was his boss. Chuck Miller was an American who had worked for a succession of non-governmental organisations around the world, including spells in Sierra Leone, Mongolia and Bangladesh. His stint with the International War-dead Commission was just another line on his curriculum vitae. He was a manager and a grant-getter, an administrator who knew how to play the funding game, and it was as a result of his efforts that the Commission’s budget had more than doubled since he’d joined four years earlier. ‘Jack, where are you?’ he asked.


‘Just about to drive into a gorge,’ said Solomon, pulling hard on the wheel and stamping on the brake.


‘Take it easy,’ said Miller. ‘Good co-ordinators are hard to find. Can you talk?’


‘Yeah, go on,’ said Solomon. ‘The road doesn’t get any better for the next ten kilometres.’


‘Remember that case you handled three years back outside Priština?’


‘Sure.’ It had been one of the first that Solomon had handled on his arrival in the Balkans. An entire family had disappeared from a farm on the outskirts of Priština, the capital of neighbouring Kosovo. It had happened during the spring. A farmer had seen the women tilling the fields in the morning; a Kosovar army patrol had gone past in the afternoon and a sergeant recalled seeing two men from the farm working on a broken-down tractor. The next day, at about three o’clock, a shopkeeper from Priština had driven down the half-mile track to the farm to buy eggs, which were in short supply: he could get four times the price for them that he paid the farmer so he made the trip several times a week. There had been no one in the rambling farmhouse, and although he had pounded on his car horn, no one had come. No one ever came. The entire family had disappeared. There was a kettle on the stove, boiled dry. Half a dozen cows in a nearby field were gathered at the gate, waiting to be milked. There had been a broken bowl in the kitchen, and a small pool of dried blood on the stone-flagged hallway, the only signs that the family had not left by choice.


The Commission had been notified, but all Solomon had been able to do was compile information on the missing people. No one knew for sure how many had vanished from the farm, but after speaking to the neighbours Solomon had twenty-one names – men, women and children, old and young, all related, all Kosovar Albanian Muslims in an area populated by Serbs. No one had seen or heard anything. They might have been telling the truth, but Solomon knew that even if they had seen something, they wouldn’t have told him. Right across the former Yugoslavia innocent civilians had been maimed and murdered, some in their own homes, others taken away at gunpoint, and no one had seen a thing. Houses had been looted and burned, cars stripped and set on fire, and those left unharmed – those who had been of the right race or religion – had turned their backs.


‘They’ve turned up, near the border with Serbia,’ said Miller.


‘Alive?’ asked Solomon. As soon as the question left his mouth, he realised how stupid it was.


‘Get a grip, Jack,’ said Miller. ‘If they were alive, why would I be calling you? KFOR have found a truck in a lake about fifty kilometres from Priština, close to the border with Serbia.’ KFOR was the Kosovo Force, the multinational grouping of foreign armies that were in the country to ensure that the various factions lived together in relative harmony. A similar group, Stabilisation Force or SFOR, was based in Bosnia.


‘Do you want me there?’


‘Tim is up to his eyes in Belgrade. They’re opening up two mass graves this week and he has to be there to coordinate. Can you go first thing? Take Kimete with you.’ Kimete was one of the Commission’s interpreters.


‘Sure. I’ll swing by the office first thing and pick up the file.’ Solomon screeched to a halt inches from the truck. He cursed profusely, then apologised to Miller and cut the connection.


He got caught in early-evening traffic when he reached Sarajevo, and it was almost six o’clock when he parked in front of his apartment block, one of the first to be repaired after the four-year siege had ended. It was a modern brick block on Alipasina Street, home to many of the city’s top politicians and businessmen. Barely had the fighting stopped than builders had moved in to renovate and repair it. Solomon’s apartment had originally been owned by a Serbian businessman who ran a string of garages on the outskirts of the city. The Serb, along with many others, had left the week before the siege started, forewarned by relatives in the Serbian military. He had never returned and after the siege had sold the apartment to a Muslim landlord, who now owned several dozen upmarket homes that he let to internationals.


Solomon walked up to the third floor and let himself in. He took a can of Heineken out of the fridge and walked on to the large balcony. There he lit a Marlboro and looked out over the huge Catholic graveyard that faced the apartment block on the other side of the road. The sun was going down and a cool breeze ruffled his hair. There were really only two seasons in Bosnia, summer and winter – the transitions between too short to be considered seasons. Three days earlier it would have been too cold to stand on the balcony without a thick coat and gloves, yet already the city-centre café tables were full of students in summer clothes and sunglasses, smoking and drinking coffee as they discussed ways to study or work overseas.


With the end of winter came the start of the exhumation season. The graves had been identified and marked, but it was only with the thaw that the digging could start. A few more days and more body-bags would have been filled and the photographers would be working overtime to capture clothing and personal effects on film.


Kimete was in Solomon’s office waiting for him, drinking coffee. She raised her paper cup in salute and asked if he wanted some. Solomon said no, he’d already had a Bosnian breakfast – coffee and cigarettes – at home. Kimete was tiny, barely over five feet tall, but she seemed taller because she always wore boots with high heels and thick soles. She was in her early thirties but looked a good ten years younger than that, with her shoulder-length curly black hair and boyish figure. Her English was close to fluent, and when she translated from Bosnian she could convey the inferences and subtleties of what was being said. She also spoke Serbo-Croatian, Albanian and Russian, and Solomon had seen her flirt so effectively with an Italian army captain in his own language that the man had run after her in the street begging for her phone number. Before the war she’d been a teacher, but when there had been no money to pay her salary she’d become a translator, working first for the police and then the Commission. She knew when to ask questions of her own, and when to stick rigidly to what the co-ordinator was asking.


Solomon briefed her as he took out the file on the Priština case. Then they went down to his car and drove out of the city towards Serbia. She lit a Marlboro with an SFOR Zippo and handed it to him, then lit one for herself. Most Bosnians smoked: cigarettes were cheap and plentiful, and during four years of almost constant shelling and sniper fire by the Serbian army they had been one of the few pleasures available to the population. Until she had started to work for the Commission, she’d smoked one of the foul-smelling local brands and Solomon had introduced her to the milder Marlboro Lights that he favoured. He’d realised recently, though, that she only smoked them when she was with him. Otherwise she smoked her old brand.


‘So they’ve been in water for three years?’ asked Kimete. She grimaced.


‘That’s what Chuck says,’ said Solomon.


Six black SFOR helicopters clattered overhead in the direction of the border with Serbia. Kimete glanced up at them. ‘That’s the way to get around,’ she said.


‘Stop complaining,’ said Solomon, and laughed. ‘It’s not as if you’ve got to drive.’


It took just over four hours to reach the lake, which was well away from any major roads. There were no signposts and they had to rely on a map that Kimete had open on her lap.


They knew they were on the right road when they saw two Humvee armoured cars and a group of American soldiers with automatic weapons. One held up his hand and Solomon brought the four-wheel-drive to a halt. He flashed his Commission credentials. A young American soldier in full battledress nodded, then insisted that Kimete also showed her ID. Solomon explained they were there to see the remains taken from the lake. The soldier told him to wait, then went over to one of the Humvees and used a radio. He came back to Solomon’s vehicle and gave him directions to a nearby farm.


Solomon wove past the Humvees and followed the directions. The farm was at the end of a half-mile-long rutted track at the bottom of a heavily wooded hill. Stone buildings formed a U-shape around a cobbled courtyard, in which three grey US Army Humvees were lined up, along with several blue police vans and two US Army Jeeps in camouflage livery. Half a dozen US troopers stood in a circle, smoking and talking. They glanced at the Nissan Patrol’s diplomatic plates and carried on their conversation.


To the right of a stone farmhouse was a large corrugated-iron barn. Two soldiers were standing at the entrance.


Solomon and Kimete walked up to them and showed their IDs. One called into the barn, and a lieutenant in a dark blue flak-jacket came out and shook their hands. He spoke with a deep south drawl and the fingers of his right hand were stained with nicotine. Solomon offered him a Marlboro, then handed the packet to Kimete. The lieutenant took them inside the barn and Solomon lit their cigarettes. They gazed at a large refrigerator truck, covered in thick brown slime, its rear doors unlocked but almost closed.


‘How was it discovered?’ asked Solomon.


‘UN helicopter flying low over the lake last week,’ said the lieutenant. ‘The co-pilot called in that he’d seen something in the water but we were only able to get to it yesterday. We used a Chinook to pull it out. Hell of a job.’


Solomon nodded at the rear doors. ‘You opened it, yeah?’


The lieutenant nodded and took a long draw on his cigarette. ‘Cut the padlock and opened it by the lake, then had it moved it here.’ He shuddered.


‘What about the driver?’


‘The cab was empty.’


‘Do you have body-bags?’ asked Solomon.


‘They’re on their way from Belgrade. Should be here this afternoon.’


‘How many bodies are in the truck?’


‘I made it twenty-six. Some are just babies.’ Kimete took a step towards the truck. The lieutenant laid a hand on her arm. ‘I wouldn’t, miss. It’s not very pretty.’


She flashed him a tight smile. ‘I was in Sarajevo right through the siege, Lieutenant. I helped bury my brother and two cousins. And I’ve seen hundreds of remains since the war ended.’


The lieutenant nodded. ‘Okay. But these aren’t remains. They’re bodies.’


Solomon frowned. ‘If it’s the family I think it is, that truck has been in the water for three years.’


‘That’s right, but the rear of the truck was airtight. No water got in. And the water was cold, not much above freezing. They’re preserved. It’s like it happened yesterday.’


‘You’ve examined them, right?’


The lieutenant shook his head. ‘Not my prerogative,’ he said. ‘We notified the police and moved it here.’


‘I was told it was a missing family from Priština.’


‘That’s what the cops think. They had a look through some of the personal effects.’ The lieutenant sensed Solomon’s unease. ‘They were in the back for ten minutes, no more.’ He said. ‘Since then, no one else has been inside.’


Somebody shouted at them from the back of the barn in guttural Serbo-Croatian. A Kosovar police captain walked over to them, his beer-drinker’s paunch riding up over a thick leather belt. He carried a large automatic in a scuffed leather holster. Kimete explained in Bosnian who they were, the policeman asked to see their IDs, and Solomon and Kimete flashed their credentials again.


‘I don’t see why the International War-dead Commission is involved in this,’ said the policeman, scratching his ear. Kimete translated.


‘They appear to be victims of ethnic cleansing,’ said Solomon, then paused to allow Kimete to translate. ‘We have to be present at the exhumation, and if there is evidence of a war crime, we notify the War Crimes Tribunal. Until we have assessed the scene, it has to be secured by KFOR.’


The policeman brushed away Kimete’s translation with an impatient wave of his hand. ‘This is a crime scene. A police matter.’


‘If it’s the family we think it is, they are Kosovar Albanian Muslims who were abducted from their farm outside Priština.’


The police captain shook his head, his lips pressed tightly together. He jerked a thumb at the truck. ‘It might have been an accident. Until we have examined the vehicle we cannot be sure.’


Kimete translated what he had said. ‘I think his nose is out of joint,’ she said.


‘They were getting heavy,’ said the lieutenant. ‘My men had to draw their weapons before they’d leave the truck. We were concerned about looting.’


‘You did the right thing,’ said Solomon. He turned to Kimete. ‘Remind him of the rules regarding exhumation,’ he said, then waited while Kimete explained that KFOR had jurisdiction, and that the lieutenant had been within his rights to exclude the local police from the preliminary investigation.


The policeman listened in silence, staring at Solomon with hard eyes. He opened his mouth to speak but Solomon forestalled him. ‘Tell him that we are grateful for the speed with which he identified the family,’ said Solomon, ‘and ask him if he’d accompany me into the back of the truck.’


Kimete translated, and the policeman nodded, his lips pressed so tightly together that they had virtually disappeared.


The American lieutenant dropped his cigarette butt on the floor and ground it with his heel. He called over to his men and they pulled open the rear doors of the truck. Solomon extinguished his cigarette, then the lieutenant helped him climb up and handed him a chunky army torch. Solomon held out a hand to haul the policeman up. Kimete pulled herself up with feline grace before the lieutenant could offer to help her.


Solomon turned on the torch and played the beam around the inside of the truck. The first thing he saw was an old man and an old woman, lying on the floor, embracing like young lovers. Their eyes were wide and staring, their mouths open.


‘My God,’ whispered Solomon.


‘It’s hard to believe this happened three years ago,’ said Kimete.


The policeman switched on his torch and shone it at a middle-aged man by the door. He was lying face down, and Solomon saw that his hands were black with dried blood, the nails ripped off. The policeman spoke to Kimete.


‘This is the man he got the identification from,’ explained Kimete. ‘Agim Shala.’


Solomon knelt down and examined the man’s injured hands. There were two bloody fingernails on the metal floor of the truck. Solomon pulled on a pair of surgical gloves and picked one up.


The policeman spoke again in rapid Bosnian.


‘He was trying to claw his way out,’ Kimete explained. ‘Several of the men have similar injuries.’


Solomon straightened up and walked further into the truck, passing his torch over the bodies, counting. There were several men in their twenties and thirties close to the door; the women were at the back with the children. He saw two young girls, barely into their teens, hugging each other. A small boy of seven or eight was curled into a foetal ball, his eyes closed as if he’d just fallen asleep.


At the end of the truck, pressed against the metal wall, lay a young couple, their arms around a little girl. Her eyes were closed and she was holding a small teddy bear. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen months and looked as if she were fast asleep. The teddy bear had been worn smooth by years of cuddling, probably handed down from generation to generation. One glass eye was missing and a replacement had been darned in with brown thread. Solomon felt a hand touch his shoulder and he looked up at Kimete. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked.


Solomon felt tears prick his eyes and he turned away. In the four years that he’d been working for the International War-dead Commission, he had been present at several dozen exhumations and had been involved in the identification of hundreds of men, women and children, but the remains had been generally little more than skeletons, barely human. This little girl was real, a child who had laughed and played, and now she was dead. The mother and father had obviously been trying to comfort her. It would have been dark. And cold. The truck would have rocked and bucked as it went down the bank, and then the splash as it went into the water. What had it been like inside the truck when they’d realised that they were in the water and nobody was coming to help them? There’d have been shouts and screams. Maybe someone had tried to take charge, had told them to relax, not to use up the air so quickly, that they’d live longer if they all stayed quiet. And the men had clawed at the back until their fingers were shredded and bloody.


There’d have been panic and fear and anger, with the women huddling together for comfort, probably praying. The old couple must have just sat down and held each other, waiting to die. The young couple had probably tried to comfort the little girl, soothing her with quiet words, trying to get her to sleep, whispering to her that everything was going to be all right, even though they knew that they were all dying.


The policeman came up behind Solomon and said something in Bosnian.


‘He says it might have been an accident,’ Kimete told him.


Solomon stood up. ‘Bullshit. The door was padlocked.’


Kimete translated. The policeman shrugged and spoke again, gesturing at the bodies with the torch. ‘He says maybe they were refugees, being smuggled across country. The truck ran off the road, went into the lake.’


‘They were driving towards Serbia. Tell him that Kosovar Albanians wouldn’t have been seeking refuge in Serbia. And if it was an accident, why wasn’t it reported?’


Kimete spoke to the policeman, then listened as he replied.


‘He says they might have been cutting through Serbia to Croatia,’ said Kimete, ‘that if they were people smugglers and there was an accident they wouldn’t have hung around. If it was ethnic cleansing, why put them in a truck? Why drive them into Serbia?’


Solomon shook his head. There was no point in arguing with the man. Divisions between the ethnic groups in the Balkans were as deep and as bitter as they had ever been. It was only the presence of KFOR and SFOR that was keeping a lid on the situation, forcing the various factions to live together in a semblance of peace. He had no doubt that if the troops pulled out, the killing would start again within days.


‘Tell him that the Commission has jurisdiction, and that KFOR will be in charge of securing the truck and the bodies. We’ll be handling the identification, then passing the files on to the War Crimes Tribunal. If he thinks that this was an accident, he’s more than welcome to tell that to the Tribunal investigators – but as far as I’m concerned he can shove his explanation up his arse.’ Kimete began to speak but Solomon put his hand on her shoulder. ‘Forget the last bit.’


‘I was going to,’ she said.


Solomon walked back to the rear of the truck, counting bodies. He jumped down and the American lieutenant steadied him. ‘I make it twenty-six, too,’ said Solomon.


‘Why would they do that to women and children?’


‘What’s your name?’ asked Solomon.


‘Matt,’ said the lieutenant. ‘Matt Richards.’


‘How long have you been with KFOR, Matt?’


‘Six weeks.’


Solomon gave him another cigarette and lit it, then lit one for himself. ‘You’re asking the one question that can’t be answered, Matt,’ said Solomon. ‘We can find out what happened, and when, and we can identify the dead and maybe even the men who killed them, but we aren’t going to get inside the heads of the people here to find out why. It’s a frog-and-scorpion thing. Instinct.’


‘But kids. Old people.’


‘The Germans sent old people and children to the gas chambers.’


‘I can’t get my head around it,’ Richards said.


‘You’ll get used to it,’ said Solomon. ‘You won’t go far wrong if you just assume that people are basically evil.’


‘I can’t accept that. I let Jesus Christ into my life when I was in college.’


For a moment Solomon thought he was joking, then saw, from the intense look on his face, that he was not.


Solomon tried to blow a smoke-ring, but failed. ‘Okay, this is what’s going to happen now,’ he said. ‘Keep the truck secured until the coroner arrives. He’ll carry out autopsies to determine cause of death. Then the bodies are to be bagged. We’re short-staffed so if you could get your guys to do it, I’d be grateful. Make sure they wear gloves to avoid contamination. Then the bodies will be taken to our facility in Belgrade.’


‘What happens there?’


‘We take DNA samples and compare them with the DNA from relatives, if we can find any. And assuming the coroner says it’s murder, it gets passed to the War Crimes Tribunal.’


‘You do this a lot?’


‘It’s my job.’


‘How do you deal with it?’ asked the American.


‘Deal with what?’


‘What you see. What they’ve done to each other.’


‘You’re a soldier,’ said Solomon, surprised. ‘You must have seen worse.’


Richards took a long pull on his cigarette. ‘These are the first bodies I’ve seen,’ he said. He gestured at the truck. ‘That’s the work of the devil.’


‘It’s the work of human beings, Matt. We’ve got almost ten thousand bodies to identify, and probably as many still in the ground. And not one died peacefully. I try not to think what happened to them. I just do my job.’


Kimete jumped down from the back of the truck, leaving the policeman inside it.


‘Is he okay?’ asked Solomon.


‘I’ve smoothed his feathers, he’s fine.’ She paused. ‘It’s different, isn’t it, when you can see their faces?’


Solomon nodded. The remains in the body-bags at Tuzla didn’t have faces. They were just bones, like museum exhibits.


‘Are you feeling all right?’ Kimete asked. ‘You look pale.’


Solomon swallowed. There was a bad taste in his mouth, bitter and acrid. ‘I’m okay.’


‘Shall I get you a glass of water from the farmhouse?’


Solomon swallowed again. ‘Yeah, thanks.’ Suddenly he threw up. Richards and Kimete jumped back. After a moment, she put a hand on his back and patted him.


Solomon heard laughing and he looked across at the policeman, who was standing now with two of his men at the back of the truck. He took a step towards the man but Kimete grasped his wrist. ‘It’s not worth it,’ she said. ‘He’s not worth it.’


Solomon glared at the three policemen who were still laughing at him. Gradually his anger subsided. ‘Yeah, you’re right,’ he said.


He and Kimete went over to the farmhouse. On the way, he collected the file from his car.


Two US troopers were standing at the farmhouse door and one pushed it open for them. An old couple were sitting by an open-hearth fire, warming themselves. Kimete explained who they were. The old man, his face weathered to the consistency of leather, spoke to her in Serbo-Croatian as the old woman poured them cups of strong coffee. ‘He wants to know if he will be reimbursed for the use of his barn,’ said Kimete.


‘Tell him he will be,’ said Solomon.


‘Is that true?’ she asked.


‘Hell, I don’t know and, frankly, I don’t care,’ said Solomon. ‘By the look of it, the barn wasn’t being used before they put the truck in it. Just say the Serbo-Croatian equivalent of “The cheque’s in the post” and leave it at that.’


Kimete spoke briefly, the old man beamed and Solomon raised his coffee cup in salute. Twenty-six men, women and children lay dead just a hundred yards away and all the old man was concerned about was money. Solomon wondered how long Matt Richards would retain his born-again faith surrounded by people who happily saw their neighbours shipped out to murder camps and communal graves.


‘And ask him if it’s okay if we stay here until we’ve got the bodies processed,’ said Solomon. ‘Should all be done by this evening.’


He began to read through the slim file as Kimete translated. The reports had been handwritten in Serbo-Croatian but translated and typed in English.


Of the twenty-one names of those believed to be missing, fifteen were female. Two were infants. A missing-person’s report had been compiled for each name; in most cases it consisted of a single sheet on which there was a name and an approximate age. There were no photographs, no medical details, nothing Solomon could use to match the missing with the bodies in the truck.


The reports had been prepared by the federal police in Priština, and in the absence of evidence that a crime had been committed they had clearly decided just to go through the motions. The Priština police probably took the same view as the policeman: that the family might have decided to leave voluntarily in the hope of making a new life for themselves elsewhere.


There was only one next-of-kin named, a woman who was now living in Bosnia: Teuter Berisha, aged seventy-two. She was the aunt of the owner of the farm outside Priština, Agim Shala; his wife was Drita. There was nothing in the file to suggest that Teuter Berisha had been contacted about the missing family.


A horn sounded outside and Solomon put down the file. He and Kimete went to the door of the farmhouse. A grey-haired man with piercing blue eyes was parking a white four-wheel-drive with UN on its side in big black letters. Solomon waved to him. It was Alain Audette, a Canadian doctor who had worked as a UN coroner in Belgrade for the past two years. He had a dry sense of humour and a love of single malt whisky, which meant most of Solomon’s encounters with him ended in a raging hangover.


Audette climbed out of the vehicle and opened the back as Solomon and Kimete walked over to him. ‘I brought the bags with me,’ said Audette. ‘Save time, hey?’


Solomon shook hands with him, and Kimete gave him a hug and accepted a kiss on both cheeks. Audette was a good twenty-five years older than Kimete but whenever he saw her the look in his eyes was anything but avuncular. After their first meeting Kimete had seemed quite interested, until Solomon had told her about the Canadian’s three ex-wives and half-dozen children in Montréal.


‘Twenty-six,’ said Solomon.


‘I brought thirty to be on the safe side,’ said Audette. ‘Where are they?’


‘The barn,’ said Solomon. ‘Are you going to do the autopsies here?’


‘Twenty-six? I’m a coroner, not a short-order cook, Jack. There’s procedures to be followed. I’ll give them the once-over in situ then we’ll bag them and take them back to Belgrade.’


Matt Richards walked over from the barn and introduced himself to Audette. The Canadian explained that he was going to carry out a preliminary examination, and that he’d need the troopers to place the bodies in bags. Richards threw him a crisp salute and went to talk to his men. Audette nodded at Solomon. ‘Let’s get on with it,’ he said.


Solomon and Kimete followed him into the barn. Solomon helped him into the back of the truck but didn’t climb in with him.


Audette had a small dictating machine and he moved through the truck, whispering into it.


‘Are you okay, Jack?’ asked Kimete.


‘Will you stop asking me if I’m okay?’ said Solomon. ‘I bought some grilled chicken at the market yesterday. Probably wasn’t cooked enough.’


Kimete nodded, but it was clear from her expression that she didn’t believe him.


Audette spent half an hour in the truck, then jumped down next to Solomon. ‘Not often we get to see bodies in such good condition, hey?’ said the Canadian.


‘Other than them being dead, you mean?’ asked Solomon.


Audette ignored the sarcasm. ‘Cause of death in all cases appears to be suffocation,’ he said. ‘Two of the men had gunshot wounds, non-fatal. One in the leg, one in the arm.’


‘So they were forced into the truck against their will?’


‘I’d say so. I found a skull fracture on one of the men consistent with a blow. A rifle butt, maybe. I’ll be able to tell you more once I’ve got them on the table. All Muslims, right?’


‘Looks like it. All from one family farm outside Priština. Neighbours are Serbs, but nobody saw anything. Hear no evil, see no evil.’


‘There were atrocities on both sides, Jack,’ said Audette quietly.


‘I know,’ said Solomon.


Audette put a hand on Solomon’s shoulder and squeezed gently. ‘It’s about time we had a night on the town, isn’t it? Why don’t you fix up a trip to my neck of the woods? I picked up a couple of fifteen-year-old malts last time I was in Zurich airport.’


Solomon nodded without enthusiasm.


‘It’s a shit job, Jack, but if we didn’t do it, this place would be a darn sight shittier than it is.’


‘Yeah, I know.’


Audette gestured towards the farmhouse. ‘They got coffee in there?’


A few minutes later Solomon, Audette and Kimete were sitting at the table in the farmhouse kitchen drinking coffee and swapping stories while the KFOR troopers put the bodies into bags, then into a UN truck, which had arrived as the sun was going down.


Matt Richards came over to say goodbye, gave Kimete a wistful look, then climbed into one of the Humvees and led the convoy out of the farmyard, down the rutted track. Audette climbed into his four-wheel-drive and followed them.


Solomon lit a Marlboro and blew a tight plume of smoke towards the floor. He stared at the barn, frowning.


‘What’s wrong?’ asked Kimete.


‘Just give me a minute,’ he said.


He walked over to the barn. The policeman was still there, talking to his men. He pointed at the man’s torch, and the policeman handed it to him. He stood at the rear of the truck and played the beam around the interior.


Kimete came up behind up. ‘What are you looking for?’ she asked.


‘The teddy bear,’ he said quietly. ‘I wanted to make sure they hadn’t forgotten it.’


‘What teddy bear?’


‘The little girl was holding her teddy. I thought they might have left it behind.’


‘They probably put it into the bag with her,’ said Kimete softly.


Solomon switched off the torch. ‘I hope so,’ he said.


Two days later Audette faxed through his autopsy reports, with a handwritten reminder for Solomon to visit Belgrade for a malt-tasting session. The reports confirmed the Canadian’s initial observations, that all twenty-six had died of suffocation. Several of the men had fractured bones and two had non-fatal bullet wounds.


Solomon picked up the faxed sheets and walked along the corridor to Chuck Miller’s office. Miller’s secretary, a middle-aged woman called Arnela, was on the phone and waved him through. The American was lying back in his leather chair, his tasselled loafers up on his expansive teak-veneer desk, the keyboard of his computer on his lap. ‘Hiya, Jack,’ said Miller, his eyes still on his VDU. ‘What’s up?’ There were three framed photographs by his feet: one of his wife and two children, all with blonde hair, perfect skin and gleaming teeth, one of Miller surrounded by Mongolian tribesmen, and another of him receiving a Peace Corps commendation.


‘I’ve got the reports on the Priština bodies,’ said Solomon. ‘They’re doing the DNA analysis, should have the results by the end of the week.’


‘What about relatives?’


‘I don’t think there’s any doubt,’ said Solomon, ‘but there’s one family member I’m going to see today. I’ll get a sample from her for corroboration. I’m going to take Kimete.’


‘Let me know what happens,’ said Miller, his eyes still glued to his screen.


On the way out Arnela offered him a plate of biscuits and Solomon took one. Arnela’s left hand was false, a realistic plastic model that had been made for her by an American charity. The original had been blown away by a Serbian sniper as she went to fetch water for her three young children one cold winter morning at the height of the siege of Sarajevo.


Solomon left the file in his office, put on his sheepskin jacket and collected the keys to his Nissan Patrol from the hook by the door.


He drove to the east of the city and stopped in front of the run-down apartment block where Kimete lived. There was a shell-hole in the concrete by the front door that filled with water when it rained, a memorial to the mortar that had killed a two-year-old boy and blown off his mother’s leg. Solomon never stepped over the scarred concrete without wondering if the Serb who had fired the mortar knew that he’d killed a child and maimed a twenty-five-year-old woman. Or if he knew that his victims were Serbs too.


He rang Kimete’s bell and she told him she’d be right down. Solomon went back to his car and tapped his fingers on the steering-wheel as he waited. The lifts must have been out of order because Kimete took almost five minutes to get to him and she was panting. ‘Sorry,’ she said, getting into the front passenger seat.


Solomon filled her in on Teuter Berisha’s details as he drove down the Mese Selimovica boulevard, the main route out of the city heading towards Mostar. They passed the mustard yellow Holiday Inn on their right, then a rattling electric tram.


‘Why is a Kosovar Albanian woman living in Bosnia?’ she asked. ‘Why didn’t she stay with her family?’


‘Let’s not look a gift horse in the mouth, Kimete,’ said Solomon, braking to avoid a rusty red VW Golf that had swerved into his path without indicating. ‘If she’d stayed with the family she’d be one of the bodies we’re trying to identify.’ The red VW swerved back to its original lane. Inside the car four young men in black-leather jackets were laughing and nodding in time to whatever was playing on the car’s stereo. Solomon slowed the Nissan to give them plenty of room. Driving on Bosnian roads was dangerous at the best of times: it was as if surviving the war had given the locals a sense of invulnerability. If the Serbs couldn’t kill them with tanks, mortars and sniper fire, then nothing as banal as a road-traffic accident would.


‘I’m just saying, there must have been a reason.’


‘She’s originally from Bosnia, from a small village not far from Mostar. She married an Albanian and moved to Kosovo to be with his family. He died, but she stayed in Kosovo to raise her kids. In ’ninety-four her relatives in Bosnia were pretty much wiped out by the Serbs. There were a couple of teenagers who needed looking after, so she went back. Her kids had grown up by then and I think she just wanted to get back to her roots. I think the fact that they risked losing their land had something to do with it.’


‘She’s going to be distraught when she finds out what’s happened,’ said Kimete. ‘Did she report them missing?’


Solomon wound down his window a fraction to let in some fresh air. On his left were austere tower blocks, many still bearing the scars of shrapnel hits, the hillside to his right dotted with brown houses that had new orange-tiled roofs. Virtually all the houses on the hillsides around the city had been devastated by the fighting, and after the war builders had made fortunes repairing the damage.


‘No, it was a neighbour. Back then there was no procedure for contacting relatives, and because the bodies weren’t found they weren’t included in our database. The police didn’t take a statement from her and certainly no blood sample – they didn’t do that back then.’


They drove past factories empty since the war and out of the city. They curved round to the south-east and followed the Neretva river to the town of Jablanica, then along the twisting road through heavily wooded hills and rocky gorges.


It started to rain so Solomon flicked on the windscreen wipers and his side-lights. When they were ninety kilometres outside Sarajevo, Solomon passed a map to Kimete and tapped on the road they were looking for.


They turned off the main road and headed up a hill, then Kimete told Solomon to turn again and he urged the four-wheel-drive down a narrow, rutted track. They rumbled over an ancient stone bridge speckled with bullet strikes, then went through a small village with cobbled roads. More than half of the houses were roofless and every building had been pockmarked by shrapnel. They passed an orchard of fruit trees, the trunks painted white with quicklime to keep insects away, and Kimete pointed to a single-storey stone cottage. ‘There it is,’ she said. It was a long, low building with a pitched orange-tiled roof and a small chimney at one end. The walls had been painted white, probably with the same lime that had been used to protect the trees. Set into the wall by the door was an alcove filled with neatly chopped firewood. A lonely cow was tethered to a tree-stump, cropping a clump of tired grass. Solomon pulled up the collar of his sheepskin jacket and jogged along a rough gravel path to the front door, Kimete following close behind. There was a big brass knocker in the shape of a coil of rope and he banged it against the door. The blows echoed dully around the cottage. Solomon stood with his back pressed up against the door, trying to shelter from the rain. After a couple of minutes he knocked again, harder this time. There was still no reply. He shivered as cold water trickled down the back of his neck.


He walked along the side of the house, squelching through mud. He came to a window and peered inside. An old woman was sitting in a wooden rocking-chair, huddled over a small black stove. Solomon rapped on the window. The old woman didn’t react. He knocked harder, cursing under his breath. When she didn’t look away from the stove, he banged on the window with the flat of his hand, so hard that he feared the glass might break.


The woman turned to the window. Then she screwed up her eyes and craned her neck, like an inquisitive bird.


Solomon waved and nodded. ‘Mrs Berisha?’ he shouted. ‘Teuter Berisha?’


She made a patting movement with her hand, groping for a walking-stick that was leaning against the armchair, then pushed herself slowly to her feet.


‘It’s okay, Mrs Berisha,’ shouted Solomon, in Bosnian. ‘You stay where you are.’ He pointed at the front door. ‘The door, it’s open?’


The old woman nodded and sank back into her chair.


Solomon walked back to the door and pushed down on the rusting latch. It creaked open, scraping across worn grey slate tiles. He went in. ‘My name is Jack Solomon,’ he said to the woman, in Bosnian. ‘I work for the International War-dead Commission.’


She frowned, not understanding.


Kimete stepped in beside him, and explained again who they were.


‘Come in, come in, the heat’s going,’ snapped the old woman.


Solomon closed the door behind him, took off his mud-caked shoes and put them on the rack by the door. Kimete did the same.


‘Put them by the stove to dry,’ said the old woman. She gestured at a stack of old newspapers ‘On there.’


Solomon and Kimete did as they had been told.


‘Do you want coffee?’ asked Mrs Berisha.


‘Yes, please,’ said Solomon.


She started to get to her feet again, but he waved her back. ‘Let me, Mrs Berisha.’


‘No, no, you are my guests,’ she insisted, and stood up.


Solomon wanted to help her, but he could see that the old woman prided herself on her independence. He and Kimete watched as she reached up for an old wood and metal grinder on a shelf and a jar of coffee beans. She poured beans carefully into the grinder, then sat down and slowly turned the handle, every circuit taking almost ten seconds.


‘Who takes care of you, Nana?’ asked Solomon. Grandmother.


She shrugged away his concern. ‘I can take care of myself,’ she said. ‘We lived through the war. Anyone can take care of themselves during the peace.’


Solomon indicated at the stove. ‘Who chops wood for you? Who shops for your food?’


‘A boy comes in every morning with wood and food, and he helps me to bed at night.’ Solomon didn’t understand, and Kimete translated.


‘A relative?’


‘The son of a cousin. A distant relative. But a good boy. He respects his elders.’


‘You have other relatives here?’


‘Cousins. I had a brother, but he died. He had two sons, but they died, too.’ She continued to grind the beans slowly. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said.


Solomon looked across at Kimete: she should explain to the old woman what they needed. She was about to speak when Mrs Berisha pushed herself to her feet again, went over to the stove and spooned the ground coffee into a large dzezva, a conical brass pot with a long handle. She put it on the stove, jiggled the handle as the coffee toasted, then poured in hot water from a battered metal kettle. She brought it to the boil and added more hot water. Then she put the dzezva and three cups on a metal tray and carried it over to Solomon and Kimete. She laid it on a three-legged wooden stool and poured the thick, treacly coffee. ‘I’ve no sugar or milk,’ she said apologetically.


‘This is fine,’ said Solomon. He sipped: it was strong and bitter, not a brew for the faint-hearted. He smacked his lips and smiled. ‘Ukusan,’ he said. Delicious.


The old woman hobbled back to her chair and lowered herself into it with a groan. Kimete took a cup to her and put it down at her side.


‘Nana, we need you to do something for us,’ said Kimete.


The old woman snorted. ‘I am an old woman, I can barely walk and my eyes are no good.’ She fixed them on Solomon. ‘What did you say your name was?’ she asked.


‘Jack. Jack Solomon.’


‘So, what do you need an old woman for, Mr Solomon?’


‘You can call me Jack, for a start.’


‘Are you flirting with me?’ She cackled, her eyes twinkling as Kimete translated. Then looked at Kimete and said something Solomon couldn’t catch. Kimete laughed, and he waited for an explanation, but clearly Kimete wasn’t going to give him one.


Solomon smiled. ‘No, Nana. But if I was a few years younger.’


She didn’t understand his Bosnian so Kimete translated, and the old woman cackled again, then brushed a lock of wispy grey hair behind her ear.


‘Have you heard of the International War-dead Commission, Mrs Berisha?’ asked Kimete.


The old woman shook her head.


‘Our job is to identify the victims of the war. To put names to the dead.’


‘A big job, I’d have thought.’


‘Jack has been doing it for more than two years, and I help him.’


The old woman’s eyes narrowed to little more than slits in her parchment-like face. ‘You have found them?’


‘Possibly,’ Kimete said cautiously. ‘We have found bodies. That’s why we’ve come to see you.’ The old woman looked confused. ‘We need some blood from you, Nana,’ Kimete continued. ‘So that we can check your DNA against the DNA of the—’ She cut herself short. Solomon knew that she had been about to say tijela – bodies. ‘The DNA will show us if it was members of your family who were killed.’


‘And this DNA is in my blood?’


‘It’s in all your cells, but blood is easier for us.’


Kimete reached into her bag and took out a grey plastic pouch, which she handed to Solomon, and the paperwork, which she kept. ‘Jack will take the sample,’ she said, taking out a cheap Biro.


‘He likes to inflict pain, does he?’ asked the old woman.


Kimete translated and Solomon smiled as he tore open the plastic pouch. Inside was a small piece of card, used to collect four bloodstains, two surgical gloves, a sterile alcohol preparation pad, a blue and white plastic lancet and a piece of plaster.


Kimete started to ask the routine questions. Name. ID number. Her family history.


‘I hate needles,’ she said. ‘I’ve always hated needles.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Kimete. ‘It’s not really a needle. You don’t see it and you don’t feel it.’ She asked him to show Mrs Berisha the lancet. It looked like a tiny stapler. He showed her the nozzle, which was placed against the skin. When the button was pressed a small needle flicked in and out quicker than the eye could follow.


‘Ne brinite se,’ said Solomon. Don’t worry. ‘I’ve done this a thousand times.’


Mrs Berisha put her head on one side. ‘A thousand times?’


Solomon nodded. ‘At least.’


‘But you are not a doctor?’


‘No.’


‘So every time you do this, it is because someone has died?’


‘That’s right.’


‘And your job is to find out who has died? And to tell their relatives? To tell them that their loved ones have been murdered?’


Solomon couldn’t follow what she was saying. He looked across at Kimete, who translated as he put on the gloves.


Then he said, ‘That’s what I do, Nana. We call it closure. That’s my job.’


The old woman screwed up her face as if she was in pain. ‘Why would any man want to do a job like that?’ she whispered to Kimete. ‘You never bring good news, do you? You either tell people that their loved ones are dead or you can tell them nothing.’


‘Someone has to do it, Nana,’ Kimete said softly.


Solomon tore off the corner sheet from the card, revealing the four printed circles where the blood drops were to be collected. He put it on the table next to him.


The old woman nodded at Solomon. ‘But he is not a soldier, is he?’ she asked Kimete.


Solomon understood what she had said. Vojnik. Soldier. ‘No, I’m not a soldier,’ he said.


‘So you do what you do from choice?’


‘Give me your hand, please, Nana.’


The old woman did as he asked. Her arm was stick-thin, the skin surprisingly smooth and white on the forearm, a stark contrast to the liver-spotted wrinkled hands. He turned the palm upward. The nails were yellow and curved, the knuckles gnarled with rheumatoid arthritis. Solomon swabbed her ring finger with the preparation pad. He nodded at a black-and-white photograph on the wall: a stunningly pretty girl with shoulder-length wavy hair on the arm of a tall, good-looking man in evening dress. ‘Is that you, Nana? And your husband?’
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