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For Philippa




It all happened so quickly that it was only after his abductors had shoved the sack over his head and made him lie down on the floor of the van that Anthony Freeman realised he hadn’t said a word. He hadn’t begged, pleaded or threatened, he’d just followed their shouted instructions as he’d half crawled, half fallen from the rear of the wrecked Mercedes. He was still in shock from the crash and he’d stumbled towards the van as his captors prodded him with the barrels of their Kalashnikovs.


It was like some crazy, surreal nightmare. Only minutes earlier he’d been standing outside the Holiday Inn, hunched into his sheepskin jacket and wondering whether the far-off rumbling sound was approaching thunder or artillery fire. The Mercedes had arrived on time, rattling along the road with its rear window missing and its licence plates removed. The driver was the man who’d picked him up at Split Airport several days earlier and driven him overland to Sarajevo, taking the dirt road used by the Red Cross to ferry supplies to the besieged city. Zlatko, his name was, father to six children, three of whom had died in the conflict. He’d refused to allow Freeman to help him load the bulky metal suitcase into the boot. It had been Zlatko who’d told Freeman the names of the abandoned villages they’d driven by, some of the ruins still smoking in the cold winter air, and it was Zlatko who’d explained that he’d taken the licence plates off the car to give them a better chance of getting through the many roadblocks. There was no way of knowing in advance who was manning the barricades and a wrong licence plate could be reason enough for a hail of bullets.


Zlatko had done everything possible to avoid the truck as it braked, and if he’d been a less skilful driver the crash would have been a lot worse. As it was, Zlatko’s head had slammed into the steering wheel hard enough to stun him, and he’d been unconscious when the doors had been wrenched open. The kidnappers had raked his body with bullets from their assault rifles, the noise deafening in the confines of the car.


There were five of them, maybe six. All Freeman could remember were the black ski masks and the Kalashnikovs and the fact that he’d evacuated his bowels when they’d dragged him from the back seat, screaming at him in heavily accented English.


Freeman couldn’t understand what they wanted from him. It wasn’t as if he was in Beirut, where hostage-taking was a way of life. He was in Sarajevo; it was snipers and artillery attacks that you had to watch out for. It didn’t make sense. The sack smelled of mouldy potatoes and something was crawling across his left cheek but he couldn’t get to it because they’d tied his wrists behind his back with rope. His damp trousers were sticking to his skin. He could barely breathe and the musty smell made him want to gag.


Freeman jumped as whatever it was that was crawling around the inside of the sack bit him on the neck. He tried to move, to ease his discomfort, but a foot stamped down between his shoulder-blades and a voice hissed at him to lie still. He lost all track of time as he lay face down on the floor of the van. Eventually he heard his captors talking to each other and the van made a series of sharp turns and came to a halt. Uncaring hands pulled him out. His cramped legs gave way and as he slumped to the ground the men cursed. More hands clawed at his legs and he was carried bodily.


He heard the crunch of boots on broken glass, then the sound of a door being thrown open. The footsteps became muffled and he realised he was being carried across a carpeted floor, and then he heard the sound of bolts being drawn back and he was hustled down a flight of wooden stairs. More bolts rattled and without warning he was thrown forward. His legs were still weak and he fell to the ground, his chest heaving from the effort of breathing through the thick, foul-smelling sackcloth. He heard the door crash shut behind him and the grate of rusty bolts and then he was alone in the cellar, more alone than he’d ever been in his life.


 


The doorbell rang just as Katherine Freeman stepped into the shower and she cursed. She stood under the steaming hot spray and closed her eyes, enjoying the feel of the water as it cascaded over her skin. The doorbell rang again, more urgently this time, and she knew that whoever it was wouldn’t go away. She climbed carefully out of the shower stall and dried herself with a large pink towel. Downstairs the dog barked, but it was a welcoming yelp rather than a warning growl. Katherine checked herself in the mirror. She’d tied her shoulder-length blonde hair up so that she wouldn’t get it too wet in the shower and she shook it free. ‘This had better be important,’ she told her reflection. The last thing she wanted was to go downstairs and find two earnest young men in grey suits asking her if she’d been saved.


She pursed her lips and examined the skin around her neck. ‘Katherine Freeman, you sure look good for a thirty-five-year-old broad,’ she said, and stuck out her tongue. She threw the towel into a large wicker basket and picked up a purple bathrobe. The doorbell rang again as she ran down the stairs. ‘I’m coming, I’m coming,’ she called. If it was Mormons, God help them, she thought. Buffy, her golden retriever, was sitting by the front door, her tail swishing from side to side. ‘A smart dog would have opened the door,’ said Katherine, and Buffy chuffed in agreement.


Katherine yanked the door open to find Maury Anderson standing on the porch. He was wearing a plaid sports jacket and brown trousers and his tie looked as if it had been knotted in a hurry. ‘Maury, I wasn’t expecting you,’ she said, frowning. Anderson said nothing, and Katherine suddenly realised that something was wrong. Her hand flew up to her throat. ‘Oh God, it’s Tony, isn’t it? What’s happened? Oh my God, what’s happened?’ Her voice rose and Anderson stepped forward to put his hands on her shoulders.


‘It’s okay,’ he said.


‘He’s dead, isn’t he?’ She began to shake and Buffy growled, sensing that something was wrong.


‘No, he’s not dead, I promise you, he’s not dead. As far as I know he’s not even hurt,’ Anderson said. His voice was quiet and soothing, as if he were trying to comfort an injured child.


Katherine pushed him away. ‘What do you mean, as far as you know? Maury, what’s happened? Tell me.’


‘Let’s go inside, Katherine. Let’s sit down.’


Katherine’s robe had fallen open but neither she nor Anderson was aware of her nakedness. Anderson closed the door and held her arm as he led her to one of the couches that straddled the fireplace. He sat her down and then without asking he went over to the drinks cabinet and poured her a large measure of brandy with a splash of Coke. He handed it to her and she cupped it in both hands. She looked up at him, still fearing the worst.


‘Tony’s been kidnapped,’ Anderson said quietly.


The statement was so surprising that it took several seconds for it to register. Katherine had been sure that her husband had been involved in a traffic accident. Kidnappings happened to politicians or millionaires, not to the boss of a struggling defence contractor. ‘Kidnapped?’ she repeated. ‘You mean the Mafia or something?’


‘No, not the Mafia,’ Anderson said. He sat down on the sofa, his hands clasped in his lap. ‘Terrorists are holding him hostage.’


‘Terrorists? In Italy?’ Katherine remembered reading about terrorist groups in Italy who’d killed businessmen, shot them in the head and left them in their cars. Her heart raced.


Anderson took a deep breath. ‘He was in Sarajevo, Katherine.’


‘What the hell was he doing in Sarajevo?’ She took a large mouthful of the brandy and Coke and gulped it down. There was a pewter cigarette case on the coffee table. She opened it and took out a cigarette. Her hand shook as she lit it.


‘He was there to demonstrate our mine clearance system. We were putting together a deal.’


‘But he told me he was in Rome. He called me yesterday morning.’


‘I know, I know. He flew to Split and then drove to Sarajevo. It’s a long story, but the upshot is that he’s been taken hostage by Bosnian terrorists.’


‘What do they want?’ Her voice was wavering and she fought to keep it steady.


‘I don’t know. All I’ve had is a phone call. They said we weren’t to speak to the police and that we’d be contacted with their demands. If we call in the authorities, they’ll kill him.’


Katherine’s hands shook so much that her drink spilled. Anderson took the glass from her hands. She grabbed at his arm. ‘What do we do, Maury? Tell me, what do we do?’


Anderson looked at her levelly. ‘That’s up to you, Katherine,’ he said. Buffy whined and put her head on Katherine’s knee.


‘The FBI can’t help us?’ Katherine asked.


‘It’s out of their jurisdiction,’ Anderson said. ‘We’d have to go to the State Department.’


‘So let’s do that.’


‘Katherine, Tony shouldn’t even be in Serbia, never mind doing business there. There’s a UN embargo.’


‘So? Tony’s still an American citizen. The State Department has to get him back.’


‘Actually, the fact that he’s Scottish makes it more complicated.’


‘Damn it, Maury. He’s my husband. He’s got a Green Card. The State Department has to take care of him.’


‘There’s a war being fought over there. It’s a shambles. No one’s sure who’s fighting who. We’re not even sure who the bad guys are.’


‘Goddamn it, Maury, what was Tony doing there? What the hell was he doing there?’ Her voice broke and she began to sob uncontrollably. She stubbed out the cigarette. Anderson took her in his arms and held her, tight.


‘He was trying to help the firm,’ Anderson said. ‘We’re desperate for contracts, you know that.’


Katherine dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. ‘I can’t believe he didn’t mention that he was going to Sarajevo.’


‘We didn’t know until he was in Rome. The Serbs insisted on seeing him on their territory.’


‘Maury, this doesn’t make any sense. I thought there was an exclusion zone or something around Sarajevo.’


‘Yeah, there is. He had to fly to a place called Split and then drive overland. The Serbs insisted, Katherine. We had to do it.’


‘We?’ Katherine said. ‘We? What do you mean? I don’t see you out there.’


Anderson ignored her angry outburst. ‘We needed the contract,’ he said. ‘He probably didn’t want to worry you. But as you know we’re having cash-flow problems and we have to take orders from wherever we can.’


Katherine pushed him away. ‘But you said there was a UN embargo? Doesn’t that mean we can’t sell to the Serbs?’


Anderson shrugged. ‘There are ways around all blockades,’ he said. ‘There are middle-men in Europe who’ll handle it. Everybody’s doing it. Not so long ago the Russians sold 360 million dollars’ worth of weapons to them.’


‘Yes, but we’re not Russians,’ Katherine said. ‘We’re an American company.’


Anderson sighed. ‘Look, the Russians were selling T-55 tanks and anti-aircraft missiles, serious weaponry. We’re just talking about a few mine clearance systems. That’s all.’


‘But you’re saying that the authorities won’t help us because Tony shouldn’t have been there in the first place?’


‘That’s right,’ Anderson said. ‘But you’re missing the point. We can’t get help from anyone. If we do and the terrorists find out, they’ll kill him.’


Katherine closed her eyes, fighting the urge to slap Anderson across the face. ‘Damn you, Maury,’ she hissed. ‘What have you done?’


 


There were six guards taking it in turns to watch over Freeman, and over his weeks in captivity he’d made some sort of contact with them all. Freeman knew that the psychiatrists referred to it as the Stockholm Effect, when a hostage begins to form a relationship with his captors, but he also knew that there was a more fundamental reason for his need to communicate with his guards – sheer boredom. They allowed him no books or newspapers, no television or radio, and for long periods he was left alone, chained to a disused boiler in the freezing-cold basement.


Four of the men appeared to speak no English at all and communication with them was restricted to nods and gestures, but even their surly grunts were better than the hours of mind-numbing isolation. The fifth man’s name was Stjepan, and he appeared to be the leader of the group. He was in his early twenties, thin and wiry with deep-set eyes that seemed to stare at Freeman from dark pits either side of a hooked nose. He spoke reasonable English but slowly and with such a thick accent that often he had to repeat himself to make himself understood. Stjepan told Freeman why he was being held hostage, and what would happen to him if the group’s demands were not met. On the second day of his captivity, Stjepan had Freeman’s aluminium suitcase brought down into the basement and demanded that he show him how to work the equipment it contained. Freeman had complied, though Stjepan’s limited English meant it took several hours. The equipment was then carefully repacked into its case and taken back upstairs. Suddenly, and for no apparent reason, Stjepan had punched Freeman in the face, hard enough to split his lip.


A Sony video camera was brought down into the cellar and Freeman was handed a badly typed script to read. As he struggled with the poor grammar and inept vocabulary of the statement, he realised that the punch had probably been planned in advance to give more authenticity to the video, but the thought didn’t make it hurt any the less. Freeman asked if he could record a personal message to his wife and Stjepan had agreed. When he’d finished Freeman was given a plate of watery stew and left alone.


While they waited for a response to the video, Stjepan was an occasional visitor to the basement, and Freeman felt it was because the young man wanted to practise his English. There was no further violence, which reinforced Freeman’s belief that the punch in the face had been for effect rather than to punish him, but Stjepan always kept his assault rifle close by and left Freeman in no doubt that he was prepared to use it.


During his hours alone in the basement, Freeman spent a lot of time thinking about his wife and son, and it seemed that the more he replayed the memories the stronger they became. He began to recall events and conversations that he had thought were long forgotten, and as he sat on the cold concrete floor he wept for the life that had been taken from him. He missed his wife and he missed his son.


He lost track of time after just a few days. The basement was without windows and illuminated by a single bulb which hung from the ceiling by a frayed wire. Sometimes it was on but usually he was in darkness. Electricity was as scarce as medical supplies in the war-torn city. His meals came at irregular intervals, so he had no way of knowing what time, or day, it was.


The wait for news of the Bosnians’ demands seemed interminable. Stjepan said that the tape was being sent over to the United States because they wanted to deal directly with Freeman’s company. Freeman knew that made sense: the US government prohibited the sort of deal he’d been planning to sign with the Serbian forces and he doubted that they would want to negotiate with Bosnian guerrillas. Once Maury Anderson heard that he was in trouble, Freeman knew he’d move heaven and earth to get him out. If anyone was to blame for Freeman’s predicament it was Anderson and his insistence that Freeman fly to the former Yugoslavia to find new markets for the minefield clearing system they’d developed. NATO forces had turned him down flat, saying that they were developing their own system, and the only real European interest had come from the Serbian forces. A representative of the Serb military had made contact with Freeman in Rome and asked him to fly to Split for a demonstration. Freeman had wanted to refuse and had called Anderson in Baltimore to tell him as much. That was when his partner had broken the news of yet another US Army contract that had fallen through. The workforce of almost two hundred men was depending on Freeman, and if he didn’t come up with a European contract soon almost half of them would have to be laid off. CRW Electronics was a family firm, founded by Freeman’s father-in-law, and Freeman knew every one of the employees by name. Anderson had put him in an impossible position. He had no choice but to go.


Twelve hours later he was in a hotel in Split meeting a German middle-man who knew how to slip through the US trade blockade, for a price. Everything had been done in secrecy, including getting the equipment into the country on a mercy relief convoy, and Freeman had no idea how the Bosnians had discovered what he was up to. He’d asked Stjepan, but the man had refused to answer.


Stjepan was more forthcoming on his own background. Over the course of several days, he told Freeman that he had been fighting since Croatia and Slovenia declared their independence in June 1991, splitting the Balkans into warring factions. He was a Muslim and his parents had been killed by Serbs, though he refused to go into details. His sister, Mersiha, was also one of Freeman’s guards and more often than not it was the young girl who brought his food and emptied the plastic bucket that they made him use as a toilet. Unlike Stjepan, Mersiha refused to talk to Freeman. At first he assumed that she couldn’t speak English, because no matter what he said to her she glared at him as if she wished he were dead, and some days she would put his food just out of reach and later take it away, untouched.


Freeman waited until Stjepan seemed in a relaxed mood before asking him about his sister. He said that she had been particularly hard hit by the death of their parents, and that she could speak some English. Their mother had been a schoolteacher, he said. Freeman asked Stjepan why he had the young girl with him but Stjepan shrugged and said there was nowhere else for her to go.


Mersiha’s black hair was tied back in a ponytail and her face was always streaked with dirt but there was no disguising her natural prettiness. Freeman knew that she’d be a lot prettier if she smiled and it became almost a compulsion, the urge to crack her sullen exterior and expose the real girl beneath. He greeted her each time she came down the steps, and thanked her when she put his food close enough for him to reach. He even thanked her whenever she emptied his plastic bucket, and he always used her name, but no matter how pleasant he tried to be, her expression never altered. Eventually he could stand it no more and he asked her point blank why she was so angry with him. His question seemed to have no more effect than his pleasantries, and Freeman thought that maybe she hadn’t understood, but then she turned to him, almost in slow motion, and pointed her Kalashnikov at his stomach. The gun seemed huge in her small hands, but she handled it confidently and he watched in horror as her finger tightened on the trigger. He cowered as the young girl’s lips parted into a grimace of hatred and contempt. ‘I hope they let me kill you,’ she hissed, and jabbed at him with the barrel of the gun as if it had a bayonet on the end. She looked as if she was going to say something else but then the moment passed and she regained her composure. She turned to go, but before she went back up the stairs she kicked his bucket to the far side of the basement, well beyond the reach of the chain.


The next time Freeman saw Stjepan he asked him why his sister seemed to hate him so much. Stjepan shrugged and in broken English said that he didn’t want to talk about his sister. And he warned Freeman not to antagonise her. Freeman nodded and said he understood, though he wasn’t sure that he did. He asked Stjepan how old the girl was and the man smiled. She’d be thirteen years old the following day.


As soon as she came down the stairs the next day, carrying a plate of bread and cheese, Freeman wished her a happy birthday in her own language, trying to pronounce it exactly as Stjepan had told him. She showed no reaction as she put the tin plate on the floor and pushed it towards him with her foot, covering him all the time with the Kalashnikov. Switching back to English, he told her that he had wanted to get her a present but that he hadn’t been able to get to the shops. Her face remained impassive, but at least she was listening to him and her finger remained outside the trigger guard. Freeman began to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to her, his voice echoing off the walls of his prison. She looked at him in disbelief, a worried frown on her face as if she feared that he’d gone crazy, then she realised what he was doing. When she smiled it was as if the sun had come streaming into the basement.


 


Maury Anderson’s office was like the man himself – showy, pretentious even, and definitely built for comfort. Katherine walked across the plush green carpet and sat down on the imported sofa which curved around one corner of the room. It was the best office in the building, with its view of the woods and fields, and no expense had been spared on its furnishings. It was the office that the company used to impress its clients. Her husband’s office was in stark contrast, a small cubicle overlooking the car park with a threadbare carpet, cheap teak veneered furniture and one sagging couch.


Katherine studied Anderson as she lit a Virginia Slim. He was pacing up and down in front of his massive eighteenth-century desk, rubbing his hands together. He was dressed as if he were going to a funeral: a black suit, starched white shirt, sombre tie and gleaming black shoes. ‘You said you’d heard from the kidnappers,’ Katherine said, crossing her legs.


‘Uh-huh,’ Anderson grunted. ‘It arrived by Federal Express an hour ago.’


Katherine looked across at the large-screen television and video recorder which was normally used to show the firm’s promotional films to clients. ‘A video?’


Anderson stopped pacing. Katherine had never seen him so tense. She wondered how bad it could be. ‘Can I get you a drink?’ he asked.


Katherine shook her head. ‘Just show me the video, Maury,’ she said. She took a long drag on the cigarette and blew the smoke out through tightly pursed lips.


‘You’d better prepare yourself, Katherine. He doesn’t look too good.’


Katherine nodded curtly and Anderson pressed the ‘play’ button. The screen flickered and then Tony was there, sitting on a stool and holding a sheet of paper that looked as if it had been torn from a child’s exercise book. He was staring at the camera, then he jumped at a whispered command. He began to read from the note.


‘I am held by Bosnian forces who are struggling against invaders from Serbia. The Serbs are killing our country like Hitler in Europe.’ Tony grimaced at the unwieldy English and looked off-screen. A harsh whisper told him to go on. ‘Anyone who trades with the Serbian invaders is an enemy of the people of Bosnia and will be treated so. If I am to be released, you must agree not to sell your weapon to the Serbs.’


‘Weapon?’ Katherine said. Anderson held up a hand telling her to keep quiet until the end of the message.


‘As compensation for breaking the United Nations embargo, you will give the Bosnian forces fifty of the equipment.’ Tony broke off from reading and looked at the camera. ‘They mean fifty of the MIDAS systems, Maury. They’ll want the complete kits.’ The man standing behind the camera told Tony to keep to the script, but Tony insisted that he had to explain what was meant so that there’d be no misunderstanding. The off-screen voice grudgingly agreed. ‘They also want a quarter of a million dollars in cash, Maury. When it and the equipment is delivered to our contact in Rome, I’ll be released,’ Tony continued. His voice faltered. ‘If this doesn’t happen, I’ll be killed. This video is proof that I’m alive and well. You’ll be contacted within the next few days so that arrangements can be made.’


The screen flickered as if the camera had been switched off and then Tony reappeared, looking directly into the camera. It felt to Katherine as if he was staring right at her and she shivered. ‘Katherine, I love you,’ he said. ‘Please don’t worry, this will work out all right, I promise.’ His hand went up to his bruised and unshaven face and he smiled thinly. ‘Don’t let this upset you. I cut myself shaving,’ he said. He smiled, and for a moment it seemed almost genuine. ‘They’re treating me okay, and if Maury does as they ask they say I’ll be released unharmed. I think they mean it, so just hang in there. I’ll be back before you know it.’


A whispered command made him turn to his right and Katherine got a closer look at his battered face. ‘Oh my God,’ she whispered. ‘What have they done to you?’


‘Just one more minute,’ Tony pleaded, then he turned back to the camera. ‘Don’t even think about coming over here, Katherine. It’s not safe. They’ll probably release me in Split and I’ll fly to Europe, Rome maybe. I always promised you a trip to Rome, remember? I love you, Katherine, and  …’


The screen went blank in mid-sentence. Katherine turned to Anderson. ‘Have they been in touch yet?’


Anderson shook his head. ‘No, like I said, the video’s only just arrived. I’ll stay here night and day until they call.’


‘He’s in a terrible state, Maury.’


‘I think it looks worse than it is. They haven’t let him wash or shave.’


‘Maury, he’s been beaten.’


Anderson went behind his desk and sat down. ‘I don’t know what to do, Katherine.’


Katherine realised she’d finished her cigarette. She stubbed the butt in a crystal ashtray and lit another. ‘Do we have the equipment?’


Anderson nodded. ‘Sure. We were planning to sell them to the Serbs. They’re all ready to go, complete with Serbo-Croat instruction manuals.’


Katherine blew a tight plume of smoke up to the ceiling. ‘So we do as they say.’


‘You realise that with the cash we’re talking about a million dollars, give or take?’ Anderson said.


Katherine’s eyes hardened. ‘And you realise that we’re talking about my husband,’ she said coldly. ‘Give or take.’


Anderson held her glance for several seconds, then he nodded. ‘I’ll make the arrangements,’ he said quietly.


‘Do that, Maury,’ Katherine said. ‘Do whatever it takes.’


 


Over the weeks of his captivity, Mersiha opened up slowly to Freeman like a flower sensing the morning sun. It started with her wishing him good morning when she came to empty his bucket, and then she began to ask him if there was anything he wanted. He asked for a razor and soap and when she finally brought it to him she sat on her heels and watched open-mouthed as he shaved.


Her English was surprisingly good. Mersiha explained that her mother had been a teacher of languages – English, French and Hungarian – and that before the war she’d spent most evenings at the kitchen table studying. Freeman asked her what had happened to her parents but she’d answered with just one word: dead. She resisted any further probing and Freeman realised that if he pushed too hard he risked damaging their fragile relationship.


Despite her new willingness to talk to him, the girl left Freeman in no doubt that he was still her prisoner. She never got within range of the chain which kept him bound to the boiler, and the Kalashnikov never left her hands. And while she smiled and sometimes even laughed with him, he was always aware of a hardness in her eyes which belied her years. Freeman wondered what she would do if her brother’s demands were not met, whether she would still be prepared to kill him. He decided that she would, without hesitation.


 


The black limousine pulled up almost silently and the back door opened. Maury Anderson could see nothing through the darkened windows but he could smell Sal Sabatino’s cologne and cigars. He climbed into the luxurious car and closed the door behind him.


The man sitting in the back seat made even the stretch limousine feel cramped. He sat with his legs wide apart, his ample stomach threatening to break free from the constraints of his tailored trousers. He had a big cigar in his right hand and a glass of red wine in his left. ‘This better be fucking important, Maury,’ he said. He jabbed the cigar at Anderson, punctuating his words.


‘It is, Mr Sabatino. This could be what you’ve been waiting for.’


Sabatino’s smooth-skinned plump face was covered with a thin film of sweat despite the limousine’s air-conditioning. He took a long sip of wine and studied Anderson with eyes that looked like they belonged to a dead fish.


‘The company’s going to need cash to get Tony out. A lot of cash. The banks sure as hell won’t give it to us, so it gives me a reason to look for outside investment. And who do I know who wants to invest?’


‘How much?’


‘As much as you want, Mr Sabatino. With Tony out of the way, I’ll be able to approve it. His wife’s too upset to even think about company business. She’ll leave it up to me.’


Sabatino nodded. A gold crucifix glittered at his throat under his open-necked white silk shirt. ‘I want more than just a part of the company, Maury. I want it all.’


‘I know that, Mr Sabatino. But this is a start.’


‘Just so long as you know it’s just a start.’ He flicked the ash from his cigar and it sprinkled over the carpet. Anderson made no move to leave and Sabatino raised an eyebrow. ‘Is there something else?’


‘I don’t suppose you have any  …’


Sabatino put his head back and laughed. He stuck his cigar between his lips and took out a small package which he handed to Anderson. ‘Enjoy yourself,’ he said.


The limousine pulled away leaving Anderson standing on the roadside. He could smell the cologne long after the car had disappeared from sight.


  


Katherine Freeman put Buffy’s food bowl on the kitchen floor and as the dog attacked the meat and biscuits she went through into the sitting room and poured herself a drink. She dropped down on to a sofa, kicked off her shoes and lit a cigarette. Her hand trembled as she inhaled. In the kitchen, Buffy’s nose banged the bowl against a kitchen cabinet in her eagerness to get at the food.


‘Damn dog,’ muttered Katherine under her breath. Buffy was pretty much Tony’s dog, but the retriever seemed not even to be aware that her master had been missing for more than two months. All she wanted to do was eat, sleep and play with her frisbee. The first thing Katherine intended to do after Tony got back was to tell him how disloyal his dog was. Well, the second thing maybe. Or the third. The telephone rang and she jumped. She took a sip of brandy and Coke before picking it up. If it was bad news, she’d rather hear it under the influence of an anaesthetic. It was Maury Anderson and she steeled herself for the worst as she always did when he called. ‘Good afternoon, Maury,’ she said, fighting to keep her composure. She realised she was only a step away from screaming.


‘Good news,’ Anderson said, as if sensing how tense Katherine was. ‘The consignment has arrived in Italy.’


‘When will they let Tony go?’ Katherine asked. Buffy wandered in from the kitchen, sniffing as if searching for more food.


‘It won’t be long now,’ he assured her. ‘Their middle-man will inspect the goods, then they’ll be shipped over to Serbia. The terrorists have promised to release Tony as soon as the crates are on Serbian territory.’


‘Do you believe them?’


‘Maybe. But I’ve got a fall-back position. I’ve met some people in the security business who say they can help. They’ve dealt with kidnappings before. If the Serbs screw us around, they’ll move in.’


‘In Sarajevo?’


‘They’ve got contacts there. Are you okay?’ he asked, the concern obvious in his voice.


‘I’m fine,’ she replied. ‘Under the circumstances.’


‘I could come around,’ he said.


Katherine took a mouthful of brandy and Coke as she considered his offer, but then declined, telling him that she preferred to be on her own. She stayed on the sofa for most of the day, chain-smoking Virginia Slims and refilling her glass at regular intervals. From time to time she looked over at a collection of framed photographs on the sideboard. Two in particular held her attention: a formal wedding portrait of her and Tony under a huge chestnut tree, taken just minutes after they had exchanged vows, and a smaller photograph of Tony and their son, Luke, laughing together as they played basketball, taken just two days before Luke died.


  


Mersiha sat cross-legged on the concrete floor, cradling her Kalashnikov in her lap as she watched Freeman shave. She tilted her head from side to side like a small bird, and when he shaved under his chin she lifted her head up, gritted her teeth and tightened the skin around her neck as he did.


‘Why do you do that?’ she asked as he splashed water over his face.


‘Shave, you mean? Because it feels better. Doesn’t your brother shave?’


Mersiha giggled. ‘His skin is like a girl’s,’ she said. ‘Do all Americans shave?’


‘I’m not American. I’m Scottish.’


‘Scottish?’


‘From Scotland. Next to England. The English come from England, the Scottish come from Scotland.’ He rinsed his razor in the bowl of cold water.


‘But you live in America?’


Freeman nodded. ‘My wife is American. What about your father? Didn’t he shave?’


Mersiha shook her head. ‘He had a—-’ She screwed up her face as she sought the correct word. ‘—-beard,’ she finished. ‘He had a beard.’


She fell silent as Freeman used an old green towel to pat his skin dry. ‘I’m sorry about what happened to your father,’ he said quietly.


She frowned. ‘How do you know what happened?’ she asked.


There was a hard edge to her voice and Freeman realised he would have to tread carefully. ‘Your brother told me,’ he said.


‘Told you what?’


‘That he died,’ Freeman said, realising how lame that sounded.


Mersiha snorted. ‘Not died. Killed,’ she said. ‘Killed by the Serbian butchers.’ She stood up and Freeman noticed with a sudden chill that she’d slipped her finger through the trigger guard. ‘Why do you deal with them? Why do you do business with the men who killed my parents?’ Freeman held out the towel to her, hoping to break her train of thought, but she ignored it. ‘Why?’ she pressed.


‘It’s hard to explain,’ Freeman said.


‘Try,’ she insisted.


Freeman took a sharp breath as he saw her finger tighten on the trigger. It was hard to believe she was the same girl who only minutes earlier had been giggling and mimicking the way he shaved. ‘I have a factory, in America,’ he began. ‘We make things for the Army. If I don’t sell the things we make, the people who work for me won’t get paid. They’ll lose their jobs, their homes.’


‘Why do you make weapons?’ she asked. ‘Why do you make things that kill people?’


‘We don’t,’ Freeman insisted. ‘My company used to make arms, but I made them change. We make other things now. Machines that tell you where mines are buried. My machines help people, Mersiha. They don’t kill people.’


Mersiha frowned. ‘Why did you come here, to Bosnia? Why don’t you just sell to America?’


‘Because the American Army doesn’t want to buy what we make. The people here do.’


‘Not people, animals. The Serbs are murdering animals. They killed my father, they killed my mother, and you are helping them  …’


‘Mersiha, I didn’t know …’ he began.


She waved the Kalashnikov at him. ‘Of course you know. Everyone knows what the Serbs are doing. Everybody knows, nobody cares.’ Her eyes blazed with a fierce intensity and Freeman was suddenly afraid. ‘My parents did nothing wrong, nothing. They were killed because they were Muslims …’ She frowned as a thought crossed her mind. ‘You,’ she said. ‘You are a Christian, yes?’


Freeman hesitated, knowing that the answer would only antagonise her further.


‘Yes?’ she repeated.


Freeman nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said softly.


The barrel of the gun was suddenly still, centred on Freeman’s chest. It was as if time had stopped. Freeman was aware of her finger tightening on the trigger, the perspiration glistening on her brow, the small, almost imperceptible movements of her chest as she breathed, the slight parting of her lips, the smears of dirt on the knees of her wool trousers. A myriad images were compressed into a single second, and Freeman had a sudden fear that they would be the last things he saw. His knees trembled and he wanted to say something to her but he had no idea what words to use. ‘Mersiha …’ was all he could get out, but he could see that she wasn’t listening. Freeman wasn’t looking into the eyes of a thirteen-year-old girl, he was staring at a killer. He thought of his wife, and of his son, and the objective part of his brain surprised him by wondering whether the bullets would hurt.


Mersiha opened her mouth to speak, and Freeman knew with a dread certainty that her words would be the last he ever heard. The words that tumbled out weren’t English and Freeman couldn’t make any sense of them. Tears sprang to her eyes and her face crumpled. ‘I miss my mother,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘I miss her so much.’


Freeman stepped forward. He wanted to hold her, to comfort her, but the chain tightened and he couldn’t get close to her. ‘Mersiha, don’t cry,’ he said, but she wasn’t listening. Tears trickled down her cheeks and her whole body shuddered.


Suddenly there was an irregular tattoo of loud cracks from upstairs which Freeman realised were gunshots from automatic weapons. Mersiha’s head jerked up and then she looked back at Freeman, her cheeks glistening wet. There were more shots, louder this time, and Mersiha turned to cover the door. They both heard screams from upstairs, followed by more shots.


Mersiha took a couple of steps backward, putting distance between herself and the door. There were muffled voices from outside, then something heavy thudded against the wood. The door bulged inward, the hinges screeched, then the thudding was repeated. ‘Stjepan?’ Mersiha shouted. ‘Stjepan?’ She stood next to Freeman, visibly shaken.


The thudding stopped. Mersiha looked at Freeman, her eyes wide. ‘I don’t know,’ he said in reply to her unspoken question.


Freeman heard footsteps, running away from the closed door, then silence. ‘Get down!’ he shouted, and when she didn’t react immediately he threw himself on top of her.


The sound of the explosion was deafening. Fragments of the door blew across Freeman’s back and then he heard a rapid footfall on the concrete. He looked up. A large man stood in the doorway wreathed in smoke like some sort of demon, an assault rifle in his gloved hands. He was wearing grey and black camouflage clothing and his face was streaked with black and grey stripes so that Freeman had trouble seeing where the uniform ended and the flesh began.


‘Freeman?’ the man said.


‘Yes,’ Freeman replied, his voice little more than a guttural whisper. His ears were still ringing from the explosion. ‘Who are you?’


‘We’re here to get you out,’ the man said. He had the bluest eyes Freeman had ever seen. Two more figures appeared behind him, similarly dressed and carrying identical guns. More shots were fired upstairs, singly and with a different sound to the earlier reports. Pistols rather than automatic fire.


‘Get up.’


Freeman clambered to his feet, the chain tightening around his waist as he stood up. He reached out to help Mersiha. She was lying on the ground, stunned, her Kalashnikov out of reach.


‘Step to the side,’ said the man at the door, gesturing with the rifle. Freeman started to obey automatically. The man’s voice broached no argument. But as he moved, Freeman saw the man swing the barrel of his gun down towards Mersiha.


Freeman began to shout, but he knew even before he opened his mouth that there was nothing he could say that would stop what was going to happen. The man with the gun had his eyes fixed on Mersiha and his jaw was set tight in anticipation of the recoil. ‘No!’ Freeman yelled, and he threw himself at Mersiha, trying to push her out of the way, trying to protect her from the man with the killer blue eyes. Bullets raked Freeman’s legs and he screamed in agony. Mersiha began screaming too, and Freeman covered her with his body. His last coherent thought was that if the man with blue eyes wanted to kill the girl, he’d have to shoot her through him.


  


Freeman drifted in and out of consciousness several times before becoming fully awake. His mouth was dry and he could barely swallow and he could feel nothing below his waist. He tried to raise his head so that he could look at his legs but all his strength seemed to have evaporated. A woman screamed to his left, a plaintive wail that made Freeman’s heart start pounding. He slowly turned his head to where the sound had come from, but he couldn’t see further than the neighbouring bed and its occupant – a man with heavily bandaged eyes. Blood was seeping from under the bandages and the man’s hands were gripping the bedsheets tightly. Somebody was crying, and somebody else was moaning, and he could make out hushed voices in a language he couldn’t understand.


He managed to slide his left arm up the bed in an attempt to see what the time was but when he finally got his wrist up to the pillow he discovered that his watch had been removed.


He turned his head to the right, looking for a nurse, a doctor, anyone who could tell him where he was and when he’d be going home. There seemed to be no one in authority in the ward, no one treating the sick or consoling the suffering. Freeman lay back and stared at the ceiling. At least he was in a hospital. For a while he concentrated on his legs, to see if there was any sensation at all. He tried flexing his toes and moving his feet, but he had no way of telling if he was succeeding or not. There was no feeling at all.


He heard metal grating and glass rattling and he looked towards the sound. An old woman in a blood-stained blue and white uniform was pushing a trolley full of bottles down the middle of the ward. Freeman tried to raise an arm to attract her attention but the effort was beyond him. He tried to call out but his throat was too dry. Tears welled up in his eyes. It wasn’t fair, he thought. It just wasn’t fair.


  


‘Tony? Tony, wake up.’ The voice pulled Freeman out of a nightmare where he was trapped in a car wreck, covered in blood and screaming. The scream blended into Katherine’s voice and when he opened his eyes she was standing by the side of his bed next to a man in a grey suit.


Katherine saw his eyes open and she sat down on the side of the bed. ‘Thank God,’ she said. ‘Tony, are you okay?’ She held his left hand and squeezed it.


Freeman smiled at the question. He wanted to say something witty, something to make her smile, but no words would come. All he could do was blink his eyes to show that he understood. Katherine turned to the man in the suit. ‘We have to get him out of here,’ she said.


The man nodded. ‘That won’t be a problem,’ he said. He was American, his voice a mid-western drawl.


Freeman tightened his grip on Katherine’s hand and he shook his head. No, there was something he had to do first.


  


The car rattled through potholed streets, past buildings that were pockmarked with bullet-holes and gutted by fire. Electric cables draped over the sides of abandoned buildings like dead snakes. In the distance Freeman heard gunshots, the single rounds of a sniper. He looked across at Katherine and she forced a smile.


The man in the passenger seat twisted around and looked at Freeman over the top of his glasses. ‘I can’t stress enough what a bad idea this is, Mr Freeman,’ he said. His name was Connors and he was with the State Department. He was the man who’d taken Katherine to the hospital and who’d had him transferred to a United Nations medical facility where they’d saved his left leg from turning gangrenous.


‘I have to do it,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m not leaving until I know that she’s all right.’


Connors shook his head and turned back to stare out of the window. A shrill whine was followed by an ear-numbing thud as a mortar shell exploded some distance behind them, and the driver ducked in his seat, an involuntary reaction that would have done nothing to save him if the shell had hit the car. Freeman noticed that Connors was totally unfazed by the explosion.


The car swerved to avoid a massive hole filled with dirty water and accelerated around a corner. The motion of the car smashed Katherine’s head against the window and she yelped. ‘Hey, take it easy!’ Freeman shouted at the driver, a bulky Serb who hadn’t spoken a word since he’d picked them up at the UN medical centre. Connors spoke to the driver in the man’s own language, and the driver nodded and grunted, but made no attempt to slow down.


‘We’ll be there soon,’ Connors said over his shoulder. He was as good as his word; five minutes later the car came to an abrupt halt in front of a football stadium. The driver continued to rev the engine as if he wanted to make a quick getaway until Connors spoke to him sharply. Connors got out of the car and walked around to the rear. The air that blew in through the open door smelled foul and Katherine put her hand over her mouth and nose. ‘What on earth is that?’ she said.


‘People,’ Freeman said. ‘A lot of people.’


Connors appeared at the rear passenger door and opened it. He jammed it open with his knee as he assembled the portable wheelchair. The smell was much stronger, and for the first time Freeman became aware of the noise: a distant rumble, like thunder.


Connors and Katherine helped Freeman slide along the car seat and half lifted, half pushed him into the chair. The UN doctor, a thirty-year-old Pakistani, had assured him that eventually he’d be able to run a marathon but for the next few weeks or so he’d have to use the chair. Freeman was just grateful that the pain had gone.


When Freeman was seated in the chair, Connors stood in front of him, his arms folded across his chest. He was a big man with the shoulders of a heavyweight boxer, but deceptively light on his feet. Freeman wondered if he really was a representative of the State Department as he’d claimed. He suspected that he was with the CIA. ‘Mr Freeman, I want to take one last shot at persuading you not to go through with this. There’s a plane leaving for Rome this evening. You can be back in the States by tomorrow morning. This is no place for you just now. Or for your wife.’ The crack of a rifle in the distance served to emphasise his plea.


Freeman shook his head. ‘You’re wasting your time,’ he said. ‘I can’t leave without knowing that she’s okay.’


Connors shook his head in bewilderment. ‘She’s a terrorist. She’d have killed you without a second thought.’


‘She’s thirteen years old,’ Freeman said. ‘They killed her family, did God knows what to her parents, and they would’ve blown her away if I hadn’t stopped them. I want to make sure they haven’t murdered her.’


‘This is a war, Mr Freeman, and she’s a soldier. There’s something else you should know.’


Freeman narrowed his eyes. ‘What?’


‘The rescue operation. Your company funded it.’


‘They what?’ Freeman looked at Katherine. ‘Is that true?’


Katherine shrugged. ‘Maury said he’d handle it. He arranged to have the ransom and the equipment delivered to a middle-man in Sarajevo and the man disappeared with it. He called in a security firm. They said that once the equipment had been delivered they’d probably have killed you anyway and that the only thing to do was to bring you out ourselves. They put Maury in touch with some people. Mercenaries.’


‘So you see, Mr Freeman, it’s your company that’s responsible for what happened in the basement. If anyone’s to blame  …’


Freeman pushed at the wheels of the chair and rolled forward.


‘Mrs Freeman, can’t you …?’ Connors began, but Katherine grabbed the handles at the back of the wheelchair and helped push her husband.


‘I’ve told him what I think,’ she said. Connors followed Katherine and Freeman along the broken pavement towards the entrance to the stadium. The closer they got to the entrance the more noticeable the smell became. It was the smell of sweat, urine and faeces, the smell of a thousand people gathered together without adequate sewage or washing facilities. The metal gates that barred their way were three times the height of a man and looked as if they were a recent addition. A smaller doorway was set into one of the gates and it opened as the three of them approached. A young soldier stepped out and spoke to Connors. The soldier nodded and stepped aside to allow Connors inside. Freeman realised that his wheelchair wouldn’t go through the doorway. He looked up at the soldier and shrugged. The soldier looked back at him with unfeeling eyes and sneered. He shouted something to two more soldiers behind the gates and they all laughed. The gates grated back and Katherine pushed Freeman inside.


‘My God,’ Katherine said. ‘What is this place?’


‘It’s a holding facility,’ Connors responded.


‘It’s a concentration camp,’ Freeman said, his voice little more than a whisper.


The prisoners were confined to the area that had once been the football pitch; the white markings could still just about be seen in places through the mud. There were hundreds of them, dressed in rags and with their heads shaved. Many of the men were bare-chested; some of them were little more than skeletons with deep-set eyes and slack mouths. A chain-link fence topped with barbed wire ran around the perimeter of the playing area and machine-gun emplacements looked down on the encampment from the stands. Inside the fence were a few makeshift huts surrounded by tents, but most of the prisoners stood or sat out in the open, talking in huddled groups or staring vacantly out at their guards.


Connors seemed oblivious to the suffering and misery. He stood with his hands on his hips and surveyed the camp. A soldier with a bushy beard came over and spoke to him, and they both looked over at Freeman and his wife who were staring at the prisoners with looks of horror on their faces. Connors and the soldier laughed and the soldier slapped Connors on the back.


Katherine looked down at Freeman. ‘You wanted to do business with these people?’ she asked.


‘I had no idea,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I didn’t know.’


‘They wouldn’t keep her here, surely? They’re all adults.’


Freeman stared at the human scarecrows behind the wire and shuddered. Connors walked back and loomed over Freeman. ‘She’s not here, is she?’ Freeman asked.


‘Uh-huh,’ Connors grunted. ‘She fought like a soldier so that’s how she’s being treated. They’re going to find her now.’


A guttural amplified voice boomed across the stadium from loudspeakers that had once announced nothing more sinister than the half-time score. A skeletal figure stood scratching its chin and stared at Freeman with blank eyes. Freeman shuddered. There was no way of telling if it was a man or a woman. The electronic voice barked again, and as it did the crowds parted. Freeman shaded his eyes with the flat of his hand. ‘Can you see her?’ Katherine asked.


Freeman shook his head, then he stiffened as a small figure walked towards the wire fence. He looked up at Katherine but before he could speak she began to push his wheelchair forward. ‘My God, what have they done to her?’ he whispered. Her head had been shaved and they’d taken away her clothes and given her a threadbare cotton jacket and trousers and she was wearing shoes that were several sizes too big for her so that she had to shuffle her feet. She reached the wire and gripped it with one hand as she waved to a guard.


‘Is that her?’ Katherine asked, horrified.


Freeman nodded, unable to speak. His eyes filled with tears and he reached down to push the wheels of his chair, trying to move faster. Freeman and Katherine got to the fence before the guard. Freeman put out his hand slowly and stroked the back of Mersiha’s hand. She looked back at him blankly. Her face was stained with dirt and one eye was almost closed amid an egg-shaped greenish-yellow bruise.


‘Mersiha?’ he said softly.


She didn’t reply, but a tear ran down her left cheek. Freeman looked up at Katherine. ‘We’re not leaving her here,’ he said.


Katherine nodded. ‘I know,’ she said.


  


The meeting took place in a windowless office with no name on the door and a sterile air about it, as if it was used only for emergencies, or for business that was supposed to remain secret. Connors was there, but he said nothing. He stood by the door with his arms folded across his barrel chest like an executioner awaiting his orders. Freeman sat in his wheelchair, his hands lying loosely on the tops of the wheels. The two other men had arrived separately. One was American, a State Department official called Elliott who had a clammy handshake and an over-earnest stare and who clearly outranked the now-taciturn Connors. The final member of the group was a Serb, a small thick-set man with a square chin and eyes that never seemed to blink. He made no move to introduce himself and the Americans didn’t tell Freeman who he was or why he was there, but it was soon apparent that it was the Serb who was going to have the final say. It was, when all was said and done, his country.


Elliott was shaking his head. ‘Out of the question,’ he said.


‘She has no relatives,’ Freeman said. ‘No family members to take care of her.’


‘She is a prisoner of war,’ the Serb said.


‘She’s a child!’ Freeman protested. ‘A small, frightened child.’


‘Mr Freeman, I can assure you that once hostilities are over, she will be released. This war will not go on for ever.’


Freeman thought he saw the beginnings of a smile flit across Elliott’s face, but it vanished as quickly as it appeared. ‘And what then? How’s a thirteen-year-old girl going to survive on her own?’


The Serb made a small shrugging movement. His eyes were hard and unreadable. Freeman couldn’t see what he had to gain by refusing to allow him to take Mersiha out of the country.


‘I can take care of her. I can give her a home.’ Freeman leant forward in his chair. ‘I’m the only friend she has.’


‘She tried to kill you,’ said the Serb.


‘No,’ Freeman said quietly. ‘Your people tried to kill her.’


The Serb looked across at Elliott. ‘Mr Freeman,’ the American said, ‘have you really thought this through? This girl knows nothing of America, she has no connections with the country, and she is a Muslim. What religion are you, Mr Freeman?’


Freeman was an irregular church-goer at best but he had no wish to be drawn into a religious argument. ‘I’ll be responsible for her religious upbringing. I’ll make sure she has a tutor who teaches her about her religion, and her culture.’


Elliott had a file under one arm, but he made no move to open it. Freeman doubted that the State Department would have a file on a thirteen-year-old girl, and he wondered what was in the folder.


‘The girl is a terrorist, and she will be treated as such,’ the Serb said.


Freeman’s eyes flashed fire. ‘The girl has a name,’ he retorted. ‘Mersiha. Her name is Mersiha. She was with her brother, because you killed her parents. There was nowhere else for her to go. She’s an orphan. Now you’ve killed her brother, she has no one. Where’s it going to end? When they’re all dead? When you’ve cleansed the whole fucking country?’ His hands were shaking with rage and he had to struggle to keep himself from shouting.


‘Mr Freeman, there’s no need to be offensive,’ Elliott said.


Freeman glared at him. ‘Listen to what he’s saying, will you? First of all he says she’s a prisoner of war and that she’ll be as right as rain once the war’s over. Now he says she’s a terrorist. She’s a thirteen-year-old girl, for God’s sake. She needs help. She needs a family.’


Elliott nodded as if he understood, but it was clear from the look on his face that he didn’t care one bit how Freeman felt. He took a slow, deep breath. ‘You had a son, didn’t you, Mr Freeman?’ The ‘Mr Freeman’ came almost as an afterthought, as if Elliott was nearing the end of his patience. Freeman didn’t reply. The room seemed suddenly cold. He held Elliott’s stare and gripped the wheels of his chair. ‘Are you sure you want to do this for the best of motives?’ Elliott continued. Still Freeman didn’t reply. He knew that the State Department official was trying to provoke him, to prove that he was unstable, and that if Freeman did lose his temper they’d never let him take Mersiha.


‘There are also problems with adoption, Mr Freeman,’ Elliott said. ‘The authorities here aren’t keen to allow their children to be taken away. They feel that their needs are best served among their own people.’


‘In concentration camps?’


‘You might also find it difficult to get the adoption approved back in the United States.’


Freeman kept his eyes on Elliott. He had only one card left to play, one threat to use against the hard-faced State Department official and his file. ‘If you insist on leaving her in that camp, I’ll have no choice but to go public,’ he said, his voice little more than a hoarse whisper. ‘I’ll speak to every newspaper and TV correspondent I can find. I’ll go to London and hold a press conference there, and then I’ll do the same all across the United States.’ He slapped the side of his wheelchair. ‘I’ll sit in this chair and I’ll tell the world how a mercenary with blue eyes and a Virginia accent tried to blow away a little girl, and I’ll tell them that the State Department wanted her to be kept in a concentration camp because they didn’t want the world to know the truth.’


Elliott studied Freeman, his forehead creased as if he were contemplating a mathematical problem. ‘No one will care,’ he said. ‘Besides, the mercenaries, if indeed they were mercenaries, were acting on your behalf.’


‘They’ll care,’ Freeman replied. ‘And you know as well as I do that once it gets into the media, you’ll have no choice but to let her into the States. And I don’t think it’ll be too difficult to prove that they were assisted by the State Department. I’m sure the New York Times would love to know what you and Connors are doing here.’ He paused for breath. ‘Look, this isn’t a poker game. I’ve no reason to bluff. You allow my wife and me to adopt Mersiha, or I go public. One or the other. Your choice. And don’t worry about the adoption. I’ll go to the best lawyers in the States, I’ll pay whatever it takes. Whatever.’


Elliott looked across at the Serb. Freeman kept his eyes on Elliott, as if he could get the answer he wanted by sheer force of will. He didn’t see how the Serb had reacted, but he heard Connors shift position behind the wheelchair.


‘You take her,’ Elliott said. ‘You take her today. I’ll arrange the paperwork at this end, you’ll be responsible for all costs.’


Freeman nodded. ‘Agreed.’


‘I haven’t finished,’ Elliott said smoothly. ‘You are never to come back to this country, Mr Freeman. Neither is the girl. If the girl leaves, she is never to return. And you, Mr Freeman, are never to speak of this again. To anyone.’


Freeman nodded. He couldn’t stop himself smiling. He’d won. He’d played his last card and it had been a trump.


‘I hope you understand what I’m saying, Mr Freeman,’ Elliott said, his voice suddenly hardening. ‘You will not talk to anyone about what happened. In the cellar. At the camp. Or within these four walls. It never happened.’


Elliott stared at him, and Freeman knew that there was more that the State Department official wanted to say. He wanted to tell him what would happen if he broke the agreement, and Freeman knew that it would involve a man like Connors, or maybe a man with blue eyes and a Virginia accent, and he was suddenly scared. Before Elliott could continue, Freeman nodded, almost too eagerly. ‘I understand,’ he said. ‘Mersiha’s all I want. Nothing else matters.’


Elliott continued to stare at Freeman, and for a moment Freeman feared that he was about to change his mind. ‘Thank you,’ he said. He looked across at the Serb. ‘Thank you,’ he repeated. The Serb and Elliott exchanged glances, then left the room without a word. Freeman turned his chair around to find Connors leaning against the wall with a sly smile on his face, slowly shaking his head. ‘You’re a lucky man, Freeman,’ he said enigmatically.


  


Freeman opened the refrigerator door and peered inside. He pulled out a carton of orange juice and took it over to the sink. As he poured himself a glassful he looked through the window and across the lawn to the line of trees that separated his property from that of his neighbour. Mersiha was playing with Buffy, throwing a blue frisbee for the dog and laughing each time she brought it back. It was a game Buffy would happily play for hours at a time without getting bored. Mersiha’s laughter carried into the kitchen and Freeman smiled. The teenager who was running across the lawn was a far cry from the frightened girl he’d taken from the camp in Serbia almost three years earlier. She was a great deal taller, almost a young woman, and her jet-black hair was thick and shiny.


‘Go get it, Buffy!’ she shouted. There was hardly any trace of a Bosnian accent any more. The all-American girl. Freeman drank his orange juice. Mersiha saw him and ran to the back door. She burst into the kitchen with all the energy of a SWAT team.


‘Hiya, Dad,’ she said, hugging him around the waist.


‘Hiya, pumpkin. Do you want a ride to school?’


‘No, thanks. Katherine will take me later.’


Freeman put his glass in the sink and untangled himself from Mersiha’s hug. She picked his briefcase up and handed it to him. ‘What time are you coming home?’ she asked.


‘About six,’ Freeman said. Mersiha was always asking him where he was going, and when he’d be back. Bearing in mind her background, he wasn’t surprised by her insecurity. In some ways it was reassuring. He had many friends who’d love to have the same degree of concern from their adolescent children.


Buffy stood outside the kitchen door, barking at Mersiha to return to their game, but she ignored her. She looked at Freeman and frowned, deep lines creasing her forehead. ‘Is everything okay?’ she said.


‘Of course. Why?’ Freeman was already late but he put his briefcase back on the table.


Mersiha shrugged. ‘You look worried. Like the world was about to end and only you know.’


Freeman smiled. ‘Everything’s fine. I have everything I’ve ever wanted. A home. A family.’ Buffy barked, louder and more insistent. ‘And a dog. What more could any man want?’


Mersiha looked at him for a few seconds before she smiled. ‘A million dollars?’ she said.


‘Ah, the American Dream,’ Freeman sighed.


‘America is truly a wonderful country,’ Mersiha said, putting on a thick European accent and then collapsing in a fit of giggles. She picked up his briefcase and carried it out to the car for him. ‘Don’t forget your seat belt,’ she said before he could even reach over his shoulder for it.


‘Do I ever?’ he asked, buckling himself in. A sudden wave of sadness washed over him and he shivered. He caught himself just in time and managed to keep smiling.


Mersiha saw the change in his face and immediately realised what was going through his mind. She flushed. ‘I didn’t mean  …’


‘I know, I know,’ he said.


‘I just meant I wanted you to drive safely, that’s all.’


‘Mersiha, there’s no need to explain, I know what you meant.’


‘Yeah, but I don’t want you to think that I  …’


Freeman took her hand and squeezed it. ‘Shhhh,’ he said. ‘I promise to drive carefully. Now go and play with your dog.’


He waved goodbye to Mersiha and backed the Chevrolet Lumina out of the driveway into the road. In the driving mirror Freeman saw her stand and watch him drive away. It had been more than five years since Luke had died in the car crash, but the memory of it still brought tears to Freeman’s eyes and he blinked several times. He and Katherine had explained to Mersiha what had happened and why they had no children of their own, and it pained Freeman to see how carefully she tried to avoid the subject. He knew she was trying to protect his feelings, and that made it all the worse. If anything it was he who should be trying to help her. He could only imagine what a tangled mess her emotions must be. There were times, usually when she didn’t know that he was watching her, when he saw a look of such sadness cross her face that his heart would melt. He knew that she must be thinking about her real mother and father.


Both Freeman’s parents were alive and reasonably well, living in a bungalow in Bishopbriggs, a suburb of Glasgow, and whereas he saw them only once or twice a year, he knew how much he’d miss them when they eventually passed away. And not a day went by when he didn’t think of Luke. God only knew how Mersiha had dealt with the loss of her parents and her brother, especially considering the circumstances in which they’d died, circumstances that she had yet to really talk about.


Mersiha was seeing a psychiatrist on a regular basis, but he wasn’t making much progress with her. It wasn’t that she was uncommunicative or withdrawn, quite the opposite in fact. She was bright, she was outgoing and she was as cute as a button, but she simply refused to tell anyone what had happened to her in the months before Freeman had met her. The psychiatrist, Dr Brown, had said that it was just a matter of time and that eventually she would open up. It would probably happen once she felt totally safe in her new home, Dr Brown had said, and he’d stressed that it was up to Katherine and Tony to demonstrate that she had a loving, supportive family that would always be there for her. That wasn’t a problem; they were more than happy to have her. More than happy. She went some way towards filling the void that Luke’s death had left, but it was more than that – they couldn’t have loved her more if she had been their own child.


Freeman was still thinking about Mersiha when he pulled into the parking lot of CRW Electronics and drove over the painted letters that spelled out his name and title: chairman. Maury Anderson’s white Corvette was already in its space and Freeman found him sitting in his plush office reading a computer printout and drinking a cup of black coffee.


‘Hiya, Tony, you ready for the inquisition?’ he asked.


‘As I’ll ever be,’ Freeman said. He nodded at the printout in Maury’s hands. ‘Anything I should know about?’


Anderson held the paper out. ‘I was just taking a last-minute look at the figures. It’s not a pretty picture.’ He sniffed and ran the back of his hand under his nose.


‘Tell me something new,’ Freeman said, scanning the numbers. He knew Anderson was right. The company’s financial position was precarious at best and he could see no reasons for optimism. They were due to see their bankers at 11.15 and Freeman was expecting the worst. CRW Electronics was covering its interest payments, but cash-flow projections suggested that this state of affairs wouldn’t continue for much longer. Even the time and place of the meeting underlined the way the company’s fortunes were progressing. In the good old days of the Reagan arms build-up the bank officials would come to CRW’s offices for lunch in the boardroom, eager to fund their expansion programmes. Now it was a half-hour at the bank’s city headquarters with the minimum of hospitality. The next stage on the slippery slope would be Chapter 11, protection from creditors, unless he and Maury could do something to stop the rot. Freeman passed the printout back to Anderson. ‘Your car or mine?’


Anderson smiled. ‘I think they’d rather see us in the Lumina, don’t you? Under the circumstances.’ He sniffed again.


Freeman grinned. ‘Maybe we should take the bus. Are you coming down with a cold?’


‘Just a sniffle,’ Anderson said. ‘I think it’s the air-conditioning. Hey, what do you call a blind elk?’


Freeman shrugged.


‘No eye-deer,’ Anderson said.


Freeman gave Anderson a half-smile and checked his wristwatch. ‘Better we get there early,’ he said.


They parked the Lumina in an underground car park close to the headquarters of the First Bank of Baltimore. As they sped up to the top floor, Freeman checked himself in the mirrored wall of the elevator. Anderson chuckled. ‘It’s like being sent to the principal’s office, isn’t it?’


‘Yeah. I was just thinking that it wasn’t that long ago that they were beating a path to our door.’


‘They will again, Tony. Once we’re back on our feet.’


They were made to sit in the bank’s reception area for a full ten minutes, which Freeman took to be yet another sign of the institution’s displeasure, but when they were finally ushered into the corporate lending office at least he was able to greet a friendly face, that of Walter Carey, an affable man in his early sixties with whom he’d been doing business since he started at CRW. There was no game-playing with Walter. He walked quickly from behind his desk to shake hands with Freeman and Anderson in the centre of the room and his handshake was firm and dry. He showed them to a highly polished rosewood table, big enough to seat twenty, and waited until they had taken their places before sitting down himself. The office door opened and Walter’s secretary, a smiling matron with grey curly hair and surgical stockings, backed in carrying a tray with a pot of coffee and cups and saucers. Walter got to his feet and took the tray from her, thanking her profusely. He was a gentleman of the old school, and Freeman wondered how he’d managed to survive in the cut-throat world of modern banking.


Walter put the tray down on the table as the secretary closed the door behind her. Freeman noticed that there were four cups and saucers on the brass tray – either the secretary had made a mistake or they were expecting another. Without asking, the banker poured coffee for Freeman and Anderson and waved his hand over the milk and sugar, suggesting that they help themselves. He served himself last and waited until they had sipped the hot coffee before speaking, and even then it was to enquire about their respective spouses. Walter stirred his cup slowly, far more than necessary to dissolve the single spoonful of sugar he’d put in. Freeman realised he was waiting for something. Or someone. The door opened and, as it did, Walter’s spoon clattered against the side of the cup, spilling some of his coffee into the saucer. Freeman caught his eye and smiled reassuringly. Walter smiled back, but he couldn’t hide the apprehension he was obviously feeling. It suddenly hit Freeman that perhaps Walter’s position at the bank wasn’t as secure as he’d thought. He turned to look at the new arrival.


A tall black man was closing the door, a manila file under his arm. He had broad shoulders, a square jaw and close-cropped hair, and he walked across the office like a male model on a catwalk. He flashed a smile that showed perfect teeth and as he held out his hand Freeman saw a big gold watch on the man’s wrist. ‘Tony, Maury, I’d like you to meet Lennie Nelson,’ Walter said as he got to his feet. ‘Lennie’s our new VP in charge of business development.’


Nelson’s handshake was as firm as Walter’s had been, but there was a slightly damp feeling to it. ‘Good to meet you both,’ he said, handing out business cards. He pulled out the chair at the far end of the table, the one opposite Walter, and dropped the file in front of him as he sat down. ‘So,’ he said. ‘No need for me to ask how business is, is there?’ He patted the manila file as if it were a sick child. ‘This is depressing reading, but I guess you guys know that, right?’


Freeman nodded, wondering where the conversation was going and knowing that he wasn’t going to enjoy the journey. ‘We’re suffering from the peace dividend, that’s for sure,’ he said.


Nelson nodded. ‘You and every other defence contractor in this country,’ he said. He sat back in his chair and unbuttoned his jacket. His shirt gleamed as brightly as his teeth. ‘I tell you, when Gorbachev announced the break-up of the Soviet Union, while everyone was cheering and saying what a great guy he was and how it was peace at last, I was on the phone selling defence stocks like there was no tomorrow. People don’t look ahead, most of them. They don’t think. If I was in the defence business, I’d have seen the writing on the wall years ago and started diversifying. The margins in the defence business are like nowhere else, but if there’s no business, what good does it do you, right?’


Freeman found himself nodding in agreement and saw that Anderson was doing the same. Freeman tried to speak, but Nelson raised a hand and continued unabated. ‘I’m obviously not as close to the company as you are, I understand that, but I do have a fresh perspective. I can, as it were, see the wood for the trees. And gentlemen, I have to tell you that the wood is pretty rotten.’


‘I don’t think that’s …’ Freeman started to say, but before he could get any further Nelson started speaking again. Freeman tried to continue but Nelson simply carried on talking. It was clear that he had no intention of stopping and it was Freeman who gave up first. He looked at Walter and the old man gave him a sympathetic smile.


‘The way I see it, your company’s problems stem from its inability, or unwillingness, to move into new product areas. From what I’ve seen of your inventory, the company manufactures nothing but defence equipment. Correct?’


‘That’s what we do,’ Anderson said. ‘We’re a defence contractor.’


‘Exactly,’ Nelson said, as if Anderson had made an amazing intuitive leap. ‘But unless the Cold War starts to heat up again, only the big boys are going to stay in the game. Smaller independents like CRW are going to be squeezed out. If we were having this conversation two years ago, I’d suggest that you sell the company, but I don’t think that’s an option any more. To be frank, I don’t think you’d find a buyer.’


‘Sell the company?’ Freeman repeated incredulously. ‘What in God’s name are you talking about? We made profits last year.’


‘You made a pre-tax profit of 330,000 dollars last year. But you made no provision for the write-down of obsolete inventory you’re holding. You’re carrying missile guidance systems to the value of six million dollars on the books. How much do you think they’re worth now bearing in mind the SALT talks?’


Anderson shrugged. ‘We might still find a buyer. That’s why they’ve not been written down.’


Nelson looked at Freeman and raised his eyebrows. ‘What do you want me to say?’ Freeman asked. ‘You’re right, we’re probably not going to sell them, not right now anyway.’


‘They were built for a contractor who went under last year. You’re never going to unload them,’ Nelson said. ‘And they’re not the only assets that are being carried on the books at way above their market value.’ He tapped the unopened file on the table. ‘According to the financial projections I’ve made, you’ll be lucky to break even in the current year, and next year you’ll be in the red to the tune of 95,000 dollars. Gentlemen, diversification is the key to the survival of your company. And to that end, I have two words for you.’


Freeman grinned. ‘Golden parachutes?’ he said.


Nelson smiled tightly to show that he’d got the joke, but his eyes remained cold. ‘Video phones,’ he said.


‘Video phones?’ Anderson repeated. He looked at Freeman. ‘Video phones?’


‘Video phones,’ Nelson repeated. ‘Do you have any idea how many telephones there are in this country alone? More than one billion. And within the next ten years they’re all going to be replaced by video phones. It’s the technology of the future, and I think CRW is perfectly situated to get in on the ground floor. The video guidance system you’ve been developing for surface-to-air missiles could easily be adapted to a communications system. Think about it.’
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