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To those who were murdered
on September 11, 2001
. . . and their families.




“to thee do we cry, poor banished children of Eve;


to thee do we send up our sighs, mourning and weeping in this vale of tears.”


— from the “Hail Holy Queen,”


a Catholic prayer of intercession
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Author’s Note


Vale of Tears is a work of fiction set in the past and in the future. The events it describes, which center around the tragic attacks of September 11, 2001, and their horrible aftermath, are based on fact. Events occurring in the future are necessarily based upon speculation and surmise.


This book proceeds along alternating tracks. The odd-numbered chapters are fiction; the even-numbered chapters are based on fact. Characters—real and fictional—proceed along both tracks.


It is accepted wisdom that our world was changed forever by September 11th. It is now a world of extraordinary danger and diabolical adversaries. Vale of Tears describes the scope of that danger and the depravity of those adversaries. It describes how vulnerable we can become if we lower our guard—for even the slightest moment—and if we fail to recognize that our terrorist foes comprise a worldwide network with operatives active within our borders.


Vale of Tears also describes, however, the sacrifice and heroism—not just of those who were murdered on September 11th, but of their families and of the American people. The spirit and resolve that arose from the flames and rubble of September 11th resulted in an America that is stronger than ever before. And it is because of that spirit and resolve that we will prevail over the forces of international terrorism.
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The late morning sun radiated brightly throughout the clear blue spring sky as the Delta shuttle flight from Washington, D.C. descended smoothly onto the westernmost runway of New York’s LaGuardia Airport. It was only another few minutes before the pilot guided the 737 along the runway and inched it toward Gate 5 of the Marine Air Terminal, where it came to a firm but gentle halt.


Congressman Sean Cross was situated in an aisle seat in row 14. As the all-clear bell sounded its unobtrusive tone, Cross stood up and removed his suit carrier from the overhead compartment. Standing partially in the aisle while waiting for the fifty or so passengers who had been seated in the rows ahead of him to make their way toward the plane’s exit door, Cross looked at the watch on his left wrist. It was barely half past eleven, the perfect time to beat the Friday rush-hour traffic crush. The trip to Cross’s home in Seaford probably wouldn’t take more than forty minutes.


Not that Cross would be doing the driving. For the past three weeks—ever since he had begun receiving vague phone and mail threats from self-proclaimed Islamic terrorists—the Nassau County Police had been providing Cross with around-the-clock protection whenever he was in New York. The Capitol Police were doing the same when he was in Washington. Cross was not particularly concerned by the threats. He’d gotten them before, usually after he’d said or done something controversial, and nothing had ever happened. Each time, the Nassau Police Special Investigation Bureau and the Capitol Police would assign Cross security details, which usually lasted four or five weeks.


These latest threats had come after Cross made a series of speeches and follow-up media appearances calling for increased government surveillance of Muslim charities in Nassau and Brooklyn that, he charged, were fronts for Islamic terrorists. As best the SIB could determine, the threats had come from individual malcontents and probably posed no real danger. Detective Brian Sullivan, who headed Cross’s security team, had telephoned Cross yesterday to tell him he expected the detail would be pulled at the end of next week.


A Port Authority cop walked Cross from the plane and through the terminal.


Sullivan was waiting for Cross just outside the entranceway of the terminal. He was seated behind the wheel of an unmarked police vehicle. As Cross strolled out of the terminal, he thanked the cop. Sullivan popped the trunk of the four-door black Ford Crown Victoria. After placing his suit carrier in the trunk, Cross opened the right front door and sat down in the passenger seat.


“Flight okay?” asked Sullivan.


“Yeah, Sully. Everything went great. How’s the traffic?”


“Very light. You’ll be home in no time.”


“Good.”


“You still have the rest of the day open?”


“Yeah. I’m just gonna hang out.”


“That’s smart. A day off won’t kill you. How about the rest of the weekend? Any changes?”


As Cross was telling Sullivan his schedule for Saturday and Sunday, the detective was driving the car from the airport and making a right turn onto the service road leading to the eastbound side of the Grand Central Parkway. Their casual conversation was interrupted by ringing from the cell phone mounted on the floor just below the car radio. Sullivan pressed the green call button, and Cross instantly recognized the distinctive, hard-edged voice of Sully’s boss, Detective Lieutenant Ed McCabe. Cross also recognized that the voice betrayed concern—serious concern.


“Sully, is the congressman with you?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Be prepared to take evasive measures.”


“Yes, sir.”


McCabe hesitated for the slightest moment before continuing in a particularly strong voice.


“We have a major incident unfolding. A possible terrorist attack on Old Country Road in Westbury.”


“Any details in?” asked Sullivan, his eyes narrowing and scanning the parkway lanes from left to right as he turned the car into the center lane and accelerated to 70 mph.


“This happened only about three minutes ago, but we know enough to know that it’s bad. Very bad. There were two massive explosions, one right after the other, at the Empire Plaza office complex,” answered McCabe, referring to the two thirty-story buildings that had opened just six months before and were already leasing 90 percent of their office space.


Cross and Sullivan looked at one another as McCabe continued.


“I heard the blasts from here at headquarters, and right now from my window I can see the sky filled with balls of fire and mounds of black smoke,” said McCabe, who was at the two-story police headquarters building on Franklin Avenue in Mineola, one block south of Old Country Road and less than three miles west of the Empire Plaza buildings.


“Any reports from the scene?” asked Sullivan, his voice firm and clinical.


“Yeah. A cop radioed in that he thinks he saw two fuel trucks—maybe three—heading toward the buildings just before the explosions.”


“Eddie, this is Sean. Any other incidents being reported?”


“Not in Nassau that we know of, but we’re getting something about a fire in Brooklyn. I don’t know what the hell that’s about, but I’ll call you back as soon as I get anything definite. In the meantime, Sully, stay in constant touch with headquarters.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Sounds like bad shit, Sully,” said Cross, as he reached forward, pressing the radio’s on button.


Sullivan nodded grimly. Cross tuned the radio to 880 AM, the CBS all-news station. They listened intently to the purposeful tones of the veteran news anchor Jacqui Eaton.


“As our Long Island correspondent Patricia Gartland just reported, the Empire Plaza office complex has been rocked by a series of massive explosions, causing a raging fire that appears to be out of control and is spreading into the nearby shopping mall. Now we have on our newsline WCBS reporter Dawn Carbone, who is at the scene of what appears to be another large fire in downtown Brooklyn.”


“Actually, Jacqui, I’m about a mile and a half from the fire,” said Carbone, shouting to be heard over the din of what sounded to be an endless cacophony of blaring sirens. “I’m at the corner of Atlantic Avenue and Flatbush Avenue, west of where the fire broke out about ten minutes ago at the Twenty-third Regiment National Guard Armory along Atlantic Avenue between Pacific Street and Bedford Avenue.”


“Dawn, from where you’re located, how clearly can you see the fire, and what can you tell our listeners about it?”


“I can see it very clearly, and already I can tell you that it is as large a fire as I have ever seen. The flames have engulfed the entire armory and are shooting above the building. Also, large clouds of black smoke are billowing from the roof of the armory.”


“Is there any word yet on casualties or fatalities?”


“Nothing yet. But the fire seems to have spread so fast that there has to be great concern for anyone who was in the armory.”


Cross took his cell phone from his shirt pocket. Before he could press a button, it rang. It was his wife, Mary Rose.


“Are you listening to what’s happening?” she asked.


“Yeah, it’s on the radio. Westbury and Brooklyn. I was just going to call you.”


“You okay?”


“Yeah, I landed about ten minutes ago. Sully’s driving. We’re on the Grand Central, just past Queens Boulevard. Are you at home?”


“Yes, I’m in the den watching it on television . . .”


“How does it look?”


“Terrible. Horrible. Both places. The flames and the smoke are incredible.”


Sean then inquired anxiously as to the whereabouts and safety of the other family members. Fortunately, Mary Rose had reassuring news:


—Kara, their daughter, had been at a corporate board meeting in Melville. She’d called from her car to say she was heading to her home in Seaford, which she’d just moved into with her husband John. To play it safe, she was taking side roads and staying off the parkways.


—John was in lower Manhattan. This time, unlike the World Trade Center attack, he was not close to the danger zone, even though from his office window he could look across the East River and see the smoke-filled skies over downtown Brooklyn. He told Kara he’d stay in a friend’s apartment uptown until things quieted down.


—Danny, their son, had left for Tokyo on a business trip just yesterday. It was the middle of the night in Japan, but Mary Rose had called him in his hotel room to tell him what was happening. He said he was fine and would monitor it on CNN International.


“Thank God everyone’s accounted for,” said Sean.


“ ‘Thank God’ is right,” answered Mary Rose. “What about you? Are you coming home, or are you going to do something crazy?”


“Right now, I guess I’ll go to Westbury to see what’s happened. But don’t worry, I’ll stay back. I’m not going to get in anyone’s way.”


“Okay, but let me know as soon as you learn anything at all.”


Cross pressed the end button on his cell phone and looked toward Sullivan.


“Sully, everything alright at home?” asked Cross.


“Yeah, everything’s fine,” answered Sullivan, who’d just phoned his wife.


“It looks like those bastards have hit us again.”


“It’s still early, of course, but I’d say it has to be terrorists.”


“Islamic?”


“Who else is attacking Americans?”


Cross turned the radio back on and scanned the news stations. WCBS, WOR, WABC, WINS. They were all on headline, bulletin status—even WFAN, the all-sports station—virtually giving minute-by-minute accounts:


—Nassau Police confirmed that eyewitnesses had reported seeing three fuel trucks hurtling toward Empire Plaza and exploding either on impact or just before impact.


—NYPD was refusing to confirm or deny reports that minutes before the explosion two men were seen running from an oversized furniture truck parked on Bedford Avenue next to the armory.


—The president was about to meet in the White House with his national security advisor, homeland defense secretary, and FBI and CIA directors.


“Jesus, Sully, we’ve been here before.”


“You’re right, Sean. This is the same feeling I had when the World Trade Center was hit. And then the Pentagon. It was a spiral of disaster.”


“Yeah. September 11th has to be the worst day ever.”
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September 11, 2001


The Morning


It was just after 7:30 when Sean Cross got up from his bed to open the blinds on the window of his eighth-story apartment overlooking Washington, D.C. The State Department was off to the left. The Pentagon, slightly more distant, was straight ahead. The sky was exceptionally clear and filled with the brightness of the morning sun. Great day for flying, he thought. Mary Rose’s plane should be right on time.


Tonight would be the annual congressional barbeque on the south lawn of the White House—the first of George W. Bush’s presidency. Most members of Congress and their spouses would be there. Mary Rose had expected to fly down last evening, but torrential rains in New York and an almost violent thunderstorm had canceled all flights out of LaGuardia. She was rescheduled for this morning’s 8:30 Delta flight, which was due to land at D.C.’s Reagan National Airport at about 9:40. Their son, Danny, who worked as a trade analyst at the Commerce Department and shared the Washington apartment with Sean, would also be at tonight’s barbeque. Sean had called in a favor from the White House staff to get Danny an invitation.


As Danny prepared to leave the apartment for his ten-minute trip to work on the Metro subway, Sean looked at the living room clock and saw that it was barely eight o’clock.


“Leaving a little early aren’t you?” asked Sean.


“Yeah. But since I’ll be ducking out early for the barbeque tonight, I figured I’d get a head start this morning. Unlike congressmen, I take my job seriously,” answered Danny with a sly smile.


“I’m sure the president will be delighted to have such a comedian at the White House tonight. Anyway give me a call during the day, and we’ll work out the details for tonight.”


“It should be a great time. Talk to you later.”


Sean Cross walked out the front door of his apartment complex at about 8:45. His chief of staff, Tom O’Connell, was waiting in his black Jeep Cherokee.


“Anything happening?” Cross asked as he got into the front passenger seat.


“No. Everything’s under control. Mary Rose’s plane is on schedule. As soon as I drop you off at the Capitol, I’ll go out to the airport to pick her up.”


It was barely five minutes later. O’Connell was driving eastward along Virginia Avenue, stolidly navigating the three-mile, fifteen-minute trek to the Capitol through the morning rush-hour traffic. Scanning the front page stories in the Washington Post, Cross heard the cell phone ring and O’Connell say, “Yeah Kevin.” It was Kevin Finnerty, Cross’s press secretary. “Christ,” said O’Connell, seemingly more annoyed than concerned and pausing to allow Finnerty to continue. “Okay Kevin. Stay in touch. We should be in the office in about ten minutes.”


Putting down the paper, Cross looked over toward O’Connell.


“What was that about?” asked Cross in a casual, almost matter-of-fact tone.


“A plane crashed into the World Trade Center. One of those commuter planes.”


“Where’d Kevin hear about it? On television?”


“Apparently they just broke into the Today show with the news. But Kara had called him just before that.”


“Kara?”


“Yeah. She had been talking to John on the phone,” said O’Connell, referring to Kara’s husband, who worked several blocks north of the World Trade Center, “when he saw the explosion from his window. He thought it was a bomb or a plane. So Kara called Kevin right away to tell you.”


Cross’s immediate reaction was that something like this could screw up tonight’s barbeque. Then he thought of Mary Rose and her 8:30 flight, which could have been in the area of the World Trade Center just about the time of the crash.


“Are they sure it was a commuter flight?”


“You thinking about Mary Rose’s plane?”


“Yeah.”


O’Connell’s cell phone rang again. “Yeah, Kevin.” Pause. “Call Delta right away and find out where the 8:30 flight is.” O’Connell’s face betrayed concern as he told Cross: “Now they’re saying it was a passenger jet. Apparently the fire and the smoke are just incredible.”


Cross said nothing. He stared out the car window onto Constitution Avenue. Coming up on his left was the far end of the White House south lawn. Obviously there was now more to worry about than whether or not tonight’s barbeque would go ahead on schedule.


The silence was relieved by another call from Finnerty. He told O’Connell that Delta said the 8:30 flight had been held and had never taken off. It was still out on the runway. But Delta couldn’t give any reason why the flight had been held in the first place and what the plans were now. O’Connell told Finnerty they’d be in the office in five minutes. As Constitution merged with Pennsylvania Avenue, the massive dome of the Capitol Building stood directly in front of them.


“What do you think?” O’Connell asked Cross.


“It’s easy to get paranoid. But I hope they’re not bullshitting us. I hope the fucking plane didn’t really take off and they’re just telling us this story about the runway.”


Cross was interrupted by the ringing from his own cell phone. It was Kara.


“Anything on Mom’s plane?” asked Kara, who was counsel to European Air and understood all too well the brutal reality of airline disasters.


“Kevin says Delta told him it’s still on the runway.”


“Any details?”


“No.”


“You better stay on that,” said Kara, striving mightily, with incomplete success, to conceal her apprehension.


“Have you heard any more from John?”


“I just hung up the phone. He said he’s never seen anything like it. He knew right away that it couldn’t be a commuter plane. It’s just massive. Flames and black smoke just shooting out. All sorts of debris flying through the air.”


“We’re pulling up to Cannon now. I’ll call you as soon as I get up to the office.”


“Stay in touch.”


“You too.”


Cross’s office was on the fourth floor of the Cannon House Office Building. Cannon was the oldest of the three House office structures. For several years now Cross had had enough seniority to move into more spacious and luxurious quarters in the Longworth or Rayburn Buildings but had opted for what he perceived to be Cannon’s sense of history and character.


Ordinarily Cross would stay with O’Connell when Tom took the Jeep Cherokee into the parking garage in the bowels of the Cannon Building. Today, however, to save time, O’Connell dropped Cross at Cannon’s northeast entrance on the corner of Independence Avenue and 1st Street. Getting out of the Cherokee at exactly 9:00 a.m., Cross said to himself as much as to O’Connell: “You never know what the day is going to bring.”


This entranceway is on the second-floor level. Walking up the few stairs and through the revolving door, Cross was greeted by two Capitol Hill police officers, who appeared not at all concerned about—if even aware of—the World Trade Center accident. He nodded toward them, mumbled a “good morning,” and forced a smile. Walking up the two flights of stairs, he crossed the fourth-floor landing and turned left into the hallway leading to his office, which was the second on the right.


Five young people—three male, two female, all in their early-to-mid twenties—were strolling toward Cross. He recognized them as staffers from neighboring offices. Sipping hot morning coffee from Starbucks cups encased in java jackets, they seemed far more interested in working out their lunch plans than concerned about the cauldron that, no doubt unbeknownst to them, was raging in lower Manhattan. They passed Cross and gave friendly “hellos” just as he turned and opened the door to the reception area of his office. It was 9:03.


The two desks on either side of the door were empty. Adam Paulson and Kerry Ann Watkins, who sat at those desks, were in the rear office, photocopying the key stories from the morning papers, which they’d gotten off the Internet.


Instinctively, but with no sense of anticipation, Cross looked up toward the television set on top of the bookcase directly to the right of the couch that faced the front door. “Jesus, they have tape of the crash,” he mumbled to himself as he saw the huge jet fly directly into the tower and explode into soaring flames. Turning left into his private office, he placed his suit jacket on the coat rack, sat down behind his desk, picked up the remote, and turned on his television.


It took him several seconds to realize what it was that he was hearing and what he had seen. That was not videotape. It was a second plane hitting the other tower. The South Tower. “My God,” he thought. His cell phone rang. It was Kara.


“Another plane has hit,” she said.


“I just saw it on television.”


“I was talking to John when it happened. He saw it all the way. The plane was coming straight in his direction. It was aimed right into the World Trade Center.”


“What’s John doing?”


“He left immediately. He’s got to run down twenty-eight flights and then get out of the whole area. Any word from Mom?”


“No. I’m going to call her cell phone.”


“I hope John will be okay.”


“Don’t worry. Once he gets out on the street, he’ll be fine. The cops know just what to do when something like this happens,” answered Cross, hoping against hope that Kara would not see through his obvious deception—since nothing like this had ever happened before.


“John doesn’t have a cell phone.”


“Kara, John will be fine,” said Cross with a firmness based on nothing but vague hope.


Cross telephoned Danny at the Commerce Department.


“I guess you’ve heard,” said Cross.


“Yeah, just before nine a guy down the hall turned on his television and told me about it. It looks bad,” answered Danny, who hesitated for a moment before asking, “How’s Mom’s flight?”


“Delta says it’s still on the runway, but we can’t track it down. I’m going to try Mom now on her cell phone.”


“Let me know right away.”


Cross dialed Mary Rose’s cell phone number. He was answered by a recording. Waiting for the recording to conclude, Cross took a deep breath so he would sound at least reasonably calm when he left his message on her voice mail.


“I’m sure everything is okay with you. You probably know by now that two planes have crashed into the World Trade Center. It looks as if they were terrorists. Call me as soon as you get a chance so we can work out where you’ll be going and how you’ll get there. Talk to you soon.”


Cross put down the phone and walked to the reception area, where Adam and Kerry sat at their desks in silence, staring up at the television atop the bookcase. Seated on the couch was a confused college student who was scheduled to begin his internship that day. Cross stood in the doorway to Tom O’Connell’s office. O’Connell was seated at his desk, pressing the remote and racing from channel to channel. Turning away from his television set, O’Connell asked,


“Any word yet?”


“No. I left a message on her voice mail. Have you tried Delta?”


“I’ve only been here about two minutes, but I’ve called them about five times and all the lines are busy. I’ll keep trying.”


“You should also call Anne in her car and ask her to turn around and go back to LaGuardia,” said Cross, referring to Anne Kelly, who ran his district office in Massapequa Park and had driven Mary Rose to the airport that morning. She was also two months pregnant.


“Will do.”


By now Kevin Finnerty and other staff members had come in from the rear office. They were all looking up at the television set and at one another. Cross decided to say something. But not about his own concern. “This has to be terrorists. This is going to be a long day. So we better dig in,” stated Cross, who then handed Adam a five-dollar bill, saying, “Do me a favor and go over to the Korean place. Get me a large coffee and a toasted English. I need some Goddamned energy.”


“Sean,” Kerry Ann interrupted, “Danny’s on line one.” Cross went back into his office, closed the door and picked up the phone as he sat down behind the desk. It was 9:20. Danny asked for an update on Mary Rose. Sean said everything was the same. Danny said he’d been talking to Kara, who was very concerned about John. Sean’s cell phone rang. He looked immediately at the incoming number. “Danny, that’s Mom on the cell phone. Hold on, and you can listen in.” Cradling the office phone between his shoulder and left ear, Sean pressed send on the cell phone and pressed it to his right ear. It was 9:21.


“How’re you doing?” he said exuberantly.


“I don’t know how I’m going to get to Washington,” she answered with some annoyance. “The pilot said they’re shutting down the airport.”


“Where are you?”


“They’re bringing the plane in from the runway. I’ll be getting off in a few minutes.”


“Did you get my phone message?”


“No.”


“Don’t you know what’s happening?”


“No.”


“New York is under attack,” answered Cross, feeling his voice shake as he heard himself say words he never remotely envisioned ever having to say. “Terrorists have attacked the World Trade Center.”


“Oh my God!” she shouted, then said, “Wait, the pilot’s making an announcement.”


Cross could hear the drone of the pilot’s voice through the cell phone but couldn’t make out any of the words. The moment the announcement ended, Mary Rose said very tensely:


“He said New York City has been attacked. Terrorists have bombed the World Trade Center and we should get out of the airport as quickly as possible.”


“Anne is coming back to get you. Wait in front of the terminal. She should be there soon.”


“I can’t believe this is happening. Everyone on the plane looks like they’re in shock.”


“We’ve been worried about you. Danny’s been on the other phone all the time, so he’s heard everything I’ve said. Why don’t you call Kara and tell her you’re okay. And make sure you keep your cell phone on in case I have to call you or if Anne has any trouble getting back into the airport.”


“Be safe.”


“You too.”


Turning off his cell phone, Cross spoke to Danny on the office phone he held in his left hand.


“You heard all that?” asked Sean.


“Yeah,” said Danny, “that’s a relief. Now we just have to track John down.”


“Let’s hope everything’ll be fine. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything.”


Cross rang O’Connell on the intercom and told him Mary Rose was okay.


“Thank God for that,” said O’Connell. “Anne just called and said she should be at LaGuardia in ten minutes. She also said the expressway is filled with ambulances and emergency vehicles heading toward the city.”


“What a fucking day,” replied Cross.


Relentlessly scanning the channels—every station, regular TV and cable, was covering the World Trade Center—Cross was drinking the coffee and eating the English muffin Adam had gotten him. He phoned his mother in Seaford and Mary Rose’s mother in Atlanta to tell them that Mary Rose, Danny, and Kara were all safe and accounted for. No need, he thought, to say anything about John. Cross then watched President Bush go on the air from Sarasota, Florida, where he’d been visiting a grade school promoting his education program. The president said this had probably been a terrorist attack. He left immediately for Air Force One.


At 9:35 Kara called with the good news.


“John’s fine,” she said. “He got out of the building okay and was able to squeeze into a cab going uptown.”


“Where’s he now?”


“He called me from a pay phone on 59th Street. He was going to take another cab over the bridge and go right to the apartment in Forest Hills.


“That’s great news—and I guess Mom called you?”


“Oh my God, yeah. I’m going to call her now and tell her about John. Then I’ll go to your house in Seaford, and John will come out later on the train.”


“That’s smart. It’s important to try to keep everyone in one place today. Things are hard enough without having to be searching for one another.”


Cross turned off his cell phone. He noticed that whatever channel he was watching had switched from the World Trade Center to its reporter at the Pentagon. I wonder if they’re talking about going to war already? It was 9:43. He heard the reporter say that just minutes ago there’d been an explosion at the Pentagon, probably on a helicopter landing pad. This didn’t register on Cross’s Richter scale. Compared to what was happening in New York, a helicopter crash—as bad as it must be for the guys in the chopper and their families—wasn’t really that significant. Cross pressed the remote to get back to a channel that was covering the World Trade Center. Instead that channel was also at the Pentagon, and its correspondent said he was hearing reports that a jet may have crashed into the Pentagon. Jesus Christ!


In the few seconds it took Cross to walk from his desk to Tom O’Connell’s office, the network announcers were reporting that a jetliner had indeed crashed into the Pentagon and that a massive fire was raging out of control. “We’re at fucking war,” Cross told O’Connell. “I’m evacuating everyone from the office. You, Finnerty and I will go to your place,” referring to O’Connell’s house on 15th Street, about half a mile north of the White House. “It’s centrally located, and it’ll be our base of operations for the day. I’ll also call Danny and tell him to meet us there.”


Cross told everyone to leave the building immediately, except for Finnerty, who would drive him to O’Connell’s house. As Cross went back into his office to telephone Danny to tell him they’d be going to O’Connell’s, he heard the news announcer say that a fire-bomb explosion was being reported on the Washington Mall. Shaking his head, Cross dialed Danny’s number at Commerce. The line was dead. He dialed it again. It was still dead. And then once again—with the same result. Cross knew how close Commerce was to the Mall area.


“Can’t get through?” asked Finnerty from the office entranceway.


“No. The line’s dead,” answered Cross, wondering to himself what else could possibly happen and realizing that it was barely an hour ago that it had all begun.


After trying Danny one more time and still getting a dead line, Cross called Mary Rose to tell her about the attack on the Pentagon and that he and Danny would be at O’Connell’s house. He said nothing about Danny or the fire bomb on the Mall. Unlike the shock and dread she’d demonstrated just a half-hour ago, Mary Rose now displayed an eerie calm. A sense of acceptance. Almost stoicism. War does harden us very quickly. Mary Rose did tell him that Anne had called her and would be there in two or three minutes. As Cross hung up, Finnerty walked in, smiling for the first time that day. “Danny called when you were on with Mary Rose. He’s fine. He’s leaving the building now to meet us at Tom’s. He’ll stop at your apartment first.” It was 9:55.


Cross put on his suit jacket and was walking toward the front door of the office when the phone rang. Kevin picked it up at Kerry Ann’s desk, just inside the front door. Cross heard him say: “The congressman is just about to leave, but I’ll see if he can talk to you for a few minutes.” It was Channel 12 on Long Island. Doug Geed and Carol Silva were the anchors. They wanted to do a live phone interview—a “phoner.” The screen would show live footage from Washington. Viewers would hear Cross’s voice and see his name across the bottom of the screen. Cross said he would do the interview. He stood at the desk facing the front doorway, which was opened. Cross saw staff people from the other offices walking hurriedly down the hallway. Their faces showed concern but betrayed no panic. Over Cross’s shoulder, atop the bookcase, was the television set. The sound muted, it was turned to CNN.


The Channel 12 interview began—Cross’s left hand holding the phone, his right hand in his pocket.


Silva—“My God, Sean, what’s going on?”


Cross—“We’re still trying to figure it out. The idea is to keep calm and find out.”


Geed—“What’s happening at the Capitol?”


Cross—“All the buildings are being evacuated. The definite feeling is that Washington is a city under siege.”


Silva—“Is there a precise place where members of Congress are supposed to go?”


Cross—“Actually there is no set plan or one place where we all go. I’m going to a location with two members of my staff.”


Geed—“I’ll assume the response to this will be like something we’ve never seen before.”


Cross—“First we must stop it. Then we must find out who did it, and there has to be an organized, systematic, and overwhelming response against whoever did this.”


Silva—“Is this the beginning of a war?”


Cross—“We have to assume that anything can and will happen. I can assure you the military is on full alert . . .”


It was 9:59:04.


Silva—“Oh, my God!”


Geed—“Oh Sean—the tower collapsed . . .”


Cross turned quickly and looked unbelievingly at the CNN picture.


Silva—“Half of one of the buildings!”


Geed—“My God! It’s beyond belief.”


Silva—“The entire tower has collapsed.”


Geed—“The smoke from the buildings is going for blocks and blocks and all the way to the water. Pray for us all.”


Staring at the Armageddon-like devastation engulfing the television screen, Cross realized there was nothing he could say. The absolute horror of this catastrophe defied words or description.


Cross—“Let me get out of here. They’re telling us to evacuate the building.”


Silva—“Thanks Sean. Please stay in touch.”


Cross and Finnerty said nothing, merely nodding their heads as they left the office, went into the hallway and headed toward the southeast corner of the building. Avoiding the elevator, they walked down three flights of stairs to the first-floor exit opening onto the corner of 1st and C Streets. The Cannon Building appeared to be almost entirely evacuated. The Longworth and Rayburn Buildings had also emptied out, and the sidewalks of C Street were filled with people, mostly young—probably all staffers—walking eastward. They looked serious, tense, but not at all frenzied. It was almost as if they already realized their world had changed forever, without notice, and they were somberly making the adjustment to this new world—as uncertain and perilous as that world might be. The Capitol Police were out in full force, but they had only to coordinate—not direct—the orderly departure of this virtually silent throng.


Settling himself in the passenger seat of Finnerty’s silver Volkswagen Golf parked in the outdoor lot on C Street directly south of Cannon, Cross saw the pained expression that came over Kevin’s face and heard the exasperated tone of “Oh, shit” as Kevin turned the key in the ignition. The engine went on but the fuel gauge read empty. There was just about enough fuel to get them to the nearest gas station, which was six blocks away on Pennsylvania Avenue. By the time they made it to the Exxon station, got the tank filled, and were on their way to O’Connell’s house, it was 10:20. O’Connell had just made the trip to his house in less then fifteen minutes. Now, however, cars leaving Capitol Hill filled the streets bumper to bumper.


Cross and Finnerty were to sit in traffic on Massachusetts Avenue, directly parallel to Union Station, which was on their right, for more than an hour. At the most, they inched less than a block during that hour. The car windows open, the duo alternated between talking to stray reporters walking by on the street and listening to the cascade of bulletins being reported on the car radio. The reporters on the street were vainly attempting to keep pace with a story unfolding so quickly and so different in scope and impact from any they’d covered before. The radio reports ran the gamut of categories. The all too true—the collapse of the World Trade Center’s North Tower at 10:29. The possibly true—a car-bomb explosion at the State Department, just blocks from Cross’s apartment. The obviously untrue—the bombing of the Capitol Building. (The majestic structure was in clear view of Cross and Finnerty at all times, and there was not a hint of an explosion or fire.) The possibly relevant—the crash of a jet in a Pennsylvania farm field.


Several times Cross got out of the car and walked westerly for a block or so, as much to break the monotony as to find out if there were any hope of movement. There were cars, trucks, and buses as far as he could see. Except for emergency vehicles, nothing was moving. Still, no horns were blaring, and no drivers were shouting or gesturing. For at least this moment, equanimity and calm prevailed on Massachusetts Avenue as hundreds of people, stuck in their cars on a terrifying September day, accepted that so much was beyond their control.


Getting back into the car after his third sojourn, Cross was struck by how much this stalled procession of vehicles reminded him of the famed footage of the Iraqi army’s highway of death in the closing hours of the 1991 Gulf War. Miles and miles of vehicles, defenseless then against an aerial attack; today on Massachusetts Avenue—an exploding jetliner. Yet Cross felt no fear. Nor, apparently, did Finnerty. Certainly it wasn’t courage. It must be that same fatalism or stoicism he’d heard in Mary Rose’s voice when he told her the Pentagon had been attacked. All we can do for now, Cross thought, is try to locate our families and stay strong. Panic or fear won’t help a bit and will only give those bastards another victory. And they’ve already gotten too many fucking victories today.


It was virtually impossible to get a cell phone call through to New York, but Cross finally connected with Mary Rose at about 11:40. She was at their Seaford home with Kara. John would be arriving in about a half-hour on the LIRR. The Massachusetts Avenue traffic had finally broken, and Finnerty was pulling the car in front of O’Connell’s house as Cross concluded his conversation with Mary Rose. His family was safe, and as he stepped from the car into the bright sunlight, Cross allowed himself to feel a certain warm glow of relief. Then he heard the rumble of trucks. He looked toward his left and was jerked back to harsh reality. It was a convoy of Army National Guard troops. Heading south. Toward the White House. We were under attack. And at war.
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Maintaining a constant speed of about 65 mph, Detective Sullivan drove the black Ford easterly along the Grand Central Parkway, which became the Northern State Parkway as it crossed the border into Nassau County. Sullivan and Cross had been in regular contact with Ed McCabe at Nassau Police headquarters and were closely monitoring the radio news reports. There was nothing new on the Westbury and Brooklyn attacks except that both fires were raging infernos. There were no details on casualties, but there was the hopeful report from a WCBS reporter that “a good number” of employees had been seen escaping from the rear of the Empire Plaza buildings.


As they passed the New Hyde Park exit, Cross looked slightly rightward toward the southeast and said, “Jesus, Sully, look at that.”


“The whole sky is filled with black smoke. That must be a helluva fire.”


“I hope they’re right about some of the workers being able to escape out the back.”


“I hate to even think about being in there.”


“What exit do you plan on taking?”


“Probably Post Avenue. That’s the most direct.”


“Sounds good,” said Cross, his voice trailing off as he stared toward the ever-blackening sky.


Post Avenue led directly south to the fire scene on Old Country Road. The state police had closed off the parkway exit with flares and sawhorse barricades. Sullivan was okayed to go, however, as soon as he flashed his badge. The trooper, looking in the driver’s side window, said to Cross, “Congressman, you’ll see when you get there how bad this is. Just make sure you tell the president we’re with him all the way. We can’t let them get away with this.” “Thanks. I’ll be sure to tell him,” answered Cross. “Believe me. That means a lot.”


The parkway exit was more than a mile north of Old Country Road. But the air was thick with smoke, a smoke that became more pervasive each block along the way. Sullivan parked the car about two blocks north of Old Country Road, across from the western boundary of Holy Rood Cemetery and a block south of Nassau Republican Headquarters.


Post Avenue was filled with trucks and engines. Rescue vehicles and ambulances were there as well. When Post crossed Old Country Road it became Merrick Avenue, and that was also filled with fire vehicles and equipment, as was Old Country Road going east. Neighboring fire departments had responded—not just Westbury but the adjacent communities of Carle Place, Mineola, Levittown, and East Meadow, as well as those farther away such as Seaford, Baldwin, and Valley Stream.


Standing in the northside intersection of Old Country and Post and looking toward the southwest corner, Cross got his first clear look at the burning structures. The enormity was beyond anything he had contemplated. The flames and smoke extended, it appeared, almost to the heavens. Cross had no experience dealing with fires and didn’t pretend to have any knowledge of firefighting, so he listened quietly and intently as the Westbury fire chief, Hughie Forde, briefed him.


“Congressman, this will have to be quick, because the situation might change at any moment.”


“No problem. Tell me what you can.”


“Very simply, this is a bad fire. Fuel trucks with explosives, it doesn’t get much worse than that. But, thank God, we’ve actually had some good luck. The combination of the new construction methods—more concrete, less glass—plus the angle of the trucks when they made impact confined the fire to the front end of the buildings and to the first few floors for about six or seven minutes. And even when the fire did break loose toward the upper floors, it took about another ten minutes before the flames engulfed the back of the buildings. So a helluva lot of people did get out. We also caught a couple of other breaks. One of the big brokerage firms—Sandner & Manning—had a golf outing today. Plus, some people who come in at seven o’clock on flex time had gone out for lunch.”


“Chief, any numbers yet?” asked Cross, realizing Forde had to get back to his command post.


“About thirty-five dead and another hundred injured,” answered Forde, his jaw clenching. “I said we got some breaks, but this will still be the worst tragedy in the history of Long Island.”


“Thanks, Chief. Keep up the good work.”


Turning from the blazing buildings, Cross walked toward the car, saying, “Sully, I might as well get out of here. All I can do now is get in the way.”


“Yeah. It’s probably a good idea to get home and touch base with your family. The next few days could get pretty crazy. There’s some reporters over there though who have some questions,” said Sullivan, gesturing toward a group of reporters cordoned into a roped-off area next to the cemetery.


“Sure, it shouldn’t take too long.”


Cross was right. The reporters were subdued. Their questions brief and direct.


—Do you think Islamic terrorists were behind these attacks?


They would have to be the main suspects at this time.


—What action should the president take?


I can’t speak for the president, of course, but I am absolutely certain he will take whatever military action he has to—and it will be overwhelming and lethal.


—Should anything else be done?


Clearly we have to be more aggressive and take much stronger action against terrorists operating right here in our own country, our own communities.


—Do you have any specific proposals?


I’ll leave it at that for now.


As Cross was concluding his remarks to the final press questions, he could see Sullivan edging slowly away from him—maybe ten feet or so. His phone was pressed to his left ear, his right hand cupping the receiver as he spoke. It probably didn’t take longer than fifteen seconds, but Cross took notice because Sully was otherwise always within arm’s reach, ready to spring on a moment’s notice.


Sullivan was silent until they got into the car. Then he turned toward Cross saying, “Sean, it’s just gotten a lot worse. That was Eddie McCabe again. There’s been an explosion in a Long Island Railroad Tunnel.”


“Which one? What happened?”


“Apparently a bomb went off in a train that had left Penn Station, going to Babylon. It was on the city side. Just before the East River.”


“Christ, it went off in the tunnel?”


“Yeah, the same tunnel you’ve done so much yelling about.”


Cross did know the tunnel—too well. Actually there were four tunnels running alongside one another and extending from Penn Station across the East River to Long Island City, where the LIRR trains began their ascent from this subterranean netherworld. Not only were these tunnels themselves fire hazards, their emergency exits were almost nonexistent. The emergency stairwells, for instance, which descended ten stories, were extremely steep and barely more than two feet wide, making it virtually impossible for rescue workers to maneuver their way down when passengers were attempting to make their way up. And the ventilation systems were incapable of removing smoke or providing fresh air during a fire or explosion in any weather or at any time of the year.


Cross had been fighting this case for years, arguing that the federal government had to entirely reconstruct these tunnels as a matter of national security. That in their current dilapidated, antiquated state of disrepair they constituted an open invitation to terrorists. He was confronted at every turn, however, by southern and western interests who saw his proposal as just another giveaway to New York. So the most he was able to get were nominal amounts, barely sufficient to maintain the inadequacy of the status quo.


“Jesus,” said Cross, “that could be a Goddamned disaster. Any details?”


“It happened less than ten minutes ago. Apparently it’s chaos. Firemen trying to get down. Smoke everywhere. No word on casualties. But it’s early. The reporters are just hearing about it.”


Sullivan maneuvered a U-turn amidst the fire vehicles and drove north on Post Avenue toward the Northern State Parkway, where they’d go east and get off at the first exit to take the Wantagh Parkway south toward Cross’s Seaford home. The trip should take about ten or fifteen minutes.


As Cross turned the radio back on to WCBS 880 AM, the newscaster was reporting that “terror has struck New York yet again today, and hundreds of commuters are struggling for their lives, trying desperately to escape from a tunnel filled with smoke and fire.”


“Christ, those fuckers really nailed us,” said Cross. “Any word from Brooklyn?”


“There’s actually some good news on that. Part of it, you know, is used as a homeless shelter. But there were only a few people in the armory when the explosion went off, and they think everyone got out. Apparently, though, the fire is just incredible. There must have been some device inside, as well as the truck itself.”


“It could be that the attack on the armory was merely symbolic. You know, an army installation, located so close to a Muslim community, being blown apart after all these years—that’s a pretty good prize.”


“That armory must have been there forever.”


“Back in the 1800s anyway. Also my father worked there as a cop fifty years ago. They used to use it during the winter as a training location for the Police Academy,” said Cross.


“A lot’s changed in fifty years.”


“A lot’s changed in two hours!”


Turning the corner onto Madison Street in Seaford where Cross’s house was located, Sullivan’s trained eyes reflexively scanned up and down the road.


“Looks like the Seventh Precinct has you well covered,” said Sullivan, subtly pointing to one unmarked blue Ford across the street from the house and a nondescript black van about fifty feet farther down the street.


“I guess that’s encouraging,” answered Cross with an ironic grin, realizing that while it is a good thing to have police protection, it wasn’t such a good thing that the police thought you needed their protection.


“I assume this is pretty much standard for New York congressmen after these attacks,” said Sullivan, “but it’s especially true in your case since you’ve been so aggressive against these fundamentalists.”


Cross took his suit carrier from the trunk, and Sullivan walked him to the front door.


“I’ll head back to headquarters,” said Sullivan. “But if you’re going anywhere, just let me know. I can be here in twenty minutes.”


“Thanks. Right now I’ll just field calls for a while and try to find out what’s going on, especially with the LIRR. That could be catastrophic. But I think I should go back into Westbury later on, probably about seven o’clock or so.”


“No problem. Just give me some lead time.”


Mary Rose opened the front door, Kara stood in the entranceway just behind her. Sean kissed Mary Rose and hugged Kara.


“Brutal day,” he said, putting his suit carrier off to the side on the floor, placing his jacket over a chair and dropping himself down on the living room couch.


“At least we’re all alive,” answered Mary Rose.


“I’m just so happy that John decided to stay in the city. Otherwise he could have been on that train.”


“Yeah,” said Cross, in a tone so low that it was about inaudible. “Unfortunately a lot of other people weren’t so lucky.”


During the next several hours Cross, alternately and simultaneously, monitored the television and radio and received seemingly one phone call after the other. As the day went on, however, a certain order was emerging from the chaos and fog of war.


—The Empire Plaza fire in Westbury was under control. Chief Forde’s estimate had been very accurate. There were thirty-eight dead and 116 injured. Of the injured, two were critical with third-degree burns; the others were expected to make full recoveries. The numbers were devastating but could have been so much worse.


—The Brooklyn fire had been more difficult to get under control, primarily because of three secondary explosions that had gone off in the armory during the first hour after the initial blast. Fortunately, the casualty count was low. One National Guard employee and three homeless people were hospitalized with smoke inhalation, and two firemen had minor burns from one of the secondary blasts. All were expected to recover fully. The armory itself was severely damaged, affirming Cross’s initial thought that this target had been primarily symbolic.


—The LIRR tunnel conflagration was as tragic as Cross could have dreaded. A hundred ninety-eight passengers and four firefighters dead; 110 passengers and six firefighters suffering from smoke inhalation, with eight of those passengers in critical condition—the others were expected to live.


—The president had put all armed forces on full worldwide alert and had ordered the FBI and CIA to launch full-scale, all-out investigations.


Mary Rose and Kara had stayed in the house all afternoon with Sean, their eyes riveted on the television. Danny phoned in from Tokyo to make sure everyone was safe and to say that Japanese television was showing nonstop footage of the three attack scenes. And John got to the house about 5:30. A guy from work had given him a lift.


No one was particularly hungry, but Mary Rose put together some hamburgers and they sat at the kitchen table taking minimal bites of meat as they tried to make some sense of the day.


“Are you surprised by how bad this is?” Mary Rose asked Sean. “I thought we had them on the run.”


“We do have them on the run,” Sean answered. “Their training camps have been destroyed. We’ve seized incredible amounts of their money. And we’re locking up Al Qaeda leaders and breaking up their cells all over the world.”


“And we haven’t had any real attacks since the World Trade Center and the Pentagon,” interjected Kara.


“The bottom line is,” said Sean, “that you can never be completely safe when you’re dealing with hard-core fanatics. Yeah, we’ve done a great job of disrupting them but you just can’t protect yourselves everywhere, all the time.”


“Any idea how they put this together?” asked John.


“If I had to guess, I’d say this was done entirely internally,” answered Cross. “There’s just too much surveillance and international monitoring for this to have been coordinated overseas like the World Trade Center was. It’s also harder for them to be sneaking guys into the country.”


“So it was people living here?” asked Mary Rose.


“I think it had to be,” answered Sean. “And it was dirtbags living here a few years. That means they used money that was over here, got all their supplies and gear over here, and made their plans over here. Right here among all of us.”


“We’ve got to be talking about more than just a few people, then,” said John.


“Absolutely,” said Sean. “Besides the people directly involved planning it and carrying it out, there’d have to be others they’d come in contact with when they were putting it all together.”


“So basically you’re saying that they pretty much have their own army and support network right here in New York,” said Mary Rose.


“What I’m saying is that Al Qaeda has trained killers living among us and that there must be a lot of others out there who know what Al Qaeda is doing and either let them do it or actually help them,” answered Sean.


“Which means,” said Kara in her characteristically direct tone, “that these low-lifes are all murderers, no matter how much or how little they actually did. Whether they crashed the trucks into the buildings or just kept their mouths shut, they’re responsible for about 240 Americans being murdered today.”


“Kara, you’re 100 percent on target,” said Cross.


“What happens next?” asked John.


“As far as we know, these attacks are all that’s out there for now,” said Sean. “But we don’t know for sure, so the feds are already in. Checking, for instance, for any chemical or biological agents. The FBI, the NYPD, and the Nassau cops are squeezing all their sources as hard as they can—not just to find out who did it, which will be tough enough, but to try to head off anything else.”


“What do you think?” asked Mary Rose.


“I think this is it for now. That’s their M.O. But you’ve got to cover everything.”


“Dad, you still going to Westbury tonight?” asked Kara.


“Yeah, I’ll go in for awhile. Sully’s coming by in about ten minutes. I just want to see what’s going on and at least show a presence. The firefighters deserve that. They’ve done a great job.”


“When are you due back in Washington?” inquired John.


“Right now the schedule says Tuesday afternoon, and unless something else happens, they’ll probably keep it that way. But I have Tom and Kevin flying up tonight. We have a lot to do this weekend. In fact, Anne has already started in the district office. We’ve got to get the names of any victims who were from the district and start reaching out to their families to see if they need any help. One thing we learned from the World Trade Center is that we’ve got to start early. There’s just so many complications that develop with funerals, identifications, insurance and a million other things you can’t anticipate.”


“It’s a great day,” said John ironically, “when you realize that you’ve had enough experience to consider yourself an expert in dealing with disasters.”
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September 11, 2001


The Afternoon and Evening


Entering Tom O’Connell’s house in Northwest Washington, Cross first sought out the television. He found it in the living room and went directly to it. The last he had seen was almost two hours ago, when the South Tower was collapsing and being subsumed in a mushroomlike cloud of billowing gray smoke that plunged downward and then rampaged mercilessly through the streets of lower Manhattan.


Now much of that cloud had abated, as well as the cloud from the North Tower. The view on the television screen was a grotesque overlay of smoke, dust, and debris. Through that overlay Cross could make out the twisted steel, the mountains of wreckage, and the still-raging flames. It was Dresden. It was Hamburg. It was hell. It was a nuclear winter in September.


It took another forty-five minutes or so before Danny arrived at O’Connell’s, carrying with him a bag of sandwiches and buns. Not having a cell phone, Danny could not be contacted, and his delay had caused some concern—particularly since there had been the reports of a car-bomb explosion at the State Department, just blocks from the apartment Sean and Danny shared.


“What’d you do, take a tour of Washington?” Sean asked with a gruff smile.


“I got myself lost finding you these delicacies,” answered Danny, opening up the bag to proudly display six saran-wrapped, ready-made bologna sandwiches.


“We greatly appreciate your thoughtfulness,” said O’Connell, as he attempted to extricate a sandwich from its saran enclosure. “But, seriously, how was it out there?”


“Besides getting lost,” Danny answered, “it did take me longer than I thought it would. I didn’t want to get on the Metro, so I walked from Commerce to the apartment.”


“What about the report of a car bomb at the State Department?” asked Finnerty.


“That was bullshit,” answered Danny. “Nothing happened at all. I did go up on the roof of the apartment, though, to look out at the Pentagon, and that’s really bad. I could see all the flames and smoke. I’m glad I wasn’t in that.”


“How was the walk over here from the apartment?” asked Sean.


“Except for making one or two wrong turns, it wasn’t that bad at all. A lot of people had left work and were on the streets. It was very interesting. People didn’t seem scared, but nobody was talking either. Just looking straight ahead. Sort of like they were each in their own world. Me too, I guess.”


“Any troops?” asked O’Connell.


“Yeah, that caught me off guard. I guess I should have thought about it, but it was jarring to see army troops on American streets.”


The devastation of the World Trade Center had caused the destruction of telephonic transmission facilities affecting hundreds of thousands of cell phone users. That destruction, plus the massive flow of frantic phone calls in and out of the New York area during that day, made it laborious and frustrating to get through on a cell phone. But Sean used Tom’s land line in the house to call Mary Rose, and they reassured one another that all the family members were safe and accounted for. He also did several telephone interviews with Channel 12, mainly to let Long Island viewers know that Washington was not panicking. Additionally, Cross received several phone calls from Felix Grucci, the Republican congressman from eastern Long Island, who’d stayed in New York that day to be with his mother, who was to have had heart surgery in St. Francis Hospital in Nassau County that morning. Once the towers were hit, of course, all nonemergency surgery was postponed, and all transportation out of New York was closed down. Cross told Felix what was happening in Washington, and Grucci relayed to Sean what he was seeing and hearing on Long Island. Neither congressman particularly edified the other, but it was reassuring just to make the contact.
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