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				“Patriotism is supporting your country all the time, and your government when it deserves it.”

				—MARK TWAIN (Tweeted by Donald J. Trump, January 29, 2014)
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			INTRODUCTION

			

			Given his towering stature, the six-foot, eight-inch, fifty-six-year-old James Comey, director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, cut a striking figure in the Los Angeles FBI field office’s command center room. At the back, a bank of television monitors kept agents and employees apprised of the latest news developments around the globe that might impact them at any moment, from natural disasters to terrorist attacks.

			Dozens of employees—mostly custodial and communications staff (Comey had already met in person with everyone with a desk or office)—were sitting in rapt attention as he began his talk about the FBI’s new, shorter, simpler mission statement. It was about 2:15 p.m. on May 9, 2017.

			It’s hard to exaggerate the importance of a field visit to the FBI’s rank and file, especially one from Jim (as everyone knew him, though hardly anyone ever called him that, using “Sir” or “Director” instead). When Comey replaced the much-revered and exacting Robert Mueller as director in 2013, four years earlier, he’d aimed to bring greater warmth and a sense of camaraderie to the position and to an organization long dominated by authoritarian directors (all white males) who’d run it like a quasi-military organization.

			The FBI was still disproportionately white and male, and politically conservative, for that matter, a state of affairs that was one of the reasons why Comey was in Los Angeles. That evening he was going to speak to more than seven hundred minority candidates for the bureau as part of a diversity recruiting event. Comey had flown in that morning on one of the Justice Department’s two Gulfstream G550 private jets, a perquisite of the FBI director (the attorney general has the use of the other).

			When he arrived at the Los Angeles office that afternoon, Comey went from floor to floor and desk to desk, doing his best to greet and shake hands with each employee, as he did on every field visit. “Tell me your story” was one of his favorite conversational gambits, one that invariably drew revealing details and he thought helped establish a personal bond with employees. Comey deployed a natural charm, a genuine curiosity about the people who worked for the bureau, and a disarming manner that sometimes belied his keen intellect and demanding standards. Perhaps more than anything, he oozed rectitude, a quality that was both inspiring and, at times, intimidating.

			The resulting loyalty, respect, and devotion from the vast majority of the rank and file had stood him in good stead over the past year, which had been one of the most difficult and controversial since the bureau was founded in 1908. In July 2015, Comey and the FBI had been thrust into a highly public investigation of Hillary Clinton, the future Democratic presidential nominee, on her use of a private email server. Comey’s decision to inform Congress that the investigation had been reopened—three months after announcing that Clinton wouldn’t be charged with a crime, and just days before the election—was seen by many as tilting the election to Donald J. Trump.

			That controversial decision had already been overshadowed by far more serious allegations concerning Trump’s ties to Russia. Unknown to the public, that investigation had begun well before the election, meaning that Comey and the FBI were scrutinizing both parties’ nominees for president at the same time, something without precedent in American history. It was a role Comey neither sought nor relished, later saying the possibility that he’d influenced the outcome of the election made him “nauseous.”

			Unlike the highly public Clinton proceedings, the Trump-Russia affair was shrouded in the bureau’s traditional investigative secrecy. Although there was widespread reporting and discussion of Russian attempts to interfere in the 2016 presidential election, and it was common knowledge that Vladimir Putin had favored Trump over Clinton, it was only on January 10, 2017, that BuzzFeed News published a controversial “dossier” depicting scandalous ties between Trump and Russia, and it wasn’t until March 20, in an appearance before the House Intelligence Committee, that Comey had publicly confirmed the existence of a formal FBI investigation into possible collusion between the Trump campaign and Russia. Even then, he declined to say whether Trump himself was one of the individuals the FBI was examining. Comey’s refusal to clear him had infuriated Trump, because it left open the distinct possibility that he was a subject of the investigation.

			By the time of his trip to Los Angeles, it was no secret, least of all to Comey himself, that his relationship with Trump was tense at best. Many were surprised that Trump had kept him on as FBI director, even though his ten-year term had nearly seven years remaining. Their personalities and characters were pretty much polar opposites. If Comey embodied rectitude, Trump would have to be described as louche, given his crude comments, propensity to exaggerate, indifference to factual accuracy, preening vanity, and friends and associates of dubious character. Comey found it hard to be in the same room with the man.

			That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Comey didn’t want to be Trump’s friend or part of any White House inner circle. While his relationship with President Barack Obama had been cordial, their personal interactions had been infrequent.

			There was much to be said for an FBI director keeping his distance from the president. The FBI director might have been a presidential appointee who reported to the attorney general, but the position had a long tradition of independence, solidified by the lengthy ten-year term.

			As Comey began his speech in Los Angeles, he wasn’t the least bit worried about his job. Only one FBI director had ever been fired—William Sessions, by Bill Clinton in 1993, early in his first term, and only after the attorney general at the time, Janet Reno, asked for his resignation in the midst of a scandal involving the director’s alleged misuse of government resources for personal purposes. Sessions (no relation to Jeff Sessions, Trump’s first attorney general) had hotly denied the charges and refused to resign, forcing Clinton to remove him. In his stead, Clinton named a former FBI agent of unimpeachable integrity, Louis Freeh, who within weeks of his appointment was investigating Bill and Hillary Clinton’s role in the Whitewater affair, the first of a series of scandals that culminated with Monica Lewinsky and Paula Jones. Clinton would surely have liked to fire Freeh—and their relationship was tense—but he was too politically astute to do so.

			For similar reasons, the more Russian interference was in the news, the more secure Comey’s job seemed, because for Trump to fire Comey would look like interference in an independent investigation, perhaps even obstruction of justice. Richard Nixon had famously found a way to rid himself of special prosecutor Archibald Cox, his nemesis in the Watergate affair, in the mistaken belief it would quell the investigation. Instead, it had raised the public’s ire and cost him the presidency. Surely that lesson wasn’t lost on Trump and his advisers.

			Comey was also getting along fine with the new attorney general, the former Alabama senator Jeff Sessions, who was Comey’s immediate boss at the Department of Justice. Comey had seen Sessions just the day before leaving for his trip to Los Angeles, and the meeting was perfectly cordial.

			Comey was eager to talk about the new mission statement, which he’d personally labored over. It replaced a lengthy paragraph with numerous independent clauses with just twelve easily memorized words: to “protect the American people and uphold the Constitution of the United States.” In its brevity, it underscored that the FBI’s mission was to protect the American people, not any one person, not even the president of the United States. It was the essence of government by the people and for the people, subject to the rule of law.

			As he began his talk, he got through the mission statement and said he hoped they’d refer to it often, repeat it, and . . .

			On one of the television screens at the back of the room, he saw a caption, in large capital letters, next to the Fox News logo:

			JAMES COMEY RESIGNS

			As his voice trailed off, others followed his gaze to the screens at the back of the room. “That’s pretty funny,” Comey said, laughing nervously. He figured someone in the office had rigged the announcement as a prank. He wondered how they’d managed to pull it off.

			More people turned in their chairs.

			They saw new captions, on three different channels at the same time, all with the same message. On CNN it was

			Breaking News: TRUMP FIRES FBI DIRECTOR COMEY

			Comey realized it wasn’t a joke.

			

			—

			IN WASHINGTON, D.C., Deputy Director Andrew McCabe was presiding over the FBI’s daily “wrap” meeting, a summation of the day’s developments, in his seventh-floor conference room in the fortresslike J. Edgar Hoover FBI headquarters on Pennsylvania Avenue, when his secretary interrupted. Attorney General Sessions wanted to see him immediately at his office at the Justice Department.

			McCabe, aged forty-nine, and slightly graying, was lean from years of triathlon competitions. It was highly unusual for an attorney general to request an in-person meeting with an FBI director, let alone the deputy. A few people at the meeting wondered if McCabe was about to be fired. McCabe had weathered a barrage of criticism after the media reported that his wife had waged an unsuccessful race as a Democratic candidate for state senate in Virginia and had taken money from a prominent Clinton supporter (even though McCabe himself, a lifelong Republican, had complied with the bureau’s ethics guidelines).

			McCabe handed the meeting over to David Bowdich, the associate deputy director. McCabe and another agent, acting as his security detail, walked across Pennsylvania Avenue to the sprawling, neoclassical Robert F. Kennedy Building, the Justice Department headquarters named for President John F. Kennedy’s brother Bobby—the kind of “loyal” attorney general, Trump often said, he wished he had.

			In contrast to the large but relatively austere FBI director’s office, the attorney general’s office has an elaborate entrance flanked by murals and portraits of previous attorneys general, elegant swag draperies, and gold-upholstered antique furniture. The office suite has its own bedroom and bathroom and comes with a chef and private dining room across a hallway.

			McCabe waited for about ten minutes and then was ushered into Sessions’s inner office. The seventy-year-old, white-haired Jefferson Beauregard Sessions III, a name redolent of the antebellum South, spoke with a distinct southern accent. He was an early and vocal supporter of candidate Donald Trump at a time when few senators took Trump seriously or wanted to be identified with him. Sessions was an ardent backer of many Trump policies, especially hard-line conservative positions on immigration and border security. Sessions had nonetheless alienated the president early in his tenure by removing himself from any involvement in the Russia investigation, handing oversight and control to his deputy attorney general, Rod Rosenstein.

			As McCabe walked in, Sessions stood in front of his desk with his suit jacket on, flanked by Rosenstein and two staff members. They were also standing and wearing their suit jackets, conferring an air of grave formality that made McCabe apprehensive.

			“Thanks for coming over,” Sessions said, unfailingly polite. Then he got to the point: “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but we’ve had to fire the director of the FBI.”

			As McCabe’s mind raced, time seemed to stop. Ever the career FBI agent, he was determined to reveal nothing, to show no emotion.

			“No, I hadn’t heard,” McCabe said.

			Sessions said McCabe would need to serve as the bureau’s acting head until another interim director or replacement was named. McCabe readily agreed, saying he’d do anything necessary to ease the transition and assist his replacement. Unknowingly echoing Comey’s remarks a continent away, he grasped for the words of the FBI’s new mission statement, pledging to his Justice Department superiors that he’d do his utmost to protect the American people and uphold the Constitution. He felt an awesome responsibility had just been placed on his shoulders at a potentially perilous moment.

			Sessions thanked him and asked if he had any questions.

			Of course he did, starting with “Why?”

			But all he said was he’d need to make some kind of announcement to the bureau’s employees.

			“No,” Rosenstein interjected. They all had to wait for guidance and a statement from the White House.

			“I have to say something internally,” McCabe replied.

			“Don’t do anything until you hear from us,” Rosenstein insisted. “Do not say anything about this to anyone, not even your wife, until we get back to you.”

			The meeting ended, and McCabe walked out. Mobile news crews had already massed outside the building.

			

			—

			BOWDICH WAS STILL speaking in the conference room when someone opened the door: “The director’s been fired.” A TV was tuned to CNN just outside the room. Wolf Blitzer looked grave. Outside the White House, CNN’s senior White House correspondent Jeff Zeleny read a brief statement from the White House press secretary, Sean Spicer:

			
				Today, President Donald J. Trump informed FBI Director James Comey that he has been terminated and removed from office. President Trump acted based on the clear recommendations of both Deputy Attorney General Rod Rosenstein and Attorney General Jeff Sessions.

				“The FBI is one of the Nation’s most cherished and respected institutions and today will mark a new beginning for our crown jewel of law enforcement,” said President Trump.

				A search for a new permanent FBI Director will begin immediately.

			

			Spicer himself was nowhere to be seen (as the cameras rolled, he and some of his staff were spotted among some bushes near the White House, trying to avoid the horde of reporters that quickly gathered).

			Michael Kortan, the FBI’s assistant director for public affairs, hurried to his office to draft a statement from the bureau.

			Still at the Justice Department, unaware of the White House statement, McCabe called his special counsel, Lisa Page, despite the gag order. He had to tell someone. As the lawyer whose job was to advise and protect McCabe, Page had become his closest confidante. She managed to juggle an intense workload while raising two young children. McCabe admired her outspokenness and candor.

			“The director has been fired,” McCabe told her.

			Page said they’d already seen the news on television. (So much for the secrecy Rosenstein had seemed so intent on, McCabe thought.) She said Kortan was working on a statement. “You’ve got to stop him,” McCabe said. Any statement had to come from the attorney general. Page thought that was preposterous; they had to say something to the rank and file, all of whom now knew what had happened and were reacting with varying degrees of shock. McCabe said he understood but was adamant: no announcement.

			McCabe got back to his office about 6:00 p.m. The wrap group participants had regrouped in the conference room and were waiting expectantly. McCabe told them what he knew, which wasn’t much. He tried to be calm and reassuring in his first moments as acting director. Together they’d take things one step at a time. They’d get through the next hour, and then the next, and the next day. They’d figure it out.

			Just then Comey’s secretary arrived with a thick manila envelope. It had come from the White House that day, hand delivered and addressed to Comey. No one had opened it.

			McCabe did. Inside were a memo from Rosenstein and a cover letter to Trump from Sessions. And there was the actual letter from Trump firing the director. Saying he’d received the attached letters from Rosenstein and Sessions, “I have accepted their recommendation and you are hereby removed from office, effective immediately,” the letter read.

			
				While I greatly appreciate you informing me, on three separate occasions, that I am not under investigation, I nevertheless concur with the judgment of the Department of Justice that you are not able to effectively lead the bureau.

			

			That was odd, McCabe thought. Why would Trump publicly link the firing to whether he was or was not under investigation?

			
				It is essential that we find new leadership for the FBI that restores public trust and confidence in its vital law enforcement function.

			

			The letter was signed in Trump’s unmistakable, bold, vertical handwriting.

			McCabe’s secretary interrupted again. The White House was calling, asking that he be at the Oval Office at 6:30 p.m.

			

			—

			STILL AT THE FBI field office in Los Angeles, Comey had managed to finish his brief remarks and then shook hands with scores of shocked and bewildered employees as he moved through the audience.

			Once outside, he fielded calls on his cell phone as the news spread. In his first call, he told his wife he still wasn’t sure if it were true. He was trying to learn more. It seemed so bizarre that he’d found out from news reports and had still received no official word.

			He took a call from John F. Kelly, the former U.S. Marine Corps four-star general and now the director of Homeland Security. Kelly told Comey he hadn’t been consulted. He said he felt sickened by Trump’s decision to fire him and wanted to quit in protest. He didn’t want to work for someone so dishonorable. Comey urged Kelly to stay. The country needed people like him, Comey insisted, perhaps now more than ever.

			Comey’s secretary in Washington was finally able to scan and email the contents of the White House envelope, and he saw the president’s language firing him. It made him feel “sick to my stomach and slightly dazed,” as he later put it.

			As he left the office, he tried to reassure employees waiting outside, some in tears. It broke his heart to leave them, he said, but the FBI was bigger and stronger than any one person.

			Part of him wanted to attend that evening’s diversity recruiting event, even as a private citizen. But he realized his appearance would likely cause a media frenzy and prove a distraction.

			He suddenly had no job and no professional obligations. The notion was oddly liberating. He’d always wanted to rent a convertible and drive across the country, and now perhaps he could. He quickly dismissed the notion, but wondered, how was he going to get home?

			He called McCabe as McCabe was about to leave for the White House. McCabe was surprised at how unruffled Comey sounded. “What did you do now?” McCabe asked.

			Comey laughed. “I must have really hosed something up.”

			McCabe said he didn’t see why Comey shouldn’t fly back on the FBI plane, given that the crew would be returning anyway. He said he’d check with the bureau’s lawyers.

			

			—

			JAMES BAKER, the FBI’s general counsel, had just landed at Washington’s Reagan National Airport that evening on a flight from Miami. As he and his fellow passengers turned on their cell phones after the three-hour flight, a chorus of buzzing news alerts filled the plane. Then he overheard people saying, “Oh, my God, Trump fired James Comey.”

			Unanswered emails had piled up on his phone. “Where the hell are you?” “Please come to the office ASAP.” Baker went straight to FBI headquarters, still dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. Everyone had gathered in the chief of staff’s office to watch CNN, which was providing nonstop coverage of Comey’s drive to the airport. News helicopters were following his SUV, as if Comey were O. J. Simpson. McCabe already had a pressing legal issue for Baker: As a former government employee, could Comey return on the FBI plane? After some fast research, Baker ruled he could.

			Although it was getting late, many lights on the seventh floor were still lit. By contrast, the director’s office and adjoining suite—normally the bustling center of activity, especially in emergencies—were dark and empty. To Baker, it felt as if someone had died.

			

			—

			IF MCCABE’S CONFIDANTE was Lisa Page, hers was Peter Strzok. The two communicated constantly, most often by text message, which over the period from August 2015 until the messages abruptly stopped in June 2017, numbered in the tens of thousands.

			Few outside the FBI knew anything about Strzok, which was how he preferred it. But at the moment Comey was fired, Strzok was arguably the single most important agent in the bureau: he was the lead or co-lead investigator for both the Clinton email investigation and the Russian interference in the presidential election, a testament to the extraordinary confidence his superiors placed in him.

			Since joining the FBI in 1996 after serving as an army field artillery officer, Strzok had emerged as one of the bureau’s top espionage and counterintelligence officers, someone who could be trusted with the most sensitive cases. It was Strzok who had located a rental car used by three of the September 11 terrorists. He embodied the clean-cut, fit ethos of the bureau, coupled with a keen intelligence and soft-spoken manner that belied a tough investigator.

			No one was more steeped in the details of the Russia investigation than Strzok. Deeply suspicious of Russian intentions, Strzok considered Russia the greatest global threat to American security, implacably hostile to the democracy and freedom America stood for. Even the possibility that Russia had penetrated an American presidential campaign was a threat of the gravest magnitude.

			Over the previous months, even as Comey reassured Trump that he wasn’t personally the subject of the investigation, Strzok had wavered over whether Trump should be. He knew that to open an official case file on the president of the United States should only be undertaken in extraordinary circumstances. Not that it was his decision to make. All the top FBI officials had discussed it, and ultimately it had been Comey’s decision not to do it.

			But Trump’s decision to fire Comey had now put him over the edge. At 8:40 p.m., he texted Page: “We need to open the case we’ve been waiting on now while Andy is acting.”

			He meant while McCabe was acting director—a state of affairs that might not last long. The whole thing was so sensitive that, even using secure FBI-issued cell phones, he didn’t mention any names—just “the case we’ve been waiting on.”

			Page, of course, knew what case he meant—the president of the United States, Donald J. Trump.

			

			—

			THUS WERE JOINED in unprecedented and potentially mortal combat two vital institutions of American democracy: the presidency and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the investigative arm of the Department of Justice.

			On the president’s side were not just the vast powers of his office, which include the right to name and dismiss the attorney general, his top deputies, and the FBI director, but also his ability to communicate, to shape opinion, to attack, and to defend, especially through direct social media like Twitter—an art Trump had embraced with an abandon and virtuosity never before seen in American politics.

			Far from ending Trump’s travails with law enforcement, as Trump had hoped and expected, his decision to fire Comey led directly to the appointment of Robert Mueller as an independent special counsel and caused the FBI to open a formal investigation into the president himself. Two years later, by mid-2019, seven people had pleaded guilty and twenty-seven had been indicted as a result of Mueller’s investigation, including Michael Cohen, Trump’s personal lawyer and fixer; Paul Manafort, his campaign chair; and Roger Stone, a campaign adviser.

			What began as a Russia probe had expanded into many facets of Trump’s personal and business empires, with Trump himself squarely at the center. The investigation—with the attendant possibility that a combative and controversial president might be impeached, eventually indicted, and, if convicted, serve time in jail—became a national obsession further dividing an already bitterly polarized electorate.

			Trump found himself beset on all sides by what he branded the “Deep State”—career bureaucrats and law enforcement officials concerned only with protecting their own power, even at the cost of undermining the democratic process, by bringing down a president who, however distasteful and threatening they might find him, had been duly elected by voters and the Electoral College pursuant to the Constitution. At the center of this supposedly dark conspiracy were Comey, McCabe, Page, and Strzok, whom Trump reviled obsessively in a stream of tweets.

			With a near-constant flow of Twitter messages repeatedly decrying “Fake News” and the “Witch Hunt” of the Russia investigation, cheered on by his base of political supporters and a chorus of like-minded media figures, Trump and his allies set about exposing, attacking, and ultimately destroying this purported Deep State. In doing so, they provided a coherent and powerful narrative that they hoped would undermine any conclusions by Mueller or other investigators and reduced the contest to one of raw power. Richard Nixon, the last president to meddle in a federal investigation of himself, had never managed such a feat.

			This intensely combative strategy came naturally to Trump, because he’d been locked in some kind of combat for virtually his entire career. Early on, advised by lawyers who urged him to cooperate rather than attack Mueller and his team, an uncharacteristically subdued Trump was on public display. That changed when he replaced them with the far more aggressive and outspoken Rudolph Giuliani, the former U.S. attorney and New York City mayor, who from the start described the investigation as “illegitimate” and spent as much time on cable news outlets attacking law enforcement as he did proclaiming Trump’s innocence.

			On March 22, 2019, Mueller delivered his hotly anticipated and voluminous report to William Barr, Trump’s choice to succeed the battered Jeff Sessions as attorney general, whom Trump had forced out the previous year. Barr, who’d already been attorney general for two years under President George H. W. Bush, had sent a letter to Trump the prior year criticizing Mueller’s obstruction of justice investigation of Trump as “fatally misconceived.”

			Two days later, in a four-page letter to congressional leaders summarizing Mueller’s report, Barr wrote that the “investigation did not establish that members of the Trump Campaign conspired or coordinated with the Russian government,” which seemed to exonerate Trump. But on the separate question of whether Trump’s dealings with the FBI, Justice Department, and Mueller team—including his firing of Comey—amounted to obstruction of justice, Barr reported that Mueller reached no conclusion on those “difficult issues” of law and fact. “The Special Counsel states that ‘while this report does not conclude that the President committed a crime, it also does not exonerate him.’”

			Nonetheless, Barr informed Congress that he and Deputy Attorney General Rod Rosenstein had concluded that the evidence “is not sufficient to establish that the President committed an obstruction-of-justice offense,” and hence no charges would be brought.

			Trump was quick to declare total victory, telling reporters that Sunday as he boarded Air Force One for Mar-a-Lago that the report was “complete and total exoneration.”

			And even though he’d just been vindicated, he took another jab at law enforcement: “This was an illegal takedown that failed.”

			Other presidents might well have declared victory and called it a day. Not Trump. In the ensuing weeks, his thirst for vengeance against those who had investigated him seemed only to grow. “It was an illegal investigation,” Trump reiterated two weeks later, stressing that it might even have been criminal. “Everything about it was crooked—every single thing about it. There were dirty cops. These were bad people.”

			On April 10, Barr told Congress that he’d be scrutinizing the FBI’s handling of the Russia probe, and specifically whether anyone there had spied on the Trump campaign. “I think spying did occur,” Barr told legislators. “I think spying on a political campaign is a big deal.”

			With Barr at the helm, the Trump investigation had come full circle, with the vast resources of the Department of Justice now poised to be turned against the FBI that had so vexed Trump, and specifically Comey, McCabe, Strzok, and Page—now branded by Trump as the “dirty cops.”

			With Trump fanning the flames, and his loyal and passionate base egging him on, the battle was destined to rage through the next presidential campaign and beyond.

			At the same time, in their quest for total victory Trump and his allies risked undermining America’s long tradition of independent law enforcement and, at the broadest level, the very notion that the United States has a government of laws, not men—that no man is above the law. That concept is the foundation of the American Constitution and dates at least to the Magna Carta of 1215, when King John was forced to acknowledge the primacy of English law over royal writ.

			In this epic battle, there can only be winners and losers, to invoke a distinctly Trumpian view of the world. There is no room for compromise. But there is plenty of room for collateral damage. The reputations of both sides have already been harmed, perhaps irrevocably, and at potentially great cost to American democracy and its institutions.

			Trump and the people and institutions he views as his enemies inspire great passion. Perceptions and judgments have hardened on both sides of the political divide, often based on suspicion, assumptions, and inferences.

			How have we reached this juncture? Does Trump’s insistence on an antidemocratic Deep State have merit? Or is it a cynical and destructive effort to mask his own potentially illegal conduct by casting aspersions on the character and motives of those investigating him? Do his attacks on the FBI and the Justice Department and his attempts to undermine their investigation of him amount to legitimate criticism, or are they obstruction of justice—the very question that Mueller failed to answer?

		

	
		
			ONE

			“NOBODY GETS OUT ALIVE”

			

			The Caucus Room restaurant on Ninth Street N.W. in Washington, D.C., has always billed itself as a “nonpartisan” restaurant, if such a thing is possible in the nation’s capital. Perhaps bipartisan would be a better description: it was partly owned by a prominent Democrat (the power lobbyist Tommy Boggs) and a Republican (the Republican National Committee chair Haley Barbour).

			Its somewhat clubby atmosphere, wood-paneled walls, and steak-and-American fare made it the ideal venue for the studiously nonpartisan FBI director, Robert Mueller, and the former deputy attorney general James Comey when the two met there for lunch in the spring of 2011.

			It had been nearly ten years since the horrific terrorist attack on the World Trade Center had transformed the FBI from a sometimes overly methodical organization focused on crimes that had already occurred into a potent antiterrorist and counterintelligence organization that tried to anticipate and prevent them. Mueller had taken up his post just a week before 9/11, and he and Comey, who was then at the Justice Department, had met twice daily for the so-called threat briefing, a rundown on every conceivable terrorist threat, until Comey left the Justice Department in 2005.

			Mueller’s office had recently called Comey to suggest a lunch with the director the next time Comey was in D.C. Comey was now living in Connecticut, working for one of the world’s most prominent and successful hedge funds, Bridgewater Associates. After years of almost uninterrupted government service, he was finally making some money (his annual salary at Bridgewater was $6.6 million in 2012, according to his financial disclosures), more than enough to put his five children through college.

			Before joining the Justice Department, Comey had been the U.S. attorney in Manhattan and before that had worked as a federal prosecutor. Rudolph Giuliani had hired him as a young assistant in 1987, when the future New York City mayor was seizing headlines and magazine covers and cracking down on Ivan Boesky and other Wall Street criminals.

			Comey and Mueller hadn’t seen each other for several years, and Mueller was now nearing the end of the FBI director’s ten-year tenure. “Who’s going to replace you?” Comey asked, mostly out of idle curiosity. (Mueller couldn’t be renominated; Congress had restricted the FBI director’s term to ten years.)

			“You know, maybe you should,” Mueller replied.

			Comey wasn’t sure he was serious. “Why would I want to do that, when I was already your supervisor?”

			“When was that?”

			“When I was deputy attorney general, you reported to me,” Comey reminded him.

			“Noooo . . . ,” Mueller answered, drawing out the one syllable.

			“Yes, you did,” Comey said. He drew an organization chart on the paper table cover, with a dotted line connecting the FBI to its superiors at the Department of Justice.

			“Well, maybe on paper, but this is a much better job,” Mueller said, smiling. “You should consider it.”

			Comey was flattered, but firmly declined. He wasn’t about to move his family again after disrupting their lives and moving them to Connecticut.

			That didn’t stop the press from speculating that Comey might succeed Mueller (also mentioned were Comey’s good friend Patrick Fitzgerald, the U.S. attorney in Chicago, and Raymond W. Kelly, New York City’s police commissioner).

			Attorney General Eric Holder told The New York Times that President Obama basically wanted a clone of Mueller, whom the president described as “the gold standard.” In May, Obama said he’d seek Congress’s approval to extend Mueller’s tenure by two years, through the 2012 presidential election.

			Comey wasn’t exactly a clone of Mueller: Robert Swan Mueller III came from a far more affluent background, born in New York City in 1944 into the East Coast establishment. His father captained a navy submarine chaser in World War II before becoming a successful DuPont executive and stressed the importance of honor, principle, and public service to his son. As Mueller told the author Garrett Graff, “You did not shade or even consider shading with him” when it came to the truth. Mueller followed his father to St. Paul’s for boarding school and then Princeton, where he played varsity lacrosse.

			By contrast, Comey’s grandfather was a patrolman in Yonkers, New York. His father sold oilcans to gas station operators and later scouted gas station locations for an oil company. Money was tight. After the family moved to suburban Allendale, New Jersey, when Comey was in fifth grade, he was bullied and felt like an outsider at his new school.

			When he was a senior in high school, an armed intruder broke into their house while he and his younger brother were home alone. The man held them at gunpoint while ransacking closets and drawers and then locked them in a bathroom. The boys managed to escape through a window, only to be captured again outdoors. Fortunately, the sounds attracted a neighbor and his dog, and Comey fled back into the house and called the police.

			The gunman was never found, and the terrifying incident haunted Comey for years. But his survival instilled an appreciation for what mattered in life—not wealth or recognition, but “standing for something. Making a difference,” as he later put it.

			In this regard, he and Mueller were closely aligned. In what Mueller has repeatedly described as a formative experience in his life, a lacrosse teammate, David Hackett, a year older than Mueller and someone he admired intensely, volunteered to serve in the U.S. Marines following graduation. Hackett was killed in Vietnam in 1967 during a heroic effort to rescue fellow marines trapped by an ambush, which only intensified Mueller’s resolve to follow his example by enlisting.

			Mueller underwent intensive training in Ranger School and was deployed to Vietnam in 1968. Even in the jungle, he shaved every day and made his bed. He was wounded by a gunshot to the thigh; after recovering, he returned to combat duty before being transferred to the Pentagon. He received numerous awards, including a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star.

			“Perhaps because I did survive Vietnam, I have always felt compelled to contribute,” Mueller told Graff, much as Comey’s brush with death inspired a similar ambition.

			For both men, the importance of integrity has been a recurring theme. As Mueller told graduates of the College of William & Mary, Comey’s alma mater, in 2013, “As the saying goes, ‘If you have integrity, nothing else matters. And if you don’t have integrity, nothing else matters.’”

			He continued, “The FBI’s motto is Fidelity, Bravery, and Integrity. For the men and women of the Bureau, uncompromising integrity—both personal and institutional—is the core value.”

			That Mueller himself had tried to recruit Comey to run the FBI spoke to the deep bonds they’d forged while Comey was at the Justice Department. They weren’t especially friends and never socialized together (it wasn’t clear to Comey that Mueller socialized with anyone apart from his family). But they shared something deeper, something Mueller had witnessed firsthand at the bedside of an ailing attorney general, John Ashcroft. It was the same quality that Comey had almost instantly perceived in Mueller, and why it was Mueller whom Comey had summoned to Ashcroft’s hospital room on a fateful night seven years earlier.

			Nothing had done more to solidify Comey’s reputation for a willingness to do what he believed was the right thing pursuant to the law, no matter what the political consequences, than his swift and decisive actions as acting attorney general in March 2004, less than three years after the 9/11 terrorist attacks had led to a drastic revision of antiterrorist tactics, including warrantless government surveillance of the phone and email records of countless U.S. citizens.

			Comey was U.S. attorney in Manhattan soon after the attacks, and he’d often walked by the ruins, watching firefighters and cleanup crews hard at work under dangerous conditions. He knew the importance of the government’s antiterrorist efforts. At the same time, he understood the importance of civil liberties.

			After Comey was appointed by President George W. Bush as deputy attorney general in 2003, Justice Department lawyers convinced him that the National Security Agency’s surveillance program, code-named Stellar Wind, had no lawful justification. It plainly violated a law passed by Congress that strictly limited electronic surveillance within the United States. Jack Goldsmith, who headed the department’s Office of Legal Counsel, called Stellar Wind “the biggest legal mess I’d seen in my life.”

			The program was so sensitive that it had to be renewed every forty-five days, with the latest deadline, March 11, fast approaching. Even though it had routinely been authorized, Comey concluded that the program had to be stopped, or at least substantially modified, to comply with existing law.

			On March 1, Comey discussed his concerns with Mueller, someone cleared to discuss top secret national security information and in whom he had developed a deep sense of trust. In Mueller, Comey had found a kindred spirit, someone whose reverence for the law—the primacy of the law—matched his own.

			At his confirmation hearings to become deputy attorney general, Comey had been asked how he would handle politically sensitive or controversial investigations. Comey had responded, “I don’t care about politics. I don’t care about expediency. I don’t care about friendship. I care about doing the right thing. And I would never be part of something that I believe to be fundamentally wrong. I mean, obviously we all make policy judgments where people disagree, but I will do the right thing.”

			Comey’s wife, Patrice, had taped that excerpt to their refrigerator door.

			Not caring about politics didn’t mean that Comey held no political views. He’d been a lifelong registered Republican, he’d been appointed by a Republican president, and he’d donated to John McCain’s and Mitt Romney’s presidential campaigns (though he never publicly revealed how he voted).

			Mueller had made similar statements on numerous occasions. As he said in a speech to the American Civil Liberties Union—a frequent critic of the FBI generally and Mueller in particular—in 2003, “Like those before us, we will be judged by future generations on how we react to this crisis. And by that, I mean not just whether we win the war on terrorism, because I believe we will, but also whether, as we fight that war, we safeguard for our citizens the very liberties for which we are fighting.”

			As Comey saw it, Mueller’s “whole life was about doing things the right way.” Mueller was immediately sympathetic to Comey’s concerns.

			Comey briefed Ashcroft on the same issues on March 4 over lunch in Ashcroft’s office. Ashcroft agreed the program needed to be fixed before it could be extended. But that afternoon Ashcroft collapsed in pain, suffering from acute pancreatitis, and was rushed to George Washington University Hospital, where he was placed in intensive care. Comey was named acting attorney general and was now responsible for approving any extension of Stellar Wind.

			Comey’s position had stirred intense opposition within the White House, especially among defense hawks like Vice President Dick Cheney and his allies, who seemed determined to keep the program intact and operational at any cost. In one discussion at the White House, Cheney had looked directly at Comey and said, “Thousands of people are going to die because of what you are doing.”

			On the evening of March 10, Ashcroft’s chief of staff called Comey to report that President Bush had just called Ashcroft’s hospital room, where his wife, Janet, told the president he was too ill to speak; he’d just had emergency gallbladder surgery. In that case, Bush told her, he’d send the White House counsel, Alberto Gonzales, and his chief of staff, Andrew Card, to the hospital room to discuss a matter of vital national security.

			Everyone knew what that must be about—the extension of Stellar Wind. Bush was doing an end run around Comey.

			Comey told his driver to get him to George Washington University Hospital as fast as possible, and the two raced through Washington traffic with emergency lights flashing. While still in the car, Comey called Mueller, who was at a restaurant with his family. Comey wanted Mueller there as a witness.

			Comey reached Ashcroft’s room before the White House delegation. Janet Ashcroft was holding her husband’s limp hand. His skin looked gray, and he didn’t seem to recognize Comey. Comey nonetheless told him what was happening and why he was there.

			Outside the room were half a dozen FBI agents, there to protect Ashcroft. Comey suddenly worried that the White House might have him forcefully ejected. He called Mueller, still en route to the hospital, and asked him to tell his agents that Comey should not leave the room under any circumstances. Comey handed the phone over to one of the agents, and Mueller spoke to him. When he finished, the agent assured Comey, “You will not leave that room, sir. This is our scene.”

			Card and Gonzales arrived soon after, with Gonzales holding a manila envelope.

			If the pair were surprised to see Comey and other Justice Department lawyers already assembled, they didn’t show it. “How are you, General?” Card greeted Ashcroft.

			“Not well,” Ashcroft answered.

			Card said they were there to discuss a vital national security program. It was essential that it be continued.

			Ashcroft managed to push himself up onto his elbows. Clearly angry, he said he’d been misled about the program and, now that he understood it, had serious concerns about its legal justification. He paused, his breathing labored. “But that doesn’t matter now, because I’m not the attorney general.” His hand shaking, he pointed to Comey. “He’s the attorney general.”

			There was silence. Then Gonzales said, “Be well,” and he and Card left without looking in Comey’s direction.

			Mueller arrived a few minutes later, at 7:40 p.m. He found Ashcroft “feeble,” “barely articulate,” and “clearly stressed,” according to his notes. Comey briefed him on what had happened.

			Mueller leaned over to speak closely to Ashcroft. “In every man’s life there comes a time when the good Lord tests him,” he said. “You passed your test tonight.”

			Comey’s heart was racing, and he felt slightly dizzy. But Mueller’s words made clear, as Comey later expressed it, that “the law had held.”

			Comey was so deeply moved he felt like crying.

			

			—

			THE NEXT DAY, Comey learned the White House planned to go ahead with Stellar Wind over the objections of the Justice Department, notwithstanding the aborted visit to Ashcroft’s hospital room. Instead of the attorney general, it would be authorized by the White House counsel. Comey didn’t believe that people should threaten to resign to get their way. If things became intolerable, if asked to do something they believed was wrong, they should simply resign.

			So that night, Comey drafted a resignation letter. So did a slew of Justice Department lawyers involved in the situation. Mueller, too, told Comey he was prepared to resign. It would likely be a mass exodus unseen since the Watergate era—and a political disaster for a president launching a reelection campaign.

			The next morning, Comey joined Mueller for an antiterrorism briefing at FBI headquarters, and then the two went to the White House for their regular threat briefing with the president. Afterward, President Bush asked to speak to Comey alone.

			Comey didn’t always agree with him, but he liked Bush. He wanted him to succeed. He told him he couldn’t find a legal justification for the NSA surveillance program. Bush countered that it was he as president who determined the law for the executive branch. “Only I can say what the Justice Department can certify as lawful,” Comey responded, and quoting Martin Luther, the father of the Reformation, cast his position as a matter of deep conviction and principle: “Here I stand. I can do no other.”

			Comey thought he might be overstepping when he added, “The American people are going to freak out when they find out what we’ve been doing.”

			Bush seemed irritated by the suggestion. “Let me worry about that,” he said.

			Bush seemed oblivious to the impending wave of resignations by the Justice Department leadership, including the FBI director. Comey didn’t want to threaten to quit himself, but he thought Bush needed some warning. “You should know that Bob Mueller is going to resign this morning.”

			“Thank you for telling me that.”

			Mueller was waiting when Comey left the West Wing. Moments later, a Secret Service agent said the president wanted to see him, too, and he went back upstairs.

			Ten minutes later, Mueller returned, and he and Comey got into the FBI director’s black armored SUV. Mueller told Comey that he’d confirmed to the president that he couldn’t continue as director if the White House ignored the Justice Department’s legal objections. “Tell Jim to do what needs to be done to get this to a place where Justice is comfortable,” Bush had responded.

			Comey and his team worked all weekend to modify the surveillance program, submitting the results on Sunday night. Two days later, White House lawyers responded with what amounted to a curt dismissal. Exasperated, Comey pulled out his letter of resignation.

			But he never sent it. Comey didn’t know what happened inside the White House, but that week, when Bush signed an order extending Stellar Wind, it incorporated all the changes Comey and his team had asked for.

			

			—

			PRESIDENT BUSH WAS reelected in November 2004, and after his inauguration he replaced Ashcroft, who had fully recovered from his surgery, with his loyal White House counsel, Alberto Gonzales—one of Comey’s principal nemeses in the Stellar Wind affair.

			Over the past year, Comey had become increasingly dismayed at White House attempts to insert political loyalists into the Justice Department hierarchy and undermine the independence of the department, no doubt partly to fend off the kind of principled opposition Comey had mounted. Like many presidents, Bush seemed to want someone running the department whose first loyalty was to the president rather than to the Constitution or rule of law. Politicizing the department by installing loyalists, in Comey’s judgment, was invariably a grave mistake. It was the department’s independence that protected the executive branch.

			Despite their differences, Gonzales had phoned Comey right after his appointment, saying he was looking forward to working with him as deputy attorney general. But Comey didn’t have the stomach for more Stellar Wind battles. That spring he announced his resignation and left the department in August 2005, just as Bush’s second term became embroiled in controversy.

			Comey’s warning to President Bush that the American people would “freak out” once they learned the details of the government’s domestic surveillance program proved prescient. Over the national security objections of the Bush White House, The New York Times broke the story in December that President Bush had approved a broad program of domestic eavesdropping without benefit of court-approved warrants shortly after 9/11, and reported that “some officials familiar with the continuing operation have questioned whether the surveillance has stretched, if not crossed, constitutional limits on legal searches.”

			A firestorm erupted in the media and Congress, which only intensified after further shocking revelations of torture of al-Qaeda captives by CIA interrogators. Controversy was still raging when Gonzales fired a raft of U.S. attorneys, in what looked like a purge of prosecutors who failed some kind of administration loyalty test. The hallowed independence of the Justice Department seemed under dire threat.

			In 2007, the Senate Judiciary Committee launched hearings into the U.S. attorney firings, as well as Justice Department complicity in the surveillance and torture programs. Comey was subpoenaed and testified on May 3 before the House Judiciary Committee and on May 15 before the Senate Judiciary Committee.

			Under questioning from the New York senator Charles Schumer, Comey gave a dramatic and detailed account of the Stellar Wind affair and his interactions with Bush, Gonzales, and others at the White House. While some aspects of the affair had appeared previously in the press, Comey’s principled stand, and his and Mueller’s threats to quit, were big news.

			Gonzales tried to counter Comey’s narrative, arguing in testimony and a book that “contrary to Hollywood-style myth, there simply was no confrontation” at Ashcroft’s bedside; that extending the Stellar Wind program wasn’t on the agenda; that Ashcroft had never pointed his finger at Comey; and that he and Card would never have gone there had they known that Ashcroft had relinquished the powers of the attorney general to Comey.

			But later testimony by others in the room, including Mueller, who produced detailed notes of the incident, corroborated Comey’s account. Schumer demanded that Gonzales be investigated for perjury and called for his ouster.

			Gonzales never recovered politically from the controversies involving the U.S. attorney firings, the torture of prisoners, surveillance, and ultimately his own credibility. Increasingly viewed as a political liability by the White House, he submitted his resignation on August 26, 2007. In accepting it, President Bush complained Gonzales’s name had been “dragged through the mud.”

			Comey’s reputation, by contrast, soared to new heights. The notion that he’d defied the Bush administration, and stood up against government spying on its own citizens, gained him national publicity and praise beyond anything he’d done before, even in his highest-profile cases.

			When Senator Schumer introduced Comey at the 2007 hearings, he called him “almost a man who needs no introduction.” He continued, “As far as I’m concerned, when the Justice Department lost Jim Comey, it lost a towering figure. And I don’t say that because he stands 6’8” tall. When Jim left the Department, we lost a public servant of the first order, a man of unimpeachable integrity, honesty, character and independence.”

			What few were willing to say, at least publicly, is that a man of unimpeachable integrity is not necessarily what a president or any other political figure really wants. Someone who quotes Martin Luther and whose political philosophy was forged while reading the works of the theologian and philosopher Reinhold Niebuhr, as Comey’s was, may not be the most reliable political partner.*

			Comey’s comments about doing the right thing, which his wife so proudly placed on the family refrigerator, struck others as displaying “a near contempt for partisan politics,” as Daniel Klaidman wrote in Newsweek in 2013. Politics, in this view, requires often messy compromises, even of moral principles.

			“There is also an undercurrent of persistent dissent about Comey,” Klaidman continued. While conceding they are a minority, albeit a powerful one, his detractors “see a gunslinging prosecutor who is cocksure and possesses an overweening sense of his own righteousness. They contend, further, that Comey took a narrow legal dispute and imbued it with high drama and grave portent in an effort to burnish his reputation. These critics say his actions reflect an unyielding, black-and-white approach to morality.”

			As a former (unnamed) Bush White House official put it, “Jim has a flair for the dramatic and a desire to be the moral savior of mankind.”

			This aspect of Comey seemed to become a near obsession with members of the Wall Street Journal editorial page, who never missed an opportunity to excoriate Comey for, as they put in a 2013 editorial, “prosecutorial excess and bad judgment.” They harshly attacked his role in the Ashcroft affair: “The biggest of Mr. Comey’s misjudgments are the ones for which he gets the highest accolades from his media admirers.”

			The Journal editorial page went so far as to compare Comey to Javert, the dogged pursuer of Jean Valjean in Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables. But such criticism of Comey was drowned out by the chorus of praise, both for his actions at Ashcroft’s bedside and more broadly for his efforts to keep government spying and torture within the bounds of the law.

			When Mueller’s extension as FBI director finally ran out in 2013, Comey’s name remained on a short list of candidates to replace him. This time Eric Holder, Obama’s attorney general, called Comey himself, asking him to interview for the post. Comey told him he’d sleep on it, but the answer was likely to be no.

			Comey was still cool to the idea, but several things had changed since his last discussion with Mueller: after three years at Bridgewater, he was more financially secure. He’d left the firm earlier that year and had recently joined the faculty of Columbia Law School. But his family was still living in Connecticut, and his wife was in graduate school. And surely, with his Republican résumé, he had to be considered a long shot for the post.

			Comey told his wife about the call from Holder, and the next morning he found her at the computer studying real estate listings in the Washington area. “This is who you are, this is what you love,” she said of the FBI job. “So go down there and do your best.”

			Comey arrived at the White House for his job interview in May. He’d never met Obama, who was physically leaner and intellectually more focused than Comey had expected. Obama told him that naming an FBI director and nominating Supreme Court justices are the most important personnel decisions a president makes, because their terms extend beyond the president’s. He said he felt there was great value in such a long tenure, in part because it helped ensure the FBI’s independence. And the FBI director would still be on hand to give Obama’s successor as president seasoned advice, something Obama would have appreciated when he was still a new and relatively untested president. What Obama said he wanted most at the FBI was “competence and independence.”

			By independence, Obama meant he expected not that Comey would have no political views but rather that Comey would never let those views affect an investigation or any other aspect of his work. As Obama put it, “I need to sleep at night knowing the place is well run and the American people protected.”

			That aligned perfectly with Comey’s views, so much so that maybe his Republican credentials wouldn’t bother Obama. Mueller, after all, was also a registered Republican. Comey’s being a Republican could even be seen as an advantage. If Comey were Obama’s choice, no one could accuse the president of naming a partisan loyalist.

			Obama invited Comey back to the Oval Office to confirm that he was indeed his choice. “Once you are director we won’t be able to talk like this,” the president said. A president and the FBI director couldn’t be friends and confidants, but needed to keep a distance. The two had a wide-ranging conversation about thorny legal and military issues, like the propriety of drone strikes against suspected terrorists. Comey was impressed by what he considered the suppleness of Obama’s mind and his grasp of the issues.

			Perhaps Obama was using the occasion to assess Comey one last time. If so, he passed muster. The president announced his appointment on a sunny June 21, 2013, in the Rose Garden, flanked by Mueller and Comey. President Obama began by lavishing praise on Mueller:

			
				I know that everyone here joins me in saying that you will be remembered as one of the finest directors in the history of the FBI, and one of the most admired public servants of our time. And I have to say just personally not only has it been a pleasure to work with Bob, but I know very few people in public life who have shown more integrity more consistently under more pressure than Bob Mueller.

				I think Bob will agree with me when I say that we have the perfect person to carry on this work in Jim Comey—a man who stands very tall for justice and the rule of law.

			

			Obama stressed Comey’s experience and character, placing special emphasis on his integrity and independence and citing the Ashcroft incident:

			
				To know Jim Comey is also to know his fierce independence and his deep integrity. Like Bob, he’s that rarity in Washington sometimes—he doesn’t care about politics, he only cares about getting the job done. At key moments, when it’s mattered most, he joined Bob in standing up for what he believed was right. He was prepared to give up a job he loved rather than be part of something he felt was fundamentally wrong. As Jim has said, “We know that the rule of law sets this nation apart and is its foundation.”

				Jim understands that in time of crisis, we aren’t judged solely by how many plots we disrupt or how many criminals we bring to justice—we’re also judged by our commitment to the Constitution that we’ve sworn to defend, and to the values and civil liberties that we’ve pledged to protect. And as we’ve seen in recent days, this work of striking a balance between our security, but also making sure we are maintaining fidelity to those values that we cherish is a constant mission. That’s who we are.

			

			Comey breezed through Senate confirmation hearings, attracting praise from both sides of the aisle. He was approved by a vote of 93 to 1; only the maverick Kentucky Republican Rand Paul voted against him.

			Comey was sworn in as FBI director on September 4, 2013, twelve years to the day after Mueller’s ceremony.

			

			—

			FROM HIS FIRST day as director, Comey put his own more relaxed stamp on the office, a distinct contrast from Mueller’s more formal, hierarchical approach. Despite their shared values, Comey was far more extroverted and open than Mueller, who was known inside the bureau as Bob “Say Nothing” Mueller.

			Comey gave his attire considerable thought: Mueller had worn a white shirt every day of his twelve-year tenure. Mueller was never seen in public without his suit jacket on. For his first address to the thousands of FBI employees around the world, Comey wore a blue shirt and tie but no jacket, and sat on a stool.

			At his first meeting with his senior staff, Comey pushed aside his bulky briefing books, leaned far back in his chair, and “stretched like a big cat,” as Andrew McCabe recalled. Comey worried that FBI employees worked too hard under too much stress, which could undermine sound judgment—something essential for people who had been given so much power over the lives of their fellow citizens.

			At one of his first staff meetings, Comey began by asking each person to tell everyone something about themselves that would surprise the others—a personal approach that was highly unorthodox at the straitlaced FBI, where most people knew little or nothing about their colleagues’ lives outside FBI headquarters. One said he loved Disney characters; another was a passionate fan of abstract art. McCabe disclosed nothing so offbeat, but revealed he’d once been a criminal defense lawyer. The ice was broken.

			At subsequent meetings, Comey asked more personal questions, often pegged to the season: What was your favorite Halloween candy as a child? What’s your favorite Thanksgiving food? Your favorite holiday gift? Comey didn’t care that the questions might come across as childish. He thought children were often more honest and less guarded than adults.

			McCabe appreciated Comey’s informality and felt his charm; Comey was the kind of person, as McCabe put it, who in conversation would listen so closely you felt “there were only the two of you in the whole world.” But most important to McCabe was that Comey shared Mueller’s “larger-than-life sense of rectitude.” The Ashcroft story had preceded Comey’s nomination and arrival.

			When Comey took the director’s job, McCabe was working in the National Security Division after a career at the bureau that had begun in New York in 1996. A graduate of Duke and Washington University in St. Louis School of Law, McCabe had prominent roles in the FBI’s investigation of the 2013 Boston Marathon terrorist bombings and, the year before, the attack on the American consulate in Benghazi, Libya. Then forty-five, he was exceptionally lean (even by the standards of a fitness-crazed FBI) from frequent triathlons; he often biked the thirty-five miles from his Virginia home to FBI headquarters. He wore glasses and kept his slightly graying hair cropped short.

			During his first fifteen months as director, Comey visited all fifty-six domestic FBI field offices and a dozen overseas. He rarely wore a suit jacket. He asked his top staff members to abandon theirs, too. He mingled with the staff and often ate lunch in the cafeteria. He encouraged casual conversations and asked for candor from everyone who worked for him. “Tell me what you really think” was a constant request.

			The effort met with mixed success. Suit jackets and ties would disappear from staff meetings, only to creep back as weeks passed, until Comey brought the issue up again. However much he talked about openness and transparency—two management attributes he had absorbed when he was at Bridgewater—the near-military hierarchy and deference to authority that were ingrained in the FBI’s culture couldn’t be changed overnight, if ever.

			Still, by 2015 it could safely be said that the transition from Mueller to Comey had been a success, certainly by the most conspicuous measure, which was that there hadn’t been another terrorist attack on U.S. soil. That isn’t to say there weren’t plenty of threats to monitor and investigate, including the rise of ISIS, and controversies, like the FBI’s access to private data on cell phones—one of the thorny issues Obama had raised in his talk with Comey.

			Still, in his end-of-year message, Comey warned that the FBI couldn’t become complacent. “The coming year will be difficult,” he wrote. “The threats we face are moving faster and becoming harder to see. The threat from terrorism, in particular, will likely continue to challenge us. But we are up for that challenge. In a way, it is the reason we joined the FBI. We could do easy stuff for better money elsewhere. But who wants that? We get to do hard and good.

			“I also think the American people will increasingly look to us as a centering and calming force in a time of anxiety. In the midst of this, our wonderful, sometimes messy, democracy will elect a new president. We, of course, will stay out of politics and remain what the American people count on us to be—competent, honest, and independent.

			“Thank you for a year of service and accomplishment. Take a deep breath and hug your families. Hard lies ahead.”

			Little did he know.

			

			—

			THE FBI HAD already had a taste of how “messy,” as Comey put it, American politics had become. To the frustration of many in the FBI, especially McCabe, nothing was more controversial than the bureau’s investigation of the Benghazi attacks, which, after painstaking and difficult work in a notoriously inhospitable country, Libya, had resulted in the successful conviction of the militia leader who masterminded the attack. It was McCabe’s first involvement in an intensely politicized affair, seized upon by Republicans eager to lay responsibility for the death of the U.S. ambassador and three others at the feet of President Obama and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton.

			The Obama administration had fueled the fires by first claiming, erroneously, that the attack was a spontaneous demonstration triggered by an anti-Muslim video, rather than the planned terrorist assault it turned out to be. But in November, soon after Comey became director, the House Select Committee on Intelligence issued a report after an “exhaustive” investigation largely absolving President Obama, Secretary Clinton, and the intelligence agencies of any misconduct.

			That didn’t deter conspiracy theorists and their sympathizers in Congress. The South Carolina representative Trey Gowdy made Benghazi a signature issue. House Speaker John Boehner had named him the head of a new select committee to investigate Benghazi even before the Intelligence Committee finished its work. (Gowdy’s was the sixth House committee to take on the task, which was all but guaranteed to keep Hillary Clinton on the defensive.)

			In July 2014, Gowdy demanded that Clinton produce all her emails related to Benghazi, and his committee subpoenaed the former secretary. State Department lawyers discovered then that Clinton hadn’t used government servers for her email correspondence. She had instead used a single private device and a server located in the Clintons’ Chappaqua, New York, home. The lawyers did obtain three hundred emails that referenced Benghazi from Clinton’s lawyers and turned them over to the committee.

			The State Department, now being run by Secretary of State John Kerry, launched a broader investigation and reached out to Clinton as well as other former secretaries of state, asking for the return of all correspondence. Clinton’s lawyers reviewed more than sixty thousand emails. They deleted about thirty-two thousand they deemed personal and turned over about thirty thousand to the State Department, which they delivered in twelve boxes.

			Two months later, in late February, State Department lawyers disclosed to the House Committee that Clinton hadn’t even had a State Department email account, and all
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