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To the people of SDNY, past and present, who are an enduring force for good






PROLOGUE


New Wave Pier baked in the early September sun. The occasional tongues of artificial turf that the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation had bolted down to create a “park” out of a long strip of concrete on the East River’s edge were hot enough to burn exposed skin. Not that the joggers and stroller-pushing parents were tempted to linger. Here at Forty-First Street, the pier ended without warning and the choices were a U-turn or a dip in the treacherous river, chaotically reversing direction with the tide.

Today, the pedestrians made their turns long before the end, rather than approach the big black NYPD Emergency Service Unit vehicle idling loudly in the sunshine. The sanitation department had moved two barricades to open a gap in the fence so the BearCat could back onto the pier from the FDR Drive. The truck’s air conditioning was working hard, which was a blessing to the seven ESU officers inside in full tactical gear. In the front passenger seat, Sergeant George Burrell stared out at the northbound traffic on the Drive and fantasized about not being a supervisor so he could be hunched in the back with the team, who were scrolling on their phones. But I’m a boss now, he thought, shaking his head. Boss of this hot-as-hell little piece of concrete.

“It’s all about deterrence and perimeter,” his lieutenant had explained. The big event at the United Nations was generating lots of threatening chatter on social media and NYPD was going to lock it down in concentric circles, which was why they were pulling his squad in from Staten Island. “Park near the FDR so the world can see you,” he said. “Show the flag, and in the unlikely event the shit hits the fan, we got you in reserve. Easy time and a half for your guys.”

Burrell couldn’t say I would trade the overtime for some action, sir. Great to be in Manhattan, but we don’t wanna just sit here; we wanna do shit.

But any shit to be done was over there, in one of the circles closer to the tall rectangle of the UN headquarters he could see through his door window. There were a bunch of ESU teams between here and there. Even FBI SWAT was positioned closer to the big rally. I show the flag. They’re in the fight. He shook his head and looked down, glancing at his phone.
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He thought he might have imagined the faint pop, pop sound but he looked up just as an explosive shockwave rocked the BearCat, almost lifting the front wheels off the ground before dropping it down to bounce on the powerful suspension. Even inside the armored vehicle, the blast was loud, followed immediately by the sickening crunching of metal as cars were thrown against the FDR’s barriers. Burrell shouted, “Go! Go!” as he jumped from the truck and began running toward a cloud of smoke on the far side of the FDR, right where Forty-First Street ended at the Drive. Holding his M4 rifle with two hands, he squeezed past a car with a crushed driver’s side and weaved across the cluttered and suddenly still roadway.

At the corner of Forty-First, he saw something on the ground, mostly obscured by the gray smoke. Three steps more and there it was: the lower half of a man’s body—jeans and white sneakers with legs and feet still in them—lying next to a hole gouged in the sidewalk. He turned to see his squad behind him, charging across the FDR, then looked back toward a sound coming from the direction of First Avenue, in front of the Midtown Tunnel ventilation building. A woman was crouched beside a motionless figure in the middle of the street, shouting and holding something up in her hand. George sprinted through the dust cloud and leveled his weapon at her.

“FBI! Jessica Watson, FBI!” she shouted. He could see now that she was holding her leather credential case in the air. “Agent down! Agent down!”

Burrell was next to her now. He glanced at a very large man lying on his back, eyes closed. She was holding her hand against what looked to be a wound in his right chest under his arm, dark blood surging around her fingers with each beat of his heart as she begged with the wounded man. “Please, Benny, please, hold on. Stay with me.” George had seen plenty of sucking chest wounds during his two tours in Afghanistan. “Doc!” he shouted to the squad’s medic as the five operators came up behind him. “Officer down.”

The medic knelt and tore open her kit. “Shrapnel?”

“Gunshot,” Jessica answered as she moved out of the way so the medic could do her job.

Jessica turned to Burrell, speaking rapidly but calmly. “There were two. My partner was shot just before the first bomber blew up. Second is White male, thirties, six feet, black cap, green backpack.” She looked up at him, then turned to point toward First Avenue. “It’s gotta be another bomb. He’s heading for the rally.”

Burrell clicked his radio as he ran. “Dispatch, ESU Delta, ten-thirteen, ten-thirteen, Forty-One and FDR Drive. Officer down, officer down. Shots fired, explosion. In pursuit. Subject last seen headed to First Avenue.”

He paused when he realized he didn’t know the radio code for a bombing. “Possible bomb attack, UN. FBI says the guy has a bomb.”

He was sprinting toward the corner as the dispatcher responded in the usual fashion, a flat voice requesting a description. He gulped for air and kept running, gasping out what Jessica had said. The emergency tones for all units sounded on his radio as he turned onto First Avenue. All he could see ahead were thousands of people walking north to celebrate global unity at the United Nations.






CHAPTER ONE


One year earlier

“So in college are you going to take me to class every day too?” Sophie asked as they walked along Eighty-Third Street not holding hands.

“This is different,” Nora Carleton answered with a smile. “Sure, if that’s what you want, but only if you promise to go someplace nearby.”

“Hilarious. Look, Mom, I love you, but I’m in seventh grade now and I’m almost thirteen. Nobody my age gets walked to school anymore.”

“Could be the other parents don’t see the darkness in the world, Bug.”

“Could be some parents see only the darkness.”

Nora exhaled audibly. “Please give me a slight break since it’s just the first week of school and change can be hard for parents, you know.”

They walked several steps in silence before Nora spoke again. “Okay, I’ll stop at East End. But then your friends won’t get to see you model a deeply affectionate relationship with your mother, which is kinda sad.”

“They’ll survive,” Sophie said, grinning. “Besides, they’re raised by their nannies anyway.”

They stopped at the northwest corner of Eighty-Third Street and East End Avenue, a block before the Brearley School, a private, all-girls school that Sophie had attended since their move to Manhattan from Westport, Connecticut. The school was down a dead end where the Upper East Side met the East River, almost literally. The building itself was older than the FDR Drive, which deferred to its elder by dipping under Brearley and its neighbors so as not to block the view.

Nora opened her arms. “Nana will meet you after school. Gimme a squeeze.”

Sophie leaned toward her mother, but paused. “Can you ask her to meet me here?”

“Of course,” Nora answered. “And I will leave it to you to explain that you are ashamed of her.”

“Mom—” Sophie began, but Nora pulled her in close.

“Kidding, kidding. Can’t believe how tall you’re getting.” Nora’s chin rested on top of her daughter’s hair, which was straight, middle parted, and auburn, just like her mother’s.

“Should stop soon,” Sophie replied. “I think I’m going to be average height, thank God.”

Nora pushed her back, her hands holding Sophie’s shoulders, an exaggerated serious expression on her face. “What, you don’t want to be five twelve like your mom? You’ve seen a lot of short WNBA stars? And don’t forget Taylor Swift is five eleven!”

Sophie smiled at their familiar banter and gave her mother a final hug. “Nothing personal. Fine being you; I just want to be a mini-you, and I prefer soccer to basketball. Also, I love you.”

“Love you too, Bug.” Nora released her and watched her walk away, before calling out, “You know you can’t choose height. It’s in the DNA.”

Sophie spun in a circle with her arms out wide and smiled before continuing the walk to school.

I am my mother, Nora thought, watching her. How the hell did that happen so fast?
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It was a short walk from Sophie’s school to the subway. Nora could take the newer Second Avenue line downtown or walk two blocks farther to the ancient Lexington Avenue line. Because the Second Avenue Q train wandered in strange ways, both routes got her to the federal building in lower Manhattan in about the same time, so she alternated and tried to be random about it. Sophie was correct: Nora’s work and life experience—especially now that she was the Deputy United States Attorney, the number two in the Southern District of New York—had indeed given her a dark view of humans. But she also knew another truth: patterns were a gift to bad people who might want to hurt you, so there was no harm in changing routes.

On the subway, Nora put earphones in to keep people from talking to her, but never played sound through them; that would obscure any threats around her. She would read on her phone and take calls if any came (and if she had enough reception), but she wouldn’t be distracted by music or a podcast in a crowded metal box with strangers deep underground. Yeah, maybe a little dark, she thought, putting the devices in her ears. Still, her eyes swept the car at each stop and she wondered what voices some of those strangers were listening to.

Emerging from the Canal Street subway stop, Nora almost had to will her feet not to follow the familiar path to the United States Attorney’s office. Her beloved and decrepit old building, which shared a brick plaza with NYPD headquarters, was getting its first overhaul since 1974, when the federal government originally built it next to the Church of St. Andrew. The structure had been emptied and would be stripped down to the beams before being rebuilt, although it would end up substantially the same size and still be too small for the full United States Attorney’s office staff. Only the government would replace an inadequate building with a slightly nicer inadequate building.

Instead, as she entered Foley Square, Nora turned toward the massive office tower directly across from the Thurgood Marshall courthouse—the Jacob K. Javits federal office building. But nobody called it that. To the FBI, which filled many of its forty-one floors, it was “26 Fed,” short for 26 Federal Plaza, another made-up US government address in lower Manhattan. The tall windows of 26 Fed offered sweeping views in all directions. Now the Criminal Division of the US Attorney’s office had those views—as a temporary tenant on two floors, just above the FBI. The space was fine—although the walk across Foley Square to court felt unnecessarily exposed—but Nora couldn’t shake the feeling that they were unwelcome guests temporarily invading the FBI’s turf.

The building’s many federal tenants, including the perpetually busy immigration and social security offices, made it a crowded place during business hours, so Nora had to squeeze into an elevator for the ride to 38. There, the security guard greeted her with a broad smile and waved her around the X-ray machines.

“Mornin’ boss,” he said.

“You know you’ve got to stop with the ‘boss’ stuff, Artie,” Nora replied, shaking her head. “You’ve known me for ten years.”

“Only the day after you leave, which I hope is never,” he answered.

Nora laughed and turned left down the long, narrow hallway. Prosecutors on the outside, with windows; support staff on the inside, no windows—sunlight reaching them only through the frosted glass walls of the lawyers’ offices. She greeted everyone she saw, stopping to chat every few doors, trying to remember whom she had visited most recently.

Far down the hall, she could see the enormous figure of Benny Dugan blocking the sunlight coming out of her office. But she didn’t hurry, hopscotching among office doors until she finally reached him and heard the Brooklyn baritone.

“Ms. Smooth,” he said, using his longtime nickname for her, “you running for office or somethin’? Lotta baby kissing goin’ on.”

Nora smiled and looked up at the six-foot-five Benny, noticing for the first time, with the sun behind him, that his blond crew cut was turning gray. “I’m a leader now, Mr. Rough, as you too often forget. I’m the DUSA”—she pronounced it doo-sah—“and a leader needs to check in with the troops as often as possible. And I read somewhere that the CEO of a restaurant chain has to constantly taste the soup to know what’s going on.”

“Very leader-like,” he replied.

“And unlike the crappy old building, where the DUSA only passed three offices on the way to her door, this monstrosity offers the DUSA a chance to taste a lot of soup along a single hallway.”

Benny smiled. “And will the DUSA be referring to herself in the third person at all times now?”

“She is giving it serious thought,” Nora said with a grin, pushing past him into her office. “And how may the DUSA serve you this fine morning?”

Benny followed her across the big office and dropped his two hundred and fifty pounds onto the blue faux-leather couch. “Your mom wanted me to remind you that she’ll be home tonight—after she picks up Soph at school—and she’s gonna make her ziti casserole. Asked if you could grab some bread and a bottle of Chianti on your way home.”

Nora pulled her mouth into a tight line and stared at Benny without speaking.

“What, what?” he protested. “Just delivering messages.”

Nora chuckled and shook her head. “I just can’t get used to this life.”

“What life?”

“You, Mom, an item. She didn’t come home last night. I was worried sick.”

Benny blew air out of his nose. “No, you weren’t. You knew she was safe and sound in the arms—”

“Nope,” Nora interrupted, “stop right there. Don’t need any R-rated images of you and my mother in my head. No, thank you.”

“Your mind,” Benny said, shaking his head. “I was going to be entirely appropriate.”

Nora laughed. “If my mom is making you appropriate, we may have a chance on global warming.”

“Always the comedian,” Benny mumbled.

“Will you be joining us to eat your girlfriend’s famous ziti dish?”

“I wish,” Benny said, “but I got a surveillance on the Buchanan case, which we’re gonna brief Carmen on this morning.”

“Oh right, what time are you meeting with Carmen and the DUSA?”

Benny paused and shook his head. “It’s not working.”

Nora laughed. “No, it’s not. Was worth a shot. What time should I be there?”

Benny pushed himself to his feet. “Ten. Carmen’s office.”

As he walked to the door, Nora called after him. “Hey, just so you know, I actually like this new life. You’re good for her.”

Benny turned. “I’m not as good a person as you think I am.”

“Did the DUSA say you were a good person?”

“The DUSA did not,” he replied with a broad smile. “See you in a few.”






CHAPTER TWO


“This nation’s soul is at risk, y’all,” Samuel Buchanan shouted, his mouth almost touching the pop screen on the microphone. “And a country loses its soul the way a man does, one tiny”—which came out tah-nee—“bit at a time”—tie-um. He was smiling at his two producers as he launched into the familiar riff, gesticulating wildly as sweat gathered on his forehead, but always managing to avoid the mic boom arm. He’d learned the hard way that a whack on the boom not only startled his live listeners, but also meant he had to rerecord the whole thing before they could release the show as a podcast; there was no way the sound guy could fix that “in post,” whatever the hell that meant. His gravelly voice was deep Georgia; listeners could feel the Spanish moss dripping from the trees as the dogs—dawgs—napped on the porch.

Of course, Sam Buchanan was a long way from the Florida-Georgia line and had been since he left for prep school in New Hampshire forty years before—except for occasional visits south to hunt from horseback at a private plantation. He was in the sunroom of his Gramercy Park apartment in Manhattan, sitting with his back to a fireplace the co-op board had ordered sealed up long before a limited liability company bought the place for six million. On the mantle behind him were arrayed the hats and helmets of working people—mementos of a life dedicated to people he saw as real Americans, whose plight he had first become aware of during his undergraduate and law school years at Harvard.

Over the years, he had gained and lost any number of political consulting jobs, sales positions, and radio gigs—even marriages—but Buchanan had never forgotten the voiceless Americans of European ancestry, and now the combination of digital media and podcasting had given his own voice a power and range he had never imagined. The harder the titans of the corporatized tech world worked to silence him, the stronger he got. The fools didn’t realize that their “content moderation” bullshit just made his followers hungrier for his words. Maybe his followers couldn’t hear them in the usual channels now that Silicon Valley had worked so hard to throttle him. And maybe the advertisers had been scared away—except the commemorative coin and orthopedic shoe people, who understood what loyalty was. But the words still got out, streamed on messaging apps, watched on computer monitors, shared in clips by users on the very same platforms that had banned him. And now his new email subscription service was gaining momentum; it seemed there were a lot of Americans who understood that freedom was worth $29.99 per year. Of course, being banned from payment platforms made things harder, but he wasn’t trying to reach people addicted to the opioid of Apple Pay or PayPal; his people were the Americans who realized what was at stake and wrote checks or mailed cash.

Buchanan was seated behind his desk, swiveling his Herman Miller Aeron chair side to side, which met his need to move, while keeping his mouth near the microphone. The headphones served as a sort of headband, holding back his unruly long brown hair. Senior producer Herbert Cusak sat on one side of a long table that was pushed against the desk to form a T. His job was to send Buchanan talking points and questions for politicians or commentators joining by Zoom, which was the usual way Buchanan hosted guests. Cusak’s thoughts would appear on the laptop in front of the host. “Herb knows my mind,” Buchanan liked to say; they had been together through various ventures since Cusak had graduated from Hampden-Sydney College and volunteered for a conservative Congressional campaign in southwest Virginia on which a young Buchanan was speechwriter. Now fifty-three, the never-married Cusak wore basically the same outfit as he had the day they met: white button-down dress shirt, hand-tied bow tie, and khaki pants with a nautical-theme belt. The only thing different about him was that his belly now obscured some of the nautical theme and his light brown hair was thin and combed over from a part, which sat just above his left ear. Cusak hated New York but saw little of it; he rarely left Buchanan’s enormous apartment, splitting his time between the sunroom studio and the au pair suite on the far side of the floor, overlooking the back alley.

Across from Cusak, pushed back from the table with her laptop on her legs, sat the junior producer, Rebecca Hubbard, a recent journalism and mass communication graduate of the University of Wisconsin–Madison. Becky’s job was to do instant research in response to electronic questions from Cusak or prompted by whatever Buchanan or a guest were talking about. She would feed her work product to Herb, who would decide what to put in front of the host. Becky loved New York and took the job after her college roommate’s mother told her she knew of someone “in the media” who was looking to make an entry-level hire. She wore baggy clothes and oversized glasses, with her dirty-blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, despite Buchanan’s repeated suggestions that she “dress to impress,” let her hair down, and get contacts so “the world can see your pretty self.” She ignored him—he really didn’t understand the younger generation, she told herself—and it didn’t seem to affect her job, which paid very well.

At the far end of the table, a digital camera sat on a small tripod framed so only Buchanan was visible in the shot. Buchanan swiveled less when he knew they were filming. He was perfectly still now, glancing at the laptop and then up at the camera, his face glistening with sweat, which had run down his neck, darkening the front of his open-collar blue dress shirt.

“In my”—mah—“experience, the only thing necessary for evil to triumph in the world is that good men do nothing.”

Becky quickly typed a message to Cusak: Isn’t he supposed to say that’s from Edmund Burke?

Ideally, but past it now, Herb typed.

Buchanan was indeed far beyond the supposed Burke quotation: “… and there is no doubt that what we face today in America is evil, plain and simple. There’s no other word for the intentional, willful, knowing destruction of a culture established on this continent by the blood and sweat of our brave ancestors, a culture with roots much older than that, roots that stretch back to the words and work of our Lord and Savior two thousand years ago. And they want you to think it’s not about you, that voices like my own are exaggerating the threat. They want you to stand there like sheep, silent bystanders to one of the great genocides of human history. In the words of a great poem:

“First they came for the children, and I did not speak out—because I was not a parent.

“Then they came for our privacy and I did not speak out—because I had nothing to hide.

“Then they came for gun owners, and I did not speak out—because I was not a gun owner.

“Then they came for me—and there was no one left to speak for me.”

Wait, Becky typed, that’s not the poem and it’s from the Holocaust.

Whatever, came Herb’s reply. Good stuff tho.






CHAPTER THREE


“Glad you moved the rug across the street,” Nora said, standing in the US Attorney’s reception area admiring the burgundy-and-blue Persian carpet that dominated the waiting room.

Georgene Jackson beamed behind the desk. “Be lost without that rug,” she said. “Plus, if I left it behind, it’d be in a dumpster with the rest of the building.”

Georgene gestured to a large, brightly colored painting of a tropical scene hanging over the couch and spoke in a whisper, combining, as she always did, the dropped “er” of a longtime “New Yorkah” with the lilt of her childhood in Trinidad. “But now that you remind me, I did forget to bring the big photo of all the White men from the office’s two hundredth anniversary dinner at the Plaza. You remember the one, although you were in diapers when they had that party. It was on that old wall forever”—it came out fa-ev-ah—“so it seemed right that it stayed there and went down with the ship.”

Nora laughed loudly. “Darn shame, but this is a reasonable substitute.”

“It was a gift from my current boss—by a Caribbean artist,” Georgene said, nodding her head toward the closed door to the US Attorney’s private office. “You may recall your friend Ms. Garcia and I share that heritage.”

“I do, I do,” Nora said, deciding that being a senior leader meant not exploring whether Puerto Rico and Trinidad really did constitute a shared heritage. “She in?”

“She is,” Georgene answered before adding, with a broad smile: “And she would want me to remind you yet again that you never need to ask, wait, or knock. The two of you are in charge of this place, baby girl, as shocking as that is to those of us who knew you when you were infant prosecutors.”

“Imagine how we feel,” Nora said, walking to the door and opening it as she called out in a loud voice: “Federal agent with a search warrant!”

“Never gets old,” Carmen replied from behind her desk, not looking up from the computer.

“Morning, fearless leader.”

“Morning,” Carmen mumbled.

“You doing okay? I’m not getting the Time 100, woman-of-power vibe I’m used to.”

“Really?” Carmen asked as she finally looked up, a reluctant smile creasing her face. “That’s my vibe?”

“Well, not always,” Nora said. “Sometimes you do a working-mom-making-bad-men-cry thing. But they overlap for sure.”

Carmen stood and came around the desk, taking one of the armchairs across the coffee table from Nora. She was normally all energy and humor radiating from a face with the dark eyes of her native Puerto Rico. Carmen wore her thick black hair short and lived with her wife and their young son in the suburbs. “And, yes,” she was quick to tell acquaintances, “there are gay Puerto Ricans; imagine the president’s excitement at all the boxes my appointment checked.”

“So what’s grinding you down this morning?” Nora asked.

“Washington. They never stop trying to recover turf they think we stole in the Roosevelt administration or some shit. Teddy Roosevelt, by the way. And it’s always on the civil side.”

“What’s today’s turf drama?”

“Guns. Main Justice says they need to come argue every lawsuit involving a Second Amendment issue because”—she held up air quotes and deepened her voice—“these national issues need to be litigated consistently and by experienced counsel who aren’t smart enough to carry the bags of SDNY Civil Division people.”

Carmen dropped her hands and paused before adding, “That last bit about our people being smarter was something I added. Wasn’t quoting them, but you know it’s true.”

“Of course,” Nora replied, “and, for the record, you didn’t say anything like that.”

Carmen rubbed her face with both palms as she answered. “I did not. Because you convinced me that stuff like that being said for decades might be a big part of the reason they resent the fuck out of us. Excellence is something you spray, not say, was your turn of phrase, as I recall. Or was it piss, not diss?”

Nora could no longer hide her smile. “Either way, pretty great stuff, dontcha think?”

“It’s not getting our people in the first chair on these arguments, so the jury’s out, to be honest. But enough about my pain. How is justice in our sovereign district this morning?”

“She’s blindfolded but somehow still getting it done,” Nora said. “We have a meeting in a few about Sean’s new project.”

“Remind me?”

“The maniacs in NSIN—whom we love because they’re our maniacs—want to do something about this right-wing podcaster/radio guy, Samuel Buchanan, and—”

Carmen cut her off. “We really do need to change that unit name, NSIN. Sounds more like something out of the navy than a terrorism unit.”

“Sure, but we have to put international narcotics somewhere and having it in the name along with national security keeps DEA happy. And the unit needs the work anyway.”

Carmen waved her hand. “Sorry to take you down that rabbit hole. Forget the name. So what’s up with Buchanan?”

“Well,” Nora continued, “he’s a con man fraudster who makes bags of money by stirring up some awful shit—a bunch of people are dead or hurt because of his followers—but he wraps himself in the First Amendment. You know the drill: I’m just asking questions; I never told anyone to attack anyone. But Sean has a theory and he’s talked the Bureau into supporting it—just NYO so far, not headquarters; the Director will be in his usual fetal position when he hears about it, for fear he’ll have to testify on the Hill. Anyway, Benny’s on it, working well with one of the Bu’s domestic terrorism squads—Jessica’s actually the lead. But I’ll let them pitch it to you. I’ve heard a version and I think you’re going to like it. Lemme run down the hall and I’ll see you in a few with the team.”

“Good. I like a little entrepreneurship, from time to time, especially if it keeps people from getting killed. And if the cost of doing the work is the FBI director getting yelled at by fools in Congress, seems a small price. Looking forward to it.”
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Sean Fitzpatrick was wearing a suit and tie, which appeared to be making him itchy as he crossed and recrossed his legs on the waiting room couch, his collapsed black wool socks revealing pasty-white shins as he shifted.

“You got a funeral after this, Sean?” Georgene teased.

“Very funny,” Sean replied, deadpan.

“You know she sees that you don’t wear suits during the day, Sean, right? We’re all on the same floor now; no hiding in your jeans up on nine like the old place, grabbin’ a suit off the back of the door to run to court or see the boss. You know all this, right?”

Sean blushed visibly. “Guess so. Just feels weird to come see the US Attorney without dressing up.”

A large figure interrupted from the doorway, booming a fake Irish accent. “Sean, me boy, you got a date after this?”

“I like your tie too,” Sean said.

“Which I always wear, as you know,” Benny said, dropping the accent, “because I’m a law enforcement professional.”

“Yeah, without socks,” Sean added.

Benny ignored the jibe, turning to the Black woman entering behind him and raising his voice. “Besides, I don’t want the FBI thinkin’ less of me.”

“Never happen,” the woman answered, squeezing past Benny to cross the Persian rug, where she extended her hand to Georgene. “Jessica Watson, FBI. I’m the acting squad supervisor on the case we’re meeting with Ms. Garcia on.”

“So nice to meet you, Special Agent Watson. I’m Georgene Jackson and I work every single day of my life with these fine White men.”

Jessica paused and smiled politely, unsure what to say. She was saved by Nora’s entry into the waiting room.

“Hi, all. Great to see everyone,” Nora said moving toward Jessica with arms extended, adding, “but especially you, stranger.” As they hugged, Nora noticed Georgene’s confused expression. “Oh, Jessica and I go way back,” she explained, stepping back. “Her first case was with me and Benny on Dominic ‘The Nose’ D’Amico and all that that turned into.”

“Back. In. The. Day,” Benny announced, punching each word before saying “when ships were wood and women steel.”

They all turned to Benny. “Wow,” Jessica said.

The office door opened. “Hey team,” Carmen called, “come on in. Can’t wait to hear what trouble you’re going to get me into.” She stood in the doorway and shook hands with each of them as they entered her office, putting a hand on Sean’s shoulder to pause him at the end of the procession. “You look great, Sean, don’t let them make you self-conscious.”

The six-two prosecutor with short black hair and hooded green eyes—“the map of Ireland on his face” was an expression he had heard many times but never fully understood—had long been one of Carmen’s favorites. Their stories couldn’t be more different or any more similar, she had explained to Nora. Sean also came from humble roots, his working-class family emigrating to New York City from Ireland not long after Carmen’s parents came up from Puerto Rico. Like her, his talent was spotted early in Catholic school. Where she was steered to the Convent of the Sacred Heart all-girls school on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, Sean was recruited by the Jesuits to the nearby all-boys Regis High School, where every kid was on scholarship. The only thing the famously contrarian priests wanted in return, the joke went, was for the students to end up as successful, service-minded agnostics who contributed money back to the school. And it worked with Sean, in all respects except the money.

After Regis, he went to Amherst College, where he won school prizes in mathematics and economics by skipping classes and instead reading the course textbooks the day before exams. While other kids were in class, he was busy working as a janitor to pay his way through school or playing rugby. After law school at Harvard, which he approached in a similar way, he worked briefly at a law firm until he could apply to be a Manhattan federal prosecutor, where his slightly chaotic brand of intelligence soon became legendary. An early supervisor was appalled that Sean had simply piled the key documents he needed for a trial into a mailroom cart typically used to transport materials to court. The supervisor admonished Sean that the documents should be in folders and not just thrown into the cart. He returned to find each document in a separate, unlabeled folder, piled in the cart. Sean wasn’t trying to be funny. He knew what was in all the documents, no matter how they were arranged.

In his fifteen years at the office, Sean had thrown himself into his work, almost literally. He spent many nights sleeping on the couch in his office and was so rarely home at his tiny Brooklyn apartment that he had never turned on the gas to his stove. The occasional visitor would panic at the sight of papers and empty pizza boxes piled on top of the burners. After Nora left the office to take a job in Connecticut—before her return as the Deputy US Attorney—Sean and Benny had become close partners investigating and prosecuting big cases, with Sean gradually convincing the older man that the biggest domestic threat was no longer Cosa Nostra but what the FBI called “racially motivated violent extremists”—and the most active of these were White people who believed that non-Whites threatened them and the continued existence of the United States of America. As chief of the National Security and International Narcotics Unit, Sean did very little chiefing; making cases was his passion.
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When they were all settled around the coffee table, Carmen turned to Nora. “Are we waiting on our Criminal Division chief?”

“No, he’s on travel today, but fully up to speed.” She nodded to Sean. “Tell the boss about the Buchanan case.”

For the next fifteen minutes, Sean spoke without notes. He talked quickly as he described Buchanan’s almost endless litany of sermons about the plight of White people in America, a predicament supposedly caused by a globalist elite bent on erasing the exceptional American culture that had once been the envy of the world. He explained Buchanan preached that an educated class of Americans actually hate their own country and want to reengineer it by replacing White Christians with waves of Latin American, Asian, and African immigrants, driving religion from the public square, blurring gender differences, and knitting the United States ever more tightly into a European Union–centered new world order. In Buchanan’s view, Sean said, the culprits span the political spectrum—from the atheists on the left for whom climate change and gender fluidity are the new religions, to the corporatists on the right who want more brown workers to exploit.

Sean summed up by saying, “Buchanan prophesizes that, if left unchecked, these America-haters will allow babies to be killed, open the borders, ban fossil fuels, regulate the duration of home bathroom showers, take guns away, ban Christian holidays, and use schools to teach kids to be gay and androgynous while making two-parent families the exception. You and I may think it’s crazy stuff, but people—lots of them—are into it.”

When he paused for a breath, Carmen cut in. “Depressing, but I’ve heard a lot of that, and not just from him. Flavors of it are all over certain cable news programs and social media. But not our business, right?”

“Right,” Sean replied, “if it stopped there. But it doesn’t. Because Buchanan spends a lot of his time urging his followers to do something about it, and he doesn’t mean organize and vote. Most of his calls to action are general, but sometimes he gets pretty specific, and then people get hurt and some die.”

Sean handed Carmen a notebook. “Behind the first tab are examples of his general stuff. People who love America must do more than shout at the television, he says; they have to act, to stand up the way our forebears did at Lexington and Concord. Words will not save America, just as they wouldn’t stop the British. What preserves freedom are patriots willing to risk it all.”

He flipped to a page with a picture of a flag. “He talks constantly about Virginia’s state flag, with Lady Virtue holding a spear and standing on a dead king, above the motto Sic Semper Tyrannis—‘thus always to tyrants.’”

Sean waited as Carmen flipped through the pages of transcript excerpts. “Okay,” she said when she was finished. “And then?”

“The next tab is the times he connected all this ‘death to tyrants’ stuff to specific people. Four times he identified a named person as a tyrant bent on destroying America. Their bios are there. Each time he named someone, he said, ‘Something should be done’ and ‘They have to go.’ All the targets were attacked within days. Two of them are dead.”

After waiting for her to read the excerpts connected to each victim, he continued. “The last tab is a fold-out map of the locations of the attacks and, behind that, what we know about the attackers. So far we can’t connect them to each other, but we can show they were all voracious consumers of Buchanan’s bullshit.”

Carmen studied in silence before quietly closing the notebook and looking at Sean. “And so what’s our theory?”

“This is the Blind Sheikh with a twist,” Sean said.

“I’m not tracking you,” Carmen answered.

“The Blind Sheikh. Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman. Our office prosecuted him for seditious conspiracy back in the nineties. Islamist radical cleric from Egypt who set up shop here and hammered at evil America in his speeches, telling his followers that being a believer required action, which he called jihad. They took him at his word and waged war on America, including the first attack on the World Trade Center and a plot to blow up the tunnels and bridges into Manhattan. He got life and died in federal prison. Never touched a bomb or a gun. He just inspired them and blessed their work.”

“I remember now,” Carmen said, “but isn’t that last piece the key? Wasn’t there evidence that they came to him with specific plans and he issued a fatwa blessing those? Seems different here, unless you have proof you didn’t mention.”

“That’s right,” Sean answered. “Rahman did know some of what they planned; not the specific targets in every case, maybe, but he knew from talking to them that they were going to attack. And we don’t have that here. Yet.”

“Okay,” Carmen said, “which is why we investigate, right?” She swept her eyes around the group before adding, “So what do you need from me?”

Nora took that one. “We wanted you to know the investigation was underway. That’s it. Info, not action.”

“You think I need to tell Main Justice?” Carmen asked.

“Good question,” Nora said, turning to Jessica. “I suppose it turns on what FBI New York is telling the Bureau in DC at this point. If the FBI briefs it to HQ, we don’t want it coming across Pennsylvania Avenue without us giving Main a heads-up first.”

“Don’t know,” Jessica said. “We try not to tell HQ much, but this is also the FBI, where we brief up visits to the bathroom. It was a miracle my brass agreed to your request that we keep this meeting ‘skinny’ or we’d have five more people from my chain in here. So let me find out and get back to you.”

Carmen smiled at her warmly. “Okay, let me know, and if there are any ruffled feathers about some boss not being here today, I’m happy to call upstairs to your ADIC,” she said, using the acronym for the Assistant Director in Charge. The New York office was by far the FBI’s largest. Unlike most field offices, which were headed by a Special Agent in Charge, New York was led by an ADIC—pronounced, despite the irresistible jokes, as “a dick.”

Again, she looked at the group. “The tighter this is held, the better, because—and I don’t need to tell you, but I will—we’re entering the political season again in this crazy, mixed-up, wonderful country of ours. Keep me posted. Thanks for coming in. Nora, could I chat with you for a second?”

“Sure,” Nora answered. “Let me just show the team out.”

As the group walked through the reception area, Nora caught up with Benny, who paused as the others walked on. “You were uncharacteristically quiet in there.”

He smiled. “This is a different kind of mob and a different kind of bad than the Italians. Still sortin’ it out. When I have somethin’ worth sayin’, I’ll say it.”

“I know you will; we’re counting on you as usual. How’s Sean to work with?”

“I like him. Reminds me of you, honestly, although he has even less of a life than you did back in the day. At least you had Sophie. Sean’s got a cat, which I’m actually worried about because he never remembers to feed the poor thing. And I’m not a cat person, as you know, so that should tell you something about the kind of danger that animal is in.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re on this. Sure you can’t make it for ziti tonight?”

“Can’t. Gonna sit on this asshole Buchanan all week and see what I can see about his team. Tryin’ to figure out where a weak link might be. Rain check, for sure.”

Nora retraced her steps across the Persian rug and into Carmen’s office. “What’s up, boss?”

Carmen silently moved her hand to signal Nora to close the door. When Nora did, Carmen spoke quietly, her voice just above a whisper. “I’ve learned the walls they threw up for us here are pretty thin. Low bid, I’m guessing.”

Nora smiled. “Which is how you knew they were teasing Sean about getting dressed up. Got it.”

“Yup,” Carmen said. “Hey, the reason I wanted to catch you is to ask you to stay extra close to this. I know that’s not the DUSA’s role, but I can see this becoming a big flaming bag of crap. Politics are always ugly, but now? Fuck. We make a case, the right goes nuts; we don’t, the left says we’re chickenshit. You know this. I would just feel better if you’re on it tight.”

“I get you,” Nora said quietly, “but I worry that’s going to rub Sean the wrong way.”

“Maybe, but I also think he sees the potential shitstorm and he’s smart enough to realize you can help him see around some corners. Plus, it’s going to be really important how we manage DC on this; the last thing we need is the Main Justice Death Star trying to be helpful.”

“Got it,” Nora said. “Makes sense and it’ll be fun to get back in the kitchen to actually make some soup.”

Carmen scrunched up her face. “Do I want to know what you’re talking about?”

Nora chuckled. “You definitely do not. I’m on this. Will keep you posted.”






CHAPTER FOUR


“What was your best and worst, Nana?” Sophie asked as she reached for a piece of garlic bread.

Teresa Carleton beamed at her granddaughter. “Well, my best, obviously, is this dinner with my girls. My worst is that Benny couldn’t be with us.”

“What’s yours, Mom?” Sophie asked as she chewed.

“This dinner, for sure,” Nora answered, “and thanks to Nana for being a great cook. My worst is probably that I didn’t get a chance to see the front door of the school today.” With an exaggerated frown, she added, “Very sad.”

Sophie laughed. “If that’s your worst, your day’s been pretty great. Nana didn’t seem to have a problem meeting me on East End.”

“That’s because your grandmother doesn’t love you the way I do,” Nora replied, grinning broadly. “And your best and worst, my troublemaking daughter?”

“Dinner, of course,” Sophie answered. “The ziti is amazing. And my other best—and, yes, I know because I’m in seventh grade that’s a misuse of the word ‘best,’ but it’s also a big part of our family culture—”

Nora and her mother exchanged wide-eyed looks as Sophie continued.

“—is that some kids at school told me about an indoor soccer club that they do; meets all fall and winter.”

“Wow, that sounds great,” Nora said. “Where is it?”

“At the old armory on 143rd Street.”

“That should work,” Nora said. “Send me the link so I can sign you up.”

“Well, that brings me to my worst,” Sophie said glumly. “They play on Saturdays and Sundays and I have to go to Westport to Dad’s on weekends, so it’s not going to work.”

Teresa started to speak but stopped and glanced at Nora, who said, “Let me talk to your dad about it. You may remember that Vicki’s family has a place in the city—just on the other side of the park—and maybe we could work something out where they come in to see you during the indoor season instead of you going to Connecticut.”

Sophie’s face lit up. “It’s not that I’m trying to ditch them or anything. Now that Amelia’s four, she’s almost a real human being, so I like playing with her, and I still have a lot of friends in Connecticut, and Vicki seems happier now, and Dad, obviously, is my dad and—”

Nora interrupted, laughing softly. “Okay, okay, I’ll talk to him and make sure he knows this is about loving soccer and loving them, all at the same time. But it’s also his decision because that was our deal with him.” Nora paused before adding, “And he’s been a great dad.”

“He has been,” Sophie said quietly. “I mean, he is. And thanks for asking him.”

They ate in silence for several minutes before Teresa changed the subject. “What’s your favorite class so far? And I know it’s early.”

“Oh, that’s easy,” Sophie responded. “Social studies. We’re talking about political polarization in America.”

“Not really an ideologically diverse group of students, am I right?” Teresa asked.

“You’d be surprised, Nana. The teacher had us spread ourselves in the classroom—literally along an imaginary line—based on things like crime and policing or Israel and the Palestinians or taxes and spending. There were girls at opposite walls and spread out in between—on everything. It’s probably all based on what their families think, but still.”

“Where’d you end up on the line?” Nora asked.

“Somewhere near the middle, most of the time. I told them you’re a rule-of-law social liberal and we’re kinda moderate on most stuff, although Dad seems like more of a libertarian capitalist. The political culture of our family is unusual because my parents were never really together.”

Nora and Teresa exchanged another glance as Sophie went on.

“The surprising part is how angry a lot of the girls seemed when everyone wasn’t standing with them on every issue. As Ms. Johnson said, if people in our little bubble on the Upper East Side can’t disagree in a thoughtful way, there isn’t much hope for America.”

[image: ]
Sophie was down the hall in her room doing homework as her mother and grandmother cleaned up after dinner.

Teresa handed Nora a serving bowl. “So our little girl is now observing our ‘family culture’? Wow.”

“Yup,” Nora answered as she added the bowl to the pile in the sink, “and it was definitely a mistake to make the move from best part of your day to best and worst.”

Teresa smiled. “Your innovation, as I recall. Something about letting your child feel safe sharing disappointment and sadness as well as joy? I believe I was an advocate for all rainbows and unicorns.”

Nora turned and began rinsing a pan, speaking quietly so her words stayed in their small kitchen. “Yes, I remember. But she has Nick nailed, don’t you think? Personally, I might have gone with ‘pile-of-gold conservative’—as in: ‘my wife’s family has a pile and we intend to keep it’—but ‘libertarian capitalist’ sounds better.”

“Be kind,” Teresa answered in a whisper. “Nick’s turned out to be a reasonably good adult, and he’s good to our girl.”

“He is, he is,” Nora said. “I just hope he’ll help with her soccer.”

“You think he will?”

“I actually do,” Nora answered. “Despite my teasing, he’s been a great partner on all of this. He’s really grown up, our Nick.”

“Some frogs do become princes,” Teresa said with a smile.

Nora grinned and lifted her wet hands, palms out. “Okay, let’s not go crazy with the prince stuff. He’s a fine adult. But, let’s be clear, I’m still glad we never got married. I got the best thing out of that relationship.”

Teresa laughed. “Totally agree.”

Nora reached back into the sink to scrub, adding, “And speaking of reasonably good adults, sorry that your boyfriend couldn’t make it tonight.”

Teresa smiled and ran a hand through her long, straight silver hair. “My boyfriend—and I’m using your term although we modern people don’t put labels on love—is trying to keep this country safe. He doesn’t give me details, of course, but I know he’s out there doing good.”

“Yes, he is,” Nora replied. “And it’s love now? Huh. Anyway, are you still going to see his family this weekend?”

“We are. Now that Calvin and Sheila have three little ones, they moved out to Hauppauge on the Island, to a bigger place, with a guest room. So we’re gonna stay with them. I even think his son Kenneth is coming down from Boston, but he’ll be at a hotel if he does.”

“I still can’t get over the fact that Benny has three grandkids. Amazing.”

“And they worship him, Nora. It’s just wonderful to watch.”

With a smile, Nora said, “So he’ll be sleeping on the couch while you get the guest room?”

“You’re not the boss of me,” Teresa answered with a grin, echoing a phrase from Nora’s childhood. “Unless you want me to police where you stay in Westport after you drop Sophie at her dad’s. Oh, did I say ‘police’? Slip of the tongue.”

Nora reached into the soapy water
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