








Praise for Murder Under the Bridge


“Raphael has created a wonderful cast—most especially her Palestinian policewoman, Rania—and a taut, page-turning plot. But the real star here is the setting. When an immigrant is murdered, Rania’s investigations take her directly into the treacherous, deadly politics of Israel and Palestine. Authoritatively and vividly rendered, Murder Under the Bridge is a compelling read.”

—Karen Joy Fowler, PEN/Faulkner Prize–winning author of We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves and The Jane Austin Book Club

“One of the best mysteries I’ve read in a long time. Kept me from doing ten important things I should have been doing, because I just had to finish it! Kate Raphael writes great women characters and does a fantastic job of portraying the realities of Palestinian life as background to a gripping story.”

—Starhawk, best-selling author of The Fifth Sacred Thing and The Spiral Dance

“A stunning mystery novel by a talented new writer. Anyone picking up the book will be drawn in by Rania and Chloe, a dynamic, realistic pair of women sleuths who bridge cultural divide and distrust to investigate a death on the Israeli–Palestinian border. Raphael’s experience in the Middle East adds convincing detail to this compassionate and suspenseful tale. An outstanding addition to the global mystery field. More, please!”

—Sujata Massey, Agatha Award–winning author of The Sleeping Dictionary

“Kate Raphael gives us smart, complex women who challenge the boundaries of states and expand the boundaries of mysteries. This is a great read!”

—Elana Dykewomon, Lambda Award–winning author of Beyond the Pale

“This riveting story provides a rich portrait of life behind the headlines of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict.”

—Ayelet Waldman, author of Love and Treasure

“Strong and complex female characters, a unique and vividly drawn setting, and an utterly compelling story—Kate Jessica Raphael offers you everything you could possibly want in a page-turning mystery. Let’s hope this is the first of many novels to come.”

—Elaine Beale, author of Murder in the Castro
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A note about names


Formal Palestinian names have four parts: first name, father’s name, grandfather’s name and family name. In official situations, a person might be called by two, three or all four names. Once someone has a son, he or she is known as “Abu” (father) or “Um” (mother) and the name of the eldest son. (In some communities, people use the name of the eldest child, son or daughter.) Using the honorific is a sign of both respect and affection. Typically, at least in villages, family members and childhood friends call one another by their first names, and everyone else uses the honorific Abu or Um. In this book, for example, the mayor’s brother calls him Thamer but everyone else calls him Abu Jawad. When I was a human rights monitor in Salfit, we spent a fair amount of our time asking, “Which Um Mohammed do you mean,” and the person might say, “Nawal Um Mohammed,” meaning her first name was Nawal, or they might say, “Um Mohammed who lives near the school.”

Israelis generally use first names in every situation. Even Palestinians call Israeli police or army commanders by their first names most of the time. This informality does not connote friendship.



Chapter 1


Rania placed the little brass coffee pot on the flame, resting one hand on the long handle so she could snatch it up before it boiled over. Her mouth tingled in anticipation as she inhaled the cardamom-laced steam.

“The boss wants you,” said Abdelhakim at her elbow. The man must wear sheepskin soles, he crept up on her so silently. His cherubic good looks were spoiled by a permanent smirk.

Rania reached for the knob to quench the flame, but he held out a hand to stop her. He grasped the pot’s handle as she let it go, taking care that their hands did not touch. She tried not to let the thought of him drinking her coffee gnaw at her, as she went into the captain’s office.

“There is a situation in Azzawiya,” Captain Mustafa said. His roly-poly frame spilled out of his overstuffed leather chair.

“What kind of situation?” asked Rania.

“One requiring great tact.”

Rania knew the captain well enough to take this as a warning, not a compliment. She was not known for her tact.

Captain Mustafa cleared his throat. Suddenly self-conscious, Rania removed her head scarf. The men were still learning to accept her in this job. Traditionally, women were nurses, engineers and teachers, more recently a few were doctors. Women as police detectives was a new concept. Wearing the hijab made the men she worked with feel like they were talking to one of their sisters or cousins; taking it off made it possible for them to treat her like a colleague. To her it was not important. Sometimes she told her friends, “I think more clearly without something between my brain and the sun,” but in fact she felt the same, whether she was wearing it or not.

“A car is abandoned on top of the bridge,” Captain Mustafa said.

“A Palestinian car?”

“Yellow plates,” he answered.

An Israeli car on an Israeli road. Why should the Palestinian police care about that?

“The Yahud say that the car is stolen,” her boss continued. “The jesh have closed the road under the bridge and no one can pass on foot or by car.”

Rania understood now why she was being sent on this errand. Mas’ha was her adopted home, her husband’s village. If the Israeli army had closed the road between Mas’ha and Azzawiya, it would be necessary to find another way to approach, and she knew the land. She would know many of the people waiting to pass the roadblock and would have a plausible excuse for being there. A woman could surreptitiously gather information, while a Palestinian man moving around an army roadblock asking questions would not last long. The captain hoped she could find out who did what with that stolen car before the army did. She would deliver, if it killed her.

She tied the scarf around her hair again, grabbed her purse and removed a bag of supplies from her desk drawer.

“Tread lightly,” Captain Mustafa called after her.

Rania didn’t bristle at the caution. It was his job to remind her of things she was likely to forget. On the other hand, she was unlikely to heed his advice.

* * *

She walked out into the street, squinting in the bright spring sunlight. She wondered if she had time to run into the shop for a coffee. Every night, she told herself she would get up early enough to make herself a cup. But every morning when her alarm rang at half past five, she shut it off and did not get up until six. By then she just had time to get Khaled up and ready for school before she had to leave. Since the Israelis put up the roadblocks, she often suggested to Bassam that they rent a little house in Salfit City so she could walk to work. She would love to be away from her mother-in-law’s prying eyes, but Bassam did not want to leave his village. He liked being the center of his mother’s universe.

She spied a collective taxi, a seven-seat orange Mercedes, at the corner, so she gave up on the coffee and dashed to the car. Two men sat silently in the middle seat, one reading a newspaper, the other talking on his mobile. The one on the phone scooched forward so she could climb awkwardly into the back, gathering her jilbab in one hand to ensure she didn’t show anything improper. The fiftyish driver stood next to the open front door, smoking and joking with a friend.

“I am in a hurry,” she called out the window. “I can pay the rest of the fares.” It could take ten minutes or more to fill the three empty seats. She couldn’t afford to wait that long. At least, she didn’t want to.

“No problem,” the driver said. He ground out the cigarette on the side of the car and climbed into the front seat.

The drive was one of her favorites in Palestine, giving a spectacular view of beautifully groomed olive terraces, the stately buildings of the city visible in the distance. The best thing about the view of the hills was that there were no Israeli settlements in sight. For those few kilometers, which took about twenty minutes to pass, she could almost believe that Palestine was as it had always been.

Today, she was too nervous to enjoy the drive. She wanted to justify her boss’s confidence in her by finding something to keep him one step ahead of the Israelis. But she hated working so close to home. Mas’ha, where she lived, and neighboring Azzawiya were small villages with a lot of inbreeding. If anyone from Bassam’s family were involved in shady activities, she could end up handing someone a weapon against her husband. His family, in turn, would use that against her, to prove once more that she was a bad wife and mother, that she should be home taking care of Khaled and making more babies to work in their olive groves and two dry goods stores.

Eventually, this argument would lead her to make the point no one wanted to hear—that with the Wall enclosing Mas’ha from both sides, their olive groves would soon be theirs no longer, and no one would be able to come from the nearby villages to shop at their stores. When that happened, her income from the police might stand between her family and starvation, and it could be an advantage to have fewer mouths to feed.

The road was thankfully free of the flying checkpoints that dotted the roads at commute hours. She changed to a private cab at the first roadblock and in fifteen minutes, the bridge loomed before her.

Azzawiya Bridge was really an overpass, where the new Israeli highway ran on top of the old Palestinian road. Normally taxi drivers lined the road under the bridge, waiting to ferry people back and forth between Deir Balut checkpoint and Biddia roadblock. Today, though, a row of medium-sized stones fifty meters in front blocked the entrance. Rania wondered what good the boulders would do, if the four jeeps and two Hummers under the bridge did not deter someone from trying to drive through. Eight soldiers patrolled the dark underpass, four facing in each direction. All of them caressed the triggers of their M-16s.

Rania’s driver stopped a respectful distance from the command center, where the paved road gave way to a dirt track. The track went both ways around a mound of old tires and car parts, as if people whose cars were damaged by the jutting stones simply ripped off the offending part and drove their crippled cars on until they stopped running altogether.

She paid the driver and walked toward the dozens of taxis and vans jammed together pell-mell, waiting to cross the roadblock. Men sat on the hoods and stood in clusters, smoking and craning their necks for a better view. A young boy moved among the men, pouring coffee into tiny paper cups from a brass coffee urn on leather straps draped over his shoulder. Looking south to the Azzawiya side, Rania saw an equally large crowd assembled. To the west, the Mediterranean was just visible, and rising before it the Tel Aviv skyline, a fifteen-minute drive and a world away. In the no-man’s land between the bridge and the people, two young soldiers drank Pepsi out of a bottle and kicked a rock as if it were a soccer ball.

To the right of the throng of cars and men, women perched as comfortably as possible on the stone terrace leading down to the olive groves. As Rania expected, she knew many of them, teachers and nurses on their way to work, students heading to the university. They uniformly wore the long dark jilbab and white headscarf. Some wore sneakers or sandals, while others sported heels as high as any Lebanese supermodel’s.

“Sabah al-kheir, ya banat,” Rania greeted them. Good morning, girls.

“Sabah an-noor, Um Khaled.” Mother of Khaled. Just hearing his name brought a little smile to her lips.

Her sister-in-law, Maryam, was there, pink pajama bottoms peeking out from under her jilbab. Maryam hated getting up early even more than Rania did. On her way out of the compound every morning, Rania invariably heard Amir yelling at Maryam that she was going to be late.

“Why aren’t you at work?” Maryam asked. “You don’t have to go this way.”

Would she get more information by pretending to be stuck like everyone else, or by claiming inside knowledge? The latter would be titillating to the women. Hopefully they wouldn’t find out just how paltry her information was.

“I went all the way to Salfit and had to come back,” she said, playing for sympathy. “Captain Mustafa sent me to see what I could learn about the stolen car.”

“That car is stolen?” Salma, a thin young woman who always looked like she had just heard a good joke, leaned forward. Rania followed her finger. She could just make out the dark blue car up on the bridge, the open front doors making it look like a square bird. A platoon of blue-clad men, their vests proclaiming “POLICE” in English and Hebrew, ran back and forth, gesticulating and talking into their hands and shoulders.

“That’s what the Yahud said,” Rania said. “Have you been here a long time?”

“Sea w nos?” An hour and a half, Salma said, looking at her friends for confirmation.

“Seateen.” Two hours, said Um Raad, who worked at the Ministry of Prisoners in Salfit. That probably meant an hour, Rania figured. It matched her guess based on the size of the crowd.

Rania wondered why Um Raad was going this way. It would have made more sense for her to take the same buses as Rania, but she must have her reasons. It didn’t matter. Though they were not friends, Rania was glad Um Raad was here. She had been in prison during the First Intifada, and like most former prisoners, spoke fluent Hebrew. If the soldiers had said anything, she would have been the most likely to understand it.

“Did the jesh say anything about the car?” she asked.

“Walla kilme.” Not a word, Um Raad said. “They are not in the mood for talking. I asked that one how long it would be and he threatened to arrest me.”

She indicated one of the soccer players. Very tall and very thin with a shock of straw-colored hair, he reminded Rania of a broom. If he was in an arresting mood, she would stay away from him. His partner was short and lumbering and kept scratching at his cheek. She walked slowly towards Itchy until he noticed her.

“What do you want?” he asked. He sounded rude but not aggressive, and she gave him credit for speaking English. Most Palestinian men in this area knew Hebrew, but few women did. Even those who understood a fair amount, like Rania, generally pretended they didn’t, in an unspoken pact of resistance.

“Do you know how much longer it will be?” she asked. “We need to get to work.”

“Work? What work?” His voice cracked. If he’d spent any time at all at checkpoints, he couldn’t be so ignorant as to believe Palestinian women didn’t go to work. But she certainly wasn’t going to tell him she was a policewoman.

“I’m a teacher,” she said.

“Well you might as well go home,” he said. He clawed at his cheek, his scraggly nail leaving behind a bloody streak. “School will be out before you can go through.”

“Really? Why so long?”

“You see that car?” he pointed in the direction of the blue car. She could see a trace of blood from his cheek on the tip of his finger. “There might be a bomb in it. If it blew up while you were walking under it…” He waved his arms in an exploding motion.

Rania inched closer to him. “What makes you think there could be a bomb in it?”

He shrugged, scratching his jaw again. “They don’t tell me that. They just tell me to keep everyone off the road.”

She turned away from the soldiers and started to walk toward the taxi drivers, the best source of information in any Palestinian town. A sharp crack made her spin around. She didn’t see what had made the sound, but she saw the soldiers tense. The Broom shouldered his rifle, and she heard the clip slide into place. He tore off up the hill, his itchy friend plodding after him.

“Atah tamut hayom,” The Broom yelled suddenly, at no one she could see.

Rania jumped into action, moving toward him with no clear goal. You are going to die today, he had said.

Young men from the village nearby must be engaging in their favorite pastime: throwing stones at the army.

“Do you really want to kill a child?” she asked, running alongside The Broom and trying not to pant.

He made the gesture with clumped thumb and fingers that meant “Wait,” and aimed his gun at the kids. She stayed near him, weighing the options. Standing in between a soldier and the stone-thrower he was bent on murdering would not fall under Captain Mustafa’s definition of treading lightly. Plus she didn’t want to get shot. But she could not simply move back and let him kill someone.

More stones rained down from the hillside. One passed dangerously close to her head. That would be the most ignominious thing of all, to be trying to protect the kids and get hit with one of their projectiles.

“Haji, go down!” one of the invisible youths called. The respectful appellation was more humiliating yet. She was not haji yet, not by a long shot. In her mind, she was barely out of her stone-throwing teens, when she had been better with a slingshot than half the boys in the refugee camp. She pumped her legs, willing herself to move faster, to get ahead of the soldiers and in a position to reason with the kids. Not that she had a clue what she would say to them.

The soldier fired in the air. The shot was so loud, it made her ears throb.

“Khalas, don’t!” she shouted, in Arabic for the kids and English for the soldiers. She hated these games, even as she knew the kids needed the outlet for their rage. Who were they, anyway, and why weren’t they in school? She couldn’t see if they were youngsters, or young adults. She pushed herself forward, recoiling as another shot rang out. She finally passed The Broom, and could glimpse one of his targets up on the hill. She turned around to plead with him. More stones thudded to the ground at her feet.

“Please,” she shouted, targeting her words at the shorter soldier, who had made it to his friend’s side. “Go back down, and I will get them to stop throwing stones.”

“You go down,” The Broom growled. “You are not allowed here, it’s a closed military zone. If you don’t leave, I will arrest you.”

“Fine, if you are arresting me, then you won’t be shooting at the children.”

He actually stopped and looked at her then. She imagined his thought process. Drop his pursuit of a group of young men armed with stones, to arrest a tiny woman for mouthing off? Still, could he shrug off her disrespect for his supreme authority? He took one step closer to her, his finger still on the trigger of his M-16. She was so close, she could count the tiny whiskers on his cheek. He reached toward her with his left hand, his right still clutching the rifle. She wanted to back up, but she would not allow herself that.

“You know, you’re on film,” a clear voice carried on the wind.

A foreign woman was striding toward them, video camera pointed straight at The Broom’s face. Rania’s eyes quickly took in the woman’s wild curls, black jeans faded in the knees, and baggy beige polo shirt. The other woman flashed her a smile, showing an appealing gap between her front teeth. The Broom swiveled, his rifle now pointed squarely at the other woman’s face. Relief washed over Rania, and she surreptitiously moved out of striking range.

“You’re not supposed to leave your post, are you?” the foreigner said to The Broom.

He did not answer, just peered through the sight on his rifle into the lens of the camera. Rania held her breath. If his finger moved on the trigger, the woman’s head would explode. How could she just stand there, calmly filming him?

Seconds ticked by, each one feeling like an hour. The rain of stones had stopped. The boys must be transfixed by the scene below them.

“Yalla.” Let’s go, The Broom said to Itchy. He slid the cartridge of bullets out of his rifle and they scrambled down the hillside.

Rania exhaled sharply.

“You’re very brave,” she said to the other woman.

“Not really,” the other woman shrugged. “I really didn’t think he’d shoot me. I’m Chloe.”

“Rania.”

Chloe extended her right hand for Rania to shake, but it felt a little formal for the moment. Rania raised herself on tiptoes and kissed the taller woman first on the left cheek, then the right and the left again. The end of her head scarf caught on something on the other woman’s shirt. She extricated it. The offending item was a little silver charm, two interlocked circles with crosses attached.

“Is it something religious?” Rania asked, fingering the little icon.

Chloe hesitated. “Something like that.”

“Where are you from?” Rania asked.

“The States,” Chloe said.

“Which state?”

“California. San Francisco, to be exact.”

“Like Michael Douglas,” Rania said.

“Um… sorry?” Chloe cocked her head to one side, cat-like.

“The Streets of San Francisco,” Rania said.

Chloe laughed. “That stupid show from the seventies? How do you know about that?”

“It comes on late night satellite television. San Francisco looks very beautiful.”

“It is.” Chloe’s face softened, and she looked off into the distance, as if San Francisco, not Tel Aviv, lay just beyond the trees.

“Let’s go down,” Rania said. “I need some coffee.”



Chapter 2


Abu Anwar picked his way carefully along the rocky path.

“Watch the thorns,” he said to the donkey, who whinnied in resigned acknowledgment.

Abu Anwar steered the beast away from the thorny cactus lining the trail. They slowly climbed rock terraces. He walked next to the donkey, one hand on its scraggly mane, the other steadying the mound of tarps, tools, and provisions tied onto the animal’s back. The terraces were not a problem for him—he knew them like he knew his own children. They were built by his family and his neighbors’ families over the decades, with the rocks they cleared from their olive groves. But he had to pay close attention to the exposed sewage pipe, pouring waste from the settlement of Elkana into Azzawiya’s precious soil. He guided the donkey over one shallow pool of sludge, partially covered with branches. Soon though, they came to a raging river of filth, too wide to step across.

“Ya haram.” For shame, Abu Anwar exclaimed. He looped a rope loosely around the donkey’s front legs and tied it to a nearby olive tree. He clambered back over the low stone wall and wandered down the path, looking for a plank of wood big enough to make a bridge for them. He shook his head, muttering at the debris rotting in the fetid earth: plastic soda bottles that had carried water for last year’s olive picking, bits of tools long since corroded and cracked, rotting meat, a pair of baby shoes.

More surprising was the adult shoe a hundred meters further down. A woman’s shoe, high heeled, shiny leather, in good condition. Abu Anwar mused over the shoe as he continued to scour the litter. Some young women dressed to go to the fields as if they were going to a wedding and changed into picking clothes when they reached the trees. He supposed someone might have gone to the fields in her good party shoes, but at the end of a long day’s picking, not bothered to change out of her sneakers. Laden with buckets, picnic supplies, and children, it was plausible that she would not have seen a shoe slip out of one of her bundles. Satisfied with that explanation, he let it go.

He spied a board about a hundred meters away that looked like it would hold the donkey’s weight. A thicket of brambles blocked his path. As he bent to clear it, a bit of bright violet caught his eye. He reached cautiously into the tangle of branches and exposed the source of the bright spot—a small circle of cloth, gathered with elastic bands, caught on one of the thorns.

Abu Anwar knew that something was not right. He couldn’t have told you how he knew it, but he would bet his house on it. He also knew it was none of his affair. He would leave the bit of cloth where it was, and the shoe, and take the board and go tend his trees and return home to eat his wife’s makluube and smoke sheesha with his brothers in the evening. If something evil was walking their lands, it would no doubt find them in its own time, like the soldiers who came in the night to take their sons and the settlers who set fire to their trees. He would not do anything to hasten it.

He reached the board and pried it loose from the bed of mud and slime. He scraped it on an old tire. A wave of dizziness fell over him as he straightened up. He lost his balance and toppled over in the high grass. He clutched at the long weeds for support, and the sharp prickles tore at his hands. He lay for a few minutes, stunned.

“Shu bisir?” What is happening? he asked.

Something was definitely wrong. In his sixty-eight years on earth, he had never had a moment when he did not know where his feet were. Abu Anwar sat up slowly. His old bones ached uncharacteristically. He looked around, shaking his head over his clumsiness. Could he be losing his faculties? He got unsteadily to his feet.

He saw the pair to the girl’s shoe a few meters from where he had landed when he fell. That was more unsettling. Two shoes would hardly have been dropped by accident, and no Palestinian girl would intentionally throw away two good shoes like this. Abu Anwar bent to look at the second shoe more closely.

“Haram!” he said aloud again.

This shoe was attached to a girl. Ajnabiya—a foreign girl.

“Allah yirhamha.” He whispered the prayer for her soul.

Abu Anwar was careful not to touch her, but he thought she had been dead for some hours. Her skin had a bluish cast, and the faint odor which rose from her reminded him of the stench that could hang around your compound after the ritual slaughter of a cow for Eid, if you didn’t clean up well enough. She wore a violet blouse with gathered sleeves and black slacks. Her hair was shiny black, her features small and delicate. Abu Anwar thought she must be Japanese. She reminded him of pictures he saw once from the bombing of Hiroshima. At the time he had only thought, “If the Israelis get hold of this weapon, we are truly finished.” But now he heard that they had the weapon. Yet he and his family were still there, Allah be praised.

Abu Anwar was quite undecided about what to do. This girl was not a Palestinian, and no Palestinian would have left her in this state. Still, it was Palestinian land, so it was a matter for the Palestinian police. But if Abu Anwar called them, to report this dead girl, the Palestinian police would call the Israeli police. The Israelis would ask the Palestinian police who had found the girl, and then they might decide Abu Anwar had something to do with her getting dead, and he could find himself in a belagan, a big mess.

He left the girl where she lay. He took his board and went back to where he had tied up the donkey. It did not seem right to let her rot in the sun, but he could not think right now. He would work on his trees, and when he was done, he would go back to the village and discuss it with his brother, Thamer, the mayor of Azzawiya.

He slowly untied the donkey and headed into the groves.



Chapter 3


Rania sought out one of the coffee kids and bought two small hot cups, nos hilwe, half sweet. She handed one to Chloe, and they settled under the shade of an olive tree, a little ways from where the group of women still sat. Rania sipped at the bittersweet liquid, savoring the feel of the tiny grounds in her teeth.

“Are you a journalist?” she asked.

“Not exactly.” Chloe had been evasive about the little object around her neck, and now she didn’t want to say what her work was. Rania started to wonder if it was wise to be hanging around this woman. Perhaps she was an Israeli spy. But a spy would probably have her story down.

“A student?” Rania persisted, though certainly, Chloe was too old for a student in the conventional sense.

“Sort of… I’m trying to learn about the situation.”

“But why here?”

Chloe was quiet for a few seconds, looking into her coffee cup, as if for an answer that would satisfy.

“I grew up in a small town in North Carolina. Do you know where that is?”

Rania thought about lying; she hated to sound ignorant. But if North Carolina was important to the story, she should know exactly what it was. She shook her head.

“It’s a state in the southeast, the part that used to have slavery.”

Rania instinctively glanced at her watch. She had learned about American slavery in school. That had ended in the 1800s, before the Jews even began to settle in Palestine. If Chloe was going to start that far back, they would be here all day.

“Sorry.” Chloe acknowledged her impatience. “The point is, it was very racist there. Especially against Blacks, but there was a lot of prejudice against Jews too. There were only about seventy-five Jews in the whole area, one synagogue for three towns. After regular school, we—the Jewish kids—had to go to Hebrew school, so we would know what it meant to be Jewish. Most of what they taught us about was Israel. About how it was the only place in the world where men and women were completely equal, Golda Meir could be prime minister, and the people were so smart they could grow things in the desert.”

Chloe blushed when she said this. She started talking so fast, she sounded like a tape on the wrong speed. Rania almost asked her to slow down just a little, but her pride wouldn’t let her.

“And then during the Intifada, I saw Palestinian kids dying on television. I mean, they don’t report it nearly as much as it happens, not half as much as Palestinian suicide bombings, but they showed that little kid with his father…”

“Mohammed al-Dura,” Rania supplied.

“Yes, him. And it was like I could feel the terror through my television screen.”

Rania liked that. She had felt that way too.

“I started thinking maybe what I’d learned about Israel wasn’t the whole truth. When I was little, we used to put quarters in these blue and white cans, to plant trees in Israel. It never occurred to me to wonder what had been there before.”

“So just like that, you decided to come here?”

“Not just like that, no. I started reading a lot, people like Edward Said and Tom Segev. I watched movies—this one called Peace, Propaganda and the Promised Land is really good. And that one that just came out, Ford Transit, about the checkpoints.”

“I have not seen it,” Rania said.

“Oh, sorry.” Chloe blushed again. Rania wondered why she was apologizing. She didn’t want to see any movie about checkpoints.

“How long have you been here?” Rania asked.

“About nine months.”

“You came here by yourself?”

“Not at first. Have you heard of the International Network in Solidarity with Palestine, the Jamiyat Ittadamon Iddawliya?” Chloe asked.

“Of course.” Rania wasn’t really sure if she knew about that particular group. There were so many groups, and all of them had similar names, she couldn’t keep track.

“I came to work with them,” Chloe answered. “But it was… not very good for women.”

“Not good how?”

“They didn’t respect us. Like in one village there was a tent to honor the prisoners and the Minister of Prisoners had come to speak. We all arrived together, and only men were in the tent. The leaders of the village came and shook hands with the foreign men, and took them to sit in the very front. They completely ignored us women, and the men in our group didn’t say anything. So I went to find the women from the village. They were all gathered over on one side of the tent, with the sun beating down and the kids running around, and just one little tree for shade. They were holding pictures of their sons and husbands in prison, and they couldn’t even hear the speeches.”

Rania thought she might have met her match in the anti-tact department. She liked Chloe’s sharp sense of justice, though. Before she could open her mouth to make some sympathetic comment, Chloe started talking again.

“So, are you on your way to work?”

“I am at work. I am a policewoman.”

“Really? I didn’t know there were women in the police up here.”

Rania bristled at the words “up here.” As often as she longed for the more cosmopolitan, easygoing culture of Jerusalem and Bethlehem, where she had grown up, she didn’t need foreigners making assumptions.

“Well, there are,” she said. She drained the remaining coffee in her cup and crumpled it in one hand. “I have to go.”

“Go where?” Chloe asked. “The road’s still closed.”

Rania pointed up at the settler highway.

“To talk to the Israeli police up on the road.”

Chloe jumped up. “I’ll come with you. Given how jumpy the army is, they might shoot at you.”

“Stay here,” Rania ordered. “I can handle the jesh.”

The waiting around had not improved her mood. She charged off to her right through the olive groves to the dirt path that climbed up to the settler road. The path was well marked, hammered out by the feet of hundreds of men, and a few women, who used it every Saturday night to slip into Israel where they could, if they were lucky, make enough money to feed their families.

She carefully made her ascent. When she neared the top of the embankment, one of the policemen called out, “Diiri baalik, fii jesh honak.” Be careful, the army is there. Surprised, Rania looked up at him. He was perhaps fifty, with short, bushy, salt-and-pepper hair and a kind, wrinkly face. Despite his blue eyes, she would have known him for a Palestinian even if he had not spoken Arabic. His name tag said “Ali” in Arabic, with Hebrew letters above it. She looked down to where he was pointing.

Two soldiers stood about a hundred meters below, aiming their guns straight at her.

“Atzri!” one of the soldiers called in Hebrew. “Mi at?” Stop! Who are you?

She could hear fear in his voice. Improbable as it seemed, these heavily armed men were really afraid of a woman climbing up to the road in broad daylight, in full view of the Israeli police.

“Shorta,” she said calmly, then “police,” in case he didn’t know any Arabic.

“Palestinian police?” he asked in Hebrew. Obviously, she thought. She ordered herself not to be a smartass right now.

“Yes.”

“Mi zot?” Who is that? She followed his outstretched hand, and saw Chloe huffing up the embankment after her.

“No idea,” Rania said. She turned back toward the Israeli policeman, Ali, who reached out a hand to help her over the guard rail. Rania declined the help, gripping the filthy metal rail for support instead, but she smiled into Ali’s twinkling blue eyes. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Chloe filming from a few feet away. Fine, as long as she kept her distance.

“Tik alafia, Ali,” Rania said, using the Arabic greeting for someone who is working. “I am from the national police in Salfit. What’s going on?”

“The car has been here since early morning,” Ali told her. “It belongs to an Israeli called Rotem Lehrman, from Rosh HaAyin. He reported it stolen a few hours ago. It was in the parking lot at the industrial park where he works.”

“What does he do there?”

“He is a security guard. He was working the night shift, and when he went to go home, the car was gone.”

“Are you sure he is telling the truth?”

“He has no criminal record. His employer verified that he works the night shift, and he punched his time card in and out at the usual times. When he came out of work and found the car gone, he called the police immediately.”

Rania nodded. It would be too easy, that the owner of the car would be the one who left it here. Lehrman said he never went into the West Bank, Ali told her. He didn’t know anyone who went there. It was too dangerous. His car keys were still on his key ring, and he had not given anyone else a key. The car was a late model Citroen, one of the most common cars in Israel, which was probably why it was taken.

Ali handed Rania a gold bracelet with some Cyrillic writing on it.

“We found this on the floor in the front, where the passenger would sit,” he said.

Rania turned it over in her hands. It was heavy. That much gold would be worth a lot of money. She was sure there was more information she should get about the car, but really, she was starting to wonder what she was doing here. It didn’t seem likely that whatever happened had anything to do with her people. Probably some Israeli teenagers took the car for fun, ran out of petrol, and in their panic at finding themselves stuck near a Palestinian village, ran off without closing the doors.

“Does the car have petrol in it?” she asked Ali.

“It is more than a quarter full,” he told her. “No mechanical problem either.”

She peered around, asking the land she knew well to share its mysteries with her. She had only lived in Mas’ha seven years, but she had a deeper sense of this countryside than of the hills around Bethlehem, where she had spent seventeen years. Maybe it was because this was where she had learned to be a detective, to sense with every pore in her body.

Some few hundred meters ahead, toward the Israeli checkpoint, she saw a crowd gathered. There were only men there; she saw no headscarves. She spied a few soldiers among them.

“Thank you for the information,” she said to Ali. He nodded and watched her move toward the checkpoint.

She walked purposefully, careful not to run, which might cause a bad reaction from the army. Chloe shadowed her, about fifteen meters to her left and a few steps behind. It was ridiculous, Rania thought; two women moving together but pretending to be apart, like a kite with a long tail.

When she got closer, she saw that the people in green uniforms were actually border police, who were like soldiers, but worse. In the border villages they were nicknamed Druze, because many of them were Israeli Palestinians belonging to that sect. People said the Druze border police were more brutal even than the Russians. Rania didn’t know about that. To her, they all seemed equally bad.

Only one of the three border police guarding this spot was actually Druze. The other two were Jewish Israelis. One was very tall and lanky, with a bush of dark hair. The other was pale and wore a skullcap, marking him as an Orthodox Jew.

They had rounded up about two dozen men, nearly all between twenty-five and forty-five, and mostly dressed for construction work. Some wore plaid flannel shirts, even in the heat. A few carried metal lunch pails and tool belts. Most carried nothing, only some cigarettes peeking out of a shirt pocket. Occasionally they passed around a nearly empty water bottle. They were lined up along the guardrail, several layers deep. When one of the older men tried to sit down, the tall Druze waved his gun at the old haj and screamed “Kum!” Stand Up! in Hebrew. Rania found it especially galling when Druze spoke Hebrew to the people, as if they were too good to speak their native Arabic.

“Why can’t they sit down?” she asked in Arabic.

“Usquti,” came out of his mouth in a bored snarl. Shut up, without even looking at her. She walked straight up to him and looked up into his face. Her head would just fit under his chin.

“Why shut up?” she asked. “What did they do? It is hot, they are old, they want to sit down. Why should you care?”

“Mish shughlik,” he snarled. It’s not your business. At least she had succeeded in getting him to speak Arabic.

“It is my business,” she said. “I’m a Palestinian policewoman. It’s my job to protect them.”

“You are police?” He looked at her now, and the hatred in his face made her want to recoil, but she held herself steady. “Let me see your ID.”

“I don’t have to show you my ID. You are in my land.”

Almost lazily, he hoisted his gun so it touched her heart. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Chloe jump. The other woman moved quickly to stand behind Rania’s left shoulder.

The Druze ignored her, his piercing black eyes fixed on Rania.

“I can make real trouble for you,” he said in Arabic. “Get lost, or I will arrest you. I will beat you,” he promised, waving his gun slightly to show her how, “even if you are a woman.”

She was irrationally amused by his emphasis, not sure if he meant to suggest that she might not be a woman. She put all her concentration into not laughing, which would probably really push him to violence. Chloe moved back a little and raised her video camera. He noticed and turned toward her.

“Close the camera,” he said in English.

Chloe hesitated.

“CLOSE IT!” he bellowed, starting to lunge toward her.

Chloe snapped the screen shut and lowered the camera, although Rania noticed that the red recording light was still on. As Rania had the thought, Chloe covered the light with her thumb.

The other soldiers were lounging nearby, watching the interaction as if it were a soccer match. The tall one kept up a running commentary, punctuating his words with chuckles. The Orthodox seldom seemed to say anything. Chloe strolled over to stand next to the joker. Rania moved to where she could hear their conversation without being drawn in.

“That man is very violent,” Chloe said. “Can’t you get him to calm down?”

“He is the commander,” the young man responded. “The Arabs call him ‘Top Killer.’”

“Why do they call him that?”

“He says he killed three Arabs in one day, for no reason.”

“That’s terrible,” Chloe said. “You know, these men are only trying to feed their families.”

“They have to learn that they cannot work in Israel,” he said with a shrug.

“Well, you’re working in Palestine,” Chloe said. He laughed. Chloe pulled a pamphlet out of her backpack and handed it to the soldier.

“What is it?” he asked.

“It’s written by soldiers, for other soldiers, to tell them why they should not fight in the Occupied Territories.”

To Rania’s surprise, he started reading it right away. He didn’t speak again until he had read every word.

“Where are you from, America?” he asked when he was done.

“Yes.”

“What’s the matter,” he said. “You don’t have enough problems in America, you have to come here? Look what you are doing in Iraq.”

“I agree,” she said, “that’s a problem too.”

“Why don’t you go there?” he asked.

“It’s too dangerous right now. I hope maybe when I am done with my work here, I will be able to go there.”

“What is your work here?” he asked.

“I work for peace,” Chloe said.

“I am also working for peace,” and he rattled the gun that hung by his side. Chloe’s pamphlet didn’t seem to have had much impact.

“Peace will never be won with guns,” Chloe said. “In my country and yours, we all need to understand that.”

“Please go to Iraq as soon as possible,” he said and walked away.

Top Killer was lecturing the group of men now. Chloe and Rania both made their way back there. Top Killer pointed to the Palestinian road that wound through the fields. “Go to Beit Amin and wait,” he ordered them. “Baregel.” On foot.

It was at least ten miles to Beit Amin.

“Fii sayara.” There’s a car, one of the men said.

“No, you walk.” Top Killer motioned with his gun.

“Look, it’s enough they have to spend all day waiting, not working,” Chloe objected. “At least let them take a car.”

He spun around and glared at her. Then, with the concentration of a dance move, he smacked the first man in line in the face with the butt of his gun. Blood spurted from the man’s cheek. Chloe moved toward Top Killer, but stopped.

The wounded man’s friends were gathered around him, stanching the blood with a handkerchief. One of them offered him the tiny bit of water remaining in his small bottle. Chloe turned to Rania, tears glinting in her eyes.

“I should learn to keep my mouth shut,” she said.

Rania shook her head. If this woman was going to live here, she needed to toughen up some.

“You think he did that because of you?” Rania asked. “He did it because he wanted to. He is not a nice man.”

“That’s all? Not nice?”

“What else is there to say?”

The men walked off in a straggly line in the direction Top Killer had pointed. Chloe and Rania watched them silently.

“I’m going with them,” Chloe said.

What did Chloe want? Rania wondered. Permission? Praise? To be talked out of it? It seemed as good a thing for her to do as any, though she didn’t exactly look like ten mile hikes were her daily routine.

“Diiri baalik a la haalik.” Take care of yourself, Rania said, and watched the American make her way into the sad little march.



Chapter 4


Nearly two and a half hours after Rania arrived at the crossroads, the army commander finally kicked away the boulders comprising his makeshift roadblock and gestured to the cars they could pass. The women gathered themselves up from the low walls and rocks where they had sat for so long, brushing the dust from their backsides. Most of them headed back to their home villages. It was already eleven. In most Palestinian offices, the work day ends at two or three in the afternoon, giving everyone several hours to get home before dark. School would be over at half past twelve, so the teachers certainly need not go. Rania wondered uncharitably why they hadn’t figured that out several hours ago. She supposed curiosity had kept everyone glued to their positions, not wanting to miss anything exciting that might happen. In their situation, she might have done the same.

She climbed back down the embankment. In the rainy winter season, it would be treacherously muddy, but now it was no problem to scamper down the baked earth. She pondered the mystery of the abandoned car. Why would someone take a car from Israel, drive it to the edge of the West Bank, and then leave it? The most logical explanation was that they needed to move something from one place to another, but couldn’t risk being stopped at the checkpoint. Weapons, probably, for who would go to so much trouble for anything else? Someone may have brought something from Israel and buried it here in these fields, or they could have snuck into Israel, taken the car, and driven back to the West Bank to load up some cargo. But in that case, why go get an Israeli car, rather than using a local one? Because an Israeli car would not be stopped on the road at night, while a car with Palestinian plates might.

The army had had dozens of men searching the groves. If they hadn’t found anything, they would continue to look for days or weeks, using every unpleasant means at their disposal, mostly informants. They had all kinds of ways of finding informants, willing or unwilling. The people who had the misfortune to live in those tall houses on the edge of the villages would almost certainly be having visits from army units in the next weeks. The open top floors people left so that they could build up made perfect lookout perches. An ugly period was coming.

She glanced around, thinking about where you would hide something in plain sight. She wandered along the sewer pipes, at the bed of the nearly-dry creek. She didn’t see anything weird, just detritus from the new throwaway lifestyle of rural Palestinians, combined with the garbage from the settlement. A pile of rotting meat caused her to cover her face in revulsion. She was about to give up when she spotted a fashionable high-heeled shoe in the brush, not the kind of thing that usually gets thrown away. She looked around for its pair, but didn’t see it.

She picked it up and walked on, paying closer attention to patches of tall grass that seemed to have been tamped down, as if by something being dragged over them. She climbed a ways up the other hill from the one where she had talked to the police, the one leading toward Elkana, getting enough distance to survey the area below. It was easier now that she knew what she was looking for; the path made by the flattened rushes jumping out at her. She memorized its path before descending again, knowing that it would look less clear up close. She followed it for about two hundred meters and caught a flash of lavender fabric. She fought her way through the brush, snagging her sleeve on a tangle of brambles. She impatiently tore it off. She wondered if she could coax one of her nieces or sisters-in-law to mend it for her. If she did it herself, she’d probably end up sewing the sleeve to the skirt.

Obviously some other woman had been less lucky than she—her flouncy sleeve had shorn straight off on the sharp thorns. But why would anyone have gone this way when there were clear paths from the village to the groves? These bushes were good cover from the border police, but a woman trying to cross illegally would not do it in high heels and a lavender blouse. This would not make a bad hiding place, she supposed, for whatever cargo might have been in that car, but again, no one would let a woman go out to make a drop in party clothes.

She looked down, canvassing the area for footprints that might match this misplaced shoe. She saw none. She could make out one set clearly, but they were made by flat sandals. She stepped into the tracks until she reached a spot where something heavy had been pried loose. From the impressions in the muddy ground, it had been a wide board, probably the soggy remains of someone’s cart. A clump of mud on a limp tire drew her eye briefly, but it told her nothing. She straightened up from her examination and caught another glimpse of lavender. Over there, something was hidden in the grass. She couldn’t imagine it had anything to do with the stolen car or whatever the army was after, but she was curious and you never knew. She pointed to the bright spot in the distance, and keeping her arm oriented in that direction, sidled carefully through the high grass.

“Wallah!” Her exclamation seemed to ricochet in the quiet valley. She hastily peeked around, imagining soldiers leaping out at her. But nothing moved, least of all the blue-gray corpse of the young foreign woman.

Rania had seen plenty of death. Her first boyfriend had bled out in her arms, as she screamed at the soldiers who refused to let the Red Crescent medics come through. But in her years with the police, she had never been confronted with a dead body. Most deaths in this area were not mysteries. People were killed by the army, or by Israeli settlers, or they were collaborators, or a family feud exploded in unfortunate violence.

Rania squeezed her eyes shut, breathed deeply, opened them again. She needed to think.

There had to be some relationship between this woman and the stolen car, right? But what? Was she the driver, and something had scared her so badly she had left the car and run? Had whatever frightened her chased after her and killed her? Or had she fallen and injured herself? She could not have made it far wearing one high-heeled shoe, and the other had been two hundred meters back. And there would have been tracks.

Rania fished a plastic bag out of her work supplies. She tore it open, spread it on the wet ground and knelt next to the body. Even after she pulled on latex gloves, her hand hovered over the other woman’s head, loathe to violate the sanctity of death. But then her police training took over and she clinically parted the matted black hair on the woman’s forehead. Her fingers located a wound the size of a baseball, from the temple to just above the ear. The blood was still a little wet. She pulled her hand away and looked at the blood on her glove. Memories of Qais—she pushed that aside. This wasn’t a time for sentiment.

Had the girl been clubbed or fallen and hit her head on a rock? Rania walked back to where the drag marks began. Now she saw tiny traces of rust-colored blood on the brown grass, but no obvious instrument that would have caused them. That suggested her death was no accident. If she had fallen and hit her head, the rocks would not have gotten up and walked away. If, on the other hand, someone hit her with something, they could have taken it with them.

She wondered for a moment how she could have found in an hour what the army had missed in twice that time. Was it possible they had found the body but left it? She dismissed the possibility. They had been looking for something very different. They would have concentrated on places where something might be buried and marked so it could be easily found again. They would not have paid attention to Palestinian garbage, or looked in places that might be so easily stumbled over.

She climbed back up to the road, wondering what to do if the Israeli police were still there. She did not want to tell them about the body before she had had a chance to talk to Captain Mustafa about it, but even less did she want to risk them finding it for themselves. Fortunately, they were gone. She returned to the place where the dead woman lay and called the captain.

“I am coming,” he said.

While she waited, she examined the area, moving cautiously to avoid disturbing anything. Several people had been near the body, she could tell. There were the sandal tracks she had noticed before, going up and back and up again. That would have been a farmer, and from their unevenness, she thought he was old—she detected a slight limp. There were also donkey tracks.

Donkey droppings under this tree, so the donkey was tied up here. The old man’s tracks went this way, then veered off to pick up the shoe, and back onto the so-called path. He stopped here, next to the body’s left hand, and crouched down, no doubt to make sure she was really dead. But there, by her head, was another footprint, made by a little-worn running shoe. She found the others that went with it, running up toward the road. The tracks were uneven, the right ones more pronounced than the left. The person—almost certainly a man from the size of the shoe—was carrying something in his right hand as he ran. He was running fast, so probably he was young.

She walked back to the place where she had noticed the drag pattern on the ground, some one hundred meters distant from where the body now lay. There were more tracks leading to and away from that place. She did not think they were from the same shoes that had run from the place where the body was finally left, but she couldn’t be sure, because that person had been running, and this person was moving slowly. The area was a bit muddy, so the set of tracks along the creek bed was not as distinct as the other two.

How had the girl gotten from where the drag marks ended to where she was left? Could she have been dragged, left, gotten up and walked, and then fallen down and died? She couldn’t be sure. There were many sets of footprints in the area, and no wonder; so many people used this unofficial crossing into Israel, it would be impossible to sort out one young woman’s, or those of the person who had caused her to be lying here dead.

The captain did not come by taxi to the bridge as she expected. After half an hour, a Mercedes came bumping along through the fields, stopping just short of where she was working. The captain got out of the passenger’s side. She stifled a grimace when she saw the driver, a thin, stooped man whose heavy mustache gave his face an indelible frown.

Why had she assumed the captain would come alone? Of course, in such an unusual situation, he would go immediately to his friend, Abu Ziyad. They had known each other for twenty years. They had fought together and been in prison together.

As District Cooperating Liaison, or DCL, Abu Ziyad was the bridge between the Israeli authorities and the people. People distrusted him because of his job, and because of his personal wealth. His personality didn’t help either. But if you really needed something, he was the one man in Salfit with the best chance to get it for you. People said he had known Arafat personally.

The phrase “old boys’ network” could have been created for Abu Ziyad. When Captain Mustafa decided to hire her, Abu Ziyad had tried to dissuade him. People even said he went to the governor about it. He was probably the reason that five years later, she was still the only woman investigator in this district. She wasn’t going to let him rattle her now. She greeted him politely, then showed the men the body and the drag marks.

“She did not simply fall down the hill,” she concluded.

“We must notify the Israelis,” Abu Ziyad said. “Whoever this girl is, she is not from one of our villages.”

“We should try to find out if anyone in the area knows who she is first,” Rania objected. “If we call the Israelis before we know how she came to be dead in this land, they will go charging into the villages and frighten the people.”

Captain Mustafa considered the point, but Abu Ziyad shook his head. “If we do not tell them about the body and they find it themselves, they may try to make it a problem for us.”

She had to admit that made sense, but she did not want Israeli soldiers and police poking around her land yet. Of course, she did not want them there at all, but since it seemed inevitable, she needed a little time to get organized. She would not give the Israeli police the names of the people she had seen at the roadblock, but if she told them nothing, they would take it as a sign of the Palestinians’ complete incompetence and go off on their own fishing expedition. Once she knew what information people might have that was relevant, she could figure out how to protect them.

“Wait a few hours,” she insisted. “I know the people here. Let me ask around and perhaps we will find there is no need to involve the Israelis.”

Abu Ziyad shook his head. “We cannot leave the body here for people to stumble over, and we cannot remove it without telling the Yahud.”

“Why not?” Rania argued. “It is on our land.”

Abu Ziyad’s usual scowl deepened. He spoke as if to a particularly slow third grader. “What if she belongs to one of the settlements?” he said. “Or was married to an Israeli? What do you think will happen if we call and tell them she is in a Palestinian hospital, dead? If they find out we did not tell them right away, they can make hell for us.”

“We,” Captain Mustafa made a circle enclosing himself and Abu Ziyad, “will go inform the Israeli DCL in person.”

Did Rania want to insist on going with them? She had no interest in talking to any Israeli officials, but she wasn’t going to be sent out to play while the grownups did important work.

“I will go talk to the women who were at the roadblock earlier.” She looked at Captain Mustafa, avoiding Abu Ziyad’s glowering face. “They may know something that would be useful.”

“Go back to Salfit,” Abu Ziyad said. “We do not want word to spread among the people yet.”

Captain Mustafa did not say anything. Rania decided to take that as tacit approval for her disobedience. As soon as she could no longer see the dust from Abu Ziyad’s fancy tires, she headed off to find Maryam, Salma, and Um Raad.



Chapter 5


Maryam taught in Deir Balut, Salma worked as a visiting nurse in the three villages in this sector, and Um Raad worked at the Ministry of Prisoners in Salfit. But as Rania had guessed, none of them had gone to work after the checkpoint was finally cleared. She found them all in Biddia, the larger central town for this part of the district. Maryam and Salma were eating lunch together in a restaurant. They were both in their late twenties. Maryam had a sweet, serious, round face. She seemed a little dull to Rania, who always found it a little surprising that she should be a teacher. But she taught first grade, so the children would not notice that she was not the brightest star in the sky. She was very patient with her own three children, and Rania thought she was probably a good teacher for the little ones. Salma was her polar opposite, with a lively, expressive face atop the lithe frame under her jilbab, her hands always moving when she talked. Her career also seemed well chosen, the intellectual challenge of nursing, combined with the variety of moving from town to town, preserving her youthful enthusiasm.

They were making the most of an unexpected day off from work, to socialize and gossip until their children came home from school. They were happier to see her than she expected.

“Did you find out what the jesh were looking for?” Salma asked eagerly, leaning toward her.

“They found a stolen car on the big road,” Rania answered.

“Just a car?”

“That’s all they told me,” she said. She would get further if she could cough up some juicy intelligence, but emphasizing that she wasn’t in the confidence of the Israeli authorities would have to suffice.

“You got to the junction at seven o’clock this morning?” she asked them. They had told her they were there for one and a half hours, she remembered.

“Seven, seven thirty,” Salma replied.

“Did you see anyone in the fields?”

“The fields? Which fields?”

Rania wanted to kick the woman. If she was going to feign ignorance, she could at least put some feeling into it.

“In any groves next to the road, near where you were waiting. You were there for such a long time, you must have had a lot of time to look around.”

“No,” Salma said quickly, giving Maryam a sidelong look. “We weren’t looking there, we were watching the jesh.”

Rania looked at Maryam, and she nodded, but a beat too late. Rania leaned into them. If she had to, she would separate them and Maryam would be sure to crack, but it shouldn’t be necessary.

“Look,” she said, “whoever you think you are protecting, they don’t need it. I am not working with the Israelis. I don’t believe that any of our people are guilty of anything. I just need to ask them some questions, about what they might have seen, just like I am doing with you, and you know that you have not done anything wrong.”

Maryam was clearly reassured by this logic. Salma seemed to be weighing her natural suspicion of Rania as a policewoman and an outsider against what her good sense told her was the better part of wisdom. Rania’s temper flared. If Salma wanted to be snotty, she could play that game too.

“Don’t make trouble for yourselves, my sisters,” she said sweetly. “If you do not want to talk to me, the Israelis will be along soon, and their methods are more persuasive than mine.”

Salma took another minute to consider that before saying, “There were some men.”

“Some men? Which men?”

“I didn’t know all of them. Some going up to the trees, and some waiting near the road.”

“Abu Anwar was looking around under the bridge for a while,” Maryam supplied.

“Who is Abu Anwar?” asked Rania.

“The brother of Abu Jawad, the mayor of Azzawiya,” Salma told her.

“He fell down,” Maryam interjected.

“Fell down?” Both women nodded vigorously.

“I thought maybe he was sick,” Salma concurred. “I was going to ask if he needed help, but then he got up again and went back to his donkey.”

“Did you see anyone else?” Rania asked.

“Walla wahad.” No one, the two women said in unison.

Rania was sure they were lying, but she would not pursue it right now. It probably was not even important, and if it was, she knew where to find them and it would be better one on one. She would see Um Raad, and then go to find this Abu Anwar.

Um Raad was home in Biddia, preparing vegetables stuffed with minced meat. She placed a row of hollowed-out squash on a plate and spooned the meat into them as she told Rania a story about seeing an Israeli girl walking through the fields.

“An Israeli woman? Are you sure?” Rania asked. Since the Intifada, even most Israeli men were afraid to walk through Palestinian lands by themselves, unless they had guns.

“She was wearing a scarf like the settlers wear, and a long skirt. And dark glasses.”

Um Raad sounded quite sure. Rania couldn’t imagine why she would be lying, unless it was to protect someone else. She thanked Um Raad and left.

* * *

Abu Anwar’s house in Azzawiya was quiet, and no one answered her knocks. She found the mayor, Abu Jawad, at his palatial home at the top of the village.

“Yes, I know,” he said when Rania told him about the body. “My brother called me from the fields. He said he had discovered an ajnabiya, lying dead on the land.”

“And you didn’t call the police?” She supposed it was possible that he had talked to someone in the police and they had not thought to call her.

“Abu Anwar said he would come when he was done with his work. After that, we would figure out what to do.”

“I don’t understand,” she said, exasperated. “What was there to do besides call us?”

It crossed her mind that the unkind things villagers in Mas’ha said about their Azzawiyan neighbors might not be completely unfounded. To find a dead body and not call the police? These people were very strange indeed.

“We were going to talk to the DCL,” he said.

“Why? The DCL is the liaison between our community and the Israelis. Do you have some reason to believe that the Israelis are involved in this girl’s death?”

“Abu Ziyad is a friend,” he said. There it was again. The secret brotherhood.

“What time will Abu Anwar be back from his fields?” she asked neutrally, as if she were interested in borrowing a tractor from him.

“I don’t know, maybe three, maybe four o’clock,” the mayor replied.

“Can you call him to come back now?”

“No, he has no mobile.”

“But he called you.”

“He borrowed a phone from a neighbor.”

She literally bit her tongue. Nothing good would come from lecturing this man, who was old enough to be her father or even a youngish grandfather. She needed that tact that she was so short on.

“Where are his fields?” she asked.

“Ba’id.” Far.

She smiled. Was he trying to keep her away from the old man, or did he seriously believe it wasn’t that important, and she wouldn’t want to go far?
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