
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		



			3

			Enlisting in the Israeli Defense Forces, Going to Law School, and Starting a Life

			I enlisted in the IDF’s Nahal brigade in 1960 and was assigned to a unit that was destined to join an agricultural community at Kibbutz Sde Boker. After a long basic training course and advanced training at Kibbutz Hatzerim, I joined the 50th Airborne Nahal Battalion, where my long romance with the paratroopers began. The commander of my unit was Ely Yadgarov, one of the legendary commanders of the IDF’s paratrooper brigades—a fighter unmatched in daring—and his lieutenant was Amos Yaron. Yaron and I became close friends as the years went by, and I even served as his defense attorney when he was put on trial by the Kahan Committee, which investigated the events in the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps in Lebanon in the 1980s.

			In 1961, just before we were about to go on squad leaders’ course, I was sent together with other NCOs on a mission that was highly secret and revealed to the public only many years later. According to the truce between Israel and the Kingdom of Jordan, which went into effect in July 1948, the area of Mt. Scopus in Jerusalem was divided into three compounds: an Israeli enclave, a neutral zone that was no-man’s-land, and a demilitarized Jordanian territory. The Israeli zone stretched from an amphitheater grove overlooking the Judean Desert up to the British Military Cemetery in Jerusalem and included the various buildings of the Hebrew University and the Hadassah Hospital. The agreement stipulated that no more than eighty-five policemen armed only with light weaponry were allowed to be stationed in this small Israeli enclave in addition to a civilian staff consisting of thirty-five people. A convoy would drive up the mountain every two weeks through Mandelbaum Gate to bring supplies to the local staff and replace some of its members on site with fresh servicemen. Like Jordan, Israel observed the agreement only partially; the police officers were soon replaced by IDF soldiers on active duty, and weapons were smuggled into the compound, heavier in nature than the types agreed upon.

			As members of the paratroopers’ brigade, we were also sent to Mt. Scopus disguised as police officers, having received the required training and after making the necessary preparations. For example, we trained using police officers’ standard-issue personal weapons and how to shine our shoes like they did—it turns out that policemen spend a lot more time shining their shoes than the run-of-the-mill IDF recruit. Obviously, our families had no idea where we were. During our stay on the mountain, we were constantly glued to the radio, which was broadcasting two main events: the IDF parade in Jerusalem on Israel’s Independence Day and the tumultuous trial of Adolf Eichmann. It took many years for the magnitude of this event to become clear to me: we were witnessing history in the making while sitting in our positions at the IDF outpost around the Mt. Scopus amphitheater in a small “pocket” that was under Israeli control deep in enemy territory. As young IDF servicemen, we lacked the perspective that would allow us to truly comprehend the significance of this episode in Israel’s history. It was made clear to us much later in life, as the long years went by and we became more mature.

			Mt. Scopus was home to a branch of the Hebrew University, which was abandoned after the War of Independence. Among other things, the soldiers found a trove of fetuses carefully preserved in glass jars there, including something that resembled a “cyclops”—a creature with only one eye. I was much more intrigued to discover a pile of Israeli newspapers, among them a paper from August 30, 1929, with the headline: “The fallen—our martyrs, those who were tortured, maimed and killed sanctifying our homeland with their sacrifice.” The date was according to the Jewish calendar: 17-24 Av, 5689. The third name on the list was my own family member, Eliezer Dan Slonim, who was murdered during the 1929 massacre of Hebron.

			Later, I was sent to squad leaders’ course and designated as the CO’s radioman—the guy who carries the large radio transceiver on his back and always travels together with the unit’s commander. I thought I was going to go back to the Kibbutz after the course ended, but similar to many other cases in my life, things turned out completely different than I had planned. It turned out that the IDF was providing parachute jump training for African leaders and heads of state and the senior officers in their armed forces, and there was a shortage of parachute jump instructors at the IDF Jump School. The battalion commander was therefore looking to recruit at least four guys who had finished high school and were fluent in English to teach them how to jump out of a plane. And so, I became a parachute jump instructor and did it for thirty years. I was still crazy about skydiving long after I got discharged from the IDF, and for many years, I would start my mornings with a parachute jump at the airbase in Tel-Nof and only then drive to work in Tel Aviv.

			I learned one of the most important and fascinating lessons of my life at jump school—not only how to teach soldiers to do a parachute jump but also how to help people overcome their fears, another crucial life lesson for me.

			They say that a coward dies a thousand deaths, whereas a brave man dies only once. The concept of fear accompanied me in everything I did in my life: a soldier’s fear that his parachute won’t open during a jump; the fear of a person who’s been indicted and in jeopardy of losing their liberty; the fear of a mother of a soldier missing in action, wondering if she will ever find out what became of her son; and the fear of every parent of a child with special needs, wondering what will become of their child when no one is left to take care of them.

			In 1963, a few months after I was discharged, Elly Yadgarov (who was later assigned to the IDF’s most elite combat unit, Unit 269, a.k.a. Sayeret Matkal) was killed while constructing an improvised demolition charge that denotated prematurely in his hands, right in front of his squad members. Many years later, when I was the president of Variety Israel, I got a phone call from an elderly man who told me he’d been following my work for many years. He asked to meet with me in person and if he could purchase the Variety organization’s “Gold Heart” pins, which are widely sold with the proceeds going to the organization as a donation. He wanted to share them with some of his friends at the nursing home he was living at in Tel Aviv’s Afeka neighborhood.

			I happened to be around that area, and I accepted his offer. I met an eighty-year-old man who appeared to be in very good physical shape. He told me, “Young man, come and sit down. I’m about to tell you a story that’s been touching to me for many years, and now I’m sure you’ll find it touching too. I had a son named Elly Yadgarov. My son told me about a soldier he really took a liking to, a good soldier who was maybe a tad bit undisciplined. He thought you were going to stay on and sign up for another tour of duty after you got discharged.” The man’s story, needless to say, was indeed very touching to me. He showed me letters where his son mentioned me. One week later, when I came back to the nursing home with fifty “Gold Heart” pins as promised, I was told that he died that very morning of our meeting. He must have known that his days were numbered and wanted to meet me before his time was up. I left the pins, which were purchased at my expense, at the nursing home so that the staff could distribute them among the local residents.

			*   *   *

			After the end of my military service, I wanted to travel somewhere abroad, but I didn’t have the money for it. I went to the port in Haifa and asked a port worker how I could get on a ship and travel somewhere. He asked me what I’d done with my life so far, and I told him that I graduated from high school and served in the IDF as a paratrooper. He told me that there was hardly anything one could do on a ship with that kind of background, but he said that I seemed to be a strong man who was determined to have his way, so he suggested that I try a naval officers’ course on board a ship. For that, I would have to go to the local branch of the Ministry of Transportation and ask when the next round of tests for the course were going to be held. I left the port and went to the transportation ministry office, which happened to be on Ha’Namal Street right across the road, and was told that the tests in math and English for the upcoming course were going to be held the next day and that the cadets were going to leave on a ship in one week. Without telling anyone in my family, I came back the next day and passed the tests.

			One week later, I boarded a merchant fleet ship named Eshel. We were four cadets sailing with a crew of professional seamen, working on deck in the mornings and studying in the afternoon. During the course of a year, we sailed to Africa three times. From the Mediterranean Sea we passed through the Strait of Gibraltar and traveled to countries like Ghana, Nigeria, Congo, and the Ivory Coast. We delivered various commodities from Israel and brought back large pieces of timber that were used to manufacture products at the Kalat Afikim factory back in Israel.

			It was one of the best experiences of my life. A boy who just wanted to see the world suddenly became acquainted with the life of sailors, who left their families for prolonged periods. Many of them truly had a wife in every port. I was also exposed to physical violence on board the ship—an integral part of the culture in a confined space containing people with different mentalities and traits. For the first time in my life, I got into a scuffle after getting on the wrong side of a waiter in the mess hall. The seamen didn’t take a liking to the young cadets, and the waiter claimed that I treated him disrespectfully. We were both sent to the brig, each one of us held in a different part of the ship, one in the bow and the other in the stern.

			At the end of the course, which lasted almost a year, I was required to pass a short seminary sailing sailboats in the Kishon River, but I gave up a naval career out of respect for my father, who wanted me to go to school before I travelled the world. I told him to enroll me in whatever classes he wanted (apart from anything to do with natural sciences) and found myself enrolled in economy, law, and accounting courses. I chose law, and in the first week of my studies at Tel Aviv University, I met Tamy. Back in those days, she was still an IDF soldier. Later, she became my wife and life partner.





*   *   *

			Most of the lecturers in university bored me, except for Attorney Aryeh Rosenbloom. He was a defense attorney dealing with white-collar crime cases and gave amazing lectures on Israeli penal law procedure—otherwise one of the dullest subjects in the world. The way he lectured about the “how” part of it was fascinating.

			I decided that this was going to be the area I would specialize in, and at the end of the fifth year of school, I was looking to intern at a law practice that dealt with white-collar crimes. I was told that the best lawyer in this field was Yitzhak Aderet, who only took three cases a year—which was one more than he wanted to take. Aderet, who employed only one intern at a time, told me there would be an opening for me in half a year.

			Meanwhile, I started an internship with Zvi Lidsky, despite the fact that his practice didn’t handle white-collar crime cases. It was a chance for me to become acquainted with the other side of criminal law practice—the one involving people who chose crime as a way of life. It was truly exhilarating, as I fully expected it to be. Meeting the people Lidsky regularly represented was like reading a book by the illustrious reporter and novelist Damon Runyon. I told Lidsky that I enjoyed watching what he did for a living and learning from him but that this area of law practice was not my destiny.

			Around that time, in 1968, I started swimming at the Gordon Swimming Pool in Tel Aviv. I kept going for the next forty years until it was closed down for repairs. This public pool became an important part of my life’s trajectory. It divided my workday into two parts—the first was devoted to work, followed by an hour and half break at the pool, and the other half was devoted to other things. Each and every day, at 1:00 p.m., I took a dive into the salt water that I enjoyed so much, since my childhood, and then sat down for a glass of beer or juice with the other regulars.

			This afternoon break became a real part of my lifestyle. I met artists and actors from the local cinema and theater, military men, Holocaust survivors, criminals, and university professors. I met Nathan Zehavi there, who became one of my best friends and later a client, and the porter, Sa’adia Ben David, who became my swimming partner. Sa’adia, who immigrated to Israel from Yemen, used to travel to Poland on behalf of the Jewish Agency and get married to local Jewish girls so that they could be allowed to legally emigrate to Israel. He got five women into Israel that way, none of whom he ever saw again. It was just one of a thousand stories you could only hear with a swimsuit, the sun, and salt water.

			My friends and I quickly became prominent “fixtures” of the Gordon swimming pool, and we got a chance to meet people from all walks of life who were glued together by that blissful break in the middle of the workday. Among them were Asher Havkin, who owned some gas stations in Tel Aviv and was the manager for the radio presenter Rivkah Michaeli and the famous theater actor Yossi Banay; Dov Bar, who was one of the boldest officers in the Israel naval commando, a.k.a. Shayetet 13; the Bulgarian Gang from Jaffa, who came to the pool and fed everyone bourekas and played Bulgarian music on a small tape recorder; Dalia Lamdani, the vice editor of La’Isha, Israel’s first magazine for women; Heda Boshes, a famous literary critic for the Ha’aretz newspaper, and the aforementioned Sa’adia, of course.

			I also met two of the most important people in my life at the Gordon swimming pool. The first was Nati Rotem, one of the most senior members of the Shin Bet, who dealt with airline security after he retired from state service. As acting chief of El Al’s security division he turned it into one of the most secure airlines in the world. He later managed several companies for Azriel Einav and Yossi Harel, the owners of the Gordon swimming pool. Nati, who is thirteen years older than me, serves to this day as a mentor and a confidant, someone I can consult at any time and spill my guts to.

			The second close friend I met at my daily repose at the Gordon pool was the actor Chaim Topol. He was playing a lawyer in the 1985 film Again, Forever, based on a story by the Israeli author Yitzhak Ben-Ner, which also featured his wife, Galia, and his daughter Anat. Topol asked me to take him to court with me so that he could absorb a bit of the atmosphere. I decided to take him to the court of the most flamboyant judge of the time, Shaul Aloni, whose brother was the famous playwright Nissim Aloni. Shaul was very much surprised to see us in his courtroom. After one of the witnesses gave his testimony, Topol asked me in whispers what I thought of him. I replied that he seemed like an absolute pathological liar. At the end of the hearing, Aloni invited us to his office. At the end of our conversation, Topol asked him what he thought about that witness. The judge told him, employing a rather diplomatic tone, that it didn’t appear that the witness was telling the truth. When we left Aloni’s office, Topol asked me how I knew that the witness was lying. “Over the years,” I replied, “you learn to observe people’s behavior in certain ways, and when someone’s telling a lie, you can spot it instantly.”

			Our paths crossed again later, doing volunteering work. Topol, who in addition to being a great actor was also a talented painter, sold portraits of celebrities he painted and donated the money to Variety, as along with the proceeds from the premieres of the show he starred in, Fiddler on the Roof. I helped him establish Kfar Nahar Hayarden, a small resort for children with special needs and diseases, and Tamy and I were among the donors who supported his project.

			We were all hosted at the Gordon swimming pool by the owners: Yossi Harel, the legendary captain of the SS Exodus, the ship that brought several thousand Jewish immigrants to Israel’s shores in 1947; and Azriel Einav, who worked on that same boat as the chief radio operator. Yossi’s character, renamed as Ari Ben-Canaan, was portrayed by Paul Newman in the famous Exodus film from 1960, and Yossi was every bit as dashing and charismatic a man as Newman was. I got to meet lots of people from that generation through my friendship with Harel and Einav—the generation that built this country and did much to lay down the infrastructure in all matters related to state security. Most of them were ten to twenty years older than me. I’ve always had a tendency to have older friends; their wisdom charmed me, and I loved hearing the fascinating stories about the people who were involved in the founding of the state of Israel, many of whom had the ear of our heads of state.

			Beyond the fact that they were history in the flesh, Harel and Einav were also shrewd businessmen. They were partners in a host of different ventures worldwide, the largest of which involved importing meat into Israel from various nations in South America. Azriel Einav was a man with a first-rate sense of humor and was a veritable master when it came to the art of negotiation. In one of the many lessons he imparted to me, he told me about the time he was conducting a very strained negotiation with an Iranian businessman, which had reached a deadlock. He felt the Iranian didn’t have much respect for his business acumen and asked him to halt the negotiations for the span of one week. “I’m about to have surgery anyway,” he said. “We’ll see each other again after I’m fully recovered.”

			“My dear friend,” responded the Iranian with great concern, “what kind of surgery are you going to have?”

			“Plastic surgery for my face,” replied Einav. “I’m going to trade it in and get a different one. It looks like I have the face of a complete idiot, judging by the way you’re been treating me.” The Iranian burst into laughter, and the deal between them was successfully concluded later that day.

			During the decades I spent going to Harel and Einav’s pool, I also had some business ties with them, and I served as their legal counsel on matters of international civil law. I did not normally deal with civil law, but it gave me the benefit of learning from both of them many secrets about the international world of trading, business, and banking.

			And that’s not all: thanks to Harel I even got involved in show business. He had invested in the production of a film whose script was written by his daughter, Sharon Harel, and the famous Israeli filmmaker Avi Nesher. Yossi Harel asked me to supervise the work on his behalf. I told him that I knew nothing about filmmaking, and Harel said I only needed to oversee the production and make sure everything was going smoothly. And so, I found myself acting as a representative for the investors in a film about the IDF Nahal Brigade’s army band, featuring some of the biggest pop hits and biggest stars of the era, including Tuvia Tzafir, Gidi Gov, Gilat Ankori, Sasi Keshet, Dafna Armoni, Meir Swisa, and Gali Atari. I didn’t have much work to do from a legal perspective, but I had an incredible experience supervising the work on this highly successful film, which was seen by over half a million people in Israel and ended up becoming a cult classic—The Band. I was later also partially involved in the production of Dizengoff 99 on Harel’s behalf, which featured Anat Atzmon, Gali Atari, and Gidi Gov. It also ended up having a real cult following in Israel.

			Like a horse that longs to go back to its stable, I was drawn every single day back to the Gordon public pool, where I met people who lived in neighborhoods that I’d never been to, who didn’t go to school with me, didn’t serve in my unit in the IDF, and didn’t sit in the chair next to me at university. It’s a very healthy experience for a man to break out of his social and cultural shell once in a while. The Gordon public pool was like the stage for life’s drama—a library without books.

			*   *   *

			After half a year at Zvi Lidksy’s law firm, I had a 1.5-year internship with Yitzhak Aderet, which played a huge role in my professional life. He was like a religious authority figure for me, much like a rabbi. I wanted to be just like him.

			I worked with Aderet on big legal cases that often made it to the courtroom. The first thing he taught me was a phrase that he learned during his studies in England—“Never complain and never explain.”

			“I want this phrase to guide you both in work and in life,” he told me. “If you’re complaining, you only expose the fact that you’re in trouble, and nobody can help you anyway. Instead of complaining, think about the exact thing that made you want to complain. And don’t try to explain things either. Just fix whatever needs fixing.” Several days later he sent me to handle something at the courthouse. I wanted to explain what happened when I came back, and he told me: “Don’t explain anything. You’ll fix it tomorrow.” That was a monumental lesson for me. Ever since, I’ve always tried to do less explaining and spend more time fixing and improving upon things, though I do not always succeed in that.

			I learned something else from Yitzhak Aderet that I attempted to implement during most of my life, something that became my personal philosophy in the business realm: instead of dealing with a million different legal matters, it’s better to deal only with several large, interesting cases that would allow me to make a decent living and work only until the afternoon. Yitzhak Aderet would refuse to take a case that required him to work into the night; he preferred reading books during those hours. When you make a conscious choice to minimize the amount of time you spend working, you become much more productive and focused. When I was working, I did nothing else. I was completely absorbed in doing my job for those hours. I devoted the rest of my time, beginning with the afternoon, to things that nourished the soul. This meant that the hour and a half that I spent at the Gordon pool was no less important than other things I did that day.

			I believe that there’s a paradox about life’s experience: by the time you gain all the necessary experience and knowledge, you no longer have the strength to apply them. It’s like getting a comb when you’ve grown bald. I’ve tried to live up to that single principle throughout my whole career: don’t wait for retirement to do the things you want to do; try to do them here and now.

			In my view, work and career are not goals. They can only serve as a means toward a goal. Despite that, you have to make sure that they’re fascinating, a good fit for your preferences, and they allow you to get compensated financially at a reasonable rate that will allow you to do the things you love doing—as much as life’s circumstances allow for that. Just like we shouldn’t wait for someone’s death to sing their praises, we shouldn’t wait to live only when we have the time or the money to live well.

			I was operating in accordance with this philosophy even when I didn’t have the means. I became a freelancer on the day I first received my license to practice law in Israel, before I ever had a single client. Tamy and I made sure to celebrate even when we were flat broke. We took two mortgages for our first apartment in Tel Aviv’s Neve Avivim neighborhood.

			I didn’t want to spend my life waiting for better days. “Life is short and death is unimaginably long.” So goes the saying attributed to King Solomon. I fell in love with the character of Zorba the Greek, who consumed life like a delicacy. I love people who treat life as a feast. I didn’t want to get to a point where I looked back and felt regret about something I didn’t do.





*   *   *

			After consulting Yitzhak Aderet, I decided to open my own law practice. He told me I was better off starting my own firm and not working for a paycheck at someone else’s. All I knew, after several years spent thinking about this decision, was that I wanted to deal with white-collar criminal cases.

			Among the many books I read, I was fascinated by Courtroom: The Story of Samuel S. Leibowitz by Quentin Reynolds. It helped me begin to understand the philosophy behind why there are lawyers who serve as legal defenders for criminals.

			Years later, when I was teaching law at the Interdisciplinary Center in Herzeliya, a student asked a question that may sound a bit stupid at first but is, in fact, a very deep question: “If someone is accused of having committed an offense while being completely innocent, why would they even need a lawyer?” In response, I came up with an imaginary story that explains why I think every human being has the right to receive legal aid in circumstances they don’t understand and have no idea how to deal with and that sometimes involve the whims and arbitrary judgments of the local authorities. The story is as follows:

			A man is standing on the balcony of his house and watering the plants in his windows, same as he does every day. Suddenly, the watering pot hits the planter, which falls on the neighbor’s head, resulting in his death. So, an innocent man who had nothing but good intentions is suddenly faced with the predicament of having taken another man’s life. He is then investigated by police officers who, wanting to get more pieces of the puzzle, start questioning the other residents in the building. One of the neighbors recalls that a few years back, there was a very serious dispute between the person who was watering his plants and the man who was killed. Now the officers have a motive, and who knows what the man’s true intentions were. He’s now faced with a murder trial. Who could possibly come to his aid now and save him from this calamity? The man is unfamiliar with the legal system and how to defend himself against the accusation.

			I had a client once, a manager of the digital division in the Union Bank of Israel, who had a terrible gambling addiction. Every night, he told his wife that he was involved in a secret affair tied to the security of the state of Israel and promptly proceeded to go to a local gambling den, where he lost most of the money he made. To cover his losses, he embezzled the bank’s money and was eventually convicted and sent to jail. That was the only place where he could successfully complete a rehabilitation program because there was no possibility of gambling in prison. That was the kind of client I chose to defend.

			When I left Yitzhak Aderet’s firm, I trailed my way around different properties looking for a small office I could rent for myself. As I searched, I kept running into a lawyer named Binyamin Levinbok, who had been my lecturer in university for civil law procedure. He was also looking for a room to rent. We decided that this was no chance meeting and rented a two-room office space together. In 1970, we rented an office at the basement level of Echad Ha’am Street in Tel Aviv. That was where I took my first steps as a criminal lawyer. Success came almost immediately, when I chanced to become involved with one of the biggest trials in the country at the time.

			Several years later, Benny Levinbok went back to working for the firm he was a partner in previously, which became one of the main firms representing Israel’s banks in court. We remained good friends until his death.

			*   *   *

			In 1973, the Yom Kippur war broke out. I was drafted for seven months. I served as a parachute jump instructor, and our unit was also involved in making supply drops for IDF combat units fighting in the field. At some stage during the conflict, we were flown to the Fayid Airfield in the Sinai Peninsula, which we took from the Egyptians. A field hospital was established there, and wounded men and bodies of those killed in action (KIAs) were brought in from the entire region. We helped to land helicopters at the airfield and were also unofficially tasked with unloading the bodies and wounded from the aircraft. Many were soldiers that I had trained as a jump instructor. It was one of the most traumatic experiences of my entire life…perhaps the most traumatic of all.

			The war caught me at a time when we were about to move from the office we had to another office on Balfour Street. By this time, I was a father of two children, Erez and Anat. I was paying rent for two office spaces at the same time and found myself without any source of income. I had to take a loan from a fund that was set up by the Israeli Bar Association in order to help lawyers who were drafted during the war.

			Before the war broke out, I took Uri Yaffe, a friend from the Gordon pool and an El Al pilot, to buy furniture for the new office at a place owned by Marcel, a merchant who bought and sold at the local flea market. I left the furniture in his store so that it could be treated to a new coat of polish. I went back to Marcel’s at the end of April 1974 to let him know that I didn’t have any way to pay him for the furniture that I bought. As soon as Marcel laid his eyes on me, he fainted straight away. When he came to, he told me that because I had been gone for so long, he was sure that I got killed in the war and he’d made a vow to never sell those pieces of furniture to anyone else.

			Marcel refused to cancel the order and said that I could pay him in installments, as much as I could spare. I left a bundle of checks at his place, and I still have the furniture I bought from him to this day in my office. Several years ago, a collector of antique furniture came to my office and told me that apparently neither Marcel nor I knew what we were literally sitting on. The table and closet were one hundred years old, brought to Israel by German missionaries from an order associated with the Templars.

			Life slowly returned to normal. The clients came back. Tamy was pregnant with our third child. And then, fate struck again. I came back alive from a war that had claimed the lives of thousands of Israeli people and almost died in a cinema in the city I was living in.

			It was a particularly rainy winter day, one of those days when everyone preferred to stay home under a thick blanket. On that day, I had the mind, for some inexplicable reason, to go to a comedy show by the “HaGashash HaHiver” group, whose members were also among my friends form the Gordon pool. I drove to the “Hadran” offices at Ibn Gvirol Street to get tickets, where I was told that there was not going to be a show that night. I insisted on going out on that stormy day and bought tickets for the movie A Man Named Flatfoot, which must have been the worst film in the history of modern cinema. I bought four tickets with the notion of trying to seduce some other maniacs to come out of the house that night, and my efforts bore fruit: I managed to get Asher and Rina Havkin to go out with my wife and me.

			We went to the Hen Cinema on Dizengoff square in the pouring rain. We were two minutes late. Our seats were in the gallery. Ten minutes after the beginning of the movie, there was a terrible explosion right behind us. A terrorist was throwing improvised explosives that he’d fashioned out of empty tin cans full of iron nails into the hall. The couple sitting right next to us was killed instantly. Tamy looked back and was hit in the eye by a piece of shrapnel. I covered her with my arm and was hit by a piece of shrapnel that got under my hand and lodged itself at the edge of my diaphragm. My good friend Asher was lightly wounded in the temple, while Rina remained unharmed. The terrorist himself was killed due to a malfunction in the improvised munitions he was carrying, which were strapped to his body with a belt.

			Terrible panic erupted in the movie theater. People ran and trampled one another, desperately attempting to escape the hall. Dozens of taxicabs evacuated the wounded to the Ichilov Hospital, where Tamy and I got separated. They initially thought that my injuries were far worse than hers, because the piece of shrapnel hit me in the chest and it had become terribly bloated. The intern who received us was Dr. Nachum Verbin, a doctor from the Mezakh IDF outpost on the banks of the Suez Canal, who had just returned from captivity in Egypt. I had an X-ray done, which showed that the injury was minor—a piece of shrapnel and nothing more. Tamy suffered an injury to the lens in her eye and had to go through surgeries that lasted all night. Professor Moshe Lazar, a renowned Israeli eye specialist, later went on a seminary abroad to learn a new methodology of eye operation specifically for Tamy’s specific injury, so that he could continue treating her.

			The names of the people who were injured in the bombing were soon published, and lots of people who knew us streamed into the hospital, including friends from the Gordon swimming pool, who came with a bag full of cash in case we had to pay the surgeons. Another friend from the pool went over to our house and took the kids to his place to watch over them.

			It took a long time for us to recover physically, especially Tamy, who was hospitalized for a month and still has a disability in one of her eyes. I wouldn’t leave her hospital bed. Due to the large number of X-ray images that had to be taken, Tamy’s pregnancy had to be terminated. The piece of shrapnel that entered my body got very close to my heart, where it remains to this day. Despite everything we went through, we didn’t have any lasting trauma from this event—no anxiety, no anguish of any kind, and also no desire for revenge. We decided that we were going to go on with our lives normally.

			Tamy got pregnant again very soon. All our friends were waiting for her to give birth with great excitement. We had a baby girl, who was born with a very serious congenital heart defect. The doctor said her chances of survival were very slim. Sadly, she died no more than twenty-four hours later.

			Several years later we had our next child, Yonathan, whose birth not only brought us great happiness but also marked a victory over the injuries we suffered in the terrorist attack and the unsuccessful pregnancy that followed.

			My wife, Tamy, hasn’t been sitting by idly, either, and has had many successes through the years. At the beginning of our relationship, she allowed me to do my internship before she did hers and, while I completely dedicated myself to this task, she made sure we made ends meet by working at the legal department of Bank Leumi. She ended up becoming one of the bank’s most valued senior attorneys. One day, she told me that someone at work spoke to her in a highly offensive and denigrating manner, and I immediately suggested she quit and start her own law firm dealing with civil lawsuits and banking. Naturally, she responded by asking me if I’d completely lost my mind. Asking someone like Tamy, who had spent her entire life working as a salaried employee, to open her own law practice was like telling her to jump out of an airplane without a parachute on her back. I found her an office together with a lawyer friend of ours and told her not to worry, the clients would assuredly come. Tamy opened her law practice in a small room in Ra’anana and quickly moved to her own office in Kfar Sava. She recruited some good people and set up an excellent firm, which today has twenty-five professionals on its roster. Tamy made an outstanding career for herself, and I’m so proud of her for making the decision to challenge herself—a choice that was in stark contrast to everything she believed.

			As I noted above, Tamy and I started our life together in Tel Aviv with two mortgages, both of which were paid off ten years later. Because we wanted our children to have a good education, we bought a house in Ra’anana and lived there for the next thirty-four years. Several years ago, our daughter Anat suggested that we all live next to each other. We were in Australia when she called us on the phone and told us that she’d found a piece of real estate in the countryside, in the Israeli Moshav community of Haniel. And so, we moved to the beautiful district of Emek Hefer.
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			My Appointment as Special Advisor on Captured Israeli Soldiers and Those Missing in Action

			The subject of IDF captives and MIAs started appearing in headlines in the press as far back as 1948. But up until the 1980s only IDF command was authorized to officially handle this issue, and the authority to do so rested with the head of IDF Manpower Directorate. When tangled dealings with foreign elements began to complicate the issue, such as the Jibril Agreement of 1985, and public opinion was loudly being heard and began to play a role in such considerations, civilians were asked to assist Israel’s defense ministry. The first to do so was Attorney Shmuel Tamir, followed by Attorney Aryeh Merinsky and later me, starting on a voluntary basis and continuing in the same way for the next thirty years.

			The person who enlisted me was Israel’s president at the time, Haim Herzog. In 1986, he asked that I handle the subject of captives and MIAs for a short stint alongside officials from the IDF Manpower Directorate. I accepted his offer. At that preliminary stage, there was no title for someone acting in this capacity. The first two years were very hard, because the various public bodies making up the elaborate system entrusted with maintaining Israel’s defense—including, first and foremost the IDF brass—didn’t like working with civilians who didn’t rise from the ranks. I told Brig. Gen. Elkana Har-Nof, the military advisor to Israel’s defense minister at the time, Yitzhak Rabin, that I was constantly feeling like the odd man out, an outsider. He suggested that I be given the official role of special advisor to the minister of defense for matters of captives and MIAs. I would receive a higher security clearance, which would upgrade my role and make the system treat me more seriously. And so it was. On September 8, 1988, I was officially appointed to this role in return for a salary of one Israeli shekel per year. Our list of MIAs from the ranks of the IDF at the time included Zachary Baumel, Yehuda Katz, and Zvika Feldman who were captured in the Battle of Sultan Yaqoub in 1982, in addition to Yossi Fink, Rahamim Alsheikh, Samir As’ad, and Ron Arad.

			In one of my meetings with Defense Minister Rabin, I told him that it was impossible for only IDF command to handle this subject and that other elements must be involved in the process. Rabin agreed and suggested that I voice my opinion to Nahum Admoni, director of the Israeli Institute of Intelligence, a.k.a. the Mossad. Following my meeting with Admoni, the Mossad also became a part of the picture, and Admoni appointed a special team to handle IDF captives and MIAs led by Shabtai Shavit, who later became chief of the Mossad himself.

			My appointment was extended by defense ministers in all successive administrations. Since I didn’t answer directly to any part of the system, I was involved in everything. I handled the negotiations, intelligence gathering, and also relations with family members of the captives and MIAs. Combining all three proved to be problematic at times. Some people thought it improper, claiming that someone who was directly affiliated with the families couldn’t handle the professional side of it, too, because it could serve as a source of conflicting interests in the process. I told those critics, “You can’t let the families sit around waiting for a meeting with the defense minister. They can come and have a meeting with me anytime they want.”

			In the course of my work, I’ve met the kinds of people that a normal person rarely gets to, and I still managed to maintain a crucial division between all my different roles. Thus, for instance, I could come back from a secret meeting and sit down with the family members of a missing person without telling them a word about the meeting that just took place.

			I became a part of those families’ world. Relations between us were always open and honest, even though we certainly had some disagreements, and there was even anger involved sometimes. Each one of these families, whose lives had been completely thrown into chaos overnight and who suddenly found themselves thrust into the spotlight and the public eye, is an amazing story in itself. Some of them continue to be faithful companions, confidants who supported me during some of the hard times we’ve had dealing with these issues. You never truly become immunized to it. One of the seventy-three IDF soldiers who were killed in action in the helicopter disaster of February 1997 was Avi Efner from the northern city of Kiryat Tivon. His father worked at a company that I was a board member of, and naturally I planned to attend the funeral. On the morning of the funeral, as usual, I was talking on the phone to Batya Arad, mother to the missing IAF navigator Ron Arad, and she asked me where I was going to go that day. I tried to evade her question, but she pressured me and I finally told her where I was headed. Batya, who was a very unique and strong woman, insisted that I let her talk to Raya, the bereaved mother, before the funeral. When I met Raya later that day, I found it extremely hard to relay Batya’s request, but she saw in my face that I was deeply troubled by something, and as soon as she heard what it was about, she asked that I connect her to Batya immediately. I stood by Raya as she talked to Batya on the phone, one moment before she was going to say goodbye to her son forever, and I saw an expression on her face that I simply couldn’t fathom.

			Many years later, Raya told me about the content of that phone call with Batya. “The night of the helicopter disaster, at 2:00 a.m., IDF officers from the local city’s liaison unit arrived at our house and informed us that Avi was missing in action. The feelings of uncertainty were absolutely unbearable. What if he was lying somewhere wounded? What if he was unconscious and couldn’t call for help? Where was he? The hours went by, and the house was full of family relatives and friends—everyone was worried and filled with a feeling of incredible tension and complete helplessness. In the small hours of the morning, the IDF liaison officer’s mobile phone suddenly started ringing. I heard him say, ‘Are you sure? Is it official?’ and for a moment I was filled with great happiness. ‘They must have found him.’ He was alive. Obviously, the information that was just relayed to him was the exact opposite. Avi was one of the first to have his body identified. Together with the horrific pain, a strange calm descended upon the entire house.

			“That’s what I was telling Batya in our phone call just before the funeral. Batya shared my grief with very touching words and told me about the first official message she received from the IDF after Ron ejected from his aircraft on October 16, 1986, and about the uncertainty regarding Ron’s fate which has been with her ever since. I told Batya that it was terribly hard when we received word that Avi’s body was identified, but it was preferable to the awful feeling of uncertainty. From the several hours that I had to endure, I know that there’s nothing worse than the feeling, of simply not knowing. Batya responded, “‘I envy you.’”

			This story emphasizes how unbearably hard the uncertainty is for the families of a missing person, and it is a feeling that becomes an inseparable part of their lives thereafter.

			During the Gilad Shalit affair, I was teamed up with Hagai Hadas and later with David Meidan. When the prisoner exchange deal was about to be finalized, I was on an organized tour of Tibet. The head of the team, David Meidan, promised that he would send me a secret signal agreed upon in advance at the moment of truth. When I received this signal from him, Tamy and I left the group, and after twenty-six hours on the way we landed back in Israel at 3:00 a.m. Several hours later, we were engaged in a fascinating conversation with Gilad’s mother, Aviva Shalit, at their home in Mitzpe Hila.

			Until the mid-1980s, Israel had to deal with the return of captives and MIAs with state actors on the other side of the negotiating table. But from that time, the other parties were terrorist organizations, and working with those was a completely different endeavor. It wasn’t an organized state entity, but a band of violent civilian people who had completely different decision-making processes and considerations.

			When I was a child, my grandfather asked me a question that, unbeknownst to me, would have awesome significance for me later in life: “If the world’s boxing champion stepped into the ring and had to face a young man from the slums holding a broken glass bottle, who would win?”

			“The champion,” I replied.

			“No, my child,” said my grandfather, “the winner would be that boy from the slums, and he would win quickly, because the champion learned that it’s illegal to hit below the belt, whereas the boy wouldn’t be constrained by any of the rules.”

			The state of Israel—a democracy with all of its advantages and flaws—is that world champion forced to abide by the rules of the game when facing that boy from the slums with a smashed bottle in his hand. A terrorist organization doesn’t follow any rules. A state has a highly organized process of decision-making. That was the backbone of every part of my activities. It is the duty of the state, which sends soldiers to the field of battle with the risk of being taken captive or killed, to bring them back home. This duty is one of the most fundamental moral values that we uphold.

			*   *   *

			In 1992, while I was deeply involved in the recovery of captives and MIAs (and in addition to my career as an attorney) I met with Danny Angel, owner of “Angel Bakeries,” and Kenny Greidinger, one of the owners of Israel’s “Rav-Hen” movie theater chain, in the lobby of the Dan hotel in Tel Aviv. They asked me to join the management team of Variety, a global nongovernmental organization engaged in aiding children with special needs and their families. They hinted that later I might also be appointed to head the organization. Mira Avrech was then acting president, and the CEO was Yonah Klimovzky, who was once director general of Israel’s Prime Minister’s office under Menachem Begin. She was later replaced by Irit Admoni Perlman, daughter of former Mossad chief Nahum Admoni. When I told them that I was far too busy to be involved, Angel and Greidinger convinced me to come in “only for a year or two” and then resign.

			I agreed and in 1994 was appointed president of Variety Israel. I really thought I would only be in this role for a year or two, but from that moment on, there was no turning back, and I never wanted to. We managed to turn Variety into a wonderful organization. In 1996, the global Variety group inquired if I was interested in becoming a member of the organization’s board of directors. I was appointed to the position of global vice president the following year and started my work in the international arena. We aided millions of children in fifty different countries. It was exhilarating to see how the world opened its heart and started giving on a truly global scale.

			In 2002, I was elected to be president of the global organization—the first Israeli citizen to hold this position. The inauguration ceremony was held in Chicago and was attended by 1,200 members of the organization from all around the world. Israeli flags flew in the hall, and “Hava Nagila” played in the background. It was one of the most exciting and emotional events in my life. The guest of honor was Buzz Aldrin, the second astronaut to walk on the moon. I served as president for two years, until 2005, and as chairman of the board until 2007.

			My position as Variety Israel president was taken by Udi Angel, who informed me at our first meeting, when I offered this position to him, that he was a very busy man. I told him the same thing they told me—come in for one or two years only. I managed to convince him the same way they managed to convince me. When my term as global president was finished, Udi wanted to give me back the reins, but I declined. I wanted him to stick around and remain on the board of Variety. We decided that the “elders of the tribe” would weigh in on this question. They ruled that I would be appointed chairman for life and that Udi would remain president and be eligible for reelection every two years. It’s been fifteen years since we started working together manning the helm at this NGO, and we both enjoy doing it with a great deal of love and friendship.

			I never thought I would spend so many years at the head of the organization. Over the years I kept asking myself how and why I persisted in this particular endeavor of helping children and not, for example, elderly people or battered women. I concluded that children’s cases were touching for me because, unlike others, they hadn’t had time to experience the good in life; they were struck by the hand of fate right at the beginning of the road. Also, there’s nothing that makes people happy more than children. First, it’s our own childhood, then it’s the children we bring into the world and the joy and pride of raising them to adulthood, and finally when they end up having their own children—our grandchildren—who provide us with pure bliss. Not that I dismiss the needs of other people who need help, but we live a relatively short life on this earth, and one has to decide how to spend that time to better humanity.

			My involvement with Variety allows me to practice what I find myself preaching to anyone who’s willing to listen: find a cause to volunteer for and do it for your local community. The world we live in is becoming an increasingly alienating place. We eat faster, make love faster, walk faster, talk faster. I suggest slowing down. Let yourself stop. Marvel at the road you’re taking, get a look at the scenery, enjoy that which the world has given us, and do good. If you do nothing in this life but work, earn a living, and accumulate
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