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			Praise for 
Full Throttle

			“A breathtaking story of those who leap into fire, whether in the shadows or in broad daylight, embodying the camaraderie of the IDF and the resilience of the Jewish spirit. A true testament to the unbreakable courage of Israel’s warriors.”

			—Yossi Cohen, former Head of the Mossad

			“This is the unbelievable story of a team of young men with the skills and capabilities of superheroes. They are the ultimate insurance policy for the people of the State of Israel.”

			—Maj. Gen. Amir Eshel (Ret.), former Commander-in-Chief of the Israeli Air Force

			“Guy offers a powerful and intimate portrayal of the legendary 669 unit. Through his sensitive and deeply personal writing, he takes readers on a compelling journey of service, heroism, and unwavering dedication to saving lives. A truly inspiring read—highly recommended!”

			—Dr. Eyal Hulata, former National Security Advisor

			“Full Throttle is a gripping, unflinching account of courage and sacrifice on the modern battlefield. Unit 669’s story is not only one of extraordinary skill and daring rescue missions, but also of the moral resolve required when lives hang in the balance. As someone who has spent my career studying combat in the most challenging environments, I found this book a powerful reminder of the human dimension of war and of those who run toward danger to save others.”

			—John Spencer, Chair of Urban Warfare Studies at the Modern War Institute at West Point

			“Full Throttle is a pulse-pounding, profoundly human portrait of the Israeli Air Force’s elite rescue force, Unit 669. Told with raw clarity by combat paramedic Guy M., it thrusts you into the split-second decisions at the edge of chaos, illuminating the moral stakes, sacrifice, and unbreakable brotherhood of those who go where others can’t. It offers an intimate, action-packed look inside one of the world’s most distinguished special forces units.”

			—Andrew Fox, Research Fellow 
at the Henry Jackson Society

			“I have lived my entire life in Israel, as the ‘American’ who is Israeli. 
The military is an integral part of my professional and personal life. I’ve read many Israeli war stories in Hebrew, and I’ve always seen them as something deeply Israeli, often difficult to translate across languages and cultures. Then, I read Guy’s personal account of his service in the prestigious 669 unit—in English—and I was blown away.

			It is unmistakably Israeli, yet it bridges cultural gaps and offers a vivid description of both the challenges and the rewards of Israeli military service.

			This is not the usual war story.

			Guy dives into the impact of military service in an intimate, personal way—from the draft notice in high school, through the selection process and training, to regular service (which is never truly ‘regular’) and reserve duty.

			I highly recommend this as a personal story of one Israeli, his friends, and their reality in Israel, both during compulsory service and in the midst of a harsh, challenging war. This book is for teenagers, college students, and their parents.”

			—Col. Miri Eisin (Ret.), former Colonel of the Israel Defense Forces 
and Senior Fellow at the International Institute for Counterterrorism (ICT)
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			This book is dedicated to our friends from Unit 669 who fell in the line of duty, giving their lives in the sacred mission of saving others.

			Their courage, devotion, and sacrifice continue to light our way.

			We will never forget our brothers in arms.
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			Author’s Note

			According to Israel Defense Forces (IDF) regulations and military censorship requirements, the identities of Unit 669 personnel must remain confidential. Due to the sensitive nature of certain operations and events described in this book, some identifying details, as well as elements concerning their timing and circumstances, have been altered or disguised.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Tel Aviv, 2025

			It’s a warm evening on Tel Aviv’s picturesque beachfront. A dull, familiar roar echoes in the distance, like a drumbeat stuttering in rhythm. It grows louder, closer, trembling over the shoreline. “I wonder who’s on that chopper,” Katz says, scanning the skies. “You remember who from the team is on duty this week?”

			The rhythmic thrum of rotor blades announces the arrival of a Black Hawk, still a speck on the southern horizon, but growing larger with each passing second. It’s most likely making its way northward from the Gaza Strip, with wounded on board headed straight to the hospital. It’s almost sunset, and the Mediterranean Sea glistens brilliantly in shades of purple beneath the last light of the day. A gentle evening breeze wafts in offshore.

			“Maybe it’s Cohen,” I offer with a shrug. “Pretty sure he’s on base this week.”

			I press my hands into the warm sand, still hot from the blazing sun.

			“Who would’ve thought we’d be soldiers again in our thirties?” Katz murmurs, sitting cross-legged beside me as a small wave rolls onto the shore, nearly touching our feet. He shakes his head slowly, as if he still can’t quite believe it’s real. Then he leans down, picks up the beer bottle by his knee, takes a long swig, and exhales—not with despair, but with a quiet pride.

			“I never imagined I’d wear the uniform again, let alone take part in so many rescue missions. I’ve stopped counting. It’s just … routine now.” It’s a Friday, the weekend in Israel, and the beach is bursting with life. Paddleballs smack in rhythm, teenagers on vacation blast music from Bluetooth speakers, and the city hums with the buzz of the start of the weekend.

			We’ve just returned from another stretch of reserve duty. At this point, we’ve stopped counting the days we’ve logged since October 7. There’s so many they’ve lost meaning; it almost feels like trying to count your age in hours instead of years.

			We’re both married now, Katz just recently. We live in apartment buildings not far from each other. We’re both almost done with medical school. This was supposed to be the season of choosing a residency placement, and maybe starting families. Instead, we’re right back where we started at the age of nineteen—as rescue soldiers.

			For the past two years, all of that—kids, studies, life plans—has been pushed aside. We’ve reverted to a different, older version of ourselves. The version we thought we left behind years ago, after completing our full service in Unit 669.

			But reality had other plans. As they say, man plans, and God laughs.
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			I started keeping a journal more than a decade ago when we began our basic training, scribbling thoughts between drills and missions. Every time my dad saw me writing, he’d remark: “One day, this diary will become a book.”

			And I’d always reply: “Dad, who do you think would want to read this? I’m just another trainee in the army. Hundreds of thousands have done this before me.”

			And I truly believed that. I thought the diary would become a personal keepsake, a souvenir of my army service. But my dad foresaw something I didn’t.

			Even when the Hebrew edition of the book was first published in 2019, I still didn’t believe anyone would care to read it. And yet, it happened. Not only did the book become a national bestseller, it also somehow found its way into the heart of Israeli culture.

			It became the most-read book at Israel’s officer training academy and, according to the IDF Education and Youth Corps, one of the most popular among soldiers in combat roles, especially during this current war.

			Thousands of teenagers read it before trying out for the special forces. Many have told me that it’s what inspired them to aim for stars—a slot in the training regimen of Unit 669. Instructors say candidates mention it at the end of the grueling tests—bleeding, blistered, exhausted—saying it’s what kept them going.

			Over the years, I’ve received thousands of messages from parents—from the mothers and fathers of active-duty soldiers, who told me that only after reading the book did they finally understand what their sons and daughters are going through.

			I’ll never forget one mother, in particular. Her son went on to become the commander of 669. “I read your book,” she said to me, “and for the first time, I felt like I truly knew my son. I understood his choices. His silences. And the pride he never talked about.”
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			In Israel, 669 is a household name. Everyone knows: When something goes terribly wrong and there’s no one else to call, it’s a job for the guys of 669.

			What the book revealed for many was not the tales of valor, but rather what underlies the unit’s legendary reputation: a small, tight-knit group of young men who are required to make impossible choices under impossible conditions.

			Since October 7, the unit has become more than a legend—it’s become a lifeline that is real, tangible, and urgently needed on a daily basis. The unit rescued hundreds on that horrific “Black Sabbath” alone. Since then, we’ve operated every single day, often under fire and in brutal conditions, to save the lives of thousands of soldiers.

			The sight of a military helicopter skimming low over cities across Israel, bound for the nearest hospital, has become a new national symbol.

			And every Israeli who sees it knows: A soldier’s life is hanging in the balance. And 669 is on board to save them, to bring them back from the brink.
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			In these two years, 669 has operated in every theater of Israel’s multifront war. Our teams have participated in hostage rescues, mass casualty events, special ops, and even during the twelve-day war with Iran.

			In every one of those missions—though you won’t see them mentioned in the headlines—the “Wildcats,” as we’re known in army slang, were there. Sometimes waiting quietly in the dark and sometimes landing deep in enemy territory. But always ready to do whatever it takes to bring our people home.

			This is the unit’s story. This book tells the story of one of the most elite and daring rescue units on earth, told through the eyes of those who answered the call to service.

			Buckle up, and enjoy the ride.

			Guy M.

		

	
		
			The Last Day, Part One: 
All Wildcats, GO!

			I’m sitting on the helicopter floor, unfolding the rescue stretcher and propping it between my legs. I pass the cable over my right shoulder and nod to Ronen, the mechanic clutching the joystick that controls the winch and cable holding me and the stretcher. He nods back, his expression serious. Our Black Hawk is soaring through the sky hundreds of feet in the air, with the pilots upfront searching for the casualty somewhere below.

			Just before Ronen slides open the chopper door, I lean in and shout over the deafening roar of the engines and rotors: “This is it, Ronen! My last day in the army! After five years—my last time on the cable! My last rescue mission!” He grins, then throws the door open. The cable pulls tight, yanking me.

			I can’t believe this day has come. After we get this last casualty to the hospital, I’m going home, going back to being a civilian. Finished.

			I’m looking at my two teammates, rescue soldiers Oren Banda and Ohad Katz. They’re still inside the helicopter while I’ve got my back to the open door and hundreds of feet of nothingness below me. Slowly sitting down and out, I start getting dragged out of the chopper. First, my butt gets lifted up in the air, and then my legs. I stabilize myself at the entrance hatch. I bend my knees a little and look down at the river twisting through a gorge below me.

			Ronen signals for my final go-ahead. I flash a thumbs-up, and the winch begins to unroll, lowering me into the void. The helicopter dips slightly to keep the descent smooth, guiding me toward a jagged rock where squad commander Cohen and Dr. Kim are waiting.

			Suspended in midair, I am buffeted by the winds as the dizzying landscape swirls in my peripheral vision. Winter is almost over, and the Judean Desert stretches out below, its sandy yellow tones patched with green shrubs and wildflowers. It’s always so beautiful on the way down the cable. When your feet touch the ground is when the chaos begins.

			[image: ]

			Thirty minutes earlier…

			“Guy, what are you? A high school kid? Who the hell still does pull-ups and dips anymore?” Cohen mocks me as he bench-presses 220 pounds with ease.

			“Big talk for a guy who’s all bark and no bite,” I shoot back, struggling through another rep on the yellow bar bolted into the wall. “I don’t care how jacked you are—I could take you down one-handed. Now, why don’t you wake up Katz and Banda? Aren’t you their commander?”

			“That’s their problem. Bunch of losers. P-E-W is the A-B-C of the job,” Cohen says, dropping the weights with a loud thud. PEW—slang for “pre-exit workout”—is our traditional last-minute pump to look swole for whoever’s waiting at home. Some guys do it for their girlfriends, some for their pals, and some to impress the girls.

			It’s Thursday at 10 a.m. In just a few hours, my last week of active duty in Unit 669 will be over. After five long years, it ends today.

			As I contemplate how close I am, my Motorola walkie-talkie crackles to life. “All Wildcats, you’re on GO! All Wildcats, GO!”

			The blaring siren cuts through the base, jettisoning everyone into action. A few seconds later, an update comes through on the walkie-talkie: “A man has fallen near Jericho from an unknown height. His condition is unclear. The police have requested a 669 team for an emergency extraction of the casualty.”

			We jump into a waiting car and speed toward our unit’s Black Hawk helipad. Final preparations for takeoff are underway. Today, Cohen is leading our squad, joined by Banda and Katz. Then there’s Dr. Kim, the physician, and me, the paramedic. The five of us squeeze into the helicopter cabin with the chopper’s mechanic. Up front, the pilots fire up the engine.

			Workout over. It’s GO time.
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			I’m sixty-five feet above the ground, swinging like a human pendulum. I stretch my legs to brace for a rocky landing. Don’t screw this up, Guy. Cohen reaches for me as I touch down with practiced precision. I unhook the stretcher and signal Ronen to reel the cable back up. The helicopter pulls away to avoid putting us in the chaotic downwash of the rotors and giving us space to work.

			We climb the uneven mountainside and reach the casualty. He’s lying motionless and clearly concussed after falling thirty feet. There’s blood everywhere; his right leg is mangled. I see bone piercing through the skin. The improvised tourniquet his friend fashioned from some piece of colorful cloth is not working, and the bleeding hasn’t stopped.

			Dr. Kim and I move quickly, stabilizing him and working to rapidly halt the bleeding. Cohen coordinates with the pilots to return and send down the cable.

			Minutes later, the man’s strapped in to the rescue stretcher. “We’ve got to get him to a hospital fast, he’s lost tons of blood,” I tell Cohen, who calls the pilot over the radio to loop back. “Guy, you move on with him, Kim and I will follow you.” I nod and check the condition of the wounded man who, according to the ID card I found in his pocket, is named Simon. “How do you feel?” I ask him gently and tighten the strap on the stretcher.

			Simon is already under the influence of the painkillers we’ve given him to numb him ahead of the complex rescue operation. “OK…” he mumbles. “Is there a chance to save my leg?”

			“There’s a chance. Definitely a chance.”

			There’s no chance in hell. But now is not the time to tell him the truth. We’ll leave that to someone else.

			I hook up to the winch with carabiner at the end of the cable and signal to the mechanic to raise me and the casualty back up to the helicopter. Then I feel that familiar tug at the hips signaling ascent. The way that Cohen and I are acting, you’d think that dangling from a helicopter on a thin cable is as simple as tying your shoelaces, but the casualty might start to panic if he’s not drowsy enough. We’re swirling around at a terrifying speed. The stretcher is balanced at my chest level.

			A few minutes later, we’re dangling nearly sixty feet in the air, approaching the helicopter as it climbs higher and higher. Ronen reels us in steadily. I raise my legs and deliver a strong kick to the right, stopping us from slamming into the chopper’s wheels. Holding Simon firmly, I ensure that he stays clear of danger as I maneuver us into the cabin. Once inside, I call for Banda and Katz to assist with his treatment. A few minutes later, Dr. Kim and Cohen join us, and we work as a team, continuing to stabilize him.

			“It’s a twenty-minute flight to the hospital in Jerusalem,” Cohen announces over our internal radio frequency, which only the members of our squad can hear. The man screams in agony again. “Guy,” Cohen says, “give him some more morphine to shut him up.”

			“Morphine? Have you smelled him? He crapped himself. He needs to be hosed down with a fire hose,” I mutter as I prepare another dose of meds.

			Katz and Banda chuckle. “Cohen, I think I’m gonna faint by the time we reach the hospital,” says Katz. “Can I just stop breathing?”

			“You should have seen what happened down there!” says Cohen. “You’d have died laughing. Some idiot tried to make a tourniquet with a cloth that looked like my grandma’s curtains.”

			Any normal person would probably be offended by our dark humor. After all, we are hovering above someone who is injured, probably suffering the worst moment of their life, and looking up at you like you’re their guardian angel. You’re the tough-guy superhero who swoops down from the sky and saves the day. A real-life Rambo. But you’re not. Not really. You’re not the kind who lives in other people’s stories, not his own.

			In reality, you’re jolted awake by a shrieking siren, eyes still half shut as you strap in, and in no time, find yourself dangling out of a helicopter playing the role of savior. Today’s rescue involves a leg gushing blood, with broken bones from a shattered shin. We’re dealing with a forty-year-old man who just wants the pain to end, a man who’s probably willing to die if it means relief. In other operations, we encounter blood-curdling screams and the stench of charred flesh from bombings targeting our forces on the border. And then, there’s the quiet of a soldier your age whose life has just slipped away, the peaceful expression on his dead face a stark contrast to the chaos around him.

			Sometimes, you find yourself in the middle of a mass casualty event in a humanitarian mission, treating dozens of injured Syrians smuggled into Israel under the cover of darkness. Babies, kids, women—their bodies torn apart by bullets and shrapnel. They don’t speak your language, and all they see is the uniform of what they’ve been taught is an enemy army their entire lives. But you do everything you can to calm them and save their lives.

			Other times, you’re yanked from the dinner table and, minutes later, are rappelling with a teammate more than 650 feet into a quarry to hunt down an armed terrorist on the loose.

			You land at a hospital just before dawn with a soldier critically wounded in a terror attack. His blood is all over you; you’ve been treating him the entire flight. And then, suddenly, it hits you—he’s a childhood friend. You pick up the phone, dial his father, and tell him his son is fighting for his life.

			You’re doing CPR on a soldier who tried to end his life—the very life you’re desperately trying to save. And in his pocket, you find a letter addressed simply to “Mom.”

			Or you’re loading a civilian, the victim of a car crash, into the helicopter. He’s writhing in pain on the stretcher, his screams cutting through the surrounding pandemonium. Then he grabs your hand, pulling you in. You lean down, eyes inches from his bloodied face, and he whispers, “What about my wife?” The question hangs in the air, heavy and unanswerable. You glance toward your friends in the front of the chopper, near the cockpit, desperately working to save her life. You don’t know what to say.

			And somehow, between moments like this, you’re part of your country’s most top secret, sensitive special operations. The bloodstains from the last wounded soldier you couldn’t save still glisten on your boots as you’re flying deep into enemy territory, the darkness of night masking your approach. You try not to think about the anti-aircraft arrays stationed below or what happens if our cover is blown and one locks on.

			We’re just a bunch of guys in our twenties who think we’re grown-ups. We’ve been through a long, grueling road to get here, but no amount of training makes this job easier. No one is naturally equipped to handle traumatic experiences like these: breathing in the awful smells, having your retinas burned by the sight of mangled bodies, staying strong when everyone else around you is falling apart.

			We work like machines and do whatever it takes, risking our lives to reach casualties and treat them. But when the adrenaline subsides, when we’re back in the chopper and sure that the wounded will make it to the hospital, something has to give. The flood of emotions, the gruesome sights, the crushing weight of responsibility—it’s too much to hold in. If you don’t find a way to let it out, to create some distance from the horror, you’ll break. Those images, smells, and sounds will pierce you, haunt you, and leave deep scars on your soul.

			Sarcasm is one of our pressure valves. It helps release some of that pent-up anxiety, creating just enough space to keep going. Because the work never stops. The army doesn’t slow down. Special operations keep rolling forward. Soldiers and civilians keep getting hurt. Complex rescue missions—ones that civilian teams can’t execute—pile up one after another. And with only a handful of Unit 669 operatives on active duty at any given time, there’s never a moment’s rest.

			[image: ]

			“Shut up a second!” Cohen yells. His tone cuts through the noise, and we all fall silent. I switch over to the pilots’ radio frequency.

			“…just got a report about an incident in the south. No details yet. Control—Israeli Air Force HQ—wants us there ASAP. Landing at the hospital in seven minutes.”

			We work quickly, preparing Simon for transfer to the OR. There’s an ambulance already waiting on the helipad. My body tenses. The pilots want us to move fast. They order us to leave the casualty in an ambulance on the helipad. That’s not right. That’s not how we do it. You must always stick with the casualties you extract from the scene to the hospital bed, never leaving their side until you’re sure they’re in safe hands. That’s how I was trained. I tell Cohen that I think we are making a huge mistake. “What if he deteriorates within those few minutes it takes to get from the helipad to the OR? We can’t leave the casualty here. It’s not right!”

			“Guy, that’s an order from Control, stop arguing. There’s no time for that!” my teammate, now my commander, barks in response. “Back to the chopper!”

			I lean down, whisper to Simon, “Good luck, feel better,” and squeeze his shoulder. He mumbles something back—probably “thanks”—but the meds have already made him groggy.

			We run back to the helicopter. Banda slams the door shut as the engines roar.

			The radio sputters: “Still not clear what’s going on. Start moving. We’ll update you as soon as we work it out.”

			“Cohen, you catch the details?” the pilot asks.

			“They didn’t say much, but I’ve got it,” he replies.

			The chopper veers south. The green hills of Jerusalem fade into the dusty, yellow hues of the northern Negev Desert. I fish my phone out of my pocket, bite off the tip of my rubber glove with my teeth, and text Noga:

			Hey babe, in the air. Prob back on base 1 hr. We’ll make the vacation as planned.

			For months, my teammate Eli Barak—or as everyone calls him, “Barak”—and I had been planning a weekend at the Dead Sea to celebrate the end of our service. Noga and Barak’s girlfriend are coming, too. They don’t really have a choice; their boyfriends—Barak and I—spend all day, every day, together. Noga once joked that she feels like there are ten other guys in our relationship. I didn’t deny it.

			An update crackles over the comms: “Initial reports say a group of parents and kids on a hike got caught in a flash flood. Over twenty people are missing.”

			What the hell? My mind races, trying to picture the scene. Terrified parents and kids stranded somewhere. Injured children. I mentally run through rescue procedures for flash floods, already calculating dosages for treating kids in my head.

			“Cohen, did you hear that?”

			“Roger.”

			“You guys better brace for anything,” comes the voice over the radio. “Maybe everyone’s fine. Or maybe you’re about to enter the gates of hell. We’re on our way to a canyon near the Dead Sea called Tzafit.”

			The pilot sounds a bit dramatic. What could possibly surprise me now? What could we encounter that I haven’t already faced in five years of service in the unit?

			But as the 669 old-timers always say: It’s never really over, and even when it’s over, it’s not really over.

			It looks like they were right.
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			“We may seem like superheroes, but we’re not.”: Dangling mid-air, extracting the casualty.
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			“Every second counts!”: Running to the helicopter to extract a wounded soldier.
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			“We do whatever it takes to bring our guys home.”

		

	
		
			How It All Began

			It all started in 2013.

			It was a Friday evening and my family was sitting around the Shabbat table adorned with the white tablecloth in our home in Hoshaya, a small town in northern Israel. Mom was serving her famous chicken soup, and I was in the middle of telling a story from my first week of basic training. I had just enlisted in the IDF nine days earlier.

			“And then, out of nowhere, the platoon commander shows up. We were all staring at him in shock, I felt like my legs froze…”

			“Hold on, Guy, sorry to interrupt,” my dad cuts in, sitting up straight at the head of the table. “Has anyone ever told the story of 669? A movie or a book about the training and service of Unit 669?”

			I paused for a moment. “I don’t think so…” I replied, raising an eyebrow in suspicion.

			“Do you know of a book that gives an inside look at the training in a special forces unit? Something that is written in the moment, firsthand, not decades later in retirement through rose-colored glasses?”

			I nod slowly.

			“Then why not be the first to do it? Write it down,” he says.

			I chuckle, thinking he’s joking, but he’s dead serious.

			“Maybe try writing down some notes, just so you don’t forget. Maybe one day you’ll want to do something with it,” my dad added, and then went back to sipping his chicken soup.

			At that moment, I didn’t think I’d take his suggestion seriously. Writing about my experiences during training? If no one else had done it, there was probably a good reason for that. Still, despite my doubts, I started keeping a journal.

			I always had a pen and notebook in my pocket. Between lists of gear, reminders for tasks, and navigation routes, I also wrote about the everyday experiences of army life.

			Stories, feelings, and emotions—mine and those of the guys on the team—fill these pages. Most are moments I witnessed firsthand; others are from my teammates who lived them, who shared their memories with me in long conversations, late-night debriefs, and quiet talks after missions. I tried to capture their voices and experiences, faithfully observing the many adaptations we needed to make to accord with military censorship. In so doing, I hoped to preserve what might otherwise fade from memory.

			Over my years of service, I documented events in real time or right after they happened. During my few free moments, I tried to write when the memories were still fresh so I wouldn’t forget, so the experience would stay vivid and my impressions would be honest ones. Nearly every day, I found myself jotting down short notes in my notebook throughout often unpredictable days. Or I’d steal a few seconds before crawling into my sleeping bag or hide in a bush during a week-long drill to write.

			I wrote whether I was in a cave in the desert or during long shifts on guard duty, even while marching alone during solo navigation exercises. Indeed, since I started writing in the first notebook the second week of my service in the IDF, I have not stopped. I maybe even got addicted to it. Two years later, when I had finished the special forces training regimen and became an official operator in 669, I kept up the habit. Before the helicopter engines even shut off after landing at base, I’d pull out the notebook and start writing.

			In this book, I share my personal experience as a para-rescue commando. It’s an intimate look into how a group of ambitious young men were transformed into an elite combat rescue team. It’s a true story that covers the good, the bad, and the ugly. I’ve tried to avoid romanticizing reality, yet without downplaying the significance of the moments and experiences we faced along the long and grueling path.

			This is the story of Unit 669—the IDF’s elite combat rescue unit.

		

	
		
			Part 1
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			Oops, My Mistake

			I never planned on serving in Unit 669. I dreamed about getting into the IDF’s med-school program, studying medicine for seven years, and serving as an army doctor. In Israel, where military service is mandatory for men and women, tryouts for your placement in the army usually begin your junior year of high school, but everyone starts talking about where they want to serve much earlier.

			In some countries, teenagers dream about being a high school football star or getting a scholarship to college. In Israel, every teenage boy dreams about getting into the elite special forces. The incentive structure is pretty clear: if you get through the grueling tryouts, acceptance into an elite unit earns serious “street cred” from your friends, teachers, and parents (who won’t stop bragging to their friends, and, of course, the ladies. You become a big deal, even though you’re still just a random high school senior and haven’t even started the demanding training from which you can get booted at any moment. Consequently, I studied hard for the psychometric test, Israel’s version of the SATs, hoping to get the grades to get into the military’s medical school. Unfortunately, I didn’t make the cut.

			Nevertheless, the Israeli army has a mind of its own. Based on your evaluation scores, the IDF can unilaterally choose what roles fit you and what you can try out for. And that’s exactly how I got my chance to try out for the special forces.

			For as long as I can remember, I’ve always been fascinated by the world of medicine. If I couldn’t be a doctor, then saving lives and running rescue missions under fire as a commando sounded like a decent alternative. But “decent” isn’t enough to keep you going. You need willpower, and lots of it.

			Young guys trying out for the IDF’s special forces units like to think of the whole process as a race. They think, the harder I train, the more times I run up a sand dune carrying my own body weight on my back and the more I beef up like a bodybuilder, the better my chances are of passing. Make no mistake: You definitely need physical strength to pass the tryouts. I went running and forced myself to do sets of push-ups day and night for years, but physical strength is something the army already knows how to cultivate. Its drill sergeants know how to take any teenager in decent shape and whip him into a well-oiled fighting machine. They’re pros at that.

			But it’s much harder—if not impossible—to develop the personality traits needed to serve in a special forces unit, and that’s exactly what the selectors are looking for: complete dependability, iron discipline, the ability to remain calm under pressure, and more. Each unit has a list of must-have traits used to gauge a candidate’s chances of successfully completing the demanding and expensive training process.

			Even if you come in first in the one-mile run by a couple of seconds, if you’re not intrinsically organized and trustworthy, your chances of passing the tryouts—not to mention actually completing the two-year-long training—drop significantly.

			The most coveted tryouts are for four elite units in particular: Sayeret Matkal, the IDF’s top secret reconnaissance force; Shayetet 13, Israel’s Navy SEALs; Shaldag, the Israel Air Force (IAF) commandos; and Unit 669, the elite para-rescue unit. Only two thousand people are invited to tryouts, from the tens of thousands that apply. Of those, only a few dozen make it through the tryouts.

			The grueling tryout process spans five days, at the start of which I told them my dream was to reach Unit 669. Then it is time to wait for the selectors to wrap up their deliberations and break the news about who got in and into which units. After several nerve-racking hours, the commander of the tryouts steps out, and without any introduction, starts reading names. If they call out your name, that means you are in, and have to go over and stand behind the rep from the unit.

			I am desperate to hear my name, but my prayers go unanswered. The officer reads the list of the guys who got in, thanks the unsuccessful candidates for trying, and wishes us luck with our next steps.

			I get on the bus back to Tel Aviv feeling bummed, disappointed with myself. Noga picks me up and says, “Never mind. Their loss,” trying to comfort me, without success.
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			I’m still in bed the morning after the tryout, assessing how stiff my limbs and back are, when I get jolted by the sound of my phone vibrating. My whole body is in agony from both a week of exercises and the disappointment of rejection. I ignore the call, but it continues to ring. I reach over and see that the caller is listed as PRIVATE NUMBER. It’s probably just spam or some sales rep.

			“Hello?” I answer, still half asleep.

			“Hello, Guy?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I’m calling from Unit 669. You were at the tryouts yesterday, right?”

			“Right…” Why are they calling just to put me down again? Once wasn’t enough?

			“I’m calling to tell you there was a mistake. You passed.”

			“You’re kidding!” Am I still dreaming?

			“Umm…nope,” she laughs. “You got in. Really.”

			I look up at the ceiling. Is this just a cruel dream or for real?

		

	
		
			You’re in the Army Now

			It’s a wet and chilly morning. My parents drop me off at the IDF induction base in the suburbs of Tel Aviv. We part with a hug and a kiss. I’m standing with a big, black backpack in sweatpants, and despite the November chill, a green tank top. In a few hours, I change into the uniform that will serve as my exclusive wardrobe for the next few years. I don’t want to carry clothes I’m never going to wear, and my backpack is mostly filled with boxers, socks, and plenty of space for future laundry.

			I show my draft order to the bored soldier sitting at the entrance of the sprawling base. A rifle is casually laid across his knees. What a difference between his sleepy expression and the excitement bursting inside me. “You’re in the army now,” I mutter to myself and walk forward, straight into my military service.

			There’s a sign at the entrance that reads: Induction Process. On the walls are huge photos of crying mothers waving off their sons and daughters with hugs and kisses as they cross a literal threshold to become soldiers. In the spaces not occupied by pictures of crying mothers, they have shoved even bigger pictures of smiling soldiers carrying stretchers, saluting the flag, and crouching in fields of wildflowers with massive rifles. It almost looks like some flashy ad campaign for a summer camp.

			OK, I’m the new kid on the block.

			“What’s your high school GPA? Do you smoke?” a female soldier interrogates me and, with the exact same tone and stern expression, asks me next: “Who do you want to inherit your property if you get killed?” I laugh out loud as I morbidly imagine my little sister claiming my iPhone before my funeral is even over.

			Some of the questions catch me unprepared. So does the weirdness of signing a piece of paper declaring my willingness to give my life for Israel.

			The next stop is the counter where you pick up your uniform and boots. I grab my new air force uniform kit, folded and pressed. It looks white, but Noga had already corrected me—it’s definitely not. “It’s beige, Guy, not white. They’re not the same!” she insisted. And when Noga insists, it’s my job to back off.

			Noga and I have been dating for two years. She’s a red-headed fireball with brown eyes and a rolling laugh that melts my heart. We were introduced by a mutual friend in our junior year, and we’ve been together ever since. Noga was recently enlisted as an artillery corps instructor. As soon as she arrived, they realized who they were dealing with. Every week, she’s given more responsibility. I’ve got no doubt she’ll be sent to officer school sooner rather than later.

			[image: ]

			I step into the uniform fitting room and begin changing like it’s a ritual. The fabric is coarse and itchy. It feels like I’m wearing a costume made of cheap towels. Is this what I’m going to wear for the next three years? I triple-check I haven’t missed a button on my shirt, open the door, and step out into the hallway.

			“Private!”

			I’m walking around with another ten fresh recruits. I’ll be honest: I’m feeling pretty proud that I’m “Private!” now, and not just “Dude!” or “Bro!” The soldier who had called out to me, who’s also a private, runs over and kneels down. He grabs my ankles with both hands and starts fixing the rubber bands that are the army’s proprietary solution for preventing your pant legs from falling down. I completely messed them up.

			“Newbie…” he mutters to himself.

			“Thanks, that definitely makes more sense,” I say, smiling. Sure. Of course. Like it makes any sense for the pant legs of IDF uniforms to be held in place with rubber bands. Why don’t they just shorten them? It wouldn’t cost them extra. In fact, they’d probably save money on fabric.

			“Don’t say ‘thanks’ in the army,” he snaps and walks away.

			“Ah, sorry.”

			“Or ‘sorry,’” he adds, without turning around.

			Got it. I’m definitely the new kid on the block.
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			When night falls, the special forces units’ new recruits gather separately in a small auditorium. I sign a form committing to serve an extra two years beyond my three-year mandatory service. And with that, the induction process is over. I’ve officially been a soldier for less than five hours. If the rubber bands slip off my pant legs, I’m not sure I’ll even know how to put them back on—and the army is already asking me to extend my service. Makes total sense.

			We stuff our new IDF-issued gear in our bags and board the buses for our respective bases by unit. Unit 669’s new recruits head south on the highway, rain pounding on the windows of the bus. The atmosphere is gloomy and tense. Nobody dares laugh or make a sound. We sit in silence in our crisp beige clothes, each recruit sporting a bristly gray beret on his shoulder that looks like roadkill.

			“Hi, I’m Guy,” I say, trying to make conversation with the dude next to me.

			“Hi, I’m Tom. Tom Scheidler, but everyone calls me Smirnoff.” He’s got pale blue eyes, a fresh Marines-style buzz cut, and a chin so smooth it looks like he just shaved on the bus.

			It turns out that Smirnoff owes his nickname to a nightclub in Tel Aviv, the Smirnoff Club. No one remembers why, but the name stuck. Tom has a twin brother, Jan, born three minutes after him but into a totally different life, as I’ll soon find out. They have a sister, five years younger than them. Smirnoff was the party animal at his high school—the boy all the girls hated and were crazy about at the same time. He is blessed with a silver tongue and a deep voice that lands nicely on the ear and makes everyone he meets fall instantly in love with him. He’s a player—a guy who doesn’t think twice about using his hypnotically good looks to bring a different girl back to his parents’ place every weekend.

			The drive south takes forever. I have no idea what to expect when we reach our base. I’d heard that we’ll do our basic training at the Paratroopers Brigade base but under Unit 669 commanders. But then more rumors circulate and I don’t know who or what to believe.

			I look around. I don’t know anyone. They all look as tense as me, if not more so. I’m imagining the moment the bus stops, and we get off in a frenzy and start crawling on our bellies. Since my only experience of the army so far has been the exhausting tryouts, I imagine that my military service, or at least the combat training part, will be one long, never-ending tryout.

			“Bro, what do you think? Are we gonna pull an all-nighter in the rain?” I ask the guy named after a vodka again, trying to break the ice.

			“Who knows?”

			And we retreat into ourselves again, each enmeshed in his own silent thoughts.

			Finally, the bus comes to a screeching halt. We leap out and stand in a semicircle. In front of us is a soldier. I have no idea what the blue symbols on his sleeves mean or what kind of rifle is strapped around his chest. We stand at peak tension.

			“Everyone, take your kit and follow me in two lines,” he says quietly.

			After a short walk around the base, we reach a two-story concrete building. The soldier stops and points to a room on the second floor. “That’s your room. The toilet’s there,” he says and then turns around and points at the end of the hallway. “Here’s where you’ll sleep tonight. You’ve got fifteen minutes to start snoring.”

			We climb upstairs and enter the room. The tension has slightly dissipated but by no means disappeared. We’re all waiting nervously for something to happen.

			In the small room is a row of bunk beds, eight beds in total for sixteen soldiers. On each bed are a sleeping bag and a set of combat uniforms. Half an hour later, I’m lying on a mattress, tucked inside a green sleeping bag, closing my eyes, and trying to fall asleep—and failing miserably. Little did I know, but for the next few years, this was going to be the last time that I struggled to fall asleep.

			Five minutes later, the door opens with a muffled screech. A freezing desert night wind rushes in. No one dares to move or look up.

			I knew something would happen! I bet we’re about to start the worst, most diabolical tryout of all. We’ll probably get sent into a storm outside for an all-night hazing. There’s no chance they’ll let us sleep on our first night in the army.

			“Everyone up!” Like perfectly synchronized robots, we all jump up, each new recruit at the end of his bed. Two figures stand in the doorway of the dark room. A dim light streams through the windows.

			“I’m Antony Marcus. But to you all, it’s Sergeant.”

			“I’m David Miller, and from today onwards, I’m the commander of this platoon. And you’re my platoon, Platoon 4.”

			Total silence. Nobody dares take a breath.

			Then the second figure, David Miller, adds: “Let me just tell you one thing: In life, nowhere worth going is ever easy to reach. Good night.”

			I stare at the dark face in the doorway. That sentence is going to echo in my mind for a long time. That’s how our commanders—our new mothers, fathers, and worst nightmares all rolled into one—just introduced themselves to us. And out they go, slamming the door shut behind them.

			[image: ]

			The next morning, we are woken up by the voice of a tall, pale man with thick, black hair. “Right, everyone up!” I recognize him as the man who introduced himself last night as Sergeant. It’s still dark outside. And it’s still raining.

			OK, now it’s starting. My body, which hardly got any rest overnight, is flooded with adrenaline. We quickly change into our combat uniforms and head out, following Sergeant. He walks up ahead, and we march behind him in two neat lines in the pouring rain. Our first morning in the IDF. I wonder where they’re going to haze us. I bet they’ll make us crawl in the mud or do push-ups in the massive puddles. Or maybe we’ll get guns and start shooting, like Smirnoff said.

			With these thoughts racing through my mind, we step into a dark corridor leading to a large, well-lit hall. The huge room is full of tables and chairs in rows. Near the ceiling, between the fluorescent lights, are perched a flock of small, swollen birds, so fat that they seem they could barely fly.

			“Stand in formation!” Sergeant barks. We quickly file into place. Suddenly, out of the big door at the end of the hall marches a tall man with a huge belly and a dirty black apron sloppily tied around his waist.

			“Good morning, our young, fresh soldiers!” he booms. “Today, you’re going to learn the most important skill for every new recruit: Say hello to the advanced weapons systems of the Israel Defense Forces!”

			And at that moment, he whips out two objects from behind his back: in one hand, a huge aluminum buffet tray that looks like a baby’s bathtub, and in his other hand—a long squeegee.

			“You’re in luck! It’s your first round of IDF kitchen duty!” he says, laughing loudly.

			It turns out that before the combat training prepares us for war, we’re being sent into another noble battle first: the one raging in the massive base’s kitchen dishwashing room. And if we want to triumph, we are going to have to leverage the tactics at our disposal, including how to use a squeegee, how to scoop as much water as possible with minimum movement, and how to operate the dishwasher in the right sequence because if it goes kaput, we’re sternly told that our whole fighting force is doomed. Tonight, the whole platoon is about to literally get its feet wet as it engages in face-to-face combat with towers of dirty dishes.

		

	
		
			Not a Field Trip?

			The week that every new recruit fears more than anything else is “Field Week.” It’s the first real hazing experience of basic training, and it takes place in the firing zones outside of the base—far away from our bunk beds, and even farther away from the warm showers and snacks of the army canteen.

			During Field Week, startled, snotty-nosed, new recruits learn how to behave like soldiers in the field: how to move around undetected, how to build a camouflaged shelter, as well as basic daytime and nighttime fieldcraft.

			We burst into the quiet night out of a combination bus, a vehicle that looks like a truck and a bus had an off-road menace of a baby. It’s already been a month since I was inducted into the army. It’s nighttime, there is no moonlight, and the stars provide little visibility. I take a deep breath and look right and left, trying to work out where we are, but I’m totally disoriented. Sergeant walks up to us, smiling: “Platoon 4, are you ready for anything?”

			We have already learned that our commanders love that question. It is also one of their key principles: “Always be ready for anything.” At least once a day, Sergeant asks us, “Platoon 4, are you ready for anything?” and expects to hear an enthusiastic “Yes!” because no other answer is acceptable.

			“Platoon 4, are you ready for anything?” he asks again.

			“Yes, Sergeant!” we answer in unison.

			“Good. We’re about to check.”

			I swallow my spit and put my hand on my watch, ready to start the stopwatch.

			“You’ve got fifteen minutes to build the best tent that the Paratroopers Brigade has ever seen!”

			We throw ourselves into building the tent. The platoon commander orders Barak to manage the show. Barak has a round face and bushy eyebrows that always make him look a little bit puzzled. He wears a kippah attached to his buzz cut with a hair clip, held on as if by magic. It’s like the spirit of God himself is making sure it stays put.

			Eli Barak grew up in a religious home, just outside of Jerusalem. He went to a religious high school but was hardly a star pupil. He preferred to hike around the country, amassing friends and experiences. His parents were so easygoing that most of their counterparts would call them irresponsible. For weeks on end, they had no idea what their fifteen-year-old son was doing, because he never left the house with his cell phone. His family is strictly vegan and grow most of their food in their own fields. Barak has X-ray vision into the inner workings of both things and processes, like a professional engineer who is up for any challenge that involves taking things apart and putting them back together. Even if he needs to assemble something he has never seen before, he always pulls it off with infuriating ease.

			After fifteen minutes of intense work, the tent is standing. But Sergeant isn’t pleased: “The poles aren’t straight. It’s not up to Platoon 4’s standard.” He’s right. The poles are slanted, and there is a bulge in the roof.

			“You’ve got ten minutes to take apart the tent into a pile of poles and rolled-up sheets,” he orders us. “GO!”

			Exhausted and frustrated that we have to pull everything apart, only to build it all over again, we muster the strength and get to work.

			Our commanders are absolutely insistent on rigor, order, and attention to detail. They want us to be meticulous in everything we do, every order we carry out—and that is exactly the skill set that they are drilling into us.

			“We’re not mucking around with you because we’re bored. We’re pouring cement into the foundations! It won’t be long—and it’s coming sooner than you think—when these habits will make the difference between life and death. Today, it’s a tent. Tomorrow, it’s a wounded soldier screaming for help on the battlefield,” the platoon commander had rebuked us a week earlier, after marching past us and confiscating half of our gun slings as collective punishment. The downside of this is that for days, half of our platoon was essentially one-handed, as you must carry your gun and magazine with you at all times. The upside is that we learned to work with half the force one-handed, an unpleasant scenario that is liable to arise in a combat zone.

			“Believe me, teaching you to shoot isn’t the problem,” quipped our commander. “I’ve got enough ammo for you to pick up shooting to conquer the whole goddamn Middle East. My job is to give you the habits you’ll need to succeed. Listen up, boys: I’m gonna make you all pros by the time you get off this base.”

			Finally, after erecting and dismantling the tent countless times, the platoon stands in formation for a pre-bedtime briefing from the platoon commander. It is called the “camp defense briefing” in the army’s lingo, but we are only half listening. Our brains started secreting melatonin hours ago, and our ears only pick up half sentences: “The main threat to our forces…thieves…hypothermia…we’re posting a look out on the western hill for the whole night…” I am already hallucinating about my sleeping bag, just waiting for me to wriggle inside. And when the briefing ends, I race to it and don’t waste a second before snuggling deep, deep within…

			Suddenly, my sweet dreams get cut off by the sound of gunfire bursting my eardrums. I wake up in a panic and see Sergeant standing over me with a rifle in his hand, roaring, “Five minutes, everyone get outside with your combat gear!” and he lets loose a hail of blanks into the air. I leap up and start the complicated mission of peeling off all the warm layers I’ve wrapped myself in for the night, “Move it! Move it! You bunch of pansies! Get a move on, you losers!”

			My hands are shaking from the morning chill. I sprint out of the tent. The encampment looks like a war zone: commanders shooting in the air with their rifles and waving megaphones, sirens wailing, people shouting, new recruits running around in a panic, their bleary eyes half shut, tripping over tent pegs.

			Five minutes later, the chaos dies down. The company’s tent city we built with our own bare hands less than six hours ago now looks like a refugee camp after an earthquake. And if that’s what it looks like when our commanders wake us up, who knows what it would have looked like if it had been really attacked by terrorists?

			“What’s the deal?” the platoon commander asks, his voice suddenly quiet. “What’s all this panic? All you had to do was wake up in the morning.”

			Smirnoff is wearing his helmet the wrong way around and is holding two guns. Barak has managed to get his combat vest on but can’t find his pants, so he is about to head into battle in boxers with Mickey Mouse smiling on his butt.

			After we are given another ten minutes to finish getting ready, we head out on our first “ruck march,” a core ritual of infantry basic training. Each platoon is supposed to carry two stretchers. Then the platoon commander orders the two heaviest guys—Katz and Smith—to lie on them, or as he puts it, “play injured soldiers.”

			Ohad Katz is six foot six, with wavy, black hair and high, freckled cheekbones. In high school, he played basketball for the national youth team. Despite the intense pressure from his team, he refused to sign an “outstanding athlete” waiver to get out of military service. His parents are American immigrants who moved the whole family to the Israeli seaside town of Netanya when he was a kid. From a young age, they had pushed him into basketball; not studies, not friends—basketball. Near the end of high school, Katz’s girlfriend, Shira, told him that if his parents had been tennis fans, he would have been on the national tennis team. That was when the penny dropped. He realized that the only reason he had been dreaming of US college basketball was that his parents had pushed him nonstop, driving him to and from every practice in the past decade. It hit him like a thunderbolt.

			At first, he was angry at Shira and told her she was talking nonsense. But eventually, that anger at her gave way to anger at himself for taking so long to realize it. Instead of doing things he actually enjoyed, like playing the piano, he had devoted all his time and energy to basketball, working out for two hours every morning and evening—and that was during the offseason. He spent
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