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1

Report

A harassing phone ringing penetrated Ronnie’s 

consciousness. Out of the weakness of a sleepy mind, 

he decided to ignore it, hoping it would give up and 

cease, but it kept going. He turned to the other side, as 

if changing position would eliminate the annoyance, 

but the stubborn ringing persisted—layer after layer, it 

peeled off the covers of sleep, until he was fully awake 

and rushed, alarmed, toward the phone. His remembered 

commitment to be ready for a call of duty at any time 

made him at once alert and sharp. He reprimanded 

himself for lingering, and prayed he hadn’t missed 

something important. When he picked up the phone, 

he wondered why the ringing did not stop.

“Hello,” he said through the background noise.

“Ronnie, this is Michal from operations. A high alert 

was announced and everyone has been called to the 
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squadron. Wait on the BOQ1 plaza. The van will pick 
you up in ten minutes.”

Michal, the servicewoman in the operations room, 
sounded wide-awake and alert, as if it were the middle 
of the day and not four in the morning.

“I got it, Michal. I’m going down immediately,” said 
Ronnie, trying to hide the tremor in his voice.

He sat down on the bed, trying to drive away the 
last remnants of sleep that were unwilling to obey the 
forced wake-up.

Yesterday, something started brewing, he thought. 
Although it was Yom Kippur, all regular servicemen 
were ordered to remain on base. Apparently, there 
was good reason. Sure enough, now we’re being called 
for urgent duty. At last, I hope something important 
comes up. Actually, it came to me pretty quickly. Just 
four months ago I was qualified as an Operational 
Navigator, and already I have the chance for the real 
thing. But I feel ready for it. I’m even looking forward 
to it. This is why I volunteered for pilot training. Risks 
don’t deter me. My only fear is that I will not fulfill 
expectations. I must not disappoint either myself or 
my friends. But why doesn’t the phone stop ringing? 
I already answered it! It probably won’t stop ringing 
until I’m standing. OK, that’s what I’ll do. I’m getting up. 
But, goddamn, what is happening to me? My vision is 
suddenly blurry, like in a flight blackout. But I’m on the 

1 BOQ – Bachelor Officers Quarters
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ground, not maneuvering—it’s almost like it’s coming 
from within. Shit. Nothing can go wrong with me now, 
when I’ve just been called to the squadron. I must return 
to my senses. I need to hurry up and get down there. 
Certainly, everyone is already waiting for me. Well, I 
think it’s starting to be OK. But why doesn’t the f **kin’ 
phone stop ringing? You’re a nuisance, don’t you see? 
I’ve already gotten up! See? I’m standing! Enough! Stop 
ringing like crazy.

A hefty elbow push jarred Ronnie back to reality. 
Maya did not like his phone calls in the middle of the 
night. They disrupted her rest for the next day’s plans. 
Since her early retirement, she had extra time on her 
hands, and she was overloading it with recreational 
activities from morning to night. If he would be quick to 
pick up the phone, she could cope with the disturbance, 
but he was always lingering—not because he slept so 
deeply but probably because the ringing became woven 
into his dreams. His delay was annoying her because she 
needed to fall asleep again before she completely woke 
up. But he, as if on purpose, didn’t hurry to answer. She 
had learned from experience that only a sharp elbow 
jab would solve the problem.

Ronnie looked at the digital clock radio on the bedside 
table. The luminous digits indicated 02:10 AM. A phone 
call at this time can’t mean good news, he thought. 
Probably another accident. I have no choice. I have to 
answer.

He picked up the receiver.
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“Hello,” he whispered, trying to minimize the 
disturbance for Maya, who turned her back to him 
and pulled the blanket over her head.

“This is the officer in charge of the control tower at 
Sdeh Dov2. Are you Mr. Ronnie Kakhlon, the Chief Air 
Accidents Investigator?”

“Ronnie Kakhlon speaking. What is it?”
“Mister Investigator, I apologize for the call at this 

time, but it’s an emergency.” The speaker’s voice 
trembled with emotion.

“Go ahead. I’m listening.”
“A few minutes ago, a plane crashed into the sea. I 

mean, it probably crashed. We lost radio contact with 
it shortly after takeoff, and by the pattern of its lights 
it seems it dived into the sea.”

Ronnie grew tense. He ceased considering Maya and 
raised his voice. “Who would fly at these hours and in 
such terrible weather?” he asked reproachfully, as if 
the tower officer were responsible for approving the 
flight in conditions ripe for an accident.

“It was a cloud-seeding3 flight,” the tower officer 
quickly responded.

His reply cleared Ronnie’s quandary. He knew that 
cloud-seeding flights, by definition, were carried out 
in bad weather and around the clock.

2 Sdeh Dov – A small, combined civil-military airfield 
near Tel Aviv

3 Cloud-seeding – Dumping silver iodide or dry ice into a 
cloud to generate rainfall
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“What exactly did you see?” Ronnie asked, hoping to 
glean more information from the tower officer.

“As I told you, the controller on duty saw it diving 
toward the sea, but he did not see it hit the water. The 
visibility here is very limited. It’s a dark night, and it’s 
raining all the time. There is eight eighths cloud cover 
at low altitude with cloud tears descending down to 
the water. Radio contact was cut off right after takeoff. 
That’s all I know right now. When you get here, you 
can debrief the controller who was on duty at the time 
of the accident.”

“What have you done so far?” Ronnie asked in a 
practical tone.

“Not much. This happened just a few minutes ago. 
Until now, we’ve been busy with reports. We reported 
to the Central Command and Control Post of the Air 
Force. We asked for a flaring plane, but they said it’s 
impossible to carry out aerial flaring4 in this kind of 
weather. They said they’ll launch a search and rescue 
helicopter.”

“Did you report to the IDF’s5 Current Operations 
Command Post?”

“Not yet.”
“Then report to them immediately. Ask them to order 

the Navy to send all the coast guard ships patrolling 
right now to the assumed crash area. Ask them to alert 
the police, too. There should also be police patrol boats 

4 Aerial flaring – Dropping flares from an aircraft
5 IDF – Israel Defense Forces
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at sea, unless they aren’t out tonight because of the 
weather.”

“OK. I’ll report to them.”
“Finally, assemble all the paperwork associated with 

the flight at the dispatching center—the flight plan and 
the aircraft’s technical maintenance paperwork. Act 
quickly and discreetly so nothing goes missing before 
I arrive. I’ll see you in twenty minutes.”

“OK. I am on the visual control floor. Join me and we 
will arrange the initial questioning of the controller 
on duty.”

Ronnie thought for a moment and concluded that 
he had exhausted all immediate instructions. Then 
he realized there was one question left unanswered.

“Who were the pilots?” he asked.
“Not pilots, rather a pilot. There was only a single 

pilot on the plane,” answered the tower officer.
“What’s his name?”
“Dan Saghi.”
Ronnie’s heart skipped a beat.
“Who?” he asked again, refusing to believe his ears.
“Dan Saghi,” the officer repeated.
Ronnie was flabbergasted. After a moment, he 

recovered: “You said he was alone on the plane? For 
cloud-seeding, you need a two-man crew, right?”

“Yes, it’s usually a crew of two, but according to the 
flight plan he was alone on the plane. We also confirmed 
that with the technician who launched him for the 
mission.”
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“OK, I’m on my way. In the meantime, make sure you 
complete all I instructed,” Ronnie said, trying to sound 
businesslike.

“Will do,” the officer in charge of the control tower 
vigorously replied.

Ronnie rested the phone in its cradle.
Highly agitated, he tried to digest the bad news. In 

his eight years as Chief Air Accidents Investigator at 
the Ministry of Transportation, hearing the names 
of accident victims had become a routine occurrence 
for him. Although he knew most of them personally, 
over time he had developed an emotionally detached 
attitude whenever he received news of an accident. 
But for him, Dan wasn’t just one more pilot killed in an 
accident. He was one of the most significant people in 
his life. Knowing that Dan might have perished touched 
the deepest layers of his soul. The shock, the refusal to 
believe, and the glimpse of hope still left brought to his 
mind a sharp memory of That War6.

Once inside the squadron, we realized that something 
bad had happened. Air-crew members were passing by 
silently with downcast faces. A tape of John Denver’s 
wistful country songs was playing on the stereo in the 
club. We hung our flight gear in the locker room and 
went down to the operations bunker. The servicewomen 
in the operations room wiped tears from their eyes. 

6 That War – A putative way to refer to the Yom Kippur 
War (1973), the hardest war the Israeli people have 
experienced since the War of Independence
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My heart predicted bad news. Dan approached the 
operations counter. I stood behind him, tense and 
anxious.

“Yossi, what happened?” Dan asked the ops commander 
in charge.

“Gil’ad and Rami didn’t return for landing, either 
here or at any other Air Force base. At a certain point in 
their flight radio contact with them was lost. There were 
also no signals from their ELT7. They’re now considered 
missing in action,” Yossi Carmel answered darkly. After 
a moment of thought, he added, “But you guys actually 
took part in this mission. Aren’t you supposed to know 
something about what happened to them?”

Yossi looked at Dan, then at me, and then back at 
Dan. I felt sick to my stomach. My hands were coated 
in sweat. I tried not to show what I was feeling.

Not a single muscle twitched on Dan’s somber face. He 
began to speak, his voice steady and calm: “All I know is 
that while pulling out from the attacked Syrian airfield, 
they engaged in a dogfight with a MIG-21 that was 
pursuing them. I saw them in the distance and offered 
to help, but Gil’ad said there was no need because he 
was going to shoot it down immediately. He ordered me 
to join his formation to mine and lead the whole group 
home, which I did. From that moment on, I didn’t hear 
anything from him—not on the attack channel or the 
formation channel or the traffic control channel, and 
not on the emergency channel either. I thought he was 

7 ELT – Emergency Locator Transmitter



V E R T I G O  |  1 3 

short of fuel and went to land at Ramat David8. Only now 
I understand he didn’t land at all.” A note of apology 
crept into Dan’s confident voice.

“OK, Dan. Call the search and rescue center and report 
everything you know about Gil’ad and Rami. It might 
help in locating them.”

I felt I needed to lean on the counter to keep standing. 
I stared, agitated, into the space of the operations 
room. Dan, cool and businesslike, was on the telephone 
reporting to the search and rescue center about the 
flight’s events. The servicewomen in the operations 
room removed from the assignments board the magnetic 
plates that displayed the names of the aircrews who had 
just returned from attacking a Syrian airfield. They 
put the leading team’s plates in a drawer. Yossi’s face 
remained grim, but he was already busy assigning crews 
for the upcoming missions. His demeanor conveyed that 
in spite of the squadron commander and his navigator 
being missing in action, the war would continue, and 
everyone needed to grit their teeth and continue to 
function normally.

But I couldn’t function normally anymore. Until now, 
I had somehow overcome my fears thanks to Dan, who 
personally took care of me. The official commanding 
staff—the squadron commander and his deputies—were 
too busy taking care of confused and contradictory 
commands coming one after the other from the Air 
Force Central Command and Control Post, and weren’t 

8 Ramat David – An Air Force base in the north of Israel
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available to watch what was happening with the low-
level fighters. And the fighters—they weren’t all built 
the same; everyone reacted differently to the difficult 
war. I was one of the struggling ones. Over time, coping 
with my fears went beyond my abilities. The repeated 
transition from the secured squadron building to the 
hell fire at the frontline had exhausted me. Before I 
could manage to breathe and relax after returning 
from one mission, I had to mobilize the strength for 
another mission to hell. The fear of the next mission 
undermined the little serenity I could catch during 
the short stay on the ground. With desperate eyes, 
I watched the fighters who adapted to the extreme 
emotional back and forth unique to aerial combat and 
who performed well in both facets—in the air they fully 
utilized their courage and professionalism, and on the 
ground they knew how to take advantage of the short 
leisure time to recharge their bodies and minds. But 
for me, it didn’t work.

Only Dan noticed that something bad was happening 
to me. He asked for me to be assigned as his permanent 
navigator. In the beginning, he made sure we were 
assigned to relatively easy flights, to gradually build up 
my confidence. I realized how much he was sacrificing 
for me when he gave up the most high-profile and 
challenging missions—the missions he needed to 
establish the high operational ranking he thought 
he deserved in the squadron hierarchy. He needed it 
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badly, because he arrived at the squadron just a few 
months before the war and his flying abilities had not 
been fully exhibited yet. In the northern squadron he 
came from, he was highly reputed as a brave fighter and 
outstanding leader, but here he had to prove himself 
again. Although officially he was second in seniority 
to the squadron commander, he wasn’t ranked so high 
practically. At the beginning of the war, Gil’ad preferred 
to assign pilots he knew well as formation leaders, 
while making Dan second-tier leader. But pretty soon 
a new hierarchy was established. The war had peeled 
off the façade the air fighters wore in calm periods, 
and a new image emerged, based on the strengths and 
weaknesses exposed in demanding, high-stress combat. 
The glory of some of the peace-time bright stars faded 
away due to their undetermined functioning in combat 
situations, while other pilots, who had not stood out 
in training competitions, excelled during moments 
of truth. The pilots that demonstrated courage and 
performed effectively in battle ascended to the top of 
the list.

Dan was the most remarkable of the fighters who 
upgraded their status. During combat missions, he 
achieved results far beyond the prevailing standards. 
As a formation leader, he functioned calmly and 
thoughtfully, without errors or operational mishaps. 
On the ground, he stood out as an original operational 
thinker and a wise decision maker. The rich combat 
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experience he had amassed in the northern squadron 
during the Six-Day War and the War of Attrition9 
provided him with natural authority in a young 
squadron whose fighters mostly lacked such experience. 
Very quickly, he gained the high-ranking position he 
deserved among the squadron’s senior leaders.

When my condition allowed it, he insisted that we 
be assigned to the most difficult tasks, ignoring the 
superstition that asking for a change in assignment 
was like challenging fate. I climbed up the performance 
hierarchy after Dan. Thanks to him, I was able to 
function reasonably well despite all my fears, although 
I still walked a fine line and barely kept my balance.

But then Gil’ad fell in battle and everything collapsed 
once again. Dan couldn’t be my insurance policy 
anymore. If the squadron commander fell, it could also 
happen to Dan. And if Dan fell, I fell with him. At once, 
the feeble dam I had built inside broke, and an ocean 
of anxiety inundated me. Terrible days came upon me. 
I spent long hours in the bathroom, suffering from 
intermittent diarrhea and vomiting. My legs barely 
carried me to the plane, refusing to cooperate with 
my walk to certain death, like a sheep to the slaughter. 
My knees buckled when I climbed the ladder to the 
navigator’s seat. In those terrible moments of crisis, Dan 
would not let me crash. Even when he was appointed as 

9 Six-Day War and War of Attrition – Two remarkable 
wars in the history of Israel which took place in 1967 and 
1969-1970, respectively
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squadron commander in place of Gil’ad and was required 
to lead the most demanding missions, he refused to 
replace me with an older, more experienced navigator.

“I trust you professionally one hundred percent, 
Ronnie. You navigate superbly,” he said, “and we will 
deal with the other problems together. I assure you, 
everything will be OK.”

He had no experience as a mental health professional, 
except for the example he set with his strong character. 
His peace of mind gave me confidence. His courage 
and skill showed me that one can perform well even 
under stress and risk. With endless patience, he helped 
me stop the snowball of anxiety tumbling inside me. 
He took me to the edge of the airplane’s performance 
capabilities and to the pinnacle of risk. Together, we 
became a cohesive and effective team. Honestly, we 
weren’t friends in the usual sense of the word, but 
inside I felt that a unique relationship had formed 
between us—an incomparable bond. A bond forged 
in combat fire.

I owe a lot to this man, who gave me back my 
confidence and dignity. And suddenly, I’m hit with 
his accident. How the wheel of fate is turning—Gil’ad 
died in That War, and now, thirty-one years later, Dan’s 
turn has come. Thus, the combat leaders’ generation 
becomes extinct. Only I am still here. It’s hard to believe 
that this skilled and experienced fighter, who made it 
safely through That War and all other wars, lost his 
life on an unremarkable, routine flight.
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Ronnie got out of bed and began to dress.
“What happened?” Maya asked sleepily.
“An accident. An aircraft plunged into the sea after 

takeoff from Sdeh Dov,” Ronnie said, trying to adopt a 
casual tone.

“Who’s the pilot?” Maya asked, concerned.
After a brief hesitation, Ronnie decided to share the 

terrible news.
“Dan Saghi.”
“Danny? I don’t believe it!” Maya exclaimed in shock.
Only she and Naomi called him Danny. The reverence 

Ronnie felt toward Dan wouldn’t allow him to use pet 
names.

“Yes, it’s Dan,” he confirmed.
“What happened to him?” Maya asked, wide-awake 

now.
“The situation is unclear. Usually, such accidents 

don’t end well, but there have been cases of pilots who 
survived. They’re starting to look for him now,” Ronnie 
said, trying to ease the severity of the news.

“It’s not right that Danny would be involved in a 
fatal accident. After all the wars he’s made it through, 
it is simply inconceivable that he would be killed in a 
stupid accident,” Maya said angrily. “What the hell was 
he doing in the air at this hour?”

“It was a flight for cloud-seeding, to generate rain. 
Those flights take place in the craziest hours and the 
worst weather.”
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“What? Did he work as a pilot? I thought he had quit 
flying long ago.”

“I also thought so. Turns out he was still flying. Not 
just flying, but working as a professional pilot. Cloud-
seeding flights are not flown as a hobby. They’re not 
a great delight. Actually, they’re pretty damn shitty 
flights.”

“What happened to him?”
“He probably became disoriented by vertigo. If 

he had a technical problem, he would have reported 
it, and according to what’s known at the moment he 
didn’t report anything. A pilot affected by vertigo 
doesn’t hurry to report because he doesn’t consider it 
an emergency. Instead of talking he focuses on taking 
the necessary measures to recover from the situation.”

“So you think that Dan was affected by vertigo?”
“Probably. Turning immediately toward the sea after 

taking off from Sdeh Dov can cause vertigo. The abrupt 
transition from the lights of Tel Aviv to the absolute 
darkness of the sea, in addition to clouds and rain, can 
confuse the senses of any pilot.”

“So why didn’t he recover from it?”
“That is what I’m also wondering. After all, vertigo 

is a common phenomenon, and pilots are trained to 
get out of it. Yet, once every few years, vertigo claims 
a victim. But this shouldn’t have happened to Dan. An 
experienced pilot like him shouldn’t crash into the sea 
as a result of vertigo.”
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Suddenly, doubt began creeping into Ronnie’s mind. 
In fact, during That War, in the nightly toss-bombing 
mission, Dan was overcome by vertigo that almost 
caused them to crash into the ground. If it had happened 
to him then, when he was at his peak, then it could 
happen to him now.

“But it turns out that any pilot can be wrong,” he 
added, “even the best. Dan is already sixty-one years old. 
At that age unexpected things can happen to people.”

“I hope he made it out alive,” Maya said in a choked 
voice.

“I hope so, too, Mayush. It is still possible that we will 
succeed in finding him alive, but honestly, the chances 
aren’t that good.”

“What a disaster. I’m thinking of Naomi. I’m sad 
for her and the children. She probably doesn’t know 
anything yet. It will be very hard for her. I have to 
help her.”

“Tomorrow, after she knows, go to her. OK? That’s 
it. I’m out of here.”

“Keep me posted, Ronnchik,” Maya said softly.
“OK. Meanwhile, try to sleep. Goodnight, Mayush,” 

Ronnie said, as he tied his shoelaces.
“Good night, good morning. I’m so confused I don’t 

know what’s now anymore. Most importantly, it should 
end well. Hold up, Ronnchik. A difficult task awaits you.”

She doesn’t know how right she is, Ronnie thought. 
Investigating Dan’s accident is really not that simple for 


