










Write What You Know




My work was so numbing and repetitive—so dead—that my mind was forced to escape. It tended to leave me at the damnedest moments. Of course, my mind checked out when I wrote the obits, the scores and scores of obituaries. If only I could have escaped with it.




That’s when it happened. That’s when I came to know things about some of the dead people in the obits. I don’t know how or why, and it was never something I could control. But somehow, some way, my brain went off somewhere, and when it came back, I knew things. Strange things. Secrets. The dying secrets of the dead.




Was it my drinking? At long last, was I losing my mind? Or was I merely the only one left to tell their stories?




After all, how can you explain instinct? Sometimes, you’ll just get a feeling. You’ll simply know certain things. All reporters do, to some degree.




That’s the best I can explain it. At long, long last my reporter’s instinct had returned.




I wasn’t about to question it.















This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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“HOW MANY DO WE GOT TODAY, LENNY?” TEDBRONSKI, THEobituary editor, asked me with a forced cheerfulness.




He was like clockwork, Bronski was, always the late afternoon, a few hours before deadline. He timed it purposely because he knew I zoned out.




My body jerked at the interruption. I mumbled “What?”




“How many?” Bronski nodded at the day’s allotment of obituaries that had been faxed to me by undertakers from all over Harrisburg and beyond. The death notices were fresh additions atop my cluttered desk.




“Don’t know. Got a good stack of them here, lots of death in that pile.” A feeble joke, dead on arrival.




“C’mon Lenny, deadline’s coming.” It was a friendly warning.




“No deadlines for this lot. No more deadlines ever, the lucky bastards.”




That was my life. I gave every poor sucker who passed away five column inches of news copy to prove he was somebody. I was the obit writer.




Sure, I started out a reporter, covered city hall, state politics, a couple of governors—everything that was important in this town. I was on the beat when Three Mile Island ran hot and nearly melted down, threatening to take all of Harrisburg with it. Come to think of it, that was my last big story. A few years later, a couple of hotshot managers came in from corporate and put me to pasture on the obit desk.




In the years since, I had become a sixty-one-year-old lifer atThe Harrisburg Herald . There was little hope of retirement, thanks to my wife and her debts. A few years back, she made us buy the condo down in Orlando. She spends most of the winter and spring there. I stay up here and pay the bill.




This was the future I faced until my own obit came up, and I began losing it. I let things slip. I wasn’t out on stories anymore, so I did away with my usual jacket and tie. I took to wearing sneakers to work, along with my polyester pants. I walked aimlessly around town during two-hour lunches. I had to get out of that newsroom to breathe. I had to get out from under those obits—a good twenty a day, but sometimes close to forty.




Some days—okay, most days—my afternoon wanderings led me to a bar or two. The dark rooms with a few quiet, tired-looking men huddled over their drinks were a sanctuary from the stack of death notices that I knew was piling up on my desk. The whiskey was a bracer for what was coming: those intense hours before deadline when all those death stories needed to be set into type.




Every afternoon was the same. The elevator spat me out into the newsroom, which was really starting to hum as deadline approached. Immediately, my chest tightened. I’d shuffle back to my desk, everyone pretending not to see me. I must have looked like an empty-headed zombie, the ghost of the newsroom. Sometimes, after pissing back some of the whiskey I’d drunk, I’d catch myself in the rest-room mirror. I’d not even recognize the shell staring back from the glass, his sunken cheeks, lifeless eyes, and stringy, gray hair.




Back in my swivel chair, the crush of deadline was an oppressive weight and a palpable dread. My gut rumbled. Painful gas churned through my bowels. In those hours, farting became my only pleasure. It was cleansing. I’d fart right into the cushion of my swivel chair. Sometimes, that was enough to muffle the sound. Other times, I’m sure people heard. I didn’t care. They already took me for crazy. Screw-loose Lenny was what they called me, though never to my face. So what if I farted at my desk? It kept people away. It was a blessing, the only blessing.




When writing the obits, I became a complete vacuum. I looked at the words. I typed the words. But my mind was empty. I was simply a vehicle for the stories of these dead people. It was boilerplate stuff. But what if the dead person had something else to say?




Before everything happened, I never really thought about that.




I was just a ghost floating between the worlds of the living and the dead. Little did I know that my long decline as an obit writer was merely preparation for the biggest story of my life.




And, it would all start with an obit.
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EVERY DAY PEOPLE DIE. YOU NEVER REALIZE JUST HOW MANYuntil you are the obit writer. And then, you don’t give a damn. They aren’t people; they’re annoyances. Pieces of paper faxed to you by an undertaker. Pieces of paper that you have to squint at to make sure you spell the names right and get the service times correct. They’ll kill you if you fuck up an obit. The families read them. They want to see their loved ones’ names in the paper. They want to see their own names, listed as survivors. And they want to make sure everything is just so, to get a good turnout at the funeral. After all, those goddamn things are expensive. When it’s all over, they put the clipping in the family bible.




It’s all very important stuff. Just not to the obit writer.




At some papers, obit duty isn’t that bad. Either it’s a small paper in a small town, and not that many people die in a week. Or, it’s a big city, and the paper limits the full obits to a handful of notable deaths. The rest just get death notices, little more than classified ads of the obit column.




That’s not the way we did it here. At theHerald , we wrote a full obit on everyone who died.




My work became so numbing and repetitive—so dead—my mind was forced to escape. It tended to leave me at the damnedest moments. I could be walking around town or driving in the car, and there it would go. Of course, my mind checked out when I typed the obits, the scores and scores of obituaries. If only I could have escaped with it.




That’s when it happened. That’s when I came to know things about some of the dead people in the obituaries. I don’t really know how, and it was never something I could control. But, somehow, some way, my brain went off somewhere, and when it came back, it knew things. Strange things. Secrets. The dying secrets of the dead people in the obits.




Believe me, I could not have told you which obit I was writing at any particular time. But my mind knew. It knew something that wasn’t printed on the faxes from the undertakers. No, they’d never put this kind of stuff in an obit, but I wrote these things just the same.




Was it my drinking? At long last, was I losing my mind? Or was I merely the only one left to tell their stories?




At first, I told myself that the information was always there, somewhere in my head. Facts I had soaked up during my forty-one years in the news business. After all, Harrisburg’s no metropolis. It’s pretty easy to know other people’s business.




Then again, maybe it was something more. After all, how can you explain instinct? Sometimes, you just get a feeling. You just know certain things. All reporters do, to some degree or another.




That’s the best I can explain it. At long, long last my reporter’s instinct had returned. I wasn’t about to question it.




The first time I remember it happening, I didn’t even know what to make of it. I was just typing along.




The keys rattled:






Russell Gardner, 72, of Middletown, died Wednesday at his home.




He was retired from Capital BlueCross and was a former employee of Bethlehem Steel Corporation. He was a member of Rotary Club and he was A DAMN DIRTY ROTTEN WIFE BEATER. HE WAS A CLOSETED HOMOSEXUAL ALL HIS MISERABLE LIFE AND HE TOOK IT OUT BY HATING EVERY WOMAN HE KNEW, MOST ESPECIALLY HIS LOVING WIFE, MARTHA. THE MESSED-UP FUCK HAD NO DESIRE FOR HIS DEVOTED WIFE, OR ANY OTHER WOMAN FOR THAT MATTER. BUT HE WAS JEALOUS OF THE ATTENTION OTHER MEN PAID THE FAIRER SEX. HE WANTED THAT ATTENTION FOR HIMSELF.




Surviving is his wife, Martha, WHO WAS HAPPY TO SEE HIM SUFFER WITH THE CANCER AND GLAD TO WATCH HIM DIE, NICE AND SLOW. The couple had no children.




Memorial services and burial will be private. MARTHA PLANS TO DUMP HIS ASHES IN THE TOILET, TAKE A NICE HEALTHY SHIT RIGHT ON TOP OF HIM, AND THEN FLUSH THE WHOLEMESS.







I didn’t realize what I had written. When your mind was out to lunch, one obit blended into the other, becoming one long string of dead people’s little lives. Hell, I almost sent the damn thing to the edit desk. Usually, it was automatic, but something caught my eye and broke through the dense fog shrouding my brain. I stopped my finger just before it hit the “send” button. Surely, Bronski would have taken me for a nut job had he gotten one look at that obit. Maybe, the paper would have tried to fire me. Thank God for the union.




Luckily, it never came to that. My eyes caught the word “HOMOSEXUAL,” then stopped dead on the choice phrases “MESSED-UP FUCK” and “DIRTY ROTTEN WIFE BEATER.” Not the kind of thing one usually writes in an obit.




I stared at the words in disbelief. What the hell was I thinking? Why did I write this? What could it possibly mean?




These questions churned inside me, but when you’ve been writing obituaries day after day, year after year, it takes more than a four-letter word or two in some poor schmuck’s obit to get you off your ass. I was about to scold myself for what must have been some wildly excessive lunchtime drinking and then go about the task of rewriting the obit, but I stopped dead. The raw nakedness of the language struck me. I felt dirty somehow, like a Peeping Tom whacking off outside a young girl’s window. Only, I was peeking into the cold, dark corner of someone’s soul.




The chill that ran down the back of my neck sure got my attention. I no longer had any choice in the matter. I had to find out more. The idea came to me surprisingly clear and direct: Go see the widow.




I looked up the Gardners in the newsroom’s cross directory and got the full address. In the morning, when my mind was the freshest, I’d drive out to Middletown to see the poor widow. I had no idea what I’d say or even what I was looking for. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I just had the urge to see this woman in a desperate attempt to make some sense of the odd obit I had written.




I printed out the original version; otherwise I feared I might forget the specifics. Then, I rewrote the account of Russell Gardner’s life, turning it into something nice and proper, all the usual stuff people have come to expect when they read about the dead. And none of what they haven’t.




 




The next morning, I drove to Middletown. It was a pleasant day in late June. The trees were lush green, the beneficiaries of a moist spring. The lawns were equally full, and many were meticulously manicured and accented with mulch and tanbark in all the appropriate places, around the shrubs and flower beds.




I walked up to the porch of a modest rancher, the place where Russell Gardner had died less than thirty-six hours before, the victim of a torturous case of lung cancer. The front door was open, leaving a screen as the only barrier. I could hear a woman’s voice from inside. It was the one-sided conversation of someone talking on the phone. I couldn’t quite make out the words, but her tone was light, her voice rising and falling in a singsong way. At regular intervals, a burst of staccato laughter punctuated the conversation. She did not sound like a woman in mourning.




I leaned my face closer to the screen, peering deeper inside. A folded-up hospital bed sat in the corner of the living room, along with other medical equipment rented to accommodate Russell’s slow, agonizing demise. In the middle of the green-carpeted floor lay three black garbage bags, all stuffed to the point of bursting. Two were tied shut, but the last was open and brimming with clothes, wads and wads of men’s clothes. Martha was already getting rid of dear Russell’s worldly possessions. No sense letting the corpse get cold before it’s out with the old, I thought.




My finger hit the bell. On cue, a woman danced around the corner from the kitchen. She glided through the living room, easily avoiding the stuffed garbage bags. She cradled a portable phone with her left shoulder and appeared to be drying her hands, as if she’d been doing a little work in the sink. Her khaki shorts rode modestly above the knee. A white cotton blouse, sleeveless and immaculately pressed, completed the outfit. The woman coming to greet me was attractive in an understated way and appeared to be a decade and a half younger than the age listed for her dead husband.




As she neared, I could hear her say, “Okay, I gotta go. Someone’s at the door. Lunch sounds wonderful. It’ll be great to get out. I think that’s exactly what I need. You, too. Bye, Paul.”




She disconnected the phone with her thumb and looked at me through the screen. A smile remained from her conversation.




“Can I help you?” she inquired politely. She did not invite me in but didn’t seem apprehensive at all. I locked eyes with her and forced myself to concentrate on her features. There was something I needed to see.




“Hi, Martha.” I forced a smile. “You seem to be doing well.”




“Yes.” A bit confused. “I’m sorry, but do I know you?”




“I was a friend of Russell’s,” I lied spontaneously, a talent that comes naturally to most reporters. “A rather close friend, but I guess he never told you. He liked to keep things separate, you know, the different parts of his life. He was a complicated man. I’m glad to see you’re doing so well with his passing. I just stopped by to express my condolences. I read in the paper that services were private.”




“Yes,” she managed. The instant I mentioned her dead husband’s name, the widow’s mouth, which had been curled into a smile, went slack. Her eyes, once bright and welcoming, deadened. And her voice, which had been so bouncy, fell to a monotone.




“Russell didn’t introduce me to many of his, uh, friends,” Martha measured out her words as she folded her arms across her chest. “He kept to himself, you’re quite right.”




I thought I saw her tremble as she hugged herself and looked down at her shoes. Then, her hand reached for the wooden door. But before it slammed shut, Martha’s eyes, now angry and teary, glanced up and found mine.




“Did he beat you, too?” She spat out the words like they tasted bad. “Or did he save it all for me?” Her tone was hot with hate, and in that second, she saw that I knew everything. “Don’t come back here. Ever.”




Her stern face disappeared behind the swinging door, which marked an emphatic end to our conversation.




It had all been true, everything I had written in that strange obit. Somehow, I knew I was even right about that special, shitty funeral service Russell’s wife had arranged for him: she flushed the old bugger right down the commode, a few turds on top.
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AT FIRSTIDIDN’T SEE HOW ICOULD USE MY NEWFOUND instincts. They were delicate and fleeting, like the vibes you sometimes picked up off a person, even someone you didn’t know all that well. But so what if some closeted fag beat his wife? Who cared if a bitter Vietnam vet died painfully, tormented as much by the ulcers that ate his guts as by his conscience, which burned painful holes through his soul? I mean, these people were dead. Having suffered in life, they ought to be able to take their dying secrets to their graves in peace. The knowledge that came to me simply added to my own burden.




I admit that I often fantasized about being spoken to by some poor bastard who had a coronary while staring at a winning lotto ticket or an old, penny-pinching geezer who’d taken his last breath atop a lumpy mattress stuffed with cash. But it never happened. And I could never see what there was to do about any of it, beyond just knowing it was true.




Then there was this little girl, twelve years old and innocent. Theresa Sue Chilton. I remember typing her obit. No, I guess I don’t remember the typing, actually. But I do recall what I wrote when my instinct took over and my fingers manipulated those computer keys:






Theresa Sue Chilton, 12, of Camp Hill died Friday at home of accidental asphyxiation. She is survived by her parents, Clifford and Sue Chilton. She attended the sixth grade at Hillside Elementary School.




The funeral is scheduled for 10:00A.M. Monday at the First Episcopal Church. Visitation will be at the Glen Burns Funeral Home, but there will be no viewing. THAT’S BECAUSE THE POOR GIRL STRUNG HERSELF UP WITH HER NYLON PANTY HOSE. SHE HUNG HERSELF FROM A RAFTER IN THE BASEMENT, AND THOSE NYLONS CUT INTO THE SOFT SKIN OF HER NECK SO BAD, THE UNDERTAKER SAID HE COULDN’T MAKE IT LOOK “NATURAL.” PEOPLE WOULD KNOW WHAT SHE HAD DONE. AND ONCE THEY KNEW, THEY’D ASK WHY. MAYBE THEN THEY’D SEE IT IN HER FATHER’S EYES, THE WAY HE CAN’T LOOK AT ANYONE WHEN HE TALKS ABOUT HIS SWEET LITTLE GIRL. MAYBE THEN THEY’D KNOW THAT HIS DAUGHTER WOULD RATHER DIE THAN FACE HIM AGAIN, WITH HIS BREATH STINKING OF ALCOHOL AND THAT AWFUL STIFFNESS IN HIS UNDERWEAR.




Memorial contributions may be made to a scholarship fund to be established in her name at Hillside School. Burial will be in Rolling Green Cemetery.







You don’t turn away from something like that, not even if you are a burned-out obit writer. I looked into this Chilton guy. He was some big drug company executive and lived in the richest section of Camp Hill, which is saying something since Camp Hill is the most exclusive address in Harrisburg. At least poor little Theresa Sue didn’t have a younger sister waiting around to become daddy’s favorite little girl. Still, I wasn’t letting it go.




I went to the funeral. It was a huge affair, with a long line to get in. From the look of it, the families could have been lined up to see a Disney film. Every parent in Camp Hill had brought along their kiddies for their first lesson in death.




Inside, Clifford Chilton, attired in a finely tailored suit, was trying his best to mourn and accept the outpouring of sympathy for him and his wife. Yet, there was something evasive in his manner. He didn’t let anybody get too close. His wife, meanwhile, was nearly catatonic. She sat on a white folding chair next to the casket, a closed mahogany box with little lambs carved into the side, and she never moved. I’d swear she’d been drugged. Chilton wouldn’t have wanted her too emotional, lest she make some wild accusation in her hour of grief. I watched, as every now and then he’d cast a cold eye on her, just to make sure she was still subdued. People bent down to hug her, but she was gone, checked out. Not once did her eyes leave that little coffin. Atop its closed lid, Theresa Sue wore a forced smile in a school photograph. Even in her sixth-grade class picture, her eyes were vacant.




But Chilton’s eyes were alive, and they moved, damn it. His little girl was lying in a box less than three feet away, but he was looking at twelve-year-olds in their best dresses, nice and formal for the occasion. Chilton kept his head low and looked appropriately solemn, but I saw his eyes rolling around, lurking after all those young girls, their legs nice and smooth but their cheeks red and eyes watery from crying.




I stood in back, near where they kept the register for the mourners. I watched as little girls signed their names in the book, their signatures so big and practiced. I watched until it made me sick.




Before I left, I signed the book, too. My name appeared right under the signature of Bernice O’Toole, who wrote that she’d keep all the math homework for Theresa Sue, as if the dead girl would be out of her coffin and back at school before long.




The next day, I sent Theresa Sue’s obit to her father. Her real obit. The one that could never appear in the paper. The one with things only Theresa Sue, her father, and I knew about. I sent it unsigned in a plain white envelope with no return address.




 




Three days later, another obit, faxed by an undertaker, came across my desk. It was for Clifford B. Chilton, age forty-three, dead of a single gunshot wound to the head.




More precisely, Chilton died after swallowing both barrels of a shotgun. A real mess, according to Whitey Weiss, the undertaker. “Couldn’t do nuthin’ with him,” Whitey told me. “His head was just pulp.”




Naturally, it was a closed-casket ceremony, held in the same funeral home from which his daughter was buried under similar circumstances just the week before.




I didn’t put anything about the self-inflicted gunshot in the obit. Gotta keep it nice and proper, just five short paragraphs that the family can keep in their bible, though I doubt Chilton’s obit went into any bible.




Even though I couldn’t include any of what I knew, I wrote his obit with pleasure, relishing every word of the final item ever to be written about Clifford B. Chilton. As I wrote, I had the satisfaction of knowing that the last thing that went through Chilton’s mind, aside from that shotgun shot, were the questions, who knew and how in the hell could they have found out?




I smiled as I typed, and my mind didn’t step out on me once that entire afternoon.
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EVEN THEN, IDIDN’T SEE THE FULL POSSIBILITIES OF MY strange instincts. Special talent or not, I was still just the obit writer, a forgotten, broken-down old hack at the newspaper.




Months passed, another spring blossomed, and then Herb Bucher died his spectacular death right in the middle of a $5,000-a-plate fund-raiser for the governor. Finally, my instincts would intersect with a story. A big story. Huge, just like Herbert Bucher.




Tremendously overweight and perpetually laboring for breath—it was a Herculean effort for his lungs to expand under all those layers of blubber—Herbie “Large Bills” Bucher dropped dead right at the head table. His fat face plopped into his plate while he was sitting next to Governor Lowell Winters. Dinner had been served not five minutes before, but Bucher had managed to swallow the better part of a slab of prime rib the size of Texas and had put a big dent in a mountain of mashed potatoes. Then, just like that, came his exit from this world and the much more tangible world of politics. Bucher would never get to see his golden boy, Winters, run for the big political prize. Under the strained assistance of no less than six EMTs, Bucher was carried feet-first from the political battlefield just as he was about to launch Winters on a race for the White House.




Bucher was Winters’s chief fund-raiser, had been since the governor was a first-term state house rep from Johnstown. With the help of Bucher’s considerable fund-raising skills, Winters soon found himself in Washington, where he spent ten years as a congressman. Then came the run for governor. Winters won handily his first time out, bringing with him a Republican advantage in the state house and senate. But it was his reelection in 2000 that broke all the records. Bucher raised more money than the campaign knew what to do with, especially since they were up against a lightweight. All the big-name Democrats knew there was no hope and had stayed away.




The historic landslide ignited the presidential talk, and Bucher kept right on raising the money, the sums ever increasing. By the time that February rolled around—a full year before the crucial New Hampshire primary—the political buzz around Winters had reached a fever pitch. He’d raised more money than any other Republican in the country, but he still hadn’t announced for president. Speculation had it that he was aiming for a late-spring kickoff for the campaign. The mere formality of an announcement did not slow down the fund-raising, however. The late-April soiree in Hershey, the one where “Large Bills” finally cashed out, was the biggest yet.




I wasn’t there, of course. What would an old obituary writer be doing at a ritzy political affair featuring the hottest governor in the country? But I heard all about it. The juicy gossip circulated all around town and even managed to filter down to the dive bars I frequented. From the sound of it, the bigwig donors got every bit of their money’s worth that Thursday night, a story to tell for years. Of course, none of the juiciest details were ever reported by theHerald ’s very own political ace, A. Abraham Braxton. But I relate them here, nonetheless.




By all accounts, the governor was quite startled when Bucher dove headfirst into his plate. Someone said it looked as if Winters tried to duck under the table. Perhaps, he thought someone was shooting at him and had hit poor Herb instead. After all, Winters was a precious political commodity, just one press conference away from being the Republican front-runner for president.




Once Winters regained his composure, he tried to help, figuring he’d best look decisive and cool in front of all of those important supporters. A state trooper dressed in a suit, part of Winters’s security detail, was at Bucher’s right, trying to lift the fat man out of his plate. Winters aided from the left. Neither man could get his arms even halfway around Herb Bucher’s prodigious girth. Instead, the two men counted down to synchronize their exertion and finally managed to move Herb’s torso back. But the dead man’s considerable weight shifted to the left, leaving the governor—a slight man with a shock of perfectly styled gray hair—with more of a load than he could handle. Winters tried his best to brace the leaning weight, but it was like trying to stop a falling maple. People said it was as if Bucher’s limp body went into a slow tilt. Just like that, both Herb and Winters disappeared under the table.




There was a mad scramble to free the governor. One reliable witness, an undertaker friend of mine who happened to be a top donor, told me he could hear Winters’s muffled but panicked screams. “I can’t breathe,” the governor was heard to have said. “Get this fat fuck off me.”




In the end, it took six men, some knocking over chairs and one splitting his tuxedo pants, to roll Bucher, finally freeing the governor. Two troopers on security detail grabbed Winters under either arm and raised him to his feet. They motioned for one of the rushing EMTs to take a look at the governor, but to his credit, Winters wouldn’t hear of it. He gestured instead to Bucher’s sprawled and bloated body.




None of the governor’s bumbling made it into the breathlessly dramatic yet sympathy-laced story by A. Abraham Braxton. Winters came off as a fast-acting hero trying to help a beloved friend. But there was no mistaking the panic etched on Winters’s face in the picture snapped in the unguarded seconds before he could collect himself. It told the real story.




For six years, Pennsylvanians had become accustomed to seeing their governor wearing his best smile or a decidedly determined furrowed brow. He had been produced, packaged, and delivered to the public by his handlers, as if they were selling toothpaste or underarm deodorant. But there he was on the front page looking rattled, disheveled, and unprepared. The governor’s hair was matted; his eyes were confused; and his tux shirt was slathered with mashed potatoes and gravy from where Bucher’s messy face had sunk into his chest. Quite simply, Winters looked terrified, like any fifty-eight-year-old man who had just watched his fat friend die. A man who just seconds before had nearly been buried alive under an avalanche of blubber.




He did not look presidential.




That’s what I remember thinking when I saw the newspaper. Looking back on it now, knowing everything that would happen, that’s when fortunes started to turn for Lowell Winters. And it’s when my fortunes turned, as well.




Of course, I didn’t know of the changing tides of fate on that Friday morning when I first saw the photo of our disheveled governor in theHerald . But I would soon enough. Herb Bucher would come to see me. I received his obit later that day.
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AS MUCH AS IT PAINS ME TO ADMIT IT, ICAN’T TELL MY STORY without telling the story of Arthur Abraham Braxton. I can’t call him my nemesis, for he never really acknowledged my existence. But I sensed that he hated me, or at least my kind, the moment he swept into the newsroom three years before, propelled by the urgent force of his self-promoted talent.




Those who know said Braxton had the editors, especially city editor Bill Sharps, eating out of his hand in the job interview. In fact, it wasn’t so much that Braxton, a cub reporter with exactly one year’s experience, was being interviewed for a job. He was interviewing the editors, seeing if he deigned to work here. Braxton fully believed that he was better, smarter, and quicker than anyone else at the paper the moment he stepped into the newsroom for that first interview. His effusive self-confidence wowed the editors in no time. It was no coincidence that he had just spent a year at a small but respected paper in New Hampshire, the major proving ground in presidential politics. And it was soon agreed that Braxton would have the best beat at the paper: covering the governor’s reelection bid. Even back then, talk was building that Winters would be a front-runner for president in the next national election cycle. Braxton knew it, too. He wanted a front-row seat in Harrisburg, a chance to follow Winters all the way to the White House. It was too perfect. He was too perfect.




The assignment represented an unbelievable opportunity for someone a year removed from journalism school, even if it was a master’s program, completed after Braxton had taken off a few years following his undergrad courses to travel the world. It was the kind of opportunity that could make a career. Who knew, there might have been a book deal in it: the inside story of a Pennsylvania president. It’s why Braxton had chosen us.




He was a prodigy, no doubt about that. African American, but only by genetics. Everything else about him was New England blue blood. He had a pedigree, for Christ’s sake. His family was old-time Boston, with one of his ancestors a major force in the freedom movement before the Civil War. His father was a renowned heart surgeon and his mother a Harvard professor. He smelled of money and privilege, an odor detected instinctively in any newsroom. It’s no secret that newspapering is not a profession in which you get rich, or even all that comfortable. And I have always resented the people from money who came to journalism as some sort of public service, as if their work was a noble hobby, some sort of charity. For the rest of us, who really did have to subsist on the meager money we earned, these crusaders made us feel like suckers. Braxton made me feel this way, and worse.




 




When my mind permitted me to focus, I watched him. For three years, I watched him, and I read all his stories. There was something about Braxton that just demanded attention. He was good-looking as all hell. Six feet, three inches and lean muscled, with soft, pleasant and, yes, trusting features. He was country club, through and through, and the best dresser I ever saw. Clothes just loved him. It helped that his entire wardrobe was expertly tailored, but the effect was glorious. When he’d doff his jacket in the newsroom, his shirts were the whitest white, with never so much as a stain under the arms. The only marks I ever saw on his clothes were the monograms on his cuffs. No buttons, he wore cufflinks.




But the most distinctive and beguiling thing about Braxton was his skin. It had the sumptuous, inviting color of a cup of coffee with plenty of cream. I never saw a single blemish on his countenance and never detected so much as razor stubble on his chin. His shaved head was perfectly shaped, completing his look.




Braxton’s acceptance in the halls of the state capitol was immediate. Officials actuallyliked talking to him. He could hold a compelling conversation on any subject and was more than happy to spend hours chatting about things that would never show up in print. He did not have to hound, harass, or pump people for his stories. He had the quiet, dignified confidence of a reporter who knew all his bases were covered.




It helped that he was unfailingly accurate in his writing, with a great eye for detail yet an ability to communicate plainly, with a keen discernment of what was important and what wasn’t. Still, his most controversial stories contained a certain edge, a definite agenda, if you will. Nothing as obvious as a slant, but subtle shadings that put certain facts in one light, while glossing over others. Such was the case with his story about Herb Bucher’s noteworthy death. Braxton played up the governor’s efforts to save the fat fund-raiser without getting into the nettlesome details of Winters nearly getting squashed to death. Since whatever edge unfailingly favored the governor, Braxton’s steady flow of tips and exclusives continued uninterrupted.




I was never sure myself how extensive Braxton’s sources were, but there was no doubting that he had a direct pipeline into Winters’s office. It was often discussed among jealous reporters that Winters had been as taken with Abe Braxton as anyone. The governor clearly enjoyed his company, not to mention the favorable play his administration received in his stories.




No, I didn’t like him. Perhaps it was because he made me feel worse about myself than I usually did. Then again, all the new ones made me feel that way, as they blew into the newsroom so brash, young, and confident. I’d seen plenty of young reporters come up in my time. Like the spring ducklings hatching down by the Susquehanna, every year there’d be another hot-shit reporter. They’d put in twelve-hour days mining the little stories for that one big one. They’d tell themselves they were here for a cup of coffee on their way up to the PhillyInquirer, The Boston Globe , or the goddamnNew York Times . If that didn’t quite work out, it would be off to law school or back to some university for a master’s or a Ph.D. Perhaps, they’d land in some cushy public relations job, or become a press secretary for the state. The future was bright.




The only time these hotshot rookies got a little nervous that their plans might not succeed was when they looked at me. They’d see me scratching my head over yet another obit, and they’d be shaken for just a second that it could happen to them. Then, just as suddenly, they’d laugh it off. No, they’d never end up like me, walking around the newsroom like a zombie.




What they never realized was, somebody has to type the obits. And what these young kids never understood was, a newsroom is really a place filled with misfits, people who could never hope to make it in the real world. In that respect, I fit in just fine. I was part of the mix of intellect, ego, and garbage collector that defines any newsroom. I’ve often thought that, deep down, there was a part inside each one of them that knew we were the same. They just needed a few decades in this business to find out how similar.




What really got them, these young ones, was sticking them with a day of writing obits. Oh my, you’d hear them holler and complain, trying anything to get out of it. But most reporters had to do their share on the way up, all part of paying dues. They got a taste, just a taste. And they hated it.




One young reporter who never got his taste was Abe Braxton. When he’d hear one of his young colleagues complaining about weekend obit duty, Braxton would proudly announce that he’d never written a single obituary—and never would. He wore the fact like a badge of honor, as if he were better than the rest of us for having never dirtied his hands with the stories of the dead.




I didn’t like him from the very first. Maybe it was my own jealousy. I admit I envied him. Maybe, it was something more. My instinct, perhaps, trying to tell me something.




In any case, I’m sure he didn’t think much of me. In fact, I know it. Who would have guessed that we’d end up working together on the biggest story of our lives?
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THE FAX CAME IN AT TEN IN THE MORNING THAT FRIDAY. From the start, I knew this would not be a by-the-numbers obit. But I had no idea how far from the ordinary the death of Herb Bucher would take me.




Not all obituaries are created equal. Some lives are just more important than others. A local butcher is more interesting than a housewife. A long-time restaurant owner or a well-known bartender will get special treatment, usually a few quotes from old customers waxing sentimental. Priests and bishops are always a big deal. We newspaper people like to make a fuss when one of our own cashes out. It’s one of the few perks of this business. But by far, the most lengthy and lavish obits are reserved for public figures. When a well-known actor dies, it’s national news, even if he or she hasn’t appeared in a film in decades. Same with a head of state. In Harrisburg, where state government is the number-one industry, about the biggest thing you can be is a political player.




Herb Bucher may have never held public office, but everyone who was anyone in state politics knew him. Plus, Bucher was hard to miss, weighing as he did about four hundred pounds. And he was a constant fixture in the trendiest downtown bars, where he picked up the check without fail. Many would mourn him for this reason alone. It didn’t take much more than that to score a person one hell of a big obituary in theHerald . And unlike typical obits, these stories carried the byline of the writer. In some small way, my name would be forever linked to that of Herb Bucher.




I knew I’d have to write a tribute to Bucher. I’d give him his life’s due in death. I didn’t know it then, but in turn, Bucher would give me my own life back, my life as a reporter.




I had plenty for this obit. In addition to the usual material from the undertaker, every politician in town had faxed over statements on Bucher’s passing. You could always tell when it was a political person who died by all the written statements from colleagues and friends. It was so the politicians weren’t misquoted. Plus, by releasing their comments in writing, they could avoid wasting time on the phone with an obit writer like me. My job was to make it all sound good, to give it a writer’s touch. I knew the editors were expecting something special. City Editor Bill Sharps even forced himself to speak to me. He tried way too hard to adopt a casual manner, as if we chatted all the time.




“Hi, Lenny.” Sharps oozed discomfort.




I grunted acknowledgment but didn’t face him.




“I have you on the story budget for the Bucher obit. That’ll run as part of the package with Braxton’s follow-up, so it’s going to go news side, not with the other obits, okay?”




I nodded and grunted again.




“If you have any problems let me know.” Sharps was already retreating from my cubicle. “You can let it run for twenty inches. Make it a good read, plenty of quotes.”




Twenty inches, I thought, as Bill Sharps returned to the warm glow of his computer screen, where he was most secure and comfortable. Twenty inches was four times the size of an ordinary obit. It had been a long time since I had written twenty inches. Sure I had typed thousands and thousands of inches, but it was something altogether different to write at length about any one thing.




I was rusty, but I began as I always did—with the name, age, and the date of death. As I wrote, the boilerplate became inspired. And the tribute I offered was rewarded with a mysterious tip, which flowed through my typing fingers and onto my computer screen, along with the rest of Herbert Bucher’s obituary.






GOVERNOR’S FUND-RAISER DIES;


LEAVES POLITICAL LEGACY, BIG VOID


IN WINTERS ADMINISTRATION





By Lenny Holcomb




Herbert V. Bucher, chief fund-raiser for Gov. Lowell Winters, died Thursday night after suffering a heart attack at a black-tie Republican dinner in Hershey. He was 44.




Known to most business and political leaders simply as “Herbie,” Bucher revolutionized political fundraising in Pennsylvania, raising millions for Governor Winters, who won two terms in office largely on the backing of Bucher’s efforts.




His official title was political director of the Winters Leadership Fund, the governor’s political action committee, and therefore was not a state-paid employee. His main function was raising money. Politicians and businessmen remembered him fondly for his favorite line, “How much shall I put you down for?”




During fund-raising pushes, he often made up to 200 phone calls a day. Co-workers said his right index finder was permanently callused from all of the dialing.




In recent months, political speculation mounted that Bucher was helping prime the donation pump for Winters’s biggest campaign yet. The governor is reportedly weighing a run for the Republican nomination for president. Ironically, Bucher’s death occurred at a $5,000-a-plate fund-raiser that was the unofficial campaign’s biggest moneymaker yet.




Bucher’s loss to Winters, the candidate, is incalculable, analysts said. But the governor refused to talk politics in speaking of Bucher’s death. His prepared statement read simply that a dear friend was gone.




“A kind spirit and a bright light has been extinguished in my life and in the lives of so many in Harrisburg,” Winters said. “Herbie’s appetite for life was legendary and his loyalty as a friend was unwavering. His hearty laugh, his warm smile and his unmistakably optimistic voice will long be remembered. I will miss him always.”




Winters is slated to deliver the eulogy at Bucher’s funeral service, which is set for Monday at St Patrick’s Cathedral in Harrisburg. The event is expected to attract the political A-list from Harrisburg and around the state.




Bucher’s ultimate legacy will depend largely on the outcome of Winters’s expected presidential bid. But many of the changes Bucher wrought on the fund-raising scene were controversial, as money became the wheel grease of Pennsylvania politics.




In his own defense, Bucher often said money was a political reality, like poll taking and kissing babies. “You need money to get your message out,” he had said. “That’s the bottom line for everybody in this business, and I mean the donors and the candidates.”




Social to a fault, Bucher often held court at his favorite restaurants and watering holes around town.




“I must say that I was never permitted to buy a single drink when I was in his presence,” said state Majority Leader Sen. Pete O’Leary. “To this old Irish-man, that’s as fine an epitaph as a man can have. Herbie wasn’t Irish, but he had smiling eyes. And he kept so many others smiling with him. The pubs won’t be the same without him.”




BUT BUCHER’S PERSONAL LARGESSE BEGS THE QUESTION AS TO THE SOURCE OF HIS GENEROSITY HIS SALARY WAS A MODEST $79,000, BUT BUCHER RAN UP BAR AND RESTAURANT TABS TOTALING $12,000 A MONTH OR MORE. THAT’S ACCORDING TO SOURCES KNOWN ONLY TO THIS REPORTER.




ACCEPTANCE TO BUCHER’S INNER CIRCLE WAS FREE ADMITTANCE TO AN ENDLESS BUFFET OF BOOZE AND SCHMOOZE—ALL DELIVERED ILLEGALLY AT THE EXPENSE OF WINTERS’S CAMPAIGN FUNDS.




IT WAS NO SECRET THAT BUCHER LOVED MONEY IT WAS THE MAIN REASON HE WAS SO GOOD AT RAISING SUCH VAST SUMS. BUT HE ALSO LIKED TO SPEND IT, LOTS OF IT. IT WAS A NATURAL STEP THAT HE SHOULD TAKE FROM THE CAMPAIGN. AFTER ALL, IT SEEMED LIKE HIS MONEY HIS EFFORTS HAD PRODUCED IT.




SO HE SPENT MIGHTILY AND RECKLESSLY. BUT BUCHER WAS SO VITAL TO THE GOVERNOR AND SO OBVIOUSLY BELOVED, NO ONE ELSE IN THE CAMPAIGN OR THE ADMINISTRATION DARED QUESTION HIM.




WITH HIS CHIEF FUND-RAISER NOW DEAD, WINTERS MUST KNOW HIS CAMPAIGN IS SUDDENLY VULNERABLE, GIVEN THE UNGODLY AMOUNTS THAT IT WILL TAKE TO COMPETE IN A PRESIDENTIAL RACE. BUT THAT WOULD BE THE LEAST OF THE GOVERNOR’S WORRIES IF IT EVER GOT OUT THAT BUCHER STAYED FAT AND HAPPY BY EMBEZZLING FROM THE CAMPAIGN.




WINTERS WOULD BECOME THE UNWILLING POSTER BOY FOR CAMPAIGN FINANCE REFORM. NOT ONLY THAT, ONCE-LOYAL DONORS COULD GROW HESITANT, KNOWING THAT THEIR MONEY WAS MISSPENT BEFORE.




IN THIS ONE VERY IMPORTANT WAY, BUCHER’S EPIPTAPH HAS YET TO BE WRITTEN.







Once again, I didn’t realize what I had written. The writing had been an unconscious act. My fingers simply moved over the keyboard and words populated my screen.




As I read over it, I was struck first by the quality. This wasn’t a by-the-numbers obit. It flowed, had style, a good pace. There was a nice sprinkling of quotes and some insight into the man. I had nailed it.




Then, I read down to the parts that talked about my special source and the things about Bucher’s spending and where he got his money. What to make of this?




I paged through my notes and faxes. None of the documents listed Bucher’s salary, yet I had a figure in the story. I punched Bucher’s name into the paper’s database. Up popped the annual story in which we published the salaries of certain public officials. People loved that stuff, especially in Harrisburg, where so many people on state and political payrolls wanted to know what the big shots made. Sure enough, according to the most recent listing, Bucher was pulling in $79,000 from the governor’s political action committee. Exactly what I had in the story. I could have remembered it, I told myself.




But what about Bucher’s drawing money from the campaign accounts and how, if it ever got out, it could sink the governor’s campaign? Could this be right, too?




If it was, I’d have myself a real story, front page for sure.




In journalism, however, instinct will take you only so far. A hunch is but the first step. All those things about Bucher wouldn’t mean spit unless I could nail them down. If I ever hoped to see a word of it in print, I needed facts, documents, and evidence. I’d have to prove everything to Bill Sharps and the other editors before the paper would run a word.




I dared not say anything to anyone. They’d just think I was crazy. I’d have to work this one alone, keeping it nice and quiet. In that adrenaline-fueled moment, I really believed I could do it, too. And why wouldn’t I? Things were coming to me, now, and my mind was getting sharper and sharper, like the old days. For the first time in a long time, I felt like a reporter.




But I was still the obit writer. First, I had to file Herb Bucher’s obit, minus all those things about embezzlement and the sinking of Winters’s political fortunes. I quickly reworked the story and sent it off to the city desk. Then I started making my calls.
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