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To Mary Ellen




Chapter One


Night fell as the airport taxi rattled along the six miles of coastal road into Beirut. From the back seat, Dahlia Iyad watched the Mediterranean surf fade from white to gray in the last light. She was thinking about the American. She would have to answer many questions about him.


The taxi turned onto the Rue Verdun and threaded its way into the heart of the city, the Sabra district, filled with many of the refugees from Palestine. The driver needed no instructions. He scanned his rearview mirror closely, then turned off his lights and pulled into a small courtyard near the Rue Jeb el-Nakhel. The courtyard was pitch dark. Dahlia could hear distant traffic sounds and the ticking of the motor as it cooled. A minute passed.


The taxi rocked as the four doors were snatched open and a powerful flashlight blinded the driver. Dahlia could smell the oil on the pistol held an inch from her eye.


The man with the flashlight came to the rear door of the taxi, and the pistol was withdrawn.


‘Djinniy,’ she said softly.


‘Get out and follow me.’ He ran the Arabic words together in the accent of the Jabal.





A hard tribunal waited for Dahlia Iyad in the quiet room in Beirut. Hafez Najeer, head of Al Fatah’s elite Jihaz al-Rasd (RASD) field intelligence unit, sat at a desk leaning his head back against the wall. He was a tall man with a small head. His subordinates secretly called him ‘The Praying Mantis.’ To hold his full attention was to feel sick and frightened.


Najeer was the commander of Black September. He did not believe in the concept of a ‘Middle East situation.’ The restoration of Palestine to the Arabs would not have elated him. He believed in holocaust, the fire that purifies. So did Dahlia Iyad.


And so did the other two men in the room: Abu Ali, who controlled the Black September assassination squads in Italy and France, and Muhammad Fasil, ordnance expert and architect of the attack on the Olympic Village at Munich. Both were members of RASD, the brains of Black September. Their position was not acknowledged by the larger Palestinian guerrilla movement, for Black September lives within Al Fatah as desire lives in the body.


It was these three men who decided that Black September would strike within the United States. More than fifty plans had been conceived and discarded. Meanwhile, U.S. munitions continued to pour onto the Israeli docks at Haifa.


Suddenly a solution had come, and now, if Najeer gave his final approval, the mission would be in the hands of this young woman.


She tossed her djellaba on a chair and faced them. ‘Good evening, Comrades.’


‘Welcome, Comrade Dahlia,’ Najeer said. He had not risen when she entered the room. Nor had the other two. Her appearance had changed during her year in the United States. She was chic in her pants suit and a little disarming.


‘The American is ready,’ she said. ‘I am satisfied that he will go through with it. He lives for it.’


‘How stable is he?’ Najeer seemed to be staring into her skull.


‘Stable enough. I support him. He depends on me.’


‘I understand that from your reports, but code is clumsy. There are questions. Ali?’


Abu Ali looked at Dahlia carefully. She remembered him from his psychology lectures at the American University of Beirut.


‘The American always appears rational?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


‘But you believe him to be insane?’


‘Sanity and apparent rationality are not the same, Comrade.’


‘Is his dependency on you increasing? Does he have periods of hostility toward you?’


‘Sometimes he is hostile, but not as often now.’


‘Is he impotent?’


‘He says he was impotent from the time of his release in North Vietnam until two months ago.’ Dahlia watched Ali. With his small, neat gestures and his moist eyes, he reminded her of a civet cat.


‘Do you take credit for overcoming his impotence?’


‘It is not a matter of credit, Comrade. It is a matter of control. My body is useful in maintaining that control. If a gun worked better, I would use a gun.’


Najeer nodded approval. He knew she was telling the truth. Dahlia had helped train the three Japanese terrorists who struck at Lod Airport in Tel Aviv, slaying at random. Originally there had been four Japanese terrorists. One lost his nerve in training, and, with the other three watching, Dahlia blew his head off with a Schmeisser machine pistol.


‘How can you be sure he will not have an attack of conscience and turn you in to the Americans?’ Ali persisted.


‘What would they get if he did?’ Dahlia said. ‘I am a small catch. They would get the explosives, but the Americans have plenty of plastique already, as we have good reason to know.’ This was intended for Najeer, and she saw him look up at her sharply.


Israeli terrorists almost invariably used American C-4 plastic explosive. Najeer remembered carrying his brother’s body out of a shattered apartment in Bhandoum, then going back inside to look for the legs.


‘The American turned to us because he needed explosives. You know that, Comrade,’ Dahlia said. ‘He will continue to need me for other things. We do not offend his politics because he has none. Neither does the term “conscience” apply to him in the usual sense. He will not turn me in.’


‘Let’s look at him again,’ Najeer said. ‘Comrade Dahlia, you have studied this man in one setting. Let me show him to you in quite different circumstances. Ali?’


Abu Ali set a 16-millimeter movie projector on the desk and switched out the lights. ‘We got this quite recently from a source in North Vietnam, Comrade Dahlia. It was shown once on American television, but that was before you were stationed in the House of War. I doubt that you have seen it.’


The numbered film leader blurred on the wall and distorted sound came from the speaker. As the film picked up speed, the sound tightened into the anthem of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, and the square of light on the wall became a whitewashed room. Seated on the floor were two dozen American prisoners of war. A cut to a lectern with a microphone clamped to it. A tall, gaunt man approached the lectern, walking slowly. He wore the baggy uniform of a POW, socks and thong sandals. One of his hands remained in the folds of his jacket, the other was placed flat on his thigh as he bowed to the officials at the front of the room. He turned to the microphone and spoke slowly.


‘I am Michael J. Lander, Lieutenant Commander, U.S. Navy, captured February 10, 1967, while fire-bombing a civilian hospital near Ninh Binh . . . near Ninh Binh. Though the evidence of my war crimes is unmistakable, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam has not done to me punishment, but showed me the suffering which resulted from American war crimes like those of my own and others . . . and others. I am sorry for what I have done. I am sorry we killed children. I call upon the American people to stop this war. The Democratic Republic of Vietnam holds no . . . holds no animosity toward the American people. It is the warmongers in power. I remain ashamed of what I have done.’


The camera panned over the other prisoners, sitting like an attentive class, their faces carefully blank. The film ended with the anthem.


‘Clumsy enough,’ said Ali, whose English was almost flawless. ‘The hand must have been tied to his side.’ He had watched Dahlia closely during the film. Her eyes had widened for a second at the close-up of the gaunt face. Otherwise she remained impassive.


‘Firebombing a hospital,’ Ali mused. ‘He has experience in this sort of thing, then.’


‘He was captured flying a rescue helicopter. He was trying to retrieve the crew of a downed Phantom,’ Dahlia said. ‘You have seen my report.’


‘I have seen what he told you,’ Najeer said.


‘He tells me the truth. He is beyond lying,’ she said. ‘I have lived with him for two months. I know.’


‘It’s a small point, anyway,’ Ali said. ‘There are other things about him of much more interest.’


During the next half-hour, Ali questioned her about the most intimate details of the American’s behavior. When he had finished, it seemed to Dahlia that there was a smell in the room. Real or imagined, it took her back to the Palestinian refugee camp at Tyre when she was eight years old, folding the wet bedroll where her mother and the man who brought food had groaned together in the dark.


Fasil took over the questioning. He had the blunt, capable hands of a technician, and there were calluses on the tips of his fingers. He sat forward in his chair, his small satchel on the floor beside him.


‘Has the American handled explosives?’


‘Only packaged military ordnance. But he has planned carefully and in minute detail. His plan appears reasonable,’ Dahlia answered.


‘It appears reasonable to you, Comrade. Perhaps because you are so intimately involved with it. We will see how reasonable it is.’


She wished for the American then, wished these men could hear his slow voice as, step by step, he reduced his terrible project into a series of clearly defined problems, each with a solution.


She took a deep breath and began to talk about the technical problems involved in killing 80,000 people all at once, including the new President of the United States, with an entire nation watching.


‘The limitation is weight,’ Dahlia said. ‘We are restricted to 600 kilos of plastique. Give me a cigarette please, and a pen and paper.’


Bending over the desk, she drew a curve that resembled a cross section of a bowl. Inside it and slightly above, she drew another, smaller curve of the same parameter.


‘This is the target,’ she said, indicating the larger curve. Her pen moved to the smaller curve. ‘The principle of the shaped charge, it—’


‘Yes, yes,’ Fasil snapped. ‘Like a great Claymore mine. Simple. The density of the crowd?’


‘Seated shoulder to shoulder, entirely exposed at this angle from the pelvis up. I need to know if the plastique—’


‘Comrade Najeer will tell you what you need to know,’ Fasil said loftily.


Dahlia continued unfazed. ‘I need to know if the explosive Comrade Najeer may choose to give me is prepackaged antipersonnel plastique with steel balls, such as a Claymore contains. The weight requested is of plastique only. The containers and this type of shrapnel would not be of use.’


‘Why?’


‘Weight, of course.’ She was tired of Fasil.


‘And if you have no shrapnel? What then, Comrade? If you are counting on concussion, allow me to inform you—’


‘Allow me to inform you, Comrade. I need your help and I will have it. I do not pretend to your expertise. We are not contending, you and I. Jealousy has no place in the Revolution.’


‘Tell her what she wants to know.’ Najeer’s voice was hard.


Instantly Fasil said, ‘The plastique is not packaged with shrapnel. What will you use?’


‘The outside of the shaped charge will be covered with layers of .177 caliber rifle darts. The American believes they will disperse over 150 degrees vertically through a horizontal arc of 260 degrees. It works out to an average of 3.5 projectiles per person in the kill zone.’


Fasil’s eyes widened. He had seen an American Claymore mine, no bigger than a schoolbook, blast a bloody path through a column of advancing troops and mow down the grass in a swath around them. What she proposed would be like a thousand Claymores going off at once.


‘Detonation?’


‘Electric blasting cap fired by a 12-volt system already in the craft. There is an identical backup system with separate battery. Also a fuse.’


‘That’s all,’ the technician said. ‘I am finished.’


Dahlia looked at him. He was smiling – whether from satisfaction or fear of Hafez Najeer, she could not tell. She wondered if Fasil knew the larger curve represented Tulane Stadium, where on January 12 the first 21 minutes of the Super Bowl game would be played.





Dahlia waited for an hour in a room down the hall. When she was summoned back to Najeer’s office, she found the Black September commander alone. Now she would know.


The room was dark except for the area lit by a reading lamp. Najeer, leaning back against the wall, wore a hood of shadow. His hands were in the light and they toyed with a black commando knife. When he spoke, his voice was very soft.


‘Do it, Dahlia. Kill as many as you can.’


Abruptly he leaned into the light and smiled as though relieved, his teeth bright in his dark face. He seemed almost jovial as he opened the technician’s case and withdrew a small statue. It was a figure of the Madonna, like the ones in the windows of religious articles stores, the painting bright and hurriedly executed. ‘Examine it,’ he said.


She turned the figure in her hands. It weighed about a half-kilo and did not feel like plaster. A faint ridge ran around the sides of the figure as though it had been pressed in a mold rather than cast. Across the bottom were the words ‘Made in Taiwan.’


‘Plastique,’ Najeer said. ‘Similar to the American C-4 but made farther east. It has some advantages over C-4. It’s more powerful for one thing, at some small cost to its stability, and it is very malleable when heated above 50 degrees centigrade.


‘Twelve hundred of these will arrive in New York two weeks from tomorrow aboard the freighter Leticia. The manifest will show they were transshipped from Taiwan. The importer, Muzi, will claim them on the dock. Afterward you will make sure of his silence.’


Najeer rose and stretched. ‘You have done well, Comrade Dahlia, and you have come a long way. You will rest now with me.’


Najeer had a sparsely furnished apartment on an upper floor of 18 Rue Verdun, similar to the quarters Fasil and Ali had on other floors of the building.


Dahlia sat on the side of Najeer’s bed with a small tape recorder in her lap. He had ordered her to make a tape for use on Radio Beirut after the strike was made. She was naked, and Najeer, watching her from the couch, saw her become visibly aroused as she talked into the microphone.


‘Citizens of America,’ she said, ‘today the Palestinian freedom fighters have struck a great blow in the heart of your country. This horror was visited upon you by the merchants of death in your own land, who supply the butchers of Israel. Your leaders have been deaf to the cries of the homeless. Your leaders have ignored the ravages by the Jews in Palestine and have committed their own crimes in Southeast Asia. Guns, warplanes, and hundreds of millions of dollars have flowed from your country to the hands of warmongers while millions of your own people starve. The people will not be denied.


‘Hear this, people of America. We want to be your brothers. It is you who must overthrow the filth that rules you. Henceforth, for every Arab that dies by an Israeli hand, an American will die by Arab hands. Every Moslem holy place, every Christian holy place destroyed by Jewish gangsters will be avenged with the destruction of a property in America.’


Dahlia’s face was flushed and her nipples were erect as she continued. ‘We hope this cruelty will go no further. The choice is yours. We hope never to begin another year with bloodshed and suffering. Salaam aleikum.’


Najeer was standing before her, and she reached for him as his bathrobe fell to the floor.





Two miles from the room where Dahlia and Najeer were locked together in the tangled sheets, a small Israeli missile launch sliced quietly up the Mediterranean.


The launch hove to 1,000 meters south of the Grotte aux Pigeons, and a raft was slipped over the side. Twelve armed men climbed down into it. They wore business suits and neckties tailored by Russians, Arabs, and Frenchmen. All wore crepe-soled shoes and none carried any identification. Their faces were hard. It was not their first visit to Lebanon.


The water was smoky gray under the quarter moon, and the sea was riffled by a warm off-shore breeze. Eight of the men paddled, stretching to make the longest strokes possible as they covered the 400 meters to the sandy beach of the Rue Verdun. It was 4:11 A.M., 23 minutes before sunrise and 17 minutes before the first blue glaze of day would spread over the city. Silently they pulled the raft up on the sand, covered it with a sand-colored canvas, and walked quickly up the beach to the Rue Ramlet el-Baida, where four men and four cars awaited them, silhouetted against the glow from the tourist hotels to the north.


They were only a few yards from the cars when a brown-and-white Land Rover braked loudly 30 yards up the Rue Ramlet, its headlights on the little convoy. Two men in tan uniforms leaped from the truck, their guns leveled.


‘Stand still. Identify yourselves.’


There was a sound like popping corn, and dust flew from the Lebanese officers’ uniforms as they collapsed in the road, riddled by 9-mm bullets from the raiders’ silenced Parabellums.


A third officer, at the wheel of the truck, tried to drive away. A bullet shattered the windshield and his forehead. The truck careened into a palm tree at the roadside, and the policeman was thrown forward onto the horn. Two men ran to the truck and pulled the dead man off the horn, but lights were going on in some of the beachfront apartments.


A window opened, and there was an angry shout in Arabic. ‘What is that hellish racket? Someone call the police.’


The leader of the raid, standing by the truck, shouted back in hoarse and drunken Arabic, ‘Where is Fatima? We’ll leave if she doesn’t get down here soon.’


‘You drunken bastards get away from here or I’ll call the police myself.’


‘Aleikum salaam, neighbor. I’m going,’ the drunken voice from the street replied. The light in the apartment went out.


In less than two minutes the sea closed over the truck and the bodies it contained.


Two of the cars went south on the Rue Ramlet, while the other two turned onto the Corniche Ras Beyrouth for two blocks, then turned north again on the Rue Verdun . . .





Number 18 Rue Verdun was guarded round the clock. One sentry was stationed in the foyer, and another armed with a machine gun watched from the roof of the building across the street. Now the rooftop sentry lay in a curious attitude behind his gun, his throat smiling wetly in the moonlight. The sentry from the foyer lay outside the door where he had gone to investigate a drunken lullaby.


Najeer had fallen asleep when Dahlia gently pulled free from him and walked into the bathroom. She stood under the shower for a long time, enjoying the stinging spray. Najeer was not an exceptional lover. She smiled as she soaped herself. She was thinking about the American, and she did not hear the footsteps in the hall.


Najeer half-started from the bed as the door to his apartment smashed open and a flashlight blinded him.


‘Comrade Najeer!’ the man said urgently.


‘Aiwa.’


The machine gun flickered, and blood exploded from Najeer as the bullets slammed him back into the wall. The killer swept everything from the top of Najeer’s desk into a bag as an explosion in another part of the building shook the room.


The naked girl in the bathroom doorway seemed frozen in horror. The killer pointed his machine gun at her wet breast. His finger tightened on the trigger. It was a beautiful breast. The muzzle of the machine gun wavered.


‘Put on some clothes, you Arab slut,’ he said, and backed out of the room.


The explosion two floors below, which tore out the wall of Abu Ali’s apartment, killed Ali and his wife instantly. The raiders, coughing in the dust, had started for the stairs, when a thin man in pajamas came out of the apartment at the end of the hall, trying to cock a submachine gun. He was still trying when a hail of bullets tore through him, blowing shreds of his pajamas into his flesh and across the hall.


The raiders scrambled to the street and their cars were roaring southward toward the sea as the first police sirens sounded.


Dahlia, wearing Najeer’s bathrobe and clutching her purse, was on the street in seconds, mingling with the crowd that had poured out of the buildings on the block. She was trying desperately to think, when she felt a hard hand grip her arm. It was Muhammad Fasil. A bullet had cut a bloody stripe across his cheek. He wrapped his tie around his hand and held it to the wound.


‘Najeer?’ he asked.


‘Dead.’


‘Ali, too, I think. His window blew out just as I turned the corner. I shot at them from the car, but – listen to me carefully. Najeer has given the order. Your mission must be completed. The explosives are not affected, they will arrive on schedule. Automatic weapons also – your Schmeisser and an AK-47, packed separately with bicycle parts.’


Dahlia looked at him with smoke-reddened eyes. ‘They will pay,’ she said. ‘They will pay 10,000 to one.’


Fasil took her to a safe house in the Sabra to wait through the day. After dark he took her to the airport in his rattletrap Citroën. Her borrowed dress was two sizes too large, but she was too tired to care.


At 10:30 P.M., the Pan Am 707 roared out over the Mediterranean, and, before the Arabian lights faded off the starboard wing, Dahlia fell into an exhausted sleep.




Chapter Two


At that moment, Michael Lander was doing the only thing he loved. He was flying the Aldrich blimp, hovering 800 feet above the Orange Bowl in Miami, providing a steady platform for the television crew in the gondola behind him. Below, in the packed stadium, the world-champion Miami Dolphins were pounding the Pittsburgh Steelers.


The roar of the crowd nearly drowned out the crackling radio above Lander’s head. On hot days above a stadium, he felt that he could smell the crowd, and the blimp seemed suspended on a powerful rising current of mindless screaming and body heat. That current felt dirty to Lander. He preferred the trips between the towns. The blimp was clean and quiet then.


Only occasionally did Lander glance down at the field. He watched the rim of the stadium and the line-of-sight he had established between the top of a flagpole and the horizon to maintain exactly 800 feet of altitude.


Lander was an exceptional pilot in a difficult field. A dirigible is not easy to fly. Its almost neutral buoyancy and vast surface leave it at the mercy of the wind unless it is skillfully handled. Lander had a sailor’s instinct for the wind, and he had the gift the best dirigible pilots have – anticipation. A dirigible’s movements are cyclical, and Lander stayed two moves ahead, holding the great gray whale into the breeze as a fish points upstream, burrowing the nose slightly into the gusts and raising it in lulls, shading half the end zone with its shadow. During intervals in the action on the field, many of the spectators looked up at it and some of them waved. Such bulk, such great length suspended in the clear air fascinated them.


Lander had an autopilot in his head. While it dictated the constant, minute adjustments that held the blimp steady, he thought about Dahlia. The patch of down in the small of her back and how it felt beneath his hand. The sharpness of her teeth. The taste of honey and salt.


He looked at his watch. Dahlia should be an hour out of Beirut now, coming back.


Lander could think comfortably about two things: Dahlia and flying.


His scarred left hand gently pushed forward the throttle and propeller pitch controls, and he rolled back the big elevator wheel beside his seat. The great airship rose quickly as Lander spoke into the microphone.


‘Nora One Zero, clearing stadium for a 1,200-foot go-around.’


‘Roger, Nora One Zero,’ the Miami tower replied cheerily.


Air controllers and tower radio operators always liked to talk to the blimp, and many had a joke ready when they knew it was coming. People felt friendly toward it as they do toward a panda. For millions of Americans who saw it at sporting events and fairs, the blimp was an enormous, amiable, and slow-moving friend in the sky. Blimp metaphors are almost invariably ‘elephant’ or ‘whale.’ No one ever says ‘bomb.’


At last the game was over and the blimp’s 225-foot shadow flicked over the miles of cars streaming away from the stadium. The television cameraman and his assistant had secured their equipment and were eating sandwiches. Lander had worked with them often.


The lowering sun laid a streak of red-gold fire across Biscayne Bay as the blimp hung over the water. Then Lander turned northward and cruised 50 yards off Miami Beach, while the TV crew and the flight engineer fixed their binoculars on the girls in their bikinis. Some of the bathers waved.


‘Hey, Mike, does Aldrich make rubbers?’ Pearson the cameraman was yelling around a mouthful of sandwich.


‘Yeah,’ Lander said over his shoulder. ‘Rubbers, tires, de-icers, windshield wiper blades, bathtub toys, children’s balloons, and body bags.’


‘You get free rubbers with this job?’


‘You bet. I’ve got one on now.’


‘What’s a body bag?’


‘It’s a big rubber bag. One size fits all,’ Lander said. ‘They’re dark inside. Uncle Sam uses them for rubbers. You see some of them, you know he’s been fooling around.’ It would not be hard to push the button on Pearson; it would not be hard to push the button on any of them.


The blimp did not fly often in the winter. Its winter quarters were near Miami, the great hangar dwarfing the rest of the buildings beside the airfield. Each spring it worked northward at 35 to 60 knots, depending on the wind, dropping in at state fairs and baseball games. The Aldrich company provided Lander with an apartment near the Miami airfield in winter, but on this day, as soon as the great airship was secured, he caught the National flight to Newark and went to his home near the blimp’s northern base at Lakehurst, New Jersey.


When Lander’s wife deserted him, she left him the house. Tonight the lights burned late in the garage-workshop, as Lander worked and waited for Dahlia. He was stirring a can of epoxy resin on his workbench, its strong odor filling the garage. On the floor behind him was a curious object 18 feet long. It was a plug mold that Lander had made from the hull of a small sailboat. He had inverted the hull and split it along the keel. The halves were 18 inches apart and were joined by a broad common bow. Viewed from above, the mold looked like a great streamlined horseshoe. Building the mold had taken weeks of off-duty time. Now it was slick with grease and ready.


Lander, whistling quietly, applied layers of fiberglass cloth and resin to the mold, feathering the edges precisely. When the fiberglass shell cured and he popped it off the mold, he would have a light, sleek nacelle that would fit neatly under the gondola of the Aldrich blimp. The opening in the center would accommodate the blimp’s single landing wheel and its transponder antenna. The load-bearing frame that would be enclosed by the nacelle was hanging from a nail on the garage wall. It was very light and very strong, with twin keels of Reynolds 5130 chrome-moly tubing and ribs of the same material.


Lander had converted the double garage into a workshop while he was married, and he had built much of his furniture there in the years before he went to Vietnam. The things his wife had not wanted to take were still stored above the rafters – a highchair, a folding camp table, wicker yard furniture. The fluorescent light was harsh, and Lander wore a baseball cap as he worked around the mold, whistling softly.


He paused once, thinking, thinking. Then he went on smoothing the surface, raising his feet carefully as he walked to avoid tearing the newspapers spread on the floor.


Shortly after 4 A.M. the telephone rang. Lander picked up the garage extension.


‘Michael?’ The British clip in her speech always surprised him, and he imagined the telephone buried in her dark hair.


‘Who else?’


‘Grandma is fine. I’m at the airport and I’ll be along later. Don’t wait up.’


‘What—’


‘Michael, I can’t wait to see you.’ The line went dead.


It was almost sunrise when Dahlia turned into the driveway at Lander’s house. The windows were dark. She was apprehensive, but not so much as before their first meeting – then she had felt that she was in the room with a snake she could not see. After she came to live with him, she separated the deadly part of Michael Lander from the rest of him. When she was with him now, she felt that they were both in a room with the snake, and she could tell where it was, and whether it was sleeping.


She made more noise than necessary coming into the house and sang his name softly against the stillness as she came up the stairs. She did not want to startle him. The bedroom was pitch dark.


From the doorway she could see the glow of his cigarette, like a tiny red eye.


‘Hello,’ she said.


‘Come here.’


She walked through the darkness toward the glow. Her foot touched the shotgun, safely on the floor beside the bed. It was all right. The snake was asleep.





Lander was dreaming about the whales, and he was reluctant to come out of sleep. In his dream the great shadow of the Navy dirigible moved over the ice below him as he flew through the endless day. It was 1956 and he was going over the Pole.


The whales were basking in the Arctic sun, and they did not see the dirigible until it was almost over them. Then they sounded, their flukes rising under a chandelier of spray as they slid beneath a blue ice edge under the Arctic Sea. Looking down from the gondola, Lander still could see the whales suspended there beneath the ledge. In a cool blue place where there was no noise.


Then he was over the Pole and the magnetic compass was going wild. Solar activity interfered with the omni, and, with Fletcher at the elevator wheel, he steered by the sun as the flag on its weighted spear fluttered down to the ice.





‘The compass,’ he said, waking in his house. ‘The compass.’


‘The omni beam from Spitsbergen, Michael,’ Dahlia said, her hand on his cheek. ‘I have your breakfast.’


She knew the dream. She hoped he would dream often of the whales. He was easier then.


Lander was facing a hard day, and she could not be with him. She opened the curtains and sunlight brightened the room.


‘I wish you didn’t have to go.’


‘I’ll tell you again,’ Lander said. ‘If you have a pilot’s ticket they watch you really close. If I don’t check in, they’ll send some VA caseworker out here with a questionnaire. He’s got a form. It goes like this – “A. Note the condition of the ground. B. Does the subject seem dejected?” Like that. It goes on forever.’


‘You can manage that.’


‘One call to the FAA, one little half-assed hint that I might be shaky and that’s it. They’ll ground me. What if a caseworker looks in the garage?’ He drank his orange juice. ‘Besides, I want to see the clerks one more time.’


Dahlia was standing by the window, the sun warm on her cheek and neck. ‘How do you feel?’


‘You mean am I crazy today? No, as a matter of fact I’m not.’


‘I didn’t mean that.’


‘Shit you didn’t. I’ll just go into a little office with one of them and we’ll close the door and he’ll tell me the new things the government is going to do for me.’ Something lunged behind Lander’s eyes.


‘All right, are you crazy today? Are you going to spoil it? Are you going to grab a VA clerk and kill him and let the others hold you down? Then you can sit in a cell and sing and masturbate. “God Bless America and Nixon.”’


She had used two triggers at once. She had tried them separately before, and now she watched to see how they worked together.


Lander’s memory was intense. Recollections while awake could make him wince. Asleep, they sometimes made him scream.





Masturbation: The North Vietnamese guard catching him at it in his cell and making him do it in front of the others.


‘God Bless America and Nixon’: The hand-lettered sign the Air Force officer held up to the window of the C-141 at Clark Air Force Base in the Philippines when the prisoners were coming home. Lander, sitting across the aisle, had read it backwards with the sun shining through the paper.


Now his eyes were hooded as he looked at Dahlia. His mouth opened slightly and his face was slack. This was the dangerous time. It hung in slow seconds while the motes swarmed in the sunlight, swarmed around Dahlia and the short, ugly shotgun by the bed.


‘You don’t have to get them one at a time, Michael,’ she said softly. ‘And you don’t have to do the other for yourself. I want to do it for you. I love to do it.’


She was telling the truth. Lander could always tell. His eyes opened wide again, and in a moment he could no longer hear his heart.





Windowless corridors. Michael Lander walking through the dead air of the government office building, down the long doors where the buffer had swung from side to side in shining arcs. Guards in the blue uniform of the General Services Administration checking packages. Lander had no packages.


The receptionist was reading a novel entitled A Nurse to Marry.


‘My name is Michael Lander.’


‘Did you take a number?’


‘No.’


‘Take a number,’ the receptionist said.


He picked up a numbered disc from a tray at the side of the desk.


‘What is your number?’


‘Thirty-six.’


‘What is your name?’


‘Michael Lander.’


‘Disability?’


‘No. I’m supposed to check in today.’ He handed her the letter from the Veterans Administration.


‘Take a seat, please.’ She turned to the microphone beside her. ‘Seventeen.’


Seventeen, a seedy young man in a vinyl jacket, brushed past Lander and disappeared into the warren behind the secretary.


About half the fifty seats in the waiting room were filled. Most of the men were young, former Spec 4’s, who looked as slovenly in civilian clothes as they had in uniform. Lander could imagine them playing the pinball machine in a bus terminal in their wrinkled Class A’s.


In front of Lander sat a man with a shiny scar above his temple. He had tried to comb his hair over it. At two-minute intervals he took a handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose. He had a handkerchief in every pocket.


The man beside Lander sat very still, his hands gripping his thighs. Only his eyes moved. They never rested, tracking each person who walked through the room. Often he had to strain to turn his eyes far enough, because he would not turn his head.


In a small office in the maze behind the receptionist, Harold Pugh was waiting for Lander. Pugh was a GS-12 and rising. He thought of his assignment to the special POW section as ‘a feather in my cap.’


A considerable amount of literature came with Pugh’s new job. Among the reams of advisories was one from the Air Force surgeon general’s national consultant on psychiatry. The advisory said, ‘It is not possible for a man exposed to severe degrees of abuse, isolation, and deprivation not to develop depression born out of extreme rage repressed over a long period of time. It is simply a question of when and how the depressive reaction will surface and manifest itself.’


Pugh meant to read the advisories as soon as he could find the time. The military record on Pugh’s desk was impressive. Waiting for Lander, he glanced through it again.


Lander, Michael J. 0214278603. Korea 1951, Naval OCS. Very high marks. Lighter-than-air training at Lakehurst, N.J., 1954. Exceptional rating. Commendation for research in aircraft icing. Navy polar expedition 1956. Shifted to Administration when the Navy phased out its blimp program in 1964. Volunteered for helicopters 1964. Vietnam. Two tours. Shot down near Dong Hoi February 10, 1967. Six years a prisoner of war.


Pugh thought it peculiar that an officer with Lander’s record should resign his commission. Something was not quite right there. Pugh remembered the closed hearings after the POW’s came home. Perhaps it would be better not to ask Lander why he resigned.


He looked at his watch. Three-forty. Fellow was late. He pushed a button on his desk telephone and the receptionist answered.


‘Is Mr. Lander here yet?’


‘Who, Mr. Pugh?’


Pugh wondered if she was making a deliberate rhyme with name. ‘Lander. Lander. He’s one of the specials. Your instructions are to send him right in when he comes.’


‘Yes, Mr. Pugh. I will.’


The receptionist returned to her novel. At 3:50, needing a bookmark, she picked up Lander’s letter. The name caught her eye.


‘Thirty-six. Thirty-six.’ She rang Pugh’s office. ‘Mr. Lander is here now.’





Pugh was mildly surprised at Lander’s appearance. Lander was sharp in his civilian flight captain’s uniform. He moved briskly and his gaze was direct. Pugh had pictured himself dealing with hollow-eyed men.


Pugh’s appearance did not surprise Lander. He had hated clerks all his life.


‘You’re looking well, Captain. You’ve bounced back nicely, I’d say.’


‘Nicely.’


‘Good to be back with the family, I’m sure.’


Lander smiled. His eyes were not involved in the smile. ‘The family is fine, I understand.’


‘They’re not with you? I believe you’re married, it says here, let’s see, yes. Two children?’


‘Yes, I have two children. I’m divorced.’


‘I’m sorry. My predecessor on your case, Gorman, left very few notes, I’m afraid.’ Gorman had been promoted for incompetence.


Lander was watching Pugh steadily, a faint smile on his lips.


‘When were you divorced, Captain Lander? I have to bring this up-to-date.’ Pugh was like a domestic cow grazing placidly near the edge of the swamp, not sensing what was downwind in the black shade watching him.


Suddenly Lander was talking about the things he could never think about. Never think about.


‘The first time she filed was two months before my release. While the Paris talks were stalled on the point of elections, I believe. But she didn’t go through with it then. She moved out a year after I got back. Please don’t feel badly, Pugh, the government did everything it could.’


‘I’m sure, but it must—’


‘A naval officer came around several times after I was captured and had tea with Margaret and counseled her. There is a standard procedure for preparing POW wives, as I’m sure you know.’


‘I suppose that sometimes—’


‘He explained to her that there is an increased incidence of homosexuality and impotence among released POW’s. So she would know what to expect, you understand.’ Lander wanted to stop. He must stop.


‘It’s better to let—’


‘He told her that the life expectancy of a released POW is about half the average.’ Lander was wearing a wide smile now.


‘Surely, Captain, there must have been some other factors.’


‘Oh sure, she was already getting some dick on the side, if that’s what you mean.’ Lander laughed, the old spike through him, the pressure building behind his eyes. You don’t have to get them one at a time, Michael. Sit in a cell and sing and masturbate.


Lander closed his eyes so that he could not see the pulse in Pugh’s throat.


Pugh’s reflex was to laugh with Lander, to ingratiate himself. But he was offended in a Baptist sort of way by glib, cheap references to sex. He stopped the laugh in time. That action saved his life.


Pugh picked up the file again. ‘Did you receive counseling about it?’


Lander was easier now. ‘Oh yes. A psychiatrist at St. Alban’s Naval Hospital discussed it with me. He was drinking a Yoo-Hoo.’


‘If you feel the need of further counseling I can arrange it.’


Lander winked. ‘Look, Mr. Pugh. You’re a man of the world and so am I. These things happen. What I want to see you about is some compensation for the old flipper here.’ He held up his disfigured hand.


Now Pugh was on familiar ground. He pulled Lander’s Form 214 from the file. ‘Since you obviously are not disabled, we’ll have to find a way, but’ – he winked at Lander – ‘we’ll take care of you.’


It was 4:30 P.M. and the evening rush had begun when Lander came out of the Veterans Administration building into the soiled Manhattan afternoon. The sweat was cold on his back as he stood on the steps and watched the garment district crowds funnel toward the 23rd Street subway station. He could not go in there with them and be jammed in the train.


Many of the VA personnel were taking an early slide from their jobs. A stream of them fanned the doors of the building and jostled him back against the wall. He wanted to fight. Margaret came over him in a rush, and he could smell her and feel her. Talking about it over a plywood desk. He had to think about something. The teapot whistle. Not that, for God’s sake. Now he had a cold ache in his colon and he reached for a Lomotil tablet. Too late for Lomotil. He would have to find a restroom. Quick. Now he walked back to the waiting room, the dead air like cobwebs on his face. He was pale and sweat stood out on his forehead as he entered the small restroom. The single stall was occupied and another man was waiting outside it. Lander turned and walked back through the waiting room. Spastic colon, his medical profile said. No medication prescribed. He had found Lomotil for himself.


Why didn’t I take some before?


The man with the moving eyes tracked Lander as far as he could without turning his head. The pain in Lander’s bowels was coming in waves now, making goosebumps on his arms, and he was gagging.


The fat janitor fumbled through his keys and let Lander into the employee’s washroom. Waiting outside, the janitor could not hear the unpleasant sounds. At last, Lander turned his face up to the Celotex ceiling. Retching had made his eyes water and the tears ran down his face.



For a second he was squatting beside the path with the guards watching on the forced march to Hanoi.


It was the same, the same. The teapot whistle came.


‘Cocksuckers,’ Lander croaked. ‘Cocksuckers.’ He wiped his face with his ugly hand.





Dahlia, who had had a busy day with Lander’s credit cards, was on the platform when he got off the commuter train. She saw him ease down off the step and knew he was trying not to joggle his insides.


She filled a paper cup with water from the fountain and took a small bottle from her purse. The water turned milky as she poured in the paregoric.


He did not see her until she was beside him, offering the cup.


It tasted like bitter licorice and left a faint numbness in his lips and tongue. Before they reached the car, the opium was soothing the ache and in five minutes it was gone. When they reached the house, he fell into bed and slept for three hours.





Lander woke confused and unnaturally alert. His defenses were working, and his mind recoiled from painful images with the speed of a pinball. His thoughts rolled over the safe, painted images between the buzzers and the bells. He had not blown it today, he could rest on that.


The teapot – his neck tightened. He seemed to itch somewhere between his shoulders and his cortex in a place he could not reach. His feet would not keep still.


The house was completely dark, its ghosts just beyond the firelight of his will. Then, from the bed, he saw a flickering light coming up the stairs. Dahlia was carrying a candle, her shadow huge on the wall. She wore a dark floor-length robe that covered her completely and her bare feet made no sound. Now she was standing by him, the candlelight a pinpoint in her great, dark eyes. She held out her hand.


‘Come, Michael. Come with me.’


Slowly backing down the dark hall, she led him, looking into his face. Her black hair down over her shoulders. Backing, feet peeping white from under the hem. Back to what had been the playroom, empty these seven months. Now in the candlelight Lander could see that a huge bed waited at the end of the room and heavy drapes covered the walls. Incense touched his face and the small blue flame of a spirit lamp flickered on a table near the bed. It was no longer the room where Margaret had – no, no, no.


Dahlia put her candle beside the lamp and with a feather touch removed Lander’s pajama top. She undid the drawstring and knelt to slip the trousers off his feet, her hair brushing against his thigh. ‘You were so strong today.’ She gently pressed him back upon the bed. The silk beneath him was cool and the air was a cool ache upon his genitals.


He lay watching her as she lit two tapers in holders on the walls. She passed him the slender hash pipe and stood at the foot of the bed, the candle shadows moving behind her.


Lander felt that he was fading into those bottomless eyes. He remembered as a child lying in the grass on clear summer nights, looking into heavens suddenly dimensional and deep. Looking up until there was no up and he was falling out into the stars.


Dahlia dropped her robe and stood before him.


The sight of her pierced him as it had the first time, and his breath caught in his throat. Dahlia’s breasts were large, and their curves were not the curves of a vessel but of a dome, and she had a cleavage even when they were unconfined. Her nipples darkened as they came erect. She was opulent, but not forbidden, her curves and hollows lapped by candlelight.


Lander felt a sweet shock as she turned to take the vessel of sweet oil from above the spirit lamp and the light played over her. Kneeling astride him, she rubbed the warm oil on his chest and belly, her breasts swaying slightly as she worked.


As she leaned forward, her belly rounded slightly and receded again into the dark triangle.


It grew thick and soft and springy up her belly, a black explosion radiating tufts as though it tried to climb. He felt it touch his navel and, looking down, he saw suspended in the whorls like pearls in the candlelight, the first drops of her essence.


It would bathe him he knew, and be warm on his scrotum and it would taste like bananas and salt.


Dahlia took a mouthful of the warm, sweet oil and held him in it, nodding gently, deeply to the rhythm of his blood, her hair spilling warm over him.


And all the while her eyes, wide-set as a puma’s and full of the moon, never left his face.




Chapter Three


A sound like a slow roll of thunder shivered the air in the bedroom and the candle flames quivered, but Dahlia and Lander, fixed in each other, did not notice it. It was a common sound – the late jet shuttle from New York to Washington. The Boeing 727 was 6,000 feet above Lakehurst and climbing.


Tonight it carried the hunter. He was a broad-shouldered man in a tan suit, and he was seated on the aisle just behind the wing. The stewardess was collecting fares. He handed her a new $50 bill. She frowned at it. ‘Don’t you have anything smaller?’


‘For two fares,’ he said, indicating the big man asleep beside him. ‘For his and mine.’ He had an accent the stewardess could not place. She decided he was German or Dutch. She was wrong.


He was Major David Kabakov of the Mossad Aliyah Beth, the Israeli Secret Service, and he was hoping the three men seated across the aisle behind him had smaller bills with which to pay their fare. Otherwise the stewardess might remember them. He should have tended to it in Tel Aviv, he thought. The connection at Kennedy Airport had been too close to permit getting change. It was a small error, but it annoyed him. Major Kabakov had lived to be thirty-seven because he did not make many errors.


Beside him, Sgt. Robert Moshevsky was snoring softly, his head back. On the long flight from Tel Aviv, neither Kabakov nor Moshevsky had given any sign of recognition to the three men behind them, though they had known them for years. The three were burly men with weathered faces, and they wore quiet, baggy suits. They were what the Mossad called a ‘tactical incursion team.’ In America they would be called a hit squad.


In the three days since he had killed Hafez Najeer in Beirut, Kabakov had had very little sleep, and he knew that he must give a detailed briefing as soon a he reached the American capital. The Mossad, analyzing the material he brought back from the raid on the Black September leadership, acted instantly when the tape recording was played. There was a hurried conference at the American embassy and Kabakov was dispatched.


It been clearly understood at the Tel Aviv meeting between American and Israeli intelligence that Kabakov was being sent to the United States to help the Americans determine if a real threat existed and to help identify the terrorists if they could be located. His official orders were clear.


But the high command of the Mossad had given him an additional directive that was flat and unequivocal. He was to stop the Arabs by whatever means necessary.


Negotiations for the sale of additional Phantom and Skyhawk jets to Israel were at a critical stage, and Arab pressure against the sale was intensified by the Western shortage of oil. Israel must have the airplanes. On the first day that no Phantoms flew over the desert, the Arab tanks would roll.


A major atrocity within the United States would tip the balance of power in favor of the American isolationists. For the Americans, helping Israel must not have too high a price.


Neither the Israeli nor the American state departments knew about the three men sitting behind Kabakov. They would settle into an apartment near National Airport and wait for him to call. Kabakov hoped the call would not be necessary. He would prefer to handle it himself, quietly.


Kabakov hoped the diplomats would not meddle with him. He distrusted both diplomats and politicians. His attitude and approach were reflected in his Slavic features – blunt but intelligent.


Kabakov believed that careless Jews die young and weak ones wind up behind barbed wire. He had been a child of war, fleeing Latvia with his family just ahead of the German invasion and later fleeing the Russians. His father died in Treblinka. His mother took Kabakov and his sister to Italy in a journey that killed her. As she struggled toward Trieste, there was a fire inside her that gave her strength while it consumed her flesh.


When Kabakov remembered, across thirty years, the road to Trieste, he saw it with his mother’s arm swinging diagonally across his vision as she walked ahead, holding his hand, her elbow, knobby in the thin arm, showing through her rags. And he remembered her face, almost incandescent as she woke the children before the first light reached the ditch where they were sleeping.


In Trieste she turned the children over to the Zionist underground and died in a doorway across the street.


David Kabakov and his sister reached Palestine in 1946 and they stopped running. By the age of ten he was a courier for the Palmach and fought in the defense of the Tel Aviv–Jerusalem road.


After twenty-seven years of war, Kabakov knew better than most men the value of peace. He did not hate the Arab people, but he believed that trying to negotiate with Al Fatah was a lot of shit. That was the term he used when he was consulted about it by his superiors, which was not often.


The Mossad regarded Kabakov as a good intelligence officer, but his combat record was remarkable and he was too successful in the field to be put behind a desk. In the field, he risked capture and so he was necessarily excluded from the inner councils of the Mossad. He remained in the intelligence service’s executive arm, striking again and again at the Al Fatah strongholds in Lebanon and Jordan. The innermost circle of the Mossad called him ‘The final solution.’


No one had ever said that to his face.


The lights of Washington wheeled beneath the wing as the plane turned into the National Airport traffic pattern. Kabakov picked out the Capitol, stark white in its floodlights. He wondered if the Capitol was the target.


The two men waiting in the small conference room at the Israeli embassy looked carefully at Kabakov as he entered with Ambassador Yoachim Tell. Watching the Israeli major, Sam Corley of the Federal Bureau of Investigation was reminded of a Ranger captain of twenty years ago, his commander at Fort Benning.


Fowler of the Central Intelligence Agency had never been in the military service. Kabakov made him think of a pit bulldog. Both men had studied hastily assembled dossiers on the Israeli, but the dossiers were mostly concerned with the Six-Day War and the October War, old Xeroxes from the CIA’s Middle East section. Clippings. ‘Kabakov, the Tiger of Mitla Pass’ – journalism.


Ambassador Tell, still wearing his dinner clothes from an embassy function, made brief introductions.


The room fell silent and Kabakov pressed the switch on his small tape recorder. The voice of Dahlia Iyad filled the silence. ‘Citizens of America . . .’
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