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Our struggle has barely begun. The worst is yet to come. And it is right for Europe and America to be warned now that there will be no peace…. The prospect of triggering a third world war doesn’t bother us. The world has been using us and has forgotten us. It is time they realized we exist. Whatever the price, we will continue the struggle. Without our consent, the other Arabs can do nothing. And we will never agree to a peaceful settlement. We are the joker in the pack.


—Dr. George Habash,


Leader, The Popular Front


for the Liberation of


Palestine (PFLP)


 


 


We Jews just refuse to disappear. No matter how strong, brutal, and ruthless the forces against us may be—here we are. Millions of bodies broken, buried alive, burned to death, but never has anyone been able to succeed in breaking the spirit of the Jewish people.


—Golda Meir


Brussels, February 19, 1976


The Brussels II Conference


on the Plight of Soviet Jewry  


 


 


 




 


 


FRANCE: ST. NAZAIRE


Nuri Salameh, apprentice electrician, patted the oversized pockets of his white coveralls again. He stood, slightly bowed, in the middle of the huge Aérospatiale plant, unsure of his next step. Around him, other immigrant French-speaking Algerians seemed to move with an unreal balletlike slowness as they marked time in anticipation of the bell that would signal the end of their work shift.


The late afternoon sun streamed in dusty, moted shafts through the six-story-high windows and suffused the badly heated plant with a warm golden glow that contrasted with Salameh’s breath fog.


Outside the plant, the airport lights were coming on. A flight of metallic blue Mirages floated over the airfield in a V-formation. Buses began lining up to take the Aérospatiale workers to their homes in St. Nazaire.


Inside the plant, additional rows of fluorescent lights flickered on, momentarily startling the Algerian. Salameh looked around quickly. At least one other countryman avoided  his darting eyes. Salameh knew that his fate was no longer in his own hands nor, he suspected, in the hands of Allah.


With the Arab’s ancient character flaw, he soared on the wings of hope and rose from the depths of despair to the most dangerous peaks of overconfidence. He began walking briskly across the concrete floor.


In front of him, the huge Concorde sat on metal scaffolding. Forming jigs, to guide the assemblers, arched over, under and around the fuselage and wings. Much of the aircraft’s skin was missing and workers were crawling over the long body, like ants crawling over the half-eaten carcass of a giant dragonfly.


Salameh climbed the stairs to the top platform of the scaffolding and crawled onto the forming jig that ran along the base of the twelve-meter-high tail. On one of the unpainted aluminum tail plates was stenciled the production number, 4X-LPN.


Salameh looked at his watch. Ten minutes until the end of the shift. He had to do it now, before the night riveters closed the tail section. He grabbed a clipboard hanging from the jig and scanned it quickly. He looked back down over his shoulder. Below, an Algerian looked up as he swept metal filings from the floor, then turned away.


Salameh felt the sweat form on his face, then turn cold in the concrete and steel chill of the factory. He wiped his forehead with his sleeve, then lowered himself between two stringers into the rear of the partially skinned aluminum fuselage. The tail section was a maze of laser-welded struts and curved braces. His feet rested on the supporting cross members directly over the number eleven trim tank. He crouched down and crab-walked from strut to strut toward the half-finished pressure bulkhead.


Salameh peered over the bulkhead and looked down the length of the cavernous fuselage. Six men walked over the temporary plywood floors, laying bats of insulation between the passenger cabin and the baggage compartment in the belly of the craft. They alternately lifted the plywood, laid the bats, then placed the plywood back between the struts and beams. Salameh noticed that, along with the insulation, the men were laying sections of honeycombed porcelain and nylon armor. Overhead, fluorescent work lights were strung along the top of the cabin. There was a light strung into the tail also, but Salameh did not turn it on. He crouched for a few minutes in the darkness of the tail section behind the half-finished bulkhead. 


 


At length, Nuri Salameh cleared his throat and called into the cabin, “Inspector Lavalle.”


A tall Frenchman turned from the emergency door which he had been examining and walked toward the chest-high wall. He smiled in recognition at the Algerian. “Salameh. Why are you hiding like a rat in the darkness?”


The Algerian forced an answering smile. He waved the clipboard at the structures inspector. “It is ready to be closed up, no?”


Henri Lavalle leaned over the bulkhead. He shined his high-intensity light into the tapering tail section and made a cursory inspection. He took the clipboard from the Arab with his other hand, and flipped the pages quickly. You could not trust these Algerians to read the schedules of inspection correctly. Inspector Lavalle checked each page again. Each inspector had made his mark. The electrical, hydraulic, and fuel-tank inspection marks were in order. He rechecked his own structures inspection marks. “Yes. All the inspections have been accomplished,” he answered.


“And my electrical?” asked Salameh.


“Yes. Yes. You did fine. It is complete. It can be closed up.” He handed the clipboard back to the Algerian, bade him good night, and turned away.


“Thank you, Inspector.” Salameh hooked the clipboard onto his belt, turned, and made his way carefully, in a crouch, over the beam work. He looked surreptitiously over his shoulder as he moved. Inspector Lavalle was gone. Salameh could hear the insulators packing their tools, climbing out of the fuselage and down the scaffolding. Someone shut most of the work lights off in the cabin and the tail section grew darker.


Nuri Salameh turned on his flashlight and pointed it up into the hollow tail. He climbed slowly up the strutwork until he could almost touch the point where the two sides of the tail met. From one of his bulging side pockets, he removed a black electrical box, no larger than a packet of cigarettes. The box had a metal parts number plate on it that identified it as S.F.N.E.A. #CD-3265-21, which it was not.


From his top pocket he took a tube of epoxy and squeezed the glue onto an aluminum plate, then pressed the box firmly against the side of the plane and held it for a few seconds. He  then pulled a telescoping antenna from the black box and rotated it until it was clear of the metal sides of the tail.


He shifted his position quietly and braced his back against a strut and his feet against a crossbar. It was not warm in the confining tail, but sweat formed on his face.


With an electrical knife, he stripped a section of insulation from a green wire with black hatch marks that led to the tail navigation light. He pulled a length of matching wire from his pocket. On the end of the wire was attached a small, bare metal cylinder the size of a Gauloise cigarette. The other end was bare copper wire. He spliced the copper end onto the navigation light wire and taped the splice carefully.


Salameh began slowly climbing down the framework. As he descended, he ran the green wire along a bundle of multicolored wires until he reached the bottom of the fin where it joined with the fuselage. He let the wire drop through the cross struts beneath his feet.


Salameh stretched face down on the cold aluminum cross struts and reached down until he could touch the number eleven fuel trim tank below. Through the few missing plates on the bottom of the fuselage, he could see the tops of men’s heads as they passed beneath the great plane. Sweat streamed from his face and he imagined that it must be dripping onto the men, but no one looked up.


From another pocket Salameh took a mass of white puttylike substance weighing about half a kilo. He molded the substance carefully over the tip of the number eleven trim tank. He found the dangling green wire and ran his fingers down to the end of it until he felt the small metal cylinder that was attached. He pushed the cylinder into the soft putty and pressed the putty firmly around the cylinder. The shift bell rang loudly, startling him.


Salameh rose quickly and wiped the clammy sweat from his face and neck. His whole body shook as he clawed his way through the confining struts toward the open section of the tail. He heaved himself out of the dark tail onto the jig, then jumped onto the platform of the scaffolding. The whole operation, lasting an eternity, had taken less than four minutes.


Salameh was still shaking as the two riveters from the second shift stepped onto the platform. They regarded him curiously as he tried to regain his composure.


One of the riveters was a Frenchman, the other an Algerian.  The Algerian spoke to him in French. “This is ready?” He held out his hand.


Salameh was momentarily confused until he saw that both men’s eyes were fixed on the clipboard that still hung from his belt. He quickly unhooked it and handed it over. “Yes. Yes. Ready. Electrical. Structures. Hydraulic. All inspected. It can be closed up.”


The two men nodded as they checked the schedules of inspection. They then set about preparing the aluminum plates, rivets, and rivet guns. Salameh stood watching for a moment until his knees stopped trembling, then climbed unsteadily down the ladder and punched his time card.


 


Nuri Salameh boarded one of the waiting buses and sat silently among the workers, watching them drink wine from bottles, as the bus made its way back to St. Nazaire.


Salameh got off the bus in the center of town and walked through the winding, cobbled streets to his roach-infested flat above a boucherie. He greeted his wife and four children in Arabic, then announced that dinner should be delayed until he returned from an important errand.


He took his bicycle from the dark, narrow stair landing and walked it into the alley, then pedaled onto the street. He rode down to the waterfront where the Loire met the Bay of Biscay. His cold breath streamed from his mouth as he panted from his exertions. The tires needed air and he cursed as the bicycle bounced against the uneven cobbles.


The traffic thinned out in the darkening streets as he pedaled past the active waterfront area to the deserted area that held the great concrete U-boat pens built by the Germans during World War II. The bombproof pens rose up from the black water, grey, ugly, and blast-scarred. Tall loading booms towered over the docks on the waterfront and caught the last of the sunlight from the bay.


Nuri Salameh wheeled his bicycle to the rusted stairs that descended to the pens and pushed it into a clump of wild bay laurel shrubs. He carefully descended the creaking stairs.


At the water’s edge, he made his way over the top of the moss- and barnacle-covered retaining wall and approached one of the covered pens. The smells of diesel oil and sea water filled his nostrils as he stood and read the faded, flaking sign painted on the mossy concrete. There was the usual Achtung!, then some  other words in German, then the number 8. Salameh approached slowly, and entered the submarine pen through a rusty iron door.


Inside, he could hear the sound of water gently lapping against the walls. The only illumination came through the open entrance from the lights across the river. Salameh felt his way along the length of the catwalk toward the open end of the tunnellike pen. He was shivering in the damp, stagnant air. Several times he suppressed a cough.


Suddenly, a light from a flashlight struck him in the eyes, and he covered his face. “Rish?” he whispered. “Rish?”


Ahmed Rish shut off the light and spoke softly in Arabic. “It is done, Salameh?” It was more a statement than a question.


Nuri Salameh could sense the presence of other men on the narrow catwalk. “Yes.”


“Yes,” answered Ahmed Rish. “Yes.” There was a malignant satisfaction in his voice.


Salameh thought back to those dark Algerian eyes that had followed him all day. The Algerian riveter with the Frenchman—and the others—had looked at him with thinly veiled complicity.


“The inspections were completed? The tail is to be closed tonight?” Rish’s voice had the tone of a man who knew the answers.


“Yes.”


“You placed the radio on the highest point inside the tail—close to the outer skin?”


“Right on the outer skin, Ahmed.”


“Good. The antenna?”


“It is extended.”


“The splice? The radio will receive a constant trickle charge from the aircraft’s batteries?”


Salameh had rehearsed this in his mind many times. “The splice was from the tail navigation light. The splice wire is not conspicuous even on close inspection. I even matched the wire color. Green. No one will ever see the radio, but if that should happen, I placed an Aérospatiale parts number plate on it. Only an electrical engineer would not be fooled by it. Any other maintenance people would either not see it, or if they did, they would think it belonged.”


Rish seemed to nod in the darkness. “Excellent. Excellent.” He did not speak for a moment, but Nuri Salameh could hear  Rish’s breathing and smell the man’s damp breath. Rish spoke again. “The electrical detonator was properly fixed to the other end?”


“Of course.”


“The plastique?” He used the universal French word for the explosive.


Salameh recited what he had been taught. “I molded it over the tip of the fuel tank. The tank at that point is slightly rounded. The plastique was approximately ten centimeters thick from the tip of the tank to the detonator, which was placed in the exact rear center of the charge. The result was a natural shape-charge which will blow inward and penetrate the tank.” Salameh licked his cold lips. He had no sympathy for these people or their cause and he knew he had committed a great sin. From the start, he had no wish to get involved with this thing. But every Arab was a guerilla, according to Rish. From Casablanca, in Morocco, across five thousand kilometers of burning desert to Bagdad, they were all guerillas, all brothers. Over one hundred million of them. Nuri Salameh didn’t believe a word of it, but having his parents and sisters still in Algiers helped to persuade him to carry out this deed. “I was proud to do my part,” said Salameh, to fill the silence, but he knew it would do no good. He suddenly realized that his fate had been sealed the moment he had been approached by these men.


Rish seemed not to have heard. He had other things on his mind. “The plastique. Would you say it blended in well with the shape of the tank? Perhaps we should have had you spray it with aluminum paint,” he said absently.


Salameh was eager to pass on good news, to placate, to dispel the demons of doubt. “No one goes back there. It is sealed off from the pressurized cabin by the pressure bulkhead. All hydraulics and electrical are serviced from small access panels on the outside. Only a failure of some component would make it necessary to remove the riveted plates. That side of the fuel tank should never be seen by human eyes again.” He could definitely hear the impatient breathing of at least three other men in the shadow behind Rish. It had become completely dark at the end of the tunnel. Occasionally, a ship’s klaxon would sound on the river or bay, the muted dissonance rolling across the water and into the cold submarine pen.


Rish murmured something.


Salameh waited for the worst. Why meet in a dark place  when a comfortable bistro or apartment would have done as well? In his heart he knew the answer, but he sought desperately to reverse his preordained destiny. “I have applied for the transfer to Toulouse, as you wished. It will be approved. I would be honored to do the same thing on the other one there,” he said hopefully.


Rish made a noise that sounded like a laugh and it sent a chill down Salameh’s spine. The charade would not last long now. “No, my friend,” said the voice in the darkness. “That is already attended to. Your joker is in the deck and the other will be safely in the deck shortly.”


Salameh recognized the metaphor. That was what these people called themselves and their operations—the jokers in the deck. The game was played among civilized nations until the joker turned up—in an airport massacre, a hijacking, a letter bomb. Then, the game of the diplomats and ministers became confused and frantic. No one knew the rules when that joker landed on the green baize table. People screamed at each other. Guns and knives were produced from under the table. The polite game turned ominous.


Salameh swallowed a dry lump. “But surely—” He heard a noise. Rish had clapped his hands.


Quickly and expertly, Salameh was pinioned to the slimy wall of the sub pen by many hands. He felt the cold steel slice across his throat, but he could not scream because of the hand across his mouth. He felt a second and third knife probing for his heart, but in their nervousness, the assassins only succeeded in puncturing his lungs. Salameh felt the warm blood flow over his cold, clammy skin and heard the gurglings from his lungs and throat. He felt another knife come down on the back of his neck and try to sever his vertebrae, but it slid off the bone. Salameh struggled mechanically, without conviction. In his pain, he knew that his killers were trying to do the thing quickly but in their agitation were making a bad job of it. He thought of his wife and children waiting for their dinner. Then a blade found his heart, and he heaved free of his tormentors in a final spasmodic death throe.


Rish spoke softly as the shadows knelt down over Salameh. They took his wallet and watch, turned his pockets inside out, and removed his good work boots. They slid him over the side of the catwalk and held him suspended by his ankles above the black, stagnant water that lapped rhythmically against the sides  of the pen. The water rats, which had chirped incessantly during the short struggle, became still, waiting. They stared with beady red eyes that seemed to burn with an inner fire of their own. Salameh’s face, running with rivulets of blood, touched the cold, black water, and the murderers released him. He disappeared with a barely discernible splash. The sound of the water rats diving from the catwalks into the rank, polluted waters filled the long gallery.


 


The masked workers made a final sweep with their pneumatic spray guns. The guns shut down with a hiss. The Concorde gleamed enamel white in the cavernous paint room. There was a stillness in the room where there had been sound and movement a short time before. Infrared heat lamps began to glow eerily. The paint fog hung in the unearthly atmosphere around the aircraft which glowed red with reflected light. Air evacuators pulled the fog from the great room.


The evacuators turned themselves off and the infrared lamps dimmed and blackened. Suddenly, the dark room filled with the blue-white light of hundreds of fluorescents.


Later, white coveralled men filed in quietly as one might enter a holy place. They stood and stared up at the long, graceful bird for a few seconds. It seemed as though the craft were standing long-legged and proud, looking down its beak at them with the classical birdlike haughtiness and indifference of the sacred Ibis of the Nile.


The men carried stencils and spray guns. They rolled in 200-liter drums of a light blue paint. Scaffolding was rolled up and long stencils for the striping were unfurled.


They worked with an economy of words. The foreman, from time to time, checked the designer’s sketches.


An artist placed his stencils over the tail section where the production number still showed a faint outline under the new white enamel. The production number would now become the permanent international registration number. He stenciled on the 4X, the international designation for the nation that owned and would fly the aircraft. He then stenciled LPN, the individual registration of the craft.


Above him, on a higher scaffold, two artists peeled off the black vinyl stencil attached to the tail. What remained against the field of white was a light blue six-pointed Star of David, under which were the words, EL AL. 


 






 


 


BOOK ONE


ISRAEL


THE PLAIN OF SHARON


 


 


They have healed also the hurt of… my


people… saying, Peace, peace; when


there is no peace.


Jeremiah 6:14–16


 


 


… they have seduced my people saying,


Peace; and there was no peace:….


Ezekiel 13:10–11  




 


 


1





In the Samarian hills, overlooking the Plain of Sharon, four men stood quietly in the predawn darkness. Below them, spread out on the plain, they could see the straight lights of Lod International Airport almost nine kilometers in the distance. Beyond Lod were the hazy lights of Tel Aviv and Herzlya, and beyond that, the Mediterranean Sea reflected the light of the setting moon.


They stood on a spot that, until the Six Day War, had been Jordanian territory. In 1967, it had been a strategic spot, situated as it was almost half a kilometer above the Plain of Sharon on a bulge in the 1948 truce line that poked into Israel. There had been no Jordanian position closer to Lod Airport in 1967. From this spot, Jordanian artillery and mortars had fired a few rounds at the airport before Israeli warplanes had silenced them. The Arab Legion had abandoned the position, as they had abandoned everything on the West Bank of the Jordan. Now this forward position had no apparent military significance. It was deep inside Israeli territory. Gone were the bunkers that had faced each other across no man’s land and gone were the miles of barbed wire that had separated them. More importantly, gone too were the Israeli border patrols.


But in 1967 the Arab Legion had left behind some of its ordnance and some of its personnel. The ordnance was three 120mm mortars with rounds, and the personnel were these four Palestinians, once members of the Palestinian Auxiliary Corps attached to the Arab Legion. They were young men then, left behind and told to wait for orders. It was an old stratagem, leaving stay-behinds and equipment. Every modern army in retreat had done it in the hopes that those agents-in-place would serve some useful function if and when the retreating army took the offensive again.


The four Palestinians were natives of the nearby Israeli-occupied village of Budris, and they had gone about their normal, peaceful lives for the last dozen years. In truth, they had forgotten about the mortars and the rounds until a message had reminded them of their pledge taken so long ago. The message had come out of the darkness like the recurrence of a long-forgotten nightmare. They feigned surprise that such a message should come on the very eve of the Peace Conference, but actually they knew that it would come precisely for that reason. The men who controlled their lives from so great a distance did not want this peace. And there was no way to avoid the order to action. They were trapped in the shadowy army as surely as if they were in uniform standing in a parade line.


The men knelt among the stand of Jerusalem pines and dug into the soft, dusty soil with their hands. They came upon a large plastic bag. Inside the bag were a dozen 120mm mortar rounds packed in cardboard canisters. They pushed some sand and pine needles over the bag again and sat back against the trees. The birds began to sing as the sky lightened.


One of the Palestinians, Sabah Khabbani, got up and walked to the crest of the hill and looked down across the plain. With a little luck—and an easterly wind sent by Allah—they should be able to reach the airport. They should be able to send those six high-explosive and six phosphorus rounds crashing into the main terminal and the aircraft parking ramp.


As if in answer to this thought, Khabbani’s kheffiyah suddenly billowed around his face as a hot blast of wind struck his back. The Jerusalem pines swayed and released their resinous scent. The Hamseen had arrived. 


 


The curtains billowed around the louvered shutters of the third-floor apartment in Herzlya. One of them slammed shut with a loud crack. Air Force Brigadier Teddy Laskov sat up in his bed as his hand reached into his night table. He saw the swinging shutters in the dim light from the window and settled back, his hand still on his .45 automatic. The hot wind filled the small room.


The sheets next to him moved and a head looked out from under them. “Is anything wrong?”


Laskov cleared his throat. “The Sharav is blowing.” He used the Hebrew word. “Spring is here. Peace is coming. What could be wrong?” He took his hand away from the pistol and fumbled for his cigarettes in the drawer. He lit one.


The sheets next to Laskov stirred again. Miriam Bernstein, the Deputy Minister of Transportation, watched the glowing tip of Laskov’s cigarette as it moved in short, agitated patterns. “Are you all right?”


“I’m fine.” He steadied his hand. He looked down at her. He could make out the curves of her body under the sheets, but her face was half-buried in the pillow. He turned on the night light and threw back the sheets.


“Teddy.” She sounded mildly annoyed.


Laskov smiled. “I wanted to see you.”


“You’ve seen enough.” She grabbed for the sheets, but he kicked them away. “It’s cold,” she said petulantly and curled into a tight ball.


“It’s warm. Can’t you feel it?”


She made an exasperated sound and stretched her arms and legs sensuously.


Laskov looked at her tanned naked body. His hand ran up her leg, over her thick pubic hair, and came to rest over one of her breasts. “What are you smiling at?”


She rubbed her eyes. “I thought it was a dream. But it wasn’t.”


“The Conference?” His tone revealed an impatience with this subject.


“Yes.” She placed her hand over his, breathed in the sweet-smelling air, and closed her eyes. “The miracle has happened. We’ve started a new decade, and now the Israelis and the Arabs are going to sit down together and make peace.” 


“Talk peace.”


“Don’t be skeptical. It’s a bad start.”


“Better to start skeptical. Then you won’t be disappointed with the outcome.”


“Give it a chance.”


He looked down at her. “Of course.”


She smiled at him. “I have to get up. She yawned and stretched again. “I have a breakfast date.”


He removed his hand. “With whom?” he asked, against his better judgment.


“An Arab. Jealous?”


“No. Just security conscious.”


She laughed. “Abdel Majid Jabari. My father figure. Know him?”


Laskov nodded. Jabari was one of the two Israeli-Arab Knesset members who were delegates to the peace mission. “Where?”


“Michel’s in Lod. I’ll be late. May I get dressed, General?” She smiled.


Only her mouth smiled, Laskov noticed. Her dark eyes remained expressionless. That full, rich mouth had become quite accomplished at showing the full range of human emotion, while the eyes only stared. The eyes were remarkable because they conveyed absolutely nothing. They were only for seeing things. They were not a window into her soul. The things she must have seen with those eyes, Laskov thought, she wished no one to know.


He reached out and stroked her long, thick black hair. She was exceptionally pretty, there was no doubt about that, but those eyes… He saw her lips turn up at his stroking. “Don’t you ever smile?”


She knew what he meant. She put her face in the pillow and mumbled. “Maybe when I get back from New York. Maybe then.”


Laskov stopped stroking her hair. Did she mean if the peace mission was a success? Or did she mean if she got good news of her husband, Yosef, an Air Force officer, missing over Syria for three years? He had been in Laskov’s command. Laskov had seen him go down on the radar. He was fairly certain Yosef was dead. Laskov had a feel for these things after so many years as a combat pilot. He decided to confront her. He wanted to know  where he stood before she went to New York. It might be months before he saw her again. “Miriam…”


There was a loud knock on the front door. Laskov swung his feet over the side of the bed and stood. He was a solid bearlike man with a face more Slavic than Semitic. Thick, heavy eyebrows met on the bridge of his nose.


“Teddy. Take your gun.”


Laskov laughed. “Palestinian terrorists hardly ever knock.”


“Well, at least put your pants on. It might be someone for me, you know. Official.”


Laskov pulled on a pair of cotton khaki trousers. He took a step toward the door, then decided that bravado was foolish. He took the American Army Colt .45 automatic out of the night table and shoved it into his waistband. “I wish you wouldn’t tell your staff where you spend the night.”


The knock came again, louder this time. He walked barefoot across the oriental rug of the living room and stood to the side of the door. “Who is it?” As he looked back across the living room, he noticed that he hadn’t closed the bedroom door. Miriam lay naked on the bed in a direct line with the front door.


 


*    *     *


 


Abdel Majid Jabari stood in the darkened alcove of Michel’s in Lod. The café, owned by a Christian Arab, sat on the corner near the Church of St. George. Jabari looked at his watch. The café should have opened already, but there was no sign of life inside. He huddled into the shadow.


Jabari was a dark, hawk-nosed man of the pure, classical Saudi-peninsula type. He wore an ill-fitting dark business suit and the traditional black and white checked headdress, the kheffiyah, secured with a crown of black cords.


Throughout the last thirty years, Jabari rarely went out alone during the hours of darkness. Ever since the time he had decided to make a personal and private peace with the Jews in the newly formed state of Israel. Since that day, his name had been on every Palestinian death list. His election to the Israeli Knesset two years before had put his name at the top of those lists. They’d come close once. Part of his left hand was missing, the result of a letter bomb.


A motorized Israeli security patrol went by and eyed him suspiciously but did not stop. He looked at his watch again. He had arrived early for his appointment with Miriam Bernstein. He couldn’t think of another person, man or woman, who could bring him to such a deserted rendezvous. He loved her, but he believed his love was strictly platonic. This was an unusual Western notion, but he felt comfortable with it. She filled a need in him that had existed since his wife, children, and all his blood relatives had fled to the West Bank in 1948. When the West Bank had come into Israeli hands in 1967, he could think of nothing for days but the coming reunion. He had followed in the wake of the Israeli army. When he got to the refugee camp where he knew his family was, he found his sister dead and everyone else fled into Jordan. His sons were reported to be with the Palestinian guerilla army. Only a female cousin remained, wounded, lying in an Israeli mobile hospital. Jabari had marveled at the hate that must have filled these people, his countrymen, as his cousin lay dying, refusing medical aid from the Israelis.


Jabari had never known such despair before or since. That day in June 1967 was far worse than the original parting in 1948. But he had rallied and traveled a long road since then. Now he was going to discuss the coming peace over breakfast with a fellow delegate to the UN Conference in New York.


Shadows moved in the street around him and he knew that he should have been more careful. He’d come too far to have it end here. But in his excitement and anticipation of seeing Miriam Bernstein and going to New York, he had become lax in his security. He had been too embarrassed to tell her to meet him after sunrise. He couldn’t fault her for not understanding. She simply didn’t know the kind of terror he had lived with for thirty years.


The Hamseen blew across the square picking up litter, rustling it across the pavement. This wind didn’t blow in gusts but in one long, continuous stream, as though someone had left the door open on a blast furnace. It whistled through the town, each obstruction acting as a reed in a woodwind instrument, making sounds of different pitch, intensity, and timbre. As always it made one feel uneasy.


Three men came out of the shadow of a building across the road and walked toward him. In the predawn light, Jabari could see the outlines of long rifles tucked casually under their arms. If they were the security patrol, he would ask them to stay with him awhile. If they weren’t… He fingered the small nickel-plated Beretta in his pocket. He knew he could get the one in front, anyway.


 


Sabah Khabbani helped the other three Palestinians roll a heavy stone across the ground. Lizards scurried from the place where the stone had stood. Revealed under the stone was a hole a little more than 120mm wide. Khabbani pulled a ball of oiled rags out of the opening, reached his arm into the hole, and felt around. A centipede walked across his wrist. He pulled his arm out. “It’s in good condition. No rust.” He wiped the packing grease from his fingers onto his baggy pants. He stared at the small, innocuous-looking hole.


It was an old guerilla trick, originated with the Viet Cong and passed on to other armies of the night. A mortar tube is placed in a large hole. The tube is held by several men and mortar rounds are dropped into the tube. One by one the rounds begin to hit downrange. Eventually, one round strikes its target: an airfield, a fort, a truck park. The firing stops. Now the mortar is registered for elevation, deflection, and range. Rocks and earth are quickly packed around the mortar with care to insure that the aim is not changed. The muzzle of the tube is hidden with a stone. The gunners flee before the overwhelming fire-power of the conventional army is brought to bear on their position. The next time they wish to fire—a day, a week, or a decade later—they must only uncover the preaimed muzzle. There is no need to carry the cumbersome paraphernalia of the big mortar. The heavy baseplate, bridge, and standard, weighing altogether over 100 kilograms, are not needed. The delicate boresight is not needed, nor are the plotting boards, compass, aiming stakes, maps, or firing tables. The mortar tube is already registered on its target, lying buried, waiting only for rounds to be dropped into its muzzle.


Khabbani’s gunners would fire four rounds each, then cover the muzzles with the stones. By the time the high angle rounds began hitting, one by one, the gunners would be far away.


Khabbani took a rag soaked in alcohol solvent, reached into the long tube, and swabbed the sides. He worried about these buried tubes. Were they really well aimed in 1967? Had the ground shifted since then? Were the rounds safe? Had trees grown up into the trajectory of the rounds?


His rag showed dead insects, dirt, a little moisture, and just a trace of rust. He would find out shortly if it was safe to fire.


 


“Richardson.” The voice was muffled, but Laskov was sure of it. He unbolted the door.


Miriam Bernstein got out of bed naked and leaned against the doorjamb in the pose of a Parisian lady of the night against a lamppost. She smiled and tried on a sexy come-hither look. Laskov was not amused. He opened the door slowly. Tom Richardson, the U.S. air attaché, stepped in at the moment Laskov heard the bedroom door close behind him. He looked at Richardson’s face. Had he seen her? He couldn’t decide. No one registered much emotion at that hour. “Is this business or social?”


Richardson spread his arms out. “I’m in full uniform and the sun isn’t even up.”


Laskov regarded the younger officer. He was a tall, sandy-haired man who was chosen for the attaché job more for his ability to charm than for his ability to fly. A diplomat in uniform. “That doesn’t answer my question.”


“Why do you have that hardware stuck in your pants? Even in D.C. we don’t answer the door like that.”


“You should. Well, have a seat. Coffee?”


“Right.”


Laskov moved toward the small kitchenette. “Turkish, Italian, American, or Israeli?”


“American.”


“I’ve only got Israeli and it’s instant.”


Richardson sat in a club chair. “Are we going to have one of those days?”


“Don’t we always?”


“Get in the spirit of things, Laskov. There’s going to be peace.”


“Maybe.” He put a kettle on the single gas jet. He could hear the shower running on the other side of the wall.


Richardson looked at the closed bedroom door. “Am I disturbing something? Were you making a separate peace with a local Arab boy’s sister?” He laughed, then said seriously, “Can we speak freely?”


Laskov came out of the kitchen. “Yes. Let’s get this business out of the way. I have a full day ahead of me.”


“Me too.” Richardson lit a cigarette. “We have to know what kind of air cover you have planned for the Concordes.”


Laskov walked over to the window and threw open the shutters. Below his apartment ran the Haifa–Tel Aviv Highway. Lights shone from private villas near the Mediterranean. Herzlya was known as the air attaché ghetto. It was also Israel’s Hollywood and Israel’s Riviera. Herzlya was the place where El Al and Air Force personnel lived if they could afford it. Laskov detested the place because of its privileged atmosphere, but an accident of social grouping had put most of the important people he had to deal with in Herzlya.


The smell of the western sea breezes, which usually carried into the apartment, was replaced by the dry east wind carrying scents of orange and almond blossoms from the Samarian hills. Across the highway, the first shaft of sunlight revealed two men standing in the alcove of a shop. They moved further into the shadow. Laskov turned from the window and walked to a high-backed swivel chair. He sat down.


“Unless you came with a chauffeur and a footman, I think someone is watching this apartment.”


Richardson shrugged. “That’s their job, whoever they are. We have ours.” He leaned forward. “I’ll need a full report on today’s operation.”


Laskov sat back in his chair. His dogfighter chair. At get-togethers his friends would regale each other with the old fights. The Spitfires. The Corsairs. The Messerschmitts. Laskov looked at the ceiling. He was flying his mission over Warsaw again. Captain Teddy Laskov of the Red Air Force. Things were simpler then. Or so they seemed.


Shot down for the third time, in the last days of the war, Laskov had returned to his village of Zaslavl, outside Minsk, on convalescent leave. He found the remainder of his family, barely half of whom had survived the Nazis, murdered in what the Commissars called a civil disturbance. Laskov called it a pogrom. Russia would never change, he decided. A Jew was as much a Jew in unholy Russia as in Holy Russia.


Captain Laskov, highly decorated officer of the Red Air Force, had returned to his squadron in Germany. Ten minutes after arriving, he had climbed into a fighter, bombed and strafed an encampment of his own army outside of Berlin, and flown on to an airfield occupied by the American Second Armored Division on the west bank of the Elbe.


From the American internment camp, he had made his way, finally, to Jerusalem, but not before seeing what had become of West European Jewry.


In Jerusalem, he had joined the underground Haganah Air Force, which consisted of a few scrapped British warplanes and a few American civilian light aircraft hidden in palm groves. A far cry from the Red Air Force, but when Laskov saw his first Spitfire with the Star of David on it, his eyes misted.


Since that day in 1946, he had fought in the War of Independence of 1948, the Suez War of 1956, the Six Day War of 1967, and the 1973 Yom Kippur War. But the war dates meant nothing to him. He had seen more action between those wars than during them. He’d flown 5,136 sorties, been hit five times and shot down twice. He carried scars from shattered plexiglas, burning aviation fuel, flak, and missile shrapnel. He walked slightly bent as a result of having had to eject out of a burning Phantom in 1973. He was getting old and he was tired. He rarely flew combat missions anymore, and he hoped, and almost believed, that after the Conference there would be none that would have to he flown again. Ever.


The kettle whistled and Laskov stared at it. Richardson got up and shut it off. “Well?”


Laskov shrugged. “We have to be careful who we give that kind of information to.”


Richardson walked quickly up to Laskov. He was white and almost trembling. “What? What the hell do you mean? Look, I’ve got reports to make. I’ve got to coordinate our carrier fleet in the Med. Since when have you kept anything from us? If you’re insinuating that there’s a leak…”


Laskov wasn’t prepared for Richardson’s outburst. They had always bantered prior to getting to the point. It was part of the game. The reaction to what Laskov thought was a joke was inappropriate. He decided that Richardson was tense, as everyone else would probably be today. “Take it easy, Colonel.” He stared hard at the young man.


The mention of his rank seemed to snap him out of it. Richardson smiled and sat down. “Sorry, General.”


“All right.” Laskov got up and picked up the telephone with a scrambler attached to it. He dialed The Citadel, Israeli Air Force Headquarters. “Patch me into the E-2D,” he said.


Richardson waited. The E-2D Hawkeye was the newest of Grumman’s flying radar craft. The sophisticated electronic systems on board could detect, track, and classify potential belligerents or friendlies on land, sea, and air at distances and with an accuracy never before possible. Its collected information was fed into a computer bank and transmitted via data link back to Strike Force Control, Civilian Air Traffic Control, and Search and Rescue units. It also had electronic deception capabilities. Israel had three of them and one was airborne at all times. Richardson watched as Laskov listened.


Laskov replaced the phone.


“They see anything?” Richardson asked.


“Foxbats. Four of them. Probably Egyptian. Just maneuvers, I suspect. Also a Mandrake recon in the stratosphere. Probably Russian.”


Richardson nodded.


They discussed the technical data as Laskov made two cups of passable coffee. The water stopped running in the bathroom.


Richardson blew steam off the cup. “You using your 14’s for escort?”


“Of course.” The Grumman F-14 Tomcat was the best fighter craft in the world. But so was the Mig-25 Foxbat. It depended on who was flying each craft. It was that close. Laskov had a squadron of twelve Tomcats that had cost Israel eighteen million dollars apiece. They were sitting, at that moment, on the military end of Lod Airport.


“You going up, too?”


“Of course.”


“Why don’t you leave that to the younger men?”


“Why don’t you go fuck yourself?”


Richardson laughed. “You have a good command of American idiom.”


“Thank you.”


“How far are you going with them?”


“Until we run out to the edge of our range.” He walked to the window and looked into the dawn. “With no bombs or air-to-ground stuff, and on a day like this, we should be able to do a thousand klicks out and then back again. That should take them out of the range of the Land of Islam, in case anyone has any crazy ideas today.”


“Not out of range of Libya, Tunisia, Morocco, and Algeria. Look, you can land at our base in Sicily if you want to stay with them that far. Or, we can get a bunch of KAGD’s to refuel you in flight, if you want.”


Laskov looked away from Richardson and smiled. The Americans were all right except when they were getting panicky about trying to keep the peace at any cost. “They’re not going all the way over the Med. The Concordes are going to file a last-minute flight-plan change that will take them up the boot of Italy. We’ve gotten them special clearance to fly supersonic over Italy and France. We’ll break with them east of Sicily. I’ll give you the coordinates and your carrier 14’s can pick them up if you want. But I don’t think that will be necessary. Don’t forget, they can go Mach 2.2 at 19,000 meters. Nothing but the Bat can match that, and they’ll be out of range of any of their bases—Arab or Russian—by the time we leave them.”


Richardson stretched. “You expecting any trouble? Our intelligence tells us it looks O.K.”


“We always expect trouble here. But frankly, no. We’re just being cautious. There will be a lot of important people on those Concordes. And everything is at stake. Everything. All it takes is one crazy to fuck things up.”


Richardson nodded. “How’s ground security?”


“That’s the Security Chief’s problem, I’m just a pilot, not a guerilla fighter. If those two goofy-looking birds get airborne, I’ll escort them to hell and back without a scratch on them. I don’t know from the ground.”


Richardson laughed. “Right. Me, neither. By the way, what are you packing besides your .45?”


“The usual ironmongery of death and destruction. Two Sidewinders and two Sparrows, plus six Phoenix.”


Richardson considered. The Sidewinder missiles were good at five to eight kilometers; the Sparrows, at sixteen to fifty-six kilometers; and the Phoenix, at fifty-six to a hundred and sixty. The Hughes-manufactured Phoenix was critical to get the Foxbat before it came into dogfight range with its greater maneuverability. “Take a tip, Laskov. There’s nothing up there at 19,000 and Mach 2.2 but Foxbats. Leave your 20mm cannon rounds home. There are 950 of them and they weigh. The Sidewinder will get anything that gets in close. We did it on a computer once. It’s O.K.”


Laskov ran his hand through his hair. “Maybe. Maybe I’ll keep them in case I feel like knocking down a Mandrake.”


Richardson smiled. “You’d hit an unarmed reconnaissance plane in international air space?” He spoke softly, as though there were someone close by who shouldn’t hear. “What’s your tactical frequency and call sign today?”


“We’ll be on VHF channel 31. That’s 134.725 megahertz. My alternate frequency is a last-minute security decision. I’ll get it to you later. Today my name will be Angel Gabriel plus my tail number—32. The other eleven Cats will also be Gabriel plus their tail numbers. I’ll send you the particulars later.”


“And the Concordes?”


“The company call sign for aircraft number 4X-LPN is El Al 01. For 4X-LPO, it’s El Al 02. That’s what we’ll call them on the Air Traffic Control and El Al frequencies. On my tactical frequency, they have code names, of course.”


“What are they?”


Laskov smiled. “Some idiot clerk at The Citadel probably spends all day on these things. Anyway, the pilot of 01 is a very religious young man, so 01 is the Kosher Clipper. The pilot of 02 is a former American, so in honor of that great American airline slogan, 02 is the Wings of Emmanuel.”


“That’s awful.” Miriam Bernstein walked into the living room, dressed in a smartly tailored lemon-yellow dress and carrying an overnight bag.


Richardson stood up. He recognized the beautiful, much talked about Deputy Minister of Transportation, but was enough of a diplomat not to mention it.


She walked toward Richardson. “It’s all right, Colonel, I’m not a working girl. I have a high clearance. The General has not been indiscreet.” Her English was slow and precise, the result of seldom used formal classroom English.


Richardson nodded.


Laskov could tell that Richardson was somewhat unsettled by Miriam. It amused him. He wondered if he should make an introduction, but Miriam was already at the door. She turned and addressed Laskov. “I saw the men in the street, I’ve called a taxi. Jabari is waiting. I must rush. See you at the final briefing.” She looked past Laskov. “Good day, Colonel.”


Richardson decided not to let them think he was totally in the dark. “Shalom. Good luck in New York.”


Miriam Bernstein smiled and left.


Richardson looked at his coffee cup. “I’m not going to drink any more of this swill. I’ll take you to breakfast and drop you at The Citadel on my way to my embassy.”


Laskov nodded. He walked into the bedroom. He slipped on a khaki cotton shirt that might have been civilian except for two small olive branches that designated his rank. He pulled the automatic from his waistband. He buttoned his shirt with one hand and held the .45 with the other as he walked to the window. Below, the two men, whoever they were, looked quickly down at their shoes. Miriam got into a waiting taxi and sped off. Laskov threw the .45 on the bed.


He felt uneasy. It was the wind. Something to do with an imbalance of negative ions in the air, they said. The ill wind went by many names—the Foehn of Central Europe, the Mistral of Southern France, the Santa Ana of California. Here it was called Hamseen or Sharav. There were people, like himself, who were weather-sensitive and suffered physically and psychologically from the effect. It wouldn’t matter at 19,000 meters, but it mattered here. It was a mixed blessing, this first hot wind of spring. He looked into the sky. At least it was turning out to be a perfect day for flying. 




 


 


2





Abdel Majid Jabari sat staring at a cup of black Turkish coffee laced with arak. “I don’t mind telling you I was badly frightened. I came very close to shooting a security man.”


Miriam Bernstein nodded. Everyone was jumpy. It was a time of celebration, but also a time of apprehension. “My fault. I should have realized.”


Jabari put up his hand. “Never mind. We see Palestinian terrorists everywhere, but in fact, there are not many left these days.”


“How many does it take? You especially should be careful. They really do want you.” She looked at him. “It must be difficult. A stranger in a strange land.”


Jabari was still high-strung from his dawn encounter. “I’m no stranger here. I was born here,” he said pointedly. “You weren’t,” he added, then regretted the remark. He smiled in a conciliatory manner and spoke in Arabic. “‘If you mingle your affairs with theirs, then they are your brothers.’”


Miriam thought of another Arabic saying. “‘I came to the place of my birth and cried, “The friends of my youth, where are they?” And Echo answered. “Where are they.”’” She paused. “That applies to both of us, I suppose. This is no more your land now, Abdel, then it was mine when I landed on these shores. Displaced persons displacing other wretched persons. It’s all so damned… cruel.”


Jabari could see that she was on the verge of slipping into one of her darker moods. “Politics and geography aside, Miriam, there are many cultural similarities between the Arabs and the Jews. I think they have all finally realized that.” He poured a glass of arak and raised it. “In Hebrew, you—we—say shalom alekhem, peace unto you. And in Arabic, we say salaam aleckum, which is as close as we’ve gotten to it up to now.”


Miriam Bernstein poured herself a glass of arak. “Alekhem shalom, and unto you, peace.” She drank and there was a burning in her stomach.


As they sat at breakfast they spoke about what might happen in New York. She felt good talking to Jabari. She was apprehensive about sitting face to face with Arabs across a conference table at the UN—the long-heralded confrontation—and Jabari was a good transition for her. She knew he had been far from the mainstream of Arab thought for thirty years, and his loyalties were with Israel; but if there were such a thing as a racial psyche, then perhaps Abdel Jabari reflected it.


Jabari watched her closely as she spoke in that husky voice that sometimes sounded weary and often sounded sensuous. Over the years, a bit at a time, he had come to know her story as she had come to know his. They had both known what it was to be the flotsam and jetsam of a world in upheaval. Now they both sat at the top of their society and they were both in a position to change the currents of history for better or worse.


Miriam Bernstein was a fairly typical product of the European holocaust. She had been found by the advancing Red Army in a concentration camp, whose purpose was as obscure as its name, although the words Medizinische Experimente stuck out in her mind. She remembered that she had once had parents and other family—a baby sister—and that she was Jewish. Beyond that, she knew little. She spoke a little German, probably learned from the camp guards, and a little Polish, probably learned from the other children in the camp. She also knew a few words of Hungarian, which had led her to believe that this was her nationality. But mostly she had been a silent child, and she neither knew nor cared if she was a German, Polish, or Hungarian Jew. All she knew for certain, or cared about, was that she was a Jew.


The Red Army had taken her and the other children to what must have been a labor camp, because the older children worked at repairing roads. Many of them died that winter. In the spring, they all worked in the fields. She had wound up in a hospital, then was released into the custody of an elderly Jewish couple.


One day, some people came from the Jewish Agency. She and the old couple, along with many others, traveled across war-ravaged Europe for weeks in crowded railroad cars that gave her nightmares. They boarded a boat and went to sea. At Haifa, the boat was turned away by the British. The boat attempted to unload the people further up the coast at night. A fierce battle broke out on the beach between the Jews, who were trying to secure the beachhead, and the Arabs, who didn’t want the boat to unload. Eventually, British soldiers broke up the fight and the boat sailed away. She never knew where it went because she had been one of the people who had been landed on the beach before the fight. The old couple, whose name she could not remember, disappeared—dead on the beach or still on the boat.


Another Jewish couple picked her up from the beach and told the British soldiers that her name was Miriam Bernstein and that she was their child. She had strayed from their house and gotten caught in the fighting. Yes, she was born in Palestine. She remembered that the young couple were very poor liars, but the British soldiers just looked at her and walked away.


The Bernsteins had taken her to a new kibbutz outside Tel Aviv. When the British left Palestine, the Arabs raided the settlement. Her new father went to defend the kibbutz and never returned. As the years passed, she discovered that her older stepbrother, Yosef, was also an adopted refugee. She found nothing unusual about that because she imagined that most children in the world—or in her world—came from the camps and rubble of Europe. Yosef Bernstein had seen what she had seen, and more. Like her, he knew neither his real parents nor his real name, his nationality nor his age. They became young lovers and eventually married. During the Yom Kippur War, their only son, Eliahu, was killed in action.


Miriam Bernstein had taken an early interest in private peace groups and had cultivated the good will of the local Arab communities. Her kibbutz, like most, was hawkish, and she felt increasingly isolated from her friends and neighbors. Only Yosef had understood, but it was not easy for him, a fighter pilot, to have a dovish wife.


After the 1973 War her party appointed her to a vacant seat in the Knesset in recognition of her popularity with the Israeli Arabs and with the women’s peace movement.


She quickly came to the attention of Prime Minister Meir and the two became personal friends. When Mrs. Meir resigned in 1974, it was understood that Miriam Bernstein was her voice in the Knesset. With Mrs. Meir’s backing, she rose quickly to a deputy minister’s post. Long after the grand old woman no longer sat in the wings of the Knesset, Miriam Bernstein held on to her seat and her post through one government crisis after another. On the surface, it appeared—and she believed—that she survived every Cabinet shuffle because she was exceedingly good at whatever she did. Her enemies said that she survived at least in part because of her striking good looks. In fact, she survived in the high-mortality world of parliamentary politics because she was an instinctive survivor. She was not consciously aware of this side of her character, and if she were ever confronted with a synopsis of her political machinations or a list of the people she had politically eliminated, she would not have recognized that it was Miriam Bernstein who had done those things.


Whenever she thought back on Mrs. Meir’s help and support, it was always the small things that stood out, such as the times the Prime Minister took her back to her apartment after an all-night Cabinet session and made her coffee. Then there was the time the Cabinet requested that she adopt a Hebrew name in keeping with government policy for office holders. Mrs. Meir—formerly Mrs. Meyerson—understood her reluctance to sever the only thread she had with the past and supported her resistance to the change.


There were people who thought that Miriam Bernstein was being groomed to fill Mrs. Meir’s old job someday, but Miriam Bernstein denied any such ambitions. Still, it had been said that Mrs. Meir was appointed Prime Minister because she didn’t want the job. The Israelis liked to put people in power who didn’t want power. It was safer.


Now she held a job that she coveted more than Prime Minister: Peace Delegate. It was a job that hadn’t existed a few months before, but she always knew it would exist someday.


There was much to do in New York, and there was personal business to attend to there, also. Yosef had been missing for three years now. She wondered if she could find out something about his fate from the Arabs when she got to New York.


Jabari noticed a small disturbance outside and instinctively put his hand in his pocket.


Miriam Bernstein seemed not to notice. She was caught up in what she was saying. “The people have elected a government ready to exchange concessions for solid guarantees, Abdel. We have shown the world that we will not go under. Sadat was one of the first modern Arab leaders to understand that. When he came to Jerusalem he was following in the footsteps of countless others who have come to Jerusalem since the beginning of recorded time to find peace, and yet he shattered a precedent of thirty years’ standing.” She leaned forward. “We have fought well and have won the respect of many nations. The enemy is no longer at the gate. The long siege is ended. The people are in a mood to talk.”


Jabari nodded. “I hope so.” He looked over her shoulder at the crowd gathered in the street as she continued to talk. He felt her hand over his. “And you, Abdel? If they founded a new Palestine, would you go?”


Jabari stared straight ahead for a long moment. “I am an elected member of the Knesset. I don’t think I would be welcome in any new Palestine.” He held up his mangled hand. “But even so, I might take that chance. Who knows—I might be reunited with my family there.”


Miriam Bernstein was sorry she had asked the question. “Well, we will all have decisions to make in the future. What’s important now is that we are going to New York to discuss a lasting peace.”


Jabari nodded. “Yes. And we must strike now while the mood is in the air. I have this fear that something will happen to break the spell. An incident. A misunderstanding.” He leaned forward. “All the stars—social, historical, economic, military, and political—are aligned for peace in the Holy Land as they have not been in millennia. And it’s spring. So it can’t hurt to talk. Right?” He stood. “But I wish we were in New York already and the Conference were under way.” He looked into the street. “I think our planes are coming in. Let’s have a look.”


People from the café were hurrying into the street. Approaching Lod Airport from the north were two Concordes. As the first aircraft began its descent, the crowd could see the blue Star of David against the white tail. There was some scattered applause from the mixed Arab and Jewish crowd.


Miriam Bernstein shielded her eyes as the Concorde dropped lower and approached from out of the sun. Beyond the airfield, the Samarian hills rose up off the plain. She noticed that new almond blossoms had come out during the night and the hills were smudged with pink and white clouds. The rocky foothills were softly green and carpeted with brilliant red anemones, cream-colored lupins, and yellow daisies. The yearly miracle of rebirth had returned, and along with the wildflowers brought into bloom by the Hamseen, peace was breaking out in the Holy Land.


Or so it seemed.


 


*    *    *


 


Tom Richardson and Teddy Laskov left the café in Herzlya and got into Richardson’s yellow Corvette. They hit the heavy Friday traffic of Tel Aviv and the car slowed to a crawl. At a traffic light a block from The Citadel, Laskov opened the door. “I’ll walk from here, Tom. Thanks.”


Richardson looked over. “O.K. I’ll try to see you before you scramble.”


Laskov put one foot out of the door, then felt Richardson’s hand on his shoulder. He looked back at Richardson.


Richardson regarded him for a long second. “Listen, don’t get trigger-happy up there. We don’t want any incidents.”


Laskov stared back with cold, dark eyes. His brows came together. He spoke loudly, above the noise of Tel Aviv’s traffic. “Neither do we, Tom. But the best we’ve got are going to be on board those birds. If anything that looks military gets on my radar screen, and if it’s in missile range, so help me, I’ll knock it out of the goddamn sky. I’m not putting up with any fly-bys, reconnaissance, or harassment horseshit from anyone. Not today.” Laskov slid his big bulk out of the low-slung car and moved as if he were heading for a barroom brawl.


The light was green, and Richardson edged ahead. He wiped the sweat from his upper lip. At King Saul Boulevard, he made a right turn. Laskov, big and burly, was still in his mind’s eye. He could actually see the great burden on the man’s broad shoulders. There wasn’t a top military commander in the world who didn’t wonder if he was going to be the fool to start World War III. The old warrior, Laskov, liked to bellow, but Richardson knew that if and when a quick, tactical decision had to be made, Laskov would make the right one.


Richardson turned onto Hayarkon Street and stopped in front of the American Embassy. He finger-combed his damp hair in the rear view mirror. The day had gotten off to a bad start.


Through the car’s sun roof, he could see two white Concordes overhead. The bright sunlight gave them an ethereal glow. One was in a holding pattern, heading out to sea. The other was heading in the opposite direction as it began its final descent to Lod. For a split second, the aircraft seemed to cross paths and their delta wings formed the Star of David.


 


*    *    *


 


Sabah Khabbani chewed slowly on a piece of pita bread as he stood looking through his field glasses at Lod Airport. He shifted the glasses. Below, on the Plain of Sharon, the plowed earth was a rich chocolate. Between the cultivated fields, the Rose of Sharon and the lilies of the valley flowered as they had done since long before Solomon. A distinctive grey area marked Ramla Military Prison where so many of his brothers were wasting away their lives. To the south, the rocky Judean hills, brown a few days before, had turned red and white, yellow and blue, as wildflowers blossomed. Around him, the Jerusalem pines, part of the reforestation program, swayed as the Hamseen came over the crest. The old Palestine of his boyhood had been beautiful in a wild way. He had to admit the Jews had improved on it. Still…


Khabbani removed his strapless old watch from his pocket and looked at it. In less than one hour, the VIP lounge should be full. Any time between then and takeoff was all right, according to his instructions. Khabbani considered. The terminal was actually a little beyond the maximum effective range of his mortars, but if the Hamseen held, he could reach it. If he did not reach the terminal, the rounds would fall short and land in the parking ramp where the Concordes would be. It didn’t matter. It was only necessary to cause an incident and have the flight canceled. Khabbani wasn’t sure he liked this thing he was doing. He shrugged.


One of his men gave a low call. Khabbani looked to where the man was pointing. Two Concordes, traveling in trail, were heading for Lod from the north. Khabbani studied them in his field glasses. Such beautiful aircraft. He had read that they each held 113,000 kilograms of fuel. A quarter-million kilograms together. That would make an explosion that they would feel in Jerusalem. 
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The city of Lod, the ancient Lydda, baked in the early spring heat wave. The first Hamseen of the year was unusually early. The scorching, dry, Sirocco-like desert wind from the east blew across the city with increasing strength. The Hamseen would last a few days, then the weather would become balmy. According to Arab tradition, there were fifty such dog days a year—the Arabic word Hamseen meaning fifty. The only Hamseen that was welcome was the first, for with it, the wildflowers of the Judean and Samarian hills and fields opened and the air was thick with sweet scents.


At Lod International Airport, the tarmac shimmered. On the ramps, where the airliners were parked, an unusually large contingent of Israeli soldiers stood with their weapons slung. In the passenger terminal, security men in nondescript clothing and wearing sunglasses stood with newspapers held in front of them.


Throughout the day, sherut taxis and private cars, carrying well-dressed men and women, pulled up to the doors of the main terminal. The occupants were quickly ushered inside the terminal and into the VIP lounge or the El Al Security office on the top floor.


At the far end of the field stood a cluster of military huts. Commandos in camouflage fatigues stood in various degrees of alertness. Behind the huts, a squadron of twelve American-made F-14 Tomcats stood on the concrete hardstands. Mechanics and armorers worked on the fighters and spoke to pilots and flight officers.


The road coming down from Jerusalem wound through Lod and the ancient Moslem quarter of Ramla on the way to Lod International Airport. Since morning, the inhabitants of Lod and Ramla had noticed the unusually heavy civilian and military traffic. In the past, such activity had been a prelude to yet another crisis. This time it was different.


In Lod, the Greek Orthodox Church of St. George was filled with Christian Arabs and other native Christians of indeterminate Crusader and Byzantine ancestry. No special service was being conducted, but people had come, drawn out of a sense of wanting to be in a special place with others—of wanting to participate in some small way in events that were to touch their lives.


In the city’s synagogues, men sat in small groups hours before the sundown service and spoke in quiet voices. In the market square, near St. George’s, Jewish women shopped for the Sabbath meal among the pitched stalls. There seemed to be a touch of lightheartedness in the bargaining and purchasing, more so than on a usual Friday afternoon, and people tarried in the market place much longer than was necessary to complete their business.


In Ramla, the square in front of the Great Mosque, Jami-el-Kebir, was crowded long before the Muezzin called the faithful to prayer.


The Arab market was as crowded, but noisier than the one in Lod. The Arabs, lingerers by nature, seemed more so as the market and streets filled with every manner of conveyance, from Land Rovers and Buicks to Arabian stallions and camels.


In Ramla Military Prison, Palestinian terrorists were able to hope that at least some of them might soon be free men.


The mood of Lod and Ramla was like that of the rest of Israel and the rest of the Middle East. Here in this part of the world, virtually every powerful, historical force had met at one time or another and had used the terrain as a battleground. Trying to live in peace in this area, said one proverb, was like trying to sleep in the middle of a crossroad. Thousands of armies, millions of men, had marched over this small spot on the map known as the Holy Land. But more than just armies had met in those seemingly desolate hills and deserts. Ideologies and faiths had met, clashed, and left a legacy of blood. Nearly every culture in the East and West was represented by ruins, standing like gravestones over the countryside, or buried like corpses beneath it. It was difficult to dig in modern Israel without uncovering the ruins—and, mingled with the ruins, the bones.


Ramla and Lod typified the agonizing history of the ancient land; the divisiveness and the unity of modern Israel. They reflected the mood of the complex, multireligious state. Hope without celebration. Despair without weeping.


 


*    *    *


 


El Al’s Security Chief, Jacob Hausner, dropped the ornate French telephone receiver back into its cradle. He turned to his young assistant, Matti Yadin. “When are these bastards going to stop bothering me?”


“Which bastards, Chief?” asked Yadin.


Hausner brushed a speck from the top of his satinwood Louis XV desk. He had decorated his office out of his own funds, and he liked to keep it neat. He walked over to the big picture window that overlooked the aircraft parking ramp and opened the heavy velvet drapes. Fabric-fading sunlight poured in. “All of them.” He waved his arm to indicate the world at large. “That was The Citadel. They’re a little concerned.”


“I don’t blame them.”


Hausner regarded Yadin coolly for a second.


Yadin smiled, then looked at his boss with an expression of sympathy. It was a tough job at the best of times. For the past few weeks it had been hell for everyone in Security. He studied Hausner’s profile as the man stared out the window, lost in thought.


Jacob Hausner was a child of the Fifth Aliya, the fifth wave of immigration to Palestine. This Aliya had been made up mostly of German Jews who had left their old homeland to return to their more ancient one after Hitler came to power in 1933. They were a lucky or, perhaps, farsighted group. They had all escaped the holocaust in Europe while it was still possible to do so. They were also an affluent, well-educated group, and they had brought with them much-needed capital and skills. Many of them had settled around the older German colony in the seaport of Haifa, and they prospered. Hausner’s early years were typical of the rich German Jews in Haifa during the prewar period.


When World War II broke out, Hausner, just seventeen, had joined MI-6, British Secret Intelligence Service. Being trained by the British in that occupation, he approached it in much the same fashion as his teachers—with the attitude of a dilettante. But also like so many British spies with this attitude, he was exceedingly good at his job. If he considered it only as a necessary wartime hobby, so much the better. He was a rich young man who looked and acted like anything but a spy, which was the idea.


Outside of Haifa, he easily passed as a German. The job called for a lot of party going and social climbing among the German colonies in Cairo and Istanbul, and Hausner was good at it. His mind grasped the most intricate details of that strange and shady business of leading two lives, and he loved it almost as much as he loved Chopin, Mozart, and Sachertorten.


Hausner had joined a private British flying club in a fit of boredom before the war and had become one of the few licensed civilian pilots in Palestine. Between intelligence assignments, he pestered the British to let him log hours in Spitfires and Hurricanes so that he could keep his skills sharp.


After the war, he went to Europe and bought scrapped warplanes for the illegal Haganah Air Force. He had bought the first British Spitfire that General Laskov had flown in, but neither man was aware of the fact.


After the 1948 war, it was natural that Hausner, with a background of intelligence work and flying skill, should become one of El Al’s first security men.


Compared to most Jews who came of age during that period, his life had been one of relative ease. He now lived in Herzlya in a small villa on the Mediterranean. He kept a series of mistresses and more casual acquaintances there but still faithfully visited his family in Haifa on the religious days.


In appearance, he reminded most people of a European aristocrat. He had a thin, aquiline nose, high cheekbones, and thick white hair.


Hausner looked at Yadin. “I hope they let me go on this flight.”


Yadin shook his head and smiled. “Who would they crucify if the planes blew up, Chief?” 


"We don't use the words blow up in the same sentence as the word plane, Matti.” He smiled. He could afford to smile. Everything was going well. He had a perfect record and he saw no reason why Concordes 01 and 02 should spoil that record.


Matti Yadin got up and stretched. “Do we hear any rumblings from our intelligence services?”


Hausner kept staring out the window. “No. Our Palestinian friends are very quiet—whatever is left of them.”


“Too quiet?”


Hausner shrugged. He was a man who refused to make guesses based on no information. No news simply meant no news. He had faith in his country’s intelligence services. They had rarely failed him. If an insect hit any part of the web of Israeli Intelligence, the web quivered and the spider, at the center, felt it. Anything outside the web was too far removed to worry about.


Hausner drew the drapes and turned away from the window. He straightened his tie and jacket in a wall mirror, then walked across the office and opened the door into the adjoining conference room.


Yadin followed him and moved off toward the far wall, where he found a seat.


The conference room, which was crowded and noisy, became quiet. Everyone turned toward Hausner.


Around the large circular table sat some of the most powerful people in Israel. There was Chaim Mazar, head of Shin Beth, Israel’s Internal Security Service; Brigadier General Itzhak Talman, the Air Force Chief of Operations; General Benjamin Dobkin, representing the Army’s Chiefs of Staff; Miriam Bernstein, Deputy Minister of Transportation; and Isaac Burg, head of Mivtzan Elohim, “The Wrath of God,” the anti-terrorist group.


There were also five members of the Knesset present besides Bernstein. Along the walls, junior aides sat in chairs and a secretary was preparing to take notes at a small desk. Hausner came toward the table.


The group was an ad hoc committee put together to ensure the safety of the Concorde flight. One of their jobs was to question Hausner, and they meant to do it.


Hausner noticed that he was the only one present who was wearing a suit, as usual. He looked at Miriam Bernstein directly. Those eyes again. Nothing. Why, then, did he feel that she was always judging him? And then there was her sexuality. Hausner did not wish to admit to himself that she did not so much use it as that it was simply there. A fact. A sensual woman. He looked away from her. Strictly speaking, the Minister of Transportation was his boss. Perhaps, he thought, that produced the tension. He remained standing and cleared his throat. “I agreed to be at this meeting so that we wouldn’t have any more doubts about my ability to get an airplane off the ground.” He held up his hand to stifle a half-dozen incipient protests. “Okay. Forget it.”


The sparsely decorated room was illuminated by a large picture window with the same view as from Hausner’s office. He walked to the window. At the far end of the parking ramps, away from the other planes, the two long, sleek Concordes, each with a Star of David on its tail, stood gleaming in the bright sunlight. Around the aircraft stood Hausner’s security guards, armed with Uzi submachine guns and sniper rifles. The army had sent over a ten-man squad of infantry, too, which did nothing to improve Hausner’s mood.


Everyone was conscious of the quiet. Hausner pointed dramatically. “There they are. Pride of the fleet. They cost a mere eighty million dollars each, with the spare tire and radio. We charge all passengers first-class fare, plus a twenty-percent surcharge, and yet we haven’t made a shekel from them, as you know.” He looked at Bernstein, who was one of his severest critics in the Knesset. “And you know one of the reasons El Al hasn’t made a profit? Because I demand the tightest security that is humanly possible. And good security has a high price.” Hausner moved a few feet down the length of the bright window. Squinting eyes followed him. “Some of you,” he began slowly, “were worried about profit a few short months ago, and you were willing to let security become lax because of it. Now, the same people,” he looked at Miriam Bernstein, “are concerned that I have not done enough.” Hausner walked back toward an empty seat and sat down. “O.K. Let’s get this over with.” He looked around the table. He spoke in a fast staccato voice. “We’ve had those birds on the line for thirteen months. Since the time that we got them, they have never left the sight of my security people. We’ve had the bulkheads and baggage holds armored while they were being built at the factories in St. Nazaire and Toulouse. All maintenance is done only by El Al mechanics here at Lod. Today, I personally checked the fuel going into the craft. It was pure Jet A kerosene, I assure you. When we first got the Concordes, I demanded and got an auxiliary power unit installed in the front wheel well. The rest of the world’s Concordes have to be started by an external ground power unit. By installing the APU, I can dispense with two trucks going up to my birds at foreign airports—the preconditioned air truck and the ground power unit truck. We can start our own engines anywhere, any time, after which the birds are self-supportive. We took the extra weight penalty of the nine-hundred kilogram APU, as we’ve always taken the extra weight penalty in the name of security. You can’t make money that way, of course, but I won’t have it any other way. And neither will you.”


Hausner looked around, waiting for a comment, but there was none. He continued. “We also go through the extra expense and bother of performing most services only here at Lod. For instance, no water bowser gets near my birds except here at Lod. If you fly El Al, you’re pissing Jordan water in Tokyo. The toilet service is only done here, also. Furthermore, after every flight, the cleaning service, supervised by my personnel, goes over each plane very thoroughly, in case anyone decided to leave a package for us. We probe the seats, examine the toilets, and even open the barf bags. Another point—the galley service is done at Lod and nowhere else. As for the food on these Concordes, I checked it myself as it was being stowed in the galleys. You have my assurance that everything is kosher. In fact, the company rabbi ate the meal and all he got was indigestion.” Hausner leaned back and lit a cigarette. He spoke more slowly. “Actually, in one very important respect, this flight is more secure than any other. On this flight we don’t have to worry about the passengers.”


Hausner nodded toward Matti Yadin. “My assistant has volunteered to head the security team on Concorde 01. I have volunteered to do the same on 02. However, the Prime Minister has not yet informed me if I am to go with the mission.” He looked slowly around the table. “Are there any other questions regarding El Al security? No? Good.”


There was a long silence. Hausner decided that since it was his conference room, he was supposed to be chairman. He turned to Chaim Mazar of Shin Beth. “Would you like to make a report?”


Mazar got up slowly. He was a tall, thin man with the eyes of someone who had been in Internal Intelligence for a long time. His manner was abrupt—some thought rude. He began without preamble. “The big worry, of course, is some maniac with a small, shoulder-fired, heat-seeking missile standing on a roof somewhere between here and the coast. I can assure you that there is no one standing on any roof between here and the coast. Nor will there be anyone standing around anywhere in the flight path at takeoff. I have asked the Defense Minister to call short air-raid drills in the flight path. There will be helicopters over the whole area. There has been no sign of guerilla activity of any sort inside of Israel. I am confident there will be no problems. Thank you.” He sat down.


Hausner smiled. Short and to the point. Good man. He turned to Isaac Burg, the head of Mivtzan Elohim.


Burg remained seated but leaned slightly forward. He was a short, gentlemanly looking, white-haired man with a twinkle in his blue eyes. He affected fussy habits and mannerisms that were very disarming. In reality, he had no such habits. He was much younger than he looked, and he was capable of killing in cold blood while he searched his pockets for a nasal spray. No one would have believed that he was the man who had nearly completed the job of wiping out the multitude of Palestinian guerilla organizations around the world. His men had been brutal in hunting down the last of the disorganized groups, but the result had been an almost complete end to terrorist attacks at home and abroad. Burg smiled. “We ran into a Palestinian guerilla just the other day in Paris. He was an important member of Black September. One of the last. We questioned him with much vigor. He assures us that there are no plans that he is aware of to disrupt the peace mission. The guerillas are so dispersed and untrusting these days that we can’t be sure they speak even to each other. But one of my men, who is a ranking member of one of the Palestinian intelligence services, informs me that there is nothing planned.”


Burg fumbled for his pipe and finally located it. He stared at the pipe for a long second, then looked up. “Anyway, as far as we know, the Arab governments now want this Conference to succeed as much as we do. They’ve let us know through various sources that they are keeping a close watch on known and suspected guerillas in their nations. In case they are a little lax, we are doing the same thing.” He stuffed an aromatic blend into his pipe bowl. “John McClure of the CIA, who is attached to us, informs me that his agency has not picked up any rumblings from Arab groups around the world. Mr. McClure, incidentally, is beginning his home leave tomorrow and will be flying with the peace mission as a courtesy.” Isaac Burg smiled pleasantly as he lit his pipe. The sweet smoke billowed over the table. He looked at General Dobkin. “How about the Arab hinterlands?”


Benjamin Dobkin rose and looked around the room. He was a solidly built man with a thick neck and close-clinging, curly black hair. Like most Israeli generals, he wore plain combat fatigues with the sleeves rolled up. His massive arms and hands were what most people noticed first. He was an amateur archeologist, and the strenuous digs into the ancient tells had added a lot of bulk to his already massive frame. When he had commanded an infantry brigade, every man in the brigade became a willing or unwilling archeologist. Not a drainage trench, a latrine, a foxhole, or anti-tank ditch was dug without the soil being sifted at the first possible opportunity. Benjamin Dobkin was also a religious man, and he took no pains to hide his deep faith. Officer Evaluation Reports on Dobkin always included words like “solid,” “steady,” and “self-possessed.”


He clasped his massive hands behind him and began. “The problem is—has always been—that guerillas can get away with the most outrageous antics in the hinterlands of underdeveloped countries. Israeli Army Operations cleaned out many of these Fatahlands. The Arab governments themselves partially finished the job.” He looked around. “But unlike some of my friends here, the Army cannot and will not exclude the possibility of some sort of aggression by Palestinians or other Arabs originating out of these rural Arab areas where there are still pockets of guerillas. The Army has only limited access, but we do send many Army Intelligence people there, where, with luck, they pass as Arabs. We spy out the land.” He hesitated. “As we’ve always done. As we did three thousand years ago. ‘And Moses sent them up to spy out the land of Canaan, and said unto them, “Get you up this way southward, and go up into the mountain: and see the land, what it is, and the people that dwelleth therein, whether they be strong or weak, few or many.”’”


Ya’akov Sapir, a left-wing Knesset member who was anything but religious, interjected. “And these army spies of Moses, if I remember correctly, reported that this land was a land flowing with milk and honey. I don’t think anyone has trusted an army reconnaissance report since then.”


There were a few tentative laughs around the table and from the chairs along the wall.


General Dobkin regarded Ya’akov Sapir for a long moment. “And as a member of the Knesset Postal Committee, I think you might be interested to know that the Corinthians’ replies to Paul’s letters are still sitting in the Jerusalem Post Office.”


This brought more laughter.


Hausner looked annoyed. “Can we dispense with these learned Biblical barbs, please? General? Would you continue, please?”


Dobkin nodded. “Yes. All in all, it looks good. My counterparts in the Arab countries have sent word that they are moving to neutralize the remaining guerilla pockets where they can be located.”


Chaim Mazar leaned forward. “What kind of operation could they mount against this peace mission if they weren’t neutralized, General?”


“Sea and air. We are still concerned about sea and air. The Navy Department has assured me, however, that the flight path of the Concordes over the Mediterranean is being thoroughly patrolled not only by their craft and the American Sixth Fleet but also by the navies of Greece, Turkey, and Italy, who are staging a NATO exercise along the flight path. In addition, a sea-to-air missile, of the type that would be needed to bring down an aircraft flying at the height and speed of the Concordes is much too sophisticated to be either owned or operated by terrorists. And even if they did own one and managed to launch it at sea, the Air Force escort would have ample time to identify it, track it, and shoot it down. Isn’t that correct, General?” He looked at Itzhak Talman, Air Force Chief of Operations. Everyone turned toward Talman.


Itzhak Talman rose. He walked toward the picture window and looked into the distance. He was a tall, handsome man with a clipped British military mustache and the look of a dashing ex-RAF pilot. He spoke a mixture of bad Hebrew and worse Yiddish with an upper-class British accent. Like the British officers whom he emulated, he had a cool, detached, and imperturbable manner. But like a lot of those old officers of the Empire, Talman was play-acting. Actually, he had a highly nervous, emotional nature, but he kept it very well hidden.


Talman turned back and faced the table. He spoke in a dispassionate voice. “My very best fighter officer, Teddy Laskov, is personally leading a squadron of hand-picked pilots, who are in turn flying the best fighter craft in the world. They are, at this moment, supervising the arming and maintenance of those twelve craft at the far end of this airfield. Teddy Laskov assures me that he can spot, track, intercept, and shoot down anything in the sky, including Foxbats, SAM’s, and Satan himself, if he gets on the radar.” He looked around the room over the heads of the men and women assembled there. “Air Force Intelligence informs me that not only have the guerillas never had the capability to make an aerial attack, but they have none now. But if anyone were to mount an attack against those Concordes, they would have to put up, into the air, what would amount to the most powerful air fleet in the Mediterranean.” Talman stroked his mustache. “Teddy Laskov is the best we’ve got. As soon as those birds break over the coast, they are my responsibility, and I accept that responsibility with no hesitation.” He walked back to his seat.


Teddy Laskov, who had been in the corridor listening, opened the door quietly. Several heads turned toward the object of Talman’s praise. Laskov smiled self-consciously and waved his hand to indicate that no one was to pay him any attention. He stood against the wall.


Miriam Bernstein had been trying to catch Hausner’s eye. Hausner studiously ignored her. He looked around the table and toward the seats along the wall, but no one appeared to have anything further to add. “All right, then—”


Miriam Bernstein rose. “Mr. Hausner.”


“Yes?”


“I’d like to add something here.”


“Oh.”


“Thank you.” She offered Hausner a smile which he seemed not to notice. She looked down and shuffled through some papers in front of her, then looked up. “I’ve been listening very carefully to what has been said here, and while I’m impressed with the precautions that have been taken, I am frankly worried about the spirit they were taken in and especially the language used to describe these precautions. Gentlemen, we are going to this veida, this Conference, to make a Brit Shalom, a Covenant of Peace.” 


Miriam Bernstein paused and looked around the table, meeting the eyes of each man in turn. “Talking of shooting things from the sky, of questioning suspected Arabs in friendly countries with much vigor, of sending Army spies into Arab lands—these are justifiable under some circumstances, but at this moment in our history, I would take the risk of keeping a very low, nonaggressive profile. We don’t want to go into the United Nations like a bunch of cowboys with our six-shooters blazing. We want to go there looking as if we came to talk peace.”


She drew her lips together as she thought of the words she would use to speak reason without appearing to speak surrender. She had been associated with the peace wing of her party for many years and felt obligated to give this warning as they stood on the threshold of seeing peace become a reality. She had not lived in a place that was at peace for one day in her entire life. She extended her hands, palms up, in a conciliatory gesture. “I’m not trying to create a problem where none exists. I’m just saying that all military and intelligence operations should come to an almost complete halt during the weeks ahead. This is an act of faith on our part. Somebody has to holster his gun first. Even if you should see Satan himself on your radar screen, General Talman, don’t shoot him out of the sky with one of your missiles. Just explain to him that you are going on a peace mission and that you will not be goaded into an aggressive act. He will see that you mean to have your peace, and that—and Providence—will send him away.” She looked around the room and her eyes fixed on Teddy Laskov for a split second.


He looked back and found something in those eyes that few people had ever seen, but he wasn’t quite sure what to call it.


She looked up over the heads of the people around her. Outside, past the airfield, were the rocky hills where Khabbani and his men were arguing about when to fire. The heat of the Hamseen permeated the small room.


Miriam Bernstein looked around the room again. “There are those among us who do not want to give up at the peace table what they bought in blood. I understand this. I do. And I know all the rebuttals to the peace-at-any-cost philosophy. We all do. I even believe many of them. I’m just asking you all to think about what I’ve said over the next few days. Thank you.” She sat down and busied herself with the papers in front of her.


No one made a reply. The room was very still. 


General Talman rose and walked over to Teddy Laskov. He took him by the arm and they both walked out into the corridor.


Eventually, people began speaking in quiet voices to those sitting near them. Then the meeting broke into small groups as final plans were coordinated.


 


Jacob Hausner tuned out the low voices around him and regarded Miriam Bernstein for a long time. There was a subtle undercurrent between them. He felt it. Unresolved, it would surface at the most unexpected moment. He remembered suddenly and vividly the time she had refused an invitation to spend the weekend at his villa. He bristled now at the thought of it. Then he sat back and looked at the ceiling. To hell with her. He had other things besides Miriam Bernstein to occupy his thoughts.


There had been a lot of practice over the years for this moment. The Palestinians had always considered El Al a military objective, and the attacks had begun almost the same day El Al had in 1948. But it was the more spectacular terrorist operations of the 1960s and 1970s that had grabbed the headlines.


The last incident had been the attempted hijacking of an El Al 747 out of Heathrow Airport. Ahmed Rish had been the mastermind of that plot. Hausner’s face grimaced at the name. Rish. One of the last—and probably the best—of a bad lot. They’d had him in Ramla Military Prison once, too, after he had been arrested at Lod Airport on an unknown mission. In 1968, before Israel adopted a policy of refusing to negotiate with terrorists, they had exchanged him, along with fifteen other terrorists, for the Israeli passengers on the El Al flight that had been hijacked in the attempt to capture General Sharon. Hausner had thought it was a mistake then, and later events had proved him correct.


He wished that Ahmed Rish had turned up dead in one of the Mivtzan Elohim raids over the years. Rish’s specialty was airplanes, and the thought of Rish on the loose, an unrepentant and deeply committed terrorist, disturbed him. Hausner had been one of his principal interrogators at Ramla. Rish was one of the few terrorists who had made him lose his temper. Hausner remembered striking him. In his report, he concluded that Rish was a very dangerous man who ought to be locked up forever. But he had been released. 


Rish had turned up in a lot of places since then, each one of them too close to an El Al plane. There were rumors that Rish had been one of the terrorists who had escaped the Entebbe raid. Probably true, thought Hausner.


When Isaac Burg had mentioned a guerilla caught in France, Hausner’s memory had been jogged. Rish had been spotted in France over a year ago, after the Heathrow operation. Why France? Hausner recalled that something about that had bothered him at the time. What was it? France. Rish. Rish’s modus operandi. That was it. There was something about Rish’s modus operandi that had struck him at the time. Rish wasn’t a gun-toting, half-crazed hijacker. He didn’t take many personal risks. Rish operated in a very remote, circumspect manner.


Why France? Why not the big Arab communities in Germany? The only Arab group of any size in France was the Algerians. Rish was an Iraqi, though he was fighting for the Palestinian cause. To the rest of the world, Arabs were all the same. But to each other they were not. Also, to the French police, who were used to Algerians, an Iraqi would stick out.


Yes, Rish was an insect who had touched the net of Israeli Intelligence not so long ago, and it had quivered. They had spotted him not in Paris but in the countryside. Strange. Once in Brittany and once in the South by the Spanish border. Why? Suddenly, the thought struck Hausner that there was a weak link in this whole security chain somewhere, and he didn’t know what or where it was. A chill ran down his spine.


There was a psychological profile of Rish on file, plus a standard identikit. He’d get them out. And he’d place a call to the French SDECE. Hausner looked around. Everyone was still conversing in small groups. He rose. “If no one needs me any longer, I’ll get back to my job.”


No one answered.


“Madame Deputy Minister?”


“Don’t let us keep you,” said Miriam Bernstein.


“I won’t.” He looked around the room. “Please feel free to use my conference room as long as you wish. Excuse me.” He turned and walked to the door, then looked back. “Shalom,” he said sincerely. 
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Captain David Becker, pilot of El Al Concorde 02, sat in the Operations Room next to his First Officer, Moses Hess. Across the long table from Hess sat the flight engineer, Peter Kahn, an American Jew, like Becker.


On the walls were maps, charts, and bulletins. One wall was a large window that faced out onto the airplane parking ramp. The two Concordes sat beyond the partially shaded ramp in the harsh sunlight.


On the other side of a glass partition in the Operations Room was the Dispatcher’s Office with its teletypes and weather maps.


On the far end of the long table, in the Operations Room, sat the flight crew of El Al Concorde 01. There was Asher Avidar, the pilot, a hot-headed Sabra whom Becker considered much too young and impulsive to fly anything but the military fighters that he had formerly flown. Next to Avidar was Zevi Hirsch, the First Officer, who Becker thought would have been the pilot except for his age, and Leo Sharett, the flight engineer, who also counterbalanced Avidar’s brashness. 


Avidar was speaking to his crew, and Becker strained to hear and understand the rapid Hebrew. This was a very carefully planned flight, and Becker wanted none of Avidar’s lone-eagle antics. He had to follow Avidar on the long trip, and fuel was a critical factor at Mach 2.2.


Becker checked the most recent weather maps for the flight while he listened to Avidar briefing his crew.


Becker was an exceptionally tall man, and for that reason he had been denied fighter training in the American Air Force when he entered service at the start of the Korean War. In ROTC, they had failed to point this height limit out to him, and he found himself ferrying troops on C-54 transports. Eventually, he partially satisfied his lust for combat by joining the Strategic Air Command. He waited patiently through the 1950s for his chance to vaporize the city in Russia that was assigned to him, though he knew he would not see the destruction. The city was Minsk, or, more precisely, the airport to the northwest of the city. His bomb would have also incinerated Teddy Laskov’s hometown of Zaslavl, which was a coincidence that neither man had become aware of during their chance conversations.


Eventually, with age, his aggressive tendencies waned, and with the coming of the Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles, he found himself in cargo planes again. Then came Vietnam and he was put back into a B-52. He vaporized lots of people there, but he had long since lost the appetite for it. During the 1967 War, he volunteered for the re-supply flights to Israel. His enlistment ran out on his last flight to Lod, at the same time that his twenty-year marriage did, so he stayed and married the Israeli Air Force girl who always gave him a hard time about the shipment manifests.


The Israeli Air Force did not have nor need anything like the huge long-range bombers he knew so well, and there were only a few C-130 military transports in the Hel Avir, the Air Corps. But he really didn’t want to go back into the military, anyway. He just wanted to fly. Eventually, he landed a job flying El Al DC-4 cargo planes.


In the U.S. Air Force, he had logged thousands of hours of heavy jet flying. He had also been checked out on the American FB-111 supersonic bomber and thus was one of the few men in Israel who knew how to fly big planes at supersonic speeds. When El Al bought the Concordes, Becker went to Toulouse for training. Now he was going to fly the single most important flight in his career, and he meant to make certain that it went well.


Becker glanced into the Dispatch Room as the door from the corridor swung open. He could see Generals Talman and Laskov enter. They spoke with the personnel for a few minutes, then came through the connecting door.


Everyone in the Operations Room, all reserve officers in the Hel Avir, stood.


Talman and Laskov smiled and motioned for everyone to be seated. Talman spoke. “Good afternoon. Well, we have just come from a security meeting and I want to tell you all that everything looks fine. But for added security, we are going to advance your takeoff time to three-thirty. In addition, you are not flying over the Med to Madrid, but instead you will go up the Italian boot and head for Orly to refuel. We have permission to fly supersonic over Italy and France. Everything, including new flight plans, maps, and weather charts, is taken care of. No one will deplane at Orly. Same procedure as the Madrid plan.” He looked at each man. “Gentlemen,” he paused, looking for the right words as he stroked his clipped mustache, then said only, “have a good flight. Shalom.” He turned and walked back to the Dispatch Room.


Teddy Laskov sat on the table. “All right. We have a minute for a last bit of coordinating. I’ll monitor you on Air Traffic Control and on the company frequency the whole time I’m with you. But if we want to speak to each other, we must do so on my tactical frequency, channel 31. That is your 134.725. If, for some reason, I believe that the frequency is no longer secure—of if you do—say the words, ‘My number three fuel tank indicator has become inop,’ and we will all meet on the alternate tactical which will be channel 27, your 129.475. Clear? All right. I’ll stay with you until you get to 19,000 meters and Mach 2.2. Maybe I’ll hang around if my fuel is good. You’ll be all right after that. Are there any questions?”


Avidar stood up. “Let me lay it on the line, General. Who’s got tactical control of this flight? I mean, I’m the flight leader of these two Concordes and you’re in charge of your people and you outrank me in the Hel Avir—but this is a civilian flight. Let’s say we’re attacked. Let’s say I want to take evasive action, but you want us to hold a steady course so you know where we are. Who’s the boss?” 


Laskov regarded Avidar for a long time. Whatever else people thought of the young pilot, at least he didn’t waste time beating around the bush. Also, he had no qualms about verbalizing the unthinkable. Laskov nodded. “All right. Fair question, Asher. Let me repeat what you’ve already been told. We foresee no trouble. But if… if we are attacked, you will follow the rules for heavy bomber missions. Since Israel has no heavy bombers, let me acquaint you with those rules. They are simple. The first rule is you hold course until you get instructions from the fighter escort leader—me—to take individual evasive action or for everyone to change course, speed, or altitude. For rule number two, see rule number one. Does that answer your question?”


“No.” He sat down and looked away.


Laskov tried a conciliatory tone. “Look, Asher, flying escort is always a pain in the ass for everyone. We don’t have these long-range escort situations in Israel, so it’s new to you—but in a war I was in a thousand years ago, it was proved time and again that the sheep have to stay with the flock and listen to the sheep dogs, or else the wolves get them. No matter how many sheep in the flock seem to be getting picked off by the wolves, I assure you, it is worse trying to go it alone. Now, the analogy is not exact, but you get the message.” He tried a fatherly look, but Avidar was having no part of it. Laskov shrugged and turned toward Becker. “David? Anything on your mind?”


“No, General. I think that wraps it up, except for the call signs on the tactical frequencies.


Laskov stood up. “Right. I am the Angel Gabriel plus my tail number, which is 32. My squadron is Gabriel with their tail numbers, You, David, are the Wings of Emmanuel. Asher, you are the Kosher Clipper. Well, anyway, it will be Emmanuel and Clipper on the air.” Laskov looked at his watch. It was just two P.M. “One more thing. In addition to the regular peace mission delegates who appear on your passenger manifest, you might get a few extra VIP’s. There will be an American on board, too. John McClure. Some sort of embassy man going home on leave. Tell your Chief Stewards to expect an addendum to the manifest.”


Becker flipped through his clipboard and found the manifest. “There’s another compatriot of mine coming, too, General. Tom Richardson, the air attaché. You must know him. He has some business in New York.” 


Laskov paused. That must have been a last minute development. Laskov knew it meant something, but he didn’t know what. Maybe just a friendly gesture. He nodded. “He’s sort of a professional acquaintance—a friend when he’s not trying to tell us our business. If he doesn’t like the kosher food, kick his ass out over Rome. Avidar, if he’s on your flight, don’t try to argue politics or religion with him. He has neither.”


Becker smiled. “He asked to be on my ship. I’ll take good care of him.”


“Do that,” said Laskov, absently. He walked toward the connecting door to the Dispatch Room where he could see Talman talking to the Chief Dispatcher. He turned around and faced the men who had all stood up again. “David, You said he picked your ship?”


Yes, sir.” Becker handed Laskov the manifest.


Laskov looked at it. Next to Richardson’s name, which was penned in at the bottom, were the numbers “02.” He knew the combined manifest showed neither plane nor seat selection at this point. Plane selection was a state security matter and would be decided at the last moment. Seat selection was to be left to the individual delegates so that they could group into committees and get some work accomplished on the flight. Laskov wondered why Richardson requested a specific plane since he didn’t know if any friends or acquaintances would be on that plane. Why not wait until he saw how the delegation broke up? Both planes would only be a little over half full. Maybe he wanted to fly with Becker. He looked up. “Did he know you were flying 02?”


“I think so. I guess he figured he could sit in the jump seat and chat on the way over. He doesn’t speak Hebrew that well.”


“I guess so. All right, men. Have a good flight. See you at about 5,000 meters. Shalom.”


 


*    *    *


 


The VIP lounge, down the corridor from both the Operations Room and Hausner’s office, was crowded with about a hundred people. The drapes had been drawn to help the air conditioners, but the lounge was still warm. The darkness, however, gave an illusion of coolness. Every minute or so, someone would part the drapes a bit and look at the two Concordes, standing by themselves and ringed by soldiers.


Yaakov Leiber, the Chief Steward on Becker’s aircraft, walked into the VIP lounge. Little Yaakov Leiber, as almost everyone called him, was very nervous. He wished someone else were briefing the passengers on this flight. He was used to giving his little speech in the VIP lounge, but this group was different. He recognized many of the faces and names.


In addition to the twenty Peace Delegates, there was an unusually large support group of aides, research assistants, secretaries, interpreters, and security people. The lounge was quite smoky, Leiber noticed, and the bar was, as usual, empty.


Yaakov Leiber cleared his throat. “Ladies and gentlemen. Ladies and gentlemen.” He raised his hands.


The room became quiet in stages. Heads turned. They noticed the small man in the oversized white uniform, who wore bifocals so thick that his eyes looked like oysters.


Leiber put his back to the bar. “Good afternoon. I am Yaakov Leiber, Chief Steward on El Al Concorde 02.”


“I’m glad he’s not our pilot,” observed a man in the back. A few people laughed.


Leiber smiled. “Actually, I used to be a pilot, but once I forgot to bring a telephone book to sit on and I crashed into a hangar.”


There was laughter and even some applause.


Leiber stepped closer to the crowd. “I just want to acquaint you with some things.” He spoke about seat selection and the new boarding time for several minutes. “Are there any questions?”


The mission’s Orthodox Rabbi, Chaim Levin, stood up. “You understand, young man, that today is Friday—and you are confirming for me that we are going all the way to New York and will still land before the Sabbath begins. Is that correct?”


Leiber held back a smile. It was a peculiarity of El Al flights that there was hardly ever a rabbi on board, even during the week. Some rabbis wouldn’t fly on the national carrier because the El Al crews had all broken the Sabbath at one time or another. They flew on foreign carriers because it didn’t matter to them if those crews broke the Jewish Sabbath or their own Sabbath. The two rabbis on the peace mission, one Orthodox and one Conservative, had decided to make an exception and fly El Al for the appearance of national unity. “Yes, sir,” said Leiber. “Sundown in New York is at 6:08. But we’ll be going a little faster than the sun, so we’ll land at about two P.M. New York time.”


Rabbi Levin looked at Leiber for a long time. 


“In other words, Rabbi, we’ll land one and a half hours before the time we started,” said Leiber. “You see—”


“All right, I understand. I’ve flown before, you know.” He regarded Leiber, the Sabbath-breaker, with a stare he usually reserved for pork-eating Jews. “If we land one second after sundown, you’ll hear from me.”


There were some laughs, and Leiber smiled, too. “Yes, sir.” He looked around. “The meal is pot roast and potato kugel. There will be several movies available if anyone is interested. My wife, Marcia, who is much prettier than I am, will be one of your stewardesses on 01.” Like many couples who flew often, it was the Leibers’ policy never to fly together. They had children. He hoped no one would infer anything from this arrangement. “Are there any questions? Then, thank you for flying El Al—although I don’t see how you could have done otherwise.” He held up both hands. “Shalom.”


 


*    *    *


 


Captain David Becker completed his line check of Concorde 02. He stood in the shadow cast by the drooping nose cone. A squad of infantry stood around the aircraft and glanced at him from time to time. An El Al security man, Nathan Brin, approached. “How’s it going, Captain?”


“Good.”


“We’re satisfied. You?”


Becker looked at the plane and nodded.


“See you upstairs.” He walked off.


“Right.” Becker stared up at the craft. This white bird of peace looked like anything but a dove. It was a sea bird of some sort, Becker decided. A stork. A gull, maybe. It sat up high on long legs because of the high-pitch angles you had to use with a delta wing. If it weren’t for the long legs, it would drag its ass on the ground when it took off or landed. God made sea birds with long legs for that reason. The technicians at British Aircraft Corporation and Aérospatiale had come to the same design conclusion. So had the Russians when they built their supersonic airliner, the TU-144. Brilliant. It was good to see that God was right, thought Becker.


Then there was the nose cone. The beak. It stayed down during takeoffs and landings, like a bird’s, for better visibility. It was raised during flight for aerodynamic streamlining. The British, French, Russians, and God—not necessarily in that order—had independently found the same solutions for the problems of flight. Aircraft had started off as rigid structures and their performance was, therefore, confined to rigid parameters. Birds were flexible. Man started making aircraft flexible with movable ailerons and rudders. Then came the retractable landing gear. Then the swing-wing jets. Now there were noses that dropped.


Becker looked down the length of the plane. It was not really a big aircraft. The fuselage was fifty-two meters long and the delta span was only twenty-seven meters. Gross weight with passengers and fuel was 181,000 kilograms, about half as heavy as a 747.


One of the last refuges of the old English system of weights and measures was to be found in the cockpit of an airplane. All the world’s pilots had been trained in both the English language and the English system of measurement. It was a world standard, and it was not easy or necessarily desirable to do away with it altogether. Most instruments were dual marked and pilots shifted easily from one system to the other in their conversations. Next to the Mach air speed indicator in the Concorde was the quaint knot indicator. To Becker, it was a fixed point in a rapidly changing world. He pictured an old square-rigger bravely trying to make five knots against a headwind.


Becker began a final walk-around. He stood under the portside delta and looked up. No, it wasn’t built to move a couple of hundred tourist-class passengers around. It was built to move seventy VIP types faster than sound to their peace missions, oil deals, and foreign lovers. An elitist aircraft. Maximum speed was Mach 2.2—about 2,300 kilometers per hour, depending on air temperature. The speed of a high-velocity rifle bullet. And at that speed, flying was an aeronautical limbo where many of the standard rules of flight were suddenly changed.


There were a lot of peculiar demands at supersonic speeds. There was the big drag factor at the speed of sound. The delta wings helped there, but deltas had poor handling characteristics. They yawed and rolled and the plane became difficult to fly. Delta wings had to approach at high angles of attack, and if you got on the back of a thrust curve, air speed management was very difficult.


If you lost an engine in a regular commercial jet, nobody got too upset. Lose one at supersonic, and you could easily lose control of the aircraft. Then the plane would flip-flop and disintegrate.


The skin temperature could get up to 127 degrees Celsius at Mach 2. If you got above that, the plane wouldn’t immediately become unglued, but you would weaken the structure and you might pay for it on another flight.


At Mach 2.2, you have to think fast. If you wanted to level at 19,000 meters, for instance, you had to start doing it at 17,000. If you corrected too fast, you’d have the passengers hanging from the baggage racks.


Then there was the thing that had bothered Becker from the first day he had taken the Concorde up to 19,000 meters. It was the problem of sudden cabin decompression of the type that can happen if you are hit by a missile, or if there is a small explosion on board, or if someone shatters a window with a bullet. In a conventional commercial aircraft, flying at relatively low altitudes, about 9,000 meters, cabin decompression was not a critical problem. The crew and passengers put on overhead oxygen masks and breathed until the aircraft descended into thicker air. But at 19,000 meters, you needed a pressure suit to make breathing possible, even with an oxygen mask. Lacking pressure suits, you had only a few seconds of usable consciousness to get down to where you could breathe with a mask. There was no way to do that at 19,000 meters. You put the mask on, but you blacked out anyway. The on-board computer sensed the problem and brought the plane down nicely, but by the time you got down to where you could breathe with the mask, you woke up with brain damage.


Becker had a recurring nightmare: a brain-damaged crew coming out of their blackout—sucking on the oxygen masks, if they still had the wits to grasp that simple necessity—trying to figure out what all those funny lights and dials in front of them were, while their eyes rolled and saliva drooled from their mouths. And all the while, the computerized Concorde held steady, waiting for a human hand to guide it. Neanderthals in Apollo. And in the back, seventy idiot passengers, in different states of mental debility, making faces and grunting. In his nightmare, the Concorde always landed and there were people on the observation deck waving. Won’t they be surprised when their friends and lovers come down the stairway? Becker closed his eyes. He knew it wasn’t possible to bring it home from those altitudes after more than thirty seconds’ loss of oxygen. It was only an irrational nightmare. Yet he kept feeding a simple command to the conditioned-response part of his brain: If nothing in the cockpit looks familiar anymore, touch nothing. The fuel would eventually run out.


Becker wiped the sweat from his face and looked out across the field. Fifty meters away, Avidar was looking up at Concorde 01. He wondered if Avidar had nightmares like that. No, not Avidar. 
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Miriam Bernstein sat in the VIP lounge, drinking coffee with Abdel Jabari. Jabari saw the other Arab delegate, Ibrahim Ali Arif, come in, and he excused himself to speak with him.


Bernstein saw Jacob Hausner sitting alone at the bar. She stood up, hesitated, then walked toward him, but he didn’t turn. “Hello.”


He glanced over his shoulder. “Oh. Hello.”


“Look, I’m sorry if I made some people uncomfortable before.”


He stirred his drink. “No problem.”


“Good.” She stood silent for a moment. “So. Are you coming with us?”


“Yes. I just heard from the PM. I’ll be on 02.”


She didn’t know why that should be good news, but she felt a sudden surge of something like well-being before she could sublimate it. “I’ll be on 02 also.”


There was silence.


She forced a smile and spoke again. “Do you want to change planes—or do you want me to?” 


Why did he feel so strongly that the remark was made to provoke him? Hausner had a gut feeling that she was repressing some strong emotion and that it had to do with him. He looked at her. There was absolutely nothing in that face to reinforce his feeling, but it persisted. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”


She looked into the mirror. Her eyes drifted between her own expression and Hausner’s as if to make sure no one’s mask had slipped. Her expression was all right, but she could see the tension in her body. She realized that she was almost standing on tiptoes. He always had that effect on her. She relaxed and smiled neutrally. “Nice of you to come. Can they spare you here?”


Hausner drained off his drink. “They had their choice of keeping me here for a crucifixion or letting me go and hoping I’d go down with the ship if something happened.”


She nodded. “So you chose to go down with the ship.”


“They chose. I think they’d like to see me go down and the ship stay up. But you can’t have it both ways. Buy you a drink?”


“I don’t drink, but—”


“Nobody in this goddamn country drinks. When I was in the RAF, nobody flew unless they were blind.” He pushed his glass toward the bartender. “Well, see you on board.”


She looked at him. “Right.” She turned and walked off.


Matti Yadin came up to the bar when he saw Miriam Bernstein move away. “That bitch giving you a hard time again, boss?”


Hausner thought a moment. “I’m not sure.”


 


Teddy Laskov walked into the VIP lounge, looking for Tom Richardson. He had some things to ask him. He was also supposed to give Richardson the alternate tactical frequency that he and Talman had just selected. He considered calling it into the American air attaché office, then thought better of it. For a reason that he couldn’t fully explain, even to himself, he decided to keep the information from Richardson. If the Americans really needed it when he got airborne, they could get it from Talman at The Citadel.


Laskov saw Hausner and Miriam speaking at the bar. He saw her turn and walk off. If he didn’t know that they detested each other, he’d have to say that she looked hurt by something Hausner had said. He was surprised at the jealousy he suddenly  felt. Laskov watched her. She didn’t see him. They had already said their good-byes. He turned and walked with his bearlike gait down the back stairs where a jeep waited to take him to his squadron.


 


*    *    *


 


General Benjamin Dobkin stood near the coffee bar, speaking with Isaac Burg.


Dobkin looked at Burg. “So you’re coming to New York with us?”


Burg nodded. “I think I should check on my agents in New York. Also, I have a lady friend there and she is going to feel the Wrath of God in about seven hours.” He laughed and his eyes twinkled.


Dobkin stared into his cup, then looked down at Burg. “It’s their last chance, isn’t it? I mean, if ever they were going to strike, it would have to be now. If they don’t, they are completely washed up in the eyes of their supporters. This is the biggest and most important target they have ever had. It is now or never for them, isn’t it?”


Burg gave a slight nod. “Yes.” He looked at Dobkin. “You know, when I got out of that meeting before, I was very confident. But human beings are very resourceful and cunning creatures. If they have the will, they will find the way. That much I know, after dealing with the Arabs for all these years. They are not the buffoons the press makes them out to be, as you and I know very well.” He nodded again. “Yes, I’m worried.”


 


*    *    *


 


Concorde 01 and Concorde 02 stood in the sunlight with their doors thrown open. Already on board each craft were six men from Hausner’s security squad. Matti Yadin sat with the six men in 01 and briefed them. They each carried a Smith & Wesson .22 caliber automatic pistol. The .22 caliber round wasn’t supposed to go completely through a human body and puncture the cabin. In theory, it looked safe, but shooting guns in small pressurized cabins was never a good idea.


The security men also had on board, as standard equipment, an old American M-14 rifle which had been fitted to accept a starlight scope for night shooting and a 10X Crossman sniper scope for day shooting. There was also on board an Israeli-made Uzi submachine gun. This was a very small weapon, forty-six centimeters long, and weighing only four kilograms but capable of firing a magazine of twenty-five 9mm rounds with much effect. The M-14 and the Uzi were to be used only outside the aircraft.


There was another piece of ordnance on board that none of the people in the airplanes knew about. In the tail of each Concorde was a half-kilo of plastic explosive stuck to the fuel trim tank, put there over a year before by two now-deceased Algerians, in faraway St. Nazaire and Toulouse. When the aircraft accelerated, fuel would be pumped into the empty tank in order to change the aircraft’s center of gravity, making supersonic flight possible. If and when the explosive was detonated, the aircraft would be blown out of the sky.


 


*    *    *


 


Teddy Laskov sat in the cockpit of his F-14 and played with a pocket calculator, figuring his flying range based on such variables as fuel consumption, gross weight, expected maneuvers, and air temperature. Laskov, the old dogfighter, wanted very much to keep his 20mm cannon rounds, but he had to concede that they were not only too heavy but redundant as well. Missiles. That’s what it was all about today. Maybe Richardson had been right about that. He called out of the open cockpit to the armorers. “Take out the twenty millimeters.”


When the cannon rounds had been removed from each craft, he looked to his left and right and spoke into his headset. “Start your engines.”


Twenty-four Pratt and Whitney engines, with over 9,000 kilograms of thrust each, exploded into a ground-shaking, ear-piercing wail.


A minute later, Laskov held up his thumb and shouted into his microphone. “Zanek!” Scramble.


The twelve fighters rolled toward the runway.


 


Tom Richardson realized too late that he hadn’t gotten Laskov’s alternate frequency. It wasn’t the kind of information he could solicit from The Citadel over the phone and, for some reason, his own office hadn’t gotten it yet. Also, the change in takeoff time, although he’d expected it, had caused him some inconvenience. He wondered if Laskov had taken his suggestion about not carrying the cannon rounds. It wasn’t that critical, one way or the other, he decided.


The Peace Delegation was filing out of the lounge, down the back stairs, and into the waiting buses. Richardson ducked into a phone booth near the bar and dialed a number in Jericho, in the occupied West Bank. He didn’t trust telephones, but he had little choice and less time.


 


*    *    *


 


Jacob Hausner stuck his head into his outer office. “Did the French SDECE call back yet?”


His secretary looked up. “No, sir.”


“Damn it.” He looked past her toward the window. The buses were almost filled. “I have to go. I’ll probably fly back with one of the Concordes tomorrow. If anything important comes in while I’m in the air, call The Citadel and they’ll put it out to the Concorde over the scrambler. I’ll be on 02.”


“Have a good trip. Shalom.”


“That’s what this whole goddamned thing is all about. Shalom.” He walked quickly down the corridor.


 


*    *    *


 


Matti Yadin looked out the window of the bus that was going to Concorde 01. He saw Hausner hurrying by below him. “Boss!”


Hausner turned and looked up.


Yadin leaned out. “If you don’t want to ride with—you know—I’ll switch with you.”


Hausner shook his head. “No. That’s all right. It’s a short flight. Besides, it’s bad luck to change flight plans.” Hausner hesitated. He was still worried about something, but he didn’t know exactly what. He’d developed a bad feeling about this flight, all of a sudden, and he could see in Yadin’s eyes the same uneasiness. “Remember Ahmed Rish?”


“How could I forget him?” said Yadin.


“How, indeed? Just think about him and radio me if anything clicks. See you in New York.”


Yadin forced a smile. “Shalom.”


Hausner reached up and grasped Yadin’s hand, something he had never done before.


 


*    *    *


 


Chaim Mazar stood in the control tower of Lod Airport with a pair of field glasses to his eyes and looked out at the buses approaching the Concordes. A glint of light from the roof of an apartment house in Lod caught his eye and he swung the glasses toward it. He grabbed for his field radio as he kept his glasses trained on the building. He spoke rapidly into the mouthpiece. “Chopper Control, this is Tower. I saw a flash of light in quadrant thirty-six. Pink stucco apartment house. The roof. Get somebody up there.” 


Mazar watched as a Huey helicopter descended on the roof of the house within seconds. Four of his men jumped out with Uzi sub-machine guns before the helicopter landed. A few seconds later, a voice sounding out of breath came over his squawk box. “Tower, this is Huey seven-six.”


“Roger, seven-six. Go ahead.”


“No problem, Tower. Young lady with a sun reflector.” There was a pause. The voice sounded amused. “Sunbathing in the nude, over.”


Mazar wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead and sipped from a glass of water. “Roger. There’s supposed to be an air-raid drill in progress. Get her something to wear and place her under arrest. Keep her in the chopper until you can turn her over to the police.”


There was a long pause. “Roger, Tower.”


“Tower, out. Mazar slumped back into his chair next to the air traffic controllers. He turned to one of them. “That was a little rough, but it’s been a long day.”


 


*    *    *


 


Sabah Khabbani lay at the crest of the hill and looked hard through his field glasses. The day was bright and clear, but nine kilometers was a long distance. It appeared as though the Concordes were loading. This was as good a time as any. He raised his hand. He waited until a helicopter passed over.


Behind him, in the pines, the three men knelt a few meters from each other. They each held a mortar round poised above the small hole in the ground. Next to each man were three additional rounds. They would each alternate two high explosive rounds with two white phosphorus rounds. The twelve rounds should blanket the entire area between the terminal and the Concordes. If one piece of incendiary matter punctured a fuel tank—and there was no reason why that shouldn’t happen—no one would survive.


They watched Khabbani closely. His arm dropped. With shaking hands, each of the men let his round slip out of his fingers. They could hear the rounds slide down the long tubes. They covered their ears and opened their mouths to equalize the pressure of the impending blast.


 


*    *    *


 


Brigadier General Itzhak Talman stood in the Operations Room of The Citadel and looked at the radar and visual displays from the E-2D Hawkeye. He could see Laskov’s twelve F-14’s as they maintained a holding pattern off the coast. Indicated on other display consoles were scheduled airline traffic, a few private planes, and ships at sea. A computer flashed several messages on various cathode ray tubes and printed readout tapes. Talman turned up the volume on one of the radios and heard Laskov speaking to his squadron. So far, so good. He poured a cup of coffee and took a seat. All he could do now was wait.


 


Captain Ephraim Dinitz waited until he heard the dull thud of the rounds striking the firing pins at the bottom of the tubes. That should satisfy the military court if there should be a question later concerning intent. He and his men ran out from the trees and rocks. Dinitz shouted in Arabic. “I arrest you under military law! Place your hands on your heads!”


The three Palestinian gunners stared alternately between the silent mortars and the closing Israeli soldiers. Slowly they rose to their feet and placed their hands over their heads.


Khabbani looked back over his shoulder and watched the whole scene unfold thirty yards behind him. His heart sank and a lump came to his throat. He saw himself in Ramla Prison staring vacantly through the barbed wire for the rest of his life. He would never touch his wife or children again except through that barbed wire. He got up and leaped from the crest of the hill. A soldier shouted. Khabbani ran stumbling over the rocks, the wildflowers going by in a blur beneath his feet. Another shout. The staccato report of an automatic weapon. He saw the bullets hit around him and it was several seconds before he realized he was no longer running but lying on the ground, bleeding quickly to death.


 


*    *    *


 


Chaim Mazar picked up his field radio. From the tower he could see the hills where it had all happened. He nodded. “All right, Dinitz. Interrogate them immediately and call me back.” He sat back in his chair. He realized that those miserable Palestinian peasants knew less than he did about who was behind that pathetic attempt. Those mortars had been spotted ten years before and left there to see who would come around and use them. The detonators had been removed from the rounds, of course. He’d had the spot watched more closely than usual for the last week. In addition, someone had tipped off one of his agents earlier in the day. 


It was such a clumsy and foolhardy attempt that Mazar couldn’t believe it was meant to succeed. All he could think of was the English expression, red herring, or the Hebrew words, sacrificial lamb. That’s what those unfortunate Palestinians were. Everyone was supposed to relax their guard now that the great terrorist attempt had been foiled. But Mazar didn’t see it that way. If this was a red herring, then that could only mean that there must still be an undiscovered plot to sabotage this peace mission. But for the life of him, he couldn’t imagine what it could be. He shrugged.


The Air Traffic Controller looked up from his radio. “Concordes are ready to roll, sir.”
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