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            Dedication

         
         
            I dedicate this book to the everyday unsung heroes who live with integrity, stand for truth, and lovingly serve others. And
               to those that sacrifice their comforts, even putting their lives on the line to protect others.
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            Introduction

         
         What a difference a couple of hours can make.

         
         What a difference more than two decades can make.

         
         On the morning of Tuesday, September 11, 2001, I awoke with dozens of things on my mind. Around 7:35 that morning, I exited
            the subway and entered the underground mall beneath the North Tower—1 World Trade Center (WTC) in lower Manhattan. Then I
            made my way through 1 WTC, up the escalator, and across the footbridge to my office in the World Financial Center (WFC).
         

         
         I was only twenty-three years old, and my life and the lives of most Americans would soon never be the same. I would witness
            acts of shocking evil that I would never forget. Countless innocent people died right before my eyes. Terrible, inescapable
            images were burned into my brain.
         

         
         But I would also see acts of incredible heroism from the New York Police Department (NYPD), the New York City Fire Department
            (FDNY), friends, and even strangers who would step forward in ways big and small on that gruesome, unforgettable day. While
            I’d been a person of faith my whole life and had been taught about the battle between good and evil going on around us, it
            was the first time I’d ever witnessed that battle up close and personal on such a massive scale.
         

         
         While in an elevator evacuating my building that terrifying morning, I was trembling with fear. In an effort to find comfort,
            I sang in my head the lyrics of a song I had learned when I was three years old:
         

         
         
            I am a child of God and He has sent me here . . .

            Lead me, guide me, walk beside me, help me find the way.

         

         Peace washed over me, although the fear did not completely subside. A still, small voice came into my heart. Not knowing what might possibly happen next, I thought, if this is my time to die, am I pleased with how I had lived my life up to that point? Am I prepared to meet God? 

         
         While on that elevator ride that felt like an eternity, I had an epiphany: As tragic as it was, I was where I was supposed
            to be. God placed me near the World Trade Center at that exact moment for a reason. I was an eyewitness to an unspeakable,
            horrific event. I had put my faith in God and asked Him to lead me, and He did. At that moment, I made a vow: If I survive
            this ordeal, I will do all in my power to stand as a witness for Him. I will make my life a testimony to His grace.
         

         
         Exactly what that testimony would look like, I couldn’t say, but I knew I wanted to be of greater service to mankind. In the
            end, loving others and having integrity was all that mattered. I needed to be attentive. I needed my intuition, my character,
            my faith to help me see the light.
         

         
         In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, I volunteered with the Red Cross at Ground Zero. Seeing the dedication and devotion of
            those working recovery operations months after the terrorist attack reminded me of what a call to duty looked like. Serving
            them was my way of “giving back” to people who had come to my aid that awful day. Thousands of others were doing the same,
            finding ways to help one another. It’s what makes us Americans; we don’t just look out for ourselves; we look out for one
            another. We are bound together by common ideals, shared values, and the common good.
         

         
         What I witnessed on 9/11 forever changed me. Working in finance, was I really making an impactful difference and helping others?
            Approximately nine years after my 9/11 elevator epiphany, I arrived at the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia. Looking back,
            everything I did and experienced during those years trained me in unexpected ways for the challenges ahead.
         

         
         After graduating from the FBI Academy, I was assigned to the Miami Field Office initially working white-collar crimes and then moved over to violent crimes. Just as I had on 9/11, I witnessed both horror and heroism in my twelve-plus years serving as an FBI special agent. 

         
         I believe that being honest is vital to living an honorable life. This means speaking up when things do not sit well in your
            soul, telling it as it is. That’s not always easy. Sometimes it puts a target on your back. While at the FBI, I knew agents
            who chose either to tell the truth or to tell a varnished version of it; they told others what they wanted to hear. That’s
            not me. You’ll see that in the pages that follow.
         

         
         I loved being an FBI special agent and considered it a sacred responsibility and mission. Yes, it was physically taxing and
            emotionally jarring, but I believed I was fulfilling a greater purpose—until things changed and the FBI’s trajectory was upended.
            I watched as the FBI became politically and socially weaponized. It was as if there became two FBIs.
         

         
         FBI 1 is comprised of those who join the FBI with pure motives to serve Americans, putting the needs of victims first. They
            are ethical, honoring their oath to uphold the Constitution and protect in a fair and unbiased manner. They keep their heads
            low, stay off the radar, and work hard, doing the heavy lifting while pursuing noble cases without fanfare or self-promotion.
            FBI 1 makes the agency proud.
         

         
         FBI 2, on the other hand, is the antithesis of FBI 1. It is comprised of FBI employees who abuse their law enforcement power
            to push their political and social agendas. Many are self-promoters in leadership positions either at headquarters in DC or
            in executive management nationwide, while others are field agents or support staff. FBI 2 is not confined to one location
            or one role; its members are interspersed throughout the agency from top to bottom. FBI 2’s mindset covers a broad spectrum
            exuding haughty arrogance from some and blasé laziness from others. FBI 2’s shameful actions have destroyed the bureau’s once
            stellar reputation.
         

         
         Is it an overstatement to say that the FBI is embroiled in a civil war? I do not think so. Lines have been drawn and sides taken: FBI 1 versus FBI 2. 

         
         On the one side: integrity, meritocracy, protecting the American people. On the other side: personal agendas and identity
            politics, DEI, serious crime investigations replaced by politically motivated cases, the upholding of law and order replaced
            by performative posturing.
         

         
         I agonized over my decision to leave the FBI two years into the Biden administration. Ultimately, my identity was not my career.
            I had prayed and knew it was time to go in October 2022. Following the Lord’s intended path for you is not always easy. Sometimes
            it does not make sense, and you may be going against the grain. In fact, you may feel alone. But if you trust Him, you can
            never go wrong. That reassurance was what enabled me to walk away.
         

         
         I am still profoundly saddened that conditions deteriorated to the point that leaving was my best option. But leaving has
            allowed me the independence to be forthright, to speak the truth as a witness.
         

         
         As Abraham Lincoln said, “A house divided against itself cannot stand.”

         
         What follows is the story of how that contest was waged—the battles, the constant tug of war between FBI 1 and FBI 2. In any
            war, there are casualties, both literal and figurative. In my time at the FBI, I experienced both. I still feel the pain of
            witnessing up close the degradation of what had once been the premiere law enforcement agency in the world. Sadly, my perspective
            was not unique. Others like me also left the agency.
         

         
         Far beyond that, two agents were killed while executing a search warrant on a child predator. One of them was my closest friend
            in the bureau, a spectacularly gifted and devoted agent whose legacy deserves better than what the FBI was offering.
         

         
         My story isn’t always pretty, but it is the truth as I saw it and as I lived it. The war goes on. I believe that in the end,
            good will win. This is my contribution to hastening that outcome.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One
The FBI at Its Best

         
         Sometimes it’s the things that seem most pointless to us at the moment that end up serving God’s purposes the most. One of
            the defining moments in my life came about when I participated in a particular operation that at first seemed inconvenient.
            But I’d later realize that this inconvenience was by divine design, as I was there to help some children in desperate need.
         

         
         It was in the fall of 2019. FBI Miami assisted FBI New York with a massive takedown involving around twenty subjects worldwide.
            After several years of investigation, it was time for arrests to be made. Three of the arrest locations were in South Florida.
            When I reviewed the ops plan, I grumbled and asked myself: Why in the world would they put me on the arrest team far up north
            in Broward County, an hour from my house, when there is an arrest taking place in Miami Beach, five minutes away and another
            in downtown Miami ten minutes away from where I live?
         

         
         A 3:30 a.m. wake-up alarm had me to the rally point at 5:00 a.m. We reviewed the ops plan and were given our individual assignments.
            As always, the special agent designated as the “On-Scene Commander” recited aloud the “Department of Justice’s (DOJ) Deadly
            Force Policy.” We were advised that we’d be arresting a mother and father of two daughters, ages nine and thirteen years old.
            My heart broke. FBI Miami’s victim coordinator, Cinthia, would be there to assist with the children.
         

         
         We rolled up to the house at 6:00 a.m. in the pitch dark with red and blue lights flashing and executed the warrants. All four of them were brought out of their home. The parents were mouthing off in their thick eastern European accents, questioning what they had done wrong. In contrast, their daughters remained stoic. Although they never said a word, seeing their terrified faces saddened me. 

         
         The father was transported to the Federal Detention Center while the mother remained with us. She and Cinthia, the victim
            coordinator, were hashing out the details of who would take care of their daughters while she and her husband were in jail.
            Given the complexity and seriousness of the charges brought against them, the case agent from FBI New York advised that he
            did not foresee their getting out on bond. Normally, children of arrested subjects are picked up by nearby family members.
            This family had no relatives in the United States. It was not looking good!
         

         
         I took the girls upstairs to shield them from the drama and help them get ready for school. I made small talk to help them
            feel comfortable and safe. It’s traumatizing for any child to be awakened by the sound of FBI agents banging on their door
            and then seeing their parents in handcuffs. It took me back to numerous arrests when I could hardly bear watching juveniles
            become entangled as innocent victims of their parents’ illegal activities. I always tried to go above and beyond to help those
            children and did the same that morning, as well.
         

         
         I cannot take credit for that. I believe that if we are willing, the Lord positions us in places to bless others. I think
            that many FBI 1 agents would have done the same that morning and by performing their duties, they are serving as instruments
            in the hand of God: helping others and doing the right things for the right reasons. When I looked at those young sisters,
            I did not see them as a burden, I saw them as the Lord’s treasures. Traditionally, that type of perspective was what the FBI
            had embraced in their agents—what had made them good at their jobs. But later on in my career, I noticed a shift in what the
            FBI valued.
         

         
         They were such sweet, innocent, adorable girls, both extremely thin. They were busy looking for their hamster, which had jumped out of its cage. Little did they know that that would be the least of their worries. They likely would not be seeing their parents outside prison again for possibly ten to fifteen years. Their lives as they knew them were about to be turned upside down and inside out. 

         
         Cinthia continued to negotiate downstairs, explaining to their mother that New York federal prosecutors were likely going
            to ask for pretrial detention, and she and her husband would likely not get out of jail on bond. The situation was bleak.
            The mother suggested that a neighbor a few houses down might be able to take the girls since they spent a lot of time playing
            with their children and even drove the youngest daughter to school every day.
         

         
         A Broward Sheriff’s Office Child Protective Investigations Section (CPIS) investigator arrived on the scene. His blunt assessment
            was that if those fragile young girls ended up having to go into foster care, they’d be separated and the system would destroy
            them.
         

         
         Although arrangements for her daughters’ care had not been resolved, it was time for the mother to be taken to the Federal
            Detention Center in order to meet the cutoff time for her initial court appearance. The neighbor drove the younger daughter
            to elementary school; while the older daughter sat nervously inside her home waiting for the middle school bus to come as
            the FBI agents continued to work. I chatted with her about her favorite things to do. Although she was brave, I could sense
            her underlying bewilderment.
         

         
         When Cinthia and I initially went to the neighbors’ home to provide them with a house key at the mother’s instruction so they
            could feed their pets in their absence, they were startled to learn about the arrests. The neighbor later confided in me that
            normally the nine-year-old girl was chatty on the drive to school, but that morning, she had not said a word until she said,
            “That lady FBI agent was so nice to my sister and me. She was trying to help protect and take care of us, she was so nice.”
         

         
         At that moment, I knew why I had been assigned to the arrest in Broward County that morning instead of the more convenient
            Miami Beach location: I had to help these girls. It was an FBI New York case. FBI Miami was merely helping with the takedown,
            but I could not just sit back and say—“Not my case, not my problem” and watch them get thrown into foster care because of
            their parents’ bad choices.
         

         
         We explained to the neighbor that the arrested mother had provided us their names and suggested they might be able to watch
            her daughters. Without hesitation, like true saints, the neighbor agreed to take in the two girls. What a relief. And remember,
            it was not just for the night; it could potentially be for many years!
         

         
         But it wasn’t going to be that easy. The CPIS investigator had evaluated the situation at their home. Moving in with the neighbors
            was not going to be a suitable option, and therefore, they were going to have to go into foster care. The neighbors’ home
            had only three bedrooms. Their two young sons were in one of them, an older 17-year-old son from the husband’s first marriage
            slept in a second bedroom, and the mom and dad slept in the third. The only option would be for the girls to sleep on the
            couch in the living room. The CPIS investigator spoke to the neighbor and explained that he would have to go in front of a
            family court judge and testify under oath that the arrangements met all the established criteria—that the two girls would
            have their own bedroom wherever they were placed. And he could not do that. His hands were tied. There was nothing he could
            do.
         

         
         The neighbor mom was so upset bawling hysterically while stating that these girls were like her own children. She pleaded and pleaded, but the CPIS investigator couldn’t budge. They made every effort to make their case, even offering to potentially get a larger home in order to accommodate the girls! These were good people, trying to do what was right. The father tried to explain the custody arrangements of the seventeen-year-old as he would not be present everyday but it was still unacceptable. I felt tears building in my eyes; I had to step outside. I said a fervent prayer, pleading for the Lord to help these sisters, who were going to be separated. I did not know how He would do it, but they desperately needed a miracle, quickly! 

         
         I was doing all I could, but I had no way to save them. By then, four hours had passed without a solution. No one wants to
            look like the bad guy in such a situation, and clearly, the CPIS investigator wasn’t. He told me that normally, the girls
            would not even have been allowed to go to school that morning. He would have gone into the house and realized they had nowhere
            to go, and they would already have been asked to fill up one black garbage bag each with whatever belongings they could
            fit into it. Then they’d be taken into custody and immediately placed in a shelter, where they would stay until they could
            be placed with a foster family.
         

         
         I knew that many genuinely caring people take in foster children. Unfortunately, there are some people who see fostering children
            as an economic advantage. They’re paid to care for the kids and often spend the least amount of money possible to support
            the children and pocket the rest. Also, based on my experience working human trafficking matters at the FBI, I knew that the
            foster care system was sometimes used as a conduit for trafficking minors. Images of that horrible fate crept past my defenses.
         

         
         For that reason, I could not let the situation go. What could possibly be done to keep the daughters out of harm’s way? We’d
            tried everything! I hated feeling that I was out of control. The cerebral side of an FBI agent would say, “The FBI investigates
            crimes and puts subjects behind bars. The FBI has victim coordinators assigned to handle issues involving juveniles, and it’s
            not my problem. It’s not even my investigation. I should just get into my car and drive back to my office and not think about
            any of this again.” Compartmentalize and move on. But I couldn’t do that.
         

         
         While working in New York City, I was blessed to meet one of my now best friends, Ann Christensen. We attended church together in Manhattan. I also got to know her family well, as they graciously hosted me when I ran the Boston Marathon and on other occasions. Her father, Clayton Christensen, a six-foot, eight-inch gentle giant, was a brilliant man and world-renowned innovator. He was a professor at Harvard Business School and wrote several New York Times bestselling books. The one that had the most direct impact on me was titled How Will You Measure Your Life? Those simple words reveal much of what the book was about. I frequently think about my life and assess how much I am contributing
            to the world. One paragraph connected with my soul to the point that I typed it up and hung it up on my desk at the office.
            It stated:
         

         
         
            Somehow, after all of this, I came to understand that while many of us might default to measuring our lives by summary statistics,
               such as number of people presided over, number of awards or dollars accumulated in a bank, and so on, the only metrics that
               will truly matter to my life are the individuals whom I have been able to help, one by one, to become better people. When
               I have my interview with God, our conversation will focus on the individuals whose self-esteem I was able to strengthen, whose
               faith I was able to reinforce, and whose discomfort I was able to assuage—a doer of good regardless of what assignment I had.
               These are the metrics that matter in measuring my life.
            

         

         Was I living up to being a doer of good regardless of my assignment that day? I, along with many others who were involved
            with ensuring that these two young girls were safe, certainly tried to be.
         

         
         The CPIS investigator told us that, regrettably, he would have to impose a 2:00 p.m. deadline on our attempts to find them a new home. He would pick them up from school and take them back to their house where they’d each be permitted to fill up that one black garbage bag with whatever possessions they could fit into it and would be on their way to their new life. That deadline eliminated another possible solution: The girls’ grandmother was scheduled to arrive in the United States in nine days. Hearing of her granddaughters’ plight, she had moved up her departure date so she would arrive the next day but that would not work as staying with the neighbor for even one night until their grandmother arrived was not permissible for the CPIS investigator. Additionally, the grandmother wasn’t a US citizen; she did not have substantial income, and she was not listed on any residential lease. That plan was not going to work. Other solutions were proposed; a seventy-two-year-old neighbor volunteered to take the girls in. Another neighbor initially offered to take in only the oldest daughter and later on said she would take in both of them. But CPS said no, no, no to all of them. We were so close yet so far from solving the dilemma. It was a clock-is-ticking scenario, and we were running out of time. 

         
         I felt a prompting in my heart, and I decided that even though it wasn’t my case and I wasn’t dressed appropriately to go
            to court, I’d show up at the initial appearance hearing anyway. What was violating protocol by wearing jeans compared to allowing
            these girls to be potentially exposed to great harm?
         

         
         I showed up as I was dressed, and, as another distraction and violation of standard operating procedure, I went into and out
            of the courtroom to respond to and place cell phone calls still attempting to find a last minute fix for the girls. The judge
            was understandably a bit frustrated by my disruptions and politely asked me to either sit down or stay outside as I’d created
            confusion in the courtroom. Yikes. I certainly did not want to come across as being disrespectful.
         

         
         Eventually, it was the mother’s turn, she was the last of the seven initial appearances that day. She went and stood before the Honorable U.S. Magistrate Judge. In the meantime, the FBI New York agent, who was now equally interested in saving the girls, leaned over to the prosecutor and said that we were feverishly trying to come up with a last-minute solution so they would not have to go into foster care. I had been unsuccessful at getting a hold of the CPIS investigator. The deadline was on the brink of arrival. The prosecutor turned to the microphone and advised the judge what all the ruckus was about. Then the judge stated that she wanted to hear from me, the FBI agent. Well, I wasn’t the case agent for the investigation but I was leading the efforts to secure a safe home for the girls. I went and stood before her. I stated my name and that I was from FBI Miami, and I apologized for my attire and any disruption I might have caused, but I was trying to solve the dilemma for the arrestee’s daughters, who had nowhere to go. 

         
         And the judge said something to the effect of, “Well, it looks like you’ve tried everything, and there is nothing more you
            can do. Time has run out.”
         

         
         At that last moment of desperation, after doing all we could, on cue, a miracle unfolded. The power suddenly went out and
            the room went pitch dark. It was a perfectly beautiful day outside, no thunder or rainstorm or anything else. And it was only
            her courtroom that lost electricity.
         

         
         With no lights and no air-conditioning, the judge said that the hearing would have to be delayed while a technician was called
            in. She advised I could use the time to continue to try to sort things out. We stepped into the lobby. I again expressed my
            hope that the mother could be released on bond for the night so she could figure out a solution for her girls, but the NYPD
            detective was not in agreement. The Miami prosecutor handling the matter on behalf of New York agreed with me. Was the mother
            really a flight risk for one night? We called the CPIS investigator again and thankfully he picked up. He advised that if
            the federal judge let the mother out, he would step aside per the judge’s orders but he was certain there was no way the judge
            would allow this.
         

         
         And New York certainly did not want to risk the mother being released for the night. They jokingly asked me, “What? Are you Mother Teresa?” Ouch. NYPD or FBI New York could call the FBI Director and file a complaint against me if they would like—I didn’t care. But the Holy Spirit continued to tell me, “You are God’s hands; you’ve been placed here today to help these girls.” A Mother Teresa quote came to mind: “Wherever God has put you, that is your vocation. It is not what we do but how much love we put into it.” 

         
         After the power was restored, we returned to the courtroom. The judge asked for the CPIS investigator’s cell phone number
            and called him on speakerphone. He answered, and we all listened intently. They spoke about some legal issues associated with
            Florida law versus federal law. The conversation got a bit heated. I felt a bit deflated, as I knew that the NYPD detective
            was upset with me, thinking that I was some little faith angel screwing up the case. I respected the New York office’s perspective
            and concerns, but those little girls and their welfare were more important to me.
         

         
         Then the judge addressed the court. I was nervous, expecting a reprimand from her for the debacle I might have caused. I was
            deeply humbled when instead she stated that she respected my efforts and that I was a phenomenal human being for relentlessly
            fighting for the well-being of those young girls. Tears welled up in my eyes, and I replied, “Your Honor, I just felt it was
            the right thing to do.” And she agreed.
         

         
         Then something shocking and unexpected happened: The judge ruled that there would be no bond but the mother would be released
            from custody for one night and placed under house arrest. She was required to return to the Federal Detention Center in Miami
            first thing the next morning.
         

         
         That was unprecedented. I saw many astonished faces as I looked around the courtroom. The prosecutor, the FBI New York agent,
            the US marshals, everyone was stunned. The CPIS investigator said that in thirty years of doing his job, that had never occurred
            before. He was flabbergasted. That was God. I didn’t so much feel vindicated as grateful.
         

         
         The FBI New York agent and I transported the mother two hours in heavy traffic back to her residence. The typical two-hour arrest operation had ended up lasting nineteen hours. As I drove, the New York agent sat in the back seat and told the mother that she’d made some awful choices and the consequences would reach far beyond herself, hitting her children hard, really hard. She was getting a massive break in being permitted to go home for one night so she could get things into order for her daughters. He lightheartedly asked her if she believed in God because something miraculous had taken place that day to benefit her girls and protect them from the effects of her bad decisions. The mom told him that she had not believed in God before, but she did now. 

         
         The girls were ecstatic to see their mom. They were literally jumping for joy and greeted us with hugs. I told them that they
            needed to spend every second they could with their mother. I had to have a difficult, candid heart-to-heart with them. I explained
            that she would be with them for just one night and would have to go back into custody first thing in the morning; they might
            not see her for a very long time. This was their chance to say goodbye. I also told them that they had many guardian angels
            that day and people who loved and cared about them, such as the various neighbors who willingly offered to pitch in.
         

         
         I don’t know what would have happened if that power outage hadn’t occurred. Those additional moments gave us some much-needed
            time and likely influenced the judge’s decision. I also believe that going the extra mile and saying several prayers along
            the way was crucial. When my back was up against a wall, I had done all I could, I had lost all hope, and suddenly God had
            come through at the eleventh hour.
         

         
         I look back on that story fondly for a lot of reasons. For one, the girls didn’t go into foster care. And after we did all we could, God took care of the rest. I also reflect back on it in light of later events that differentiated FBI 1 from FBI 2. Cinthia, the FBI New York agent and others who stepped up to the line that day embodied FBI 1. But sadly, over time, more and more, I saw FBI 2 folks who were not willing to work hard and go the distance. I saw that happening in ways both large and small. 

         
         It was still several years before I would reject FBI 2 for good. But you can’t truly understand how much that move would mean
            to me until you know the full story of what had led me to the FBI in the first place and why my work there—tragic and harrowing
            as it was—meant more to me than any of the things I had done before. To show you that, I have to flash back to the moment
            I knew I needed to choose a different life. Nearly twenty years before that day with those girls, everything changed forever.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
A Battle Between Good and Evil

         
         The evening of Monday, September 10, 2001, I met up with my best friend, Lori Hale, to celebrate her brother Lane’s birthday
            at our favorite spot, the ESPN Zone in New York City’s Times Square. We all loved watching sports and playing interactive
            athletic games, and who doesn’t love to eat? So why not combine all three? I’m a Texas girl through and through and was looking
            to see how the Houston Astros were doing. It turned out that they had the night off after having wrapped their series with
            Milwaukee. Little did I know that this would be my last normal, carefree night for a long, long time.
         

         
         With the party over, I ran to the subway station as wind-whipped rain lashed at me. I went to meet with three friends to discuss
            our new apartment search. I was tired of my long subway commute to work with the three transfers necessary to get to the World
            Trade Center stop at Cortlandt Street. We had a quick chat and agreed that we would reconvene on Thursday and each of us would
            provide the names of real estate agents who could assist us.
         

         
         Early the next morning, Tuesday, September 11, dressed in my skirt suit with heels, purse and Walkman in hand, I headed for
            the subway. I noticed what a brilliantly clear, cloudless morning it was. The rain had washed away the grunge that sometimes
            coats the Manhattan sky. It was distinctly crisp and cool, with a hint of fall in the air.
         

         
         I had every reason to feel blessed that day. I was young. After seven rounds of interviews for a position that had been open for eleven months, I had landed an amazing job. I had considered leaving New York City to go back to Texas, but when the offer had finally come through, I knew it was where I was supposed to be. 

         
         I had arrived on Wall Street. I had no Ivy League degree, no trust fund pedigree, no family connections. I had paid my dues.
            With the Lord’s help, I had earned my way.
         

         
         I began my journey in New York fresh out of college in 1999, taking an unpaid internship at New York Life Insurance Company.
            I loved the idea that it was a “Life” company, and I was prepared to embrace every bit of life in the Big Apple.
         

         
         While I was growing up, my dad and I had watched Louis Rukeyser Friday evenings on PBS’s Wall Street Week together. I hadn’t majored in business at Brigham Young University (BYU), but I had taken business and accounting courses
            and was familiar with the language because of my father’s career in finance. I am the fifth of seven children, and although
            I was given lots of love and a robust moral upbringing in a tight-knit Christian family, I was never given financial help.
            At times, budgets were tight. My parents knew that I would appreciate success more if I had to work for it rather than it
            being given to me. I got my first job when I was fifteen years old. I graduated early from high school when I was sixteen
            and walked across the stage to receive my diploma from BYU when I was twenty. Then I was off to New York City for my internship.
            At its conclusion, I loved the city so much that I decided to stay. I took a job in Merrill Lynch’s recruiting department,
            not exactly the beating heart of the financial world, but any artery will do when you’re twenty-two.
         

         
         I am a traditional girl and had never intended to have an overly demanding career. I had assumed I would follow in my mother’s footsteps: attend university, find a great man, get married, have beautiful children, and live happily ever after. But oversimplifying my mother’s life would not do her justice. I knew it had not been easy. She had selflessly sacrificed her own comforts to take care of my siblings and me, her crown jewels. I have always believed that being a mother is the most important and impactful job in the world. The family is the fundamental unit of society, and I was blessed to grow up in an amazing one. 

         
         Instead of following in her footsteps, I had broken off an engagement with a guy I had dated for several years. Then I had
            graduated from BYU single and embraced New York City. I was not going to wait around for a husband to show up for my life
            to happen. I was going to live it up and make my own way, just as I had always done.
         

         
         I loved working at Merrill Lynch. One notable highlight was our Christmas party in 2000 at Windows on the World on the 107th
            floor of 1 WTC. The view was stunningly majestic. Unexpectedly, in May 2001, almost my entire department and I were laid off
            due to a reduction in the firm’s recruiting efforts. I was sad to leave, as I had met many wonderful people.
         

         
         I received a severance package, which included job-finding consulting services at Lee Hecht Harrison, located in the South
            Tower of the World Trade Center (2 WTC). It would see me through. God delivered and in a big way. A month after being laid
            off, I was contacted by a former Merrill Lynch colleague about working in the office of Winthrop “Win” H. Smith Jr., the chairman
            of Merrill Lynch International. Like his father, Winthrop H. Smith Sr., who was a founder of Merrill Lynch, Pierce, Fenner
            & Smith, Win was a class act, full of integrity. He cared for individual employees and always did the right thing for clients.
         

         
         It was the opportunity of a lifetime. I did my due diligence and learned as much as I could about Win. Six interviews later,
            I met with him for the first time. I felt nervous but energized. The interview was pretty standard until we started talking
            about my having attended BYU, which had allowed me to ski quite a bit in Utah, which I loved. Win was an avid skier and would
            eventually become the owner of Sugarbush Resort in Vermont. We compared notes about the differences between East Coast and
            Intermountain West skiing. Although my interest in skiing might have helped, Win was most concerned about the character of
            his employees.
         

         
         Seven interviews later, I got the job.

         
         Although I was ecstatic and grateful for the new position working with Win, I still wondered if I was on the right path. “Is
            this going to lead to the life I hope to have?” Maybe. What I wanted was to let God prevail in my life. Right then, the new
            opportunity seemed like the way He was answering me. After all, I would never have gotten the opportunity in any kind of standard
            career path.
         

         
         So, at 7:35 a.m., when I emerged from the 1 and 9 subway at the Cortlandt stop underneath 1 WTC on September 11, it seemed
            entirely fitting that my mix tape switched from Jo Dee Messina’s “I’m Alright” to U2’s “Beautiful Day.” It was indeed a beautiful
            day, and I was doing more than all right—I was doing fantastic.
         

         
         Unknown to me, less than a mile away, FBI agents were arriving to work in the Manhattan office. I couldn’t have imagined that
            one day their life would be my own.
         

         
         I proceeded through the underground mall to the revolving glass doors into 1 WTC. I continued toward the World Financial Center,
            parting ways with my fellow commuters, as they shuffled through the turnstiles located about ten feet in front of various
            elevator banks of 1 WTC. I watched as they clustered anxiously, waiting to get up to their offices. I saw a security guard
            fold his arms across his chest, rock back on his heels, and smile. All was well. I walked across the aqua carpet to the escalators
            and then across the footbridge over the West Side Highway, which connected the World Trade Center to my office in the World
            Financial Center. For some reason, I was unusually observant during my commute that morning; among other things, I remember
            seeing banners advertising travel to Quebec on display in the Winter Garden.
         

         
         I arrived at my desk at 7:45 a.m. Win was in Japan on business, and his business manager, Debbie Nikiper, was telecommuting
            from her home in New Jersey that day. Their absence would, I hoped, mean a slower day for me. Before starting work, I skimmed
            through The Village Voice, checking out apartments for rent. I called the IRS and was about to tell the representative to send my tax refund to my office address when suddenly I had the distinct impression that I should not do that. Instead, I changed my instructions midsentence and told the representative to send it to my parents’ address in Houston. 

         
         For much of my life, I’ve had these kinds of—well, I don’t know exactly what to call them; “premonitions” sounds so much more
            significant than what I’d just sensed. That’s especially true, given what was about to happen. It almost seems inconsequential
            to mention that my tax return would get to me sooner than it would have had I not felt that impression. But that’s the thing
            about life, how the mundane and the miraculous, the well timed and the terrible are separated by a very thin layer. It all
            depends on how you look at it, some people say. I believe that it’s more about what you put your faith in and how actively
            you believe God moves in the world.
         

         
         September 11 is my second oldest brother, Aaron’s, birthday. I was about to send him an e-card when I glanced up and saw Terry
            Cunningham, Win’s assistant, enter the office. Terry typically arrived at the office at nine o’clock sharp. It was 8:42. I
            thought that maybe I’d lost track of time while handling my personal matters. But it was primary election day in New York
            City. Terry had voted before work, which had led to her arriving earlier than usual.
         

         
         “You excited about your Plus One appointment this afternoon?” she asked. Though the consummate professional, she was always
            kind and thoughtful.
         

         
         “Yes, I am!”

         
         Terry had urged me to join the brand-new state-of-the-art Plus One gym at Merrill Lynch. I had won a membership through a
            lottery and was scheduled for my fitness evaluation at 1:00 p.m.
         

         
         We chatted for another minute, and then, at 8:46 a.m., the loudest explosion I’d ever heard rattled both the building and our nerves. Terry’s eyes widened. I’m sure my expression mirrored hers. I knew it wasn’t thunder. As sometimes happens when one is startled, we kept talking as if on autopilot, even though our conversation was unraveling. Maybe we both sensed that whatever that out-of-the-ordinary sound had been, it signaled hazard. 

         
         After a moment, we ran into Win’s conference room, adjacent to his office. Looking out the floor-to-ceiling windows, I saw
            humongous flames and dark smoke billowing out of 1 WTC. There was a massive fireball probably ninety floors up. The hairs
            on my forearms stood on end as I felt a quickening of my heart. I assumed that some sort of equipment had exploded inside
            the building.
         

         
         My facial muscles and jaw were drawn taut. I blurted out my primary concern: “People are dying up there.”

         
         “Yes, but given the time, maybe many have not made it to their offices yet,” Terry replied, offering a possible silver lining.

         
         “I hope you’re right,” I said shakily, even though I had walked through the crowded World Trade Center lobby just an hour
            before. It was New York City, where people work long hours and arrive at their offices early.
         

         
         I fought back tears and thoughts as my eyes fixated on what was in front of me. Flames and smoke were engulfing the neighboring
            tower. Slices of metal tore away from the building and plummeted to the street. Chunks of silver-colored metal showered down
            like confetti. Long plumes of computer paper unraveled out shattered windows and drifted downward. Rolls of toilet paper unspooled
            like streamers of white ribbon trailing behind them, fluttering through the sky. It was so bizarre.
         

         
         I was rooted in place, unable to look away. We were almost forty floors above street level, adjacent to something tragic,
            something so inexplicably wrong that it seemed as though I were living in an alternate universe. It had to be a terrible nightmare
            that I would soon wake up from. But it was not; it was real.
         

         
         I knew that the event would be all over the news, and I did not want my parents in Houston to worry. I ran back to my desk
            and called my dad’s office. There was no answer. So I dashed off a quick email to him:
         

         
         
            
               
                  From: Parker, Nicole (NY-EXE)

                  Sent: Tuesday, September 11, 2001 8:49 AM

                  To: ‘russ_parker’

                  Subject:

                  dad, there was just an explostioon across at the WTC, i saw it, i am fine!!!

                  Nicole Parker

                  Office of the Chairman

                  Merrill Lynch International

                  212.XXX.0302

               

            

         
         My fat finger mistake was a manifestation of my nervousness. But clearly my dad would know I was referring to an explosion.
            I realized that many other people would also be concerned about my welfare, given my proximity to the site. I sent the same
            email to a group list. Still eager to reassure my family, I called my parents’ home telephone number. My sister-in-law Erin
            picked up, her voice groggy with sleep. I hurriedly filled her in, and although she sounded completely zoned out and unaware
            of the urgency of what I was telling her, she assured me that she would pass along the message to my mom, who had already
            left for the day.
         

         
         Terry turned on Fox News’ Good Day New York in the conference room. The newscasters discussed suspicions that a small private plane had rammed into the building. What?
            No way! How could a plane just fly into the World Trade Center? It was the clearest day. That could not be the cause.
         

         
         My friend Brooke, who worked in midtown Manhattan, had received my email and called me. Stunned at first, she thought I was
            joking when I told her that the upper floors of 1 WTC were on fire. I assured her that I had never been more serious.
         

         
         Ironically, just a couple weeks before, my colleagues and I had been discussing the February 26, 1993, World Trade Center bombing. I had been terrified by the conversation and never imagined that something like that would ever happen again. I was not going to live in fear. 

         
         But on the morning of 9/11, I was in fear: fear of the unknown. How could firefighters put the fire out? Could the flames
            spread to the surrounding buildings? There were no alerts, no messages. I couldn’t even remember if there was a fire evacuation
            route I was supposed to follow.
         

         
         Seemingly from everywhere, colleagues started to pile into Dan Cochran’s office, next to Win’s conference room, attempting
            to get a bird’s-eye view of the World Trade Center. Someone from our video department began capturing images of the catastrophe.
            The media updated their reports, saying that a commercial airliner had flown the 1 WTC. I was stunned. How could any pilot
            have been so incompetent as to make such a huge mistake on a clear day?
         

         
         I stood transfixed at the window, watching 1 WTC burn, hoping people were able to get out. Seconds later, someone screamed.
            The building shook. We all turned. Another plane had just slammed into 2 WTC. The room erupted into disjointed shouts and
            screams.
         

         
         None of this was an accident. We were under attack. But why? And by whom? My heart raced. Get out of here quick, I told myself.
            Get as far away as possible from this scene. I felt I was in the presence of incomprehensible evil. Would my building be next?
            I ran to my desk to grab my purse.
         

         
         I shouted to Terry that we had to leave. She was on a phone call, trying to get everything in order for Win. Instinct took
            over, and I followed others down a flight of stairs to the main elevator bank. I could feel adrenaline coursing through me.
            I had always been taught never to take an elevator in an emergency, but I did not want to be alone, and it was what everyone
            else was doing, so I followed.
         

         
         When the elevator doors opened, we boarded. Mark Callori was the only male in the elevator. Like a true gentleman, he led a group of us women off our floor. My colleague Anne started sobbing uncontrollably. Uncertainty set off my own tears. In a steady voice, Mark kept telling me and Anne, “You’ve gotta be strong!” He tried to reassure us that we would be okay. But none of us really knew what was occurring. We were all in the dark together. 

         
         The elevator stopped on every floor. More people desperately got on each time. I am claustrophobic. I could hardly breathe.
            The uncertainty and anxiety were palpable.
         

         
         While the elevator descended slowly, I had a brief moment of solace as I sang the lyrics to the song “I Am a Child of God”
            in my mind. Just when I felt that there was nowhere to turn for peace, I turned my worry over to Him. I felt God’s love for
            me. I was supposed to learn something invaluable from this event. In the midst of darkness, chaos, and confusion, I became
            keenly aware that this moment would serve as a guidepost for my going forward. If I made it out alive, I vowed to one day
            stand as a witness of God, serve, and give back to my country.
         

         
         When the elevator stopped, we rushed out and headed to Vesey Street. Dazed and disoriented, I felt as if I were part of a
            three-dimensional photo spread, one snapshotlike image after another flashing before me. Everywhere, people were running.
            Some had cell phones pressed to their ears; others were screaming. Mark, Anne, Barbara Austin, and I stayed together, navigating
            through the havoc. Debris fell from the skyscrapers above us, and smoke hung in the air, leaving a sickening stench.
         

         
         I was so grateful that heroic NYPD officers stepped in, guiding us and others toward safety as they hollered to keep moving
            and get as far away as possible from the World Trade Center. Their instructions saved thousands of lives that day. They were
            a reliable, authoritative presence, people we could trust.
         

         
         We made our way toward the North Cove Marina outside the World Financial Center. Piercing sirens were now coming from everywhere. In the five minutes since we’d left the building, we’d managed to progress only a hundred feet from it. The burning towers exerted a magnetic pull, drawing all eyes toward them. 

         
         I looked up near the top of the Twin Towers. I could make out human figures in the windows. They were small but distinct against
            the backdrop of the metal facade. A few waved clothing, hoping to get the attention of rescue workers. Some clung to a window
            ledge before jumping from the building. As disturbing as it was, I could not stop staring. Moments later, bystanders were
            startled by the sound of a body hitting the pavement. Then another. And another.
         

         
         As each person fell, there was a loud collective gasp: “Uhhh!” Some witnesses swore, most sobbed, others were stunned into
            silence. I felt sick, numb, and bewildered all at the same time. I imagined the desperation those jumpers must have been feeling.
            It was no movie, it was all too real, a heart-crushing nightmare.
         

         
         As I stood staring at the World Trade Center, I noticed out of the corner of my eye my friend Aaron Parker standing on a concrete
            abutment, also watching the horror. He worked at the New York Mercantile Exchange. I waved and shouted to try to get his attention,
            but I knew that both were useless. I hoped that maybe, with more people carrying the emotional load, it would lessen the burden
            for me.
         

         
         As our group huddled together, Mark implored us, “I really feel strongly we need to get off this island.” Although it was
            hard to stay together, I was most grateful that I was not alone as we escaped. I followed my initial gut instinct that no
            matter what, I should stick with Mark.
         

         
         We made our way to the nearby ferry terminal in the hope of reaching safety at Merrill Lynch’s office across the river in
            Jersey City. There was a mob of people attempting to board the ferry. Yet they were surprisingly orderly. I witnessed sadness,
            grief, and disbelief spread across people’s faces.
         

         
         We all rushed to escape the danger and darkness. We were pushing our way onto the metal bridge suspended a few feet above the waterline when I felt a strange vibration coming up through my feet into my legs. I hollered, “Get off the bridge, it cannot handle all this weight, I think it’s going to break!” Several people stepped off, preventing it from collapsing into the water. 

         
         The ferry was packed to capacity. There was no purchasing of tickets; no one cared about that. As the ferry crossed the Hudson,
            Mark admonished us to not look back. He was right. I did not need any additional gruesome memories from that morning. I just
            wanted to move on and distance myself from all the confusion, chaos, and death.
         

         
         But like Lot’s wife, I did look back at the World Trade Center. I saw people and objects still cascading down the sides of
            the building. The horror continued.
         

         
         I did not know her, but the young woman sitting next to me on the ferry also worked for Merrill Lynch. When she spoke, she
            exhaled loudly, taking deep breaths to calm herself. “My father works in Tower One. Near the top. So does my fiancé. I just
            want to know that they’re safe.” She frowned and twisted her lips into an anguished grimace.
         

         
         I wish that I could say I eased her burden with a comforting response, but the best I could do was to offer to pray for them.
            I kept thinking: There is no way anyone on the upper floors of either tower survived. I didn’t say that because it would have
            destroyed her hope, but I couldn’t imagine any other scenario.
         

         
         Once off the ferry, we began making our way through the streets. Even in New Jersey, there was chaos as scores of people fled
            the city. With no way to communicate and no clear instructions about what to do, it was a madhouse.
         

         
         We stopped in at a small realtor’s office to get a news update. We learned that the Pentagon had also been attacked. The owner
            graciously allowed us to use their landline phone to make a few quick calls.
         

         
         Above the clamor, I heard the distinctive sound of fighter jets. I saw them scream past lower Manhattan. I panicked. Were we at war? Were those enemy jets launching an additional attack? When would this calamity end? 

         
         As we made our way from the realtor’s office to a car rental company, 2 WTC collapsed. We were astounded. I looked, and only
            1 WTC remained standing. I became hysterical—why was this happening? There was no time to waste. We snagged the very last
            rental car available, a Ford Explorer, and started driving toward Mark’s home in Middletown, New Jersey. We wanted to get
            as far away from Manhattan as possible.
         

         
         I will never forget sitting in the back seat of that vehicle and looking back at lower Manhattan, looking for the familiar
            Twin Towers. By that time, 1 WTC had also collapsed. Both buildings were gone, replaced by massive clouds of white smoke.
         

         
         For a moment, I felt entirely alone as Mark, Anne, and Barbara called their spouses to say that they were okay and would be
            seeing them soon. I made no such call as I had no spouse and would not be seeing my family since they were in Texas. But I
            knew I was not really alone.
         

         
         We made it to Mark’s home, where his wife did all she could to comfort us. I had been running around all morning in my skirt
            suit, nylons, and high heels. She generously gave me a pair of her sweatpants and a T-shirt to wear. She made us lunch, but
            I had no appetite. Mark’s five-year-old daughter wanted to play Candy Land with me, but I politely declined as I was in no
            mood to play.
         

         
         You know much of the rest.

         
         By the end of the day, all of the buildings in the complex were destroyed either by the initial terror attack or as a result
            of damage by fires or falling debris.
         

         
         Heroes aboard United Airlines Flight 93 fought back and brought down their plane that was allegedly targeted to crash into
            the Capitol building in Washington, DC.
         

         
         Like most Americans, we sat in front of the television, watching wall-to-wall news coverage of the terrorist attacks. I could not believe that I had been in 1 WTC earlier that day. I was deeply disturbed to see Osama bin
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