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  MY BROTHER WARD WAS once a famous man.




  No one mentions that now, and I suppose no one is inclined to bring it up, particularly not my father, who in other matters loves those things most that he can no longer touch or see, things

  washed clean of flaws and ambiguity by the years he has held them in his memory, reshaping them as he brings them out, again and again, telling his stories until finally the stories, and the things

  in them, are as perfect and sharp as the edge of the knife he keeps in his pocket.




  In his stories, the bass are all bigger than you have ever seen them, and always catch the glint of the sun in their scales as they jump.




  And he always lets them go.




  He has no stories about my brother, though. At the mention of his name, a change occurs—a small change, you would have to know him to see it—and my father, without moving a muscle in

  his face, slips away; retreats, I think, to that sheltered place where his stories are kept.




  Perhaps we all have our places.




  An hour later, you may notice he hasn’t spoken a word.
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  IN AUGUST OF THE YEAR 1965, a man named Thurmond Call, who had, even by Moat County standards, killed an inappropriate number of Negroes in the line of

  duty, was killed himself between the towns of Lately and Thorn, along a county road which runs parallel to and a quarter mile west of the St. Johns River in northern Florida.




  Thurmond Call was the sheriff of Moat County, and had held that position since before I was born. He was murdered on the eve of his sixty-seventh birthday, but had kicked a man to death on a

  public street in Lately only the previous spring. And so, while it is true there was some sentiment at the time—not only in Lately, the county seat, but in the larger town of Thorn, where we

  lived, and the little encampments along the forty miles of river in between—that it was time to wean Sheriff Call from the public coffers, it had nothing to do with his not being up to the

  job.




  The sheriff’s malady was viewed as having been imposed on him from the outside, and was therefore forgivable, even if it could not be cured. Like tuberculosis. Hippies, federal judges,

  Negroes—he couldn’t keep track of what he was allowed to do to them and what he wasn’t, and that had spawned a confusion in his mind which, the body of Moat County thought went,

  led him to more immoderate positions than he otherwise would have taken. And that, in turn, has spawned a certain unease in the general population.




  Which is all to say that the man he had handcuffed and then stomped to death in the spring had been white.
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  THURMOND CALL WAS FOUND lying on the highway early in the morning, in a rainstorm, a quarter of a mile from his cruiser. The engine had died but the

  wipers were still moving, in spasms, and his headlights were a dim orange. The wide-mouthed jar that he carried between his legs as he drove to receive his tobacco juice was sitting on the roof. He

  had been opened up, stomach to groin, and left for dead.




  The question of how he traveled, disemboweled, to the spot on the highway where he was found, while probably unconnected to the murder itself, presented a haunting piece of unsettled business

  which lingers to this moment over Moat County, in the realm of those profound questions which have no answer. And perhaps lingers in other places, as at the end of his life the sheriff had become a

  symbol of one kind or another everywhere in the state.




  My first opinion on the matter—and it was this sort of matter that at fifteen years of age I had opinions about—was that he was dragged by bears. I did not believe, as his friends

  did, that he crawled after his killer’s car, an account which was presented as fact at his funeral.




  It did not come to me until I was older that he might have just crawled—not knowing where, only wanting to be some other place.




  Regardless of the manner in which Sheriff Call made his last four hundred yards, it is fair to say that with the exception of the war itself, no event in the county’s history ever carried

  a more pivotal message to its citizens than his death, and not knowing how else to express the loss this message carried—not the loss of Thurmond Call, but of something more fundamental that

  people had felt themselves losing all along—a statue of the sheriff was commissioned to stand in the Lately town square. It is there today, celebrating the fracture in history that the

  passing of the sheriff represents.




  On Halloween, a scar sometimes appears on the likeness, running from the stomach to the groin. This reminder of Sheriff Call’s reward is routinely laid to juvenile delinquents, but there

  is a lack of embellishment in the gesture that suggests a colder purpose than vandalism.
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  THE MAN SHERIFF CALL stomped to death in Lately was a former Chrysler/Plymouth salesman at Duncan Brothers Motors named Jerome Van Wetter, who was

  discharged finally not for being a drunk—which he was, but drunks, in fact, are not always bad salesmen; someone has to sell cars to other drunks—but because, even after he had been at

  the dealership many years and was as familiar a showroom fixture to loyal Plymouth buyers as the new models themselves, something in his deportment frightened customers off. He could not overcome

  it with clothes or talk of the state champion Little League team or his smile. The smile, in fact, only made things worse. I know this, having once been left alone with that smile and the new line

  of Plymouths while my father and Mr. Duncan went into the office to close a deal on a Chrysler.




  The indistinct malevolence which Jerome Van Wetter carried hung off him at unexpected angles in much the way his suits hung on his bones, but gathered to its purpose in his eyes.




  There was a predatory aspect to the way they fell on you, expecting something, waiting, a tiny interest finally stirring, like a slow smile, as he found the little places inside you where he did

  not belong.




  He seemed to understand the effect he had on customers, and wore sunglasses indoors.
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  I REFER TO JEROME VAN WETTER as a former car salesman not to underscore his eventual failure in the car business but because to my knowledge his

  employment at Duncan Motors was the only job he ever held, at least the only one that did not involve poaching. Even so, this venture into the mainstream of the Moat County business life eclipsed

  all the known social and professional accomplishments of all the other Van Wetters combined, past and present.




  It was a family which kept itself apart, living on the edge of civilization, compared frequently in the Lately area, where most of them were, to the bears, which had finally lost all fear of

  humans and had to be killed because of it. But even the tamest of the Van Wetters was not tame in a way that would make you comfortable sitting beneath his pale blue eyes in a new Plymouth Fury,

  one foot resting on the paper protecting the car’s carpet, the other still on the showroom floor, smelling both the new upholstery and the sweet, metastasized alcohol coming through his

  skin.




  And because of that, in the end, Mr. Duncan let Jerome Van Wetter go, and in the resulting bout of drunkenness he was arrested and then stomped to death by Sheriff Call.




  And it surprised no one when, a week after Sheriff Call was himself killed, Jerome’s cousin once or twice removed, Hillary Van Wetter, was arrested for the crime. It was a known fact that

  the Van Wetters took care of their own.




  By general agreement, Hillary Van Wetter was the most unpredictable and ferocious member of the whole Van Wetter family, a ranking that had come to him several years before when he had, in fact,

  attacked another policeman with a knife, cutting off the man’s thumb in a dispute over a dragging muffler. That case, however, had never gone to trial. Half thumbless, the policeman yearned

  for his home in Texas, and once there, refused to return to Florida to testify.




  And so seven days after Sheriff Call was found on the highway, county deputies raided Hillary Van Wetter’s cabin in the dense wetlands just north of Lately, killing several of his dogs,

  and found a bloodstained knife in the kitchen sink. A bloody shirt was discovered in the washing tub, and Hillary Van Wetter—who was drunk and happy in the bathtub at the time the deputies

  arrived—was arrested for the murder, and within five months was tried and convicted in county court and sentenced to die in ‘‘Old Sparky’’ at the Florida State Prison

  in Starke. This in spite of being defended by the most expensive attorney in Moat County.




  No one ever knew where the money came from for the lawyer.




  My father’s paper covered the trial and the appeals, of course—there were reporters in Moat County that fall from every paper of any size in the state, along with reporters from

  places like Atlanta, Mobile, New York, and New Orleans—but while the Tribune had, for as long as my father owned it, always employed a local death sentence to rail editorially

  against capital punishment, the paper was strangely quiet after Hillary Van Wetter’s trial.




  ‘‘People know where I stand,’’ was as much as my father would ever say. And that was true. He had defied public opinion for as long as he had been in northern

  Florida—in 1965, the Tribune was the only liberal newspaper in any rural area in the state—but he had gone about it with a wink. The paper was liberal, but in a hopeless and

  harmless way that was designed not to offend, a posture which would not accommodate asking for mercy for the murderer of Thurmond Call.
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  ON A COLD WINTER MORNING four years later, early in 1969—in the same year my brother would blossom as a journalist—I lost my swimming

  scholarship at the University of Florida. A few weeks afterward, I was expelled for an act of vandalism.




  Specifically, I drank a small bottle of vodka and drained the swimming pool, which, while childish, is more complicated work than it may seem from the outside. I don’t want to get into the

  mechanics of it now, but let me assure you that you don’t just pull the plug.




  I returned home, ashamed, and went to work at my father’s newspaper, the Moat County Tribune, driving a delivery truck.




  My father never asked what had happened to me in Gainesville, or if I intended to go back, but it was clear that he meant for me to drive the truck until I saw it was this life’s one

  alternative to a college education.




  He was not formally educated himself, and often spoke of the fact as if it were something lost. ‘‘Lord, I would have loved to study literature,’’ he would say, as if he

  needed permission from a college to read books.




  All that winter and spring I drove the north route for the Tribune, traveling 325 miles over the narrow, mostly shoulderless two-lane roads of northern Moat County. I loaded the truck

  in the dark, passing the sign marking Thorn’s city limits by three-thirty in the morning.




  Each morning at nine o’clock, if the truck didn’t break down and the press runs were on time, I came to the clearing where Sheriff Call’s car had been found. The spot was

  partially hidden from the road—a baked, treeless circle cut into a stand of pines, a picnic table and two outdoor toilets no more than twenty feet apart, the men’s to the east, the

  ladies’ to the west. A marker indicated the spot where the first school in the state had once stood, and a hand-painted sign attached to one of the privies showed a Confederate flag and a

  hand unconnected to any arm, and across these images the legend MOAT COUNTY EXTENDS A WELCOME HAND TO YANKEES!




  Fifteen miles down the road was my last stop of the day—ten papers that I was required to place facedown on a makeshift wooden table just behind the gum ball machines inside a sun-faded

  country store run by an indeterminate number of members of the Van Wetter family, who did not want their patrons met with bad news as they came in the door.




  What specific blood connection these Van Wetters had to the man Sheriff Call stomped to death, I do not know. The Van Wetters occupied half a column of the Moat County telephone book and their

  children rarely married outside the family. Calculating the collateral relations was beyond me, even if the Van Wetters had been inclined to discuss their family tree, which they were not.




  I can only tell you that some mornings an old man was there, blind and freshly angry, as if the blindness had come over him in the night. He would make his way to the papers I had brought and

  count them, moving the folded edges up into the palm of his hand with his fingers, as if he were tickling them, his face scowling up into the window like a sour plant growing to light. And some

  mornings it was his wife.




  Other times there was a young, pregnant woman with the most beautiful skin I had ever seen, whose children would run through a curtain and into the back when I came into the store.




  This woman never looked up, but a moment after the children had disappeared, a man whose face had been burned—whose skin creased at his eye like a badly ironed shirt—would emerge

  from the curtain and stand a foot inside the room, his hands at his sides, watching until I had stacked the papers and left.




  Once, when I had forgotten to collect for the week, I went back into the store and found him still standing where I’d left him, staring at her as she straightened boxes of candy bars in

  the case under the counter.




  She looked at me then, for an instant, and it was as if I’d brought some bad news beyond what was in my newspapers. It was possible, I think, that anytime the door opened it was bad news

  for her.




  I never heard her speak to the man with the burned face, and I never heard him speak to her. I assumed they were man and wife.
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  I WOULD FINISH THE ROUTE before ten, park the truck, walk the six blocks home, and fall into bed with a beer and a copy of the newspaper I had been

  delivering all morning. Early in the afternoon, I would slip away from the stories in the paper into a jumpy sleep, full of dreams, waking up a few hours later in this, the same room where I had

  slept all the nights of my childhood, not knowing where I was.




  Something like that had been happening at Gainesville too, and sometimes in those moments between dreams and consciousness, when I was lost, I glimpsed myself as untied to either place.




  I would get out of bed then and walk to the city pool and swim laps. Or, when I could borrow my father’s truck—he kept his new Chrysler in the driveway and left the garage for a

  beloved twelve-year-old Ford pickup which he used only to go fishing—I drove north to St. Augustine and would swim out into the ocean a mile or more, until my arms and legs were dead weight,

  and then slowly, allowing the water to hold me up, I would turn and make my way back.




  I threw myself away and was returned intact to the beach, and in this way I was somehow saved from those moments it had taken, fresh from sleep, to recognize the room where my most private

  thoughts had been thought, and private courses set, for all my life. The walls of my childhood.




  You could say I was afraid to sleep.
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  MY FATHER CAME HOME from the paper every evening at fifteen minutes after six, slowly pushing open the door of his black Chrysler, moving his feet onto

  the ground, one at a time, then lifting himself out, then turning back into the car for his newspapers. He was a heavy man then, and at the end of his day, every movement was a task unto itself. He

  did not love his job the way he once had.




  By 1969, he was leaving most of the newsroom business to his managing editor—a plain, square-jawed young woman with muscular legs and an embarrassing, unfocused ambition—and spent

  his time with the advertising department, his two-man editorial board, and preparing speeches to deliver to various journalism societies around the state.




  I remember wondering if he was getting into his editor’s knickers at lunch—if she was squeezing the energy out of him with those legs.
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  MY FATHER HAD OWNED black Chryslers for as long as I could remember—a tradition that went back to simpler times when Chryslers were better cars

  than Pontiacs and Olds-mobiles, about as good as a Buick, and one step under the Cadillacs. A respectable car, but nothing too grand. He did not want his advertisers attaching themselves to the

  idea that he was making too much money.




  Dinner was at six-thirty, served by the young Negro woman who had prepared it. She cooked and cleaned and kept the house, and rarely spoke to either of us without being spoken to first. In that

  way, she was unlike other housemaids of the time—who took pains to ingratiate themselves with their employers—but she was an intelligent woman, and the situation spoke for itself.




  Her name was Anita Chester, and it seemed to me that she and the managing editor of my father’s newspaper were better suited to each other’s jobs.




  After dinner, I would help clear the dishes and my father would thank the maid, whose name he could not remember, and drift through the big, empty house like an old ghost, visiting the bathroom

  a long time, then his bedroom—where he would remove his coat and tie and shoes, and slip a bathrobe over his shirt—and finally he would settle into his favorite chair in the study with

  a glass of wine, his head dropping back exactly into the spot where the Vitalis he wore had turned the material dark a long time before.




  He would close his eyes a moment, and then, opening them, he would sip the drink and pick up the newspapers he had brought home and set them on his lap while he found his glasses and turned on

  the lamp.




  The Atlanta Constitution, the Orlando Sentinel, the St. Petersburg Times, the Daytona Beach News-Journal, the Miami Times. Half a dozen small papers

  from all over the state. He did not read them as much as inspect them; seeing what their front pages had that his own paper’s did not. Or perhaps it was the other way around.




  There was a rivalry at the core of the business, a race to deliver the worst news first, and when there wasn’t bad news—there was always some, of course, but I am speaking now of

  calamity—the competition would move in another direction.




  My father would stare at the News-Journal a long time and then look up, smiling, and hand me the paper. ‘‘They call that news judgment,’’ he’d say.




  As if I owned a newspaper, too, and had an opinion on what ought to be placed above the fold of the front page. As if I were the one who would take over his newspaper when it was safe for him to

  step aside.




  He was more respectful of the Atlanta Constitution, as he had once worked with its legendary editor, Ralph McGill. He told his stories about Ralph McGill in a good-humored but reverent

  way, as if Mr. McGill were in the next room listening. The stories always centered on his bravery, which demonstrated itself entirely at the keyboard of a typewriter, and his single-minded pursuit

  of a better South.




  It had occurred to me a long time before 1969, though, that there was something else behind my father’s admiration of Ralph McGill.




  He was famous.




  I had been around reporters all my life—my father had been one once, and he often brought his favorites home for cocktails—and I saw early on that they were hungry in a way I was

  not.




  His favorites were the most aggressive, but for all their scrambling to the scene, for all the research and investigations and prodding and cajoling and lying they did to get to their

  stories—they would brag about these things later—what they hated most was not to be wrong, but to be silent.




  What moved them was not to know things, but to tell them. For a little while, it made them as important as the news itself.




  And in a distant way, Ward was one of them. By that I mean only that there was something in the stories that he wanted for himself. Not that he craved celebrity.




  At home, he had been like my mother. He would sit quietly, listening to my father’s stories of floods and air show catastrophes and Ralph McGill, over and over, for as long as he cared to

  tell them.




  And like my mother, he tired of the stories finally—knowing he could not compete against them—and left.




  Their leavings were different, of course. He simply never came home from college, taking a series of jobs instead as a reporter, and finally arriving at the Miami Times; and she moved

  to California with a drama teacher from Moat County Junior College who had been a frequent contributor to the letters to the editor section of my father’s paper and a supporter of his liberal

  views.




  My father took his losses in stride, but while he regarded Ward’s leaving as a stage of his development—a healthy experience, as he told it, and good preparation for his eventual

  editorship of the Moat County Tribune—he did not hold any such hopeful theories on my mother.




  She had developed right out of his life.




  And so after dinner my father would sit in the two-story white house he had built on Macon Street, empty now except for a maid who did not love him for his public tenderness toward Negroes, and

  a son who did not love his profession, and he would tell his stories and inspect his papers just as he always had, coming finally to the Miami Times, which he would check cover to cover

  for the byline Ward James.




  On the days that he found it, he would quiet all the other, smaller things he was doing—sipping his wine, adjusting his glasses, rubbing his feet against each other—and read it

  carefully, sometimes twice, a smile slowly taking over his face. When he had finished reading, he would move the paper farther away to judge the story’s placement or size, I suppose

  estimating my brother’s emergence into his world.




  When he had finished, and the pile of newspapers had all moved from his lap, through his hands, to a pile at his feet, he would sometimes ask if I had been swimming that afternoon, and after I

  told him yes or no—it was a polite question; he had no interest in it now that it wasn’t organized into competitions—he would look at his watch, stretch, and head off to bed.




  ‘‘Six-thirty comes early,’’ he’d say, always the same words, seeming to forget that by six-thirty I was four hours into my day. I watched him climb the stairs and

  then, when Ward was in the paper, I would pick up the Times and read the story he had written too.




  In the beginning, until the airliner went down, it was usually a murder or a drug arrest. It was usually the Cubans. And I would think of the books Ward had studied, the formal and serious

  nature of his education, and try to imagine how it must have been, at the end of years of Latin and chemistry and physics and calculus, to see that it all led up three flights of stairs in a Miami

  ghetto.




  Having spent some time in college myself, I imagined it was a relief.
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  OF THE LAWLESS EPISODES that visited the James family in the year 1969, the most surprising to me was not my expulsion from the University of Florida but

  my brother’s arrest for drunk driving.




  In fact, until the Sunday he called, I was unaware that Ward drank at all. As children, he and I would sometimes sit in the kitchen before bedtime, eating cereal while my father entertained

  reporters in the next room—we were not allowed in there with them—listening as the pitch on the other side of the door gradually turned shrill, until all the words were shouted over

  other words, and the laughing was hard and vulgar, as if issued over the bodies of victims.




  My father would come through the door for ice from time to time, swinging it farther open as the party went deeper into the night and he drank more glasses of wine, pushing it so hard finally

  that it would slam into the wall behind, his face by now flushed and sweating, the cigarette smoke trailing him into the kitchen. And after he had mussed our hair, gotten his ice, and gone back

  through the door into the wall of smoke outside, Ward would slowly smooth his hair and shake his head in a way that I took to be disapproving.




  It never occurred to me that he wanted to be part of it.




  He had been pulled to the side of the road on Alligator Alley at four-thirty in the morning, a Monday morning, driving a hundred and three miles an hour through the Everglades.




  The trooper walked to the car from behind, carrying a flashlight. He leaned into the open window, the small circle of light moving here and there, stopping on the bottle between my

  brother’s legs, then on the case of beer in back, then on my brother’s face, then on his passenger.




  ‘‘Sir, have you been drinking?’’ the trooper said.




  Ward slowly turned and looked at the man sitting in the seat next to him. The other man laughed.




  The trooper asked Ward to remove himself from the car, calling him ‘‘sir’’ again. The door opened and Ward poured out, still holding the bottle. He took a quick swallow

  before he handed it over. The trooper moved back into his headlights and placed it on the trunk.




  ‘‘May I see your license, sir?’’ the trooper said, and my brother pulled his wallet out of his back pocket, upside down, trailing the pocket liner, and then, as he tried

  to open it, all his cards and money fell onto the pavement and into the wet grass at the side of the road.




  He wandered into the grass and then the swamp behind it, looking for his license and his money, and fell in the mud. The trooper ignored the sounds of Ward in the swamp, and studied his

  driver’s license, which he’d picked up off the ground, illuminating the particulars with his flashlight.




  A minute passed, and my brother emerged into the lights of the trooper’s car, glistening with mud.




  ‘‘Mr. James,’’ the trooper said, reading the name off the license, ‘‘you are under arrest.’’




  And my brother, who, as far as I know, had never in his life asked another human being for a thing that was not his, stood on the road, swaying, and said, ‘‘Sir, I would be proud to

  wear your hat.’’
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  THE MAN IN THE CAR with my brother that night was also a reporter at the Miami Times. His name was Yardley Acheman, and to the reporters and

  editors who worked in the newsroom with them, Yardley Acheman and my brother were exact opposites.




  Exact opposites.




  Some of the Times editors held the opinion that the differences between them accounted for their success, that it was keen management to know that opposites often generated a certain

  chemistry—they liked the idea of chemistry, these editors, the idea of magic—which the Miami Times had been wise enough to stir, and which had produced an investigative team of

  more potency than the individual ingredients would indicate was possible.




  A perfect match, they said. Exact opposites.




  And perhaps they were right, although it doesn’t seem to me that people can be opposites, exact or otherwise—what, after all, is the opposite of six feet tall? Of being required in

  ninth grade to memorize the periodic table and never forgetting it? Of foot odor?




  Still, people are different, and Ward and Yardley Acheman were more different than most.




  It is my understanding that before the editors of the Miami Times first designed to throw him together with my brother to cover a plane crash in the Everglades—an arrangement more

  of chance and convenience than the chemists at the Times cared to admit later—Yardley Acheman was just another sulking and lazy reporter on the city desk whose name rarely appeared

  over stories in the newspaper because the editors who ran the desk weren’t inclined to go through the long process of talking him into writing anything in which he had no personal

  interest.




  On the other hand, when Yardley Acheman found a subject of interest, he was considered something of a literary genius. The editors agreed on that, and many of them held literary ambitions of

  their own. They all knew writing when they saw it; that was their job.




  Between events of personal interest, however, Yardley Acheman would sit at his desk in the most distant corner of the city room, visiting an endless stream of girls and bookies on the telephone,

  trying to talk the new ones into giving him a chance, trying to talk the old ones into leaving him alone.




  He was handsome in a spoiled way, a pretty boy, and it seemed to give him access to anything he wanted. It was often difficult for him to fit all his social engagements into his calendar.




  The editors knew what Yardley Acheman was doing on the telephone, but all newspapers carry some sort of dead weight—reporters who do not want to be reporters, editors who care more for

  their titles than their jobs—and, as these things go, Yardley Acheman was less trouble than most. He considered other reporters, who did not possess his literary grace, beneath him, and was

  consequently never the sort of dead weight who became an agitator for the guild.




  A guild agitator was a different kind of burden to bear, and the people who ran the paper were more inclined to relieve themselves of it.




  Something happened to Yardley Acheman, however, on the evening that he and Ward were chosen—without forethought or ceremony, from the evidence, but because they were the only two

  unoccupied reporters in the room—to go to the wreckage of Flight 119, which had left its runway at Miami International Airport, stayed airborne two minutes and forty seconds, and then crashed

  into the Everglades, killing everyone aboard.




  Yardley Acheman found his vocation in that night’s carnage, in the enormity of the collision of 140 human beings and their sheet metal tube into the soft mud of the swamp, the enormity of

  the tearing—he became flush with the telling of it, with the cataloging of details; with the accumulative weight of their meaning.




  It was like riding a bicycle, he got it all at once.




  But Yardley Acheman, of course, had not amassed the details by himself. The most tearing of them had come from my brother, who had waded through the mud into the plane while Yardley kept

  outside, where, horrifying as the accident was, there were other places to look; room, as he would often say, to consider the larger perspective.




  For his part, Ward walked the length of the tube, from the place in back where the tail section had broken off to the pilot’s compartment, brushing mosquitoes off his face, counting the

  dead still in the plane, recording their positions, and through them the terrible velocity of impact.




  By coincidence, the entire Dade County air rescue machinery had been sent to a smaller crash—a private plane—an hour earlier that night, and for more than thirty minutes Ward and

  Yardley Acheman had the disaster to themselves.




  The plane yawed and settled as Ward made his way to the front; the only other sounds were those of the swamp itself. A day later, subscribers to the Miami Times would hear those sounds

  too, and see, in the darkened cabin, parts of bodies still strapped to their seats.




  And while careful readers might have noticed that the account of the sights and sounds carried a personal tone which alluded to matters beyond the accident itself, there was enough weight in the

  details to overcome it.
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  LIKE YARDLEY ACHEMAN, my brother kept apart from the gossip and flow of the newsroom.




  Even after the success of the airliner story, Ward would not be brought into the lives of the other reporters. He kept his desk spotless and neat, and checked facts compulsively; he worked hours

  beyond his scheduled quitting time and did not fill out requests for overtime pay.




  All of this was misunderstood and resented by the reporters who witnessed it, who did not know that when he wasn’t on a story, my brother was incapable of asking for anything.




  It was assumed in the newsroom that Ward had gotten his job through his father’s influence, and while I do not know if that was true—editors and publishers regularly hire each

  other’s children, and I am not sure my father, for all his ethical posturing, was above that—I am sure that Ward was unaware of it. He would have never risked the embarrassment.




  No one was more afraid of embarrassment.




  Still, the story that rose from the wreckage of Flight 119 elevated Ward’s standing with the other reporters, who were honest enough to see that he had done something that they themselves

  might not have done—a crashed airplane, still humming with current and warm from the friction of the collision and full of fuel, how many of them would have climbed into the hole where the

  tail section had broken off and walked the length of the cabin in the dark?—but he would not be complimented, could not think of words to say when they came to his desk that next morning with

  their congratulations.




  He could not give and he could not receive, except in the course of collecting a story.




  A story had an authority of its own to my brother, and under that authority he was able to approach subjects of intimacy that he would never approach on his own.
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  A WEEK AFTER THE STORY of the crash appeared on the front page of the Miami Times, Ward and Yardley Acheman were called into an office where

  four editors in white shirts were seated around a long table, smoking Camel cigarettes and pinching pieces of tobacco off the ends of their tongues.




  After a few minutes of desultory conversation—which Yardley Acheman was as good at as the editors, and which only made my brother uncomfortable—the lowest ranking editor in the room

  broke the news of the promotion: Yardley Acheman and my brother had been taken off their duties on the city desk and would work together as a team.




  It is a fundamental principle of the operation of newspapers that all decisions, particularly personnel decisions, are delivered at the most local level. Under this principle, the managing

  editor, for instance, never appears to tell the city editor how to use his reporters.




  If it were not for that, the reporters—who instinctively seek the highest authority—would come to the managing editor instead of the city editor to complain that their assignments

  were not suited to their talents or that their copy was being raped. And of the hundred reasons it’s better to be a managing editor than a city editor, avoiding discussions of raped copy is

  near the top of the list.
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  I WAS IN ONLY my second month on the north county route when Flight 119 went down in the Everglades, and it was seven weeks later that Ward and Yardley

  Acheman’s next story appeared, a meticulous account of a fraternity hazing at the University of Miami which ended in a young man’s drowning in a whirlpool bath.




  As he had at the crash site, Ward went inside while Yardley Acheman kept the distance he required to preserve his larger perspective.




  Over the weeks it took to gather the story, Ward was threatened by the fraternity members and one night was attacked and beaten by half a dozen of them outside their house. He could not see who

  they were. When they left, he drove to the hospital and took fifteen stitches in his eyelid and was back at their front door the same evening.




  Later, his car tires were cut and his phone began to ring at all hours of the night, with no one on the other end when he answered.




  And each morning he was back, hanging over the fraternity house like the death itself. Phone calls and beatings and having tires slashed—those were not the things that frightened my

  brother.
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  THE FRATERNITY’S LAWYER had kept his clients out of court following the drowning, and now obtained a court order

  prohibiting Ward and all other employees of the Miami Times from coming within a hundred yards of the house.




  Ward complied with the order, figuring the hundred yards trigonometrically and then waiting just outside the boundary two days a week, reminding them on their way to and from the fraternity

  house that he was still there.




  On other days, he waited outside their classrooms. He called them at the fraternity, and wrote them letters, both at home and at school. The lawyer got another court order, prohibiting calls and

  letters.




  But it was too late, my brother had gotten a letter back. The writer was a massive, long-haired football player named Kent de Ponce, who met Ward at his parents’ home in Coral Gables and

  allowed him to set a tape recorder on the table between them while they talked. I have played that tape so many times now that I hear the voices sometimes in the hum of tires on the highway.




  The football player sits so close to the machine that even his breathing is audible. He is drinking beer, and apologizing endlessly—for not speaking to Ward earlier, for his part in

  Ward’s beating, for drinking too many beers, for not offering Ward a beer, for standing at the side of the whirlpool and watching while a boy only a year or two younger than himself was left

  upside-down and kicking underwater until all the kicking stopped, and his body was twice as heavy coming out as it had been a few minutes before, when it was lifted in.




  He apologizes for these things as if it were in Ward’s hands to forgive them.




  He cries as he talks, and apologizes for that too.




  The brothers, he says—that’s what he calls the members of the fraternity, ‘‘the brothers’’—were drunk and lost track of the time the pledge was

  underwater. They thought he was pretending to go limp. He wonders out loud if he will lose his scholarship. The football player’s nose is running and he sniffs, making spasmodic wet noises,

  and once a line of spit drops from his lips onto the tape recorder itself. He laughs at that, and tries, at the same time to apologize. ‘‘Jesus, I’m sorry, man. . .

  .’’




  ‘‘You know, man,’’ he says later, changing course just once toward the end, ‘‘I don’t know if I should be doing this. . . .’’ There is a

  pause in the tape, as he realizes it is already done.




  When he speaks again, it is as if he is trying out an idea on Ward. ‘‘The only thing I could do now,’’ he says, ‘‘I could break your neck and say I thought

  you were a burglar.’’




  The tape is quiet a long time after that, and then he says, ‘‘I apologize, man. I don’t know what I’m saying.’’




  Waiting out the long pause—for as many times as I have heard the tape, I still strain for the words that end it—I think of my brother and wonder if, as he waits in the living room in

  Coral Gables with the football player and the prospect of violence, if he was drawn to those strange, kinetic moments before such things are decided.




  If that is the heart of the attraction.




  Ward met the football player again the next day at a restaurant near his house while Yardley Acheman, working from the perimeter, made notes on the football player’s expensive shoes, his

  car, the houses that lined the street where his parents lived. His ten-dollar haircut.




  In the story that appeared in the paper, these details and details of the appearance and belongings of other members of the fraternity—the piece begins with a description of a parking lot

  full of Jeeps and Mustang convertibles—occupy a place of importance that seems, on examination, to outweigh even the details of the drowning itself. It is written as if Yardley Acheman were

  arguing that his view was as meaningful as the one from inside.




  There was no mention of the dead boy’s car in this story, or the neighborhood where his parents lived, or the advantages he enjoyed. He was absolved of that, and presented with a purity

  that is familiar to readers of newspapers, who have always been willing to disregard what they know about human nature and believe that the people written about in stories are different from the

  ones they know in their own lives.




  This does not include readers who have been victims themselves, of course. No one who is touched personally by such a story and then watches a newspaper report it ever trusts newspapers in the

  same way again.




  On the other hand, I suppose that to those who loved him, the drowned boy was pure, and, if it were left to me, I would never take whatever comfort that might be away from them for the sake of

  accuracy. But even though it was never written, it is still true that if it were not for his drowning, the same boy a year later surely would have stood by drunk himself while blindfolded pledges

  were led in, shackled, and thrown into a whirlpool full of icy water.




  Even if it wasn’t written, part of the dead boy’s story is that he wanted to be one of the bunch who drowned him.
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  IT WAS EARLY in the morning of the day the fraternity story appeared in the newspaper that my brother and Yardley Acheman tripped a state trooper’s

  radar gun at 103 miles an hour on Alligator Alley as they passed into territory belonging to the Miccosukee Indians.




  They were headed, for reasons Yardley Acheman did not understand, back to the scene of the airplane crash. Ward, who was drunk, would only say it was something he wanted to check.
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  BY THE TIME he walked out of jail the next morning on his own promise to appear in court and sat down in the sun on a bench in front of the courthouse to

  wait for Yardley Acheman—the dried mud breaking off his shoes and his face still stiff with jailhouse soap—my brother, while not famous yet, was on the way.




  Yardley Acheman arrived with his girlfriend, who was a fashion model and was driving the car because he had lost his license to a drunk driving charge too. ‘‘The phone’s been

  ringing off the hook all morning,’’ he said, ignoring the fact that my brother had just spent the night in jail. ‘‘Everybody in the world loves us.’’




  He was sitting in the front seat, with the girl; my brother was in the back. She looked quickly in the mirror, as if she were worried what someone who had just come out of jail might be doing

  back there.




  Yardley Acheman turned in his seat, getting on his knees. His shoes left prints against the dashboard.




  ‘‘Hey,’’ she said.




  ‘‘Right now,’’ he said to Ward, ignoring her, ‘‘there’s no place in the world we can’t go. Keep that in mind. We can go anywhere we

  want.’’ Then he turned back, slid closer to the girl, and dropped an arm around her shoulders as she drove. A moment or two later, he winked at Ward and moved his hand onto her breast.

  Anywhere we want.




  ‘‘Hey,’’ she said, pushing it away with her elbow, looking in the mirror again. But my brother could see that she liked Yardley Acheman, and didn’t care where he

  touched her, or who was there when he did it.




  Yardley, my brother told me once, had a way with the girls.
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  UNROLLING THE MIAMI TIMES that Sunday afternoon, my father, still in his fishing hat, sat straight up on the chair after only a few paragraphs.

  Something big on the line. He leaned into it, gradually moving closer to the page, as if the print were disappearing, then turning the pages to get farther into the story. Occasionally, he stopped

  as he read, marking his place with his finger as he rocked back and looked at the ceiling, savoring some detail that struck him as particularly exquisite.




  When he had finished, he returned to the top of the front page, moving from there to the middle of the paper, estimating the size of the story, considering its placement, and then he read it all

  again.




  ‘‘This is what it’s all about,’’ he said finally, and set the paper down.




  I had been two hours cutting the grass that day and was on the way outside to sharpen the lawn mower before it got dark. As I left the room I saw him go into his shirt pocket for one of his

  pills.




  When I came back in later, the paper was lying on the footstool in front of his chair, still open to the inside pages where the story of the dead fraternity boy ended.




  I found him on the porch, sitting in an old wooden swing attached to rafters, drinking a beer. The sun was going down; Anita Chester had made dinner and left.




  ‘‘Do you drink?’’ he said.




  A strange question, it seemed to me, considering what had happened at Gainesville. Perhaps he meant to ask if I still drank after what had happened. ‘‘A beer,

  sometimes,’’ I said.




  ‘‘Get yourself a beer,’’ he said. And then, as I was heading back inside to get it, he said, ‘‘Your brother’s a newspaperman.’’




  And so we sat on the porch and drank to my brother, the smell of freshly cut grass on my shoes, my father moving slightly in the swing, smiling, but also shaking his head from time to time in a

  troubled way, as if Ward’s sudden success in his world presented problems he hadn’t considered.




  ‘‘The plane crash,’’ he said, ‘‘that could have been blind luck. . . .’’ I looked at him a moment, not understanding at first that he was talking

  about the newspaper account, not the accident itself. ‘‘But this thing with the boy in the fraternity . . . it’s a Pulitzer. This could be the proudest moment of my

  life.’’




  He stopped himself, as if to reconsider it all from another angle, and a few minutes later said, ‘‘I wonder who this Yardley Acheman is.’’
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  THE FOLLOWING SUNDAY, I cut the grass again. If I didn’t cut the grass on Sunday, my father would return from the river in the afternoon and go

  straight into the garage, without comment, and pull out the lawn mower—a hand-powered machine with rusted blades and bald tires—and begin to push it back and forth across the yard, a

  small supply of nitroglycerin in his shirt pocket against the onset of angina.




  Before I came home, he hired one of the children from the neighborhood to do it, but with one of his own sons in the house, it embarrassed him to be seen spending the money.




  I was in the backyard with this machine when Ward called. I left the grass, picking up a beer as I passed the refrigerator, and answered the phone. It took a moment to recognize his voice. I

  hadn’t spoken to him since I left Gainesville, and there was something oddly reserved in the way he addressed me now, as if he were as worried as my father that I had gone crazy. That was at

  the center of things that spring, that I’d cracked.




  But it was hard to know what Ward was thinking; he had always held himself behind the door to answer.




  He had no talent for conversation, had never found a way to say the things he felt. It was as if even ordinary gestures—a smile, a turn of his head—didn’t fit, perhaps were too

  imprecise for the exact, literal nature of his mind. He kept himself at a distance that no one could cross.




  ‘‘How are things in the city?’’ I said.




  And for ten seconds it was as if someone had cut the line.




  ‘‘Good,’’ he said, finally. And then, after another pause, ‘‘You’re not swimming today?’’




  ‘‘No.’’




  In the silence that followed, I caught a sudden reflection of what had happened in Gainesville, things changing one morning in the pool when the noise began to bounce off the walls and ceiling

  in a way that I could not follow back to the source. . . . How can I tell you this? I was terrifed that there was no source. That I was scattered, no longer intact.




  The swimming coach, a Hungarian immigrant who had been wounded in the Russian invasion, pulled me out of practice ten minutes later and rapped on my forehead as if it were a screen door, and

  told me I had talent but would never amount to anything until I learned to commit myself to the swim. Commit everything to the swim.




  ‘‘I’ll get W.W.,’’ I said, which is what my father—William Ward James—was called by everyone except Anita Chester, who called him Mr. James, and old

  friends who called him ‘‘World War.’’




  But that was from a different time and a different place.




  ‘‘Wait a minute,’’ Ward said.




  I waited, afraid he was going to ask about Gainesville. Moments passed.




  ‘‘How are you doing?’’




  ‘‘It’s going all right.’’




  ‘‘W.W. said he’s got you running the north county route.’’




  ‘‘Six days a week.’’




  The Moat County Tribune had no Sunday edition. My father had tried it for eight months a few years before, and nearly lost the paper.




  ‘‘You want a job?’’ he said quietly.




  ‘‘Is it driving a truck?’’




  ‘‘No,’’ he said, ‘‘not a truck.’’




  The line went quiet again.




  ‘‘A car,’’ he said finally.




  ‘‘Whose car?’’




  ‘‘I don’t know, a rental . . .’’ Something left hanging.




  ‘‘You don’t need me to drive a rental, Ward,’’ I said.




  ‘‘Yes,’’ he said, ‘‘I do.’’
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  I AM NOT SURE my father had a clock on it—he had worked each day for the next day most of his life, which is the fundamental rhythm of the news

  business, and he was happiest measuring his time in daily editions and unhappiest when he had to think further ahead, as the economics of the business required—but it was clear to me from

  early on that he meant for Ward to take over his newspaper.




  His vision of this moment—a ceremony of some kind, surely—stayed constant, I think, even as all things around him changed.




  He had always accommodated change, but kept this moment of his rewarding apart from that; perfect, unblemished, like the shapes of the things in his stories.




  And it never seemed to me, until my brother called from Miami to ask if I would take a job as his driver, that I appeared in my father’s grand reward ceremony at all. No more, at least,

  than in a place toward the front of the spectators, where I might stand with my mother and her new husband to witness the celebration.




  But when I mentioned over supper later in the week that Ward had offered me a job which did not involve getting out of bed at two-thirty in the morning, my father, without realizing he had done

  it, set his fork down beside his plate and gazed past me and out the window. I remembered the look from the year my mother left.




  He took out his pocketknife and opened the blade, testing its sharpness with the flat of his thumb. Then, just as absently, he went into his pocket for a heart pill. He had been doing more of

  that lately; sometimes it was hard to tell what made him happy.




  Anita Chester came through the door a moment later, looked at the cooling food on my father’s plate, then at the glaze over his eyes.




  ‘‘Is something wrong with your meal, Mr. James?’’ she said.




  ‘‘It’s fine,’’ he said, still looking out the window.




  The heart pill had already made him more comfortable.




  ‘‘Then eat it,’’ she said, and went back into the kitchen.




  He picked up his fork, reluctant to disobey her, and glanced down at the plate. Okra, black-eyed peas, pieces of ham, all lying together in a congealing pile. She took home what we didn’t

  eat. He touched it, breaking the seal, and steam from inside came off the plate into his face and fogged his glasses.




  He put the fork back down, a piece of ham speared at the end. ‘‘I thought you were going to stick around,’’ he said finally. He looked quickly around the room, reminding

  me how empty the place would be.




  ‘‘I’m not going to Miami,’’ I said. ‘‘Ward’s coming here.’’ But he didn’t seem to hear.




  ‘‘Everybody’s leaving,’’ he said.




  ‘‘I’m not leaving.’’ I said it slowly. He looked at me as if he didn’t know who I was. ‘‘Ward’s looking into something here in Moat

  County,’’ I said. ‘‘He needs somebody to drive him around.’’




  He picked up his glass and finished all the water in it. When he put it down, he was back in the room. ‘‘Why can’t he drive himself?’’ he said.




  I shook my head, unwilling to tell him that.




  ‘‘All I know, he and Yardley Acheman are going to be up here a few weeks.’’




  ‘‘And after that?’’ he said.




  Anita Chester came back through the door, studied my father’s plate and his pocketknife, lying open near it, and put her hands on her hips. ‘‘You going to eat that or torture

  it?’’ she said. ‘‘I got things to do.’’
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