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This book is dedicated to all of you who love Mimi and
Gianna. They love you right back!


 


 


And to Peggy, as always.


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 


Screams
became shrieks became moans became muffled crying became, eventually, awful,
deadly silence as five women lay on the sidewalk, broken, bleeding and dying.
The folds of their robes spread out from around them, absorbing their blood.
The hijabs, too, absorbed their blood but, as designed, left their faces open
and visible for the horror, pain, and disbelief displayed on them to any and
all who looked.


Rebel
yells and shouts of “make America great again” alternated with the rapid fire
of the AK-12 machine gun and the Makarov semi-automatic handgun, both
Russian-made, that created the carnage on the sidewalk where a big pickup truck
idled at the curb. The men in the pickup quieted when they saw the results of
their work, saw that their objective had been accomplished.


From the
minaret of the mosque half a block away, the call to prayer that reverberated
from the sound system was the only remaining sound in the warm Friday evening
air—the mosque that was the destination of both the dying women and the
marauding men in the pickup truck.


It had
begun and ended in a matter of several seconds. So momentous an occurrence in
the lives of so many women and men began and ended in less time than a
five-year-old would need to count to ten—two numbers that had even more meaning
that Friday evening: Ten people were involved—five women and five men—but it
had required much more time than mere seconds for their lives to converge on a
quiet, tree-lined street in the nation’s capital on that May evening, to converge
and to change dramatically and irrevocably. 


The women,
American-born Muslims, after much consideration and hours of discussion, had
decided to wear the hijab and long skirts and walk to Friday evening service at
their mosque. None of them regularly wore a hijab and one of them—the
twenty-five-year-old daughter of one of the women—had never worn one. So why
now? Because now everything had changed.


“We live
in a country where we face discrimination not only because of our color and our
gender, but now also because of our religion.” And as a group the women, good
friends for many years, agreed on their course of action for that Friday
evening in late May. They shared their decision with their husbands and
received support and encouragement. A few of the older men of the mosque still
resented the presence of women but the younger men were more progressive and
more inclusive in their reading and interpretation of the Quran. They
agreed—the women and the men—that they would not allow their government to bully
their religion into invisibility. Had the country ever had so distasteful and
despicable a government? Of course there had been racist presidents and corrupt
ones and warmongering ones. But had there ever been anything like the crude
incompetence of this one? Even in the days of slavery? They didn’t think so.
But as they knew all too well, not everyone shared their opinion.


“We
finally got somebody on our side! Somebody who believes America First is the
right way to go! America for Americans!” Five of them, including the
grandfather, three sons, and one grandson—the Holtons by name—had experienced
unprecedented feelings of euphoria since the November election, though none of
them had voted. Had ever voted—they didn’t see the point. Now they did. They
had wanted to drive to Washington for the inauguration but they hadn’t planned
properly, not realizing that it probably was an eleven- or-twelve-hour drive
from their home in western Indiana. But now was a good time, especially since
it was warmer and they could sleep in the truck if necessary. They’d read that
Muslims had a church near the Capitol and the White House, and they blared
their Satan religion so loud the president could hear it! That needed to stop
and they’d make sure it did.


 


 


The walk
to the mosque was peaceful, a welcome respite to the end of the work week. Lost
in their individual thoughts, the women had no sense of the danger coming their
way. At least, four of them didn’t. The fifth and youngest of their group also
was a cop—a member of the Washington, D.C., Metropolitan Police Department—and
her brain was processing an incongruous sound: the roar of a big engine moving
much too fast toward them. She turned her head toward the sound, saw the big
truck, hulking like an animal, and knew trouble was approaching fast.


“Get
down!” She issued the command and pushed her mother down at the same time. The
big truck was upon them so the cop fell on top of her mother to cover her.
“Curl up into a ball!” she called out to the other women, but it was too late.


“America
for Americans!” the men yelled as their weapons strafed the prone women, all of
whom were hit multiple times. “We’re making America great again!” The
sixteen-year-old driver kept blowing the truck’s horn as the bullets flew and
the men continued to chant their slogans. Then, the shooting over, two of the
men climbed out of the truck and walked over to the prostrate, bleeding, and
dying women. They didn’t notice that one of the women held her police-issued
Sig Sauer. She quickly fired off four shots—two each to the heads of the two
men who’d come to stand over the women and watch them die, but they both died
first. Then the young cop emptied the clip into the pickup truck. She no longer
was aiming because she no longer could see, but she could hear and she knew her
bullets met their target. Stunned speechless, the three men remaining in the
truck also were frozen and motionless for several long seconds, unable to move
because their brains were not sending signals. The oldest, Mike Holton,
recovered first, and in a weak voice ordered his youngest—and now only
remaining—son to drive. But Sammy Holton didn’t move. He couldn’t. He’d just
watched his big brother Mickey’s head explode. Then his own head snapped
forward. His father’s voice now was as strong as the slap delivered to the back
of Sammy’s head. “Drive, boy! Drive!” And the big pickup peeled away from the
curb, leaving the stench of burning rubber and the screeching of tires hanging
in the air, along with Ricky Slater’s wail that they couldn’t leave his brother
Donnie lying there on the sidewalk! If there had been anyone conscious or
cognizant on that sidewalk the sudden silence would have been noticed. The
amplified call to prayer had stopped, and though sirens wailed in the distance,
they were not yet close enough to be considered loud.


But it was
loud as hell inside the 911 call center. There had been a dozen calls to 911,
most of them people screaming about men in a pickup truck slaughtering Muslim
women walking to church. The cops were dispatched—a lot of them, because what
the call center operators were hearing defied belief and understanding: a
drive-by with Muslim women as the targets. Then came the additional
information: The men driving the pickup truck were white. Cops were practically
silent as their squads hurtled toward the scene. All drive-by shootings, by
their very nature, were grim and gruesome and stupid examples of the brand of
needless violence that was all too common in America’s big cities. But this?
“Sounds like the stories my great-grandpa used to tell about the KKK, except
they rode horses in the dead of night, not pickup trucks at sundown.”


The feet
of the men from the mosque running toward the slaughtered women made virtually
no sound on the sidewalk because most of them were barefoot, as they’d left
their shoes at the front door of the mosque in their hurry to get to their
women. They arrived at the same time as the police and the paramedics and the
firefighters—more than a dozen carloads of them. The medical personnel and their
equipment rushed to the bodies. The law enforcement personnel, weapons in hand,
fanned out in search of perpetrators. It was one of the paramedics who first
noticed the gun in the hand of one of the victims.


“You guys
need to see this!” he called out to the cops, and several came running, guns
drawn, eyes searching and scanning.


“What the
hell—”


“I know
her!” exclaimed another. “She’s on the job! I know her!”


Their
sergeant ran over, looked down, then up at the patrol officer who claimed
knowledge of the victim who might also be a shooter, then back down at the
young woman whose eyes were closed and whose hand still firmly held her weapon.
“Who is she?”


“Cassandra
something. We were at the Academy together. I was ahead of her but she was a
star. She works Hate Crimes—” The patrol officer stopped talking because his
sergeant seemed to be choking.


“Oh sweet
Jesus!” the sergeant said, crossing himself, and ran to his car.


“Fuck!”
the paramedic yelled at the same time. “She’s alive!” And he and his partner knelt
down beside Officer Cassandra Ali.


 

 


Lt.
Gianna Maglione, head of the Hate Crimes Unit, was in her office reviewing the
previous month’s crime stats with her second-in-command, Sgt. Eric Ashby, when
the phone rang. 


“Lieutenant
Maglione’s office—” Eric began; then he went silent as all the blood drained
from his face. He listened, hung up the phone, and stood. 


Gianna had
been watching him and she stood up, too, waiting for him to tell her what was
wrong and knowing it would be worse than bad.


“A drive-by.
A truckload of white guys took out a group of Muslim women who were walking to
Friday evening prayers.”


Gianna’s
brain was processing what Eric had said when the phone rang again. Eric grabbed
it, and before he could speak, Gianna heard shouting on the other end, and Eric
gave her the phone. She, too, listened without speaking, then she hung up the
phone. “Cassie Ali is one of the Muslim women who was shot, and it’s not clear
whether she’s still alive.” Tears filled Eric’s eyes and spilled out. Gianna grabbed
his shoulder and her fingers dug in until he got control. “I’m going to the
hospital. You gather the rest of the team and go to the site. I’ll let you know
about Cassie when I know anything.”


“What do
you want us to do at the scene?”


“Support,
until you hear differently. The Chief will be there. He’ll let you know. And
Eric? Take care of ’em, especially Tim. And if he can’t control himself, send
him home.”


And they
were out the door, Eric heading downstairs to the Think Tank where the HCU team
members were gathered. As he ran he wondered if they had heard any of the radio
calls and if so, if they had any idea how soon and how closely they’d be
connected to what sounded like a massacre.


Gianna
tried not to think at all as she ran down the steps to the underground garage.
She focused on driving. Friday night. Rush hour traffic. Downtown D.C. Lights
and siren. Cassie maybe not alive . . . Cassie, the baby of her team who had
endured more than enough tragedy and suffering for one young life. But how much
was enough? How much was too much? She was all too familiar with all the
existential and philosophical questions of life—as well as with the answers:
There weren’t any. So, just drive, she told herself. Don’t think,
don’t feel. Just drive.


 

 


Don’t
talk, Mimi
Patterson told herself. Don’t say a word. She and her editor, the one
she called the Weasel, stood staring at each other. He had just spiked her
story on Eastern Shore migrant farm workers because he said it was biased
against the president. She said he should get a job at one of the fake news
sites where he could peddle alternative facts to people who would believe them
because real news stories based on real facts seemed to elude him. He
threatened to fire her. She told him to go ahead. They were in his office—he
behind his desk, she in front of it—and they stood staring at each other, she
waiting to be fired, he, as always, intimidated by her and terrified of her. He
didn’t know if he had the authority to fire her and even if he did, he’d be
costing the paper one of its best reporters. But they detested each other,
neither had a shred of respect for the other, and it was pointless to think
that he’d ever bend her to his will. He might as well let her work for another
editor, as she’d asked to do half a dozen times.


“You gotta
come listen to the police scanner!” A reporter the Weasel did like rushed in,
flushed and breathless. Mimi thought of him as Weasel Boy, because the Weasel
had hired him and he definitely was the Weasel’s boy. “Some kind of terrorist action
over on the East Side!” he yelled as he rushed back out. Mimi could see that a
crowd had gathered in the vicinity of the police scanner, and that the Weasel
was half-tempted to see what the excitement was all about. The truth was that
he didn’t care for stories that were exciting or emotional, especially if they
were in any way related to violence. But Weasel Boy was his creation—his
hire—and it would be bad form for him not to appear interested. Without another
word to Mimi, he left his office and headed across the newsroom toward the
crowd. Mimi went to her desk where she retrieved her Eastern Shore migrant
worker story from the sent queue. The Weasel would never miss it. Then she
pulled up one of the twenty-four-hour internet news programs on her computer
and stared in shocked disbelief and horror at what she saw and heard. 


 

 


Anyone
who’d ever wondered whether the Chief had earned his job had that question
answered when he arrived on the scene of what could only be described as
uncontrolled mayhem. He instantly took control easily and calmly by asking
questions: Which victims needed transporting? Who was taking the crime scene
photos? Were there eyewitnesses and, if so, who was interviewing them? The
mayhem became controlled. He knew that Cassandra Ali was already en route to
the trauma center. He had not known that her mother was another of the victims
and that she was still alive, and he made certain that she was the next to be
transported—and that her husband would ride with her when he recognized the
man. He’d met Officer Ali’s parents a year before when she’d been brutally
attacked and beaten by a neo-Nazi skinhead asshole. The young officer had lost
sight in one eye as a result of the beating, and he’d had to force Lt. Maglione
to put the girl on waivers. She couldn’t function in the Hate Crimes Unit blind
in one eye, not to mention the fact that she had no memory of the incident. In
the more than twenty years that he’d been Maglione’s mentor and friend, it was
the first really bad time between them.


“Lieutenant
Maglione’s already on her way to the hospital to be with your girl,” he told
the Alis. He did not tell them that their daughter was feared dead.


They
thanked him though he knew he didn’t deserve their thanks due to the truth that
he was withholding from them, so when he slammed the ambulance door shut, he
was relieved to see Eric Ashby barreling toward him, red hair and blue eyes
blazing. He was as loyal to Lt. Maglione as she was to her Chief. Ashby
sketched a hasty salute.


“Where do
you need me, Chief?”


“Right
here with me for now, until the terrorism task force gets here.”


Eric’s
eyes went wide. “You’re calling this a terrorist act?”


“Damn
right! As well as a hate crime!” And he looked over his shoulder at the two men
lying dead on the sidewalk with bullets in their heads, the two men that
Cassandra Ali had shot in what might well have been her last conscious act on
the planet. “I’m calling those two terrorists and I’m accusing them of a hate
crime and I intend to use the letters KKK in the same sentence!”


Eric knew
from his boss that the Chief of Police could, in her words, get mad enough to
chew nails and spit out tacks, but he’d never seen it firsthand. Until now. He
was imagining how the media would respond to hearing “hate crime, terrorist
act, and KKK” in the same sentence when he saw the big SUV that was the
operational unit for the Anti-Terrorism Task Force arrive.


“Come on,”
the Chief barked as he hurried toward the ATTF team as their doors opened and
they spilled out of truck.


 

 


“Turn
left at this corner,” Mike Holton barked at Sammy, “and keep going until you
see the Capitol dome. It’ll be right in front of you!”


“Why are
we goin’ to the damn Capitol? We oughta be goin’ back there to get my brother!”
Ricky Slater had been crying and wailing the whole time that Mike Holton had
been trying to read the map on his cell phone. Now that he had found where they
were and where they were going, he had some space in his brain for Slater;
indeed, he understood what he was feeling. He wanted to wail and cry, too, for
the son he had left lying on the sidewalk, but wailing and crying didn’t win
you any points in the game.


“We’re
goin’ to the Capitol ’cause we’ll be safe there,” he said. “Once we tell ’em
what we did and why, they’ll take care of us. They might even call us heroes!
And goin’ back will just get us arrested. The cops’ll be there by now.”


“That’s
why we never shoulda left without ’em! I told you that!”


“You don’t
tell me what to do, boy!” Mike Holton snarled at Ricky, and the young man saw
clearly what his big brother meant when he would say that old man Holton was a
mean bastard. Ricky didn’t know about old man Holton firsthand because it was
his big brother, Don, who was Army buddies with Mickey Holton. But to Sammy’s
eyes, the old man was more than just mean; he was crazy, too! There was no way
that the church where the Muslim women were going was close enough to the
president that he could hear the loudspeaker on top of the Muslim church. They
were half a block away and could hardly hear it. He picked up the articles that
Holton used to back up his claim about the Muslims, which he had printed from
the internet. Passages he’d underlined: The muslims’ call to prayer disturbs
the President. No way. No damn way! The old man was crazy as hell and now
his big brother was dead for no reason. What was going to happen to them now?


 

 


Gianna
screeched into the Ambulance Only parking lot at the emergency room entrance of
University Medical Center, threw the car into gear, and jumped out. She opened the
back door of the unmarked cruiser to grab her jacket. She was pulling the
jacket on when the security guard, on his way to tell her to move her damn car,
noticed her shoulder holster and stopped in his tracks. She nodded to him and
ran up the ramp and into the ER. She was about to ask for Cassie when she saw
her, strapped to the ambulance gurney, a paramedic on either side, shouting
information to the ER doctors. Actually, she saw the blood first, dripping onto
the floor. A lot of blood. Too damn much blood.


“Lieutenant!”


She tore
her eyes away from Cassie and raised them to take in the two patrol officers
who no doubt had accompanied the ambo—had more likely led it through the
traffic to the hospital. She hadn’t noticed their unit in the parking lot. Walking
toward them meant walking toward Cassie, so that’s what she did. “Any word?”
she asked.


“Maybe,”
one of them said. 


“One of
our patrol units may have spotted the truck,” the other one said.


Before
Gianna could query further, two things happened simultaneously: She heard her
name called, and Cassie grabbed her hand. She focused on Cassie, whose eyes
were flickering open and closed like a blinking neon sign with one of its bulbs
burned out. As she leaned down close to Cassie, she saw who’d called her name—the
young doctor who had operated on Mimi last year after she was attacked in the
lobby of her newspaper. Perversely, Mimi’s attacker had been a Muslim who
objected to stories she was writing about lesbians.


“We must
stop meeting like this, Lieutenant,” the young doctor said, and she didn’t mean
it as a joke.


“Officer
Ali is a Muslim. She’ll need a female physician,” Gianna began but the doctor
was already nodding.


“We know
and we’re ready.” She looked down at Cassie. “We need to take her right now.”


Gianna
leaned in close to Cassie. “I’ll be back later, Cassie. You hang in there.” She
started to stand but Cassie pulled her down with surprising strength and
whispered something. Her eyes flickered closed, then back open.


Gianna
leaned in closer to hear and wished she hadn’t. “I love you, Gianna,” the young
cop whispered as blood gurgled up her throat and out of her mouth, causing the
medical personnel to spring into action. Somebody pushed Gianna out of the way,
and the gurney bearing Cassie headed toward the surgical suite at breakneck
speed. Then the young doctor hopped on, straddling Cassie, and began chest
compressions.


Gianna
couldn’t watch any longer and sped down the corridor in the opposite direction,
toward the parking lot. Then she heard the doctor yell, “Come on, goddammit,
come on!” and turned to see that the doctor, still straddling Cassie and
pumping on her chest. “Come on, come on, come on!” The young doctor was still
yelling and pumping as the gurney disappeared through the swinging doors, but
Gianna knew it was too late. She knew that Cassie was gone and she almost
smiled to herself because she knew that Cassie would never have said what she
said if she knew she’d have to face her boss again.


“Lieutenant
Maglione!”


Oh God,
would people please stop calling her name! Who was it this time? She looked up
and into the face of Cassie’s father who was climbing out of the back of an
ambulance and following close behind another gurney. What the hell . . .?


“My wife!”
he exclaimed. Then, “You’ve seen Cassandra?”


She could
not tell this man that his only child was dead. “She’s in surgery. They made me
get out of their way,” she added.


He nodded.
“Hopefully I can check on her when they take Aisha back.” He touched his wife’s
shoulder. She, too, was bleeding, though not as severely, it seemed, as Cassie
had been. “Cassandra saved her life, Lieutenant.”


“What?”


“She and
her mother and three other women were walking to the mosque for evening
prayers. Aisha said that Cassandra heard the truck coming and she knew
something was wrong. She told the women to get down; then she pushed her mother
down and fell on top of her.” He stopped talking because the gurney carrying
his wife was speeding down the hall toward the same surgical suite where his
dead daughter was. He nodded at Gianna and took off after it.


“Mr. Ali!
Why are you barefoot?!”


The man
skidded to a stop and gave an astonished look down at his feet in their black
nylon socks. Then he almost laughed. “We all ran out of the mosque when we
heard the gunfire. We’re all barefoot, I’m sure.”


“What kind
of shoes, Mr. Ali?”


“Black
loafers,” he called out, and disappeared behind the swinging doors.


She should
have told the man his daughter was dead . . . but then she didn’t know for
certain that she was . . . yes, she did. She inhaled deeply when she got
outside, surprised that it was fully dark. She pulled out her phone to call the
Chief. He’d be beyond furious. Then she’d call Eric. He’d be inconsolable. And
Mimi. She had to call Mimi, who must be sitting at her desk watching the story
unfold on the television stations, and they all must be weighing in—from Al
Jazeera to the BBC. The reporters would try valiantly, and in vain, to have
something new to say from minute to minute but the cops had sealed off the site
and any and all information related to it. It was looking to be a long night
for cops and reporters alike—unless the cops caught a break.


 

 


“We got
’em, Chief! We got the bastards!”


“Tell me,”
the Chief said, almost quietly.


“First and
best, the eyewitness descriptions were damn near perfect for a change: Silver
or gray pickup with a double cab and Indiana plates, though the wits didn’t
know the Indiana part—they just knew out of state. Three perps inside, two of
’em refusing to talk, the third unable to shut his mouth.”


“Where
were they?”


“They had
just turned off of Brook Parkway onto Capitol Hill Drive.”


The Chief
looked perplexed. “Why the hell were they going that way? Every cop in D.C. is
in that direction. Even being from Indiana they’d have to know that. Why
weren’t they headed for the interstate?”


The
Anti-Terrorism Task Force cop who was relaying the info to the chief now looked
perplexed and confused himself—as well as slightly amazed. “It seems they
thought they’d be safe if they could get close enough to the White House to
tell the president that they had just helped him make America a better place
for Americans.”


The
Chief’s phone rang, saving those close to him from the eruption that was
coming. The look on his face when he saw who was calling caused everyone but
Eric Ashby to take a step back. Eric moved a step closer. When he saw the
Chief’s eyes close for a moment after he listened to the caller, Eric grabbed
his own phone and waited for Gianna’s call.


“Everybody,”
the Chief said, and he didn’t shout. He didn’t need to. Every pair of eyes and
ears were his. “Those bastards have killed a member of the D.C. Police Force.
Officer Cassandra Ali, a member of the Hate Crimes Unit, just passed away at
the University Hospital Trauma Center.”


Eric’s
phone rang at that moment. He met the Chief’s eyes. The Chief nodded and Eric
stepped away.


“What do
you need me to do?” he asked his boss and good friend.


“Come here
to be with Cassie’s parents. But first, Eric—please go get Jamal Ali’s shoes,”
and she explained how it happened that the man had arrived in an ambulance with
his wife without shoes. Then she told him that Cassie had, in all likelihood,
saved her mother’s life at the cost of her own. Then she called Mimi.


Mimi could
almost feel the energy shift through the computer screen as all of a sudden
cops and reporters were in motion—the cops first, then the reporters as they
tried to surge past the police barricade that was keeping them far away from
the scene of the massacre. The long lenses of the television cameras were able
to capture the image of the cops as they gathered in front of and around the
Chief, but no matter how they tried, their microphones could pick up only
ambient noises. Then her cell phone rang. It was Gianna. She grabbed it and ran
out into the hallway near the water cooler. It was understood that when a
person was back here, privacy was required.


“Sweetheart?”


After the
briefest second in which she heard Gianna inhale: “Cassie Ali is dead. Some
dumb fuck killed her and at least two other Muslim women as they were walking
to their mosque for Friday evening prayers. Cassie’s mother is injured but,
Mimi, Cassie knocked her mother to the ground and covered her with her own
body. She probably saved her mother’s life.”


Mimi
couldn’t speak. There was nothing to say. She held the phone and they listened
to each other breathe for a moment. “Where are you?” 


“I just
left the hospital and I’m heading to the scene.”


“What do
you need me to do?”


“You won’t
be assigned to cover this?” Gianna was genuinely surprised. Mimi was a top
reporter and got assigned to cover top stories. Usually.


“Nope.
Weasel Boy is all over it.”


Gianna
snorted a laugh. “I met him. That new guy, right? He’s an idiot.”


“No shit,
Sherlock . . .” Mimi stopped mid-sentence when she heard a sharp intake of
breath from Gianna. “What is it, Gianna?”


“That’s .
. . that was one of Cassie’s favorite expressions: ‘No shit, Sherlock.’” She signed deeply. “That kid is really
going to be missed.”


“I know,”
Mimi said. And she did know. She’d met Cassie Ali several times and she knew
how protective Gianna was of her—the youngest member of her Hate Crimes team.
She also knew that the young cop harbored a secret infatuation with her boss
and she wondered if Gianna knew, and thought that she probably didn’t. Gianna
probably also didn’t know that Cassie Ali wasn’t the only woman on her HCU team
who had the hots for the boss, Detective Alice Long being the other. Of course,
Alice also had made a play for Mimi a while back. . . . Gianna said something that
Mimi didn’t hear. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”


“I said I
have no idea what time I’ll finish tonight, or even if I’ll finish.”


“Whenever,”
Mimi said. “I’ll be waiting for you at your place.”


 

 


Sergeant
Eric Ashby walked slowly through the front door of the University Hospital
Center. There was no need to rush. Cassandra Ali was already dead and he was in
no hurry to talk to her parents. Even if there existed some appropriate words
for them, he didn’t know what they were. He knew he could proceed directly to
the ER and the administrator would meet him. Like practically every cop in the
city, he knew exactly where the ER was, and the closer he got the larger the
lump in his chest grew, so that by the time he got there, tears swam in his
usually bright blue eyes, dulling them.


“Sergeant
Ashby.”


He turned
around to see who was calling him and when he recognized Cassie’s father, the
tears spilled out and down his face. Mr. Ali was weeping, too, and he grabbed
the cop and they held each other tightly for a long moment, their love and
respect for their daughter and colleague their bond.


“Thanks,”
Jamal Ali said as he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face
and blew his nose.


“For what,
sir?” And Jamal Ali pointed to the black loafers that Eric had forgotten he
carried. He gave the man his shoes and then supported him as he stepped into
them, one foot, then the other.


“Have the
reporters showed up yet?” Eric asked.


Ali nodded
and scowled. “Thank heaven they can’t get in.”


“Even if
they do, you don’t have to talk to them.”


“I know.
The Chief told me. He called a few minutes ago to tell me that he planned to
make the announcement about . . . Cassandra . . .” He tried to take a deep
breath but it got caught somewhere in his chest and he started to cry again,
which caused his chest to constrict even more. Eric clapped him on the back,
hard, until he was breathing again and could talk. “He’s a very decent man,
isn’t he? He said he wouldn’t talk about Cassandra if I didn’t want him to.”


“Yes, he
is a very decent man, and he meant what he said: If you asked him not to speak
of your daughter tonight, he won’t and he’ll let the reporters howl at the
moon. He knows you need time.”


“But he
has a job to do. I could tell he was mad—”


“You have
no idea!” Eric hadn’t intended to speak but the words were out before he could
control them.


“I’m mad,
too, and I want people to know what happened to my daughter. But I would like
for her mother to be left out of it—at least for now.”


“Did you
say that to the Chief?”


“Yes, I did.”


“Then he
will honor your request—” Eric saw the head of the emergency department coming
toward him as if the hounds of hell were on his heels. And perhaps they were:
dozens, perhaps hundreds of reporters and cameras, clamoring for information.


“I gotta
tell ’em something, Sergeant Ashby!”


“I know
you do. Put ’em in a room with a TV and tell ’em the Chief is about to make a
statement. Then I’ll come in and tell ’em what the Chief told ’em, and I’ll say
the same thing a dozen different ways until they get tired of hearing it. Or
until I get tired of saying it—whichever comes first.”


The
administrator nodded his thanks and hurried away. Eric gave Jamal Ali his card.
“My cell phone number is on the back. You call any time. I’ll be here in the
hospital, probably most of the night—at least until we know for certain how
Mrs. Ali and the other women are.” And after a brief hug, he left Jamal Ali to
his grief and followed the hospital administrator so he, too, could watch the
Chief on TV.


Between
the lights of the crime scene investigators and those of the TV cameras, the
area where a massacre had taken place less than four hours ago was lit up like
it was the middle of the day instead of the darkness an hour past sundown
dictated. All of the women’s bodies had been removed, but the two assailants
still lay on the sidewalk, covered, while the techs continued collecting
evidence, so all of the reporters—dozens of them—were still being kept a good
distance away. The Chief stood in front of the ATTF SUV, a very impressive-looking
vehicle, on top of a step stool, so everyone could see him, looking very
impressive himself. He was not a tall man, but he was muscular and he exuded
both physical and mental strength and confidence. He looked out at the
assembled reporters, not recognizing just as many as he did recognize. This
was, he knew, an international story and he was about to make it bigger.


His Public
Affairs Officer had printed out and was distributing the single-page statement
that he would make. They had agreed on the language and on which facts would be
made public. There was still too much that was unknown for him to say more, but
he knew from personal experience that not giving reporters even a small bone to
chew on only served to make them more ravenous. And now, with a government in
Washington at the federal level that cared nothing for truth and facts, he was
determined that every word that came out of his mouth would be verifiable.


He raised
his hands, and the crowd before him immediately silenced. “I wish I didn’t have
to be out here with you on a Friday night with the kind of bad news that I have
for you. Something terribly ugly happened at this location several hours ago.
We don’t know all the facts yet, so what I’m able to share with you is, of
necessity, sparse, and it comes with some rigid ground rules that I’m going to
insist that you respect. Are we clear?”


He waited
for the answer, and he waited long enough that the reporters finally understood
that if they didn’t agree, he was done talking. They agreed. “First, the bad
news: Five Muslim women were walking to their Friday evening prayers at the
mosque over there when they were attacked and fired upon by five men in a
pickup truck. As of this moment, two of those women have died and a third is in
critical condition with a guarded prognosis—the doctor’s words.” He stopped
talking and inhaled deeply. “One of the victims, one of the murdered women, was
one of our own—”


Almost as
if they were cued by a director the reporters started to yell out questions—so
many voices raised at once that none of the questions could be clearly
understood, but it didn’t matter because the Chief didn’t intend to answer
them. He waited for five seconds, and then he raised his hands. Most of the
noise stopped. One loudly insistent questioner did not.


“Why won’t
you answer the question, Chief? Are you hiding something?”


“I don’t
answer stupid questions,” the Chief snapped. Then: “I’d like to finish if you
all would like me to finish. If not, I’ll go back to my office and get the latest
reports from the arresting officers.”


Arresting
officers. The
reporters heard those two words and silence fell as if it were an animate
object. “The murdered officer was Cassandra Ali of the Hate Crimes Unit who was
walking to the mosque with her mother—”


“You allow
Muslims in the D.C. Police Department?” This from the same loudly insistent
questioner, the one the Chief had implied was stupid.


“Do they
pay you to ask stupid questions or is that your idea?”


“It’s not
a stupid question; it’s a legitimate one! Do you allow Muslims on the D.C.
Police Department?”


“Same as
we allow Baptists and Catholics and Buddhists and Methodists and Episcopalians
and Presbyterians—who am I leaving out?”


“Quakers!”
somebody called out.


“Lutherans!”
somebody else said.


“Hindus!”
somebody else said.


And the
Chief said, “The way it works in this country is that people can be free to
worship their own god in their own way. That’s the American way, no matter how
desperately some people are trying to redefine what it means to be an American.
Like the people who murdered Officer Ali this evening.”


The Chief
pointed at the reporter who had interrupted him twice and who was preparing to
do it again. “Do not interrupt me again. If you do, I’m done talking and you
can get all further information about this incident in the form of press
releases from the Public Affairs Office.” 


“What are
you hiding, Chief?” the reporter yelled out.


“Shut up,
motherfucker!” one of the other reporters called out.


There was
a scuffle that lasted several seconds, followed by calls from several reporters
for the Chief to continue. He did.


“You will
have noticed the presence of Lt. Andrew Page of the Anti-Terrorism Task Force
and Lt. Giovanna Maglione of the Hate Crimes Unit. That’s because this brutal
and cowardly attack on five women who were walking to a church service is being
considered both a hate crime and a terrorist attack. Five men, shouting and
yelling and firing weapons and driving one of those big pickup trucks came
riding down the street behind unsuspecting women, like the KKK, firing into
their backs. All of the victims were shot in the back. The fact that the
victims were all Muslims makes it both terrorism and hatred, and the fact that
all were shot in the back makes it cowardly. Just about an hour ago, patrol
officers from our Department, with assistance from the United States Capitol
Police, arrested several suspects. We will not release any information about
them until our investigation proceeds and progresses. That is, until we have
all the facts. Suffice it to say, however, that we are confident that we have
the people who are responsible for tonight’s horrible tragedy. You all know
Sgt. Jerome Gregory from the Public Affairs Office. He will provide hourly
updates throughout the night, and I’ll hold a formal briefing in my office at
9:30 tomorrow morning. Thank you all for yo—”


“Chief!
Please! Just one question: about the KKK reference!” 


“Why don’t
you read up on that particular group of cowards and then ask your question in
the morning?” And with that he stepped down from his step stool to stand close
to his two lieutenants.


“We’ve
already got a dossier being compiled on these guys, Chief,” the ATTF lieutenant
whispered. “We’ve made contact in Indiana where they’re from, and the
authorities there are being cooperative. We’ll make damn sure you’re ready for
that morning briefing.”


The Chief
nodded his thanks, and Andy Page followed his troops as they all piled into
their SUV. Page might or might not have heard the questions yelled at him by
the reporters but he never looked in their direction. He looked instead at his
colleague, Gianna Maglione. “I can’t imagine how you’re feeling,” he said to
her, moving his eyes from hers to peer at his team.


“I’m still
numb from shock, thank goodness, so right now I’m not feeling much of anything.
But I know that can’t last forever.”


He stuck
out his hand and she shook it, and he climbed into his SUV with his team. She
searched out and found her team and she reached out an arm to them while she
leaned in to listen to the Chief.


“I don’t
have to tell you how sorry I am about Officer Ali.”


“No, sir.”


“I wish I
could let you all go home but I can’t.”


“I know,
and we don’t want to go home.”


“And I
know that,” he said with a sad grin. “Some of you at the hospital and some of
you at the office—you decide who—but I want the Hate Crimes and the ATTF
offices staffed around the clock until this thing calms down.”


“Yes,
sir,” she said, and when he was gone she and her team wrapped their arms around
each other and stood together in a tight circle for a long while without
speaking. Then she let them decide who would join Eric at the hospital and who
would stay at the office with her, and she was not surprised that the guys
opted to join Eric and the women to stay with her.


She pulled
some bills from her pocket and gave the money to Bobby. “The food is pretty
good in the hospital cafeteria and it’s open all night, but order out if you’d
rather. I want somebody with the Ali family at all times—you all can decide
who. And I want constant updates on the woman who’s critical. We’ll meet at the
office at eight. I’ll provide breakfast. Then, after the Chief’s press
conference and unless something major has occurred, half of you will go home
and get some sleep; then you’ll relieve the others. Am I clear? I don’t want to
hear any arguments and I don’t want anybody to disobey me.”


They
hugged each other then, individually. “Anybody who wants to ride with me can do
that. And somebody call the Chinese place and order enough food to last us all
night. I’m buying.” Too bad alcohol isn’t allowed in the police station, was
her final thought before shifting into what Mimi called “Lieutenant Mode,”
because the lieutenant needed a drink. A strong one.


Mimi, who
had joined her colleagues to watch the Chief’s press conference on the
big-screen television in the newsroom, was feeling the same need. She stood
beside Joe Zemekis who she considered a friend and who’d been at the paper as
long as she had, though he’d spent several years on the National Desk and
therefore out of town more than he was in it. When the paper cut back not only
on the number of reporters it employed, but on the nature of the work those who
remained would do, Joe came home. He still looked like Tom Hanks, only with
more salt than pepper in his hair and beard. They spent a quick moment whining
about being on the sidelines while a potentially huge story was developing.
They also agreed that they’d never seen or heard the Chief so controlled and so
solemn. There was the to-be-expected mumbling and grousing at the announcement
that this was to be a statement only, no-questions event, but it was
halfhearted at best. The current White House shenanigans notwithstanding,
nobody could realistically expect facts in such a short time. The fact that the
Chief announced that one of the victims was a D.C. cop and a member of the Hate
Crimes Unit stunned the newsroom staff, half of whom snuck surreptitious
glances at Mimi to see whether she already knew about Cassandra Ali, but only
city editor Tyler Carson knew her well enough to be able to read the truth
behind her blank stare: Gianna had already told Mimi. It was the Chief’s
stinging rebuke of their colleague, though, that really galvanized the room.


“Holy
shit! I knew Carl was aggressive but that’s ridiculous!” Joe said.


She
frowned. “That’s not his name, is it? Carl?”


Joe
laughed. “No. We just call him that. For Bernstein, you know? ’Cause he thinks
he’s such a badass.”


The room
erupted when the Chief leveled his second salvo at Weasel Boy, the “do they pay
you to be stupid” one, the one that brought the executive editor out of his
office to glare at metro editor Todd Wassily, Weasel Boy’s mentor and
protector. Then it got deathly quiet, first watching the scuffle that quieted
their colleague, and then tuning in to the several bombshells dropped by the
Chief: that suspects were in custody; that the attack against the women was
being treated as both a hate crime and a terrorist act; and his comparing the
men who committed the crime to the KKK.


“Holy
shit!” Joe exclaimed again and rushed over to his desk.


“You don’t
want to miss this,” Mimi called out to him as the executive editor stalked to
the front of the room, veins bulging in his forehead. 


“What a
fucking clusterfuck! Was what’s-his-name, the new guy, our only reporter on the
scene? Somebody answer me, goddammit!” And here Mimi had thought the Exec had
calmed down in his old age.


“Yeah,
Stu, he was,” Wassily managed.


“Who’s at
the hospital? Who’s following up on the arrest? Who’s inside that mosque? Who’s
following up with Hate Crimes and Anti-Terrorism? Who’s canvassing the
neighborhood?” He looked all around as he waited for answers, the vein
throbbing and pounding, his eyes wild and bulging. “All editors, my office,
now. All reporters, be ready to deploy. And when what’s his name gets back,
send him to my office.”


Mimi met
Carson’s eyes as he followed the other editors into the Exec’s office, and his
look told her to get ready for major action. She pulled her phone out of her
pocket to call Gianna though she was certain that neither of them would get
home this Friday night. She felt Joe materialize beside her. “Looks like we
might get to suit up and play after all,” he said.


“I hope
so,” Mimi said. “It would be nice to function like a real newspaper again,” and
they both indulged in a back-in-the-day moment.


“Patterson!
Zemekis!” They heard their names shouted and followed the sound to see city
editor Tyler Carson waving them over, and they sprinted toward him like young
reporters, not caring what their assignment would be as long as they had a
piece of this story. There was more than enough to go around.


 

 


Mike
Holton and his son, Samuel, had stopped talking. Had refused to say another
word without a lawyer present, and that was all right with the cops who had
stopped them, arrested them, and impounded their truck. Ricky Slater was
talking. He was talking enough for both the Holtons. In fact, they couldn’t get
Ricky Slater to stop talking, and the more he talked, the more bizarre the
story he told. Bizarre and unbelievable. Incredible. It seemed that the lawyer
Mike Holton was asking for—the “general lawyer” was what he kept saying—was the
attorney general. The man thought the attorney general of the United States was
a lawyer for hire by citizens—holy shit!!! Wait until Captain Healy heard this!
A man of moderate imagination on a normal day—this would crash his internal
hard drive.
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