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Sometimes, when the hour is late and memories are unavoidable, I sit silently alone to watch videotapes of events I dread to see, the immediate aftermath of unspeakable death and destruction.


I wonder why I do that.


The bombing of Oklahoma City’s Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building on April 19, 1995, was the deadliest act of terrorism ever enacted on American soil until the attack on the World Trade Center six years later.


The media called the Murrah onslaught America’s worst tragedy since the assassination of President John F. Kennedy thirty-two years earlier. I don’t endorse the comparison, except that the Oklahoma City Bombing served to confirm what the shock of the Kennedy assassination made us realize. That Americans were no longer safe. Even in our own country.


Within a sixteen-block radius, 324 buildings were damaged or outright destroyed. Eighty-six cars were burned or demolished. Total property damage was set at $652 million.


But all of that physical damage is woefully insignificant when compared to our precious loved ones who were taken away forever by the explosion.


The death toll reached 168, including nineteen children under the age of six. Two of those were Chase and Colton Smith, my grandchildren, ages three and two. During their short lives, they and their mother, the former Edye Smith, lived with me.


Today, my beloved grandsons live in heaven. They are remembered through videotapes, photographs, and the precious memories I’ll cherish forever.


The fact is, I do know why I watch those tapes. After nineteen years, I look for some sign, some path, something… anything… that might prompt meaning in all of that horrific carnage. But I’ve never found anything remotely meaningful, and I suspect I never will.


The tapes don’t show what I didn’t know then and can’t forget now: that a man identified as Timothy McVeigh had entered the Murrah nursery days before the explosion, pretending to be a father seeking day care for children he claimed to have but didn’t.


Instead, his intentions were purely evil. McVeigh’s visit was a clandestine evaluation of the nursery’s infrastructure. He wanted to be sure he’d slaughter all of the unsuspecting people—especially preschoolers—who were inside the Murrah Building.


Courtroom testimony would reveal that McVeigh wanted to avenge the deaths of the children killed when ATF agents raided the Branch Davidian compound in Waco, Texas, on April 19, 1993, the exact same date as the Oklahoma City Bombing. McVeigh had actually been in Waco during the small-town siege. That date and other evidence would later confirm that the Waco tragedy was the flashpoint for the Oklahoma City Bombing.


Today, I turn off the VCR, but not my tormented thoughts. They continue to play repeatedly and at will inside my troubled mind. They start at the beginning…


[image: image]


Edye and I worked together in an office a block away from the Murrah Building. Two minutes after the workday began, we heard and felt a terrifying and deafening blast. Sitting at desks one floor apart, we sensed our building quiver, as the explosion literally shook the ground.


Along with other employees, Edye and I ran outside, fearing we’d face a tremor or a large blast ignited by a natural gas leak.


Once on the street, we saw smoke rising from the area of the Murrah Building, where, minutes earlier, we had dropped off Chase and Colton at its day-care center.


Occasionally in my life, I had heard about paralyzing fear… fear that immediately overwhelms you. In those first moments, inside that nightmare come to life, I felt it.


Fear engulfed us, and, for a second or two, I had to force my steps that otherwise wouldn’t come.


Edye and I began to run down the sidewalk toward the Murrah Building, and I thought we might die as falling sheets of plate glass crashed all around us. The scene was surreal, with no cars moving and people emerging from the downtown building bewildered by the blast, fear on their faces. Someone shouted at us, urging us to move to the middle of the street to avoid the falling shards of glass.


When we realized that the great billows of smoke were rising from the very building where the day-care center was located, I screamed, “Edye, the babies!”


As we ran toward the building, it seemed that everyone else was running away from it.


Despite the flurry that would soon be a hysterical mob, I somehow felt as if Edye and I were moving in slow motion. Perhaps my brain was providing the illusion of slowing time so that I could put off the stunning blow that was about to change my world forever.


My hope for Chase and Colton somehow remained alive before Edye and I saw the extent of the damage to the Murrah Building. When we ran to the north side of the embattled structure, our optimism waned, then sank.


The entire front of the building had been torn away. It was now a nine-story abyss that looked as if it had been transplanted from war-torn Bosnia or from Berlin after World War II. The staggering sight of that much destruction reaching that high into the sky was beyond comprehension.


I was unable to breathe—and I felt certain that I was going to faint. But if I did, I would surely be trampled by the frantic mob struggling to get away from the wreckage. I managed to stay conscious and on my feet as interior and exterior walls continued to topple, like snowbanks inside an avalanche that sporadically collapse as temperatures rise.


The blast’s aftermath seemed to have a sinister mind of its own. It willfully opposed the efforts of anyone who entered the zone intending to save lives or improve the situation.


My obsession to find Chase and Colton made me only partially aware of the screams of mangled and bloody people who staggered incoherently from the building. Their clothing hung in tatters. Most were covered with blood, soot, dust, and dirt. Facial features were hidden behind the gore and grime. Their screams bespoke the universal language of appalling agony, the merciless kind that comes in an instant and inflicts indelible pain for a lifetime.


My only thought was, Where are my precious Chase and Colton in all of this?


According to eventual media accounts, as Edye and I frantically continued to search for our babies, firemen and other rescue personnel were carrying out arms, legs, and other body parts on stretchers; someone would eventually try to match each appendage with its owner. Other rescuers hefted giant plastic bags with blood dripping from the torn bottoms, and hands or feet horrifically protruding through the sides.


A fireman reached out from a hydraulic lift to remove a man perched in an empty window. When the rescuer touched him, his torso fell apart.


I saw, but couldn’t mentally process, the ghastly sights of those horrific minutes.


I fell into a rigid mental lockdown. I struggled to pray but couldn’t. I found myself unable to place one word with another. I was dumbfounded.


Having been reared in a Christian home, I believed in God and had accepted Him as my personal Savior as a young girl.


How could this be happening to me? Surely this was a foretaste of hell.


I then began to ponder if this might be the second coming of Christ,


And if this is the Rapture, have I been left behind? I asked myself.


Just as quickly as it had momentarily wandered, my mind uncontrollably returned to the present.


“What about my grandbabies?” I said, my words lost to the bedlam of screaming and sirens.


Then I realized, perhaps for the first time, that they could be trapped and crying for their grandmother. Why wouldn’t they? I had always responded to their cries of distress.


Suddenly, my love overtook logic.


Chase and Colton had to be alive inside that disintegrating building, and I was determined to find them.


We then encountered a man with outstretched arms ordering us to stop. He wore a yellow jacket with ATF in big blue letters across the front.


Edye, who was trudging along beside me, ducked from beneath my arm that was wound tightly around her shoulders. She broke my hold in her own futile press toward her babies; unable to get past the agent, she seemed to just run in no particular direction, with me chasing after her.


Throughout this entire ordeal, I had been oblivious to swarming newsmen whose cameras were directed at Edye and me, our faces shocking masks streaked with sweat and tears. I later learned the reporters focused on us because we were among the first civilians on the scene.


Other desperate people arrived soon enough—those who had been more than a block away when the bomb exploded. They, too, would try and fail in their rescue attempts levied against the unstable and crumbling building.


I was fervently and unashamedly praying aloud now. I begged God to let us find our babies alive.
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Edye and I gazed again, this time hypnotically, inside the missing front of the Murrah Building. From that vantage point, the contents were grotesquely revealed. I could see furniture, debris, and bodies inside separate offices. The stone exterior was absent from top to bottom.


We stared upward into the second floor, past the disintegrated wall of the nursery. No children or teachers were visible.


“My babies, my babies!” screamed Edye. For the first time on our frantic quest, Edye dropped to her knees, unable to stand beneath the weight of her falling world.


Her breakdown served as my unwanted reality check. All hope that our babies were alive was gone. I put my arms around Edye, a hollow effort to comfort her.


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


“Mother!” she said furiously as she again broke my embrace. “It will not be all right! Look at that building!”


Instinctively, we again moved through the debris.


Perhaps by some stroke of luck, Chase and Colton could be lying safe beneath the destruction. Maybe everything had fallen around them and now they were trapped inside a pocket of air. I had read about such miracles after coal mine explosions.


The dangers of what we were doing did not occur to Edye or to me. Neither of us possessed the mental clarity to consider the possible consequences of our efforts.


We were detained—and perhaps saved—by another ATF agent who ordered us to move back.


How dare he? I fumed to myself, intending but unable to ignore his command.


By now, Edye seemed completely out of her mind. I’d never seen my daughter cry with such intensity. Her screams came from some deep, primal place.


A man we had never seen before ran up to us. “The babies are all right!” he shouted joyfully, beside himself. “They got them out of the building!” Edye and I thought a miracle had unfolded.


He directed us across the street to a sea of children gathered on the curb. With each step, our sagging spirits lifted like a rocket.


Fighting our way through the crowd, we spotted the designated area and slowed our gait as the outlines of children’s bodies began to form before us. Many of them shivered quietly; eerily, not one of them cried.


I suddenly felt as if Edye and I were running into a place from which we might soon run away.


As we got closer, our hearts sank and our pace slowed to a crawl. We gazed at the bloody, frightened children. We didn’t recognize any of them and soon realized they were not from Chase and Colton’s day care. These children had been enrolled at a YMCA day-care center a block away. None had attended the Murrah nursery. Neither Chase, Colton, nor any of the other Murrah children were among this group of survivors and victims. Our babies were not there!


Some of these youngsters were severely injured despite their having been a full city block from the blast.


Oh God, please let Chase and Colton be all right, I silently prayed again, as if repetition would pester God into granting my wish.


Our most promising possibility for finding our babies had proven false. I could physically feel the spirit of optimism departing my body. It was replaced by nauseous despair.


Edye and I lapsed into an intense hysteria I had never previously experienced.


“How could this be happening?” I cried.


I was so confused. Why would God have allowed this massacre? I had hoped that my grandbabies might be spared. I desperately wanted to awaken from this nightmare.


At that moment, even with my daughter beside me, I felt totally alone. Where was God? Why wasn’t He with me in my hour of total despair, the darkest of my entire life?
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Edye and I stood helplessly among still another group of desperate parents struggling valiantly to find their children. Their screams of desperation, anger, and angst were deafening, with each parent yelling and sobbing louder than the next.


The stress we endured was a sickening mixture of outrageous frustration and grief. My central nervous system seemed to be short-circuiting.


I realized I had not called my husband, Glenn Wilburn. I hadn’t once thought about him during this entire morning of madness. How could that be?


Using a borrowed cell phone, I called Glenn repeatedly, but to no avail. All cellular transmissions were jammed.


“Glenn, the babies are gone!” I yelled when I was finally connected with his answering service.


“The babies are gone! Please help us. We are downtown at the Murrah Building!”


Seemingly from nowhere, I heard my name rising above the noise of other people and emergency vehicles. The voice belonged to Christy Rush, my neighbor. Knowing that Chase and Colton had been inside the day-care center, Christy had launched a search of her own.


“Kathy, I just saw Glenn a few minutes ago,” Christy said. “He asked me to help find you!”


But as the grim morning plodded on, Glenn had become camouflaged among hundreds of newly arriving and desperate people searching for loved ones—dead or alive.


Perhaps Christy could sense how fragile I was at the moment. Perhaps that’s why she failed to tell me she hadn’t bumped into me by chance. She had, in fact, been sent by Glenn to search for me, as he couldn’t muster the courage to encounter me face-to-face by himself.


Simply knowing that Glenn was somewhere on the scene bolstered my spirits, however minimally.


Without a word, Christy pointed to my husband, perhaps a block away. Incredibly, I saw him.


His face was pressed against a car hood, his feet planted on the ground. Even from that distance, I could see his shoulders heaving. I knew he was sobbing.


Our arms entwined, Christy, Edye, and I began to weave through the mob toward Glenn. The closer we got, the more desperation I felt. My husband, usually a pillar of composure, was broken by grief and sorrow to a degree I’d never seen.


I called out to him. He looked up and spotted us. When we reached him, the four of us melted into one another’s arms. No words were needed.


From the corner of my eye, I again noticed a television newsman filming us from a distance of perhaps six feet. I never gave a thought to the fact that he’d been following Edye and me throughout the treacherous morning.


Eventually I would learn that his footage was fed from his home station in Oklahoma City to media outlets across America and the world. Before nightfall, news anchors would be calling my home.


Edye and I hadn’t known that during the entire time we had been frantically searching for Chase and Colton, our faces and actions had been projected onto television screens inside millions of households by a news feed; that a New York producer for NBC’s Today show would somehow find us before the next sunrise; that anchorwoman Katie Couric would meet Edye and me in less than twenty-four hours on the rooftop of a building standing amid the rubble in downtown Oklahoma City.


In an instant, our terror worsened. A mass of panic-stricken people started running from the north side of the bombed-out Murrah Building.


“Get back! Get back!” they screamed. “There’s another bomb!”


If I thought I had seen insanity after the first explosion, it was nothing compared to the madness that erupted next. The crowd that had run helter-skelter after the first blast now responded in a unified stampede.


Glenn, Edye, Christy, and I were torn between running for our lives and remaining near the compromised structure where, by now, perhaps rescuers had miraculously found our babies.


We didn’t move. After all, how could we leave without knowing what had happened to our children?


Police officers appeared from out of nowhere and forcefully steered the crowd one block over to Broadway Street in anticipation of the second blast.


As we walked along the street, headed for safety, we began to hear a rumble, as if tanks were approaching a war zone. The sounds, in fact, belonged to a convoy of bulldozers. Upon arriving at the Murrah site, they spread into formation. One by one, the machines eased into the pile of smoldering wreckage that held the dead, the dying, and the trapped.


Mysteriously, the bulldozers didn’t place the rubble into waiting trucks. Then it hit me. The equipment had not been sent to permanently remove the debris. Drivers had come to search and rescue.


Not one soul was found alive.


A sickening silence descended as Edye, Glenn, Christy, and I walked to the car. None of us spoke. After all we had seen, what could be said?


“Oh God, I beg You—please don’t let these bulldozers be the way Chase and Colton are found,” I said aloud.


This time, I made no effort to conceal my prayer.















Chapter Two
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From Oklahoma City, Interstate 35 shoots straight north to the Kansas State line. Some ninety minutes after the bombing, Oklahoma State Trooper Charlie Hanger was traveling north near the town of Perry. As he was about to pass an old Mercury traveling in the same direction, he noticed that it had no license plate. He pulled the car over and approached the vehicle. The driver was Timothy McVeigh, a Gulf War veteran. McVeigh had no driver’s license, and when the trooper noticed a bulge in his jacket, he found that McVeigh was carrying a loaded .45-caliber Glock.


Hanger cuffed McVeigh without incident and took him to the Noble County jail in Perry. Although Trooper Hanger and the officers at the jail knew about the bombing, they gave no thought to McVeigh as a suspect. Why would they? Someone who carried out such a monstrous atrocity would not likely be fleeing the scene in an old jalopy without a tag. While being processed, McVeigh watched news accounts of the bombing, showing no reaction.


Two days later, as McVeigh was being processed for release, a deputy noticed a televised report of a worldwide manhunt for one Timothy McVeigh, the primary suspect in the Oklahoma City Bombing. McVeigh, only five minutes from freedom, was returned to his Perry cell.


A newscaster mentioned a second manhunt underway for Terry Lynn Nichols. Wanted simply for questioning, Nichols walked into the Herington, Kansas, police station, where he told officers he was wanted for the Oklahoma City Bombing. Patrolmen stared at Nichols in disbelief.


And so it was that police officers in two small-town jurisdictions inadvertently apprehended the masterminds behind the murderous Murrah bombing. The detainments transpired without firing a single shot.


Each police department contacted the FBI.















Chapter Three
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It was around noon when Glenn, Edye, and I entered Oklahoma City’s Children’s Hospital. As we stood among parents of missing youngsters, most of whom were presumably buried beneath the tangled ruins of the Murrah Building, each family member seemed to be praying with diminishing hope that somehow their child might be alive.


The atmosphere of the medical facility churned with desperation, fear, and misery. I don’t think any of us realized the futility of our hope. We just wanted to find our children—but we were also terrified of what their condition would be when we did find them.


I tried to call my brother, Bobby, to enlist his help in our search for our precious boys. In retrospect, I realize I also simply longed for his presence. Bobby had always been strong and had always been there for me. I needed him.


Once again, my telephone didn’t work due to overloaded circuits. But this time I would not be delayed. I dialed the operator, told her about my situation, and practically ordered her to put my call through.


Bless her heart, she did.


Soon afterward, my son, Danny, a police officer from a nearby town who happened to be off-duty that day, arrived at the hospital. He’d seen Edye and me on television and had been looking for us all day amid the chaos and the people. At last, he had found us.
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Policemen, Oklahoma National Guardsmen, and members of the Department of Civil Emergency Management struggled to contain the crowd. Authorities’ efforts were thwarted by people running toward the Murrah and adjacent buildings, hoping to find their loved ones. Nonetheless, officials patiently continued ordering folks to stand down and to stay behind designated perimeters.


Danny got word that an unidentified baby who survived had been located across the street inside the Veterans Administration Hospital.


Here we go again, I thought.


With our hearts in our throats, we sprinted to the facility. Danny and I approached the building through its parking garage, where unauthorized personnel were forbidden.


Unauthorized? I thought. Who should be more authorized than a family searching for its children who are missing at a bomb site?


Nevertheless, rules are rules—even in times of disaster. All Danny had to do was flash his police badge. He was admitted entrance into the VA Building—but I was not.


And so I was left alone in the half-dark, cavernous parking garage. The external cacophony of human desperation was replaced by foreboding echoes of silence. In its own way, the quiet was deafening.


Before I had time to think too much, the stillness was shattered by a tiny, distorted voice coming over a loudspeaker just above me. It announced that a bomb might be inside the VA Hospital—and it might soon detonate!


The voice ordered people in the VA Hospital to evacuate.


“Evacuate? To where?” I said aloud.


There was no one to answer. I just stood there alone beneath the weight of a multistory building that might explode any second.


Above, on ground level, I heard the rumble of footsteps and the pitch of anxious human voices as people fled the building. I wanted to run to where they were—to join the “safety” of the masses. But where I was, there was no safety. I desperately didn’t want to die alone. And yet, I didn’t move.


I couldn’t. I was petrified! Frozen by fear.


I just stood there with fists clenched, face contorted, weeping uncontrollably. It occurred to me that my sobs might be the last sound I would ever hear before the blast would end my agony.


“Why, dear God, don’t You send somebody to help me?”


After what seemed like an eternity, I heard the solitary voice of Danny.


Thank God, he’s come for me! I thought.


Well, not entirely. Seeming as calm as everyone else was out of control, Danny had primarily come to say he’d seen the child.


It was a girl.


Depression hit me like two anvils, crashing heavily on my shoulders. Simultaneously, my awareness of the panicked movement of frantic people upstairs returned.


Like them, we should have dashed from the VA Building. But we didn’t. Danny wouldn’t leave his mother, and his mother was tired of running.


Physically depleted and emotionally despondent, I felt the reassuring strength of Danny’s arm during our slow and deliberate walk back to the Children’s Hospital. Who knew what awaited us there?


Maybe, just maybe, it would be the broken but live bodies of Chase and Colton. If so, I could gratefully spend the rest of my life nursing them back to health.


Once inside the hospital, we walked to where Edye and Glenn were sitting. Danny stood silently for what seemed to be a very long time. Finally, he turned me around to face him. When our eyes met, he simply said, “Mom, I will find the boys. I promise.”


I knew Danny meant what he said, and I felt a sense of comfort in his good intentions.


Yet I felt no peace at all.
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We continued our vigil inside the assigned waiting area at the Children’s Hospital. I had often read that stressful situations give occasion for human bonding, and I found this to be true among the hopeful, praying families as we continued to wait.


I was well acquainted with one of the families, as their son used to play with my grandbabies. I tentatively tried to comfort them, probably to no one’s benefit. Then I mingled with another family and still another.


I guess I felt a need to reach out. I wanted to touch people who needed touching, just as I did.


Meanwhile, Danny continued to search for Chase and Colton. I’d eventually learn that he’d gone straight to the Murrah Building, which had become an especially busy place with recovery teams sifting through the rubble.


Danny told us later that he’d stepped onto the America’s Kids day-care center playground, once a haven of glee that resonated with laughter. He found it grievously silent with the limp bodies of dead children organized into a row and covered with blankets. Most of the tiny corpses were disfigured beyond recognition. Nevertheless, parents or family members would eventually have to identify the remains.


At approximately 3 p.m., only six hours (that seemed like three days) after the blast, Danny returned to the Children’s Hospital waiting room.


I knew by the look on my son’s face that something was wrong, but I would not allow myself to believe the worst.


“Mom, I think I found Colton,” he said while avoiding eye contact.


“What do you mean, you think you found Colton?” I replied.


Danny described the color and cut of the garments worn by the child he had found. His description matched perfectly with how Colton was dressed when we’d left him at day care that morning.


Perhaps subconsciously I was thinking about the parents I had just seen whose own baby had been found alive. Maybe I was saturated with horrible news, and thought that odds were finally in my favor to hear something wonderful. For whatever reason, my spirit soared when my son indicated he’d found one of my grandchildren. My relief was short-lived.


“Mom,” Danny said, still avoiding eye contact, “Colton’s gone.”


“No, no, not the baby!” I screamed.


Hearing my own words was like an out-of-body experience.


I heard the exclamation just like everyone else in the room, but it seemed as if someone else were screaming.


“Where’s Edye? I need to tell her,” Danny said.


Danny walked slowly around the corner to the chaplain’s office. Within seconds, I heard one of the most bloodcurdling cries I had heard all day. It sounded like a dozen women having their hearts ripped from their chests.


I didn’t have to move to know the grieving voice of Edye. My son had found my daughter.
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I had no idea what I would say to Edye about our appalling loss. I had just begun rehearsing an experimental sentence when I involuntarily collapsed. Thankfully, a chair was right behind me.


Meanwhile, with his mission incomplete and feeling more determined than ever, Danny left the children’s facility en route to find Chase.


Soon he telephoned to report locating an unidentified boy whose hair matched Chase’s. The child was alive! But when he described him more fully, I knew the child was not my grandson.


So I hung up the phone. Our heartbreaking vigil dragged on unmercifully. Occasionally, screams of agony continued from the room near the chapel where Edye mourned and prayed and hoped.


For whatever reason, I didn’t go to Edye—not immediately. Perhaps I thought the chaplain could console her better than I. I thought I was falling apart myself, and I didn’t want Edye to see me suffer in a way that would underscore her own suffering.


To a degree, I think I was avoiding the chaplain. He represented a God with whom my terms were now torn. I knew I wasn’t the first to think it—not in the context of this grieving crowd—but I couldn’t help questioning why a God of love would allow this massacre of innocent babies and blameless adults.


“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life” (John 3:16).


I had heard that Scripture for all of my forty-one years. I believed in the God these words were spoken to describe. But I had begged Him to spare my babies, and yet Colton’s life had been taken by the cruelest, most barbaric means. Was this how God showed His love for me?


Where is God now? I couldn’t help but wonder.


I didn’t have time to wait for an answer. The ringing of a telephone sounded a death knell for the second time that day.


Danny had found Chase.


My son didn’t need to describe Chase’s attire. The three-year-old was discovered wearing only a toe tag in a refrigerated truck being used as a makeshift morgue.


I think I fell to my knees. I’m not sure. Maybe that happened later. Or maybe it happened somewhere else. It’s all a fog. There is, however, one thing I am sure of: I heard the anguished screams of a woman whose wails were hoarse and frail.


This time, I knew the sounds were coming from me.















Chapter Four
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The exhaustive search for Chase and Colton had ended, but it would never be over, not for me. Never in my saddest dreams had I imagined life without my grandsons. Yet we began our journey home from the hospital with no little boys buckled into their car seats.


For the rest of my life, I knew I would miss the sight, sound, smell, and touch of my grandbabies as these sensations recurred in my memories—recollections fueled by photographs, videotapes, media coverage of the bombing’s annual anniversary, music, and more, including my countless sightings of darling little boys everywhere. Unavoidably, I compared them to Chase and Colton.


Additional reminders came in hearing other children’s laughter, bringing the pain of remembering the giggle and titter of youngsters that once rang through my household. My grandbabies hadn’t been simply a decoration in my life, they’d become the fabric of my life.


The parade of memories began as I entered my house on April 19, 1995. The silence was suffocating.


Without speaking, Edye and I eased our way among telltale signs of laughing little lives that had flourished hours earlier.


Colton had left a cup of milk on the kitchen counter, and a toy car on the floor. I couldn’t bring myself to pour out the milk, or to move the car. Edye and I entered the boys’ room—a playground formerly enlivened by the delightful ring of giggles that ceased only when the babies slept. Now, they’d sleep forever. Happy pictures and furniture belied the bliss of innocence that was now relegated to graves three-quarters of a century too early.


I fell onto Colton’s bed, and Edye onto Chase’s. We said nothing to each other, to ourselves, or even to God. For the first time we allowed the agony we’d been suppressing to escape from our broken hearts and spinning minds.


Uncontrollable sobbing didn’t cease for Edye or me for hours, or so it seemed.


Glenn was elsewhere in the house, where he clearly wanted to be alone. I understood, I guess. But he must have heard me wailing as he soon appeared, helped me to my feet, and gently guided me down the hall to our bedroom. I crawled into our bed where I pulled the covers over my head to create a dark, tiny, safe world of my own. There, I mourned from the depths of my soul.


But by early evening, rest was continually interrupted by the incessant ringing of the telephone and doorbell. Friends, family, and people I didn’t know were now calling or dropping by my house. I tried to accept as many calls as possible. The instant I’d hang up the receiver, the phone would ring again. The second I’d close the door, the doorbell would chime still another time.


People with and without cameras milled around in my front yard. A few eased their way to the back.


Most of the telephone callers had seen Edye and me on the national news shows. Many hadn’t realized that Chase and Colton were in the day care. Some didn’t know the boys were gone. They would fall silent when I told them.


One family friend called to ask how we were doing. I managed to whisper, “We’re fine, but the boys are dead.” He screamed, loudly pleading, “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.” I can still recall his fervent cries.


Many callers promised to pray for me and my family. Some prayed fervently while I was still on the line. When they did, I would close my eyes in anger. I wondered if the God I had prayed to earlier might be listening to them now, because He sure hadn’t listened to me then.


Each time I told friends or strangers that my grandbabies were dead, my spirit shattered a little more. I prayed that word of their deaths would spread rapidly—before I was irreparably broken into a million tiny shards of sorrow.


Someone suggested that the journalists would not make a definitive announcement until the boys had been officially pronounced dead by a coroner. So far, they’d been pronounced dead only by my son, Danny.


I glanced intermittently at the television throughout the evening. At one point, I saw a close-up picture of a tiny blue sandal lying among the bombing debris. Instantly, I knew it had belonged to Chase. The bomb had been so forceful that it blew his shoes off his little feet! I shrieked in terror as the full force of the day’s events fell in on me like so many tons of Murrah Building wreckage.


People who were nonrelatives began to filter out of our house shortly after the 10 p.m. newscasts. Family members bedded down in the den. Glenn, Edye, and I went to our bedrooms and once again faced the hollow sound of quiet. Sheer exhaustion overcame our tears from time to time and allowed short periods of shallow sleep.


My final emotional breakdown for that day was prompted by a specific recollection of Chase.


Almost every night, like clockwork, he’d get out of bed and toddle down the hall into my bedroom. I’d open my eyes and he would be standing there with his little face only inches from mine. He always made some request for my assistance or had some kind of excuse just to be in my room.


“Nonna, I got to go pee-pee.” Or, “Can I sleep with you and Pawpaw for just a little bit?”


As I lay there in the silent darkness, I realized it was about time for Chase to come in. I held my breath. Surely he would appear, suddenly as always, looking into my face. But, of course, he didn’t. And he never would again.
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In the wee hours of the morning, I found myself stirring to music. So did Glenn. We struggled from the bed to follow the familiar sound—notes from a toy carousel that the boys had loved. It was a melody we both knew by heart. The uncanniness alarmed us. There was no one in their room to turn on the carousel.


Glenn and I watched the hypnotic circling of the tiny porcelain horses until the thing ran down.


What had prompted the music box to play? We had no earthly idea. The boys had died the previous morning. And yet, somehow their beloved carousel had begun playing its familiar tune. Were the boys sending us a message from heaven?


As I look back now, I think maybe they were. I choose to believe they were telling us, “It’s okay, Nonna, we’re with Jesus now.”


I truly hope that this is true. Whatever the reason, the little carousel playing on its own brought me comfort—comfort I desperately needed more than anything else.
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I awoke on April 20, praying I had experienced a nightmare that had passed. Yet my worst fears were confirmed: Chase and Colton were not fast asleep in their room. On this, my first day without the boys, I could only think that they had eaten at my breakfast table the day before.


Consumed with grief the previous night, I had almost forgotten Edye’s and my appointment with Katie Couric from the Today show, the popular morning television program. Eventually, I was sought by fifty of America’s largest television shows and print media, including the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, Chicago Tribune, TIME, Newsweek, U.S. News and World Report, People, 60 Minutes, and 20/20.


At 6 a.m., Edye and I were picked up by a limousine and driven downtown to do an interview that would air live via satellite coast-to-coast in approximately ninety minutes.


When we arrived at the broadcast site, the roof of a low-rise structure with the decimated Murrah Building in the background, we had trouble getting to our assigned spot. It seems the previous day a photojournalist had dressed up like a firefighter to covertly enter the Murrah’s warped infrastructure. There, he secretly videotaped rescue workers searching for victims. As a result, security was tightened and no one—especially the media—could get near the area without a special pass that required a photo ID.


Neither Edye nor I had that.


Our admittance was nevertheless approved after the show’s producer made several frantic phone calls on our behalf. I never knew to whom he spoke.


Edye and I were then situated on a pallet hoisted by a hydraulic forklift, steadily rising to our designated seats on the windy roof. Early morning temperatures hovered in the forties. Strong bursts of cold air whipped through our hair and clothes and stung our faces.


I wondered when my grandbabies’ bodies might be ready for viewing, while Katie Couric was only doing her job by asking again and again how we were doing and how it felt to experience such a loss. How would we really know? Our loss wasn’t even twenty-four hours old. I was totally numbed by shock and so was Edye.


We returned to our home where yesterday’s gathering of reporters had grown markedly. Human traffic was now gathered on all four sides of my house.


Although I had been unaware of most videos taken of my family and me after the bombing, I had seen other desperate people who were aware of their media coverage. I had heard them yell profanities at cameramen while ordering them to go away.


But they didn’t.


Later, I would come to understand that whenever they were shooting on a public street, cameramen could record anything or anyone they wanted.


The press didn’t know that the previous day’s carnage was not my first dance with death.


Nine years earlier, I had called my dad two days before the beginning of a new year. I had asked him to fix my car.


Characteristically, he said he would. Working on it would create an opportunity for him to see me, and I him. I would never outgrow being “Daddy’s little girl.” I loved the way his face would light up every time he saw me.


I turned the block onto my parents’ street only to see a fire truck and ambulance parked in front of their house. During the short drive from my house to theirs, my dad had suffered a massive heart attack. I walked into his home where he lay dead on the living room floor.


My mother, Edith Graham, was sixty years old when Dad died. She’d been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease during her fifties, and Dad was her caregiver. After he passed, my brother, Bobby, and I tried to take care of Mother as Dad had done.


But we couldn’t fill his shoes.


Having quit my job to attend to Mom, I underwent economic stress. After several years, I finally had to place my mother in a nursing home so I could go back to work.


There, under professional care, Mom died an unnecessary death straight out of a horror film. It was reported on that night’s local television news that aired in March 1990.


That was the first of two times I saw the tragic and senseless death of a loved one played out during primetime TV. Obviously, the next time I experienced such a public display of my family’s personal tragedy came during the coverage of Chase’s and Colton’s deaths five years later.


In neither instance was I surprised, as reporters had interviewed me for the programs. Nevertheless, it feels very awkward to be grieving over a loved one’s untimely death with hundreds of thousands or even millions of people watching—almost none of whom personally knew my beloved mother, my grandbabies, or me.


Edye had been named after my mother. Although Alzheimer’s was ravaging Mom’s mind, it never affected her spirit. She had a servant’s heart and gently exhibited God’s grace to other patients. She walked around from room to room humming and softly singing old hymns. Mom always had a song in her heart.


Mom didn’t know where she was. Even so, she lovingly reached out to people she didn’t know, in surroundings she didn’t recognize. Many times she would hug them as she tucked them in with a blanket she’d picked up somewhere… maybe from another room. She was acting as a caretaker to these poor people even though she needed help herself.


Some residents didn’t receive her warmly. I’m sure she was worrisome to some of the other patients. Most of the old people didn’t want her coming into their room. They complained to management. Inside her nursing home, Mom was confined to a chair with a restraint called a Posey belt.


One day, upon entering Mom’s room, I saw her frantically trying to untie the restraint, fighting it like you would if some intruder broke into your house and tied you to a chair. She was pitifully confused and afraid.


Instantly, I told a nursing home official to untie my mother.


“Don’t restrain my mother to make your job of watching her easier,” I said. “This is not right. My mother is horrified!”


I assumed my directive was fulfilled. I was wrong.


While I was at work, a nursing home staffer failed to tighten the Posey properly. In her struggle to untie it, Mom’s position in the chair was shifting awkwardly.


A housekeeper told the nursing staff that Mom was sliding in her seat, but nothing was done.


Mom was alone as she struggled, sliding off the chair, attempting to free herself when the Posey wrapped itself around her throat. She choked to death, no doubt terrified regarding her strange whereabouts and why she couldn’t breathe. The entire tragedy might have been prosecuted in court as negligent homicide. But I pressed no criminal charges, not even after launching my own investigation into Mom’s demise.


Little did I know that I was acquiring some of the skills required to expose an official cover-up of an unnecessary death of a loved one. Five years later, I’d apply part of that experience to try to uncover the truth behind the unnecessary deaths of 168 people, including Chase and Colton.


Mom’s death meant I had lost both parents within a few years—one to natural causes, the other to mysterious circumstances.


An investigator for the Office of the Medical Examiner of the State of Oklahoma and I were told by nursing home officials that Mom had died of a heart attack. That marked the first time I was ever misled by an official spokesperson regarding the death of a family member.


A heart attack would not have left the dark bruises on Mom’s neck, bruises that indicated strangulation, the investigator surmised.


In searching the scene, the investigator found the Posey they had used to restrain Mom inside a container reserved for dirty laundry.


Why, he wondered, was the belt inside a bag with linens, many soiled from human waste? Had it been hidden there?


I found the housekeeper for my mother’s room. I wanted to ask my own questions to someone who might have been among the last to see Mom alive.


Afraid to talk to me while at work, the cleaning woman gave me her home address since she had no telephone. Her craggy face and missing teeth expressed the hard life she had obviously endured. En route to her residence, a hotel room rented by the week, I bought a bottle of Scotch whiskey and a cigarette case. Inside the case, I hid a tiny tape recorder. I even smoked a cigarette to bond with my unsuspecting informant.


She told it all, how she had found my mother sitting sideways in her chair, how she tried to straighten her up (although she wasn’t officially allowed to touch patients), how she reported Mom’s predicament to the staff and how they ignored her.


I used that information in a civil lawsuit I filed against the facility. An out-of-court settlement was reached.


But that didn’t bring my mother back. And it didn’t erase the lies told by the nursing home officials. Both were hard lessons to absorb then, and to live with to this day.


And so I had become familiar with unexpected and unnecessary deaths. And now, I had to plan a funeral for two little boys.
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Having departed the Today show interview, Edye and I met Chase and Colton’s father, Tony Smith, for an appearance on Geraldo. My initial televised appearances were motivated by my passion to commemorate my grandbabies.


Perhaps I was selfish, as the majority of other survivors were not given the forums presented to Edye and me. And all because we had unofficially been the first parent and grandparent to attempt to rescue our babies. This fact had less to do with our love for our family and more to do with location.


I was obsessed in my search. I had noticed, but I didn’t really focus on, the presence of television cameras around us.


If the bombing had happened more recently, my daughter and I would probably have become a YouTube sensation. I would have hated that. Nevertheless, our notoriety did bring some advantages. Eventually, it allowed us to pose candid questions to the Federal Bureau of Investigation; the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives; and other law enforcement agencies.


In some instances, our questions were taken seriously enough to prompt the fabrication of facts. After all, the queries had been asked on national television.
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April 21, two days after the bombing, was Edye’s birthday. Historically, birthdays had been celebrated in a big way at our house, especially for the boys.


On this somber occasion, however, I planned no festivity. In fact, I didn’t even acknowledge the occasion to Edye, who said nothing about it either.


She and I spent her birthday looking at caskets.


The lids were open, displaying the delicately adorned satin-and-lace interiors. As I gazed around the room, I became claustrophobic among the array of coffins. I was nauseous and felt like I was going to vomit. Frantically, I fought the sensation with a gasp and a gulp.


Finally, we made a decision and selected the coffin that would cradle the bodies of our little boys. They had lived and died together, so we thought it only fitting that they be buried together.


When we decided to hold the service in our home church in nearby Del City, we were asked how many people would attend—as if we knew. And there were many other difficult questions to answer. Who would the pallbearers be? Would we want a morning or an afternoon service? What about a graveside service? Would we want our family to partake of a meal at the church before or after the funeral? The questions were endless and incredibly painful.


Our hearts were broken, our minds were shattered, and our senses were numb. We were in no shape to be making decisions.


We settled on having the funeral on Saturday, and told the funeral home director we were sure we could rely on his judgment should new questions arise. We just wanted to get out of that place.


Very little sleep, coupled with immeasurable sorrow and untold stress, has a way of robbing people of their ability to process thoughts—or to even have them.


When we returned home, we found our house filled with flowers from around the world. Television reporters whose names we didn’t know were revealing our names to the globe. It all felt very uncomfortable. Yet the pressure of virtually wall-to-wall bodies was minimal when compared to our next trauma later that day.


We had just planned a funeral. We were preparing to announce the time and place to friends and family. When funeral home personnel went to pick up the bodies, the Oklahoma County coroner announced that Chase and Colton were being held for further identification as well as evidence! In fact, their bodies would not be authorized for burial until all bodies were recovered from the Murrah Building!


We were horrified. It would likely take days—maybe even weeks—to remove all the victims.


The coroner then took things a step further. He asked if he could dissect our babies to study the effects of a bomb blast on human anatomy. We just wanted to lay them to rest, not submit them to a scientific study!


Next, we were told the boys would have to be X-rayed for bomb fragments, the results of which would be submitted to authorities as evidence. Also, the coroner’s office sent the FBI to our home to dust the children’s bedroom for fingerprints.


That was it! I wasn’t merely partaking of grief; grief was overtaking me.


Acting purely on reflex and my social conditioning, I fell to my knees and then on my face. From the depths of a place inside me, I prayed to God, “Please, please let me die!”


That desperate prayer was one of the most heartfelt of my entire life. Suicide was no longer a passing thought. It was my fervent intention, a self-centered fantasy picturing the only solution I could imagine of life without relentless pain.


I had endured traumas earlier in my life such as domestic battering, divorce, the loss of loved ones, and more.


But each offered the hope of a better life after the fact.


I was now convinced that I had suffered more in three days than I had during all previous agonies combined. I could imagine no pending promise of relief.


Those little boys had been my life. Now that they were gone, so was my life. How could I get my life back when the boys were never coming back? In spirit, I felt no less dead than Chase and Colton. It’s just that they were physically gone.


Physical death was what I longed for myself.


Nevertheless, I knew I could never take my own life—not with Glenn’s and Edye’s feelings to consider. Therein lay the irony.


But I was not myself, and I was convinced I never would be again. The absence of sleep and presence of pain, mixed with unbearable grief and seemingly no way out—all of these things together had destroyed my ability to reason.


Lost within my own subjective cloud of confusion, I decided suicide would be best, and then looked for reasons to support my life-denying decision.


In my moments of sanity I wondered, What if Glenn or Edye took their lives right now? Would I understand? But then my craziness would creep back in. Of course I would, I’d answer myself. I’d even be happy for them and for their escape.


Such amazing self-deception! I learned it’s hard to believe a liar when the liar is you.


The truth was that if Glenn or Edye had taken his or her own life, I’m sure I would have withdrawn into a vegetative, catatonic state and never come out again.


My sober recognition of this fact spoiled my fantasy of suicide. My selfish logic could not be justified. Then again, I wasn’t myself. A stranger had invaded my body and taken up residence inside my hollow soul. I didn’t know this person. She was a stranger who answered to my name—and sometimes she frightened me.


As if hovering above myself in an out-of-body experience, I watched my own thoughts and behavior. I wondered what I would think and do next.


I was all but hallucinating, and possessed by this strange spirit who was full of dark thoughts and feelings that were completely alien to my nature.


How will she ever start the slow climb out of her pit of unfathomable pain? I asked about myself.


I thought I had gone insane. I then realized that if I were truly insane, I wouldn’t be wondering about it. That realization, at least, brought some comfort.


I would soon learn that these helter-skelter thoughts were common symptoms of intense sorrow.


It was not until I heard John Walsh, host of the TV show America’s Most Wanted, speak to a group of survivors a few days later that I knew I could make it.


I will never forget his poignant words.


“You will grieve and you will grieve deeply!” he affirmed, his finger pointing from person to person.


So that’s it? I thought to myself. He’s telling us we’ll grieve? Why doesn’t he just tell us fish are wet, or circles are round, or the sun sets in the west?


My hopes for peace of mind were totally dashed—almost.


“BUT YOU WILL SURVIVE!” Walsh exclaimed. “BUT YOU WILL SURVIVE!!”


These four words became my road map out of darkness, my first baby step away from my purgatory of pain, my realization that I could choose life or death.


I chose life.


I’m certainly not saying I was instantly delivered from tribulation. I was told that my anguish would lessen in time and in stages. Walsh’s words offered a ray of hope, a ladder that would help me gradually step up to a semblance of sanity.


I’m not sure the simple message would have rung with such resounding credibility had anyone other than Walsh been the one to bring it. But Walsh himself had undergone the violent loss of his son, Adam, who was abducted from a Sears department store in July 1981 and later found decapitated. The death of his son resulted from an intentional crime.


For this reason and others, I devoured Walsh’s words. He was offering me hope that someday I would get better and begin to live again.


I found that miracles were still delivered by mortal couriers. God had sent me a personal messenger—his name was John Walsh.


From that point on, I reminded myself often that my babies were now with Jesus in heaven. But the reminder brought me little comfort. I wanted Chase and Colton to be here with me now.


Heaven seemed so far, far away.
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