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“If you’ve been called to be a lawyer, don’t stoop to be a king.”


John Patrick Madison
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Alex Madison pulled his black Ford F-150 into the designated clergy parking area, loosened his tie, rolled up his sleeves, and walked briskly across the parking lot toward the emergency room door. He clutched a Bible in his right hand and checked his shirt pocket for his pen and business cards with his left. The business cards were double-sided. On one side, Alexander Madison, Pastor of South Norfolk Community Church; on the other, Alexander Madison, Attorney-At-Law.


Alex’s grandmother had called four hours ago to let him know that Evangeline Buford was in the hospital, suffering from an obstructed bowel. Doctors had stabilized her and were trying to treat it without surgery, but they were monitoring her closely. She was in the ICU—a place Alex could find in his sleep.


When the automatic doors slid open, Alex greeted the skinny gentleman sitting behind the intake desk. His name tag said Foster, but Alex had never heard anyone call him that. “What’s up, Bones?”


“The Right Reverend Alexander Madison,” Bones said, looking up from his magazine. “You’re running late tonight. The ambulance got here fifteen minutes ago.”


“That’s because you didn’t call,” Alex said. He opened his Bible, retrieved a church bulletin, and tossed it in front of Bones. “Five bucks off at Shoney’s,” Alex said.


“Your generosity knows no bounds.”


“You got something against Shoney’s?” Alex reached into his back pocket and withdrew two tickets for a Norfolk Tides game.


“Now you’re talkin’,” Bones said, eyeing the tickets. The man could tell stories for hours—had told stories for hours—about every major league star who had spent time in Norfolk on the way to the big leagues.


“You doing anything next Friday night?” Alex asked.


“Callin’ in sick. The Orioles got two players rehabbing from the majors.”


Alex handed Bones the tickets. “You got a room number for Evangeline Buford?”


The information desk was in a different part of the hospital from the ER entrance, and Alex knew that if it were anyone else asking, Bones would say as much. But for Alex, he punched in a few keys. “Four-three-one-two.”


“Thanks.” Alex stood there for a moment, shifting his weight. A mom carrying an infant in one arm and pulling a toddler with the other came through the door and lined up behind Alex.


For some reason, Bones always made him ask. Alex lowered his voice. “Anything serious tonight?”


Bones smiled—the big toothy grin of a man who had something his buddy wanted. “Nothin’ tonight. But there’s a closed head injury in 4103 that transferred in from Chesapeake General last night. She’s still in ICU. Unfortunately for you, she might make a full recovery.”


“Whose fault?”


“Don’t know. Definitely an auto accident.”


Tides tickets were a small price to pay for this type of intel. “I owe you,” Alex said.


“Just say a prayer for me Sunday.”


Alex left the ER and navigated his way through the hospital, breathing in the sterile smell of antiseptics mixed with meat-loaf leftovers from the nearby cafeteria. He said a quick prayer for Bones and tossed in a word of thanks for the new client he was hopefully about to land. His practice needed a closed head injury about now. With any luck, she’d been hit by a truck driver running a red light—a couple of independent witnesses would be nice—and the trucking company would have lots of insurance coverage. The pastor in him hoped the woman would be all right. But the fatalist in him, as well as the lawyer, knew that accidents were bound to happen. And if they did, they might as well happen here in Hampton Roads, to people who would get dragged in to Norfolk General, and they might as well have a long and expensive recovery before being released.


Alex arrived at the elevators about the same time as two older women. When the elevator arrived, Alex turned on the charm and stepped aside, then followed them in. He smiled, and they tried to return the gesture, but their eyes betrayed an unshakable sadness. They thanked him, punched a number, and rode in silence.


The women exited on the third floor, the cancer ward, a place Alex knew all too well. Two years ago he had practically lived there, watching his grandfather waste away. Even now, when Alex got off on the third floor to visit other senior saints from his small congregation, the sadness still washed over him.


His grandfather’s passing had rocked Alex for a number of reasons. It was tough to watch a man who had once been so vibrant—a civil rights lawyer who taught Alex everything he knew about how to practice law—reduced to an emaciated shadow of his former self. Spiritually, Alex had never prayed harder—and never felt more betrayed when his prayers weren’t answered. And emotionally, Alex had lost the man who helped raise him after an automobile accident killed Alex’s parents when he was just twelve.


For Alex, the cancer ward wasn’t hell, but you could smell it from there. He was thankful that Evangeline was on the fourth floor—one story above the scent of Dante’s Inferno.


When Alex entered her room, Evangeline’s face lit up to see him. He told her how good she looked, which was a stretch, even for Alex.


She had multiple machines attached to her body and looked like she had been shrink-wrapped. She wore none of the makeup that she normally layered on for church. Her gray hair was matted against the pillow, and her skin sagged on the exposed portions of her arms and around her neck. Her right arm was blue where the nurse had inserted the IV, and it made Alex feel a little queasy. He would have made a terrible doctor.


Evangeline gave Alex a detailed rundown of her condition, including the precise time and place of her last bowel movement, pausing occasionally to catch her breath. Alex chatted for a few minutes but could tell that the excitement was taking a toll on his parishioner. He held her hands and said a quick prayer.


“You’re going to be all right,” he told Evangeline. She braved a small smile at his words. “The whole church is praying for you,” he added quickly. He didn’t want Evangeline to think her healing would be hanging on his prayers alone.


“You’re the best pastor we’ve ever had,” Evangeline said, her voice hoarse. “Pastor Bob didn’t get to the hospital for two days when I had my kidney stones. I’d passed ’em by then. You practically followed me here.”


“I’m good at tailgating ambulances,” Alex said, but Evangeline didn’t smile. He squeezed her hands. “We’re going to get you through this.”
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A few minutes after leaving Evangeline’s room, Alex found himself outside 4103, where he hesitated in the hallway, arguing with his conscience. The woman in the room probably needed legal representation. She could either get it from some shyster who advertised on television, or she could get it from Madison and Associates, a firm that would treat her with a little respect. They would work her case hard and take the insurance company to the brink of trial before cashing in. Most importantly, she would be more than just a case file to Alex and his partner, Shannon Reese. Alex would minister to her spiritually. Shannon would befriend her. She’d get Christmas cards from the firm for the rest of her life.


The nameplate on the door said Ghaniyah Mobassar. Alex decided to call her ma’am.


He stepped inside and flashed a friendly smile—nothing over the top, the professional kind of smile your attending physician might give you.


Ghaniyah was in rough shape. Her right eye was black and blue, and she had a sizable lump on her forehead. Machines cluttered the area around the head of her bed, buzzing and beeping and pumping life-giving fluids into her body.


Her eyes were closed, which presented a problem. The family members must be in the waiting room. Alex pulled a chair up next to her bed, took a seat, and began praying. He prayed softly, just loud enough to be heard from the doorway if somebody entered but not loud enough to sound like a lunatic. He peeked a couple of times. Ghaniyah kept her eyes closed. She was breathing but hadn’t moved.


After a few minutes, Alex ran out of things to pray. He took out a card and decided to leave a note, pastor side up, saying he had stopped by and she should call if she needed anything. He thought he heard footsteps outside the door and quickly bowed his head again, mumbling another quick sentence or two.


“What are you doing?” a deep voice said.


Alex turned and looked toward the doorway, where an older gentleman scowled at him. He was about Alex’s height—six-one or so—with the long limbs and the square shoulders of a scarecrow. He had dark hair, a long black beard, and brown eyes that were filled with a mixture of sadness and surprise.


“I’m a pastor,” Alex quickly explained. He stood and took a few steps toward the man, extending his hand. “I heard your wife was in a bad car accident, and I came to pray for her.”


The man shook Alex’s hand—a strong grip—but didn’t relax. Alex clutched his Bible with his left hand.


“Are you with the hospital?” the man asked.


“No, sir. I’m just a local pastor.”


“We’re Muslim.” The man’s tone was matter-of-fact, not harsh. “I’m the imam for the Norfolk Islamic Learning Center. I appreciate you coming by, but lots of our people are already praying.”


“I’m sorry,” Alex said, kicking himself for not picking up on the name. He had been intoxicated by the thought of a profitable case, and his brain had shifted into neutral. He quickly switched back into lawyer mode. “Do you mind me asking what happened?”


The man looked past Alex at his wife. He lowered his voice, perhaps not wishing to disturb her with memories of the event. “Ghaniyah ran off the road and hit a tree. We don’t really know how it happened.”


Alex resisted the urge to pester the man with questions. Were there skid marks? witnesses? Could she have been run off the road by a driver who didn’t even bother stopping? What are the limits on your liability policy? Do you understand how uninsured motorist coverage works?


“The doctors say she suffered closed head injuries,” the imam continued. “Now, if you’ll excuse me . . .” He stepped around Alex and moved to the side of the bed.


Lesser lawyers might have succumbed.


But not Alex. He stepped back toward the bed and delicately placed a card on the nightstand next to the gentleman. “I’m also a lawyer,” Alex admitted. The man glanced at Alex as if the words hadn’t registered. He returned a concerned gaze to his wife and took her hand, checking on the machine readouts.


“I’m not like most personal-injury lawyers—only worried about the money,” Alex spoke quickly, as if a trapdoor might open beneath him at any moment. “I care about my clients’ spiritual health as well as their physical health. I take cases on a contingency fee and normally charge 10 percent less than most lawyers so my clients can give that money to their church or mosque or whatever.”


The man turned to Alex, contempt beginning to fill the dark eyes. “This is not the time or the place,” he said simply. “I am not concerned about American lawyers or American lawsuits or, as you say, a cheap deal on a contingency fee. My prayer is that Allah will restore Ghaniyah to full health.” He paused, pinning Alex with his gaze. “And now, if you don’t mind, I would appreciate some privacy. Certainly there are others in this hospital in need of your prayers.”


“You’re right,” Alex replied. “This is no time to worry about a lawyer.” He nodded and started backing toward the door. “But when she starts to feel better, give me a call if she wants to talk.”


The man turned back to his wife, taking a seat.


I’ll never see them again, Alex thought. Why not go for broke?


“I may seem a little over the top,” he admitted, “but trust me, when you need someone to take on the insurance companies, you’re going to want someone brash and obnoxious.”


The man didn’t move.


“I’m actually handling another case for a Muslim client,” Alex added, though he suddenly felt a little stupid for bringing it up. “A store is trying to make her ditch her head scarf.”


The imam did not look impressed. Or even remotely interested.


“Blessings on you,” Alex said softly, standing in the doorway. “I’ve handled closed-head-injury cases before. I know that the first few days are critical. May God be merciful to your wife.”


The man turned and looked at Alex, his eyes sad and subdued. “Thank you. Now, if you don’t mind . . .” He returned his attention to Ghaniyah, and Alex finally took the hint.


On the way out, Alex made a point of circling back around through the ER. Maybe somebody had been admitted in the last few minutes.


“How’d it go?” Bones asked.


“It’s not quite a lock,” Alex admitted. “But then again, her husband didn’t take a swing at me.”


“That’s progress,” Bones said.
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By now, the nurses knew the routine. Ghaniyah had been in the private ICU room for nearly twenty-four hours, and Khalid had performed the salat four times. This would be his fifth.


He glanced at the monitors, kissed Ghaniyah on the forehead, and shut the door to her room. It still seemed strange going through the salat without her. Though the couple had their differences, Khalid had never questioned his wife’s loyalty to Allah. At each salat, she would place her prayer mat behind Khalid and repeat the prayers with him. Her voice was passionate and unwavering. She never seemed to harbor the questions and doubts that sometimes tarnished her husband’s faith. But yesterday and today, Ghaniyah had remained silent during the prayer times, her eyes vacant, her lips unmoving. Khalid had tried to muster the faith for two.


Purity was half the faith, a concept that had been drilled into Khalid since childhood. He used the bathroom sink for his purification ritual, taking off his shirt and washing his hands and forearms up to each elbow. He washed his mouth and nose, snorting the water back into the sink. He washed his face from forehead to chin and ear to ear, including his entire beard. He wet his right hand and passed it over his thick black hair. Then he washed his feet, up to the ankles. He put on clean clothes, a loose-fitting long black shirt and clean slacks. He washed his hands again and left the bathroom, rolling out his floor mat at the foot of Ghaniyah’s bed.


He told her that he was getting ready to say his prayers.


She stared into space, giving him no reaction.


“Do you want to join me?”


She nodded. But he could tell from the faraway look in her eyes that he would be going through the ritual alone. The doctors said he needed to be patient. Give her time. She would remember a little more every day; her personality would return little by little.


“Will she fully recover?” he had asked.


“I wish we could be more definitive, Mr. Mobassar. But truthfully . . . it’s impossible to say.”


Khalid stood now at the edge of his mat, hands together, chest facing toward Mecca. He silently recited his intention to pray, focusing his thoughts on Allah.


He took a deep breath and began his chants. “Allahu akbar,” he said, cupping his hands behind his ears. Allah is the greatest. In rhythmic motion, he moved his hands to his side. “Subhana rabbiya al azeem. . . .” Khalid’s words were strong and confident. He resisted the urge to tone down his prayers so that he didn’t disturb others in adjoining rooms. Allah would not honor those who were ashamed.


He faithfully performed each raka’ah, the supplications to Allah and recitations from the Qur’an, some in a standing position, others sitting, some prostrate, his forehead and both palms touching the prayer mat. It felt lonely without the strong voice of Ghaniyah behind him.


He was in a prostrate position, his first sujud, when he thought he heard her repeat the words he had just spoken. “Subhaana rabbiyal Allah”—to God be the glory. He feared it was a psychosomatic reaction on his part, the way victims report pain in their hands even after an amputation. She had been there for so long, affirming and repeating his prayers, that his mind was playing tricks.


He rose to a kneeling position, hands on his thighs. “Allahu akbar.” This time he heard it more clearly—a hoarse voice from the bed. He resisted the strong urge to go to her and instead began the second sujud. “Subhaana rabbiyal Allah,” Khalid chanted. His wife had definitely joined him again, her voice feeble but determined.


Khalid tried to finish his prayers without rushing, a deliberate focus on a merciful God. He said the last Allahu akbar with an intensity that had been missing earlier in the day. Tonight, Allah was a miracle worker.


He stood and moved next to his wife’s bed. He took her hand, and she squeezed his, as if she knew that something significant had just happened. He bent down and kissed her on the forehead.


“Allahu akbar,” she said.


Khalid stood and gazed at his wife of thirty-two years. Though she had tubes in her nose and her face was swollen and purple, her eyes showed signs of life and recognition.


“Welcome back,” Khalid said, though Ghaniyah didn’t respond. “Praise be to Allah.”
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The following week, Alex Madison walked into the Virginia Beach Circuit Court building carrying his grandfather’s worn leather briefcase. For the first time in months, he felt like John Patrick Madison might actually be smiling down on him. His grandfather had been a crusty old civil rights lawyer, a veteran of the school desegregation struggles in Virginia and a legend around the courthouse. When he died, the phone had pretty much stopped ringing at Madison and Associates. To make a living, Alex had transformed the practice into a personal-injury shop. On good days, the firm’s waiting room looked like a hospital ward.


And his grandfather was probably rolling over in his grave.


But today, Alex walked a little straighter. He took his seat next to sixteen-year-old Aisha Hajjar at the counsel table. His client, a teenager of strong convictions, believed it was her duty to keep her head covered with a hijab, or head scarf. That conviction didn’t sit well with the owners of the Atlantic Surf Shop in Virginia Beach, a competitor to Alex’s favorite surf shop. When Aisha applied for a summer job, they told her that she didn’t fit with the outlet’s “Look Policy.”


Twenty-four hours after receiving the call, Alex had filed a discrimination suit.


They were in court today under a Virginia statute that allowed for a summary jury trial. Each side had already taken depositions and would now have an hour to present its case to a panel of seven jurors. Alex had agreed to be bound by the result because he wanted to get a quick resolution before the summer employment season ended, and he would have to wait months for a normal jury trial. It also played to his strength. Alex was, in his own humble opinion, a gifted communicator. It was the detail work that always tripped him up.


He wasn’t sure why the lawyer on the other side, a young Harvard graduate named Kendall Spears, had agreed.


After Judge Thomas, a friend of Alex’s grandfather, explained the process, he invited Alex to present his case. Alex stood facing the jury with a single piece of paper in his hand. “I hope some of you don’t apply for a job at the Atlantic Surf Shop,” he said, “because some of you don’t quite have ‘the look.’”


“Objection!” Kendall Spears said, standing to face the judge. “He’s asking the jurors to put themselves in the plaintiff’s shoes. He can’t do that.”


Technically, Kendall was right. Lawyers weren’t allowed to argue the Golden Rule. But Kendall’s objection illustrated the difference between his Harvard education and Alex’s apprenticeship with his grandfather. Raising the objection only served to highlight Alex’s point.


“I think he’s right,” Judge Thomas said. “Why don’t you avoid that line of argument.”


Alex shrugged. “Sorry, Your Honor.” He turned back to the jury and eyeballed the young man in the second row. He was wearing an earring, and tattoos covered his arms. Alex certainly had his attention.


Alex held up the paper in his right hand. “Atlantic Surf’s Look Policy says that the store wants to project an ‘All-American image’ with a level of dress and grooming that represents what people expect from the brand. Okay. Nothing wrong with that.


“But that’s just the first sentence. The rest of this page dictates every aspect of how you need to look. The first sentence: ‘Employees are expected to have a natural and classic hairstyle that enhances natural features and creates a fresh, natural appearance.’”


A few days earlier, Alex had gone to a Hair Cuttery and asked them to use a number three blade, shortening his blond hair to little more than a buzz cut. He ran a hand over his head. “This is certainly natural and fresh,” he said, “but is it ‘classic’? And that’s the problem: Who defines these things? Should a bad haircut keep you from a good job?”


He returned to the document. “Colored fingernail polish is prohibited, and toenail polish must be worn in appropriate colors, to be determined by the store management.


“No facial hair, of course. Eyebrow pencil, eyeliner, lipstick, and eye shadow are allowed only in natural shades.”


Alex again surveyed the jury. A few of the women wore dark eye shadow; one raised an eyebrow at him.


“And here’s my favorite.” Alex pointed to the fourth regulation on the page. “‘Inconspicuous tattoos are acceptable only if they represent the Atlantic Surf Shop look.’”


He smiled. “I’m not sure who gets to inspect those inconspicuous tattoos, but I’ll bet that’s a fun job.”


“Objection!”


“Sustained.”


“You know what’s not on here?” Alex asked, unfazed by the objection. “A BMI number. A requirement that you work out every day at Bally’s and have a six-pack. But it should be.”


Using a remote, Alex flicked on a PowerPoint presentation. “These are pictures of me with all the employees that were working on the day I visited the store.”


Kendall rose to object but apparently thought better of it. This was, after all, a summary jury trial. The lawyers were supposed to present the evidence they would use at trial.


“Notice how they could all be straight from an Abercrombie and Fitch catalog,” Alex said. “‘All-American image’ is apparently a synonym for ripped.”


Alex looked at his motley little group of jurors. Nobody would accuse these folks of being even remotely in shape, much less ripped. “Atlantic Surf pays almost double what other retail outlets pay,” Alex continued. “Think they might be paying a premium for good looks?”


“Objection! That’s not the issue here,” Kendall said.


Judge Thomas twisted up the corner of his mouth, a look of indecision. “I’ll let it go,” he said.


“Oh . . . one thing I forgot to mention,” Alex continued. “No hats. And that’s where my client, one of those rare people who could probably comply with every other aspect of this draconian policy, didn’t make the cut. She’s a member of the Islamic faith. And she believes that, for the sake of modesty, women should have their heads covered with the type of scarf she’s wearing today.”


For the next several minutes, Alex switched into lecture mode and explained the impact of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act. Employers have a duty to reasonably accommodate employees’ sincerely held religious beliefs unless doing so would impose an undue hardship on the company. Aisha’s scarf, Alex argued, would certainly not create an undue hardship.


“Atlantic Surf says the purpose of its Look Policy is to enhance its brand by reflecting the type of look acceptable to its customers. But I would submit to you that its customers look very different from these store employees. Here are pictures of the first twenty customers that went into the store on the day I visited.”


The people were a typical slice of beach life—tattooed, underweight, overweight, dyed hair, skimpy bathing suits . . . and lots of painted fingernails.


“And for your review, here are the store employees.” Alex returned to his pictures of Atlantic Surf’s staffers—beautiful and buff, all dressed in tight T-shirts that showed off hard bodies.


“In this sea of skin-deep beauty, is there not room for one teenager who believes in honoring God with modest dress and hair covering? Even though I disagree with the store’s implicit requirement that you have to be beautiful to work there, Aisha fits that criteria. Where she fails is in her desire not to flaunt it.


“We don’t live in the Aryan Nation,” Alex continued. “We live in America. We allow people to be themselves. Diversity is a way of life. Religious. Political. And yes, even in the way we dress.


“In America, you should not be forced to turn yourself into a sex object just to get a job selling surfboards.”
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Kendall Spears could have landed a job at the Atlantic Surf Shop with no problem. He was tall with thick black hair, deep-set eyes, and a chiseled jaw. He wore a Brooks Brothers suit. He was a rising star in a large downtown Norfolk firm. He spoke in a rich, bass voice.


If Kendall Spears was anything, he was smooth.


“Airline pilots wear uniforms. So do gymnasts, basketball players, Olympic swimmers, and Supreme Court justices.


“Every hospital and fast-food restaurant in America has hygiene standards, or at least they ought to. And who wants to go to Radio City Music Hall and see Rockettes who weigh two hundred pounds? This case isn’t about whether companies can have dress codes or body-weight standards or other policies about how their employees present themselves. This case is supposed to be about whether Atlantic Surf Shop can reasonably accommodate Ms. Hajjar’s sincerely held religious beliefs without undue hardship.”


Kendall took a sideways step and fired up his own PowerPoint. “To answer that question, we need to understand the plaintiff’s sincerely held religious beliefs. So I asked her some questions about those beliefs during her deposition.”


For the next few minutes, the jury watched a video of Aisha’s deposition, in which she explained the reasons she wore a hijab. She talked about modesty and honoring her parents and her religious traditions. She talked about not wanting to attract the wrong kind of men. She talked about being willing to stand up for her faith even when others ridiculed her.


It was, Alex thought, very compelling testimony. He had been proud of Aisha three weeks ago when he had defended her deposition. But as he watched her now, he had a sick feeling bubbling up in his stomach. Opposing lawyers didn’t show your client’s best answers unless they had something up their sleeve.


Alex slid to the edge of his seat, ready to object.


“Frankly, it all sounded pretty compelling,” Kendall said, “until I went to her Facebook page.”


Alex felt his heart skip a beat. Her Facebook page! Why hadn’t he checked that?


“This is a picture that one of her high school friends tagged,” Kendall explained. It showed Aisha and two of her friends at the beach in bikinis. Aisha’s was orange and skimpy and looked like it might be a size too small. A small tattoo peeked out on her left hip. The next picture was a close-up of her head. “You’ll notice that she’s not wearing a head scarf,” Kendall said, suppressing a grin. “And not much else either, for that matter.”


A few of the jurors snickered, and Alex knew he was toast. He would have a few minutes to try to rescue this case during rebuttal. But right now, he couldn’t think of a thing to say.


“I ask you,” Kendall continued as the camera zoomed back out, “does this look like someone who has a sincerely held religious belief that she must be covered from head to toe? Or does this look like someone who has a sincerely held belief that she might be able to cash in on the Atlantic Surf Shop Look Policy?”
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Before Alex stood, Aisha leaned over and whispered in his ear. “It was spring break with my friends,” she said, her voice tentative and shaky. “I borrowed one of their bikinis. The tattoo’s not even real.”


Alex looked at his client and saw the tears beginning to form in her eyes. She was certainly embarrassed, maybe even humiliated. “It’s okay,” he said. He put a hand on her shoulder and stood to face the jury.


He walked to the jury box, carrying no notes. He stood there for a moment without saying a word. He definitely had their attention.


“Have you ever done something you regretted later?” Alex asked. “Even something against your religious beliefs?”


He looked down, thinking of examples. “Maybe you went out and tied one on with the boys. Or you cursed and took the Lord’s name in vain. Or in a worst case, you had an affair. Does that mean you should be forced to drink or swear or have sex with someone just to get a job?”


The questions at least had them thinking—he could see it in their eyes. “Doing something against your beliefs doesn’t make those beliefs go away. It doesn’t make you a pagan; it just means you’re human. In my religious tradition, the apostle Paul said that he had the desire to do what was good but he couldn’t carry it out. Instead, he kept doing what he knew he shouldn’t do. Did this make him an atheist? No, it made him normal. A believer beset by his own human nature.


“C’mon, folks. These were three girls on spring break. Aisha didn’t post that picture on her Facebook page; one of her friends did. A sixteen-year-old girl borrowed a bikini because she wanted to be like her friends for a week and not stand out. She rubs on a fake tattoo. And now Mr. Spears wants you to believe that this whole lawsuit is just a scam.”


Alex shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe his opponent could stoop so low. “During the week, I’m a lawyer. But on Sundays, I serve as the pastor of South Norfolk Community Church. And I’ll tell you one thing—if pictures from my college spring break trips were the litmus test, I wouldn’t be preaching very long.


“We all stumble sometimes. That’s why we all need a little grace. If you’ve ever been shown grace, maybe you could extend some yourself. I know that Aisha would really appreciate it.”


Alex thanked them and returned to his seat.


“My dad is going to kill me,” Aisha whispered.
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While the jury deliberated, Alex tried to do what he did best—cut a deal. He proposed to Kendall Spears that Atlantic Surf Shop hire Aisha part-time. “She’s even willing to spend most of her time in the stockroom,” Alex offered.


But Horse-Trading 101 was apparently no longer offered at Harvard. “I’ll take my chances with the jury,” Kendall said, his arrogance on full display. “Win or lose, we’ve gotten some great publicity out of this case.”


That’s when it hit Alex. There were four camera crews waiting on the courthouse steps. Judge Thomas had allowed one camera into the courtroom as the pool camera, and the newspaper had also sent a reporter. Alex had played right into the defendant’s hands. Atlantic Surf didn’t care whether the politically correct crowd liked their policies or not. They sold merchandise to surfers. And Alex’s little slide show had put the employees on beefcake parade, generating free publicity from all four local networks.


“Good point,” Alex conceded. “If you don’t really care about justice, this could be a win-win for you guys.”


He left the courtroom and pulled out his cell phone. Two could play this game.


* * *


One hour later, the jury returned with its verdict. Judge Thomas looked at the verdict sheet and frowned. “Is this your verdict?” he asked the forewoman.


“It is, Your Honor.”


“So say you all?”


The jurors nodded their heads.


Thomas studied the paper for another moment and looked at Alex and Aisha. Though Hajjar v. Atlantic Surf Shop, Inc. didn’t exactly have the high stakes of a capital murder trial, Alex still felt his heart in his throat. It’s a summer job, he reminded himself. But he knew it meant a whole lot more.


“‘We the jury, in the case of Hajjar v. Atlantic Surf Shop, Inc., find our verdict in favor of the defendant,’” Judge Thomas read.


Alex felt the gut punch and heard Aisha exhale next to him. “It’s all right,” he whispered. “You did the right thing by filing this case.”


It was hard not to stare at the jury with contempt while Judge Thomas thanked them for their service. Alex found himself hoping that they would someday be victims of discrimination. After the jury left, it was even harder to shake Kendall Spears’s hand and congratulate him.


The blow was softened somewhat when Judge Thomas asked Alex to approach the bench before he left the courtroom. “You did a great job,” the judge said softly. “You’ve got your granddad’s style.”


Except my grandfather would have won, Alex thought. But he was a good enough lawyer to keep that sentiment to himself.


“Thank you, Your Honor.”
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Unlike most attorneys, Alex had no law school diploma hanging on the vanity wall of his office. Virginia was one of the few states where a lawyer could still “read the law,” pass the bar, and receive a law license. Under Virginia’s law reader program, an aspiring attorney could study under an approved lawyer and qualify for the bar exam once he had completed certain prescribed courses. Thomas Jefferson had become a lawyer that way. As had Patrick Henry. Several generations later, Alex’s grandfather had followed in their steps.


Alex became a law reader more out of frustration than tradition. He had attended Richmond Law School for a year, but he hated the endless debates on esoteric legal theories and the word parsing that seemed to dominate his law school curriculum. Alex wanted to be a trial lawyer, quick on his feet like his grandfather. But his classes seemed to emphasize intellectual mind games. Some of his professors had never seen the inside of a courtroom.


Having worked in his grandfather’s law firm during the summer after that first year, Alex felt like he learned more about the practice of law in three months than he had in his first full year of formal education. His grandfather, no fan of law schools himself, said he was not surprised. He suggested that Alex consider reading the law while he made some money working at the firm.


Two years later, Alex became one of the handful of Virginia lawyers who passed the bar without graduating from law school. He framed his law license with no small amount of pride, though the phrase “law reader” also came with a little baggage and a huge chip for the shoulder. Like his grandfather, Alex would have to go through his career proving that he belonged.


Taking the place of a law school diploma on Alex’s vanity wall was a framed piece of yellow legal paper with his grandfather’s sloppy handwriting on it. The page was labeled:


Madison and Associates—Competitive Edge


His grandfather had written the list the day he told Alex that he was dying from cancer. “I guess you’ll take over this firm a little sooner than we planned,” John Patrick Madison had said. “Here’s a few things you need to keep in mind.”


He wrote down ten items, talked to Alex about them for thirty minutes, and then told Alex they needed to get back to work. Not one tear was shed. It was like every other teaching session Alex ever had with his grandfather. No nonsense. Keep it real. Can the drama. His grandfather had faced death with the same level of fear he exhibited before a big case. In other words . . . none.


Alex kept the list and had it framed after his grandfather passed away.


The first sentence was characteristically blunt: 


Good lawyers don’t advertise.


Alex thought about that advice as he stopped to chat with the news crews in front of the Virginia Beach courthouse. His grandfather never paid for advertising, but he also never turned down a free interview. He told Alex that only legal dinosaurs turned up their noses at the media. “I’m an advocate for my client,” he explained. “And sometimes I want to send a message to the jury before we get into the courtroom.”


Alex handled a few questions while Aisha stood next to him. He waited until somebody asked whether they were going to appeal before he made his announcement.


“We’ve decided not to appeal,” Alex said, “because if we win, Aisha would end up working at Atlantic Surf Shop, and it’s pretty obvious they don’t want her there. But fortunately for her, not all surf shops have a Look Policy that forces you to check your religious beliefs at the door. In fact, the owners of Burke’s Surf on Laskin Road believe strongly that the surf culture wants people just to be who they are. They’ve therefore offered Aisha a job for the summer, hijab and all.”


A few reporters congratulated Aisha, and she gave them a beautiful white smile. She told them how excited she was to start at Burke’s. Alex even added that most locals preferred Burke’s to the Atlantic Surf Shop anyway. By the time the interview ended, it was hard to tell who had won and who had lost the court battle just a few minutes earlier.


Alex smiled for the cameras as well but would be kicking himself all the way back to the office. He should have checked Aisha’s Facebook page. He had been complacent. His grandfather would have never missed that important detail.


Alex had not just lost the case. He had violated principle number five on his grandfather’s competitive edge list, a sentence he knew by heart, just like every other sentence on that yellow sheet of paper:


Never get outworked by an Ivy League lawyer.
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For Khalid Mobassar, sleep had become a luxury. He spent each night in the reclining chair next to Ghaniyah’s bed, waking when she stirred, checking on her while she slept, exulting in each small step on the road to recovery. When Ghaniyah was moved from ICU to the brain trauma rehab center, Khalid followed her, hauling his small duffel bag of clothes and toiletries, his briefcase full of books and papers, his computer, his prayer rug, and his Qur’an. He left her side for only a few hours each day to go home and shower and to stop by the mosque.


The medical side of things was confusing at best. Khalid became familiar with the vocabulary of treatment for traumatic brain injury, or TBI, both from listening to the doctors and from scouring the Internet. Ghaniyah had been admitted to the hospital with a 12 on the Glasgow Coma Scale, indicating moderate brain damage. She had briefly lost consciousness before rescuers arrived at the scene. Fortunately, a CT scan and MRI showed no swelling of the brain or the type of cranial bleeding that would require surgical intervention.


But according to the doctors, many closed head injuries produced microscopic changes not easily detectable on the radiological tests. Ghaniyah’s official diagnosis was moderate traumatic brain injury with diffuse axonal injury and ischemia. Her prognosis for a full recovery was “guarded.”


Five days after the accident, a neuropsychologist had performed a basic neurological assessment designed to reveal the extent of the damage. A full battery of neuropsych testing would come later, but the preliminary results were sobering. Though no longer in a coma, Ghaniyah had suffered memory loss, personality change, and moderate impairment to her executive functioning skills. She had a hard time trying to focus and couldn’t handle more than one task at a time. She experienced mood swings and depression. These were all symptoms of right frontoparietal injury, the neuropsychologist explained. For Khalid, it felt like someone had taken the woman he married and placed another person in her body, someone more sluggish and with unpredictable emotions.


But Khalid was determined to love her back to a full recovery. What else could he do?


He read to her for hours each day from the Qur’an, an activity that soothed her and moderated her mood swings. She joined him in the salats as well—from her hospital bed the first few days but on her prayer mat after that. Still, she seemed to lack the religious fervor of the woman Khalid had been married to for thirty-two years. It was this aspect of her personality change that gave him the most heartache.


The doctors said he could take Ghaniyah home in a few days, a prospect that terrified Khalid. His wife wasn’t ready to be left alone—you could tell that by looking in her vacant eyes. But the insurance company was insisting that she could recover at home with outpatient therapy just as well as she could at the hospital. For Khalid, it felt like she would be out of sight and out of mind, the neuropsychologists and brain-injury specialists moving on to the next patient.


These thoughts preoccupied him as he watched the news on Thursday evening while shuffling through some papers. Lying on the bed, Ghaniyah dozed in and out.


The subject matter of a local news story caught his attention—a teenage Muslim girl being discriminated against because she wanted to wear a hijab to work. The young lady was not a member of Khalid’s mosque, but he admired her boldness. It seemed a little strange that she was so insistent on working in a surf shop, but then again, who could understand the mind of a teenage girl? At least she had the courage to stand up for her convictions, even if it made her feel like an outcast.


When the story segued to the courthouse steps, Khalid almost dropped his papers on the floor.


“Him?” Khalid said out loud when Alex’s face first appeared on the screen. Khalid reached for the remote and turned up the volume.


The same lawyer he had met in Ghaniyah’s room last week was explaining how he had landed his client a job at a competing surf shop. He talked about the importance of a pluralistic society and accommodating one another’s religious beliefs. He talked about accepting people for who they were instead of turning them all into Madison Avenue clones. His client stood beside him, beaming at the prospect of working at Burke’s Surf Shop.


When the news moved on to the next story, Khalid turned down the volume and thought about what he had just seen. Maybe he had misjudged the Reverend Alexander Madison. The man hadn’t seemed like a crusader when he came into Ghaniyah’s hospital room; he had seemed like a sleazy, opportunistic lawyer. Maybe he was. But Khalid had to give the man credit—Mr. Madison was resourceful. And they certainly needed that type of lawyer for Ghaniyah’s case . . . if she had a case at all.


Ghaniyah couldn’t remember the impact or the events that immediately followed, but she remembered what led up to the accident. A tractor trailer had pulled out to pass her on North Landing Road—a narrow, two-lane road that wound through the southern part of Virginia Beach. When an oncoming vehicle appeared around the corner, the driver of the tractor trailer swerved back into Ghaniyah’s lane even though his rig was not all the way past her. Ghaniyah had no choice but to swerve to the right. The last thing she remembered was her tires leaving the pavement as she careened toward a pine tree.


Now Khalid faced piles of medical bills and perhaps long-term care for Ghaniyah. If the driver of the tractor trailer had caused the accident, why shouldn’t he pay for the consequences?


They just had to locate him first. The driver hadn’t stopped, and the police had no leads. But one of the men in Khalid’s mosque had worked as an insurance adjuster. He explained to Khalid that such events might be compensable under the uninsured motorist provisions of his automobile policy.


Khalid quietly searched Ghaniyah’s room for Mr. Madison’s card. When he couldn’t find it, he pulled up the firm’s Web site and wrote down the office number. He would call Mr. Madison as soon as Ghaniyah was released from the hospital and things settled down a bit. What could it hurt?


A Muslim imam and a Christian pastor. This could make for some interesting dynamics.
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twenty-five years earlier


beirut, lebanon


Hassan Ibn Talib, like every assassin, was once a child.


At five years old, he and his siblings had gathered on the living room rug each night for lessons in Islam taught by his mother. She began by placing the Qur’an on the coffee table with great reverence. The book was frail, its pages yellow and worn. When his mother opened it, a mustiness filled the air, transporting the children in time and place to the mighty battles between Muslim warriors and Jewish infidels. To be sure, there were pages of long and confusing teachings and sayings that a young boy did not understand. But there was also lots of action, and nobody could bring the old stories to life better than Hassan’s mother.


She was ordinarily a quiet woman, stern with her children, respectful of her husband in public. But when it came time for the lessons, her demeanor changed, and the almond eyes intensified with the spark of a true believer. Hassan had learned the hard way that horseplay, whispering, and poking at his siblings would earn him the switch.


On some nights, like tonight, his mother would read a few verses from the Qur’an and then launch into a story that Hassan had never heard before. Like all the best stories, this one was about a true hero.


“Our third imam, Imam Hussein, was a man of faith and action. He worshiped Allah and would carry sacks of food to the houses of the poor at night, cheering them up. He would always tell his followers, ‘Be in touch with the needy, for Allah does not love the arrogant.’”


Hassan didn’t understand the word arrogant, but he already liked Imam Hussein. Hassan’s simple view of the world, fostered by his mother’s stories, was black and white. Good guys and bad guys. Muslims and Jews. Imam Hussein would be a good guy. Strong in battle. A slayer of Jews.


“But during the time of Imam Hussein, an evil ruler named Yazid Ibn Muawiya rose to power and made everybody accept his leadership. Everybody except Imam Hussein and a few brave followers, that is. Imam Hussein was the true successor to the Holy Prophet Mohammed, and he would not bow to the leadership of somebody as evil as Yazid.”


Hassan’s little hand shot up in the air. His brother gave him a look of disdain.


“Yes, my son.”


“What does successor mean?”


His mother smiled. “Imam Hussein was the grandson of the Great Prophet Mohammed. He was supposed to take over for Mohammed when Mohammed died.”


“Oh.”


“That’s a stupid question,” Hassan’s brother whispered, drawing an evil eye from their mom.


“So the people of Kufa, who were followers of Imam Hussein, invited him to come to their city and lead them in revolt against Yazid and his army. But on the way to Kufa, Imam Hussein and his family were met by a large army of men. The men surrounded the camp of Imam Hussein and would not allow his people to get food or drinking water. For days, Imam Hussein, his family, and his followers were not allowed to leave their encampment while the army gathered reinforcements and grew. Eventually, there were 30,000 warriors.” Hassan’s mother emphasized the number and then, as the expert storyteller, paused for effect.


“How many did Imam Hussein have?” Hassan asked. This time, he forgot to raise his hand.


“Seventy-two.”


Huh? Even for a young boy, the odds seemed overwhelming.


“For eight days, the blistering hot sun scorched the desert sands as Imam Hussein waited for the people of Karbala, a nearby city, to rally to his support.”


Hassan’s mother lowered her voice. “To their great shame, the people of Karbala never came. And so, after more than a week of no food or water, many of Imam Hussein’s followers became so dry that they could not swallow, their tongues sticking to the roofs of their mouths. That’s when the imam took his six-month-old son in his arms and walked toward Yazid’s army, holding his baby up so the leaders could see that the boy was dying. He asked them to take the baby and give the child water even if they intended to kill Hussein.”


Hassan’s mom held her arms out with the imaginary baby resting in her hands. Hassan scooted forward, holding his breath, his eyes wide.


“One of Yazid’s men shot a poisoned arrow through the neck of the baby, killing the child and pinning his neck to his father’s arm.”


Hassan gasped. A baby killed! And not by Jews or infidels! By other Muslim warriors!


“They demanded that Imam Hussein surrender, but he would not. ‘Death is superior to disgrace, and I am ready to die defending Islam and the Muslims,’ he said. And then the battle began.”


Hassan listened breathlessly as his mother described the conflict—the imam mounting a black stallion and wielding a sarif, cutting down dozens of Yazid’s soldiers. But eventually, the brave man was overwhelmed by his enemies. “The evildoers cut off his head and left his body to rot for three days without burial,” Hassan’s mother reported with great sadness.


Hassan was crestfallen. The good guys seldom lost in his mother’s stories. And when they did, it was never like this. Killed. Left to rot. His baby dead in his arms.


Hassan looked toward his older brother, checking for a reaction. As usual, his brother was stone-faced. Just as he had been the day that Hassan’s mother taught Sura 99, the lesson about the earthquake and the Day of Judgment. Hassan had shivered in fear as she described the tormenting flames of hell. “If your bad works outweigh your good works, you will go to hell,” Hassan’s mother had explained. And Hassan had known immediately that hell would be his lot. His conscience had tormented him for days, and nightmares had haunted his sleep.


But his brother had seemed unfazed. What did he know that Hassan did not?


His mother’s voice brought him back to the story. “But it didn’t matter what Yazid’s men did to Imam Hussein’s body because he was no longer there,” Hassan’s mother explained, her tone reflecting the excitement of a big secret she was about to share. “He was sitting on the shore of a crystal river, surrounded by many women who were feeding him and taking care of him.”


Hassan recognized the description immediately. It was Jannah! Paradise!


His mother closed the Qur’an and looked solemnly from Hassan to his brother. “We call Imam Hussein ‘Sayyid al-Shuhada,’—the Lord of the Martyrs. When you die a martyr—a shahid—you do not feel death. It is more like the minor pain of a mosquito sting. You wake up in Jannah, and Allah smiles at you, placing a crown of virtue on your head.”


Hassan’s mother held two of her fingers and her thumb together now, opening them slightly, as if letting go of a tiny precious thing. “No matter what you have done wrong in this life, you will be forgiven with the first drop of your blood that is spilt. With the second drop, you may redeem seventy family members who would have gone to hell.


“To die a martyr is to never die at all.”


* * *


the present


washington, d.c.


Hassan received the text message on Wednesday night. The young wife of a prominent leader in a Norfolk mosque had left the faith. She had been seen in the company of a married American man, a devout Christian. She was making a mockery of her marriage and, more importantly, of Allah.


The Norfolk mosque to which she belonged had been started as part of the Islamic Brotherhood’s Strategic City Initiative, a plan to plant prominent mosques in all of America’s most important cities. Norfolk had made the list because of its strategic military bases as well as its proximity to Washington, D.C. The mosque was one of the few Islamic success stories in the South, exceeding all projections for growth. Its imam, Khalid Mobassar, was a highly respected, charismatic leader, though he pushed reformist ideas that were sometimes detrimental to the faith. Others in the mosque, outspoken defenders of the orthodox faith, served as a counterbalance. Fatih Mahdi was one such man.


But now, Mahdi’s young wife had become an infidel.


The first text message Hassan received was terse and unequivocal:


Ja’dah Fatima Mahdi has converted to the Christian faith. She has defiled herself by consorting with an American man, disgraced her family, and dishonored Allah. She must be given only one opportunity to repent and return to the faith. If she refuses, the honor of her family must be restored.


The second text message had a picture attached—a photo of a young Lebanese woman and a middle-aged American man. The second message was shorter than the first:


If you attend Beach Bible Church on Saturday night, you will find her there. May Allah guide you.
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In Hassan’s view, Beach Bible Church epitomized everything wrong with American Christianity. It seemed like a godless blend of amusement park, social club, and rock concert. The parking lot spanned acres, the “sanctuary” would have dwarfed most concert halls, and the music was so loud that Hassan had a headache before the third song ended. The women dressed in provocative clothes while the men pretended not to notice. There was no community prayer, no reverential silence, no dignified reading from a holy book. It was all flash and glitter and noise.


A worship service, Hassan thought, without worship.


He sat on one of the padded folding chairs three rows from the back, trying to remain inconspicuous in a church that was surprisingly full for a Saturday night service. The people were friendly, though he tried hard to ignore them.


There were no cameras in the church. No security guards. There didn’t appear to be anyone surveying the crowd, looking for suspicious strangers with Middle Eastern complexions and hard eyes. This was America, not Beirut. The members of Beach Bible Church were blissfully ignorant.


The pastor talked about sacrifice, about taking up a cross daily and following Christ. But the examples he used were trivial. What if somebody insults you? What if you lose your job? What if your classmates start rumors about you because you’re too radical in your faith?


What did Americans really know about sacrifice?


What if Allah asks you to lay down your life? Hassan wanted to ask. What if he asks you to strap a bomb to your body and blow up as many infidels and Jews as possible? To the American Christians, sacrifice was a theoretical concept. For Hassan, it was a way of life.


Ja’dah Fatima Mahdi was indeed in the service. Hassan had followed her from her home in downtown Norfolk to this church in the Kempsville area of Virginia Beach. She had made one stop along the way, pulling into a deserted parking lot, where she sat in the car as it idled for several minutes. Hassan had parked too far away to see what she was doing. But when she pulled out of the parking lot, he drove close enough to get a better look and realized that Ja’dah Mahdi had changed her clothes.


When Ja’dah had left her home, she’d been dressed conservatively, wearing a hijab to cover her head, though she did not veil her face. When she arrived at church, she was wearing too-tight jeans and a white blouse with a neckline much lower than would ever be allowed in any mosque, and her hair was pulled into a tight braid. She was a beautiful woman, maybe fifteen years younger than her husband, but she was no longer modest. Hassan believed that beauty was like a jewel—if something was precious, you kept it hidden until the treasure was meant to be uncovered. Only Western women advertised their wares for the entire world to see, leaving little to the imagination. For Hassan, a place of worship—even godless worship like this—seemed a strange venue to promote lust.


During the service, he positioned himself on the opposite side of the sanctuary from Ja’dah. Occasionally, he would steal a glance at her. During the singing, he noticed that Ja’dah sometimes closed her eyes and raised her hands. At one point, he thought he saw a hint of moisture in her eyes.


After the service, Ja’dah went to an out-of-the-way restaurant with a group of church members. They were all relaxed and smiling. Hassan recognized one of them as the man from the text message. An hour and a half later, Ja’dah came out of the restaurant with the middle-aged man. The man climbed into the front seat of Ja’dah’s car, and the two of them talked for another thirty minutes. The man had his Bible open, and before he left, they bowed their heads and prayed.


As the man walked across the parking lot, Hassan started his car and drove past the line of parked cars that had separated them. When the man looked up, Hassan slowed and allowed him to walk right in front of the car. He was midforties and getting a little soft around the middle. Blond hair, soft blue eyes, pudgy nose, and smooth skin. The man gave a quick wave of thanks to Hassan for allowing him to cross.


Earlier, when the group was eating dinner, Hassan had found the man’s name in the church directory Hassan had grabbed earlier that evening. Martin Burns. He had two older children with him in the directory picture—a daughter who appeared to be in high school and a son who looked to be in middle school. There was no mother in the picture. Most likely Burns was separated from her. And now Burns was putting the moves on another man’s wife. Men like Martin Burns didn’t deserve to live another day. Hassan would be doing everyone a favor.


Sacrifice. Martin Burns had undoubtedly nodded along when the preacher told him how much he should be willing to sacrifice for the cause of Christ.


Hassan would help him understand what sacrifice really meant.
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“According to C. S. Lewis, there is danger in the belief that ‘all will be well’ when in fact all is not well.” As Alex looked out on the faces of his congregants at the start of his sermon on Sunday morning, it was clear the words were falling on deaf ears. Literally as well as figuratively.


The average age at South Norfolk Community Church was somewhere north of mandatory retirement. Attendance was holding steady at about seventy on most Sundays, and the women outnumbered the men by about two to one. Pastors weren’t supposed to play favorites, but Alex was especially fond of a group of six or seven silver-haired widows who sat toward the front on his right side, snuggled firmly into the padded mauve pews, who couldn’t resist an amen or two even during Alex’s weakest sermons. When it came time in the service to greet one another, Alex went straight to the little pack of senior saints, gave each a hug, and came away smelling strongly of old perfume.


“We have an amazing ability to deceive ourselves,” Alex said. “Christ knew this. He told his followers that many would think they were going to heaven, saying ‘Lord, Lord, didn’t we do many wonderful works in your name?’ But he would tell them that he never really knew them.”


Deacon Harry Dent stifled a yawn. Somebody’s cell phone rang. A visiting single mom, sitting two-thirds of the way back on the left, turned red when everybody stared.


Alex didn’t let it bother him but kept preaching as if he had a stadium full of rapt listeners. Just before the closing prayer, he walked out from behind the podium, down the front steps of the platform, and into the aisle. Like most churches, there was some unwritten rule that nobody could sit in the first two pews, so Alex positioned himself at the beginning of row three and made sure he had their attention.


He looked around and realized that he really did care about these folks. Working class. Old school. Salt of the earth.


“We come to church all dressed up in our best outfits,” Alex said, though he knew it wasn’t entirely true. A few of the younger members of South Norfolk Community Church subscribed to the Sunday casual dress code, sporting polo shirts or shorts or even jeans. Alex left his own board shorts, flip-flops, and T-shirts in Virginia Beach. On Sunday mornings, he donned a white shirt with cuff links, a bold-print tie, a freshly pressed suit, and—before his recent buzz cut—an extra dab of hair gel. The women in the senior saints club always told him how handsome he looked.


Alex brushed both arms of his suit coat. “Nice suit, huh, Fred?”


Fred’s head jerked up from his bulletin. “Hm. Not bad for a lawyer.”


There was a smattering of chuckles. Alex smiled along. “On the outside, we look like we’ve got our act together. ‘How are you?’ ‘I’m great, thanks.’ But inside, we’re dying.”


As he talked, Alex removed his suit coat and elicited a few gasps from the congregation. Some of the younger families snickered. He had mutilated his white shirt—ripping it, spattering red paint on it to look like blood, rubbing it in the dirt. The only part that wasn’t messed up was the part everyone could see when he had his suit coat on—the cuffs, the center buttons, and the collar.


He tossed the suit coat on a pew. “God wants us to get honest with him,” Alex said. “He knows what’s under that spiffed-up exterior. The only way to get things right is to admit that you’re hurting underneath that nice new suit. To admit your failures and fears and addictions.”


And inadequacies, he wanted to say. But he left that out. It felt too personal. Who was he to be preaching to these good folks?


“The greatest danger is the belief that all is well when all may not be well.”


Alex paused and looked from one member to the next. Maybe he wasn’t the kind of spiritual giant that pastors were supposed to be, but he did have a gift for public speaking, for motivating people by talking to their hearts. It’s why he always wanted to be a lawyer, though he found that the practice of law was more about grinding it out in the office than wooing a jury.


But today, even a few of the deacons were slowly nodding their heads. This message, thought Alex, would at least be hard to forget.


“Let’s pray.”
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On the way to work Monday morning, Alex’s own words kept echoing in his head. The greatest danger is the belief that all is well when all may not be well. He could apply that principle to so many areas of his life right now. His carefree and relaxed exterior covered deep fissures about to be exposed. One was his church and the fact that his congregation was slowly dwindling. He attributed the malaise to a stubborn refusal to change with the surrounding community, but he knew that some, including a few deacons, thought it had more to do with the inadequacies of Alex as a part-time pastor. 


Another involved Alex’s own feelings that he didn’t really belong in the role of pastor. He had stepped into this position two years ago as an interim solution when the church was without a pastor. He had never intended to stay this long and couldn’t help feeling like the good folks at South Norfolk Community Church deserved more than he could offer. Maybe he should step away. But could he really leave the church without a pastor again so soon?


Then there was the law practice. Financially, the firm was taking on water. Most months they had negative cash flow, bumping their line of credit a little higher. They needed a big personal-injury case to set things right. Alex had already cut non-personnel expenses to the bone.


Madison and Associates was located less than a mile from Alex’s condo and less than two miles from the oceanfront. The firm occupied half of a gray vinyl-sided building in a small office park on Laskin Road. The building had a seventies look, as did the office furniture. The view from Alex’s office, the one previously used by his grandfather, overlooked the parking lot. John Patrick Madison had not been a big fan of expensive office space in the Town Center area of Virginia Beach. As a result, he could offer lower hourly rates than most of his contemporaries.


He posted those rates for all to see in the firm’s waiting area. In the seven years that Alex worked there, he could never remember the rate changing. And Alex still had the same sign up, two years after his grandfather’s death. 


We charge $200 per hour.


$250 if you call more than once a week.


$300 if you want to advise us on how to do our job.


By the time Alex pulled into the small office lot on Monday morning, the firm’s other two employees’ cars were already there. Inside, Sylvia Brunswick, the firm’s receptionist/legal assistant/den mother, sat hunched over her computer and didn’t bother looking up. She was only forty-five or so, but her spine had permanently curved, and she had periodic attacks of various ailments that routinely kept her out of the office, mostly on Fridays and Mondays. She was rail thin, with a grating voice that reminded Alex of Olive Oyl’s.


Alex’s grandfather had hired Sylvia about five years before he died and never had the heart to fire her. So far, Alex hadn’t mustered the nerve to do so either, though he had promised himself more than once that she wouldn’t make it to the end of the week. Every payday, Alex swallowed hard while signing Sylvia’s check and thinking about her health insurance, payroll taxes, and sick leave benefits. 


“What’s up?” Alex asked, walking quickly past Sylvia and heading down the hall toward his office. Sylvia immediately started reciting a list of things Alex needed to get done. Fingernails on a chalkboard, but he managed to block it out.


If Sylvia was excess baggage, Alex’s partner was the little engine that could. Not surprisingly, she was already in her office, talking on the phone. She had probably billed at least two solid hours already.


Alex first met the legal dynamo that was Shannon Reese nearly seven years before, during their first semester of law school when they ended up in the same study group for Torts. The group was an unwieldy alliance of hard-charging 1Ls, each trying to outsmart the others while harboring secret fears about failing.


The self-appointed leaders of the group didn’t take Alex seriously because he dressed like a surfer and failed to complete his outlines on time. Shannon couldn’t get a word in edgewise because she looked even less like a lawyer than Alex. She was short, athletic, and cute, a former gymnast who pulled her hair back into a tight ponytail, spoke with a voice that seemed like it was stuck in puberty, and radiated a high-energy enthusiasm for the law that was decidedly uncool. She had that fresh gymnast’s look—complete with a perky and innocent face—that masked an iron will and an ultracompetitive drive. Her success in gymnastics had been built on athleticism and power, not graceful elegance, and she brought that same intensity to her legal studies.


Three weeks before finals, Alex and Shannon peeled off and formed their own two-person study group. Shannon ultimately received the book award for the best grade in Torts and a smattering of other As and B-pluses. Alex was entirely happy to have earned straight Bs. The next semester, the pair declined a number of invitations to join other groups.


Even after Alex dropped out of school that summer, he and Shannon stayed in touch. Alex talked his grandfather into hiring Shannon as a clerk for the summer following her second year, and she eventually signed on to work full-time after graduation. Alex and Shannon studied for the bar together, and when the results were announced, the number of licensed lawyers at Madison and Associates tripled.


Alex’s grandfather had loved Shannon’s work ethic, and Alex’s grandmother was hardly subtle in her attempts to get the two young lawyers to become more than friends. But Shannon had other plans. She bounced around between boyfriends before landing with a gymnastics coach at the University of Georgia who was intense, possessive, and controlling. After three years of dating, and while they were engaged, Shannon caught him fooling around with a coed.


Alex helped her pick up the pieces. But just when he was ready to ask her out, Shannon swore off relationships and said she wanted to concentrate on her law career. With the pressure off, their friendship had blossomed during the past two years to the point where Alex couldn’t imagine practicing law without her.


He poured a cup of coffee and checked his voice messages. When he heard the voice of Khalid Mobassar calling about his wife’s case, Alex perked up. He called the imam back and set up a meeting. Then he pumped his fist and strutted down to his partner’s office. He plopped down in one of Shannon’s client chairs, holding two yellow stickies in his right hand with information about his cherished new case.


He watched Shannon edit a document on her computer, her face knit in concentration, as she refused to acknowledge his presence.


“Got a minute?” he asked.


“Not really, Alex; I’ve got to finish this brief.”


“Fine.” Alex shrugged, making no effort to rise. “Then you’re probably not interested in this huge new personal-injury case I just landed.”


Shannon paused and looked up, her face a cross between annoyance and curiosity. She’d heard it all before. “That’s correct,” she said. “Your huge, can’t-lose, once-in-a-lifetime, pay-all-the-bills case is just going to have to wait until I get this brief done on a garden-variety motion to compel in a case where the client is paying us real money.”


Pronouncement over, Shannon returned to her screen and resumed typing.


“Brain injury,” Alex said.


Shannon checked a document next to her computer, turned the page.


“Clear liability.”


She typed a few more sentences.


“Insurance coverage of $100,000. Unless we can find the truck that caused the accident; then maybe half a million.”


When even this didn’t slow Shannon down, Alex reached over and picked up the calculator from her desk. “Let’s just say the jury goes crazy and gives us two million. . . . We divide that by three. . . . Oh, not good—$666,666. Mm. Too many sixes.”


Though Alex wasn’t superstitious, there was no sense playing around with the mark of the beast. He punched in a few more numbers. “That’s better. If we go for 35 percent, we net $700,000. And seven’s the perfect number.”


Shannon sighed loudly, a big show, then stopped typing and looked at Alex. She was cute when she tried to act perturbed. “Three minutes,” she said.


Alex took ten to tell her about the case. He recounted how Ghaniyah Mobassar had been minding her own business when a tractor trailer essentially ran her off North Landing Road and into a tree.


“We can sue John Doe and probably recover a hundred grand under uninsured motorist coverage,” Alex said. “So right there, that’s $33,000. But if we can find that truck driver, he’s probably covered for a couple million.”


“Do you have an accident report?” Shannon asked.


“Not yet. I’m getting that this afternoon.”


“Is the brain damage showing up on an MRI or CT scan?”


How did Shannon always manage to drill right into the weak spots? “No. But there’s no question she suffered traumatic brain injury. She was knocked unconscious and suffered short-term memory loss. Lots of damage to the passenger side of the car. She hit the tree almost head-on.”


Shannon remained visibly skeptical, but she was no longer stealing glances at her brief. “How’d we get the call?”


“Apparently Mr. Mobassar saw my press conference after Aisha Hajjar’s case,” Alex said.


Shannon’s facial expression changed from skepticism to mild surprise. “That’s cool,” she said. And then, just to be sure that Alex didn’t get a big head, added, “And he doesn’t mind that his prospective new lawyer lost that case?”


Alex reached over and put the stickies on her desk. “Not when he meets the real brains behind the operation. Can you meet with us at three?”


“Today?”


“It could be a great case,” Alex said, his tone changing. He would beg if he had to. Whine a little, if that’s what it took. Alex could bring the work in the door, but Shannon was the one who knew how to get it done.


She sighed and frowned, checking Outlook. Alex suspected she was just trying to torture him a little.


“I might be able to sneak it in. What time will we be back?”


“Five at the latest,” Alex promised. “It sounds pretty straightforward.”


“Right.”






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 
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