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			For standing beside me through my heartbreaking loss and years of investigation. Your unwavering strength and quiet support have been my anchor, guiding me through the darkest days and giving me courage to keep seeking the truth. This journey would not have been possible without you.
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			Author’s Note

			This book is based on my personal experiences during the Oklahoma City Bombing and nearly thirty years of subsequent research. While much of the content reflects actual events as I remember them, I have incorporated speculative and interpretive elements to provide a fuller narrative. These interpretations are based on available evidence and my own investigation, but they should not be considered as verified facts. Creative license has been taken to craft conversations and statements between certain parties that I believe occurred, though I was not present, nor a party to all conversations.

			Wherever I have speculated on events or motives, these interpretations are my own and are not intended to assert absolute truth, nor to assert absolute fact. Readers are encouraged to consider this story as a combination of personal experience and creative interpretation of the facts and information as I encountered them on my journey.

			While I believe strongly that Timothy McVeigh was not the sole individual involved in the bombing, this remains my personal view based on research and available evidence, not an established legal or historical fact.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I felt compelled to write this book following the release of two previous works: After Oklahoma City, which chronicled my unwavering quest for deeper insights into the bombing investigation, and Now You See Me, a heartfelt account of my emotional journey from overwhelming grief and anger to eventual forgiveness for those responsible for my grandsons’ tragic deaths.

			Throughout my nationwide book signings and presentations, one question echoed persistently from audiences: “Kathy, what do you believe is the untold truth behind the bombing?” While my prior books were anchored in factual evidence, this question compelled me to delve into my own interpretations through the realm of fiction.

			The narrative within these pages is grounded in truth, meticulously pieced together from extensive interviews with key figures, 302 witness statements submitted to the FBI, and confidential government documents. My relentless pursuit of understanding led me into the intricate and mysterious heart of this story.

			My journey took me to the Aryan Nations, where I met Pastor Richard Butler face-to-face. His reverence for Timothy McVeigh was palpable, portraying him as a martyr for their cause. His tears were genuine as he expressed remorse for the loss of my “Aryan” grandsons.

			At Elohim City, I was greeted by armed men and escorted into their church, where Reverend Robert Millar delivered a sermon detailing the raid on the CSA Compound in 1985, offering a chilling glimpse into their world.

			Carol Howe, an ATF informant, shared alarming warnings about individuals plotting to target buildings for destruction during our three meetings. Her insights were eerily prescient.

			In Junction City, Kansas, I interviewed Eldon Elliott, the man who rented the bomb truck to McVeigh. He refuted claims of mistaken identity between Todd Bunting and John Doe 2, asserting his absence from work on the day Bunting rented the vehicle.

			At the Dreamland Motel, I gathered testimonies from various individuals, including the owner, her son, the maid who serviced McVeigh’s room, a guest, and even the Chinese food delivery man. They all reported sightings of unidentified men frequenting McVeigh’s room, casting doubt on the FBI’s findings.

			My correspondence with Pete Langan, known as “Commander Pedro” in the menacing Aryan Republican Army recruitment video, shed light on the Midwest Bank Robbers’ involvement, further deepening the enigma.

			In Kingman, Arizona, I met Lori Fortier at the Dam Bar. While her husband served a decade in prison, she evaded jail time through a plea bargain. They now reside in witness protection, prompting me to question who, precisely, is being shielded and from whom.

			The sealing of security camera tapes from the Murrah Building by Judge Matsch remains a contentious issue. Transparency should prevail if McVeigh acted alone. Despite Jessie Trentadue’s persistent efforts, a court order, and claims of their loss, these tapes remain elusive.

			Lastly, the discovery of an unidentified leg at the bombing site raises unsettling questions. DNA testing was delayed for over a decade, with no efforts made to match it against existing databases.

			As you contemplate these revelations, I leave you with the same haunting questions that have consumed me: Who orchestrated this devastating act? And what secrets remain buried beneath the rubble of the Oklahoma City bombing?

			The Oklahoma City bombing was a harrowing milestone, marking the first significant act of domestic terrorism on American soil. As I embarked on my investigative journey, I often found myself telling others that a time would come when mentioning the loss of my grandchildren in the bombing would prompt the question, “Which bombing?”

			Fueled by this profound sense of duty, I spent two years collaborating with Blowback Productions on An American Bombing—The Road to April 19th, a documentary now available on HBO. This project aimed to illuminate the complexities surrounding this tragic event and its enduring impact on our nation.

			Our country stands at a critical crossroads, grappling with insurmountable challenges. While political debates may dominate our public discourse, the core of our nation’s struggles transcends mere politics. The root of our challenges lies deep within the spiritual and moral fabric of our society.

			Furthermore, the violence must stop. As Timothy McVeigh infamously stated, it was “168 to one.” This tragic reality underscores the urgent need for unity, understanding, and a collective commitment to peace. Only by confronting the darkness of our past and present can we hope to build a brighter, more harmonious future for all.

			In this pivotal moment, it is imperative that we rekindle and uphold the foundational principles that have long guided our nation—principles anchored in faith, morality, and decency. By embracing these enduring values, we can aspire to heal, unite, and fortify the essence of our beloved country.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Hell in the Heartland
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			Letting Go of McVeigh

			June 11, 2001

			Six years, one month, and twenty-three days after the bombing

			In the six years between judgment and execution, I ate, breathed, and dreamed Timothy James McVeigh. I retraced his steps and slept in his motel room. I shook hands with his father and imagined what he would tell me.

			Then at seven o’clock, on the morning of the eleventh day of June, 2001, the executioner rolls him into the death chamber.

			I would have paid for the privilege of strapping Timothy James McVeigh into the electric chair and throwing the switch. No one, however, offered me the opportunity; justice didn’t need my assistance. I have to be satisfied just watching, as the federal government’s executioner slips the IV lines into the arms of Timothy James McVeigh.

			It is too easy for Timothy McVeigh. What he deserves is a firing squad, a hanging, the guillotine—something that he can see coming. Something that will make him really shake, tremble, urinate in his pants. Something to make him scream before his lights go out. Something terrifying, like the electric chair.

			Timothy McVeigh never once apologized. He never faked it or pretended that he was sorry. He never named names—just basked in the glare of publicity, proud to hold the title of “Lone Bomber.”

			But Timothy McVeigh isn’t the only one who should be stoking Lucifer’s fires for these murders. There are plenty of others who should be shoveling coal alongside him. Tim McVeigh and Terry Nichols did not act alone when they killed and maimed hundreds of innocent victims at the Alfred P. Murrah Building. These two men are the only ones the federal government chose to catch, accuse, put on trial, and convict. Timothy James McVeigh was the only one they put on the train out of town. Many conspired, mapped, and packed the truck with fertilizer, but Tim McVeigh is the only one who will pay with his eye for an eye. To be exact, he will pay for those three hundred thirty-six eyes with his two. That is one hundred sixty-eight per eye; he is getting off cheap. When he does pay, they will make the transaction quick. Timothy McVeigh will slip away in luxury, sent off with state-prescribed, Supreme-Court-approved, recommended-by-nine-out-of-ten-executioners, permanent-sleep-inducing drugs. We should all launch into eternity in such comfort and be informed of the time and date we will die.

			As I watch Tim McVeigh on the executioner’s table, his backside is down, his arms strapped to the table, a camera above him for closed-circuit television. The federal government’s executioner’s assistant gently slips the IV needles into his arms. Only one set of arms! Timothy McVeigh is the only one paying for this murderous crime.

			The IV tube in McVeigh’s arm runs through a port in the wall where, on the other side, doctors are inspecting the three drugs in three separate syringes, which when combined will kill him. The person who pushes the plunger will never see what happens. I wish Glenn had lived to see this: He would stand here in front of McVeigh and slam the poison cocktail into the arm himself.

			Timothy McVeigh’s life ends painlessly and quickly. He takes a deep breath; his eyes stare up at us. He lies dead on the gurney before me with two pints of mint ice cream souring in his belly.

			Meanwhile, 168 men, women, and children sleep in their graves, having suffered unmercifully all alone, scared, and with a painful death when it came. Crushed by debris, slowly suffocating under the rubble, all alone and terrified in their last seconds of life, bleeding out in excruciating pain. Six hundred and eighty more suffer from injuries, many left maimed for life. Where is their justice?

			To the end, McVeigh tries to convince us that he is a hero, giving his life for the cause, a martyr protecting and willing to lay down his life for his friends. On the giant closed-circuit screen, I gaze upon his lifeless body, his steel-cold eyes frozen upon us. I am curious: Are there more McVeighs among us? If so, is anyone safe?

			I’m no psychologist, but I now wonder why McVeigh didn’t kill himself before giving himself up. Was it because he was willing to give his life later for a slice of fame, the fame that he so craved all his life but was unable to obtain?

			After being stopped ninety minutes after the bombing for having no license plate, Timothy McVeigh simply steps out of that eighteen-year-old Mercury Marquis and walks halfway to the trooper’s car before the officer even asks him to get out of the car. He gives up his gun and tells Trooper Charlie Hanger he is carrying a knife on his belt. He doesn’t pull the .45 from the shoulder holster under his jacket. He doesn’t wait for Trooper Hangar to show his face in his car window. He could have stuck his gun to the trooper’s forehead and fired a Black Talon slug between the trooper’s eyes. He could have emptied the clip, except for one bullet. The bullet that he should have saved for himself.

			Instead of going down in a blaze of glory, McVeigh surrenders peacefully and allows Hangar to drive him to Perry, blue lights blazing, and is left at the Noble County jail. Soon he will be a true celebrity, one of the most infamous of all time. Lee Harvey Oswald, eat your heart out.

			When Timothy McVeigh turned his head toward the witness gallery, I stared through the windows of his black soul. In the fifteen minutes between the lethal injection and his eternity, I felt nothing, my heart as dead as he was.

			As for me, no closure, no relief, no sadness, no happiness, nothing at all. My belief about his destination brought no closure, because it brought nothing back. The one hundred sixty-eight he sent on ahead of him, including the two boys that were my breath and light—those innocents were—are—still out of reach.
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			The Day Begins

			April 19, 1995, 8:45 a.m.

			Seventeen minutes before the bomb explodes

			Don Browning

			Sergeant Don Browning is filling his gas tank at the Oklahoma City Police’s substation, eight miles north of downtown Oklahoma City. The deputy sheriff is fueling up for another day of patrol in the northeast corner of Oklahoma County. A lone white puff of a cloud floats on the north horizon. Channel Nine has nailed the forecast for April 19: cool temperature, clear skies in the morning, rain in the afternoon.

			The petrol gurgles inside the tank as Don Browning leans back against the rear of the Crown Victoria next to the pump handle. He smooths his thick, black mustache with his finger, then chuckles as he recalls the previous late-afternoon conversation with his five-year-old neighbor, Mikey.…

			“My papa told me that’s a caterpillar under your nose,” Mikey said to Don.

			“Your papa is right,” he replied, as Mikey’s papa followed them into Don’s front yard.

			“How long have you had a caterpillar?” Mikey asked.

			“How old are you?” Don asked in return.

			“Five years old.”

			“Isn’t that something? I’ve had this caterpillar since I was five years old,” Don replied, winking at Mike senior, who preferred the nickname Don gave him—John Wayne.

			“Where’d you get him?” Mikey asked.

			“He crawled onto my lip one day while I was taking a nap.”

			Mikey looked concerned. “Will he come off?”

			“If you pull him.”

			“Can I pull him?”

			Browning squatted so that he was face-to-face with the little boy. “Sure.”

			Mikey reached toward the walrus mustache, but before he can latch on, Don growled and yelled, “Boo!” clamping vise-grip hands on each side of Mikey’s belly. The boy squealed, laughed, and wiggled free. He hid behind John Wayne’s legs.

			“How long have you had your mustache?” Mike senior asked.

			“Since Vietnam…my wife’s never seen me without it,” Don Browning answered.

			Kathy Wilburn—8:50 a.m.

			I am sitting at my IRS desk, talking to Toni Gable by telephone.

			“Edye and the boys will be moving out,” I’m telling her. “I guess it’s time for them to leave.”

			Edye is my second child and only daughter. She and her sons, Chase and Colton, have lived with my husband Glenn and me for nearly two years since her divorce. Edye was ready to move out, but she didn’t warn us. She had found a house two blocks away and had broken the news to us the previous evening.

			“Mom, I know you don’t want to hear this,” she had said as I pulled a heavy stainless-steel skillet from a cabinet, “but we can’t live with you forever. I bought a house, Mom. I wasn’t really sick today; I was closing on the loan.”

			I couldn’t say anything.

			“You’ll like the house, Mom, and it’s only two blocks over.”

			I banged the skillet on the countertop. Then, getting a grip, I knelt to talk to my grandsons, the babies.

			“You’ll still have your room at my house,” I managed. Words that I, not the boys, needed to hear.

			“Can I take my Easter bunny to school tomorrow, Nana?” Chase asked.

			“We’re not going to school tomorrow, sweetie,” Edye said. “Remember, we’re going to the park after Mama finishes her errands.”

			“Am I the last one to hear your news?” I asked.

			“No, Mom,” Edye replied.

			“What did you tell your boss?”

			“I told Alyson I was having eye trouble…told her I couldn’t see myself coming in to work,” she quipped.

			“Real funny.… I’ll take the boys if you want,” I said.

			“No, I promised to take them to the park.”

			The telephone interrupted us, and Edye answered.

			“Hey Julie.”

			I could hear the voice on the other end. “You’re coming to work tomorrow, right, Edye?”

			“I’m still sick,” Edye said, forcing a cough. “Don’t think I can make it.”

			“You have to come to work tomorrow—it’s the April birthdays,” Julie told her. “Your cake’s in my oven.”

			Julie won. “Okay,” Edye laughed, “I can’t miss my own party. I’ll be there.”

			“Can I take my Easter bunny?” Chase said, standing up on the stool by the bar. He lost his balance and fell to the floor. He lay still for a minute then giggled, rolled onto his side, and stood. “My Easter bunny gets to go to school.”

			At 9:00 a.m. on April 19, 1995, the Wednesday after Easter, and two minutes before the bomb went off, Chase was lining up with the older children in the daycare center, grabbing the safety rope and preparing for the walk downtown to the library, while Colton was sitting down for breakfast with the other two-year-olds.

			At 9:01 a.m., one minute before the bomb went off, I was saying to Toni Gable over the phone:

			“Edye and the boys will be moving out. I guess it’s time for them to leave.”
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			First Blood

			August 18, 1969

			Twenty-five years, eight months, 
and one day before the bombing

			Don Browning

			Army Sergeant Don Browning first smells death in the blood at a Viet Cong graveyard at twelve hundred hours, Vietnam time.

			Browning’s platoon had missed the wide-open cemetery on the map, and without warning, they were in the wide open in a storm of lead. The VC has penned him, and what is left of his platoon, in the graveyard almost ten thousand miles from home. Red-hot AK-47 rounds with his name engraved on each one were kicking up dirt around him.

			Sergeant Browning falls forward into the dirt; his green steel helmet has fallen off and rolled into a creek, his head is now unprotected. His forehead grazes the corner of a headstone as he drops, and he puts his right hand to the cut and pulls back bloody fingers. As his finger crosses over his face, he smells the blood, which has a metallic odor like a handful of pennies.

			He pulls his arms tight to his side and begins to grind his way into the dirt. He tries to move forward to check on his men; it feels like he is digging his own grave. He is a cadaver in waiting.

			Three feet to Browning’s right, Private Harvey Yancy howls and falls backwards. He lies directly in Browning’s line of sight as blood bubbles and oozes through the green camouflage pants on his left thigh. Sergeant Browning smells the pennies.

			Another scream to his left. The boy from Breaux Bridge, whom they call Breaux, falls face down and lands perpendicular across the back of Browning’s knees. Browning bends sideways at the waist, twisting his head and turning his face to see. The left side of Breaux’s face is flat in the dirt, his back arching over Browning’s legs, his helmet is shoved back on his head, with the chin strap tight against the GI’s neck. Breaux’s right eye gapes in surprise. “Breaux!” Browning shouts. He reaches back with his left hand, tries to slide his index finger underneath the chin strap, and pulls back bloody fingers, and then blood gushes from the clean bore at the base of Breaux’s neck between the clavicles. As he draws his hand back, he runs his blood-slathered fingers beneath his nose. The smell is not pennies, the smell is pungent. Tears pour from his eyes as he gags, then gives up the Army-issued military rations that were curdling in his belly. He smelled the death in Breaux’s blood before death claimed him.

			Bursts of dirt erupt in all directions, blocking Don Browning’s vision. The odor of Breaux’s blood is suffocating. Time slows, and the bullet whistles, the screams, and the jabber threats from the Viet Cong fade to silence. What he is certain of would be the end in slow motion.

			His tears and sweat run down his face and cut streams in the graveyard dirt. He inhales, opens his mouth, and gulps air. He blows it out, closes his mouth, and sucks the air in through his nose, trying to clear the smell of Breaux’s blood. In the instant before he loses consciousness, he knows with certainty that he is smelling Breaux’s death in that blood. Before he passes out, he knows they will soon be dragging Breaux to the chopper for his last trip home. The blood tells him that.…

			Browning awakes slowly, with the weight of Breaux heavy on his legs. The light, which had dimmed as consciousness drained from him, has returned. The shooting has stopped.

			“Yancey!” he shouts. “You still there?”

			Yancey replies, “Not for long and Breaux didn’t make it.”

			“Hell,” Browning says as he pulls his legs from beneath Breaux. “Let’s move out,” he orders.

			Browning walks among the dying and the dead; he knows the difference because the blood tells him which is which.

			The smell of death would be with him for life.…

			For the twenty-five years since, it has always been the same. When he comes up on a wreck, when he walks into a crime scene, he knows what he is about to find. If blood has spilled, he knows.

			At 9:30 a.m. on April 19, 1995, while driving at fifty-two miles per hour, Police Sergeant Don Browning knew.

			[image: ]

			The gas gurgles as it nears the top of the patrol car’s tank. A wisp of a breeze whisks the woodsy smell of gasoline past Browning’s woolly caterpillar. He smiles to himself, recalling his exchange with little Mikey.

			As he stops and starts the lever to pump the final half gallon of gas into the tank, the concrete beneath his feet vibrates and a distinct, audible rumble startles the deputy sheriff..

			“What the hell was that, Sarge?” a mechanic hollers from across the parking lot.

			“I don’t know, but whatever it is, it’s bad, really bad.” He removes the nozzle, twists the gas cap back on, and hangs the handle back on the pump.

			Then the radio dispatcher’s voice crackles out of Don Browning’s patrol car speakers: “All units, 10-39, 200 North West Fifth Street, 10-39, 200 North West Fifth Street.”

			Don Browning sucks hard on the half-smoked Marlboro between his lips, then tosses the butt onto the concrete. He jumps into his car, jerks the shifter into drive, and yells to his German shepherd sidekick in the back seat, “Hang on, Gunny!”

			Blue lights pulsating, sirens wailing, Browning and a hundred other police officers from points all over Oklahoma County push their gas pedals flat to the floorboards and zip through stop lights, ignoring speed limits and pedestrian crossings, speeding as fast as the streets and nerves allow.

			Browning instinctively notes his speed at fifty-two miles per hour when he smells death for the first time that day.

			A mile away from the Alfred P. Murrah Building, the smell comes in waves. He catches a whiff of the ammonia. He smells burning gasoline, burning rubber, scorched auto body paint, and cordite. Over it all, he smells burnt flesh and the odor of blood, the tainted spilled blood that reeks of death.

			The stench swirls in through the four open windows of his patrol car, as he powers through stop lights and swerves like Mario Andretti around drivers who are obeying the speed limit. In the back seat, Gunny lays back his ears and sniffs. He stabs at the air with his snout and barks twice, whimpers, then whines.
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			Hell Descends

			April 19, 1995, 9:02 a.m.

			Kathy Wilburn

			The moment I say to Toni, “I guess it’s time for them to leave,” the windows in the IRS building rattle and all the floors shake. I lay down the receiver without a word to Toni and run to the north-facing window that overlooks downtown. Nothing different, but the phones on my floor are ringing all at once.

			As I am laying down the receiver, Edye is on the third floor, drawing a deep breath to blow out the twenty-three candles on her cake. A moment later, I rush up the stairwell and burst into the third-floor office, while wisps of birthday candle smoke spiral toward the ceiling. Before I can speak, a woman with a phone receiver in her hand announces in a panic, “Somebody blew up the bank!”

			“Edye! Let’s go see!” I say, grabbing my daughter by the arm.

			She and I run down the three flights of stairs. We step out the front doors of the IRS lobby and onto the street and notice flecks of white and specks of silver raining from the sky to the north. I looked north at the bank, which appears intact. Then I look at the Murrah.

			My mouth gapes involuntarily as I cover it with my hand.

			“My God! Edye! The babies!” Pointing toward the federal building, I cry, “It’s the Murrah Building!”

			Three-year-old Chase and two-year-old Colton are in the daycare there.

			We start running toward the Murrah while large sheets of glass are falling around us. Glass mist stings our faces, hangs in our hair, cutting our sinuses and throats. I chase the white blur of Edye’s Nikes as we close the distance to the Murrah Building. I don’t know what we are running into and wonder if we are running to our own deaths.

			The next day, I would wish that we had.

			Don Browning

			Sergeant Don Browning is running fifty-two miles per hour when the odor of death rushes into his patrol car. He immediately pushes the needle to sixty-three on the twenty-five mile per hour streets of downtown Oklahoma City.

			From five blocks away, Browning sees the smoke, and as he closes the distance, the smell of death thickens. “They can’t all be dead,” he says aloud. “We’ll get the ones who aren’t.” He rides hell-for-leather because the wounded can’t wait forever.

			The call had sounded over the police frequencies at 9:05 a.m., three minutes after the bomb went off. Sergeant Don Browning is nineteen minutes away from the Alfred P. Murrah Building, but he drives it in nine.

			Up ahead two police cars sit sideways, blocking Fifth Street. An Oklahoma City police officer waves him off and he cuts the wheel, shoving the brake pedal to the floorboard. He tightens his fingers at ten and two on the Crown Vic’s steering wheel, bouncing over the curb and onto the sidewalk. Browning stops the patrol car halfway onto the concrete, the front chrome inches from an aluminum streetlight pole while the rear half of the car remains in the street.

			His wristwatch shows 9:14 when he jumps the curb, jams the shifter into park, twists the key to kill the engine, yanks the door handle with his left hand, and shoves the door open with his shoulder.

			Then he sees the entire front of the Murrah is gone.

			“Holy crap!” he shouts at the police officer who was waving him off and now is standing next to him. “What is it?”

			The cop shrugs. “Some kind of explosion, just happened.”

			Browning sees his brown hat lying upside down in the passenger seat but leaves it. “Gunny!” He jerks on the back-door handle, and his German shepherd partner is all paws on the street before the door fully opens. The dog’s leather leash drags the concrete behind him as he instinctively scampers in the direction of the chaos. Browning steps on the leash. “Gunny! Heel!” he shouts. Gunny obeys, flinching and whining and straining at the leather leash. Browning bends, grabs the loop, then lifts his foot. “Gunny! Go!”

			Sergeant Don Browning and Gunny run south against a northbound tide of humanity, dirty faces with bloody clothes, some screaming, many crying. The smell of death draws close.

			In five minutes, they have dashed as far as they can go. Browning stops twenty feet from the mountain of debris. It’s an ascending pile of crushed steel filing cabinets, smashed Southwestern Bell telephones, powdered mortar, pretzeled rebar, sun-glittered shards of safety windows, shredded vacation requests and sick-leave approvals, toddlers’ shoes, credit-union account balances, and chunks of concrete hanging by threads of steel, dangling as if they would fall.

			The chunks are as big as the Volkswagen Beetle that exploded while they were ten feet in front of Browning as he and Gunny peer into the gates of hell.

			Kathy Wilburn

			I see the first blood two blocks from the Murrah Building as Edye and I run toward the smoke in downtown Oklahoma City.

			Hundreds of people are running toward us, running south, screaming, rivulets of blood streaking their faces, tracing over their eyes to their chins. We pass a thin, pale man in a pin-striped white shirt, standing with his eyes fixed south. His blue tie hangs straight down from his Adam’s apple, a wide band of blood saturating the front of his shirt from the knot in his tie to his belt. A single red thread runs from the bridge of his nose to the tip, perfectly splitting his face.

			I chase the blur of Edye’s white Nike soles, confused about the vision of hell I was running into. “Off the sidewalk!” someone yells. “Get in the street! In the street!” We jump off the curb. An Oklahoma City fire truck drives up from behind, the driver steering with cautious urgency, siren wailing and horn blowing.

			“Wait! Wait! Edye! Wait!” I cry as Edye reaches the south face of the Murrah. The burning in my lungs and throat intensifies as smoke rises from the building. The south side appears intact until we move closer, then we see the windows are blown out. Mini blinds hang out the windows.

			As we stand and look, I drape my right arm across Edye’s shoulders and our chests heave. I close my eyes and pray that this might all be a bad dream and I will wake up. Another explosion brings me back. Edye is bent, her hands on her knees, face to the ground, sides heaving like a bellow—a posture I will see yet again, when we bury Edye’s sons.

			“My babies!” Edye cries. “They must…”

			But I can’t hear her clearly for the cars exploding in the parking lot and catching fire. We resume our run, heading to the other side of the building, and stop.

			The north face of the building is obliterated. The explosion has decimated the front of the building. Wires and cables hang from the nine floors like veins and muscles, tendons and ligaments. There is nothing left but a pancake pile of steel and rubble at the foot of the Murrah.

			Nothing is left of the second floor, where twenty minutes earlier Chase and Colton had been waiting to walk to the library.

			Edye falls in slow motion to her knees, her eyes never leaving the front of the building. “My babies!” she screams. “My babies!”

			I kneel beside her, wrap my arm around her neck, and cradle her head to the curve of my neck.

			“It will be all right,” I tell her. “It has to be all right.”

			“It will not be all right!” Edye screams, and she jerks her head free from my embrace. “Momma, it’s never going to be all right. Look at that building!”

			She stands suddenly, and I stand, too, and we run toward the building, through thick smoke and dust. We stumble over chunks of debris, twisted aluminum window frames, glass, and concrete powder, which crunch beneath our feet. We are going to climb this rockslide, never thinking that we are climbing over those who had perished.

			A man steps into our path, his arms extended, his palms open toward us. I push his arms away and Edye runs around him. The man catches me from behind, a hand on each of my shoulders. He pulls me backwards.

			“My grandsons are in there!”

			“Ma’am, we’ll get ’em,” he yells into my ear.

			“Stop it. Leave me alone!” I shout and shake loose of his grip, then trip and fall to my right knee. He catches me before I can stand, bear hugs me, helps me to my feet, and steers me away from the building. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Edye prone in the debris; a woman is bending next to her, a hand on her back.

			An Oklahoma City police sergeant appears from behind me. A black German shepherd strains at the leash in the deputy’s hand.

			“What gives?” asks the deputy, stepping between me and the man who is trying to stop me.

			“ATF, pal,” he says.

			“Oklahoma City police,” says the other man, pointing to his badge. A brown patch on the other side of his shirt bore the name Sgt. Browning.

			“Our jurisdiction,” says the ATF agent.

			“We’ll figure that out later,” Sergeant Browning says. “You got a problem with this woman?”

			“She was trying to enter the building; she needs to leave the area. No one is allowed in here,” the ATF agent says. “No civilians, no police officers, I’m following orders. We’ve got to get all these people out of here. There’s been a bomb.”

			“How do you know it wasn’t a gas leak?”

			The ATF agent doesn’t answer and says, “Get this woman out of here.”

			Sergeant Browning takes the ATF agent by the forearm and removes the agent’s hand from my arm. “You okay, ma’am?” he asks.

			“No. I am not. My grandbabies are in there,” I tell him.

			When Sergeant Browning reunites me with my daughter, we hug like we had never hugged before, Edye’s arms encircling my neck, my arms tight around her waist. Her tears run down my right shoulder and my back.

			I didn’t take my eyes off the rubble. I scream and Edye breaks from our embrace. We watch in horror as a football-size chunk of concrete falls from above and strikes a blonde woman wearing a white sweatshirt and blue jeans. The woman wobbles, then blood streaks through her hair. “Somebody help her!” I scream. “Somebody!”

			A man standing next to the injured woman steadies her with a hand and points with his other, as if to direct her away from the building. The woman shakes her head and steps toward the spot where she had been digging. She bends as if to continue, then collapses face down onto the rubble. Several others quickly kneel beside her. A woman from the group runs toward the phalanx of first responders that stand ready with gurneys and stretchers, gauze, and body bags. The woman speaks to a man who is standing on the leading edge of the group and points toward the fallen rescuer. Two medics grab a stretcher and run.

			Sergeant Browning gives Gunny the command, “Stay!” He steps through the debris to help lift the injured rescuer onto the stretcher. He bends and holds her head as four others lift her from the ground and place her on the stretcher. He eases her head to the canvas. When he removes his hands from the back of her head, they are stained with her blood. He walks back to his German shepherd and rubs between the dog’s ears.

			The woman is talking, but he smells it in her blood and knows she wouldn’t be talking for long.

			I ask Browning, “Is she okay?”

			Browning doesn’t answer my question; all he says is, “They said her name is Rebecca. She’s a nurse.” Then he asks me my name. I tell him. He hands me his card and asks, “How old are your boys? Do you remember what they were wearing today?”

			Edye had dressed Colton that morning and answers, “Colton has on little green shorts and a white T-shirt.”

			I chime in, “Chase is wearing plaid shorts and a yellow tank top.” Then I remember his shoes. “And blue sandals,” I say. “Chase was wearing his blue sandals.”

		

	
		
			5

			We’ve Got a Victim

			10:34 a.m.

			Ninety-two minutes after the bomb explodes

			Don Browning

			Sergeant Don Browning leaves Edye and me at the sidewalk and returns to join a hundred other deputies, firefighters, paramedics, and nurses on the south side of the Murrah. Several people are standing around a black man who is lying on his back, facing the building. He apparently landed there when the explosion blew him through a third-floor window. Nothing is left of his legs below the knees.

			“He’s gone,” Browning says as he and a fellow officer, Lieutenant Busby, watch from five feet away. “It’s over for him. I can smell it.”

			Lieutenant Busby looks at Browning without speaking.

			Static from his Motorola radio draws Busby’s attention. The voice from the radio is deep. “Go to the elevator shaft. They’ve got a victim.”

			“We’ve got a victim,” Lieutenant Busby says to Browning, “C’mon.”

			Sergeant Browning, Lieutenant Busby, and seven others step toward a gash in the wall that opens into the elevator shaft. Captain Mark Comstock, chief of Oklahoma County sheriff’s patrol, is leading the line. He is the first to step off into the dark chasm.

			“Careful guys!” Comstock hollers. “Water!”

			The water is ankle deep in the underground parking garage and rising. Clear water is pouring into the garage from the freshwater pipes that supply the sinks, water fountains, and toilets in the Murrah. Rank gray water pours in from twisted and burst pipes that drain wastewater from the Murrah’s sinks, water fountains, and toilets. The clear and the rank blend into a putrid brown.

			“Water!” Comstock yells back at the eight men behind him.

			The men, some in daisy-yellow bunker Goodyear rubber boots, three in street shoes, are silent. Their breath comes in staccato bursts, the way breath always comes as you approach danger, so loud in your ears you’re sure your breathing will give you away. With each sloshing stride through the rising tide of nasty water, their hearts quicken, their stomachs sicken, and their blood pressure rises. They tingle at the back of their necks and behind their knees. The water sloshes quietly around their legs with the silence agonizing. They listen, hoping to hear the voices of the living as they step over the dead. That eerie silence will haunt their dreams. It is a soundtrack of sadness. This dirge of death will forever play in an endless loop as they try to sleep.

			A sticky liquid drips from above and plinks quietly into the rising water. It spots their shirts and drips onto their cheeks.

			“Guys, it’s bad, really bad!” Comstock says. “Blood!”

			Browning can smell it.

			At 10:37 a.m., three minutes in, Bradford Holderfield, second in line, stops and holds his arm straight in the air. “On the right,” he says.

			The lead rescuer, Comstock, points his three-cell Maglite to the east. The cone of light catches the back of a head, and Comstock follows the shape of a body.

			“It’s a woman,” he says. “She’s trapped.”

			Five or six more flashlights illuminate the woman who is lying at a slant, her head slightly higher than her feet. A cement beam pinned her, and the beam lies across her right leg between her ankle and knee.

			“Helllp meee! Pleeeease!” she cries. “Where are my babies?”

			Bradford Holderfield reaches over her shoulder with his left arm and grasps the woman’s left hand, which lies palm down on her abdomen; he can’t see her face.

			“My name’s Brad,” he says. “What’s yours?”

			The woman tilts her head as far back as she can in a futile effort to see him. “Don’t let me die.”

			“We’re going to get you out.”

			“Have you seen my children?” she asks.

			“No, ma’am. Can you tell me your name?”

			“What happened?” she asks.

			“We’re not sure, an explosion.”

			“My name is Daina. Daina Bradley.”

			“Okay, Daina. Take a deep breath through your nose as deep as you can and hold it. Now blow out your mouth. Can you tell me what today is?”

			Daina Bradley’s lips quiver and her arms shake. “I’m freezing,” she says. “Please help me.”

			“Who is president of the United States?”

			“President Clinton.”

			“What is today’s date?”

			“April 19.”

			“Where were you in the building?”

			“I’m soooo cold.”

			“We’ll get you out,” says Holderfield, whose hand has never left hers since he grabbed it. He wants to say, “I promise,” but he didn’t. “Where were you when the building blew up?”

			“Social Security office.”

			“What floor is that on?”

			“First floor. Did you find my children?”

			“We haven’t, but we’re looking.”

			The water rises three inches in the hour after they find Daina Bradley. While they wait, a Salvation Army officer shows up unannounced with two blankets. The Army officer talked her way past an FBI agent, climbed in through the gash in the wall, and waded bare-calved through the water, with her long skirt skimming the surface. Holderfield rolls up one blanket and wedges it beneath Daina’s neck, spreading the other one over her upper body and arms and tucking it beneath her chin.

			At 12:03, fifteen minutes after the blankets arrive, an Oklahoma City police officer trudges in, followed by two men in surgical scrubs. “These doctors volunteered,” the officer says.

			Holderfield steps away from Daina Bradley, turns his back to her. “I’m no doctor,” he whispers to the doctors, “but I think we’re losing her.”

			David Tuggle

			David Tuggle is one of the doctors.

			Ninety minutes earlier, he was leaning in over a five-year-old patient, his scalpel in his right hand, which hovered over the patch of orange belly the surgical nurse scrubbed with antiseptic. Dr. Tuggle pulled at the boy’s skin as if to smooth it, then held it tight. A second before he cut a hand touched his left arm. Dr. Tuggle pulled the scalpel back from the boy’s abdomen.

			“Emergency management has put out a call for surgeons,” said Dr. Jerry Breland, chief of pediatric surgery at Children’s Hospital. “Something downtown at the federal building.”

			“Right now?”

			“It’s urgent. I’ll take this—just a hernia, right?”

			“I can do this, forty-five minutes.”

			“They need people now; they’re talking dozens of victims.”

			“Children?” Dr. Tuggle asked, his eyebrows arching above his mask.

			“Don’t know. Broward called and asked that we send you.”

			“Where?”

			“Saint Joseph’s Cathedral downtown. He says you’d know when you see it.”

			Dr. Tuggle returned the scalpel to the surgical tray and rolled the cart away from the table. “Hernia’s right on top,” he said. “Two-inch incision at the most.”

			Dr. Breland clasped the back of Dr. Tuggle’s left bicep. “Grab the bag phone off my desk. Thank you.”

			By 12:13 p.m., less than ten minutes later, Dr. Tuggle is striding out of the sliding double glass doors of the emergency room, the bag phone in his left hand. He steps out of the path of Andrew Sullivan, the orthopedic surgeon, who is arriving.

			“You hear?” Dr. Tuggle asks. “Something downtown, they’re calling for surgeons.”

			Dr. Sullivan, the smaller of the two, turns and follows. Dr. Tuggle hails a police officer who is walking toward his patrol car.

			“Officer, we’re doctors. We’re supposed to go downtown, but we don’t know why.”

			“Explosion,” the officer says. “The Murrah Building. I just came from there and you won’t believe your eyes. I escorted the first ambulance with three kids.”

			“Bad?”

			“One kid was missing the top of his skull. Boy or girl, couldn’t tell.”

			“Can you take us?”

			“Climb in.”

			The doctors tumble through the driver’s side door and into the back seat. The officer slams it behind them, then jumps behind the wheel of the car, which he had left running. The officer switches on the lights and siren as he jerks the car into drive in one motion.

			“Car 72—dispatch. Car 72—dispatch. Over.”

			“This is dispatch. Over.”

			“Dispatch, this is Officer Jim Pickens. En route to Murrah with two doctors. Over.”

			The siren of a west-bound ambulance obliterates the radio conversation momentarily. Officer Pickens turns his head toward the back seat. His mouth is moving but the doctors can’t hear his words. Dr. Sullivan cups his right hand behind his ear.

			“Dispatcher wants to know what kind of doctors you are.”

			“Surgeons,” Dr. Sullivan says.

			“Dispatch, Officer Pickens. Surgeons. Over.”

			“Car 72. Go to south courtyard.”

			By 12:28 p.m., fifteen minutes after leaving Children’s Hospital, the doctors are in the bowels of the creaking building and talking to Daina Bradley.

			“I’m a doctor,” Dr. Tuggle tells her, his mouth at her left ear, his arm on her shoulder. “We’re going to figure out how to get you out. We’ll give you something for the pain, I have a bottle of water I’m going to put it to your mouth.”

			Daina Bradley sips at the water. Most of it dribbles out down her cheeks and chin. While Dr. Tuggle holds the bottle to her lips, Andy Sullivan studies the situation. The concrete beam clearly has broken her left shin.

			“Put someone on this beam, lay a hand on it,” Dr. Tuggle says to Bradford Holderfield. “I want to know every time it vibrates. This building could fall some more.”

			“I’ll monitor,” Holderfield says.

			“Can we lift the beam off her leg?” Dr. Tuggle asks.

			“Not without equipment, sir.”

			“What about a cement cutter?”

			“Too risky. Can’t control it down here.”

			“We’ve got only one option, David,” Dr. Sullivan says to Tuggle.

			Dr. Tuggle nods, casting his eyes from Dr. Sullivan’s to the water rising up his legs. “Stay with her, Andy. I’ll back out of here and call for the equipment.”

			“Morphine, too,” Dr. Sullivan says. “We got to get her some relief.…”

			A male voice over a bullhorn interrupts him. “All personnel clear the building,” the man says. “All personnel must clear the building immediately.”

			“The hell, you say,” Dr. Sullivan shouts in the direction of the voice.

			“David, hurry. Help me slide in here. I’m going to tie off her leg.”

			The space between Daina’s body and the collapsed building is less than two feet. There is no room on either side of her body. The only way for Sullivan
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