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Members of the NYPD Bomb Squad respond to more than 1500 calls a year. Most of these are precautionary sweeps or false alarms. When they find unexploded bombs or dangerous explosives, Bomb Squad technicians remotely disarm them or remove them ninety-nine percent of the time with minimal risk to themselves and others.
Naturally, storytellers—and readers—aren’t so interested in the ninety-nine percent. It’s the unusual cases that call to us—the possibilities, the what-ifs, the dangers of tomorrow.

With the help of Mark Torre, who currently commands the NYPD Bomb Squad, and Kevin Miles, who retired in 2013 as the FBI’s leading bomb technician, I have made every effort to achieve technical accuracy in this book without compromising the safety of law enforcement personnel or the public. In the interests of storytelling, I have taken some liberties with regard to police procedures. I hope readers will make appropriate allowances for this. After all, no one wants to spend his leisure time watching cops fill out forms.

The real NYPD Bomb Squad, as many know, consists of fewer than forty individuals annexed to a police precinct in lower Manhattan. To avoid any confusion between the world in my head and the world “out there,” I have moved the Bomb Squad to an imaginary precinct on a different street.

This is indeed a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, events, and incidents are either a product of my imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is entirely coincidental. Like any novelist, I am ultimately not hunting facts here but the greater truths of the human condition.

The real-life heroes of the NYPD, the FBI and other members of the Joint Terrorism Task Force do their best to protect all of us from harm every day. At some point, if not all of the time, even real heroes must face their own troubles and demons. The difference between them and the rest of us is that they set aside those troubles every day to pursue the greater good.

In sum, this book isn’t factual. But you may find it true.
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1:00 PM

Two Days Before Thanksgiving
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Ten months after French forces recaptured Timbuktu, an American CIA agent named Pierre Culbert lost touch with one of his sources and decided to take himself from the Malian capital of Bamako to have a look-see.
Under cover as a credentialed diplomat, Culbert could move with relative freedom. Outside the city, he discovered a deceptive calm hanging over Administrative Region VI. With French troops relaxing their guard and largely confined to their bases, the local Tuaregs had quietly continued to prosecute a long, disorganized campaign of revenge against the Islamists who had ruled over them so ruthlessly for many months before the French arrived with air power. It might be that Culbert’s source had escaped to the desert or betrayed himself or succumbed in some way to the violence. In any case, after several months with no word, Culbert needed to know why the man had gone incommunicado.

The source, a middle-aged fellow named Kasim, was a minor character even among the marginalized people of the region, but he worked in a trusted support role for much more powerful men, as a food server and occasional low-grade courier for an al-Qaeda affiliate called the Sons of Bilal. He gave up information to Culbert in exchange for small pieces of gold, and although to date he hadn’t provided any dramatic intelligence, that which he did provide fit accurately into a broader and more complex puzzle.

If Kasim were gone for good he’d prove hard to replace. Chatter had increased among Islamists tracked by NSA, and when that happened voices dropped to a whisper and doors tended to close tighter.

Culbert didn’t know exactly what was going on in the region’s shadows — no more than any one agent could. Much as he’d like to understand the whole puzzle, that wasn’t his job. He worked those assets available to him and let the analysts back home fit together the disparate pieces. Between keeping his ass above ground and working his nominal job and managing intelligence assets in a frequently chaotic country, he had enough to do without piling an analyst’s duties onto his shoulders.

In keeping with his cover, he drove into Timbuktu behind the wheel of a dust-covered USAID jeep with the red-white-and-blue clasping-hands shield on its doors. There was no point hiding his Americanism in a territory currently run by friendlies. His dark African-American skin allowed him to blend in well enough, but once he opened his mouth — even in fluent French — he would usually get found out. He pulled into the city center around twilight and took a table at a cafe by the Djingeureber Mosque, biding his time until darkness. Then he wove his way on foot to Kasim’s neighborhood, where many houses showed fresh cracks and bullet holes.

If he found Kasim, he planned to get his attention the moment he wandered away from his family and to find out what was going on. Before that could happen, however, he heard a commotion down the alley where he knew the small house to be — men shouting, women keening — and ducked into a doorway around the corner. The small mob soon ran off, their ruckus followed by an eerie quiet, then by the muted sounds of footfall on packed dirt.

Culbert took three deep breaths. Electricity hung in the air, as one might feel before a thunderstorm, but the sky was clear and the air bone dry. He drew his Sig Sauer PPK from a holster under his shirt. It was a black-market gun, the serial number scraped off, so he could use it liberally and drop it if need be.

Down the alley, he discovered two women standing in the dark outside Kasim’s house, peering through an open window into a room lit only by a dim kerosene lantern.  Although the door was smashed open, they made no effort to enter. They craned their necks cautiously, and each woman clutched a fistful of garment in front of her mouth.

Culbert let them see his gun, though he might easily have hidden it. “Go,” he said in French. “Leave.”

They obeyed, but he knew that others would come. He only had a minute or two.

The three-room house had been ransacked and two of Kasim’s young children lay dead on the floor alongside his wife. Kasim himself had fallen back to the rear bedroom, where he lay in a pool of blood atop a pile of pillows. Culbert seized the lantern from the floor and held it up to Kasim’s motionless bony face. He looked around the room and saw nothing of interest but the trail of blood. When he swung the lantern back around, however, Kasim’s eyes fluttered open.

“Who did this?” Culbert asked immediately.

Kasim attempted to lick his quaking upper lip. “You know who.”

“Why? Did they make you?”

Kasim shook his head ever so slightly. “They want no traces, no witnesses.”

If they were killing even the minor figures, this had to be big. “To what?” Culbert asked.

“An event. Coming.”

Culbert glanced over his shoulder. He knew he had to go or he’d be trapped here. “Tell me quickly,” he said. “I will save your family.”

Kasim’s voice was faint. Culbert put his right ear an inch from his mouth and listened intently. When, after a few seconds, Kasim drifted toward unconsciousness, Culbert slapped him. A few more words came and he slapped him again. Then one more time.

“My f-family?” Kasim stuttered. “My d-daughters?”

Then his chin dropped awkwardly, dead.

“In paradise,” Culbert said to no one. He hurried past the unmoving bodies and out the door, thinking this was exactly what the book said, that you couldn’t anticipate when a break would come, which was why you constantly worked your sources, never let down your guard.

What he’d heard from Kasim astonished him, a spectacular attack planned for New York at a big parade, involving some kind of explosion. He had to get immediately to a secure line, even if it meant risking his own life. He pictured the calendar in his head. It was two days from Thanksgiving.
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The Day Before Thanksgiving
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News of a credible threat to Manhattan’s Thanksgiving Day Parade passed rapidly through CIA to the NJTTF, which handed it to the FBI office in Washington, which, among other things, alerted the ADIC of the New York region, who met with the Chief of Police. Together they held a secret emergency meeting with the Mayor and requested in his presence to cancel the parade. As this was not a meeting requiring top-secret national security clearance — which the Mayor didn’t have — he called in several trusted lieutenants. In rumpled suits they huddled in one corner of a meeting room just down from the Mayor’s office. They postured. They asked challenging questions. They left the room momentarily and the Mayor returned with only his chief of staff by his side.
Then the tone changed, the Mayor growing imperious. He notified the ADIC and the Chief that there was no chance the City would cancel a parade that had gone on continuously for nearly a century and only had been suspended for two years during World War II due to a critical shortage of rubber and helium.

The Mayor, who was up for re-election in a year, looked down his nose at the two top cops as he delivered this news. He had a prominent nose that inspired editorial cartoonists to turn him into a toucan whenever they saw fit. He was so self-conscious about it that he never allowed himself to be photographed from the side — which was accomplished at press conferences by shining floodlights from behind the podium toward the back corners on the pretext of security. Which prompted one smart aleck photographer from the Daily News to sport a t-shirt that read: the mayor nose public safety. Which, of course, prompted said photographer to be banned for life from the newsroom. Which escalated, before it was done, to a peacemaking lunch at the Four Seasons restaurant between the Mayor and one ostentatiously contrite press baron, who busted the photographer down to archives clerk and swore on his last dollar that no one from his paper would ever photograph the Mayor in profile so long as he lived. And even then, when he lay in an open casket...

The Chief of Police did his best to look square at the Mayor as he absorbed his diatribe. The Mayor said New York had the best municipal counter-terrorism force in the world — which was true. He said they could put more cops than planned on the street — which was also true, up to a point. He said New York would not be cowed on his watch. He told the two top law enforcement persons in New York to do their jobs and stop whinging. Later, the Chief of Police would have to look up the word “whinging” and wonder why the Mayor didn’t just use the word “whining.” He didn’t have to look up the word “fuck,” which the Mayor used forty-seven times in various permutations — the ADIC, who was originally from Ohio, had counted.

The Chief of Police was a political appointee who served at the pleasure of the Mayor. He liked his job and wanted to keep it, even if that meant dying in dress uniform on the third bench in the VIP grandstand of the Thanksgiving Day Parade. Which he conceded remained a remote possibility.

Remote? exclaimed the Mayor. I put you in charge of the finest police force on the planet. It is an absolute impossibility. Get it done.

The Mayor didn’t bother to dismiss the two men. He and his chief of staff turned and walked out. The ADIC looked nonplussed, but the Chief of Police refused to show any emotion. He said he’d line the parade route with five thousand additional uniformed cops and notify all elite units. The ADIC, he presumed, would inform the SAC for Terrorism, who would gather the interdisciplinary Counter-Terrorism Squad.

The ADIC agreed that was how it would go while managing to convey with a single look that he reported not to the Chief of Police but to a higher authority.

“The President will be told?” the Chief asked.

“That’s not my decision,” said the ADIC, who was more bureaucrat than cop. In effect, they both were: supervisors, not dicks. “It’s far from my decision.”

“We have twenty-four hours. Where will you be?”

“I’m not leaving town, if that’s what you mean.”

“It’s exactly what I mean.”

“I said it already. If I have to, I’ll die at my desk.” He didn’t add that his desk lay a considerable distance from the parade route.

Sixty-five miles from Manhattan, the bakery on Liberty Street in Newburgh had a display of turkey cupcakes in the window. There must’ve been thirty turkeys there lined up like soldiers, chocolate icing with sprinkles on top, orange candy heads and tails proudly sticking up in the air. They looked damn tasty to Detective Second Grade Cameron Fowler. He paused on the sidewalk to take a closer look. Sheba, his three-year-old golden lab, sat by his right ankle and fogged up the plate glass with her nose. Fowler wondered whether she thought the turkeys would make a nice lunch.
They were on their way to Downing Park, where Fowler planned to give Sheba some exercise chasing a ball before they reported to work in the City early that evening. He fingered the tennis ball in the pocket of his coat. Sensing action, Sheba shuffled her feet but remained seated.

She knew where to find the park, and once he gave a signal she led him there, pausing obediently at red lights. When they got to the field he let her loose, throwing the ball high and watching her catch it on a single bounce. The air hung heavy and cold under a thick cover of clouds, but after a while she began panting from the exertion. She looked happy when she panted, Fowler thought. So he kept her working for a while. Besides, she would sleep in the car on the way to New York later, as she always did. 

They dragged their feet as they left the park — Sheba because playtime was done, Fowler because Thanksgiving time made him feel melancholy. The town had signs of the holidays everywhere, not just the bakery display but pole banners and window posters and a few early Christmas lights. They made him think of Marie.

He’d met her at college in New Paltz junior year when they both got kicked out of the library as it closed the night before Thanksgiving. The campus was bleak and empty. He held the door for her and she sidled through under her large backpack, looking silly in a knit cap with the ear flaps hanging down. They walked for some blocks and her cheeks quickly grew rosy. She had nowhere to go for the holiday and neither did he. They made a pact that they’d eat a pizza the next day at four o’clock, but when they arrived they found the restaurant locked tight. All the university eating establishments were closed, too. They ended up at a bar with the drunks, drinking beer, eating cocktail franks, and laughing the night away.

Eight years later — two years ago — Fowler had broken up with Marie on Thanksgiving, too. He was living at her apartment in New Rochelle at the time. They were supposed to go that day to Thanksgiving dinner at her friend’s house, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. They’d been talking of marriage and children, of formalizing what they had in front of a priest, and it all scared the hell out of Cam Fowler. He returned from a night shift at the Bomb Squad, packed his things, and waited by his car for Marie to return from the gym. His trunk was held closed with a string, luggage poking out, and boxes were stacked on the back seat of his car.

She said, “You’re not,” and she paced the sidewalk crying, arguing with him. They were soul mates and he knew it. What the hell did he mean by this?

He’d never forget her standing there with her hands on her hips in her sweat clothes, receding to the size of a Barbie doll in his side view mirror. He almost crashed the car staring at her, and for a week he felt miserable and unsure. A month later he knew he’d made the right decision, feeling free and easy in his rental house in Newburgh. A few months after that, beset by loneliness, he knew for sure he’d been a complete fool to leave her, but he couldn’t bring himself to make it right.

Now with turkeys all around a deep longing crept into his bones out on the cold sidewalk. Sheba had her nose a quarter inch from a pile of dog poop that someone had failed to clean up. Just when you began thinking of them as people with extra fur and no hands, man’s best friend would do something like chew the couch or roll in a pile of deer shit. Fowler knew dogs as well as anyone, but it remained a mystery that animals with such a keen sense of smell had to get so close to the foulest odors. It had something to do with acceptance, he figured.

Acceptance.

He yanked Sheba away by the leash, flipping through the directory on his phone as they walked. When he came to Marie’s name he selected it and on impulse dialed for the first time since he’d left her. His nose was running in the cold. He swiped it with the back of his hand, wondering how he’d react when she answered. But a moment later he heard a metallic computerized voice say that the person at that number was unavailable.

A sour feeling settled in the pit of Fowler’s stomach. Marie had always used a cheery voice — she called it her Broadway voice — on outgoing messages. This automated recording made him wonder whether he’d recognize her now if he saw her again. Maybe she’d dyed her hair or put on weight or gotten one of those chin implants while he brooded in isolation. Maybe — worse — she’d given birth to someone’s baby.

He slipped the phone into his pocket and refocused his eyes. Sheba led him home, tugging him up the front stoop. The rental was a two-bedroom cottage with a framed NYPD safety poster on the living room wall and a television sitting atop a table. He went to the closet off the kitchen and found a few biscuits for the dog, dropping them on the floor and watching her scarf them.

Back when he was taking Sheba out for training all day, he always rewarded her at home with a handful of dog biscuits. Marie would come into the kitchen and watch him watching the dog as she lapped up every crumb.

“You love that dog more than you love me,” she used to say. But she always said it with a smile.

Fowler understood all at once that a man didn’t have to choose. He could have the dog and the job and the life partner at the same time. That’s what the smile meant, and he missed it. He thought of that brutal recording and wondered whether he’d ever hear her voice again.

When the phone rang a minute later, he almost jumped out of his shoes with excitement, thinking it would be her calling him back. He took a deep breath and gathered himself, then released his diaphragm.

All that energy of anxious anticipation rushed out of him instantly when instead of Marie he heard the voice of his commander, Joseph Capobianco.

“Listen, Fowler. You’re on the schedule for the evening shift but I need you in the squad room within an hour and a half, and come prepared for a double shift. Can you get here?”

“Sure, Lieutenant.” Fowler didn’t hesitate. He’d switched to professional mode. “What’s up?”

“We got a Code Red on tomorrow’s parade is what. And mum’s the word. Don’t tell anyone.”

Code Red? Fowler couldn’t remember ever hearing a Code Red when there were no casualties. Maybe he’d missed something while he was out. He picked up the remote control and turned the television on muted.

“We got an incident?”

“Not yet.”

“And Sheba?”

“Who? The dog? A course, Fowler. EDC patrol. Listen, I got fifty more calls to make. You good?”

“Yeah, Lieutenant. I’ll be there.”

“Keep it quiet,” the lieutenant repeated.

Who was Fowler going to tell? He had no one.

There were no clues on the television, but those guys were often the last to know. So the moment Fowler hung up, he went into his bedroom and packed an overnight bag.
SABT Donald Burbette, an FBI supervisor, first heard about the threat when he received an urgent summons to Critical Incident Response Squad I-46. The moment that meeting concluded at 26 Federal Plaza, he phoned Lieutenant Joseph Capobianco, Commander of the NYPD Bomb Squad. He presumed Capobianco would already have heard from his own department about the threat — and he was right — but he also knew that the NYPD guarded its territory jealously, never having regained complete trust of the Feds since the disaster of 9/11. He and Capobianco maintained a good working relationship, and he intended to keep it that way.
At a few minutes past one o’clock he walked into the Commander’s Commerce Street office with a cake box tied with a red-striped string. He set it down on the desk.

“What’s that?”

“Knishes from Yonah Schimmel’s on Houston Street. Potato. Spinach. Sweet potato.”

Capobianco pulled the string, opened the box, and peered down at the contents. “How can you tell which is which?”

“I dunno. Wanna get the X-ray?”

Capobianco ignored the crack. He placed a knish on a spare napkin and cut off a wedge with a plastic knife. “Mm. Good. Nice of you.”

Burbette shrugged. “It was on my way. What do you know about this Malian thing and what do you need to know?”

“I got a briefing from Ray Brennan, who I take it got briefed himself by the Assistant Police Chief. We just had a planning meeting yesterday regarding the parade and none of this came up.”

“They didn’t know then.”

“Why don’t you give it to me from the camel’s mouth.”

Burbette crossed his legs. “CIA agent somewhere in Mali learned from one of his assets that this Sons of Bilal group plans to hit the parade in spectacular fashion. It’s backed up by chatter and a few other threads of intelligence. Highly credible. They have ties to al-Qaeda.”

“Everyone has ties to al-Qaeda.”

“True. These guys are for real, though.”

“I heard a name — some guy Abu Djenne.”

Burbette nodded. “Nom de guerre. Abu al Djenne. His whereabouts are unknown. We’re pretty sure he’s in the United States but we don’t know how he got here.”

“Real name?”

“Not known at this time.”

“Last known address?”

“In Djenne, Mali — that’s where he’s from. It’s a long way from Times Square.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. How do you plan to handle it?”

Capobianco leaned back in his chair. “Our role is strictly tactical. Besides visual patrols and emergency response, we’ll put every EDC team we can at critical points along the parade route, but I have to hold two teams back for normal conditions tomorrow night and the next morning.”

Burbette thought that sounded wise, especially because it could all be a fake-out. Get everyone’s guard up and — when nothing happened — hit them in their backs when they walked away.

“We’ll contribute some dog teams, too,” he said.

Capobianco already had a detailed plan. He pulled out a map and showed Burbette where they’d station the response trucks and teams. “We’d usually like teams of three in these situations, but instead I’ll have a sergeant overseeing each of three pairs.”

“SOD will be there, too, I presume.”

“Everyone will be there, Don. You know that. But the parade route is two and a half miles long and, from what you’re saying, no one has a clue.”

“That about sums it up. They’ve restricted air space over the whole city already.”

“I heard.”

Burbette looked at his watch. “Busiest travel day of the year and now the flights will be strung out all over America.”

“It’ll give our fine citizens something to be thankful for when everything comes out all right in the end.”

“If they ever hear the story. You really think they’ll be thankful?”

“No.”

“The Governor and the Mayor have spoken, I take it.”

“I’m not privileged to know that, but I heard something.”

“My understanding is they’ll hold the national guard in abeyance.”

“They don’t want to panic everybody. They’re staging critical supplies, just in case.”

The two men contemplated the possibilities in a moment of silence. Missiles? A nuke? A dirty bomb? In his mind’s eye Burbette saw thousands of people fleeing, trampling one another. The marching bands would provide contrapuntal music for ten seconds before reality set in. Then silence. Followed by sirens. He brought his attention back into the room and pointed to a corner of Capobianco’s mouth. “You got some knish there on your face, Lieutenant.”

“Thanks.” The Commander of the Bomb Squad took a napkin from his desk drawer and cleaned himself up.

Burbette wondered what New York’s National Guard would be called upon to clean up by sunset tomorrow.

The man who called himself Abu al Djenne closed the door with great care to his house on Corona Avenue in Elmhurst, tested the knob to make sure it was locked, and walked with his hands in his pockets in the direction of Queens Boulevard. He was thinking of sleep — of having been asleep and of waking up. The infidels took a strange view of sleep. As with all things they had short attention spans in this regard. They thought of sleep as something one did overnight or in brief moments throughout the day. Abu al Djenne had slept for an entire three years in America. After that, he’d spent another two years with his head down, making preparations for the events that would unfold tomorrow. When Abu al Djenne awoke, the whole world would know it.
His years of planning had included analyzing parades on the Internet from abroad and now in New York. He’d attended every ethnic parade in Manhattan multiple times to study security arrangements and organizational issues. He’d also visited the Halloween Parade that passed within a block of Bomb Squad headquarters in the Village. That one was a disgusting display of decadence, naked women and homosexuals strutting like arrogant whores in Sodom. He’d love to incinerate all of them, but an attack on Thanksgiving Day would resonate more grandly. That parade was bigger and more famous, televised live across the globe, and — forget that bunk about peace pipes — at bottom it celebrated Western subjugation of indigenous peoples. In addition to that, it presented the police with a logistical challenge like no other — 3 million people crammed along the route, with sight-line interruption not only at grade but many stories above in the form of giant character balloons. Finally, it represented the unofficial kickoff of American Christmas, that self-indulgent collective sacrifice to the false god of Mammon. When Djenne and his team were done with them, he thought, the ummah, not the infidels, would have something for which to be thankful.

The streets of Elmhurst were quiet today, a few people walking their filthy dogs. If there was any single sign of American moral bankruptcy, it was their obsession with these pets. God gave man dominion over all species, yet here were New Yorkers bending over to clean the filthy excrement of their filthy dogs with their bare hands. That activity said everything about the Americans to Djenne. Those who claimed superiority to others were themselves inferior. Those who proclaimed cleanliness next to godliness were themselves unclean. He would subject them all to a cleansing fire as only he knew how. He — the master bomb maker.

But before that he had some affairs to order. He stepped into the halal grocery store on Queens Boulevard and spotted Hujayrah right away. She was young and beautiful, only a wisp of black hair hanging loose from her headscarf. Her skin was a puddle of milky coffee, placid and unblemished. She always wore loose-fitting clothing, so he could only imagine her figure from moments when good fortune gave him a glimpse, when she reached for something and a garment tightened fleetingly across her breast or when she bent over and her rear end took sudden shape. Today, as usual when she worked, she wore a tan apron, which compromised her modesty only slightly.

“You should loosen that,” he said.

Hujayrah smiled flirtatiously, glad to see him. “Would you like to give me a hand with it?” She turned her back to show him the ties.

“Not here,” he said. “Do you have a break coming?”

“Yes.” She looked at the wall clock. “I can take it now, if you want.”

He followed her past thickly packed shelves to the rear storeroom, which smelled of spices. It was chilly back there, only partially heated. Plywood shelves stacked with goods covered three walls, and a series of two-sided refrigerator cases ran along the fourth. There was no furniture. In the center, bulk bags of beans had been piled atop three pallets to waist high. Hujayrah rested a hand atop one of the bags.

Djenne, on the verge of going operational, felt a tinge of nerves. He removed a cherry-flavored sports drink from the refrigerator case, twisted it open with a crack, and took two quick gulps. She studied him with deep dark eyes as he drank. There was no point, he thought, in drawing this out. He had too much to do.

“It is probable,” he said, “that I won’t see you again.”

Her mouth fell open. “Why?”

“Today, from here, I go to make jihad.”

She blinked, absorbing the news. “Upon the Americans or upon others?”

“It makes no difference. And, besides, it is not a woman’s concern. The important thing is that I may not return.”

Her eyes fell closed. “I’ll wait for you.”

She had been holding back tears, but now, so soon, seeing his determination, she lost the battle. The tears rolled out over her round cheeks. She wiped them away with a knuckle, but they kept coming.

Djenne stiffened. “There is no future for us, Hujayrah. I’m sorry. Fate has for me a different plan than marriage.”

“What? Virgins in paradise?”

“Perhaps, though I don’t do it for that. If I survive the experience, I may come again and visit you, but that won’t happen for a long time. You shouldn’t wait.”

She bit her lip. Her face appeared to screw itself up of its own accord, failing completely to hold her emotions inside. She was making this harder for him than he’d expected. In that instant he realized how innocent she was, only nineteen and, of course, a woman.

“So, that’s all there is to it,” he said. “I love you, Hujayrah, but a higher duty calls.”

He took a step to go.

“Wait,” she said, and he turned back to her. “Will they post on a website if you’re martyred?”

“They very well may, but you will know before then. By tomorrow, in fact. That’s all I can say.”

“So the event will be near here.”

He considered. “I have said too much already. Watch the television tomorrow, if you can. Remember, to you I am Omar, but to the rest of the world I am Abu al Djenne.”

Her hand still rested on the bag of beans. He touched the top of it and she turned it over so that their palms met. His skin seemed very dark next to hers. They’d held hands in the past, and that was the extent of their touching, but now an electrical charge overtook them. She fell into his arms and their lips met, their mouths falling open. She tasted of salt to him, and her breath, coming in gasps, held the odor of mucous. He didn’t mind that, but he pushed her away.

“We shouldn’t have done that,” he said, more wistfully than regretfully. “Allah forgive us.”

“He will, because it is true love.”

Djenne stepped back and showed Hujayrah the knuckles of his fist in a sign of strength. He used his closed hand to touch his heart three times. Then he turned and left for good, dropping the sports drink into the trash with a definitive thwack.

He paid Mo, the owner, two dollars on the way out the door. Hujayrah, he sensed, watched him go from the storeroom doorway. But he would not turn back, would never turn back.

Later that afternoon, Detective First Grade Kenny Ridley stood shooting the breeze with a few of the other techs who awaited their marching orders for the next twenty-four hours. Ridley showed up fifteen minutes early to every meeting, and this time was no different. His father, who originally hailed from the Caribbean Island of Jamaica, had instructed his son long ago about meetings: “Early is on time and on time is late. When a black man shows up late in America he’s just another shiftless lazy negro. Don’t give the white man a chance to formulate that opinion even once. Don’t ever do it.”
Ridley never had. In fact, he recalled his dead father whenever he had an appointment for anything. As a well-respected member of the Bomb Squad, Ridley might have cut himself some slack now and then, but he had a deep conviction that you danced with the guy who brought you. The “guys” who’d brought Kenny Ridley near to the pinnacle of New York police work were his seriousness of purpose in all things, his self-discipline, and an absolute disregard for pettiness. You did the right thing, you stood tall, and you let respect take care of itself.

Of course, it didn’t hurt that when Ridley stood tall he stood six-foot-four-inches tall. It didn’t hurt that he bench pressed three-hundred-and-fifty pounds. It didn’t hurt that he had a voice so deep it put waves in a cup of water. And it didn’t hurt that he always
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