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			Advance Praise for My Fight for Survival 

			 

			“Fady Rizk fought for Lebanon before coming to Wall Street. As a former Marine, I know what it takes to put my life on the line for my country. Fady has shown his mettle through trial after trial. It’s time his story reached the wide audience it deserves.”

			-Guy P. Wyser-Pratte, President, Wyser-Pratte Management Co. 

			 

			“Whether war-torn Lebanon or his current struggle with cancer, Fady has met every challenge with dignity and courage. By the time you’ve finished reading this book, you will find yourself rooting for this incredible man.”

			-Jason R. Wright, Senior Partner, SkyBridge Capital 

			 

			“Fady Rizk and I worked together to build our company at Picofemto. But, as we toiled to build our start-up, for the longest time I wasn’t aware he was fighting for his life. He is that strong. Fady’s life story is one of stoic determination and an inspiration to us all.”

			-Srikant Krishna, Founder, Picofemto 

			 

			“Inspiring resilience and unwavering spirit, my friend and colleague Fady navigates life’s toughest chapters with grace and courage in this profound memoir.”

			-Evan H. Wein, Managing Director, Monness, Crespi, Hardt & Co.

			 

			“Fady’s richly textured voice takes us from the tragic fate of Lebanon to the promise of America, only to confront the abyss once more. My Fight for Survival is a triumph.”

			-Jim O’Donnell, Senior Executive in the Financial Service Industry.
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			To my father, Dr. Assaad T. Rizk, a man who taught me love of country, the power of positivity, moral integrity, dedication to your work, mental strength, family, faith—and especially believing that a cure is at hand. May we meet again.
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			Introduction

			by Anthony Scaramucci

			“Some are born great, some achieve greatness and some have greatness thrust upon ’em.” Shakespeare wrote that, and I couldn’t agree more. In your hands is a book about a man faced with dire challenges who rose to the occasion. To Shakespeare, I have an amendment. Fady Rizk was born great, achieved his own greatness, and just when he thought he had succeeded—had even more greatness thrust upon him.

			I’ve encountered many people in my life and career, and just about everyone has a story—an idea of how they got to where they are, of where they think they’re going. But Fady Rizk is the most resilient man I’ve ever met in my life, bouncing back again and again, a fighter for his values and his family. He’s a champion of the human spirit. As his book’s title suggests, Fady has gone through so much—from the battlefields of bullet-ridden Beirut to the pressure-cooker ticker tape of Wall Street. At the end of the day, he’s still here. His resilience is an inspiration to us all.

			Fady’s life traverses two worlds. His story begins in the lush Bekaa Valley of Lebanon, when his grandfather, inspired by the Mayo Clinic, decided to open a hospital in Beirut. His hospital, Clinique Dr. Rizk, was a vital resource for Beirut once the Lebanese Civil War erupted in 1975. The war left the country decimated, its capital scarred by the bullet- and bomb-ridden structures on the demarcation line. As a boy, Fady survived a head-on car collision, a rocket attack in his family apartment, and a terrorist shooting at the windows of his school bus.

			Greatness had already been achieved, but more was on the horizon. At the young age of sixteen and a half, Fady Rizk decided to defend his community by joining the Lebanese Christian Forces, a local militia. He didn’t tell his parents. He skipped school to train as a sniper and run checkpoints with his squad. He knew what he had to do. Battle after battle, Fady demonstrated his strength and mental toughness. His secret decision eventually saved his father’s life.

			Fady survived the war, but he knew he had to get out. He followed his brother to a second world—America. Imagine going away to college, but in a different language, in a new culture. Fady thrived, and in the classic American way, even got up to some hijinks. These adventures matured him. Meanwhile, his constant curiosity gave him an edge over everyone else. When he visited Las Vegas for the first time, he followed a winning couple through the casino, evaluating and mimicking their strategy, one that resulted in a small gambling success. It was this genius, this versatility, that would serve Fady in the world of business. Armed with that thrifty, resourceful spirit—something I could relate to because of growing up blue-collar in Long Island—Fady turned his challenges into opportunities.

			One of those opportunities got him into Wall Street. Wall Street! A young man from Lebanon, in a new country, using a new language. His transition from the front lines of Beirut to the canyons of New York required a different kind of bravery. Faced with the intricate demands of high finance, Fady thrived, pursuing a career as a salesman, taking him all the way to London, to me at Skybridge, and finally as an entrepreneur of innovative start-ups. All the while he was a great family man, with a lovely wife and three daughters.

			But Fady’s greatest challenge still awaited him. For the last ten years, he has faced an unrelenting adversary—cancer in the form of multiple myeloma. With this struggle, his true greatness emerged. From one hospital ward to another, Fady’s determination to live is his finest achievement, an example we can all try to live up to in our own lives.

			I had the distinct privilege of knowing Fady as more than just a partner. Our connection began in the competitive business landscape of the 1990s, when a mutual association formed the foundation of a deep friendship. His professionalism, reliability, and tenacity made him an invaluable founding partner at Skybridge. Over the years, our professional paths have diverged, but our friendship endures.

			As a young man, I spent all my free time working on motorcycles. I remember the thrill of assembling an engine, and when I finally turned it on, the rumble that followed, the purr of life. The sprockets and gears all had to work together to get the engine to operate, so that the rider could move forward. Fady also understood this process. He recognized that the challenges—war, immigration, business, illness—were not insurmountable barriers, but the steps to building his own motorcycle. Building a life.

			This belief in the power of persistence binds Fady and me together. Great men are defined by the unwavering resolve to overcome all challenges. Fady is one of them.

			It goes without saying Fady Rizk’s memoir is a must read. Not just because it is a hopeful story, or a masterclass of resilience—above all, it’s a testament to the human spirit. By adopting his confidence and resilience, we all can be great like him.

			 

			With admiration and hope,

			 

			Anthony Scaramucci

			Cofounder and managing partner, Skybridge Capital

		

	
		
			Preface
April 17, 1981

			The morning brought calm to the Green Line that divided the Lebanese capital into two. The delirium of spring helped distract from our war zone, the no-man’s-land between Muslim West Beirut and Christian East Beirut. Birds chirped, oblivious to the chaos of the previous weeks. The sky was bright blue as the sun embraced the bullet-ridden buildings in its warm light, and the scent of fresh wild grass masked the smells of sulfurous gunpowder, burned wood, and incinerated cement, the rot of corpses—the reek of death. I still remember the pleasant spring air that met my skin that day. I could pretend that nothing was wrong.

			I was a soldier. If you had seen what I had, you would also be skeptical of nature’s facade. I was only seventeen. In a civil war, you have to grow up quickly. On that day, I aged a decade.

			That morning, along with all the other platoon and squad leaders, I was called into command headquarters for a special briefing. The room, alive with prattle, hushed as our commanders relayed the news.

			Bachir Gemayel, our leader, who possessed dark looks and an understated charisma, quieted the room. Even though he was only thirty-three years old, we all looked up to him.

			“We have received word from Israeli intelligence that a concerted attack is imminent,” Gemayel said, adding gravely, “The targets are our positions in East Beirut.”

			I could feel the tension gathering in the room as slides of satellite photos confirmed the chatter. Palestinian fighters, Muslim Lebanese militias, and the Syrian army artillery—they were all mobilized.

			“God be with us,” Gemayel said.

			As the meeting broke, I immediately set to work to reinforce our defenses. I assisted my compatriots as we mustered enough ammunition and artillery shells for what would compose our counterattack, if necessary.

			During my break, I had a few minutes between shifts and decided to take a jeep to visit my father at the hospital. He wasn’t sick. I should clarify that it was his hospital, founded by my grandfather. Clinique Dr. Rizk was established in 1925 as a small OB-GYN unit in an apartment building in West Beirut, and by 1957 it had expanded into a full-fledged - seventy bed hospital in the heart of the Achrafieh district in East Beirut.

			In the halls of the hospital, everything was running smoothly. Nurses and doctors were attending to patients as usual. And why wouldn’t they be focused on their work? They didn’t know what I knew; they were enjoying a beautiful, calm day in the capital. I wanted to inform them, but I needed to tell my father first. I headed to the ground floor, to his office.

			Dad was sitting at his desk, preoccupied. He looked tired, as he always did in those days. But when I entered, he shifted his attention to me. “What is it, Fady?” he asked. “Can’t it wait until tonight?”

			I shook my head. I was wired. “There is going to be an attack.”

			“Today?” Dad asked skeptically. “That’s absurd. Enemy propaganda.”

			“The intelligence is solid, Dad. We need to prepare for the worst.”

			But my father was unmoved. I was young, hot-blooded, and his denial of the facts ticked me off.

			As I exited his office, I knew I couldn’t let my father’s ignorance preclude his safety. I noticed a maintenance worker, Nicolas, who was spackling a wall in the lobby. Nicolas was a middle-aged guy and he’d been working at our hospital for years.

			“Hello,” I greeted him.

			“Oh hello, Fady.” He smiled. “I hadn’t seen you in uniform. It suits you.”

			“I need to tell you something,” I said. “There’s going to be an attack.”

			Nicolas now had my attention.

			“Please, don’t cause a panic,” I said. “But we can ride out the storm. I have to go back to the front lines. But if you could fill some sandbags and cover the glass door to Dad’s office balcony, I would be forever grateful.”

			Nicolas nodded. “Of course, Fady. I’m on it. You know better than I do.” He resumed spackling the wall. “Your father knows about this?”

			“I told him, but he wouldn’t listen.”

			Nicolas looked grim. “He never does.”

			“I thank you, Nicolas.”

			“Take care, Fady.” He clasped me on the shoulder. “We’ll pass the day all right.”

			I thought the same. Even though I had been on the front line for more than a year now, I thought I had seen it all.

			I was wrong.
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			I returned to my squad as the team prepared for a heavy fight. It was not long after we finished our preparations that the battle began. At four o’clock sharp, hell was unleashed on East Beirut. Our enemies didn’t pursue precision tactics; rather, they wanted to obliterate us in one fell swoop. Nothing was spared. They bombed bridges, malls, schools, churches, cafés, hospitals, and restaurants. The damage was immense, the casualty count growing by the hundreds. On the Green Line, the situation seemed under control, but only because we had been constantly shot at the past six years and knew where the enemy’s usual positions were, so we could respond accordingly. But the bloody campaign the enemy inflicted on civilians and infrastructure—we had not anticipated this level of escalation.

			As the barrage of heavy artillery boomed upon us, I received an important message from my two-way radio. The hospital was calling. An emergency. I began to feel sick. I had the suspicion my worst fears had been realized.

			I took the call. My cousin Elvire, the head ER nurse at Clinique Dr. Rizk, was on the other line.

			“What is it?” I asked, my heart pounding.

			“Fady, an artillery shell—it landed next to your father’s office.”

			“What?” I asked. “Is he okay?”

			“We haven’t seen him. He hasn’t left the office since the explosion.” She paused. “I’m sorry, Fady.”

			“Wait—you mean you haven’t checked?” I asked.

			“I’m in the ER and I can’t leave. Dead and wounded everywhere.”

			“Run down to his office and see if he’s alive!” I was indignant. Why had she not done the minimum—to see if he needed help?

			“I can’t see him dead,” Elvire said, her voice crackling. “I would faint. Besides, the ER needs me now—sorry, Fady.”

			I flicked off the radio. I told my squad I needed to go to the hospital. Aadel, my right hand, nodded. “Go.”

			I took the jeep and drove through an unrecognizable city, rubble on every road as I wove past ruined apartments, potholed parking lots, and one-way streets. A race against time. With horror, I heard the hiss as one tire popped, and then another. Gunfire all around me, bullets nicking my jeep. As I white-knuckled the wheel and sped through my crumbling city, I hoped to God I would reach Dad in time.

		

	
		
			Part I
Lebanon

			One

			My grandfather, Toufic Ibrahim Rizk, was born in February of 1892, one of ten children. His sizable family was one of the largest landowner in Lebanon’s Beqaa Valley. Surrounded by Mount Lebanon and the Anti-Lebanon mountains, the Beqaa Valley is one of the most fertile agricultural areas in the Middle East. Perhaps this abundance was fitting. In Arabic, Rizk means “a gift from God.”

			Farming, however, was not for Toufic. Out of his many siblings, Toufic was the first and only child to attend medical school. A Greek Catholic, part of a now-extinct branch of the Roman Catholic Church, he married Olga Toubia, a Maronite, and together they had four children—three boys and one girl. He hoped all his children would become physicians just like himself.

			It was Toufic’s dream to improve access to quality medical care in Lebanon. In 1925, he founded Clinique Dr. Rizk as a private, family-owned clinic in Beirut. He rented and occupied three floors of an apartment building situated in West Beirut, with fifteen beds and twenty employees. He provided OB-GYN services to the local community. But this wasn’t enough for Toufic. He still dreamed of opening a full-service hospital in Beirut, the first modern hospital in Lebanon.

			He traveled far and wide to learn about the hospital business. In the late 1940s, he visited the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota. Toufic was so impressed with what Will and Charlie Mayo had created that he hoped he could do the same for Lebanon—provide the same level of patient care through respect, integrity, compassion, teamwork, and excellence.

			But Toufic still didn’t know much about how to run a hospital. Being a devout Catholic, he consulted his local priest for advice. The priest, Father Bardawil, informed Toufic that there were convents on the outskirts of the Vatican that provided human resources and services to third-world catholic communities. So Toufic headed to Rome and knocked on the door of a Franciscan convent.

			He didn’t know what to expect, but he was pleasantly surprised to discover that the nuns of the Franciscan order were trained as health care professionals and frequently traveled to countries in Africa and Southeast Asia to establish hospitals and medical clinics. Toufic arranged for a team of fourteen nuns who would travel to Lebanon and train locals in their fields of expertise and make sure everything at the hospital was operating efficiently. These nuns boasted an impressive range of knowledge: nursing and ER training, accounting, pharmacy services, medical products ordering and maintenance, as well as laundry, kitchen, and cleaning services. Grandfather was so grateful for the nuns’ assistance that on the top floor of the expanded Clinique Dr. Rizk, he built living facilities for the nuns and a small chapel for Sunday mass services. These nuns became part of our family. They learned Arabic while we learned Italian, and many of the nuns remained in Lebanon after the training period concluded. Some of them died in Lebanon, never returning home because they were so attached to our family.

			The other aspect Toufic needed to build his hospital was financial backing. Before heading to the bank to discuss the possibility of a loan, he went to see his older brother, Abdallah, and asked him about the soundness of his plan. To Toufic’s delight, Abdallah was extremely encouraging and told him he would put up his land as collateral so that Toufic could build his dream. Construction began in 1954.

			By the time my father Assaad graduated from medical school in Paris in 1959, Clinique Dr. Rizk was open and fully operational. The oldest of Toufic’s four children, he was the first child to follow in his father’s footsteps—all three sons ultimately did. The hospital was a gift from Toufic to his children, and it functioned as a second home for our family.

			Assaad was my grandfather’s favorite son. No father should pick a favorite child, but for Toufic, it was not an issue, and he was quite open regarding this opinion. Toufic thought his son could do no wrong. In time, I think, Assaad thought the same about me, but I’ll never know. Though I adored my father, I would end up deceiving him. In that rupture came a great crisis for our family—as did the great crisis that came to plague our country. We were fortunate to escape with our lives.

			Two

			In 1956, my mother, Colette Le Breton, then only twenty, found herself on a ship headed toward Marseille. She was born and grew up in Alexandria, Egypt, where she had enjoyed a privileged and luxurious life as a French expatriate. Her father, Camille Leon Le Breton, worked for a French perfume maker, Guerlain, and was responsible for the Middle East and African markets headquartered in Egypt. He had married a half-Lebanese, half-Syrian woman, my grandmother Yvonne Sarkis. And so, their daughter Colette attended an all-girl’s school, Notre Dame de Sion, and belonged to the very posh Alexandria Sporting Club, where members lolled on the beach or frequented the tennis courts.

			That life ended with the Suez Crisis and the ensuing Egyptian backlash against the French, British, and Israelis—nationals of the countries who had plotted the aborted postcolonial invasion of Egypt. Grandpa Camille was jailed for three days after the Egyptian government accused him of being a spy. Following his release, the Egyptian military loaded him onto a jeep that took him directly to a Marseille-based ship, the SS Providence, that was transporting expelled French citizens back to France. His family—including Mom—was picked up and taken to the harbor to meet him. They departed Egypt with zero possessions, except for what they wore on their backs.

			After their arrival in Marseille, they took a train to Paris. The French government helped resettle them and they found a home in the quartier of Place de la Nation, in the twelfth arrondissement. Grandpa found a new position in the publishing industry, and Mom and my uncle Jean found work at my grandfather’s old firm, Guerlain.

			A year into her new job, Mom traveled to Monaco with her boss to present the new Guerlain line to Princess Grace. My mother was supposed to model the new products. It was mid-February, and her birthday was coming up—she would be twenty-two. After a successful visit with the princess, Mom and her boss were having dinner at the Hôtel de Paris in Monaco when her boss surprised her with a cake to celebrate her birthday. The cake was a large one, and after both had enjoyed a slice or two, my mother asked the maître d’ to distribute her cake to the rest of the restaurant guests. This gesture affected one person in particular—a mysterious old lady, who was sitting all by herself.

			When the old lady had finished her slice of cake, she stopped by my mother’s table and introduced herself. She explained that she was a palm reader. To thank my mom for the delicious slice of cake, the old lady wanted to read her palm.

			“I’m sorry,” Mom said. “I don’t have the means to pay for your services.” She was red in the face. Why was this strange woman asking to read her fortune?

			“Not to worry, my child,” the old lady said. “I’ll do it for free. Come by my room tonight and I’ll tell you about your future.”

			Later that evening, my mother learned that the old lady was the personal palm reader to Princess Grace of Monaco. She decided to take up the old lady on her offer. At her young age, my mother was very impressionable, but that evening changed her life forever.

			When my mother arrived at the old lady’s room, all the lights were dimmed. Candles were lit to create a spiritual atmosphere. Mom then sat before the palm reader, who took her hand and began tracing the lines in her palm. The old lady had a soft touch.

			“I see your future,” the old lady said.

			“Do you?” Mom asked.

			“Yes. You are going to marry a man soon. His name starts with the letter A.”

			“A?” Mom asked, running through all the names of people she knew—Albert, Antoine, Armand?

			“That’s not all,” the fortune teller said, “You will leave France. You will move to a country in the Middle East. You will live like a princess.”

			Mom thought about that. She had enjoyed growing up in Egypt. Was she destined to return?

			“You will have three children. They will be of the same sex.”

			Mom wondered, Three girls—or three boys?

			Suddenly, the old lady withdrew her hand.

			“I have one more thing to tell you,” the old lady said. “This fate, the most important of all.”

			“Oh?”

			“The man you will marry will be a great humanitarian. He will help and save others.”

			My mother thanked the old lady and departed. She wasn’t sure whether to believe in such things, but she was overjoyed that the palm reader had foreseen such a beautiful future.

			To my mother’s surprise, all four predictions came to pass. She moved to Lebanon and had three sons. She married Assaad, a physician who dedicated his life to his community. But if Colette was to live like a princess, it would be as royalty in a time of war.

			Three

			The morning of February 1, 1963, Colette Le Breton Rizk experienced her first contractions. Her first son had been delivered by Cesarean section, and she wondered whether her second child might be delivered by the same method. Colette and her husband Assaad were living at Clinique Dr. Rizk at the time, so Assaad walked her down to the OB-GYN unit and stayed with her during observation. The next day, February 2, Colette’s contractions became more frequent. Assaad decided to leave her bedside. He wanted to visit his tailor to be fitted for suits and shirts. He believed, quite incorrectly, that he had plenty of time before his second child would be born.

			Fortunately, Assaad’s father was on-site. Toufic was delighted to take his son’s place. After all, Toufic was an obstetrician himself. This last-minute substitution had profound implications for the identity of Colette’s child.

			As the clock struck two in the afternoon, yours truly was born. I cried and cried.

			My mother Colette, who was French, was toying with French names, but my grandfather asked if he could name me. Colette obliged because she loved and respected her father-in-law and thought the world of him. A devout Catholic, Toufic attended mass every day. Without any hesitation, he named me “Fady.” Translated from Arabic, the name means “the Redeemer, Jesus Christ.” My birthday fell on Candlemas, the holiday that celebrated the ritual purification of the Virgin Mary forty days after the birth of Jesus.

			I tell you the story of my birth because I have grown up with this powerful name and I am still trying to understand why it was given to me. As I write this at the age of sixty, I continue to ask—why me? What is expected of my life? Have I met my responsibilities? Why, after so many trials that have tested my resolve and threatened my existence, am I still here?

			I am still looking for answers. I know the day will come when it will all become clear to me, but that day hasn’t yet arrived. Against all odds, I’m still here.

			Four

			I remember my childhood fondly. We lived a wonderful, peaceful, and joyful life. My youngest brother Sami was born in 1965, two years after me, and the three of us—my older brother Toufic, Sami, and I—we were raised with everything we needed at our fingertips. We each received strong educations, and I recall some of the birthday parties we hosted, playdates we had, and vacations we took.

			My mother was loving, kind, and caring, and she spent a lot of time with us, even though each of us had a nanny. Mom always helped with homework and made sure we were on top of our studies. She was more involved in our lives than our workaholic father, and she was always there when we needed her. She had a big heart and was dedicated to helping the underprivileged. In her spare time, she volunteered at the hospital whenever assistance was needed. She entertained a lot, especially after Dad joined the government, when dinner at home with ambassadors and ministers from Middle Eastern countries became a common occurrence.

			As children, my two brothers and I didn’t see much of Dad except for on Sundays. After he graduated from medical school and returned to Lebanon in 1959, he had to prove himself to his father by building his practice. He also had to learn how to manage the hospital. He had no business experience, so in his spare time, he had to learn basic accounting, organizational management, equipment maintenance, and other skills of that nature. By the time he came home, late at night, we were already tucked in and sleeping. If he came home early one day, it was to get ready to head to a function with Mom or receive friends and dignitaries at home.

			But my father was a formidable force to be reckoned with. I only saw him cry once, many years later, at Grandfather’s funeral. He was the rock in the family to lean on in moments of crisis. He always had an answer for everything—he was very well-read and extremely bright. He remembered a lot of what he had read throughout his life and would quote famous writers and poets—Baudelaire, Flaubert, Camus—when given the opportunity. He graduated at the top of his class in medical school while studying in France, and in addition, he was an outstanding student at school in Lebanon. Dad spoke many languages, too, and tried to keep up with them as he could. He was fluent in French, Arabic, English, and Italian and dabbled in Russian and Greek.

			We had everything you might expect a normal family with three boys a few years apart. Life was good. Things started to change in 1973, when the Middle East entered a new phase of instability.
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			In October 1973, though the school year had already started, my parents decided to take the family on a short vacation to the beach resort of Aqaba, Jordan. In the fall, the Red Sea would be at its most pleasant, the water remaining warm from those hot months in the summer. My brothers and I were excited about the idea of visiting a new place and going to the beach. This time, we were accompanied by Dr. Habib Naccache and his wife, Aida. Habib was the head of the radiology department at our hospital, and a good friend of Dad’s.

			The plan was to spend a week in Aqaba. We took a plane from Beirut on October 1. The one-hour flight took us to Amman, the capital of Jordan. From there, we boarded a minibus provided by the beach resort to drive us to the hotel in Aqaba. This was a two-hundred-mile ride, and it took four hours. You can imagine our joy at such a short flight, and the enduring boredom of three children confronted with four hours of bleak, dramatic desert along a desolate highway.

			At Aqaba, the resort was organized around a main building, with a few bungalows peppered on a pristine and clean beach, the Red Sea sparkling beyond. Though each family took up a bungalow, we all went to the main building to take our meals. For us boys, it seemed a paradise.

			Our vacation started splendidly. We went fishing, flew kites, waterskied, and took a boat ride to view the famous coral reefs in the area. The weather was spectacular. The beach went on for miles uninterrupted, as if to infinity. The sand was the color of rose gold, meeting the pristine and clear green water of the Gulf of Aqaba. We were merely a stone’s throw from the Eilat beach resort across the border, in Israel.

			If you might recall what happened in October 1973 in the Middle East, then you would know we were in for a surprise. We woke up early on Saturday, October 6, to the dull thunder of explosions in the distance. My father ran from our bungalow all the way to the front desk to inquire about the noise.

			In the lobby was a crowd of foreign vacationers listening to the only radio available. The news was grim. A coalition of Arab states, led by Egypt and Syria, had launched a surprise attack against Israel on the Jewish holy day of Yom Kippur. Egyptian and Syrian forces had breached their ceasefire lines with Israel and invaded the Sinai Peninsula and the Golan Heights, respectively. We were supposed to go home on Monday, with taxis booked to take us back to the airport in Amman.

			But maybe that would be too late. We didn’t know how long the conflict would last, and Dad dreaded the prospect of being stranded in Aqaba for an extended period. As the day progressed, the Jordanian tourism office made the decision to repatriate the remaining foreign vacationers in Aqaba and send them back to their countries of origin. In total, we were among seventy tourists who were stranded. We all returned to our bungalows and packed for the return journey. The day seemed to drag on like molasses, and my father and Dr. Naccache kept going to the front desk for updates. Things kept getting worse. The next day, we were told that because Aqaba was a beach town, with no military presence, we didn’t need to worry about a potential airstrike on the town. Throughout the day, the remaining vacationers were furiously calling for transportation options to drive them back to the capital. We went to bed early in anticipation of our morning taxi and flight back to Beirut.

			But at midnight, Mom and Dad received a call from the front desk.

			“Your driver is prepared to take you earlier than scheduled,” the concierge said.

			“We should go now,” Mom said, grabbing my dad’s arm.

			He nodded, groggy from the lack of sleep.

			Both our drivers—one for our family, the other for Dr. Habib—were waiting at the front desk ready to take us back to Amman. Each drove a Buick. The black one was for us, and the white one for Habib and his wife.

			We loaded the cars and set off. Our driver Hussein told us that it would take longer to reach the airport because he had to cover the headlights with a purple-colored paint so that the cars wouldn’t attract the attention of Israeli fighter jets. The unhappy side effect was that he would have greater difficulty seeing the road. We drove off into the night. We weren’t alone, however, as we were part of a long caravan of cars and buses with seventy worried vacationers on their way to the unknown.

			Five and a half hours later, we arrived in the capital, but even before we reached the airport, chaos had overtaken the steep and crowded streets of Amman. Our car stopped; my dad rolled down the window and asked a pedestrian what was going on. We were told that the Israeli Air Force had just bombed Amman airport—no flights could take off or land.

			And so, the caravan stopped at L’Hôtel Philadelphia—Philadelphia was the Greek name for Amman in antiquity. We all huddled to discuss our next step. It was total mayhem. Some people in the caravan decided to stay in the capital and wait for flights to take them back to Europe. But Dad had a different idea. He decided we would head north, toward the Syrian capital of Damascus. My father and Dr. Naccache thought that Syria, being a more powerful country than Jordan, was a safer bet, and that the situation might be more stable in Damascus. After negotiating a new fare with our taxi drivers, we now headed for Syria.

			Hussein was pumped, ready to tackle the next phase of our trip. The 220-kilometer journey started out uneventful, to say the least. While we were still in Jordanian territory, we saw a lot of military vehicles and tanks on the highways.

			So far, so good. The situation seemed under control. A few miles before the border, however, we were confronted with another obstacle. Hundreds of cars were parked by the roadside waiting to cross the frontier. Most of the people waiting by their cars were not from this part of the world, so Dad asked the driver to cut in front of everyone and head straight for the checkpoint—a daring move.

			Dad thought that because we had Lebanese passports, we’d be able to go right through and not have to wait like everyone else. At the checkpoint, he proved to be correct, as Lebanese citizens didn’t need visas to cross the border. However, the military personnel guarding the Jaber border crossing gave us a hard time because they didn’t know why we had bypassed everyone else in line. However, after Dad flashed our Lebanese passports, we were ushered through passport control.

			It was a relief to leave Jordan and be one step closer to our destination, but we still had a few complications on our way to the Syrian capital. Dr. Naccache’s car and ours were rerouted a few times due to military roadblocks; we were told to follow other highways on our way to the capital. As we reached a stretch of unobstructed, desert road, straight like an arrow and never-ending, we started to feel nervous.

			That was when an Israeli F-4 Phantom fighter jet screamed in the air above us, the blue Star of David recognizable on the plane’s tail.

			“Wow,” my brother Toufic said. From the passenger seat, Dad squinted, stoic in his anxiety.

			Without warning, a section of the desert floor opened. A metal panel under the sand had slid open and a missile rocketed off from underneath the ground, striking the jet. The explosion was overwhelmingly loud and violent, and in a flash the pilot ejected. As the burning wreckage toppled to the desert floor, we saw a parachute unfold and the pilot fall slowly to the ground.

			Military jeeps suddenly took off from the highway and headed toward where they expected the pilot to land. My father, in disbelief at what he had just seen, pulled out his eight-millimeter video camera so that he could take footage the next time a fighter plane was shot down.

			A few miles down the road, we heard the scream of fighter jets overhead, and Dad asked Hussein to stop the car. He obliged, and Dad stepped outside with his camera, looking around to see if the desert floor might open up again. His wish was granted, as right in front of him the desert floor opened, and a missile fired toward the jet above us. We were astonished. The Israeli Phantom was able to avoid the missile and turn back toward Israel. As Dad had filmed the whole sequence without interruption, he was thrilled. (Dr. Naccache was less elated, because his driver had stopped his car as well). Dad told Hussein to get going, and for a few moments, our convoy continued.

			Within minutes, however, both our cars were pulled over by the Syrian military. A jeep signaled us to stop, and Hussein slowed the car and moved to the shoulder. A soldier in dark glasses came up to the car’s driver seat.

			“Sir, we saw that you filmed the antiaircraft equipment,” the soldier said. “Please hand over the tape. This is a restricted area, and you’ve videotaped classified material.”

			But Dad didn’t want to hand over the tape. He wanted to keep the original to show his friends and our extended family what we had just witnessed.

			“Now, please,” the soldier said, extended his hand. I could see the black gun holstered at his waist.

			“Of course,” Dad said. He fumbled with the camera, and after some jostling, handed the soldier a tape.

			“Thank you,” the soldier said. He took the tape and put it in his shirt pocket. The jeep departing, Dad instructed Hussein to continue.

			As the car started moving again, Dad pulled out the tape, grinning. He had handed the soldier a blank. “Don’t say anything about this until we are home,” Dad said.

			“Dear God, Assaad,” Mom said. “You are mad.”

			But Toufic, Sami, and I were smiling. We adored our father, and how clever and brave he was. How could I be scared when our dad had so easily outwitted a Syrian soldier?

			That said, our journey was far from over. As we pulled into Damascus International Airport, heading to the main terminal, we heard a loud noise, looked to the sky and saw two camouflaged Israeli Phantom fighter jets bombing the airport’s runway, the blue Star of David on their tails giving them away. The explosions reverberated, and we saw rival planes explode and the asphalt pulverized.

			“Just our luck,” Dad said. In a panic, he asked Hussein to veer off the highway and hide the car under any building that might offer some protection. Dr. Naccache’s driver did the same.

			“What have we gotten ourselves into,” Mom said. “Aqaba…we should have gone to Cyprus!”

			Dad steeled himself and told us to be calm, even though he was hardly calm himself.

			Hussein managed to find a building under construction that could shelter both cars and protect us from any potential debris. After their first pass on the airport, the jets turned around for a second run to finish crippling the airport and cause as much damage as possible. The noise was deafening, the destruction vast. There was no way we could get back home via the Damascus airport. Here we were, stranded again in another Arab capital at war with Israel, with no way home.

			After the jet fighters finished their sorties and turned back to their base, we became calmer and more collected as a family. Driving back to Lebanon from Syria seemed like the only viable option.

			“I’m sorry about this, Hussein,” Dad said. “Might we renegotiate your fare?”

			Hussein agreed.

			Dr. Naccache’s driver did the same for him and his wife as well.

			The ride to Lebanon from Damascus was the least stressful and most enjoyable ride that harrowing day. Because Lebanon was neutral in the Yom Kippur War, we knew that once we crossed the border, we were finally safe, and it came as a great relief that the final stretch proved uneventful. We got home safe and sound that night, having survived several potentially deadly situations.

			A few days later, once the press found out about our harrowing vacation, we were interviewed and made it on the front page of the local newspaper. The headline read: “850 km [EN TAXI] SUR LES CHAMPS DE BATAILLE: Telle est la performance réalisée par le Dr Assaad Rizk et sa famille.” My father shared his pictures and videos with our extended family and the media, and it seemed everyone was impressed. They were among the first pictures and videos to make it out of that conflict.

			That was my first encounter with death, and I survived. I had lived. Two years later, it was 1975, I was twelve years old, and our lives began sliding into a new reality.

			Five

			Our war started on April 13, 1975, but it really didn’t take full effect until later that year. My father made plans in 1975 for us to take a summer trip to Munich as a family, to pick up his made-to-order Mercedes-Benz. He had always wanted one. After our adventure in Aqaba, a trip to Germany sounded a lot safer than a trip to Jordan. If only we knew.

			Upon our arrival in Germany, we headed directly to the car dealership to pick up the brand-new, light-brown, four-door Mercedes 280S that met all of Dad’s desired specifications. The car had one flaw, however. As it was before the time of mandatory seat belt laws, this car did not have seatbelts.

			We spent two nights in Munich, and on the third day, we began our long drive toward Lebanon, stopping in all the Communist countries along the way. We visited magnificent churches, museums, and historic sites. At local restaurants we tried rich soups, stews, grilled meats, and pies with the characteristic smattering of paprika. I can still taste the delicious breads and pastries from that trip.

			The journey took about a month and a half. Toward the end of our trip, we were driving through Turkey, heading south between Ankara and Adana, on a freshly paved four-lane highway. As we came upon a significant turn along the side of a mountain, a white van came into view, driving in the opposite direction—on our side of the road. Because the mountainside obstructed our view, Dad hit the brakes too late.

			Time slowed down.

			I was sitting in the middle seat in the back row, no seatbelt, and when Dad hit the brakes, I was launched into the front and hit my head on the windshield. I still remember the windshield growing bigger as my head approached it, and the awful smack when I struck the glass.

			When the smoke cleared, I had a massive bruise, a nasty cut, and a pulsing headache that would last for the better part of two weeks. Besides my own injuries, the damage was substantial, and Dad’s prized new Mercedes was crushed like an accordion. Thank God for German engineering, as we all survived the crash. Looking back now, this would be the second time I escaped the jaws of death, but not without a concussion.

			Miraculously, the van suffered minimal damage. The driver stumbled out unscathed and unshaken. He didn’t think he had done anything wrong; he thought he had been on the correct side of the highway.

			After walking to the closest village, Dad called the Lebanese embassy in Ankara and the ambassador, one of Dad’s friends, took care of everything for us. He spoke to the police, found us a tow truck, and sent a representative from the embassy to speak with the locals and find a place for us to stay in Ankara while our car was serviced. Thanks to the dedication of the mechanic, it took only ten days to fully repair the vehicle.

			However, the Beirut we found was not the same one we left. It did not take us long to discover that something was amiss. We returned to the capital via Syria, and early in the afternoon on the day of our arrival, we were surprised to find our apartment flooded with family members, cousins, nephews and nieces on my father’s side. At first, it seemed like our relatives had arrived to welcome us home, especially after such a traumatic accident. But our visitors’ faces told another story.

			“What is going on?” Dad asked.

			His cousin Raymonde stepped forward. An elegant and striking woman, with silver hair and a short haircut, Raymonde possessed a strong, well-mannered, and opinionated character. She was not afraid to speak the truth. “It’s Gaby,” she said. “He’s been taken.”

			Gaby was her brother, Dad’s first cousin, who happened to be the largest supplier of natural gas in Lebanon. His company, AgipGas, was very well-known and greatly respected in the Middle East. Raymonde explained that Gaby was kidnapped 2 days ago by the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO). No one knew his whereabouts. They wanted Dad to consult his government and militia contacts to try to uncover his location before it was too late.

			Even though he was exhausted from the long journey, Dad sprang into action. Without any hesitation (and before even unloading the car), Dad started calling everyone he knew who might be able to help. It took a few hours, but Dad was able to locate the camp in which his cousin was held captive. Gaby was still alive, but the PLO had murdered his chauffeur, a man who had been in his employ for the better part of a decade. The PLO had left the chauffeur’s body on the highway to rot.

			After Dad’s intense negotiations, one of Uncle Gaby’s employees informed us the next morning that Gaby had been dumped in front of the company’s headquarters in West Beirut. Dad sent an ambulance to pick him up.

			Gaby was barely alive and ended up being in captivity for a total of four days. The PLO had used Uncle Gaby’s body as an ashtray. He was covered in cigar and cigarette burns. The injuries got more horrific from there: he had been bitten in the cranium, lash marks were all over his body, and nails pulled from some of his fingers..

			When he came to, he told us that he had been blindfolded the minute he was kidnapped, and they never removed the cover until they pointed the gun to his head. “Say your prayers,” he remembered hearing, waiting for the ominous click of the trigger. But all of a sudden, the gentleman who held the gun to his head received a call on his shortwave radio that he answered. It was PLO HQ. The torturer was told to spare Gaby, and that he was an important person who needed to be released immediately. The bullet that was meant for my uncle head ended up leaving the barrel of the handgun but ricocheted on the wall of his cell and ended up in the leg of the shooter, quite the irony.

			After many blood tests, X-rays, urine, and stool tests, Dad discovered that his cousin also suffered from hepatitis C, due to his injuries and the filthy tools they used to torture him. My father’s intense efforts to save Gaby’s life—both from his injuries and the illness—proved successful. We were delighted that Gaby was found alive and would survive. At the beginning of the war, not too many survived being kidnapped. After his harrowing experience, Gaby left for France
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