

[image: Image]


[image: Images]




For Rhonda, my partner and best friend


Craig Horowitz


For Dr. Jane Fitzgerald and her Bishop


Bill Stanton




. . . and ye shall know the truth,


and the truth shall make you free.


The Gospel According to John


The New Testament


Truth is truth


To the end of reckoning


Measure for Measure


William Shakespeare





PROLOGUE



KEVIN ANDERSON BLINKED a few times, hoping it would clear his eyes. It didn’t work. He tried again, squeezing so hard now it made his ears ring. Still no luck. It was a Tuesday night near the end of March and Anderson was blitzed, totally wasted. Lying in bed at his beach house in the Hamptons, he felt like he was looking at his bedroom from behind wet glass. Everything was blurry and poorly defined. One object seemed to bleed into another. He couldn’t tell where his antique dresser—the one he’d gotten with his wife on a romantic weekend in the Berkshires ten years ago—ended and the wall began. The longer he stared, the more it looked like everything was melting.


Anderson thought rubbing his eyes might help, but then he remembered he couldn’t. His hands were cuffed to the bedposts. Same with his feet. A well-built thirty-seven-year-old black man, Anderson was lying there naked, limbs splayed so he looked like a big X. Maria, wearing only a baby-blue thong, was on the bed on all fours, leaning over him and snorting a line off his stomach. At least that’s what he thought she was doing. Her long black hair hung down and partially obscured her face. Didn’t matter. He was suddenly somewhere else, drifting out of his bed and floating inches above the ocean.


•  •  •


Maria moved lower on Anderson’s body and went to work. Without looking up, she could tell he was awake now and could feel the wet warmth of the inside of her mouth as she took him in and his eyes rolled up in his head. He let out a little sigh. Maria turned toward him and smiled.


“Oh, baby,” she said softly, stroking the side of his face as she reached for a loaded syringe on the nightstand.


Maria, a striking Latina in her midtwenties with black eyes and full natural breasts, had been in the house about an hour. She was, for all intents and purposes, a gift from one of Anderson’s old friends. Anderson had called the guy a week earlier to ask for a favor, and the friend, whom he hadn’t seen in quite a while, suggested they get together at Anderson’s beach house and party like old times. He’d supply the entertainment.


The house—four thousand square feet, with four bedrooms and lots of undivided space on the main level—was set deep in the woods at the end of a long dirt road in Hampton Bays—the South Fork’s “blue-collar beach town,” where you could still buy a nice place with a pool for under $2 million. Maria had shown up at the house at eleven o’clock, right on schedule. She and Anderson started drinking tequila, took a little X, and made small talk for about half an hour. Then Anderson’s friend called and said he’d been delayed, but he’d get there as soon as he could. They should start without him.


With that, Anderson and Maria headed for the master bedroom. On the way, she caught glimpses of what she assumed were vacation photos and pictures of Anderson’s kids at various stages in their lives—little league, school concerts, holidays. Nice-looking family, she thought.


Now Maria took the syringe, which was loaded with a mixture of cocaine and heroin, and gently stuck it into the base of Anderson’s erect penis. She squeezed the pump slowly to make sure she emptied all the liquid. Anderson was starting to look a little sad and she thought about untying him. She liked making people happy, and though he wasn’t protesting, he no longer seemed like he was having fun. But her instructions were clear, not to untie him no matter what happened.


Just as she pulled the needle out, the doorbell rang. Maria glanced at the clock on the nightstand. Midnight, just like they’d arranged it. She liked punctuality when she was working. It was more efficient, made things simpler, and ultimately, since she lived by the clock, meant she’d make more money.


At the door was the swarthy middle-aged guy with the shaved head who’d hired her. She knew him only as Joe, which she was sure wasn’t his real name. She knew he wasn’t Anderson’s friend, whom she’d never met, but his driver or bodyguard or assistant or something. She wasn’t sure which, exactly, and she didn’t care. All that really mattered was that when they made the deal, he paid her three times her normal rate. In advance.


“You told me to give him a party,” she said brightly. “Mission accomplished.”


“Go back upstairs,” he said in the slightly odd accent Maria had noticed the first time they talked. “The boss’ll be up in a minute.”


As she padded up the stairs, still wearing only her little thong, he couldn’t take his eyes off her. He watched her breasts bounce and her ass flutter ever so slightly and it was all he could do to maintain control and take care of business. He exhaled slowly. Hungering for her violated his religious beliefs. As an observant Muslim, he shouldn’t even have been looking, and he was annoyed that he’d allowed himself to be distracted. He reached in his coat pocket for his walkie-talkie. He didn’t bother taking it out, just clicked the point-to-point twice.


When Maria walked back into Anderson’s bedroom, she paused by the door to primp a little. She smoothed her hair and, using both hands to pull the tiny triangle of cloth away from her body, straightened her thong. Suddenly, without warning, another man was standing in the doorway. He startled her.


“Ooh,” she said, clutching her chest a little too dramatically, “I didn’t hear you come up. You must be the friend who set this up.” He just stared at her, expressionless. “You look a little tense. I’ll bet I can help you relax.”


Still no response as he intently looked over the scene. His eyes stopped briefly on Anderson, who, in his altered state, appeared to be sleeping. “C’mon, honey, no need to be shy with me,” Maria said gamely. She walked over to him and stood so close her nipples were brushing the front of his shirt. She reached down and firmly rubbed his crotch. “Well, you may not be talking, but your body’s speaking to me loud and clear.”


For the first time his expression changed. The hint of a smile crossed his face. “Want to know what it’s saying?” he asked in a low voice. With that, he sucked in his lower lip and backhanded her across the face with such power she stumbled backward for several steps before falling and hitting her head on the wall. He walked over to where she had collapsed and began to beat her with a slapper, a small cylinder of lead wrapped in leather.


Maria’s soft, pretty face was quickly transformed into a bruised, swollen, nearly unidentifiable fleshy mess. Nose, cheekbones, and jaw all broken. Blood spattered everywhere. Like some crazed boxer, he got down in a low squat and worked her body, his stunning rage evident in the force of every blow. Then, just as abruptly as he had begun, he stopped.


•  •  •


Anderson, only partially lucid, couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Was he actually watching his friend brutally beat a young hooker nearly to death? And for what? He began to sweat with fear. He tried to struggle against the cuffs securing him to the bed, but his limbs just wouldn’t move. He tried to scream, but no sound came out of his mouth.


His friend was eyeing him now, boring in with a long, unblinking stare. He began to move toward the bed, slowly, deliberately, as if he were savoring every moment of the terror on Anderson’s face. He raised his right hand like he was about to begin another savage beating, but then his hand came down slowly. Instead of attacking Anderson, he simply placed the slapper on his stomach. Then he looked at Anderson, whose face was covered in sweat and whose erection was long gone, and winked at him. Then he turned and walked out of the room. In the hallway, he passed Joe, giving him an almost imperceptible nod.


Downstairs, he stopped by an oak-framed mirror, carefully took off his bloody gloves, and admired his reflection. He lingered for a moment, turning his head a little to the right, then to the left. His breathing returned to normal. As he started to leave, a photograph on the fireplace mantel caught his eye. It was a picture of Anderson in his NYPD uniform, receiving his lieutenant’s shield. In the photo, as was customary, were the newly promoted officer with his family and the police commissioner. He looked at the picture for several seconds. The corners of his mouth revealed the slightest hint of a smile before he walked out of the house and down the dark driveway to wait for Joe to finish up.
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AT A LITTLE past one a.m. on a Thursday night, the streets of Bay Ridge were predictably desolate. Dark shadows mingled with the milky gray glow of the streetlights. Great puffs of steam rose from the manhole covers. There were no signs of life anywhere. The only movement, or at least what appeared to be movement, was actually an illusion—an erratically flickering neon sign in the window of a restaurant called Cleopatra’s.


A light rain had been falling on and off for a couple of hours and the wet blacktop was as shiny as patent leather as New York City police commissioner Lawrence Brock’s black Suburban rolled quietly—and without lights—along Third Avenue.


Brock put his window down, stuck his head out, and inhaled deeply. The cool, damp air made his face tingle. “Un-fuckin’-believable,” he said as much to himself as to his driver. “Who gets to do shit like this besides us, right? They call this work? This must be how ballplayers feel. I swear I’d do this for free. This goes down as planned it’s gonna be huge.”


“Huge,” his driver repeated.


Brock, a thick, muscular man of average height with a full head of silver hair and a face as round as a pie tin, had been twitchy with anticipation ever since he slipped into the midnight-blue jumpsuit back at police headquarters. From the moment Brock began to gear up for this operation, he was like a sprinter with his feet in the starting blocks, a coiled mass of energy waiting to explode.


For much of the ride out to Brooklyn, he had trouble sitting still. He fidgeted with his radio, tied and retied his twelve-inch boots, adjusted and readjusted his black Kevlar helmet, and repeatedly checked his side rig, a Glock nine-millimeter worn at midthigh, rather than in the traditional hip holster.


As they got closer to their target, he scanned the quiet streets and went over the details of the operation in his head. He was calm now, more focused. He could feel the weight of the Type III bulletproof vest pulling on his shoulders. With its hard ceramic plates, which were positioned to protect the vital organs, the vest pressed heavily against his chest muscles. Brock liked the discomfort. He found wearing a vest reassuring. Always had. Not because of the safety. He rarely thought about that. It was more visceral. The first time he strapped on body armor as a young soldier during basic training at Fort Benning was a revelation. It resolved life’s great existential question—where do I belong, where’s my place in the world? Dressing for battle that first time, putting on his vest and pulling the Velcro straps tight, Brock knew he was exactly where he was supposed to be. And it had been that way ever since.


Brock lived for action. Wearing a suit and tie, sitting in meetings, reviewing budgets, allocating resources, attending banquets, holding press conferences, planning, strategizing, and doing all of the things a police commissioner does was fine with Brock. Actually, it was better than fine. It was incredible. Every time he met with the mayor, addressed his troops, or discussed some critical issue with the city’s business leaders, Brock had a flash of disbelief, literally a chill he felt run through his entire body. It was an instant when even he, with all his narcissistic bluster and general lack of self-awareness, was stunned by what he’d accomplished.


But as much ego gratification as Brock got from all this—and no one got off more on thinking of himself as a leader of men more than Lawrence Brock—there was nothing like the pure unrestrained physical joy of chasing a suspect, hitting an apartment, or getting in a shoot-out. This was why he had become a cop.


“Everything okay, boss?” his driver asked as they approached their destination.


“Never better,” Brock said, his broad smile visible even in the dark cabin of the SUV.


They pulled over at Sixty-Third Street, behind the rest of their caravan. Almost immediately, several dozen Emergency Service Unit (ESU) cops piled out of the other vehicles and disappeared into the night, headed for their prearranged assignments. The target was a fourth-floor apartment in a modest five-story building a block away on Fourth Avenue. They parked around the corner on Third to keep their vehicles out of sight.


An ESU sniper team was on its way to the rooftop of a building directly across the street from the target, where they’d focus on the bedroom windows that faced the front. The snipers did not have a green light to shoot, no matter how good a shot they thought they had. Their orders were clear: zero in on the windows, sight the suspects, and wait for further instructions. They were a last resort. They knew they’d only get a shot if the raid went sideways.


The narrow alleys on both sides of the building were each covered by a pair of ESU cops. There were four more on the roof as well as in the small littered space in the back. Six men had the street in front. The intersections were sealed off by patrol cars and the bomb squad was on standby several blocks away.


At the tactics meeting in the war room at police headquarters, Brock had said (demanded, really) that he wanted to be a part of the acquisition team, the elite ten-man unit that would take apartment 4C. Inside were five suspected terrorists, four of them foreign nationals—two Saudis, one Pakistani, and a Palestinian—and one American, who had an Egyptian father and a mother from New Jersey.


After two months of blanket, round-the-clock surveillance, which included phone taps and highly sensitive listening devices actually placed in the apartment by TARU (the Technical Assistance Response Unit, the NYPD’s high-tech gadget geeks), the cops decided it was time to move. Though it was unclear if the suspects had secured sufficient explosives to move forward, Brock believed the men were serious; waiting any longer would be too risky.


As best they could tell from the wiretaps and surveillance, the target was the Herald Square subway station on Thirty-Fourth Street. Each man would carry a backpack filled with explosives into the station during the morning rush hour. The plan was to spread the backpacks out to maximize the death, destruction, and panic. But these men weren’t suicide bombers. They’d use cell phones to detonate the explosives once they were safely outside.


It was highly unusual—unheard of, really—for a police commissioner to actually participate in a dangerous operation like this. But Brock was nothing if not unusual. He was an adrenaline junkie. High risk, high reward was the way he lived. As commissioner, he grabbed every possible opportunity to come down from his commanding wood-paneled perch on the top floor of One Police Plaza to do the things a regular cop does. He was both loved and hated for it. He was seen as a cop’s cop by some and a grandstanding, ego-crazed cowboy by others.


Brock couldn’t give a shit. He was having the time of his life. If people thought he was too tough or even a little crazy, that was fine with him. He’d happily wear those labels. He believed that every unconventional thing he did—even every mean-spirited, unpleasant rumor spread about him, for that matter—simply added to his growing legend.


But this night in Bay Ridge was extraordinary even for Brock. They were going to take down a heavily armed terror cell. There were serious risks. ESU would have to work within the tight confines of a small two-bedroom apartment, and unexpected things, none of them good, often happen in small spaces.


The commanders had made the decision to grab the suspects in the middle of the night to minimize the size of the operation and the upset to the neighborhood. With businesses closed, the streets deserted, and everyone asleep, the cops hoped to get in and out quickly and cleanly. Though they were taking a chance by not evacuating the rest of the building, they felt it was worth it. The ESU commander, a muscular, six-foot-three-inch hard-ass named Anthony Z. Pennetta—everyone called him Zito—believed he had enough intelligence on the apartment’s layout and what the suspects had going on inside to pull this off without endangering the neighbors or his men.


With everyone dispatched to their posts, Pennetta had ambled over to Brock to exchange greetings before the action started. “Evening, Commissioner,” he said coldly.


“Zito,” Brock said, acknowledging the commander with a nod. “Nice night to make the world a little safer for democracy?”


“Absolutely.”


The two men stood on the street, in the shadows, facing each other in silence. A fine mist was in the air. Pennetta wasn’t wearing his helmet and Brock noticed his hair was starting to thin. He almost smiled. Anything, no matter how small, that made Pennetta less perfect made Brock happy. He wasn’t really in competition with Pennetta—he was the fucking police commissioner, after all, and Zito worked for him. But Pennetta made him uncomfortable. He was too tough, too confident, too tall, too smart, and too experienced. He didn’t put up with any bullshit and he didn’t give any either. He was straight up, almost too good to be believed, Brock felt.


Pennetta had been completely against Brock participating in the raid. So were his men. When Brock announced his intention in the tac meeting to be part of the team that would hit the apartment, Pennetta protested. Though he knew it was all about Brock grandstanding and getting post-raid face time on television, online, and in the papers, he tried to focus his argument on the safety issue.


If Brock wanted to risk his own ass, that was one thing. But Pennetta didn’t want his men put at risk because the police commissioner was a reckless egomaniac. Hitting an apartment with five armed suspects inside required the kind of precision and coordinated teamwork that only comes from training together. “At crunch time,” Pennetta would tell his guys, “it’s all about instinct. You revert to what’s most familiar. You’re only as good as your training.” ESU A-teams would practice this kind of exercise as a unit as often as a hundred times a year.


ESU was the police department’s equivalent of the Special Forces. They handled the most dangerous, difficult assignments. They were the NYPD’s elite—the fighter jocks, the fittest, best-trained cops on the force. They were mostly disdainful of other cops, whom they viewed as poorly trained slackers. They didn’t like bosses either (Zito was the exception), who, in their view, did little except get in the way and suck up the credit. The last thing Zito’s best guys, his number-one A-team, wanted to hear was that they had a new member, even if—especially if—he was the police commissioner.


They had no choice, of course. Brock was the final authority. In addition, he was the one who had received the original tip about the suspects. He’d passed the information to the head of the NYPD’s counterterrorism bureau and they were off to the races. That’s how this two-month investigation, which was about to reach its climax, got started. No one was sure how Brock had gotten the information, but it didn’t seem to matter. Good intel was good intel.


With everyone in place, Brock and Pennetta walked briskly together to the scene. They were the entire command structure for the operation. In a typically ballsy maneuver, Brock had shut out the Feds. He’d never notified the Joint Terrorism Task Force—an uneasy alliance of cops and FBI agents—when they started surveillance of the suspected terror cell. And he’d kept a tight lid on while they were planning the operation as well. He had no interest in sharing any credit with another agency.


To prevent information about the raid from getting out now—and attracting half the cops in the city—nobody used the police radio. Everyone was communicating with point-to-point Nextel walkie-talkies. They were also intrinsically safe, which meant they gave off no spark that could, in a small space like the apartment they were about to hit, detonate explosives.


After walking almost an entire block in silence, Brock finally spoke. “I know what you’re thinking and you’re wrong,” he said as they headed toward Fourth Avenue. “I’m ready.”


“You have no idea what I’m thinking,” Pennetta said as they turned onto Fourth Avenue, which looked like an armed camp. “Two things are lighting up the nerve endings in my head—getting the job done and getting my men out safely. I wasn’t worried about you screwing up; you’re not even on the radar screen. That said, with all due respect, sir, this is still the dumbest fuckin’ thing I’ve ever seen anyone in this department do. With all the shit that’s being thrown at us, the last thing this department needs, this city needs, is another incident for the left-wing cop bashers to grab on to.”


Arrogant, self-righteous prick, Brock thought. Fuck you. This is my department, not yours. He was so angry now it was an actual physical sensation, as real as stomach cramps or a bad headache. He wanted to let it out, to explode, but he knew he couldn’t, not now. Neither man said anything else, and in a few moments they were in front of the target.


It was a plain, unremarkable white-brick building, just like hundreds of others built in Brooklyn and Queens after World War II. There were double glass doors that led to a small alcove with mailboxes and doorbells on one wall. Through another set of glass doors were a long hallway, an elevator, and a staircase. The ground floor once had several apartments and a large restaurant with a separate entrance. All of that space was now occupied by al-Noor Mosque.


The mosque had been around for about ten years and had grown so steadily that it had expanded twice, each time taking over adjacent storefronts and knocking down the walls. But even with the additional space, accommodating the surging Muslim community in Bay Ridge was difficult. Al-Noor served as a community center and offered day care, a K–12 school, and adult classes on the Koran.


Politics at the mosque mostly revolved around local issues. There were passionate discussions, of course, about the problems facing Muslims in various parts of the world, but al-Noor was not known as a hothouse for radical Islam. On Friday afternoons, the focus was on handling the crowds, not, as it was at some of the city’s other mosques, on the imam delivering a fiery postprayer diatribe.


Loudspeakers had to be placed out on the street so that the hundreds of Muslim men who couldn’t get inside to pray—and who filled Fourth Avenue, kneeling and touching their foreheads to the ground—could participate in the service. This was the mosque where the five suspects worshipped. And one of them, the American, worked part-time at an Islamic bookstore just down the street.


Pennetta briefly huddled with an ESU captain. Everyone was in position and ready to go when Brock and Pennetta walked into the building. The A-team was on the stairs and lined up in its stack—the neat, single-file formation they’d use to enter the apartment. The first two cops in the stack carried the heavy ram to boom the door. Cops called it the key to the city. The next two cops, one carrying a bulletproof, Plexiglas shield and the other armed with an MP5 fully automatic, recoilless submachine gun, would be the first inside.


These two-man units were referred to as bunker teams, and there were three of them in the stack. If the suspects were armed and ready, the first bunker team would take the big hit for everyone else. Brock was the shooter in the second bunker team. The last guy in the stack, called the doorman, was responsible for covering the apartment with an M4, a long, penetrating rifle, to make sure no one got in or out. Pennetta would handle overall command from the hallway, out of the line of fire, where he’d be ready to deal with any contingency and call for backup, the bomb squad, or the EMTs.


Pennetta took a last hard look at Brock, who had moved into position in the stack. The commissioner, psyched and energized again, couldn’t read his stare. He assumed it was expressing anger and left it at that. He didn’t want any distractions. After a few moments, Pennetta motioned to everyone to turn off their walkie-talkies. All communication from this point forward would be hand signals until they were inside the apartment. Then he gave the sign that it was showtime.


The cops moved quietly up the stairs to the fourth floor. The stack formed on the hinge side of the doorway to apartment 4C. Brock licked his lips a few times and tried to keep his breathing slow and even. All of the training, the months of surveillance, the hours of planning and preparation, would now come down to a precious few minutes. Pennetta winked at the doorman, who then tapped the guy in front of him on the shoulder. Each cop in succession then tapped the next guy until it reached the first man in the stack. It was like lighting a human fuse.


THWACK. The night’s silence was quickly, jarringly broken as the heavy apartment door was rammed and knocked to the floor. The bunker teams moved in rapidly.


“Police, get down. Police, get the fuck down,” the first cop inside screamed. “Two perps right, doorway straight ahead. Two perps on the right, doorway straight ahead.” The suspects were moving around, one behind an open sofa bed and the other across the living room by a big easy chair and a television. The apartment was dark and messy. There were clothes and papers on the floor; takeout containers were strewn all over a table in the living room.


“Stay the fuck down, you hear me? I said don’t move. Not a fuckin’ whisker,” the cop barked as he and his partner moved deeper into the apartment. There was a kitchen on the left that was empty. As the cops inched their way past, they could see a small table with three chairs and a pile of dishes in the sink.


When Brock crossed the threshold and moved inside, the warm, stale air hit him immediately. He had his MP5 locked on the two men in the living room as he scanned the surroundings. The third bunker team was now also in the living room. Just as the cops reached one of the bedrooms in the back, where three more suspects were holed up, the words rang out like a piercing siren.


“Gun! Gun! I got a fuckin’ gun!” Everything suddenly moved at hyperspeed, like a souped-up video game. The deafening bursts of MP5 gunfire filled the small space with as much noise as a jet engine. Flashes of flame-hot blue and red from the gun barrels lit up the dark space like strobe lights. As Brock pointed his weapon and squeezed his trigger, he saw one of the young Muslims reflexively lift up his empty right hand like he was trying to stop the bullets. Almost instantly his hand seemed to explode in midair—bits of bone and flesh and a quick spray of red in every direction.


The two bedroom doors in the back were kicked in and there was more gunfire. Then, suddenly, it all just stopped. The apartment was smoky now and Brock could taste the gunpowder. The blood was pounding in his ears and he was breathing too fast. He could feel the sweat under his Kevlar helmet. “Living room and kitchen secure,” he yelled, catching his breath.


“Bedrooms and bathroom secure,” came the response.


“Give me a count. Everybody up front’s okay. I got two suspects down. Neither’s breathing.”


“Thumbs-up here too. Three perps down, one of the motherfuckers’s still breathing. I need a bus. Now. Get ’em up here.”


Pennetta came into the apartment, followed by the EMTs, who were directed straight to one of the back bedrooms. The commander scanned the carnage in the living room. It was a mess. “The hell happened?” he asked no one in particular.


“They were supposed to be sleeping, Captain,” one of Pennetta’s guys said to him. “But these bastards were up. I don’t know, maybe they heard us coming.”


Pennetta was skeptical but kept quiet. No way they heard them coming, he thought. He made a mental note to look into this later. “Start securing the rest of the building,” he told his second in command. “I’m sure we managed to wake up the whole fuckin’ neighborhood. Keep everybody in their apartments, got it? I don’t want this turning into any more of a circus than it already is.”


Then he turned toward the commissioner. “I’m fine,” Brock said, fighting to suppress his excitement. “Thanks for asking. Rest of the guys are okay too.”


“I don’t want anything touched,” Pennetta said tensely. “Not a goddamned dust ball. Everybody got that? I want this done absolutely straight up. No bullshit. Let Crime Scene and Internal Affairs do their job.”


Looking at Brock, Pennetta said, “There’s gonna be a major shitstorm and I don’t want any of it coming back on my guys. You wanted some attention, Commissioner? Well, you’re gonna get it.”


Before Brock could respond, the EMTs came through with the lone survivor on a gurney. “What’s his status?” Brock asked, noticing how young the suspect looked. He guessed he couldn’t be more than twenty-one or twenty-two.


“Touch and go,” said a short black woman with a stethoscope around her neck. “He’s pretty torn up. We’ll see if he makes it to the hospital.”


Brock turned his attention back to Pennetta. He was too pumped to let the captain bring him down. “You’re a terrific cop, Zito, but you got no fuckin’ imagination. No creativity. No sense of the big picture.”


Brock took a deep breath and started to smile as he felt the smoke in his nostrils and the back of his throat. He had the look of a man who’d just tasted a fantastic dish in a restaurant. “You’re not gonna get anywhere with that narrow view of the world, Zito,” he said to his commander. “You need to open up your mind, to develop a more global view of things, man. Shitstorm? Are you kidding? They’re gonna throw me a freakin’ ticker-tape parade. I’m gonna be a hero. These dead Muslims are my ticket to paradise.”
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“DAD. DAAAAAD. TELEPHONE!”


A. J. Ross was in the kitchen working on his third cup of coffee when he heard his fourteen-year-old daughter, Annie, yelling from her bedroom that he had a phone call. For a long moment, A. J. didn’t move. He just sat there, staring blankly at the newspapers and listening to the radio. Actually, he wasn’t really listening. A. J. had kind of zoned out until he was startled by his daughter’s voice. “Believe me,” he now heard morning talk-show jock Don Imus ranting about some poor slob, “that bucktoothed, beady-eyed, rodent-lookin’ little weasel is gonna be sorry .  .  .” It was seven forty-five a.m. Fuck, A. J. thought, feeling as cranky as Imus sounded, no good ever comes from a phone call before breakfast.


A. J. was having a more or less typical morning. He’d gotten up at six fifteen a.m., showered, shaved, and dressed. Then he’d checked his daughter’s homework and read the news. It was one of those mornings when the big stories were breaking online and the printed editions of the newspapers were irrelevant before they even rolled off the presses. BROCK LEADS RAID ON SUSPECTED TERROR CELL was the headline stretched across the top of the New York Times website. CELL DAMAGE: COMMISH SHOOTS TERRORISTS, screamed the Daily News across its entire online front page. But it was the Post, as usual, that nailed it: BROCK KICKS ASS: COMMISH 4, TERRORISTS 0.


A. J. had more than a passing interest in the morning’s stunning news story. In the media capital of the world, he was a franchise player, one of the best-known, best-connected journalists in the city. In ten years at New York, the thirty-eight-year-old had written seventy-five cover stories, won two National Magazine Awards, and always managed to score the big interview. Even with the decline in print sales in the digital era, his byline could still sell magazines, and it definitely generated page views. Though it was harder for any writer to have real impact, A. J. still produced work people talked about and people in power paid attention to.


“Daaaaaaaad. Daaaaa-aaaaaad!”


“Okay, okay,” A. J. yelled to his daughter as he moved away from the table. “Hey,” he said in a doleful tone of voice when he picked up the cordless.


“Morning, boss. Hope you didn’t pull anything rushing to get the phone. Have you seen the headlines?” his assistant, Lucy, asked in her irresistibly throaty voice.


“I live in the suburbs, not Siberia. Of course I have. What’d you do, sleep in the office?”


“I was restless last night. I don’t know, it was like I just couldn’t get comfortable. So I got out early this morning, went to the gym, had a little breakfast, and got here around seven.”


“I’m starting to worry about you, Luce. You need to have a little fun, relax a little, you know? There’s not much more than headlines right now anyway. Everything happened too late. I haven’t made any calls yet. Whaddaya hear from downtown?” A. J. asked as Annie came into the kitchen, dressed and dragging her school backpack across the floor. She pointed to her watch, indicating she needed to go. A. J. nodded, held up a couple of fingers, and silently mouthed the words “two minutes.”


“So far nothing. There’s a press conference at One Police Plaza at ten. Brock, the mayor, and Pennetta are supposed to be there,” Lucy said.


“Zito? Man, they must’ve held a gun to his head. Well, they can make him show up but they can’t make him talk. Actually, they’d never let him talk even if he suddenly wanted to. They’re not sharing face time with anybody.”


“Are you leaving now?” Lucy gently prodded.


“I’ll get going right after I drive Annie to school. I’ll meet you at One PP. I know it’s early, but start making some phone calls on the suspects. Especially the one that’s still breathing. And we need to find out where the hell the intelligence came from. Who tipped the cops about these guys?”


“I’ll see what I can come up with. Listen, A. J., I don’t want to overstep here, but can’t Nikki drive Annie today?” Lucy asked, referring to his wife. “I mean, even if you leave now, with the traffic, you still probably won’t make it.”


Lucy Chapin had been A. J.’s assistant for about a year and a half. They’d met while she was a grad student at the Columbia School of Journalism. He delivered a guest lecture in one of her classes about how to develop sources. She was already an admirer, but once she heard him speak, she was determined to find a way to work for him. Not only was he enthusiastic, articulate, and smart, he seemed like a really decent guy. Lucy thought he was kind of cute, too, which didn’t hurt.


She talked to him after his lecture, started e-mailing him at the magazine, and by the time she completed her master’s, they’d developed enough of a relationship that it just seemed natural that she’d go to work for him. A. J. joked that Lucy was a good example of how unfair life can be. She was smart, funny, determined, and beautiful enough—five feet eight inches; thick, dark hair; light green eyes—to have paid her way through school by modeling.


Even her attitude was practically perfect. She was cynical and sarcastic—which A. J. loved—but never when it mattered, when there was something important at stake. She didn’t take herself too seriously, but she was almost pathological about the work. You could argue, of course, that it’s easy to be comfortable in your own skin when you’ve won the genetic equivalent of the Powerball lottery. But A. J. was often amazed by how many sore winners he ran into.


“Nikki is gonna drive Jack,” A. J. said, referring to his nine-year-old son. “She also has an important meeting this morning and she can’t be late. I, on the other hand, have no such critical obligation. The earth will not tip on its axis if I miss half an hour of Brock and the mayor blowing smoke up my ass. Besides—”


“A. J.,” Lucy cut him off, “this is like the biggest—”


“Lucy, relax. You’ll be fine and I won’t be late.”


It took A. J. about ten minutes to drive Annie to school. When he got back, he opened the garage, where he parked the minivan next to his three motorcycles. The black BMW R1200RT was the world’s best all-around touring bike, equipped with GPS, stereo, ABS, and heated grips; A. J. only took it out on trips that lasted a week or more. Then there was the graphite-and-red MV Augusta F4, an exotic Italian racing bike he rode every once in a while at the track. Finally, there was the high-gloss midnight-blue Ducati Monster S4R S Testastretta, with a white racing stripe and a visible trellis frame that made A. J. smile every time he looked at it. The Monster was a bike he could ride anywhere, but it was especially ideal for scooting around the city and dealing with heavy traffic. It was light, easy to maneuver (flickable, gearheads called it), and blazingly fast. All of which made it ideal for lane-splitting—riding in between lanes to avoid sitting in stop-and-go traffic. A. J. wasn’t sure if lane-splitting was legal in New York and New Jersey, but he didn’t really care. It saved him too much time to give it up. And if he ever did get stopped, he had buddies in the police department who’d take care of the ticket.


He pulled his helmet on, secured the chin strap, lifted the face shield, and threw his right leg over the custom-made saddle. Sitting on the bike, he used his feet to push off and roll out of the garage. On the driveway, he turned the key and pressed the starter button, and the bike came to life with a roar. This unique, sweet rumble was Ducati’s signature as much as the polo pony was Ralph Lauren’s.


A. J. closed the Velcro on his gloves and checked his mirrors. He squeezed the clutch with his left hand, tapped the shifter into first gear with his left foot, and began to give the Monster some gas by twisting the throttle with his right hand. At the same time he let the clutch out slowly and he was off, the garage door closing automatically behind him.


Every time he rode, the first few minutes were always the same. Take it easy, get comfortable, and just enjoy the enormous fluid power under him. He leaned lightly into the first few turns, letting the tires warm up. This was critical. Cold tires on a bike have very little stick.


The satisfaction of riding a bike for A. J. really had two parts. First, of course, were the sensations: the thrill of pure speed, the exhilaration of hurtling through space on something so seemingly flimsy, and the tactile fulfillment of using both hands and both feet to operate the machine. There was also a physical pleasure, as there was in skiing, that came from linking turns together and developing a natural rhythm while riding. There is no steering wheel on a motorcycle. You don’t actually turn it the way you do a car or a bicycle. To go left or right, you have to lean the bike in that direction rather than turn it. The sharper the turn, the more dramatic the lean, and the greater the rush.


The other key element that made riding so appealing for A. J. was the focus required. Writers spend a lot of time inside their own heads. They’re always thinking, rethinking, examining, and analyzing their interactions, as well as replaying conversations. On the bike, however, A. J. had to turn all of that off. He had to clear his head. Riding demanded his full and complete attention. It was all about the machine and negotiating the environment around him. There was no margin for error. Sometimes he treated it like being inside a big video game. He rode like every car was out to kill him, which wasn’t much of an exaggeration.


A. J. comfortably maneuvered the bike toward lower Manhattan, weaving in and out between cars, picking his line and leaning into the turns like a confident skier negotiating the gates on a slalom course. He glanced at the clock on the dash. It was 9:05. He’d make the press conference with ten or fifteen minutes to spare. In the distance he could see the brake lights where the backup began for the Holland Tunnel. With a small stretch of open road in front of him, A. J. gave the throttle a hard twist. The front tire lifted about six inches off the ground and he was gone in the blink of an eye.


•  •  •


The press conference lasted about forty-five minutes. It was the hottest ticket in town. Instead of the usual six or seven television cameras along the back wall of the police department’s press room, there were more than twenty. The networks, the cable channels, and even Sky News and Al Jazeera sent crews. The room was meant to hold up to fifty reporters, plus the TV equipment, but there were at least twice that many crammed into the space. It was hot and stuffy, tempers were short, and several arguments erupted as reporters jostled for position. Those given temporary NYPD press passes were mostly relegated to the back of the room and whatever space they could find along the side walls.


The press room, on the second floor of police headquarters, had the standard run-down look of a city government facility: crappy linoleum floor, toxic fluorescent lighting, and walls that hadn’t been painted in years. The only exception was the front wall, which served as the backdrop for any clips that TV viewers would see from the event. This wall had a ridged, dark oak paneling that could also be found in the lobby and on the top floor in the hallway outside the commissioner’s office.


A. J. parked his bike on the side of the building, like he always did, where the cops kept their cars. Lucy looked relieved when she saw him walk in. She was in their usual spot, on the center aisle in the second row, and she was talking to Jerry Polone, the police reporter from the New York Post. Right in front of them was the guy from the Times who covered the cops, an annoying, imperious Ivy League nerd who acted like he was above all this.


The Times reporter had little interest in talking to the other reporters, but when he did it was mostly to tell them that the police beat was a short-term assignment—he was only getting his ticket punched on his way to a job in the Washington bureau. A. J. thought his writing had the same clenched quality as his personality and his reporting rarely penetrated the surface of a story because the cops couldn’t stand him and he had no sources.


“Well, now I know this is a really big news day,” Jerry said to Lucy with a smile as A. J. reached their seats. “Look who’s come downtown. I’m honored, as always, to be in the presence of greatness.”


“As I am to be so close to run-of-the-mill mediocrity,” A. J. said good-naturedly. “What’s up, Jerry? Harassing my coworker?”


“It’s okay,” Lucy said, “Jerry was just asking if he could come up to the office some afternoon and watch me lick stamps. I told him if I had no self-esteem or if we were living in, oh, 1950, I’d be flattered.”


No one was sure exactly how long Jerry Polone had been covering the NYPD for the Post and he wasn’t telling. A. J. figured out from their conversations that he had been around for at least eight police commissioners, which had to be twenty-five years or so. He knew everybody and he knew how everything worked. He’d always been incredibly gracious to A. J., including the first time A. J. showed up at police headquarters, essentially clueless, to work on a story. Though A. J. had never asked why, Polone told him who to talk to, how to get to them, and, in one or two cases, even what to ask.


“Whaddaya think?” Polone asked A. J.


“I hate to say it because he’s such a self-absorbed ego-driven shitbag, but it looks like Brock’s a . . . I don’t know. I think the hero thing’s a bit much, but it looks like this may be the real deal.”


“Something’s bothering me about it,” Polone said. “There’s something . . .”


“You mean, what the hell was the police commissioner of New York doing raiding an apartment?”


“There’s that, for sure. But there’s something else. I can’t put my finger on it. But word’s already going around questioning the assault. Where’d the intel come from, why didn’t Brock tell any of the other agencies . . . ?”


“Maybe you’re letting your personal feelings get in the way. I mean, we know Brock’s a jerk, but he did get in a gun battle and—”


“No, it’s not that. I just—”


At that moment the room fell silent and there was a sudden ripple of applause that seemed to move from front to back. It was 10:05 and Mayor Nicholas Domenico, Brock, and Pennetta walked into the room. A. J. and Jerry looked at each other in disbelief. Applause from the reporters? This, A. J. thought, is going to be hard to sit through.


The mayor, who was nearing the end of his second term, spoke to the reporters first. It was always his show, even now, when Brock was the reason for the huge media turnout. Domenico was only about five feet six inches and had a large head, a protruding brow, a huge expanse of forehead, and arms that seemed a little too short for his body. He looked like a mismatched set of parts, like he’d been drawn by a cartoonist. He also had an overpowering personality and an ego that was probably even bigger than Brock’s. His need to fill every room he walked into was his great strength as well as his great weakness.


“Good morning,” he said, getting things started. “As most of you know, public safety has been the cornerstone of my administration. From my very first day in office more than seven years ago, I have had no more important goal, no higher priority, and no greater purpose than keeping New Yorkers safe. I promised the people of this great city that I would do whatever it took to get this job done. And in the battles against crime and terrorism we have achieved historic results, results that continue to be the envy of cities all over the world. My partner in this noble cause—the tip of the spear, if you will—has been police commissioner Lawrence Brock. Though he has spent every single day of the last two years demonstrating his commitment to the people of New York—and, ironically, for security reasons you will never know the full extent of the success we’ve had foiling plots against our great city—last night he showed strength, courage, and a willingness to lay it all on the line that was extraordinary even for him.”


When Brock stepped to the microphone, A. J. half expected the reporters to start rhythmically chanting his name: Lar-ry, Lar-ry, Lar-ry. He made a brief statement and then took some questions. He didn’t put any meat on the bones of the story, and the questions were fairly straightforward and repetitive. A. J. never asked questions at these events. The daily reporters extracted the basic information, and he had no interest in asking anything that might reveal what he was thinking or how he was looking at a story.


Brock probably hadn’t gotten any sleep after the shooting, and he looked wan and exhausted. His energy level, however, was still pretty high (adrenaline’s amazing), and he said all the right things. No one ever wants to shoot someone, he said, while maintaining continuous eye contact with the reporter who asked the question. Yes, he was scared. No, he didn’t regret his decision to go on the raid. Yes, he considered the danger to himself and the other cops. Yes, he discussed it beforehand with the mayor. And if he had it to do over again, he still wouldn’t risk the success of the operation by telling the Joint Terrorism Task Force or the head of New York’s FBI office. The wider the circle, the greater the chance of leaks.


Brock also said the department was putting together background information on the dead men, and there’d be an update on the lone surviving suspect as soon as one was available from the doctors. As expected, Pennetta stayed in the background and responded in the most cursory way when a question was specifically directed to him.


When it was over, A. J., Lucy, and Jerry walked out together.


“I want him,” A. J. said outside on the street, with part of the Brooklyn Bridge visible over his shoulder. “I’d like to tell this story.”


“You and a thousand other reporters,” Jerry said, lighting a cigarette and taking a long, deep drag. “We’re talking about 60 Minutes, Vanity Fair. Shit, who knows, O’Reilly, an Oprah special . . .”


“Do me a favor, Jerry. Take another drag on the cigarette. Get some nicotine into your veins and get a little more blood flowing to your cerebral cortex and maybe your memory will start to come back. It’s not like I haven’t beaten all of them before.”


“Whoa, down, boy,” Jerry said with a little laugh. “That’s true, but the mayor fucking hates you. He hasn’t talked to you in—what—three years?”


“Four and a half, if you’re actually counting.”


“Fine, four and a half. And, by the way, what story do you wanna tell? The story of New York’s fearless police commissioner? Lawrence Brock, superhero?”


“It’s not compelling?”


“Of course it is,” Jerry said, and then exhaled a long stream of smoke that prompted Lucy to cough with great exaggeration. “But it’s bullshit. He’s an ambitious opportunist. Maybe if you include the compromises, the bad behavior, the damage done to other people. Show his humanity. Or more accurately his inhumanity. And why would he let you do that? Especially now. You know, since even before Brock went all Jack Bauer on the terrorists, there’ve been whispers he might be up for Homeland Security. He’s gonna want a wet kiss and he’ll go with whoever he thinks will give it to him.”


As the two men bantered back and forth, Lucy stood by quietly. She knew when not to talk. Yogi Berra once said, “You can observe a lot just by watching.” You can also hear a lot just by listening.


“Don’t forget,” A. J. said, “Brock and I have a history. I wrote about him when he was still just a motorcycle cop, trying to start that foundation to get illegal guns off the street after his partner got shot, before anybody knew who the fuck he was. Or gave a shit.”


“I guess it’s possible he might feel some allegiance to you. And it’s also possible that Lucy here is secretly madly in love with me. Possible, but highly unlikely. There’s just no reason for him to take the risk.”


“When it comes to the vanity of public officials, stranger things have happened.”


•  •  •


Brock and Domenico took about twenty minutes after the press conference to do some quick one-on-one interviews for the cable news networks, the evening newscasts, and a few of the key papers. Then they took the five-minute walk to City Hall. Cars honked, drivers waved, people yelled encouragement out of their windows, and a few enthusiastic pedestrians came over to shake their hands and congratulate them.


Once they reached City Hall, the two men went to the mayor’s office in the basement. The mayor had two offices at City Hall. There was one on the second floor, which was his official office. It was an elegant, formal setting where he signed bills, received dignitaries, gave important visitors a little face time, and staged photo ops. His real office, the place where he did his work, was in the basement. It was here, in this scruffy, windowless room, that Domenico lived up to his reputation as a mean-spirited, thin-skinned, vindictive politician. This was where he worked the phones, plotted strategy, made his deals, and badgered the weak. It was also the place where he kicked back with a cigar, a bottle of wine, and a little Puccini or Verdi booming on the stereo.


Domenico took off his jacket and loosened his tie as soon as he walked in. He hung his jacket carefully on the coatrack, then he sat down heavily in his leather chair, an indication—given his audible sigh—of annoyance rather than fatigue. “I thought that went pretty well,” Brock said tentatively as he took a seat on the couch. “How about you?”


The mayor was silent for a while before responding. Finally he leaned across the desk, which made his oversize head look even bigger. “You think I give a shit about a bunch of annoying reporters?” Domenico said with controlled fury, keeping his voice barely above a whisper. “We go back a long way, Larry. You know how I feel about you. But you fucked up. I run things. I’m the mayor and you work for me. My name and my accomplishments and my fucking picture are what I wanna see in the papers. Not yours. Not ever, unless I say so.”


Domenico stood up and leaned his hands on the desk. Brock could see a little white saliva bubbling at the corners of the mayor’s mouth. He braced himself. “You hit the apartment without fucking telling me,” Domenico said, his voice rising at the end of the sentence like it was a question.


“Are you nuts? What the fuck were you thinking? You forget who gave you this job? That I made you? Jesus fucking Christ. Every wonder why I chose you? Of all the people who wanted to work for me, to play a role, ever wonder why you? You were like this huge mound of shapeless clay. No real edges, no defining features. Except that you wanted it so bad. Make no mistake, there were plenty of others who wanted it. But none like you. You had this desperate, feral quality. I could smell it on you. I knew you’d do whatever had to be done, anything, and never look back or think twice,” the mayor said, standing up straight now.
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