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INTRODUCTION



WHAT COULD BE FURTHER FROM A HARSH RUSSIAN PRISON CAMP… than this?


The lavishly appointed power-breakfast room at the Hay-Adams Hotel, one block from the White House, with its hovering waiters, farm-fresh-egg-white omelets and postcard views of the blazing foliage in Lafayette Square.


Yet here I was, and, 4,915 miles away, there she was: Brittney Griner, WNBA superstar and two-time United States Olympic gold medalist, all six foot nine of her, already incarcerated for nine months on the most trivial charges imaginable, now on her way to the Stalin-era IK-2 female penal colony in Yavas, Mordoviya, three hundred icy miles southeast of Moscow, where she’d been ordered by a stern-faced judge named Sotnikova to spend the next eight-plus years of her life.


A hundred women per dormitory. Lines of identical bunk beds. Ten hours a day of work duty, most likely in front of a sewing machine, stitching uniforms for the prison service and fatigues for the Russian army in Ukraine. It was hard to say exactly how Brittney was adjusting. She got no regular calls with her wife, Cherelle, and her letters were censored. At this rate, Brittney would be forty before she had another chance to hug her twin daughters or thrill her loyal fans by slam-dunking a basketball.


And me?


I was in a black suit and tightly knotted tie—I hate wearing ties—a perfect two-egg omelet with thinly sliced tomatoes in front of me, enveloped by DC’s finest patch of 8:00 a.m. hotel real estate. Joining me at the table was my seventy-five-year-old boss and mentor, former New Mexico governor Bill Richardson, whose bulging LinkedIn page also includes stints as a Democratic congressman, US ambassador to the United Nations, and US secretary of energy, as well as a fleeting run for president in 2008. But these days, the former governor is best known for getting people out of hellhole prisons in really complicated places around the world, which, thanks in part to him, had also become my life’s work and the toughest job I’d ever loved.


Guv and I—that’s what I call him, Guv—had come to the Hay-Adams to meet with the White House point man on the Brittney Griner case, Deputy National Security Advisor Jonathan Finer. Jon is a savvy, well-connected Democratic foreign-policy pro who’d held key posts in both the Obama and Biden administrations. We’d been going back and forth quite a bit with him, trying to come up with a plan that would bring Brittney and Paul Whelan, another wrongfully imprisoned American, back home to their families.


“Vinnik,” I said as the waiter refilled my freshly squeezed orange juice.


The White House aide looked surprised. Clearly, that wasn’t the name he had been expecting.


Three times he asked me: “Are you sure?… Are you sure it’s Vinnik?… Are you sure the Russians want to trade Bout and Vinnik for Griner and Whelan?”


“I’m sure that’s what they said. They were the ones who brought it up.”


Guv jumped in right there: “Why, Jon? Is that a good deal? Would you take that deal?”


Finer stiffened at that. “Of course, I can’t speak on the president’s behalf, but…,” he said. “This is very interesting, if true.” He just let that hang in the air, as if to say, You bet we’d take that deal without quite saying so.


Clearly this was not the information the White House was hearing through the official channel at the State Department. But I’d just come back from Yerevan, the ancient capital of Armenia, where I’d met with people very close to Russian President Vladimir Putin. People who hadn’t been too chatty lately with anyone in the Biden administration, as war raged in Ukraine and US sanctions squeezed the Russian economy. To me, the Russians sounded ready to make a deal. When I asked which prisoner they might like to trade for, they’d added the new name to their wish list: Alexander Vinnik, a Russian computer genius who’d been convicted in San Francisco in a $4 billion money-laundering scheme involving the BTC-e cryptocurrency exchange. I was in no position to say yes or no. I carried no authority from the US government. But I promised to deliver the name to the White House.


Though he sounded cheered by this new development, our Hay-Adams breakfast mate seemed a bit rattled by the way he was hearing it.


“Why you, Mickey?” he asked point-blank. “Why would the Russians propose that to you?” Someone entirely outside government. With no official title or legal authority. A fringe diplomat—my term for it—at a tiny organization most Americans had never even heard of.


“What sense does that make?” Finer asked.


Actually, it made perfect sense from the Russian point of view, proposing deal terms through a free agent. I presume they did it that way exactly because Guv and I didn’t work for the US government. We represented Brittney Griner’s family and the families of other imprisoned Americans. Unlike people in the administration, we weren’t handcuffed by all the other issues that divided Moscow and Washington. All we cared about was bringing Americans home.


Were the Russians playing us? It was absolutely possible. But just a few months earlier, a similar message had helped bring home another American, Trevor Reed. No reason to believe this was any different.


Doing it this way also let the Russians deliver a message to the White House: We don’t always have to deal with you directly. We know some other Americans. And Vladimir Putin didn’t want to do anything that made Joe Biden look good, any more than Biden wanted to polish Putin’s war-tarnished image at home or around the world.


So there we were, working both sides of this murky negotiation, doing what the two governments were unable to, wielding the awesome power of fringe diplomacy, making every effort we could think of to get our people home.
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THIS IS THE INSIDE STORY OF OUR UNIQUE CAMPAIGN TO FREE IMPRISONED Americans, men and women held wrongfully in some of the scariest and most repressive countries on earth. And yes, much of it takes place in the shadows. It’s a story that’s never been told before. The hidden negotiations. The secret strategies. The unsung heroes who keep stepping up to help us. The mistakes we’ve made along the way. The courage of far too many innocent prisoners, many of whose stories never appear in the media. The heartbreaking pain and frustration experienced by their families back home. The off-the-charts exhilaration that all of us feel anytime another American is freed. And all the reasons that independent negotiators who don’t work for any government are so important to the cause.


It’s not that the US government doesn’t try. Or try hard enough. Our government does try. Really hard. But as we keep discovering, this is extremely difficult work. Washington has complex relations with all these countries and many other things to worry about in addition to every innocent American languishing in a sordid jail cell somewhere. While Brittney Griner and Paul Whelan sat behind bars thousands of miles from home, the Biden administration was also trying to navigate all the thorny issues surrounding Russia’s costly invasion of Ukraine and the loss of nuclear strategic coordination between the two nations.


One advantage we have: we can stay laser-focused on bringing Americans home.


I call this lifesaving mission of ours fringe diplomacy not just because we operate so often in the shadows, but also because we work outside official channels in ways that regular diplomats cannot. Our loyalty is entirely to the families we work with, and no, we don’t charge them a dime. We prefer to work quietly, behind the scenes, often outside the media spotlight, though we have learned that publicity can sometimes be a valuable tool, if it’s wielded carefully. We rely on our far-flung contacts, our diplomatic experience, and our hard-earned understanding of what motivates America’s most ardent rivals. To be successful, we need to get inside the heads of some of the world’s most infamous leaders and strongmen so we can figure out how we can most effectively influence them. To tap the humanity inside them. Yes, it can sometimes be dark in there. Some of these people you wouldn’t want to invite home to dinner. But as we keep discovering, the world is often more complex than the simple dichotomy of good and evil. In fact, good and evil exist in most of us. Circumstances bring aspects of each to light. This is not meant to absolve anyone from the horrible acts they are responsible for. It is to say that accepting human complexities allows us to keep finding common ground. Seeking just the right incentives. Finding creative ways to steer reluctant leaders to yes. Not assigning blame, just bringing the innocent Americans home. And along the way, we’ve begun to establish a whole new discipline of foreign policy that emphasizes the role of informed, engaged citizens and recognizes how private, individual action really can change the world.


Diplomacy isn’t just for government officials anymore. That’s a story that needs to be told.


Under the umbrella of the Richardson Center for Global Engagement, Guv and I and a handful of others—local partners and veteran diplomats—have won freedom for dozens of Americans in some of the toughest countries in the world, including the regimes of most of America’s fiercest competitors. Russia. Iran. North Korea. Venezuela. Somalia. Myanmar. You name it. If it’s somewhere the State Department warns Americans against going, chances are we’ve been busy there. We don’t win them all. We’ve fallen short and had some real heartbreakers. But when we take on a case, we devote every ounce of our energy and commitment. We now have the benefit of deep experience and a record of success that is second to none.


So how exactly do we do this? How do we find common ground with leaders who are often branded as terrible villains or simply dismissed as irrational? How do we convince these anti-American strongmen to do what’s right this time? And how did I, a young Israeli soldier who fell in love with an American woman and decided that the United States was the place where he belonged, end up in the middle of such unlikely drama?


I will tell you exactly how all this happened and where I believe it’s heading from here. It’s a story that lives in the shadows of this fascinating, complicated, and sometimes terrifying world of ours, unlike anything you’ll read in other books about war, diplomacy, or high-stakes negotiating. It doesn’t get any more real than this. American lives hang in the balance. Hold on tight now! The unblinking details are in the pages ahead.













PART I


FINDING THE FRINGE













1 BECOMING MICKEY



ALL MY LIFE, I’VE HATED TO MISS ANYTHING.


I burst into the world at Tzahalon hospital in Tel Aviv-Yafo on May 9, 1976, not quite two months before airborne commandos from the Israel Defense Forces staged a daring raid at Uganda’s Entebbe International Airport to rescue 106 hostages being held by Palestinian and German hijackers.


I guess I didn’t want to miss that either.


In many ways, we were a quintessential Israeli family. My mother, my father, my older brother, and I—and those who came before us. I am still amazed at how closely our family story parallels the national story of Israel, both the inspiring and the tragic parts. Ancestors on both sides came from the area around Lodz in central Poland, a former industrial center of grand mansions, redbrick factories, and dilapidated tenements that suffered a brutal German occupation during World War II. Lodz had the second-largest Jewish community in Poland, after Warsaw, and the Nazis were especially vicious there.


The local synagogues were set on fire. Jewish males over the age of fourteen were rounded up and shipped to forced labor camps. The Jews who remained were packed into the Lodz Ghetto. Many were eventually shipped 150 miles south to Auschwitz II-Birkenau in Poland, while others were sent to other German concentration and death camps in neighboring countries. My mother’s family, the Homburgs, got out just in time, fleeing to the safety of Leeds in northern England, though many, many of their friends and relatives suffered terrible fates at the hands of the Nazis. The most reliable estimates say that 145,000 men, women, and children from Lodz perished in the death camps, and no more than twelve thousand survived, most of them by escaping and starting new lives abroad.


The horrors of that time cast a long shadow over our family, as with the families of many European Jews.


My mother’s father, Mendel Homburg, whose nickname was Mickey, became a well-known bodybuilder in northern England, not something you’d necessarily expect of a young Jewish boy. But that was his response to the death and disappearance of so many relatives: “We need to be strong. We need to be able to defend ourselves.” He died before I was born. But I have seen photos, and I’ve heard stories, and I am told I have my maternal grandfather’s smile. He and his wife, Rose, provided a warm and loving home in postwar Leeds for their two children, a son named Roy, who would go on to become a world-renowned fertility doctor in Israel, and an artistically minded daughter named Gabrielle, known by everyone as Gay.


My father’s father, Michael Bergman, was an ardent socialist who caused quite an uproar in his family when he tried to organize the workers at a factory his father owned in the Polish town of Koło, demanding higher wages and shorter workdays. That went over about as well as you might imagine. Some say the idealistic young man was banished. He called it a liberation. Either way, my socialist grandfather set out for the untamed land of Palestine to live the socialist dream.


This may sound strange, but my family tree is actually shaped more like a circle. My mother and father were related—third cousins by marriage, I believe. They tell me this was normal for people whose families came from the tight-knit villages of central Poland. Maybe it was. Their two surnames said everything. Bergman is German for mountain man. Homburg is originally French for man of the mountain. It’s the same name. My parents met in England. They clicked immediately. An aspiring teacher with an unabating passion for literature, theater, and the other arts, the adventuresome twenty-year-old Englishwoman moved to Israel in 1967 as a volunteer during the Six-Day War, staying to marry my father in 1969. They had my brother, Erez, in 1973, after the war in Sinai and seven months before the Yom Kippur War.


That’s the thing about living in a tumultuous place like Israel. You can tie almost every family milestone to a war, an uprising, an invasion, or some other cataclysmic event.


When I arrived three years later, I was named for both my grandfathers, Michael and Mickey. Officially I’m Michael Bergman, like my father’s father, though I’ve gone by Mickey, my mother’s father’s nickname, since the fifth grade. My parents clumped the names together, and that was me.


It was quite a legacy to carry on. These were the first people to inspire me.
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MY MOTHER, GAY HOMBURG BERGMAN, HAD A LARGER-THAN-LIFE personality and an amazing ability to engage and befriend people everywhere. While looking after her young family and all our craziness, she also held down a demanding career teaching English in elementary school and writing textbooks, eventually trading the classroom for a full-time marketing position with Israel’s largest English textbook publisher. To survive all those years in a place like Israel in a family of three tireless males—my dad, my brother, and me—she had to be smart, stubborn, and strong. She was truly up for anything, buoyed by her quick sense of humor and relentless joy for life. “I was Gay before gay was cool,” one of her favorite refrigerator magnets said. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone with more friends than my mother collected over the years.


My father, Baruch Bergman, was born in 1941, seven years before David Ben-Gurion proclaimed the establishment of the State of Israel and the American president, Harry Truman, recognized the new nation on the same day. All his life, my father liked to tell people he was Palestinian, and he had the birth certificate to prove it. “Born in Palestine,” it said. (Years later, when I was negotiating in the Middle East and trying to break the ice with my Palestinian colleagues, I could say, truthfully, “My father was Palestinian.”)


To me, he embodied everything good that the State of Israel was supposed to be. With a sharp mind, a serious demeanor, and a wicked sense of humor, he was humble and quiet in public but dynamic and assertive at home and in the comfort of friends. He was endlessly principled. Though he didn’t make a big deal of it in conversation, he had a set of values and morals that he always lived by. He would do anything for his family. I admired and loved him dearly. He worked as a land surveyor but put his career aside each time the Israel Defense Forces went to war: the Six-Day War, the War of Attrition, the Yom Kippur War, and whenever else the army happened to call.


We lived frugally in a small apartment in Tel Aviv. With a socialist grandfather, I guess we couldn’t really expect to be rich. But we weren’t poor either. In 1982, when I was six years old and my brother was nine, my father’s surveying work dried up in Israel. He accepted a position in Nigeria with a large Israeli construction company. After a few months, my mother and brother and I followed him there, living in Ibadan and Benin City for two and a half years. Though my father felt guilty for dragging his family so far from home, Erez and I had a blast in Africa. We played outdoors. We made friends from all over the world. I credit that time for sparking my lifelong love for travel and my eagerness to explore cultures everywhere.


Erez was a natural leader. Brimming with youthful charisma. Always surrounded by other kids. It was easy being his younger brother and following too. Our house was in a gated compound with a community swimming pool. Local workers cooked and cleaned for us. And my dad did well. While we were living in Nigeria, my father managed to save some money. When we returned to Israel, he invested in an apartment in Ra’anana, a well-off suburb twenty minutes north of Tel Aviv. Most of the other students in the local junior high school were wealthier than we were… with all the logos to prove it. That wasn’t us, but we made do. While the other kids flaunted Reebok, Adidas, and Nike, my brother and I sported knockoffs like Robak, Adidos, and Mike. It was a valuable learning experience. I came to see that the brand-name status symbols really didn’t matter much, and my father didn’t have to say a word. His life lessons—about hard work, dignity, and good cheer, even under pressured circumstances—spoke for themselves. In good times and in bad, Erez and I always felt secure, comfortable, and thoroughly loved.


I was a dedicated student and a bit of a nerd. I almost always brought home high grades, especially in math and science, though reading was more of a challenge for me. I dreaded any assignments that required a big chunk of reading, never quite sharing my mother’s passion for plowing through the written word. But I could ace anything involving numbers, charts, graphs, or formulas. Looking back, I can see that most of the pressure I felt to perform didn’t come from my parents. It came from me. One term, I got a ninety in Torah studies, a low grade for me. I was worried about how my parents would react. I sat down with my dad as he looked over my report card. I squirmed as he lingered on my lowest grade.


“Mickey,” he said in a tone unusually sharp for him, “if you ever come home again with a ninety in Torah studies, I’ll throw you out of the house!”


“Oh-kay?!” I answered tentatively.


“You have to be lower than that.”


Though he was proud I usually did well in school, his lifelong secularism gave me the perfect out.


I never really got in trouble as the years went on. When my friends started smoking, I didn’t smoke. When my friends started drinking, I didn’t drink, though my mother was always on guard for… whatever. One day, she marched into my bedroom with a scowl on her face while Michael, one of my classmates from Metro West High School, was there.


“What’s that smell?” she demanded.


“Uh, cologne?” Michael offered.


“It smells like pot,” my mother said.


I started laughing. “How do you know what pot smells like?” I asked her.


After a reflexive “Don’t change the subject,” even she recognized how unlikely it was that my friend and I were in my bedroom getting high. I just wasn’t into that sort of thing. She shrugged and left the room.
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METRO WEST WAS NAMED FOR THE JEWISH COMMUNITY IN NEW JERSEY whose generous donations had helped to build the brand-new high school. We were the first class. When I arrived, I was as shy and introverted as I was studious. But the principal, Avinoam Granot, must have seen something in me. He told me I should run for the student council, the last thing I ever imagined doing. “Just try it,” he urged. “I think you’ll find that people like you more than you realize.” And without even looking, I found the leader inside me.


I was elected class representative, and I have to say the experience helped to pull me out of my shell. And it just started escalating. With Mr. Granot’s encouragement, I ran for student body president against my friend Ofir, who was in with all the athletes and the other cool kids. I was astonished to win. It didn’t make me cool, exactly. But it did sharpen my identity and give me a much-needed shot of self-confidence.


Our gym teacher, a warm and wonderful man named Eitan Sagi, also advised the student council. He was the one who encouraged me to run for the regional head of Israeli student councils and then the national head, both of which elections I won. I was exploring leadership and trying to figure out what kind of leader I could be.


Israel is a far more socialist country than most Americans realize, and there was a flurry of labor strikes when I was in eleventh grade. Our teachers stayed out for fourteen days in a wage dispute. The students were not at all upset by that. For us, it meant no classes. Time off. But when the teachers finally got their pay raise, there was a shocking consequence we hadn’t considered—two weeks were added to the school year to make up for lost time. Suddenly the students were in an uproar. That was our vacation! From my perch at the student council association, I led a nationwide student strike against the extra days. Remembering the introverted boy I had been just a couple of years earlier, I could hardly believe that was me. But I was a pubescent Norma Rae! Eighty-six percent of high school students all across Israel skipped school those days.


I wasn’t a brilliant orator. I wasn’t a huge personality. But I did the work, I remembered my goals, and I liked working with others. I couldn’t exactly define my style of leadership. But I was slowly learning how to influence people and how to get things done. And no one was more surprised at that than I was.
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MILITARY SERVICE IS MANDATORY IN ISRAEL. AT AGE EIGHTEEN, everyone, male or female, is expected to serve. The only questions are how and where.


Earlier in high school, I’d found the whole thing terrifying. With Israel’s frequent skirmishes and short wars, odds were most of us would see real combat. Maybe I can hide out in a technical position somewhere. That was my default plan. But by the time I reached senior year, I had gained a bit of swagger and some eagerness to test myself. I was invited to apply for pilot training, the toughest and most selective course in all the Israel Defense Forces, followed by special forces, Artillery Corps (where my brother served), and then everything else.


I was sure I’d blown it just before the physical, when I sprained my ankle playing full-court one-on-one basketball with my best friend, Shelly Halevi. But the morning I was called in, I had just traded my plaster cast for an Aircast and was pretty much back on my feet. The written tests and the interviews were far less daunting than I’d expected. I got accepted. It probably didn’t hurt that I was class valedictorian. Right after graduation, before we all had to report to various corners of the military, I flew to Greece with six of my closest school friends. Still, I didn’t touch a drop of alcohol, not even in the all-night tavernas of Santorini with their famous lack of a minimum drinking age. But to all of us, that two-week blowout across the Mediterranean felt like the last wild gasp of our fleeting youth.


Yes, kids are expected to grow up quickly in Israel.


The two-year pilot course started with four hundred male recruits, including my friend Idan Ofir, who came from Ra’anana like me but had gone to a different high school. That year, 1994, the Israeli Supreme Court would hear a challenge from a woman seeking a place in the elite, all-male fraternity of fighter-jet pilot training. But for now, the room was filled with young men, and each of us was eager to earn a spot.


“Twenty of you will make it,” one of the commanders said matter-of-factly the day we arrived. A quick calculation indicated that only 5 percent would be chosen. With such a steep washout rate, all of us were constantly wondering: How much longer until I get booted out of here? Everyone was judging us all the time and in every imaginable manner. Physically. Socially. Academically. Psychologically. We were expected to overachieve in every area. Overachievement: that was the culture of the pilot corps.


We lived together in ten-man tents and trained sixteen or eighteen hours a day. When we weren’t training or sleeping, we passed the time guessing who was going to make it and who was not. My tentmate Nir Shreibman already had his pilot’s license and seemed to carry himself with more confidence than the rest of us. Everyone figured Nir was in for sure.


After three months of basic training—just as grueling as you’d imagine—we were taught to fly single-engine Piper aircraft, making our way through an exacting series of fifteen one-hour flight checks. Anyone who failed to measure up was promptly sent home. A couple of people were dismissed after five months. My friend Idan was sent home after ten. And my tentmate Nir, despite his pilot training, surprised everyone by getting dropped after fifteen. Somehow I was still hanging on. By then, our ten-man tent was down to four guys, so we had to be combined with the guys from another depleted tent. Though I felt constantly exhausted, I could tell I was getting physically stronger, and I was keeping up with the aerodynamics classes and the other academics. Not so different from high school physics, really. Those of us still standing had developed a real bond, fortified by the knowledge that so many others had departed and we were still there.


I was beginning to grasp, even admire, the methodical way the Israeli army built strong warriors and fostered a deep camaraderie among them. And I understood the necessity. If we were going to be entrusted with the awesome responsibility of flying fighter jets in hostile territory, which was where all this was headed, we absolutely needed to be mentally unflappable and impeccably trained. There was no higher-pressure assignment in the army. The lives of our fellow soldiers truly were in our hands. People up and down the ranks would look up to us. Next up on our training curriculum: leadership. And how hard could that be?


Now, six months in, my teammates and I were handed a new responsibility: supervising the next class of pilot-training recruits. They weren’t much younger than we were. I recognized a couple of them from my high school graduating class. And our group could hardly be called experienced. We’d started training only six months before they had. But we were their new commanders. That’s where I really started struggling. Whatever I thought I’d learned up till now, I was still an eighteen-year-old kid. No one wanted to hear about my 100s in high school physics or my student-government triumphs. Whatever confidence I’d thought I had, it suddenly felt awfully thin.


We were learning higher-level navigation skills. I did well at that. But the mental burden was a lot for eighteen-year-old me, and the physical exhaustion was amplifying the mental burden. Then I sprained my ankle again. I went to the medical clinic, and the doctor told me, “You need to keep your foot elevated for three weeks.”


Three weeks!?! I fumed to myself. I can’t possibly sit on my butt for three weeks! I have recruits to command. I have navigation techniques to learn. So I asked the nurse for an ACE bandage, and I wrapped my ankle as tightly as I could. It actually felt OK.


I’ll just tough it out, I decided. No problem.


I didn’t tell my commanding officer about any of this. I wanted to be outstanding… at everything. I pressed on.


Well, that week, we were hiking deep in the desert, practicing long-distance navigation. Ten miles out, ten miles back. With loaded packs, heavy radios, and other gear. I made sure the ACE bandage was tightly wrapped, and I headed out with my partner. I did fine on the first half.


“I can do this, I can do this,” I kept telling myself as we trudged through the heat and the sand. I was keeping up with my partner. So far, so good. But on the way back, I really began to suffer. My ankle was swollen. The pain was getting worse. Then the wind picked up, and rain began to fall. My partner didn’t complain, but I knew I was slowing him down.


I can’t tell you how relieved I was when we finally caught sight of the bus just before the cutoff time. It was on the other side of a little river, a ditch, really, that had filled with rushing water. By then the path was also beginning to flood. As we stared at the bus across this instant river, one of the commanders called out to us: “Change of plans. Because of the flood, you have to go back to the midpoint. We’ll meet you there.”


Ugh!


We turned around and started walking again. One excruciating step after another, as I tried to push the worst of the pain out of my head. We got there, eventually. But it was after the revised cutoff time.


A failure, in other words. This time, I definitely hadn’t overachieved.


In my eight months of pilot training, I had never failed to deliver or showed up anywhere late. I felt devastated.


We had a formal debriefing when we all got back to the base, as we always did after any mission. That was the army way. Everyone needed to understand what had happened. And that’s when I said, “My leg really hurt.”


That’s also when my commanding officer, Nahshon, went to the doctor and found out that I wasn’t supposed to be on my leg at all.


I was sentenced to seven days in a holding cell at the base, not what I’d expected for my doggedness. If there was a lesson in there, I needed to think about it some more. I was given plenty of time.


For the next seven days and nights, I was separated from my team. I felt depressed and embarrassed for letting everyone down. I was assigned chores to complete every morning, useless chores. I cleaned a sewer canal that no one had used in twenty years… and no one would ever use again. And still, I kept telling myself, I’ll be the best damn sewer cleaner in the Israel Defense Forces.


I knew it was coming. But only after I had served my sentence did my commanding officer break the news to me. I was being dismissed from the pilot course.


“You need to understand something,” he said to me. “There is a difference between perfect and effective. You have to be effective. You don’t have to be perfect all the time. You tried so hard to be perfect, you lost your effectiveness.”


Now I knew I would have to pay the price.















2 AT WAR



THERE’S A SAYING IN THE ISRAELI ARMY: “ONCE A PILOT, ALWAYS AN artillery officer.” That’s how many washouts from the pilot course end up in an artillery regiment.


Well, I’d been booted out of pilot training. So here I was. After completing the sergeants’ course at the Field Artillery School near Shivta, I was two weeks into the four-month officers’ program at Ramon Airbase. A special infantry unit had tried to recruit me. But my brother, Erez, was an artillery officer. Artillery was where my friends Idan and Nir had gone when they too were bounced from pilot training. A couple of my other tentmates had made the same transition. I was relieved to join them.


“I need you to hear something,” my new commander, Iftah, said to me after closing his office door so we could speak in private. He sounded serious.


Iftah was a character from Israeli central casting. Tough. Charismatic. Confident. His hat pulled down just so. I looked at him and thought: Now that’s the kind of leader I want to be. After my inglorious departure from the pilot course, I was hungry for a new role model, which was part of the problem right there.


“What’s that, sir?” I asked him.


“Don’t fake it,” he said.


“What do you mean?”


“I know you have an image of what an officer should look like and sound like. But if you fake it, everybody sees. At the end of the day, you need your soldiers to follow you under fire. If they think you’re faking it, they’re not going to stand up. You have to figure out who you are and lead with that. You need to be you.”


I listened intently. I didn’t love what I was hearing, all this about me faking it. But what he was saying made a certain amount of sense to me.


“You’re not the tough guy,” the commander went on. “You’re the smiley guy who has the expertise. You are the cheerful guy who knows what he is doing. That’s fine. Be that if that’s who you are. You don’t have to be the tough guy. People will follow you.”


“The smiley guy”? I wasn’t sure I’d put it like that exactly. But I had to admit my commanding officer was right. In a way, I also felt relieved. There was something deeply liberating and empowering about getting the space to be the real me. For the first time since my second sprained ankle, I had my confidence back.


By 1995, Israeli troops had been occupying a “security zone” in southern Lebanon for thirteen years, defending Israel’s northern border and providing much-needed support to the often-hapless South Lebanese Army. In the years leading to the Israeli occupation, there’d been constant attacks by Palestinian militias from Lebanon against civilian communities in northern Israel. The Israeli artillery forces were a key part of the occupation, stationed in bases and outposts across the region and embedded in local villages and towns, living amid the beleaguered Lebanese people. We were there to fight the well-armed Hezbollah militias, who were tenaciously trying to spread their militant Shiite ideology and drive the Israelis out.


In an artillery unit, the soldiers are trained to make mathematical calculations, fire their heavy weapons at predetermined targets, and keep coming back with more. A smaller contingent of personnel is sent out with the troops in the field. It’s their job to note the results of the incoming fire and order adjustments when necessary. I was one of those advanced forces artillery coordinators, along with Nir and Chen, another friend of ours from the pilot course. It was dangerous duty with the special operations forces in the violent eastern regional division of southern Lebanon. We all understood that. The missiles would be coming our way, and we couldn’t afford to duck. We would need to radio the updated firing orders back to ground artillery. It was dicey stuff. At the same time, the assignment was a dream come true for a young army officer like me. Exciting. Demanding. High tech. Taking the fight to the fierce Hezbollah militias. Awesome responsibility for a nineteen-year-old who, up until then, had spent very little time in an actual war zone.


Objectively speaking, we were occupiers in Lebanon. There was no denying that. We were in a land that wasn’t ours. But we had strong beliefs about why we were there, and it was all very personal. We lived in a battered village amid the Lebanese people. We trained and fought beside the ragtag troops of the South Lebanese Army. We had an up-close view of how a long civil war can wreck an ancient society, calling into question a nation’s very identity. Each new week brought fresh waves of hope and frustration. Every day was a collision of optimism and fear. Sadly, the people of Lebanon never seemed to get the stability they needed to live secure and happy lives. And I was gradually learning to take command responsibility… my way. But tragedy was always waiting for us, just over the next hill or just across the river.
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FOR WEEKS, MY GOOD FRIEND NIR SHREIBMAN HAD BEEN STATIONED with his brigade at Beaufort Castle, an old Crusader fortress above the Litani River on the eastern side of southern Lebanon. And I was stationed with my guys across the same river at the ancient town of Marjeyoun. With our state-of-the-art comms gear, Nir and I could speak as often as we felt like it, and we could actually see each other across the river and the rugged terrain of the Nabatieh Governorate. We passed the hours joking on the radio. Humor, we had both learned by then, was a blessed relief from the daily tedium of a long military occupation.


February 4, 1997, was the day my world blew up.


It was an evening like any other at our fortress-base in Marjeyoun when, all of a sudden, the alerts started going off like Roman candles. We jumped on our radios, trying to figure out what was going on.


“Oh, Mickey,” my friend Idan said to me—moaned, really—when I was finally able to reach him over the radio. He was commanding an artillery brigade in northern Israel. “We just saw a huge explosion in the sky. We’re off to do a search and rescue.”


The first reports said a small helicopter had crashed. The truth was far more devastating than that.


Nir’s unit had been about to come back to Beaufort Castle after a weekend at home. But the day was foggy, and they didn’t want to risk the usual truck convoy. Too easy for the Hezbollah militias to plant explosives along the foggy road. The revised plan was to make the trip in two large Israeli Air Force helicopters, sixty-five soldiers and eight crewmen in all.


“When you get there,” I told the obviously shaken Idan on the radio, “look for Nir. I’m worried about Nir.” Idan promised he would.


It didn’t take long to fill in the puzzle pieces. The two Sikorsky helicopters, numbers 357 and 903, had collided in midair over the She’ar Yashuv village in the Upper Galilee of northern Israel, violently jolting all seventy-three military personnel aboard and instantly igniting the munitions they had with them.


An army investigation later concluded that the rotor of helicopter 357 struck the tail of helicopter 903. Helicopter 357 crashed immediately. The crew of 903 struggled valiantly to regain control but couldn’t, and 903 also fell from the sky. Though soldiers, firefighters, and other rescue personnel all rushed to the scene, and two mobile intensive-care units were up in a matter of minutes, there was nothing they could do. No one aboard either helicopter could be saved.


It was the longest night of my life, as the dire details trickled in. In all, I lost seven friends in that midair collision. Nir was my closest friend in service.


My parents saw the reports on the news. It took them a while to hear that I was OK. They couldn’t get through to my little flip phone. I knew that Nir was gone before his family did. I’d lost other friends in combat, but this was different. When it’s someone you know so well, that’s a deeper kind of grief. I felt close to the entire Shreibman family, who were American Israelis. Nir’s father, Amnon Shreibman, was a successful businessman who owned a large part of La Vergne, Tennessee. There are streets named after the Shreibmans. Nir was the oldest child. He had a younger brother, Sagi, and a younger sister, Tal. She was ten at the time. His death was traumatic for all of us.


Over the next year, I grew incredibly close to his girlfriend, Jessica. The shared loss drew us to each other. The closeness grew, and we would be a couple for the next two years. That helicopter crash was the largest loss of Israeli soldiers at one time ever. But for me it was more than a note for the history books. This was a real kick in the gut. The terrible grief that I felt—and, even more, the grief that Nir’s family felt—it was almost impossible to get my head around.


That grief, seeing it and feeling it up close as I did, was something I knew would stick with me for the rest of my life. I was coming to understand what a family endures when a loved one is taken too soon under unimaginably horrible circumstances. It was horrible beyond words. I felt immense empathy at everything the Shreibmans had to go through. Trying to make sense of the loss they had suffered. Getting on with their lives, even though a part of them had been stolen and couldn’t be retrieved. They had plenty of advantages—love, support, education, affluence, and each other. But part of Nir’s parents died with their son. Part of me died too.


Nir’s younger brother, Sagi, and I had intense conversations. “Nir’s life cannot be in vain,” I kept telling him. I didn’t yet understand how or how much, but experiencing that loss would help to shape the person I would eventually become and many of the choices I would make. Living through Nir’s death and seeing the impact it had on his family, there was no turning away from that, even as the war went on.
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THREE MONTHS AFTER THE DEVASTATING HELICOPTER ACCIDENT, I joined a twenty-four-man special-operations unit of army paratroopers on a trip north, far outside the security zone, riding in fake cement trucks so no one would know we were coming. Our orders were to hide a load of explosives near the base of a large cliff, where a Hezbollah commander was expected to pass.


Because the location was so remote, there wasn’t enough dark time for us to get in and out in a single night. So we traveled north one night, then hid amid the boulders on top of the mountain ridge the following day until night fell again. The twenty-four of us were split in groups of four. Our camouflage made us look like the boulders themselves. No one seemed to notice us, not even the local shepherds who led their flocks within a few yards of where we were. We had to remain perfectly still through twelve hours of daylight, crouched in our cloaks with our M16 assault rifles, our high-powered radios, and the rest of our gear.


The view was surreal. Pristine brown mountain peaks, crisp blue skies, contrasted with green, proud Lebanese cedar trees sprouting tall in the cracks of the sharp cliffs on both sides of the ridge. Less than a mile away, one on each side, two Lebanese villages. Pastoral. Peaceful.


“Hey,” I whispered to Lior, who was crouched just next to me, “this is where we put the tourist shack.” With so much time on our hands, it was easy to fantasize. “We will rent tubes. You can choose to slide down to the east of the ridge, where you will merge with the Hasbani River and flow for several hours to the Sea of Galilee. Or you can slide down the west side of the ridge and float on the Litani River for a day. You’ll wash out to the Mediterranean Sea. But we’ll need some refreshment shacks and campgrounds along the river… the journey will take more than a day.”


I was on a roll. Lior smiled back.


“Oh, and we’ll also need peace,” I said.


These fantasy banters were a great way to pass the hiding time. We were living the Middle East sequel to Joseph Heller’s Catch-22. I smiled as I gazed into the beauty in front of me until dusk fell and we began whispering into our radios again, folding our cloaks, prepping our gear, and starting to coalesce the dispersed atoms of four back into a single molecule, twenty-four strong.


Within seconds, the shots rang out.


A lot of them.


The rounds were flying straight toward us and ricocheting off the boulders… coming from who knows where. From the right? From the left? From above? From below? The sounds were echoing in all directions. It was impossible to tell. Was it Hezbollah? Was it “friendly fire” from someone on our side? This wasn’t a movie. It was reality. Real combat is chaos and confusion. But we knew we had to get out of there, and we didn’t have much time.


We radioed each other: “Is that you?” “Is that you?”


We could already hear voices shouting through the speakers at the nearby mosques, rounding up the neighborhood militias.


We knew. It wouldn’t be much longer until the Hezbollah grenades and hand-launched missiles were raining down on us. With one quick look around, I could see that our unit already had three casualties. I couldn’t tell how many more there might be. All I knew was that I had to help get our people out of there.


Our commander, Moti, was hit. I couldn’t see how badly he was wounded. At least he was alive and able to move. As the deputy commander, Eran, stepped in and began to organize an evacuation, he too went down. His injuries looked far worse. Tzvika, our radio operator, took over from there, and he wasn’t even an officer. But he began shouting orders: “Prepare to move the wounded! Gather the gear!” As soon as we could get some cover fire, we needed to evacuate. Ordering and directing that fire was my job, and it was sure to be a high-risk operation. The rounds had to come in low and close enough that they would ward off the advancing Hezbollah forces—but not so low and close that they would slam into us. We didn’t need a suicide mission. Normally we maintained a one-kilometer safety zone. But there was no way a kilometer would be enough to hold back Hezbollah, avoid hitting the civilian villages around us, and give us the room to pull out. I was thinking, One hundred meters max, one-tenth the usual distance… and hope for the best. Playing it so close, a tiny splash of wind could be the difference between life and death. At least we had the boulders to hide behind, somewhere to duck as the rounds flew past us.


“Unless the shells fall directly on our heads,” I assured my teammates, “we should be OK.” I’m not certain how much that calmed anyone’s nerves. And it didn’t help when I added, “We’ll probably get some shrapnel. But I think we can do this. What other choice do we have?”


No one liked my proposal, but no one had a better one. And there was one other factor to raise the temperature even more: my brother, Erez, was commanding the artillery unit that would deliver the fire our way. My own brother! But there was no time to reflect on any of this.


“Rescue fire,” I barked into the radio.


I gave my brother the coordinates for the kill zone.


“Are you sure?” he demanded.


“I’m sure,” I said. “Let’s do three.” That way we could see where the bombs landed and make adjustments from there.


The first three rounds hit where I’d hoped they would, about a hundred meters away from us. Unless you have lived through it, you have no idea how close that is. In all our practice runs, we’d always been back a kilometer. Now I could hear the whistle of the rockets passing directly over us, then the horrific blasts near enough for us to see the dust fly.


“Perfect,” I radioed back to Erez.


Only then did I order seventeen more strikes. They began arriving, one by one, in a serial cacophony of shrieking rockets and pounding explosions, so powerful together I could see them begin to alter the rocky terrain. And we had only begun. But not everyone was pleased with the orders I’d made from the field, as I would discover soon enough.


The paratroopers’ division commander was a man named Benny Gantz, who would later rise to the rank of the military’s chief of staff and serve as Israeli defense minister and deputy prime minister. From his position at headquarters, he jumped on the radio and instantly overruled my orders—for just the reason you might expect: he thought it was too risky, failing to maintain the required safety zone. But as soon as Erez stood down, an order arrived from a higher authority. Amiram Levin, the commander of all North Forces, quickly joined his subordinates on the open radio. He said something I had never heard in the military before: “Disregard what the commander just said. The officer on the ground calls the shots. Renew fire.”


I could hardly believe my ears.


Here we were, at this moment of highest drama on the battlefield, and I was making split-second decisions that could easily cost or save my teammates’ lives. I couldn’t guarantee success. I had used my best judgment. That was all I could say in my own defense. And I have to say I felt a small jolt of vindication when Commander Levin stood up for me. Now I could only hope for the best as the missile fire resumed.


The rockets started flying again, 330 additional rounds over the next three-plus hours, each explosion shaking the earth around us. With that awesome cover, our forces had time to regroup, take count of our casualties, and plan our much-needed exit. With all that firepower in the air, the Hezbollah forces didn’t dare advance. That gave us a precious window of safety, and soon we could hear the telltale whirr of Israeli helicopters swooping beneath the artillery fire.


Our rescuers!


What a beautiful sound that was!


In those few hours of madness, we lost three members of our twenty-four-man paratrooper unit, including the deputy commander, Eran Shamir, and two warriors, Ran Mezuman and Ze’ev Zomerfled. The unit commander, Moti, and seven others were injured but survived. As we loaded the wounded and the dead onto the helicopters and climbed aboard ourselves, we were forced to leave some equipment behind. But we got all our people out. Air force bombers would return the next day and level the terrain. We couldn’t risk the possibility that any of our lethal hardware might end up in the nefarious hands of Hezbollah.


During the postop debriefing at the Ministry of Defense, I was grilled by Minister Ehud Barak and a clearly perturbed Benny Gantz. I don’t think he’d enjoyed being overruled by his Northern Forces commander, who took time to pull me aside.


“Look, Mickey,” Commander Levin said to me, “you understand that the decision you made was extremely controversial.”


I told him I did.


“And my decision to back you—that was also controversial.”


I nodded.


“This is one of those situations where you either get an award or you get demoted—it all depends on the results,” he said. “You saved forces on this one. So you would normally get an award. Except we can’t give an award in an operation that had so many losses. Can’t do it.”


I told him I understood. I didn’t need an award. “Given all we were up against,” I said, “I’m just grateful that most of us got out alive.”


“It could have been a whole lot worse,” Commander Levin agreed. “Thank you.”


I felt deeply relieved. But it wouldn’t be correct to say I got through the day unscathed. Once the debriefing was completed, I was sent to the medical clinic for a thorough evaluation, as everyone in our unit was. Standard procedure after a direct encounter with the enemy. I knew I’d been banged around a bit. I was happy to be walking and talking. The tech had me strip down for a thorough set of X-rays. A few minutes later, the doctor walked in with a worried look on his face.


“See this?” he said, handing one of the X-rays to me.


It was a picture of my arm. I could see that the entire area around my elbow was riddled with chunks of metal and rock shrapnel, the kind that comes from an exploding grenade. “The Hezbollah fighters had grenade launchers,” I told the doctor. “I know my radio was hit.” He gave me a strange look. He was talking about my arm, not my radio.


“We’re not going to start operating,” the doctor said. “There’s too much of it. For now, I think we’ll just leave the shrapnel there. Go home. We’ll decide later what to do.”


When he said, “Go home,” he didn’t mean the base. I went back to my parents’ apartment in Ra’anana and fell right asleep. I woke up the next morning feeling awful. My brother came home and found me with a high fever, 104 degrees. After I started turning yellow, he carried me to the car and drove me to the emergency room. The medical resident said I had a raging infection that had already reached my liver.


They pumped me full of antibiotics and decided that they would pull one chunk of shrapnel out of my elbow, the biggest piece in there. But that was all they could do. “Your system will have to flush the rest of it out,” the young doctor said. “Eventually.”


I was in the hospital for three weeks and out of commission for the next four months. Yet all I could think was, I can’t wait to get back to the unit. My young brain was playing tricks on me. War was addictive, not rational at all.















3 GRAY SCALE



I LOVED MY TIME IN THE MILITARY, AND MOST DAYS, I GOT THE STRONG impression that the military loved me back.


Through all the highs and lows, I kept being told big things were in store for me in the Israel Defense Forces. “You could be a senior commander one day,” I was reminded more than once by people who could actually make that happen. “Sky’s the limit for you.” I aced the advanced officer training course and, by 1999, was commanding a special artillery unit of 120 soldiers and twelve officers. Our special combat duty was to hide in strategic locations above the forces on the ground, overlooking the action. That way we could see what our soldiers couldn’t, including who was advancing on them and from where. What made this new duty such a rewarding challenge was that we got to innovate new ways of camouflaging ourselves and develop other creative combat techniques. By then, I felt like I was really hitting my stride as a frontline military leader and doing it my way. I was taking what I’d learned from my own adventures in the field and turning my experiences into SOP, standard operating procedure. My confidence flowed from my growing expertise, just as my old commander had told me it would.


That summer I was offered the chance to fly to Warsaw and spend a week visiting the concentration camps in rural Poland.
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