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Expelled Mossad agent, Ronen, has disappeared following a failed assassination attempt on the life of the Hezbollah operative responsible for suicide bombings in Israel. Feared to be on an unauthorized mission that will bring catastrophe to his country, Ronen must be found and his former commander, Gadi, takes it upon himself to track him down. The resulting physical and intellectual scuffle between the two men becomes one of deeper, moral inquiry.
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Prologue





THE ILLUMINATED SIGN above the terminal welcomed Gadi to Beirut International Airport. He had opted not to bring the passport he had used the last time – the one with the valid visa – because he had no way of knowing how seriously the authorities had investigated the events of the previous year, and whether his name appeared on some blacklist. He figured he wouldn’t have any real trouble passing through as long as the visa clerk, the border officer or the customs officer didn’t have an especially good memory.


He moved forwards with the other passengers from the Alitalia flight from Rome, mostly Lebanese, with some Italians and a smattering of businessmen from other countries. As usual, the businessmen hurried to the front, but Gadi hung back with the tourists. Wearing a jacket with no tie – he had taken it off in the plane after observing the other passengers – and carrying only hand-luggage, he looked like something between a well-to-do tourist and an informal businessman, an image that suited him.


The renovated terminal was sparkling clean and nearly empty; the duty-free shopkeepers stood in the doorways of their shops watching the thin column of travellers pass by. Gadi rode an escalator up to the second floor, to the visa window. Peering over the heads of two Finnish backpackers he could see the very clerk who had checked his visa on his last trip to Beirut.


While it is true that the level of fear decreases with the number of trips an operative makes, it is also true that the fear never entirely disappears. Gadi’s subordinates were surprised to learn, when he spoke to them about justifiable fears and how to deal with them, that even he got butterflies in his stomach. It would be inhuman not to feel fear as you disembark on enemy territory, knowing, as you approach say, the border officer, that if something goes wrong you’re in huge trouble.


What helped Gadi lower his level of fear was the knowledge that he was lying, smuggling, and using false documents all for the good of his country. It wasn’t that he was a liar: he was lying for a cause. He was an emissary. But now he couldn’t hide behind that logic; he was lying to his own country, too, entering an enemy state without permission and about to carry out a mission that no one had approved.


Suddenly he felt anxious about what he’d taken on. What if his calculations were wrong? What if he’d been mistaken in thinking the right way to act was to reach Ronen and convince him to come home? How had he dared to take on such responsibility, to play with the destiny of an entire nation? So much was in the balance here. Who did he think he was anyway, Superman? He wasn’t even James Bond.


The tourist in front of him had finished. The clerk motioned him forwards.


“Good evening,” Gadi said as he handed him his passport and the fee.


The clerk looked him over, flipped through the pages of his passport, then looked up at Gadi again.


“First time in Lebanon?” he asked in a low voice.


Gadi answered that it was, and smiled. The expression on the clerk’s face – a mixture of disbelief and an attempt at remembering – disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. His eyebrows arched momentarily into an expression that said, so be it, and he took the dollars and stuck the visa into the passport. Gadi thanked him and moved along to passport control.


One of the officers looked completely unfamiliar to him, so Gadi stood in his line. The two Finnish women were ahead of him again, poring over a small map of Beirut.


“Do you need help?” Gadi asked, smiling.


“We’re only staying in the city for one night,” answered one.


“Need a hotel recommendation?”


“We booked a room over the Internet, at the Intercontinental.”


The officer motioned the Finns forward. They were stamped through immediately. Gadi approached the counter.


“I’ll meet you downstairs,” he called after them, smiling at them and at the officer all at once as he handed over his passport.


The officer compared the photo on the passport to Gadi, located the visa and stamped it.


“Have a pleasant stay, Mr…” he glanced at the passport, “… Ford.”


Gadi moved on, traces of a smile still on his face. He didn’t have a clue how he managed the transformation. Not that he found it particularly difficult to smile, but it still surprised him that it was easy for him to do so in the line of duty. He’d been weak at manipulations, acting and pretending in the training course; let him fight, man a stakeout, tail a target any day, just don’t make him lie. But time had had its effect on him.


Gadi descended to the bottom floor of the terminal, to the Hertz counter, and rented a Ford Mondeo with only a few hundred miles on the milometer. The car-hire agent walked him to the car.


“Here in Beirut I need to explain to you exactly how to travel, since there are some very dangerous neighbourhoods,” he said.


“That’s okay, I’ll manage,” Gadi told him as he slid his suitcase onto the passenger’s seat and sat down behind the wheel.


“Are you familiar with Beirut?” the Hertz agent asked.


Gadi started the engine. “A city’s a city. I know lots of cities.” He smiled and drove off.


The agent mumbled to himself with genuine concern, “But there are…it’s dangerous…”




*





Gadi had a strange feeling cruising the main street of Beirut on the way to Abu-Khaled’s office. He noticed the new buildings that had sprung up, but still it seemed as though nothing much had changed in the year that had passed since he last patrolled these streets. He recalled his very first time in Beirut, more than ten years earlier, when everything had seemed unfamiliar to him. Operatives loved working out the puzzle that was a city; it was true, a city’s a city. Or to be more specific, the cities of each region resemble one another: European cities almost always have a ring road, pedestrian zones in the centre, and a cathedral, court and town hall near an old castle. Arab cities have a central souk, wide boulevards that bisect the city and are dotted with government buildings and hotels, and a refugee camp on the outskirts.


In Beirut, the Corniche served both as the ring road and as the main avenue. It was a wide, circular road that began in the north at the port, ran the length of the bay, became the promenade along the beach to the west and then turned eastwards, becoming the border between the old Christian and Moslem city and the southern, Shi’ite quarters, in the centre of which stood the refugee camps. Each section of the Corniche had a different name and a different character; Gadi’s squad members called it Corniche el Mazraa after one of its sections.


Every city has its surprises, too. Khartoum surprised them with its verdure, which spreads through the city along the river as it splits into the Blue Nile and the White Nile. In Damascus it was the number of trees and the grass and huge parks; in Amman, the neighbourhoods filled with enormous villas built of chiselled stone, not just by wealthy Hashemites but also by rich citizens of Saudi Arabia and the Gulf Emirates. In Beirut, it was the liveliness of the beach: the restaurants and cafés, the walkers and joggers. The other surprise in Beirut, less pleasant than the first, was the huge number of policemen and soldiers. At every intersection there were at least two well-armed members of the security forces. Some were Syrian and some were Lebanese, and together they formed a tight ring of security that surrounded the city, making it difficult to gather intelligence or find escape routes for the squad. This was always mentioned in intelligence summaries, but seeing it personally gave new meaning to its operational aspects.


Far worse was the situation south of the Mazraa. Dahiyeh, where the main concentration of Shi’ites lived, comprised two neighbourhoods. Bir-el-Abed, to the north, was reminiscent of other Arab cities, with multi-storeyed private homes and quiet, narrow alleys. But Haret-Hreik, in the south, was an awful, crowded heap of six-and eight-storey apartment buildings with streets far too narrow to contain the masses of pedestrians and cars that created an ongoing and endless traffic jam.


In the heart of Dahiyeh was the autonomous area of the Hezbollah, whose borders and roadblocks were manned by armed Hezbollah guards who stopped and inspected nearly every car. While the drive along the bay was still relatively free, even when passing the refugee camps and the poorest neighbourhoods, entry into the Hezbollah-controlled area required an unshakeable cover story and nerves of steel. Even Christian residents of Beirut didn’t dare try to enter.





Just over a year earlier, Gadi, as squad commander, and Udi, one of his most experienced men, had made their way as scouts to find Abu-Khaled’s whereabouts. They were sent a few days after a suicide-bomber dispatched by Abu-Khaled, the head of Hezbollah’s foreign operations, had blown himself up in a crowded Jerusalem market, killing a dozen people. Gadi and Udi were relieved to discover that his office was in a building on a wide street that separated the two neighbourhoods, a street that connected the coastal road with the Beirut-Damascus road at a spot where traffic was heavy but moved fairly freely. They called the road by the name of the neighbourhood nearby, El-Obeiri. The shops on the street level of the building enabled Udi to gather information nearly without raising suspicions, though they both noticed that, as in every Arab city, they still drew the attention of the occasional local.


It took a little more effort to locate Abu-Khaled’s home on a quiet lane of three-storey houses and apartment buildings in Bir-el-Abed. The nature of the neighbourhood made a foot patrol, and even driving around in a rental car, extremely dangerous. One of the buildings fitted the description they had received in an intelligence briefing based on a report made by a local agent and after a few trips through the neighbourhood they were able to pick out, in the parking area of the building, a light green Mercedes that had also been parked at the office. The next morning, as they waited by the entrance to the El-Obeiri road, they spotted Abu-Khaled in the same Mercedes. The pieces of the puzzle were beginning to come together, and when the car was seen in different places with additional Hezbollah activists, new operational possibilities opened up.


Gadi had decided to return to Israel with the early findings in order to plan the next stage of intelligence gathering with officers at headquarters, and to send a second team to gather additional information. Both he and Udi had spent too much time there already; there was no way of knowing which shopkeeper near the office or which security guard at the roadblock nearest Abu-Khaled’s home was already suspicious. In a police state the path from suspicion to arrest is short, and in the extraterritorial Hezbollah area the path from suspicion to being kidnapped or murdered is even shorter.


Back in Israel Gadi recommended continuing intelligence-gathering activities, with a focus on placing an explosive device in Abu-Khaled’s Mercedes, either at his home at night or even, under certain circumstances, in his office car park during the day. For that kind of operation they would need more information, such as whether his wife and children used the car as well.





And then Abu-Khaled had ordered another car-bomb attack. There were more bodies in Jerusalem, and Gadi’s squad was instructed to depart immediately. Without further intelligence, planting a bomb in the car would be problematic. The Prime Minister was reticent, too, since innocent bystanders could be injured and retaliation would follow: yet another car-bomb, or a rain of Katyusha rockets in the Galilee.


Gadi remembered well the day when Doron, the head of the Operations Division, had assembled the staff just after returning from a meeting with the Mossad chief and the Prime Minister. They set up a highly focused operation: since it was Abu-Khaled who had ordered the attacks, and Abu-Khaled who had sent the terrorists, then it was Abu-Khaled who must be assassinated – immediately. All intelligence gathering, even if related to planning escape routes, was suspended.


A mere two days later Gadi, Doron, and the Mossad chief presented their plan to the Prime Minister. Gadi seized an opportunity to state briefly that there would be no time for preparing contingency plans, no time for simulations; that some of his team, including Ronen, the “Number One” – the shooter – were not familiar with Beirut, and that there was no time for them to learn the escape routes – a necessary stage in case of a shoot-out. But he stopped short of saying that this was no way to set out on a mission.





Had he assumed that the chief and Doron had already said all this to the Prime Minister at their previous meeting, when the decision had been made? Did he think it was too late, or that in any event it was Doron’s job, as his superior, to say it? Was it so obvious that it was unnecessary even to mention? Or was it that in the heat of activity, with the pressure from terrorist attacks, as part of the division’s culture of operational derring-do, such things simply were not said?


Gadi still hadn’t come up with answers to all these questions. But a year later the whole process seemed completely insane to him. He was travelling the same streets, everything appeared the same, but back at home an internal earthquake had taken place due to the failed operation.


As he approached Abu-Khaled’s office, he was glad it was evening and the shops were closed. There was no need to worry, on this first drive-by, that he would look familiar to one of the shopkeepers in the building.


Still, something inside him reacted when he arrived at the office building. The car park was empty and the pavement nearly bereft of passersby, but two armed soldiers were walking towards him. He couldn’t see any signs of security at the entrance to the building itself, but perhaps these two were reinforcements for the two pairs of soldiers stationed at the closest intersections. Putting the building behind him, Gadi felt his breathing returning to normal. He hadn’t seen any signs of Ronen yet, but there was no reason for him to be there just now.


At the entrance to Bir-el-Abed he was stopped by a chained roadblock manned by two armed guards.


“Dr Itzmat Abdel-Ganem,” Gadi said. The previous year that had been their cover story, which they had worked on extensively, but now there was no substance to it, he would just have to hope these Hezbollah guards were lazy and would not check it.


“Why doesn’t he come and get you here?” the guard asked him. It was rare for Westerners to enter the neighbourhood alone.


“I’ve already been to his house twice,” Gadi answered, in American-accented Arabic. “We work together at the Christian hospital.”


Gadi was smiling while butterflies tumbled crazily in his stomach. It wasn’t the first time that a smile stood between him and jail, but on other occasions there had at least been some opportunity to ground his cover story, like a phone number that someone would answer. But now there was nothing. A couple of idle Kalashnikov rifles were not the end of the world, but still they were pretty close. Two blows and he and his Mondeo would be out of there in a flash. Gadi had already worked out how he would hit them and where he would turn the car around. He had a chance of getting away if they didn’t recover quickly and shoot at him, or if their comrades didn’t arrive on the run. Just as had happened with Ronen, during the failed operation. Only this time nobody was there to sneak a car into the throng, as Gadi did that day.


The guards lowered the chain.


As soon as his car had turned into Abu-Khaled’s quiet street Gadi could see, from far off, the small new guard booth positioned on the pavement at the entrance to the parking area of Abu-Khaled’s building: the manifestation of a lesson learned from our operation, Gadi thought. He scanned the buildings on both sides of the street, saw some movement inside the guard booth and turned his gaze in another direction; he did not want the guard to take notice of him on his first drive through the neighbourhood. He still had no way of knowing how alert the guard was, or whether he was the only one stationed there.


That’s enough for today, Gadi thought, and turned his car in the direction of a small hotel on the Corniche. Staying at one of the nearby hotels would enable him to justify his presence in the neighbourhood but he had frequented them the year before, and in the other hotels on the south side of the city he would certainly be most unwelcome as a foreigner.





It was Ronen’s second night of intelligence gathering in the neighbourhood. He had already learned everything he could from one night-time reconnaissance patrol and two day-trips around the area. He also knew that there was round-the-clock armed surveillance at Abu-Khaled’s house. Now he wanted to see whether the guard would check the car, the garden, the neighbour’s garden, or whether, like most security guards, he would hunker down in a chair in his booth, reduce his contact with the outside world to a minimum and even nod off for a while.


Ronen drove past the guard in his rented BMW, verified that he was inside his booth, turned right at the first intersection, stopped, got out of the car and entered the grounds of a neighbouring building. He’d staked out this spot earlier in the day, a house built on pillars, with ample space underneath, surrounded by a tall hedge. It was the perfect spot for watching Abu-Khaled’s house: located across the street, it was two buildings down from the guard, close enough to observe his movements but far enough away not to draw his attention. He could be fairly certain that the guard would not even look in his direction.


The more palpable adversary was the close surroundings, every neighbour who might come down to his car, every child playing ball, every gang of roving youth. A foreigner did not stand a chance of surviving a minute here; all it would take were a few shouts and dozens of armed men would descend from every building. He knew the feeling well, and the fresh memory of it made his skin crawl.


Ronen walked around the building, passed between the parked cars, and stopped next to the furthest pillar. He had a good view of the guard booth and had chosen a spot in the hedge through which he could run to his car if one of the neighbours spotted him.


He decided he needed to be there for more than an hour; if the guard had instructions to patrol once an hour, then he would find that out. But if the guard stayed inside for more than an hour then it was safe to assume he did not patrol at regular intervals.


A stakeout like this was not normally difficult for Ronen, who had spent hundreds of hours in similar circumstances. But this time he felt completely different; a sense of urgency was coursing through him and he found himself checking his watch every few minutes. Sounds that in the past had not bothered him now frightened him: water running through a sewage pipe, a tomcat, the slam of a window. He would duck when a car drove past, especially if it turned right and its lights shone directly on him. There was no one to inform him from another observation point that the light in the stairwell had lit up and he had better get out of there.


And that wasn’t all. Something about him was not working as it usually did. That was the only way he could explain the in-depth interrogation he had undergone at the airport. He had noticed when the visa clerk motioned to the border officer, and how the border officer had signalled the customs officer. He was the only westerner whom the customs officers called aside and investigated, emptying everything from his suitcase and asking him the same questions as the visa clerk and the border officer. He answered them testily. It was no wonder they had zeroed in on him: he was unshaven, wearing jeans, a polo shirt and a jacket. He felt they could read his intentions, the evil in him, even the craziness on his face. That was what Naamah had said was happening to him. They could see his crazed tenacity. So there, Gadi, Ronen thought: there’s a stage even beyond “criminal tenacity”.


Ronen knew that the sense of urgency or compulsion he felt did not stem from the real tactical difficulties facing him. He was breaking every rule but would not allow these feelings and thoughts to penetrate his consciousness. He knew that the decision to assassinate a target was made carefully and after ample deliberation somewhere high above him, at the level of the Prime Minister, the Defence Minister, the Mossad chief, the Research Division and probably included a host of other factors. Now he was making the decision on his own. True, the decision to assassinate this particular man, Abu-Khaled, had already been taken, so if it was justified then, then morally speaking and in terms of the effect it would have on Hezbollah, it was still justified now, particularly after a further attack in the Israeli city of Afula. But since when did a Number One decide on his own not only the appropriate moment to carry out an assassination, but to assassinate at all? And what thought had he given with regard to the potential complications he could cause, whether he succeeded or failed?


He hadn’t, nor did he wish to; he only wanted to set right what he had screwed up. Then again, who was he kidding? He wanted to succeed at what he had failed at. He wanted to prove he was capable, that he was just like Gadi, his commander, and, especially, just like Naamah, his wife; even more than that, that he could do it all on his own. The previous year it had simply been his first time, and there was that little surprise no one had prepared him for, that possibility no one had ever mentioned in contingency planning. Now it was his second time, and he had graduated: he could do it alone now, something nobody had ever done before except in films.


Now too, just like the last time, he was under time constraints. But this time he would manage. It wasn’t the pressure to carry out the assassination before Abu-Khaled could order another attack, and it was a fact that Abu-Khaled had planned many attacks and would most undoubtedly continue planning others. It also wasn’t the pressure of the surroundings: it wasn’t easy working alone, when no one was covering your back and someone could surprise you at any moment and decide to shout, but he could handle that, too. It was the Mossad he was worried about. How long would it take them to figure out where he was and try to stop him? How long would it take Naamah to understand and run to Gadi, thereby setting the entire system in motion against him?


He wanted to finish the job and get out of there as quickly as possible, certainly before the fog inside him dissipated, the fog that was preventing him from seeing clearly what he was doing and was permitting only the most mechanical, automatic actions to penetrate.


The guard stepped out of his booth, stretched, made a short tour around the house and returned to his post. Ronen wanted to see his next patrol up close, to see whether he checked the car. Ronen crossed the street and made for the building two doors down from Abu-Khaled’s house. He then pushed through the hedge to the building adjacent to Abu-Khaled’s and watched from there. That was where he was standing when Gadi drove by, looking the other way.

















1.





IT DIDN’T SEEM like a place where fates are determined. That was what Gadi thought the first time he’d come to the offices of the commission of inquiry: two prefabs on a small military base, one used for the proceedings and the other as offices for members of the commission. A tarpaulin stretched between the two had provided a bit of shade at the outset of the investigation, but was no shelter against the rains that began to fall as the proceedings stretched out into the winter months.


The two buildings had been hastily fenced off, a guard stationed at the entrance. Plenty of secrets had been amassed on the tapes of the proceedings, so it seemed quite right to Gadi that the place was guarded round the clock, though all the essential details were leaked by interested parties nevertheless. The Israeli media updated the public daily, albeit with such distortions that only the people directly involved could discern between the quite narrow factual basis and the commentators’ fantastical reconstructions.


In any event, Gadi thought, it’s almost all behind me now. Apart from three consecutive days of testimony at the beginning, they had called him in three more times to provide additional details or to cross-check his version of events against that of the other operatives and headquarters staff. And finally today, a summation, which had been postponed several times because he had been on the road during the past month. The squad had been tracking a shipment of weapons from two former Soviet republics to Iran via a long and circuitous route, and losing sight of one of the trucks they were tailing as it left its base in the Ukraine – even for a moment – would have shut down the entire operation. Gadi would have been indispensable even if he had not been in charge: his Russian skills enabled him to clear up problems or read a sign or speak with a suspicious policeman or register at a hotel, so that the presence of a few Europeans travelling the length of the Caucasus from Georgia to Azerbaijan would not draw attention.


Gadi arrived precisely at the appointed hour. It was not a place he enjoyed spending even a single spare moment but Rikki, the commission secretary, spotted him and motioned him to join her in the office.


“They haven’t finished with the person ahead of you yet,” she said with a complicitous grin. “At least,” she added, “I can offer you a cup of coffee.”


“So today’s the day they finish with us, right?” he said as he entered the office.


She smiled as she leaned over to pour the coffee, turning her enticing, pear-shaped bottom towards him.


Freeze, he wanted to tell her: that’s the position I like, don’t move. He knew, however, that this was no time for flirting, and he would never say something like that. He wondered if any of those being interrogated had exploited her rather obvious admiration to find out what was happening on the commission. Gadi restrained himself from even asking who was being questioned at that moment, but just then the door opened and Ronen walked towards the office looking pensive, his shoulders a bit stooped, but his tall frame and black clothes still made for an impressive sight. He was carrying a biker’s jacket over his shoulder, holding the collar with one finger. Gadi admired the fact that Ronen had not dressed to impress the commission. As he reached the office doorway, Ronen noticed Gadi and recoiled for an instant, then smiled, seemingly embarrassed by his reaction.


“Interesting place to meet,” said Gadi.


Ronen had taken temporary leave from the squad two months earlier, when he’d figured which way the wind was blowing with the commission of inquiry, and had been teaching surveillance and counter-surveillance in the Mossad’s training school.


“Interesting? I don’t know, we’ve been in more interesting places than this,” he said, adding, “but not necessarily more dangerous.”


His face serious, he levelled his gaze at Gadi. Gadi could guess that Ronen was not in good standing with the commission; he hoped Ronen did not blame him for that. The blame could be evenly divided between the two of them, he thought, but the members of the commission had favoured him throughout the proceedings, excepting, perhaps, Shalgi, who kept setting traps for him.


“Gadi, they’re waiting for you,” Rikki said.


Gadi ignored her and approached Ronen, proffering his hand. Ronen, half a head taller than Gadi, shook his hand firmly, his long, bony fingers clasping Gadi’s in a strong, intense handshake that expressed all that he could not voice. Gadi, broader and burlier than Ronen, recovered from his initial surprise and strengthened his grip so that the two men grasped hands in matching intensity.


“Good luck,” Ronen said, relaxing his grip and turning to go. “We don’t want them to accuse us of collusion,” he said by way of apology for departing, a faint, bewildered smile returning to his face.


That’s not the man I know, Gadi thought disconcertedly as he watched Ronen’s figure grow distant. Ten years had passed since Ronen had first reported to the squad’s training facility and only recently had he completed the Mossad’s long classifying process and had been sent on a training course for operatives. At the time, Gadi was in charge of training, and at the end of the course, eight months later, was scheduled to become the squad’s deputy commander, bringing with him a new batch of operatives.


The group consisted of three recruits who were former seals in the Navy Commando Flotilla, a new immigrant who had served as a commando in the French army, and two fighter pilots; Gadi was relieved that at least he would be spared the traditional competition between the seals and the paratroopers, in which he, a former paratrooper, would never manage to remain neutral. The three seals managed to rile him quickly enough even without paratroopers around, thanks to their natural cockiness. Only later did Gadi learn to differentiate between the light, youthful, even charming arrogance of the seals and the snobbish, slightly pompous arrogance of the pilots, preferring the former.


In order to deflate the airmen’s egos a bit, Gadi began to put an emphasis on activities requiring physical strength – like hand-to-hand combat, which he himself taught – because the pilots were weaker. But it was tall, lanky, muscle-bound Ronen who provoked him most of all, becoming his chief training adversary, not to mention his punching bag. Ronen’s fighting sense began to grow on Gadi, the way he would absorb a blow, fall, and sputter something like, “Okay, but wait’til you see what I can do in another year.” Then he would absorb another blow, fall again and say, by this time only semi-conscious, “Make that two years.”


Two years later Gadi was on his way to becoming commander of the squad and Ronen was a young, overly abrasive operative. Ronen had not learned to adapt himself to the flexibility and glibness necessary for someone required to move about in foreign, enemy territory, where the only weapons available to him were his quiet demeanour, his ability to blend in with his surroundings and his smile or eloquence when dealing with aroused suspicions. Gadi had wondered whether he should renew Ronen’s contract at the end of his third year, but a wise and experienced division head had told him that the more valuable a gemstone was, the harder – and more worthwhile – it was to polish.


As the person who had certified Ronen at the end of his training, Gadi felt responsible for him and continued to give him chances to prove himself. Still, after dozens of additional missions, Ronen had not lost his rigidity, had not learned to blend in. Gadi, who had in the meantime been appointed squad commander, had, for all practical purposes, given up on him, assigning him to simpler missions, chiefly in Europe, and had refrained over the years from naming him team leader or Number One, the guy who pulls the trigger. That is, up until that miserable operation in Beirut, when he had finally given Ronen a chance.


Gadi walked the few feet to the building in which the proceedings were being held, and turned to take a last glance at Ronen. Ronen was bent over his motorcycle, which was parked in the bushes next to the gate, and did not look back. Gadi took a deep breath and entered the room.


 


One wall of the old prefab had been removed to enlarge the conference room and, perhaps, to give the impression of a courtroom atmosphere of respect and civility. That it never acquired. The commission members sat at the back of the room behind three small tables covered with a grey-green army blanket; each had a microphone and notepad. Gadi made his way across the room to a small witness table with microphone that stood facing the panel members. The two junior commission members, Shalgi and Tal, were busy writing while the chairman, Nov, peered amicably at Gadi from behind thick-rimmed glasses.


Before being appointed to the commission, Nov was the chairman of the board of a large company, Tal a brigadier general in the reserves who had only recently retired, and Shalgi a senior army officer in the reserves, too, and head of a public company. To the Mossad agents it was clear that without someone on the panel with an understanding of the considerations and nuances in the field, someone who was familiar with other operations and could put things in perspective, the Beirut mission would seem like the act of madmen. Who would believe it was feasible to shoot Abu-Khaled, chief of Hezbollah’s overseas terror operations, at their heavily-guarded headquarters in the heart of the Shi’ite quarter of Beirut, and slip quietly away? In the humiliation that followed the mission’s failure, the request for such a panel member was made too quietly and went unheeded.


The panel had been dubbed the Commission of Inquiry into the Mossad’s Failure in Beirut, which clearly defined the parameters of the investigation: it would not be dealing with the process for selecting and confirming the target, nor would it be investigating the decision-making process; instead the focus would be on the operational aspects. The Prime Minister and his advisers in the government and the army who had approved the target would be left out of the investigation. In the beginning that decision had drawn criticism, but as the investigation dragged on the critics had desisted, all that is exept the agents in the Mossad’s Operations Division, who grumbled bitterly amongst themselves.


The relationship between a person under investigation and his interrogators is a strange one. Here before him, Gadi thought, were three people with whom he had little in common, yet they were the ones who, in just a few days’ time, would determine his future. During the months of investigation a considerable amount of mutual respect had developed between the panel members and Gadi. It had started as it did with most outsiders, with the ambivalence reserved for people who take part in such operations – and fail at them. But the more the details of this operation and others like it became clear to the panel members, the more Gadi felt their admiration for him grow, especially in light of his decision to abandon an academic career in favour of sticking his head again and again into the lion’s mouth. Which is exactly what he had done at the climax of this operation, after Ronen’s screw-up, thus preventing far worse consequences.


Gadi had a good feeling about the results of the inquiry, even though he felt he was in no small degree responsible for the failure. Still, even if the commission were to absolve him of all responsibility, he nonetheless felt his days with the Mossad were drawing to a close.


The circle of people who had enveloped them on their return from Beirut were first and foremost glad to see them alive and well. But soon thereafter it became clear to Gadi that nobody was about to forgive them. There are acceptable mishaps, but an operative who draws a gun and then decides not to shoot, causing an angry mob to chase after him, is not one of them. True, Gadi himself had intervened at the last moment, saving Ronen and John, both wounded, from certain lynching. And it was also true that the whole escape plan had worked as it should, and no wounded were left behind. But these were hardly mitigating circumstances. There was no way of erasing the smiling face of Abu-Khaled from all those television screens, telling of how Mossad agents had bolted.


It was inexcusable to fail in such a manner, especially when such an incident hits the media and makes them all look like fools. The Operations Division was hurt and angry, but only later, when Gadi learned that people in the less glorified divisions of the Mossad were privately rejoicing, did he understand that the exposure of their failure in the media was only the lesser of the evils.


After that he continued to run a number of operations around the globe, some even more complex than the failed operation in Beirut, but it was clear to him that everyone involved in the failure would be forced to leave the Mossad sooner or later. It didn’t matter whether the commission of inquiry found him guilty or innocent: the corridors of power had already sent down their verdict. Nor did it matter how much of the division’s glory had been earned by Ronen, himself and others over the past decade; that glory was based on the bits and pieces of information cobbled together by other Mossad employees and the even scantier information that drifted down to the public, like the assassination of Khalili, head of the Islamic Front, as revenge following a massive terrorist attack at Beit Lid. But who remembered that now? And who even knew about the hundreds of successful covert operations that brought invaluable intelligence vital to Israel’s security? Gadi and Ronen had now turned the Mossad into a laughing stock, and they were the ones who would have to pay the price. So the commission of inquiry could change precious little.


 


“Gadi, if you were asked to sum up in two sentences the reasons for the failure, and to point to the guilty parties, what would you say?” asked Nov.


The long months of investigation had not prepared Gadi for that question. The panel members had dug deep into the procedures, into the drills, into the command responsibility, into what had really happened there, in Beirut, but this sudden switch in roles – from being interrogated to pointing the finger – caught him by surprise. Until now he had answered their questions easily and willingly, at least from the time he had decided not to worry about the outcome and begun to harbour the hope that finally someone from the outside would shake the dust off old procedures and off the unwillingness to say about an operation that it was “too dangerous”, or “not really necessary”; but that ease had suddenly disappeared, replaced by a heavy burden on his shoulders: did they really expect him to tell them who he thought was guilty? He, Gadi, one of the parties most certain to share in the guilt? Did they really think he would point the finger at his subordinates? Or his commanders? Or himself?


He heard himself talking, uncertain when exactly he had formulated an answer. He could see himself as if from the side, stoop-shouldered, a bit downcast, levelling his gaze at Nov while all three panel members watched him with interest. It felt more like an anthropological study than a legal trial. Or rather, a test of integrity. Or perhaps the panel members were testing themselves to see how close their findings were to what the people under investigation thought.


“I commanded the operation. Authority in the field can’t be divided, and neither can responsibility. So if you need to figure out who was responsible, then hierarchically speaking it’s got to be me. And one more thing,” he said, moving his gaze from one panel member to another. “You dealt with the planning aspects of the operation in great depth. As the squad commander I too was responsible for the planning. So once again, I can only point the finger at myself.”


“You don’t sound totally convinced of that,” Nov said.


“That’s what taking command is all about,” Gadi answered. He paused, thinking about what he had just said. “I know you’ve heard our work described in general terms and you understand that an operation like this one is really an exception. Our division is assigned the task of gathering intelligence through special operations. We’re asked to carry out assassinations only when the need arises, simply because we’re the best trained to pull them off.”


Shalgi, tall and fair-haired, interrupted in a tone that sounded to Gadi like impatience. “Yes, we understand that. Just like the IDF Special Forces Commando Unit is assigned the task of bringing intelligence from behind enemy lines. But when there is something else that needs to be done they do it, because the most experienced fighters are there. And yet, a mission is a mission.”


Gadi continued, ignoring Shalgi’s interjection. “You understand that gathering intelligence in an Arab country is sometimes as complicated and dangerous as carrying out an assassination. And, due to the conditions and circumstances, there have been assassinations that were no less complicated than the one in Beirut, as in the case where the target was on an island from which it was difficult to make a getaway. We plan each operation according to its complexity. But this time, due to a spate of terrorist attacks and pressure from above, we were put on an especially tight schedule and,” Gadi searched for the right words, “we blew it.”


He lowered his gaze. Nov waited a moment to let his words make their impression, then said, gently, “Gadi, please note that we did not ask you about responsibility. The chain of command and the responsibility and authority are quite clear to us. I asked you about guilt.”


“Ronen also took responsibility upon himself in his role as final decision-maker in the field, but he understood that the guilt lay with his superiors as well, and with the planners,” Shalgi added. “Let me put it like this: it’s clear to you that you are not the only guilty party. So, in terms of percentages, how would you divide up the guilt among the others involved?”


Gadi paused again, gazing in Shalgi’s direction, then answering slowly. “First of all, I’m sorry you told me what Ronen said. That’s not right, and I hope I can ignore it. If you’re asking which particular action could have been performed differently to prevent the mishap, I’d say it was Ronen’s. But if you’re asking about everything that wasn’t taken into account in the preparations, contingency plans that weren’t discussed carefully enough, simulations that weren’t practised enough, then I’m guilty, me and my superiors right up the chain of command. I didn’t set the crazy schedule, but I also didn’t demand more time. That was because of the recent terrorist attacks, and also because we never say, ‘I can’t’ or ‘I’m not ready yet’.”


The three panel members exchanged glances.


“Would you say that the guilt should be split fifty-fifty between Ronen and his superiors?” Tal asked.


“I wouldn’t know how to make a calculation like that,” Gadi said, a note of anger in his voice. What’s happening here? After months of inquiry the commission members needed him, Gadi, to tell them how to apportion the blame? What meaning could that possibly have coming from one who himself was undergoing interrogation? Were they looking to see how far off their own conclusions were? Suddenly he understood that even after all these months they hadn’t caught on, they hadn’t understood the nuances of this kind of work, or the true dangers. Or, for that matter, the abilities.


Only now, as they reached the end of the inquiry, could they perceive this. And really, what chance was there that Tal, a brigadier general, whose life had been spent moving forwards under the protection of tanks and aeroplanes, would understand the complete loneliness a Mossad agent feels in a foreign city – surrounded by people who, at any second, can become his enemies – as he risks responding in a language that he is not supposed to know, meets someone who recognises him from some other situation and under some other identity. How could the brigadier understand that he must work in this antagonistic environment in opposition to its rules of reasonable behaviour, that he must observe, follow, and gather intelligence without standing out, that he must dress like everyone around him, that any mistake he makes driving on unfamiliar roads might bring him into conflict with the police? That each time he enters or departs from his hotel – nearly always at odd hours because that’s what his line of work demands – he may be arousing suspicion? And to counterbalance all these dangers he has only a forged passport, a fake identity, a cover story and a smile that is meant to project reliability and self-confidence.


What chance was there of making these members of the commission understand how many years of experience on the street, how much familiarity with the chaotic rules ruling it, were necessary to enable you to go with its flow or spot a lurking whirlpool that you needed to avoid? How could you explain to someone who does not live by these rules that even with days and hours of manoeuvres and simulations, and long nights of analyzing contingency plans, and plotting escape routes, that in real time, on the street, different rules applied. Only the almost extrasensory ability to notice the signs – that the couple in the fifth car from the right are private eyes, that the dog of the old man approaching is growling and may attack, that the two youngsters about to cross your path are going to speak to you – determined, ultimately, the success of the mission. Sometimes that ability was there, and sometimes it wasn’t.


So maybe only now were they figuring out that what had happened on that street, in that particular second, was as connected to all the training manoeuvres and planning of this particular operation as it was detached from them, separate, connected to the personality and abilities of one lone man on whose shoulders rested the mission.


Their appeal to Gadi now, just as they had appealed to Ronen before him, was a cry for help.


Gadi continued. “Every level carries its own responsibility. The hand that pulled out the gun and failed to fire belonged to Ronen, but on that hand the entire chain of command – from me up to the Prime Minister – was hanging. That hand did not act alone or in a vacuum. It acted as a result of something of which we were all a part.”


“One more question,” Shalgi interjected, curtly. “You mentioned the Prime Minister. You know the expression, ‘The buck stops here?’ That’s the place where decisions are made and responsibility is taken.”


Gadi nodded. He knew there was no way that Shalgi’s personal history would permit him to accept wishy-washy conclusions. There had been slip-ups in his military career that had caused him major setbacks and now, acting as a judge, he wasn’t going to let anyone off lightly.


“Don’t you think that expression should be placed on a desk somewhere in the Mossad? On the chief’s desk? Does it seem fair to you that responsibility should be rolled so easily out of the doors of the Mossad?”


“I don’t think I need to respond to that,” Gadi said quietly. “I’ll just remind you that in this instance, unlike any other I’ve experienced, the time constraints were imposed by the Prime Minister.”
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The smell of the sea was for some reason stronger in winter, Ronen thought as he turned off the main road towards the street leading into the village where he lived. He picked up, too, the scent of citrus blossoms and wet earth; as he raised the visor on his helmet to breathe them all deeply into his lungs, he dropped into a low gear, coasting in near silence on a path between the fruit groves.


He had never quite got over the excitement of returning home, first from the army, then, after joining the squad, from frequent overseas trips, to this place that was like no other, an oasis of calm. Then to Naamah, who had herself already seen and experienced everything he had but awaited his return nonetheless, full of curiosity and love; he had never stopped fearing that one day he would return and she would be gone. After that, to the scaffolding of their new house, which they had built in his parents’ garden facing the sea, nearly everything he was meant to finish with his own hands as yet left undone. And, most recently, to his tiny daughter’s scent and her wonderful laughter, which now roused such mixed emotions in him.


He navigated the streets of the village passing the old, weather-beaten houses, passing his parents’ home then turning down the narrow lane that led to his own. Drinking in the heavy sea air he could hear, even before turning off the ignition, the waves breaking on the rocky beach below. He paused for a moment, perched on his motorbike; his nightmarish day was over, or then again maybe this had only just been its preamble. Everything around him was perfectly suited to his mood: the encroaching darkness, the wind, the rough sea; inside, Naamah and Lital each waiting to pamper him, a pleasure he felt incapable of enjoying; his parents, in their house, whose worry weighed heavily on him and made him angry; and beyond that not a soul, not a single one of the friends who once gathered every Friday on the verandah of his parents’ house to swap army stories. When it became impossible to provide details of his escapades, their numbers dwindled, and they disappeared altogether when he brought Naamah here, preferring to spend his rare days off with her alone.


Ronen pushed on the door handle with his elbow and entered the house carrying two bags of groceries. Soft music and the aromas of food swirled together with the roar and scent of the sea that billowed in with him. He closed the door with his foot and in an instant cut himself off from the outside world.


“Ronen?”


The sound of the slamming door had alerted Naamah, who had been reading a book in the dining room, from where she could keep an eye on a pot simmering in the kitchen. Ronen placed the bags of groceries on the worktop and Naamah, who had left her book upside down on the table, came to the kitchen and hugged him from behind.


“Was it rough?”


Ronen turned around slowly. It was so easy for him to be tough outside, on his motorcycle, in the wind, against his interrogators, but Naamah’s words, her touch, the warmth of the house, the aromas, the music, all conspired to cause his whole body to tremble. Were the tremor to reach his protective shell it would crack it irrevocably, like a chick emerging from an egg.


Even without looking at his face she knew he was terribly worried.


“Why did you have to go back there today?”


“The summing up,” he said, moving the groceries to the refrigerator. “They wanted me to give the bottom line on who I thought was to blame.”


“And…?” Naamah asked.


Ronen closed the door of the refrigerator and moved away, escaping the need to look at his wife.


“I said that as Number One it was my decision whether to carry through or not. I was the one who read the situation incorrectly and made a wrong decision. What about that isn’t clear?”


Naamah, who had followed him, stopped, surprised.


“You simply told them you were to blame? Only you?” Something between disappointment and a rebuke had crept into her voice.


Ronen turned on her sharply. “Yes, the bottom line – it was me,” he said angrily. “But there were other lines,” he added quietly. After a moment, he said, angry again, “In any event they’re going to dump it all on me.”


He glanced at his watch, a diver’s watch.


“The news is on. I want to see what lies and leaks they’re reporting today.” On his way to the living room, he stopped to pick up a toy that Lital had left on the floor and lobbed it straight into the toy chest in the corner of the room. Every evening he sat in front of the screen, lapping up every word and cursing; he swore he would catch the person leaking information and rip off both his balls – one for leaking and the other for distorting everything so that each and every person in the Mossad came out tarnished.


Naamah paused for a second before following him. He surely would not want her to patronize him now. When they had first met, at a party for new recruits, he was brand new, while she was not only a former operative, Number Two on a number of missions, but also Gadi’s ex. In the eyes of Ronen and the other new recruits, Gadi’s trainees, this made her practically the commander herself. But really there was no need for additional reasons to admire Naamah: tall and dark-skinned with a chiselled Sephardic face, straight nose, pointed chin, dark, bright eyes and long black hair, she could pass for a flamenco dancer.


Rumour had it that Naamah had left Gadi when he was appointed deputy commander of the squad, with all signs pointing to his eventual rise to commander, a job that would demand every waking hour of his life. The squad commander not only accompanied every overseas operation – unlike the operatives themselves, who shared the burden – but at home was also responsible for taking part in and observing training exercises, participating in discussions at headquarters, and planning operations. As the commander of one of the “long arms of the State of Israel” there was no time for anything else. Ronen was taken by surprise when Naamah, who only had to click her castanets for all the dancers surrounding her to bow, had actually selected him; he, too, would be travelling a lot, participating in drills, might rise one day to a command position. And still, she chose him.


At first, he would tell her in great detail everything that happened to him. How he had stood on a street corner surveying the target’s shop, until someone had asked him if he’d lost his way; Naamah would laugh and produce, in a flash, three or four methods for doing it better (was there perhaps a bus stop opposite the shop, or a café from which he could sit and observe?). Or how one night he had been waiting for the target in a car, along with another operative, when a policeman rapped on the window, demanding to see their papers, since a suspicious neighbour had phoned to complain; Naamah would burst out laughing, wanting to know where the female operatives had disappeared to and advising that if it had to be two men stationed together then at least they should kiss from time to time. Ronen would find himself jealous of Gadi and the other operatives who had been Naamah’s partners through an infinity of nights like those, then he would swing her up and throw her onto the bed, coming to her with the strength and childish emotion she loved so much.


With time he became less open to her advice, and eventually she began to feel a certain reserve on his part. But that’s okay, she thought, figuring he’d gained enough experience not to remain her trainee, and so she stopped offering advice, simply listening, interested and alert, to descriptions of his operations. In her head she listed his mistakes, so easy for her to see, and stored them away for some more appropriate occasion.


But now it was no longer a matter of his experience as an operative: now, his entire character was on the line, and suddenly it was perfectly clear to her that all those old wolves, his superiors, had effortlessly torn him to shreds. He had not even sensed the danger, thanks to his innocence, his goodheartedness, his integrity, all the qualities that made him a wonderful husband and father and a great friend but were not suited to the street life of the squad, and certainly not to an interrogation room. How had she never thought of that before? she wondered, angry with herself. How had she not spoken to him of this, not advised him to defend himself? And what was the point of saying something to him now, when it was all over?


She watched him sitting on the sofa, pressing the remote-control, and a wave of love for him washed over her. Where do you find a man like this these days, she said to herself, repeating verbatim the words of her friend Dalia, whose advice she had petitioned about Ronen years earlier. So what if he’s younger than you, and innocent, Dalia told her then, failing to mention his tall, handsome physique. Nor could Dalia know anything about the great tenderness that coursed through his large, sinewy hands as they passed over Naamah’s body. He’s such a dish, Dalia had said, a real catch.


Tears brimming from her eyes, Naamah sat next to Ronen, pulling her feet onto the sofa and leaning her head on his shoulder. He recoiled, and Naamah removed her head immediately. Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot, she mumbled, and the pain of his bullet-ridden shoulder, which forced him to remember the shame of Beirut on a daily basis, penetrated her as if it were her own. Ronen continued to watch the screen, which was now filled with scenes from the West Bank.


“Lital wanted to stay awake until you arrived, but she fell asleep here, on the couch. I moved her just a little while ago. Do you want to go in and see her?”


Ronen did not react. Something bad was happening to his relationship with their daughter but she could not tell precisely what. Too many troubles all at once. She passed her fingers lightly through the hair on his neck.


“I don’t think they’ll blame you for it all. What about the others? I know what the bottom of the chain of command is, it’s still part of the chain. After all, they could have blamed you right from the beginning. Why would they need to sit for so many months? I’m sure they’ll have criticism for the entire system.”


“In your time there were no commissions of inquiry,” Ronen said after a short silence, without moving his eyes from the screen. “It was all taken care of internally. So the lessons learned were for real, and each person actually accepted responsibility for his own mistakes. Now it’s a whole different story.”


Milken, the television commentator who covered, among other things, intelligence issues, appeared on the screen. Ronen leaned forward, avoiding Naamah’s touch.


“The Commission of Inquiry into the Mossad’s Failure in Beirut heard today the summary statements of the affair’s heroes,” Milken said. “As predicted, the operatives blamed the senior staff for faulty planning and administration of this operation, while the senior staff blamed the squad for the faulty implementation of a good plan.”


Naamah tried to say something but Ronen silenced her.


“Or,” continued Milken, “as one of the key witnesses expressed so colourfully, and I quote, ‘Hanging from the hand that drew the gun were all those that deserve to be hanged.’ In short,” he said as he turned to face the anchorwoman, “there are no big, righteous heroes in this affair. Tomorrow we’ll hear if the members of the commission agree with that, or whether at least some of them are still blinded by the rhinestone halo of the Mossad: the Agency for Intelligence Gathering and Security Screw-Ups.” He turned a suppressed smile to the camera, nodding as if to affirm his own words, while the anchorwoman thanked him. Then his face disappeared as the next item came on the screen.


“Is it true what Milken said?” Naamah asked Ronen, a worried look on her face.


“I only know what I said, which was just the opposite,” he answered as he turned off the television with the remote-control button. “That piece of trash has been tossing around lies for the past six months but it doesn’t seem to be bothering anybody.”


“Maybe he quoted the others accurately. Maybe only you blamed yourself. I mean, he can’t just be making it all up.”


Ronen stood up and looked at her.


“He can’t just be making it all up? You yourself told me that the day we got rid of Khalili you heard Milken explaining who this Ibrahim El-Sheikh who’d been assassinated was, and that every single detail was so wide of the mark that you began to think we’d killed the wrong guy.”


“That’s true,” Naamah admitted. The squad had zeroed in on Khalili at a stopover on a small island in spite of his disguise and false identity, and the journalists had understood, thanks to the style of the hit, that he’d apparently been a terrorist. They didn’t yet know that Ibrahim El-Sheikh was the false name of the head of the Islamic Front, so they spoke in general terms – in fact, complete fabrications – to avoid getting the story wrong.


“So that’s it,” Ronen said, ending the conversation as he turned to go out, “when they don’t have information they make it up.”


“But it can’t all fall on you. We have to prevent that from happening,” she said, though it was unclear whether she was talking to Ronen or herself. “I want to talk to Gadi,” she said, reaching for the phone.


“Don’t you fix things up for me with Gadi,” he grumbled in a low voice. It didn’t matter to Ronen at that moment that it was Naamah who had ended the relationship with Gadi, that Gadi had a wife and two children, that they had Lital; he couldn’t accept an appeal from Naamah to Gadi to help him. Not when deep inside he blamed Gadi for his failure.


He removed the receiver from Naamah’s hand.


“Ronen!” The sound died in her throat.


“What do you mean, Ronen? How do you expect me to keep my cool when the first thing you do is run to Gadi?”


“The first thing? We haven’t spoken once in the six months since the operation and the inquiry. And anyway, in the ten years you’ve been with the squad we’ve barely been in touch. He’s your commander, he’s supposed to be in touch!”


“So that’s what’s bothering you?” he asked, a bitter smile settling on his lips. “That he hasn’t called? Don’t worry, he hasn’t forgotten you. Don’t you think I notice how he’s been testing me all these years, if I’m good enough for his Naamah? And don’t you think he’s the one who’s stood in the way of my promotion to Number One, even when I was just about the most experienced member of the squad, so you’d see that I don’t measure up to him?”


“Ronen, it was over between us before you even joined the squad,” she sputtered dispiritedly, rising from the couch. But Ronen continued without listening to her at all.


“He barely let me be Number Two. And you, of course, were his permanent Number Two. He even let you shoot. So don’t you think he wanted to prove that I wasn’t as good as you?”


“I don’t believe that’s really what you think. After all these years…”


All at once all the fears, suspicions and anger between them had a single focus: Gadi. What was it her friend Dalia had said when she’d told her she was going out with one of the new operatives to annoy Gadi? Don’t play around, it’s too dangerous. One day it will blow up in your face.


And when she first started going out with Ronen it really was in defiance of Gadi, who had not wasted time in finding a beautiful college student from Denmark after Naamah informed him she wasn’t willing to lead the life of a wife of the squad commander. The invitation to Gadi’s wedding had arrived soon after that. At first Ronen couldn’t ignore Naamah’s lingering interest in Gadi: what does Gadi think about us dating? Nothing? It really doesn’t bother him? What about the men? I don’t talk about you to the others, or to Gadi, Ronen answered, a bit hurt.


When she discovered that what was between her and Ronen was love, it was already too late to uproot the seed of jealousy, or suspicion, that she herself had planted in his heart. She hoped their marriage would do that, hoped that Lital would do that, hoped that never mentioning Gadi’s name would do that. But here it was, proof that nothing had worked.
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A human barricade of television crews and reporters brought the official Toyota to a halt several feet in front of the barred entrance to the car park of the Prime Minister’s office. Nov smiled ineffectually as he alighted from the front seat of the vehicle, an attaché case in his hand. In an instant he was surrounded by reporters thrusting microphones into his face. Shalgi and Tal reluctantly climbed out of the back seat, and reporters who had failed to push far enough into the throng surrounding Nov rushed to shove microphones in front of them.


“Is it true you recommend firing the head of the Mossad?” asked one reporter, while a second interjected, “Will this be another case like the Night of the Hang-gliders, where the private guarding the gate takes the rap while the senior commanders walk away unscathed?”


Nov smiled patiently without answering, attempting to ply his way through the throng to the guard booth at the entrance. Shalgi and Tal were trying to follow close in his wake. As they passed by the journalist who had asked about the Night of the Hang-gliders, Shalgi smiled and said, as though sharing a secret, “I didn’t allow that to happen.”


A reporter for Channel One news held Nov’s arm for a moment. “Doesn’t the public deserve to know the results of your findings?”


Nov turned towards him, and the crowd of reporters pushed in closer to listen, shushing one another.


“The commission of inquiry was appointed by the Prime Minister, hence the findings will be delivered to the Prime Minister. Most of the report is indeed top secret, though some of the conclusions are not, and those will be made public by the Prime Minister if and when he so chooses. Thank you, gentlemen.”


As Nov and his entourage disappeared into the building, the rash of questions hurled at him was caught by the plate-glass door that slid shut behind them. The radio reporters blathered their impressions into microphones, the print journalists into voice recorders and the television reporters faced the cameras.


“Six months after the failure in Beirut,” reported the Channel One journalist to the camera, “the commission of inquiry today handed in a thick report of findings and testimonies, and a thinner volume of conclusions. While the panel members have naturally maintained a discreet silence, the main conclusions have come to our attention: according to the panel members, a systemic failure is what brought about the aborted operation in Beirut, which was doomed to failure from the outset. By a majority decision the commission places the blame at the operational level, while the dissenting opinion of commission member Shalgi states that the head of the Mossad should also accept responsibility and should step down from his post.”
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A couple of dozen young men and women – nearly the entire squad – were gathered in the briefing room waiting for Gadi and Ronen to arrive from their meeting in the office of the Mossad chief. They had heard the news broadcasts of their failed mission in Beirut, had learned that every single person involved was held responsible for the mishap. Whole sections of the commission’s report were already available on the Internet, but the operatives had no way of knowing whether this was a leak of real information or a fabrication. There was nothing to do but wait for the official version. The fact that only Ronen had been summoned to the office of the Mossad chief, alongside Gadi, seemed to indicate that the findings focused on the two of them.


This was in keeping with what most of the operatives thought anyway: while nearly all of them had played a part in the operation, it was clear that the central roles had been occupied by the commander and his Number One. Further, it was hard to pinpoint any special shortcomings in the work of anyone else. The surveillance team had performed effectively, as had the evacuation team and the car positioned as an obstruction. Ronen’s back-up team, too, at his side in the event of a jammed weapon, had not acted but was cleared of any blame. Ronen had not notified them of any problems, he had simply decided not to shoot, and the back-up team had been given no instructions to fire in his place.


 


Gadi entered the room in a rush, blank-faced, Ronen just behind him, downcast. Immediately there were questions, but Gadi asked the squad members to be seated. They shoved together on the sofa and armchairs facing the television in the corner of the briefing room. Others dragged chairs over, forming concentric circles that filled the room. Ronen took a seat, too, while Gadi remained standing.


“The head of the Mossad read us a summary of the commission’s conclusions,” Gadi started right in, skipping the formalities. “I’ll get right to the bottom line. The commission established that there was a series of bad decisions, each at a different level of responsibility. The head of the Mossad bore administrative responsibility for sending out the team. There was a minority opinion that thought he should step down but the commission recommended keeping him in his job. I am responsible for parts of the plan that were incomplete, including failing to establish a code word for carrying out the shooting, so Ronen was stuck with the decision. However, according to the commission my actions did not contribute directly to the failure of the operation, so there are no recommendations with regard to me personally. As for the rest of you,” he said as he scanned the faces of his squad, all but Ronen’s, who sat close by, “there are no comments. Ronen was at the end of the chain of command, but the commission established that his actions alone could cause or prevent the mission’s failure. They note that even after their investigation it is unclear to them why Ronen drew his weapon but failed to shoot, that perhaps he was too quick to draw and too hesitant to shoot. Therefore, they recommend excluding him from operational activities in the future. The summary of the report is right here, whoever wants to read it later.”


Gadi produced a sheaf of photocopied papers from his jacket pocket and tossed it onto a small table outside the circle of chairs. Nonetheless, a few people grabbed for them immediately.


“But first of all, I want it to be perfectly clear,” Gadi said, before the whispers and murmurs could grow too loud, “that I am no less responsible than Ronen, even more so. I knew we didn’t have time to gather intelligence as we should have, I knew we didn’t do simulations as we usually do, and yet I didn’t pound on any desks, I didn’t threaten to resign. I would feel more comfortable if the panel’s conclusions were not what they are, but unfortunately that’s what they had to say.


“I informed the chief that I would like to hand in my resignation, but his answer was that he doesn’t care to engage in mass breast-beating and that what the commission recommended is what will be.”


Gadi didn’t know whether and to what extent his people would believe him. No one could know how guilty he felt, how much better he would have felt if the commission had placed the guilt on his shoulders and not, as it transpired, completely on Ronen’s. After all the tests and trials he’d put Ronen through, year after year, a combined mishap in which he’d been found innocent and Ronen guilty had created not only a very problematic situation with regard to their relationship but also with Ronen’s status among the operatives, and in his relationship with Naamah, too.


“What does it mean, ‘from operational activities’?” asked David, one of the younger operatives. “Does that mean he can’t be Number One or that he can’t take any part in operations at all?”


“Ronen is forbidden from participating in operational activities. The commission did not differentiate between the various roles in an operation,” Gadi answered.


“But they did differentiate,” Sharon said, glancing at Ronen’s downcast face. Sharon had been Ronen’s partner on a number of overseas missions. “How is it that the head of the Mossad can continue to confirm operational activities and you can command them, but Ronen can’t participate in them?”


Another voice cried out, “And what about Doron? Can he continue to head the Operations Division?”


“And how about the Prime Minister? Is he allowed to continue pushing us into such ridiculous time frames?” someone called out from the back.


“Settle down, guys,” Gadi said. “I understand how you feel and I feel pretty much the same way. But we don’t appoint Prime Ministers and we don’t decide who gets to give us orders. We need to do some soul-searching, and work out how we should act when we’re given such orders.”


“There’s nobody here who could have performed any better than Ronen under those circumstances,” said Danny, a young operative who had been Ronen’s charge when he’d first joined. “The conclusions about Ronen are really about all of us.”


“Don’t get carried away, okay?” Izzy, one of the older operatives, said angrily. Just before the Beirut operation he had been named Gadi’s deputy. “And, please forgive me,” he said to Ronen, then turned back to Danny, “but suddenly you’ve forgotten our own criticism of Ronen? You’ve forgotten how angry we were that before drawing his gun he didn’t take a few steps backwards, didn’t open his eyes wide to take in everything, didn’t open his ears to hear everything. What’s going on here? We’re not rookies and this isn’t Hollywood here, where you draw your gun and whatever happens, happens. Have you forgotten that we’ve discussed all this? So don’t put us all in the same boat, okay?”


“Izzy, we’re all wise after the fact,” Udi, the oldest operative, said in his English accent. “Analyzing our actions in the field later, under a microscope, is a no-brainer. Just as planning in controlled weather conditions and then carrying out a mission in the street are two totally different things. We all know this. You and I have seen each other make enough mistakes which were not predicted in the planning stages and which, in the post-operation analysis, shouldn’t have happened at all. But they happen, and we all know it, because the street has its own rules.”


Ronen remained seated, as if the discussion were not about him, while his peers continued arguing. Not one of them voiced opposition to the guilty verdict; even his close friends in the squad were angry with him, clear that a mishap like this should not have happened. Their criticism was essentially that only Ronen would pay the price even though the list of those responsible was considerably longer. They were angry, too, about his complete dismissal from operational activities in spite of the hundreds of missions he’d participated in without incident in the past. True, he shouldn’t be Number One, but not even a regular operative?


Gadi continued to stand, listening pensively. The question he’d not been asked by the commission was always there, in the background: why had he chosen Ronen to be Number One? Gadi was the one who’d once said, after a mission, that before shooting he felt as though his eyes became one giant eye that sees everything, as if from above, and that his body reacts to every movement on the street. When he carries out an operation he becomes an enormous receiver, sensitive to the slightest rustle, his thoughts as clear and sharp as a computerized chess program. Everything is taken into account, weighed, and he sees clearly what he is about to do and what the reactions will be of each person in the vicinity, always three steps ahead of real time. Simultaneously he can see himself from the outside, as if in a film. He knows exactly where he is and how he appears to others. And then he makes his move, lightly, unnoticed. The step, the drawing of the weapon, the shooting. Suddenly there is a very faint noise and someone collapses as though a string holding his various body parts together has snapped and his body hits the ground like a marionette torn from the puppeteer’s hands, all so different from the way it happens in films. And he sees the reactions of passersby, the ones who glance and continue walking, the ones who steal a look over their shoulders, the ones who move away in shock, the ones who stop as though thunderstruck, and the ones who bend down to help. And he – a shadow, a breeze – he blends in with the passersby, knowing precisely what is happening behind him and how many steps he will need to take before turning down the alley where the escape car is waiting for him, and only after turning does he feel a blow to his ribs, as if his soul were suddenly returning to his body, as if someone had restored the sound to the film. All at once he is assaulted by the noise and scents and sights on the street and the crackling from his transmitter. He is grounded again, has come back to all his senses and to the earthly mechanism he is responsible for, leading his people out of danger and reporting on his transmitter, in his deep, peaceful voice, that the operation went off without a hitch.


Again and again he asked himself which of them were capable of performing as a Number One. This work is comparable to nothing else: not the navy commando, swimming stealthily underwater towards his target, not the fighter pilot sitting right on the tail of an enemy plane and not the paratrooper storming a fortified target in a hail of fire. Perhaps the war dance between two seventh-degree dan masters is the closest approximation. It was similar to how he himself had sat in the lotus position while the old master stood behind and over him, a wooden sword poised in his hand for attack, for one very long minute as Gadi – without seeing him or even hearing his breath – had to sense the split second that the sword would land on him and move his body aside at lightning speed. This sense was what elevated him to the rarefied status of the Ninjitsu masters. There was nothing mystical about it, just a supreme moment of concentration, the ability to sense vibration in the air, complete control of his mind and body, and near-control of the space around him. Who of his people could reach this level of control?


One in a thousand applicants is suited for recruitment to the Mossad and one in a hundred Mossad recruits finds himself in this squad, whose job it is to gather intelligence behind enemy lines and execute special covert operations. At any given time on the squad, he mused, there are maybe one or two people who can handle carrying out the shooting itself, who can do the job and then fade into a passing shadow. It’s easy to raise Mafia tough guys, who work their own territory. Iranian hit men leave the embassy in cars with diplomatic plates and weapons in diplomatic pouches; they shoot and then, under the protection of diplomatic immunity, return to the embassy building. But to steal into an enemy capital without the protection of a special diplomatic passport, to pass innocently between alert guards, to wait, like a street cat that nobody notices, until just the right moment, to strike and slip away without leaving a single fingerprint, to have set it up so that at no airport do they have a clue who they’re looking for as you pass right under the inspectors’ snooping noses, your heart pounding but your face serene on your way to the plane and to freedom – that’s an art of an altogether different calibre.


He’d trained two, both of whom had left. When Izzy announced he was planning to leave, Gadi appointed him his deputy and now he was only hanging on because Doron, the head of their division, was talking about making him the next squad commander. Udi had never been suited to that kind of job, and the next in line, according to seniority, was Ronen. On the eve of their departure for Beirut, with Ronen as Number One for the first time, he wondered whether he had refused to select Ronen all those years because of Naamah. Could it be that he had read him incorrectly, blocked his advancement for no good reason, blamed him unfairly for being too rigid, inflexible? He should already have started training the next generation but couldn’t find anyone better among the younger operatives. It wasn’t right to keep splitting up the execution of their operations between himself and Izzy, especially since Izzy had been handling all the logistics in his capacity as deputy. And that’s how Ronen’s turn came and together they had brought everyone down.


Together with the feelings of guilt plaguing him from the time of the mishap and the unpleasantness of walking away blameless while his subordinate had not, Gadi felt deep sympathy for Ronen. True, he wasn’t flexible or capable of manipulation, and his acting abilities were limited, but couldn’t the same be said about Gadi himself? Hadn’t he already learned, and not just with Ronen, that the stronger and more forthright a person was, honest and innocent and goodhearted, the less capable he was of impersonation? And Ronen really was a good guy, in the best sense of the word; he made up for his inability to be manipulative by being willing and tenacious. Gadi gazed at Ronen, his shoulders hunched and his eyes downcast, and a terrible sadness gripped him in the pit of his stomach.


Gadi wanted to set the discussion on a different track. He raised his hand and, after a few more murmurs, silence fell.


“I want to reiterate that we have no business criticizing our superiors or chewing the fat over what’s come out of the investigation. Our consideration is first and foremost Ronen. We all know what stuff Ronen is made of, we’ve all seen him carrying out operations that any of those who judged him would have shit their pants over. I hope that we’ll be free to interpret the recommendation of the commission in a way that will let us keep Ronen with us, and I’ll put pressure on whoever I need to. In any event, one thing’s for sure: Ronen is not leaving us and we’re not leaving Ronen. He’ll be part of our family in the future just as he is today, part of all our social activities. We’re not giving up on him.”


Gadi himself wasn’t happy with the tone of his words, it was simply what came out of his mouth when he looked at Ronen. He picked up on some murmuring when he finished talking that did not please him: Naamah’s name was being tossed about. When the room settled down again Gadi turned to Ronen.


“Would you like to say something, Ronen?” he asked quietly.


 


Ronen shook his head. He, too, had heard Naamah’s name and had understood the connection; he knew exactly how the squad was split between his supporters and his critics. The younger ones, whom he had trained during their first year in the squad – David, Danny, Sharon and others – were fans of his. After eight months of training, when they already thought they knew everything there was to know, they began jetting about with him and discovered that the training course was one thing and the streets of Athens were something entirely different. “You know these streets better than a taxi driver,” David said once with admiration, when Ronen was showing them the escape routes from the centre of the city. And Sharon sought him out, with a certain coyness, for extra tips after their normal working hours, in his hotel room.


The group that had been in the squad a bit longer, three to five years, had watched, more than once, as Ronen stayed a tad too long at the lookout, until someone had come along and asked if he were looking for something; and he, who was incapable of smiling or asking for help, answered brusquely and walked away, leaving behind him a trail of suspicion. They understood why they, and not Ronen, got the more sensitive jobs and the more dangerous assignments. Ronen, who was always willing to take on any assignment, never complaining about a full night of surveillance in the snow or driving twenty-four hours straight in order to reach a certain place, was the king of Europe, Africa, Asia and South America, but they had already clocked more time in Tehran, Damascus and Beirut than he ever would. They still gave him the credit he deserved as their senior, but did not refrain from criticizing him in debriefings.


The most experienced operatives, like Izzy and Udi, had not spared the rod when it came to criticizing him, which they did after nearly every operation. Udi, who now only engaged in “clean” jobs, like renting hotel rooms and cars or making inquiries in offices and companies, rebuked Ronen gently, while Izzy delivered his criticism harshly. After a surveillance operation in Vienna during which Ronen had acted particularly brazenly, Izzy had shouted: “Go back to the navy. You’ve never stopped behaving like you’re in combat and you’ll never learn to be a spy.”
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