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			Chapter 1

			Trail of Death

			Kenneth Trentadue was no saint. He robbed banks to feed a heroin habit that followed him home from the Army during the Vietnam War. Then, after serving prison time for the robberies, Kenneth skipped out on his parole over a no-drinking rule, violating what he saw as a working man’s right to a beer at the end of the day. No one looked very hard for him for years. By 1995, Kenneth had turned his life around at the age of forty-four. He was happily married with his first child on the way, working construction in Southern California. Life was good until June 10 of that year, two months after the Oklahoma City bombing that killed 168 men, women, and children on April 19, 1995, in what still stands as America’s deadliest domestic terror attack.

			While Kenneth was crossing back into California that day after visiting his wife Carmen’s family in Mexico, border officials arrested him for the old parole violation. Two months later, in August, authorities suddenly moved Kenneth 1300 miles away to Oklahoma City for a hearing that would likely result in a few months of prison time. The move struck the Trentadue family as suspicious. Kenneth’s arrest, crimes, and parole officer were all in California. “It’s that jet age thing,” he told his sister-in-law by phone, downplaying the family’s concern and referring to the US Marshals Service “Con Air” flight that transported him to Oklahoma City.

			But something was wrong. Three days later, on August 21, 1995, Kenneth Trentadue was dead in cell 709A of the Bureau of Prisons’ Federal Transfer Center (FTC) in Oklahoma City. The prison’s call to Kenneth’s mother, Wilma Trentadue, in California raised an immediate red flag. Associate Warden Marie Carter said that Wilma’s son, Vance Paul Brockway, had committed suicide. This death made no sense. Kenneth’s mother told the warden that she did not have a son by that name, but she did have a son at the Federal Transfer Center named Kenneth Michael Trentadue. Brockway was an alias Kenneth had used in his bank robbery days in the 1980s. As implausible as it seems, the Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP), FBI, and Justice Department never knew Kenneth’s actual name until his mother informed the warden.

			Still, Wilma Trentadue could not believe that her son had killed himself. She had spoken to Kenneth by phone the day before. He was in good spirits and looking forward to coming home to his wife and newborn son. Another red flag went up when Carter offered free cremation for the dead prisoner. Kenneth’s mother said she would need to consult his wife about that. But the warden corrected her from prison records: Brockway had no wife. Oh yes, he certainly did, Mrs. Trentadue advised, and a brother, too, who was a lawyer. “He will know what to do,” she told the warden.

			By that afternoon, Kenneth’s older brother, lawyer Jesse Trentadue, was on the phone with Carter, straightening out what he could about the tragedy, a complicated challenge. For reasons no one would ever explain, all of Kenneth’s 1995 prison records listed him not by his actual name but by his alias, Vance Paul Brockway.

			In Jesse’s call to the prison, Associate Warden Carter confirmed from medical records that Kenneth had no injuries when he entered the special housing unit cell, where he supposedly committed suicide despite the prison’s claim its maximum-security cells were suicide-proof. As for the strange cremation offer, Jesse rejected it and ordered the warden to return his brother’s body to California for burial.

			For three decades, Jesse has engaged in a guerrilla war for the truth that began with those two confounding phone calls with the prison the day Kenneth Trentadue died. But before he could figure out what to do, Jesse would have to find out why most of the puzzle pieces went missing.

			Kenneth was headed home to California in a wooden coffin. His family had no reason to connect his death to his move to Oklahoma City, mythologized as “the Heartland” since the bombing. Even more remote was any connection to the global FBI manhunt in search of the escaped terrorist bomber, known only as John Doe 2, who rode next to the Oklahoma City bomber, Timothy McVeigh, in the now infamous yellow Ryder truck—then vanished into thin air.

			The FBI never captured or even identified John Doe 2. He eventually evolved into the mystery man of the bombing case, out there somewhere or nowhere with D. B. Cooper and other fugitive legends of American crime. Unknown to the Trentadue family, Kenneth was a perfect match to the John Doe 2 profile the FBI was circulating nationwide, including the dragon tattoo on his left arm, the brown pickup truck he drove, and his profile as a former bank robber.

			The search for John Doe 2, with its $2 million reward, was briefly the biggest, most expensive manhunt in US history. In the bombing’s aftermath, dozens of eyewitnesses swore they saw a bombing suspect with a bodybuilder’s physique, dark hair, and dark complexion accompanying McVeigh in Kansas or on the bombing run in Oklahoma City. Journalists reported that the FBI had surveillance videotape of the escaped bomber at the crime scene with McVeigh.1

			The massive manhunt was surprisingly short-lived, however. By mid-June 1995, right around the time of Kenneth’s arrest, federal authorities began floating the idea that John Doe 2 existed only in witnesses’ imaginations. Sorry, they said, the search for John Doe 2 was all a mistake. However, as this investigation will reveal, that message was Justice Department spin for public consumption. The FBI did not wind down its John Doe 2 manhunt. Instead, about a month after the bombing, the bureau simply confined the search to FBI professionals only. They continued to hunt for John Doe 2, refocusing on a developing lead tying Timothy McVeigh to a domestic terror group that was robbing banks to finance a neo-Nazi insurrection in America.

			In FBI teletypes on April 27 and May 1, 1995, that were part of the bombing investigation, the bureau pressed its field offices nationwide to search for bank robbers fitting a profile that included using hoax explosives and other behavioral markers “used by subject McVeigh and his associates.”2 On April 26, 1995, the FBI’s crime lab began an investigation to check Timothy McVeigh’s fingerprints against those from unsolved bank robbery scenes across the Midwest. While that investigation produced no fingerprint matches, it marked the start of the FBI’s sustained focus on a bank robbery connection to the bombing. On April 28, 1995, the Los Angeles Times, with deep law enforcement sources on the bombing investigation, reported on its front page that the FBI believed the bombing was the work of four to five people and mentioned a possible bank robbery link.

			The FBI’s private theory was that John Doe 2 might be one of Timothy McVeigh’s associates in a fugitive neo-Nazi bank robbery gang calling itself the “Aryan Republican Army,” or the “ARA,” as the FBI frequently called it. The FBI didn’t know the whereabouts of the ARA gang, but suspected they were professional revolutionaries and a threat to public safety.

			In 1994–95, the Aryan Republican Army gang robbed $250,000 (double that today, adjusting for inflation) from twenty-two banks around the Midwest, donating generously to white power causes from the proceeds. Authorities never recovered any of the money, which, in the aftermath of the Oklahoma City bombing, the FBI secretly believed Timothy McVeigh had helped steal.

			Kenneth Trentadue knew nothing of this. Tragically, the FBI knew nothing about Kenneth either, not even his true name. The man known to the FBI only by his bygone bank robbery alias, Vance Paul Brockway, had no connection to the bombing. His fatal misfortune was being in the wrong place at the wrong time, crossing the Mexican border, and driving his brown truck with a dragon tattoo visible on his arm while still owing a small debt to society for an old parole violation. This book exposes a cover-up reaching deep inside the US Justice Department. It drove the urgency of the manhunt for John Doe 2 and tragically may have caught Kenneth Trentadue in its web, taking his life.

			To this day, the Department of Justice (DOJ) resists telling the whole story of the Oklahoma City bomb plot, which would identify and reveal the roles of law enforcement insiders in the tragedy. Through a rogue undercover informant operation, evidence suggests that DOJ insiders helped incite and somehow failed to prevent the catastrophic terror attack in Oklahoma. Then, operating behind a smoke screen of official secrecy, they used the Justice Department’s considerable resources to cover their tracks.

			Like the rest of the American public in late August 1995, the Trentadue family knew nothing about the secret FBI manhunt that was underway for a tattooed bank robber believed to be Timothy McVeigh’s accomplice. They were in Southern California, waiting in suspense for Kenneth’s body to arrive home, hoping it would bring some tangible clarification to the heartbreaking mystery of his death in Oklahoma. Nothing could have prepared them for what was coming when the train bearing his coffin arrived.

			At the funeral home in Westminster, California, Kenneth’s wife, mother, and sister had the staff remove heavy makeup applied by the prison to Kenneth’s body. Underneath, they discovered bruises, his cracked skull, possible stun gun burns, and an incision indicating that someone had cut Kenneth’s throat.3 Knowing they needed to preserve the evidence of torture, Jesse Trentadue and Kenneth’s sister, Donna, undertook the agonizing task of photographing and videotaping their brother’s battered body.

			After the memorial service, Jesse let down his lawyer’s guard and gave voice to raw fury: “My brother had been so badly beaten that I personally saw several mourners leave the viewing to vomit in the parking lot!” Jesse wrote in a letter to federal Bureau of Prisons officials. “Anyone seeing my brother’s body with his bruised and lacerated forehead, throat cut, and blue-black knuckles would not have concluded that his death was either easy or a ‘suicide’!”

			With his letter and copies of the family’s photos documenting Kenneth’s injuries, Jesse flew to Dallas and Oklahoma City, delivering these materials to prison officials, the FBI, the state medical examiner who was investigating the cause of death, and reporters. None of the evidence made any difference to federal authorities, however. Eleven days after Kenneth Trentadue died, the prison issued its only press release, calling his death a suicide by hanging. The state medical examiner, Dr. Fred Jordan, was furious when he saw that press release. He had not made any such determination as to how Kenneth died, and the call was his, not the prison’s.

			The press release attempted to explain that the “cuts and abrasions” on Kenneth’s body were “self-inflicted” with “permissible items found in the cell,” presumably referring to a toothbrush, a tube of toothpaste, a deck of cards, and three combs. This flimsy piece of disinformation wouldn’t settle the matter. But it did have one powerful thing going for it. It was the official story.

			Toward the end of 1995, Jesse received a phone call at his law office in Salt Lake City that gave him pause. An anonymous tipster on the line claimed that the FBI killed Kenneth in an interrogation gone wrong. The tipster said that Kenneth “fit a profile.” The caller mentioned “bank robberies” and soon hung up. To Jesse, the message sounded far-fetched. Jumping into conspiracy theories was not going to bring his brother back. Jesse set the call aside. He needed tangible leads to pursue. The lawyer dug in for what he knew would be a marathon investigation.
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			Around the same time as that phone call from the anonymous tipster in late 1995, an Arkansas family vanished from their home. Gun dealer William Mueller; his wife, Nancy; and her eight-year-old daughter, Sarah, remained missing for half a year until June 1996. A woman fishing spotted a pair of tennis shoes and a leg bobbing in the water of an Arkansas bayou. The missing couple and the little girl, their heads sealed inside plastic bags with duct tape, had been suffocated and weighted down with heavy rocks.

			Two radical neo-Nazi gang members, Chevie Kehoe and Daniel Lee, were tried on federal racketeering charges, including the murders of the Mueller family, and for their roles in a Kehoe-led domestic terror group modeled, like the Aryan Republican Army, on Robert Mathews’s notorious 1980s gang, “The Order.”

			Kehoe’s mother, Gloria Kehoe, testified that her son confessed while driving her to the grocery store, saying he put the Muellers “on a liquid diet.” According to her, Lee also later confessed. Both defendants were convicted, though rumors swirled about the malignant Kehoe family dynamic that might have led a mother and a brother, who also testified against Kehoe, to accuse him.4

			Meanwhile, authorities never questioned two men William Mueller told a reporter he was “especially concerned about” a month before the family disappeared. The gun dealer, a Special Forces veteran and militia member, said he believed he might be a target for assassination because of his conflict with the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (ATF) over products he was selling at gun shows. A worried Mueller pulled out a spiral notebook and showed the reporter the page where he had written down the names of two men he believed were ATF agents who had given him trouble at a gun show: Andreas Strassmeir and Michael Brescia.5

			Before the Oklahoma City bombing, these two men were roommates in Elohim City, a reclusive white separatist compound and reputed white power way station with a heavy anti-government vibe in rural eastern Oklahoma. Strassmeir, Elohim City’s paramilitary trainer and, some said, its security chief, was in the US illegally on an expired visa. In the two weeks before the April 1995 bombing, Timothy McVeigh placed two phone calls to Elohim City asking to speak to Strassmeir.

			Strassmeir’s roommate, Michael Brescia, was a member of the Aryan Republican Army gang, several of whom lived or stayed in Elohim City in 1994-95. The Kehoe family also lived in Elohim City before the bombing.

			Afterward, Strassmeir and Brescia both left Elohim City. Under a cloud of questions about his ties to Timothy McVeigh and with the help of a former CIA operative, Strassmeir slipped across the Mexican border in January 1996, the same month the Mueller family disappeared in Arkansas. As for Brescia, he moved randomly around the country, dogged by blogger Mike Vanderboegh’s campaign in The John Doe Times portraying Brescia as a likely John Doe 2 suspect, until his arrest in early 1997 for his role in the bank robberies. Through their lawyers, both men denied any role in the bombing.

			In a perplexing 2006 footnote to the Mueller family murder mystery, a Justice Department–funded academic terrorism study uncovered fresh connections between the Muellers, the Aryan Republican Army, Chevie Kehoe, and the bombing. According to the report, the Mueller killings were murders for hire, ordered by the Aryan Republican Army to be carried out by Chevie Kehoe, whose neo-Nazi gang was a cell of the ARA.

			Quoting from the report: “The ARA contracted Kehoe to murder the Mueller family, brief residents of Elohim City, who were privy to information dealing with the ARA’s supposed involvement in the Oklahoma City bombing. The Muellers reportedly left Elohim City in fear they would be assassinated by Andreas Strassmeir and Michael Brescia, the latter a known member of the ARA.”6
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			Back in Oklahoma City in May 1996, a month before the Muellers’ bodies surfaced in the Arkansas bayou, another mysterious death occurred with never-explained links to the bombing. Police Sergeant Terrance Yeakey was a hero cop who arrived on the scene of the blast within a few minutes and carried at least four victims from the rubble of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building. A year later, just before he was to receive the Oklahoma City Police Department’s Medal of Valor, Yeakey died a gruesome death in a field close to the federal prison in nearby El Reno. Like Kenneth Trentadue, Officer Yeakey supposedly committed suicide. But it was only possible to draw that conclusion by ignoring compelling evidence of murder.

			Police found Yeakey’s blood-soaked car, then his body a mile and a half away with his wrists, neck, and throat slashed and a gunshot wound to his head from a small-caliber weapon. Author Craig Roberts, a former Tulsa police officer who has written about the case, revealed irregularities in the crime-scene investigation in a 1998 radio interview with Yeakey’s ex-wife, Tonia Rivera-Yeakey.

			From cuts, bruises, and clumps of dirt and grass in his wounds, it appeared that Yeakey had wrestled on the ground with his killer after a chase from the location where his car was found. At first, a police team found no gun—a red flag to the suicide theory. Sometime after the FBI arrived on the scene, a nine-millimeter semiautomatic pistol was recovered. However, that weapon has never been publicly seen, described, or matched to one that might have belonged to Yeakey.

			His body was taken to the Oklahoma City Medical Examiner’s Office, then dispatched, without an autopsy, to a funeral parlor, where deep cuts were sewn up and makeup applied. As CNN’s Thomas Lake reported in a 2023 story, Yeakey’s mother insisted on viewing the body and saw injuries the medical examiner did not report: ligature marks and disfiguring head wounds.7

			“Mama, they executed him,” Yeakey’s sister remembered saying. The family theorized that someone tortured the police officer in his car and then handcuffed him, eventually forcing him to kneel in the desolate field and murdering him with a shot to the head.

			Author Craig Roberts reached the same conclusion based on ballistics in his book Medusa File II. From the downward angle of the bullet wound, Roberts theorized that someone shot Yeakey as he knelt on the ground.8 Large circular indentations in the skin around the wound led Roberts to conclude the killer used a silencer. But why murder this police officer? Yeakey’s family believes that as one of the first responders at the bomb site, he saw shocking evidence of a cover-up in progress to conceal a bombing scenario very different from the one reported to the American public.

			“They’re not telling the truth,” Yeakey told his ex-wife, Tonia. “They’re lying about what’s going on down there,” he said when she picked him up at a hospital after he underwent treatment for injuries he suffered during the rescue mission.9

			Associates of Yeakey’s told CNN’s Thomas Lake that Yeakey was “surprised to see so many federal agents, apparently dressed in riot gear, on the scene moments after the blast,” as if they had foreknowledge of the mass disaster.10 If Yeakey had witnessed such a mobilization, that knowledge might have jeopardized him. If federal law enforcement knew what was coming, why didn’t someone warn the victims?

			Yeakey’s sister gave Lake another compelling clue, which supports another persistent outlier theory about the bombing: that explosive charges planted inside the building contributed to the massive damage it sustained. “You know how they said the truck bomb blew in?” Yeakey’s sister asked. “He saw evidence of blowing out.” Could that evidence have been surveillance videotapes stored at the Oklahoma City Police Department, to which Yeakey might have had access?

			Tonia Yeakey claimed in the radio interview that Yeakey’s department lost or suppressed his nine-page report on the rescue operation and then ordered him to write a different account. In the following months, she said Yeakey became despondent, secretive, and even paranoid about a private investigation he was conducting.

			The day he died, sources told the family that Yeakey left his apartment with boxes of files and videos for a meeting with a federal task force on the bombing investigation. But he changed his mind and reportedly drove to a storage locker he kept in the nearby town of Kingfisher. According to family sources, Yeakey told a friend that federal agents were following him in an unmarked car as he drove to the storage locker, but those reports are unconfirmed.

			Craig Roberts speculated that Yeakey’s killer or killers beat and threatened him at gunpoint to learn the whereabouts of his briefcase and documents relating to his investigation. “No one knows if he told them or not, but none of it ever surfaced later,” Roberts told me.

			The Oklahoma City Police Department has refused to make Terrance Yeakey’s suicide report public or reopen the case as Roberts has requested multiple times.
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			In July 1996, two months after Terrance Yeakey’s death, Richard “Wild Bill” Guthrie, coleader of the Aryan Republican Army gang, was found hanging in his jail cell in Coventry, Kentucky. Six months earlier, the FBI’s capture of Guthrie and his ARA coleader, Peter Langan, had crushed the gang. The captures ended the ARA bank robbery spree and set the stage for the arrests of the rest of the gang. Within months, Guthrie made a plea deal to testify against them, including Langan and Michael Brescia. Guthrie’s jail cell hanging followed soon after that plea deal.

			Guthrie and Langan, friends and ardent anti-government radicals, formed the ARA in 1993 at the peak of public outrage over the deadly FBI siege at Waco. Guthrie had washed out of US Navy SEAL training, and the Navy discharged him for painting a swastika on the side of a ship. Langan, son of a CIA officer, had been paroled from a Florida prison after serving five years for a strong-arm robbery at age sixteen. In October 1992, the two robbed a Pizza Hut in Georgia, which led to Langan’s arrest and Guthrie’s pursuit by the Secret Service for threatening the life of President George H. W. Bush. However, through an extraordinary twist, the partners in crime were soon back together.

			In a highly unusual move, the Secret Service obtained Langan’s release from jail, where he was awaiting trial for the robbery, to help locate Guthrie. However, the Secret Service almost immediately lost track of its newly minted informant, who joined up with Guthrie instead and formed the ARA. The Secret Service reported to a Georgia district attorney that Langan would not be returning to jail because he was dead. But that wasn’t true. Langan was very much alive and helping to run a domestic terror organization.

			According to one version of Guthrie’s 1996 jail cell demise, the FBI double-crossed Guthrie and threatened to try him for his suspected role in the Oklahoma City bombing.11 Instead, Wild Bill chose to take his secrets to the grave. However, not everyone believed Guthrie committed suicide.

			His good friend and fellow neo-Nazi Dennis Mahon theorized that a guard may have killed Guthrie. “He was helped,” Mahon told the Village Voice, chuckling: “Let me tell you something. Even some of these prison guards are on our side.”12

			In his final days, Guthrie gave reporters interviews, claimed he was writing a tell-all book, and told his family he was looking forward to the future. “I got a lot to do in the next few weeks,” he told the Los Angeles Times two days before his death, adding, “I’ve got a couple of grand juries to present to.”

			Richard Guthrie was indeed a high-value potential witness with deep knowledge of a terror group that had plotted to overthrow the US government. As part of his plea deal, he had promised to lay out that insurrection plot for federal authorities. Until he honored that pledge, he would be kept in solitary confinement under the watch of the US Marshals Service. How could they possibly lose track of him in his jail cell?

			On July 12, 1996, Guthrie was reportedly alive at 5:30 a.m., then dead an hour later. It wasn’t as short a timeline as Kenneth Trentadue’s virtually impossible official death scenario, but it was still tight. Guthrie wasn’t known to be on any medication, yet his blood reportedly tested positive for at least trace amounts of drugs. Still, after an open-and-shut investigation lasting all of one day, federal prisoner Richard Guthrie, like Kenneth Trentadue a year earlier, was declared a suicide by hanging.
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			Back in Oklahoma, two months later, Shawn-Tea Farrens, a twenty-three-year-old topless nightclub dancer, died suddenly in Tulsa. Just like police Sergeant Yeakey, the Mueller family, and Richard Guthrie, Farrens had a mysterious brush with the bombing case.

			On April 8, 1995, eleven days before the blast in Oklahoma City, a dressing room surveillance camera at the Lady Godiva nightclub in Tulsa captured an exchange involving two dancers. But it wasn’t stolen glimpses of strippers backstage that prompted the club’s owner to save the camera’s videotape. What was truly valuable was evidence that Timothy McVeigh was in the house at Lady Godiva’s that night.

			The videotaped exchange occurred when a dancer entered the dressing room and claimed she had been drinking with three guys. She said one of them, a man believed to be McVeigh, bragged, “I’m a very smart man, and on April 19, 1995, you’re gonna remember me for the rest of your life.” As she exited the dressing room, the dancer turned to the camera lens and summed up the braggart in one word: “Weirdo!”

			Soon, she returned to invite another dancer, Shawn-Tea Farrens, to party with these men, now hunting for a girl to “fool around with.” At first, Farrens said no, but after a mention of money, she changed her mind and declared that she would figure out a way to “scam ’em.”

			A year and a half later, in September 1996, Oklahoma newspaper reporter J.D. Cash heard about this video and traveled to Lady Godiva’s, eager to interview the dancer who partied with the men. But the reporter’s pursuit took a fatal turn. The day he arrived in Tulsa, Farrens was found dead alone in her apartment. Police concluded it was a drug overdose, perhaps suicide. Author Craig Roberts, the former Tulsa police officer, disagrees. He told me that when he reviewed death scene photos, he saw a bloody handprint on the wall of Farrens’s apartment next to its sliding glass patio doors.

			“That was clear across the room from where her nude body was found on the floor, sitting up and leaning on her side against the couch,” Roberts said. “An open bottle of pills was on the end table next to her, but it was obvious to me she was ‘suicided.’ The whole scene was staged.”

			“She knew too much,” Roberts told me. “What she saw, and who she saw and talked to at the table at Godiva’s and what she told the other girls in the dressing room got her killed.”

			Reporter J.D. Cash understood what it might signify to place Timothy McVeigh in Tulsa eleven days before the bombing. Covering the case exclusively for his tiny newspaper, the McCurtain Daily Gazette in southeastern Oklahoma, Cash was chasing a lead pointing to a broader bombing conspiracy when he landed at Lady Godiva’s in September 1996, six months before McVeigh’s trial began.

			According to the government’s developing case against McVeigh, on April 8, 1995, he was still in Kingman, Arizona. He would not arrive in Kansas to rent the yellow Ryder bomb truck for another week. Yet Cash had now picked up McVeigh’s trail in Tulsa on April 8, and not alone, but with two other men at a time when the FBI believed McVeigh had been trying to recruit an accomplice.

			In the Gazette’s October 23, 1996, edition, Cash reported that dancers at the club identified McVeigh’s companions as Elohim City roommates Andreas Strassmeir and Michael Brescia, based on interviews by Canadian TV journalists. However, an FBI agent recorded a different story after interviewing club owner Floyd Ratcliff. He reported that three club staffers identified not Michael Brescia but Michael Fortier—McVeigh’s former Army buddy turned star witness against him by way of a lenient plea deal—as McVeigh’s companion that night at Lady Godiva’s.13

			Ratcliff’s FBI interview report did not mention Strassmeir, but it contained another startling disclosure. Ratcliff said Lady Godiva’s doorman reported that two Ryder trucks were parked in the club’s lot that night. The doorman remembered this because he had watched a distraught dancer run through the parking lot, tear off her clothes, and urinate on one of the Ryder trucks.14

			Aside from the local color, this detail bore significant evidentiary weight. As Cash had reported to his readers in the Gazette, multiple witnesses in Kansas saw a yellow Ryder truck at Geary Lake State Park a week before McVeigh supposedly even arrived in the area. Witnesses at the Dreamland motel had reported seeing McVeigh driving a Ryder truck there the weekend before the bomb truck’s rental.15

			In a nutshell, the eyewitness reports from Lady Godiva’s placed McVeigh in Tulsa with companions and at least one Ryder truck eleven days before the bombing. That was hard to square with the official story of lone-wolf terror. Soon, the FBI dropped the incendiary matter of McVeigh’s night at Lady Godiva’s like the proverbial hot potato it was.

			In six months, the government would try Timothy McVeigh as the lone-wolf terrorist. But as of September 1996, the truth of who traveled through Tulsa with him on April 8, 1995, was clouded in contradictions. As the witness who may have spent the most time with McVeigh and his two companions, Shawn-Tea Farrens was the best source to sort it out. But with a reporter in hot pursuit, the twenty-three-year-old witness was suddenly dead. No one would ever hear her story.
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			In hindsight, this trail of mystery deaths in and around Oklahoma while federal prosecutors were developing their lone-wolf terror case raises troubling questions. All the victims except Kenneth Trentadue had puzzling but known intersections with the bombing case. The nightclub dancer had encountered McVeigh with two possible accomplices and a yellow truck shortly before the blast. The dead police officer was investigating his own department, which he believed was hiding a damaging secret about the case. The neo-Nazi terror leader was reportedly under threat of being charged in the bombing. Before disappearing, the gun dealer had suspected two men in the terror leader’s circle might be a threat to his life.

			Still, no alarms sounded. Most of the seven victims were obscure figures, their deaths easily dismissed and forgotten except by their loved ones. Even the hero cop was marginalized once the Oklahoma City Police Department leaned into mental health issues on his record. Almost no one paid any attention to these mysteries, much less the possibility that they might be somehow linked. But one more unexplained fatality was still to come. For Jesse Trentadue, this one would mark the point of no return in his solitary pursuit of his brother’s killers.

			In August 2000, five years after the bombing, Jesse was preparing for his day in court in his family’s wrongful death lawsuit against the federal government, Jesse’s answer to the official story that Kenneth had killed himself. But to make his case, Jesse would have to navigate a nearly impenetrable cover-up at Oklahoma City’s Federal Transfer Center that went into motion on the day Kenneth died there in August 1995.

			Against protocol and state law, prison authorities blocked Medical Examiner Dr. Fred Jordan’s staff from entering the death cell. Before a forensic team could arrive that afternoon to conduct a federally mandated death reconstruction, prison officials sealed cell 709A and cleaned it, destroying any crime scene evidence. Dr. Jordan’s chief investigator was so furious that he called the FBI, advising it to investigate Kenneth Trentadue’s death as a murder. The medical examiner, who personally conducted Kenneth’s autopsy that same morning, pointedly listed the cause of death as “undetermined,” pending further information.

			Evidence and logbooks disappeared. Guards lied. Prison staff tampered with records, including the transcript of Kenneth’s phone call from the FTC with Jesse’s wife, Rita, the day before he died. In support of a false theory that Kenneth killed himself because he was a homosexual suffering from AIDS, the call’s transcript altered his words from “that jet-age stuff,” referring to the Con Air flight to Oklahoma, to “that AIDS stuff.”16 Kenneth wasn’t gay, nor was he HIV-positive, as the medical examiner confirmed from his autopsy.

			The FBI agent assigned to the case locked blood-stained evidence, including Kenneth’s bedding, in the trunk of his car, accidentally leaving it there in the summer sun for two weeks and rendering it worthless for laboratory testing. “What do I do?” the distraught FBI agent asked the medical examiner’s staff. “My car smells like a decomposed body.”17

			When Dr. Jordan’s investigator visited the death cell in November 1995, he instructed an FBI agent to preserve cryptic words scrawled on the wall: “My mind is no longer its friend / love ya familia,” supposedly Kenneth’s suicide note. The prison ignored the instructions and painted over the wall, leaving the FBI’s crime lab with only poor-quality photographs, which it claimed could not identify the handwriting.

			A month later, when Dr. Jordan finally got access to the death cell, he sprayed the blood-sensitive chemical luminol on the walls and floor of the cell. “It lit up like a Christmas tree,” he said, reinforcing a profoundly troubling question: Since hangings are relatively bloodless acts, why was there so much blood in Kenneth’s cell?

			By the time Jesse Trentadue’s wrongful death lawsuit went to trial in November 2000, the Oklahoma County District Attorney’s Office was the authority of record on Kenneth’s death scenario, based on its July 1998 finding backing up the prison’s suicide determination.18

			With support from the Bureau of Prisons, a TV reconstruction was videotaped on location in cell 709A of the Federal Transfer Center by the ABC newsmagazine Nightline and distributed to news outlets nationally. However, E. Paul France, a biomechanics expert hired by the Trentadue family, judged the frantic scenario envisioned by the district attorney’s investigation “highly improbable.” He concluded “to a reasonable degree of scientific certainty” that Kenneth’s death “did not happen as proposed” in the hanging reenactment.19 Still, with such a loud media drumroll, it was easy to miss that the official scenario of Kenneth’s final moments bordered on physical impossibility, not just the hanging analyzed by France.

			All of Kenneth’s grievous injuries had to occur within a tight twenty-four-minute time frame between the last time he was seen alive and the discovery of his body at 3:02 a.m. on August 21, 1995. Even if Kenneth could have executed the acrobatics attributed to him, trying and failing to hang himself from a ceiling vent, falling and splitting open his skull, slitting his own throat on his bunk, then climbing back up to the ceiling and this time completing the suicide—even somehow accepting all of that, the district attorney’s scenario still left huge forensic questions unanswered.

			Why would Kenneth sign someone else’s name to the cryptic suicide note he supposedly wrote on the wall? Why didn’t he leave fingerprints on the surfaces as he staggered around the cell? Who inflicted the fingerprint bruises on his upper arms and the stun gun–like marks on his feet? Why did he not bleed on the cot where he supposedly slashed his throat? What happened to the missing pieces of bedsheet used to make the hanging rope? And for that matter, what happened to Kenneth’s blood-stained clothes, which vanished without a trace from his locked cell? Why, why, and why again? No answers were ever forthcoming to these questions and many others.

			Up against the wall of the suicide theory, first issued by the prison in 1995, Jesse took a step he would repeat in years to come with remarkable results. He partnered with investigative journalist Mary A. Fischer of GQ magazine. Their two-year probe in 1996–97 uncovered stunning evidence of murder, perjury, and cover-up at the prison: paramedic and police witnesses turned away from the crime scene, missing photos, the blood evidence discovered by the medical examiner, and several critical inmate eyewitness accounts.

			The inmate orderly tasked with cleaning the death cell told Fischer he believed Kenneth “was killed” and described the cell not as the scene of a hanging but as “a bloodbath.” “There was blood on the floor and splattered all over the walls,” the orderly said, recalling so much blood “that it had to be cleaned up with a mop.” Of the bloody fingerprints he saw around the cell’s panic button, the orderly said: “It seemed to me as though he had been trying to reach the alarm button when he was killed.”20

			Another inmate witness interviewed by Jesse and Fischer branded as “a lie” the FBI report that he heard Kenneth shouting, banging on walls, or jumping off the sink in his cell.21

			Some years later, I had lunch with Mary Fischer in Los Angeles. Across the table sat a reporter who had struck like a tigress. Yet, in person, what stood out was the gentle demeanor of this slight woman, almost fragile in appearance. She had coaxed truth that exposed a cover-up from vulnerable prisoner witnesses and even the prison’s ex-warden, whom she tracked down in retirement in Texas.

			In 1998, one more prisoner on the cellblock where Kenneth died stepped forward and offered Jesse an eyewitness account that catapulted Alden Gillis Baker into a star witness in the coming civil trial. Baker told Jesse that he saw and heard parts of Kenneth’s murder by three men dressed in riot gear. Afterward, Baker claimed, the prison dosed him with heavy psychotropic drugs and transferred him away from the FTC to another prison. “Diesel therapy” (sudden relocations in prison parlance) moved Baker far from the heat of any investigation at the FTC that might draw him into its net.

			Alden Baker was a bank robber, a psychopath, and a suspected serial killer. He had been in the federal prison system for eight years when he briefly met Kenneth Trentadue in the prison yard at the FTC in Oklahoma City the morning Kenneth arrived there. Baker gave his account of witnessing Kenneth’s murder in a sworn deposition at the federal prison in Florence, Colorado, on November 13, 1998.22

			Sometime on the night of August 20, 1995, Baker said he overheard an angry Kenneth Trentadue demanding to make a phone call to his wife. A guard refused. Sometime later, Baker saw three men dressed in riot helmets and dark vests enter Kenneth’s cell. For the next half hour, Baker heard loud sounds of a fight, pleading and moaning, and then nothing. Finally, the squad left Kenneth’s silent cell.

			Around midnight, Baker said he witnessed a second visit to the cell. He could hear what sounded like someone tearing bedsheets. Then, two men emerged from the cell, one removing gloves. Baker interpreted this second visit as covert preparation for a guard on the next shift to discover Kenneth’s body hanging.

			A few hours later, amid chaos on the cellblock, guards noticed Baker watching them from his cell and moved him out of view. Baker told lawyers at the deposition that his decision to go public jeopardized his life. He explained. “And that is because no one is exempt here in this prison, or any prison for that matter, to where if something wants to be done to you, it can be done.”

			At times, Baker sounded fatalistic about the consequences of his testimony. “You know, I just hope if they do it, that they do it the first time, and, you know, it’s over with,” he testified. Later, after another move to the federal prison at Lompoc, California, Baker told Jesse and a federal prosecutor that inmates were threatening him. Jesse filed a motion for a protective order with the trial judge in the lawsuit. Nothing happened for ten months. Then, on August 3, 2000, three months before the wrongful death trial began, federal prisoner Alden Baker, like Kenneth Trentadue and Richard Guthrie before him, was found dead in his cell and declared a suicide by hanging without even an autopsy.

			The loss of this witness put the trial’s outcome in jeopardy, as did another setback when Oklahoma’s medical examiner, Dr. Fred Jordan, flip-flopped on his critical opinion that Kenneth was an assault victim in his cell. Jesse never knew what triggered Dr. Jordan’s eleventh-hour turnabout. He openly despised the federal officials he believed had bungled Kenneth’s death investigation or, worse, covered up a murder and pressured him to call it a suicide. Now, Dr. Jordan was signing off the struggle.

			Despite those devastating reversals, the Trentadue family won the lawsuit, which Jesse directed from the wings since his role as a critical witness barred him from acting as an attorney for his family. The court awarded the family a million-dollar judgment against the federal government, but the victory was bitter. The family had sued for wrongful death. However, so much evidence had been lost, perjured, or tampered with that the judge stopped short of declaring Kenneth’s death a murder. Instead, the judge awarded damages to the family for intentional emotional distress inflicted on them in the aftermath of Kenneth’s death. That meant the suicide ruling would stand.

			Under an extraordinary protective order sought by the government and granted by the judge, Jesse wouldn’t even be able to refer to congressional committees or federal prosecutors the perjury and destruction of evidence exposed by the trial.23 Under normal circumstances, such referrals could lead to criminal charges, but nothing about this case was routine. What happened in cell 709A would stay there.

			At this juncture, the strange anonymous phone call Jesse had received back at the end of 1995 no longer seemed so far-fetched. The tipster who said the FBI killed Kenneth and that he fit a profile had not offered any way to verify or refute his information. But could that tip be accurate? Was the FBI the hidden hand Jesse thought he kept glimpsing during his investigation?

			He had now exhausted virtually every avenue the US justice system offered, with only the judgment in the civil case to show for his effort. But Jesse hadn’t come to this fight for the million dollars. He came for the truth, and he wasn’t done searching.

			
			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Phantom

			In the blink of an eye, at 9:02 a.m. on April 19, 1995, the bomb transformed Oklahoma City into a hellscape. The sound was so loud that a federal judge in the courthouse across the street from the Murrah Federal Building thought his eardrums had burst. Nine floors of the building pancaked into a pit of death and destruction at ground level. Vicious shards of glass flew through the air. A man riding a bus nearby said the explosion lifted the vehicle and nearly tipped it over. A motorist said his car swung like a hammock tied between two trees. The blast pushed him and his car into the side of a building. Cars in the parking lot across the street from the Murrah Building ignited into a field of flame. Two columns of inky black smoke rose toward the sky, concealing the full horror from view. The apocalypse ended seconds after it hit, when a 250-pound missile of twisted metal, which had been the axle of the Ryder truck bomb, fell from the sky a half block away. It crash-landed onto the hood of a Ford Festiva parked in front of the Regency Tower apartment building, somehow miraculously not killing or injuring the occupants. Doomsday had arrived.

			Author Michele Marie Moore captured the haunting details of the scene in her history, Oklahoma City: Day One.24 Sirens wailed. Ambulances appeared. Victims began to emerge from the Murrah Building. Hundreds of them would walk, crawl, or be carried out dead and alive. Some were bloody, missing limbs, their clothes torn off, dazed, confused, and lost. A man who dropped four stories from his office to the ground floor walked out of the building in shock. Another man who didn’t realize he had no arms was seen walking on the street. Victims were so bloody that emergency medical technicians had to ask them to describe injuries they couldn’t see. One critically wounded patient waiting for an ambulance had part of a file cabinet impaled in her chest.

			In one of the myriad acts of kindness that day that would become known as “the Oklahoma Standard,” the federal judge who cleared his courtroom after the ear-splitting explosion rushed outside and was seen wrapping an injured victim in his judicial robes. On the upper floors of the Murrah Building, rescuers would find office workers still seated at their desks, eyes open, pieces of metal stuck in their dead bodies. Again and again, survivors registered amazement at the surreal experience of looking around after the blast to find people and whole offices missing, gone into the abyss. Husbands lost wives. Families lost brothers, sisters, mothers, and most heartbreaking of all, little children.

			Beyond the adult horror were the tiny victims from the daycare center on the second floor that took a direct hit. Jannie Coverdale’s grandsons Aaron and Elijah, Kathy and Glenn Wilburn’s grandsons Chase and Colton, and eleven other children under the age of six were slaughtered when the bomb destroyed the nursery that was supposed to keep them safe while their parents were at work. Only six children in the America’s Kids daycare center survived. The firefighter holding mortally injured one-year-old Baylee Almon in his arms would become the photographic icon of the tragedy.

			As it unfolded, the wails of grief-stricken mothers who rushed to the scene gave voice to the unthinkable. Recovery workers placed the dead children’s bodies in the playground where they would never play again. Parents and grandparents huddled together in churches for days, waiting for rescue workers to bring out their children’s remains so authorities could identify them. A merciful funeral director persuaded at least one child’s mother that it was better not to view the body.

			What in the world had happened? The catastrophe struck so fast that people didn’t know what hit them. In some real sense, by 9:03 a.m., “America’s Heartland,” the phrase intended to celebrate the region’s wholesome midwestern normalcy, was already history. The Age of Terror had claimed Oklahoma City. Searching questions about the attack, the terrorists, and their weapon of mass destruction would spiral into a baffling mass-murder mystery over the next thirty years.
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			When the bomb exploded, I knew criminal manhunts as well as any journalist. As news director of America’s Most Wanted, based in Washington, DC, I had worked alongside the FBI on some of the nation’s most prominent cases. But I had moved on to Los Angeles to produce other genres, away from crime TV, and became just another horrified witness among millions to what happened that terrible day.

			I watched Oklahoma City’s nightmare images live on TV in disbelief. The explosion had scooped out the front of the nine-story Murrah Federal Building like ice cream. Its carcass was now a heap of collapsed concrete, broken glass, and black smoke. Some watching the news coverage might say this terror attack blew a gaping hole not just in the building and the city but in the nation’s soul. What leaped out at me was a question: Who could have done this?

			I wished I was back at America’s Most Wanted for one more manhunt. I wanted to hear what my best law enforcement sources knew. I wanted to urge my reporters to find and debrief the survivors. I wanted to rally viewers with a call to action, telling the FBI what they saw and knew about the perpetrators, still unidentified and very much at large.

			Eight years earlier, when I was a print journalist covering the buttoned-down arena of Washington politics and policies, being hired by America’s Most Wanted became an adventure beyond thrilling. Sandwiched in a borrowed conference room of the local Fox TV station, my tight-knit staff and I learned the new true-crime genre of TV manhunt stories on the fly as we invented it. Using case files and interviews, we investigated crimes committed by perpetrators now at large. We shared the intense human drama of victims seeking justice, the twisted reality of the fugitives we pursued, the tireless dedication of the cops, and the courage of tipsters. Most of all, we were moved by the emotions felt by victims’ families watching arrest videos of now-handcuffed murderers who’d taken the lives of their loved ones.

			As the show’s frontline contact for crime victims, I met desperate people who’d endured unthinkable tragedies. Now, they lived in a twilight-zone reality, searching for answers. This memory never fades: A parent phoned me one day to beg America’s Most Wanted to profile the senseless murder of their teenage daughter. The killer had mutilated the girl and then gone for a joyride along Virginia’s scenic Skyline Drive, tossing parts of her body from his car’s window. “Who could do such a thing to our daughter?” the parent asked me. “Please help us.”

			I had no answer. The case was too cold. The killer was unidentified. A father’s desperate plea for justice would remain unanswered, possibly forever.

			Other cases sometimes ended in almost miraculous arrests. Our first episode in February 1988 led to the capture of one of the FBI’s 10 Most Wanted fugitives. Prison escapee David James Roberts had carjacked a young Indiana mother, raped her, locked her in the trunk of her car, and left her baby on the side of a road to die of exposure.

			That first episode made America’s Most Wanted a breakout TV hit and crime-solving phenomenon. By the time I moved on to Los Angeles in 1992, America’s Most Wanted had captured scores of dangerous criminals. Those memories came flooding back as I watched coverage of the bombing in Oklahoma City from Venice, California. The body count was climbing. An intense FBI manhunt was mobilizing to track down the unknown terrorists. It was tough to watch, but I couldn’t miss any beat of the unfolding news story.
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			Oliver “Buck” Revell, former FBI counterterrorism chief and one of the bureau executives I remember best from the launch of America’s Most Wanted, told CBS News: “I think it’s most likely a Middle East terrorist. I think the modus operandi is similar. They have used this approach.”25

			An eyewitness on the ground in Oklahoma City told the FBI he saw two Middle Eastern–looking men racing to get in a brown Chevy or GMC pickup truck in front of the Murrah Building at 8:55 on the morning of the bombing. Based on this witness and others, at 11:15 a.m., the FBI issued an all-points bulletin for a brown pickup truck that the bombers might have used.26 Five hours later, however, at 4:15 p.m., the FBI canceled its APB for the brown truck without explanation. When journalist David Hoffman drilled into this mystery, all he could learn was that an FBI agent named Webster had reportedly given the order.27

			The course reversal by the FBI did not deter Oklahoma City’s KFOR-TV, an NBC affiliate. The station launched an aggressive pursuit of the brown truck story and a possible Middle Eastern connection to the attack. KFOR’s sometimes controversial local news coverage of the investigation set it apart, mainly for its independence from the Justice Department’s steering of the story. Outside Oklahoma City, though, the station’s coverage was barely noticed.

			The early hints of a Middle Eastern connection disappeared quickly, replaced by the real-life horror story of an all-American lone-wolf terrorist fresh from the Gulf War. The FBI’s lightning-fast takedown of Timothy McVeigh—the nomadic twentysomething gun show groupie with a Bronze Star for his Army service in Iraq—was so smooth and challenge-free it almost seemed made for television. By late in the day of the bombing, the FBI had already made a breakthrough. In the chaotic rubble near the destroyed building, the bureau located the axle from the presumed bomb vehicle’s wreckage and quickly traced its vehicle identification number to a Ryder truck rental agency in Junction City, Kansas, 275 miles north. The next day, the FBI flew forensic sketch artist Raymond Rozycki to Kansas, where he interviewed rental shop staffers and produced composite sketches of two suspects, images that would generate 15,664 leads, according to Oklahoma City’s National Memorial Museum.

			The first suspect, John Doe 1, appeared to be a young white man with a military-style crewcut using the alias Robert Kling to sign the truck rental contract. The second suspect, John Doe 2, was Doe 1’s stocky, dark-complexioned companion at the truck rental agency. He was depicted with a square jaw, piercing dark eyes, a tattoo on his left bicep, and a baseball cap with a wing motif on the sides.

			The day after the blast, armed with these sketches, FBI agents fanned out into Junction City, Kansas, and hit paydirt within hours. Amazingly, a lookalike for the John Doe 1 suspect had rented a room at the city’s Dreamland motel, driving a Ryder truck and using his real name, Timothy McVeigh. This identification would lead the FBI to McVeigh himself in one more day and in the nick of time. McVeigh was already in custody in Perry, Oklahoma, and about to be released on bond. He had been arrested about ninety minutes after the bombing by Oklahoma Highway Patrol Trooper Charles Hanger for driving without a license plate and carrying a concealed weapon.

			Trooper Hanger’s peaceful, by-the-book arrest of a desperate anti-government terror suspect on the run would go down as law enforcement at its best, methodical, lowkey, and without a trace of the overreach that had the country on edge after Waco and Ruby Ridge. When the details of Trooper Hanger’s takedown came out, America savored them.

			“I have a gun,” Timothy McVeigh said when the trooper inspected a suspicious bulge in McVeigh’s jacket.

			“My weapon is loaded,” McVeigh advised. Hanger, who now had a gun to McVeigh’s head, didn’t miss a beat. “So is mine.”

			Along with a .45-caliber Glock and Black Talon rounds in his jacket, McVeigh also had an ammo clip and a knife in a pouch on his belt. He claimed he needed to be armed for his protection. He’d even memorized the handgun’s serial number. Hanger phoned his dispatcher and requested an ID check of the now-handcuffed McVeigh. The dispatcher advised that this individual’s record was not entered as wanted, and he had no criminal history. The yellow Mercury was not reported as stolen. It all sounded routine.

			With twenty/twenty hindsight, it might seem curious that the trooper took no notice of Timothy McVeigh’s T-shirt on full display when he opened his jacket to reveal the gun. President Lincoln’s image and his assassin’s words were printed on the front. McVeigh was carrying something else, too, a pair of earplugs he would surrender at the courthouse when he emptied his pockets. Still, in the sea of visual data the trooper was surveying, nothing jumped out to signal this was more than a routine arrest.

			A short time later, as McVeigh waited to be booked in the Perry, Oklahoma, courthouse, Hanger and jailer Marsha Moritz watched TV coverage of the frantic search for victims buried deep in the Murrah Building’s rubble as paramedics triaged survivors. As the preliminary death toll rose, McVeigh stood beside the trooper and jailer, watching in stone-cold silence. “There was no reaction,” Hanger testified at the federal trial of McVeigh’s coconspirator, Terry Nichols.28

			That Friday afternoon, April 21, live on TV, the prime suspect appeared for his perp walk, face-to-face with a sea of journalists and outraged citizens shouting, “baby killer.” I knew from America’s Most Wanted how highly orchestrated these sequences were—the perp walk for television. In his orange jumpsuit, with a thousand-yard stare and no bulletproof vest, Timothy McVeigh looked the part of the young criminal mastermind prosecutors would portray at his trial.

			It was a bravura FBI performance. The bureau had collared its prime suspect in this horror in only three days. Yet disturbing cracks in the evidence would soon emerge as news coverage of the bombing case pivoted from a global manhunt for multiple terrorists to a monstrous act of terror by the unlikeliest of perpetrators: a boy next door who was also a decorated war veteran.
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			I wish I could say that America’s Most Wanted gave me special powers to see into the bombing investigation. Mostly I followed the story like any other news junkie in 1995, absorbing the captivating mystery with part of my brain while pursuing work and life with the other. I was on television’s up escalator that year. It was thrilling and all-consuming, doing something you weren’t supposed to be able to do as a rookie independent television producer: pitch and sell a nationally syndicated show.

			I read newspapers and watched TV, relying on professional journalists to report the bombing story. In hindsight, that was problematic. They repeated what the Department of Justice in Washington, DC, told them, but there was much more to the story. America’s news junkies got disturbing inklings of this by doing what we couldn’t help doing: reading between the lines as a story filled with unanswered questions and red flags evolved.

			From national news coverage, we learned how a phone card and multiple storage lockers containing explosives tied Timothy McVeigh and his accused coconspirator, Terry Nichols, to preparations for the bombing. We learned how a McVeigh fingerprint tied him to explosives in Nichols’s home. We learned how another former Army buddy, Michael Fortier, flipped and became the star witness against McVeigh, serving up incriminating details of his plot.

			Fortier was a major red flag, a disconnect for any news junkie following the story with a critical mind. He started out pledging that his friend Timothy McVeigh couldn’t have done this but then buried him after the FBI exerted maximum pressure.29 Fortier’s grand jury testimony on August 8, 1995, sealed the case. Two days later, the grand jury handed down indictments of McVeigh and Nichols. Thanks to Fortier’s plea deal, he only faced charges of transporting weapons illegally and failing to notify authorities about the deadly terror plot.

			With Fortier on their side, prosecutors had their storyline, except for one glaringly missing piece: Who was McVeigh’s unidentified accomplice in the ball cap with the wings on the sides? Who was the man who helped rent the bomb truck and rode shotgun with McVeigh when he delivered his deadly payload to the Murrah Building? Who was John Doe 2? And where was he? The grand jury was left wondering too. In a pointed nod to John Doe 2, the elephant in the room, the grand jury also indicted “Others Unknown.”

			No one has ever answered the question of who those others were.

			I admit that I brought an unorthodox point of view to this riddle, along with my newshound’s curiosity. When the bomb ignited in Oklahoma City, I was deep into researching The X-Files as a cultural phenomenon. After immersing myself in crime TV at America’s Most Wanted, I pivoted from murder mysteries to paranormal ones. From research into alien abduction, ghostly hauntings, miracle healings, and mind control, I was developing a new reality television series called Strange Universe.

			In 1995, my producing partner and I pitched our new show as a reality TV version of The X-Files. It was a nod to the Fox hit drama series following FBI agents Mulder and Scully as they investigated paranormal mysteries. Along their way, the agents often encountered a shadowy and powerful government conspiracy dedicated to keeping secrets from the public. Their paranormal adventures were fantasy, of course. But for millions of viewers, the show tapped into a dark political menace that might be all too true. The show’s ratings and cult following revealed that much of America embraced a deep skepticism about the powers that be in government.

			These viewers were the audience for my new show, too, and I wanted to understand them. But to my surprise, as I juggled researching The X-Files and devouring news coverage of the bombing investigation, the lines between reality and fiction began to blur to an uncanny degree. Over the rest of 1995, the oddities and contradictions in the bombing investigation spiraled into disturbing discrepancies, all seemingly related to the mystery of John Doe 2.

			First, there was the on-again, off-again FBI manhunt. This global search targeted a criminal monster who had helped slaughter 168 victims, including 15 children in their daycare center. The Justice Department played for the highest stakes, announcing a $2 million reward for the capture of John Doe 2. And early indications were that the FBI was going to get its man.

			Dozens of eyewitnesses in Kansas and Oklahoma swore they saw John Doe 2 with McVeigh in the days and hours leading up to the bombing. Top journalists quoted unnamed federal officials with an explosive revelation: Surveillance cameras had captured the crime of the century on videotape. Federal law enforcement officials were leaking clues about who and what the tapes featured to their favorite reporters and producers. These would be prize news gets, but the recordings remained hidden, though not, perhaps, for lack of trying by an enterprising FBI agent. Almost a decade and a half later, lawyer Jesse Trentadue would discover FBI documents revealing that the bureau investigated one of its agents for attempting to sell a videotape containing some of the bombing surveillance footage to NBC’s newsmagazine Dateline for $1 million.30

			The search for John Doe 2 continued to build, and then, within weeks, it appeared that the FBI might have its suspect in custody. According to news reports, authorities had identified McVeigh associate Steven Colbern—a university-trained chemist with bomb-making expertise—through his brown pickup truck.

			The dashboard surveillance camera in Trooper Hanger’s patrol car had reportedly captured Colbern’s truck and license plate by chance during Timothy McVeigh’s arrest when the brown truck stopped up ahead, waited briefly, and then drove off.

			A front-page news story in the Houston Chronicle on May 12, 1995, reporting on Colbern’s arrest in Arizona, credited his identification to state-of-the-art video enhancement techniques allowing investigators to read his license plate number. According to the story, the brown truck, registered to Colbern, contained traces of ammonium nitrate, believed to be the main explosive ingredient used in the bomb.31

			Less than a month after the crime, this intriguing account of Steven Colbern’s arrest seemed to tease the possible grand finale of the global manhunt for John Doe 2. The truck, its license plate, the ammonium nitrate, and Colbern’s chemistry degree were compelling clues. Sometime later, it would also turn out that Colbern had reportedly picked up mail for McVeigh in Kingman, Arizona,32 and that Colbern had no credible alibi for April 19.

			Before disappearing for two weeks around the time of the bombing, he said he was going to visit his mother in Southern California. However, when interviewed afterward by a reporter, his father said the family last saw Colbern at a wedding in September 1994 in Oxnard, California. Meanwhile, back in Oatman, Arizona, where Colbern worked as a cook, a good friend volunteered that Colbern had been there with him the day of the bombing, “sitting right here, watching television.”33

			None of this boded well for Colbern, a fugitive from illegal weapons charges in California who had been hiding out for more than a year in Arizona, living in a messy trailer where neighbors said he kept snakes and sometimes camping out in caves where he practiced his survival skills. Now in federal custody, Colbern faced enhanced pressure to tell authorities anything he knew about the bombing. But then the investigation made a dramatic U-turn, never fully explained.

			Within days, US Attorney Janet Napolitano made a heavyweight appearance at Colbern’s arraignment on the weapons charges. She declined to comment when asked if Colbern’s arrest related to the bombing. However, she requested no bail for the prisoner, and the judge agreed. Whatever Napolitano and federal law enforcement may have learned from Colbern about the bombing was about to become a state secret that the government would not share with the public.

			Steven Colbern’s suspect status as John Doe 2 vaporized almost instantly, with few questions asked. The suspicious brown pickup truck parked outside his Arizona trailer was said to be covered in cobwebs, indicating no one had driven it recently. The traces of ammonium nitrate vanished from the story. Stranger still, it turned out that the report of those suspicious chemical traces in the truck had been published a day before Colbern’s arrest. No one asked how or why until researcher Richard Booth spotted the contradiction decades later.34

			But what about the surveillance videotape of Colbern’s license plate that led authorities to him in the first place? It was simply never mentioned again in news media coverage. Some years later, when I began my deep dive into the case, I called Peter Copeland, one of the two byline reporters on the Houston Chronicle wire service story, to ask him about the dashcam video from Trooper Hanger’s squad car and his federal law enforcement source.35

			“I’ve been wondering when someone would call up and look into this,” Copeland said, to my surprise. He referred me to the other byline reporter on the story, who did not reply to my email.

			As for Steven Colbern, the non-suspect made a plea agreement, served a few years in prison, reinvented himself as a UFO researcher, and never spoke publicly about his connection to Timothy McVeigh or their mailbox service in Kingman. Agent Mulder would have shaken his head at all the secrets hiding behind the elaborate smoke screen of Colbern’s ties to the case, as I did.

			But if Stephen Colbern wasn’t John Doe 2, who was? The FBI soon had an answer that raised yet another red flag. A month after Colbern’s arrest, in mid-June 1995, the Justice Department announced that its global manhunt had only been an expensive mistake. The FBI was canceling it, claiming the escaped terrorist was a phantom in the imaginations of the dozens of eyewitnesses. He had never really existed.

			In a new, far-fetched theory, the DOJ now explained that Timothy McVeigh had rented the bomb truck alone. In this rendition, mechanic Tom Kessinger at Elliott’s Body Shop in Junction City, Kansas, the primary source for the FBI’s John Doe 2 wanted poster, had been mistaken in his memory of a McVeigh companion.

			In support of this idea, the FBI had located a soldier resembling John Doe 2 at nearby Fort Riley. Private Todd Bunting had visited Elliott’s with a friend the day after the bomb truck rental. Even more helpful to this new theory, Bunting wore a ball cap similar to John Doe 2’s and had a tattoo on his left arm. According to the DOJ, Kessinger had somehow time-traveled Bunting into a false memory of a McVeigh companion who was never there.

			This theory was supremely awkward, even when cloaked in fancy psychological transference jargon. When local Oklahoma reporter J.D. Cash asked about the notion for a Gazette story on June 30, 1996, mechanic Kessinger doubled down, declaring: “I know McVeigh was there with another person.… I watched him standing there for a long time…. He had his arms crossed and never said a word while one of our employees filled out the rental papers for McVeigh.”

			I still remember a whiplash sensation when I read about the U-turn in the John Doe 2 case. A spellbinding manhunt story had developed from the dozens of eyewitnesses to the videotapes and the dragnet around Colbern. Suddenly, the story vanished into thin air. At this juncture, I realized something troubling: I had parted company with the official story of the bombing. Taking their lead from the Justice Department in Washington, DC, the national news media were chronicling the story of justice in the making for a lone-wolf terrorist. But if you were using common sense, you knew that story didn’t add up.
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			That summer of 1995 brought another head-scratcher, this one so outlandishly graphic it could have anchored an entire episode of The X-Files. The story broke in the national media on August 8, 1995. It turned out that, while removing the last bodies from the rubble of the bombed federal building in late May, recovery workers had unearthed a disembodied human leg, severed above the knee. Whose leg was this? Inexplicably, two and a half months later, the office of the Oklahoma medical examiner had to admit they deliberately kept this bombshell discovery secret from the sitting grand jury and the public. The story only came out because an Oklahoma Highway Patrol trooper close to the recovery operation tipped off McVeigh’s lawyer, Stephen Jones, who alerted the media.

			More intrigue ensued. The severed leg was dressed in a black military-style boot and blousing strap of the type soldiers use to keep their fatigue pants tucked in. Paramilitary attire was also a style favored by Timothy McVeigh. Based on anthropological analysis, the medical examiner’s forensic experts reported a 75 percent probability that the mystery leg belonged to a man who was “light skinned,” under the age of thirty with dark hair, and who stood five feet six to five feet nine inches tall. The profile was all the more intriguing because it closely matched the FBI’s forensic profile of John Doe 2.

			Could this leg belong to the unidentified terrorist? Had he not escaped after all but died in the explosion of his bomb? When a New York Times reporter asked why the ME had not disclosed this astounding discovery sooner, a spokesman for Medical Examiner Dr. Fred Jordan’s office blew off the question. “Why should we?” the official retorted. John Doe 2’s mystery was back in play with a vengeance. In due course, it would become a highlight of Timothy McVeigh’s defense at trial.

			Nine days later, on August 17, The New York Times interviewed Dr. Jordan again. “We have no idea who it is,” he said of the mystery leg. He added that his office was now sure the limb did not belong to any known bombing victim, which would require raising the official death toll by one victim. There was a sobering unintended consequence of this new development: The official death count for the bombing might now include the terrorist who helped deliver it, a person whose identity was still unknown.

			According to Dr. Jordan, the FBI was in the process of running DNA tests to double-check his exclusion of the seven bombing victims buried without their left legs. Dr. Jordan described those FBI tests as due diligence. Meanwhile, the mystery of the severed leg created a furor of activity in the medical examiner’s office as it struggled to respond to media inquiries and FBI pressure to resolve the question: Did this leg belong to one of the bombers, perhaps John Doe 2?

			Four days after the Times interview, the ME’s office confronted another emergency. With the office stretched to its limits by the John Doe 2 uproar, Kenneth Trentadue was found dead in his cell at Oklahoma City’s Federal Transfer Center on August 21, 1995. That same day, while the ME’s head investigator alerted the FBI to investigate the case as a homicide, Dr. Jordan personally conducted Kenneth’s autopsy.

			At the time, no one imagined that the reanimation of the John Doe 2 mystery by way of the severed leg might somehow relate to Kenneth Trentadue’s death. Yet there was this coincidence: Kenneth was an uncanny match to the FBI’s physical profile of John Doe 2, from his height, weight, and build, right down to the tattoo on his left arm.

			Would it be paranoid to think there might be a sinister connection here between the manhunt and this brutalized prisoner? It was a mystery worthy of Agent Mulder. Ten days later, on August 31, when the ME issued a second press release on the matter, the bombing case took another hairpin turn.

			Based on DNA testing by the FBI, Dr. Jordan explained that he was reversing his original opinion on the gender of the leg’s owner. In a new press release, Dr. Jordan reported that the mystery limb belonged not to a white male but to a Black female. The FBI must have welcomed this finding because it seemingly ruled out the possibility of John Doe 2.36

			Just in case anyone might still be pondering that line of thought, though, a New York Times story helpfully quoted federal law enforcement officials pointing out that no one had seen either McVeigh or Nichols in the company of a Black woman. And just to further reassure the public that no stone would go unturned to solve the leg mystery, the Times’s law enforcement sources offered that investigators were scouring homeless shelters proactively at that very moment in search of a Black woman who might have gone missing the day of the bombing. No such woman ever turned up.

			McVeigh’s attorney, Stephen Jones, quipped that the government’s forensic evidence “appears to be moving in different directions like a weathervane in an Oklahoma stormy spring.” Jones was already looking ahead to trial, seeking to use the mystery leg as evidence to shift suspicion from McVeigh onto John Doe 2.

			Attorney Jones was right about his observation. The government’s case was spinning like a crazy weathervane. From the Colbern manhunt to the Private Bunting mistaken-identity theory to the severed leg, the pattern of secrecy and deception about John Doe 2 was anything but reassuring. A titanic tug-of-war between prosecutors and McVeigh’s defense team was just getting started. As it played out, the public’s right to know what happened on April 19, 1995, would be far from the top priority in this high-stakes contest.

			[image: ]

			Another controversy unfolding that summer of 1995 was also cloaked in secrecy. It was a local Oklahoma City story that failed to get the national spotlight it deserved. In hindsight, it’s another striking clue to an investigation that needed investigating.
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