
  
    
      
    
  



			To the countless multinational same-sex couples forced to emigrate due to marriage inequality and to those progressive countries that welcomed them with open hearts.






Chapter 1

			The sun begins its slow, aching descent over the Negev Highlands. It sets alight the azure expanse above Kfar Kerem with mad swirls of yellow, orange, deep red. As I hurry to wrap up a day’s work picking grapes in the community vineyard, I pause for a moment in the waning light to take in the beauty of my surroundings: the lush fields, the vine-covered hills. A warm desert breeze, deliciously laced with the scent of orange blossoms, dries the perspiration from my face. I draw it in, hold it, and release it, once, twice, three times. Then I trudge across the field to pack away my tools. On my way back to my bunkhouse, I catch sight of beautiful Simon. He waves at me from the other side of the field, beckoning me over to the baseball dugout, our rendezvous point, and, for a moment, I forget to breathe . . .

			A knock at my office door jarred me out of my meditation.

			“Mr. Mendes, this came in over the fax machine,” my legal assistant Vlad said as he pushed open the door and tossed a three-page document onto my desk. “It’s from the Xanadu lawyer.”

			I skimmed the letter for half a minute and tossed it aside with a groan. It was nine thirty on a Tuesday morning, my first day back at work after a long weekend. It hadn’t gotten off to a good start: by nine, all the parking lots in downtown San Francisco were full, and the nearest available meter I could find was at the summit of Telegraph Hill, a twenty-minute hike from our Jackson Square offices.

			Now that I was at my desk, poring over the latest evidence collected in our sexual harassment claim against Xanadu Hotels, I was having trouble concentrating. The air conditioning was on too high, and a few members of the office staff were gathered outside my door, catching up on everything they’d done over the weekend.

			“Sorry, folks,” I called out in as diplomatic a tone as I could muster. “Do you mind taking the noise somewhere else, please?”

			An awkward silence hung in the air as the five clerks scattered, each to his or her own workstation. Frustrated, I rested my head on folded arms. The weekend hadn’t been long enough.

			I raised my eyes and focused on the framed photograph of Isaac Perez, my lover of six years, and felt my heart rate slow. He had a warm, open smile that reminded me of better days, in contrast to my usually serious expression. Marc Mendes, the serious lawyer—it’s what my colleagues called me. Thirty-something, bearded, prematurely gray, and haggard. As much as I loved the law, my daily routine was grinding me down. My relationship with my senior partner, Ed Haddad, had become strained due to our diverging visions for the firm, and I was having serious issues with the cases he was tossing my way. To cope with my growing dissatisfaction, I found myself retreating more and more into daydreams of happier times. Better that, I figured, than giving in again to the bottle or worse. There was no question about it: I needed a new lease on life.

			Reluctantly, I returned to the Xanadu file. I was just getting into reading the latest caustic fax from the company’s defense lawyer when Ed’s ever-calm voice lilted out of the intercom.

			“Marc, can you take a call on line three?”

			I looked up from the file and cast about the room. In the three years Ed and I had worked together, he’d never personally asked me to take a call.

			“What’s up, Ed?”

			“It’s Silva. Seems he’s got a problem and wants to speak to you about it.”

			I glanced at the Xanadu file and noted the plaintiff’s name. “Alejandro Silva?”

			“The same,” Ed said. “Line three. Come see me when you’ve finished.”

			Alejandro Silva had appeared at our offices about a month earlier with a typical sexual harassment claim. The kind that was difficult to prove. Silva had been employed by Xanadu Hotel on Market as a junior mechanic. According to Silva, Jimbo Harrison, Xanadu’s plant manager and Silva’s immediate supervisor, had called Silva to his office on a pretext and offered him oral sex. When Silva refused, Harrison told him to think about it and suggested Silva would get a promotion if he capitulated.

			One week later, Harrison called Silva to his office again and engaged him in idle chitchat for a few minutes. Then he pounced on Silva. Harrison held him down and tried to kiss him on the mouth; he pleaded with Silva to sleep with him at least once. But Silva was adamant he wasn’t interested in Harrison, calling him an old queer. Humiliated, Harrison released Silva, who ran out the door and returned to his duties. An hour later, Silva was called to the personnel department and handed his walking papers with a check for two weeks’ severance pay. The hotel had terminated his employment at Harrison’s request.

			Xanadu’s position was that the case was impossible to substantiate since the alleged harassment had taken place behind closed doors. In other words, the case was nothing more than a he said/he said affair.

			Nevertheless, we did have a few facts that lent credibility to our side. First, Silva made for a sympathetic witness if his case ever went before a jury. He was young and handsome, in contrast to Harrison, who was well past middle age and not particularly attractive. Second, there had been chronic gossip and speculation about Harrison’s sexual orientation among the hotel staff ever since he’d arrived three months before. But most damning to the hotel’s defense was the information that had recently come to light: Harrison had been transferred to Xanadu’s San Francisco property from Xanadu Seattle because of a similar complaint.

			At our first meeting, Silva had struck me as one of the most charming persons I’d ever encountered in all my years of practice. He was in his mid-twenties, of medium stature, with an eye-wateringly handsome, open face. Longish brown hair, beautiful hazel eyes, a honey-colored complexion, and a distinctive oval birthmark that I found sexy, despite myself. He spoke quietly, politely, rarely raising his smooth voice above a whisper, always keeping his striking eyes firmly locked on mine.

			He explained that he’d been born in San Diego to a single mother to the great disappointment of his grandfather, the owner of a chain of body shops in Southern California. As punishment, his grandfather had sent him and his mother to live with extended family in Jalisco, Mexico, where Silva was raised to the age of fourteen. Then his grandfather had summoned him back to San Diego and enrolled him in a local Catholic school for boys. Even though his grandfather had taken charge of his education and upbringing, he was, according to Silva, harsh to the point of abusive, frequently beating him for even the slightest misstep. He promised to leave Silva his chain of body shops if he proved worthy, forcing him to work ten-hour days on the weekends so that he could learn the trade.

			By age seventeen, Silva had had enough and ran away without a dime to his name, first to Los Angeles where he worked in restaurants and garages and roomed with coworkers, and then to San Francisco, where he eventually landed a job at Xanadu. Ever calculating, Ed was sure we could make good use of these facts if Silva’s case ever went to trial. In his words, Silva was clearly a serial victim. Personally, I just felt sorry for the guy.

			I picked up the telephone.

			“Mr. Mendes,” said the voice at the other end of the line, “I don’t have much time. I need to see you right away.” He sounded agitated, almost panicked.

			“What’s going on, Mr. Silva?”

			“I’m in jail!”

			It took me a moment to register the word. “Jail?”

			“Yes. The West County Detention Center in Richmond. Come see me, please!”

			“Wait, what happened?”

			A male voice in the background growled, “Finish it up, you! We’ve got a line forming here.”

			“Please hurry, Mr. Mendes!” Silva said.

			There was a click, and the line went dead. I immediately looked up Contra Costa County’s booking information number and placed a call. I was shocked to hear Silva was being held pending a parole violation hearing. If Silva was on parole, that could only mean he’d previously done time in state prison for a felony of some sort, something he’d failed to mention.

			I kicked myself for not asking the handsome Mr. Silva a very standard question at our first meeting: “Have you ever been arrested or convicted?” Apparently he had. Big time.

			I took a deep breath and stepped into Ed’s office. Tall, dark, and dignified, at forty-five my Lebanese-American business partner could have easily passed for thirty. He looked up from his computer and regarded me with a fixed smile.

			“What happened?” he asked.

			“Silva’s in jail.”

			“That much I gathered; why is he in jail?”

			“He didn’t have time to tell me much. According to booking information, they’ve got him on a parole violation. That’s pretty much all they know. I’m going to have to go see him.”

			Ed shook his head and looked up at the ceiling. “How did we not know about this?”

			“Somehow it slipped my mind to ask, sorry. It won’t happen again.”

			Ed leaned forward and cut his eyes at me. “You do realize this could fuck up the whole case for us, don’t you? He’s our only witness. If the other side finds out he’s a felon, his credibility is as good as dead, as is our case.”

			“Easy there, Ed. It may not be as bad as all that. Leave it with me.”

			Ed fixed me with a cold stare. “You’ve had your head up your ass lately, Marc. I suggest you pull it out and get back with the program.”

			We regarded each other for a beat as I chewed on his words.

			“I’ll see you when you get back.” He turned his attention to a file on his desk.

			I grabbed my briefcase and a notepad and ran downstairs.

			“Susan, I’m stepping out until after lunch,” I said to our receptionist as I sped past her desk.

			“Mr. Mendes, wait!” She waved a telephone memo at me. “Your mother called from Los Angeles and said to remind you about the, um”—she glanced at the message—“about your family’s Passover Seder on the twenty-first.”

			“Thanks.” I groaned inside as I snatched the memo out of her hand and ran out the door, mentally pushing aside another impending disaster, and focused instead on my immediate task.

			I sprinted out of our two-story brick office building, up Montgomery Street, crossed Broadway, and hiked the rest of the way up Telegraph Hill. I was wheezing and soaked with sweat as I approached my Range Rover a few minutes later. My chest tightened at the sight of a parking ticket fluttering in the breeze, pinned to the windshield. It was my tenth one this month. I yanked it off and tossed it into the back seat along with the other nine.

			• • •

			I drove across the Bay Bridge and headed north on the 80 freeway. The stress of the morning had called up an urge for something strong, a drink, anything. I gritted my teeth and pushed back against the craving as I’d been doing now for a couple of years. I’d stopped attending NA meetings some time ago, as they’d eaten into my schedule, and I’d been white-knuckling it ever since. As long as I could ride out the cravings with deep breathing and a couple of mindfulness exercises, I’d be okay. I’ll be okay.

			As I took the 580 turnoff to Richmond, my thoughts turned to Silva and the predicament we were in. I couldn’t believe this was happening. How could I possibly have missed asking him about his police record? Was I that charmed by his good looks, or was my head really that far up my ass, as Ed had said? And what could he have done to get on parole? Whatever it was, I was going to have to find a way to fix this. There was no way I was going to give Xanadu the pleasure of unfairly firing Silva with impunity.

			At the gates of the jail, I flashed my driver’s license and my bar card. The guard examined them for a moment and waved me through. I parked and marched into the visitor’s center, where I was given a guest badge and directions to Silva’s blockhouse. The sally port slid open with a grinding steel-on-steel sound, and I passed through unescorted.

			I walked along a sidewalk that meandered through a grassy area and followed it to the blockhouse where Silva was being held. It was a large, octagonal two-story structure with a wide center area open to the top of the building and a perimeter ringed with cells. There were inmates scattered everywhere. Some were playing cards, others were watching TV, and others moved in and out of a set of double doors at the back of the building leading to a playing field. In the middle of the room sat a paper-thin, pimple-faced guard at a desk, talking on the telephone.

			“Excuse me,” I said after a few seconds of being ignored, “I’m here to see Alejandro Silva. I’m his lawyer.”

			The guard set down the telephone and motioned me into a small interview room equipped with a wooden table and two plastic chairs. A couple of minutes later, Silva stepped into the room and sat in the chair opposite me. His face was ashen, and his hands were trembling.

			“Mr. Mendes, thank you so much for coming,” he said in a low voice. He folded his hands to hold them steady. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”

			He drew a breath and flashed a pained smile that lit up his eyes and showed off his perfect teeth. I’d been impressed with his good looks at our first meeting. But here was something new. A sexy vulnerability I hadn’t noticed before. It touched something inside me that hadn’t been touched in a long time. Not since Simon.

			“What happened, Mr. Silva?” I asked gently, refocusing on the reason I was there.

			Silva tossed a glance over his shoulder. “My parole officer had me arrested. He says I stole my roommate’s car. But it’s not true! He told me I could use it anytime I needed it, I swear. He was just sore at me because I’d fallen behind in my rent. So he sicced my parole officer on me.”

			“Just a second, Mr. Silva. Let’s start with why you were on parole in the first place.”

			Silva closed his eyes and shook his head. After a moment, he opened them and met my gaze. “You’re not going to like this.”

			“You’re probably right. But if you want me to help you, I need the full story. I’m your lawyer; you can trust me.”

			He drew a deep breath and nodded. Then he leaned across the table and, in the confines of that tiny room, uttered the words that sent my already messy life into a tailspin: “I killed a man,” he whispered. “Five years ago, in San Francisco.”

			My head snapped up. “You did what?”

			“I can explain.”

			“Yeah, I think you’d better.”

			Silva grasped my wrist with a cold hand, tears now coursing down his face. He proceeded to tell me the chilling story of how he’d been sexually assaulted by the owner of a hair salon who’d been letting him live rent-free in his house.

			“He thought I was gay,” he said. “He kept trying to sleep with me. And then that night he got me really drunk, and I passed out. When I woke up, I was naked, and he was trying to stick his . . .” Silva closed his eyes and shook his head slowly. “I shoved him, hard, and he fell and split his head open.”

			Silva paused and searched my shocked face. “It was an accident, Mr. Mendes, I swear. I kind of went nuts. But I didn’t mean to kill him. I just wanted him to stop.”

			“What were you convicted of?”

			“Manslaughter. I got a six-year sentence and was paroled in three.”

			I pulled back my hand and sat up, processing what he’d just told me, trying to recover from the shock of the revelation. Silva wiped his face with the back of his sleeve and crossed his arms. He stared at me from across the table, waiting.

			“Why didn’t you mention any of this to me before, Mr. Silva?”

			“Call me Alejandro. I hate that Mr. Silva stuff. Makes me feel old.”

			“Fine. Alejandro. Why didn’t you mention any of this to me before?”

			“Because you never asked me. Plus, I didn’t see how my getting fired from Xanadu had anything to do with my doing time. Anyway, they didn’t know about it at the hotel.”

			“Are you sure about that?”

			“I’m pretty sure, yes. But my problem now is the parole violation. My hearing’s coming up in a couple of weeks. Can you help me with that?”

			“I’m not a criminal defense lawyer, Alejandro. But I’m sure the parole board will assign you a perfectly competent panel attorney—”

			Silva shook his head. “I don’t want a panel attorney. They’re just hired guns who don’t care. I want you to help me.” 

			I stood and waved to the guard, suddenly needing to regroup. 

			“You’ve laid a lot on me, Alejandro.” I squeezed his shoulder reassuringly. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			“But what about my parole violation hearing?” he asked, craning his neck around as I pushed open the door.

			“I’ll get back to you on that.”






Chapter 2

			A quarter of an hour later, I was driving back to the city across the Bay Bridge, my mind swirling.

			I kind of went nuts . . .

			All lawyers know that clients rarely tell the complete truth. But Silva’s not mentioning he went to prison for manslaughter was a damned serious omission that could have a devastating impact on his suit against Xanadu. For as much as I wanted to help him, Silva’s omission was reason enough for us to drop his case. I was sure that Ed would see it that way. But before I would allow such drastic action, I needed to know how much of what Silva had told me was the truth.

			I kind of went nuts . . .

			I exited the bridge at Fremont Street and drove past the Greyhound Bus Terminal. But instead of going back to my office, I made a beeline to the Criminal Courts on Bryant Street.

			• • •

			The building that housed the criminal courts, the police department, the coroner’s office, and the San Francisco County Jail was hands down the ugliest structure in the city. It was, for all intents, a massive, window-deficient concrete rectangle that took up an entire block. Its heavily guarded front doors opened onto Bryant Street in the industrial SoMa district, and an elevated portion of the 101 freeway skirted its backside. I’d never been inside.

			I parked in a lot across the street that, amazingly, had one available space. Grabbing my notepad, I jaywalked past a contingent of San Francisco’s finest on their lunch break and ran up the concrete slab steps leading into the building.

			I followed the signs to the clerk’s office on the third floor and requested Silva’s case file. One of the ten deputy clerks told me to wait while he tracked it down. The room, which was decorated in dark marble, was soft-lit and quiet. The only sounds were the rustle of papers, the light tapping of fingers on keyboards, and the occasional clearing of a throat.

			The chirping of my cell phone broke the funereal silence, and ten pairs of eyes suddenly focused on me. I recognized the incoming number as that of Landis, Murray, Smith, and Damji, the SoMa law firm where my lover, Isaac, worked as a paralegal. I took the call in the hallway.

			“Where are you, Marc?” Isaac said, sounding ready to take my head off. “We’re supposed to meet for lunch.”

			I looked at my watch and winced. We’d made a date for twelve-thirty, and it was already approaching one. “Isaac, I’m sorry. I’m at the Criminal Courts.”

			“What are you doing there?”

			“I’ll explain later. It’s related to a case we’re working on at the office.”

			The line went silent for a moment. Then Isaac spoke again; his voice sounded further away. “This is the third time this month you’ve stood me up.”

			“You’re keeping count now?” I said a bit too sharply, then took a moment and pushed down my anger. “Come on, Isaac, you work in a law office. You know how it is with lawyers, one crisis after another.”

			“You could have at least called me, couldn’t you? I’ve been waiting for twenty minutes. Should I keep waiting, or what?”

			“No, you go ahead and eat without me.”

			No response.

			I thought I’d lost the signal. “Hello?”

			“Call me later.” Isaac’s voice was pregnant with disappointment. Then the line went dead. I tried calling him back, but it went straight to voicemail.

			I felt sad that our once vibrant relationship had lately turned into one long, boring bicker-fest filled with suspicion and petty jealousies. The truth was we’d always had an intense love-hate thing going on from the start, with nothing much in between. I remember Jacob, my twin brother, had once quipped that my relationship with Isaac was bipolar, ever swinging between the heights of manic happiness and the depths of the dark blue sea. We had laughed at Jacob’s little joke, Isaac and I, back when we still knew how to laugh. Now it was all tension between us. Despite that, I loved Isaac deeply. He was the best thing that had ever happened to me. My relationship with him had stabilized me back when I was nothing more than a rudderless ship on a churning ocean. And any success I’d achieved so far in my life I owed in large part to our relationship. But I was fucking things up lately, with him, with everyone. I looked again at the cell phone I was gripping with damp fingers, steeling myself to try his number when the door to the clerk’s office swung open. 

			“There you are,” said the deputy clerk who was helping me. “Your file’s ready.”

			As much as it pained me, Isaac would have to wait.

			I had a moment of déjà vu as I opened Silva’s case file. In my second year of law school, I’d clerked for the Los Angeles County Public Defender’s office. One of my duties was writing one-paragraph case summaries for use by the deputy public defenders based on my review of the case files assigned to me. I still found it amazing a single defense lawyer could walk into court armed only with my notes and represent fifty defendants at a time, never having met most of them.

			Silva’s file was thin as far as felony cases go. It consisted of a sealed police report, a felony complaint, a forty-page transcript from the evidentiary hearing, a plea form, the sentencing transcript, and the clerk’s handwritten notes. I read the complaint: one count of first-degree murder. I stared at the words for a moment, hardly believing what I was seeing, almost afraid to read on. First-degree murder required premeditation and carried a penalty of twenty-five to life. But Silva was out . . .

			I moved on to reading the plea form executed two months after his arrest. I was relieved to see that he had pled no contest to voluntary manslaughter, as he’d told me, and was given the mid-term sentence of six years in state prison. With good time/work time, he would have been out in three. Something had obviously happened between the time he was arrested and charged with first-degree murder and the time a judge was willing to accept a no-contest plea for manslaughter. I settled into reading the transcript.

			Three witnesses had testified, all for the prosecution. The evidence developed by the prosecutor was straightforward: the victim, Charlie Stewart, a well-liked and colorful figure in the San Francisco gay community, had befriended Silva, a drifter whom he found one afternoon sitting on the curb in front of his Castro Street barbershop. Newly arrived in town, Silva had no money, no job, and nowhere to sleep. Against the better advice of the owners of neighboring businesses, Charlie offered him all three. He gave Silva a job sweeping floors at the barbershop and let him sleep on a sofa bed in his Mission District flat. After work, the two of them were frequently spotted drinking martinis at Harvey’s, a popular hangout on the corner of Eighteenth and Castro.

			Things had gone well for a few weeks. Then, one Tuesday morning, Charlie had failed to show up at his shop. For the past ten years, he’d been absolutely religious about opening his doors at nine thirty sharp each morning. By noon his Castro Street neighbors began to worry. This was a district where business owners watched out for each other. Ever since he had taken up with Silva, his neighbors had been predicting disaster, suspicious that Silva was a grifter who preyed on older men. At seven o’clock that evening, two police officers had arrived at Charlie’s flat and found the front door half open. They knocked twice, waited a few seconds, and moved in. Two minutes later, they found Charlie Stewart’s body stuffed under his canopy bed. The back of his head appeared to have been bashed in, and there were deep, thick puncture wounds on the left side of his face.

			An all-points bulletin was put out for Silva. One hour later, a patrolman spotted him huddled under a railroad bridge in Hunter’s Point. In a matter of moments, an army of police officers had surrounded him, their rifles and revolvers trained on him. They took him into custody without incident, and by midnight, he had confessed to killing Stewart the night before. The story he told the police was the same one he had told me. Verbatim. They obviously didn’t buy it.

			A forensic investigation of the scene confirmed that Charlie’s head had made forceful contact with the wall to the left of his fireplace, after which he appeared to have fallen onto an iron grate, explaining the wounds to his face. Blood streaks on the hardwood floor leading from the living room confirmed the body had been dragged to his bedroom and shoved under his bed. This was all supported by the medical examiner’s report, which concluded that what had killed Charlie was the blow to his head. The puncture wounds on his face came afterward. 

			The prosecutor’s theory of premeditation boiled down to three key facts: A victim with a bashed-in head, his body deliberately hidden under his bed, and a perpetrator who fled the scene. Simple.

			In her summation, Silva’s defense attorney argued that his spontaneous statement—“I kind of went nuts the last time he tried to touch me”—along with the almost superhuman force with which he had shoved Charlie did not indicate the premeditation or malice aforethought necessary for a charge of first-degree murder. She asked the judge to dismiss the charge or, in the alternative, hold Silva to answer for one count of voluntary manslaughter or, at worst, second-degree murder. The judge declined and bound Silva over to stand trial in the Superior Court as charged.

			From a strictly legal point of view, I agreed with the defense attorney. The prosecutor had not presented any evidence suggesting Silva’s attack on Stewart was planned, or cool and calculated. On the contrary, the prosecution’s own evidence indicated, at worst, a sudden, frenzied attack. It was a perfect case for a manslaughter defense. If this case had ever gone to trial, there was a good chance a jury would have acquitted him.

			This must have been the line of thinking in the prosecutor’s office. They wouldn’t have wanted to lose the case completely. So they offered him a deal, and ten days after the preliminary hearing, at his Superior Court arraignment, Silva entered his no-contest plea to manslaughter, and the judge sentenced him to six years. All things considered, it seemed perfectly reasonable to me.

			I looked through the rest of the file to make sure I hadn’t missed anything of significance. I hadn’t. The sentencing transcript showed Silva’s attorney had advocated for therapy instead of custody, drawing the court’s attention to his troubled childhood. Focusing on his victimization as a teenager by an abusive grandfather, she argued that Silva should be pitied rather than punished. On the other side, a large delegation of the Castro Street business community had expressed outrage at the court’s leniency. The judge ignored both sides and stuck to his sentencing script.

			So that was it. Silva had told me the truth, which was somewhat of a relief. Still, a manslaughter conviction wasn’t something Ed and I were going to be able to make disappear. Not to mention that damned parole violation. I was going to have to come up with something pretty fast if I was going to convince Ed to keep Silva as a client.

			Slamming shut the file, I returned it to the clerk and walked out.

			• • •

			Desperately needing to decompress before heading back to the office, I grabbed a takeout lunch at the café in the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. Then I crossed the road for an impromptu picnic amid the rolling lawns, flowering trees, and waterfalls of Yerba Buena Gardens. On a stage set up in the middle of the park, a string quartet performed an homage to Aaron Copland. I ate my lunch slowly in the warm sun, taking in the peaceful scene in an attempt to exorcise the negativity of the morning.

			A schoolteacher was leading a group of children behind the waterfalls where the city had created a grotto monument to the ideals of Martin Luther King. There, in the cool dampness of the grotto, one could read the words from some of King’s most famous speeches inscribed on a marble wall:

			 

			I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character.

			 

			My thoughts turned to my grandfather, Rabbi Gabriel Mendes, who fled his native Syria with my grandmother in the late 1930s in search of just such a nation. Violent anti-Jewish hostilities had broken out in Aleppo, the city where our ancestors had lived for centuries, and they barely escaped with their lives. They ended up in Cuba, where my father was born. Tragically, my grandfather died five years later, bereft, the same year my grandmother was run down by an army jeep as she crossed the boulevard. The jeep never stopped, and those responsible were never identified.

			Twenty-three years after my grandparents fled Syria, my father and mother had left Cuba, escaping from the Castro government, which wasn’t tolerant of religion in general, least of all the Jewish faith. They settled in Los Angeles, where my father took up the post of associate rabbi of an established Sephardic community. Jacob and I were born a year later.

			We were a family of emigrants, on the move from generation to generation. Forced to flee our homes because of intolerable situations imposed on us by those in power. The United States was meant to be the last stop on that journey. A just society with equal opportunity and equal protection for all, regardless of creed, race, gender, or sexual orientation.

			I have a dream . . .

			I took a bite of my sandwich. It’s still a dream, I mused.

			• • •

			“What did you find out?” Ed asked once I’d arrived back at the office.

			I closed the door to the boardroom and leveled my eyes at him. “He did three years in prison for manslaughter.”

			Ed jerked upright. “What?”

			“He slammed his roommate against the wall for sexually assaulting him. That’s the story he told the police and the story he told me. The evidence bears it out.”

			Ed took this in for a moment, then closed his eyes and pressed his temples the way he did whenever he felt a migraine coming on.

			“His roommate was another man, I suppose?”

			“Yes.”

			“A gay man?”

			“Yes.”

			“He killed one gay man for making a pass at him and is suing another for the same thing.”

			“To be fair, it was more than a pass, Ed,” I emphasized.

			Ed waved off my comment. “A jury might think he’s a little oversensitive.”

			I nodded. “Or just plain homophobic.”

			“Not to mention his entire credibility can be impeached with his felony conviction.”

			We sat in silence, each of us adrift in our thoughts. The quiet was broken by Vlad’s voice pulsing out of the intercom.

			“Mr. Haddad, you have a call on line two. It’s Jerry Ulrich from the Chronicle.”

			Ed didn’t react.

			“Vlad, tell Ulrich that Mr. Haddad is tied up in a meeting. And hold all calls until we’re done in here.”

			“Sure thing, sir.”

			Ed stood and stretched. “Silva withheld vital information from us. We could bail on the case.”

			“Hang on, Ed. The other side doesn’t know about the conviction.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Silva says they don’t know anything, and I haven’t had any indication from them that they do. So let’s just continue with the case and see if we can get a settlement offer. They made him one before.”

			“Yes, and he turned it down.”

			“That was then. We can always withdraw from his case if they find out. If they never find out and they settle, then all the better for us.”

			“What about the parole violation?”

			“That’s just a misunderstanding between Silva and his roommate. Something about Silva using his car without his permission. The hearing’s next week. I’m going to go speak with the roommate and Silva’s PO. If I can clear it up, then hopefully Silva won’t be in jail when Xanadu is ready to depose him. In the meantime, I can let them know we’re ready to settle. Maybe they’ll bite.”

			Ed took in my words, stone-faced. After a moment, he nodded.

			“Thanks, Ed.” I stood, readying myself to go. “Oh, one more thing.”

			He narrowed his eyes at me.

			“Do you mind covering the WEBINC pretrial tomorrow morning for me? All of this has thrown off my schedule, and I missed a lunch date with Isaac. I’d like the extra time to try and make things up with him.”

			“Sure. Talk to the roommate, then go home and relax,” Ed said, nodding at the door. “I’ll handle the pretrial.”

			• • •

			According to Silva’s file, his last known address was an apartment in Oakland’s Lake Merritt district. I tried calling the telephone number we had for him, but there was no answer, so I decided to drive out there to investigate.

			As I rounded the vast inner-city lagoon that was Lake Merritt, I was impressed by how beautiful it was, surrounded by verdant parkland, expensive houses, and glitzy apartment blocks. There was even a boating center and small amusement park along its grassy shores. It was a universe away from the gritty, urban image of Oakland that had stained its reputation.

			I pulled up in front of Silva’s building. It was a well-maintained five-story structure that looked straight out of the 1930s—pink stucco, clay-tile roof, exposed wooden beams, Moorish arches, and an incongruous tower that echoed the Giralda in Seville. I buzzed his apartment and waited. A moment later a soft male voice answered from the intercom.

			“Good afternoon,” I said. “I’m sorry to disturb you. I’m here about Alejandro Silva.”

			There was a long period of silence followed by a muffled response: “Who is this, please?”

			“I’m Mr. Silva’s employment lawyer. I’d like to have a word with his roommate if possible.”

			After a moment, the entry buzzer sounded. I pushed open the heavy, carved wood front door and stepped into the cool of a vaulted foyer, which was tastefully tiled in decorative terra-cotta. An antique cage elevator carried me to the penthouse level, where I was met by a rail-thin man in his late sixties or early seventies with watery green eyes and a receding blond hairline. He was dressed in an elegant blue velour housecoat with matching slippers and a pair of red linen trousers. The gentleman, who identified himself as Professor Emeritus Peter Miller, graciously accepted my business card and invited me inside his well-appointed, antique-filled apartment. I noted a fully stocked wet bar at the back of the living room.

			“Please,” Miller said, gesturing at a plush love seat.

			I sank into the love seat. He sat opposite me in a high-backed wooden chair and studied my business card, then looked up and flashed an icy smile. “Now then, Marc Mendes, Attorney at Law, how may I help you?”

			“I understand my client Alejandro Silva lives here.”

			“You mean he lived here,” Miller corrected. “Past tense.” He continued to smile, baring a perfect set of bleached teeth.

			“Got it. Anyway, as I said earlier, I’m interested in speaking with Mr. Silva’s roommate. Is he in?”

			Miller stared at me for a beat. “There’s no roommate, Mr. Mendes. Only me. This is my home, and Alejandro was occupying my guest room.” He gestured toward the back of the apartment.

			I was taken aback at that, having imagined Silva’s roommate to be closer to him in both age and station. Or perhaps I’d begun to suspect otherwise and was hoping against hope that I was wrong.

			“I understand from Mr. Silva that you reported him to his parole officer, claiming he stole your car. Is that correct?”

			Miller sighed and passed his fingers through his thinning hair. “Yes, Mr. Mendes, that’s correct. He took my Jaguar without asking and disappeared for three days. What else was I to think?”

			I sidestepped the problematic three-day absence and pressed on. “Mr. Silva seems to think it had something to do with not paying his rent on time.”

			Miller smothered a titter and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Oh, please. That boy never paid me a dime of rent in the four months he lived here.”

			“I don’t understand. Was he meant to pay rent, or were you letting him live here rent-free?”

			“What I mean, Mr. Mendes, is that your lovely client Alejandro charmed his way into my life, leading me to believe he was interested in me.” Miller’s face became serious. “Can you imagine that?” He stood and drifted to a large window that overlooked the lagoon. He stared outside for a moment and looked back at me. “He needed a place to live. I offered my guest room, and he promised to pay five hundred dollars a month once he was on his feet financially. Silly me, I agreed.”

			The room fell silent for a moment while I processed the information and worked out my next set of questions.

			“I’m sorry,” Miller said abruptly. “I’ve forgotten my manners.” He stepped over to the wet bar and picked up a tumbler. “May I offer you something to drink, Mr. Mendes? Some lemonade? Perhaps something stronger?”

			“No, thank you. I’m all right.”

			He poured himself a whiskey and dropped two cubes of ice into it. Then he took a sip and closed his eyes, a blissful smile breaking out on his face. It took all I had to tear my eyes away from that glass and refocus.

			“How did you and Alejandro meet?” I asked.

			Miller crossed the room and sat in front of me again. “He was waiting tables at a French cafe that I frequent in Piedmont. I invited him for drinks after work, and he accepted. He told me he’d recently been laid off by the Xanadu hotel chain and was between apartments.” Miller swirled the amber liquid in his glass and stared at it pensively. “What can I say? I felt sorry for the young man. He was young, attractive, and very well mannered. I liked him; I thought he might like me, too. My mistake was to play the Good Samaritan and offer him a room in my home.”

			“Were the two of you lovers?”

			He took a sip of his whiskey, then set aside the tumbler and frowned.

			“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” I said. “Don’t feel any pressure. But it might be helpful to Alejandro’s case.”

			“And what makes you think I want to help him?” he asked, meeting my gaze.

			“You may not. That’s your prerogative, of course. I’m just trying to understand the facts. Nothing more.”

			Miller nodded. “What did he tell you? About us being lovers.”

			“He didn’t tell me anything. But with all due respect, sir, I can’t see how you would have let him live here rent-free on a promise unless you were getting something from him in return.”

			Miller picked up the tumbler and drained it, then set it down noisily on the coffee table. “We weren’t lovers. I had hoped for more, of course. But he soon made it clear he wasn’t gay. That said, the boy didn’t mind my taking certain liberties from time to time while he feigned sleep. And he seemed happy enough to be seen on my arm whenever we went out together. As long as I paid.”

			“I see.” I loosened my tie, feeling suddenly discomfited by what I was hearing.

			“Over time, I grew very attached to him and our arrangement. Then he pulled that disappearing act with my Jaguar. I was sick to death with worry. Not paying rent was one thing, but vanishing with my car without a word was unforgivable. I dug around in his things for some clue as to where he’d gone. That’s when I found his parole officer’s business card. I couldn’t believe it. I had no idea the boy was on parole.”

			Miller reached into the pocket of his housecoat, produced the card, and handed it to me. I noted the name and number of Silva’s parole officer and handed it back.

			“Keep it,” he said, rising from the chair and refilling his glass. “Anyway, I hope that young man learns his lesson.”

			“You don’t really believe he intended to steal your car, do you?”

			Miller shrugged. “Does it matter at this point?”

			“Actually, yes. There’s a big difference between a joyride and intending to permanently deprive an owner of his car.”

			Miller barked a sarcastic laugh. “Three days is an awful long joyride in my book, Mr. Mendes.”

			“Fair enough. But did he clear out his room?” I pointed in the direction of the guest room.

			“No, it’s all still there. I’ve boxed most of it up.”

			“Well, then?”

			“Fine, let’s say he didn’t actually intend to steal my car. Nevertheless, what he did wasn’t right. Was it?”

			“No, it wasn’t,” I said. “But if it was only an irresponsible, extended joyride, it might make a difference to his parole officer and to the parole board.”

			Miller shook his head. “I’m not going to change my story if that’s what you’re suggesting, Mr. Mendes.”

			“Nothing like that at all, sir. I was just stating a fact.” I stood and readied myself to leave before I got myself into trouble. I didn’t want anyone flinging a charge of witness tampering at me. “I’ve taken enough of your afternoon. Thank you very much for the time. I appreciate your candor.”

			Miller shrugged and raised his glass soberly. “Blame it on the spirits.”

			• • •

			As I exited the building, I punched the number of Silva’s parole officer into my cell phone. He answered on the first ring. I explained that I was Silva’s lawyer and filled him in on my conversation with Miller, offering the theory of a misunderstanding between roommates instead of straight-up auto theft. The phone went silent for a moment; then the officer spoke, his voice hard as granite.

			“I brought in your client on a report of auto theft from Professor Miller. We found him passed out in the vehicle on the side of the road and took him into custody. But that’s not the basis of the violation, counselor.”

			“It’s not?”

			“No, it’s not. Your client tested dirty for cannabis and psilocybin. That’s the violation. The hearing’s just a formality. Your guy’s going down for six months.”

			I ended the call, reeling from a mix of disappointment, anger, and confusion. My head felt like it was about to explode; I couldn’t take any more of Silva or his case today. Stumbling to my car, I fired up the engine and headed back to the city across the bridge.






Chapter 3

			By the time I got home, it was seven-thirty in the evening. It had taken me nearly an hour and a half of battling rush-hour traffic to drive the thirteen miles to the Marina district apartment I shared with Isaac. We lived on the eighteenth floor of a high-rise with a panoramic view of the San Francisco Bay. It cost us a small fortune each month, but nothing could beat the serenity of that view after a long, stressful day at the office or in court.

			I sank into an overstuffed armchair, put my feet on the coffee table, and watched the sun begin its final descent behind the Golden Gate and into the Pacific. The moment it made contact with the water, its rays exploded from the glowing ball of fire, flooding the surrounding hills, the sky, and the water’s surface with wide and twisting shafts of blinding gold, blood red, and darkening purple. After a few minutes, it dropped below the surface of the water, leaving in its wake a twilight that painted the sky with a palate of electric blue, a tinge of pink and violet, before finally giving way to the black of night.

			“Get your feet off the table, please,” came a voice from the front door. It was Isaac, arriving with his mother, Miriam, who was sporting braids and a rust-colored poncho. A sharp-witted woman in her seventies, Miriam had been part of our household ever since Isaac and I had moved in together. That was part of the deal. 

			Lugging a veggie-stuffed paper bag in her thin arms, Miriam lifted her head at me. I jumped to help bring in the groceries from the hallway.

			“It’s all right, Mamá. We’ve got them,” Isaac said, easing the bag out of her arms and pushing it at me. He gave me a quick hug and turned his attention to the rest of the groceries. Miriam brushed my cheek with the back of her hand and hobbled to her room to watch the latest installment of her favorite telenovela.

			• • •

			Isaac and I had met in Los Angeles the month after I graduated from law school, following five years of rabid dissipation, including a ninety-day enforced lockdown in rehab. I was volunteering at a legal clinic specializing in Central American asylum cases. He was the clinic’s Spanish-language interpreter.

			One afternoon, an elderly couple whose son had been tortured by an opposition group in Guatemala came into the clinic and asked for help filling out the forms to request asylum. Although I knew Spanish reasonably well, I was having trouble understanding the couple. They spoke with a peculiar accent, sprinkling their sentences with indigenous words I’d never heard before. After a few attempts, I rang the secretary and asked for the clinic’s interpreter. Several minutes later, a tall young man with a warm smile popped his head through the doorway. His short black hair, dark eyes, and prominent cheekbones paired nicely with a crisp white dress shirt, close-fitting blue jeans, and black oxfords.

			“You called for an interpreter,” he said, in a voice as cool and smooth as a chocolate milkshake. It was more a statement than a question.

			I stood and held out my hand. “I’m Marc Mendes, the volunteer law clerk.”

			He grasped my hand and held it firmly, never taking his eyes from mine.

			“I know. I’m Isaac Perez. How can I help?”

			He let go of my hand.

			Isaac didn’t understand the couple any better than I did. But between the two of us, after two and a half hours, we were able to piece together their story well enough to fill out the forms. At the end of the ordeal, we were all exhausted, the elderly couple included. They thanked us profusely and, after showering us with an abundance of tears and hugs, left us alone in the office.

			A few moments of silence passed in which we organized our notes and traded interested glances. Then, Paul Landry, the clinic’s neo-hippie director, strode into the office, running his fingers through his shoulder-length mane of hair.

			“Are you guys still here? Jesus Christ! I thought those people would never leave.”

			“We had to get their story, and that’s how long it took,” Isaac said, gathering up his notebook.

			I was impressed by how he responded to Landry, confident and unintimidated by the director’s position. Landry didn’t appear to have noticed.

			“Yeah, well, good job! Both of you,” he said. “I think you guys deserve some dinner. El Pollo Loco for the two of you. My treat.” He held out a ten-dollar bill.

			Isaac halted in the doorway.

			“Thanks, Paul.” I snatched the bill out of his hand and pocketed it. “Your generosity floors me. Want to join?”

			“Nah, you guys go on alone. I have some work to finish up.”

			And with that, Isaac and I were out the door.

			We strolled to the restaurant, ordered our food, and sat at a red Formica table to wait for our number to be called. Lively mariachi music blared out of a cracked loudspeaker, and a little boy of around five years old was doing what looked like a Mexican hat dance on a nearby table. His embarrassed mother grabbed at him, trying to pull him down, but he was doing a great job of evading her.

			Isaac watched the scene with delight, laughing with infectious enthusiasm. After a few moments, the little boy’s mother was able to yank him off the table. Just as quickly, he wriggled out of her arms and took off around the restaurant, hopping and dancing like a little bronco. Finally, the manager snapped off the music, and the little boy returned sheepishly to his table.

			I was still processing the scene when Isaac turned to me and asked, “Are you married?”

			The question sideswiped me. The last thing I’d expected was something so sudden and direct.

			“You look surprised.” He flashed a beautiful smile.

			“No,” I said. “I mean, yes, I’m surprised.”

			Isaac whirled around to see if our order was ready. It was. He jumped up and brought our food to the table.

			“I like the chicken here,” he said, with an air of nonchalance.

			I tentatively nodded my approval of the food.

			“And, by the way,” he added, “I’m not married, and I don’t have kids.”

			I stared at him as he casually sliced into his chicken and stuffed the pieces into a corn tortilla.

			“What makes you think I’d want to know that?” I asked.

			“Because you do. I can tell. You’ve been curious all afternoon. I’ve been curious, too. About you.”

			I glanced around the restaurant, which was filling up with diners. It suddenly felt stuffy and hot. After a beat, I looked back and found Isaac staring at me, waiting, holding the dripping tortilla over his plate. Cautious of what I was getting myself into, I let out a long breath and put on my best poker face.

			“What’s wrong?” Isaac asked.

			“Look,” I said, lowering my voice, “I’m flattered by your interest. But I’m not ready for this.”

			He put down his tortilla and leaned forward. “Ready for what?”

			“For this.” I moved my hand back and forth between us.

			“Why?” he asked. “Are you in a relationship?”

			“No, I’m single.”

			“You are attracted to me, right? Or was I misreading the signals?”

			“You weren’t misreading anything. If it’s sex you’re looking for, I’m down for that. We can go to my place once we’re done if you like. I’ve got all night.”

			Isaac’s face clouded over. He lowered his eyes and poked at his food with a fork. After a moment, he lifted his head. “I was hoping we might see each other outside the clinic in a more formal way. You know, dinner, the movies, some clubbing, the beach, maybe a museum.” He flashed a sad smile. “Sex, too, of course. But not that, mainly. That’s easy enough to find.”

			I held his gaze. It had been a long time since I’d dated a nice person. My eyes teared thinking of how alone I’d felt since I’d gotten clean. I swiped at them with the back of my sleeve, angry I’d allowed myself to lose control of my emotions so easily.

			Isaac leaned toward me. “What’s the matter?”

			“I have to warn you, I have a past.” I was surprised by how hard my voice sounded.

			He blinked at me. “I assume so.”

			“What I mean,” I said, softening my tone, “is that I have issues I’m working through that would make a relationship more challenging than normal. For me and for whomever I’m dating.”

			“What kind of issues?”

			Noticing the restaurant was now packed, I fell quiet, feeling exposed in the presence of so many people.

			Isaac placed his hand on my arm. “Why don’t we go for a drive? My car’s over there.” He pointed at a dark blue Toyota Tercel parked across the street.

			• • •

			We rode in silence to Venice Beach through the tail end of rush hour. When we got to the boardwalk, Isaac kicked off his shoes, rolled up his jeans, and walked out onto the sand. The sun was dropping below the horizon, and a cool breeze was kicking up. After a moment of hesitation, I removed my dress shoes, picked my way across the cold sand, and dropped down next to him. He flashed a crooked smile and leaned against me.

			“This is nice,” he said as the sky darkened with the deepening twilight.

			I nodded. Much of the tension I’d been feeling was easing away. It had been so long since I’d relaxed, naturally, without the need for medication, prescribed or otherwise, that I’d forgotten what it felt like. I stared out at the ocean and focused on my breathing.

			Isaac pivoted away from me and sat Indian-style. “So you were saying . . .”

			I studied him for a beat, considering the wisdom of laying myself bare to a virtual stranger, as sincere as he appeared. That said, wisdom was never my strong suit. So I drew a breath, closed my eyes, and felt my way forward.

			“I’m a recovering addict,” I started. I kept my eyes closed and waited for a response, but all I heard was his breathing inches away. So I continued. “I’ve been clean for over a year now. It had gotten so bad I spent an entire summer in rehab.” I opened my eyes and found Isaac staring out at the open sea, unblinking. “On top of that, I’ve never been particularly good at relationships, which was another problem, or maybe part of the same problem. I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I didn’t pick well, I guess. A lot of reckless sex, countless partners. I’m lucky to be alive.”

			Isaac pried his eyes away from the ocean and looked at me. “Wow.”

			“Yeah, so that’s me.”

			His face had turned pale. “Have you been tested?” he rasped, “You know, like, for HIV.”

			“Yes, sure. I get tested regularly. I’m negative. Thank God.”

			Isaac looked away and raked his fingers through his hair. After a few moments of silence, he looked back at me.

			“Not much of a catch, are you?” he said, his mouth pulling back into a half-smile. His eyes looked sad.

			“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

			Isaac nodded. “But you’re clean now. And you’re healthy.”

			“Yes, thank God.”

			“Well, then—”

			“There’s one more thing you should know,” I interrupted.

			“There’s more?”

			“I’m afraid so. My father’s a rabbi. A rabbinical judge, actually. He had a tough time with my addiction stuff, as you can imagine.”

			“Okay.”

			“We haven’t spoken in a couple of years.”

			Isaac frowned. “Why? Did he disown you?”

			“No, nothing like that. I just haven’t wanted to answer to him or my mother about my personal life. So I’ve kept away.”

			“Does he at least know you’re gay?”

			I shook my head. “No. Which is why I wouldn’t be sharing any of this with my family if it became serious, except for maybe my twin brother Jacob.”

			“You have a twin brother? Don’t tell me he’s gay, too,” Isaac said half-serious.

			“No, he’s straight. But he knows about me and has been running interference for me with my parents for a while.”

			“Jesus Christ.” Isaac rolled his eyes. “Anything else?”

			“No. That’s it.”

			“Are you sure you haven’t murdered anyone?” he asked with a wry smile.

			“Ha-ha. Not yet.”

			“Just asking.”

			“I wouldn’t think I’m capable of that.”

			“I was joking, of course. Anyway, I think that’s enough for now.” Isaac stood, slapped the sand off his jeans, and picked up his shoes. “I need to go home and process all of this if that’s all right.”

			“Yeah, of course.”

			He held out his hand and pulled me to my feet.

			We trudged across the sand in silence back to the boardwalk. When we reached his car, I paused before climbing inside.

			“What is it?” Isaac asked.

			“I’d appreciate it if you kept everything I’ve
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