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Part I


Chapter 1

 

Wednesday

“You erred in coming, habibi. Listen.” Maroun Ghaffour lowered the car window and cocked his head to hear the distant hammering of machine-gun fire. “They are tuning up now. Soon the concert begins.”

“Maalesh,” the American driver replied. “You signaled, so here I am. Let’s find ourselves a quiet place and do some business.”

The silver Renault turned the corner at the crest of the hill and slowed to a halt at the entrance of a narrow lane that was shrouded in darkness. No streetlamp broke the gloom. No light escaped from behind the heavy wooden shutters of the street’s ancient stone villas. Even if someone had observed the Renault’s approach, to identify the face of the elegantly suited Lebanese businessman in the passenger seat—or that of the American driver who, at thirty-two, was nearly ten years his junior—would have been impossible.

The Lebanese man had a boyish, chubby face that was deeply tanned and displayed the meticulous grooming of an expensive salon. The sunburst wrinkles at the corners of his eyes were the byproduct of a perpetually confident smile. Rarely did anxiety furrow Maroun Ghaffour’s brow, but tonight his manicured hand trembled noticeably as it reached into the inside pocket of his double-breasted linen blazer to produce a thick manila envelope.

“I made you a copy of the minutes from Monday’s war council meeting,” Maroun said, “along with all the committee reports that were presented. Take care with them. I had no time to cover the serial numbers as I copied.”

Conrad Prosser turned off the engine, opened the envelope, and looked at the first page of each stapled document. “First-rate work, Maroun. Exactly what we’ve been looking for. I can guarantee you that this material will be on the director’s desk when he arrives for work tomorrow morning.”

“That is all I ask, Peter,” Maroun replied, using the alias Prosser had given him at their first meeting a year ago. “I want Washington to realize what a dangerous road Bashir has chosen for the Christian Lebanese.”

Although Bashir Gemayel, the headstrong young leader of the Phalangist Party and chairman of its war council, was officially Maroun’s commander in chief, Maroun had decided five years earlier that Bashir represented a long-term threat to the survival of the Lebanese Christian community. He had been reporting Bashir’s every move to the CIA since the early days of the Lebanese civil war in 1975.

Maroun turned to face Prosser, grasping his wrist gently so that the American had to stop taking notes. “Peter, it is absolute madness for Bashir to think he can seize West Beirut and the southern suburbs. Even if the Israelis invade from the south as they promised to do, and they neutralize both the Syrian army and the Palestinian Resistance south of Sidon, the southern suburbs of Beirut and the refugee camps are too well fortified to be cleared as quickly as Bashir expects. Neither we nor the Israelis have the stomach for a lengthy siege. Believe me, in a few months the Israelis will be forced by international opinion to withdraw south of the Litani, leaving us alone once more against the combined forces of the Syrian army, the Palestinians, and the Lebanese Muslims. The massacre that will follow is unthinkable. That is the message I want your government to receive.”

He fixated on Prosser’s eyes before withdrawing his hand. “But that is not the only reason I called you, Peter. There is something else. The car bombs. They are hurting us terribly. If the bombings cannot be stopped soon, some members of the war council will insist on launching our own campaign of terror bombings against West Beirut—perhaps even against Damascus itself. Peter, we need to know who is sending these bombs and how they are able to bring them into East Beirut and the Metn. If we can answer this question, I am confident that our security forces will stop the bombings and that tempers will cool again. If we do not, I fear the provocation will be too great not to respond in kind.”

“Your guess is as good as mine on how the explosives are getting in, Maroun,” Prosser said. “Has anyone tried asking the Israelis?”

“It seems they are displeased with us at the moment. Besides, they seldom offer us any information that we do not already know. Believe me, you Americans know ten times more about Lebanon than the Israelis do. They sit in their fortified security zone along the border, look north with their high-powered binoculars, and think they know everything about us. Well, I am telling you, they know less about Lebanon than I know about the Brazilian rain forest, and most of what they claim to know is mistaken.”

“You may have a point there.” Prosser chuckled. “For all the money and effort the Mossad has poured into covering Lebanon, the reports I see out of Tel Aviv these days don’t impress me. But I’m afraid the Agency doesn’t have a solution to your car bomb problem, either. Our people take it as a working assumption that Syria is behind the bombings, but that’s as far as it goes. We have no proof.”

Maroun waved the disclaimer aside. “Please, all I ask is that you do what you can to help us in this. You cannot imagine the effect the explosions are having. Our wives and children fear to step out onto the street. No place in East Beirut is safe. When you have seen even one time a child’s severed limb lying in the street, covered with dust and flies, you will understand.”

“Listen, Maroun, this is something that really ought to be handled through an official liaison between the Agency and Bashir, not by you and me. Even if I could help, you wouldn’t have any way of explaining how you obtained the information. I’ll tell you what I’ll do: if I’m able to come up with anything on the car bombings, I’ll see to it that our chief of station takes it in person to Bashir. How about it?”

Maroun shook his head. “I could easily explain having such information. I could say I obtained it from my own contacts in West Beirut and Damascus. I have often obtained valuable information by such means.”

“As I said, Maroun, if I come up with anything, I’ll do my best to get it to you before it’s passed through the proper channels.”

“That is reasonable. I ask no more than that you do what you can.”

Maroun’s disappointment was palpable, but Prosser sensed already that he may have offered Maroun too much. “All right, then, habibi, let’s roll,” he said. “The big guns are likely to let loose any minute, and I want my ass to be on the other side of the Green Line when they do. Especially with these babies tucked under my belt.” He patted the war council documents behind his waistband.

“I will walk to my car from here, Peter. For you, the Sodeco crossing will be the best choice for returning. But you must leave quickly if you are to reach the checkpoint before it closes. I fear it may soon be too late.”

“That’s all right. If it’s closed, I’ll try the museum crossing. One way or another, I’ll make it. Ma’assalama, Maroun. See you Friday on Hamra Street.”

“Au revoir,” the Lebanese man replied before scanning the street for unwelcome company. Then he shut the passenger door behind him and disappeared into the darkness of the alley.

Prosser drove off, rounding the first bend and concentrating his thoughts on the problem of crossing the Green Line. He headed south and west through the maze of Achrafiyé’s one-way cobbled streets, using a shortcut that passed near the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and St. Joseph’s University. That he encountered no other motorists along the way gave him a rising sense of unease. He was coming about as close to Beirut’s east-west confrontation line as he had ever dared to come, even in daylight hours when no battles were brewing. The bullet-scarred walls and burned-out shells of houses and vehicles on every other block bore silent witness to the many armed skirmishes that had spilled over into these streets.

He had never expected to use this particular shortcut by night. It was nearly nine o’clock; before long the trickle of cars crossing between the two sectors of the city would dry up entirely. He felt his grip on the steering wheel relax a bit as he caught sight of the stylized green cedar-tree emblem marking the last Phalangist checkpoint before the no-man’s-land of the Sodeco crossing.

He lowered his window and, for the first time that evening, heard the distant rumble of shellfire accompanying the chatter of automatic weapons fire downtown in the city’s former commercial district. There, on most nights, many tons of machine-gun bullets, rocket-propelled grenades, mortar shells, artillery shells, and other assorted ordnance would be launched westward by the Phalangists and eastward by the Lebanese leftist militias, the Palestinian Resistance, and the Syrian army. The fighting generally persisted throughout the night and tapered off shortly after dawn, in time for the first waves of commuters to brace themselves for the Sodeco, museum, and port crossings en route to their jobs on the other side of Beirut.

By six or seven o’clock in the morning, Radio Lebanon and the Voice of Palestine would broadcast advice on which crossing offered the fastest and safest route across the Green Line while announcing the unofficial casualty toll for the previous night’s battle. Killed and wounded among the combatants could almost always be counted on the fingers of one hand. Civilian casualties were usually three or four times higher.

Prosser felt the dull ache of fear spread through his limbs and tried to reassure himself that it was still too early for the fighting to have spread from Place de l’Étoile and Place des Martyrs to the Sodeco checkpoint. By the time that happened, he expected to be through the checkpoint and on his second cocktail at Harry’s party on the other side of town.

He stopped the Renault on an uneven white line painted across the pavement between shoulder-high walls of burlap sandbags. To his left, behind one wall, stood a prefabricated concrete guardhouse surrounded on all sides by still more sandbags. A hatless Phalangist of about twenty years old dressed in Vietnam surplus, tiger-stripe fatigues and jungle boots, with an M-16 slung horizontally across his waist, emerged from his cramped shelter to confront him. The Phalangist wore no insignia of unit or rank, and his careless dress showed that he was a militiaman rather than a regular soldier.

“Bon soir,” Prosser said as he lowered the window and held out his diplomatic identity card for inspection. The Lebanese approached the car warily and bent at the waist to peer through the window. As soon as he recognized Prosser for a foreigner, he waved the car forward with a desultory flick of the wrist.

Prosser disregarded the gesture. “The crossing is still open, no?”

“Open? Yes, yes,” came the militiaman’s impatient reply. “But not for much longer, Ingliizi. Yalla! Go now and do not stop until you are across.” He looked over his shoulder with nervous, darting eyes. “Yalla! Vite! Vite!”

As if to underscore the Phalangist’s message, the aftershocks from a brace of mortar rounds falling half a block away buffeted the car from the left. With the echoed reports of the twin explosions still reverberating between the abandoned buildings, Prosser put the Renault into gear. The car lurched across the white line toward West Beirut. It was accelerating through the third cratered intersection when a deafening tumult erupted on every side. Prosser noticed the swath of orange-red tracer-bullet paths ahead just in time to slam his foot on the brakes and stop the vehicle a car length short of the intersection.

As he fumbled nervously to shift into reverse, three rapid-fire flashes of white light illuminated the walls to his left and right, followed at once by the blast of three rocket-propelled grenades. The triple concussion hit his ears like the pummeling of giant fists. Then another barrage of machine-gun fire counterattacked the source of the RPGs, the trails of burning phosphorus seeming to merge into a braid of glowing magma stretched across his path. Prosser was transfixed by the eerie play and could not tear his gaze free until a cluster of bullets ricocheted against a stone wall and tore through the Renault’s headlight and grille.

An instantaneous surge of adrenaline pushed him into action. Ignoring the damage to the Renault, he let out the clutch and felt the car shoot backward—accelerating until the engine screamed—then he wrenched the steering wheel sharply to the left so that the car’s nose swung around to face forward again. Without touching the brakes, he shifted into first again and began retracing his way to the Phalange checkpoint. He came to a stop in a sheltered spot directly opposite the sentry box and leaned on the car’s horn.

“Damn you—you nearly had me killed!” he roared in Arabic above the din. “How do I get out of here? Out, sortie—which way?”

The militiaman peered over the shoulder-high barricade and gazed open-mouthed at Prosser like some mute fish.

“I said which way out, which way back to Achrafiyé? Damn you, speak up!”

The soldier, unaccustomed to hearing curses in Arabic from the mouth of a khawaja, and perhaps embarrassed at having offered such disastrous advice, pointed south. “Take that street—there, to the right,” he answered, shouting to make himself heard. “It will take you back across the main road toward the museum crossing.”

Prosser eyed him suspiciously and did not budge. “Is it open?”

“Perhaps,” the soldier answered, shrugging and lapsing once more into surliness. “But in any case that is the direction. Go without delay. Once the shelling has begun, no place in Achrafiyé will be safe. Yalla! Vite!”

Prosser was still not satisfied with the Phalangist’s directions, but by now the noise level had made further discussion impossible. To his left and right, stray bullets nipped at the upper stories of abandoned villas. In a vacant lot less than a block away, a mortar crew fired a string of three rounds, each sudden crump driving the breath back into his throat.

He raced up the hill in the direction the Phalangist had suggested, taking the narrow and poorly surfaced lanes much too fast in the darkness and praying he would encounter no other vehicles along the way. He kept up the pace until he reached the Hôtel-Dieu de France Hospital, perched on the southern slope of Jebel Achrafiyé overlooking the Lebanese National Museum at the border of the no-man’s-land separating Christian East Beirut from the Muslim West Side. He pulled up beneath a flickering streetlight to inspect the damage. Five tidy entry holes the size of dimes pierced the Renault’s fender. Two or three bullets had gone on to shatter the left front headlamp and parking light and to tear a long diagonal gash in the plastic grille, but none had penetrated the radiator. Grateful for his good luck, he scrambled back to his seat and pressed on toward the National Museum.

At the roundabout in front of the Palais de Justice he fixed a wary eye on the helmeted head of a Phalangist peering out at him from the hatch of an armored personnel carrier. Discerning that the soldier had no intention of stopping him, he pressed on toward the west. A hundred meters ahead he spied a late-model Mercedes passing through the Lebanese army checkpoint on its way west into the no-man’s-land. He smiled at his good fortune: the crossing was still open.

Prosser pulled up to the roadblock opposite the National Museum, where a steel-helmeted sentry wearing the signature red and black armband of the Lebanese army military police waved him through without so much as a second glance. Then he shifted up through the gears once more and watched the speedometer needle move steadily to the right as he entered the no-man’s-land.

He drove straight ahead, gas pedal held nearly to the floor, for what seemed like miles through the inky darkness before he recognized the Hippodrome racecourse, then the Argentine and Czech embassies, and at last the twin rows of black-and-white-striped oil drums marking the western side of the museum crossing. In a moment he would be under the protection—if one could call it that—of the Syrian army. All the way across the no-man’s-land, he had noticed only a deafening cacophony of rocket, shell, and machine-gun fire. Now the distinctive sound of each weapon rang out with an odd clarity that he had never sensed before.

The sentry, a malnourished sergeant with a gaunt face and sunken eyes, examined Prosser’s diplomatic identity card without apparent comprehension. After staring at the card for several long moments, he turned on his heel and carried the card off to a small stone structure some twenty meters away, returning with an officer whose uniform identified him as a captain in the Syrian Special Forces. The captain gestured for Prosser to lower his window once more, then handed him the card.

“Where are you going?” the captain asked in an unexpectedly accommodating tone.

“Ras Beirut,” Prosser replied.

“Where in Ras Beirut? Hamra? Verdun? Corniche?”

“Minara. I am going home to sleep, inshallah.” He laid his pressed palms against his cheek and closed his eyes in the universal pantomime for sleep.

“The crossing is closed,” the captain answered unsympathetically. “Who told you to cross?”

“Closed? What do you mean? It can’t be closed,” Prosser burst out. “The sentry let me pass!” He felt a surge of anger and frustration, fueled by his lingering resentment against the Phalangist who had nearly sent him to his grave a quarter of an hour before. “What am I supposed to do now, go back?”

The Syrian officer suddenly broke out into a grin. “No, no, no. Of course not. Go to Minara. Go home. Do as you wish,” he replied with an amiable shrug, as if to reassure the foreigner that he meant no offense. “I only wished to caution you against crossing here so late, when our fighters are expecting trouble from the east. That you have survived your trip is proof of your good fortune. At times like these the Phalangist snipers normally lie in wait on the rooftops of those buildings and fire at everything that moves.”

Prosser could not help taking a quick glance back along the road he had traveled. “Believe me, Captain, I have no intention of trying this again.”

“You speak Arabic very well for a foreigner,” the Syrian offered. “What is your work here?”

“I’m at the American embassy.” Prosser waited for the reaction.

“American embassy—very, very good!” the Syrian exclaimed enthusiastically, emboldened to test his rudimentary English. “I like America too much! But for Syrian military man, no visa to America. Visa very difficult.” He paused. “If I come to American embassy, you give me visa?”

Prosser laughed. “Inshallah, Captain,” he replied. “But visas are for the consul to decide, not me. For a visa, you must speak to the consul.”

“You speak for me?” The Syrian flashed an unctuous grin. “You help me take visa?”

Prosser reached into his trouser pocket and handed the officer one of his business cards. “Here is my card, Captain. If you come to see me at the embassy, I will take you to the consul. We will speak to him together.”

The Syrian struggled to pronounce the name Conrad Prosser using the Arabic transliteration on the reverse side of the card, coming out with something like “Cone-rod Bruiser.” Prosser nodded his approval.

“You go to Minara now, Mister Cone-rod,” the captain continued in English. “Many bad Lebanese here, kill too much. Nobody stop them kill—not even Syrian army. Lebanese crazy, crazy too much.” He pocketed Prosser’s card, gave a casual salute, and waved the traveler forward.

Prosser returned the salute and drove off along the deserted boulevard, bemused as usual by the nearly universal Arab ambition to obtain a visa to the United States. While he did not question the captain’s sincerity in applying, there was little chance the man would follow through. Apart from the fact that Syrian officers posted to Lebanon carried no passport in which a visa might be stamped, an unauthorized visit to the American embassy would probably land the man ten years at hard labor. But, then again, there was always the chance he might take the risk, and if he did Prosser would be more than willing to strike a deal. Beirut was full of people desperate enough to turn traitor for the chance to start over.

“Crazy Lebanese—crazy too much,” he mimicked before patting the area along his waistband where the envelope filled with reports from Maroun was concealed.

A momentary thrill sent his pulse racing when he thought of the splash that Maroun’s information would make at CIA Headquarters and the tale he would be able to spin for Harry Landers about how he drove right into a firefight. Then he pressed the accelerator and sped off toward Ras Beirut as if to outrun the trouble that seemed to be chasing him home.


 

Chapter 2

 

The granite-faced apartment block stood alone at the western end of rue Schubert on a steep rise that dominated the coastal road. All around it sprawled low heaps of broken cinder blocks, warped scaffolding timbers, and twisted iron reinforcing rods that had been left behind when construction was completed two years earlier. Prosser parked a block away and approached along the unlit street, moving without haste in the light of the half-moon, a steady sea breeze drying the sweat that beaded on his forehead and moistened the closely cropped hair at his temples.

From behind him came the distant reverberation of artillery along the Green Line, with shell bursts coming at three- or four-second intervals, already two or three times as frequent as when he had crossed the no-man’s-land. The opening guitar riff of “Under My Thumb” reached his ears from the crowded balcony of an upper-story apartment. That would be Harry’s party, he thought. He stepped into the lobby, nodding politely as he passed the wizened bawwaab who continued to smoke his hubbly-bubbly and listen to lugubrious Arabic orchestral music from a cheap pocket transistor.

No sooner had he stepped inside the lobby than the music was interrupted by the sharp thunderclap of high explosives detonating perhaps a hundred meters away. The shock of the blast rattled the badly fitted sliding windows in their flimsy aluminum frames and, for an instant, forced the breath from his chest. The ancient doorman, leaning back on his folding wooden chair just inside the door, drew again from his hubbly-bubbly and opened a tabloid newspaper, apparently unperturbed.

“Masaa’ al khair, Uncle,” Prosser greeted him. “They’re starting early tonight, eh?”

“Abu Daoud’s daughter was married today,” the man replied without looking up. “That is only for celebration.”

Prosser laughed. “Ah, of course. And Abu Daoud is...?”

The bawwaab put down the mouthpiece of the hubbly-bubbly. “He owns the building behind us. He is zayeem for this neighborhood.”

“Well, Uncle, do you suppose our friend Abu Daoud would mind if I took a look out back?”

“Please,” the old man answered with indifference. “As you wish.”

Prosser left the lobby and walked around the east side of the building. A hundred and fifty meters to the north stood another newly built apartment building, its windowless profile facing him and its long front, ribbed from top to bottom with broad terraces, facing the shimmering Mediterranean.

 On the terrace two stories below the roof, several scores of revelers crowded forward against an iron railing. Strobe-like flashes from the muzzle of an automatic rifle fired from the edge of the crowd lit up the side of the building and were mirrored in the glass doors behind. A split second afterward, the staccato reports reached his ears.

Moments later a dim, sputtering flame fell in a wide arc from the same spot and burst into a brilliant ball of intense white light two or three meters above the ground. Prosser felt a sharp puff of humid air in his face as the crash reached him, then a ringing in both ears. Gunfire was so commonplace in Beirut that one hardly noticed it after one’s first few days in the city, but this was the first time he had seen or heard of dynamite sticks being used as party favors.

He returned to the lobby and reached for the elevator call button.

“Which apartment?” the bawwaab inquired, still without lifting his eyes from his tabloid.

“Mr. Harry, the American consul.”

“Eighth floor. Ahlan wa sahlan.”

 

* * *

 

Prosser was only an hour late—not at all tardy by Middle Eastern standards. The door opened, and for a moment he thought he was at the wrong party. A lively Lebanese folk dance was playing, not the British rock that Harry Landers usually favored when the rugs were rolled back.

“Good evening, Mr. Prosser.” A rotund waiter of about fifty in a starched white jacket and black silk bow tie closed the door behind him. It was Wadih, a professional caterer who could be found serving drinks and canapés nearly every night of the week on West Beirut’s diplomatic cocktail circuit.

“Masaa’ an-nour, Wadih. If you’re here, I must have come to the right place.”

“It is always a pleasure, Mr. Prosser,” the waiter replied with an indulgent smile. “May I bring you something?”

“A dry Manhattan, straight up. That’s—”

“With French vermouth, not Italian,” Wadih cut in with evident pride in knowing the preferences of his clientèle. “Mr. Landers is on the west balcony. I will join you there in a moment.”

Harry Landers, the most senior of the four young vice consuls at the American embassy, was arguably the best-known American diplomat in Beirut. As chief of the visa section, he possessed near-absolute authority to grant or refuse nonimmigrant visas to the United States and considerable power over immigrant visas as well. While this alone would have been more than adequate grounds for many Lebanese to lionize him, Landers was blessed with a gregarious and easygoing nature that won friends even among those whose visa applications were inevitably denied.

Like Prosser, Landers was in his early thirties, a veteran of two previous tours abroad, and a volunteer for duty in Lebanon. The two men had become friends nearly four years earlier when both began Arabic-language training at the Foreign Service Institute in Washington. For ten months, six hours a day, Landers, Prosser, and four other diplomats languished in a drab U.S. State Department annex across the Potomac from Georgetown University, practicing an endless series of dialogues in Levantine Arabic about bargaining for fruits and vegetables, registering automobiles, and opening checking accounts. While Prosser went on to spend another ten months at the State Department’s language school in Tunis, reading decade-old Arabic news stories and listening to tapes of Arabic radio broadcasts about the United Nations and the Nonaligned Movement, Landers was assigned to staff a visa window at the U.S. consulate in Alexandria, Egypt.

Landers and Prosser were both large men, one or two inches above six feet and each having the bone structure and musculature of a wrestler or linebacker. Unlike his colleague, however, Landers had long given up strenuous exercise and now possessed the sagging paunch and jowls of an athlete gone to seed. On most evenings he could be found dining, drinking, and chasing air hostesses in the company of his regular Lebanese and European drinking companions at one of Beirut’s many surviving nightspots.

Prosser, on the other hand, rarely joined the group, even on the rare nights when he was not working. Harry had once said that Prosser was not at all the sort he would have picked out as a spy. The Agency officers he had met in Washington and Cairo were generally ex-military types who had attended state colleges and dressed in polyester leisure suits, looking more like life insurance salesmen than the diplomats they pretended to be. During the consular training Landers had undergone before embarking for Egypt, the Agency men taking the course were always the ones who sat in the back reading newspapers and who spent the lunch hour at topless bars on Arlington’s Wilson Boulevard. Most of them put in the minimum effort necessary to get by in the course without disgracing themselves.

To Landers’s way of thinking, Prosser had always seemed out of place in Beirut, too much the clean-cut Midwestern boy to lurk with cloak-and-dagger in cobbled alleys and covered bazaars. At diplomatic functions Prosser invariably appeared punctually in a dark Brooks Brothers suit, observed protocol to the letter, and scrupulously sought out wallflowers for conversation. To Landers this seemed to demonstrate his friend’s team spirit and adherence to his State Department cover. To Prosser it was merely the sort of bottom-fishing that junior case officers all over the world were expected to practice.

Landers had not been surprised when he learned from an Agency man who had served with him in Alexandria that Prosser’s first tour of duty, in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, had been anything but successful. Though by all accounts a gifted linguist, skilled reporter, and perceptive student of Saudi political and military affairs, Prosser had failed miserably at the intelligence officer’s essential task, which was to recruit new spies. Whether the Saudis were too wealthy to be tempted by money, too disgruntled with U.S. support for Israel to serve American foreign policy, or too agile to be caught in Prosser’s net, not a single Saudi had been induced by Prosser to sell the kingdom’s secrets to Uncle Sam. Few in Jeddah Station had expected him to see a second overseas posting. He would be recalled to Headquarters, assigned to a country desk, and put on the shelf.

As it happened, there had been an immediate opening for a junior Arabist in Beirut, and Prosser was the only candidate available. Now, barely a year after his arrival in Lebanon, Prosser’s star was on the rise. Because of his fluency in Arabic, he had been given an unusually large number of agents to handle, most of whom spoke no other language than Arabic. As these were the informants who tended to have the best access to hard-to-get intelligence on the Lebanese left, the Palestinian National Movement, and the Syrian army, his reporting soon began receiving higher ratings than that of any other officer in the station. Further, the necessity of attending three or four agent meetings a day in widely scattered locations around the city forced him to venture out from the safety of the embassy at times when few others were inclined to do so, earning him a reputation for dedication to duty and a cool head under fire.

Prosser entered the living room from the foyer, expecting to find scattered clusters of people engaged in typical cocktail party chatter. Instead he found three dozen assorted Europeans, Arabs, and Americans gathered in a circle around a shapely Arab girl performing a spirited belly dance. The guests clapped, stomped their feet, gestured, and sang along with the music, exhorting the woman to perform more and more suggestive movements. In style and technical skill she rivaled many of the professionals Prosser had seen perform in Cairo and Damascus; in youthful beauty she surpassed them all. She wore a cocktail dress rather than a dance costume, and a long silk sash tied across her hips accentuated her movements. She danced tirelessly, moving her long legs and full hips with abandon and clearly relishing the rapt attention she received.

Prosser wrenched his eyes away from her undulating hips long enough to spot Harry Landers on the west balcony, as Wadih had predicted, delivering a comic monologue to a trio of young Lebanese businessmen in suits.

Landers wore a jacket without a tie and gesticulated artfully with an empty pilsner glass in one hand and a cigarette in the other as he built toward his punch line. A momentary silence met its arrival, and then polite and slightly puzzled laughter followed. Landers shrugged off the setback and took Prosser’s approach as an opportunity to make his exit.

“Connie! I was starting to worry about you. Of all nights to be coming back from the East Side, for Christ’s sake. It sounds like they’re rehearsing for World War Three out there.”

Over the music Prosser could make out the rumble of faraway howitzers and crumps of mortar fire closer by. Distant flashes illuminated the night sky like lightning from a storm at sea. He had intended to regale Landers with a blow-by-blow account of his latest trip across the Green Line, but now that the opening was there it somehow didn’t seem worth repeating. Back in the safety of a diplomatic cocktail party, it seemed no more worthy of merit than enduring a lightning strike when taking shelter from a thunderstorm. To boast of it would somehow be immodest and might bring the lightning even closer next time.

“Tonight they pulled a new one,” Prosser said. “They closed the museum crossing and didn’t bother to tell me about it. Just waved me right through. The trouble was, when I arrived on this side the Syrians wanted to send me back.”

“It would have served you right. Not even the Lebs are stupid enough to cross town on a night like this. One of these days we’re going to miss you around here.”

Wadih arrived with a tray of drinks. Prosser took his cocktail and Landers traded his empty pilsner glass for a full one. Both men lifted their glasses in a toast.

A flash illuminated the empty field for an instant, and then a blast rocked the air. Whiskey and vermouth splashed over Prosser’s nose and down his chin. He bent forward to fish his handkerchief from his breast pocket. “Some wedding. I’d like to see what they do for a divorce.”

Landers set down his glass to wipe the beer from his lapels. Across the field, an assault rifle fired another dozen rounds. “That was it,” he replied.

The two Americans laughed as they put away their damp handkerchiefs, but they had barely finished when the gunfire erupted from somewhere within their own building. They turned and watched in astonishment as an Arab youth in his early twenties wearing jeans and a blue polo shirt fired nearly an entire AK-47 magazine at the moon from the balcony of the apartment adjacent to Harry’s. Encouraged by his companions, a second youth in brown desert-camouflage fatigues removed a pistol from his waistband and fired seven shots out over the horizon.

One of the trio to whom Landers had earlier told his joke, a slender Lebanese man of about twenty-five, now broke away from the other two and pushed through the crowd to the railing opposite the rifleman. He called out something that from its tone was clearly a rebuke, although the exact words, delivered in a North Lebanese dialect, were unclear. The gunman across the railing gave a quizzical look over his shoulder and tossed off a similarly indecipherable reply. Four or five seconds passed. Landers’s Lebanese guest spoke again, this time with heavy sarcasm.

The rifleman in the adjacent apartment now took deliberate aim and fired a six-shot burst in the air just wide of Harry’s balcony. A woman shrieked. The handful of guests who had been chatting on the balcony scrambled for cover.

“Now we’re really in for it,” Landers said with a hint of panic. “Can you make out what they’re saying?”

“Only a few of the words,” Prosser replied. “I think our Leb just told your neighbor with the gun to put the thing away before he calls in the Syrian army.”

“What did the other one say?”

“He’s pointing to his pals and saying they are the Syrian army.”

“Shit,” Landers muttered. “The old man and his family next door are from Damascus. Maybe they’re not bluffing.”

“Shhh!” Prosser interrupted. He cocked an ear toward the disputants. “No, our Leb isn’t buying it. I think he’s insulting them now...”

At that moment the resourceful caterer Wadih, who had disappeared from the balcony just after the explosion, returned, leading a portly man of forty or forty-five dressed in an expensive, Italian-cut business suit. The self-assured and meticulously groomed newcomer addressed the neighbors in a soothing voice, although neither Prosser nor Landers could hear what the two had said. In a little more than a minute, he had somehow prevailed on the neighbor with the assault rifle to put down his weapon.

As he conversed with them, tensions gradually subsided, and barely five minutes after he appeared, the neighbors retired indoors. His task finished, the elegantly attired peacemaker now turned to the younger Lebanese guest who had first challenged the gun-toting neighbor. He tossed off a few derisive words, as if to dismiss the younger man from his presence, and then turned his back. The younger man, unruffled, spoke a single word in reply. The peacemaker colored and left the balcony without turning around.

The younger Lebanese man, now alone at the railing, turned to reenter the apartment while the other guests, careful to avoid his gaze, made studied efforts to resume their earlier conversations. The fellow was physically unimposing. Standing no more than five foot eight—though his frame appeared to possess a wiry strength—he could not have weighed more than 150 pounds. His face was classically handsome, with a Roman nose, square jaw, and a replica of Errol Flynn’s pencil-thin mustache. His clothes were of fashionable French cut. Prosser glanced at the man’s feet, expecting to see white Italian slip-ons, and was startled to see that on one foot he wore a plaster cast tinted a bright neon green. Having noticed Landers and Prosser staring at him, he changed course to join the two Americans, addressing himself to Landers as if Prosser did not exist.

“Harry, how could you invite a man like Maarouf Zuhayri into your home? Such a man is not fit for decent society. Surely he could not be a friend of yours.”

“I didn’t invite him,” Landers replied calmly. “A guest brought him. But I’m damned happy he came. If he hadn’t been here to calm down the neighbors, I don’t know what the hell I would have done.”

“He did nothing but let them save face,” the young Lebanese man replied indignantly. “I was the one who stopped them.”

“Excuse me, Husayn, but that wasn’t quite how it looked to me,” Landers countered gently. “All you seemed to do was get them hopping mad. Hell, why not let them have their fun? We could have stepped indoors for a while. Hell, gunfire at weddings is as Lebanese as hummus and baba ghannouj.”

Husayn’s face flushed and he struggled to retain his composure. “In America, would you permit drunken fools to fire automatic weapons from your apartment building? Do you consider us Lebanese such savages that we should tolerate it?”

When neither American replied, Husayn shrugged and produced a contrite smile. “Forgive me, Harry. Of course, you are right. I am your guest. It was not proper for me to take matters into my own hands without consulting you.”

Landers laid his hand on his guest’s shoulder.“Forget it, Husayn. What do you say we just relax and have a good time, eh? Here, let me introduce you to a friend of mine from the embassy, Conrad Prosser. Con, meet Husayn al Fayyad. Husayn lives in Germany these days, but he’s back in town for a month or two to settle his father’s estate.“

Prosser reached out and took Husayn’s small, almost delicate hand and was surprised at the strength of his grip.

“Con works in the political section at the embassy,” Landers continued. “If you want to complain about guys like Zuhayri, he’s the one to talk to. He’s always interested in hearing what the thugs are up to in this town.”

In fact, Maarouf Zuhayri was one such thug with whom Prosser was already quite familiar. He had heard some months before that the Jaffa-born businessman made a fortune buying used construction machinery and off-quality building materials in Western Europe and was reselling them at an exorbitant profit in Saudi Arabia and Iraq. By most accounts an ostentatious and vainglorious sort, Zuhayri could be found most nights entertaining friends and clients at West Beirut’s most expensive nightspots.

According to his file at Headquarters, the Agency’s interest in him began in the late 1970s when he made the first of many large cash contributions to the Fatah organization, most of which were paid directly to individual Fatah officials for special projects. In practice this meant that whatever portion of the money the officials neglected to pocket for their personal use would be earmarked for special operations and terrorism.

When war broke out between Iraq and Iran in 1980, bribes to Iraqi procurement officials landed Zuhayri one lucrative contract after another to procure machinery, foodstuffs, and chemicals for the Iraqi war effort against Iran. In early 1981, however, the merchant’s bubble burst. A shipment of spoiled meat triggered a series of commercial disputes with the Iraqi war ministry that ended in his being permanently blacklisted from trade with Iraq. At the same time, the Iraqis issued an arrest warrant against him on charges of fraud and bribery should he ever be so foolish as to set foot again in that country.

Perhaps not entirely by coincidence, soon after the blacklisting Zuhayri’s business in Saudi Arabia also fell on hard times, and, one by one, his former business partners in Jordan and the Gulf began to avoid him. Although he was rumored to have millions stashed in numbered bank accounts in Beirut and Zurich, his deal-making days seemed to be over.

Prosser considered the poetic justice of Zuhayri’s situation and flashed Husayn an amiable grin. “For the most part, we’re only interested in the political class of thugs,” he said. “But I’d be happy to hear more about Zuhayri. What has he been up to lately? Loan sharking? Drugs? White slavery?”

Husayn shook his head. “His usual practice is promise to arrange loans from Saudi Arabian merchants to Lebanese companies, collect a finder’s fee in advance, and later refuse to refund his fee when the loans fail to materialize. More recently he has been borrowing money and ordering goods on credit and threatening his creditors with violence if they press him for repayment. My father lent money to Zuhayri two years ago. In March my father died and Zuhayri refused to repay the debt. I came back here two months ago to settle my father’s estate, but because of Zuhayri and several others like him, I have remained much longer than I expected.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. How long have you been away?”

“I went to Germany in 1976 to study engineering. This is the first time I have returned.”

“You were wise to leave when you did.”

Husayn did not reply, and for a moment his eyes took on a distant look.

“Husayn didn’t exactly skip the civil war, Con,” Landers interjected. “He spent nearly a year in a combat unit with the Lebanese National Movement and was on hand for the siege of the Holiday Inn.”

“Were you there when it was recaptured from the Phalange?”

Husayn nodded, his hooded eyes briefly taking on a cold and distant aspect.

“They say it was one of the hardest-fought battles of the war,” Prosser continued.

“I cannot judge. I can only say that for me it was the last. After we fought our way up to the roof, I had a difference of opinion with other officers over how to, let us say, consolidate our victory. When they sided against me, I decided to leave the war in their hands and return to my parents’ house in Tripoli. A week later, certain events persuaded me that it would be best if I traveled to Europe.”

“Somebody tried to kill him,” Landers pointed out.

Disregarding Landers, Prosser asked, “Are any of your old comrades-in-arms still in the National Movement?”

“Possibly.”

Prosser nodded politely. Husayn was beginning to look more interesting, but Prosser did not want to appear overeager. If Husayn was a regular drinking companion of Harry, there would be other times to pursue the matter at greater length.

“Tell me, Husayn, how much longer do you think you’ll be staying here?”

“A month, perhaps two. Allah only knows. It depends on my father’s debtors. If it were my money alone, I would board the next plane to Frankfurt. But my mother needs the money, and my sister is not yet married. She, too, needs whatever I can preserve for her.”

“Excuse my asking, Husayn,” Landers put in, “but if Zuhayri hasn’t paid you by now, what makes you think he ever will?”

“I shall persuade him.”

Prosser saw determination in Husayn’s eyes, but could not be sure whether it was backed by courage or foolhardiness.

“Sounds like risky business to me,” Landers answered with mock earnestness.

“No riskier than denying visas at the American embassy, I think,” Husayn replied, managing an ironic smile.

Landers caught Prosser’s eye. “I won’t touch that one,” the vice consul volunteered.

At that moment, Prosser noticed the woman who had been belly dancing when he had arrived now coming toward him with an alluring smile.

“Are you Harry?” she asked breathlessly.

“No, but for once I wish I were. My name is Conrad Prosser. And you are?”

“Layla Said,” she replied perfunctorily before turning abruptly to the other American. “Then you must be Harry.”

“I cannot tell a lie,” the vice consul answered with a grin.

She took a leatherette-covered travel document out of her purse, opened it to the last page, and handed it across. “The stamp…it means I have been rejected for a visa by the American embassy. Now that you have marked my passport like this, no European embassy in Beirut will give me a visa. Do you realize how impossible you have made it for me to travel? Why? Why would you do such a thing?”

Landers thumbed rapidly through the travel document and returned it as if it were something he did not care to touch. Husayn took the opportunity to excuse himself and limped off toward the bar before Landers spoke again. “I would imagine that my colleague at the embassy didn’t give you a visa because he didn’t expect you to come back to Lebanon,” he ventured.

“But how can he know such a thing from looking at my passport and talking to me for no more than three minutes? It is absolutely not true!”

“I’m sorry, Layla, but nearly every time we’ve given visas to young women in your situation, they haven’t returned. They go to Detroit or Cleveland or Sacramento, get engaged to nice Arab American boys, and live happily ever after. That’s all very nice, but it’s not what visitor visas are about. For you to get a visitor visa, we need to see evidence of strong ties that will bring you back to Lebanon. The consul you talked to probably wasn’t convinced you have them.”

“But of course I have ties here! I have lived here all my life. My mother and my three brothers are here. And I have a good job with the United Nations, at ECWA. I have letters proving I am working as an administrator for humanitarian affairs for four years!”

“If that were all there were to it, Layla, I might be convinced. But let’s face it, you don’t have Lebanese citizenship. You carry a Palestinian identity card from the UN, and when ECWA moves its offices to Baghdad at the end of the year, your job moves with it. All I can say is try again in a year or two, when you’re more established.”

“You mean when I’m married?” She nearly spat out the word.

“That might help,” Harry replied without smiling.

“And if I move to Baghdad when ECWA moves? Would that help?”

“Possibly, depending on how long you stay there.”

She heaved a forlorn sigh. “But, Harry,” she began in a sweet, wheedling voice, “I only want to visit America for one month. Just to have a nice holiday in New York, to see friends, to buy some pretty clothes, to have fun just once before I move to Baghdad. Why do you make it so difficult? Surely your government wants tourists to visit America and spend money, n’est-ce pas? I can show you my bank account if you like.”

“Come on, Layla. You’ve already got a French visa in your passport. If you want to shop, why not fly to Paris? You can buy anything you want there.”

The young woman lowered her head, discouraged but not defeated. “What would convince you to give me a visa to America for one month?” she said. “Can you show me a list of qualifications I must have?”

“There’s no checklist, Layla. Every applicant’s case is different. I look at a person’s passport, read his application, talk to him, and either he’s eligible or he’s not. I know qualifications when I see them.”

“May I bring my qualifications to you?” She had a look of sweet mischief on her face. “Will you look at them and tell me whether I am eligible?”

“By God, you are persistent,” Landers conceded at last with a genial laugh. “All right, bring your passport and your documents to my office Monday morning and I’ll have another look. But don’t get your hopes up. Reversals don’t happen very often.”

“Monday! That is too late—I must leave no later than Friday. And I cannot spend another day away from my work to wait in the long lines at your consulate. Can’t I bring my passport to you here? I could come tomorrow evening.” Her look was seductive.

Landers avoided looking at Prosser, who was struggling to contain a laugh. “Suit yourself,” Landers replied, feigning indifference. “If you don’t want to come to my office, drop by here tomorrow around eight.”

As soon as the words left Landers’s lips, Layla raised herself onto her toes and kissed him quickly on the cheek. “Thank you, Harry. I knew you would help me,” she blurted out, then hurried off to the living room. Her perfume hung in Prosser’s nostrils, reminding him of how skillfully she had danced, and for a moment he wished he were working under consular cover again.

“Now you’ve done it, pal,” Prosser teased as soon as Layla was out of earshot. “If that isn’t a conflict of interest, I’m a monkey’s uncle.”

“She’ll get a fair review. I’ll look her application over and give it to Steve. He’ll end up rejecting her on the same grounds that Jon did.” Landers made an effort to appear casual but failed.

“Then what about tomorrow night? Are you going to let her do her number on you and then have Steve slip her the bad news the next day when she shows up at the consulate?”

“Whatever she does tomorrow night won’t make a damned bit of difference. If she wants me to review her case, fine. If she wants to do a number on me—as you put it—by God, that’s fine by me, too. She’s a big girl, and she knows what she’s doing.”

“That’s not the point, Harry. The point is that Layla thinks you’ll give her a visa if she sleeps with you.”

“Look, it’s not my problem if she’s unrealistic. There isn’t an Arab in this entire country who’s above playing up to a consular officer to get an American visa. The only way for us to stay absolutely unsmudged in the face of all the attempts to butter us up would be to socialize only with other diplomats. Somehow, Con, I don’t think that’s what we were sent out here to do.”

“So you’re going to treat her like any other bimbo who comes to your apartment?”

“I’ll give her my best, old sport.”

Prosser frowned. “Do what you like, Harry. But these are proud people. If any of the women you interview in your bedroom get the idea that you took unfair advantage of them, you may wish you’d been more careful.”

“I suppose that’s something you’d know about, Con. You’ve gone through enough women here to know. Look over there, in the dining room. Your latest ex hasn’t taken her eyes off you since you walked in.”

Across the apartment, at the entrance to the dining room, Prosser recognized the profile of Ulla Hamawi, née Sundstrom. At thirty-nine she still had the slim, athletic figure of a woman half her age. Her tawny blonde hair hung straight and loose down her back, and her sleeveless black dress displayed her long, girlish limbs and golden tan to glorious advantage.

For a moment Prosser forgot about Landers as he watched Ulla through the screen of bodies that separated them. She was standing opposite Maarouf Zuhayri, and the two of them seemed to be embroiled in some kind of sullen argument. Zuhayri appeared determined to secure her consent to something, but she stubbornly resisted.

“What the hell is Ulla doing here?” Prosser demanded irritably as he turned away from them. “You know we don’t see each other anymore. Why didn’t you tell me she would be coming?”

“I happen to like Ulla. So I invited her,” Landers replied. “I like you, too, Con. If the two of you can’t stand being at the same party, you’ll just have to work something out.”

“And what’s she doing with Zuhayri? She didn’t arrive with that slime, did she?”

“Actually, ‘that slime’ came as a guest of your precious ward, the hoochy-coochy dancer.”

“Layla?”

Landers nodded. “But once he came through the door, he cut Layla loose and has been following Ulla around like a stray pup. I didn’t realize they were acquainted.”

“Zuhayri is a crony of her ex-husband—another dirtball.”

“It’s funny, Con. If I didn’t know you’d dropped her like a hot rock, I might think you were jealous.”

Just then Ulla gazed across the room and noticed for the first time that Prosser was watching her. She whirled around as if stung, bade an abrupt good night to Zuhayri, and set off for the exit.

Zuhayri followed the line of her gaze to Prosser. The glare of jealous hatred in his eyes was unmistakable. But Prosser was not interested in Maarouf Zuhayri’s feelings at that moment and set off instantly in pursuit of Ulla. He intercepted her just inside the foyer and blocked her path to the door.

She glared at him without a word, waiting for him to step aside.

“Don’t leave, Ulla. If you’re uncomfortable with me around, I’ll go. I had no idea you would be here.”He spoke softly, with an undertone of self-reproach.

She lowered her eyes, stepped around him, and went out the door without closing it behind her. Her mouth was set grimly, and her eyes held a watery gleam.

By the time the thought occurred to him to follow her outside, she had already entered the elevator and begun her descent. He started off down the stairs, taking two steps at a time, but gave up the pursuit after three flights. It was clear that he would not be able to overtake her. And he no longer knew what he would say if he did.


 

Chapter 3

 

Thursday

Prosser awoke to the muffled bursts of underwater explosions not far offshore. It was the dynamite fishermen again, landing their daily catch by tossing bundles of dynamite sticks wrapped in electrician’s tape over the sides of black rubber dinghies. In the five years since the Lebanese civil authorities had lost control over public life, these high-volume poachers had devastated the undersea life along the city’s shoreline, killing a dozen fish for every one that they sold to the busy open-air restaurants of Raouché, Ramlet el Baida, and Jnah.

Prosser swung his feet to the floor and sat up on the sofa where he had spent the night in his boxer shorts. Cool, moist morning air blew in through the wide-open French doors separating the living room from the broad terrace and chilled his naked shoulders. He stepped outside and stood at the iron rail to watch the street vendors set up their espresso machines and citrus presses at the backs of decrepit vans parked along the Corniche. Though it was barely half past six, the sun’s warm and soothing rays were already above the horizon and touching his skin.

He drew a deep breath. Often in the early morning, when the air was fragrant and still and free of clouds or haze, he would gaze out like this from his apartment across the mirror-smooth Bay of Beirut toward the peaks of the Sannin Ridge and ask himself why he found life in Beirut so satisfying. Many of the advantages that had long ago earned the city its reputation as an Eastern paradise—climate, culture, architecture and cuisine—remained intact five years after the end of Lebanon’s civil war.

But what set Beirut apart, he realized, was the danger. There was enough of it to serve as a tonic; but for a foreigner who did not take part in the war, there was not so much of it as to justify a rational decision to flee or to hole up inside one’s office or apartment. The most tangible threat facing Prosser was the same as that facing any other human being in Beirut, whatever his nationality, religion, or political affiliation. If he were killed, it would likely be from the random impact of a stray bullet or shell or from the indiscriminate devastation of the car bomb.

The Hala Building, in which Prosser’s apartment occupied the westernmost quarter of the fourth floor, stood on a north-facing ridge in West Beirut’s safest and most expensive neighborhood. Its apartments were spacious by American standards and finished expensively, albeit to Lebanese tastes, with locally quarried marble floors, wood trim of stained tropical hardwoods, and modern Italian-made kitchen and bathroom fixtures. Nearly every apartment had a full-length terrace and French doors on its northern and southern ends. Tenants were also given exclusive use of West Beirut’s only surviving rooftop swimming pool.

By the summer of 1981 the Hala Building had become almost entirely a Western enclave. A half dozen American diplomats, nearly as many American journalists, and an assortment of others from Japan, West Germany, Great Britain, Switzerland, Denmark, and Australia made it their home. In fact, owing to Lebanon’s rent-control statute, the building’s owner refused to rent to anyone but foreigners, who were exempted from the statute and willing to pay the extortionate rents demanded for accommodations at one of the city’s best addresses.

Aside from suites belonging to the Hala family, only two apartments held Lebanese tenants. One, across the hall from Prosser, belonged to a retired Greek Orthodox shipping agent who had been a boyhood friend of the landlord, while another, on the same floor but on the opposite end of the building, was occupied by an Alawite Muslim politician from the Bekaa Valley who not many weeks before had brought his Syrian-backed militia into West Beirut to compete in the major leagues of Lebanon’s national sport.

Prosser knelt at the entrance of the Hala Building to tighten the laces of his running shoes, all the while taking a careful look around him. Seeing nothing suspicious, he rose and began his daily exercise run in the barricaded alley behind the Saudi Arabian embassy. Prosser recalled vividly having been awakened from a sound sleep the previous December when pro-Iranian extremists had tossed a bundle of plastic explosives over the wall into the Saudi embassy compound. Ever since the incident, the alley had been closed to vehicular traffic. Jeep-mounted heavy machine guns of the Lebanese Internal Security Forces were now stationed at the front and back of the compound.

Prosser stepped up his pace as he turned the corner from the alley onto rue Bliss, the main thoroughfare of the Minara district. He noticed immediately that he was the only person on the street except for the ISF machine gunners, the Saudis’ local contract guards, and a solitary youth sitting at a sidewalk café across the street.

As he passed in front of the café before beginning the long descent to the Corniche, Prosser paid little attention to the handsome young Arab who sat drinking coffee and reading a newspaper. The youth had the trim physique of a runner or a swimmer and the relaxed self-assurance typical of the jeunesse dorée who made up the greater part of the student body at the American University of Beirut. Had Prosser paused long enough to look at him more closely, he probably would have supposed from the youth’s faded blue jeans, pink Lacoste polo shirt, and gold-rimmed Ray-Ban sunglasses that he was an AUB student stopping for coffee on his way to class.

But behind the newspaper were no books and only a single spiral notebook that was too small to be of much use in taking lecture notes. A few seconds after Prosser passed by, the youth flipped open the notebook and wrote, then pulled from a rear trouser pocket a black-and-white photograph of a tall, sturdily built foreigner dressed in a dark business suit who had bent forward to unlock a car door. Written on the back of the photo was a Ras Beirut address. The address was that of the Hala Building, and the man in the photograph was Conrad Prosser.

 

* * *

 

Edwin Pirelli, first secretary in the economic section of the U.S. embassy in Beirut, occupied a small, rear-facing office with a marvelous view of the action on the women’s tennis courts at AUB. The office was barely large enough for its battered oak desk, its late-model, four-drawer Mosler safe, and its ancient red-leather sofa.

After serving four years as a U.S. Army Ranger in the early 1960s, including eighteen months assigned to a series of hamlets in the Mekong Delta, Ed Pirelli had set two goals for himself: finish college and join the Career Training Program of the Central Intelligence Agency. Within three years of leaving the army, he had achieved both. As a combat veteran, an All-American third baseman, and a newly minted graduate of the University of Michigan with a major in Asian studies, Pirelli possessed a résumé that appealed strongly to Agency recruiters. Nor were they mistaken in their assessment of him, for Ed Pirelli turned out to be a superior intelligence gatherer and a natural recruiter of spies. Through consecutive tours of duty in Delhi, Karachi, Katmandu, Bombay, and Colombo, he had recruited an agent or two every year he had spent in the field, gaining rapid promotion from GS-7 to GS-14. Now, at the age of forty-five, he was the Agency’s chief of station in Beirut.

That he knew no Arabic had not figured as a major obstacle in assigning Pirelli to a post in the Arab Near East. The important thing was that he was an experienced officer who felt at home in a country torn by civil unrest and knew how to recruit. For his own part, Pirelli harbored no doubts about his ability to run Beirut Station as well as anyone. His ambitions, however, extended well beyond the next promotion. For he had read in more than a few news articles that the newly appointed director of Central Intelligence, reflecting the views of a newly elected Republican president, was a staunch supporter of Israel and its Lebanese Christian allies, the Phalange.

To Pirelli, this represented a God-given opportunity to be recognized as more than a mere recruiter of spies. From the day his assignment was handed down, he applied himself to the task of anticipating the Reagan administration’s policies toward the Middle East and, where possible, shaping the station’s reporting accordingly. If he succeeded in showing how the Agency could assist Israel with its Lebanese problems, the director could not help but notice. And once Pirelli elbowed his way onto the director’s short list of favored station chiefs, there would be no limit to the advancement he might achieve over the next eight years. Some insiders were already predicting the director’s elevation to secretary of state during the president’s second term. And on the strength of such predictions, Pirelli pictured himself with increasing frequency among the president’s senior foreign policy advisors at the White House or in Foggy Bottom.

Prosser knocked on the station chief’s door and walked in without waiting for a reply. Pirelli was seated behind his desk, lunch tray set before him, pouring ketchup onto a cheese omelet and French fries sent up from the embassy snack bar. He replaced the cap on the ketchup bottle and poured a chilled bottle of Almaza lager into a tall glass.

“I liked your report about the Phalange’s plans to move against West Beirut, Conrad,” Pirelli began when he saw Prosser enter the room. “It tracks with what I’ve been getting from Lebanese G-2 about a Phalangist move against Syrian positions in the Sannine Mountains. The Israelis can deny it until hell freezes over, but I’ll bet you a fifth of Chivas that those bastards are putting Bashir up to it and that he’s not smart enough to see they’re playing him for a pigeon.”

“You’re on,” Prosser replied as he moved toward the window and scanned the clay courts in search of AUB coeds in tennis whites. “If anyone is being played for a fool around here,” he continued, “I would put it the other way around. Bashir doesn’t have enough firepower to move against the West Side, and nobody knows it better than he does. That’s why he’s trying so hard to lure the Israel Defense Forces into Lebanon to do the job for him. If you’d like, I’ll sound out Maroun on that point. I’ll be seeing him again briefly tomorrow morning.”

Pirelli wolfed down a forkful of fried potatoes and shook his head emphatically. “No, don’t do that quite yet. Just tell him to keep his ears open and to report any messages being passed between Bashir and his pals in Tel Aviv. Meanwhile, we’ve got to start reporting the story from the Palestinian and Lebanese Muslim angle. Headquarters will want to know what the IDF will face if they cross the Litani. Con, I want you to start collecting updated order of battle information from Abu Ramzi and Abu Khalil and your other sources here on the West Side. We need to know exactly what assets the Syrians have in Lebanon right now. The same goes for the Palestinians and the Lebanese leftists.”

Prosser was not pleased. “I’ll collect it, Ed, but this time I hope Headquarters won’t turn right around and give Abu Ramzi’s reporting to the Israelis the way they did a few months ago. If the Israeli air force goes out on Tuesday and bombs the living Jesus out of the positions Abu Ramzi reports to us on Monday, it’s not going to take him long to put two and two together.”

Pirelli took a mouthful of omelet and washed it down with beer. “Con, it’s not a good idea to try to tie Headquarters’ hands in a situation like this. We don’t know what kinds of deals are being made between Washington and Tel Aviv. You’ll just have to trust us on this.”

Prosser scowled. “I don’t object to Headquarters having a free hand in dealing with the Mossad, Ed. I just don’t want them to exercise it at my expense. Those pukes don’t have to ride along the Corniche at night with Abu Ramzi armed to the teeth and raving that I’ve sold him out to the Mossad. I’m telling you, if he gets the idea one more time that we’ve handed his material to our Yehudi pals...”

“I hear you, Conrad, but I think you’re overreacting. Anyway, there’s no point in arguing about it until we have something to report. Let me give you a little piece of advice that an old OSS hand once told me when I was a career trainee. He said no field operator ever made GS-18 by giving orders to Headquarters.”

“Eighteen, hell,” Prosser laughed bitterly. “I may not make it to twelve at the rate I’m going.”

“Don’t let it get to you, Con. So you had a bad tour of duty in Saudi. That sort of thing happens to everyone in this business—it just happened to you a bit early. Now, since you’ve been here, you’ve come a long way toward showing what you can do. But there’s no way around it, Con. If you want to make the next promotion, you’ll have to land a solid recruitment or two. There’s just no substitute. No matter how good a linguist you are and how much you know about the Arabs—even if your reports reach the Oval Office every goddamned day—the first thing the promotion panel is going to ask is how many scalps you took.”

“And if I come up empty-handed?”

“I suppose there might be a place for a non-recruiter in Central Files...” Pirelli dug his fork into the omelet and dragged it through a pool of ketchup before he looked up again. “Listen, Conrad, it’s never easy to land your first scalp, but the longer you put it off, the harder it’s likely to get. Let me tell you a little story. When I was in Delhi, I bagged a half-dozen recruitments, but they were all small fry—access agents, safe house keepers, surveillance team members—you know the kind.

“In Karachi, the station chief sat me down after I’d been there for about a month and told me to make a list of all the agent prospects I had spotted since I arrived. He pointed to the very first name on the list, an Egyptian second secretary, and he said to me, ‘I’ve had my eye on this one. I think what he needs is a best friend. Ed, my boy, you’re going to be the best goddamned friend that wog ever had.’ The chief told me he would give me all the advice I needed, but that he expected me to recruit the Egyptian by the end of the year.

“I asked the Egyptian out to lunch the next day. From then on, he and I went to parties together, played poker together, got drunk together, chased broads together—you name it. Hasan and I did it on the buddy system. I even took him to Bangkok for a week. God, we screwed sixteen-year-old Thai whores together till our eyes turned white. And in six months I had him on the payroll.

“Hasan was a hell of a guy, actually. One of the smartest agents I ever knew. He went to the best schools in Egypt, had a degree in history from Cambridge, and spoke English better than you or I ever will. What’s more, he had phenomenal connections back in Egypt: his father was a field-grade air force officer and his grandfather had been speaker of the Egyptian National Assembly. Hasan was clearly on his foreign ministry’s fast track.

“The only trouble was that he was the most arrogant son of a bitch in Karachi. Everybody at his embassy, from the ambassador to the tea boy, hated his guts. His section chief did everything he could to make him look bad, even to the point of assigning a first-tour officer to take his place at important meetings and intercepting his invitations to diplomatic receptions. Hasan would eat his liver every night over what the section chief did to him that day.

“One afternoon he happened to be hovering over the desk of the section’s typist and found a cable that the section chief had drafted for the ambassador’s signature asking the foreign ministry to recall Hasan to Cairo. At that moment, I think, something in Hasan snapped.

“When he came to my place that evening I could tell something was very wrong. He didn’t want to talk about which girl’s knickers he had gotten into the night before or what the bloody Indians were up to. Instead he announced that he wanted to leave the diplomatic service and go to live in the States. I tried not to act too surprised and asked him a few questions about his plans. But before long, he told me about the recall cable and how much he dreaded the idea of going back to Cairo. And that’s when I pitched him. He was a little surprised at first, but it didn’t take him very long to say the magic words.

“Looking back on it, I think a robot could have recruited Hasan. It didn’t require much in the way of brains or charm, just patience and a little time to get to know the guy. So within six months of my chat with the chief of station, Hasan was up and running as an agent. By the end of the year, I got my GS-11.

“As it turned out, if I had waited much longer I might have lost him. The cable to Cairo worked its way through the foreign ministry, and within a month Hasan was reassigned to a staff position supporting Egypt’s negotiating team in the Sinai disengagement talks. It wasn’t a promotion, by any means, but it wasn’t such a terrible place to be either. Hasan worked like a dog, and before long he had access to the team’s restricted files. He would photograph the stuff every night and hand the film cassettes over to his Agency case officer on his way home from work.

“That was in the days of Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy. If Hasan missed a day, Kissinger would call the director and ask where the hell his goddamned intelligence was. The fact that I had recruited one of the Agency’s star reporters was not lost on the next year’s promotion panel either. My GS-12 practically dropped into my lap.”

“Who handled Hasan after he was reassigned to Egypt?” Prosser interjected. “Did you have to turn him over to Cairo Station?”

Pirelli downed the last sip of beer in the glass and slowly pushed his tray away. The self-congratulatory smile vanished. “Oh, I turned him over all right. Cairo Station was ecstatic about getting him, too, since Hasan’s access to the Egyptian hole cards in the disengagement talks was far more direct than any of the station’s other assets. The COS made a big deal out of assigning his most experienced Arabist to handle him, and Hasan reported brilliantly for more than a year. Then Hasan was given to a younger case officer, who took him for granted. When the disengagement talks started to wind down and there was less for him to report, the new case officer met him less and less frequently.

“After having had his ego fed for two years, Hasan began to feel underappreciated. Month by month his booze intake went up and his intelligence output declined. Usually he was discreet about his boozing, but, as I said, he was an arrogant son of a bitch. One night he got shitfaced after a state dinner for the king of Morocco and started insulting other members of the negotiating team, calling them bloody idiots and telling them that the Americans and the Israelis had taken them for fools. Somebody challenged his version of the facts, and Hasan came out with so many examples of their having been outmaneuvered by the Israelis that somebody in Egyptian security decided to put surveillance on him. Sure enough, a few weeks later they caught him making a dead drop of some film cassettes in Giza and arrested him the next day. Nobody quite knows for sure what happened after that, but the word is that he’s no longer among the living. The Egyptians are generally pretty easygoing people, but they are damned rough on spies.”

“I can imagine how you must have felt. I mean, if you hadn’t recruited him—”

Pirelli cut him off. “Yeah, I felt pretty low for a while, but it was something I had to learn. No matter how hard we try to prevent it, sooner or later agents tend to get caught. Not all of them, of course, but the better their access, the harder we use them and the more likely they are to be rolled up. Since you and I are the ones who recruit and run them, sooner or later you’ll watch one of your own agents get the shaft. Sure, it makes you feel low for a while. But it’s part of the job and you just have to accept it.”

Pirelli’s eyes met Prosser’s. Whatever the station chief had expected to find there—empathy, understanding, perhaps even admiration—he looked disappointed.

Prosser only hoped Pirelli could not see the extent of his unease at the story’s outcome, for it had been foreseeable from the moment of his recruitment that Hasan would be rolled up. Whether the Egyptian’s life was worth the extra advantage it brought the United States in the Camp David negotiations was anyone’s guess. But whether he, Conrad Prosser, was willing to take responsibility for shortening the life of a Hasan each year of his Agency career was a choice only he could make. And despite his years of training and experience, he had resisted making it. One thing was becoming very clear about the decision: if his answer was yes, he would have to land his first Hasan very soon.


 

Chapter 4

 

Prosser turned the corner onto rue Clemenceau and spotted his man waiting at the curb. He was in his mid-forties, half a head taller than the average Levantine Arab and built like a boxer, with slender hips and thick shoulders and arms. Although he was not in uniform, his closely cropped black hair, trimmed mustache, and erect posture were clearly those of a military man. Prosser watched the man’s swarthy, lantern-jawed face brighten in recognition as the Renault passed. Two weeks before, Prosser had shown him the spot and had driven him past the apartment building just off rue Omar Daouk where they were about to meet.

Prosser drove on for another three blocks to find a parking space and then started back on foot along the quiet, tree-lined avenue where century-old stone villas had only recently begun to make way for modern reinforced concrete and cinderblock apartment buildings. Advancing toward the corner where he had seen the agent, he paused before the display window of a men’s clothing boutique to watch the movements of the few pedestrians around him. He paused again before a goldsmith’s window filled with handmade Aleppo chains and eighteen-karat wrist bangles that shone in the direct rays of the afternoon sun. He combined a lingering look at the jewelry with a rapid sweep of the block and then crossed the street to enter a neatly whitewashed six-story building block of working-class flats and professional offices.

The money changer’s stall just inside the foyer was shuttered for the afternoon, but the door to the concierge’s tiny studio was wide open, filling the area with the odor of rancid mutton and the overwrought crooning of an Egyptian torch singer. Prosser passed the door and quietly mounted the stairway. On reaching the fourth floor, he halted and listened for any sound of movement on the floors above and below, then quickly pulled a key ring from his pocket to unlock the twin deadbolts of the door before him.

He entered, locking a single deadbolt behind him, and then moved down the long hallway into the living room. He had not been inside the apartment in more than a month, not since the elderly National Assembly member he usually met there refused to meet in Muslim West Beirut any longer out of concerns for his safety.

The flat’s tenant was an American woman of about fifty who had long ago divorced her Lebanese husband and decided to remain in Beirut with the idea of earning her living as an artist. Wisely, she had held onto her part-time administrative post with a United Nations relief office and, as a result, collected a modest salary that was sufficient to meet her needs and cover the rent on her one-bedroom living quarters near rue Verdun. The place where Prosser now tidied up and dusted was her studio, furnished tastefully, if sparsely, on the slim budget that the station allowed her. Unfinished and unsold works, generally Lebanese pastoral scenes that imitated the Impressionists—and did so badly—filled every room. Although the canvases showed only modest ability, Prosser admired their uninhibited use of bold colors and their irrepressible spirit of hope.

Prosser stood at the picture window to gaze out over the cascade of red-tiled roofs that descended to the seawall. Late in the afternoons on such clear summer days, the sun reflected off the Mediterranean and filled the studio with a warm, rippling light that never failed to put him at ease. But today there would be no time for relaxation.

He opened the casement windows and switched on an electric fan to expel the stale air; then he went to the kitchen to fetch some refreshments from the refrigerator. On his way back, the doorbell rang. Setting the tray down silently, he approached the door noiselessly and looked out the peephole. On the other side was the swarthy agent he had passed on the street corner.

As soon as the door was locked behind them, the two men embraced in Arab fashion, kissing each other on both cheeks before exchanging formulaic greetings in Arabic. Although Prosser knew his guest would have to leave within an hour or two, he avoided showing any haste as he poured out two glasses of apple juice and offered the man a dish of salted pistachios.

“So, Abu Ramzi, tell me where you have been these past two weeks. Did you make your inspection trip to the Bekaa Valley that we talked about?”

Abu Ramzi nodded. “I did, but I saw no foreign trainees or any sign of the special operations courses that you asked me to find. Perhaps such training was going on in camps that I did not visit, but I doubt it. I think it more likely that such courses have been moved to newer camps near the Syrian border by Yanta and Deir el Achayer. I tried to go there, but it is impossible to enter without written orders from Damascus.”

Prosser picked up his notebook. “Who runs these camps?” he asked.

“Most of the training cadres are Palestinians, but they do not belong to the Palestinian Resistance. They call themselves Palestinians, but their true home is Damascus and they take their pay and their instructions from the Syrians. To my way of thinking, they are merely Syrians who speak with a Palestinian accent.”

“Surely you must know somebody who can tell you what’s going on inside.”

“Maybe so, but it will take time to find them,” Abu Ramzi replied noncommittally. “Wally,” he said, addressing Prosser by his alias, “it surprises me that you still fail to recognize that those who carry out terroristic acts are not permitted to remain within the Palestinian National Movement. Arafat prohibited aircraft hijacking and assassination by the Resistance years ago. We have no use for such tactics now that our men are able to attack the Israeli army directly in South Lebanon and the occupied homelands. Terrorist operations in the Western countries do nothing but blacken our name there and set back our struggle for diplomatic recognition. Surely you must appreciate this.”

“Arafat can boast all he wants about stopping international terrorism,” Prosser replied, “but that doesn’t mean all his people are listening. Terrorist cadres are training right here in West Beirut at bases run by Fatah and Saiqa and the Popular Front and other outfits in the PLO. Open your eyes, Abu Ramzi.”

No matter how often Prosser raised the subject of PLO involvement in international terrorism, Abu Ramzi always denied it and invariably laid responsibility at Syria’s doorstep. Irksome as this habit sometimes was, Abu Ramzi’s reporting on political and military affairs was highly accurate and rich in detail. Prosser had learned to accept Abu Ramzi’s biases and edit them out of his reporting.

Abu Ramzi had first volunteered his services to the Agency in the autumn of 1976, in revenge for Syria’s intervention against the Palestinian militias in the Lebanese civil war. A fervent Palestinian nationalist, Abu Ramzi had once told Prosser he would accept aid from Menachem Begin himself to resist Syrian domination of the Palestinian cause. His reason for joining the pro-Iraqi Arab Liberation Front was that he had lived in Baghdad from 1948, when his parents fled Haifa, until the 1967 Arab-Israeli War, when he traveled to Jordan to enlist in the Palestinian fedayeen forces.

Abu Ramzi had also felt that he understood the Iraqi character and could accept help from Iraq because Baghdad’s distance from Jerusalem meant the Palestinian Resistance had less reason to distrust Iraq’s leaders. Iraqi aid, Abu Ramzi often repeated, came with no strings other than continued opposition to Syrian domination in Lebanon and occasional public tribute to Saddam Hussein.

In Abu Ramzi’s view, however, it was neither Syria nor Iraq, nor even Israel, that held the key to creating a Palestinian homeland on the West Bank and Gaza. It was the United States. The two thousand U.S. dollars Prosser paid him every month doubtless also helped to foster a positive attitude toward America. The money provided financial security for Abu Ramzi’s family and an ample source of funds for the many small gifts and favors he dispensed to cultivate the personal loyalty of his junior officers and troops. Abu Ramzi believed that someday, however, the Americans would prevail upon Israel to permit a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza. When they did, he believed, the individual Palestinians who were favorites of the Americans would become the fathers of their fledgling country, and he intended to take his place at the head of the list.

While Abu Ramzi’s intelligence assignments for the Americans were often onerous and time-consuming, he never shrank from any reasonable task. Above all, he relished the opportunity to explain PLO strategy, to offer insider gossip about Palestinian leaders and factional feuds, and to pass along the PLO’s own intelligence assessments regarding the Lebanese Shiite fundamentalists and the Syrian army. He also brought lengthy handwritten reports to each meeting and served up purloined copies of secret PLO and Iraqi intelligence documents whenever he could.

Prosser quickly scanned the twenty pages of photocopied reports Abu Ramzi had brought tucked inside his boots. Then he folded the documents twice and stuffed them into his jacket pocket. “We have many subjects to cover, Abu Ramzi,” he began once the documents were tucked away. “First, the car bombs. Twice as many exploded last month on both sides of town. Why? Who’s behind them?”

“Surely you must know that responsibility lies with the Syrians, Wally. Their aim is to convince the Lebanese people that only the Syrian army is capable of providing security for West Beirut. Syrian military intelligence plants the bombs, then the Syrian army claims credit for discovering them. What could be simpler? Of course, some of the bombs must explode from time to time to demonstrate the importance of this service.”

“What makes you so sure it’s the Syrians?

“How could it not be? So very many booby-trapped cars could not possibly be assembled or moved about the city without Syrian complicity.”

“Then how do you explain the wave of bombings on the East Side, against the Phalangists?”

Abu Ramzi gave Prosser a reproving look. “Syria has agents there, too, of course. Just this week I read a report that Syrian military intelligence has recruited a new explosives expert to manufacture bombs for use against East Beirut. He is said to be a Palestinian, formerly in the Resistance. He produces the bombs in West Beirut, then has them smuggled across the Green Line by Christian members of the Syrian Baath Party who live in East Beirut and are able to pass easily in and out. Believe me, Wally, these are facts I am giving you,” he boasted with a self-satisfied smile. “Solid facts.” He leaned back on the sofa and took a handful of pistachios.

“What else do you know about this explosives expert?” Prosser inquired. “Can you give me a name or a description?”

“I have no more than what I have told you. But as for the Christian smugglers, before the Syrian occupation they worked closely with Fatah, training cadres in demolitions work. There are three brothers. The eldest lives on rue Furn el-Hayek in Achrafiyé, where he owns a garage and petrol station. The other two live in Jdaide. Their family name is Naaman.”

“Give me their first names and dates of birth.”

“By Allah, I do not remember their names, but they are young men, not yet above thirty. You can find the name of the eldest brother on the sign above his garage, near the Nôtre Dame du Liban.”

Prosser recorded the names in his notebook. “How many other people in your organization know about the Naamans?”

“None. I know about them only because my brother-in-law is an officer in Fatah. He worked directly with them last year on some joint operation in the mountains.” Abu Ramzi grew pensive, as if trying to recall some forgotten detail. “One other thing. After the bombings on the East Side, there will be an operation in West Beirut against a foreign target.”

“What kind of target? An embassy, an airline office, a school? I need details.”

The agent shrugged. “The report did not say.”

“For God’s sake, Abu Ramzi, you’re going to have to do better than that,” Prosser chided. “First of all, find out if it’s targeted against Americans. Then follow up on that explosives expert. Report any fragment you hear, even if it’s bazaar gossip. Understood?”

Abu Ramzi leaned back and observed Prosser coolly. “Always you ask first whether there is any danger to Americans. Do you truly believe your American lives are more precious than ours, or that foreigners should be immune from the shelling and sniping that the rest of us face? Forgive me for saying so, Wally, but perhaps if more Americans died in Lebanon, your government would take a harder stand against those responsible for the killing.”

“And by that you mean the Syrians, of course.”

The Palestinian seemed surprised by Prosser’s skeptical attitude. “Was it not your secretary of state, Mr. Kissinger, who invited the Syrian army across the border five years ago? At that time he said it was a temporary measure to stop the fighting. Now five years have passed and the fighting is still going on, with the Syrians in the middle of it. I think that you Americans could send them home again if you wanted to. Yet they remain.”

Prosser took a long sip of apple juice while he collected his thoughts. “Whether the Syrians come or go is none of my concern, Abu Ramzi,” he replied at last. “If you want to talk policy, call the ambassador. I’m here to collect information.” He turned over a fresh page in his notebook. “Okay. Next topic: arms shipments,” he began.

Five minutes later, as Abu Ramzi was about to conclude his summary of arms shipments that the PLO had received over the past month, the doorbell rang.

Prosser gestured for the Palestinian to hide in the bathroom, then tiptoed slowly to the end of the corridor and peered out through the peephole. On the landing outside he saw the mustachioed faces of two Lebanese youths in their early twenties. He considered ignoring them, but he quickly rejected the idea and opened the door. They wore T-shirts and faded blue jeans, and each held a folding-stock Kalashnikov rifle by its pistol grip with the barrel drooping toward the floor.

“Salaam alaikum,” one of them greeted Prosser deferentially. “We do not wish to disturb you, siidi, but we are looking for someone,” he announced in excellent classical Arabic. “Have you seen a Palestinian, about my height, maybe forty years old, wearing a blue pullover?”

“I don’t believe so,” Prosser lied, trying to keep his face from showing anxiety.

“We think he entered the building less than an hour ago,” the Lebanese persisted. As he spoke, his companion peered past Prosser into the apartment.

“Are you alone?” the second one demanded in a gruff voice.

“Yes.”

The first youth hesitated and looked at his comrade, who shook his head as if to say there was no point in pressing the issue. “I am sorry for disturbing you,” he continued. “But, please, if you see this man or one who looks like him, find us at once. We will be in the lobby.”

“Certainly,” Prosser replied as they turned to leave.

Prosser locked the door again, returned to the rear of the apartment, and knocked lightly on the bathroom door to let Abu Ramzi know it was safe to come out. The Palestinian smiled confidently as they took their seats at the table. Prosser took a sip of juice before speaking.

“Listen carefully,” he began in a low voice. “There were two armed men at the door just now. They seem to be searching for somebody who looks very much like you. Tell me, Abu Ramzi, did you have any troubles on your way up here?”

“Not at all. I spoke only to the concierge and no one else. He asked me where I was going, and I told him I wanted to visit Dr. Hamdoun on the third floor, as you and I agreed.”

“Perhaps the concierge was suspicious because of your Iraqi accent. With so many bombings around here lately, one would rather expect them to be jumpy.”

A mischievous smile crept over Abu Ramzi’s face. “Well, perhaps there was something else. Perhaps he noticed this as I entered...” He stood up and pulled up the back of his sweater a few inches, revealing a Soviet-made Makarov pistol tucked into the waistband.

Prosser sighed. “Never mind,” he said. “There is nothing we can do about it now. Let’s finish our work and decide later how we’ll get out of here.”

He gestured for Abu Ramzi to sit down and resumed the debriefing, recording significant details in a nearly indecipherable scrawl in his pocket-sized notebook.

Twenty minutes passed. The doorbell rang again. Prosser put the notebook back in his trouser pocket, pointed Abu Ramzi to the bathroom, and returned to the door. On the other side of the peephole he saw four faces: the two original visitors and two of their comrades in green-and-brown-mottled camouflage uniforms. One of the uniforms bore an insignia that Prosser recognized as belonging to the Murabitoun, one of the radical Nasserist organizations that competed for dominance in the neighborhood.

The same youth who had spoken before spoke again, but he seemed bolder and his voice held no tone of deference. “Salaam alaikum. Have you still not seen the man I described? The one with the blue pullover, about forty years old?” He craned his neck to look past the American into the apartment.

“No.”

“You are certain of this? He entered the building not long after you did. We have asked all the tenants about him and have checked some of the empty apartments, but no one has seen him leave.”

Prosser shrugged.

“You are alone here?”

“I already said I am. Why, is there some problem?”

“Perhaps. The concierge called us because he had suspicions about the man we are looking for. We need to speak to him.” He paused and looked Prosser in the eye as if to challenge him. “If you see him, you will contact us, no?”

“Certainly,” Prosser replied. “May Allah give you strength.”

The visitor nodded and gestured for his comrades to follow him up the stairway to the next floor.

Prosser returned once more to the bathroom door and knocked lightly. “It was the same bunch,” he said. “Nasserists, by the looks of them. The concierge must have called them for help.”

He gestured for Abu Ramzi to take a seat. Fighting back the panic that threatened to shut down all ordered thought in his brain, he attempted to think out loud of a means to escape. “Look, my friend,” he began, momentarily surprised at his own self-possession. “The way I see it, we have two choices in trying to get out of here. Either we march down to the lobby together, or you could try to make your exit through the window while I stay here. It seems possible that you could lower yourself from one balcony to another without anyone seeing you. Of course, they might have somebody covering the outside of the building, but my guess is that they’re all in the lobby or out in front. Still, if it were up to me, I would go downstairs together and try to convince them I misunderstood their Arabic. What do you say?”

Abu Ramzi cracked open a pistachio and popped the kernel into his mouth. He appeared unruffled, even amused, by the visits of the young militiamen. “The matter is not important,” he replied, taking another pistachio. “I have experience with boys like these. Let us finish our discussion quickly so that I will not be late in returning to my unit. Then we will leave together, as you propose.”

Twenty minutes later Prosser tore out the pages of his notebook containing his notes and watched them swirl around the sides of the toilet bowl before disappearing down the drain. By now he had memorized the high points of the debriefing and could reconstruct the rest. Next he cleaned off the table, closed the windows, and switched off the fan. Before they stepped out into the hallway, he quizzed Abu Ramzi once more on the time and place for their next meeting. Then they rode the elevator to the ground floor.

As they emerged Prosser spotted the concierge standing across the foyer with the two camouflage-clad fighters who had earlier knocked on his door. The two civilians who accompanied them approached from the left, where they had been lurking at the foot of the stairs. Their rifles were held waist-high with muzzles leveled at Prosser and Abu Ramzi. The concierge identified Abu Ramzi to the militiamen as the man in the blue pullover he had seen entering the building.

“So now you are together,” the civilian declared triumphantly, as if he had known it from the start.

“Together?” Prosser repeated in Arabic, as if slow to comprehend. “Of course we are together.”

“But when I asked you before, you said you were alone,” the Lebanese retorted, taken aback by the contradiction. “Twice you said it. Now you claim this man was with you?”

“Excuse me, but I do not understand what you are saying,” Prosser lied. “Speak slowly, please.”

The others stared at him, momentarily bewildered. He felt as if his heart had stopped beating and would not resume until the lead militiaman spoke again. But before he could answer, Abu Ramzi stepped forward to address the man in a confidential tone. Within moments, the older officer’s air of relaxed authority began to deflate the youth’s self-importance. Soon the young militiaman stopped asking questions and found himself answering them instead. He listened to the Palestinian with eyes averted, his replies reduced to monosyllables.

Although Prosser could not make out much of what Abu Ramzi said—Abu Ramzi put his arm around the militiaman’s shoulder and spoke earnestly into his ear—it was clear that his worst fears were not to be realized. In less than two minutes of one-sided conversation, the Palestinian had maneuvered the young militiaman into apologizing for the apparent misunderstanding and inviting the two visitors to stay for a glass of tea.

Abu Ramzi declined the invitation with a relaxed wave of his hand and wished the militiamen farewell, shaking hands with all four of them on his way out. Prosser did the same and then followed Abu Ramzi into the long late-afternoon shadows. As they approached the corner, Abu Ramzi turned to Prosser with a triumphant gleam in his eye.

“It was not so difficult as I expected,” he said with evident self-satisfaction. “They received a complaint from a neighbor about an armed stranger entering the building with a foreigner and were obliged to investigate. A routine incident.”

“What on earth did you tell them?” Prosser asked, taking a deep breath for the first time since heading down the stairs into the lobby.

“Perhaps it is better not to discuss it,” the agent said with a wry smile.

“Don’t give me that, Abu Ramzi. What did you say?”

“You will not be insulted?”

“Of course I won’t be insulted. Why should I? Out with it, Abu Ramzi.”

“I said you were an American spy working for the Palestinian Resistance, and that they should forget they ever saw you or I would have each one of them arrested and thrown into solitary confinement until you were safely out of the country.”

“Damn it, Abu Ramzi. I knew I shouldn’t have asked.”


 

Chapter 5

 

Prosser let the door close behind him while his eyes adjusted to the darkness inside. The place seemed unusually silent as he moved past the empty bar, except for a familiar Charles Aznavour ballad filtering through from somewhere in the distance. The Pagoda restaurant, located on the ground floor of a middle-class tenement not far from the beaches of Ramlet el Baida in West Beirut, had seen a steady decline in its business since the outbreak of civil war. Although it was still a regular haunt of European and American expatriates, rarely had Prosser ever seen more than three or four of its dozen tables occupied at once.

As he passed the bar he wished a good evening to the middle-age proprietor, a frail, birdlike Chinaman who looked up from the drink he was mixing long enough to grin obsequiously and point the way toward the dining room. Prosser advanced past ornately carved wooden tables and lacquered screens whose shabbiness was only partly masked by the half-light.

Boisterous laughter and raised voices reached his ears as he approached through a narrow hallway, and welcoming calls of “Late as usual,” “It’s Prosser—open another bottle,” and “Find the man a chair!” greeted him as he entered the room. From the flushed cheeks of the participants and the plentiful array of wine and beer bottles on the table, he guessed that the party had been under way for the better part of an hour.

During that time, Prosser had been sitting in a parked car about a mile and a half to the east, debriefing a junior lieutenant in the Amal militia on arms deliveries to Amal and the other Lebanese Shiite militias. But his tardiness appeared to have passed unnoticed. He had not missed dinner, so it seemed, judging from the absence of any food on the table other than shallow bowls of olives, nuts, and raw carrot slices passing from hand to hand.

Prosser scanned the assemblage for familiar faces and then headed for the nearest empty chair, which was across the table from Harry Landers and the U.S. embassy’s chief security officer, Don Davenport. To their right, at the head of the table, sat the guest of honor, a rookie State Department bodyguard who had just finished his ninety-day assignment on the ambassador’s protective detail and would be leaving the next morning for Washington. The others at the table were nearly evenly divided between Lebanese and American nationals, with nearly all of the latter being employed by the U.S. embassy in one capacity or another.

To Prosser’s immediate right sat a plain-looking woman of about twenty-five whom he was certain he had never seen before. As his eyes acclimated to the dim light, he noted that she looked prettier than she had seemed at first glance, having a perfectly oval face dominated by dark, almond-shaped eyes and long chestnut hair that fell over her bare, tanned shoulders. Though by no means tall, her figure was erect and superbly proportioned. Judging from her self-assured demeanor, precise manner of speech, and understated dress, he guessed she was from a wealthy Lebanese family and might have been educated in France or Italy. While he pondered how best to introduce himself to her, the security chief tapped a fork to the side of his wine glass and took the floor.

“I just want you all to know,” he announced over the voices of those at the opposite end of the table who ignored him, “Conrad here is the only representative present tonight from the political section. I don’t know what the hell the others are doing tonight, but you can always count on Conrad to turn out for a party.”

Prosser raised a hand to acknowledge the introduction and then resumed his search for an empty wine glass.

A knowing laugh came from one of the Lebanese guests on his right. “Ah, everyone knows what the political section does,” declared an elegantly dressed Lebanese three seats away. “But, maalesh, that is not a concern among friends,” he added with a broad wave of the hand. “And are we not all friends here tonight? Ahlan wa sahlan, Conrad, habibi!” The speaker was an inebriated Husayn al Fayyad.

“Wa ahlan fiik,” Prosser replied graciously, ignoring the speaker’s opening gibe.

He turned to the woman beside him and held out his hand. “I’m Conrad Prosser,” he greeted her with his most engaging smile. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

She turned and looked at him with curious and intelligent eyes. She took his hand and let her eyes linger a moment in his after he released her. “No, but I am pleased that we do now. My name is Rima al Fayyad. Excuse me, would you be so kind as to repeat your family name?”

“Prosser. Conrad Prosser. It’s German. My grandparents came to America from Germany after the First World War.”

“Ah, Germany, very nice,” she said with an approving nod. “My brother, Husayn, lives in Germany. He works in Stuttgart as an engineer.”

“Let me guess, for Mercedes-Benz?”

“Yes, how did you know?” she asked with unaffected curiosity.

“To tell the truth, Husayn and I met last night. But it wouldn’t have been a difficult thing to guess. Stuttgart is where their main factory is. Out of any ten engineers in Stuttgart, I would expect nine must work for Mercedes.”

“You seem to know Germany well.”

“I used to, anyway. I spent a summer in Hamburg as a schoolboy and went back later to study at a German university for a year. I still manage a stop in Frankfurt now and then on my way back and forth to the States, but not often enough. After living in Middle East for a couple of years, it’s nice to go to a place where everything works the way it’s supposed to. You know, trains on time and all that. No offense, of course.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You have lived in other Arab countries, then? You must tell me, which of them did you like the most?” She shifted her chair to face him more directly.

“Lebanon, hands down. I studied Arabic for a while in Tunis and was posted to Saudi Arabia for a couple years, but compared to North Africa and the Gulf, Lebanon is paradise.”

“Ah, you have studied Arabic? Then we must speak bil arabi.”

“When I joined the diplomatic service, that is all I did for nearly two years,” he continued in his best formal Arabic. “In fact, I spend an hour every morning with a tutor to learn new words. It would be a hopeless task to find out what’s happening here if I had to rely only on those Lebanese who speak English.”

“Then you must be very well informed. Your Arabic is excellent.”

“Thank you,” he replied, reverting to English. “Would you mind repeating that to my tutor? Her name is Huda, and she’s sitting right over there.”

“By Allah, you are Huda’s student? Our families live not more than fifty meters away from each other in Tripoli. She has spoken of you many times, but until now I did not connect you to her.”

“Nothing too derogatory, I hope.”

“Ah, habibi, what she said about you I cannot tell.” She cast a playful glance at him and looked away.

At that moment, Husayn al Fayyad reached over the person to his left and touched his sister’s arm. “Aha,” he interrupted. “So Mr. Prosser speaks Arabic and works in the political section. Be careful what you tell him, Rima, or he will put it in your file at the CIA.”

As the remark had been made in a reasonably good-humored tone of voice, Prosser let it go. Rima would not. “Why do you speak such nonsense, Husayn? It is a dangerous thing these days to call someone a spy, even in jest. You do not know whose ears it may reach.”

After delivering the rebuke, she did not wait for a response, but instead leaned forward and began a conversation with the woman seated opposite her brother, a chubby-faced Libanaise in her late twenties with a pageboy hairdo and heavily made-up eyes whose buxom figure did ample justice to her strapless cocktail dress. Typical of Lebanese women, she had come far more elegantly dressed than the occasion demanded.

A sheepish Husayn al Fayyad then turned toward Prosser, shrugged, and assured the American in grammatical but oddly inflected German that he had meant no harm.

“No offense taken,” Prosser replied in German, pleased that Husayn seemed to feel more at ease with him now. He wondered whether Husayn might be in need of a best friend, in Pirelli’s sense of the term. Husayn’s militia contacts might be useful, he mused, even if he didn’t intend to stay in Lebanon longer than was necessary to settle his father’s estate.

While Husayn summoned the restaurateur to bring two more bottles of Chateau Musar, Prosser listened to Harry Landers regale the young woman on his left, a newly arrived visa officer at the British embassy, with lurid tales of the breakdown of order in Lebanon and the exploits of Beirut’s legendary thieves. One gang, Harry claimed, had recently carted away a section of the country’s international telephone cable to sell as scrap metal, interrupting international telephone and telex service for a week. Another ring had destroyed the municipality’s entire store of computerized tax records with the idea of saving their patron, a large property owner, from having to pay taxes on his commercial real estate holdings.

Harry had just begun to describe how Palestinian militiamen had systematically looted the safe deposit boxes in the city’s downtown banks during the early days of the Lebanese civil war when the restaurateur’s Austrian wife arrived with the first platters of food. All discussion ceased as she unloaded the domed serving platters and passed them around the table. More platters arrived minutes later; another half hour passed before they lit their first postprandial cigarettes.

Husayn, one of the first to finish eating, could scarcely wait for Prosser to lay down his fork before accosting him with a pointed question about American policy toward Lebanon’s Sunni Muslim minority. Since Husayn seemed likely to take a partisan view on the issue, Prosser offered the official State Department line that U.S. policy was to show no favor to any faction, but rather to support Lebanon’s lawful, if weakened, central government.

Husayn gave a bitter laugh. “Was it not your Secretary of State Henry Kissinger who invited the Syrian army into Lebanon in 1976?” he asked, his voice tinged with sarcasm. “The Lebanese have spent five years under Syrian occupation while America sits idly by and claims neutrality vis-à-vis the Lebanese factions. All we ask is for America to help us regain our independence. Not until Lebanon is free of Syrian and Palestinian occupation will our people be at liberty to make peace with each other.” The faraway look in Husayn’s eyes hinted that he had spoken more to vent his frustration than to convince his audience.

Poor Henry Kissinger is taking a real beating in Lebanon these days, Prosser thought. “I understand what you’re saying, Husayn,” he replied politely, “but you overlook the fact that the Lebanese parties had already been at each other’s throats for years before Kissinger came along. If you ask me, the Lebanese will still be fighting each other long after Henry the K is dead and forgotten. Anyone who expects that evicting the Palestinians and the Syrians will instantly solve Lebanon’s domestic political problems is living in a dream world.”

By now Harry and the British visa officer had begun to follow the exchange with growing interest. Rima, who sat between Prosser and her brother, listened but held her tongue.

“My dear friend,” Husayn continued with more than a trace of condescension, “I doubt that you can comprehend how we have suffered at the hands of the Palestinian militias and the Syrian army. But in my view, America should start acknowledging its fair share of responsibility for Lebanon’s suffering.”

At this, Rima, who had been listening with mounting indignation, lost her composure. “And by what right do you talk of suffering, Husayn?” she challenged her brother. “You were in Munich when the Syrians invaded and in Stuttgart throughout the occupation. When have you taken a stand against the Syrians? You cannot expect America to do for Lebanon what we fail to do for ourselves.”

“I have done what I have done, sister,” he replied darkly. “But even so, there can be no justification for America to continue evading its responsibility.”

“And is your answer for the Americans to intervene again, as they did when they brought us the Syrians in 1976?” Rima asked. “Think carefully, my brother, for the next time they intervene it may be the worse for us.”

“It cannot be any worse than what we face now.”

“Oh, Husayn! You are impossible,” Rima groaned. “Enough of this! Let us talk of something else. I will hear no more of politics tonight.”

As they spoke, the guest of honor removed the insipid Joe Dassin love song that had been playing on the restaurant’s antiquated hi-fi stereo and replaced it with a puerile Euro-rock disco tune. Harry and the British visa officer rose to dance. Rima accepted Prosser’s offer to do the same and they remained on the dance floor for the slow dance that followed.

“Please do not be offended by Husayn,” Rima said as soon as Prosser’s arms were around her. “My brother is very dear to me, but he has become so irritable lately that I hardly know what to do. And when he drinks he hardly seems to realize what he is saying. Forgive him; he should not have spoken to you as he did.”

“Don’t give it another thought, Rima. Disagreements about U.S. foreign policy come with the job. Occasionally they are good sport, but usually we just hear the same complaints over and over again.”

“Do you enjoy arguing about politics?”

“Not exactly. But in this line of work I have to talk politics with all kinds of people. And not everybody sees things exactly our way. But then I suppose life would be awfully boring if they did.”

He drew her closer and felt the swell of her breasts pressing against him. She responded by sliding her hand around from his shoulder to the nape of his neck. After that she said nothing for nearly a minute.

“Did you drive your car here tonight?” she asked suddenly.

“Yes. Can I offer you a lift?” he asked with a half smile.

“You could take me to the YWCA residence, if you don’t mind leaving early. I must wake up very early tomorrow.”

The request was made so casually that he wasn’t sure what lay behind it. “Your brother won’t be offended if he sees me take you home?”

She shook her head and smiled absently. “It’s none of his affair. Besides, Husayn is always one of the last to leave, and he is a terrible driver after he has drunk too much wine.”

“I promise I’ll go very slowly.”

“With you, that is not necessary.”

Rima caught his eye and Prosser thought he detected color rising to her cheeks. “We’ll leave in a moment,” he answered, taking a step back. “Just give me a second to find out who to pay for our share of the bill.”

“Never mind the bill. Husayn will settle it for all of us.”

“For fifteen people?”

“Why not? These are Husayn’s friends. He will go out with them again, and when he does they will pay. Over time it all becomes the same. I expect he would be offended if you insisted on paying your share.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“Most certainly,” she replied.

“If you say so, but I feel I should at least thank him.”

“Maalesh…I will tell him tomorrow. Yalla, we go.”

Theirs was the only car on the road as they passed Raouché’s darkened sidewalk cafés and began the gradual descent to the seaside corniche. A humid, salt-laden breeze blew through Prosser’s car window as the Renault slowed for the curve opposite the white cliffs of Pigeon Rock. From the moment they left the Chinese restaurant, they had seen no other vehicle on the coastal road except an off-duty taxi and a pair of Syrian armored cars. Even the popular Scotch Club, a favorite haunt of well-heeled Lebanese merchants and Western journalists on expense accounts, was shuttered for the night.

“It seems awfully quiet for a Thursday night,” Prosser remarked as they descended onto the Corniche. “A month or two ago these clubs and restaurants would have been turning customers away in droves.”

“These past few weeks people have been frightened by the car bombs. But they will come out again before long. We Lebanese quickly grow tired of staying at home.”

“And you?” he asked.

“I cannot bear staying in, not for a single night. If I wanted to die of boredom, I could live with my mother in Tripoli or my older sister in Bahrain. I prefer Beirut, even with the car bombs.”

“But living at the YWCA…isn’t that also a bit, well, tame?”

“Of course it is, but it is also respectable, and it has very good security. And I can come and go as I please without anyone bothering me.”

They passed the pebbled beaches of the Bain Militaire and rounded the bend by the Renaissance Tennis Club, less than a kilometer from their destination. They were now on the best-lit and most heavily patrolled stretch of the Corniche road, at the northwest extremity of the Ras Beirut peninsula.

Seventy meters ahead, just west of the Riviera Hotel, Prosser spotted a helmeted sentry peering out from behind a shoulder-high sandbag barrier. The soldier kept his eyes trained on the car as it pulled to a halt at the checkpoint. At the moment the car stopped, a gaunt lieutenant wearing the maroon-and-green camouflage fatigues and maroon beret of Syria’s Special Forces emerged from the shadows with an AK-47 rifle slung across his hip. Two teen-age soldiers wearing oversized helmets, the steel rims of which covered their eyebrows, observed them from atop an armored troop carrier.

“Hawiyyatak,” the Syrian growled. “Carte d’identité.”

As the Renault bore Lebanese civilian license plates instead of diplomatic ones, Prosser expected that the lieutenant had mistaken him for a Lebanese. He lowered his window halfway and handed the man his diplomatic identity card. “Diplomasi,” he declared.

Without looking at Prosser’s card, the officer stepped back and peered into the car, gesturing for Prosser to turn on the overhead reading light. When the Syrian saw Rima, his eyes narrowed in disapproval. Stepping forward, he rapped on the window with his knuckles and demanded her papers. Rima fished her identity card out of her purse and handed it across.

The expression of hostile suspicion on the young Syrian’s face hardened when at last he examined Prosser’s diplomatic identity card. Without a word, he turned on his heel and carried the two documents over to the troop carrier, where he barked out a command. Suddenly the soldier sitting behind the carrier’s swivel-mounted machine gun swung the barrel around and aimed it at Prosser’s chest. The other soldier, a tall, ruddy-faced corporal, followed the lieutenant back to the Renault. Suddenly Prosser had the sensation that the skin on his chest had become extraordinarily sensitive, and he imagined that he could feel the exact spot beside his right nipple where the machine-gun barrel was trained. He resisted the urge to scratch.

The Syrian officer muttered something under his breath, and in the stillness Prosser heard the adjective “Muslim” inflected with a feminine ending. So that’s it, he thought. The Syrian read in Rima’s papers that she was a Muslim and objected to her fraternizing with a Western infidel. He watched the lieutenant hold the two identity cards close to his face and examine them with obvious distaste.

“Where are you going?” the Syrian officer demanded at last in Arabic. The way his baggy uniform hung on his scrawny frame made him appear ridiculous and undermined his effort to intimidate.

“To Ain Mreissé,” Prosser answered.

“Where in Ain Mreissé?”

“Rue Rustom Pacha.”

The Syrian hesitated. Then he tried a different approach. “From where do you come?”

“Now, Lieutenant, you know that I am a diplomat and have a right to pass. If you are finished looking at my foreign ministry card, may we go?”

“You may be a diplomat, but the woman is not,” the officer snapped. “She is a Lebanese and a Muslim. You are not married?”

“Excuse me, Lieutenant, but I don’t understand what you want from us,” Prosser interrupted. “Is there something wrong with our papers? Because if there isn’t, we would like to go.”

The young Arab paused, looked once more at Rima, then slowly and grudgingly handed back the identity cards. As Prosser had hoped, the Syrian was neither quick enough to think of a pretext to detain them nor brazen enough to hold them without one. Prosser immediately started to raise the window, but the Syrian, evidently taking belated offense at the idea of being brushed off so lightly, laid his hand across the window’s edge.

“Why do you foreigners remain where you do not belong? Lebanon is for Arabs, not for foreigners. You are not welcome here.”

“How strange,” Prosser replied calmly. “I see you are wearing a Syrian uniform, not a Lebanese one. So it would seem that you are also a foreigner here.”

At that the young officer’s lips began to sputter, but he was unable to articulate a reply before Prosser shifted into first gear and let out the clutch.

“No, it is you who do not belong here!” the Syrian fulminated as the car began to move. “You foreigners are spoiling our Lebanon! I warn you, go before it is too late for you!”

Prosser looked back with disdain and closed the window. As the car pulled away from the checkpoint, he saw the young officer’s eyes following him with a baleful glare.

He turned to Rima. After a moment’s consideration, he realized that it had been quite stupid for him to have provoked an armed Syrian sentry and that he would never have done it if Rima had not been in the car. He was thinking of how best to apologize for having put her in danger when she interrupted him.

“The arrogant fool! Did you hear him dare to call Lebanon his country?”

“Perhaps he flunked geography.”

But Rima was not amused and Prosser was uncertain whether her lingering irritation was directed more toward him or the Syrian.

Prosser turned off the Corniche and threaded through the narrow back streets of Ain Mreissé to rue Rustom Pacha. But when they reached the YWCA residence, they found the front door shut and the windows darkened.

“It is past curfew,” Rima said, “but usually the concierge will unlock the door for us at least until midnight. What time is it now?”

“A quarter before twelve.”

“He is probably asleep. Wait here; I will see if anyone will answer the bell.”

She went to the door and pressed a button. A half minute later she pressed it again. After three more attempts she returned to the car.

“No one answers,” she said with a remarkable lack of concern.

“Of course, you’re welcome to stay at my place, if you like,” Prosser volunteered. “I could bring you back in the morning on my way to work.”

“You would not mind?” she asked, almost too casually.

Prosser grinned. “Not at all. Ahlan wa sahlan.”

She turned to face him with a demure smile. “You are not shocked that I would spend the night with you?”

“Why should I be?” he said with a laugh. “Besides, right now you don’t seem to have much choice.”

 

* * *

 

Prosser let Rima enter the apartment first; then he switched on the overhead lamp in the foyer and locked the apartment door behind them. In addition to two heavy deadbolts—one at chest level and one just above his knees—iron support arms were mounted on opposite sides of the door to hold an inch-thick chromium-steel weightlifting bar that was propped up in the corner of the entranceway. He laid the bar across the support arms.

“You are expecting someone?” Rima inquired archly, looking askance at all the hardware.

“Just force of habit. Actually this door wouldn’t stop an old woman with an umbrella. It’s hollow. Listen.” He rapped on the door with his knuckles, and it sounded as if he were knocking on an empty cigar box.

“Awhile back I tried to get the embassy’s General Services Department to install a metal door like the ones the Germans and the Danes have. They laughed at me.”

The couple advanced into the living room. Three potted frangipani trees flanking the glass doors to the balcony filled the apartment with their rich perfume. From the center of the space, Rima surveyed the apartment and its contents—new American-made furniture from the embassy warehouse, framed Bartlett engravings of nineteenth-century Lebanon and the Holy Land, a matching pair of Syrian brass trays inlaid with silver, and Tunisian reproductions of ancient Roman mosaics—before moving onto the terrace.

“What a difference it makes being so far above the city,” she observed dreamily. “Everything seems so calm and untroubled. Why, there’s the great wheel of Luna Park, and the Bain Militaire, and out there the lights of Jouniyé—from here, one could imagine Beirut as a united city once again.”

They both looked down at the Corniche. A two-ton troop truck with a dozen drowsy Syrians sitting in back moved slowly past the Sunrise Hotel.

“During the daylight hours, there’s no better place for just watching life go by,” Prosser observed. “I love to come out here first thing in the morning and catch the city as it wakes up.”

Rima pointed out to sea, somewhere beyond the Riviera Beach Club. “Do you see the ship’s lights?”

He quickly located them. “That’s an Israeli gunboat,” he replied. “They often come by here when the fighting gets hot downtown. I expect they listen in on the radio chatter of the militias.”

A youth on a motorbike shifted gears to negotiate the steep grade up rue Henry Ford, barely fifty yards from the Hala Building, but the whining of the engine sounded much farther away.

“Would you like a nightcap? I have some wonderful Armagnac…or would you prefer something lighter?”

“Do you have dry sherry?”

“On the rocks?”

Rima nodded.

“I’ll be right back.”

She was sitting on the sofa when he returned. “On nights like tonight it is very difficult to think of ever leaving Beirut,” she mused as she took the stemmed glass from his hand.

“Are you thinking of emigrating, like Husayn?”

She smiled wistfully. “No, only of returning to France to finish my thesis. I must complete it soon if I am to gain my doctorat in economics. And to do that I must conduct more research.”

“And after you have your doctorat, what then?”

She sighed. “If I return to my work at the Ministry of Housing, I suppose I will qualify for a higher position.”

“You don’t sound very excited by the prospect.”

“It is difficult to be excited about the future in Lebanon. When I left for Lyon during the Events in 1975, I was certain the fighting would be over long before I returned. In 1977 there was great hope that life could resume just as before. But in 1978 the fighting began once more, and the Syrians made it plain they did not intend to leave. Now every new security plan serves only as a cruel trick to dishearten those of us who still cling to hope.”

“So why don’t you settle in Lyon or move in with Husayn in Stuttgart?”

“As a Lebanese it is not so easy these days to secure permanent residence in France. Husayn is able to stay in Germany only because he is an engineer and the Germans need skilled engineers. My sister and her husband have temporary residence permits in Bahrain, but they will be leaving soon for Hong Kong.”

“Have you considered the United States?”

She cast a doubtful look at him. “Without family relations in America, I am told, it is nearly impossible to get a green card.”

“That’s generally true. But you could always study there and try to get a work visa afterward. It’s frowned upon, but people seem to do it all the time.”

“Can’t we discuss something else? Too much talk of the future makes my head ache.”

“Fine, what would you like to discuss?”

“You. Tell me about you.”

“All right. Where would you like me to begin?”

“Anywhere,” she said with a playful look. “Tell me about your tie.”

“Ah, you like my tie?” he answered, removing the thin gold tie bar and holding out the patterned silk for her to examine closely.

“It is a very pretty shade of blue.”

“Then it’s yours. I offer it,” he said in Arabic as he slid across the sofa toward her. “But if you want it, you’ll have to untie it yourself and take it.”

“D’accord,” she replied with a mischievous grin.

When she took the ends of the tie in her hands, he pulled her toward him and kissed her on the lips. She returned the kiss, wrapping her arms around his neck tightly and letting herself fall backward with his body on top of hers.

When she relaxed her grip, Prosser pulled off his tie and placed her fingers where they could go to work on the buttons of his shirtfront. He felt the warmth of her thighs as he ran an eager hand under her skirt and across her hip.

Pulling Prosser’s shirt apart and back from his shoulders, Rima tossed it to the floor and then arched her back to let him unzip the back of her dress. The moment he brought the zipper down, she pulled the dress over her head and flung it aside, pulling him off balance onto the carpeted floor below.


 

Chapter 6

 

Friday

Prosser pulled the last page out of his typewriter, stapled it to the others, and reread the entire report, pausing occasionally to make corrections in red ink. Satisfied with the results, he walked across the hall and knocked on Pirelli’s door. The station chief was also at work drafting a cable to Headquarters and seemed unaware that he was no longer alone.

“Excuse me, Chief, “Prosser said. “Do you have a minute to look this over?”

Pirelli looked up absently from the typewriter.

“It’s the final installment from yesterday’s meeting with Abu Ramzi.”

“Sure, Con, have a seat. Let’s see what you have.”

Prosser sat down on the leather sofa opposite the desk and leafed through a three-day-old International Herald Tribune while the chief perused the typewritten list of armaments unloaded in the port of Sidon during the month of June by the Palestinian Resistance and the Lebanese National Movement. Pirelli held his red pen poised over each page, prepared to strike any superfluous word; he did not touch pen to paper until the last page, where he wrote his initials to authorize the report’s release.

“Not much different from last month’s list,” Prosser commented when he saw that the cable had been approved. “Pretty dry stuff, but the analysts seem to like it.”

“As long as it keeps our reporting totals up, it’s terrific,” Pirelli replied absently, handing back the report.

“While I’m here, Ed, do you mind my asking if you’ve released the ‘Immediate’ cable I wrote first thing this morning about the car bombings on the East Side? It’s from Abu Ramzi, and I think Headquarters should have it right away.”

“I haven’t released it, because I don’t like the restricted distribution you gave it. I’m afraid we’re going to have to clear it for passage to the Israelis and the Lebanese G-2. They’re eager for anything we can give them on these damned car bombs, and Headquarters will want us to pass it to them.”

Lebanese military intelligence, known as the Deuxiéme Bureau or G-2, was the least incompetent of the Lebanese central government’s several security organs, although it was riddled with leaks. Consistent with supporting Lebanese sovereignty, the station occasionally passed information to the G-2 as part of an official liaison relationship.

“Come on, Ed. How many times do we have to go through this? If we pass this to G-2, it will be just like taking out an ad in the next morning’s edition of An-Nahar. It will leak to the Phalange the same day, and within a week it will get back to the Syrians and the PLO. Is that what Headquarters wants? Agents like Abu Ramzi are pretty tough to replace.”

“Believe me, Con, I don’t want to compromise Abu Ramzi any more than you do. But when we have a lead like this, we’ve got to give the G-2 and the Phalange a fair shot at it. I’m not denying there are risks to the agent, but we’re just going to have to take our chances.”

“You mean Abu Ramzi’s going to have to take his chances. Listen, it’s bad enough giving the information to Lebanese G-2. Fortunately, they’re too inept to do anything with it. But if the Phalangists get lucky and happen to catch whoever is smuggling those bombs into East Beirut, the Syrians will turn West Beirut upside down looking for the leak. And we’ll have no way of protecting Abu Ramzi if the trail leads back to him. If you insist on tipping off the Phalange about the Naaman brothers, at least leave out the item about the new explosives expert. Each item alone is dangerous enough, but both of them together make the odds go way up that the information will be traced back to Abu Ramzi.”

“Sorry, Con, but I disagree. If we pass the first item, it seems to me we ought to pass the second so that the Lebs have a better chance of wiping out the whole network at once. Besides, once the Naaman brothers are rolled up, the PLO and the Syrians will assume the brothers spilled their guts about the explosive expert while they were under interrogation.”

“That’s exactly my point,” Prosser replied. “If they go after the Naamans and the explosives guy at the same time, it will be obvious that someone tipped them off about both.”

Pirelli glared back at him but said nothing.

Prosser heaved a sigh. “All right, I see that there’s no sense in my arguing the point. I just hope the Naamans are guilty as hell, Ed, because I shudder to think of the misery they’ll be facing when they fall into the Phalange’s meat grinder.”

Pirelli ignored Prosser’s comment and picked up another unedited draft from his in-box. He laid it neatly on the desk blotter in front of him and then looked up with an air of finality. “I’m planning to pass the information this afternoon when I go over to the East Side,” he said. “If you need me for anything, I’ll be back by six.”

 

* * *

 

Hollywood’s latest releases no longer filled the screen at the Strand Cinema on Hamra Street. A double bill of Indian detective movies was playing there now, judging from the posters plastered on either side of the box office. Homeless women and children and men crippled by war took shelter under its sagging marquee, content to sit or lie out of the hot sun’s reach, oblivious to the scowls of the brilliantined Indian sleuths who peered out from the posters above their heads. Meanwhile, in the adjacent lot, platoons of bulldozers and dump trucks raised clouds of dust as they excavated the foundation for a new office block.

As he approached the cinema, Prosser tightened his grip on the plastic grocery bag clutched in his hand. Although the bag appeared to contain nothing more than a box of assorted Arab pastries, concealed beneath the pastries was a manila envelope stuffed with English translations of agent reports. Once a week he brought a sheaf of the handwritten Arabic reports to the retired Lebanese American grain merchant who served as the station’s translator; once a week he brought back the man’s output.

As Prosser came abreast of the cinema, a trio of ragged shoeshine boys ran out from the shade of the building to intercept him. They shouted, waved their blackened hands in his face, and did everything short of tackling him around the waist to make him stop for a shine, but Prosser ignored them. One by one they gave up and peeled off.

Farther on, a reclining beggar with trousers rolled up past his knees revealed hideously burned legs and held out a cupped hand in supplication, but Prosser ignored him as well. A moment later he saw a pudgy teenage girl in a black embroidered Palestinian tribal dress rise from the shadows and start after him with an infant under her arm, but by the time she got up he was too far away to be overtaken. It was not that he had no sympathy, Prosser assured himself, but when he was on his way to or from an agent meeting he could not allow himself to be distracted.

At the edge of the construction site just beyond the cinema he stepped gingerly along the narrow passage between the stalled lanes of traffic and untidy piles of planks and reinforcing bars stockpiled on the sidewalk. It was early afternoon, and the streets were filled with shoppers and workers going home for their midday meal and nap. Women in sleeveless summer dresses and French designer sunglasses shared the sidewalk with Muslim schoolgirls wearing dreary gray headscarves and matching overgarments to cover their ankles and wrists. Wealthy businessmen immaculately attired in crisp ivory-hued summer suits likewise rubbed shoulders with militiamen in starched fatigues and high-heeled flamenco boots.

Prosser stopped to buy a copy of Monday Morning magazine from a sidewalk news vendor, only to be told that the local English-language weekly had already been sold out. As he turned around to try the vendor a few doors back, he caught a glimpse of a clean-cut Arab youth in jeans and a pink polo shirt disappearing around the corner just a bit too quickly. There was something familiar about the young man; he racked his brain to recall the connection but failed in the attempt.

Prosser continued to move through the crowd in no apparent hurry, stopping from time to time to study window displays, remaining alert to any face, mannerism, or garment that he had seen since setting out from the embassy. At rue Abdel Baki he turned left, staying close to the wall to avoid the heat of the sun. Halfway down the sloping street he disappeared into the lower level of the Étoile Center shopping arcade. It was five minutes before two.

The center was an excellent place to wait unobserved. Although its main entrance and shopping area faced onto rue Hamra, it also had a lower level that could be reached by elevator, stairway, or street-level entrances at the building’s side and rear. None of these entrances was controlled by a concierge, and the center’s shops and cinema gave ample excuse for lingering at almost any time of day.

Prosser stared at the display window of a shoe salon opposite a bank of elevators on the center’s lower level. At the same time, a bronzed Lebanese businessman in his mid-forties wearing dark glasses and a perfectly tailored beige suit pressed the elevator call button. He fidgeted with the strap of a thin leather purse while he waited.

As soon as the sliding door opened, Prosser looked up casually from the display window and started toward the elevator. He entered behind the Lebanese businessman and pressed the button of the highest floor in the building. The moment the elevator began its ascent, the two passengers stepped back from the door and turned toward each other with relieved smiles.

“Thanks for coming, Maroun,” Prosser said. “I hope you had no trouble finding the place.”

“Not at all. I had an engagement here on the West Side for lunch today and had no difficulty coming a few minutes early.”

“Sorry for the short notice, but I wouldn’t have asked you to come if it weren’t important. On Wednesday you asked for our help in stopping the car-bombing campaign. Well, later this afternoon the embassy will be giving the Deuxiéme Bureau some important new information about the people behind the car bombs, and I expect that Phalange intelligence will be given the same information very soon afterward. I want you to find out what the Phalange does with the information—in particular, I’d like to know of any arrests they make or any retaliation they decide to carry out. And one more thing: if anyone is arrested, please try to get copies of the interrogation reports. Can you do it?”

“Give me five days,” Maroun replied confidently. “There will be a meeting of the war council next week. I may be able to learn something then.”

“How about Wednesday morning at nine thirty, at your brother-in-law’s apartment in Antélias? He’ll still be in South America for another few months, won’t he?”

Maroun nodded. “Yes, the apartment will be empty through the summer at least. But just in case, look for me in the window before you enter. I will be standing at the southeast corner of the building if it is safe for you to come up.”

He took a folded wad of onionskin typing paper from his handbag and gave it to Prosser. The pages were blank. “Here is something for you,” he said as he handed over the papers. “I wrote this using the new secret-writing technique you showed me. It discusses Bashir’s new reserve training and mobilization scheme for the planned blitzkrieg against West Beirut.”

At that moment the elevator stopped at the building’s top floor, and the door opened onto a deserted hallway. Prosser pressed the button for the rue Hamra level and resumed speaking as soon as the door closed again. “Good. We can use it,” he said.

He inspected the top two sheets quickly, refolded them, and put them in the breast pocket of his jacket. He then took a sealed envelope from the other breast pocket, tore open one end, and handed his companion a thick wad of Lebanese currency.

“Your salary is in there for this month, plus the extra amount you requested for your son’s spring tuition. I’m sorry it took so long, but we hadn’t budgeted for it.”

Maroun’s face brightened. “Thank you, my friend,” he said. “You have solved a very big worry for me.”

“Don’t mention it,” Prosser replied. “Uh-oh, we’re almost there. Quick, do you have anything else before the doors open?”

Maroun shook his head.

“Then I’ll see you again on Wednesday. When they open, get out without me; I’m going on to the lower level.”

“Ma’assalama, Peter.”

The door opened and the Lebanese left the elevator without looking back.

 

* * *

 

Prosser was barely a block away when he noticed a crowd of people gathered outside the Cinema Colisée on rue du Caire. The crowd watched impassively as four young men armed with Kalashnikov assault rifles stood, weapons at the alert, flanking a white Range Rover and a silver Volvo sedan. While Prosser approached, the four men opened the doors to the cars and jumped in. An instant later the two cars began to pull away slowly from the curb.

Prosser’s attention was drawn to a distraught-looking middle-age woman in a shapeless blue housedress and white headscarf who lunged at the Volvo, reaching through its open rear window as if to bring the car to a halt. A woman some twenty years younger, possibly her daughter, seized a door handle of the Range Rover trying to run alongside while crying some urgent but unintelligible appeal to the driver. She kept up the chase for twenty or thirty paces until a hairy fist brandishing a shining nickel-plated revolver reached out of the opposite side of the sedan and fired two shots in the air. The woman released her grip and came to a halt in the middle of the street, her chest heaving from the exertion. Then, as the vehicles turned the corner and disappeared from view, she collapsed onto her knees. From an upper-story window nearby came the piercing trill of keening, that distinctive noise Middle Eastern women have made from time immemorial when in the throes of intense joy or grief.

As Prosser moved closer to the gathering outside the Cinema Colisée, it dispersed quickly as if nothing had happened. Shoppers resumed their rounds with downcast eyes, storekeepers withdrew shamefacedly into their shops, and elderly neighbors clad in housecoats and pajamas returned to their chores while trying to avoid eye contact with those around them. Not until Prosser was within ten paces of the spot where the Range Rover had stood did he notice a slender young woman with dark, shoulder-length hair standing motionless under the cinema marqee. Something about the way she clutched her handbag with both hands looked familiar to him, and as she turned toward him he saw that the woman was Rima al Fayyad.

“Rima?” he asked, unsure whether she had noticed him.

She recoiled for an instant as if startled and then smiled weakly. He grinned in return, pleased to see her again so soon. At breakfast and during the ride to her apartment that morning, she had seemed withdrawn and moody. Twice during the day, when he had tried to phone her at the Ministry of Housing, a coworker had told him she was away from her desk. He had intended to call the YWCA later in the afternoon.

“Oh, it’s you,” she said softly. “You startled me.”

Her chin quivered slightly and her lower lip formed a fleeting pout. Then she threw her head back and shook it vigorously as if to erase the aftereffects of what she had witnessed moments before. A delicate hand brushed a wisp of hair away from her forehead.

“Are you all right?” Prosser asked. “You look a shade pale.”

“It’s nothing, really. I was upset for a moment. It will pass.”

“What happened? All I could see was those two women trying to keep the gunmen from getting away. Did you see what they were up to?”

“I saw it all,” she answered in a way that made it clear she wished it otherwise. “I was stopping to look at the cinema posters when two boys carrying rifles jumped out from the door directly in front of me, dragging an old man in pajamas with his arms tied behind his back with electrical cord. While one held a gun to his head, two others opened the trunk, stuffed him inside, and slammed the lid. He looked so terrified, Conrad! He was moaning and sobbing, and he looked so weak he could hardly stand. By Allah, it was horrible!” She pursed her lips as if to keep from sobbing. Her eyes welled with tears.

“Try to put it out of your mind,” Prosser replied softly. “There’s not much anyone can do for him now. Come, I’ll walk you to wherever you’re going.”

“My car is parked in the next street.”

They walked in silence past the shining chrome-and-glass-fronted Al Ajami restaurant, still crowded with lunch customers, then turned east past a row of expensive men’s clothing boutiques stretching to the end of the block.

“Feeling better?” he asked as she stopped opposite a red Peugeot and unlocked the passenger door.

“I think so. But the old man’s face won’t leave my mind. I see him being stuffed into the trunk of that Volvo over and over again.” She hesitated, as if suddenly remembering something else. “Conrad, I heard one of the boys who brought him outside calling the old man an American agent.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” Prosser replied. “The militias say that about anyone they don’t like. It gives them an excuse to kidnap each other.”

Rima shook her head. “No, habibi, you have not been here long enough to understand. For you, such kidnappings appear to be an absurd game played out among our parties and militias. Of course, they almost never kidnap foreigners—only Lebanese. But for the rest of us, being kidnapped is the worst thing that can happen…worse than a sniper’s bullet or even a car bomb. To be falsely denounced by an anonymous enemy, arrested and tortured, in most cases without even knowing the reason—that is one of the darkest hells that anyone can face.”

“But why should you fear being kidnapped, Rima? You aren’t involved in politics.”

“No, but it is possible they could mistake me for someone else. And there is Husayn. I fear for him more than for myself.”

“And why would Husayn be kidnapped? He’s been away for nearly six years. He’s way out of the loop.”

Rima shook her head gravely. “There are men who still consider Husayn their enemy for what he did before he left for Germany.”

“People he fought against during the civil war?”

She shook her head. “They were on the same side as Husayn. Some even claim to be his friends. But it is better that I say no more about this. Husayn would be angry if he heard me talking this way.”

“Don’t fret about it, Rima. I won’t tell anyone. Besides, maybe I can do something to help.”

“I do not believe there is anything you can do for him…unless, of course, you could persuade him to return to Germany. But Husayn refuses to leave until he has collected my father’s debts. He has become completely irrational about it.”

“If it’s simply a matter of collecting bad debts, maybe there is something I can do for him. American businessmen visit the embassy all the time with this kind of problem. Have him see me. Or, better yet, bring him along when we drive up to Byblos tomorrow.”

Prosser was eager for an opportunity to learn more from Husayn about his role in the Lebanese civil war, and from what Rima was saying, perhaps Husayn might be in a position to make some useful introductions.

“I will speak to him about it,” Rima said. “Perhaps an excursion outside the city would be good for him.”

“One request, though,” said Prosser. “Please don’t tell anyone besides your brother that I offered to help him, will you? Technically, you know, we’re not supposed to take sides in business disputes that don’t involve Americans.” He gave her a conspiratorial smile.

“D’accord,” she assented. “And I think Husayn would prefer it that way as well.”

Prosser put an arm around her shoulder. “Now, don’t you worry about a thing. And tell Husayn how much I am looking forward to his joining us tomorrow.”


 

Chapter 7

 

Humid night air bearing a faint scent of jasmine blew into Conrad Prosser’s face as he drove along the Corniche with all four car windows rolled down, tiny droplets condensing against a bare elbow stuck idly out the window. He made a left turn into the dead-end side street just beyond the Riviera Hotel and parked the Renault opposite an apartment building where he knew a handful of U.S. embassy employees lived. After locking his briefcase and jacket in the trunk, he set off down an unlit alley past a row of decrepit, one-story, whitewashed shacks that seemed out of place among the luxury hotels and apartment buildings that had grown up around them.

Having rushed from one agent meeting to another for most of the afternoon and early evening, Prosser was tired, hungry, and out of temper by the time he arrived for his final rendezvous of the day. His previous meeting had ended only twenty minutes earlier, and he had come directly from Ramlet el Baida without performing more than a perfunctory surveillance-detection run. When he entered the alley, only five minutes remained before he was due at the contact site.

Until that morning, he had been unaware that the meeting would even take place. On his way to work he had spotted a Pepsi-Cola advertising sticker the size of a beer coaster affixed to a lamppost fifty meters west of the Hotel Mediterranée. The sticker was one of two he had given Abu Khalil some six months earlier with instructions to fix it to the lamppost before eight o’clock on any weekday morning if he wanted to call an emergency meeting for the same evening. Since Abu Khalil was not the most energetic of agents, Prosser’s curiosity was piqued as to why he had called for the rendezvous. Most likely, he thought, Abu Khalil needed money.

Abu Khalil held the rank of major in the regular infantry forces of the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine, a Marxist PLO faction that was categorized as rejectionist in the West because it would not accept a negotiated peace with Israel. By local standards, however, the DFLP was considered moderate. Time after time when disputes arose among the PLO’s member factions, the DFLP aligned itself with Yasir Arafat’s mainstream Fatah against the more doctrinaire Popular Front, Saiqa, Popular Front–General Command, and other die-hard rejectionists.

Abu Khalil was neither a rejectionist nor a Marxist. He happened to join the DFLP because his elder brothers and cousins had joined the group before him, just as they had preceded him into the Syrian army in the days before the PLO was founded. Indeed, Prosser was not entirely sure that Abu Khalil had any political ideology at all. He probably would have been just as much at home politically in Fatah, Saiqa, or the Popular Front as in the DFLP and had close friends in all of them. For the most part, Abu Khalil seemed to follow personal loyalties when choosing sides in the continuous infighting among the Palestinian and Lebanese militias.

Abu Khalil had formed his secret association with the American government long before Prosser arrived in Lebanon. One summer day in 1977, when the Lebanese civil war had been over for nearly a year and the Lebanese were beginning to believe that their long national nightmare might at last be near an end, Abu Khalil approached an American military attaché outside the officer’s apartment and told him that he wanted to speak privately to an intelligence officer.

As Abu Khalil explained to Prosser three years later, he did not welcome the prospect of peace in 1977. On the contrary, he worried that everyone in Lebanon would benefit from the country’s recovery except the Palestinians. Not long after the final cease-fire between Lebanon’s Muslims and Christians went into effect, he predicted, the newly united Lebanese, perhaps with Israel’s assistance, would unite for one last battle to expel the Palestinians and Syrians from their ravaged country. When that happened, Abu Khalil explained to Prosser, he wanted more of a choice than either fleeing to a refugee camp in Syria—as he had already done twice in his lifetime—or remaining in Lebanon to fight for his life like a cornered beast. Only money could give him that choice, and he meant to have it.

He made his approach on a Sunday morning. The American major he accosted turned him over promptly to an Arabic-speaking CIA case officer, who took Abu Khalil to a safe house for a debriefing that covered every aspect of the Palestinian’s background, motives, and access to intelligence information. Over a trial period lasting six months, Abu Khalil managed to produce enough information to merit a modest salary, and over the following two years he established a solid reputation for accurate, if unremarkable, reporting on the Palestinian militias.

By the time Prosser arrived in Beirut to become Abu Khalil’s case officer, the agent’s production had been in a slow but steady decline. Lately the only times Abu Khalil could be relied upon to turn in valuable intelligence was when he was scheduled to receive his monthly pay. While he never refused an assignment in so many words and promised to deliver whatever was asked of him, Prosser considered Abu Khalil only marginally reliable and suspected that some of his reporting might even be fabricated.

Prosser emerged from the alley onto rue Henry Ford and began to scan the street for Abu Khalil’s white Toyota when he heard a pair of rifle shots fired from somewhere inside the Progressive Socialist Party military camp across the street. He slipped back into the alley, flattened himself against a cinder-block wall, and listened. The screech of tires reached his ears as drivers coming down the hill heard the shots and attempted to retreat back up the hill. The sounds of barking dogs and gruff voices shouting orders reached him from the direction of the walled PSP compound. More shots rang out, this time from men with pistols no more than one hundred meters uphill. Encouraged by the thought that two high walls separated him from the gunmen, he took a deep breath and waited for the shooting to stop.

A sudden burst of gunfire from a light machine gun somewhere downhill from him disturbed his reverie and brought home to him that he had apparently walked into a crossfire. He considered dropping to the ground and staying there until it was over but rejected the idea for fear of being trapped or overrun if either side decided to take the alley.

He waited for the next pause between volleys and then made his break back along the narrow passage to the Renault. Let the militias shoot each other to their hearts’ content, he thought as he moved through the shadows. He would not arrive on time for the meeting; Abu Khalil would just have to wait for the alternate meeting. Prosser took his seat in the Renault just as the next exchange of gunfire broke out; then he cranked up the engine and headed home.

Back at the Hala Building he had an hour to refresh himself before looking for Abu Khalil at the alternate meeting site. He showered; changed into a pair of khakis and a fresh shirt; tossed some cheese, bread, a handful of yellow cherries, and a can of beer on a tray; and went out onto the balcony to see what had become of the firefight.

A hundred meters to the west, a line of thirty or forty cars still clogged rue Henry Ford nearly all the way down the hill to the Corniche. Traffic on the Corniche itself was moving likewise at a snail’s pace past the entrance to the PSP compound, where rifle-toting Druze militiamen displaying the distinctive triangular emblem of the PSP on their armbands ordered rubberneckers to move along.

Three-quarters of an hour later, Prosser set out for the alternate meeting site. At half past nine he spotted Abu Khalil’s white Toyota on an unlit street near the American Community School. He approached the darkened car from behind and was nearly upon it when the passenger door opened from inside; a grinning Palestinian with a rugged, weather-beaten face; thinning, swept-back black hair; and small, darting eyes greeted him with a silent handshake.

Abu Khalil was not a large man and did not have the native intelligence or commanding presence of a born leader like Abu Ramzi, but every time Prosser met him he felt as safe as one could possibly be on the streets of Beirut. For although Abu Khalil had many faults, he was absolutely loyal to those he accepted as his friends, and after more than twenty-five years of street fighting all over the Levant, he had a stellar record at keeping himself, his family, and his friends alive.

Within moments of releasing Prosser’s hand, Abu Khalil had the Toyota accelerating at full throttle toward the Corniche with headlights unlit.

“Did you have any trouble with the Druze a short while ago?” Prosser asked the Palestinian, referring to the PSP, whose membership was made up almost entirely of men and women of the Druze sect. “I hope you weren’t part of the firefight.”

“Not at all, praise Allah,” Abu Khalil replied with a grin that exposed crooked, smoke-stained teeth. “When I heard gunfire, I withdrew up the hill and returned as soon as the firing stopped. When you did not appear, I thought of our emergency plan and came here to wait.”

“Did you happen to see who the Druze were fighting?”

“A shopkeeper told me that two young fighters from the Fursan insulted a Druze officer on the Corniche near the Sunrise Hotel. The Druze officer returned a few minutes later with a squad of his men and was immediately fired upon from ambush. A few minutes after that more Druze fighters joined the fight and forced the Fursan to withdraw. These Fursan were badly mistaken to have attacked so close to the Druze camp. But what can be expected from such ignorant people?”

Abu Khalil laughed. The Fursan were the equivalent of an expansion team in Lebanon’s highly competitive league of militias and would be given no respect from their rivals until they had fought for it.

“So did the two Fursan who started the gunfight get out of it alive?”

Abu Khalil shook his head. “The Druze captured both and sent them to Damascus.”

“Damascus?” Prosser asked, suddenly confused. “Why there? Why not to the PSP’s bases in the Chouf Mountains?”

Abu Khalil let out an uproarious laugh. “Ah, Tommy, my friend,” addressing Prosser by another one of his aliases. “That is only an expression we have. It means they were dispatched with finality.” He made his right hand into a pistol, pointed the index finger at the base of his skull, and fired. “Bang! Off to Damascus!”

Prosser parroted the phrase “Off to Damascus!” in Arabic and had his pronunciation corrected by Abu Khalil. “So what will the Fursan do now?” he pressed. “Retaliate?”

“Without a doubt. There is already too much bad blood between them and the Druze.”

Prosser waited for his companion to say more, and when he did not, he moved on to another subject. “So, Abu Khalil,” he continued, “perhaps now you will tell me the reason why you called this meeting. After I saw your signal this morning, I’ve been concerned for you all day.”

“Concerned for me? No, no, no,” the man replied affably. “I signaled because I brought the book you have wanted me to bring these last weeks. So many times you have wanted it, and so many times I could not bring it. But tonight it is here, praise Allah.”

Abu Khalil pulled a brown paper bag out from under his seat and handed it across. Inside was a green cloth-bound ledger of about 150 pages. More than half the pages were filled with handwritten entries—mainly in English and Arabic, but with a smattering of French, Italian, and German.

Abu Khalil had first spoken of the book two months earlier, explaining that all foreigners who came to his military base for small arms and explosives training were required to register their names in a log kept in the camp safe. There had been groups of trainees from Turkey, Italy, Spain, Germany, and various Latin American and African countries. All the trainees’ names were listed in the book, he had insisted.

In the poor light Prosser had difficulty reading the entries. It was apparent after the first few pages, however, that this was not the comprehensive record of international terrorists’ names, travel dates, and passport numbers for which he had hoped, but rather a guest book filled with testimonials from the numerous official delegations and guests who had come to tour the DFLP camp. Still, all of the entries were signed, and some included the guests’ mailing addresses.

Prosser guessed that his original hunch was probably on the mark: Abu Khalil must have been low on cash. “When do I have to give this back to you?” he asked, stuffing the ledger back into its paper bag. “Can I keep it until tomorrow night?”

Abu Khalil nodded. “Tomorrow is a holiday; no one will notice it is missing.”

“All right, then, I will bring it tomorrow night at nine. Let’s meet at the same place where we met tonight.”

“Bring money, my friend,” Abu Khalil interjected. “I have had too many expenses.”

“How much this time, Abu Khalil?” Prosser asked, doing his best to conceal his skepticism.

“Five thousand lira.”

Prosser considered the likely effect of refusing the request and then decided that the time for a showdown had not arrived. “I’ll do what I can, Abu Khalil. It’s almost the end of the month. Maybe I can release next month’s salary a little early.”

“And for the book?”

“If the book is useful to us, I’ll see what I can do.”

“I thank you, my friend,” the Palestinian answered as if he had expected all along to receive the money.

Prosser wondered if he had become so very predictable that Abu Khalil was now able to calculate within a few lira how much extra he could squeeze out of his case officer each month.

“Do you have anything else for me tonight besides the book?”

Abu Khalil shook his head.

“Have you managed to pick up anything about the latest car bombings?”

“By Allah, I have nothing yet.”

“Well, stay on it, Abu Khalil. I’m counting on you. Anything else?”

Abu Khalil paused to think, and the unkind notion occurred to Prosser that the Palestinian might be taking aim at another bonus. If there were ever an occasion when Abu Khalil might be tempted to fabricate, this was it.

“As I think of it, there is one more thing you should know about. Two days ago I heard talk of an operation being planned against foreigners.”

Prosser cocked an eyebrow. “What kind of operation? Where? And which foreigners?”

“I have few details. But the one who spoke of the plan is a Palestinian from Jaffa whose war name is Colonel Hisham. We have met only once before, at the home of my cousin.”

“What else do you know about him?”

“I am told that he stays mostly in Damascus and the Bekaa Valley and travels to Europe several times a year. My cousin knows him well. He believes that the colonel works for Saiqa, in special operations, with the ones who use the name ‘Eagles of the Revolution.’ But I know many in Saiqa—I doubt Colonel Hisham belongs to them. In my view it is more likely that he works directly for Syrian military intelligence.”

“What does he look like? Is he a young man or an old man, short or tall, dark or fair? Describe him.”

“He is not so old—only a little older than I—maybe forty or forty-five years. And he is as tall as me, but perhaps a few kilos heavier.”

“So would you say he is about one hundred seventy centimeters and about eighty kilos?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“Does he have a beard or a mustache or wear glasses, perhaps, or look special in some other way?”

“No glasses…except sunglasses, yes. But he wears a mustache and is nearly bald on the top of his head. Frankly speaking, he looks like very many Palestinian men of his age. There is very little that is unusual about him.”

Prosser stopped for a moment to write the description in his notebook. “You did the right thing by bringing this to me as soon as you heard it, Abu Khalil. But I’m going to need a lot more. What exactly is Colonel Hisham planning to do to these foreigners? Did he mention any names or dates or places? And do you really believe the operation is going to happen, or is it just idle talk?”

“Colonel Hisham is not the kind who makes idle talk,” Abu Khalil replied. “Nor is he one of those who fights Israel and the Phalange from the cafés. At first he told my cousin nothing more than that foreigners will have their own martyrs soon in West Beirut. Later he hinted that he and his comrades have information about foreign spies here and have only to choose the time and place to eliminate them. Cadres are already selected for the operation and wait only for the order to be given.”

“Whose spies, Abu Khalil? Did he mention any names or nationalities?”

The Palestinian leaned forward and put out his cigarette in the Toyota’s overflowing ashtray. He concentrated for a moment and then shook his head. “That is all I know.”

Typical Abu Khalil, Prosser thought. Draws a blank just when we get to the good part.

“If you remember anything else before tomorrow, please write it down,” he replied, hiding his disappointment. “Meanwhile, see if you can locate Colonel Hisham again for another talk, and tell your cousin in Saiqa to do the same.”

“Inshallah, I will see my cousin again this weekend. Perhaps if I invite them out to dinner and a nightclub afterward, I will learn some more. It will not be cheap, of course, but...”

“Keep the receipts and I’ll pay them.”

Abu Khalil grasped Prosser’s hand. “Tommy, you are the best American they have ever sent me. On my life, I will do what I can to help. Perhaps by tomorrow night I will have something for you.”

Prosser suspected more than ever that Abu Khalil considered him a pushover. He would have to take a harder line for the next few months. And he could no longer put aside his misgivings about fabrication. The story about Colonel Hisham was far too convenient.

“Let’s call it a night, Abu Khalil. Right now I’m too tired to think straight. Look for me tomorrow at nine in the same place where you picked me up tonight.”


 

Chapter 8

 

It was a few minutes before ten when Prosser passed the front of the Saudi embassy and turned onto rue Maislin heading home. The two Lebanese police guards on duty behind the iron gate followed him warily with their eyes but did not stir from the chancery’s front steps.

As he approached the Hala Building he noticed at once that the night concierge, Abu Ali, was not at his usual post outside the lobby door. He spotted the old man’s hunched figure standing outside the steel door to the building’s west wing, slowly peeling off one key after the next in an effort to find the right one among the fifteen or twenty on his ring. Hovering over him was an exasperated European of early middle age who appeared moments away from seizing the keys from the old man and trying them in the lock himself. Hearing footsteps behind him, the European pivoted abruptly but relaxed upon seeing that it was Prosser.

“Excuse me, don’t you work for the American embassy?” the man asked nervously. There were gray circles under his eyes, and his cheeks were drained of color. Stringy blond hair hung limp and disheveled over the collar of his khaki bush shirt, which looked as if it had not been changed for several days.

“No point in denying it,” Prosser replied amiably. “And you’re the British journalist on the ninth floor, no?”

“Eighth, actually,” he corrected. “Forgive me for asking, but would you do me a small favor? Would you mind terribly coming with me to open up my flat? I’ve had a frightfully bad night, and I would really prefer not to go in alone.”

“No problem at all,” Prosser replied, though curious as to what the Englishman expected to find inside. He sent the concierge away and unlocked the steel door with his own key before following the journalist into the stairwell.

“I’ve just come from a place I hope I never see again,” the journalist said as he pushed the elevator button for the eighth floor.

“And where is that?”

“The morgue. A colleague...” He paused, took in a deep breath, and left the rest of the sentence unsaid.

“What happened?”

“I was at home. The police found my card in his wallet and called me to identify the body.” He inhaled deeply. “Foul play, quite foul indeed.”

The elevator stopped at the eighth floor and the two men got out. Prosser pressed the timer switch for the lights in the stairwell. “Oh, by the way, I’m Conrad Prosser,” he said when the light came on. He smiled and held out his hand.

The journalist took it and then looked aside sheepishly. “How very rude of me…I haven’t even introduced myself. Simon Grandy. I write for the Financial Times.”

“Fine newspaper. I wish I could say I’m a regular reader, but newspapers without photographs put me to sleep.”

“I see. A matter of taste, I suppose.”

“I suppose so,” Prosser replied, too tired to take offense.

Grandy looked up and smiled weakly. His hands trembled as he lifted the sisal doormat and found the key in the dust underneath. The steel door clanged as it opened.

“I suggest we go through the whole flat, back to front, just to be sure you don’t have company,” Prosser suggested, entering first. “I doubt anybody would have gotten past that steel vault door of yours—unless, of course, they happened to look under the mat.”

He left the journalist in the foyer and started down the corridor toward the rear bedrooms. The layout of the flat was identical to his own. He turned on the lights in each room and looked into the closets, behind the doors, and under the beds. He checked the rear balcony, then returned to the foyer and inspected the living room, dining room, kitchen, and front balcony.

“I suppose it was irrational of me to expect someone to be hiding behind the curtains,” Grandy admitted. “But I don’t really know what to expect anymore.”

“That’s all right,” Prosser assured him. “What you need now is to pour yourself a stiff drink and watch a video, read a good book, or do something else to take your mind off the whole affair. In the morning you’ll be as good as new.”

“Would you like to stay for a drink, Mr. Prosser?”

“Call me Conrad, for heaven’s sake.”

“What will you have, Conrad?”

“I’ll take some of that single malt whiskey over there,” he said, pointing to a bottle of Glenlivet on the buffet. “On the rocks, please.”

“Terribly sorry—no rocks tonight. Do you like it neat, or would you prefer something else?”

“Neat is fine.”

Grandy poured two tumblers halfway and handed one to his guest. “There you are.”

The two men carried their drinks onto the balcony and sat down in a pair of unpainted wicker armchairs.

“Bloody Lebanese,” Grandy cursed within seconds of taking his seat. “It’s not enough anymore for them to kill off each other; now they want to drag us foreigners into it. What’s the bloody purpose? I just don’t understand these bloody Arabs anymore.” His left hand was clenched tightly in his lap.

“The Lebanese don’t need a reason to fight, Simon. They’ve been massacring each other for so many years that it comes naturally. If they didn’t have modern weapons, they’d go back to slitting throats.” Prosser had intended the comment as hyperbole, but he realized it was too close to the truth to be amusing.

“Well, they’re bloody savages, and I’m sick of them all,” said Simon. “I’m sick of the suffering they bring on themselves and everyone else who’s stuck in their rotten country.”

Prosser took another sip of whiskey and decided to try a change of subject. “So how long have you been stuck here?” he asked.

The journalist let out a long whistling breath. “Three years last month. I came when the Syrians shelled Achrafiyé in 1978. After that my editors asked me to stay on for six more months, then for another six, and another six—and here I am. This is my fourth flat since I’ve been here. The first two were burned out.”

“How much longer do you think you’ll stay?”

“That’s rather iffy just now. My contract ends January next, and I haven’t decided yet whether to renew one last time. Lately I’ve been thinking I won’t.”

“What about your friend, the one who was killed. How long was he here?”

“Graham? Oh, I should say he had been here nearly as long as I have. I met him at the end of 1978. I didn’t know him terribly well, mind you. He and I tended to move in different circles.”

“Do you mind my asking how he was killed?”

“The doctors described it as multiple gunshot wounds to the chest. Shot to a bloody pulp, if you ask me. There seems to have been a bit of a struggle before that, too. Although it’s odd: his notebook and cassette recorder were missing, but his wallet wasn’t even touched. Of course, the police have no idea at all why he was killed, much less who did it.” With an involuntary expression of disgust, Grandy shifted his gaze to the traffic on the Corniche below.

“You don’t suppose there was a political angle to it…” Prosser suggested.

“With Graham, anything is possible,” Grandy replied. “He was always chasing after the sexy story, digging up old dirt and going off to meet unsavory characters at odd hours. He was also quite the ladies’ man. That could have been it, too—jealous husband, jilted lover, that sort of thing.” He lifted his glass to take a drink but stopped short. He stared off into the distance with a thin smile on his lips, as if remembering an incident that illustrated his point.

“Did he publish anything particularly provocative lately—say, about the Syrians or the Palestinians?” Prosser asked. “Something they might have taken a strong objection to? Quite a few Arab writers have been put on ice for that sort of thing.”

“I suppose he might have, but I’m not aware that he did. You see, Graham had just come back from Damascus on Saturday. I recall that he had a theory about the Syrians being behind the car bombs and the sniping in the port, but he never wrote about it, as far as I know.”

“Well, it’s a sad thing to have to say, Simon, but I doubt if we’ll ever find out who killed your friend. This kind of thing has happened practically every day since the war started, and not a single person has hanged for it yet. You might as well forget the police here; they’re hopeless.”

Grandy took a long pull on his drink. The scotch had begun to loosen him up, and he suppressed a laugh. “The police! Even if you or I had airtight proof of who murdered poor Graham, the police wouldn’t bother to make the pinch. More likely than not, they’d race to sell the killer the tip that he was under suspicion.”

The two men sat silently for a while longer, sipping their whiskey and looking out to sea. Despite the late hour a few street merchants remained along the Corniche selling espresso to motorists making their way home. Not far away a pair of uniformed sentries paced back and forth outside the front gate of the PSP militia compound.

“I suppose you’ll be reporting your colleague’s death to the British embassy in the morning,” Prosser suggested. “He was British, wasn’t he?”

Grandy nodded.

“Well, if I hear anything, I’ll make sure it gets passed along to the British consul. When a journalist gets shot, it’s an ill omen for all of us.”

Prosser finished his drink and stood up to leave. Grandy also rose.

“Well, thanks again for the whiskey, Simon. I’d stay longer, but I have an early appointment tomorrow. Here’s my card. Let’s get together sometime.”

“Yes, let’s do,” the Englishman answered without enthusiasm.

They left the balcony and started across the living room.

“Pardon me for not having a card of my own to give you,” Grandy apologized when they reached the door. “I ran out of them last week. Wait a moment and I’ll write down my telephone number.” He wrote it on a blank index card and handed it over.

“This will do just fine,” Prosser said with a smile as he took the card. “To tell you the truth, Simon, I’m just as happy not to have one of your printed cards, considering what happened to the last guy who carried one around.”

Grandy forced a smile and held on to it until the heavy door banged shut behind his visitor.

Prosser walked down the four flights of stairs to his own apartment thinking about the murdered journalist and whether his death might signify that the time-honored taboo against murdering Western diplomats and journalists in Beirut had quietly lapsed. The fact that Graham’s notebook and cassette recorder were missing, and that he had suspected the Syrians of sponsoring the car bombings, pointed to a political murder. He wondered whether Abu Khalil could have been telling the truth when he reported that a foreign spy would soon be killed in West Beirut. If he was, could Graham have been the victim? Or was someone else, perhaps a real spy like himself, still being targeted for assassination?

Prosser opened the door to his apartment and tossed his notebook, keys, wallet, and the rest of the contents of his pockets on to the vestibule table. The answers would have to wait till tomorrow, he told himself, and went to the sideboard to pour himself one last shot of scotch.


 

Chapter 9

 

Saturday

Despite his well-muscled arms and shoulders, Conrad Prosser was not a long ball hitter. He had never been more than an average ballplayer as a boy and would probably have spent most innings warming the bench in any serious adult softball league back in the States. In Beirut’s fast-pitch softball league, however, he was one of the stronger members of the American embassy team. More often than not, he managed to get on base with a single, a double, or a walk and could hold his own as an infielder or catcher, which was his usual position.

So far during this season, the American embassy team had enjoyed a winning record. It occasionally beat the Marine Security Guard team, usually prevailed over the American University of Beirut’s varsity and the Canadian embassy teams, and almost always defeated the AUB faculty and the American Community School teams. After four innings on a clear, hot Saturday morning, the embassy was leading the AUB varsity in its eleventh game of the season by a score of 3 to 0.

The embassy pitcher, a balding man in his mid-fifties with bandy legs and a considerable paunch, had struck out the first batter and lured the second into swinging at an inside pitch and grounding out to the first baseman. The pitcher had struck out six batters so far and, in doing so, had displayed an impressive collection of fast balls, breaking curves, sinkers, and change-ups that might have given difficulty even to first-rate amateur ballplayers.

The pitcher’s name was Tom Baldwin, and when not playing baseball he was the director of a Baptist parochial school in East Beirut. Aside from being a phenomenal pitcher, he was also a skillful hitter and fielded as well barehanded as most players did with mitts. No one on the team could deny that Baldwin was the main reason for the embassy’s strong standing in the league. The team might even have edged out the marines for first place had it not been for the games lost on Sundays, when Baldwin observed the Sabbath.

At bat was one of the better AUB players, a pocket-sized Lebanese student named George, who was the offspring of a Lebanese father and an American mother. Although his powerful swing and careful eye easily made up for his diminutive stature, George felt it was necessary to compensate further by directing a constant stream of insults at members of the opposing team. As a result, he was decidedly unpopular among the embassy players, who now baited him mercilessly and urged him to end the inning by becoming Tom’s seventh strikeout victim.

The count was 1-2 after George hit a long foul ball just wide of the third base line. Baldwin threw a trick pitch underneath his leg, which, to Prosser’s surprise, was nearly as fast as the man’s normal pitches. It landed square in the center of Prosser’s catcher’s mitt and stung his palm; it was too far outside for a strike. George flashed a smug grin back at his teammates to show that he was not so easily taken in.

Prosser crowded close behind George and signaled for Baldwin to throw a fastball, high and inside. Baldwin nodded and aimed a sizzling fastball at the batter’s wrists. When George stepped back from the plate without swinging, the umpire called him out on strikes. Enraged by the call, the student heaved his bat against the backstop and hounded the official off the field, cursing him in gutter Arabic at every step.

Prosser held the ball high in the air and trotted out toward the mound to greet Baldwin as he came in to the bench. “Perfect job, Tom!” he said.

“We sure skunked him, didn’t we?” Baldwin replied, taking off his hat and wiping his forehead with a red bandanna. “George is a clever hitter, though. I don’t think he’ll fall for that trick again.”

Baldwin lowered his bulky frame onto the bench while Prosser picked up a bat to make a few half-speed practice swings before the AUB students took the field. The first man in the batting order was Harry Landers, who carried himself well despite the extra inches around his waist. He swung on the first pitch, hitting a line-drive double directly over second base.

Prosser stepped up to the plate. The infielders were playing him deep because of Harry’s line drive and because Prosser had hit a hard ground ball past the shortstop on his last turn at bat. He took a ball and then watched a strike go over the outside corner of the plate. On the third pitch he laid a bunt down the third base line. It took two limp bounces in the dust before rolling idly to a stop at the midpoint between third and home plate. Prosser reached first base just as the pitcher picked up the ball and realized he had no place to throw it. Harry advanced to third.

The next batter was a black communications technician on temporary assignment to the embassy in Beirut. Prosser had met him only once and didn’t know whether he was a good hitter, but he was powerfully built and had a picture-perfect swing. Remembering the long fly ball that he had driven over the head of the center fielder on his first turn at bat, the outfielders moved back. On the second pitch the technician hit a flat line drive over the head of the shortstop that sent the center fielder running in toward the infield. Harry scored easily, with Prosser following closely behind. The technician held at third base.

Within seconds after Prosser passed home plate and bent over double behind the backstop to catch his breath, a pair of artillery shells screamed overhead and exploded somewhere to the west. A moment later three more shells whistled over the playing field, falling scarcely more than a kilometer away, each one exploding with a sharp crack that reverberated among the stuccoed apartment houses nearby.

Then, after a short pause, another two rounds flew past and landed at about the same distance away. After that, single shells appeared at random intervals—five seconds apart, three seconds, ten seconds. Prosser counted sixteen explosions in all.

When the players and their fans heard the first pair of shells fly past, they lost no time in scrambling for cover in the lee of the soccer stadium some fifty meters behind the backstop. From the sound of the first few explosions, Prosser guessed that the shells were high-explosive 155-millimeter rounds being fired from Phalange positions in Beirut’s eastern suburbs. The initial rounds, he surmised, had landed either in his own Minara neighborhood or along the public beaches south of the Bain Militaire.

Although no shell fell closer to the ball field than five or six hundred meters, each of the last half dozen had appeared to land amid the crowded beaches and sidewalks at the western end of the Corniche. As usual on summer Saturdays, the seaside promenade was packed with working-class Muslims, many of them Shiite refugees from the city’s southern suburbs.

Well before the last shell had fallen, a nauseating, panic-inspiring din of sirens, screams, and car horns arose from the Corniche and spread rapidly from west to east. Across the wrought-iron fence from center field, Prosser watched crazed men, women, and children scatter in all directions to seek cover. Mothers hastily packed up the picnic lunches they had spread out among the tall weeds of the median strip while fathers searched frantically for missing children. Bursts of automatic-rifle fire and the muffled pops of pistol shots punctuated the roar of the mob as drivers fired through open windows to bully their way forward in the snarled traffic. Militia vehicles beat them at this game, however, with their youthful riders hanging onto the post-mounted .50-caliber machine guns with both hands like water skiers, firing blindly into the air to clear a path for the ambulances following closely behind.

Even in a city long inured to war and brutality, the deliberate shelling of civilian crowds on their day of rest seemed a particularly heinous act to Prosser and to the other Westerners now lined up against the wall of the soccer stadium. Prosser tried to make logical sense of it, recalling that the weekend before, a Syrian-backed militia had launched a salvo of Katyusha rockets across the Bay of Beirut to the beach clubs of Jouniyé. Although the rockets had fallen short of the beaches and had not harmed any Christian bathers, the local newspapers reported that the Phalange war council had vowed to retaliate.

Then Prosser recalled that barely a day had gone by since Ed Pirelli had passed Abu Ramzi’s information about the Palestinian bomb maker and his car-bomb smugglers to Lebanese G-2 and the Phalange. A shiver passed over him when it occurred to him that perhaps his own report might have offered the Phalange a pretext for the shelling.

The other ballplayers and those who had come to watch the game observed the chaos beyond the center field fence with only the dimmest comprehension. What they saw overpowered their reason. At first they felt helpless in the face of such suffering and wished desperately for it to end. By degrees, however, their anxiety and frustration became intermixed with impatience at having to remain under cover. They huddled in clusters of five or six for a quarter of an hour discussing what to do next. Meanwhile, Harry and the black technician, more out of boredom than bravery, left the safety of the stadium’s shadow to retrieve an ice chest from the team’s bench.

While team members passed around cans of beer and soda, Prosser noticed the first base umpire split off from a group of AUB players and walk out onto the field. The umpire was a silver-haired Texan of about fifty, who, after having taught physical education at the American University of Beirut for most of his adult life, had recently been promoted to athletic director. To Prosser’s surprise, upon reaching first base, the umpire shouted to the AUB captain to take the field.

“Play ball!” he cried over the blare of car horns and the crackle of sporadic gunfire. “Embassy at bat. Top of the fifth. No outs.”

The AUB coach shrugged and waved his team onto the field. Shellings came and went, but the athletic director could not be disobeyed if the coach wanted to keep his job. The students hesitated—for a moment unsure of their coach’s decision—and then, one by one, took their positions. The home plate umpire, a Canadian businessman, also watched and waited to see what the others would do. Then he, too, donned his wire mask and took his place behind the catcher. The U.S. embassy team, which led the students by a score of 5 to 0, appeared less than eager to begin.

“Hey, wait a minute,” objected Baldwin, the embassy’s aging pitcher. “How do you know the shelling is finished? It may not be over just yet. I think we ought to wait. We don’t want anybody hurt out here.”

“It’s over, it’s over. Take my word for it, okay? Let’s get on with the game,” the athletic director replied impatiently. “Come on. Let’s play ball!” he shouted toward the embassy’s bench.

Colonel Charlie Ross, the silver-haired U.S. defense attaché, walked calmly out from the shade of the stadium to address the first base umpire.

“Say, Ralph, those were just the incoming rounds,” he said. “We haven’t seen the outgoing yet. For all we know, we may be in the middle of an artillery duel here.”

“The colonel’s right,” Baldwin added. “Let’s give it a little more time. In fact, some of these folks might just as soon call it a day and go home once the air clears.”

“Gentlemen,” the athletic director replied, turning to face both men, “I said, ‘Play ball.’ You have a choice: you can either play ball or forfeit. Take your pick.”

Baldwin and the colonel looked at each other in disbelief. Then the colonel wheeled around and shouted back to the rest of the team. “The man says, ‘Play ball,’ troops. So let’s hustle! Batter up!”

Baldwin stared at the colonel in bewilderment and started toward the bench. Four or five team members followed closely behind.

“You know, it’s pretty goddamned stupid for us to be risking our lives over a lousy ball game,” the black technician said to Harry as they prepared to leave the shelter of the stadium wall.

“I can’t believe we’re doing it either,” Harry replied with a shrug. Then he lifted the end of the ice chest and beckoned with his free hand for the technician to help him carry it to the bench.

“You, too?” Prosser called out to them as they passed. He picked up his mitt and rose to his feet.

“Yeah, I know it’s stupid,” Harry replied, “but I can’t bear the thought of forfeiting to the little creeps.”

Prosser put aside thoughts of the shelling and followed Harry to the bench. The Lebanese had their problems and he had his. Theirs would just have to wait until the ball game was over.


 

Chapter 10

 

Prosser was pleased with the shortcut that Rima had shown him. The street ran parallel to the route he usually took between the embassy and the Galerie Semaan checkpoint south of the city. But while his usual route seemed perpetually congested, this one was completely clear. As soon as he noticed the blackened, bullet-scarred buildings lining the western side of the street, he understood why. The route ran within a few blocks of no-man’s-land, and it was only because of the recent cease-fire that the route was now temporarily safe enough to use.

“This is a real find. I’ve never been through this stretch so quickly,” he told her.

“For one who knows the city well, there is always a way around the traffic and the checkpoints.”

“I want to learn them all. Will you show me?”

“It will take much time, batta. I think you might be too busy,” she teased, using the Arabic nickname she had chosen for him, which meant “duckling.”

“I’ll make the time,” he replied, taking his eyes from the rubble-strewn avenue long enough to caress the back of her neck. “So where did we decide to have lunch? Jouniyé, Tabarja, Byblos?”

“Jouniyé and Tabarja will be too crowded,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “Let us try Byblos. The fish at Pepe’s is the best in Lebanon, and we can have a table on the terrace overlooking the Roman harbor.”

“Then Pepe’s it is,” he answered. “But driving is thirsty work. Reach back and hand me a beer, will you?”

Rima turned around and, kneeling against the leather back of the seat, removed two red-and-white cans of Beck’s from the cooler on the backseat.

A few minutes later they reached the intersection with Corniche el Mazraa. To the east, a queue of vehicles a kilometer long inched toward the museum crossing. At Rima’s direction Prosser pushed through the nearly gridlocked intersection and continued south along the western outskirts of the middle-class Palestinian enclave of Fakhani. Passing through Pepsi Cola Circle, he studied the collection of armored personnel carriers, multiple rocket launchers, antiaircraft guns, and heavy machine guns parked around its circumference.

Nearly all the hardware belonged to Fatah or various other Palestinian groups—there was not a single Syrian soldier or Lebanese gendarme in sight. Indeed, the neighborhood was the closest thing to a Palestinian homeland that the PLO had achieved in its decade of armed struggle since its adherents had been expelled from Jordan in 1970. Unlike the squalid refugee camps of Sabra, Shatila, and Burj el Brajneh nearby, Fakhani was an established neighborhood where Palestinians lived in well-tended apartment buildings and operated shops and small businesses of all kinds. At every turn, however, one saw the red, white, and green Palestinian flag hanging from trees and lampposts, displayed behind shop windows, and painted on freshly whitewashed walls. According to both Abu Ramzi and Abu Khalil, the cellars, basements, and underground garages of the neighborhood were packed with enough arms and ammunition to keep a sizable army fighting for years.

Prosser recalled the occasion when he had come to Fakhani during the previous summer to shop for bargain-priced Palestinian embroidery and souvenir Fatah T-shirts at a PLO-owned handcrafts store. He had realized shortly after stepping out of his car that it had been foolish of him, as an American official, to venture into the area, but he had played dumb and returned safely with the merchandise he had wanted. Had anyone challenged him, he could easily have been seized as an enemy spy. In the absence of diplomatic relations between the United States and the PLO, asserting diplomatic immunity would have been futile.

He headed south again and passed the Cité Sportive Stadium, where a column of military trucks waited outside the cargo entrance. He had read in the morning newspaper that a PLO rally and military parade in the stadium were planned that evening. He made a mental note to avoid the route upon his return, when crowds would be gathering outside the entrance. A kilometer beyond the stadium, he turned east onto the two-lane road that led through the populous slum of Shiyah toward the Galerie Semaan crossing.

As the clogged traffic moved forward in spurts through Shiyah, he examined the ramshackle shops and cinder-block homes whose corrugated metal roofs were held down by bricks and stones. Donkey carts plodded along the side of the road, unfazed by the attempts of their motorized competition to overtake them. Packs of ragged children played in the dusty alleys.

The inhabitants of the area were predominantly Shiite Muslim refugees from the agricultural areas of southern Lebanon, descendants of peasants who had lived on plantations under a form of feudalism that survived well into the twentieth century. During the mid-1970s increasing numbers of the peasants had been forced off the land by Israeli air strikes aimed at Palestinian commando bases in the south. By March of 1978, when the Israeli army invaded South Lebanon to drive the PLO out of the border areas, the Shiites had become the majority in South Beirut. Later both the continuing Israeli air raids in the southern part of the country and a skyrocketing birthrate had added to the number of poor Muslims in the southern suburbs of the capital until by the end of 1980 it had reached several hundred thousand.

Prosser had met a number of the refugees and had sensed their rising anger at the United States for supplying the weapons that Israel was using in the south. He also saw how their militancy toward the U.S. had intensified since the beginning of the Tehran embassy hostage crisis. Washington’s simultaneous rapprochement with Iran’s archenemy, Iraq, only confirmed the spreading conviction among the Lebanese Shiites that America was the Great Satan.

Suddenly Rima grabbed his elbow and called his attention to a cobalt blue Mercedes 280S parked in a driveway to the left of the road. The gleaming sedan, incongruously free of the dull layer of dust that covered everything else in view, was surrounded by four children between five and ten years of age. The children peered greedily at the luggage piled high in the backseat. The oldest child, a boy of about ten in a soiled white jalabiyya, smashed a heavy, gray cinder-block fragment against the rear passenger window. The safety glass cracked and buckled, but a second and a third blow still failed to penetrate.

Prosser pulled to a stop at the curb.“The little bandits,” he muttered between clenched teeth. “Stay here; I’ll be back in a minute.” He unlocked the door and started to get out.

Rima seized his arm. “No, batta, it is too dangerous to stop here.” She looked nervously behind her at the cars that were unable to edge their way around the Renault on the narrow road. Meanwhile, the oldest child had succeeded in smashing through the window and was attempting to clear away enough glass to reach through and unlock a rear door.

“But we can’t just stand by and let those little bastards loot the goddamned car.” Prosser said.

“Leave it, batta. It is none of our concern.”

In the rearview mirror he could see the long line of cars stopped behind him. Horns blared. He looked for a place to pull off the road farther ahead but saw none.

“All right, I won’t stop here. But there must be somewhere to pull off the road up ahead. I’m not about to let them get away with this.” He put the car into gear and pulled away from the curb with a screech of tires.

“Forget them,” Rima said. “Behind such children are men who will shoot you for daring to interfere.”

In his mirror he saw that the children had opened the doors of the Mercedes and were already greedily carrying off boxes and suitcases. Then the stalled queue of cars ahead of him moved forward. He followed them and moments later spotted a policeman directing traffic in the middle of the intersection some fifty or sixty meters ahead. A police motorcycle was parked at the side of the road.

“Terrific! A cop! Give me a few seconds to tell him what’s going on, and then I promise to forget about the whole business.”

“Ha!” Rima snorted. “Do you truly expect the police to intervene? That one is with the traffic police. He will do nothing about a criminal matter. Batta, why do you persist in this? Let the children take the entire car if they wish. Why should it concern you?”

As the Renault drew closer to the policeman, Prosser slowed down to a crawl and called out to attract the policeman’s attention, but his voice was drowned out by the sound of horns behind him urging him forward. The policeman gestured toward the oncoming lane of cars, his back turned to the Renault. At last Prosser gave up and drove through the intersection.

“Well, at least I tried,” he said under his breath. “That’s more than anyone else did.”

“The others have learned that one must sometimes look the other way if one is to survive,” she replied.

Prosser bristled. “Well, if surrendering to the lowest elements of society is what it takes to survive, Rima, then I frankly don’t see how Lebanon’s future is much worth the effort.”

“Husayn used nearly the same words soon after his return to Beirut,” Rima replied bitterly. “I see that you and my brother think alike. By Allah, batta, I fear for you both.”

 

* * *

 

The drive to Byblos took slightly more than an hour. They followed the coastal highway into the town center and then parked in the old Roman harbor opposite the ancient two-story limestone villa that housed Pepe’s fish restaurant. When they entered, the owner embraced Rima like an old friend and led them to a table with a splendid view of the ancient port. Moments later the headwaiter brought them a stainless-steel tray piled high with shrimp, crab, lobster, smelt-like sultan brahim, and other fresh seafood from which to select their entrées. In addition, Prosser ordered a mezzé for two and a bottle of Ksara Blanc des Blancs.

“I’m sorry Husayn couldn’t join us,” he commented to Rima when the headwaiter departed with the tray. “Did he say why not?”

“He was planning to visit some men in Shtaura. They once fought in the militia with him and he thought they might be able to help him.”

“I don’t recall Husayn mentioning which militia he was in.”

“The munazzamat ‘amal al shuyu’ii. How do you say that in English?”

“Communist Action Organization.”

“I have heard it called by that name as well,” Rima said, “but do not be misled. During the events only a small fraction of the fighters in the organization were Marxists. Most were students and intellectuals like Husayn who advocated radical secular reform for Lebanon. Husayn is certainly no believer in communism, and I doubt that he ever was.”

“So what does he believe in?” Prosser asked.

“His work. His family and friends. For him there is nothing else.”

“No political ideology? That sounds very un-Lebanese.”

“The fighting changed him that way.”

The headwaiter brought the wine, followed by an assistant carrying a tray with a modest mezzé, including Arab bread, an assortment of raw vegetables, and several dips and salads.

“How much combat did Husayn see?” Prosser continued after the mezzé was laid out.

“He fought from the outbreak of the war in 1975 until February of 1976. But he seldom speaks of those times. He told me of his experiences only once, and I think it upset him too much to open the subject again.”

“When I first met Husayn, he said something about a disagreement with some other officers during the siege of the Holiday Inn. Did he ever tell you about it?”

“Of course. It is the reason he went to Germany.”

“How did it happen?”

Rima took a deep breath and put down her glass of wine. “First, batta, you must understand that, although Husayn belonged to the organization throughout the Events, during most of the fighting he was assigned to a Palestinian unit. It was because he had taken part in earlier assaults on tall buildings in the commercial district that he was assigned to lead a squad of Palestinian fighters in the final assault on the Holiday Inn.

“Even after the lobby and mezzanine were taken, it required many hours to capture and clear the upper floors one by one. The fighting was extremely bloody, and many of the Palestinian boys in Husayn’s squad were killed or wounded. Those who survived were crazy with fear. When their victory was complete, the commanding officer ordered all the prisoners taken to the roof in small groups for execution. Husayn was guarding four Phalangist boys from the mountains, brave boys who had been captured only because they were knocked unconscious by a grenade that exploded very close to them. Husayn said every one of them had serious wounds, but none was afraid to die.

“When Husayn led them to the roof, he had a horrible feeling about what would happen there. A strong wind was blowing off the sea, and the noise of the battles below seemed very far away to him. Over the edge of the building he could see fires burning for kilometers in all directions and countless explosions and tracer paths. On the roof the Palestinians were burning paper and trash and wooden furniture in oil drums, and the light from the fires gave everything an unnatural appearance. He said the smell of blood made him gag.

“Husayn saw at once that some of the Palestinian fighters had been celebrating their victory by making a brutal sport of killing the Phalangist prisoners. Not by ordinary execution, but each in a different and more horrible way than the last. He watched them shoot several prisoners and push them over the edge of the roof. Others were hacked into pieces with knives and fire axes. Some had benzine poured on them and were set on fire like human torches and forced over the side by men with bayonets. One Palestinian tied a long rope around the neck of a Christian boy and tied the other end to an iron railing. Then the Palestinian pushed him over the railing. When the rope broke, the Palestinian became enraged, doubled it, and hanged three more prisoners the same way.

“Two of the Phalangists in my brother’s group of prisoners ran for the edge to jump off before they could be tortured, and Husayn killed them both with shots from his rifle. On seeing this the Palestinian major who was in command of the torturers became furious and accused Husayn of trying to make it easier for the prisoners to die. The major took the rifle from him, gave him a bayonet, and then forced him to cut the throats of two young Christian boys; they were trussed like pigs on their bellies, lying in the blood of others who had suffered the same sort of death. Husayn said the boys were now insane with fear. One was retching, and from the smell Husayn thought that at least one of them had also befouled himself. After this the major forced my brother to execute several others by even more sadistic methods until a colonel from Fatah came to the roof to stop the butchery. Each of the remaining prisoners were dispatched with a single pistol shot to the head.

“Husayn refused to rejoin his unit after that and left Beirut the next morning to rejoin our family in Tripoli. After staying with us for only a few days, he learned that the Palestinian major had charged him with desertion. Under the pretext of ordering his arrest, the major had sent two of his men to kill Husayn to prevent him from reporting the major’s atrocities to the Joint Forces military tribunal. Within a week of Husayn’s arrival in Tripoli, while he was shopping in the souk, someone tried to shoot him and failed only because Husayn instantly moved aside upon hearing the sound of rapid footsteps behind him. He fired back but the assassin escaped. After that Husayn had no choice but to flee abroad. My father agreed to lend him money for his first year of studies in Germany, and later he worked to support himself while completing his engineering degree.”

Prosser refilled their wine glasses and dipped a piece of the flat Arab bread in a dish of hummus. “What became of the Palestinian major? Is he still around?”

Rima hesitated, and Prosser saw fear enter her eyes. “Yes, only now he is a colonel and lives in Damascus. Had he remained in Beirut, I do not believe Husayn would have returned.”

“Do you remember his name?”

“His given name is Jamal, but everyone knows him as Colonel Hisham.”

Prosser felt as if an electric current had suddenly been applied to the base of his spine. In intelligence work, coincidences were rarely the result of blind chance. If Abu Khalil’s Colonel Hisham and Rima’s were the same, then Husayn al Fayyad’s access to his old militia comrades might be considerably more useful than he had expected.

“Have you ever met Colonel Hisham, Rima?”

She shook her head while reaching for her wine glass. “I know only what Husayn has told me about him.”

“And has Husayn seen him since he returned to Beirut?”

“That is something you will have to ask him yourself.”

Rima wet her index finger and idly drew it around the rim of the glass without making it sing. Prosser watched her carefully and wondered why she had avoided eye contact while he questioned her about the colonel.

A pair of waiters returned with fresh china and a covered tray holding the meal’s main course, an entire roasted loup de mer. Once it was served, Prosser turned to a different line of questioning.

“I’d like to hear more about your doctorat, Rima. How long do you think it will take to finish your thesis?”

“If I return to Lyon next month or the month after, I could complete my research by the new year and return here to compile the results and write my conclusions during the winter. But I cannot go until Husayn does. If I left him here alone, I fear he would not return alive.”

Her rationale seemed a bit overstated, but Prosser let it pass without comment. “And he refuses to leave until he recovers your father’s money from Maarouf Zuhayri?”

She released the wine glass and clenched her fists in frustration. “Husayn is so stubborn! He simply refuses to admit how dangerous it is for him to remain. Even when he was shot this spring, he would not consider returning to Germany.”

“You mean somebody tried to shoot him again since he’s been back?”

“You have seen the plaster on his foot? One week after he arrived, he was driving my father’s old Mercedes near rue Verdun when four armed men stopped him and demanded that he give them the keys. When he refused, one of them fired his Kalashnikov into the pavement at Husayn’s feet. The bullets ricocheted off the pavement and some fragments entered his foot.”

“You’re certainly right about his being stubborn,” Prosser said. “Nobody would blame him for heading straight back to Stuttgart after an incident like that.”

“But Husayn refused to hear of it. As soon as he left the hospital, he hired a car and driver so he could continue making calls on people who might help him collect our father’s debts. And at first he seemed to be having success—two debtors made payments to Husayn and two others promised to pay most of what they owed. But a month has passed since then and there have been no more payments. Husayn is growing more frustrated and bitter with each passing day and has begun seeking help from men connected with the militias—men he knew before the Events. I have heard that some of them are close to Colonel Hisham.

“Batta, I cannot tell you how much this worries me. Lately, I have begun to fear that Husayn will use more extreme means to take back our father’s money and that the debtors will answer by having him killed.”

Prosser listened but said nothing as they continued to eat.

“Listen, Rima,” he said at last. “I realize that Husayn may not want to be associated too closely with the American embassy, but I’d really like to help if I can. Do you suppose he’d be willing to meet with me sometime for a quiet talk?”

“I have already asked him,” she answered softly. “He refused.”

“Did he give a reason?”

“No, but he seemed to have firmly made up his mind.”

“Would you try again anyway? Tell him to pick a time and place and I’ll be there.”

“I will try, but I doubt that he will change his mind.”

 

* * *

 

After the meal, Prosser took Rima for a stroll through the Roman harbor and the walled center of ancient Byblos. Then they explored the ruins of its remarkably well preserved Crusader castle. It was half past five when they started back to Beirut, and nearly eight by the time they reached the Qarantina Bridge, just east of Achrafiyé.

“Well, which shall it be, my dear, the port or the museum?” Prosser asked as they traversed the bridge. “Frankly, I’d rather not drive all the way across town to the Galerie Semaan crossing again if we can avoid it.”

“It is too late now to use the port crossing. These last weeks they have been closing the gates before sunset. Even if they let us through, it would no longer be safe. Shall we take the museum crossing instead?”

“I suppose we’ll have to give it a try. I just hope there isn’t too much traffic by Barbir Hospital. It seems every other night some shootout breaks out when traffic gets backed up there.”

Rima brightened. “But there is no need for us to pass by Barbir. I know a better way by Bechara el Khoury Street. We come out again in the hotel district.”

“Bechara el Khoury after dark? Are you out of your mind?”

Prosser had thought that the street had long since been closed off to traffic as a result of sniping and had never heard of anyone from the embassy using it.

“I have traveled it many times at all hours,” Rima said. “Really, it’s quite safe.”

“All right,” he said. “I’m game if you are.”

They passed the National Museum, crossed the no-man’s-land, and then stopped at the Syrian army checkpoint west of the Argentine embassy. Just before queuing up behind the vehicles backed up at the Barbir Hospital, Rima directed him to turn right. The Renault was now the only vehicle headed north on rue Bechara el Khoury toward the city’s devastated commercial district.

“Okay, Rima, you’re the navigator,” he told her as they headed down the deserted boulevard. “Give me directions.”

She led him straight ahead for a kilometer and a half and then into a left turn before a three-meter-high earthen barricade. Next she directed him through a maze of dogleg turns along one-way streets in a neighborhood that appeared oddly untouched by the nightly shellings less than a kilometer away. The lights shining in the windows of its well-tended shops and flats proved that the area remained inhabited.

Although by now Prosser had lost all sense of direction, Rima continued to point the way through the narrow cobbled streets and alleys. Once in a while he thought he saw a familiar landmark, but he despaired of ever being able to retrace on his own the route they had taken. He was speeding downhill across a steeply inclined plaza of polished cobblestones and aiming the nose of the Renault toward a narrow opening at the far end of the plaza when he saw Rima suddenly freeze.

“Stop!” she commanded. He downshifted into third gear.

“Stop now!” she gasped.

But since he saw no movement on the square and no obstacle in his path, he proceeded to the end of the plaza, where he entered the narrow defile without braking. Rima fell silent and held her breath until they rounded the first bend in the road.

“By Allah, why did you go on?” she demanded as soon as they exited the plaza. “How could you not see the checkpoint?”

“Checkpoint? All I saw was a pile of old sandbags.”

“Two soldiers were standing alongside them having a smoke. You did not notice them?”

Prosser looked straight ahead and did not reply.

“One waved for to us to halt just as we were passing the barricade. Batta, he might have shot us.” Her voice quavered and a pout formed on her lips.

“I’m sorry, Rima, but I didn’t see them. Anyway we’re past them now. I see no point in living in fear of dangers I’m not aware of.”

Rima gave him a puzzled look, as if he had said something that had a special and profound meaning for her.

“Okay, I’ll be more careful next time,” Prosser added. “But why are you looking at me that way?”

“Husayn used precisely the same words a week ago after we drove through a checkpoint near the airport.” She let out a deep breath. “It seems the two of you are even more alike than I had feared. In Allah’s name, batta, how will I manage to keep you both alive?”


Chapter 11

 

Prosser moved carefully in the dim light to avoid slipping on granite stairs worn smooth by countless feet. As usual, only one in four of the streetlamps installed along the passage was lit, and the high walls to his right and left formed pools of shadow across his path. He moved at a steady pace down each flight and across each landing, peering into the depths of each shadow as he listened for the sound of approaching footsteps.

Although the stone staircase was one of the few direct paths leading from the seaside corniche to the low plateau that was Ras Beirut, few considered the staircase safe after dark. For that reason it was an excellent place for detecting surveillance. By the time Prosser reached the bottom of the stairway he knew he was alone. He paused there to scan his new surroundings and then headed west along an unlit side street that skirted the edge of the American University’s main tennis courts. Until recently the street had been a favorite rendezvous for lovers in parked cars, but even they had abandoned the place after the latest wave of car bombings.

A hundred meters ahead he turned left into an alley that led directly onto the Corniche and at once spotted Abu Khalil’s battle-scarred white Toyota some thirty meters from where he had found it the night before. The tip of a cigarette glowed in the darkness where the Palestinian’s left hand hung languidly out the open car window. As usual, Abu Khalil opened the passenger door as soon as Prosser came alongside. He started the engine at once and they set off together toward the Corniche.

“Good evening, Abu Khalil.”

“Ahlan wa sahlan, my friend,” the Palestinian answered in good spirits.

The two men exchanged ritual greetings in Arabic, after which Prosser held out the green ledger book that he had been given the night before.

“Thanks for lending me your guest book, Abu Khalil, but I’m afraid it’s not quite what I had in mind. What I really wanted to see is the volume with the true names of your visitors, their passport numbers, affiliations, and the types of training they received. A book like that could be quite valuable to us. But this one…” Prosser shook his head and handed back the ledger book.

“I have never seen a book with the information you speak of,” Abu Khalil answered defensively. “The foreign trainees always come to us without passports. They carry only identification cards issued in Damascus under false names. If there is a book with their true names, it would most likely be kept in Damascus, not here.”

“Are you absolutely sure there aren’t any lists kept at your camp that would include information about your foreign trainees?”

Abu Khalil shrugged. “If they exist, I have not seen them.”

“Then how about looking again?”

“I will try.” The promise had an unconvincing ring.

Prosser could see the disappointment in the Palestinian’s eyes. Abu Khalil gave the book a final once-over and slipped it under the driver’s seat.

“You’re sure there will be no problem in returning it?” Prosser asked.

“Not if I replace it quickly. I told the others that I would be away no more than an hour.”

“We won’t be long,” Prosser assured him. “But I do have a few questions for you while we’re here. First I would like you to update the summary you wrote this spring about Palestinian and Syrian troop strengths in the Beirut sector. I’m especially interested in any new armor or artillery put in place along the Green Line over the last month or two. A rumor is afoot that the Syrians intend to mount a summer attack against Phalange positions around the port. I doubt there’s much truth to it, but I won’t be able to convince Washington without details. Can you do it within the next week?”

There was, in fact, no prospect at all of a Syrian offensive, but Prosser could hardly refer to an expected Phalange-Israeli offensive against Abu Khalil’s own forces and still expect a full and accurate report from the agent. No matter how long Abu Khalil had worked for the Americans and how skilled he might be at rationalization, one could not expect an agent to put his own life and those of his men at risk.

“I will have to make new observations and inquiries,” Abu Khalil said. “Two weeks, perhaps.”

“All right, I’ll expect your report at the meeting after next,” Prosser replied crisply, making a cryptic notation on his notepad. “Next, have you had a chance to see your cousin or your friends in Saiqa to ask about Colonel Hisham?”

“Habibi, it has been only one night since we spoke of Colonel Hisham. Since then I have not had two hours’ rest. Inshallah, I will see him tomorrow. My cousin has invited the colonel to dine with us at his home.”

“Good work. Then we’ll talk about him again at our regular Tuesday meeting. Can you come then?”

“Inshallah, but not until after nine.”

“Then let’s make it half past nine. One more thing: when you talk to Colonel Hisham, try to find out what outfit he fought with during the civil war. In particular, I want to know where he was during the Battle of the Hotels and the recapture of the Holiday Inn.”

Prosser reached into his rear trouser pocket and brought out a wad of one-hundred-lira notes bound together with a rubber band. “Here is your salary for June, Abu Khalil, two weeks early. If you can get any other documents about foreign trainees, there might be more, but this is all I can give you for now.”

“Then there is no bonus for the book I brought you?”

“Sorry, but Washington didn’t go for it. Besides, that’s what your salary is for. Bonuses are for truly extraordinary material. I hate to say it, Abu Khalil, but we haven’t seen much of that from you lately. If you want more money, we’re going to need more results.”

The Palestinian accepted the money without taking his eyes off the road and stuffed it into his back pocket. Usually he riffled through the bills with his thumb and devoured them with his eyes.

Prosser wondered whether Abu Khalil would continue to sulk at their next meeting or would begin serving up more and better information. The time had come to put the agent to the test.

He took a scrap of paper out of his shirt pocket and handed it to Abu Khalil. “Just so you won’t forget, here is a list of questions about Colonel Hisham. Take it with you and memorize the key points before you see him.”

“I will find out what I can, but the colonel is not a stupid man. I must move slowly if I am to gain his confidence.” He made a sinuous movement with his hand that simulated the motion of a snake. “Also, my friend, I urge you and your friends at the American embassy to take precautions. This is a dangerous time for foreigners in Beirut, particularly those whose governments have sided with Iraq in the war with Iran. Supporters of Iran are plotting revenge in the Lebanese arena, and the Syrians are turning a blind eye to it. So beware of anyone who follows you on the street, and above all, carry your weapon wherever you go.”

As if to convince by example, Abu Khalil lifted his windbreaker to show a Czech 9-millimeter self-loader tucked into his waistband.

“You must be joking, Abu Khalil,” Prosser replied uneasily. “I am a diplomat. What excuse would I have to carry one of those? If a soldier found it on me at a checkpoint, he might take me for a spy.”

“To be without a weapon in West Beirut is worse than foolish,” Abu Khalil replied gravely. “Here, any man who respects himself is armed. Many Lebanese would take great pleasure in killing someone from the American embassy if they knew there would be no risk in it. Think about it, Tommy. If you wish, I can get you a pistol like mine.”

“Thanks,” Prosser replied, clasping Abu Khalil’s shoulder affectionately. “But my superiors in Washington would never allow it.”

“The men who give such an order understand nothing about Lebanon, habibi. If I were in your place, I would disregard it.”

Sometimes Prosser suspected that Abu Khalil was right ,but so far he had never had an occasion to go around armed in a foreign capital. If there were ever a need to arm himself for an operation, the normal procedure would be for Pirelli to seek authorization from Headquarters to issue one of the Browning 9-millimeter pistols in the station’s arms vault. Otherwise it was a serious violation of Agency rules for a case officer to carry a deadly weapon, and Prosser didn’t feel strongly enough about the matter to risk his career over it.

They drove past a brightly lit snack shop, and in the light Prosser held an index card close to his face to consult his checklist once more before bringing the meeting to a close.

“All right, Abu Khalil, just one more item of business. Turn up the hill at the Sunrise Hotel, and I’ll show you where to drop me off.”

They drove along the Corniche past the Riviera Hotel and turned right near the spot where they had encountered the gun battle the night before. The Toyota was a third of the way up the hill when they heard a momentary roar followed a second later by a thunderclap, the reverberations of which lingered long amid the brick and concrete buildings. The roar and the detonation had both come from the west, but a quick glance across the hillside showed no smoke or other telltale signs of an explosion.

“B-7 at two o’clock. Probably the Saudi embassy,” Abu Khalil observed, using the street term for a Soviet rocket-propelled grenade. As he spoke, a boxy four-door Fiat careened down the hill toward them with its headlights off, straddling the centerline and narrowly missing the Toyota as it raced by.

Prosser strained to catch a glimpse of the car’s occupants in the darkness. “Probably the Shiites again,” he ventured. “They threw a bundle of dynamite over the wall a couple months ago when the Saudis first started backing Saddam against the Ayatollah. I suppose it will only get worse.”

Abu Khalil remained silent, concentrating instead on watching the road ahead and the darkness beyond the glow of the nearest streetlamps. They reached the top of the hill and saw smoke rising from behind the walls of the Saudi compound, just as Prosser had predicted. Lights were already appearing in apartment windows all over the neighborhood.

“Hell, we’re heading right into the middle of it, Abu Khalil. Come on; let’s scram before the gendarmes arrive. I’ll get out here. You can continue straight across rue Bliss and keep on going.”

He pointed to a grocery stall on the left that had already closed for the night. “Stop here. Okay, then, we’ll meet again on Tuesday at half past nine. I’ll be at the old place in the rue Bahrain. Ma’assalama, Abu Khalil.”

Abu Khalil nodded and pulled the Toyota over. The two men shook hands one last time before Prosser stepped out onto the sidewalk and watched the sedan speed across the intersection out of sight.


 

Chapter 12

 

Monday

Prosser pressed his arm and shoulder against the white concrete pillar in the Hala Building’s lobby and extended his right leg behind him to stretch the muscles in his hips and upper thighs. As he performed this daily pre-jogging ritual, he surveyed the parking lot and driveway for people or vehicles that seemed to be out of place. Abu Ali, now at the end of his long night shift as concierge, picked up a broom and began to sweep dust and cigarette butts out the lobby door. He interrupted his slow-motion routine to let Prosser pass.

The asphalt of the driveway was still wet from a freak rain that had fallen during the night. Prosser did his best to avoid the larger puddles as he ran down the narrow channel between the parked cars lining both sides of the street. At rue Bliss he turned right toward the old lighthouse that gave the Minara neighborhood its name, and in less than a minute he began the winding descent to the Corniche.

For a moment, as he rounded the first bend, he had a sweeping view over the western coast of the Ras Beirut peninsula. Far out to sea he spied the purplish-gray clouds that had brought rain during the night and watched the orange ball of the sun rising behind them. Then he noticed a sandbag barrier blocking his path some thirty yards ahead. A militiaman in the faded burgundy uniform of the Fursan manned the barrier that had been erected apparently overnight in front of the entrance to the Renaissance Tennis Club.

The Fursan served as the military arm of the Arab Democratic Party, an obscure faction formed earlier that spring by a clique of Northern Lebanese warlords under the sponsorship of Rifaat al Asad, the ambitious younger brother of Syrian president Hafez al Asad. Although Fursan was the Arabic word for knights or cavaliers, the group’s unusual wine-red uniforms quickly earned it such nicknames as the Red Guards and the Khmer Rouge. Some cynics even claimed that the Fursan were not even Lebanese but rather Syrians who belonged to Rifaat’s paramilitary defense companies and were only temporarily seconded to the Fursan.

Early one morning in April the Fursan had materialized in West Beirut as if out of thin air to occupy the Renaissance Club’s tennis courts and soccer field. Prosser had watched from his balcony as the militia seized control of the sports complex that until then had been the exclusive preserve of foreign diplomats and the Lebanese sporting class.

At first the group had surrounded the club with jeeps, trucks, and armored personnel carriers, moving the vehicles onto the club’s soccer field through gaps torn through its perimeter wall by an antiquated Soviet-made T-52 tank. Then they occupied the clubhouse and set up tents and dug foxholes on the remainder of the grounds while bulldozers and heavy earth-moving equipment arrived to prepare trenches, bunkers, and vehicle dugouts. To anyone who observed the operation, it was abundantly clear not only that the Fursan had come to stay but also that they were not counting on the goodwill of the militias into whose territory they had intruded.

Prosser checked the encampment from his balcony every morning during the weeks that followed. The periodic inspections of the ragtag Fursan troops; their attempts at precision marching drills; and their practice firings of mortars, antiaircraft guns, and other heavy weapons out to sea were often hilarious. Most of the time, however, the men sat around their tents playing cards, drinking tea, doing their laundry, cooking, and eating. Their real work, many people suspected, went on at night. Residents of the Minara neighborhood were quick to blame the Fursan for the wave of burglaries, armed robberies, automobile hijackings, and sexual assaults that had beset Ras Beirut within days of their arrival.

Because of the militia’s strained relations with the neighboring militias, particularly the Progressive Socialists and the Murabitoun, the Fursan were highly nervous about their perimeter security from the outset. Accordingly, their sentries were a uniformly ill-tempered bunch. To keep pedestrians on rue Bliss from peering past the chest-high wall that overlooked their encampment, Fursan troops manned sentry posts at one-hundred-meter intervals all the way from the Minara lighthouse down to the Corniche. That the residents of at least four multistory apartment buildings and a dozen or more villas already enjoyed full view of their campsite from the ridge overlooking the soccer field seemed to make no difference to the sentries. They would let nobody come near the wall.

Although Prosser generally took a different route every day for his morning run, more often than not he ran past the lighthouse and the tennis club to reach the Corniche. As he did so today, he skirted the edge of the Fursan’s wall until he approached the first red-uniformed sentry. When the militiaman gestured for him to step off the sidewalk into the street, Prosser pretended not to notice. Drawing abreast of the guard, he smiled and wished him a good morning in Arabic. In return the guard offered a menacing snarl and waved the muzzle of his rifle—first at Prosser’s feet and then toward the center of the street—while barking “Down! Down!” in Syrian-accented Arabic.

Prosser ignored the command and continued smiling until he made it past the guard post. He had gone no farther than ten paces when he heard the unmistakable metallic clack of a rifle’s bolt being pulled back and released to chamber a round. Prosser felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck and immediately sidestepped off the curb and into the street, just as the sentry had demanded. Without breaking his stride, he continued to run along the curb past the second sentry—a swarthy, heavy-set hoodlum with sinister hooded eyes—who ignored him.

Prosser passed one more guard post before he rounded a curve that put him out of the first guard’s line of sight and then stepped back onto the sidewalk.

“Okay, now shoot, asshole,” Prosser muttered peevishly as he continued down the hill. But no one was close enough to hear him, and the sentry had already won his point.

 

* * *

 

Arriving at sea level, Prosser crossed the road and ran along the iron railing that topped the seawall. He continued around the curve at the northwestern tip of Ras Beirut and then went east past the Riviera Hotel. The curbside vendors of coffee and snacks opposite the hotel had already connected the extension cords of their electric appliances to wires they had spliced illegally into the nearest streetlamp and were beginning to attract a steady stream of customers.

Fifty meters ahead, across the street from the PSP militia base, a handful of Druze fighters stood in line to buy breakfast at one of the vans. The neatly groomed militiamen, most of whom were under the age of twenty, jostled one another in typical adolescent horseplay and joked loudly while they waited, rifles slung across their backs.

Neither the soldiers nor Prosser noticed a young man dressed in freshly pressed blue jeans and a white polo shirt sitting nearby on the iron railing of the seawall and sipping tea from a white foam cup. Although the man was the same age as the militiamen, his eyes held the light of superior intelligence, and had Prosser seen him, he would have guessed him to be an AUB student on his way to class. The youth watched Prosser pass in front of the British embassy; then he casually tossed his cup over the seawall and consulted his watch. Jumping down from the iron rail, he pulled a small spiral notebook from his rear trouser pocket, jotted down the date and time, and then drew a rough map showing the exact route that the runner had taken that morning.

The young man actually had been an AUB student at one time, having enrolled as a freshman in 1978. Student politics, however, led him to neglect his course work, and to his parents’ dismay he had failed his final examinations. During the following autumn he transferred to Beirut’s Arab University, where political activities played a dominant role in campus life and where academic standards were anything but rigorous. The close proximity of the campus to the main offices of the Palestine Liberation Organization and the Lebanese Progressive National Movement facilitated his acquaintance with some of Beirut’s most celebrated radicals. The youth’s first official act as a registered student was to join the General Union of Palestinian Students. Before long he found himself being introduced to officials of the Palestinian guerrilla organizations who urged him repeatedly to deepen his commitment to the union.

In the winter of 1980, following a campus meeting of the General Union, a Palestinian using the nom de guerre Colonel Hisham appeared before the students representing a guerrilla group called the Eagles of the Revolution. He said that the Eagles needed clever and dedicated cadres to carry out special assignments against the enemies of the Palestinian and Arab peoples and asked whether the students were prepared to act on their principles.

The student became fascinated by the mysterious colonel, who alluded to having fought the Phalangist enemy across the length and breadth of Lebanon since civil war broke out in 1975. The young man eagerly accepted the officer’s invitation to join. When the colonel suggested a few weeks later that the youth taper off his involvement with the General Union to avoid becoming identified publicly with Palestinian causes, he did so without hesitation. From then on the colonel advised him to live quietly, be patient, and await further instructions.

From time to time during the spring of 1980, the colonel summoned the youth to meetings at odd hours in nondescript workers’ cafés, always hinting darkly that the time was approaching for decisive action against the Zionists, Phalangists, Western imperialists, reactionary Arab states, and other enemies of the Palestinian Revolution. When at last he asked if the student was ready to take part in the armed struggle against these enemies, he assented.

Not long afterward Colonel Hisham began to assign his new recruit a series of simple tasks, most of which involved the purchase of common household objects or the gathering of facts in the public domain. The student bought electrician’s tools, relays, and timers. He combed the rue Hamra bookstores for street maps of European capitals. He collected sample visa applications from every Western embassy in the city. Each time he completed an assignment, his mentor praised him lavishly and overpaid him for his expenses.

By fall the tasks became more challenging. The student spent entire afternoons trying to locate the offices of American and French companies doing business in West Beirut, only to find that most of the firms had long since fled the country. Likewise, night after night he drove past popular nightspots without finding a single one where American, British, or French embassy employees gathered regularly in substantial numbers.

Although Colonel Hisham reacted with understanding to these minor failures, each time he sent the young man out again. One evening in November, the colonel summoned him to a seaside café in Raouché where they had met several times before.

“You have made commendable progress these last months,” he told the young man with obvious satisfaction. “I think you are ready to take on additional responsibilities.”

“Thank you,” the youth replied, his cheeks coloring with pride. “Until now I have done nothing but train and carry out insignificant errands. Give me a mission—a real mission—and let me show you what I can do.”

“That will come soon enough,” the colonel answered, lighting a Marlboro. “First you must go to Syria for advanced training in the special work we do. The course is a difficult one, but if you succeed you will return here as a second lieutenant in the Eagles of the Revolution.”

Tears of pride and patriotism welled up in the student’s eyes. “I can begin immediately. Just tell me what is required and I will go.”

“Be patient,” Colonel Hisham replied with a reassuring smile. “I have already requested a place for you in the next course, and the high command will inform me when your turn is at hand. From this moment on, you may consider yourself a cadet. From today, your life belongs to the Revolution.”

In December of 1980 and January of the following year, the student was given sensitive tasks that included reporting on the political activities of his fellow students and occasional foot surveillance against his professors. Finally in February 1981 the colonel announced that the specialized training would soon begin. The next day the student departed for an isolated military camp in Syria’s eastern desert. There he spent six weeks learning basic techniques of clandestine communication, disguise, false documentation, smuggling, assembly of explosive devices, abduction, assassination, and other skills of the professional terrorist. His reaction, particularly to the training in firearms and explosives, was nothing less than total fascination.

Two days after the young man’s return to Beirut in March of 1981, Colonel Hisham met him at an upscale coffee and sweets shop near rue Verdun and gave him a black-and-white photograph of a tall, sturdily built foreigner dressed in a dark business suit who was leaning forward to unlock a car door. Written on the back of the photo was a Ras Beirut address.

“The man in the photograph lives at the address on the reverse side,” the colonel said. “Your assignment is to record the time when he leaves his apartment each morning and when he comes home at night. Try to find out whether he walks or drives to work and what routes he uses, then draw the routes on a map. Is that clear?”

“I will begin at once,” the student declared solemnly. “How soon must I submit my report?”

“Two weeks from today. But act without haste and use the entire time allotted, for it is of the greatest importance that you not be detected. The man you are to observe is no fool, and if you follow him too closely he will suspect you at once and your mission will have failed. Understood?”

The student took the photo and stared hard at it, as if to imprint the foreigner’s features in his mind’s eye. The man in the photograph was Conrad Prosser.

 

* * *

 

Prosser continued his morning run eastward toward the American embassy, unaware that he was being observed. To occupy his thoughts, he studied the assortment of faces that populated the Corniche at this early hour. There were employees en route to work, AUB students walking to class, a few runners like himself, hardy swimmers clambering over the railing to and from the rocks below, and a never-ending lineup of loiterers, by far the greater number of them young men.

As he approached the orange juice stand opposite the AUB bathing beach, he noticed a florid, thickset Lebanese man of about fifty dressed in a royal blue exercise suit, matching golf cap, and spotless white tennis shoes. The Lebanese, who looked like the sort who paid others to do his exercise for him, drank a glass of freshly squeezed juice while waiting at the curb. Flanking him were a pair of lean young bodyguards in camouflage uniforms with folding-stock Kalashnikov rifles slung low across their waists. Prosser had seen the trio many times before at this hour, always relaxing and bantering with the juice seller in the same spot until their Range Rover arrived to pick them up.

When Prosser reached the empty wooden guard shack across the street from the American embassy, he turned back the way he had come, staying close to the seawall and watching the waves from the previous night’s storm slam into the rocks.

His absorption in watching the waves was disturbed by two simultaneous bursts of automatic rifle fire coming from less than 150 meters behind him. He looked up in time to see a dark blue sedan careening away from the juice stand, automatic rifles blazing away from three of its open windows with muzzles aimed just over the heads of anyone who might intervene. Within seconds of the car’s getaway, scores of people began to converge around the three figures sprawled on the sidewalk in spreading pools of their own blood. Although it was difficult to see very far through the gathering crowd, he recognized one of the victims by his royal blue exercise suit and the other two by their camouflage fatigues.

The thought suddenly occurred to Prosser that it would be wise to stay clear of the crowd, as the onlookers would soon be joined by armed men from the local PSP, Murabitoun, PLO, and Syrian peacekeeping forces stationed nearby, not to mention the Lebanese gendarmerie. To have so many heavily armed men converging on the same spot so soon after a shooting was likely to make matters even worse. He crossed swiftly to the opposite side of the street just in time to see some of the bystanders lift the inert bodies into a pair of waiting taxis.

After distancing himself from the crowd, Prosser turned off the Corniche and started back up the hill toward the stone stairs that bisected the AUB campus and fed onto rue Bliss. Reaching the top of the stairs with very little breath to spare, he jogged at a slow pace the rest of the way back to his apartment. As he did so, the image of the middle-aged Lebanese man in the blue exercise suit would not leave him.

Although gangland-style assassinations among feuding political factions in Beirut were so commonplace that Prosser had long ago ceased to give them much thought, this was the first time he had ever seen one up close close. He thought of the murdered British journalist, the old man in pajamas stuffed into the Volvo’s trunk, the cast on Husayn al Fayyad’s foot, the rocket attack against the Saudi embassy, the shelling of the Corniche beaches, the car bombs, and now Abu Khalil’s report of a foreign spy being targeted for assassination, and he wondered how long he could remain unharmed by the city’s violence.

Prosser had always taken comfort in the apparent randomness of it all—out of the half million people in Beirut, only a few thousand would be injured or killed by the fighting in any given year. That gave him less than one chance in a hundred of becoming a casualty. Being a foreigner improved the odds, as did speaking Arabic and living in one of the safest buildings of the city. On the other hand, working at the American embassy worsened them, as did being an intelligence officer. Still, he thought to himself, one in a hundred were odds he could live with.


 

Chapter 13

 

Prosser climbed the stairs quickly, taking two steps at a time, and then, out of breath, he stopped on the landing to punch the four-button combination of the Simplex lock and enter the embassy communications center. Once inside he tossed his stack of draft cables into the communicator’s in-box and turned to leave. As he reached for the door, the communicator emerged from the radio room.

“Ah, I see you’ve left some goodies for me,” he remarked with an easygoing grin. “Will these be the last before lunch?”

Prosser nodded. “From me it’s the last you’ll see all day. But when Ed gets back from his meetings on the East Side, I expect he’ll have a few messages to send out toward closing time.”

The chief communicator looked displeased. “Why can’t you guys ever finish your writing at a decent hour? Last night Ray had to stay here till nine thirty. There’s no need for that.”

“I suggest you take that up with Ed, habibi. He’s the boss. I only write the stuff.”

“Come on, when you guys bring reports up here at six and seven o’clock, that means Ray and I have to stay here till nine poking them out. Can’t you write some of your reports in the morning once in a while?”

“I wish I could, but my agents don’t exactly keep regular hours. As I said, if you have a problem with that, talk to Ed. That’s why they pay him so much. By the way, you might as well plan on staying late tomorrow night, too. I have an agent meeting at nine thirty. Sorry about that.”

Prosser left the communications vault and rode the elevator down to the consular offices on the first floor, where he asked the Lebanese receptionist at the immigration counter whether Harry Landers was free. Hers was a face Prosser was certain he had not seen before. She was a pretty girl of about twenty or twenty-one, with a classic Lebanese profile, milk-white complexion, lustrous black hair cut to shoulder length, and a graceful, slender figure. Her simple but modish dress showed rather more taste than most of her overdressed colleagues, and when her eyes met his he sensed that she was also more spirited and intelligent than the giggly, overprotected girls from wealthy Lebanese families who usually found employment in the embassy. He made a mental note to ask Harry about her as she excused herself to determine whether the vice consul was free. She returned half a minute later with word that he would see Prosser right away.

He reached Harry’s door just as an elderly Lebanese couple was leaving the office. The old woman clutched her passport tightly to her breast with both hands, as if she were expecting someone to wrest it away from her at any moment. Her husband, a stick figure who seemed to have shrunk inside his dark blue serge suit, held her arm to escort her toward the lobby while casting a blissful look skyward as if his fondest prayers had just been answered. Prosser deduced that they had just been given immigrant visas. He stepped aside to let them pass and then knocked on the half-open door.

“Where have you been keeping yourself, Harry? It’s been days.”

Prosser rarely visited the consular offices and, when he did, it was usually because he wanted information. Not only did the consular files contain the visa applications, complete with photographs, of tens of thousands of Lebanese and third-country visa applicants, but the consular interpreters possessed encyclopedic knowledge of every political, religious, and cultural subgroup in Lebanon. Frequently the consulate picked up fast-breaking local news long before the political section or the ambassador’s office. In return for this information, Harry and the consul relied on Prosser and Pirelli to perform name checks, using the Agency’s vast computerized filing system, for all of the consular section’s immigrant visa applicants and for any nonimmigrant visa applicants who appeared suspicious.

“I meant to talk to you at the game on Saturday, Con, but with all the excitement I got sidetracked,” Harry said. “Now that it’s summer, the visa business has been murder. It seems like every Leb and his uncle wants to travel to the States by the end of June. Do you suppose they know something we don’t?”

“Possible, but not likely. It’s hardly a secret that the fighting around here peaks during the summer. You can’t blame the Lebs for wanting to keep their wives and kids out of harm’s way during the school holidays.”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s what my secretary keeps telling me. But after hearing the thousandth applicant insist that all he wants to do is visit Monde du Disney, it’s hard not to get a bit skeptical.”

Prosser seated himself on a chair across from Harry’s desk. “Listen, I don’t want to take up much of your time, Harry, but I have a few names I’d like you to run through your visa refusal files. Can you do it?”

Harry glanced at his watch. “Sure, what the hell. We’ve had a relatively light load this morning compared to what we geared up for. Should I have one of the girls look up the names, or is it something you’d like me to handle personally?”

“There’s no problem with letting the locals handle it. Just do me a favor and write the names and biographic data in your own handwriting. Then wait fifteen or twenty minutes before you give the names to them so that they won’t assume right away that I’m the one who’s asking. You know the routine. What I’m looking for here is home addresses, telephone numbers, employers, references, and any other information you might be able to get from their applications. If you get a hit on any of the names, just give me a photocopy of the application and any supporting documents. I’ll take it from there.”

“Sure thing,” Harry replied. “I’ll bring the information up myself. It’ll give me an excuse to escape this nuthouse for a while.”

“Thanks, Harry; you’re a pal.” Prosser leaned back in the chair and crossed his legs. “So what else is going on with you these days,? Did you do anything new and exciting this weekend? No more off-limits exploring, I hope.”

“As a matter of fact, I drove down to Sidon yesterday for lunch. For months I’ve been itching to tour the Sea Castle. Sidon’s still a fascinating town, Con. When you enter the souk, you feel like you’re walking right back into the Middle Ages. You’d love it. And the beaches are fantastic: beautiful white sand, palm trees, and hardly a soul around. Not a bit like the overcrowded, polluted, rocky shitholes that pass for beaches up here.”

“As long as you don’t mind barbed wire and landmines.”

“Well, there weren’t any where we went. The beach where we swam was as safe as anything you’d find in Beirut or Jouniyé—probably safer. A Fatah captain runs it, and he won’t stand for any nonsense from the shabab that might drive customers away.”

“How was the Sea Castle? Were you able to get in?”

“It’s a controlled area now. I think the PLO has installed antiaircraft guns or SAM missiles or something like that. Damned shame. They wouldn’t even let us out on the causeway.”

“How did you get as far as Sidon in the first place? The last I heard, the ambassador wouldn’t let anybody set foot farther south than Khaldé. Wasn’t the consul’s car stoned near one of the refugee camps down there last year?”

“Not exactly. It was the DCM’s car, with the consul riding in it. The refugees took one look at that big black nasty Imperial with the American flag flying from the bumper and assumed it had to be Reagan himself. They weren’t about to let an opportunity like that slip between their fingers, so they let loose with every brick and stone they could lay their hands on. At least I have sense enough not to enter Fatah-land in a dip-plated car.”

“So what car did you use? A taxi?”

“Give me a little credit, will you? I rode down with one of our interpreters. She has a room down the street at the Charles Hotel and visits her parents in Sidon once a month. She invited me to her family’s house for their big Sunday dinner, no doubt to butter me up for something that hasn’t been sprung on me yet. Afterward she introduced me to twenty or so of her relatives. As I expected, they all hit me up for visas before the day was out. But apart from that I’m sure you would have enjoyed it.”

“I would have. If you take another trip down there, keep me in mind. I love scouting up new contacts in the provinces.”

“I’ll bet you do, Con, although it’s not just political contacts you’re after, I suspect. I saw you hustling Husayn al Fayyad’s sister the other night at the Pagoda. And, speaking of new contacts, have you noticed our new talent right here in the consular section? Personnel gave us three new girls last week to fill our secretarial openings. Two are out on the visa line learning to interpret for visa interviews, and one of them just escorted you in here. What do you think?”

“She’s a good-looking girl.”

“Her name is Ghada. She just graduated from AUB and moved into a room at one of the women’s residential hotels near the Charles. Her family is from some village up in the mountains along the Damascus Highway.”

“She looks like a live one. Too bad she’s so young. I don’t think I’d know what to do with her.”

“I’ll bet,” Harry replied with a leer. “I’ve watched you since you broke up with Ulla. You must go through two or three women a month.”

“I didn’t realize anyone was keeping score.”

“Don’t mention it. It’s hard not noticing things from time to time. Take Ulla, for instance. She’s a knockout, Con, but I never saw her as your type. Too quiet, if you ask me, and too much the clinging vine.”

“And what is my type, Harry, if I may be so bold?”

“Younger, definitely younger. Very bright—bordering on intellectual, but not too much the egghead. And, for lack of a better word, rambunctious. Exactly like Husayn al Fayyad’s sister,. She wouldn’t happen to be the next in line, would she?”

“I couldn’t really say, old sport. But thanks for the word of advice, all the same.”

“Variety is the spice, amigo.”

Harry got up from his desk to show Prosser to the door, but as he did a sudden inspiration seemed to take hold of him.

“Say, Con, before you leave, take a look at this.” Harry handed his guest an official-looking certificate with an assortment of seals and stamps across its bottom that resembled in every respect a Lebanese Sûreté Générale certificate of good conduct. When Prosser finished inspecting it, Harry looked up with an amused expression on his face.

“It’s bogus, isn’t it? Where did you find it?” Prosser inquired.

“There’s a punk sitting right outside who palmed it off on me to try to get an immigrant visa. His brother went to California illegally ten years ago and adjusted his status in L.A. Now he’s sending for his little brother, but the trouble is that our boy is about to run afoul of Section 212(a)(19) of the Immigration and Naturalization Act. Come on, stay a minute and watch.”

Harry picked up the telephone and told his secretary to bring in the immigration applicant. She brought in a slender youth of about twenty with dark eyes, closely cropped hair, sparse black mustache, and the trace of a smirk on his lips. He wore a forest green polo shirt and pressed jeans; there was something about him that Prosser found oddly familiar.

“Welcome and good morning,” Harry greeted the young man. He pointed to the wooden straight-backed chair to the left of where Prosser was seated and invited the youth to sit down. “How are you feeling this morning, Rami?”

“I am very well, praise Allah,” he answered confidently in an accent that Prosser had come to recognize as Palestinian rather than Lebanese. “How are you, Mr. Harry?”

“Oh, I’m just fine, too,” Harry answered in a tone that bordered on patronizing. “Rami, I’d like you to meet my colleague, Mr. Prosser. He’s reviewing a few immigrant visa applications with me this morning.”

“Good morning,” the young man greeted Prosser.

Rami’s smile faded momentarily, and Prosser wondered if the young man did not recognize him, too, from some earlier acquaintance. Prosser ran quickly through a list of possible occasions for such a meeting, but remained at a loss to place the youth’s face.

“The reason I called you here this morning,” Harry went on, “is that I forgot to ask you a few questions the last time you were here. Now, these are routine questions that we’re required to go through as a matter of record. You don’t mind answering a few more, do you?”

“Maalesh, you may ask and I will answer,” the youth replied.

“Good,” Harry continued, glancing at Prosser as he prepared to begin his interrogation. “First, may I ask whether you have ever applied for an American visa before?”

“As I have told you before, no.”

“You never applied for any kind of visa to America before, not even a tourist visa or a student visa?”

Rami shook his head slowly and deliberately. “No, this is the first time.”

“Okay, then, Rami. Have you ever been arrested or convicted of a major crime in Lebanon? You know what I mean: have the police ever arrested you and put you in jail?”

The youth’s eyes narrowed. “I was never in jail. Me…never.”

“You never even went to the police station?”

“Never once.”

Harry leaned back and smiled. “But surely, Rami, you must have gone to the police station to get this police certificate, didn’t you?” He held up the police certificate.

“I did not go to the police station. My brother got the paper for me.”

“He got it from the police?”

“Yes. It says I never did anything wrong here. You can read what it says.”

Harry propped his elbows up on the desk and leaned over to look the young man squarely in the face. “You say it and this paper says it, Rami, but I know and you know that it’s a lie. This paper is not from the police. Your brother Khalid bought it in the souk, didn’t he?”

Rami turned pale and became absolutely still.

“Rami, I want you to tell me where you and your brother got this piece of paper, and I want the name of the person who sold it to you and how much you paid him.”

“I do not know what you are talking about. Khalid took the paper from the Raouché police station. If you want a different paper, I will get a different one!”

Harry leaned back and folded his hands across his stomach, looking calmly across the desk at the young man, whose forehead and nose were breaking out in tiny beads of perspiration.

“Let’s not waste our time, Rami. The problem here is that you don’t have a police certificate, at least not anymore.” The vice consul tore it slowly in half, then in quarters, then in eighths, and dropped it into his wastepaper basket with a theatrical flourish. “Face it, without a new police certificate, you can’t go to the United States. Not now, not ever. If you tell me who sold that one to you, and you write it all on a sheet of paper and sign it, then maybe we can start all over again and I might be in a position to help you. But if you keep denying what’s been done, then I’m sorry to say you may never get to visit America. Ever. Is that clear?”

An expression of utter panic seized the young man’s face when Harry destroyed the police certificate. Rami looked at Harry, then at the wastebasket, and then at Prosser, his mouth agape. “But you cannot do this! You cannot destroy my papers! It is forbidden for the consul to destroy papers!”

“You are missing the point, Rami. I just did it. The document was no good, so I tore it up. Now, if you want me to help you out of the mess you’ve put yourself in, then go outside into the waiting room and write down exactly how you obtained the paper. You can give what you write to my secretary and she will translate it into English. Then I’ll read it and see what we should do next. But, Rami, without a written statement from you, I can do nothing more here.”

The young Palestinian, now livid with anger, rose and glared at Harry across the desk as if he were contemplating a leap at the vice consul’s throat. Then, casting a sidelong glance at Prosser, he hesitated. Suddenly the anger in his face subsided into a sort of stony resolution. An instant later he turned on his heel and stormed out of the room without another word.

Rami’s reaction left Prosser with an uneasy feeling. Perhaps the young Arab was simply proud, but it seemed more as if Prosser’s presence had been a reminder to Rami that there might be something more important to him than pressing his case for an immigrant visa. In view of the cosmic importance that most prospective immigrants attached to a U.S. immigrant visa, this seemed difficult to understand. More than ever Prosser felt that he had seen Rami somewhere before and ought to have remembered him.

“My God, Harry,” Prosser said, shaking his head with simulated disapproval. “I’m shocked! Shocked!”

“You think I was high-handed. Is that it?”

“One might say that, but I wouldn’t dream of telling you how to do your job. I do have a question, though. How can you write Rami up for a 212(a)(19) after you’ve destroyed the evidence?”

“Oh, that’s easy,” Harry answered, clearly pleased with himself. “You see, it’s come to the point these days where proof of phony documents alone isn’t enough anymore to back up a 212(a)(19) case. What you need is a signed confession from the applicant saying he intended to obtain his visa by fraud. If young Rami gives me that, his goose is cooked. If not, all I can do is blacklist him. That will only be effective for a couple years, but it’s better than nothing.”

“You don’t really expect him to give you a confession after you’ve humiliated him like that, do you?”

“Well, you’d be surprised at how many do.”

Prosser let out an exaggerated sigh. “You know, Harry, sometimes I really miss consular work. I stamped visas for two years in Jeddah and had myself a hell of a time. If I ever get canned from my present line of work, would you recommend me for a consular slot?”

“It’s never too late, amigo. Anytime you feel like changing careers, roll up your sleeves and come on down. We’ll clear a place for you on the visa line.”

Harry picked up Rami’s file, and as he stood up the phone rang. He answered the phone with a few clipped sentences and hung up.

“Sorry, Con, but the troops need me back in the trenches. Come back in an hour or two, and we’ll have those names for you.”


 

Chapter 14

 

“Stop just ahead, by the fruit seller,” Prosser ordered. He leaned over the front seat of the taxi and pointed to the brightly lit fruit stand near the top of the hill. The driver, a surly, stubble-bearded Lebanese of indeterminate middle age, brought the battered Mercedes to a halt just short of the stand, opposite a mound of discarded and rotting produce. Prosser handed over fifteen lira, left the cab, and waited at the curb for the dilapidated vehicle to move on.

Ten meters beyond, a fraying canvas canopy spread out over pyramidal displays of fresh fruits and vegetables trucked in from all parts of the country. There were cherries and apricots from mountain orchards; tomatoes, eggplants, onions, and salad greens from the Bekaa Valley; and citrus fruits and bananas from the plantations of the southern coastal plain near the biblical city of Tyre.

Prosser stuffed several handfuls of cherries into a plastic bag and dropped the bag onto an antiquated brass scale. The sunken-cheeked Kurdish proprietor rose from an upended wooden crate and deposited various brass weights on opposite ends of the device until a rough balance was achieved. Tinny Arab instrumental music issued from a portable radio beside the scales.

“Please also give me a kilo of bananas plus two kilos of carrots without the tops,” Prosser said.

“As you like, siidi,” replied the listless old man as he seized a rusty knife with a short curved blade to cut off a bunch of the undersized but remarkably tasty local bananas.

“How much?” Prosser asked as soon as all had been weighed.

“Sixteen lira.” The Kurd held out the three plastic sacks and received the money in his gnarled hand.

“Good night, Uncle,” Prosser said.

The old man deposited his money in the long slit pocket of his jalabiyya and lowered himself onto his crate without replying.

Prosser surveyed the deserted sidewalks as he walked back down the hill. Across the street a pair of middle-age men in striped cotton pajamas and plaid flannel bathrobes played backgammon in the doorway of a five-story residential building while a third man dressed in a gray suit over a striped rugby shirt looked on. In the café next door, four tables of card players drank mint tea and smoked their water pipes. Farther down the hill, a smartly dressed couple stepped out from the Lighthouse Pharmacy into a chauffeur-driven black Jaguar that waited for them at the curb.

It was five minutes before nine, and most of the residents of rue Ardati were already settled in for the night behind bolted doors. Few cared what went on outside anymore after dark, so long as it did not affect them directly. Of those who bothered to look out their windows, not one saw the tall foreigner with three plastic sacks turn the corner and vanish into the shadows of rue Tannoukhiyine.

Prosser’s eyes were already well adjusted to the dark when he spotted the unlit marquee of the Cinema Versailles looming a block ahead and the two-seater Mercedes parked across the street from it. As soon as he did, his heart beat faster. This was not the car that was supposed to be waiting for him.

He reached nervously into the kangaroo pouch of his nylon windbreaker to confirm that the twin bundles of hundred-lira notes were still inside and then felt for the pen, notepad, and index cards in his shirt pocket. One of the cards contained a list of questions in Arabic. The other was a handwritten receipt for ten thousand Lebanese lira. Everything was in place except for the man he had come to meet.

When he had come within fifty meters of the Mercedes, he could see a figure in the driver’s seat. Twenty meters farther on, he watched the figure strike a match and hold it steady to light a cigarette. Prosser heaved a sigh of relief; the match was his recognition signal and the face was Abu Ramzi’s.

As soon as Prosser came abreast of the car, Abu Ramzi opened the passenger door. The sudden glare of the car’s interior dome light froze Prosser in his tracks, but he recovered quickly, pulling the door shut behind him to extinguish the light. Then he reset the switch so that the dome light would not light again. It was a small thing, but if Abu Ramzi wasn’t more careful, a detail like this might kill him one day.

“Good evening, habibi,” Prosser greeted him. “I’m pleased to see you again so soon.”

“The pleasure is mine, as always, Wally,” the Arab replied, turning on the headlights and starting the engine.

Prosser looked around at the interior of the Mercedes and nodded his approval. “Congratulations on your new car. I didn’t know you were such a wealthy man, Abu Ramzi.”

The Palestinian accepted the remark with a hearty laugh, his even white teeth gleaming brightly in the glow of the dashboard. Abu Ramzi was a tall man and, even without his uniform beret, had to slouch to create headroom in the low-slung sportster. Prosser noted that his olive drab fatigues bore no markings of unit or rank, and that instead of wearing an officer’s holster, he had tucked a Beretta 9-millimeter pistol into his nylon web belt. Across his lap lay a paratrooper’s Kalashnikov rifle with a folding metal stock.

“You like the car? I borrowed it for the evening from Brother Abd al Rahim.”

Prosser let out a low whistle. “You mean Abd al Rahim Ahmad, your chief?”

The Arab laughed. “Yes. Brother Abd al Rahim is very pleased with me lately. Just two days ago he said he would recommend me to Yasir Arafat for a seat on the Higher Security Committee. This would be very good for our work together, no? I could take away some very interesting papers in such a job.”

“Indeed you could. But isn’t that a jump in rank for you? The Higher Security Committee controls all of West Beirut. Don’t you have to be at least a full colonel to serve?”

“You misunderstand me, Wally. I would not be on the committee that controls all of Beirut, only the committee for the city’s southern sector. Last week a colonel from Fatah was removed, and his place is to be given to someone from the Arab Front.”

Prosser recalled that since the Iran-Iraq War had broken out the previous September, the Iraqi-supported Arab Front for the Liberation of Palestine had begun to align itself much more closely with Arafat’s Fatah, the dominant faction of the PLO, in order to improve Iraqi relations with the Palestinian movement. It was not surprising that Arafat would return the favor by granting the Arab Front additional patronage posts among those controlled by the PLO.

“Then congratulations are in order, Abu Ramzi,” Prosser said. “When will your appointment be announced?”

“I do not know. Perhaps after two weeks, perhaps longer.”

“Well, I’d like you to do whatever you can to get make sure it happens. If there’s anything we can do to help you, let me know.”

Tires screeched as the Mercedes made a sweeping left turn onto rue Ardati and then a tight right turn onto rue Bliss. A pair of Lebanese gendarmes seated behind the locked gate of the Saudi Arabian embassy watched the car pass before returning to the delicate task of lighting two cigarettes from the fire of a single match.

“What other news do you have for me tonight, Abu Ramzi?”

“There is much that will interest you. I have written the answers to all the questions you gave me and have also brought copies of some reports prepared by the Arab Front’s intelligence section. But it is all explained in my report.”

“How about the car bombings? Have you heard anything else?”

Abu Ramzi took his eyes off the road for a moment and glanced across at Prosser significantly. “Yes,” he answered. “In fact, just this afternoon a Fatah brigadier who is close to several high-ranking officers at Syrian army headquarters in Shtaura visited my office. He told me that Syrian intelligence officials learned two days ago that the Phalangists have arrested the Naaman brothers. The Syrians told the Fatah brigadier that the Phalange war council sent a message to the commander of the Syrian Deterrent Forces early on Saturday afternoon warning that if the Syrians sent any additional car bombs into Phalange territory, the shelling of the Corniche beaches on Saturday morning would be merely a foretaste of what they would do to West Beirut.

“More than that, the brigadier said that Syrian intelligence does not accept the idea that the Phalangists could have discovered the Naaman brothers without help from the Americans or the Israelis.”

Abu Ramzi slowed the car and again fixed his gaze on his passenger. Prosser knew what was coming.

“Habibi,” Abu Ramzi began, “last Thursday you and I spoke about the Naaman brothers. On Friday morning they were arrested. On Saturday the Phalangists shelled the beaches along the north shore of Ras Beirut. Tell me, in the name of Allah, did you pass the information I gave you about the Naaman brothers to the Phalange?”

The moment of truth had come and Prosser would have to lie his way out of it. “I thought you might ask me about this, Abu Ramzi,” he said, “and I can tell you in clear conscience that the answer is no. I know how you must feel, since you gave me the information in good faith, but I assure you that the timing of the arrests was purely a coincidence. The Phalangists haven’t told us how they knew about the Naaman brothers, but you can imagine that if you knew about them, others did also. Phalange intelligence has probably been following them for a long time.”

Abu Ramzi turned to Prosser with a look of disbelief. “You said the same thing when the Israeli air force attacked the bases I described to you some months ago. I believed you then, Wally, and I want to believe you now, but the next time I think that I will not believe you. The information I give to you is for President Reagan, not for Ariel Sharon and Bashir Gemayel. Believe me, Wally, if Brother Abd al Rahim or Yasir Arafat ever suspect that I am working for the Americans, before they can catch up with me, I will catch up with you. I love you like a brother, Wally, but if I am to die for my country, I will make sure that you also die for yours.

“One more thing, Wally. The brigadier also said that because the Syrians suspect the Americans were behind the arrests, they plan to strike a blow against the Americans as soon as possible.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Prosser asked sharply. “What sort of blow?”

“By Allah, the Fatah brigadier did not say more than that. But if the Syrians wish to respond quickly, the most effective action would be to assassinate an American official, either in Lebanon or elsewhere in the region. An assassination could be carried out quickly and with little risk of retaliation.”

“That’s not true, Abu Ramzi. Surely you don’t believe that Washington would sit on its hands if a foreign power brazenly assassinated one of our officials. Of course we would retaliate.”

“Syrian intelligence was behind the assassination of your ambassador and economic counselor here in 1975. What was done about it? The Iranian regime holds your entire embassy hostage in Tehran. Has Iran suffered for it? Make no mistake about it, Wally, America may be a superpower, but its atomic bombs are of no use in the Middle East.”

The car came to the bottom of the hill where rue Bliss met the Corniche and continued east. Here the seaside promenade was devoid of pedestrians, and only a handful of cars were visible on the sea road in either direction.

“All right, here’s another question for you,” Prosser said. “Did your friend the brigadier know whether the Phalangists were able to arrest the Palestinian explosives expert along with the others?”

“Nothing was said about an explosives expert.”

“Tell me, then, have you ever heard of a Palestinian from Jaffa with the war name Colonel Hisham?”

“Colonel Hisham? There are many Colonel Hishams. I know three in Fatah alone and one in the Popular Front.”

“This one lives in Damascus.”

The Palestinian rubbed the side of his head with the heel of his hand while he paused to think. “I met such a man some months ago at a training camp in the Bekaa,” he volunteered after a moment’s consideration. “The man I met was working for the Syrians, preparing assassinations against members of the Muslim Brotherhood who had fled to West Germany. The operation was run by an apparatus whose name I had not heard before. They call themselves the Revolutionary Eagles or some such name.”

“What else do you know about this Hisham? What is his real name, and where is he operating now?”

“If your Hisham is the same one I met, he is from the al Ghawshah family of Jaffa, and his given name is Jamal. They fled Palestine in 1948 and then moved to Cairo during the time of Abdel Nasser. I believe that Jamal and his sister came to Beirut while both were still students. I met Jamal before the Events and several times later when he fought with Fatah against the Phalange. But he fought poorly and was disciplined for it. Later he deserted when the Syrian army entered the war against us. and joined the traitors in Saiqa who fought for Damascus. As for where he lives now, I cannot say—perhaps the Bekaa, perhaps in Syria.”

“Can you describe him?”

“He has an unusual face, with fair skin but very dark eyes. Indeed, he does not look like an Arab—more like a Turk, perhaps, or a Circassian.”

“How old would you say he is, Abu Ramzi?”

“My age, or maybe a year or two older.”

“How tall?”

“About one hundred seventy-five centimeters. And perhaps eighty-five kilos, although he is not fat.”

“Does he wear a beard or mustache?”

“No beard, only a mustache. One notices him easily because he is always dressed in expensive clothes from France or Italy, and he is never short of money. Some say he kidnapped the son of a wealthy Gulf merchant and lives from the ransom. In any event, I know that while we in the Resistance confronted Syrian tanks in the Sannin Mountains five summers ago, that one lived the life of an akruut in Rome and Milan.”

“Akruut. I don’t think I know that one.”

“One who takes his money from whores. Do you have such a word in English?”

“I expect every language does,” Prosser replied with a smile. “But let’s get back to Hisham. Does he ever come to Beirut?”

“By Allah, I do not know that, either. But I have heard that a cadet who is assigned as an orderly under my command may be his cousin. Tomorrow, if you like, I will make the cadet’s acquaintance.”

“Please do. I would like you to find out everything you can about this Colonel Hisham.”

At that moment Abu Ramzi gripped Prosser’s arm to silence him. As the Mercedes advanced to within twenty or thirty meters of a parked Syrian army truck, a soldier stepped out from behind it waving a flashlight and ordered them to stop. As if on cue, a second soldier lifted his rifle muzzle above the tailgate of the mud-spattered vehicle and pointed it at Abu Ramzi’s head. “Say nothing. I will speak to them,” he said with his usual self-assurance.

“You remember our cover story?” Prosser asked in a whisper.

“Like my own face,” the Palestinian answered calmly.

Abu Ramzi pulled the Mercedes to a stop and lowered his window. The soldier with the flashlight, a round-faced, broad-shouldered peasant youth of about twenty, bent low and trained the beam on Abu Ramzi’s face, then on Prosser’s, each for several seconds. Abu Ramzi responded with a withering stare.

“Hawiyyatak—identity,” the sentry barked to Prosser as soon as he recognized him for a Westerner. Prosser ignored the command. The only identification he carried was his Lebanese foreign ministry card, and he was determined not to display it to the sentry except as a last resort. His pulse raced as he waited for Abu Ramzi to speak.

The Palestinian slowly unbuttoned the flap of his shirt pocket and withdrew a laminated plastic card for the soldier’s inspection. He held it just inside the window so that the Syrian had to reach in to take it.

The Syrian’s eyes opened wide as he read the card; then he saluted and handed it back with extreme deference. “You may go, Colonel; please forgive me,” he offered apologetically.

Abu Ramzi returned a perfunctory nod and put the car into gear. The crisis was over as quickly as it had begun, just as in the safe house lobby the week before. And once again Prosser had been able to do nothing but look on while his agent rescued both of them from possible ruin.

“Nicely done, Abu Ramzi. Tell me, though, what would you have told the sentry if he had insisted on seeing my papers?”

“I would have said that you were a Western journalist who is friendly to the Palestinian Revolution and told him to be quiet about it. It is as we agreed, no?”

“And what if he had refused to take no for an answer? Do you remember the second level of the cover story we talked about?”

“If he had refused, habibi, this would have been my cover story.” He pulled his Beretta from his belt and brandished it in the dim light. “They were only two men.”

“And if they had been three, or four, or ten? A spy cannot shoot his way out of a difficult situation without exposing himself. Let’s be better prepared next time.”

The Palestinian gave a weary look but did not speak. He drove past the Riviera Hotel and continued for several blocks before Prosser broke the silence.

“There is still much left to discuss, but it’s getting a bit crowded out here. Let’s finish up and meet again next week. Can you come a week from tonight?”

“Next Monday?” the Palestinian muttered to himself. “No. I will be in Sidon performing an inspection on Monday and Tuesday.”

“How about Wednesday, then? The same place as tonight?”

“Yes, that is possible.” He took a white envelope from the cargo pocket on the thigh of his fatigue trousers and presented it to Prosser. “Here are my answers to your questions from the last time.”

Prosser accepted the envelope and exchanged it for two stacks of Lebanese banknotes and a receipt, which Abu Ramzi signed and returned.

“Where shall I drop you?” Abu Ramzi asked, amiable once again after pocketing his ten thousand Lebanese lira.

“Turn right past the American embassy and head west again on rue Bliss. If we go back along the Corniche, I’m afraid we may run into another roadblock. The Corniche seems to be swarming with them lately. What do you suppose they’re looking for?”

“Uncontrolled elements,” he replied with the trace of a smile.

“If that’s so, don’t you find it odd that so many of these uncontrolled elements remain on the loose here while a third of the Syrian army is out searching for them? Why don’t they ever seem to catch any?”

“Oh, but the Syrians do catch them,” Abu Ramzi assured him. “They have caught many—of that I am sure.”

“Then why haven’t I read about it?”

“Because they are soon brought back under control,” Abu Ramzi answered with an all-knowing smile. “To continue their work, bombing and killing just as before—for the Syrians. Believe me, Wally, if you look long and hard enough, you will find that the Syrians are behind everything here.”

 

* * *

 

Prosser left the Mercedes a few dozen meters from the Minara lighthouse and started up rue Ardati toward home. The moment he turned the corner by the Saudi embassy compound, he knew that something was wrong. Less than a block ahead, a cluster of people dressed in pajamas and dressing gowns milled about on the corner opposite the Concorde Hotel and stared anxiously down rue Maislin toward the Hala Building. The pulsating glow of rotating red flashers illuminated the dark stone walls flanking the narrow street. When he stepped off the curb to get past the crowd, a khaki-uniformed Lebanese gendarme emerged from behind a parked car to block his path.

“Forbidden,” the gendarme announced. “Interdit.”

“But my apartment is in the Hala Building. I must go there,” Prosser replied in Arabic.

“Forbidden, interdit,” the gendarme repeated.

Prosser frowned and then pulled out his foreign ministry card and handed it over. “Diplomasi,” he announced.

The policeman examined the card carefully, then returned it with a crisp salute and stepped aside to let Prosser pass.

The flashing red lights belonged to two large firetrucks parked just outside the entrance of the Hala Building. While the first, a hook-and-ladder unit, began to back out of rue Californie onto rue Maislin, the other, a pump unit, remained in place. A pair of slickered firemen rewound a rubberized canvas hose onto a spool the size of a bass drum. Thick billows of acrid gray smoke continued to rise from the remains of an Audi hatchback parked along the front of the building to the right of the entrance.

Prosser recognized Karin Larsen, the petite wife of the Danish chargé d’affaires, standing with her four-year-old son under a tree and asked her what had happened. She continued to watch the fireman as if hypnotized, her hand resting on the shoulder of her towheaded little boy while he clutched her leg tightly with one arm and sucked his other thumb. Both mother and son wore terry robes and looked as if they had been roused from a deep sleep.

“Someone put a bomb under Kurt’s car,” she intoned blankly. “It exploded about twenty minutes ago.” She paused and added as an afterthought, “Ulf is in the embassy, trying to mop up the water from the fire hoses and clear out the smoke with electric fans. Everything will have to be repainted and all the curtains and upholstery replaced. It’s a horrible mess, just horrible. Thank God no one was hurt.”

The Danish embassy occupied the first three floors of the Hala Building’s east wing. Although the Danes had covered its balconies and windows with heavy-gauge wire mesh to limit potential damage from rockets, shells, and stray bullets, the mesh had been incapable of preventing windows from shattering and smoke from entering. The Danish flag, still suspended from a flagpole outside the second floor, had been reduced to tatters and its white cross and red field obscured by greasy black soot.

“Where was Kurt when the bomb went off?” Prosser asked.

“In his apartment, watching a video,” she replied. “And the night concierge was in the back room. Thank God for that.”

“Any idea who was behind it?”

“Kurt seems to think it was the Armenians.”

“Oh, great, now it’s the Armenians, for Christ’s sake...” Prosser muttered, aware of no less than three or four Armenian militant groups active in Beirut.

Kurt, the Swiss consul, was a dour man in his early thirties with a vile temper, a sharp tongue, and a transparent contempt toward the Arabs. It was well known in consular circles that Kurt regularly harangued and browbeat visa applicants who overstayed their Swiss visas or did not follow the precise application procedures he had instituted. Since the Lebanese seldom followed any procedure with precision, most visa applicants left the Swiss consulate nursing some sort of grudge.

In addition to the general ill will that Kurt aroused, the Swiss government had aroused the fury of one militant Armenian nationalist group earlier in the year by imprisoning two of its members in Geneva for illegal possession of firearms and explosives. The group had been threatening for weeks to retaliate if the pair were not set free.

Prosser followed a fireman to the remains of the Audi to make his own inspection. Although the car’s body was generally intact, the hood had been blown off, the windows were gone, and the tires had already burst from the heat of the blaze that followed the explosion. The car’s metallic paint had all blistered away except for a small patch below each bumper where the flames had not reached.

He peered into the engine compartment and then into the driver’s cockpit. The bomb appeared to have been placed at the very front of the car, against the bumper or grille, too far forward to breach the firewall between the engine and passenger compartments. It had probably contained less than a kilo of high explosive—a mere plaything compared to the 30- and 50-kilogram instruments of mass murder being set loose in other parts of the city.

Prosser scanned the parking lot for his Renault, saw that it was undamaged, and started for the elevator. It had been a long day, and a car bomb exploding practically on his doorstep was simply too much. There were too many coincidences in his life lately, and despite what he had told Abu Ramzi a half hour earlier, Prosser did not believe in coincidences. It was time to pay more attention to them, he told himself, and to start watching his back far more closely.


 

Chapter 15

 

Tuesday

Prosser turned away from his scrutiny of the Lebanese wall map tacked up behind his desk to answer the telephone.

“Would you come over when you have a minute?” It was Ed Pirelli.

“I’ll be right there.”

Prosser had expected the call for more than an hour after dropping the batch of outgoing cables in Pirelli’s in-box. The cables included contact reports, trace requests, operational information, and substantive intelligence reports, all based on his meeting the night before with Abu Ramzi and his weekend meetings with Abu Khalil.

He had omitted nothing—from the names and addresses in Abu Khalil’s DFLP guest book right down to Abu Ramzi’s threat to come after him if the Agency’s incautious use of his reporting brought Abu Ramzi under suspicion with his superiors. But it was the fragmentary reporting about Colonel Hisham that he was most certain would catch Pirelli’s eye. After all, Beirut was “Indian country,” and reports of scalping parties being planned against the white man could never be taken lightly. Prosser crossed the hall to Pirelli’s office and shut the door.

“I’ve got a problem with your report about the attack on the bathing beaches,” Pirelli began as he typed out the final “S - E - C - R - E - T” at the bottom of one of his reports.

“I figured you might,” Prosser replied as he seated himself on the cracked leather couch.

“It’s fine up to the part about the Phalange war council sending their hands-off message to the Syrians, but it starts to break down where it talks about Syrian plans to assassinate American officials in retaliation for helping Phalange intelligence. Do the Syrian subsources who are allegedly making this threat have access to high-level Syrian government plans, or are they merely blowing smoke to impress their Palestinian buddies? If we report this information in its present form, the weenies at State will blow it all out of proportion. Before you know it, they’ll be ordering emergency security measures, the evacuation of nonessential embassy personnel, extra marine guards, and God knows what else. If the ambassador saw this, he’d hit the goddamned roof.”

“So what are you suggesting? Do you want me to revise it or not send it at all?”

“Well, we have to send something back in ops channels, in any event. But unless you have strong reasons to the contrary, I’d rather not release anything in intel format until Abu Khalil or Abu Ramzi can give us more details.”

“I have another meeting with Abu Khalil scheduled for tonight, but Abu Ramzi won’t be checking in for another week. I’d hate for us to wind up with egg on our faces if an attack took place while we sat on the report.”

Prosser had been hoping the report would attract some attention within the division. He needed all the visibility he could muster if he was going to crack the GS-12 barrier.

“Believe me, Con, I don’t want to lose points with Headquarters any more than you do, but Ramzi’s credibility has me worried. He’s cranked out a considerable volume of threat reporting in the past few months, but so far not one of the operations he’s warned us about has materialized. Isn’t there anybody else we could run past Colonel Hisham? How about your friend, the engineer…al Fayyad? Your write-up on him says that he served under Hisham during the Leb civil war. Do you think he could help us?”

“He might, if I could get some time alone with him. I’ve been working on his sister to set something up, but he seems to be avoiding me.”

“Well, keep after him. We’re going to need somebody’s word beyond Abu Ramzi’s if we expect Headquarters to take this one seriously. Ever since the station turned in that phony threat from the Popular Front against Bill Thorson a couple years ago, the division has been pretty sensitive about false alarms.”

Prosser let out a sigh and slumped back into the sofa. “Hell, Ed, I don’t know what Headquarters wants from us anymore. First they have us hound our Palestinian agents twice a week for early warnings about terrorism, and then when one of them finally comes through with a decent lead, they suddenly expect flawless predictive ability. What we’re doing here is trying to catch straws in the wind. Almost by definition, most of what we report is bound to turn out wrong. So why not just send it all in and let Headquarters sort it out?”

“That’s exactly what we used to do until the Thorson flap,” Pirelli explained. “But now we have to be a damned sight more cautious, because if there’s anything the chief of ops hates to see, it’s a station that’s been taken in by a fabricator. So when we come up with a report that’s likely to create a sensation—as this one is—we’d better not send it in until we’re damned sure the agent knows what he’s talking about.”

“Come on, Ed. Abu Ramzi and Abu Khalil have better access to intelligence on Syrian-sponsored terrorism than any other agents in our stable. If you don’t want to release the report, that’s your prerogative. But I hope to God nothing happens in the meantime to make us look like idiots.”

“Then it’s settled,” Pirelli said as he tossed Prosser’s report into a manila folder. “I’m going to hold the report for a week until we’ve had a chance to hear again from both agents. If they’re still pitching the same story about Colonel Hisham a week from now and can back it up with details, I’ll go ahead and disseminate it.”

“All right, we wait,” Prosser agreed. “But let’s assume for a moment that both agents come through with more details and we send the report in a week from now. Why all the fuss? We’re big boys out here. We’re supposed to be able to take a little heat.”

“Here’s why. As soon as your report hits the airwaves, Headquarters is going to come down with a serious case of the sweats. They’ll want every scrap of information about this Colonel Hisham that we can get our hands on. At minimum they’ll want to pass his biographic data to the FBI and then to British, French, German, Italian, Israeli, and every other goddamned liaison service you can think of around the world. Then they’ll inform State, which will promptly lay on gobs of extra security around the embassy so that everybody in town will know we’re expecting trouble. And if that isn’t bad enough, the ambassador will be breathing down our necks day and night to make the whole thing go away. Remember, he’s the one trying to convince Washington that Lebanon is on the mend again and that the central government has everything under control.”

“I’m afraid all that extra security would not sit well with Abu Ramzi. Once the rumors start flying, it won’t take him long to figure out why we’re suddenly on red alert. He wouldn’t like that. Not at all.”

Pirelli chuckled. “If that’s how it plays out, you might want to put in for some annual leave next week, Con. If I were you I might give Switzerland a try. The Swiss don’t give many visas to Arabs these days, I hear. And the Alps are a damned good place to drop out of sight for a while. I promise to let you know when it’s safe to come back.”

“Gee, thanks, Ed. By any chance is that where Bill Thorson went when his agent in the Popular Front reported their plan to assassinate him?”

Pirelli’s smile faded. “No, good old Bill was ordered straight back to D.C. When somebody is mentioned by name as a terrorist target, Headquarters doesn’t take chances.”

“So if my report flies, so do I, is that it?”

“You want my best guess?” Pirelli said. “If this Colonel Hisham character actually names you as his spy of the week, or if Abu Ramzi follows through on his threat to take you with him to Paradise, I would guess that Headquarters would yank you out on the next plane. You’d be desk-bound for a few weeks until things blew over and then they might consider sending you back. But, then again, they might keep you deskbound like Thorson. It’s hard to say.”

“But that’s ridiculous, Ed. In this country anybody can generate a terrorist threat. If all it takes to get you or me sent home is a planted rumor or a crank phone call, it’s a miracle that this station stays in business at all.”

Pirelli leaned back in his chair and looked out his window onto the tennis courts below, where a bevy of immaculately groomed AUB coeds in tennis whites were playing a doubles tournament.

“You have to look at it from Headquarters’ point of view,” he explained patiently. “If you or I were gunned down on the street by a terrorist, you can’t begin to imagine the flap it would cause in Washington. The division chief would be hauled before the DDO, the DDO would be called in by the director, the director would be summoned to the White House and the congressional oversight committees, and God knows where it would end. There would be a full-scale investigation to explain why we kept a case officer in the field after there were reported threats on his life. And then, at the end of the day, somebody in the senior ranks of division management would likely end up pushing a broom on the night shift in Central Files. Call it covering ass or call it what you will, but Headquarters always errs on the side of caution. Always.”

“In that case, maybe I should think twice before reporting the rest of the threat information I’ve been getting from my agents lately, because I frankly don’t believe the half of it.”

Pirelli frowned, his eyes taking on a hard set. “Hold on—I’m not saying that you can suppress this kind of reporting, Con. If Headquarters found out that either of us was in the habit of sweeping intelligence information under the rug, we’d be out of a job, pronto. Use your best judgment, but if there’s any chance that a threat might be for real, report it in ops channels first—better yet, hide it in a telepouch—and don’t submit it as a formal intel dissemination until you’ve had time to check it out. That way it’ll be on the record, but by the time it comes to anyone’s attention, you’ll have been able to build the other side of the case. See what I mean?”

“Don’t worry. I haven’t shredded my agent meeting notes just yet. But I also have no intention of being yanked home short of my full tour of duty unless there’s a damned good reason for it. Somehow I doubt that riding a Headquarters desk would help me get me promoted to GS-12. Besides, I rather like it here. If one doesn’t mind the unruly neighbors, the living is pretty good.”

Pirelli smiled indulgently and then turned his swivel chair around to begin typing another report.


 

Chapter 16

 

The elderly Lebanese American translator came into view just before two o’clock, walking west on rue Sidani at surprising speed for a man of seventy-six years. As usual, he wore gold-rimmed spectacles, a bow tie, and a thick wool cardigan despite the midday heat, and carried a half-full plastic grocery sack of the kind used by pushcart vegetable vendors.

As soon as the old man passed Prosser’s vantage point by the window of the Idriss Supermarché, Prosser took his olives and yogurt to the checkout counter, paid for them, and started off in pursuit. The Lebanese traversed less than half a block before turning abruptly to cross the narrow street and enter Salloum’s Market. Prosser followed at a leisurely pace and, when he was satisfied that neither of them was being followed, entered the store.

Picking up a wire shopping basket, Prosser tossed into it the sack with the olives and yogurt and headed toward the back of the store, adding a bottle of Sohat mineral water, a bag of mixed nuts, and a package of Danish butter on the way. Within fifteen seconds of entering, he spotted the old man in his beige cardigan at the rear left corner of the store by the meat counter. He took up a place to the man’s right and waited to be served.

Behind the counter, the butcher, a jovial bear of a man in a blood-spattered white apron, carefully positioned a slab of Emmentaler in the electric slicer while his teenage assistant wrapped a scrawny chicken in heavy white butcher paper.

“Anything else?” the assistant asked his elderly customer as he sealed the bundle with cellophane tape.

“Yes, a half kilo of your best kabab meat.”

As the teenager took up his cleaver, Prosser set his grocery basket on the ground alongside that of the bow-tied Lebanese. The contents of the second basket were nearly identical to those of his own except for the sack of vegetables he had seen the old man take into the store in lieu of his own sack of olives and yoghurt.

“And you, siidi, what would you like?” the butcher asked Prosser after he passed the cheese to his helper.

“A half kilo of lean ground beef, please.”

The butcher weighed the meat, wrapped it, marked the price in crayon, and handed it across the counter.

“Something else today, siidi?” he asked in English. “My chicken is very fresh, very tasty.”

“Sorry, but that’s all.”

Prosser dropped his package of meat into the basket containing the old man’s bag of vegetables and carried it off in the direction of the cashier. The old man, absorbed in supervising the preparation of the kabab meat, paid him no attention. By the time the elderly Lebanese reached the checkout counter, his vegetables were on their way to the American embassy. Beneath two kilos of carrots lay fifteen neatly handwritten pages comprising translations of Abu Ramzi’s and Abu Khalil’s documentary reporting for the past week.

 

* * *

 

The khaki-uniformed traffic policeman stepped defiantly into the path of a rust-eaten Mercedes taxi, whose driver had attempted to cross rue Abdel-Aziz after the policeman gave the signal to stop. The policeman shouted a scabrous insult at the driver and then whirled around to signal the opposing traffic to proceed. Prosser, whose gray Renault was four cars behind the leader, rushed through the intersection with rue Hamra and advanced another fifty meters before coming to a halt at the end of a long file of cars.

He thought there should have been ample room to accommodate two lanes of traffic along the one-way street, but the parked cars lining both sides of the street left barely enough clearance for a single lane to pass. This was not the first time he had been stuck in Ras Beirut’s afternoon rush-hour congestion, however, and he resigned himself to the prospect of waiting fifteen or twenty minutes to cover the remaining three hundred meters to rue Bliss.

As the queue inched its way forward, Prosser watched the pedestrians who overtook him. Most were housewives doing their daily shopping, but there were also knots of schoolchildren in blue uniforms heading home for lunch and solitary old men, worry beads in hand, exchanging elaborate Arabic greetings with the shopkeepers they passed.

He advanced another half a block before he noticed the sound of automobile horns some distance behind him. The noise seemed to be coming from beyond rue Hamra and was getting perceptibly closer. Over the blare of the horns he thought he heard pistol shots.

The line of automobiles continued to push forward, ten or twenty meters at a time, pausing for a minute or more between each move. The sound of horns came closer. In his rearview mirror he saw three cars attempting to pull off the road at once into the same driveway. More pistol shots rang out, this time no more than one hundred meters away.

Prosser turned around and saw an expensively suited Gulf Arab, probably in his mid-thirties or early forties, running erratically between the line of stalled traffic and the row of parked cars along the left curb. The runner, who was tall and lean and had a cruel, hawkish face, carried a slender shining object in his right hand that at first looked like a hammer but on second glance turned out to be a long-barreled nickel-plated revolver.

As the Arab came abreast of the Renault, Prosser paused to look behind him. Sweat dripped off the man’s pallid face as he breathed in great heaves, all the while scanning both sides of the street for a means of escape. He must have realized that the traffic jam blocked every route except the one he was taking, because a moment later he resumed his flight toward rue Bliss. But before he did, his gaze met Prosser’s for the briefest instant. Prosser had never seen a look of pure terror to match the one in the Arab’s eyes.

The queue advanced once again, this time far enough for the Renault to once again draw nearly even with the running man before the car ahead braked. The horns were much louder now, and pistol shots could still be heard above the din. In his side mirror Prosser saw cars darting into vacant driveways and jumping the curb onto the sidewalk in an attempt to make room on the left.

Behind them a pair of helmetless riders aboard a large touring motorcycle made intermittent headway along the newly cleared lane. When the motorcycle was within thirty meters of the fleeing Arab, its passenger fired three pistol shots at him. Prosser ducked across the front seat of the car when he heard the shots and stayed down until the motorcycle passed. He counted to five before looking out again. The touring bike was still making steady progress, but by now its quarry was no longer in view.

The line of traffic started to move again, and Prosser put his car in gear once more when the horns repeated their warning. This time it was a gray Toyota station wagon that approached from behind, taking advantage of the path the motorcycle had cleared. The passenger in the right rear seat waved a revolver out the window and fired in the air to force the other drivers out of his way. Prosser ducked again as the station wagon passed, then raised his head a few moments later to watch the car bully its way forward to the end of the block. In less than half a minute the motorcycle and car were out of sight, and no more horns or shots could be heard. Whatever had happened to the fugitive, it was over.

As the line of traffic resumed its intermittent progress, Prosser watched life return to normal on the sidewalks of rue Abdel-Aziz. Pedestrians emerged from doorways where they had taken refuge and chatted with their companions as if they had done nothing more than seek shelter from a fleeting summer shower. Shopkeepers returned to their seats outside their stores, holding freshly poured glasses of tea. The drivers who moments ago had tried to retreat into driveways and loading ramps now regained their usual bravado and jockeyed for competitive advantage in the hope of passing the car just ahead.

When Prosser reached the end of the street a few minutes later, not a trace was left of the fugitive or of his pursuers. The unhappy thought occurred to him that he might be the only onlooker who cared in the least how the man’s flight had ended.


 

Chapter 17

 

Prosser paced along the Corniche seawall with long, rapid strides, stopping where the sidewalk ended a short distance north of the Bain Militaire. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe the perspiration from his forehead, put it back, and ran the fingers of both hands through the cropped hair at his temples. Raising himself atop the metal railing, he sat with elbows propped on his knees and watched his Lebanese neighbors pass in review along the Corniche. At this hour, just after sunset, the seaside promenade was filled with poor and middle-class Lebanese, the vast majority of them men.

The older ones walked side by side in twos and threes, kneading their worry beads between their fingers while they conversed. Those of middle age played cards or backgammon at makeshift tables under hissing propane lamps that the proprietors of curbside espresso vans had set out for their use. The youths, who outnumbered all the others, leaned or sat on the railing and waited for something interesting to happen.

Prosser looked at his watch, then jumped down from the metal railing and started across the street toward the Hotel Mediterranée. Once across and out of the glare of the streetlamps, he turned onto an unlit side street and trudged up the steep incline toward rue Venus, perspiring heavily in the humid stillness. He had covered about two-thirds of the distance to the hill’s crest when a pair of headlights came to life ahead of him and cast their beams over his head. Almost imperceptibly, the parked vehicle to which the headlights belonged began to move forward. When it had come within ten meters of him, it pulled over and waited. The driver leaned across the passenger’s seat to open the door.

Prosser climbed into the battered white Toyota and closed the door behind him. “Good evening, Abu Khalil. Kiif haalak,” he greeted the Palestinian as he reached out to shake his hand.

“All is well for me, praise Allah,” Abu Khalil replied as soon as the car was in first gear.

“And your boys?”

“All very well, thank you. Especially Ali, the youngest. I took him back to the hospital today, and the surgeon told me he will have the plaster removed from his leg next week. For this I thank you, Tommy. By Allah, without your help, his operation would have cost me too, too much.”

“Don’t mention it, Abu Khalil. The important thing is that Ali grows up to be big and strong, like his father.”

The Arab chuckled at Prosser’s flattery, which was mild compared to Abu Khalil’s own toadying when he wanted something from the American.

They reached the end of the street and turned left onto the coastal road toward the nightclubs and restaurants of Raouché.

“I bring other good news, Tommy,” Abu Khalil said. “There is a new promotion list for officers of the Democratic Front, and I have been promoted to lieutenant colonel.” The Palestinian smiled proudly and tapped two fingers against imaginary epaulets on his shoulder.

“Congratulations!” Prosser answered. “What a terrific surprise! But tell me, Abu Khalil, does this mean you will be reassigned to a different duty station?”

“Probably not before the end of summer. But the high command is working on a new rotation, and there is talk that some of us may be transferred to new duties in September.”

“Do you think you can manage to stay in Beirut?”

“Inshallah, although it is also possible that I may be asked to command a unit farther to the south, in Damour or Sidon.”

“Damour would not be so bad, but don’t accept a job in Tyre or the border region if you can avoid it. I couldn’t go there to meet you, and it would be difficult for you to come to Beirut more than a few times a month. Besides, the south is a dangerous place, Abu Khalil. We don’t want to lose you.”

The Palestinian gave a self-assured laugh. “Do not be concerned, Tommy. I would never volunteer for duty along the frontier. That is for the younger men who are eager to fight and die. I am not so eager.”

He took a bulging envelope out of the glove compartment and handed it to Prosser, who opened it and examined its contents for a brief moment before stuffing the handwritten reports into his rear trouser pockets. He buttoned the pockets while Abu Ramzi pulled a pack of Kents from the dashboard, shook out a cigarette, and lit it with a lacquered gold lighter.

“I see you’ve been busy since Saturday,” Prosser remarked as he fastened his seatbelt. “Tell me, have you had an opportunity to learn anything else about Colonel Hisham?”

“I spoke to my cousin this morning,” the Palestinian replied. “He told me he met Colonel Hisham last night and had a glass of whiskey with him. The colonel had been drinking for some time already and told my cousin in the strictest confidence that he has been planning an operation against the Americans for several weeks. It was to be carried out this week, but when the Phalangists arrested the colonel’s men in East Beirut over the weekend, he moved it up to today.

“The plan was for one of the colonel’s assistants to assassinate an American spy early in the morning along the Corniche road. But yesterday morning a Nasserist official was shot at almost the same spot as the one the assistant had selected, so it became necessary to call off the entire operation and reexamine the alternatives.

“My cousin said Colonel Hisham was furious about the delay. Had it not been for childish squabbles among the Nasserist militias, he complained, the American spy would already be dead and the colonel’s captured men would be avenged. The colonel had no doubt that the Phalangists had tortured his men to death, and he was just as certain that the Phalange could not have captured them without help from the Americans.”

The news made Prosser shiver despite the heat and formed goosbumps on his bare forearms. “Hold on, Abu Khalil,” he broke in, doing his best not to let his anxiety show. “Let me get this straight. Does this mean he’s canceled the operation against the Americans?”

“Not at all. The colonel said that the only step required for the operation to go forward is to select a new time and place for it, as his assistant has prepared several alternative action plans. The colonel is waiting only for a green light to proceed.”

“I see. And whom does the colonel expect will give him this green light?”

“Ah, Tommy, that is something my cousin was unable to find out.”

“Did it sound as if the order would come from Damascus?”

“Most likely. But my cousin cannot be certain of it.”

“Okay, then, let’s go back to what Colonel Hisham said about the target. Did he say only one person will be shot? Or will there be more?”

“He said that the one to be liquidated will be an employee of the American embassy. A spy.”

Prosser remained silent while the Palestinian officer knocked a long ash from his cigarette into the car’s ashtray, which was already brimming with butts.

“An employee or an official, Abu Khalil? If Colonel Hisham said ‘employee,’ he might have meant one of the embassy’s Lebanese employees. There are over a hundred of them. But an ‘official’ can only mean an American. Is your cousin absolutely certain that Colonel Hisham said the target would be an American official?”

“The words my cousin used were ‘American spy,’ so, yes, I believe that is what he meant. But you must understand, Tommy, both the colonel and my cousin were drinking, and the colonel has a very indirect way of speaking where such topics are concerned.”

Prosser scribbled nervously in his checkbook-sized notebook. “When you saw the colonel a week ago, Abu Khalil, he said the target was going to be a foreigner. Now he says it will be an American spy from our embassy. That’s a very important difference,. If I report that to Washington, they’re going to get very excited and will probably order the embassy to take security measures that the colonel might notice. If you think your cousin could be wrong about what he heard, I need to know now.”

“Of course he could be wrong,” Abu Khalil replied indifferently. He took a last drag on his cigarette, exhaled the smoke through his nose, and tossed the butt out the window. “And I know very well what it will mean for my cousin and for me if Colonel Hisham discovers new security measures being taken by your embassy. But I have told you all that I know. It is for you to decide what to tell your government. My cousin and I will do what is needed to protect ourselves.”

“It’s not that I doubt what you’re telling me, Abu Khalil. It’s just that I had hoped it might be you who would drink whiskey with the colonel instead of your cousin. I thought you were going to meet him this weekend. What happened?”

“He was invited to eat with us on Saturday, but instead he was obliged to attend a meeting that was called after the Phalangists shelled the Corniche.”

“What kind of meeting?”

“He did not say.”

“In Damascus?”

“No, in Shtaura, I believe.”

Prosser sighed. “All right, before we move on, is there anything else the colonel told your cousin last night that I ought to know about?”

“I have told you everything.”

Prosser frowned and wrote something into his notebook, then he looked up again at the Palestinian. “Damn it, Abu Khalil, what we really need right now is for you to go see Colonel Hisham yourself. Can you do it?”

“By Allah, that would be difficult, Tommy. He would suspect me.”

“Tell him you admire him. Tell him you’d like to help. Tell him whatever you want—just get him talking. If he is really planning to kill someone from our embassy, we need to know more so that something can be done about it.”

Abu Khalil scratched the back of his head and weighed his reply. “Would it not be simpler to have the colonel liquidated?”

Prosser shook his head emphatically. “No, it wouldn’t. The Agency doesn’t assassinate people, Abu Khalil. Our job is to collect information. And if you can collect what we need from Colonel Hisham, there will be a sizable bonus in it for you.”

He had no authority to offer the bonus. He knew that if Headquarters did not approve, it would be difficult to come up with the money without juggling the salaries and expenses of his other agents. But this might be his only chance to find out whether Colonel Hisham represented a genuine threat and who his target might be.

“Eight thousand lira, Abu Khalil, if you can get him to talk.”

“Ten thousand.”

The Palestinian lit his last cigarette and tossed the crumpled pack out the window. A reptilian smile spread across his face, and Prosser knew at once that Abu Khalil would do whatever was required to claim the money.

“I will pay the colonel a visit very soon, Tommy. I have only one question. If he tells me nothing of value, how will you stop him?”

“That is my problem, Abu Khalil. All I can ask is that you do your best.”

“Of course,” the Palestinian replied impatiently. “But if he suspects me, that becomes my problem, does it not?”

“That is the risk you take if you agree to this, Abu Khalil.”

 “It seems to me that if the colonel were to die, it might satisfy the needs of both of us, no?” The officer’s reptilian smile returned.

Prosser smiled sympathetically but shook his head in disagreement. “Look, Abu Khalil, I won’t tell you how to do your job, but a murder for hire is not what I had in mind. Forget it.”

“I meant no such thing. I intend only to speak to the colonel, as you request. I will go in peace. But if I must defend myself, I will. And if I do what you ask, I expect to collect ten thousand lira, regardless of what becomes of Colonel Hisham. Mish hayk?”

“If your information is good, the ten thousand is yours, Abu Khalil. And here, take this and buy the colonel a good bottle of whiskey or a box of Havana cigars.”

Prosser tore the end from an envelope of Lebanese currency and counted out two piles in his lap. “This one is for Colonel Hisham’s cigars. And this one is to buy something for yourself, in honor of your promotion.”

Abu Khalil’s eyes flashed with avarice as he pocketed the money. Then he made a hard left onto rue Abdel-Aziz and started back toward the American University and the Corniche.

“That’s all for tonight, Abu Khalil. How about if we meet again Friday, by the Lighthouse Pharmacy at a quarter past nine? Do you think you can reach the colonel before then? We don’t have much time, I’m afraid.”

“I will do my best. If I do not come Friday, wait for me Saturday at the same place.”

At that moment Prosser noticed they were retracing the route that had been taken up rue Abdel-Aziz by the terrified Gulf Arab and his pursuers earlier that day.

“Abu Khalil, did you hear anything about a shooting this afternoon in the Hamra district? I was stuck in traffic not far from here just before lunch when I saw a Gulf Arab being chased down the street by gunmen. It was the damnedest thing. They must have shot at him at least twenty or thirty times in broad daylight, and nobody seemed to care.”

“He may have been one of the three Iraqi diplomats assassinated this afternoon,” the Arab replied coolly. “Two were shot while waiting in their car on rue Hamra in front of the Piccadilly Cinema. The third fled on foot, but his body was found in the Zeitouné district about an hour later. Our security section believes that Iranian intelligence and Syrian military intelligence were responsible. The three were all Iraqi intelligence officers.”

“Oh,” Prosser replied, crestfallen. “I’m sorry to hear that. I was rather hoping that the man I saw had escaped.”

They turned left onto rue Bliss. In the distance Prosser could see a line of cars stopped at a roadblock manned by a Syrian army patrol. “Checkpoint ahead,” he said, pulling a three-by-five index card from his shirt pocket. “It will be better if I get out here. On this card are some more questions about Colonel Hisham. Copy them in your own handwriting before you go home, and then throw the card away.”

Abu Khalil nodded.

“Good luck with the colonel, Abu Khalil. And for God’s sake, be careful.”


 

Chapter 18

 

Wednesday

Parked cars, each one covered with a dullish coat of salty dew, lined both sides of the cobbled street. Prosser pulled into the driveway of one of the three hotels opposite the YWCA residence and climbed out of the Renault to wait for his passenger.

As he stretched his limbs in the cool morning air, he heard the distant call of a muezzin summoning the faithful to morning prayers. The call came from the Ain Mreissé mosque, barely a city block from the American embassy, and was instantly recognizable as the same scratchy recording he had heard dozens of times from his office. He turned his attention to the broken line of shadows cast across the upper stories of the pale stuccoed buildings on rue Rustom Pacha and tried in vain to follow the line’s imperceptible downward creep.

The glow of a burning cigarette caught Prosser’s eye as he waited for Rima to emerge from the building. The orange light drew his attention to a sandbagged bunker at the corner of Phoenicia Street, just opposite the faded and peeling wooden façade of a long-abandoned Cantonese restaurant. There, under an overhanging piece of corrugated tin, a helmeted Syrian sentry bent down to check the progress of a pot of tea he was brewing over an electric hotplate wired to a streetlamp.

Phoenicia Street had once formed the heart of West Beirut’s nightlife district, with scores of restaurants and nightclubs only a few steps from the city’s premier hotels: the St. Georges, the Phoenicia, and the Holiday Inn. The district’s heyday had ended with the civil war’s Battle of the Hotels in the winter of 1975, which left all three hostelries nothing more than burned-out shells, fit for use only as artillery and sniping platforms for the Palestinian and Lebanese Muslim militias.

Some of Phoenicia Street’s restaurants and nightclubs reopened their doors during the brief honeymoon of the Arab Deterrent Force’s peacekeeping mission during 1976 and 1977, but the stability lasted little more than a year. The renewal of heavy fighting in 1978 between the Christian militias and the Arab Deterrent Force’s largest contingent, the Syrian army, convinced most club owners to close their doors for good.

By early 1980, when Prosser arrived in Lebanon, fewer than ten establishments remained open for business along the entire length of the famed street. Three or four restaurants managed to survive by serving a loyal clientele of foreigners and affluent Lebanese, but the few bars that held on did so only by catering to the grosser appetites of Syrian occupation troops, local militiamen, and the criminal underworld.

Prosser had visited one of these bars, the once-celebrated Stork Club, in the company of a vanload of Marine Security Guards during his first week after arriving in the divided city. He had found the nightclub shabby and unexpectedly dull, but a place where a visiting foreigner could still catch a glimpse of pre–civil war Beirut, the Paris of the Middle East. The bar was all teak and brass, the floor black and white marble, and the walls still covered with autographed glossy photographs of European and Middle Eastern celebrities of decades past.

The marines frequented the place because of the club’s exceptionally alluring bartender: a tall, slender, black-haired Irishwoman in her late twenties, with a ready wit and a smile that could melt most any man’s heart. She had quit her job as a Middle East Airlines air hostess two months after the civil war ended, intending to get in on the ground floor of Beirut’s commercial rebirth by opening an Irish-style pub with her Lebanese boyfriend. When the business venture fell on hard times—the country’s economic recovery had failed to materialize—she closed it and found work at the Stork Club as a cocktail waitress. Her boyfriend disappeared a week later, leaving her to pay off the trade creditors.

To her young admirers in the Marine Security Guard detachment, the Irishwoman always managed to put on a cheerful face, bantering easily with the toughest of them and gently turning aside their amorous propositions. Prosser supposed she represented an unattainable goal for many of them, as the average age of a marine guard was just over twenty years.

Not many weeks after Prosser’s first and final visit to the Stork Club, the U.S. ambassador declared it off-limits to American embassy personnel after a brawl between four marines and six or seven drunken Syrians that ended only when the proprietor emptied nearly a full magazine of his antique Schmeisser submachine gun into the ceiling. The last news Prosser had heard of the club was that the same proprietor had imported a troupe of Thai prostitutes on a 120-day contract to work the place as bar girls, and that not long afterward the lovely Irish bartender had boarded a flight for London.

Prosser turned away from Phoenicia Street in time to see Rima al Fayyad exit the lobby of the YWCA with a handbag in one hand and a small embroidered pillow in the other. Although she had applied makeup to her tanned face, the circles under her eyes gave evidence that she had not slept long or well. He opened the passenger door and greeted her in Arabic. She returned the greeting in a husky voice.

“You look as if you need more beauty rest,” he said as he took his seat and started the engine. “Was the shelling that bad last night?”

“No, only badly timed,” she answered with a trace of a smile. “They did not begin using their heavy weapons until two o’clock, and by the time the cease-fire was restored, my nerves were too badly frayed to go back to sleep.”

“It’s a miracle how anybody can get a decent night’s rest so close to the Green Line. There must be a wicked echo between these buildings.”

“Over time one becomes accustomed to everything but the heavy mortars and artillery. Still, if you have no objection, I think I will sleep for a short while. Will you wake me when we get through the port crossing? From there I can show you the way to the Peugeot garage.”

The only reason he had come to rue Rustom Pacha so early on a weekday morning was to give Rima a ride to East Beirut, where she was to pick up her Peugeot subcompact from the dealer’s service department following some routine maintenance. From there she would go on to work at the Ministry of Housing while Prosser pressed on to the far northern suburb of Antélias.

Without waiting for Prosser’s reply, Rima tilted back her seat, stuffed the embroidered pillow between the window and the raised headrest, and folded her arms against her chest to sleep. Prosser leaned over to kiss her on the cheek and received only a gentle murmur in reply.

The Syrian sentry, still brewing his tea at the corner, waved the Renault through the checkpoint with his cigarette in hand and watched it until it disappeared around the corner in the direction of the port. Prosser was apprehensive about using the port crossing so soon after the previous night’s cease-fire violations in the downtown commercial district, but he reassured himself with the knowledge that both the embassy’s security officer and Radio Lebanon had pronounced the port crossing open to traffic at seven o’clock this morning. Still, he would have preferred to wait until another hour had passed and another hundred motorists had preceded him.

As Prosser drove farther east through Zeitouné and Minet el Hosn, he noted with interest that the Nasserist checkpoint at the Normandie Hotel was unmanned, as was the next checkpoint two blocks ahead. At the edge of the no-man’s-land a Syrian lieutenant gestured from his bunker for the Renault to stop, but seeing that its driver was a foreigner, he waved Prosser through without bothering to ask for identification.

Just past the bunker, the coastal road formed a “Z” with rue Allenby, turning right for a single block before heading east again for the final two hundred meters to the port entrance. This block, Prosser had been told repeatedly, was one of the most dangerous sniper-ridden stretches of road in the city. For five or six seconds the Renault would be exposed to scores of sniper and artillery positions extending all the way north to the Place de l’Étoile, in the heart of the devastated former business district.

Opposite the spot where the car would turn east to leave the real-life shooting gallery there was another Syrian checkpoint, atop which sat a dummy wearing a Syrian officer’s uniform riddled with bullet and shrapnel holes. Prosser sometimes wondered whether the dummy had been put out to warn the passersby or to aid the snipers to zero in with their telescopic sights.

He started off down the straightaway at a carefully calculated angle, accelerated into third gear, and then swung the car around the bend and past the uniformed dummy without detecting shots in his direction. As he neared the Lebanese army checkpoint just inside the port’s perimeter fence, he slowed down and glanced at his passenger.

Rima sat up straight in her chair and regarded Prosser with surprise and amusement. “Do you always take this section with such speed?” she asked.

“Only when there’s no other driver on the road and the Syrians conspicuously don’t set foot outside of their bunkers.”

“If you thought it dangerous, why did you go forward at all?”

“Only because going back might have been worse,” he replied. “At times like this, I’d rather risk a crash by driving at full speed than give the damned snipers a second shot.”

He shifted into second gear and threaded his way between the two rows of red-and-white-striped oil drums flanking the port’s western gate and then screeched to a stop at a newly whitewashed Lebanese army bunker. Unlike the rest of the port, this spot was free of litter and wrecked cars and was shielded against snipers firing from the south and west by a makeshift wall of empty shipping containers stacked four high. Farther on, another wall of containers protected the wharves and landing slips.

A pair of slow-moving sentries wearing the olive drab uniforms of the Lebanese army rose to their feet from a bench immediately behind the bunker and approached the Renault. The elder of the two, a corpulent sergeant of about thirty without a helmet to cover the sizable bald spot on the crown of his head, gestured for Prosser to roll down his window and hand over his identification papers. When he saw the American’s foreign ministry card, he cut his inspection short and waved the car forward.

Just before he raised the window, Prosser heard the distinctive crack of a rifle bullet passing overhead at supersonic speed, then another, then two more. Rima heard them, too, and pointed silently toward the wisps of dust where the projectiles had hit the roofline of a warehouse some fifty meters to the west.

“Hey, what’s going on here?” Prosser demanded of the sentry in Arabic. “Why are you waving us forward if you can see that snipers have the road covered?”

“They do not have it covered,” the sergeant contradicted him in a bored tone of voice. “They are firing too high. It is safe to go, believe me. Go—yalla.”

But Prosser was unpersuaded. “If they aren’t sniping, just what the hell are they doing?”

Another sharp crack broke the silence.

“There they go again,” Prosser insisted. “Look, over to the left.” He pointed to another wisp of plaster and concrete dust where a bullet had slammed into the wall. “This is insane.”

The second soldier spoke up. He had one stripe less than the sergeant and appeared to be several years younger, but his eyes held a noticeable spark of intelligence. “Oh, that,” he said with a deprecatory gesture toward the warehouse. “That is nothing. What you see is Phalangist snipers harassing the Palestinians who occupy the tall building there in the distance.”

He raised his arm and pointed to an eight-story office building with a granite façade located two blocks west of the warehouse; then he directed their attention to the high wall of containers that blocked their line of sight to the southeast.

“You see, it is a long and difficult shot for them; sometimes the rounds fall short and hit the warehouse as they are doing now. But their fire is aimed much too high to hit anyone down here behind the barriers.” He pointed again, this time to the barrier that sheltered the road leading into the port crossing.

At this the sergeant became agitated and grabbed the outstretched arm of his young partner. “Don’t point, you idiot!” he exclaimed. “They’ll see you!”

Prosser stared at the two soldiers for a moment in confused disbelief and then laughed at the absurdity of the situation. “So it’s safe to go forward, eh? As long as we don’t point to whoever is trying to kill us...”

The sergeant shrugged off the remark. “If you do not wish to go ahead, do as you please. Return the way you came, if you like. The choice is yours.”

While Prosser considered the options, two oncoming taxis passed through the checkpoint from the east. The sergeant waved them through without objection. Prosser looked across at Rima, whose eyes were still trained on the warehouse as if to spot any new puffs of concrete dust that might appear.

“Well, shall we try it?” he asked her. “If they made it through, so can we.”

“Why not,” she replied, gamely attempting to conceal her anxiety.

He put the Renault in gear and launched it forward with an unholy screech of burning rubber. The car was in second gear before making the first turn. He kept accelerating along the straightaway past the port’s first basin, with its graveyard of half-submerged merchant ships, then braked momentarily as he burst into the doorless shell of the warehouse at the end of the first basin.

He accelerated again as he emerged out the other side and darted around the customs building into the commercial port’s main plaza. Once across the square, he reduced his speed and cruised through the eastern half of the port, where the road was no longer within the line of sight of snipers to the west.

Rima had not said a word during the frenzied dash through the deserted harbor complex, but Prosser’s attention had been too focused on driving to note her reaction. As they drove out the port’s eastern gate toward the Qarantina Highway, their eyes met at last.

“Tell me something, batta,” she ventured. “Have you even once turned back when you thought the road too dangerous?”

He pondered the question. “Sure I have. Plenty of times. Why?”

“It is just that sometimes I wish you were more careful.”

“But I am careful. Unfortunately, conditions around here have a way of changing, and safe places don’t always stay safe. When that happens, as it did a minute ago, often the best choice is to put your head down and keep on moving.”

“No, I think you have a different reason for what you do,” she ventured. “To some men, retreat is hateful, more hateful than anything—even dying, perhaps.”

“Of course it’s hateful, Rima, and often it’s a hell of a lot riskier than going forward to face the enemy. If I have to die, I’d rather do it with my boots on. Not that I expect to die anytime soon, mind you.”

“Tell me, habibi, what do you see in your future? Do you have a dream? Something you must stay alive for?”

“For me, the future is no further than June of next year, when my tour of duty here is over. My dream is to still be here when June comes. Beyond that I have no time for dreams.”

“So you are like us Lebanese; you live only for the present,” she concluded softly.

“If you say so. I enjoy what I do, and they say it’s useful to my country. That, and going out at night for fun sometimes, and seeing a bit of the countryside on weekends, is all I need. At least for now. Why do you ask? Are your dreams so very different?”

“If you had asked me even a few weeks ago, I would have said no. Since the events I have done nothing but live for the present. But now my present seems to have come to an end. For me Lebanon is finished. I must have something more to live for than an end to the fighting. That is why I have been giving thought to returning to France and finishing my doctorat. And if I do, I must leave by the end of summer.” She gave Prosser a searching look.

“That’s not very far off,” he said, showing the degree of concern that he sensed she expected of him. “I was hoping we would have more time to get to know each other.”

“I would also like that,” she replied evenly. “But it seems that your work keeps you too busy for such things. The weekends do not offer us much time if we are to know each other well before August.”

“I don’t work all the time, you know. We could meet for dinner once or twice a week. Would that help?”

“It would please me to see you more often than I do now,” she offered.

“I’m free tomorrow night. Why don’t we reserve a table at the Coral Beach? Perhaps Husayn would like to bring a date and join us.”

“But I don’t want to see Husayn. I want to see you.”

He could see that this was not the time and place to arrange a meeting with Rima’s brother. If he pushed too hard, he might spook them both. His approach to Husayn would have to wait.

“Then how about the Myrtom House? A table for two in the corner?”

She nodded but still appeared to be waiting for him to address some unspoken issue.

“Are you sure there isn’t something else bothering you?” he asked.

She pressed her lips together tightly as she translated the right words from Arabic into English. “How shall I say this, batta? It is simply that you have a certain…reputation. What am I to think on those nights when you are not with me? I have met others from your embassy. Not one of them works at night as you do. Huda tells me that her Gregory comes home by half past five every day.”

“Greg is an administrative officer, Rima. His job is at his desk. My work is outside the embassy, meeting people and trying to find out what’s going on in this country. You just can’t compare the two.”

“And Don? I know for certain he returns to his apartment by six o’clock every night, because Salwa always has dinner ready for him by then.”

“Don Davenport is a security officer, Rima, not a political officer. And, frankly, he ought to know better than to have Salwa living with him. It’s against department rules, and he happens to be the one responsible for enforcing them.”

Rima was not persuaded.

Prosser reached across and took her hand. “Listen, I’m sorry if it seems unreasonable to you that I spend so much time at my work,” he said. “But it’s not as if I’m out chasing after other women when I’m not with you.”

“Oh, batta, that was not what I meant. I just want to be with you more of the time.” She took his hand in both of hers and held it tightly.

“I’m doing my best,” he replied after another moment’s silence. “Let’s take it one step at a time, all right? August is still a long way off.”

Prosser thought of Colonel Hisham and his Eagles of the Revolution and wondered whether he would still be here a week from now, not to mention two months later. Then he thought of Husayn al Fayyad, who knew the colonel and had reason to hate him and thus might be willing to talk. The choice was clear. He had to reach Husayn quickly—with Rima’s help or without it. If the approach to Husayn offended her, it might bring their personal relationship to an unhappy end, but that was the risk one always took in using one’s friends to spot and develop new agent prospects. After all, that’s why the Agency had sent him here. If he was going to succeed in Lebanon, he knew, he would have to recruit an agent very soon. And right now Husayn al Fayyad looked like the best shot he had.


 

Chapter 19

 

Prosser watched Rima’s red Peugeot turn right off the Qarantina Highway and descend along the sweeping curve of the access road toward the port’s eastern gate. He then broke off and circled back to the east. After twenty minutes of nerve-racking driving through the congested commercial districts of Dora and Mar Youssef, he crossed the coastal autostrade and made for the hills east of suburban Jdaide to check for surveillance. Within a few minutes of having begun his ascent, the temperature dropped at least ten degrees, and in place of prickly pears and scrub he noticed tall pines appearing in thin stands along the side of the road.

As he surveyed the city below, it occurred to Prosser that this must have been how Beirut had looked before the Lebanese civil war. The city appeared so prosperous and peaceful from these hills that one could easily mistake the view for one of southern France or the Italian Riviera. Only when approaching sea level did one see the ugly scars left by shells, bullets, decay, and neglect.

Prosser remembered the first time he had driven along this road for one of his early car meetings with Maroun. Nearby, the agent had told him, was a ravine where nearly every night during the darkest months of the civil war, Phalange security men had arrived in dump trucks to dispose of the bodies of Palestinian and Lebanese Muslim civilians abducted at random around East Beirut. Most of the victims had been rounded up in groups of ten to twenty, solely on the basis of their religious and ethnic background, then executed with production-line efficiency in retaliation for Christians similarly kidnapped and murdered in West Beirut.

Although every morning the central government’s gendarmes would comb the ravine for new bodies to take back to the morgues, the government had no power to stop the butchery. Now, in the summer of 1981, such random abductions were rare, but the central government was still powerless to intervene. Prosser scanned the depths of the ravine and could not help wondering when the last corpse might have been dumped there and how many bleached bones remained scattered among the rocks.

Having detected no sign that anyone was following him, Prosser came back out of the hills by a different road to rejoin the northbound autostrade. A few kilometers farther along, in the coastal suburb of Antélias, he left the autostrade for the main shopping street and found a parking space two blocks from the high-rise apartment block where Maroun Ghaffour’s brother-in-law lived. Through the open car window he counted ten stories up from the ground level and instantly recognized Maroun’s profile behind the sliding glass doors where he’d said he would be.

Prosser entered the building through the rear entrance, took an elevator to the eighth floor, walked the remaining two stories, and pressed the doorbell of the first apartment on the left. Maroun ushered him into the apartment with a whispered greeting.

“Peter, we have a small problem. My wife insisted on coming with me this morning—she is in the kitchen at this very moment. Can you come again the day after tomorrow? I am very sorry, but I had no way of keeping her away, since it is, after all, her brother’s apartment. To tell the truth, Peter, I think she suspected me of having a rendezvous with a woman.” He chuckled and looked back over his shoulder with a conspiratorial air. “You know how wives are.”

“Don’t give it another thought, Maroun,” Prosser replied. “The day after tomorrow will be fine. Same time, same place.”

“Very good. But before you go you must take this. In it is a complete report on the arrests of the car bomb smugglers.”

He handed over a sealed envelope that Prosser slipped into his breast pocket without opening.

“Did any of the prisoners mention a Palestinian named Colonel Hisham?”

Maroun’s face darkened. “He was the expert who fabricated their bombs,” he answered. “One of our agents tells us that this Colonel Hisham is now in West Beirut, working on even larger ones.”

“Against whom, Maroun?”

“We do not know. But Bashir has already relayed to the Israelis everything we know about the colonel and the places he is known to frequent. I believe they have something special in mind for him.”

“Can you get me a copy of what was passed to the Israelis?”

“If you wish. But won’t Bashir, as a matter of course, present a copy to your superiors at the American embassy? After all, it was they who provided the information that led to the arrests.”

Prosser tilted his head back, rolled his eyes, and made a sound resembling “tsk” that in the Levant means, “No way.”

“Bashir can be relied upon to give us the absolute minimum he can get away with,” Prosser explained, “which is probably a glass of mint tea and a pat on the back. He’ll be offering a good deal more to the Israelis, because he knows they’re horse traders and he wants them to back his assault against West Beirut.”

“Then I will bring a copy for you when we meet on Friday.”

“Thanks, Maroun. Now I’d better get out of here before your wife catches sight of me. Is there anything you need from me on Friday?”

The Lebanese shook his head.

“Then ma’assalama, habibi.”

 

* * *

 

Prosser drove through the backstreets of Antélias and Jall ed Dib for twenty minutes along a preset surveillance detection route before heading back toward the port. Because the meeting with Maroun had been so short, he had plenty of time to get back to the embassy. He made several leisurely detours to become more familiar with neighborhoods that he might want to use for dead drops, car pickups, or brief encounters with his agents.

Passing through the Dora commercial district once again, he overtook a column of eight empty tractor-trailers returning to the port to take on cargo and then came upon another dozen or more rigs queued up outside the port’s eastern gate. This was an auspicious sign, because if the port was still receiving trucks, it would almost certainly be safe for him to cross to West Beirut. He drove to the head of the queue, received a languid wave from the sentry, and entered the eastern side of the harbor complex.

Traffic was sparse along the main road that led west past rows of warehouses serving the port’s second and third basins. Prosser drove at moderate speed into the cobbled main square. Then he skirted the water’s edge to the corner of a battered pre-1975 corrugated metal warehouse and turned left sharply onto the apron of the port’s first basin.

Ahead and to his right was a narrow two-lane corridor leading west between an anti-sniper barrier of shipping containers stacked four high on one side and the water’s edge on the other. Although eastbound traffic was sparse and moved quickly, westbound traffic was already backed up for the corridor’s entire length. Prosser’s Renault was the last in a one-hundred-meter-long queue of cars and trucks waiting to enter the corridor. He reached back with his free hand for Monday’s International Herald Tribune and resigned himself to a long wait.

Within minutes of settling back to read the sports section, Prosser heard muffled pops of antiaircraft fire to the southwest. High in the sky he observed a pair of glinting warplanes unloading shiny metallic streamers and parachute flares one thousand meters higher than the puffs of black flak smoke that erupted in the skies above the city. As the antiaircraft fire spread to cover the skies directly overhead, the pops became thunderous booms, yet the warplanes never seemed to go anywhere near the black puffs.

Prosser watched a pair of the silvery aircraft circle around to the west and climb to rejoin another formation at a much higher altitude. The planes had to be Israeli, since the Israeli air force exercised total control of the airspace over western Lebanon, but from where he sat Prosser couldn’t tell whether they were mounting an air strike somewhere in the city or just carrying on the customary war of nerves against Beirut’s air defense network.

The hammering of heavy machine guns several hundred meters to the south brought Prosser’s thoughts back down to earth. Within seconds more machine guns entered the fray, spreading panic among the drivers trapped along the waterfront corridor. Horns blared furiously as cars and trucks slammed against the wall of shipping containers and against each other in the desperate attempt to turn themselves around within the congested space and put some distance between themselves and the gunfire. Some drivers abandoned the effort entirely and fled on foot to seek cover in nearby warehouses. Not far away, field artillery and mortars began to open fire.

As Prosser had not quite reached the two-lane corridor, he felt he had a fair chance of maneuvering the Renault back off the apron and onto the cobbled square before incoming artillery and mortar fire closed in upon him. Indeed, no sooner did he shift into reverse than two mortar rounds dropped into the water 150 meters away. The drivers behind him sized up the situation at once, and most of them succeeded in backing out onto the wider portion of the loading apron, where several cars could turn around at the same time. Prosser followed suit and within seconds was speeding back across the commercial port’s central plaza toward East Beirut.

After exiting through the eastern gate, Prosser pulled onto the shoulder along the ridge overlooking the harbor complex. The warplanes were gone now, as were the black puffs of flak smoke. He looked down over the central business district for signs of continuing battle, but despite the terrible din he could see no muzzle flashes or shell bursts—only pillars of smoke rising from the maze of crumbled walls and caved-in roofs.

Now that he was safe, Prosser wondered what had become of the drivers left trapped along the water’s edge. What would he have done in their place? It seemed clear that had he arrived on the apron just a few minutes earlier, he, too, would have been caught between the container barrier and the water’s edge. He decided that if the situation ever arose again, he would leave his car and run for cover. Any low spot would suffice to protect him against shrapnel, which was the worst hazard. As for a direct hit, the odds were a million to one against.

Prosser drove back to the Qarantina Bridge and headed south toward the Galerie Semaan crossing, surmising that the museum checkpoint would be closed because of the shelling. The neighborhoods he traversed now were far removed from the fighting, and their main roads bore the usual midday traffic, as did the Galerie Semaan crossing itself. Not until the Airport Circle did he begin to see any evidence that an aerial bombing might have occurred. There, stationed at varying intervals around the circle, were five 12.7-millimeter machine guns mounted on pickup trucks and four twin-barreled 23-millimeter antiaircraft cannons on flatbed trucks, all with barrels pointed skyward to await the warplanes’ return.

As Prosser made his way past the main entrance of the Sabra refugee camp, he spotted at least fifteen jeeps and Land Rovers heading east carrying uniformed conscripts with shaven heads, their eyes glassy with excitement and fear. Some waved their weapons wildly and fired into the air when their vehicles were forced to halt in the bumper-to-bumper traffic.

On Prosser’s right, forty or fifty forlorn civilians, mainly women and children, huddled under the concrete skeleton of an unfinished four-story building and stared out as if awaiting some signal that it was safe to emerge. Although no bombs or rockets appeared to have fallen anywhere near them, the din from the firing must have been horrendous, and the eyes of the small children clinging to their mothers seemed filled with unutterable terror.

About a kilometer and a half to the north, black columns of smoke rose and twisted toward the sky. Prosser heard the faint wailing of distant ambulances and wondered once again if aerial bombs had actually fallen on the city. He lowered his window and called out to a gray-bearded Arab dressed in a soiled jalabiyya and threadbare black waistcoat who stood at the side of the road to watch the twisting plumes of smoke.

“What happened, Uncle?” he asked the man in Arabic. “Where is that smoke coming from?”

“Fakhani and Tariq el Jedide,” the old man replied.

“But those are residential neighborhoods,” Prosser replied, more to himself than to the Arab.

The old man pulled a red plastic transistor radio from his waistcoat pocket and held it out for the foreigner to listen. “It is not me who says so. Listen, the Voice of Palestine. It says the Zionist planes struck at the offices of the Palestinian Resistance. Many hundreds have been killed. May Allah preserve them.” The old man shook his head in disbelief.

Meanwhile, Prosser pondered whether the Voice of Palestine intentionally inflated its casualty estimates or whether Israel could have cold-bloodedly laid waste to a crowded residential neighborhood in order to exact Lebanese-style revenge upon leaders of the Palestinian Resistance.

“Listen, listen! They say the raid was a failure!” the old man shouted excitedly, still holding the radio out to Prosser. “The announcer says the bombs were intended for Yasir Arafat and the leaders of the Resistance, but they all escaped without harm! Allahu akbar! Allahu akbar!”

“Allahu akbar, my ass,” Prosser replied under his breath, then moved on under the goad of car horns blaring behind him.


 

PART II


 

Chapter 20

 

Abu Khalil sipped his strong sweet Arabic coffee in the café near the corner of rue Tariq el Jedide and rue Sabra and waited for Lieutenant Fakhri to return from his reconnaissance. He already knew that Colonel Hisham’s office was on the second floor of the office building around the corner from where he sipped his coffee, but he wanted to know more about the structures surrounding it and the courtyard out back. Lieutenant Fakhri, who had once studied to be an architect, was good at this kind of work.

Abu Khalil rose from the table as soon as he saw his partner standing at the kiosk opposite the café and followed him into the alley a few meters away. “Is it suitable?” he asked the lieutenant.

“Perfect. Each room has a small balcony, and there are two exits to the rear of the courtyard.”

“And the security men?”

“I could see two at the entrance, but I believe there are no others except for those who work in the office. There is a tea boy, but he seems to serve the other tenants as well and is unarmed.”

“Good. Do you remember what you are to say?”

“Every word.”

“Then let us go,” Abu Khalil commanded. “I will enter from the opposite direction, a few steps behind you.”

Though both men had short, military-style haircuts and neatly trimmed mustaches, and both were dressed in dark trousers and open-necked tropical shirts worn loose around the waist, one would not have thought the bright-eyed and easygoing young lieutenant to be associated with the rough-hewn, hard-bitten Abu Khalil. Yet, ever since the two had fought side by side against the Israeli army during its three-month incursion into Lebanon in 1978, the younger man had been Abu Khalil’s most trusted aide and confidant.

The lieutenant, now nearing his twenty-fourth birthday, sometimes considered resuming his studies and leaving Palestine’s armed struggle to others, but after every clash and every looming threat to the Palestinian refugees who remained trapped without a future in Lebanon, he felt that dream slip further away. Abu Khalil treated him like a younger brother and had saved his life more times than he could count. Certainly as long as Abu Khalil needed him, Lieutenant Fakhri would stand by his commander and friend.

He stepped into the darkened foyer and then stood silently at the foot of the steps while waiting for his eyes to adjust to the gloom and for Abu Khalil to follow. For several long seconds he ignored the demands of the two security men for his identity papers. Before their frustration rose to the level of anger, Abu Khalil entered the foyer behind his partner and slowly removed his dark glasses with an air of quiet authority.

“We are here to see the colonel,” he announced to the pair at the door, both lean, dark-skinned Gazans in their late twenties who looked like seasoned fighters, if not terribly astute security men. Each wore a mottled brown-and-tan camouflage uniform without insignia of rank or affiliation, and each wielded a Belgian FAL automatic rifle.

“Come, Abu Atef!” the taller guard called out to the tea boy while reaching out once again for the identity papers of his visitors.

“Hawiyyatak,” the guard insisted.

“Maa fiish,” Abu Khalil countered with a conclusive shake of his head. “The colonel is expecting us. Tell him Abu Khalil has come.”

The Egyptian tea boy, a lanky youth in his late teens, arrived and accepted the message for the colonel. He returned a short while later with an offer to escort the two visitors upstairs. As they followed him down the second-floor corridor past door after door that bore no number or marking, Lieutenant Fakhri leaned toward Abu Khalil so that he could be better heard.

“I don’t think any of these is occupied,” the lieutenant said in a low voice.

A barely perceptible smile formed on Abu Khalil’s face.

The tea boy knocked five times on the door before trying the handle. It was unlocked and he pushed open the door to let the two guests inside.

At the far end of the office sat Jamal al Ghawshah, alias Colonel Hisham, behind a gray sheet-metal desk, examining a set of maps spread out before him. The colonel was of average height and weight for a Levantine Arab, and as Abu Khalil had once told Prosser, his facial features were equally nondescript except for a thick black mustache and dark eyes of piercing intelligence that never seemed to blink. Like many Arabs nearing middle age, the crown of his head was nearly bald, but his hair was combed across the top to hide the bald spot. His white linen trousers, pale blue starched shirt, and lightweight navy blazer looked out of place in the untidy and sparsely furnished office.

The colonel was holding a magnifying glass over one of the maps when the tea boy ushered his guests inside. Upon their entering the room, he gathered the map sheets into a pile, turned the pile face down, and placed an electric fan on top before moving across the room to receive his visitors. Although the balcony door and casement windows behind the desk were both wide open, the small fan seemed wholly incapable of drawing fresh air into the enclosed space.

The three men greeted one another with the traditional kisses on both cheeks while the Egyptian tea boy gathered up empty glasses from around the room. Then the colonel invited his guests to sit on the sofa and ordered a new pot of mint tea with lemon slices. In the moment before the Egyptian closed the door behind him, Abu Khalil noticed the boy hesitate, as if waiting for further instructions, and saw the colonel signal by the faintest shake of his head that no other action need be taken.

The colonel leaned back and gazed straight into Abu Khalil’s eyes before speaking. “It is a pleasure to see you again so soon, Abu Khalil. Please excuse me if I sounded surprised when you called. It is just that I receive so few visitors when I am in Beirut.”

“On the contrary, we beg your pardon for interrupting your work,” Abu Khalil replied. “We would not have come here, except that it seemed a more suitable place to speak frankly with you than at my cousin’s house.”

“You need not apologize, Abu Khalil,” the colonel answered with an easy laugh. “You made the correct choice. In what way can I assist you and the lieutenant?”

“It is a somewhat delicate matter,” Abu Khalil began. “For some months we and others in the Democratic Front have become disturbed by the incorrect line taken by the the group’s leadership. It has aligned itself too closely with Fatah and Yasir Arafat and has taken far too lenient a stance toward the Phalange and the Lebanese authorities. At the same time, these leaders have not paid proper attention to the correct line being pursued by Syria. Frankly speaking, we no longer feel completely at home in such an organization.”

“I see,” the colonel acknowledged with a noncommittal nod. “What particular positions have led you to this conclusion?”

“One need not search far for them. There is the cease-fire with the Zionists in the south, and the prohibition against foreign operations against the Zionists and their Western sponsors, and the secret cooperation with the Phalange on security matters, and now the constant hints at compromising our national rights to win favor with the Americans. There is no other word for it than treason, and the armed struggle must reject such treachery.”

“I must agree with you, of course, Abu Khalil. Still, who is capable of carrying forward the armed struggle if Arafat and his kind do not? Who else has their material resources and their prestige before world opinion?”

“You are playing with me, I think, Colonel,” Abu Khalil replied. “Surely you know that Syria is willing to support certain elements who have are capable of carrying out, shall we say, direct action against our common enemies. That is why I chose to speak to you.”

“So you want to speak to someone in Damascus who might give you similar support?”

“Not at all. I have come to offer you my support and that of the cadres who stand with me.”

The colonel drew back in his chair and straightened up. “I am honored by your offer, Abu Khalil. But as you may know, I am a specialist, and I have need for only a few men with special skills.”

“We have those skills. That is why I have brought Lieutenant Fakhri; he attended university for two years and studied demolitions in East Germany for six months last year. He has already trained many commandos for missions into the occupied territories. I have others like him.”

“Such skills might indeed be useful. But there is something I do not understand, Abu Khalil. Why would a man like you, after so many years in command of a fighting unit for the Democratic Front, give up that command to carry out special operations in the pay of the Syrians? Especially a man who fought in the mountains in 1976 to keep the Syrian army out of Lebanon?”

“For me the liberation of the occupied homeland has always come before all else,” Abu Khalil replied. “Everything I have done over these last years has been aimed at a single goal. Now that the leaders of the Democratic Front no longer seem to share this goal, I must seek other like-minded comrades. My guiding purpose remains the defeat of the Zionists and those who do their work, whether it be the Phalangists or the Americans.”

Colonel Hisham cocked an eyebrow. “The Americans? Why should they concern you? What have we ever gained by attacking American targets?”

“I do not suggest for a moment striking the Americans to the same extent as we do the Zionists. Only in Lebanon, where they aid the Phalange at every step, building up Bashir Gemayel to be the next dictator of the Lebanese state and conspiring against us with the central government. Everyone knows that Beirut is the center for American intelligence in the region. We must teach them to tread more carefully here.”

“And how would you propose to do it?”

“That is not for me to say. I expect that you will have some projects in mind. American officials roam freely about the city; they are not so difficult to find.”

“And so it is for this that you offer your help?” There was a note of final judgment in the colonel’s voice that alarmed Abu Khalil.

Colonel Hisham picked up the phone, and Abu Khalil cast a meaningful glance at Lieutenant Fakhri. Suddenly the colonel put down the receiver and gave a smile that did not look genuine. “The tea is late, as usual,” he said, “and Abu Atef’s line is not working. Excuse me, I will call for him down the hall.” He walked in carefully measured steps toward the door.

No sooner did Lieutenant Fakhri’s hand move toward his belt than Colonel Hisham bolted for the door. He was outside before the younger man could draw his Tokarev pistol and take aim. As Abu Khalil drew his own Colt automatic, he heard the colonel shouting for the guards.

“Kill him,” Abu Khalil ordered, expecting the guards to come into view at any moment with their assault rifles blazing on full automatic.

The lieutenant fired twice. Colonel Hisham pitched over sideways on the second shot; then he tried to rise and keep going until a third and fourth shot brought him down for good.

But Lieutenant Fakhri did not fire the second pair of shots fast enough to allow for a safe retreat back into the office. Five slugs from a burst of automatic fire let off by the first Gazan penetrated the lieutenant’s heart and lungs and left him dead before his knees hit the floor. Abu Khalil took advantage of that long burst of fire to put a .45-caliber slug through the first Gazan’s eye socket and to drop the second guard with a bullet through the lower spine before the latter squeezed off his first and only round.

Abu Khalil took a final look at the four fallen men and reentered the office, bolting the door behind him and walking with unhurried coolness to the desk. There he removed the maps from under the fan, folded them three times, and slipped them under his waistband. He searched the drawers as well, but found nothing worth taking—although he noted with interest the colonel’s nickel-plated Smith & Wesson revolver in the drawer by the telephone. On second thought he slipped it into his waistband as well.

With his hearing momentarily impaired from the gunplay, Abu Khalil might not have realized that reinforcements had already arrived, had it not been for a pistol shot outside the door that gave away their presence. He stepped out onto the balcony, sized up the situation, and considered his options: flee immediately and risk being shot in the back, or wait to ambush the reinforcements as they burst in. He moved away from the glass balcony door and took up position behind the exterior wall, his eyes and forehead barely protruding above the sill of the casement window.

A string of eight or nine shots from an assault rifle shattered the door and door frame where the lock and deadbolt had been. The door swung open and slammed against the rear wall. Then there was stillness.

Abu Khalil remained motionless at the window. Moments later another burst of gunfire rang out in the corridor. Suddenly the Egyptian tea boy leapt through the doorway, raking the wall above the desk with automatic fire and knocking the electric fan off the desk like a tenpin. He never saw Abu Khalil’s face in the window, and probably never felt the pair of .45-caliber slugs that ripped through his chest on either side of his heart.

Abu Khalil ejected the nearly empty magazine from his pistol and inserted a fresh one from his trouser pocket before replacing the pistol in his waistband. Then he swung his leg over the balcony railing and lowered himself so that his feet were no more than two meters above the ground. He landed awkwardly on his heels and fell backward, but arose unharmed and began running as quickly as he could out through the courtyard.

When Abu Khalil emerged onto rue Tariq el Jedide, he was surprised to find the usually crowded streets nearly deserted. Through the roaring and buzzing in his damaged ears, he picked out the sounds of air raid sirens amid the clamor of car horns and distant antiaircraft fire and recognized immediately that an Israeli air strike was under way.

He set out at a brisk trot down the middle of the street toward the spot where he had left his Toyota. But before he could reach it, the shock wave of an Israeli five-hundred-pound bomb falling little more than a block away upset his balance and sent him sprawling to the pavement. Estimating that he was probably in little danger of being pursued further by Colonel Hisham’s men, he stopped running and ducked into the empty lobby of a movie house that had just opened for the matinee.

Under normal circumstances, even in Beirut, Abu Khalil’s choice of sanctuary would have served him well, since not even the largest projectiles used in the city’s artillery duels were powerful enough to bring down an apartment block the size of the one where he had now taken refuge. That morning, however, Abu Khalil had not reckoned with American-made “smart bombs,” the sophisticated laser-guided projectiles that were specifically designed to penetrate several layers of concrete so that any explosive ordnance located inside the target building would be detonated in sympathy with the bomb’s blast.

Fortune was also not with Abu Khalil when he chose this particular building, for in the basement beneath where he stood were two hundred cases of mortar shells, more than a hundred cases of rocket-propelled grenades, some fifty cases of antipersonnel mines and a half million rounds of small arms ammunition, all property of his own Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine. The television-guided smart bomb entered the building through the western wall of a second-story apartment, crashed through the lobby where Abu Khalil had taken shelter, and came to rest in the basement, where it detonated. Abu Khalil barely had time to see the ceiling crashing down on his head before his own organization’s weapons erupted under his feet and buried him beneath hundreds of tons of bricks and concrete.

* * *

Some twenty minutes after Conrad Prosser cleared the Galerie Semaan crossing and turned north along the coastal road, workers of the Lebanese Civil Defense Forces, the Palestine Red Crescent, and a variety of local militia groups worked frantically to locate survivors underneath the rubble left by the air strike. The air was thick with the dust of crushed concrete and the acrid smoke of a thousand small fires. The mangled hulks of burned-out cars still smoldered in the streets. Victims of the raid wandered through the impact area in a state of physical and mental shock, searching for relatives, friends, coworkers, and neighbors.

One of the columns of smoke Prosser had noticed while on the road past the Sabra camp rose from the remains of an apartment building and cinema located near rue Tariq el Jedide. Civil defense workers ignored this building because its eight stories had collapsed like an accordian, leaving a pile of debris that was now compressed to less than two stories in height. The workers presumed, based on long experience, that all the building’s inhabitants had either met instant death or been buried without hope of rescue. Prosser slowed down to watch the smoke billow skyward, gave an involuntary shudder, and drove on.


Chapter 21

 

Tuesday, Eight Weeks Later

The long shadows of early morning grew shorter in the dusty heat of Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley. The heat caused tiny beads of perspiration to form on the faces of the three mechanics as they labored to replace the door panels, fuel tank, and rear bulkhead of the twenty-year-old Mercedes. The three men, all Palestinians in their middle twenties who had trained as automobile mechanics in the Syrian army, worked with silent efficiency under the powerful floodlights that shone on them from all sides. Each was an expert in their common specialty, and each was capable of finding—or concealing—practically any amount of contraband in practically any model of Mercedes, BMW, Volvo, or Peugeot to be found on Middle Eastern roadways.

Their workshop was an abandoned cinder-block outbuilding no larger than a two-car garage nestled in the hills overlooking the market town of Shtaura, seat of the Syrian army’s headquarters in Lebanon. Since the outbuilding was not wired for electricity, a pair of portable gasoline-powered generators flanking its entrance provided the necessary current for the lights and power tools the men used in their work. The outbuilding had been selected because, apart from having a roof and swinging doors that still functioned, it stood far from the main highway amid a stand of evergreens that effectively shielded it from ground or aerial reconnaissance. To guard against intruders, a cordon of infantrymen from Saiqa, Syria’s controlled Palestinian militia, surrounded the building at a discreet distance of two hundred meters.

Some sixty meters away from where the mechanics worked, a wizened little man with alert blue eyes, two days’ growth of gray whiskers, and an expression of inexpressible sadness in his deeply lined face sat cross-legged and alone on the dirt floor of a century-old Lebanese farmhouse. As the house had been partially demolished by artillery fire during the advance of Syrian troops in 1976 and no longer possessed a roof, the little man sat with his back to the building’s eastern wall to avoid the direct rays of the sun. Despite his apparent discomfort, he made no attempt to leave.

Outside the doorway a pair of elite-unit commandos no older than twenty hunched forward on folding metal chairs listening to a Radio Damascus news broadcast. Their distinctive maroon-and-green camouflage uniforms, normally worn only by members of the Syrian Special Forces or Defense Companies, bore no insignia.

“Are the technicians finished yet?” a quiet voice asked from behind the spotlights.

“They have only to insert the screws in the door panels, and the automobile will be ready, Colonel,” answered the voice of a fourth young man working under the lights.

Colonel Hisham leaned forward into the car’s trunk to inspect the handiwork of one of the technicians and then withdrew into the darkness to join the man who had addressed him. In the moment between pulling his head out of the trunk and retreating from the light, it was possible to identify the fourth man as a clean-cut youth in a green polo shirt.

“Come outside, Lieutenant,” the colonel responded as soon as the youth made a move to join him. “We have some remaining business to discuss.”

The two men emerged into daylight and started down the dirt path separating the cinder-block shed from the stone farmhouse. Colonel Hisham walked with difficulty, requiring a cane to support the weight borne by his right leg. He had also dropped nearly ten kilos of body weight since the firefight two months earlier that had left him in the hospital for six weeks with gunshot wounds in his leg and shoulder. But he still projected a look of prosperous ease, wearing a neatly pressed khaki safari suit opened at the throat to reveal a hand-beaten gold Aleppo chain as thick as a pencil. A new pair of wraparound French sunglasses shielded his eyes, and even his suntan seemed to be on the road to recovery.

“How many kilos were you able to load?” he asked the youth as soon as they were out of earshot from the mechanics.

“A few grams over fifty-five kilos,” came the reply. “I used all the Semtex you gave me, plus most of the American C-4. Do you wish to insert the detonators yourself, or shall I?”

“There will be no detonators in this load. The explosives are to be left at a prearranged location to be recovered later by a colleague of ours. I will give you a map and a drawing of the place. Once you are certain that you can give an accurate description of his destination, explain to the old man the precise route he is to take and the exact location of where he is to leave the car. Make him repeat his instructions aloud to you three times.”

“Yes, sir. Understood. When is he to depart?”

“Leave here with him no later than half past nine. The sentries at the Galerie Semaan checkpoint are to be relieved at noon and will be tired and careless during the last hour of their duty. Make the old man drive you as far as Bhamdoun, and then follow behind him with Sergeant Zaki as far as Aley. From there he must make his way alone.”

The younger man glanced anxiously at the farmhouse and bit his lower lip, as if pondering whether he dared question the colonel further on an important detail. “If you will permit me to ask, Colonel, what is to become of the old man afterward? If the explosives are not to detonate—as is the usual method—upon his opening the door, how can we be certain he will not report to the Lebanese authorities all he has seen and heard?”

The colonel’s lips formed a condescending smile. “The point has not been overlooked, Lieutenant. Upon his arrival, the old man will be picked up by our men and taken to a remote place, where he will be liquidated. If for some reason this does not take place as planned, the old man knows that his daughter and grandchildren are in our hands. He will say nothing.”

“And is there any further assignment for the mechanics when they have finished their work on the Mercedes? If not, I plan to release them. This is the third automobile they have prepared for us in as many days. They are eager to return to their barracks for some sleep.”

“Not quite yet, Lieutenant. I have one more assignment for them. By afternoon a truck will arrive here with two hundred kilos of Semtex that must be in Beirut by tomorrow night. Tell them to conceal it in any way they can. I will explain upon your return from Aley.”

“Two hundred kilos!” the young lieutenant exclaimed in exasperation. “But it has taken us three days to prepare less than one hundred fifty!”

The older man put his arm around the youth’s shoulders and gestured with his cane that they should continue on the path toward the stone farmhouse. “The job will not be as difficult as you expect, Lieutenant,” he continued. “We will use the truck itself for concealment, as you will see. But still it will be no ordinary operation. When we have finished, news of our deed will be heard in every capital in the world.”

A relaxed smile spread across the colonel’s face, and his eyes took on a dreamy quality that was the opposite of their usual coldness. “Come, I will give you the map now. Our work will soon be over.”


Chapter 22

 

Wednesday

Prosser was breathing hard by the time he finished the long uphill run from the sea to rue Californie on his way back to the Hala Building. Upon reaching the parking lot, he stopped to catch his breath. At once he noticed the gray Volvo sedan that had been waiting across the street since the start of his morning run. From a distance of thirty or forty meters, he could see that the driver was slightly above medium height, in his early or mid-twenties, and wore a neatly trimmed mustache and straight black hair grown long over the ears. Although the young man hid behind dark, aviator-style sunglasses and turned his face away as Prosser stared at him, Prosser knew exactly where he had seen this particular driver before.

Prosser advanced toward the entrance of the Hala Building, passing as he did between a pair of olive-green Range Rovers at the curb directly opposite the lobby. The vehicles belonged to Nasib al Khatib, the military commander of the Red Fursan, who now occupied a five-bedroom apartment in the east wing of the building with his wife, their three school-age boys, and two teenage servant girls. Along the back wall of the lobby, al Khatib’s principal driver, a graying Kurd in his forties with a sizable paunch, sat drinking sweet mint tea with Abu Ali, the concierge.

Prosser nodded to the two men as he entered the foyer and had started toward the stairwell door when, on impulse, he stuffed his key ring back into the pocket of his running shorts and walked over to them.

“Sabah al khair, brothers,” he greeted them in Arabic.

“Sabah an-nour,” Abu Ali replied. “Tea?” he suggested, holding out an empty glass.

“Shukran, laa,” Prosser declined with a relaxed smile. “Excuse me for interrupting, but I just wanted to ask whether either of you has noticed the young man sitting in the Volvo just outside the parking lot. He’s been there for the past half hour and seems to be watching the building. Is he one of your men?”

The driver looked at Abu Ali and shrugged.

“It’s the gray Volvo sedan. If he’s not one of your Fursan, it may be wise to find out what he’s doing here. I do not like the look of him.”

The driver appeared mildly irritated at having his repose disturbed but stood up all the same, calling for his assistant in the back room and the two bodyguards standing by in the Range Rovers to join him.

“These men watch everyone,” Abu Ali noted with admiration, touching his forefinger to his cheekbone. “Don’t worry; they will soon learn what is his business.”

Prosser wished the concierge a good day and went up to his apartment to shower and dress for work.

Meanwhile, the militia chief’s driver sent the two off-duty bodyguards around the rear of the Volvo while he and his assistant approached from the front. In an instant the driver concluded that the stranger did not reside in the neighborhood and therefore had no business waiting outside the Fursan leader’s residence.

“Hawiyyatak,” he demanded without explanation.

“What for? Who the devil are you?” snapped the young man in the Volvo.

“Never mind who we are. Give me your papers. Yalla.”

“Bugger off,” the young man replied in Arabic and started to roll up the window with his left hand while he turned the ignition with his right.

Instantly the chief driver’s assistant thrust the muzzle of his AK-47 through the window and against the young man’s temple.

The youth froze and then withdrew from his trouser pocket a Syrian-issued Palestinian refugee document. The chief driver snatched the paper from his hand, read it with a scowl, and then stuffed it into his shirt pocket and ordered his three comrades to bring the stranger indoors for questioning.

Some forty minutes later Prosser rode the elevator back down to the ground floor and noticed fresh drops of blood leading in a broken line across the lobby from the concierge’s room out to the parking lot. He followed the trail outside in time to see two Fursan fighters laboring to stuff the limp figure of an unconscious young man into the rear seat of the Volvo.

Prosser returned hurriedly to the lobby to confront the concierge. “Where did this blood come from, Abu Ali?” he asked sharply. “What is going on here?”

“The guards brought the man inside for questioning, siidi.” the old man replied with a self-important air. “He was armed, and they suspected that he was sent to harm Commander Nasib.”

“Oh, my God. What did they do with him? Is he still alive?”

“What has become of him is none of my concern, siidi,” Abu Ali answered defensively. “All I know is that they are taking him away from here, and a good riddance it is. Praise Allah.”

Prosser cursed himself for not foreseeing what would happen if he left the Fursan to their own devices. He had expected the youth to be sent away with a warning or perhaps after close questioning, but he had not expected him to be beaten or killed. He turned his back on the concierge and went out to the parking lot. The old man followed him with his eyes, shrugged unrepentantly, and lit another cigarette.

The Volvo was nowhere to be seen.

 

* * *

 

By the time Prosser set out for East Beirut, the morning rush-hour traffic had largely dispersed, leaving a clear route along rue Ahmed Chaouqi between the hotel district and the port crossing. Already the young sporting set and wealthy sun worshippers had begun to filter into the St. Georges Yacht Club, which had survived along with the swimming pool and sun deck when the adjacent hotel in the same complex was rendered uninhabitable during the Battle of the Hotels.

As Prosser passed the club’s marina, he watched a gleaming white speedboat head out into the Bay of Beirut with two slalom skiers in tow. He imagined the club’s waiters in starched white jackets serving freshly squeezed orange juice at poolside and wished he were going no farther than one of the club’s deck chairs.

But he was crossing the Green Line again today, and the way led past not only the hulking shells of the St. Georges Hotel, the Phoenicia, and the Holiday Inn but also through the remnants of Beirut’s once-famed red-light district, Zeitouné. Six or seven years ago rue Ahmed Chaouqi had been lined with a dazzling assortment of cabarets, bars, and seraglio-like brothels that catered to the tastes of Gulf oil sheikhs, Western oil drillers, European businessmen, and merchant seamen from the world over. Now all that remained were tumbledown ruins overgrown with weeds, a few carelessly built cinder-block squatters’ hovels and a row of nameless one-room bordellos catering to the lowest imaginable appetites. A handful of Egyptian and Lebanese prostitutes of indeterminate age sat on bar stools outside the entrances, tossing off lewd remarks to pedestrians and aggressively soliciting the attention of passing lorry drivers.

Half a block ahead, a gasoline tank truck attempted to back into a filling station where a disorderly crush of waiting cars blocked all means of access to the pumps. Movement on the road was brought to a complete halt while station attendants and fuel-short customers argued over who ought to make way for the tank truck to move forward. Such scenes were commonplace since fuel rationing had gone into effect. Queuing was decidedly un-Lebanese.

Prosser lowered the Renault’s windows and turned off the air conditioner to keep the engine from overheating. Within seconds of doing so, a toothless crone dressed in a torn and filthy black dress approached him from behind and demanded alms. He understood little of her odd patois of Arabic and French, but she wore a well-practiced look of distress on her face and reeked of alcohol.

“Allah yaatiiki,” he told her, using the customary Arabic response to mendicants—“God will provide.”

Nonetheless, she continued to hold her upturned palm in front of his face, and when he failed to respond, she gave a tug at his sleeve. Instinctively he reached for the dashboard controls and closed the window on her arm. The old woman drew her hand back in alarm and regarded Prosser with a mixture of hatred and fear before she moved on to the next car.

Not many minutes later, the gasoline truck moved forward into the filling station, and the Renault slipped past it into the Minet el Hosn district. Prosser promptly raised the windows and switched off the air conditioner to keep out the odors from the landfill opposite the Hilton and Normandie Hotels. Five years earlier the landfill had been a delightful little cove used by patrons of the two luxury hotels as a private bathing beach. Now it served as Ras Beirut’s rubbish heap.

The Normandie had closed its doors to business for the last time early in the civil war. Its new occupants were militiamen of the Independent Nasserite Movement, better known as the Murabitoun, who used its underground parking garage to store their arsenal of Soviet-made long-range field guns, Grad and Katyusha multiple-rocket launchers, and 120-millimeter heavy field mortars. During clashes with the Phalange, Murabitoun firepower was capable of probing deep into enemy territory and withdrawing promptly underground before the enemy could deploy counter-battery fire.

From the seaside road, Prosser could see through their enormous picture windows the command posts that the militia had set up on the hotel’s mezzanine, using furniture looted from the rest of the complex. Presumably because the windows faced northwest, away from the battle lines, a few had miraculously survived the nightly artillery battles that raged farther inland and to the east.

As he came around the bend, Prosser was surprised to see six or seven automobiles lined up at the sandbag bunker in front of the Normandie. Exposed as it was to sniper fire on two sides, this was hardly an ideal place for a checkpoint. But since there seemed to be no choice in the matter, he took his place in line. After five minutes or so an obese militiaman in his late thirties wearing a grease-stained khaki uniform and worn out leather sandals waved him forward for inspection.

Neither of the two militiamen who stepped forward to conduct the search could have been more than sixteen years old. Their cheeks were still smooth, and their threadbare uniforms seemed too large for their scrawny frames. But when the Renault stopped beside them, the darker-skinned boy stepped right up to the car door without hesitation and aimed his rifle at Prosser’s head. The other one stood behind the first and covered him.

“Out,” the first boy commanded mechanically in Arabic. “Search.”

Prosser moved his right hand slowly to his shirt pocket and pulled out his diplomatic identity card. “Diplomasi,” he replied with deliberate slowness. “No search. Search forbidden.”

The teenager took the card but did not look at it. Keeping his distance from Prosser, he waved the rifle’s muzzle back and forth between the car’s trunk and Prosser’s chest to indicate that he should move to the rear of the car. “Open. Search,” he ordered.

The fairer-skinned youth approached the car from the passenger side and opened both front and rear doors. He looked inside the glove compartment and under the seats but found nothing of interest.

Prosser felt relief that he was not transporting any agent reports or other contraband on this trip. “I am a diplomat,” he repeated patiently. “No search. Search forbidden for diplomats.” He stood his ground as a matter of principle, but as long as the rifle remained trained on his chest, he knew he could not protest with much vehemence.

Suddenly losing patience, the first youth pulled back the slide of his rifle and let it slam forward to seat a round into the chamber. At this Prosser realized the game was up. As slowly and conspicuously as he could, he pulled the keys out of the ignition, held them up for the boy to see, and accompanied him to the rear of the Renault to open the trunk. Once the second boy was satisfied that the vehicle carried no contraband, he nodded for Prosser to slam the lid and followed his dark-skinned partner to the next car without another word.

Prosser started the engine and was about to put the car into gear when a tiny unwashed hand thrust a book of lottery tickets through the window and under his nose. It belonged to a frail youngster of no more than seven or eight, and he guessed from the boy’s tattered clothes, matted hair, and dirty face and hands that he had no home except the street.

“Buy one, buy one,” the boy said dully in Arabic, tugging at Prosser’s sleeve for added emphasis until Prosser shook it free. “Buy one, buy one—you will win, you will win,” the boy persisted. He thrust the tickets once again into his customer’s face, but Prosser caught the boy’s wrist and gently pushed it back outside the window.

“Yalla, go away,” he told the child. When the little fingers pushed their way inside one more time, he began to raise the window electrically. Startled by the window’s movement, the boy withdrew his hand in fright.

Prosser thought of the crone who had begged for alms a few minutes earlier and stopped the window. Had he become so callous as to intentionally close his window on the fingers of a small child? “Yaa, walad, hold on a second,” he called out to the boy. “How much are the tickets?”

The child stood at a distance, uncertain whether to answer or flee. “One lira,” he answered a moment later, regaining his nerve.

Prosser reached into his pocket and pulled out a ten-lira note, worth about two dollas and fifty cents American. The boy took the note and tore ten tickets out of his book.

Prosser accepted them and then handed them back to the child. “Allah be with you,” he told the boy in Arabic.

The child beamed, pocketed the tickets, and ran off.

Prosser was under no illusion that buying the tickets would make any difference in the larger scheme of things. Buying ten thousand tickets would not have given the boy any more of a chance in life. But if every day consisted of a series of individual choices, here at least was one that did not leave him feeling compromised. He regretted that the longer he remained in Lebanon, fewer and fewer choices seemed to meet that standard.

 

* * *

 

Despite its name, Embassy Supermarket had no connection to any diplomatic mission in Beirut. It was popular among the city’s foreign envoys solely because its shelves never ran bare of imported delicacies, even when day after day of shelling in the Port of Beirut closed off the possibility of resupply. The Lebanese supermarket’s selection of high-priced European food and drink would have rivaled that of any Manhattan specialty store: dozens of varieties of European cheeses; wines from the finest vineyards of France and Germany; fresh fish and game; and pâtés, caviar, and smoked salmon in abundance.

The store was located in the center of Achrafiyé, two blocks off Place Sassine, in a neighborhood that had been prosperous, even fashionable, before suffering heavy damage from shellfire during the civil war. Despite the recent spate of car bombings against Achrafiyé, many well-to-do residents of other, safer areas in East Beirut still made regular forays into the besieged quarter to shop. A few, like Prosser, even hazarded the journey across the Green Line from West Beirut.

Prosser scanned the street in front of him as he emerged from the Embassy Supermarket with a case of 1975 Moët & Chandon under one arm and a bag of groceries under the other. An L-shaped barrier of sandbags piled two meters high outside the store’s entrance provided excellent protection from any stray rounds or shrapnel that might chance to land in the side street. Nonetheless, the pockmarked façades of adjacent buildings testified to the ever-present threat of random shellings and car bombings, and from month to month the sandbag barriers seemed to grow taller and thicker.

As only fifteen minutes remained before his meeting with Maroun, Prosser locked his purchases in the trunk of the Renault and set off on foot for the safe house. It was a grand five-bedroom apartment in a fine pre–World War II building off rue Ghazaliyé. One of Maroun’s relations had lived there until taking his family to Saudi Arabia in 1978, leaving it unrented with Maroun as caretaker, against the day when the owner or his married children might decide to move back to Beirut. Prosser’s cover for meeting Maroun at the apartment, should the concierge or neighbors ever challenge him, was that he had become acquainted with the owner in Riyadh and might be interested in taking a lease on the place for the American embassy.

But today there was no need for a cover story, for the concierge was nowhere to be seen when Prosser crossed the mirrored lobby and took the elevator to the fourth floor. He pressed the buzzer and heard footsteps approaching inside; then he heard the clank of a heavy deadbolt.

“Ahlayn, Peter,” Maroun greeted him softly through the half-open door. “Come in. I am sorry it is so stuffy inside, but I dare not open all the shutters or it will attract the attention of the neighbors. Come, let us sit in the dining room. I have started a fan there.”

Prosser followed Maroun out of the foyer and across a vast expanse of black-and-gray checkerboard marble to a spacious salon where the furniture was covered by sheets of opaque white plastic film and every piece of artwork or other ornamentation had been removed. With the wooden shutters rolled down, the solitary overhead light fixture provided the two men barely enough light to find their way to the dining room.

Maroun removed the plastic covering from one end of the massive carved-wood table, pulled out two chairs, and rolled up the wooden window shutters far enough for the sun to shine through the slats and provide light for their work.

“I’m sorry I had to cancel our last meeting, Peter,” Maroun began defensively. “We have had some difficulties in the family business these last months, and it has demanded a great deal of my time.”

“There’s no need to apologize, Maroun. You’ve been doing a terrific job of keeping us on top of events lately. In fact, we could probably afford to cut our meetings back to every second week for the next month or two if that would help you.”

The agent hesitated. “It would, Peter, but there are also other difficulties, ones that may be beyond our ability to resolve. What I mean is that conditions here may soon become much worse, and the time has come for me to take my family away from Lebanon.”

Prosser put his pen and pad aside and looked at Maroun. “I just don’t understand. In all the time we’ve been together, you’ve never once talked about leaving. What happened, Maroun?”

“It is not what has happened; as I said, it is what will happen.”

“I’m still not sure I know what you’re referring to. What could possibly make things that much worse than they are now?”

“I now consider it a certainty that the Israeli army will invade by next summer, with Bashir’s support.”

“So?” Prosser replied. “They invaded in 1978, and it didn’t change a damned thing. As soon as the IDF pulled out, everything went right back to the way it was. What makes you think the outcome will be so different this time?”

“This time no one has yet reckoned with Bashir Gemayel. Bashir intends to become ruler of all Lebanon, Peter, and he intends to use the Israelis to achieve it. As I see his plan, he means to have the Phalange and the Israeli army take West Beirut, install him in the presidential palace, and then expel the Syrian army and the Palestinians from the rest of the country, crushing any remaining forces that oppose him. My greatest fear is that Bashir will overestimate the Israelis and that the battle he starts will end in utter disaster for the Christians of Lebanon. When the Israelis leave, all the other Lebanese will take their revenge against us.”

He paused, then added in a subdued voice, “That is why I believe now is the time to sell my house and business and move to America.”

Prosser put down his pen again and let out a low whistle. “What does your family think about all this, Maroun? Is your wife prepared to chuck it all and start over again?”

“She has been urging me to make such a decision for at least two years.”

Prosser scribbled a note on his pad. “Have you discussed the idea with anybody else or made inquiries at our consular section?”

“I have spoken to no one, Peter, because I wanted to consult you first. You see, my wife has a brother in Detroit who is willing to sponsor us for a green card, but I am told there is a seven-year wait. If we cannot emigrate to the United States, we are thinking of applying to Canada or Australia. That is why I need to know…if we apply for immigration visas to the United States, could your people in Washington arrange it for us?”

Prosser put his hand on Maroun’s shoulder. “I can’t promise an answer right away, Maroun, but I’ll explain your situation to Washington and see what they can do. Since you have a close relative in the States, you’ll be eligible under our laws for an immigrant visa, but as you say, there’s a long waiting list. I think we might be able to move you to the head of the line, but it will still take some time, perhaps a few months. Can you hold on that long?”

Maroun nodded, clearly relieved at what he was hearing. “Of course. We will need a few months to arrange our affairs here in any event.”

“I hope you change your mind about this, Maroun, but I’ll start the ball rolling. You’ve been a good partner.”

The Lebanese man looked down uncomfortably at the tabletop, apparently embarrassed by the compliment. Then he fumbled with his leather purse, removed a folded manila envelope, and placed it in front of his visitor.

“Perhaps when you read these you will better understand my pessimism. They are the latest war council minutes and several special reports recently commissioned by Bashir. One contains a plan to mobilize ten thousand additional reservists through mandatory training of secondary school and college students.”

“That was tried before in 1978,” Prosser said. “It didn’t work.”

“Bashir intends to try again. He is determined to field no fewer than forty thousand fully trained and equipped fighters by next spring, regardless of the cost.”

“And if the Israelis don’t invade?”

“There is an alternate plan. I do not know the details yet, but it seems to involve recapturing large areas of West Beirut with the aid of certain units of the regular Lebanese army that are led by Christian officers.”

“I’d like to know more about that plan. Can you write up a report on it by our next meeting, starting with what you told me just now?”

“Certainly, Peter.”

“Good. Now I have a different question for you, Maroun. What do you know about the string of recent car bombings in West Beirut? Some people are saying that the Phalange has been sending them to the West Side in revenge for the car-bombing campaign in East Beirut earlier this summer. Is there any truth to that?”

“It would not surprise me if a few such bombs originated here, but I have no proof of it—such operations are handled in great secrecy. It seems more likely that most of the bombs—on both sides of the city—are sponsored by the Syrians.”

“What makes you think so?”

“I will give you an example. Since yesterday, our security men have been conducting an urgent search for two fifty-kilo car bombs fabricated last week in Shtaura by a Palestinian who also sent bombs to us this spring. Do you recall the name of Colonel Hisham?”

“I certainly do. But I thought he went out of business a couple of months ago,” Prosser replied.

Maroun shook his head. “Our sources say he has returned to Shtaura and is making car bombs again.”

“Why Shtaura? Why not Beirut?”

“They say he left Damascus only last week. He has been in a private clinic there since June, recovering from wounds inflicted during an assassination attempt. Since one of his attackers is known to have escaped, the colonel wishes to take no chances by making an early return to West Beirut, and it seems that the Syrians can protect him more easily in Shtaura. But that is of minor importance. What is significant is that he is making bombs again, bigger ones than ever before.”

“Who’s backing him?” Prosser asked as he turned a page in his notebook. “And who are his targets?”

“We presume he is still working for the Syrians. But Iran and Libya are also possibilities. As for his targets, we cannot be sure, but so far our information is that they are located in West Beirut, not here in the East. If he’s still with the Syrians, he could be aiming at the French, the Iraqis, the Saudis, the Americans, or anyone else who is lined up against the Damascus-Tehran axis. But the war council believes that it is only a matter of time before he makes trouble for us in East Beirut once again and that we must stop him, whatever the cost.”

“You mentioned the Americans. Do you think he will come after us first?”

“Possibly. But at this time we can only guess. All we know is that the colonel has discovered a devilish new method of smuggling the bombs to their destinations. He finds someone who regularly enters Beirut from the countryside, abducts a member of his family, and then offers to release the abducted family member only when the other has delivered one of the colonel’s vehicles to a specified destination in West Beirut. Unhappily, what the driver does not know is that the car is wired to explode at the moment he opens his door. He dies before he can be questioned.”

“Murderous bastard,” Prosser muttered. “And the colonel is sending these cars only into West Beirut, nowhere else?”

“Until now that is so. But we also know that two of these booby-trapped cars passed through Aley this week and have not yet exploded, so we are taking the necessary precautions. Our men search every car that meets the description of the two that were seen in Aley, and they are instructed specifically to require each driver to climb out through one of the windows while the car undergoes inspection.”

“Can you recall anything else your sources have reported about Colonel Hisham or the projects he’s working on?”

Maroun paused to organize his thoughts. “Only one other thing. I remember an unconfirmed report about ten days ago that the colonel was trying to smuggle several hundred kilos of explosives into West Beirut for a single operation. Clearly if so large a quantity is used against a single target, the destructive power would be enormous, but we have no further details.”

“Please try to find out more, Maroun, and signal me the moment you do. It’s urgent that we find out whom he has targeted.”

“Do you believe it is the Americans, Peter?”

“We have to assume it is until there’s good reason to believe it’s not,” Prosser answered. “Do you remember how furious the Syrians were said to have been a couple of months ago when they suspected us of helping the Phalange arrest the Naaman brothers?”

Maroun nodded. “As usual, our enemies are reluctant to give us proper credit for our successes,” the agent observed. “When we beat them, it pleases their vanity to ascribe our successes to the hidden hand of Israeli and American intelligence. In any event, I will try to learn more about the colonel for you.”

“Thanks, Maroun. This is one worth going the extra mile for.”

“And if you learn anything useful about the colonel from your own sources, Peter, I hope you will inform us. We have long-range guns at Baskinta and Qanat Bakiche, not more than fifteen kilometers from Shtaura. If your sources can pinpoint Hisham’s office or residence for our gunners, it may be possible to drop a few shells on him one night in his sleep.”

A faint smile formed at the corners of Prosser’s mouth. “Now, there’s an idea with lovely possibilities. Keep it to yourself for a while, Maroun. We may want to use it one of these days.”

Prosser glanced at his watch and let out a low whistle. “Damn, it’s getting late. If you don’t mind, we’d better move along to the next question. I’ve got to be out of here in less than an hour or I’m cooked.”

 

* * *

 

Fifty minutes later Prosser was walking toward Place Sassine to buy the latest issue of International Herald Tribune before returning to West Beirut. He had scarcely traveled two blocks when a mud-brown Land Rover bearing the stenciled cedar-tree emblem of the Phalange militia screeched to an abrupt halt in front of him. The doors of the vehicle flung open even before the vehicle ceased to move, disgorging three bearded Phalangists who set off at top speed down the side street with their M-16 rifles held across their chests and the gear attached to their web suspenders bobbing up and down as they ran.

While the militiamen raced off down the street, Prosser left his car and approached the driver of the Land Rover, a curly-haired Maronite of about forty, to ask him what was going on. The latter replied brusquely that the men were searching for a suspected car bomb and that anyone who had a brain in his head would stand back. Then, without giving Prosser another moment’s attention, he picked up a handheld radio from the seat beside him and began talking into it in French.

At the far end of the side street, where it intersected with Avenue de l’Independance, the three Phalangist militiamen surrounded a green two-door BMW. The first of the trio, a tall, slim youth probably no more than nineteen or twenty, stood in front of the car with his weapon pointed at the driver’s chest. The second, who was short and balding and probably in his early thirties, stood behind the driver’s door, his rifle muzzle a few inches from the base of the man’s skull. The third member of the patrol, a heavy six-footer who sported an untrimmed full beard and was somewhere between the other two in age, seemed to be the leader. He barked an order to his partners and then instructed the driver, a thirtyish businessman in a dark gray suit, to climb out the passenger-side window very slowly and stand with his feet apart and hands on his head.

When the order was carried out, the youngest militiaman remained behind the leader while the latter prodded the well-dressed suspect forward with his M-16 and ordered him to open the vehicle’s hood and trunk. When this, too, was done, the two marched their suspect to a doorway some forty meters behind the car for questioning while their comrade inspected the car’s engine compartment, trunk, seats, dashboard, and several other spots that were outside Prosser’s line of vision. In less than two minutes the search was complete, having revealed no explosives.

When the pair holding the driver at gunpoint heard the shout from the third militiaman that the car had passed inspection, they slung their rifles over their backs once more and stood at ease. Prosser surmised from the body language of the leader as he talked to his erstwhile captive that he was offering the man an apology. The leader pulled a pen and notepad from the cargo pocket of his fatigue pants and handed them to the driver, who wrote something on the pad before returning it.

A moment later Prosser watched the armed trio shake hands with the civilian driver and set off at an easy jog back toward the Land Rover. He continued to watch as they passed him without a word or a glance, climbed into their vehicle, and continued toward Place Sassine. Then he looked back down the side street again just in time to see the BMW turn east out of sight. The entire incident had lasted less than four minutes. If this was typical of the Phalange’s efficiency when playing defense, he understood Maroun’s alarm over Bashir’s plans to mobilize the Phalange for an all-out offensive.

 

* * *

 

Prosser pulled over to the curb to search his glove compartment for a map of the city. He cursed himself for having taken the time to buy the Herald Tribune. He had planned to be back in West Beirut by one o’clock, but it was nearly one now and he hadn’t even left Achrafiyé. Prosser tried to recall some of the shortcuts Rima had once shown him between Achrafiyé and Galerie Semaan, but he found himself too rattled to think clearly. Nothing on the map seemed to make sense.

For the past three days both the port and museum crossings had been closed by mid-morning because of sniping. That left only the Galerie Semaan crossing open for his return to West Beirut. But for reasons known only to the snipers, the daily potshots at Galerie Semaan always started promptly at around one thirty. Thus Prosser had at most a half hour to reach the crossing or be left stranded overnight in East Beirut.

He tossed the map aside and set out toward Palais de Justice Circle, ignoring the Phalangist machine gunner who watched him from atop an armored personnel carrier at the side of the road. Upon reaching the circle, Prosser headed south along a broad boulevard lined with imposing concrete-and-glass apartment towers that he was told had been among the most desirable in Beirut only a few years before. A kilometer farther the road became pockmarked with the unrepaired craters of artillery and mortar rounds, and the sidewalks were carpeted with broken glass. Looking up at the silent buildings, he could scarcely find a pane left intact and wondered how many times the inhabitants had replaced the glass before finally giving in to despair.

At that moment it occurred to Prosser that since leaving Palais de Justice Circle, he had not seen a single moving vehicle. He rounded a bend, and discovering a felled palm tree blocking the road some one hundred meters farther on, he realized that nobody had come this way for a long time.

Prosser slammed on the brakes, shifted hurriedly into reverse, and kept accelerating until the speedometer reached the middle of the dial. Then all at once he thrust the clutch pedal to the floor and jerked the steering wheel around sharply with his left hand to throw the car into a controlled 180-degree turn. As soon as the front end of the car swung around, he shifted into second gear. The Renault responded immediately, gripping the road firmly as it took off in the direction from which it had come.

As soon as he came within a few blocks from the Palais de Justice, Prosser spotted where he had missed the turn and began heading southeast into the working-class neighborhood of Furn el Chebbak. Within moments of entering the neighborhood, he felt as if he had entered a different city. Suddenly the streets were filled with cars, every windowpane was intact, and all the shops seemed open for business. Prosser pulled the Renault to the curb opposite a greengrocer’s stall and waved down an old man in a shabby blue jacket and matching beret who appeared to be the proprietor.

“Pardon me, Uncle,” he asked in Arabic. “Is this the way to the Galerie Semaan crossing?”

The old man screwed up his face as if the question had been asked in a strange language. Prosser asked again.

The Lebanese looked at his watch. “You are late if you intend to make the crossing.”

“I know that, Uncle, but is this the right road to reach it?”

“It is. Continue straight ahead toward Hazmiyé.”

“Merci, ktiir.” Prosser moved his hand to lower the window again and then stopped short. “One more question, if you don’t mind, Uncle. What about that road back there to the left. Where does it lead? I just tried it a moment ago, but it was blocked.”

The old man squinted at Prosser as if he thought the stranger were making fun of him. Then his face lit up and he let loose a high-pitched cackle. “You are French? British? From where do you come?”

“America.”

“America! America!” he repeated, as if the response were totally absurd. “Habibi, that street is definitely not for you. It leads to Palestine! Beyond Tayouné Circle, habibi, is the territory of Yasir Arafat!”

The old man pointed back toward the circle, his hollow chest heaving with laughter, and continued to point and laugh until Prosser pulled the Renault out into traffic.

 

* * *

 

A quarter of an hour later, the roadblock came into Prosser’s view underneath spreading shade trees laid out in the French colonial style to form a canopy of foliage over the narrow road. Fifty meters beyond, where the road intersected with the Galerie Semaan crossing, he saw a pickup truck speeding toward West Beirut, which indicated that the crossing was still open.

The steel-helmeted Phalangist sentry waved Prosser’s car to a stop between rows of sand-filled oil drums. “Where are you going?” the Phalangist asked.

“To the West,” Prosser responded. “Is it still safe to cross?”

The sentry looked away as if the question did not merit a reply. “There is no sniping just now,” he declared in a weary voice. “But go quickly.”

Prosser pulled onto the shoulder of the highway beside a closely spaced row of poplars and waited, with both front windows wide open to detect the sound of gunfire, for more westbound vehicles to pass through. Roughly two minutes later he pulled out behind a battered old Mercedes taxi and came up to speed with it, remaining six or seven car lengths behind it while listening intently through the open windows for the sound of small arms fire.

The highway led through treeless fields dotted with brittle-looking scrub bushes and brownish clumps of tall grass. The charred and rusted shells of bullet-ridden automobiles lay strewn along the shoulder in a belt extending fifty meters or more to the right and left. Beyond them stood isolated houses and shops, long since abandoned by their owners. Now their window frames were stuffed with sandbags, and their walls were so riddled with bullets and shrapnel that they looked like the surface of limestone cliffs that had been eroded by the pounding of heavy surf.

When Prosser had followed the battered Mercedes halfway across the no-man’s-land, dense gray smoke began spewing out of the taxi’s tailpipe and the vehicle lost speed. Casting a sidelong glance as he overtook the taxi, Prosser noticed that its windshield had turned a frosty white, forcing the driver to hold his head out the window as he steered.

More smoke billowed out of the Mercedes’s engine compartment. A moment later the car’s drooping front end began to pitch and buck violently until the ancient vehicle finally veered to the right and rolled into a drainage ditch some three hundred meters short of the Syrian army checkpoint. There it rested, listing severely to port and thereby pinning shut the bottom edge of the driver’s door.

Prosser had no intention of being a Good Samaritan under the circumstances and cruised on toward the safety of the Syrian barricades. There a lanky, red-haired lieutenant, seemingly unaware of what had happened to the taxi, came out from behind his sandbagged sentry box to inspect Prosser’s identification. The flinty-eyed young officer took up the diplomatic identity card without a word and then stepped back. With a silent toss of the head, he summoned Prosser to get out of the Renault and open the trunk.

Following three paces behind, he watched Prosser unlock and open the lid. As he did so, however, four of his men who were mounted on a T-54 tank some twenty meters to the right began to howl with uncontainable laughter. Losing interest in the groceries in Prosser’s trunk, the lieutenant bade Prosser close the lid while he turned around to see what had so amused the men.

In the distance the old taxi driver emerged headfirst from the window on the passenger side of the taxi and from there onto its hood to curse and shake his fist at an invisible assailant. He stomped his foot through the already shattered windshield, kicked away the glass from the driver’s side, and then wheeled around again to curse the distant soldiers, alternately raising his clenched fist over his head and pointing north into the no-man’s-land. His fury steadily mounting, he grasped the breast of his shirt in both hands and tore it open at the neck as if to dare the unseen sniper to shoot at him again. He retained that defiant posture for what seemed a count of ten before climbing down, walking around to the trunk, and retrieving a jack and a spare tire.

One of the soldiers stood on the T-54’s turret, unbuttoned his own camouflage shirt, and mimicked the old man’s movements, even dancing a little jig step before collapsing with laughter.

“Grandfather,” shouted a swarthy sergeant standing atop a sandbagged wall. “You must give them a better place to aim—something worth shooting at.” He cupped his hands around his crotch and did a grotesque crab step.

“Yaa, Uncle, leave the car behind; it’s ours now,” heckled a pimply-faced teenage private.

“Uncle, Uncle, you’re facing the wrong way—turn around,” roared a third. “Let the Phalangists have a chance at you!”

The old man seemed to ignore the shouts, if he heard them at all, and set to work jacking up the side of the car that was out of the ditch.

The lieutenant called out to a stocky corporal inside the sentry bunker behind him. “Yaa, Bilal, come with me; we must bring the old man here.” He unslung his assault rifle and climbed into the seat next to Prosser while the corporal got in behind him. “Yalla. We go,” he ordered Prosser, pointing over his shoulder at the disabled taxi. “Drive quickly.”

For an instant Prosser considered refusing the command but thought better of it when he remembered that he was carrying secret documents given to him by Maroun and the other agent he had met that morning on the East Side. He could ill afford being subjected to a body search. “As you wish,” he replied, turning around and starting back across the no-man’s-land.

“That uncle…he is a brave old donkey,” the corporal observed with grudging respect after a long silence.

“But a very stupid one,” replied the red-haired officer. “He does not respect his own life.”

Prosser made a U-turn just beyond the taxi, as instructed, and braked abruptly as they pulled even with the old Lebanese man. The corporal swung open the door and ordered the man to get in.

“I cannot,” the white-haired taxi driver insisted. “I must repair the car and have it in Ouzai in an hour, or I will be missed.”

“Leave the taxi. It is finished, khalas. You may go on to Ouzai when we have finished our report.”

“But that will be too late! I must complete the repairs without delay and go on to Ouzai!”

The corporal fired a round into the dirt near the old man’s feet. “Yalla, Uncle, come with us at once, or the next bullet will be through your foot.”

The old man started to protest again, but when he saw the rifle muzzle lowered once more, he reluctantly took a place in the backseat beside the corporal. Once the door slammed shut, Prosser let out the clutch and raced back toward the Syrian barricades.

“The taxi stays here,” the lieutenant declared in an uncompromising voice. “When we have finished our questioning, then you may go wherever you like.”

The old Lebanese man said nothing but seemed no less agitated than before. He mumbled to himself as if working out some kind of fallback plan.

The Renault pulled up alongside the sentry bunker a second time to let out the two Syrians and their charge. “You may go now,” the officer told Prosser with a brusque nod as he handed him back his identity card.

But before Prosser could react, he heard a roar followed by a gigantic thunderclap from somewhere behind them. Then he turned and saw one of the soldiers on the T-54 pointing a rocket-propelled grenade launcher at the disabled taxi. The soldiers, bored to distraction by their monotonous duties, appeared to have felt the need for some impromptu target practice and had found the old taxi too tempting a target to ignore.

Prosser spotted another soldier kneeling behind a low wall and aiming a second grenade launcher with the aid of a sandbag bench rest. The soldier fired.

No one was prepared for what happened when the 150-gram high-explosive warhead detonated the 55 kilograms of explosives concealed in artificial recesses throughout the automobile. The soldiers scrambled for cover from the falling dirt and debris as a lopsided mushroom cloud rose high over the crater where the taxi had been.

The old Lebanese, who had dropped to his knees in horror when the first grenade was launched, toppled over from the vicious kick the stocky corporal aimed at the small of his back. As the corporal drew back his foot for a second kick, the lieutenant’s voice rang out. “Stop it, you fool! We need him alive for questioning. Fetch a rope and bind his hands and feet.” Then the lieutenant remembered that Prosser was still among them.

“Nice shooting,” Prosser told him. “That thing packs one hell of a punch.”

“Yalla, go now,” he barked, dismissing Prosser with an angry wave of the hand. “Go now, and praise Allah that the car bomb sent by those murdering Phalangist sons of whores did not kill the lot of us.”


Chapter 23

 

The elevator door opened and Prosser emerged onto the landing at the head of the stairway serving the embassy’s west wing. Opposite him was a flimsy plywood door painted a dreary shade of pale green rarely seen outside of government-owned buildings. He punched a five-digit combination onto the circular face of the Simplex lock and entered. At the end of a corridor some ten meters long were two more doors: one massive door of gray steel spanning the entire height and width of the corridor, and beyond it a smaller, white-painted hardwood door. The steel door was already open. Prosser punched in the combination to the white door, twisted the metal latch, and entered the embassy’s telecommunications unit.

He proceeded directly to a bank of safes along the right wall of the outer office where the communicators kept their desks and where he and the chief of station usually met at the opening of business to sort through the morning’s incoming cable traffic. On most evenings between seven and eight, the two of them returned to the communications center to receive the cables dispatched from Headquarters at the start of Washington’s business day, seven time zones away.

It was now half past six, and Prosser dropped his outgoing draft messages in the wire basket on the centermost safe for Pirelli’s review and signature. Then he dialed the combination of the safe immediately to his left, opened the top drawer, and dropped in an armload of manila folders.

The files contained unanswered incoming cables from the preceding few days, drafts of unfinished outgoing cables, and copies of old cables that he kept as references. The armload of paper comprised the sum of the classified material that Prosser was permitted to retain from day to day. Because of the ever present risk that the embassy might suddenly be shelled or besieged, it was a strict rule within the station that whenever an officer was not inside the embassy, his files had to be stored upstairs in the vault.

Prosser had not seen Pirelli for five days, having returned the previous night from a long weekend in Cyprus to debrief a Syrian army captain who had walked into the U.S. embassy in Nicosia on Friday. The captain had said he was assigned to Syrian army headquarters in Shtaura and was in Cyprus on a weekend courier run. Because he was of relatively junior rank and had been in Shtaura only since April, his information on Syrian activities in Lebanon included little that was new to the station and nothing at all about Colonel Hisham or the Eagles of the Revolution. Nonetheless, Prosser believed the young captain to be a bona fide volunteer and was eager to discuss with Pirelli how the station might use him to learn about Syrian sponsorship of Lebanese-based terrorists.

Prosser entered the inner office where the station’s communicators usually worked when not sending and receiving encrypted messages. Seeing no one there, he presumed that the communicators were inside the self-contained module where their top-secret telecommunications and cryptographic equipment was installed. He returned to the bank of safes in the outer office, closed the door to his own safe, and headed for the door.

Just as he reached for the latch, the door opened and Ed Pirelli entered, carrying his own stack of manila folders.

“Welcome back, Con,” Pirelli greeted him. “Your walk-in looks like the genuine article. Headquarters still seems to harbor a few doubts, but don’t let that bother you. There will always be old women back there who can’t do anything but piss and moan and wring their hands when a new agent falls in our laps. A couple of meetings from now, it will be clear enough whether or not he has the access he says he has.”

“It would have been a lot tidier if he had brought some documents with him,” Prosser replied, “but I can’t blame him for not taking the risk. At a minimum, though, he seems to know the key players at Shtaura headquarters. Once he settles into his job there, he’s bound to pick up enough to earn his keep.”

“I would think so,” Pirelli agreed. “After another session or two in Nicosia, we can decide whether we want to handle him here in Beirut. We could certainly use an extra reporter on terrorism, now that Abu Khalil has dropped out of sight. It’s too bad about Khalil. He was a conniving son of a bitch, and damned expensive, but now and then he brought in some remarkable reporting.”

Prosser’s expression became one of resignation. “My last scheduled backup meeting with him is tomorrow night. If he doesn’t show up, I’m afraid all I can do is wait for his signal. Unfortunately, he doesn’t have a phone, and it’s not as if I can saunter into South Beirut and appear on his doorstep.”

“His name still hasn’t appeared on any casualty list?”

Prosser shook his head. “I’ve combed the PLO news releases, the fedayeen newspapers, and the DFLP’s house organs, but I haven’t come up with anything that looks like him. The DFLP has a number of men missing in the Israeli air raid on Fakhani, but they haven’t published a list. I’m beginning to wonder if it wasn’t the air raid.”

“Didn’t your bomb maker Colonel Hisham disappear at about the same time? Was his name on any of the casualty lists?”

Prosser hesitated for an instant and felt his face flush. No one had heard anything about the colonel in the two months since Abu Khalil had offered to contact him. Over the ensuing weeks, Prosser’s thoughts had turned again and again to that contact. In his reporting he had deliberately omitted mentioning Abu Khalil’s plan to seek out Colonel Hisham—and to kill him, if circumstances warranted it—in exchange for a sizable bonus.

“I did the same kind of check for Colonel Hisham that I did for Abu Khalil,” Prosser replied, “except that I focused mainly on the house organs of Saiqa and the other Syrian-backed groups. So far nothing has turned up.”

“Did you ask the Cyprus walk-in whether he’d ever heard of Colonel Hisham?”

“I asked, but the name didn’t ring a bell. He’d heard of the al Ghawshah family but not our man.”

“Well, no news is good news. With any luck at all, Colonel Hisham is buried under the rubble in Fakhani, courtesy of the Israeli air force and American technology.”

“Ed, I saw Maroun this morning,” Prosser responded. “You’re not going to like what he had to say.”

“Let me guess. He’s not still on that kick of his about Bashir and the Israelis invading West Beirut, is he?”

“It’s not—” Prosser began and then checked himself. “Well, actually, he is. Except that now he’s thinking of doing something about it. He says he wants to pack it in and emigrate to the States.”

“I hope you were able to dissuade him, for God’s sake.”

Prosser tossed his head back and clicked his tongue in the negative, just as he would do if he were conversing with an Arab. “I thought it would be a better idea to listen first and let him vent his frustrations a bit. This isn’t the first time Maroun has felt discouraged. Usually he pulls out of it in a week or so. I said I’d look into it and see what we could do.”

“Whatever you do, Con, don’t let him get away from us. Give him a raise if you think it will help. If it doesn’t, put him off till next year at the earliest. We just can’t afford to lose a reliable reporter like him right now. What with the deadline coming up for Israel to hand the Sinai back to the Egyptians, who knows? Maybe the Israelis will cook something up in Lebanon aimed at provoking Egypt into scuttling Camp David so they can keep the Sinai. All I know is that whatever the Israelis do in Lebanon, Bashir will be in the thick of it, and we need Maroun to help us keep tabs on him.”

“All right, then, Ed. How much are you prepared to pay him to stay? I don’t imagine anything less than another five or six hundred bucks a month would make much of an impression.”

“Tomorrow morning write up what Maroun told you and ask Headquarters to authorize five hundred a month plus another ten thousand bucks to be paid next June if he stays. If Maroun is serious about making the move to the States, he’ll need the extra cash.”

“One more thing, Ed. Maroun had some other bad news. According to Phalange intelligence, Colonel Hisham is alive and kicking. He’s been convalescing in a Syrian hospital for the past couple months from some kind of injury, but now he’s back in the explosives business. Only now he’s sending his car bombs into West Beirut instead of East Beirut.”

Prosser paused to gauge Pirelli’s reaction before offering more. “Phalange intelligence thinks he’s still working for the Syrians,” he continued. “But it could be for the Libyans or the Iranians, for all they know.”

“If he’s not going against the Phalange anymore, who the hell is he going against?” Pirelli asked.

“Nobody seems to know.”

“Damn,” Pirelli muttered under his breath. “This is the kind of trouble we can do without. Con, you need to get on top of this right away. I want you to find out whatever you can about the colonel from Abu Ramzi and from the rest of your sources. Write up whatever you collect in ops format only. We’re not going to disseminate one word about Colonel Hisham until it’s been confirmed from at least two independent sources. Are you meeting any agents tonight?”

“Nope. I’ve got a dinner date. My next agent meeting isn’t until tomorrow night.”

“You mean to say that you still go out on these streets after dark for fun?” Pirelli replied in mock surprise. “You must be out of your cotton-picking mind. I suppose spying doesn’t provide enough excitement for some people.”

Prosser laughed. “You ought to come along sometime, Ed. There’s more nightlife in Beirut than you might think. Harry and I can make another dinner reservation if you’d like to join us. Hell, we’d even fix you up with a date.”

“No, you go on ahead without me. I’d just slow you young bucks down,” Pirelli answered. As Prosser turned to leave, the station chief fetched the basket of outgoing messages from the top of his safe and sat down for one last hour of work.

 

* * *

 

Rima rose straight up out of the water behind him, lifted herself onto the swimming pool’s concrete deck, and was out of his reach before he could turn around. “You lose; take off your clothes,” she giggled, using an American idiom Prosser did not recall having taught her.

He watched her move across the deck toward the chairs where they had left their clothes, her naked breasts outlined dimly against the whitewashed walls. The sun had gone down an hour ago, and they had the rooftop pool all to themselves.

“Are you ready for another?” she asked as she poured a whiskey sour from a thermos into an ice-filled plastic tumbler.

“Why not?”

She poured a second drink and brought it over to him. As his eyes followed the sideways movement of her hips, he felt cool jets of fresh water swirling around and between his thighs and he shivered.

Rima sat facing him at the edge of the pool, her shapely calves dangling in the cool water. He ignored her offer of a whiskey sour and instead ran his palms over her thighs from knee to hip and back again. He took the tumbler only when she started to dribble its contents over his head.

“I thought you wanted to swim,” she teased. “Have you changed your mind?”

“Oh, I do want to swim,” he insisted. “But I was thinking that first it might be nice to, well, unwind a little. You know.” He leaned forward and nibbled at the flesh just inside her knee.

“Stop it,” she cried out as she pressed her knees together. “I think you should unwind by swimming.”

She drew her legs up as if to back away from the edge and then froze. “Did you hear that, batta,” she whispered. “Somebody is trying to unlock the door.”

“That will be Harry. I gave him a key and told him to meet us up here for a swim before dinner.”

At that moment the door swung open and a young woman emerged onto the rooftop deck. Harry was right behind her, and their silhouettes merged into a single shadow against the pale backdrop of the wall.

“Relax; it’s just us kidnappers,” Harry greeted them.

“Come on in, and lock the door behind you,” Prosser called out across the rooftop. “And be sure to leave the key in the lock.”

Rima slipped hurriedly back into the water as Harry approached.

“Not bad for government housing,” Harry commented as he dropped his canvas beach bag onto a chaise longue. “Doesn’t anybody else come up here at night?”

“They would if they could,” Prosser replied, “but the landlord locks the door at sunset. The concierge and I are the only others who have keys.”

“Baksheesh,” Harry ventured.

“I tried it, but it didn’t work. Fortunately, I happen to know a little about locks.”

Harry turned to his guest. She was a slender, athletic young woman with long legs and high, well-rounded breasts that swelled against the oversized white T-shirt she wore over her bathing suit. Prosser’s eyes opened wide in the semidarkness to take in the sight of her.

“Layla, I’d like you to meet Conrad Prosser and Rima al Fayyad.”

Rima and Prosser both spoke up at once and then broke into laughter. There was something familiar about those dark, round eyes and that mocking smile, Prosser thought, as Layla came closer.

“Good evening,” Layla greeted them. “But if I am not mistaken, Harry, Conrad and I have already met. Were you not at Harry’s party on the night when the people in the building opposite us threw sticks of dynamite from their balcony?”

“Now I remember,” Prosser answered with a smile of recognition. “You and Harry talked at some length about visas. Tell me, did he ever give you what you wanted?”

“That and more,” she replied with a giggle and a sidelong glance at Harry. “And as you can see, I returned from the trip.”

“I expect your return made Harry doubly happy, then.” Prosser turned to the vice consul and gave an approving nod. “Say, why don’t you cool off in the pool while I pour you both a drink. Believe me, if you’ve never had one of my whiskey sours, you’re in for something special.”

Harry stripped down to his bathing suit while Layla arranged her towel, kit bag, and purse neatly on a vacant deck chair. Prosser climbed out of the water to fill two more tumblers from the thermos bottle.

Rima kept her eyes on Layla and sniggered when the woman first observed that Prosser wore no bathing trunks. Layla returned Rima’s gaze, stifled a laugh, and then quickly pulled off her bikini top and bottom, flinging them onto the deck before leaping feetfirst into the pool. Despite the loud splash and the hoots of laughter that followed, Harry didn’t notice what was going on until Prosser walked right up to him and placed a whiskey sour squarely in his hand. When at last it dawned on him that Prosser wore nothing, his first reaction was to scan the pool for Rima, who stood waiting in the shallow end, just far enough out of the water for him to see that she was topless. Layla crouched at her side, the tops of her gleaming breasts just above the waterline.

“Et tu, Layla?” he asked.

She jumped straight up out of the water with a squeal of delight.

Harry lost no time in stepping out of his bathing trunks and making toward the shallow end, where Layla awaited him. Prosser and Rima joined them, sitting at the edge of the pool with their legs in the water. Before long the two women were chattering away in an admixture of Arabic and French about their respective families, their jobs, and the YWCA residence, where Layla had lived for two years before Rima moved in.

As he labored to follow their conversation, Prosser’s mind wandered for a moment, only to be brought down to earth by the distant crackle of heavy machine-gun fire coming from somewhere beyond the Hamra district. Within seconds the crackle grew louder and was joined by the muffled pops of flak bursts overhead. In the next moment he saw scores of crisscrossing strands of red and orange tracer fire shooting across the southern sky in a colossal pyrotechnic display.

“Look behind you,” Prosser shouted to the others. “Somebody’s celebrating.”

Within moments the erratic streaks across the sky multiplied tenfold and the cacophony swelled into a continuous roar. The two couples stared into the night sky to watch the shells, rockets, and bullets race from east to west and out to sea.

“Is today some kind of a holiday?” Harry shouted over the din. “Nobody at the office said anything thing about it.”

“By Allah, I do not know of any holiday either,” Layla volunteered.

“It can’t be the start of Ramadan yet,” Harry pointed out. “Do you suppose it might be Muhammad’s birthday or the Islamic New Year or something like that?”

“Don’t ask me,” Rima demurred. “My parents were Socialists. None of us ever paid any attention to Muslim holidays.”

“Nor did we,” Layla replied with a laugh. “My father was a physics professor. Could it be a Christian holiday?”

“Nice try, but the firing is all taking place on this side of the Green Line, and Jesus stopped making the rounds in West Beirut five years ago,” Harry interjected. “Some Muslims you two are. Come the Islamic Revolution, you’ll both be in deep shit.”

They continued to watch the skies for another two or three minutes until the firing began to diminish, leaving only intermittent bursts of small arms fire and occasional shell bursts audible above the chorus of automobile horns blaring in unison along the Corniche below. Then the two women resumed their gossip about past and present tenants of the YWCA residence.

Prosser took the opportunity to float undisturbed on his back in the center of the pool and to watch the last of the fireworks while Harry climbed onto the deck and rummaged through his gym bag. After a few moments he returned to the edge of the pool with a foil-covered packet the size of a cigarette pack inside a ziplock plastic bag.

“Do you mind if we smoke?” Harry asked.

“Feel free,” Prosser replied.

“Would you like a hit? It’s Bekaa Gold, the best there is.”

Prosser turned around to see Harry removing a hand-rolled cigarette from the foil-covered parcel. “Hash?”

“Blended one to one with Marlboro. Should I bring out some more?”

“No, thanks,” Prosser replied indifferently. “I’m in training. Ask Rima, though; she smokes.” He finished the remaining contents of his whiskey sour and lowered himself into the water just as the two women came out and began drying themselves.

“You wouldn’t have believed the place where Layla and I scored this stuff,” Harry continued. “Last Sunday we drove up and down the Bekaa Valley all the way from Hirmil to Lake Qaraoun. For miles and miles you couldn’t see anything but cannabis, cannabis, and more cannabis—ten feet tall, planted in neat rows on both sides of the road. Now and then there would be a house with barely enough land cleared for a vegetable plot and a parking space, but otherwise the whole goddamned valley was covered with weed. I thought I’d died and gone to heaven.”

“So you harvested some?”

“Not on your life! The valley was crawling with armed patrols, and all the main roads had checkpoints every couple miles. Those folks don’t take kindly to people carting off the cash crop. No, we just happened to stop at a roadside hooch to buy something cool to drink, and before we could say ‘kiif haalak,’ the teenage kid in charge asked us whether we wanted to score some hash.”

“Right over the counter?”

“Well, there wasn’t exactly a counter, but he certainly wasn’t furtive about it. He went into the back of the hooch and came back with a cigar box full of processed hash rolled into little balls the size of golf balls. We bought three of the things for a little more than ten bucks.”

“Tourist prices, Harry. Next time you ought to try bargaining him down. For ten bucks he should have sold you the whole box. If you don’t believe me, send somebody over to the Raouché souk to pick some up for you. It’s a buyer’s market these days.”

Prosser noticed that Harry had not yet lit up his joint. “Go on; light up and enjoy yourself,” he urged his guest. “I’m going to swim a few more laps before we head out.”

He pushed off toward the center of the pool and started into a powerful breaststroke. When he finished the twelfth lap he looked up and saw Harry sitting alone, towel over his shoulders and beach bag at his feet.

“Are you almost finished?” Harry called out. “The girls have gone downstairs to change.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to hold you up.” Prosser lifted himself languidly out of the water, reached for his towel, and pulled it around his shoulders.

“By the way, I thought this might be a good time to return your hardware,” Harry suggested, lifting his gym bag onto a low table between them.

“Thanks. I almost forgot about the damned things. By the way, I appreciate your holding on to them while I was in Cyprus.”

Prosser fetched his own canvas beach bag from under a deck chair and set it alongside Harry’s. Then he removed two matte-black .45-caliber Colt semiautomatic pistols from Harry’s bag, along with six loaded magazines, and spread them out on the table. He worked the action of the first pistol, shoving the slide all the way back to cock the hammer, and then inserted a magazine. Next he depressed the slide release to jack a round into the chamber and thumbed on the safety catch. He loaded the second pistol the same way.

“Are they government issue?” Harry asked when the pistols and spare magazines were tucked away inside Prosser’s beach bag.

“Are you kidding?” Prosser replied. “Headquarters is totally paranoid about issuing weapons in the field. As far as they’re concerned, if we need weapons, we shouldn’t be out here. They wouldn’t even issue a sidearm to Bill Thorson last year when he had a PFLP death threat hanging over his head. I had to bring these from the States in my checked luggage.”

“You don’t pack heat when you’re walking around town, do you?”

Prosser shook his head. “Not now, anyway. The main reason I brought them was so that I could defend myself if somebody ever came after me in my apartment. Out on the street a pistol would probably do more harm than good.”

Harry’s expression turned pensive. “You know, I manage to piss off dozens of people every day, but I’ve never worried much about somebody coming after me. It’s the car bombs that scare the living crap out of me. There doesn’t seem to be any defense against them, short of leaving the country. I heard on Radio Lebanon just this afternoon that the Syrians intercepted one this morning armed with more than fifty kilos of TNT. They caught the driver and he says the Phalange ordered him to park the thing right on Hamra Street, near the Étoile Cinema. Can you imagine? A hundred and ten pounds of bloody TNT going off in the middle of Hamra?”

“Did they say where the car was intercepted?”

“I think it was at one of the roadblocks by Galerie Semaan.”

Prosser gasped, then caught himself and gave his friend a skeptical look. “Sounds like Syrian bullshit propaganda to me. Listen, Harry, if the car came via Galerie Semaan, it could just as well have originated in Syrian-held territory as with the Phalange. If any explosives were intercepted at all, the Syrians probably captured one or their own bombs by mistake. Car bombs just aren’t the Phalangists’ style. They much prefer howitzers.”

“Well, whoever was behind it,” Harry continued, “what gets my back up is that they’re dropping off the damned things right here in Ras Beirut. We could all be blown to shreds just strolling down rue Bliss minding our own goddamned business.”

Prosser reached into his rear trouser pocket, withdrew a three-by-five index card, and handed it to Harry. “Sorry to change the subject, but I have a favor to ask.”

“Shoot,” Harry replied with a vaudeville wink.

Prosser groaned and went on. “Do you remember the time I came to your office about five or six weeks ago while you were grilling a Palestinian kid about his forged police clearance? As I recall, his first name was Radi or Rami or something like that. Could you dig up his visa application and make a photocopy for me?”

“I think I remember the one you’re talking about. Sure, I can probably fish it out.”

“Good. Favor number two is this: I need to know whether you’ve ever had a visa application from either of the other two men listed on this card.”

“Jamal al Ghawshah. Pretty common name, but I’ll try. Maarouf Abdel-Latif Zuhayri. Zuhayri,” he repeated to himself. “Say, isn’t that the same Zuhayri who caused the stir at my party awhile back?”

“That’s him.”

“What a piece of work that guy was. I’m still not sure who let him in.”

“Come on, Harry. You told me yourself that Layla brought him. They were tight back then, don’t you remember?”

“Suppose I do remember. What of it?”

“Nothing much. I just thought you might want to keep in mind who her friends are.”

“Look, Con, I hardly know Zuhayri. If I saw him around town, I’d say hello, and that would be it. It’s my job to be friendly to everybody.”

“Well, Zuhayri’s not exactly a friend of Uncle Sam. First, he’s been putting money into Fatah’s special operations for five or six years now. What he’s getting in return, we don’t know, but bankrolling those thugs is definitely not the moral equivalent of giving to the United Way. Second, since the Iraqis blacklisted him this winter, Zuhayri has been in contact with Syrian military intelligence on several occasions, and also with an outfit called the Eagles of the Revolution that appears to be a Syrian-sponsored terrorist outfit of some kind. Judge a man by the company he keeps, Harry.”

“I never heard that Zuhayri was blacklisted in Iraq. I thought he made his money selling used construction equipment to the Iraqi war ministry. That’s what Layla has been saying anyway.”

“What else does Layla say about Zuhayri?”

“For one thing, she says he couldn’t care less about politics. She says he just cultivates political types to help him make money.”

“Do you always believe what she tells you?”

Harry bristled. “Come on, Con. Don’t be a shit.”

“A shit? Is that what I am when I warn you to watch out for yourself? Can you honestly say to me that you know what Layla’s relationship is with Zuhayri? Don’t you suppose it’s conceivable that he could have directed Layla to get close to you because his friends in Fatah or Saiqa told him to?”

“What a rotten thing to suggest, Con! Why should I give a rat’s ass about Layla’s old boyfriends? She broke up with Zuhayri months ago, before she went to the States, and last week she told me she hasn’t seen him since. That’s good enough for me.”

“I’m not trying to impugn your manhood or your powerful appeal to women, Harry, but Uncle Sam does have a certain interest in knowing whether somebody might be trying to use someone like Layla against the embassy. All I’m suggesting is that you might want to find out more about her relationship with Zuhayri. Nobody can force you to, but if you don’t, it’s only a matter of time before Ed will have to tell the ambassador about his concerns.”

“And since when do you and Ed Pirelli have the authority to tell Foreign Service officers who they may and may not associate with?”

“As I said, nobody’s telling you what to do, Harry. But if you won’t hear it from me now, you’ll be hearing it from the department later, and when you do, the message will go straight into your security file.”

“I suppose you’ve checked out Rima, too? And you’d be prepared to drop her if Ed Pirelli took a dislike to any of her friends?”

“I’d try to talk him out of it, but it would be his call.”

Harry seemed appalled. “I’m not sure I heard you right, Con. You’d drop Rima, just like that?”

Prosser said nothing.

“I don’t suppose you realize that Rima has fallen in love with you.”

“She’s a big girl,” Prosser said. “I’m sure she can handle it.”

Harry shook his head in bewilderment. “You really don’t understand, do you? Rima is crazy about you. She probably thinks she even has a fighting chance of marrying you someday if she can hang on long enough. Although I’m beginning to wonder why on God’s earth she’d want to.”

“Marry? Rima?” Prosser asked sharply.

“Is that such a foreign word to you? She wants to be your wife, you jerk! She’s seen other American diplomats with foreign wives, so she thinks why not her?”

“I’ll tell you why not, Harry. Because the day I broke news of the engagement, I’d be out of a job, that’s why. The chances of Rima getting a security clearance are about as great as mine of being elected to the senate.”

“And how the hell is she supposed to know that? State doesn’t have that kind of rule against marrying foreigners. Only you people—”

“Well, I can’t exactly inform her about it,” Prosser interrupted. “It’s classified.”

“But you don’t seem to have a problem letting her dream on, do you?”

“How did we get on this subject anyway, Harry? It’s becoming quite tedious.”

Harry opened his mouth to reply but thought better of it.

Without a word, Prosser rose, picked up the thermos jug and carried it to the edge of the roof. There he slowly poured its remaining contents over the wall and watched the liquid fall while Harry finished dressing.

 

* * *

 

Harry’s Polish Fiat hung close behind the Renault as the two cars sped eastward along rue Ibn Sina through the darkened former nightlife area of Phoenicia Street and past the looming hulk of the Holiday Inn. At the next block they turned off the seaside road and wended their way up a potholed side street for three blocks before coming to a stop opposite a massive pre–World War II apartment building. No light issued from its wrought-iron door or through its shuttered windows. Nor could the long-dead streetlamps shed any light on the enamel number plate fastened to the wall beside the door.

Layla and Harry remained in the Fiat with the doors locked and windows rolled up. When Prosser and Rima approached the building on foot, Harry lowered his window a few centimeters.

“Cover us; we’re going in,” Prosser deadpanned.

“Are you sure it’s open?” Harry asked.

“Sure I’m sure. See those parked cars at the corner? They wouldn’t be there if it were closed. Come on, let’s go in.”

Prosser pushed open the heavy wrought-iron door and groped along the wall of the darkened lobby for the light switch. At last he found it: a timer button that gave thirty seconds of light each time it was pressed. Harry rapped the elevator call button and started the antique wooden cabin on its descent from the fourth floor. His relief was evident when he saw the hand-painted sign attached to the outer elevator door: “Chez Jean-Paul, 4 étage.”

Prosser was ready to swing the massive lobby door shut when he heard an old man’s voice calling insistently from across the street.

“Yaa, siidi! Yaa, siidi!”

Prosser and Harry stepped outside and saw a long-bearded Arab man in flowing black pantaloons and a black-and-white-checkered Arab headdress approach them from the vacant lot across the street with arms gesticulating wildly.

“Forbidden! Forbidden!” the old man repeated breathlessly in Arabic as he crossed the street. “Interdit, verboten!”

“What is forbidden, Uncle?” Prosser answered in Arabic.

The Arab pointed to the pavement, where a line of bricks defined a no-parking zone outside the apartment building’s entrance. Prosser had disregarded a similar line of bricks in taking up his parking spot across the street. Such informal parking restrictions had sprung up outside thousands of buildings throughout the country as the fear of car bombs had spread.

“Security, siidi—parking is forbidden here. You must move your car at once.” The old man’s face bore an expression of simple earnestness, and when he saw that Prosser was not angry about being asked to move, it relaxed into a tentative smile.

Prosser took out his diplomatic identity card and held it up to the old man’s view. “Don’t worry, Uncle, I am a diplomat, not a terrorist. I promise you I am carrying no bombs in my car tonight. Would you like me to show you?”

He smiled and circled around to the rear of the car to open the trunk for the old man’s inspection and then gave him a copy of his business card with his name written on the back in Arabic. The Arab man nodded perfunctorily at the empty trunk and glanced at the card without any sign of comprehension.

Prosser turned to leave, then as an afterthought pressed a ten-lira note in the old man’s hand. The Arab man smiled in appreciation, exposing a mouthful of crooked teeth. “If you need us, Uncle,” Prosser said, “we will be upstairs in the restaurant.”

When the elevator door opened at the fourth floor, they stepped into a remarkably authentic replica of a French country restaurant, complete with oak paneling, lace curtains, stuffed antelope heads, and a stone fireplace at the far end of the room. The proprietor, a stout, hirsute Frenchman in shirtsleeves with a colossal hooked nose, showed them to their table and called for a waiter to bring baguettes and butter and a wine list.

Prosser looked around the room. Aside from two well-dressed Lebanese couples in their sixties, the only other patrons that evening consisted of a party of Europeans readily identifiable as journalists by their overstuffed shoulder bags and rumpled safari suits. Prosser recognized the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung correspondent first through a gray cloud of cigar smoke. Then he picked out others from the Manchester Guardian, the Daily Mail, and the New York Times—along with Prosser’s neighbor, Simon Grandy of the Sunday Times.

The journalists appeared to have finished their meal, but not their wine or cigars, as six empty bottles of Ksara Blanc des Blancs huddled together at the center of the table, and a fresh bottle circulated from hand to hand. The reporters were embroiled in a heated discussion of Middle Eastern politics, from which Prosser could pick out only the names of King Fahd and King Hussein and the phrase “Camp David Accords.” The Lebanese barkeep looked on with satisfaction as he stripped the foil from around the neck of another Ksara bottle.

The two American diplomats and their companions had scarcely occupied their table and ordered the wine when Prosser noticed Simon Grandy squinting intently at them from across the room. Prosser waved to him and after a few seconds drew a startled wave in reply. Grandy pushed his chair back and rose unsteadily to his feet.

Prosser crossed the distance between them before the Briton could take two steps from the table. “Simon, it’s good to see you again after so long. How have you been?”

“Actually, I would be a damned sight better if I hadn’t spent the last two weeks in Basra covering the Iran-Iraq War. But how about you, Prosser? Have the Lebs been keeping you on your toes?”

“Not as much as they might. So far we’ve had a quiet summer. I was in Cyprus last week for a little R and R, but otherwise it’s been the same old routine.”

A hint of apprehension appeared at the edges of the Englishman’s smile, and he took another step away from the table, even though there was little chance of their being overheard. “Let’s have a pint together soon, shall we?” he said, looking over his shoulder self-consciously.

“Sure, Simon. Will you be at home over the weekend?”

“Yes, but if you don’t mind terribly, could we make it a bit sooner than the weekend? I’ve learned something about Graham’s death that I believe you should hear. Could you meet me at, say, five o’clock tomorrow at the Duke of Wellington Pub?”

Prosser nodded. “I’ll look for you at the bar.”

“Wait a moment,” Simon broke in. “How rude of me. I forgot to introduce you to my colleagues. Come along, it will only take a moment.”

Simon Grandy led him back to his table. “Do you know Wolf and John and Andrew and Mary?” he asked, nodding toward each one in turn.

The journalists interrupted their discussion to salute Prosser with coolly polite smiles and muttered greetings. Despite their unimposing appearance, these foreign correspondents clearly considered themselves several degrees above any breed of civil servant.

“You might be interested to know that Andrew here has just received word from the Guardian’s local office that Israeli gunboats have attempted a seaborne landing of troops at Damour. He’s been trying for the past half hour to convince us to run off there with him,” Simon explained, nodding toward the youngest member of his party, a short, red-haired Scot in his early thirties with a freckled face made even more florid by an ample ration of wine.

“Radio Palestine reports such landings every second night, and not one of them is to be believed,” the German correspondent scoffed. “It would be a complete waste of time to go there, I assure you.”

“My driver is picking me up in five minutes,” the Scotsman announced, undaunted. “Sten is coming, so that leaves room for two more. Who will it be?”

“Not me,” the Daily Mail correspondent replied wearily. “The Palestinians probably just overreacted to one of the Israeli gunboats offshore. It happens all the time.”

“I’m game,” the New York Times correspondent offered. “But I left my passport at the Commodore Hotel. Can we swing by on our way out?”

“We won’t need passports. You brought your press card, didn’t you?” interjected Mary, a veteran Time correspondent in her mid-thirties.

“Mary’s right; the press card will be enough,” Andrew declared. “My driver can talk us through any roadblock we meet. He’s been on the staff for years and is an absolute wizard at dealing with the Syrians and Palestinians.”

“Do you have the number of the American embassy in case you need help?” Prosser inquired politely of the woman from Time.

“Of course I have it,” she answered curtly. “But I rather doubt it would be of much use. I’ve been told you embassy people never set foot outside the Beirut city limits.”

“Then you’ve been misinformed. But I suppose a rumor like that would be rather difficult for you to check out.”

The Time correspondent turned her back on Prosser and took another puff from her cigarette.

Prosser wrote a telephone number on his business card and handed it across the table to a slender, balding, grayish-complexioned man who was the chief New York Times correspondent for Lebanon. “The number on the back belongs to the vice consul sitting right over there,” Prosser told him, pointing at Harry. “He’ll be home by midnight. I suggest you call him if you need help. And if you can’t reach him, feel free to call me.”

As Prosser took leave of Simon and returned to his own table, he heard Andrew order two bottles of Ksara rosé for the road.

After returning to his own table, Prosser recounted the journalists’ plans for their nocturnal excursion to Damour.

“You must be joking,” Rima replied. “Surely foreign journalists could not be so stupid.”

“Never mind, Rima; the Syrians will turn them back before they go very far,” Layla replied blithely.

“I heard you tell them to call me,” Harry interjected. “Thanks a bundle.”

“A couple of them are American citizens, Harry. Helping Americans in distress is part of your job, isn’t it?”

“So is repatriating their remains. You should have dissuaded them from going.”

“They’re big boys and girls. Screw them,” Prosser declared, reaching for a baguette.

At that moment the wine steward brought their bottle of Pouilly-Fumé to the table. In his wake arrived the headwaiter with individual terrines ofpâté.

“Anyway,” Prosser continued with a benevolent smile, “I told them you wouldn’t be home until after midnight. That means we still have time for a nightcap downtown before you have to be on hand to receive their S.O.S.”

“All I can say is if I’m up all night because of these jokers, you owe me big.”

“And if they write you up as a hero for bailing them out, remember who brokered the introduction.”

 

* * *

 

Hamra Street was deserted for its entire garbage-strewn length, its few functioning streetlamps casting a dim yellow glow down narrow alleys choked with the parked cars of apartment dwellers. Deep in these alleys, scattered neon lights showed the way to some of West Beirut’s trendier bars.

If the Hamra Cellar was such a trés chic destination among Beirut’s fashionable people, Prosser asked himself, why had he never heard of it? And where were the other patrons? He saw no signs of movement anywhere, and he wondered if the Hamra Cellar, like the Stork Club, was one of those ghost institutions so far in decline since 1975 that they did little more than remind one of how far the city had deteriorated since its prewar heyday.

Rima signaled for him to turn off rue Hamra at rue Jeanne d’Arc and park wherever he could find a spot. Once the car was parked, she led him another two blocks on foot into a brightly lit passage where, over the door to a one-story, windowless cinder-block building, a red neon sign advertised the single word “Cellar.”

Two bearded young men in olive drab fatigues and web pistol belts leaned against the wall to the left of the entrance, M-16 rifles slung over their shoulders. They paid no attention to Prosser as he escorted Rima through the door. These were Beirut-style doormen, hired from whatever militia happened to control the neighborhood for the purpose of keeping the other troublemakers away.

“I guess we pass inspection,” Prosser observed as he and Rima stepped past them into near-total darkness. His attention was immediately drawn to a smoky glow at the foot of a long descending staircase. From below he could hear the muffled voice of Julio Iglésiàs singing “J’ai besoin de toi.”

Prosser followed Rima down the stairs and emerged onto a densely packed dance floor, behind which loomed a vast mirrored bar and on either side of it a handful of tables with stools. The decor was chrome, glass, and lacquer and was indistinguishable from that of the latest discotheques in Paris or Rome.

Prosser looked into the faces of the comely and expensively dressed young Lebanese women and men on the dance floor without recognizing a single one. Few foreigners were among them, only a trio of blondes whom he guessed to be Middle East Airlines air hostesses. Rima squeezed his hand and smiled, pleased that she had shown him a nightspot that he had not already found for himself.

Suddenly she tugged at his arm and pointed toward the left end of the bar, where a slender young man in white trousers and a loose-fitting black linen jacket sat on a bar stool with his back to them, one foot encased in a neon-green plaster cast up to the knee.

Husayn al Fayyad noticed his sister in the mirror long before she reached him and climbed down from his stool to meet her at the edge of the dance floor.

“Something told me I might find you here,” Rima said as she embraced her brother and kissed him on both cheeks.

“Something or someone?” he replied, still smiling but looking now at Prosser.

The two men shook hands.

“Masaa’ al khair, Husayn. “How have you been?”

“Maashi al haal,” he replied indifferently. “And you?” The coolness in Husayn’s response caught Prosser off guard.

“Oh, I’ve been fine, Husayn. Not much has changed since I saw you last. But it’s been far too long. I’m sorry you couldn’t join us for dinner. Harry Landers was with us, you know.”

“Yes, Rima passed along your kind invitation. Unfortunately, I was already under an obligation. Which restaurant did you choose?”

“Chez Jean-Paul. His shellfish are beyond compare.”

Husayn raised an eyebrow. “Jean-Paul? Is he still in business after all these years? Then you must have eaten very well indeed. I should like to dine there once myself before I leave Beirut.”

“You make it sound as if you’re ready to take the next plane out.”

“I have already stayed too long. If I delay any longer, there may be no position for me at the factory when I return.”

Prosser glanced at Rima, who stood at her brother’s side attempting to hide her uneasiness. “Husayn is leaving Monday,” she announced. “It is settled.”

“That is our goal, of course,” her brother corrected her. “We shall see if everything can be arranged by then.”

She looked away from him as if to stifle an angry rejoinder.

At that moment Prosser caught sight of Harry and Layla across the dance floor and waved to attract Harry’s attention. “The stragglers have arrived. You two stay here, and I’ll bring them over,” Prosser volunteered.

“No, I will get them,” Rima insisted, casting a disapproving look at her brother. “It will keep us from quarreling again.” Then she set off across the dance floor.

Prosser put his hand on Husayn’s shoulder and insisted on buying the first round of drinks. Husayn climbed back on his bar stool and took a long pull on his scotch and water.

“I’m sorry we didn’t get to know each other better over the past couple months,” Prosser began after giving the bartender his order. “I had hoped we might have more opportunities to talk.”

“You were generous to invite me so many times to join you and my sister. Please excuse my many absences, but I think you understand how much time and effort it has required of me to settle my father’s affairs.”

“Of course, Husayn. I’m just happy for you and Rima that you finally seem to have finished. Does that mean you were able to collect the debts that Zuhayri and the others owed you?”

Husayn took another sip of whiskey before answering. “Zuhayri still refuses to pay. I have tried nearly everything in my power to bring him to account. Tomorrow I will play my last card. If it fails, I return to Germany on Monday.”

“And what card might that be?”

“I once knew a man who is now close to Zuhayri. I think I have something he desires very much.”

“And is the man willing to deal?”

“I do not know. I have not spoken to him in nearly five years.”

“Then what makes you think he’ll help you?”

“Because he has wanted something from me for a very long time. Once he even tried to kill me for it.”

Prosser nodded respectfully. “Rima told me about your experiences during the events. You’re talking about Jamal al Ghawshah, aren’t you?”

Husayn did not have to respond. Prosser could see in his eyes that his guess was correct.

“It so happens that I am also very interested in Major Jamal—or Colonel Hisham, as he calls himself these days,” Prosser said. “We might be in a position to help each other.”

The Lebanese scooped up a handful of almonds from the dish next to his drink and pondered the offer as if he had expected it to be made. “What would you want from me?” he asked.

“Information.”

“And what do you offer in return?”

“Name what you want. I’ll do my best.”

“The only thing I want is to collect my father’s debts and to leave this useless country. Do you think you can arrange it?” he asked with a bitter smile.

But before Prosser could respond, Rima emerged from across the dance floor with Harry and Layla in tow.

“There he is!” the vice consul greeted Husayn boisterously. “Where have you been keeping yourself, Husayn? I’ve been trying to reach you for weeks.”

They shook hands and then Harry introduced him to Layla. Meanwhile, Prosser called the bartender and ordered a round of drinks for the newcomers. As he did, Layla launched into a conversation in Arabic with Husayn. Prosser despaired of getting him alone again to speak. But when one of Rima’s legion of male acquaintances asked her to dance, Prosser seized the initiative and suggested quietly to Harry that he and Layla disappear for a few minutes. Accustomed to Prosser’s occasional lapses of etiquette when transacting government business, Harry grabbed Layla’s hand and set out with her for the center of the dance floor.

“Listen, Husayn,” Prosser began again when the two men were left alone. “We don’t have much time to talk, so I’m going to lay it right out for you. I want to ask a favor from you. I can’t even tell you why I’m asking, only that it won’t involve doing much beyond what you’re already planning to do. Where is the meeting tomorrow going to be?”

Husayn sat with eyes lowered for what seemed like an eternity before he abruptly raised his head and emptied the rest of his drink. “In his office in the Bekaa. Near Shtaura.”

“Does he know you’re coming?”

Husayn nodded. “I arranged it through a mutual friend.”

“What reason did you give for wanting to see him?”

“I said I had an offer to make to him. It concerns a personal matter between the two of us. If you know about Jamal and me, then Rima must have told you about what happened during the capture of the Holiday Inn.”

“She told me about the prisoners on the roof.”

“That is only part of the story,” Husayn continued. “What Rima does not know is that throughout the Battle of the Hotels, while I was assigned to assist Major Jamal, as we called him then, he hid from the battle while I issued orders in his name. For nearly two days Jamal cowered alone in a cellar, paralyzed with fear. Finally, on the last night of the fighting, after our men had cleared a path up to the roof, I went to his hiding place to persuade him to come out and give the appearance, at least, that he had led his troops bravely in battle. Jamal refused, and in the end I had to drag him out and force him up the first few flights at the point of my bayonet.

“Once we reached the roof, I left him there to gather his wits while I went back down to join those who were liquidating the last pockets of resistance on the upper floors. When I returned to the roof and saw what Jamal had done to the prisoners, I was so disgusted that I could barely control myself. Later that night I paid a visit to a Fatah brigadier and reported the torture of the Phalangist boys, still mentioning nothing of Jamal’s previous cowardice and how I had covered it up.

“Within a few days Jamal tried to recruit two of my own men to kill me. They refused and reported the matter to me at once. I went to stay with my parents in Tripoli until matters could be set right, but within days there was an attempt on my life in the Tripoli souk. I realized then that it was only a matter of time before he tried again, so I took the next ferry to Larnaca and from there flew to Germany. A few weeks later Jamal was relieved of his command and forced to resign from Fatah. Some time after, I heard that he joined Saiqa and began working for the Syrians. But I doubt that even the Syrians know their Colonel Hisham for the coward that he is.”

“Does he realize that you’ve kept silent all this time about his hiding from battle?” Prosser asked.

“I expect so. But he still hates me for having forced him out of Fatah and probably fears that someday I will humiliate him before the Syrians by revealing his secret. It is for that reason that I propose to offer him my silence in exchange for his influence over Zuhayri.”

Husayn examined Prosser’s reaction carefully.

“I don’t know, Husayn,” Prosser answered cautiously. “If all he wants is to keep your mouth shut, I would think it might be easier for him to kill you and be done with it.”

“Perhaps so. But I believe there is something else he desires from me even more: my respect. Do not forget, Conrad, he and I were once very close. If he feels he has regained my comradeship, perhaps it may be possible for him to respect himself.” Husayn saw the skeptical expression on Prosser’s face and lowered his eyes. “But I see that you think me foolish for taking such a generous view of him.”

“Foolish is too kind a word, Husayn. Colonel Hisham is a killer. Self-respect is the last thing on his mind.”

“He has killed. But so have many others who took part in the Events. And for those of us who cannot easily forget what we did, self-respect and the respect of our comrades is a precious thing. I cannot believe Jamal has so easily forgotten what happened between us five years ago.”

Prosser said no more but did not attempt to conceal his disbelief.

“I see you take a different view,” Husayn continued, “but my decision is made. Jamal expects me tomorrow, and I will see him. As for your favor, tell me what you want, and I will tell you whether I am able to comply.”

“I want the precise locations of the buildings where Colonel Hisham lives and works. Wherever it is that he takes you—his office, his house, his garage, whatever—I want you to remember exactly what it looks like from the inside and outside and to pinpoint its location for me on a map. If you can make a sketch or two, so much the better. What do you say, Husayn? Can you handle it?”

Husayn met Prosser’s gaze and held it. “You are asking me to betray him.”

“You don’t owe a duty to cover up for him anymore, Husayn. And besides, if you’re meeting him at his usual place of business, it can hardly be so great a secret.”

“And it’s also no secret what you will do with the information.”

“Don’t be so sure, Husayn. We’re not going to send a gunman there to shoot him, if that’s what concerns you. We just want to know what he’s doing. And if you help me, I promise I won’t do anything at all with the information until after you leave for Germany on Monday. How about it? Will you make the map and sketches? I will do any reasonable favor in return. For you or for Rima.”

Husayn looked across the dance floor at Rima dancing the twist with the friend who had taken her onto the dance floor. He turned to face Prosser. “When I return tomorrow, you will have the map and the sketches,” he said. “Once I leave Lebanon, use them in any manner you think best.”

Without thinking, Prosser reached for Husayn’s hand to shake it, then quickly thought better of it. Each man reached for his drink. Husayn’s long fingers trembled as they raised the last swallows of diluted whiskey to his lips. A tense silence followed.

“What time are you meeting him?” Prosser asked at last.

“Early in the morning. I expect to be back by late afternoon.”

“The minute you get back, call me at my home number. When I pick up the phone, ask in Arabic for Samir Sabbagh. I’ll reply in Arabic that nobody by that name lives here. Fifteen minutes later I’ll pick you up in a gray Renault in front of the Cinema Versailles on rue Tannoukhiyine. Do you still have my home number?”

“Yes. I have the card you gave me.”

“Write down the number somewhere else, disguised as a bank account or an address or something, and throw out the card. And if you can’t call me by tomorrow night, call on Friday or as soon as you’re free.”

“Will you...” The music stopped and Husayn looked up to find Harry and Layla making their way through the crowd toward him. Husayn signaled to Prosser with his eyes that he had no more to say and summoned the bartender to ring up his tab.

A few moments later, Rima deserted her dance partner to rejoin Prosser and the others. “Are you never going to ask me to dance?” she inquired of Prosser with a stage pout as she picked up her nearly untouched Campari soda.

Prosser laughed. “I guess I’d better, before someone else makes off with you.”

The disc jockey selected a slow-moving Joe Dassin ballad and dimmed the lights. Out of the corner of his eye, Prosser watched Layla slip her arm affectionately around Harry’s waist as he led her back onto the dance floor.

“Did you have a good talk with my brother?” Rima asked a moment later.

“Yes, but I’m afraid I wasn’t able to help him very much. He had some legal questions that I had no idea how to answer. I told him to ask Harry.”

“Did he say anything else about his plans to leave Lebanon?”

“Nothing special. Monday still seems to be the big day.”

She said nothing further. Prosser let his attention wander from face to face among the dancing couples.

He was beginning to wonder exactly how late it had become when he spotted a familiar figure by the bar across the room. The figure was leaning over to whisper in the ear of a beautiful young woman seated at the bar. No, he thought, he must be mistaken. It couldn’t be Ed Pirelli. Ed was married and had two kids. The man’s lips drew back from the woman’s ear and moved down to nuzzle the base of her neck. She giggled and twisted free long enough for Prosser to see her full face. It was the dark-eyed young consular secretary who recently had been assigned to Harry’s visa section. If he hadn’t seen them with his own eyes, he would never have believed it.

 

* * *

 

Soon afterward Prosser and Rima left the Hamra Cellar, returned to the parked Renault, and headed slowly down the ill-lit alley toward rue Hamra. It was shortly past midnight, and every street they took through West Beirut’s main shopping district was deserted. As they approached the Saudi embassy on rue Bliss, they noticed that even the second-floor discotheque of the Hotel Concorde, usually open well past this hour, was dark.

A driverless taxi parked outside the hotel with its motor running blocked the narrow entrance to rue Maislin and their access to the Hala Building. Prosser brought the Renault to a stop a few meters behind the taxi, but its driver was nowhere in sight. “To hell with the driver,” he grumbled after waiting for only a few seconds. “Let’s go back down to the Corniche and circle back up rue Henry Ford. We can park by the Saudi embassy and walk the rest of the way.”

“D’accord,” Rima replied dreamily.

They accelerated around the stalled taxi past the row of low apartment buildings and villas that separated the Concorde Hotel from the Minara lighthouse and then rounded the bend where rue Bliss began its winding descent toward the sea. Below them was the Renaissance Tennis Club, home of the Red Fursan.

From the moment Prosser noticed that the first sandbagged sentry post at the top of the hill was vacant, his suspicions were aroused. He tapped the brakes and downshifted. As he rounded the next bend, he spotted two Volvo sedans parked end to end across the road in a makeshift barricade some 120 meters ahead. The cars were flanked on either end by four men in civilian clothes carrying folding-stock assault rifles. When they saw the Renault coming, they raised their rifles.

“Put your head down and hold on,” Prosser snapped. Rima hesitated, then lowered her head to her knees. Prosser braked sharply. Because the road had begun its downhill grade, the car seemed to take twice as long to stop as it should have. He cursed himself for not having slammed on the brakes the instant he saw the first empty sentry post.

“What do you see?” Rima asked with alarm, her head still below the level of the dashboard.

“Stay down,” he hissed.

As soon as the Renault came to a halt, Prosser yanked the gearshift into reverse and accelerated backward up the hill, burning rubber much of the way. Over the roar of the engine and the screech of the tires, he heard the half-muffled pops of rifle fire behind him and the sharp cracks of bullets passing low overhead, but they all sounded faint and distant as if they were merely part of the familiar nightly action in the commercial district. With his left hand he gripped the steering wheel and with his right the edge of Rima’s seat, craning his torso and neck around to steer the car backward around the bend.

As soon as the Renault was around the bend and out of the line of fire, Prosser disengaged the clutch and pulled the steering wheel around sharply to bring the car’s rear end skidding across the road with the front end pointed uphill. The instant the change of direction was complete, he shifted into first gear and shot back up rue Bliss with another screech of burning rubber. He didn’t slow down until they passed the Saudi embassy, where he turned left under the silent gaze of the contract guards lounging on the embassy’s front steps. The driverless taxi that had blocked access to rue Maislin a minute or two before was gone.

“We’re in the clear now,” he announced. “You can come up for air.”

Rima sat up without speaking. She saw that they had just passed the West German embassy and were scarcely a block from the Hobeiche police station. “Are we going to report to the police?” she asked, still disoriented.

“No, the bloody police can screw themselves. We’re getting the hell away from here.”

“What happened?”

“It was a roadblock. Only the sentries didn’t wear Red Fursan uniforms, and they didn’t look like they wanted to check our identification.”

“They weren’t Fursan?”

“I don’t think so. Perhaps off-duty Fursan aiming to steal the car for pocket money, but it looked to me more like somebody who told the Fursan to disappear for a while so they could set up for a kidnapping or an assassination. Whatever it was, I decided our chances were better dodging bullets at one hundred meters than sticking around to face them point-blank.”

“But it happened so fast! I didn’t even see them!” Rima blurted out, near tears.

“I wouldn’t have either if I didn’t go down that hill three or four times every day and could spot the difference. If they had set up a little farther around the bend, they probably would have had us.” Prosser felt a surge of exhilaration at having escaped the trap and let out a self-conscious laugh.

“Where are we going now?” Rima interrupted. “To your embassy?”

“Yes, but I’m taking you back to the YWCA first. I’ll sleep on the couch in my office. By morning everything should be back to normal. I’ll figure out what it all means tomorrow.”

“Will I see you tomorrow afternoon, then, as we planned?”

“Damn, I forgot to tell you. I have to work tomorrow afternoon. Can we make it Friday instead?”

“If we must,” she answered with a note of resignation.

“Good. Come by anytime after two, and I’ll take off the rest of the day.”

“And will you also be free in the evening, or will you have to work then also?” She looked down at the tiny black evening bag she held in her lap, and her mouth turned down at the corners.

“I may have to go out again for an hour before dinner. But that’s it.”

“Must you?”

“I promised someone. But it won’t take long. Come on, we’ve been through this before. You know how my work is.”

“Do I? All I know is that you go out nearly every evening. I see you two nights, at most three nights, a week. That is all I know about your work.”

“I’m sorry, but that’s the best I can do.”

The car stopped across the street from the YWCA before she could reply. She gave him a searching look; then she reached over and drew her soft palm across his cheek. Without saying another word, she kissed him gently on the lips, picked up her purse, and closed the car door behind her.

Prosser put the car into gear and drove away, dazed and confused by the evening’s events. He would see Rima again on Friday, to be sure. But whatever they might do or say on Friday, he sensed that his romantic relationship with Rima would not recover. Just as having enlisted Ulla Hamawi the year before to lease the safe house on rue de Baalbek had irrevocably altered that relationship, Prosser realized, his decision to pursue Rima’s brother had driven a wedge between himself and Rima.

Indeed, now he could see with uncommon clarity that whenever he had injected his business into a personal relationship in Beirut, the business had come to dominate. It had not always been so with him, but he sensed that something in him had changed while in Lebanon and that, unlike his hasty retreat up rue Bliss, his personal life had already passed the point of no return.

 

* * *

 

A few hours after dropping Rima at the YWCA residence, Prosser opened his eyes in the darkness of his office. Although he sensed that he had been in a deep sleep, he felt intensely alert. As he looked around the small room, trying to think of what could have aroused him, he saw faint flashes of red light reflecting diffusely against the stucco wall through the open French door. A moment later he heard the repeated booms of outgoing artillery shells and rose to investigate. Scanning the moonlit sea from the balcony, he spotted a string of white lights hung in an almost festive manner from the mast of a gunboat several kilometers offshore and immediately thought of the impetuous Scotsman from the Manchester Guardian and his rumor of a seaborne landing at Damour.

As he strained his vision to get a better look at the vessel, a nearby shore defense battery fired four more rounds out to sea, illuminating the low-lying clouds with each muzzle flash. Although the projectiles’ incendiary material burned out before tracing its full trajectory, it was clear that the outgoing rounds would fall well short of their seaborne target. This was predictable enough—the Israeli gunboat captain must have been keenly aware of how close he could approach to the shore batteries without coming within their range.

The guns unleashed three more salvoes—three rounds, four rounds, three rounds each. They traced brilliant red arcs out to sea but always fell short. Prosser found himself entranced by the graceful flight of the projectiles into the void, the trailing echoes of the big guns, and the totality of the silence that followed. The red arcs etched themselves into his mind’s eye and made him eager for the show to go on.

Standing at the rail, he was suddenly seized by the idea that the gunboat might decide to return the shore battery’s fire. The guns were located only a few hundred meters from where he sat in the U.S. embassy, and because of the position of the gunboat, a poorly aimed incoming round might easily land close enough to send shrapnel his way. He removed the cushions from the leather sofa and spread them out on the tiled floor of the balcony. Then he lay across the leather cushions with his head propped up on his forearms and waited for the firing to resume.

But there were no more flashes from the gunboat and none from the shore guns either. The vessel continued on its path to the northeast and soon was out of range. He waited for the artillerymen stationed along the downtown confrontation lines to test their aim against the gaudily lit target, but they did not rise to the bait. He watched the gunboat until it was nearly out of sight, then raised himself to his feet, put the cushions back in place on the sofa, and fell exhausted onto the couch to resume a deep and dreamless sleep.


Chapter 24

 

Thursday 

Looking out from his office balcony in the dull light of dawn, Prosser could detect no traces of the shelling from the night before. Traffic was normal on the Corniche, and nothing seemed out of place in the vicinity of the embassy, except perhaps that the troops quartered in the old Artisanat Building had risen unusually early this morning to fill sandbags. He pulled on his trousers and scanned the floor at the foot of the sofa for his shoes. It was time to return to his apartment for his morning run, shower, and breakfast.

Prosser was ten minutes behind schedule when he emerged from the lobby of the Hala Building to start his daily run. Still tired after a night of fitful sleep, he decided to render the task a bit easier by putting the steep descent of rue Henry Ford at the beginning of his circuit and reserving the long uphill grade of rue Ardati for last. He trotted out into the parking lot and followed rue Californie past the rear of the Saudi embassy and its ever present truck-mounted machine gun before turning downhill toward the sea.

The slope had already begun to level out when he rounded the curve opposite the Mimosa Building and noticed something strange about the gray Peugeot sedan approaching from the Corniche. A glint of reflected light drew his eye to the driver’s side of the car, where windows were being hastily lowered. The Peugeot slowed as it drew nearer and then veered across the centerline onto Prosser’s side of the street. In the last moment as the car closed in on him, he saw a thin black rod with a triangular tip protrude from the back window and immediately recognized it as a rifle muzzle.

Prosser dashed for the opening of the alley a few meters ahead of him and vaulted over a waist-high wall into an olive grove overgrown with weeds. The moment he left the car’s line of sight, he heard shots and saw twigs with spindly gray-green leaves fall from a squat olive tree ten meters away.

Burrs tugged at his socks and stung his legs as he waded frantically through tall grass toward the shelter of a dilapidated stone hut some twenty meters ahead. He was halfway there when he heard a screech of rubber as the Peugeot attempted a sharp right turn to enter the alley, as if pursuing him. Instantly another burst of automatic rifle fire rang out behind him, the bullets cracking like whips as they passed overhead.

Prosser dropped onto his belly and scrambled as fast as he could through the weeds toward a woodpile in front of the hut. All at once, from somewhere high in the PSP’s half-built concrete apartment tower, he heard the heart-stopping staccato of a .50-caliber machine gun. A moment later its jackhammer beat was joined by a second .50-caliber gun located lower down and farther to the front of the PSP compound. As soon as the heavy machine guns stopped firing, automatic rifle fire took their place, but he could not be sure whether the rifles were being fired by the gunmen in the Peugeot or by the PSP militiamen.

Then the pounding of the two heavy guns resumed for two or three more seconds, followed by a gut-wrenching crash of glass and metal. When it was over he heard nothing but the forlorn clatter of a lone hubcap glancing off the cinder-block wall and careening down the pavement toward the Corniche.

Realizing that the PSP’s fire must have been directed not at him but at the gunmen in the Peugeot, Prosser summoned the nerve to raise his head and look around. Peering behind him, he saw that the assassins’ car had missed the entrance to the alley and knocked down part of the wall he had jumped. When its engine stalled from the impact, the inert vehicle had been riddled by scores of .50-caliber slugs.

Prosser counted slowly to ten and stood up, hands over his head, hoping desperately that the PSP fighters would not mistake him for an enemy. But there were no militiamen in sight. He looked up at the PSP tower and to his further surprise saw that the stone hut and the olive trees completely obstructed the line of vision between him and the tower’s machine-gun nests.

Prosser grasped at once that the PSP machine gunners could not see him, but if he wanted to evade the attention of the PSP footsoldiers who would soon converge on the scene, he would have to move quickly. He crawled on elbows and knees toward the north wall of the olive grove under cover from a row of trees, and then he climbed over the wall onto the hood of a derelict Mercedes taxi suspended on cinder blocks in the adjacent alley. He jumped from there to the ground, brushed the dirt from his T-shirt and shorts, and wiped away the blood oozing from the scratches on his bare arms and legs. Then he stepped out onto rue Henry Ford as if nothing had happened.

Nonetheless, his heart pounded and sweat dripped from his face as he made his way at a slow jog back to the Corniche. The shooting had been over for a minute or two now, and the sidewalk leading to the seaside promenade was deserted. Suddenly he heard the fall of heavy footsteps. Before he could bring himself to a stop, three PSP militiamen rounded the corner, barreling toward him at a dead run. His limbs froze and his heart stopped, but the gunmen passed by without so much as a glance his way and charged up the hill toward the Peugeot. They had ignored him because he was a foreigner, a jogger, a noncombatant, someone who played no role whatsoever in the everyday gunplay between rival militias. He was grateful for their neglect.

Not far ahead, a knot of curious onlookers emerged from the Sunrise Hotel’s seaside café to gaze in morbid fascination upon the destroyed Peugeot. Three of the car’s four doors lay wide open. The two riflemen on the passenger side slumped forward, still in their seats, while the driver sprawled facedown on the pavement a few feet away in a pool of crimson blood.

At the corner Prosser turned left onto the Corniche and resumed his run, ignoring the stares of coffee drinkers still seated in the café. Their eyes followed him to the end of the block, where he vanished onto a dead-end street to return to his apartment via a footpath up the steep bluff. Only when he reached the end of the street did he begin to feel the strength drain from his legs and the blackness close in around the periphery of his vision. At that moment, when his hands began to shake uncontrollably, he knew that if he did not sit at once, he would black out.


Chapter 25

 

Husayn al Fayyad saw the fork in the Damascus Highway looming in the distance. The right branch, he knew, led past the seventh-century Umayyad ruins of Anjar and continued east to the Syrian frontier, while the left branch led north to the provincial market town of Shtaura, the seat of the Syrian army’s headquarters in Lebanon.

Husayn took the left branch and within a few short minutes found himself on the town’s dusty main street, surrounded by amply stocked fruit and vegetable stalls and shops overflowing with kitchen appliances, electronic gadgets, toys, shoes, men’s and women’s fashions, and every kind of portable consumer product.

He noticed at once that many of the vehicles parked along the main street bore Syrian license plates and that most also had rooftop carriers heaped with cardboard packing boxes and burlap produce bags. Shtaura, he thought, was to Socialist Syria as Hong Kong was to Communist China. For those allowed the privilege of travel to neighboring Lebanon, Shtaura was where one went to procure what was missing from the shops and bazaars of Damascus.

Husayn pulled off the road opposite the three-story Umayyad Hotel and parked his sister Rima’s hatchback Peugeot at the curb. He had been instructed to present himself in the hotel restaurant at ten o’clock and to wait there until someone addressed him by name. It was already five minutes past the hour.

He entered the lobby, which was no more than an unfurnished vestibule running past the front desk, and interrupted the bearded clerk’s preparation for mid-morning prayers. “Is the restaurant open?” he asked.

The desk clerk knelt on his prayer rug in the cramped floor space behind the counter and pointed a finger silently toward the back of the hotel.

Husayn followed the corridor past the foot of a narrow wooden staircase to an airy room containing eight or ten simple wooden tables, each of which was draped with red-and-white-checkered oilcloth. Matching straight-back chairs had been upended and placed seat-down on every table except for the one at the back of the room, where a young man of twenty or twenty-one read a newspaper while a glass of mint tea cooled on a saucer in front of him. Husayn cleared a table at the opposite end of the room and sat with his back toward the other man.

“Husayn al Fayyad?” called a voice behind him.

Husayn turned around. The young man now stood directly behind him with folded newspaper in hand. Husayn was surprised to see that the youth’s chin and left cheek were badly bruised and his nose bandaged, as if he had been on the losing side of a brawl. In his pressed blue jeans, white Italian slip-ons, and pink polo shirt, he did not resemble either a local merchant or a shopper from across the eastern border.

“You are Husayn al Fayyad?” he asked a second time.

“Yes. Are you with the colonel?”

The younger man gave a cool nod. “My car is parked behind the hotel. Please follow me.”

Husayn followed him through the kitchen to the Umayyad Hotel’s service exit, where the younger man opened the rear passenger door of a silver Volvo sedan and beckoned for Husayn to lie across the floor behind the front bench seat.

They drove through the unpaved side streets of Shtaura in what seemed like circles for twenty minutes when at last the Volvo headed into the hills. Several times Husayn tried to engage his driver in conversation, but each time he received no reply. With the sun high overhead, it was impossible to know the direction they were taking except for the fact that the only hills near Shtaura were north of town.

Another ten minutes of driving went by, and motion sickness was beginning to dominate Husayn’s thoughts when at last he heard the Volvo turn off the main road onto a gravel path. It climbed a steep grade for what he supposed was another three or four hundred meters before stopping.

The door opened behind him and he crawled out feetfirst into the daylight. The first thing he noticed was that the Volvo was parked between a steep, gravel-covered hillside and a half-finished, two-story cinder-block villa. For the few moments before the villa’s back door opened and he was ushered inside, all he could see of the surrounding landscape was rocky slopes and a narrow strip of sky.

Husayn followed the young driver up a flight of unfinished concrete stairs into a dimly lit, windowless room where the only furnishings were a Formica kitchen table and a pair of folding metal chairs. He ran his hand over the tabletop and looked at the thick coat of grayish-white cement dust covering his hand. He did not expect Jamal—now Colonel Hisham—to give him a head of state’s welcome, but so far his reception resembled a kidnapping more than a business meeting between erstwhile fellow officers. He recalled Prosser’s request that he prepare a map and sketches to enable the Americans to find the colonel’s workplace and wondered how he would collect enough information to help them.

He heard the door open behind him and turned around in time to see a man walk slowly into the room, limping badly and leaning on a wooden cane. Perhaps because of his bad leg, baldness, and the flecks of gray in his two-day growth of beard, the man appeared to be in his mid-forties. Husayn recognized the brooding dark eyes instantly as those of his former commanding officer.

“Salaam alaikum, Jamal,” Husayn began. “I hope I did not cause you any inconvenience by asking to meet you here in the countryside instead of Beirut.”

“Not at all,” Colonel Hisham replied. “I spend little time in Beirut, in any event. And today it happens that my schedule is clear until lunch. Please excuse the disarray. We have been removing furniture and papers all week. There is scarcely another pair of chairs to sit upon in the entire villa.” He gestured toward the table and chairs. “Please, sit.”

Husayn dusted off one of the chairs and sat. “Do you have an idea of why I asked to see you, Jamal?”

The Palestinian nodded. “I understand that my friend Maarouf owes you money. It is regrettable how so many now share your situation.”

“The others are none of my concern. We both know Zuhayri has money in Europe. Perhaps not enough to pay all his debts, but doubtless enough to pay the three hundred thousand lira he borrowed from my father, with interest.”

“Such a thing is not for me to judge,” the Palestinian answered with indifference. “So far I remain at a loss to see how your business with Maarouf affects me.”

“I want you to persuade him to pay me.”

Colonel Hisham examined Husayn’s face closely, as if uncertain whether his guest possessed a peculiar wit or had lost his grip on reality. “And if I am not mistaken, you believe I should do such a thing because I am somehow obliged to you?” he asked indulgently.

“Only if you believe so, Jamal.”

Colonel Hisham laughed in a way that caught Husayn completely off guard. In place of the malice and distrust he expected to see in the colonel’s eyes, he saw only relaxed self-assurance.

“Perhaps you are right, Husayn,” the colonel said. “Perhaps I owe a great deal to you. If you had not reported against me that night when we captured the Holiday Inn, perhaps I would still be a poor infantry officer in Fatah risking my life for Yasir Arafat and his clique of Gazans. Or perhaps I would be dead—my old battalion has fought many battles since 1975.

“You see, you and the brigadier helped me to realize that my future was not as in infantry officer but as a businessman. I perform certain services for which my sponsors pay me very well. There are risks, of course, as in any business, and they pay me only when I deliver the desired results, but I am quite skilled at producing the results my sponsors desire. If you or anyone else had asked me to imagine five years ago that I would have villas in Rome and Damascus and a flat in the rue Verdun, I would have thought you mad.”

Husayn was momentarily at a loss to respond. “Then you don’t blame me for reporting what happened on the roof of the Holiday Inn?”

“That was long ago, Lieutenant. It angered me then, but it means nothing now.”

“I said nothing to the brigadier about your absences during the early stages of the campaign. I have told no one of that.” Husayn spoke quickly now.

“Ah, yes, my absences,” the Palestinian said, his eyes growing cold again. “You still think me a coward, don’t you, Lieutenant?”

“I never judged you. Every one of us has needed a push or a kick to move forward during one battle or the next.”

“Oh, but you do judge me. Your very presence here is a judgment. You had me removed from command because you judged me a murderer and a coward, and later you turned your back on the war itself because you judged all of us who continued to fight to be bloodthirsty killers. You cursed us all from the rooftop of the Holiday Inn and went to live among the virtuous Europeans. Now you have come back, still holding your nose against the stench and thinking how superior you are to all of us who remained here to battle Israel and the Phalange.”

“That’s not true, Jamal. I don’t consider myself superior at all. If anything, perhaps I am the coward for having gone.”

“Spare me your patronizing speeches, Lieutenant. They bore me. You came to ask me a favor, and I intend to grant it. Maarouf will pay you, even if I have to repay him the three hundred thousand myself.”

Husayn’s jaw dropped. He took in a deep breath and was thinking of how to respond when the Palestinian cut him off.

“But I am nonetheless a businessman. I expect a favor for a favor. I find myself without a driver for a certain shipment of car parts that must be delivered to West Beirut by this afternoon. You will be my driver.”

Husayn shook his head. “I know what kind of shipments you send to Beirut, Jamal. Surely you don’t expect me to deliver one of your car bombs for you.”

“There. You do it again, Lieutenant—insulting me with your judgments. If I were not so badly in need of a driver, I might withdraw my offer to repay Maarouf’s loan.”

“Then withdraw it. I will not murder innocent civilians for money.”

“I don’t think you’re in a position to tell me what you will or won’t do. Do you recognize this picture?” Colonel Hisham tossed a photocopy of a government identity card onto the table.

Husayn picked it up. It was Rima’s Ministry of Housing employee identity card. “Where did you get this?” he asked, barely able to suppress his rage.

“Your sister gave it to me. She works for my organization.” He pulled a sheaf of handwritten reports from the inside breast pocket of his blazer and pushed them across the tabletop toward Husayn. “Here is a sample of her work. Very resourceful, your sister.”

Colonel Hisham tapped his cane on the floor, and the young driver in the polo shirt appeared in the doorway with a Kalashnikov held at his hip. The colonel rose stiffly and took a step back from the table.

“Rami will prepare the car. You are to drive it directly to West Beirut and leave it at the intersection of rue Bliss and rue Abdel-Aziz, opposite the entrance to the American University. Do not, under any circumstances, leave the car until you reach your destination. Rami and one or two of my men will follow you at a short distance. If you deliver the car as you are instructed, you will go free and will have your money from Maarouf within a week. If you violate any of my instructions, I will feed your sister to the fishes.”

 

* * *

 

Someone untied the electrical cord behind Husayn’s hands and pulled the blindfold from his eyes. “Take a piss if you have to. It’s a long drive to Beirut,” Rami suggested as Husayn once again slowly raised himself from the floor of the Volvo.

He found himself outside a derelict cinder-block outbuilding about the size of a two-car garage somewhere in the hills near Shtaura. Alongside the Volvo was a late-model white Peugeot 504, one of the two or three automobiles found most often on Lebanese highways. It bore a Lebanese civilian license plate, had a set of olive-wood worry beads hanging from the rearview mirror, and in every other respect appeared unexceptional. Hidden inside, however, were anywhere from ten to fifty kilograms of plastic explosives, Husayn guessed.

Rami had already described for Husayn the route he was to take into Beirut via the Damascus Highway, the Galerie Semaan checkpoint, and the coastal road, and Husayn had already recited it back to him twice at his direction, along with the ground rules for the trip. Rami nonetheless held him by the elbow for one final briefing.

“We will follow you at a short distance all of the way. From time to time we will overtake you to pass through security checkpoints ahead of you. Do not be alarmed—this is to ensure that you will not have to undergo inspections. Remember, you must remain in your seat at all times until you reach the destination. If we see a door open, we will shoot.”

 

* * *

 

Husayn al Fayyad had just begun the descent from the mountain resorts of Bhamdoun and Aley toward Baabda and the outskirts of Beirut when he decided to turn on the radio. From the moment of his arrival at the villa in Shtaura, a profusion of conflicting thoughts had been racing through his mind faster than he could sort them out. He knew that the moment to make a heroic stand had passed. He did not want to die or risk his sister’s life by refusing to submit. Yet he also knew he could not leave the booby-trapped Peugeot where Major Jamal had directed him to leave it, at one of the busiest intersections in Ras Beirut. But he did not understand how he could do anything else, short of stopping the car in the middle of the highway, stepping out the door, and being shot to death.

Husayn turned on the radio and spun the dial. Radio Monte Carlo came in clearly, but the thought of disco music repelled him. He worked his way up the dial through a half-dozen newscasts until he heard the soothing voice of Julio Iglésiàs. He took his hand off the dial and settled back to try and clear his head.

When the ballad ended, the Radio Liban announcer identified himself and immediately played a second song by the Spanish star, then a third. Husayn had already taken his place in the queue at the Galerie Semaan crossing when the news came on. By force of habit, he tuned out the announcements of fighting along the Green Line, the lack of progress toward resolving the dockworkers’ strike, and the latest devaluation of the Lebanese lira, but when the announcer spoke the words “car bomb,” he listened closely to every word. What he heard was so diabolically simple that he was amazed he had not already thought of it.

“Following an explosion earlier this week at the western side of the Galerie Semaan crossing,” the announcer said, “the Internal Security Forces have been on the alert for a new type of car bomb. According to sources in the interior ministry, the Mercedes taxicab that exploded Tuesday inside the no-man’s-land was set to explode automatically when the driver opened any of the taxicab’s doors. Fortunately for the driver of this car bomb, when the cab ran into a ditch, he crawled out through a window.”

Husayn turned off the radio and followed the slow-moving line of vehicles to the edge of the no-man’s- land. He waited for a signal from the sentry and then raced across, paying careful note to the crater where fifty-five kilos of explosives had detonated along the right shoulder of the road on Tuesday. A moment later, a Syrian sentry waved him through the western checkpoint and a plan began to take shape in his mind.

 

* * *

 

Husayn spotted Rami’s silver Volvo 150 meters ahead, waiting at a petrol station for the Peugeot to pass. Another fifty meters beyond, the four-lane Damascus Highway narrowed into two lanes as it led through canyons of tightly packed apartment blocks. He drove past the Volvo and then veered suddenly into the vacant center lane left created by the merging lanes of traffic. Horns blared all around, but the other cars made way for him as he bullied his way into a spot at the head of the queue. Behind him drivers edged toward the center to prevent anyone else from attempting the same trick.

In his rearview mirror Jamal could see the Volvo twenty or thirty cars back and unable to catch up. The single lane of westbound vehicles moved with agonizing slowness but not so slowly that Rami or his companion could safely attempt overtaking him on foot. Each time he saw the brake light of the car in front of him light up, his heart froze. He had to maintain his lead until he reached Airport Circle.

The moment he saw a clear path ahead, he made the Peugeot jump the curb and sped along the sidewalk the remaining distance to the traffic circle. He shifted into third gear and cut in front of a Toyota pickup heavily laden with sand and then bottomed out the Peugeot’s suspension as it dropped back down onto the road.

The Avenue Camille Chamoun stretched before him like a runway, its four poured-concrete lanes standing by to launch him forward to safety. If only the Peugeot could outrun the Volvo for the remaining two kilometers to Pepsi Cola Circle, he could peel off into Fatah-land, where Rami’s Syrian protectors could not so easily help him. There would still be the risk of searches, but if he managed to steer around or bluff his way through those, he might just beat Major Jamal at his own game.

He shifted into fourth gear and pushed the gas pedal to the floor. The Peugeot was hardly a sports car, but neither was the Volvo. The Peugeot gradually gained speed until the dial reached 150 kilometers per hour. He could see the Volvo behind him now. It was gaining on him, to be sure, but not quite fast enough to pose a threat, and he knew that unless an act of God intervened, he now had a clear shot to the circle.

Then Husayn spotted the convoy of flatbed lorries carrying tanks and armored vehicles. They were heading at right angles to the road from the Cité Sportive Stadium. “Another damned military parade,” he cursed. In the same breath he prayed that he would beat the first of them to the spot where the dirt road intersected the highway.

The driver of the first heavy transport pulled onto the asphalt highway with the nonchalance of someone who knows he has nothing to fear from a mere automobile, even one threatening to ram him from the rear at 150 kilometers an hour. The lorry trailing behind him followed suit and then edged into the passing lane to overtake the leader. Husayn saw the move and realized there was no longer any time to brake.

Husayn gripped the Peugeot’s steering wheel tightly, took aim, and shot between the two lorries at full power with only a few centimeters to spare on either side. A moment later the gap closed and both lanes were blocked behind him by the slow-moving transports. To get around them the Volvo would have to slow down and overtake them on the rubble-strewn shoulder. As he entered the traffic circle, Husayn caught a glimpse of the silver sedan veering onto the right shoulder.

When at last he reached the checkpoint, the tanned Fatah sentries in their smart camouflage jumpsuits and red berets waved him through without the slightest suspicion that inside the Peugeot were enough explosives to level an apartment block. Husayn waved back and could not suppress the silly grin of relief on his face as he entered the Palestinian enclave.

He had advanced no more than a block or two when suddenly the main street was mobbed with automobiles, pickup trucks, delivery vans, pushcarts, and motorbikes. The side streets were similarly thronged with pedestrians on their way home for the midday meal and siesta. Husayn tried to peer over and around the three-wheeled delivery cart directly ahead of him to determine the best way out of the main shopping area, but he could not see past it.

He thought that by now the Volvo would have reached the checkpoint he had just passed. Rami would likely send the second man ahead on foot once they became stuck in traffic. He had to turn off the main road soon if he was to be sure they would not spot him.

At the next side street, Husayn turned right and saw the Cité Sportive in the distance. He followed a horse-drawn butagaz cart to the first intersection and was beginning to think he was only a few minutes away from rejoining the Avenue Camille Chamoun when he heard a whoosh of air and felt the front end of the Peugeot list to starboard. Then came the telltale flapping of rubber on the pavement, and he realized that he had lost a tire.

All at once he was overcome with a blinding, mind-numbing panic. He was certain that if he stopped, scores of idle onlookers would converge on the car with offers to help change the tire. One or more of them would doubtless offer to steer while Husayn and the others pushed from behind, and in tugging on the door handle, someone would detonate the concealed explosives.

He had to keep moving, and at the same time, he had to find a place not far away where he could ditch the Peugeot with the least risk to innocent life. He kept the front of the car glued to the rear of the horse cart and prayed that it would turn aside and leave him a clear path to the stadium.

 

* * *

 

Husayn waited for the truck-mounted antiaircraft cannon to roll down the entrance ramp before making his approach. He ignored the shouts from the gatekeeper and raced up the ramp and into the center of the Cité Sportive Stadium surrounded by a sea of empty seats. Facing him on the playing field were three rows of new or nearly new military vehicles. He saw armored personnel carriers, heavy transport lorries, jeeps, flatbed-mounted multiple-rocket launchers, and even a quartet of light tanks. Such a display of armaments meant the PLO must have something important to celebrate, he surmised as he parked the Peugeot at the end of the first row of vehicles.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw a pair of guards leave the rear of a troop carrier on the other side of the stadium and don their red berets. As he climbed into a nearby jeep and turned the ignition key, he saw them set off at a sprint in his direction. Then he stopped looking, put the stolen jeep into gear, and stepped on the gas.

The guards must be under orders not to shoot, he thought as he flew down the nearest exit ramp from the stadium and took a hard bounce on the rutted dirt path that led across a parched field toward the Avenue Camille Chamoun. This time the thing to do was to head south, toward the airport, back to where the Syrians controlled the turf.

Husayn looked behind him and saw a pair of Range Rovers gaining on him. This time the Fatah men inside the sedans would not hesitate to fire, he expected. He floored the accelerator, but the jeep would go no faster. Then he looked behind him one more time and saw an enormous yellow-orange fireball rise from the center of the stadium. Suddenly the earth shook and the breath was forced from his lungs.


Chapter 26

 

Prosser peered out through the display window onto a crowded side street while waiting for the teenage salesgirl to fill his tin with pistachios. The shop was jammed with insistent Lebanese customers. Three of them in succession tried to pull the girl away from him before she finished weighing and wrapping his two kilos. She flashed him a coquettish smile and traded the bag of pistachios for the chit he had purchased from the cashier. She was a lovely girl, with a perfect white complexion, dark eyes, and shining black hair flowing straight and loose over her shoulders—an Arménienne, he guessed.

He thanked her and looked out the window one more time before moving toward the door. The unobstructed view of the street was the primary reason he had come to the shop. Buying the pistachios offered him cover for being in a position to observe one of his Shiite agents perform a dead drop directly across the street.

At last a bearded youth in tight-fitting jeans and a white T-shirt with a flashy designer logo came into view on the sidewalk at the end of the block. Prosser watched the Arab youngster come closer, pass the silver Renault parked directly opposite the store, slip an empty cigarette pack through the car’s slightly lowered rear window, and walk on, all without turning his head or breaking stride.

Inside the cigarette pack, Prosser knew, would be the young agent’s latest reporting on the Islamic fundamentalist movement in South Beirut. He had returned to Lebanon nearly a year ago after graduating from the agricultural program at UC Davis, and since the end of winter his reports had become more and more discouraging. They told of seething social and political unrest among South Beirut’s Shiite refugees and of charismatic clerics who promised the “Keys to Paradise” to any believer willing to martyr himself to rid Lebanon of pernicious Western influences. The agent warned of an imminent wave of Shiite terrorism inside Lebanon—possibly even an Islamic revolution of sorts—backed by Syrian weapons and Iranian money. To date, however, Washington hadn’t shown much interest.

Prosser left the nut shop, unlocked the Renault, and tossed the bag of pistachios onto the backseat. Without calling attention to the act, he picked up the empty Marlboro pack from the floor of the car and slipped it into his trouser pocket. From its weight he could tell that it was stuffed with ten or twelve sheets of ultrathin writing paper—a productive week’s work.

Prosser locked the car door and set off on foot again, stopping to inspect the window displays of the shops he passed and to assure himself that he was not being followed. It was shortly before five when he reached the Duke of Wellington Pub. Nearly all the tables were occupied, mostly by AUB students and westernized Lebanese along with a few Europeans. He recognized no one at the bar and scanned each table without success until he spotted the familiar face of Simon Grandy smiling at him from behind a newspaper in a corner booth.

“Say, there, Conrad, come have a pint with me,” the journalist called out cheerfully, signaling to the barkeep to draw a beer for Prosser.

“How have you been, Simon?” Prosser greeted him as he took a seat on the opposite bench. “Apart from last night, I haven’t seen you in weeks.”

“I suppose it has been the better part of the summer already, hasn’t it? I’ve been on assignment in the Gulf—just returned yesterday from Basra. Bloody depressing over there, I’d say. That Iran-Iraq War makes Beirut and the southern security zone look like lawn bowling. It’s wholesale slaughter. All the same, I’m feeling a damn sight better now than the last time we shared a drink. By God, that was a bloody awful night.”

“Did you ever find out any more about who killed your friend Graham?”

“Not much, but there have been one or two developments since then.” He leaned over the table and lowered his voice. “The morning after we met, I went to the British embassy and had a long talk with the consul. Most of it was about how to deal with Graham’s relatives and editors and how to handle the formalities involved with his death, but the consul also put me onto a lead or two.

“After a bit of nosing about, Graham’s story began to get a shade more intriguing. To start, it turned out that Graham was more active on the bedroom circuit than I had imagined. He was carrying on affairs with two women in West Beirut alone, both of whom, I should add, were already attached. One, it appears, was Caroline Hatch, Charles Hatch’s wife. Perhaps you knew him—he was one of the press officers at the British embassy.”

Prosser acknowledged the name with a nod.

“I knew Charles only in passing, from some backgrounders he gave,” Simon continued. “So I was more than a little surprised when he called me up to ask me to lunch and then proceeded to interrogate me about Graham before the soup was served. I told him very little, partly because I resented his cheek, and partly because I knew next to nothing about Graham’s private life. Then a few days later another chap from the embassy, by the name of Brown, of whom I had never heard before, asked me to stop by to see him at his office. Brown had still more questions and seemed particularly interested in the details of Graham’s relationship with Mrs. Hatch. Then he let out the news that the Hatches had returned to London rather abruptly…for personal reasons.”

“Did he imply that Charles Hatch might have had something to do with the murder?” Prosser asked.

“Actually he was very careful about it. But that is precisely where it gets interesting. You see, from my own researches, I found out that Charles had topflight Palestinian connections and that he may have dropped a hint to some of his friends in Fatah during May or June that he would like to see Graham removed from the scene. In Britain, of course, that would be instigation to murder, but here who would bother to pursue it?”

“Is that what you think happened?”

“Let’s just say it wouldn’t surprise me,” the journalist answered with a knowing look. “Charles always did seem very much the odd bird.”

“Maybe I’m obtuse, Simon, but I never would have pictured Caroline Hatch as having a fling with somebody like Graham,” Prosser admitted. “He always looked so scruffy and down on his luck. For their own part, Caroline and Charles always fit the image of the perfect diplomatic couple: young, good-looking, intelligent, well bred, and quite devoted to each other. They were the last couple I would have expected to hit the rocks over something like this.”

“Perhaps so, Conrad, but my sources are very solid on that point. Besides, that’s not even the half of what was going on. As it turns out, one of the other women Graham was taking to bed was the mistress of a Palestinian merchant by the name of Zuhayri. It seems the Palestinian had set this bird up in an expensive flat in Ramlet el Baida for the times when he came in from the Gulf. Apparently when he found out about her affair with Graham, he hired a couple of killers to dispatch them both.”

“You mean the mistress was murdered, too?” Prosser asked in disbelief.

“Nobody I spoke with seems to know. A few thought she might be hiding out with her family in Sidon. A Dane with the Red Cross told me he had heard she managed somehow to get a visa to America. In any event, she seems to have taken leave from her UN job and disappeared right about the time Graham was murdered.”

“What sort of UN job? Where?”

“With one of the independent agencies, in economic research or the like. Her absence has been noted among the UN crowd, by the way. She seems to have had quite a following as an amateur oriental dancer.”

Prosser felt a spark of excitement. A few of the jumbled facts rattling around in his head were coming together to form a pattern. “Can you describe her?” he asked, trying not to appear overly interested.

“Only in general terms, since I’ve never seen her in person. But people I’ve spoken with say she is in her mid-twenties, attractively built, very bright, and rather outspoken for an Arab girl. As I said, I never met her, but one person described her as a stunner.”

“You wouldn’t happen to remember her name, would you?”

“No, I’d have to check my notes for that. But there is something else that might be useful.” Simon took a long drink of beer and sat back with an inscrutable smile.

“Which brings us, I suppose, to what you had in mind when you asked me to meet you here,” Prosser said.

“The world is full of coincidences, isn’t it?”

“I don’t believe in coincidence.”

“No? Then explain this one: two days before Graham was killed, I happened to see him having dinner at the Coral Beach Hotel with a table of six or eight Arabs. Sitting next to him with her arm around his shoulder was the woman who sat next to you last night at Jean-Paul’s.”

“Which woman?” Prosser asked calmly. “There were two at the table.”

“I’m talking about the one with the red dress.”

“Are you sure you don’t mean the one in black and white? She works for the UN, and as it happens she just returned to Beirut a week ago from an extended shopping trip to New York. Around the time you and I ran into each other in the Hala Building lobby, I saw her perform a pretty fair belly-dance routine at a party.”

“Which was also around the time Graham was killed.”

“Let’s see…the party was on a Wednesday night, and Graham was shot on a Friday, wasn’t he?”

“Yes. Which means that the night you watched the woman in black and white doing the belly dance was the same night I saw the woman in red with Graham at the Coral Beach.”

Prosser suddenly felt his face flush. “Hold on, there’s something awry here,” he insisted. “It’s Layla, the girl dressed in black and white, who fits the description of the woman who was Graham’s and Zuhayri’s mistress, not Rima, the one in red. What you say just doesn’t make sense.”

“Layla, Rima, Roula, whatever their names, old boy, the bird I saw sitting with Graham was the smaller of the two women you were with last night. She wore a short red dress and had her hair pulled back behind her head and she sat to your right.”

“I’m sorry, but it still doesn’t add up,” Prosser repeated.

“Maybe you ought to sleep on it and get back to me once you’ve sorted it out.”

“Yeah, I’ll do that,” Prosser answered darkly.

“Of course, old boy, but I will have to inform the British consul about it. He’s going to want to have a word with both women, I expect.”

Prosser frowned and bit his lip while he weighed his reply. “You’re quite right. The British consul has every right to question them. But look, I’m pressed for time right now and the weekend is nearly here. Do you suppose you might hold off telling your consul until Monday while I check around?”

“Oh, I suppose so,” Simon answered. “I won’t be in town tomorrow anyway. Why don’t you ring me first thing Monday morning and we’ll talk again.”


 

Chapter 27

 

Wave after wave lapped at the rocks skirting the seawall at the northwestern tip of Ras Beirut. The sun had disappeared below the horizon nearly a half hour earlier, sending most of the Corniche’s evening strollers on their way home. But Conrad Prosser remained at the railing listening to the soothing rhythm of the swells.

At last he lowered himself to the pavement and made a leisurely approach to the coffee van parked some fifty meters away, opposite the Riviera Hotel. The vendor, a deeply tanned Druze whose age could have been anything between thirty and fifty, operated an elaborate electric espresso machine that drew its power from a nearby streetlamp. Upon seeing Prosser’s approach, the vendor dumped out the old grounds, measured out enough coffee for a fresh batch, and opened a steam valve to prepare the first cup. In the distance the intermittent pops of faraway gunfire mingled with the clamor of automobile horns up and down the Corniche.

Prosser waited for the cup to fill with the viscous black liquid and then handed over a ten-lira note that the vendor stuffed carelessly into his shirt pocket before surrendering the merchandise and change. Prosser slowly turned back the way he had come. He was scarcely out of the shadow of the streetlamp when he noticed several musical car horns growing louder in an absurd musical duel, with one horn trumpeting “La Cucaracha” while the other blared out the opening bars of the theme from The Godfather. Meanwhile, the gunfire also grew louder and became identifiable as that of a lone rifleman firing in celebration.

Moments later a four-car wedding procession wheeled around the bend from the west, led by a stately but aging black Mercedes festooned with white ribbons, carnations, and toilet paper streamers. From its sunroof protruded the torso of a young Arab bride in a simple white gown and that of her pinstriped groom, like dolls atop a wedding cake, both giggling hysterically. Following closely behind were two Peugeots and a Fiat whose rust-eaten muffler made it sound like a two-ton truck. From time to time a mustachioed teenager in the Fiat’s front seat popped his head and shoulders through the open sunroof to unleash a staccato burst of gunfire from his Kalashnikov.

Prosser glanced at his watch. It was already five minutes past the scheduled meeting time, and Abu Khalil’s car was still nowhere in sight. This was the third consecutive alternate meeting the agent had missed, not to mention two paydays, something Prosser had never before known him to pass up. Now that the last of the alternate meeting times they had scheduled had come and gone, he had no other means of recontacting Abu Khalil except to wait for him to get in touch by signal.

Of all the times to be out of touch, he thought, this has to be the worst. For the hundredth time, he wondered if Abu Khalil might still be alive yet unable to meet with him. Perhaps he had been transferred to South Lebanon or the Bekaa. Or perhaps he had been sent unexpectedly for an extended training course in Syria, Libya, the Soviet Union, or Eastern Europe.

Then Prosser thought of the air raid that Israel had unleashed on the Fakhani neighborhood the day Abu Khalil was to have met with Colonel Hisham. This was the most logical explanation for Abu Khalil’s absence, but he could not bring himself to accept it.

Prosser retraced his steps back to the coffee van and asked its proprietor to brew him another espresso. He no longer cared that his waiting might look suspicious. There was little chance Abu Khalil would appear, but he sensed that if he missed this chance, there might never be another.


Chapter 28

 

Friday

A thunderous crash rattled the office windows in their metal frames and brought Prosser bolt upright in his chair. It wasn’t a sonic boom—the report was too close by and too sharply defined. He listened for the second of the twin concussions that characterize a sonic boom, then came out from behind his desk and onto the balcony to squint out over the shimmering sea.

In the hazy distance beyond Phoenicia Street and the hotel district, two thin columns of black smoke grew taller and thicker and leaned at an oblique angle in the westerly breeze. A couple of Phalangist shells intended for the former commercial district must have overshot their mark, he thought. He listened to the chatter of gunfire and the crumps of rockets and grenades echoing among the distant walls of the no-man’s-land and wondered how far the battle would spread this time.

The sudden, insistent ringing of his telephone aroused Prosser from his thoughts. “Political section,” he said, picking up the receiver with one hand and closing the balcony door with the other.

“Mr. Prosser?” a young male voice asked in a Brooklyn accent.

“Speaking.”

“Sir, this is Sergeant Rocco at Post One. We’ve just received reports of new outbreaks of shelling along the Green Line; it looks like the trouble is spreading fast. The ambassador’s driver just came from the port and says the Syrian PLA has set up some of its big field pieces just east of us, near the Artisanat. Be advised, sir, the ambassador wants all nonessential personnel to leave the embassy as soon as possible and to stay in their residences until further notice.”

“Thanks, Sergeant. I’ll pass the word. I assume you’ve already called the defense attaché’s office?”

“Colonel Ross has already been informed, sir. I haven’t been able to reach Mr. Pirelli, though. If you see him, would you mind giving him the word and asking him to check in with Marine Post One?”

“Sure thing. And if there are any other messages for Mr. Pirelli or me, call me on this extension. I don’t expect the secretaries will be around much longer but I’ll be here.”

He hung up the receiver and returned to his typewriter to recapture the train of thought he had been following before the interruption. After rereading the last paragraph, he reached for the gazetteer lying facedown on his cluttered desk. “Naamé, Na’ma, Ni’mah…there it is,” he muttered and jotted down the coordinates of a village whose antiaircraft defenses were to be featured in the report he was drafting.

The telephone rang again.

“Con? It’s Harry.”

“Sabah al khair, habibi. It’s good to hear you’re up so early,” he replied. “What’s new?”

“Will you be in your office for a few more minutes?”

“Easily. At the rate I’m going, I’ll be here through lunch.”

“Good. I’ll be right up.”

He had not yet finished the paragraph when Harry trudged through the door carrying a slender, tan Samsonite briefcase and slumped wearily onto the worn leather easy chair.

Prosser continued to type, not looking up until he had finished the final sentence of the paragraph. “You look terrible, Harry,” he greeted the vice consul. “What’s the matter? Did Layla keep you going too late to get any sleep?”

“Don’t I wish,” Harry replied with a sigh. “There was the goddamnedest firefight outside my building at about two a.m. It went on for ten or fifteen minutes before the Syrians finally arrived to break it up, and then, just when I’d fallen back asleep, some jokers tossed off a couple of grenades. I didn’t get back to sleep until four. That wouldn’t have been so bad if I’d had any shut-eye the night before. But no, that night we hadn’t been back from the Hamra Club more than twenty minutes when my phone rang. It was a gendarme captain calling from Damour to say that the Syrians were holding four suspected Israeli spies who claimed to be Western journalists. Two claimed to be Americans and insisted they knew me. He wanted to know if I’d drive down and vouch for them. Jesus bloody Christ...”

“How were you supposed to get to Damour when the ambassador won’t let us go past Khaldé?”

“Never mind. That’s a whole other story. Anyway, I got there, and after some haggling I managed to convince the captain that the Americans were journalist friends of mine and got him to bring all four of them up to the Hobeiche police station for identification. But that didn’t turn out to be so simple either, since none of the four geniuses had their passports with them and neither of the two Americans had bothered to register with the embassy. I finally got them released about half past three. Some night.”

Harry smiled weakly, his bloodshot eyes blinking often. “You should have seen them,” he continued with a malicious chuckle. “The red-haired Brit barfed all over himself on the way back, and the Time bitch’s mascara was smeared all over her cheeks like a goddamned chimney sweep. Thank God none of them was hurt, or they probably would have put the blame on me.”

His smile faded. “Unfortunately, their little caper will probably cost us quite a few bad visas over the next few weeks. Favors from the Syrians don’t come cheap, and you never know when we might need their help again.”

“What’d I tell you, Harry? Being a hero is no bed of roses.”

Harry paused before he made his reply. “Con,” he began, “I need to ask you something. If you can’t say anything, just tell me and I’ll forget about it, okay?”

Prosser nodded.

“I’ve heard there’s been some kind of a terrorist threat against the embassy. Is it true?”

“That depends on what story you heard.”

“The one I heard is that somebody is going to drop off a car bomb outside the embassy or at one of the buildings where we live. And that the ambassador is doing his best to keep the whole thing under wraps.”

“Where did you hear it?”

Harry hesitated. “I’d really rather not say. Can’t you just tell me whether there’s any truth to it and leave it at that?” As the vice consul spoke, his right hand fidgeted with the combination lock of the Samsonite briefcase in his lap.

“I’m afraid it’s not that simple.” Prosser held his gaze and waited.

“All right. I got it from my boss, who says he heard it straight from the ambassador. So tell me, is there anything to it? All this shit with the car bombs is giving me the creeps.”

Prosser said nothing, so Harry spoke to fill the silence. “I suppose you’ve already heard that last night some asshole fired another rocket at the embassy. That makes the third one this year.”

“Let them fire away. They nearly always miss.”

“They won’t miss if they start using car bombs. Is that what we’re in for from now on?”

Prosser shrugged. “I wish I knew. We get reports just about every week about some operation that one group or another is planning against the embassy. Hardly any of them ever amounts to anything, but we report them. That way if an attack ever comes, the Agency will be able to say it gave everybody plenty of warning. You know the drill.”

“I can see how you don’t want to spread panic, Con, but somehow it doesn’t seem right that the rest of us never hear about these things. I mean, shouldn’t the embassy staff at least be put on some kind of alert?”

“What good would an alert do? We’re in Beirut, for God’s sake. It goes without saying that there are people here who hate our guts and mean to do us harm.”

“Then couldn’t the embassy hire more guards or put out more sandbags or vehicle barriers or something? There must be something they can do.”

“I suppose there might be, if there were money for it in the budget. But let’s face it, Harry. If terrorists in this town are truly serious about hitting Americans, their first punch is probably going to take us by surprise no matter what we do. Even if we cut the size of the mission by half and kept everybody indoors, we’d still be vulnerable.”

“All of which makes me feel like a tethered goat...”

“Well, there you are. So are the rest of us. The trick is to stay in the middle of the herd so that the wolves will pick on some other poor goat who’s more exposed.”

Prosser tilted back his chair again and clasped his hands behind his head. “Now that you bring it up, though, Harry,” he continued in an offhand tone of voice, “if I were you, I might think about keeping a slightly lower profile. An awful lot of people in this town know you. It seems to me that lately you might be living too close to the edge of the herd.”

“Thanks a load,” Harry answered, resenting his friend’s flippant attitude. “You seem to have it all worked out, don’t you?”

Suddenly the windows shook again, this time with a monstrous roar that sounded as if a jet engine had been turned to full thrust just outside the embassy gates. The roar abated and then repeated itself a second, third, and fourth time. The two men raced onto the balcony in time to see the last four of eight 140-millimeter Katyusha rockets streak out over the Bay of Beirut from truck-mounted canisters parked a couple hundred meters away near the Cadmos Hotel.

When the roar subsided, they could hear the muffled explosions of heavy artillery once again in the former commercial district. Harry scanned the length of the deserted Corniche boulevard and then stepped back from the railing.

“I don’t think it’s very bright of us to be standing out here, Con.”

“Hold on…I think they’re bringing up a second load of rockets,” Prosser replied excitedly, his attention glued to the square of pavement in front of the Artisanat, now the home of a Murabitoun infantry company.

“No, you hold on. I’ll watch from inside.”

Harry sat in a leather armchair leafing distractedly through a back issue of Monday Morning when Prosser joined him a few moments later.

“The second truck was just a troop carrier,” he reported as he closed the glass door behind him. “It looks like they decided to move the launcher before the next salvo so that the Phalange’s counter-battery fire won’t know where to find them. Smart move.”

“Listen, Con, I really have to go,” Harry said distractedly as he rose from the armchair. “We closed the consular section down a half hour ago, and there’s really no purpose in my staying here. But before I go I wanted to give you the dope on those names you asked me about last night.” He took an envelope from his briefcase and laid it on the coffee table.

Prosser scooped it up eagerly. “Thanks, Harry. I appreciate your having stayed behind to get this done.” He opened the envelope and leafed through the visa application of Rami Khalid al Karameh. Looking closely at the photo on the reverse side of the application, he was certain it was the driver of the silver Volvo he had seen parked outside the Hala Building on Wednesday morning.

“How about al Ghawshah and Zuhayri?” Prosser asked.

“We have nothing on file for them. But that doesn’t mean much, because we generally only keep records on visa applicants when an application is refused. If Zuhayri ever applied for a U.S. visa, we probably would have given him one. He’s more qualified than ninety-nine percent of the applicants we see.”

“Do you think he ever applied?”

“I would guess not. Layla says he’s never been west of London. That was the main reason why she wanted to go to the States in the first place. Zuhayri wasn’t likely to hound her over there.”

“Hound her? I thought you said everything was over between her and Zuhayri?”

“It is. But Zuhayri’s the possessive type. When Layla broke up with him, she was afraid he wouldn’t give her a minute of peace unless she left the country. By her description, he gets obsessed with a woman and won’t let go.”

“And you’re saying that since she came back, he has left her alone?”

“That’s what she tells me. She says he has the hots for somebody else now.” He paused and an unkind smirk drifted across his face. “As a matter of fact, I believe it’s somebody you know.”

“Hooray,” Prosser said with a blank face. “Go ahead, tell me anyway.”

“It’s Ulla,” Harry answered, looking Prosser directly in the eye.

Prosser felt the blood rush to his cheeks. 

“Don’t act so surprised,” Harry went on. “You could have seen it from a mile away, the way Zuhayri followed her around at the party that Layla brought him to.”

 “No, I don’t think so,” Prosser answered, doing his best to remain cool. “Ulla has known Zuhayri for years; he’s a friend of her ex-husband. He’s always had a hard-on for her, even when she was married, but she would never give him the time of day.”

“Sure, if you say so, Con. I’m just repeating what Layla told me; I thought that was what you wanted.”

The irony in Harry’s voice irritated Prosser. “It is,” he replied. “And if she has anything else to say about Zuhayri, I expect you to pass it along.”

“I’ll make sure to ask her when she comes over for dinner tonight—since I assume that means the Agency no longer has any objection to my seeing her...”

At that moment another crash shook the windows. Prosser turned around just in time to see a column of water rising a few meters offshore from the Artisanat.

“That does it. I’m getting out of here,” Harry declared as he picked up his briefcase. “I take it you’re staying for the duration?”

“Until Ed comes back, most likely.”

As Harry started toward the door, Prosser returned to his desk and began to straighten the mass of books and papers heaped in front of him when the telephone rang. He picked up the receiver.

“Sergeant Rocco again, sir. We’re looking for Mr. Landers. Is he with you?”

“He’s right here. Would you like to talk to him?”

“No, just tell him he’s got to move his car pronto. We’ve got some armor moving in to stand guard around the embassy, and they want the curbs cleared fast.”

As Prosser relayed the message, he noticed Harry give him a searching glance, as if there were something he could not yet comprehend.

“I don’t get it, Con,” Harry said. “None of this bothers you in the least, does it?”

“None of what?”

“The fighting, the decline, the hopelessness. It just doesn’t get under your skin, does it?”

“I suppose I could let it,” Prosser replied. “Are you implying I should?”

“Doesn’t it ever worry you that you might succeed so well in numbing yourself to what’s going on around you that someday you might not be able to feel anything at all?”

Prosser looked out over the shimmering waters of the Mediterranean and the cloudless blue sky above it; then he met Harry’s gaze head-on.

“Not in the least,” he replied. “God help me, Harry, but I’ve never felt more alive in my entire life.”


 

Chapter 29

 

Prosser poked his head through the half-open door to Ed Pirelli’s office. “Would you know what a B-10 antitank weapon is, by any chance?”

“It’s the Soviet 82-millimeter recoilless rifle, isn’t it?” Pirelli replied without raising his eyes from his typewriter.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Prosser answered. “But what about a B-11?”

“B-11? Damned if I know. Isn’t it listed in Jane’s?” Prosser and Pirelli each kept a copy of the latest edition of the Jane’s Defence Weekly reference books on armor and infantry weapons for help in answering such questions. 

“Not that I can see. Maybe B-11 is a street name.”

“Then try looking under the next largest caliber after the B-10 and see what street names are listed. Or, better yet, call Colonel Ross.”

“I’ve already done both. The colonel isn’t back yet.”

“Do you need it right away?”

“No. But I have six pages of documents here on the PLO order of battle in South Lebanon, and there are already half a dozen weapons on the first page that I’ve never heard of.”

The phone rang. “Economic Section,” Pirelli answered as he picked up the receiver. “Did you try his office? Okay. Wait a second and I’ll check.” He held his hand over the receiver. “It’s for you,” he told Prosser in a low voice; then he uncovered the receiver and spoke again. “You’re in luck, Sergeant. Connie happens to be coming down the hall from the political section. I’ll flag him down for you.”

Prosser went out into the receptionist’s area and took the call at her empty desk.

“Mr. Prosser? Sergeant Kuehner here, at Post One. There’s a woman here to see you, sir. She says you’re supposed to take her to lunch. Would you like to speak to her, or should I give her a message?”

“Oh, my God, it’s already one thirty,” he muttered as he looked at his watch. “Tell her I’ll be right down.”

He returned to his office, gathered up the loose papers from his desk, and shoved them into an oversized manila envelope before collecting his jacket and returning to Pirelli’s office.

“Would you mind doing me a favor, Ed? I’ve got a couple errands to do before my meetings tonight. Would you mind locking my papers up with yours when you leave?”

“Sure, put them on the table. I’ll leave them in the bottom drawer of the safe upstairs in case you need them later.”

“Thanks,” Prosser answered as he grabbed his jacket and headed for the door.

He raced down the four flights of steps and made a beeline for the bulletproof glass barrier that separated the chancery from the outer reception area. Through the door’s thick Lexan window he saw Rima sitting at the back of the waiting room, leafing idly through a glossy French fashion magazine. She was dressed in pleated slacks and a red silk blouse, her hair fastened in a ponytail behind her head. Seated to the left of her were two briefcase-carrying Maronite monks in cowled robes, speaking to each other in low voices.

Prosser pushed the exit lever, but the door would not budge. He leaned against it and jostled it repeatedly; then he retreated two steps and rapped on the marine guard booth for help. “Would you mind releasing the door, Sergeant?”

“Sorry about that,” the husky marine replied through a microphone as he reached for the button. “Say, Mr. Prosser, that wouldn’t be your girl, would it?”

“Actually, it would.”

The guard gave a low whistle. “Foxy. Now I see why you haven’t been coming around to the Marine House bar after work these days. Why don’t you bring her along some night?”

“I tried, Sergeant, but she won’t come. She says you guys are too wild.”

The marine laughed. “She calls us wild, and she’s going out with you?”

Prosser shrugged and grinned back as he reached for the door. This time it opened.

Upon seeing Prosser enter the room, Rima stuffed the magazine into her handbag and rose to kiss him on both cheeks.

“Sorry for being late,” he said. “I got so carried away with what I was doing that I lost track of the time. Where would you like to go for lunch?”

“Anywhere you would like, batta.”

“How about one of the fish restaurants along the beach south of the city? I have a craving for those tiny fish they serve whole, the crispy fried ones—what do you call them?”

“Sultan brahim?”

“Yes, a platter of sultan brahim and plenty of cold beer to wash it down. And a small mezzé to start.”

“Then we should go to Alcazar,” Rima suggested. “The fish there is excellent, and you might find the owner an interesting personality. His son Jihad did his military training with Husayn, and both father and son are still active in Husayn’s old organization.”

“I’d love to meet them. You can tell me all about them on the way over.”

Rima slung her handbag over her shoulder, put her hand gently through Prosser’s arm, and followed him out the door.

Despite his tardiness, he felt the afternoon was off to a promising start. As she had shown him so many times before, Rima knew and understood more about a whole array of things than he had ever expected. He had underestimated her, to be sure. But he was not yet certain whether that was good or bad or, in either case, what to do about it.

 

* * *

 

Theirs was the last car across the Corniche el Mazraa before the traffic policeman signaled the opposing traffic to proceed. The Renault followed the high brick wall of the Soviet embassy compound for a block and then veered left toward the Bir Hasan refugee camp.

“Isn’t there a better way to go than through Pepsi Cola Circle?” Prosser asked upon spotting the congested road ahead.

“Perhaps, but it is safer to remain on the main road while we pass through this area. Patience, batta—the crowds will soon be behind us.”

As they advanced, movement on the four-lane road slowly ground to a halt, hemming in the Renault on all sides.

“Well, it’s too late to turn back now,” he said, resigning himself to an extended wait.

They inched forward at the rate of one or two car lengths per minute. To their right a trio of small boys lined up along the curb hawking feather dusters, boxes of tissues, and lottery tickets. As one of them approached Rima’s window, she closed it. Within moments the ten-year-old had circled around to the driver’s window and held up a straw basket of prickly pears for Prosser’s inspection. Contrary to his usual practice, Prosser lowered the window and looked them over.

“How many kilos do you have?” he asked the boy.

“Three, maybe four,” the child replied.

“How much for a kilo?”

“Eight lira,” the boy blurted out, as if it demanded extra force of will to demand such an exorbitant price.

“I think somebody must have told him to triple his prices for foreigners,” Rima said in English.

“Don’t talk nonsense,” Prosser told the boy. “You must mean eighty piastres, not eight lira. Listen, I’ll give you five lira for the whole lot of them.”

The boy lowered his basket to waist level and shook his head. “Not enough,” he insisted. “My tiin showki are very sweet, worth ten lira the kilo. But for you I give special price: everything for twenty-five lira.” The boy held them up once again.

“Batta, I have never once seen you eat tiin showki,” Rima chided. “Why would you wish to buy four kilos of them?”

“I’ll make juice out of them if I can get them cheap enough. Hang on, let’s see how low he’s willing to go.”

He put the Renault into gear and inched forward with the line of cars, keeping the boy in his peripheral vision as he went. The child kept pace and stopped when the car stopped.

“Listen, habibi, I’d really like to help you, but even the best tiin showki aren’t worth more than two lira a kilo. I’ll give you ten lira for all you’ve got, and not a piastre more.”

The cars moved forward another five meters, and Prosser followed suit without looking to see whether the boy followed. He did. “Twenty,” the boy insisted.

Prosser pulled his money clip out of his jacket pocket and peeled off a ten-lira note. “Here, take it,” he said. “It’s my last word.”

The line of vehicles advanced, but he kept the sedan in neutral while he watched the boy’s dust-smeared face.

With downcast eyes, the child took the money and surrendered the basket of dusty green fruit. He stuffed the bill deep in the pocket of his jalabiyya while Rima looked on with surprise.

“Done like a Lebanese,” she observed sarcastically.

But as Prosser pulled the basket through the driver’s window and set it down on the back seat, he called out to the boy. “Yaa, walad, come back. You forgot something.”

The child looked back sheepishly and remained at a prudent distance. Prosser pulled out a five-lira banknote from his trouser pocket and held it out. “Take it. Baksheesh.” The dust-covered little hand hesitated for only the briefest moment before seizing the banknote.

“Why did you give him extra?” Rima asked in bewilderment after the boy disappeared behind a row of waiting taxis. “He accepted your last word—khalas, it was finished.”

“The bargaining was for the sport of it. Surely you don’t think I would take unfair advantage of a child, do you?”

“Batta, sometimes I feel I do not know you at all.” She bit her lip as if she were holding something back.

“Come on, Rima. I know you well enough now to see when you’ve got something on your mind. Out with it.”

She took a deep breath and tilted her head back; then she let out a weary sigh. Her lower lip pushed forward into a pout.

“You’ve had it on your mind since Wednesday night, haven’t you?” he said.

She turned to meet his gaze and he could see the hurt in her eyes. “You can be very cruel, batta.”

Prosser looked out over the road ahead and said nothing.

“And yet I cannot believe you intend it.”

“I don’t, if that makes any difference,” he said. “I know we don’t spend as much time together as you would like, Rima, but it’s not because I’ve been seeing other women when I’m not with you. My work...”

“Please, I have heard a hundred times how much you must work. When you are not at the embassy, you must attend dinners or receptions, or someone expects you to meet him for coffee or a glass of whiskey. But in all the time I have known you, never have you talked about where you have been or whom you have met at these meetings of yours. I want to believe you, batta, but it is difficult when people I know say they have seen you at a restaurant or a nightclub when you said you would be at work. I feel so…humiliated.”

Prosser spoke softly. “Believe me, Rima, when I say I am working, I am working.”

“I want to believe you. But still it hurts that you do not trust me enough to say more about where you are when we are not together.”

“Trusting you has nothing to do with it. You know as well as I do that some of the people I talk to don’t want others to know they are on good terms with someone at the American embassy.”

“I understand, batta, but still I cannot bear having so many secrets kept from me. At times I feel you have remained a complete stranger.”

Prosser let out a deep breath and looked at Rima again. She was still holding something back.

“I’m sorry, but I’m doing the best I can,” he said.

It was her turn to remain silent.

“It seems you’ve already made your decision. You’re leaving, aren’t you?” Prosser said.

“Yes. I am going with Husayn to Germany. On Monday.”

“For how long?”

“Until I finish my thesis. I will spend a few weeks with Husayn in Stuttgart, then go on to Lyon to resume my doctoral research.”

“And how long is that likely to take? A couple of months? A year?”

“Perhaps as little as five or six months, perhaps longer.”

“My tour of duty will expire next June. Will you be back before then?”

As they left the congestion of Pepsi Cola Circle, Prosser made a wide sweeping turn onto Avenue Camille Chamoun and headed due south toward the Cité Sportive Stadium and the southern suburbs. 

Rima peered out the window and noticed a dense cloud of gray smoke and dust drifting to the east just beyond the stadium. She watched it distractedly as Prosser braked behind the slow-moving traffic. “Perhaps I will,” she answered at last. “If you wish me to.”

Prosser found her hand where it rested on her purse and squeezed it gently. “I do wish.”

“D’accord,” Rima replied and put her other hand on top of his.

They were less than a mile from the Cité Sportive before Prosser spoke again. “I’m not quite sure how to say this, Rima, but there’s a question I have to ask you. You don’t have to answer, but I do have to ask.”

“There is nothing you may not ask me, batta.”

“There used to be a journalist here by the name of Graham Overton. Did you know him?”

She pondered the question for a long moment and then shook her head. “I do not remember such a name. He was American?”

“British. He was murdered back in June, on rue Abdel-Aziz. You may have read about it.”

She remained expressionless.

“So you don’t remember meeting him?”

“I do not. But nor do I like the manner of your question. Why are you asking me this?”

“Because one of Graham Overton’s friends says he saw the two of you together at the Coral Beach nightclub two nights before Graham was killed.”

“I have been to the Coral Beach many times. Now that you speak of it, I can remember some weeks ago sitting at dinner beside a funny, long-nosed Englishman with curly brown hair. Perhaps he may have been a journalist.” She looked across at Prosser, who kept his eyes on the road. “It was before I met you,” she said softly.

“Do you remember who else was with you?”

“Some people whose names I do not remember. Husayn knew them; some had done business with my father.”

“Husayn was there?” he pressed.

“He could not come that night.”

“And you don’t remember their names?”

She shook her head. “The only reason I went was because I thought it might help Husayn with our father’s business. I thought...”

Suddenly she clutched his forearm and drew in a sharp breath.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Go slowly,” she replied in a frightened voice, staring off to the left of the highway at a group of people gathered near an olive drab Range Rover.

“What’s going on? What are you looking at?”

“The Rover will cross ahead of us in a moment,” she replied in a hushed voice. “Stop and let it pass.”

“Why? What’s going on?” He took his eyes from the road for a moment to cast another quick glance to the left.

Before Rima could reply, the Range Rover pulled away from the crowd and crossed in front of the Renault. Following directly behind was a second car, a low-slung American station wagon filled with five or six young men in uniform. Several small boys in jalabiyyas broke away from the crowd to run after the Range Rover, which seemed to be towing something at the end of a three- or four-meter length of cable.

Rima let out a sharp gasp. “Cannibales!” she whispered in horror.

As he braked before the intersection, Prosser recognized the object trailing from the Range Rover as a ragged, dust-covered corpse. Already the friction of being dragged across the ground by the wrists had torn the dead man’s dark jacket to shreds and pulled once-white trousers down to the ankles. The remaining clothing was permeated with a powdery reddish dust, and the skin of the corpse was coated with the same stuff, except where patches of a deeper reddish brown mottled its thighs, abdomen, hips, and buttocks.

The limp figure hit a bump in the road and rolled over onto its back for a few moments before another bump sent it once again onto its belly. Then Prosser noticed that one of the corpse’s feet was much larger than the other. In an instant he recognized the neon-green ankle cast beneath a coating of ochre dust.

“Oh, my God,” he whispered.

The dead man’s hands reached out pathetically overhead, cupped as if in prayer or supplication. With every bounce of skull upon pavement, Prosser experienced an imagined pain.

“Husayn!” Rima gasped in recognition.

As if in response to her exclamation, a hatless militiaman stuck a pistol out the rear passenger window of the Range Rover and fired three shots into the air. One of his comrades sat on the station wagon’s tailgate and, raising his Kalashnikov to a forty-five-degree angle, fired ten or twelve rounds in the general direction of the Renault.

“Follow them!” she shrieked, pointing after the two vehicles.

Prosser kept his eyes on the helmeted militiaman who faced him from the rear of the station wagon and slowed down to make the right turn. But the gunman saw the move and fired a second warning burst scarcely a meter above the Renault’s roof. Prosser downshifted and accelerated straight through the intersection. Pursuit, he knew, was out of the question.

“No! Go back! We must save Husayn!” Rima screamed as she turned to look behind her. She pulled Prosser’s arm away from the steering wheel and was startled when he shook it off roughly.

“Stop it!” he snapped. “They’d kill us! We’re too late; Husayn is gone.”

He sped toward the next intersection to rejoin the coastal road back to Ras Beirut. Despite his apparent self-possession, his hands were shaking, his breathing was shallow, and his heart raced out of control.

“But he can’t be! They promised! They promised he would be safe!” Rima protested. She held her face in her hands and collapsed into a fit of convulsive sobbing.

Prosser turned at the intersection and headed west toward the coast; then he slowed down and pulled off onto the shoulder.

Rima cried without interruption, racking her lungs for breath as she cursed herself, her brother, his murderers, and God himself for the death of her only brother.

Prosser sat silently and stroked her hair, still recalling the image of Husayn’s flayed and twisted body. “There’s nothing you could have done, Rima. He’s gone. Let him go.”

Prosser offered her his handkerchief when at last her sobbing began to subside, and she took it.

“How could I have been so stupid?” she burst out once more. “How could I have been so stupid as to believe?”

“Believe what?” he asked gently.

“That he would be safe. Oh, Husayn,” she sobbed.

“Who are you talking about? Who told you Husayn would be safe?”

She shook her head and swallowed hard. “His old enemy from the war. The one who knows Zuhayri.”

“Colonel Hisham?” he asked in disbelief.

“Yes, Hisham,” she answered dully.

“You met with him yourself?”

The sobbing stopped. She stared blankly at her delicate hands, now formed into loose fists in her lap.

“I was afraid,” she answered, her voice barely audible. “As Husayn grew desperate to collect the money Zuhayri owed us, he talked about using Colonel Hisham to persuade him to pay. It was a foolish idea, but Husayn wouldn’t listen. So I went to Colonel Hisham and begged him for my sake to stay away from Husayn.”

Prosser took a deep breath. “Did your brother have any idea what you were doing?”

She shook her head. “He would never have permitted it. But I had to protect him.”

“And Colonel Hisham agreed to leave your brother alone?”

She nodded. “But Husayn, not knowing what we had agreed, continued to devise ways to approach him. The fact that Hisham was avoiding him seemed only to persuade Husayn further that if only he could reach Hisham, he could find a way to use him to make Zuhayri pay us.”

“So you went back to see Colonel Hisham again?”

“I did not go to him. He phoned me. He said he needed a favor from me.”

“What kind of favor?”

“The first time it was only a small matter. He wanted to know about people I knew in Tripoli. Their telephone numbers. Addresses. Where they worked.” Tears welled up in her eyes, and she twisted the corner of the handkerchief nervously in her lap.

“Then he called again?”

“Yes. To ask about others.”

“What others?”

“The British journalist...” The tears began to stream down her face.

“Who else?”

She turned away and covered her eyes with her hands.

“Did he ask you about me?”

She sobbed softly.

“I have to know, Rima.”

“I never...”

He put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her gently toward him. He felt her stiffen and he released her. “You never what?” he asked gently.

Slowly her head turned toward him, and for an instant it seemed that an answer was forming on her lips. He watched so intently that he did not notice her hand extend slowly at her side and then sweep around suddenly to strike his face.

“Akruut!” she hissed. She burst out the door without looking back to see the startled look of pain in his eyes.


 

Chapter 30

 

Prosser opened the door to the communications vault and walked past the row of four-drawer safes to the back room. He found Ed Pirelli sitting at a gray metal desk surrounded on three sides by racks of electronic communications equipment. A batch of fresh cables from CIA Headquarters and various Agency field stations lay in neat piles before him. Owing to the seven-hour time difference, Headquarters could be relied upon to send a flurry of last-minute messages just as he and Pirelli were preparing to leave at day’s end.

“Take a look at this one,” Pirelli remarked as he put one of the messages aside. “Your Syrian walk-in seems to be loose on another courier run.”

Prosser picked up the cable. The Syrian captain had arrived in Larnaca on Thursday morning and had taken a taxi directly from the airport to the station’s safe house in Limassol. Fortunately, the station’s operations assistant was there when he appeared. Despite the Syrian officer’s limited knowledge of English, the assistant had managed to understand the gist of his message for the Arabic-speaking “Mr. Paul,” the alias Prosser had used with the walk-in. In a stroke of good luck, another Arabic-speaking case officer happened to be available to debrief the agent.

“Shit,” Prosser said as he began to read. “I told him specifically never to go to the safe house until he’d given the signal and allowed twenty-four hours for somebody to show up.”

“Never mind his tradecraft,” Pirelli interrupted. “Go down to paragraph four.”

Prosser turned the page and continued reading. As he did, blood rushed to his face and he felt his pulse race. He handed the cable back.

“Well?” Pirelli demanded. “Is it the same guy?”

Prosser nodded slowly. “No doubt about it. The man he’s talking about is Colonel Hisham. Everything he says squares with what we know from Abu Ramzi and Abu Khalil.”

“What about the names of the people working for him? I noticed there were several Naamans still on the list.”

“Yeah,” Prosser replied. It makes perfect sense that the Naamans would want revenge for dead members of their clan.”

“Well, it looks as if we’ve counted Colonel Hisham out of the game a bit too early. If your captain is right, Colonel Hisham is not just alive and well again but also holds a commission with Syrian military intelligence. So we’ll have to assume that every step he makes is directed from Damascus. Which means the Syrian government may be plotting to blow up our goddamned embassy.”

“Wait a second, Ed, that’s not quite what the report says. It says the colonel has five hundred kilos of explosives somewhere in the Bekaa Valley that he’s supposed to bring into West Beirut before the weekend. If you subtract the two hundred kilos earmarked for the Shiite militias, that leaves three hundred for the colonel, which is about enough for ten to twenty of his standard car bombs.”

“Unless he intends to use the whole lot on a single project,” Pirelli answered. “Look, the report says he’s been ordered to construct a special device to be used against an embassy in West Beirut. What other targets are there? Us, the British, the French—maybe the Saudis and Iraqis.”

Prosser nodded silently.

“Based on what we already know about the colonel, we have to assume the worst,” Pirelli continued. “The ambassador certainly will and so will Headquarters. They’ll be harping at us for every last scrap we can get about the colonel and will want to know why we’ve been sitting on this thing since we heard of the colonel’s plan two months ago to shoot one of our people. Right now I’d say we’re looking pretty lame.”

“What the hell do they expect us to do?” Prosser shot back. “Abu Khalil is missing in action, and Abu Ramzi hasn’t been able to track the colonel since June. Except for Maroun, none of our other agents has even heard of him until now.”

“Well, you can start by looking into his connection to that crooked Palestinian the walk-in talks about, the one he says helped the colonel assassinate the three Iraqi diplomats a couple of months ago.”

“Zuhayri?”

“Yeah, that’s him,” Pirelli said. “Isn’t he the one your friend Ulla pals around with?”

“They stopped being friendly years ago. I’d say that avenue is a dead end.”

“Did you do a name trace on him?”

“Of course. I probably still have a copy somewhere in my files.”

“Good. Then do an update,” Pirelli ordered. “And I also want you to pay a call on Ulla and ask her if she might know what Zuhayri has been up to lately.”

Prosser shook his head vehemently. “No way, Ed. Ulla and I broke up months ago. The last time I saw her she wouldn’t even speak to me. There’s no point in even trying.”

“Then it’ll be a nice opportunity for the two of you to smoke the peace pipe. Go see her,” Pirelli directed.

“Don’t be a jerk, Ed.”

“I’m giving you a direct order. Go and see her. If she won’t talk to you, just keep trying. We can’t punt this one, Conrad.”

“Damn. How much time do I have?”

“Until tomorrow morning. I’ll have to tell the ambassador about the five hundred kilos of explosives as soon as he gets back from his meeting at the presidential palace, and I’d like to tell him we’re pursuing some leads. Which reminds me…what ever happened to that developmental asset of yours, the engineer who had the run-in with Colonel Hisham during the civil war? He knows Zuhayri, doesn’t he? Why don’t you invite him out for a drink and see what he can tell you?”

Prosser swallowed hard. “Actually, I talked to him last night,” he said. “He was supposed to get back in touch today or tomorrow. I’ll let you know when I hear from him.”

“Good work. And one more thing. You’ll be seeing Abu Ramzi tonight, won’t you?”

“At nine,” Prosser answered.

“Then tell him to drop everything and find out where Colonel Hisham is and what he’s planning to do with those explosives. Set another meeting with him for Sunday. If we don’t come up with something by then, it’s my bet that the ambassador will either ask the Lebanese to lay on more security around the embassy, or he’ll start reducing the staff—maybe both. We’ve got to move quickly on this.”

“Terrific,” Prosser grumbled. “Once they put sandbags and armor out front, everybody and his uncle will know we’re expecting an attack. How long do you suppose it will take for the Syrians to figure out that they’ve got a leak? Abu Ramzi will go ballistic.”

“I hear what you’re saying, Con, but it’s the ambassador’s call. Our job is to collect the information. It’s his to use it.”

Pirelli consolidated the individual stacks of cables on the desk into a single pile; then he rose from his chair and carried the pile over to his safe. He twirled the dial of the combination lock as Prosser passed behind him.

“If I get anything urgent from Abu Ramzi tonight, do you want me to drop by your apartment?”

“Yes, why don’t you,” the station chief agreed. “What time will you finish?”

“Probably not later than ten.”

“Fine,” Pirelli replied. “I’ll be home till about ten thirty. After that I’ll be going out for an hour or two. Drop by before I leave if it looks like it can’t wait.”

“If the meeting lasts till after ten thirty, where will I be able to reach you?”

“That might be difficult. It’s some sort of club. I don’t even know if they have a phone.”

“I’ll come find you there,” Prosser volunteered. “Which club is it?”

“It’s not one of the main ones. You probably wouldn’t know it.”

“Try me,” Prosser persisted.

“The Hamra Cellar, on rue Makdissi,” he answered.

Prosser smiled. “Actually I was there last night. I spotted you on the dance floor as I was leaving.”

“You did?” Pirelli raised a suspicious eyebrow.

“Yeah, and she was some dish, Ed.”


Chapter 31

 

Prosser prayed Ulla would not be at home, although he knew she seldom went out in the evening now that she was on her own again. As he drove along the bluff past the Bain Militaire toward Raouché, he tried to predict what she would say upon seeing him at her door. Would she refuse to let him in? Or listen in cold silence? Or embrace him, thinking he had come back to be her lover?

It had been nearly six months since he had last visited Ulla. That night, on the eve of his departure for a three-week trip to Washington, he had given her no reason to expect that their affair was at an end. Instead, on his return, he simply failed to call or visit her or to take her calls until she came to understand that he no longer wanted to see her. He had justified such cold-blooded treatment by persuading himself that it would be easier for her to be angry with him, to blame him, and to deliberately drive him out of her thoughts than for him to tell her that their affair had simply run its course, he was no longer attracted to her, and that he wanted to move on.

At first he was relieved that his plan seemed to have worked, but over time he felt growing shame at having lacked the courage to face her. Tonight he was to have another chance, and he wondered if he would do a better job of it.

He pressed the buzzer and knocked three times on the door. From inside he heard the opening movement of a Brahms symphony and then the stentorian voice of a BBC World Service announcer. A moment later the door opened and they stood opposite each other. She was barefoot and wore faded jeans and a loose-fitting T-shirt without a bra, her long tawny hair pinned behind her head in the style she wore every day to the office. Her initial reaction at seeing him was open-mouthed surprise, but slowly a hopeful smile spread across her face and she opened the door to let him in. They stood in the vestibule at arm’s length from one other.

“I knew you would come back one day,” she said softly.

Prosser smiled back at her clumsily without knowing what to say. After an awkward pause, he put on a casual air and returned her greeting as if she were an old acquaintance. “Thanks, Ulla. Please excuse me for not phoning first. Am I interrupting anything?”

She took his hand, stood on her tiptoes to give him a light kiss on the cheek, and led him with an air of controlled excitement into the living room. She still looked and behaved like a shy and ungainly schoolgirl. Wrinkles or no, she will never grow old on the inside, he thought.

Without releasing his hand, she sat on the sofa next to him and tucked her feet beneath her. He squeezed her hand tenderly before withdrawing his own to reach into his trouser pocket. He brought out a key.

“I came to return this,” he said.

Her smile faded when she saw the key to her apartment. Prosser thought he saw the gleam of tears welling in her eyes. She watched him expectantly and waited for him to continue.

“I wanted to explain why I stopped coming to see you…and to apologize,” he said.

Her eyes took on a hurt expression, but there was no anger in them.

“At the time, I thought it would be the easiest thing for both of us, but now I can see that it was just easier for me.”

“Why?” she interrupted. “Why did you not call me when you returned from your holiday? I missed you terribly all the while you were away. When I learned that you returned and did not come to me...” Her eyes brimmed with tears.

“I wanted you to forget about me, Ulla. The longer we stayed together, the more difficult it would have been to break up.”

“But why did you never say what you intended? Why was there no talk of parting? I thought—” She lowered her eyes and voice became barely audible. “I thought you were happy.”

“I was, Ulla. But where would it have led? The time would have come for me to be reassigned, and nothing would have been resolved for either of us. In the end we both would have been alone and unhappy.”

“Just as I am now,” she said, looking across the room with her jaw set.

“Except that another year would have gone by,” Prosser offered.

“It would have been a good year,” she replied. “I know I could have satisfied you.”

“Ulla, you’ve told me a hundred times that you intend to leave Beirut and go back to Sweden. What are you waiting for? Why don’t you just pick up and go?”

“But I don’t want to go to Sweden,” she answered without hesitation. “I want to go where you are going.”

He was taken aback by her directness and could not bring himself to meet her gaze. “It’s just not possible. I was sent here because I’m single. The next place they send me will probably be the same.”

“But others in your embassy have brought their wives here.”

“And the ambassador has sent them home twice for security reasons, which is where they are now. Besides, Ulla, my situation is not like theirs.”

“You could arrange it if you wanted, Conrad. I know you could if you tried.” But she seemed resigned now to his refusal and spoke without conviction.

He let out a sigh of vexation, began to speak, and then stopped short. “The point is…I don’t want to get married. I like the life I have now.”

“I know you do,” she replied with an unexpected calm. “But it will not last. Then you will need someone, just as I do.”

“I’m sorry, Ulla. I would never have started anything between us if I had thought it would end up hurting you.”

“Do not be sorry,” she replied. “I still want you as much as before, but I can accept now that I cannot have you. My happiness will be to remember that I had you for a time. Before you came today, I was sad to have lost you, but now I am not so sad.”

She looked at him with glistening eyes and rose to her feet with a new kind of grace. “I will make coffee,” she declared.

Prosser followed her with his eyes. As soon as she disappeared into the kitchen, he stood up and strode to the window. The sun had already retreated behind the row of buildings opposite him, plunging Ulla’s third-floor apartment into shadow, though broad stripes of golden light still shot through gaps between the apartment blocks, painting diagonal lines across the narrow street and up the front of the building where he stood. He remembered seeing the same pattern many times from this window. Yes, he had been happy then.

After a few minutes Ulla returned with a coffee tray and set it down before taking her place beside him on the sofa.

“So what will you do, Ulla?” he asked her when she had poured two cups. “Are you planning to leave Lebanon or will you stay?”

“I cannot make up my mind,” she replied. “My older boy, Hasan, will be ready to enter university a year from now, and I am trying to convince his father to let him study in Sweden. If he agrees, perhaps he would also permit Kamal to finish secondary school in Stockholm, where my mother lives. Kamal’s Swedish and English are not as good as they might be, but he is a bright boy. It would not be so difficult for him there after the first few months.”

“Do you think their father will agree? Wasn’t he against their studying abroad when you raised the issue before?”

“He was, but I believe Ziyad has at last become troubled by the worsening security conditions,” she replied. “More than ever, he fears that if the Shiite extremists dominate West Beirut, they will deal harshly with the wealthy Sunni families. His sister told me that he has already begun to sell some of his family’s real estate and has put the money abroad. Also, the boys are nearing the age of conscription. That concerns him most of all.”

“It would be a wise move to get the boys out of the country, Ulla. If war breaks out, the militias would never leave them alone.”

“What do you expect to happen, Conrad? I have heard that the American embassy is preparing to close or move to East Beirut. Is that so?”

Prosser laughed. “That rumor has been around for years. If the civil war couldn’t shake us loose from our old firetrap of a building, I can’t imagine what will. Besides, Ras Beirut has always been the safest area in town. That’s not likely to change overnight.”

“And you?” she inquired. “When will you leave Lebanon?”

“My tour of duty is over next June. I may have to stay a few months longer, but I’m not one to crowd my luck, with all the car bombings and the talk of an Israeli invasion.”

Ulla nodded and Prosser decided to change the subject.

“How are things at work?” he asked, seeking a more positive topic of conversation. “Still pretty slow?”

“Oh, it is much the same as before, except that a month ago we received a new managing director from Frankfurt. I think he will be an improvement. Last week he promised to give me more responsibilities soon, along with a salary increase.”

“So far, so good. Does this one chase you around the desk yet like the other one?”

Ulla’s eyes lit up and she laughed softly. “No, this one has brought his wife. I’m sure Frau Karstens would not stand for such behavior if it ever came to light.”

“How about the rich Palestinian who used to ring you up all the time when I first met you? Has he come back into the picture?”

“Oh, you mean Maarouf,” Ulla answered, shaking her head and blushing slightly. “Yes, he did start calling again, but I told him to stop. He is so persistent he makes me tired.”

“I thought his name was al Zuhayri. Are we talking about the same guy?”

“We are. His given name is Maarouf.”

“Yes, of course,” Prosser said. “Lately I haven’t heard much of him. He seems to have dropped out of sight.”

“My ex-husband says that Maarouf is at the edge of bankruptcy now. They were going to do some business together this spring, but when Ziyad learned about the extent of Maarouf’s debts, he withdrew. Now Maarouf is angry with him because he thinks Ziyad withdrew out of jealousy over me. How vain he is! There could never be anything of that kind between Maarouf and me.”

Prosser smiled. “Maybe so, but I wouldn’t brush him off so quickly, Ulla. They say he has millions stashed away in Zurich and London.”

She shook her head. “It would not matter if he had the wealth of King Farouk. He behaves like a fellah and never does anything without expecting payment in return. In 1976, during the fighting, he arranged for the Palestinians to provide special protection for our building. I was grateful to him, but not when he started knocking at the door every evening expecting me to receive him.”

Prosser pointed to a framed group photograph in the étagère across the room. “Wasn’t he also the one who arranged for your boys to go to the Ashbal military training camp? I love that photograph of the kids dressed up in camouflage fatigues, armed to the teeth. Kamal looks as if he could barely hold his rifle up.”

“Yes, Maarouf arranged it. Instructors from Fatah taught the children about weapons for an entire week. I was furious about it, but Ziyad insisted on letting them go.”

“Do you suppose Maarouf will eventually get the picture and give up?”

“I hope so, but I cannot be certain of it. The last time he called, I lied and told him I was still seeing a diplomat from the American embassy and asked that he not call me again.” She looked at Prosser with a mischievous smile.

“Oh? And did it work?” he asked mildly though he could feel his hair standing on end. “How long ago was it?”

“Not long after Harry’s party, the one where they exploded the dynamite. But someone must have told Maarouf about you even before that, because he already knew your name.” She cast him a questioning look. “Does it embarrass you that I have talked to others about you?”

Prosser shook his head and raised a hand as if to soothe her. “No, Ulla, it’s not what you think. I was just surprised that Zuhayri knew my name. We’ve never really been introduced.”

“I was surprised as well. He wanted to know everything about you—your position at the embassy, when you arrived, where you lived, and more. I told him to ask you directly.”

“Did he give any reason for asking?”

“I have already told you. Maarouf is an impossibly jealous man, even when he does not actually possess a woman. And toward those he does possess, his jealousy is a form of madness. At Harry’s party, just before you spoke to me, he told me that his latest mistress had been unfaithful to him and asked who deserved the worse punishment in such a case: the woman or the man who seduced her. I would not give an answer, because I feared it was his intention to harm whoever I named—such is the strength of his jealousy.”

Suddenly her eyes held a look of reproach. “But why are we talking so much about Maarouf?” she asked. “Is this why you came…to question me about Maarouf Zuhayri?”

“Of course not, Ulla. Don’t be angry with me.”

“I am not. I have never been truly angry with you, Conrad.” She looked into his eyes, and he could see she was telling the truth. “Even when I ran from you at Harry’s party, I was not angry—only unprepared. I never expected to see you there. Since that night, I have stopped my car outside your building a dozen times, hoping to catch a look at you, or to have you see me waiting.”

Prosser was at a loss for a reply. “Ulla. You are a beautiful woman. Men look at you and see how modest and reserved you are, and they think you’re beyond reach. Somehow, on the night we met, you let yourself be approachable. Be that way again; let another man get close to you. Find one who will make you happy.”

“Perhaps I will, but not just yet. Not while I...Not while you...” She left her sentence unfinished before starting again. “It is good that you came to see me, Conrad.”

“I think so, too,” Prosser replied. “Can you ever forgive me?”

“Yes. But more than that, I thank you,” she replied. “Because you brought me happiness, even if for a short while. Until I met you, I had given up hope of ever being happy again with a man. So, please, do not be sad for me.”

Prosser held Ulla’s hand in both of his and kissed it lightly. She pressed his hand as well, but she turned her head away as tears welled up and spilled onto her cheeks. He remained still.

After a few seconds she regained her composure and stood up. They met in a brief embrace and, just as quickly, she led Prosser to the door.

“Goodbye, Conrad,” she said.

“Good luck to you, Ulla,” he answered and closed the door behind him.


 

Chapter 32

 

The wail of sirens seemed very far away as Abu Ramzi turned away from the collapsed chancery building and made his way back toward the embassy gate. Volunteer civil defense workers, each wearing a white hardhat and a white canvas tunic emblazoned with a red crescent, ran past him carrying axes, ropes, and fire extinguishers. A pair of soot-covered firemen followed closely behind, unrolling a patched canvas fire hose from a wooden spool. Other relief workers returned from the smoldering ruins bearing stretchers shrouded in white.

The stretcher bearers lifted their feet high in an effort to avoid tripping on scattered chunks of rubble. They hugged the inner curb of the U-shaped driveway and marched resolutely with their heads down to avoid the dense clouds of suffocating black smoke that blew toward them from the charred remains of the embassy car pool.

A trio of Fatah militiamen nearly knocked Abu Ramzi off his feet as they came at him from the side dragging fire hose. Abu Ramzi grabbed hold and joined them in pulling it across the driveway and toward the remains of the chancery until heat from a row of burning automobiles blocked their advance.

Around the northwest side of the chancery, where a head-high heap of brick and stone spilled out onto a blacktop parking lot, Abu Ramzi watched five Red Crescent paramedics clamber over the pile in a search for survivors. As he watched, all five suddenly scurried to the same spot and began working frantically to remove the debris surrounding some unrecognizable object that protruded from the pile.

Abu Ramzi ran to their aid at once and, seeing that the object was a man’s trousered leg, began to follow their example in picking up broken pieces of concrete around it. A moment later one of the relief workers tugged gently on the protruding limb. It came away in his hands and the worker dropped it in horror. Without a word, his coworkers dispersed and took up new solitary searches.

As Abu Ramzi climbed down from the pile of debris, he noticed a shiny disc about the size of a dinner plate lodged between two slabs of reinforced concrete. He reached into the crevice and wrested from it a scratched brass plaque mounted on a cracked slab of hardwood veneer. Upon rubbing the brass with his sleeve, Abu Ramzi recognized immediately the engraved likeness of Iraqi president Saddam Hussein suspended over a stylized map of the Arab world. Abu Ramzi had received such a plaque himself a year before in this same Iraqi embassy chancery building.

The Iraqi diplomats who presented the plaque to him and who had arranged for monthly subsidy payments to the Arab Front for the Liberation of Palestine were almost certainly dead now. He had thought of them as good Muslims, good Arabs, and good men. For more than a decade Iraq had backed the Arab Liberation Front, at first against the Phalange, then against the invading Syrian army, then against the Lebanese Communists, and now against the Shiite fanatics. Abu Ramzi was not so naïve as to believe the support was altruistic, but he was grateful all the same, and he had respected the bravery of the Iraqi officials he had known. He did not know who had killed them here, but he knew who stood to gain. And he knew that the Damascus regime would not stop until its domination of Lebanon was complete and every dissenting voice had been silenced.

 

* * *

 

Prosser stood facing the brightly lit display window, peering at the expensive Nikons, Yashicas, Olympuses, and Canons arrayed before him. As he turned his head slowly from left to right, he scanned the deserted street out of the corner of his eye for signs of movement. Seeing none, he rounded the corner and walked at an unhurried pace toward the darkened entrance of a nearby office building. He unlocked the heavy iron-grate door and, without switching on the lights, crossed the lobby to the rear stairwell.

Something had changed. Despite the semidarkness, he could feel by the smoothness of the marble floor that it had been washed and waxed. And the usual pile of trash no longer obstructed the approach to the elevator. Most disturbing of all, a folding metal chair had been left leaning against the wall just behind the front door, where a concierge might be expected to sit. Until now the building had had no concierge.

Prosser mounted the stairway and upon reaching the fourth floor turned on the hallway lights. He stopped at the end of the corridor outside a door bearing a brass plaque labeled “Interfabrik Technical Consultants, Ltd.” and unlocked the safe house where he met agents from time to time for extended debriefings.

Until now the place had been a superb safe house. Tucked in the middle of a nondescript block off rue de Baalbek, the building stood only a block and a half from the main shopping area of rue Hamra, where nearly any Arab or Westerner of any social class could easily blend into the crowd. Moreover, since the building employed no full-time concierge, whoever had a key to the front door could enter at any time without being challenged. Now, it appeared, such privacy may have been lost.

Ulla Hamawi had found the place for him the previous fall after he dropped a hint that an American businessman was seeking an office to rent in West Beirut and would offer a sizable finder’s fee to anyone who could help him find a suitable one. After she proposed the building, Prosser informed her that the businessman had already selected a place across town in East Beirut but would make good on his promise, anyway, as he might need her for other services later. Prosser handed her an unmarked envelope with a thousand dollars from the fictitious businessman and she accepted the money without question. Now, in retrospect, Prosser realized that something about their relationship had changed that day and now he thought he understood what it was.

After locking the office door behind him he turned on the lights in the reception area. The office had been arranged exactly as he had directed. Recent newspapers and magazines had been stacked in the bookcase. Paper, pencils, and office equipment were deposited around the place in sufficient quantity to make it look occupied. He entered the kitchen and brought out a bamboo tray laden with two tumblers of ice, a bowl of pistachios, and an assortment of bottled mineral water and fruit juices.

Some fifteen minutes later, after reviewing his notes for the meeting one more time, he heard steps in the hallway, followed by a muffled knocking at the door. Through the peephole he saw Abu Ramzi, dressed in black trousers and a red batik shirt unbuttoned at the throat. The tall Palestinian twisted the ends of his dark mustache as he waited for the door to open and then followed Prosser into the inner office before either of them spoke.

“Ahlan wa sahlan, Abu Ramzi.”

“Ahlan fiik, Wally,” the agent replied. He set his zippered purse on the glass table in front of him and took a place on the sofa across from Prosser. His face was drawn, and the dark circles under his eyes gave him a menacing look.

“Are you feeling all right, Abu Ramzi? You look like you could use some rest.”

The Palestinian nodded slowly. “For the past two days I have been in Sidon receiving a shipment of weapons. By Allah, it was miserable work. We worked without a stop and filled seven large transports, not including the armored vehicles and the self-propelled artillery. We finished only this morning.”

“Do you have a list of what you received?”

He pulled an envelope from the leather pouch. “I made an extra copy of the list I prepared for Commander Abd al Rahim. The other papers inside address last week’s questions.”

“Excellent,” Prosser replied as he removed the documents, folded them and stuffed them into his pocket. “By the way, Abu Ramzi, you didn’t see anybody else in the building on your way up, did you?”

The agent hesitated.

“Well, did you? After what happened to us at the last safe house, I’d rather not take any chances being seen coming and going.”

“I did see one man,” he answered with a faint smile. “The new concierge was placing bricks in the street to prevent cars from parking outside the building’s entrance. But that is of no importance, Wally. He is just an old man.”

“Did you speak to him?”

“Only to wish him a good evening.”

“And did he ask you where you were going?”

“Of course, but I told the old fool that I was an officer of Fatah security making an investigation of the building. I am sure he will not tell anyone. He is just a simple old man from the village.”

“All right, Abu Ramzi. What’s done is done, but let’s make this a short meeting, just to be safe. The old goat might decide to call Fatah to check your story.”

The agent shrugged.

“Before we go on, I just want you to know that I heard about the explosion at the Iraqi embassy this afternoon. Our ambassador has already issued a statement condemning it, and I expect our secretary of state will do the same. Perhaps you knew some of the Iraqi officials who were killed. In any event, please accept our deepest sympathy.”

Abu Ramzi looked at the floor and did not speak for a long interval.

“Have you been there since it happened?” Prosser asked at last.

“I was there for three hours searching for survivors,” the agent replied gravely. “We found only one. He is badly burned and will probably die.”

Prosser put down his pen. “How could an explosion like that have happened in a place so well guarded, Abu Ramzi? I don’t understand how anyone could have brought in such a large quantity of explosives without the Iraqis detecting it. That embassy had the tightest security of any building in town.”

“The explosives were not concealed inside the chancery building, as some have reported. They were carried onto the compound by a truck that crashed through the embassy gate and exploded directly in front of the chancery. No one expected any attacker to be so fanatical as to blow himself up with his own bomb.”

“Do the Iraqis know yet who was behind it?”

“Can there be any doubt?” Abu Ramzi replied with barely suppressed rage. “It was the Ayatollah. But such a huge quantity of explosives could not have been smuggled into Beirut without the acquiescence of Syrians. It has already been determined that the truck passed through at least five Syrian checkpoints on its way to the Iraqi embassy without having been inspected even once.”

“Is there any other evidence linking the explosion to the Syrians?”

“The investigation has barely begun. When more evidence has been uncovered, I will inform you. Of course, it is likely that the Shiite militias also took part. Some who saw the driver of the truck before it arrived at the Iraqi embassy described him as a young man with a beard like that of a mullah.”

“Do you think Colonel Hisham might have been involved?”

The agent scratched his temple. “Possible, but unlikely,” he replied. “I saw the colonel’s cousin three days ago, and he said that until the end of last month, the colonel was in Damascus recovering from wounds he received in the Israeli air raid on Fakhani and Tariq el Jedide.”

“What has he been doing since then?”

“Nearly every day he has been traveling between his office in Shtaura and the southern suburbs of Beirut, where he has been holding secret meetings with certain Shiite political leaders. His cousin believes he is bringing special weapons and equipment from Syria to the Shiite militias, but perhaps it was explosives.”

“Was there any sign that Colonel Hisham might still be planning to assassinate an American official?” Prosser asked.

“The Syrians are not so stupid as to risk such an operation against an American. And Colonel Hisham is not one to carry out a project for which he will not be paid.”

“Tell me this, Abu Ramzi. How much do you think the Iranians might have been willing to pay to destroy the Iraqi embassy in Beirut?”

“From such an operation,” the Palestinian replied, pouring out a glass of mineral water, “I think one could become a wealthy man.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you this, Abu Ramzi, but I’ve seen some information that makes me wonder if Colonel Hisham was involved in some way in putting together that truck bomb that exploded today. Did you know that Hisham has already carried out an operation for the Syrians against Iraqi targets? According to our sources, Hisham and his friend Maarouf Zuhayri were the ones who arranged the assassination of the three Iraqi diplomats in the Hamra district a couple of months ago.”

“The ones who were shot in their car?” The agent uncrossed his legs and leaned forward.

Prosser nodded. “And a third gunned down in the street a few blocks away. The order to kill them was given by a brigadier in Syrian military intelligence. According to our information, Colonel Hisham and Zuhayri were also hired for another operation against the Iraqis and one against the Saudis as well. The new operations were said to involve explosives and were to be carried out in collaboration with one of the Shiite militias. I brought a photo of one of the assassins involved in the shootings on Hamra Street. His name and some information about him are written on a card taped to the picture.”

Abu Ramzi looked at the photo of the handsome young man in the polo shirt and slipped it into one of the compartments of his leather pocketbook.

“If you like, I have no objection to your passing the photo to your Iraqi contacts,” Prosser continued. “But be very careful in telling them how you obtained it. They should be made to believe that it came from your own sources, of course.”

“That will be easy enough,” Abu Ramzi replied. “I will say that I obtained it through one of my relatives in Damascus, as I have done before. But if you want the photograph to reach the Iraqi government, why not pass it yourself?”

“Because when it is seen as coming from the American government, such information has political side effects,” Prosser explained. “We do not want to be seen as taking the side of Iraq against Syria, or of Syria against Iraq. Believe me, if we had the means to have this man arrested, we would. We simply want to stop Colonel Hisham and his people from doing any more damage, and Iraq seems to be in the best position at the moment to do it. Will you pass it along?”

“Yes, if I can find an Iraqi official left alive in Beirut to receive it,” he responded bitterly. “What I cannot promise is that Colonel Hisham or Zuhayri or the boy in the photo will be found. In their place I would have left Beirut by now and taken shelter in Damascus.”

“Well, do what you can, Abu Ramzi. And please forget where you found the photograph, okay?”


Chapter 33

 

Saturday

The sun was well above the horizon by the time Prosser rose from bed. He showered, dressed, ate a breakfast of cold cereal, and then retired to the living room sofa to rest awhile before setting about his weekend chores. Five pages into Graham Greene’s The Confidential Agent, he put the book aside and closed his eyes for acatnap .

About the same time, a blue Volvo station wagon slowly turned the corner in front of the Hala Building and pulled to a leisurely stop where a barrier of concrete-filled oil drums blocked access to the segment of rue Californie that passed behind the Saudi embassy compound. The Volvo’s driver, an attractive European woman in her late thirties with tawny hair worn tightly wound at the back of her neck, stared at the barricade as if surprised to find it blocking her path.

Catching sight of the Lebanese gendarmerie’s truck-mounted machine gun parked in the shade of the Saudi compound’s north wall, she realized that the roadblock could not be circumvented and began backing away toward the curb in an effort to make a three-point turn and return the way she had come. But her progress was slow, because each time someone entered or departed the Hala Building, she paused to look.

Perhaps because it was a Saturday, no concierge or Red Fursan bodyguard was on hand to notice her and direct her to move on. While making her second attempt to turn the Volvo around, she caught a glimpse of a white Mercedes sedan approaching from rue Maislin. A slender youth in blue jeans and a pale yellow polo shirt jumped out and strode purposefully into the lobby carrying a Kalashnikov automatic rifle at his side while the driver of the Mercedes backed the car into position just outside the parking lot gate. Meanwhile, the Lebanese gendarme manning the truck-mounted machine gun took another puff from his cigarette and continued to leaf through his morning tabloid.

Prosser was aroused from his nap by the nagging ring of his doorbell. Although he expected no visitors that morning, it was more out of curiosity than suspicion that he looked out the peephole and caught a split-second glimpse of Rami, the rejected visa applicant whose bandaged face still bore cuts and bruises inflicted by the Fursan bodyguards three days before.

The youth stood just far enough away from the door for Prosser to see the buttstock of the rifle held to his shoulder. Instantly Prosser flung himself aside into the tiny alcove off the vestibule.

Perhaps the assassin’s attention had momentarily strayed, or perhaps he had hesitated when he saw his victim’s face blocking the peephole. Whatever the reason, the delay was sufficient for Prosser to evade the first bullets as they blasted through the flimsy plywood door.

Not until he reached into the closet for a pistol did he realize that blood was dripping from his left arm and saw that the bullet had entered his left forearm and blasted a jagged hole on its way out.

Expecting the pain to break through at any moment, he drew the injured forearm across his stomach while reaching into the closet for the .45-caliber autoloader that he kept hidden on a high closet shelf. It was cocked with a round in the chamber—one hand would be enough to fire. He thumbed the safety down and fired three pairs of shots through the door—left, right, and center. Then he ejected the magazine with his thumb and tucked the pistol under his left armpit while his good hand searched the shelf for a fresh magazine. A moment later he found one and inserted it into the weapon.

Hearing nothing more from the stairwell for ten seconds or more, Prosser stretched himself out on the polished stone floor and slid on his back across the floor to the opposite side of the doorway. Once across, he stood to the left of the door and gave it a sharp kick. The youth responded with another burst of gunfire. The reports from the rifle seemed deafening, but above the din Prosser heard the tinkling of shattered glass as bullets ricocheted into lamps and mirrors and a pair of ceramic bowls.

Prosser responded with three more pairs of gunshots fired through the door at hip level. Then he heard a woman’s scream from the apartment across the hall. Through her hysterical shrieking he made out the clatter of feet retreating down the stairs. After tucking the pistol in his belt, he grabbed a third magazine from the closet shelf,and inserted it clumsily into the weapon.

Then he set off toward the rear bedroom, his wounded arm leaving a gruesome trail of blood, and took up a kneeling position behind the balcony railing, with the elbow of his shooting arm supported by his right knee. Once in position, he peered down over the edge and waited for Rami to come into view.

Although Prosser knew from his shallow breathing and the chills and nausea sweeping over him that he was slipping into a state of shock, the crippling pain he feared had not yet taken hold. If only he could keep it under control until Rami came out into the open, he would deal with his loss of blood later.

Prosser lined up his sights with the spot on the ground where he expected Rami to emerge from the doorway and counted: “One, two, three...” Just short of eight, Rami came out with the Kalashnikov held across his waist.

“Yaa, Rami!” Prosser called out.

The Palestinian stopped, wheeled around, and raised his rifle.

Prosser held the gunsight pattern lined up just below Rami’s ribcage and squeezed the trigger. The instant he fired, a spray of bullets from the assault rifle shattered the glass of the French door behind him, throwing off his aim. He leveled the pistol again as Rami ducked between parked cars to reach the waiting Mercedes.

Suddenly Prosser felt lightheaded and his rapid breathing disrupted his aim, but he was determined that his next shot would reach its target. He wondered for a moment whether the hollow-point slug would knock the youth down or possibly spin him around in a way that would prevent a follow-up shot but decided it didn’t matter so long as the first shot hit home.

He fired as Rami broke cover and, seeing no immediate result from the shot, glanced toward the Mercedes in time to see its driver, Maarouf Zuhayri, take aim at him with a German G-3 assault rifle. Prosser hit the deck a fraction of a second before the three-round burst exploded through a decorative glass panel on his left. The pain of falling on his wounded arm was nearly unbearable.

He rolled over onto his belly to take aim one more time, but before he could line up either of the two gunmen in his sights, he saw Rami knocked off his feet as if by an uppercut to the chin. The youth’s limbs jerked and twitched in midair like a scarecrow and then crumpled to the pavement a few paces short of the Mercedes’s open passenger door.

Only then did Prosser catch sight of the truck-mounted heavy machine gun parked behind the Saudi embassy, its barrel pointed at Rami’s inert body. On seeing what had happened, he turned again to see Zuhayri, who had by now tossed his weapon into the sedan, hopped into the driver’s seat and closed the door to make good his escape.

The Lebanese gendarme, a cigarette still dangling from the corner of his mouth, quickly swung the barrel of the heavy weapon around to track the Mercedes but waited too long to fire. All but one of his shots missed the fleeing sedan.

Prosser held his breath; ten meters more and Zuhayri would be out of the gendarme’s line of fire. He tossed off three more pistol shots at the Mercedes but none hit home.

At that moment he spotted Ulla Hamawi in her blue Volvo station wagon and recognized the driver of the waiting Mercedes as Maarouf Zuhayri. To Prosser’s surprise, it appeared that Zuhayri had not noticed her. But having seen Zuhayri fire on Prosser and attempt to drive away, Ulla threw the Volvo into gear and gunned it forward to block Zuhayri’s exit. The Mercedes screeched to a halt just short of colliding with her, and Zuhayri’s jaw dropped when he saw Ulla’s face staring grimly back at him through the windshield.

“Out of my way!” he raged, desperate to flee. He pounded the car’s horn as if to blast her out of his path.

Ulla switched off the ignition, locked the car doors and close the windows, and ducked as Zuhayri emerged from the Mercedes with his rifle leveled at her.

Meanwhile, the gendarme behind the truck-mounted machine gun held his fire.

“Please, Ulla, don’t make me shoot you!” Zuhayri shouted frantically as he pressed the rifle’s muzzle against the driver’s window. “Move your car!”

She climbed over the front seat onto the station wagon’s rear seat, and Zuhayri responded by blasting a gaping hole in the driver’s side window. He reached through the opening to unlock the door and climbed into the driver’s seat, only to find that Ulla had removed the key.

“Give me the bloody key!” he screamed at her. “Give it to me, or I’ll kill you!”

“Burn in hell!” she spat and clambered out the tailgate.

Zuhayri jumped out of the Volvo, raised the rifle to his shoulder, and took careful aim at Ulla as she fled toward the Hala Building’s entrance.

But he was too late. She tripped on the curb and fell sprawling toward the door. The shot went high, and before he could correct his aim, she crawled on her hands and knees around the corner to safety.

“Whore!” Zuyahyri shouted in Arabic. Then he ran back to the Mercedes, tossed the rifle onto the front seat, and put the car in gear. With a resourcefulness born of desperation, he slammed the heavy sedan into the rear end of the station wagon and spun it around until it was nearly out of his way. In a moment his path would be clear.

But Zuhayri had not reckoned with the Lebanese gendarme, who determined that his line of fire to the Mercedes was blocked only so long as the Mercedes remained behind the Volvo. The gunner lined up his sights with a spot two meters to the left of the Volvo and, when the Mercedes passed through the kill zone, raked it with a dozen armor-piercing rounds that blasted holes the size of silver dollars in its chassis. One of the shots took Zuhayri’s head off, and another set the fuel reservoir ablaze.

Prosser saw the Mercedes burst into flames but did not remain on the balcony to watch what followed. His arm was throbbing, his vision blurred, and nausea broke over him in waves. He shuffled back into the bedroom. Dropping the pistol on the bed, he sat staring at the trail of blood he had made across the tile floor. His fingers fumbled with the phone as he picked up the receiver and dialed.

“Harry?”

“Is that you, Con?”

“Can you get over here right away? I need help…fast.”

“You sound awful. Are you okay, pal?”

“I think so, but I’ve lost some blood. Get over here now, will you?”

“I’ll be right there; hang on, tiger.”

Prosser raised himself on wobbly knees and staggered to the closet to hide his pistol under a stack of shirts, then shuffled off to the living room to unlock the deadbolt. No sooner was it undone than the door swung open.

Prosser stepped back in alarm, fearing that a third assassin had concealed himself in the stairwell. At that moment Ulla stepped forward and caught him around the waist to guide him to the sofa. With the skill of someone who had done it before, she stripped the belt from his trousers and formed a tourniquet above the elbow of his injured arm. Then she laid the bloodied limb gently across his lap.

He opened his mouth to thank her, but in the same moment a fresh wave of nausea swept over him and everything faded from view.


Chapter 34

 

Wednesday

The liquor kiosks at the end of rue Venus were the only man-made structures amid the stones and stubble east of Raouché and the coastal road. They were constructed of nothing more than a few sheets of corrugated aluminum weighed down with cinder blocks, but they were thriving businesses, selling smuggled wines and spirits at lower prices than any supermarket or specialty store in West Beirut. In the gathering darkness of evening, Prosser surveyed the vast array of Scotch whiskeys, champagnes, cognacs, and cordials spread out before him and leaned forward to inspect their labels under the dim light of a hanging sixty-watt bulb.

After a moment’s deliberation, he selected a fifth of Remy Martin and another of Glenlivet and paid his cash to the proprietor, a gray-bearded, pot-bellied Armenian of around fifty in a faded brown field jacket. The Armenian accepted the money without comment and stuffed each of the bottles into a plastic grocery sack. Satisfied with his purchase, Prosser set off down rue Salaheddine Ayoubi toward the neon lights of Raouché’s nightlife district.

He had covered little more than a hundred meters before a late-model BMW pulled up beside him. The window was open, and through it he saw that the driver wore green-and-maroon camouflage fatigues. The electric door lock made a loud click as the front passenger door swung open from inside.

“Salaam alaikum, Wally, my friend,” Abu Ramzi greeted him with a broad grin. Prosser took his seat and closed the door behind him.

“Praise Allah for your safety,” Abu Ramzi went on. “I was not certain you would be able to come so soon after your injury.” He nodded toward the plaster cast that encased Prosser’s arm from wrist to elbow.

“Thank you, Abu Ramzi,” Prosser replied. “But how did you know that I was wounded?”

“I knew it the day it happened. At a meeting of the Higher Security Committee it was reported that someone had tried to assassinate an American diplomat. I did not know the name, of course, but I had an idea it might be you.”

“I would not have expected the committee to take an interest in me,” Prosser observed with a smile. “Were they disappointed that the attempt failed?”

“No, no, no, you misjudge us, Wally. On the contrary, we were furious that someone had violated the standing orders against harming Western diplomats. I was with Abu al Hul of Fatah Central Security when he telephoned the chief of Syrian military intelligence in Shtaura to demand an investigation. He spoke very roughly and refused to accept any of the Syrian brigadier’s assurances that the assassins were not under direction from of Damascus. He warned that Syrian leaders should not delude themselves into thinking that the Palestinian Resistance would ever accept blame for the murder of a Western official.”

“Are you saying that Abu al Hul believes Syria was behind the attempt to kill me?”

“I do not know what Abu al Hul believes. Like Chairman Arafat, his private opinions and what he says in public are often not the same. But most of us on the committee believe that in this instance the Syrians were not responsible. Based on all the available evidence, the shooting appears to have been an error—a case of mistaken identity.

“As it happened, a few days before he appeared at your door, the assassin was seen acting suspiciously outside your apartment building, which also contains the apartment of Commander Nasib al Khatib of the Red Fursan. Nasib’s bodyguards questioned the boy, beat him, and sent him away. Then he returned at a time when he knew the bodyguards would be away. No doubt his intention all along was to kill Nasib, but his mistake was that he went to the wrong apartment. Nasib’s apartment is on the same floor as yours, is it not?”

“Yes, but in the opposite wing of the building. Your explanation also does not explain why Maarouf Zuhayri was there. Why would Zuhayri want to kill the leader of the Fursan?”

The Palestinian shrugged. “That is something we have not determined yet. But Commander Nasib has many enemies; perhaps Zuhayri was among them.”

“Does anyone else on the committee know about Zuhayri’s relationship to Colonel Hisham or about Hisham’s threat to assassinate an American earlier this summer?”

“Tsk,” Abu Ramzi replied peremptorily, raising his chin slightly and narrowing his eyes. “Even Hisham himself denies having intended such an operation.”

Prosser’s eyes narrowed in astonishment. “How would you know...”

“Because he is in our hands,” Abu Ramzi announced with pride. “Immediately after our meeting on Friday evening, I returned to my office and found an Iraqi security man there who had escaped the bombing of his embassy. I told him what you had told me—about how Hisham and Zuhayri were the ones who assassinated the three Iraqi diplomats—and he remembered that Hisham was one of those under suspicion of other acts against Iraq. So he placed the home of Hisham’s sister under observation. Praise Allah, Wally, for on Saturday morning Iraqi security men captured Hisham while he was preparing to depart for Damascus. They are holding him now at a secret place outside of Sidon.”

The American reached out and nearly pulled Abu Ramzi’s hand off the steering wheel in his eagerness to shake it. The BMW veered momentarily toward the barren median strip of the Corniche road.

“That’s excellent!” Prosser exclaimed as the Palestinian brought the car back under control. “Has he talked?”

“Yes, though most of what he has said has been a web of lies. At first he admitted nothing at all, insisting that for the past year he has done no more than help Maarouf Zuhayri recruit skilled Lebanese and Palestinian laborers for employment in the Gulf. After a night spent under interrogation, however, he admitted to smuggling car bombs into both East and West Beirut for Syrian military intelligence.

“By this morning he also seemed ready to concede that he and Zuhayri played at least an indirect role in murdering the three Iraqi diplomats. He continues to deny that he constructed the device used in the bombing of the Iraqi embassy, but that is to be expected. Confessing to the other crimes does not necessarily seal his fate. But should he admit to a crime as enormous as the embassy bombing, Wally, he knows he would never be allowed the privilege of a quick and merciful death.”

“What about his relationship with Zuhayri and the attempts to have me killed?”

Abu Ramzi gave Prosser a quizzical look. “There was more than one attempt?”

“Last Thursday morning three men in a Peugeot tried to gun me down on rue Henry Ford. And the night before, somebody took a few shots at my car from a flying roadblock on rue Bliss just below the lighthouse. It may have been just an attempted robbery, but I didn’t stay around long enough to find out.”

“Hisham spoke only about the shooting on Saturday.”

“What did he say about?” Prosser pressed. “Did he reveal why I was selected as a target?”

“He has spoken of this more than once. But none of us has found it very convincing, as he insists upon shifting all responsibility onto Zuhayri.

“His claim is that Zuhayri asked him as a favor several months ago to have a certain American diplomat placed under surveillance. The reason, he said, was that Zuhayri suspected that a certain foreign woman after whom he lusted had taken the diplomat as her lover.

“What?” Prosser protested, before thinking better of it and allowing Abu Ramzi to continue.

“Hisham said he assigned one of his young recruits, a university student, to follow the American. But the student never saw the woman anywhere near the American or his apartment, and after some time the observation was dropped.

“Hisham thought nothing more about the request from Zuhayri until a few days later, when the cadres he was using to smuggle his car bombs into East Beirut were arrested by Phalange security men. Upon being told that certain Phalangist officials boasted privately that the Americans had given them the smugglers’ names, Hisham became enraged and ordered the student to renew his surveillance of the American diplomat, this time with the aim of assassinating him.

“When Hisham’s sponsors in Syrian military intelligence learned of the plan, they ordered him to abandon it and prohibited him from carrying out any operation against an American target without express permission from Damascus. So Hisham claims that he put the American out of his mind for a second time and did not think of him again until he heard that his young recruit had been killed along with Zuhayri in a failed attempt on the same American’s life. He swears on the head of his father that he knew nothing of Zuhayri’s intentions to kill the American and that Zuhayri and the student acted alone.”

“But how could Zuhayri have used the student unless the colonel knew of it and approved it?”

“He contends Zuhayri must have recontacted the student later for his own purposes and that the youth could not resist the promise of easy money. The claim is a credible one, I think.”

“It still doesn’t make sense to me, Abu Ramzi. If Zuhayri’s only motive was jealousy over a woman, I can’t see why he went to such lengths over it. I know the woman he’s talking about, and we’ve hardly spoken to each other in months.”

“As I said before, Wally, most of what Hisham has told us is a carefully crafted lie designed to preserve his life—or at least to secure a merciful death. He is almost certainly concealing his true role in destroying the Iraqi embassy, and he’s probably lying about his role in the attacks against you as well. But the truth is something we may never know, because Hisham’s interrogation will probably not last much longer. A day, perhaps two. Then he will be sent to Baghdad and that will be the end of it.”

Abu Ramzi made a U-turn opposite the padlocked entrance to the Riviera Beach Club and headed west again along the Corniche. The espresso vendors had already packed up for the night, and no pedestrians were left along the seaside promenade except for a trio of schoolboys who sat on the curb sharing a bag of pistachios and letting the empty shells pile up at their feet. The BMW continued around the bend past the Red Fursan encampment and the Bain Militaire. Then it began the ascent back to the neon lights of Raouché.

“Tell me, Abu Ramzi,” Prosser asked, breaking the momentary silence. “If Colonel Hisham is indeed lying and it really was he and not Zuhayri who sent the student to kill me, what are the chances of the Syrians sending another assassin after me now that the colonel is gone?”

Abu Ramzi shrugged. “Unlikely,” he replied. “That is, unless the Syrians require another American target in the future and you are still available.”

“Well, I may not be available much longer, my friend.”

Abu Ramzi’s face took on a puzzled expression. “Is this by your own choice?” he asked. “Or that of your government?”

Prosser shrugged. “If I had a choice, I would probably stay. But it’s no longer up to me. The way Washington sees it, American diplomats are not supposed to carry weapons and get involved in gunfights. Especially diplomats who are expected to stay in the background and move about without being noticed. Tell me honestly, Abu Ramzi, now that everybody on the Higher Security Committee knows my name, why would you want to risk having one of the other members see us together?”

Abu Ramzi gave a confident laugh. “Believe me, Wally, by this time next week not a single one of them will remember you. There are a dozen assassinations every week in our sector alone, and foreign diplomats come and go too quickly for any of us to remember them. Do not concern yourself over it.”

“I’d like to think you’re right, Abu Ramzi, but I don’t think my superiors are willing to take that chance. Tomorrow I fly back to America to report what happened. In a few days they’ll decide whether I will come back or not. If I don’t, they will send another officer to meet you in my place three weeks from tonight.”

There was a pause while the BMW peeled off to the left and started up the steep hill of rue Kuwait.

“And if I refuse to meet anyone other than you?” the agent asked after a long silence.

Prosser rested his injured left hand on Abu Ramzi’s shoulder. “I’m flattered that you think so highly of me, Abu Ramzi, but it wouldn’t work. Besides, I’m sure that anyone they send to replace me will be a fine, experienced officer. You’ll have no problems with him.”

Prosser removed his hand and looked out over the bluff toward the moonlit Mediterranean, as if watching a distant ship at sea. At last he brought a folded envelope out of his trouser pocket.

“I brought you the next two months’ salary in case there is a delay before your next meeting with us. If so, the alternate meeting times will be on the second Friday of every month, at the same time and place as before.”

He left the envelope on the dashboard and Abu Ramzi pocketed the banknotes without counting them. He signed the handwritten receipt and handed it over.

Prosser picked up the empty envelope, folded it in half, and stuffed it in his back pocket. “Have you brought any documents tonight?” he asked without enthusiasm.

The Arab officer pulled out a folded wad of onionskin paper from the glove compartment.

“Whatever happens,” Prosser continued, slipping the paper into the pocket from which the money had come, “you’ll know the answer at the next scheduled meeting, three weeks from tonight. Either I’ll be back, or you’ll be working with someone else.”

“And am I to deal with him in every respect just as I deal with you?” Abu Ramzi asked hesitantly.

“Hold nothing back. There is no difference between us.” Prosser turned to face the Palestinian and lowered his voice. “Except for one thing: I’d be grateful if you didn’t mention the photo I gave you or what I told you about Colonel Hisham and the Iraqi diplomats.”

Abu Ramzi stopped the BMW under a broken streetlamp on rue Bahrain, fifty meters from the Hotel Mediterranée. Both men sat in silence, neither of them pleased at the prospect of parting. Suddenly the two turned at once and embraced, kissing each other on both cheeks in farewell.

“May Allah protect you,” Prosser offered, grasping Abu Ramzi’s hand tightly in a final handshake.

“Ma’assalama,” the Arab man replied. But before releasing his grip, he took the maroon beret with its silver eagle pin from the dashboard and thrust it into Prosser’s hand. The American accepted it with a look of surprise, tucked it into his waistband as he stepped from the car, and disappeared back down the hill carrying his sacks of liquor.

 

* * *

 

Prosser’s taxi pulled into the parking lot of the Hala Building and barely made it through the gate before an olive Range Rover with darkened headlights cut in front of it. A second Range Rover blocked it from behind. Prosser heard car doors slamming and the clatter of boots as four maroon-uniformed Fursan militiamen surrounded the car. He thought of his handwritten notes, of Abu Ramzi’s Arabic reports, and of the maroon beret with the silver eagle. Realizing that there was no escape, his heart sank to the pit of his stomach. Anticipating the inevitable order to get out of the car, he raised his hands over his head and waited for the gunmen to approach. The driver did the same.

A familiar face with a bushy mustache and a deeply receding hairline peered through the rolled-down window, and Prosser recognized it as the face of Commander Nasib’s chief driver, the one who had seized Rami from the parked Volvo barely a week before and presided over his beating.

“Masaa’ al khair, Mr. Cone-rod,” the portly Fursan called out in an uncharacteristically friendly voice. “We have been waiting for you. Please to come.”

“What do you want from me?” Prosser replied warily.

The driver opened the door and slung his Kalashnikov over his shoulder. The three others did likewise, as if on cue.

“Please to come,” the Fursan repeated, beckoning him to approach the first Rover.

As they neared it, one of the gunmen swung the tailgate open while the others stood by. At that moment Prosser had a flashback of an elderly Lebanese man in his pajamas being forced into the trunk of a car in front of the Cinema Colisée. He recalled the two women who screamed and ran after the car and wondered if anyone would see or hear him when he was taken away.

He stood stiffly, waiting for a poking of the rifle muzzle in the small of his back, when the chief driver reached into the cargo area and brought out a plastic shopping bag that sagged and stretched from its heavy load. Still grinning, the Fursan held the sack out to him at arm’s length.

“For you. Cadeau—gift,” he explained. “For you. From our leader, Commander Nasib.”

Peering into the bag, he recognized the silver-blue label of a five-hundred-gram tin of Russian beluga caviar alongside a magnum of Louis Roederer Cristal champagne.

“The commander thanks you for stopping the attack against him on Saturday, and he wishes that your wounds will heal quickly. From that day, he says, you are one of us: a Red Fursan.”

Prosser grinned at the driver, then at the other Fursan fighters smiling back at him, and suppressed the urge to laugh. “Such an honor is out of proportion to the small service I did for Commander Nasib. Give the commander my thanks, and tell him I hope to call on him in person when I return from holiday in a few weeks.”

The driver beamed with satisfaction at Prosser’s unexpected fluency in Arabic. “Please, please,” he replied, ushering the American toward the lobby of the Hala Building.

“Thank you, but I’m a bit concerned about my taxi driver,” Prosser answered in Arabic, resisting the gentle tugs at his sleeve. “I haven’t paid him for the ride.”

The chief driver barked out an order in Syrian dialect, and two of the Fursan militiamen climbed back into the pair of Range Rovers to clear the way for the embassy driver to leave. A third, a swarthy fellow of about twenty-five with the upper body of a gymnast, retrieved Prosser’s bottles of liquor from the backseat of the taxi, paid the driver and followed Prosser into the lobby. He waited outside the steel door while the American entered the stairwell.

“Thanks, but I’ll carry the bottles the rest of the way,” he told the obliging Fursan as he pressed the elevator call button.

The militiaman handed over the parcels, saluted, and closed the massive door behind him. The hardened steel clanged shut with a finality that made Prosser wonder whether he would ever pass this way again. In the morning he would be on his way back to Washington, and if his tour of duty were curtailed, the officer sent to replace him would take over his office, apartment, his string of agents and even many of his social contacts. The station, the embassy, the fighting and ordinary life in the city would go on as if he had never been there.


 

Chapter 35

 

Prosser awoke from a restless sleep to the muffled bursts of underwater explosions not far offshore. His mouth was parched, and his head ached from the painkillers and whiskey he had taken the night before. And the moment he felt the weight of the white plaster cast on his arm, a throbbing pain took hold of him. Then the fog lifted from his brain and he realized the telephone was ringing.

He swung his feet to the floor and sat up on the sofa, where he had spent the night in a T-shirt and boxer shorts. A moist breeze wafted in through the open French doors separating the living room from the terrace. Outside he could see the street vendors setting up their espresso machines and citrus presses at the backs of decrepit vans parked along the Corniche. Though the sun was barely above the horizon, its rays felt warm and soothing against his skin.

He drew a deep breath and walked across the room to the telephone. It was the concierge, Abu Ali.

“Siidi, forgive me for disturbing you so early, but a woman is here and insists on speaking with you.”

Prosser looked at his watch. “By Allah, Abu Ali, it’s barely seven o’clock. Ask her to come back at nine or, better, at ten.”

“She says it’s important, siidi. She needs to see you now,” the concierge replied.

“All right, then, put her on the line.”

He recognized Rima’s voice immediately, and it did not take long for his head to clear.

Rima’s voice was cool and unrevealing. “I heard you are leaving today. I would like to see you.”

“All right,” he replied calmly, the wheels spinning rapidly inside his brain. “Would you like to come up, or shall I come down?”

“Actually I had not intended to come here. I tried to phone you but no one answered.”

“Sorry, Rima, but the pain killers—”

“If you don’t mind,” she interrupted, “I would prefer not to meet here. Could you come to the end of rue Henry Ford, by the Corniche, at half past seven? I must cross to the East Side soon after. We can take espresso from one of the street vendors.”

“Certainly. At seven thirty I’ll be at the corner of rue Henry Ford and the Corniche.”

Prosser washed, dressed, and rode the elevator to the lobby. The walk past the Saudi embassy, down the stone stairs, and along rue Henry Ford to the Corniche was a short one, but to check for surveillance he took a roundabout route via rue Bliss.

Along the way his mind raced in an attempt to uncover Rima’s motives for asking to meet him. She had ample reason to hate him and had confessed to working for Colonel Hisham. She had even been implicated in the murder of a British journalist. From her words and her tone of voice, it did not seem that she had come to do him any harm, but might she be leading him into some sort of a trap? He stopped to look into a shop window and saw no one on the street in either direction.

Perhaps he had misjudged her. He had reviewed the facts again and again and still could not find clear evidence that she had betrayed him. Even in approaching Colonel Hisham, her motive had apparently been to protect her brother. In the moments before they had seen Husayn’s body dragged through the streets of Fakhani, she had been trying to say that she had never reported against him. In all the time he had known her, Rima had been loyal to him and had consistently shown more character than most of the people he had met in Beirut, including most of his fellow Americans. He felt like a fool and a cad for the way he had treated her, behaving as if all she was suitable for was a temporary fling with the added roles of social broker, language tutor, and tourist guide.

When he reached the Corniche he spotted a Peugeot approaching from the direction of the Bain Militaire and the Fursan encampment. The car pulled up to the curb and Rima opened the passenger door. Prosser hopped in.

“You are surprised to see me?” she asked as the Peugeot pulled forward.

“Of course I am,” he replied warily. “After the way we parted, I doubted I would ever see you again. Rima, there are a few things I’ve wanted to...”

She shook her head gently, her eyes half closed, as if to cut off whatever he was going to say. “Please, batta, do not say it. That is not why I came.”

Rima shifted into third gear as she passed the PSP military compound. Prosser noticed that she was without her usual lipstick and eye makeup, and though her hair was tied behind her head with a bright blue ribbon, it seemed dull and disheveled.

“I might not have come at all, except that I had to know...” At this she bit her lower lip and gripped the steering wheel more tightly. She began to speak again, at first barely audibly, as if to herself, then with a calm voice, devoid of emotion.

“Do you think I am so simple-minded not to know why you took an interest in me? It is no secret that you are a spy, batta. I knew it from the day I met you. Everyone knows. My friends warned me that your interest in me would last only as long as I was useful to you in meeting new people. But that did not matter to me. Life in Beirut is uncertain, and when I was with you, I felt I lived more fully than I had for a long time.

“But why did you have to use Husayn? He was so naïve; he had no defenses against someone like you. If you had stayed away from him, I might have kept him away from Hisham and the others. I saw you with him the night we were at the Hamra Cellar. While I was dancing I watched the two of you talking seriously. After you drove me home, I phoned Husayn to ask what you had told him, but he refused to discuss it. He said he had to rise early the next day and would call me when he returned.”

She leaned forward, and in her eyes there was a grim resolve. “Why did Husayn go to see Hisham? Was it his own idea, or did you push him?”

“If you’re so certain I’m a spy,” Prosser replied evenly, “then you ought to appreciate that whatever Husayn and I discussed was confidential between us. I promised not to tell anyone, not even you.”

“But Husayn is dead!” Rima exclaimed. “What does it matter now what you told him or what you or he promised? It matters only to me and to my mother and to our family. Husayn came back to Lebanon only because he felt responsible for us. We loved him, and if you had never met him, I believe he would still be alive.”

Prosser gazed out the window at the red-tiled roofs of the American University campus in the distance overlooking the Corniche. “It was Husayn’s idea to go,” he replied. “Nothing I could have said would have stopped him.” He paused, and when Rima remained silent he went on. “He thought he had some kind of influence over Colonel Hisham that would help him collect the debt from Zuhayri. I told him he was crazy, but his mind was made up.”

“Then it was Hisham who killed my brother?” she asked.

“Hisham or the Syrians. Or Fatah, perhaps. I don’t think we’ll ever know.”

“We may not,” she replied. “And I accept that Husayn is responsible for his own actions. But you, too, must accept some responsibility. Were it not for you, I believe, my brother might not have gone to see Hisham.”

Prosser let out a deep breath. “Maybe he wouldn’t,” he answered. “And that will always be a burden on my conscience. But you must believe me, Rima, I don’t relish reaching into someone’s life to persuade him to do things that might get him hurt or killed. I know you think that’s what I’m paid to do, but deep down I’ve never accepted that. If that’s what’s really required of me, my heart is not in it. Maybe I picked the wrong profession...”

“I sensed it from the beginning, batta. I could never understand how someone like you could be a spy. But then when I saw how you seduced Husayn to work for you…”

“Rima, please...”

She waved away his objection, but to his surprise he no longer saw anger in her eyes.

“Never mind, batta. It is in the past now. What you did or did not do with Husayn no longer matters. Husayn is gone.”

She looked at him but did not appear to seek an answer. At that moment the Peugeot approached the outermost checkpoint of the American embassy. Rima swung a wide left turn around the median strip and headed west again.

“What will you do now?” Prosser asked.

“I must now make my own choices, as Husayn did. But you see, my brother always had goals and ideals to lead him. He believed in an independent Lebanon where people lived in freedom and settled their differences peacefully. I lost such ideals years ago. Since then I have lived only for the present.

“Now I understand that I, too, need ideals and principles just as much as Husayn did. And not just for me, but for the sake of those who have died for those ideals and for the sake of those who will come after us. Like those dirty children we saw robbing the car in Shiyah and the boy who sold you the prickly pears. How will things be different for them unless we change them?”

“Just what sort of action do you have in mind?” Prosser asked.

“I mean to do what Husayn agreed to do. To spy for the Americans.”

Prosser drew a sharp breath. “Pull over, right here.”

The Peugeot stopped and Rima turned off the ignition.

“Okay, now you’ve got me completely confused,” Prosser admitted. “What could you possibly hope to accomplish by working for American intelligence? What kind of information would you report?”

“I would gather information about people like Colonel Hisham and Maarouf Zuhayri and those who conspire with the Syrians to keep Lebanon enslaved…”

“Zuhayri is dead and Hisham…Hisham appears to have gone missing. So who else do you know well enough to report on?”

“I know many officers in the Lebanese and Palestinian militias. Some were friends of Husayn. But I have met others on my own. You might be surprised how many, batta.”

“Spying isn’t what you think it is, Rima. Besides, have you considered what could happen to you if those people even suspected you of being a spy?”

“Enough, Conrad—I have come to ask for your help. Will you give it or not?”

Prosser met Rima’s gaze head-on and then hesitated before speaking. “Rima, I’m leaving for Washington tomorrow. I may not be coming back. You were supposed to be leaving for Lyon this week. Have you given up returning to finish your thesis?”

“I can delay returning. What I ask of you is more important.”

“And exactly what are you asking? What would be the next step?”

She handed him a folded sheet of note paper. He opened it. It was a handwritten résumé. It included her full name, date and place of birth, university degrees, and her addresses and phone numbers in Beirut, Lyon, and Tripoli. “If you depart today, then I ask that you present my application to your superiors before you leave,” she said.

Rima’s gaze was fixed upon him and he found it momentarily difficult to think. He looked out across the Corniche into the sun rising over the Mediterranean and then turned to face her.

“All right,” he responded briskly, folding the notepaper twice and slipping it into his shirt pocket. “I’ll do what I can. But here’s what I want from you. Look, it’s too dangerous for any of our people based in Beirut to be seen with you right now. What I want you to do is go back to Lyon and wait for contact there. It may take a few weeks for the wheels of bureaucracy to turn, so you might as well get going on that thesis of yours while you’re waiting for someone to approach you. Besides, that doctorat may be useful later. When you’re contacted, you’ll know it’s one of us if he asks you where he can buy some fresh prickly pears.”

Prosser saw a smile of gratitude creep across Rima’s face.

“D’accord,” she replied and turned on the ignition.

“Ma’assalama, Rima. Au revoir.”

She gave Prosser a peck on the cheek, but it was clear she did not intend for him to return it.

He stepped out of the car and onto the street, and by the time he reached the opposite side, the Peugeot was no longer in sight.

As he mounted the curb, Prosser heard a muffled explosion offshore and spotted a black inflatable dinghy about two hundred meters offshore. It was those annoying dynamite fishermen again, landing their daily catch by tossing bundles of dynamite sticks over the side and killing a dozen fish for every one that they sold to the open-air restaurants of Raouché, Ramlet el Baida, and Jnah.

And now he understood that he was one of them.

Prosser stopped at the first espresso wagon and gulped the bitter brew as he watched the dinghy race toward the circle of dead fish. When he had finished the coffee, he tossed the cup away and drew Rima’s sheet of note paper out of his pocket.

Slowly at first, and then with growing assurance, he ripped the paper into small pieces and tossed them over the rail like confetti into the surging waters below.
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