
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
                                        Preface 
 
           What follows is Martin Archer’s action-packed and surprisingly prescient novel about Israel’s next big war and its unexpected outcome.   
 
                                        
 
                                   Israel’s Next War 
 
                                  A Predictive Novel 
 
    They’re a nice little family living in a modest one story concrete block home with two half grown olive trees in the fenced back yard.  It’s as immaculate as it could be with two young kids and a small inflatable rubber pool.  He commutes to his job as a beverage company accountant each day in the family’s five-year old Fiat; she stays home with their two little girls.  Some days she drives him to work so she can use the car to go shopping or take the girls to appointments or soccer practice.  He doesn’t know it yet but she plans to go back to work as soon as the girls are in school. 
 
           Everyone in the family was in bed sleeping when the back door of their home was kicked open and the three desperate men rushed in.  They were desperate out of breath from running; survivors of a seven man team that had come ashore in a rubber boat and battled its way into the city two hours earlier.    
 
           Almost instantly the little girls’ father jumped out of bed and started for the gun in his closet.  He was more than a bit overweight and out of shape, but he’d been in the army and knew what to do.  That’s where he’d met his wife.  As a long time reservist he has a weapon, a Galil assault rifle, and knows how to use it.  It was in pieces in a canvas carry case on the top shelf of the closet in pieces, and rightly so—his daughters are precocious little things and into everything.  He’d disassembled his weapon and hid it away after his wife caught the girls trying to unzip the case to see what was inside.   
 
           One of the intruders rushed into the couple’s bedroom just as the suddenly awakened father lurched towards the closet.  His wife said something with a question in her voice and started to sit up.   
 
           There was enough light because the door to their bedroom is open and the night light under the linen closet in the hallway provided all the light the intruders need.  The man’s wife was a good mother.  She always made sure their bedroom door was open and she had carefully placed night lights in the hallway so the girls would be able to find their way to her if they had a bad dream and woke up in the dark.   
 
           The first intruder raced into the dimly lit bedroom and smashed the man in the face with a vicious butt stroke of his weapon before he even got half way to the closet door.  Then he shot him in the chest twice.  It really wouldn’t have made any difference even if the weapon had been assembled and loaded.  The same terrorist shot the woman on the bed as she started to scream.  The other two men rushed into the other bedroom and shot the little girls as if they were targets hanging on the wall.                      
 
      
 
                                      Chapter One 
 
    Lights came on in the homes throughout the neighborhood and the family’s neighbors, almost all reservists too, rushed for their weapons.  It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know bursts of automatic weapons fire in their quiet residential neighborhood mean something is seriously wrong.  And fighting back is drummed into every Israeli who serves in the military beginning on his or her first day of basic training – go for the attackers and go fast.     
 
           The first man to try to reach the family’s little home was their neighbor from two doors down the street.  He’s a taxi driver who, of all things, serves in the relatively small Israeli navy when his reserve time comes up each year.  His wife was already on the phone calling the police when he stepped out of his front door trying to get a clip into his old submachine gun while holding up his pajama bottoms.  He hesitated for a second as he stepped off his porch.  Where did the shooting come from?  The night was totally silent and the two street lights on the block are lighting the quiet residential street with a yellowish glow.  Everything looked normal. 
 
           A split second later the front door immediately across the street opened and the taxi driver saw his neighbor, a heavy set older man who lived there alone with two white fluffy little dogs, rush out wearing absolutely nothing except a Galil assault rifle.  He headed straight for the house two doors down on the taxi driver’s side of the street.   
 
           The taxi driver instinctively started that way too, although he almost fell when his loosely tied pajamas started to slide down below his waist and he stepped on the cuff of one of his pajama legs.  He had to hop on one leg to pull them up with one hand while holding his stubby old navy-issued machine gun in the other.  Lights were going on and doors banging everywhere up and down the street.  Somewhere in the background he could hear shouting. 
 
           When the older man got to the middle of the street, and was clearly illuminated by the two street lights, the muzzle flames and chattering roar of an automatic weapon reached out towards him from one of the windows of the embattled house.  He tumbled over backwards in sort of a somersault and his weapon skidded away with a metallic clatter as it hit the asphalted street.  That was more than enough for the now-running taxi driver—he stopped and fired a long burst straight at the window where the muzzle flashes came from even though the angle was bad.  Then, as his pajama bottoms began to fall down around his knees again, he dove awkwardly to his right and rolled behind his wife’s car which was parked in the street in front of his house.  
 
          Before the first of what would end up being many police cars arrived two or three minutes later, a dozen armed neighbors in various stages of dress were crouching against the walls of the victims’ home.  Even before their car began to screech to a stop the two policemen in the first car to arrive could see the partially dressed neighbors carrying guns and carefully avoiding the windows of the small house.  They instinctively knew exactly what it meant.  
 
           The driver of the police car could also see the naked body sprawled in the street.  He took in the scene in an instant, accelerated again, and skidded to a stop to place his car between the body and the besieged house.   
 
           Everything changed with the arrival of the police car.  It was almost as if the terrorists had been waiting for it to arrive.  Once again an automatic weapon chattered and once again red muzzle flashes came out of a window.  A different window the taxi driver noted.   
 
           The police car was covered with hits—and both of its occupants wounded before they could dive out the car door on the safe side away from the house, the driver quite seriously. 
 
          Especially surprised by the second round of firing from the house was the school teacher who lived next door to the victims.  He was standing in his boxer shorts with his back against the wall next to the window from where the shots came.   So his head was only a foot or so from the muzzle flames when the terrorists began firing at the police car.    
 
           The school teacher jerked back instinctively when the shooting started, his ears ringing, but only for a couple of seconds.  He quickly leaned forward as soon as the shooter stopped firing, twisted his weapon around so he was holding it as far out in front of himself as he could get it, and used his left thumb to fire a burst back in through the window where the muzzle flashes had just erupted.  The burst almost tore the weapon from his grasp.  Then he dove to the ground up against the house and cut his face on a protruding water faucet. 
 
           “Did you get him?” someone shouted.  The school teacher didn’t answer.  He couldn’t hear the question; he’d been temporarily deafened by his own firing and the firing from the window.  He just laid there, unmoving and holding his face for so long some of his neighbors thought he’d been hit.   
 
    ****** 
 
           There was absolute chaos in the street in front of the house as more and more police cars and armed neighbors arrived.  Several brave souls attempted to reach the wounded men using the damaged police car for cover.  They crawled from behind the older man’s house in an attempt to reach him and the two policemen on the street.  They didn’t draw fire and were able to get to them despite serious scrapes and cuts to their bare knees and other tender places.   
 
           A few moments later one of the men sheltering behind the police car shouted out what he intended to do. 
 
           “I’m going to shoot out the street lights.”  
 
           Without waiting for anyone to answer he fired three or four short bursts and shot out the two nearest street lights.  In the resulting darkness, while carefully keeping the police car between themselves and the house, the two men each grabbed the seriously wounded police officer by the collar of his uniform shirt and crawled backwards, towing him on his back between them.  One glance while the street lights were still on and they knew there was nothing they could do for their naked neighbor.   
 
           As the seriously wounded policeman was being retrieved, his lightly wounded partner winced from the pain in his leg as he leaned around the rear tire of the patrol car and used his left hand to slowly and systematically empty his pistol into the shooter’s window in an attempt to cover the rescue effort.  Several of the men across the street understood what he was doing and did the same thing.  The wounded policeman was using his pistol because the automatic weapon every Israeli police car carries was still clamped to the dashboard where he and his wounded partner left it when they dove out on the passenger side.   
 
           There was a lot of shouting back and forth.  Everybody was shouting questions and giving orders to everybody else.  The uncertainty. and chaos was inevitable.  There wasn’t much of a moon and without the street lights it was a scene of absolute bedlam and confusion.  No one knew for sure what was happening and no one knew how many terrorists were in the house.   
 
           The would-be rescuers also didn’t know the state of the family living there.  They all understood the initial burst of firing probably meant some of the people in the house were casualties.  But they couldn’t be sure and within seconds every new arrival knew there were two little girls in there along with their mother and father. 
 
           A military quick reaction force arrived from the sprawling Tel Aviv army base about fifteen minutes later along with a helicopter equipped with a searchlight.  The helicopter searchlight was a mistake and the men crawling toward the house knew it as soon as they saw its beam of light snaking along the ground towards them.  Sure enough, three or four bursts of automatic fire came from several windows of the house within seconds of the helicopter illuminating the police and neighbors who had previously been moving forward in the dark.   
 
           The helicopter itself took a couple of hits and several more of the suddenly visible Israelis went down including a neighbor rushing to the scene from several blocks away who wasn’t found for almost an hour.  A newly arrived policeman sheltering behind the door of his police car was also hit.  
 
           “There are at least two of them in there,” the force commander shouted to his men.  They didn’t hear him and they didn’t need to; they’d seen the muzzle flames for themselves and opened up at them with everything they had.  Many of the rescuers ran through their entire magazine before they stopped, quickly reloaded, and began again.  They knew this was no time for half measures and conserving ammunition. 
 
    ****** 
 
            For more than three hours the standoff lasted without a word from anyone in the house.  During those hours the neighborhood was evacuated, the dead and wounded retrieved and rushed off to the nearest trauma center, and the armed neighbors withdrawn and replaced with snipers and special troops with night sights on their weapons.  Finally, an Arabic-speaking officer with a bullhorn roared out one last call for everyone in the house to come out with their hands up.  Once again there was no response.    
 
           So be it was the thought of the incident control supervisor who had taken charge of the scene.  He gave the order, explosive charges were slapped onto the front and back doors and exploded, and a volley of tear gas grenades was fired through a number of windows.  Then the team of heavily armored special troops rushed into the house.   
 
          There was a tremendous explosion in the house about ten seconds after the first of the special troops dashed in through the front and rear doors.  What was left of the windows blew out, the roof seemed to lift up and some of its tiles fly off, and the absolutely stunned observers could see two great flashes of red light inside even before the sound of the tremendous explosions reached them.  The waiting medics and firemen instantly rushed into the house and did their best. 
 
    ****** 
 
           “How many?” asked the Prime Minister as he paced the floor in his residence.  He desperately wanted a cigarette and his ulcer was hurting again. 
 
           “Eight of ours and three terrorists.  Five more of ours wounded.  The little girls and their parents all died from multiple gunshot wounds.” 
 
           “Goddamn them.  Deliberately shooting children.  Those dirty bastards.  We’re going to retaliate really big this time.” 
 
           “Well here’s the thing, Prime Minister.  We’ve identified one of the men in the house.  He’s an Iranian.” 
 
    ****** 
 
            Israel’s cabinet met in emergency session later that morning and every arriving cabinet member and senior official asked the same question.  “Iranians?  Not Arabs?  Are you sure?” 
 
           “Yeah.  Iranians.  We’re still checking but we’re pretty certain.  We have a tentative identity for one of the men on the beach and we found some papers on two of the men in the house.  They’re all Iranians—and they all seem to be members of Iran’s Revolutionary Guards.”   
 
           “Or someone wants us to think they are,” cautioned the rumpled heavyset man in the windbreaker.  He was sitting on one of the chairs pushed up against the wood paneled wall.   Only cabinet members sit at the table.  The head of the Mossad is never a member of the cabinet. 
 
           The meeting was already well underway when the last of the cabinet members rushed in and looked surprised when he saw the meeting had already started.  Somehow he hadn’t been called until his absence had been noted by the cabinet secretary.  Why wasn’t I called immediately, he asked himself?  He started to say something as he sat down.  But he’d been listening to the news as he drove over and knew it would have to wait.  It’s that damn Meir, the little prick, I bet he did it deliberately.    
 
           “If it’s Iran it means they’re probably Shiite fanatics trying to get to paradise.  The Ayatollah’s been raving about us for the last six months, ever since the electricity and gasoline shortages began again up there,” suggested one of the ministers. 
 
           “Yeah, but this is the first time the Iranians have done anything like this.  Why now?  And it just doesn’t make sense that they would use people from one of their military organizations.” 
 
           “Well, maybe it does,” offered the Cabinet Secretary.  “According to the American and French media, the new sanctions are finally starting to bite and the war with the Sunnis in Iraq and Syria is going nowhere.  The Iranian street is becoming unhappy.  Maybe they’re trying to distract their own people, get them focused on something external instead of their own problems.”   
 
           The Cabinet Secretary was a good friend of both the Prime Minister and the Mossad director.  He teaches graduate courses in international relations at Tel Aviv University and acts as the government’s spokesman when the Prime Minister isn’t available for one reason or another. 
 
           “Or maybe they are trying to do something to make up with the Arabs, particularly Iraq’s Shia, in an effort to end the war,” suggested the head of the Mossad.  “We just don’t know.  Hell, it may all be a fake.  I’m suspicious.  It was just too easy to identify them as Iranians.” 
 
           “Well, whoever it is they’re not going to get away with it.  That’s for sure.  Isn’t it Prime Minister?” exclaimed one of the men.  He was wearing the traditional hat and garb of sixteenth century Poland that marked him as an ultraorthodox Jew. 
 
           The question and the answer it demanded came from the head of one of the smaller religious parties in the government coalition, a party with a good deal of support from the Haredim voters in the ultra-religious settlements on the West Bank.  The party’s leader, Ari Keren, is still in the cabinet as one of the deputy prime ministers even though in the last election he’d lost a lot of votes and Knesset seats to the latecomer’s hard-line immigrant oriented party.   The hypocrisy of his belligerence and call for revenge was not lost on the others, particularly the late arrival—Ari Keren’s constituents are the Haredim, the ultra-orthodox Israelis who insist on voting and receiving welfare but refuse to serve in the military or work due to their belief that doing so is not sufficiently “Jewish.”   
 
          “No Ari, of course not.” 
 
           “Then,” suggested the late arrival in heavily accented and somewhat imperfect Hebrew, “how about we announce a new policy?  Effective immediately construction of one hundred new homes will be approved and built on the West Bank for every Israeli killed or wounded by terrorists.  Starting right now.  I’d love for that asshole Ayatollah to take the blame for the construction instead of us.” 
 
           “Not a bad idea Chaim,” replied someone sitting at the other end of the table.  “We could announce eight hundred new homes this afternoon and name the settlement after the family.”   
 
           Chaim Naumenko was the late arrival.  He’s the relatively young leader of a new political party whose supporters, mostly recent immigrants from Eastern Europe, wanted the government to take an even harder line on terrorism and finish removing the remnants of the European socialism that so stifled Israel’s prosperity during its early years.  Naumenko’s party received an unexpectedly large number of votes in the last election, so many that he had to be brought into the governing coalition.  The Prime Minister and many of the others around the table see him as a serious political threat in future elections.  The appeasement-oriented left and the ultra-conservative religious parties absolutely hate him because he campaigned loudly on requiring them to work and serve in the army and pay taxes.  
 
           “We can do better than that,” suggested the big and bulky defense minister with a bitter smile as he leaned forward with both elbows on the table and cradled a coffee cup in his hands.  “Let’s announce the policy and name the new settlement after the Iranian Ayatollah or that moronic president of his.  Sew some long term discord between the Palestinians and the Iranians.  Remind everyone of the price the Arabs will pay every time they fuck with us.” 
 
          “That’s a thought, Ari,” the Prime Minister said as he swiveled around in his chair and pointed a finger towards Chaim and gave him a hard look.   “Yes, let’s do announce a new eight hundred home settlement.  But Ari’s right, Chaim, merely announcing another settlement is not enough.  Not nearly enough after last night.  It’s time to once again show the world that an attack on Israel will always hurt the attackers a lot more than it hurts us, a whole lot more.  But first, we need to find out for sure who is responsible.”  
 
           Chaim sat silently at the table and didn’t respond; just grimly nodded his head in agreement.  I may be a hardliner about making everyone pay who encourages terrorists, but I’m not stupid; we do need to be sure who did it.  On the other hand, if it actually was the goddamn Ayatollah who sent them, we should kill the sonofabitch and bomb the Iranians back to the fucking Stone Age. 
 
           Then he couldn’t contain himself.   
 
           “Keren,” he said rather loudly as he looked over at the bearded man dressed all in black who represented the ultra-religious voters, “I certainly support your demand that we not let them get away with it.  So how many of your people will volunteer to help the rest of us do it?  Eh?”  Then under his breath he muttered loud enough for everyone in the room to hear – “fucking parasites.”  
 
    ****** 
 
           The Prime Minister’s hastily called news conference did not go well that morning.  It was televised live and the media fanned the flames with question after question about the little girls and their parents, the attack, the attackers, and what the government was going to do about it.  The cabinet leaks like a sieve and the rumor that the attackers had been Iranians reached the media almost instantly.  
 
           “As you know, Prime Minister, there are reports that the Iranians may have been involved.  Can you comment on that?” 
 
           “We are not yet sure who the attackers are or who sent them or why.  So far, at least three terrorist groups are claiming responsibility.  As you might imagine, we’ve launched a major investigation to find out the answers to those questions.  Sooner or later we will know.  And when we do, the criminals responsible for killing that family and their neighbors are going to pay dearly, no matter who they are or where they are.” 
 
           “Does that include religious leaders and heads of state?” inquired a sensation-seeking newspaper reporter.  It was a serious question and when he saw himself say yes on television on the noon news the Prime Minister realized he hadn’t done a good job of answering it.  Or maybe I did. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Later that day the newly elected President of Iran also held a news conference in response to the suggestions in the international media that Iran was involved in the incident and Israel may have just sent him and his country a pointed warning.   What he said was neither helpful nor particularly coherent.   
 
           Iran’s President began by reading a somewhat disjointed statement neither admitting nor denying Iranian involvement.  Interestingly enough he didn’t blame the Iraqi Sunnis or even mention the vicious wars going on in Iraq and Syria.  Instead he suggested Israel may have attacked its own people so it would have an excuse to build settlements along the Jordan River.  Then he diverted from his prepared text to explain Iranians aren’t afraid of Jews and that the whole concept of Israel is a fraud because there had been no Holocaust.  He went on to say Iran sympathizes with anyone who fights against Israel and will always support them.  Israel, he said with a smirk, is an old wound that needs to be closed. 
 
           What Iran’s President didn’t come close to doing was deny Iran’s involvement in the attack.  If anything, what he said suggested Iran supported the attackers.  He also didn’t say anything about the religious civil war raging once again between the Shiites and Sunnis. 
 
           The media noticed the Iranian President’s smirk and lack of denial and so did Israelis and many others.  What happened the next day, which the media never did find out about, is that the Saudi ambassador to the United Nations, an elderly prince of the royal family, a half-brother of the king, approached the Israeli ambassador to the United Nations as he was walking down a hallway in the building and pointedly informed him that no Arab countries with Sunni governments, meaning the Gulf Kingdoms and their allies, were in any way involved.   
 
           What was even more noteworthy, and transmitted instantly in a heavily encrypted flash message to Tel Aviv, was that the Saudi ambassador then suggested their two countries might find it profitable to quietly work together to stamp out state-sponsored terrorism.    
 
           It didn’t escape the Israeli ambassador and Tel Aviv that the Saudis and other Gulf monarchies are Sunni Muslims whereas the nations of Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon are either primarily Shiite in population or dominated by a Shiite sect.  The Shiites and Sunnis have been at each other’s throats for centuries.  Each group considers the other to be irredeemable heretics and a danger to their existence and influence, worse even than the Jews and Christians. 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           The surprising Saudi suggestion that the two countries might be able to work together didn’t escape the United States’ intelligence services either.  Within an hour, the new President’s newly appointed National Security Advisor, a retired army general who years ago had commanded the American army in Europe, was sitting at the breakfast table of the Georgetown home he and his wife had inherited from her parents.  He’d just finished eating a waffle and reading the daily Morning Book, the summary of important events and reports generated by his office in the wee hours of each night for the President and the members of the National Security Council.  That’s when the second delivery arrived, a transcript of the Israeli ambassador’s message to Tel Aviv about his meeting with the Saudi ambassador.  
 
           I read the message about the ambassadors three times and I’m still not sure what it means.  But it sounds important.  So what the hell should I do now?      
 
           It pains me to admit it but I’m new on the job as the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs and don’t have a clue as to what I should do with the information which has just been handed to me.   
 
           Time to find out.  So I called the Deputy National Security Advisor I’d inherited from my predecessor and told him to set up a NSA briefing for the two of us on the current state of affairs in Iran and the relationships between Iran and Israel and between Iran and Saudi Arabia.  I asked him to try to have it held in the NSA’s Fort Meade offices at 9:30 this morning right after we brief the President as one or both of us does every day in the National Security Council briefing room.    
 
           I also told him to contact the CIA and ask for the same briefing at 11:00 at Langley and the State Department for a briefing at 2:30 this afternoon at the State Department offices down the street from my office in the White House Annex.   
 
           My deputy, Peter Ferrelli, had been appointed by my predecessor but I’d been told by a couple of people I greatly respect they thought Pete had been doing a good job of putting together the daily Morning Book as the deputy of the man I replaced.  They said they thought he would make a pretty good deputy for me too.   
 
           When I first met with Peter after the President announced my appointment he seemed quite anxious to do whatever was necessary to keep his job.  In any event, he was waiting at the door when my car pulled up to the entrance door to the White House Annex where my new offices are located.  I guess I’m about to find out. 
 
           “Good morning, General.  The briefings have been set up as you requested.  And thank you for including me.  Langley called back a few minutes ago and requested a time change to 1130 so the director could attend in person.   I hope you don’t mind but they needed a decision immediately so I told them 11:30 would be agreeable.” 
 
           “Good decision.  Glad you made it, Peter.  Thank you.”  
 
           “Mrs. Rodman,” I said to the administrative aide on duty as we walked into the reception area of my new office, “please connect me to my counterpart in Israel.  Whoever the hell that is these days.  Then please contact Major Evans and Mister Duffy and tell them to stand by for a possible overseas deployment with me later this afternoon from Andrews.  Also please arrange a plane for me and two aides to Tel Aviv at about five this afternoon.  I’ll need the plane for two or three days.  And please, always for such long trips, try to find a plane with a seat which can be turned into a fold-down bed.”  For some reason long flights are really starting to get to me. Old age must be getting me down. 
 
           “Peter,” I said as we walked into my office, “I want you to stay here and hold the fort while I’m gone.  Keep me constantly updated as to what’s going on.  That means multiple messages every day even if there is nothing to report.  But, if something comes up and you can’t get through to me, don’t hesitate to make whatever decisions and recommendations you feel are necessary.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           NSA’s campus on Fort Meade is huge, and closely guarded though you wouldn’t know it if you looked at the place.  I’d met the former navy admiral, Arlie Fletcher, who is its director several times years ago but always at the White House.  I’ve never been here before so I really don’t know what to expect. 
 
           Things went smoothly.  Peter and I were met at the main entrance door by one of the Director’s deputies and promptly escorted through its security checkpoint to a large conference room.  Admiral Fletcher and his briefers, and the directors of his Middle East country sections, were waiting along with coffee and breakfast pastries.  My favorite brand of tea was the only one on offer.    
 
           Our briefing began as soon as I sat down.  There’s no doubt about it according to the NSA; all the major Middle East countries—even what’s left of Syria—, every one of them except Egypt, are once again in the process of trying to acquire nuclear weapons for one reason or another.  The Israelis, who see these efforts as a serious threat, have apparently decided to do whatever it takes, even if it means war and their own preemptive conventional and/or nuclear attacks, to remain the only nuclear power in the region.   
 
           One of the biggest things I came away with is that NSA’s analysts believe it highly likely, unless we take steps to discourage them, the Israelis are going to use Iran’s support for terrorism as an excuse to launch a major attack on Iran’s nuclear program.  Why would we discourage them from doing that?  The Israelis are also concerned about the Iraqi and Syrian nuclear efforts and the fact that the Saudis’ are secretly helping to finance nuclear programs in both Pakistan and North Korea.    
 
           Worse, according to the NSA briefers, the recent terrorist attacks have pushed the Israeli government to the brink.  They predict Israel is about to start responding to the nuclear threats of its enemies by once again aggressively going after their suppliers and supporters.  What they don’t know is how the Israelis will do so or how soon.  Or what it might mean for us in addition to the long list of problems and troubles we already know about.  
 
         “Uh, Mister Arroyo.  Why would we want to discourage the Israelis or anyone else from taking out Iran’s nuclear program?" 
 
    ****** 
 
           Three hours later I find that the CIA basically agrees with the NSA.  The Israelis are seriously pissed about the continuing terrorism and the constant support for it coming from their Arab neighbors.  They are afraid, and rightly so according to the CIA, that terrorism and the hostilities between the Shiites and the Sunnis will grow and grow until the nuclear weapons now in various stages of development by the belligerents are used against Israel.  The Israelis, the CIA briefer suggests, are probably going to act because they cannot afford to let neither a Shiite state nor a Sunni state get nuclear weapons.  But how will the Israeli act and what should we do about it, if anything? 
 
           According to the CIA analyst conducting our briefing, the underlying source of the nuclear threats the Israelis are facing is the antagonism and open warfare between the various ethnic and religious groups in each country.  The old religious animosities have broken into the open, according to the analyst, primarily because the national boundaries in the Middle East were drawn up years ago by the French and British.    
 
           “The current borders just don’t make sense,” the briefer told us.  “They do not in any way reflect the religious, ethnic, and language differences of the citizens of the different countries.  As a result, many people in each country do not see their national government as anything other than their long-time enemies and apostates who should be fought against and replaced as soon as possible.  In essence, General, the basic problem of almost every Middle-Eastern country is its people don’t share a common language or a common core of values.  There’s nothing to unify the people except an external threat, a scapegoat if you will.”   
 
           Then he went on to explain how the inevitable result of the artificial national boundaries was whichever group seizes power in each country inevitably tries to maintain its power by repressing the others and uniting its diverse peoples against real or imagined outside enemies – such as Israel and the United States. 
 
           Israel’s concerns, according to the CIA analysts, seem to be particularly and rightly centered on a nuclear power plant the Russians are helping the Iranians finish building in Bushehr.  But then, the briefer added with a shrug, the Israelis are also worried about the Osirak reactor being built in Iraq with the help of France and a reactor being built in Syria with the help of the North Koreans.  It’s an arms race? 
 
           What I learned from the CIA about the situation in Iran was more than a little embarrassing.  It’s embarrassing because the Iranian reactor at Bushehr, the cornerstone of Iran’s efforts to develop nuclear weapons, was begun long before the Islamic Revolution and the subsequent rise of ISIS and the fighting in Syria, Iraq, Yemen, and Lebanon,—with the help of the United States as part of our seriously misnamed “atoms for peace” program.   
 
           Our nuclear assistance to Iran supposedly ended with the overthrow of the Shah and the Ayatollah’s much-praised rejection of nuclear weapons.  But then the Ayatollah quietly turned right around and had his government do a deal with Moscow to help Iran continue developing its nuclear capabilities,—and that, of course, motivated all the other countries in the region to start developing their own nuclear weapons despite their civil wars and the continued suffering of their citizens. 
 
           According to the CIA one of the reasons for the war that just started between Iran and Iraq is the new Iraqi dictator is a psychopath who wants to be seen as an important world leader.  He’s a Sunni militia leader who has "done a Saddam" and killed and murdered his way to power in a country where the Shia are a majority.  He is worried the Iranian Ayatollah, who is a Shiite Muslim, will replace him just as an earlier Iranian Ayatollah replaced Saddam, both in the world’s eyes and literally, if Iran gets the bomb before he does.   
 
           Iraq’s newest dictator has good reason to worry according to the CIA analysts.  The population of Iraq is still heavily Shia even though, thanks to Russian intervention and European financing resulting from the refugee crisis, there is once again a Sunni dominated government in Baghdad.  The flow of refugees slowed to a trickle after the west and the Russians intervened a couple of years ago, but once again the fighting is beginning to flare up because the Sunnis and the Shia still absolutely hate each other for religious reasons and because of the disagreements as to who should govern which have once again broken out in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, and Yemen.  Only Iran is stable—if one ignores the repression of its Kurds and other minorities and its armies and militias fighting in Iraq and Syria. 
 
           "There is no doubt about it," said one of the analysts.  "The situation in the Middle East is quite comparable to the hostilities and constant religious warfare between the Catholics and Protestants in medieval Europe—and it lasted almost one hundred years until the Christian leaders got together and worked out a solution."  
 
           According to the CIA, Israel is providing intelligence to both sides in hopes each will destroy the other in their current civil wars.  The bottom line is the CIA believes Israel intends to do whatever it takes to remain the only Middle-Eastern country with nuclear weapons,—even if it means a major war. 
 
           “Peter,” I commented as we drove away from Langley, “Did you notice that the CIA briefer mentioned Pakistan and North Korea when I asked who else is actively trying to develop nuclear weapons?  He didn’t mention the Saudis at all even though the NSA briefers did.”   
 
           “What else is new?  Our intelligence agencies still don’t trust or talk to one another.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           The State Department briefing in the afternoon left me shaking my head and bewildered.  The State Department “professionals” actually believe, for reasons I could not fathom and they could not explain, that with enough talking and “diplomacy” and good presidential speeches the countries of the Middle East will put aside their religious differences and hatreds as they come to understand why it is not in their best interests to continue their efforts to obtain nuclear weapons.  Then, allegedly, they will stop trying to get nuclear weapons and killing each other and there will be peace in the Middle East.   
 
           It also quickly became crystal clear the State Department is totally dedicated to maintaining the current national boundaries in the Middle East rather than encouraging them to be redrawn to reflect the natural borders of the people living in the region.  It is almost as if the borders the French and British imposed years ago during their colonial period have somehow become a sacred trust of our State Department, something that must be protected and maintained despite the chaos and hostility they cause.  
 
           I asked the State Department briefer a question.   
 
           “It sounds to me as if you folks here at State are totally committed to maintaining the current national boundaries in the Middle East even when they don’t make sense for the people living in them and cause constant conflict.  Why is that?”    
 
            “We think it would be too upsetting for the stability of the region, and thus not in the best interests of the United States, if the present boundaries are changed,” one pompous state department official proclaimed as the new Secretary of State, a former congressman from Chicago, beamed his approval.  Who is that fool? 
 
           “Stability?  What stability are you referring to?” I asked the man who’d responded for the briefer.  “And why are border adjustments and maybe even a couple of new countries, such as one for the Kurds, not in our interest if we want peace in the Middle East?  And what arguments have we been making to explain why getting nuclear weapons is not in the best interests of the Arab countries?   
 
           “And for that matter, why do you think it is in our country’s interest to support national boundaries which result in constant wars, repression, acts of terrorism, and every two-bit dictator in the Middle East spending his country’s money in an effort to get nuclear weapons?”  
 
           State’s “professionals” at the briefing session had no answers for any of my questions.  They seemed to be surprised when I asked them.  Christ, even I can think of one reason it’s not in the best interest of the Islamic countries not to try to get nuclear weapons—because the Israelis will almost certainly use their own nukes and destroy them before they can use their new weapons. 
 
           As we walked out of the State Department building I had an almost irresistible urge to chalk “Secretary Kerry was here” on the wall.  I started to laugh and tell “Pete” why I was laughing.  But I stopped.  I don’t know him well enough. 
 
           “Well Pete, what do you think about what we heard today?”   
 
      
 
                                       Chapter Two 
 
          The White House operators were able to reach Chief Warrant Officer Duffy at home and he reported in immediately.  Finding Major Evans, however, turned out to be easier said than done that Friday afternoon.  And I couldn’t complain because I’d given him the weekend off since he’d worked every day previously for three straight weeks.   
 
           Usually the White House operators can find anybody rather quickly.  Not today.  The car to take me to Andrews was already downstairs when someone finally had the bright idea of calling Duffy back and asking him if he knows how to get a hold of Dick Evans. 
 
           Sure, he told Mrs. Rodman.  He’s probably in bed with the air force pilot who flew us in from Europe a couple of weeks ago, the cute little blonde with the big tits.  Try the bachelor officers’ quarters at Andrews.  Her name’s Joanie or something like that.   
 
    ******  Chief Warrant Officer Duffy 
 
           Dick came hustling up out of breath just as General Roberts and I were walking out of the VIP lounge to board the Gulfstream.  He looked a bit put out and had no luggage.  I lagged back a bit to talk to him. 
 
           “Decided to stay in bed a couple of hours longer instead of going home for your go bag, huh?” I asked. 
 
           “Damn you, Harry.  Did you tell them where I was?  It was really embarrassing.  The phone wasn’t working so they pounded on the door.  Christ, they were shouting about the White House and unlocking the door before Joanie could even let them in.” 
 
          “Her phone wasn’t working?  You mean you were banging her and it was off the hook, don’t you?”  
 
           “Well it may have been off the hook, but I’m sure as hell not.  She’s so pissed she threw a shoe at me.  I told her I had the weekend off.  And I did.  Or at least I thought I did.  What the hell is going on that’s so important?”  
 
           “Damned if I know.  All I know is the boss is flying to Israel and we’re going with him.  Oh, by the way, I love the perfume you’re wearing.” 
 
    ******  Major Dick Evans 
 
             Tires squealed as our Air Force extended range Gulfstream III settled onto the runway of one of the several Israeli military airbases near Tel Aviv.   It was a fast trip and there is a seven hour time difference.  We’d left Andrews a little more than seven hours earlier at 1730 Thursday afternoon and arrived in Israel a little before 0800 on a Friday morning already much too warm from the summer sun.   
 
            It’s my first time in Israel and I’m hoping Harry and I will have some free time so we can be tourists and see the sights.  It will, of course, depend on the boss, General Christopher Roberts.  He’s here, the word is, because Israel may be about to do something drastic like start a war.  I may be one of his aides, but I haven’t got a clue as to what the boss is doing here or why he brought Harry and me with him. 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           “Hey Yoram, long time no see.  And it is good to see you, it really is.” 
 
          “Good to see you too, Chris.  The big wheels heard you were coming so they sent me to welcome you.” 
 
           “Looks like you’re becoming one of the wheels yourself.  It’s been a long time, too long.  The last time I saw you, you were a new major hoping to make lieutenant colonel someday.  Now look at you—a brigadier, by God.  What are you doing, if I might ask?  
 
           “Finally got my own command.  A tank-heavy armor brigade, the Tenth.  Only got it about six months ago and already it’s the world’s best and soon to be even better.  Don’t take it personally but I hope you won’t stay long.  I’ve got some important maneuvers coming up.” 
 
    ****** 
 
            What I didn’t  tell Yoram, but he and the other Israeli officials and generals know damn well, is I’m here because the Israelis are really pissed at the Iranians and appear to be getting ready to do something drastic.  My visit may be officially unofficial but, in reality, it’s significant because of my position and everyone knows it.   
 
           If anyone asks, I told my office and staff before I left, I am visiting Israel to talk to the Israelis about their equipment needs and particularly about Israel buying more F-35s.  It looks as though we’ll have a lot of extras and in the past the Israelis have been successful in modifying our fighters so they are more effective.  In fact, of course, the real reason I’m here is because the President wants to know if the prospect of war is really shaping up to be as serious as the CIA and NSA are making it out to be.  With me are a couple of my military aides, Dick Evans and Harry Duffy.   
 
           NSA and the CIA, because of their advanced technology and tradecraft, can usually be relied on to get the straight poop to the White House about what other countries intend to do.  One of the big exceptions, and maybe the only one according to the CIA, is Israel.  We’re never quite sure what Israel is up to.  It seems, although none of the agencies will ever admit it, the Israelis may have even more advanced encryption processes and superior intelligence tradecraft than we do.   
 
           Our inability to know what the Israelis are planning doesn’t surprise me at all.  They’re really into high tech technologies and it’s clear that Israel is constantly under intensive pressure because it is just about every Islamic dictator’s favorite scapegoat when things go wrong at home, which seems to occur quite frequently.  So one mistake or miscalculation and the Israelis are toast—their military and intelligence can’t afford to be second best to any country, not even the United States. 
 
           Our new president is a good guy and really cares.  He’s a veteran of the first war in Iraq and I got to know him at bit when he was vice-president.  But many of his advisors are political people from Chicago and not particularly worldly in the sense they think every problem can be solved with a good presidential speech.   
 
           I’ll never say it publically, of course, but most of the President’s longtime staffers aren’t much in tune with the real world.  They don’t quite get it that the interests and problems of our allies such as Israel are significantly different from ours and might not always align.  The President, for example, thinks Israel will never need to go to war to hold off its nuclear equipped enemies because the Israelis can always depend on us to ’have their backs.’   
 
           I tried to be diplomatic when the President said that to me yesterday when I met with him briefly after the morning’s Security Council meeting,—to explain in private why I would be heading off later in the morning to spend a few days in Israel.   
 
           “Perhaps, God forbid, Mr. President, the day will come when there is a President who is so weak and wavering that he or she will draw a line in the sand to protect Israel or some other country and say ’don’t cross it or else’—and then do absolutely nothing when the line is crossed.” 
 
           “Oh, the American people would never elect such a weak president.”   
 
           I hope he’s right but I’m not so sure.  Presidents are human and it’s as simple as God made little green apples—sooner or later an empty suit will come along who gives great speeches but can’t be counted on when the chips are down.  Someone like former Secretary of State Kerry, for example, or a couple of our more useless senators.  I’ll never say it out loud, except to my wife, but it’s a damn good thing the President won the election. 
 
    ******  Major Dick Evans 
 
           An Israeli general, a brigadier if I remember their insignia correctly, was standing at the bottom of the steps waiting for us as we came out of the plane.  We are among friends if the big smile, casual salute, and bear hug he gave General Roberts is any indication.  Wonder how they know each other? 
 
           Israeli air fields are like most of the military fields I’ve seen—flat and noisy with a number of planes constantly taking off and landing.  Lots of fighters on this one.  Many of them sort of look like ours but are somehow different.  Sure a lot of traffic on the two side by side runways.  This must be some kind of training base. 
 
           A couple of cars and a pick-up with a crew cab pulled out from the shade next to one of the hangars as we walked off our plane.  Chevrolets.   One car for the generals, one for Harry and me, and a van for the Gulfstream crew when they finish refueling the plane.   
 
           Right behind the cars and van came a big fuel truck.  It pulled up to the Gulfstream and began gassing it up even before the boss finished hugging the Israeli general and our pilots could climb out to tell them how to do it.  The fueling crew looked efficient and they seemed to know what they were doing.  It was almost funny the way the copilot rushed out of the plane to try to tell them what to do.  
 
           Then an Israeli captain walked up to me, saluted casually, and introduced himself in perfect American English. 
 
          “Hi, I’m Oren, Oren Lavi, one of General Makow’s aides.  I’m to be one of your escorts while you’re here.  And over there is Joel.  He’s driving today.”   
 
          A young enlisted man wearing shorts smiled and waved a casual greeting as the trunk popped open and Harry threw in his and the boss’s duffle bags.  Then we jumped in and hurried to follow the general’s car out the gate.  We lost it immediately in the heavy morning traffic.  Where the hell am I going to get some clothes and a toilet kit? 
 
    ****** 
 
           The drive into Tel Aviv was really interesting.  Sort of like driving into Phoenix from Luke Field, the air base near Phoenix where the German flag flies because it’s where Germany trains its air force pilots.  First a lot of desert, and then trees and green grass and modern buildings.  It looks really prosperous.  I’ve never been to Israel before so I didn’t know what to expect.  But this isn’t it.  
 
           Even more interesting, we were almost immediately flagged down by a hitchhiker wearing shorts—an attractive young girl who looked to be about seventeen or eighteen with absolutely gorgeous legs.  What was interesting wasn’t her legs or that we stopped to pick her up; it was that she was wearing bright yellow civilian shorts and carrying a vicious looking assault rifle with a clip of live rounds taped to its stock.  
 
          Harry and I moved over and she jumped in the back seat next to Harry with a smile, rattled off something to Oren, placed the butt of her assault rifle down on the floor between her legs, and promptly closed her eyes and went to sleep with her head up against the window. 
 
          Oren was sitting in front next to the driver and he must have seen the surprise in our eyes as she climbed in.  No one said a word for about five minutes.  Then, after she gave the sweetest little snore, Oren tried to explain. 
 
           “Picking up hitchhiking soldiers is a tradition here.  She’s probably pooped because she’s in the basic training unit stationed next to the airbase and going home on a weekend pass.  Carrying your personal weapon and ammunition at all times is required of all soldiers still in training or stationed in much of the West Bank—even if they are off duty and in civilian clothes.  Even when they’re on the beach wearing a bikini.” 
 
           About thirty or forty minutes later we turned off the main highway and Joel pulled over to the side of the road.  Our little soldier smiled and said something to Oren, and then “bye bye” to us as she climbed out.   
 
           Damn. I’m impressed. I’m beginning to see why Israel wins when the shooting starts.—I wonder if they have fraternization problems? 
 
           Oren obviously enjoyed opening a window on a bit of Israeli life.   
 
           “We have such a small population and small land area that we all have to be ready to fight at the drop of a hat.  Even with all our draft dodgers we have one of the largest armies in the world.  Only Switzerland, the only other western country with universal military service these days, has an army that can immediately put as many combat troops into the field as we can.” 
 
           Draft dodgers?  Switzerland’s army?  Nah. 
 
           “Draft dodgers?  Switzerland?  You’re pulling my leg, right?” 
 
           “No I’m not.  Hey man, we’re the only country in the world that drafts both men and women.  Even the Swiss don’t draft women.  With women handling the support services we can put about half a million combat troops into the field almost overnight.   That’s more than the United States—except our troops are better trained and better equipped than yours and more of ours are combat troops.  And, of course, our troops are concentrated in one small area so they can be more quickly deployed. 
 
           “Our real edge, the good news if you will, is many more of us are willing to fight and kill; every Israeli knows we cannot afford to lose even once.  If we do lose there likely will be another Holocaust and our families will be wiped out.”   
 
           He’s right about that.  It’s the American Army’s little secret about a lot of our troops not trying to kill the bad guys when they’re in combat situations.  I sure don’t have that problem and neither does Harry; anyone trying to kill us and ours sure as hell better keep his head down and his ass low.   
 
           “Israel’s bad news, besides the existence of all the dictators who use us as scapegoats to distract their people from their failures, is we exempt about ten percent of our people from military service and paying taxes—those who claim to be ultra-religious.  The bastards don’t even have to work.  They live on welfare and send their wives out to beg.”   
 
           Damn, I’d never heard that before. 
 
           “I’ve got to admit, Oren, I’d heard your army is really good but I didn’t realize it was so large and well-armed.  I guess I never really thought about it.”  
 
           “Yeah.  You and the Arabs.  It surprises them every time.”  Except this time it’s the goddamn Iranians and they haven’t learned yet. 
 
    ****** 
 
           We pulled into the parking lot in front of what was obviously a military headquarters in time to see the generals walk up the stairs two steps at a time and enter the building.   The three of us jumped out and hustled up the stairs in time to catch up with them at the sign-in desk in the lobby. 
 
           The building we entered is made of concrete, and pretty plain and utilitarian.   Its security, however, looks to be tight with a lot of cameras and guards carrying automatic weapons.  We all had to show our IDs, even the Israeli brigadier.  But then we got on an elevator and were surprised—instead of going up as I expected, we went down quite a few floors to a windowless basement conference room.         
 
          After an hour-long briefing from a female Israeli intelligence officer to fill the boss in with the official version of what she knows about the recent terrorist incidents, which doesn’t seem to me to be much more than what has already been reported in the Washington and New York newspapers, General Makow invited the Boss, and me and Harry, along with Oren and Joel, to come home with him for dinner.   
 
           The Boss sat in the front with General Makow in his old Fiat and the three of us sat stuffed in the little back seat while he drove us to the home where he and his wife and their two teenage sons live in army housing in a nearby Tel Aviv suburb.  Joel and Oren didn’t come with us.  They headed off to get Oren’s fiancé so she could join the party. 
 
           It was a great evening and we all had a fine old time.  The General’s wife, Bertha, obviously had been called and knew we were coming.  She bustled out of the front door and over to the driveway as we pulled in.  It was a warm greeting.  Apparently she’d met the Boss when he was here some years ago.  More hugs and kisses and handshakes and reminiscing. 
 
           Then she introduced us to her visiting “kid sister,” Deb, who walked out with her to greet us.  Some kid.  She’s an army widow with a rollicking laugh, sort of an old fashioned earth mother type.  Her two teenage kids, a boy and a girl, are both in the army and stationed at the big new army headquarters being built outside of Tel Aviv.  
 
           Deb runs a little shop in one of Jerusalem’s tourist malls.  She’d come up from Jerusalem by bus for the weekend to stay with her sister while she visited her kids. 
 
           It was a nice night and General Makow’s house was rather small.  So we spent the evening standing around in the backyard drinking Gold Star Beer and eating food piled up on a redwood picnic table.   I don’t know how it got started but soon everyone was telling stories about some of the funny things that have happened to us in the army and what we’ve seen.  Maybe it was the beer but some of the stories were really funny. 
 
           And we even got a bit personal.  According to the general, one of his sons is about to go in the army and apparently intends to make it a career if he can get into the officers course; the other has not even started his service and is in the university “smoking pot” after a year bumming around Australia.   
 
           “Smart kid,” his father told us with more than a little pride in his voice. “Wants to get into computers and programming.  The army gave him a delay in reporting so he could go straight to the university to study computers—right after he won something called a hacking contest, whatever the hell that is.”  He knows damn well what it is. 
 
           Harry was obviously bewitched by Deb.  He couldn’t keep his eyes off her.           
 
           “Harry,” I said as I stood next to him after dinner and nodded toward the kitchen door with a fake whisper and a smile in my voice, and speaking loud enough so everyone around the table could hear, “I’m worried about you.  Your face has turned red and your pants don’t fit.” 
 
           Deb heard me as she walked out of the kitchen with a big plate of ice cream and apple slices.  “Don’t worry about Harry.  He just wants to get in my pants.  Don’t you Harry?”  And then she laughed heartily and tickled Harry on his tummy as she walked past.    
 
           Harry got red faced and beyond speechless.  Totally tongue tied.  We all roared with laughter as he promptly swallowed a mouthful of beer the wrong way and began choking and coughing with Yoram pounding on his back and everyone laughing.  Then Harry started laughing too,—and nodding his head with enthusiasm. 
 
           It was a wonderful evening.  I really like being around guys like these.  Maybe it’s in my genes.  After a while, I got to wishing Joanie had been able to come with us.   I even learned a bit more about Israel and how the people think.    
 
           “Israel is unique according to an Israeli joke,” the General, “call me Yoram,” explained with a smile and a mouthful of chicken.   
 
           “One third of the Israeli population is in the active duty military or reserves, one third of the Israeli population works, and one third of the Israeli population pays taxes.  Our problem is it’s the same one third.”   
 
            His wife rolled her eyes.  It’s obviously a very old joke. 
 
      
 
                                        Chapter Three 
 
           Today is Saturday, the Sabbath here in Israel, and Oren came in a car to pick up General Roberts at the hotel after a late breakfast.  Harry and I went with him.  The streets were rather empty as Oren drove us to another army office building, this one new and modern and rather austere.  Once again an elevator took us down instead of up.  Then Harry and I twiddled our thumbs and drank coffee and talked with Oren for almost three hours while the boss met with various Israeli brass and politicians.     
 
            Oren is a really interesting guy.  He’d been born, he told us, Andrew Morgenstern in Los Angeles.  When he was eight years old his whole family moved to Israel.  He’d just been drafted and finished basic training in time to spend a tour of duty on the Golan and then completed officer training in time to be a lieutenant and go into Lebanon in 2006 on some kind of punitive expedition.  Now he’s a senior captain in the regular Israeli Army with a girlfriend he hopes to marry, the one we met last night at General Makow’s house.  From what he tells us it is obvious he is hopeful of making major on the next promotion list.   And he is absolutely seething over the murder of the two little girls and their parents by the Iranians last week.   
 
           General Roberts didn’t look all that happy when he finally rejoined us.  He didn’t say who he’d met or what he’d learned, just that he would be meeting some people for dinner this evening and we would on our own until noon tomorrow.  Then he handed Harry a piece of paper.   
 
           “Harry, I can’t read this but I’m pretty sure it’s a phone number for General Makow’s residence.  His sister-in-law asked me to give it to you if it looked like you were going to have some time free this weekend.  You do remember Deb, don’t you?”   
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           My dinner is with the Israeli defense minister, a former general who used to command the Syrian Front, and the Mossad director, Yair Alon.  Ari and Yair and I talked for hours and I learned a lot.  Both of them make no bones about it.  Israel intends to hit hard, really hard, at whatever organization or country is responsible for the latest incident.  They just want to make sure they hurt the right people.   
 
           And they want us to help them identify the doers. 
 
           “The country expects us to retaliate quickly and we will; soon,” the defense minister explained as he waved his glass of Israeli wine at me.   
 
           I probably wasn’t supposed to see him do it, but out of the corner of my eye I watched him cut it with a healthy shot of water. 
 
           “The situation today is much like the one which existed in ancient Greece and Persia, General.  Think about it.  We Jews are like the Spartans and the Arabs are like the much more numerous Athenians and Persians.  The Spartans always won because they spent a lot of time preparing to fight while most of the Athenians and Persians, like today’s Arabs and Persians, spent their time making speeches about how brave they are and telling each other about all the terrible things they are going to do to the Spartans when they win.”   
 
           Ari may or may not be pretending to be a little drunk, but he’s been making the same point in different ways over and over again all evening.  Why?  I already know Israel has a strong army.  Hell, maybe I’m getting paranoid. 
 
           Iran is obviously at the top of the Israeli hit list so far as these guys are concerned.  But, according to both of them, Israel is asking for our input because they are not absolutely certain who sent the latest batch of terrorists.  They say they want to make absolutely sure before they act because when they do it won’t be pretty.   
 
           But then why do the Israeli communications NSA has intercepted all say they are already sure it is Iran?  Do they have an Iranian source?  These guys are talking to me as if they don’t know we’re listening to their phones.  Or do they know we try to listen to them and are letting us hear what they want us to hear?  
 
            Both the Prime Minister and the defense minister were emphatic about Iran’s role in causing the renewal of fighting in Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon.  According to them, Iran is actively sponsoring terrorism against the Sunnis in all the lands with significant Shiite populations and using its oil revenues to pay Pakistan and North Korea to help them develop nuclear weapons.   But such a description of what Iran is doing doesn’t square with the new Ayatollah publically saying it would be wrong for Iran to develop nuclear weapons and claiming it would not happen.    
 
            So I asked them flat out.  
 
            “Is the Ayatollah telling lies when he says Iran is not developing nuclear weapons because of its treaty with the U.S. or is he being misled by the Iranian military and intelligence community?  Or are Israel and the United States being misled by ours?   
 
           They were emphatic.  “He lies.” 
 
           “It’s a cultural thing,” explains Yair, the Mossad director, after he took a sip of wine.   
 
           “He can’t help himself.  It’s ingrained in his brain because he and his supporters are Shia and have always had to lie in order to survive in an Islamic world dominated by Sunnis.  Only someone who is hopelessly naïve could possibly believe the Iranian government will keep an agreement or negotiate in good faith not to develop nuclear weapons or attack Israel.” 
 
           He’s obviously talking about our State Department and our recent Secretaries of State. 
 
           I left with a lot of friendly vibes about the people I’d just spent the evening with—and a feeling that one of our key allies was about to launch some kind of military operation, with or without our support, and whether we like it or not.   
 
            But who are they going to go up against?  Iran it would seem.  And is it primarily vengeance for a horrible act of terrorism or is there a deeper strategic reason and retribution and the recent terrorism will be their excuse for the Israelis doing what they think they have to do? 
 
    ****** 
 
           After dinner was over I didn’t go straight back to the hotel.  Instead, I headed over to our new embassy on Hayarkon Street.  I needed to use its secure communications facility to send Peter inquiries to forward on to the director of the National Security Agency and the new CIA director.   
 
           Despite the late hour, the ambassador and the political attaché were both waiting in the ambassador’s office when I arrived.  The ambassador kept her mouth shut and listened; the political attaché wanted to know who had been at the dinner and what I learned.  I didn’t tell him much, not even who was present, just mumbled something about old soldiers telling stories to each other and drinking too much.   
 
           After I listened to the political attaché babble on for a while about the importance of “not encouraging the Israelis to do something rash” and the need to keep the embassy informed, I excused myself and went downstairs to visit the embassy’s communications center on the fifth floor next to the embassy’s legal office. 
 
           When I got to the communications center I sent an encrypted report on my conversations with the Israelis to Peter and asked him to contact both NSA and the CIA for an update regarding the terrorist attack as well as information as to the possible relationship between the terrorists and Iran, particularly the government or one of its components such as the Revolutionary Guards.  In other words, is Iran responsible or not?  And, more importantly, what’s the latest on what they think the Israelis are going to do? 
 
           I also instructed Peter to ask both agencies if the Israelis know we are listening to some of their phone calls and are using them to feed us false information, and for an updated report on the status of nuclear cooperation between Iran and everyone else including Pakistan, Syria, Russia, and North Korea.   Maybe I’ll learn more tomorrow morning when I have breakfast with the Prime Minister and his National Security Advisor. 
 
           Then I went back to the hotel where we are staying, the Tel Aviv Sheraton, and called Dorothy and the kids—or maybe I should say kid since John is the only one still living at home.  She was still in Portland winding up her medical practice and packing our clothes and personal possessions.   It looks as though we’ll move, at least temporarily, to Washington next month.   We’re going to keep the Portland house no matter what. 
 
           Dorothy and I still don’t know for sure where we’ll be living for the next year or so.  Best, of course, would be somewhere close to my office, or near the hospital where she’s going to practice.  But about the only thing we’ve decided so far is we want to be somewhere which won’t require a long commute for either of us.  We found a really nice realtor with the help of her mother.  The realtor, in turn, found several surprisingly expensive furnished rentals we might be able to afford for a year until we find something to buy.  After that, who knows?  I sure as hell don’t.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Some of the intelligence updates I requested were hand delivered to the hotel the next morning with a note from Peter saying the others were being worked and will be coming shortly.  One of the embassy’s Marine guards was waiting in the hotel hallway in civilian clothes and handed them to me when I opened the door to get the morning papers.   
 
           I know, I should have had breakfast delivered to the room.  But I forgot to fill out the room service card.  What I really should have done is stayed in the embassy guest suite.  Oh well, live and learn. 
 
           It seems nothing new has surfaced in the past forty-eight hours and the CIA is almost certain the Israelis know we can listen to some of their messages.  The updates merely repeated what Peter and I heard in the briefings before I left Washington:  All those countries are attempting to set up nuclear weapons programs except the Saudis – and they’re bankrolling Pakistan, and maybe even North Korea, to do it for them.  On the other hand, there are still no Iranian intercepts suggesting the Iranians were involved in the terrorist attacks.  To the contrary, the Iranians seemed to be confused and think they are being wrongly blamed as part of some Israeli or Sunni plot." 
 
           Oren picked me up at the hotel and drove me to my breakfast meeting.  It only took about ten minutes to drive to the Prime Minister’s home from the hotel—and even longer to get past the three guard positions you would hardly know existed unless, of course, you get stopped at every one of them as we were.  There was one at the beginning of his street; one at the gate in the white stucco wall around his house; and the third at the end of the driveway in front of the door.   
 
            I arrived exactly on time to find the Prime Minister waiting and totally fluent in English.  And, to my surprise, with him was a rather distinguished looking man I’ve never met but whose name and face I certainly knew from numerous newspaper stories and news broadcasts over the years.  He had been the Prime Minister prior to the man I was meeting and was, so I’d been led to believe, a severe critic and political enemy of the current government.  There was a third man present by the name of Yossi Stavri.  He’s a heavy set retired general who apparently acts as the Prime Minister’s security advisor.  And until I met him over the phone a couple of days ago I didn’t even know he existed even as a retired officer.  
 
           I instantly got the impression that the three of them have been here together talking for some time before I arrived.  Breakfast was friendly and informal.  We picked up toast and croissants from a sideboard and sat down around a small round table. And then we gently pumped each other for information.  The three Israelis drank coffee and I drank tea – and, as before, the only tea on offer was my favorite brand.  
 
           Basically we just ate our breakfasts and felt each other out about various issues—the Israelis asked how I thought the President might react to several relatively minor Israeli initiatives on the West Bank; and I wanted to know if they were still uncertain as to whether it was Iran who sent the terrorists and what they are going to do about it if it really was Iran. 
 
           “Oh yes, we are still uncertain and undecided.”  That’s not what NSA says.  What’s going on here?  And why?  
 
           We spent almost two hours talking and I got the impression the Prime Minister delayed going to his office in order to stay in the conversation.  Strangely enough, their comments and questions increasingly turned to what I think about various problems and opportunities that might be confronted by Israel and the United States in the years ahead.   
 
           After three or four disclaimers as to my not knowing how the President might respond to various hypothetical situations, I finally put both hands around my cup of tea and leaned forward with a friendly and sympathetic smile. 
 
            “Guys, I really wish I knew the President well enough so I could tell you how he might react to the various scenarios and circumstances you’ve been asking about.  But I can’t.  I’m new—I’m not one of the President’s confidants and I’m certainly not a member of his inner circle of advisors.  Just because I have an opinion about something doesn’t mean the President shares it or will even ask me what I think.” 
 
           Then Stavri surprised me.  He reached over the table and patted me gently on my clasped hands.   
 
           “We’re thinking down the road, General.  It’s what we must always do if Israel is to survive.”  
 
      
 
                                    Chapter Four 
 
             On the drive back to the embassy I made a decision.  I’m going to open a temporary office in Tel Aviv.  Not a formal office with a name on the door, just something low key so a couple of my aides can stay here and act as my eyes and ears until the current crisis blows over or blows up.   
 
           The immediate problem, of course, is I don’t have anyone who can speak Hebrew.  Lots of people here speak English but my guys can’t count on that.  They are going to need two or three people who are totally fluent in Hebrew and know Israel intimately.   
 
           Yeah, the more I think about it, the more sure I am that I’m going to need at least Evans and Duffy and a couple of Hebrew speaking assistants to accompany them in the field.  And, of course, we’ll need someone to run the office and answer the phone when they’re not around.  But who should they be – Americans?  Israelis too old to be called up for military service?  Women?    
 
           Is it okay if the Israelis know?  Yeah, probably it is – we’ll have to assume they’ll learn everything anyhow so we might as well be open and up front about it.  Maybe people who have joint citizenship.  Wonder how long it would take Dick and Harry to learn the rudiments of Hebrew?  Nah.  Bad idea.  We don’t have time for that and I’m damn sure not going to suggest they learn it the way I learned French and German.  I need boots on the ground yesterday. 
 
    ****** 
 
           I met with Evans and Duffy as soon as I got back to the embassy.  Both of them seemed quite taken with the idea of staying in Israel for a while.  In any event, they don’t have much choice in the matter.  I need them here. 
 
           Evans and Duffy came with me when I went upstairs to see the ambassador and visit with some other embassy staff before leaving for the airport.  The ambassador is a political appointee, an Internet heiress from California who funneled mega-bucks into the President’s campaign.  More importantly, she seems to have a good head on her shoulders.  In any event, I introduced Major Evans and Mister Duffy and explained some, but certainly not all, of what they will be doing for me and the support they might need from the embassy.  She promised to help.   
 
           As I walked down the ornately tiled floor to the Commercial Attaché’s office I could see the Ambassador getting on an elevator with Evans and Duffy.  She is going to introduce them to the embassy’s administrative officer and its senior military attaché, an army colonel named Hopkins.   
 
           At the Commercial Attaché’s office I had a brief and private meeting with one of his office assistants, Mary Tonello.  The Director of the CIA had given me her name and strongly suggested I speak with her to get her take on the current situation.   
 
           Mary is married to the embassy’s assistant commercial attaché, has two children in a Tel Aviv high school, and, surprise, surprise, is an important person—the CIA station chief—and, as such, ranks far above the commercial affairs attaché she and her husband supposedly work for.   
 
           According to Mary, some of the people on the embassy staff, except the ambassador who knows better, think the Cultural Attaché is the CIA station chief; others think one of the FBI agents in the embassy’s legal office is the head of the CIA station, perhaps because that is where the secure communications center is located.  She likes the confusion. 
 
           Mary said her people will help Evans and Duffy wherever possible and she hopes we will keep her informed if anything comes up she should know about.  I promised we would.   
 
           “Besides, they’ll be using the embassy communications center for anything important so you’ll probably know what’s happening before I do.”  And so will the NSA. 
 
           Mary just smiled.  I smiled back. 
 
    ******  Major Dick Evans 
 
           Harry and I visited Dewey Adams, the embassy’s administrative officer, to arrange our housing and support.  Dewey’s a friendly guy, a tall, slender, balding man in his late thirties with a deep southern accent from rural Georgia.  He was genuinely warm and welcoming when the ambassador introduced me and Harry and told him the embassy will be providing us with money, accommodations, and whatever other support we request.  Dewey smiled at us and nodded when she told him we would be back shortly after she took us to pay a courtesy call on the military attachés.  And off we went following her down the hall to their office. 
 
           The senior military attaché, Army Colonel Robert D. Hopkins Jr., came out from behind his desk and stood rather stiffly at “parade rest” in his office doorway as the ambassador dropped us off—and hurried away in response to a beep on her pager.  An attractive young woman with long brown hair looked up from her typing and smiled as Harry and I walked in.  Already I like Tel Aviv. 
 
            We could see Colonel Hopkins in the doorway to his office and an air force colonel, a big black guy, standing in reception area talking to him with his back to us.  They both turned and looked at us with a great deal of interest as we entered the reception area and gave our names and ranks to the pretty typist.  The air force colonel immediately came over and held out his hand.   
 
           “Hi, I’m Robbie Roosevelt, the Air Force Attaché hereabouts.  Welcome to the embassy and Israel.”  
 
           “Hello Colonel, I’m Dick Evans and this here is Harry Duffy.”   
 
           We shook hands and smiled at each other.  Colonel Hopkins, however, gave us a disgusted look and started walking back into his office.  Then he heaved a deep theatrical sigh, looked back over his shoulder and shook his head in disgust, and gestured rather impolitely with a crooked finger for us to come in. 
 
           “You two look disgraceful,” Hopkins thundered over his shoulder, as the two of us and Colonel Robinson followed him into his office and watched him walk around his desk and settle into the chair behind it.  Nice office.  I could see some kids kicking a soccer ball in the courtyard below.   
 
           “You should have reported in immediately and you are supposed to be wearing your Class A uniforms and have proper shaves and haircuts.  We have to set an example here.  Now start again and report in properly.”  Uh oh, an asshole.  
 
           I jump to rigid attention.  “Evans, Major Richard D.  Making my manners, sir.  Not reporting in.” I emphasized the ’not.’   
 
           Harry followed my lead.  “Duffy, Chief Warrant Officer Harold O.  Making my manners, sir.  Not reporting in.”   
 
           “All United States military personnel assigned to Israel are under the command of this office,” the colonel thundered.  “Now go get yourselves cleaned up and in proper uniforms.” 
 
           “Sir, with all due respect, we are not assigned to Israel and we are not in your chain of command.  We are assigned to the 4022 Surplus Disposal Detachment and are TDY to …” 
 
           “We’ll see about that.  And you, mister whatever your name is, you will get a haircut and shave immediately.” 
 
            “The name’s Duffy.  And with all due respect, sir, no I won’t.  I have a religious exemption from my detachment commander.” 
 
            I’m beginning to seriously dislike this pompous ass and his efforts to intimidate us.  It’s too bad the Boss left for the States without speaking to him.   
 
           “Perhaps you’d like to speak with our detachment commander, sir,” I suggested rather stiffly.  His name is Shelton.  I’m sure he’d like to know of your concerns.  I can give you his number.”   
 
           Two minutes later and Harry and I were still standing rigidly at attention as the colonel’s cute little receptionist put his call through to Riems.  The air force colonel was standing against the wall looking amused and trying his best to hide it.   
 
           I bet the air force colonel knows who we came in with.  Wonder why he didn’t give Hopkins a head’s up?  Probably doesn’t like the pompous ass. 
 
          “This is Colonel Robert D. Hopkins calling from the American Embassy in Israel.  Connect me to the detachment commander.  I believe his name is Shelton.” 
 
           “Shelton?  This is Colonel Hopkins, the senior military attaché of the American Embassy in Tel Aviv.  I have two of your officers in my office, a Major Evans and a Chief Warrant Officer Duffy.  They are a disgrace to the army and insubordinate and something must be done about it.” 
 
          “They are wearing inappropriate uniforms and are of slovenly appearance.” 
 
           “They are wearing un-pressed fatigues instead of the Class A uniform officers are supposed to wear in the embassy and they are unshaven and need proper haircuts……yes you may speak to them.” 
 
           He hands me the phone with a sneer.  
 
           “Yes sir.  Israel.  At the embassy.  We came here with the boss.  He’s setting up an office and leaving us here on temporary duty.”    
 
           “Yes sir, that’s it exactly…  Yes sir, we will ignore the colonel.  Here he is.”  
 
           I handed the phone back to a now furious colonel in a state of full military outrage. 
 
           “What do you mean ’ignore him?’  I’ll have you.” … “What did you say?” …  “Who?” … “oh” … “oh” … “Yes sir, there has been a misunderstanding.  Yes sir, I will rethink my attitude.” … “Yes sir.” … “I will, General.  I will.” … “No sir, I will not.” … “Thank you sir.” 
 
           The now visibly red faced and shaken colonel looked like he was about to go into cardiac arrest.  “It seems there has been a misunderstanding.  I have been ordered to provide you with whatever assistance you require and to ask no questions.” 
 
           Harry and I both saluted smartly and I smiled at the air force colonel as we did about faces and marched towards the door.  He repressed a smile as he nodded back.  The receptionist beamed a really big smile and nodded shyly when I waved a friendly farewell as we went out the door. 
 
          “Do you think I could ask Colonel Hopkins for his receptionist’s phone number?” I asked Harry as we headed for the elevator.  “We could double date?” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Dewey Adams was friendly and helpful, the exact opposite of the embassy’s self-important army attaché.  We sat around the little table in his office while he made a few notes in a little spiral notebook.  Dewey’s going to add us to the embassy’s military payroll list and told us he’d already looked into the available housing. 
 
           “We’re totally out of embassy accommodations but we have a two bedroom apartment you can share if you want.  The alternative is for the embassy to rent a couple of small one-bedroom furnished apartments for you in a large complex about a mile south of here.  What would be best, I suppose depends on how long you have to stay here and how much privacy you want.”  
 
           Harry and I looked at each other.  I know exactly what he’s thinking. 
 
           “Living in the same apartment won’t cut it.  Harry is a celibate vegetarian who does yoga chants to drive away his terrible lust,” I told Dewey with a big smile.   
 
           Dewy grinned as Harry nodded his head and intoned “Omm .. Omm.”   
 
          “Now about transportation.  We better get you a couple of cars.  I assume civilian plates might be best.  Or maybe one or both should have diplomatic plates.  What do you think?” 
 
           “I think we should take you out for lunch and pick your brain about where we should set up our office and how we should staff it.”   
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           Before I left for the airbase with Yoram, I visited the embassy’s secure communications center to contact my office and pick up any waiting messages.  I also called the office of Israel’s security advisor and informed General Stavri of my decision to temporarily open an unofficial office of military observers and leave Evans and Duffy to staff it.  Might as well be totally open about it.  They’ll find out soon enough. 
 
           “And if it’s okay with you, General, I’d like to leave a couple of my aides, Major Evans and Mister Duffy, in Israel for a month or two as my personal observers and assistants—to run errands for me and help me get a feel for the current condition of the Israeli army and its capabilities and needs.  They’ll probably have a temporary office in the embassy and be reachable via the embassy switchboard."   
 
           "What I’d really like Evans and Duffy to do, if it’s agreeable with you and the Prime Minister, of course, is spend time in the field observing how your army trains.  I’ve authorized them to hire a couple of bilingual temporary employees, preferably English-speaking retired Israeli officers, to help them find their way around.” 
 
           “Thank you.  I enjoyed meeting you too and I would appreciate any assistance you might provide to my men.   Also, if you would, please issue them any credentials you think might be appropriate.” 
 
           Just as I came out of the secure bubble of the communications center I was handed several messages from Peter Ferrelli.  They’d come in response to my earlier inquiry.  Two of them are important and both are from the CIA.  The CIA now thinks it possible, but is still not absolutely certain, it was the Iraqis who sent the suicide squad pretending to be Iranians and the Israelis know it.   It seems Iran’s war with the Sunnis and Kurds in Iraq and Syria Yemen has been heating up and the Iraqi’s might be trying to generate a reaction from Israel against Iran.  Attacking Israel in order to hurt Iran sounds pretty farfetched.  Or is it? 
 
           Peter’s second message was even more alarming.  Iran is ignoring its 2015 agreement that ended the West’s economic boycott.  It is actively moving its efforts to obtain nuclear weapons forward by buying equipment and technical assistance from both North Korea and Pakistan.  Syria and Iraq are also buying assistance from North Korea and Pakistan.   
 
           I immediately walked back into the communications center and queried the CIA and NSA messages, with a copy to Peter.  “Are any of those countries acting in concert in regard to nuclear matters?  What are the Saudis doing in regards to nuclear matters?”  I think I better temporarily delay my departure to Cairo in order to share the information about Pakistan and North Korea with the Israelis.  I’m more than a little curious as to how they see the situation – and if they already know about Pakistan and North Korea. 
 
           Except for making a constant stream of phone calls on his cell phone, Yoram waited patiently for me for more than an hour in a reception room off the embassy lobby.  He said something into his phone and stood up as I entered the lobby. 
 
           “I’m going back to the States in a couple of hours.  But first I need to stop at the defense ministry.  I need five minutes with the defense minister if he’s available or one of his senior assistants if he is not.  Can you arrange it for me?”   
 
           Hell, I wish I’d known about Pakistan and North Korea before I called the defense minister about my guys sticking around for a while.  Oh well.  
 
    ******   Dick Evans 
 
          Harry and I had an early lunch with Dewey at a little café about two blocks away from the embassy.  It’s an old fashioned kind of place with red and white checkered plastic table covers, menus in half a dozen languages, and pictures of the food.  We sat under an awning at one of the outside tables in front of the place.  People speaking various languages were lined up and waiting for tables by the time we left. 
 
           Dewey’s an interesting guy, a staunch supporter of Israel and obviously religious since he quietly mumbled a prayer under his breath before he started eating.  I don’t know why but Harry and I were both a little surprised when he smiled shyly after his little prayer and said, “Yeah, I’m a Christian.  Didn’t really know it until I got here.”  Then he proudly showed us pictures of his wife, Annie, and their three kids.  At Dewey’s suggestion we had eggplant salad and something called potato bourekas for lunch.  Delicious. 
 
           Dewey and Annie have been here for almost five years and it sounded as if they would like to stay forever.  Annie teaches first graders at an English language school and loves her job and living here.  They met when they were assigned seats next to each other in a history class at the University of Georgia.  Well, that explains his southern accent.   
 
           Dewey merely nodded and said “know them both” when Harry mentioned we’d met the two military attachés.  Of course.  He’s a diplomat who knows when to keep his mouth shut. 
 
           Dewey told us he thinks the current peace agreement between Israel and Egypt is a good thing but he is not a fan, he said, of our constant pressure on Israel to pull back from the West Bank and the joint security zone it recently reestablished along the border with Gaza. 
 
           “Nothing will satisfy the Islamist crazies except the destruction of Israel.  Pulling back from its security zone in Gaza and the West Bank are the only cards the Israelis have to play in order to get a comprehensive peace agreement.  They’re almost certainly not enough to generate an agreement but it would be real stupid of Israel to discard them without getting something significant in return.”  Hey.  Sounds like Dewey’s a poker player; maybe we can get a game up.  
 
           Then we got down to business.  As soon as he got back to the embassy Dewey said he would try to locate a couple of short term furnished apartments and cars the embassy can lease for us on a month to month basis.  “There is a small single room office on the third floor of the embassy you can use as an office.  It’s right next to the rest rooms.”  That’s great. Maybe I can ambush the attachés’ secretary. 
 
    [image: ][image: ]       Dewey is also going to issue us diplomatic passports.  According to Dewey, they can be real helpful if someone tries to give us a hard time. 
 
           Our big hassle, according to Dewey, will be finding the right people to help us.  The embassy has a bunch of resumes of local people who have contacted the embassy in the past looking for work.  He’ll have someone go through them immediately.  
 
           “They’ve got to be totally fluent in both Hebrew and English,” I reminded him, “and they need to know their way around Israel and the military.  The boss mentioned something about maybe using joint passport holders or retired Israeli officers too old to be called back to active duty.” 
 
           “Yeah,” said Dewey, “that might be the best way to go.  I get the impression you two are in a big hurry, so as soon as we get back to the embassy I’ll call around about apartments.  The ones I’m thinking of are only about ten blocks away.  If there are any still available you guys can walk or taxi over to look at them.  While you’re doing that I’ll have Janet, she’s my assistant, set up some appointments for you later this afternoon.  Janet’s a real nice lady.  You’ll like her.” 
 
           A couple of hours later we walked over to see the apartments.  They were okay though the kitchens were about as small as I’ve ever seen.  “Don’t sweat it,” Harry commented with a dismissive shake of his head.  “We sure as hell won’t be cooking.”   
 
           Then we were smart enough to return to the embassy in an air conditioned taxi because it seemed to be even warmer outside than when we walked over to look at the apartments.   
 
           Our sunglasses are not going to be enough even if we wear civilian clothes.  We need to get some baseball caps or something. 
 
    ***** 
 
           Things are coming together.  While we were off looking at the apartments Dewey took a message for us from someone at the Defense Ministry:  Oren is going to stay with us as our escort officer with Joel as his driver.  That’s good news—but we’ll still need a car in case Oren and Joel get called away. 
 
           That afternoon a really nice older Israeli lady with slightly bluish hair, Noya Lenor, a recently retired high school English teacher of a certain age, came in for an interview.  We hired her on the spot.  She’ll be our receptionist and general helper.  She reminds me of my Aunt Mildred  
 
           Mrs. Lenor is multilingual and has been working part-time for the past several years as a translator for visiting European and American businessmen.  According to her resume, her husband passed away years ago.  Dewey says she’s anxious to work to supplement her small retirement income so she can help her recently divorced daughter and her two little grandchildren. 
 
           By lunch time we had interviewed and signed up two retired English-speaking Israeli officers—both long ago immigrants—one from South Africa originally and one from Australia.  The Australian, Simon Sharett, recently retired out of the Israeli reserves as an infantry major and has two daughters living in the States; the other, Solomon Lamdan, retired out of the reserves as the sergeant major of a tank battalion.  Both are widowers and both live alone in Tel Aviv and are available around the clock.  
 
           Both of the men have extensive military experience both in Israel and before they emigrated: Simon in Viet Nam and Solly in Rhodesia.  When they got to Israel they joined the army as every Israeli does, except the Arabs and the deadbeats claiming to be ultra-religious in order to avoid national service and work, and fought again as reservists every time the reserves were called.  They both recently retired from their civilian jobs.  Si worked in a government office as a building inspector until he retired about six months ago; Solly worked for the post office and still owns a small café in an office building which is run by his daughter and son-in-law.   
 
           I wonder which of our three new assistants works for Israeli intelligence or if they all do.  The boss said it was inevitable and not to worry about it or even bother trying to keep anything from them.  
 
           On paper all the Israelis on our little team sound like they’ve been around the block a few times and can help us find our way around Israel and its army.  That’s good because the boss wants us to stay here for a while and try to find out how ready the Israeli army is for another war.   
 
           I don’t really know much about Israel’s current situation.  At least I didn’t until the boss told us what he wanted to know and why.  Apparently Israel had quite a scare when the Egyptians and Syrians suddenly attacked during the Yom Kippur holidays many years ago.  It seems the Israelis were so surprised at their initial setbacks that several of their top leaders lost their nerve and wanted to ask the Egyptians for terms.   
 
           Supposedly the Israeli military and intelligence organizations were totally reorganized and significantly improved their training and war-fighting ability after a fiasco in Lebanon a few years back.  But how good are they today?  And what else is going on? 
 
      
 
                                      Chapter Five 
 
           Grass and weeds are growing up through the cracks in the old concrete taxiway and the propellers of the ancient Fokker F-27 airliner were kicking up a cloud of dust as it taxied slowly up to the dilapidated and abandoned-looking hangar on the deserted Somalian air field.  The old hangar was a mess and extremely warm under the relentless sun.  Its glass windows were obviously broken out long ago and little rays of sunlight shine in through various holes in its roof.  Indecipherable graffiti covered its walls both inside and out and a faded and unreadable sign over the hangar door was obviously painted over long ago.  There are numerous cracks in the sand covered concrete apron in front of the hangar.   
 
           So far as anyone knows, the Italian air force built the hangar out here in the desert in the middle of nowhere in the 1930s and the British used it towards the end of World War Two.  After Somalia became independent in 1960 the hangar apparently was used at times as a warehouse and, more than once if the graffiti is any indication, as a temporary home by refugees from one or another of the conflicts that continually swept through the new country as a result of its various religious differences and political conflicts.  Today it is, in a word, filthy and still out in the desert in the middle of nowhere. 
 
            Long gone are the Fokker’s passenger seats.  They’d probably been removed and thrown away years ago when the plane was converted to carry cargo.  The seeds and twigs in its cracks and crevices suggested that more recently the plane had been flying bales of Khat from Yemen to Somalia and Ethiopia and, probably, periodically chartered to fly food and small arms for various revolutions, governments, and aid organizations.  About the only thing that works are the plane’s engines.  Earlier this year its previous owner, an Arab trader in Dubai, had been approached by a couple of itinerant German aircraft mechanics seeking work, and they had rebuilt them.  
 
           One of the rusty sheet metal hangar doors was pushed slightly open and a number of men came out as the Fokker lurched to a halt in the brutal heat and the pilot shut off the plane’s engines.  Shutting the engines down came too late to stop a great cloud of dust from being blown into the hangar and cause shouts and curses from the men working inside it.  Somewhere in the background the chattering of a little gasoline-powered generator could be heard through the hangar’s broken windows when the Fokker’s engines were turned off.   
 
           A battered aluminum extension ladder was placed up next to the plane door and held in place by someone in the clothes of a Somali laborer while the pilot and co-pilot climbed down.  The ladder was quickly pulled away and thrown up against the side of the hangar as soon as the two men finished climbing down.  Their tee shirts and shorts were wringing wet from the heat and nervous exhaustion.   
 
           As soon as the pilots got inside the hangar they planted themselves on camp stools in front of one of the big fans being used in a futile effort to cool the place off.  One of the waiting men, an older man with white hair, opened a battered little white refrigerator and handed each of them a cold can of Coca Cola.   
 
           While the exhausted and sweating pilots were opening their Cokes a group of shabbily dressed Arab laborers opened the hangar doors and pulled the plane inside to join the communications vans and the two old DC-6s already in the hangar.  Three even older looking and more rundown Antonov A-12s are in the smaller and even more decrepit hangar next door.  They are the only buildings still standing on this side of the deserted field. 
 
           “It’s a good thing the visibility was good and we didn’t have to radio in to get permission to land.  As far as I can tell none of the instruments and radios work,” the older pilot said to the white haired man as he pressed the cold can of Coke up against his cheek and neck in an effort to cool off.   
 
           “Never again.  I’m too old for this shit.”  He said it in a language other than English. 
 
           Despite the heat, some of the men waiting in the hangar climbed in through the plane’s cargo door and began pulling out some of the Fokker’s instruments and a lot of other gadgets and wires even before the exhausted pilots finished drinking their Cokes.  The pilots made no effort to help them.  They just sat in the breeze of the big fan drinking their Cokes and watching as the old instruments began to be pulled out and tossed on to the hangar’s heavily stained and cracked concrete floor.  They’ll join the old instruments and parts already piled up behind the hangar. 
 
           At the same time, what were obviously new portable fuel tanks began to be unloaded by other men from one of the container vans in the hangar and stacked up next to the new arrival.  The portable tanks will be added to those already in the plane—and anti-glare Plexiglas will be glued to the inside of the cockpit windows so the pilots of any planes traveling alongside it won’t be able to see inside the Fokker’s cockpit the next time it flies.   
 
           In a week or so, after the various gadgets, instruments, and significant numbers of additional fuel tanks have been installed and tested to make sure they don’t leak and their lines aren’t clogged, a large amount of special high explosives will be carefully packed into the plane’s cabin and cargo hold.  The addition of the explosives will make the Fokker into a flying bomb.  It will be an extremely powerful flying bomb with an extremely long range—just like all the other planes in the two hangars.   
 
           “I’m going to need at least six or seven days to install everything so it can be flown using only the remote controls,” one of the workmen told the white haired man.  “Maybe more.”  
 
           “I don’t care if it takes months so long as I never have to fly in it again,” the co-pilot commented with a shake of his head.   
 
           A few minutes later the two pilots were greatly pleased when the white haired leader of their group invited them to cool off for a while in one of the two air conditioned vans parked inside the big hangar.  The vans are always kept cool.  They contain the delicate electronics and control systems which the mission requires. 
 
           Months later the local clan chief will tell reporters, and everyone else who asks him, that an old man who spoke Arabic with a “northern accent” paid him ten thousand euros each week in twenty euro bills to use the two old hangars.  The clan chief was no fool, he will assure the reporters; he only took euros, not the Saudi riyals he’d been initially offered. 
 
    ******  Dick Evans 
 
           Harry and I are going to spend three weeks with Yoram’s Tenth Brigade while it’s on its annual maneuvers up on the Golan Heights.  Si and Solly are going with us.  We didn’t know the Boss had arranged for us to go on temporary duty with the Tenth until Oren came in all excited and told us.  However it came about, the news really pleased Oren.  He wants to go north as soon as possible to be with his brigade.   
 
           “Don’t worry about gear and weapons.  Yoram said they’ll outfit you guys at the brigade warehouse.  When we get there we’re supposed to stick you guys into Israeli fatigues so you won’t stand out.”   
 
           “There” turned out to be the brigade’s headquarters and workshops on the big army base in the middle of Tel Aviv.   
 
           “We located the army here outside of Tel Aviv years ago when the city was a lot smaller,” explained Oren.  “Then the city just grew and grew until it came out all around us.  Now our base is right in the middle of the city.  Next year we’ll finally be relocating to a big new much more modern facility out in the desert.  It’s too bad we have to move; we like it here.” 
 
           Driving with Oren in a little Israeli Army van from our embassy office to the Tenth’s headquarters and supply depot gave me and Harry a chance to see more of the city in air conditioned comfort.  Tel Aviv is impressive.  Modern buildings and lots of trees planted along the streets.  You can easily spot the restaurants and cafes; they all have tables and chairs on the sidewalks.  Not many people were sitting outside.  It’s still way too hot even though the tables all have big colorful umbrellas.   
 
           I bet this place really rocks after dark.  I wonder if the attachés’ secretary comes here? 
 
           “If the Arabs could see how substantial this is,” I suggested as I waved my hands at the substantial buildings on either side of the road, “They might stop thinking they have the ability to destroy Israel.” 
 
           “Funny you mention it," said Simon.  That’s always been our policy.  It started in ’67 and particularly after the ’73 War.  We took a lot of captured Egyptian officers on individual tours of Israel.  Just one or two Egyptians and one Israeli.  In ’73 my father drove a couple of them around for a week himself.  We showed them everything, even our military factories, farms, and training facilities.  Even took them home to have dinner and meet our families.”  And I still remember my mom being pissed when he did. 
 
           “There’s no doubt about it, they were stunned at how different Israel was from what they had been told.  Many Israelis at the time, including my father, thought it was having so many of their officers see how strong and prosperous we were is what caused Egypt to make peace.  That’s when the Egyptian army finally realized it could never defeat us and push us into the sea.”   
 
    ****** 
 
           It was the middle of the morning and already hot when we reached the Tenth Brigade’s permanent and sooner or later to be abandoned base.  Its facilities were eerily quiet, almost deserted.  The tank parks, garages, and workshops were virtually empty.  Everyone was in the field except for a forlorn old M-113 personnel carrier with a missing tread.  Despite the heat and the sun, two men in fatigues were hunkered down next to it with tools in their hands.   
 
           The concrete-walled supply warehouse we entered was huge.  It was staffed, so far as we could see, with a number of middle aged women in civilian clothes and a couple of elderly men.  The only person in anything resembling a uniform was a man who turned out to be the warehouse commander, a young man in a wheelchair wearing a khaki shirt with a captain’s insignia on its epaulettes.  He greeted us with enthusiasm in somewhat broken English with what sounded like a French accent. 
 
          “Yo, Orem.  Welcome friends.  We pull telephone request.”  ... “Please is come with me,” he said as he wheeled away and moved rapidly towards a counter and wooden benches running along the side of the big cavernous room.  It was filled to overflowing with bins and pallets and shelving packed with all sorts of military equipment and supplies.   
 
           Harry and I looked at each other and I’m pretty sure we were thinking the same thing—the Tenth Brigade’s supply depot was huge and impressive, really huge and impressive.  It had row after row of clothing, supplies, and military equipment and weapons stacked on big open shelves reaching to the ceiling.  Forklifts and rolling ladders are scattered about.  It looked and felt well stocked and efficient—and the telltale bulges of munitions bunkers were in rows around it. 
 
          One of the ladies followed along with us.  Oren introduced them both when we caught up with the wheelchair officer.   
 
           “This is Reuven, he’s the commander here, and his assistant Talia; this is Major Evans and his team, Harry, Si, and Solly.”   
 
           Everyone smiled and shook hands with everyone else.  The Israelis spoke English so we could understand.  
 
           “You are for Golan,” Reuven grinned.  “So must be prepared—be prepared is Boy Scouts’ marching song.  No?  Prepared for Golan not always work so good,” he told us with a shrug and gesture at his legs and a twinkle in his eyes.  “But what the fuck, eh?”   
 
           Harry and I grinned as we nodded our agreement about Tom Lehr’s Boy Scouts Marching Song; Oren and our new helpers looked a little confused but they could see that we were smiling along with Reuven at whatever he said even though he pointed to his legs when he said it.  Wonder where Reuven heard about that old song?  Or are we getting our legs pulled? 
 
           Talia, a short cheerful lady with white hair and a little extra weight seemed to be in charge of kiting us out.  She looked at each of us carefully as if she were measuring us, exchanged a few words with Oren and Si, and then gave some rapid fire instructions to one of the ladies standing near her.  The lady nodded back and the hard soles of her shoes clattered on the worn but spotless concrete floor as she hastened away down one of the aisles with Talia following close behind.   
 
           A few minutes later Talia returned while Harry and I were still pulling on our new Israeli fatigue pants and stuffing our new underwear and shirts into a couple of duffle bags.  This time she was carrying two used Galil assault rifles, the short model without a grenade launcher; and a young khaki clad and slightly pregnant girl we haven’t seen before was tagging along behind her pushing a cart with an open wooden box full of loaded ammunition clips.   
 
           Talia handed the Galils to us, said something to Oren in what was obviously Hebrew, and then fished in her apron pocket for a piece of paper and a ball point pen.  Harry and I each signed where she pointed with a flourish and a smile.  Oren, Si, and Solly are carrying their own similar weapons; Joel the driver is carrying a regular full size Galil with a grenade launcher. 
 
           “Maybe not sight so good,” Reuven suggested with a negative shake of his head as he pointed towards my Galil.   
 
           Good to know.  Getting these things sighted in will be one of our first orders of business. 
 
           Reuven and Talia beamed with approval and nodded as each of us took three or four of the loaded 35 round clips and stuffed them into the big side pockets of our Israeli desert camouflage fatigues.  Si and Solly took some too.  What the hell.  Old soldiers know you can rarely go wrong by carrying too much ammunition.   
 
           My satisfaction with our selection of Si and Solly instantly increased and so, I suspect, did Harry’s. 
 
    ****** 
 
            Driving north to the Golan Heights and the Tenth Brigade from the warehouse was uncomfortably warm in the afternoon sun.  It was warm; too damn warm.   It was with more than a little regret that we’d left Oren’s air conditioned van in the motor pool parking lot when we exchanged it for a couple of old Israeli jeeps, leftovers from before the Israelis switched over to pickup trucks and other more modern light vehicles.   
 
           Jeez, it has to be at least a hundred in the shade and there isn’t a cloud in the sky.  The jeeps’ canvas tops help and so does the bill on my fatigue cap but we’ve got to get some sunglasses and sun screen.  
 
           I rode with Oren, Joel, and Si in the first jeep; Harry and Solly rode in the second jeep with Si driving and the canvas duffle bags of our little party stacked on the rear seat.  I looked back periodically and every time I could see Harry and Solly behind us gesturing and pointing with their hands as they talked—two experienced senior noncoms comparing notes and taking the measure of each other.   
 
           I rather imagine neither of them is going to be disappointed.   
 
           Traffic was heavy in both directions and the land on either side of the road was increasingly bare.  Then all of sudden off to the right we could see a couple of tents and a camel standing next to them.   
 
           “Bedouin,” Oren explains as he noticed my interest.  “Mostly friendly.” 
 
           “Believe it or not,” I turned and said to Oren.  “That’s the first time I’ve ever seen a camel outside a zoo.” 
 
           After several hours of driving we turned off the main highway and on to a heavily rutted and dusty dirt track that ran this way and that around some boulders and outcroppings.  As soon as the road was out of sight behind us we stopped and jumped out for an urgently needed piss call—just in time to meet a column of three army trucks slowly coming the other way and escorted by a Humvee with a mounted machine gun and a gunner standing behind it holding on to the handles.   
 
           Young girls were driving the trucks and smiled broadly at us as we twisted around to see them.  Each of the drivers lifted one of her hands in acknowledgement as she came past.  I laughed out loud and gave a big smile back over my shoulder when the smiling second driver raised her eyebrows with an impish and questioning look and gave a dainty little shake with her hand. 
 
          We reached the edge of the Tenth Brigade’s bivouac as we came around a little hill.  Suddenly there was a weird looking armored vehicle in front of us in the shade of the hill.  It was a type of vehicle I’d never seen before.  It sat high off the ground and had a sort of V-shaped belly and lots of big tires.  What appeared to be a large anti-tank rocket and a mean looking machine gun are pointing straight at us.  Man, what is that? 
 
           Oren lifted his hand in a casual greeting to the Israeli manning the machine gun as we slowly bounced on past the roadblock. 
 
           “What was that?”  I asked as I swiveled around in my seat to get a better look. 
 
          “That’s a prototype for a new type of APC.  Maybe it will be one of our new multipurpose infantry fighting vehicles.  We’re testing them to see if we should put them into production.” 
 
           “No kidding.  I’ve never seen one like that before.  What do you think of them?” 
 
           “I hear it moves fast on roads and trails but doesn’t close up tight enough and doesn’t do well enough in rough desert terrain, at least not compared to some of the other stuff we’re trying out.  If that’s true, it probably means we’ll only adopt them if there are enough export orders.  That’s a decision way above my pay grade.  Maybe Yoram knows if you’re really interested.”  Not really; just curious.  But what’s with closing up tight enough? 
 
           “What do you mean ’it doesn’t close up tight enough?” 
 
      
 
                                     Chapter Six 
 
           Harry and I have been here for more than a week and there is no question about it, General Makow’s Tenth Brigade is about as combat ready as any unit we’ve ever seen.  Most of the troops are reservists on their annual thirty day call up—but you sure wouldn’t know it from watching them.   
 
           What really impresses us both is how fast the Tenth disengages from actively fighting the “enemy forces” in front of it and moves in another direction to attack a new “enemy force” some distance away.  Apparently every Israeli unit of every size is required to demonstrate its ability to do this multiple times during its reservists’ active duty training month.  
 
           One of the things that also strikes both of us, so much that we talk about it in private, is the men in the brigade’s combat units look substantially older and more mature than the troops in our army.  They may not be able to run as far or do as many pushups as our younger men but they sure as hell look to be well trained and ready to fight.  In a word, they look and act like the veteran-heavy troops they apparently are.  Harry and I both agree—the Tenth’s troops really know what they’re doing and would be hard to beat when the shooting starts.   
 
           Another thing Harry and I notice and talk about is the Israelis’ superior communications equipment and the easy informality that seems to exist between the ranks.  There is not, in other words, a lot of the standing at attention and barked orders that tends to characterize most peacetime armies including ours.   
 
           The informality between the officers and men is something I’ve only seen in our units after they’ve been in combat for a long time and everyone knows everyone else’s abilities and shortcomings.  That’s when getting the job done and keeping yourself and doing your best to keep the men around you alive is the only thing that counts—and the man inside the uniform next to you is more important than his rank. 
 
           After eight days in the field we were called over to one of the brigade’s command vehicles to take a phone call from the boss.  He started out by asking what we think of the Israeli troops and their capacity to fight.  I tried to speak quietly so the two Israelis sitting next to me with their headsets on couldn’t hear. 
 
           “They’re good, General.  Really good.  I hate to admit it but Harry and I think this is the best brigade we’ve ever seen in terms of being ready to fight.  Better than any of ours for sure.  They’ve been together for a long time and it really shows.  And they’ve got better tanks and communications gear than we have.  And, sir, everything’s well maintained and the men are highly motivated and well trained.  General, no bullshit—these guys are ready to kick ass and take names.”  
 
           “Yes sir, that’s correct.  It’s sky high.  There’s no doubt about it—they think they can defeat any conventional attack even if it involves all the Arab armies at once including the Syrians, Iraqis, and Egyptians.  If the other Israeli brigades are even half as good as this one, they’re probably right.”  Why did he ask me that? 
 
           “Yes sir, that’s true.  But here’s the thing sir.  The officers think they’ll lose a lot of people in order to win a really big conventional war.  Almost every one of the Israeli officers we’ve talked to, just about every single one of them, is not willing to lose men to spare the Arabs from nuclear devastation.  They think Israel may have to go nuclear the next time it is threatened with a massive ground attack.   
 
           “No sir, it doesn’t seem to bother them.  The men we’ve talked to really believe Israel’s going to use nukes next time and they’re cool with it.  The officers we’ve been talking to would rather nuke the Arabs to hell and back rather than lose any of their men.” 
 
           “Yes sir, they are.  And they’re seriously training for nuclear and gas attacks.  A couple of nights ago Harry and I watched the brigade we’re visiting, General Makow’s Tenth, button up and practice a fast dispersal response to a potential nuclear attack.” 
 
          “Yes sir.  They sure did.  It was damn impressive.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Harry and I are now in our third week with General Makow’s Tenth Brigade.  At the moment I’m with Simon visiting the APC that is the mobile headquarters of a tank battalion equipped with some of the ugliest and most vicious looking tanks I’ve ever seen.  Harry and Solly are off driving around in one of our old jeeps to visit the battalion’s line companies.   
 
           I was just starting to ask about the ugly tanks when, suddenly, everyone stopped talking and stared at the portable radio that had been playing music in the corner of the armored command vehicle.  An announcer is obviously reading a news bulletin.  I can’t understand a word of it but I can tell from the suddenly tense looks on the faces around me that whatever it is they are hearing is not good news. 
 
           “What’s up?” I asked Simon as soon as the announcer stopped and the Israelis all started talking at once. 
 
           “Bad news.  Iraq and Iran have just announced that they and their militias have agreed to a ceasefire.  They say they’re going to make peace and combine their armies to fight Israel.  Assad of Syria seems to have brokered the deal.  If it’s true, it probably means Syria will be involved too.” 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
             Everyone was somber and leaning forward when the President came into the Situation Room and opened the hastily called Security Council meeting.  It was being held to get him updated on the rapidly evolving situation in the Middle East.   
 
           The President began by addressing the group around the table—but he was looking straight at me with a question in his voice as he spoke. 
 
              “I know the current war between the Sunnis and Shia is stalemated and so it isn’t much of a surprise that both sides want to end it.  My God, in some places it’s a throwback to World War One with trench warfare and huge and totally meaningless attacks and casualties and suicide bombers.  Any ending of such a meaningless war is good news.  But ending the war in order to unite and attack Israel is something else.  Is it a real threat or just the best excuse they could come up with to end the war?”   
 
           “You’re right about that Mr. President,” I responded.  “About the need of all the different sides to end the war, I mean.  But the bad news is Syria’s latest president from the Assad family appears to be the one who came up with the idea and brokered the peace.  If they mean what they say, and that’s a really big if, Mr. President, it almost certainly means Syria has agreed to join the Coalition Army and give it safe passage through Syria to attack Israel.” 
 
           Then I paused and looked around the room before I said, “The real question, of course, is the one you just asked, Mr. President,—whether this is a serious coalition that will lead to a big war against Israel or just a face saving excuse to end a meaningless war that is bleeding both the Shia and the Sunnis to death.”   
 
           “Yeah," the CIA Director, added as he leaned forward again and waved his hand for emphasis.  “And who else will they bring in with them?  The Egyptians are certain to be pressured to join the coalition if it actually attacks Israel in force—even if the Egyptian government doesn’t want to get involved.  As I’m sure you might remember, Mr. President, back in ’67 the Egyptians and Syrians got Jordan’s King Hussein to join their war by telling him they were winning and suggesting his people would throw him out when they did.  If they are really serious, it’s a good bet that this time the Arabs will run to the Egyptians with the same argument and same threats; Jordan and Lebanon too, for that matter.”   
 
           Iranians aren’t Arabs but this is no time to quibble.   
 
           “Okay,” the President responded.  “That’s the bad news.  The question is when, if ever, will this new coalition actually attack Israel and, if they really mean it and do attack, what should we do about it?  Can we head it off?”   
 
          “Well,” I said as I popped the top on a can of Diet Pepsi I’d taken off the buffet counter as I walked in, “if that’s the bad news, the good news is it’s going to take them time to get organized.  Maybe we can do something to head them off.”   
 
           And the big question is how will the Israelis react to the threat let alone to an actual attack? 
 
           “And the biggest question of all, of course, is how will the Israelis react to this announcement and, if they do, when?” 
 
    ******  The Cabinet’s decision 
 
           Everyone in the basement conference room continued to stand around and talk quietly with each other after the decision was made to proceed.  They couldn’t seem to bring themselves to leave.  It was almost as if they are waiting for someone to ask for a new vote or suddenly think of an alternative.  To a man they are visibly anxious, and probably rightly so.   
 
           The timing for the operation is perfect and the vote was unanimous, but every one of them is worried about whether he’d made the right decision when he voted in favor of adopting the army’s plan.  Not that any of them had much of a choice, not if he wanted to keep his position and all the perks and benefits that come with it. 
 
    ******  
 
           Word of the decision reached the two dozen or so men working in the big hangar almost immediately.  There were muted cheers and a couple of low voices muttered “about time” when their elderly white haired leader came out of one of the two communications vans in the hangar to tell them their first mission is a go.  They are, he told them, to get one of the old DC-6s they found in Lagos ready to fly in time for a takeoff at 0312 hours tomorrow night.  He didn’t tell them that it will be going first because it will have the longest distance to fly and has the greatest range.  They don’t need to know. 
 
           “I’ll go with the one we got from Nigeria; it looks more dependable.” 
 
           It isn’t that the men in the big hangar were cheering because they agree with the operation; they were cheering because they are bored to tears and want to go home to their wives and families after spending weeks cooped up in a hot and dirty hangar eating field rations and sharing a single smelly chemical toilet.  They also cheered because they are pretty sure they are doing something important even if they don’t know what it is.  They share, it seems, a burning dedication to defend their country and religion.   
 
           What the white-haired man didn’t tell his men is if they can’t get the DC-6 ready in time for a 0312 departure tomorrow night, they are to get it ready for a 0312 departure the next night.   
 
           The plane’s departure time is important.  No matter what day it takes off, the orders specify it can never be allowed to be seen coming out of Somalia by an overflying plane or satellite.  That means it can’t even be taken out of the hangar and gassed up until it’s totally dark; and it’s got to be wheels up no later than 0342 so it can fly for several hours in the darkness without being seen and stay aloft until it reaches its target tomorrow night after it’s dark again.  If the men in the hangar can’t make those timelines the plane is to go back in the hangar before the sun comes up and try again the next night—and keep trying until they can get if off with a chance of success. 
 
           Everyone in the hangar quickly turned to the job at hand with renewed enthusiasm, encouraged by the possibility that they might finally be able to leave this godforsaken place.  About half of them are fit and heavily armed when they take their turns standing guard; the rest vary greatly from jaunty pilots to technicians who look like the bookish intellectuals they are.   
 
           The appearance of the men is revealing.  The men in the first group look like the fit and determined elite soldiers they are despite the ragged and dirty civilian clothes they are wearing in an effort to fool anyone who might look at them from a distance.  They’re charged with guarding the hangar and everything in it including the men in the second group; the men in the second group are primarily engineers and pilots charged with preparing the planes for their missions and seeing to it that they reach their targets.   
 
           In fact, they’ve all been working together to modify the planes and they will all pick up weapons and fight if necessary.  And the guards do a lot more than just pull guard duty—it takes a lot of dexterity and smarts to hoist big pieces of equipment, fuel tanks, and numerous twenty-kilo packs of high explosives into an airplane and install them. 
 
           First to go, the white haired man had immediately understood, once he’d been given the initial target, will be one of the ancient cargo DC-6s, probably the one from Nigeria.  It will go first, he decided, because it looks to be the most dependable of his two DC-6s and because its engine modifications and many additional gas tanks will give it the greatest range and time aloft.   
 
           The plan for the mission sounds simple but is actually quite complex: the pilots in the remote control van will use the plane’s newly installed instruments and remote controls to fly it very low, and hopefully undetected, until it is well past northern Ethiopia and out over the ocean.  If everything goes as planned the Indonesian DC-6 will never gain enough altitude to be spotted on anyone’s radar until it is only a few miles from its destination.  Then it will be too late.  
 
           Only one thing surprised the older man—the target.  He’d expected one of the others to be first.  He wondered why it was the first target. 
 
           Activity in the two hangars had always been intense but now it really picked up.  The pilots immediately stepped up their practicing on the remote flight controls that had been pre-installed in the two vans before the vans had been flown into Somalia on a dark night a couple of months ago; the electronic techs decided on their own to strip down and rebuild one of the control consoles; and the aircraft mechanics once again checked the tire pressures and the oil and hydraulic fluid levels of the DC-6’s controls and engines.   
 
           I hope I haven’t made a mistake by using the plane from Lagos.  The number three inboard engine is still dripping oil and so far we haven’t been able to figure out why it is leaking, let alone how to stop it.  It’s obviously a slow leak so, hopefully, if the mechanics top it off just before the flight, the plane will get to its destination long before the oil in number three runs out and the engine seizes up and it has to be feathered. 
 
           Being ultra careful is the order of the day and every man instinctively knows it without being told.  We’ve come this far; this is no time to make a mistake and fuck things up.  The fear of something going wrong was on everyone’s mind and explained why the Lago’s DC-6’s fuel tanks will not be filled until the last moment after the contact detonators had been carefully installed in its huge explosive package. 
 
           Only then, under cover of darkness, and with the guards moving their perimeter further out to insure no one out in the desert is close enough to see what is going on, will the plane be pulled out through the hangar’s battered metal doors.  Then one of the Syrian fuel trucks with its load of aviation gas will be pushed around by hand to the open area in front of the hangar to fuel it.   
 
           Until they are needed the fuel trucks and their highly flammable cargo will remain well away from the hangar and always heavily guarded.  Only at the last moment will the men pull one of the fuel trucks around from behind the hangar and out to the plane which will be parked quite a distance away from the hangar – just in case it blows. 
 
           Presently the fuel trucks are out back under the rusty tin roof of the hastily repaired old plywood cattle shed where they can’t be seen by the prying eyes of spy planes, surveillance satellites, and curious local tribesmen.  The truck with the DC-6’s gas and the other two big fuel trucks, all with Syrian markings and Syrian license plates, had been flown in on some of our first nighttime supply flights.  They’ve been carefully hidden and zealously guarded ever since.   
 
           Why are we being so careful? – Well, one reason is because fuel is in short supply in Somalia, particularly gasoline.  There would have almost certainly been an effort to steal the trucks and their gas if the local clan chief or the bandits that pass as the Somali army had known of their existence.   The theft wouldn’t succeed, of course.  But the resulting uproar, missing men, and bodies to bury would most likely blow our cover. 
 
    ****** 
 
            Many things were happening as the men in the dilapidated hangar began preparing the Lagos DC-6 for tomorrow night’s launch.   
 
           For one, the President of Syria was seeing the first of his distinguished guests off at the airport.  The Iranian President, after a brief delay occasioned by his demand for a more suitable limousine, was headed to Tehran with a brief stop in Cairo to meet with Egyptian President; the President of Iraq will leave three hours later for Bagdad.  He too will fly via Cairo for a brief visit with the Egyptian President.   
 
           The generals who accompanied the two visiting Presidents to the meeting are remaining behind to continue working with the Syrian generals.  There is still work to be done on the organization of the new military coalition and refining the detailed plans that have been developed for its coming campaign.   
 
           President Assad himself will fly to Cairo in the morning for, he hopes, a carefully organized triumphant reception with lots of media coverage.  It will be one of his few trips abroad since he took over from his cousin some years ago as part of the deal which temporarily ended the fighting between the Sunnis and Shiites that caused all the refugees.  At the moment Assad is still waiting anxiously for a call from Cairo confirming he will be properly welcomed with the Egyptians arranging for a large and appropriate spontaneous demonstration of support, meaning, of course, it will be large enough to impress everyone when it is televised live throughout the Islamic world.   
 
           The agreement the three Islamic presidents signed this morning is quite extensive and runs to over two thousand pages.  Even so, there are numerous important details still to be worked out.  Not the least of which is the most important in the eyes of each of them—who will be the commander of the Islamic Coalition’s military forces and implement its extremely detailed invasion plan.  It had to be extremely detailed to get everyone on board.  That’s why the sectarian fighting lasted so long and the agreement has so many pages. 
 
           The three leaders agreed the position of Supreme Commander should be offered to an Egyptian general—if Egypt joins the coalition and participates in the invasion by opening an “Egyptian Front.”   
 
           Initially, in what even the Israeli military considered to be a shrewd move, the three presidents had agreed the deputy commander, who would become the Supreme Commander if the Egyptians don’t sign on, would be from whichever country contributes the most troops and equipment to the Islamic Army’s invasion force.  
 
            Naming the deputy commander based on his country’s “contribution” turned out to be a great idea in that each of the countries committed almost all their available troops.  The problem, of course, was deciding which troops and equipment should be counted and who was to do the counting.  For example, is a thousand man militia or an old jet fighter the equivalent of three tanks or one infantry company?  
 
           It proved to be an unsolvable problem.  Until this morning each of the presidents offered everything he had and claimed to be supplying more troops and equipment for the invasion than either of the other two.  He did so, of course, so he could name the commander of the invasion force if the Egyptians did not participate and, perhaps, even take the job for himself once victory was certain.   
 
           Finally, with the scheduled start of the invasion rapidly approaching and having convinced themselves the Egyptians were likely to come on board, the three presidents agreed that if the Egyptians don’t participate they will each appoint a "Supreme General"—and the extremely detailed invasion plan will be rigorously implemented without deviation unless all three of the Supremes agree to a change.  That, of course, means all three of the presidents will have to agree on every new decision that is made. 
 
           What wasn’t decided, or even hinted at in this morning’s discussions, was the most important question of all—who will become the leader of the Middle East and call the shots in the region after the Israelis are destroyed.  Up until now the nominal leadership of the region’s Islamic countries had been more or less shared between the Egyptians, because there are so many of them, and the lazy and insufferable Saudis because they control Mecca and have the most oil and money.    
 
           All three of the presidents were dissatisfied with such a state of affairs.  They each think once the Israelis are defeated there will be a new leader of the Middle East—and it will almost certainly end up being the head of whichever Islamic country is the first to have nuclear weapons and is willing to use them to force the others into line.  That’s why each of them has a secret program under way to be the first Islamic country in the region to have a nuclear bomb.   
 
           Well, actually, each of the presidents had to admit to himself, “It’s only my destiny to be the leader of the entire Islamic world that is a secret; that I’m trying to develop nuclear weapons is only sort of a secret.  Of course it is.  It’s impossible to buy the necessary equipment and hire the necessary foreign experts without someone finding out about it sooner or later.”    
 
    ****** 
 
           Jordan and Lebanon are not involved.  They were deliberately ignored during the long weeks of intense negotiations and planning.  They’d either join the Coalition and help with the attack on Israel, or be run over and set aside as the new Islamic Army comes through their countries on its way towards Israel.  Besides, with the little countries involved it would have been much harder to keep everything secret. 
 
           As it turned out, not involving the Jordanians and Lebanese was a serious mistake—because, when he did finally find out about it through his spies in Damascus, the new and relatively young King of Jordan organized a conference call with the Lebanese warlord claiming to be its president, the Saudi king, and the incredibly wealthy hereditary emir who heads up the United Arab Emirates.  They were irate as they talked about the insult of being left out of the coalition, its chances of success, and what they should do about it—not that they would have joined, of course, but they felt slighted because they weren’t asked.   
 
           Nothing was resolved by their discussion except, of course, as the Jordanian King knew it would, the NSA intercepted their conversation and I read a transcript of it about sixty minutes later at breakfast in the Morning Report.  Now what? 
 
           After thinking about it for a couple of minutes I decided to send copies of their phone conversations to Israel.  I saw doing so as a confidence building gesture towards the Israelis.  And confidence building is about all it ever turned out to be since one of Israel’s intelligence officers listened to a recording of the conversation less than ten minutes after it concluded. 
 
           Unbeknownst to anyone, except perhaps the Mossad and the latest “plucky little king” of Jordan, years ago the British had run the phone line from Beirut to Amman through the northern part of what is now Israel.  The Arabs had finally found out about it and replaced that line and many others with new and more secure lines involving satellites.  It hadn’t made a bit of difference; today all their phone calls are monitored and all their conversations are recorded around the clock by both the CIA and the Mossad. 
 
      
 
                                     Chapter Seven 
 
            The almost simultaneous announcements of an end to the current fighting between the Shiites and Sunnis and the formation of a coalition to fight Israel were widely applauded in the Islamic world.  The people of the “Arab street,” particularly the Palestinians and the religious ultra-conservatives in the Shia communities, were ecstatic to learn the current fighting has suddenly ended and the recent enemies will now be uniting to destroy Israel.   
 
           Muslims everywhere in the Middle East were so pleased and excited by the news that many of them let themselves believe their government controlled media—that the peaceful ending to the latest fighting between the Shiites and Sunnis meant the destruction of Israel would finally occur.  Boisterous celebrations broke out in the streets of a number of Islamic countries including Lebanon and Jordan.  Everyone celebrated except the Druze, Kurds, Christians, Jews, Yazidis, and various and sundry other religious and ethnic minorities. 
 
           Enthusiasm for the agreement was so great in the three principal countries that the usual government rent-a-crowds bussed to the city centers for the highly organized “spontaneous demonstrations of support” were actually joined by real citizens.  Nowhere were the celebrations of the peace agreement greater, or more understandable, than among the front line soldiers and militias of war-ravaged Syria and Iraq.  
 
           Elsewhere in the Islamic world the governments and their suppliers and beneficiaries professed great joy at the news of the peace and Israel’s imminent demise.  In fact, many weren’t particularly thrilled at all, particularly in the Sunni-dominated oil kingdoms.  The Saudis and the leaders of their client kingdoms were particularly unhappy.   
 
           “It’s those damn Iranian and Syrian heretics again, particularly that damn Ayatollah.  They’re trying to cut into our influence,” thundered the elderly prince from his elegantly embroidered couch.   
 
           “It’s your fault,” his older brother, the King, responded.  “You were too busy fucking your German and Polish bints and didn’t help the Kurds buy enough weapons from the Americans.” 
 
           “That’s not true, and you know it.  I bought thousands of British and German anti-tank and anti-aircraft missiles for the Kurds—but those idiot Americans convinced the British and Germans to send the missiles to those heretics in Baghdad to give to the Kurds.  So, of course, the Kurds never got any of them.” 
 
           “Well we’ve got to do something.  They’ll come after us next if they really do destroy the Jews, and maybe even if they don’t.  What that crazy Ayatollah and his Shiite infidels really want is to throw us out of Mecca and take control of the Kaaba.  That’s what they’ve always wanted.” 
 
           “One thing’s for sure,” added his nephew, the defense minister.  “We’ve got to be ready for an attack on us even if they don’t win, particularly if the Shia take over Iraq again. It means we’ll have to buy more weapons, a lot more, and improve our security agreements with the Americans and our other suppliers, maybe even the Israelis.  We’ll also have to step up our surveillance of our own accursed Shia and strengthen our alliances with the smaller kingdoms.” 
 
           “Bring me a plan,” the King ordered as he nibbled on some strawberries.  They were delicious. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Many officials and former officials in the United States government and the rest of the world, on the other hand, didn’t see the new peace agreement the way the Saudis do.  They are pleased the war has ended.  And, as one might expect from men and women consumed with political ambition to the exclusion of everything else, both the Secretary of State and his predecessor, the woman who had been defeated by the new President in the last election, quickly hailed the announcement as a triumph of diplomacy and did so in a way suggesting they’d been significantly involved. 
 
           They didn’t have any involvement, of course, but that didn’t stop either of them from reaching out to sympathetic newspaper columnists and friendly talk show hosts to imply they’d been "leading from behind" by doing yeoman work behind the scenes.   
 
           Both of them smiled with appropriate modesty when their interviewers implied they had worked diligently behind the scenes and deserve a great deal of credit for ending the latest round of fighting.  The newly announced coalition against Israel means nothing they assured everyone with earnest sincerity, just an excuse to placate the Arab Street.   
 
           “The new coalition means nothing,” the current secretary explained. “Israel is safe behind America’s military shield.”  
 
           “Diplomacy really works,” said the former Secretary of State, “and this proves it.”  She didn’t disagree when a sympathetic interviewer suggested she might have won the presidency if the voters had known of how successful her diplomatic efforts had been instead of only hearing accusations and lies about her lack of integrity and accomplishments.  
 
           “Confidences can’t be broken and state secrets revealed just to enhance someone’s political career,” she answered modestly with a sincere smile directed towards the camera instead of her interviewer.  “We can only look to the future and hope to do better.” 
 
           In fact, neither of the Secretaries had the slightest thing to do with the agreement ending the current round of fighting in the Middle East.  They had not even known about the negotiations until they watched the peace agreement being announced on CNN.   
 
           Even NSA and the CIA were caught flatfooted until the Jordanian king deliberately let the cat out of the bag with his phone call on a satellite line he knew was being monitored.—the CIA because it had no one on the ground following agency cutbacks during the previous administration and the NSA listeners because all the negotiations were conducted in person by the three leaders and all the planning conducted in person in Damascus by a dozen or so senior officers from each country.   
 
           Unknown to any of the celebrants and the Americans, the Israeli Prime Minister had independently obtained copies of both the agreement and summaries of the conversations the three presidents had been having with the President of Egypt.  He nodded with grim determination as he read them.  The Mossad had done its job; he’d known for weeks that a peace agreement uniting much of the Islamic world against Israel was coming.   
 
    ****** 
 
           The men in the dilapidated Somali hangar ignored the initial celebrations and media reports.  They wouldn’t have cared much even if they had known about them, which they didn’t until they heard them reported on their radio.  They had other more pressing concerns such as completing the installation of the remote control systems needed to get the planes to their targets without having any pilots on board.  It was a particular challenge because the planes will have to fly low to stay off radar screens as they fly over other countries, and particularly as they come in over the enemy coastlines and fly to their targets.    
 
           One problem that initially resulted in much study and anxiety was how to constantly reset the altimeters measuring each plane’s altitude.  If it is to continually fly extremely low in order to avoid detection from ground based radars, each plane will need to have its new laser altimeter constantly reset since the barometric pressure along its route will inevitably change over and over again as each plane flies to its final destination.   
 
           Every high tech solution the team tried did not work.  The engineers were perplexed in their non-descript office building in their nation’s capital as they tried to figure out how to constantly reset the altimeter in an unmanned plane.  They know how to pinpoint within inches exactly where each plane is but, try as they might, no one could figure out how to obtain the constantly changing barometric pressures needed to constantly reset the planes’ all-important altimeters.   
 
           Everything changed and the decision was made to proceed with the mission when one of the men assigned to the team as an instrument technician, an electrician in civilian life of all things, came up with a “fix” from the past.  He suggested they use two infrared spotlights and a little downward pointing television camera to beam a picture of the circles of light generated by the two spotlights back to the vans in the hangar.  The distance between the two light rings would give them the plane’s actual height.  Its altimeters could then be reset to reflect the then-current altitude.  
 
           His concept was simplicity itself as good ideas often are and it wasn’t a new idea—it had been successfully used by the British in World War Two—when the circles of infrared light shining on the ground or ocean surface overlapped, the pilots watching the circles knew their plane was too high; when the circles didn’t touch they knew it was too low.  It worked like a charm and the much-lauded electrician never mentioned he’d gotten the idea from an old war movie about the RAF in World War Two. 
 
           Another automation challenge to be overcome was the need to move each plane’s controls so its remote control pilots could adjust its throttle setting and continually adjust its flaps, aileron, and horizontal stabilizers.  They have to be able to do that so the plane can fly efficiently after it takes off and so they can steer it to its target—all from thousands of miles away without having anyone on board.  Some pretty fancy radio controlled automation devices involving line of sight links to a civilian satellite were hastily developed to solve the problem.   
 
           Yet another control challenge was keeping each of the low-flying planes precisely on course so it can fly to its target without running into things such as power lines and mountains.  That means the remote control pilots in the van must always know exactly where the plane is located in time to make the necessary adjustments.   
 
           The location problem was finally solved with line of sight laser transmitter and receivers tuned to the upper end of a satellite channel their country “borrowed” from an Australian communications satellite several years earlier.  It seems that while he was making a “final check,” one of their local co-religionists quietly installed sophisticated software that took over some unused bandwidth in an Australian telecommunications satellite just before it was launched for its Australian telephone company owner.   
 
           All in all, in addition to the tremendous amount of high explosives each is carrying, the six old planes in the two hangars will have some pretty advanced technologies on board when they are pushed out of their hangars one at a time to be fueled on the dirty and cracked concrete apron out beyond their hangars’ rusty old sliding doors. 
 
           But perhaps the biggest challenge of all for the project team, and related to all the others, is one of the most basic of all and has been around since the beginning of aviation—keeping the planes from blowing up or catching fire before they reach their destinations, particularly when they are still in or near their hangars. 
 
           Fear about the safety of the planes and the men in the hangar was warranted.  The reality of high octane aviation gas is that its fumes are highly explosive.  And the reality of old airplanes is their fuel tanks and fuel lines and fuel couplings sooner or later leak as a result of the constant vibration.  Add high explosives and hook together a large number of range-extending portable gasoline tanks in the fuselage to the mix and you have a witch’s brew of potential disaster just waiting to happen. 
 
           And indeed, as only the white haired project director knew, it was hearing about just such a disaster which led to this operation.  
 
           Years ago he’d been a young foreign student in Massachusetts studying aeronautical engineering at MIT when an American navy veteran was running for president.  One of his professors had made much of the fact the man’s older brother had died when the plane he was flying blew up during World War Two.   
 
           According to the professor, the plane had been packed to the gills with high explosives and the plan had been for his brother to aim the plane at its target and then bail out just before it crashed into it.  But something had gone wrong and the plane had blown up along the way.  Probably an electrical spark and leaking gasoline his professor had suggested. 
 
           The white haired man told that story to his team several times and repeatedly asked everyone to be on the lookout for anything and everything they could do to lessen the chances of a premature explosion.   
 
           The mechanics and technicians on his team had taken the story to heart and done their best—navigation and cabin lights, and their wiring, had been removed; fuel connections wrapped and batteries relocated; the cockpit electronics and automation controls tightly sealed off; the auxiliary fuel tanks elevated to be above the wings so gravity would empty them in the wing tanks instead of pumps; and electrical connections wrapped and foamed to prevent sparks.   In addition, a truly major effort was made to increase the ventilation inside the plane in case any fumes escaped—by mounting a couple of little air scoops at the front of each plane’s cabin and punching holes in the fuselages in the rear so the air rushing through the cabin could escape out the back with the dangerous fumes.  
 
           But will it work?   
 
           Well, I guess we’ll know soon enough. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Once each plane is fueled a battered old pickup truck with rusty Syrian license plates, running with its headlights turned off, will tow the plane to the end of the runway.  Then a volunteer pilot will climb in and prepare the plane for takeoff.  When its wheel brakes are on and its engines have started, the volunteer will finish setting the controls for takeoff and hurriedly jump out into the back of a pickup truck parked alongside the plane.   
 
           As soon as the volunteer pilot gets clear and shuts the plane door behind him, his pilot counterpart sitting at a duplicate set of remote controls in one of the vans in the hangar, will use a line of sight transmission signal from the borrowed satellite to release the plane’s brakes and push its four engine throttles forward.  The satellite signal will, so everyone hopes, send the plane rolling down the runway until it reaches enough speed to takeoff, hopefully before the heavily loaded plane runs out of runway.  The co-pilot sitting next to the pilot in the remote control van will steer the plane down the runway using the infrared spotlight mounted in the plane’s nose to look ahead and keep the plane on the runway until it takes off.   
 
           The government minister had been pretty emphatic about the importance of the project’s success when he spoke with the white haired team leader last year and told him to proceed. 
 
           “Yes, we’re going with the plan because it’s all we’ve got.  It worked both times when we made the simulated takeoffs several months ago.  So hopefully it will work out there too.  It better.  The boss is going to be seriously pissed off at both of us if it doesn’t.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Two hours later, after one last scrambled telephone call was bounced off the satellite to reconfirm the launch order, the hangar door opened and one of the pickup trucks in the hangar, with its brake lights disconnected, slowly towed the DC-6 out of the darkened hangar and into the black and windy night.  The pickup’s head lights had infrared bulbs and driver was wearing infrared night vision goggles so he could see in the dark—and he was mumbling to himself and so nervous and excited that at times his hands and arms actually trembled.  He was nervous because he was pretty sure of what will happen to him if it exploded. 
 
           About three hundred yards from the hangar the plane stopped moving and the watching men saw the driver’s flashlight flash twice in the pickup’s cabin.  A few minutes later the big fuel truck was pushed into place next to it.  A pickup full of guards and technicians followed the fuel truck in case there were last minute problems.  Everyone traveled in the dark with all their lights disconnected.   
 
           Other men, actually the entire rest of the detachment except for the pilots waiting at the remote controls in the control van and a couple of technicians waiting with them, walked out of the hangar and silently walked along behind the slow moving plane and its tow truck carrying their tools and weapons.   
 
           I’m far enough behind to be safe but I’m here just in case I’m needed, each man thought to himself.   They are truly dedicated men. 
 
           Fueling the plane took almost half an hour and consumed almost half the fuel in the tank of the big fuel truck.  The time passed slowly.  It seemed like ages.   
 
           Finally, in response, to a whispered “That’s it.  You’re good to go,” the driver of the pickup began slowly pulling the DC-6 towards the end of the runway.   
 
           A second pickup carrying the “just in case” technicians and guards, followed a safe distance behind the plane; the rest of the men walked alongside the second pickup and behind it in the silent darkness.   
 
      
 
                                      Chapter Eight 
 
           Carefully, very carefully, the truck with the nervous driver pulled the DC-6 into place as far back as possible beyond the end of the runway.  Some of the men following it actually got down on their hands and knees to crawl in front of the pickup to make sure the taxiway and the area where the plane’s engines are to be started are free of potholes large enough to hurt or trap the plane.  Everyone understood the overloaded DC-6 would likely need every possible foot of runway if it is to safely get off the ground.   
 
           Damn, we should have checked the taxiway and the area out beyond the end of the takeoff area for debris and holes when we walked the runway.  
 
           Everyone’s ears perked up alertly when the cabin door banged loudly against the side of the plane as the volunteer pilot opened it and climbed in.  A few minutes later they heard an even louder shout of “Clear” … Clear,”  the age-old pilot’s cry telling everyone around a plane to stand clear because its props are about to begin turning.  The watchers were well clear and didn’t need to move, but instinctively they all took a few steps backward. 
 
          One after another the old engines sputtered and popped and then picked up speed and smoothed out into a rumbling idle.  About a minute later everyone was startled by the big thump when the volunteer pilot jumped down into the bed of the waiting pickup.  A second later they heard the plane door slam shut and the pickup’s tires crunch on the runway debris as it slowly moved ahead and away to the left.  The plane was barely visible in the moonlight as it waited to move down the runway, more of an outline or shadow against the clear dark sky on a night with only a sliver of moon. 
 
           The release of the plane’s brakes by the pilots in the remote control van caused the DC-6 to lurch forward.  And then its engines got louder and louder as it began to move down the runway, slowly at first and then faster and faster.  Almost immediately the waiting men could no longer see the old plane outlined against the sky in the faint moonlight.  But they could hear its engines as it moved down the runway and got further and further away.   Several of the men could be heard quietly urging it on in low voices.  “Go… Go... Go… over and over again as the engine noise moved further and further into the distance.   
 
          There was a muffled cheer and more than a few satisfied shouts when the sound of the engines changed in the distance and the waiting men instinctively knew the heavily laden plane had gotten off the ground and was beginning to raise its landing gear.  So far so good. 
 
           No one will ever ask, of course, because they are all professionals and know they don’t need to know; but as they walked briskly back to the hangar in the moonlit darkness more than a few of them wondered where the plane and its cargo of explosives was headed and why.  Later, those who survive and compare that date with events in the world will be quite surprised when they find out what they’ve done.  The white haired man was sure of that. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Activity in the semi-darkened control room in the defense ministry ceased for a heartbeat or two as the men and women at the desks looked up for a brief moment as the dozen or so high ranking military officers and government officials filed in.  Then they returned to monitoring the infrared satellite pictures on the screens in front of them.   
 
           They could see the Lagos DC-6 was still on its intended route and had moved across the coastline of its target country forty minutes ago.  Red dots showed the plane’s location as it moved southeasterly across the electronic map towards its destination.  It won’t be long now—about five minutes according to the numbers on the digital counter that is constantly winding down. 
 
           “Still no radar capture,” someone said for about the fiftieth time since the plane crossed the coast and began its great dog leg route to bring it into its target from the north. 
 
           “It won’t be long now,” the project director whispered to the visitors.  They didn’t say a word even though they didn’t know if he was talking about the plane reaching its target or an alert being sounded.  They just watched in utter fascination.  
 
           “They’ve got it on a J band,” someone said loudly. “Orders given to scramble fighters.” 
 
           “Way too late,” crowed one of the air force generals to the people in the room.  “We’ve caught the little son of a bitch with his pants down.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           A little less than twenty-one hours after it initially took off the plane’s engines could be clearly heard as the old DC-6 spent the last few seconds of its long life crossing over the completely dark city spread out below it.   
 
           It isn’t that the city was blacked out for protection purposes; it is totally dark because the electricity is always turned off every night at exactly 9pm.  That’s when the country’s “Beloved Supreme Leader” decided years ago that people should be in bed sleeping so they can be alert and able to work hard the following day.  Besides, according to the regime’s leaders and apologists, it is a well-known fact that people who get enough sleep require less food to eat.  
 
          The eerie infrared heat signature of the nuclear reactor building at the edge of the darkened city grew larger and larger on the control room displays as plane’s nose angled down towards it and the camera in the plane’s nose got closer and closer.  A few seconds later the image on the displays suddenly turned into white flakes.  Now all we can do is nervously wait to see the results.  
 
           “We don’t know how long it will take for the smoke and ashes to clear,” the project director unnecessarily explained to the visitors in the hushed room.  “It will depend on the wind.”  And where the wind blows will determine how many people I just killed. 
 
           It took less than a minute before the satellite’s infrared camera could “see” the initial results.  What it saw was a large heat bloom where the nuclear reactor building had previously stood.  Not until the sun comes up in the morning will the men and women watching the monitors actually be able to see the huge hole in the ground and the debris scattered around it. 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           “General Roberts, Sir, this is the Situation Room Watch Officer.  NSA reports at 0312 local time there was a large non-nuclear explosion at the North Korean nuclear reactor and research facility at Yongbyon, North Korea.  Significant damage is projected.  There are no radiation reports at this time.” 
 
          Three hours later, a little after midnight, I was in my office with Peter Ferrelli and a couple of the Pentagon’s photo analysts assigned to the Security Council.  We were looking at a satellite photo of the North Korean reactor site.   
 
           “Man, look at that, Peter.  It’s gone, totally gone.  There must have been one hell of an explosion to do that much damage.  What are the North Koreans saying about the explosion?” 
 
           “Nothing, Director, absolutely nothing.  They’ve increased the alert level of their military and there’s been a significant spike in their telephone traffic, but other than that there has been no reaction of any kind.  Not even an announcement or any attempt at evacuation, at least not yet.” 
 
          “What about the South Koreans?” 
 
           “They’ve just increased their alert level to match the North.  But other than that they seem as surprised as everyone else.” Wonder how they found out? 
 
           “Radiation?” 
 
            “No reports yet, General, but it’s too soon to know.  But given the amount of damage there will probably be quite a lot.  I bet Tokyo is scared shitless and checking the wind patterns.” 
 
           “Well maybe it really was an accident.  Though it’s really hard to believe with that kind of damage.  Anyhow, there’s nothing we can do at the moment so I’m going to go home and go back to bed.  See you in the morning.  Oh, Peter, on your way out would you please ask our duty officer, I think it’s Harriet Simmons tonight, to call me if anything comes up.” 
 
           “Oh.  And Peter, please do some checking.  I’m curious as to how South Korea found out so quickly? 
 
    ****** 
 
           Promptly at 9 a.m. the next morning a well-dressed Arabic looking gentleman arrived at the door to the office of the North Korean Permanent Mission to the United Nations. He pressed the bell and a few moments later a middle-aged oriental man wearing a grey Mao jacket, almost certainly a North Korean, answered the door.   
 
           “These are for your Dear Leader” said the Arab in a cultivated English voice, the UN’s language of choice, as he handed a thin manila envelope to the Korean.  “Guard them with your life.  They are important.”  Then he turned and walked away.   
 
           Inside the envelope were four numbered pages.  One page had a hand written note on it; the three others were photos with time stamps on them.  The photo on page number one was an infrared picture of the Yongbyon reactor seconds before the explosion; page two was a second photo taken a few seconds later showing the explosion’s huge infrared signature; page three was an infrared photo of the Dear Leader’s personal residence on the outskirts of Pyongyang.  The page with the number four on it is blank except for a brief note in a language no one can read. 
 
           Ambassador Kim and his staff were perplexed by the delivery because they couldn’t understand it or read the note.  All the Ambassador knew for sure is the package is intended for his Dear Leader.  That was more than enough for him to send it to Pyongyang in the next diplomatic pouch so his superiors could decide how to proceed. 
 
           Two days later the pouch and the ambassador’s explanation of its delivery arrived in Pyongyang.  Its arrival caused quite a bit of anxiety when it finally reaches the hands of someone who understands the significance of the satellite photos.  The anxiety was particularly great because the three relatively high ranking officials who initially saw the photos instinctively knew the accompanying message was important but they couldn’t find anyone who could read it to them.  
 
             They finally did get it translated.  Their next problem was quite serious—those who read the translated message on page four so feared for their lives that they merely arranged for it to be left on the desk of the Dear Leader’s uncle.  The actual message was addressed to the Dear Leader himself and was quite short. 
 
           “You will die the next time you do anything to help another country develop its nuclear capacity.” 
 
           It was quite a prophetic message—the next day the Dear Leader’s uncle personally executed the translator and her entire family and all the people who read it except himself.  The ambassador and two of his aides were immediately recalled for consultations.  They just as immediately defected—and told the CIA why.  What they couldn’t tell the CIA is what the message said. 
 
    ****** 
 
           “I just don’t get it,” I confessed to the President and Marty Andrews, his Chief of Staff.  “It’s been more than a week since the Yongbyon reactor blew up and there hasn’t been a peep out of North Korea.  Hell, the North Koreans haven’t even told their own people the reactor is gone and that some of them have probably been exposed to serious amounts of radiation.  The whole world knows about it but the North Koreans are acting as if nothing has happened.” 
 
           “Well, that’s good news, isn’t it?” suggested the President.  “It probably means it really was an accident and they’re too embarrassed to admit it.” 
 
           “Yes Mr. President, it increasingly looks like it might have been an accident.  And, if that’s the case, it’s good news for everybody who wasn’t downwind and got irradiated.  And, of course, it is especially good news for South Korea and Japan since a nuclear armed North Korea would be a real threat.  But I’ve got a nagging feeling it wasn’t an accident and we’re missing something important.” 
 
           And we were missing something important:  At that moment, half way around the world in Somalia, it was already dark and another old DC-6 was being towed out of the big hangar and fueled up for its final flight.   
 
    ******  The Professor in Somalia 
 
           I was drinking an orange soda and using an old magazine to fan myself when I received the call from the minister’s liaison officer.  The orders he gave me were definitive—Project Twenty-two is to be our next operation and it is to go as soon as possible.  The new orders mean this evening, a few hours after it gets dark, my second DC-6 will be fueled and then head south out of Somalia at a very low altitude.  After the DC-6 clears the Somali coast it will continue on into unmonitored airspace over the ocean where planes rarely fly.  It will loiter out there and wait for nightfall before crossing the coast and heading for its target.   
 
           Once again, just like four nights ago, the takeoff was successful.  Just before dawn, the battered old DC-6 cleared the coast and began climbing to seventeen thousand feet in the darkness.  After a while, it turned to begin moving down another unmonitored commercial flyway heading in a new direction.  Hours later, at about four in the afternoon, while it was still in unmonitored airspace far out over the ocean, the pilots in the remote control van will turn it on to a yet another commercial flyway, this one taking it to where we want it to go.  Hopefully the plane won’t be spotted while it is out over the ocean and, if it is, it will be ignored as just another old cargo plane flying along a regular commercial route.   
 
           The DC-6’s movements along the various commercial airway routes over the ocean will end a couple of hours after the sun goes down.  At that point the plane will change direction and an hour or so later come in as low as possible over an unmonitored section of the coast and head for its inland target.   
 
           Why all the maneuvers?  We don’t want anyone finding out where the plane is coming from and we certainly do not want anyone to know where it is going—until it is too late. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Pakistan’s coastline was cloaked in the darkness a little after ten in the evening local time when the old DC-6 crosses it with quite a great distance still to go.  And it hasn’t been an entirely uneventful trip.  In the middle of the afternoon the men in the vans suddenly heard a call on the plane’s radio receivers.   
 
           “Unidentified DC-6 cargo plane.  This is United States Navy Aircraft Big Angel 6 off your port side.  Please identify yourself and destination.  Over.” 
 
           Everyone stopped whatever they were doing and watched as I rushed to the control van in response to a loud and obviously desperate shout from my deputy, the supervisor of the remote control pilots.  He had the van door open and was standing on the metal box we use as a step when we climb into the remote control van.  Something’s up. 
 
           “What’s up, Colonel?” 
 
           “Twenty-two has just been hailed by an American Navy plane and asked to identify itself.  We pretended not to hear it as we’ve been instructed.” 
 
           “Sir,” said one of the pilots sitting at the remote controls behind him.  “We think the plane trying to contact us is a Tomcat from an American carrier.  It probably came from the Nimitz.  They’re the only ones who might be out there and try to contact us.” 
 
           “Don’t worry about it,” I replied with more confidence than I felt.  “We won’t be back this way again.  We’re okay so long as they don’t know where Project Twenty-two came from.”   
 
           Fortunately the American Navy planes found us and departed more than an hour before my Project Twenty-two plane is scheduled to turn northwards and begin the long run in to our next target.  We’ll be okay here unless they somehow followed our DC-6 out of Somalia on their radar.   And that’s not likely because Somalia is so far away from where the carrier is now apparently located. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Project Twenty-two’s ancient DC-6 had been flying over the ocean at three hundred feet for a couple of hours before it finally crossed the coast of Pakistan in the darkness and began its long twisting and turning radar evading move towards its target.  It stayed as low as possible as it passed over Pakistan and headed northward into China.  The good news, according to the pilots in the control van, is the overloaded DC-6 has more than enough fuel on board; the bad news is there is a weather front over central Pakistan.  It will force them to fly the Project Twenty-two plane a bit higher so it might possibly be picked up by the Pakistani Air Force’s radar station at Lahore.    
 
           I mostly stayed in the van for the DC-6’s final four hours.  I did so even though it was absolutely nerve racking to stand there and watch my increasingly stressed pilots as they threaded the low flying old plane through the mountain passes in the dark.  It was so stressful they were switching out with their backups every thirty minutes or so—and flying Project Twenty-two higher than we had planned because of the weather.  Then it happened. 
 
           “Shit.  We’re being painted.  Looks like an old Russian X-band system coming from Rawalpindi.” 
 
           “Damn.  They got us for sure," said the air force colonel.   "Okay, come right to 285 and we’ll pretend we’re a commercial flight going into Lahore.   As soon as the mountain over there on left gets between us we’ll turn back north and go up the river valley until we can pick up our scheduled route again.”  Making such decisions fast is why we are using our best military pilots on the remote controls. 
 
           Two hours later the DC-6 code-named Project Twenty-two passed over the border into an isolated corner of China and began a big U-turn through the mountain passes of the Himalayas – a U-turn to take it out of China and back into Pakistan on one of the few commercial airway routes between the two countries.  
 
    ******  The Minister 
 
           Almost the entire cabinet and a number of senior officers were once again assembled in the situation room to watch the unfolding drama on the satellite monitors.  According to the clocks on the wall it was just after four in the morning in cloudy Islamabad and two in the morning in Somalia.   
 
           “Everything looks good, minister.  Islamabad radar picked us up forty minutes ago as we came out of China.  A couple of minutes ago they started trying to contact us to tell us to switch over from approach control to the tower.  We’re just starting to give them static and garble as if the plane’s radios are out… Here, I’ll rewind the recording and put it on the speaker.” 
 
           “Islamabad Tower to unidentified plane approaching pattern twenty kilometers northwest.  You are breaking up.  Please repeat.” 
 
          “Isla… crackle… landing…click …inese…” 
 
           “Islamabad barometer is thirty point two.  Wind from west at six knots.  No traffic in pattern.  Straight in approved.  Cleared to land Runway Three.”  Good.  They’re used to handling old planes with bad equipment. 
 
           Project Twenty-two’s remote control pilot responded with two clicks of his microphone button—a pilot’s standard response to acknowledge an order without speaking. 
 
           Four minutes later as the Project Twenty-two plane descended towards the Islamabad airport the pilots in the remote control van suddenly poured on the power and the DC-6 seemed to swoop up in a missed approach.  We watched the electronic map on the big wall screen in fascination as the red dots of its track passed to the south of the airport and headed straight for Kahuta about twenty kilometers to the southwest of Islamabad.   
 
           Kahuta used to be famous as the place where many Pakistani military officers retired to live after they completed their military service.  Today it is the home of the Khan Research Laboratories and the Kahuta Nuclear Reactor. 
 
           For about a minute the infrared camera in Project Twenty-two’s nose transmitted the rapidly closing heat outlines of a number of buildings in front of its flight path.  But then the focus got tighter and tighter until only the outline of one building remained on the screen.   
 
           “Wait for it.  Wait for it.  Here it comes … Yes!”  
 
           At that instant the monitor showing what the plane’s nose camera sees changed to white snow.  There was a moment of silence followed by some muted clapping and cheers as many of the technicians stood up and anxiously waited for the screen to clear.  Seconds later the color monitor showing the satellite’s infrared image of the Kahuta Reactor building bloomed into white snow and there were more cheers.  Many of the technicians shook hands and patted each other on the back.  Our distinguished visitors nodded grimly to each other, shook the director’s  hand, and filed out. 
 
           “Do we know which way the wind is blowing this morning up there?” The Prime Minister inquired as he went out the door.  
 
           “Uh, yes, sir.  The Islamabad tower just reported mild westerly winds at five knots.  That’s normal and about what we expected.  If it holds up it will take any fallout away from the city.  But we can’t count on it.” 
 
      
 
                                           Chapter Nine 
 
     ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           I was in the living room rocking chair reading a Doctor Seuss book to my grandson when the phone call reached me after a quiet dinner at home with Dorothy and the grandkids.  We are babysitting this weekend. 
 
           “Director Roberts?  Sir, this is night duty officer DeShaun Daniels.  We have just received the following NSA flash message.  At 0410 local time, NSA recorded a large non-nuclear explosion at Kahuta, about 45 kilometers southeast of Islamabad, Pakistan.  Kahuta is the home of the Khan Nuclear Research Institute and the Kahuta nuclear reactor.  Both facilities are owned and operated by Pakistan’s Defense Ministry.” 
 
           “Thank you Mr. Daniels.  Please keep me updated as soon as more information comes in.  I particularly want you to call me if the explosion occurred at the nuclear facility.  Also please call Mr. Ferrelli with this information.  Please inform him I will not be coming in to the office at this time and there is no reason for him to come in.”  
 
           Ten minutes later the phone rang again.   
 
           “DeShaun Daniels again, sir.  NSA has just confirmed that the explosion is at the site of the Khan Nuclear Research Institute and the Kahuta reactor.”  
 
            “What is it Chris?” Dorothy asked as she got up from the dining room table and began picking up the dirty dishes.  
 
           “Not sure, Hon.  But I think I better go in to the office.  I won’t call for a car.  I’ll drive myself in.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Pakistan is certainly different from North Korea.  By the time I get to the office Peter, who lives much closer, was already there and the television sets in the conference room were all on so all the news channels could be simultaneously watched including BBC and a number of others from overseas.  Both the NBC and CBS Nightly News have already broken into their regular programming to report a massive explosion has severely damaged Pakistan’s Kahuta reactor and the Khan Institute.  Both networks were periodically showing pictures of the scene and CNN was doing so continuously.   
 
           “It’s a lot more than just severely damaged if the pictures we’re seeing are real,” was Peter’s laconic comment as he stirred creamer to his coffee.  
 
           “You’ve got that right.  And I sure hope the reporter talking so breathlessly is standing upwind.” 
 
           “If I might make a suggestion,” Peter asked.  “Maybe we ought to check in with the CIA and State to see if they’ve heard anything which might explain this.” 
 
           Two hours later we still didn’t know much more except, according to the Pakistani news media, Doctor Khan, the father of Pakistan’s nuclear program, is safe at his home and the area south of Kahuta is being evacuated as a precaution against toxic smoke and chemicals.  Both NSA and the CIA are reporting the Pakistani government believes India is involved on the premise ’who else would do such a thing?’   
 
           Pakistan’s army and air force are reported to be on high alert; India, thank goodness, is not. 
 
           The President already knew about it, he told me when I called in to report the event, because he’d been in the family quarters of the White House watching the nightly news after some kind of dinner with a bunch of congressmen.   
 
           At my suggestion, and after consulting the Secretary of State and our Ambassador in India, he called the Indian Prime Minister and suggested she call the President of Pakistan, and maybe even the Pakistani media, and try to defuse the situation by assuring them India was not involved and is willing to work with Pakistan to find out who is responsible and bring them to justice.   
 
           To everyone’s surprise, she wouldn’t agree— “it would be beneath me.”  We immediately began considering the possibility that India was responsible. 
 
           Also to my surprise, our own late night news programs and talk shows were soon loaded with “environmental experts” who were apparently called in to talk to each other about the dangers of generating electricity with nuclear power plants. To a man, they confused nuclear reactors used to generate electricity with the nuclear reactors, such as the one at Kahuta, which are used to manufacture fissionable materials for nuclear bombs. 
 
           But who the hell is doing this and why?   
 
           “Peter, would you please check in with the CIA and NSA and ask what they think about the possibility India is responsible for the attacks?" 
 
    ****** 
 
           Events in distant Pakistan and North Korea were of little interest to the Islamic generals and politicians finalizing the structure and operational plans of the new “United Islamic Army” and its invasion of Israel.  According to NSA and the CIA, high ranking representatives of the three coalition countries’ “leaders for life” worked out most of the details prior to the cease fire and intend to implement them quickly in an effort to catch the Israelis by surprise—just as the Egyptians did in ’73 while the Israelis were celebrating Yom Kippur.   
 
           And that is exactly what is happening according to the NSA intercepts.  Iranian army units are already withdrawing from the front lines in Iraq and moving south towards their assigned jump off positions on the border between Syria and Israel.  Ominously, the CIA thinks some of the jump-off positions to which they are apparently headed will be on Syria’s borders with Jordan and Lebanon. 
 
           Developing a highly detailed plan to deploy their troops and rapidly invade Israel doesn’t mean the three dictator-led countries weren’t having problems organizing the forces of Islam.  One of their biggest problems was the uncertainty introduced by the Egyptians.  According to the NSA they are hesitant about throwing in with the three dictators despite what appears to be widespread enthusiasm on the streets of Cairo for another attack on Israel.  And the Egyptians are right to be hesitant—they’ve already fought four wars with Israel and lost every one of them rather badly. 
 
           Jordan has already emphatically refused to join, mobilized the Bedouin of its national guard, and ordered most of them to Amman to defend the capitol.   According to the NSA, the Jordanian king has asked Israel for military assistance under the terms of the long-standing “secret” agreement everyone knows about.   
 
           On the other hand, Lebanon’s “government,” if that’s what its latest collection of local warlords can be called, has been strangely quiet except for the huge demonstrations of support in the Palestinian refugee camps and in ancient city of Baalbek up by the Syrian border. 
 
           Egypt could well be the key, because of the size of its army, but it damn well better be hesitant about getting involved.  This morning I spoke with General Hegazi, the Egyptian Vice President who acts as Egyptian President’s national security advisor.  I explained to him, gently but in no uncertain terms, why Egypt’s joining with the Islamic Coalition to attack Israel would be a bad idea for Egypt.  I mentioned several reasons why Egypt should stay on the sidelines.  Not the least important of which, I told General Hegazi, is that even with Egypt in the war the new Islamic Army will almost certainly suffer a tremendous military defeat.   
 
           “Israel,” I said, "in my professional opinion, is going to tear the Coalition’s New Islamic Army to shreds and soundly defeat it even if Egypt is involved."   
 
           Another reason I suggested as to why Egypt might want to stay away from joining the Islamic Coalition is, if it does join them, the United States will almost certainly cut off the military and economic assistance we’ve been providing.  For that matter, I went on to gently imply, if Egypt joins the Arabs’ attack the United States will almost certainly look the other way if Israel decides to retake the Sinai and begin operating the Suez Canal for itself as reparations.   
 
           We’ve finally got some leverage with the Egyptians since they’re no longer been able to look to the Saudis for aid ever since the price of oil tanked—and hopefully they’ve finally wised up about the strength of the Israeli military. 
 
           I also suggested, unlike ’56 and ’67 and ’73 when Israel took the canal and then gave it back in exchange for a promise of peace, the Israelis are almost certainly say “enough” and this time keep the canal as reparations and operate it even if we ask them to give it back.—which, if I have anything to say about it, we won’t.  
 
           Our conversation was both frank and friendly and General Hegazi invited me to come for an unofficial visit to talk about the situation, and the sooner the better.  He said he is sure his president would appreciate such a visit and would I please come as soon as possible, preferably within the next several days.   
 
           I replied I’d love to come for a visit and would do so as soon as possible.  And it’s true.  The only other time I’d ever been to Egypt was last month when I stopped for all of six hours on my way home from Israel.   
 
           Perhaps this time I’ll be able to take Dorothy with me and we can take a mini-vacation to see some of the sights.         
 
           “Thank you for the invitation, Mr. Vice President.  It’s a good idea and I will get back to you shortly to confirm my availability.  For planning purposes, would an appointment at your office this coming Wednesday afternoon be convenient for you?” 
 
   
  
 

 ****** 
 
           Our cabinet members are uncertain in the smoke filled room.  Once again, each of them is trying to decide whether or not to agree to what the army is proposing.   
 
           “The United Islamic Army is one thing,” said the general making the presentation for the Army’s position. “But we have to think beyond that to what might happen afterwards if Israel wins the war.” 
 
           “If Israel wins the war?  If?  Is there any doubt?”  Several of the cabinet members absolutely bristled at the suggestion.   
 
           “No sir.  There is no doubt.  Israel will win even if Egypt and Jordan join the Coalition.  But then what will happen?  Sooner or later the coalition will split up and everyone will go their own way once again.  It’s inevitable.”    
 
           Finally our defense minister leaned forward and interrupted.  
 
           “The sad truth is every major country in the region, including ours, is trying to develop nuclear weapons in order to dominate the others.   We can’t afford to let anyone get ahead of us or we’re likely to lose everything.  We have to go with the army’s plan.” 
 
           “But shouldn’t we wait until after the war is over?” someone else asked. 
 
           “We can’t,” the Defense Minister replied.  “Sooner or later the Americans or British will find out and try to stop us.” 
 
           “Enough,” the nation’s leader finally barked.  “Tell me where you stand.”  And if it’s not with me you’ll have to go. 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           It’s Monday afternoon and I’m at home packing.  In a few hours Dorothy and I will fly to Cairo with a brief stopover in Israel on the way there.  A lot of my time for the past couple of days has been spent in National Security Council meetings and advising the President as he continued to try to head off the three Islamic countries which appear to be getting ready to attack Israel.  Most of the rest of my time has been spent working with Tommy Talbot and Barry Johnson at Defense to make sure whatever equipment and munitions Israel needs will be quickly delivered.  The Israelis sent us quite a shopping list.   
 
           The President’s problem is simple.  Neither he nor anyone else has enough leverage to offset what appears to be the desperate desires of the Sunnis and Shiites for a face-saving excuse to end to their latest religious war.  To me and everyone else, it’s understandable why they would agree to almost anything in order to end the current fighting with its incredible losses of men and material.   
 
           According to the NSA intercepts everyone involved in the current hostilities thinks their losses will be less, and what’s left of their people will forget their massive losses and not revolt, if they move quickly to fight a war against Israel, particularly if it is a quick and victorious war.  The sad fact is every one of the three "presidents for life" needs his people to periodically go to war with Israel to distract them from their religious conflicts and their economic and social problems.  
 
          There is also the not inconsequential fact the Assad family hates Israel for defeating Syria’s army every time it attacks Israel and, particularly, for the Israelis blowing up their summer palace in Latika every time Syria sponsors a terrorist attack on Israel.   
 
           Despite the distractions of the war, I am continuing to follow the saga of the exploded nuclear plants as closely as possible.  It seems to me that they are somehow related but, for the life of me, I don’t see how.  Neither does anyone else.  How can that be? 
 
           “Well, it’s not the Russians or us, Director.  So who is it?” Peter asked me rhetorically.  “Some of the people at the CIA think it is India, but my bet is on the Chinese.  They are still smarting from their losses in the war with Russia and there aren’t many countries other than China and Russia from which planes could reach both the North Korean and Pakistani facilities.  And both Pakistan and North Korea have territory China has claimed in the past.  But the CIA and NSA keeps looking at China and Russia and finding nothing.” 
 
    ****** 
 
            The President, and thus Peter and I and our various intelligence agencies, aren’t going to be able to focus much on the nuclear attacks until the possibility of a confrontation between the Islamic Coalition and Israel is resolved.  The situation seems to be rapidly worsening.  According to the CIA and NSA, Iranian troops and armor are moving through Syria and Iraq on their way south to Syria’s borders with Israel. 
 
           As you might expect, the Prime Minister of Israel is coming to the United States for urgent consultations and to attend an emergency meeting of the United Nations’ Security Council. 
 
            Well one thing’s for sure—no one is going to have much time to worry about the destruction of the North Korean and Pakistani nuclear plants except, perhaps, to celebrate their loss.   
 
           Israel’s prime minister will be leaving Tel Aviv tomorrow for the United States for the United Nations emergency meeting and a visit with the President—right after he and I meet at the Tel Aviv airport for a couple of hours of preliminary discussions so I can call in and prep the President for the meeting.  The Prime Minister’s first stop will be in Washington to talk to the President.  The next day he will go on to New York to attend the emergency session of the United Nations Security Council called for the day after tomorrow.   
 
    ****** 
 
           We were an hour out of Andrews Air Force Base en route to Tel Aviv when Peter called with an important warning. 
 
           “Director, the Iranian army is continuing to move south through Syria and Iraq at a much faster pace than anyone at the Pentagon expected or even thought possible.  Some of its units are already beginning to approach the Golan Heights area south of Damascus.  The Syrian and Iraqi armies are also moving towards Israel along with various and sundry militias.” 
 
           Then he told me something I later realized, with twenty-twenty hindsight, I didn’t pay as much attention to as I should have done. 
 
           “Also, sir, we may have received something from Naval Intelligence that might pertain to the explosions at the nuclear sites.  The day of the attack on the Kahuta reactor the Nimitz reported a low flying four engine plane, an old DC-6, heading eastward on airway route 1712.  The Nimitz sent a fighter patrol north to check it out but it didn’t respond when they tried to hail it.  I’m attaching the photos the navy took to an email.  It’s obviously an old DC-6 with its tail numbers painted out.   It’s probably nothing but it’s all we’ve come up with that doesn’t check out.” 
 
          After the phone call Dorothy and I had an early dinner on the plane and I asked the attendant to make up the big VIP bed in the rear section.  We need to try to get some sleep so we’ll have a good start on fighting the inevitable jet lag.  The plane is luxurious.  It’s the first time I’ve ever been on one of the fancy new White House planes that can function as both a hotel and office.  
 
           We’re using one of the big White House jets because someone at the White House decided we need “to make an impression” even though my trip is supposed to be private and unofficial. 
 
           "Making an impression" is White House-speak for trying to look like we’re doing something when we’re not.  It’s right up there in significance with politicians and diplomats letting photographers take pictures for the media prior to a meaningless meeting.  I didn’t argue.  Dorothy likes the plane.  So do I, for that matter.   
 
           In many ways the plane is sort of like a big airborne hotel.  I got back out of bed and locked the door to the bedroom suite, and hung the “do not disturb” sign on it, when Dorothy sort of giggled as she climbed into bed and asked me if it is true there is something called the Mile High Club.   
 
           If there wasn’t before, there will be soon. 
 
    ****** 
 
           While we waited at the Tel Aviv airport VIP room for the Prime Minister on Tuesday afternoon, Dick Evans and Mister Duffy walked in to report what they’d learned during their extended stay with Yoram’s Tenth Brigade.  They’d driven down from the Golan at my request so we could talk without using the satellite phone system and risk being overheard.  We talked as we walked along the upstairs hallway corridor and looked down at the people on the airport’s crowded main floor.   
 
           Man, there are a lot of people in here.  There may be another war brewing but you sure wouldn’t know it from all the tourists coming in to Israel.  
 
           Both Evans and Duffy were enthusiastic about Yoram’s Brigade.  According to them the Tenth has modern weapons and is fully trained up and ready for combat.  Its reservists are almost all combat veterans of at least one war; and they’re all in place because the brigade has been undergoing its annual training.  Most of its reservists, the bulk of its strength, are scheduled to return to civilian life at the end of the week.  But there are rumors they will be held on active duty until the intentions of the rapidly approaching New Islamic Army, as it is now being called by the media, become clearer. 
 
           It may be, suggested Dick, the rest of the Israeli brigades are not as ready to fight as the Tenth, but only because their reserves have not yet been called up.  Almost certainly in similarly good shape is a reserve brigade in the Sinai now also undergoing its annual training.  And Dick thinks two other Israeli brigades are possibly even more ready than the Tenth—the Seventh Brigade, the Golanis, which is permanently on active duty on the Golan Heights and always kept at full strength and the 188th Armor.  The 188th is also a full time regular brigade based on the Golan and it too is always kept at full strength.   
 
           So far only a few of the army’s specialists and about half of the air force reservists have been called up.  The rest of the Israeli reservists apparently won’t leave their peacetime jobs and report for duty until the war is about to start.  According to the officers Dick and Harry spoke with, and the latest CIA analysis, Israel’s economy is too small to allow hundreds of thousands of its most productive citizens to be away from their jobs and families while they wait to see if there is going to be another war.  Besides, Israel is so small they can get to their mobilization points in a matter of hours.   
 
           Well, that makes sense.  
 
           “General, there seems to be no doubt in the minds of everyone we spoke with at the Tenth, both from its core complement of regulars and its reservists, about Israel’s army quickly reaching full strength.  And almost every one of them made much of Israel being so small it doesn’t take long for its reservists to reach their units.  In essence, General, Israel is ready for war if the Islamic Coalition attacks because it’s always ready.” 
 
           “Okay.  Good brief.  Thank you.  Now I wanted you and Harry to go back up to the Golan and keep me posted on how the Tenth is doing and what you hear about the other Israeli units.” 
 
           Being on the scene to see the readiness of the troops on the ground and what they are actually doing and thinking is the best way I know to understand how ready an army is to go to war.  
 
           “Call me two or three times a day with a situation report if you can get access to secure communications.  If you can’t get access, you can take turns driving into Tel Aviv every day or so and send in your situation report from the embassy.” 
 
      
 
                                        Chapter Ten 
 
           My meeting at the airport commenced as soon as the Prime Minister walked in the door with his substantial security entourage and a number of aides.  He chatted with Dorothy for a moment and seemed surprisingly relaxed and upbeat when he thanked me for helping to arrange the airlift that will be bringing in the additional armor and supplies the Israelis have requested.   
 
           Overall our meeting was not the somber affair I anticipated; there was a lot less anxiety on the Israeli side than I expected, at least not about the ultimate outcome.  The Prime Minister was much more concerned about the casualties Israel will take if there is a war and the damage to the economy from calling up their reserves, but he’s confident they’ll win.  Maybe overconfident? 
 
           In any event, the Prime Minister told me, Israel has finished calling up the limited number of reservists it intends to call until the shooting is actually about to start.  Even so, the Prime Minister admits, everyone is, “as you might expect,” quiet and apprehensive.   
 
           Well that’s no surprise and it certainly confirms all the intelligence reports I’ve been reading. 
 
           On a lighter note, according to the local English language newspaper Dick showed me before he and Harry left to go back to the Tenth, the media representatives pouring into Israel’s scorching summer heat to report on the possible war have been consumed with trying to decide whether to report on it wearing khaki pants and shirts or with a military look wearing armor vests and helmets.   
 
           It seems that some of the attractive young ladies the American media have brought in to report on the war as “war correspondents” want to avoid wearing helmets because it will mess up their hair.  According to the story, one of them apparently sent an “urgent dispatch from the front” requesting two more hair stylists and another makeup artist.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Dorothy and I flew across the border and into Egypt late Tuesday afternoon as soon as my airport meeting with the Israeli Prime Minister ended.  I’m on an unofficial and unannounced visit and the only people there to greet us at the airport were the US ambassador and his wife and a proper Egyptian major general representing the Egyptian President.  After exchanging the customary meaningless introductions and pleasantries, Dorothy and I drove to the embassy with Ambassador and Mrs. Tolson.  
 
           Driving to the embassy with the Tolsons was a real eye opener.  Egypt truly is another world.  The streets and sidewalks were absolutely packed with people and bumper to bumper with every sort of conveyance from push carts and bicycles to trucks belching black smoke and old buses so packed people are hanging on the sides and riding on the roof. 
 
           Our plan is to stay in the embassy’s guest suite this evening and do a little sight-seeing and shopping Wednesday morning in the narrow and winding streets and passageways of Cairo’s old Khan el-Khalili bazaar.  I’ll meet with General Hegazi and the Egyptians Wednesday afternoon.  I wonder if the Egyptian President will be there.  I certainly hope so.  I’d like to get his take on the situation. 
 
      
 
                                       Chapter Eleven 
 
           A long line of dimmed headlights approaching the border on the road from Damascus caught the eye of the Israeli patrol driving along the separation fence long before they heard the rumble of the approaching columns of tanks and armored personnel carriers.  The approaching column was moving south towards Israel in the moonlight on both sides of the road. 
 
           One of the Golani Brigade’s night duty officers, a lieutenant, responded to the patrol’s first radio transmission at 0209 by telling the patrol leader to stay on the air and immediately report any changes.  He responded to their second report a couple of minutes later by sounding the alarm.   
 
           It was 0213 when the alert sirens sounded and the hastily awakened men and women of Israel’s elite Seventh Armored Brigade, the Golanis, began manning their tanks and Marders, the German-made Infantry Fighting Vehicles used by the Seventh.  The duty lieutenant did what he was supposed to do after sounding the alarm—he immediately sent a warning notice to IDF headquarters.   
 
           A few minutes later, about 0219, other patrols and observation posts began reporting two additional armored columns approaching the barbed wire separation barrier that marks the beginning of the Golan Heights territory controlled by Israel. 
 
           “Maybe they’ll stop,” was the unspoken thought of almost every member of the hastily awakened brigade from private to brigadier.  It was not to be. 
 
           At 0232 the first Islamic Coalition tank, a relatively new Iranian Chieftain II sold by the United Kingdom to the Tehran government less than three months earlier, crashed through the coils of razor wire separating the Israeli forces on the Golan from the Syrians.  The sky promptly lit up with numerous flares fired by both the attacking Iranians and the defending Golanis. 
 
           The Golanis have prepared positions and they’ve been carefully located to cover the many potential avenues an attack might take.  But the Golanis were spread out in an extended front stretching for many kilometers all along the separation barrier.  More than half of the brigade’s armor and anti-tank weapons were not within shooting distance of the initial enemy columns when they began crossing the barrier.  
 
           In two cases the attacking Islamic columns ran head on into a single company of Israeli Merkava tanks and personnel carriers; in the third, they ran into an entire battalion.  But the Israelis were hull down and ready to fight on territory they know; whereas the Iranians and Syrians are out in the open on unfamiliar ground.  The initial result is a virtual slaughter, highly favorable to Israel, as one after another Iranian and Syrian Chieftains and their M-113 armored personnel carriers were hit and destroyed.   
 
           The Israeli turkey shoot continued for about five minutes until the last of the heavily outnumbered Israeli tanks and APCs were either destroyed by the huge mass of Iranian and Syrian armor or forced to fall back to the brigade’s next line of prepared positions.  About a  third of the Israeli tanks and APCs didn’t make it to their fallback positions—and many of those that did were carrying casualties and already running short on ammunition.   
 
           A terrible price had been paid by the Islamic Coalition armies—but Islamic armor and troops were on the Golan Heights for the first time in many years. 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           Everything changed for me a little before three in the morning.  Dorothy and I were sound asleep in the embassy guest suite when there was a tremendous pounding on the door.   
 
           “General.  Wake up.  You must wake up immediately.”  
 
           I jerked awake so suddenly I knocked over the glass of Diet Seven Up I always keep next to the phone in case I wake up thirsty in the middle of the night. 
 
           “What’s up?” I shouted in the darkness while I tried to find a light switch by the bed. 
 
          “General, the Ambassador wants you to know the embassy just received a flash message for you from the duty officer in your Washington office.  The National Security Agency reports it has picked up Israeli Army radio transmissions suggesting large numbers of Iraqi, Syrian, and Iranian troops and armor are crossing into Jordan, Lebanon, and Israel.  It says there are reports of heavy fighting and Israel has called up all its reserves.”   
 
           My God; how the hell did the CIA and NSA miss that? 
 
           I pulled on my pants and shoes and hurriedly follow the anxious marine corporal to the embassy’s communications center.  It was being rapidly manned with disheveled and partially dressed staff beginning to rush in just as I was.   
 
           As I entered and began reading the messages and reports pouring in for me I could see and hear the ambassador in the adjacent secure room with its door open.  He was in his pajamas and giving orders to a Marine gunnery sergeant to go to maximum alert for a possible attack on the embassy—and only allow American citizens and embassy employees to enter the embassy grounds.    
 
           When I looked at the satellite photos and scanned the initial reports a few minutes later I suddenly realized the formation of the Islamic Army and the planning for its attack must have been going on for some time—while the fighting was still raging between the Shiites and Sunnis and the various governments and militias.   
 
           Damn.  That’s hard to believe. 
 
           First things first.  I called the office as I leafed through the flash message and asked to be patched through to Peter.  He answered immediately.  I could hear the noise of some kind of dinner party going on in the background. 
 
           “Yes General, I received a call from the duty officer several minutes ago.  I was waiting to hear from you.  If you hadn’t called in the next couple of minutes I was going to call Marty Anderson and ask him if he or I should inform the President.” 
 
           “Peter, I’m in Cairo as you know.  How do you suggest I proceed?”  
 
           “It’s evening here, General, and the President’s undoubtedly still up.   He probably just finished some kind of informal social function with the Israeli prime minister who came in today on his way to the U.N. Security Council meeting scheduled for tomorrow. I think you should call the President immediately and let him know the Islamic Army is pouring across the Syrian and Iraqi borders into Israel, Jordan and Lebanon.  The President should be advised to call the Israeli prime minister immediately and let him know we are aware of the situation and ready to help.  It’s too early to be certain but it sure looks like the start of a major war.” 
 
           “You’re right.  I’ll do it immediately.  Thank you for the advice.  Standby there or, better yet, head over to the Situation Room.  I’ll be back to you shortly.” 
 
           Less than two minutes later one of the communications men gave a loud shout and I was connected to the President.  
 
           “Sir, this is Chris Roberts calling from Cairo.  In case you have not already been informed, at approximately 0220 this morning local time the Islamic Army launched a major attack on Israel using conventional arms.  I was in Israel a few hours ago and I am at our Cairo embassy at the moment.  The only thing I can tell you for sure is it looks like the start of a major war and the Israelis seem to have been caught by surprise.” 
 
           “No sir.  At this time I do not believe there is anything you can do until the situation becomes clearer—except call the Prime Minister and assure him we’ll be there for Israel in whatever way they need us.  I’ll try to have a complete report and some recommendations for you no later than at the National Security Council meeting scheduled for tomorrow morning.”  
 
           Later, while sitting with Ambassador Tolson and reading the reports and updates flowing in, I wondered out loud how long young Iranians, Syrians, and Iraqis have been dying by the thousands every day in order to provide cover for the extensive negotiations and planning required for such a carefully planned surprise attack.   
 
           It wasn’t until I said it out loud that I finally understood how really big and serious this war was likely to become.   
 
    ******   The Professor in Somalia 
 
           I was sleeping on my little fold up cot in the big hangar when they shook me awake in the dead of the night.   
 
           “Please get up, Professor.  There is important news.  We have been listening to Al Jazeera Radio and it reports the Islamic Army has crossed the Israeli, Lebanese, and Jordanian borders in force.  What should we do?”  
 
           “Absolutely nothing,” I muttered as I pushed off the dirty sheet protecting me from the wind coming from the big fan.  “We do absolutely nothing until we get orders as to what we are to do.”   
 
           After I stood up and ran my fingers through what’s left of my hair and thought for a bit, I expanded my order.  “On second thought, you’d better increase the guard and push out the perimeter a little.  Now’s the time they’ll hit us if they know we’re here.” 
 
           Then, without even waiting to get dressed or put on my shoes, I hurried to the communications van in my shorts to call in for instructions.  The men who had been sleeping all around me were beginning to wake up and grab their weapons as I trotted past them. 
 
     ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           Dorothy was back in bed but I couldn’t sleep.  After a while I put my pants on and walked into the now-deserted little coffee room of the embassy’s communications center and sat down to read the latest reports and think.  I was trying to understand what was happening and think through what we could do and should do—and it wasn’t working.  I’m missing something and I don’t know what it is. 
 
           Israel’s high command and its intelligence agencies have been closely monitoring the new Islamic Coalition and its forces since even before the Coalition was simultaneously announced by their respective media.  It seems the United States and everyone else, including the Israeli government and its intelligence agencies, did not believe the coalition agreement was actually in effect because the fighting continued so ferociously in Iraq and Syria and Yemen.    
 
           Acting as if you are still at war and letting many tens of thousands of your people be killed and wounded while you are actually working together is the ultimate deception and it worked.  It sure fooled me and our intelligence agencies. 
 
           And it really did work.  Israel and everyone else, and certainly including me, assumed it would take quite some time for the various former enemies to disengage and integrate their forces, plan their combined attack on Israel, and put their plans into effect.   
 
           Everyone was fooled.  I certainly was.   I just could not believe the Iranians, Syrians, and Iraqis, and all those militias, could reach a peace agreement without anyone knowing about it and then, while they were still viciously at war killing each other, work together to plan a unified attack on Israel.  What was really impressive was the way they stopped their war and quickly moved their armies to the borders of Israel, Lebanon, and Jordan, and sent them straight into battle without a pause.     
 
    ****** 
 
           I sat in the coffee room and reviewed what I think I know.  It’s an open secret that the basic Israeli plan for confronting a major enemy invasion is for a massive pre-emptive strike once it is absolutely certain that an enemy attack is going to occur.  As it was, the Israelis and everyone else had been caught flatfooted and unready.  There was no preemptive strike—the great bulk of the Israeli reserves were still in their beds asleep when the initial elements of the New Islamic Army reached the borders of Israel and its two neighbors—and kept right on coming.   
 
           The situation was still muddy but becoming clearer and clearer by the minute.  Israel has been attacked and it’s deadly serious.   
 
           About half an hour later I returned to our room for a few moments to finish dressing and give Dorothy a brief explanation of what was going on.  Then I told her she might as well go back to bed and get some more sleep.  I took a quick shower, more to clear my head than anything else, and went back down to the embassy communications center to get the latest news.  The ambassador was still there wearing his pajama top but someone had obviously brought him his shoes and pants.   
 
           I breathed a sigh of relief when I heard Ambassador Tolson tell a skinny man in a white tee shirt and khaki pants, obviously his security attaché, that any demonstrators who show up are to be kept out of the embassy grounds even if it requires deadly force, and that there will be no surrender to demonstrators as had occurred many years ago in Tehran. 
 
           Report updates were flooding in from the CIA, NSA, and Military Intelligence but the basic message remained the same—a major war has erupted in the Middle East before the Israelis had time to launch any of their carefully planned preemptive strikes.  It was the Yom Kippur War surprise all over again. 
 
           What we know so far is at least six armor-heavy divisions of the Islamic Army, four Iranian and two Syrian, are pouring across the border and on to the Golan Heights to engage Israel’s heavily outnumbered Golan Brigade.  The attack began at 0212 in the morning.  According to the NSA intercepts, it was a complete surprise to the Israelis because it started so quickly after the Islamic divisions arrived at the border and commenced without any artillery preparation.   
 
           Despite being surprised, the initial Israeli resistance resulted in the virtual destruction of one of the Islamic divisions and serious losses for three others—because Israel’s Seventh Armored Brigade, the Golanis, is permanently deployed along the Syrian border and is always fully manned and ready with first class equipment and excellent communications.   
 
           Intense fighting is always vicious and this time was no exception—the sun came up at about 0530 to a horrific scene of death and destruction all along the Israel positions on the Golan Heights, particularly on the Israeli right.  It is quickly apparent that most of the blood shed under the flares was Syrian and Iranian—but certainly not all of it. 
 
            During the initial hours of close quarter armor duels in the early morning darkness, Israel’s Seventh Brigade alone lost more than fifty tanks and other armored vehicles; the Syrians and Iranians lost well over four hundred tanks and hundreds of other armored vehicles.   
 
           Dawn broke on a scene of incredible desolation and human suffering.  Bodies of dead and wounded men were strewn everywhere and destroyed and burning tanks and other armor and vehicles were sending up clouds of dark black smoke for as far as the eye can see.  It’s as if the land was covered with a thick black fog of oily smoke.  Men from both sides can be seen stumbling through the wreckage trying to find survivors. There was an almost constant rattle of small arms fire and the periodic wham of tank cannons. 
 
           Most of the smoking and burning vehicles were new and near-new British-made Chieftain II main battle tanks and M-113 fully tracked armored personnel carriers.  The British sold them to Iran last year to help the Iranians in their fight against what was left of the Sunni fundamentalists known as the Islamic State.  The Golani Brigade’s new and latest model Israeli-made Merkava tanks, it seems, are both the ugliest tanks ever produced and in all ways superior to everyone else’s including the British Chieftains.  Also superior, for that matter, are Israel’s German-made Marder infantry fighting vehicles and the Israeli officers and men, although more than two thousand of them become casualties even before the sun rose over the battlefield.  
 
           On the other hand, there is no question about it; despite its horrendous losses the Islamic Coalition’s army has pushed Israel’s Golan Brigade out of its initial positions and is already in control of a good third of the Golan Heights and maybe more.  Before the sun even came up the hard hit Golanis were forced to hand the battle off to Yoram’s Tenth Brigade and withdraw behind it to reorganize. 
 
      
 
                                        Chapter Twelve    
 
    ******  Major Dick Evans 
 
           It cools off at night on the Golan after the sun goes down.  So when the shooting started Harry and I and the four Israelis with us were all in our tent sleeping in our summer sleeping bags.  The previous evening we had driven around and visited some of the Brigade’s companies.  Then we dined on lamb stew with newly baked bread and coffee at the headquarters mess and sat around for a couple of hours talking to some of the officers and troops.  Most of them, but not all, speak English; some of them quite well.   The food is absolutely delicious, particularly the fresh bread.  
 
           Actually, we’d spent most of the evening listening to the Israelis argue among themselves about the significance of the new Islamic Coalition.  There was even some discussion as to whether it means the brigade’s reservists are likely to be held over on active duty when their annual thirty day call-up is finished at the end of the week.  The consensus seemed to be they’ll be heading home Friday when their thirty days of active duty are up.  
 
           About 2230 we’d called it a day, gave cheerful goodnights to the Israeli troops still in the mess tent, and walked together in a loose group back to our little squad tent to sack out for the night.   Other than a match flaring as Solly lit a cigarette, and Harry commenting about the stars being out, we walked along in the moonlight without talking—just a bunch of soldiers quietly walking back to their tent with a brief stop at the latrine.   
 
           It was a lovely night.  The stars were out and it even felt a little cool, a welcome relief after another hot and dusty day.   
 
           Our tent was crowded but everything seemed quite normal as I blew more air into my somewhat deflated rubber mattress and worked myself into one of the old fashioned light wool mummy bags we’d been issued at the brigade’s warehouse.  There were the usual muttered curses and quiet apologies as everyone tried to do the same thing and bumped into each other in the darkness.  Then the satisfied sighs and rustling and a couple of farts as we settled down for the night.  The last thing I remember hearing was a couple of the Israelis talking softly in the dark.  I think it was Oren and Si. 
 
           Everything changed a little after two in the morning when the alert sirens went off and a few seconds later the sound of tank cannons and explosions suddenly began immediately to our north.  Then all hell broke loose.     
 
           “What the fuck?”   
 
           “This is serious,” I said to no one in particular as Solly turned on an electric lantern and we all scrambled to get our boots on and our bootlaces tied.  It certainly is.  Harry and I know the sounds of heavy fighting and high velocity tank rounds when we hear them.  We heard enough of them in Russia and we recognized them instantly.  
 
           “No shit,” said Solly as he pulled up his pants and fastened his belt.  He was ashen faced.  One of his sons, Rafi, his youngest, is a career officer in the Seventh Brigade, a lieutenant commanding a platoon of old but recently reconditioned M-113 armored personnel carriers, one of the few platoons in the brigade without Marders.  A couple of days ago Solly visited him when we drove up to the border to see how the Israelis were positioned to defend it—where the noise seems to be coming from. 
 
           Even before I got my shoes on there were shouts and whistles blowing in the darkness and we could hear men running and tank engines beginning to turn over and start.  Nearby I heard the distinctive double “clink” as a high velocity tank round was loaded and the breech closed.  And almost immediately we could hear and vaguely see some of the brigade’s vehicles beginning to move.  But where are they going? 
 
    ****** 
 
            It seemed like a scene of mass confusion in the cool moonlight.  But it really wasn’t.  Harry and I had seen it before—because every two or three nights for the past three weeks the Brigade had been subjected to practice alerts pulling its men out of a sound sleep and requiring them to deploy in the dark of the night to new positions.  The big difference this time is the alert is obviously for real and the Tenth is not moving out of its positions behind the Golani Brigade, it’s manning them and getting ready to fight. 
 
           “Come on,” I shouted to Harry and the Israelis over the growing din of engines and the continuous red flashes and rolling thunder of explosions immediately to the north and northeast.  “Let’s go over to Yoram’s command vehicle and see what the fuck is going on.”   
 
           We got there in time to watch in the moonlight as Yoram’s antennae encrusted armored personnel carrier pulled out for parts unknown.  “Back to the jeeps,” I shouted.   
 
           We need to move.  But where did Yoram go and should we follow him?  Shit, everybody knows where to go and what to do except us. 
 
    ****** 
 
           It was a quiet Tuesday night.  Sergeant Ataullah Suheimat at Jordan’s Balqua border post was sitting sleepily behind the observation window in his little office.  He was watching two of his corporals check the passports and papers of the people in a couple of civilian cars.  Ataullah grunted to himself as he recognized the big van pulling up behind them.  It was, he knew, returning to Jordan after delivering vegetables to Damascus from the new hydro vegetable farm down the road.  They are growing vegetables down there, he’d been told, right in the water without using dirt.  It’s hard to believe but the drivers all swear it is true.  He had already decided to go there someday to see for himself.  
 
           Then he heard rumbling in the distance.  It seemed to be coming from the north, from over in Syria, and it sounded like it was coming this way and getting closer.  Finally, his curiosity got the best of him and he walked to the door and listened as the rumbling got louder and louder.  After a while he could even feel the plywood floor vibrate slightly under his immaculately polished shoes.  What in the name of Allah is going on?  That was his last thought before a massive explosion tore the little customs office apart.  He never saw the Iranian and Iraqi tanks and armored personnel carriers as they poured by on both sides of the waiting cars and trucks and flooded into Jordan.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Captain Michael Yigel was standing partially illuminated on the thirty-foot telescoping observation ladder that extended up from the turret of his Merkava battle tank.   He watched by the light of the flares and gun flashes as two enemy columns charged towards the Seventh Armored Brigade’s positions on either side of his company.  Each of the enemy columns was three or four kilometers away.  He could see that each of them is big, really big, perhaps brigade strength or more, and spreading out.  Elements of the enemy armor appear to be coming towards him from both sides.   
 
           As the on-rushing armor got closer Michael could see numerous individual enemy tanks and other vehicles by the light of the popping and fizzing flares being fired from his rear by one of the Golani Brigade’s five companies of self-propelled artillery.    
 
           What he saw raised an important question in the captain’s mind as he hurried down his tank’s pole ladder and quickly cranked it down.  Should the sixteen tanks of his company attack the invaders or should they stay and fight from their current hull down and camouflaged positions?   
 
           Basic Israeli doctrine is to attack.  But attacking would mean moving his tanks out of their hull down positions, away from the camouflage nets breaking their silhouettes, and out into the open where they will be more visible and vulnerable.  The alternative was to stay hull down and hidden and that’s what he is supposed to do if it makes more sense.  But does it?   
 
           “Akiva Three One.  Ezra One.” 
 
           “Akiva Three One.  Go” 
 
          “Ron, I have large numbers of enemy tanks and armored personnel carriers coming right at me.  They look like Chieftains and M-113s.  They’re spreading out from large enemy columns coming in on either side of my position.  No dismounted enemy infantry visible at this time.  Unless you order otherwise I am going to send my infantry back and remain hull down here and pick them off as they come by.”  
 
           “Agreed Ezra One.  Good luck Michael.” 
 
           Every tank crew in the battalion was listening on the net and immediately understood Michael Yigel’s decision.  The tanks of Ezra Company of the Third Battalion of the Golan Brigade are going to hold their positions and sell themselves dearly if that’s what it takes to stop the invaders; the six missile carrying infantrymen each Merkava tank carries in its cargo compartment are going to fall back to positions at the company’s first rally point and set up with their handheld missiles to take the "leakers" who get past the tanks.  The rally point is about eleven hundred meters to the rear.   
 
           “Ezra tanks.  Ezra One.  Release your infantry, remain hull down, and select multiple targets.  Do not fire and reveal yourselves until you have multiple certain kills.  All infantry to take their missiles and immediately fall back to their first rally point positions.  Hustle boys, hustle.”  
 
           Troop ramps on the back of his company’s sixteen Merkava III battle tanks were already going down before he finished speaking.  It is amazing how fast heavily loaded infantry can move when they want to, Michael mused as he stood in his tank’s turret and watched his heavily burdened infantry dash out of the troop compartments of their Merkavas carrying their personal weapons and missiles and sprint towards the rear.  Then he turned his attention and his tank’s 120mm barrel towards the enemy armor spreading out towards him.   
 
           Damn I wish this thing had some of those laser guided anti-tank rounds we tested last year. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Initially Israel’s assault helicopters and air force planes were extremely effective when they arrived in force over the Golan battlefield in the hours before sunrise.  Their pilot’s night vision sights let them clearly see the armor below them and the special paint on the Israeli tanks and APCs made it relatively easy for the night-vision-equipped Israeli pilots and weapons officers to tell friend from foe.  They filled the darkness with their missile distracting flares and joined the Golani’s tanks and missile equipped APCs in inflicting massive losses on both the initial enemy columns and the follow-on armor coming up behind them.  
 
           Unfortunately for the Israelis, while they are wreaking havoc on the Islamic Coalition’s advancing armor, their planes and helicopters were taking serious losses from the Iranians old American made “Hawk” radar controlled mobile SAM batteries and the mobile anti-aircraft guns that came forward right behind the Islamic Coalition’s initial armor columns.  Although Israel’s air force commanders didn’t initially realize it, dozens of Israeli planes and attack helicopters were lost before the sun came up, including a number of Israel’s F-15s, F-16s, F-35s, and even some the upgraded Israeli-made Kfirs still in service.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Everything changed for the worse for the Israeli air force when the sun came up and the Islamic invaders could see well enough to begin using their handheld SAM missiles.  Their handheld SAMs combined with the invaders’ radar directed mobile SAMs and anti-aircraft guns to erect an umbrella of SAMs and steel over the Coalition’s troops and armor that couldn’t be penetrated—and Israeli planes and helicopters began going down all over the place.  It became virtually suicide for an Israeli plane or helicopter to fly over the forward edge of the battle.  That’s when the Israelis lost control of the lower altitude air space immediately over the battlefield.  
 
           High above the battlefield a somewhat similar battle raged in the night skies for control of the air battle.  Here the Israelis were doing better, much better.  Before the ground attack started the Israeli air force’s ground radars, satellites, and AWACs observed the enemy planes gathering over Syria.  As a result, a good part of the fully mobilized planes of Israel’s air force were either on runway alert or already in the air when the Islamic armies poured over the border and the invasion started.   
 
           Initially the Israeli controllers held their planes back in an effort to avoid provoking an attack.  They stayed over Israel and didn’t attempt to engage the Coalition’s planes.  That policy lasted until the three Israeli AWACS in the air simultaneously reported enemy planes and tanks crossing the border into Israel.  Only then did the AWACS controllers give the Israeli fighters permission to engage.   
 
           As soon as they were released by their controllers the Israeli pilots surged out of Israeli airspace and immediately engaged the somewhat uncoordinated planes of the three air forces they faced.  Within minutes the superior planes and pilots of the Israelis took control of the night skies and began attacking the enemy armor and helicopters on the battlefield itself and behind it—and immediately became seriously vulnerable themselves. 
 
           Israel’s air response and the likelihood Israel would win the air war had been foreseen by the Islamic Coalition’s planners.  They countered it by repeating what the Egyptians had successfully done years ago during the Yom Kippur War—bringing up large numbers of mobile radar-controlled SAM and anti-aircraft artillery units behind their attacking ground forces and issuing thousands of hand held SAMs to their best ground troops.  By dawn the Islamic Coalition had erected a missile umbrella over its troops and neither side could afford to use planes and helicopters against its enemies’ ground forces on the leading edge of the ground battle.   
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
            As I told the President by phone in my second call from Cairo, the one just as he was getting into bed for the evening, “so long as the Arabs and Iranians stay under their missile umbrella it is going to be a ground war with an air war raging high overhead out of missile range.”   
 
           What I didn’t realize at the time was just how vicious and extensive the ground war was going to become. 
 
           One exception to the absence of air power over the battlefield, according to the intelligence reports I was getting, is Israel’s use of hunter-killer helicopter teams around the forward edges of the battle.  Well before the sun even came up on the first day of the invasion a number of Israel’s small observation helicopters were beginning to carefully prowl along the forward edge of the enemy-held territory hunting for enemy tanks and vehicles, always trying to stay below the line of sight of the radar of the Coalition’s mobile missiles and out of the view of its SAM carrying infantry.   
 
           When Israel’s scout helicopters find an enemy target they light it up with a laser beam; then a larger rocket firing attack helicopter waiting under cover behind the scout pops up from the radar clutter behind a building or tree or ridge line, fires, and instantly drops back out of sight to wait for its scout to find another victim.   
 
           Israeli hunter-killer helicopter teams apparently practice this constantly and, according to Mr. Duffy when I finally got to speak to him the next day, are quite good at it.  Even so, sometimes a scout helicopter gets too high or too close or an attack helicopter takes too long to locate the laser the scout is aiming at its target.  Then one of the Coalition’s handheld SAMs or anti-aircraft units brings it down.  It’s a cat and mouse game and the Israelis are very good cats; the mice, however, have sharp teeth and use them. 
 
    ******  Dick Evans 
 
          Harry and I are with General Makow’s Tenth Armored Brigade.  When the war started the Tenth was on the heights and immediately behind the Golan Brigade.  It had been there for three weeks because those were the weeks during which its reservists were long ago scheduled for their annual thirty days of intensive field training.  The Islamic armies would have faced a different brigade backing up the Golan Brigade if they had waited and started their attack a few days later.  The permanently mobilized 188th Brigade of the Israeli Army was further down the heights below the Tenth.  Its men are all regulars and train constantly.   The 188th and the Golan Brigade are among the finest armor units in the world and Yoram’s Tenth is right up there with them. 
 
           By 0300 Harry and I were in our jeep heading south.  Harry was driving with only the parking lights on and Si and Solly were sitting in the rear with their assault rifles ready.  Oren and Joel are no longer with us.  They’re good men—as soon as the fighting started they took the other jeep and immediately went forward to find their unit, the 4th battalion, and join the fight.   
 
           The battle to our immediate rear is louder and more intense than almost anything I’ve ever heard.  The only exception might be the battle for Chita between the Chinese and the Russians.  It was just as unbearably loud and intense. 
 
           Our intention is for the four of us to go to one of the Tenth Brigade’s rally points.  That’s where Oren told us to go as he and Joel rushed out of the tent to rejoin their battalion.  We think we know where the rally point is because we visited it last week during one of the Tenth’s practice moves.  And we better be heading in the right direction and moving faster than the Iranians and Arabs; they seem to be seriously pissed off and as likely to shoot at us as not. 
 
           At the moment we’ve moved off the dirt trail so we won’t be flattened by a fast moving column of Merkava tanks and missile equipped Israeli armored personnel carriers.  They are moving up in the dark from the Israeli flatlands to join the battle.  More precisely, we’re slipping and sliding down some rocky scree on the side of a little hill and can periodically see where we’re going by the light of the artillery flares almost constantly blossoming in the night sky—and getting closer and closer. 
 
    ****** 
 
           A few minutes after we came down the rocky hillside we reached one of the brigade’s rally points at a little dirt cross roads where a couple of lady MPs were standing and directing traffic with flashlights despite the explosions periodically going off around them.  After an extremely brief conversation with Si and Solly, one of the MPs waved us down one of the side roads.  We bounced along for about a kilometer until an artillery flare popping overhead let us see a tent encampment near the left side of the road.  
 
           There were a couple of lantern-lit medical tents and an armored personnel carrier with a lot of antennas on it parked a little ways off to the side.  A couple of Humvees and an ammunition truck were parked by the APC.  We pulled in and parked next to the Humvees.  The guys got out and peed while I double timed over to the command vehicle to see if I could get access to a radio to call in a report to General Roberts.  Damn I’ve got to go myself. 
 
           No use.  I didn’t even bother to ask.  One look at the harried men and women sitting at the little tables inside the APC and their continuous use of the phones and it wasn’t even worth asking if I could borrow one for a few minutes—our needs aren’t in the same league as theirs.  Now what should we do? 
 
           “What’ya think Harry?  What should we do? 
 
           We stood there for a few moments by our jeep listening to the noise and then the answer came to each of us at the same moment.  A Humvee filled with Israeli wounded careened down the dirt road and stopped at one of the aid tents.  In the light of the flares we could see two orderlies rush out with a stretcher and begin loading one of the men.  Another tried to get out by himself and staggered on to his hands and knees as his feet hit the ground. 
 
           “Christ, let’s go see if we can help,” I shouted over my shoulder as I started to double time towards the aid tents.  “Damn right,” shouted Harry as both Si and Solly simultaneously said something I didn’t catch.  The sound of the battle was becoming so intense it was hard to hear one another other talk. 
 
      
 
                                      Chapter Thirteen 
 
           Almost everyone in Israel was awakened in the middle of night as the “telephone tree” Israel uses to back up the mass email and cell phone texts it uses to call up its reservists moved into high gear, with each recipient of a call in turn calling the recipients on his own alert list.  Within minutes the lights were going on in virtually every Jewish and Druze home and hundreds of thousands of Israelis rushed to put on their uniforms and get to their mobilization points.  It went rather smoothly as it should—they’ve done it often enough. 
 
           Most of Israel’s army and border police units finished forming up and began pulling out for the front even before the sun came up.   And, as has been the case in every one of its previous wars, so many retired reservists began reporting to their old units that many of the Israeli companies and battalions were moving out with more than one hundred percent of their authorized strength.  The men and women who couldn’t get to their units in time for one reason or another will catch up to with them as best they can.   
 
           And there are more Israeli troops coming—within hours media around the world, particularly in the United States, the UK, Australia, and Canada, reported their airports were being overrun with tens of thousands of Israeli men, and women too, desperately seeking flights to Israel so they can rejoin their units.  
 
           A relative handful of the reservists headed for Israel’s naval bases.  And those that do report found, as they had fully expected, every operational missile ship, patrol boat, and submarine in Israeli navy already at sea.  The Israeli navy, it seems, has a relatively high proportion of full time personnel.  Every operational Israeli combat ship is required to always have a full complement of crewmen available such that it can put to sea for combat operations with one hour’s notice.  The active duty crews all live on or near their ships.  The reservists’ active duty time is primarily used to spell the regulars so they can take leaves and attend courses. 
 
    ******  Dick Evans 
 
           Harry and I spent the hours until the sun finally came up, and then a couple of more, carrying wounded Israelis into the tents where surgeons and medics, both men and women, worked feverishly in the din and confusion to triage the arrivals and save as many lives as possible.  Those that could be evacuated we helped load on the empty Humvees and ammo trucks being flagged down and directed to us by the MPs as they came down the dirt tracks on their way to the rear to get more ammunition and supplies.   
 
           The Israelis are bringing out their dead along with their wounded.  Many times during those first terrible hours we carried what was left of a dead Israeli out behind the tent and laid him or her in one of the three ever lengthening rows of bodies.  There were already bodies out there when we started. 
 
           Just as the sun came up the surviving tanks and APCs from the Tenth and the Golanis, began arriving and being directed into previously prepared defensive positions around the field hospital by shouting and waving officers and NCOs.  As soon as the tanks and APCs stop they begin taking on ammo and fuel from the waiting trucks and tankers.  Some of the arriving tanks were pretty shot up and many of the Merkavas and APCs were carrying dead and wounded Israelis in their personnel compartments along with their infantry. 
 
           About an hour after we arrived we discovered we’d somehow passed the Tenth’s first rally point in our confusion and had, instead, reached a Golani rally point further down the Golan.   
 
           I’m not sure how we missed the Tenth’s initial rally point.  We probably spent too much time looking back at the intense battle erupting behind us. 
 
    ******  
 
           It’s been a couple of hours since the sun came up and Solly and I just returned from helping load some of the walking wounded into an Israeli deuce and a half after it had unloaded ammunition at some nearby tanks.  I’m not exactly sure where Si and Harry are at the moment, just that they are nearby doing what we’re doing.  But one thing is certain—if half of what the wounded are telling us is true, the Israelis are in real trouble.   
 
           According to the men we spoke with, the Golani Brigade’s tanks were forced to fall back and hand the battle off to the Tenth; then the Tenth was forced to fall back and hand the battle off to the 188th.  Now the 188th is falling back and trying to hand the battle off to a cobbled together defensive line based on what’s left of the Tenth and the Golani survivors.   
 
           “The wounded are right.  Things are really bad,” Si shouted over the earth shattering noise and the explosions starting to occur all around us.   
 
           “Usually the fuel and ammunition reloads and ambulances are sent forward to the tanks and APCs; sending the armor back carrying the wounded instead of sending the fuel and ammunition carriers up to the front means the battalion commanders don’t think they are going to be able to hold here much longer.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           The new Israeli defense line apparently runs right through where we are helping the medics near the bottom of the Heights.  When we first got here we were seeing the tanks and APCs of the Golanis and the Tenth which had run out of ammunition.  They arrived carrying dead and wounded Israelis when they came back to get more fuel and ammo and move into new positions.  Now we’re in the midst of a huge storm of dust and smoke—and a great and somewhat disorganized mass of Israeli tanks, APCs, and running men is making it worse as they pour down out of the heights and desperately try to get into new positions on this side of the little ridge sheltering the aid station.   
 
           One reason it is so dusty is Israeli assault helicopters are frequently flying a few feet off the ground immediately above us.  The hospital tents periodically shake and are filled with dust as the helicopters hover over us and pop up to fire and then quickly drop back down again into the dust clouds they are constantly creating.  One tent even blew down on top of a surgical team in the middle of an operation.       
 
           About fifteen minutes ago the number of artillery rounds exploding behind us significantly increased and the Israeli attack helicopters began positioning themselves further south.  Now the artillery rounds are passing over so close I can sometimes hear their paper ripping “whoosh” despite the ear shattering din of constant firing and explosions on the other side of the ridge.   
 
           Uh oh, the Coalition armor must be right on the other side of this ridge.  
 
           “Harry,” I shouted as he came by me helping a wounded man hobble to the evacuation truck we’ve been filling.  “The Israelis are pulling back.  It’s time to get the last of the wounded out of the aid station and boogie.  The Israelis are taking their casualties past us.  Where are Si and Solly?” 
 
           Without waiting for an answer I grabbed up the wounded Israeli I’d been helping a medic work on and half carried him to the truck as he jumped along on his good left leg.  Blood was dripping out of the jerry rigged tourniquet we’d made out of his belt and hastily tied above the knee of his shattered right leg.  Harry was in the back of the truck and helped me hoist him in.  When it was full with the last of the wounded I pulled up the tailgate and slammed in the pins to hold it in place.   
 
           “I’ll drive.  You help with the wounded in back,” I yelled to Harry above the din.   
 
           Harry nodded and shouted something I couldn’t hear as I raced to driver’s door and jumped in. I threw the little on-off switch and the engine started as soon as I pushed the starter button.   
 
           We’ve stayed as long as we can; it’s time to bug the hell out of here. 
 
           Harry told me later that if I’d looked back as I jammed the gear shift in “low” I would have seen the upward sloping front of the first of the Islamic Coalition tanks start to come over the top of the ridge line that had been sheltering the aid station.  It was a British-made Centurion with Syrian markings.  According to Harry, the Syrian tank didn’t even get far enough over the top of the ridge for its nose to begin coming down before it was hit by a couple of armor piercing Israeli tank rounds and thrown back out of sight. 
 
           As we started moving, one of the Israeli medics who had been loading wounded into the truck next to us literally made a running dive into the back of ours to join Harry and the wounded we were carrying. 
 
           There was no sense even trying to use the dirt road.  It was absolutely jammed bumper to bumper with retreating armor, trucks, and Humvees, and even some running men who’d given their places in the troop carriers to the wounded.  So I bounced us straight down over the rough pasture land and tried to miss the most obvious holes and bumps. 
 
           Everything worked for me until five or six hundred yards later I came to an irrigation ditch.  There was nothing to do but turn so I turned right—and that was a mistake because I almost immediately came to another ditch.  There was nothing I could do but cut a wheelie and go back the other way.  I’ve got to get us out of this fucking field. 
 
     ****** 
 
           I was on my back and far overhead I could see the sky filled with twisting white contrails as the rival air forces desperately fought it out for control of the air.   
 
           “Dick.  Dick.  Can you hear me?” 
 
           “Hi Harry.  Look up there.  Must be a hell of a lot of planes up there.” 
 
           “Okay Buddy.  You’re gonna be all right.  Hold tight for a moment while I finish putting this sticky bandage on.  Then me and the boys here are going to pick you up and carry you over to that truck and we’ll all get the fuck out of Dodge.”  Why is he doing that? 
 
           “Why are you doing that?” 
 
           Then everything sort of faded away and next thing I remember is lots of noise and bouncing along in the back of a truck with Harry and a bunch of wounded Israelis.   
 
      
 
                                      Chapter Fourteen 
 
           The leader of the flight of four Iraqi French-made Mirages was having trouble despite the bright morning sunlight and the good visibility in the cloudless sky.  He had a serious problem—he couldn’t understand the Iranian controller in the old Iranian AWACS.  The two men were both speaking English, the universal language of pilots, but their accents and lack of fluency in English made communication between them more than a little difficult.   
 
           The Iranian AWACS was an old Boeing 707, one of several converted to an AWACS in Seattle many years ago and given to Iran when the Shah was in power.  The technologically obsolete AWACS’s position wasn’t helping either.  Its transmissions were breaking up because it was equipped with ancient radios and circling as far north of the battlefield as possible in an effort to stay away from Israeli fighters. 
 
           Its controllers, however, were persistent and determined.   
 
           “Is two enemy.  Location is north from Damascus.  Is thirty-two thousand.  Is type unknown.  Is possible F-15s.  Repeat.  Is two enemy fighters.  Is thirty-two thousand.  Is over Damascus.  Is heading is south.  Is Jews F-15s.  Is you turn right to one-ninety to engage.” 
 
           “Blue Sword three to Control One.  Say again. You are breaking up.”  
 
           “I say is enemy fighters.  Is number is two.  Is heading is south.  Position north Damascus is.  Altitude is thirty-two thousand.  Is type unknown.  Is possible F-15.  Repeat.  Is two enemy F-15s.  Is thirty-two thousand.  Is north Damascus.  Is heading south one seven five.  You is engage is turn one niner zero.  Repeat you is turn one niner zero.” 
 
          Finally the Iraqi flight leader understood the message when one of his pilots broke in and explained it.  He gave a terse command and the four planes in his flight were just beginning to turn when all their missile warning lights came on at almost the same instant.   
 
           All four of the Iraqi pilots screamed “missiles” as they’d been taught and began evasive maneuvering.  Two of them even remembered to fire their flares.  They were much too late.  The Iranian controller watched in rage as the blips on his screen for three of the Iraqi planes blossomed into white flecks and disappeared.  “Goddamn useless Iraqis.” 
 
           Only one of the four survived; the flight leader’s wingman.  The recently graduated Iraqi lieutenant, the most junior and inexperienced of the four, had been so scared when the missiles started flying that he pissed in his pants and instinctively stuck close to his older and much more experienced flight leader.  And that saved him – the exhaust from his flight leader’s plane attracted both of the heat seeking Israeli-made Python missiles fired by one of the old Israeli-made Kfirs equipped with the latest state of the art electronics and weapons. 
 
           Then the Iranian controller made another mistake.  He didn’t know the Israelis had been producing their own high performance fighters and had been doing so for years, let alone how well equipped they are or that they carry twice as many missiles as F-15s and had been modified with droppable fuel tanks to double their combat range.  He assumed the two Israeli fighters were F-15s and followed procedure by carefully counting the number of missiles each fired.  They’re out of missiles and heading south towards Israel because they are getting low on fuel, or so he thought.   
 
           Bursting with a desire for revenge and seeing his chance, he quickly took over control of a flight of six Iraqi Mirages from the junior officer sitting next to him and directed the Iraqi pilots to intercept the now vulnerable Israelis who were continuing to fly south towards Israel.  
 
           “Is target is two enemy is F-15s.  Is no missiles.  Is no fuel,” said the Iranian major controlling the flight informed the Iraqi flight leader.  The lieutenant sitting next to him enthusiastically beamed and nodded his approval.  The Iraqi lieutenant colonel commanding the flight of Mirages understood the Iranian controller and nodded to himself in satisfaction.  An Israeli kill is exactly what he needed to get another promotion.  And a couple of Israeli F-15s with no missiles and not enough fuel were exactly what he was looking for. 
 
           The two Iranian controllers watched their screens with growing satisfaction as the six Iraqi Mirages turned to intercept the two Israelis and kicked in their afterburners.  A few minutes earlier the Iraqi pilots had listened to the desperation and terrified shouts in the radio chatter as their friends and squadron mates tried to evade the Israeli missiles.  They too are anxious for revenge, particularly since the Israelis have no missiles and fuel left.   
 
            They were watching their screens with satisfaction as the distance to the Israelis closed rapidly when, to the absolute astonishment of the Iraqi pilots and the Iranian controllers, the Israelis turned towards the Iraqis to engage them instead of taking evasive action and running for their lives.   
 
           About ninety seconds later, long before the obsolete and often broken French-made targeting radars on the Iraqi Mirages could lock on to the on-coming Israelis, the two Israeli lieutenants used their state of the art electronics to lock on to the Iraqis and fire another barrage of Python missiles.   
 
           “This is not possible” was the surprised Iraqi colonel’s last thought as he desperately fired his flares and began to “gray out” as he jinked into a hard climbing turn. 
 
           The older and less sophisticated French-made threat warning radars on the Iraqi Mirages reported the incoming Israeli missiles in time for the surprised Iraqi pilots to begin evasive action.  They were experienced enough to instantly separate and begin taking the evasive actions they’d been taught and sometimes practice.  Every one of the Iraqi pilots fired flares as he desperately jinked and made hard climbing turns and dives to avoid the on-coming Israeli missiles. 
 
           Mercifully, all three of the Iraqi pilots whose planes were killed were in various stages of being “grayed out” from pulling high Gs when their turning planes were exploded by the Israeli Pythons and blown to bits in the midst of bright red flashes and heavy black smoke.  They never felt a thing or even knew their time had run out.   
 
           The three survivors were more than a little surprised to be alive as they broke towards the north and headed for safety with their throttles wide open.  They knew they were lucky—two of them recognized the silhouette of the Israeli Kfir IIIs as they flashed past.  They were absolutely furious at the Iranians for directing them towards the Israelis and telling them the Israelis were F-15s and out of missiles and fuel.  The Kfir IIIs, the Iraqi pilots knew, are high performance Israeli-built fighters and can be configured to carry more missiles than the American-built F-15s. 
 
           What the surviving Iraqis didn’t know, and their astonished controller didn’t think to tell them, is that the two Kfir pilots were reefing their planes around and intent on chasing them down.  What they also didn’t know is that the old but continuously upgraded Israeli-made Kfirs are significantly faster than their old Mirages and much more maneuverable—and that each of the two Israeli lieutenants chasing them still had a Python on his missile rails, a full load of ammunition in his 20mm “Gatling Gun,” and an almost full tank of fuel.   
 
           Worse still for the Iraqi pilots, as two of them were about to find out, both of the Israeli lieutenants flying the Kfirs were carefully selected and highly trained—and seriously determined to kill them and add to their rapidly growing scores. 
 
    ******  Chief Warrant Officer Harry Duffy 
 
           Somewhere along the line the truck carrying me and Dick and the Israeli wounded picked up a police escort.  I know because I can hear the siren ahead of us.  We are really moving flat out and swaying heavily from side to side in the turns as we go around traffic and every so often bounce along the shoulder of the road and over lane dividers.   
 
           It’s a damn good thing we are moving right along because a couple of the wounded Israelis are in really deep shit.  The Israeli medic had fluid bags in just about everyone including Dick and for the last ten minutes or so we’ve been taking turns pounding on the heart and breathing into the mouth of a little Israeli private who looked to be about fifteen years old.  
 
           I was still breathing into the kid’s mouth when the back wheels of the truck literally broke lose into a little skid as we swung off the road and on to what turned out to be the entrance ramp of a hospital emergency room.   
 
           There was quite a crowd of people waiting for us when we suddenly lurched to the side and skidded to a stop inside the hospital’s ambulance entrance.  The casualties in the truck were unloaded in a flash.  As the first of them was handed down I was literally knocked off the little private’s mouth by the hairy arm of a big Israeli doctor who leaped into the truck and slapped an oxygen mask on his face.  He put a stethoscope on the kid’s neck while another doc picked up the medic’s heart massage and they shouted at each other.   
 
          There was nothing more for me to do so I pushed past the Israeli medics and jumped down to run after Dick.  As I hit the ground I could see he’d been put on a stretcher gurney on wheels and was being rapidly pushed towards the entrance door by a team of attendants wearing white coats.  I literally ran after him pointing and shouting “American officer.  Secret.”   
 
           I suppose I look like a wild eyed fool holding my finger up to my lips and shouting and pointing “American officer” and yelling “secret” as I ran along behind Dick into the emergency room lobby.  But I didn’t know what else to do.  It seemed like everything was going in slow motion when one of the gray haired men examining Dick as his gurney rolled along, a guy who had been standing at the back of the truck and seen me knocked me off the little Israeli, looked back at me over his shoulder for a second. 
 
           “Okay.  We understand,” he shouted to me as he trotted alongside Dick’s gurney.  “Secret American officer.  It’s okay.”   
 
           I don’t know why but I’m thinking it is good Dick is wearing an Israeli uniform. 
 
           I followed Dick right through the lobby and a couple of swinging doors and right on into some kind of operating theatre.  Then I just stood against the wall and watched as half a dozen men and women in green gowns quickly cut off Dick’s Israeli fatigues and manhandled him to inspect every inch of his naked body.  They were also trying to get him to answer questions both in Hebrew and English as they hooked him up with various bottles and monitors.  Then someone shouted something and they rushed him off somewhere through another set of swinging doors.   
 
           It was my intention to head for a phone and report in.  But as Dick started to be wheeled through the swinging doors one of the men who has been working on him barked something in Hebrew—and a couple of lady medics wearing surgical masks and a big guy with a long black beard and horrible breath grabbed me.  It seems as though my bloody and ripped fatigues made them think I might be wounded too. 
 
           And, shit, they find a slice on my ass that needs to be sewed up.  Eight fucking stitches, a bottle of blood, and a bunch of goddamn shots.  I never even knew it was there.  Goddamn it.  I fucking hate needles. 
 
      
 
                                      Chapter Fifteen 
 
    ******  General Roberts 
 
           People were packing the streets around the Cairo embassy and the square across from its entrance was filled with tens of thousands of shouting and chanting demonstrators.  Dorothy and I briefly stood together and looked out of our fourth floor window at the crowd before I went downstairs to see the ambassador.  She came with me. 
 
           “Where are the Egyptian police and soldiers?” I asked Ambassador Tolson a few minutes later while sort of gesturing towards the outside of the building.  We were in the embassy’s secure area next to the communications center. 
 
           “I’ve been calling for help constantly ever since the mob started arriving a couple of hours ago.  But I can’t get through to anyone, at least nobody important enough to send help.   Sometimes the phone gets answered but all my interpreter and I keep getting told is help is on its way.  It probably isn’t.”   
 
           “What do you mean?” 
 
           “The crowd is obviously organized.  It has to be.  Some of them are carrying pre-painted signs and everyone turned up first thing this morning at almost the same time.  So some group or another is probably trying to pressure the government and the army to join the Coalition and help it attack Israel.  What’s worrisome is the demonstration was obviously preplanned and neither the police nor the army are here to protect the embassy.  It probably means the Egyptian government, meaning the Egyptian President who rules with an iron hand, can’t decide which way to jump.” 
 
           “So what are you going to do?” 
 
           “Well, I’ve sent home all the Egyptian staff and all the Americans who have family members living in the local economy.  Interestingly enough, the American staff left but most of the local staff decided to stay once they heard we’d be resisting any attacks.  Their main fear seems to be that they’ll be killed if they go home because their neighbors know they work for us.  They decided it is safer to stay here when I announced we won’t surrender and let the mob in.” 
 
           “Can you keep the mob out?”  
 
           “Oh I should think so—if we are prepared to shoot instead of surrender.  And we certainly are.  I’m not about to surrender US territory and become a hostage the way the embassy did in Tehran.  I’ve authorized my Security Attaché, Andy Andrews, because he’s the senior man in the legal office, to have the Marines open fire on any demonstrators who get inside the wall.  Some of the civilian staff, including me, are also armed.” 
 
          “Good decision.  I’ll certainly back you up on that and help you myself if you’ve got an extra weapon.  And I’ll have a chat with the commander of the Marine detachment and your military attachés—in case some fool in Washington tries to order them to do otherwise.” 
 
           “Yeah.  I’m concerned about that myself.  But so far I haven’t heard much from Washington except requests for information.” 
 
           “Well, I’m here and I represent the President.  So don’t even think about giving up the embassy unless he personally orders you to do so.  Which I seriously doubt will be the case.”  And certainly not if I have anything to say about it. 
 
           A few minutes later I walked up the stairs to get Dorothy and found a note saying she’s gone down to the embassy cafeteria to get breakfast.  So I trotted back down the stairs to meet her.  Except for all the excited talking the cafeteria seems to be operating as if it’s just another day.   
 
           Dorothy was sitting at a table by herself and got up with a big smile as soon as she saw me walk in.  She’d already had toast and tea but was obviously pleased to see me and anxious to know whatever I can tell her; so she grabbed her cup and hurried over to join me in the line and get a refill.   
 
           The place was filling up and we had to wait in line while the people in front of us finished talking and selecting their food.  From the size of the crowd and the overly loud and excited conversations we could overhear, it would seem a lot of the staff came in early without eating breakfast and everyone’s worried.  There was a lot of talk about what happened years ago to the embassy staffers who were captured in Tehran.  Well hell they should be worried.  I certainly am. 
 
           Dorothy’s original table had already been cleared and taken by a couple of guys wearing suits by the time we got through the line; so we sat down at another table.  We were almost immediately joined by a couple of nice young ladies on the embassy’s staff.  They were holding their trays and forlornly looking for a place to sit when I pointed at our two empty chairs and waved them over.   
 
            Both of our grateful new table mates are Americans who look to be in their twenties and quite nervous—and both of them promptly asked Dorothy if she thought they should have gone back to the apartment they apparently share somewhere off the embassy grounds.  According to the girls, they decided to stay and help out because the embassy is shorthanded since all the American staff with kids and families living outside the compound have been sent home.  Now they’re not so sure they did the right thing by volunteering.  The Egyptian employees, one of them tells us, were also given a chance to go home but, to everyone’s surprise, many of them decided to stay.   
 
           The ambassador probably did the right thing when he let the embassy employees leave.  They’ll be safer in their homes in the city if the mob attacks the embassy. 
 
           “Oh yes,” Dorothy said.  It’s much safer here.  And besides, this is where you are needed.”  It’s not really safer even though Chris is pretending it is. 
 
           After some idle chitchat about why we were here, which I really didn’t answer, the two girls stood up, shook hands, and left.  When they were gone Dorothy looked at me and asked, “Did I say the right thing to them?”   
 
           She shook her head and answered her own question.   
 
           “It doesn’t matter.  They’re scared and needed reassurance, like me and everybody else here.  Anyhow there’s nothing any of us can do to change things now, is there?”  I just nodded and reached out to take her hand.   
 
           “I’m sorry I brought you here for this.”  
 
           “Well don’t be.  I’m not one bit sorry.  I like it when we can do things together.  It’s rather exciting actually and maybe I can help if there are any emergency medical issues.”   
 
           She’s right.  If the mob outside turns nasty and tries to get in we’re going to need a doc for sure.  Damn, this is a good woman. 
 
           “Yup. Good idea.  You might be the only Doc in the place,” I told her as we walked to the elevator—and found it out of service.  
 
           “Come on.  Let’s walk up the stairs to the communications center.  I need to call Washington to report in and see if I can find out anything new.  Then we’ll go hunt up Ambassador Tolson and see if there’s anything we can do to be useful until we get out of here.”  Besides, I want to get a weapon and some ammunition out of the embassy armory in the Marine barracks on the sixth floor. 
 
    ******   
 
           Despite the early hour Peter was in the office when I called in from the secure room in the embassy’s communications center.  It’s a good thing he is because I want to talk to him before the Security Council meeting scheduled for seven this morning, in about three hours.  He answered on the first ring, even though it’s still the middle of the night there, and quickly brought me up to date on what he knows. 
 
           “Glad you called, General.  It looks like all hell’s breaking loose.  The Islamic Army has apparently thrown the Israelis off of most of the Golan Heights and in a couple of places actually pushed a little way into Israel proper.  Word from the satellite guys at Defense and the NSA is the Coalition forces have suffered really heavy casualties but are continuing to slowly advance under their SAM umbrella.  Nothing in yet about the Israeli losses but they’ve got to be substantial.” 
 
           “Has anything come in about what’s happening in Lebanon and Jordan?” 
 
           “We’re not sure but things don’t look good there either.  According to the latest satellite photos the Islamist armies have pretty much moved into both countries in force.  It looks as though they may be heading south in an effort to hit Israel on its flanks.  Interestingly enough, they have so far pretty much avoided Amman where the Jordanians have concentrated a lot of their forces.  Apparently both of the two big coalition columns went right around Amman on the Ring Road without even slowing down or trying to engage the Jordanians.  According to the latest NSA intercepts they’re continuing to move towards Israel even though they’ve taken a pretty heavy pounding from the Israeli air force.” 
 
           “Are we doing anything to help the Israelis?” 
 
          “Nothing yet, although we’ve got the Nimitz on the scene and the Enterprise ought to be in range by this evening.  The Kennedy’s headed that way too but it’s still four or five days out.  We’ll be able to provide the Israelis with a lot of air support if we decide to get involved.” 
 
           “How about conventional arms?  Armor and such.  Have you heard anything about airlifting anything in from Europe the way we’ve done in the past?” 
 
           “Defense says it’s being readied, whatever that means, but nothing has started, at least not so far as I know.  Frankly I doubt the Pentagon’s done anything except prepare a statement for the media.  They’re probably waiting for someone to tell them what to do.” 
 
           “Well, I’m stuck here so I want you to attend the Security Council meeting this morning.  I’ll be attending by phone.  But things are getting a bit dicey here.  So if I get cut off I want you to use my name and strongly insist the air force get off its ass and begin airlifting tanks and other armor to the Israelis.  We need to be ready to go as soon as the Israelis request assistance, which I’m pretty certain they will if they haven’t already done so.  And don’t forget to specify the armor we send should arrive already stocked with full ammunition loadouts and full fuel tanks.” 
 
           “I’ll get on it immediately.  And, yes, you’re right you might be there for a while.  We’ve got a satellite over the embassy and there sure are a bunch of people around it.”  
 
           “Tell me about it!  Christ, you should hear the noise and chanting.  And they arrived too quickly and too well organized to be spontaneous.  According to Tolson, he’s the Ambassador here, the crowd’s probably a creation of the Islamic Brotherhood to try to pressure Egypt into joining the war.” 
 
           “Do you think they will?  Join the war, I mean?” 
 
           “I don’t think so but you never know.  Either way it’s going to be costly for Israel with or without our help—but despite the surprise I think they’re going to win even if Egypt joins the Coalition Army.  That’s what I told Hegazi a couple of days ago and I still think it’s true.  Two of my aides, Major Evans and Mister Duffy, spent the last couple of weeks TDY with one of the Israeli brigades.  They think the Israeli army is really good….  And by the way, have you heard anything from either Evans or Duffy?  They’re still with the Israelis.” 
 
           “Sorry General, but I haven’t.” 
 
           “Damn.  Well if they call please try to patch them through to me.” 
 
           After I hung up I repeatedly tried to call Tel Aviv to get an update from the Defense Ministry and ask if there is anything we can do to help.  I had no luck in getting through for a couple of hours.  When I finally did get through to Ari’s office he wasn’t available.  Well that’s no surprise.  So I left word as to where I am and asked him to call me at his convenience to talk about how we might help.  I explained to his aide that I’m in Cairo and my Washington office can patch him through to me at the Cairo embassy if he wants to talk. 
 
           About ten minutes later, after I picked up an M-16 and some clips from the Marines’ armory, Dorothy and I were sorting through the embassy’s rather limited medical supplies in its second floor first aid closet.  All of a sudden one of the secretaries we had lunch with rushed in out of breath to tell me I have an important call in the secure room of the communications center.   
 
           The caller was the Israeli Defense Minister and he sounded anxious.  He quickly brought me up to date with a terse report about heavy fighting and a request for all the aid we can airlift in, particularly tanks, APCs, and gunships.  His anxiety is worrisome. 
 
           A call from Peter came in right after I hung up when I was still sitting in front of the phone thinking about what I’d just heard from Ari.  I told Peter about Israel’s request and said I intended to call the President as soon as we hang up with my strongest possible recommendation for an airlift to begin immediately. 
 
           "And I want you to call the President yourself if I don’t get through or get cut off.  The White House operator will know." 
 
           Peter, in turn, excitedly informed me the National Security Agency is now reporting mechanized units of the Israeli army have been ordered to move into Lebanon and Jordan in force. They are even picking up indications of Israeli-Jordanian cooperation and possible joint operations. 
 
           Peter’s excitement deflated a bit when I informed him I’d been told moves into Lebanon and Jordan by Ari himself and could confirm the NSA report.  But he perked up when I asked him to wait for twenty minutes to give me time to talk to the President and then contact Tony Talbot and ask him if Defense has received the “go ahead” from the President to start moving some of the Seventh Army’s tanks and APCs from Germany to the Israelis.  If not, he’s to call me immediately. 
 
           Peter likes to talk to the movers and shakers.  Dorothy is a bit cynical about Peter; she thinks he gets off on dropping names at the dinner parties he seems to constantly attend. 
 
           “Let everyone you speak with know I just spoke to Ari and the Israelis have asked for all the armor and gunships we can send them and the sooner the better.  I want you to strongly suggest, absolutely insist and keep on insisting, it’s time to get an airlift going and it should be a big one.  And be sure to tell everyone you talk to how important it is to give priority to tanks and assault helicopters which are already fully loaded with fuel and ammo.”  
 
           The Security Council meeting isn’t for another hour and I don’t want to delay starting the airlift.  I think Israel is going to win but it sounds like it could be close and might still go either way. 
 
           I also told Peter to use my name if anyone asks about Cairo.   
 
           "Tell them I said there is a big crowd of Egyptians outside the embassy and Ambassador Tolson is handling the situation quite nicely and does not need guidance from someone who is not on the scene and not familiar with the situation."  I emphasized the word ’not’ each time I said it.  I’m going to tell the President the same thing at this morning’s meeting.  Hopefully it will stop the handwringers at State from ordering Tolson to do something really stupid like opening the embassy gate and surrendering without a fight.  Some people never learn and many of them work in the State Department. 
 
    ******  
 
           According to the constant stream of NSA reports I’ve been receiving ever since I got up in the middle of last night, the Israeli air force and the Israeli army helicopters are having much more success in Jordan and Lebanon than they are on the Golan and Northern Israel.  Even so, despite their casualties, the satellite photos and radio intercepts clearly show large numbers of Syrian, Iraqi, and Iranian armor and troops continuing to come over the Jordanian and Lebanese borders just as they are doing on the Golan.  Their purpose is obvious – dash through the lightly defended non-coalition Arab countries on either side of Israel and hit Israel on its vulnerable flanks.  
 
           And coming in on Israel’s flanks is exactly what is happening according to the satellite photos and the interpretations attached to them.  The Coalition’s troops and militia units are pouring over the border and into Jordan and Lebanon.  The big difference is they are doing so without meeting the same stiff resistance they’re getting from the Israelis.  If they’re meeting any at all.  
 
           The first take of NSA and the Defense Department analysts is the Islamic Army is concentrating its SAMs on the Golan because they believe the Israelis will not come to the aid of the Jordanians and Lebanese in a meaningful way, particularly so long as Israel itself is being directly attacked.  They are obviously assuming Israel will follow conventional military doctrine and concentrate its forces in an effort to defeat its most immediate threat—the heavy attacks pushing into Israel from the Syrian border.   
 
           In other words, according to the NSA and DoD reports, the Coalition’s commanders expect to face only the small Jordanian and Lebanese armies and their even smaller air forces until they reach Israel – and perhaps no resistance at all if the Jordanians and Lebanese decide to sit out the war or join the Coalition.   
 
           That’s important analysis for the Israelis to know even though I’m almost positive they already know it.  No sense taking chances,—I immediately called Peter back and ordered him to share it with the Israelis just in case.  It’s not that I expect they need to be told but one never knows. 
 
            It’s important if the Coalition is concentrating its SAMs on the Golan because it means the few mobile SAMs the Islamic forces do bring into Jordan and Lebanon will be spread out and vulnerable to Israeli “Wild Weasel” strikes.  They need to know because the rapid advances the Islamic army is making in those countries are undoubtedly causing its SAMs to be spread out over a relatively large territory.  As a result, the Coalition’s SAM umbrella over Jordan may be fragmented and patchy; it would mean the Israeli air force can attack ground targets on the Jordanian front much more effectively than it can on the Golan.   
 
           The situation is pretty much the same in Lebanon where two of Syria’s four armored divisions, pretty much the only troops Assad has left who are not on the Golan, came over the Lebanese border at 0212 without any opposition whatsoever and joined up with the paramilitary forces of the Shiite Hezbollah organization and the PLO.  The Lebanese army, to the extent it even exists, is nowhere to be found. 
 
      
 
                                     Chapter Sixteen 
 
           It was still dark at five-thirty in the morning in Washington when I called in to the Situation Room and asked the aide who answered the phone to read me the agenda for the emergency meeting of the National Security Council scheduled to start in a few minutes.  Sure enough, one of the first things on the agenda is Cairo and the Egyptians.  Well that’s to be expected. 
 
           Tommy Talbot and some of the other Council members were already in the Situation Room when I called.  Tommy put me on the speaker phone and I was able to have an informal conversation with him and some of the other early arrivals until the President came in.  Everyone was curious about me being stuck in the embassy with Dorothy and what was happening here.  Then the President came in and he was curious too. 
 
           “Glad you could make it, General Roberts.  We’ve been getting all kinds of reports about the situation in Cairo.  According to the NSA intercepts and satellite photos, a big anti-Israel demonstration is underway at the Cairo embassy.  You’re there so let’s talk about that first in case we get cut off.” 
 
           “Thank you, sir.  There is a demonstration underway and it seems huge.  Fortunately the ambassador here, Ambassador Tolson, has a good head on his shoulders and we’re doing just fine.  It could get sticky if whoever organized the crowd orders it to attack the embassy—but I do not foresee another political disaster such as Tehran even if they do.  The Marines are on alert and can keep them out.” 
 
           “Uh, General Roberts,” the President said, “Jack here, uh, Secretary Billaud I mean, thinks we should consider trying an evacuation in a few hours when the Enterprise gets close enough, being that there are a lot of women and civilians in the embassy and so forth.  What is your opinion?” 
 
           “I am totally opposed, sir.  I think it would be a disastrous political mistake, possibly even worse than Tehran.   Your administration cannot be seen to give up American territory and run just because a mob threatens us.  If we learned anything from President Carter’s fiasco it is we must stand our ground when we are threatened or attacked.  Our allies will be appalled and lose confidence in us if we do not, particularly the Israelis, Egyptians, and Saudis.” 
 
           “Yes, of course, you’re probably right.  But what do you think will happen if the embassy is attacked?” 
 
           “Our Marine guards are quite competent and well-armed, Mr. President.  And, frankly, it might be a good thing for our diplomats and embassies around the world if the mob does attack and suffers some casualties as a result.  It would demonstrate our determination to stand up to the Islamic Coalition and its supporters.  Stories in the media about an airlift of tanks and other supplies to the Israelis would help in that regard as well.  It would be an important signal of our willingness to stand by the commitments we’ve made to our allies.  An airlift should begin immediately if it hasn’t already begun.” 
 
           “Okay,” the President agreed.  “We won’t give up any embassies without a fight.  What’s the latest on the military situation, General Talbot?”   
 
           I shut my mouth and listened in the secure room of the Cairo embassy’s communications center as Tommy Talbot summarized the military’s view of the situation to the President and the hastily summoned Security Council.  It was pretty much what NSA has been reporting and I’d already read in the initial reports. 
 
           “If the Arabs erect a SAM umbrella and stay under it, Mr. President, it looks like it’s going to be a war of attrition on the Golan and Israel is going to take a lot of casualties.”  Tommy’s right.  So what are the Israelis going to do?  And what are we going to do to help them? 
 
    ******  Israeli Cabinet 
 
           “Concentrate the attack squadrons and assault helicopters on the enemy armor and vehicles in Jordan and Lebanon,” was the order from the commander of the Israeli Air Force.   
 
           The order had already gone out to all the Israeli squadrons and air controllers.  It explained, the Israeli Air Force commander told us, why our air force and the army’s helicopters were not doing more to stop the enemy ground forces moving down the Golan towards Israel.  NSA quickly picked up the Israeli Air Force commander’s explanation because the cabinet members, in turn, immediately began using their cell phones to discuss it with their party leaders and advisors.    
 
           Israel’s air force commander was quoted in the Morning Report as explaining: “At the moment we’re concentrating on destroying the Islamic air forces and the armored columns they are trying to pass through Jordan and Lebanon to get to our borders.   We can’t do much on the Golan at this time, because of all their SAMs and mobile launchers.  All we can do is destroy their assets deployed elsewhere while the army holds them back on the Golan with its armor and artillery.  We’ll switch back to the Golan when the Islamic armor comes out from under its missile umbrella.”   
 
           What the briefer hadn’t told the cabinet was the full extent of Israel’s plane and helicopter losses to the SAMs and mobile launchers over the battlefield.  The initial reports he’d received suggested Israeli losses were so large as to be almost unbelievable.  He wanted the numbers rechecked before revealing them.  
 
    ******  The Professor in Somalia 
 
           I was in the headquarters van getting some air conditioning relief from the Somali heat when a call came in from the ministry on the satellite phone and I got new orders.  The Boss is adamant.  Despite the new war and the increased chance they’ll be spotted and destroyed because everyone’s become more alert, two of our four remaining remote control planes, the Fokker and one of the Anatovs, are to fly tonight if at all possible.  If they both can’t get off tonight, they’re both to go tomorrow night.  It seems, my contact explained with a shrug in his voice, the Boss wants the two targets hit at the same time.  The targets themselves were no surprise.  We’ve been planning for months to take them out.  
 
           If both launches are successful we’ll have only one target left and two Anatov-12s to use against it.  Hmm, maybe I can get a transport in here and send some of the men home.  They’re all getting really antsy.  Yes, that’s what I’ll do if it can be arranged.  Only the guards and the men I need for the Anatovs will stay. 
 
          “Okay,” I called out to the waiting men as I came out of the van.  “Tonight we’re going with the Fokker and the Anatov we got from Zimbabwe.  They go tonight if we can get them both started and out of here on time.  If both of them can’t go out together tonight, they’ll go out together tomorrow.  The boss wants them to have the same time on target.” 
 
           There was a little cheer and a couple of the men literally ran to the planes.  Both of them are here with us in the big hangar because we moved the Anatovs over from the other hangar as soon as the DC-6s left.    
 
           I understand the cheers.  We all want to get out of this godforsaken hole and this is a big step in the right direction.  It’s boiling hot outside and damn near as bad in here despite the fans.   
 
           Three hours later the minister himself called. 
 
           “Professor, there is a call for you in the communications van.  It’s the Minister, sir.” 
 
          “Hello Minister.… Good thank you. And you?  … Yes sir, we are getting them ready as we speak and so far everything seems to be working; we’re trying for tonight.… Yes sir, I will tell them…  And has everyone been alerted that we will be flying in Saudi airspace for a couple of hours tonight? … Good.  I’ll call and let you know the approximate times they’ll be in Saudi airspace. 
 
           “Uh, minister, is there any chance we could get a transport plane in here to take out some of the men we no longer need.   Many of them are anxious to join in... 
 
           “Yes sir, I understand; but I’d appreciate it if you would try.” 
 
    ******  General Roberts 
 
           Outside the embassy the roaring of the crowd seemed to be getting louder and louder as I came out of the communications center and walked down the stairs to see how Dorothy is doing.  She and a couple of the embassy staff are setting up a medical station in the embassy’s Marine barracks on the sixth floor.  They’ll use the Marines’ cots as beds for our casualties and the Gunny’s private room as an operating theater.  And she doesn’t look too happy when she saw me walk in carrying the M-16. 
 
           We looked at each other and I started to say something when I heard the muffled “pop pop” of a couple of shots.  I rushed down the hall to the side of the building where the shots sounded – and couldn’t see anything except the massive crowd on the other side of the walls.  No one was in the totally deserted embassy courtyard.  Just lots of paper and dust blowing around in the wind.  Man that’s a bunch of people out there. 
 
          People were talking excitedly as they hurried up and down between floors in the embassy’s inside stairwell, including a couple of bright eyed young Marines who bounded past me carrying M-16s and going down two or three steps at a time shouting “coming through.”  
 
           I followed the Marines down to the lobby and joined a group which included the army attaché, an FBI agent named Anderson, Gunny Rowkowski, the gunnery sergeant who commands the embassy’s Marines, and half a dozen or so of the enlisted Marines in the embassy’s Marine guard detachment.  They were all staring nervously at the metal gates blocking the driveway up to the embassy entrance.  Anderson is the embassy’s security attaché.  He’s an FBI agent, and automatically in charge of the embassy’s defense by virtue of his seniority in the embassy’s legal office. 
 
           “What’s up?” I asked Anderson.   
 
           “One of the Marines reported the mob was bringing up a truck through the crowd.  We think they’re going to crash the gates.” 
 
           “Crash the gates?  Well what the fuck are you doing standing around in here?” 
 
           “Holy shit.  Come on Marines there’s no time to waste,” I said it over my shoulder as I jacked a round into my weapon and headed for the door.  It was locked but it clicked open and released when I pushed down hard on the bar.   
 
           The Marines poured out after me.  So did the three military attachés.  Agent Anderson just stood there with his mouth open, totally clueless as to what to do.  He wasn’t even armed. 
 
           “Gunny,” I shouted as I pointed and ran, “take some of your Marines over there by the corner of the building.  Send the rest to me over here.  There’ll be a mob pouring in behind the truck if it hits the gates.  We’re not surrendering.  President’s orders.  Use your weapons and cut down everyone who comes on the embassy grounds.  Don’t fire at anyone who isn’t on the embassy grounds.”  Well they’d be the President’s orders if I could get through to him. 
 
           I gave the orders to the Gunny in a loud command voice so everyone could hear me.                             
 
           The Marines and I had barely gotten out of the embassy front door when there was a big crashing bang and lots of flying debris and dust as a commandeered produce truck smashed into the front gate and lurched to a halt between the gate posts with its front half in the embassy grounds.  Its smashed radiator was spouting steam.   
 
           The howling crowd instantly surged around the truck on both sides and came through the gate towards us.  They didn’t get far—I opened fire and a split second later so did the Marines.  There was about thirty seconds or so of fairly sustained firing as we cut our would-be attackers down as fast as they came past the truck.   
 
           The noise of our firing was earsplitting and so were the screams and shouts as the bodies of dead and wounded Egyptians continued to pile up on either side of the wrecked truck.  Despite the shooting, the huge crowd kept pushing those in front forward.  In no time there were so many bodies clogging the area between the truck and the tall concrete gate posts they literally blocked off the entrance once again.   
 
          Almost immediately the survivors in the front part of the crowd behind the truck began trying to turn back.  But they couldn’t go back since the people in the noisy and jam packed crowd behind them were still surging forward—and pushing more and more of the crowd up on to the growing pile of dead and wounded people jammed around the truck.   
 
           Then it got worse, much worse.  People in the crowd begin throwing bottles of gasoline with lit wicks into the embassy and particularly at the front gate.  Within seconds the truck and the dead and screaming people stacked around the truck and pushed up against it were in flames and so were the people in the front ranks of the jam-packed mob.  In less than a minute the embassy grounds were filled with oily black smoke.  It smelled like burning rubber and human flesh on a battlefield.   
 
           My God!  They’re killing their own people 
 
           I grabbed the Marine PFC nearest to me and shouted in his ear “Go around to the back and take out anyone trying to climb over the embassy wall.”  He nodded his understanding and ran.  Then I grabbed another Marine who was just standing there gaping at the horrific scene with his mouth open and pushed him after the fast thinking PFC.    
 
           A few seconds later, right after I sent the two Marines around to the back, a man’s head and shoulders appeared above the embassy wall to my right.  I waited and watched while people on the other side of the wall pushed him up until he carefully straddled it.  Then he began slowly and carefully swinging his leg over the top of the wall to jump down.  He was moving slowly and carefully because the top of the wall has a couple of strands of razor wire running along it and glass shards sticking up from the broken bottles embedded in it.   
 
           Whoever was on the wall should have moved faster because I deliberately shot him in the crotch with a quick double tap as soon as he started to swing his leg over the wall in order to jump down.   The punch of the shots knocked him backwards off the wall and out of sight as he fell back on the people on the other side who had been pushing him up.   
 
           Well that ought to encourage the others to stay away; it sure as hell would discourage me. 
 
           Then I ran up to the top of the steps leading up to the embassy door to get a better view of what the mob of demonstrators was doing behind the pile of burning bodies and the truck.    
 
           Yes!  I can see the sea of people in the open square beyond the dead and burning Egyptians around the truck and immediately behind it—the crowd has finally gotten the message; they’re beginning to recoil and run away.  Thank God. 
 
           About that time the embassy door opened behind me and a brave and well-meaning man I’d never seen before ran out with a little hand held fire extinguisher.  He got about ten or fifteen steps out the door before he stopped and put it down on the ground and just stared at the mass of burning people jammed around the truck.  Many of them were still moving and screaming.  Then he started to sob and throw up.   
 
           There may be burned and wounded survivors out beyond the truck but there are none at the gate or on the embassy grounds we can help.  The smell was absolutely appalling.  
 
           I don’t know who the well-meaning rescuer is but he’s obviously a brave and decent man; I hope I have a chance to meet him. 
 
           I pulled a fresh clip out of my pocket with my left hand as I gave an appreciative nod and a strong thumbs up to the Marine gunny and his men with my right.  They looked shaken but resolute and we all began reloading as the wind changed and even more of the foul black smoke drifted towards us.  It was my last clip.  I don’t even remember loading the others I’d stuffed into my pockets.  God that smell is terrible. 
 
           The Gunnery Sergeant nodded and moved quickly when I pointed to him and signaled with my hand for him to head around his side of the embassy building and check out the back.  Then I zipped around to the back on my side.  The two Marines I’d sent there earlier were there along with a couple of other Marines.  They instinctively came to attention and saluted as the gunny and I trotted up to them from opposite directions.  There was a dead Egyptian next to the back wall.  A coat was thrown across the wire and glass on top of the wall above him.  That coat may have saved his balls and gotten him over the wall but it sure didn’t save his ass. 
 
           “Gunny, you and your Marines did real good and it won’t be forgotten,” I told them.  “The mob was totally out of control.  If you and your men hadn’t fought them off they probably would have burned the place down and killed our women and civilians.”  The Marines look worried.  They need to know they did the right thing. 
 
           “Okay,” I exclaimed after taking a deep breath.  “You all did the right thing.  Now it’s time to get ready in case they have another go at us.  Gunny, please send one of your NCOs and a couple of men to check inside the embassy for casualties and get an ammunition count.  Some of the embassy civilian staff have weapons.  Take the ammunition from those who didn’t fire if it fits any of your weapons and redistribute it among your men.  And give your Marines a ’well done’ from me and the President.” 
 
         Ambassador Tolson and the three military attachés, and a couple of men and a woman I didn’t recognize, obviously embassy staffers, were standing on the embassy steps outside the front door staring in dismay and horror at the still-burning truck and the smoldering pile of bodies at the entrance. Welcome to the real world.   
 
           By the time the gunny and I came back from checking the rear wall the mob was gone from the big plaza beyond the gate.  It was mostly empty except for a number of bodies, quite a few wounded and trampled Egyptians, and a growing number of civilians running around in the plaza trying to help them.  About two dozen embassy staffers, both men and women, were in the lobby staring and talking to each other.  Some of the women were crying and pointing and hugging each other.   
 
           The terrible Egyptian casualties and how close they came to being killed or hurt by the mob was just starting to sink in. 
 
           “That was close,” I said to the ambassador and attachés as the gunny and I walked up.  “Another minute later and we’d all be dead or hostages.  The Marines saved us.”   
 
           Then we all quietly and cautiously walked together towards the billowing black smoke at embassy gate and the still-burning bodies stacked up around the disabled truck.  We could hear shouts and sirens in the distance.   
 
      
 
                                     Chapter Seventeen 
 
           Our brigade began moving through the hills towards Jordan even before the sun came up.  In the early morning darkness before we started both my battalion commander and my company commander stopped for a visit to explain where the brigade is headed and why.   
 
           According to the two officers, Sami Alon and Benny Sharret, our Fourteenth Brigade, along with another brigade from the Sinai, the 211th Armor, is going into Jordan.  We are moving across the border because three reinforced divisions of the Islamic Army, two Iranian and one Iraqi supported by a large number of Shiite militia, are reported to have crossed the border between Syria and Jordan last night and are moving rapidly through Jordan towards Israel.   
 
           No Syrians?  That’s strange. I’m going to get on the company net and ask the captain about it.  And why aren’t we heading for the Golan where the fighting is supposedly so fierce? 
 
           “Fourteen Bravo one. Fourteen Bravo Four.  Benny, Dov here.  Can you tell us anything about when we might run into Syrians?”   
 
           “I haven’t got a clue, Dov.  Maybe they’re all up on the Golan.  The latest news on Army Radio says there is really heavy fighting going on up there.”  Well hell, we already knew that. 
 
          Now, a couple of hours later, two side by side lines of our Fourteenth Reserve Brigade’s tank carriers and their precious cargos of tanks and tracked vehicles are stretched as far back down the road as I can see.  And I can see quite a ways as I peer out from where I’m standing in the turret of my modified American-made M-60 battle tank. 
 
           Some of the brigade’s other crews are out of their tanks and APCs and sitting out in the open.  They’re sunning themselves and enjoying the ride along the winding road that runs down to the Jordan River.  They’re doing so despite the dusty morning heat and the engine fumes our tanks and vehicles are throwing out.  
 
          Not my guys.  The three of them, all reservists like me except Shaul the driver and our full time mechanic, are riding inside our tank.  They’re inside even though everyone except Shaul has nothing to do at the moment except ride along.   I’m the only one not inside—I’m standing in the turret because it’s Israeli doctrine for tank commanders to always stand in the turret, even during combat, so we can see what’s happening around us.  
 
           My guys are all inside even though they’d certainly be a lot cooler if I would let them ride outside.  But there wasn’t been a word of protest about staying inside despite the heat, just nods of agreement when I explained my decision.   
 
           “You’d be too exposed.  An enemy plane or enemy fire could hit us despite the friendly air cover that is supposedly overhead.  It’s better to be safe and uncomfortable behind three inches of steel than out in the open and taking a chance on ending up dead.” Like I’ll be if we get hit. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Serving in the Israeli cabinet has exhausted me.  We’ve been meeting almost constantly for two days with most of the cabinet, including me, sleeping on cots in our offices in order to be instantly available.  The colonel briefing us at the moment is cold and precise.  His message is clear—the war is not going well.  The Islamic Army has taken the Golan Heights and in several locations has pushed beyond the Heights and into Israel.  Our casualties are serious.  They’ve already exceeded the twelve thousand killed and wounded we took in ’73 and the end is nowhere in sight.  Our losses of planes and helicopters are also high, unexpectedly high. 
 
           According to the colonel, our most worrisome problem at the moment is the rapid gains the armored columns of the Islamic Army are making in Lebanon and Jordan.   
 
           “If they aren’t stopped they will flank us on both sides; and if they aren’t defeated and thrown out of Lebanon and Jordan we will have new and much more dangerous neighbors on our borders after we win.  Accordingly, it is the planning staff’s recommendation for three armored brigades to be sent into Jordan and two infantry brigades into Lebanon to confront the Islamic columns.  The five brigades are already moving according to Plan Blue Seven but they can be halted before they cross the Jordanian and Lebanese borders if the government does not want the plan implemented.” 
 
           We quickly and unanimously approved Blue Seven.  What else could we do after such a presentation?  What followed next was an argument which would have torn the government apart and resulted in a new election if we were not at war.  Chaim Naumenko, the minister whose new party claims to represent the new immigrants from Eastern Europe, was particularly pugnacious. 
 
            “Shouldn’t we be using our nuclear capacity to take out Iran and Iraq once and for all?  And what are we going to do after we win, with or without going nuclear?  Shouldn’t we be planning to set up a demilitarized zone on the land held by the Syrians and Lebanese all along our borders? 
 
           “Damn it, Chaim. How do you think the Americans will react if we use our nukes to take out Tehran?” 
 
           The immigration minister’s response to the question was a not so thinly veiled insult directed at the Prime Minister who had spent most of his life shuffling back and forth between the government and the academic world both in Israel and the United States.   
 
           “I’m not looking for a teaching job in the States after I get out of government so I don’t give a shit what the Americans think; I’m only interested in protecting Israel.  This latest invasion gives us a perfect excuse to destroy our most dangerous enemies once and for all.  And to get these political dinosaurs out of office so we can replace them. 
 
           “What kind of buffer zone are you talking about, Chaim?” asked the Defense Minister in an effort to change the subject.  He’d been thinking the same thing for years but had kept quiet about it.   
 
           Imposing a significant new buffer zone would be an acceptable compromise between going nuclear and returning to the status quo.  We could use the plan I drew up a couple of years ago. 
 
    ******  General Makow 
 
           It’s early in the afternoon on the second day of the war and what’s left of my brigade is no longer being pushed back.  Unfortunately we weren’t able to stabilize our lines until after we had given up almost all of the Golan Heights and the Islamists stopped using their attack helicopters and began pushing their militia companies forward instead of their armor.   
 
           I haven’t had time to think much about it, but it’s probably significant the Islamists’ aren’t using helicopters any more.  I doubt they have many left—not because my boys shot them down but because their own people did it for us.  It seems the Syrian and Iranian infantry were given lots of SAMs but little or no training.  So they typically fired their SAMs as soon as they saw a helicopter, any helicopter.  They apparently shot down most of their own attack and medical evacuation helicopters by noon of the first day.  
 
           Maybe they are using them elsewhere, but up here it is too dangerous for them to even try to fly helicopters anywhere near the battlefield—our planes are likely to shoot them down before they get here and their own forces or ours will almost certainly shoot them down if they do.  They’ve lost a lot of helicopters, that’s for sure.  And we’ve lost of a lot of ours too, goddammit.  Anyhow we’re not seeing many helicopters any more, only our Medevacs operating from our aid stations and what’s left of our hunter-killer teams working the edges. 
 
           Similarly, after their heavy losses to our armor and artillery during the initial hours of the attack, the Islamic commanders are now keeping what’s left of their armor, mobile SAMs, and artillery far enough back from the forward edge of the battle so our tanks and missiles can’t reach them.  That’s why here on the edge of the Golan it is increasingly becoming a war between what’s left of us and the Islamic infantry, mostly militia seeking paradise and finding it, who keep trying to move forward with their handheld anti-tank missiles in the face of our continuous artillery bombardment.  And operations with our highly mobile artillery battalions are something in which we truly excel as the Islamist militia are about to find out. 
 
           Our rapidly evolving tactics slowed but did not totally stop the Syrian and Iranian advances on the Golan, but they certainly slowed them to a weak crawl—because crawling is what they have to do to move forward.  By noon it was primarily the Iranian infantry, and particularly the Iranian militia, who were trying to advance and dying so their armor and mobile SAMs can somewhat safely follow if they take any ground.  The Syrian army infantry aren’t so willing to die.  They seem to be digging in instead of trying to advance. 
 
           Things are apparently just the reverse in Jordan, at least that’s the word I’ve been getting from headquarters and listening to on the Sinai Brigade’s net.  Over there the Islamists had quite a distance to cover and the Iraqi and Iranian infantry in their pickup trucks were having trouble keeping up.  So in Jordan, unlike here on the Golan, it is the Iraqi and Iranian armored columns leading the way—and leaving a trail of burning tanks and vehicles in their wake as a result of our ambushes and air attacks.  The Syrian regular army and the various militias don’t seem to be in Jordan at all.  They must be concentrating their forces on the Golan and Lebanon. 
 
           Our problem here in front of the Golan is simple.  We are killing tremendous numbers of the Islamic Army’s men and armor—but there are a lot of them and they keep coming and coming and we keep suffering more and more casualties.  I’ve already lost more than half my tanks and APCs.  The reinforcements and additional artillery we’ve been promised better start arriving soon or we’re going to be pushed even further back into Israel. 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           It is a little after one in the afternoon in Cairo which means I’ve got almost an hour to prepare for this morning’s meeting of the National Security Council in the Situation Room.  The flames are out and the crowd is gone but the embassy entrance and the square across the street are still scenes of death and devastation.  The trash-filled square itself is eerily silent and virtually empty under the scorching sun now that the bodies of the dead and wounded are gone.  Only the dead demonstrators who tried to rush the embassy are still piled up and smoldering next to what’s left of the truck at the embassy gate.   
 
           According to the constant stream of NSA and Defense Department reports I’ve been receiving, the Israeli air force and helicopters are having much more success in Jordan and Lebanon than they are against the Islamic armor and infantry on the Golan.  On the other hand, the satellite photos and communications intercepts clearly show large numbers of Syrian, Iraqi, and Iranian troops and militia continuing to come over the Jordanian and Lebanese borders in force, just as they are on the Golan.  The goal of the Islamic Army is simple and unchanging—pin down the Israeli army on the Golan and move through the lightly defended non-coalition Arab countries on either side of Israel and attack Israel on its vulnerable flanks.  
 
           That seems to be the Coalition’s strategy.  According to the intercepts, the Islamic armor and motorized infantry are pouring into Jordan and Lebanon,—but the minimal Israeli plane losses suggest they are doing so with nowhere near the same numbers of hand-held and mobile missile batteries.  It may mean the Coalition is relying on its air force to protect its columns in Jordan and Lebanon and has concentrated its SAMs and anti-aircraft artillery on the Golan.  
 
           So far the Coalition’s strategy seems to working.  The Israeli air force has not yet been able to fully exploit the lack of Islamic SAMs—it is still primarily engaged in fighting air to air battles to get control of the sky.  Even so, according to the intercepts the IAF was effective when it could get its fighters free to attack ground targets.  The situation is pretty much the same in Lebanon where both of Syria’s armored divisions came over the border at 0212 Wednesday morning without any opposition whatsoever and joined up with the extensive paramilitary forces of Hezbollah.   
 
           On the face of it, the Coalition’s basic game plan is being effectively implemented:  Syria is focusing on Lebanon; the Iraqis and Iranians are moving through Jordan to hit Israel on its flanks; and the Syrian and Iranian infantry and militias are now carrying most of the Islamic burden on the Golan. 
 
           That may be about to change if the message intercept I am reading is accurate.  
 
           “Concentrate the ground attack squadrons on the enemy armor and vehicles in Jordan and Lebanon,” was the order from the commander of the Israeli Air Force to all of his squadrons.  It was received by all of the Israeli squadrons even before he explained it to the Prime Minister and the Israeli cabinet. 
 
           “We’re about to get control of the air.  When we do we’re going to concentrate on destroying the armored columns that are trying to pass through Jordan and Lebanon to get to Israel.  We can’t do much on the Golan at the moment, because of all the SAMs they have there.  All we can do is continue to nibble around the edges of the Golan battlefield while we wait for either the Islamic armor to come out from under their missile umbrella or enough of our mobile artillery batteries arrive from the Sinai and Negev.”   
 
           NSA quickly picked up the order and the general’s explanation because the cabinet members, in turn, began discussing them with their friends and advisors.    
 
    ******    
 
           A message just came in informing me the Security Council meeting has been postponed.  So I was pensive and thinking as I walked upstairs to help Dorothy inventory the supplies and equipment in the embassy’s first aid closet.   
 
           We were making a list of the supplies when the ambassador sent a Marine runner to fetch me.  I followed him down to Ambassador Tolson’s office to get the news—and it was big news: It seems we’re going to have a visitor this afternoon.  General Hegazi, the Egyptian Vice President, is coming to personally apologize to the ambassador for the attack on the embassy and to discuss the Middle East situation.  Apparently the Egyptian government arranged the visit through the White House.   Of course; that’s why the Security Council meeting was postponed. 
 
           “Well, I doubt the good general will want to climb over the bodies at the entrance,” I suggested somewhat cynically to Ambassador Tolson.  “But I noticed a small gate in the back.  We could open it and greet him there with the Marines in their dress uniforms acting as an honor guard in case he brings the Egyptian media.”   
 
            And that’s exactly what we do later in the afternoon.  I even had time to take a shower and shave and change my clothes before he arrived.  Dorothy is going to watch from a fourth floor window. 
 
           General Hegazi arrived in civilian clothes for his visit even though he is traveling in a military convoy large enough to start a small war.  As previously arranged, the General stayed well away from the front of the embassy and the still smoldering bodies at the entrance to the embassy driveway.  What he did, however, was much more important—he stood on the steps of the side entrance door of the building nearest to the little entrance gate and formally apologized to Ambassador Tolson on behalf of the Egyptian government.  He even brought a couple of Egyptian and international TV network crews with him to make sure the message gets out.  Interestingly enough, he said he was there to speak for his President who would have come himself if he hadn’t been taken ill.   
 
           I suppose Egypt’s apology is a sign to the Islamic street that Egypt doesn’t intend to join the war.  At least that’s what the ambassador thinks. 
 
           What General Hegazi said was both interesting and pretty much exactly what Ambassador Tolson said he’d heard when he’d spoken with the Egyptian Foreign Minister a few hours ago.  The Egyptian government is blaming a banned Islamic organization, the Muslim Brotherhood, for being misled by an extremist foreign government into thinking they can attack a foreign embassy and get away with it.  Egypt’s somewhat secular military is obviously not big on ultra-religious Iran. 
 
           “Egypt,” General Hegazi assured us as we walked together to the elevator to go up to the ambassador’s office, “will, of course, take care of all the necessary repairs and station a strong contingent of troops around the embassy for as long as necessary.” Good.  We’ll leave it to them to remove the bodies and clean up the mess at the entrance. 
 
           When we got to the ambassador’s office, General Hegazi’s security detail waited outside while the three of us—me, the ambassador, and the general—talked and drank the several of the traditional little cups of strong coffee required in Egypt when friends and neighbors get together and talk.  There was even the traditional plate of sweets and cookies on the table, although no one except me touched them.  
 
           General Hegazi was surprised and clearly pleased when I let him know that it appeared the Israelis were on their way to totally destroying the Islamic Army and have already launched major counter attacks into Jordan and Lebanon; the ambassador and I were surprised and clearly pleased when Hegazi asked us to convey to the Israeli government that Egypt considers itself to be at peace with Israel and intends to stay that way and honor all of its treaties and agreements. 
 
           “We don’t want those crazy extremists on our borders any more than Israel does.”   
 
           I’m a cynic—the peace will last until the Arab street forces the Egyptian army to change its mind or the Egyptian army thinks the Islamic Coalition is going to win.  Then they’ll change sides to be on the winning side.  The Secretary of State will be ecstatic either way—he’ll get at least one major TV interview out of it no matter which way the Egyptians jump. 
 
           What the General told us next surprised me even more and might even be significant.  He said as soon as the war is over Egypt’s President is going to call the Israeli Prime Minister and invite him to Cairo to discuss a new and better peace treaty and explore ways to make the region more stable.  
 
           “Thank you, Mr. Vice President, that’s good to hear.” I responded.  “Ambassador Tolson and I will immediately let the President and the Israelis know Egypt intends to stay out of the war.  I’m sure they’ll also be encouraged to know your President intends to invite the Israeli Prime Minister to come for a visit after the war to discuss improving relations between their countries.” 
 
            Hegazi, Tolson, and I talked for about an hour in a conversation that ranges from the inane about the health and aspirations of our children and grandchildren to the deadly serious about the war, why I think the Israelis will win decisively, and the dangers posed by the Muslim Brotherhood and the continuing rise of the religious extremists.   
 
           An hour later Ambassador Tolson and I walked with General Hegazi and his security detail back out through the side gate to the army vehicles waiting for him on the side street next to the embassy wall.   
 
           He’s traveling in a company-sized army convoy including APCs and armored cars—and the soldiers in his escort have obviously been busy cleaning the litter and debris off the street while the General was inside.  The ambassador and I stood respectfully in the doorway of the little gate and didn’t go back into the embassy until his convoy began moving away. 
 
           As soon as General Hegazi pulled out of sight Ambassador Tolson and I hurried into the embassy.  Tolson sat next to me in the secure room as I called an anxious White House to report on the meeting.  I was put straight through to the Situation Room.  The President and the entire Security Council were waiting.  The President wanted to know all about the meeting with General Hegazi and my take and the ambassador’s take on the situation here in Egypt and the war.   
 
           After we finished our reports the Secretary of State surprised me—he recommended the President call the Egyptian President and reinforce the idea we think Israel’s going to win and win big.  That’s actually a good idea.   
 
           I piped up to support the Secretary and suggested the President gently, but specifically, let Egypt’s president know how relieved we are that Egypt stayed out of the war—since Egypt almost certainly would have lost the Sinai and the Canal to Israel as reparations—and this time it’s unlikely the United States would have been be able to convince Israel to ever give them back.  The President agreed. 
 
           Then we talked about the attack at the Cairo embassy.  The President and the Vice President and a number of their senior advisers had watched a satellite feed of the scene as the mob tried to break in and then broke and ran when we fought back. 
 
            “Yes sir, Mr. President, we had a close call.  The embassy here was inches away from being overrun by the mob and becoming another Tehran, or maybe even worse.  Had that happened, the Egyptian extremists, a group called the Muslim Brotherhood according to General Hegazi, might have been able to get enough momentum going to bring down the Egyptian government and bring Egypt into the war.   
 
           “Sir, if it hadn’t been for the ambassador and a handful of Marines we’d have lost the embassy, and probably most of the entire embassy staff and maybe Egypt as well.  They deserve some credit and recognition for their effort.   
 
           “Uh.  Mr. President, there’s something you should know.  The reason we almost lost the embassy is that the responsibility for conducting each embassy’s defense does not belong to the ambassador.  According to the State Department’s rules, the responsibility for conducting each embassy’s defense is automatically assigned to its Security Attaché, the senior FBI officer on the embassy’s legal staff.  The senior FBI agent here in Cairo is a well-meaning fellow and, as you know, Ambassador Tolson ordered him to defend the embassy.  Unfortunately, the poor man did not have a clue as to what to do.  My God, Mr. President.  His entire effort to defend us consisted of locking the embassy’s front door.  He actually thought locking the door would keep the mob from entering the building after they broke down the front gate. 
 
           “Yes sir, that’s a good way to put it.  He was paralyzed like a deer caught in a car’s headlights. 
 
           “Yes sir, we do not want another Tehran ever again.  I would respectfully suggest whoever is in charge of each embassy’s security in the future should have specific training and be told to listen to the advice of the commander of the Marine guards—since they’re the ones who will do most of the fighting if there is an attack.  Indeed, because our embassies are so important, you might want to consider issuing a presidential order putting each embassy’s senior Marine officer in charge of its defense and protection, or its Army attaché if the Marine detachment is so small it has no commissioned officers or warrant officers assigned to it.   
 
           “Yes sir, perhaps a commissioned or warranted Marine officer should be put through an embassy defense course and stationed at every embassy where there might be trouble.”  Hell, letting Marine NCOs get warrants and become embassy defense specialists would be a great promotion path.  Next time I see the Commandant I’ll mention it to him. 
 
           Then our talk turned to the current state of the war and the directors of NSA and the CIA gave their reports.  Israel is obviously going to launch a counter offensive just as NSA reported and the Defense Minister told Tommy Talbot and me less than an hour ago.  I’m pretty sure I know the Israeli plan so I listened with interest and increasing agreement as Tommy explained what the Joint Chiefs think is going to happen and why.  Good.  Tommy and I are thinking alike! 
 
           “The Joint Chiefs,” Tommy explained, “believe the Islamic Army is attempting to move through Jordan and Lebanon in order to attack Israel on its flanks.  Such a move, the Islamist commanders expect, will either allow them to attack Israel on its flanks or draw Israeli units away from their main effort on the Syrian front where the Islamic Army appears to still be slowly moving forward under a massive SAM umbrella.   
 
           Tommy and the Joint Chiefs are right; it will draw some of the Israeli forces away from the Islamic Army’s main attack—but I don’t think it’s going to happen the way the Islamic armies expect.” 
 
           “What we at Defense think we’re starting to see, Mr. President, is the beginning of a couple of major Israeli counterattacks going through Jordan and Lebanon and, perhaps, even on into Syria.  We think the Israelis are going to try to go all the way around the Islamic Army and cut it off—then totally destroy it.”   
 
           Exactly so; Tommy’s guys have nailed it. 
 
           “Do you agree with General Talbot, General Roberts?” 
 
           “Yes Mr. President, I do.  And I think this time the Israelis are not going to stop advancing when the Islamic Coalition countries realize they are facing disaster and rush to the United Nations to ask for a ceasefire.  The Israelis have gone down that route before and it didn’t work for them.  So this time, no matter what the UN says or wants, they’re likely to keep right on going even if we ask them to stop.  We need to keep that in mind before we start demonstrating our impotence by calling for truces, peace talks, and withdrawals we won’t get, and so far as I’m concerned we shouldn’t even try to get.” 
 
           Boy did that trigger an argument.  It seems the Secretary of State had intended to hold a press conference right after the meeting and join the other countries which have begun calling for an urgent Security Council meeting and a cessation of the fighting and peace talks.  
 
            I finally couldn’t contain myself.   
 
           “Jack, making such a call would be a mistake—a huge mistake.  Do you really think the Israelis are going to agree to a truce or listen to us when the Islamic Army or whatever it calls itself is still occupying part of Israel or camped out on its borders?  I’ve been talking to the Israelis and I can tell you categorically they won’t.  And you know it.  So can you tell us what it is you would be trying to accomplish?” 
 
           “General, Uh… well we want to let the world know the President stands for peace and the use of negotiations to solve disputes.”   Christ on a crutch, he’s looking at this as an opportunity to get some personal publicity for himself. 
 
           “Let the world know, my ass; that’s just a bunch of meaningless bullshit to get you some time in front of the media and you know it and so does everyone else.  All it would do if you mention the President or imply he agrees with you is make him look weak and stupid by asking for something impossible for Israel to give.  It’s time for you people over at State to stop making speeches and holding press conferences and start coming up with some ideas for permanent solutions.” Where does the President’s staff find these people?  
 
           “I resent that, General, I really do.  We’ve got good lines of communication to the various leaders in both Iraq and Syria.   Maybe, just maybe, we can talk our way out of this war.”  We? 
 
           “We can talk our way of the war?  We?”  I responded with an incredulous question in my voice.  “We aren’t in this war, Jack, I said with heavy emphasis on the word ’we’.  “Israel is.”   
 
           “Well,” he replied rather huffily, “We have to try.  Peace is important.” 
 
           “It sure is,” I agreed.  “But don’t confuse peace with you getting your picture in the media.  Browbeating the Israelis and flitting around the world getting your picture taken shaking hands with Islamist dictators may impress the hell out of the academics who pass out the Nobel Peace Prize, but it’s not likely to result in anything except more death and destruction.  What is needed here are viable permanent solutions—not photo opps for ambitious politicians.” 
 
           “Enough,” the President growled.   
 
      
 
                                    Chapter Eighteen  
 
    ******  Harry Duffy 
 
           Wounded Israelis are filling the big Ichilov Hospital complex and the almost constant sound of multiple ambulance sirens and helicopter arrivals means they are continuing to pour in; the bed they gave me is needed.  So I climbed off the bed and walked next door to the nurses’ station and gave a ’you’re welcome to it’ gesture and bow towards the room and its bed.  There is no need for me to stay in it now that they’ve sewed up my ass.   
 
           Dick’s in a room two doors down from mine.  He’s still out from the gas they gave him when they sewed up his lacerations and bound up his broken ribs.  So I moved in with him and spent the next hour or so in an Israeli hospital gown and bathrobe waiting for him to wake up.  It’s probably going to take longer than usual because he was so exhausted when they put him under. 
 
           The hospital has a little library and a lot of the books are in English.  So I’ve been sitting on the corner of a chair in Dick’s room reading about animals in Kenya in an old National Geographic.  It’s an effort to distract myself and ignore the dull pain in my ass. 
 
           “Oh. ... Oh …  Where am I?”  A groggy voice asked in a rather quavering voice. 
 
           “Hot damn.  You’re awake!  You’re in an Israeli hospital.  How do you feel? ” 
 
           “Oh.  Not worth a … shit if you really… want to know.  Jesus, what happened?  How long have I been out?”  
 
           “Relax buddy.  It’s about seven in the evening.  You got hit about six hours ago, and you’re gonna be okay.  Actually, it was the truck what took the hit.  All you got is a broken arm and a couple of broken ribs where some shrapnel or other shit chopped you up a bit.  No big deal.  You’ll be out dancing and screwing broads in a couple of days.”  Well, maybe a bit longer than that. 
 
           “No shit?  Jesus, I don’t remember a thing.” 
 
           “Well don’t look at me for any sympathy.  At least you’re gonna end up with scars you can show to the ladies.” 
 
           “Does the boss know what happened?”  
 
           “Yeah.  I finally got patched through to him a couple of hours ago on a hospital phone.  He’s still in Cairo.  Anyhow, he’s going to try to get us out on a Medevac flight.  He says there’s one hell of a war going on; lots of casualties on both sides.  I believe it.  This hospital is huge and it’s full up with more and more wounded Israelis coming in all the time.  We only got rooms to ourselves because everyone apparently wants to keep us secret for some reason.  Christ, they’ve even got a couple of cute little soldier girls guarding the door to keep out the media.”  
 
    ******    
 
           That evening Dick and I had an incredibly bland vegetable soup and chicken supper and all kinds of visitors began arriving one after another.  Dewey showed up saying he just found out about us being here when he got a call from the ambassador about the need to get us on a Medevac flight to Ramstein in the morning.  We’re apparently going out along with a bunch of seriously wounded Israelis.  According to Dewey they’re being evacuated at the request of the Israeli government in order to free up beds for newly arriving casualties.   
 
           I’m glad I gave up my room.  They’d already stuck a couple of Israelis in it when I looked in a couple of hours ago and I saw them setting up beds in the reading room where I found the magazine. 
 
           Dewey was still sitting on the edge of Dick’s bed talking with us about the war when who should walk in but Colonels Hopkins and Roosevelt.  They’re here, Colonel Roosevelt explained, to coordinate an airlift of Israeli wounded to the Ramstein Air Base Hospital in Germany.  It will start in the morning and we’re to be on the first flight out.   
 
           Like Dewey, the two colonels hadn’t known we were here until the ambassador told them.  They brought a couple of the embassy’s Marines with them to help the girls outside the door protect us from the media.  Apparently no one is supposed to know that American officers were up at the front with the Israelis when the war started.  I wonder if the Israelis know Ramstein uses a lot of German doctors.  
 
           “How did you two get wounded?  Were you fighting with the Israelis?  No forget I asked.  I don’t need to know,” Hopkins said shaking his head.   
 
           “You got hit too?” Dick asked with a surprised voice as he struggled to sit up and look at me. 
 
           “Well, if you must know, I got hit in the ass.  That’s why I can’t sit…”  
 
           “Goddamn it, Dick, stop laughing.  It isn’t funny.”   But it’s good to see you laugh.  
 
    ******   The Professor in Somalia 
 
           The Fokker will go next.  It has the greatest range of the planes we have left and will be going after the most distant of the remaining targets.  We’ll push it out of the hangar as soon as the sun goes down.  The Antonov from Zimbabwe will follow it out of the hangar a few minutes later.  
 
           If everything goes as planned, both planes will come out of Somalia this evening.  They’ll head out over the ocean and stooge along the airways at a normal traveling altitude for a couple of hours, and then come down low and head back northeast in the dark over the Arab Emirates and the unpatrolled desert tracks in the eastern part of Saudi Arabia.   
 
           A war between the Islamic republics and Israel is not something we took into account when we originally drew up the mission plans.  According to the minister, all of the Saudi planes are grounded and no one is flying in Saudi air space.  The Saudis are not taking any chances with their planes because the Israeli pilots and air controllers have effectively taken over much of the Saudi airspace—they are shooting down everything in the air near Jordan and Israel and they aren’t asking questions before they do it.   
 
           We certainly don’t want the Israeli Air Force to shoot down our planes.  So while the techs are getting them ready, the pilots and I are going to spend the rest of the day with the maps figuring out new routes for the Fokker and Antonov to fly tonight.  Basically, we’re still going to send them into Saudi air space except now they’ll travel further to the east to be further away from the fighting.  No sense taking chances now that we’ve gotten so close to the finish line. 
 
    ******   
 
           Things went from bad to worse after it got dark and we pulled the Fokker out of the hangar.  There was an unexpected delay in its fueling.  One of the brass hose connections on the fuel truck started leaking as soon as the fueling began.  It was sending out a sort of fine misting spray every time the hose was pressurized to pump gasoline.   
 
           Thank God one of the men smelled it and instantly turned the truck off—a gasoline mist is exactly the worst possible problem we could have.  The damn thing would have blown up for sure. 
 
           The leak means it’s going to take longer to fuel each of the planes.  After talking it over with the pilots and mechanics, and quickly rechecking the Fokker’s fuel consumption rate, I decide to launch the Fokker a couple of hours early so we’ll have more time to fuel the Antonov and get it aloft.  Both of the planes have to be in air in time to get far enough away from the Somalian coast before the sun comes up.   
 
            I was really spooked by the possibility of a premature explosion and didn’t want to start the fuel truck’s engine anywhere near the men and the other planes.  So the first thing we’re going to do when it gets dark is push the leaky fuel truck by hand almost to the end of the runway in order to get it safely away from the planes still in the hangar.  Then we’ll pull the Fokker into position near the fuel truck so it can be fueled. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Moving the fuel truck in the dark was easy.  It only took about fifteen minutes despite the dark and no headlights.  Everyone just got behind it and pushed so the truck’s engine didn’t have to be started.  Getting the Fokker to the fuel truck, on the other hand, took some doing.  In the end our chief mechanic came up with a simple solution—the men attached a long tow rope to the plane’s tow ring and we pulled the heavily laden Fokker by hand all the way out to the fuel truck.  As you might imagine, we parked the plane upwind of the truck. 
 
           After we pulled the Fokker to the fuel truck, and everyone moved well out of the way, almost a kilometer, two volunteers started the fuel truck and fueled the plane—one handled the hose; the other watched for misting gas and checked the gauges.  They fueled the Fokker with the truck parked downwind of the plane and positioned so the leaky hose connection was the most downwind part of the truck.  Almost everyone volunteered to help with the fueling.   
 
           No one knows why I chose the two particular volunteers I selected—but if we are to have martyrs, they might as well be men who are unmarried and don’t have dependents. 
 
           Our big problem, the one my two brave volunteers will have to face—the engine of the fuel truck has to be running in order to pump the fuel.  It will be one hell of a bang if the vapor from the leaking hose connection gets to the truck or pump engine and the explosive-laden plane blows up. 
 
           The whole fueling procedure is also much more difficult than when we sent the DC-6s because of the weather—it is a dark night tonight with just a sliver of moon hanging over the desert sky and lots of clouds.  But the two men got it done in the darkness, albeit with a couple of banged fingers and muttered curses.  Then we rejoined them and some of the men began pushing the fuel truck back towards the hangar in case the Fokker blows up when it starts; the rest of us used the tow rope to pull the Fokker away from the big puddle of gasoline and into position pointing down the runway.   
 
           After the fuel truck got sufficiently clear, the tow rope was removed and everyone once again moved way back for safety’s sake.  Then one of the pilots climbed in and started the engines.  Both of the Fokker’s engines started immediately and in less than five minutes the noise of its engines faded away as the plane disappeared down the runway and into the darkness.  Despite the hour we lost because of the fueling problem it still lifted off about an hour ahead of its initially scheduled time.  Then we trotted back to the hangar to get the Antonov and repeat the process. 
 
           Well, actually most of the men trotted; I walked and got so tired I had to stop a couple of times to rest.  I’m getting too old for this shit. 
 
           I tried to minimize the danger of igniting the gas that spilled by having the men push the fuel truck by hand towards another fueling spot near the end of the runway as soon as the Fokker took off.   When they got it there they ran back to help us pull the Antonov up to the truck.  As it turned out everyone pulled except me and men who had to stay in the remote control van. 
 
           “Are you okay, Professor?  Why don’t you just sit here and rest while we finish pulling the Antonov up to the truck and fuel it.”   
 
           I don’t remember much that happened after that although I think I heard the Anatov come down the runway.  Or maybe I just dreamed it.     
 
      
 
                                    Chapter Nineteen 
 
           My missile boat, the Yaffo and our sister ship, the Hanit commanded by my friend and rival for a place on the next promotion list, Ari Caspi, were the only ships tied up at the Haifa naval docks when the war started.  In fact, except for the four Dabur-class patrol boats still at Ashod, our missile boats were the only ships of the Israeli Navy still in our Mediterranean Sea home waters.   
 
           As you might imagine, we spent the first few hours of the war getting safely to sea in the darkness and then on to our rendezvous behind Cyprus.  And that’s where we are now, bobbing around in an isolated Cyprus cove.  What’s left of the entire Ashod squadron of Dabur patrol boats, all four of them, is here with us to shelter under our anti-aircraft missiles.   
 
           There used to be ten boats in the Dabur boat squadron but six of them and most of the rest of our surface ships were sent through the canal on a cloudy night last week to join the Red Sea squadron based at Eilat.   
 
           We won’t be here much longer.  Operation Sea Dragon is underway and it’s our job to mislead the Islamic Coalition and the rest of the world into thinking our entire navy is still here in our home waters.  It isn’t; the attack we’ll be launching tonight against the Syrian ports and Syrian navy is designed to make the Islamic Coalition commanders think it is.   
 
           While we’re shooting up the Syrian ports and shoreline, the entire Israeli navy except for our two missile boats and the Dabur class patrol boats accompanying us, will be getting ready to execute Operation Seven Deborah tomorrow night.  Seven Deborah is a massive attack on the Iranian ports in the Persian Gulf and all the ships in those ports and the surrounding waters.  It will be carried out by our submarines, the fast missile boats and the six Daburs which passed through the Suez Canal six nights ago before the war started, and all the missile and patrol boats already assigned to the Eilat squadron.   
 
           I know about Seven Deborah because I was on the planning staff before I got the Yaffo.  I didn’t think then, and still don’t, that we should wait until tomorrow to launch it.  But the powers that be decided to give the neutral shipping in Iran’s ports and waters two days to get clear.  
 
           My job is simple.  Tonight, Wednesday night, the Yaffo is going to launch missile and cannon attacks on some of the shipping and port facilities in the Syrian oil port of Banias and other targets up and down the coast from it.  While we’re doing that Ari’s Hanit is going to carefully shoot up Latakia.  Some of the Daburs will come with us right into the Latakia and Banias ports and the rest of them will shoot up various smaller Syrian ports and fire their newly installed missiles at inland targets.  With two big exceptions we’re going after everything in Syrian waters no matter whose flag it flies.   
 
           Our navy’s policy is simple—you associate with Syria or any other country at war with us; we sink you.  The only exception is Tartus where the Russians have a naval base; we’re going to give it a pass.  Somewhat similarly, we’re not going to totally destroy Banias—we’re going to be very careful not to damage anything that is related to the export of oil through the port by our friends the Kurds.  Everything else we’re going to destroy. 
 
           Our Dabur patrol boats and their eleven man crews are quite interesting. They’re all teeth. They’ve each got two torpedo tubes firing MK-46s and mines, two 20mm cannons, and a machine gun.  That’s what the Syrians already know about because we’ve started exporting them.  What they’re about to find out is all the Daburs in our inventory were recently upgraded.  Now each of our Daburs also has a couple of Carl Gusav recoilless rifles firing six 84mm rounds per minute and a launcher for our Gabriel III ’fire and forget’ anti-ship missiles which have been modified and pre-programmed to additionally hit land targets.   
 
           Hopefully, we’ll make so much noise and cause enough damage to Syria’s port and inland targets the Islamic navies will think the entire Israeli navy is in the Mediterranean and not expect us anywhere else.  I’m optimistic; the latest satellite photos show almost the entire Syrian navy, such as it is, is still tied up at Latakia.   
 
           We fought the Syrian Navy years ago at Latakia when our four missile boats sank five of their navy’s ships; the Syrians, on the other hand, fired wildly and scored missile hits on two innocent civilian merchant ships tied up at the Latakia dock.   
 
    ******  General Roberts 
 
           Dorothy and I spent the night of the embassy attack at the embassy and even had time to enjoy a private dinner with ambassador Tolson and his wife, Jan, in their quarters.  Then we went to bed exhausted.  Truth be told, we could have left for the States this afternoon.  But I’m still not sure about the Egyptian army and don’t want to risk taking Dorothy and the embassy’s evacuees out to the airport by car if it’s not safe on the roads.  We might have gone this afternoon if a helicopter had been offered by the Egyptians, but it wasn’t and I didn’t think to ask for one.   
 
           The initial no-show of the Egyptian police and army during the attack on the embassy, the lack of a meeting or discussion with the President, and the initial absence of any effort to help us leave really worries me a lot more than I let on.  It’s the main reason we’re still here.  The Egyptians may still be trying to decide which way to jump.  And why haven’t I had a meeting with the Egyptian President or at least a phone call? 
 
           For a while after the mob’s attack on the embassy I was concerned about my plane and its crew.  Fortunately, about an hour after the attack I was able to make contact with them via a satellite link routed through Washington.  Lieutenant Colonel Gunderson, the pilot, told me he and his air force crew had wondered why so many soldiers had suddenly appeared at the airport—but they did not know about the attack on the embassy or the massive civilian unrest until I told him about it.   
 
           With my permission to do what he thinks is best to safeguard his crew, including leaving without us, Colonel Gunderson decided to accept an Egyptian offer to move the plane from the Cairo Airport to a nearby Egyptian Air Force field where it can be better protected.  Good.  The man thinks fast and can make decisions. 
 
           Colonel Gunderson called back yesterday afternoon and again this morning to report on his whereabouts and inquire as to my travel plans.  At the moment, the plane is gassed up and ready to go.  The nearby Egyptian air force officers club is providing Gunderson and his crew with great meals and cold beer for those not in the cockpit.  As it stands, Dorothy and I can either board the plane at the Egyptian Air Force field or Colonel Gunderson can quickly hop over to the Cairo Airport and pick us up there. 
 
           Gunderson’s good news is he and his crew are safe and doing just fine; he is even getting food deliveries from the Officers Club for the enlisted men and women in his crew.  He also lets me know that, because of the circumstances, he’s decided that he and everyone else in the crew will continue to sleep on the plane despite Egyptian offers to take them into the city to stay at the Cairo Hilton.  
 
          “I declined by explaining that you are unpredictable and might unexpectedly show up and want to leave at any time.” Well there’s something to that. 
 
           Ambassador Tolson is surprisingly upbeat about the situation in Egypt despite this morning’s assault by the mob and all the deaths that occurred.  He clearly feels he is playing an important role in keeping the Egyptians out of the war and said as much.  And there’s a good chance he is.  In any event, it’s been a long day and Dorothy and I were exhausted when we finally crawled into bed. 
 
    ****** 
 
           I spent all Wednesday morning waiting for a call inviting me to a meeting with President Morsi.  It didn’t come and there was no meeting.  Finally, early Wednesday afternoon, and after talking again with General Hegazi who once again explains President Morsi is still “too ill” to talk to anyone and sends his regrets, Dorothy and I finally left the embassy and traveled to the Egyptian air force base to fly home.  The Egyptian president’s illness is worrisome.  I wonder if there’s been a coup? 
 
          Dorothy and I left the embassy in a heavily armed Egyptian army convoy similar to that of Hegazi’s yesterday.  We are taking about forty of the Americans in the embassy with us, mostly dependents with children.  Ambassador Tolan wanted to extend the usual courtesies and accompany us to the airport to see us off.   But he didn’t—because I quietly asked him to remain at the embassy in case there is another problem.  I don’t trust the FBI guy to do the right thing if there is another attack. 
 
            Cairo’s streets are normally jammed with people and activity.  Not today.  Everyone seems to be staying home and waiting to see what’s going to happen.  It may be because there are armored cars and Egyptian troops everywhere in the embassy district and all along the road out to the military airfield.  It’s eerie but at least the absence of traffic let our little convoy make good time.   The last thing I did before we left was call Peter and ask him to check with NSA and the CIA to see if there are any indications a coup is underway in Egypt or negotiations are going on between Egypt and the new Islamic Coalition.  So far there have been none, at least none that we know about.   
 
           Perhaps it’s just my imagination because I’m unfamiliar with the Arab world, but the lack of contact with Egypt’s president really worries me.  On the other hand, he may be cagey as a fox—deliberately “too sick” to be able to talk to anyone including the leaders of the new Islamic Coalition. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Our flight back to the States was uneventful except for a couple of howling babies being evacuated who got on everyone’s nerves including mine.  Dorothy and I even had a chance to sneak in a few hands of Gin Rummy which she won, as usual, because she has such a good memory about the cards that have already been played.  We both laughed when I told her my excuse for losing—I was thinking of other things and couldn’t concentrate.  We laughed because that’s what I always say. 
 
           Actually, even though it wouldn’t have made much difference to the ultimate outcome, this time there is some truth in my excuse.  I spent most of the time on the long flight back to the States reading the Morning Book and the continual flow of arriving messages.  Reading and periodically talking on the satellite phone to Peter and twice to Tommy Talbot at Defense kept me busy most of the time.  
 
           Peter, as usual, had prepared the Morning Book and briefed the President in my absence at the morning Security Council meeting.  All I did was wear headphones and sit in the plane and listen.   
 
           Damn, I missed some of that last exchange.  Maybe Dorothy’s right—maybe I need to get my hearing checked. 
 
           According to the latest intelligence reports, the Israelis have been pushed all the way off the Golan and are about to begin a massive artillery bombardment to keep the Syrians and Iranians from pushing further on into Israel.  Similarly, the rest of the Syrian army is moving south into Lebanon accompanied by Hezbollah troops and the Iraqi and Iranian armies are moving into Jordan with some of the Sunni militias and ISIS remnants.  Israel, in turn, is moving troops and armor into Lebanon and Jordan to confront them.   
 
           The only good news for Israel is its navy apparently shot up the Syrian navy and Syria’s ports pretty thoroughly last night, particularly the Syrian navy port at Latakia.  Apparently the Israelis sank or seriously damaged every ship in the port, even the freighters and tankers flying neutral flags.   
 
           I was finally able to get through to Israel’s Prime Minister on the satellite phone right before we landed at Andrews.  We talked briefly about the situation—what he thinks about it and what more we can do to help.  He was obviously quite upset about Israel’s casualties, and rightly so, but otherwise seemed quite candid and forthcoming.  There is no doubt about it in his mind or mine—Israel is going to win. 
 
           Interestingly enough, the Prime minister explained the Israeli moves into Lebanon and Jordan by saying Israel intends to fight as much as possible on Arab territory to keep damage to Israel itself at a minimum.  That’s slightly different from what Washington has been thinking—that Israel is in Jordan and Lebanon to head off the coalition armies from attacking Israel on its flanks.   
 
           I am sure that it’s true that Israel wants to keep the damage in Israel to a minimum just as I’m sure they want to head off an attack on their flanks—but I’m beginning to think there may be more to it than we know. 
 
           About an hour before we landed reports began coming in one after another about a big tank battle under way in Jordan between the Israelis and the Iranians. 
 
    ******  Iraqi Lieutenant Colonel  
 
           Damascus is exciting even if the weather outside is much too hot and sweaty and the people have funny accents.  Our army’s Supreme Headquarters is in the basement and first four floors of the Syrian military hospital on the sprawling al-Qutayfah army base just outside the city.   Everywhere I look there are officers in various uniforms attending meetings or bustling about with intensity and purpose.  It’s like we’re a swarm of bees and this is our hive.  I’m wearing my dress uniform and so are the Syrians and my fellow Iraqis.  Only the Iranians are wearing battle dress and have big beards.  And they smell bad, for goodness sake. 
 
           At any point in time the air is full of cigarette smoke and there are usually a hundred or so important generals and colonels in the hospital auditorium listening to the briefings.  That’s where I am today even though I’m only a newly promoted lieutenant colonel.  The men sitting, standing, and talking around me are here at our supreme headquarters for the same reason I am, to serve on the staff of one of the generals on the three-general Supreme War Authority.   
 
           Truth be told, I think a lot of us have been sent here so we can be kept out of the fighting.  My uncle arranged my assignment; he’s an air force general in charge of defense procurement and married to one of the President’s sisters.  It’s a very lucrative posting. 
 
         Everything is proceeding according to an extremely detailed plan so there really isn’t much for anyone to do except look busy and stay out of trouble.  All of us here are supposed to listen to the briefers and, if requested, provide our advice and services to the general representing our country on the Supreme War Authority.  I have a good position because my general is important—he’s one of the three supreme generals, one from each country, in charge of the war.  And the Supreme Headquarters is a great place to make useful contacts because, as luck would have it, each of the three generals in the Supreme Authority troika is a first cousin of his president and can get things done.  
 
           At the moment the atmosphere in the building is upbeat and positive despite the periodic rumors of heavy casualties that have been sweeping through the building ever since early this morning.  It seems we’re making a lot of progress but are paying heavily for it.  On the other hand, if the rumors are true about our losses, it’s likely that a lot of new military equipment will have to be purchased.  That’s good.  It will mean real opportunities for my father and my uncle, my mother’s brother, back in Baghdad.  
 
           Briefings here in the hospital lecture theatre we’ve taken over are apparently going to continue around the clock on a non-stop basis.  That’s what someone told me and it’s probably true since it’s the way it’s been ever since a couple of days before the war started.   
 
           I’ve got a couple of good seats and at the moment I’m craning my neck looking for my new Syrian friend, a handsome colonel, who promised to come sit with me.  He’s in the oil business as I am and very sensitive.  Other officers are listening intently to the briefers and periodically shouting out questions and comments to them.  Many of the men in the room are like me, officers specializing in non-military matters ranging from factories and hotels to the operation of banks and construction companies.   
 
           My particular interest is in the highly profitable oil exports from the military district my father commands.  And, of course, going out at night to meet my friends and drive around in my sports car even though the stupid girl my parents made me marry doesn’t like it. 
 
           Our briefers stand on the auditorium stage in front of a huge map and speak facing the seats of the three key generals, one from each country, who comprise the Command Authority.  When the three Supreme Commanders are here they sit in the front row with a handful of their senior assistants.  The rest of the generals and colonels, and the junior officers like me who are their assistants and translators, sit in the seats behind them and smoke while we listen to the briefers and wait to be called upon.  Almost everyone is making a real effort to be courteous and proper with everyone else.   
 
           Even so, as I told my Syrian friend last night, I do find it difficult to sit in my seat at times because some of the Iranians seem to be pretending they have just come in from the field and haven’t had an opportunity to bathe.  I mean, for goodness sake. 
 
           There are nine briefers on duty at all times—one briefer from each country for each of the three fronts.  Overall the assembled officers seem reasonably satisfied, maybe because the war appears to be going well on all three fronts—the Golan, Lebanon, and Jordan.  At the moment, the briefings are continuing even though none of the three supreme generals are present.  The Supremes are apparently in their private offices reporting to their respective presidents and asking them to agree to some kind of amendment to our battle plan agreement.  
 
           In a sense all the briefings are somewhat unnecessary because the invasion plan and the key decisions were, of course, worked out in great detail over the past several months by representatives of the three governments and all the major militias except for the Kurds and Druze, of course, because they cannot be trusted.  What was finally agreed to by everyone, according to my father, is the plan being implemented at this time.  Due to the temporary absence of the Egyptians, the supreme command of the invasion force is being exercised by what we staffers have taken to calling “the troika,” a three man committee consisting of the general in charge of each of our three countries’ armies.  Each of the three “supreme generals,” of course, will consult with their staffs and get approval from his president before agreeing to any changes or additions to the plan.   
 
           Everything here at the headquarters of our new army seems to me to be well organized, if a not a bit unwieldy due to so many officers seeming to want to discuss every report and decision no matter how insignificant.  There is always a lot available to discuss because our headquarters is in constant radio and telephone contact with every division and every senior officer and briefer at the headquarters has a translator sitting next to him whispering in his ear.   
 
           It’s really quite exciting actually.  The smoke filled auditorium and its concrete hallways are filled with a constant buzz as the generals and colonels talk to each other and try to listen to their translators, the members of their personal staffs, and the briefers.  The briefings are apparently going to continue nonstop throughout the war, just as the negotiators agreed.  There is always a briefer on duty from each of the participating countries for each of the three fronts—Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan. 
 
           A Syrian colonel has the floor at the moment and is giving the Syrian Army’s view of the current status of the Syrian and Iranian divisions on the Syrian front.   
 
           “In summary, Syrian forces have successfully beaten off last night’s extensive Israeli naval attacks and Syrian and Iranian forces now occupy the entire Golan and, I’ve just received word,” he said to cheers and clapping as he beamed proudly and reported, “that Syrian forces and Iran’s Revolutionary Guards have crossed into Israel from the Golan in the face of strong resistance.”  
 
           That was the conclusion of the Syrian colonel’s report and it ended with a fraternal and acknowledging nod to the heavily bearded Iranian colonel who will follow him to provide an Iranian briefing on the same subjects.   
 
          The Iranian colonel was, of course, getting a constant translation of what his Syrian counterpart was saying—so he courteously nodded back even though he himself couldn’t understand a word the Syrian said.  The nod undoubtedly means in a few minutes, when the idiot in the fourth row stops asking stupid questions, the Iranian will probably just repeat the Syrian’s report.   
 
           In an effort to maintain friendly relations, as he has been specifically ordered to do, the Iranian colonel decided not to mention that Iran’s Revolutionary Guards have been doing most of the fighting. 
 
          According to the posted schedule, the Iranian briefer will be followed by an Iraqi colonel who will brief the assembled staff officers on the Iraqi view of the latest reports from the Jordan front.   The Iranian colonel is undoubtedly looking forward to it because the news is positive—the Iranian and Iraqi armored columns in Jordan have bypassed Amman and are continuing to advance along the two roads running south towards the Israeli border despite heavy Israeli air attacks.  The Iraqis are moving down one road, the Iranians the other.    
 
           The Iraqi briefer is also going to report that there still has been no contact with either the Jordanian army or the country’s little air force.  At least that’s what my Syrian colonel told me about an hour ago when we met at the coffee stand. 
 
           That there has been no contact with the Jordanians is good news, I am sure.  Many of the Jordanians and the Palestinians living in Jordan are good Muslims and there is no sense in our fighting among ourselves even if some of them are heretic Sunnis and Jordan’s king is weak.  
 
           So here I sit while the three generals who are the supreme commanders update their presidents with the good news about the plan being precisely and successfully implemented.  Then they’ll undoubtedly enjoy a nice lunch together away from the distracting hubbub of the headquarters and the briefers.   
 
           Me?  I’m just sitting here waiting for my new friend and trying not to look bored.  What I’m really looking forward to is the victory banquet the Syrians are hosting this evening at the Syrian Joint Services officers club down the street.  Tomorrow night it will be the Iranians turn to be the hosts.  We’ll host Friday night’s victory banquet and that’s where I have been helping.   
 
           And it’s a good thing I am—it’s how I met my Syrian colonel yesterday when I was shopping in the bazaar for things to serve Friday night; he was shopping for tonight.  We talked and had time for a delightful cup of coffee together before he had to hurry back to work.   
 
      
 
                                     Chapter Twenty 
 
    ******  Sergeant Dov Lindausky   
 
           My M-60 was among the first of the Third Battalion’s tanks to cross when the six battalion-sized columns of our brigade’s armor and service vehicles began crossing the Jordan River in the middle of the night.  We crossed as soon as the first pontoon bridge was usable. 
 
          It was a relief and rather exciting to cross the river.  We’d spent all day Wednesday moving through the West Bank before we finally stopped on our side of the Jordan to unload our tanks and APCs from the tank carriers and sent the carriers back.  Our brigade’s mobile bridging equipment and combat engineers had been traveling at the head of the column; they needed less than an hour to throw the first of four pontoon bridges across the narrow and muddy Jordan River, one for each of our battalions.   
 
           I wasn’t taking any chances; I ordered my gunner and my loader, Issak and Reuven, to climb out and all three of us rode on top of the tank while it slowly crossed.  Shaul, the driver, the only regular in the crew and the man who spends full time maintaining our tank, merely cursed under his breath and talked to himself the whole time we were crossing—I could hear him on the tank intercom as the bridge and the pontoon boats supporting it moved up and down under our weight.    
 
           Our recon platoon went over first so I didn’t need to worry about our getting shot at for a few minutes.  Besides, there is no sense taking a chance on the bridge failing. 
 
           “Okay.  We’re over,” I shouted to Isaak and Reuven as soon as I felt the lurch as the tank treads hit land.  “Mount up.”  Jeez it’s already getting hot. 
 
           Less than a minute later our rebuilt and modernized M-60 was following about thirty yards behind the company commander’s tank as Benny charged up the gravelly slope ahead of us.  More precisely, we’re moving up the slope through the great cloud of dust and black smoke being thrown back at us by Benny’s tank and throwing up a similar cloud of our own behind ours. 
 
           There’s no question about it—it’s tense advancing up the side of a hill into potentially dangerous territory without being able to see what’s on the other side.  As you might imagine, I’ve got my sand goggles and face mask on and I’m anxiously holding the handles of the turret machine gun and trying to see what’s ahead; my gunner, Issak, an Arab-speaking construction foreman from Jerusalem, has an armor piercing round in the chamber.  But then the captain’s tank moved over the rise ahead of us and nothing happened.   
 
            Hot damn.  Benny made it.  We’re in Jordan unopposed.   Maybe Issak was right when he said the Jordanians are going to welcome us, not fight us. 
 
           After Shaul drove our M-60 up and over the rise I used the tank intercom to direct him to a position about fifty meters to the left of Benny’s tank.  A slight depression over there will give us a bit of cover.  It’s not much but it beats the hell out of nothing.   
 
           Benny waved an acknowledgement and gave me a big nod and a thumbs up when he saw where we were headed.  It’s a good position to cover him.  A few seconds later the rest of the company’s tanks and a platoon of APCs began raising a huge and growing cloud of dust and exhaust smoke as they came over the hill behind us in twos and threes.   
 
           As soon as most of our Bravo Company armor was in sight Benny barked an order on the company net and we began moving deeper into Jordan in a long spread out tank-heavy skirmish line of tanks and APCs.   
 
           It’s altogether quite a sight.  Looking back I can see another of our battalion’s companies beginning to spread out in a similar skirmish line about eight hundred meters behind us.  About a kilometer ahead I can see the light tanks and the missile and machine gun equipped Humvees of the battalion’s recon platoon also starting to move forward again.  They were the first Israelis over the bridge.   
 
           I wish I’d been first one over the river and into Jordan.  Wouldn’t that have been something? 
 
    ******  Major Dick Evans 
 
           The harried Israeli nurse who loaded me and Harry on the ambulance for the ride to the airport made Harry ride face down on a stretcher to his great displeasure.  He didn’t want to ride out to the airport on a stretcher and let her know about it.  What he said didn’t do a bit of good; she just shrugged and pretended she couldn’t understand a word he was saying.   
 
           I try to placate him. 
 
           “Well hell, Harry,” I sort of giggled as he glared at her.  “You can’t ride sitting in a wheel chair can you?  They’d have to cut a hole in the seat so your shot up ass could hang out.”  
 
            An elderly Israeli sergeant in a faded uniform and a serious looking American nurse major were checking names on a list as we arrived and were pulled out of the ambulance.  The elderly sergeant asked Harry something in Hebrew, obviously his name, as he bent over to read the big tag attached to his wrist.   
 
           “Oy.  This is one of your secret Americans, Major,” He shouted. 
 
           She did a double take when she saw Harry’s beard and ponytail, grabbed his evacuation tag to read it, and then looked at him in surprise.  “You’re Duffy?” She asked suspiciously. 
 
           “Yeah,” Harry answered as he started to get up, “and all I need is a seat and a pillow.  And that goldbrick behind me is Evans.  He’s a real wiseass and needs a shot of Novacaine in his tongue so he can’t talk.  We’d both like a beer before you serve lunch.” 
 
           The major looked at him incredulously—and pushed him back down on the stretcher.  Then she looks back at me for a moment and then at the tag on Harry’s wrist.  Then she started laughing.   
 
           “In the ass, huh?  Well somebody loves you.  You’re on our priority list.” 
 
           Harry always draws curious and surprised looks, particularly on American military bases and transport planes.  Not many American soldiers have beards and wear their hair in a ponytail.  On the other hand, when he’s wearing his uniform, not many people are chief warrant officers and have stars on their combat infantry badge for five awards.   
 
           Harry told me that only one time had he ever been called on it, by a prissy MP captain at Fort Ord.   
 
           “I told him I had a religious exemption even though my hair attracts the attention of perverts, saluted, and walked away.”   
 
           On Israeli bases, on the other hand, Harry fits right in—particularly if he wears Israeli fatigues with “foreign observer” on them and officers’ epaulettes with a captain’s rank—as he has permission to do.  A lot of the Israelis have beards and I even saw a couple of guys with ponytails.   
 
           At least I think it says ’foreign observer.’  That’s what Oren told me.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Harry and I were carried aboard the plane wearing hospital gowns and lifted into a couple of the built-in stretcher racks that line the walls.  According to the dragon lady major we’re on a Medevac flight from Tel Aviv to Ramstein Air Force base in an air force C-9 Nightingale.  It’s a real hospital plane and even has a special fold down table and floodlights for use as an emergency operating theatre.  All the rest of the plane’s casualty racks are filled with more than fifty seriously wounded Israelis.   
 
           Every one of the men being evacuated is in a stretcher rack including me and Harry.  On board with us are a half dozen or so white haired Israeli medical corpsmen, all volunteers someone has decided are too old and creaky for active duty in the field, and a couple of Israeli translators.  Also on board are an American surgeon and a bunch of American nurses and corpsmen.  It’s a full flight and the plane, like all the others coming in from Ramstein, will immediately turn around and come back with another crew for another load of Israeli wounded.   
 
    ******   
 
           Our flight took a little over four hours with the medics constantly bustling up and down the aisle checking monitors and administering drips and meds.  Right after we took off a craggy faced little American colonel with an incredibly foul mouth stopped to visit with us.  He had a combat medic’s badge on his fatigues showing multiple awards. 
 
         “Hey, how you boys doing?” he says as he held out his hand.   Name’s Dombrowski.  Joe Dombrowski.  My friends call me Big Joe and any friend of Guns is a friend of mine.  He told me to make sure you get treated right and no one fucks with you.  You need anything?” 
 
          “Yeah?  Thanks colonel, actually I do.  I need a seat and a pillow.  Lying face down on this goddamn stretcher ain’t cutting it.  Besides, I need to get up and take a piss.  And who’s Guns?” 
 
           “Who’s Guns?  Shit man, that’s Chris Roberts, fer Chrissake.  General Roberts to you assholes, Guns to me.  You fuckers are working for him.  Jesus Christ.  You mean you two guys are working for Guns and never heard how he got his nickname?”  
 
          Big Joe helped Dick get to the latrine and got me a pillow so I can sit on the edge of my bunk if I get the urge.  And then he told us all about the boss and how he’d come to know him. 
 
           Dick and I just laid there and listened and periodically said intelligent officer stuff like “No shit?” and “Whoa." 
 
    ******  Sergeant Dov Lindausky 
 
           We are moving north across the desert deeper and deeper into Jordan with Benny in his usual CO’s position in the center front of our company’s twenty-two tanks and four APCs.  I’m Benny’s designated “wingman” for the left side of his tank.  That’s why my tank is next to his in the center of our company’s two kilometers wide skirmish line of tanks and APCs.   
 
           A “wingman” in our brigade means the tank or APC responsible for keeping another tank from being surprised by a missile equipped enemy infantryman on its left side and rear.   It’s a concept we developed from the air force where having a “wingman” is quite conventional and works really well in combat.   
 
           Usually each tank in an armored battalion like ours has an APC as a wingman because the APCs have more machine gunners and are more likely to see infantry threats because they have better visibility.  The APC and tank fight and maneuver as a team.  We’re an exception, a two tank team, because our entire battalion, and each of its companies, is seriously “tank heavy” with many more tanks than APCs.    
 
           What this really means, of course, is when Benny’s personal tank is advancing or maneuvering it gets a little less protection against infantry armed with anti-tank missiles than the tanks that have APCs as their wingmen and thus more eyes watching out for threats.  The tank to my left, for example, has its own “wingman,” an APC to its left rear commanded by an old orthodox guy from Jerusalem named Shenav who brags all the time about his son who got promoted to colonel last year.   
 
           My crew and I like the arrangement—Shenav knows what’s what on our left and having someone as competent as Benny protecting our right is better than having an APC over there that is some other tank’s wingman. 
 
           There is no way to hide the fact we are on the move.  Huge clouds of dust and smoke are billowing up from behind our treads.  Behind us, eight or nine hundred meters back, I can see the tanks and APCs of our Delta Company sending up their own long line of billowing dust and smoke.  Further behind Delta in the distance are the dust lines of Ezra and Charlie.  Altogether in our four companies we are eighty-seven tanks and thirty-six APCs.   
 
           And right behind Charlie Company is our little headquarters company, Alpha, with its two mobile SAM vehicles, the battalion aid station APC, two air and artillery control APCs, and a couple of field supply APCs each carrying additional 105mm rounds and five hundred gallon tanks of water and emergency fuel.  There is also a headquarters platoon with the two personal tanks and two APC wingmen of our battalion commander and his executive officer, and a recon platoon equipped with four of the rebuilt Bradley fighting vehicles we got a couple of months ago. 
 
           Each of our battalion’s companies, except for ours because we are in the front, is staying back in an effort to avoid the heavy dust thrown up by the companies moving ahead of it.  Dust is an enemy because it screws up our equipment despite all our filters and constant maintenance; it doesn’t mess up our fighting ability because our infrared driving and targeting gear for night operations lets us see right through it.   
 
           Shaul, the only member of our crew who is in the regular army and not a reservist, is our tank’s full time mechanic and absolutely hates dust because it screws up the equipment.  He is our tank’s “owner” as well as its driver – when we’re not around he spends his time keeping our tank fully maintained and ready to go into combat at a moment’s notice.  It’s his name painted on our tank, not mine.  I’m just the tank commander; Reuven is the loader and Issak is the gunner. 
 
           We were just flowing past both sides of a little Jordanian village with about ten mud and stone houses when, all of a sudden, my earphones and those of everyone else in the battalion crackled with a message from the commander of the recon platoon moving about five or six kilometers ahead of us.   
 
           “Three of Three Alpha Eyes One to Three of Three One.  Attention. Alpha Eyes One confirms Scout helicopter report of a large enemy armored force coming south on the main road; estimate brigade strength or larger.  Enemy force is southbound on the north-south road located about four klicks to your right.  Estimate your contact sixty to ninety minutes.  Suggest immediately adopt Tactic Twelve Right and Cover.  Suggest stop moving as soon as possible so dust dissipates.  Over.”  
 
           Oh shit.  I knew it was too good to last. 
 
           That was a message from Yosef, the recon platoon leader, to Sami.  We all heard it and every one of us knows exactly what it means.  Almost instantly Sami, the battalion commander who’s traveling with his personal wingman in the battalion commander’s traditional position in the headquarters platoon on my company’s right flank, gave an order.  He gave it quickly because he, along with me and everyone else, had been constantly scanning one of the new global positioning electronic maps we were issued last year.  It shows the terrain around us and the position of each of our battalion vehicles on it.  For the past three weeks we’ve been practicing using the electronic maps in conjunction with our on-board GPS systems. 
 
            “Number Three Battalion.  Three one.  Execute Twelve Right on Three One with Best Medium Spread.  Form on Bravo Company halt.  Cover when reach positions.  Ladders authorized for company commanders only.  Bravo position sets range.  Load for armor.  Fire on my command only.  I repeat, fire on my command only.”  He immediately repeated his order two more times. 
 
             Sami has ordered one of the maneuvers we practice constantly.  He has ordered our Bravo Company skirmish line of tanks and APCs to wheel to the right using his tank as the axis and then continue moving forward line abreast on his tank until he orders us to stop.  The tanks and APCs of the companies coming up behind us will execute a similar move and form up on our right in the best positions their commanders can find.  When we get to our positions we’re to cover ourselves with our camouflage nets.  While we’re doing that Benny and the other three company commanders are going to climb their tank-mounted pole ladders to observe the potential battleground and tell the rest of us what they see.  From the text and radio messages coming in it appears the rest of the battalions will also spread out along the road to the south of us. 
 
           Man, this little village is really going to get dusted when we go past.  We’ll never hear the end of it if someone runs into one of the houses and there are people in it. 
 
           If Sami’s plan works, the one suggested by the recon platoon lieutenant, the entire Third Battalion will be under camouflage nets and strung out in a ten kilometer long line overlooking the road on which the enemy armor is traveling.  It’s a race against time.   
 
    ******  Major Dick Evans 
 
           Our hospital plane obviously received a priority “straight in” clearance to land from the Rhine-Main tower.  I could tell because we didn’t bank or turn at all before the wheels came down and we landed with a short tire screech and commenced high speed taxiing.   
 
           The rear ramp door started coming down as soon as we stopped taxiing and a bunch of American military personnel began pouring in.  I could see Big Joe standing at the ramp pointing and giving loud and profane orders as the medics and orderlies rushed into the plane.  The most seriously wounded Israelis are going first, and rightly so.  It means we’re gonna be last and, to Harry’s chagrin and profane complaints because he wants to walk off, we’re going to be carried off just as we were carried on.  
 
           “Cool it Harry, goddamn it.  It’s their procedure and they’re sure as hell not going to change it for you.  So shut the fuck up.”   
 
           Shit, my ribs are hurt again.  I don’t even want to try to walk off and I don’t want any more pain pills if I can avoid them.  The ones the Israelis gave me got me so groggy and sloppy that I peed a little on my hospital gown when Big Joe helped me get up so I could stumble my way to the latrine instead of pissing in that goddamn little tin thing they wanted me to use. 
 
           “I know goddamn it.  But I shouldn’t even be here.  Shit, I’m not really wounded and you know it.  I should of asked Roberts to let me stay in Israel….  You know what?  If they give us a convalescent leave I’m going to try to hitch a ride back to check up on our apartments and see how Si and Solly are doing.  You want to come with me?”  Okay. Now I get it. 
 
           “Bullshit, Harry.  You want to go to Jerusalem and have Deb tickle your tummy again.”   
 
           Hmm, that’s not altogether a bad idea. I wonder how soon I can get out of here to wherever Joanie is these days? 
 
           Harry looked at me sort of funny – and then he nodded and we fist-bumped and roared with laughter as Big Joe brought a bunch of serious looking teenagers in air force fatigues down the aisle to carry us out.  The kids were looking at us as if we’d lost our minds; Joe was smiling. 
 
    ******   Sergeant Dov Lindausky 
 
           I can finally see the outline of Islamic vehicles in the distance.  They’re headed this way and aren’t throwing up dust so they must still be sticking to the road.  That’s what Sami reported on the battalion net about ten minutes ago.  Their arrival is not a surprise.  I knew they were close even before I saw them because a few minutes ago I’d seen Benny and Sami hurry down their pole ladders and lower them.   
 
           “It looks good, guys,” Sami said on the battalion net.  “They’re on the road and the sun will be in their eyes.  Don’t forget we’re going to let their advance elements go by untouched.  No one is to fire until I give the signal.  Repeat.  No one is to fire until I give the word.”  I wonder what nationality they are.  Probably Syrians. 
 
           “Yosef, lower your ladder, dammit.” 
 
   
  
 

        “Sorry Sami.  The damn handle is stuck.  I’m working on it.” 
 
           A few seconds later I could clearly see the first part of a long line of approaching vehicles coming down the road.  They were led by an old French-made AMX-13 light tank.  They’ve obviously got their recon unit up front even though there isn’t much of a gap between it and the main column.    
 
           It’s an Iranian, by God.  I recognize the flag. 
 
           Almost instantly Sami came on and confirmed it. “Attention Three of Three.  They are Iranians.  A shit-pot full of them.  Everyone hold fire until I give the word.  Firing Tactic is Seven Wide Spread Maximum; break at Ezra Company.  Repeat Firing Tactic is Seven Wide Spread Maximum; break at Ezra Company.  Hold fire until I give the word.  And nobody moves—not one inch.”   
 
           It’s movement that attracts the eye as every soldier knows; just the wave of a tank commander’s hand or someone moving his turret or bobbing his head is all it takes to fuck up an ambush and get yourself and your tank killed. 
 
           We’re on the far left of the battalion line and closest to the enemy.  Our 105mm cannon is loaded with an armor piercing round and already aimed up the road almost as far as possible.  So is, I am sure, everyone else’s.  Sami’s order means my tank’s assigned sector for targets will be among the most distant armor in range on the far left.   Only the handful of Bravo Company tanks to my left will take targets further on up the road. 
 
           Tactic Seven with a wide spread is one of our basic war-fighting tactics.  It means that everyone in the battalion with armor killing capacity takes a specific pre-assigned sector of the enemy line in front of us such that the killing capacity of the battalion as a whole is fanned out across the widest front to cover maximum number of potential targets.  Each of us will shoot our primary target and then immediately re-aim to take out the target next to it on the right and then the next and then the next.  That will continue until we run out of targets or ammunition or are ordered to move.  Or get hit and knocked out.  
 
           All we can do now is hope that the Iranians don’t spot us and keep moving along the road deeper and deeper into our kill zone.  Once they fill it and Sami gives the word we’ll rapidly target every enemy tank or APC on almost ten kilometers of road; and, hopefully, we’ll get what the Americans who used to be at the armor training center called a ’clean sweep.’  Or did they call it a pot shot?  I don’t remember.     
 
      
 
                             Chapter Twenty-one 
 
           I stood absolutely still in my turret and watched in fascination as the pair of old French-made AMX-13 light tanks at the head of the Iranian armor column passed right in front of me at about eleven hundred meters and proceeded on down the road towards Israel.  Immediately behind them came medium and heavy tanks, hundreds of them.  They were clanking along bumper to bumper without an APC in sight, just periodic flatbed trucks carrying infantry with handheld SAMs in case of an air attack.  The Iranian tanks were a hodge-podge including some Russian T-80s and a number of ancient American-made M-47s and British Chieftains that were probably left over from the end of the Shah’s reign many years back.  It’s a wonder they even run. 
 
           My God, that’s at least an entire division’s worth of tanks.  I can’t believe they haven’t seen us.  And where the hell are their APCs and our air force? 
 
           Finally.  Yes, there they finally are.  Now I can see some APCs coming in the distance.  It won’t be long now before the last of their tanks are in our kill zone.   
 
           Okay. I think I’ve got it.  The Iranians must be running their tanks single file on the road to reduce their maintenance requirements and leave room for the others to get around if one stalls—and they’ve put their tanks up front in the expectation that sooner or later they’d run into our armor because they think we’re as road bound as they are.  Or maybe they sent a recon unit or another column down the road before we got here and think the road is clear.  Nothing else makes any sense.  
 
           “Wait for it.  Nobody moves.  Wait for my command.”  That’s what Sami has been saying constantly for at least ten minutes.  
 
           Suddenly Sami’s voice changed.  “Three of Three standby ….  Pick your targets …. Standby … Pick your targets” … Fire!  Fire!” 
 
           Then time seemed to be standing still as Reuven and Issak loaded and fired as fast as they could and our tank bucked back and shuddered with each shot.  The noise was deafening and it seems to go on for ages.  All I could do was stand in the turret bracing myself with my binoculars to my eyes listening to Issak and Reuven chant “Target … Up … Firing!” over and over again.   
 
           Issak and Reuven don’t need me to help select their initial targets; I’m looking for the “lucky” enemy tanks in our zone, the ones that got missed in the initial firing. 
 
    ******    
 
           Less than five minutes later and the scene is absolutely unbelievable and horrific—hundreds of burning and disabled Iranian tanks and armored personnel carriers line the road in each direction for as far as the eye can see.  Most of them are along the road although a few made it off the road on the side away from us in a futile effort to escape before they were hit.  As you might imagine, because there is no wind the road is still almost totally obscured in a cloud of heavy black smoke both from the burning armor and the smoke grenades some of the Iranian tanks had time to pop before we killed them. 
 
           Sami obviously made a smart decision.  He kept our assault helicopters and the air force from attacking the Iranians until the end of the bumper to bumper column of Iranian armor filled our kill zone.  Waiting so long allowed as many as a hundred Iranian tanks to safely pass through our kill zone before he finally gave the order to open fire.  But they sure as hell aren’t going to survive for long.  I and everyone else on the battalion net could hear Sami call our air in on them as soon as we opened fire and began destroying the main part of the column. 
 
            Some of the Iranian tanks popped smoke and tried to fight back and some tried to get off the road and escape into the distant desert.  But the smoke they popped didn’t do them any good because our night sights could see right through it.  Most of them were hit and killed before they could find a target for their guns.  As far as I can tell, not a single Iranian tank in our kill zone got away safely, at least not any I can see through the black cloud of oily smoke covering the road.   
 
           Isaak fired more than a dozen rounds before he ran out of targets and the firing began to die down all along the line.  At that point most of the surviving Iranian crewmen, and amazingly there seem to be quite a few of them, had either escaped from their devastated and burning tanks and APCs or abandoned them and ran.  I could see numerous men running into the desert on the other side of the road beyond the Iranian tanks.  No order was ever given but one after another we stopped firing as we ran out of tanks to kill.  The running men weren’t pursued with machine gun fire; we let them go. 
 
            Thereafter, for what seems like a short time but might have been as long as five minutes, there were only sporadic bursts of cannon fire whenever an Iranian tank on the road suddenly appeared to move in a belated effort to fight back or escape.   
 
           Everyone including me is incredibly excited and looking for threats.  So, each time there is any movement among the Iranian armor, the mover is instantly, and usually simultaneously, blasted by two or three of our gunners.  Killing fleeing men is one thing; killing a moving or threatening tank is something else. 
 
           Even so, we do not get off without casualties.  We lost five of Ezra Company’s twenty-two tanks and three of its APCs.  Somehow there was a mix up in the battalion’s targeting assignments; a short stretch of the road to my right was left uncovered by Ezra Company during the first few moments of firing—enough time for some of the Iranian tanks to fight back while Ezra’s tanks and APCs were shooting at targets further along on the road.  The battalion also lost another four M-60s at various places along the line and a couple of APCs along with their crews and infantry.   
 
           My God! That’s more than a hundred men and most of them are probably dead. 
 
    ****** 
 
           “Three of Three.  Three One.  Odds to move up on the enemy column to take prisoners and assist the wounded; evens to maintain overlook.  Everyone move carefully and stay alert.  Let the runners into the desert go for now.  Abe, watch the enemy APCs on the road to your left.  Some of them still look operational.  Hit them again if you’re in doubt.”  
 
           My tank is number 1319, one of the older M-60s the Americans sent us years ago and we reconditioned a couple of years ago so only the steel hull is original.  It has an odd number at the end so I told Shaul to get ready to move us down to the road.  We’ll go, I told my crew, as soon as I finish rolling up the sides of our camouflage nets.  It took me some time to roll them up—because I got out and did it all by myself.  I did it by myself so Reuven can come up and man the turret machine gun to cover me and Issak can stay on the cannon.   
 
           No sense taking chances.  Even so, it’s a bit scary to climb out from behind the armor plate of the turret to work on the camouflage nets.  
 
           Doing it all by myself took a while.  Finally, when I was even more soaked in sweat than before, I finished rolling up the nets and climbed back up to the turret.  Reuven slid back down into the loader’s position as I grabbed the machine gun handles and plugged my radio earphones back in.  Then I gave the word and we slowly clanked our way over the desert to the burning and destroyed tanks on the road.  Up close it was a terrible scene of dead and wounded men and burning tanks and APCs.   
 
           “Okay.  Everyone stay put.  In a minute I’m going to dismount and see if I can help anyone.  Everyone keep your eyes peeled.  Reuven, you come up again and get on the machine gun to cover me.  And bring me the first aid kit.”   
 
           I can see an Iranian who looks alive leaning against the smoking Centurion II on our left.  Maybe another one a little further down is moving too.  My God the smoke smells awful.  
 
           I pulled my short Galil out of the clamps holding it, ran the bolt to cock it, and warily climbed down—holding the Galil in my right hand like a pistol and the straps of our canvas aid kit in the other.   
 
           “Watch your ass, Dov; don’t take any chances,” Reuven said quietly as he came up to take my place. 
 
           To say I moved cautiously as I walked past a couple of smoking and devastated Iranian tanks towards the wounded Iranian would be the understatement of the day.  I was extremely cautious because I could hear scattered bursts of gunfire in the distance and once the 105s on a couple of M-60s somewhere off to my right fired almost simultaneously.  
 
           After I took off my earphones and got a few steps away from the engine noise I could hear almost constant explosions and aircraft noise and see numerous planes swooping up and down off in the distance to my right.  Our air force and assault helicopters are obviously attacking the Iranian tanks which succeeded in passing all the way through our kill zone before Sami gave the order to open fire.   
 
           A similarly noisy air attack also seems to be hitting the enemy APCs and trucks up the road to our left—the ones that didn’t make it into our fire sack before we started shooting.  I’m surrounded on either side by a rising and falling roar of constant explosions and jet engines.   
 
           The Iranian’s eyes were open but sort of blinking and staring off into space.  I was leaning over him trying to figure out what the hell I should do, when a shadow flashed over me and something picked me up and threw me in the air.   
 
           The next thing I can remember was Benny and a couple of guys I didn’t recognize running their hands over me to see if I was wounded, and trying to help me sit up.  The poor Iranian on the ground next to me hadn’t moved at all.  His eyes just continued to flicker and not focus.   
 
           Then I realized Benny was kneeling next to me with his arm around my shoulders and looking at me really funny.  That’s when I see the smoking hulk of what was left of my tank.  I couldn’t help myself.  I started sobbing.  So did Benny.  Oh God.  No.  Oh God. 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           We were about an hour away from Andrews and I was watching on one of the plane’s communication screens as the President entered the room and the Security Council meeting began.  It started with Peter summarizing the Morning Book.  Then the Directors of NSA and the CIA gave their reports and the talk and questions turned to the future of the war.   Israel is obviously launching some kind of counter offensive just as NSA suggested it would and the Israeli defense minister told Tommy Talbot and me less than an hour ago.   
 
           I’m pretty sure I know the basics of the Israeli plan so I listened with interest and agreement as Tommy explained what the Joint Chiefs think is going to happen and why.   
 
           “The Islamic Coalition Army,” Tommy explained, “is attempting to move through Jordan and Lebanon in order to attack Israel on its flanks.  They expect such a move will either let them enter Israel relatively unopposed or, much more likely, draw Israeli units away from the Syrian front where, at the moment, the infantry and militias of the Islamic Army appear to still be slowly moving forward under an extremely heavy SAM umbrella.  And the Islamic Coalition’s commanders are probably right in thinking their move through Jordan and Lebanon will sooner or later draw some of the Israeli forces away from confronting their attack on the Golan – but probably not with the outcome they expect.” 
 
           “What Defense thinks we’re starting to see, Mr. President,” Tommy said, “is the beginning of a couple of major Israeli counterattacks that will go through Jordan and Lebanon and, perhaps, even on into Syria.  We think the Israelis are going to try to go all the way around the Islamic Army—and try to cut it off and totally destroy it the way they did the Egyptians in ’56 with their airborne troops and in ’67 and ’73 with their armor.”  Good.  We’re thinking alike! 
 
           “Are you on the line, General Roberts?  Do you agree with General Talbot?” 
 
           “Yes sir, Mr. President, I do.  I believe General Talbot is right on the money.  And based on what I was told in Israel I think this time, even if we ask them, the Israelis are not going to stop advancing when the Islamist countries realize they’re losing and ask for a ceasefire.  They’re likely to keep going until they totally destroy the Islamic armies even if we ask them to stop.  We need to keep that in mind before we start demonstrating our impotence by calling for truces, peace talks, and withdrawals that we won’t get.” 
 
           Boy does that trigger an argument.  It seems the Secretary of State, former congressman Jack Billaud of Rhode Island, wants to hold a press conference right after the meeting and call for an urgent Security Council meeting and a cessation of the fighting and peace talks.  
 
            I finally couldn’t contain myself any longer.   
 
           “Jack, that would be a mistake—a big one.  Do you really think the Israelis are going to agree to a truce or listen to us when the Coalition Army or whatever it calls itself is still occupying part of Israel or camped out on its borders?  I can tell you categorically that they won’t.  And you know it.  So what are you trying to accomplish?” 
 
           “General, uh… Well we want to let the world know that the United States stands for peace and the use of negotiations to solve disputes.”   Christ on a crutch, he’s looking at this as an opportunity to get his picture in the papers. 
 
           “Jack, that’s just a bunch of meaningless bullshit for the media and you know it and so does everyone else.  All you’re going to do is make us look weak and stupid by asking for something likely to be impossible for Israel to give.  It’s time for you people over at State to stop looking for media opportunities and start thinking about solutions that will last.”   
 
           Jesus Christ.  Where did the President find this asshole?  
 
           “I resent that, General, I really do. We’ve got good lines of communication to the leaders of both Iraq and Syria and even some to Iran.  Maybe we can get them to work out their differences.” 
 
           “Good.  Use them and I hope you and the UN can negotiate a permanent peace so the Israelis won’t have to lose more men in order to impose one.  But you better keep in mind the kind of people you’ll be talking to when you talk to the Islamists.  They’ll be polite and charming to your face—but you better remember they aren’t likely to keep their promises and the Israelis know it.”  
 
      
 
                          Chapter Twenty-two 
 
           Dorothy and I reached Andrews late Thursday afternoon.  It was actually early Friday morning in the Middle East but because of the seven hour time difference between Cairo and Washington we touched down only an hour or so later in the day than when we had taken off.  Peter was there with a couple of cars so we could talk on our way to the White House in one of the cars while Dorothy went home in the other.  She’s going to stop on the way to see our grandchildren.   
 
           We’re both surprisingly anxious to see our grandchildren.  I always miss my family when I’m gone but it’s amazing how a little danger and excitement really sharpens the desire to be with them.  
 
          My early evening meeting with the President and Marty Andrews was short and brief.  The President seemed distracted and obviously had things on his mind other than the Middle East, probably the flak he’s been taking in the press and from the liberal wing of the party over his new Supreme Court nominee.  After the meeting I was driven home in time to have supper with Dorothy and go to bed early.   
 
           The last thing I remember after I got in bed is wondering what was distracting the President.  He didn’t say anything so it must be domestic. 
 
    ******  In Somalia 
 
           The heavily laden Fokker droned on through the night until it cleared the Ethiopian coast.   By the time the sun came up it was low over an untraveled portion of the Sahara on a heading which suggested it might have come from Pakistan and won’t pass within a thousand kilometers of its ultimate target. 
 
           Everything changed when the sun went down.  The Fokker still had more than enough fuel when the pilots in the remote control van turned it back towards the southwest and climbed it to twelve thousand feet and turned on its transponder so it would appear to be a slow moving civilian cargo flight coming out of Pakistan and bound for Cairo.   
 
           There was only one surviving Coalition AWACS, an Iranian.  At the moment it was operating along the Russian border and attempting to control what was left of the Coalition’s planes.  Its controllers saw the blinking transponder of the slow moving Fokker, of course, and promptly ignored it.  It was the Islamic Coalition’s last surviving AWACS and its controllers were much too busy trying to stay alive and control what was left of their fighters.  They had no time to worry about a slow moving civilian plane from Pakistan squawking the proper identification codes as it moved along a commercial air corridor towards Cairo. 
 
           The Fokker was cruising westerly at twelve thousand feet with its transponder turned on as it came across the Saudi desert and crossed into Iranian airspace over the Persian Gulf on the southern edge of Iran.  That’s where the Fokker was in the moonlit darkness at about 0056 in the morning local time.    
 
           It was cruising along in such a routine way that no one paid much attention to the fact its route would take it near Bushehr, the home of Iran’s recently reactivated Russian-built nuclear reactor and the headquarters of what was left of Iran’s navy.  No one paid much attention, that is, until the Fokker suddenly turned off the air corridor it was flying and headed over the Iranian shoreline towards the Bushehr airfield.  It had nothing to hide so its transponder was still squawking its location.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Everything changed and the atmosphere in the situation room of the Defense Ministry got noticeably tenser when the watchers realized the Fokker was making its scheduled turn and beginning to dive and gain speed.  Things got even more tense when the Fokker’s infrared nose camera picked up the heat signatures of buildings in the distance and they began to appear on the situation room monitors.   
 
           “The radar at the navy base has it.  They’re lighting it up,” one of the seated technicians suddenly announced.  The anxious political leaders and a number of senior military officers intently watched the monitors displaying the heat signatures of rapidly approaching buildings.  No one had to say a word—they instinctively understood what they were seeing through the television camera in the Fokker’s nose.  
 
           “They better hurry or they’re going to be too late,” the technical director remarked in a matter of fact voice to no one in particular.  “We’ve timed it. It takes the Iranians at least one hundred and thirty seconds, just over two minutes, to get the SAMs they’ve got at the naval base from first alert to launch … It’s going to be close.  Stand by … Still nothing … Stand by…”  
 
           Everyone in the room watched in fascination as the picture from the Fokker’s infrared nose camera continued to tighten as it got closer and closer to its target.  Finally only the infrared outline of a single building appeared out of the initial mass of heat signatures.  A few seconds later the outline of the building housing Iran’s Bushehr Nuclear Reactor completely filled the screen.  Two seconds later the monitors suddenly showed only white flecks. 
 
    ******  The Colonel in Somalia 
 
           The best of the three Antonovs we bought in Indonesia lifted off the runway in Somalia eighty minutes after the Fokker and it too cleared the Somalian coast long before the sun rose.  It somewhat copied the Fokker by spending the day flying on a commercial airway over an isolated area of the Indian Ocean.  Then it turned on to another commercial airway, turned off its transponder, descended to three hundred feet, and headed back towards Pakistan.   
 
           It was just after dark when our Antonov crossed the Pakistani coastline and began flying north on a carefully charted course into the darkness of Afghanistan and on towards Turkmenistan.  The Antonov continued to fly as low as possible and westerly on a radar-avoiding route after it crossed the border.  It continued into Turkmenistan until it reached the commercial air corridor between Moscow and Mashad—then it climbed to twenty two thousand feet, turned on its transponder, and commenced flying quite normally towards Mashad. 
 
           Nothing seemed out of the ordinary until the Antonov diverted from its approach into Mashad International and dove into Iran’s secret and almost completed heavy water reactor four minutes and fifty-two seconds after the Fokker destroyed the Iranian nuclear reactor at Bushehr.  The Iranian AWACS never even reported it.  
 
    ******  General Roberts       
 
           When I got home I found we had the grandkids for the evening.  They were in bed and Dorothy and I were sitting in the living room talking about the day’s events and watching an old movie on Netflix when the phone rang. 
 
           “General Roberts?  This is Robin Meekins at the Situation Room, sir.  We have just received reports of a major explosion at Iran’s Bushehr nuclear facility.” Hmm.  A few days ago I would have said it was almost certainly an Iraqi attack.  But now?  Maybe this time it’s the Israelis. 
 
           No sooner than I’d hung up and gone to the bathroom when Meekins called again with another flash message.  This one about another major explosion in Iran—at the secret heavy water facility at Mashhad which the Iranians had recently reactivated and begun operating to produce weapons grade plutonium; the one they say they don’t have and think no one knows about.   
 
           What was surprising was what NSA reported that it overheard—the Iranians trying to communicate with the attacking plane.  It had come over the Turkmenistan border as a cargo flight bound for Mashad before it deliberately crashed into the secret Iranian facility—undoubtedly a suicide mission according to NSA.    
 
           Uh oh. The Israelis and Russians don’t do suicide missions, at least not that I know of.  
 
           When Meekins finished I decided to call Marty Andrews instead of waking up the President.  The President’s Chief of Staff was up late and on his way home from the White House when I reached him in his car. 
 
           “Marty, Chris Roberts here.  Something’s up and I am not sure how serious it is so I decided to call you instead of waking the President.  It’s not an emergency for us but I think the White House needs to know about it in case the media or some foreign government begins asking questions.”    
 
           After I finished explaining we decided to jointly call the President.  He was still awake and came on the line quickly—and immediately told Marty to order beefed up security for our own nuclear facilities and request an intelligence analysis as to who might be behind the attacks.   
 
           I have my suspicions which I might share with the President in the morning when we meet at tomorrow morning’s regularly scheduled National Security Briefing; or maybe I won’t until I do some more checking.  
 
    ******  Lieutenant Nitzan Shefer 
 
           It’s night time on the surface and I’m a navy professional on our small but incredibly sophisticated and lethal Gal class Israeli submarine Rahav.  Ever since the sun went down, we’ve been moving slowly and silently in shallow Iranian waters using only our batteries.  Ever since the sun went down, we’ve been just below the surface with our periscope up and continually manned.  
 
           Our Captain has had our periscope up continuously both for visibility and to receive, via our satellite link, reports of any radar intercepts of Iranian planes and ships which might be in our vicinity.  So far so good—ships of the regular Iranian Navy and those of the larger and totally separate Revolutionary Guards Navy have been neither seen on our periscope and its monitors nor heard by our two sonar operators.  All we’ve seen and heard are tankers moving through the Persian Gulf and, briefly about four hours ago, our sister ship, the Tanin.  
 
           As you might imagine, our captain, forty-one year old Gabi Chazan, and the rest of the thirty-one of us Israelis in Gabi’s crew are more than a little tense and alert and at our battle stations.  We’re also a bit tired after our five day trip through the Suez Canal and around the Arabian Peninsula; but we’re not afraid, we’re determined.   
 
           Actually, I’m scared shitless as I stand near Gabi and watch the depth, speed, and angle monitors.  Why the hell did I ever let my mother convince me to join the navy instead of the army? 
 
    ******  Captain Gabi Chazan 
 
           About an hour ago I was on the periscope and told my crew about a big fully loaded tanker I could see slowly heading outbound from Kharg Island.  I told them I know it’s fully loaded because it’s sitting so low in the water.   
 
           Now as I brought the Rehav slowly into its firing position I quietly told me crew that I could see six really big tankers moored along the south side of the long Kharg Island crude oil loading dock taking on crude.  Several of them are sitting quite low in the water and are probably almost ready to sail.   
 
           According to Navy Intelligence, we’re here without any of the Iranian navy around to stop us because the small group of army and air force generals who wrote up the Arab invasion plan didn’t bother to consult their naval counterparts.  They apparently ignored them because they thought their country’s navies would be, at best, only minor players in the war.   
 
           The Islamic Army planners and their presidents and militia leaders know Israel has submarines and missile boats but, oriented as they are to ground and air operations, it never occurred to them how we might use our navy in the event of a war.  They’re about to find out and it won’t be pretty. 
 
           I felt like I was in a dream as the Rahav slowly and silently moved into a firing position facing the long line of super tankers moored against the south side of Iran’s principal oil loading dock.  The tankers are taking on crude and clearly visible in the bright floodlights running down the entire length of the dock.   
 
           The lights are a surprise.  We’d been told the tankers would be clothed in a protective mantle of darkness because of the war.  But they’re not—apparently the recent end of active hostilities in Syria and Iraq caused the Iranian port captain to believe normal operations could be resumed because the danger of an air attack from the Saudis supporting the Sunni militias had passed.   
 
          There had been no indication of any threats at any time since Rahav and our three other Gal-class sister subs entered the Gulf two days ago.  To the contrary, Rafi and Jules, our sonar operators, only heard the propellers of tankers and other Israeli ships during our long and careful move down the Gulf and into our firing position.   
 
           Indeed, except for a few minutes yesterday Rafi and Jules haven’t even heard our virtually identical sister boat, the Tannin.  That’s good because at this moment the Tannin should be approaching the other side of the long Kharq Island loading dock and getting ready to fire its torpedoes at the half dozen or so big tankers loading crude on the other side of the dock.  We’re both going to fire at the same time and run for it; at least, that’s the plan. 
 
           Our two subs are not the only Israeli ships attacking Iran’s huge Kharg Island oil terminal tonight at virtually the same moment.  If everything goes according to plan, which so far, knock on wood, seems to be the case, four of our Sa’ar class missile boats equipped with both Harpoons and our “fire and forget” Gabriel III missiles will be joining our assault on the terminal and the Iranian coast.   
 
           Our surface ships undoubtedly spent an anxious day hiding under camouflage nets behind one of the obscure United Arab Emirate islands—and, hopefully, three hours ago began high speed runs across the Gulf towards the Iranian port and refining facilities on the mainland sixteen miles beyond Kharg Island.  The fast attack missile boats are not going in alone—each of them is accompanied by a couple of our recently upgraded Dabur-class patrol boats. 
 
           Our fast attack missile and patrol boats are scheduled to begin launching their modified Harpoon and Gabriel missiles against the mainland’s oil terminal, several pump stations, and the huge Iranian refinery nearby at 0222.  That’s ten minutes after my Gal-class Israeli and our Tanin sister boat begin firing our torpedoes at the tankers and then start launching our mines.   
 
           And that’s not the half of what Israel is about to do in the Gulf—similar combined submarine and patrol and missile boat assaults will be simultaneously launching attacks against the huge Iranian container port, storage tanks, and refinery at Bandar Abbas, the oil loading port and refinery at Lavan Island, and the Iraqi port of Basra at the head of the Gulf   
 
           The Israeli Navy is going “all in” to destroy the ability of Iran and Iraq to sell oil and use the proceeds to buy weapons and pay their military and government salaries.  
 
    ******  Lieutenant Nitzan Shefer 
 
           The firing solutions were already entered for six shots, one for each of the “sitting duck” tankers, as Gabi listened intently with his eye glued to the periscope as his executive officer, that’s me, counted down to 0212.  “five.. four.. three.. two.. one.” 
 
           “Open all torpedo doors,” Gabi ordered. 
 
           “Fire one … Fire eight … Fire two ….” 
 
           I can feel a slight vibration under my feet each time the compressed air in a torpedo tube launches a torpedo and one after another they started on their way towards one of the big tankers.  Right after we fired the fifth torpedo we could clearly hear the loud sounds of nearby explosions as each of the earlier torpedoes reached its target.  There were three of them—and then the shock wave of a tremendous explosion in the distance moved through the water and literally shook the Rahav. 
 
          The Captain is not the only one who can directly watch whatever the periscope sees; whatever Gabi sees through the periscope is automatically transmitted so it can be seen on the computer console being monitored by executive officer, that’s me, and several of the petty officer technicians.  The console is part of the updated night fighting electronics package installed several months ago in Haifa. 
 
          The four of us watched in absolute fascination as the first three torpedoes each hit a tanker.  And our mouths dropped open in unison when the fourth tanker exploded into a huge fireball.  Each of us instantly realized we must have hit a relatively empty tanker full of fumes.  Then, only a few seconds after the last of our six torpedoes hits, another huge fireball could be seen through the periscope, this one in the distance on the other side of the long dock. 
 
           “All ahead full; come right to two-seventy. Make the depth thirty-two meters and prepare to launch mines.”  Please God, not one inch further down; it’s really shallow out here. 
 
    ******  Captain Chaim Shaul 
 
           The four big diesels on our Sa’ar-class Fast Attack Missile Boat Keshet were putting out more than twelve thousand horsepower as the Keshet and our accompanying Dabur class patrol boats rushed through the dark night toward the Iranian coast just north of Kharg Island.  We’re running at only thirty knots so the Dabur running next to us can keep up.   
 
           Without even slowing down and just about right on schedule at 0222, we began slowly and carefully firing five of our six modified ’over the horizon’ Gabriel III missiles at the oil refinery’s control center and various pump stations on the mainland.  Then we pulled a hard turn to starboard and raced along the line of tankers moored to the long oil dock firing armor piercing explosive rounds from our Super Rapido Italian-made 76mm cannon at the water lines of the torpedoed tankers.  The Super Rapido is an incredible weapon; it fires at the rate of 120 rounds per minute—sort of like an artillery machine gun.   
 
           Our companion patrol boat, the Stinger, also fired its Gabriel III at the refinery’s control center and then slowly followed in our wake along the row of tankers. The Stinger was moving slowly so its crew would have enough time to fire a half dozen or more Carl Gustav rounds into each tanker it passes and reload in time for the next one.   
 
           Right behind us, at least initially, was our sister ship, the Reshef and its companion patrol boat, the Scorpion.  They fired their missiles at other carefully selected targets in and around the big refinery at the same time we did. 
 
           But the Reshef and Scorpion did not follow us when we made our hard turn to run along the south side of the Island and began to fire at the torpedoed tankers.  Instead, they continued past the artificial island—and then they turned right and repeated the same process of shooting up the tankers tied up along the north side of the Island.   
 
           Afterwards we moved along the Iranian shoreline in the dark using our 20mm cannons, machine guns, recoilless rifles, and short bursts of our Super Rapidos to destroy the speedboats and a corvette at the Revolutionary Guards’ dock.   After that we moved along the coast hitting the storage tanks and control centers in all the various pump stations, tank farms and power stations our cannons could reach. 
 
           Our Romach and Kidon missile boats and the four Dabur-class patrol boats accompanying them have somewhat similar assignments.  They each launched modified Harpoon missiles at the two Iranian Alvand-class frigates tied up at the Iranian naval dock and then fired the rest of their missiles at the various tank farm and pump station control centers and other key targets they’d been assigned.   
 
           Then they too moved slowly along the Iranian shoreline and used short bursts from their “Super Rapidos,” Carl Gustav recoilless rifles, and twenty-millimeter cannons to destroy any boats they came across and the storage tanks in the various facilities and tank farms close enough to the water for them to reach.   
 
    ****** 
 
           The most charitable thing one can say about the Iranian response to our attack on Kharg Island is it didn’t arrive in time.  All the tankers and Iranian naval vessels, every single one of them, were engulfed in flames or sinking and the port and storage facilities all along that part of the Iranian coast were for the most part destroyed before the first Iranian planes arrived.  Indeed, the first two Iranian planes didn’t even reach Kharg Island until almost thirty minutes after we opened our throttles and hurried back to safety inside Saudi and United Arab Emirate waters.  They never even saw us.   
 
           The devastation and lack of a timely response was similar at Basra, Bandar Abbas, Lavan Island, and elsewhere all along the Iranian and Iraqi coasts.   
 
           More importantly from an immediate military sense, all four of the Iranian frigates and corvettes in the Gulf were sunk or heavily damaged by our attack along with almost all of the Revolutionary Guards’ coastal patrol boats and their two missile boats.  So were Iraq’s two old patrol boats.  We had used satellite imagery to pinpoint the location of every Iranian and Iraqi vessel and got them all.  We even turned around after our initial attack and slowly came back past the Iranian ships and tankers to hit them again and make sure. 
 
            It isn’t until after the Keshet finally turned away and we began our run back to Saudi waters did I realize what would have happened if one of the tankers had exploded as we fired into it from almost point blank range.  That’s when I began trembling. 
 
    ****** 
 
           None of our missile and patrol boats and our four subs rushed to exit the Gulf when we finished our attacks.  Instead, we headed back across the Gulf towards our pre-assigned hiding places in isolated coves and inlets behind the islands dotting the desolate Saudi and United Arab Emirate shorelines.  That’s where we’ll meet up with our supply ships and spend the day resting and taking on more fuel and ammunition.  Refueling and replenishing stores at sea is something we constantly practice.   
 
           And we’ll sure as hell have lookouts keeping a close eye out for enemy planes and ships just in case our new satellite-based radar system fails.   
 
           The scuttlebutt has it that we will not be immediately returning to Israel because, although no one is supposed to know it yet, we are not in the Gulf on a one-time mission to damage Iran’s oil-dominated economy and finances—we’re here to stay.  We’re going to permanently occupy the Gulf and keep the Iranian and Iraqi economies permanently crippled and those of the Saudis and other Gulf kingdoms permanently protected.   
 
          Our orders and those of our fellow ships are simple: We are to destroy Iran’s and Iraq’s naval forces and sink every ship, no matter what its nationality, attempting to enter an Iranian or Iraqi port—and protect every ship coming and going from Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the Emirates.  
 
      
 
                                Chapter Twenty-three 
 
    ******  Corporal Lev Regev 
 
           It’s the third night of the war and things don’t seem to be going very well for us.   Our company commander is still in the States on business and hasn’t been able to get back.  He’s lucky he’s not here—according to Danny Peled, the company exec and now our acting company commander, two more Iranian Revolutionary Guard divisions are coming down the Damascus Road and will be launching a major offensive as soon as they get themselves organized.  Danny’s a nice guy.  He sells insurance in Haifa. 
 
           “If the experience of the past couple of days is any guide,” Danny told us when he and the sergeant major came around to check our positions, “their infantry will do the attacking under a SAM umbrella that will prevent our air force from stopping them.  It will be up to us to chop up their infantry and stop them if they get through our artillery barrage.”  Oh my God.  I shouldn’t be here. 
 
           Our infantry company, Alpha Company of the First Battalion of the Ninth Brigade is really just a bunch of elderly reservists who have no business being at the front.  Tell that to the rabbi—we were bussed up from Tel Aviv yesterday afternoon and here we are with only the Second battalion left between us and the goddamn Arabs.   
 
           But what do I know?  I’ve been in the reserves for twenty-two years and I’ve never once fired a weapon at anyone.  All I am is a part-time corporal in the Ninth and full-time waiter in the Old Jerusalem Restaurant on Asher Street.  Maybe you’ve heard of it?  The tips are good.  Lots of tourists.  I’ve been there since it opened twelve years ago. 
 
    ******  General Roberts 
 
            It never fails.  Right after Dorothy turned off news on the bedroom television set so we can get some sleep after a long day, the phone on the bedside table jingled once again.   
 
           “General Roberts, this is Harry Rogers, sir, the duty officer at the Situation Room.  I apologize for calling again so soon on the same subject, General, but I’m required to let you know whenever the NSA issues a Red Tag warning.  It just did.  The NSA confirms the explosions reported earlier today occurred at the Iranian nuclear reactor facility Bushehr and at a site near Mashad which is believed to have some connection to the Iranian nuclear program.” 
 
           Ten minutes later I was sitting in my pajamas at my desk in my little home office thinking about the nuclear attacks when the damn phone rang again.  It was once again the duty officer at the Situation Room. 
 
           “General, it’s Harry Rogers again, sir.  Sorry to both you again so soon but NSA is now reporting it is monitoring radio, telephone, and Internet traffic which suggest major Israeli seaborne attacks are underway against Iran’s oil ports and refineries in the Persian Gulf including both Kharg Island and Bandar Abbas and against Iraq’s Basra facilities.  The initial reports suggest numerous tankers and shore facilities have been destroyed or seriously damaged.” 
 
           “Thank you, Harry.”  Hmm, well that was certainly the Israelis. 
 
           “Oh, and Harry, please have the staff prepare a full report on the seaborne attacks for the Morning Book and please include a list of the countries that are currently buying Iranian crude and how important it is to them.”   
 
          Wait a minute.  How did the Israeli navy get into the Gulf so soon?  Did the Israelis know about the invasion in advance?  
 
    ******  
 
           It was raining and the roads into the beltway were slick as I was being driven in for the seven o’clock Security Council meeting.  I didn’t really notice the weather because I’d spent the entire twenty minute trip re-reading the Morning Book and re-checking the reports and satellite photos that had been couriered to me and were waiting when my alarm clock went off at 0530.   
 
           The poor guy who couriered them to me had been sitting in his car in the rain waiting since God knows when.  He’d probably been out there for at least an hour but he didn’t ring the bell to wake me up and make the delivery until the car arrived to take me to the office.  I’ve never had a full time driver before.  It’s convenient since it lets me read on the way to work.  I like it. 
 
           I appreciated the courier’s thoughtfulness and needed a few more minutes to get ready, so I invited him and my driver to come in and join me for a cup of coffee and a toasted bagel.  I drank tea and nibbled on my bagel with strawberry cream cheese while I read the Morning Book and looked at the satellite photos.  I’ll look at them again in the car on the way to the office.        
 
           The courier and my driver are nice guys.  The courier’s a navy chief from Detroit; he says he couldn’t stand the thought of spending his whole life in Detroit assembling cars so he joined the navy.  My driver is Charlie Timmons.  Charlie’s been driving for the National Security Advisor ever since the office was created years ago.   
 
           I could only offer them instant coffee because Dorothy and I only drink tea these days and so does Marlene, our daughter’s au pair when we babysit—although once in a while there have been paper coffee cups in the garbage when I put it out at night.   
 
           Dorothy laughed at me yesterday when I mentioned the paper cups and suggested we get a coffee maker so Marlene won’t have to go out to a restaurant when she wants a cup of coffee.  She says something called Starbucks is a sort of social thing where people go to meet other people, sort of like the pubs in England.  Buying coffee at a Starbucks, she said, doesn’t mean Marlene likes coffee.  I must be missing something.  What the hell is a Starbucks?  We didn’t have them in France. 
 
           I read the Morning Report as I sipped my tea and ate a bagel.  Iran seems to have taken some really heavy hits in the last twenty-four hours according to the summaries and satellite photos.  Not only were two of Iran’s nuclear facilities destroyed last night, but the Israelis scored a huge military victory in Jordan by totally destroying all three brigades of Iran’s elite Second Armored Division.  The militias with them apparently turned their pickup trucks around and, at last report, were running north with the Israeli air force strafing them as they go. 
 
           Even more importantly, at least I think so, Israel’s navy seems to have virtually destroyed Iran’s two navies and its oil export and container handling facilities in the Persian Gulf as well as the Iraqi port at Basra.  Apparently the Israelis sank a shitpot full of supertankers while they were doing it.  Damn big night for Israel. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Charlie made good time to the White House despite the rain so I was the first one in the Situation Room.  Tommy Talbot walked in a few seconds behind me and we spent the next ten minutes catching up.  Tommy laughed and said he’s jealous of all the fun I had in Cairo while he was sitting in his office shuffling paper.  Then he became deadly serious.  
 
           “Chris, the Israelis have stopped giving ground in front of the Golan and seem to have inflicted a massive defeat on the Iranian Army in Jordan.  It increasingly looks like they’re going to win without us really having to do much to help them.  That’s good because, as you know more than anyone, congress is just not ready to send our people back into another war so quickly.  But I’m getting more and more worried about all the attacks on the nuclear facilities, I really am—probably because I don’t know who is doing it or why.” 
 
           “Yeah, Tommy.  You’re right to be concerned about the nuclear attacks and not wanting to get involved in another war.”  I’m pretty sure I know who is behind the nuclear attacks, but I’m not going to say a thing because I’m still not positive.    
 
           We stopped talking about the nuclear situation and what it might mean when the rest of the Security Council members began walking into the Situation Room.  There was a lot of small talk about Cairo until the President came in with Marty Andrews about ten minutes later.  He obviously had already read the Morning Book because he looked over at me and started asking questions even before he sat down.  My problem is simple. I don’t have all the answers.  Hell, I don’t even have all the questions. 
 
           The President looked at me intently as I summarized the situation.   
 
           “Mr. President, despite being surprised the Israelis are doing better than many people expected.  Yesterday was a really big day for the Israelis.  They brought in a lot of mobile artillery from the Sinai and are using it to smother the efforts of the Islamic Coalition’s ground forces to advance.  And their attack on the Iranian ports is understandable and so is their sinking of the tankers that were consorting with the Iranians and Iraqis and so is their navy’s occupation of the Gulf.  But, for the life of me, I don’t see how the Israeli attack on the Iranian ports ties to last night’s attacks on the Iranian nuclear facilities.  However they’re related, one thing is certain—Iran and its Ayatollah just suffered a tremendous blow."   
 
          “The rest of the war news is not so good, Mr. President.  The Syrians have moved at least two divisions all the way down the Bekka Valley and NSA reports the fighting in the ground war has become particularly ferocious and is now occurring inside Israel.  Last night two divisions of Iran’s Revolutionary Guards used suicidal infantry attacks to push a couple of kilometers deeper into Israel before they ran out of steam and ground to a halt.  Casualties are reported to be extremely high on both sides.”   
 
           At that point, Tommy Talbot chimed in and added “Israel hasn’t released any figures, Mr. President, but Defense’s best ’guesstimate’ is the Israelis may have already lost more men than all their previous wars put together—as many as twenty thousand dead and more than one hundred thousand wounded.” 
 
           “Things are better elsewhere,” I reported.  “Overall, the Israeli army and air force seem to have seized the initiative.  If the reports are correct, there are somewhere between six to eight of Israel’s armored brigades in Jordan and they appear to be moving across the border and into Syria itself.  And in the air the Israeli air force has achieved total air supremacy everywhere except in terms of close support over the immediate battlefield on the Golan Heights.”    
 
    ****** 
 
           Peter and I talked as we walked back to our office after the meeting.  I leafed through the Morning Book as we walked until I found the satellite photos I was looking for.  
 
           “Well the Israelis weren’t kidding when they said the Israeli navy is still in the Gulf and intends to stay there,” I said to him.  “We’ve got satellite photos to prove it.”   
 
           “My God, look at that; it’s just about the whole damn Israeli navy and they’re obviously in Saudi waters.  No question about it.”  And there has been no Saudi reaction which almost certainly means they have permission to be there.  And that raises a lot of questions. 
 
           “Peter, the Israeli ships and subs obviously passed through the canal at night before the war started and then went all the way around the Arabian Peninsula and into the Persian Gulf.  How did we miss their move and how did the Israelis know to get their navy into position before the war started and why are the Saudis ignoring them?  Is it the old ’an enemy of my enemy is my friend’ thing because the Saudis are Sunni and all three of the Coalition countries are either Shia controlled or a majority of their people are Shia, or is it something else?”   
 
           Damn, I’ve got a lot of calls to make. 
 
           “Come on in to my office, Peter.  We’ve got to make some calls.” 
 
    ******  Sergeant Dov Lindausky 
 
           Sami and everyone in the battalion is treating me and the guys in my new crew with kid gloves.  It’s been that way ever since my tank was destroyed by friendly fire and their tank commander was killed.  My new tank is a carbon copy of the rebuild I lost yesterday.  It came through the battle without a single scratch despite the death of poor Yossi who apparently got hit by the same friendly fire that hit my tank—one moment he’d been standing in the turret talking to his crew on the tank’s intercom; the next moment his partially headless body dropped into the crew compartment and bled out on top of them. 
 
           According to Benny, it had taken some Orthodox volunteers from the battalion’s supply platoon the better part of the night to clean up the tank’s interior after they pulled out what was left of its commander’s dead body.  Yossi’s crew didn’t participate in the cleanup and neither did I.  We’d been out of it and confused because the medics gave us some strong sedatives and put us to bed in one of the battalion aid tents.  Yossi’s tank, now my tank, was cleaned and the entire battalion refueled and rearmed while we were sleeping.   
 
           Sami and Benny introduced me to my new crew in the morning right after they visited the medics’ APC to decide who should be sent back and who should continue.  Each of us was quietly and privately offered a chance to go back as a medical evacuee; and each of us refused.  Then, even though we have barely said a word to one another, we nodded to each other in an unspoken agreement, finished our breakfasts and hot coffee, used the hastily dug shallow trench designated as the company’s latrine, and climbed into our now-spotless crew compartment with me in the commander’s turret and a full load of ammo and fuel.  Another day, another shekel. 
 
    ****** 
 
            By six-thirty Friday morning our supply column empties were already headed back south on the road on their way home to reload and then come back and rejoin our supply column.  They’re leaving us and the rest of the Brigade somewhat rested, fully replenished, and ready to move.   
 
           At five-thirty sharp when the sun came up, with our tanks and APCs stuffed with fuel and ammunition and more riding on top wherever it can be stacked, our entire brigade began moving eastward across the wreckage strewn road and into the rocky and dusty desert beyond it.  Dozens of assault helicopters are flying ahead of us and on our flanks, and the contrails in the sky above us are obviously all from Israeli planes.   Moving just behind us are hundreds of the remaining tracked and off road vehicles in our brigade’s supply column. 
 
           At least I think the contrails must be ours since we aren’t being attacked.  
 
         After a couple of hours we turned north and crossed the unmarked border into Syria.  Our route, and that of the Eighth Brigade following immediately behind us, was obviously scouted and mapped long ago—one look at our tanks’ electronic maps and we all know exactly where we are and where we are headed and the route we are to take.  Lebanon here we come. 
 
    ******  The Iraqi Lieutenant Colonel 
 
           The news at the supreme headquarters is mixed this morning according to my handsome Syrian colonel and the briefers.  There is good news—our troops are continuing to push deeper and deeper into Israel despite taking terrible losses.  There is also good news about two divisions of our Syrian troops in Lebanon moving all the way down the Bekka Valley.  According to the briefer, they have already reached the Litani River just north of the Israeli border.  The Syrian briefer proudly reports the Syrian troops were being cheered all along the way by Lebanese waving Syrian flags.   
 
           The bad news seems to be the Israelis destroyed the only bridge over the Litani and, if the rumor is true, the silly Syrians didn’t bring any rubber boats or bridging materials.  There are also rumors of major air battles and a big tank battle in Jordan with heavy losses on both sides. 
 
           Tonight’s victory dinner is going to be hosted by the Syrians again.  Of course I’m going; everyone will be there and my new Syrian friend helped organize it.  He’s a nice man. 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           Peter and I both made a number of calls to Israel Friday morning but neither of us learned much.  It wasn’t until early Friday afternoon Washington time, and already dark in Israel, when I finally reached Chaim Netzion, a brigadier and one of the Prime Minister’s senior aides.   
 
           Chaim told me that Ari himself called the Saudi defense minister immediately after the naval attacks and informed him the Israeli Navy would be in Saudi waters from time to time “and we intend to remain in the Gulf permanently.”  According to Chaim, the Prime Minister promised the Saudis that Israel would not destroy or in any way impede the big Saudi oil terminal at Ras Tanura or the terminals and shipping of the other Gulf monarchies—so long as Israel’s ships and submarines are left totally alone and the patrol boats of the monarchies stay in port. 
 
           Well that’s a viable threat if I’ve ever heard one.  I sure hope the Saudis believe what the Prime Minister told them.  I better call them to make sure they understand the Israelis are almost certainly not bluffing. 
 
           Ten minutes later I was able to get through to Prince Nayef, the Saudi Defense Minister, and he confirmed the Israeli report.  After the usual pleasantries we got down to business and I was surprised at what he told me. 
 
           “We have no quarrel with the Israelis and they’ve promised not to attack us or the other kingdoms or the ships carrying our customers’ oil.  That means the oil we’re sending to America and Japan is safe and there is no reason for the United States or anyone else to become involved.  In fact, in an hour or two we’ll be announcing an increase in production to help offset the decline in Iranian exports.  They’re going to be out of business for years, you know.”   
 
           No quarrel with the Israelis?  That’s a surprisingly benign response.  Why didn’t he complain about the Israelis and ask us to encourage them to leave? And why didn’t our intelligence agencies report the conversation? 
 
           “Nancy, would you please schedule a meeting for me.  I’d like to drop in at the NSA and visit with Admiral Fletcher as soon as he’s free.”    
 
      
 
                             Chapter Twenty-four 
 
    ******  Chief Warrant Officer Harry Duffy 
 
           Dick and I walked into the crowded MATS passenger terminal at Rhine-Main with Colonel Dombrowski.  We’re here even though it sure took some doing and we’re still wearing the baggy ill-fitting battledress Big Joe scarfed up for us.   
 
           Yeah.  We call him Big Joe.  He says he likes it because it reminds him of when he was young and stupid like us. 
 
           Getting out of the hospital took forever this morning and looked for a while to be impossible.  They wanted signoffs from doctors and commanders’ approvals and all sorts of shit.  But then Dick got an idea and called Colonel Dombrowski.  He showed up and thirty minutes later he was driving us to the MATS terminal to catch a MATS flight to Tel Aviv. 
 
           “You guys remind me of Guns.  This is the kind of stupid fucking trick he used to pull.” 
 
           “Hey Colonel,” I told him in an effort to explain.  “You said it yourself.  All you can do about Dick’s broken ribs is bind them up and give him something for the pain.  Otherwise our cuts are sewed up and Dick’s got a cast on his arm.  Big deal; we’re fine.  And, hell, we’re useless here.  We’re supposed to be in Israel keeping the boss informed.”   
 
           It’s hard to call a colonel “Big Joe.” 
 
           Ten hours later an Israeli military bus dropped us in front of our apartment building in Tel Aviv.  Truth be told, I’m bushed and I know Dick’s ribs are sore despite the pills I saw him pop when he thought I wasn’t looking.  We’ll get into some clean clothes and go to the embassy in the morning.  Surprisingly enough, the only thing Dick admits to being bothered by is his broken wrist.  He says his arm itches under the cast and he can’t scratch the damn thing. 
 
    ******  Sergeant Dov Lindausky 
 
          Our brigade turned north and stopped traveling through the desert when we reached a paved two lane road.  The road, according to the electronic map on my M-60, runs towards Damascus.  But we didn’t turn left and head that way.  Instead the entire brigade turned right and spent a couple of hours or so on the road heading further east away from Damascus.   
 
           Traveling on the paved highway was quite interesting.  The cars and trucks coming down the road towards us were waved off to the side of the road by our recon platoon and their passengers inevitably watched in incredulous disbelief as we streamed by.  They were obviously quite surprised to see us.   
 
           It was a real relief to get on the road even if it is only going to be for an hour or two—less dust and fewer mechanical breakdowns.  I’m tired of being constantly dusted and bounced around and I’ve already gone through three bottles of water since we started this morning. 
 
           Twice while we were heading east on the road the light tanks of our recon troops met unsuspecting military supply convoys heading towards Damascus—one Syrian and one Iranian.  Both times their drivers pulled off the road and stopped, then abandoned their trucks and ran into the desert to escape.  
 
           According to battalion radio, the trucks and their cargos will be drained of their fuel and destroyed by our rear guard as it passes them.  And we really struck pay dirt with the second convoy—it has a couple of fuel tankers.  As a result, the battalion in front of us, the Second, pulled over and enjoyed an impromptu refueling stop.  We waved and smiled as we rolled on by on the shoulder of the road and dusted them.   
 
           I don’t feel guilty about the dust at all; I’ve been eating theirs all day. 
 
           The land along the road was as bare and desolate as the desert our brigade traveled through to reach it.  It was really quite hot and forlorn.  All we saw along the road, except for the cars and trucks that quickly pulled over to let us pass, were periodic Bedouin tent encampments.  They typically consisted of one or two tents with a pickup truck or car parked next to them and sometimes a camel or two and a couple of donkeys.   
 
           Each time we reached a Bedouin camp the kids ran out to the road to stare and wave while the adults stood in front of their tents and silently watched.  Once three kids on a little donkey came trotting out to the road to watch us pass and beg for candy.   
 
           After we moved north on the road for a couple of hours we again swung east out into the desert and spent the rest of the hot, dusty, and bone jarring day and most of the night making a big circular sweep.  It’s a route that will take us all the way around Damascus until we reach the Lebanese border.  It was so exhausting that Herb, our loader, had to drive for a couple of hours while Joel, our driver and crew chief, napped in the loader’s seat.   
 
           Joel grumbled when I caught him nodding off and told him to take a break.  But he does—after sternly admonishing me and Herb to be careful “and don’t stick my goddamn tank in a goddamn hole.”   
 
           And we sure as hell will be careful.  The brigade is not stopping to assist tanks and APCs that break down except to have an engineering officer take a quick look and decide if it can be quickly repaired.  If the engineering officer thinks the crew or the mechanics in one of the maintenance Humvees can make the repairs and catch up with the rear guard, one of the APC tankers stops and gives it a full tank of gas; if the engineer officer decides it is broken with no hope of a fast repair it is instantly abandoned—after what’s left of its gas is quickly siphoned off into one of the tankers and a key piece of equipment is removed from its engine along with the firing blocks of its weapons.   
 
           Joel is particularly anxious because a breakdown which can’t be repaired by the crew in the field is considered a serious black mark against its crew chief even if we are able to come back later and successfully retrieve it. 
 
    ******  The Colonel in Somalia 
 
           The professor is down with an apparent heart attack and I’ve taken over command of the operation.  Orders came in for our final mission while we were still sitting around in the Somali heat waiting for word on when an evacuation plane will be coming in for the professor and our excess staff.  Now they’ll have to get us out of this hellhole.   
 
           The good news is tonight’s mission will be our last one.  Both of the remaining Antonovs are to go for the same objective.  Sending them both probably means the air war is winding down—because the explanations I’ve been getting for not evacuating the professor and not hitting tonight’s target have been that there is still too much radar coverage and too many planes shooting at anything that moves.  
 
           I’m going to tell my men both planes are going because things are getting better.  But sending two planes to the same target at the same time from two different directions is just as likely to mean the air war is getting even more dangerous for our planes and they hope one will get through. 
 
           In any event, we are sending our last two planes tonight.  That certainly works for me and my men; it sure does—it means we can all leave as soon as an evacuation plane gets here, if it ever does. 
 
          Hopefully we’ll be evacuated in time to save the professor.  We’ve been getting instructions via the satellite phone as to how to treat him.  According to the telephone diagnosis, the old guy probably had a heart attack, a pretty bad one from the sound of it.  But today he seems a little better for the first time.  Thank goodness someone decided to send a pretty complete medical box with us.  We’ve got him on an oxygen bottle from one of the planes and, of all things, heavy doses of Aspirin.   
 
           I wonder why they’ve got him on Aspirin.  He doesn’t seem to be in pain, just really tired. 
 
    ******  The Professor 
 
           I tried to get up when the order for tonight’s operation came in from the minister; but the colonel told me that he is in charge now and he won’t allow it no matter how much I beg and threaten.  So I have to content myself by watching and listening from the little cot they moved into the control van and put in the open space behind the three big electronic racks.  I feel so useless lying here with all these tubes and bottles taped to the backs of the electronics racks – and I am still unhappy that someone told our medic to hook me up to the fluid bottles while I was out.  And now, goddammit, I need to poop and can’t move.  
 
    ******  The Iraqi Lieutenant Colonel 
 
           Something important must be happening. It’s Friday night and Syria is hosting another victory dinner.  I wanted to stay because the dessert will be a nice chocolate cake and, of course, to hook up my Syrian colonel after dinner.  But it was obviously not meant to be.  It wasn’t until everyone stopped talking and began looking towards the head table that I realized people were getting up and hurrying out even though dessert hadn’t been served.  Something’s up.  But what? 
 
           My general obviously saw me look up as he marched past on his way out because he gestured for me to join the string of generals and colonels who are following him.  He probably saw my uniform and doesn’t even know who I am.  
 
           I jumped to attention and fell in at the rear of his followers.   
 
           I’m disappointed because I was looking forward to spending some time with my Syrian friend after dinner.  But now, of course, that’s probably not going to happen.  I’m sure he’ll be disappointed; he helped organize tonight’s dinner and he was looking forward to knowing what I thought of it.  At least that’s what he told me last night. 
 
    ****** 
 
           There was much argument and shouting behind us as I followed my general and his entourage into the briefing room.  I didn’t understand what was happening until a kindly Iraqi brigadier walking ahead of me, a distant cousin of my mother I think, saw the confused look on my face.  He took pity on me and explained the problem.  Apparently the president of Syria is upset and his supreme general has called an emergency meeting of the troika.  It seems a force of Jews have somehow gotten into Syria north of Damascus and President Maher Assad is upset because he thinks Damascus is cut off and he and his family are in danger.  He wants the Syrian army and the Hezbollah militia sent back to destroy the Israeli forces. 
 
           A semblance of calm returned to the room after the three supreme generals retired to discuss the matter privately and consult with their presidents.  My problem is more mundane—our senior air force general is nowhere to be found and I have been ordered by one of our generals to find him and get him here.  Everyone I asked said they hadn’t seen him.  So I went out and walked the halls looking for him.  I don’t really have much hope but at least I can say I tried.   
 
           An hour later and here comes our missing air force general bustling along the hallway.  I didn’t even have time to introduce myself before he rushed into the briefing room with a couple of air force officers and me tagging along behind.   
 
           I wonder what the troika will decide to do.  It appears we have no plans for countering such an Israeli incursion and the three supreme generals and their presidents are trying to agree as to what should be done.  
 
    ****** 
 
           More than three hours later a decision was announced to the increasingly packed and smoke-filled briefing room.  Our supreme generals, with the approval of their presidents, have decided to launch an all-out “maximum effort” air attack in the morning to destroy the Israelis who have somehow gotten into Syria.  There is much clapping and cheers when the briefer announces that the Israeli plot to get the Syrian army and Shiite militias to withdraw has failed.   
 
           Not that there is much left of the Syrian army to withdraw if today’s briefings mean what I think they mean. 
 
           Our own air force general, the one who was initially missing and I could not find, stood up from his seat in the front row and waved an acknowledgement to the applause.  Then he loudly explained why, even though our air forces have been seriously depleted as a result of the combat needed to destroy so many enemy planes, he is certain our brave pilots are up to the job. He is sure they will inflict such massive casualties on the invading Jews only the police will be needed to round up the survivors.   
 
           According to the general, sometime tomorrow, probably after the Israeli dawn patrols return to their bases for breakfast, we will simultaneously sortie all of our remaining planes and overwhelm the Israelis in the Syrian Desert and the Israeli planes covering them.  There was quite a bit of clapping and cheering when he finished.  Then we all left to go to our quarters and get some sleep.  It has been a long day and my Syrian colonel is nowhere to be seen. 
 
    ******   The Colonel in Somalia 
 
           I’m doing my best to run the Somali operation now that I’ve taken over from the professor.  As soon as the sun went down I expanded the guard perimeter and had the two old Antonov turboprops pulled out of the hangar.  Then we pushed the last of our fuel trucks around to fuel them.  The Antonov is parked out beyond the hangar to the left.  It will be fueled first and take off as soon as it’s ready to go.  Then we’ll fuel the Antonov parked off to the right and repeat the process.    
 
          We are sending two planes on the same night and the men are really hustling.  I didn’t have to tell the men what’s at stake; they know we’re on a tight schedule to get them started on their final flights.  Both planes have got a long way to go—from here they’ll fly over Yemen and the empty quarter of Saudi Arabia, and then over Iraq and on to their shared objective.   
 
           The plan is for the two planes to travel to the target by separate airway routes and arrive at the same time.  If all goes well they’ll be coming in low from different directions and hit the target simultaneously before the sun comes up in the morning.   
 
           So far everything seems to be working.  First one and then the other of the Antonovs was towed to the end of the runway and took off as soon as it was ready.  It’s a drill we’ve followed before and it’s been going off smoothly except for the trouble we had starting the right inboard engine of the first plane.  It gave us all a bit of heartburn for a few minutes but it finally started and, a little before midnight, the plane lifted off as if nothing had happened.  The second Antonov followed about fifteen minutes later. 
 
           Everyone seemed surprisingly subdued as the sound of the second plane receded in the distance as we walked back to the hangar for the last time.  The plan is for us to take everything with us, even the vans and fuel trucks, and wipe everything clean so not a trace remains, not even a fingerprint—except, of course, the piss and shit in the hole we dug out back to use as a latrine.  We’ll fill it in and leave it.   
 
           That may be the plan but the unexpected war between Israel and the Islamists, or whatever the hell they are calling themselves these days, may have changed our ability to get enough big cargo planes in here to get everything out—so I’m going to prepare everything for demolition just in case.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Once again the government ministers and senior officers crowded into the operations center to watch an attack launched by the special team in Somalia.  The center director quickly explained to each of the dignitaries as they arrived about a problem, an engine failure on one of the planes.  It means the planes will not reach their target at the same time.   
 
           Three hours ago the first Antonov to take off lost one of its engines over Saudi Arabia.  It was already up and had burned off enough of its fuel so it will still be able to get to its target on its three good engines—but it is flying too slow to keep up with the other plane.  At the moment it is about thirty minutes behind schedule and is now being projected to arrive forty-one minutes after the first plane, just after the sun comes up.  I’m the one who decided the first plane should not wait—better one at night in the dark than two after the sun comes up. 
 
           We were all listening intently to the speakers in the operations center as the second Antonov, flying on a flight plan filed in Dubai for a cargo flight originating in Pakistan, identified itself and requested clearance to land at Baghdad International.  Then we all held our breaths until the tower operator approved its request. 
 
           “Dubai Cargo Three One Seven, cleared to land runway Twenty-seven East.  Wind from the east at seven knots.” 
 
           “Three One Seven.  Thank you.” 
 
           “Uh. Baghdad.  Dubai Three One Seven.  We’re are not getting a green light on our front landing gear.  Request permission to go around.   Uh.  Baghdad please take a look as we go around and tell us if you can see our front wheels.” 
 
           “Roger Dubai Three One Seven.  Go around approved.  We’ll try to look but it may be too dark.”  
 
           Antonov number two poured on its power and pulled up and to its left as it would in a real failed approach.  Two minutes later it dove straight into Iraq’s Osirak nuclear reactor.   
 
           The sleepy soldiers monitoring the radars in the control centers of the two anti-aircraft battalions defending the nuclear facility didn’t react in time to deploy their American-made Hawk missiles from their mobile launchers.  Indeed neither of the Iraqi missile units even realized something out of the ordinary was happening until the Antonov slammed into the reactor.   
 
           The tremendous explosion rattled windows and was heard and felt as far away as on the other side of Baghdad. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The commanders of the two missile battalions were just rushing into their mobile control centers when the Antonov running on three engines was detected twenty-two minutes after the first explosion.  Both of the Iraqi colonels were extremely upset and rightly so.  They know they are almost certainly going to be severely disciplined for letting the first plane get through their defenses.   
 
           Neither of the colonels expects the fact that the reactor complex was built too close to the Baghdad airport and the fact that the Hawk missile system takes four minutes to deploy and fire will be enough of an excuse to protect them and their families from their President’s legendary rage.  Both are desperate and don’t have any idea of what they can do to save themselves.  The commander of the battalion closest to the reactor complex was on the phone telling his wife to take the children and go immediately to her uncle’s farm when the second plane was spotted by his radar operators. 
 
           The second Antonov was coming in slow and low from the south on three engines.  The original plan was for it to come in even lower and shelter in the ground clutter of the Hawk’s radar to avoid detection until the last moment.  But with only three engines the plane was flying slightly higher than planned because it didn’t have as much power to go up and down as it followed the lay of the land.  The remote control pilots had no choice but to fly it higher.  
 
           Operators at both of the now hyper-alert missile control centers saw a blip appear on their screens for a couple of seconds as the late arriving Antonov came over a  little hill and then disappeared as it moved lower.  Normally they might not have even noticed it in the ground clutter and probably would have disregarded it as an anomaly if they did.  Not now.  
 
           The Antonov was just starting to descend from a slightly higher altitude caused by another little hill when the first of six Hawk missiles hit it and dropped it into some farm land along the river just outside Baghdad.  The other five Hawk missiles just kept right on going until they crashed out in the desert.    
 
      
 
                                  Chapter Twenty-five 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           Dorothy and I were awake and watching TV when the call came in from the Situation Room duty officer, Jim Kistner.  He informed me Iraq’s Osirak nuclear reactor experienced a massive explosion in or near it at 0437 this morning. I thought about calling the President but decided there was no need to wake him up.  There was nothing he could do.   
 
           I wish I knew for sure who’s doing this and why? Is this a tit for tat situation or is some kind of plan being unrolled? Whoever is doing it is sure cutting into my sleep. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The Morning Book I read on the way in to work reported yesterday was another big day for the Israeli military.  On the political front it seems that India and China, big buyers of Iranian crude and supporters of Iran, are going to jointly request another emergency meeting of the United Nations’ Security Council.  China apparently intends to introduce a resolution asking for an immediate cease fire and for the Israeli navy to be ordered to leave the Gulf so Iran’s oil shipments can resume. 
 
           The Secretary of State got quite excited when the situation was discussed by the Security Council about an hour later.   
 
           “The concern of the Chinese is understandable and good news.  It gives us a chance to show our support for peace and commerce by announcing we will support the resolution instead of vetoing it as everyone expects us to do in order to support Israel.  It will encourage the Iranians and Israelis to make peace and give us a chance to reset our relations with China and India.” 
 
           The President listened intently as I responded.  
 
           “Let me make sure I understand, Jack.” I said.  I find it hard to suffer fools. 
 
           “State wants Israel to withdraw from the Gulf so Iran can restart it oil shipments to China and the other countries whose oil purchases helped finance Iran’s attack on Israel.  How do you propose to get Israel to agree to pull its navy back?”    
 
           “Well General, besides announcing we will support the Chinese resolution, the President and I can issue statements encouraging the Israeli navy to vacate the Gulf so Iran and Iraq can make the necessary repairs and restart the oil shipments the world needs.” He says nonsense with such enthusiasm. 
 
           “Jack, I hate to tell you this but a speech by you isn’t going to get the Israeli navy out of the Gulf and getting them out of the Gulf isn’t going to restore Iran and Iraq’s oil shipments to China or anywhere else for quite a while.  It looks to me from the satellite photos I’ve seen it’s going to take the Iranians and Iraqis years to remove the sunken tankers and repair the damage to their port facilities. … and that’s assuming the Israelis will let them which isn’t likely to be the case no matter how many press conferences you hold.”   
 
           And then I suggested with a straight face, “Perhaps you should pursue your ideas to help the Iranians and Iraqis with the Israeli leadership.  Maybe you can catch them between funerals.”   
 
           I probably shouldn’t have said that; the President just gave me a funny look. 
 
    ******  Sergeant Dov Lindausky 
 
           We stopped northwest of Damascus near the Lebanese border to once again rest, refuel, and clean the air filters.  That’s when Herb my new loader and Ron my new gunner come out for some fresh air despite the heat.  We all jumped down on the shady side of the tank to get out of the sun and take a piss.   
 
           Our tank is incredibly dusty and dirty—and so are we, for that matter, even though we are all wearing gauze face masks and goggles.  I’ve been riding exposed up in the turret because that’s where Israeli tank commanders always ride, even in combat, and Herb’s been driving with his head out of the drivers hatch so he can see better.  So Herb and I look sort of funny because our eyes and mouths are outlined by the dust and dirt when we take them off.  We look like chipmunks. 
 
           “Hey Ron,” I asked with a grin as I waved my hand in front of my face and then sort of flapped it towards Herb’s.  “You ever heard of the loyal order of chipmunks?  Let’s start a chapter.”   
 
           We all laughed and that sort of broke the ice.  Joel was still sleeping and we were waiting to pull forward for our turn at one of the big fuel carrying APCs.  So we decided to get to know each other by looking at the family pictures each of us carries in our wallets and on our cell phones.  It’s actually the first time we’ve had a chance to talk.  I’m the outsider.  They’ve all been together in the same crew for almost seven years and, like me, this is the first time they’ve ever seen action.  Both of them live in Tel Aviv.  Herb’s a draftsman working in an architect’s office and Ron is the produce manager of a grocery store.      
 
           Joel, our driver, is my new tank’s full time crew chief and mechanic.  It’s his name on the side of the tank.  The crew had obviously been close to the dead tank commander but no one mentioned him and I didn’t either.    
 
           It was a shock when it suddenly dawned on me I have been so busy conning my new tank across the desert I haven’t thought about my old crew for hours.  Poor bastards.  
 
    ******  Chief Warrant Officer Harry Duffy 
 
           Dick still has sore ribs and his cast itches but otherwise we’re fine and on our way to the embassy in a taxi.  I know Dick’s okay because I slept on his sofa last night just in case.  We’re anxious to know if there is any word about Si and Solly.  The last we’d seen of them they were climbing into trucks with the wounded just before we left.    
 
           It isn’t until we got to the embassy entrance that we realized we’re about to have a big problem—no money and no identification.  Fortunately, the middle aged lady driving the taxi had seen the bandage on Dick’s arm and watched as I held his other arm and helped him into the cab to avoid hurting his ribs.  She said something I didn’t understand with a nod towards Dick and a question in her voice.  “Golan,” I replied.  When she saw the look on our faces as we realized we have no money she said something with a sad smile and waved us away towards the embassy. 
 
           The three Marines in the guard shack at the entrance to the embassy driveway were nowhere near as helpful, particularly because we couldn’t produce any identification and were wearing our ill-fitting and unmarked fatigues.  The bottom line is we’re not on the latest access list and access is being limited to forestall terrorists—and probably most important of all, let’s face it, we’re scruffy and don’t look like American officers.  Their disbelief and suspicion was obvious. 
 
           Well, hell, they’re right not to take chances. The local Arabs are pissed at the help we’ve been giving the Israelis and the embassy is a prime target. 
 
           Finally Dick showed his dog tags to the sergeant they summoned and the sergeant agreed to call the office of the military attachés and give them our names.  Even then they made us wait out in the sun outside the gate until Colonel Hopkins came bustling out of the embassy lobby and hustled down the driveway.           
 
           “Christ on a crutch,” he said as everybody saluted everybody else. “I thought you two were evacuated with the Israeli wounded.” 
 
           A few minutes later and it was old home week in our office.  Noya Lenor jumped up and started crying when she saw us and Si and Solly gave us big hugs and handshakes.  They had returned to the office after helping deliver their truck full of Israeli casualties and had heard from Dewey Adams about our being wounded and evacuated.  Dewey, they tell us, had sent an inquiry to General Roberts but had only received a reply this morning saying we were on our way back.   
 
           I wonder how General Roberts found out since we deliberately didn’t tell him we were coming back for fear he would stop us.  Big Joe must have called him.  
 
           Ten minutes later and we are in Solly’s car and heading for the warehouse of the Tenth Brigade.  We’re going to try to get another jeep and more weapons.   
 
           “It’s a good thing you two showed up.  Things don’t seem to be going so good for us up on the Golan.  We were about to go back and try to find our old units.” 
 
    ******  Lieutenant Yair Levin 
 
           I’m in a flight of four F-16s flying as the wingman to my squadron’s executive officer, Major Rozen.  It’s tough being Jake’s wingman—so far I have only two kills whereas he has seven.  That’s because in our system he is the designated shooter and I am primarily his protector.  Hopefully that’s about to change, my score I mean. 
 
           And it may change.  Ten minutes ago our controller came up on our tactical channel and ordered Blue Flight Six with four, that’s us, to swing to the east and move into southern Syria to join a big air battle shaping up over one of our advancing armor columns.   
 
           Two minutes later and I could see a whole bunch of blips on my radar screen’s distant setting.  It looks like a lot of planes all together in a real fur ball.  Good.  We’re ready—we’ve each got eight Pythons on the rails and a full load of 20mm cartridges in our Gatling Guns.   
 
           Dammit, who the hell’s humming on this channel.  Sounds like Josef.  I wish Jake would tell him to stop. 
 
           As we approached the air battle the humming stopped as our controller suddenly reports a large force of enemy planes, probably Syrian MiG-23s, attempting to attack some of our armor by coming in low under the planes fighting in the fur ball above our troops. 
 
           “Blue Flight Six at thirty-two.  Links coming up.  Arabs twenty plus at three hundred ..repeat three hundred … one eight six kilometers.  Come to 270 degrees.  Buster.” 
 
           I followed Jake as he swung to the right and pushed his nose down and kicked in his afterburner.  The half second or so jump he got on me put him way out in front as the digital readout of my altitude began spinning so fast I could barely read it.  Still no links.   
 
           Between the speed generated by the vertical dive and the continuing use of afterburner I’ve never flown so fast.  If there was ever a time to set the throttle on War Emergency and leave it on, this is it.  I’ve totally lost sight of Jake but his icon shows him to be about eighteen hundred meters ahead and slightly above me.  I hope the damn wings don’t come off. 
 
           My screen flashed twice and target links began coming up.  “Targets” we all shouted almost simultaneously as we corrected to intercept them without even thinking.  A few seconds later I hear Jake say “MiG-23s.  Probably Syrian.  I’ll take the leftmost four.  Fire on lock.  Save one.  Then hunt.”  
 
           Jacob saying he was taking the left four automatically meant I was to take the next four and Bobby and Lev the two fours after that.  I flipped the selector on to ready from lock, touched in their icons, and swept my gloved finger across seven of my eight missile activate buttons.   
 
           Forty-three kilometers.  I’m closing fast.  Come on.  Come on. 
 
           Suddenly the Syrians began to take evasive action.  Either their controllers alerted them or their warning systems finally kicked in.  Too late.  We’re locked.  My plane shuddered slightly as seven of my eight Pythons leaped off the rails almost simultaneously.  Two seconds later my missile warning system begins to shriek in my ears and my F-16 began to automatically eject flares. 
 
           I blacked out for a couple of seconds right after I started grunting and my pressure suit inflated as I went into the hardest and most desperate climbing turn and loop I had ever pulled in an effort to defeat the incoming missiles.  I didn’t even see them go past. 
 
           Then I was alone at about three thousand meters—except for the two MiG-23s I could see to my left turning away from me.  Another hard grunting turn and, when my vision cleared, one of them was right in front of me.  I was closing fast because my afterburner was still on and my throttle was still set at war maximum.  I don’t even remember flicking up the gun switch and killing the afterburner, but I must have; when I pressed the firing button a stream of 20mm cannon shells poured out and I didn’t shoot myself down by catching up to the rounds. 
 
           At first I could see by the tracers that I was way off.   But then I jerked my nose to the right and my shell stream swept over the MiG.  
 
           The MiG was a little less than a thousand meters ahead of me when it exploded in a great puff of red and black which I flashed through less than a second later.  I could actually hear and feel the debris hit as I passed through the cloud of debris.  An instant later my plane flamed out and began to disintegrate as I grabbed for the ejection lever with my left hand and pulled as I tucked my elbows tightly into my chest.   
 
           Oh dear God protect me. 
 
    ******  Sergeant Dov Lindausky 
 
           We were just getting ready to resume our march across the desert when a really big air battle suddenly erupted far overhead.  Suddenly I could see a lot of contrails and our radios crackled with an order for everyone with SAMs to get them ready for enemy planes coming in low from the east.   Up ahead I could see the APC carrying one of the Fourth Battalion’s Rapier missile launchers.  It had been traveling with its missiles covered up to protect them from the dust and pebbles.  Suddenly the APC stopped and I could see someone come up out of the commander’s hatch and pull the dust covers off its missiles.  Seconds later the missiles came up into their firing positions and the radar dish on the APC began to rapidly swivel around and around.  It didn’t fire. 
 
           Three or four minutes later the commander in the tank ahead of me began waving energetically and pointing to our right.  A parachute was coming down.  Instantly the APC carrying our medics and mobile surgery peeled off into the desert to retrieve or capture the jumper as the case might be.   
 
           A few minutes later we got the details.   A report on the battalion net from the medics says he’s one of ours—a remarkably cheerful young lieutenant who’s only injury is a gash on his chin from bouncing off a rock when he landed.  According to the medics the lieutenant claims he wasn’t shot down at all, that he’d been in his F-16 shooting at a Syrian MiG-23 with his cannons when the MiG suddenly blew up in front of him and his plane got damaged and flamed out when he flew through the debris.   
 
           Everyone chuckled when one of our medics, responding to a question from an unknown voice on the radio, said “He’s just a dumb kid; he wants us to rush him back to his base so he can get in another plane.” 
 
      
 
                                     Chapter Twenty-six 
 
    *****  Chief Warrant Officer Harry Duffy 
 
           It took almost the entire day to get our new gear and weapons at the Tenth Brigade warehouse and drive up to the field headquarters of what is left of the Tenth.  Our reception at the Tenth’s warehouse was particularly warm.  I don’t know what Sully said as Talia, the warehouse manager’s assistant we met during our last visit, started to welcome us but it sure had an effect.  She gasped and jumped back and absolutely ran to get a chair for Dick.  Then she shouted something and a dozen or so of the warehouse ladies and some older men gathered around and gently shook his hand and touched his face; one of the girls actually grabbed his hand and kissed it with tears in her eyes.  They treated me and Si and Solly pretty good too.   
 
           The only person I didn’t see is Reuven, the warehouse commander who had been in a wheel chair singing Tom Lehr’s “The Boy Scouts Marching Song” the last time we were here.  It’s hard to forget people like Reuven.  I wonder what happened to him.  I didn’t ask. 
 
           As you might imagine, we didn’t have any trouble drawing more weapons and equipment even though the place is really busy.  Trucks were being loaded at almost every one of the many loading docks by what must be at least four or five companies of young and not so young women.  There are hundreds of them all wearing khaki shorts and blouses—and sweating profusely in the heat coming through the open cargo bay doors.   
 
           And that’s not all—through the open doors I could see hundreds more women soldiers outside and even more trucks being loaded from conveyor belts running out of what are obviously ammunition bunkers.   
 
           I wonder how long they can last out there in the heat and how much ammunition they have left. 
 
           “My God, Harry.  Look what they’re doing.” 
 
            As the pallets of round metal shell cases come up the conveyor some of the women were unscrewing the tops of the cases to open them so the shells could slide out and go straight into a cannon for firing.  It is most definitely not the safest way for cannon shells to be transported. 
 
    ******  Major Richard Evans 
 
           Driving up to the Tenth’s field headquarters took hours in the scorching heat and my sore ribs seemed to get worse every time we hit another pot hole. Jeez I hurt.  The road north from Tel Aviv was packed with military traffic and the sound of the guns in the distance grew louder as we got closer.  Much of the northbound traffic was self-propelled artillery and truck after truck covered with ammunition warning signs hanging on them and women soldiers driving.   
 
           What was totally missing, I realized when Harry mentioned it, was the sound of jet aircraft and helicopter gunships. 
 
           “You’re right, Harry, we should be seeing and hearing some planes and gunships, not just Medevac helicopters.  The Arabs must either be operating under one helluva SAM umbrella or the Israeli air force has been destroyed.”   
 
           Damn.  I’ve got to find out.  That’s exactly what the Boss told us he wants to know. 
 
           A little further down the road a female Israeli MP, in a sweat drenched shirt that would have made her a winner in a wet tee shirt contest, was swigging a plastic bottle of water with one hand as she directed us onto a side road with the other.  The Tenth, she shouted, is about five kilometers down on the right. 
 
           Sure enough that’s where we found them.  Fifteen minutes later we were talking to Brigadier Makow in the late afternoon shade of his headquarters APC.  He looked exhausted and ten years older. 
 
           “I’m surprised to see you and your men, colonel.  I heard you two were wounded saving some of my boys and got evacuated.  What the hell are you doing back here?” 
 
           “Couldn’t stay away, sir,” I said with a smile.  Then I got real serious.  “Harry and I came to find out how it’s really going so we can report to General Roberts.” 
 
           “Well at the moment it’s certainly going better than it was initially.  At least we’ve finally got the bastards stopped.   
 
          “How does it look?” I asked. 
 
           “It depends on how you look at it.  We can’t use our air force and gunships because of their SAMs—so what we’re doing at the moment is using a continuous artillery barrage to stop their infantry from advancing and keeping our casualties as low as possible.” 
 
           “If I might ask, sir, then what? 
 
           “There is nothing after this, Colonel.  We’re going to keep hitting the bastards with artillery fire the likes of which they’ve never seen.  When they’re all dead we can go home.”  Well that explains all the self-propelled guns and ammo trucks we saw moving this way; but what’s with the colonel bit? 
 
           “We saw all the self-propelled guns on the way here and the ammo trucks being loaded at your warehouse.  It looked efficient, very impressive.” And very dangerous. 
 
           “Yeah it is.  Or at least I hope it is.  How long are you and the major staying?” 
 
           “As long as you’ll have us, General.  And by the way, sir, I’m the major. Harry’s a chief warrant officer.  I apologize if we misled you.” 
 
           “You didn’t mislead me.  I got a message from General Roberts a couple of hours ago.  He told me you two would be coming for a visit and asked me to let you know you both got something called ’below the zone’ promotions by order of the President and some decorations.  You’re a lieutenant colonel now and he said to tell Mr. Duffy he’s a major whether he likes it or not.  Congratulations.”   
 
           Holy Shit! 
 
    ******  Sergeant Dov Lindausky 
 
           My battalion was in the lead until the 3rd Brigade turned left to enter the Bekka Valley and began to slowly and cautiously move south towards Israel and the Mediterranean.  The battalion I’m in, the Third, was the only one that did not turn left to go south with the rest of the brigade.  Instead, we turned right and went on up the road to an intersection about five kilometers further north.  We set up a battalion strength roadblock around a little cluster of houses and a gasoline station with a restaurant.  We’re at the entrance to the Bekka Valley and our recon platoon has reached the coastal highway between Syria and Lebanon—we’ve just cut the main highway between Damascus and Aleppo and one of the two transportation corridors between Syria and Lebanon. 
 
           The word is we’ll follow the brigade supply column and act as the rear guard when the 8th Brigade comes up to take our place blocking the entrances to the Bekka Valley and the coastal road.   
 
           Everyone expected the Syrians to fight for such a crucial position so we initially moved slowly and cautiously as we came up the road to the little cluster of houses at the intersection.  Nothing; it was eerily quiet.  Needless to say, we all breathed easier and relaxed a little when our recon platoon came up on the battalion net and reported it was ten klicks further on up the road and had reached the coastal highway.  The only action came quickly—in the restaurant and the station’s little store.  They were quickly packed with our boys hurriedly filling their canteens at the bathroom water faucets and buying up all the available bottled water, soft drinks, cigarettes, and candy.  They took credit cards.  
 
           I sure hope the water from the faucets is okay.  There’s going to be hell to pay if it isn’t and our crews have to stay buttoned up. 
 
           About an hour later Benny came up on the battalion net to tell us we’ll be here until sometime tomorrow.  Apparently the delay is because the Eighth, the brigade coming to relieve us, suffered a number of casualties in an air attack yesterday and is still evacuating them and repairing the damage.  From the sound of the radio chatter the Eighth Brigade appears to have been hit by a number of Islamic air strikes during the big air battle yesterday, the one where my tank got knocked out by friendly fire.  We’ll know more when they get here.  Meanwhile we’re refueling, doing maintenance, and getting some rest. 
 
    ******  
 
          Armor from the Eighth Brigade finally began to arrive about twenty minutes ago.  We immediately saddled up and began moving down the Valley to catch up with the rest of our own Third Brigade.  My crew and I are in the middle of the battalion column and that’s fine with me because it’s safer in the middle.   
 
           It was an interesting trip—the road is paved and runs along a little stream that will apparently grow and become the Litani River as we get further and further down the Valley.  Every so often we’d come to a village on one side of the road or the other.  The first couple were Shite Muslim villages and the people just stood and watched sullenly as we clanked past.  Once we got past them, however, we were in the mountains and the people in the villages were Druze and Kurds; unlike the Arabs, they came out to smile and wave.   
 
           We moved down the Valley until we reached the city of Zahleh.  Just past Zahleh we reached an important crossroads—the main highway between Damascus and Beirut.  Holding the intersection with the Eighth Brigade now sitting on the coastal road between Aleppo and Beirut means we have severed both of the transportation corridors between Syria and Lebanon.  So long as we hold them both the Syrian troops and the Hezbollah and other militias in Lebanon will be cut off from supplies and reinforcements. 
 
           Zahleh and the villages around the intersection and further south are predominantly Christian.  The people seemed genuinely pleased to see Israeli soldiers instead of the Islamic Militia and Syrian soldiers who have been dominating and terrorizing them for years.  Once, amazingly, we came to a big “Yoram was here” newly painted in red on the face of a rock in Hebrew.  Good grief! 
 
    ******  
 
           So far so good.  The battalion net was relatively quiet all morning.  That’s a bit surprising because when we stopped for a few minutes at the crossroads just past Zahleh, the brigade radio net suddenly became full of contact reports and movement orders.  Every so often when the wind died down we could hear the distant rumble of artillery and fighting further down the Valley. 
 
           Everything changed for us again right after we got past Zahleh.  The battalion has a new assignment.  Instead of continuing on down the Valley to rejoin the brigade, we’ve been ordered to stop at the crossroads and block the road that runs between Damascus and Beirut.  So long as we block the crossroads and the Eighth Brigade blocks the coastal road and the northern entrance to the Bekka Valley, Lebanon will be totally cut off from Syria and the Islamist Coalition. 
 
           Sami moved quickly.  He sent one company in each direction from the crossroads.  Ezra Company, along with the battalion headquarters and the two mobile SAM batteries, will remain in the center of things at the crossroads and act as a mobile reserve.   
 
           My company, Bravo Company, and our remaining eleven tanks and three APCs are to move back a little ways up the road towards Zahleh and find a good place to cover the northern approach.  It’s our job to intercept any enemy forces who might try to follow us down the Bekka Valley from the north.   
 
           That’s the best possible position for the company from my point of view—because it looks to be the safest since the Eighth Brigade is north of us blocking the entrance to the Valley.   
 
           This is a good assignment, I told my crew.  It means any Syrian troops and tanks coming south will have to get past the Christian militia at Zahleh before they can get to us.  More importantly, before they can even get to Zahleh they’ll have to get past the 8th brigade which has taken our battalion’s old blocking position from the crossroads at Shin Shar to the coastal highway.   
 
           Sami is right—having the entire 8th Brigade on the road between Shin Shar and the coast is three ways good.  It blocks the entrance to the Bekka Valley, it cuts the coastal highway into Lebanon, and it cuts the road between Homs, Aleppo and Damascus, Syria’s three biggest cities.   
 
    ****** 
 
           There was a lot of cheering and high fives and handshakes a few minutes ago when Sami came up on the battalion net and explained what happened south of us this morning.   
 
           Damn, I might live through this after all. 
 
            According to Sami, the Syrians and Hezbollah dug in facing Israel along the Litani river spent the last forty-eight hours on the receiving end of a truly massive artillery barrage coming out of Israel.  Then their survivors were totally surprised when the barrage suddenly stopped a couple of hours ago and our Brigade’s tanks and APCs, all of them except us, came charging out of the Valley behind them and began rolling up their lines along the river.  According to Sami, our brigade’s casualties were light and the two Syrian divisions and the Hezbollah on the Litani have been totally destroyed—they were dug in facing the wrong direction.   
 
           We’ve got Lebanon and the Hezbollah, as an ecstatic Sami so quaintly put it, "by the balls." 
 
      
 
                                     Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
           Today’s big story in this morning’s major newspapers, according to the Morning Report, is not the war, it’s the oil slick spreading out over the Persian Gulf as a result of the tanker sinkings and damage to the Iranian loading facilities and tank farms.  It actually is a pretty bad spill—the oil around Kharg Island alone is already more than twenty times the size of the Exxon Valdez spill according to the New York Times; and it’s growing rapidly as more and more oil leaks out of the sunken and damaged tankers.  
 
           A news crew from the new Al Jazeera news network claims to have taken their lives in their hands and flown down the Gulf to document the sizes of the various major spills.  One of their pictures in this morning’s newspapers is a satellite photo showing oil already covering a large part of the Gulf and a picture of an oiled seagull.  The article claims it’s the biggest oil spill in history by at least a factor of twenty.   
 
           We obviously have an environmentalist working for NSA—it’s the same NSA photo that appeared in the Morning Report. 
 
           And, of course, by mid-morning environmentalists and lesser Hollywood “celebrities” began appearing on the Sunday talk shows and earnestly calling for a peace conference so the waters in the Gulf can be cleaned up, as one well-known actress explains, “to save the Persian Gulf seagulls.”   
 
           The Israeli ambassador to the United Nations also appeared on several of the talk shows and had the best response even if it didn’t exactly address the issue. 
 
           “It’s hard to take anyone seriously who thinks saving seagulls is more important than saving women and children whose murders would have been financed by the sale of the oil.” 
 
    ******   
 
           There was even bigger news that came in too late to make the Sunday papers or the Morning Book.  It was read to me by the duty officer and I immediately called the President at Camp David where he was spending the weekend.  He, in turn, decided that we should not wait until Monday morning for a Security Council teleconference to discuss the situation.   
 
            China is the problem.  It seems some of the tankers the Israelis destroyed a couple of nights ago were loading Iranian crude oil bound for China.  According to the NSA intercepts, the new Chinese Party Chairman and President, Zheng Jun, is not a happy camper about the situation.  He is going to leave Beijing in a couple of hours to fly to New York to speak at the United Nations debate on China’s motion to censure Israel for destroying the chartered tankers which were loading China’s oil.   
 
           China’s backing the Coalition?  No way; not when they are losing.  
 
           More significantly, according to the listeners and hackers at the National Security Agency, when he arrives Chairman Zheng is going to announce that China has rerouted two Chinese navy destroyers which have been making goodwill visits to various ports in Western Africa.  He is going to say the destroyers will continue on to the Gulf and be permanently stationed there to protect tankers carrying oil to China.  Tommy Talbot says they’ll reach the entrance to the Gulf sometime tomorrow afternoon. 
 
           “This is significant,” I told the President at the hastily called meeting at the White House.  “China has never done anything like this before.  It’s an effort to change the balance of power in the Middle East and regain some of the stature China lost in its recent war with Russia.” 
 
            “So how do you think we should react?” the President asked. 
 
            Various possible responses were suggested.  The Secretary of State recommended the President call the Prime Minister and strongly suggest Israel withdraw from the Gulf to avoid triggering a conflict with China.  That’s silly.  It sends exactly the wrong message. 
 
           “I totally disagree with you, Jack,” I responded.  “That’s not at all the message we want to send.  China sees Israel as one of our client states.  The Chinese are testing us, not Israel.  We’d be better off if one of the Chinese destroyers tries to visit one of the Iranian or Iraqi ports and the Israelis sink it.  So long as it is the Israelis who do it, our hands will be clean for future negotiations and we’ll be signaling strength and resolve instead of weakness and a willingness to abandon one of our most steadfast allies during its time of need.”  
 
           That triggered a lot of discussion—and the President just listened and ate chocolate M&Ms. 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
            Early Monday morning I was in my office reading the Morning Book and preparing once again for another 0700 Security Council meeting.  The Israelis are continuing to do quite well militarily and the news is full of commentary, speculation, and quotes about today’s emergency meeting of the Security Council and the presence of the Chinese president.   
 
           It seems the Israelis finished off what was left of the Coalition Air Force yesterday and have been unleashing massive nonstop artillery barrages against the Syrians on the Litani and the Coalition forces in front of the Golan.   
 
           I know the NSA intercepts are right.   I came in early because Dick Evans was patched through to me at home a little after three this morning.  He says the Israeli artillery is amazing with its non-stop firing.  He says they’re even making extremely fast tube changes in the field when the artillery barrels wear out; like “pit stops" to change tires in a car race. 
 
           Sunday was another big day for the Israelis I told the President and the Security Council about an hour later.  It started three days ago when Israel stripped away all its mobile artillery which had been positioned in front of the Egyptians.  The Israelis quickly began using some it to launch a sustained artillery bombardment on the Syrians along the Litani and the rest to suppress the Syrian and Iranian units in front of the Golan.  The barrage continued nonstop on the Litani for more than thirty-six hours and was still pulverizing the Iranians and Syrians on the Golan.  Their ammunition reserves must have been immense; good planning for sure. 
 
           Everything changed this morning at about 0500 for the two Syrian divisions on the Litani.  The Israeli artillery stop hitting them just before dawn as an Israel brigade, the Third according to the intercepts, the one that made the big circular move through Jordan and Syria, came roaring down the Bekka Valley road and rolled over what was left of the Syrians like a bowling ball mowing down the pins.  It was brilliant.  It really was. 
 
           Similarly, I told the President and the Council members, it now appears two more brigades and five additional battalions of self-propelled 155mm artillery from the Sinai were added to the Israeli forces in front of the Golan a couple of days ago.  They’ve been continuing a massive bombardment of the Syrians and Iranians around the clock for the past sixty hours and have totally stopped the Syrians and Iranians who, up until then, had been slowly advancing behind their infantry.   
 
           According to the call I got from Dick Evans last night, Israeli transportation companies with female drivers are bringing the ammunition right up to the guns and it might well be the longest and most intense artillery bombardment in history.  Maybe he’s exaggerating but I got his drift and it seems to be working. 
 
           And maybe the Israelis had an even bigger day yesterday than I initially thought: I was standing at the big wall map briefing the President and the Security Council on the significance of the Israeli move down the Bekka when an aide walked in and handed a message to Arlie Fletcher.  He’s the retired navy admiral who is the NSA director.  Everything stopped and we all watched as Arlie’s eyes widened as he read it—then read it again.   
 
           When I nodded to yield the floor to him, he read it to us while I stood there at the map.  It’s quite significant: NSA’s analysts now think it might be the Syrians who have been blowing up the nuclear facilities and the Israelis intend to hit the reactor the French are helping the Syrians build at Dayr az Zawr sometime in the next few days.  It sure sounds that way from one of the Israeli cabinet meeting intercepts the Admiral read to us.   
 
             “…. we’re not going to allow Syria to destroy everyone else’s reactors so the Assad family can use theirs to dominate the Middle East.” 
 
           It got the Secretary of State all excited.   I could almost see the visions of talk shows and press conferences dancing in Jack’s eyes as he advised the President.   
 
           “We must stop them Mr. President.  Allowing nuclear reactors to be blown up sets a terrible precedent.” 
 
           “But what is the message you want to send, Jack?” I asked softly.  “Is it that we’ve turned against Israel by warning the Syrians that the Israelis intend to blow up their reactor or is it that Syria is responsible for the other reactor explosions or is it that we don’t approve of blowing up nuclear reactors even if they’re being used to make bombs to drop on us and our allies?” 
 
           “It doesn’t matter.  Think of the pollution.  What if someone blows up one of our nuclear plants?” 
 
           “It matters a lot, Jack,” I replied with more than a little hostility in my voice. “We’re talking about a rogue nuclear program in the hands of a family of psychotic killers.  We should be happy about what Israel intends to do and keep our mouths shut if Israel is going to help us by removing a threat to the United States.”  And that’s going to be hard for you, isn’t it? 
 
           The Secretary started to reply when Admiral Fletcher cut in.   
 
           “It doesn’t matter which of you two is right.  We absolutely cannot contact the Israelis or talk about it publically.  If we do, the Israelis will know we’ve penetrated their communications.”   
 
           I nodded my head in agreement and so did the President and Tommy Talbot.  But I’m not at all sure the Admiral’s right.  About our having penetrated their communications, that is.  
 
    ****** 
 
           I was sitting at my desk watching the United Nations debate later that day when Peter knocked on the door jam and walked in.  The debate was interesting.  The Syrians just changed their tune and are now asking for an immediate ceasefire.   
 
           The Syrians obviously caught their allies by surprise—the looks of surprise on the faces of the Iraqi and Iranian ambassadors were priceless. 
 
           Peter’s news is important. 
 
           “General, an alert just came in from the embassy in Tel Aviv.  Israel’s Army Radio is reporting that early this morning elements of its Airborne Brigade attacked and captured Syria’s Dayr az Zawr nuclear plant on the Euphrates River.  They say they took it intact.  There are also unconfirmed reports that another large Israeli armored column, at least three additional brigades of armor and maybe more, crossed into Syria early this morning with all of their armor on tank carriers.  It appears to be heading towards Dayr az-Zawr to relieve the Israeli airborne forces who took the Syrian nuclear plant – and two more brigades will be coming out of Israel to follow it as soon as the tank carriers return.”   
 
           That’s funny—why would they need so much armor to do that? 
 
           “Uh oh.  Bring me that map over there will ya, please Annie … Thanks”  Holy shit.   
 
           “Uh, Annie, will you see if you can get Admiral Fletcher or his deputy on the phone.  I’ll hold. 
 
           “Arlie, it’s Chris Roberts.  Sorry to bother you.  But do you have anything current on Israel’s Second, Sixth, Eleventh, and 211th Brigades?  Where they’re at and where they’re headed?”   
 
           Damn, I think they’re really going to do it. 
 
    ****** 
 
           China’s two destroyers, the Red Wind and the Admiral Shi Lang, were near the Gulf because they’ve been in Africa to make an impression and show the world that the Russians did not entirely destroy the Chinese navy.  And they have been making an impression.  They are, after all, the newest and finest of the Chinese ships that survived the war with Russia and they’ve been visiting ports rarely visited by the ships of any other navy. 
 
           The two Chinese destroyers entered the Persian Gulf without incident a little before four in the afternoon.  They had quite a media escort in chartered helicopters and planes as they followed a Liberian flagged supertanker heading up the Gulf to the huge Saudi oil terminal at Ras Tanura.   
 
           We watched their arrival in the Gulf on a TV set in the Situation Room.  The media reports, while they lasted, repeatedly showed footage of the Chinese destroyers, various damaged tankers, and of ships coming and going in the Gulf.  The news readers breathlessly noted over and over again that this is the Chinese navy’s first venture into the Gulf and repeatedly explained the Chinese government is sending them to the Gulf to protect ships loaded with oil for China.  In other words, the media coverage quickly became rather boring.  The most exciting event was a near collision between a Cessna chartered by Reuters’ and a CNN helicopter. 
 
           What the media could find no trace of and never did mention was the Israeli navy.  Little wonder the Israeli surface ships couldn’t be found—they are hiding in plain sight; most of them are tied up at the Saudi naval docks at Jubail. 
 
           Israel’s submarines also can’t be found because last night they moved into positions near various Iranian ports and the Iraqi oil terminal at Basra.  Presently they are motionless, resting quietly on the bottom near the damaged and destroyed tankers—with the doors of their torpedo tubes already open.   
 
          About five in the afternoon the Admiral Shi Lang entered what was left of the big Iranian terminal at Kharg Island without an Iranian pilot aboard.  The Chinese had no pilot because there were no helicopters or patrol boats left to carry a pilot out to the Chinese ship.  The Admiral Shi Lang slowly moved through the heavily oiled water and passed along the stricken tankers—and promptly struck what Saudi Arabia’s defense minister immediately said was an Iranian mine.  In any event, the Shi Lang sank almost immediately in the approach channel despite the desperate efforts of its crew to save it and the near collision of two news helicopters filming its sinking and the rescue efforts. 
 
           The Red Wind immediately rushed to the aid of its stricken sister ship—and it too hit an Iranian mine and began to sink.  The American news media became even more excited and numerous military experts and hairstylists were called in on an emergency basis.  
 
           I heard about the Chinese destroyers hitting the mines and the quick Saudi explanation while I was watching the TV set in my office and waiting for my call to Tel Aviv to go through. 
 
           “Our coast guard even hailed them and warned them about the mines,” the Saudi defense minister was saying as I turned up the volume.  Mines my ass. 
 
      
 
                                 Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
    ******  The Iraqi Lieutenant Colonel 
 
           Something was wrong.  I knew it as soon as I walked into Supreme Headquarters.  There were no briefers on the little stage and everywhere there were little groups of anxious officers huddled together talking and waving their hands.  I immediately sought out one of my fellow Iraqis, a colonel who was hurrying towards the front door carrying a cardboard box. 
 
           “What’s going on?” I ask him. 
 
            “Haven’t you heard?” he whispered as he hurried past me.  “BBC is reporting that Israel has won the war and the Iranian and Iraqi nuclear facilities and all their oil terminals have been totally destroyed, leaving Syria as the only Islamic country with an intact nuclear program.”  Impossible. 
 
           That’s when I looked around the huge reception area and into the briefing room and realized there were hardly any Iraqi officers in sight, just Iranians and Syrians running this way and that.  Then I saw a couple of Iraqi officers, concerned-looking infantry majors in battledress.  They were standing in the hallway by the coffee shop and talking heatedly when I ran up to them and asked them what was going on.  They said they didn’t know; they’d just arrived from what was left of the front and were looking for someone to tell them what to do.  What was left of the front? 
 
           Then one of our captains walked up and reported to the majors, with a respectful nod towards me.  He said he’d just spoken with a couple of Syrian officers who claimed our generals had all left Damascus early this morning in their cars because the Israelis are on the outskirts of the city and about to capture the airport.   
 
           The captain’s uniform is ripped and filthy.  If I had time I would have spoken to him about it. 
 
           “Wait here.” I ordered the three officers as I pushed past them.  “Don’t move.” 
 
           Whatever is happening, there is no doubt about it, the Supreme Headquarters is in shambles with everyone blaming everyone else for what sounds like a couple of serious setbacks.  I rushed up to a group of Syrians talking outside the briefing room door.  They looked at me strangely as I butted my way straight into their conversation. 
 
           “What’s happening?” I almost shouted. “Where is everyone?” 
 
           What they told me seemed impossible.  The Israelis have somehow broken through and the three Supreme Commanders and the senior members of their staffs have not been seen since they were suddenly called out of last night’s victory banquet.  They left while the main course was being served.    
 
           All sorts of rumors are flying about.  One has Syria responsible for the destruction of our nuclear facilities and those of the Iranians.  Another claims Syria has made a deal with Israel to turn over the Iraqi and Iranian officers in exchange for Damascus not being attacked.  Another is that the entire war was a Syrian and Israeli plot to weaken Iraq and Iran. 
 
           It was all just terrible and confusing and I didn’t even know about it until I got here less than an hour ago.  I’d been up late with my Syrian colonel and decided to miss breakfast and sleep in.  I don’t believe it’s a Syrian plot because I’m sure my friend would have told me.  We’ve become very close. 
 
           In any event, my country’s Supreme Commander is nowhere to be found and his office is deserted except for a handful of enlisted men and a couple of captains who quickly told me they don’t have a clue as to what’s happening.  Then they asked me what they should do.   
 
           Their questions made me quite angry; how would I know what they should do, for God’s sake? 
 
           “Wait here for orders,” I snapped as I rushed out the office and headed for the staircase down to the lobby. I went down the stairs two at a time. 
 
           Headquarters was rapidly emptying as I made my way back to the two majors and the dirty captain.  They were still standing there just as I ordered. 
 
           “How did you get here?  Do you have transportation?”  I asked. 
 
           “Yes Colonel, we have a pickup waiting outside.” 
 
           “Let’s go.  Hurry.”  I said as I made motions with my hands to shoo the three of them towards the entrance door.  I’ve got to get out of here before the Israelis come. 
 
           The driver of the pickup threw down a cigarette, jumped smartly to attention, and saluted as we approached.  It was a fairly new crew-cab with a back seat and refrigeration. 
 
           “You.” I snapped to the driver as I motioned toward the building entrance. “You go upstairs to Room 302 and tell the men there to stay put until I send for them.  You are to wait with them.  The rest of you get in.  I’ll drive.” 
 
           I slid into the driver’s seat and turned the key to check the gas gauge as the driver headed for the building entrance.  Only half full.  It wasn’t enough to get all the way to Baghdad. 
 
         “You,” I shouted as I pointed to one of the majors who was starting to climb into the pickup and then to a Syrian army truck parked a couple of spaces down. “Run over to that truck and get its gas can.  Hurry man, hurry.”  Calm yourself.  Can’t afford to get hysterical now.  
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
           “Mr. President,” I said as I sat down next to the Secretary of State on a couch in the oval office, “we need to stay on the sidelines at this time.” 
 
          “Mr. President,” the Secretary of State said with a great deal of agitation as he shook his head and waved his hands in disagreement.  “We must get involved and support the Secretary General’s call for an immediate ceasefire and negotiations.” 
 
           I had to respond.  And get out of here so I can get to Andrews and fly to Israel 
 
           “Well Jack, I certainly agree that’s what the world has come to expect us to do.  And who better than you to hold a press conference and say it – even though it certainly won’t mean anything to either side.  But, if you do say it, we need to be damn sure the Israelis and our allies know we don’t mean it.” 
 
           Everyone waded in and the argument raged on and on.  The Secretary of State and his deputy kept talking about how the possibility of an Israeli invasion of Syria will encourage the Kurds and other groups and has to be prevented before it “destabilizes the region.” 
 
           Finally, I had enough so I twisted around on the couch to look at the Secretary of State and said, “Look Jack, you need to stop pretending we can order the Israelis to stop.  We can’t and they won’t even if we try to pressure them—not this time.  They’ve taken too many casualties and they’re tired of agreeing to the ceasefires State proposes only to be attacked all over again every next time one of the two-bit dictators you keep trying to salvage needs to distract his people from his failures.” 
 
           The Secretary disagreed.   
 
           “General, they’ll listen to the President.  We can stop this war.” 
 
           “Jack,” I responded, “I really think you should drop the idea of involving the President and the White House in a solution that won’t work.  All you’ll do is to make the President look weak and stupid by giving orders to Israel that won’t be obeyed and advocating solutions that have never worked and never will—and aren’t even in the best interest of the United States in any event.” 
 
           Then I leaned forward towards the Secretary and said it rather emphatically.   
 
           “Being weak and stupid and trying to reestablish a status quo that virtually guarantees the Israelis will be attacked again is not the legacy this administration deserves.”   
 
           Now I’ve done it. I’ve just called the President stupid if he decides he wants an immediate ceasefire.   
 
           What brought up the heated discussion is the growing realization that the Kurds and others are once again making noise and encouraging each other to rise up against the militarily weakened coalition governments.  They want to either establish their own states in the case of the Kurds or take over their country’s government again in the case of the Shiites in Iraq and the Sunnis in Syria.   
 
           Making matters worse, or better depending on your point of view, the Israelis recaptured the Golan this morning and are in the process of pushing all the way up to the outskirts of Damascus.  Even more importantly, a strong force of Israeli armor, a virtual army, is rolling north through the Syrian countryside towards Iraq in what increasingly looks like an effort to reach the Kurds and other groups and encourage them with military support.   
 
           We’re here in the oval office because Turkey, a member of NATO but rarely an American ally, has just asked us to restrain the Israelis and get them to turn back without arming the Kurds.  I’ve got to talk to the President privately. 
 
           The President listened impassively as the arguments flew back and forth.  Finally he raised his hand and cut off the Secretary of State in mid-sentence. 
 
           "Enough.  Here’s what we’re going to do." 
 
      
 
                                    Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
           It was early in the evening after a trying day and a very interesting private meeting with the President after the Security Council adjourned.  At the direction of the President, Secretary of State Jack Billaud and I are on a plane to Ankara to meet with the Turks for what the media is now calling “urgent high level discussions to head off a possible widening of the war.”  The Secretary is to meet with the Turkish President; I’m going to meet with the head of the Turkish military. 
 
             Accompanying us is the Secretary’s rather large entourage of state department officials and friendly journalists.  I’m traveling alone except for an interpreter and a couple of Secret Service agents.  The Secret Service guys are my protection detail and are apparently mandatory since I’m part of the White House staff. 
 
           The Secretary ranks me in the White House pecking order so he gets the plane’s big bedroom and I get a lie-flat seat.  Before we left I sent a message to Evans and Duffy telling them to meet me at the embassy in Ankara and to bring along their two Israeli interpreters if they are willing to come.  I also had a long talk with someone I know in the Israeli government.   
 
    ******  
 
           Ankara was wet and windy on the concrete aircraft arrival area when we arrived at about 0830 local time.  A beaming Secretary of State led the way as we climbed down the stairs to be met by an appropriate number of civilian and military officials, a line of limousines, and a host of reporters and television cameras being kept a distance by an even larger number of Turkish policemen.  We all shook hands as our ambassador introduced us and the usual inane welcoming introductions were made.  Then the Secretary of State led the U.S. ambassador over to talk to the reporters and hold an impromptu news conference.  I hope he doesn’t shoot his big mouth off and hit the President’s foot. 
 
           I didn’t stick around for the speeches.  I got into a limo with my interpreter, the Secret Service guys, and the English speaking Turkish general who was there to meet me on behalf of the Turkish military.  His name’s Alkan Polat and he’s a brigadier sent to escort me to my appointment with the Chief of the Turkish General Staff.  And he certainly surprised me as we drive out of the airport. 
 
           “I am sure you do not remember me, General Roberts, but I met you briefly in Iraq when I was but a lieutenant and you were a young brigadier.  I was with the Turkish contingent in your United Nations Division until I was wounded and evacuated.” 
 
           “My God.  Really?”  I am somehow greatly pleased.  And for some reason I grabbed his hand and shook it again.  “Then we must be friends and spend some time together so we can tell each other stories.  Please try to find some time in your schedule for me so we can get together for a meal or at least a cup of coffee.”   
 
           We absolutely beam at each other and it feels good.  Old comrades are hard to find! 
 
    ****** 
 
           Our reception when the Turkish staff car pulled up to the military headquarters was quite friendly.  A little honor guard of MPs and several smiling staff officers were on hand to conduct me and Brigadier Polat to the office of the Chief of the Turkish General Staff, General Demir.  It’s a large and impressive office befitting a man who in many ways is more powerful than his president.  That’s why I’m here. 
 
           A number of officers were in General Demir’s large anteroom.  They all came to attention and saluted as we walked in.   
 
           A big heavy set man stepped forward with his hand out.  “I’m Okur Demir,” he said to introduce himself.  “Welcome to Turkey.” And behind him came another officer with a friendly salute and his hand out – “and I’m Pamir Bezman.  You probably saved my life last year in Bonn.  I am indebted to you.”  A Turkish officer shouted out a translation for the other officers in the room as we spoke.  Good grief that man’s loud. 
 
           I could see my escort, General Polat, whispering in General Demir’s ear while I was shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries, in English, with General Bezman.  Demir suddenly raised both hands for silence and the crowd instantly went quiet.   
 
           “General Roberts, I just learned that you and Alkan here,” he says with a nodding smile to my escort, “served together on the front lines together and that you were both wounded fighting the communists.  Is it true?” 
 
           “Yes General, it is true.  I was there when General Polat distinguished himself and was wounded fighting the communists.  That is where I learned Turkish soldiers are among the finest soldiers in the world.  And that is what I have told everyone ever since.”  It’s true; they are.  If only the Turkish politicians were half as competent.   
 
           By now the Turkish translator was absolutely beaming as he shouted out his translation and so were the other officers in the room.   
 
           I wonder what he is telling them? 
 
    ****** 
 
           After the pleasantries and introductions were complete we filed into General Demir’s conference room and prepared to take our seats.  It was quite large and impressive as befits the power of the man who presides over it.  Turkey might have been reduced in size because it backed the wrong horse in World War One, but its secular military came out of the war and the ensuing campaign against the invading Greeks with respect and power.  It has used that respect and power ever since to keep Turkey’s politicians from imposing an Islamic state, although there certainly have been some close calls. 
 
           The Turkish generals who accompanied us seemed a bit dismayed when they suddenly realized I was standing there by myself on my side of the table without a delegation of aides and supporting officials.  It could be construed to be a deliberate slight towards the Turkish military or an indication that I don’t understand its importance. 
 
           Demir himself immediately raised the issue even before we sat down.   
 
           “General Roberts, we are surprised to see that you are here alone while your Secretary of State, Mister Billaud, is meeting our President with a large entourage of aides and advisors.”   
 
           “General,” I replied with a nod of agreement, “the fact I am here alone is a measure of my President’s understanding of the supreme importance of the Turkish military.  The absence of an entourage means you and I can talk without having to guard our tongues.  We can exchange information and negotiate solutions to problems without our ideas and concerns leaking to the media or our enemies.” 
 
           At that point I decided to hand him my credentials and did so.  It was a handwritten note on the President’s personal letterhead.  It was quite simple and direct.   
 
           “General Roberts, and only General Roberts, has my complete confidence in all matters related to the Republic of Turkey and the Turkish military.” 
 
           General Demir’s eyebrows went up as he read it.  They went up even more when I quietly explained it so only he could hear.  
 
          “What this letter means, General,” I told him, “is Secretary of State Billaud, although he almost certainly doesn’t know it, is providing us with cover to distract the media and politicians while you and I hold serious discussions regarding the current war and the future of Turkey.”   
 
           The reality is that once again, ever since they got rid of their crazy president, Turkey’s military either makes or approves all major governmental decisions.  The generals will have to approve any decisions relating to the role Turkey might have in ending the current war and in the peace that follows.   
 
           The President’s letter and my explicitly mentioning ’the future of Turkey’ got General Demir’s serious and undivided attention. 
 
           General Demir stood there for a moment as if stunned while the various Turkish generals in the room looked at each other and at me.  Then he barked an order ending the meeting before it even began—and we adjourned to his private office, just the two of us and our interpreters.   
 
           An hour later a thoughtful and highly pleased General Demir walked arm and arm with me to my limo which suddenly appeared.  It had also sprouted half a dozen chase cars stuffed with highly attentive security personnel.  Our parting was effusive and genuinely friendly as I’m sure his generals and the security people noted.   
 
           I saw him rush back into his office and go up the entrance steps two at a time as we pulled away.  Little wonder.  He has a lot to consider and ground to prepare. We’ll have a lot to discuss when we meet again in a couple of hours for a late lunch. 
 
    ****** 
 
           My arrival at the embassy to use its communications center was followed almost instantly by the appearance of a somewhat embarrassed Ambassador Romelly and one of his aides carrying a clipboard.  I’d barely been handed a copy of the Morning Book and a pile of messages when the ambassador hurried in.  He began chattering away as if I had somehow missed some important information by leaving the arrival ceremony before the Secretary’s “wonderful speech.”  What he’s really come to tell me is, quite unfortunately, the embassy’s guest suites and rooms are all needed for the Secretary and his senior staff.   
 
           “But we’ve been able to book you into the new wing of the Ankara Hilton.  It’s just down the street and quite nice.  Very American, you know.” 
 
           “Oh how nice.  Well that’s kind of you Mr. Ambassador, and I appreciate it.  But my office has already made arrangements for me elsewhere.  But there is something you can do for me.  A couple of my aides, Colonel Evans and Major Duffy, will be arriving sooner or later.  Please pass the word to the military attachés’ office and to the reception desk.  I’ll leave the number where they can reach me with the communications center supervisor.  They should be taken to the communications center to get it." 
 
           "… Oh, and please make sure everyone at the embassy’s front gate and the reception desk are aware that my aides may be wearing strange uniforms and be accompanied by a couple of Israelis.  They are all part of my official party.” 
 
           The ambassador was more than a little surprised at my response but he carried on gamely.   
 
           “Oh, I shall.  I shall, indeed.  And don’t forget the dinner tonight.  The Secretary himself asked me to make sure you’ll be seated with some very important people.  I’m sure you’ll be impressed.” 
 
           “Well that’s kind of the Secretary.  I certainly do like to be impressed by important people.  Unfortunately I’ve already made other arrangements for this evening.  You’ll have to enjoy the speeches without me.  Please give your wife and the Secretary my regrets.”   What a dork.  Where does the President find these people? 
 
           I took the reports and the Morning Book with me and left an envelope for the ambassador to give to Evans and Duffy.  It contained the street address of the Bera Hotel with a note inside. “Room reservations in your names.  Don’t tell anyone where we are staying.”   
 
           Then I went back downstairs and my little convoy of Turkish army minders took me to the venerable old Hotel Bera so I could rest for a couple of hours before I go back for another meeting with the Turks.   
 
           I’m bushed.  I didn’t sleep very well on the plane and this morning’s meeting with the Turkish generals was intense. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Today’s lunch with General Demir was in a small and luxurious wood paneled private dining area next to a larger dining area in the military headquarters.  We avoided having to pass through the larger dining room by using a private elevator and hallway.  General Demir and four senior generals were already in the private dining room and talking as I walked in with Brigadier Polat and my interpreter.  My two Secret Service agents walked in ahead of me to look at the room and then came back out to wait at the door. 
 
           General Demir watched with a satisfied look on his face as the four generals immediately snuffed out their cigarettes and came forward with their hands extended and introduced themselves.  I watched out of the corner of my eye as Alkan gave a respectful bow and retired.  Good.  We are going to have a serious and confidential meeting.  
 
           “General Roberts,” the Commander of the Turkish Air Force, a relatively short silver-haired man with intense eyes and pilot’s wings, said in fluent American English, “General Demir has briefed us about your discussions earlier today.  As you might imagine, we find your ideas quite intriguing.  What more can you tell us?” His English is excellent; we won’t need interpreters.  
 
           Instead of answering I smiled a nod of acknowledgement to him and looked back at George, and then nodded towards the door.   
 
           “Thank you George, I should have known we would not need your services this afternoon.  Please take the rest of the afternoon off and meet me back at the hotel at seven this evening.”  
 
           I instantly sensed the generals’ approval of the move.  They are an interesting group and they’re apprehensive because they’re sailing in uncharted waters.  They look like the tough and streetwise types who would rise to the top in a sometime democracy—one that every so often gets taken over and run by the military for a while when its generals don’t like what the politicians are doing. 
 
           I waited to respond until we were alone.  Then I spoke in a friendly and self-deprecating voice.  
 
           “General, I wish I could take credit for the ideas because they would seem to make good sense for both your country and mine—but I can’t.  They originated in Israel and, whether the United States likes it or not, the Israelis appear to be seriously determined to implement them.  We think they are very interesting and worth serious consideration.”  I was being diplomatic.  I could have said ’whether Turkey likes it or not.’  
 
           They all gave little nods understanding even before the Air Force commander repeated what I said; good, they all speak English somewhat and got the message. 
 
           Then, after a pause while he translated, I continued.  I’ll have to remember to speak slowly.  He probably wouldn’t be translating if they were all totally fluent in English. 
 
           “America’s government likes what we think the Israelis are going to do.  I emphasized the word ’think.’  In fact, we like it very much even though they have not officially informed us of their intentions.”  I spoke slowly and watched the reactions.  
 
           Good they are fluent. I was pretty sure they would be since Turkey is in NATO and English is NATO’s official language.  Then I continued. 
 
             “If the Israelis are doing what we think they are doing, it’s bold and imaginative and would seem to provide substantial military and civilian benefits for two of America’s most important allies—Turkey and Israel.”  Substantial benefits for the Turkish military?  That should get their interest! 
 
           “As you know, I’m going directly from here to Israel later this evening to talk to the Israeli Prime Minister.  I’m here before I head off to Israel because I would like to get your input and suggestions before I talk to the Israelis about their plans for the future.”   
 
           “Because the United States considers Turkey an important ally, we would like to see the changes we think the Israelis are going to impose on the Middle East benefit Turkey as well as Israel.”  So far I’m merely repeating what I told General Demir this morning.  They’ve undoubtedly heard it before.   
 
           Then as I unfolded the rolled up map I was carrying, I said “here is what we think the Israelis are going to do after they win.” I emphasized the word “think” even though I’m pretty certain. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Almost two hours later I rolled up the map and we put our dishes and silverware back into place.  They had been hastily pushed aside so we could spread the map out.  Food had been forgotten and undoubtedly gotten cold while we talked.  All at once everyone seemed to realize that we were all hungry and needed to take a break to use the toilets.   
 
           We all marched together down the hall to the spotless toilets and they graciously bowed me in to take my choice.  It was a great relief.  
 
    ****** 
 
           So far it has been a productive meeting.  At first the five Turkish generals sat there almost speechless as I explained.  They could hardly believe it when I began by sharing the latest NSA and CIA reports—that the planes and armor of Iraq, Iran, and Syria have been almost totally destroyed and the first of what we think will be several large and fast-moving Israeli armor columns have already passed through Syria virtually unmolested and crossed into southern Iraq. Their eyes widened when I said the Israelis were coming with more than a thousand modern tanks and massive numbers of armored personnel carriers, support vehicles, and assault helicopters.   
 
           They were further shocked when I told them that last night helicopter-riding Israeli assault teams took the Syrian nuclear plant at Dayr as Zwar and bridges over the Tigris and Euphrates River.  What really shocked them most of all, however, is when they heard that this morning a fast moving Israeli column crossed the Euphrates and was presently approaching the outskirts of Mosul in force with three brigades of armor and over twelve hundred tanks and APCs. 
 
           What made the Turkish officers angry and thoughtful was when I told them it appears the Israelis intend to make deals with the Kurds, Druze, Turkomens, Yazidis, and Christians—to arm them to the teeth with modern weapons and recognize their independent states.  Israel will recognize them and arm them, I said, in an effort to permanently reduce the power and prestige of Israel’s and Turkey’s mutual enemies—the Islamic countries presently on Turkey’s borders.   
 
           Actually I’m sticking my neck out on this all by myself—there is no “we.”  The Israelis haven’t said what they will do if they win the war.  It’s just my opinion and that of the President.  
 
           In essence, I explain to the Turkish generals as I leaned forward to emphasize the point, Israel appears to be getting ready to provide arms and make mutual defense deals with the Kurds and other minorities along your border in order to reduce the size and power of its enemies.  In so doing, it will establish buffer states between the Islamic world and Europe with Turkey as part of Europe .   
 
           The five generals listened carefully and became visibly angry and upset, all of them, when I said I thought it almost certain the Israeli armor, mobile missile launchers, and helicopter gunships will be turned over to the Iraqi and Syrian Kurds, and maybe even the Iranian Kurds.   
 
           Of course they will.  Most of the Israelis are reservists and the Israeli government will be under great pressure to quickly bring them home.  The Israeli government isn’t taking all those tanks and equipment to Kirkuk and Erbil and beyond just to turn around and drive them back the way they came.  And will they stop at Kirkuk and Erbil?  I wouldn’t stop and I don’t think the Israelis will either.  
 
           The possibility that Israel will arm the Kurds and recognize their territorial claims bothered the five generals the most.  There are millions of Kurds in the mountains of Turkey along its eastern borders and they have constantly been agitating for independence and the use of the Kurdish language in their schools.  The Turkish army is particularly determined not to allow a single inch of what’s left of Turkey be lost to a newly established Kurdistan.   
 
           “This means another war with the Kurds,” the Deputy Chief of Staff, General Osman, thundered.  He is the tall hook nosed deputy chief of staff who has seemed to be angry about something ever since I arrived.  
 
           “We will never tolerate an independent Kurdistan on our borders, let alone allow our own Kurdish districts to join it.”   
 
          “I understand your concerns,” I respond.  “They are reasonable and understandable.”   
 
           And then I provided the clincher as I looked at them intently and slowly and emphatically asked “but what if you are able to influence the Israelis so the new Kurdish states and the Christian and Druze states, and their oil and water, become part of a greater Turkish empire as autonomous states of Turkey instead of autonomous provinces of Iraq, Syria, and Iran?”  I said the words “Turkish empire” and “their oil and gas” very slowly and emphatically. 
 
           I waited for a few seconds and then presented my key argument to close the deal.   
 
           “Isn’t the return of the Ottoman states lost after World War One, including those where languages other than Turkish are spoken, exactly what General Ataturk and the army wanted?”   
 
           I could see the wheels turning in their minds as the five Turkish generals, almost as one, turned away from watching me speak and stared thoughtfully at the map.  Then one after another they began nodding.  
 
           “It would change everything,” agreed the Deputy Chief of Staff. 
 
           Now let’s eat.  I’m starved.   
 
      
 
                                     Chapter Thirty 
 
           My trip back to the hotel after our unexpectedly long luncheon meeting involved an even bigger and more intense escort than last time and an even friendlier send off by all five of the generals and their hovering and obviously curious staffs.   
 
           I bet rumors are really flying.  I wonder what the generals will tell their staffs and how soon it will get out? 
 
           Both Evans and Duffy, and their two Israeli escorts in civilian clothes, were waiting in the hotel’s ornate old lobby.  They all jumped to attention as I walked into the lobby with my Secret Service and Turkish minders—all of whom eyed them suspiciously and didn’t relax until I returned their salutes and warmly shook their hands.   
 
           Then Dick introduced me to Si and Solly.  It’s the first time I’ve actually met the two older Israelis who are helping them.  Good.  They look as steady and reliable as Dick said they are. 
 
           Dick and Harry were in their summer uniforms and the Israelis in normal Israeli civilian wear—slacks and open neck shirts to display the gray hair on their chests.   
 
           For some reason I had expected all four of them to show up in Israeli battledress and combat boots, but each obviously made a special trip back to his home to change into civilian clothes.  It was totally unnecessary and all my fault.  When I asked Dick to try to bring Si and Solly I should have also said all four of them should bring their Israeli fatigues and field gear with them.  One thing’s for sure.  Although they don’t know it yet, where they’re going they sure won’t be wearing their summer dress uniforms and shiny shoes.   
 
           Hmm.  I think I’ll call Ari’s office tonight and ask him to send some fatigues and field gear for them on the next El Al flight.  I need to speak with him anyhow. 
 
           “It’s good to see you guys.  Come on up to my room and fill me in.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Listening to the stories of what Evans and Duffy and the two Israelis had seen and experienced on the Golan Heights filled me with a great deal of nostalgia for my days as a soldier.  I miss it and I wish to hell I were going into Iraq with them instead of sending them.  
 
           God, I never felt so alive as on the battlefield when every second might be my last.  
 
           After I heard their reports I told Dick and his men to relax and enjoy themselves until tomorrow morning.  Then I had my Turkish military convoy take me on a quick trip back to the embassy to meet with the CIA station chief, pick up the latest Morning Book updates, and exchange information with Peter.  Peter is going to arrange for a plane to be standing by to fly me to Tel Aviv whenever I want to go.   
 
           While I was at the embassy I used the secure line to call the offices of both the Prime Minister and the Defense Minister to let them know I’ll probably be back in Israel in the morning and urgently need to talk to them.  I also mentioned the possibility of one or more senior Turkish officers coming with me.  
 
           After I explained why I needed to meet with the two Israeli leaders, I asked Ari’s aide to please send someone to get a couple of sets of Israeli battledress, boots, and field gear from each of the team members’ homes—and send it on the next El Al flight to Ankara along with a couple of extra sets of Israeli boots and battledress for Si and Solly.  
 
           Then it was back to the hotel and long phone calls to Dorothy and to the kids and grandkids.  
 
    ****** 
 
           About six the next morning one of my Secret Service guys, Russ Meekins, took a taxi to the embassy to pick up the latest intelligence updates.  The updates were waiting when I woke up and I read them while I sat at the rather shabby little desk in my suite and ate a room service breakfast all by myself.  In a few minutes my convoy will take me back to the Turkish headquarters for more discussions.  The Turkish generals, I am sure, will have a lot of questions.  So do I, for that matter.  Evans and his men will stand by at the hotel until I return.   
 
           Once again the Turks took me to their headquarters in an impressive convoy.  The same five generals greeted me and they certainly looked more alert than I felt.   
 
           I’m tired.  I woke up in the middle of the night and couldn’t get back to sleep.  It was still evening in the States so I called Dorothy again and then sort of napped and daydreamed in bed until it was time to get up.  
 
           The generals and I got right to it while we drank strong coffee and just about everybody except me smoked.  The Turks certainly have a lot of concerns and considerations about the details but they seem to be totally on board with the basic idea of a Turkish empire reconstituted as a commonwealth with a string of totally autonomous provinces acting as buffer states between Europe and the Islamic world.   
 
           I haven’t had coffee in years; I’m probably going to be wired and jumpy all day. 
 
           General Demir and the rest of the “gang of five” as I have come to think of them, were interested to know two of my military aides, a lieutenant colonel and a major, had arrived in Ankara from Tel Aviv.  What interested the generals even more was that my aides had arrived with two retired Israeli officers to act as translators when my aides meet the Israelis in Iraq.   They were also surprised when I asked them to help get Dick and his team to Erbil in the Kurdish area of northern Iraq and then on to Kirkuk.  Kirkuk, I told them, appears to be the destination of the Israeli columns. 
 
           Actually I’m beginning to think the Israelis intend to continue on into Iran, probably because I would if I were them. 
 
           My men need to get there, I explained, to make contact with the heads of the Barzani and Talabani clans, the leaders of the Iraqi Kurds.  Also, I explained, I want Evans and his men to get a feel for the conditions and relationships on the ground between the two major Iraqi Kurdish groups and between them and Baghdad.   
 
           The relationship between Baghdad and the Kurds is sure to be affected by the rapidly approaching Israeli arming of the Kurds; but how?  
 
           The Turkish generals were adamant—trying to get to Erbil or Kirkuk by air is a non-starter because of the war and because the airports periodically change hands between competing Kurdish factions – “some of those people are quite paranoid and dangerous.” 
 
            Even going in overland is dangerous, the Turkish generals told me; less dangerous than flying but still dangerous.  It’s the same information I received yesterday evening from Bill Dorsey, the head of the local CIA station. 
 
           Dorsey had been full of information.  
 
           “There is a low level civil war constantly raging in the Kurdish districts both between the various Kurdish factions and between the Kurds in general and both the Sunni militias and the Shiite government of Rahman Majid in Baghdad,” Dorsey told me.   
 
           “Majid’s problems are much worse than ours here,” he said.  “The Sunnis are getting restless once again and there is open warfare between Baghdad and the Kurds.  And it’s going to get worse when the Kurds realize how weak Iraq, Iran, and Syria are as a result of losing the war.   
 
           “Everyone over there is always suspicious of anyone coming over the border and quick on the trigger.  With the Kurds once again in open rebellion against Baghdad it’s going to be ten times as dangerous.”   
 
           Despite the danger, both General Demir and General Osman were enthusiastic about my suggestion that a Turkish officer accompany Evans and Duffy and the two Israelis into Iraq.  We agreed it should be an officer who speaks both English and Kurdish.  We also agreed it must be someone who will be able to hold his own if a dangerous situation develops.   
 
           Demir obviously has his own intelligence sources in Iraq, and probably a lot of them, but he’s obviously as anxious to know the current state of the relations on the ground between the Kurds and the Israelis as I am.  Little wonder.  Turkey’s Kurds have been engaged in a constant low level civil war with the Turkish army for years.  According to the Turks, the Kurds use the Kurdish districts of Iraq and Syria as safe havens whenever the Turkish military cracks down—and flee to the Kurdish districts of Turkey when Baghdad and Damascus crack down.   
 
           We spent the morning talking about borders, autonomy, garrisons, oil, water, and a long list of the other issues and considerations that will have to be worked out before any kind of comprehensive deal can be finalized.  By the time we sat down for another lunch together my head was full of things I’d never thought of before today.   
 
           What is interesting is the Turks have totally accepted the idea Israel is going to win and this time Israel isn’t going to stop until its enemies are permanently crippled—probably because it’s what they’d do and so would I. 
 
    ****** 
 
           After lunch the Turks once again convoyed me back to the American embassy so I could pick up the latest intelligence reports and check in with Washington on a secure line.  Someone must have said something because this time our convoy was waved through the gate and allowed to drive all the way up to the embassy entrance.   Just as well; a light rain is falling. 
 
            Dick and Harry were wearing civilian clothes and waiting for me in the embassy lobby with one of the ambassador’s aides as I walked in.  One of the ambassador’s assistants, a rather portly middle-aged lady with gray hair, led us to the elevator and accompanied us to a conference room on the third floor.  As soon as she left I explained to Dick and Harry what I want them to do and sent them back to their hotel to get ready.  Then I found my way to the embassy’s secure communications room to speak with Peter on a secure line and then with the President’s Chief of Staff.  Good, the President’s on board.  
 
           After I finished talking to the White House I placed a call to General Demir and made arrangements for Dick and Harry to hook up with the Turkish Special Forces officer who will accompany them into Iraq.  I also spoke with Bill Dorsey, the embassy’s CIA station chief, to get any updated information he might have and arrange for a briefing for Dick and his team.   
 
           Dorsey was initially hesitant about briefing Dick’s team, particularly when I mentioned two of the members of his team are retired Israeli officers.  At first he wasn’t even willing to meet with Dick and his team—but a quick call from the White House to the CIA Director changed his mind.   
 
    ****** 
 
           It took more than an hour but it was finally arranged for Dorsey to meet with Dick and his team tomorrow morning and give them a thorough briefing.  They need to know whatever the CIA can tell them about the current state of affairs in the countries bordering Turkey and the Kurdish situation generally.  After they meet with Dorsey they’ll go to the Turkish headquarters for another briefing.  
 
           A couple of hours later my convoy of Turkish Army minders drove me and my two Secret Service agents to the Turkish military airfield outside of Ankara.  That’s where I’m meeting a plane from Andrews Air Force Base to take me and my little protection detail to Tel Aviv.  
 
           My plane was waiting when I arrived at the airfield.  It wasn’t the plane I arrived on.  That plane left yesterday afternoon to carry Secretary Billaud and his party back to the States.  He needed to get back so he can participate in today’s UN Security Council meeting.  It seems the three members of the Islamic Coalition have changed their tune and are now desperately seeking a ceasefire and demanding an Israeli withdrawal—and in the best tradition of doing something stupid are asking everybody except Israel for a ceasefire.   
 
           Will Israel agree?  I don’t think so. 
 
           According to the President’s Chief of Staff, we and the Brits, and even the Israelis, will be supporting the UN resolution because it’s been worded such that Israel will only be expected to withdraw after its security needs are fully met.     
 
           Hell, it might be the first unanimous vote about the Middle East in years, even if it is meaningless—because the Israelis have decisively won and are going to do whatever they damn well feel they need to do.  
 
    ****** 
 
          I felt a sense of satisfaction as I buckled my seat belt and the plane began taxing.  It’s all been arranged.  General Demir and a party of senior Turkish officers and officials will be standing by to come to Tel Aviv on short notice.  It may be premature to arrange to bring the Turks to Israel but things are moving quickly.   
 
           If I’m reading the generals’ body language and comments correctly, the Turkish Army seems to be increasingly enthusiastic about doing a deal with the Israelis and Kurds to set up buffer states.  I wonder how Turkey’s civilian politicians will react. 
 
      
 
                                    Chapter Thirty-one   
 
            My plane landed at the military airport outside Tel Aviv and an Israeli car took me straightaway to a meeting with the Prime Minister.  He looked exhausted.  Ari and Yossi were with him and looked pretty tired themselves.  What they made abundantly clear, after they profusely thanked me for the aid the United States has been providing, is that Israel intends to do whatever it takes to decisively win.   There was, they said, nothing anyone including the United States can do to stop the war until all three members of the Islamic Coalition are totally and permanently defeated—so please don’t even try.   
 
           I smiled and told them I wouldn’t dream of encouraging them not to cripple or eliminate any of our mutual enemies.   
 
           “To the contrary,” I told them.  “I’m here because the President wants to know what else we can do to help you carry out your plans for when the war is over.” 
 
           “General,” the Prime Minister replied, “We appreciate your support.  But the only plan we have at the moment is to win.  Totally and completely win.  It’s as I told my cabinet this morning—we’ve suffered enough casualties over the years.  This time there will be no ceasefire and no withdrawal until we have a permanent and lasting peace.  Either we establish the conditions now for a permanent peace by permanently weakening those who are our enemies or there will almost certainly be a nuclear war later so our enemies no longer exist.” 
 
           Then, after a pause to take a sip of coffee, he continued with a sigh. 
 
           "Your Secretary of State keeps calling and my people keep telling him I’m busy.  I’m afraid I was a bit testy when I finally took his call a couple of hours ago.  I told him I knew he’d been calling but that I’ve been busy; Israel has been attacked again in case he hadn’t heard.  Then I had to listen while he gave me some absolute blather about a ceasefire and letting the United Nations work things out.” 
 
           “Well,” I finally interrupted, “that’s not why I’m here.  Don’t confuse me with the Secretary of State who has his own political agenda and ambitions.  I’m here because the President wants to know what else we can do to help you carry out your plans after you win.” 
 
           The Prime Minister promptly told me his plans for the war are pretty much along the lines his ambassador to the UK told the British Foreign Secretary two days ago when he was summoned.  The Foreign Secretary called him in to warn him that underwriters of Lloyds of London, the big insurers of ships and cargos, are quite upset about the ships we sank.   
 
           “They want us to stop sinking ships and cover their losses,” he said with a laugh.   
 
           According to the Prime Minister, the Israeli ambassador responded by saying Israel cannot possibly be held responsible for their losses if the Lloyds insurance syndicates are so stupid as to insure ships and cargos of oil sold by countries whose policy is to kill Israeli children. 
 
            Then the Prime Minister laughed out loud as he mimicked how his ambassador kept jabbing his finger very undiplomatically towards the Foreign Minister’s chest to make his point as he proceeded to explain the facts of life.   
 
          “We don’t like people who kill our families and we are not going to lift a finger to help those who finance and insure them.  To the contrary, we’re going to do everything we can to hurt our enemies and their friends until they permanently stop—including sinking every goddamn ship we find in Iranian, Iraqi, or Syrian waters no matter whose flag it flies or who insures it.  So let’s talk instead about something useful like expanding trade between our countries or getting some of your banks to set up offices in Israel.” 
 
           Ari began by saying he is much too busy with the war to even think about what might happen after the war is over.  But I don’t believe that; not now I don’t.   
 
           Finally, I leaned toward the Israeli defense minister and said, “Ari, Jack Billaud and the State Department may be blind to the implications of Israel moving so much armor and equipment to Erbil and Kirkuk, but I’m not.  Frankly, I think it’s a good idea.  The idea of establishing buffer states to reduce the size and power of Israel’s traditional enemies has merit, real merit.”  
 
            There was a long moment of awkward silence while the three Israelis looked at each other and then at me and then at each other again. 
 
           Finally, with a deep sigh, the prime minister asked, “How much do you know?” 
 
           “Enough to know that it might be a good idea if Turkey participates and the new states you help establish become autonomous states within a new Turkish Commonwealth.”  
 
           “Turkey?  Would Turkey go along with that?” 
 
    ******  Colonel Dick Evans 
 
           At least one Turkish Special Forces major is to accompany us when we go into Iraq sometime tomorrow or the next day.  We are supposed to meet him this afternoon at the Turkish military headquarters.  That’s when we’ll get a briefing from the Turks about the Kurds.  The name of the man I am to ask for is Brigadier Polat in General Demir’s office.  That’s all General Roberts could tell me except that he expects the Turks to take us to the border sometime tomorrow or the next day.  He also told me not to argue if the Turks want to send more men with us. 
 
           About 1330 we finished lunch at the hotel, crowded into a taxi from the taxi rank in front of the hotel, and motored off to meet our new teammate at the Turkish Headquarters.  I rode in the front seat with the driver and the other three guys squeezed in the back.   
 
           Rank has its privileges no matter how small. 
 
           All of us were dressed in casual civilian clothes.  I would have preferred wearing our uniforms but the stuff the boss says is coming from Israel still hasn’t arrived.  The best I could do was arrange for the hotel’s concierge desk to accept delivery if it comes and put everything in my room.   
 
           Thank goodness the Boss thought to ask the Israelis to get our boots and clothes from our apartments.  Walking into Iraq in new boots or civilian shoes would likely have been more than a little painful. 
 
           “We have an appointment with Brigadier Polat in General Demir’s office.”   
 
           That’s what I said to the Turkish MP in the guard shack after the taxi driver rolled down his window.  The guard shack stood about ten yards in from the entrance to a driveway leading to an imposing building visible through the trees.  The MP immediately said something over his shoulder to a young officer standing behind him.   
 
           We are obviously expected.  That’s a good sign. 
 
           I got out of the front seat of the cab and stood there with the door open as the officer came out of the guard shack door and saluted.   
 
           “Colonel Evans?” he inquired in English.  I returned his salute and nodded.   
 
   
  
 

        I think he is surprised to see we’re in civvies. 
 
           “Yes, I’m Evans and these men are with me.  We have an appointment with Brigadier Polat in General Demir’s office.” 
 
           “Yes sir.  I am Captain Gul.  I am to escort you and your men to General Polat.  Then he turned and gave some kind of order to our taxi driver in Turkish.   
 
           “I told him to follow my jeep,” he explained.  Then I got back into the taxi and the captain walked over to a shiny like-new jeep waiting nearby with its driver sitting stiffly at attention.  
 
           Two minutes later we were at the front door of what was obviously a military headquarters, and quite an impressive one at that.  I paid off the taxi driver despite the captain’s protestations that it was unnecessary.  Then we walked into the building past two immaculate saluting sentries wearing highly polished stainless steel helmets and carrying vicious looking automatic weapons.   
 
           I’ve never seen weapons like those; I wonder what they are and if they’re for show or for real.   
 
           We walked through some kind of metal detector and into a fairly crowded lobby with uniformed people coming and going.  There was a heavily armed three man “quick reaction” team behind a slightly raised podium on one side.  Everyone in the lobby gave us a discrete sideways look except the quick reaction team—they looked at us directly and hard.  Then it was into a large elevator and a brief trip up to a second floor office overlooking the main lobby.   
 
         A tough looking Turkish major in immaculately pressed battle dress and a Turkish brigadier stood up as we were ushered into the room.  The brigadier, at least I think that’s what he is, promptly came forward with his hand out and a smile on his face.  A silent civilian was also sitting in the room.  He never said a word. 
 
           “Colonel Evans, I am General Polat.  Welcome to Istanbul.” 
 
           “Thank you General, I’m pleased to be here with my team.” I say as I waved my hand towards the three men behind me.  “As you may know, two of us are Americans and two are Israelis.”    
 
           I’m pretty sure he knows they are Israelis but I want to be sure there are no misunderstandings. 
 
           “Yes, General Roberts told us they would be with you.  Welcome to you all,” he said with a nod and a smile to the guys.  “And may I present Major Anil Hassan of our Special Operations Regiment.  Major Hassan is fluent in both English and Kurdish.  He has volunteered to accompany you on your mission.” 
 
          We both saluted and I held out my hand which promptly got a firm grip and a strong shake.  “Glad to have you aboard, Major Hassan.  May I introduce Harry, Si, and Solly, all majors.  Si and Solly are Israelis and Harry is an American like me.” 
 
           Then General Polat said he would leave us alone for a few minutes to get acquainted while he made sure the briefing room was ready.  The silent civilian remained seated and never once said a word.  He just listened intently as we talked. 
 
           Anil is a muscular guy who looks to be in his middle to late 30s.  He speaks fluent American English with a slight western drawl—which is not surprising since he graduated from Oklahoma State with a business major and was on the Cowboy’s nationally ranked wrestling team as a middleweight.  
 
           Major Hassan seemed to be forthright.  According to him, he is a Turk in the eyes of the Turks because his father is a retired Turkish colonel; on the other hand, he is a Kurd in the eyes of the Kurds because they are matrilineal like the Jews and he has a Kurdish mother.    
 
           “As a result, unfortunately,” he explained with a sigh, “some Kurds consider me somewhat of a traitor because to them I’m a Kurd who became a Turkish officer like my father and grandfather.”  
 
           We talked about our individual experiences and assignments for about fifteen minutes.  Anil was surprised when he heard me say all four of us had been on the Golan with the Israeli army and Harry and I had been wounded.  Then the brigadier returned and we followed him to a much larger conference room at the end of the hall.  The civilian in the corner never moved except to light a new cigarette.  
 
    ****** 
 
           General Polat led us about three doors down a wide and well lighted  hallway to a conference room with a large table and chairs around the wall.  Our entry was greeted in an almost eerie silence by a number of high ranking Turkish officers, thirty or forty of them and a couple of guys wearing civilian clothes.  When we walked into the room they immediately stopped talking and looked at us intently.  Indeed, there were so many Turkish officers in attendance and more arriving that it quickly became obvious we couldn’t all fit around the big table with the podium at the end.   
 
           General Polat responded immediately.  He snapped something in Turkish, obviously an order for the table to be removed and more chairs to be brought in.  That’s when the fun began.  A hastily assembled group of enlisted men tried to carry the table out of the room.  But it was too large to fit through the door.  Finally, an increasingly pissed General Polat had them shove it up against the back wall and bring in more chairs. 
 
           Our briefing began with everyone sitting in sort of a semicircle facing a podium in front of a dusty window with dark blue curtains.  Most of the Turkish officers were arrayed around and behind General Polat and another officer who seems to be quite senior and was never introduced.  Just about everyone except me and my team settled into a chair and lit a cigarette.  The five of us sat in a little group of chairs sort of facing the Turks with an interpreter standing behind us.  I winced when I bent to sit down and did so very gingerly.  I’m pretty sure Anil noticed when I did.   
 
           The atmosphere seems more than a little tense.  I wonder why? 
 
           General Polat began by saying the Turkish Army has been asked to provide assistance to a joint American-Israeli team attempting to enter the Kurdish region of Iraq despite the dangers occasioned by the war.  He said the Turkish Army was pleased to provide assistance including a Turkish officer, Major Hassan, who will be traveling with the team as a liaison officer.  The general spoke in Turkish with an interpreter standing behind me repeating his words in English.   
 
           Attempt to enter?  Attempt? 
 
           General Polat nodded at me when he finished his introduction.  So I stood up and responded in the rapidly growing cloud of smoke with a short briefing of my own.  A Turkish interpreter repeated my words as I thanked General Polat for his country’s willingness to assist us.  I explained that my team’s assignment is to observe how the current war is affecting conditions over the border regarding the Kurds.  What we are interested in knowing is how the Kurds outside of Turkey see their relationship with each other, with the non-Kurds in the Kurdish territories, and with the governments of Syria, Iraq, and Iran.   
 
           Got to remember to speak slowly and clearly so the interpreter has time to repeat what I’ve said. 
 
            Then I went on to explain that we’d appreciate anything they could tell us about the current relationship between the Kurds and the Iraqi, Iranian, and Syrian governments as well as between the Kurds and the Christians, Druze and Turkomen.  I also said we’d greatly value the input of the Turkish Army as to whether they think we should go into Iraq armed or unarmed.  I also asked them for their opinion as to whether or not we should identify ourselves by wearing our national uniforms or should we all wear Israeli fatigues or civilian clothes?   
 
           Finally I closed my little speech by asking what the Turkish Army thinks my team should carry in—particularly since I can’t carry anything yet because I am still recovering from an injury.  I also said we’d like to know how the Turkish Army thinks we should explain our presence in Iraq to the Kurds.   
 
           These are the same questions I intend to ask the CIA station chief when we meet with him later this afternoon.  Left unsaid is the obvious fact that I’ve got broken ribs that are still damn sore and the two Israelis are older and less physically fit.  Harry and the Turkish major will have to do any heavy lifting that might be required. 
 
    ****** 
 
             What followed was quite interesting, if only because of the behavior of many of the senior Turkish officers who were attending and the lack of content in their comments.  It quickly became apparent everybody in the room was there to listen and ask questions, not to provide information.   
 
           It’s almost as if they think I’m here to brief them on what America and Israel’s intentions will be after the war.  I’m in over my head here. 
 
           The Turkish briefing about the Kurds outside of Turkey was short and not very informative.  It was conducted by one of the few people present who was not in uniform.  We didn’t learn much.   
 
           Basically, according to the briefer, the Kurds in the countries adjacent to Turkey are a minority in each country and in an almost constant state of strife and rebellion in an effort to establish a separate Kurdish state.  The only way for them to accomplish their goal, the briefer suggested, is for the Kurdish regions outside of Turkey to stop being part of the three Shiite-dominated countries where they live and rejoin the Turkish Empire as autonomous provinces.   
 
           Okay.  That’s the official party line and it is certainly one point of view.  Actually it’s pretty close to what the boss says he thinks the Israelis have in mind for after the war.  Have the Turks made a deal with the Israelis? 
 
          The Turkish Army, the briefer explained, will take us to a relatively safe border crossing whenever we wish to go.  After that we will be on our own in extremely dangerous territory.  Not a word was mentioned as to whether we should go armed or the uniforms we should wear. 
 
           “Do you have any questions for us?” inquired the briefer. 
 
           “Yes sir.  Thank you for the briefing.  We appreciate it.  I do have several questions.  First, how do you think we should explain ourselves to the Kurds we meet as we travel to Mosul and Kirkuk?  
 
           That led to a lot of discussion with all sorts of conflicting suggestions.  We were getting nowhere.  So I finally pulled out something I’d written on a piece of hotel stationary and read it out loud to the assembled officers. 
 
           “Major Duffy and I are American officers; these two men are Israeli officers; and this man is a Turkish officer.  I am a lieutenant colonel and the other men are majors.  We are an international liaison team en route to Mosul to observe the Israelis who are bringing tanks, helicopters, APCs, and other arms to the Kurds.” 
 
           It touched off a heated discussion.  Some of the officers, probably half, seem to be upset by the notion that the Israelis were going to provide arms to the Kurds; the other half didn’t like the idea of an autonomous Kurdistan.   
 
           Okay.  I get it.  Everyone wants to go on record as being tough on the Kurds and warning of the dangers in case the deal falls through or we get hurt. 
 
           Finally I sort of waved towards my team.  
 
           “I really wish we could explain our countries’ positions on the arming of the Kurds after the war and their subsequent relationship with Turkey.  But that’s way above our pay grades.  We’re just low level officers working as observers for an American general, General Roberts.  But one thing I can tell you for sure is that General Roberts is a good man and he has an affection and great respect for the soldiers of the Turkish army with whom he served in combat.”   
 
           Then, after a pause for the translator to repeat my words in Turkish, I began asking more questions. 
 
           “But we do have some questions for you about what clothes we should wear; what, if any, weapons we should carry; and how we should explain ourselves to any Kurd or Arab who inquires.” 
 
           There was a lot more discussion, almost two hours of talking, and a lunch break.  During the lunch there was more talking with officers who had obviously been selected to sit with us because they had studied or trained in the states.  Then two Turkish army sedans carried the five of us to the American embassy on Ataturk Boulevard.  Unless the CIA convinces us to the contrary, everyone except Anil will be going across the border wearing Israeli battledress and we’ll all be carrying AK-47s provided by the Turks because those are the weapons the Kurds tend to have.  Anil will wear his Turkish battledress with its very different camouflage pattern and colors.   
 
           At least that’s what we’ll do if the Israeli fatigues arrive from Israel in time. 
 
      
 
                                   Chapter Thirty-two 
 
           Vehicles are not generally allowed through the gates of the embassy unless they have diplomatic plates.  So the Turkish Army sedans stopped in front of the gates, temporarily blocking the entrance.  We got out and the five of us walked over to the kiosk by the gate.  It was manned by a bored looking Marine corporal reading a magazine and a couple of Turkish policemen. The corporal got a little less bored when the policemen jumped to attention and saluted Anil when they saw his uniform.   
 
          “We’re here to see Bill Dorsey, the cultural attaché,” I told the Marine lance corporal as he pushed a sign-in clipboard towards me with an inquiring look and asked for my ID.  He promptly picked up a phone and reported our arrival as we took turns showing our IDs and signing in.   
 
           The Marine listened intently for a couple of seconds, said “Yes sir” a couple of times to whomever he was speaking with, and nodded his head towards the rear door and the embassy entrance as he hung up.  The air smelled like coal smoke as we walked up the sidewalk to the embassy. 
 
           A young American girl met us with a smile in the embassy lobby and led us to the elevator. “Push three,” she told us.  “He’s in room 312.”  We rode up with her and she walked us to the door. 
 
    ******   
 
           Room 312 was easy to find.  Bill Dorsey, the embassy’s assistant cultural attaché, met us in a little reception area.  There is a desk for a secretary but it doesn’t seem to be in use.  “Hi, I’m Bill Dorsey,” he said with a shy smile as he shook hands with everyone.  James Bond he was not.  He was a skinny little guy with white hair and a short white beard.  He couldn’t weigh much over a hundred and twenty pounds.  
 
           “Come on in,” he said as he motioned us into his rather Spartan office and pointed to a coffee pot and some cups on a window sill. “Help yourselves to some coffee while I get some more chairs out of the closet.”   
 
           I don’t know what I expected for a CIA office but this wasn’t it.  All this guy’s got is an office with a battered metal desk with a desktop computer on it, a couple of metal filing cabinets, and three wooden chairs. 
 
           Sixty minutes and a very thorough briefing later we had a much better appreciation of the CIA and the situation on the ground over the border.  According to Bill, the word is out in Iraq’s Kurdish territories about the outcome of the war.  They know the Israelis have defeated Iraq and the Islamic Coalition.  As one might expect, he told us, the Kurds and other minorities are elated; the Arabs are more than a little upset.  
 
          What is not generally known, according to Bill, is that the Iraqis may have figured out what the Israelis intend to do.  Yesterday they reached out to the Kurdish leadership offering them more money, a partial withdrawal of the Iraqi army, and two virtually autonomous Kurdish provinces if they stay loyal to Iraq.   
 
           So much for secrets; I wonder how the Baghdad government found out about what the Israelis intend to do so quickly?  
 
           “Baghdad’s problem with the Kurds is fundamental.  The Iraqis have a history of viciously repressing the Kurds and relocating Arabs into the Kurdish cities to replace them, particularly in Kirkuk and in the oil fields and villages around it.  The Kurds don’t trust the Arabs, and rightly so.  They have good reason to expect any concessions they get from the Sunnis now running Baghdad are likely to be reversed as soon as Iraq rebuilds their army and we send more planes and helicopters so they can start attacking the Kurds again. 
 
           “Your problem is basic—Baghdad has an extensive intelligence operation in the Kurdish territories along with army units President Majid has there to keep the Kurds in line.  He held several of his most trusted battalions out of the fight with Israel because he and his cronies are in constant fear of the Kurds declaring independence.  Now that the war is lost Majid and his Sunni cronies are desperate because they face the very real possibility of being replaced by a government of Shiites, particularly if the Kurdish territories and its oil revenues are also lost.  So you better be damn careful.  There are a lot of Arabs and Iranians where you’re going and they are likely to kill you if they catch you; neither the Shiites nor the Sunnis want anyone to help the Kurds.”  Iranians?  Did he say Iranians? 
 
           We shook Bill’s hand and thanked him profusely as we left his office to get a taxi back to the hotel.  He’d been helpful and certainly given us some things to think about.  As he walked us to the door he added something that convinced us he was indeed the CIA station chief. 
 
           “Oh, a couple of other things, Colonel.  An El Al courier delivered your field gear and weapons to your hotel a couple of hours ago.  And you, Major Hassan, need to call General Polat and let him know Baghdad sent a message this morning to both of the major Kurdish political organizations in Iraq saying it is okay if they accept military equipment from the Israelis and offering them money and more autonomy if they stay loyal to Iraq.  I personally don’t think the Kurds will take the deal or that the Arabs will actually remove what’s left of their troops from Kurdistan if they do—but money talks over there so you never know.”   
 
    ****** 
 
           Anil picked us up at the hotel the next morning and we spent the rest of the day driving to the Iraqi border in a Turkish army van after a brief shopping visit to a local clothing store.  We stopped at the clothing store because Anil thought our Israeli battledress was too foreign looking and might attract attention while we’re on the road.  So we’re going to wear blue jeans and running shoes while we travel. 
 
           And that’s exactly what we did.  The result was a long and rather peaceful and totally boring drive through an increasingly mountainous countryside with two stops to use the filthy toilets at a couple of roadside restaurants.  We stopped at the second restaurant long enough to get a cup of coffee and something to eat.   
 
           The bread was great but I didn’t particularly like whatever was in my chicken sandwich; too many sliced olives or something. 
 
           It was an eight hour drive and we were all traveling in our new ill-fitting “Turkish” blue jeans and shirts.  As you might imagine, we spent most of the time talking about our experiences and mundane things such as who lives in the various villages we are passing.  Only the driver and a Turkish army captain acting as our escort officer were in uniform.  It was both boring to endure the drive and exciting to think about what lies ahead.   
 
           We finally reached the big Turkish army base at Cukurca on the Iraq border as sun was going down and we were all more than ready to get something to eat.  To our surprise, we were greeted as we walked into the officers’ club dining room by General Polat and another Turkish general.  They apparently helicoptered in this morning to smooth our way in the event any smoothing is required.   
 
           Why the hell did we drive instead of flying with them?  Could it be the Turks were still deciding about whether to help us get over the border? 
 
    ****** 
 
           After dark we changed into our Israeli battledress and ate a good meal featuring some of the tastiest lamb and rice pilaf I’ve ever eaten.  Then we piled into the back of an army truck and spent thirty or forty minutes in the dark bumping and grinding over a dirt track to the unmarked border.   
 
           Four tough looking and heavily armed Turkish army special operators were standing in a little group waiting for us as we climbed out of the truck in the bright moonlight.  They are going with us to the border and a little ways into Iraq—just in case, according to Anil, anyone is expecting us.  We jacked rounds into our AK-47s when the Turkish special operators did.   
 
           We’d started out with the idea of going in with the short Galils that came with the Israeli uniforms.  But then we exchanged them for the AK-47s at Anil’s suggestion.  He thought they would attract less attention.  He said he always carries an AK-47 when he’s in Iraq. 
 
           It didn’t take long before we began to realize and appreciate the professionalism of our guides.   
 
           About half an hour after we silently slipped under the barbed wire border fence we reached a little stream.  Without saying a word, they motioned for us to stop and for Harry and Anil to hand over the backpacks carrying our spare rations and gear.  Two of the Turks walked across and disappeared into the darkness.  A few minutes later the other two Turks, the ones with our packs, motioned to us to stay put while they carried them across the stream and into the trees on the other side.   
 
           When they came back one of them whispered something quietly in Anil’s ear.  He pointed at me.  Then they carefully carried each of us across so our boots wouldn’t get wet.   
 
           First Harry and Anil were piggybacked over and then Sid and Solly.  The Turks’ technique changed when they come back for me.  They carefully and gently touch my taped ribs to acknowledge them.  Then they locked their hands for me to sit on while they carried me across with my legs elevated to keep my boots clear of the water.   
 
           I am more than a little impressed and I’m sure Harry is too—only veteran soldiers know the importance of keeping one’s boots dry if you have a long walk ahead of you. 
 
           Brief and wordless handshakes all around and our four guides melted away into the darkness.  It was almost midnight; we were in Indian country and alone under the faint light of the moon.   
 
           We’ve got five hours to make our rendezvous.[image: ] 
 
    ******[image: ]   
 
           We made good time and when the sun came up we could see a dusty and battered civilian pickup truck parked about fifty yards off to the side of the dirt road right where it was supposed to be.  We watched it for more than an hour as cars and trucks periodically traveled the road in both directions trailing clouds of dust.  But something didn’t feel right about the truck just sitting there.  For one thing, there was no driver. 
 
           “What do you think?” I asked Harry as I handed Anil’s binoculars to him.  The three of us were lying side by side under a big scrubby bush.  Sid and Solly were on the ground about three hundred yards behind us in a covering position. 
 
           “I don’t know, Dick.  The truck looks okay from here and so does the traffic coming by.  But where’s the driver?” 
 
           “Something just doesn’t feel right.  Let’s stay here and watch for a while,” Anil said. 
 
           We waited for over two hours.  I was looking back towards Si and Solly when all of sudden Anil and I feel an adrenaline rush and jerk fully alert when Harry suddenly twitched and drew in a shooter’s breath as he sighted along the barrel of his Ak-47.   
 
           Anil and I instinctively raised our weapons as a man stood up from behind a rock about four hundred yards beyond the truck and somewhat to our right.  We watched as he stretched, bent over and picked up a coat and a weapon off the ground, and leisurely walked to the truck and climbed in. 
 
           “Wait here,” Anil says.  “I’m going to show myself and walk in a big circle around to where he came from to make sure he’s alone.  Kill the sonofabitch if anyone starts shooting.  Better yet.  Try to wound him so we can ask him some questions.  Cover me but don’t even think about showing yourselves or coming in until I signal.”   
 
          It seems like ages after Anil wiggled backward and to the left to where he could stand up without drawing attention to our position.  We watched him as he walked in a great circle over to where the man was waiting—after initially jumping in surprise and throwing down his cigarette when he finally saw Anil.  Ten minutes later Anil cautiously approached the truck and talked to the man who climbed out to talk to him.  From a distance it looked to be a friendly conversation since it started with a big hug.  All four of us trotted up to the truck when Anil waved us in with a smile.   
 
           Damn; it’s already getting hot. 
 
           “This here is Rashid, Rashid Goran.  I met him once before.  He was being cautious just as we were.  He says he stayed away from the truck because he was afraid the meeting might be a trap and an Iraqi helicopter would come.  He’d heard the Iraqis lost a lot of their helicopters but he doesn’t believe it.” 
 
           We all shook hands with Rashid and smiled at him; he smiled back.  Hell, can’t complain if a guy is cautious out here.  It wasted a lot of time but it’s a good sign he knows what he’s doing and won’t take any unnecessary risks. 
 
          Goran looks to be a hardscrabble Arab farmer of about forty.  He smiled broadly through his mustache and tobacco stained teeth as we introduced ourselves and shook his hand.  Anil told us Goran is a Kurd who runs a little store in a village near Mosul.   
 
           According to Anil, Goran is a Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) Peshmerga, a member of this region’s Kurdish militia.  Many Kurdish men and women are members in each of the Kurdish regions.  They’re more like the Israelis than the Arabs in that everyone fights, even the women, Anil told us.  Then with a smile he added, "and they argue a lot among themselves too." 
 
           We knew from our briefings that there are two distinct Kurdish provinces in Iraq, and maybe three depending on whom you ask.  There are, as well, several in Turkey, one in Syria, and at least one in Iran.  Each region, according to Anil, has its own Peshmerga force.  Sometimes they cooperate; sometimes they don’t. 
 
           “They’re sort of like your minutemen of America’s colonial era militia and they sometimes don’t get along very well.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Anil rode in the front seat with Rashid and the rest of us rode in back in the open truck bed as we headed down the dirt road trailing a cloud of dust behind us.  We’re mostly okay except when Anil slowed down and the dust caught up with us. 
 
           The mountain range to our left was large and impressive with little white puffy clouds hanging over it.  It runs as far as the eye can see all the way from Lebanon to Iran.  It and the hilly lands that run up to it are the ancestral home of the Kurds—Kurdistan. 
 
           “We are certain to run into road blocks.  So keep your weapons out of sight; but be ready to grab them and bail out in a hurry and run for it if I give the word,” Anil suggested.  “But whatever you do, don’t start shooting unless I do, even if someone is shooting at us.” 
 
           Ten minutes later the road bent around a little hill and we reached our first roadblock.  An old and rather rundown and rusty Russian T-55 tank was parked about fifty yards off the road with a couple of pickup trucks parked next to it.  There was a man on the turret behind the machine gun and a couple of others standing next to the tank.  We could clearly see the belt of shiny brass cartridges hanging off the machine gun.  Two more pickups were parked next to the road with six or seven uniformed men standing around them.  The two men nearest the road in the first pickup waved us down. 
 
           “They’re Kurds; Peshmerga for sure since they’re wearing uniforms and have a tank.  Some of Barzani’s KDP almost certainly since they’re this far north.  They must be KDP like Goran because they’re up here pretty close to Turkey and they’ve got a tank.  We should be okay.”  
 
           At Anil’s request the four of us riding in the back of the truck put our hands up on top of the cab in plain sight as we rolled up to the roadblock and stopped.  The relaxed attitude of the Kurds changed when the first of them saw our unfamiliar battledress and barked a warning.  Both Anil and Goran had their windows down and were talking non-stop with both their heads and their hands poking out of their windows.  They obviously wanted the Kurds to see we were not a threat. 
 
          Almost as soon as the pickup stopped both Goran and Anil stepped out slowly and carefully with their arms up so the Kurds could see they were unarmed.   
 
           “Climb down slowly and leave your weapons in the truck,” Anil ordered us as he stepped out of the pickup with his hands off to his side so they are clearly in view.   
 
           Things relaxed considerably when there was a shout from the man behind the tank’s turret machine gun.  He jumped down and jogged over to us and embraced Anil with big kisses on each cheek.  Then they chattered away with each other with a smiling Anil periodically pointing at us and nodding enthusiastically. 
 
           Ten minutes later and we were on our way down the dirt road with one of the pickups from the roadblock leading the way.  Half a dozen or so of the roadblock Peshmerga were riding in the back of the truck smoking and talking. 
 
    ****** 
 
           We headed south on the dirt road for almost an hour.  It was a hot and dusty hour, particularly when we met a car or truck coming the other way and got a good dusting.  But the road was fairly smooth at our relatively low speed and we hung back more than a mile from the pickup in front of us to avoid its dust—and to be able to turn around and run for it if danger threatened. 
 
           It was a relief to get out of the dust when we finally reached a two lane paved road with a fair amount of traffic going in each direction.  Lots of trucks.  Goran waited to let the pickup with the Peshmerga get about a mile down the road before we bumped on to the asphalt and cut into the flow of traffic to follow it.   
 
           It was seriously warm and sunny but it really wasn’t so bad riding in the back of the pickup because of the breeze.  Goran was staying with the flow of traffic but some of the drivers were really crazy.  Twice in the next hour we were passed by fast moving cars whose constantly honking drivers swerved out to pass us on the right, using the road shoulder, to avoid on-coming vehicles.  On the other hand, armed men in uniforms riding in the bed of a pickup truck didn’t seem to attract any attention at all. 
 
          “Heads up,” shouted Anil as Goran suddenly pulled over and slowed to a stop on the shoulder of the road.   
 
           We all instinctively stood up in the bed of the pickup and shaded our eyes against the sun to look ahead.  Anil immediately opened the passenger door and stood on the running board as he searched the road ahead with his binoculars.  Then he passed them back to me. 
 
           “Looks like a roadblock up ahead.” And then he added ominously, “Stay alert; the KDP-controlled region ends somewhere around here.  This could be a PUK checkpoint.”   
 
           Then Rashid said something and pulled back on the road.   
 
           “Goran says we’re okay.  This is the last KDP checkpoint before the PUK territory begins.  There will almost certainly be a PUK checkpoint just beyond this one.” 
 
      
 
                           Chapter Thirty-three 
 
    ******  The Iraqi Lieutenant Colonel 
 
            I drove the pickup out of the parking lot of the Supreme Headquarters with the captain riding in the bed of the pickup holding the gas can from the Syrian army truck in his lap and his AK-47 tucked in between his legs.  The rest of us were unarmed except for our pistols.   
 
           It’s a good thing this pickup has refrigeration.  It’s hot enough as it is.  I was sweating like a pig. 
 
           Two hours of steady driving and we reached the border and safety.  It was a madhouse with civilian cars and trucks backed up for at least a kilometer.  There were several destroyed tanks and an APC in the field just before we reached it.  The Israelis or their air force must have passed this way. 
 
           I decided to drive on the shoulder of the road to drive around them.  I got about half way down the line but then found the shoulder blocked by a driverless civilian car with Iraqi plates. Suitcases and bedding were tied to the roof.   
 
           “Tell them to move,” I ordered the major sitting next to me in the passenger seat. 
 
            The major dutifully got out and walked up to the car.  I could see him waving his hands and talking to someone in the rear.  He returned with a discouraged look on his face. 
 
           “The driver is gone.  The women say he walked up to the border crossing over an hour ago and took his keys with him.” 
 
          “Everybody out.  We’ll push the damn thing off the shoulder.”  And that’s what we did despite the screams and angry cries of the women and children in the back seat.  I just leaned in through the driver’s side window, popped the gear shift into neutral, and steered as the others pushed.   No problem.  When the guy returns he can drive back up on to the road. 
 
          It wasn’t until I had to stop behind the next car parked on the shoulder about a hundred meters further on that I was finally able to look ahead and understand the problem.  The delay is on this side of the border.  The barrier arm was down across the road and there were a couple of people in uniforms sitting behind a table under the overhanging roof of the little customs office next to the barrier arm.   
 
           A large crowd was gathered in front of the table holding documents and talking to each other.  Everyone in the crowd seemed to be a civilian.  Behind the three sitting men were a number of uniformed men carrying weapons.  They looked like Syrian customs officers or border guards.   
 
           Hmm.  Wonder what the problem is?  Well I’m not going to wait to find out. 
 
           I got out of the pickup and began pushing my way through the crowd towards the table.   
 
           “Here’s one,” someone shouted.  “He’s wearing his uniform.”    
 
           Two officers were sitting at the table as I walked up.  Both were majors with military police arm bands.  One was a Syrian, the other an Iraqi.  About a dozen or so junior officers and enlisted men were standing behind them.  The crowd grew quiet and watched with great interest as I approached the table. 
 
           “Open the barrier and let us through.  I’m on important military business.”  What’s going on here?   
 
           “Your papers,” the Syrian major said holding out his hand.  The older Iraqi major with the mustache took a puff on his cigarette; then he rocked back in his little wooden chair and looked intently at the name on my uniform.   
 
           Good.  He recognizes the name and knows my family is important. 
 
           “What papers.  I don’t have to show you any papers.  Open the damn gate.  I have military business in Baghdad.”  
 
           “I’m sure you do,” the Iraqi major said.  “But please wait here for a moment, Colonel, while I talk to the officers in your pickup.”   
 
           Ten minutes later the major started back and then motioned for me to join him in an open area away from the crowd.  He obviously wanted to talk privately.  As I walked up to him I could see my pickup drive off heading back down the road towards Damascus and the war.  What is he doing?   
 
           “What are you doing?  You can’t do that. … No don’t…  Please…  Ple...”  My god he shot me.  Oh … 
 
    ****** 
 
           “Was he really a deserter, Major?”   
 
           “Oh I shouldn’t think so.  Nothing like that.  Iraqi officers don’t desert.  It’s a probably a family matter.  He was on the list along with his father and uncle.   One of them apparently got on the wrong side of President Majid.”  
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
            The President and the members of the Security Council listened intently as I reported what I’d learned from the Israelis and discussed with the Turks.   
 
           “It’s pretty clear,” I told the President,—“the Israelis intend to permanently weaken the three countries in the Islamic Coalition by helping their border provinces break away and become independent.  And they can do it because the border provinces are populated primarily by Kurds, Druze, and Christians who very much want to break away from their oppressive central governments. 
 
          “In a nutshell,” I explained, “it appears that Israel is going to help the Coalition’s minorities breakaway by arming them to the teeth so they can become independent.   
 
           “And Turkey likes the idea too, at least the Turkish military does—because it will create buffer states between Turkey and the Islamic oriented coalition countries.  There’s even a very real possibility the new states will become part of an expanded Turkish commonwealth.  And that’s important because it would give Turkey and Israel access to the oil fields and the water coming off the mountains in Kurdistan.    
 
           Hell, with oil and buffer states between it and the Islamic countries, Turkey would be a good candidate to join the European Union.  I should have thought of that when I talked to the Turks. 
 
           “That’s really important for Turkey,” I pointed out to the President.  “With oil and buffer states between it and the Islamic Republics Turkey will automatically become a very viable candidate to join the European Union.” 
 
         The Secretary of State and his deputy were appalled—they want the borders of the Middle East left as they are.   
 
           “Why should we care if the borders of Iran, Iraq, and Syria change to encourage peace in that part of the world?” I asked the Secretary of State.  “What is so important about maintaining the borders the British and French imposed on the Middle East after World War One?” 
 
           “It’s a bad precedent, General.  Besides, maintaining stable borders promotes harmony between nations and allows economic development to occur.”  Sounds like a line out a freshman political science text from long ago. 
 
          “You mean like today’s harmony and development, Jack?   You do realize, don’t you, that the Israelis alone have just suffered almost one hundred thousand men killed and wounded in the past week or so as a result of the "harmony" you want to maintain?  
 
            I said it with more than a little sarcasm in my voice.   
 
           Then I got a bit angry. 
 
           “Goddamn it, Jack.  We’ve been through this before.  What’s wrong with the Kurds and the Druze and the Christian Arabs and Israelis having their own governments on their own lands?  
 
           The Secretary just sat there on the couch holding a cup of coffee in his hand and shaking his head.  What an asshole. 
 
           “Jack, it almost sounds as if you want the problems in the Middle East to continue so you can periodically fly around the world holding press conferences and acting important while you spout nonsense that no one takes seriously.” 
 
           “It’s a bad precedent, that’s why,” the Secretary replied irately.  “And what about the Palestinians?  You’re forgetting the Palestinians.”  He said it very smugly. 
 
           “I certainly am not,” I hotly denied.  “They’re going to have a separate state and everyone knows it including the Israelis.  You yourself have repeatedly called for that.  So if having their own state is good for the Palestinians, for God’s sake, why isn’t it also good for the Kurds and the Druze?   
 
           Control yourself, buddy boy, you’re getting angry. 
 
           “Mr. President,” I continued.  “I appeal to you—an alliance between Israel and Turkey to remake the borders of the Middle East is a marriage made in heaven for them and for the minorities who want to break away from the Islamic dictators – and for us and our allies.  It gives Israel the security and recognition she’s been seeking ever since 1948.  We must not interfere and try to stop it from happening.”   
 
           If he agrees with the Secretary of State I’ll have to resign for sure. 
 
           After a long and pregnant pause while he took a sip of water and looked at me intently, and everyone sat forward in their seats, the President nodded in agreement.   
 
           Thank goodness.  I sort of like this job and I’m too damn old to find another. 
 
    ******  Lieutenant Colonel Dick Evans 
 
           It was so hot little heat waves were dancing off the pavement by the time we rolled up to the roadblock.  Goran pulled off the road and parked sufficiently far away from the Peshmerga’s pickup truck so they’d know we weren’t suicide bombers.  There were people in uniforms standing around the pickup talking and a couple of others peering at us from under a big tent with its sides rolled up.  They all watched as we jumped down from the truck and walked over to them without our weapons.  Goran and Anil led the way.  From everyone’s relaxed posture it’s likely we’re among friends.   
 
           I sure hope they invite us into the tent.  It’s hotter than hell standing out here in the sun. 
 
           Cars and trucks were continuing past the checkpoint without slowing down or stopping as we jumped down from the truck bed and walked over to join the Peshmerga.  We left our weapons in the truck under a smelly old blanket.   
 
           About fifty yards to the right of the tent with the rolled up sides was an ancient Soviet T-55 battle tank under a canvas shelter.  Its weapons were pointed up the road in the general direction of a couple of similar tents on the other side and the line of cars and trucks stopped on the road next to them.  The tank looked deserted.   
 
           Okay, I get it.  They are stopping and checking the vehicles entering the KDP’s territory but letting those leaving it drive on past without stopping.  Wonder if they’re looking for something or someone special. 
 
           We followed Goran and Anil towards the tent.  A couple of the guys who had been talking with the men in the Peshmerga pickup came over to join us as we walked towards the tent.   
 
    ****** 
 
           With much gesturing at us and waving of hands Anil and Rashid chattered away with the two men in the tent and the guys who followed us in.  While they were talking the Peshmerga pickup truck that had led us here pulled away in a cloud of dust and bounced back on to the road.  There was no indication of rank on any of the Peshmerga uniforms but the white haired older guy who shook our hands and smiled a lot was obviously the man in charge.  His name was Hozan and he chattered away excitedly faster than Anil could translate. 
 
           “He welcomes you to Kurdistan,” Anil finally translated.  “He asks if it is really true what Kirkuk radio is saying—that the Israelis have defeated the Iraqis and an army of Israelis is coming to bring weapons to the Kurds and help us become independent?” 
 
           “Yes, I think the Israelis have defeated the Iraqi army and are in Iraq to help the Kurds become independent.”   
 
           Well, that’s what General Roberts and that CIA guy told me they thought that’s what the Israelis intend to do.  I sure hope it’s true and I didn’t fuck things up by telling this guy. 
 
           Then there was more animated talking with Anil pointing at Si and Solly.  Hozan looked at them incredulously and then back to Anil.  Anil nodded.   I wish I knew what they are saying. 
 
           “Hozan welcomes you,” Anil finally said.  “He says the Iraqis gassed his village years ago and killed his wife and three little daughters while he was away at work.  He has been a Peshmerga and fighting them ever since.” 
 
           Suddenly it was as if a dam had broken.  Hozan began weeping and embraced Solly.  They both had tears in their eyes and Harry and Si are standing dumbfounded with their mouths open. 
 
           This is crazy.  I feel like crying myself and I’m not even sure why. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Everything settled down after a bit and we accepted warm orange sodas from a freezer chest in the tent.  Then we talked. 
 
           “Hozan says the PUK at the checkpoint up ahead are not friendly to foreigners and will probably hold us until they get a clearance from their headquarters.  I don’t know if it’s true or not.  But he thinks it is.”   
 
            “What does he suggest?” I asked. 
 
            After much discussion I finally decided we’ll take our chances with the PUK.  It is, after all, the Iraqi Arabs who are not going to be happy about us being here, not the Kurds.  So off we went with Hozan, Goran, and Anil in the front and the rest of us standing in the truck bed. 
 
           The PUK checkpoint was similar to the one we’d just left except it had no tank to back up the Peshmerga manning it.   On both sides of the road were a couple of round tables surrounded by folding chairs with big beach umbrellas to keep out the sun.  The men sitting at the tables were making no effort to check the vehicles going in either direction.  A big tent with its sides rolled up was about a hundred yards off the other side of the road. 
 
           The men sitting in the shade of the umbrellas stopped talking and stood up with their weapons in hand as Goran drove up to them and parked on the shoulder of the road about forty yards away their table.  The men on the other side of the road and at the tent also stood up.  We stopped and parked short of the table to show them we did not have the truck rigged with a bomb. 
 
           Goran and Anil opened the truck doors and got out with their hands in plain sight so the Peshmerga can see they are unarmed.  Hozan similarly slid out behind Anil and stood in the open where he could be seen while Goran came around from the driver’s side of the truck and approached the table.  The Peshmerga on the other side of the road drifted over to join the party.  
 
           While they were all talking and gesturing one of the PUK men came around and looked in the bed of the truck.  We just stood there in plain sight obviously unarmed.  Our weapons are out of sight under a ragged and paint-splattered blanket. 
 
           After a bit, Anil waved and shouted.  “Come on over and meet some new friends.” 
 
           We jumped down and walked over to the men standing at the tables.  I don’t know about the others but I’m trying my best to look friendly and not at all threatening.  While we were walking towards the tables Anil shouted something to the Peshmerga standing at the back of the truck which caused him to climb into it.  A few seconds later he held up a couple of the AK-47s we’d hidden under the tarp. 
 
           “I told them about our weapons,” Anil said to me as we walked up to the waiting men.  “I didn’t want them thinking we’re a threat or hiding something.”   
 
           Good thinking.  Anil’s smart. 
 
           Then there was a long conversation in which Anil pointed to me and Harry several times and then to Si and Solly.   After a while the apparent leader of the roadblock and the man in the back of the truck yelled something back and forth to each other.  Whatever was said caused the guy in the truck to put down our weapons and jump out of the back of the pickup without them.  Hot damn. They’re friendlies. 
 
           Five minutes, a lot of handshakes, and one relieved piss later, we were sipping at the bottles of orange soda which have been pressed into our hands as we gathered around one of the tables with a big civilian style road map spread out on it.  According to Anil, the PUK Kurds, like Hozan and his men, knew from both the Kurdish language radio in Turkey and the Kirkuk radio that Iraq and its coalition partners have been defeated.  They’d also heard rumors of an Israeli advance.  Our presence confirmed it in their minds and they became increasingly enthusiastic by the minute. 
 
           “We’re here and the Iraqi border police have a roadblock about ten kilometers down the road,” Anil translated as he pointed to a couple of dots a tall and emaciated looking guy with a stubby white beard had just penciled on to a grubby map.  He’s apparently the leader of this roadblock’s Peshmerga. 
 
           Then the leader of the roadblock said something and he and Anil smiled at each other. 
 
           “They are afraid to come any closer,” Anil translated. 
 
    ****** 
 
           We spent the rest of the day with the roadblock Peshmerga lounging about on camp stools under the big canvas tent.  The tent’s rolled up sides let fresh air in and it was actually quite pleasant.  Tonight we’ll walk around the border police checkpoint and meet Goran and his empty truck on the other side about twenty kilometers down the road.  Hozan will go with us and so will another of the PUK men.    
 
            Every so often a new Kurd came to the tent as they took turns getting out of the sun.  They all seem quite willing to talk so we took advantage of the opportunity and asked a lot of questions.  They had a lot of questions for us too.   
 
           What we learned as we waited for the sun to go down was simple—they all hate Majid and the Sunni government in Baghdad; the Shiites are even worse and will undoubtedly try to get back in power; and there is bad blood between some of the Kurdish factions.  Apparently there have even been mini-civil wars between them.  Can their differences be reconciled?  To a man they say yes—if the leaders of the various factions order it.   
 
           Are these guys representative of all the Kurds?  Damned if I know.  And where is the latrine? 
 
            “Anil, would you please ask him if there is there a latrine around here? … No?”  Oh well.  It won’t be the first time; but I sure wish to hell I’d brought some toilet paper. 
 
      
 
                               Chapter Thirty-four 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
            Tel Aviv is hot and dusty this morning and I’m in the embassy’s guest suite.  At the moment, I’m eating breakfast alone and reading the English-language Jerusalem Post while I wait for the initial draft of the Morning Book.  Breakfast is a basket of croissants with strawberry jam and a pot of tea.  Perfect.  One of my favorite breakfasts.  
 
           According to the Post, the fighting has completely stopped and almost all the Israeli reservists are in the process of being released from active duty except for those in the occupation forces outside the country and certain “other key personnel.”  Already the opposition political parties are complaining about the reservists being brought home too slowly.   
 
           Hmm.  I wonder if the opposition parties know about the plan to dismember the Coalition countries by setting up buffer states and arming the minorities in them to the teeth?  It might be worth knowing; I think I’ll ask Peter to check. 
 
           The Jerusalem Post’s headline and lead story was about the Israeli casualties—more than twenty-six thousand dead and almost one hundred and fifty thousand wounded.  That’s huge for a country with such a small population.  Virtually every family has been touched except the Haredi and the Palestinian Arabs.   
 
           The Post is strongly secular and there is a front page story about how the ten percent or so of Israelis who are Haredi ultra-orthodox “draft dodgers” spent the war.  It scathingly compared them to Europe’s gypsy welfare cheats and included an editorial demanding that they be stripped of their welfare checks and right to vote until they registered for the draft.   
 
           “It is outrageous and unjust,” the editorial proclaimed, “for the monthly pay of a man who fights for Israel to be less than the monthly welfare payment received by a Haredi man who does nothing.”  
 
           Good grief; that is outrageous and unjust. 
 
           What really made the point were side by side pictures on the Post’s front page—four distraught Israeli soldiers grieving over the body of a dead comrade and four Haredi men smiling at each other over a luxurious restaurant meal.  It was a striking presentation of a highly conflicted society. 
 
           I read the Post to kill time while I waited to go to the Prime Minister’s office with Tommy Talbot to meet with a Turkish military delegation led by General Demir.  The Turks will be arriving at the military airport east of Tel Aviv in an hour or so for secret talks with the Israelis.  They’ll meet in a couple of hours and Tommy and I have been invited to attend the initial meeting.  Tommy and I are probably really here because everyone, including me, thinks the United States will end up paying a good part of the bill for whatever they work out.  
 
           Normally Jack Billaud, our Secretary of State and a gaggle of his press aides and hair stylists would be here instead of me.  But for some reason both the Turks and the Israelis contacted the White House and requested Tommy and I head up the US delegation because the initial discussions will be focused on “military and national security issues.”  Works for me and Tommy but it sure pissed off Jack Billaud when he found out he wasn’t invited.  
 
    ****** 
 
           The cars bringing the Turks and me and our little delegation of Americans drove into the building’s courtyard at virtually the same moment—and it was the same five generals I’d met in Ankara.  We greeted each other with effusive handshakes and smiles and began walking together towards the entrance just as the Prime Minister and some of his government ministers came out to greet us.    
 
           The Israelis all had big smiles on their faces as they greeted General Demir and he introduced the officers in his party.  It was obvious that this was not the first time they’d met.   That wasn’t particularly surprising,—according to my briefing papers Israel and Turkey have worked together in the recent past on everything from the purchase of military equipment to joint training exercises. 
 
           As we walked in I asked General Demir if he had heard from any of the officers we’d sent into Iraq.  His answer worried me; he said he was concerned because he had not. 
 
           “Actually, General Roberts, I was about to ask you the same question.  We must hope there is no problem.  The Kurds can be dangerous, you know.”   
 
           Damnation.  After the meeting I’m going to ask Peter to inquire if the CIA and NSA have heard anything. They should have checked in by now. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The Prime Minister’s conference room had a long table with fourteen chairs around it and a sideboard with coffee, tea and pastries.  There were name cards in front of each chair so everyone would know where to sit.  Circling all the way around the table were a couple of rows of folding chairs for staff members.  The chairs were full of our translators and aides and there were more men and women standing behind them.  Everyone in the room is fluent in English but, just in case, we are all here with translators. 
 
           The Prime Minister sat at the head of the table with Ari sitting on his right side and the head of the opposition party on his left.  A couple of Israeli army generals and Israel’s foreign minister were also at the Prime Minister’s end of the table.  The five Turkish generals were at the other end of the table with General Demir sitting at the end facing the Prime Minister.  We four Americans, me and Tommy Talbot and a couple of state department officials, were sitting across from each other in the middle of the table.   
 
           Tommy and I sat side by side with two men Jack Billaud sent from the State Department sitting across from us.  They are here, it seems, to advise Tommy and me in the event we need advice on political and economic matters.  
 
           Both of our “advisors” are typical State Department employees according to Tommy. 
 
           Unlike me, Tommy has been in Washington for years and knew enough to have his staff check them out.   
 
           Joseph “call me Joe” Haring, the one who is assigned to be our “economics expert,” is a portly lawyer who never studied economics; the other, Peter Gruenstein, is a 30ish “international relations expert” on the Secretary’s personal staff.  According to Tommy, Gruenstein’s experience in politics and international relations involved spending two years working as an aide in the Secretary of State’s congressional office and a vacation in Europe.  
 
           I should have checked them out myself and asked for replacements; that’s a mistake I won’t make again. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The Prime Minister got straight to business by passing out a map and four or five stapled together typed pages from a stack of paper sitting next to his water glass.  It was entitled A Summary of Israel’s Proposal. 
 
           “Here are our basic thoughts,” The Prime Minister said to introduce them as he motioned for an aide to pass out the four page summary and a map.  
 
           “And ours,” Demir replied as he did likewise with a somewhat similar set of pages and a map from a stack sitting in front of him. 
 
           I began reading and it was all I could do to repress a smile when it quickly became apparent the Turks and Israelis had already seen one another’s initial thoughts.  I knew that was the case when they each quickly scanned the other’s proposal and then waited for me and Tommy and the state department guys to catch up.    
 
           Okay.  It figures.  The Turks and Israelis have already worked out the details between themselves; the meeting is being staged to present the United States with what the Turks and Israelis have already agreed to do.   
 
           All in all, both proposals were similar and look very much like what I expected.  On the face of it there is little of substance to be worked out before the Turks and Israelis talk to the leaders of each of the potential new mini-states to see if they want to participate.   
 
           I assume they’ll want representatives from the US present when they talk but maybe not.   
 
           In essence, both the Turks and the Israelis want buffer states established and they want them in a multi-ethnic and multi-lingual Turkish Commonwealth.   
 
           The Turkish suggestion for the new borders surprised me a little, although it probably shouldn’t have.  The Turks want Turkey to annex a couple of small Turkish-speaking border districts in Syria along the Turkish border and they want the new buffer states to run contiguously all the way from Northern Iran to Southern Lebanon.  And, no surprise, they want five Kurdish mini-states instead of one big Kurdistan.  They are also adamant that the Kurds in Turkey not have a separate state.  There is no mention of Turkey’s Kurds anywhere.  That’s a mistake, a big one. 
 
           What was a surprise is that both the Turkish and Israeli maps show a significantly larger Israel that extends beyond the Golan right up to the outskirts of Damascus.  They also include most of the Israeli settlements on the West Bank and a large portion of the arid and relatively unpopulated Jordan Valley, almost all of it except for a narrow corridor running to Jordan.   
 
           Both plans include a Palestinian state on the west bank centered on Ramallah with a narrow land corridor all the way to Jordan and a Gaza city state that is independent until it can become part of Egypt.  Neither would be part of the Turkish commonwealth.  Of course not; no one wants Arab extremists. 
 
           Basically, as the Turks and Israelis see it, the new “Turkish Commonwealth” would be just that—a grouping of independent states, each of them with a relatively homogenous population and mutual defense treaties with both Turkey and Israel to discourage their larger neighbors from using force to reacquire them.   
 
           Each of the buffer states will control its own economy and politics and military.  They will each use the Turkish lira as their currency, share a borderless common market for any products and services they produce, and be represented diplomatically by Turkey in countries where they have no embassies of their own.   
 
           Israel is to be an “associate member” of the Turkish common market and continue using its own currency and retaining its seat at the United Nations.  Conditional on making a permanent peace with Israel and Israel’s approval, Palestine and Gaza would be offered the opportunity to become associate members of the common market with their own separate currencies and United Nations memberships.   
 
           That’s smart.  They’re not likely to combine against Israel in the future because the leaders of one or the other would have to give up a role on the world stage. 
 
           Importantly, very importantly I think, Israel and all the members of the commonwealth will be tied together by a major transportation corridor with a four lane interstate highway, power lines, oil, gas, and water pipelines, and a double tracked rail line.  It would run from the new Kurdish state in northern Iran through Turkey and the new mini-states all the way to the Israeli ports of Haifa and Elat. 
 
           The Turkish and Israeli militaries would be responsible for defending the new states with Turkey and Israel each having a one hundred and ninety-nine year first right of refusal to buy one third of each state’s production of gas and oil and other natural resources such as water.  They would do so at market prices with international arbitration under the auspices of the UN if there is a price dispute.   
 
           Of course.  Israel is going to tap the Euphrates where it enters Syria.  It could work.  We brought water a lot further than that to green up Arizona and California. 
 
           “It sounds like a good start, a very good start” I said, after the initial presentations are completed—and then I raised some questions. 
 
           “What kind of buffer state, if any, will exist to link the isolated area of Kurds in northernmost Iran to the rest of the commonwealth states?  And what kind of Arab state, if any, will exist in the coastal region of today’s Syria where Islamic Arabs are the majority population in the flatlands separating two Kurdish regions?  Do you really need separate states in those two areas or will a right of way through Syria for the transportation corridor be sufficient?”   
 
           The discussion which follows was very much what Tommy and I had expected.  Both Turkey and Israel were adamant; they want contiguous mini-states and they want them in the commonwealth even if they don’t have predominantly Kurdish or Christian populations.  They’ll be Druze and Alawite states. 
 
           Okay—they want buffers all the way and the commonwealth to be as big as possible—so Iran, Iraq, and Syria are as small as possible.  Works for me. 
 
           Both General Polat and the Prime Minister were adamant about reducing Syria’s size and influence with both a Kurdish state separating Syria from Turkey and an Alawite state that cuts Syria off from the Mediterranean; and they similarly want to reduce Iran’s size and prevent it from bordering Turkey by establishing a new Azerbaijani speaking state between the two new Kurdish states to be established in what is now Iran.   
 
           Okay.  We know what our allies want and we can live with it.  But will the Kurds and the other minorities accept their proposal?  And how will Lebanon, which never officially joined the coalition even though Hezbollah effectively brought it in, react to losing the Bekka Valley to new Christian and Kurdish states and the non-Christian lands east of the Litani River to Israel? 
 
           And most important, and not mentioned at all, is what will happen to the Sunni and Shiite Arabs who don’t want to live as minorities in the new mini-states? No one wants more Muslim refugees.   
 
          “Gentlemen,” I observed as Tommy Talbot nodded his agreement, “from my personal perspective your basic plan makes good sense although, as the old saying goes, the devil is in the details.  But what are you going to do if the leaders of one or more of your new mini-states decides they want to stay with their current country or want to be independent without being in a Turkish Commonwealth?”   
 
           General Demir smiled, and then so did I and everyone else, when he said, “We’ll make them an offer they can’t refuse.”  Everyone’s smiling because we’ve all seen the movie.  I don’t know about the others, but there is no doubt in my mind—he really means it.  
 
           The kid from the State Department sitting across from Tommy opened his mouth and started to say something.  I leaned towards him with my index finger up in the air and glared at him with a great deal of hostility.  So did Tommy.  
 
           Keep your goddamned mouth shut.  
 
    ******   
 
           Tommy and I flew home together to report to the President as soon as the meeting ended.  Tommy nodded in agreement as I summed up the meeting for the President and the Secretary of State in the oval office. 
 
           “Mr. President, what the Israelis and Turks intend to do is breathtaking.  It’s brilliant.  They’re redrawing the map of the Middle East to bring peace to the Middle East by dramatically weakening their enemies both militarily and financially.” 
 
           “The Turkish-Israeli plan effectively cuts Iraq and Iran off from Turkey and Syria off from Lebanon and the coast.  That alone will dramatically reduce the chance of future wars.  And the Turkish Commonwealth and the transportation and communications corridor running through it will have a massive and totally positive impact on the prosperity of the entire region.”   
 
           The Secretary of State, however, who apparently already knew about the details from his two “advisors,” was beside himself.    
 
           “This is not right.  It gives Israel conquered lands.”   
 
           “Well Jack,” Tommy Talbot replied, “that’s not at all how they see it.  What they are doing is returning conquered lands to the control of their rightful owners—the people who live there and want to be free from faraway despots telling them what to do.”   
 
           Exactly so; I couldn’t have said it any better, except that after faraway despots I would have added "and meddling politicians like you who also live far away." 
 
           Billaud was not convinced.  He announced his intention to go to Istanbul and Tel Aviv to try to talk the Turks and Israelis out of it “because it sets such a bad example.” 
 
           “Bad example for whom?” I inquired.  
 
      
 
                                 Chapter Thirty-five 
 
    ******  Israeli Minister Chaim Naumenko 
 
           Israel was still mourning our dead as we filed into a cabinet meeting to consider the American Secretary of State’s request that we not annex and fence off some of the unoccupied desert in the Jordan Valley and the land between the Golan and Damascus.   I’m in no mood to agree with the meddling American; my brother’s body still hasn’t been found and no one saw his plane go down.   
 
           The resulting discussion was heated, but not in the direction the Secretary Billaud would appreciate.  To the contrary, we’re coming to the conclusion that setting up buffer states and taking over a few acres of Syrian land is not enough, not nearly enough, to compensate us for our losses and permanently end the question of Israel’s borders.   
 
           “How far do you think we should go in terms of establishing the permanent border?”  That’s the question the Army Chief of Staff asked the Prime Minister.  For a change, the old man gave an answer I liked. 
 
            “In the north.  Right up to the edge of Damascus.” 
 
           Then he gave a bitter smile and added something that had me nodding in enthusiastic agreement.  
 
           “The population up there is quite small and most of the people ran to Damascus when the fighting started.  Let them stay there.  It will remind the Syrians the folly of fucking with us.”  
 
           “Why just demilitarize it?”  Someone else asked with anger in his voice.  “We should annex it permanently and forever.” 
 
           I can’t contain myself so I broke into the conversation.   
 
           “I’m in total agreement with what the Prime Minister said.  Countries who attack their neighbors in an effort to take their lands traditionally lose their own lands if their neighbors fight back and win.  Just ask the Germans—they’ve been starting wars and losing territory for centuries.  We should annex it all.”   
 
           “Yes, by God,” said Ari.  “We should call it ’partial compensation’ and keep it forever.” 
 
           “Even better,” said Ravi Moran who was sitting next to me, “let’s call it the Billaud Solution and settle matters once and for all by letting the Arabs have their own state where they are concentrated in Ramallah and Jericho and annex everything else.  Now’s the perfect time to do it.  It would give us everything on this side of the river except Ramallah and Jericho and a narrow corridor connecting them to Jordan.” 
 
         And after a lot of discussion that was exactly what we decided to do; the vote was unanimous.  And at the next cabinet meeting I’m going to propose everyone including every Arab and Haredi man and women be required to either begin the same three years of service we do or spend it in prison.  Hopefully, most of the Arabs will emigrate rather than let their women serve; maybe we can get Jordan or the Saudis to set up a new city for them on the other side of the Jordan. 
 
          “I’m going to really enjoy talking to that asshole Billaud the next time he calls,” was the Prime Minister’s only comment after the vote.  "I hope he has a heart attack when he learns we’re going to expand our borders and give him credit for the idea." 
 
    ******  Lieutenant Colonel Dick Evans 
 
           We picked up our weapons in the twilight and smiled farewell to the Kurds as we shook their hands and profusely thanked them for their hospitality.  Hozan and one of the Kurds from the PUK roadblock led the way as we moved north into the hills.  
 
           Anil was temporarily in the lead and we were spread out and walking single file in the warm darkness along a dirt track when we came out of trees.  I was walking right behind Anil.  It was about twenty minutes before dawn and the very first early light of the new day was just beginning as we walked right into the middle of a group of dozens of armed men, perhaps as many as a hundred.    
 
           Most of the men we stumbled upon were sprawled out on the ground sleeping quietly around a dozen or more pickup trucks and armored personnel carriers parked on both sides of the track we’d been walking.   But not all of them. 
 
           Anil saw them first and began backing up.  Too late—an alert guard raised his weapon and shouted a warning; we raised our hands. 
 
           “Probably Iraqi Army,” Anil hissed over his shoulder to me.  “Don’t do anything stupid.”   
 
           Then he said something in Arabic to the rapidly gathering crowd and gestured over his shoulder at us. 
 
           “I just told them we are a group of United Nations observers on a reconnaissance patrol trying to find out what the hell is going on in Iraq and who is in charge.”  That’s the lie we decided to tell if we got caught. 
 
           There was a lot of shouting and all around us men were pulling on their boots and pointing weapons at us.  We just stood there in the middle of a rapidly gathering crowd with our hands up. 
 
           A few moments later a disheveled man, apparently an officer who had been sleeping, rushed up with a pistol in his hand and began shouting.  Anil answered by pointing over his shoulder at me and the men behind me.  “United Nations,” he said. "United Nations." 
 
           Anil’s answer seemed to astound the man.   
 
           “United Nations?” he said twice with a lot of additional words in what sounded like Arabic.  He clearly doesn’t believe us.  “United Nations?” 
 
           Anil several times nodded and answered with what was obviously an emphatic "yes" until the man finally finished.  Then Anil turned to me and said “he doesn’t believe us and wants to know who we are.” 
 
           “Tell him there has been a war between Iraq and Israel and that President Majid has asked the United Nations to investigate what has happened in Iraq and order the Israelis to leave.”   
 
           Maybe we can buy ourselves some time and decent treatment if we stick to that story.  It’s what we decided to claim if the Iraqis caught us—which they sure as hell have. 
 
           Then I looked back and my spirits rose a little.  Hozan and Solly were not with us.  Neither is the non-descript Kurd who had accompanied Hozan.  They’d been bringing up the rear of our little troop and must have faded back into the darkness when they heard us being challenged. 
 
    ****** 
 
          “Everyone’s a UN observer so stay loose,” I said as the four of us were disarmed and hustled into the back of an Iraqi army truck.  Half a dozen Iraqi soldiers climbed in the back with us. 
 
           “They’re not regular army,” Anil observed as the truck lurched forward and started bouncing down the dirt track. “They must be border guards.” 
 
           It was a jarring trip but at least our hands weren’t tied so we could brace ourselves.  After about forty minutes of bouncing along on rutted dirt roads, right after sunrise at about five o’clock, we bounced our way into a small village.   In response to various shouted orders and gestures from our guards and the officer who had been following the truck in an old Russian jeep, the five of us and our eight guards jumped down from the back of the truck in front of a dirty two story concrete building covered with graffiti.  
 
          The building was at one end of a little village square and faced a row of shop fronts across the square.  There was a faded sign in Arabic over the door and the windows were covered by rusty iron bars.  The street in front of the building was paved and the store fronts across from it had their metal security awnings down and their doors shut.  The merchants probably live above their stores.   
 
           No one was about except for a couple of veiled women who deliberately didn’t look at us as they hurried past the deserted shops on the other side of the street. 
 
           We couldn’t see much but somehow we instinctively knew it was a small village with maybe a hundred houses scattered around the cement building and the row of storefronts.  Four or five isolated farmhouses were visible beyond the village to the east where the sun was rising.  
 
    ****** 
 
           We arrived at a concrete building with the wooden shutters and graffiti on its walls.  It was obviously some sort of headquarters for the border guard.  There was an old-fashioned wooden desk in the room we entered with a couple of sleepy border guards sitting at it and a big picture of President Majid on the wall behind it.  The two guards in the room we entered had almost certainly been sleeping with their heads on the desk until our noisy arrival woke them up. 
 
           A portly Iraqi officer with a big mustache bustled in through a door behind the desk as we entered.  He wore the insignia of a captain and he was still tucking in his shirt when he barked something to the officer who had been riding in the pickup truck behind us.  There was quite an exchange and then the mustache said something in a threatening tone to Anil who responded in an irate tone and gestured to us. 
 
           “He doesn’t believe we are UN because we don’t have blue berets.” 
 
           “Tell him that our unit was quickly thrown together and we’ve been traveling all night because President Majid told the UN he wanted us here as soon as possible.” 
 
           After a few minutes of chatter Anil turned to me and explained.  “Now he says we are spies and will be shot.” 
 
           “Tell him that is foolish because spies don’t wear uniforms and don’t walk all night to get around Kurdish roadblocks in order to reach the Iraqi army and see if there are Israelis in Iraq.”   
 
           Then I pointed at the picture of Iraq’s president on the wall and Anil translated as I said rather menacingly, “We’ve had a tiring trip at President Majid’s request and we’re hungry.  He isn’t going to be happy unless we are immediately given something to eat and treated with the courtesy appropriate for invited guests.”  Well hell we have to try. 
 
    ******  Major Anil Hassan 
 
           A few minutes later the two Americans and Simon and I are sitting in some kind of mess hall drinking tea and eating bread and olives with a number of armed guards in attendance.  The border guard captain with the big mustache was missing.  He’d obviously gone off to call his headquarters for instructions.   
 
           Captain mustache came back about an hour later with another officer, this one a lieutenant colonel in the Iraqi Army.  The new guy had the passports the border guards took from us. 
 
           The lieutenant colonel didn’t introduce himself.   
 
           “I’ve have your papers,” he said in Arabic as he repeatedly slapped our passports against his hand as I translated what he was saying into English for the benefit of my three companions.   
 
           “You are American officers?” he asks the two Americans with a question in his voice.  “And you are an Australian,” he asks Si.   We all nod. 
 
           Then he turned to me.  “If you are a Turkish officer, why are you with these men?” 
 
           “Because I am a Turkish officer, a major as you can see, and Turkey is a member of the United Nations.  And because I can speak Arabic and English in addition to Turkish.  As you might imagine, Colonel, there aren’t many Turkish officers who can also speak both Arabic and English.  It’s probably why they were willing to send me to the officer’s course when I graduated.”  Actually, that’s true.  Of course it didn’t hurt that my father was a general. 
 
           “So what were you doing hiding in the woods at night?” 
 
           “We weren’t hiding.  We were trying to by-pass a Peshmerga checkpoint – and we obviously succeeded.” 
 
           “Why were you doing that?”  Why were we trying to avoid the PUK?  That’s a good question. 
 
          “Are you fucking crazy?  The Kurds are dangerous.  How do you think they would respond to UN observers entering Iraq at the request of your president?”   
 
          Mentioning Iraq’s president seemed to have an effect.   The colonel looked again at each of us and then again at our passport photos.  Then he left the room without saying another word.      
 
    ******  Lieutenant Colonel Dick Evans 
 
           Four hours later the Iraqi colonel returned with a worried look on his face and a squad of men.  He barked something at Anil who promptly shook his head and snapped back something in disagreement before he translated for us. 
 
           “The colonel says we are here without permission.  Baghdad apparently told him we are spies.” 
 
           Five minutes later, with our hands tied behind our backs, we were led out the door and helped almost courteously into the back of one of the trucks parked in front of the building.  We’re tied up but we’re not being treated roughly.  I wonder why? 
 
           About a dusty hour later it was already getting quite warm when the truck stopped at the outskirts of a little village and we were allowed to jump down.  Then our hands were untied and we were allowed to take a piss.  The Iraqi colonel came to the back of the truck as we started to climb back in and said something to Anil.  Anil seemed surprised and they started arguing back and forth with a lot of hand waving and shouting.   
 
           Some of the troops gathered around and listened.  After a while one of the men listening in the crowd said something to the colonel with a sharp edge to his voice.  The colonel started to answer, but then closed his mouth and nodded in agreement.  There was a lot of tension in the air. 
 
           Anil explained after we climbed back in the truck. 
 
           “Things are not as I thought.  The colonel lied when he said he contacted Bagdad.  The guys that took us away from the border guards are MEKs.  He’s a colonel in the Iraqi army assigned to help train them.  He wants to take us to Baghdad.  The MEKs just said no; they want us to go with them to their camp.” 
 
           “MEKs?  Who are the MEKs?  I never heard of them.” 
 
         “They’re Iranians – what’s left of the left wing students who led the takeover of your Embassy.  They fell out with the Ayatollah and had to flee because they wanted a Marxist state and the Ayatollah wanted an Islamic one.  Many of the MEKs were executed but some of them escaped to Iraq and formed a military force to try to retake Iran by force.  Until the recent peace treaty that formed the Islamic Coalition they’ve always fought on Iraq’s side against the Ayatollah’s army.”   
 
           “What does that have to do with us?” I asked Anil. 
 
           “The end of the war between Iran and Iraq means the MEK are stuck with no place to go.  Going back to Iran means almost certain death for them. They’re probably afraid that part of the deal between the coalition countries and the religious leaders to end the war and attack Israel is for them to be returned to Iran.” 
 
           “They don’t know what’s in store for them so it looks like they’re going to hold us as hostages until they find out.  The Iraqi colonel doesn’t like the idea but he agreed to go along with it.  I don’t think he had much choice.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           “Any idea where they are taking us?” I asked as the truck starts moving again.  From out of the back of the truck we can see a long line of pickup trucks following us. 
 
           Before Anil can answer one of the soldiers riding in the back with us shouts some kind of command at me and swung his rifle butt towards my face in a butt stroke that missed by inches.  I don’t speak the language but I sure got the message.  Must be one of the colonel’s Iraqis.  No one said another word. 
 
           About an hour later we passed through a gate and into some kind of military compound with lots of tents and huts in orderly rows.  I could see the guards standing at the guard shack and a red and white striped barrier pole coming down behind us after we went through.  I could also see some women and children.     
 
           “Okay, I heard the Iraqi guards talking and I think I understand what’s happening,” Anil said as we climbed down to stand in the middle of a rapidly gathering group of uniformed men.   The gathering crowd was stony faced but not hostile; more curious than anything else.  There were uniformed women among them carrying weapons. 
 
           “The people who’ve got us are MEKs from across the border in Iran.  This is one of their camps.  The guards in the truck are some of the colonel’s Iraqis.  The guards are worried.  They don’t know whether the colonel will stay with the MEKs as their liaison officer or go back to Bagdad and abandon both the MEKs and them.  They don’t trust him or the MEKs.”  
 
    ****** 
 
           The room where the MEKs stuck us was a flimsy plywood barracks-like cabin with one door, one window, and three canvas folding cots.  A musty and partially open old sleeping bag seemed to airing out on one of the cots.  Harry found an old Economist magazine on the floor under one of the cots and promptly sat down on one of the cots and began reading it.  There was a battered old suitcase with a broken handle against the wall next to the door and a couple of dirty coffee cups on the window sill.  And no damn toilet. 
 
           “I don’t know about you guys but I gotta go.” 
 
           I tried the door a couple of minutes after it closed behind us.  It opened; it doesn’t even have a lock.  The man sitting on the door step smoking a cigarette with some kind of weapon in his lap looked up when he heard the door open.  He appeared to be in his early twenties and a skinny 130 pounds or so.  The thick glasses he was wearing and his protruding hair gave him an almost owlish look.  A highly trained sentry this guy is not. 
 
           “Latrine?  Toilet? 
 
          The owl looks at me and shrugs his shoulders.  Then he rattled off something I couldn’t understand and carefully pinched his cigarette out as he stood up and turned to look at me.  I shrugged and shook my head to indicate I can’t understand him. 
 
          “He asked ’What it is you want?’” Anil explained from behind me.  Then Anil rattled off something to the guard.   The guard looked past me toward Anil and shook his head.  He didn’t understand.  Anil tries again in what is obviously a different language.  And again the guard doesn’t understand. 
 
          Finally the guard carefully placed the remains of his cigarette in his shirt pocket and shouted something to a couple of men talking in the street a couple of huts down.  One of them waved in acknowledgement and said something to the guy with him and he started walking towards one of the other huts.  Our guard reached over and shut the door in my face. 
 
           A couple of minutes later our door opened and a swarthy almost oriental looking young man walked in.  He was unarmed and needed a shave.  He eyed us warily. 
 
           “Hello.  I am Muhammad.  I am English speaker.  What you want?”  He did not offer to shake hands and he didn’t smile.  We’re not among friends 
 
           “We need to use the latrine.  Toilet?” 
 
           “Oh.  Of course.  Wait here.”  Of course I’ll wait; I wouldn’t dream of leaving. 
 
           Five minutes later I was squatting precariously over an open trench.  Muhammad averted his eyes as I shuffled a half step forward and reached for the rusty can full of water. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Muhammad and three older men came to visit us after we finish shuttling to the latrine.  They somehow seem both suspicious and encouraged at the same time.  Muhammad translated but I’m pretty sure at least one of the men, and maybe two, speaks English.  The man who appears to be the leader obviously did not. 
 
           “Why are you here?” 
 
           I gave him our canned answer.   
 
           “We are a multinational UN team trying to find out what is happening in Iraq.” 
 
           “He is a Turk,” the leader said accusingly as he pointed to Anil, “and you are an American.  And none of you have blue helmets.” 
 
           “Of course we don’t have blue helmets.  Only the peacekeepers wear them.  We are observers not peacekeepers.”  It sure sounds plausible.  I wonder if it’s true. 
 
           Then I decided to go on the offensive. 
 
           “Why are you here?   And, more importantly, what do you expect to do now that the war between Coalition and Israel is over and the Israelis have won?” 
 
           “We are waiting to see what happens next.  The Americans who were helping us disappeared as soon as the war started.  They said they were Germans but we knew they were really from your CIA.”  
 
           Then, before I could say anything in reply, he added something ominous. 
 
           “The Iraqi colonel wants you.  He wants you very much.  Why is that?” 
 
           Anil translated as I say “I don’t know.  Maybe the Iraqis don’t want us to find out who really controls this part of Iraq.  What do you think?”  
 
           He never has a chance to answer.  Suddenly there was a lot of shouting and the dull rumbling sound of tanks in the distance.  Men and women carrying weapons began materializing out of nowhere and running past our hut towards the sound.  Women leading and carrying children began appearing going the other way.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Muhammad and the men instantly left us and began walking rapidly in the direction of the camp’s front gate.  That’s where the rumbling sound of arriving armor was the loudest and continued to increase.  We piled out of the hut—and then stood there in the dirt street weaponless and not knowing what to do. 
 
           What the hell is happening? 
 
           “Jesus Dick.  What the hell is going on?”   Harry was obviously just as confused as I was.  Damn, maybe we can get away in all the confusion.  But which way should we run? 
 
          “I don’t know.  But maybe we can get away in all the confusion.” 
 
           After a moment’s hesitation we moved into an open area beyond the huts in an effort to see what’s happening and where we might run.  That’s when a loudspeaker begins broadcasting from outside the camp.  
 
            Anil listened for a second, and then shook his head. 
 
           “Persian.  They’re broadcasting in Persian.” 
 
           About three minutes later we stood in the street and watched as a harried looking Muhammad rushed up to us. 
 
           “Come with me.  You must hurry.  Please hurry.  They want you.”  Who wants us? 
 
           We all looked at each other.  And then everyone shrugged at the same moment and off we went following Muhammad.  He led us straight to the front gate. 
 
           “Kurds,” Anil said.  “They’re Kurds.” 
 
           And so they were.  An entire column of old tanks and APCs, over a dozen of them, was outside the gate belching blue smoke from their engines as we trotted up.  And they were all flying the orange, white, and green flag of the Kurds.  Hey, there’s Solly and Hozan. 
 
           “Look, there’s Solly and Hozan.”  Hot damn. 
 
           A few minutes later and we’d gotten handshakes and hugs from Solly and Hozan and peace had broken out all over the place.  It seems that Hozan and Solly hooked up with Goran at the rendezvous and went straight to the nearest unit of Peshmerga for help.  And here it is.   
 
           At the moment we’re standing in a big group of men just outside the gate watching intently as Anil talked to the men who were obviously the leaders of the MEK and Kurds.  There was a lot of arm waving and gesturing; then Anil came over with the leader of the Kurds and explained. 
 
           “The local Kurds have gotten the word from Erbil that Israel is going to arm them and help them get their own state.  They aren’t so much coming to rescue you and me, Colonel; they’re here to rescue Si because he’s an Israeli.” 
 
           The leader of the Kurds nodded enthusiastically as he listened to what Anil was telling us.  He speaks English. 
 
      
 
                                    Chapter Thirty-six 
 
    ******       Major Harry Duffy 
 
           We left the MEK camp and almost immediately fell in with a long column of cars and pickup trucks flying white flags.  We were in a combination of a convoy, cavalcade, and jubilant wedding party as more and more vehicles and motorcycles and even a big yellow school bus joined us from the villages along the way.  Two hours later we could see what Anil said are the buildings of the Kurdish city of Dahuk on the horizon.   
 
           “This is big,” said Anil who was listening on the pickup’s scratchy AM radio.  “Barzani and Talabani, they’re the leaders of the two big Kurdish factions in Iraq, just announced a major Israeli force with more than a thousand tanks and self-propelled artillery has reached Erbil and is turning their weapons over to the Kurds so they can defend themselves and be free.  They say they have been invited to Istanbul to discuss the establishment of independent Kurdish states in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, and Iran.”   
 
           About ten minutes later an attack helicopter flashed along parallel to the convoy and just out of SAM range.  We’re obviously being eyeballed.   
 
           “That’s one of ours,” shouted Solly excitedly as he pointed.  “That’s one of our Cobras.  See the insignia—it’s one of ours.” 
 
           Almost immediately seven or eight more Israeli assault helicopters arrived.  They look like great angry birds of prey as they began orbiting our column in a great circle, always staying well out of SAM range.  
 
           “Swing off the road,” Dick shouted at Goran as he pointed to a dirt track coming up on our left.   
 
           Goran’s pickup threw up a plume of dust as we headed off the pavement and began moving towards the distant mountains.  As you might imagine, we all had something white in our hands—white tea shirts, old sheets, white pieces of paper, anything we could find—and were waving them for all we’re worth. 
 
         After we get well clear of the column Dick motioned for Goran to stop and we all piled out, still waving our white flags.  Suddenly we saw a little scout helicopter creeping slowly towards us from the north.  Its pilot was obviously taking no chances; it was only about ten feet off the ground.  Two attack helicopters equally low to the ground suddenly appeared well behind the scout to cover it.   
 
           “Si, come with me,” Dick shouted as he started to walk towards the hovering chopper waving a dirty white towel he’d gotten from God only knows where.  “The rest of you guys stay back just in case.”   
 
           I sure hope Solly’s right that these guys are Israelis.  Dick’s gonna be up shit creek if they turn out to be Iraqis.  
 
    ****** 
 
           “Mazel Tov.  Welcome to Kurdistan.”   
 
           That’s how Si greeted the Israeli officer who climbed out of the helicopter and walked over to us through the dust cloud it was throwing up.  Then they chattered away in Hebrew while Si pointed towards our pickup truck and the passing convoy with its beeping horns and enthusiastically waving and cheering men riding on the roofs of the trucks.  They were passing by on the road about two hundred meters away. 
 
           The Israeli made a “wait here” motion with his hand and ducked his head back to lean into the scout helicopter for a second.  A few seconds later the attack helicopters stopped circling and began positioning themselves into protective lines on either side of the column.    
 
           I started to say something when I realized Goran has gotten out of his pickup and was standing next to me staring at the Israeli flag on the helicopter.  He was weeping and Anil has tears in his eyes as he patted him on the back.   
 
           “He never thought he’d live to see the day,” Anil says.  "He’s a Kurd." 
 
           A few seconds later four noisy Israeli F-16s come down the road low and slow and loud—and wiggling their wings.  They were so low I could see the pilot in the second F-16 raise his hand in acknowledgement as he came past us. 
 
           We jumped back into Goran’s pickup and rejoined the parade.  It grew bigger every time we passed another little village and more cars and trucks joined us, including another big yellow school bus with waving and cheering people riding on the roof.  Someone among the Kurds must have called ahead.  This is really exciting. 
 
    ******    Lieutenant Colonel Dick Evans 
 
           An Israeli Blackhawk II came in fast from the East about twenty minutes later.  It landed in a cloud of dust in an open area about a hundred yards away.  We headed over to it as we watched the tail end of our cavalcade recede in the distance with ever more trucks, cars, and motorcycles barreling down the road behind it in an effort to catch up and join the festivities. 
 
           We quickly said goodbye to Goran.  Si got his address and we held a fast whip around to empty our wallets for him.  He refused to take it until Anil absolutely ordered him to accept the money as we gathered around to shake his hand and say goodbye with a hug and a kiss on both cheeks.  It is far from adequate but all we can do at the moment.   
 
           As I climbed into the Huey I caught Harry’s eye and we reached an agreement without a word being spoken—we’ll do more as soon as we can.  In the meantime Goran will drive his truck home and get on with his life.  Hozan and Anil are going to come with us to Mosul.   
 
           We’ve done all we can for Goran at the moment and it certainly isn’t enough—he risked his life to help us and didn’t abandon us and go home when it would have been the easy thing to do.  Helluva guy. 
 
           Our noisy flight to Erbil took less than half an hour.  We landed on the north side of the Erbil airport in an open spot in a long double row of at least twenty Israeli attack helicopters in the midst of a huge mass of trucks and armor.  The airfield itself and the area around it was a beehive of activity.  Just beyond the square box of a building that was obviously the terminal building were at least a dozen F-35s and F-16s at the end of the runway ready to scramble.  Numerous cargo planes were constantly coming and going in the background.    
 
           And that’s not all.  Hundred and perhaps thousands of tanks and vehicles were parked all over the place as far as the eye can see.  As the engine of our helicopter spooled down we could hear others further down the line spooling up.  Men and women in Israeli and Kurdish battledress were everywhere.  It was quite a sight.  
 
           Our pilot must have radioed ahead because a battered civilian Volkswagen bus pulled up near our helicopter even before we settled with a bump onto the dirt and grass in a cloud of dust.   
 
           Boy they better hope it doesn’t rain.  This place will be a quagmire if it does.  I don’t know what makes me think of that as we land, but I did. 
 
           “Harry,” I shouted over the sound of the helicopter’s turbine as I stepped around the door gunner and jump to the ground.  “What do you think will happen around here if it rains?” 
 
           Harry looked at me sort of funny for a second—and then he understood and looked around and nodded.  He started to reply when an Israeli major walked up and saluted. 
 
           “Colonel Evans?”  He inquired. 
 
           “Yes, I’m Evans.  And these men are with me.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           We were taken to what might have once been a little office next to the baggage claim area in the little terminal and asked to wait.  Si and Solly said something in Hebrew to the Israeli major.  He nodded and they promptly went off with him waving their hands as they talked.  The three of us just as promptly laid down on the floor and instantly fell sleep with the door open.  
 
           About an hour later an elderly Israeli colonel arrived accompanied by three grizzled looking men wearing battledress and Kurdish headgear.  We all jerked awake and stood up almost as one.  The Kurds instantly begin questioning Anil and there was quite an animated discussion.   
 
           Whatever they said seems to surprise Anil.  But finally he nodded in agreement and everyone smiled including the Israeli colonel.  The Israeli colonel obviously speaks Kurdish. 
 
           “Chris, I’m going to have to leave you now.  This is Professor Levin from Hebrew University.  He speaks Kurdish and a bunch of other languages.   He’s going to take my place as your interpreter.  Si and Solly will be back shortly and go with you into Iran.  I hope we’ll have a chance to meet again, I really do.”   
 
           Anil sure has a funny look on his face. Something’s happened. 
 
           “What’s up, Anil?  Are you okay?”  Even I can hear the concern in my voice. 
 
           “Actually, I think so.  About half of the equipment here is being readied for an Israeli push on through Kurdistan and into Iran that will start in a couple of hours.  The rest of it will be turned over to the Kurds here in Iraq as soon as they can be trained up to use it in case Baghdad tries to recapture Kurdistan — and it’s hard to believe but it seems I’ve been seconded to the Kurds as a brigadier to command the Kurdish brigade that will be equipped with some of this armor and based in Kirkuk.”   
 
           “My God, Anil.  I mean General.  That’s wonderful.  I don’t know whether to hug you or salute you.”  So we all did both. 
 
      
 
                                      Chapter Thirty-seven  
 
             General Roberts was in Washington and came on the line instantly when my call finally got through a little before midnight here in Kurdistan. 
 
           “Dick?  Is that you?  Are you and your men okay?” 
 
            “Thank you General.  It’s me and we’re all okay.  It was hairy for a few moments but everything’s okay now.  We’re all in good shape and the Kurds are friendly, really friendly.” 
 
           “No, it wasn’t the Kurds, General.  The people who grabbed us were Iranian exiles opposed to the Ayatollah.  They’re in Iraq because they were fighting for Saddam years ago and got stuck here.  It was their Iraqi liaison officer who detained us.  He wanted to take us to Baghdad but the Iranian MEKs wouldn’t let him.  He deserted them and fled to Baghdad right after that.”  
 
           “Yes sir, they’re called the MEK.  I’m not exactly sure what it means, but there are at least a couple thousand of them including women and children and they don’t know what to do.  Apparently the CIA abandoned them a few days ago when the coalition invaded Israel.  And now their Iraqi advisors are gone too.” 
 
          “Yes sir.  They think it was the CIA paying them and arming them to fight the Iranians and gather intelligence.  At least that’s what they believe.  So do the Kurds.  And sir, everyone, both the MEKs and the Kurds think the MEK will be killed by the Ayatollah if they are forced to go home.” 
 
           Then I told him about the Israelis continuing on into Iran with the Kurds. 
 
           “Yes sir, I understand.  I’m sure we can handle it.  We’ll report how they are received as soon as possible. ... Thank you, sir, I’ll tell them. …  We will sir.  Thank you.” 
 
    ******  General Christopher Roberts 
 
            The cat is out of the bag and all hell has broken loose—this morning’s edition of the New York Times reports Israel and Turkey have been meeting in Ankara with the leaders of the Kurds and several other minorities.  The Times says they are there to discuss a significant realignment of the borders of the Middle East as part of a comprehensive peace agreement that the Turks and Israelis intend to impose on the Middle East.  In any event, I’m here in Ankara at the request of the Turks and Israelis and Jack Billaud is on the phone despite it being only six in the morning in Washington. 
 
           “Jack, there’s not much I can tell you.  The Kurdish delegations and the others are here talking to the Israelis and Turks about establishing new states and national boundaries in the Middle East.  
 
           “I don’t care what the Times says, there’s been no talk about a peace agreement.” 
 
           It’s early afternoon in Ankara, and I’m in the secure room at the embassy waiting for the President to arrive at the Security Council briefing room for the regularly scheduled seven o’clock morning meeting.  I was already on the line talking with Peter with the speaker turned off when the President arrived.  The meeting started immediately with Peter giving the world briefing.  Then he turned the meeting over to me.  
 
          “Good morning, Mr. President.  The meeting of the Turkish generals with the Kurds and other minorities to discuss their relationship with Turkey and Israel started in Ankara this morning and seems to be going well.  I suspect that’s because many of the details between each of the proposed new states and Israel and Turkey were worked out before the meeting even began.  As it stands, everyone seems to be on board with the idea of being in a Turkish Commonwealth and participating in a common market which includes the Israelis as an associate member.  
 
          “Yes Mr. President, that’s correct.  The Palestinians are not here and neither are the Lebanese; nor for that matter are any of the Islamic Coalition countries represented.  It’s pretty obvious that the people here at the meeting don’t care what they think and don’t want to have anything to do with them. 
 
           “Yes sir, I’m happy to report things have been proceeding rather smoothly.  There seems to be widespread support for having new borders and new states in the Middle East at the expense of the Coalition countries and Lebanon.”   
 
           Actually, they haven’t been all that smooth; there started to be a serious problem this morning when we reconvened.  The two leaders of the Iraqi Kurds surprised everyone by saying they couldn’t agree to the formation of individual Kurdish states instead of one big Kurdistan.  The Israelis ended that idea in a hurry by saying that they are not prepared to even think about a defense agreement with the a unified Kurdistan unless and until Turkey agrees and each of its component states fully demonstrates its ability to function as a democracy.  The Turks were more than a little grateful for the Israeli support—I saw Demir thanking Ari and the Prime Minister after the meeting. 
 
           Then the President raised a sticky issue—the possible participation of the United States and “our State Department experts” in the negotiations.   
 
           “I don’t know how that would fly, Mr. President.  As you know the Turkish generals are hosting the meeting and I’m only here as an observer.  I’m not sure how the generals will react if the state department tries to get involved. ”  
 
           Actually, I’m pretty sure I do know—neither the Turks nor the Israelis want the Secretary of State anywhere near their negotiations because they are afraid he’ll screw them up and leak things to the press. 
 
           “Yes, sir.  I’ll ask them.”  
 
    ****** 
 
           As I feared he might, the Secretary of State was unwilling to take no for an answer.  I was resting in my hotel room before dinner when General Demir called.  It was a couple of hours after I spoken with the President’s Chief of Staff and informed him the Turks did not think the Secretary’s presence would be helpful.  It’s a good thing he called; I was taking a nap and might have slept through tonight’s dinner. 
 
           “Chris, yes, we’re on first name basis now, the Israeli defense minister just informed me both your ambassador and your Secretary Billaud have been trying to reach him.  My office has also been getting calls and so has Prime Minister Oscirin.  It seems your Secretary Billaud intends to fly into Ankara tomorrow morning.  He wants to meet with the Prime Minister to discuss your country’s participation in our meetings.”   
 
           Good grief!  What an arrogant fool. 
 
           Then General Demir asked me a question in a sympathetic voice. 
 
           “We value your friendship, Chris, and that of the United States.  And so, I’m sure, do the Israelis.  But we cannot tolerate your government interfering in our internal affairs, particularly when delicate negotiations are going on that will affect Turkey’s future.”   
 
           Okay, I get it.  He is gently asking me if I’m being replaced and why. 
 
           I shook my head in disbelief even though he obviously couldn’t see me. 
 
           “Okur, I understand your position.  And I totally agree with it; it is obviously up to Turkey and Israel to determine who should be invited to sit with them when they meet with the delegations from the potential new states.  If it’s okay with you, I will immediately contact the White House and try to find out what Secretary Billaud hopes to accomplish.”  Besides getting his picture in the paper. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Twenty minutes later I was in the embassy calling the White House on a secure line—and shooing out the ambassador who rushed into the room “urgently” needing to talk to me just as I got through to the President’s Chief of Staff.  I didn’t exactly ’shoo’ him out—I pointed to the door and said ’leave’ in a rather unfriendly voice. 
 
           “Hi Sandy, this is Chris Roberts in Ankara.  I’m at the embassy.  The head of the Turkish military just called and told me that Jack Billaud is on his way to Ankara, uninvited and unwelcome, to see the Turkish Prime Minister to quote ’help move the peace negotiations forward.’   
 
           “You got that right.  General Demir and the Turks are not at all happy about it.  He told me in no uncertain terms that he and the Turkish military would bitterly resent any American attempt to interfere in Turkey’s internal affairs.  The Israelis and Kurds, I’m sure, feel the same way.  What’s going on and why and what should I do?” 
 
           The answer surprised me. 
 
           “Damned if I know, Chris.  This is the first I’ve heard about it.  Stay there; I’ll talk to the President as soon as I can and get back to you.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           I was holding a tea bag in my hand and looking in the empty pot marked “hot water” on the sideboard when the ambassador ignored the “in use” light over the door and poked his head in again.  Okay.  It’s your embassy and I’m in a good mood because I just talked to Dorothy and everyone is fine. 
 
           “Oh General, I’m glad I caught you.  The Secretary has been trying to reach you to get a report.  He’s coming to Ankara to meet with the Turkish Prime Minister and assist with the peace negotiations.” 
 
           “What peace negotiations?”  I think I’ll play dumb.  Shouldn’t be hard. 
 
           “You know.  The ones mentioned in this morning’s New York Times.  The ones Turkey is holding with Prime Minister Begin.” 
 
           “Actually, I don’t know of any peace negotiations involving Turkey and the Israeli Prime Minister.  What can you tell me about them?” 
 
           The poor man was dumbstruck.   
 
           “But that is what I was instructed to ask you.” 
 
           “Really?  Who asked you to do that?” 
 
           “The Desk, of course.” 
 
           “You talk to desks?” I ask incredulously as I eye him suspiciously.  This is getting to be fun. 
 
          “You know, General.  The Middle East Desk at State.” 
 
          “Oh.  Yes, of course.  I see.  Someone on the Middle East Desk in the State Department told you the Times said the Turkish Prime Minister is helping Israel’s Prime Minister negotiate a peace agreement with the Islamic Coalition.” 
 
           “Yes.  I mean no.  It was in the New York Times, you see.  This morning’s edition.” 
 
           “Of course.  I bet the Secretary heard some kind of far-fetched rumor about secret peace negotiations being hosted in Turkey and tipped off the Times.  Public’s right to know and that sort of thing.”  
 
           “Oh I don’t think so because...  ” 
 
           Just then my call came through.   
 
           “Well I’ve got to take this call and then I’ve got a meeting to attend.  Please let me know if you find out what the Prime Minister is up to.”  
 
           I said that as I made a sort of shooing motion with my hand to let him know that he had to leave.   
 
           “Chris Roberts.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           The media was out in force the next morning as Secretary Billaud arrived to the very proper reception General Demir arranged for him at the Ankara Airport.  General Demir, with the approval of the Israelis and Kurds, even recessed the negotiating session for a few minutes so we could watch the Secretary’s arrival on television sets in an office near the conference room.   
 
           “In case your Secretary or my Prime Minister says something stupid we need to know about.” 
 
           So here we are standing in a little office off General Demir’s conference room and watching on Turkish TV as a CNN feed coming in from Atlanta covers the Secretary’s arrival.  The Secretary’s trademark enthusiasm and determination to get things accomplished is evident.  He trotted down the steps from his plane and enthusiastically shook hands with the beaming Turkish foreign minister waiting at the bottom and accepted a bouquet of flowers from a smiling little girl.    
 
           The Secretary had a spring in his step as he moved to the hastily erected podium to make a brief speech about Turkey being “a highly valued partner” and the importance of “working together for peace.”  Then he waved to the crowd of reporters and headed off in a convoy of limousines to meet with Turkish Prime Minister Oscirin and hold a press conference.  The media representatives quickly piled into two chartered tour buses to follow him. 
 
           The American press was greatly impressed by the warmth of the Turkish reception.  The moderators sitting in CNN’s Atlanta studios pronounced themselves pleased that the Secretary was being so enthusiastically welcomed.  It was significant they agreed.  They also agreed with each other that his warm welcome suggests the forthcoming negotiations will go well.  Obviously big things are afoot with the Secretary of State once again leading the way.   
 
           The inane discussion between the news moderators stopped when the CNN feed from Atlanta paused for a commercial extolling the secret sauce used by a well-known hamburger chain.  Then the moderators cut away to interview a correspondent on the scene and a panel of “experts” who were asked what kind of peace the Secretary will be able to accomplish and how long it will last.  The experts sagely assured the moderators and their viewers that the success of the negotiations will depend on what the Turks and others agree to do and whether they actually do it.   Where do they find these dorks? 
 
    ****** 
 
           The Secretary was quite disappointed to learn that the Turkish generals neither required his services at this time nor those of the Turkish Prime Minister.  But he rallied when he learned the Times story was wrong and the meeting being held by the Turkish generals and the Israelis had nothing to do with the possibility of peace negotiations between Israel and the coalition countries. 
 
           Two hours later the Secretary and the Turkish Prime Minister beamed at each other as the Secretary once again faced the anxiously waiting press.  He strode to the lectern and announced he will be shuttling off to Baghdad within the hour to see President Majid and help “push forward the prospects for peace.”  Turkey, he announced as the Turkish Prime Minister beamed in agreement, had graciously offered to do whatever it could to help end the current hostilities between Israel and the coalition countries.  Turkey’s willingness to participate in the peace process, the Secretary inferred, was a significant breakthrough. 
 
          That evening General Demir, the Israeli defense minister, and I clicked our glasses together with broad smiles on our faces as we discussed the media’s coverage of the Secretary’s “peace visit.”  
 
           “What an ass,” commented the Israeli.  Ari never was very subtle. 
 
           Then we turned our attention back to the leaders of the new commonwealth’s nations we could see gathering in the background.  They were dining together as a group for the first time and appeared to be excited about meeting each other and thinking about what lies ahead.    
 
           It’s probably the first state dinner most of them have ever attended and the Turks have done it right—with a splendid circular table in the center of the room and a full bar.  At the moment, the leaders of the new states are standing with glasses in their hands around the Israeli and Turkish prime ministers and talking enthusiastically about how they might do things together in the future.   
 
           We, on the other hand, were standing by the bar taking it all in.  General Demir was sipping a glass of wine and Ari and Yossi and I were having a Turkish beer as we watch the politicians try to charm each other.  We were in complete agreement—it’s pretty good beer. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Things went smoothly in this morning’s meetings.  Everyone somehow seemed more comfortable and relaxed than they were yesterday.  Last night’s dinner and social hour probably helped.   
 
           The Turkish-Israeli proposal was pretty much presented to each of the delegations as a take it or leave it deal even before they arrive in Istanbul—and, as you might imagine, they all took it.  Even so, a few of the basic details were still being discussed and hammered out.    
 
           At this point there appears to be agreement on most of the big questions including the borders of each of the new states.  But that’s not all—the borders of Turkey and Israel are also going to expand beyond those in the initial proposals. 
 
           Turkey is going to expand by annexing an immediately adjacent Iraqi district which is primarily populated by Turkomen; Israel is taking the area beyond the Golan up to the edge of Damascus as war reparations and is also annexing most of the land occupied by the Jewish settlements on the West Bank and almost all of the relatively unpopulated land in the Jordan River Valley except for a narrow corridor connecting Jordan to the two Arab enclaves destined to sooner or later become the Republic of Palestine.   
 
           The others don’t know it but, according to the NSA Israel, is thinking ahead; it is going to immediately begin installing protection barriers around its new borders—huge tall concrete walls similar to those it built elsewhere to separate the Israelis from the Arabs. 
 
           One of the two key points in the agreement, at least so far as I can see, is that Turkey and Israel and all the new countries will share a common market for the products and services they produce.  The other key point, of course, is each of the new states will have defense treaties with Turkey and Israel guaranteeing their borders.  In addition, each of the new states will have Turkish and Israeli army contingents of a mutually agreeable size to act as a tripwire in case it is attacked.  Those states who don’t want a tripwire won’t have one. 
 
          The presence of foreign army bases, even small ones, initially presented problems for several of the new states, particularly the Iraqi Kurds.  The problem was overcome when it was agreed the “tripwire” soldiers will bring no dependents with them and any number of soldiers in excess of ten will have to be approved annually in advance by the host country.  
 
            One of the more interesting parts of the current draft of the agreement has to do with the banks of each country in the common market.  Each will be totally free to set up branches in all the other countries so long as the deposits they take in are guaranteed by their parent bank and all the money they raise locally is loaned out only to the local private sector.  
 
           That’s smart.  It will tie them together and help hold down the size of their governments.  The Turks and Israelis don’t know it yet but, according to the CIA, the Iraqi Kurds have already decided to encourage their relatively small banks to open multiple branches in every one of the new countries including Turkey and Israel.   
 
           Something else the Turks and Israelis don’t know, according to the CIA, is yesterday the leaders of the two Iraqi Kurdish factions agreed to work together on another long term project—to establish a parliament in Istanbul for the commonwealth which reflects an important reality—the new commonwealth will have more non-Turks living in it than Turks.   The two Kurdish leaders are taking the long view.  They remembered that Saladin the Kurd had been the leader of the entire Middle East long before the Ottoman Turks came on the scene.  
 
           As it stands, all the new states and Turkey will use the Turkish lira as their currency and each will have its own government, military, passports, and UN membership; Israel will continue on the shekel.   
 
           In the afternoon, with me listening in from the Ankara embassy and Jack Billaud listening in from our Baghdad embassy, I participated in the morning Security Council meeting in Washington.  In my presentation I brought the President up to date on the relatively minor sticking points that had been holding up a final agreement.  Diplomatic representation had been one of them.  The new states wanted to be represented in UN in order to solidify their independent status.  The Turks finally agreed with the specific understanding that the new states will abstain if they cannot vote with Turkey.  That’s going to give Turkey a lot of votes. 
 
           The oil and gas question, I reported, also appears to have been resolved.  Israel and Turkey are to each have a permanent first right of refusal to buy, for either their own use or resale, one third of all the oil and gas that is produced in each of the new countries.  They’ll automatically pay whatever the final third fetches in the market with arbitration if there is a dispute. 
 
           Most significant of all, at least from my perspective, construction is to begin immediately on a major transportation and pipeline corridor to run through the new states all the way from the new Kurdish state in northern Iran to the Israeli ports of Haifa and Eilat.  It will connect to the existing Turkish and Israeli transportation systems and include oil and gas pipelines, a major Interstate toll road, and a double tracked railroad that will hook into the European rail system at Istanbul.  It will also include, at Israel’s sole expense, a massive system of canals and pipes to bring the water now flowing into the Gulf from the Euphrates to Israel and Jordan.  We, of course, will soon be asked to put money into the World Bank to fund both projects. 
 
           Interestingly enough, security barriers and border defenses emerged as one of the last sticking points to the final agreement.  Israel is going to install concrete security walls all along its borders to seal them off from its non-commonwealth neighbors.  It wants the new states to agree to do the same, particularly the Alawite state that will separate Syria from the sea.  The new states like the idea but are concerned about the cost.  Outside funding will be sought—hello United States.   
 
           I explained, based on what Ari told me at dinner last night, why Israel wants the security walls specified in the treaties.  It wants them so it will have political cover when it starts building its own border barriers to totally separate the Palestinians from Israel.  It also wants them built in order to protect the transportation corridor. 
 
           Other unresolved problems are the Iranian MEK in Iraq, the Kurds in Turkey, and the Palestinians on the West Bank who will end up inside Israel.  The other countries don’t know it, and it really doesn’t affect the new commonwealth, but something Ari said last night made me think the Israelis have done some kind of deal with Saudi Arabia to build the Palestinians a new city on the coast near Israel.  He thinks the Saudis are going to call it Arafat City. 
 
           The current proposal for the MEK who fear returning to Iran is for them to get passports from whichever state where they are now residing and live in Turkey if they so desire.  Somewhat similarly, to relieve the pressure on the Turks, each of the new Kurdish states will be a “homeland with a right to residency” for any Kurds who wish to live there just as Israel is a homeland for Jews and the new Christian and Druze states in what is now Lebanon will be for the Christian Arabs and the Druze.   
 
           Yossi and Demir think most of the MEK will end up in Turkey and most of the Kurds in Turkey will decide to stay there.  They’re probably right. 
 
    ****** 
 
           By Wednesday afternoon everyone fell into line and enthusiastically agreed to the new Turkish commonwealth and a common market including Israel.   
 
           Secretary of State Billaud is going to fly in to represent the United States during the photo opportunities presented by the signing ceremony and celebratory banquet.  I am not staying for the signing ceremony.  I’ve got something much more important to attend—a middle school soccer game.  It’s my turn to take my grandson’s team for pizza. 
 
      
 
                                Epilogue 
 
            It’s done.  The Turkish Commonwealth now exists.  There are ten contiguous new countries taking Turkey’s place as the buffer between Europe and the militant and much reduced Islamic states of Syria, Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon.  The Kurds have two mini-states in Iraq, one in Lebanon, and one in northern part of Syria and two in Iran.  There is also a new Christian state and a small Druze state in what once was part of Lebanon and two new Islamic states.  The new Islamic states are an Azerbaijani state in northern Iran between the two Kurdish states; and an Alawite state in Syria on the flatlands between the two Kurdish states in the mountains.   
 
           Each of the new states will be in a common market with a slightly larger Turkey and a substantially larger Israel, and each is in the process of opening embassies in Ankara and Jerusalem; Israel and Turkey are, in turn, in the process of opening embassies in each of the new states.    
 
    ******  Dubai 
 
             Their aides withdrew so the leaders of what are once again the only two significant and powerful nations in the Middle East, other than Turkey of course, could have a few moments of privacy together.  They had just finished signing the latest of their secret treaties pledging their countries to support each other on a number of additional issues including the building of the new city for the Palestinians.  
 
            “You promised you’d do it but at first we didn’t really think it was you.  We thought it must have been that damn fool in Damascus,” chuckled the tall hawk faced man as he reminisced.   
 
           “We kept it pretty quiet and clipped their wings pretty good too, that’s for sure,” said his equally tall and substantially bulkier partner as he looked at him through his thick glasses. 
 
           The Saudi King and the Israeli Prime Minister sipped from their coffee cups and smiled at each other. 
 
                                   —End of the Book - 
 
    ************ 
 
    ************ 
 
    ************ 
 
      
 
              Martin respectfully requests your favorable review on Amazon if you enjoyed this book.  He can be reached at martinarcherv@gmail.com if you have questions or suggestions. 
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                 SOLDIERS AND MARINES 
 
                           by Martin Archer                                                 
 
    Dust and gravel periodically sprayed out from behind the jeep’s tires as it slowly backed up towards the top of the low ridge.  The early morning sun was already bright and hot, and the periodic sound of thunder rising and falling to the north had been coming closer for several days.  
 
           Three men were in the slowly backing jeep as it moved over the abandoned farm land and up towards the ridgeline.  The passenger sat impassively almost as if he were in a trance.  The gunner on the mounted machine gun was crouched down behind it and squinting down the barrel into the sun as he constantly moved it to the left and right.  He was chewing furiously on a mouthful of gum. 
 
           Everyone in the jeep was trying to be as quiet as possible.  But it wasn’t working because of the engine noise and the periodic burst of sound each time the jeep ran over a deep rut or a patch of rocks.  Each of the men was terribly anxious without saying it out loud. 
 
           The sky was partially cloudy and the flat field of the upward sloping rocky farmland was empty of life and crops.  There were great towering white clouds to the north, but at the moment the men were travelling in bright summer morning sunshine.  It was dusty and hot on the rough track across the abandoned farm.   
 
           The mud ruts from a previous rain were baked hard and the men in the jeep didn’t know what they would find when they got to the top of the rise they were slowly approaching.  They were highly visible as they slowly bounced over the uneven ground and seriously worried about it.  Little puffs of dust trailed out behind them.  There would be a lot more dust if they went faster. 
 
           “Careful, goddamn it, careful,” the passenger hisses in an unnecessarily low voice as they slowly approach the summit.  He was twisted around and trying to see over the crouching gunner behind the gun mount.  The driver was slowly backing the jeep upwards towards the top of the rise.  He had a cigarette stuck behind his ear. 
 
           Damn the man in the passenger seat thought to himself as he tried to stand so he could see better, and just when I was about to rotate back home for a new assignment.   He is about six feet tall with close cropped gray hair, about 190 pounds, and, although he never did really think about it, he his daughters would never be called to serve. 
 
           He’d picked up the driver’s carbine ten minutes ago, checked its banana clip to make sure it was full and had a round in the chamber, and clicked its fire selector from single shot to automatic.  The carbine had ridden wedged between him and the driver until they reached the start of the gradually rising farm land a couple of miles back.  Its safety was on.   
 
           Now, holding the wooden stock of the carbine in his right hand like a pistol and trying to keep his balance by holding onto the edge of the lowered windshield with his left hand, he was standing as high as possible in the bouncing and rocking jeep in an effort to see around the gunner and over the top of the ridge.   
 
           The passenger was a fairly tall and chunky man wearing the dress shoes and summer uniform of a garrison officer instead of boots and battledress.  His pants were filthy and ripped, but that’s what he’d been wearing when the war started and he hadn’t taken them off yet.   
 
           There was a colonel’s badge pinned to the summer soft cap he’d grabbed off the bedroom table and jammed on his head when he’d gotten the 3am call about the invasion.   
 
            Brown hair streaked with white poked out from under the colonel’s cap.  It was cropped short and neat when the war started, but it hasn’t been cut or combed for weeks.  He was forty-two years old and desperately in need of a shave and something to eat.  He’d been the commander of a tank battalion in Germany during the big war and knew trouble when he saw it. 
 
           What happened? Why weren’t we ready?  Even bouncing along in the jeep he can’t get the disbelief out of his mind.   Once again the United States and the United Kingdom and their allies have been caught flat footed and ill-equipped.  
 
           The jeep lurched to a stop at his whispered order.  He hoisted himself on the barrel of the carbine and slowly raised himself up as high as possible.   
 
           Damn, still not far enough to see what’s on the other side.   
 
           The colonel wasn’t taking any chances.  He’d quickly learned in Germany that it was really stupid to show yourself on a ridge line until you are damn sure you know what’s on the other side.   
 
           He hadn’t slept for days, his clothes are filthy, and he was totally exhausted.  Being worried and backing slowly up a hill in a jeep brought back fleeting memories of the earlier war.  He almost smiled at the memory.  He was a professional.  
 
           The gunner was mumbling something under his breathe through clenched teeth. He was a short little private who smoked incessantly.  A cigarette hung out of the side of his mouth and every so often he mouthed it into position and puffed furiously.  His name was Antonio Berra, he was from Cleveland, and he desperately needed to take a piss.  The guys all call him “Yogi.” 
 
           “Need another five yards.”  They all want to look over the rise and see what’s on the other side.  And all of them were deathly afraid of what they’ll find. 
 
           The driver carefully shifted his feet on the pedals and backed up a few more feet.  “Careful goddamn it.  Another ten feet.”   
 
           The unnecessary order was spoken in a whisper as the jeep’s lurched and began to creep upward again.  The colonel almost lost his balance as one of the rear wheels came over a big rock and the rear of the jeep jerked as it slid off to the right.  
 
           Once again the passenger slowly raised himself up as high as he could go.  And, after a pause, he let out the deep breath and handed the carbine to the driver as he stepped out of the jeep without taking his eyes off the valley in front of them.  He had been holding his breath without realizing it.  So had everyone else. 
 
           What they were looking down at is hardly a valley at all, just a gradual down slope of gray and rocky farmland until it reaches a dirt road that runs east and west through the middle of the valley below them.  A little beyond the dirt road the uneven farmland began to rise again more steeply towards the top of a ridge line about a half mile or so beyond the road.   
 
           There seemed to be some kind of rocky pile in the middle of the distant ridge, maybe an old ruin, and a short and broken stone fence running all along the ridge about a hundred feet or so below the top.  The stone fence was only a couple of feet high at its highest. 
 
           Men were scrambling over the top of the distant ridge.  The three watchers instantly recognized it for what it is—a panic stricken effort to flee.  They could see the helmets some of the men are wearing and the way they are moving.  They are soldiers for sure. 
 
           There were refugees on the dirt road and some of them stopped for a moment to watch the running soldiers as they pour off the ridge and run towards them, and begin to rush across the road.  Then, almost as if a signal had been given, the refugees began walking faster and faster, all the while looking to their left at the distant stone fence and the men pouring over the ridge line behind it.   
 
           There were hundreds of refugees on the road, maybe thousands, carrying bedding and children and pushing overloaded carts and bicycles.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Within minutes the first of the fleeing men dashed through the line of refugees on the road and started up the slope towards them.  The first man to reach them didn’t have a weapon or helmet and just rushed on past without slowing down or saying a word.  Dusty tear marks ran down his face. 
 
           A few minutes later more and more men began to reach the waiting jeep.   Enlisted men.  Mostly privates but also a sergeant and a couple of corporals.  They came up and over the slope on both sides of the colonel’s jeep.  Not all of them had helmets and weapons.  Many of them had been running carrying their helmets in one hand and their weapons in the other. 
 
           The colonel, those that are close can see he’s a colonel by the insignia on his soft cap, waved the fleeing soldiers to a stop as they came up the rise.  They stopped but no one saluted or even acknowledged he was there.  Then, one after another, the fleeing men begin to collapse to the ground in exhaustion.   
 
           Some of the men leaned over with their hands on their knees while they tried to catch their breaths; but most just down sat or flopped on their backs breathing hard.  One who had obviously wet his pants took off his helmet and laid it across his lap so no one could see.   
 
           The men appear totally exhausted and beaten, and every one of them was staring intently at the distant ridgeline. 
 
           There was little talking and that which did occur was subdued.  The men were scared shitless and more than a little embarrassed by the presence of the colonel, unwilling to even look at him for fear they’ll catch his eye.  They know they did wrong by bugging out even though their lieutenant told them to run. 
 
           In the end only the first man to reach them didn’t stop.  Some of those who’d come over the rise further away from the jeep followed him like sheep for a few steps until they saw the jeep and the rest of the men flopping down.  Then they too stopped and flopped.  They are all more than a little frightened and they look it.  
 
           After a bit, most of the fleeing men began to stand up and, one after another, they unbuttoned their pants and pissed.   
 
           They’re exhausted and frightened.  Wonder what happened?   
 
           One of the men was clearly wounded.  He was holding his arm with a grimace as an ugly little soldier with a battered and bloody uniform, clearly a medic even though he was carrying a carbine, ripped open his sleeve and began putting on a field dressing.   
 
          How did he pass the peacetime physical?  Probably a holdover from War Two when ability counted more than appearance. 
 
           At the tail end of the gaggle of men came a jeep carrying wounded.  It came through an  opening in the distant fence, bumped across the road full of refugees trailing a cloud of dust, and had trouble with the last few feet of farmland as it approached the top of the rise and the colonel’s jeep.  But then with a bit of bucking and spewing gravel and dust behind its wheels the jeep and its wounded passengers made it to the top of the ridge.  
 
           The jeep and its bloody cargo and plume of dust came almost straight at the colonel and might have even hurtled on by if he had not roared out a huge “whoa” and raised his right arm with his hand flat out in the ageless signal to stop.  It stopped.   
 
           Then, as the colonel watched, four more men, and finally a fifth, came over the distant rise, jumped the low rock terrace fence, and ran through the refugees towards the fleeing men.   
 
           Okay, here comes the rear guard.   
 
           The last man fell and rolled over after he jumped the fence.  But he didn’t stay down.  He got up instantly and continued running. 
 
           “Gas,” the driver of the jeep with the wounded screamed as he jumped out of the jeep and ran towards them without turning off the jeep’s engine.   
 
           “We need gas” he shouted as he rushed to the jerry can strapped on the back of the Colonel’s jeep and began trying to unfasten it. 
 
           “It’s empty,” the colonel’s driver said, looking towards the colonel and shrugging.  The jeep driver stood there dumbly for a moment, as if he’d been pole axed.   
 
           Finally, after tapping on the side of the can and putting his hand on the cap as if to unscrew it, he turned away and a few seconds later was back at the wheel of his jeep.  He didn’t say another word but he didn’t need to.  He clearly wants to drive as far as he can and then start running. 
 
           The colonel was already at the arriving jeep.  There are six wounded men crammed into it, five sitting slumped in various positions in the back.  He spotted an officer he recognized, a captain, among the wounded in the back.  His shirt and pants are soaked in blood from a chest wound and maybe another in his stomach.   
 
           “You’ll be okay Dick,” he said.  No you won’t, he thinks, not with those wounds.  But I sure as hell won’t tell you that.   
 
           The captain’s resigned reply was almost dreamy and relaxed.   
 
           “No I won’t.  They got Tom you know.” Who the hell is Tom?  Then the captain coughed and made a visible effort to pull himself together.   
 
           “We only got away because of Roberts.  He held us together.  Got to get him recognized, you know.  Only one.  Good man, Roberts.  Really good … smart…  Got to…”  and then his eyes rolled back and he sagged back against the side of the jeep and his legs began trembling.  After a bit his legs stopped shaking as he bent to one side and began sucking in great gasping breaths of air. 
 
           One of the other wounded nodded toward the captain.  
 
           “Roberts had Doc, he was our other medic before he got hit,…. fill him up with morphine; the rest of us too.”  
 
           “Where’s Roberts?”  Who’s Roberts? 
 
           “I dunno.  Last I saw him, he told everyone who hadn’t already bugged out to head up here.  Said he’d slow’em down.  Last time I seen him he was still shooting gooks.”  
 
           “There were fucking thousands of them.  Lieutenant Gerard’s dead you know.”  Said a glassy eyed corporal crouched in the back of the jeep with a bloody arm that looked like it had gone through a concrete mixer. 
 
           “Thank God,” said one of the wounded under his breath, as the last man off the distant ridge began to scramble up the slope towards them.  He had two carbines slung on his back.  “Here comes Roberts.”   
 
           “Who for chrissake is Roberts?” the colonel wondered to himself.  “I don’t know any Roberts.”   
 
    ****** 
 
           I was running for my life.  Literally.  Every second I expected to feel a bullet punch into my back.  Once I stumbled on a rock just as I jumped over a little stone fence a couple of hundred feet below the top of the ridge—and tumbled right on over in a somersault until my feet get under me again and I could keep going almost without missing a stride.   
 
           This is no way to spend a hot summer morning.  Through the sweat clouding my eyes I could see the men running ahead of me.  Yes, they’re stopping at the top of the rise.  Yes. 
 
           It was almost like I was standing to one side and watching in slow motion as a dusty and sweaty soldier with a ragged uniform and two carbines slung over his shoulder rushed towards the small group of men  waiting about thirty feet away.  But that’s me.   
 
           When I reached them I leaned over with both hands on my knees, gasping in deep rasping breaths.   
 
           This can wear a guy out and no half way about it.  And the tumble I took after I jumped the little stone wall sure as hell didn’t help. 
 
           Okay I can breathe. 
 
           “Sergeant Murphy, get the men dug in on the other side of this rise.  Get control of yourself.  Another deep breath and I announced loudly.  “Good spot.  This’ll work.”   
 
           Probably won’t.  But what the hell, they need to believe something. 
 
           “We’ll cut’em down as they come up the slope,” I told the men.  “Piece of cake.”  Some of the guys were looking at me a little funny.  I didn’t know it but a fragment had sliced the back of my scalp and I was bleeding.  The fall hadn’t helped and it must have looked a lot worse than the scrape it feels like.   
 
           Later I find out that head wounds are often like that—you bleed like a stuck pig but it doesn’t mean much.  Probably happened when I stood up and shot the gook officer.  Didn’t even really feel it until I got over here and saw the men staring at me.  That’s when I felt the wetness on the back of my head and finally realized I must be bleeding.   
 
           I was just feeling my head when a colonel came into focus a few feet away.  Jeez, where did he come from? 
 
           “Sorry sir.  Didn’t see you; thought it was just us up here.”   
 
           “Glad to see you too Lieutenant.  Looks like you’re getting your guys organized pretty good.  I’m glad you’re here.”   
 
           Christ he’s been hit.  Probably not too badly the way he’s functioning.  Good leader though.  The men are getting up to do what he tells them.  
 
           “Sorry sir,” I said between more deep breaths as I continued leaning over with my hands on my knees. “Not an officer.  We only had one left after the Captain got hit.  He started crying and told the men to run while I was down checking out the gook casualties.”   
 
           “Well, you’re an officer now.  You’ve got the company.  I’ll try to get reinforcements and ammo up to you.”   
 
           What luck he got them here.  He’s right; this could be a pretty good position.  Maybe these poor bastards can hold them for a couple of hours while I get the brigade reorganized.  Schultz will have to take over the 2nd battalion.  Wonder what happened to the other companies.    
 
     
 
                    —End of Sample Pages— 
 
    The sample pages are from Martin Archer’s epic Soldiers and Marines.  There are more exciting Martin Archer novels available on Kindle.  Please go to Amazon and search for Martin Archer books.    
 
    Martin respectfully requests your favorable review on Amazon if you enjoyed this book.  He can be reached at martinarcherv@gmail.com. 
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