Zeitoun found not guilty on charges he tried to kill his ex-wife
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Abdulrahman Zeitoun was found not guilty Tuesday of trying to kill his ex-wife and offering a fellow inmate $20,000 to commit the crime. Zeitoun was portrayed as a hero protagonist in the best-selling 2009 book "Zeitoun" by Dave Eggers, one of the most well-received chronicles of Hurricane Katrina.
[bookmark: _GoBack]In issuing his verdict, Judge Frank Marullo blasted prosecutors for putting the former inmate, Donald Pugh, on the stand. Marullo said he couldn't trust the testimony of Pugh, who has been imprisoned in four states and lied to his child's mother about his name for all five years they were together, according to her testimony on behalf of Zeitoun's defense.
"That guy is a liar," Marullo said. "He has no credibility at all. I'm surprised the state put him on the stand at all. That's an injustice."
Zeitoun, 55, had waived his right to a jury trial when he was charged with solicitation of first-degree murder and attempted first-degree murder of his ex-wife, stemming from a July 25, 2012, incident in which he allegedly attacked her with a tire iron on Prytania Street. He was acquitted on both counts.
Zeitoun hugged his defense attorneys, J.C. Lawrence and A.J. Ibert. The attorneys had argued that the district attorney's office had trumped up the charges on their client because of his fame. 
"The New York Times called and Dr. Phil called and The Washington Post called. And each time, the charges kept growing," Lawrence said outside the courtroom after the verdict was announced.
Marullo evidently agreed. He said the prosecutors would have likely had more luck had they brought charges of domestic-abuse battery, aggravated assault with a deadly weapon or aggravated criminal damage to property. "I see no evidence of proof beyond a reasonable doubt that an aggravated battery ever took place," he said.
The family of Zeitoun's ex-wife, Kathy Zeitoun, stood up and rushed out of the courtroom as soon as Marullo issued his verdict.
"It is what it is. It's our system," said her brother, who asked to be identified only as Gino. He said he would try to keep his sister safe from her ex-husband with "restraining orders, whatever we need to do."
Assistant District Attorneys David Pipes and Lauren Favret had argued Zeitoun was serious about killing his ex-wife.  "He came after her in a fit of rage," Favret told Marullo. "He came after her trying to crack her head open. He almost took her head off."
"We are extremely disappointed and disturbed by the court's ruling in this case," said Assistant District Attorney Christopher Bowman, a spokesman for Orleans Parish District Attorney Leon Cannizzaro. He noted that "one of our office's most talented prosecutors presented a very compelling case against the defendant."
Zeitoun, who is originally from Syria, will remain in jail for a short period of time while the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement agency reviews his situation, according to his attorneys. He will eventually be released, they said.
Pugh, who was to be released soon from jail at the time he was imprisoned with Zeitoun at Orleans Parish Prison, said Zeitoun instructed him to call Kathy Zeitoun -- he said Zeitoun wrote her phone number on an envelope, which was introduced as evidence -- and ask to see one of the family's rental properties. When she took him to a certain property in Algiers, he could kill her there, Pugh testified Zeitoun told him. Pugh said Zeitoun also told him to buy a "throwaway phone" and take pictures to confirm she was dead.
Pugh, a self-described thief who has also been imprisoned in Ohio, Georgia and Alabama, said he decided to tell the authorities about Zeitoun's plot. "Maybe if I die and I go to some other life, my guy who I choose to call God will say, 'You did one good thing that erases all the bad things you've done,'" he told Marullo.
The trial laid bare the troubling turn the Zeitouns' marriage took since Hurricane Katrina. The couple's supposedly loving relationship formed the backbone of Eggers' book, which portrays Zeitoun as a hero who, while canoeing through the flooded streets of New Orleans trying to help people, was wrongfully arrested by soldiers on accusations of looting. He was held for a month in a makeshift jail at the Greyhound bus station in New Orleans. Eggers' book won numerous awards, as well as interest from filmmaker Jonathan Demme, who has said he wanted to make it into an animated feature.
The July 2012 tire-iron beating incident was the second time police had been called for the couple. In March 2011, Zeitoun allegedly beat Kathy Zeitoun and threatened to kill her in front of their four children. The couple was divorced in February 2012.
But in the March 2011 case, Kathy Zeitoun asked the district attorney's office to reduce the charges from domestic-abuse battery to negligent injuring. She testified she felt a lot of "pressure from friends and family, because of the book, because of the movie, because of our business reputation."
"The first time he attacked me I kept everything quiet," she said. "I felt that gave him the ability to do it again."

