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            He wound up the window at once. Don’t wait for an

answer. Expect to be obeyed as a matter of course. Glubb

Pasha, he thought savagely, that’s me; Lawrence of

Arabia	He put the car back into neutral and prayed.

For a moment, neither Arab stirred. Then the driver, the golden one, spoke a few words out of the side of his mouth. The other wanted to argue, but the first man cut him short with a chopping gesture. They got into the Mercedes. The driver started the engine.

The Mercedes sat there, immobile and threatening. Seconds ticked by. Why the hell didn’t they move? The answer came to him along with a sick feeling in the base of his stomach.
The Arabs were going to ram Leila’s car.

A choky little moan forced its way through his lips. He heard Leila swallow; then she laid a hand over the nearer

one of his, giving it a squeeze, and Colin, overloaded with inconsistent emotions, nearly fainted. He stared at her hand. Suddenly he heard a crunch of gravel, stones flew up to strike the paintwork of Leila’s Ford, and the lot was empty.

Colin slumped back in his seat. “Thank God,” he was saying, over and over again. “Thank God, thank God…. ”

He saw Mark stagger to his feet, dusting himself down. Why was he doing that? For a moment Colin refused to see it; then the truth burst in on him: The driver of the Mercedes had charged straight at Mark, heedless of whether he got out of the way in time.

Colin turned to Leila. “Care to tell me what that was all about?”

Mark came over to join them, sliding into the back seat. His face was the color of raw pastry.

“They were … they claimed to be friends of my father.” Her voice, in contrast, was quite even. She had long ago removed her hand from his; the intimacy of that shared moment might never have been. “And it’s true I’d seen one of them about the house in Beirut, sometimes.”

Colin waited for her to continue. When she did not, he prompted her. “We were standing in the trees, watching you. He hit you. We saw.”

“They … “ She trailed off, staring at the dashboard, and he sensed she was thinking up some story that would satisfy them. The perception angered him. “They wanted me to go with them,” she said finally.

“Why?”

“They wouldn’t say. So of course I refused. That’s when he hit me.”

“I see.” There clearly wasn’t going to be any further explanation, so Colin put the car in gear and drove off.

For the first part of the journey back into Oxford he concentrated on keeping the car headed straight while he tried to master an irritation he knew to be pointless. If Leila chose not to confide, no appeal lay against her decision, even though he’d saved her life. Oh, childish,
childish!
he berated himself. Saved her life, what crap!

After a while, however, the anger faded, to be replaced by a much more interesting set of feelings.

It dawned on him that here he was, in the presence of someone he’d wanted to be close to for months now. As soon as he dared take his eyes off the road he began to glance in her direction. The white pants she was wearing stretched across the tops of her thighs in a way that made him long to reach over and stroke them. Her skin, what he could see of it, was moist with perspiration, and he thought how nice it would be to lick that, slowly, relishing each fricative stroke. But what got to him most was her smell.

She was wearing a fragrance of some kind, but she also had an utterly distinctive body scent, rising above the artificial perfume while somehow combining with it to produce this magnificent aroma. He struggled to find words to describe it and failed. Citrus tartness was there, something herbal as well, musk….  Colin didn’t know what musk smelled like, but he knew this had to be musk from the way he kept taking deep breaths in an effort to absorb Leila through her scent. And from the way his jeans had grown tight at the crotch …

She was looking at him too; not directly, not even often, but enough to let him see she was interested. Colin should have felt happy. He didn’t. He never knew what to do in these situations, which in any case had been few and far between for him. Did she want him to make a move? But how, with Mark in the back seat?

Say something.

What?

Anything.

“Where can I drop you?” he faltered. “I mean … oh, God, it sounds so silly, driving your car.”

She laughed, a laugh with no shadows or reservations, and he shivered. “I want to go to the Randolph.” “The hotel?”

“Yes. My brother’s arriving today; he’s got to know about what happened this afternoon.”

“You’ll tell the police, of course?”

“My brother will decide everything.”

He felt disappointed in her. To let a man make up her mind for her, so … so … well, yes,
nice
—as long as you could be that man.

Conversation languished. He glanced at his watch. At this rate, it would take no more than fifteen minutes to reach the Randolph Hotel. Then goodbye.

He felt very strange. All his limbs seemed light. His vision was amazingly clear; he could hear every rustle of her clothes as she shifted position. She was wearing her severe look now, an expression suggestive of self-containment, hard work, proper self-esteem. It grew upon him with frightening intensity that this girl was
right.
The person he’d been waiting for all his life. The one.

The cleanness of the perception was what astonished him most. There were no fuzzy edges to it. Not a single “but” marred the smooth surface of what he suddenly knew to be his rapturous love for Leila Hanif.

Later he would tell people, “As the lights changed and I turned out of Cornmarket, I fell in love for the first time.”

As the lights changed and he turned out of Cornmarket, he burst into peals of laughter, but when Leila asked what was funny he shook his head and replied, “Nothing.”

It was because he’d fallen in love with a smell that he laughed.

Mark Stamford left them at the hotel, muttering something about a stiff drink. But then Mark did not have the restorative power of love to help him. Colin and Leila stood beside the car in silence. He found himself smiling; that was because she had smiled first.

She reached for his hand and shook it. “I haven’t thanked you properly,” she said. But her grave tone contrasted with the manner of her handshake; she was flicking his own hand up and down as if they were children at play. He read her eyes. They were brown, he discovered: dark, but shining as if with newly coated varnish, and now those premature laughter lines cut deeply into her face.

“You should thank Mark too,” he said, remembering that Mark was no longer there.

“No,” she replied. “I shouldn’t.” Before Colin could question that, she went on. “Come and meet my brother. You’ll like him.”

Colin and Leila were shown up to a suite. The door opened to reveal the back view of a tall man wearing a dark coffee-hued jacket over pale slacks. He had the phone receiver to his ear and was carrying the other half of the instrument in his left hand. Hearing them enter, he swung around. He clapped eyes on Leila first and his face lit up; then he saw she was not alone and the expression of malice he turned on Colin was enough to make the young man shiver.

“My brother, Halib.”

Halib snapped a few final words of Arabic and reconnected the two parts of the telephone, dropping it onto a nearby table from a height.

“Halib, I want you to be friends with Colin Raleigh. He helped me this afternoon. I mean,
really
helped me.”

For a moment, Halib’s expression did not soften. Then, quite suddenly, his face broke into a beam and he came forward to embrace Colin, kissing him on both cheeks.

“My very, very dear friend, it is impossible for me to know what to say to you. If you helped my sister, you helped me; if you helped me, you helped the Hanif family, which is in your debt forevermore. Sit down, tell me everything.”

“There’s not much to tell.” Colin felt ill at ease. Halib spoke lightly accented English in a voice that, for all its softness, its almost poetic rhythms, troubled him. Perhaps it was too soft, too sibilant: the voice of a snake wrapped around a tree.

“I was walking with a friend of mine, when—”

Halib threw himself down on a sofa next to Leila, crossed his legs, and began a rapid speech in Arabic. Colin stopped speaking, his mouth open while he waited for the interruption to cease. But it looked as though his contribution to this party was over, for by now brother and sister were locked in an animated conversation he could not hope to follow.

Colin looked around the suite’s living room. Halib was, it seemed, a rich man. His clothes, the leather valise just visible through the half-open door to the bedroom, and, beyond that, the matching two-suiter stretched open on the bed—all these things spoke in muted tones of wealth. But the object that really caught his eye was Halib Hanif’s briefcase.

It lay on an occasional table by the window: black calf edged with maroon, gilt reinforcements on all eight corners. A gold American Express tag hung from its handle. Colin could almost smell it. One day he would own a briefcase like that, he promised himself. What was inside? Papers, millions of dollars in treasury bills, drugs?

Why did Halib make him think of illicit gains? Ridiculous! The briefcase was the perfectly normal accoutrement of a successful businessman.

“My dear Colin.”

He came to himself with a guilty start, realizing that Halib must have seen the direction his eyes had taken.

“My dear Colin, now that Leila has told me everything, I can say, sincerely, that we are more than ever in your debt.”

He rose from the sofa and came over to clasp Colin’s hand. He shook it several times before resuming his seat. Something about this curiously formal ritual touched Colin. He began to feel rather better about Halib.

“I cannot offer you a full explanation of what happened, because I do not know myself. But you are entitled to share in our … our theorizing.”

He emphasized that last word with a show of good humor, and Colin found himself softening further. Halib had his sister’s deep-set eyes, hooded by fleshy brows; when they were wide open, as now, and his lips widened in a smile, he took on something of her physical attractiveness. There was a definite family resemblance, though his skin was a deep brown, much darker than Leila’s.

“Our family is very mixed, Colin. European and Arab blood. We settled in Beirut three generations ago. Our grandfather was a banker, like our father, like me. Leila is studying for her PPE, here in Oxford; when she goes home, it will be to join the family business. The situation in our country is complicated. We are prominent in business and in politics. We think the men you saw may have wanted to kidnap Leila.”

“Kidnap
her?”

“And hold her for ransom. Something not unheard of in Lebanon.” “Will you tell the police?”

“No.” Halib sat forward. “Now, Colin. I know you will find that strange. But the ramifications could be horrifying.” Seeing Colin about to protest, he held up a hand. “Please! This is England, yes, I know. But you see, Leila will one day come home to Beirut, marry her beloved fiancé Yusif, and believe me, life will be simpler for her there if we just forget all about today. Under the carpet, eh? Will you promise not to go to the police? Will you?”

His mouth was full of almost blindingly white teeth. The smile on the face of the tiger? Colin didn’t know. All he knew was that Leila had a fiancé called Yusif, she was engaged, she’d been toying with him. Well, why not? Every queen needed a jester. He hated her—no, he didn’t. He hated himself.

He glanced at Leila. She smiled at him and nodded briefly, puckering up her mouth, showing her laughter lines. She wanted it kept away from the police too. Right, then.

“Um … no harm was done, I supp—”

“Good. Fine, wonderful, great.”

Halib bounded up; Colin instinctively rose also. Now he was being shepherded to the door by an ebullient Halib. Leila came to his rescue, taking him by the arm, her fingers tight around his flesh.

“Don’t mind him,” she whispered. “He’s adorable once you get to know him.”

He looked at her, trying to instill contempt into his gaze and consciously failing. Just get out, he told himself wearily. Cut it short.
Go!
He was almost halfway down the corridor before something prompted him to throw over his shoulder, “Leila, I live on the High—Number sixty-two, first floor.”

Then he was being thanked yet one more time; the door was closing; he caught a final glimpse of Halib standing with arm raised to wave farewell; he was dismissed.

It felt like that, he mused, as he wandered along Turl Street. I’m a servant, I did a good deed, I’ve been thanked by the master, and now here I am, belowstairs again, in my place.

He returned to his room on the High, with its view of the garden at the back, now at the very height of summery charm, and put on an LP: Puccini,
Madame Butterfly.
After a while—it was stupid but he couldn’t help himself—he felt water on his cheeks. He swore, dashing away the tears. He began to knit all the bad words into oaths of great intricacy, attempting to weave a spell, a curse, on the woman who’d reduced him to such weakness. To such a pile of puke.

A few minutes into Act Two, there came a light knock on the door. Colin ignored it. But then the visitor knocked again, and spoke. A woman’s voice. “Colin?” One word, just that.

But what a word. What a voice.

Colin, his heart beating fast, ran over to lift the needle. His hand was shaking so much that he scratched the LP—his favorite, too, and he didn’t care. He switched off the machine. He took a deep breath.

“Come in, Leila,” he called.


20 JULY 1984:
0500: LONDON
H
ALIB
had taken no chances over the reservation. He’d telexed the Penta Hotel as long ago as May, specifying the room number he required and charging it to a Diner’s Club card. From his vantage point by the soundproofed window he had a panoramic view of Heathrow Airport’s Terminal Three. In the early light, with the aid of binoculars, he could even make out the tail insignia of a certain Lockheed TriStar that was parked on stand Juliet Fourteen.

Halib lowered his glasses long enough to consult his watch: less than an hour to go. They would be loading the fuel, the food and drink, checking individual suitcases against the list of issued boarding passes. The cleaners would have finished by now, leaving the cabin crew to set up the galleys ready for service after climb-out. The copilot would be walking around the plane, completing his visual check for oil leaks before testing whether there was sufficient nitrogen in the tires to support a fully laden landing in case of emergency. Early passengers would already be assembling in the holding lounge. Duty-free liquor and cigarettes would be coming across from the bonded warehouse, ready for stowage. The captain was reading his weather reports, calculating weights and speeds, updating his list of radio frequencies, studying today’s Notices to Airmen. And maybe, just maybe, some bright member of the cabin staff had thought to check the life rafts in case they had to ditch

Halib raised the thumb and middle finger of his left hand to the bridge of his nose, massaging it gently. He took another look at his watch before once more lifting his binoculars. Thirty-six minutes to push-back.

The overhead lockers were all still open when Senior Steward Alex Perkins began his routine check of the passenger cabin. He started at the back, giving each cavity more than a cursory glance before slamming shut the door. One of his responsibilities was to examine potential hiding places for weapons and explosives; despite the fact that he’d never found anything, he took the job seriously. A friend of his had been killed in 1982 when Abu Ibrahim and the Organization of 15 May blew up a Pan Am jet as it landed at Honolulu.

He worked his way forward, out of economy and into club, until at last he reached the first class cabin. He crossed the forward galley and set off down the port side. In the very last locker, right at the back of the plane, was the familiar gray canvas bag marked
child’s life raft
. He reached up and pushed it to the end of the locker, where it would not slip during takeoff. It seemed heavy for a life raft. He was about to lift it down for inspection when a nearby phone buzzed. Cockpit. Alex picked up the receiver.

“Perkins.”

“Three coffees, if you’ve got a moment.”

Alex had nothing against Captain Thorneycroft, a morose little man who always looked as if he were on the point of losing his temper, though he’d never yet done so, at least not in Alex’s presence. But for all his punctiliousness, he commanded the kind of instant obedience every captain longs for, few merit, and a tiny minority obtain.

“Three coffees,” Alex murmured. “Coming up.”

Before returning to the forward galley he remembered to slam the overhead locker shut.

Colin and Robbie sat in one corner of the departure lounge. After his father had finished telling him the story of how he’d met Leila, Robbie spent a long time staring out of the window. To one side he could see their waiting aircraft; beyond that, an expanse of grass and concrete, distant houses, a pale, early morning sky. Somewhere beyond all those things, his mother roamed the surface of the earth. He did not know where she was or why she had gone, and he missed her hands around him when his face ached with the strain of keeping back tears, missed the stories she used to read before kissing him good night, missed her like a sick man craves the sense of well-being he took for granted before illness struck him down.

For the last two years he’d known it was his fault that his mother had taken off like that. Must have been. Something he’d said, something he’d done. But what? She’d not stayed around to tell him. No second chance …

“You
miss her,” he said suddenly. “Don’t you?”

He turned to his father, willing him to answer honestly. For a moment Colin’s face remained set in marble, with eyes to match. Then he opened his mouth to speak, but before he could do so another voice interrupted.

“No one’s sitting here.”

Not a question but a statement; had there actually been someone occupying the seat next to Colin’s it would perhaps have amounted to an order to vacate. Colin looked up to see a middle-aged, middle-height, bespectacled man glowering over him in challenging contempt.

“Not as far as I know,” he replied shortly.

“Be so kind as to watch my bag.”

Colin was about to refuse to accept responsibility for someone else’s hand luggage when the man stalked away without a backward glance, leaving his briefcase on the next seat where Colin could not help but read its label, written in angry red capitals:
jan van tonder.

“What a cunt.”

“Robbie!”

“Well… talking to you like that.”

“You just watch your language, son. They won’t appreciate words like that in K.L., and Celestine’d kill you.”

Robbie’s expression turned sulky for a moment. He muttered something, keeping his voice low enough to prevent his father from hearing, but Colin knew it would be along the lines of “All the other guys say it all the time.” Being a sensible father, he ignored that.

“Funny accent,” Robbie said, emerging from his mood as quickly, and as unpredictably, as he’d entered it.

“Seth Efrican.” Colin grinned. “Not that there aren’t a few English schoolboys who could show him the door where rudeness is concerned.”

“Oh, p—ish. Pish off.”

They laughed. “Look out,” Colin said, “he’s coming back.”

Van Tonder strode up to take possession of his seat, carrying a copy of the
Herald Tribune.
He sat down without a word of thanks to Colin for minding his case and opened the paper. After a few seconds he began to snuffle and snort. He hurled the paper onto his lap and reached into his jacket pocket for an inhaler, which he proceeded to ram up each nostril in turn. The Raleighs watched in guilty fascination. Suddenly the man’s beady eyes swung around to glare at them.

“Yes? Can I help you?”

“Sorry,” Colin muttered.

“Perhaps you are one of those people who find illness in others amusing. If so, I am sorry for you. After spending ten days here I have to tell you that I am sorry for your pathetic little country, and I am sorry for you also.”

He replaced the inhaler in his pocket, picked up the paper, and was soon lost in its foreign pages, with only an occasional catarrhal grunt to punctuate the silence.

Colin shrugged. He took a coin from his pocket. “Which of us is going business class to Bahrain? Toss you for it.”

“Okay.”

“You call.”

“Heads.”

Colin spun. “Tails.” “Shit.”

“It’s not so bad, actually. Between Bahrain and Kuala Lumpur it’ll mostly be night; you’ll sleep much better up front.”

“Suppose so.”

Passengers had started to board the aircraft. There was the usual holdup on the jetway; then the two of them were turning right at the door, heading through the galley and the small first class cabin into club, where they parted company for the time being.

Colin had been allocated a window seat on the star-board side of the plane. The mere act of settling into it filled him with childlike excitement. There was plenty of leg room and he only had one other person next to him, not two, as in the rear cabin. Somebody was offering him a hot towel. Somebody else was carrying a tray on which stood tall glasses of orange juice, beer, and something straw-colored that fizzed; surely not…

“Champagne, sir? Or would you rather have—”

“Champagne will be quite simply wonderful.”

Everything, in fact, was wonderful—the stereo headphones, the leg rest, the bag filled with Crabtree & Evelyn cosmetics for men—right up to the moment when the altercation began.

“I have to get past. Excuse
me.!”

Impossible to mistake Van Tonder’s obstreperous tones. Colin’s lips twitched, but he did not allow the South African to distract him from his magazine. Only when he heard the response did his head jolt up and
Time
fall from his hands.

“Look,” another voice was saying. “My friend. We all have to get past. Now would you mind—”

The second speaker seemed to become conscious of Colin’s eyes upon him, for he suddenly broke off and looked along the aisle. The South African seized the moment, pushing past his opponent with an angry flurry of his squared shoulders, until he could drop into the seat next to Colin’s.

“What are you doing here?” Colin’s voice came out in a light, hollow monotone. His throat hurt. Tension, fueled by champagne, had wrapped a multilayered bandage around his forehead and was busy twisting the tourniquet.

“This is my seat,” Van Tonder replied huffily.

“No, my friend, it is not.” The other man, the one who’d quarreled with Van Tonder, was standing over him. “It is mine. First you shove me aside; then you steal my seat. Move, please.”

Colin spoke again. “What are you doing here?” he asked Van Tonder, in the same vacant monotone.

“I’m flying to Malaysia,” Van Tonder replied with vigor. “So is that suddenly a crime?”

“This seat,” said the man in the aisle, “has been assigned to me. Here is my boarding pass. Look.”

There was a long silence while Van Tonder looked between his own pass and the one that had been thrust under his nose. At last he gave a nasal grunt and stood up, but with no hint of apology.

Sharett lowered himself into the seat next to Colin’s with a shrug that did not quite amount to doing a Raful. He was irritated by his spat with Van Tonder.

“So,” Colin said. “A long time. New York, I seem to remember?”

“As I recall.” Raful smiled. “Thanks for defending my seat. You look well.”

Colin grunted. “Sorry if I woke you this morning,” he said after a pause, and his voice was low. “I was feeling—”

“I know.”

Raful’s mouth wrinkled into a smile; he held up both forefingers to pursed lips. Both men lapsed into silence. Colin picked up his magazine again. Raful settled himself low in his seat and tried to clear his head, but disturbing images had been aroused there and he could not concentrate. He kept remembering how Colin had twice asked Van Tonder, “What are you doing here?”

The same question had been put to him years ago in a similarly challenging tone, and the unwanted memory grated in his brain, much as the airline’s salted peanuts were going to scrape his ulcer raw.

1974: JERUSALEM
The year 1973 had been a bad one for Mossad Bitachon Leumi, Israel’s Institute of State Security, better known simply as “the Mossad”: first there was the Norwegian business at Lillehammer when they killed the wrong Arab, then came the series of high-level intelligence reports—lofty in more ways than one—that new Syrian troop concentrations were merely routine. Unfortunately, however, far from being routine, they turned out to be the first stages of the Yom Kippur War.

Once the dust had settled, there was time for the big men to sit down and decide who to break, who to make. Eliahu Zeira, head of Aman, Israel’s military intelligence, had to go, of course; Memuneh Zamir was also for the chop. As new intelligence supremo they appointed Major General Yitzhak Hofi, commander of the northern front during the 1973 war, and a national hero. So the game of musical chairs began. Raful Sharett, trailing in the wake of half a dozen bigger players, moved rapidly from Political Action and Liaison to the Collection Department, himself collecting a promotion to the rank of
aluf mishne,
or colonel, on the way. When in the summer of 1974 the music finally stopped—and after the various debacles of 1973 the band played on for a long time—he found himself Director of the Operational Planning Division, which was exactly where he’d wanted to be ever since they’d blown up his daughter in London, five years before.

Avshalom Gazit, young Yigal’s father, had seen through him. He was the only man who ever could. “Why are you here?” he’d asked, that famous day in the summer of 1974.
“What are you doing here?”

“We moved office in 1967,” Raful had answered disingenuously.
“That
year in Jerusalem; down the highway from Tel Aviv, you make a left at—”

Avshalom lowered himself into the chair opposite and tapped gently on the desk, calling for silence. Raful complied, in itself a telling measure of his companion’s authority.

“You could have stayed in Tel Aviv.”

This was true. The Ministry of Defense had remained in Hakirya, avoiding the general migration to Jerusalem, and Aman was under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Defense. When Avshalom became number two in Aman he’d invited Raful to join his staff, with better pay immediately and the prospect of promotion in a few years’ time, but although Raful would have relished becoming a major general he had declined the offer.

“You
should
have stayed in Tel Aviv,” Avshalom added.

This was not so much true as debatable. Aman lacked an executive arm operating outside Israel. Raful now required certain facilities—good neutral word, “facilities"—beyond those supplied by military intelligence, facilities such as kidnapping, torture, every kind of sudden and unwelcome death; these were to be the tools of his trade. So on balance he was glad he had not stayed in Tel Aviv.

“Yet you are here. Still.” Avshalom’s long, significant pause was followed by a question larded with irony: “I wonder why?”

Raful knew his oldest friend had not given up half a Shabbat to come down the road to Jerusalem and shoot the breeze. Avshalom was one of those rare men who might have modeled for a biblical patriarch, if only he hadn’t kept his white beard so short and tidy. The chin was prominent, and because he always held his head upright it jutted out like a physical challenge. His eyes were huge and blue, better lie detectors even than the microwave respiration monitors they kept at the Allenby Bridge. But that weary, lined face was incapable of concealment: a bad trait for a professional spy, which is perhaps one reason why Avshalom Gazit never aspired to be other than somebody else’s deputy.
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