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AUTHOR’S NOTE



THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO LEE HAMILTON, who in thirty-five years in Congress became a legendary figure for his folksy wisdom and expertise in foreign policy and national security matters. After his retirement from Congress in 1999, he became president of the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars in Washington, where I have had a long association. He was also been the co-chairman (with ex-governor of New Jersey Tom Kean) of the blue-ribbon 9/11 Commission that had the thankless task of sorting out and explaining how the attack on America happened.


The inspiration for this book came at a luncheon some ten years ago when I sat with Lee, as he regaled us with his fascinating stories about political life in Washington, for he is a great storyteller. The conversation drifted to 9/11 and eventually to the nineteen perpetrators. The Commission, he said, did not have the time, or perhaps the inclination, to delve deeply into the psychology and motivations of the villains. But one of them interested him immensely: the pilot who brought down Flight 93 into the mud of Shanksville, Pennsylvania.


Several things intrigued Hamilton about the figure I came to think of as the nineteenth hijacker. He came from a fine, middle-class family in Beirut, Lebanon. He was handsome and smart. Many options were open to him in life. His death was a waste. More importantly, the Commission Report made clear that Number 19 nearly pulled out of the operation a month before September 11 because of a romantic relationship with a lovely Turkish-German woman. I was immediately interested. Hamilton encouraged me to write a book about him.


I thank him once again for steering me toward such a compelling and important story. Very little is known about the nineteen hijackers, and what little is known remains classified. While in my research for this book (which included trips to Beirut and Hamburg), I was able to track down several witnesses and participants to the events and gained access to a variety of significant documents, the hijacker’s wife had disappeared, and the hijacker himself, of course could not be interviewed. His life and death had to be imagined.


I will call him Sami Haddad.




You cannot stop martyrs. You can only reduce their number.


—GRAHAM GREENE, THE COMEDIANS


When you stare long into an abyss, the abyss also stares into you.


—FREDERICK NIETZSCHE, APHORISM 146





1



SERGEANT BR AUN SHIFTED HIS WEIGHT uncomfortably in the car and looked again at his watch. Four o’clock. One more hour of this detail, and he would finally be off. The boys were going to a bar on the Elbchaussee and then on to a disco near the Reeperbahn. Braun was tired of the Reeperbahn. He used to enjoy the pantomime with those fleshy, half-naked whores behind glass, beckoning to him with their vulgar gestures, while he mugged back at them with a chimpanzee smile and thumbs-up. Now it made him feel dirty and stupid. Call Inge again? No, he was tired of Inge too. It was time to make some changes in his life. That’s what Kommissar Recht kept telling him, when the old curmudgeon said anything at all personal to him. What did Recht know about women anyway?


At least, from the pictures and the videos in her file, Suspect 21 looked pretty. Olive skin, thick, shiny brown hair, perfect figure, a scent of the Orient. He imagined her on a couch in the harem. She had a certain grace about her when she walked, even as he had watched the footage of her leaving the hospital, with her face slightly bloated. Someone this lovely couldn’t possibly be involved in something this big, no matter what the first kommissar thought. And anyway, she had never been seen at the Marienstrasse apartment by any surveillance.


A stubby postman came up the block, pushing his bag of mail ahead of him in a three-wheel cart. The detective watched the little man load the boxes one by one with care. A large, padded envelope came out of his mailbag. The postman looked at it briefly and then put it in its proper slot. He stepped back, glancing up at the windows of the apartment building. And then he waved to someone with evident pleasure—Braun could not see who—and pointed to the box. His job finished, the postman ambled down the street; 4:13 p.m.


The stakeout showed Braun where he stood in the office. The first kommissar had given the principal villains to others. Braun had asked to be put on the task force in search of Omar, but the assignment had been given to someone else. The newspapers were now talking about a “Hamburg cell,” and in the chaos of gearing up the huge investigation in the past week, other colleagues got the plum jobs of tracking down those who had actually been seen going in and out of Marienstrasse 54 with Samir Haddad and the ringleader or Omar. Braun, with only five years’ experience, had to work the second tier—with this peripheral figure—a girlfriend. What does a girlfriend ever know? And he had to work under the annoying vice kommissar.


The door of the apartment block opened, and Braun sat up. It was her, in the flesh. She was wearing slippers, an overcoat thrown over what looked like pink pajamas. Her hair was disheveled. Nice, Braun thought: sleeping at four o’clock in the afternoon. But then she was still recuperating. He thought about her throat.


She walked languidly to the bank of postal boxes, where she struggled to insert her key. Braun made a mental note. Vice Kommissar Recht liked this kind of detail. Maybe she was still on heavy sedatives, he planned to say, but then he remembered that Recht did not appreciate his speculations. Only the facts; that’s all he ever wanted. As the girl pulled the bulky envelope from her slot, the detective reached for his squawker.


“She’s just come out of her apartment, Vice Kommissar. Now she’s pulled a package from her postal slot. Should I move in and detain her?”


The voice on the other end garbled an answer.


“But don’t we want that package?”


Again he strained to hear the answer over the static.


“Okay, Herr Recht, your decision … Standing by.”


Instinctively, Braun reached for his binoculars and then remembered they were in the trunk. Verdammtnochmal. When the suspect looked at the packet, he thought he saw a startled look cross her face, or was it only surprise?


And then she walked briskly back to the apartment house door. Her gait was different, Braun thought, hurried.
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Karima had awoken that morning with a start and glanced at the clock. It was late, already past ten. She had missed her rounds. She was in for another scolding. She had had sufficient time to bounce back from her procedure, they would say, and didn’t she remember that the office was shorthanded? It had already been three days since her release from the hospital—tonsillectomies are not brain surgery after all—and they would expect her at least to make an appearance. For five full days she had lain in a hospital bed in that fugue state of painkillers. She was glad she had been out of commission on September 11. It gave her an excuse not to think about the news. Through the haze of Demerol, she had seen the buildings collapse into clouds of dust on the snowy television above her bed. Through her delirium she could hear the nurses whispering about the attacks in America.


Sami still had not called, and he had not answered his phone in Florida when she called him. She hated these tiffs. He always brooded and cut her off, and then, in a few days or weeks, he would call as if nothing had happened. He was probably still mad about July, she thought, but that was just not fair. It was not her fault she had gotten sick.


Sami could be so selfish sometimes. He had to know she was in pain. A simple call, that’s all she asked, no matter how busy he was or what he was feeling about her just then. She barely remembered his last call, just before they wheeled her into the operating room, except for his strange proclamation of love. If only life could be lived backward, she thought. In the months before her visit to Sami in Florida in July, she had found her stride as a resident. There had always been a morning ritual, a final, satisfying check before she went to work. She prided herself in her professional look: confident, well-kept, proper, her demeanor as starched as her white lab coat, her name embroidered proudly over the left pocket, Dr. Karima Ilgun, in longhand script—her ceremonial rite of passage into the profession. In the year since she had become confident in preparing a crown, in suturing and pulling a tooth without asking for help.


She couldn’t believe that Sami would do something deliberately to hurt her, and yet there had been times in Florida when he was aloof and distracted and at times, tense.


Now, she was eager to talk to him about the attacks. Where had he been when the towers came down, and what did he think about the whole thing? Was he still posturing? She felt like teasing him about his rhetoric. How did it sound to him now?


She looked around her simple flat. How many happy times they had spent here. He could always make her laugh. She loved that more than anything. Some thought they made an odd couple, Lebanese and Turkish, or Turkish-German, as she preferred to think of herself. Tabbouleh and kebabs complement each other, someone had said. They were meze and sweet, syrupy Turkish coffee. Even in the wake of their quarrels and separations, their reunions had always been glorious. Despite his insensitivity, that was what she was focusing on now. Until the last few weeks, Sami had called her from Florida nearly every night. In July he had shown her his flight school and introduced her to his funny, quirky instructors. They’d flown to Miami, drank planter’s punch at sunset, and watched a man swallow a fiery sword. They’d run together on the white sand of the beach. They had mused about their next time together when his sister was getting married in Beirut. And they’d talked a little about their future, even about children …


It was too late for the clinic. Her throat was throbbing. She went to the bathroom to rummage around for another pill and gazed at herself in the mirror. She looked terrible, eyes bloodshot, hair a mess. She blew into her hand and smelled the odor. What would Sami think? She needed to rest.
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It was late afternoon when she awoke. Idly, for the first time in days, she switched on the television. The American president again, talking about evildoers and proclaiming a crusade against the whole Arab world and against Islam itself. She heard the name Mohamed Atta. Sami had not called. He was probably in the classroom or in the simulator. Usually he called about midnight her time anyway, so there was still a chance. The shrill ring of the telephone startled her, and she leapt for it.


“Sami!” There was a pause. “Sami?”


“Hello, sister. This is Omar, Sami’s friend. Remember me?” The flat, accented voice was strange, faraway.


“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else. Who is this again?”


“This is Omar. We talked a month ago, remember? After Sami asked me to call you, to see if you were all right, and if you needed anything.”


She remembered vaguely. “Yes, I guess so.”


“I know our beloved Sami now only by his warrior name, Abu Tariq,” the voice continued. “Let us honor the heroism of Abu Tariq.”


“Sami? A hero? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


There was a pause, then, “I hope you are well.”


“I’ve just had an operation.”


 “Yes, we know.”


“You know?”


“I hope you’re feeling better.”


“I don’t understand. Why are you calling, Omar?”


The voice paused again. Then deeper, slower, as if to underscore the gravity of what he was saying next. “I may want to come to see you, Karima. Sami would want me to have any of his papers he might have left with you.”


“Well, I don’t know about that,” she said with rising annoyance. “He can come and get them himself if he wants his things. I haven’t heard from him.”


“I’ll be in touch.” The phone clicked.


Weird, she thought. Sami and his secretive friends, with their posturing and grandiose ideas. She had never liked them. She never understood what he saw in them.


She could hear the postman fiddling with her mail slot outside. She shuffled to the window and peeked out to see the adorable Herr Schmitt, in his rumpled, postman’s uniform, smiling and pointing to her mailbox. She waved back. She grabbed a coat and went out to the street to get her mail. In her box was a large, lumpy, padded envelope, its flap copiously taped. She turned it over to see an American label and froze. From Sami.


Inside, she closed the blinds and sat on the couch again, staring at the lumpy, padded envelope. She looked at the stamps, an image of the US Capitol, and the postmark, September 11, 2001. She turned the envelope over to see the return address: Super 8 Motel, Newark, New Jersey. New Jersey? Where was that? Her address was in Sami’s unmistakable scrawl. Instinctively—she did not know why—she put the envelope to her nose to smell it.


The tape came off effortlessly, and she poured the contents onto her coffee table: a spiral notebook, a sheaf of papers, a pocket Koran, one gold coin, his engagement ring, a lollipop, two toothpicks, ten microcassettes, and a business envelope with her name on it. Carefully, her fingers trembling, she opened the letter, intent not to tear its flap.


 “My dear Karima,” she read.


“My love. My beloved lady. My heart. You are my life …”


The telephone ring made her jump. For a moment she was disoriented. Her head was spinning. Hurriedly, instinctively, she stuffed the mess back into its padded envelope. At last. At last. She reached for the phone.


“Sami?”


“Hello.” Male voice. Unfamiliar.


“Sami? Is that you?”


“Karima Ilgun?”


She stiffened. “This is Dr. Ilgun.”


“This is Vice Kommissar Günther Recht of the Bundeskriminalamt.”


“From where?”


“From the BKA. German Federal Police.”


“Oh.”


“Yes, I’m calling about your boyfriend.”


“My boyfriend? He’s not here. I mean, he’s in America.”


“May I come to see you, Fräulein?”


“Come to see me? Here? You want to come here?”


“Yes. There. We will be there in an hour.”


“In an hour? But I’m not dressed. I just had an operation. I took a pill.”


“In an hour, Fräulein. Please be ready to receive us.”


The vice kommissar rang off.


Karima looked down at Sami’s package and carefully pulled out the letter again.


Most of all, I want you to believe truly that I love you with all my heart. You must not have any doubts about this. I love you, and I will always love you, until eternity. Do not be sad when I depart for somewhere else, in a place where you can neither see nor hear me. But I will see you, and I will know how you are. And I will wait for you until you come to me. I feel guilty about giving you hope about marriage, wedding, children, and family. And many other things.


Were they breaking up? Without even a final conversation? God willing, no!


I regret that you must wait until we come together again. I did not run from you. I did what I was supposed to. Everyone has his time. And this is my time. You should be proud of me. This is an honor. You will see the results, and everybody will be happy …


Her eyes floated to the ceiling as she clutched the letter to her chest. What was he talking about? I will see you, and I will know how you are … This is an honor … What on earth?


You must remain very strong as I always knew you. Remember always who you are and what you are. Whatever you do, always have a goal. Keep your head high. The victors never bow their heads. Hold on to what you have until we see each other again. And then we will live an eternal life together, where no problems and no sorrow exist, in castles of gold and silver.


I do not leave you alone. Allah is with you and with my parents. If you need anything, ask him for what you need. He is listening and knows what is inside of you.


If you marry, have no fear. Think about who, besides me, could deserve you. I kiss you on the hands. And I thank you. I say I am sorry for the difficult years you spent with me. Your patience has a price.


I am your prince.


God willing, I will see you again!!!


Your man always, Sami, brave as a lion.
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High in a corner office at police headquarters in Bruno-Georges-Platz, Vice Kommissar Günther Recht and his deputy, Heinrich Braun, had been summoned for a brief meeting with the chief kommissar. Subject: Suspect 21. The chief had only a few minutes to spare for this sideshow. The kommissar was feeling overwhelmed. Annoyed as Recht was at his deputy over the binoculars, he allowed Sergeant Braun to report on his surveillance.


 “You say she looked startled,” the first kommissar said.


“Yes, sir. She stood there for a long minute just staring at it, and then, as I said, she walked briskly back to the door.”


“We must have that package, Recht,” the kommissar snapped. “I suggest you move right in and take her into custody.”


Recht’s gaze drifted to the window, and his hand lifted to his mouth reflectively. It was one of his signature gestures, when he was stalling for time and collecting his thoughts. The mannerism always exasperated the chief.


“Well? Come, come, Recht. I’m a busy man.”


“I’m not sure that’s the right course,” Recht said slowly. “It might be illegal.”


“Scheisse, Recht. What about the second wave? You have heard about the second wave, haven’t you?”


Recht ignored the insult. “At this point we have no cause to arrest her, or to seize her property. We have no evidence whatsoever that she’s involved.”


The first kommissar spat out his contempt. “We must assume she is part of the cell. She was certainly involved with Samir Haddad!”


“Yes,” Recht continued in his slow deliberate manner, “but he was in America, and she was here. She was never seen at Marienstrasse, and her voice has never turned up on any tape. I think we must proceed carefully, Herr Kommissar, even under these circumstances.”


“A second wave, Recht! This woman is a perfect candidate for a meaningful suicide … Catch my drift? How would you feel if you were in her situation? Think about it: a high-rise in Frankfurt … or the Reichstag! No one will complain later if we bend the rules a little.”


“Judge Schneider might,” Braun piped up.


The moment was awkward. “The judge appreciates the gravity,” the chief said finally. “The clock may be ticking.”


Recht glowered at Braun and then turned back to the first kommissar.


“If a second wave is in the works … if she really is somehow involved, well—”


 “Well what?”


“Well, we would lose her immediately if we arrested her now. And on what charge? We’d look pretty silly if that packet contained fancy leather gloves from Alsterhaus.”


The kommissar sputtered his frustration. “Do you have any idea the pressure I’m under, Recht?” he said gruffly.


Again, Recht ignored him. “I propose we work her for a while. See where she leads us. If she is part of the cell, let her lead us to the others. Find a way to get the package legally, in a way that Judge Schneider won’t complain about. Track her movements, listen to her calls—”


“All right, Recht. It’s your case … For the time being it’s your case, I should say. I’m prepared to give you a second chance after your last screwup. No screwups this time, please.”


As the detectives rose to leave, Recht asked, “How goes the hunt for Muktar, Herr Kommissar?”


“If there are any developments there, you’ll be the first to know.”


“And Omar?”


“Nothing yet. Good day.”
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When Karima opened the door, before her stood a tall, beefy man with a pasty face and a prominent mole. His overcoat was wrinkled and had a stain near his right pocket. He was accompanied by a younger officer in uniform.


“Guten Abend, Fraulein Ilgun,” said Recht with a slight bow, “I am Vice Kommissar Günther Recht. And this is Sergeant Braun. May we come in?”


She tried to speak, but no words came out. She had a stock image of policemen: gruff, hostile, cynical, dangerous. She had heard many stories in the community. Kommissar Recht’s manner was proper enough. She didn’t like the way the uniformed policeman was leering at her.


They sat around her coffee table.


“You have a very nice apartment,” the vice kommissar said, as his eyes wandered around the room. “You are a dentist, I believe.”


“Yes.”


“We all have a certain awe … and fear of dentists, you know.”


“I have heard so.”


“I have just had a tooth taken out actually. Fortunately, it was in my lower jaw, so you can’t see the hole when I smile.”


Karima felt his discomfort at small talk and said nothing.


“Well,” he said, slapping his knees. “I must come to the point. Do you know this man?” He nodded to Braun, who placed a picture on the table in front of her, as if playing a trump card. It was Sami’s passport photo … his second passport photo after he had claimed to lose his first.


“Yes, that’s my boyfriend.”


“Ja … und?”


“His name is Samir Haddad. You called about him. But he’s not here. He’s in Florida, the United States. Has something happened to him?”


He looked at her curiously, as if she had told some sort of sick joke. “Tell me about him,” he said.


“Tell you about him? Kommissar, is Sami okay?”


“Please, Dr. Ilgun, try to be responsive. This is a formal interview.”


“Formal?”


“Yes, formal. Tell me about your boyfriend.”


“I don’t know what you mean,” she protested. “Five foot, eleven inches, brown hair, green eyes, that sort of thing?”


“No.”


“He’s from Lebanon. Perhaps you know that. From a very fine family … What is this about, Kommissar Recht?”


“I will get to that,” he snapped. “What about his friends?”


“His friends? Oh no, I don’t know any of his friends.”


“You don’t know any of his friends?”


“I mean, I’ve met a few, but I don’t know them. He didn’t want me to know his friends, you see.”


“Continue.”


“Continue what? That’s all I know … about his friends, I mean.”


 “He had a friend named Omar. Do you know about him?”


“No.”


“You never heard of him?”


“No, I haven’t.”


“What about his family, then?”


“His family has roots in the Bekaa Valley going back to ancient times.”


“And in present times? Where was he raised?”


“He grew up in a Mazraa apartment in Beirut.”


“Mazraa, what is that?”


“Mazraa is the name of the neighborhood in the southern part of the city. I remember the name because Sami told me never to confuse it with the town of Mazra’a.”


“Mazra’a?”


“Yes, that’s an Arab town in occupied Palestine.”


“I see. In Israel.”


“In Palestine.”


“What do you know about the rest of his family?”


“Well … he has an uncle who is a well-to-do banker and a member of Lebanon’s parliament, I believe.”


“Do you know about another uncle named Assem?” he asked.


“I know about him, but I haven’t met him.”


“Haddad never mentioned him?”


“Oh yes, he’s mentioned him. Often, actually,” Karima replied. “He idolizes him.”


“Did you know that this Dr. Assem was a secret agent for the East Germans in the 1980s?”


Karima tried to control herself. “No, I was not aware of that. Has Uncle Assem done something wrong?”


“Later this uncle worked for Libyan secret service in an operation code-named ‘the Dealer.’ Its purpose was to collect information on the notorious Abu Nidal. You know who that is, don’t you?”


“I’ve heard the name. Really, Kommissar—”


 “He was the founder of Fatah, the ‘father of the struggle,’ the one the West called a psychopath, the most dangerous and ruthless of the Palestinian ‘terrorists’—at least, until Saddam Hussein had him murdered.”


“Kommissar Recht, you’re talking about things I know nothing about. I’m a dentist. I’m busy learning how to extract an impacted tooth.”


“But you said Haddad spoke of him.”


“He talked about his uncle’s powerful personality. That’s all I know. I never heard about that other stuff. I can ask him more about his uncle when he calls, if you like. I’m expecting to hear from him soon.”


Recht and Braun exchanged glances. “All right. Where did you meet Samir Haddad?”


Karima exhaled in exasperation. “In Greifswald. At the university. In a class.”


“And you say you have been together for four years.”


“I didn’t say that, but yes, on and off, for four years.”


“Then you know him very, very well.”


She stood up. She had had enough. “Really, Kommissar Recht, I’ve just had an operation, and I’m not feeling well. I am on medication. Please come to the point. I’m quite tired, as you can see. What is this about?”


“Don’t you know, Dr. Ilgun?”


“No.”


“Then I’m afraid I have some very bad news for you.”
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Kommissar Recht stared at the floor as Karima wept, her hands over her face, and then squirmed into a ball on her couch. The policeman had been the bearer of bad news many times before, but nothing like this. As unlikely as it was, if this were truly the first she had heard the news, he could understand how shattering it was. He was prepared to wait as long as he had to. As Karima howled, Braun gazed blankly at Haddad’s picture on the glass table.


When her sobs subsided, Recht reached in his pocket and offered a crumpled handkerchief. She shook her head and rushed to the bathroom. The officers glanced at one another, and Recht nodded his head toward the desk. Braun slipped over to it and noticed the package facedown among other papers. He reached under the desk and placed his bug expertly. The toilet flushed, and they heard tissues being pulled from their box. Karima emerged, clutching a small towel in her hand, her face contorted and her eyes glazed.


“I’m sorry,” she whimpered.


“Dr. Ilgun, I want you to listen closely,” Recht said softly. “We believe that you may be in danger.”


“In danger? In danger for what? From what?”


“I cannot be sure. For your protection we will be assigning a security detail to watch over you.”


“Security detail? You’re telling me you’re spying on me?”


“Nein, nein, nein. We’re assigning you bodyguards for the time being. I must inform you that a massive investigation is underway, and I’m afraid there’s a bit of chaos at the moment. We want to be sure that no one else gets hurt.”


“Will I be able to come and go?”


“Certainly. But you must be very careful. A guard will be posted overnight on the street outside.” He paused. “And by the way, do you have any written documents of Samir Haddad?”


Karima thought for a moment. The officers followed her glance toward the desk.


“I’m not very organized, I’m afraid,” she answered.


“Yes, I see that,” the Kommissar replied, nodding at the desk.


“I have a few postcards, I think,” she continued. “Oh, and there is a letter from his college health insurance office, detailing dental charges. I may still have some travel receipts. It would take a little time to find everything.”


“Fine,” the Kommissar answered politely. “If you could gather them together and put them in an envelope for us, that would be appreciated. An officer will come by for them in the morning.”


When the officers were out on the street, Braun turned to Recht. “She’s a pretty good actor, huh, chief?”


Recht nodded. “And she’s lying,” he said.
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Inside, Karima collapsed again in sobs on the couch. The spasms came in waves, one after another. Why had the kommissar been so interested in Uncle Assem? Once, Sami had quoted Assem’s philosophy of life: “To live life fully, risk must play a part.” Was he somehow involved too? But Sami had other mentors, with other credos. Sami, a terrorist? a murderer? Dead in a field in Pennsylvania, swallowed up by the mud of the earth? It was unbelievable.


She went to the bathroom again to wash her face. Suddenly, she saw in the mirror the image of a convict, someone on the run. She heard the bang of the gavel and the clang of her prison door.


And then her telephone did start to ring. First, her mother in Stuttgart, befuddled and frightened; she thought she had seen a picture on television of a man who looked a little like Sami. After that call she let her answering machine take over. There was a call from Gretchen, her old roommate from Greifswald, offering to come to stay with her for comfort. And a call from Sami’s fellow student at his flight school in Florida, wondering whether she was okay. Another call from Omar terrified her most.


It was true. She was going to need protection.


She fell to her knees. “Whoever forgives and makes reconciliation, his reward is with Allah,” she mumbled, and then she rose and seated herself again at the desk. She reached for the package and opened it again, gingerly, and retrieved its contents, then began examining them more carefully, one by one. Sami’s fingerprints would be all over the stuff, and now hers would be too. She glanced out at the street. “Please, God, nothing important,” she whispered. Trembling, she put the first cassette in her machine, half-hoping it would be blank. But Sami’s voice was calm, soft.
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September 10, 2001, 10:00 p.m.


“Karima, sweetheart,


“I was never really sure about this. You must have sensed my conflict in July. You must believe this. Even to this last day. Yahabibti—May God forever protect and nourish you—I lied to you. I lied to you so many times. I am so sorry. But you did not realize that with each lie, you fueled my doubts all the more.


“In a few hours, I will do what I am supposed to do. They want me to think of this as an act of courage and nobility. But it feels more like an act of cowardice. I want to walk away, but I am not brave enough, even at this last moment.


“For three months, even when I saw you in July, I was unsure if I would go forward. I was so torn between you and the mission. I got tired of my deception, both to you and to my comrades. You, and only you, must know the whole story. How I came down this path. I cannot bear the thought that I will disappear from your life forever without a word of explanation. And so, I put these recollections in the mail to you now. I have been recording them for you in the past few months, just so you will know, as I tried to figure things out and decide what to do.


“Tonight, I think only about you, yahayati. I miss you terribly. My thoughts dwell on how we first met. Your lovely round face, your luscious brown hair, your sparkling green eyes. I can see them even now sparkle all the way across the room. You were wearing your favorite earrings, the ones with little emerald balls at the end, and that lace blouse with a collar covering your long neck. How I miss you! And your laugh. It was your laugh that first caught my attention …
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ON THE FIRST DAY of Karima’s new existence, a uniformed policeman arrived at her door and drove her to police headquarters at Bruno-Georges-Platz. At the daunting, five-pronged modernist building, she was escorted to its central core, taken to a top floor and down a long corridor, jammed with talkative detectives. As Karima passed through this scrum, their chatter subsided. Curiosity and recognition showed on their faces. At last, she came to a door where the small sign announced “Vice Kommissar Günther Recht, Chief of Counterintelligence.” A woman emerged to say that the kommissar would be with her as soon as he could.


The day became a blur of interviews in confined, smoke-filled spaces with Kommissar Recht and a procession of German and American authorities. Time and again, Karima described Sami Haddad: tall, glasses, athletic build, an intelligent face, a really handsome guy when he was clean-shaven, a charming smile, a raucous laugh. It was as she remembered him in the wonderful days. She described their stormy relationship, the good times and the breakups and the tearful reunions. She talked about his hot temper and sullen moods, about the change in his demeanor over the three years they had been together before he went off to America. She could sense their skepticism. How could she blame them? She was aware that she had lied to them. She felt herself losing her bearings, unsure anymore of what was true and what was not, what had really happened and what she was making up.


Late in the session, Kommissar Recht leafed through pages and pages of her telephone records in 2001. Eighty-three international calls from Sami! He let out a whistle. “He must have had some bill!” An average of every other day, sometimes twice in a day, the last one on September 11. What did they talk about? She tried to think of all the mundane things. He let her tick them off without interruption, but she could tell he was not really listening. And then he asked about Sami’s six trips back to Germany over the past two years, when he stayed with her for weeks at a time, and then about her last trip to see him in Florida.


“Isn’t it true, Dr. Ilgun, that you were closer to Haddad than anyone else?”


She paused. “I thought I was.”


“And you still say that you knew nothing whatever about his real purpose?”


“Yes.”


“When did you first meet him?”


“In Greifswald.”


She remembered the moment vividly. She was in the cafeteria, flirting with a clutch of Arab boys. They had stood around her, attentive and adoring, shyly giggling, vying for her attention, as she smoked and made fun of their awkward ways. And then she’d felt Sami’s steady stare from across the room.


 “And you started dating one another immediately.”


“Yes.”


The memories flooded her brain. Her periodontics class in the fall term of 1997, and how things had developed from there. The crazy day trips to Rostock and to the nearby bay of Dänische Wieck. The bike rides along the river Ryck. The local döner joint and a pathetic little dive bar in Greifswald called Fly-Boy. “Greifswald is no Beirut,” Sami would say with a shrug. Sami the sophisticate.


“Did you meet his friends?”


“Yes.”


Karima despised his Moroccan friends, especially the religious ones. They were dirty and rude. It amused her to goad them. She flaunted her disdain for prayer and made fun of other Muslim girls who wore the headscarf. Deliberately, she violated all the taboos: smoking, drinking, eating pork. “How can you be German and not eat pork?” she had baited his friends.


“Did you go to the mosque with him?”


“No,” she lied.


Her rebellion had annoyed Sami. Occasionally, he’d asked her to tone it down, but his complaints had only made her more irreverent. Because they had so much fun together, he had chosen to ignore her quirks, at least early on. Karima’s mother had disapproved of the budding romance, and this had upset Karima. Sami had consigned her mother’s attitude to the superiority complex that Turks feel toward Arabs. Karima had asked him to be more generous. Her mother was old-fashioned, proud of the fact that the Ottomans had ruled the Arabs for four hundred years. Sami wasn’t having it, and Karima resented the way he had disparaged her parents in July. They fit a mold, he’d told her scornfully: immigrants in the great wave of the seventies, settling in Stuttgart, her late father with a good job in a chemical plant, trying to fit in, trying to be European.


Questions. More questions. She answered Recht flatly, giving only the bare minimum.


Eventually, mercifully, there was a break. Recht handed her a newspaper and left the room. Whatever she said could be so easily twisted. She rose from her seat and looked at herself in the mirror on the side wall. She had to be strong. Wasn’t that what Sami’s letter had said? Be strong as I always knew you. Remember always who you are and what you are. She had to be strong—and smart—and consistent. She returned to her seat, paper in hand.


As she thumbed through the newspaper, her eye fell on a story about German intelligence agents overhearing terrorists talk about a new operation involving thirty people. “As authorities around the world try to piece together the conspiracy, the inquiry is focusing more than ever on Germany, and more American FBI agents are being sent here,” the story read. Just then, Recht returned.


When he took his seat again, he was almost a silhouette behind the desk beneath a window. She sat in a single chair in front of him, bathed in the sunlight from the window. She had to squint to see him clearly, occasionally holding up her hand to shade her eyes from the shaft of sunlight.


“Let me be frank, Dr. Ilgun,” he began. “There are still some very dangerous people at large.”


“Who? Here in Germany?”


“We will get to that. Many more lives could be in danger. We must know about others who might have been associated with Sami Haddad. Their motives are important, and in the past days a lot of thought has gone into this, both here and in America. You have acknowledged that you were closer to Samir Haddad than anybody else. We must know what motivated him. We need your help.”


Karima nodded, sitting erect, as she squinted against the glare of strong sunlight that streamed through the window.


“I’m not learning that much from you. We keep talking, but we don’t seem to be getting anywhere,” he said.


“But I’ve told you: he said nothing to me about any of this.”


“So you have said. If I am to believe you, I need you to try harder. There must have been clues, some side remark, some items inadvertently left behind, perhaps. Your Sami …”


“My Sami?”


He cleared his throat. “Haddad is a central figure in this calamity. He’s directly responsible for the deaths of forty people and by implication for another three thousand. He probably slit the throat of the American pilot with his own hand, the hand that you knew so well.”


She winced at the cruelty of his remark.


“If he had lived, he would have been tried in some dark and distant place for all those deaths,” Recht continued. “And then hanged in disgrace and buried in an unmarked grave.”


“He is already buried in an unmarked grave.”


Recht noted the snide remark. “I need you to try harder, Fräulein Ilgun.”


She sensed that he had restrained himself from adding the word otherwise. She struggled to control herself. A breakdown would not help her.


“Are you sure you have provided us with everything from Haddad?”


“Yes.”


“Every document?”


“Yes.”


She pulled a tissue from her purse. “I want to be helpful,” she said unconvincingly.


He leveled a skeptical stare at her and paused for a long moment. Finally, he said sharply. “This is no simple criminal investigation, Fräulein Ilgun. The Americans are frantic for answers. The FBI is pounding on my door. Another attack could happen at any moment. Your boyfriend was a ringleader. A ringleader! Do you understand the gravity of that?”


“Yes.”


“For the other eighteen hijackers, all of them, we have no one who was as close to them as you were to Haddad.”


“I’ve come to wonder how close I really was to him, to the whole man,” she replied.


 “The whole man?”


“Yes, I’ve thought a lot about that in the last day.”


“In the years ahead,” he continued, as if he were speaking to the gallery, “thousands of Americans will go to that little town in Pennsylvania called Shanksville, where Flight 93 crashed, to pay tribute and to pay their respects. Little boys will look up at their fathers and say, ‘Why did they do it?’”


“It’s not for me to answer these little boys,” Karima muttered.


Recht stared at her coldly, holding her in an uncomfortable gaze, silent, disapproving.


Finally, she said, “If I was closest to him, I was more deceived than anyone.”


Again, there was an uncomfortable pause. “I will tell you bluntly, Dr. Ilgun,” he said at last, “we are not satisfied with your testimony. We don’t think you are telling us everything you know. I must warn you: you could be in very serious trouble.”


“I have told you everything I know,” she whimpered.


[image: Image]


Karima returned to her apartment that evening to find her answering machine blinking ominously.


“Hello again, sister,” the eerie, distant voice intoned. “I hope you and your mother are well, God willing. Remember what Allah says: Do not backbite one another. Would one of you like to eat the flesh of your dead brother? Remember your dead brother, Karima. Let us honor his martyrdom and carry on his work. We know what you have.” The tape whirred and stopped. His time had run out. But there was no second call.
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