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prologue
StocKholm, February 1943

K
owalski couldn’t believe his luck. 
An intelligence coup for the history 
books! 

The next morning in Stockholm, 
he passed the unprocessed microfilm and the 
wire recording, along with a coded report, to 
the courier. Then he walked back toward the 
Karl XII Hotel. 

He was so exhilarated that he never noticed 
the heavyset man in a leather jacket walking 
toward him until the man blocked his path, 
smiled a great friendly smile, and asked in 
Swedish for a match. He reeked of garlic.

Kowalski said he didn’t smoke and at-
tempted to step around him.

“Halt! stehen bleiben,” barked Garlic 
Mouth in German. He pulled his left hand 
from his pocket to reveal a snub-nosed Ber-
etta. A black Mercedes sedan swished to a halt 
at the curb. The back door swung open.

“Herein,” ordered Garlic Mouth. He 
jammed the Beretta into Kowalski’s spine and 
propelled him into the rear seat. A burly con-
federate already sitting there yanked Kowal-
ski’s arms behind him and snapped handcuffs 
on his wrists. Then he stuffed a filthy rag into 
his mouth, and slipped a coarse woolen hood 
reeking of fuel oil over his head. Kowalski 
gagged. He felt the bile rise in his throat; he 
would suffocate in his own vomit. He tried to 

remember his months of training. Don’t pan-
ic. Keep alert. Stay in control. Easy enough for 
his instructor to say.

After what seemed about half an hour, 
the car stopped. A revolver was thrust in his 
ribs. He was propelled out the door, grabbed 
by the arms, frog-marched forward ten steps; 
then down a flight of stairs.

It stank of soot and coal dust and sewage. 
Fifteen more steps, then left, another door, 
more steps; he was backed onto a wooden 
chair.

The hood was yanked from his head; the 
rag pulled from his mouth. He closed his 
eyes momentarily to the glare. He was in a 
small, dank basement room. There were no 
windows, just a single bright overhead 
light.

Garlic Mouth and 
his friend stood on 
either side of the 
chair. Facing Kow-
alski across a pine 
desk was a slim, 
elegant man 
with the palest 
of blue eyes 
and a thin 
blond mous-
tache. He 
would have 
been hand-
some, al-
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they began 
breaking the bones 
of his fingers. 
they bent them 
until avi could 
hear them crack, 
one at a time, 
like the wishbone 
of a Friday-night 
chicken

most beautiful – a movie star or male model – 
were it not for the left side of his face, mottled 
red and cratered as if roasted in a blaze. His 
neck was hidden by a brown foulard. He had 
an unlit cigarette in his mouth. His voice was 
high, almost a woman’s, and calm, so calm, as 
he began in German.

“Your name?”
“Stanislaw Kowalski.”
“You are from where?”
“From Warsaw.” He struggled for outrage. 

“I am a Polish businessman and – ”
“You lie,” said the man quietly. He nodded 

toward Garlic Mouth, who grabbed Kowalski’s 
wrists, still cuffed together, and wrenched 
them violently upward. An excruciating pain 
ripped through Kowalski’s shoulders and shot 
across his back.

“Schweinhund!” screamed Kowalski.
“Your name is Avi Ben Simon,” said the 

inquisitor, reading from a paper in front of 
him.

The prisoner’s gut tightened again. “No. 
Stanislaw Kowalski,” he insisted. He could 
feel the sweat trickling down his back.

 Another cheerless nod. A second vi-
cious jolt from Garlic Mouth left the prisoner 
gasping with pain.

 “You are Avi Ben Simon. You are from 
Warsaw–but not a businessman. You are a 
Jew. A spy.” The inquisitor stood – he was 
tall, well built – and came around the table 
to stand before the prisoner. He wore a soft, 
fragrant cologne. He showed the prisoner the 
paper he’d been reading from. The prisoner 
said nothing; there was no point. His shoul-
ders felt as if they’d been ripped from his 
body. The pain throbbed through him.

“And so, you see, we know all about you. 
Now why don’t you fill in a few details? Then 
we can all go our separate ways.”

So this is how it ends, thought Avi Ben 
Simon. What irony: to flee the Nazis in War-
saw; to be trapped by them in Stockholm. No 
hero’s return to my new homeland.

But he could still win, if he could only con-
trol his fear. There’d been instruction on this 
from a psychiatrist during training: If caught 

you can expect to be tortured. Brutally. These 
Nazi thugs knew nothing about the conver-
sation he’d recorded yesterday, nor that he’d 
been able to dispatch it with the courier. Avi 
would give them nothing.

In the cellar, the interrogator continued 
solemnly with his questions. Avi refused 
to answer. They finished wrenching his left 
shoulder from its socket. He shrieked with 
pain. What was it the psychiatrist had said? If 
tortured, the only escape is to go into yourself, 
as deep and dark and as far as you can. They 
paused for a question. Then they wrenched 
the right shoulder. Another question. No an-
swer.

As deep and dark and far as you can.
So, as the Germans meticulously shattered 

his body, Avi fled to the past. He summoned 
memories, frame by frame: A sesame cake 
still warm from the oven – an incredible luxu-
ry. It was the last meal with his family before 
he crawled through the sewers and escaped to 
the forests North of Warsaw.

They began breaking the bones of his fin-
gers. They bent them until Avi could hear 
them crack, one at a time, like the wishbone 
of a Friday-night chicken. He wouldn’t talk. 
He-would-not-talk. He was holding hands 
with Hannah Lebel from across the street 
in Warsaw. She laughed as he told his clever 
jokes.

When he lost consciousness, they revived 
him with smelling salts and a bucket of freez-
ing water. And still he fled. He sat proudly in 
the State Loge of the Warsaw Conservatory as 
his mother played Chopin. And now it was 
coming, he dimly thought. He was a child by 
the pond in Wenceslaus Park, watching the 
marvelous toy sailboat his father gave him, as 
it caught a gust and glided off across the wa-
ters. It could glide forever.

The inquisitor realized he’d lost his pris-
oner and wearied of the game. He gave a final 
sad nod. Garlic Mouth wrapped his left arm 
around the captive’s head, seized his chin 
with his right hand, and twisted sharply, far-
ther than Avi Ben Simon had ever turned his 
head before.
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chapter 1 
recently, in iSrael 

D
ov Ben-David cursed as he strode 
down the hill at Ein Gedi. He’d been 
looking forward to an afternoon at 
home on the kibbutz when the call 

came. It was Hannah Ginsberg at the kibbutz’s 
spa, a quarter mile away by the turgid, gun-
metal waters of the Dead Sea. The computer 
had crashed–again. 

“So? Reboot,” said Dov. 
“I did. Still doesn’t work.” 
“What about Schmuel?” 
“In Beersheba.” 
Son of a bitch. The entire spa paralyzed be-

cause of a Paleolithic computer and a klutzy 
manager. So here he was: Dov Ben-David, the 
former deputy director of Israel’s feared Mos-
sad, the man responsible for liquidating any-
one who posed a mortal threat to the Jewish 
State – from Palestinian terrorists to Iranian 
nuclear scientists – here he was, turning his 
day upside down to deal with a problem a ten-
year-old child could fix. But not Hannah Gins-
berg. She’d drown in a saucer of tea. 

Dov was a tall, lanky man, with great bushy 
eyebrows and dark, penetrating eyes; seventy-
two years old, sinewy, and fit. He wore khaki 
shorts, sandals, and a tattered straw hat to 
shield his balding head. It was hot, bloody 
hot: perspiration was already coursing down 
his ruddy face. He should be at home, nap-
ping, before undertaking his daily afternoon 
of writing and research on one or another ar-
cane topic of ancient Israeli archaeology. 

What better counterpoint to a life dedi-
cated to duplicity and death? Since his first 
years at Ein Gedi, Dov had become obsessed 
with deciphering the past. Now, in retirement, 
he could spend all the time he wanted explor-
ing the ancient ruins, caves, and crevices on 
the Israeli side of the rift valley that had been 
home to man for the past four thousand years. 
In a moment of weakness, he had also agreed 
to use his once-feared organizational skills to 
help run Ein Gedi’s Dead Sea Spa. That, he 
now knew, was a major mistake. He’d resign 

at the end of the year. 
He walked into the coffee shop, glared at 

Hannah Ginsberg, and headed for the com-
puter at the cashier’s desk. Hannah shrugged, 
brought him a cup of tea, and then went back 
to wiping off the countertop. Avram Levy, the 
graying, pudgy kibbutz security guard, was at 
the food counter concentrating on his daily 
crossword puzzle. Three tables were filled 
with French tourists having an early afternoon 
snack. 

Dov took a seat at the cashier’s desk and 
glowered at the computer: an ancient, hulking 
IBM, an embarrassing relic. The kibbutz could 
never seem to find the money to buy a new 
one. Dov waited while it rebooted. It was like 
watching the tide come in. 

Hopefully, he might still have an hour or so 
back at home before the American reporter ar-
rived, a chance to shower, collect his thoughts. 
He was surprised at how rattled he’d been 
by the news. Was it age? Not at all. His mind 
was still fit. He’d had to deal with all kinds of 
alarming information during his long clan-
destine career. But he knew when to push the 
panic button, and he knew it was now. 

The potential for disaster was far too fear-
some to be ignored – and still he had hesi-
tated. This was perilous ground. Let someone 
else act this time. He had spent too much of 
his life risking his skin for his country. Why 
put himself on the line again? 

Essentially, because he had no choice: 
he alone understood the danger. The conse-
quences could be catastrophic – for Israel and 
the United States. 

He’d considered his options. He could alert 
old Israeli contacts; he had an impressive 
network. But no, that wouldn’t do. He had to 
reach out further for allies. He had to totally 
destroy the threat. 

So he’d made the call. 
The reporter would be here in a couple of 

hours. 
Together they would expose the entire sto-

ry to the world. 
He vaguely saw the silver van come to a 

stop in the no parking zone next to the en-
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he swore aloud, 
but his words 
were lost in a 
deafening blast 
that shattered the 
plate glass window 
before him. he 
saw the silver van 
disintegrating as 
it hurtled toward 
him, and then 
there was nothing 
more to see

trance to the spa. A young Arab-looking kid in 
jeans and a T-shirt got out and walked quickly 
away. A bit too quickly. “Avram,” said Dov, 
”Why don’t you check out the van.” 

He turned his attention back to the com-
puter, but when there was no acknowledge-
ment from the security guard, he looked up 
again to see the men’s room door swinging 
shut. He glanced towards the window again. 

Suddenly there was a blinding flash. 
He swore aloud, but his words were lost in 

a deafening blast that shattered the plate glass 
window before him. 

He saw the silver van disintegrating as it 
hurtled toward him, and then there was noth-
ing more to see. 

A giant claw ripped at his throat and lifted 
his body into the air, slowly, as if in a dream. 

* * * * 
El Al flight 746 from Paris bounced once on 
the runway and then swerved slightly to the 
left as it raced past the control tower, flaps 
down and reverse thrusters roaring. Ed Dia-
mond could feel his pulse beating wildly by 
the time the Boeing 737 lurched to a halt with 
a squeal of tires. This is what happens when 
fighter pilots become airline pilots, he thought 
as he retrieved his laptop and suitcase from 
the overhead bin. Ed himself was a lousy flier, 
always had been – the original sweaty palms. 
Not much of an asset for a reporter who made 
his living traveling around the globe. The 
stewardess whom he’d been chatting up dur-
ing the flight rolled her eyes and smiled apolo-
getically as he headed for the exit. 

The plane was half empty; few tourists 
were coming these days. Three burly young 
men, M-4s bulging under their canvas jackets, 
stood at the gate. They surveyed the deplan-
ing passengers as if, at any moment, one of the 
arrivals might lob a hand grenade or loose a 
murderous blast from a Kalashnikov. 

They were the only discordant note to the 
modern, brilliantly lit hallways, the pageant of 
glitzy billboards and sprawling duty-free stores 
celebrating the country’s glittering hi-tech façade. 
The only country with more cell phones per capi-
ta is Finland, the home of Nokia, he thought. 

At the immigration counter, a beady-eyed 
woman with the rank of captain licked her 
thumb as she turned the pages of Ed’s pass-
port. If it had been Kennedy, the immigration 
officer would have greeted him with a wide, 
ego-soothing smile of recognition and com-
plimented him on the latest broadcast. Not 
the scowling Israeli captain. She examined 
the stamps from Damascus, Kabul, Tripoli, 
and Teheran with growing concern and then 
flipped back to page one to scrutinize Ed’s pic-
ture and data – born Seattle, Washington; 6’1”, 
hazel-blue eyes, brown hair. She lifted her eyes 
and glared at Ed as if he were the new head of 
Al Qaeda. 

“You’ve been to all these places?” 
“I’m a reporter.” 
“For what company?” 
“NBS. American television. A program 

called Focus.” 
She raised her eyebrows. “You have a re-

porter’s ID?” 
He showed the press card he’d been issued 

on his last trip to Israel. 
“You’ve come to tell the truth about Isra-

el?” 
Ed understood it wasn’t a joke. “I always 

do.” 
“Sure. You all do,” she muttered. “OK. Go 

ahead.” 
“No ‘Shalom. Welcome to Israel’?” 
She ignored the gibe and gestured impa-

tiently for the next person to step forward. 
The newspapers carried unconfirmed re-

ports that Syria had put its troops on alert. De-
spite the Wall, there’d been another upsurge 
of terrorism in Israel: a suicide bombing in 
Nathanya, a drive-by shooting last night near 
Jenin. 

But the real shocker was news of an 
American missile strike on an underground 
biological weapons site that was being con-
structed in the tribal areas of northwestern 
Pakistan. According to latest reports, the 
site was a joint project between Al Qaeda, 
the Taliban, and – most surprising of all – a 
small, radical Palestinian group, the Sons of 
the Prophet, its followers dedicated to anni-
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the tv screen 
was now filled 
each day with 
grisly images of 
noncombatants – 
old men, women, 
and children – also 
blown apart by 
israeli helicopter 
gunships and 
drones

hilating the state of Israel. 
Outside the terminal, the warm afternoon 

breeze carried a faint scent of eucalyptus. Ed 
had removed his suede windbreaker and was 
wearing a white linen shirt and light brown 
slacks. He walked past the drivers lounging by 
the taxi station to the Avis lot, where he picked 
up the Ford Mustang his office had reserved. 

He drove east along the highway to Jerusa-
lem, past the urban sprawl of Greater Tel Aviv: 
high-rise apartments and high-tech factories 
that spread across the coastal plain eating 
into the green strips of farmland, where sprin-
klers sprayed glistening arcs. Then up into the 
Judean hills with their shady forests of pine, 
cypress, and eucalyptus. He had been coming 
here for the past fifteen years, often to see the 
same man he’d been summoned to meet to-
day, Dov Ben-David. 

Ed had first met Ben-David when he was 
researching a story about Hamas and arms 
smuggling from Egypt. It was a tale the Moss-
ad wanted to get out, and Ben-David was their 
acknowledged expert. He provided enough 
nuggets about the radical Palestinians to win 
Ed another Emmy. After that, Ed continued 
consulting Ben-David on everything from the 
Russian Mafia to the financial networks of 
Osama bin Laden to Iran’s nuclear program. 
Ben-David had impeccable sources every-
where. “The tools we use may be brutal,” he 
once told Ed. “But remember, we are fighting 
for our country’s survival.” 

Over the last few years, however, Dov 
had increasingly questioned Israel’s tactics; 
though, of course, only in private. Ed recalled 
the last time he’d seen him. It was just after 
the massive attack on Gaza. Dov was still the 
Mishne, as he was called in Hebrew – but he’d 
become sullen, scowling, oppressed by the 
increasingly bloody conflict with the Palestin-
ians. What had begun under his guidance as 
a very precise campaign – carefully planned, 
targeted assassinations of the most radical 
Palestinian leaders, the men who trained and 
commanded the missile teams and suicide 
bombers – had spiraled completely out of 
control. 

The TV screen was now filled each day 
with grisly images of noncombatants – old 
men, women, and children – also blown apart 
by Israeli helicopter gunships and drones. In 
some cases, the Israeli government actually 
apologized to the bereaved families for their 
“mistake.” 

“At first I thought the idea of targeted assas-
sinations might work,” Ben-David had told Ed. 
“I mean if the Palestinian leadership wouldn’t 
get rid of their killers, we’d do it ourselves. But 
it hasn’t worked. It’s made things even worse. 
Now our crazies are as wild as theirs. God 
knows where we’re heading.” 

A couple of months later, Ben-David re-
signed from the Mossad and returned with his 
wife to the kibbutz at Ein Gedi. 

There had been no further word from him 
– until yesterday. Ed had been in the edit room 
of his office in Paris, contemplating the image 
of a gangling African boy on the Sony moni-
tor. The kid wore an Avatar T-shirt and bran-
dished an AK-47. He couldn’t have been more 
than ten or eleven; he glared at the camera 
with wild, dilated eyes. 

It was a spectacular image for what was to 
have been a sensational report: hopped-up 
child soldiers exploited by ruthless buccaneers 
ready to rip apart a swath of Africa to make a 
fortune in diamonds. A brutal, cynical trade 
that the UN and all the countries involved had 
sworn to suppress years ago, but there it was, 
still flourishing. Yet Ed’s report wasn’t work-
ing: the issues were too complex, the politics 
too convoluted. There were too many coun-
tries no one cared about. The thing would 
plunge the viewers into a coma. 

Bottom line: it was not the kind of broad-
cast Focus’s star reporter was supposed to be 
coming up with, particularly not now as he 
jockeyed for a decisive promotion. He had 
been promised a weekly hour-long broadcast 
of his own, with the notoriety, power, and 
seven-figure salary that went with it. It was 
everything he’d been working toward for the 
past twenty years. 

But right now, he still had this African mess 
to clean up, somehow. 
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He was interrupted by his assistant, Colleen 
Fisher. “Ed, call for you – from Israel, Dov Ben-
David.” 

Ed cocked his head to one side, his forehead 
creased. “Tell him I’m not in,” he said. “No, tell 
him I’ll call back when I get a chance.” 

 Dov Ben-David was a nice guy, but no lon-
ger what you might call a hot source. 

“He says he’s got to talk to you – now.” 
“Merde,” Ed muttered as he picked up the 

phone. “Dov,” he said heartily. “It’s been a 
long time.” 

“Maybe, Ed. But it’s a battle just getting 
through to you.” 

“No, it’s just that…” 
“It’s OK. A lot of people are no longer par-

ticularly eager to take my calls.” 
“Any time,” said Ed, trying to sound inter-

ested. 
“You know what I worry about these days?” 

said the Israeli. “Not terrorists, but tourists. 
God help me if I don’t have enough toilet 
paper and sanitary pads in stock, But don’t 
worry. I didn’t call to waste your time with the 
kvetching of an old man.” 

“So, what can I do for you?” 
“Come and see me in Israel. Now. It’s very 

important.” 
“Love to. But I have work. What’s it 

about?” 
“I can’t say right now, you understand?” 
“How about a hint?” 
“Ed, look, something has happened.” Dov’s 

tone was urgent. “It is about your country and 
mine. It is serious – believe me.” 

“Yeah?” Ed still wasn’t convinced. 
There was an edge now to Dov’s voice. 

“When was the last time I picked up the phone 
to tell you about a report you should do?” 

“Never. I always had to pry the information 
out of you.” 

“So – stop making me waste my breath. 
Come!” 

Ed paused. He glanced at the images on the 
editing console again. Perhaps Ben-David was 
losing it – but perhaps not. He had never been 
one to exaggerate. Ed could make it to Israel 
and back in a couple of days. It would be a wel-
come break from this African quagmire. 

“OK. I’ll be there tomorrow afternoon. And 
Dov?” 

“Yes.” 
“Tell Esther I never forgot her borscht.” 

**** 
Another hour and a half to go, thought Ed as 
he sipped a bottle of water. He bypassed Je-
rusalem and continued through hardscrabble 
gulches, home to a few remaining Bedouins, 
their camels and donkeys hobbled next to 
their battered pickups. The road turned south, 
dipped into the Judean Desert. On the right, 
the bone-dry mountains and gorges of what 
geologists call the Afro-Syrian Rift; ahead and 
to the left, the Dead Sea shimmered in the 
late-afternoon heat. 

Suddenly, an ambulance from the Hadas-
sah Hospital in Jerusalem came barreling to-
ward him; it flashed by, its siren howling, dust 
flaring in the sun. Careening after it, with the 
same banshee wail, came another ambulance, 
then another. 

A terrorist attack at Masada or Beershe-
ba, thought Ed. It was just after five p.m. He 
turned on the car radio and found the English-
language news broadcast from Kol Yisrael. 

“….three other people were injured. The 
blast occurred at three forty-five this after-
noon. According to reports, the explosive 
charge was placed in a Volkswagen van parked 
near the café. Two of the injured were tourists. 
No one has yet claimed responsibility. 

“Meanwhile in Damascus, the US secretary 
of state refused comment after completing 
talks with the Syrian president. Sources close 
to the secretary were ‘disappointed’ by the 
lack of progress.” 

Jesus, thought Ed as the announcer rattled 
on, how the hell can anyone live with the con-
stant tension in this place, the threat of vio-
lence always ready to explode? A military jeep 
and van roared by, headed north. 

At the turnoff for the kibbutz, he saw where 
all the emergency traffic was coming from: a 
few hundred yards down the highway was a 
cluster of military jeeps and trucks. Soldiers 
in olive-green battle dress had cordoned off a 
group of buildings by the Dead Sea: the Ein 
Gedi Spa. 

Suddenly, an 
ambulance from 
the hadassah 
hospital in 
Jerusalem came 
barreling toward 
him; it flashed by, 
its siren howling, 
dust flaring in the 
sun. careening 
after it, with the 
same banshee 
wail, came another 
ambulance, then 
another
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Ed parked and walked to the checkpoint. 
A gaggle of German tourists had stopped, and 
one of them, a potbellied blonde, was chat-
tering into her cell phone, giving a strident 
account to friends or family in Germany. The 
others were taking pictures of one another 
posed in front of the soldiers. 

A stringy, gray-haired reservist manned the 
checkpoint, a TAR-21 slung from his shoulder. 
Ed produced his Israeli press pass. 

“Only emergency workers allowed 
through.” 

“What happened?” asked Ed. 
“A car bomb at the spa.” 
“When?” 
“I don’t know,” the reservist snapped. “Two 

hours ago. Maybe less. I can’t talk to media.” 
The explosion had hit thirty yards away. 

The van must have been parked by the front 
door of the spa’s café. Shards of painted sil-
ver metal, twisted steel and chrome, were all 
that remained of the vehicle. The blast had 
cratered the highway, knocked a hole in the 
cement wall of the coffee shop, blown out the 
door and all the windows. 

Two investigators in plain clothes were pick-
ing through the debris, taking measurements 
and notes as they went. Three young men 
wearing bright yellow vests – ultra-Orthodox 
volunteers from the Zaka organization – were 
carefully collecting body parts and shards of 
human flesh, some hanging from the branch-
es of the palm trees, to return to their families 
for religious burial. 

There was still a thin veil of dust and a faint, 
acrid smell in the air. Ed coughed a couple of 
times. He could already feel his chest tight-
ening. An army colonel wearing wraparound 
sunglasses and the double-eagle insignia of 
AMAN came over. Between coughs, Ed again 
produced his press pass. 

“No comment,” said the colonel. He was 
obviously from the States originally. 

“Just tell me, off the record, what hap-
pened?” Ed paused for a breath. “I’ve a friend 
who lives here.” 

“Can’t do.” The officer nodded toward the 
nearby hill. “Ask at the kibbutz.” 

Ed gasped again, and the officer’s eyes 
abruptly narrowed as the reporter reached for 
his pocket and withdrew a dark-blue device. 

“Asthma,” said Ed. “The dust.” The last 
thing he needed was for this hair-trigger colo-
nel to think he was reaching for a weapon. He 
inserted the inhaler in his mouth, pressed, and 
inhaled deeply. After a few minutes, he could 
feel the bronchial passages opening, but the 
relief was only temporary. His breathing was 
still labored. He had to get away from the site 
and the irritants swirling in the air. 

**** 
He walked unsteadily to his car, drove back 
to the highway, and waited there for a few 
minutes until the attack had receded. Then 
he took the asphalt road that wound up the 
hill to Ein Gedi, passed a soccer field, where 
teenagers in blue shorts and T-shirts scam-
pered about as if car bombs were a daily oc-
currence, and pulled into the parking lot by 
the dining hall and a newly built auditorium. 
Children ran laughing through sprinklers that 
watered the thick green lawn. Tidy flowerbeds 
lined the paths leading to the bungalows. This 
could be a middle-class suburb anywhere in 
the Southwest, thought Ed, if it weren’t for the 
Israeli flag flapping in the breeze, the security 
fence ringing the entire settlement, and those 
young men back at the blast site and their bas-
kets of human flesh. 

There was a cluster of people at the en-
trance to the dining hall. They stared at Ed 
as he approached. He stopped before a squat 
man wearing a Dodgers baseball cap, sandals, 
and khaki shorts. He was peeling an orange. 

“Shalom,” said Ed, “can you tell me where 
is the house of Dov Ben-David?” 

“Who wants to know?” The man put a 
wedge of orange into his mouth. 

“Ed Diamond. I’m, uh, an old friend of 
Dov’s.” 

“It’s too soon to be making condolence 
calls, don’t you think?” 

The man squinted against the sun and 
tossed the orange peel into the dust. “Dov 
– he’s dead, alev hashalom, killed by the 
bomb.”       ct

Barry Lando is 
an Emmy-Award 
winning former 60 
Minutes Producer
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in the Federal 
prison camp at 
yankton, South 
dakota, i had 
watched from afar 
as the discussion 
on drone warfare 
emerged from the 
fringe and into the 
mainstream

O
n May 23, President Obama gave a 
major address from the National 
Defense University, ON THE FU-
TURE OF OUR FIGHT AGAINST 

TERRORISM, in which he acknowledged 
for the first time the US government’s still 
officially secret program of assassination 
by remotely controlled drones. I was able 
to watch this televised speech from the 
privileged vantage of a federal prison on 
the last day of a sentence resulting from 
my protest of drones lethally operated from 
Whiteman Air Force Base in Missouri over 
various countries around the world.

Over the previous six months in the 
Federal Prison Camp at Yankton, South 
Dakota, I had watched from afar as the dis-
cussion on drone warfare emerged from 
the fringe and into the mainstream. Fellow 
prisoners brought me clippings on the sub-
ject from their local newspapers and kept 
me apprised of what they heard on the eve-
ning news. The American people seemed 
to be just awakening to the reality and 
consequences of wars being fought and 
assassinations carried out by unmanned 
but heavily armed planes controlled by 
combatants sitting at computer screens at 
stateside bases far from the conflict.

My own anti-drone activism began 
with protests at Creech Air Force Base in 
the Nevada desert in April, 2009. Even 
some otherwise well informed people were 

skeptical, back then, that such things were 
even possible, much less happening daily. 
Many who were aware accepted the simple 
and happy narrative of drone warfare as 
a precise new high-tech system in which 
soldiers from a safe distance of thousands 
of miles can pin point those who mean us 
imminent harm with little or no collateral 
damage. 

Even some among our friends in the 
peace movement questioned the wisdom 
of focusing attention on drones. Must we 
protest every new advance in weaponry? 
Can’t we allow for methods that are at least 
improvements on indiscriminate carnage? 
Is not a precisely aimed and delivered 
drone attack preferable to carpet bomb-
ing? Is it not preferable to invasion? Does 
it make a difference to the victims, in any 
case, whether there is a pilot in the plane 
that bombs them or not?

The fact that four years later on the day 
before my release from prison, the presi-
dent of the United States was defending 
the use of drones before the country and 
the world is truly remarkable. This is not 
a discussion that he or anyone else in the 
government, politics or the military en-
couraged or one that the media was anx-
ious to take on. The fact that the issue is up 
for discussion at all is due to considerable 
efforts of the few here in the US and the 
UK in solidarity with many in the streets 

Drones and gadflies
Brian Terrell frames the debate on war by remote control
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the parameters of 
discussion allowed 
by politeness and 
good manners or 
sanctioned by the 
police and courts 
simply cannot 
abide the objective 
appraisal of drone 
warfare that the 
times require

in Pakistan, Yemen and Afghanistan pro-
testing this foul weaponry. Communities 
of protest and resistance in Nevada, New 
York, California, Missouri, Wisconsin, Eng-
land and Iowa thrust the issue into local 
forums, courts and media through creative 
actions and legal stratagems, effectively de-
manding that grievance over drone killing 
be heard. The president’s own speech was 
itself only rescued from being the cleverly 
constructed but empty litany of alibi, half-
truth and obfuscation that it was intended 
to be by the interruption by our friend, 
Medea Benjamin.

In his 1963 “Letter from a Birmingham 
Jail,” Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., noted that 
often a society like ours “bogged down in 
the tragic attempt to live in monologue 
rather than dialogue,” requires “nonvio-
lent gadflies” in order to “create a tension 
in the mind so that individuals could rise 
from the bondage of myths and half-truths 
to the unfettered realm of creative analysis 
and objective appraisal.” 

As with the issue of segregation 50 years 
ago, so today the parameters of discussion 
allowed by politeness and good manners 
or sanctioned by the police and courts sim-
ply cannot abide the objective appraisal of 
drone warfare that the times require. The 
discussion such as it is, is made possible 
only by some who dare speak out of turn, as 
Medea, or who use their bodies to intrude 
on the orderly commission of criminalities 
in our midst. Before the president’s lecture, 
drone warfare’s approval rating was at the 
top of the polls but a month later drone pi-
lot Col. Bryan Davis of the Ohio Air Nation-
al Guard noted a turn of the tide. “We are 
not popular among the American public, 
every other base has been protested,” he 
lamented to a local paper. “It doesn’t make 
you feel warm inside.”

changing narrative

The narrative of humanitarian war via 

drone had begun to unravel in the pub-
lic eye in the months leading up to the 
president’s speech and has since fallen 
further into disrepute. Months before the 
president made the assertion in his May 23 
speech that “by narrowly targeting our ac-
tion against those who want to kill us and 
not the people they hide among, we are 
choosing the course of action least likely 
to result in the loss of innocent life,” his 
administration had already revised earlier 
claims that the drone programs in Yemen 
and Pakistan had yielded zero known non-
combatant deaths to one death to finally 
admitting to a death toll in “single digits.” 
By almost any accounting the noncomba-
tant tolls in those countries have been at 
least in the hundreds. 

Just weeks after the president spoke at 
the National Defense University, a journal 
published by that institution published a 
study that debunked his assurance that 
“conventional airpower and missiles are 
far less precise than drones, and likely to 
cause more civilian casualties and local 
outrage.” Drone strikes in Afghanistan, the 
study found, were “an order of magnitude 
more likely to result in civilian casualties 
per engagement.” 

Another assurance given in this speech, 
that “America cannot take strikes wherever 
we choose; our actions are bound by con-
sultations with partners, and respect for 
state sovereignty,” was discredited on June 
8 when the US ambassador to Pakistan was 
summoned by the prime minister of that 
country angry over a US drone attack that 
killed nine people. “It was conveyed to the 
US chargé ďaffaires that the government 
of Pakistan strongly condemns the drone 
strikes, which are a violation of Pakistan’s 
sovereignty and territorial integrity,” said 
Pakistan’s ministry of foreign affairs. “The 
importance of bringing an immediate end 
to drone strikes was emphasized.”

“We act against terrorists who pose a 
continuing and imminent threat to the 
American people.” Formerly the word 
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“imminent” referred to something about 
to happen at any moment and using the 
generally accepted definition of the word 
one might construe in the president’s 
words a guarantee that drone strikes are 
used only to stop “terrorists” engaged in 
acts that would cause immediate harm to 
Americans. John Brennan, now director of 
the CIA, suggested in September 2011 that 
“a more flexible understanding of ‘immi-
nence’ may be appropriate when dealing 
with terrorist groups.” This more flexible 
understanding of imminence justifies the 
assassination not only of those caught in 
the act, but also of targets who are sus-
pected of having written something or said 
something to make someone think that 
they might have something to do with an 
attack on the US someday. A person who 
is caught on the drone’s video feed from 
7,000 miles away as acting in a manner 
consistent with someone who might harm 
one day may now be eliminated as an im-
minent threat.

Referring to the killing of Anwar Awlaki, 
an American citizen in Yemen, the presi-
dent assured us that “for the record, I do 
not believe it would be constitutional for 
the government to target and kill any US 
citizen – with a drone, or with a shotgun – 
without due process.” The general usage of 
the words “due process” would cause the 
misapprehension that the right of a citizen 
to have trial by jury before being executed 
is being reaffirmed here. 

“This is simply not accurate,” says Attor-
ney General Eric Holder. “‘Due process’ and 
‘judicial process’ are not one and the same, 
particularly when it comes to national se-
curity. The Constitution guarantees due 
process, not judicial process.” The burden 
of “due process” can now be met when the 
president decides based on secret evidence 
that a citizen should die.

changing language

Drone technology is changing our language 

beyond redefining terms like “imminence” 
and “due process.” We have progressed, 
too, beyond Orwellian euphemisms such 
as naming an intercontinental nuclear 
missile “Peacekeeper.” These new “hunter-
killer platforms” bear names like “Preda-
tors” and “Reapers” and may soon be sup-
planted by “Avengers” and “Stalkers.” The 
ordinance they deliver is a missile named 
“Hellfire.” 

In Iowa where I live, the Air National 
Guard unit based in Des Moines has re-
placed its F-16 fighter planes with a Reaper 
drone control center. This transformation 
was marked by changing the unit’s name 
from the “132nd Fighter Wing” to the “132nd 
Attack Wing.” This change is more than 
symbolic- a “fight” by definition has two 
sides and the word implies some kind of 
parity. 

There is such a thing as a fair fight (of 
course the 132nd’s F-16s were used only on 
all but disarmed populations in places like 
Iraq and Panama) and a fight usually has 
some kind of resolution. An “attack” how-
ever, is just that. An attack is one-sided, 
something that a perpetrator inflicts on a 
victim. A fighter might sometimes be justi-
fied, an attacker, never. There is no “just 
attack” theory. The parsing out of inno-
cent and guilty drone victims is in a sense 
a waste of time. All alike are victims.

George Kennan, might have seen this 
coming in a policy paper he wrote for the 
State Department in 1948. In order to pre-
serve the global disparity of wealth post 
World War II (“We have about 50% of the 
world’s wealth, but only 6.3% of its popula-
tion”) he suggested that “we should cease 
to talk about vague and unreal objectives 
such as human rights, the raising of the 
living standards, and democratization. The 
day is not far off when we are going to have 
to deal in straight power concepts. The less 
we are then hampered by idealistic slo-
gans, the better.” While the speech at the 
National Defense University was an embar-
rassment of idealistic slogans, it also used 
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chilling pragmatism to deal with straight 
power concepts. 

“For me,” the president said on May 23, 
“and those in my chain of command, those 
deaths will haunt us as long as we live.” 
Those words had a truer ring a few days lat-
er spoken on NBC news by Brandon Bryant, 
an Air Force drone operator who confessed 
to being haunted by 1,600 deaths he took 
part in. Bryant admitted that his actions 
made him feel like a “heartless sociopath,” 
and he described one of his first kills, sit-
ting in a chair at Creech Air Force Base in 
Nevada when his team fired on three men 
walking down a road in Afghanistan. It was 
night in Afghanistan, and he remembers 
watching the thermal image of one victim 
on his computer screen: 

“I watch this guy bleed out and, I mean, 
the blood is hot.” Bryant watched the man 

die and his image disappear as his body 
attained the ambient temperature of the 
ground. “I can see every little pixel, if I 
just close my eyes.” The remoteness of the 
drone warrior is no protection from the 
moral damage of war, and these people are 
victims as well, and it is on their behalf as 
well that we protest.

We cannot know the hearts of President 
Obama and those in his inner circle but it 
is not hard to wonder whether they are tru-
ly haunted by the deaths of those killed by 
drones at their commands. If they may not 
be haunted by their own consciences, per-
haps the responsibility of haunting them 
falls to us.      ct

Brian Terrell is a co-coordinator of Voices 
for Creative Nonviolence and lives on a 
Catholic Worker Farm in Maloy, Iowa
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it looks as though 
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remaining largely 
mute about its 
interests in the 
civil war raging 
there, has been 
doing a great deal 
to pressure the 
white house into 
direct involvement 
in Syria

P
resident Barack Obama may have 
drawn his seemingly regretted “red 
line” around Syria’s chemical weap-
ons, but it was neither he nor the in-

ternational community that turned the spot-
light on their use. That task fell to Israel.

It was an Israeli general who claimed 
in April that Damascus had used chemical 
weapons, forcing Obama into an embarrass-
ing demurral on his stated commitment to 
intervene should that happen.

According to the Israeli media, it was also 
Israel that provided the intelligence that 
blamed the Syrian president, Bashar Al As-
sad, for the latest chemical weapons attack, 
near Damascus on August 21, triggering the 
clamour for a US military response.

It is worth remembering that Obama’s sup-
posed “dithering” on the question of military 
action has only been accentuated by Israel’s 
“daring” strikes on Syria – at least three since 
the start of the year.

It looks as though Israel, while remaining 
largely mute about its interests in the civil war 
raging there, has been doing a great deal to 
pressure the White House into direct involve-
ment in Syria. That momentum appears to 
have been halted, for the time being at least, 
by the deal agreed by the US and Russia to 
dismantle Syria’s chemical weapons arsenal.

To understand the respective views of the 
White House and Israel on attacking Syria, one 
needs to revisit the US-led invasion of Iraq a 

decade ago. Israel and its ideological twin in 
Washington, the neoconservatives, rallied to 
the cause of toppling Saddam Hussein, believ-
ing that it should be the prelude to an equally 
devastating blow against Iran.

Israel was keen to see its two chief regional 
enemies weakened simultaneously. Saddam’s 
Iraq had been the chief sponsor of Palestin-
ian resistance against Israel. Iran, meanwhile, 
had begun developing a civilian nuclear pro-
gramme that Israel feared could pave the way 
to an Iranian bomb, ending Israel’s regional 
monopoly on nuclear weapons.

The neocons carried out the first phase 
of the plan, destroying Iraq, but then ran up 
against domestic opposition that blocked 
implementation of the second stage: the 
break-up of Iran. The consequences are well 
known. As Iraq imploded into sectarian vio-
lence, Iran’s fortunes rose. Tehran strength-
ened its role as regional sponsor of resistance 
against Israel – or what became Washington’s 
new “axis of evil” – that included Hizbollah in 
Lebanon and Hamas in Gaza.

Israel and the US both regard Syria as the 
geographical “keystone” of that axis, as Isra-
el’s outgoing ambassador to the US, Michael 
Oren, told the Jerusalem Post last month, and 
one that needs to be removed if Iran is to be 
isolated, weakened or attacked.

But Israel and the US drew different les-
sons from Iraq. Washington is now wary of its 
ground forces becoming bogged down again, 

Red lines and  
green lights 
Israel is still angling for an attack on Syria and Iran, writes Jonathan Cook
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as well as fearful of reviving a cold war con-
frontation with Moscow. It prefers instead to 
rely on proxies to contain and exhaust the 
Syrian regime.

Israel, on the other hand, understands 
the danger of manoeuvring its patron into a 
showdown with Damascus without ensuring 
this time that Iran is tied into the plan. Top-
pling Assad alone would simply add embold-
ened jihadists to the troubles on its doorstep.

Given these assessments, Israel and the US 
have struggled to envision a realistic endgame 
that would satisfy them both. Obama fears 
setting the region, and possibly the world, 
ablaze with a direct attack on Iran; Israel is 
worried about stretching its patron’s patience 
by openly pushing it into another catastrophic 
venture to guarantee its regional hegemony.

In his interview published recently by the 
Jerusalem Post, Michael Oren claimed that Is-
rael had in fact been trying to oust Assad since 
the civil war erupted more than two years ago. 
He said Israel “always preferred the bad guys 
[jihadist groups] who weren’t backed by Iran 
to the bad guys [the Assad regime] who were 
backed by Iran.”

That seems improbable. Although the 
Sunni jihadist groups, some with links to 
al-Qaeda, are not natural allies for either the 
Shia leaders of Iran or Hizbollah, they would 
be strongly hostile to Israel. Oren’s com-
ments, however, do indicate the degree to 
which Israel’s strategic priorities are obses-
sively viewed through the prism of an attack 
on Iran.

More likely, Israel has focused on using the 
civil war as a way to box Assad into his heart-
lands. That way, he becomes a less useful ally 
to Hizbollah, Iran and Russia, while the civil 
war keeps both his regime and the opposition 
weak.

Israel would have preferred a US strike on 
Syria, a goal its lobbyists in Washington were 
briefly mobilised to achieve. But the intention 
was not to remove Assad but to assert what 
Danny Ayalon, a former deputy Israeli foreign 
minister, referred to as “American and Israeli 
deterrence” – code for signalling to Tehran 

that it was being lined up as the next target.
That threat now looks empty. As Silvan 

Shalom, a senior government minister, ob-
served: “If it is impossible to do anything 
against little Syria, then certainly it’s not pos-
sible against big Iran.”

But the new US-Russian deal to dispose 
of Syria’s chemical weapons can probably be 
turned to Israel’s advantage, so long as Israel 
prevents attention shifting to its own likely 
stockpiles. In the short term, Israel has reason 
to fear Assad’s loss of control of his chemical 
weapons, with the danger that they pass ei-
ther to the jihadists or to Hizbollah. The time-
table for the weapons destruction should help 
to minimise those risks – in the words of one 
Israeli commentator, it is like Israel “winning 
the lottery”.

But Israel also suspects that Damascus 
is likely to procrastinate on disarmament. 
In any case, efforts to locate and destroy its 
chemical weapons in the midst of a civil war 
will be lengthy and difficult.

And that may provide Israel with a way 
back in. Soon, as Israeli analysts are already 
pointing out, Syria will be hosting interna-
tional inspectors searching for WMD, not un-
like the situation in Iraq shortly before the 
US-led invasion of 2003. Israel, it can safely be 
assumed, will quietly meddle, trying to per-
suade the West that Assad is not cooperating 
and that Hizbullah and Iran are implicated.

In a vein Israel may mine later, a Syrian 
opposition leader, Selim Idris, claimed at the 
weekend that Damascus was seeking to con-
ceal the extent of its stockpiles by passing 
them to Lebanon and Iraq.

Obama is not the only one to have set a red 
line. Last year, Israel’s prime minister, Benja-
min Netanyahu, drew one on a cartoon bomb 
at the United Nations as he warned that the 
world faced an imminent existential threat 
from an Iranian nuclear weapon.

Israel still desperately wants its chief foe, 
Iran, crushed. And if it can find a way to lever 
the US into doing its dirty work, it will exploit 
the opening – regardless of whether such ac-
tion ramps up the suffering in Syria.  ct

Jonathan Cook 
won the Martha 
Gellhorn Special 
Prize for Journalism. 
His latest books are 
“Israel and the Clash 
of Civilisations: Iraq, 
Iran and the Plan to 
Remake the Middle 
East” (Pluto Press) 
and “Disappearing 
Palestine: Israel’s 
Experiments in 
Human Despair” 
(Zed Books). His 
website is http://
jonathan-cook.net

ISraEL’S roLE

http://jonathan-cook.net
http://jonathan-cook.net


76  ColdType  |  October 2013

LaSt wordS

ever since i 
was a small boy 
roaming the wilds 
of my backyard 
i’ve played out 
moments of crisis 
and derring-do 
– hold-ups and 
hindenburgs and 
airplane hijackings

A
s I walked near my Cape Town 
home, carrying books from the sec-
ond-hand store and thinking about 
my flight in the morning, I noticed 

a man in the sea.
It was a bright day and a low tide and 

the sea was on the far side of a wide shelf 
of black rocks that are usually covered. The 
man had fallen from his kayak and clung to 
the side of it. The sea was so blue and the 
man so near shore you couldn’t imagine he 
was in serious danger. The water was very 
clear; you could see the dark kelp beds and 
the lines of clear turquoise water above the 
sandy bottom and the bands of dark purple 
and deeper blue beyond.

I’ve always hoped I’d do well in an emer-
gency. Ever since I was a small boy roam-
ing the wilds of my backyard I’ve played out 
moments of crisis and derring-do – hold-
ups and Hindenburgs and airplane hijack-
ings – rehearsing how, while others gawped 
and shrieked, I might spring into action like 
James Bond or a panther. So I’d like to say 
that when I saw the man in the water I was 
ready to go, but actually I stood wondering 
why he was swimming when he had a per-
fectly good kayak. I wondered if he wasn’t 
cold. Then I wondered if I should do any-
thing. But it would be embarrassing to do 
something if he didn’t want any doing done. 
It’s good to be a hero, but you don’t want to 
intrude.

I might still be standing there like a col-
umnist at a cocktail party if a splendid wom-
an hadn’t run past me, eyes on the ocean. 
She wore a jacket with a reflective stripe so I 
assumed she knew what she was doing.

We ran down the stairs from the sea 
wall and balanced across the sharp ridges 
and rock pools towards the sea. There were 
anemones and whelks in the pools and I 
tried not to stand on them. She was attached 
to the NSRI and lived nearby and someone 
had called her. 

We reached the edge of the rocks. The 
man had been in the water for an hour. It is 
cold in the Atlantic. He let go of the kayak 
and struggled his way through kelp beds 
and breakers.

I called: “Are you okay?”
He was too tired to answer. He wasn’t far 

away but to reach him you would have to 
jump into the sea and make your own way 
through the rocks and currents.

“I think he’s okay,” I said. The woman 
was taking off her jeans. You can’t let a 
woman strip to her underwear and go into 
the sea on her own, but first I had to find a 
dry place to put my books and somewhere 
to wedge my phone.

I remembered times I might have died: 
an overturned car in the Karoo; a head-on 
collision in Parktown North with a stranger 
I later dated; a rugby fan pointing a gun at 
my head on the M1; a mishap in the moun-

Drown? Or live  
to write another day?
Darrel Bristow-Bovey on the day he almost became a hero
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watching someone 
come clawing 
back across that 
thin line is more 
meaningful than 
doing it yourself

tains of Turkey. It must happen every day 
on the road or in our bodies without our re-
alising. Each moment our heart doesn’t stop 
beating is another lucky escape.

Once, many years ago, I was in the sea at 
sunset in winter and the water was too cold 
and the rip too strong. I couldn’t get back 
and I was very sure I would drown. A man 
swam out to me but then he couldn’t get 
back in either. He was a lifesaver on holiday 
from England, and I apologised for being the 
cause of his death. “S’okay,” he said, a little 
insincerely. Finally people linked hands to 
form a human chain that reached us and 
pulled us in. When I remember that day I 
remember the loneliness of dying so near 
shore while the world carries on. Instead I 
should remember the chain of hands.

We helped the man out and he was 
stunned with cold and tiredness. He shook 
but he was all right. I kept wanting to touch 

him, like a talisman: I wanted to ask him 
what he now knew. Of course, he knew 
nothing. Watching someone come clawing 
back across that thin line is more meaning-
ful than doing it yourself.

By the time we reached the promenade 
there were other NSRI members, and more 
arriving. I already donate each month to the 
NSRI; now I’m glad I do.

We looked back from the sea wall. From 
that elevation the sea looked perfectly calm. 
The clear channels were like the roads of 
a sunken city. Close to where he’d nearly 
died, a whale blew. “Wow,” said the man. “A 
whale.”     ct

Darrel Bristow-Bovey is a columnist for 
South Africa’s Times newspaper, where this 
was first published. He is the author of “But 
I Digress . . . “, “I Moved Your Cheese” and 
“The Naked Bachelor”

“Not since John Le Carré’s ‘Little Drummer 
Girl’ has there been such a nail-bitingly  
suspenseful novel about the Middle East.”  
– Lara Marlowe, correspondent, The Irish Times

“A who-done-it worthy of Dashiel Hammett. 
I loved it.”  
– Lesley Stahl, Correspondent, 60 Minutes

“… set to rival Daniel Silva’s tales about  
Gabriel Allon.”  
– Dusko Doda, Author of  ‘The Firebird Affair’
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