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Prologue

 


April, 1994

Eighty-seven men sit or lie hip to hip on the
concrete floor of their prison, a converted barn. The stinking odor
of sweat and urine is mixed with that of the horse manure left by
the previous occupants of these stalls. Hacking coughs and moans
echo through the barn. Curled up on the few wisps of straw that
litter the floor, some are able to escape their hunger and thirst
in sleep.

Clothed in rags that hang from his emaciated
body, a man kneels in the middle of the dark, dank barn. Others not
too weak, follow his lead, struggle to their knees. It has been
days since they have been outside the walls of this prison, so they
can only guess they are facing Qiblah, the direction of the Ka’bah’
at Mecca. Kneeling, they assume the position of Sujud: body bent
forward, hands on the ground, palms downwards, head lowered so that
their brows touch the ground. Three times they repeat “Sobhana
Rabbi-yal a’alaa.” Glory to my Lord, the Most High. Save us, our
compassionate Lord, from our folly…

Suddenly the barn door is thrown open,
flooding the inside with light. Four soldiers stride in, the
muzzles of their rifles pointing at the mass of humanity.

One soldier shoves his arm through his gun
sling. The rifle hangs from his shoulder and he calls out, reading
from a paper: “Ismail Begovich, Amer Landzo, Muhamed Filipovic,
Alija Drino, Selam…”

One by one, living corpses struggle to a
standing position.

With a finger, the soldier silently counts
those who stand. He shouts, “I called fourteen names. I see only
thirteen. Which of you is the miserable dog who remains on the
floor?”

A weak voice calls out, “Mustafa Topic cannot
stand. He is dead.”

“Poor excuse,” the soldier mutters.

The other soldiers roar with laughter.

The lead soldier waves his gun at those
standing. “Outside, you stinking bags of garbage.”

Shuffling, picking their way slowly through
those sitting and lying on the floor, the 13 whose names are called
stumble through the barn door, blinking as sunlight strikes their
eyes. The soldiers follow them out. The door is slammed shut.

For 20 minutes the remaining prisoners are
silent in the darkness, listening to what they have come to
recognize as the metallic sound of shovels striking the ground
outside.

Moments after the shoveling has stopped they
hear a rapid fusillade of gunfire, followed by screams. Then
silence.

Inside the walls of the prison, a murmur
starts and grows in volume. “Sobhana Rabbi-yal a’alaa…”


 


 


 


One

 


April, 1997

Topcoat draped over his arm, Senator Matt
O’Brien—make that ex-Senator—stepped out of the VIP waiting room at
Andrews Air Force Base into the cool night air. Glancing over his
shoulder, he raised his briefcase in farewell to the small group
looking on from the doorway, and mounted the steps to the
Vice-President’s plane. At the top, O’Brien turned and shouted
down, “Thanks for the loan of your wheels.”

A voice from the darkness yelled back, “Wish
I were going with you, Matt. Good luck and safe trip.”

O’Brien stepped through the open hatch,
almost bumping into the lieutenant who stood waiting just inside
the plane. “Welcome aboard, Senator.” She reached for his coat.
“Let me take that. And I’ll stow your briefcase, if you’d
like.”

He handed her the coat. “I’ll hang on to the
briefcase. Lot of work to do.”

She smiled. “You’ll have plenty of time,
Senator. It’s a long way to Sarajevo.”

The door to the cockpit opened and a tall,
slender man with eagle insignias pinned to his epaulets ducked
through the doorway into the main cabin. He touched his uniform
cap. “Glad to have you aboard, Senator. I’ll be driving tonight.
We’ll try to avoid the potholes.”

“Thanks Colonel.” O’Brien glanced around,
nodding slowly in approval at the leather-upholstered lounge chairs
bolted to the deck. The perks of being assigned to a Presidential
Mission. “I’ll miss squeezing into the middle of the three seats
across.” O’Brien was a shade under six feet, but the pilot towered
above him. “How many frequent flier miles do I log on this
trip?”

The colonel scratched at his mustache. “Let’s
see. We’re routed over the Pole, come south over Norway, the
Austrian Alps, start our descent around Vukovar.”

O’Brien raised a palm. “Sorry I asked. I’ll
buckle in and be quiet.”

Ten minutes later, the plane roaring down the
runway, O’Brien opened the notebook on his lap. Its cover read:
“International Committee on Missing Persons in Bosnia.”

He glanced out the window at the fading
lights of the city, his thoughts carrying him back to the day he
stood at the podium on the senate floor, pleading with members of
his own party—his own party, for Christ’s sake—to support his
efforts to stop the murder and raping of civilians in Bosnia. Force
the release of thousands reported to be wasting away in
concentration camps.

Let it go, Matt, they told him. We can’t
police the world. We haven’t got the money. It’ll cost you your
seat.

But he couldn’t let it go. Any more than the
hotshot whirlybird pilot who’d plucked him out of that mud hole of
a VC prison could let it go, ignoring his CO screeching on the
horn, ordering him to get the hell out of there, worried his
$200,000 government-issue fan would get shot to pieces.

Here he was breathing the pressurized air in
a luxury-fitted 707 while that pilot rested in Arlington. No, he
couldn’t let it go.

And they were right about one thing. It did
cost him his seat.

O’Brien took from his briefcase a folder the
State Department had prepared, briefly reviewing recent Balkan
history. He glanced at the opening sentences.

“The Kingdom of Yugoslavia was made up of
Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Macedonia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. When
the Germans invaded in 1941, the Yugoslavian king escaped to
England. Croatia willingly aligned itself with Hitler, and all of
Yugoslavia was under German occupation for the duration of the war.
A guerilla group, the Partisans, refused to submit to the Germans.
Led by Josip Broz, the man who called himself Marshal Tito, and
with arms supplied by the Allies, the Partisans effectively
sabotaged the occupying forces. When, at the end of World War II,
the Partisans drove the Germans and Italians out, Tito was the
logical person to take charge of the official Yugoslavian
government. Although Tito was a communist, he was not a rigid
Marxist…”

O’Brien closed the folder and stuffed it back
in his briefcase. Nothing here he didn’t know.

* * *

The jolt as the wheels hit the runway
awakened him. He’d been dozing in his seat even though he’d had a
good night’s sleep in a bunk bed—another perk—followed by breakfast
and lunch. After all, this was the VP’s plane. A moment later the
pilot’s voice cackled over the loudspeaker. “Morning—or rather,
afternoon—Senator, and welcome to Sarajevo where the local time is
1530, temperature four degrees Celsius. Thank you for flying with
USAF. Next time your travel plans include…” The voice trailed
off.

O’Brien grinned. If his travel plans again
included a visit to this part of the world, he was a candidate for
Section Eight. He was here because the man in the Oval Office
thought a former MIA would be the logical person to look for
others. Although his was a different war in a different place and
at an earlier time, the tears of a mother whose son was named Milos
or Dragan were no less wet, no less salty than those of the woman
who’d named her first son Matthew. Besides, here it was April. In a
few months he’d be 54, and he still hadn’t decided what to do with
the rest of his life. Since that day last November when he cleaned
out his desk in the Russell Senate Office Building, crating 12
years worth of memorabilia, he’d been tossing a mental coin. Join
that mega-person law firm in Columbus, or add his name to the
letterhead of the company that figured it would help sell more
radar equipment to the government? Peg said as far as she was
concerned it didn’t matter one way or the other. She’d be happy to
get out of the Beltway rat race, but it would have to wait until
spring when Brooke and Lesley finished school. “Just let me know
which paper to get, so I can start running through the
house-for-sale ads,” she’d said.

Peg. He could still feel the heat of her
anger when he asked her—no, he’d informed her, a stupid,
thoughtless mistake—that he was going to Sarajevo.

“Bored?” she’d said. “Is that your problem?
Not enough action here for you? Need another war? The girls and I
finally get to see what you look like after all those senatorial
junkets, and now this?”

“Peg, please.” He’d tried to quench the fire.
“How can I refuse after mouthing off all these years about what’s
happened to civilians over there?” Peg kept silent, staring at him.
He continued. “And I’m not looking for ‘action’. The fighting in
Bosnia is finished.”

In the end, she’d calmed down, accepted his
determination to go. But she wasn’t happy.

The plane taxied to a berth and stopped.
Bundled up in his topcoat, O’Brien clanked his way down the steps.
A man at the foot of the stairs stuck out his hand. He seemed to be
in his late thirties, a gaunt six-three, sandy-haired, and in spite
of the breath-pluming air wore only an unpressed business suit that
appeared to have been made for someone a few inches shorter and a
few pounds heavier. “Welcome, Mr. O’Brien. I am Al Zee. I will be
your aide.” His English only slightly accented.

“Zee?” From the name, O’Brien had no clue as
to his ethnic background. The Bosnians he’d met were Turkish
Muslims or Serbian.

Zee laughed. “Unless you are from here, you’d
have trouble pronouncing my real name: Alija Zulfkorpašič. My
mother is Serbian, my dad is—was—Turkish-Croatian. I am a little of
everything.”

Minutes later, they were seated in the back
of a chauffeur-driven sedan speeding past farmland where snow
covered most of the ground, although patches of brown soil signaled
the approach of spring.

O’Brien learned that Zee was from the
northwestern Bosnian city of Prijedor. “Your English is remarkably
good. Have you been to England or the States?”

Zee laughed. “I learned in school. I’ve never
been farther than Sarajevo, that is about 200 kilometers from my
home.” His face turned grim. “Except one place.”

“Where was that?”

Zee stared out of the car window.
“Omarska.”

The notorious death camp in northern Bosnia.
“You were at Omarska?”

“In 1992. Soldiers came to our home and
dragged away my father and me. I was lucky. They just beat me. My
father was not so lucky. We never saw him again.”

Reports of such atrocities had appeared in
the inside pages of the Washington Post. Fifty taken from one
village, 150 from another. Impersonal reports. Statistics. News
that most of his colleagues read, shook their heads, then turned
the pages to see whom the Redskins had gotten in the draft. But
they hadn’t seen the man seated next to him now with stumps of
front teeth in his smile. He wasn’t a statistic.

They were approaching the city, its skyline a
sea of minarets, domes of mosques and synagogues, and steeples of
Orthodox and Catholic churches. Intermingled were several modern
office and hotel buildings.

O’Brien said, “I want to hear more about
it—your experience, but let’s save it for later when we have more
time.”

“Of course. This is your first visit to our
country?”

O’Brien nodded. “I visited Slovenia many
years ago when it was still Yugoslavia, but never
Bosnia-Herzegovina.” He grinned. “Unless you count watching the
Sarajevo Winter Olympics on TV.”

“Yes, 1984.” Zee breathed a deep sigh. “I was
a graduate student. Those were better times.” He tilted his head
toward O’Brien. “Slovenia? You visited?”

“My grandparents, my mother’s parents, came
from a village just outside Ljubljana. You know where that is?”

“Of course. Ljubljana is capital of
Slovenia.”

“As a high-school graduation present, they
took me with them on a visit.”

Although it had been almost 40 years ago,
O’Brien still remembered his great-uncle’s small stone farmhouse
where odors of cattle and fresh hay hung in the air. He called up
from his memory Uncle Mirko, a tall, leathery-faced man with
flowing white moustaches. In broken English, assisted by O’Brien’s
grandfather’s translation, Uncle Mirko had related his World War
Two experiences as a Yugoslavian Partisan. He had piled them all
into his ancient Yugo and drove them into the mountains, pointing
out caves where they had hidden from the occupying German troops,
sneaking down at night to Nazi encampments and sabotaging their
equipment.

Zee tapped O’Brien’s arm and pointed out the
car window to a street corner. “Here is where Archduke Franz
Ferdinand of Austria and his wife were shot.”

O’Brien knew Sarajevo’s contribution to
history. Those shots had given the world an excuse for war, and the
Bosnian Serbs had themselves a national hero, Gavrilo Princip the
assassin.

They passed skeletons of buildings destroyed
by shells and mortars, standing alongside cranes and scaffolds
where restoration was taking place. The car pulled up to the
portico of a modern building whose marquee identified it as the
Hotel Strand. Zee said, “I think you will be comfortable here. It
was just built since the war.”

As they walked into the lobby Zee said, “You
have meeting with the other members of the committee at 1800 hours.
Did you get some rest during your trip?”

“More than I intended. I fell asleep reading
my briefing notes. Why don’t you run down for me who the others
are.”

Zee reeled off the four names. The only one
O’Brien knew was a Pakistani whom he’d met at a Washington
reception several years ago. One of the others represented the
International Red Cross. The third was a Dutchman the U.N. had
appointed. The remaining member was a Serbian named Bodanovic.
O’Brien thought it incongruous to have a guy help look for some
people his own government had “lost.”

After seeing O’Brien settled in his room, Zee
left, promising to return for the meeting early that evening.
O’Brien sat in a wooden chair facing the window, propped his feet
on the sill, and opened the voluminous notebook he’d carried with
him on the plane. Prepared by people in the State Department, it
detailed more than 90 concentration camps to which Serbs had taken
tens of thousands Bosnians, mostly Muslim, in a program of “ethnic
cleansing.” Even an approximate number was impossible to determine.
After the Dayton peace accord in 1995, which halted the war, the
International Red Cross began the task of identifying decaying
remains in mass graves.

Immersed in the grisly descriptions of
rotting corpses, O’Brien suddenly became aware of a light tapping
on the door. He got up and opened it. A chambermaid stood alongside
her cart piled high with towels and linens. She motioned to the
bed. “For night?”

O’Brien glanced at his watch. Five-thirty.
Seemed a bit early to turn down the bed, but she probably wanted to
complete her work before going off duty. He nodded and stepped back
giving her room to wheel in her cart. Briefly, he watched her
remove and fold the coverlet, then returned to his chair and
resumed reading. He felt a tap on his shoulder. He whirled around
to see the maid above him holding high in her hand a gleaming
object. A knife?

He grabbed her wrist and twisted. The object
dropped. She screamed.

He glanced down. On the floor was a small,
silvered picture frame, its glass cracked by the fall. He released
her hand and reached down to retrieve it.

While the maid stood, hands over her mouth,
sobbing softly, he studied the picture: A smiling man hugging a
shyly smiling woman. He pointed to the woman in the picture.
“You?”

She nodded.

He pointed to the man. “Husband?”

Her sobs became a keening. Tears flooded her
eyes, streamed down her cheeks. She placed her palms together.
“Please, sir. You find.”


 


 


 


Two

 


At five minutes before six, O’Brien waited
for the elevator. He was unable to drive from his mind the picture
of the sorrowful maid. In broken English she had related a story,
not unlike the one he had briefly heard from Zee, of her husband
being taken by soldiers in the middle of the night from their home
in a nearby village. That was four years ago. The Red Cross had
told her that he was probably dead. She slammed her fists to her
chest and cried out. “He not dead. I know. He not dead.”

O’Brien marveled at the power of her faith.
He’d been rescued from his VC prison a mere six days after his
capture. Had been reported missing in action. He wondered if his
own mother would have held on to the belief that he was still alive
if he were still MIA after four years.

Another thought struck him: was his presence
and mission here common knowledge? Was she really his maid, or had
she bribed someone to let her use the props to plead her case? Of
course, he could check, but why.

Now the elevator door slid open. As the car
descended, O’Brien reflected that everybody in this unhappy country
had been touched by the war. Back in the States, people sat
complacently in front of TV screens, never knowing the terror
brought on by bursting shells and bombs of an invading army.

In the lobby Zee sat waiting. They walked
quickly to a large, modestly appointed conference room on the
second floor. Half a dozen people stood in quiet conversation
holding cocktail glasses. A slender, dark-complexioned man spied
O’Brien. “Ah, Senator, so glad to see you again. In case you’ve
forgotten—”

O’Brien quickly searched his memory. More
than a dozen years of political life had honed his skill at
recognition. “Dr. Ahmed. It’s been a few years, but my wife still
talks about that beautiful reception we attended at the Pakistan
Embassy. I was pleased to see your name on the committee
roster.”

Ahmed stroked his goatee and peered intently
into O’Brien’s eyes for a moment, then glanced over his shoulder at
the others and lowered his voice. “Yes. The committee. We have, I’m
afraid, a difficult job ahead of us.”

A pudgy man with a mane of snow-white hair,
came over in mincing steps. He introduced himself as Maxmillian Van
der Velde, the U.N. representative from The Hague. “Come, meet the
others.”

O’Brien took a glass of wine from the tray of
a waiter and followed Van der Velde to the other members and their
aides. After trying silently to pronounce the names Van der Velde
threw at him—most had more than three syllables and fewer than two
vowels—he admitted defeat.

Bodanovic was the last to be introduced. He
favored O’Brien with a faint smile and a limp hand, and glanced at
his watch. “Perhaps we should get started. We have much ground to
cover in a short time.”

Bodanovic assumed the role of chairman.
O’Brien wondered who’d appointed him, finally conceding reluctantly
that as the representative of the host country it might be his
prerogative. When the committee members and their aides had taken
seats around a table at one end of the room, Bodanovic began.

“We all speak and understand English,
no?”

Heads nodded.

“As you all know, our friends in the
International Red Cross estimate that more than sixteen thousand
people are missing since the war began. Most are Bosnian.” He fixed
a stare at O’Brien. “Including Bosnian Serbs, my own people, and
most, if not all of them, are probably dead.”

Jesus, what a callous remark, thought
O’Brien. If it were true, what the hell was he doing here? Had he
traveled 5,000 miles to attend a cocktail party? He was beginning
to understand Ahmed’s admonition. He listened for another minute
while Bodanovic explained that they would meet with the presidents
of the republics: Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro
and Serbia, to learn if files existed so names of those identified
as dead could be matched with the names of the missing persons. “I
feel confident that we will find few discrepancies, and we will
have accomplished…”

Bullshit. O’Brien had heard enough. “Pardon
me for interrupting, Mr. Bodanovic, but it is my understanding that
some survivors of the Serbian concentration camps—” He stopped to
let the words sink in. “—claim that a large number of the missing
are still held in secret prisons. I thought we were meeting to
either verify or dispute those claims.” He glanced around the
table. Van der Velde’s face had changed color from pink to deep
red, and except for Zee, who was trying to suppress a smile, and
Ahmed who appeared alarmed, the others were examining their
fingernails.

Bodanovic’s nostrils flared, his face paled.
“My dear Senator. First, let us understand that these
people—survivors, you call them, were in refugee camps, not as you
put it, concentration camps. This is not Nazi Germany. They were
displaced persons because their homes had been destroyed by a war.
We won’t go into the cause of the war. That is not our
function.”

“Exactly what is our function?”

Bodanovic glared at him for a moment, then
flung open the cover of the notebook that lay on the table in front
of him and roughly turned several pages. “If you’d taken the
trouble to read…” he muttered.

O’Brien had read the mission objective, a
statement couched in ambiguous diplomatic terms. Vague guidelines
that could be interpreted any way the reader wished. He’d lay odds
that meeting the presidents and their flunkies would lead to
nothing more than soporific press releases.

Bodanovic started to read the paragraph
describing the mission’s purpose, but O’Brien broke in. “Instead of
meeting with the presidents, let’s meet with the people who can
tell us what went on. Ex-prisoners lucky enough to get out alive.
Survivors who claim that others survive and are still
imprisoned.”

He waited a moment to see if anyone supported
him. Is everyone afraid of the Serb, he wondered? Finally, Ahmed
timidly raised his hand. “Mr. O’Brien has made a thoughtful
suggestion. I for one need some time to reflect on it and perhaps
consult with my superiors. Why don’t we adjourn for the present,
have dinner, and tomorrow come back to arrive at a decision.”

The others at the table nodded, relieved.

Chairs were pushed back. O’Brien remained
seated with Zee at his side watching the others file out.

After a few moments Zee said, “I like very
much your idea.”

O’Brien scratched his cheek. “Well, that’s
two votes.”


 


 


 


Three

 


“How many prisoners were in the camp when you
were there?”

Zee stared into his coffee cup, absently
stirring for several seconds while he contemplated O’Brien’s
question.

They were in O’Brien’s hotel room the day
following his arrival. Zee was staying with a Sarajevan family he
had known for many years, and had returned to the hotel at eight
that morning to have breakfast with O’Brien.

“Three thousand, maybe more. Serb soldiers
every day bring—brought buses filled with men from villages. But
not everyone is staying. Every day soldiers took many away from
Omarska. Two, three vans full. Some maybe to different camps.
Others…” he shrugged.

 


He heard the pain in Zee’s voice. The
“others” were the reason O’Brien was here.

“Wasn’t Omarska originally a mining
camp?”

Zee nodded. “Before the war in Bosnia. They
mined iron. Our prison was ten, twelve buildings surrounded with
fields.”

“Fences?”

“No fences. Guards.” With a finger, Zee
traced on the tablecloth three concentric rings. “Two to keep us
in, one to keep anyone from trying to make rescue.”

Was escape possible?

Zee shook his head. “One night while I was
there, my friend—at home he was my barber—with two others, they
tried to slip past the guards. Two were shot. My friend got
through. He escaped to nearby village controlled by Serbs. People
from the village tied him up and took him back to camp.” Zee fell
silent for a few moments, then in a choked voice continued. “The
guards made us line up and watch them shoot him. I had to help bury
all three men.”

Barbarism, inhumanity. It started with Cain
and had not ended at Buchenwald and Auschwitz. Beatings were part
of the daily life of the prisoners. They’d be whipped with electric
cables by guards as they ran a gauntlet to and from the canteen
where they were fed a few leaves of cabbage, a slice of bread and
beans in tepid water. Every few days Zee’s name was called, and he
along with three to five others would be taken to an interrogation
room where they were beaten with clubs until they signed
confessions to an assortment of false accusations: admission that
they had fought against the Yugoslavian National Army, or that they
had prepared lists of Serbs to be killed by Muslims. “One time they
beat me until I confessed to them I stole tools from a store owned
by a Serb in village next to my own. Confess.” He spat out the
word. “I was never in that store.” He laughed wryly. “I would not
know what to do with tools. I was schoolteacher. I am very—what do
you called it?” He held up his hands and wiggled his fingers.

“Unhandy?”

“Yes.”

O’Brien wondered how he had gotten out.

“One day, after I was in camp about four
months, they called many of us out and loaded us on buses. We were
taken to another camp, a place called Manjaca. People from
International Red Cross came quite often. Conditions were not so
bad as Omarska.”

Two months later, they were again piled on
buses and without explanation taken to a place where they were
released to armed soldiers who wore blue helmets and the insignia
of the U.N. “I was free.”

Although Zee had related his experience
quietly, his calmly spoken words rang with passion. Maybe if his
ex-colleagues in the senate had heard them, O’Brien thought, his
own pleas might have been more effective.

“What a story. Every generation has its
holocaust. Will we ever learn?”

Zee slowly shook his head. “For us, I’m
afraid it is way of life—hating, killing. And it goes back a long
way.” His brows drew together. “O’Brien. The name is Irish,
no?”

“Yes. My father’s side of the family.”

“The Irish. They also know of such
troubles.”

Although for months Sarajevo had been a war
zone; to locals it was a time of “troubles.”

“As do the Israeli and the Arabs, the
Rwandans, the Somali, and on and on. I’m afraid no one has a lock
on ‘such troubles’.”

“You said you had family in Slovenia?”

“They’re all dead now. But yes, several of my
great uncles fought with the Partisans.”

Zee nodded. “Marshal Tito.”

O’Brien said, “As I recall, when Tito was in
power, there wasn’t much internal opposition.”

Zee shrugged. “Look, he was dictator, no? He
had ways of taking care of anybody who opposed him.”

“Secret police?”

“Of course. You people looked the other way
because he had—I forget the word.”

“Charisma?”

“That’s it. But you are right. He did hold
our country together.”

O’Brien said, “From my reading, I believe
Tito’s mistake was in not grooming an heir. He knew he wasn’t going
to live forever.”

Zee gazed out the window. “Maybe if he had
chosen someone to take his place, we wouldn’t be in mess like
today. After Tito died they tried a system they called
‘presidential rotation’.”

“You mean the eight-member council?”

“Yes. Each of the republics elected a member.
They took turns to become President of Yugoslavia. Each for a
year.”

“Eight cooks trying to bake one pie,” said
O’Brien. “I’m surprised it lasted as long as it did. I predicted it
would fall apart. Nineteen-ninety, wasn’t it?”

“You have a good memory, Senator. Yes.
Slobodan Milosevic, President of Serbia, blocked the Croat who was
supposed to become President of Presidency. He controlled four
votes. Slovenia—your Slovenia—saw that it was impossible to run the
country by committee, it voted to become independent from
Yugoslavia. A little bit later Croatia did the same. Then the real
trouble started.”

Trouble. An understatement. O’Brien had
closely followed the events in the Balkans, but was anxious to get
Zee’s perspective. “Obviously, Slovenia was important to
Yugoslavia—but important enough to start a war over?”

O’Brien’s question implied that he didn’t
think it was. Zee’s one-sided smile signaled that he didn’t think
so either. “It comes down to economics—money.”

“Explain.”

“Slovenia was richest Yugoslavian state. I am
sure you know this already. It sits on northern border, next to
Italy and Austria. Goods from Europe had to pass through Slovenian
customs. They collected revenue, sent it to Yugoslavian capital in
Belgrade.”

“How much money are we talking about?”

“For you, an American, maybe not so many
dollars. But for Yugoslavian federal budget, about seventy-five
percent of all its income.”

O’Brien hadn’t realized Slovenia had
controlled so much of the Yugoslavian economy. Naturally, Milosevic
was not going to let Slovenia go without a fight. “Short war,
wasn’t it?”

“Ten days. Milosevic sent in tanks and men.
Slovenia’s troops fought back. Chased them out and it was over. The
JNA—Yugoslavian National Army—lost thirty-seven men, and twelve
Slovenian soldiers were killed. Milosevic decided it wasn’t worth
it. Instead, he went after Croatia.”

The excuse for battling Croatia, and later
Bosnia-Herzegovina, was less about money than about ethnic
differences. Croatians were predominantly Roman Catholic, Bosnians
mostly Muslims, while Serbians belonged to the Eastern Orthodox
Church. The differences were more than religious; customs, dress,
dietary peculiarities, even work habits set one group apart from
another. O’Brien said, “You told me your mother was Serbian, didn’t
you?”

“Her parents came from town near Belgrade.
But she was born in Bosnia-Herzegovina.”

“So really she was Bosnian, right?”

Zee stared at O’Brien for a long moment,
another half-smile on his lips. His expression seemed to say, “You
may have some Balkan blood, but you’ve got a lot to learn about
us.” His answer was diplomatic. “Senator, you must understand that
the people in this part of world are very loyal to their, their—”
He drew circles in the air with his hands.

“Roots?”

“Exactly. I know families that have lived in
Bosnia for generations. But because their ancestors came from
Serbia or from Croatia, they consider themselves Serbian or
Croatian—and always will no matter how long they live in
Bosnia.”

O’Brien was playfully goading Zee. Migration
and intermarriage had resulted in small enclaves of one ethnic
group living in a country populated largely by people of another
ethnicity. It had been the same in Croatia where communities of
Serbs lived among Croats. “So what we have here is a minority
living under rules made by the majority, isn’t that so?”

Zee flushed. “Don’t you have same in Texas?
Mexicans living together among Texans?” His English, O’Brien
noticed, became less idiomatic, less grammatical when he spoke
passionately.

O’Brien hadn’t meant to put Zee on the
defensive. “You’re right, of course. In my own city, in the state
of Ohio, we have large communities made up of people who emigrated
from Hungary and Czechoslovakia and Italy.” He stopped for a
moment. “I think one of the main differences between this country
and mine is that United States is made up of people whose ancestors
came from somewhere else. Once in the United States, they tend to
assimilate. Here, they seem to retain a fierce allegiance to their
ancestral country.”

Zee said, “Senator, you left out another very
important difference. You said something about minorities living
with rules made by majority. Before the war I was teacher in
gymnasium—what you call high school. The subject I taught was
government. I learned that in your country there are laws to
protect these minorities.”

“That’s true. At least in theory.”

“Here it is opposite. After the republic
began to break up, discrimination was actually encouraged. Whoever
controlled guns used their power.”

“You mean the army?”

“Not only army, but also police. Police
ignored demonstrations against minorities. If you work for
government, you must take loyalty oath or you lose job.” His lips
compressed. “In Kosovo, where Kosovar Albanians outnumbered nine to
one the Serbs living there, Serbs controlled the police.
Albanians?” He ground his heel in the carpet. “They are like dogs
to Serbs—lower than dogs.

“I have friend who lives in Pristina, capitol
of Kosovo. Was in line for promotion. He comes from long line of
Albanians. Did he get promotion? No. It went to a Serb who was
much, much less qualified.

“Education, health care, pensions. If you
were Serb, you got them. If you weren’t Serbian, you had to beg and
maybe, maybe get some of these benefits.”

O’Brien said, “Didn’t the same thing happen
in Croatia?”

Zee shrugged. “Croats are no better than
Serbs. If you were Serb living in Croatia, you were minority. The
difference was they could cry to somebody.”

“Milosevic?”

Zee nodded. “So when Croatia voted to become
independent, Milosevic said, ‘I have to send in army to liberate
Croatian Serbs’.”

O’Brien had watched it unfold on CNN. JNA
tanks parked in the hills above Vukovar and Dubrovnik and for
months shelled those Croatian cities killing in addition to Croats,
Serbs they were “liberating,” until the United States’ Sixth Fleet
sailed into Dubrovnik harbor. Although the U.S. Navy did not
actually engage in the war, its presence was enough to discourage
continued military action by the JNA, largely made up of Serbian
troops. They withdrew, and the civilians stumbled out of the
cellars in which they’d hidden. Croatia had its independence.

Now, with Croatia and Slovenia gone,
Milosevic was determined not to lose Bosnia-Herzegovina. Although
Orthodox Serbs had lived peaceably alongside Muslims in
Bosnia-Herzegovina, a smoldering hatred existed. In December 1991,
when Bosnian leaders signaled that they were about to declare
themselves independent of Yugoslavia, Milosevic had the pretext he
needed to strike. He ignored the fact that Muslims made up a far
greater percent of the population of Bosnia than did the Serbs.
What ensued was one of the bloodiest wars of the century. Bosnian
Muslims were no match for the powerful JNA who imprisoned or killed
thousands. Ethnic cleansing.

O’Brien shook his head. “Milosevic. The guy’s
dangerous. A real charmer, but power-hungry.”

“You know him? Milosevic?”

“I first met him in the ‘80s. He was in the
United States representing Beobanka.”

Zee nodded. “ Yes, I knew he had been a
banker before he got into politics.”

O’Brien reflected on his own unsuccessful
attempt in the late 1980s to warn his congressional colleagues of
the potential hotbed brewing in the Balkans. Shortly after
Milosevic returned to Yugoslavia, he claimed that in Kosovo Serbs
were being repressed by Albanians. Never mind that Muslim Albanians
in Kosovo made up 90 percent of the population. His battle cry to
the 20th-century Serbs was: “Avenge the Battle of Kosovo.” That
battle took place in 1369! Turks, precursors of the modern
Albanians, had slaughtered the Serbs. Milosevic’s strategy worked.
Kosovar Serbs mounted a hate campaign against the Albanians while
the Serbian-controlled police force looked the other way.

Although Kosovo was a Yugoslavian province,
unlike the others, it had been self-governing since the time Tito
was in power. After Tito’s death, Milosevic rescinded Kosovo’s
autonomy. With a growing number of intellectuals, writers and
educators in the late 1970s, came a hunger for better living
conditions. Yugoslavian Serbs, goaded by Milosevic, viewed
demonstrations by Albanians as a revolt. In the latter days of the
1980s, tanks were called down from Serbia in the north, and
wholesale slaughter of Kosovar Albanians resulted. Now, in the late
1990s, almost ten years later, the action was to be repeated.

O’Brien nodded solemnly. “I’m sorry to say
that in the States we paid little attention. If we can offer any
excuse, at the time all this was going on we were preoccupied with
Iraq and Desert Storm. Only later, when the slaughter started here
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, did we notice.”

Zee was silent for a few moments. Then
looking directly at O’Brien he said, “Yes, the rest of the world,
too, said let Bosnians and Serbs work out their problems. But you
are too modest, Senator. Your personal efforts to help us—we heard
about this here.”

 


O’Brien shook his head. “I wish I could have
been more effective. I knew from speaking with people in our
government, men like Special Envoy Cyrus Vance and Ambassador
Warren Zimmerman, that civilians were being killed, taken prisoner
or made homeless. I couldn’t get many to listen.”

Zee said, “If not for U.N. and your President
bringing the two sides together in Dayton to sign the peace
agreement, there would be killing still.”

O’Brien glanced at his watch.
“Nine-forty-five. I suppose we’d better go to the meeting.”

As he started to rise, Zee placed his hand on
O’Brien’s forearm. “By the way, that man at the meeting last night,
Bodanovic, I think I have seen him before.”

“The head of the Serb delegation?”

“One of the interrogators at Omarska, one of
the most vicious. I only saw him twice, that was five years ago.
When he was speaking last night, I tried to picture him with
beard.”

Although Zee was uncertain, O’Brien now had a
reason for intuitively disliking Bodanovic. If this were the same
guy, he should be on trial as a war criminal instead of leading a
delegation. Maybe he could get someone to do a background
check.

 



 


 


Four

.

O’Brien gazed around the half-empty
conference room. Ten o’clock. Where were the others? He greeted Van
der Velde at the coffee urn. “Are we too early?”

“No, the meeting was called for ten. Everyone
is here except the Yugoslavian delegation.”

O’Brien had the opening he needed. “What do
you know about Bodanovic?”

Van der Velde shrugged. “I believe he’s an
official in Srpska—the Bosnia Serb government. Why do you ask?”

He wasn’t about to tell him about Zee’s
suspicion. Zee might be wrong. “Just curious. I like to know who
I’m dealing with. In fact, it might be helpful to have a dossier of
each of the participants. I’d be glad to provide my own.”

Van der Velde smiled. “I don’t think that’s
necessary. I’m sure everyone here knows of your superb record as a
member of the United States Senate Foreign Relations Committee. No
one in your country spoke out as passionately as you did about your
concern for the victims of the Balkan war. I can’t tell you how
disappointed I was to hear that you had lost your senate seat in
the last election.”

“Thank you. I have no excuses. I ran a lousy
campaign against a bright and ambitious challenger.”

“Your country’s loss. As for your wish to
know more about the delegates, I’ll have my aide prepare what
information we have in our files in The Hague. It will take a few
days.”

Ten-thirty. Where the hell are the others?
One of the Serbian aides burst into the room, rapped with his
knuckles on the conference table and spoke rapidly in Serbian.
O’Brien gazed around the room for Zee. He was already at the Serb’s
side, speaking to him. He turned to O’Brien. “The Serbian
delegation has been unavoidably detained. This man says they’ll be
here within the hour. He asks us to please wait until they arrive
before we begin.”

‘Unavoidably detained?’ What the hell did
that mean? And if the son of a bitch couldn’t make it on time like
the rest of them, too goddam bad. O’Brien raised his voice. “We all
have commitments and schedules. I don’t see why we can’t start
without them.”

The leader of the International Red Cross
spoke up. “I appreciate your position, Mr. O’Brien, but we are a
small group. I think we should all be present at these discussions.
I for one am willing to wait.”

Ahmed nodded. “Yes, I agree. An hour longer
isn’t going to inconvenience us.”

O’Brien felt heat rise to his face. Losing
was getting to be a habit. Probably should save his fights for the
battles he was sure of winning. He shoved his chair back. “I’ll be
in my room. Let me know when they get here.”

He stalked out, bought a copy of the
International Herald Tribune and took it upstairs. He sat with the
folded newspaper in his lap. Why couldn’t he act like an adult?
Just a few weeks ago Peg had remarked that he seemed to be getting
more short-tempered. “Just because you lost the election,” she’d
said, “Don’t take it out on your friends and family.” That just got
him more steamed up. He’d snapped some remark at her, then watched,
feeling like a stupid ass while tears welled up in her eyes. He’d
suffered through two days of silent treatment before she accepted
the roses and bracelet he’d brought to climb out of the hole he’d
dug himself into.

The phone rang. Zee, telling him they were
ready to start.

“Bodanovic finally showed up?”

“No. He has been taken ill. They sent someone
else in his place.”


 


 


 


Five

 


The smiling cherub-faced man who sat at the
head of the conference table scanned the faces of the other
delegates. “So. We are all in place. I must apologize for keeping
you waiting. As you have heard, our colleague Bodanovic was
suddenly taken ill. Um, stomach flu or something like that. I am
called Jasajovic. Forgive me for not having had time to review what
has already taken place.”

This guy was deferential, apologetic. The
antithesis of his dour, argumentative predecessor. Maybe, O’Brien
thought, we can get along. He spoke up. “I’m Matt O’Brien, the
United States representative, Mr. Jasajovic. When we left off last
evening, we were considering a proposal to hear from ex-prisoners
who claim that many of those missing are still alive and are held
in secret camps.”

Jasajovic nodded. “Yes. I have heard the same
rumors. I understand we are to meet with the presidents of the
republics to enlist their help.”

Ahmed raised a hand. “This is the third time
a committee was formed to locate the missing persons from the war.
I was a member of the one that met last year. We spoke with the
presidents. Nothing came of it. I would not like to go away from
this meeting frustrated as I did in the past. I agree with Mr.
O’Brien.”

Hooray. Finally a point scored. Maybe.

Van der Velde said, “The International Red
Cross has been trying for four years to match the names of the
missing with those known to be dead. We have two problems: One is
locating the graves—mass graves in many cases. The second problem
is money. Funding for grave-diggers, forensic pathologists.”

Zee, sitting alongside O’Brien, tapped him on
the arm. “Can I say something?” he whispered.

O’Brien whispered back, “Sure.” Then aloud,
“My aide would like a word.”

Zee cleared his throat, visibly awed by the
prestige of those at the table. “Thank you for listening to me.
Locating graves may not be so hard. I and many of my friends helped
bury people who were—who died in camps. Most graves are close to
places where, before, were the camps. We can show you where they
are. Even help—” he paused, dropping his voice, “—digging them
up.”

“There is still the problem of identifying
the remains,” said Van der Velde.

“In parts of my country,” said Ahmed, “dental
records would be used.”

Jasajovic shook his head. “I’m sorry to say
dental care here is not a priority.” He opened his mouth and
pantomimed a tooth extraction, then laughed.

O’Brien could see that there were questions
not easily answered, but he was determined not to let the matter
bog down with specifics. “I’ve always relied on the advice of
experts for things I know little about. Let’s ask someone who
knows.”

“That would be a forensic pathologist,” said
Van der Velde. “We have an excellent one on our staff in The
Hague.”

“How soon can you get him here?”

“This is Friday. Probably by Monday.” He
added, “Dr. Werner. Hazel Werner.”

Jasajovic looked around the table.
“Agreeable?”

Heads nodded.

He smiled. “Wonderful.” Then, apparently
determined to have the last word, added, “My government is also
interested in locating people who are missing. Don’t forget, there
was large amount of killing on both sides in this war. We do not
like to admit it, but soldiers who have been brought up with a
hatred for others not of their own religion are hard to control.
Some are guilty of cruel and inhuman acts. We
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