
 | xix

Preface

This book is about difficult stories—narratives of emotionally gru-
eling, intellectually challenging, and physically trying experiences—that are 
demanding for both tellers and receivers. It is also about “closure,” but not 
as this term is used by the media, where it is often overhyped but ill-defined 
and manifestly unrealistic, particularly with regard to victims of traumatic 
events. As an Oklahoma City bombing survivor once explained to me, if you 
close the door forever on a past event, then you lose the ability to see what is 
on the other side. This, then, is my focus: What is closure? Does it exist? If so, 
where and for whom? If not, why? 

An impoverished—but popular—usage of closure prevents us from truly 
engaging with these difficult stories and empathizing with those who tell 
them and live in them. In common parlance, this term has acquired unfortu-
nate, inaccurate, and crude meanings: the possibility of imposing term lim-
its on grief, of categorically resolving incoherent and fragmented tragedies. 
Contemporary usages of closure trivialize this dynamic concept, portraying 
as static what is supple, conclusive what is contingent. These characteriza-
tions are too crude to help us effectively engage with how people evolve, 
create, and revise transformative narratives in the wake of traumatic events. 
They pose offensively unsophisticated answers to questions that are pro-
found, personal, and deeply troubling. Among this book’s many purposes is 
to offer an extended critique and deepening of this term that has become so 
cheapened by its use in contemporary popular culture, allowing us to not 
only glimpse but also understand a crucial human element in the aftermath 
of catastrophe that an overly simplistic—indeed, mindless—use of the term 
obscures. In order to do that, I turn to the experiences of victims’ family 
members and survivors of the Oklahoma City bombing.

Although I did not know it at the time, the seeds of this book were planted 
on February 2, 1984, when I was seven years old. For the past few years, we 
had lived in a home just off the American army base in Göppingen, Ger-
many. That afternoon was ordinary; my father, a lieutenant colonel in the 
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U.S. Army and the commander of the 299th Support Battalion, was at work, 
and my mother was home with me. The doorbell rang; I heard my mother 
open the door, and her voice in conversation with two men. Afterward, my 
mother came into the kitchen, nervous and agitated. I don’t remember her 
face so much as the anxiety that radiated from her. She asked me to come 
into the living room because she had something important to tell me. 

Two officers in formal uniform awaited us in the living room. When I try 
to picture them, I recall a juxtaposition of discordant details: the drab olive 
green of their army dress uniforms spliced by black stripes on the legs and 
augmented by gold braid somewhere on the breast, and the brown vinyl cov-
ering the bench of my mother’s Kimball electric organ. Perhaps we were sit-
ting on the bench, perhaps the officers were, I can’t remember; the plasticity 
of my recollection has made these figures as pliable as paper dolls, and now 
they seem to belong wherever I place them. But whatever their arrangement, 
it was there in the living room, with its windows overlooking the backyard 
and my swing set, that I learned that my father was dead, killed in a car acci-
dent. I’m not sure if I cried at that point; I remember trying not to. I must 
have been in shock. I hugged my mother and told her that it would be all 
right. I immediately recalled a time seemingly not too long before, when I 
had sat on my parents’ bed talking to my father and watching him poking 
about the bedroom, performing some task or other. He was wearing a red 
Ohio State T-shirt. I don’t know how or why, but I suddenly knew in that 
moment that one day my father, and indeed both of my parents, would die, 
and I would be left alone. That realization terrified me. It was eerie that I had 
had that random thought, just like that, and I couldn’t help but feel that by 
recognizing my father’s mortality, I had somehow made it possible for him 
to die. 

My father was actually killed on the morning of Thursday, February 2, 
1984. That Thursday morning, he and a fellow officer were driving from Göp-
pingen to Böblingen on the Autobahn, behind the wheel of a brand-new 
Audi sedan that he had picked up from the dealership only eight days before. 
He was near the Bad Boll exit when, seeing a traffic jam in front of him, 
he slowed and came to a stop. Shortly thereafter, a cargo truck came over 
the hill behind him and plowed into his car, pushing him into another cargo 
truck in front of him. He was killed instantly. I remember the day when, as 
a 12-year-old with a burning need to know, I finally succeeded in locating 
my mother’s archive of materials about the accident—the newspaper articles, 
the autopsy results—in boxes on the floor of the guest room closet. In these 
materials, I found a newspaper photograph of the scene. There, in black-and-

9780814796108_madeira_text.indd   20 4/6/12   11:27 AM



 Preface | xxi

white, was a head-on view of the crash—it was as if some hand had lifted up 
the truck cab and set it down my father’s car; only the hood protruded from 
beneath the truck’s grill. The roof of the car was peeled up and crumpled 
where the windshield should have been, with the rest of the car sandwiched 
beneath. A policeman had his arm out as if to direct traffic, and I vaguely 
recall that there were cones or other debris scattered about. I recall looking at 
that image and thinking to myself, “Somewhere in there is my father.”

The accident precipitated a frenzy of packing and moving preparations; 
notwithstanding our loss, we had to vacate the house to make room for the 
incoming officer who would take my father’s place. I recall the windowless 
van—again a drab, olive green—that came to take us to the airport early in 
the bitter morning darkness. Our first days and weeks back in the United 
States are now a blur of discordant details. I remember staying with family 
friends whom I had never met; their children had a stuffed rocking horse that 
I adored. I remember my father’s funeral at Arlington—the caisson pulled by 
a string of horses, the ceremony with its “Taps” farewell, the sharp staccato 
of the rifle salute, the shining silver bullet of a casket onto which I tossed 
a soft, wilting rose. I recall so many emotions, all so visceral and raw. That 
disturbing awareness that my father’s body would soon descend into the dark 
hole that yawned beneath his coffin, severing any remaining physical con-
nection between us. Guilt over my inability to cry, and finally, after the hot 
tears came, confusion over whether I should try not to cry because I felt I had 
to support my mother. Unease at meeting so many relatives whom I didn’t 
remember. I was a different person after that day, preoccupied with my angry 
childish logic, seething with naive yet robust indignation at the military—
for I thought that if my father had never joined, he would not have gotten 
killed—and at the truck driver who had killed him. A decade-long wrongful 
death lawsuit kept my father unburied in a sense, his accident unresolved. 
The lawsuit’s end brought a form of peace, but little justice.

Over the years, my own emotional turmoil resolved somewhat. As my 
anger diminished, I began to realize that stoking such bitter emotions for so 
long required a great deal of energy—energy that was better spent elsewhere. 
My anger would not bring my father back. And so I moved forward; I con-
tinued to miss my father terribly, but the pain I felt now was from his loss, 
and not so much from anger at how he had died.

The Oklahoma City bombing occurred in the spring of my sophomore 
year in college. On the morning of April 19, 1995, I was occupied with some 
activity in my dorm room when the telephone rang; it was my mother, telling 
me that I had to turn on the television, that something horrible had hap-
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pened in Oklahoma City. I joined millions of others around the country who 
tuned in to those scenes of horror at the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building, 
following developments in the hours, days, then weeks, months, and years 
after the bombing. I felt a sense of kinship with Timothy McVeigh’s victims: 
my father’s death was incomparable to the experience of surviving the bomb-
ing or having a loved one murdered that day, but I too had lived through a 
loss mediated by the law. 

The story of my father’s death is inextricably connected with this proj-
ect. Before and during my interviews with family members and survivors, I 
recounted this narrative to explain how I became interested in this particular 
subject matter, and to provide reassurance that I genuinely wanted to hear 
about their thoughts, feelings, and experiences and was not seeking to sup-
port a particular ideological agenda. 

My comfort in telling my story—and my participants’ comfort with hear-
ing it—are no doubt related to contemporary cultural norms governing 
when, where, and with whom we share personal information. Many schol-
ars—sociologists, psychologists, philosophers, media and communication 
researchers, to name a few—have noted that contemporary popular culture 
simultaneously encourages public confession and catharsis, self-introspec-
tion, self-improvement, and self-fulfillment. But not all the stories that we 
want to share can be happy ones. Bad things happen, and we want, indeed 
need, to talk about them. Perhaps our fascination with tragic narratives is just 
part of our therapeutic ethos; telling one’s story is conventionally thought to 
be part of the process of working through difficult issues, a major step on the 
road to self-fulfillment. Sad or tragic tales have great value on both cultural 
and personal levels. 

This brings me to closure. Sad stories prompt many to talk of “closure” as 
a panacea, a tempting but often elusive finality to tribulation. Societal institu-
tions have coined and popularized the term, cultivating our closure desires 
and expectations. “This too shall pass,” we tell ourselves, as we long for dif-
ficult events to be over, forgotten, buried. 

In common parlance, a myth is a fabrication or half-truth; closure in 
its colloquial sense is certainly more fiction than fact. But properly under-
stood, it could and should acquire more significant mythic dimensions, as 
a powerful narrative sacred to a community that is both constitutive of and 
reflective of communal identities. Closure as I have come to see it is a phe-
nomenon that is entirely unlike the rudimentary concept currently ban-
died about in popular culture. It is so radically different that we must gut 
the concept in its entirety in order to redefine it, keeping only the semantic 
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framework that points us to certain contexts in which we can appropriately 
apply the term. 

To enter into the lived experience of closure is to step into a parallel 
universe where everything is jumbled and turned upside down, and noth-
ing means what it should. It can be compared to tumbling down the rabbit 
hole in Louis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, into a terrifyingly strange world 
where few if any norms apply, strange phantasms appear and disappear, and 
the jabberwocky prowls about. Others unaffected pass by the rabbit hole but 
rarely recognize it for what it is. They see what, in closure terms, is just an 
average, ordinary hole—a state of recovery in which the humdrum routines 
of life are eventually restored and finality achieved, not an extraordinarily 
harrowing, strange, and nightmarish realm that one must traverse sans com-
pass or GPS, creating both map and path as one goes. Victims’ family mem-
bers and survivors of the Oklahoma City bombing had to negotiate their sur-
real losses at the same time that they moved through the motions of daily 
life.

This volume represents my attempt to take readers on an expedition 
through the lived experience of closure, into the creation of tension-filled 
narratives of identity and community, some of which are redemptive, oth-
ers of which, unfortunately, are not. It is an effort to capture to the extent 
possible the profoundly robust nature of the closure inquiry; why, how, and 
where individuals seek it; how it is mediated by social institutions.

When this term stands before us, naked and stripped of its monstrosity, 
what do we see? First, closure is most affirmatively not what contemporary 
culture says it is—absolute finality, in the sense of such colloquial phrases 
as “over and done with,” “dealt with,” “put behind one’s self,” “let bygones be 
bygones,” “forgive and forget.” Closure is not a state of being, a quality, or 
even a realization. If closure exists at all, it must be as a process, a recursive 
series of adjustments that a self makes in response to external, often institu-
tional, developments. It involves struggles between self and other, embodi-
ment and disembodiment, agency and passivity, speech and silence. This 
view of closure as a strategic, sense-making process suggests that it not only 
cannot but should not be exorcised from contemporary culture. 

This book examines closure through the lenses of communicative behav-
ior and collected memory1—individual and institutional processes of memo-
rialization, reconstruction, and sense-making. I posit that what is meant by 
closure is actually “memory work”—an interactive process by which indi-
vidual family members and survivors construct meaningful narratives of the 
bombing, its impact on their lives, and how they have dealt with, adjusted 
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to, or healed from this event. In the aftermath of an event such as the Okla-
homa City bombing—a “culturally traumatic” incident that unsettles a com-
munity’s most fundamental social and cultural norms—individual memory 
work intersects with institutional processes at several points. Such harrowing 
events are exhaustively (and exhaustingly) covered in the news and enter-
tainment media, and suspected perpetrators will likely stand trial, becom-
ing subject to verdict and punishment. The stories created and publicized 
by mass media institutions and the verdicts and sentences evolved through 
judicial institutions are both key to memory work, essential mnemonic 
developments. Memory work most often consists of narrative sense-mak-
ing, whereby we learn how to tell the stories of the events through which we 
live. Enunciating these events gives us power over them and distance from 
them—exactly the results we hope to gain by our struggles to work through 
crises. By reenvisioning closure as processes of memory work—a search for 
the perspective and self-identity integral to forming autobiographical and 
collected memory—we see that the pursuit of closure is a predictable and 
natural response to suffering and culturally traumatic events, a search for 
moral worth within institutions that help us to form reconstructive narra-
tives and, ultimately, within ourselves as narrators. 

Conceptualizing closure as memory work reveals glimpses of the world 
beyond the rabbit hole, displaying the signs that demarcated the journey’s 
beginning for bombing victims, including the smoking ruins of a building 
where people once conversed, accomplished errands, earned paychecks, 
made friends, annoyed colleagues, ate snacks, and attended meetings, where 
children played, where life was lived. From this perspective, closure becomes 
an immeasurably broader term that comports with individual and cultural 
instincts to work through trauma and “become” survivors, to endure not 
only the traumatic event but also the trauma of reconstruction. The term still 
retains communicative value because it is so common in many different dis-
courses—law, policy, social science, media, everyday conversation. Here, clo-
sure is reconceptualized as a narrative journey, a sense-making pilgrimage; 
we cannot help but seek to narrate and to search for end points. As narrative 
subjects, we are also narrative agents, and while we lack control over plot 
developments, we remain in complete control of how we respond. 

At some point in our constant procession through response and readjust-
ment, we come to a state of awareness that can conclude an event in our lives. 
This point marks our awareness of an ongoing stasis and is an ending of sorts, 
even if it is not a “happy” one, even if sorrow, anger, trauma persist. From 
this perspective, one’s ability to state that there is no closure is itself a closure. 
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Other endings are of course possible, in which the suffering, though present, 
is not so visceral, raw, or painful to handle; for instance, one might be able 
to relegate it to a “chapter” in one’s life. Whatever the endings, closure does 
not foreclose awareness but instead opens it—to suffering, to acceptance, to 
reconstruction, but always to the story of what was, is, and might be. 

In this volume I will refrain from using the term to refer to any such 
therapeutic feeling—relief, satisfaction, catharsis, freedom—out of respect 
for the community of family members and survivors that I interviewed. For 
these individuals, closure is anathema, something akin to Bilderverbot—the 
unspeakability of absolute finality. I would not force a term that is currently 
viewed with such contempt upon members of a population who have will-
ingly imparted their own testimonies to me in trust. 

It will take time for our dominant cultural understandings of closure to 
evolve; I hope that this book is the first step on that journey. If we do not dig 
deeper into our understandings of this concept, then closure will ultimately 
become a casualty of our confessional culture, a lexical corpse that is glibly 
resurrected and forced to dance to the tune of players in popular culture but 
that will forever remain dead to the very communities for which it was cre-
ated. Perhaps that is part of the problem, that it was created for and not with 
or by victims. I believe that closure as memory work is much closer to what 
my participants meant when they described their reconstructive processes. 

When I began to track down existing empirical research on how wit-
nessing an execution might affect victims’ family members, I was shocked 
that, despite the many claims that family members did or did not receive 
“closure” from executions, the entire body of published research consisted 
of two scholarly articles.2 Neither article had actually based its conclusions 
on the experiences of murder victims’ family members; instead, the authors’ 
data sets had been obtained from two different samples: undergraduate stu-
dents and journalists who had witnessed the execution of California prisoner 
Robert Alton Harris. Yet, both articles somehow concluded that witnessing 
executions was psychologically traumatic for murder victims’ family mem-
bers and thus unadvisable. I was simultaneously thrilled and terrified that 
my research project would be the first to address such an important question 
from the perspective of murder victims’ family members. 

I first began to interview victims’ family members and survivors of the 
Oklahoma City bombing in 2004. I conducted all but three of these initial 
interviews face-to-face, in locations where participants felt most comfort-
able—often their homes. These interviews ranged from two to six hours in 
length. My participants patiently sat with me, answering the many difficult 
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questions that I asked them. Our interviews seemed more like conversa-
tions. I was invited into participants’ lives through their stories, and I in turn 
invited them into mine. 

Over the seven years that I have been engaged in this research, the focus 
of the initial project has undergone fundamental changes. The experience 
of conducting extended face-to-face interviews with victims’ family mem-
bers and survivors has turned the project inside out, privileging my partici-
pants’ voices instead of the perpetrators.’ The project’s focus on how execu-
tions affected 33 family members and survivors has expanded into an inquiry 
into how institutions mediate loss, incorporating news coverage, McVeigh’s 
trial and execution, and proceedings against Terry Nichols and Michael For-
tier. Time has wrought many changes; inevitably recollections have grown 
fuzzier, and some details have faded—alterations that some wish to celebrate, 
and others fight to overcome. But time has only magnified my gratitude 
toward all my participants and sharpened my sense of responsibility to them, 
strengthening my determination to share the insights they imparted—and 
entrusted—to me as accurately and fairly as I can. In short, I want—indeed, 
need—to give them my best work in turn. 

As a researcher and author, I do not purport to critique the normative 
value or propriety of family members’ and survivors’ emotions, reactions, 
and activities as healthy or unhealthy or as desirable or objectionable. 
Instead, I envision my role more as a curator, entrusted with the privilege 
of collecting, processing, representing, and displaying these social actors 
and social expressions, reflecting on their significance without passing judg-
ment. Even if I had stood in these individuals’ shoes, each victim’s subjec-
tive reality becomes socially and politically significant, especially when fam-
ily members work passionately to transform their own experience into an 
influential social force. Attempting to understand the emotional dynamics 
of the twinned states of victimhood and survivorship is an altogether differ-
ent task from assessing how they should be managed on an institutional or 
professional basis. Instead, I present these perspectives on their own terms, 
as expressive realities that simply “are,” as passionately held beliefs that we 
as individuals can and must acknowledge, respect, and accommodate, and 
that institutions such as the news media and criminal justice system must 
grapple with. This is the story, always complex and at times contradictory, 
of how we as Americans, individually and institutionally, analyze, negotiate, 
assimilate, patronize, oblige, fetishize, exploit, avoid, diagnose, and admire 
these individuals. 
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At the time of this writing, it has now been more than 27 years since my 
father’s death. Recent years have brought so many joys and successes in my 
life—marriage, graduations, a dream job, the birth of triplet boys, a daugh-
ter, and a son—that not only reignite the pain of his loss but cause it to 
flare up in new ways. The years since the bombing have also wrought many 
changes in the lives of the family members and survivors who were gener-
ous enough to sit down with me and guide me through how the bombing 
and its perpetrators had impacted their lives. People have divorced, had sur-
gery, remarried, had children, moved to other states, switched occupations. 
So many of them have focused on the positive changes wrought at such ter-
rible cost—fresh appreciation for life, gratitude for new friendships, aware-
ness of what is at stake every day, determination to live fully, dedication to 
becoming “better” mothers, fathers, husbands, wives, siblings, and children. 
These positive developments do not justify the bombing; instead, they are 
celebrated because they happened in spite of it. Their closure journey, like 
mine, is ongoing. But their stories, like footprints, give us myriad ways of 
understanding this terrible crossing. For that, we owe them much. 
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