HNBA

HISPANIC NATIONAL BAR ASSOCIATION

| Was Supposed to be on the 85™ Floor: Reflections on 9/11, Twenty-Five Years Later

By Rosevelie Marquez Morales, National President of the Hispanic National Bar
Association

| was supposed to be on the 85th floor of the World Trade Center that day, but it was a Tuesday.
Instead of heading straight to my part-time law clerk job on the 85th floor of the South Tower, as |
usually would, | was on my way to court through the Fordham Law Clinic, where | was representing a

client in a domestic violence case.

Had | gone into the office that morning, | would have seen and spoken with Mark Brisman, the 34-
year-old attorney who had mentored me throughout that summer. Every morning, he would stop by
my office to discuss my assignments, answer questions, and encourage me to think like a lawyer. As
a first-generation Afro-Latina law student from Brooklyn (and the only female summer associate),
there weren't many people at the firm who shared my background. Yet Mark never made me feel like
an outsider. He believed in me before | fully believed in myself. He invested in my growth, challenged

me to reach higher, and treated me not as a student, but as a future colleague.

One of the few Latinas | worked closely with was Sharon Millan, our office administrator. Sharon had
recently joined the firm and radiated optimism about this new chapter in her life. Her excitement was
contagious. Together, we shared an appreciation for opportunities that others may have taken for
granted. | still remember standing by those windows, marveling at a view that seemed to stretch
across all of New York City. For a young woman from Brooklyn, it felt like a glimpse of what was
possible.

But I did not see Sharon or Mark that day.

| had just closed my door when my phone rang.
“Turn on the TV."

The first plane had just hit the North Tower.

| immediately tried calling my supervisor, but like millions of others, | could not get through. | rushed

back inside and made arrangements to pick up my younger brothers who were in high school near



me. We sat together for hours in stunned silence, watching a tragedy unfold in real time and praying

for answers that never came.

Most of my colleagues escaped safely.

Mark and Sharon did not.

More than two decades later, | still carry them with me.

On that terrible day, none of the things that usually divided us seemed to matter. Political
differences, personal backgrounds, race, religion, geography, they all faded in the face of a shared

grief. We were simply Americans mourning together, trying to make sense of the unimaginable.

What followed was not only heartbreak but also an extraordinary display of compassion and service.
People gave blood, volunteered, donated, comforted strangers, and searched for ways to help.

Across communities, that spirit of unity found expression in countless acts of sacrifice.
Latinos were part of that story.

As they had in previous generations, Latinos answered the nation’s call to serve. From 2001 to 2005,

Latino Army enlistments rose by 26 percent. Hispanics became the fastest-growing pool of military-

age people in the United States, and they were more likely to complete boot camp and fulfill their
military commitments than any other group. Young men and women stepped forward not because
they were asked to prove their belonging, but because they already felt deeply connected to this
country and its future. Many immigrant families viewed military service as both a responsibility and a

privilege, a way to contribute to the nation they loved.

In July 2002, President George W. Bush signed an executive order creating an expedited citizenship

pathway for non-citizen military personnel, a formal recognition that those willing to risk their lives

for this country deserved to be fully part of it. Between 2001 and 2013, nearly 68,000 immigrants,

the majority of them Latino, took advantage of this pathway to citizenship.

But fear is a powerful force. While it can unite people in moments of crisis, it can also reshape how

we see one another.

In the years that followed, some of the institutions created in response to terrorism gradually
expanded beyond their original purpose. The creation of the Department of Homeland Security
merged immigration enforcement and naturalization into a national security framework, often
blurring the distinction between immigration and threat, despite evidence to the contrary.

Enforcement systems grew year after year and administration after administration.
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The military naturalization pathway that was created to honor immigrant service was curtailed in
2017. Veterans who enlisted in part because of that promise have since faced deportation
proceedings. The enforcement apparatus has increasingly swept up citizens, lawful permanent
residents, and DACA recipients in ways that feel disconnected from the national security concerns

that originally prompted its creation.

For many Latinos, the message became more complicated. A community that had stepped forward in

service was increasingly asked to question whether its belonging was secure.

That erosion of belonging is reflected in the data. In 2022, 57 percent of Hispanic adults said the
United States made them feel like they belonged. By 2025, that number had fallen to 40 percent.

Nearly two-thirds said it was a bad time to be Latino in America.

That is what happens when fear becomes a governing force. It narrows our vision. It convinces us to
see neighbors as strangers and differences as dangers. It turns belonging from a shared promise into

a conditional one.
Yet fear is never the whole story.

There are reasons to believe our country is finding its way back. Earlier this year, the Supreme Court
struck down the executive order that sought to end birthright citizenship. Polls continue to show that

a strong majority of Americans support a pathway to citizenship for undocumented immigrants

who have built their lives in this country. Public opposition to mass deportations and racial profiling

has been widespread and bipartisan.

Those responses reflect something deeper than policy preferences. They speak to a fundamental
belief that has endured through some of our nation’s most difficult chapters: that America is

strongest when it lives up to its promise of inclusion, opportunity, and equal dignity for all.

| saw that promise in the days following September 11. In the midst of unimaginable grief, people
reached for one another. They volunteered, served, donated, comforted strangers, and reminded one
another that our shared humanity mattered more than our differences. For a brief moment, we saw

ourselves not as competing groups, but as fellow Americans bound by a common purpose.
Twenty-five years later, | still believe that spirit is within us.

But belonging cannot be something that is extended and retracted depending on the political
moment. It cannot be conditional on the headlines of the day, the party in power, or the fears of a

particular era. The families who answered this country’s call after September 11, those who enlisted,
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who naturalized, who served, and who stayed to build stronger communities, deserve to feel as
American today as they did on that fateful day.

After September 11, after the grief and uncertainty, after my firm rebuilt at a new address and life
slowly began to move forward, | chose to stay. | stayed because | loved the law. | stayed because
mentors like Mark had shown me what was possible. And | stayed because | believed that

representation matters.
Years later, | became the first Latina partner at the firm.

That achievement was never mine alone. It belongs to my family, whose sacrifices opened doors |
might never have walked through on my own. It belongs to mentors like Mark, who saw potential in
a young law student and nurtured it with patience and generosity. And it belongs to every person

who helped create opportunities and trusted me to do the same for others.

For fifteen years, | worked on matters connected to that building and the families whose lives were
forever altered by that day. Along the way, | tried to honor Mark's example by mentoring young
lawyers, particularly those who, like me, sometimes wondered whether they truly belonged in the

room.
Resilience is not the same as forgetting.

Resilience is carrying the memory of those we have lost and allowing it to guide us toward
something better. It is choosing hope when cynicism feels easier. It is continuing to build, to serve,

and to believe in one another despite heartbreak and setbacks.

And for me, it is remembering Sharon and Mark, not only for how they died, but for how they lived:
with generosity, optimism, and faith in the people around them. Their lives shaped mine. Their
memory still does.

That is why, twenty-five years later, | remain hopeful. Because | have seen what fear can do to a
nation, but | have also seen what compassion, service, and belonging can do. And | still believe those

are the forces that will ultimately lead us forward.
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