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            Prologue

            Beirut, October 14, 1985

         

         This was the moment that the Achille Lauro entered the consciousness of five-year-old Omar Abbas, younger son of Samia Costandi, first wife of Mohammed Zaidan, better known as Abu al-Abbas, commander of the Palestinian Liberation Front.

         The telephone in their apartment rang and Omar heard his grandmother say, “Hello, Nabeel, did you finish your PhD?” And then his mother, Samia, told him and his older brother, Khaled, to come say hello to Baba, their father, but to pretend he was their uncle, Samia’s brother, Nabeel. Omar could tell from his mother’s face that this was very serious.

         “Hello, Uncle Baba,” he said.

         The five-year-old’s failure at subterfuge would become part of family lore. For Samia, the call signaled that her ex-husband, Abu al-Abbas, was safe. For Omar, the conversation was merged into the mythology that would always surround his father, a towering figure who instilled in his sons a permanent sense of longing.

         The divorce had been modern, granting custody to Samia with visiting rights for their father. During the year Omar and Khaled lived with their mother in Beirut, close to their maternal grandparents, in Hamra, a lively neighborhood full of cafés where intellectuals and activists mingled to discuss poetry and philosophy and politics amid the chaos of a decade’s ongoing sectarian violence. Samia taught English as a second language close by, at Beirut University College, her alma mater.

         Omar felt safe and protected, even though he knew there was a civil war and he remembered times when there would be explosions sounding like fireworks that meant his family had to hide in the stairwell with neighbors. His mom brought a blanket and snacks; for the kids, it was an indoor picnic, even though they knew the fireworks were bombs.

         Hearing Baba’s voice carried Omar’s imagination to happy summers in Tunisia, where he spent vacations with his older brother, Khaled. That’s when they saw their father and were taken care of by their Auntie Reem, their stepmother, who treated them even nicer than her own kids. Omar and Khaled considered Loaye and Reef, Reem’s sons from her first marriage, as brothers.

         Tunisia provided a haven for the Palestine Liberation Organization, which had been driven from Beirut in 1982, but for young Omar, it simply meant the hot chocolate Reem gave them at breakfast and a dog he loved, though it had so many fleas Auntie gave it away to a friend who had a farm. Tunisia meant watching cartoons on television when the three older boys left Omar, the youngest, behind. They told him he couldn’t come because they were going to help the dwarfs fight giants, battles in which they always claimed victory. In Tunisia Omar saw the way grown-ups spoke to his Baba, like his dad was a Jedi knight. Even the cracked dry soil of the garden produced watermelons from seeds planted by his father, another sign of his strength.

         In Omar’s eyes, Abu al-Abbas was a hero, like Robin Hood the fox in the animated Disney film he loved to watch, always having to hide from the sheriff. Tunisia was his Baba’s refuge, his Forest of Nottingham.

         Back in Beirut, Omar understood that here his father had to be kept a secret—not easy for a little boy who wanted to brag about his important dad.

         One day in kindergarten the teacher went around the room asking the kids what their fathers did.

         Omar listened as Mahmoud said his father was a dentist and Sara said her dad was a doctor.

         What does your dad do, Omar?

         I can’t say.

         What do you mean, you can’t say?

         Omar knew he wasn’t supposed to tell anyone that his dad was a fighter, but he was bursting to say something. Everyone was looking at him. So, he made noises like a machine gun, pretending to hold an imaginary weapon in his hands.

         They didn’t understand. One kid thought the sputtering sounds indicated a jackhammer and asked him if his father was a “digger.”

         Omar felt compelled to try again.

         “My dad,” he said, “when Israelis see him, they say, ‘Catch that guy!’”
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            A Week Earlier…

            The Mediterranean Sea, October 7, 1985

         

         The Achille Lauro had a tendency to tilt toward disaster.

         A disturbing sign appeared at the very beginning, before the ship was even built. Known simply as Construction 214, the luxury vessel was going to be the pride of Rotterdam Lloyd, a major Dutch nautical line. The project began in 1939 but was delayed for years by Dutch workers resisting the German occupiers of Rotterdam during World War II. Finally launched in 1946, the ship was originally named for a martyr, the great-grandson of the company founder, Willem Ruys, who was taken hostage and killed by the Nazis in 1942. A few good years followed and then air travel sent the ocean liner business into a steep decline. In January 1965, the Willem Ruys was sold to Lauro Lines, a Neapolitan shipping company.

         The Italians replaced the name on the ship’s bow with Achille Lauro, after its new owner, a wealthy industrialist and political force in Naples. Nothing unusual about that, except there was something unseemly about replacing an homage to a victim of fascism with the name of a Mussolini supporter who remained committed to right-wing politics. Eight months after the exchange, in the midst of a major overhaul, the Achille Lauro experienced a massive explosion and fire. Once again, it survived.

         During the next twenty years, the Achille Lauro endured business troubles, fires, collisions, and a brush or two with war. In 1982, the ship’s namesake died at age ninety-five, leaving Lauro Lines heavily in debt; the company went bankrupt and the vessel was seized by creditors. Early in 1985, the Achille Lauro, repossessed by the Italian government, was leased for three years to Chandris Shipping Lines, a substantial Greek maritime company, which agreed to charter the ship for twenty cruises each year, all leaving from Genoa.

         Advertising was pitched at people who wanted to indulge in the fantasy of unattainable luxury at affordable prices. Once on board, passengers were handed a glossy brochure, decorated with photographs of sexy men and women, written in giddy prose.

         “Whilst at sea you will savour the delights of the gourmet’s table—with no less than six meals daily,” including a midnight buffet!

         “Your only problem—a happy one—will be to choose from the extravagant array of tempting dishes!”

         Captain Gerardo De Rosa was at the helm when the Achille Lauro left Genoa early Thursday evening, October 3, 1985. The ship docked in Naples the next day, and was then bound for ports in Egypt, Israel, Cyprus, and Greece, eleven days in all.

         De Rosa was well qualified. A graduate of the Nautical Institute in Piano di Sorrento, a municipality of Naples, he’d worked his way up through the ranks from cabin boy, gaining experience on freight ships for the Lauro Lines. Now, at age fifty-one, after more than thirty years at sea, he was on his eighteenth outing as a cruise ship commander.

         Captain De Rosa oversaw the complex technical and safety requirements of moving the massive vessel, which was 23,629 tons, 643 feet long (almost two soccer fields), and 82 feet high (eight stories). She was powered by eight diesel engines putting out 32,000 horsepower to twin propellers.

         On a luxury liner, however, seafaring expertise was merely the baseline competency. The Achille Lauro was both tourist resort and cargo vessel because of the sheer amount of food, drink, and linens required to accommodate guests. A sampling of job descriptions for the 383-member staff and crew reflects these needs, a mix of quotidian and indulgent: engine room and deck hand, quartermaster, cabin boy, laundry worker and cook, as well as hairdresser, photographer, barber, hostess, barboy, and cocktail waitress.

         For the 673 passengers, the captain had an additional, picturesque part to play. He had to fulfill the romantic notion inherent in this kind of travel, one that required him to wear a tuxedo as comfortably as a uniform, to embrace the packaged glamour with an aura of sincerity and flirtatious good humor.

         Deeply tanned with large, expressive eyes and an engaging smile, Gerardo De Rosa was born to assume just such a role. Growing up in Gragnano, a hillside town in southern Italy advertised for its excellent pasta, De Rosa was such a charming, exuberant child his mother ironically dubbed him Tristone (Sad Sack), perhaps to ward off evil spirits. De Rosa appreciated the desire of passengers to briefly experience the fiction of a carefree childhood. He described the Achille Lauro as “this enormous plaything, this ‘Land of Toys’ where everything was imagined and reimagined continuously for comfort and for entertainment.”

         He claimed to enjoy watching and rewatching the ritual of discovery, as passengers explored the ship’s labyrinthine byways, coming upon the swimming pools (heated, both indoor and outdoor), massage spa, boutiques, movie theater, beauty parlor, gymnasium, and nightclubs, where dancers, magicians, and singers performed every evening. He liked being part of the fantasy. “A passenger expects from a cruise everything that he has ever dreamed of and even something more,” he would write, “not even he knows what, but we have to try to guess what it is, so that in the end the reality exceeds the expectation.”

         On Sunday evening, October 6, De Rosa prepared himself for the official onboard welcome ceremony, timed to allow passengers to settle in. The ship had already been in motion for three days, having made passage through the strong tidal currents of the Strait of Messina, the narrow strip of water separating Sicily and Calabria. They were now at open sea, heading across the Mediterranean toward Alexandria, Egypt, where passengers who chose could disembark the next morning for a day excursion by bus to Cairo and the Pyramids. They would reboard the ship that same evening at Port Said.

         The captain always tried to shake hands with each and every passenger. After the handshakes, he mingled some more in the ornate Salon Arazzi (Tapestry Hall) on the Promenade Deck, the second highest on the ship, where guests sipped cocktails at tables set with red tablecloths and napkins. De Rosa sought to wish everyone an enjoyable cruise, introduce his top officers, and then open up the dancing, with “The Drinking Song” from La Traviata. It was corny yet effective. De Rosa never deviated from the script, repeating the ritual in Italian, French, English, and Spanish. There were almost two hundred Austrians, seventy-eight Germans, seventy-one Americans, and twenty British; the rest were mainly from South America, Italy and other European countries, plus two Israelis.

         On this voyage, as always, De Rosa’s enjoyment was tempered by the weight of responsibility. He knew that in a group of hundreds of people, it took only one unhappy, rude, or belligerent person to create a multiplying effect of dissatisfaction.

         That evening he had been distracted briefly by one passenger moving through the receiving line, a middle-aged man with thick glasses and oddly showy clothes: shirt collar too big, an out-of-style necktie. De Rosa noticed this man had been watching him with unusual attention.

         The man grasped the captain’s outstretched hand in both of his, then turned the captain’s palm upward, and mumbled a few words. De Rosa could understand only one, the word “Allah.” In the moment, this didn’t strike the captain as unusual. They were moving toward Islamic countries. When he pulled his hand away, De Rosa saw the man had deposited a gift in his palm: a komboloi, a string of Greek worry beads. The captain interpreted the beads as a prayer object, like a rosary, or maybe an expression of affection and friendship. He slipped the beads in his coat pocket without much thought; he often received business cards or notes from people during this moment of introduction. Though he didn’t catch the man’s name, he would not forget their meeting.

         After an evening of socializing, De Rosa was tired. Back in his cabin, as he took off his jacket, he pulled the little chain he’d been given from his pocket. He glanced at the komboloi, then dropped it on his bedside table, along with his cigarettes and lighter.

         Normally he had no trouble falling asleep. That night was different. He had been feeling uneasy all evening—not sick exactly but filled with dread. This was not an unfamiliar feeling. De Rosa had experienced this anxiety before, during long hours he’d spent on oil tankers and freighters, always when heartache was on the horizon. It was a feeling he had the night he learned his mother had died years before, in 1978, when he was crossing an ocean. He’d had the same emotion just a few months earlier, in February 1985, a premonition about Paolo, one of his brothers. He called home to Gragnano from a stop in Trinidad, something he had never done, to discover that Paolo had died, without warning.

         These memories kept him awake. Finally, he left his bed to go up on the ship’s bridge, directly above his quarters, to make sure everything was in order. He was reluctant to go back to bed, so he remained in the solitary comfort of the balmy autumn night until one of his sailors approached him to see if anything was wrong. Not wanting to explain himself, the restless captain returned to his cabin.

         Back in bed, he smoked one cigarette after another; this usually put him to sleep. Nothing worked, not even Halcion, the insomnia medication he rarely took but did that night. The captain dozed off at 3 a.m. only to be awakened at 5:30 by a knock at the door. A waiter was there with his morning coffee. The ship was ready to begin the docking process at Alexandria.

         A few minutes later De Rosa was on deck, waiting with his crew members for a pilot, someone familiar with the local seabed, to arrive from shore to guide the ship in. The captain usually liked to start the day with a joke, something to set a sociable mood, but that morning he was out of sorts, tired from lack of sleep and a nagging feeling of disquiet.

         During the hour or two it took to dock in Alexandria, he found himself looking for the passenger who gave him the worry beads. Instead, strolling on the bridge, he found a group of American passengers and began to talk to them. He had a fondness for Americans; his parents had lived in the United States for a few years before he was born; one of his brothers, born there, still lived in New York, on Long Island.

         He was expecting a quiet day at sea. Most of the passengers, 600 out of 673, were scheduled to take the one-day land excursion to Cairo and the Pyramids. Once they were safely off the ship, the Achille Lauro would be on its way, headed for Port Said, about 150 miles east, at the mouth of the Suez Canal, where the day-trippers would arrive by bus that evening, in time to board the ship to spend the night. He watched a young couple exit; they left their children on the ship with their grandmothers. The ones who stayed behind tended to be old or very young, or not feeling well.

         The exodus of sightseers began at 7:30. De Rosa stood by the railing and watched, making sure things went smoothly. There was always something to worry about. Would someone who had left the ship have an accident, or get lost, or be late for the boat when it left Port Said at the end of the day?

         Shortly before the ship’s scheduled ten o’clock departure from Alexandria, De Rosa noticed several police officers gathered on the pier. Then he caught sight of a beautiful young woman, someone he didn’t recognize as a passenger, walking down the Achille Lauro gangplank, wearing a stylish black hat and a wraparound blue dress. De Rosa barely had time to absorb this elegant image, when a young man, also nattily dressed, darkly handsome, an Arab perhaps, came toward the woman, pulled out a pistol, and fired a shot. She collapsed.

         Before De Rosa could react, the woman got up from the ground and began casually chatting with another man. The captain instantly understood this was a film shoot, probably a low-budget movie, because the group quickly left the area, as though escaping.

         De Rosa noticed he was sharing this bizarre scene with someone else. A man the captain recognized had been watching down on the pier. Leon Klinghoffer, one of the Americans, was easy to remember because he was the only passenger on board in a wheelchair. Klinghoffer seemed annoyed that the filming was blocking him from getting back on the ship. The captain was about to offer help when someone began to push the wheelchair back aboard. De Rosa wondered if Klinghoffer had planned to take the excursion and then changed his mind, or if he just wanted to get off the ship for a while.

         As the ship left the port, the uneasy feeling that had kept De Rosa awake the night before returned. This anxiety persisted even though he hadn’t yet been informed about a passenger who had abruptly decided to leave the cruise altogether in Alexandria. One of the cruise managers had dealt with the matter; she reported later that the passenger seemed agitated and confused, first saying he had to leave because of an important business matter, then he had to leave because his wife was ill. The manager took care of it, made sure the appropriate releases were signed, and watched the man depart.

         No one was alarmed. “There are always a few strange people aboard every ship,” De Rosa observed.

         When De Rosa was trying to put the pieces together later, he realized the passenger who fled the ship was the man who gave him the komboloi and invoked the name of Allah. De Rosa didn’t know it yet, but this man had many names—Petros Flores was one, Khaled Abdul Rahim was another.

         After a quick stroll around the deck, where the remaining passengers had begun to take their place on chaise longues on the sundeck, De Rosa returned to his cabin and stretched out on his bed. He tried to read a book but could not distract himself. When a waiter knocked on the door around noon, offering to bring him lunch, De Rosa declined. He remained on his bed, lost in his thoughts for almost an hour, until he was yanked out of his reveries by another, more insistent knock on the door.

         Before De Rosa could respond, his second in command ran into the room. It was a quarter after one. “I know this with chronometric precision,” the captain would recall.

         “What’s wrong?” De Rosa asked.

         When he heard the answer—“There are terrorists on board”—the words didn’t register.

         De Rosa responded to his fellow Neapolitan in dialect: “Giovanni, what the fuck are you saying?!”

         It took a fraction of a second to realize this was not a joke.

         He and Giovanni quickly went to the bridge, where other crew members were waiting.

         The captain saw the crew members’ instincts were to fight. Someone said they should bring out the rifles kept on board for passengers to use for trap shooting; an officer moved his hand toward the pistol he always carried.

         “Do not touch the pistol,” the captain told him sharply. He ordered the crew to bring the hunting rifles to him for safekeeping. He did not want to get into a gunfight with terrorists, whose weapons were almost certainly deadlier.

         He and his first officer left the bridge to see what was happening on their ship. They walked past the swimming pools, then headed downstairs, from the highest point of the ship to the lowest floor.

         As they got closer to the dining room, instead of hearing the normal buzz of the lunchtime crowd, there was an eerie silence. As they walked in they saw shattered glass, scattered chairs, some handbags strewn about, and a group of passengers huddled in the corner, a pair of men holding them at gunpoint. In the distance, he heard what he believed was the muffled sound of distant gunfire.

         Before De Rosa could fully take in the scene, he heard an agitated voice over the loudspeaker calling urgently:

         “Captain…the captain must report immediately to the bridge.”

         Together with his first officer, De Rosa made his way back up to the navigation room, opened the door, and found the barrel of an AK-47 pointing directly at his face.

         
              

         

         The man holding the assault rifle was Bassam al-Ashker. At age seventeen, he was technically not yet an adult, but the weapon in his hand gave him all the authority he needed.

         His journey to the Achille Lauro began years before his birth, after the Israeli victory in the 1948 War, when his mother and father fled their village near Zefat (also known as Safed), an ancient town near the Lebanese border that became a refuge for Jewish mystics in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Ashker was born in 1968 in northern Lebanon, in a refugee camp called Nahr El Bared, under the rule of the Palestine Liberation Organization’s Fatah movement, which gained power much the way Hamas would a generation later, by distributing food, running schools, providing health care. Fatah mixed business and politics, overseeing production of ceramic tiles and wood carvings decorated with the map of the country its followers called Palestine. The women in the camp embroidered kaffiyehs, the traditional checkered black-and-white scarf that became the signature of PLO chairman Yasser Arafat.

         Raised in a three-room house made of stone and clay, with no running water, Ashker grew up hearing stories from his mother and father and grandfather, who had been a Thoroughbred horse breeder, about the beautiful land left behind, the bountiful life that came to an end with bombs dropped from Israeli planes, their homes mowed down by Israeli tanks. Ashker refused to say “Israeli” or “Israel,” referring to the new occupants as Zionists, and the country as Palestine, and the ongoing war as the Palestinian-Zionist conflict. He was ready to die for Palestine, a country where he had never lived and that didn’t officially exist.

         At six he went to classes in the school built by the United Nations, operated jointly with the PLO, eager to join the older children called lion cubs, or little combatants, by teachers who taught them the usual subjects as well as how to handle an assault rifle. Classes were crowded—fifty or sixty students per room. The rumble of fighter jets was a familiar sound; the curriculum included training in what to do if they were bombed.

         Though Ashker loved Lebanon, his adopted home, he yearned for al-watan, the homeland he had never known. “The first thing I learned was to fight to survive,” he would explain.

         Lebanon had historically been a cosmopolitan country, its culture a reflection of invaders who had tried to make it theirs: Phoenicians, Ottomans, Syrians, Greeks, Romans, French, Assyrians, and Arabs. The Lebanese learned to survive by adapting, and Lebanon became known in the West as the Switzerland of the Middle East because of its powerful, discreet banks. Beirut was a glamorous international capital, often described as a regional Paris. Ashker experienced Lebanon as a landscape of wreckage, since it had been bombed repeatedly in a sectarian conflict fueled by forces from both outside and inside the country.

         The Lebanese civil war began in 1975, when Ashker was seven, and wouldn’t end until 1990. In the simplistic version, this complex struggle was a battle between Lebanese Christians and Lebanese Muslims. But like almost every conflict in the postcolonial Middle East, this so-called civil war involved a stew of operatives from within and abroad, seasoned by historic grievances and ongoing misunderstandings, fueled by religious intolerance, power lust, and greed. The cast of players, overt and covert, reflected Lebanon’s strategic location, bordered by the Mediterranean Sea on the west, Israel on the south, and Syria on the north and east. Every battle waged in Lebanon was monitored in the United States and the Soviet Union for its effect on the Cold War of the megapowers. Similarly, Lebanon was caught in the proxy war for control of the Middle East between Iran’s Shia Muslims and the Sunnis of Saudi Arabia; Iran gained the upper hand in Lebanon with the establishment in 1982 of Hezbollah, a militant Shia group. Israel, defending its northern border, became a full-fledged and open combatant in Lebanon’s internal war that year, invading Lebanon after a series of border fights between the PLO and the Israel Defense Forces (IDF).

         The Palestinians had become everyone’s pawn. After 1948, an estimated four hundred thousand Arabs fled from Israel to Lebanon, eventually making up 10 percent of the population. But Lebanon didn’t embrace the refugees. Those without money or outside connections were forced to live apart in camps, denied citizenship, allowed to work in only selected occupations, and restricted from rights granted to other foreign workers who held passports from other countries. Their subjugation became a potent political weapon. Tensions were exacerbated by the events of Black September in 1970, when PLO fighters were driven from Jordan, establishing a new headquarters in Lebanon, which they used as a base to strike at Israel and where they became further embroiled in the Lebanese civil strife, eventually playing a pivotal role in the conflict.

         Ashker had watched Marwan, his closest boyhood friend, transformed from a happy child to a fighter obsessed with avenging the deaths of his mother and brother, killed by Israeli soldiers during a raid. By age nine, Ashker had learned how to handle a weapon; at fourteen he qualified as a fedai, a commando devoted to his childhood hero Yasser Arafat, the PLO leader he affectionately called Abu Ammar or Al Khitiar (the Old Man). In the West, Arafat had become known as a canny media manipulator, master of what would become known as “television terrorism.” Only five feet two inches tall, an ascetic who didn’t drink or smoke and barely slept, his head covered by his kaffiyeh, Arafat became the stubbled face of the PLO, the anti-Zionist organization founded by the Arab League in 1964 as a unifying structure for several Palestinian nationalist movements. He galvanized Palestinian anger and, through control of the purse strings, canny infighting, and personal charisma, emerged as the leader to be reckoned with. Arafat gave Palestinians a voice on the international stage; he was also a terrorist responsible for the 1972 massacre of Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics, a revolutionary who made an appeal for Palestinian statehood to the United Nations in 1974 wearing a holster, a world figure who would win a Nobel Prize for the Oslo Peace Accords in 1994—and finally, a failure, unable to deliver statehood or peaceful coexistence to his people.

         Arafat visited Nahr El Bared many times. “Abu Ammar…represented everything: the revolution, the fight, the hope in that victory that I thought sooner or later would arrive,” Ashker would recall. “When the Zionists attacked the camp and the fedayeen responded to the fire we’d never say it was the combatants who faced the enemy, but that Abu Ammar faced the enemy.” Palestinian liberation became a zero-sum game, one that entailed the destruction of the Jewish state.

         In Lebanon, the fervent rhetoric of Arafat and the PLO proved more muscular than their military might; the PLO resistance crumpled when confronted by the Israeli invasion in June 1982; by late summer, led by Arafat, Palestinian fighters became part of yet another exodus as some sixty-five hundred Palestinians made their way to Tunisia, Yemen, Syria, Sudan, and Iraq.

         Fourteen-year-old Ashker found himself on a boat to Yemen, where he befriended another teenager, three years older, named Abdellatif Ibrahim Fataier. They passed the time telling each other their stories. Fataier, too, was raised in a refugee camp. He said his father had been killed by Zionists; his mother urged him not to be filled with hatred, assuring him that over time they would return to their homeland.

         Ashker remembered Fataier saying that after repeated incursions into the camp by Israeli soldiers, “I forgot the words of my mother and the blindest hate filled me.”

         His words fell on receptive ears. When Ashker learned, a month after he left Lebanon, of the brutal massacres at the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps carried out by the Lebanese Christian militia and condoned by their allies the IDF, his own hatred deepened.

         In Yemen, the Palestinians were greeted as heroes and taken to a training camp in the middle of the desert. It was a difficult period for Ashker. He and the other fedayeen would be called on to participate in various military operations and become part of a special unit where the most secret aims of the PLO were discussed.

         In the aftermath of the expulsion from Lebanon, there was increasing dissent between the PLO and the Palestinian Liberation Front (PLF), a more militant offshoot that was itself subdivided into three factions. Only one PLF group remained allied with Arafat. Its leader was Abu al-Abbas, also known as Mohammed al-Abbas, Mohammed Zaidan, and Abu Khaled. In 1984 Ashker joined the PLF, disappointed by Arafat’s professed willingness to negotiate with Israel, believing at age sixteen that he had found his destiny with this more combative group. He let his superiors know he was ready to take part in a suicide mission, preferably in Palestine.

         In August 1985, he was handed an envelope containing a passport and a plane ticket to Algeria. A commander there told Ashker that if he truly felt ready to make the ultimate sacrifice, Abu al-Abbas wanted to meet him in person.

         Ashker remembered being led into a building guarded by PLF soldiers. He was taken to an office, where he found, sitting at a desk reading papers, a bulky, imposing man with thick dark hair and mustache, and probing eyes. When Abu al-Abbas realized that Ashker was in front of him, the PLF leader approached the youth and embraced him, then asked him to sit next to him.

         Even those who declared him an enemy acknowledged that Abbas had charisma. He was a military man who could hug his young martyrs with genuine affection before calmly sending them to their bloody end. Abbas was self-made, the son of Palestinians who lived near Haifa and were expelled from their home in 1948 after Arabs declared war on the new state of Israel, while his mother was pregnant with him. He was born and raised in Syrian refugee camps, where his mother died when he was eleven. Intelligent and motivated, Abbas studied Arabic and English literature at the University of Damascus; after graduating he briefly became a teacher but was soon drawn into the martial life. A chain-smoking worldly Muslim, who occasionally drank a glass of wine and loved his family and his dog, he enjoyed reading Western and Arabic poetry and philosophy, as well as watching the occasional Hollywood movie, yet was fated by history and inclination to the life of an insurgent, a fugitive, and a fighter.

         When he traveled through Palestinian military camps, people flocked to Abbas, asking favors, seeking advice. His youngest son, Ali, a movie buff, would compare his father to Marlon Brando in Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather, in the way he was respected, feared, needed, and venerated by his people.

         In Israel, Abbas was denounced as a ruthless terrorist, the leader who in 1979 sent commandos on a midnight raid to Nahariyya, a seaside town that lay six miles south of the Lebanon border, via rubber boats that landed on the beach. The Palestinians killed a policeman, then entered an apartment building two blocks from the oceanfront around midnight, setting off grenades. They captured an Israeli man as he was taking his four-year-old daughter to a shelter and killed them both on the beach; the little girl’s head was crushed from being repeatedly bashed against a rock. A second daughter, age two, suffocated to death as her mother tried to prevent the child from crying out and giving away their hiding spot. The Palestinians were arrested and remained in jail, including Samir Kuntar, a sixteen-year-old assigned by Abbas to lead this horrendous mission.

         Now Abbas was enlisting another teenager for another perilous attempt to infiltrate Israel from the sea. He asked Ashker about his training and urged him to say no to the mission if he wanted. It was his choice—Abbas made that clear. When Ashker assured the commander that he was prepared for the consequences, Abbas gave him his orders, which were deliberately vague, in case he was caught: Ashker was to go to a European country and study the language so he could use a European passport without raising suspicions.

         “Our men are studying new ways to get into Palestine without having to infiltrate neighboring countries that now are serving as policemen to the Zionists,” Abbas explained. He told Ashker that he would receive further instructions later.

         Abbas invited Ashker to stay for lunch. They talked about many things, including politics. Ashker left the meeting feeling inspired. At the airport, one of Abbas’s men handed him an envelope. Inside Ashker found a passport, some money, and a plane ticket to Italy. The passport said he was thirty-six, more than twice his actual age, but he sailed through customs.

         “The first days in Rome were very confusing,” he remembered. “I had just left the training camps in the desert and I had ended up in the chaotic worldliness of a Western capital without knowing anyone or a word of the language. And yet I had to act like one of many tourists. It was not easy; in my whole life I had never been a tourist.”

         There were many false starts, as Ashker tried to follow the vague, complicated plan. He met the others selected for the mission, who included his friend Abdellatif Fataier, the young man he had met on the boat to Yemen, now twenty years old. There were three others: twenty-three-year old Ahmad Maruf al-Assadi, nicknamed Omar; the designated leader, Youssef Majid al-Molqi, twenty-three; and one more, a guy Ashker knew only as Jarbua. Ashker recognized Molqi from the PLO camp in Algiers but didn’t know him. He also met several older men in Rome, who brought them clothes and cash and gave them the latest instructions, involving a dense, seemingly chaotic web of movements and travel throughout Italy.

         The five traveled separately to Pisa, Isola d’Elba, back to Rome, and stayed in assigned hotels and camping sites, calling one another on pay phones, always awaiting further instructions. They were kept in the dark about what, exactly, was happening.

         “I felt moments of great despair,” Ashker would recall. “It seemed that ten years would not have been enough to learn Italian. Often to understand others or to be understood I had to express myself in English, a language I studied in school and in the training camps. But in doing so, I delayed learning Italian. In the two months I was there I learned very few words.”

         On October 1, 1985, still in Italy, awaiting yet another instruction, Ashker received a call from his commander alerting him that PLO headquarters in Hamman Chott, a seaside town just outside Tunis, had been bombed by the Israeli Air Force, in retaliation for the murder of three Israeli civilians on a yacht anchored off the coast of Cyprus. The Israelis estimated casualties at Hamman Chott at thirty to fifty; the PLO said seventy-three people were killed, of whom sixty were civilians.

         “I felt an enormous rage,” Ashker said. “I felt my blood boil over in my veins.”

         Then he received a message in code, telling him to go immediately to Genoa, where he reunited with the other four recruits and a commander. The commander told them Abu al-Abbas wanted to meet them individually before they left, but he couldn’t make it. Instead, Abbas gave them their orders in a letter through this surrogate.

         There would be many different recollections of what those orders were, and when they were given. Ashker himself would change the details over time, as people do, though those accused of a crime have a special motivation to remember things a certain way. Ashker remembered Abbas informing them that they would be leaving on a cruise ship the next day, October 3. Their objective was the port of Ashdod, Israel, twenty-five miles south of Tel Aviv, with the aim of “killing the greatest possible number of Zionists.” Abbas said the attack would avenge the October 1 killings at Tunis.

         In one version of the story, Ashker remembered the letter instructing, improbably, that if they survived the attack on Ashdod, they were to get back on the ship, take the American, British, and Israeli passengers hostage, and demand the release of fifty Palestinians held in Israeli prisons, among them Samir Kuntar, the teenager who led the failed mission to infiltrate Israel by boat and was responsible for the murder of Israeli children.

         Ashker vowed to himself that he would not get back on the ship no matter what. For him, it was an honor to die on the soil of his homeland.

         The commander more or less apologized for the rush. He said Abbas intended to give them a year to learn Italian, so they could travel on this Italian ship without notice. “The attack in Tunis though changed everything,” he said. “You will be leaving immediately.…We have no choice.”

         He asked them again if they wanted to drop out. This time one of them did, the young man called Jarbua. Now this formidable mission was in the hands of four, not five, fighters, whose zeal far outstripped their experience.

         The commander gave them precise instructions for the mission, pinpointing the true beginning not at Genoa, where they had boarded, but at Port Said, the docking point before Ashdod. He said that passengers who had gotten off in Alexandria to tour the Pyramids would take a bus to Port Said, where they would reboard the boat. There had been several scouting trips over the past year—Molqi, their assigned leader, had been on one of them. They knew that six Mossad agents regularly got on board at Port Said, with the permission of Egyptian authorities, to give the ship a thorough security check. They were adept at finding hidden weapons, the commander said. He urged the group that when they reached Port Said, they should keep the bags holding their weapons with them at all times, even when they left their cabin for meals.

         When they arrived in Ashdod, he said, all the passengers would be on the ship, including those who had taken the Pyramids tour. When they began to disembark for a planned day of touring in Israel, he said, that was the moment to strike.

         “Each of you will have a Kalashnikov and a hand grenade,” the commander told them. “The machine gun, loaded and charged, will be kept hidden in your bag. One of the hand grenades should be kept armed and ready in your left hand.”

         If there were metal detectors that went off, the commander said, they were to kill as many people as they could, but try to avoid shooting passengers, though how they were to make this distinction in battle conditions was unclear. In this version, Ashker remembered the commander telling them that if they themselves survived, they should also capture as many Zionist soldiers as possible as hostages, take them onto a vessel of any kind, and head toward Syria.

         He showed them pictures of the port that had been taken on previous reconnaissance trips aboard the Achille Lauro, the ship that would be transporting them.

         Before he left, the commander promised he would take care of their families if they died during the mission, a likely outcome, given the ambition and lack of specificity of their marching orders.

         Then they went shopping.

         Ashker bought two pairs of pants, one black and one white, a white shirt and a checkered one, a green jacket and a blue. He bought a striped tie and two pairs of shoes. That evening, in the hotel, Ashker put on a fashion show for Fataier, trying on the new “touristic” clothes in front of the mirror. As he tried on the outfits, Fataier said to him, “You know, I think it’s a pity to die in clothes so beautiful.”

         Ashker agreed. “It had been a waste to spend a bunch of money,” he recalled.

         They tried to cheer each other up, but Ashker couldn’t stop thinking about his mother, and the grief his death would cause her. He remembered her tenderness and her desire for him to study and become a doctor.

         That evening, October 2, Abu al-Abbas called them to wish them luck. He told them their family of Palestine would be there to await their return as heroes, which was irrelevant to Ashker, who did not expect to survive the mission.

         The following day, the day of the departure, Ashker and Fataier got their hair cut. “We wanted to look like real tourists, orderly and elegant,” he remembered. “The others, too, made themselves look right.” At noon they all met and went to a restaurant for lunch with the commander. By then, Ashker said, it felt like they were “a group of old friends.”

         At the end of the lunch, the commander distributed the tickets for the cruise, money, and their passports—two Argentinian, one Portuguese, and one Norwegian. Ashker’s name was now Antonio Alonso, born in Buenos Aires in 1965. At least the birth date was in the ballpark this time, just three years off. A few hours later, in the taxi on the way to the port, he looked at the passport again, and had the stray thought that he didn’t speak a word of Spanish.

         “But it did not matter to me,” he recalled. “From that moment on there was only one thing that mattered, and that was Ashdod. Everything—my brain, my feet, everything—was geared to take me to Ashdod. I was born to die in the port of Ashdod.”

         He and the others boarded the ship in Genoa without incident, their weapons hidden in carry-on bags. They became increasingly anxious over the next few hours, as they realized how little prepared they were for cruise ship rituals. They may have known how to shoot an AK-47 but were baffled by the assigned tables in the dining room. If the situation weren’t so dire, the stakes so high, their initiation might have seemed like a comedy routine. They felt conspicuous, being younger than most of the other passengers, and worried that surely someone would notice that they had classic Arab features.

         That first evening, right after leaving Genoa, when a friendly young female hostess tried to help them find their table, checking the names on their passports, she began chatting in what must have been Norwegian to Fataier, who was carrying the Norwegian document. Alarmed, he just walked away.

         Unnerving incidents continued to happen. Some Portuguese waiters began talking to them in Portuguese; apparently someone had told them one of the four carried a Portuguese passport. The Palestinians wondered: Were the waiters just being friendly or were they suspicious? Either way, none of the four spoke a word of Portuguese. By the second day, they stopped going to the dining room for fear of running into someone whose language they were supposed to speak but did not. In Naples, they left the ship to shop for food, which they kept in their cabin.

         Ashker and the others felt certain their aloofness was attracting attention. The four of them discussed throwing their weapons into the sea and getting off at the next port, then decided that they couldn’t bear the shame of abandoning the mission.

         Ashker found Omar al-Assadi particularly troublesome. He had been tense from the beginning, even before they got on the boat. Ashker was worried that Omar’s nervousness would betray them, a concern shared by Fataier. The fear of being discovered became overwhelming. They began carrying hand grenades in their pockets when they did venture out of the cabin. When they heard gunfire, they almost ran out guns blazing, only to discover that some passengers were shooting clay pigeons for sport. Once again, they discussed getting rid of their weapons and getting off the ship when they docked in Alexandria.

         Their nerves were further frayed when, as they drew closer to port, they heard calls in Arabic, saying “Get off the ship.” Was this an invitation to surrender? They took their weapons out of their bags, prepared to attack anyone who came for them. Then Ashker ventured out on deck and saw Egyptian workers disembarking, and realized the call was for them, not for him and his companions. When he returned to the cabin, they stuffed their weapons back in their suitcases. One zipper broke and the bag wouldn’t stay closed. They jammed it between the closet and the bed, so it couldn’t be opened.

         They were in this panicky state when someone from the cleaning crew came into the cabin they shared. Ashker and the others decided these people kept showing up because they were suspicious of them, not understanding that it was probably quite normal to have someone regularly clean the cabin, bring fresh towels, make the bed. When the cleaner picked up the suitcase jammed between the closet and the bed, the assault rifle’s muzzle popped up from between the clothes covering it. The cabin boy mumbled something and left, and the group felt certain they’d been discovered.

         They closed the door and began an urgent strategy session. It was in that overwrought state, Ashker would insist, that they made the decision to hijack the ship and ask the captain to take them to a friendly Arab state that would give them asylum.

         They grabbed their weapons and left the cabin, trying to find the command deck. They went in circles around the ship and ended up in front of the dining hall, which was full of passengers having lunch.

         “We were perhaps more surprised than they were,” recalled Ashker.

         Seeing the guns, some passengers began to scream and run, and then the Palestinians fired shots in the air. Everything went quiet. Leaving Fataier and Assadi to watch the passengers, Ashker and Molqi went to find the captain.

         
              

         

         Now they were standing face-to-face.

         A few yards behind Ashker, Molqi stood in the doorway between the navigation room and the wheelhouse, pointing a gun at the first officer.

         It struck De Rosa, even in the midst of his shock, that the young men looked like an image lifted from a magazine cover: picture-perfect terrorists, wearing tank tops, jeans, and sneakers, guns slung over their shoulders.

         They conferred in Arabic and then Ashker told the captain, “We don’t have a problem with Italians.”

         Ashker, speaking in passable English, added that if the captain or crew made a single wrong move they would be killed. Ashker assured De Rosa that he and his men were prepared to die. The captain heard the young man warn him that if they did not obey, the ship would be blown into the air with everyone on board. Ashker said more than twenty fighters were scattered around the ship.

         The captain and others were herded back to the restaurant—a trek that seemed endless, walking down stairs, across one deck, down another staircase, across another hall. The group moved in silence.

         This time De Rosa registered the shocking sight. What he had glimpsed before sank in: the upended tables, the broken glass, the chairs flung all over. He saw blood on the floor, from a sailor wounded in the leg. Ashker allowed the Italians to call the ship’s doctor, and then agreed to let the crew member be taken to the infirmary.

         As De Rosa looked around, he felt he was in a hell pit, a circle from Dante’s Inferno: one of the Palestinians was standing on a table waving his AK-47 back and forth menacingly. By this time adults were crying and yelling, small children were screaming; he remembered the young couple who had gone on the excursion, leaving their children on the boat with their two grandmothers, one paternal and one maternal.

         At that moment, De Rosa was most worried about his crew. Many of them were Neapolitans, romantic, hotheads, he knew well. He spoke sternly to them—again in dialect, so they would understand him fully: No false heroics. Don’t get any ideas, he told them. Don’t even sneeze.

         The Palestinians ordered De Rosa to help move the passengers and crew to the Salon Arazzi on an upper deck, closer to the command center of the ship, a place easier for them to control. In a haunting reprise of the welcome reception, just the evening before, De Rosa addressed the passengers in one language after another, but now he issued a warning: “Do not move, obey orders, do not attempt any act of rebellion.”

         The transfer was surprisingly orderly; terrified people tend to do what they are told. More than four hundred people—seventy-three passengers, the rest staff and crew—sat on the floor in silence, broken only by a shiver of fear that spread throughout the room when Ashker yelled at the captain in English, telling him to order the crew to bring tanks of gasoline in the hall.

         As De Rosa looked at the souls in front of him, he realized that the terrorists had everyone on the ship under their control. He was no longer in command, yet he hadn’t relinquished his duty to the crew and passengers who depended on him. Responsibility without power was a sickening combination, a condition he hadn’t anticipated and for which he hadn’t been trained.

         Ashker took the captain back up to the bridge, leaving the other hijackers to deal with the passengers. “I will do exactly as you say, don’t worry,” De Rosa assured Ashker.

         The captain saw the young man’s expression change to anger.

         “You should be worried, not us,” Ashker said, sharply. “We are ready to die; you are the ones who want to live.”

         De Rosa apologized, explaining that “don’t worry” was just an expression. He understood that language itself held an explosive charge when the person talking had everything to lose and the one listening was so despairing he felt he had nothing to lose at all. A misspoken word could ruin everything.

         As De Rosa looked at Ashker and the menacing AK-47, it sank in again that this hallucination was terribly real. So, the captain obeyed when Ashker made radio contact with Port Said and told De Rosa to confirm that the Achille Lauro had been hijacked. He complied when the seventeen-year-old hijacker ordered him to change the ship’s destination from Port Said to Tartus, a coastal city in Syria.

         A short time later, De Rosa transmitted a new message, in English, that Ashker wrote for him on a piece of paper: Palestinians had hijacked the ship in order to secure the release of fifty prisoners in Israel, including Samir Kuntar, “the great man of Nahariyya,” a reference to the sixteen-year-old leader of the raid in which the four-year-old girl and her father were brutally slain.

         Then, as instructed, De Rosa turned the radio off. It was six in the afternoon, October 7, 1985, less than five hours after he had been awakened from his nap.
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            The Ones Waiting Back Home

            New York City

         

         As the Achille Lauro sailed toward Tartus on October 7, 1985, Ilsa Klinghoffer was settling into her Monday morning routine in New York City, seven hours behind the eastern Mediterranean time zone.

         She had a general sense of well-being that fall, a vision for how the contours of her life might be filled in. She was twenty-eight years old and still lived with her parents, but now—finally—she was more than ready to create her own home.

         It wasn’t as if she hadn’t tried to leave before, the way her friends had. Upon graduating from Boston University in 1978, she planned to stay in Boston—to begin her life as an adult, to be independent, to see what it felt like to rely on herself and no one else.

         Then her father had the second stroke. Ilsa had been only eight years old when Leon, then forty-nine, was laying a new floor in their kitchen and had the first stroke, from which he recovered almost completely. The second one, thirteen years later, was different. This time Leon was immobilized. Even after intensive therapy and biofeedback, it became clear that he would no longer dance with his wife, Marilyn, hang shelves for his daughters, or be able to run his appliance manufacturing business the way he was accustomed to, though he continued to go to work almost every day. This supremely physical being was trapped in a wheelchair, unable to walk more than a few steps, and only with the help of a cane. Leon had never been much of a talker; now he could barely communicate at all, either unable to get words out or saying something that didn’t make sense, like “Pass the tree” instead of “Pass the ketchup.” He would become so frustrated he would simply point, rather than confront his inability to speak.

         Burdened by her own overdeveloped sense of responsibility fed by love for her parents, Ilsa returned to New York. She moved back into her family’s apartment in Greenwich Village and applied to the master’s program in public service at New York University.

         A couple of years passed, and she was still in graduate school and still living at home with her parents. Her situation depressed her. She felt trapped in childhood. When she told her parents that she wanted to move out, they were perplexed. “Why would you want to do that?” they asked. “Our apartment is large, and we are gone almost every weekend.” They had bought a modest condominium on the Jersey Shore a decade earlier, when Ilsa left for college; there they had developed a large network of friends whom Ilsa and Lisa, her older sister, affectionately referred to as the Beach People.

         Their parents loved the sea. When Lisa and Ilsa came to visit them at the condo, Marilyn would walk them across the road to the Atlantic shoreline. Gazing at the water, Marilyn waved her hands, as though she were lighting the Sabbath candles. “Girls, breathe in the sea air,” she said every time. “Breathe it in.”

         Wearing a brace around his foot, Leon could make his way to the sand without the wheelchair, descending the stairs from the boardwalk by gripping the railing. In the evening, he and Marilyn had a little sunset happy hour on the beach, sipping cocktails with their friends as they gazed at the dramatic horizon, the ocean glowing in the fading light. It became a hallowed place, where they could pretend that things were the way they had always been.

         The beach became the latest chapter in Marilyn and Leon’s great romance. Their family legend began with the story of how the first time he saw her she took his breath away No surprise: Marilyn was noticeable. It didn’t matter that she was tiny—five feet tall, with a size five shoe. In photos of her as a young woman, she seemed to know how sexy she looked staring into the camera with a cigarette hanging off her lower lip, a provocative premature silver streak in her dark hair. She was ten years younger than Leon. He had been married before, briefly—the marriage annulled within a year. But she was more sophisticated and every bit as tough as he was, though her iron core was wrapped in a softer substance than his. In those old photos, Leon still had a head of thick, curly hair. He wasn’t tall either, but he was muscular, unafraid to get his hands dirty, a Mr. Fix-It. After he and Marilyn married, she kept a special soap dispenser in the bathroom with a strong solvent to remove the grease that was always on his fingers.

         Leon’s story was a familiar New York Jewish narrative: a Lower East Side childhood, five kids squeezed into a tiny apartment behind the family hardware store. Pinkas Klinghoffer, their father, known as Papa Peter to Leon’s friends, died in 1929, probably of heart disease, when Leon was thirteen. After that, when he wasn’t in school, Leon was working at the store, along with his mother, Lena, and the rest of his siblings. Marilyn was a college graduate, with a degree from Philadelphia’s Drexel School of Business Administration. She grew up more prosperously, in a New Jersey suburb, the daughter of a haberdasher. But she, too, had a direct line to hardship. Her mother, Rose, was an infant when Marilyn’s grandparents immigrated to the United States from Odessa, Russia. Marilyn was raised on the story of that saga, how Rose got sick on the voyage and almost died on the way to America.

         Leon and Marilyn married in 1949 and Lisa arrived in 1951, then Ilsa six years later. The sisters spent their early years living on the Lower East Side, right across from the Klinghoffer Supply Company.

         Leon and his brother Albert operated on impulse and bravado, dreaming and inventing new products that could take them beyond the family hardware store. Their business wound up in Chapter 11 bankruptcy on more than one occasion. In 1955, one of their inventions paid off. The Roto-Broil 400 was a hit! Thirty years later, a New York Times food columnist would describe the appliance: “What’s a Roto-Broil, you might ask? Only the ultimate modern kitchen appliance of the 1950s. Dubbing itself ‘the electric kitchen,’ this snazzy chrome countertop contraption promised to facilitate cooking everything from a healthy breakfast to an elaborate dinner party roast. (For ‘healthy,’ read ‘cholesterol-inducing and high-calorie.’)”

         Despite the nonstarters and occasional fiascoes, and notwithstanding the arguments between Leon and Albert, the Klinghoffers prospered. The notoriety and commercial success of the Roto-Broil 400 had changed the family fortunes. Leon and Marilyn moved with their girls into Stewart House on East Tenth Street, a gleaming white-brick apartment building constructed in 1960 on the site of the old Wanamaker Department Store in Greenwich Village. Stewart House exuded a sense of prosperity, with uniformed doormen, a circular drive, and a sleek, futuristic lobby.

         Ilsa loved that building and she loved her parents, but she needed to separate—if for no other reason than to convince herself that she was an adult. On December 8, 1980, she moved into a studio apartment she subleased from a friend, just a few blocks away, near Gramercy Park. The sublet was cramped and had thin walls. Ilsa spent every night listening to her neighbor, a teacher named Rhoda, sobbing into the telephone.

         At the end of the year, when her sublease was up, Ilsa decided her experiment at independence had failed. It was silly to waste the money. She moved back in with her parents, still not happy but at least she had a chance to save some money.

         Being single bothered her. She wasn’t thinking about having children; she’d received her master’s degree in 1980 and was absorbed in her career as a health care administrator. She just wanted somebody.

         Her older sister, Lisa, met her husband when they were still in college. How many times had Ilsa heard their meet-cute story! Ilsa was only in middle school at the time and had lived through it. Lisa was home on winter break from the Tyler School of Art at Temple University, the middle of her sophomore year. A friend of hers from art school named Sid came to New York with a friend of his, a skinny, long-haired guy named Jerry, who was wearing aviator glasses and a long overcoat. The young men stopped by the Klinghoffer apartment. Lisa barely remembered their conversation; Jerry Arbittier always said he remembered every word. He had never met a girl like her, who knew so much about art and theater and who shared his passion for Barbra Streisand.

         Though he was from outside of Philadelphia, with Lisa he felt like a rube. His father, a wholesale food broker and a gambler, had dropped out of school in sixth or seventh grade. Jerry liked to compare his upbringing to the popular 1970s television show All in the Family, with his father cast as Archie Bunker, the lovable conservative, and he, Jerry, as Meathead, Archie’s long-haired, liberal son-in-law. Jerry had come to New York with Sid just to get out of the house.

         Back at Temple University, Jerry wrote Lisa a letter, inviting her to two concerts—one with Carole King and James Taylor, the other with Joan Baez. It was 1971.

         The families were different but also similar. They were Jewish, and Jerry’s father was an adventurer like Leon, an entrepreneur who wasn’t afraid of losing big. As Marilyn had been doing for Leon for many years, Jerry’s mother managed his father’s business.

         When Lisa left for a year abroad in Rome that fall, Jerry wrote to her every day. Baffled by the onslaught, she wrote to him once every two weeks. She was relatively innocent. There had been dates and a few short-lived boyfriends, but no one had pursued her in the way Jerry did. It was flattering and confounding. During that winter break, Jerry and Sid went to Europe and the three of them traveled around together on Eurail passes. When Lisa returned from Italy in the spring, about to start her senior year, Jerry proposed. A year later they married.

         Ilsa was sixteen at the time. Jerry quickly became like a brother, as well as the son her father always wanted. Jerry and Lisa lived in a cheap apartment on Grand Street; most of their friends were artists. But they had keys to the Klinghoffer apartment and visited all the time. When Lisa and Jerry quarreled, and Jerry took off for Philadelphia in a huff, Leon drove down to bring him home. Ilsa assumed someone would cross her path the way Jerry had found Lisa.

         Despite the six-year age gap, the sisters were unusually close, and there was the weird similarity of their names. (Leon wanted to name a son after his father, Peter, so much that he and Marilyn didn’t even consider girl names. Marilyn’s father, named Isador, died when she was pregnant with Ilsa, so her name became an homage to both her grandfathers—Ilsa for Isador and the middle name of Peta, after Peter Klinghoffer.) Yet there was no reason to think the two would find romance in the same way. They were very different from each other. Ilsa was left-brain—logical and methodical. Lisa was right-brain, an art school graduate struggling to succeed as a painter.

         Ilsa’s introduction to Paul Dworin wasn’t quite a fairy tale meeting, but it was good enough. A friend had invited her to a holiday party, celebrating Christmas of 1984. Ilsa didn’t want to go. She was sick. Her friend was gay; she figured there wouldn’t be any men there for her. But her mother wasn’t interested in excuses. Though Marilyn never pushed Ilsa toward marriage, she saw her daughter was unhappy. “Just go,” she said. “If you’re not having fun you can take a cab home.”

         The host’s boss was there. He was five years older than Ilsa, divorced, a journalist, relatively new to the city. Like Ilsa, he was sick, so sick he had skipped a business trip he was supposed to be on. He had come to the party grudgingly, just to make an appearance.

         Early in the summer of 1985, Paul and Ilsa were engaged. She and her mother began talking about where they should have the wedding, though her mother was preoccupied planning a trip she was taking in October with Leon and their friends from the beach. Marilyn had been studying brochures from luxury ocean liners, making sure the doors were wide enough to allow Leon’s wheelchair to glide through. Finally, she found the perfect candidate. It wasn’t the newest vessel, or the most elegant, but it was accessible.

         Ilsa was delighted they felt able to go. Her mother had spent the past year undergoing treatment for colon cancer. She had reassured her daughters that the experimental therapy had been effective. The cancer was in remission, she told them, so there was much to celebrate—including her fifty-ninth birthday on October 6.

         On October 7, 1985, Ilsa walked home from work as usual. She stopped at a deli to pick up something for dinner. As she stood by the cashier, she heard a news report on the radio.

         The words didn’t fully penetrate, just enough for fear to grab her in a menacing clutch. “Hijacking,” she heard. “Achille Lauro.”

         That was enough. She ran home to check the itinerary her mother had left for her and Lisa. There it was. Achille Lauro. That was the ship.

         Ilsa immediately called her sister. In the brief time it took Ilsa to call Lisa, to tell her that she’d heard about the hijacking, and for Lisa to travel the short distance from her apartment on Grand Street to Stewart House, a throng of media had arrived. Lisa found pandemonium outside the building: photographers, journalists, sound trucks, and screams of “Lisa! Lisa! Could you tell us? How’s Leon? How’s Marilyn?”

         Upstairs Lisa found the apartment already filling with relatives and friends. Everyone was trying to find out what was going on, who was on the ship and who was on the excursion. Maura Spiegel, daughter of their mother’s best friend, Charlotte, who was also on the cruise, was on the way from Vermont, where she was teaching at Bennington College. Her sister Jill, a physician, was already there. Another family friend, Letty Simon, had rushed over from her office at Cooper Union, just a block away. Simon was involved in a neighborhood preservation project and had worked in city government before that. She understood how public relations worked.

         Beginning right then, Simon would become indispensable to the Klinghoffer daughters. Simon was a dynamo, pint-sized but an alpha operator. She walked into the apartment, assessed the situation, and took charge.

         The living room was crowded, like any Klinghoffer gathering, packed with people who had been embraced and entertained by Leon and Marilyn. Letty was part of this expansive circle of savvy, mostly Jewish, New Yorkers. Her parents had met Ilsa and Lisa’s family on the Lower East Side, through Charlotte and Sam Spiegel. Charlotte and Leon were childhood friends.

         The Spiegels were liberal Democrats, enmeshed in neighborhood politics. Sam was a Surrogate Court judge, who built his career defending the rights of drug addicts, welfare recipients, and women seeking abortions. Charlotte was a Democratic district leader for eighteen years, and then the first woman to run the Manhattan Democratic machine historically known as Tammany Hall.

         Though Leon initially was the connection to Charlotte, the friendship continued because of Marilyn. The women were soulmates—they knew it the minute they first met in Leon’s hardware store and burst into laughter when they saw they were wearing identical fur coats. The Spiegels were more intellectual and political than the Klinghoffers, but they all liked to party and enjoyed one another’s company. Their children became unofficial cousins; they called one another’s parents aunt and uncle.

         For Lisa and Ilsa, the Spiegels were their social conscience. Through them, the Klinghoffer daughters participated in almost every political campaign that involved the couple, directly or indirectly. They passed out flyers, knocked on doors to galvanize voters, went on protest marches. In high school, Ilsa interned in Washington for Congressman Ed Koch; now the mayor, Koch lived a couple of blocks from the Klinghoffers.

         After Sam Spiegel died of a heart attack in 1977, Charlotte and Marilyn became even closer. Charlotte accompanied her friend upstate to Rochester for the cancer treatments and now they were together on the Achille Lauro.

         It was a trusted, familial network. Therefore, when Letty Simon told “the girls,” as everyone called the Klinghoffer sisters, that they needed a communications strategy, they listened. Simon knew how appealing the two sisters were: attractive young women who seemed strangely innocent for born-and-bred New Yorkers, unapologetically sweet. Though they had no experience in public speaking, Letty coached them on how to talk to the media and what to say.

         That first evening, every two hours, they went downstairs, and someone spoke to the reporters, either Letty or the sisters or Jerry or Paul, exchanging scraps of information as they arrived. In New Jersey, children of the other Beach People were also talking to reporters; the groups checked in with each other periodically to see what they had learned.

         “They were not versed in foreign affairs or the intricacies of the Middle East,” Simon would recall. “I said to them, they’re going to ask you a lot of other questions about politics, what do you think about this guy or that. “Just say, ‘We are not experts. This is our family.’”

         For Simon, there was only one message: We want everyone home safe.

         Tunis, October 8, 1985

         REEM AL-NIMER was having her morning coffee, sitting on the balcony overlooking the garden of her two-story home, flipping through the morning newspapers, when the telephone rang. A Palestinian Liberation Front official was on the line, looking for her husband, Abu al-Abbas. She muttered, “I don’t know.” She told the man that Abbas was scheduled to return home that day from a PLO conference in Amman, Jordan, and got off the phone. She didn’t mention that she and her husband had had a huge fight before he left, and she hadn’t spoken to him for three days. His last words to her had been, “Go to hell, if you want a divorce, I’ll give you a divorce.”

         She’d responded by flying to Paris to visit her sister. Now she was back in Tunisia, ready to make up, but she wasn’t going to explain all this to the PLF man on the telephone. During their brief conversation, she was distracted by the television, which was tuned as usual to Rai Uno, the Italian network, because she couldn’t tolerate the heavily censored, state-controlled Tunisian station, and she liked looking at the styles worn by elegant Italian women. Reem didn’t really understand Italian but it was obvious from the pictures and excited chatter that something significant had happened. When bold letters flashed on the screen across the image of a brochure for a cruise ship called Achille Lauro, she felt a bolt of fear. This must be connected to her husband, because the brochure shown was exactly like ones he had left around their house, one in the bathroom, another one on the night table next to their bed.

         Reem intuited her husband probably wasn’t planning on taking her on a Mediterranean cruise. Nor had she inquired too deeply about the mysterious gold-plated Mercedes-Benz automobile that appeared at their house a couple of weeks before, a car she believed belonged to Abbas’s old friend Monzer al-Kassar, an international arms dealer.

         Reem saw Kassar as a necessary evil, a hazard of her husband’s occupation. “As a military man,” she said, “he had different relationships with different people and one of them had to be an arms dealer.” But Monzer was more than a business acquaintance. Abbas and Monzer had been present at each other’s wedding.

         Reem was nervous about the Mercedes, which stayed at their house in Tunisia for three days. “What is this, do we own this car?” she asked her husband when he took her for a drive. (Later, she would learn that the Mercedes transported the weapons that were used on the Achille Lauro. The connection between the car and weapons and Monzer was an assumption—Reem couldn’t say for sure. That was the kind of detail Abu al-Abbas kept to himself.)

         After three years of being together, she had learned not to ask too many questions. “I wasn’t digging into his personal and political or military life,” she would recall. “At home I saw a lot of photos and documents and papers and weapons and letters. I never looked into his things, I never asked about certain things.…I was never this wife who would ask why did you talk to this person, who is this on the phone, why is this in your pocket, why is your ex-wife sending you letters?”

         By then Reem had learned that the stuff of romance, the very qualities that drew her to Abbas—his bravado and utter devotion to the Palestinian cause—made for a difficult marriage. They fought a lot about things that might sound mundane in light of the high-stakes cloak-and-dagger schemes that her husband masterminded. But these issues were important to a wife living in a new country, taking care of her two young children from a previous marriage. For example, Abbas would call to tell her he would be home for dinner in a half hour. The half hour would stretch out to an hour, and another hour, and then she would call the office and they would say, “Oh, he had to travel with Yasser Arafat. They called him and told him you have to be at the airport in ten minutes.”

         Reem and her husband were both fiercely proud Palestinians, yet their backgrounds were radically different. His achievements were entirely self-made, born of struggle, ambition, commitment, and daring. Reem, the descendant of powerful advisers to the Ottoman Empire, was born into privilege. Her father, Rifaat al-Nimer, was a prominent banker in Beirut. Her mother, Rabiha, was part of the Masri family, which had been landed aristocracy in Palestine; Rabiha studied at the Jerusalem branch of the Friends School, opened by the Quakers in 1869, with a special emphasis on the education of women.

         Reem’s childhood photographs look remarkably like those of Lisa and Ilsa Klinghoffer; in fact, born in 1952, she was a year younger than Lisa. Her mother, like theirs, was a striking, confident woman who enjoyed relaxing with a cocktail in her hand and didn’t hesitate to speak her mind. Like the Klinghoffer sisters, Reem was educated in progressive private schools and indulged by a father who would do anything for his children. Like Lisa, she came of age in the 1960s—adored the Beatles (her parents took her to London to see them perform live), wore bell-bottom jeans, smoked Marlboros, loved a good party. For her sixteenth birthday, her father gave her a sports car, an Alfa Romeo, which he confiscated when he learned that his free-spirited daughter had been drag racing by the sea with friends.

         As part of Beirut’s sophisticated upper class, the Nimer family embraced Western culture. Reem took ballet and piano lessons, playing standards like Bach’s Minuet in G, and Beethoven’s “Für Elise,” along with Arab classical music. Her guilty pleasure was a burger at Wimpy, the U.K. chain that had an outpost on Hamra Street. They were worldly people, affiliated by culture and heritage to Islam, but not observant of religious strictures. That was modern, internationalist life in the bubble of Ras Beirut, an upscale part of the city where the Nimer family lived peaceably among other affluent people of all religions or no religion.

         Yet Reem’s sensory memory was infused with Palestinian ingredients, the traditional dishes her mother prepared, like msakhan, spiced chicken spread on flatbread, seasoned with cumin and sumac, wrapped with onions, and garnished with pine nuts. There was an ongoing counternarrative, one that spoke to her family’s allegiance to the Arab world and to her father Rifaat’s lifelong yearning for his childhood home. Rifaat grew up in Nablus, about thirty miles north of Jerusalem, in a mansion built by his family when they were agents of the Ottoman Empire. His early youth was spent in luxury, his home surrounded by gardens and fountains, with three stables for horses. But the family fortunes were in decline. His birth in 1918 coincided with the end of World War I and the collapse of the Ottomans following the Allied victory.
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