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			Foreword

			October 7th, 2023

			Morning

			It had been less than two hours since I was thrown out of bed by the unexpected sound of the missile siren. It was a Saturday morning—the Jewish holiday of Simchat Torah—and Israel was under attack by the Hamas terrorist army in the Gaza Strip. Nobody had any idea what was happening. The banner on my TV screen still read: “PALESTINIAN REPORT: SOLDIERS ABDUCTED INTO GAZA.” Nobody understood the magnitude of Hamas’s invasion by air, land, and sea; the sheer scale of forces that had flooded into Israel; and the barbaric atrocities they were only just starting to commit in the kibbutzim1 and at the Nova music festival.

			Nobody. Not even Guy M.—one of the heroes of this war and the author of this book.

			Guy and I had first met a few months earlier at a bar in Rabin Square in Tel Aviv, where we discussed the option of translating Full Throttle: On the Edge With Israel’s Elite Combat Rescue Unit, a riveting memoir of his derring-do adventures as a pararescue soldier in the Elite Rescue Unit 669, which became a renowned bestseller. This was a chapter of his life he thought was behind him.

			But since Guy had faced down terrorists before, I reckoned he might know something now. I texted him.

			Have you been called up for reserves?

			Hey.

			Not yet.

			But Noga’s already at the base.

			I’m focusing on my dad.

			Of course, his dad. Spoiler alert: Mr. M. had just had a major health scare on a family vacation, and as thousands of Hamas terrorists streamed into Israel, Guy thought he would stay to be with his dad at the hospital.

			Look after yourselves, I texted Guy back. What a nightmare.

			Absolutely, he texted back. I think we haven’t realized the magnitude of the event yet.

			Boy, was he right.

			Four days later, I checked in on Guy again:

			How’s your dad? Called up yet?

			No response.

			The next day, a voice note came through:

			Hey man. We were among the first to reach the scene on Saturday morning. Atrocities the devil himself couldn’t create. There were bodies everywhere, and the kibbutzim were islands of ruins. We have started preparing for the next stage.

			That “next stage” came with writing a whole new book, one which Guy somehow wrote in between rescue operations of casualties from the battlefield, and top-secret missions throughout the war—and which I somehow translated in between a blitz of media interviews, as I found myself enlisted as a government spokesman on international TV.

			I next saw Guy at his wedding with Noga, his irrepressible better half. Nearly all of unit 669, the whole cast of Full Throttle, was there on a short break from duty to celebrate with Noga and Guy. (When Guy describes each teammate in Full Throttle as a mountain of a man, he really isn’t kidding, and they brag that as reservists, they are way past peak fitness.) Barely two weeks later, Israel awoke to the exhilarating news that two hostages had been rescued in a daring mission. I texted Guy again.

			Were you there?

			No, he replied. But the guys you downed shots with at the wedding were.

			When the media reports on Israeli soldiers—about their military operations or tragic deaths—it is easy to imagine a breed of action men born for the role. There are civilians and there are soldiers. They are different species. But as we are reminded in The Rescue and Full Throttle, they are the same people. The same flesh and blood. In so many cases, civilians and soldiers in Israel are not different people; they are just different stages of life. And by “stages,” I mean days, swapping over with dizzying speed. Fighting in Gaza one day. Downing shots at a wedding the next. And rescuing hostages from the depths of Rafah one day after that. They are trying to complete med school, to plan a vacation, to organize a wedding—and constantly on call to get called into action to defend family and friends from barbarism. Flitting between fighting and living the moments that remind you of what you’re fighting for.

			I hope you enjoy reading this book. It is a labor of love by author and translator alike. Let me take the opportunity in this foreword to apologize to readers that the events of the October 7 War dragged out the translation process for an unreasonably long time, depriving you of the adrenaline rush of reading about unit 669 astonishing operations and Guy’s heroic journeys. I can barely believe they happened and looking back, neither can Guy. But they did.

			This is our reality.

			 

			Eylon Levy

			Former Israeli Government Spokesman

			Translator of The Rescue: October 7 through the Eyes of Israeli Pararescue Commandos and the upcoming Full Throttle: On the Edge with Israel’s Elite Rescue Unit
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					1	Kibbutz (plural: kibbutzim): a small rural town in Israel that functions, to some extent, as a collective. Fully socialist kibbutzim were the backbone of the early Zionists’ settlements, and the young state of Israel. Over the years, many of them privatized to some extent, but they all remain close-knit communities.

				

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			October 7th, 2023

			07:00

			Guy

			I open my eyes to the sound of loud knocking on the bedroom door.

			“Noga, can I come in?” It’s Michal, Noga’s mother.

			I sit up in bed, squinting as sunlight floods through the blinds in Noga’s childhood bedroom. The house is located in a neighborhood on the edge of Jerusalem. Since when does Noga’s mom ever wake us up?

			“Mom, we’re in bed,” Noga replies, her voice hoarse from sleep.

			“I know you’re sleeping. Can I come in?” she asks again, in a strange tone.

			“I guess,” Noga answers, sounding annoyed.

			The door opens. Michal is standing in the doorway. She clears her throat, her hands on her hips. “I’m sorry to disturb you, but the whole country is under missile attack. There are terrorists attacking places in the south. I thought to myself you might want to get up,” she says in a high-pitched tone, somewhere between startled and sarcastic.

			Noga leaps out of bed. “Shit, shit,” she mutters, looking for her phone and seeing a flood of missed calls from officers in her battalion. Within two minutes, she’s already in army fatigues, shoving extra shirts into a backpack.

			“Guy, I’m off. Your brother called. He wants to get a ride with me to the base. I’ll call you!” she shouts on her way out. The Beit Lid Military Base is home to the Paratroopers Brigade, where Noga does her reserve duty, and the Nahal Brigade, where my little brother Ari finished his military service just a couple of months ago.

			I’m still in bed. I glance at my phone: “Reports of a security incident in the south. Rocket fire from the Gaza Strip. Gaza envelope residents should remain in the safe rooms.”2 I check WhatsApp. There’s a message in my reservists’ group: No change in the unit’s readiness status. If needed, we’ll be in touch.

			I feel a sense of relief. I guess it’s no big deal. As far as I’m concerned, I’m happy to stay near Jerusalem, where my dad is still in the hospital.

			I get out of bed, but sluggishly, still drowsy.

			“They haven’t called you?” asks Roni, Noga’s dad, in a confused but hesitant tone. His eyes are glued to the TV; I can hear the newscaster’s voice in the background.

			“I guess not.” I sweep my hand back through my hair, inadvertently giving myself a sort of morning mohawk. “To be honest, I’d rather not go. Maybe they’ll leave me alone.”

			“Your generation doesn’t quite get this, but they don’t always ask you politely to go to reserve duty,” says Roni, shooting me a charged look. “There are times when you don’t have a choice.”

			His words resound in my ears, and I write out a message to my reserve duty commander. If you need me, I’m in the country, I’m available.

			I’m about to send it when, like a prophecy being fulfilled, the phone rings. It’s my unit’s coordinator.

			“Guy, how fast can you get to the unit?”

			“I’m half an hour from base.”

			“Great. Get here in twenty.”

			

			
				
					2	The “Gaza Envelope” (Hebrew: Otef Aza) is how Israelis refer to the areas of Israel bordering the Gaza Strip.

				

			

		

	
		
			To Be Honest, 
I Hadn’t Planned To

			June 21st, 2023

			08:00

			Guy

			The Biblical Zoo parking lot, Jerusalem

			W	e’re in the parking lot, I text the aquarium manager.

			You’re early. Be there in five, he replies.

			I take a deep breath and sit down on the hood of the car. There are no cars in the parking lot. A cool breeze, typical of a Jerusalem morning, strokes my face. Green winter foliage is giving way to the yellow tapestries of summer. Behind the bars of the gate, the workers are trimming the bushes and mowing the lawns. A large sign above the entrance reads “Welcome to the Israel Aquarium.” Ari, my younger brother, is sitting beside me on the car’s hood, his arms folded.

			“So, Guy, are you ready?” he asks with a sly, knowing smile.

			I answer with a nonchalant shrug, as if my insides aren’t burning with excitement already. I’d been dreaming about this morning for so long, and as the big day approached, the excitement had only grown. This was the big week. I progressively got more and more stressed. Last night, I couldn’t fall asleep—I tossed and turned in bed, gripped by the fear that at the crucial moment, I’d forget everything I had planned to say. Or that even if I somehow remembered the words, I’d be overcome by emotion, and wouldn’t be able to get them out.

			“Do you think she knows?” I ask, without looking up. I generally don’t smoke, but I’d love a cigarette right now.

			“I don’t think so,” Ari says, calming me.

			Ari just finished up his extended army service, which ended up being pretty varied. In his last position, he was a deputy company commander. He started out in a combat medics course, took a detour through Navy commando training, and ended up in the Nahal Infantry Brigade. He was deployed in Jenin for months on end, leading complex counter-terrorism operations almost every night in a city that was the epicenter of terrorism in the West Bank.

			For Ari, being under fire from terrorists had become routine. When I heard what he’d been up to last night, I was terrified. I know how much he represses the dangers that come along with his job. It only really intrudes into his consciousness when his soldiers are injured, or when his commander, Bar Pelach z”l,3 was killed in a clash with terrorists. All of us had been counting down the days until his long-awaited release from the army. And all of us were concerned that in one of his dozens of conversations with his battalion commander—who was trying to convince him to stick around—Ari would crack, and agree to extend his army service.

			We all breathed a sigh of relief when he snipped his army ID card in half. Now, he’s moaning about studying for the psychometric tests (the Israeli version of the SATs). He might complain but he’s also taking on this new adversary with gusto (as he’s done with so many others). It’s the only way he knows how. I’m pretty sure he’d prefer an exhausting night drill carrying a stretcher along the Israeli coastline, or even a night spent arresting terror suspects in Jenin, to a day of studying. His friends suggested that he go abroad, travel the world, do all the things that just-released soldiers are supposed to do. No chance. Ari wasn’t interested in any of that. He was determined to vanquish the psychometric test at the first attempt. And despite all of that, I’d known that if I suggested joining me at the aquarium—and if I let him in on what was going on—he wouldn’t hesitate for a moment.

			Noga’s sitting behind Ari and me in the car. Her eyes are firmly planted on her phone screen, her thumbs tapping away. Every so often, she snatches a glance at the watch on her wrist.

			“Guy, what time did you say we’d be done here?” she asks, without looking up. “I told Almog I’d meet her in the hotel lobby at ten.”

			“The manager’s about to get here to let us in. I don’t think it will be a problem,” I answer, without looking around, nervous that my face will give away the maelstrom of emotions churning in my gut.

			“You made such a big deal of arriving on time,” she impatiently replies.

			Ari snickers to himself. “All the stuff you’ve done,” he murmurs, “and the thing that makes her suspicious is how much of a big deal you made of being on time. Maybe that’ll teach you to stop being late to things.”

			I roll my eyes. “Check out this guy! Forget the psychometric test, maybe you should go into couples’ therapy.”

			Our voices are hushed, and the deserted parking lot quiet, but my heart is pounding like crazy. I’ve been dreaming of this day for months. And I’d never have gotten here without the stubbornness of my friend Ya’ara. Really, it was all thanks to her.

			Noga and Ya’ara had grown up together in a small town in the Jerusalem hills. They had been close friends ever since kindergarten, and all the way through middle and high school. They speak every week—and they tell each other everything. When Ya’ara enlisted in the IDF, she was sent into the Army’s paramedic course—an extended year-long training that is led by the Israeli Red Cross, called Magen David Adom (the red star of David). It certifies one to treat casualties on the field like a physician. After finishing my training for Unit 669 as a rescue solider, I was sent to the course. That was a while ago, but Ya’ara and I stayed in touch.

			After finishing my service, I went traveling to Australia. One night, at a hostel in the surf town of Byron Bay, I got a message from Ya’ara.

			Guy, question: do you like redheads?

			I only found out later that Ya’ara sent that message while out to breakfast with Noga. A few days earlier, Noga had split up with her boyfriend, who she’d been with for a few years, and Ya’ara had met up with her to see how her girlfriend was doing post-breakup.

			“What are you doing?? Don’t message some guy! It’s way too soon!” Noga had said, trying to grab Ya’ara’s phone.

			“Calm down, it’s nothing to do with you. I’m just texting someone from the Army,” Ya’ara giggled. She swiped her phone out of Noga’s reach, almost knocking over her coffee from the café table onto the sidewalk of the street in central Jerusalem.

			“I literally just got out of the Army. I’m going traveling to Central America. Who knows who I’ll meet there?”

			But Ya’ara wouldn’t let it go. Almost a year later, Noga was back in Israel to start a law degree at The Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

			“I know he’s studying medicine in Tel Aviv, which means he’s stuck there for at least six more years, but just give it a chance. Trust me.” Ya’ara kept pestering Noga, who was insanely busy, not only with her demanding university studies, but also with a stack of volunteering work and several initiatives to do with legislation and the rule of law.

			Eventually, Noga carved out a free hour between meetings in south Tel Aviv, and agreed to meet Ya’ara’s paramedic friend—mainly so that her friend would stop bugging her once and for all.

			Our first date was at a bar in the Shuk Ha’Carmel market in Tel Aviv. It was a winter evening, and the rain was crashing down onto the tin roof above us. I’d come straight from the Department of Medicine’s library, where I’d spent hours struggling with chemistry homework—a struggle that had ended with me slamming my laptop shut in frustration. My memory is that I’d been running slightly behind schedule. According to Noga, I was over an hour late.

			He might become a doctor, he might become the President for all I care, I’m not going out with someone who’s late for a first date. I’m out of here, she messaged Ya’ara from under the space heater of the deserted bar, a half-drunk beer in her hand. Classic Tel Aviv player. Maybe he was different in the army. But in this town they’re all the same.

			Ya’ara urged her to give this chronic latecomer a chance. She’d been working on this scheme for a year, but if I’d been late by another five minutes, all her efforts would have gone straight down the drain.

			Drenched from my scooter ride through the rain, I sat down opposite the only girl in the bar. My own foul mood, the fault of those chemistry exercises, came up against an equally foul one across the table—a mood that seemed to be pointedly asking, “I came especially from Jerusalem for this date, and you’re late?”

			But within a few minutes, I was all in. It wasn’t like she was trying to charm me—my lateness had made sure of that—but it didn’t matter. She was nothing like any other woman I’d ever met. The sheer force of her personality lit up the entire bar. Her laugh and her beauty, both emanating from a freckled face and a mane of flaming copper-red hair, had me captivated. I suddenly had butterflies in my stomach. For the first time, there was someone I wanted to impress—someone whose heart I’d do anything to capture. And that was after only fifteen minutes together.

			With the cost of living in Tel Aviv being what it was, I took a few different part-time jobs in the city, moonlighting alongside my studies. These included working as an occasional contributor to the daily supplement of Yediot Aharonot, a popular Hebrew-language newspaper. One day, I got a call from Elad, the deputy editor of the supplement.

			“You hear about the Jerusalem Aquarium?”

			“There’s an aquarium in Jerusalem? What, like an underwater observatory? Never heard of it,” I replied hesitantly, driving my banged-up car back from the university to the apartment I was sharing with two other students.

			“They opened a marine life center with a huge aquarium at the Biblical Zoo in Jerusalem. Crazy project. I’m looking for someone to go diving with the sharks there and write up an article. You in?” Elad asked me nonchalantly, as if he didn’t know that I’d bite his hand off at the offer.

			At that moment, my thoughts turned to the redhead I’d met a few weeks ago—and the fact that I was supposed to be going out with her again that night. We’d already got to the point of speaking on the phone every day. The more our relationship developed, the more I was attracted to her. She was brilliant, full of energy, and with sky-high ambitions, but on any given day, she’d sooner go out partying with friends than study for her next university test.

			I had a flash of inspiration. I called her—or, more accurately, I called the contact saved in my phone as Noga Ya’ara Friend Date.

			“Hey, what’s up?” Noga said when she answered.

			“All good. How are you?” I replied politely.

			“Doing well. We’re on for later, right?”

			“Yes, definitely. Random question—do you have a diving license?”

			“Are you for real?” I could hear her smirking down the phone, as if I’d asked if she could read Hebrew. “I’ve done like sixty dives.”

			“So…how would you like to be the photographer for an article about the new aquarium at the Biblical Zoo? Some underwater photography in an aquarium full of sharks?”

			[image: ]

			Four years later

			Noga and I are living together in a small apartment in Tel Aviv. I’m starting my fourth year of medical school, and she’s finishing up her law studies (on track to graduate with honors, obviously). She’s already started working at one of the most prestigious law firms in the country. Soon, she’ll start a year-long clerkship at the Israeli Supreme Court. We’re running a household together; her friends are now my friends and vice versa. I feel like our relationship is in an amazing place. What’s the rush to move forward to the next stage?

			I grew up in a religious yishuv.4 All of my childhood friends were already settled down with at least two kids. My friends from Unit 669, who’ve been with their partners since our army days, have started getting engaged. I understood it was time and I even knew how I wanted to propose. But what’s the hurry? I thought to myself. What are we rushing for? I didn’t think it was that important to Noga, either, that I proposed soon. Both of us were so busy with the craziness of life, and we were living together anyway. What was the point of having a big expensive party?

			 

			We went away for a short break, spending three days in Italy.

			We were sitting next to each other on the plane, which had taxied to the end of the runway, waiting its turn to speed down the tarmac and soar into the air. Both of us were out of breath; we’d run the length of the terminal with the tightly packed carry-ons of a couple keen to avoid any extra baggage fees. We almost missed our flight—thanks to me, obviously.

			I shut my eyes, intending to doze off, but Noga suddenly got out of her seat and turned to me.

			“I can’t take it anymore,” she said, in a serious tone.

			“Take what?” I replied, confused.

			“I can’t deal with the tension.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, like she was about to blow up an oversized balloon. “Are you going to propose?”

			I froze for a few seconds, stunned by the question. I knew my answer would disappoint her, that it would be a huge letdown. I had no idea that she’d been ready and waiting for a while.

			“To be honest—no,” I murmured.

			Noga didn’t make a big deal out of it. But her disappointment made me want to find a unique, meaningful way to propose, something that would be such an amazing surprise, it would eclipse the disappointment she’d felt on that short plane ride to Italy. Easier said than done. Surprising someone as busy as Noga turned into such a convoluted operation that I began to think it was simply impossible.

			 

			

			
				
					3	Z”l stands for zichrono livracha, Hebrew for “May his/her memory be a blessing.”

				

				
					4	A yishuv is a small town or community in Israel. Unlike kibbutzim, they are not structured as collectives.

				

			

		

	
		
			A Top-Secret Operation

			January 25th, 2023

			10:00

			Guy

			Tel Aviv

			Back in Israel, with Noga’s expression of disappointment still hanging over me, I began planning the op. I was determined to surprise her with an amazing proposal—something she could never have dreamed of.

			Step one: setting the date and time for execution.

			I went over both of our calendars and found one free weekend—but only at the end of June. The silver lining of it being such a long way off was that it gave me plenty of time to plan the operation. I knew where I wanted to propose. The idea popped into my head one bright day, in a sudden flash of inspiration. I’d propose in the place where we’d really felt like we were together for the first time, holding hands down on the Jerusalem seabed, looking up at the manta rays and sharks crisscrossing their way through the water above us. I would propose at the aquarium, on the edge of the city that she loves so much.

			I got in touch with the aquarium manager and he gave me the green light.

			“It’s a surprise. Please tell the workers and anyone else who might be there. I don’t want us to get there and someone to say: ‘Ah, you’re the couple that’s here to get engaged?’”

			“Guy, you’ve told me a million times—it’s a surprise. I get it. A. Surprise. You’re coming to research an article,” he’d answered, irritated. “Get here before eight in the morning, before visitors start arriving.”

			Straight after that conversation, I started looking up any flights abroad taking off from Tel Aviv late on that Wednesday morning. Straight after the proposal, I wanted us to head off on a romantic getaway. The flights that fit my time slot were to Cyprus or Johannesburg. Obviously, a proposal is a once-in-a-lifetime experience—but still, on a student’s budget, there wasn’t much of a choice. Cyprus, a mere forty-five-minute hop from Tel Aviv, it was.

			“Noga, can you put in your calendar that we’re going to the south the last weekend of June? Ron’s throwing a party on the kibbutz, and he really wants us there,” I off-handedly mentioned to her. The same night, as soon as she was asleep, I took her old iPhone out of the bedside table drawer and sent myself a list of her contacts—people in Noga’s life whose help I’d really need to put the plan into action. Clearly, the first person I had to bring into the fold was Almog, Noga’s boss. I’d never actually met her, but from the way Noga described her—well, the way she waxed lyrical about her—I was sure she’d be glad to help. As it turned out, Almog wasn’t just prepared to help. She became a co-conspirator, bringing the entire firm where she was doing her internship with her.

			“So that she has no suspicions at all, I’ve asked Noga to meet with the branch head, who’s my boss—he’s in charge of the department that I manage,” Almog explained to me, in what became a daily phone call between me and Noga’s boss. “We’ve briefed her on a secret client that’s coming to Israel to initiate a takeover of a huge local company. I’ve given her background material for a marathon of meetings with this secret client in Jerusalem, and we’ve explained that she can’t discuss the case at all with anyone in the office. Don’t worry—she’ll be in Jerusalem with a suitcase packed for a few nights away.”

			“Wow,” I replied, unsure if I was speaking to a lawyer or a screenwriter. “How did she take it?”

			“Well…we only set up the ‘meeting’ with the secret client this morning, but she’s already managed to ask me six times if I’m sure she doesn’t need to prep for the meetings, or to get any legal background work done,” Almog answered with a laugh. “But you know what a serious girl you’re marrying. Are you surprised?”

			To make sure Noga didn’t suspect anything, I’d absent-mindedly let slip that I’d always wanted to visit Guatemala, and I suggested we go there for the Sukkot vacation in October. When I told her about the country famous for its volcanoes and why I wanted us to go there specifically, I dropped a few not-so-subtle hints that it would make the perfect place for some sort of romantic event. All the while, I was sorting out our Cyprus flights and hotels for the last weekend in June.

			One day, with Noga by my side, I got a surprise phone call from the editor of the newspaper’s weekend supplement, asking if I wanted to write an article on the new shark that had just been brought to the Jerusalem Aquarium. He suggested that I go scope out the place one morning—coincidentally, the very same morning that Noga was meeting her ‘secret client.’

			Noga, for her part, wouldn’t tell me anything about the case or her client.

			“I’ll tell you all about it once it’s in the newspaper,” she said when I took an interest.

			Ari was soon brought into the fold too. He was coming with us to “take a day off from preparing for the SAT test”—that is, to be our chauffeur to the airport. Noga’s close friends were notified ahead of time so that they wouldn’t try to make plans with her for the weekend of the operation; the supervisor of the course she teaches knew that she wouldn’t be coming in that Thursday.

			I even asked permission from Roni, Noga’s father. She would get to the aquarium with a suitcase full of clothes for a frantic weekend of meetings, and a swimsuit so that she could dive with the sharks. Then, there was just one last thing—I couldn’t forget to bring the ring I picked out with my mom. And our passports, obviously.

			And then, the IDF decided to ruin my best-laid plans and started an operation in Jenin.

		

	
		
			Not the Time for Jokes

			June 20th, 2023

			22:30

			Guy

			An apartment in Tel Aviv

			“Listen man, I told her to go home! I told her the unit’s reserve duty is up. She’s here by choice now,” Ma’or, Noga’s commander in the reserves, tells me.

			Noga’s last role during her regular service was as a company commander at the IDF’s Officer Training Academy. After she finished her service, the commander of the Paratrooper Brigade asked her to become the Head of Operational Command for its Special Forces Battalion, called Sayeret Tzanhanim. As it turned out, she was the first woman ever to fill that role. I didn’t love the fact that every few months she had weeks of reserve duty where they simulated warfare in Lebanon, in which she and the Battalion led paratroopers against squads of Hezbollah fighters. There were long weeks of drills where she’d been coordinating the combat operations of the regiments, defended only by a sheet of tarp tied to the Hummer that’s somewhere in the mud of the Golan Heights. And now—it had to be this week—they’ve called her up to reserve duty again, as the Paratrooper Brigade is about to embark on an extended anti-terror operation in Jenin.

			“I don’t know what to do,” says Almog, helplessly. “She says she’s on reserve duty and can’t get to the marathon of meetings with the secret client!”

			I sigh heavily. “I just spoke to her commander,” I say.

			Almog hears the despair in my voice.

			“How about this,” she says. “Let’s wait another hour, and I’ll try to speak to Noga again.” She says it with the air of someone who’s handled her fair share of crises. “Maybe I’ll tell her we need her desperately in the secret client meetings. I’ll guilt trip her for abandoning us.”

			It’s late in the evening. In my conversations with Ma’or and Almog, I’m trying to figure out how to get Noga to the proposal as planned. At the same time, my two co-conspirators, Noga’s commander and her boss, are helping me to not crack and just tell her the truth. Right before the proposal, after months of stress and preparation, I’d written out and deleted the words I wanted to say to her so many times. And right now, I’m dependent on the abilities of a senior partner of a huge law firm to convince a young intern that a huge transaction, worth billions of dollars, depends on her presence.

			“Maybe it’s worth having a backup plan,” Ma’or says to me with a laugh. “It might not be such a bad idea to propose to her at the entrance to the base! You can bring some shawarma and tehina, that’s a great way to celebrate.”

			“Too soon. I’m not ready for jokes yet,” I reply coldly.

			[image: ]

			At the last possible moment, the stars somehow aligned, and Noga made it out.

			“You’re Guy?” asks the aquarium manager, deploying his apparently considerable acting skills.

			“Yes—we spoke on the phone.” I shake his hand. “Oh, and this is Noga and Ari,” I add, gesturing toward the other two.

			We follow him through the aquarium’s entrance. Noga and I are holding hands; she’s looking with an excited smile at the sea creatures of various types and colors on display through the aquarium glass. We walk slowly through the dark corridors that lead from one display room to the next in the giant complex.

			“It feels like we were just here. I can’t believe it’s been four years already,” she murmurs.

			“Yeah, I know.” My heart is pounding. I’m struggling to swallow. I draw my hand away from hers, in case she realizes how much I’m sweating from nerves.

			We enter the central display room.

			“I’ll go behind the water tank and chuck in a few pieces of meat. That should bring the new shark to you guys—you’ll be able to take some photos for the article,” says the aquarium manager.

			“I’ll come too!” says Ari.

			“What sort of shark is it?” asks Noga.

			“I’ll explain everything afterward,” says the manager with a smile, and he and Ari disappear. They leave us alone, standing in silence under the azure glow of millions of liters of water, the shimmering outlines of the fish and sharks slowly gliding around us. The sounds of the sea emanate from the speakers all around the room. I’m struggling to hold it together. I feel like my legs are buckling under me. If I don’t say something soon, if I don’t finally let the secret that I’ve been carrying around for so long burst out into the space between the two of us, my chest will just explode. It’s time.

			Noga’s gaze is fixed on the water tank, looking for the shark.

			“Hey,” I whisper, right by her, taking her two hands in mine. She turns to me, confused as to why I’m bothering her.

			I pull in close to her, and murmur, “I’m the secret client, and the new shark—and I have a proposal.”
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			Twelve hours later

			A sea breeze filters in through the open window. Stars glisten in the night sky. We’re curled up together in the creaky bed at the hostel in Cyprus. A residual feeling of nervousness is still hanging around in my body. From the lobby, we hear the deafening sound of some drunk British tourists singing.

			Both of us are the first children in our families. The first to do everything—and now the first to get engaged. Ari took us to the airport while we were calling and FaceTiming our families, and everyone’s level of excitement was off the charts. The parents didn’t know how to deal with this much happiness; they ended up going off to meet each other and celebrate together, without us. We kept up the virtual celebrations with everyone until we boarded the plane, but from then on, we were not in touch with them. We were only focused on each other, both awash with excitement and emotion, as if it were some sort of addictive gas we were inhaling from the air itself.

			“I still can’t believe it,” Noga giggles, lying by my side.

			“Me neither.” I haven’t even had the chance yet to explain how hard it was to plan the whole surprise operation.

			Her eyes turn to the ring glinting in the dark. “It’s so beautiful.”

			“You’re so beautiful.”

			She rests her head on my body, in the little valley between my chest and my shoulder, like it’s a pillow. Her skin, still wet from the shower, touches my chest, and the sensation sends a jolt of pleasure into my body, like the feeling of a gentle massage.

			“You should know,” she says in a whisper, turning her gaze from the ring to my eyes, “even today, after the best proposal I’ve ever heard of…” Her head is turned downward, her hair tickling my nose. “Even with all that—all the crazy stuff you organized—the best moment of the whole day is still right now. The moment that we’re going to sleep at the end of the day, together.”

		

	
		
			The Hardest Moment 
of My Life

			September 30th, 2023

			20:00

			Guy

			The Caucasus Mountains, Georgia 
(South-Eastern Europe)

			The croaking chorus of the frogs reverberates across the lake, and wisps of fog hover above its surface, disturbed only by the occasional ripples from the fish below. The horizon is punctuated with towering mountain peaks covered by evergreen forest, their dark shadows cast around the valley like a wall. We’re taking a breather, sitting on the thin wooden jetty suspended over the lakefront.

			“So Ari, you’re flying to Nepal in a week. You excited?” asks Eden, my younger sister, the second-oldest of us four siblings.

			“Yeah. I mean, duh, who wouldn’t be excited?” he replies, with a typically macho, bro-ish energy, and stretches out in the chair.

			“He meant to say, ‘Yes, I’m really excited!’” chimes in Sivan, the youngest in the family, sardonic as ever.

			Ari, who’s sitting next to her, wraps his arm around her and pulls her tightly toward him, like he’s trying to hug her into his chest.

			“Stop Ari—you’ll regret it. I’m stronger than you. I can beat you up and you know it!”

			The two of them start grappling with each other. Eden watches, rolling her eyes.

			“That’s what I call brotherly love,” I say. “This is exactly what Mom and Dad wanted us to come here for, right? To beat each other up?” I make my point and take a sip of the chilled Georgian beer in my hand.

			 

			Not long after Noga and I got engaged, Mom and Dad announced plans for what would be our last family vacation before my now fiancée became an official member of the clan. Itay, Eden’s boyfriend of the last two years, wasn’t far behind either. We used to laugh about how Noga and I were delaying Eden and Itay—that they were both desperate to get married, but were waiting patiently for me to propose to Noga first. It began as a joke, but Eden and Itai had stopped denying it. That was exactly what had been going on.

			We hadn’t been on a family vacation for almost a decade, either in Israel or abroad. There had always been at least one kid in the army, and my career-focused parents rarely took a break from work, so it was a big deal when they bought the tickets for all of us to go on a family holiday in Georgia over Sukkot. Ari was heading off on his long-awaited post-army trip a few days afterward.

			That’s how we came to be sitting at the edge of this small lake, next to our small hotel in some distant valley in the Caucasus Mountains. We’re waiting for Mom and Dad, who are still getting ready in their room. Sivan and Ari have finished grappling, and Eden’s taken up her role as photographer, directing them like models in a photoshoot. It’s the absolute definition of a family vacation: quality time together, happy smiles all round.

			I exhale deeply. I thank God for my good fortune. I’m having a great time abroad with my family. The photoshoot that Eden’s directing reminds me that Noga mentioned this amazing photographer she’d heard about, and that I’m about to marry the love of my life. We’ve set a date and chosen a venue at a kibbutz called Shefayim. More than anything, I’m reminded of how Noga’s mom Michal, who has plenty of experience in event planning, fell in love with the place immediately when she saw that there was a hotel right next to the venue. In the middle of the night, when the party finishes, the entire family will be able to walk one hundred yards and crash straight into bed, and then, we’ll be able to prolong the party atmosphere into the morning after. Invitations have gone out already, there’s a photographer lined up, and a wedding dress is picked out. As it always is with Noga, everything’s already organized.

			“Guy looks pretty happy,” I hear my dad’s voice say. He and my mom appear out of the darkness, wandering over to us at their own pace along the pathway between the hotel rooms and the restaurant area. My attention snaps back to the present, but my mouth is still fixed in a contented smile.

			“You guys ready to eat?” asks Dad. “I’m starving,” he adds, not waiting for an answer.

			“You’re always hungry,” says Mom, switching to English.

			“Nachon,” he says, switching back to Hebrew to confirm.
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			My mom, Betsy, grew up in Connecticut. After graduating college, she decided to take a gap year volunteering in Israel. They sent her to this kibbutz in the north of Israel called Ramat Yohanan. Her mom (my grandma) wasn’t so keen on the idea—and with good reason, because what she was concerned about was exactly what happened. She met a charming kibbutznik called Sagi, who had just finished his additional army service as a captain in the armored corps and was back for a year of working the fields. It was love at first sight. She worked next to him in the mango groves, lychee orchards, and avocado fields; they went for long runs through the hills all around the kibbutz; and he even took her on a few treks through the Sinai Desert. The second time they went to Sinai together, at the towering peak of the Bab El Donya mountain, with the Red Sea to the east and the Gulf of Suez to the west, and the horizon streaked with the burgundy of a desert sunset, my dad—without a diamond ring, not being burdened with American notions of propriety, but well-equipped with a clutch of dried dates and a jerry-can full of water—got down on one knee and asked her to marry him.

			I was born four years later, on the kibbutz, like my father and his father before him. I was the fourth generation of family that were among the founders of both the kibbutz and the State of Israel itself. And yet, during my dad’s undergraduate studies in Haifa, my mom managed to ignite his imagination, helped with his English and steered him through the unending bureaucracy and countless interviews that eventually landed him a place at Harvard for post-graduate Middle Eastern Studies. (These days, he’s the president of the Harvard Club of Israel.)
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