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			“Truth will ultimately prevail where pains is taken to bring it to light”

			 –George Washington

		

	
		
			Foreword

			by Colonel (Ret.) Richard Kemp, CBE

			Ari Harow has been on the inside track of dramatic global events that most of us can only speculate about. For five years he was “at power’s elbow,” closest advisor to one of Israel’s greatest leaders, and longest-serving prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu.

			His time with Netanyahu encompassed the largest manhunt in Israel’s history after three teenage boys were kidnapped and murdered by Palestinian terrorists; the longest and most bloody of Israel’s defensive wars in Gaza, Operation Protective Edge; and Netanyahu’s staunch opposition to US president Barack Obama’s deeply flawed nuclear deal with Iran, including his historic speech to both houses of the US Congress. These events changed the Middle East and had a worldwide impact: they helped usher in the Abraham Accords and are still playing out in Israel’s struggle to prevent Iran from gaining a nuclear capability.

			In this book, Harow provides us with insights into each of these episodes that have never been made public. My Brother’s Keeper gives the reader an unrivaled perspective on the workings of a twenty-first-century government in war and peace and is a must-read for anyone wanting to understand the security, politics, and leadership of the State of Israel and the unexampled challenges it faces.

			No world leader has a tougher job than the Israeli prime minister, not even the president of the United States. The PM must grapple with all the 24/7 demands faced by every head of government, at the same time negotiating one of the toughest political landscapes of any nation, while in the spotlight of an obsessed and overwhelmingly hostile global media and the perpetually unbalanced and malignant glare of international bodies like the United Nations and European Union. Moreover, Israel is a country that has been at war throughout the seventy-five years of its existence, facing lethal threats from Iran, Gaza, Syria, Lebanon, and beyond, plus an almost constant terrorist assault on its citizens from within.

			Much of this burden rolls down onto the shoulders of the prime minister’s inner circle, including Harow, whose job as chief of staff included keeping the prime minister on the straight and narrow while balancing the demands of an incessant legislative agenda, volatile coalition politics, and unruly cabinet ministers, as well as overseeing intelligence agencies and the armed forces and dealing with heads of state, international parliamentarians, fact-finding delegations, ambassadors, and the leaders of major Jewish organizations from around the world, all hungry for the PM’s time and attention.

			Every modern-day prime minister and president needs a small team of handpicked individuals whose personal loyalty and judgment he can rely upon. In Second World War Britain, Winston Churchill overturned the tradition of dependence on the civil service for advice and support, appointing his own people, including Brendan Bracken and Desmond Morton. Few are aware of the identities or contributions of such people, but no others are more critical to a national leader, including Benjamin Netanyahu.

			Perhaps the most valued and rarest quality in a personal advisor is to tell the boss what he doesn’t want to hear, including—when necessary—that he’s wrong. In the boiler house at the top of government, the honest expression of such courageous counsel can lead to intense friction and sometimes even total breakdown, and it is a tribute to Harow’s political skill, intellect, and diplomacy that he survived five full years at the prime minister’s elbow during some of the toughest days in Israel’s history.

			I was in a position to witness a small part of the interplay between these two men, in particular during Operation Protective Edge, when tensions were at their highest. Netanyahu’s coolness under fire—both in battle and in politics—is legendary, and his composure and energy seemed to be completely undiminished when I met him during and after fifty solid days directing a war, running a country, and fending off international interference. I don’t know how much sleep or family time Harow got in those seven weeks, I would guess very little, but like his boss, in the end, I saw a man poised to take the next challenge in his stride. And that challenge—as always for Israel—was not far off, as this book reveals.

			My Brother’s Keeper, the first memoir to have been written by one of Netanyahu’s closest advisors, is the story of two very different men, in very different but completely interdependent roles. The key to the indomitable spirit that drives each of them can perhaps be found in Harow’s words: “Working for the prime minister may have been a thankless and overwhelming responsibility, but I felt a great honor being in the trenches alongside a man who was in many ways the leader of the Jewish world.”

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			At the Shabbat table in my home in Los Angeles, and then later as a young camper at Bnei Akiva’s Camp Moshava summer camp in Big Bear, California, the tale of Israel’s founding was brought to life for me. The stories of brave young Jewish men and women sacrificing everything to establish a Jewish state in our ancient homeland filled me with pride. I was in awe of Israel’s courageous leaders, men like David Ben-Gurion and Chaim Weizmann, Ze’ev Jabotinsky, and Menachem Begin willed our people forward and helped instill a deep-seated belief in our common destiny, regardless of the enormous challenges we would face. The Zionist fire was lit inside me.

			With these images seared in my mind, when my parents uprooted our family and moved to Israel, taking us away from our comfortable California living, the decision was embraced. It was a dream come true to actively take part in the story of our people and participate in the destiny of the Jewish state.

			Through my years of pro-Israeli activism in high school, my service in the Israel Defense Forces, my work in college, and then my professional career, this desire was never lost. When I was offered the opportunity to work in an official capacity for the State of Israel, I did not hesitate.

			For the next fifteen years, I worked in different capacities with and for Benjamin Netanyahu, the Likud Party leader and the prime minister of Israel. Then, as now, with great humility, I felt the greatest privilege imaginable to have served in this capacity. It was the apex of a life devoted to Zionism, Israel, and the Jewish people. I have never taken this honor for granted.

			Many of the historic events shared in this book I had the distinct honor of witnessing firsthand as bureau chief and then chief of staff to the prime minister of Israel. I played an active role in many key decisions and turning points in history made during this period—the pivotal years that are the focus of this book. The critical period covered in this book is essential in understanding how Israel and the region got to where we are and who helped get us there.

			Roughly one year after leaving public service I was drawn into a series of police investigations targeting Prime Minister Netanyahu. I was initially told that the issue involved alleged improprieties in the sale of my consulting firm, but during the lengthy interrogation, it became clear that I was merely a pawn in a game with much higher stakes. Some twenty months after the police descended on my home and placed great coercion on me and my family, I acquiesced to the duress and entered a plea bargain arrangement: the stipulation was that I had to be a state witness in the criminal cases brought against Netanyahu.

			There is a lot to be said about the substance of the cases against me and Netanyahu, and the investigations and legal system in Israel, but at the time that this book was written, I was limited in what I could disclose publicly. I look forward to the day when these shackles are removed.

			 

			Ari Harow

			Modi’in, Israel—January 2023

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The June sun had barely risen over Hebron, a city noted as the cradle of the Abrahamic religions and a city holy to Jews and Muslims, when the two Palestinians in their early twenties began their day. They made their way around town settling their financial debts and then ventured to the al-Shafi’i Mosque in the city center where they recorded their last wills. When afternoon prayers concluded, they were taken on a circuitous route to a safe house that had been prepared days earlier. Armed men guarded the building ready to repel any intruders.

			A room had been prepared for the two men. Two semiautomatic pistols and two M16 5.56mm assault rifles were laid out on a dingy mattress, as were two pairs of black slacks, two white button-down shirts, socks, black leather shoes, and two yarmulkes adorned with Hebrew lettering. Each man was given a pair of scissors, a razor, and some soap to be used on their unruly Salafist beards. They had never shaven before. The two men removed their grayish-white thobes and sandals for the disguise that had been carefully prepared for them. They were fair-skinned and thin, and in their new clothes, they looked like Orthodox Jews. They were, however, Hamas terrorists.

			The man who coordinated it all—who had assembled the cash to rent the safe houses and buy the weapons—supervised the transformation. He had also acquired two vehicles: a stolen black-market sedan to carry out their attack and another for the getaway. The two Palestinians waited until darkness fell across the Judean Hills before heading out on their mission: the kidnapping of an Israeli soldier or civilian who—dead or alive—would be held in a human bazaar to be exchanged for the release of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of terrorist prisoners serving life sentences for murder. The masquerade was essential for luring an unsuspecting Israeli into the car.

			The man who put the operation together kept his beard. He stayed off his phone, aware that he was known to both the Israeli and Palestinian Authority security services, and it was likely his communications were being monitored. Shortly after his two operatives headed out on their hunt, the commander left the safe house for the location where the hostage would be held. Heavily armed bodyguards flanked his every move. Food and water had been prepared in advance at the house where the hostage was to be held. A morning newspaper had been purchased earlier in the day to be used in a hostage photo showing the date of the abduction: Tuesday, June 10, 2014.

			The two Palestinians drove a beat-up white Hyundai i35 sedan with the yellow and black Israeli license plate 30-151-30 up and down Route 60, the snakelike highway that connects Jerusalem and the city of Hebron in the Judean Hills. They watched the road carefully and looked for a soldier or a settler, someone alone and vulnerable, that they could seize at a bus stop. They focused their efforts on the Gush Etzion Junction, a roundabout that connected north and south traffic on the main thoroughfare with the smaller arteries heading east and west. The junction was always busy: buses traveling north and south stopped there, as did shared cabs and passenger cars letting off students and soldiers looking to thumb a ride to one of the nearby army bases, outposts, and settlements to the west and east. The road stop was so busy that shops and a steakhouse popped up to meet the commuter traffic. But the Etzion Regional Brigade was headquartered only a few hundred yards from the junction, and a fortified watchtower provided security over the area where Israeli and Palestinian vehicles shared the highway.

			Even though their Hyundai displayed Israeli plates, the two Palestinians were wary of the Israeli military presence at Etzion junction. It was getting late, and they had not found a potential target. Both men decided to turn back and try again the day after next. Fearing that perhaps they had been detected by the Shin Bet, Israel’s vaunted counterintelligence and counterterrorist agency, the two Palestinians retreated to Hebron, a sprawling city of over two hundred thousand inhabitants, determined to lay low for one night and then try again the following evening. Hebron was a mixed city of Palestinians and Israelis, but it was a Hamas stronghold. Both men knew that they would be protected in the safe house.

			On Thursday, June 12, the two Palestinians ventured back to Route 60. The roads were busy with traffic, but they veered off the main road east of the Gush Etzion Junction onto the 367 Roadway toward the community of Alon Shvut. It was after 10:00 PM, though a streetlamp over a bus shelter revealed a young man, a yeshiva student, looking for a ride to the main junction a mile away so that he could grab a bus home for the weekend. The shadows revealed a second teenager waiting with him. Although their orders had been to seize one captive, they improvised. They raised the volume on the car’s radio to a station favored by observant Jews and offered the boys a ride. Before they could close the door, a third boy came running and pushed his way into the car. Hitching a ride was commonplace for those who lived in the area.

			Once the doors closed, and the driver put pressure on the gas pedal, the boys realized they had made a fatal mistake. The passenger in the front seat turned around and pointed a handgun at the boys and ordered them in heavily accented Hebrew to be silent. One of the young boys managed to dial 100, the police emergency number, and whisper that he was being kidnapped. Gunshots sounded as the car raced toward Gush Etzion Junction, Route 60, and the city of Hebron.

			The police operator thought that the call was a prank. Hours passed before the boys were reported missing. Precious time had been lost.
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			Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu had spent most of Thursday, June 12, in the Kirya, the sprawling Defense Ministry campus in the heart of downtown Tel Aviv. Thursdays were set aside for the Israeli premier to talk to the defense minister, the army brass, and his intelligence chiefs and assess the threats that the Jewish state faced, as well as review ongoing and planned operations that were vital to national security. Hamas occupied a portion of the day’s agenda. So, too, did Iran—the primary patron of the Islamic fundamentalist terror organization and a nation determined to reach a nuclear pinnacle and threaten the existence of the State of Israel. There was no intelligence warning that a kidnapping had been intercepted in the chatter.

			Prime Minister Netanyahu learned of the abduction in the early hours of the following morning. The kidnapping of the three teens was the worst of all possible scenarios: Israel could not allow itself to be held hostage—not by a rogue nation seeking to become a nuclear power and not by terrorists who dreamed of a holy and bloody war.

			Within hours, Israel launched Operation Brother’s Keeper, one of the largest antiterrorist dragnets in the country’s history, in a frantic effort to locate and try to rescue the seized teens. Within days, Hamas would unleash an opening fusillade of indiscriminate short- and medium-range warheads aimed at Israel’s population centers. Within weeks, the Middle East would be plunged into a ground, sea, and air conflict that would last fifty bloody days and weaken the intrinsic alliance between the United States and Israel.

			Within months and in the years to follow, the political realities around this summer of conflict would change the Middle East forever.

		

	
		
			Book One

			The Best of Friends

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			New Beginnings

			“The first thing that I learned when I got to Washington was that all decisions are made in Jerusalem.”

			—Ron Dermer, Prime Minister Netanyahu’s senior advisor to incoming Israeli Ambassador to the United States Michael Oren, May 17, 2009

			The Hamas-built Qassam rocket was an effective killing machine. The earliest versions weighed seventy-seven pounds and consisted of a steel cylinder, a rocket propellant made of sugar and potassium nitrate, with a warhead of smuggled-in explosives mixed with urea nitrate. The entire system, including the launcher and stabilizing fins, could be built in a workshop or a garage. It could be launched from anywhere, though walkways between apartment buildings and children’s playgrounds were the most popular. Once aimed in the direction of Israel, the fired rocket had a range of just over three miles. It was disposable, its crews required little training, and it was cheap. Intelligence estimates assessed that a complete rocket and launcher cost approximately $500 to assemble—far less expensive than the expenditures needed to dispatch suicide bombers into Israel’s cities. The Qassam was a fire-and-forget weapon that was cost-effectively inexpensive—there was no need for the lifetime payments that were promised to the families of the terrorists who detonated their explosive vests on Israeli buses and inside crowded cafés.

			The Qassam rockets were fired from the Gaza Strip into the farms, towns, and cities of Israel’s south. They were like the World War II Nazi V-1 rockets fired against Great Britain—weapons of indiscriminate terror designed to inflict destruction and psychological pain. The first Qassam was fired in 2001. Over the years, with Iranian assistance and Qatari money, the Qassam rockets became larger and more advanced—they flew farther, carried a larger warhead, and killed and wounded more Israelis.

			On July 23, 2008, US presidential candidate Barack Obama visited the southern Israeli town of Sderot, a frequent target of Hamas Qassam rockets, while on a fact-finding campaign stop. The Israel National Police set up a display stand showing hundreds of spent Qassam projectiles and stabilizing fins that had landed on homes and schools. In the heat of an Israeli summer, with his shirt sleeves rolled up below his elbows and beads of sweat rolling down the side of his face, Obama slowly approached the ad hoc podium. Standing beside Israel’s foreign minister Tzipi Livni and right in front of Defense Minister Ehud Barak, Obama said all the right things. “The threats to Israel’s security begin in Sderot, but they don’t end there,” Obama declared. “They include outrageous acts of terror like the attack we just saw yesterday in Jerusalem.1 Rearming Hezbollah in Lebanon and an Iranian regime that sponsors terrorism, pursues nuclear weapons, and threatens Israel’s existence. A nuclear Iran would pose a grave threat and the world must prevent Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon.”

			Five months after Obama visited Sderot, the Israel Defense Forces launched an air, sea, and ground assault on the Gaza Strip. Known as Operation Cast Lead, the military foray’s objective targeted Hamas rocket capabilities and their underground network of explosive smuggling tunnels. The conflict lasted three weeks. The guns fell silent two days before Barack Obama was sworn in as the forty-fourth American president.

			The fighting in Gaza was a sobering welcome to the new US administration. Speeches weren’t going to stop Hamas. Compromises would not restrain their Iranian patrons. This was, after all, the Middle East.
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			The Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs is responsible for the implementation of the country’s diplomatic, economic, cultural, and scientific relations with the 155 countries around the world that maintain ties with the Jewish state. When it came to Israel’s relationship with the United States, though, those ties were handled personally by one man: Benjamin Netanyahu. This was one of the first lessons I learned working as the bureau chief for the newly elected Israeli prime minister in April 2009.

			The relationship between the United States and the State of Israel constituted a marriage of shared values, mutual convenience with common objectives, and adherence to similar democratic principles. The ties between the two nations were historic, religious, political, and, most importantly, militarily strategic. For the American president, maintaining good relations with Israel was of political expediency. As far as the Israeli prime minister was concerned, a good working bond with the United States was a matter of national security imperative to the well-being of the Jewish state. The realization dated back to the founding of the Jewish state in 1948, and the decision by the country’s founding fathers, Ben-Gurion and Weizmann, that the new nation would ally itself with the West and the United States—and not the Soviet orbit—to guarantee its future as a democratic nation.

			For Israel, the United States was much more than the country’s most important ally. It was its big brother, celebrating its achievements and shared ideals during the best of times and standing alongside it during the worst of times. The United States historically shielded Israel in hostile international forums such as the United Nations, and, as a full-fledged partner to maintain stability in a region that was of vital importance to global security, the United States enabled Israel to defend its national and regional integrity against common enemies and protect critical interests.

			The United States viewed the State of Israel as a small nation constantly threatened by conventional and terrorist enemies that managed to remain a flourishing democracy that shared many common values with the United States. The intelligence and military communities of both nations were full-fledged partners often battling shared foes; nowhere was this more evident than in the war on terror and the post-9/11 world. Iran, Hezbollah, al-Qaeda, and the despotic dictators of the Middle East were enemies of both the United States and Israel. On two occasions—Iraq in 1981 and Syria in 2007—Israeli preemptive military action prevented two rogue states from becoming nuclear powers.

			Like any friendship, even unequal ones between a superpower and a smaller nation, maintaining a close-knit relationship required a constant effort to keep the marriage solid. Barack Obama was sworn in as the forty-fourth American president on January 20, 2009. Benjamin Netanyahu assumed the office of the prime minister on April 2 of the same year. These were historic and transitional times. The United States, embroiled in terror wars around the world, but primarily in Iraq and Afghanistan, had just elected the first African American president. Israel had just endured eight bloody years of Hamas and Islamic Jihad suicide bombings, and the murder of over one thousand citizens and soldiers.

			The Israeli prime minister and the American president planned to meet in Washington in May to chart out new beginnings for both nations and both leaders. Obama and Netanyahu had met twice before. The first meeting was a brief sit-down between flights in the janitor’s office of a Washington, DC, airport. The second meeting was on July 23, 2008, in Jerusalem’s historic King David Hotel, when Obama, the junior senator from Illinois, was the presumptive Democratic Party candidate for president, and Netanyahu, the Likud Party leader, headed the opposition in the Knesset. Both men faced elections in the months to come, and it was prudent that they get to know one another. Both men were always the smartest ones in the room. They were also incredibly different.

			Barack Obama was confident, charismatic, and extremely bright, and he took the oxygen out of any room he was in. He was a master at working the crowd. Obama was a natural-born politician. He smiled, and he joked. There were four of us who accompanied Netanyahu to the King David, and he made each one of us feel as if we were the only ones he was talking to. He looked into the eyes of everyone he addressed, and he made everyone feel at ease without exerting the slightest bit of effort. I remember calling my father after that meeting and, reflecting on my impression of Obama, saying that this man will be the next American president.

			Because of the representative nature of the American system of government and elections, Obama had to be a master at campaigning. Netanyahu didn’t have to kiss babies to get elected—he had to answer solely to the Likud membership. His political realities were different from Obama’s and so, too, was his style. Netanyahu had to work at being outgoing and personable—it didn’t come naturally to him. He was a soldier, someone who spent years being groomed for his higher calling and who had learned survival in the unforgiving trenches of the Israeli political system. Netanyahu wasn’t stiff or removed, but he wasn’t Obama. In the internal Israeli scheme of things, he didn’t have to be.

			When we sat down in a conference room at the King David protected from interference by Israeli and American secret service agents, Netanyahu was laser-focused on Obama. The pundits predicted that both men would win their respective elections by a wide margin, and Netanyahu wanted this meeting to work. Some presidents and prime ministers genuinely liked one another—Rabin and Clinton, and Sharon and George W. Bush. Some found the relationship strained. Others, like George H. W. Bush and Yitzhak Shamir, disdained one another.2 The importance of the bilateral ties transcended the personal relationship between the president of the United States and the Israeli prime minister.

			At the meeting, Netanyahu made a point of telling Obama that he shouldn’t believe what he might have heard about him in the media. “I’m someone you can work with,” the Likud leader repeatedly told Senator Obama. Netanyahu was pleased with Obama’s public comments as well. He said that if elected president, he would “never seek in any way to compromise Israel’s security, and this would be sacrosanct in his approach to political negotiations.”

			Months later both men won their respective elections. Obama won in a landslide. Netanyahu came in as the runner-up, the leader of the party with the second-most votes. But, in Israel’s multiparty system where the party chief that can form a majority coalition of sixty-one is the one who becomes prime minister, Netanyahu was past the threshold and as far as Israeli politics were concerned, for the moment his victory was solid.
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			In 2009, the State of Israel did not have an Air Force One of its own. When the prime minister traveled, especially on long-distance flights to destinations like the United States, an El Al Israel Airlines aircraft was chartered; El Al sported countermeasures against surface-to-air antiaircraft missiles, especially the portable varieties favored by groups like al-Qaeda and Hezbollah. The Israeli premier did not travel with the same enormous “package” of aides and security that accompanied the president of the United States on state visits, but he did not travel light. Between the advisors, diplomats, aides, security, and the pool of reporters that followed his every move, there were enough people to fill much of a Boeing 747 Jumbo. On the night of May 16, Saturday, we boarded our flight for the eleven-hour journey across the Atlantic to Washington DC.

			The prime minister, his wife, and his closest aides were assigned the business class sections of the aircraft.3 Our group consisted of Uzi Arad, the prime minister’s national security advisor; Ron Dermer, Netanyahu’s senior advisor; Major General Meir Khalifi, Netanyahu’s military secretary and his liaison to the intelligence and security agencies in Israel; Cabinet Secretary Tzvi Hauser; and Yitzhak Molcho, Netanyahu’s lawyer and most trusted confidant who was his consigliere on all issues from the Palestinian peace process to diplomatic relations with Egypt and Jordan. We took turns sitting next to the prime minister, and we worked throughout the flight. Netanyahu was not a person known to invest a great deal of time in preparation for meetings. But when it came to speeches, especially those in English, Netanyahu would read, reread, proof, and continuously edit the texts to make sure that the precise words he wanted to convey flowed in a compelling cadence. He placed absolute importance on the talking points for the American press—especially for the routine press conference that would follow his meeting with Obama in the Oval Office. This would be the first public appearance of Obama and Netanyahu together as the leaders of their respective nations and the first joint words that the American and international community would hear.

			Netanyahu was all about messaging and the media. He knew that he was a natural in media relations and explaining Israel’s position in television interviews. American presidents, Netanyahu believed, were less inclined to be influenced by their rapport with an Israeli prime minister than they were to be swayed by that prime minister’s ability to use the airwaves to reach the American electorate. Netanyahu often told his staffers, “Why speak to five hundred people when I could be speaking to five million?” Israel was of immense importance to many Americans, especially to Jewish voters and evangelical Christians, and he wanted to talk directly to them.

			The importance that Netanyahu put in being able to reach the American people was evident shortly before our scheduled trip to Washington. I was in the PM’s office with Netanyahu and Ron Dermer to finalize the selection of the next Israeli ambassador to Washington—one of the names in the running was Michael Oren, a New Jersey–born history professor at Yale and a New York Times bestselling author. I scribbled the names of the three candidates on a whiteboard in the back of the room, and we stared at them as we discussed their plus points as well as their negatives. The three candidates were all qualified—experts on US-Israeli relations, Netanyahu loyalists, and highly skilled individuals. In the end, though, Netanyahu stood up, walked over to the whiteboard, and placed a large circle around Oren’s name. “Michael is media savvy. He will know how to sell Israel to the American people,” we were told.

			This would be the first public appearance of Obama and Netanyahu together as heads of state. The prime minister was determined that the messaging the world would hear would be that the Israeli-American alliance was rock solid.
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			We arrived at Joint Base Andrews in Maryland early in the following morning hours of May 17.

			It was an overcast Sunday morning. The American capital was still asleep. Jet lag after the eleven-hour flight was beginning to kick in. There was pomp and ceremony with each visit. A military honor guard greeted our flight. American and Israeli flags were strategically placed along the tarmac; a red carpet was positioned between the 747 and the waiting armored limousine that would ferry Netanyahu to and from his Beltway stops. The Shin Bet’s Dignitary Protection Unit, known simply as 730, was waiting for us. Advance agents had been sent to Washington, DC, to prepare for our arrival. They worked alongside the US Secret Service protecting the prime minister and everyone in his entourage. Unit 730 was a no-nonsense outfit made up of men and women who had emerged from the elite combat and special operations units of the Israel Defense Forces to embark on the exhausting grind of protecting the prime minister. The unit’s code name for Netanyahu was “200.”

			Sometimes an Israeli premier’s state visit to the United States was mixed with other events, such as a speech for the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), an address before Jewish groups, or meetings in New York City at the United Nations. We were only going to be in the American capital for three days, though. This trip was all about two men.

			President Obama invited our entourage to stay at Blair House, officially known as the President’s Guest House, located on Pennsylvania Avenue across the street from the White House. Its principal use is as the temporary residence for foreign chiefs of state and heads of government visiting the American president. The invitation was an honor—most visiting heads of state are not invited to stay at Blair House. Rather, they stay in the city’s many five-star hotels or at the residence inside their respective embassies.

			Suspicion and caution were always major concerns when the prime minister traveled, and it was always assumed—though never corroborated—that the walls had ears inside the State Department–administered landmark. Nothing of critical importance was ever discussed in a hotel or the US government-run confines of Blair House. Sensitive discussions concerning the meeting and the agenda that would be discussed with the American president and his closest advisors took place inside the Israeli embassy on International Drive in the city’s Embassy Row. The Secret Service and Shin Bet, working with the Washington Metro Police, were masters at making high-threat motorcades moving across town appear to be effortless.

			There were shared areas of Blair House where the principal and staffers could grab a coffee, eat a meal, and review documents. The aides, and their aides, scampered about preparing notes and folders. There were diplomatic, military, and intelligence matters to fine-tune for the meeting the following day. The sounds of Blackberries, iPhones, and Nokia smartphones ringing provided a soundtrack to the regal settings. Netanyahu wasn’t his usual self, though. This was his second go-round as the Israeli premier, and he had been a guest in the White House on numerous occasions over a decade earlier when he visited President Bill Clinton. He knew the stakes, and he knew the routine, but this time there appeared to be a tremendous weight on his shoulders. I had already known and worked with him for seven years, and something seemed off. His body language was always one of pure confidence; now he reminded me of a graduate student who was prepared for a final exam but was anxious that he may be missing something. He was concerned about the next four years of American-Israeli relations.

			Obama never categorized Iran as a member of the axis of evil like George W. Bush had done after 9/11; the new American president, like so many before him, wanted to be the one world leader to finally settle the Israeli-Palestinian issue. There was a lot of bloodshed in the wake of men who dreamed of reshaping the Middle East.

			Ron Dermer was the most cautious about Obama but felt that Israel could figure out a way to work with the new administration. Molcho, the lawyer and a man trained by schooling and professional experience to seek compromise, was the most pragmatic and optimistic about working with the new American president.

			Many of those in the entourage, including his closest advisors, turned in early for the night, their bodies and sleep cycles succumbing to the change in time zones. But Netanyahu had an unscheduled stop for the evening, and he asked me to join him. Arnon Milchan, one of the prime minister’s closest friends, had arranged for an unscripted power meeting with John Podesta,4 who was Bill Clinton’s chief of staff and close to Barack Obama. Arnon Milchan was a remarkable enigma: as a Hollywood mogul, the producer of 130 films from Pretty Woman to L.A. Confidential, he was in the spotlight and the flashing lights of the paparazzi as much as any A-list celebrity; as a sometimes asset for Israeli intelligence, a lot of what Milchan did was in the shadows. He could summon a movie star with a text message, and if he needed a safe house in the Beltway to host a covert meeting between an Israeli prime minister and a presidential confidant, he could do so at the snap of a finger. Netanyahu and Podesta met at the Georgetown mansion of billionaire cosmetics heir Ronald Lauder, at the time a close confidant of Netanyahu’s who had assisted the Israeli prime minister years earlier on covert diplomatic missions to Syria from 1996 to 1999.

			The motorcade traveled the darkened streets of Washington swiftly but without lights and sirens. We entered the house through a rear doorway. We sat in a classically decorated study. It was a short meeting without the friendliness of a late evening chat. We sat on leather armchairs. Coffee and water were served in porcelain cups and heavy crystal tumblers.

			Netanyahu wanted to make a positive first impression. “I’m not here to play games,” I remember Netanyahu saying. “I’m here to make something happen. We can work together.” It sounded like a plea, but Podesta’s turn to speak troubled the premier. “Obama will want to know if you are serious about peace with the Palestinians,” Podesta said. “Settling the Palestinian issue tops his agenda.” Netanyahu hoped that, like Bush, keeping Iran from becoming a nuclear power would top the president’s national security priorities. Keeping nuclear weapons out of the hands of Middle Eastern dictators had been a strategic bond linking the United States and Israel alliance.5

			We headed back to Blair House. The motorcade would take us to the White House at 9:45 AM the following morning. There was still a lot of work to be done. It was going to be a short night.

			[image: ]

			The ride from Blair House to the White House took less than sixty seconds. Both the Israeli and American flags were affixed to the armored Cadillacs in the motorcade carrying aides and support staff. They were driven to a secondary entrance and then forced to scurry toward the meeting area. Sitting in the shiny black fortified limousine, I was awestruck. Here I was, a native of Los Angeles, California, who grew up in a staunchly Zionist family, sitting next to the Israeli prime minister about to meet with the president of the United States. I looked to my right at Netanyahu. He appeared concerned. Usually in the car heading to an event where the cameras and microphones would be on, Netanyahu would use the time to review his notes, clutching a ballpoint pen in his left hand and making corrections to what he intended to tell the media. Now he looked out the window, focusing on the task at hand. I tried to reassure him. “You’ve been out of office for ten years. You’re older and wiser. You have this.”

			Netanyahu and I were driven straight to the West Wing entrance. A Marine Corps honor guard, a lance corporal in dress blues, snapped to attention to open the passenger door to the limousine. Yaniv,6 the head of Netanyahu’s 730 detail, was the first to appear. He quickly scanned the surroundings and then stood back as Netanyahu emerged. The White House chief of protocol was standing at arm’s length to shake the prime minister’s hand. We all followed close behind, walking past the flags of both nations placed on separate staffs.

			Things moved quickly inside the White House. We were ushered into a hallway and then a waiting area that leads directly into the Oval Office. President Obama was at the door. We were announced by a protocol officer and introduced one by one. Obama greeted Netanyahu with a firm handshake and a warm smile. Netanyahu wasn’t a tall man by American standards, and he stood a head shorter than the lanky Obama. But, dressed in his favorite Brioni dress shirt, Netanyahu maintained an imposing presence, still possessing the frame of a man who spent his formative years inside the ranks of Israel’s special forces. The mood was friendly and jovial. Vice President Joe Biden was the cheeriest, making jokes and working the room. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton was pleasant but more businesslike. Netanyahu had a less than positive history with Bill Clinton when he was prime minister for the first time and viewed the secretary of state with guarded suspicion. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Michael Mullen and National Security Advisor General (Ret.) James L. Jones huddled with Major General Meir Khalifi and Uzi Arad. The doors were closed, and we retreated to the sitting area. Obama and Netanyahu were in armchairs, and the American and Israeli teams sat on couches facing one another.

			President Obama and Prime Minister Netanyahu ran the meeting and set the agenda. There were talks of military cooperation, political issues, and economic and other matters of mutual interest; the men and women around the table would speak only when their boss nodded at them to address a specific issue in their purview. Issues like Iron Dome, the advanced Israeli-developed and US-funded anti-rocket aerial defense system, were discussed; the Palestinians and Iran filled much of the agenda. Netanyahu presented Obama with a wish list for the Israel Defense Forces. He also shared with the president an intelligence morsel, something invaluable that Israel’s vaunted intelligence services gathered, that was of strategic interest to the United States. The common interests of both nations were always defined by give-and-take.

			The meeting lasted well past the scheduled one-hour mark. The coffee and water continued to flow. Suddenly, though, Obama interrupted the discussions and said, “I’d like a few minutes without our teams here.” It was a blunt message that he wanted to speak with Netanyahu alone—without anyone else in the room. Such four-eyes discussions were not uncommon in meetings between heads of state, but no one said a word. We all exchanged eye contact with one another and then retreated, in an orderly fashion, to our respective corners—Americans on one side, Israelis on the other. We had no idea what Obama wanted to say that we were not supposed to hear. The private meeting lasted approximately thirty minutes.

			When the two leaders concluded their eye-to-eye chat, we were summoned back into the Oval Office. Netanyahu sat in one armchair and Obama in the other. There was nothing left to discuss, so the press was invited in for their photo op and questions. What looked like an army of journalists and photographers rushed the room. The blitz of flashing cameras illuminated the room as the ear-numbing cadence of snapping shutters captured the traditional handshake between a visiting leader and an American president seated a short distance apart on cushioned chairs. I knew that during this trip Netanyahu wanted to appear reserved. He lived for these mass media events and felt that he could go head-to-head with any American politician but did not want to overshadow Obama in any way. Netanyahu was aware of how historic Obama’s election was.

			I watched Netanyahu’s body language carefully. He seemed deflated—like someone who was issued horrible news but who had to put on a happy face to not ruin a very public moment for everyone else. Netanyahu lived for the chance to make eye contact with the television cameras and the White House press corps, but he was fixated on Obama.

			Obama’s hands were clasped together as he spoke. “I have said from the outset that when it comes to my policies towards Israel and the Middle East that Israel’s security is paramount,” Obama said. “And I repeated that to Prime Minister Netanyahu. It is in US national security interests to assure that Israel’s security as an independent Jewish state is maintained.”

			Netanyahu smiled and exchanged niceties, and then said, “I share with you very much the desire to move the peace process forward. And I want to start peace negotiations with the Palestinians immediately. I would like to broaden the circle of peace to include others in the Arab world.”

			The two men took questions from the press. The back-and-forth lasted twenty-five minutes. When it was over, Obama and Netanyahu shook hands but made detached eye contact. The Israeli entourage then exited through the West Wing. The Marine Corps honor guard snapped to attention once the doors of the Oval Office opened. Netanyahu left quickly, forcing the Shin Bet protective detail and their US Secret Service counterparts to hurry the entourage into the waiting motorcade of armored vehicles that departed the West Wing for the quick ride to Blair House.

			I had been around Netanyahu long enough to know when something was wrong. I tried to ask him what had happened between him and Obama, but he placed his fingers over his lips to silence me. Netanyahu was always careful with what he said on foreign soil, especially inside a vehicle supplied by the US Secret Service. I knew enough about the tradecraft of top-tier government leadership to not say another word. When he felt the need to tell me, he would.

			We retreated to Blair House for some rest and a chance to check our phones and our email, and to grab more coffee. Some of the staffers and aides, as well as the prime minister’s advisors, went to the embassy to work. Others made reservations at one of the more fashionable eateries in town. Netanyahu, Dermer, Molcho, and I would be dining at Ronald Lauder’s home in Georgetown for a private nonpolitical dinner for Netanyahu where some of his closest friends in the United States would be in attendance.

			I walked with the prime minister as we left Blair House to the awaiting motorcade. The muggy air in Washington, DC, was stifling—even in May. But Netanyahu suddenly grabbed my arm and led me on a sharp left turn toward Lafayette Square. As the shocked security detail did all it could to keep up with us, Netanyahu walked me to the end of the block, far from prying ears. He looked into my eyes and said, “Ari, we’re in trouble….”

			Netanyahu told me that when he was alone with Obama, the president told him in an emphatic tone that he wanted a total building freeze in the West Bank. He used the term “not one brick.” It was diplomatic-speak that was just about as nuanced as a sledgehammer blow, and it foreshadowed an impending seismic fissure in the US-Israeli bilateral paradigm that had become a full-fledged operational alliance after 9/11, with Israel assuming a leading role in the Global War on Terrorism. Netanyahu had wanted this trip to launch a productive and positive new beginning for the two new administrations. Instead, the Israeli prime minister was issued a stern command. At that moment, it appeared to both of us that the close-knit bond between the United States and Israel, one of vital importance to the security of the Jewish state, could be in peril.
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			We flew back to Israel the following morning. Travel time from Blair House to Joint Base Andrews was thirty minutes. The departure ceremony was quick and quite different from what we experienced when we arrived two days earlier. Netanyahu settled in his seat, next to his wife, and was surrounded by the men who sat with him inside the Oval Office. The prime minister wanted to share the “not one brick” demand he received with his inner circle, but he patiently waited until the pilot announced that it was safe to remove our seat belts. Prime Minister Netanyahu summoned us to huddle and dissect the last forty-eight hours in Washington, DC. How are we going to deal with it?

			The new beginning had not started as planned.

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Return to Zion

			“Zionism finds in it, for the Jews, a reason to raise their heads, and, taking their stand upon the past, to gaze straightforwardly into the future.”

			—US Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis

			Yehoshua Friedberg was tall, athletic, and muscular, which together with a strong dose of ideology made him an exemplary soldier. Yehoshua was born and raised in Montreal, Canada, before immigrating to Israel as a lone soldier and volunteering to serve in the IDF’s elite 1st Golani Infantry Brigade as part of a combined military service and religious studies program. On the eve of the Purim holiday, on March 7, 1993, Palestinian terrorists disguised as Jewish students kidnapped and murdered him as he was hitchhiking from Jerusalem to an appointment in Tel Aviv to undergo exams for officer candidate school. Yehoshua was savagely beaten and shot to death, and his body was tossed in a wooded area along the main Jerusalem–Tel Aviv highway; his M16 assault rifle was stolen. Yehoshua was a few weeks away from being discharged from the army.

			Yehoshua Friedberg was also my close friend. He was my bunkmate in basic training and my comrade in arms. We trained together during advanced training and served together during counterterrorist operations in the West Bank. I was part of the military search party that searched for him.7  We found his bullet-riddled body. He was buried with full military honors in the national cemetery on Mount Herzl. His murder broke my heart and changed my life.

			Yehoshua Friedberg was murdered six months before US president Bill Clinton nudged Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and Palestine Liberation Organization leader Yasir Arafat to shake hands on the White House lawn, ushering in what was supposed to have been peace and an end to the senseless bloodshed. But the best intentions and the noblest of gestures by leaders lucky enough to view the world and its conflicts from the safety of an ocean away did not always yield the hoped-for results. Those on the ground—both the soldiers manning the trenches and the innocent civilians sitting in cafés—were the ones to pay the price for such wishful thinking.

			[image: ]

			We returned from our first state visit to the White House without much of a break to shake off the jet lag. We were allowed a few hours to dump our bags at home, shower, and shave, and were told to be back at work in the prime minister’s office by noon. On a good day, my drive from my home in Modi’in, a growing city in the center of the country, to the center of power in Jerusalem, the prime minister’s office, took thirty minutes. But the distance of the journey covered thousands of miles and encompassed my life.

			I was born into the good life of Beverly Hills—my father was a podiatrist; my mother was a nurse turned administrator. My older sister, Beth, was born with Down syndrome; while having special needs, she was a delightful child, always with a smile on her face, and attended the same elementary school as the rest of us. After two more brothers, Josh and Ashi, my parents adopted my three youngest siblings as infants, Adir, Akiva, and Effie. Our parents always felt the need to give a loving home to children who might be denied that blessing was an almost natural step. The seven of us grew up in a typical modern Orthodox Zionist Los Angeles home: we rooted for the Dodgers and the Lakers, and we dreamed of one day moving to Israel. In 1985 we fulfilled that dream. We packed our bags and headed east to begin new lives in the State of Israel. Aliyah from the United States was not as common then as it is now. We were truly pioneers.

			Our new home was Neve Aliza, in the pioneering settlement of Karnei Shomron in Samaria, situated just east of the Green Line frontier that separated Israel from Jordan until 1967. It was a tight-knit community of Zionist families and new immigrants. The homes were modest with red clay roofs; the weather and the fauna resembled Southern California. It was an idealistic life built on a foundation of idealism. We even managed to maintain something of our “back in the States” passions like baseball. I was a center fielder for a national champion Little League team, but in 1988, traveling to and from our games, we wore our gloves just in case Palestinians threw rocks or projectiles at our car. The first Palestinian intifada was underway. Our small community found itself on the front lines of a full-blown conflict.

			The intifada was the lethal combustion of spontaneous rage that escalated into a war of state-sponsored organized terror. Wide-scale protests and violence by Palestinians in the Gaza Strip and Judea and Samaria turned into a call to arms from terror groups from a divergent set of state sponsors and ideologies. The intifada premiered Hamas, a fundamentalist terror group headquartered in the Gaza Strip based on Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and the Islamic Jihad, in the mix.

			It was a dangerous time in Israel’s history—a harbinger of much worse to come.

			I was conscripted into the IDF in 1992 during a period that saw the violence—and influence—of the larger terror groups give way to the emergence of fundamentalist Islamic factions. I served in the 13th “Gideon” Battalion of the 1st Golani Infantry Brigade. It was the oldest fighting formation in the Israeli military and considered one of the toughest. We wore brown berets, carried M16 assault rifles, and we were always on the front line conducting tough missions. I served in Lebanon when my battalion deployed to one of the remote outposts in the security zone, where we fought Hezbollah and their Iranian masters in a bloody guerrilla war. I remember on one deployment crossing the fence separating Israel and Lebanon on our way north. I was ordered to close the gate as we passed through. I jumped off the M113 armored personnel carrier and shut a heavy metal portal and locked it. It was such a routine and surreal act in such a dangerous place.
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