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It was a sunny September day in Sofia. The temperatures were much higher than usual, reaching a record high of forty degrees Celsius. Zara was sitting in one of the outdoor bars on Vitosha Boulevard, chatting with the bartender, Drago, while she waited for her friend Alina. Drago and Alina were her old friends, and Zara met them every time she came to Sofia. This time, they had arranged to meet at the bar where Drago worked. The place was almost empty; there were only a few people there, hiding under the large umbrellas of the outdoor bar, trying to find salvation from the heat.

Zara was also very hot, and she had ordered still water with a lot of ice. She had wrapped her arms around the cold drink in an attempt to cool herself. After more than two decades of living in London, she had forgotten how hot it could be in Sofia, even in the fall. She got up from her chair and started walking around with a glass in her hand. She noticed that her floral- patterned cotton sundress was wrinkled and tried to smooth out the creases. Zara walked around restlessly and finally returned to her chair. She sighed. Alina was always late, and that made her nervous.

‘Don’t worry, she’ll come.’ Drago tried to calm her down.

‘I know she’ll come, but I can’t get used to her habit of being late,’ Zara said as she stared at the ice cubes in her glass. Although she felt frustrated by her lateness, Zara couldn’t wait to see Alina. The two had been very close since childhood, and they often talked on the phone, but the feeling of seeing each other in person was always different. Zara remembered how many ups and downs the two had been through, and how much they had supported each other. Zara was lucky to have such a friend, and she knew it, so she decided to let her frustrations go and to calmly wait for Alina to arrive.

It was also the heat making her irritable. Zara decided to order something fizzy, hoping the soft drink would cool her down. As she ordered the drink and talked to Drago, she felt a shiver run down her spine, a feeling as if someone was looking at her. She turned and saw a man in a suit at one of the tables watching her, but when she looked at him, he looked away and started talking to the man across from him. Zara turned back to the bar, but she could still feel the man’s gaze. Why was he looking at her? And why would anyone wear a suit in this weather? She turned once more, and this time her eyes met his gaze directly. The man’s eyes were a very light blue. Zara had never seen such blue eyes before, lighter even than the sky. She looked away but continued to feel his presence. At that moment, Alina arrived, and Zara’s attention turned to her friend.

Zara loved being with Alina. The two, growing up like sisters, shared everything. When they were together, time passed very quickly, and at one point, while they were talking, they realised that almost two hours had passed. A little later, Drago came over and pointed to his watch as a sign that they were running late, and Zara realised, with regret, that it was time for her friends to leave. Alina had to pick up her children from kindergarten, and Drago’s shift was over.

Her friends left the bar, leaving Zara alone to finish her drink. It had gotten cooler. She didn’t feel like going back to the hotel, so she decided to order another drink and a sandwich. As evening fell, the boulevard had become lively, and the lights from the bars and shops created a romantic mood. Zara hadn’t felt so calm in a long time. Her life had been hectic for years, and she always felt like she was racing against time. But now, sitting here for the first time in a long time, she allowed herself to just relax and not think about anything. She had forgotten the man who was watching her earlier and was slightly startled when he sat down next to her and spoke to her in English. Zara hesitated whether to answer him or not, but she finally asked, ‘Why did you assume I spoke English?’

He pointed to the debit card she had prepared to pay the bill. ‘A British bank and a name with an English surname.’

Zara looked at her debit card and smiled.

‘You are observant.’

‘That is my job, to observe people.’

‘And what exactly do you do, Mister...?’

‘David, my name is David.’

‘And what exactly do you do, David?’

‘I do research. How about you? I can see you’re not at work today.’

Zara just nodded and gestured to the bartender, intending to pay her bill and leave.

‘Don’t leave. There aren’t many people my age in Sofia I can speak with in English.’

Zara hesitated. She wondered whether to stay, but finally decided to, at least for a while. David was right, there were a few people over forty who spoke English fluently.

‘Every time I come to Bulgaria with someone from London, I have to translate almost constantly. It’s tiring sometimes. Do you speak Bulgarian?’ she asked, avoiding looking him in the eye. She could feel David’s intense gaze, and Zara wondered what he saw in her.

‘No, I don’t speak Bulgarian. I’m here on business. I don’t expect to stay for long.’

‘So, you travel often?’ Zara asked.

‘Yes, I have to travel from time to time.’

David seemed to want to say something more, but then he fell silent. Zara felt uncomfortable and reached for her handbag with the intention of paying the bill and leaving. She was not the type of woman who talked to men in bars, and David’s behaviour and the way he looked at her embarrassed her. His gaze made her blush like a teenager on a first date. He sensed her embarrassment, took her hand, and that forced her to look at him.

‘Please, don’t leave. Believe it or not, I feel awkward too, but I would be happy if you stayed a little longer.’

Zara hesitated, then nodded, took a sip of her drink, turned to him, and smiled.

‘And what do you want to talk about?’

‘About anything at all but personal things,’ David answered. She agreed with him. They talked about politics, books, music, and many other things. Finally, shortly before midnight, Zara decided to leave. David paid the bill and offered to walk her to the hotel. They walked along the quiet streets without speaking. When they reached the hotel, they stopped under a tree.

‘It was nice to meet you.’ Zara broke the silence and started to walk towards the hotel, but David grabbed her hand and stopped her. Then he kissed her. She didn’t pull away but returned the kiss. They stayed like that for a few minutes, then, to his surprise, she invited him to enter the hotel with her.

––––––––
[image: ]


A few hours later, Zara woke up, got out of bed, and quickly started packing her things. David watched her carefully fold each item of clothing and put it in a suitcase.

‘My flight is in two hours, and I have to leave. I’ll call a taxi. If you want, you can stay here until morning,’ she said, trying not to look at him.

‘Don’t call a taxi. I’ll take you. My car is two blocks away. Wait here for me. I’ll be back to pick you up in a moment.’

He got out of bed, tried to grab her hand and pull her towards him, but Zara pulled away and continued packing her clothes.

‘That was a mistake,’ she said.

David stared at her as if he wanted to say something but then stopped. He leaned against the bathroom door frame and continued to watch her as she gathered her things.

‘I’ll take you to the airport anyway,’ he insisted. He quickly got dressed and started to open the door to the room, then returned. ‘I’ll be back to pick you up in a few minutes.’

Zara nodded, and David left. The moment he closed the door, she sat up in bed and held her head in her hands. She had never slept with a stranger before. In fact, she had never slept with anyone other than her husband, Michael. She felt guilty now, even though she knew Mike would approve of her action. For years, he had encouraged her to find someone to relax and have fun with. But she had argued with him and refused to date other men. Mike was special, and Zara didn’t believe she would ever meet another like him. But last night, being with David, she felt the same way she had felt with Mike. Strange, she thought, she had only met David yesterday, and now she felt like she had known him for years. That was exactly what was bothering her now, that she was so sensitive to the feeling, the sense of security that came from him.

Zara decided not to think about him anymore, and even though David had said he would drive her to the airport, she didn’t expect him to, so she called a taxi. Then she continued packing her luggage, and when she was ready, she sat on the bed and stared at her phone, hoping the taxi would come quickly. To her surprise, the door to the room opened, and David came in, smiling nervously at her. He was clearly uncomfortable with the situation too.

‘I didn’t expect you to come back,’ she admitted. David said nothing. He took the two large suitcases from near the door and gestured for them to leave. Zara cancelled the taxi and followed him down the stairs to the reception.

‘On the way, I stopped and bought us both a coffee,’ David said after they got into the car. He was just about to start the car, then gave up and turned to her. ‘Before we go, I want to tell you that I’ve never done anything like this before. I’m usually cautious in my relationships, and I don’t sleep with every beautiful woman I meet. I don’t know why, but yesterday, the moment I saw you ... I just don’t know what happened to me. I was supposed to come and talk to you, but I didn’t expect us to spend the night together.’

Zara tried to say something, but at that moment, David’s phone rang.

‘Yes, Mr. Minister. Yes, yes. I’ll get to it. Give me about an hour, and I’ll be there.’

Zara tried to hide her surprise at the conversation, but she couldn’t.

‘What exactly do you do for work, David?’ she asked.

‘Research,’ he answered, but it didn’t go unnoticed that he quickly looked away and started the car immediately.

‘Which terminal did you fly from?’ he asked. ‘I have enough time to drop you off there.’

‘Terminal 2. Excuse me, but which minister were you talking to?’

David didn’t answer right away. First, he looked at her, this time in a different way, as if he was studying and probing her. Finally, he said, almost in a whisper, ‘Minister Richardson.’

Zara nodded slightly and stared straight ahead. David saw something twitch in her, but he attributed it to the surprise of the call.

‘If you work for him, you probably do special research. Was I part of the research?’ she asked after a short silence.

‘No. I didn’t know who you were until yesterday.’

‘But this morning, before you came to pick me up at the hotel, you checked.’

‘I only checked if you were married, nothing else.’

‘I am married.’

‘Yes, I know. Now I feel like an idiot who could ruin your marriage.’

‘Don’t worry, there’s no such danger. Mike has been encouraging me for years to move on and find someone who he thinks could make me happy.’

‘You’re kidding.’ David looked at her.

‘No, I’m not kidding. You haven’t studied my life properly, David.’

‘I told you – I didn’t research you. I just checked to see if you were married.’

‘What does it matter whether I’m married or not?’

‘It does to me. I’ve sworn not to sleep with married women.’

Zara looked at him in surprise. A man who worked for Richardson shouldn’t have such scruples.

‘You don’t have to worry about it. Mike and I have been married for many years, but for a long time, we’ve been mostly business partners and friends. Our marriage is built on something stronger than what other couples have. He’d be the last person to blame you for spending a night with me.’

‘If you say so,’ David muttered, and Zara noticed that he swallowed hard.

When they arrived at the airport, he helped her with her luggage, waited for her to check in, and escorted her to the airport’s business lounge.

‘You don’t need to come with me to make sure I catch my flight.’ She smiled when she saw him show his badge, which gave him access anywhere in the airport. To her surprise, David took her hand and pulled her closer. He tried to say something, but then he just stroked her long, brown hair. Finally, he kissed her, then slowly pulled away and left without saying goodbye. Zara stared at his back as he left the business lounge. Then she sat down and took a deep breath. What had happened in the past few hours had been unexpected. Will I ever see David again? she wondered.
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Chapter Two
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Three Years Later

Zara had rented a small apartment in Bankya for a few weeks and had made a plan for each day of her stay in Bulgaria. Every morning, she would get up early, check her emails and messages, have a coffee, and then go for an hour-long run. Her route was always different. She had decided that this way she would be able to get to know the town better. The town itself was not big, and the streets were almost deserted early in the morning. Zara usually left around six- thirty, but this morning, she was late. A call from the bank had delayed her, disrupting her schedule. After leaving the apartment, she decided on a route through streets she didn’t usually run.

Since she was almost an hour late, the street traffic was heavier. Parents and children were hurrying along the sidewalks, disrupting the rhythm of Zara’s jogging. Finally, trying to pass as quickly as possible between people, she stopped and looked around considering a different route, thinking about where it would be quieter at this time of day. She walked a few blocks and found herself in front of a small tennis court. Two men were playing tennis, and another stood to the side, as if waiting for someone. She ignored them, stopped for a moment to tie her trainers, then kept running. She had almost passed the tennis court when someone called her name.

Zara turned and saw David walking towards her. She walked back towards the tennis court. She was surprised to see him. She was even more surprised to see his expression, which was full of anger. He stared at her intently.

‘Zara, what are you doing here?’ he asked and, grabbing her elbow, pushed her off the court. She tried to free herself, but he had her firmly in his grip, causing her pain.

‘What are you doing here?’ he asked again insistently, his eyes locked on hers.

‘I’m running, like every morning. Now let me go. You’re hurting me.’

Zara managed to pull her hand away and began to massage her elbow.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked. David didn’t answer her question but took his phone out of the pocket of the shorts he was wearing, dialled a number, and said the number nineteen. Zara looked at him in surprise, still expecting him to answer her question, but instead, he grabbed her elbow and pushed her towards the street.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked again, trying to free herself.

‘Where are you staying?’ David asked, this time in a whisper. She told him the address of the apartment she had rented. He sent a quick message and started looking around. Zara began to ask him something, but at that moment, a car pulled up in front of them, and David made her sit in the back seat. He himself sat in the seat next to the driver.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

‘You’ll see,’ the driver answered in Bulgarian. Then he told her that everything would soon become clear.

‘What will become clear?’ she asked, but neither David nor the driver answered her question. Instead, they spoke to each other in English as if in some code. No matter how hard Zara tried, she could not understand what they were talking about. I guess it’s about me, she thought. Maybe they’ll take me to my apartment. Zara looked around and, to her surprise, she saw that they were leaving the town and heading towards Sofia. They’re going to take me away for questioning, she realised, and this time she began to feel the creep of fear and panic.

When they arrived in Sofia, David told her not to worry and left her in a room that resembled the interrogation rooms she had visited years ago in London. They had left her alone, but it was clear to Zara that she was being watched. What was going on? What would she be questioned about, she wondered. Then she tried to remain calm.

––––––––
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In one of the neighbouring rooms, David and his colleague Daniel Dobrevski were watching her and at the same time reviewing her file.

‘How do you know her?’ Dobrevski asked.

‘I met her a few years ago here in Sofia. Honestly, I thought I would never see her again.’

‘Did you meet her for work?’

‘No. It wasn’t for work,’ David answered, and this time there was a gentle note in his voice. Dobrevski stared at his colleague. David felt his searching gaze but decided not to say anything more. What is Zara doing in Bankya? he wondered again.

‘Her file is here. Do you want to read it?’ Dobrevski asked.

‘You read it and tell me the main points. Then go and interrogate her.’

‘I thought you were going to conduct the interrogation?’

‘I prefer you to do it,’ David said and stared at Zara on the screen again. She didn’t seem to be worried, which wasn’t normal. Most of the people he picked up from the street and brought to this building looked nervous. Zara, however, was staring straight ahead and seemed lost in memories. What had she been doing in the last three years? The few times he had been in London, David had thought about calling her. He had found her phone number in the database, but he never dared to do so. And now she was sitting here, a few steps away from him.

‘So, I read her file. She was born in Sofia. Her parents died recently. Her mother died two years ago, her father eight months later. She’s their only child, and she inherited two apartments from them. That’s probably why she’s in Bulgaria.’

‘When I met her, she told me she was married,’ David said.

‘She was. Her husband died four months ago. In just two years, she lost everyone close to her, David,’ Dobrevski murmured.

He too stared at Zara sitting in the next room.

‘Children?’

‘It says she had a son, but her son’s file is classified. I don’t have access to it. You’ll have to ask to have it declassified. It’s not in our database.’

David looked at his colleague, got up from his chair, and started walking around. Then he looked at the computer and dictated the file number into the phone.

‘Go question her. I’ll wait for Anton to send me her son’s file.’

‘There’s something strange about this woman,’ Dobrevski commented, then he took the folder with her name on it and left the room. David sat down in front of the laptop and quickly read what was written in her file. It mentioned that her husband had died, but it didn’t say what his cause of death was. The whole file seemed somehow incomplete, as if someone was hiding information. But why? David wondered. What is Zara hiding? His intuition told him that she was the root of something, but what was it? And why had someone classified her son’s file? He clicked on the link to her son’s name, and all he saw was his death certificate.

‘God,’ David muttered, and his gaze turned back to Zara. Dobrevski introduced himself to her and sat down opposite her. She nodded and stared at the folder that was left in front of her on the table.

‘Why am I here, and where is David?’ she asked. This time, Dobrevski saw that the fingers of her left hand were trembling slightly. So, she was not as calm as she appeared.

‘We want to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.’

‘Can I leave?’

‘Not yet.’

‘So, I’m being held, but you’re not telling me why.’

‘You’re not being held. We just have a few questions ...’

‘Are you kidding me?’ she interrupted him. ‘If you had any questions ... if David wanted to know why I am in Bulgaria and in this city, he could have just asked me. Why are you behaving so secretively? Will you at least tell me where I am now?’

‘In one of the buildings of ...’ Dobrevski didn’t know if he could tell her where they were right now, so he decided not to tell her. She was right, she wasn’t being held, but they couldn’t let her go before they found out what she was doing in Bankya.

‘So, you’re not going to tell me,’ Zara said, and she crossed her arms in front of her chest. She was angry, then she seemed to relax. ‘Okay. Tell me what interests you.’

‘What are you doing in Bankya?’ Dobrevski asked.

‘I’m looking at houses in the area. I decided to move somewhere quiet, away from the big city.’

‘When did you come?’

‘Three weeks ago.’

‘How many house viewings have you been to?’

‘A few. I’ll give you the broker’s name; he’ll give you more detailed information.’

‘Okay,’ Dobrevski said and wrote down the broker’s name and phone number. Then he leaned back in his chair and stared at Zara.

‘Did you know that David was also in Bankya?’

The question seemed to surprise her, and Dobrevski sensed that she was delaying her answer. The delay was within a fraction of a second, but his training and instinct suggested that she probably knew that David was around. However, she denied it.

‘Are you sure you didn’t know that he was here?’ he asked. She denied it again, but this time it was more convincing.

‘I met David about three years ago. I know almost nothing about him. I don’t even know if that’s his real name, and I have no way of knowing that he was here. I was surprised to see him, just as he was surprised to see me. Actually, I didn’t see him; I didn’t recognise him on the tennis court. He called me, you can ask him.’

‘I’ll ask him,’ Dobrevski promised. ‘What are you doing right now?’

‘I already told you, I decided to move to Bankya, and I’m looking for a house.’

‘Why in Bankya?’

‘The town is close to Sofia, and that’s just one of the reasons. Why are you asking me all these questions?’

‘Who recommended the broker to you?’ Dobrevski was asking her questions randomly, simply because he didn’t know exactly what to ask her. This whole interrogation was highly unusual, but his intuition told him Zara was hiding something, and he wanted to find out what it was. Dobrevski questioned her for an hour, but he never managed to figure out what exactly was bothering him about her. Finally, he took the folder and left the room.

‘What do you think?’ David asked when he saw him.

‘I don’t know what to think. There’s something about this woman, but I don’t know what it is.’

‘I’ll go talk to her in a moment. Maybe she’ll tell me.’

‘I doubt it,’ Dobrevski muttered. He looked at Zara again. She had curled up in the chair and was biting her lower lip. What was she thinking about?

David was watching her too, wondering if her appearance on the tennis court had been a coincidence. The odds of the two of them meeting at that exact moment and in that very place were one in a million. And that was exactly what was bothering him. He stood up and prepared to go to her when a message appeared on his laptop. His colleague Anton had sent him the file on Zara’s son. David sat back in his chair, opened the file, and began to read. Zara and Michael’s son was named Victor. When he was eight years old, he and his father had been caught in the crossfire of a random shootout. One of the bullets had gone through Michael and hit the child in the neck. Another bullet had hit their son in the heart. He died at the scene. After the incident, Michael had been paralyzed from the waist down for life. The file did not mention the location of the shootout, and the law- enforcement officials involved seemed to have been erased. There were no eyewitness names either. David reread the file, then looked back at Zara.

‘What’s wrong?’ Dobrevski asked.

David didn’t answer; instead, he moved the laptop so that Dobrevski could read the information from her son’s file.

‘Oh my God!’ said his colleague. ‘It’s unbelievable.’

‘Yes, it is,’ said David, continuing to watch Zara. How did she feel when she was told the news of her son’s death? And who was to blame for the tragedy? It must have been someone whose name was classified for some reason. Did Zara and her husband know who the shooter was?

‘If I were her, I would want to go somewhere and start a new life,’ Dobrevski said.

‘Maybe,’ David agreed quietly. Then he sat down again and checked the information about Zara’s husband. The cause of his death was from small pieces of the bullet remaining in his spine. It had been impossible to remove them, at least according to the surgeon. According to the report, Michael knew that he could die at any moment. What was it like for Zara to live with someone who was already doomed to death? It certainly couldn’t have been easy for her or for her husband. David reread all the information he had, then got up and decided to go and talk to her. There was something that bothered him about her arrival here, but he couldn’t quite figure out what. Had she come to look for him? After three years, probably not. Yet something about her story didn’t add up, but he really, really wanted to believe her. David entered the interrogation room. Zara looked up and smiled at him. Despite her smile, her body betrayed great tension.

‘Sorry to keep you here, but your appearance on the tennis court surprised me.’

‘I was surprised to see you too. I can’t understand the reason for all these questions. I answered everything your colleague asked me.’

‘Yes, I know. We’ll let you go soon. I wanted to talk to you about something before that.’

Zara had leaned forward slightly. Now that he was watching her more closely, David could see the shadows under her eyes. Her skin was pale too. Her hands were trembling slightly. He had thought it was from the interrogation, but now that he had read the information about her husband’s death, he thought it might be a result of prolonged stress. He felt sad that they had met like this. Under other circumstances, David would have hugged her and tried to comfort her. However, the situation was such that he could not do that at the moment.

‘You said you wanted to talk to me about something.’ She interrupted his thoughts.

‘That’s right. I wanted to ask you when you decided to move to Bankya?’

‘Two months ago. I don’t think you could understand it, David, but I’ll try to explain. After the death of my parents and my husband, everyone around me feels sorry for me. I wanted to move somewhere I could live alone, where no one knows me. The businesses that Michael and I created are still operating, so I need a house in a settlement near the capital. I will often have to travel to London for work. The airport is only an hour away, and that’s actually the main reason. I don’t know what you and your colleague suspect, but I haven’t done anything wrong.’

‘No one is saying you did anything wrong.’

‘But you put me in a car and literally dragged me to this place. What do you suspect I did?’

‘I personally don’t think you did anything wrong,’ David said quietly, then got up from his chair and left the room. He felt very confused. Zara seemed to be acting strangely. Standing across from her, he couldn’t think, couldn’t ask questions. He had to leave that to Dobrevski. He went in to him and asked him to continue the interrogation.

Instead of sitting and watching what was happening in the other room, David decided to call one of his best friends in the agency. He wanted to find out who had shot Zara’s son. When he asked Zachary if he knew about this case, his friend fell silent and then sighed heavily.

‘I can’t tell you anything. The case is classified.’

‘But from the way you’re reacting, I understand that you know something.’

‘I’ve only heard rumours.’

‘What rumours?’ David asked.

‘Look, I’ll tell you, but the truth is, I don’t know any names. However, I know that besides this boy, there was another person who died. The boy’s mother and father have been trying for years to find out who exactly shot him, and sometimes write emails, make inquiries, and talk to journalists. This is also the reason why many of us wonder exactly what happened then and why the case is being covered up. Rumours are that the person who shot the child and the other man are at top government levels. A friend of his from the Secret Service deleted, or rather did not enter any information about who was present at the time. There are not even names of the witnesses, and there must have been at least a dozen, because according to the rumours, everything happened in a public place. It is also known that the father of the child, had some kind of vague memory, but in any case, no one has been found guilty of the shooting, and to this day, there is no one to blame. Why are you interested?’

‘The mother of the dead child is here. I know her; she showed up very unexpectedly and almost blew my cover. We’re questioning her now.’

‘How do you know her?’

‘We met by chance a few years ago in Sofia.’

‘Yeah, that sounds strange. You think she found out where you were and came to Bankya because of you? Does she know what you do for a living?’

‘She might have found out from a phone call I had while she was with me.’

Zachary didn’t say anything for a while, but David knew him well and knew his friend was considering the situation.

‘I think you did the right thing by bringing her in for questioning. Although, if you think about it, what good would it do her to come to see you so unexpectedly? Do you think she’d want you to tell her what the file says about her son’s death?’

‘I don’t know what to think, Zach. This woman ...’

‘She’s gotten under your skin, huh?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Check her out, just in case. Get her passport and check her history, but delicately. She and her husband have been through enough.’

‘Her husband passed away recently.’

Zachary fell silent again. Finally, after a short sigh, he advised David to check her history carefully.

‘She lost her son in that shooting, and now her husband. If I were her, I would look for someone like you to give me information about the person who shot my family, and I would do everything I could to get revenge. I understand that you like her, but she could have come to find you and take advantage of you.’

‘Thanks for the advice, Zach.’

So, his friend was thinking the same thing. But how could he know if Zara was lying? David returned to the interrogation room, where Dobrevski continued to question her. She was clearly angry. Her face was red, her whole body was shaking, and tears were streaming from her big, brown eyes. When David entered the interrogation room, she didn’t even look at him. All her attention was focused on Dobrevski. His colleague also seemed to be under a lot of pressure. The two of them were ready to grab each other by the throat at any moment.

‘What do you want from me?’ Zara shouted. ‘Leave me alone.’

‘We will let you go,’ David said and gestured for Dobrevski to leave the room.

‘We will let you go, but I will need your passport to confirm what you said.’

‘I have two passports – Bulgarian and British. Which one do you need?’

‘In this case, both. I will come with you to your apartment, just the two of us, so we can talk there in peace.’

Zara seemed to calm down, but when she got up, David saw that her knees were shaking slightly and that she was barely standing. He approached her and helped her walk the distance to his car. He sat her in the seat next to the driver and told her to wait for him. Then he went back to get his documents, and without saying a word to the astonished Dobrevski, he got into the car and drove off towards Bankya.
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


The journey to Bankya was long. On Friday nights, Sofia residents travelled for their well-deserved rest in the countryside, and the traffic was heavy. Zara looked out the side window and thought about how unpredictable life was. She had been thinking about David for the past three years. Mike had encouraged her to find him and contact him, but she never did. But when she thought about what it would be like to meet David again, she had never imagined their meeting going like this. Insulted and humiliated, she didn’t want to look at him now. She had given him the address of the apartment she had rented and rejected all his attempts to talk to her. There was nothing to talk about and nothing to tell him. She felt like a criminal who couldn’t wait to escape from custody.

When they arrived at her apartment, she looked for her two passports and gave them to him. Then she went into the bedroom, hoping he would leave immediately, and she would give in to her grief and finally let the tears flow freely. She had made an incredible effort in the interrogation room not to cry, but in the end, she had. The memories of the deaths of her loved ones, the humiliation, all of this had been building up in the last few hours, and Zara felt that her feelings would soon burst like a balloon.

She sat on the bed and stared out the window. She expected to hear the front door close when David decided to leave, but instead she heard a knock on the bedroom door. He hadn’t left, she thought. Zara didn’t want to talk to him; she wanted him to go so she could bury her head in the pillow. She stood up and stared at the birds that had perched on the tree. Sometimes she wished she had been born a bird, so that at times like this, she could fly away and escape the walls that surrounded her. But she wasn’t a bird. She was a woman, trapped here, in this small apartment, with a man she didn’t want to see again. David kept knocking on the door and speaking, but she didn’t want to hear it. Whatever he wanted to tell her was irrelevant. Zara backed away from the window and lay down on the bed. She couldn’t hold back her tears anymore. She pulled the pillow closer to her and sobbed softly. As she cried, she heard the door open and smelled David’s cologne. He sat on the other side of the bed, then reached over and gently stroked her head.

‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered. Zara kept crying. It felt humiliating. She wanted him to go away and leave her alone. She tried to kick him out, but she didn’t have the strength to do it. So, she just kept crying.

‘I’ll get you a glass of water,’ David said and left the room. Zara heard him talking on the phone, then opening the kitchen cabinets and turning on the tap. A few minutes later, he came to her with a sandwich and a glass of water. She was starting to calm down, but still didn’t have the strength to speak.

‘I guess, like me, you haven’t eaten anything today, so I thought I’d make you something to eat.’

He walked over to her side of the bed and set the glass of water and the plate on her nightstand. Zara said nothing, looking out the window again, hoping to see the birds, but they were no longer there.

‘I’d like you to leave me alone.’

‘I’ll do that when I’m sure you’re okay.’

‘I’m okay.’

‘No, you’re not okay. Your lips are blue, and your knees are shaking.’

Zara looked down at her legs and saw that he was right. Her knees were shaking. All her whole body was shaking with tension. She pulled her knees close to her body and tried to stop the shaking. David stood next to her as if he intended to say something to her, but at that moment, the doorbell rang. He went to answer and started talking to someone, then he came back to her.

‘I gave your passports to a colleague. He will check them, and when he is ready, he will come and return them. I will stay with you until then.’

‘I already told you when I entered the country and that I did nothing wrong.’ Zara got angry again. ‘Why don’t you just go away and leave me alone?’

‘I will leave, but before that, I want to explain to you.’

‘What do you have to explain? You kidnapped me, locked me up, interrogated me, and brought me to the apartment. There is nothing more you have to explain to me.’

‘It’s more complicated than that.’

‘You know what, I don’t care. Whatever it is, you don’t need to tell me. Just leave.’

But David didn’t leave. He was standing by the window and looking away. He frowned as if what she had said had hurt him. Then he looked away and looked her straight in the eye.

‘I’m not leaving until you tell me, Zara.’

‘What do you want me to tell you?’

‘Did you know I was here? I read your file. I found out about the deaths of your son and your husband.’

‘What do their deaths have to do with you?’ she asked, tears welling up in her eyes again.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t want to ...’

‘What don’t you want? To make me cry?’

‘To upset you,’ he whispered, ‘but I need to know.’

Zara said nothing. She reached for the glass of water. Her hands and lips were still shaking, but she managed to take a sip.

‘Look, Zara, if I were you, I would do everything I could to find out who shot my child. I would give every means and every effort to find that person. My colleague and I assume that you came here in the hope that I could help you read the file.’

‘The secretarial file? You think Mike and I haven’t found a way to read it in all these years?’

‘Do you know what’s inside?’ David asked, surprised that she even knew about this file.

‘Of course I do. There’s nothing inside. There’s no culprit, no witnesses, no suspects. It’s as if it never happened.’

David backed away from the window and approached her.

‘How did you get this information?’

‘For a few thousand, someone gave it to us. Some of your colleagues are ready to do anything for money.’

David stared at her, trying to figure out if Zara was lying. But her gaze didn’t waver. Someone had really given them this file. So that wasn’t why she had come here. David’s world was spinning. He had caused Zara additional pain, and now he regretted it. Now, standing in front of her and realising what he had done, he cursed himself for ever doubting her.

‘I... I’m sorry for everything you had to go through today,’ he said quietly and sat down on the bed next to her. ‘Right now, my colleagues and I are under a lot of pressure. I can’t tell you what we’re investigating or why, but you coming to the tennis court at that time was something we couldn’t ignore. We had to know why you came and if someone sent you. At least that was our first suspicion.’

‘You thought I was a criminal?’

‘Now that you say it, it sounds ridiculous, but yes, we thought that one of the people we’re investigating sent you. I can’t tell you more, at least not now. But when the investigation is over, I can come and explain it to you.’

‘You don’t have to explain to me that you’re doing your job, David. Mike and I started a company that did customer research. I know how far things can go wrong sometimes.’

‘So, you understand?’ He looked at her hopefully.

‘I understand, but that doesn’t mean I’ll forget soon. You can leave now.’ Zara pointed to the door.

‘Not yet. I have to wait for the passports to be returned. And I want to make sure you’re okay.’

‘I’m okay. Just go.’

‘I told you I can’t leave yet. I have to wait for my colleague to come back with your passports.’

‘Dobrevski? He can bring them tomorrow. I’m not going anywhere.’

‘Dobrevski left urgently.’ David’s voice was concerned, and Zara assumed something had happened, but she didn’t ask him what it was.

‘Here’s what we’ll do. You’ll eat the sandwich and drink the water, and then I promise to go to the kitchen and not bother you anymore. I’ll wait for my colleague to bring you the passports, then I’ll leave.’

‘Can’t your colleague bring them to me?’ Zara asked, but then she realised she wasn’t free to do whatever she wanted yet. The interrogation room had simply been replaced by her apartment bedroom. David would not leave until what she had said was confirmed. She sighed, pulled back the covers, and lay on her side, turning her back to him. He got up and went into the kitchen. Zara heard him open the kitchen cabinets, then pour a drink and place it noisily on the table. He had left the bedroom door and the kitchen door open, and Zara could hear every step he took on the old kitchen parquet. Then there was silence. She wrapped the covers around herself and wondered how long it would take to complete the check. I hope it’s quick, she thought, then turned her gaze back to the tree visible from the window. She watched the leaves and branches sway in the strong wind, and soon she fell asleep.
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