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  GLOSSARY


  List of Characters


  Part One


  The Isas: Isa (or Issa, as it is commonly spelled) means “Jesus” in Arabic.


  Jesus is the Latin version of the Hebrew Joshua.


  Zein Isa (Zane Ee-sah), born 1931


  Maria Matias Isa, born 1943


  Leilah* (Lay-lah), born 1963


  Mona, born 1965


  Soraia (So-roy-ah), born 1967


  Palestina (Pah-lah-steen-ah), or “Tina,” born 1972


  Azziz (Ah-zeez) Hamed, Leilah’s husband


  Nai’el (Nile) Abdeljabber (Ab-del-jah-bar), Mona’s husband


  Amjad (Am-jahd) Salem (Sah-lem), Soraia’s husband


  Foiziya (Foy-ee-zah) Isa, Zein’s double first cousin and first wife


  Faisal (Re-zell) Isa*, Zein’s son by earlier marriage


  Fayrouz (Fay-rooz) Abdeljabber, Zein’s daughter from an earlier marriage


  Faiza (Fie-zah) Darwish (Dahr-wish), Zein’s daughter from an earlier marriage


  Amir Darwish, Faiza’s husband


  Clifford Walker, Tina’s boyfriend


  Helena Mylanos, Tina’s best friend


  The Nijmehs: Nijmeh means “star”


  Sausan (Sows-an, which is the same as Suzanne or Susan) and Ahlam


  (Ah-lahm) Nijmeh, twin nieces of Maria Isa, whose sister Irecema


  married a Nijmeh just after Maria married Zein.


  Saif (Safe), or “Steve,” Nijmeh, husband and cousin of Ahlam


  Loqai (Low-kay), or “Luie,” Nijmeh, Saif’s brother and the husband and


  cousin of Sausan


  Tawfiq (Taw-fick) Musa (Moo-sah), Zein’s cousin; Musa is the Arabic


  equivalent of Moses.


  Abu Nidal leaders formerly in the United States


  Mahmoud Atta (Mow-muhd Ahh-tah)


  Samir Darwish (Sah-meer Dahr-wish)


  Ramsey Clark, Atta’s defense attorney, the former U.S. attorney general


  under Lyndon Johnson


  Part Two


  Lieutenant Harry Hegger, St. Louis Police Department, later Captain Hegger.


  Sergeant Michael Guzy (Guh-zee), St. Louis Homicide


  Detective Billy Qualls, St. Louis Homicide, later Sergeant Qualls.


  Sergeant Tom Murphy, chief investigator, circuit attorney’s office


  Mike Tully, investigator, circuit attorney’s office


  Judge Charles A. Shaw of St. Louis Circuit Court


  Charles M. (Charlie) Shaw, Maria’s defense attorney


  Daniel Reardon, Zein’s defense attorney


  Dee Joyce-Hayes, assistant circuit attorney, later circuit attorney


  Robert (Bob) Craddick, assistant circuit attorney


  Part Three


  James Nelson, FBI special agent in charge, St. Louis


  Tom Newman,* supervisor, FBI counterintelligence, St. Louis


  James Steitz, assistant U.S. attorney, later an administrative law judge


  Keith Liberman, Saif Nijmeh’s defense attorney


  Neil Bruntrager, Luie Nijmeh’s defense attorney


  Linda Murphy, Tawfiq Musa’s defense attorney


  Tom Day, Zein’s federal public defender


  Note: Spellings of Arabic names in this book vary because one is transcribing phonetically from a different alphabet. There is currently no codified English spelling of Arabic, although many well-known Arabic names and places have conventional spellings in English—for example, Cairo, Baghdad, Beirut, Damascus; Nasser, Saddam Hussein, Mubarak, and Assad. However, among the Arab criminal element, spellings and names change as much as the weather during a St. Louis summer week, as one detective remarked.


  *Asked that their names be changed.


  Righteous women are therefore obedient, guarding the secret for God’s guarding.


  And those you fear may be rebellious admonish; banish them to their couches and beat them.


  —The Qur’an (Sura 4, 38), trans. A. J. Arberry


  Prologue


  December 24, 1985 Rome and Vienna


  The day before Christmas, in two simultaneous attacks, terrorists threw grenades and opened fire on the El Al ticket counters at Rome’s Leonardo da Vinci Airport and at Schwechat Airport in Vienna. Eighteen people in the check-in lines were murdered and 101 injured. El Al is Israel’s government-owned airline.


  The gunmen belonged to the Abu Nidal Organization (ANO). Abu Nidal (Ah-boo Nee-dahl) is the terrorist the U.S. State Department says is the most vicious in the world.


  April 12, 1986 Dir Abu Mishal, West Bank


  On a spring evening, terrorists threw Molotov cocktails at an Israeli public bus. Despite their wounds, the bus driver and a passenger dramatically rescued the others aboard. The driver, however, died ten days later.


  When arrested, two of the Palestinians terrorists said their cousin had planned the murder under orders from Abu Nidal operatives in Europe. That cousin, they told police, had fled to America.


  September 6, 1986 Istanbul


  One Sabbath morning, a group of Sephardic Jews were praying in the Neve Shalom Synagogue. Two terrorists barred the doors and machine-gunned to death all twenty-one worshipers. The two gunmen then committed suicide. They were members of the Abu Nidal Organization.


  Fall, 1986 Somewhere in the Mediterranean—


  Possibly Tripoli, Libya, or Athens, Greece


  The spies were fascinated: Who was attending this meeting of Middle Eastern terrorists? The spooks monitored the secret gathering place through highly sophisticated electronic surveillance.


  They found that the men attending this conference were some of the most brutal terrorists in the world, the allies of Abu Abbas, who was once a cohort of Abu Nidal. Abu Abbas’s men were responsible for the hijacking of the Italian cruise ship Achille Lauro on October 9,1985, as it sailed the Mediterranean. The terrorists pushed an elderly crippled Jew from Philadelphia, Leon Klinghoffer, strapped in his wheelchair, into the sea.


  Because Klinghoffer was an American citizen, U.S. intelligence agencies became involved in the search for his murderers. The FBI had been restricted to working on U.S. soil. Now, through a special act of Congress, the FBI could pursue criminal suspects in cases involving U.S. citizens throughout the world. But the FBI neither infiltrated nor bugged this convention of high-level terrorists.


  Eight years later, the U.S. government would not disclose who monitored that meeting. One official hints the CIA sent agents to stake it out. Another suggests the National Security Agency (NSA) probably had installed electronic eavesdropping equipment within the building or used satellites to copy the conversations, and subsequently pass on the information to the CIA. Another expert suspects it was a foreign intelligence operation that gave the membership list to the Americans.


  The feds badly needed to know who was there so that counterterrorist agents could tag and follow possible terrorists, as well as confirmed criminals. One unknown man surprised them.


  This very ordinary-looking, middle-aged man of average height, weight, and swarthy coloring limped slowly out of the building. While the Israelis knew who he was, the Americans did not. To find out, the CIA sent an agent to tail the Arab; the spy followed him onto a jet bound for the United States.


  When the man landed, the FBI picked up his trail. Agents installed electronic surveillance in his home and store in St. Louis, and in the homes and businesses of his family and comrades throughout America.


  The man was named Zein al-Abdeen Hassan Isa.


  PART ONE


  Tribal Taboo


  CHAPTER ONE


  The War Room


  Fall, 1986 St. Louis, Missouri


  “Hegger here,” Sergeant Harry Hegger said in a low, throaty voice as he grabbed his phone. It was a counterterrorist expert in the FBI on the line. Hegger, a supervisor in the St. Louis Police Department’s Intelligence Division, was so exceptionally bright, so ethical, and so hardworking that federal prosecutors and agents regularly confided in him. Within law enforcement circles in the mid-1980s, the feds acted like Boston Brahmins—speaking only to God and to each other. Hegger was allowed into the sanctum sanctorum because he had a presence that few people, even federal judges, possess.


  “We’ll have a car pick you up. Come down to the FBI headquarters,” the man told Hegger. He did not explain why. Hegger, who looked like the gunslinger Paladin doing a cameo appearance as the Marlboro Man, snuffed out his cigarette and grabbed his jacket. He told the FBI man he would walk.


  It was a pleasant fall day, one of the few times St. Louis was relatively cool and not smothered by high humidity. Hegger strolled across Twelfth Street from the police headquarters to Market Street and down to the Federal Building at 1520 Market. There, he was escorted through empty corridors past a large room where a band of FBI agents he knew and a larger group of strangers were gathered. Several of the men were pointing to a spot on a colored wall map of the Middle East and the Mediterranean Sea. Hegger wondered what that had to do with St. Louis and the Midwest.


  Through the din of the conversations and the plotting on blackboards, Hegger gathered this was a high-level strategy session of various intelligence agencies—FBI, CIA, and NSA (National Security Agency). It was understood that he was to ignore what was going on. From years of working with the FBI and the U.S. Attorney’s Office, as well as the Drug Enforcement Agency and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and firearms, Sergeant Hegger knew when to mind his own business: Don’t try to read upside down, don’t try to decipher cryptic conversations. When Hegger and the agent came to a small interview room, they closed the door and sat down. Hegger did not ask any questions about what he had seen.


  Hegger lit one of what he called his “sissy” low-tar cigarettes. The FBI supervisor began talking about the Achille Lauro incident. (Among police and prosecutors, everything from a car crash to a mass murder spree is called an “incident.”) The agent explained that the FBI was now involved in this case. Federal intelligence agencies were coordinating forces should there ever be some terrorist act on American soil. They were looking at St. Louis, the man said.


  Hegger tried not to smirk. Terrorists along the Mississippi sounded a little far-fetched, a little paranoid. St. Louis had even been immune from the race riots of the sixties while other cities had burned.


  “Anything could happen,” the FBI was saying. “Which is why we might need several hundred local police officers here in the city at a moment’s notice.”


  Hegger nodded. “So, why are you telling me this?” he asked.


  “We need someone who can convince the police chief ASAP to release whole battalions of officers. Hundreds of them. You’re well respected in the St. Louis Police Department. The chief would believe you.”


  The counterterrorist experts never explained to Hegger for what reason, without warning, he would need to summon 400 cops. It would be three years before they gave Hegger a clue. And three years more before the details would be revealed.


  Cliff Walker stood on one foot then the other, shivering in the raw November night air. He was waiting to walk Tina Isa home. For almost year now, Cliff had waited for her, escorting her from her classes. Tonight, November 5, 1989, she had started her first job, working at a Wendy’s fast-food restaurant on South Grand Avenue.


  Tina planned to save her salary so she could afford to leave home and pay her college tuition. An honor student with an upcoming summer scholarship, she wanted to study aeronautical engineering to become an airline pilot. Tina spoke four languages fluently and was ready to travel the globe. Her family already had lived in Puerto Rico, Brazil, and in Israel.


  Cliff tried to talk her out of being a pilot. What about all those accidents? he had asked. Why not work on the ground instead? But he admired her ambition.


  From the first day they had met four years earlier, when she was twelve and he a year older, Cliff had been attracted to Tina, initially for her beauty. Tina was darkly exotic, with almond, almost Oriental-shaped eyes and dusky olive skin. She was half-Palestinian through her father and one-quarter each Italian and German through her mother, with a drop of South American Indian blood.


  What disarmed Cliff was her smile, her laugh. Tina was always laughing. In every picture of her from childhood until the day she died, Tina was ebullient. Introverted and introspective by nature, Cliff grew more expansive around her. Unlike other teenage girls he knew, Tina was never mopey or wistful. She never indulged in self-pity— even when her parents and several of her sisters punched and kicked her for seeing Cliff. She merely reported to him what had happened.


  Cliff felt badly for her. He knew Tina’s family, especially her father, was very prejudiced against blacks. Zein Isa’s animosity was radically different from most St. Louisans’, who while somewhat racist, would not throw hot coffee at their daughters for dating an honor student in a special leadership program. If the Isas hated blacks so much, why did they live in a racially mixed neighborhood? Tina’s mother, Maria Isa, and her sister Soraia were known for their bigotry as well as their violence. Neighbors reported that they slapped black children, even kicked their mothers and pulled their hair, while they yelled racial epithets.


  To get Tina away from “that nigger-slave,” as Zein Isa referred to Cliff, he had tried to marry his sixteen-year-old off to several Palestinian men nearly double her age. But Tina had rebelled and refused to see any of them again.


  She had told Cliff she did not want to get married until she was well past thirty. But Zein demanded that his youngest child obey him as any traditional Palestinian village girl would. A good girl is obedient above all else, and between the ages of fourteen and eighteen, she marries a man her father has selected. The Isas strenuously disapproved of American values such as free will and individuality. Americans were barbarians, the family said. Satanic, Zein believed.


  If they dislike our customs so much, why did they come here? Cliff wondered. Why would Palestinians choose to live in St. Louis?


  Tina once confided to him and to her best friend, Helena, that her father was a terrorist. Helena told Cliff that she, Tina, and Maria had dropped Zein off to meet with his terrorist group at some restaurant up in Florissant. Old Zein Isa—the diabetic hobbling around on crutches— a terrorist? Cliff had to laugh.


  He checked his watch. It was nearly eleven, about the time Tina had promised to meet him. As he looked up, there she was, bouncing along, waving to him as she left Wendy’s. Just before midnight the young couple was heading toward Tina’s apartment at 5739 Delor Street. As they stopped in the parking lot for Tina to retie her shoelace, Cliff said, “I’ll walk you to the door.”


  “No.” Tina was adamant. “That’s all right.”


  “I’ll stay then till you get into the house.” Cliff was worried. There were no lights on in the Isa apartment and by this time of night her parents were always home from their corner grocery store.


  “Yeah, wait fifteen minutes,” Tina said. “If there’s any trouble—I’ll come back out.” She was afraid. She had left a note on the television set in the living room that she had started a job and would be back after eleven. She had not wanted to tell her parents ahead of time about her job. No one in her family ever worked outside the family store.


  Whatsamatter, Zein had yelled at her when she mentioned working once before. Don’t I give you enough spending money? Can’t you work in the family store?


  Tina knew her parents would be difficult tonight. Zein, in particular, did not understand her dream of being independent and American. To him, everything should remain as it had been before he had emigrated from his little village in the West Bank back in the early 1950s.


  As Tina walked up the steps to the apartment complex, Cliff watched her. His eyes followed her up the stairs to the landing and as she knocked on the door. Her mother opened it, for they had taken away Tina’s keys weeks earlier. Turning her head, Tina looked down at Cliff and smiled. He knew she could not wave to him with her mother standing there. If we catch you seeing Cliff again, we’ll kill you, her family had screamed at Tina.


  Cliff waited. He walked down to the building to make certain Tina had turned on the light in her bedroom and was all right. He sat on the concrete steps a while, but the light never went on.


  He walked home. Maybe she’s in the kitchen fixing something to eat, he thought. Or they’re arguing in the living room. As he walked several miles to the bus stop on Grand Avenue, an ambulance passed him about one A.M.


  That stuck in his mind for years.


  CHAPTER TWO


  “Die, Daughter, Die”


  Early Morning, November 6, 1986 St. Louis


  It was the top of the hour, time to hear the news. The FBI agent switched radio stations as he drove to work. He wasn’t paying much attention to the national and international headlines and had to remind himself not to drive to the FBI office downtown but to a secret location, off-site as they called it, for security reasons, in South St. Louis, about four miles away from Zein Isa’s apartment. No one knew there was a Palestinian terrorist ring operating in the United States except the terrorists themselves and the FBI, which had them under surveillance.


  The case agent and several translators had been working for several years on this case, which originated in St. Louis but had tentacles reaching across the United States. Each home and store in this terrorist network was under electronic surveillance twenty-four hours a day, every day. The bugs were voice activated; the phone taps were triggered whenever the receivers were lifted. Such eavesdropping was authorized under the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act, which meant an agent was not required to listen in at all times. With all these locations in all these cities being wired, tapes were piling up. The FBI was running Arabic translators in and out of St. Louis two to three at a time. Right now, the translators were running about a week behind.


  The agent was wondering if they had been missing anything. The Arabists did not translate every word but rather wrote up synopses of each conversation, then compiled those into summaries: eg., 12:03 P.M., Fri., Oct. 13, Zein and Tawfiq discuss politics, with the specifics on what they said about Abu Nidal. Or, 2:30 P.M., Fri., Oct. 13, Zein Isa and his nephew Luie talk about Tina. The details on such personal conversations rarely were noted, the agent recalled.


  Just then, he heard Tina’s name on KMOX-Radio. The announcer was saying sixteen-year-old Tina Isa had been murdered at midnight by her father, who was now in police custody.


  “Oh, my God!” screamed the agent as he typed in the computer access code to the electronic doorknob that would open the secret FBI office and he tore through the anteroom alerting the translators drinking their coffee.


  They all ran into the tape room; one grabbed last night’s tapes from Zein Isa’s home. The tapes ran reel-to-reel, which offered higher sound quality, yet sometimes it was difficult to understand the rural Palestinian dialect. The agent listened to the end of the phone tap reel—some man was calling Zein’s brother in Milwaukee, something about Homicide detectives. Whoa! thought the agent.


  He quickly punched the fast reverse button. He heard Maria call an ambulance.


  He fast-forwarded the tape. He heard a sergeant call for the medical examiner. Switching back to the wall bug, he heard a Homicide sergeant talking with Zein and Maria.


  He jabbed the reverse button and listened carefully. Alternating between the recordings from the microphone in the phone and the one inside the closet, they heard the family plotting to kill Tina. It was difficult to understand them, they were speaking in Arabic, Portuguese, and occasionally English, but what was hardest was the conversation between Tina and her parents.


  Listening very very carefully, the agent heard, on the tape, the sounds of a door being slammed. There was so much arguing back and forth, mundane stuff about a teenager’s curfew. Let’s get to the point, he thought, pushing fast-forward on the wall bug reel. Zein hissing, “Tonight, you’re going to die!”


  Listening to those graphic tapes of a child being stabbed through the heart was harrowing; the FBI agent became distraught. His sympathetic supervisor recommended the agent follow routine Bureau procedure for trauma and seek stress counseling. How could any healer, medical or theological, exorcise from his heart and soul what the agent had heard on that tape?


  CHAPTER THREE


  Ancient Honor


  Circa 5000-4000 B.C.E. Ancient Canaan


  The forebears of Zein Isa possibly were pagan Canaanites who adopted Judaism when the Israelites conquered the land. With the coming of Christianity, some converted. And some converted again when Islam spread from the Arabian Peninsula. For 6,000 years dozens of Semitic and Mediterranean tribes have settled and intermarried in the land just north of Jerusalem1. Yet, three themes have stayed constant over time there: religious animosity, man’s subjugation of woman, and blood vengeance.


  One Old Testament tale set in these hills intertwines the three themes. To Zein Isa, the moral of this story is as fresh and true today as it was in the days of the patriarchs. Indeed, to many people in the Holy Land, the past is not dead or even dying. A Palestinian journalist who investigated Tina’s slaying saw it as a contemporary version of the ancient story of Dinah—the lost honor of one girl to the foreigner and the tribal revenge for her shame:


  Jacob, son of Isaac, went into the land of Canaan, to the city of Shechem (near Nablus, today a large city north of Jerusalem) where he bought land and settled his family. Jacob had a dozen or so sons and one beautiful daughter—Dinah. So exquisite was Dinah that the king’s son lusted for her.


  The king’s son seduced Dinah and “humbled” her. In anger, Dinah’s twelve brothers promised to avenge her honor by killing the king. But their father, Jacob, forbade bloodshed. Instead, Jacob went to the king and explained how the prince had besmirched Jacob’s honor and shamed their tribe. The king promised a mass intermarriage, free trade, more land—anything to restore favor with Jacob, whom he respected. Dinah, who was not consulted in all this, would be wed to the king’s son.


  This was not enough for Jacob’s sons, who demanded blood vengeance: They proposed that if the king’s son and all the men in Shechem would follow Abraham’s Covenant with God and be circumcised, then the two tribes could intermarry, including Dinah and the king’s son. The king and his son agreed. Thus all the males of Shechem were circumcised. While the men of Shechem were writhing in pain, Jacob’s sons attacked the village and killed every man and boy—including the king and his son, “because they had defiled their sister.” The women and girls they took as prisoners. Dinah was wrenched from her husband’s house.


  Grieving, Jacob railed at his sons: Before these pagans, you have shown me to be treacherous and cruel. And his sons justified their savagery with, “Should one deal with our sister as with a harlot?”


  Some Arab scholars interpret this carnage as Dinah’s fault. What happened to her the Bible does not say. “Apparently, the writers did not think she mattered,” remarked a Palestinian journalist.


  Zein al-Abdeen Hassan Isa was raised in a place where little had changed since the time of Jacob and Dinah. A land untouched by the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution, even the printing press until late in the nineteenth century. (The Ottoman Empire, which then controlled the Levant, forbade the printing of books.) For many people living in Palestine, biblical tales were more than charming myths explaining human behavior, they were literal truths. Customs and beliefs were fixed for all time. Blood vengeance had continued as a way of resolving conflict.


  South of Jacob’s Shechem and about ten miles northeast of Jerusalem lies the West Bank village of Beitin (bait-teen), aptly named “house of figs” (from beit, “house,” similiar to the Hebrew beth, and tin, “fig”). The terraced hills teem with grape vines, olive trees, and fruit trees—oranges, lemons, peaches, almonds, dates, figs. Yet there was little besides subsistence orchard farming amid the limestone outcroppings, and starting around the turn of the twentieth century, men from Beitin began immigrating to the New World for work.


  A relative of Zein’s sailed for North America before the First World War. He spent the rest of his life as a street peddler in North Carolina, sending nearly all his money home. His brother took his savings and built a large Mediterranean farmhouse of stone blocks with quoining and an orange tile roof. Three extended families, totaling fifty people, once lived in the eight airy rooms with high, pressed tin ceilings and ceramic tile floors set in floral patterns. Now, only a widowed ninety-year-old great-grandmother and her widowed sixty-year-old daughter-in-law inhabit the house.


  “Too many men went off to America and not enough came back,” the women complain. The older woman’s husband immigrated when he was eighteen, leaving behind his fourteen-year-old bride and their newborn boy. He returned for their son’s wedding to Zein Isa’s sister, then left for another twenty-seven years. Finally he sent for his wife, but he was ill and they had to return to Beitin, where he died. In half a century of wedlock, the older woman spent less than seven years with her husband. She has lived more of her days with her son’s widow.


  Neither woman learned to read or write, as the village school had been restricted to boys. It was not until Jordan annexed the West Bank after World War II that a school for girls opened, and it was for the lower grades only. The older woman still sports dark blue tatoos on her hands and face made by roaming Gypsies.


  The other woman was the daughter of a local farmer, Hassan Isa. When Hassan’s third son was born, June 3, 1931, the baby was named Zein al-Abdeen—”the most beautiful of the believers,” for Zein means “beauty or beautiful,” al is “the,” and Abdeen is “the believers”— Hassan Isa. (Isa is Arabic for Jesus, a Romanization of the Hebrew Joshua, and a common surname among Muslims. Palestinian children carry their father’s first name as a middle name.) Despite this appellation, Zein was not an observant Muslim. His father called him by a nickname—Abu Faisal2 —which became a prophecy.


  During the early days of World War II, Hassan Isa stood in the doorway of his white stone house, built a century or two earlier, calling out to the little girls. “Who wants to marry Faisal when he grows up? He’s going to be a doctor.”


  The girls giggled. The old man had played this game with them before. “Who’s Faisal?” one child asked.


  “Zein is going to have a son named Faisal and that son will become a doctor. Zein will be called Abu Faisal.” Teenage Zein, working the land nearby, laughed. He was not yet married.


  During the 1948 war with Israel, Zein and his family remained in their stone house untouched by battle, while Arab refugees relayed horror stories about “the Jews.” One family was the Nijmehs, Israeli Arabs from al Qulab, near Lod, who had fled their farmhouse in the middle of the night carrying with them dire warnings: Israeli soldiers in other villages had gripped tiny Arab babies between their knees and slashed their throats before their mothers’ eyes. This atrocity probably is not true—there was little wanton killing by soldiers in 1948, and the Jews then wanted the Arabs to stay—but that does not matter: Perception matters more than reality in the Middle East, emotion more than reason. What matters was that the Nijmehs repeated the story to their sons and grandsons. Youssef Nijmeh, now in his fifties, would drive his sons past the old estate and say, “This is your land but for the Jews. Take it back one day.”


  The Nijmehs went to Beitin where they were taken in by the Musa (Arabic for Moses) family, cousins of the Isas. Together, the three families would sit over coffee and condemn “the Jews.”3 As is common in these small enclaves, most of the population has intermarried for centuries, and the families have remained close wherever they have lived. Wherever Zein worked in Brazil, Puerto Rico, or continental United States, his neighbors and colleagues were Nijmehs and Musas. They all moved and traveled together, a pattern common among Palestinians from villages, who prefer the extended family to outsiders. Indeed, some Arab groups consider it acceptable to lie to strangers4.


  When in the early 1950s the Brazilian consulate in Lebanon offered visas to entice foreign workers, twenty-three-year-old Zein Isa left for southern Brazil where he wandered in the hinterlands peddling dry goods. Like other Palestinian immigrants, Zein planned to return to his homeland. Home was Beitin. Where he lay his head at night was merely a stopover.


  During a business trip to Rondopolis, in southern Brazil, in February, 1963, a friend urged Zein to stop at a particular restaurant. “You’ve got to see this girl who’s a waitress here,” he explained. “She’s lush-figured and looks like a movie star.”


  The girl was pretty with dark wavy hair and fresh high coloring. Zein was immediately attracted to her as she poured coffee for the two men. All she would say was “Good morning.” She was named Maria Matias. Her father, Irio Gregorio Matias, was of German descent with an Indian grandmother. Maria’s mother, Jacomina Magagnin, had been a baby when her Italian parents immigrated to Arapafanga, in southernmost Brazil. Maria was born August 10, 1943, in the state of Santa Catarina and grew up in Mato Grosso, another state nearby.


  Maria’s parents farmed in the wilderness, with the children clearing the trees. Her parents worked hard, as did the entire family. They had to. Brazil still suffers such poverty that more than half of the population is underfed and malnourished. Maria was taught that if the farm crops fail, go to work in a factory; keep working at all costs or you won’t survive. When Maria was fourteen, her parents dispatched her to another city, where she lived with an aunt and sewed wedding dresses for a living. Maria learned to waste nothing. Nearly every crop the Matiases raised, they ate. They needed only to buy salt. Until Maria was five, her mother handstitched all her clothes. Maria, who is placid by nature, believes they had everything they needed.


  Everything but schoolteachers, priests, doctors, and pharmacists. Maria never went beyond first grade, not a startling statistic in Brazil, where even today 70 percent of the population does not finish sixth grade. Not that the Matiases had any choice about education; there were not enough children around to sustain a school. The land was so godforsaken, there was no church, only a priest riding a circuit. Maria became a nominal Catholic, as are many rural Brazilians. She has no idea what a confirmation name is (the saint’s name the child chooses when he or she is confirmed into the Church at age seven). The farms in the area were too remote and too few to support any health services. Maria never swallowed any prescription medicine until she was twenty-one years old. Instead, her mother brewed herbal tea from wild plants.


  The oldest of seven children, Maria was both grateful and obedient to her parents. Only once did Maria ignore her mother’s advice. That was when she met Zein Isa. Zein’s friend had proposed to her, but Maria said no. “He was too old for me. I didn’t want to marry for money. I marry a person I like.”


  It was like at first sight with Zein. “The first time I saw him, I liked him. He looked like a hard worker.” When Zein sent a man who knew the Matiases, in his behalf, to ask for their daughter’s hand in marriage, Maria told her father to accept.


  “Maria,” Mrs. Matias warned, “he’s thirty-two. He’s too old for you. There are all these young men around. Take one of them.”


  “But Mama, I want this one,” the teenager argued.


  To the poor farm girl, Zein appeared to be the successful worldly older man. In the decade since he had left Beitin, Zein had prospered peddling clothes. He now owned a dry goods shop offering his customers bolts of fabric, ready-made clothes, and shoes. He had mastered Portuguese, the language of Brazil.


  Maria accepted Zein’s proposal without ever talking with him. A week after she served him coffee in the restaurant, they were married, on February 6, 1963. It was a civil ceremony, the priest refusing to marry a Catholic to a Muslim. Like many young brides, Maria thought she was embarking on a wonderful life with a wonderful man. They spent a month honeymooning in a big-city big hotel.


  Three months after her wedding, Maria discovered she had been betrayed.

  


  1 While the land around Zein's village has been inhabited for eons, some of his ancestors may have been new arrivals. In the last century there was mad migration throughout the Ottoman Empire into the Holy Land. Regardless what tribes his forefathers belonged to, no ethnic group was indigenous to the area called in biblical times Judea and Samaria.


  2 Abu is an honorific in Arabic, meaning “the father of.” In parts of the Arab world, a man is not deemed “whole” until he has sired a male heir. Then he is called by the honorific title of Abu plus the name of his firstborn son. Palestinian political leaders often adapt the allegorical honorific, such as Abu Nidal, the father of Struggle, and Abu Jihad, the father of Holy War. Similarly, Umm, “the mother of,” is the name given to women. She is called Umm, plus the name of her eldest son or daughter, if she fails to bear a boy.


  


  3 When Arabs verbally attack “the Jews,” their argument is territorial and derives from antipathy to Zionism. It is unconnected to Judaism as a religion nor is it remotely related to Christian anti-Semitism. Historically, despite occasional massacres, Muslims treated Jews better than Christians did.


  4 In a land constantly ruled by conquerors and where there is no free speech, it’s been safe to trust only one’s relatives. It was unlikely a member of one’s tribe would betray one. However, almost all Arab academics and journalists I interviewed spoke with absolute candor on first meeting. Some of the women interviewed took time to open up, but when they did, they were truthful.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  The Second Wife and the Last Child


  Zein was not smiling when he told Maria he had something to tell her, and his bride, still in awe of her older husband, could not believe what he had to say. Afterward, she sat stunned, looking like a slapped puppy, wondering why he had done this to her, why he had lied to her. Three months married and three months pregnant, there was nothing she could do; in Catholic Brazil, divorce was not an option.


  “I’m married,” Zein had told Maria. “I have a wife back in Beitin and we have three children together—a boy and two girls. I have to tell you now because I’ve applied for papers to immigrate to the U.S.” According to his standards, Zein was not obligated to mention his first wife to Maria until she needed to know. He was not expected to transform the marital bed into a confessional. He and his life were none of her business. His responsibility was to financially provide for his wives and children. Indeed, the Qur’an is strict about this—men must treat their co-wives equally. The Prophet Mohammed sanctioned polygyny—the practice of having more than one wife at a time—to provide for widows and orphans after wars.


  Maria wept for three days. She says she felt trapped. “I couldn’t go home to my mama. I picked him,” she later told the daughter she had been carrying at the time. “I had to accept the fact he was married with kids.” Decades later, Maria explained, “most good people in Brazil won’t marry someone with a wife. But most people in Palestine who come to live in Brazil don’t tell the truth. If they do, they can’t find a good girl.”


  


  In Beitin, Zein’s first wife, Foiziya, wept. She received the news that her husband had married again with much anguish. Some villagers say her only son, Faisal, who had not seen his father since he was four, was especially distraught and remained so. Some say Faisal and his two sisters resented the second wife and never accepted Maria nor any of her her children except Tina.


  Zein was typical of village men who left for the Americas and begat another family overseas. The practice is often excused with “It’s better for them to take a ‘white’ wife and have more kids than to sleep around or make some woman a mistress,” several Palestinian women said. “More honorable, yes?” (“White” wives carry social status in a land where fair skin is much prized.) Foiziya may have felt abandoned, but she was lucky: Zein owned a store in the village which he had put in her name, and he regularly sent her money. There were many deserted women in the West Bank whose husbands sailed for South America and seemingly vanished. Oddly enough, Maria was fortunate. Some Palestinian men divorce their foreign brides before they return to the homeland, where, if not already married to Arab women, they take nice Palestinian girls as brides.


  Zein had married his first wife when they were teenagers. They had long known each other, being double first cousins1 (the children of one pair of siblings who had married another.) Unlike his quick proposal to Maria, Zein’s courtship of Foiziya followed Arab traditions. Most likely their union had been arranged by their fathers as they sat over demitasses of thick Turkish coffee.


  Marriages between cousins have been common in Palestine for intramarriage kept property intact and strengthened tribal loyalty. There are famous Arab proverbs about kinship and marriage: “The closer you get married, the easier your life will be.” A bride, who had to live with her in-laws, usually would be better treated by a mother-in-law who was also her aunt. “Your cousin can always bring you down from the white horse” alluded to the rite of first refusal. A bride left her father’s house on a white horse for her father-in-law’s home, where the marriage ceremony would take place. En route, one of her father’s nephews was entitled to pull her—in all her wedding regalia—from the nuptial horse and claim her as his bride.


  These marriages can be a blessing, argue young educated women in Beitin today. There was a deaf girl whose cousin so pitied her that he married her. This may have been more than a noble heart. In the communal Middle East, tribal honor is more important than an individual’s feelings. The individual is important in how he strengthens his family.


  Others disagree with the custom. Many educated women want to choose their mates. Zein’s son, Faisal, a pediatrician with a subspecialty in neonatology, is against consanguineous unions. It causes deafness, low intelligence, and various mental illnesses, he explained. To such a gene pool add the problems of poverty and teenage mothers having too many pregnancies too close together, and the result is an infant mortality rate in the West Bank soaring to more than forty-five per 1,000 births, he said.


  When Zein told Maria in the spring of 1963 that he wanted to emigrate to the United States, she fantasized they would live out their lives in America. Instead, they wandered back and forth between Beitin, Brazil, and Puerto Rico, with brief sorties into the U.S. for more than twenty years before finally settling down in St. Louis. Maria never was allowed to put down roots until her late forties, when she was sentenced to life in prison. Maria liked to say, “The day I was born, I knew I’d move too much.” Meanwhile Zein’s first wife spent all of her life in one place, Beitin.


  By fall 1963 the Isas had left for Raleigh, North Carolina, where there still is a substantial Palestinian population including men from Beitin. One of the Nijmehs who had married Maria’s sister Irecema in Brazil had relocated here. While Maria worked in a factory, Irecema watched her newborn, Leilah. After a few months the Isas moved again, because Zein disliked being a street peddler of tablecloths and bedspreads in Raleigh. Irecema and her husband had moved to Paterson, New Jersey, another area with a pool of Palestinians. The Isas joined the couple there. Each time he uprooted his family, Zein told Maria to leave everything behind and buy new clothes and household furnishings.


  After eight months in New Jersey, Zein moved Maria and the baby to Puerto Rico, settling in Arecibo, where Zein sold clothes door to door. They bought a house near those of other West Bank emigres, many of whom were taken with Maria’s prettiness and warmth. After a few years in Puerto Rico, the Isas returned to where they had started—Rondonopolis, Brazil—with their two little girls, Leilah and Mona, who was born in late 1965. After two years in Rondonopolis, Zein moved his brood to Caceres, where their third daughter, Soraia, was born in 1967.


  Five years later, still in Brazil, Maria awaited the birth of her last child—the one she would call her easiest, yet the one that would destroy her family.


  During the fall of 1972 Zein told the very pregnant Maria, “I need a son.”


  “You already have one,” she told him. “I don’t care if I have a boy or not.”


  On December 3,1972, in Mato Grosso, Brazil, Maria gave birth to a fourth girl. “I’ll name this one Palestina,” Zein said, after the homeland where he planned to return, and where the name was in vogue. In Arabic, Palestina is pronounced “Fah-lah-steen-ah” after the ancient coastal tribe of Philistines who gave the region its name. Of all Maria’s children, this one most resembled their father, with her black almond eyes and dark skin. Like him she was stubbon and bright. In linguistic ability, curiosity, sense of adventure, openness, warmth, and vivacity, she took after her mother. She had her own special charm.


  Zein became so attached to this winsome creature that when he went on a business trip to Sao Paulo, he brought home an elaborate gift for her—an English baby carriage of red velvet decorated with flowers.


  “How could you spend so much money?” Maria asked.


  “Because no one else here has something like this,” he said, beaming.


  The baby not only was paraded in style, she was dressed in the best the Isas could afford. The last of the lot did not suffer in hand-me-downs. Maria and her older daughters hand-painted all of Palestina’s clothes—each diaper, T-shirt, and dress. The three older sisters, nine, seven, and five, fought for the privilege of pushing her baby carriage, but the infant would fuss, allowing only her mother or Soraia to touch the handle. When the baby awoke at six A.M., she would whimper until Soraia took her in her arms. Five-year-old Soraia became closest to the baby, a deputy mother.


  Palestina had the easiest disposition of all Maria’s girls. “She was always good-natured,” said her mother, who breast-fed her. “She was always laughing,” said her sisters. She progressed rapidly, too. Although it sounds incredible, when Palestina was only three months old, she would whimper as she wet her diapers, so her sisters began potty-training her. Two months later she was in underpants. At one year, she started walking. By eighteen months Palestina chattered in sentences. Soon she spoke in three languages—Portuguese, Arabic, which Zein had taught his family, and Spanish, once they moved back to Puerto Rico.


  As a toddler Palestina became the adorable pet who made everyone laugh with her jokes, and then would chorde along herself. She was special to everyone, even to her half-sisters and brother when she visited Beitin. At home the family called her mea amor, “my love,” and men santa, “my saint,” in Portuguese; and Chica, “little girl” in Spanish.


  Palestina’s love was her father. When she saw him, she would cry “Daddy, Daddy,” and run up to hug and kiss him. As she grew, Zein continued to indulge her. Every week he bought her a treat. And when Zein visited the homeland, which he did every year for unexplained months at a time, he brought back gifts for his girls. “Each of us older girls got three to four dresses, but for Tina he brought back five or six,” Mona said. Leilah added, “When I needed money, I’d send Palestina in to my father and she’d get it.”


  Zein would promenade through the Arab quarter in Puerto Rico showing off his Palestina. “See?” Zein exclaimed holding up the toddler for the men to admire. “This is my jewel, my treasure.”


  As if on cue, Palestina would coo and smile. The Nijmehs and other men from Beitin would laugh as Zein strolled by with Palestina: Old Zein was so proud of his last baby, even though she was his sixth daughter, not something to brag about among Arabs.


  In Puerto Rico, Zein made a lifelong “business” contact with an angry Palestinian who said his real name was Mahmoud El-Abed Ahmad El-Abed, but whom the Israelis called Mahmoud Atta. Atta was from Dir Abu Mishal, a West Bank village near the Israeli border. He now lived in Vega Baja, a coastal town about twenty-five miles west of San Juan and about thirty miles from Isabela, where Zein later moved. He and Zein, as well as many other Palestinians, would discuss ways to get back at the Jews.


  In Puerto Rico there were scores of Palestinians from the West Bank. Zein was popular among them for his wit and was respected for his mind; others would seek him out for advice. Most of his countrymen peddled dry goods door to door. Others more established drove vans of clothes, household goods, and jewelry to factories, where the workers would buy on credit. Such practices were so commonly associated with Arab immigrants that today, when Puerto Ricans see the vans, they assume Arabs are driving them.


  Zein’s friend Youssef Nijmeh claims they all emigrated to Puerto Rico for jobs—a joke at best, as Puerto Rico has an unemployment rate that fluctuates between 16 and 20 percent. In truth, from 1976 until 1989 Puerto Rico was known to be a notorious black market for buying fraudulent American visas and passports. Terrorist organizations scooped them up by the hundreds, if not thousands, for clandestine travel under false names. The U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service office on the island openly sold passports for cash until a scandal in 1989 forced the embarrassed INS to shut it down. In addition to the bribery and sale of documents, many government papers were stolen, making it easy for a Palestinian to establish a story about himself.


  The Beitin villagers, as do most Arabs, preferred living in the Latin countries. The cultures are cousins. The Arabs spent 800 years in Spain teaching their values of hospitality and honor, which were transported to Spanish colonies in the New World. “Everywhere in Puerto Rico or South America you see people, they say hi, they’re friendly, invite you in for coffee or to eat,” said Youssef Nijmeh. However, some Puerto Ricans do not see the affinity between the two cultures. They find the repression of Arab women bizarre. “While we understand the concept of honor,” explained one well-mannered man, “the idea of killing a girl because she shames the family is crazy.” In some Latin countries the man who sexually assaults a woman risks being killed by her family. In Israel, the West Bank, and Jordan, an Arab rape victim may be slain by her male relatives for dishonoring their clan.


  After a year in Arecibo, Puerto Rico, the Isas bought a three-bedroom, one-bath house in Isabela, a town of about 35,000 on the island’s north coast. It was a pretty Mediterranean-style house, cream-colored stucco with red-brown trim. From the backyard Maria and the children would watch the waves roll in, and from the front they could see the tile rooftops of the town.


  While living in Puerto Rico, Zein would take one or several of his daughters back with him to Beitin for months, even nearly yearlong stays. Maria, who remained behind with the other children, did not mind: “I send my daughters to Beitin to learn their father’s language and culture.”


  In Beitin, Zein was becoming an important man. He posed for photographs proudly, in his three-piece suit and his checkered kaffiyeh, a headscarf held with a coil. Behind him rose the centuries-old white stone house where he had been born. He was donating it to the village to use as a men’s social club. Such a contribution proved he had become successful in America. Zein Isa now was a man worthy of respect, and more important, a man of honor.


  In his newly completed house, Zein would greet guests as they came through a gate to the screened veranda. The large airy porch was filled with cushioned lawn furniture carefully placed between the hanging and potted plants. The family lingered there with guests over small china cups of coffee. A fragrant garden was off to the side. Flowers were everywhere, blossoming under arabesque verdigris grills (used to keep out burglars) on the windows. The family cat stalked butterflies in the yard.


  When Palestina was five, Zein brought Maria and their children back to Beitin, into this new house called al Dar Abu Faisal, the house of the father of Faisal.


  It was the house where Faisal and his mother were now living.


  

  


  1 Among traditional Arabs, the best marriages are between the children of two brothers.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  “OUR DlRTY LITTLE SECRET”


  The Isa and Nijmeh girls knew what happens to “bad” girls. They still talk about one:


  There was a teenager from America who went back to the homeland, to a village near Beitin. She went jogging around the mosque in shorts and sleeveless tank tops. When she wore skirts, they were high above the knee. The old men of the village warned her three times. Three times she ignored them. Then one day she was found barely alive, her legs torn from being whipped with a hose which was still wrapped around them. To this day, no one knows who beat her; their faces were covered with checkered scarves.


  Tina’s sisters nodded in agreement when they related the story—the girl got what she “deserved.”


  A male cousin of Tina’s shuddered over the recent killing of a woman in Borqa (the village the Isa clan emigrated from about one to two hundred years ago). The woman was riding in a sharing taxi when it broke down. She and the driver, the only ones in the vehicle, got out to see what had happened. A neighbor saw her, reported it to her father, and he stabbed her to death. This story is so similiar to the one from Bethlehem, one wonders if it really happened. True or not, the restrictions on girls and women were and are real.


  Tina’s cousin Sausan could not spend the night at another cousin’s because the girl had an older brother in the house. Once she was an adolescent, Sausan’s father forbade her to go alone to the center of the village and see friends. Single village girls a decade ago could not socialize, even in groups; their partying was limited to weddings and university trips. Traditionally reared college students could go to movies in groups only, and only during daylight hours. Good village girls could not work outside the family business; they wouldn’t be protected there. Similarly, many were not allowed to attend college. There was nothing to do but get married.


  Nowadays more village girls go to college and hold jobs—nurses, secretaries, and saleswomen in Ramallah, along with a handful of doctors and lawyers. Matrons like Sausan and Paiestina’s sisters visit relatives after lunch and dinner, and frequent the women’s social club in the village. These journeys are usually made on foot; cars are expensive to own and operate, and donkeys are used for hauling and plowing.


  Some girls from conservative families—not necessarily fundamentalist—have been more restricted since the Intifada. The return to traditional life has been a way of showing support for a separate Palestinian state, a way of being less like the Israelis and other Westerners and more like their Arab brothers. For women it is also a return to wearing the hijab, or white headscarf, as well as long skirts and long sleeves. Such clothing sometimes is more of a political statement than a religious one.


  The ruling elite of the West Bank, however, has remained secular in its practice of Islam and continues to dress in Western style. In their speech, hairstyles, makeup, jewelry, and clothing (albeit with longer skirts), many women professionals are indistinguishable from their counterparts in Europe and America—except that the Arab women tend to smoke more.


  Maria Isa did not allow these social restraints to stop her from sightseeing. Taking her girls with her, she visited the Old City in Jerusalem (al Quds, “The Holy”), as well as Bethlehem, Jericho, Tel Aviv, Haifa, Jaffa, Galilee, and Amman, Jordan. Five times she planned to take Palestina and her sisters to Nazareth, but “political troubles” kept them away.


  Maria enjoyed Beitin, although Zein was having problems obtaining shop licenses there. The Israelis did not want to continue renewing his visitor’s visas because Zein was a naturalized American citizen.


  Palestina, however, was having more fun than she ever did in Brazil and Puerto Rico. She had a larger audience: Faisal, her half-brother twenty years older, adored her. Unable to have children himself, the pediatrician treated Palestina as his own. She would sit on his lap and play with his Coke-bottle-thick glasses. He would cuddle her and caress her hair.


  Faisal’s position as the only son carried special duties. While he was the most educated—indeed the only one of his father’s seven children who was graduated from college—and while Arabic tradition allows a son to inherit twice what his
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